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GALE WARNING

Ladidaus Skjorning frowned at his watch and rescanned the sparsely-peopled to ate-night ante-room of
Federation Hall, but there was no sign of Greuner. It was unlike him to be late, add, from the code
phrase, his news was urgent, so where was he?

Someone tapped him on the shoulder, and he turned dowly, one hand moving unobtrusively to the small
dug thrower in the deeve of hisloosetunic of Beaufort seawool. A man faced himin the conservative
informa dress of New Zurich's upper classes but it wasn't Greuner. Greuner was alittle man; thisfellow
rivaled Skjorning's own 202 centimeters, and, unlike many Corporate Worlders, he looked fit and mean.
Ladidaus eyed him with hidden distaste, and the muzzle of the invisible dug gun settled on the
newcomer's navel.

"Mister Skjorning?’ "Aye, I'mto be Skjorning." Ladidaus’ deep voice sawed acrossthe thin New Zurich
accent like adoomwhale catcher through fog.

"Migter Greuner sends hisregrets.” "Not to come?"' Ladidaus asked siowlv, broad face expressonless as
scorn for his uncouth diaect flared in the Corporate Worlder's mocking eyes. He plowed on like an
icebreaker, pandering to the man's contempt. "Would it chance he'sto be sending awording why not?"
"lliness, | believe." The Corporate Worlder's mouth was a thin dash of didike as he eyed the bearded
giat.

Skjorning was a Titan for any world--- especialy aheavy gray planet, even one whose chill temperatures
favored large people--but the one huge hand he could see was alaborer's, thick-knuckled and scarred
by achildhood with the nets and ayoung manhood with the purse seines and harpoons.

"Not to be serious, I'm hoping,” Ladidaus said sadly.

"I'm afraid it may be. Infact, | believe he's decided to return to New Zurich for.., treatment.” "I'm to see.
Widl, grateful I'm to be for your wording, Migter--his' "Fouchet,” thetal man said briefly.

"Aye, Fouchet. Remembered to me you'll be, Mister Fouchet." Skjorning turned away with abovine
nod, and Fouchet watched him enter a deserted washroom. He started to follow, then stopped and
turned on ascornful hedl. Whatever Greuner might have thought, that thick-witted prole was no danger.

The washroom door eased dowly open behind him, and one brilliant blue eye followed his retregting
back. The dug gun eased back into xs deeve clip regretfully, and Skjorning stepped out of the
washroom.

"Aye, Migter Fouchet," he said softly, barely atrace of accent coloring hisvoice, "I'll remember you."
FonnaMacTaggart looked away from her termina and rubbed her eyes wearily, then glanced at the
dock and alowed herself a crooked grin. Old Terran days were tiresomely short for someone reared to
the thirty-two hour Beaufort day. The air was bothersomely thin, and the gravity wasirksomely low, but
one could grow used to anything, including feeling tired at such aridiculously early hour. Sheroseand
poured acup of Terran coffee, one of the only two things about the motherworld she would truly miss
when shefindly returned to Beaufort for good.



A chime sounded, and she crooked a specul ative eyebrow and pressed the admittance key. The door
hissed open, and Ladidaus Skjorning towered on the threshold, his blue eyes bright with annoyance.

"Damnit, Chiefl" Mister Fouehet would never have recognized histone. "Y oure till not checking ID'S™
"No, Itm not," Fionnasaid coally. "Not ingde our own enclave, anyway. Nor am | meeting guests at the
door with alaser in my hand." She shook her head with mock severity. "Sometimes| think al this
security nonsenseis going to your head, Lad." "Do you, now?" Ladidaus sank into one of the recliners,
his anger ebbing, and closed his eyeswearily. Fionna's face tightened with sudden concern. "'l wish our
friend Greuner shared your opinion.”.

"He didn't show?' Fionna" knelt on the recliner next to him and massaged one taut shoulder.
"No," he said softly.

"Fhey got to him, isit?" she asked, equaly softly. "Aye. Hustled him back to New Zurich--1 hope. But
theréslittle to be putting past a Corporate Worlder who smells gdlt, Chief.” She felt him relaxing asher
gtrong fingersiug the tension from him, then frowned and stopped massaging, leaning her forearms on his
massvely muscled shoulder.

"You'reright, Lad. | just wish | knew what he had for "I fedl the same," Ladidausrumbled, alowing
himsdf afrown, "but let's be grateful for what he aready gave us. He turned from his own to be helping
us because he thought it right; now I've the thinking he's to be paying for it soon and late.” "I know, Lad.
| know." She patted his shoulder, smiling contritely, and he felt a surge of guilt. It was hard enough
heading a Fringe World del egation without your own people snapping at you. Besides, Fionnawas fight
to worry. The one clue they had to Greuner's message was the phrase "Gale Warning," and that wasthe
code he and the little man had arranged to indicate amgor Corporate World offensve againgt the
Fringe.

"l did pick up something amite useful,” he proffered as a peace offering. 'rhe name of the new New
Zurich bully boy, I'm to be thinking.

Fouchet. A tall, mean son-of-a sand-leech with aface like boiled blubber.” "He's their new security
chief?." Fionnaasked, eyes narrowing.

"Chief, you know they're not to be using such titles] They're not so crude as that--heq|l to be called
Computerman's Syndic or some such. But, aye, he'sthe one.

And had he just alittle more curiosity or alittle less brain--mind, I'm not sure which it was--it's squeezing
Greuner'sinformation from him I'd be the now.” "Lad,” Fionnasaid sternly, "I'vetold you we can't
operate that way! They dready cal us'barbarians’. What do you think they'll call usif you start acting
likethat?' "Aye?1 don't have the thinking it's to mind me the much," Ladidaus said, laying the accent with
atrowd. "It's maybe "Corporate Worlder" they'reto cal meif | have the doing of their own against them.
And where'sthe differenceto lie? Y on Corporate Worlder flays hiswhaeswith money, Chief; I'm only
after the doing of it by hand." Fionna started to reply tartly, then stopped.

She and Ladidaus had grown up together on the cold and windy seas of Beaufort, and she knew it irked
him to play the homespun fool for men like Fouchet--but she also knew he recognized the advantages of
hisrole. During histimein the Federation's navy, Ladidaus had acquired a.cosmopolitanism at odds with
the Innerworld notion of a Fringer, though, like anyone, he tended to revert to the speech patterns of
childhood under stress. The dow Beaufort accent had drawn attention even in the Fleet, where such
idosyncraseswere far from rare, and Lad had learned the hard way to speak excdlent Standard English.



But his sense of humor had stood him in good stead, and held aso learned to ape the stereotype so well
few of hisvictims ever realized they were being hoodwinked. He found his hayseed persona useful as
head of security for the Beaufort delegation, and he usually enjoyed it. Yet it seemed thislatest episode
had cracked his normd shield of humor. Hed evidently become closer to Greuner than sheld thought..,
and hewasright, damn it! Thelittle banker had jeopardized his career, certainly, and possibly hislife, to
help worlds held never even visited--and now held pay for it. She felt a sudden hot stinging behind her
own eyes, and her hands squeezed his shoulder in sllence until she felt the new tension run dowly out of
them both onc more.

A (‘'ow, murmuring rumblefilled the chamber, and Fionna MaeT aggart looked across from her console at
thetall podium in the center of the vast hemispherical room. It stood over two hundred meters from her
seat in the center o pounds the Beau pounds rt del egation, separated om the ranked tiers o pounds
delegates by afloor of ebon marble shot with white veinslike tangled skeins o pounds stars. Ater
twenty-five yearsin the Assembly--twenty o pounds them as head of her planet's delegation-- Fionna
had learned the hitter, sordid redlities o the Federation's government, but the Chamber of Worlds il
took her bregth away. She wished she could have seen it when the Assembly had lived up to its promise,
hut not even the gangrenous present of partisanship and exploitation could diminish the grandeur o
poundstheided this chamber had been built to enshrine.

Her eyes swept over upward-soaring walls hung with the flags and banners o pounds scores of planeta
systems, dl dominated by the space-black Federation banner with its golden sunburst, and the blue
planet and white moon o* the homeworld. The air stirred coolly against her skin as she adjusted her
hushphone headset over her red hair. Ladidaus was going to heto ate ff he didn't get amove on.

A tiny light glowed on her pand asthe Sergeant at Armswarned her amember o pounds her delegation
was on hisway, and she looked up, hiding a smile as Skjorning lumbered down the aide. Thank Cod
none of their congtituents ever visited Old Terral They'd have afit ff they ever saw therole Ladidaus had
assumed so well.

The big man sdled bashfully through the crowd in a state of perpetual embarrassment, then sank gratellly
into the chair at Fionna'sleft hand and leaned forward to fumble clumsily with his hushphone.

"Any clues, Lad?' she asked softly.

"No, Chief." Ladidaus lips barely moved. "Only the code, and it's a seaharrower's own luck that much
got to US.

Fonnarowned and nodded in agreement. She started to say something more, but the echo o pounds a
soft chime cut her short.

The Legidative Assembly of the Terran Federation wasin session.

Fionnafidgeted uneasily asthe opening formditiesfiltered past her. She could see the Galloway's World
delegation from where she sat, and Simon Tdiaferro wasn't in hisusua place. The New Zurich delegation
was less than ten meters away, and she noted sinkingly that Oskar Dieter wasn't with hisfellows, ether.
Whatever Greuner had tried to warn them of, those two would be at the heart of it. Her fingersflew over
her information console, keying their names and punching up acrossindex of the committees on which
they sat, for she'd learned long since that it was in the closed committee meetings that the Corporate
Worldswove their webs.

The screen lit, confirming her memory. Both men were from popul ous worlds, combined with their



persona seniority in the Assembly and the "representative membership” committee rules the Corporate
Worlds had rammed through twelve years ago, that gave them membership on dozens of committees...
including shared membership on Foreign Relations and Military Oversight. She frowned. blot only was
each amember of both, but Taliaferro chaired Foreign Relations and Dieter chaired Military Oversight. It
was an ominous combination.

The Clerk finished the formalities of the last session's minutes and stepped aside for David Haley. By long
tradi-t'ion, the Spesker of the Legidative Assembly wasacitizen of Old Terra, and Fionnalistened to his
beautiful Standard English as he turned the Assembly to business, wishing' his office ftill had the power it
once had. Unlike mogt of hisHeart World felows, Haley had traveled to the Fringe; he knew the hodtility
and hatred for the Corporate Worlds festering on the Fringe Worlds--and what was happening under the
fase cordidity of the delegates relations.

Unfortunately, there waslittle he could do about it.

"Ladies and Genfiemen of the Assembly,” Haey said, "the Chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee
has requested a dosed session of the Assembly sitting as acommittee of the whole. Are there any
objections?' Fionnakeyed her console and saw Haley glance down as her light pulsed on his panel. Then
he looked out over the sea of faces to the Beaufort delegation, and his face vanished from the giant
screen behind the podium, replaced by Fionnas, though hisimage continued to stare up from the small
screen before each delegate.

"The Chair recogni zes the Honorable Assemblywoman for Beaufort," he said, and Fionna's headset
beeped to indicate alive mike.

"Mister Spesker, thisishighly irregular,” she said quietly. "1 would ask why the Chairman of the Foreign
Reations Committee fed s the need for a closed sesson? And why we were not informed in advance?'
The faee on her console screen was dearly unhappy. Haley was too experienced to show hisemotions
openly, but the assemblymen were too experienced not to read him anyway.

"Ms. MacTaggart, | can only tdll you that the Chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee and Minister
of Foreign Affairs Assad jointly have requested the Assembly's attention to amatter of grave import.
That isdl theinformation | have. Do you wish to object to the request for closure?' Fionnacertainly did,
but it would accomplish little, since she would know no more about Tdiaferro's plans after blocking the
secret session than she did now. Damn him! Despite the warning, hed managed to keep her completely
inthe dark!

"No, Mister Speaker," she said softly. "I have no objection.” "Isthere any debate?' Haley asked. There
was none, and the Speaker gaveled the Assembly into secret session.

The chamber buzzed with side conversations as the Sergeant at Arms and his staff escorted the news
people out. The great doors boomed softly shulike and sophisticated anti-snooping defenseswere set in
motion. There would be no way for the outside world to discover what was said or done hereunlessa
delegate leaked the word. Such "accidenta leaks' were far from uncommon these days, though they
once had been. Asthe Fringer population base had dowly grown to chalenge the Corporate Worlds
domination of the Assembly, the campaign of secret dander and counter-dander had taken on vicious
overtones.

Initidly, the Outworlders had been at a considerable disadvantage, but Fionna was amost saddened by
how well they'd learned to play the game since. Onlv thistime, leaks wouldn't be enough. Greuner's
disappeaiance proved that.



Two new figures appeared beside Haley. One was Oskar Dieter, though he was as careful asever to
stay in the background. The other was Simon Taliaferro, possibly the man the Fringers hated most of all.

Tdliaferro could have been prime minister, but his posio t'ion as head of his delegation was more useful,
and he would have been forced to resign it to accept the premiership. On the other hand, he could never
have been president, for that largely gelded office was still decided by direct election. As heir to one of
the shipbuilding dynasties which had used political power to cement its stranggg'eo hold on the
Outworlds commerce, he could never have carried enough of the popular vote. Ninety percent of al
Federation cargo moved in hulls owned by Corporate World shipping magnates, yet over sSixty percent
of the Federation's systems lay in the Fringe and Rim. Which waswhy Taliaferro was hated... and why
he was prepared to embrace any expedient to stave off the rapidly-approaching day when the Fringe's
ddlegates would be numerous enough to demand an accounting for two centuries of economic
exploitation.

"Ladiesand gentlemen," Haley said, "the Chair recognizes the Honorable Smon Tdiaferro, Delegate for
Gdloway's World and Chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee.

Migter Tdiaferro.” "hank you, Mister Spesker." Taliaferro's dark face wasincongruoudy jovia onthe
huge screen, and Fionnaslips curled with didike.

It was like abadly crafted disguise, she thought. A threadbare mask for the ruthless brilliance under that
jolly exterior--yet the rules of the game required one to pretend his bonhomiewasredl.

"Members of the Assembly,” Taliaferro said, "I bring you great news! After months of negatiation, | can
now tell you that perhaps the most momentous departure in the history of the Galaxy has been proposed.
Presdent Zhi and Prime Minister Minh have received adirect communication from the Khan of the
Orions, borne by afully empowered plenipotentiary.” He paused for effect, knowing he'd gathered the
eyes and ears of every delegate.

'le Khan proposes nothing less than the amalgameation of the Terran Federation and the K hanate of
Orion!" Hisvoice rose steadlily through the last sentence, but it was lmogt, lost in the roar which burst
forth a the word "ama gamation,” and Fionnawas on her feet, onefist clenched on the top of her
console.

"No.t" she shouted, but her voice waslost in the uproar. It was just aswell, she redlized amoment later.
Shewasthe leader of the Fringe Caucus. She must appear calm and reasonable. Above al, reasonable]
Y et such a proposa would be intolerable to her congtituents, and the Corporate Worlds knew it. In fact,
only those fit-headed, libera-minded, bureaucracy-worshiping ,Heart Worlders could be so blind asto
think the Fringe wouldn't fight thidl

Her eyes narrowed as she sank back into her seat. Of course the Corporate Worlds knew, and
Tdiaferro's obvious ddight made cold, ugly sense. How was the huge population of the Khanate to fit
into th new, ama gamated monster? were the Orions suddenly to find themsel ves enfranchised to vote for
thefirg timein theft history? It had takest over acentury of dow, painful population growth in the
outwodds to earn the delegates to challenge the Corporate Worlds. With such ahuge influx of votes, the
Assembly would have no choice but to cut the representationd basis... which would just coincidentaly
gerrymander the sparse Fringe popul ation out of the representation it had findly gained.

Just who, she wondered, had proposed what to whom?



Had the Orions conceived this on their own? Or had the Corporate Worlds suggested it to them? Or had
they, perhaps, smply mided the Khan's ambassadorsinto thinking the proposa would be joyfully
accepted throughout the Federation? There were too many possibilities and too few answers--yet.

She pressed her ear button. Haley's panel must be bloody with scores of red attention lights, and she
amost hoped Tdiaferro would refuse to yield to her. But he would, ff only to give her the opportunity to
cot her own throat, and, in away, it would be arelief to take a stand, whatever the outcome. She had no
choice but to voice the Fringe's position.., and it wastime, part of her cried, to have done with careful
maneuvering. It wastime to spesk from the heart.

"Mister Speeker," Taliaferro's amplified voice cut through the uproar, "'l yield temporarily to the
Honorable Assem-blywoman for Beaufort!" The background noise died ingtantly as Fionna appeared on
the giant screen, and her green eyesflashed fire.

"Misgter Speaker," her voice was dear and strong, "'l must tell the Honorable Assemblyman for
Gdloway's World that he has made agrievous error ff he expects every Federation citizen to greet this
proposal with loud hosannas! No one in the Federation has more respect for the Orions than we of the
Fringe. We have fought against them and beside them.

We admiretheir courage, their fortitude, and their spirit. They have their own claimsto greatness: the first
race to hypothesize the possibility of warp travel; thefirst to create a stellar empire; and thefirst to
recognize the inevitable end result of blind militarism and turn away from it. But, Mister Speeker, they are
Orions--and we here represent the Terran Federation! We represent a society forged, in part, in combat
againg the Orions, one which has made for itsalf aplace second to none in the known Galaxy. And,
Mister Speaker--was her long anger and frustration burned in her throat as she hurled the final words a
Tdiaferro his-comthe Fringe will never consent to this so-called amalgamation!” She sat down abruptly,
and the Chamber of Worlds went berserk.

Soft, somehow mournful music swirled like the seaas Fionna stood at the head of the receiving line,
smiling and gracious despite her exhaustion. The last week had been anightmare, and only the
extravagance of her persond exertions had held the Fringe bloc together. It wasn't that any delegation
favored the proposed amal gamation; the reverse was true-they were angry with her for not taking amore
extreme pogition.

But if twenty-five yearsin the Assembly had taught her anything, it was that the Heart Worlds didn't
understand the Fringe. The Corporate Worlders knew their outworld cousins and enemies far better than
the motherworld and its oldest colonies did, though she suspected not even the Corporate Worlds fully
redlized the fulminating anger they were fanning. But the Heart Worldswere too far removed from their
own frontier days. They'd forgotten what it was like to know that any ,outside attack must come through
their systemsto reach the heart of empire. Asthey'd forgotten--ff they'd ever known--whichat it wasto
have their commerce, the lifeblood of their societies, manipulated and exploited by predatory mercharts
with ayen for power.

And because they had forgotten or did not know, they were aterrible danger to the Fringe. Fionna had
seenthe "new liberalism” of her Heart World colleagues. The Heart Worlds had it too good, she thought
bitterly; they were too content, too ultracivilized. The Corporate Worlds could convince them the Fringe
redlly was peopled by uncouth barbarians but little removed from outright savagery.

Worse, they could be convinced to do what was "best” for the Fringe even ff it killed the object of their
kindness!



Knowing that, she dso knew it was imperative to convince the Heart Worlds of the Fringe's maturity.., or
at least open-mindedness. The position she'd taken was the strongest she could take.

The firebrands who longed to denounce the Corporate Worlds openly, to point the accusing finger where
it sorichly deserved to be pointed, would play straight into Tdiaferro's and Dieter's hands, but only one
Fringer could convince them of that. FionnaMaeTaggart wasn't avain woman, yet she knew no one else
among the Fringe del egates had the prestige and power base sheld built againgt this very day.

Of dl the Fringe Worlds, Beaufort, perhaps, most despised Corporate Worlders. Beaufort's heavy
gravity had not been kind to its colonizers, despite their selection for high pressure tolerance, yet there
had been fierce compe-fit'ion for space on the colony ships. The rebels of the Corporate Worlds, those
who could no longer tolerate their roles as cogsin the vast machines, had seen in Beaufort aworld poor
enough and distant enough to be secure from manipulation and control. They'd gone to Beaufort to
escape, and many had died there so many BuCol actualy closed the planet to immigration for dmost
Sxty years.

Fonna's parents and grandparents had spoken of those bitter years. The gene pool was smal; the
environment was harsh; and BuCol's Corporate World bureaucrats had not gone out of their way to
help. Those six decades of isolation had produced the dialect the Innerworlders mocked--and left a
burning hatred in the hearts of the people who spokeit.

But then the unsuspected pharmaceutica potentia of the Beaufort doomwhale had rocked Terran
medical science, and suddenly the Corporate Worlds and the Assembly were filled with concern for the
colony they had ignored for so long. The Corporate World combines had moved in, and the Corporate
World nightmare had come for the people of Beaufort once more.

Y et cold, hostile Beaufort had trained them well, and the planetary government moved quickly to regulate
doomwhaling and exclude the Corporate Worlds, unmoved by threats of economic reprisal. There was
little anyone could do which the Corporate Worlds hadn't aready done, and, for thefirst timein over a
century and a half, Corporate World plutocrats were forced to dance to the eeo[* odash] nomic piping of
aFringe World.

They had hated it, and it was Beaufort's successful resistance to their penetration which gave her
delegation such prestige. Beaufort had proved the Corporate Worlds could be stopped; now it wastime
to prove they ceuld be pushed back, and Fionna MacTaggart had dedicated her professond lifeto that

god.

Y et there was only one of her, and shewastired... S0 very, very tired. Beyond each confrontation,
another loomed, and she faced each alittle more diminished, alittle more weary.

She shook herself mentally, banishing the dark thoughts.

It had been a bad day--perhaps that was why she felt so somber. Or perhapsit was this reception. It had
been scheduled before Tdiaferro dropped his bomb, and canceling it now was out of the question, but it
was astrain to be polite to the Corporate Wodders as they arrived.

Stll, she thought with a sudden flicker of amusement, it might be equaly hard on them.

She glanced at her watch. Another ten minutes and she could find herself adrink and begin to circul ate.

That might help. It was always easier to dedl with peoplein smal, intimate groups rather than in formd,



antagonigtic public forums. Then she looked back up and bit off acurse as Oskar Dieter entered with his
now-constant shadow, Fouchet.

Shefdt Ladidaus materidize by her sde. Dear Lad! He played the buffoon for the Innerworlders, but his
fellow Beauforters knew hisworth. Indeed, she sometimes wished she didn't know him quite so well. It
would be niceto lose hersdlf in an affair with someone with his strength and integrity, but any liaison with
him would have fdt incestuous.

Dieter paused at the head of the reception line, and his dark eyes glittered. Fionnadidn't like Dieter; she
never had, and she knew the feding was mutud. Unlike Taliaferro, Dieter was apoor hand at hiding his
emotions, and she'd flicked him on the raw often in debate. He resented that, and resented it al the more
because she was awoman. The Congtitution might outlaw sexud discrimination, but New Zurich's
unwritten law enshrined it, and she suspected Dieter found her an insult to his prgudices aswel asto his
ambitions. Still, there were amenities to be observed, and sheesheld out her hand with asmile.

"Migter Dieter." "Ms. MacTagsart." He bowed dightly, ignoring her hand, and hisvoice was cold, his
eyes scornful. Fionnas pam itched.

"A pleasureto seeyou, Sir,” she made hersdf lie. "I understand you will betakingamgor rolein
tomorrow's debate?’ "Indeed,” he said. "And o, | hear, will you. Playing your usua obstructionist role, |
presume.” Conversation dackened, and Fionnafelt Ladidaus tighten beside her. She touched his hand
unobtrusively.

"| prefer, Sir, to consider my role asthat of a constrne,-tive advooate for the Fringe Worlds," she said,
equally coldly. "We, too, have aright to present our point of view and to contend for our values and
dreams." "Vaues and dreams? Fringe garbage!" Dieter flushed suddenly, hisvoice hissng, and Fionnas
eyeswidened. Good God, what ailed the man? One smply didn't say thingslike that a formal

receptions!

"Yes, Migter Dieter," she heard herself say, "we, too, have our dreams and aspirations--or will the
Corporate Worlds take even those from us?' Ripples of silence raced outward. Fionnadared not turn to
seethe effect of the acid exchange, yet neither dared sheto ,ill digi! retreat. It was one thing to appear
reasonable; it was quite another to appear weak.

"We have no desire for them,” Dieter sneered. "Y ou speak very prettily in debate, for a Fringe Worlder,
Madam, but the Assembly'will not be blind to your barbarism and xenophobiaforever. Y ou and your
kind have stood in the path of civilization too long?

He amog spat the last words, and suddenly she smelled his breath. Reefgrubsl He was dmost in orbit
on New Athens mizir! How could he be so stupid asto meet her in this condition? But whatever madness
possessed him wasn't her worry; responding to his attack was.

"We may be barbarians, gir," she said, and her voice rang clearly in the sllence, "but a least we havethe
advantage of you in mannerd” Dieter's face twisted as the crowd murmured approva. Even through the
haze of mizir fumes he could sense the incredible blunder held made. But recognizing it and reo trieving it
were two different things, and his fuddled brain was unequal to the task.

"Sut!" he hissed suddenly, thrusting hisface closeto hers. "Y ou've aped your bettersfor too long! Get
hometo your stinking little ball of mud and make babiesto play in the muck!" Fionnaand her guests
froze. Enmity between paliticd leaders was nothing new, but this--to No one could quite believe Dieter
was S0 logt to self-control, yet hiswords hung in the supercharged air like a sub-critical mass of



plutonium, and they waited breethlesdy for the explosion.
It came. Ladidaus Skjorning's huge fight hand |ashed open-pamed across Dieter's face.

The New Zuricher rebounded from the blow, crashing into Fouchet, blood bursting from the corner of his
mouth.

He stared at Ladidaus for amoment of terror, then clawed himsdf upright, gobbling curseswhile
Fouchet's hand darted inside histunic. But Ladidaus wasn't yet done, and Fionna's world reeled about
her as his quarterdeck rasp cut through Dieter's fury.

"You'reto meet mefor this" he grated.

Dieter's mouth snapped shut as awarning battered at the mizir. He wasin the Beaufort enclave; the
enclaves enjoyed extraterritoriality; and on Beaufort, dueling was an accepted fact of life.. He stared at
the giant before him, and for the first time he understood the difference be- tween a patiently plodding ox
and acharging bull.

"I--1--was He fought for words. "Thisis... is preposter- ous! Barbaric! Y ou can't be--was"Aye, we're
to be called barbarians,”" Ladidaus agreed grimly, "but it'sto meet meyou'l befor al of that.” "I--I

won't!" Dieter gasped desperately.

"No?" Ladidaus wrapped one hand in the New Zuricher'stunic, and muscles bred to agravity a
thirdeaagiin that of Old Terrasrippled as he lifted him from thefloor. "Y ou've theright to be cdling
barbarians, but not the guts to be facing one, have you? But it's on Beaufort soil you arethe now! It's
Beaufort law hastheruling of it here” "Let him go, Skjorning!" It was Fouchet, hishand till inside his
tunic, and Ladidaus blue eyes moved coldly to the security man'stighteaface.

"Chief2"" the big Friffger sad softly.

"Mister Fouchet," Fionnas voice rang through the hor- rified room, "Y ou are legdly on the soil of
Beaufort, and as chief of her delegation, | will thank you to remove your hand from your tunieempty.”
Fouchet eyed her contemptuoudy, then paled.

Three grim-faced Assembly lictors stood behind her, stun batonsin hand and ahard light in their eyes.
He hadn't seen them appear, but he knew whose orders they would obey in thisroom.

His hand came out of histunic--empty.

"Thank you," Fionnasaidicily, then touched Ladidaus lightly on thearm. "Put him down, Lad," she said
quigtly.

For amoment it seemed the towering blond giant might refuse, then he dammed Dieter back onto his
feet, and the Corporate Wodder swayed. Fionna's eyes were emer- ald ice, but her voice was colder.

@u "Migter Dieter, you have been challenged to honorable combat by Ladidaus Skjorning. Do you
accept the cha- lenge?™ "1-- Nol Of course not! It's--was "Be slent!" Fionnas voice whiplashed across
his splut- tering and shocked him into silence. "Very well. Y ou have declined the challenge--asis your
right. But as represen- tative of Beaufort on Old Terra, it ismy duty to inform you that you are no longer
welcome on her soil.



Leave. If you ever return, you will beforcibly gected.” Dieter stared at her like a gaffed fish, the mottled
red print of Ladidaus hand the only color in hiswhite face. Helooked desperately around the circle of
hostile faces, and he found no support. Not a man or woman present questioned Fionnas decison. He
opened his mouth.

"Oneword, Migter Dieter,” Fionnasaid softly, "and | will ask these lictorsto escort you from the
premises. Now leave!" And Oskar Dieter turned to ssumble away through the crowd.

Fonna couldn't fault Lad--comexcept, perhaps, in that the chalenge had rightfully been hersto give.
Such behavior was not tolerated on Beaufort, nor most other Fringe Worlds. Sparse societiesin dien
environments tended to be armed, and insults carried a stiff price. Y et even if she couldn't question his
act, sheregretted the impact she expected it to have.

But the actual impact surprised her. The Corporate Worlds might have convinced the Heart Worlds the
Fringe was uncouth, but not even they dared argue that a society's customs could be chalenged with
impunity. That sort of intolerance would have destroyed the Federatiori long since, and no Heart Worlder
hesitated to condemn Dieter's behavior.

Not even the excuse that he'd been drugging (acceptable on most Heart Worlds, though not in the
Fringe) could mitigate his unforgivable boorishness.

So far asthe Heart Worlds were concerned, the whole focus of the Corporate-Fringe World debate had
been shifted by asingle instance of supremely bad manners.

The Fringers reactions were even more startling.

Sheld expected aground swell of anger she would never be able to contral; instead, she got atightening
of ranks and an upwelling of ever stronger support.

The hatred she'd expected was there, but it was controlled by respect for her and Ladidaus.

Dieter's stupidity had strengthened her prestige with Fringer and Heart Worlder dike, and the Corporate
Worldslost ground steedily in debate. The amalgamation issue was far from resolved, but under her
leadership the Fringe had emerged as astnoderate and reasonable entity, and as the days passed, she felt
the pendulum swinging in her favor.

Simon Tdiaferro'sjovidity wasin abeyance, and his eyeswere cold as Oskar Dieter and Francois
Fouchet entered his office.

"Youidiot!" heflared. "How could you be so supid?" "I--1 wasn't myself," Dieter muttered. "l was
provoked!" "Provoked, hdl!

Y ou were glitter-dusted to the eyeballs, that's what you were! Look at these'--he dammed afist on the
sheaf of printouts on his desk--com?and tell meit wasworthiit!" "Mister Tdiaferro,” Fouchet'scam
voice cut the super- heated tension like anicicle, "we're prepared to stipulate an error was made, but
fixing blame won't solve our difficulties. Clearly gou have something to tdll us, equaly clearly itisn't
something you much care for. Very well. Tl us, and let's see ff we can't find away to retrieve the
gtuation." Fouchet's coolness seemed to calm Tdiaferro, and he drew adeep bresth. Then helet it hiss
out and squared his shoulders.

"Youreright, Francois" he said finaly. "I'll say no more about the... episode. But the consequences are



out of al proportion, | assure you. These---was he thumped the printouts again his-comtell it all. A week
ago, we had them; today, they'rerolling us up like arug." Dieter mopped his forehead with atissue and
said noth- ing. In one, terrible week he'd fallen from the Corporate Worlds second most powerful leader
into asort of limbo. Every insder knew Fouchet spoke for New Zurich, and most expected Dieter to be
recalled so Fouchet could replace him officialy. He was ruined, and his eyes burned into Fouchet's back
as he remembered who had encouraged him to glitter-dust that evening... and provided the drug that was
so much more potent than he normally used.

Dieter knew mizir produced no delusions, that it couldn't make aman say what he didn't actualy fed, yet
his statements had shocked him even more, perhaps, than they had FionnaMacTaggart. They'd reveded
apersond hatred he hadn't even known existed. But Fouchet had known. Fouchet had maneuvered him,
yet accusing him would be worse than useless. If there was anything the Corporate Worlds had less use
for than afoal, it was adupe.

"Those projections are confirmed?' Fouchet asked, and Taliaferro nodded. "But, of course, they're
based on certain givens, aren't they?' "Any projection is, but there's not much room for changein the
parameters. What it boils down to isthat we've lost the high ground. In astraight debate over something
asemotiona asamagamation, they'll probably beat us--even without the regpportionment issue. God!
Tothink of abrainlesslummox like Skjorning bumbling into the only thing that could hurt usthisway!"
"I'm not so sure heis brainless,” Dieter offered in asubdued voice.

"Of courseyoure not," Taiaferro sneered.

"That'd make your little fiasco look better, wouldn't it?" Dieter wilted under the savageirony. "But heisa
fool. He reacted with his muscles, the way he dways does, and it just happened that thistime it wasthe
best thing he could do--or the worst, depending on your viewpoint!" "But it comes down to Skjorning
and MacTaggart, doesn't it? Fouchet murmured thoughtfully, recapturing Tdiaferro's attention.

"Eh?1 suppose so--not that he's too important. It's MacTaggart. She's spent a quarter-century building a
power base. She's got the best palitical brain in the whole Fringer crowd, and they know it--that's why
they follow her lead -comb her control was dipping. Another few days and I'd'ye moved the vote, and
every projection said she'd lose the firebrands on the floor. Well, the hotheads are hotter than ever, but
she's got more authority than ever. They'll never break with her now." "No, | can seethat,” Fouchet said
dowly, "but ff there were some way to remove her from the equation?’ "Without MacTaggart, they'd
attack uslikewolves" Tdiaferro said smply, "and that'd be just as good astheir scattering like sheep.
But we can't touch her. She can't be bought, she can't be blackmailed, she can't be intimidated, and she's
headed the Fringe Caucusfor fifteen years. After hst deek, she might aswell be in God's hip pocket!"
"True," Fouchet said, hislips curving dowly, "but accidents do happen, don't they? And Granyork isn't
like acolony world. Why, we're right in the middle of the Northeast Corridor Conurbation, and that'sa
sort of jungle Fringers aren't well equipped to dedl with.

"What are you saying?' Dieter's horror cut the sudden silence likeasaw. "Y ou can't possibly
suggest--was "1 didn't hear Mister Fouchet suggest athing, Oskar,” Tdiaferro said coldly. "'l only heard
him speculating idly on matterstotaly beyond our control. And, of course, he's quiteright. If Ms.
MacTaggart were to suffer an. accident, it could only help us on thefloor.

Unless, of course, our enemies were ableto... invent... aconnection between her accident and us.” "Oh,
of course" Fouchet agreed. "Of course” FionnaMacTaggart consdered the face in her mirror criticaly.
It wasn't quite as young as she dtill liked to think of herself, and sheld never been--comin her opinion--a
beauty, but her image had nothing to apologize for. She nodded companionably to herself.



"Just you and me, girl," she said softly. "No one e se has to know how hard we worked for that, do
they?" She chuckled and reached for her small evening bag.

God, it felt good to be going somewhere besides to another floor fight! But the Corporate Worlds were
on the defensive now. Now they were fighting to delay the vote, though she didn't really know what they
hoped to achieve; delay only strengthened her hand at this point. No doubt they planned something
devious, and equally no doubt Ladidaus or one of the otherswould figure it out ff she didn't. But for now
shefdt younger than she had in weeks, and she looked forward eagerly to the night's entertainment.
True, thethin Old Terran atmosphere detracted a bit from her enjoyment, but the strength of the
performance more than compensated. Operahad been born on Old Terra, and in her opinion it il
achieved its highest expression here.

She glanced into her bag at the snub-nosed and chunky two-millimeter needler and debated leaving it
behind, for if it was small, it was still heavy. And it wasn't as ff she were headed into the back idands.

Granyork was the epicenter of the ultracivilized Heart Worlds. Still, she knew how Lad would reect if
shewent unarmed.... She sighed and closed the bag.

She keyed her bedside termind and the screen lit briefly with an attention pattern, then with Ladidaus'
face.

"All st, Lad," shetold him cheerfully.

"Would you have the ear sent around, please?’ "Aye... ff you're not leaving your little toy behind,” he said
suspicioudy.

"Me?" Shelaughed and clunked the bag solidly againgt theterminal. " See, Daddy?" "'Laugh ff you will,"
he said with adight grin, "but | rest easier knowing you're armed, Fi." "'l know, Lad." She wastouched
by hisuse of her name, for Ladidaus was dways careful to call her "Chief' to avoid any impression of
taking advantage of their lifelong friendship. "I may think you're alittle paranoid, but you'rethe man |
chose for security chief. If you want mein acombat zoot with a grenade launcher, that's how I'll go." "I
know you mean it for ajoke, but it's happier I'd befor it," he said, only half-humoroudly.

"Still, it's the offalbirds are on the rocks the now, it's to be seeming. So go--have agood time, Chiefl”
"Why, thank you, Lad," she cooed, batting her eyes. "I certainly shall." She touched the button again, and
the termind blanked.

Twenty minuteslater, Ladidaus termina hummed once more, and he looked up from hisreport with a
frown, for he'd |eft orders not to disturb him.

Then helooked again, and his brow furrowed. It was an outside cal on his priority number, and hiseyes
widened as he touched the acceptance key and Oskar Dieter's swesting face filled the screen.

"Please excuse the intrusion, Mister Skjorning!" Dieter took advantage of his shock, speaking quickly to
wedge atoein the door.

"I had to cdl you. | have... have vitaly important information for you.” "Do you, now?" Ladidaus voice
was cold, but his mind raced. Under Beaufort's code, Dieter no longer existed asfar ashe was
concernedl and he could imagine nothing they might have to discuss. Y et the Corporate Worlder had to
know hewould fed that way, s0 it followed that there was something important here--but what?



"Yes. I--I don't know who eseto giveit to,” Dieter sounded desperate, and L adidaus suddenly noted
how low-pitched his voice was. Was he afraid of being overheard?" And what's that information to be?’
"B--combbf | say any more, you have to promise to keep its source confidentid,” Dieter said feverishly,
wiping hisbrow.

"I'm to be but asmple fellow. What's-was "Please, Mister Skjorning! Y ou may have convinced the
others—-indeed, you play the part very well-- but must we continue to pretend?’ Ladidaus eyes
narrowed. So a Corporate Worlder had finaly bothered to pierie hismask. Y et it seemed Dieter had
little interest in shai-+ his deductions with hisfellows... not if he was honestly seeking to impart some sort
of sengtiveinformation.

"All right, Migter Dieter," he said. "Y ou have my word." "Thank you, Mister Skjorning!" Dieter drooped
with relief, yet now that he had Ladidaus' promise, he seemed to find it difficult to go on. Ladidaus could
amod fed the painful physical effort with which he screwed up his courage.

"Migter Skjorning, Iml made afool of myself the other night. I know it and you know it, but | swear to
God | had no ideawhereit would lead!" "What are you talking abally' Ladidaus brows knitted.

Could the man be drugging even now?
"l wrecked alot of plans," Dieter said in afast, frantic monotone. "'I'm sure you know what | mean.

But | never redlized just how... how desperate some of my colleagues have become! They're going to kill
her, Mister Skjorning!" Dieter seemed to sag, asff smply voicing thewords lifted a great weight from his
shoulders, but Ladidauswastotdly at alossfor an ingant. Then it penetrated.

"Areyou serious? They're going to nate Assem- bl.vwoman MacTaggart!” "Yes That is--I think
s0." Dieter squirmed in fresh uncertainty.. "All | redly know isthat there wasalot of talk. Y ou know
hypothetica discussion about how "convenient” it would be if something happened to her. | -coml tried
to opposeit, but | don't have the influence | had his"Who's going to do it and when?" Ladidaus snapped.

"Tm not even positivethey aregoing to doit,” Dieter said anxioudy. "l think... | think it's Francois
Fouehet's project. | don't know when or how." "Isthat al you have for meThat" "Y es. Except... except
Francois said something about how dangerous Granyork can be." "My God!" Ladidaus paed and
reached for the disconnect, then paused, his eyes on the wretched man before him. "Migter Dieter, |
thank you. What was between usisno more." Dieter's miserable expression lightened dightly ashe
recognized the formal renunciation of chalenge.

"Thank you," hewhispered. "And for God's sake, don't to et them kill her! | never dreamed --was He
stopped and chopped his hand at the pickup.

For amoment, he became the man he once had been.

"Enough! Protect her, Mister Skjorning. And tell her.., tell her I'm sorry.” "I will. night." Ladidaus cut the
circuit and immediately punched for another, staring at hiswatch. With any luck and norma Granyork
traffic, Fionna had not yet reached the Met.

"Goodness, Chris, | don't believe we've ever made such good time," Fionnaremarked as the ground car
dowed.

"| think you'reright, Chief,” the young security man agreed, his eyesflickering over the smartly dressed



crowd before the opera house.

"Good. | hate finding my seet after the house lights go down[* odash]" Chris Felderman opened her door
and she stepped out, picking her way through the crowd towards the huge front doors behind him.

"Stop, thiefi” Fionnaand Felderman swung to face the shout as a running man suddenly burst from the
crowd and snatched at the purse of the wife of Hangchow's chief delegate. His course carried him close
to Fionna, and she punched her bodyguard's shoulder sharply.

"Stop him, Chridl That's Madam Wu'spursd” "Y es, maam!" ,Felderman lunged after the thief, hislong
legs gaining ground quickly, and Fionnawatched for an ingtant, then felt something like achill on the nape
of her neck. Sheturned, and her eyes widened as she saw two men agpproaching her. Sheld never seen
them before, but something in their purposeful expressionswoke awarning deep insde her. Shefelt an
ingtant of hel pless panic as aterrible premonition struck--replaced in an instant with icy cam.

She knew better than to turn and run.

There was no timeto resummon Chris. The thoughts flicked through her brain like lightning, yet her
reactions were even faster. Her hand darted into her bag. Her fingers found the buitt of the needler. She
didn't try to draw the weapon; she simply raised the bag and pistol together.

The killerswere from the world of Shiloh. They hadn't expected their tarset to be armed; till to ess had
they alowed for the reactaon speed a high-grav planet indtills. But they could not mistake her
movements, and they were the best money could buy.

The thunder of two compact machine pistols buried the high, shrill whine of the needler.

Fonnawas lying on the sidewalk. It hurt-- God, how it hurt!--and she whimpered allittle at the terrible
pain. Shelay inapuddie of something hot, and she felt agentle hand under her head, raising it to dip
some sort of cushion behind it.

She opened her eyes. 1t was Chris Felderman leaning over her, she thought confusedly. But why was he
aying?

"Chris?' Thevoicewas hers, but sheld never heard hersalf sound so weak. Something dribbled down her
chin, and sheredized it was blood. Shefdt only adistant curiosity at the thought.

"DD-ON'T try to talk, Fionna. Please!

The medicsare coming.” "M--medics?' She blinked at him. A mist wasrising from the pavement,
obscuring her vision, and the temperature had falen. Then she understood, and she managed aweak
gmile. "Don't think.., it'll matter.., much," she whispered.

"Itwill! It will!" Chris sobbed, asif saying it could makeit so.

"May--maybe." She knew better, but it struck her oddly detached brain as needlesdy cruel to tell him so.
"What about--That' "DeadV ery he whispered fiercely. "Y ou got "em both, Chiefl." "Ggood.” The mist
was much thicker, and she was much, much colder. Y et the darkness beyond the mist seemed suddenly
warm and inviting. It wouldn't hurt so much there.., but she had something left to say, didn't she? She
cudgedled her fading brain, then her bloody mouth smiled up at Chris. Two police floaters screamed to a
halt, but sheignored them as she gripped his hand.



"C,-give.. Lad... my love," she murmured. "And @u.. tell him.., tell him... | got them b--" The light went
out of her universeforever.

Ladidaus Skjorning sat in the Chamber of Worldslike aboulder of Beaufort granite, and the
black-draped sest beside him was less empty than his soul.

He had failed. Hed failed his planet and himsdlf, but, far worse, he had failed Fionna.

Chris Felderman thought the failure was hsts, but Ladidaus knew. The entire surviving Beaufort
delegation was in shock, but the others had managed somehow to keep going. Not Ladidaus.

He remembered their childhood on windy, purple seas under the orange Beaufort sun.

Remembered sailing and' fishing, the first time she stood for office as a seaforcer, the day she convinced
him to seek the new Assembly seat. "1 need someone to watch my back, Lad," she'd said, and for ten
years held done just that-- until he to et her go out onto a street on the birthworld of Man to be gunned
downin her blood likean animd.

Histeeth ground together on the agony of memory, and suddenly asingle, dear thought stabbed through
hisbrain like anice pick.

The Federation wasn't worth Fionnas life.

Four and ahdf centuries of human history had come down to this, he thought bitterly, looking at the
banner-hung walls and marble floors. To this holodrama showpiece, this mausoleum dedicated to dead
ideals and housing a government whose members connived at murder.

His broad face went grim. Fionnawas gone, and with her went her dream. There would be no transition,
no gradua change. Wifhout her, the Fringe bloc was leader- less, headless, dready splinteringinrage as
thelocal authorities sought uselesdy to link the dead ns to someone anyone--but the tracks were
well buried.

Thekillers had been Fringers, not Innerworlders, but the Outworlds knew who had hired them.

Ladidaus had Dieter's confirmation, though his oath meant he couldn't useit. Hisfelows didn't need i,
for the Fringe knew its enemieswell. Y et there was no proof, and. without proof, there was no guilt.
Without guilt, there was no punish- ment; and without punishment, the Fringe would shatter in incoherent
fury and be swept aside by the Corporate World machine. He saw it coming, and he was glad.

Glad!

Herose and pressed his attention button, and there was a moment of silence as the delegate from
Xanadu looked down from the giant screen and resoguized who sought I[fffulffilllffiilllll! recognition.

"Mister Speaker,” the delegate said dowly, "1 yield to the Honorable Assemblyman for Beaufort.”
Ladidaus Skjorning's grim face gppeared on the master screen, and the chamber fell silent. Inten years,
he had never sought thefloor.

"Mister Speaker!" Hisvoice was harsh, with little trace of his habitua accent, and hefelt agtir around him
ashe put asde hismask & lagt. "'l would like clarification on apoint of law, Mister Speaker.” "Certainly,



Mister Skjorning,” Haley said, hisface compass onate.

"Migter Speaker, am | not correct in believing that many years ago--comin 2357 Winston Ortler of
Gdloway's World was accused of murdering his Old Terran mis- tresslr' A silent gasp rippled through
the Assembly, and Smon Tdiaferro'sface twisted in fury while Hdey stared at Ladidausin shock.

"Am | not correct, Mister Speaker?' "Yes... yes, you are. But no forma charges were ever filed--was
"Precisdly, Mister Speaker." Ladidaus face was bleak.

"No forma charges werefiled--just asno forma charges have been flied over the death--the
assassstnatston -comof FionnaMacTaggart. But in the earlier case, | believe, there was substantial
evidence of guilt, wasthere not?Isit not true that his colleagues ruled that, as an assemblyman, he was
immune from prosecution for ant crime under the Condtitution?' "Y es, Migter Skjorning,” Haey said
softly. "I am very much afraid that was the case.” He drew a deep breath and gripped the dilemmaby its
horns. "May | ask the purpose of your questions, Sir?' ™Y ou may." Ladidaus drew himsalf up to hisfull
height, towering over the other assemblymen like an angry Titan. "It isonly this, Sr; just asthere was no
prosecution then, there will be none now. Because the men who murdered FionnaMacTaggart arein this
very chamber!" The Chamber of Worlds exploded as the words were spoken at last. The Speaker's
gavel pounded, but Ladidaus grabbed the volume control on his console and wrenched it to full gain. His
mighty bass roared through the tumult, battering the delegates ears.

"FonnaMacTaggart was murdered by the political machine headed by Simon Tdiaferro!™ Confused
shouts of outrage and approval echoed from the floor, but Ladidaus thundered on. "Fringe World fingers
pulled those triggers, but Corporate World money bought them! It may never be "proved,” but Francois
Fouchet planned her murder because she stood in the Tdiaferro machingsway!" His savage words
shocked the Assembly into sllence at last, but for a handful of shouted denids from the Corporate World
seets, and Ladidaus dowly turned down the volume.

"But let it pass" he said very softly, hisamplified voice echoing in the silence. "We of the Fringe have
learned our lessons well. We cannot tunato this Assembly for justice; the Assembly isthetool which
took our rights. But let that pass, too. Let adl of it pass. It doesn't redly matter any more, because when
you killed Fionna--was his eyes burued across at the New Galloway del egation his-comand when these
other Innervorldersstet you kill her, and demanded no accounting, you aso killed this Assembly. You're
dead men's shadowsin ahdl of ghosts, and you will wake one morning to find that you are all done
here.... hisHisvoicetrailed off, and an icy hush hovered as he started to turn away. But then he paused.
Hisfigs clenched at his sdes, and when he turned back to the pickup the musclesin his cheeks stood out
like lumps of iron in aface reduced to e ementa hatred by lossand rage.

"But happen to be one lagt service this putrid Congtitution have the doing offor Fionna," he said thickly.
"Happen to be a Fringe Worlder can claim a Corporate Worlder's protection!” They were sill staring at
him in eomCusion as he vaulted the low railing of his delegation's box.

Members surged to their feet as hislong legs flew over ten meters of marble to the New Zurich box.

Fouehet saw him coming and lunged up, his hand snaking into his coat, but Ladidaus wastoo fad.
Musclestrained in agravity thirty percent greater than Old Terras-amost forty percent greater than
New Zurich's-hurled him into the New Zurich delegation, and hisright hand locked on Fouehet'swrigt.
Hisfingers closed like avise, twisting, and Fouehet sreamed as hiswrist shattered like crushed gravel.

Ladidausjerked the moaning Corporate Worlder to the front of the box, hisleft hand scything a New
Zurich ade contemptuoudy aside, and his bull voice roared through the tumullt.



"Happen to be"-- he shouted, tears streaming down his bearded checks--"even a Fringe Worlder can
find justiceif he makeit for himsehg" Hisleft hand gripped the back of Fouehet's neck whilethe entire
Assembly roseto itsfeet in disbelief.

Two lictors raced towards the box, but they were alifetime too late. Fouehet shrieked as steely fingers
tightened, but Ladidaus bull-throated roar battered through al opposition. ""Happen to be your stinking
Condtitution give me immunity for th.t" And he snapped Fouehet's neck like astick.

COUNCIL OF WAR "My friendd" Simon Tdiaferro raised his glass and beamed at the men and
women seated around the conference table. "I give you victory!" Agreement rumbled as glasseswere
lifted and drained, but Oskar Dieter |€ft his on the table and felt dull, smoldering anger burn in the pit of
his belly. His eyes were narrowed to knife-hard sharpness as they sought to strip away thefasejovidity
which aways shrouded Tdiaferro'sinner thoughts. How had he worked so long with him without
redizing exactly what he was?

"Yes, my friends" Taiaferro continued, "much al regret the desth of Francois Fouchet, his murder his
martyrdom--has assured our victory.

| received the latest projectionsthismorning.” He beamed a them like afond uncle. "Within two
months--three a the outside--our mgority will be sufficient to assure gpprova of the Amagamation?

The rumble of gpprova was even louder, and Dieter felt achill breeze whistle around the corners of his
soul. The Amalgamation was but the first step of the plan he and Tdiaferro had worked out years before,
but Dieter had alwaysregarded it as atheoretica exercise, a sort of AWwhat he' in ease the opportune
moment ever arrived. HeEd never redlly believed that they would succeed. Nor would they have...
without murder.

He gared into hisglass. The media, with its customary voracity for sensationdism, had arrived even
before the medical examiner, ahd Dieter's heart chilled as he recalled the pathetic figure lying amost
neatly in thewide, dark pool of blood. The ns hadn't bled as much as she; men who die instantly
bleed very little.

Dieter had watched those news shots with a sort of sdlf-flagdllating fascination. Hed tried to prevent it,
but his efforts had been too little too late, and for all that he'd striven to stop it, it was also his
unforgivable stupidity which had made the act inevitable... and stripped him of the power to forbidit.

He looked up from his glasswith a bitter half-smile. Fouchet's desth had restored him, however
temporarily, to the ranks of the Corporate World autocrats on Old Terra. He lacked the power and
prestige which had once been his, but there was no one else to speak for New Zurich, so hisfellows had
been forced to accept him once more, at least ungtil the New Zurich oligarchs replaced him. Y et hewas
an outcast, now; more so even than they realized. He understood the dreadful attraction he held for
them--the near hypnotic fascination of atainted man whose career lay in wreckage. But they seemed
unaware how deep the taint truly went.

"Of course, we dll regret the terrible eventswhich. led to this," Taiaferro was saying smoothly, "but one
cannot deny that the entire crisisistailor-made for our Heeds." "Maybe," Hector Waldeck rumbled. The
chief delegate from Christophon was a choleric man, and his face flushed as he spoke. "No doubt the
Amalgamation will pass, Smon, but what about Skjorning? The bastard's adamned savage!

He ought to pay for what he did, by God!" Dieter's mouth twisted behind his hand as others murmured



agreement. They were al so sanctimonious about Skjorning's act what about what they had done? They
knew the truth about Fionnas death, yet Wa deck was so smugly sdlf-righteous he could demand
punishment for Skjorning!

His sighed, anger tempered by shame as he redlized that once he would have shouted asloudly as any.
He glanced around the angry, salf-important faces, seeing them as they were now that he was no longer
part of them, and it waslike looking into aterrible mirror. They were no moretruly "evil" than he himsdif.
Like him, they played by the only rulesthey knew, and they played the "game" well. That wasthe
problem. For them, it was onlq agame, avastly exciting contest for the wealth of agaaxy.

They were manipulators and users because it had never occurred to them to be anything ese. The
Legidative Assembly was no government; it was atremendous, fascinating toy, a machine whose buttons
and levers disgorged ever more wedlth, ever more power, and ever more intoxicating triumphs.

Sorrow filled him. The Corporate Worlds had spent trillions of credits and decades of political effort to
magter that machine, and when the growing Fringe population threstened their control, they'd moved
ruthlesdy to crush the opposition--al as part of 2he game.” For dl the time and effort they spent plotting
and planning, they were even blinder than the insulated Heart Worlders, for they saw Fringersonly as
obstacles, not as people, and certainly not asfellow citizens. They saw them as pawns, dupes--cartoon
caricatures cruelly drawn by habitual contempt and denigration.

"No, Hector," Tdiaferro said firmly.

"We don't want to punish him--though | certainly share your outrage!" He managed to sound quite
sincere, Dieter thought bitterly, and revised his earlier estimate. Some of these people were evil, however
you defined the term. "But despite what we fedl, we must remember that Skjorning's accusations can be
made to work for nsrather than against us. We need to use him, not indict him." "Crap," Waldeck said
harshly. "1 want that murderous bastard stood up against awall and shot!

We need to teach these barbarians alesson especidly the Beauforters!” Dieter saw afew sardonic
amiles

Christophon's medicinal combines had tried hard to move in on the doomwhaling industry, and Beaufort's
government had dapped them down with asort of savage delight. Wadeck's fellow oligarchs hadn't
taken that well, nor had they cared for the loss of prestige they'd suffered.

"No, Hector," Tdiaferro repeated more forcefully. "In fact, | intend to oppose any effort to try himon
civil charges. We need him gone, trne, but we can arrange that without acivil trid-Zand we damned well
better after the insane charges he made in the Chamber! If we come down as hard as he deserves, his
supporterswill scream that it's part of acover-up, and some of the Heart Worlders might believeit.
Besides, if we can send him homein disgrace, itll undermine the Fringe far more effectively, not to
mention the gpprova our forbearance will win from theliberals" "But--was "Listen to me, Hector,"
Tdiaferro said. shply. "All our projections say that as soon as Skjorning's gone, scores of Fringer
delegates will resignin protest. They'll take themselves out of the picture and give us an absolute mgority.
But ff we make him amartyour the Fringell close ranksto 'avenge”’ him. It'll be as bad as having
MaeTaggart back!" "I dont likeit," Vadeck grumbled.

"Nor do I, but the Ama gamation iswhat matters.” "Isit?" Dieter was more surprised than any of the
othersto hear himsalf speak. Eyes swiveled to him, filled with asort of cold curiosity, but Tdiaferro's
eyesweren't cold. They werefiery with contempt.



"Of courseitis, Oskar," the Gallowayan said, sweet reason sugarcoating the disdain in hisvoice. "You
worked as hard as anyone e seto arrange it." Histone added the unspoken qudifier "before you lost
your touch,” and Dieter flushed. But his chin lifted, and he looked around with a sort of calm defiance
which was new to him.

"l did," hesaid quietly. "Before | saw what it'sgoing to cost.” "What are you talking about?' Amanda
Sydon's harsh-roweled New Detroit accent grated on Dieter's ears, and he eyed her with distaste.

Sydon was a cobra, every bit Tdiaferro's equal. And then he remembered his drugged insult to Fionna.
Was his damned prejudice speaking again?

But, no, there was no comparison between Fionna and Amanda Sydon. They both happened to be
women, but Fionna had also happened to be human.

"Y ou know what I'm talking about, if you'd care to accept the truth, Amanda,” he said quietly.

"Thetruth," she sneered, "isthat the Fringe won't even know what hit it for at least ten yeardf they
manageto figureit out then! With our mgority, well control the post-ama gamation regpportionment.

WEII gut them, and they'll say gutted for fifty yeard™ "Fifty?" Dieter dlowed himsdf achuckle.

"Amanda, you obvioudy don't know as much about the demographics asyou think." Hefet spines siffen
as hethrew hischdlengeinto her teeth, filled with a courage based for achange on conviction rather than
convenience. "It won't befifty years, dear; if the Fringe population curves hold steady and the borders
continue to expand, it'll be more like ahundred and fifty years." He glanced at Tdiaferro amid a hiss of
indrawn bregths as the others heard the true figures for the first time, and the fury burning behind the fixed
jovidity amused him. So Simon hadn't wanted his minionsto know thefull extent of hisambition? Washe
afraid even they might see the result?

"Dear me, Amanda-didn't Smon mention that?' Dieter's voice was harsh in the semi-slence.

"He should have, because the Fringers have waited two hundred years for their representation to match
ours, they'll certainly run aworst-case projection and redlize they're facing at |east another century of
powerlessness. How do you think they'll react to that?' "How can they react?' Tdiaferro scoffed.

"They won't have the votesto stop it.” "Precisdly,” Dieter said flatly. He drew a deep breath and rose, his
gaze burning over the faces around him. Guilt over Fionnas death and over the part he had
played--intentionally and unintentionally--in bringing the Federation to this pass supported him. It wasn't
enough that hed only played the game. Games were for children; adulthood carried the duties of
adulthood. Angry sdlf-loathing gave him asort of visonary strength, and he suddenly knew how
Cassandramust have felt, yet he had to try, ff only to prove to himsdf that once held had theright to Sitin
the same chamber as FionnaMacTaggart.

"Listento me, al of you," he said softly. "We can do it. We can use Skjorning to break the Fringe and
then ram regpportiomnent through whatever opposition isleft, but are you all too blind to see what will

happen then?"
"Tdl us, Oskar; sifice you seem s0 prescient,” Tdiaferro sneered, no longer hiding his contempt.

"TIl tdl you, Smon," Dieter said, hisvoice sad. "War." "War!" Tdiaferro'slaugh was harsh. "With
whom, Oskar? That penniless bunch of ragged-assed barbarians? Hell, man, the Tdiaferro Y ardsalone



can build more hullsthan al the Fringe Worlds put together! Not even Fringers could be stupid enough to
buck that much firepower!" "Can't they? Smon, | chair Military Overgght. | know what I'm talking
about. They can fight, and they will.

They'll be ready enough if you only railroad Skjorning out of the Assembly--was he saw frowns of
distaste at his deliberately honest choice of verb his-comb that isn't al you'll be doing. This amalgamation
isan antimatter warhead, man! The merethreat of enfranchising the Orionswill drive them berserk. And
it won't be 'barbarian xenophobia,” whatever you tell te Heart Worlds.

It'll be acold sober appreciation of whsttt adding that many non-Terran voterswill do to their
representation.” "So what?' Taiaferro shot back. "L et some of them try to secede! Well squash them
like bugs, and it'll prove they're barbarians! The Heart Worlds|| be as eager aswe are to expel them
from the Assembly -comfor good!" Cold shock knifed through Dieter. Not surprise, really; perhaps hed
guessed Tdiaferro'sred intent adl dong and smply chosen not to faceit.

"My God," he said softly. "Y ou want awar." "Nonsense!" The denid wasjust abit too quick, atouch
too offhand. Some of the others were clearly shaken by Dieter's charge, and Taliaferro made himsdlf
gmile. "It won't cometo awar, no matter what you think. The absolute worst may be a police action or
two, and we've had those before, haven't we, Hector?' He winked at the Christophon delegate, and the
reminder of thefood riots on Christophon, three hundred years past, woke a rumble of nervous laughter.
"But nobody's |eft the Federation after apolice action,” Tdiaferro went on persuasively, "and that'sdl it
can be. The Fringers don't have afleet or the meansto build one; we have both.

All I'm sayingisthat if they'rethat stupid, it'll only strengthen our position in thelong run." Dieter saw
Tdiaferro'swords sink home.

They were the words his dlieswanted to hear, the onesthat told them everything wasfine, that they il
controlled "the game." Hed jolted them, but not enough to break Taliaferro's hold. They would follow
him despite anything apolitica has-been said, and Dieter swallowed an angry rebuttal.

"Y ou'rewrong, Smon," hesaid. "Even assuming al we get isa"police action or two," the damage will be
done. You'vedl forgotten that the Federation exists only because its citizenswant it to exist. When
enough of them stop wanting it to live, it will die." He shook his head, feding their dishelief and rgjection.

"No doubt you'll al do exactly asyou wish," he said heavily, "but | warn you now--I'll oppose you, both
here and on thefloor." The tenson in the room suddenly doubled.

"Go ahead!" Tdiaferro snarled, hisface dark with rage.

"If not for your stupidity, we'd dready have carried the ama gamation vote! So go on, damn youl Well
gtill be here when you're amemory--and you know it!" *Perhaps so, Smon,” Dieter said sadly acrossthe
im- mense breach between them. "And you're probably right about whether or not | can stop you. But
when you turn the Federation into armed camps which can never live in peace agaire--was his eyeswere
live coals asthey swept the silent room his-comremember | told you it would happen. And' when it does,
I'll be ableto say | tried to stop it... What will you be ableto say?' "Y ou're dmost as el oquent as
SKjorning,” Tdiaferro sneered.

"No, Smon," Dieter's quiet voice diced back through the silence, "I'm nowhere near as el oquent as he
is-but I'm just as accurate.” Taiaferro made acontemptuous gesture, but even un- der hisanger there
might have been just atrace of uncertainty. Dieter didn't know, but ff Tdiaferro did fed any lack of
confidence, it wasn't enough. Dieter looked at the stony faces and knew held failed. Hed tried to



convince them, but they refused to hear; now he could only fight them.

He closed his briefcase, the sound loud in the breathless hush, and walked to the door through the
slence, and hostile eyes burned his back. He knew held just sealed his political fate, but what mattered
was that he would make hisfight on the Assembly floor.., and lose.

He closed the door gently behind him, and the corridor was as empty as hisfutnre as he walked dowly to
the elevators. He fdt the gpproaching defeet in his bones, but held forfeited his career the night he
insulted Fionna and discovered he was not the ,nan held thought himself to be, and the floor fight would
be his Gethsemane. His salf-destruction could never expiate his guilt, but perhapsit would let him face
Fonnas memorv with asense of having done hisbest. With a sense of | |eft-brace aving stood up on his
hind legsand said "1 am aman -comwitha man's duties and aman'sright to destroy mysdf for what |
know isright." Oskar Dieter stepped out into the night of Old Terraunder ablanket of stars--a man who
held hischin high again at lagt.

CHANGE OF ORDERS Captain Li Han, commanding officer of TFNS Longbow, shrugged as her
tunic's ssams did back off the points of her shoulders and the dragonhead flash of her planet dipped low.
She should have stood over that tailor with aclub! He wasn't used to deding with officerswho massed
lessthan forty kilos, and it showed.

Theintraship car dowed and Han banished her frown, squaring her cap on her deek black hair. The
trick, they'd explained at the Academy, was never to notice that anything waswrong. If you didn', they
didn't. Assuming, of course, that the Protocol Procedures profs were correct.- The door hissed open on
the boatbay, and Han watched the side party snap to attention beside her cutter as the electronic bosun's
pipe shrilled. There were few non-Oriental facesin Longbow; she was homeported on the Fringe World
of Hangchow and her crew reflected her ethnicity, and even those few were from other Fringe Worlds.
There was not asingle Innerworlder in Longbow's complement, and Han sometimes wondered ff any of
her personnel ever guessed just how and why that had come to pass.

She hoped not. She hoped they would never have to know[* odash] She shook herself mentally and
stepped from the car.

Hangchow ran to about ten percent more gravity than the one standard G al TFN ships

mai ntai ned--enough to make the one-gravity fidd restful--and Hah moved with adancer's gracer hiting a
familiar wry smile as she passed through the side party. Thetop of her cap was below shoulder level on
the sideboys, and she wondered if they found her smal sze amusing? Probably. Han's diminutive size
dogged her career like ashadow. She'd probably aways be remembered as the smallest midshipman
ever to enter the Academy, rather than as the woman who graduated with the honor sword by her side,
but the fact that she stood just under 107 centimeters hadn't kept her from showing the whole pack her
hedls, she thought cheerfully. And captain'srank in Battle Fleet at thirty-seven was no mean
accomplishment, ether.

She returned the salutes, and the cutter's hatch did shut as she dropped into the cushioned chair.

And 0, shethought, off to another scintillating courtesy cdl... but this one might be more important than
mod.

The cutter idgged clear of Longbow, and Han allowed herself amoment of pride as she studied her
command through the port. The huge, ungainly bulk of Skywatch Three, the orbital headquarters of
Gdloway's World System Defense Command, made a perfect fail for the battle-cruiser's elegance.



Light from the system's Gbled primary glittered on Longbow's graceful flanks and turned her recessed
wegpons bays into sooty ovas of shadow, hiding the deadly devices crouching within.

Even the clutter of externa ordnance hardpoints and the massive housings of her drive pods seemed
graceful and balanced. Other ships carried heavier armaments, or more defense, but none matched the
speed, maneuverahility, and power blended in Longbow's sinister beauity.

Han sighed and looked away. Beautiful, yes, but till akilling machine. A wegpon of war to engage and
destroy humanity's enemies. It passed belief that Navy personne might someday have to decide just
which humanswere enemies.

Air screamed past the cutter's hull asit skipped into Galloway's World's atmosphere, and the little boat
banked gently asit headed for the Y ard's landing pads. Han watched the Jamieson Archipelago grow,
amused as dways by the anomaly which |eft the Fieet's fourth largest shipyard the only Navy basein
exigence without aname. It was just

"the Yard," asit had been sincethe Firgt Interstellar War, when Galloway's Wodd was the navy yard for
the Federation -comj as the sprawling kilometers of dependent housing around it were smply "the
Resarvation.” There were larger bases now, Zephrain for one, but no other planet rivaled the sheer
numbers of hullswhich emerged from the military and civilian building dips of Galoway's World.

The cutter swooped over the innocent weather domesthat hid the Y ard's missile silos and projector pits.
Asarule, the TFN preferred to defend inhabited planets with orbital forts, sparing civiliansthe incidenta
destruction attendant upon modern combat, but there was no point pretending about the Jamieson
Archipelago. The Y ard done made theidand chain a priority target for any enemy, and the Y ard wasn't
aone.

It crowded shoulder-to-shoulder with the Taliaferro Y ard; the Kreuger Space Works;
Viekers-Mitsubishi-Galloway "s World; Generd Dynamics of Terra; and adozen other mgjor building
centers. Coupled with the orbita facilities where the ground-built components were assembled, the
Archipeago represented the largest concentration of industrid might in the known gaaxy.

The cutter dropped quickly for itslanding circle, and Hah watched the ground rush up to meet them, but
her thoughts were on her meeting with the Port Admiral. She drew a deep breeath, concentrating on the
mentd disell plinethat calmed the pulse, and glanced at her watch. Right on the tick. Good.

"Good afternoon, Captain Li." The yeoman in the outer office stuffed respectfully asthetiny captain
entered. "Please have aseat. Admiral Rutgers' last gppointment isrunning alittle over.” Han settled ina
comfortable chair and checked her watch again, hoping Admiral Rutgers wasn't going to betied up long.
She was due to ship out for Christophon in two hours, and there were aways last-minute details to
crowd adeparturetime. It waswell known that Port Admirals whims had much the same force as direct
decrees from God, but that never seemed to help when the admiral at the other end wanted to know
where you'd spent that extra hour or two.

The door did open and Han glanced up--then came quickly to her feet a the Sght of avice admird's
deeve braid. Thetdl, dark-faced man with the neat beard nodded to her.

"Captain." "Admird Trevayne." "Another penitent here to seethe Admird, Captain Li?' "No, Sr." Han
hid asmile. "Just acourtesy call before departure.” "Ah!™ Trevayne nodded and turned away.

Li Hah regarded his broad shoulders thoughtfully. Now what did that "Ah!" mean? There was something



hidden behind it; she could dmost tagteit. Did he know something she didn't? Possibly. Quite possibly.
Trevayne was amarked man in the service: the youngest man ever to command amonitor battlegroup,
and no question that he was headed for CNO and possibly even Sky Marshd before he was dong If
there was any loose information floating around, it would have cometo his earslong since. Rumor
credited the man with an uncanny ability to read the future.

Was hereading it now?

Hah didn't know him well enough to be certain, though she knew his son quitewell. It was dways easier
to know one'sjuniorsthan one's seniors, but even if it hadn't been, Lieutenant Commander Colin
Trevayne of the scout cruiser Ashanti wasahighly... visible personality within the Flest.

Centuries of tradition decreed that the Federation's widely-diverse military people must be nonpartisan.

In asense, accepting a TFN commission wasto take avow of political celibacy--or so it had been until
very recently--and lan Trevayne honored that tradition. Colin, however, was asfiery as hisfather was
cam and controlled. His outspoken sympathy for the Fringe put him firmly in the™Y oung Turk”™ camp,
and Han wondered if rumor exaggerated the rift between father and son.

The veoman's panel beeped gently, and he spoke into his hushphone, then listened bri€fly.

"Admira Trevayne, Captain Li; Admiral Rutgerswould like to see you both, ff you please,”" he said, and
Han felt her eyebrowsrise. There was something in thewind! She waited courteoudy for Trevayneto
lead the way into the sanctum, and her nerves were strung to fever pitch.

Heet Admird William Rutgers was abulky man of indeterminate ancestry, and Han smiled warmly asa
paw like an Old Terran bear's enveloped her tiny hand in greeting.

Rutgers, once her father's chief of staff, had been her own fifth-year tactical instructor dmost |eft-brace
‘ffteen years ago.

'Ihank you both for being patient,” he said, sitting back down and waving them to chairs. Han waited until
Trevayne sat before she followed suit. It wasjust alittle awkward to be so junior to the only other two
people present... especidly after coming straight from her own ship, where she was mistress after God
and even that precedence was a bit blurred.

"Patient, Biffful?* Trevayne chuckled.

"Junior officers are dways patient--or they bloody well better learn to pretend they are!™ "Except for the
oneslikeyou, lan," Rutgers said, shaking his head in mock sadness.

Trevaynelaughed easly. His eegant frame--noto proly iems with hats tail oring--was seated casudly,
amost cardesdy, right ankle on to eft knee. To St like that in the presence of an admiral, you had to be
an admird. But Trevayne had something € se, something beyond even his membership in one of the
"dynasties' of the Federation's Navy. Hisrapid rise wasn't due soldly to birth or brilliance. Han's father
had been an admira before his retirement, and hisfather before him, yet she lacked that
not-quite-arrogant "something e se," Charisma, perhaps?

But from what source? He was aman who vaued style and flair, and one who carried it off with ease,
yet that wasn't explanation enough. It came to her suddenly that Trevayne had been reared to lead even
as she had, but in asociety which openly acknowledged and accepted such expectations. He expected



to be aleader, and because he expected it of himself, others expected it of him, aswell. His undoubted
brilliance smply confirmed the wisdom of those mutual expectations.

"WEell, today | have good reason for being in ahurry,” he said. 'Fomorrow is Courtenay's birthday, and |
haven't picked out a present yet. And your godson is shipping out tomorrow on Ashanti." Hisjaw
clenched for an ingtant, asif with sudden hurt. "'I'm supposed to have lunch with him. lunch and--was he
added, looking straight at Butgers his-coma much-needed talk." Hah carefully did not take note of the
painin her senior'sdark face.

"I'm sorry, lan," Rutgers said, suddenly serious. "Y ou'd better delegate the shopping to Natdya. Asfor
Colin... I know things are touchy just now, and 111 try to leave you time for lunch, but | may not be able
to. Y our leave's been Han sat straighter and felt her face become masklike. Vice admiras' leaveswere
not cut short on whims.

"l see" Trevayne's face was very cam as he studied the Port Admiral. Too cam. It was amask, too,
Han redlized sadly; everyone wore masks these days, even in the Fleet, "And might one ask why,
Admird?' "Onemight,” Rutgers said grimly. He glanced over a Hah for amoment. "I asked you two to
comein together to save alittle time; whaleft-brace | have to say will affect you both. On the other hand,
| trust that | don't have to remind you beth that what's said here sta left-brace ts here.

Clear?' Both hisjuniors nodded.
"All right. Asyou know, the Assembly's been in afuror ever sincethe MacTaggart nation.

And it didn't help abit when Skjorning murdered Fouchet |eft-brace 1--was He broke off and glanced at
Han, then amiled unwillingly and shook his head.

"Captain, | seem to recall a certain midshipman's expression which generaly indicated disagreement.
Why am | seeing it now?" "Disagreement, Admira?' Han shook her head. "Not disagreement. It'sjust
that | find it difficult to condemn Assemblyman Skjorning.” "Who said | condemned him?1 only said it
didn't help, which it didn't. Mind, I'm not saying the same thing wouldn't have happened ff hed held his
hand; | think it would have, in fact. But it's happened now, and it's up to usto pick up the pieces.” "Yes,
ar." "What "pieces' dyou mean, Bill?* Trevayne asked, his eyes narrowing.

"l wish | knew," Burgers sSighed, running ahand over hishair. "1 takeit you're both reasonably informed
on events on Old Terratm They nodded, and he continued. "Well, things are coming to ahead. The
Assembly has decided to impeach Skjorning." "It's not asif they realy have achoice, Bill," Trevayne
pointed out, "but it doesn't automatically follow that the impeachment will be sustained.” "Oh, you're so
right, lan,” Rutgers said softly, and pulled out a classified binder. He dapped it down on his blotter and
pressed his thumb to the lock. Scanners considered for amoment, then released the latch, and he pulled
out asheaf of yellow security paper.

"This" hesaid, "isan ONI evaluation of the Situation as of three weeks ago. It arrived today .., by courier
drone." Han'sinner tenson clicked higher.

Galloway's World was a Corporate World, tied into the communications net the Corporate Worlders
had used to deadly effect against the Fringe for decades, No eom beam could be driven through awarp
point, but it was quite possible to build deep-space relay stationswithin star systems. All messages had
to be physicdly carried through warp points aboard ships or small, unmanned courier drones, but once
through, they could be transcribed and transmitted to the next warp point. Y et such systemstook time to
emplace, and thev were incredibly expensive, both to build and maintain. he Corporate Worlds had



capitaized upon that.

Inthe spirit of "generogity,” their del egates had declared that it was only proper that each system should
be responsgible for its own relay networks rather than making them a charge upon any other system, and,
snce they controlled the Assembly, the Assembly had agreed. But the Fringe Worlds, of course, were
too poor to build and extend the relay netsto their worlds. All of their messages must travel by ship or
drone, which--just coincidentally--meant that it was far, far easier for Corporate World politicosto
confer with their homeworlds. Thev could send amessage and get aresponse in days, the saree process
took months for a Fringer delegation, and that explained agreat dedl about the smoothly-oiled precision
of the Tdiaferro Machine.

But if ONI had sent this databv drone, it meant whoever had sent it didn't trust the relays.

It wasn't dl that unusua for classified datato be sent physicdly rather than risk interception,- bat Admira
Burgers tone and expres- sion told her this drone was more important than most.

"Indications are that the Taiaferro crowd doesn't plan to chalenge the Ortler precedent,” the burly
admird continued grimly. "Rather than push for Skjorning'scivil trial on Old Terra, they're going to expd
him from the Assembly and send him back to the Kontravian Cluster under Lictor escort. As Tdiaferro
puts it--was he thumbed through the Naval Intelligence report for the passage he sought, and hisvoice
was harsh as he read doud his-com"L et us send the barbarians among us back to the Fringe where they
beltingSo™" Han felt her face blanch. No wonder Trevayne'sleave had bn canceled! When the Fringe
heard about this--I Butgers watched her camly, and she returned his gaze levelly. He shook his head.

"Han, someday klou may be able to keep me from guess- ing what you're thinking. Until that day comes,
| wouldn't waste the effort, if | wereyou." "Sir" ™Y ou know precisaly what | mean. This-was he tapped
the piece of paper his-comis probably the supidest brilliant litical maneuver in human history. And, my
dear, you ow it aswell as| do." "Asthe Admira says" shesaid in acolorlessvoice. "One day, Han,"
Rutgers mused, "you'l try the Chinadall trick oncetoo often.” Despite her concern, Han's lips twitched,
and he grinned at her. Then he sobered.

"?isalso--was he said dowly, tapping the paper again his-comgoing to make a bad situation much, much
worse. Ama gamation and regpportionment would be terribly hard for the Fringe to swallow under any
circumstances, but when you add the MaeTaggart nation and what they're going to seeasa
caculated and contemptuous rejection of justice.... his"l should bloody well think sol” Trevayne said.
"Tak about acat among the pigeons | eft-brace his "'l know, lan. | know. But ONI thinksit's going to
happen." "But it hasn't happened yet, hasit?' "No, but it will, lan. It's only amatter of time, and what
mattersto us right this minute are the Fleet orders which came in the same drone. They're the reason your
leave's been canceled, and why you, Captain, aren't going to Christophon after all." He pinched his nose
wesarily. "Inai my daysinthe TEN, | have never recaived orders quite like these," he said soberly. "As of
now, the Fleet's primary mission has been changed ‘forthe duration of the current political criss,” asour
instructions so negtly phraseit. Our new missionisto play fireman across the width and breadth of the
Federation when thisgets out.” "Good God, Bill," Trevayne said mildly. "They haveto be out of their
minds. They do redize the Federation is over fourteen hundred light-years across, don't they? How do
they expect usto be everywhere well haveto be?' "They don't. Intelligence hasidentified adozen critical
systems and dusters with an exceptiond potentid for disaster. Our immediate concernisto placea
battlegroup or two to cover each of them asa show of force." "Against our own people, sir?' Han asked
oftly.

"Agang anyone, Captain,” Rutgerssaid heavily.



"If you'll pardon my saying so, Bill," Trevayne said quietly, "that's an excellent recipe for disaster if
something does go wrong. Since you'retalking to us, | assume you mean Battle Fleet units, not Frontier
Fleet." "I do," Rutgerssaid. "Frontier Fleet's spread t6o thin asit is-Frontier Fleet is ahoays spread too
thin." And, Han thought sadly, too many of Frontier Fleet's officers were too sympathetic to “their”
sectors needsto be"rdiable” "So we're digpersing some of Battle Fleet to the trouble spots; alittle less
than haf our active units, to be precise” "And ff the balloon goes up, we won't have concentration of
force anywhere," Trevayne pointed ot.

"I know that. Y ou know that. Probably the Joint Chiefs know that. The Assembly, unfortunately, doesn't
know it and doesn't want to know it. And we, asyou may recdl, work for the civilians." "Yes, ar."
"rhank you. Now, lan, your battlegroup is headed for Osterman’s Star. | want you to ship out before
nineteen hundred zulu today.” "Yes, ar." "Y ou, Captain Li, will sign for thisbinder. Y ou will persondly
detivbledr it to Fleet Aeaeadmird Forsythe and attach your ship to his command. He 11 give you further
ordersat that time." "Yes, ar." "All right." Rutgers rubbed the binder and drew a deep breath. "I'm going
to say something | redlly shouldn't say. I'm going to tell you that | think the Assembly'slost its mind and
that when--not if the shit hitsthe fan, it's going to be up to usto scrapeit off our. faces and salvage
something from the wreck. We're the Federation Navy, and the Federation Navy has never fired on
Terran civilians. I'd like to keep it that way. But ff it comesto itm™ his eyes burned into Han's and then
swiveled dowly to Trevayne his-comremember that we are the Federation Navy." There was amoment
of slence, and Han felt something like guilt as she returned her old teacher's regard.

"Very wdl.”?Rutgersrose to signd the end of the inter- view and held out hishand again. "My yeoman
has your orders. Pick them up and carry them out. And may God have mercy on usal." |A Han reclined
inlotus position in the center of her cabin carpet. By planet-side standards, her cabin was smdl and
cramped; by Navy standards, it was luxurioudy large; and by anyone's standards, a proud Hangchow
government had furnished it with elegant taste. Her eyes drifted to the pricel essfifth-century lacquered
screen hiding her safe, and the thought of what lay within it undermined her abiiiw to find tranquillity.

She sighed and rolled out of the lotus. There was no point pretending, and it was a bad habit to pretend
to relax. She flowed to her feet and considered more stringent exercises, but activity wasn't the anodyne
she needed now. Her doubts demanded resol ution.

Y et there was nowhere for a captain to turn when troubled by doubt. Junior officers could discusstheir
fears, enlisted people could do the same. Even admiras could talk with other admirds, or &t least their
flag captains. But captains absolute authority during their months-long voyages robbed them of that
luxury. God was the only person to whom awise skipper admitted her doubts.

Infalibility.
Her lips quirked at the thought. That was what a captain must radiate. Absolute confidence.

Hah had never made any secret of her own apaliticd loydty to her homeworld, and though, like most
Fringers, sheld studied politics closdly, she wasn't apolitical person. Or, at least, she hadn't been a
political person. Like every child of Hangehow, she'd learned at an early age that the Corporate Worlds
controlled her people's economic destiny, yet she had dways believed the Legidative Assembly would
somehow safeguard their palitica rights... until sheld gained her fourth ring and become privy to the inner
workings of the policies the Fleet sometimes enforced. Her first deployment as captain had based her
ship on New Detroit, and, for thefirst time, she had redlized how totally the Corporate Worlds controlled
the Assembly.

Even then, she'd believed time and demographics were on the Side of the Fringe; now it seemed the



Corporate Worlds were determined to turn back the clock and disenfranchise her people. They even had
a precedent, for the Reapportionments of 2184 and' 2240 had done exactly the same thing.

Han had not been a politica person, but she had been and ill was adirect one. She never lied to herself.
When the firgt doubt appeared, sheld dragged it ruthlesdy into the open, examining it pitilesdy.

To her surprise, the light of day did not kill it. Indeed, it thrived in the sunlight, and her
suspicion-sharpened eves saw things she'd never noticed before. And as adirect person who accepted
the Fleet's admonition to be prepared, Han had begun to consider what she--Li Han the woman, aswell
asLi Han the captain--would do if the unthinkable happened. What was her duty? Where did her loyaty
lieff the madmen on either side pushed the Federation beyond its strength? Her conclusions had shocked
her, but she was what she was.

She could be no other; and being what she was, she had acted.

Captian Li Hah, TFN, woke frequently these nights--woke praying that the Federation she loved and
served would survive the ssorm lashing acrossit. But ff the day came when the Federation toppled under
the hurricane,. she al'so knew what she would do... what she would have to do.

"Challenge from theflagship, air." Han glanced at her executive officer and then at the plot displaying the
might of Task Force Seventeen.

Eight monitors, eight superdreadnoughts, six assault carriers, two fleet carriers, ten battle-cruisers, dozens
of cruisers, and scores of destroyers, Marine transports, repair ships, colliers.. @u It made an imposing
sght on thetactica display. More firepower than the TFN had committed to most campaigns of the
Fourth Intergtdlar Var--- certainly more than had ever been deployed in asingle battle. And dl this
panoply of war, she thought sadly, was to overawe the citizens of the Federation, not to defeat their
enemiesin battle.

"Standard acknowledgment, Chang,” she said.

"Yes, sr." The message rehed out across the emptiness to the task force. There was a communications
lag of over two minutes at this range, even as Longbow |oped towards Task Force Seventeen at ten

percent of light speed.

"Reply from Flag, sr. We are to take position in com- pany with Flintlock. Captain to report aboard
Anderson as soon as convenient. One query: do we have digpatches on board?' "Reply affirmative,
Exec." She pressed a stud on her command chair arm console. "Boatbay," she said.

"Boatbay, aye," avoicereplied in her mastoid battlephone. " Chief Ling, thisisthe Captain. | need my
cutter in twenty minutes.” "Yes, ar. Shelll be ready toflit." 'rhank you, Chief." Shekilled the circuit and
returned her attention to the plot, watching the tiny blips blink from the red-ringed circles of unidentified
shipsto the green-ringed dots of known units as Longbow's computers sorted out their transponders.
One dot was circled in gold--- TFNS Howard Anderson, the monitor flagship-- and it swung to the
center of the plot as Longbow headed straight for her. Han studied it amoment, then punched up
identities on the others, looking for familiar faces among their commanders.

Anderson's skipper she knew: Captain Willis Enwright, Fleet Admiral Forsythe's handpicked flag captain
and one of the most brilliant of the many Fringe World officersin the FHeet. Nor was hethefirst suchin
hisfamilv-- Anderson's Sstership, the Lawrence Enwright, was nared for one of his ancestors. Captain
Simon Hodah had her, Han remembered with awarm smile. Simon was ten vears her senior, but they'd



been close friends since Han's mddie cruise as his assistant astrogator. There were other names and faces
out here to be remembered. Vice Admird Traynor in command of one of the superdreadnought
battlegroups; Vice Admiral Eric Hae, commanding the other. Vice Admird Anadiese Ashigara, aFringe
Worlder from Hokkaido, flying her lights aboard the assault carrier Baslisk. Vice Admira Singh,
Forsythe's second in command, flying hislights aboard Hodah's ship.

M eetings between this many FHeet unitswererare, and it felt good to see the light codes, to remember
the men and women in the tight knit Navy community.

They were professionals one and di; brothers and sisters of the sword, dedicated to the pure service of
the Federation'sidedls.

Or that wastheidea. That wasthe Navy's credo, even if its members were merely human and often fell
short of the idedl. Han's smile faded as she weighed hersdlf againgt the standards of the Fleet, and she
wondered how many of those others she knew were doing the same thing over there behind the weapons
and armor, behind the armor of their eyes?

She shook her head and rose.

"Y ou have the con, Exec," she said formaly. "I'm going to my quartersfor aquick shower before | report
tothe Admiral." "Yes, ar." Commander Tsing Chang took the command chair asthe captain |eft the
bridge. His eyesflicked over the readouts as the intraship car's doors hissed quietly shut. Only then did
he dlow himsdf aglance at the blank doors which had hidden histiny captain. Did sheredly think no one
€lse on board had guessed what she was thinking?

Hereturned his attention to the tactica plot, histace expressionless, hismind busy behind his dark eyes.

"Greetings, Captain Li." Fleet Admird Stepan Forsythe held out his hand, and Hah could not help
comparing hisINSU-AAECTIO dry, frall grip with" thefirm, hairy clasp of thelast fleet admira shed
met.

Stepan Forsythe was William Rutgers physical opposite in every way, she thought. He was den- der,
stoop-shouldered, showing his advanced age in hislined face and thinning hair. Forsythewas aliving link
with the days of the Fourth Interstellar War, and Han knew he was due for retirement soon. His body
was old and frail, for he was one of the rare individual s who responded poorly to the anti-aging therapies,
but keen intelligence and will power glinted behind hisgray eyes.

"Thank you, Sr," she said, returning the clasp.

"Y ou made afast passage,” Forsythe continued, waving her to achair and touching the security binder on
hisdesk asif to restrain a venomous serpent.

"Wetried, gr." "Yes. W, would you like adrink while glance through this?* "No, sir. Thank you."
"Very well. If you'll excuse me?' Han arranged her cap very precisdy on her knees and sat quietly asthe
old admira opened the binder and extracted the sheets of closdly printed material. He read dowly,
carefully, but no change of expression betraved his thoughts. Perhaps the contents were less of ashocl to
him than they'd been to her. Perhaps he'd gone even further than shein analyzing the crisis, or perhaps he
samply had accessto more information than amere captain.

Forsythe sighed and turned the fina page at last, then jogged the sheets negtly back into order. He
returned them to the binder and pressed astud on his console, glancing into the screen asit lit.



"Willis? Would you cometo my quarters, please?' "Yes, ar." Forsythe cut the circuit and smiled tautly at
Han. "I realize you probably don't know any more than is con-rained in these documents, Captain Li, but
I'd appreciateit if you'd give Captain Enwright and mysalf the benefit of your firsthand impressions.
We'rerather isolated out here, and neither of us has had any persona contact with the Innerworldsin
amost ayear.” "Of course, Sr," Han said, hiding her discomfort.

"g'hank you. We-- ah! Herésthe captain.”

Han rose quickly as Willis Enwright entered the cabin with ahurried stride. That was one of the things
she associated with Enwright--quickness, speed, almost haste.

It was as ff he resented the dawdling pace of time and wrestled with every second for the maximum utility
he could wring fromit. It made for athorny persondity, but it aso made him a superb captain and would
someday make him an equdly outstanding admiral.

"Han!" He squeezed her hand warmly. "Good to see you again. How are your parents?' "Mother isas
beautiful as ever; Father isas handsome.” Han amiled. "What e seisthereto say?' "l suppose that does
just about cover it," Enwright agreed with agrin. He dropped doppily into achair, and Hah seeted
hersdlf again, glancing a Forsythefor hisreaction to Enwright'sinformality. The old admira only smiled at

hisflag captain.
Then his expression tightened.

"Willis, Captain Li has brought us some disturbing information.” He did the binder across the desk.
"Want alook?' "Why?' Enwright shrugged. "No doubt the Assembly's done something else foolish.
They've specidized in that for years, or wewouldn't be out here, sir.” "Foolish or not, they're still the duly
condtituted government,” Forsythe said, the dight edge in his voice suggesting that thiswaan't the first time
he and Enwright had struck sparks on the subject.

"However--was Forsythe shook his head his-coml have to agree that thistime they redlly have been
foolish.

Look at this" He opened the binder and handed Enwright the top sheet, and the captain's face tightened.

"Foolish isn't theword, Sr," he said quietly, hishumor vanished. "My God, ff this goes through the whole
Fringewill go up in smoke. and | don't know as how I'll blame them, either.” He read further, then
whistled. "Jesud If they do expd Lad Skjorning, the shit will redly fly, Admird!" "Precisdly,” Forsythe
sad frodtily. "And fi, asyou so quaintly put it, the shit does fly, whosejob isit to quiet the Situation back
down?' "Ours," Enwright said, his voice troubled.

"Ours, indeed, Captain." Forsythe turned back to Han.

"Captain Li, isit yotir inpression thisevauation is essentidly accurate?' "Well, ar," Hah said carefully,
"Admira Burgers certainly seemed to think so when he spoke to me." She shrugged. "But you probably
know more about it from hisdispatch.” "His digpatch, like many things these days, iswritten on many
levels" For just an ingtant, Forsythe showed every year of his advanced age. "It ssemswe're afraid to be
totally open even in secure communications.” "It's because no one wantsto faceit, Stepan,” Enwright
sad. "But we haveto. The Federation is on the verge of civil war." It was the firgt time someone had
comeright out and said it in Han's preseneetrust Willisto be the first. She watehed Forsythe, but the old
admira had hisexpressonwdl in hand.



"On the vergeis not the same thing as actively a war, Willis" he said quietly. "It'sour job to seeit
doesn't go that far." "Agreed,” Enwright nodded. "But what ff it'sajob we can't do, Sr?" "Thereisno job
the Fleet can't do!" "Sir, Fringers aren't Arachnids--comor even Tangri or Orions. Dedling with diens
may come down to amatter of firepower more often than we like, but it doesn't bother the Fleet
much--that's our job, after al. But firing on our own Enwright shook his head sadly. "With al due I'm not
surethe crews could doit.” " "It won't cometo that,” Forsythe said. "Well warp out immediately for
routine maneuversin Kontravian space. Not even the Beauforters are crazy enough to start something
with atask force this sze overhead." "Probably not,” Enwright said softly. "But what ff it's dready
darted, Sir?I've served with Lad Skjorning. He's no hothead, but once he makes up his mind, not God
nor the devil can changeit." "Skjorning isonly one man, Willis" "But if they send him home, helll bethe
most important ‘one man” in the entire Kontravian Clugter, sir. He'sinherited dl of FlonnaMacTaggart's
prestige, aswell as his own, which was already pretWill consderable.”

"Admird," Han sad diffidently, " Captain Enwright hasapoint. | don't know ffyou redize just how critical
Skjorning has become. If the Assembly expels him, hundreds of Fringer delegateswill resign in protest.”
"Then they'refoold" Forsythe snorted. "They should stay and fight!" "hat's easy for usto say, sir,"
Enwright pointed out gently. "Weve been safdly isolated herein the Fleet. We're more like one of the old
monastic fighting orders than a representative segment of our society, and we certainly haven't personaly
faced the Corporate World politica machine. 1ts manipulation of the Assembly has become so blatant no
Fringer delegate had any doubts|eft even before MacTaggart was murdered. Now the writing's on the
wall, asfar asthey're concerned. They'retired of fighting within a system that won't let them win, gr.”
"But if they pergst in this madnessthey'll force an open break! They're playing right into the hands of this
sort of manipulation.” Forsythe tapped the binder.

"Don't they seethat?' "With, respect, Admira," Han said, "they're too ‘angry to cae.
"And do you share their anger, Captain Li?" Forsythe asked softly.

"Yes, dr, | do." It wasthefirst time a superior had asked her that, and Han found it dmost arelief to
answer openly.

"Stepan,” Enwright's quiet voice drew the admird’s eyes away from her, "most of the Outwoddersin the
Heet share Captain Li'sfedings. Y ou're not a Fringer, so maybe you don't seeit that way, but the
Fringersdo. That'swhy I'm so concerned about this "show of force” business. If it comesto ared
confrontation, there's no telling how the Fleet will react. More than sixty percent of our personnd are
Fringers, Stepan.” "Whey are a so siworn members of the Federation's armed forces," Forsytbe said
levelly. "If the time comes, they'll remember that." He waved ahand briskly, asff to dispel thetension
which had sprung up. "But we're going to the Kontravian Cluster to make certain it never comesto that.”
"Yes, gr," Enwright said, leaning forward in hischair,

"and with the admird's pc?miSdon, I'd like to make a

suggestion.” "Of course." Forsythe watched Enwright thoughtfully.

"Y ou're absolutely right on at least one point, r; the best way to make sure nothing happensisto create
aFleet presence in Kontravian space before any explosion. | sug- gest that we detach Admiral

Ashigaras carrier group and the battle-cruisers and send them on ahead.

They'refifty percent faster than the monitors. At flank speed, they could reach the Kontravian Cluster
am'three months before the rest of the task force. That'd give usthat much more time before the



Kontravians can do any- thing rash.” Forsythe swiveled his chair dowly back and forth, considering, and
Han watched him closdy@u Williswasto [T TH-L[1 1 ii right. The sooner they got warshipsinto
the clugter, the, His better@u Even the most ferventFringe sympathizer in the Fleet would be willing to
nip trouble in the bud before it reached shooting proportions.

"No, Willis" Forsythe said finally. Enwright looked prepared to argue, but Forsythe waved ahand
gently. "I'm glad you're thinking in terms of prevention, but if we send a detachment ahead the wholeidea
of aroutine vist @u goes out the airlock. And | think you overestimate the depth of fegling in the Clugter.
| don't question your reading of the Fringe leadership, but there's a deep reservoir of loyaty to Old Terra
among the population. WEell get there before their leaders push them into anything truly " Stepan,”
Enwright said, "please don't equate loyalty to the motherworld with loyalty to the Assembly! Fringers see
them astwo separate entities@u”" " Perhaps,” Forsythe said testily, "but there's enough overlap to offset
any rashness, | think. And the last thing we can afford isto look asif we expect abresk. No, Willis.
Well do it my way." Hah held her breath and wondered if Enwright would push it. She glanced at the
captain, reading the worry, in hisface, but he held histongue.

"That's settled, then," Forsvthe said with the same findity@u He glanced at his dsk chronometer. "I see
it'sjust dout timefor dinner, Captain Li. Will you dinewith us?' "I'd be honored, Admird," she said,
accepting the change of subject, and roseto follow her superiors from the cabin, glancing back at the
sedled security binder on the desk asthey |eft.

A cold breeze blew through her bones as she passed the Marine guard and the cabin hatch dosed behind
them. Admiral Forsythe was agood man, aloya man--one who cared about dl the Federation's citizens.
Y et she had a premonition that aterrible mistake had just been made.

HOMECOMING The wrenching stress of warp trangit echoed in every inner ear aboard the starship
Capricorn, though liners never transited warp points at the same speed aswarshipsto et their delicate
(and paying) passen'erslose their breskfasts. The moment of indescribable tension passed into memory
as Capricorn's momentarily addled eectronic systems recovered, and her deck plates trembled gently as
her powerful drive sang back up to maximum, for Capricorn was afast ship, with areputation to
mantan.

Ladidaus Skjorning stepped out of his cabin into the cai-peted passages of first class. After months of
travel, he no longer bothered to glance over his shoulder at the calm, expressionless face of the Assembly
lictor gliding apace behind him.

Indl the long, dreary days of shipboard existence, Ladidaus had not even learned the man's name, not
that it mattered. Onelictor was very like another, he'd found; none permitted mere humanity to hamper
the discharge of their duty.

Hefrowned at his own derisive thought, for he knew it was unfair. From the Lictor Genera down to the
rawest first-year recruit, the lictors had no planetary loydties and ground no partisan axes. They were
servants of the Assembly, with Federation-wide citizenship so no singleworld could challenge their
devotiontoit. But fair or not, Ladidaus could see his anonymous shadow only as an extension of the
Ass=mbly.

A familiar throb of rage touched him as he recaled the farce the Assembly had caled an "impeachment.”
Hed never attempted to deny his guilt; indeed, Wu Liang, Hangchow's chief delegate and Ladidaus
advocate, had based his entire defense on the Ortler Decision, claiming the sameimmunity for hisclient,
and so underlined the defiant Fringe ingstence that his act had been neither more nor lessthan an
execution and thrown the Corporate Worlds hypocrisy back into theirthe teeth.



Ladidaus had known how thin athread hislife hung upon, but hatred had supported him, feeding on the
vituperation the Corporate Worlds hegped upon him and stoked by his cold appreciation of the skill with
which the Taliaferro Machine used the Fringes own fury. to destroy it. The decison to expd himlikea
pariah--to send him back to the Fringe as ff that were the one proper dumping ground for "barbarians’
had cut like theflick of awhip, and it had driven the Fringe berserk. Delegate after delegate had risen to
denounce the Corporate Worlds, and the Heart Worlds had heard only their incoherent fury. They had
not chosen to recognize the manipul ation which spawned that rage, and Ladidaus had watched the
Innerwodd delegations recoil from the Fringers passion, accepting the damning Corporate World
caricature astruth.

He'd seen it sound the death knell of compromise, and he had felt only a grim eagernessto go back out
among the sane worlds of the distant stars and begin what must be begun.

Y et hed fdt asort of admiration for the handful of moderates who had fought to stem the furious tide of
history. It had been overshadowed by his own impatience, his own avareness that the dream they sought
to preserve had already died, but it had been real. And he/d admired no one more than he had Oskar
Dieter.

How many other delegates had felt his own astonishment when the dim New Zurieher begged for
moderation and reason? When he, as head of Fouehet's own delegation, moved to drop dl charges
againg Fouehet's killer? When he met Smon Taliaferro headlong in the furious debate, fighting with every
ounce of parliamentary skill to save both Ladidaus and the Assembly? It had been a doomed battle, but
he'd refused to surrender and afewma tattered remnantof the erstwhile moderates had rallied to his
banner, asif they, "like Ladidaus, recognized the true stakes.

He shook free of the past and made hisway into the londly first-classlounge. He was Capricorn's last
firgt-class passenger, for Beaufort was the end of her run--the last, ultimate end point of the Federation,
inasense. Many worldslay ill further out, but Beaufort was the end of the warp linesinto the
Kontravian Clugter, alondly world, ignored by the magnates who moved and shook the Federation until
the doomwhale had suddenly beckoned profit.

Ladidaus parked himself in alounger under one of the magnifying screens as the ship swept towardsthe
planet of hisbirth. Already he could make out the orbit port, tiny |

with distance asit waited with shuttles and cargo.

Shipslike Capricorn were crestures of the void, fated never to taste atmosphere, and before the days of
doomwhaling there had been no orbit @ddort at Beaufort. Only the tramp freighters, adapted for
atmospheric travel, had come here then, gleaning afragile profit in waters too shallow to attract the huge
combineslikethe Taiaferro Line or even the chartered mail packets of the Mobius Corporation.

Beyond the orbit port loomed the vast, purple bulk of Beaufort, and he stared at it with hungry eyes. He
could amogt tagte the iodine-rich wind, dmost fed the heavy pull of gravity. Huge clouds covered half
thevisble planet, and he amiled. There was heavy weether in the Hellbore, and heavy weather on
Beaufort waslike heavy weether nowhere elsein the Galaxy. Most of the planetary surface was water,
the deep, purple, surng water of home. Except for the small southern continent of Grendel sbane, the
limited habitable |land masses were found only in the loose necklaces of idands threaded around the
watery sphere. Some of the idands were huge, by Terran standards, but they were till idands, the pesks
and plateaus of sunken mountains rearing sheer and indomitable from the cold, cold sess.



Man had shaped those idands into homesfor himsalf and his children, but Beaufort had shaped Man,
too. The granite of its stony archipelagoes wasin the Beaufort soul, and Ladidaus longed to touch the
surface of hisworld, longed to draw the strength of that bedrock presence within himsalf once more.

Y et first he must face hisfalure. He had goneto Old

Terraas Chief of Security; he returned a broken man, derelict in his duty and expelled from the
Assembly. The people of Beaufort were compassi onate and understanding in ways which far outreached
the Innerworlders on their safe, tamed planets, but Beauforters did their jobs. On aworld where gravity,
pressure, and the seadl conspired against the human intruder, there was only one fully acceptable
excuse, and that was desth.

Ladidaus understood that side of his people, for it made them what they were even asit had made him
what hewas, and he dreaded their silent disapproval dmost as much as he dreaded his own sense of
falure

He sat motionlessfor long hours asthe orbit port grew and grew. They passed the bulk of Beaufort
Sk.vwatch, spartan and pure in the black and white blazonry, of Fortress Command, and he watched a
light cruiser dide past Capricorn, her white hull and blue Frontier Fleet markings gleaming under the
digtant light of Beaufort's sun. The stylized gdactic lens of her service glistened like silver on her forward
hull as she dtered course and dashed awav with dl the arrogance of her greyhound breed, and
Lacl'idaus wondered what so heavy, a Fleet unit was doing here.

Beaufort's massive moon cleared the edge of the planet, looming huge and lovely in the sun's reflected
light, for Beaufort's Bowditch was bigger than Old Terras neighbor Mars, with a5 G gravity and nearly
enoug, h aimosphere to support life. It was one of the universe smore bitter jokes that Beaufort--a
planet amost too massive for Man--comshd possess a moon not quite massive enough for him. Ladidaus
could il recall hisinitia shock upon seeing Old Terras Lunaand reaizing what amiserable lump of

rock had given birth to the white moon on the Federation's banners.

And asfor theridiculouslittle ripples Old Terra called "tides'--to Then Capricorn'sdrive died at last. The
tractors of the orbit port reached out, and the liner shivered as they snubbed away her last motion and
rolled her, aigning her with the huge, flexible docking tubes. Within minutes, she would be secured, her
cargo and personnel ports open, and Ladidaus rose dowly. He turned and to eft the lounge, the lictor
like an expressonless ghost behind him.

The shuttle dropped away from Beaufort Orbit Port like a seashrike striking at nearcod, and Ladidaus
sat slently, watching out aport.

The shuttle'swings configured back, their leading edges glowing as the pilot skimmed atmosphereto
dump orbital velocity. He watched them extend dowly as the shuttl€'s speed dropped, the orange glow
fading asthe heat bled away into Beaufort's cold air and their speed dropped till further, until the engines
took over, pushing them thelast few hundred kilometersto the Beowulf Archipelago... and home.

The sprawling idand of Kraki cameinto sight, the modest space port dead center in its star-shaped mass.
It wasasmall port, by Innerworld standards, and few attempts had been made to gloss over the gaunt
functionalism of early days. Beaufort wanted its spaceport grim and cold.

The shuttle touchtt down, and Ladidausfelt an icy pang of dread as he looked out at the unexpected
throng awaiting him. They ringed the shuttle pad, coats and clothing whipped by the bitter wind of
Beaufort's spring, hair flying in the near gde. The shuttle rocked uneasily until the grapples engaged,



holding her againgt the wind, and only then did Ladidausrise and walk towards the opening hatch. Cold
ar invaded the shuttle, and he shrugged into his seawool coat as the familiar wind whined beyond the hull.

Thelictor followed, and Ladidaus eyed him curioudy. Hed been guard and protector tn one, hissmple
presence extending the protection of the Assembly over Ladidausto shield him from arrest and
extradition, but his had been a silent presence. No word of welcome, no word of condemnation or
approva, had ever passed hislips, and Ladidaus wondered if he meant to change that now that his duty
was discharged. But he merely followed Ladidaus silently to the hatch and stopped. From the moment
Ladidaus’ foot touched Beaufort soil, he would need no protection, and the lictor watched camly,
slently, as Ladidaus stepped through the hatch without a backward glance.

The damp cold of Beaufort's dense atmosphere dapped his bearded cheeks, and the heavy hand of
gravity dragged at his bones. He hadn't been home in five years, and amost he had forgotten how it felt
to be his proper weight. He walked down the gangway, moving carefully until muscles and reflexes could
adjudt to the thirty percent jJump over Capricorn's artificial gravity, and the crowd pressed closer around
thefoot of the ramp. He saw hisfather and brother looming above the forest of heads like giants, and
then hisfoot touched the soil of his homewodd, and for just an instant the shock of homecoming vibrated
through him likeanicicle of relief.

He turned towards hisfather and stopped. A dender woman stood before him, the colorful plaid of the
Beaufort-circling MacTaggart Clan's chieftain blowing from her shoulders. Age had not dulled the flying
red of Dame Penelope MacTaggart's hair, yet she looked frail and dight asthe eterna Beaufort wind
sang about her. She stood with al the dignity and strength of her authority, and Ladidaus stopped before
her, feding suddenly gross and huge as he confronted the calm, emerald eyesin which pride and
composure glistened over asea of sorrow.

"Dame Penelope,”" he said softly, his deep voice frayed by the wind.
"Lad," shesad quietly.

"|--was He broke off and swallowed, feding the familiar burning behind his eyes once more. "It's sorry
I'm to be, Dame Penelope," he said humbly. "Warned | was, but too late. Gone shewas, before | was
knowing, but it'sto be my fault.

| owealife" "His head bent and he fdlt the crowd stiffen as he spoke the formal acknowledgment of
blood guiilt.

In aBeaufort court, such an admission was tantamount to accepting sentence of death. Thiswas not a
court of law, but Ladidaus had till given hislifeinto Dame Penelope's hands, to do with as she willed.
He sensed the shock of the crowd, yet even that admission wastoo little to express the depth of his guilt.

"Ladidaus Skjorning, | am hearing you," Dame Penel ope's voice rang through the wind in formal
response, and Ladidausraised hiseyesto her face, its graceful planes so like Fionnas. "But to be telling
methis, Ladidaus Skjorning -comwasit not that both the killers died by her hand? And wasit not that
you it was caused her to be armed? Wasiit not that you had warned her?

Wasit not that you protected her for ten long years before they had the killing of her?' Ladidaus' face
was grim as her questions underscored his ultimate, unforgivable failure, but he nodded.

"hen, Ladidaus Skjorning, do not beteling meyou owe alifel" Dame Pendope's voice cut the tenson
like aknife. "It's proud we're to be--proud of my daughter, who did not go alone to death, and of you,



the man who madeit so! There'sto be no blood debt between you and the MaeTaggarts, Ladidaus
Skjorning, foit's one of our own you'reto be, my son!" Ladidaus' head came up, and tearstracked his
bearded cheeks as Dame Penelope's strong arms reached around hiswaist and she laid her proud head
on hismassive chest, her last words burning in his heart like new hope. They were the formal words of
adoption, and the fogter tie she offered meant amost more than blood on cold, harsh Beaufort. Hi[ hands
fluttered helplessy over her dight shoulders, fedling the strength of Beaufort in them, and he bent his
head, his blond beard mingling with the windblown red of the MacTaggarts.

"It'sadaughter you've lost, Mother Penny," he said softly, his great voice choked, "a debt no man can
pay. But it'samother you're to be to me, and | a son to--was His voice broke before he could complete
the formal phrase, and Dame Penel ope drew his face down against her shoulder, tears cutting her own
cheeks before the crowd of her neighbors.

"Ah, Lad, my Lad,” she murmured in his ear, stroking his heaving shoulders, "it'sdways a son you've
been to me did you not know it?" And sheled him to hisfather's side.

Segpine burned on the huge hearth. The dried, tredlike kelp glowed with aclear, blue flame, and
Ladidauswas grateful for therolling heat, for hisblood was thin by Beaufort standards, and he was il
shaken by the emotiond catharsis held endured. Firlight flickered across the metal and stonework with
which the people of Beaufort brightened their homes, and the dancing light rippled like sun off water. His
father sat across the hearth, his craggy face, sculpted by seaand wind into acliff of character, gilded by
thefire. Hisbrother Stanidaus sat behind him, even taller and broader than hein the seawool tunic with
the crossed-harpoons shoulder badge of the master doom-wha er, and Dame Penelope sat beside Sven
Skjorning.

Ladidans|et hiseyesrest on her and remembered his own mother, Ireena Skjorning, thirty years dead,
and her unborn daughter with her. Even with the best of medical science--which Beauforters had not
been offered before the doomwhale brought them wealth-- Beaufort's high gravity and hostile
environment exacted a high price of itswomen. Beaufort weeded its people mercilessy; only the strong
survived itsunyielding harshness.

"It'sto be good to be having you home, Lad. | was feared they wereto have your life, aswell." Sven
Skjorning's voice was even degper than his son's, and bitter with hate. He had given ason to the
Federation dready, dead in the destruction of hisheavy cruiser.

"I had the same thinking for long," Ladidaus agreed soberly, "but it'stoo smart they'reto befor that,
Father, and they're to place their harpoons with care. They let me go, becauseit's to suit their purpose to
paint us as barbarians and themsalves as "civilized" men!"" Hisface twisted, and he felt the same fury.
smmeringin hisaudience,

"Sven," Dame Pendlope said into the silence, "it'stoo long we've been waiting.” Her voice was cold as
disthe Beaufort sea. "Foo many have had the giving of too much, and what'sit to be bringing us?

Shame and oppression, Sven Skjorning!" Ladidaus nodded unconscioudy, watching his father with
burning eyes. Sven Skjorning stared into the heart of the fire, and hisface was hard.

"Ave" hesad dowly, "you'vetheright of it, Penny--asdways. Thirtv vears past | gave Ireenamy word,
but ff sheld lived, X" to agree with you sheld be, | think." Ladidaus straightened in his chair. Hisfather
stood high in Beaufort's sparse community., but for thirty-three years he/d honored his promiseto his
dying wife, throttling the hatred which had burned in his heart since the degth of hiseldest son.



The heavv cruiser Fearless had died for one reason only: a Corporat World merchant prince had
possessed this political power to demand her service asan escort for a"vitd™ cargo during the height of a
Tangri raid. "It'sour children they'reto betaking,”" he rumbled like dow-flowing magma. "Our wedth
they cannot touch, our fights they've had the taking of long since--but no more of our children will they be
having!" He looked up from the fire, and his eyes were as bright and blue asthe flames. " A son from me,
adaughter from you--- enough! It'sto be ending!" Hisfist dammed the thick arm of hischair, and the
expensive wood cracked under the blow.

"I've the same thinking, Father," Ladisgg'aus said softly, "but it'sto be careful we must. The Federation's
armislong, and it'sthe Corporate Worlds have the owning of that arm the now." "And wereto do
nothing?' Sven Skjorning demanded dangeroudy.

"No, Father. But it'sto speak to others before the government | must. It'sto be taking time, and when
we dtrike, it'sto bewith care” "Youreto ietaking treason,” Stanidaus said softly.

"Aye" Ladidausreplied levely, "and past timefor it, too." "No argument from me," Stanidaus said, "but
to be thinking what it'sto mean to Beaufort if you fail, Lad." "'l have," Ladidaus said blegkly.

"Stanidaus, it's to be better to die than accept some things. There's no ssomaching more--1'm not to be
gtanding by any longer. Can you be seeing that?' "Aye, Lad, of course,” Stanidaus said smply, gripping
his brother's shoulder, "but it's to be sure tou do before you have the starting of awar upon your head.
For youreto seeit'syou must have the doing of it here.” "I know," Ladidaus said softly. "God help me, |
know." The planetary government of Beaufort was not the sprawling bureaucracy that wasthe
Federdtion, or, for that matter, any of the Innerworld governments. There were lessthan six million
people on the planet, and the Beaufort Assembly reflected the sparseness of its population base. There
were only fifty-sx members, dl told, and for the most part they were the elders of the great clanswhich
had formed in the Y ears of Abandonment. The socid and surviva requirements of an environment
humanity was never bred to face had created a paternaistic order, a semi-feudalism, that carried over
into xs political processes, aswll.

Y et Ladidaus had never felt more nervous in the Chamber of Worlds. The conference room didn't even
hold the full Assembly--comonly itsleaders sat around the rectangular table, their eyes cam and
dispassonate upon him.

Three weeks of cautious, private conversations had brought him here. Despite his care not to involve the
government in his discussions, it seemed the government had decided to involve itsdf. Now he gazed at
the people in the room--President Bjorn Thessen, President Pro Tern Knute Halversen, crucia
committee chairmen--and waited for the inquisition to begin.

"Ladidaus" President Thessen said findly, "you've been meeting with influentia peoplein the short time
you've been home. We're wondering why you haven't asked to meet with us." Ladidaustightened
inwardly at Thessen's Standard English. Since the days of the Abandonment, the dialect of Beaufort had
become a badge its people wore conscioudly. It wastheir declaration of defiance to the worlds which
had ignored them in their hour of need, and while dmost any Beauforter could speak barely accented
Standard English, most would see themsalves damned and in. Hell before they would.. except in officid
settings, where the planetary government's members felt they somehow stood in the presence of their Old
Terran ancestors. So ff Thessen chose to speak Standard English, it meant he spoke as President of the
Beaufort Assembly. an officer charged to preserve and maintain the Federation.

"Forgive me, President Thessen," he said softly. "I wanted to sample public opinion before | spoketo
you officidly.” "And why wasthat?' Thessen wondered dowly. "Could you be thinking of seizing power



from us, Ladidaus?' "No!" Genuine horror sharpened hisvoice. "It was only--was "Enough,” Thessen
said with a headshake.

"Excuse our doubts, but were a suspicious lot these days. Blameit on thetimes. At any rate," he added
with awintry, smile, "we chose you for the Assembly because you've aquick mind and strong will, like
your father. We can't very well eom- INSUIRECTFFON 67 plain because you act accordingly. But
now that you're here..." Thessen straightened, an age-spotted hand touching a

document before him.

"Y ou probably won't be surprised by this, Lad." He handed the single sheet over, and Ladidausran his
eves down it, then raised them to Thessen's face with reneed respect. As delegation security chief, held
thought he knew dl their avenues of information, but their intelligence network obvioudv reached further
than he'd believed pos- sihle. What he held was amemo signed by Smon Tdiaferro himself.

"It'sno surprise, no," he said quietly.
"We've read your reports--and Fionnas.

Isthis memo accurate? Will the Amalgamation pass, do you think?" "Like adoomwhae through
nearcod," Ladidaus sad flatly.

"Aye, | Gad thefearing of that." Thessen's Standard English lapsed briefly, then he shook himself.

"Y ou should know, young Lad, that Capricorn brought awrit of extradition from Old Terra. | sent it
back marked "opened by mistake''--was a mutter of laughter filled the room his-comb you're right
Fionnas murder isbut the beginning. I've viewed the chips of that "impeachment."" The old man'sface
wrinkled with disgust. "It's clear there€'s no reasoning with them. Except, perhaps, this man Dieter, of all
people. How say you, Lad?' "Dieter?' Ladidausfrowned. "Tm thinking he's agood enough man... but
he's only one man. Aye, heinsulted Fionna, but he was drugging, and... in away, that mav have been the
making of him. But whether he'sto bl surviving..." He broke off with ashrug.

"So no matter what hefeds, thereslittle he can do, eh?' "Aye. It's Tdiaferro hasthem in hisgrip the
now, and it'samad seashrike with a mouthful of blood that man'sto be. There'sto be no sopping him?
He stopped, alittle abashed by his own vehemence.

"Then, young Ladidaus,” Thessen asked dowly, "what's to be done? Fionna spent twentv tilde five years
seeking our rights. Wasit dl for naught?' HisHis"Not for lack of trying,” Ladidaussaid grimly. "No one
ever fought harder than Fionna. Y ou know--you al know--she wanted no more than justice, no more
than atrangtion. If even one Corporate World had reached out a hand to her--I" "But fail we have?’
Thessen pressed quietly.

"Aye, Miger Presdent,” Ladidaus said heavily. "We have." "And it's that message you've been sharing
with others, isit?' Thessen'sold eyeswere keen.

"Aye." Ladidaus|ooked up dmost defiantly. "I1t's not to make any difference what wording | share,
Mister President. Y ou're to know that. And even if you're not to--was he drew a deep breath and
committed himself hiscomx'stotdl them | must.” "l see” Thessen'svoice wasvery level. He glanced at
his colleagues, and Ladidaus felt the tension. What he'd said was treason.

"Young Lad," Thessen said findly, "it'snot quite fair we've been with you. Thisgroup” he gestured



around the table his-comis more than just the leadership of the government. This--was he tapped the
memo his-comis no more than a part of what we've done. Areyou, then, prepared to tell usthe
Federation isdoomed? Isit to defy all of usyou are? Knowing we're to have information even you are
not to know?' "Aye, Migter President. If so | mugt, then it'sto defy you | will be doing!

Fionna had the giving of her lifefor her dream, but her dream had no life of its own. I'm not to be seeing
more! It'sto be enough of our blood they've had the taking of!. It'sto be war they're waging, awar of
laws" and "writs' and "regpportionments.” Well, to give them their war!" He was on hisfest, blue eyes
flashing, and his voice was roiling thunder in the chamber. "To give them abdlyfull of war--and not with
words!" He choked himsdlf off abruptly. Whatever hefdt, whatever he thought, these were the leaders of

his people.

It was not proper to raise hisvoice to them, and histemerity shamed him. Y et he was resentful, too;
resentful of their downess, resentful that age and high position blinded them to what he saw so dearly.

He sank back into his chair, watching Thessen glance once more around the gathered faces. Here and
therea

head nodded dowly, wordlessv, and Ladidausfelt hisheart Sink at the do confirmatiggns.

"Ladidaus Skjorning,” Thessen's voice was deeper and more powerful, hisold face flushed, "it'sto be
too long you've had the ('iving amongst Innerworlders!” The Beaufort diadect penetrated, and Ladidaus
raised his head. He stared a Thessen's bearded pounds ce, and the old man smiled dowly. "Did you
have the thinking it's to be only you to know thesetlings, Lad?' The president shook his head. "Weve
had the thinking of such thoughts for long now, and we've had the preparing for it, aswell.

Y ou're to make no rebellion againgt us, Lad Skjorning, for we're to be before you. Aye, young Lad--if
it'sto make war they are, then it'sto make war we are, aswell!" Ladidaus gaped at the old man, and the
pieces suddenly fell together. The copy of the memo, the channels gf informatio the persistent
guestioning--held come into th chamgr convinced he aone saw what must be done, only to find thev'd
dreadv seenit!

"Weve had the m'akin of our plansfor long," Thessen said dowly, "yet wereto be old, Ladidaus. Were
to be worn and tired-- we're not to have the strength and youth for this. But it's to see you do. So to tell
us, young Lad--will it be vou who hasthe leading of us?' "Aye," Ladidtus said softly. Therewasno
hesitation in him, only the grim, cold certainty that it was for this moment he had been born and trained,
and he looked around the circle of old faces, seeing the same bitter determination in the wise evesand
lined faces|ooking back & him.

He nodded his head dowly, and when he spoke again, it was to swear an oath.

"Aye" herepeated. "It will bethat!" "If thisbe treason, make the mogt of it!" William Patrick Henry,
Before the Virginia House of Burgesses SECESSION FHeet Admira Stepan Forsythe looked up from
his paperwork as his communicator lit with the face of his staff communications officer.

"Yes lister Qwan?' "Sir," Lieutenant Doris Qwan said carefully "we're picking up something from a
Mobius Corp mail packet. A transmission, not acourier drone." Forsythe cocked an eyebrow. A
transmission meant they were in the same system as the packet, but why transmit at al? This system was
uninhabited and far outside the Innerworld relay nets; logically there was no one to hear the message,
except for the unmanned recordersin the warp point nav beacons..



"What sort of message, Lieutenant.

"|... don't redly know, sir. May | play it off for you?' Forsythe nodded, and his screen flickered abruptly,
then steadied with theimage of alean, uniformed man. The twisted-loop collar insgniaof hisfirm was
overlaid by the crossed starships of a Federation mail carrier's captain, and his dark, strong face was
tense, dmogt frightened.

"ghisis Captain Donad Stiegman, Federation mail packet Rising Moon, TFMP-11329. The following
information must reach government authorities as gnieldy as possible.

Stand by to receive coded data; thisisa Class One Priority signal.” Forsythe stiffened. Class One
Priority was assigned only to threats to the very existence of the Federation, and hisfinger stabbed the
emergency buzzer on his desk asthe screen dissolved into ablur of static. The image danced insandly for
perhaps ten seconds, then cleared, replaced by Captain Stiegman's worried face.

"Reverse course immediately. Do not enter the Kontravian Cluster. Get that message out.

Stiegman, message ends." Forsythe's cabin door opened as Captain Enwright and Commodore
Samsonov hurried in past an astonished Marine sentry. They did to ahalt, faces anxious, but Forsythe
motioned them to Silence.

He watched the screen blank briefly before the message repested itsdlf, then gestured both men to chairs
and punched the override to recall Lieutenant Qwan.

"It'saloop, right, Lieutenant?' "Yes, Sir, with an ‘al ships' header.
We've been in-system over an hour without hearing athing, so | think we caught hisfirst transmission.

I'd guess he came through from Bantu and started transmitting the moment he hit norma space.” "l see.
Anything on that coded sequence?’ "No, Sr. I'm afraid the computers haven't broken the scramble yet,
much lessthe code. | think he'susing mail service protocols, gr.” "Very well. Kegp on it and do what you
can." Forsythefdt litfie hope. Mail service codeswere at |least as good as the Fleet's codes.

"Yes, gr. Any response?" "Not yet. I'll get back to you." Forsythe turned to hisjuniors. Enwright's
expression was thoughtful and waiting; only someone who knew him well would recognize the questions
burning in hishazdl eyes, but the curiosity in Gregor Samsonov's wrinkled forehead and hooded brown
eyes was more evident. For-sythe smiled awintry smile as he nodded to hisflag captain and his chief of
qaff.

"Gentlemen, it seemswe have amystery.” "Mystery, Sr?' Trust Willisto ask the first question.

"Y ou know asmuch as | do, Willis. Y ou heard the message. Reactions?' Enwright sat very erect. "A few
points seem obvious, Sir." "Indeed?" Forsythe cocked his head.

"Enumerate, please.”
"Yes, gr. Firgt, he doesn't have any drones or he'd'ye sent the message direct to a Fleet base. Secondly,
whatever the messageis, it's both urgent and hot. If it wasn't urgent, he wouldn't be transmitting; if it

wasan't hot, hed transmit in clear.

Third, hesworried about pursuit. HE's not in range of our scanners, so we sure as he bar were aren't in



range of his. That means he's transmitting blind and hoping someone hears. Couple that with hisinjunction
to clear out fast--was He shrugged.

"He must he afraid therere bandits on histail, and he's wai'ning any unarmed civil ship to stay clear of
them.

"And those three points, sir," he finished levelly, "lead to afourth: he's absolutely right to declare a Priority
One emergency.” Forsythe drummed gently on hisdesk. It wasamark of Enwright'strue stature, he
thought, that there wasn't even aO-ace of 'l told you 0" in hisvoice. He glanced at his cffief of staff.

"Gregor?' "I'm afrad | haveto agree, Sir,” Samsonov said unhappily. Forsythe sghed heavily, feding the
full weight of hisyears, then nodded and managed a blegk amile.

"Wdll, I'm afraid | agree, too. It seems you gentlemen were right to urge meto split the task force.” It
was a bitter admission, but he made it camly, then turned to his communicator and punched up the flag
deck. The screen lit with Lieutenant Qwan's face, and he could just see his operations officer behind her.
He smiled to himsdf.

Commander Riveramust have heard about his summons to Samsonov and Enwright.

"Lieutenant. Commander." His voice was as gravely courteous as ever. "Task Force orders,
Commander. We will increase to flank and close the Bantu Warp point. Detach the battle-cruisers and
Admird Ashigaras carriers-—- send them ahead of the battleline.” "Yes, gr," Riverasaid crisply.

"Lieutenant Qwan, inform Admira Ashigaraof the Stuation and seeto it she getsa copy of Rising
Moon's message. Then | want a message transmitted to Risng Moon immediately. M essage begstns:
Fleet Admiral For-sythe, CO TF 17, to Captain Donald Stiegman, master, TFM P Rstsstng M oon.

Message recalved--comgive him the time,
Doris. My force headed to meet you at max.
Estimate rendezvous with my advanced screen in-- was he raised an eyebrow at Enwright.

"Call it nineteen hours, Sr." "'In gpproximatdy nineteen standard hours, Lieuten- ant,"" Forsythe continued
to Qwan. "Courier drone with your transmission dispatched. Good luck.

Message ends. Got it?" "Yes, gr. It'son thetape.” "Good. Send it standard civil service cede, no
scramble” "Yes, gr." "Thank you, Doris." Forsvthe switched off the communicator and turned back to
Inwright and Samsonov. "And now, gentlemen, let us give some thought to our circumstances" He
amiled hisblegk smile again. "Somehow | fed certain even my delicate touch will not suffice to make
them any worse" Vice Admira Andiese Ashigara, dim and severein her black and slver uniform, sat on
theflag bridge of TFNS Basilisk and watched the bright dot of the mail packet on her display. She
glanced at acom rating.

"Anything from the patrols, Ashworth?' "No, sir. They're 150 light-seconds out, and they report nothing
detectable in scanner range.” "Thank you." She glanced at her operations officer. If the recon fighters
exquistely sengtive insruments weren't picking up anything, then there was nothing to pick up.

"Recdl them, Commander Dancing.” "Aye, aye, ar." "Communications, rase Risng Moon." "Aye, aye,
ar.” Therewas Slence on the bridge the silence of a professiona team aware of the dangers of unnec,



chatter -comz Admira Ashigaraleaned back in her cemmand chair and waited. Suddenly themain
screen filled with the image of adark, lean face wreathed in ahuge smile of relief.

"Captain Stiegman, | am Vice Admird Andiese Ashigara

| assume you have areason for declaring a Priority One message cndition?' "l wishto hdll | didn't,”
Stiegman said in arich New

Antworp ccent. "All hdll's broken loose out here, maiam, and no mistake. If you don't mind my asking,
wheres Admira Forsythe?' "Heisfollowing with the battle-line, Captain,” Ashigarasaid. "'l expect himin
gpproximately six hours.” "Battle-lineddment Thank God!" Stiegman seemed to sag towards the pickup.
"Y ou don't know what's going on out here, Admira! They're crazy! They--was"Captain Stiegman,”
Ashigaracut him off, "l appreciate the strain you are obvioudy undbr. | would request, however, that you
say nothing more over an open channd. | will, with your permission, send my cutter for you so that you
can ddliver your message to mein person. And confidentialy.” "Yes" Stiegman inhaled deeply.

"Certainly, Admira. Send your cutter at once. The sooner | can tell someone €l s, the better, by God!"
"Wdl, Captain Stiegman,” Admira Forsythe said as he handed the man adrink. "I have the essentids of
your story from Admira Ashigara." He sounded too cam. The Galaxy was collagpsing around hisears,
and he sounded too calm abouit it all.

"l don't yet have dl the details, however, and I'd appreciateit if you'd summarize for my staff, aswell.”
"Summarize, Admird?' Stiegman drained hdf the glassinasingle gulp. "Gladly. Infact, I'll be ddighted to
let someone else worry about it for awhile" Hisdowly easing tensgon wasn't lost on hislisteners, and
they hunched closer to him as he began.

"It started about amonth ago,” he said dowly.

"l put into Bigelow with amail consignment--they break it down on Hasdruble for transshipment to the
rest of the cluster--and they told me my departure clearance and return cargo would be delayed aday or
two." He shrugged. "Two daysisalong layover, but I've had longer, so | didn't think much about it.

"But afew hourslater, the port master called me up again--something about avira infection and they
couldn't find one of the people who'd been exposed. He agreed the odds were against their plague
carrier being on board, but SOP required a search of the ship. Well, | wasn't too pleased, but nobody
wants to chance another plague outbreak, so | agreed." He paused and stared down into his drink. When
he looked back up, his eyeswere hot.

"But it wasn't any damned medical ingpection party they sent aboard my ship,” he grated. "It wasan
entire platoon of Marines--comor they wore Marine combat zoots, anyway." He relaxed his muscles with
avishbleeffort. "But they were dready aboard, and no onein hisright mind argues with a platoon of
zoots, whoever'singde'em.” He shook his head dowly, remembering.

"They were polite as hell--I'll give the bastardsthat! But they posted two men in each drive room and
two more on the bridge, and they told me-- me, the skipper of a Federation mail packet, damn
‘em!--that they had to ‘'detain” me." Hislipstwisted. "Wouldn't say why or for how long.

Wouldn't say anything else. Just stood there and waited for their reliefs.” He growled something under his
breath and finished hisdrink. Forsythe persondly refilled the glass, to his obvious relief, and he Sipped
agan, moredowly.



"Anyway, they had us. | tried getting a message out when | saw aFrontier Fleet cruiser on my screens,
but they were on top of mein seconds. No nas. tiness, you understand--just another guard suddenly
appeared in the corn section and they stripped off our dronesin case | got any snart ideas about using
them. con"At firg, | thought it was some kind of mistake, but then | figured out the whole orbit port was
inon it--whichatever X" was. And at least some of those "Marines' redly were Marines. I'm sure of it. |
consdered piracy, area medica emergency--hell, even aport[* odashgg'wide outbreak of mass
insanity! But | never once consdered what was redly happening.” "And that was, Captain?' Willis
Enwright prompted when Stiegman paused once more.

"Treason, Captain,” the mall packet captain said harshly. "Goddamned, ol d-fashioned,
dyed-in-the-fucking-wool treason!

The whole damned system's decided to "secede” from the Federation!" The blood drained from
Lieutenant Qwan'sface. Enwright's features only tightened dowly, but Samsonov |ooked asif held bebn
punched in the stomach and Riveralooked murderous. Only Forsythe seemed unaffected but, then, only
he had seen Admiral Ashigaras scrambled transmission.

"| see, Captain Stiegman,” he said quietly. "And their objective, obvioudy, wasto keep Risng Moon
from letting the cat out of the bag?' "Exactly. Took usawhileto put it together, Admiral, but there had to
be some contact between my tech crews and the port service personnd.

"Near aswe can figureit, it all began amonth or so after Ladidaus Skjorning got home. Nobody's sure
whether it was hisidea or whether it was his whole damned planet's notion, but Beaufort's whereiit
darted, and whoever planned it mst'ye had one hell of an organization! Given the way thewarp linesrun,
Beaufort's at the bottom of asack; all therest of the cluster sort of drains down to "em. They knew hat
that meant, too, because they didn't start on Beaufort; they started from Beaufort." "'From Beaufort™?"
Enwright repested.

"They sent out "emissaries," Captain.

God only knowswhat kind of underground's been cooking away out here, but they sure as hell knew
who to talk to where, and they sent out people like Stanidaus Skjorning and Dame MacTaggart. Hell, no
wonder people listened! I'm aFringer myself; | know how hot tempers are running out here since the
MacTaggart murder. But goddamn it to hell, theré's no excuse for afull-scde civil war!" "A war,
Captain?' Riveradid not--quite--- sniff. "What do they plan to use for anavy?' "Damned ff | know,"
Stiegman said frankly, "but it's going to take afleet--and | mean afleet--to change their minds." "How o,
Captain?' Samsonov asked.

"Because they're not stupid, however crazy they are.

They stage-managed it perfectly. Just one day everything is peaceful and fine; the next, Killiman
Skywatch isin mutinous hands." "Killiman Skywatch?' Riverahdf-rose. "Good Ged, man, do you know
what you're saying?' "Damn fight | do." Stiegman seemed almost gloomily satisfied by Riverasreaction.
"I don't know how they did it, but I know they had Killiman, and I'm pretty sure they had Beaufort. Don't
know about Bigel ow--they were playing it mighty closeto their chestsin Bigelow, which could mean they
didn't have Bigelow Skywatch--but Bigelow's the only way into the cluster, so it could just mean they
were being careful in case of vigitors™" "Even ff they have Skywatch," Samsonov said, thinking out loud,
"there's still the Frontier Fleet orbital base. No armament to speak of, but there's a Bigel ow-based
cruiser squadron. They might not want--was "Exactly, Gregor," Forsythe cut in, and Samsonov broke off
as heremembered acivilian was present.



"Captain Stiegman,” the admira went on, "did you at any time monitor... unusud, shal we say, eom traffic
between the orbit port and Skywatch or the Fleet base?' "Never," Stiegman said flatly, "and we kept a
good listening watch.” "1 see. And how did you finadly cometo escape, Captain?' "We were
lucky--comor maybe they got cardess. My engineer contacted a buddy in the orbit port and suggested
most of the Fringersin our crew were on their Sde and ready to mutiny against me with alittle help from
their "Marines’. Stiegman shrugged.

"They went for it. Guess I'm abetter actor than | thought. At least, the "fight" between me and a half
dozen others and the. "rebels’ in the crew seemed to convince "em. Fair amount of shooting to tear up
the bulkheads, chief engineer stopping me at gunpoint just before | wrecked the drive--that sort of thing.
Nobody hurt, thank God!" "Very nest," Forsythe congratulated him. "And after the 'mutiny”?" "L ocked
me up in my own brig," Stiegman said cheerfully, "and then Rising toon was agood rebel ship. Took "em
afew daysto fed sure of it, then they pulled the Marines off. Needed 'em esewhere, | gather.” "I see.
And then?' "We waited another few days, behaving like perfect little rebelstill we were pretty sure they
believed it. Then we powered the drive real dow-- told ‘em it was an equipment test--and ran for it."
"Youranforit,” Samsonov repeated. "Why didn't you contact Bigelow S ,kywatch or the Fleet base?'
"Because ff either of 'em wererebel controlled, stopping in om ranged be area good way to get our ass
shot off. Besides, there were Frontier Fleet unitsin-system. If they wereloyd, well and good but if they
werent? Rstsing Moon'sfadt, but not that fast. If we were going to have light cruiserson our tall, |
wanted dl the start | could get!" Stiegman grinned wearily. "We made transit so fast nobody's eaten
since, and our backup astrogation computer's still pitching fits" "I see. And then you headed, for
Innerworld space?’ "Not directly. Actudly, | was headed for Heidfs World. Figured to check in with the
Frontier Fleet base and come back |oaded for bear. Never figured on meeting haf the Navy thisfar out!"
"l understand, Captain." Forsythe forced the warmth of gpprova through the winter of failurein hisvoice.
"But I'll take care of that with acourier drone. I'm afraid I'm going o have to commandeer your vessd."
"Why not?" Stiegman grinned wryly. "I'm getting used to it by now." "Then | want you to head for the
Fleet base at Cimmaron to carry my dispatches and your own account directly to Vice Admird
Pritzcowitski.

H€Ell know what to do from there.” "Glad to." Stiegman finished hisdrink and set it aside, hisface
thoughtful. "And may | ask what you plan to do, Admira?' "Y ou may," Forsythe said with awry amile,
"but I'm afraid | haven't redlly decided, yet." "I see Stiegrnan rose. "In that case, I'll get back to my ship,
with your permission.

But, Admird" he met Forsythe's eyeslevelly his—-coml'd recommend some caution. Y ou haven't talked
to these people; | have. They're serious, mighty serious.” He shrugged uncomfortably. "I haven't seen
your intelligence reports, but thisismy normd run. I've fdt the tenson growing out here for months, and |
can tdl you this-the Fringe is anuke about to go off, Admira.” "I know, Captain Stiegman. | know."
There was abrief sllence after Stiegman's departure. Forsythe and his juniors stared down at the carpet,
wrapped in thought. Finally the old man raised his head.

"Ceaesgptain Stiegman,” he said, "isamost resourceful man.

"Yes, and he'sgot guts," Enwright's voice wastighter than usud, "but | can't help thinking he was alittle
too lucky, ar." "Inwhat way, Willis?' "He got away with it," Enwright said bluntly.

"No one fired on him and no one chased him. If they had, they'd'ye caught him. A packet'sfast, but sois
alight cruiser--and aerniser'sarmed.” "True. But if they haven't taken the Fleet base or Skywatch, the
rebels couldn't have fired on him--assuming they had anything to fire with--without aerting those
ingdlations" "No, sr. But why didn't either of those bases ask Rising Moon where she was going and
why? Don' tell me she had departure clearance!” " A point. Y ou're suggesting, then, that the rebels



control everything? The entire clugter, fortificationsand al?' "We can't know that, sir. I'd say they hold
Bigdow, but the rest of the cluster?' Enwright shrugged.

"Still, it seems probable. Risng Moon may have jumped the gun on them, but they let her go. And since
Bigdow'sonly six tranditsfrom Heidi's World, that must mean. they figure thev're about ready anyway."
hiswere' see. But assuming you're correct, where do we go from here? Gregor?' "i don't know. gir,”
Samsonov said frankly. "I'm no Fringer--I don't pretend to know how these people are thinking. But
evenif Willisisright, they couldn't have known TF Seventeen was coming. They must figure on at least
another three months before anyone can turn up; and if they're expecting arelief from Heidfs World,
they're only expecting Frontier Fleet un.xs--not monitors and assault carriers.” " Gregor's probably right,
gr," Enwright said, "'but remember our discussion with Captain Li.

Everything | said then till holdstrue.” "I know you think it does, Willis," Enwright said. "Y ou may even
beright. God knows | don't want to go down in history asthe first Navy commander to fire on other
Ter-rang But | don't see that we have any choice. If Bigelow

Skyatch isn't in rebd hands, it's going to need al the help it can get, and the sameistrue of the Fleet
base, the repeaair yardsin Killiman--the entire cluster, for that matter.

"Admird, please" Enwright's voice was urgent, "send in afew destroyersfirst. Find out what's happening
before we bargeinin force. The canswill have the entire task force behind them--and they can say so.
That should stop any itchy trigger fingerslong enough for aparley.” "With respect, Admird," Riverasad
harshly, "I think that would be amigtake. If Bigeiow Skywatch istill loyal, it could touch off the very
incident Captain Enwright wantsto avoid.

Takethe entire task force. Show them the odds, and they'll cavein.” "Don't delude yoursdlf,
Commander," Enwright said colby. "If these peopl€ve gone thisfar, they're readv to go further. The
actual presence of the task force won't achieve anything except to up the stakes for everyone!™
"Perhaps," Forsythe said softly, "but if the entire task force isthere, we can be certain anything that
happensisover quickly, Willis"" His heart ached at hisflag captain's ook of desolation.

"Faceit, Willis" he said gently. "We can't afford delays. There's no way to keep this quiet--we can't even
try to; we need to warn the other Fleet bases, warn the government, warn everyone--and theword is
bound to leak. We need to be certain aresolution follows the news as quickly as possible, or other
Fringe Worldswill be tempted to follow suit. Y ou know that aswell as| do." Enwright looked away
from the thin, troubled face with the wise old eyes. Y es, he thought, some of the other Outworlds will
follow suit if the Kontravians aren't stopped. But thisisthe wrong way to do it. He knew it was the
wrong way. Or did he? Wasthat the TFN officer in him, or wasit the Fringer? Hisintellect, or the
confusion of hisloyalties? He looked back.

"Please, gr. Tadk tothem first.” "I'll talk to them, Willis." Sted showed through For-sythe's
compassionate tone. "But from the flag bridge of this ship with the task force behind me." Herose,
termi-rating the mesting.

"Gentlemen, check your departments.

| want acomplete status report in one hour. We will then formulate our precise plans.” His staff saluted
and left. Willis Enwright walked dowly to the hatch and paused, then turned back to hisadmird, hisface

older than hisyears.

"Sir, what if they don't surrender? What will you do ff they fight?' "Do, Willis?* Forsythefdlt the cold of



interstellar space blow down his spine. "I'll honor my oath to defend and preserve the Congtitution
-comany way | must." "Youll openfire, then," Enwright Sd dmost inaudibly. "If I must," Forsythe said
Seedily.

"I don't want to. I'll tell them | don't want to. But | have orders to execute and four centuries of history to
defend. Unlike them, | have no room to make persond choices, do 17" "I suppose not, sir,” Enwright said
quigtly.

"But consider this, | beg of you. What you see as a persond choice may not seem like oneto others." He
seemed to be trying to tell Forsythe something, but the old admird was too worried and heartsick to hunt
for themeaning.

"I understand that, but | don't have an option. No one can ask more of any man than that he do his duty
ashe seesit.” He shook his head sadly. "No matter how painful itis" "Yes, sr. | hopeweal remember
that,” Enwright said quietly. Then he drew himself up and gave Forsythe the sharpest sdute the admird
had ever seen from him. He stepped through the hatch, and it closed behind him.

DUTY "Captain Enwright and Admira Forsythe are both dead.t" The gasping words came hoarse over
the com channel, but the screens were blank with electronic hash. Commander Windriter didn't recognize
the distorted, faceless voice. Who was it? Had they ever met?

I'ney'redl dead on flag bridge!™ the voice went on desperately. "Theres fighting evereavwhere... crew
quarters... officer country... power rooms... We need help, for God's sake! We--was The snarl of alaser
pistol dashed across the words and the voice went silent. The blinking light codes on Windrider'sfire
control screens chilled hisblood, and his hands clenched on the gunnery, console of the monitor Enwright
astheflagship fdl away, thefirst mutiny in the Federation Navy's history raging: on her command bridges
and in her driverooms.

Jason Bluefiedd Windrider couldn't believeit. No, hetold himsdf grimly, he could believeit; hejust didn't
want to. Mutiny was an obscenity to aman like him, but he understood the mutineers. Not long ago,
some of them would have been guestsin his quarters, discussing the criss, wondering where their true
duty lay. It seemed they'd decided aboard Anderson.

Helooked into the strained faces of his control team. They knew what was happening aboard the
flagshipbut what could thev do abouit it? For that matter, what could he do? He and (‘isratings sat at the
very. core of atremendous hull, 285,000 tonnes of aloy and armor wrapped around their fragile lodies
and sengtive ingtruments. They were Enwright's fighting brain, controlling the power to vaporize a
planetoid or serilize aworld, and soon they might have to perform actions which would scar their souls.
He didn't know what the men and women of his crew would decide. He was certain of only one thing; he
himself was about to face amoment of truth he did not believe he could endure.

The communicators muttered, ghostly voices blurring in his battlephone implant as frantic commanders
conferred, afraid to expose their inner convictions, yet compelled by duty and training to act decisively.

And that wastheir true curse, Windrider thought savagely. Navy training and their own inclinations forced
them to act. They weren't politicians (the word was a vicious epithet in his thoughts) who could confer
and debate and duck responsibility. When you put on Navy black and silver, you put your judgment on
the spot. "An imperfect response now is athousand times better than recognizing the perfect response
too late." That was what the Academy taught but there were only imperfect responsesto thidl

Windrider shook his head angrily. The universe was crumbling before his eyes and hewas



philosophizing? Y et what € se could he do?

He, too, had "reacted” long since, but his had been ahypothetical decision, one he'd hoped never to face.
One held believed he would never face, because he had dared not believe anything else.

But now its hungry breasth wasin hisface, hot and stinking as a pseudopumals.

It wasn't fair! Hadn't the bureaucrats known? were they so blind to human needs and loyalties they hadn't
even consdered what might happen out here?

But of course they had. That was why the Marine contingents aboard the transports consisted almost
entirely of Innerworlders.

Y et the paliticos had miscal culated, he thought grimly. They'd guessed at the hatred they were about to
unleash, but not how quickly the flames would erupt. Their planned show of force was supposed to nip
rebellion in the bud, on the ground. They'd never dreamed the Kontravians might saize 'thEir local orbital
defenses and Frontier Fleet squad-tons or have the gutsto defy TF 1Ts might after they did.

Besides, the Navy's monumental dependability was the bedrock of the Federation; it had never occurred
to them that the Fringersin the Fleet might be as conscious of planetary loyaties as any Corporate
Worlder. So they hadn't "sanitized" the Fleet asthey had the ground forces.

Perhapsthey couldn't have, redlly, given the high proportion of Outworldersin the Flegt. Only afew
ships had "reliable" Innerworld crews. Most had heavy Fringe contingents, some were completely
Fringer-crewed. Now their officers were caught between their oaths and the dreadful prospect of turning
their wegpons on fellow Fringers, and it wasintolerable.

Faced with the unfaceable, Enwright had acted, Forsythe had reacted, and laser fire had gutted
Anderson's flag deck. But they were only the first casuaties; WJNDRIDER could already taste the
blood to come, and it sickened him.

"Captain! Admira Singhiscoming up on the al-shipschannd!" "Throw it on the big screen, Migter
Sung.” Li Han held her face calm and her voiceleved as she waited for the screen to light, but she felt her
bridge crew's tenson. Even her imperturbable executive officer showed the Signs, Tang Chang's
bresthing vas harshly audible.

Thomas Singh had dways struck Han as belonging to an earlier age. The neatly-trimmed beard in fashion
among the Fleet's ma e officers somehow contrived to look fierce and predatory, on Singh, and never
more s0 than now. His dark eyesflashed, and the lips under his hooked nose were tight. When he spoke,
his voice was harsh and cold.

"Ladiesand gentlemen, | will be brief.

Captain Willis Enwright and others aboard the flagship have mutinied againgt the lawful orders of their
superior officers and againgt their oaths as officers and enlisted personnel of the Federation Navy. | will
not permit thisto spread! | believe Admira Forsythe to be dead, and | hereby assume command. All
Marine detachmentswill report to the armories and draw full combat equipment.” Han tensed, and a soft
sghran around her bridge. "Marines from the trangport group will board Anderson. Any individua
participating in this disgraceful violation of the Heet'strust will be arrested to await tr--was "No!" Despite
her iron control, Han jerked as the single word cut across Singh's cold voice. She thought it had come
from one of her own people... until Singh whipped around to stare behind him. Then hewasflinging



himself aside, dropping towards the deck, and alaser bolt dashed across the pickup. His command
consol e flared--plastics burning, meta's medting--and the snarl of lasers continued for afractiona second
before someonésfireincinerated the entire command station.

Han's eyesjerked to her tactical display, and her heart froze as data codes began to blink and change.
Mutiny flashed through the task force like anuclear blast as Fringer after Fringer redized what loosing
Corporate World Marines on their fellow Outworlders meant. The deek carrier group flagship Basilisk
didto one sde, drive fdtering as she convulsed internaly. Her flight group was entirely Fringer, and now
the pilots joined the Outworlders of the ship's company againg their fellow crewmen. Ever sincethe
Theban War officers and senior ratings went to action stations with sde arms; now those wegpons
crested holocaust within her compartments and passages.... and she was but one ship among many.

"Captain?' Tang'snormally passonless voice questioned, and Han felt his eyes, felt the burning questions
inthe minds of her bridge personnd. It was againg this cataclysmic ingtant of ruin that she had prepared
for al these months, against this decision that she'd selected her crew, trading ruthlessly on past debts
and owed favors. Now her handpicked personnel looked to her, tense and straining as attack dogs, their
fear and confusion checked only by their trust in her.

And how strong was that trust? They were Federation officers, trained and sworn, yet they were also
Fringers. How could she--how could anyone hold them in amoment like this? For an ingtant, shefelt as
smal and frail as her appearance suggested, but her finger touched a stud on her chair arm, and she
heard Tsing's breath hiss as her eom pand to it with the face of Captain Wang Chung-hui, commander of
Longbow's Marine detachment.

ISURRECT-OATION 89 Wang's cheeks quivered under her leve regard, but there was no strain in her
face, he thought dmost resentfully. What was she about to demand of him?

He knew hisduty.., but he, too, was a Hangchowese.
"Mgor Wang," Han's voice was cool, and Wang felt a stab of near hysterical mirth.

There could be onlv one "captain" aboard awarship, yet it wastypica of Li lan to remember a point of
etiquette and give him his courtesy promotion at atimelike this. She wasthe smalest personin
Longbow's complement; she was d so the largest.

"Yes, r?' hesaid hoarsdly, and his heart sank as he redlized that when she ordered it he and hismen
would don their combat zoots and board Anderson, blasting down anything in their path. Not because of
dutv or Admira @u Singh, but because Captain Li had ordered them to, "Y ou heard Admira Singh,
Mgor," Han said softiv.

"Yergr." -

"Report to the armory, Mgor." Wang's heart plum- meted. "Draw combat gear for your men, then post
guards on the boatbay and al auxiliary hatches.

Nobody leavesthis ship. Isthat clear?' His"Sir?' Wang blinked. Guard the boatbay and hatches? Sedl
them? Then shewasn't... "Yes, sr.r Wang barked, and the salute he threw her would have done credit
to the commandant of the Corps.

"Thank you, Mgor." Hah broke the circuit, her face still calm, despite the swesat beading her hairline. She
continued to ignore her bridge crew, forcing hersdf to remain oblivious of the holstered lasersriding at



every hip as she touched another stud.

"Thisisthe Captain," she said, ignoring the norma preambles of an al-hands announcement, and
speakers throughout the ship rattled with her measured voice. "Y ou know what's happening.” Shedrew a
deep breath. "Now I'll tell you what's going to happen in Longbow. We are not going to obev Admira
Singh'sorders." Shefelt her bridge crew twitch in near convulsive reaction.

"I am your commander. Asasworn officer of the Federation Naeaity, | have no choice but to obey my
lawful superiors, just asyou have none but to obev me. Y et some orders cannot be obeyed, and Admira
Sifigh'sare such orders. | cannot order you to mutiny--comshe used the word deliberately-- "but
understand this: the only way Longbow will assist in suppressing the outbreak aboard Anderson isby
mutinying againgt me." She paused, tasting the shock and confusion in some of her officers, the burning
determination in others. She felt weak and shaken, asif her body were ahollow shell filled with air, and
wanted desperately to lick her lips, but she didn't.

"l intend," she went on, her voice clear and strong, "to place thisvessd at the service of the Kontravian
Cluster. Any who disagree with that decision are free to leave. Report to Mgor Wang at the
boatbay--without weapons. That isdl.” She released the stud and turned her chair dowly, meeting
Commander Tsing's eyes squarely before sheto et her gaze sweep her other officers.

Every holster was sealed. No one spoke in encouragement or condemnation. That wasn't the Hangchow
way, she thought amost whimsicaly.

But there was away to gauge their true fedings.
"Lieutenant Chu?' "Yes, 9r?' Her navigator sounded breathless, but there was snap in hisvoice.

"Lay off acourse to place us between Anderson and the rest of the task force, Lieutenant Chu." "Aye,
aye, Sr." Andthat was dl therewastoiit.

Commander Windrider watched Basilisk ped off the edge of the formation--and she was only thefirst.
The monitor Prescott did drunkenly aside as fighting wracked her command deck and navigation spaces
before the drive could be cut. The destroyers and cruisers of the screen went berserk astheir
complements turned on one another, and garbled scraps of chatter told him the fighting had become
genera aboard Enwright, aswell. Only one ship was under complete command. He watched his display
asasingle battle-cruiser shot out of the scrambling formation to hover between Anderson and her
consorts. The data codes gave her identity, and her shields were up, her weaponson line.

"Alert! Alert! A computer voice wailed, then choked off, replaced by Captain Hodah's voice, and
Windrider smiled" hitterly. There was no taped message for this madness.

"Thisisthe Captain! All personsressting their lawful superiorswill cease immediately or face summary
courts martial for mutiny! Marineswill lay aft to the boatbay and prepare to board Anderson pursuant to
the orders of Admira Thomas Singh. Any person resisting execution of this order will be stopped.
Marine officers are indtructed to use weaponsimmediately in any ase of resstance. Thisisadirect
order--and your find warning!" Windrider blanched. Hodah was a cam, humane man; for him to turn the
Marines againg his own people with avirtud licenseto kill and to announceit for dl to hear--must mean
he felt the situation could get no worse. And what the hell had happened to Admiral Singh? Why wasn't
he on the eom?

A trident buzzer shrilled, and his eyeswidened. The passages outside fire control were depressurizing...



and that could happen only ff someone deliberately spilled atmosphere! God!

The blast doors and armored bulkheads were damming shut, sedling fire control even moretightly. With
zero pressure beyond and atmosphere within, it would be impossible to open those doors from
outside--and blasting them open would take hours..

. or anuke. Had Hodah done it to keegp mutineers away? Or had the mutineers done it to isolate fire
control from the loyalists? But the deck plates till pulsed to the rhythm of the drives, so Hodah had
secured the power plants, or daved their controlsto the bridge. Was the power gang dive, or breathing
space? What was happening out there? \Who controlled what in the lunatic asylum which had once been
acapita ship?

Oneof hisratingsjerked on his gauntlets and reached for his hemet, and Windrider stabbed him with an
angry stare.

"Where do you think you're going, Bearclaw?' "B -comb, sir! Those are ourfrstends out there! Weve
got to do something[" The missile tech was a product of Windrider's own world, an Amerind from
Topaz, and hiswordstore at Windrider's soul.

Hefelt sweat under the tooled leasther band at his temples and remembered the scent of the evergreen
tomash trees above hishome.

"What you're going to do, Bearclaw," he said harshly, "is stand away from that hatch and sit down.”
Bearclaw sat dowly, and his crewmates |ooked away in confusion. What was Windrider doing?

Where did their own officer stand? The click of plastic and meta jerked their eyesback ashelad his
laser on the console.

"No one enters or leaves this compartment without my permission,” he grated. "No one. Isthat
understood?' He met each of his subordinate's eyesin turn, pinning them with abrown, bitter glare until
they nodded. Then he turned back to the targeting screens, sick at heart at what he'd just said, and sicker
gl a what he might yet have to do.

Red lights flared on status boards as whole computer sectors fell out of circuit. Shot out or cut, it made
no difference to his own command station. They could cut the drives, they could cut the data net, they
could blow the bridge to atoms; as long as Enwright had power, he controlled her weapons.

But what of it? He asked himsdf that with al the pent up bitterness and hel plessness--comand fear which
filled him. It had seemed so smplein the bull sessons. Nothing violent. Just arefusd to fire ff thetime
came. Passive resstance. Not thig!

Never this mindless murder of fellow Navy men and women who were only doing their duty as best they
understood it!

His battlephone beeped a priority code, and he punched a console key, shifting to a secure intraship
battle channd. It was Hodah.

"Commander." The captain sounded harassed, but hisvoice was il crisp. "These damned mutineers
must have planned this ahead of time. They've taken the armory and most of the Marines quarters—-we
can't even get to the combat zoots, much less the boatbay! We till control the drive, and | think we still
hold the power rooms, but | don't dare release the remotes to find out. I've confirmed the loss of auxiliary



fire control and CIC, and dl contact with flag bridge went out five minutes ago. We had a shoot-out in
plotting, too, and there was agodawful exploson in datalink control right after we lost touch with flag
bridge. | hold the command deck, and I've got armed Marines on the bridge eevators, but al I've got left
up helefriend hattie control isthe auxiliary nay tank. Have you got al that?' "Yes, Sr." Windrider felt
sweet matting his eyebrows. "All fight. It comes down to this, Commander,” Hodah grated. "I can still
move thisship, but that'sdl | can do. Y ou're the only man who can target and fire her wegpons. So tell
me, Commander Windrider--are you prepared to do your duty?' "My duty, Captain?' Windrider
hestated, hisface ashen, then answered firmly.

"Yes, gr. I'm prepared to do my duty.” "Then understand this, Commander,”" Hodah said softly.

"Admira Forsytheisdead, and Admira Singh was agppar* ently killed when they took out our flag
bridge. Admira Traynor may be dead; we'velost dl contact with Vesuvius, so | have to assume she's
ether dead or aprisoner. I've got ntact with Admiral Hale, but the mutineers have dl the engineering
gpacesin E1 Chichon; he can't even neuver. Admira Ashigaraapparently went over to the mutineers
aboard Baslisk, so asnear as| can figureit, Hale's the senior man left, and he's given me ordersto
terminate the fighting aboard Anderson--fast. Maybe we can bring the whole task force back to its
senses ff we get some Marinesin there quickly. But Captain Li and Longbow arein the way, and they've
threatened to destroy the first boat launched against Anderson.

I've got two superdread-noughts from Admiral Hal€'s group, and one attack transport is prepared to go
in, but they can't launch until Longbow's neutrdized.., oneway or the other." Windrider heard the painin
his voice and remembered the evening Captain Li had dined aboard as hisguest. "I'm going to give L
onelast chanceto move aside," Hodah said quietly. "If she refuses... Then, Commander, it'sal up to you
and your team." "'I--understand the Situation, sir,” Windrider whispered.

"Good. Switch to the intership channels, Commander.

| want Captain Li to hear usif | haveto passyou orders™ "Yes, sr." Windrider shifted channelsand ran
hisfingers over the cool plastic console, feeling the latent destruction and understanding Hodah's pain too
well, for Windrider, too, knew Li Han's reputation.

Han stared into her eom screen at Simon Hodah's worried, angry face, reading the fear and fury in his
eyes and wondering if he saw the pain in hers. His mouth was a dashed wound and his voice was harsh.

"Captain Li, you arein violation of the Articles of War. Y ou will surrender your command and person at
once, pursuant to the orders of Vice Admira Eric Hae. Y ou will heave to and await my boarding party.
Officers designated by mysalf will relieve you of command and place you under close arrest to await trid.
Thisisadirect order, logged and taped. Y ou may authenticate with Admira Hale." "Captain Hodah,"
Han said softly to her old friend, "1 must respectfully refuse your order.” "Y ou have no authority to
refusel” Even therage in Hodah's voice couldn't hide the pleading under hisfury. "Now cut your shields
and get out of my way, Captain, or by theliving God, I'll blow you apart!" Hah looked around her bridge
crew. Every set of shoulderswas tense, every face knotted with tension, but not a voice protested as she
turned back to her superior officer. God, she was proud of them! Y et her heart ached a matching their
courage againgt their own fellows. It was such awaste--such atragic, stupid waste--yet al of them were
caught in the conflicting webs of duty, loyaty, and trust. Did her people suspect how much strength she
drew from them? Or did they think they drew theirs from her?

She glanced down at her plot dmost idly, watching data codes flash as weapons and tracking systems
came alive aboard the trio of capita ships, and the deadly threat of those wegpons was her redlity. Her
mind flickered over her life, remembering the things she'd done, recalling those she/d meant to do. How



would her father react to this? What of the children she'd aways known she would someday bear?
Sheraised her eyes once moreto Simon's.

She knew him so well. He would fire--comindeed, she would leave him no option--and when Enwright
and the superdreadnoughts fired, Longbow would die. No battle-cruiser ever built could survive that
concentration of fire at thisrange.

She hadn't anticipated when she handpicked her crew that she had chosen them only to die with her, yet
Hodah's margin for error was razor thin.

Longbow's destruction would clear the path to Anderson, but it was a deadlv expedient which might well
recoil upon him, for it would | eft-brace give every mutineer his options, spell out thefull, deadly
consequences of resistance. It might awe them into surrender, but she thought not.

Her face was calm as the death of her ship and crew looked back at her from Hodah's eyes.

It wasunfair. It was crud. Yet in asense, it was aso the sublime completion of her life. She drew adeep
bresth, hoping no onewould notice.

"Goto hdl, gr," shesaid very gently.

The deck shivered as Enwright moved ddliberately towards the dim, defiant Longbow, and the
Corporate Worldrewed superdreadnoughts Nanda Devi and Pente- likon moved in beside her, shields
glowing. The transport Chief Joseph did in behind them, but she was unimport- ant in the confrontation of
Goliaths, and Windrider'sfin- gersflew over his own console even as hismind tried to rg ect the firing
setup he was creating.

Horror froze his subordinates into shocked, speechlessimmobility as the target codes appeared on their
monitors, and he heard Han'sreply and waited in aprivate hell for the words he kne, must come.

"Fire Control!" Hodah's voice pounded in hisbrain.
"Yes, 9r?' Hewas astounded he could sound so calm.

"Lock on dl wegpons. Prepareto fire at my cammand.” "Aye, aye, Sr. Locking on now." Hisfingers
pressed the commit keys, and red lights glowed as weapon bays opened. Massive beam projectors
snouted out and missiles did into theirthe launchers, backup rounds dropping silently into theloading

trays.

The ranked missilesriding the external racks woke to malevolent life, and swesat burned his eyes. He was
seded in acage of ice and fire, for he was both a Fringer and a Federation officer. What was his duty? It
mattered, and his uncer- tainty was agony as his hands hovered above thefiring keys.

"Captain Li, thisisyour last chance!" Hodah snapped.

"Go, Simon!" Li Han'sHisharsh &t last, dmost as ff she were ddliberately goading her old friend. "Fire
and be damned!” "Very well, Captain.” Hodah's voice was as cold as space. "Y ou leave me no choice.

Fire Control, you have your orders. Open fire-- now.t" Windrider's hands trembled on the deadly snakes
of hisfiring keys and he blinked his eyes, fighting to focus. Longbow and the superdreadnoughts were



virtualy shield-to-shield, floating in histargeting screens at suicidal range, the battle-erniser smal and
aone, frall despite her weight of armor and wegpons. Visions and soundsfilled hismind. Memories of his
homeworld. Thefina parade & the Academy. Men and women he knew in the ships on his control
screen. Men and women waiting to die when he touched those keys. All of them flashed through his
mind, and his hands were paralyzed.

He couldn't doit. God help him, he couldn't do it!

"Damnit, Windrider! Openfirel" Hodah roared, hisown grief flogging hisfury. "Do your duty, man!" The
word "duty” flared in Windrider's mind like abomb, and he jerked spasticaly.

"Aye, aye, Sr," hesaid very softly, and his eyesflicked over the targeting codes, aprofessiond
double-checking hiswork even in his anguish. Then hisfingerstensed, and Enwright's weagpons spoke.

The world of the eom channdls shattered around him, battered by the roar of ahundred furious,
denouncing voices and as many more that bellowed with triumph. A tide of destruction ripped from
Enwright in afury of beams and the impassioned streaks of missiles, and devastation rocked the vacuum
as her wegpons found their targets-Windrider's targets.

Shiddsflared and died. Plating split, ruptured, disintegrated, vaporized. Atmosphere fumed from a gutted
hull, and Jason Windrider clung to his sanity with bleeding fingernails while tears streamed down his
cheeks and TFNS Nanda Devi died under his THE OF CAIN Naomi Hezikiah felt out of placein
Pommern's command chair, for aheavy cruiser was not normaly alieutenant commander'sbillet, and
even the thin Biblein the breast of her ,c suit was scant comfort as she contemplated what was about to

happen.

She punched up communications, and a painfully young ensign answered her. Y et another sign of the
times; it should have been at least afull lieutenant.

"Anything from the flagship, Harvey?' "No, Sr." Theyoung black man shook his head in mild surprise.
"Standing orders are to maintain com silence, sir," he reminded respectfully.

"I know." Naomi probed the ensign's face for any uncertainty and started to say more, but she'd set her
hand to the plow, as Elder Habermaawould say. To everything there was a season... evento this, she
supposed drear-fly. So she made hersdlf amile, instead. "Carry on, Ensign.” "Aye, aye, Sr," thecorn
officer said, and the screen blanked.

Naomi leaned back and closed her eyes. All she wanted was to be back on cold, bleak New Covenant.
But she couldn't be there and after what had aready happened @u.. after what was about to happen..

. hot even New Covenant would want her back.

She remembered Abraham and prayed silently for God to send another ram before the blade fell. But he
wouldnt.

Her mind went back over the pagt, terrible two weeks

that had started so wonderfully. She and Earnest had had the medic's officia report; they'd actually been
discussing waysto finagle their assgnments so she could take her maternity leave at home on New
Covenant when the scrambled transmission came over the relay net. An entire Battle Fleet task
force--comn just a battlegroup, atask force--taken by its own personnel. Casualties had been heavy,



and the few ships which remained loya had been hunted down and captured or destroyed before they
got far. But not before they got their courier drones away.

Commodore Prien had been afool. Naomi's eyes stung as she remembered the kindly old man, aHeart
Worlder who couldn't believe his own squadron might follow suit. Hed actualy broadcast hisdecision to
return to baseimmediately.

.. and why. He should have known what would happen--and it had happened within hours. Desperate
men and women had met, and the Fringers among his crews had risen againgt him.

But not dl of them. No, not al of them. The meetings had been too clandestine, too hurried.

Everything had been improvised by isolated groups, trusting no one outside their own little band. Not until
the first mutineer drew hisweapon could anyone know who stood where outside whatever tiny group
they'd discussed disx with, and the loyalists had fought back furioudly. The carnage had been more
savage than she would have believed possible; there were laser scars on the bulkheads around her, and
the victorious mutineers had barely half the personnd they theoretically needed.

And when the fighting ended, Naomi found Earnest sprawled over hisfire control pand, laser in hand,
and two dead mutineers before him.

She had barely been able to read the funera service through her tears. Had he known they were on
different sdes? Would he have fought beside her if held known? Or would his stubborn sense of duty,
the courage she loved so much, still have ranged them against one another?

She didn't know. She couldn't know, for Earnest had died, and she had inherited command of a heavy,
cruiser @u.. and even Elder Haberman would never be able to convince her that God could forgive her.

Not that the Elder would have the chance, she thought mordantly,, glancing at the nay tank. Shewould
have the opportunity to plead her case before the Lord herself al too soon, for the pulsing pattern of the
nay beaconswas clear in the tank, and her astrogator turrved to her.

"Thirty secondsto warp, Captain,” he said quietly. "Very wdl," Naomi nodded curtly@u "Carry. on."
"Aye, aye, dr." And so it was officid. Toshibawasn't going to rdent@u "We have no choice," Captain
Victor Toshibahad told his"captains.” "We're too deep in Innerworld space. Wed never makeit to the
Fringeif we just ran, and we've burned dl our other bridges@u We di know why we did it, but that
doesn't matter. We're dl of us--come one of us--commutineers." He'd scanned his subordinates facos,
reading their despair, but, his eyes were determined as he went grimly on.

"We'ret walking dead, ladies and gentlemen.

Faceit. Accept it and useit, because we're just as dead whether we spend our lives profitably or not.
Thereisone, and only one, thing we can do for the Fringe now." Hisfinger had stabbed the erazv quilt of
warp linesin hisnay tank. "Galoway's World. hat's what we ean give the Fringe @u.

. by taking it away from the Federation!" Naomi had stared at him in horror, yet she was his senior
"captain." "But, sir," sheld said softly, "we don't begin to have the strength to seize Gallowav's World.
Surelv vou're not suggesting... hiswas™ " His"That's precisaly what | am suggesting,” Toshibahad said
coldly. "We can gut the shipyardsif we get in unchallenged. It's gone too far to stop now. It'swar,
Commander, war between the Fringe and the Innerworlds, and we both know who holds the industriad
trumps. Can we stand by while the Corporate WorMs beat our people to deasth? No!



We're going to hurt them--hurt them nou and hurt them badsty. We're going to buy time for our people,
the oneway we can." Hed paused, asif steding hisown nerve. "Thisonly way: anuclear strike on
Gdloway's World." Naomi had wanted to vomit. They were the TFN, sworn to defend humanity against
mass nurder! And yet, wrong as he was, he might aso be right. They were doomedeaand they owed
their people a chance. She remembered the winter wind howling around the dome on New Covenant
and knew she could kill to defend the civilians of her world but could shekill other civilians for them?
Sheld looked up and her lips had parted, but Toshiba's voice had marched on ruthlesdy, forestalling her
objections.

"I know there are bound to be heavy casuahiescivilian casudties. The Jamieson Archipelago isthe most
densely populated area of the whole planet. Only anidiot could think you can nuke atarget like that and
not kill civilians, only aliar would tell you you could.

"But | dsb know what were defending--and so do you! Our own homes, our own societies... the kind of
societies that let humans be people, not just well-fed, two-legged domestic animals producing for
Corporate World masterd™ His vehemence had shaken them al, and Naomi had felt her resstance
waver. Then heéld paused and |ooked at them sadly. When he resumed, his voice was very soft.

"I know what you're thinking. Do we have the right to do this, even in self-defense? | don't know how
you'll answer that, but | know how | will. They say aflower will grow toward sunlight through
ceramacrete, and perhapsthey'reright. But... what if everything is covered with ceramacrete? What ff
the flower findly breaks through, but there's no one left who can recognize aflower when he sees one?’
Naomi had bent over her hands, fedling his eyes on the crown of her head ashiswill beat against her, and
redized how pivota her own decision was.

They'd endured one mutiny--perhaps they had another in them yet. But thefirst had cost her too much.
Whatever God demanded of her, it couldn't be another spasm of the bloodshed which had taken
Earnest. Her head remained bent, her eyeslocked on her fingers, and the moment for rebellion passed.

"Weve got agood chance of pulling it off," Toshiba had said softly as Naomi silently withdrew her
opposition. "No one knows we've mutinied. We can put into Galloway's World for new orders, carry out
the strike, and run. It's even possible "hed tried to sound as ff he meant it --com?some of us may get
home. Werefast and well-armed; we may be able to split up and avoid action.

But"-- hisvoice had grown somber once more-- "that's not what's important. Whether we can get away
or not, we haveto doit." And every rebellious o@.cer in his cabin had nodded slently.

"Warp in five seconds,”" Astrogation said softly. "Four @u.. Three... Two.

One... Warp!" Naomi flinched as the indescribable surge of warp transit gripped her. She knew it was
impossible, but in that instant she thought she fdlt the child within her. Thank God Doc Sevridge had
understood. Losing her command would have |eft her amere spectator, and no matter what her private
purgatory, she had to do something. So he'd wiped the pregnancy report from the data banks with atired
smile@u, "Might'swell carry mutiny toitslogical concluson,” hed said.

"I have achalenge, Captain!" Thevoicein Naomi'simplant jerked her back to the present.
"Standard query for ID and purpose.” " Stand by, Gunnery,” she said through dry lips, watching the warp

point forts on her tactica display. "Commodore Toshibawill roll the tape any minute now. Then well
know." Her anxious eyes moved to a secondary screen asthe carefully crafted composite of Prien's



recorded messages went out over the corn channels. It was good, she thought distantly. The electronics
boys had done a bang-up job.

But wasit good enough? his... so after thefighting,” the dead commodore said from the screen, "we
patched up our damage and headed here. Commodore Jacob Prien, Tenth Cruiser Squadron, Frontier
Fleet, awaiting orders.” "Good report, Commodore. Excellent!" The florid-faced admira in the reception
screen had a strong Fisk accent. "We had some trouble here, too, when the newsfirst hit, but thelocal
reservists turned the trick. We've got our heel on the scum now, and we're keeping it there!

Shape your course for Skeavwatch Three. They'll have new orders cut by the time you get there."

"Aye, aye, Sr," the recorded composite said. " Commodore Prien out.” "And thank God for that,”
someone muttered as the admiral disappeared. Naomi heard but didn't respond. If God were truly kind,
that fathead would have been suspicious. They would have had to fight or fleewell clear of the planet.
She knew she could die happily in a ship-to-ship action, and she found that she'd been secretly hoping
for just that.

She watched the plot as Kongo led the squadron system. Revenge and Odabyafell in astern, followed
by Naomi's own ship and then the two DD'S. It al looked harmlesdy norma, but Poramern's bettle
board glowed a steady scarlet. All but the shields. They till blinked green and amber, for to raise them
would raise questions, aswdll.

The hours dragged endlesdy past, Galloway's World looming dowly before them, and Naomi considered
the bitter irony which brought Pommern back to the yards which had birthed her in aterrible act of
métricide.

No one down there would spare athought for the holocaust lurking in the belly of her ship, she thought
bitterly. Fleet missileswereto protect them, not kill them.

And then, finally, Skywatch Threeloomed close aboard of them, and she gritted her teeth, watching her
board, waiting for what she knew must come.

It came. Command codes flashed over the data net from Kongo. The squadron's shields dammed up.
Hetlasers swiveled in ther bays. Asone ship, drives and engines daved to the flagship, they charged the
orbiting fortress, minnows againgt its bulk. The externa ordnance racks belched their deadly loads,
joined by theinterna launchers, and Naomi Hezikiah was a spectator as the Tenth Cruiser Squadron,
TFN, blew Skywatch Three to haf-vaporized rubble in less than thirty seconds.

The corn channds went wild asincredul ous loydists redized what was happening. Naomi's battlephone
hummed and whined as hadtily-tuned jammers came on line, fighting to shatter the squadron's datalink,
but the cruisers drove onward, drives howling at max asthey arrowed towards the planet.

Thefirst defensive missiles lanced out to meet them, and Naomi Watched her display as point defense
stations spewed counter missiles againgt them and space burned with detonating warheads. They were
fast on their feet, those gunners, but where were the beams?

"Communications seizure attempt!" her eom ocer shouted, and her battlephone shrieked into her mastoid
for afraction of a second before the filters damped the sound.

"Datanet jammed," the ensggn snapped.



"Independent targeting,” Naomi ordered, feding her shock frame tighten about her. Y ou should be ,ny
husband, her brain screamed at the gunnery officer, but she strangled the thought as she scanned the
battle plot. "Take those destroyers ahead of us. We have to hold them off theflag.” "Aye, aye, ar!"
Naomi fgg@ddund it easier to cling to her sanity as her ship's weapons moved independently at last,
reaching out to rake the oncoming ships with hetlasers and missles. Kongo's own ECM must be jamming
the tineans data net, for their point defense was late, and Pommern'sfire tore the lead ship apart.

But missiles were getting through among the squadron as their own point defense stations went to
independent control. She winced as adirect hit smashed at Pommern's outer shields. Kongo wastaking
hits, too, and so was Odabya, but no so many as Revenge. Naomi watched the second cruiser shudder
intorment as her shiedlds went down and the first warhead ripped at her drive field and mangled her
amor.

"Shields one through three down,” Gunnery reported. "Incoming missilestracking Kongo from astern, gir.
There's somebody on our ass. Somebody bstg. Those are capital missiles.” "Understood,” Naomi said
coldly, and under her crisp surface, alittle girl recited ancient words. "Y ea, though | walk through the
valey of the shadow of death..." She shook free of the thoughts.

She'd wanted a ship-to-ship action; perhaps she had one.

"New course!" she snapped. "Bring us around on areciprocal. Let the commodore deal with those
cans-weve got bigger fishto fry!"

Pommern snarled around in atight turn. Even through the drive fidd, shefelt the lateral motion as her ship
fought inertiaand momentum.

"Communicationd" she barked. " Advise the commodore of our heading and intent.” They steadied on
course, and the author of the capital missile fire was before her.

"Battle-cruiser a eleven light seconds!” Gunnery yelped. "Computer reads her asthe Krgts." Naomi
knew her well. Sheld served on her as alieutenant -coman eternity ago.

Homeported on the Y ard, and no doubt as fanatically Corporate World as her own madmen were
Fringer.

"Gunnery,” she said softly, "theres your target. Maneuvering, | want arandom evasion course and | want
it now. Were up against some heavy metd; let'sbewhereit isn't!" The acknowledgments came, and she
watched her missiles going out as the range closed. More capital missiles scorched in, but they were no
longer targeted on Kongo. Krsts had accepted Pommern's frail challenge.

"Kongo's opened fire on the planet, Sir!

Track looks good for the Taliaferro Yard!" Naomi shut it out. She no longer wanted to think of the two
cities clustered tight againgt the Tdiaferro Y ard, of the civilians with secondsto live. She no longer
wanted to think of the mark of Cain sho wore. She pressed one palm over the Biblein her vac suit and
sedled her helmet asthey entered laser range, and Pommern shook and quivered to the fury of missiles
and counter-missiles burgting around her hull.

"Misslesaway from Odabya, Sir!

Tracking for the Yard!" But Naomi's attention wasriveted to her gunnery officer.



"Laser range!" he announced, and here it came. The deadly energy deeted from the battle-cruiser and
howled around Pommern's hull.

"Second gtrike off from Kongo.t Revenge launching now? Naomi wasn't listening. She was watching her
screens as her own lasersraved defiance at Kris. Pommern's gunnery had always been good, she thought
sadly as armor vaporized on the battle-cruiser. Better than any capita ship'sin the Flegt, Earnest had
dwayssad.

"Odabya: Cede Omegal" communications reported. So IN-SVSNSCORQ 105 LieutenantJolson'sfirst
command was no more,

Widl, held soon have company.
"Oh, dear God!" Naomi's eyes jerked toward her white-faced scanner rating.

"Odabyas missiles mat'ye been under shipboard control, sir! They're going to astandard dispersion
pattern]” Naomi's heart chilled as she stabbed a quick look at Battle Two. It wastrue. With her
computers out of the circuit, Odabyas missiles were spreading to cover the target with maximum
devastation, and what was supposed to be a precision strike had become an atrocity. They were only
actical nukes, but they'd land al over the Reservation and dependent housing.

"Good hitson target.” Gunnery's amost droning report jerked her eyes away from the horror unfolding
on Battle Two. "She'sstreaming air, Sir]" And then Krsts found the range.

Pommfrn screamed as the lasers raped her.

Naomi had dways known ships had souls--comshe felt it now, in her own soul, asthe cruiser's armor
puffed to vapor and vanished under the radiant energy.

"Forward launchers gone!" Gunnery's professional cam had disappeared. "L aser One destroyed!”

Naomi turned towards him, but she never completed her order. Krsts found them again, her hetlasers
knifing through armor and plating and flesh. Neomi gasped involuntarily asair screamed from the holed
compartment and her suit puffed tight, and Pommern lurched as adrive room died, and then another. She
was toothless and naked, but Krsts was badly hurt hersalf, and the Jamieson Archipelago was aforest o
pounds oisonous mushrooms as Taoshiba blasted the shipyards and her crew's homes and families

burned.

Naomi looked away from her looming executioner, her own eyes burning as Odabyas missiles (‘aid their
artificiMore suns across the Navy base. How many were dying down there? How many whose husbands
and wives and fathers and mothers wore the same uniform as she? Y et they were only afew more desths
againg the civilians dying around the other yards. How many would there be? A million? Two million?

Three? Againgt that kind o pounds devastation, what could afew thousand Navy dependents matter?
Krisdid aongsde at point-blank range, and Naomi watched amost incurioudly in an outside screen as
the battle-cruiser's surviving hetlasers swiveled across her ship. Kris poured fire into the gutted, mutinous

Cruiser.

Naomi had atiny fraction of asecond to see the end of her bridge explode into vaporized stedl. Only a
fraction of a second before the fury came for her--but long enough to fedl the mark of Cainin her soul



again and know that death would be sweet.

DISASTER "Mister Speaker," Simon Tadiaferro said somberly, "I take little pleasure in being vindicated
in such fashion." Helooked around the Chamber of Worlds and shook his head sadly. "We duld have
known it would come, | suppose, when so many Fringe World delegates resigned their seatsto protest
the "severity" of adecison far more merciful than just. Barbarism, Mister Speaker--the acts of little,
frightened minds which must not be alowed to destroy dl the Terran Federation sandsfor." Oskar
Dieter sat quietly, listening to the beautifully trained voice, wishing he possessed some of the same
higtrionic ability. But he didn't; dl he could do wastell the truth, and where was the apped of truth when
tieswere so convincingly presented?

"| ask you, Ladies and Gentlemen of the Assembly,” Taiaferro went on, "where isthe reason in thsts?"
Hewaved his hard copy of the report which had originated this secret session.

"Evenif, asl do not for an ingtant believe, amagamation is an unmeant threzat to the Fringe Worlds
representation, isthis theway to contest it? Where are the Fringe World delegates, ladies and
gentlemen? Where are the petitions? We see none of them. Instead we see thisl” He crumpled the sheet
of paper contemptuoudly, and Dieter winced as the theatrical gesture evoked a spatter of gpplause.

It was sadly scattered applause, for the Chamber of Worlds was sparsely populated, the blocks of
assemblymen and women separated by the empty del egation boxes of Fringe Worlds no longer
represented here.

The Fringer delegations had been small, but there were many Outworlds, and their absence cut grest
swathes through the larger, less numerous Innerworld delegations. And it was Simon Tdiaferro and
others like him who created this absence, Dieter reminded himsdlf, staring at the heavy-set Gallowayan
with ahatred it no longer shocked himto fed.

"They have made no effort to oppose amagamation,” Taiaferro went on.

"They have not even bothered to discover whether or not it hasin fact been ratified! They have fastened
upon it--fastened upon it as a cheat and a pretext for treason, and let us not delude oursalves, my friends]
The act of the Kontravian Clustergts treason, and when Admira Forsythe has brought these traitorsto
their knees, we must show them that the Federation is not prepared to brook such crimindity.” Hereit
came, Dieter thought grimly.

Tdiaferro had spent forty years maneuvering for exactly thisdash a the Fringe'sjugular.

"My friends," Tdiaferro said soberly, "we must face unpleasant facts. The Kontravian rebels are not the
only treasonoudy inclined members of the Fringe.. If wefdter, ff we show weskness or hesitation, the
Federation will vanish into the ash hegp of history. Only strength impresses the immature politica mind.
Only gtrength and the proven will to useitl We must demonstrate our will power, whatever it may cost us
inanguish and grief.

We must punish ruthlesdy, so that afew salutary lessonswill prevent the wholesale bloodshed which
must assuredly follow wesakness. | therefore move, ladies and gentlemen, that we draft specid
ingructionsto Fleet Admira For-sythe and al other commanders, ingtructing them to declare martia law
and empowering them to convene military courtsto try and punish the authors of thistreason. And, ladies
and gentlemen, | move that we inform our eom-manders that the sentences of their courts martia stand
approved in advance!" Dieter was on hisfeet in a heartbest, fists clenched in shocked outrage. HEd
known Taliaferro was ruthless, prepared tO provoke civil war to gain his own ends-but thiswas smple



judicid murder!

Hisfury turnedicy asthefull implications registered. If one could only be as consciencdess as Tdiaferro
himsdf it was dmost admirable. Killing the Beaufort "ringleaders' would, a one stroke, remove the
Fringe leaders best able to oppose him, inflame the extremists on both sides, and stain the hands of the
Assemblymen with blood. Evenif their ardor cooled, even if they later redized Taliaferro had used them,
they would be his captives. They would share his guilt, and so would perforce becomes his accomplices
infuture crimes, aswell.

Dieter forced himsdlf to use hisanger, burning the fury. from his system and replacing it with frozen calm.
He must speak out, must inject an element of opposition and carry at least aminority with him, so that
when thefit passedesathere would be someone free of Tdiaferro's blood guilt.

He drew adeep breath and touched his attention button as David Haley opened debate on Taiaferro's
moation.

"The Chair recognizes the Honorable Assemblyman for New Zurich," Haley said, and Dieter heard the
relief inhisvoice.

"Thank you, Mister Speaker." Dieter's huge face stared out over the delegates, showing no sign of his
inner turmoil. How should he address them? With fu, denouncing Tdiaferro as amadman? Or would that
merely brand him another hothead? Sbouffd he, then, try cold lcgic? Or would that stand a chance
againg the hysteria Tdiaferro had been fanning for so many months? Derision, perhaps? Would mockery
achieve what head-on opposition could not? He shook his thoughts aside, knowing he must play it by
fed.

"Ladies and Gentlemen of the Assembly,” he heard his own gtiffness and prayed no one dse did.

"Migter Tdiaferro proposes to recognize the depth of this criss by enacting extraordinary legidation. He
argues--and rightly so--comt thisisamoment to show strength. The Federation has withstood many
externd thresats, yet today we face an interna threat to our very existence. Indeed, Migter Tdiaferro may
well betoo optimigtic, for he overlooks the compostion of our militar.v. As chairman of the Military
Oversght Committee, | can assure you there are enough Fringe Worldersin the military to make the
ultimate loyaty of our own armed forces far from assured.” Hefelt the surprise as he admitted even a
part of the Galowayan's arguments. The Dieter-Taiaferro enmity had been alively topic of Assembly
gossip for months, and he knew the wagersin the ante-rooms were heavily against him. But they'd
reckoned without the years of favors held desperately called in among the hierarchy of hishomewodd.
And without the recorder his briefcase had concealed during hisfind, parting-of-the-ways meeting with
the Tdiaferro Machine's leadership. HEd hung on, emerging as Taliaferro's only red opposition, and
though his Assembly membership till hung by athreed, that thread grew steedlily stronger as hiswarning
penetrated deeper into the fundamentally conservative minds of the bankers who owned New Zurich.

His secretly made recording had helped immensdly, for he knew some of the New Zurich syndics shared
his private opinion that Taiaferro was no longer sane. They werewilling to keep himonasa
counterweight--at least until they knew whether the Gllowayan would succeed. And ff Tdiaferro did,
Dieter knew, he would be the sacrificid lamb offered by the New Zurich leaders as they sought
rapprochement with Galloway's World.

He shook such thoughts aside and forced his mind back to the present. Hisincreasingly frequent
woolgathering mental sde-tripsworried him.



"Y es, ladies and gentlemen, Migter Tdiaferro is quite correct--and heis a so entirely wrong. He would
have you believe the only strong reaction isto crush the rebds, that the only strength istheiron fist of
repression. Ladies and gentleman, there are more strengths than the whip hand!

L et us acknowledge that thisis an unprecedented crisis. Let us admit that what we face is mass
treason--treason not of a single person, or asingle clique, or even asingleworld, but of an entire cluster!
Let usask oursalveswht eight star systems and even inhabited worlds and moons would smultaneoudy
take such adragtic step! Has some mysterious madness gripped them al? Or isit, perhaps, much aswe
would hate to admit it, we who have driven them to it?"

He pausesit, feding the hovering resentment like smoke. Some would hate him for opposing their
carefully laid plans, and othersfor saying what they themsalves had thought without admitting. Only a
tragicdly small few would understand and support him.

But it had to be enough. It must be.

"Ladies and Gentlemen of the Assembly, | oppose thismotion. | oppose the creation of kangaroo courts
whose only possible verdict can be degth. | oppose the ingtitutionalization of the fracture lines splitting our
polity at this critical moment. Let us demondtrate that we are strong enough to be reasonable and wise
enough to berationd.

Let us show the Fringe that we are willing to listen to grievances and, for achange, to act upon them. Itis
time for compromise, ladies and gentlemen, not for judiciad murder." He sat clown abruptly, feding his
last two words ringing in a suddeh silence that proved some, at least, had heard. But not enough, he

thought grimly.

Not enough.

Indeed, he was surprised only by the extent of his support, for as delegate after del egate rose to speak,
amost athird supported him. He would have wagered on less than a quarter, and he was gratified to see
S0 much sanity, even as he recognized hisfailure to sop Tdiaferro. The motion passed by dightly less
than atwo-thirds mgjority, and alicense to kill was digpatched to the Federation's far-flung commanders.
Dieter prayed they would have the mord courageto ignoreit.

"Chieiq. Migter Dieter! Wake up Sir!

Please wake up!" The grip on Dieter's shoulder wrenched him awake, and his hand darted under the
pillow to the pistal butt which had become so unhappily familiar in the past fourteen months.

The weagpon was out, safety catch released, before his degp-dazed mind recognized Heinz von
Rathenau, his security chief.

Rathenau stepped back quickly, and Dieter lowered the needler with atwisted grin and a shrug of
gpology. Sincethefirg atempt on hislife, he'd found himself uncomfortable without aweapon to hand.

"Yes, Heinz," hesaid. "What isit?' He glanced at the clock and winced. Four caret disM. HEd been
adeep lessthan two hours,

"A priority message, Sr." Rathenau looked desperately unhappy in thelight of the bedside lamp. "From
the Lictor Generd's office.” "The Lictor Generd?' Dieter rose quickly, shrugging into arobe even ashe



headed barefooted for the door. "What priority?* "Priority One, ar." "Oh, God! Not again!" Dieter bit
offfurther comment as he waked quickly down the hal beside Rathenaul.

The armed New Zurich Peaceforcers at the elevators snapped to attention as Dieter passed, and
Rathenau noticed that his normally affable superior didn't even acknowledge the courtesy.

They reached the communications room, and Rathenau stopped outside as Dieter stepped through the
heavy security door. His predecessor would have walked through at Dieter's elbow with acam
assurance of hisright to be there, but Rathenau felt no desire to appear even remotely akin to Francois
Fouchet. Fouchet had mistaken Dieter's trustfulness for weakness... and paid for it, Rathenau thought
with grim satisfaction. For himself, he would follow Oskar Dieter back to New Zurich without amurmur
when the axefell. It wasn't often a Corporate World security man found himself serving a chief worthy of

persond loyalty.
Dieter shut the door without sparing Rathenan athought.

He had eyes only for the flashing red light on the pandl, and his blood ran cold. Thelast time held seen
that light had been three months ago to recelve news of the Kontravian on.

He presented hiseyeto the retina scanners, automaticaly suppressing the blink reflex. It took thirty
seconds to satisfy the brilliant lights; when he finally read the message, he wished it had taken thirty years.

He stared at the screen, hismind encased inice. God, he thought. Please, God. Why are Y ou letting this
happen? But there was no answer. There would be none.

Herosefindly, like an old, old man, switching off the communicators and wishing he could switch off his
mind as easily. He opened the door and saw young Rathenau's face tighten at his own expression.

"Chief?2." "Heinz--was Dieter's hands moved for amoment, asff trying to recapture something that was
irretrievably shattered.

"What isit, Chief?." Rathenau's voice was much softer, dmost gentle.

"Wakethe others, Heinz." Dieter drew adeep breath, but the oxygen waslittle help. "Get everyone
assembled in conference room onein--was he glanced at his watch his--comtwenty minutes. Tell them to
forget dressing.” "Yes, dr. May to ask why, Sr?" "I'm afraid you'll haveto wait for the briefing. Therell
be an emergency session at 0600 hours, and | have callsto"Yes, ir." Rathenau watched Oskar Dieter
move brokenly down the corridor, and his heart was cold within him.

The Chamber of Worlds was hushed, wrapped in asilence it had not known in deeades--comff ever.

Dieter looked around the shocked faces and wondered ff even the Battle of VVX-134 had produced such
an effect. Howard Anderson's battle had been Man'sfirst with arival stellar empire; this newswas
worse.

He glanced up as Tdiaferro waked briskly to his seet. He wanted nothing el se in the Galaxy so much as
to see Tdiaferro's expressSon, to read the emotionsin the dark, arrogant face of the man who'd
orchestrated this disaster. The man whom he, God help him, had helped creste this catastrophe.

Tdliaferro dropped into his chair dmost as the chime struck, and Dieter understood. Hed timed hislate
arriva to preclude any buttonholing, but how would he deal with it? How would he manage this sesson?



"Ladiesand Gentlemen." David Haey's voice sounded asff it had been pulverized and glued unskillfully
back together. "L adies and Gentlemen of the Assembly, the Legidative Assembly isin sesson.” He
paused and cleared histhroat, hisface palein the vast screen.

"I am certain dl of you have been apprised of the reason for this emergency session. However...
however, for those of you who may not be fully informed, | will summarize." His handstrembled visibly
as he adjusted histermind, but Dieter was certain he didn't really need any notes. Like himsdlf, heno
doubt found the information burned into his quivering brain.

"On February 12, 2439, Terran Standard Reckoning,” Haley said dowly, asff seeking protection in the
formdity of hisphrasing, "Task Force Seventeen of the Terran Federation Navy Battle Fleet entered the
system of Bigeow in the Kontravian Cluster for the purpose of suppressing the secessionist dements
therein. It was hoped--was his voice broke, then steadied.

"It was hoped this force was strong enough to overawe the rebels. It was not. The Kontravians refused
to surrender, and, after thefailure of lengthy negotiations, Fleet Admira Forsythe moved againgt them.”
He drew a deep breath, and a strange strength seemed to possess him, the strength which comes only to
those who have faced the worst disaster they can conceive. When he continued, his voice was cold and
Clear.

"Task Force Seventeen,” he said quietly, "no longer exists. Apparently--the messageis not entirely clear,
ladies and gentlemen--but apparently mutiny first broke out aboard the flagship. It spread. Within avery
sort space, virtualy every ship wasinvolved. Most--was he drew another breath his-comwent over to
the Kontravians." They'd known, but the shock which ran through his audience as the words were finaly
sadwas actudly vishble. Dieter looked away from Haley, fixing his gaze on Tdiaferro, willing the man to
show some reaction, but the Gallowayan had himsalf under inhuman control.

"There was some fighting between loya and mutinous dements,” Haley continued. "Our only information
comes from acourier drone from the superdreadnought Pentelikon. The drone carried an Omega
message." The chamber was utterly gtill; Code Omegawas used only for the final communication from a
doomed ship.

"Asnearly aswe can determine," Haley said into the hushed silence, "the entire task force--minus those
units destroyed in the fighting--went over to the Kontravians or was sggbsequently captured.

As of thetime Pentdlikon's IsvnnEnon drone vJas dispatched, the count of survivors was gpproximeately
asfollows: eight monitors, six superdreadnoughts, seven carriers, eleven battle-cruisers, twenty-one
heavy and light cruisers, forty-one destroyers and escort destroyers, and virtualy the entire fleet train.

At least Six destroyers, three light and heavy cruisers, one carrier, and two superdreadnoughts were
destroyed in theighting.

"Ladies and Gentlemen," the Speaker said very quietly, "this means, in effect, that there are no loyal
survivors rom the entire task force." The silence grew, i pounds possible, even more complete. Most of
the delegates were staring at Haley'simagein horror. Very few seemed capable of coherent
thought--and that, Dieter thought, was what was desperately needed now.

He was reaching for his own attention hutton when the @u sound of another bell cut the air. An edge o
pounds uncontrollable bilerness crossed the Speaker's face, but when he spoke, hisvoice was as
impersona asever.



"rhe Chair recognizes the Honorable Assemblyman for Galloway's World." Dieter leaned back as
Tdliaferro appeared on the screen. Hisface was taut, but any sense of guilt was well hidden as he looked
out over the depleted delegations for along second, then spoke.

"Ladies and Gentlemen of the Assembly,” he said sadly, "thisisthe most horrible, damnable news ever to
come before this Assembly. Not only have the traitors not been suppressed, but the madness has
infected even our own Navy] The Terran Federation Navy, the most loya, the most courageoudy
dedicated fighting force in the history of Man, has been touched by the insanity of treason!” He shook his
head in eloquent disbelief.

"But we must not alow shock and shame to paralyze us. However terrible the news, it isour
respong bility to act and act promptly.

Consder, my friends--the Kontravian traitors have acquired the equivaent of their own navy out of this.
The ships of Task Force Seventeen will he turned againgt us, the legitimate government of the Federation.

Threats of force and force itsalf may be used against us by these damnable traitors! Our defenses are
grong; it isunlikely any rebel atack will penetrate Innerworld space, and our loyal commanderswill
surely move quickly to prevent the spread of thisinsdiousrot, but we must accept that some additiona
fraction of the FHleet may join this contemptible attack upon us. | have said before this Assembly has
agreed with me--that thisisatime for strength, and so it is. Our only option, ladies and gentlemen, isto
show our stedl, our determination that this crimina conspiracy shal not succeed!

We must mohilizetherest of Battle Fleat.

Wemust cdl inevery loya ship, every loyd military man and woman. We must crush the heart out of the
Fringe World conspiracy! We must show these barbarians that we--not thee--are the representatives of
civilized humanity! And with God's hdp, wewl show them that! We will defest them, and we will hunt
down and execute every traitor who has dared to raise his hand againgt the might and dignity and justice
of the Terran Federation!™ A roaring ovation seald hiswords, and Dieter shuddered. Damn the man|
Damn himto hdll! Thisdisaster demonstrated the fundamenta, destructive insanity of hisentire
self-serving palicy. It should have stunned him. Instead, with afew brief words and asmplistic gpped to
patriotism and pride, he had the Assembly eating out of hishand! Bilerosein Dieter'sthroat and, for the
firgt time, he alowed himsdlf to wonder ff such an. Assembly was even worth saving.

He bowed over his handsin defeat. Hed tried.

As God was hiswitness, held tried. But held failed, and the Taliaferros and Wal decks and Sydons had
inherited the Federation... or whatever smoking ruinswould be leA. He fdlt hot tears behind hiseyesand
turned in his chair. He would have no more of it. Hewould resign his seet, leave them to their madness.

A hand touched his shoulder, and the concern and desperate faith in Heinz yon Rathenau's eyes stopped
him. Of al the New Zurich delegation, Heinz saw most clearly. He understood, and as Dieter saw the
faith in those green eyes, he could not leave it unanswered. He owed it to Heinz, to the Federation, and
most of dl--comGod help him-- to Fionna MacTaggart.

"Chief?." Rathenau asked softly. "Areyou dl right?' "Yes, Heinz." Dieter rested his hand on thefingers
grippin his shoulder and squeezed gently. "Yes, I'm dl rstght now. Thank Y." He saw Rathenau's
confusion and hoped the young man would never redize just what that "thank you" meant.



But whether young Heinz ever did or not, dl that mattered now was the battle which must be fought. And
as he thought of Heinz, as he thought of Fionna.and Tdiaferro's greed, anger returned. Hewas not like
Tdiaferro, but for today, just for thismorning, it wastime to take a page from Taiaferro's book. His
hand stabbed the button, and the attention bell chimed softly, "The Chair," David Haley's amplified voice
cut through the hum of excited conversation, "recognizes the Honorable Assemblyman for New Zurich.”
Dieter stood in the ringing silence and knew the Chamber of Worlds was agog with curiosity. How would
he respol? How could he possibly continue to oppose Taliaferro now that they faced alife and death
struggle for surviva itsdf?. But helet hisbitter eyes sweep over them for long, long seconds before he
finaly spoke, and when he dstd, his voice was awhip.

"Youfools" hesaid coldly, and the Assembly recoiled, for no one spoke to them in thet fiat, bitingly
contemptuous tone! Dieter felt their anger and let it feed his own as he leaned into the pickup.

"Can't you see what thismeans? Areyou dl so blind you can't recognize redlity just because it happens
to clash with your comfortable image of yourvs asthe last bright hope of humanity? By God, you don't
deserveto survive! Think of the date, you idiots!

Task Force Seventeen mutinied five months ago.t Who knows what's happened since?' Hiswords
shattered the rising anger like alightning bolt. They'd lived with the redlity of the Fringesdow
communicationsdl their lives, had learned to use their faster communications for ruthless advantage, yet
until he threw the date in their faces, they hadn't even considered the time element. But now the
implications were before them, and their pams were suddenlv dick with fear.

"Yes," Dieter sneered. "It takes along time for courier dronesto come that far--and who knows where
other drones were sent? We have one from asingle unit of the task force. Do you serioudy think that
was the only drone launched? Do you serioudy think other Fleet units haven't heard by now? Sixty
percent of the Fleet is Fringer. Sixty percent. Can none of you understand what that means? We don't
have the numerica advantage in the civil war you've provoked--thet do!" Hiswords unleashed the ugly,
snarling pandemonium of terror. For over ayear, hed hammered away, warning them, pleading with
them, and al but aminority had ignored him. They controlled the Fleet. They spoke with their every word
backed by the suppressive might of the Federation's military. And now, suddenly, they saw the nightmare
at last, and the man who'd warned them, who'd earned their contempt for his weakness, had been right

dl dong.

Dieter's voice thundered above the tumult.

"Yed YesflogtheFringe! Ignoretheir legitimate eom-plaints! Call them barbarians because they're more
honest, more desperate than you are! And now see what you've created! God help me, | helped you do
it--comnow | must bear the same guilt as you, and the thought makes me sstck.” "But what are we going
to do?' someoneydled.

"My Ged, what are we going to do?' "Do?" Dieter sneered down at him. "What do you think we're going
to do? We're going to fight.

We're going to fight to save what we can, because we have no choice, because the only aternativeisthe
utter destruction of the Federation--comt'swhat were going to do. But understand this, dl of you! The
days of contempt for the Fringe axe over. Fight them, yes. But never, never cal them 'barbarians’ again!
Because, ladies and gentlemen, ff they redlly are barbarians, we're doomed.” Hiswords plunged them
back into slence. A fearful, lingering sllence.



"We're doomed because they have Task Force Seventeen, ladies and gentlemen, and by now they have
other ships. By the time we can get our own courier dronesto the Fringe, they may have dl of Frontier
Fleet--perhaps even the Zephrain Fleet base." He felt the sudden whiplash of terror that thought wokein
the delegates who knew what it meant, but he hammered the point mercilessy hoine "1 know what that
means, and so should you.

Weapons research in the data base of Zephrain Research and Devel opment Station. Research on
wegpons which may outclass anything this gaaxy has ever seen—-and it liesin the Fringe, ladiesand
gentlemen, not in the Innerworlds.” He glared a them, and his voice was cold.

"And ff they act aswhat you've caled them--if they truly are barbarians and choose to seek vengeance
rather than relief--they will not use those ships and wegponsin sdf-defense. Oh, no, ladiesand
gentlemen! If the Fringers are barbarians, you will find those ships here, striking the Innerwords, and you
will find those wegpons turning your precious planetsinto cinders.” He hissed the last word, and its chill
ran through his audience likeawind.

"So get down on your knees," hefinished.

"Get down on your knees and pray you werewrong." H cut the connection with a contemptuous flick.
Silence roared about him, and he was heartsick and frightened, yet he could dmost fed Fionnaat his
shoulder, and knew he had findly paid thefirst ingtadlment on hisdebt. A bl chimed.

Dieter looked up and saw what he/d known he would. Simon Taliaferro was pressing for recognition, his
shoulders hunched, hisface bitter.

He had no choice but to respond, and Dieter knew that if his security showed thetiniest chink, he himsalf
was adead man.

"The Chair," Haey said, "recognizes the Assemblyman from Galoway's World." Taliaferro gppeared on
the screen, and his face shocked Dieter. The compelling strength had waned, and the arrogance was
mixed with desperation. It struck him suddenly that Tdiaferro had actualy never considered this
possibility. That he, too, had missed the significance of the drone's date. That held brushed aside Dieter's
warnings about the Fleet smply because his blind, overweening confidence had never considered the
chanceof falure.

But though Dieter might hate him, Simon Tdiaferre had cut hisway to power with courage aswell as
congpiracy, and he gathered his shaken will to respond.

"Ladies and Gentlemen of the Assembly," he began, hisformal courtesy somehow pathetic after Dieter's
contempt. "My friends. The Assemblyman for New Zurich--was he drew adeep breath. "The
Assemblyman for New Zurich may beright. Perhaps we have lost more Fleet units since the... mutiny.
But it changes nothing. Nothing? He shouted the last word, and suddenly he seemed to find fresh
drength. Dieter recognized the Sgns. Like himsdlf, Tdiaferro was unleashing hisanger, letting fury sustain
him.

"We are till the Federation, and they are dtill barbarians Even if they have every ship in Frontier FHest,
evenif they have every dispersed unit of Battle Heet--even if they have the Zephrain Fleet base
xfl--whichat of it? Before they can injure us, they must cometo us, ladies and gentlemen! They must fight
their way through For.-tress Command: They must dedl with the remaining strength of Battle Fleet.

They must dedl with the Reserve, ladies and gentlemen.



Fifty percent of Battle Heet-- fifttdust percent -comisin mothballst How will they dedl with that when we
mobilizeit? Even if they have Zephrain, surely the base personne-- personnd rigoroudly scr?ened for
loyalty and integrity--destroyed the facilities tggetore they could be taken! And what will they use for
shipyards?

They have only afew, scattered repair bases and small civilian yards. We hold the Fleet shipyards! We
hold the mgor construction facilities!" Dieter felt the shaken Assembly take courage from Tdiaferro's
words. Couldn't they recognize the counsel of despair when they heard it!

"Let them come againg us, ladies and gentlemenl 1t will provethat | was right--that we were
right--whichenough we caled them barbariang Driventoit?

Poppycock! Thisisacoldly calculated act of treason. Thisis—-must be--the end product of along and
careful conspiracyl We have driven them to nothing--but we tostdrive them. We will drive them to
destruction and retribution! Our worlds are safe behind our fortifications; their worldswill lie open to our
attack when the Heet isfully mobilized!

L et usteach them the true meaning of war, my friends!

Let us cauterize this cancer of conspiracy in the only way they understand--with the flames of war and
iron determination!” 1t took all Dieter's strength to keep hisdismay from hisface. Hed shaken Taliaferro,
but the Gallowayan wasralying hisforces, and without the Outwodds not even alswRE-CRO unified
bloc of Heart Worlds and the few Corporate World moderates could fight the political steamroller
Tdiaferro controlled.

"And ff itisalong war, what of it?" Taiaferro demanded hatly. "We have fought long wars before and
come back to victory. Wewill doit again!

We have the strength to crush these traitors-it isonly ameatter of mobilizing that strength! My friends! As
chief of delegation for Galoway's World, | place the combined building capacity of the Jamieson
Archipelago--the grestest concentration of industrial might in the Galaxy--unreservedly &t the service of
the Terran Federation! Let us see how the rebelslike that!" A roar greeted his words--the desperate roar
of apanicked crowd which suddenly sees savation.

Dieter hammered his call button, but Taliaferro ignored him as he ignored Speaker Haley's urgent,
amplified pleasfor cdm, smilirg fiercely out at the shouting, clapping delegates. Hed doneit. HEd
salvaged victory, and his career from the very teeth of disaster.

And in that moment of heady political triumph, the sedled doors flew open and the Sergeant &t Arms
raced down the aide, followed by the red cloak of the Lictor Genera. A shockwave of quiet fanned out
from them, and Tdiaferro's fierce grin faded as he saw them.

The two men hurled themselves up the stepsto Haley's Side, and only later did Dieter cometo recognize
the blind providence or the brilliance of David Ha ey--which had |eft the Speaker's mike open. Every ear
in the Chamber of Worlds heard the message the Lictor Generd gasped into Haley's ear.

"A message from Galoway's World, sir!

It-it'sterrible! Skywatch HQ isgone! A dozen destroyers blown gpart! And the Jamieson Archipeago!”
"What about the Archipelago?’ Haey's question was sharp.



"Gone, Sr! Theyards, the Fleet base, hdf the Reser-vation-judt.., gone, Sir. It wasanuclear drike..." The
Lictor Genera'svoicetrailed off as he redlized the microphone at his elbow waslive, but no one noticed.
Every eyewas on Smon Tdiaferro as he swayed, his swarthy face pale, his eyes blank, and sumbled
dlently awvay.

ATROCITY Thefurrows stretched out behind Fedor Kazin's lurching tractor--miles and miles of
furrows, hungry for Terran whest, waiting for spikeweed sprigs. The oneto feed Innerworld bellies, he
thought soudy, and the other to liven their dreams, and which did they value more, eh?

Y et whatever they paid him, it wouldn't be enough. again. Not with the shipping fees those Corporate
World viagti extorted from the Fringe. For thirty years held harvested hiswheat and spikebam, and il
he was perpetudly in debt to the shipping lines.

He glanced up at the clouds. His grandfather had always claimed Novaya Rodinas steppes were dmost
as beautiful as Old Russias, but for the color of the sky. Fedor wouldn't know; held seen only recordings
from the motherworld, and held aways suspected they touched the things up alittle--surely no sky could
be that blue!--comb he knew his own sky well. He only hoped he finished his plowing before the storm
struck.

Thoughts of the weather turned his mind to the storm ripping through the entire Federation. He couldn't
believe the tales coming out of Novaya Petrograd! Did those madmen think they were al back inthe
days of thetsar? That the Federation was run by Rasputin? And who were thetj, these men who called
themsalves "Kadets' once more? Kerensky?

Trotsky? Fedor had no more love for the Corporate Worlds than the next man, but the Federation was
the Federation! It had risen from the flames of Old Terra's Great Eastern War and reached out to the
gars, protecting its people asit placed them on worlds light-years from their birthwodd. It wasthe
Federation of Howard Anderson and Ivan Antonov. Four centuriesit had stood---what were a hundred
years or 0 of mistakes againg that? And Novaya Rodinans were Russians: they knew athing or two
about endurance.

But these crazy Kadets---to Madness!

Even ff they sue-ceeded, where would hiswhegt go? There had to be some form of foreign
exchange--comand who in the Fringe needed foodstuffs? What Fringe farming world could sall Novaya
Bodina the manufactured goods she needed?

So Fedor plowed and sowed, for the day would come when the er. men realized they couldn't succeed.
It might be necessary to chastise them alittle first, but in the end the Federation would take them back.
And when it did, Fedbledr Kazin would have a crop ready, by Ged!

He looked up as thunder muttered and the squal linein the east swept closer. He wasn't going to finish
today after al: best to stop at the end of this furrow and head home. rashawould have supper waiting.

Pieter Tsuchevsky looked around the quiet room at hisfellow Kadets. So thiswashow it fet to bea
rebel. Hed never really wanted to be one. He doubted any of the others had. But it was inevitable for
those who controlled the old government to call their opponents "rebels." Held known that from the sart,
just asheld known where hisfirst public expressions of discontent might lead.

They'd led here to the men and women who had de-dared themsel ves the new Duma of Novaya Rodina



and stated their determination to withdraw from the Federation.., not without fear and trembling. There
was something aimost holy about the Federation, but a government was only agovernment, and surely its
function must be to make the lives of its people better, not worse. The purpose of an elective assembly
couldn't be to murder its own members!

Pieter had never met Fionna MacTaggart, but held corresponded with her over the light-years, and even
from her recorded messages held felt the intelligence and determination which had made her the Fringe's
leader. Had she done her job too well? Was murder the fate small minds always reserved for greast minds
they could not silence? He didn't know, but from the morning the news arrived, held known the
Federation was doomed.

Anything that rotten at its core deserved to die, and dieit would.
If only communications were |less chaotic!

Novaya Rodinahad never had arelay system, and courier drones had become notorioudy unreliable
since the Kontravian Mutiny. No doubt many nav beacons had been shut down or destroyed, but it went
further than that. The Corporate Worlds handled a tremendous percentage of the totd drone traffic, just
asthey monopolized the freight lanes. Almost certainlv they were tampering with the dronesto keep the
"rebels; disorganized.

Wedll, if hewerein their pogtion, he would probably do the same. But in the meantime, it left him with the
devil of aproblem! He cleared histhroat, and the eyes around the table returned to his face.

"So thereyou haveit, comrades,” he said dowly.

"The Federation has declared martial law and suspended habess corpus... among other rights. And we-
-comy and |, my friends-we are dl rebels." He shrugged. "For mysdlf, | realized this must come, but
possibly some of yott did not. Soit isonly fair that we reconsider what we have done, | think. We have
made our gesture, voiced our protest. Isthat al wewish to do? If so, we had best dispatch acourier
drone with apologies and renewed protestations of to ovalty at once! But ff we do naot, ff we continue as
we have bgun to follow the lead of the Kontravians, God aone knowswherewe shal end.” "Pieter,"
Magda Petrovna stroked her prematurely silvering hair, "you say you knew thiswould come. Do vou
think we were dl fools, Pieter Petrovich?' She smiled in gentle mockery.. "How noble of youto giveusa
choicel

But tdll us—-whichat will tou do when we dl run crying home to babushka Terra?" A soft laugh ran around
the table, and Pieter smiled unwillingly; but he dso shook his head.

"Thisisno laughing matter, Magda. Thisislife and desth. Oh, we hold the cities and universities, but the
farmers and ranchers think we're mad. They won't raise ahand if it comesto afight--and weve little
chance of defeating the Federation if they would!" "Megashit!" Thetart remark could come only from
one man, and Pieter's eyes twinkled as he turned to Semyon Jakov, the single raegaovsts rancher in their
Duma. The old man's blue eyes werefiery as he puffed his warus mustache, looking as fierce as one of
his huge, vaguely sheep-like herdbeasts. "No way we could beat the Federation, no," he mapped, "but
wewon't be fighting the Federation only an Innerworld rump, and well you know it, Pieter Petrovieh
Tsuehevsky! And they won't even have the full Navy. Damnation, man, the Kontravianstook atask
force--- atask force--in one snap! D'you honestly think they haven't lost more ships? | wouldn't be
surprised to hear they've lost half the Fleet by now, Pieter!” "True, ,Semyon, but Novaya Rodinais no
Navy base. There wre no shipsfor usto seize; it was pure luck Skywatch supported us. They couldye
blown our leaky old tubs out of space and those are still the best ships we can scare up.



No, Semyon Illyich, whatever the Kontravians may have taken, we can't fight what the Federation can
send here" "But why send anything?' Tatianalllushinaasked plaintively. "We're not exactly therichest of
the Fringe Worldd' "No, Tatiana," Magda said gently, "but we are what the Fleet manuas cal a"choke
point."" The otherslistened carefully. Semyon Jakov had been aMarinefor fifteen years, but Magda had
reached the rank of captain in Frontier Fleet before resigning in protest.

"A choke point?' Tatiana asked.

"An especidly vauable warp nexus," Magda explained. "The way the warp lineslie, some systems
control accessto severd others. The Corporate Worlds are mostly on early choke points of the
Federation. That's why they're so powerful; every ship to the Heart Worlds has to go through choke
pointsthey control.” Tatiana nodded. When it came to the economic implications of the Corporate
Worlds galactic position, every Fringe school child understood.

"Well, the same thing makes choke points militarily important,” Magdasaid. "'If Novaya Rodinagoes
over to the Kontravians, well block awhole section of the Fringe off from the Federation; they'll haveto
take this system before they can attack the others. But if we remain loyal to the Federation, the Fleet will
have severa possible avenues of attack into Fringe space to choose from, you see?’ "Blt... but in that
ease, they're certain to come here aren't they?' Tatiana asked very quietly.

"They are," Pieter told her gently, "and soon, | think. They wouldn't have sent this--was he waved the
officid message form gently his-comif they didn't mean to back it up. There's some pretty, tiff language
in here; if they planned on talking us back into the Federation, they'd'ye teken amoreflexibleinitia
position.” "l agree," Semyon said harshly. "and | say--fuck "em! Let them come] There's twenty, million
people on this planet. It'd take half the Corpsto hold us down!™ " Except that only eight million or so of
them are actively on our sde," Pieter begun, but Magda interrupted.

"It doesn't matter an.vway, Semyon Illyich," she said with an affectionate smile,

"Just because you grunts spend tour time crawling around in the mud doesn't mean the Fleet does! They
don't care about planets, only warp points and the norma space between them." "So? They till need
someplace to base shipg!” "Certainly,” Magdanodded, "but what ff amonitor dropsinto orbit and zeros
afew missiles on Novaya Petrograd? Or Novaya Smolensk? Y ou think we shouldn't surrender to keep
them from firing?' "Well..." "Exactly, you old cossack!" Magda punched the old man'sarm lightly.

"Areyou saying we should just give up?' Jekov demanded increduloudy.

"Did | say that? Certainly not! Weve aready sent off our own drones, so therest of the Fringe knows
what's happening. I'm only saying that if it comes down to ultimatums, we'd better decide what well do
ahead of time. | don't want to believe a TFN commander would fire on civilians; it goes againgt al weve
been taught. But he might. And | want usto know now what we're going to say to him to keep any itchy
finger off the button." ""So what you're saying, Magda," Fieter cut in pacificaly, "isthat we should
continue aswe have, possibly event fighting in space, but that if it's a choi ce between bombardment and
surrender, we should surrender?’ "Exactly." Magdas face was unusudly grim. 'l don't likeit any more
than you do, Pieter--or you Semyon. But what dternative do we have?' "But what'll happen to usif we
surrender?’ Tatianaasked. "I don't mean the rest of our people, | mean us, right herein thisroom?'
"Hard to say," Magda said with ashrug. "There's never.1.999 been a case like this, and it's not as ff
we're the only planet to secede. 1'd think the government would have to follow afairly lenient policy
especiadly with any of us'rebels’ who surrender--ff they have any hope of ever heding the break.
Unfortunately, we can't depend on that.” "They might execute us?' Tatiana asked faintly.



"They, might,” Magdaagreed caAmly. "Of course, even under fiartid law, any death sentence hasto be
confirmed by the civilian authorities.

I'd think that confirmation would be unlikely." "All fight," Pieter said suddenly. "1 propose avote. All
thosein favor of declaring our immediate surrender?' There was no response, although severa uneasy
glances were exchanged. "All thosein favor of continuing aswe have but surrendering to avoid

bombardment?' A chorus of affirmatives ran round thetable. "Very well, the ayes haveit." Fedor Kazin
watched the fields soak.

Another day, at |east, before he could resume plowing.

Wil there were advantages to bad wesather.

Such as tting with rasha on a Spring morning instead of bouncing around in his poorly sprung tractor.
If only it weren't for those craziesin Novaya Petrograd! He had haf amind to go talk to them himsdf.
Hefrowned and glanced over at hiswife.

Maybe he should. After dl, here he was cursing their stupidity, but had he done anything to change their
minds? They might just not redlize how othersfelt.

And old Semyon Jakov was one of them... and Andrei Petrov's girl Magda. They were good people.
Maybe he could make them see reason?

Of course, rashawould have afit ff he took himsalf off to the city and left her and the boys alone with the
planting. On the other hand, ff this madness wasn't settled, there wouldn't be amarket come harvest, now
would there? Hefilled his pipe with Orion tobacco (his one true luxury.), and the pungent smoke curled
up around hisears.

Y es, theidea of going to Novaya Petrograd to confront the Duma... it definitely bore thinking on.

Admira Jason Waldeck, of the Ghartiphon Waldecks, regarded his subordinates so coldly they shifted
uneesily under hisglare.

"I don't want to hear any more crap about poor misunderstood Fringers!™ he snapped. "They're
mutineers and traitors—-and that's al! That bastard Skjorning should've been shot. Might've nipped the
whole damned thing in the bud!" His officers remained prudently silent.

Admira Wadeck had never been agood man to cross, and it was far more dangerous now. News of
the Kontravian Mutiny was still threading its way through the Fleet, but one consequence of it was
aready clear: moderation was not in great demand among TFN commanders.

Indeed, any "softness’ might well be construed as treason by the angry (and frightened) cliques of
"rdiable’ Innerworld admirds.

"I don't give agood goddamn why they're doing what they're doing,” he grated. "Weve got to stop them,
and Feet's shorthanded as hell after the mutinies, especialy in capitd unitsand carriers. Hell, weve lost
so many pilots there won't even befighter cover for most opera- tions! So it's up to us--understood?!



"Yes, gr," hisjuniors murmured.

"Good. Now, | don't expect these hayseeds to put up much resistance, but ff they try, | want some
examplesmade." ""Examples’, Sr?" one officer asked carefully.

"Y es, Captain Sherman--comexamples. If anyone wantsto fight, let "em. Don't give them achanceto
surrender till you've burned afew bastards down.” "But, Sir.., why?' "Because these traitors have to learn
the hard way," Waldeck said grimly. 'rhe Assembly'sfinally gotten its head out of its ass, and were under
military law now; that means my law. I'm going to teach these proles alittle lesson in obedience. Isthat
clear, gentlemen?’ It wasler. They might not much likeit, but it was olear.

"All right, then, Commodore Hunter, heresyour first objective.” The cursor in the chart tank settled on a
warp nexus, and Commodore Hunter squinted a thetiny letters. "Novaya Roding," they said.

"It's confirmed, Commodore. From the drive strengths, they have to be warships.” "1 see." Magda
Petrovna nodded as calmly as she could. They'd hoped someone would turn up from the Kontravians or
one of the other Fringe systems before this, but Asteroid Four watched the warp point to Redwing, and
Redwing was part of The Line, one of the fortified Terran-Orion border systems whose mighty orbital
forts had remained loyal to the Assembly. Shelooked around her crowded bridge wry. It only remained
to see what strength the Fleet had scraped up. Her collection of armed freighters might--possibly--hold
itsown againgt light units, and Novaya Rodinas Provisional Government had short-stopped two
mutinous light cruisers headed for the depths of the Fringe. But that was dl she had; that and Skywatch.

She sghed. Unlessthe mutinies had hit really hard, there was no point even hoping. A single flest
carrierm even alight carrier--would eat her entire force for breakfast, and she hated to think what afew
battle-cruisers might do! But theworst of it wasthat she didn't know. Except for Skywatch, none of her
units had long range scanners, without those, she could form only avague impression of what was
headed for her.

"Query Agteroid Four for exact drive strengths,” she said suddenly.

"Sir," the commander of her cruiser flagship said asthey awaited an answer, "those miners don't have the
equipment for precision work--and an hour-long transmission lag doesn't hel p. Why not take Jintsu and
Atlantaout and seefor ourselves?' "'l appreciate your spirit, Captain,” Magda said, peculiar though it felt
to call amerelieutenant "Captain” onboard alight cruiser, "but we can't take our only cruisersinto
scanner range al by themsdlves... and ff we took the freighters with us, we couldn't run ff we had to.”

"Yes, gr." Lieutenant Howard blushed as he redlized his commodore had just tactfully advised him to let
her tend to her own knitting.

"Agteroid Four saysthey think they're al strength twelve or less, Commodore,”" her corn officer finaly
sad dubioudy. "Thank you. Any incoming messages from them?' "No, .

Nothing." That was bad, Magdathought. No surrender demands? Did that man they were unaware they
were being scanned? Or that they had a pretty good notion of what she had and figured she meant to
fight no matter what they said? And did sheintend to fight?

Exactly what had they sent against her?

Widl, now, ff they were strength twelve or less, then dmost certainly there was nothing out there larger
than acruiser. If only Asteroid Four could relay the information directly onto Jntsu's cramped battle plot!



"Weve got an amplification from Asteroid Four, Commodore. They make it three at strength eight to
twelve and three strength six or below. They sound confident, tOO." All right, Magdathink, girl! Strength
sx drives were destroyers. Strength twelves could be light carriers, but she doubted it. Too many fighter
joekswere. Fringers. Assume they weredl cruisers.., aheavy and two lights? They might makeit a
standard light battlegr[* odashgg'up, ff the CA were a Goeben.

"Ask Agteroid Four if--was " Gommodore," her eom officer's voice was very quiet, "they just went off the
ar in midsentence." Magda closed her eyes. No messages, and they just casudly polished off an
unarmed Iffsteni.ng posteaen, pddasdds, ant. That sounded more like Orionstlaan thet,, tut it resolved
her dilemma

They'd drawn first blood; ff she had any chance at dl, sheld fight.

She thought furioudy. Against command dataink, her own forces were at a severe disadvantage. The
enemy shipswould think, move, and fight asasingle, finely-meshed unit;, her shipswere not only more
lightly armed, but they d haveto fight asindividuas. On the oher hand, she had over adozen armed
freighters, and her two light cruisers formed adatagroup with Skywateh, aslong asthey werein
rang--and Skywateh was alot bigger than INSV-TAEC'NO any CA," especialy a Goeben with al that
armament sacri-riced in favor of data net equipment. Of coursg, if it was a Goeben, she'd also mount
jammersto take out Magdas own datalink at close range.

All right, Just suppose she had them figured right--whichat did she do with them? They'd bein missile
range of the planet in eeven hours, or she could go out to meet them. If she went out, she lost Skywatch;
if she stayed, she lost maneuvering room. Decisions, decisons.

She drew a deep, unobtrusive breath and nodded to Lieutenant Howard.

"Captain Howard, theflotillawill assume Formation Baker. Well wait for them here” "Yes, gr,"
Howard's voice wasn't especidly enthusiagtic, and shefelt atwinge of sympathy. Light cruiser captains
were imbued with the notion of maneuver and fire tey hated positiona battles.

"If I mright,” Magdasaid dowly, "there's a Goeben out there, Captain. | want maximum firepower laid
on her as soon as we can range on her. If we can break their data group -comand keep their ECM from
breaking ours-weéll have agood chance. They'll outclass us ship for ship, but we've got the numbers. If
we don't break them --was She shrugged.

"Yes, dr." He sounded more enthusiastic as he digested her plan. God, what she wouldn't give for a
properly trained staffl But in another she wouldn't trade sense, these people for anything. They might be
mutineers and traitors, they'd put on just to get but their livesthe line here. There would never be any
reason to question their devotion, and maybe enough of that could make up for their rough edges.

"S diskywatch has them on scanners, Commodore!" Magda jerked awake in her command chair as her
chief scanner rating's voice burned into her dozing ears.

"Coming up from data base now, Sir.

Flagship's deft-nitely a Goeben. She'sInvincible, sir, and shé'sthe only heavy! The other cruisersare
grength nines--light cruiserd

They're... Ajax and Sendal, sir!” Thank God! They had a chance, but their losses were still going to be



awful. Sheturned to Howard.

"Captain Howard, tune in your dataink. If those bastards don't say something soon, Operation Borodino
isabout to begin." "Aye, aye, Sir!" The hours of waiting were suddenly minutes, flitting past like raindrops.
Magda watched her plot, almost praying for a surrender demand. But there was nothing, and the range
continued to drop.

"Enemy force launching missiles" her fire control officer said suddenly. So thereit was. They didn't even
want to negotiate.

"Stand by point defense," Magda said coolly.

"I'argets?’ "Trackslook like Skywatch, ar." "Very wdl. Laeaity, our own missileson Invincible” "Aye,
aye, Sr.

"Openfire!” (‘intsu quivered as her externd ordnance let fly, and Magda's plot was suddenly speckled
with flecks of light as Atlantand Skywatch flushed their externd racks at the oncoming cruiser, aswell.
Shefdt her lipsthin over her teeth. Even command point defense was going to have trouble with that lot,
and shewondered if the loyaist commander knew Skywatch had taken delivery of antimatter warheads
just before the mutinies? If he didn't, hed be finding out shortly.

But incoming missileswere deeting in at Skywatch, and therewere alot of them. Point defense crews
aboard the cruisers and fortress tracked the incoming fire while battle comp sorted out the clean misses
from the salvo, but there weren't many; orbital forts weren't very elusive targets.

Then thesmall laser clusters trained onto the probable hits. Counter missiles zipped out, and for seconds
gpace was wracked with brilliant flares of detonating warheads.

"Hitson Invincible!" Gunnery screamed.
"One... three @u.. firstye of them, sir!

She'ssreaming air!™ But Skywatch's blip was pulsing, too, as missiles dipped through to impact on the
big fort's powerful shidlds. Magdagripped her lower lip between her teeth, waiting asthe brilliant dot
flickered and flashed. Then the report camein. con'Efght hits on Skywatch, sir--al standard nukes. Took
out most of her shidds, but she'still inbusiness!” "Good!" Magdaignored the informdlity of the eated
report. "Captain Howard, Jintsu and Atlantawill engage Invincible at close range.

Captain Maenkov will come with us. The remainder will engage targets of opportunity among the enemy
formation.” "Aye, aye, Sr!" The rebeslurched into motion. Only Maenkov's three big freighters could
even 'hope to stay with awarship... the others were much too dow, and Magda had no choice but to
turn the engagement into one huge melee and hope.

The two forces closed to energy weapon range, and the TFN loydists were taken aback by the rebels'
reckless courage. Those lumbering freighters were sitting ducks @u. dis'b they were so goddamn big!
They soaked p force beams and betweenlasers as thev bumbled into range for their own light armaments,
and" what they lacked in datdink they made up in determination and sheer volume of fire.

Commodore Hunter redlized Admiral Waldeck had made a serious error in assuming they would face
only local yokels@u There had to be Fleet regulars or reservists over therel



Wéll, the hell with standing orders] His own orders went out: break through and get free, then stand of f
with missileswhere his datalink would do him the most good.

But as his ship merged with the milling freighters, Magda's careful briefingstook effect. No onetried to
destroy hisvessdls; instead they concentrated on battering down shields and armor just far enough to get
at the datalink. As soon asaship fell out of the link, fire shifted to someone el se.

Commodore Hunter cursed asthe first ship dropped out of his net. They were stripping away his
coordination, and ff his outnumbered units had to fight asindividuas among that many enemies, they
wouldn't stand a chance! But be didn't have much choice, because two light cruisers were lunging straight
for him.

He watched in something very like awe asthe rebe ships soaked up thefire from his own lights, homing
on hiswounded flagship. He saw hits going home dl over them

@u.. both of them were streaming atmosphere.., and still they came on. One suddenly staggered and
yawed aside as she took adirect hit on adrive pod, but she hauled back on course and kept coming.

He barked an order, and Invincible tried to turn away, but her crippled drive fatered. He looked back
into his plot and swallowed as Sendai blew in half and the rebd cruisers closed to half alight-second,
energy wegpons aflame.

"Abandon ship!" he screamed--comb he wastoo late. (intsu's hetlasers zeroed in on his command deck
with uncanny accuracy, and aburst of findy-focused X raystore him and his staff apart.

The battle collapsed into amad, whirling bal of snap- g

ing ships. Atlantaexploded in amassvefirebdl, followed y Ajax. The surviving loydists began alimping
withdrawd, and adozen gutted freighters drifted helplesdy in their wake, glowing from the hitsthey'd
taken... but there was a dead destroyer to keep them company.

Skywateh streamed air through a dozen huge rents, but her energy weaponswere il in
action--comsome of them--- and her mis-sties pursued the two retreating destroyers.

"Break off the engagement, Gaptain Howard," Magda Petrovna said wearily. He looked &t her in
surprise. Jirtsu was hard hit, but half her weapons were gtill-in action. "If we chase them and we're dead
unlucky, we might catch them, Gaptain. Just us. We're the only ship that could.” Howard's face ('x with
understanding. "Yes, gr," hesad.

"And send a message down to the planet,” Magda said, looking at her battle plot.

Better than haf her "fleet” had been destroyed in the short, savage action, and al the rest were damaged.
"Fdl them wewon--1 think." "And you mean to tell me," Admiral Waldeek saidicily, "that ahandful of
armed freighters shot an entire light battlegroup to hell?* The white-heed lieutenant commander across his
desk stared straight ahead. Spots of color burned on his cheeks, but his voice was controlled.

"Not precisdly, Sir. There were aso two Fleet cruisers and aclassthreefort, ff you'll remember. With
antimatter warheads." Waldeck flushed with furv. Hislipsworked, and the commander thought he'd
gggnetoo far. But the admira gradudly regained control.

"All right, Commander, the point iswell taken," he said coldly. "But the fact remainsthat in the first



engagement againgt rebel forces, welogt virtudly an entireflaotilla Y our ship will be out of action for
months, and | doubt Cougar will ever fight again." "Yes, sr." "We were supposed to teach them a
lesson!" "Yes, gr." "Wel, by God, we will teach them onel" Waldeck punched up aeom link to hisflag
captain. "Captain M'tana, the task force will move out in one hour. Were going to Novaya Rodinal”
"Yes, gr." ?And you, Commander," Waldeek returned his attention to the unfortunate in front of his
desk, "are going to come dong and see what three battle-cruisers do to your precious rebelsl” His"Wadll,
Pieter Petrovieh, that'sthat." Magdaraised her glass of vodkain atired toast. "After dl the repairswe
can make out of local resources, the "Novava Rodina Fleet" consists of one crippled light cruiser, on
crippled OWP, and four crippled freighters.

We might be able to hold this system against atroop of Y oung Pioneers.” "I see" Tsuchevskv'sface was
lined and tired. He was appalled by their 1oses; only Magda and Semvon had redlly had any concept of
what afleet action aslike. "What do you think the chances are that the Kontravians will get hele first?!
"Poor," Magdasaid grimly, refilling her empty, glass carefully. "The Rump was surprised by the mutinies,
but it till has an intact command structure and better communications. What do we rebels have? A
handful of planetsthat are partialy organized and tied together only by courier drones; it'll beawhile vet
before we can get beyond that point and start throwihg task forces around.” " So all those people died for
nothing," Pieter said sadly.

"Maybe, mavbe not. Y ou can't run your life on Russian melancholy and the second sight, Pietr Petrovich,
and we know what would have happened if we hadn't fought.

Stll, I'l'1 be surprised if we have time to do much of anything else before the next TFN force arrives, and
thistimeit'll be a battlegroup worth the name." She shrugged, but her voice was softer when she went on.
"Wedid our best, my Pieter. Maybe we should have surrendered ff they'd given us achance, but they
just opened fire" "'l know." He swiveled his chair to look out the window at the bright spring morning.
"Well," he said heavily, "ff they come back in force, we have no option but to surrender. Agreed?”
"Agreed," she sighed. "Those are good people up there, Pieter. | don't want to see them die usdesdy.”
"All right. Will you see to the communication arrangements, Magda?' "'l dready did,” she said with atired
amile

"After dl, that'swhy I'm commodore of our magnificent flet, isn't it?" "Hush, Magda." Fieter grinned
dowly.

"Now you're being maudlin! Drink your vodkaand cheer up. Things could beworse." "What do you
mean, going to Novaya Petrograd? Natasha K azina put her hands on her hips and glared at hey husband.
"Who do you think you are? Vladimir Lenin? Y ou're maybe going to bore from within likeamole and
topple the government?' ""Fasha, you know why I'm going--me and Vlad Kosy-gin and Georgiwe need
to be sure those people understand what they're doing to us." "RedllyThat" Her voice dripped sarcasm.

"And you think they don't dready? Idiots! Firing on a Terran Fleet! Next thing you know, therell be
missileson the cities, and there you'll be, playing Menshevik inthe middle of it!" "Hush, *Fashal Y ou
know | agree with you--but maybe they aren't dl idiots, no? There are good people mixed up in this, our
people. Let me go seethem.

Let metry to convince them they'rewrong.” "Arguewith therain! It pays more attention!" "Natasha, I'm
going, and that'san end toit.

Sure the Federation has problems, but thisisn't the right answer! If INSVRR-RCO 137 | don't try'to tell
the Kadetsthat, | won't be able to deep nights.” "Ahhh[ Men--comvou're aHave idiots!" Natasha
exclaimed, throw- Ing up her hand in disgust. "But go! Go! Leave me and the boysto seeto the planting!



Just don't come crying to me when they don't listen]" His"Thank Y ou, I'asha," Fedor murmured, kissing
her cheek gently. "I knew you'd understand.” "Get out of my sight]" shetold him, but her evestwinkled as
he backed off the porch. "And don't forgestffbring home some new dress materid!" she admonishedina
parting shot as he climbed into Kosygin's chopper and it ehirruped aoft.

Alarms whooped as the ships emerged from warp, and Magda watched her display in silence. At least
thev'd been ableto rrlpunt proper instrumentation out there: ho helpless minersto be vaporized thistime]
But the story her scannerstold was heartbreaking.

Ship after ship did but of the Redwing warp point; three battle-cruisers, two heavv cruisers, five light
cruisers, and.fifteen destrovers. God, it was an armada, she thought wearily, and tuned' her commui.
nicator to Tsuchevskv's priority channel.

"Y es, Magda??Hisaveswerepuffv.
Sheldwakedhim up, she thought. Waked him from a sund deep to face anightmare.
"They're coming, Pieter," she said sadly.

"How bad isit?" "If | order ashot fired, it will be as good as executing everv man and woman in mv
fleet." "11 right, Magda," he said softly. "I understand. Patch me through to their commander, if you can.

I'll handle it from here." "I'm sorrv, Pieter Petrovich,”" she said very quietlv ™Y ou did our best, Magda.
Timewasags'us, that'sal.

"I know[" she said heavily, and turned to her eom otcer.

Pieter Tsuchevskv stared into the screen at Admiral Jason Waldeck, TF. The admira's cheek muscles
were bunched, and Pieter shivered as he redized the man had wanted a ght.

"Admira, | am Pieter Petrovich Tsuchevsky of the Provisond Gov--was™"Y ou, sir," Waldeck cut in
coldly, "areatraitor, and that isal you arel" Pieter fell slent, staring a him, and the admira went on
implacably. "1 understand the purpose of this communication isto arrange your surrender. Very well.

Ali shipsin space will land immediately a Novaya Petrograd Spaceport. Any armed vessdl incapable of
atmospheric flight will lower its shields and await boarding by one of my prize crews. The same appliesto
what'sto eft of Skywatch. Isthat clear?’ "Yes" It took al of Pieter's strength to get out the strangled
word, and Waldeck made no effort to hide his own savage satisfaction.

"Asfor your so-cdled 'Provisona Government,"" he sneered, "you will surrender yourvsto me as soon
asmy ships planet. There will be no exceptions. Anyone who resistswill be shot. Isthat clear?’ "Yes"
Pieter managed once more.

"It had better be. | will see you aboard my flagship in three hours." Waldeck cut communications curtly,
and Pieter stared at the blank screen for long seconds as he tasted the ashes of defeat.

"Look at thaff' Fedor Kazin gasped as this; chopper swooped past the spaceport after aten-hour flight.
The others turned and looked--and looked again. Novaya Petrograd Spaceport had never seen such a
concentration of shipping. Fedor'sindex finger moved dowly from ship to ,eaship as he counted.

@u.. twenty-three.., twenty-four.., twenty-five... Twenty-fivel And those big ones -comare they



battle-crnisers, Georgi?' "Yes." Georgi Zdinsky grunted. "My God, it'sal over! There wouldn't be any
grounded battle-crnisersff it weren't. They're about the biggest warship that can enter atmosphere at al,
and they haveto take it mighty easy when they do. No commander lands them any place he might have
to get out of inahurry.” "Look!" Fodor said excitedly. "All the hatches are open--see? And over there!
Look at al thepear' "Yeah," Vlad said, squinting into histeleview. "All in uniform, "too. Looks like they
mst've stripped the crews off the ships.” 'hey wouldn't do that,” Georgi disagreed. "Not al of them. There
has to be apower room watch on board.” "Y eah? Well look at ‘em! They didn't leave many on board.
His"You'reright there." Georgi tapped histeeth, hismind going back over the decadesto hisown
five-year hitch in the Navy. "Lookslike they've mustered al hands for some reason. And over there--
what's hat?' "That" was along snake of civilianswinding itsway out from the city. Vlad svooped low
over their heads. There were thousands of them.

"What do you think isgoing on?" he asked.

"Damned ff | know," Fedor said dowly, "bu: | think better we should land and find out, no?" "I thnk yes,"
Vlad agreed.

The hdlicopter landed quieHy, and asthe three farmers hurried over to the edge of the crowd something
nibbled at Fedor's awareness. They were already merging into the front ranks of the long snake when he
realized what it was. "L ook--noto gunsl™ he whispered.

"Of course not,” Georgi said after aminute.

"Fhey mat've declared martid to aw whilewewereinthe air. Martia law meansno civilian guns.” "Wl
what about us?' Vffad whispered, tapping the heavy magnum automatic at his hip. It wasaclumsy
wegpon, btt Vlad was old-fashioned; he preferred abig noisy gun that relied on mass and relatively low
velocities

"I recommend,” Georgi said, unbuttoning his coat and shoving hislaser pistol insde, "that we get them out
of sght--fast!" Fedor tucked hisown pistol (athree-millimeter Ruger needler with aninety-round
magazine) under his coat, then turned to the nearest townsman.

"What's happening, tovarich?' he asked softly.

"Y ou don't know?' the townie looked at him with shock-hazed eyes.

"l just landed, tovarich. Came dl the way from Novaya Siberiato talk to this Provisond Government.”
"Shhhhh! Want to get yourseff arrested, you fool A"

"Arrested? For talking to someone?' Fedor blinked in astonishment.

"The whole bunch of 'em are under arrest,” the city man said heavily. "We're occupied.” "Well, what're
you al doing out here, then?' "Orders," the townie shrugged. "'l don't know.

They landed two hours ago and went on the city data channels. Somebody named Wa deck--he says
he'sthe new military governor. He ordered the head of every household in the city to be out here by
seventeen hundred... he didn't say why." "Every head of household?' Fedor blinked again at the thought.

"Right. So herewe are." Fedor |ooked up as the long column shuffled to a halt and began to spread.
Anxious-faced Marinesin undress uniform, armed with autorifies and laser carbines, dressed the crowd,
but something was wrong here.



Those men looked worried, dmost frightened--but they'd won!

"Hsst! Look at those shoulder flashes!” 1t was Georgi, whispering right in hisear. "Not a Fringer anong
‘emi” Therewas agreat sigh from the crowd, amost agroan, and he looked to one sde. More Marines
were herding agroup of fifty or sSixty men and women into an. open space between two of the
battle-cruisers. The newcomers were manacled, and when he looked more closdly he recognized Magda
Petrovna and Semyon Jakov among them.

"The Provisona Government!" someone whispered.
"All of them--and the defense force officers?

Fedor shook his head, trying to understand, and wiggled hisway into the very front rank, staring over at
the prisoners. He knew Magdawell--he'd danced at her parents’ wedding, too many years ago -comand
it angered him to see her chained likean animd.

All right, so sheld broken the law! But she'd been provoked. It might have been wrong of her, but she'd
only been doing what she believed she must!

There was another gtir as the Marines drew back from the prisoners and formed aline between them and
the crowd.

They faced the prisonersvigilantly while the Navy personnel formed two huge blocks, separated by
about ten meters, andnd a party of officers strode briskly down the open lane.

Fedor was no military man, but even he could figure out the tall man with al the deeve brad wasan
admiral. But he wondered who the other officer--the black one arguing with the admird--was?

Whoever it was, they were going at it hammer and tongs.

Findly the admira gave a curt headshake and said something loud and angry, but Fedor wastoo far
away to hear.

"Admira, you can't do thig" Captain Rupert M'tanasaid yet again. "It'sillegd! It violatesdl their civil
rightd" "Captain,” Wadeck said savagdly, "I will remind you--for the last time--comt this planet is under
martial law. And no one--coml repest, no one--rebels againgt the government, kills Navy personnd and
getsaway with it on my wich! Especidly not ignorant, backworld Fringe "For God's sake, Admira!"
M'tanasaid. "Y ou--was " Silencel" Waldeck whirled on the dark-skinned officer, and his eyes snapped
fire."You will go to your quarters and place yoursalf under close arrest, Captain M'tanal I'll dedl with
you later!™ "I'm your fi, ag captain,” M'tanabegan angrily, "and it's my duty. to-- "Mgor,"” Waldeck
turned coldly to aMarine officer. "Y ou will escort the captain to hisquarters” "Yes, ar!" The mgor had
athick DuPont accent, and his eyes were very bright. He saluied sharply, then jerked his head at M'tana
asthe admira turned on hished. M'tana could almost taste the Navy crews confusion, but the Marine
magor tapped the butt of hislaser meaningfully, and the flag captain knew it was hopeless. Sagging with
defest, he allowed the mgjor to lead him away.

Waldeck mounted an improvised platform and turned to face the crowd of murmuring civilians.

He gripped amicrophone, his eyes bitter as he stared a them. The only way to avoid more bloodshed
was to rub these stupid proles noses in what happened when they rebelled. He looked at his own



massed cravmen. Y es, and show them, too.
Let them see what awaited those who defied them.
Herased the mike.

"People of Novaya Rodinal" Fedor's head snapped around as the massively amplified voice roared.

"Y ou have belled against Federation law. Y ou have harbored and abetted mutinous members of the
armed services. Such actions are treasonous.” Fedor flinched from the harshness of the admiral’svoice.
Treasonous? Wel, maybe technically -comb aman could stand only so much.

"By the authority of the Legidative Assembly, al civil law on this planet is hereby suspended. Martid law
isdeclared. All public gatherings are banned until further notice. I now announce a curfew, to take effect
at 1900 hours. Violators will be shot." Fedor blanched. Shot! For walking the street?

"Before you stand the leaders of your rebellion againgt |egitimate authority,” Waldeck went on coldly. "As
military governor of this planet, it ismy responsibility to ded with theseringleaders.” He paused and
glanced contemly tuoudy at the prisoners. "The Federation isjust,” he said. "It extends its protection and
support to those who obey our laws and justly deserved punishment to those who defy. them.

"Now, therefore, as military governor of Novaya Rodina, |, Admira Jason Waldeck, Terran Federation
Navy, do hereby sentence these traitorsto death!” A great silence gripped the crowd. " Sentence---was
Waldeek finished harshly his-comffbe carried out immediately!" Fedor couldn't believe hisears. This
couldn't happen! Not in the Federation! It wasanightmare! It was... it was an atrocity!

He stared at the scene before him, unable to comprehend, as two Marine privatestook Pieter
Tsuchevsky by the arms. He moved dowly, asif in shock, but held his head high. Ashe and hisguards
moved away from the group, two more privates singled out Tatianalllyushina. The dender young woman
drooped in their hands as she redlized she would be next, yet she fought for control and tried to stand
erect.

Paradysis gripped Fedor. He was suspended in disbelief, unable to think, barely ableto breathe.

He watched numbly as Tsuchevsky was turned to face the crowd. Six Marines with adtorifies marched
smartly out and took position before him, wespons at port arms.

"Fring squad!" aMarine officer shouted.

"Present armg!™ Weapons clattered.

"Takeam!" Buitt plates pressed uniformed shoulders.

Fedor felt something boiling in him againgt theiice, but still he could not move.

"Ready!" The pressure building in" histhroat strangled him. "Firel™ Six shots rang out on semi-autométic.
It al happened in dow motion. Fedor saw Tsuchevsky's shirt ripple, saw great, red blotches blossom
hideoudy asthe dugstore through his body, and Fieter Petrovich Tsuchevsky, Chief of the Duma,

President of the Provi-sionatf Government of Novaya Roding, jerked at the impact, then toppled likea
fdlingtree



And as he hit the ground, the pressure in Fedor Kazin burst. His sustaining faith in the Federation died in
an agony of disllusonment, and his hand flashed into his coat.

"Noooooo.t' he screamed, and the heavy needler came free.

For oneingtant he faced them al aone, one man with apistol in hishand and rage in his heart. Then the
pistal rose. It lined on the burly admira as he turned angrily towards the single voice raised in protest.

He never completed histurn. The needler screamed, and Admiral Jason Waldeck's uniform smoked
under its hyper-velocity darts. He pitched to the ground seconds behind Tsuchevsky, and the crowd
went mad.

Fedor never knew who struck the first Marine, but the guards never had a chance as the screaming,
kicking mob went over them. Here and there an autorifie spoke, alaser carbine snarled. The Marines
didn't die easily, and they didn't die done -comb they died.

Fedor wasn't watching. He was racing across the open space, needler in hand, dashing for the guards
who were aready training their weapons on the helpless prisoners. He did to ahdt, bracing the needler
with both hands as alaser bolt whipped past him, therma bloom scorching his 144 hair. A guard saw him
and turned, hisjaw dropping, but too late. A stream of needles spat from the weagpon, and the guards
went down like autumn whesat before Fedor's regper.

Screams and shouts were everywhere. Weapons fired.

Men and women beat Marinesto death with fists and feet. Navy personne scattered--only senior ratings
and offleers were armed, and they were outnumbered by hundreds to one. They fought desperately to
bring their wegponsinto play, but they hadn't known what Waffdeck intended, and they werejust as
shocked asthe civilians. Their minds needed time to dear and adjust, and there was no time.

Fedor ran to the manacled prisoners.

"Areyou dl right?" he bellowed as Magda Petrovna dispicked hersdlf up off the ground. She stared at
him for amoment with burning eyes, then nodded sharply and snatched up adead Marine's laser with her
ehainod hands. Her voice rang out over the tumullt.

"The shipd" she screamed. " Take the ships?' Some of the crowd heard. They seized the wegpons of
their falen enemies and fell in behind her, and their discordant yells codesced into asingle phrase,
thundering above the bedlam.

"The shipgl" they roared, and foamed forward in an unstoppable human wave behind amutinous
ex-egptain and afarmer who had wanted only justice.

IRONY OF POWER Oskar Dieter blinked wearily and fingered the advance. The ststains of aNew
Zurich waltz filled his office, but the soft music was at grim vfiriance with the data on his screen, and he
sighed and leaned back, pinching his nose and trying to shake himsdlf back to a semblance of freshness.

It was hard. Catastrophe had followed disaster with monotonous regularity for months, and in his
nightmares endlesstrains of courier drones whizzed towards Sol, packed with tidings of fresh calamity.

What was happening in the Fringe was bad enough, but affairson Old Terrawere little better. The
Assembly had been stunned by the Taliaferro suicide, but not Dieter. Hisfellow Galowayans might put it



down to grief over the Jamieson Archipelago--which was atragedy of staggering proportions--but Dieter
knew better.

Understanding, the terrible redlization that the "game" had become redl, had driven Simon's hand.

Dieter dmost pitied him... but only aimost, and his face hardened as he wondered yet again how many
otherswould die before the madness ended.== Y et Taliaferro's death only compounded the Federation's
plight. His had been the dominating presence behind the Corporate World bloc for over thirty years, and
now that superbly engineered machine wasflailing itself to destruction... and threstening to take the
Federation with it. The desperate survivors were haunted by guilt they could not admit evento
themselves and terrified of

its consequences. The succession battle was the most vicious Dieter had ever seen, yet whoever findly
won would inherit only acorpse.

It wouldn't be very much longer before the ground swell of public opinion rolled over the politicos.

Already the first combers were crashing through the Chamber of Worlds, afew more disasters, and it
would become impossible for them to cling to power, and-- His communicator chimed, and he reached
automatically for the button, eyes narrowing as he recognized the neatly groomed face of Oliver Fuchs,
President Zhfs executive secretary.

"Good morning, Migter Dieter," Fuchs said politely. "Would it be convenient pounds r you to meet with
the President in his office this evening? At 1800 perhaps?' "Why, of course, Mister Fuchs" Dieter
replied dowly, and histhoughtsraced. "Ah, might | ask what the President desires?’ "I'm sorry, Sir, but
he wishesto explain that to you himsdlf," Fuchs said with a pleasantly diffident smile,

"l see," Dieter said even moredowly. "Very wel, Migter Fuchs. I'll look forward to asking himin
person.” "Thank you, gr. I'll tell him to expect you," Fuchs said, and the screen blanked.

Dieter sat and stared at it for along, long'time, and his mind was busy.

Fuchswas waiting in the Anderson House foyer when Dieter arrived at the presidentia residence a
17:45. He whisked the vigtor into an elevator with the skill of aveteran maitre do' and filled the short
ascent with utterly inconsequential small talk, but Dieter noted a strange intengity in the secretary's eyes.

Curiogity, or evauation, perhaps. Whatever it was, it only added to the tensgon hovering within him.

The elevator deposited them outside Zhfs office, and Fuchs opened the old-fashioned manua doors and
sood asde, waving him through, then closed them quietly behind him.

The office was alarge room--huge, by Innerworld standardsfurnished with al the sumptuous luxury due
INSV-AAECO the Pederation’'s head of state. To be sure, the power of the man who occupied it had
waned over the decades, but the trappings of authority remained.

And they weren't entirely afacade, Dieter reminded himsdlf. Prime ministers came and went, but the
president provided the sate's stability, and he still represented the popular choice of the mgjority of the
Federation's myriad citizens.

But Dieter had been here before, and his attention was not on the rich carpets and indirect lighting. It was
drawn inevitably to the cluster of people sitting around the President's desk.



Zhi himsdf wasasmall man, shorter even than Dieter, though more sturdily built. He rose as Dieter
approached, and his handclasp was firm, but hisface bore the stigmata of strain.

"Mider Dieter,” he sad. "Thank you for coming." "tvlister President,” Dieter returned noncommittally,
glancing at the others, and Zhi smiled wryly.

"l believe you know most of these people, Mister Dieter,"" he murmured, and Dieter nodded, then
bowed dightly to the group, his mind whirring with speculation.

Sky Marsha Lech Witcinski, commander-in-chief of the Terran military, responded with acurt nod,
haf-raising his burlv body from his chair. His uniform wasimmaculate, and (‘is blunt, hard features
showed surprisingly little Sgn of the tremendous strain focused upon him.

Not so the man seated beside him. David Halev had aged appreciably in the past weeks, but hissmile
welcome was far warmer than it once had been.

Dieter returned it in kind, then raised an eyebrow at the sharp-eyed man at the Speaker's left. Kevin
Sanders, he thought musingly.

Admira Kevin Sanders, retired, one-time head of the Office of Nava Intelligence.
Now wasn't he an interesting addition to this gathering?

Even seated, Sanders managed to exude a sense of mingled composure and agility, like alean, gray
tomcat, and his amused eyes gleamed asiif he could read Dieter's mind. And perhaps he could. Far more
esoteric powers had been ascribed to him during his career.

The single person Dieter didn't know wore the space-black and slver of avice admird, and hefdt adtir
of admiration as helooked at her. Long, platinum hair rippled over her shoulders, and her eyeswerea
deep, dmogt indigo blue. She was certainly the most attractive flag officer hed ever seen, he thought
wryly, and held out hishand to her.

"Good evening, Admird hiswas "Krupskaya, Mister Dieter," she said in asoft, clear voice. "Susan
Krupskaya" "Enchanted,” he murmured, raising her hand briefly to hislips, and her own lips quivered in
anamused amile.

"Wel, then," Zhi said briskly, reclaiming Dieter's attention and waving him to achair, "to business.” " Of
course, Migter President. My timeisyours," Dieter said, seeting himself, and Zhfs sardonic smile
surprised him.

"In more ways than you may suspect, Mister Dieter," he said softly, and Dieter's eyebrows crooked
politely.

"I beg your pardon?' he said, but Zhi didn't respond directly. Instead he nodded to David Haley.

"Migter Dieter--Oskar "the Speaker said, "I'm afraid we have you at a bit of a disadvantage. Y ou see,
the Minh Government hasresigned.” Dieter managed to hide his surprise--butarely.

The gow ernment had falen? Why hadn't he dready heard? And how in the Gaaxy had they kept the
pressfrom finding out?



"It won't be announced at once," Haley continued, "because, under the circumstances, it seemsvita to
follow the news with the immediate announcement of the formation of anew govenment.” Dieter nodded.
Thelast thing they needed was a prolonged minigteria crisis.

"Which brings usto you, Migter Dieter." President Zhi took over once more. "Y ou see, when | asked
Prime Minister Minh and Speaker Haley to recommend a successor to form anew government, they
both suggested the same man: you." Thistime Dieter's surprise was too greet. His jaw dropped, and he
dared at Zhi in disbelief.

Him?He was a pariah, repudiated by hisown long-time allied They couldn't be serious!

"Migter President,” he said findlly. "1-I don't know what to say. I'm honored, but--was"Indulge me a
moment, Migter Dieter,” Zhi said quietiy. "Officialy, | am not supposed to have opinionsin these matters,
but, to speak frankly, there are no other choices. Y ou, more than most, are aware that the Minh
Government has been totally discredited. Indeed, the Situation is worse even than you know, but the
critica point--politically speaking--isthat anyone eseis unacceptable.

To put it bluntly, Smon Tdiaferro's associates are al tainted by their support of his paolicies, yet they
remain avery potent force in the Chamber of Worlds. If we areto find an dternative to one of them, it
must be someone who can gather support from both the Assembly moder- ates and the public. Someone
likeyou." "But, Mister President! |--was"Oskar," Haley cut back in, "think amoment. You'rea
Corporate Worlder, yet you openly 6pposed Tagg'iaferro's excesses.

The Corporate World moderateswill follow your lea, and so will the Heart World liberads. That gives
you apower base, and the Taggiiaferro crowd can't very well oppose you without refocusing attention on
their own mistakes.” "And, Migter Dieter,” Witcinski put in, "you enjoy the support of the military.” Dieter
looked a him in astonishment, and the sky marsha shrugged. "I know. That's not supposed to bea
factor, but wedl know it will be. Y our position on the Military Overaght Committee givesyou a
background knowledge which may beinvauable. And, if | may spesk completely candidly, the Fleet
viewsyou as amoderate. As prime minister, you would be tremendoudly reassuring to the bulk of the
officer corps.” "But," Zhi said warningly, "that same reputation is atwo-edged sword. You area
moderate, and we need moderates, but we have awar on our hands. If you accept this office, you'll have
to demongtrate that you're awar leader, aswell." "And how would | be expected to do that?' Dieter
asked, eyes narrowing.

"By forming an dl-parties cabinet,” Haley said quietly, and Dieter nodded dowly.

Of course. Minh's government was associated solely with the extreme Corporate World interests, which
waswhy it had to go. But its replacement must command broad support, and the only way to do that
would be to combine dl eements. Part of him quailed at the thought of exerting mastery over such a
disparate gathering of interests, but he understood. And he was beginning to see why Zhi had turned to
him.

"Migter President,” he said findly, "why did the government resign &t this particular moment? May |
assume Admiral Sanders presence has some bearing on that point?' Y ou may,” Zhi said heavily. He
tugged at an earlobe and frowned. "I have asked Admiral Sandersto return from retirement and
reassume direction of the Office of Naval Intelligence." Dieter nodded mentally; held suspected as much.

Whatever the immediate cause of the secession, the speed with which the Fringe had closed ranks behind
the Kontravians spoke volumes for the degree of clandestine communication which must have been



established long since among the Outworld governments. Y et no whisper of any of it had reached the
Assembly, which pointed to amassiveintelligence fallure.

"l see." He regarded Sanders thoughtfully.

"In that case, with your permission, Mister President, I'd like to ask Admiral Sanders afew questions
before| give you my decison." "'l assumed you would. That'swhy | arrangbledd to have the military
represented,” Zhi said dryly, waving a hand to proceed.

"nank you. Admird, | sugpect the Stuation is even worse than most of my colleaguesredize. Am|
correct?' "That depends, Migter Dieter," Sanders said carefully, "on just how bad they think it is. Off the
cuff, however, | would haveto say yes" "Enlighten me, if you please.” "All right." Sanderseyed him
measuringly. "Sky Marsha Witcinski could probably give you better figures on precise Fleet |osses, but
ONI estimatesthat in addition to TF Seventeen at |east fifteen percent of Battle Fleet has gone over to
the rebels.

Additiona unitsin Innerworld space have mutinied and attempted to join them, but we've been ableto
stop most of them. The cost inloya units---was he met Dieter's eyeslevelly, and Dieter felt aninner chill
"mhas been high.

"At the sametime," he went on even more digpassionatdly, "we don't really know what's happened to
Frontier Feet. No drones are getting through to us from any of our basesin the Fringe, which, since the
rebels control the intervening warp points and Fleet relays, may or may not mean they've changed sides.
On aworgt-ease basis, we're estimating the loss of at least ninety percent of Frontier Fleet." Dieter was
staggered, though hetried to hideit.

"Fortunately,” Sanders continued, "our large Innerworld bases have remained loya and the rebels haveto
st up their command structure from scratch, which gives ustime to activate the Reserve while they get
themselves organized. On the whole, and given the greater mass of Battle Fleet's capital units, the
tonnage baance probably [avors the rebels by as much asthirty percent, but the ratio of firepower isa
bit in our favor when Fortress Conmand isdlowed for." "I see. And Zephrain RDS?" "Unknown, Mister
Dieter," Sanders admitted.

"The only hopeful newsisthat one of our Battle Fleet battlegroups may have gotten through to it."
"May?' Dieter asked sharply.

"May. Vice Admirad Trevayne's BG Thirty-Two was cut off at Osterman’s Star when the mutinies began,
and we've received an official Orion complaint of a TFN border violation at Sulzan, about four trangts
from there. Indl probability, that was Trevayne, and ff it was, and if he managed to avoid internment,
and if the Orion digtrict governor a Rehfrak waswilling to let aforce that powerful passthrough his
bailiwick, then he may have reached Zephrain.

Unfortunately, the Orions have since closed their borders completely. Any sort of confirmation from them
will be along time coming.” Sanders shrugged, and Dieter nodded again. Hed met lan Trevayne exactly
once, when he appeared before the Overaght Committee, but the incisive man he remembered just might
have taken a chance on violating Orion space... and he would have known exactly how important
Zephranwas.

"But that's only the present situation,” Witeinski said, breaking the brief silence. "It doesn't addressthe
future” "No," Sanders agreed, "and that's really Susan'sarea.”



He nodded to Krupskaya, and her dark blue eyes met Dieter's as she took her cue.

"Asyou know," she said, "the Innerworlds have atremendousindustria advantage over the Fringe, but
more than seventy percent of al our warships came from Galoway's World." Dieter felt hisnerves
tighten. He'd known this was coming, but that made it no more paatable.

"The Jamieson Archipeago attack may have been amistake, politically speaking,” Krupskaya continued,
"sinceits 'barbarism” has generated such widespread shock and repugnance among the Innerworlds, but
militarily it was brilliant. They knocked out more than ninety percent of the civilian yardsaswell asthe

Y ard and dl Reserve units mothballed there. We estimate that it would take two or three yearsfor the
rebelsto set up any substantia yard capacity of their own, but we need timeto rebuild Galloway's
World. We can put the facilities there back into service faster than we could build new yards and their
infrastructure on other planets, but it will be at least eighteen monthsmore probably two years--before we
can even begin laying down new shipsthere.

"Which means, Migter Dieter, that--assuming the reb- els have seized most of our basesin the Fringe--
our current building capacity gives us no more than atwenty percent advantage over them. We believe
we can expand existing yards faster than they can build new ones, but for the foreseeable future we are
going to haveto bevery, very careful about risking losses, particularly, in light of their long congtruction
times, among our heavy units.” "l see," Dieter said again, and another silencefell. God, it was even worse
than held feared.

"But you asked why the government resigned,” Zhi said findly. "Beyond the obvious erosion of its
majority--comof which, | am sure, you are awvare--comand genera military Situation, we have suffered
yet another reverse.” Dieter wondered ff he realy wanted to hear any more bad news, but he nodded for
Zhi to continue.

Y et it was Witcinski who took over again.

"Thismorning, we received amessage from Admira Pritzcowitski at Cimmaron,” he said. "He and
Admiral Wadeck had initiated loca operationsto suppressthe rebdlion in theimmediate vicinity.
Unfortunately, their first effort, directed against Novaya Bodinawith light units, was badly defeated by
some sort of jury-rigged defensive force. Admiral Waldeek proceeded at once with his entire task force
to retrieve the Stuation. As of thetime Admird Pritzcowitzkfs message was dispatched, Admird
Wadeek's next scheduled report was seventy-two hours overdue.” Dieter closed his eyes. It got worse
and worse. No wonder Minh had resigned! When the Assembly learned all that held just learned, Minh
would be lucky to escape impeachment.

"So that's the Situation, Oskar," Haley said quietly. "We've had our differences, but | hope you know
how much I've admired you in the past few months--and that | hate to ask this of you. But we need you."
Dieter didn't even open hiseyes, and behind hislids he saw every agonizing step which had led him and
the Federagon to this pass. The military position was grimmer than even he had feared, and he knew how
the Assembly would react when they discovered the truth. The existing fury over the"sneek attack” and
"massacre’ at Galloway's World would mix with panic. The war fervor which aready gripped the
Innerworlds would intensify, rather than ease asthey drew together in the face of danger--and so would
the extremity of the Federation'swar ams.

If he accepted Zhfs request and formed a government, it would be awar government. It could be nothing
else, and he would have to prove his own determination to achieve victory or go the way Minh had
aready gone. It would be the find, bitter irony of the political odyssey he'd begun when he broke with
Simon. He, who had thrown away his career in an effort to preserve the peace, would be elevated to the



highest ofi @e of the Assembly and charged with fighting the very. war held tried to prevent!

"| redlize we are asking you to make bricks with avery limited supply of straw, Mister Dieter,” Zhi said,
even more quietly than Haey, "but Speaker Halev isright. We need yon. The Federation needs you--as
the'one man who may (e able to form a stable government and as the one prime minister who may be
ableto control the extremism adready rampant in the Assembly." Dieter winced, for that was the argument
hed most feared to face. Zhfsviolation of the president'straditiona neutrality in such mattersonly
underscored the point; if any of Tdiaferro's old associates took the premiership, any chance for
moderation would vanish... and he still had not paid his debt to Fionna.

He drew adeep bregth. Hiswildest dreams had never included becoming prime minister--and certainly
never likethisl And yet, ironic asit was, he had no choice. He opened his eyes and looked at President
Zhi.

"Very wdl, Migter President,” he sighed.

"I'll try." DECLARATION "Novaya Rodina, eh?" Ladidaus Skjoruing watched the blue nd white planet
asthe crew of the TFNS Howard AnderSon brought their ship into orbit. "I take it you'refinding thisa
Strange spot for aconvention of traitors, Admira Ashigara?' His eyestouched briefly upon the empWill
right cuff of the woman standing beside him. Analiese Ashigarawas every bit astaciturn and unyielding as
her severe exterior and precise Standard English suggested, but he felt astrange kinship for the
hawk-faced woman with the a-mnnd eyes and white-streaked hair who'd given ahand for her beliefs.

"1 would have expected the convention to convene on Beaufort,” she said calmly. "Beaufort is, after all,
the home of therebellion.” It waslike her, Ladidaus thought wryly, that she never resorted to

euphemisms.

"Aye, | can see why you might be thinking that, but Beaufort istoo far from the frontiers. Weve no
command structure at al the now, and until we've had the creating of one, we're to need the shortest
courier drone routes we can be finding. Novaya Rodinas well located for that.” "Yes, | can seethat. But
| think perhaps there ismoreto it than that, Mister Skjorning.” "Aye, thereis. Asyou've said, Beaufort's
to bealogical place--comff it were a Kontravian rebellion were after having. But we're after making this
aFringe-wide movement, so holding our convention somewhere € se should be helping

along asense of unity, you see. I've the thinking it's Beaufort's to be the capitol of whatever itiswereto
have the buiffeading of, but it's not the place to be declaring what we are.

"That seemssensble" Ashigarasaid, nodding dowly.
"Aye. But theré'sto be another reason.

Have you had the hearing of the term 'bloody shirt,” Admira Ashigara?' "'Bloody Shirt"? No, Mister
Skjorning, | cannot say that | have." "It'sto be an old Terran palitical term, Admira, and what it'sto
mean is gppealing to emotions on the basis of lost lives and hatred.” Ladidaus' facewasgrim. "It'snot a
tactic I'm proud to be using, but it works; and Novaya Rodina’s after being the best place to be doing it.”
Andiese Ashigarashook her head dowly.

"l am more happy than ever to be asmple Fleet commander, Mister Skjorning. My mind does not work
the way thisbusiness of creeting a government gppearsto require.” "Don't be feding any loss over it,"
Ladidaus said very quietly. "It's not to be something | ever thought to have the doing of , either.” Hefdl
dlent, watching the planet amoment longer, then to eft the bridge, and Admira Ashigaraturned her



attention to the final approach maneuvers of her under-manned task force. No, she thought. She did not
envy Ladidaus Skjorning at dl.

The horde of delegates crowded the huge auditorium, their rumbling voicesfilling it like asolid presence,
and the surviving Dmna stood behind Ladidaus on the stage, surveying their visitorswith dightly dazed

eyes.

Magda Petrovnastood at his elbow, her mobile face quite till. Only Ladidaus knew sheintended to
resign from the Dumato accept acommission in whatever they were going to cal their navy., and only
Magda sensed how much he envied her freedom to do just that. But it wasn't freedom for her; it was

flight.

She knew her own strengths: aflair for organization, to evel-headedness, mora courage, and
compassion. But she also knew her weaknesses: blunt-spokenness, atendency towards autocracy with
those unable to keep up with her thoughts, and awell-developed capacity for hatred, and she felt tlat
hate within her now, though few of her friends saw it or recognized it as the inevitable by-product of her
compassion.

She'd been able to accept her own sentence of deeth, but not the brutality of Pieter's murder.

Not the cruelty which had nearly snapped Tatiana lllyushina's sanity. That had been too much, yet aslong
as she'd bdieved that only Wa deck's madness was responsible, she'd maintained a degree of
detachment.

But then the provisiona government had found the specid indtructions from the Assembly in his safe.

Waldeck need not have acted on them, but giving men like him such an option waslike giving avicious
child acharged laser, and she would never forget that the Assembly had done so. She would never be
ableto flush the hatred from her mind ff ever she must dedl with that governmbledtiont. Besides--she felt
hersalf smile affectionately--there was a better choice to head the Dumanow. Well, two, perhaps, but
Fedor would kill himsdlf first! No, only one person had emerged from the day of the riots as Pieter'strue
successor, and that person was Tatianalllyushina

Magda glanced at the dim young woman.

Daughter of one of Novaya Rodinas very few wedthy families, Tatiana had never faced the hard side of
life before the rebellion. Then the earthquake shocks had come hard and fast, but Tatiana, to her own
unending surprise, had met them dl. Her ova face was ill asbeautiful, shelooked as much like a
teen-aged child as ever, but there was flint behind those blue eyes now.

Hint and something €lse, something amost like Magda's own compassion, but not quite.
But now, as acting Duma President, Magda had been granted a unique moment in history, and she
stepped up to the lectern at Ladidaus tiny nod. She drew adeep breath, and her gavel cracked on the

wooden rest under the microphone. The sound echoed through the auditorium.

"rhefirgt session of this convention of the provisona governments of the Fringe will cometo order,” she
sad.

"Wadl, Ladidaus, what do you think?' Magdarefilled their vodka glasses and hid asmile ashe picked his
up cautioudy. "Will it work?' "Aye, I'm thinking it will." Ladidaus sSpped his second glassfar more dowly



as Magdathrew back her own in approved Novaya Rodinan fashion.

"It'snot asif any of us have the thinking we can go back again." He looked meaningfully around the small
gathering of the Convention's crucid leaders.

"But it doesn't necessarily follow we can act together,” Tatianasaid. "Agreeing to hate the Corporate
Worlds, yes" She amiled tightly.

"But wereal so different! What € se do we havein common?’ "Don't be underestimating the strength of
hate, Msllyushina" Ladidaus answering smilewas blegk. "But that's not dl we'reto be having. I'm
thinking were to have a better understanding of what the Federation is supposed to be than the Rump
has. Were agreed in that.” "True." Magda's cold voice raised eyebrows, but she leashed her rage and
leaned back.

Then shelaughed. "Has it occurred to anyone el se that we're not the radicals? Were the
conservatives--they're the ones who've played fast and |oose with the Congtitution for over a century!”
"Aye, so Fionna had the saying, often enough,” Ladidaus nodded. "And we've no hope of building
something redly new--not in the time wereto have.

So it's something old we must be building on." " So that's why you brought thisalong,” Li Kai-lun mused,
tapping the sheet of facsimile on the table and nodding dowly. Hisreaction pleased Ladidaus.
Hangchow's diminutive chief convention delegate was not only her planetary president but aretired
admira, aswdll. His support--politica and military--would be literdly pricelessin the weeks ahead.

"Aye." Ladidausran afingertip over the ancient lettering. "It's afederd system we're needing, Kai-lun.
Centrdization was the Corporate Worlds red error. It'sto give the government the most power, but it's
to concentrate too much authority in one place and even with relays, dow communications are to make it
clumsy in responding to crises.., or people.” "Agreed,” Li said, then smiled. "And at least this
congtitution's got agood track record. If | remember my history,, the United States did quite well for
itsdlf beforethe Great Eastern War." his... ad ff fight we must, let it be under acommon standard! | move
to appoint acommittee to salect a suitable device for our batfieflags." The stocky delegate from Lancelot
swirled the brilliant cloak of his hereditary rank and sat, and Magda sighed. She found the barons and
earls of Durandd rather wearing, but he might have a point--even ff he wasinclined towards purple
prose.

"Very well. It has been moved that we appoint aeom-mittee to design aflag for our new star nation,” she
sad. "Isthereasecond?’ "I second the motion, Ms Chairman.” Magda blinked as Li Kaiolun spoke up.

Now why was he supporting amotion which could only waste precious time and energy? She shrugged
mentaly.

Undoubtedly he had areason.

"V.well. It has been moved and seconded that we gppoint committee to design aflag. All thosein favor?!
A rumble of "Ayes' answered.

"Opposed?' There was not asound. "Fhe motion is carried. Mister Li, would you be so kind asto take
charge of the matter?' "Of course, Ms Chairman.” "Good. Now, to return to our agenda.

"But why, Ladidaus?' Tatianademanded.



"We have so many other thingsto do, why waste time designing aflag, of al things?* "Wdll," Ladidaus
rumbled, "you might be noticing who Kai-lun had the recruiting offor his committee” "What? Who?'
Tatiana asked, but Magdalaughed suddenly.

"Now | understand! Very neat, Lad! And how did you put Baron de Bertholet up to it?" "Jean de
Bertholet isn't after being the worst sort, Magda.

It'son our Side heis, and he understands entirely.” "Wl | don't,” Tatianasaid.

"Y ou would ff you'd seen the membership of that eom-mittee," Magda chuckled. "Between them, Lad
and Kai-lun have shunted most of the 'noblemen” in the Convention "Aye," Ladidaus nodded. "Not that |
redly think they're after creating anew hereditary aristocracy for usdl, hut it's not to be hurting athing to
be certain of it when the congtitution's debated, now isit?' "Ladidans,” Tatianasad sternly, "you're an
underhanded, devious man.” "Aye," Ladidausagreed camly. 'lhat | am." "Ladidaus,” Magdasad, "I'd
like you to meet Rupert M'tana." Ladidaus looked up from his paperwork and frowned at the
dark-skinned officer. M'tana returned an equally measuring look, and L adidaus propped one elbow on a
chair "Captain M'tana," he rumbled thoughtfully, "you'reto be the senior prisoner, I'm thinking?' "Yes, gr.
| was Admird Waideck'sflag captain.” "'l see” Ladidans lipstwisted in distaste despite himsdlf. "Just a
moment, Lad,” Magdasaid quietly. "I think, perhaps, you don't entirely understand. At the time of
Pieter's execution, Wadeck had placed Captain M'tanaunder close arrest.” "Aye?' Ladidans blue eyes
returned to M'tanas face, even more thoughtful now. "And why might that have been, Captain?' "I...
disagreed with hisdecison, Mister Sorning.” "'l see" Ladidaus said in an entirely different tone. He
waved at two chairs and M'tanaand Magda sank into them. "I've memory enough of my timein the Fleet
to be understanding how far you must have pushed him, Cd tain. But, ff | may have the asking, what'sto
be bringing you here?' Ihe captain has asuggestion, Lad--comagood one, | think,” Magda said. "He
approached me with it because we're both Navy or ex-navy and we've come to know one another pretty
well." "Ah?" Ladidaus cocked abushy eyebrow.

"And just what isit you and the captain are after cooking up here, Magda?' "It'slikethis, Lad. Like
Beaufort, we had anumber of @u.. friendsin various placesin the Innerworlds. We spent years
cultivating that network, but now that actud fighting's begun, were cut off fromit."
ISVRECTO-RATHER

"Aye," Ididaus nodded. "Wereto have the same problem a Beaufort." "Right. Well, Captain M'tana
may have come up with away to put part of our network back on line" "Have you, now?' Ladidaus
bent ahard look on M'tana. The captain shifted dightly in hischair but met it unflinchingly.

"Yes, sr. Understand something, Mister Skjorning. I'm an Innerworlder--a Heart Worlder -comb when
my people settled Xhosg, they didn't exactly do so completely voluntarily. | think we knew something
about oppression, then, but we've forgotten since. We should have remembered, and that meanswe
have aresponsibility here. | don't want to see the Federation torn apart; in that respect, at least, you and
| will never agree. But what | want and what's going to happen are two different things.

There's no way to paperstover the cracks thistime too much blood's aready been shed.

"Soasl seeit, | can ether join my fellow prisonersin refusing to give you any aid while we wait hopefully
for repatriation and with luck another chance to contribute to the killing, or | can help you people. Not
because | love your rebdlionl don't--but because the sooner the Federation redlizesit can't win even ff it
defets you militarily, the better.” "1 see” Ladidausgrinned dowly.

"Captan, I've the thinking I'm to like you--and I'm betting that's not to matter a solitary damn to you. But



yoU'vetheright. It has gonetoo far for healing. So how isit you're to be helping?’ "What Captain M'tana
suggested to me," Magda said, "tiesin with our plansto alow correspondence between prisoners and
their families

Well give him the codes and address of our contact on Xhosaand his'letters home" will reopen our best
conduit." Ladidaus sudied M'tana's face, seeking some sign of treachery, any intent to betray. He saw
exactly nothing.

"Y ou'reto have the knowing, Captain,” he said quietly, "of the pendty ff the Federation isever to be
finding out about this "I do,” M'tanasaid flatly. "But | know-- now what the Assembly's done to you
people, and my oath isto the Federation, not just its government. If | can help shorten thewar and
reduce thekilling, | haveto do it. Besides --was he looked uncomfortable his-coml don't enjoy killing
Terrans, Migter Skjorning, not even oneswho are technicaly traitors. His"l see" Ladidaus said yet
again. Then he added dowly,; "Let's have the discussing of the details, then, Captain.

"Well, Chang?' Commodore Li Han tipped back her chair in Longbow's briefing room as she regarded
her chief of staff. Commander Robert Tomanaga, her new battlegroup operations officer, sat beside
Tsing, and the pair of them were flanked by Lieutenant Commander Esther Kane and Lieutenant David
Reznick, Han's staff astrogator and el ectronics officer.

"Commander Tomanagaand | have gone over the Fleet opsplan, sir,” Tsing replied.

"Well know better after we run it on the tac smulator, but for now, it looks solid." "Y ou agree,
Commander?' Han turned her eyesto Tomanaga.

"Yes, dr. Oh, we could use more weight of metal, but quaity counts more than quantity." He grinned,
and Han frowned mentally, bothered by his brashness and wondering ff her worry wasjustified.

Tomanagawas certainly qualified on paper; but al of her staff officers were qualified "on paper,” with no
rea experiencein their new postions. Nor did she have any, and with an inexperienced staff under a
commodore who was hersdlf as green as grass... She hid a shudder and nodded camly. "Run it down for
us, Commander,” she said.

"Yes, gr. Firg, I'd like to put our own operation in perspective to the overal situation. Our operationa
prob,-lems are complicated enough, but we think the Rump s are worse. So far, about seventy percent
of Frontier Fleet has come over or been taken by our units, and it looks like weve got about twenty
percent of Battle Fleet, too, but our forces are scattered al over the Fringe. With only dronesfor
communication, concentrating them for opera* tionsisgoing to take time and, for theimmediate future,
our units here a Novaya Rodina congtitute Admira Ashigarasfull digposable strength.” Han tifled an
urge to hurry him up. Therewastime, and it was better to be sure her entire staff understood Fleet HQ'S
viewpoint.

"Admird Ashigarasintelligence people estimate that the Rump has suffered losses we don't know abot,
and that fighter losses have probably been extremely high because so many fighter jocks were Fringers.
That'sabit speculative, Sir, but it matches our own experience. At any rate, the Rump is undoubtedly
strapped for striking forces, but has the advantage of an intact command, better communications, and the
interior position; they can move what they have from point to point faster than we can shift around the

periphery.

"Our own immediate strategic need isto secure our frontiers before the Rump beginsto recover, for
which purpose Fleet plans a series of attacks on choke points. Our own operation against Cimmaron will



cut off four separa Rump axes of attack,” He fouched his panel, and the briefing room lights died. A
hologram appeared over the table, and light from the tangled warp lines glittered briefly in hiseyesashe
picked up apointer.

"Here's Cimmaron,” he touched atiny light dot. "Only two transts away via Redwing, but Redwing's
covered by The Line. The forts are cut off now, but Fleet prefersto isolate them rather than attack them.”
Han felt amenta nod circle the table. No one wanted to tangle with those forts.

"S0," Tomanagawent on, "well go from Novaya Rodinato Donwaltz--was his pointer hopped from star
to star as he spoke his--comto MXL-23 to Lassato Aklumar to Cimmaron--a much longer route, but
onewe own asfar as Aklumar.

Because of itslength, we're going in with only carriers, battle-cruisers, and light units, snce bettle-line
unitswould dow us by thirty, percent. On the other hand, there are no fortifications at Aklumar--thanks
to the Treaty of Tycho--and they won't know we're coming, so we ought to retain the advantage of
surprise until the moment we hit Cimmaron.” He laid the pointer aside and brought the light back up. "Our
best andlysis of the defenseisaguess,” he admitted, showing an edge of concern at last. 'Fhe Fleet base's
fixed defenses are negligible, but Cimmaron Skywatch is quite heavy: eleven type-four orbitd forts, three
covering the Aklumar warp point. Before the mutinies, there was dso a strong OWP-BASED fighter
force, and despite Fffeet'sillli estimate, thereé's no guarantee they haven't brought their fighter strength
back up. They must be as aware of Cimmaron's strategic value as we are, so the system un- doubtedly
has priority for reinforcements.” He paused to let the numbers sink in, then went on.

"What we have, after essential detachments, istwo battle- cruiser groups (ours and Commodore
Petrovnas) and four carrier groups with approximately three hundred fighters embarked, plus escorts.
The baance of force should be with us, but our edgeis dim and we don't have any superdreadnoughts or
monitors. Without them, the battle- cruiserswill have to keep Skywatch occupied until the carriers can
gabilize their catapults and launch.” All of them knew what that meant. Type-four OWPSwere big and
powerful, stronger than most superdread- noughts. It was statistically certain some of the battle- cruisers
wouldn't be around to see the fighterslaunch.

"That's the bare bones of the plan,” Tomanaga contin- ued after amoment. "We're trangporting severa
hundred crated fightersto hold the system once we have it, be- cause hdf the carriers will haveto pull
out for Bonaparte and the Zephrain operation while the rest move on Gastenhowe. Other attacks should
clear up additioaal choke points at the same time, but Cimmaron and Zephrain are theredly critical ones.
We need more depth to protect Novaya Rodina, and Fleet wants to deal with the research station as
soon as possible.” 'hank you Commander,” Hah said quietly as he fin- ished, then looked around once
more, evaluating reactions.

Captain Tsing looked merdy thoughtful, but he was a bulky, impassive man, virtudly incapable of
revealing much emotion. He was dways smply Tsng--unreadable, phleg- matic, and utterly reliable,

Tomanagalooked confident. It was, after dl, an ops officer'sjob to exude confidence, and certainly one
could not dispute the neatness of the plan... assuming one could subordinate one's own survival to the
other objec- tives. It seemed Tomanaga could do that--which could be aflaw in an ops officer. Best to
keep aneyeon him.

Lieutenant Commander Kane's eyes were intent, her lips pursed as she toyed with alock of short tilde
cut chestnut hair.

Han had watched her jotting notes as Tomanaga spoke; now her stylus ran down the pad, underscoring



or striking through as she rechecked them. Han put amentd question mark beside Kane's name, but she
wasinclined to gpprove.

Sheturned findly to Lieutenant (junior grade) David Reznick, by far the youngest member of her saff,
and perhaps the mogt brilliant of them dl. At the moment, he was frowning.

"Y ou have found adifficulty, Lieutenant?' "Excuse me?' Reznick looked up and blinked, then flushed.
"Could you repest the question please, Commodore?™ Han hid asmile. It was difcult not to fed materna
towards the young man. "I asked ffyou'd found adifficulty,” "Not with the opsplan, no, ar, but I'm alittle
worried about the electronics.” "Aha" She regarded him thoughtfully.

"Er" yes, sr. Longbow wasn't designed as acommand ship. We squeezed everything in by pulling those
two heavy launchers, but the whole datalink setup isjury-rigged. It's put together with spit, prayers, and a
lot of civilian components, Sir, and we're spilling out of the eectronics section.

If we have to dam the pressure doors, welll 1ose peripheralsright and left.” "But the system does work?

"Uh, well, yes, ar. Worksfine. Thething is, ffwe start taking hits the whole shebang could go straight to
shi--ummm, that is, the system could go down, Sr. "Hah couldn't quite hide her smile, and Reznick
flamed brick red before his sense of humor rescued him. Then he grinned back, and Han'slast redl
concern vanished as a chuckle ran around the table. The chemistry was good.

"Very well, David." She drew apad and stylustoward her. "' Give me aworg-case estimate and let's
come up withwaysaround it." "Yes, sir." He opened athick rineaeaong binder and flipped pages. "First
of al Commaodore..." "But, Lad, you got your Constitution adopted, and we're adopting your
Declaration,” Li Kai-lun said reproachfullv. "The least you can do is endorse the flag you asked meto
desgn for you!"

Ladidaus|ooked sourly at the sinuous, blood-red form coiled about the ebon banner's golden starburst.
Except for the star--and the wings on the snake-like doomwhal e -comx |ooked remarkably like the
Beaufort planetary flag.

"I'm thinking it won't be so very popular with the others,” he rumbled.
"Y ou round-eyes are dways seeing difficulties” Kai-lun teased. "It'sredlly childish of you.

Why not just learn to accept your karma?' "'Beeanse my 'karmas' probably to be a short rope when they
seethis, you old racist!” "No, no!" Kai-lun disagreed. "It's only right that the symbol of Beaufort should
adorn our banner, Ladidaus the committee was unanimous on that. And for those who need alittle
symbolism, we've added the star and wings to indicate the sweep and power of our new star nation. Y ou
see?' "Were you ever being aused-skimmer sdesman?’ Ladidaus asked hissmal dly suspicioudy.

"Never." "Ah. | had the wondering." He thought for amoment, then grinned. "All right. Itsglad I'll beto
be seeing the old doomwha e, anyway." "Good." Kal-1nn rose and headed for the disdoor, then stopped
to smile over hisshoulder.

"Actudly, you know, that--was he waved at the banner his-comis a symbol of good fortune." "Eh?I've
never had the hearing of the doomwhae being thatl' " Ah, but when you put wingson it, it'snot a
doomwhale" "No?" Ladidaus' suspicions surged afresh. "What'sit to be, then?' "Any child of Hangchow
knowsthat, Lad." Kai-lun smiled. "It'sadragon, of course.” Commodore Petrovnalooked very camin
her new uniform, but she knew every officer of the new Republican Navy could see her on the dl-ships



hookup, and her warm voice was hushed with a sense of history.

"Ladies and Gentlemen of the Flegt, | introduce to you the President of the Republic of Free Terrans,
Ladidaus Skjoruing." Isvareaco

@u Slle vanished, and Ladidaus Skjorning appeared on the screen. His face was composed, but hisblue
eyeswere brights-and hard. He sat behind aplain desk, and the crossed flags of the newborn Terran
Republic covered thewall behind him.

"Ladiesand gentlemen,” his degp voice was measured, hisfamed Beaufort accent in compl ete abeyance,
"fourteen years ago, |, too, was a serving officer in the Fleet of the Terran Federation.

Asonewho once wore that uniform, I know what it has cost each of you to stand where you now stand,
and | share your anguish. But | also share your determination and outrage. We have not come here
lightly, but we have taken our stand, and we cannot and shall not retreat from it." He paused, picturing
the officers and ratings watching hisimage, hearing hisvoice, and for just amoment it seestned that he
stood or sat beside each and every one of them. It was amoment of empathic awareness such as he had
never imagined, and it showed in hisvoice when he continued.

"Ladiesand gentlemen, it isyou who will fight for our new nation; many of you will diefor it. It isnot
necessary for me to say more on that head, for whatever else history may say of you, it will record that
you were men and women who understood the concept of duty and served that concept to the very best
of your ability. However, snceit isyou who will bear the shock of combat, it isonly just that you know
and unders "tand exactly why we are fighting and what we are fighting for. It isfor thisreason | asked
Admird Ashigarafor thisdl-ships hookup tonight.

"I am about to record our first official message to the Federation's Assembly, and | wish you to witness

this communication asit isrecorded. | suppose--was he permitted himself ablesk smile his-comt thisis

an historic moment, but that isnot why | wish to shareit with you. | wish to share it because of who you
are and what you will shortly be called upon to do.

"We represent many worlds and many ways of life.

We spring from asingle planet, but the diversity among usis great. We do not even agree upon the
nature of God or the ultimate ends of our ongoing evolution. Y et we agree upon this: what has been done
to usisintolerable, the systematic looting and manipulation of our economies and ways of life by othersis
not to be endured, and no government has the right to abuse its citizens as the government of the
Federation has abused us. And ff that agreement isall we share, it isenough. It is more than enoughas
your presencein your ships, asyour willingnessto wear the uniform you wear, demonstrates. We may
not share the same view of God, but before whateeaer God thereis, | am proud to speak these words
for you, and humbled by the cemmitment you and your worlds have made to support He looked down at
the concedled termina built into his desk--not that he needed it; what he wasto say waswrittenin his
heart and mind as surely asin the memory of his computer--then glanced up once more.

"Some of you will recognize the source of these words.

Many may not, but, | think, no one has ever said it better--comand their use may help the Federation's
citizensto understand our motives despite their present government's self-serving misrepresentation.” He
drew a deep breath and faced the pickup squardly, forcing his shouldersto relax. When he spoke once
more, he gppeared completely calm.



Only those who knew him well saw the anguish which possessed him..

fo the Legidative Assembly of the Terran Federation,” he began calmly, "from Ladidaus Skjorning,
President of the Republic of Free Terrans, forand in the name of the Congress of the Republic of Free
Terrans.

"When in the course of human events, it becomes neo-essary for one people to dissolve the political
bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the Gaaxy the
separate and equal station to which the laws of nature and the usages of justice entitle them, a decent
respect for the opinion of al races requiresthat they should declare the causes which impel them to the
separation.” He drew another deep breath, his voice rumbling up out of his chest, powerful and proud
and defiant, yet somehow reverent as he spoke the fierce old words, newly adapted to changing
circumstances.

"We hold these truths to be salf-evident: that al sentient beings are created equd, that they are endowed
with certain tindienable rights, that among,, these arelife, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.

The survivors of the coming battles might see that recording many timesin the course of their lives, yet
never again would they see and hear it asit was made. They were joined with Ladidaus Skjorning,
floating in the heart of acrystal moment, temporarily outside the bounds of space and time. Never before
had so many men and women so intimately charged with the defense of a cause been joined inthe
moment of its annunciation; perhapsit would never happen again. Yet for dl that they shared it asit
happened, few could ever recal hearing the exact words Ladid aus spoke. What they remembered was
the strength of his deep voice, the emotional communion as he forged wordsto hold their anger and
frugtration and their inarticulate love for the government they could no longer bey. The heard the list of
abuses not with their ears, but vath their souls-—-and they knew, knew now in their very bones, that the
breach was forever. They could not return to what they had been, and in that instant of unbearableloss
and palitica birth, the Terran Republic's Navy wasforged on the anvil of history asfew military oreaong,
anizations have ever been.

@u.. We musgt, therefore," Ladidaus went on, drawing to the close of hismessage, "acquiescein the
necessity which denounces our separation, and hold you, as we hold the whole vf the sentient races of
the Galaxy, enemiesin war, in peace friends.

"Now, therefore, the representatives of the Republic of Free Terrans, in genera congress assembled,
gppeding to the Supreme Judge of the Universe for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the name and
authority of the good people of these worlds, solemnly publish and declare that these united worlds are,
and of right ought to be, afree and independent nation; that they are absolved from al dlegianceto the
Legidative Assembly of the Terran Federation, and that al political connection between them and the
Terran Federation is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that as afree and independent State, they have
full power to levy war, conclude peace, contract aliances, establish commerce, and do all other acts and
things which independent states may of right do.”

He stared into the pickup, his face carved from stone, and behind his eyes he saw the crumpled body of
FonnaMacTaggart--the find, unforgivable indignity to which the Fringe Worlds had been subjected
-comandthe closing words rumbled and crashed from histhick throat like denouncing thunder.

"And for the support of this declaration, with afirm reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we
mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor.” A nian can die but once;
we owe God adeath. hisWilliam Shakespeare, Henry 1V, Part |1 in what she was The new eranso O
Fringer, thefurious personnd to Figures Admird officer to joined her, been so plained why she



commodore, at such aLt ngbo Fortu aswell, know her as had been time the self at the OFFENSIVE nv
was five hours out of Novaya Rodinaorbit e Li Han stood beside Captain Tsng Chang dp car, her face
tranquil, and worried over abo. ut to discover about her crew. publican Navy was desperately short of
vet-sixty percent of the Fleet which had been hly ninety percent had favored mutiny, but ting had
produced casudties so severe the avy found itself with lessthan haf the trained aan its captured ships.
bere even worse among the senior officers. garawas, so far at least, the most senior e over to the
Republic. Others might have ut the carnage on most of the flag decks had beme none of them had
survived. Which ex-sindecently rapid promotion... and also d hersalf wearing two hats. She might be a
but experienced Battle Fleet skipperswere mium that she had to double as CO of thet that she minded
thet!

,, they'd picked up afew unexpected bonuses, as Commodore Magda Petrovna.

Hah didn't well as shewould have liked, for Petrovna ecently busy on Novaya Rodina, splitting her the
Convention and her new command, but €ly graying woman had certainly proved herttle of Novaya
Rodina. Her choice of Jason

Windrider as her chief of saff only strengthened Han's respect for her. She felt no qualms about going
into action with Commodore Petrovna on her flank.

The car stopped on the command bridge, and the officer of the deck stood as they stepped out. The
other watch-keepers stayed seated as per her standing orders.

Some captains preferred for ther bridge crewsto indulgein dl the ceremonid rituals whenever they came
on the bridge; Han preferred for them to get on with their jobs.

"Good afternoon, Exec,” she said to Commander Sung.
"Good afternoon, sir. Commodore TSing." Han shook her head mentdly at thetitles.

She was commodore of BG 12, but also Longbow's captain. For squadron purposes, she was properly
addressed as "Commodore,"" but when acting as Longbow's CO, she was properly addressed as
"Captain.” Just to complicate matter further, Tsing was now a captain--but there could be only one
"Captain” aboard awarship, so Tsing was properly addressed as"Commodore," since courtesy
promotions were, by definition, upward.

Thus there were occas ons on which they would both properly be addressed as" Commodore,™" but only
Hah would ever be addressed as" Cap-rain,” which meant that from timeto time a"captain” outranked a
hiscommodore" aboard Longbow..ationot surprisingly, Sung, like most of her crew, took the easy out
and addressed her only as"Sir" unless there was absolutely no dternative or it was completely clear
which hat she was wearing.

"I havethe con, Exec,” shetold Sung, diding into the command chair.

"Aye, aye, ar." The short, dender commander stepped quickly back behind the chair, waiting.

"Misgter Chu, how long to warp?' " Approximately forty-three sandard hours, sir.” "Very, good.” She
swung her chair toward the exec. "Commander Sung.” "Yes, sir?' Helooked nervous. That was agood

sgn. "It'sbeen awhile since our last comprehensive drills,” she said camly.

"Don't you think we might spend afew hours brushing the rust off2." Sung Chung-hui had dreaded this



momernt.

Longbow's casudties had been the lowest of any ship in TF 17, but the néw Republican Admiraty had
raided her ruthlessy for experienced cadre. HEd managed to hang onto barely haf of her origina bridge
crew, and losses bel ow decks had been worse. He'd done his best to fit the many replacementsinto his
team, but al too many were on "makee-learnee," and he shuddered to think of the next few days.

He glanced a Tsing, but the former exec seemed thoroughly fascinated by the display on the main plot.
No help there. He drew a deep breath.

"Whenever you wish, Sr." "Then sound generd quarters, Exec,” Han said, and Sung bresthed a silent
prayer as he pressed the button.

The word, Han thought as she worked up lather, was "horrible." She raised her face to the shower spray
and the wat4r dragged at her long hair. It really wasn't dl that bad, considering, but war left no room for
"congdering.” With nukes flying around your ears, there were only adeo quate erews--comr dead ones.
She remembered the fine-tuned instrument she and Tsing had made of Longbow before the mutiny and
shook her head, but the present arthritic uncertainty wasn't Sung's fault. He hadn't had time to work up
the new drafts, and he'd actudly done quite well in the time held been given.

Shefinished rinaing and reached for atowd.

She and Sung were going to be unpopular over the next few days. At least shed managed to hang onto
most of her point defense crewsthat was about the only department which had performed with a
flourish--but damage control wasterrible and engineering was no better. She couldn't fault Sung'sinitia
concentration on gunnery and maneuvering, but gunners and coxswains alone couldn't make Longbow an
effectivefighting machine.

She wrapped the towel around herself sarong fashion and sat before her terminal. It was Sung'sjob to
bring the crew up to her standards. Under the iron-bound traditions of the service, her abili, even her
right, to interfere with handling of the problem was limited. But she was aso captain. The ultimate
respongbility was hers, and she and Sung both knew how new to his duties he was. She could stretch the
point abit, she decided, without convincing him held lost her trust.

She punched up the intraship memo system dowly, considering how to begin. Her fingers poised over the
keys, then moved.

To: COULDR Sung C.

From: CMDR Li H., CO TRNS LONGBOW RE: Exercises conducted this date Drills conducted by all
departments indicate only point defense and maneuvering personne fully competent in assigned duties.

Engineering performance was far below acceptable standards, and generd crew performance leaves
much to be desired.

| therefore suggest: (a) series of intensve exercises of dl handsin...
The words appeared with machine-like speed as L ongbow's drive pushed the ship ever closer to battle,

and Commodore Li Han, wet hair plastered to her bare shoulders, felt her mind reaching out to meet the
test to come.



Han sniffed at Tsing's pipe smoke. Few spacers smoked, and she hated cigarette smoke, but though
disshewould never admit it, sherather liked the smdll of Tsing's pipe blend. Not that liking it kept her
from scolding him over thefilthy habit in private.

She glanced acrossthe small table at Lieutenant Reznick and Commander Sung, noting the warinessin
Sung's eyes. The past weeks had been aforetaste of hdl for him, but hed done well. Longbow's
newcomers had dotted smoothly into place and even the abandon-ship drill had gone quite well, though
she hadn't seen fit to tell Sung o. It wasn't nice, but it had inspired him to maximum effort.

"Well, Chang," shesaid findly, "could this crew zip its own shoes without supervison?' "Just about, Sr.”
Tsing blew abeautiful smoke ring and glanced at Sung, "Just about.” Sung'sfacefell, and Han shook her
head reproachfully & Tsng.

"Actualy, Exec," shesad, "l think you've done very INSUBRECTION wdl. There" are dtill afew rough
spots, but al in dl, weve got one of the most efficient ship's companies I've seen.” "Fhank you, sr!"
Sung'sfacelit with pleasure.

"And justintime, too," she went on. She touched a button and a hologram of the local warp lines
appeared above thetable.

"WEeIl make trandt to Lassain about an hour, gentlemen,” she said camly. "Eighty-one hours after thet,
well be ready to fire probes through into Aklumar for alast minute report.” "Yes, sir." Tsing passed the
stem of his pipe through the warp line between Lassaand Aklumar.

"That ought to be an interesting trip." "Not as"interesting” asthe oneto Cimmaron,” Han reminded him.
"It had better not be, anyway!" She tapped the table gently, then turned acalm face to Sung. " Chung-hui,
| add you to join us because I'm going to depend heavily on you and Chang. I'll have to coordinate the
battlegroup and fight Longbow, aswell, and | can't do it unless you both understand exactly what | plan.
Y ou'll both haveto exercise alot of discretion in what you report to me and what you act upon yourvs,
s0 | want usto have avery clear mutua understanding of the operation.

Fair enough?' "Yes, gr." "Good. Then heresthefirst point; were going into Cimmaron before
Commodore Petrovna because the Rump data base won't list us as a command ship." Sung nodded,;
Longbow hadn't been acommand ship the last time the Rump saw her. "On the other hand, our datalink
has cogt ustwo capital missile launchers, so well hold back our externa ordnance when the others
launch. Well usetheracksto hide our lack of interna launchers, because if they redize werethe
command ship they'll go for uswith everything they've got.” "Yes, ar. | understand.” "Good. Second, |
want everything on line when we warp into Aklumar, no matter what the probes show. | hope wewon't
find anything to worry about -comwe don't need a Second Battle of Aklumar." Thistime both Sung and
Tsing nodded.

Aklumar had witnessed the climactic engagement of the First Interstellar War, but the last thing they
wanted was a clash to dert Cimmaron.

"But," shewent on, "if | were commanding Cimmaron thered be at least a picket at Aklumar to watch for
exactly what we hope to do.

And if there is-was she brought up a schematic of the Aklumar warp junction his--comhell be right
here." She touched the image. "Placed to dash down the warp line as soon as we enter scanner range. So
we have to make sure we don't enter scanner range until we've dedlt with him." "Sir?* Sung sounded



uncertain.

"If the admira agrees, well goin cloaked,” Han explained. "Well close with him and--hopefully--pick
him off before he knowswerethere” "But, g, the battlegroup doesn't have cloaking ECM." "No, but
we do, and so do scout cruisers.

Well form athree-ship data group with two of them and clear the way for the rest of the task force."
"Unless," Tang observed with the mild air of aman who'd made the same point before, "they've posted a
light carrier, sir. A couple of long-range recon fighters on patrol, and well never get close enough.”
"Weve been over that, Chang, and | stfil don't expect it, not with so much of Frontier Fleet coming Qver.
They'd never risk afleet or assault carrier on picket duty, and al the lightswerein Frontier Fleet. They
can't have many of them Ieft.” "Y ou're probably right, Sir, but it's my job to point out problems. And
here's another: they might use a scout cruiser of their own." "If they go by The Book, that's exactly what
they'll do,” Han agreed, "but they can't have many of them, either. If they do, the whole ops plan goes out
thelock anyway. If they're cloaking, the probes won't spot them and they'll have just as good achanceto
hide from us as we have to hide from them. Which gives them the advantage, of course, sncetheir whole
jobisto run away while wetry to locate and destroy them. But there's only oneway to find out, isn't
there?' "Y ou might ask Admira Ashigarato send in asquadron of fightersto check it, dr," Sung
suggested hesitantly.

INSV-AAECTO con'l inight," Han agreed dryly, "ff fighters carried any ECM." "Sorry, . | should
have thought of that." Sung sounded abashed.

"Don't worry about it." Han smiled. "But we're going to have to deal with this ourselves, so be certain
plotting and gunnery are ready. We'"]] haveto be quick to stop them from launching a courier drone.”
"Yes, ar." "All right. Now--was she witched to a schematic of Cimmaron his-comth iswhere we're
supposed to run into trouble. Commodore Tsing, Commander Tomanaga, and | have silent quiteawhile
discussing how to handle this, Exec, and | want you to understand what we're up to. SOP would bring us
inlagt to protect the command ship from the opening salvos, but the Rump knows The Book, too.
conCommander Tomanaga sueeests we comein.

@u,..

, firdt, sncethat sthe last place thev'll expect the flagship but I've decided to comein third. Lieutenant
Reznick heretells me our datalink won't stand much pounding, so | don't want us out too early, just as|
don't want usin the standard flag dot. Well rely on the shell game approach-- they'll know we have a
command ship, but not which oneit is... | hope. If we can force them to disperse their fire looking for us,
we may survive until BG Il comesthrough and offers so many targetsthey haveto dividetheir fire.

Understand?’ "Yes, gr." "Good. And instead of atight, traditiona globe, we'rt coming inin line abreast
for the same reasons-- everything will be directed towards keeping them guessng@u "Yes, sir.” "And
there's another point, one which relatesto our datalink.” Han turned to Reznick, who flushed dightly
under her cam regard; it was amazing how readilv he colored up. "Because we may |ose our command
dat net so quickly, | want aternate standard datalinks set up be- tween our unitsasa priority, If welose
the command net, | don't want any delaysin dropping into smaller groups, Lieutenant.” "Yes, ar." "All
right. Now, here'sthefina point for you, Exec-- you won't be on the command deck when we enter
Cimmaron.” "Sir?" Sung blinked. "But that's my duty sation! | "It isnormdly,” Han cut him off camly,
"but thisisn't normal. We don't have aflag bridge, and | have to be able to see battle plot.

That means the flag will be on the command deck. If asingle hit takes out me, Commodore Tsing, and
you--was she shrugged.



"l see" Sung till sounded unhappy, and Hah found it hard to blame him. "But where will | be, Sir?
Auxiliary fire control?' "No, Commander Tomanagawill bethere. | want you with Mister Reznick in
command datdink." She caught him with aleve stare. "Understand this, Commander.

If the command deck buysit, you're suddenly going to ino herit an entire battlegroup, because yours will
be the only ship with command dataink capability.

Hopefully Commander Tomanagawill still be around to advise you, but | can't even promiseyou that.” "I
see, ar." Sung licked hislips, then nodded firmly. "I see” "I'm glad you do, Chung-hui." She glanced at
her watch. "All right--let's get back to the bridge." She killed the holograph and tucked her cap under her
arm, facing them asthey rose. "But remember, gentlemen, up to now, it's been amatter of seizing choke
points where we happened to have mutinying units and cleaning up undefended sys-terns. That's over
now. We're going to fight for everything we get from here on out, and | want the Republican Navy to be
just as dedicated and just as professiona asthe Federation Navy. Thisisacivil war, and passions are
running high on both sides, but there had better not be any Jason Wagg'decks under my command.
These aren't Arachnids we're fighting--they're Terrans. | expect you to act accordingly.” Then sheturned,
and they followed her slently from the briefing room.

"Good afternoon, Commodore |A." Admira Ashigararegarded Hah from her eom screen, and Han
watched her left hand play with her empty right cuff in the nervous gestu sheld developed since Bigelow.
"We have the data from' the Aklumar recon probes.

It would seemm’ the admira permitted hersalf athin smile his-comyour concerns were we]] founded. The
probes report asingle unit, probably a heavy cruiser, guarding the Aklumar-Cimmaron warp point. His"|
see" Hah said. "But there's not one on the LassasAklumar point?' "No," Ashigarasaid softly, and Hah
knew her admira had considered the same point she had.

It would have made a calculating sort of sense to post a second picket. The nearer watchdog would have
virtudly no chance of surviving any attack from ‘Lassa, but her very destruction would insure awarning
for the defenders of Cimmaron.

"I have decided to approve your plan, Commodore,” Ashigarawent on after amoment. "I will detach
Ashanti and Sctthian to accompany Longbow, and your force will mae trangit in two hours. The rest of
the task force will follow eight hours|ater, in slandard formation at haf speed. Wewill remain beyond
scanner range until you engage, but once you do, we are committed. Either you will destroy him before
he digpatches awarning, or you will not. In either case, therefore, the task force will assume Formation
Alphaand trangt to Cimmaron immediatdly, without reconnaissance. Therewould belittletimeto
evauate the results of aprobe recon even if we could send probes through without giving the warning we
desireto prevent the picket from sending, so thereisno point in delaying theinevitable." "'l understand,
gr," Han said, hoping she sounded equaly "Very well, Commodore. Ashanti and Scythian will report to
you shortly. Good hunting.

"Thank you, sr," Hah said, and the screen went blank.

"All gationsreport closed up, Captain.” Lieutenant Chu was clearly more nervous over filling in for Sung
than he was over the prospect of being blown to atoms, Han noted wryly.

'hank you, Lieutenant.” She glanced at a side screen which held the faces of Sung and Reznick. "Areyou
ready, gentlemen?’



"Yes, gr," Sung said. "Datanet is operational and ECM isactive" "Very well. Let'sgo, Mister Chu.”
Longbow quivered as her drive engaged, and Hah felt afamiliar queasiness asthe grav-damping drive
field warred briefly with the artificial shipboard gravity. There had to be a better way to do such things,
shetold hersdf absently, but her attention was on Battle One.

The battle-cruiser nosed into the warp point to Aklumar, and her entire hull writhed asthetidal stress of
trangt twisted her. It was abrief sensation, but one which could be neither forgotten nor described to
anyone who hadn't fdlt it, and Han gritted her teeth against the sudden surge of nausea. Some people
claimed not to mind warp trangit, or even to enjoy it. Some people, she thought, wereliars.

Thetactica display shimmered as ddlicate, shielded equipment hiccupped to the warp stress. Then the
image steadied as the computers stabilized, and she was staring a a blank screen. Within the range of
Longbow's scanners, space was empty.

Shefdt hersdf relax as the emptiness registered. Sheld expected it, but the confirmation was ill avast
relief. NoWill al she had to do was sneak up on the ship vatching the Cimmaron junction.

“All right," she said softly, leaning back.

"I want asharp watch. We should come into scanner range in--was she glanced at the chronometer
his-comsixty-four hours and ten minutes, but ff he's decided to move, we may meet him much sooner and
where we don't expect it. So stay on your toes.

He bridge crew made no reply, and she nodded in satisfaction. So far, shetold hersdlf, toying with the
sedl of her vac suit, so good.

"lagresheis, gir," Lieutenant Chu said, and Han nodded as courteoudly as ff she hadn't already seen the
small, red dot. A moment passed; then small, precise data codes flashed under the blip and it turned
orange, indicating acruiser classvessd. The red band of an enemy identification continued to pulse
around it, but Longbow's computers INSUB.ECTION knestv ler now, and aquick search of the
database provided her name, aswell.

"She'sthe Swiftsure, Sir," a scanner rating announced. "Thank you, de Stair," Hah said camly, and
watched the blip creep dowly acrossthe display as her small squadron did stedlthily closer. She glanced
at Battle Two, checking her own formation. Even Longbow's scanners couldn't have located Ashanti and
Sctthian with certainty, if they hadn't known exactly whereto look. Now it remained to be seen whether
or not Swiftsure's scanners would detect them asthey closed to missile range. The odds againgt it were
agtronomica, but it was possible.

"Commodore, we're coming into extremerange.” It was Lieutenant Kan, her gunnery officer.

"I have agood setup.” "Stand by, Mister Kan." Han watched the tactica display unblinkingly, her
expressionless face hiding her flashing ttoughts as she consdered. The range waslong, but al three of her
ships carried externd |oads of capitd missiles, so she could fire now, banking on the fact that the
motionless Swiftsure was an idedl, non-evading target.

But the scout cruiserslacked Longbow's more sophisticated fire control, so their accuracy would be
poorer, and missiles were sublight weapons.

Firing a longer ranges meant longer flight times and gave Swiftsure a better chance to detect their
approach in timeto get adrone off. On the other hand, the closer her ships came, the more likely



Swiftsure was to detect them, which made deciding exactly when to fire anice problem in balanced
imperatives.

Han fdt hersdf tightening internaly, but her bridge crew saw no sign of it. She made hersdlf lean back in
her command chair. Ten light-seconds. That was the range a which detection became amost inevitable.
She glanced at thetactica display. Eleven light-seconds.

"Open fire, Migter Kan," she said quietly, and Longbow twitched as she flushed her externa ordnance
racks. The missileslifted away, drives howling asthey dammed across the vacuum between Han's
sguadron and her victim at Sixty percent of light speed. She watched the speckled lights on her display as
the missiles arrowed towards their target, and her brain concentrated on Swiftsure's blip, watching like a
hawk, hoping the doomed cruiser would die unknowing. But another part of her hummed with a sort of
elated grief.

The misdiles bore down on Swiftsure, and Han heard amurmur of excitement around her.

Clearly their enemy had never suspected their proximity--comeven her point defense was late and firing
wide. Only three missiles were stopped by her desperate, close-in defenses; the others went home
elghteen seconds after launch in a cataclysmic detonation brighter than the star of Aklumar.

The dreadful fireball died, sucked away by the greedy emptiness, and Han stared at her display, her heart
as cold asthe void around her ship. There was nothing left. No courier drones--noto escape pods. Just,
. hothing.

She stared at Battle One for perhaps five seconds, and somewhere deep within her was ahorrified little
girl. Shewasawarrior. Thiswasn't the firgt time sheld participated in the death of another ship and its
crew. But it wasthefirst time sheld struck down fellow Terrans from the shadows like an assassin.

Sheld given them only warning enough to know degth had come for them. Only enough to fed theterror.

She knew her success would save hundreds of her eom-rades when the Battle of Cimmaron began, but
knowing did nothing to till her shame or the shocked sickness of triumph crawling down her nerves.

She turned her command chair to face Lieutenant Chu. ""Take position two light-seconds from the warp
point on the task force approach vector, Mister Chu, then get the X O racks rearmed.” Her face was
serene. "WeIl wait herefor further orders™” "Aye, aye, Sir,” Lieutenant Chu said.

He hesitated amoment, but his enthusiasm wastoo grest to resist. "That was beautiful, Sir.

Beautiful!" ""Thank you, Lieutenant,” Hah said coolly, and her eyes met Taing's. He regarded her steedlily,
his face unreadable as he reached for the pipe lying on his console. He stuffed it dowly, and Hah looked

away.

"Battlegroup formed up for warp, ar." ""Thank you, Commodore Tsing." Hah drew adeep, unobtrusive
breath, tasting the oxygen in her lungs like wine, and felt Longbow gathering her strength about her.

Her "beccutiful, deadly Longbow, ready to plunge through the mael strom of warp, eager to engage her
foes. And suddenly Han, too, was eager eager to confront her enemies openly. She allowed hersdf alast
glance at the long, gleaming line of dots stretched out astern of her battlegroup, then touched a stud.

"Hagship." Thevoicein theimplant behind her ear was brisk and professond, but she heard thetension



blurring its edges.

"CommodoreLi," sheidentified hersdf. "BG 12 ready to proceed.” "Very well, Commodore.” Han
recognized the harsh voice of her admird. "Execute your orders.” "Aye, aye, sir. Commodore Li, out.”
Sheturned her head dightly, glancing a Commander Tomanaga and Lieutenant Reznick on her eom
screen. 'Y ou heard the lady, gentleghen.

Full military, power, Commander Tomanaga." "Aye, aye, Sr!" Tomanagas face split in asparkling grin of
mingled tenson and anticipation. Hisfingersflew over hiscommand panel, and program codes flashed
from histerminad to the datalink equipment sprawled across the e ectronics section. Rezniek watched
them flicker across his monitor, ready to reenter them if any of hisdelicate circuitry, suddenly died, and
Commander Sung sat beside him, feding unutterablv usdless away from his station on the bridge. His
Battlegroup Twelve awvoke. Theindividudity of its ships vanished into the 'vast, composite entity of their
data net. Drives snarled, snatched awake by signas flowing from Tomanagas computer, harnessed and
channeled to Han'swill, and the battlegroup hurled itsdlf a the warp point.

Hah held her breeth asthe line of shipsflashed towardsthe smdl, invisible porta--thetinv flaw in space
which would hurl them dmost two hundred light-yearsin aflegting instant spent somewhere dse. Oniv
one ship at atime would enter that magic gateway; death was the penaty for shipswhich transted a
warp point too close together. Two ships could emerge from warp in the same ingtant, in the same
volume of normal space--but only for the briefest interval. Then therewould beasingle, very violent
explosion, and neither ship would ever be seen Now BG 12 led the Terran Republican Navy'sfirst
offensive, and the battle-cruisers struck at the warp point like asted serpent.

TRNS Bardiche vanished into the whirlpool of gravitic stresslike afiery dart, followed by Bayonet, and
then it was Longbow's turn. Han drew one last breeth, her mind focused down into atight, icy knot of
concentration, and Longbow legpt ingtantly from the calm of Aklumar into the blazing nightmare of
Cimmaron.

"Incoming Firel" Kan snapped.

"Missilestracking port and starboard.” Damn, those gunners had been fast off the mark!

Their missles must have been launched even before they'd seen L ongbow--launched on the probability
that someone would be coming through from Aklumar to meset them.

Thank God Swiftsure had been less dert!

If the forts had been granted any more warning @ul.

. if they'd had their energy weaponson line.

More missiles flashed towards her ships. She ignored them. There was nothing she could do about them.
They were Kan's respongibility, his and the point defense crews'; she had responsibilities of her own, and
through the blur of battle chatter and the soft beeping of prioriWill warning Ssgnas she heard Tsing
hammering his keyboard as he and Tomanaga and Reznick fought to restabilize the net and feed her the
data she needed.

There! The display cleared suddenly, the dots of her battlegroup clear and sharp, and they were dl there!

Dwarfed by the massve, crimson dots of the forts they might be, but they had dl survived, and suddenly



the data net had them. Missiles flashed away astheir XO racks flushed.

Brilliant detonations wracked the space around the fortresses, hammering their shiddslike Titans, and
Han heard Kan's whoop of triumph. Their missile crews had been far more aert than their point defense
gunners, she thought grimly. Thefirst massive sdvo went in virtua ly unopposed, and one of the fortswas
suddenly streaming atmosphere through shattered armor and plating.

But missileswere still screaming towards BG 12, and Han saw the dots of her shipsflash crazily as
Skywatch's warheads crashed among them.

Longbow's datalink took control of BG 12's point defense systems, dragooning them into atigtlt-woven
network in defense of the entire battlegroup, and Hah caught abrief impression of her two escort
destroyers astheir missile defensesflared like volca- noes againgt the incoming tide of destruction.

But not al of it could be stopped.

"Signal from Bardiche, Commodore! Code Omegal" Han's eyes darted to her lead ship, the onein the
spot Tomanaga had wanted for Longbow. The ancient, inverted horseshoe-symbol of death for the ships
of Terra--flashed across her blip, brilliant precursor of her doom. Then her dot vanished, and Li Hah no
longer commanded four battle-cruisers.

"Close the range, Commodore Taing.

Missilesto sprint mode. Stand by to engage with hetlasers.” "Good hits on target two, Sr!™ Lieutenant
Kan'svoicerang in Han's ears. He had preciouslittle time for reports, for it zsthis pand, feeding through
the datalink, which controlledthe gunnery of the entire battlegroup, but he wasright. Target two wasan
ar-dreaming ruin, its re-mastning weapons no longer synchronized with itsfellows.

"Two'sdatdink isgone, Gunnery," she said, amazed at the calm sound of her own voice.

"Drop it. Concentrate on one and three." "Aye, sir. Fire shifting now!" "Fachion's out of the net, Sir!"
Tsing reported sharply. ""1eAlso her to withdraw,” Han said, not even looking up from Battle One.
Without the protection of synchronized point defense, Falchion was hel pless before the hurricane of
missiles dashing in upon her. Her only hope wasto bregk off. If she could. If the fortswould let her go.

Time had stopped. Han's ship lunged around her, squirming desperately through the fortresses fire.

Half her battle-cruisers gone dready, and the engagement had only begun! She heard her voice, cold as
ice, belonging to astranger asit rapped out orders, fighting for her ships surviva with every skill she had
been taught, every intuition she had been given by God. And it wasn't enough. She knew it wasn't
enough. Longbow lurched as another missile dammed into her shidds--and another. Where was
Petrovna? Where was the rest of the task force?

Surely she and her people had been fighting alone for hourd!

"Fachion--Code Omega," Communications reported flaily.

"Scanners report enemy fighterslaunching, sir! ETA of first strike ninety, seconds!™ " Abort standard
missile engagement,” she heard hersdf say. " Stand by AFHAWK'S. Take the forts with beams, Chang.”

"Aye, aye, Sr." Longbow lurched indescribably, and Han's teeth snapped together through her tongue.
Shetasted blood, and dust motes hovered inthe air.



"Direct hit, dr! Laser Two'sgone!

Heavy casudtiesin Drive Threel" "Initiate damage control. Tracking, anything on BG 117" "Battleaxeis
emerging now, sir!" Thank God! Help was coming. If she could just hold on-- Longbow twisted, writhing
asforce beams pummeled her. The shidlds were down, and armor and plating shattered under the
assault. Han fet her ship's pain in her own flesh as the shock frame hammered her, bruising her savagdly
through her vac quit.

The bridge lighting flickered and flashed back up, and she heard the deadly hiss of escaping air.

"Vac suitd" She snagpped down the faceplat of her own helmet. It was too much. The price they were
paying wastoo high.

"Here comethefighters" Han saw them on Battle One, sweeping in from port in awave. They were too
tight, showing their inexperience in the massed target they gave her gunners--but there were so many of
them!

"Engagewith AFHAWK'S" she said coldly.

David Reznick no longer watched his monitor. He was too busy with his servos, fighting the mounting
destruction of hisjury-rigged equipment.

Repair robots scuttled through forests of cableslike metal beetles, bridging broken circuits, fighting the
steady collapse. He was dimly aware that Commander Sung had taken over the backup monitor as he
himself strove desperately againgt the inevitable. The vibration was even worse than held feared, yet
somehow he kept the net on line despite the terrible pounding.

Then it happened. He was never certain, afterwards, exactly what it felt like. One moment he was
crouched over hisremotes, directing hisarmy of mechanical henchmen -comthe next awall of fire
exploded through the compartment. He heard the screams of his datalink crew, and the air was suddenly
thick with the stench of burning flesh.

He dammed down hisvisor in blind reflex, choking and gasping as his suit scrubbers attacked the smoke,
and blinked furioudy againgt the tears, fighting to see through the flames. He got only aglimpse of his
monitors, but it was enough.

Therewas no hope of restoring the net, and the hedl of his hand dammed down on the secondary
datdink.

There was no response. The system was dead, and L ongbow was on her own.

Hwhirled to another console, jerking ared lever, and his suit whuffed out as blast doors dammed and
emergency hatches blew. Thefire died ingtantly, smoke, oxygen, and fud aike snatched away by
vacuum, and only then did he wonder why he'd been | eft to throw the switch. That was Commander
Sung's job He looked down and retched into his helmet.

Lessthan haf Sung's body lay there, and the fragment which remained was shriveled into something less
than human. Reznick sobbed and dragged himself away, nostrilsfull of the smell of hisown vomit ashe
crawled across the gutted compartment through the shattered circuitry and molten cables. Surdly
someonewas dill dive?



"Datdink gone, gr! Point Defense One no longer responds! Main Fire Control's out of the circuit! Heavy
casudtiesin Auxiliary Fire Control!" Han merely nodded asthe litany of disaster crashed over her.
Longbow was dying-only amiracle could save her ship now. She glanced at the plat, frozen in the instant
her scanners went out. One fort was gone and one was badly damaged, but the third remained. Magda
Petrovnawas here, furioudy engaging the remaining fortifications, and it looked asif al her shipswere
intact. And Kdlerman's carriers were launching; sheld seen the tiny dots of strikefighters going out even
as her display locked. But

BG 12 was gutted. Bardiche and Falchion were gone, and Longbow was savagely mauled. She had a
vague memory of an Omegareport on Y dlowjacket, and it horrified her to redlize she couldn't remember
when the escort destroyer had died.

"Withdraw, Mister Chu," she said harshly.
"There's nothing more we can do." Longbow turned to limp brokenly away.

Han's shock frame broke as a massive concussion threw her from her chair. Sheturned in midair likea
cat, landing in a perfect roll and bouncing back onto her feet in an ingtant. Lieutenant Chu was draped
over his console--it took only aglance at his shattered helmet and grotesquely twisted spine to know she
could do nothing for him. Lieutenant Kan heaved himsalf out of the ruin of hisfire control panel, one hand
damming apatch over ahissing holein hisvac suit deeve. Tang wasthere, and fiveratings. Therest of
her bridge crew was dead.

She was dtill turning towards Tsing when the drive field died. There was no way to pass damage reports
to what remained of her bridge, but she needed no reports now; the loss of the field meant the next
warhead would vaporize her ship. There was no timefor fear or pain or to oss. Not now. Her chin thrust
down on the helmet switch, and her voice reached every, living ear remaining aboard her ship.

"Condition Omegal Abandon ship! Abandon ship!" she said, her voice amost as calm and dispassionate
as when the action began. " Aban--was Longbow's fractured hull screamed as another force beam ripped
across her command section, shattering plating and flesh. The shock picked Han up and hurled her
againgt abulkhead, and darkness smashed her under.

Han'svision cleared. She felt hands on her arms and looked around dazedly. Tsing held her to eft arm,
Kan her right, and the thunder of their suit packs came to her through their bodies as they fought for their
lives and hers. Shetried to reach her own pack controls, but she was weak, numb, washed out. They
wererisking their livesfor her, and she wanted to order them to save themsalves, but he had nothing left
to give. She could only stare back at the gutted, shattered ruin of her splendid ship, her beautiful ship, her
tremendous, vitd, living Longbow, dying behind her.

Point Defense Two was till in action, its Marine crew ignoring her bailout order as they fought to delay
the moment o pounds destruction--to give their fellowstimeto clear the letha zone of theimpending
fireball, and tears clouded her eyes as she watched their hopel ess battle. She should be with them.

She should he there with her people. And howmany of her other people lay dead within her beautiful,
broken ship? How many o |eft-brace her family had she left behind?

The question was still driving through her asthe missile struck. It took Longbow amidships--not that it
meattered to the defenseless hulk. Hah had a brief impression of fury and brilliance and light before her
helmet polarized and cut off her-vison. Then thefireball reached out to claim her, and there was only



darkness.

CASUALTY Li Hanwoke unwillingly. There was something horrible, she thought in drowsy terror.
Something waiting-- She opened her evesto apagte ceiling and brilliant sun patterns, dancing ad lesping
asthewindow curtainsfluttered, and relief filled her.

It had been abad dream. She raised ahand to her forehead. A nightmare. If it had been real, sheld be
dead. And she wasn't even...

Her hand did over her forehead, and her eyes widened in horror, for she had no eyebrows. Her hand
moved higher, trembling with the tactile memory of long, deek hair.., but there was no hair.

The discovery dashed awav her drowsiness, and ivory,-knuckled fists clenched. It had happened, and
tears burned as her broken heart railed at auniverse cruel enough to spare her from her beautiful
Longbow's destruction.

But long years of mental discipline chided the extravagance of her grief. The universe moved asit would;
it was neither kind nor cruel, and all it asked of her was that she play her own part againgt itsvast
impartidity,. Her pae lips murmured mind-focusing mnemonics, channeling grief in atechnique which had
served her well over the years, but thistime it took over an hour to approach cam.

Yet cam cameat last, and her eyes opened once more. Shewasin ahospital, she thought, turning to the
window. On aplanet with asmdl, warm sun that could be neither planefiess Aklumar nor cool, barren
Issaand so must be

Cimmaon. Which meant that the Republic had won... or lost. She smiled with aghost of red humor as
she pondered the question. Was she avictorious hero in a conquered hospital? Or amiserable POW,
doctored by her captors? There was ongg'ity one way to find out, and she reached for the call button,
dismayed by the languid, weary weakness 0 pounds her muscles.

Her door opened within seconds, and she turned her naked head dowly, blinking againgt tears and light
dazzle, as awoman in nursing whites entered. It took endgg'ess secondsto clear her eyes enough to read
thetiny letters etched across the nurse's medica branch caduceus. "rRN," they said.

So they'd won; no Rump commander would permit POW'S to wear the Republic'sinsgnia, and her eyes
closed again asrdief ate at her frail reserves. Then shefdt coal fingersin the ages-old, feathery touch as
her pulse was checked and forced her eyes back open, staring up into aplain, serene face.

"How--was Her throat was dry and she felt a sudden surge of nausea, but shetried again, grimly. "How
long?" she husked, and the rusty croak which had replaced her soprano appalled her.

"A little over aweek, Commodore," the nurse said calmly, and offered her atumbler of haf-melted ice.
She held the plastic straw to Han's cracked lips, and Hah sucked avidly, coughing as the water ran down
her desiccated throat. 1t was only when the nurse finally removed the straw, gently disengaging Han's
wesk fingersfrom their dmost petulant, childlike grip, that her words penetrated.

A week.t Impossible! And yet...

"A week?" she repeated, cursing the haziness of her thoughts.

"Yes, Commodore," the nurse said serendly, and touched a switch. The bed rose under Han's shoulders,



and she clutched suddenly at the sideralls, eyes rounding in pure astonishment as vertigo flashed through
her.

"Too much?' The nurse released the button quickly, but Han shook her head amost vicioudly.

Shewas anava officer, and no hospital bed was going to make her whoop her cookies! The nurse
watched her amoment, then shrugged and held the button down until Hah sat bolt upright, wondering
dizzily if her pride wasworth such physicad distress.

But the vertigo dowly diminished. The bed till ssemed to curtsy gently and nausea till rippled, but it was
better. Perhapsif shetold hersdlf that often enough she would even believeit. She focused with some
difficulty on the nursg's nameplate.

"Lieutenant Tinnamou--""Y es, Commodore?’ "Mirror?' Han husked. The lieutenant's eyesremained
serene, but Hah saw the doubt and forced her hurtful lipsinto asmile. "I--can handleit.” "All right." The
nurse produced asmdl mirror. It seemed to weigh fifty kilos, but Han managed to raise it and peer at the
dranger it held.

Her eyeswere huge holesin athin, gray-green face, sores covered her lips, and ‘dark mottled patches
disfigured her complexion.

Her hairless skull seemed obscene and tiny on the bony column of her neck, and her collarbonewas a
sharp ridge at the neck of her hospital gown.

Rad poisoning. She'd seen it before, but, her detached, dizzy mind decided camly, sheld never seen
anyone look worse and live. Her brain went back to that find nightmare instant of consciousness, seeing
her hedmet polarize again.

Close, shethought. Her impression of the firebal reaching out for her was dl too closeto the truth.
"Captain Tang?' she asked hoarsdly. "Lieutenant Kan?' "Both dive, Commodore,” Lieutenant Tinnamou

sad briskly, reclaiming the mirror. But shelaid it conveniently on the bedside table, and Han felt
patheticaly grateful. The gesture seemed to imply confidencein her ability to endure what it had shown
her.

"Hhow bad?' She gestured weskly &t hersdlf.

"Not good, sir, but you'll makeit. I'd rather let your doctor give you the whole picture.” "When?' "He's
on hisway now," the lieutenant said.

"| expect-- The door hissed open and asmall, cherub-faced man bounced in, smiling so hugely she
wondered whether she ISV SSECTO was mole amused by his antics or resentful of his abundant energy.

"Good morning, Commodore Li!" he said briskly, and her eyeswidened at the harsh, sharp-edged
vowels of his New Detroit accent.

They dropped dmost involuntarily to hisuniforminggnia
"Yes," hegrinned wryly, "I'm one of those damned loydists, Commodore. But then--was his smile turned

gently mocking his-- uniforms don't matter much to uskindly heders. | can find you agood, honest rebel
if you like, but I'm really quite agood doctor." Hisironic tone touched something insde her, and her



cracked lips quivered.

"Much better!" he chuckled, crossing hisarms and looking down at her. "I'm Captain Llewellyn, by the
way. Pleased to meet you at lagt. I've been in and out for the last week or so, but you've only been out.”
"How bad?' Han asked hoarsdly.

"Could beworse," he said frankly, "but not alot. It was al touch and near-as-damn-it-go, actualy. At
the moment, you weigh about twenty-eight kilos." She flinched, but her eyes were steady, and he nodded
approval.

"Y ou were lucky it was only anice, clean fighter missile,"" he went on. "On the other hand, you'd areedy
have checked out of our little hotel ff you'd had the shielding of an escape pod. | understand the bridge
pods were buckled and your crew got you out just intime, asit were." "H-how many?' she husked.

"From the bridge?' He looked at her compassionately. "Five counting you." She winced, and he went on
quickly. "But overal, you did much better. Over haf your crew got out safely.” Her lipstwisted. Hewas
right, of course; fifty percent was amiraculousfigure. But ff over hdf had survived, dmost haf had not.

"Asfor you, you got an awful dose, but your chief of staff seemsto have unusud tad tolerance. He got
you and your lieutenant picked up and hooked to blood exchangersin time, but even o, it was arough
forty-eight hours. We've managed to scrub you out pretty well, and the cell count looks okay, but it was
tight, malam. Redlly, redly tight." "Don't look much like | madeit anyway," Han rasped. "Ah." LIewdlyn
nodded. "Y ou are a bit the worst for wear, Commodore. We doctors should, after al, be honest. But
you'll improve quickly now we can get you off the V'S and put alittle weight back on you." He
examined her face criticaly and rose briskly. "But for now, | want you to go back to deep. | know, |
know--was he waved aside her haf-voiced protests his-comy just got here. Well, the planet isn't going
anywhere, and neither are you. We've got you scrubbed out, but you have seven broken ribs, a cracked
cheekbone, afractured femur, and a skull fracture--just for starters. I'm afraid you're going to take a
while hedling up from that." Hah blinked at him, wondering where the pain was.

They must have her loaded to the gills with painkillers, she decided, which hel ped explain her wooziness.
Hislast words seemed to echo around avast, dark cavern, and she redlized dimly that the cavern was
her own skull. She blinked again and let herself sink into the lightheadedness. The sun patterns on the
celling danced above her, weaving the pattern of her dreams.

The next few days were bad. Hah was sick and dizzy, and she hated her surrounding forest of scrubbers
and monitors. The instruments were silent, but she knew they were there--probing and peering for thefirs
sgn of uncorrected damage. They were part of the technology which kept her dive, and she hated them
because they were part of what confined her to her bed.

It took long, hard effort to attain her normal calm, and it dipped away abruptly, without warning. She
hated her loss of control dmost as much as she did her weakness, and that |oss showed when Lieutenant
Tinnamou refused to let her visit Tang Chang.

Hah tried reason. It didn't work, so she pulled rank, only to find that medicos are remarkably impervious
to intimidation. And findly, she resorted to a hell-raising tantrum which would have shocked anyone who
knew her and, in fact, shocked her--but not as much asthe flood of tears which followed.

That stopped her dead. Shefell back on her pillows, exhausted by the expenditure of emotion, and her
emaciated form shook with the force of her sobs.



Sheturned her face away from the nurse's compassionate eyes, and the (‘ieutenaht frowned down at her
for amoment, then stepped out into the hall.

Han heard the door close with gratitude, for her reactions both shamed and frightened her. How could
she exercise command over othersif she could no longer command hersdif.

But then the door opened again and someone cleared histhroat. Her head snapped back over, and
Captain Llewelyn looked down at her, his cherub's face incongruoudy stern.

"I suppose, Commodore, that we could cal this ‘conduct unbecoming an officerHis--but I'm
old-fashioned. Let'sjust call it childish." "I know," she husked and turned her head away addain. "I'm
sorry. Just--just go away.

I-I'll bedl right... His"Will you, now?" His voice was sternly compassionate.

"| thieak not. Not, at least, until you accept that you're merely human and entitled as such to moments of
weakness." "It'snot that,” she protested, scrubbing her eyes with baled fistslike achild. "I... to mean..

M "Yes, itis" hesaid gently. "I've checked your record, Commodore. Sword of honor. Y oungest captain
in Battle Fleet.

Stellar Cross. Headed for the War College, but for the current... unpleasantness. And that's only the
officia record. Theré'saso your crew." "My--crew?" It popped out involuntarfiy, and she bit her tongue,
cursing her crumbling self-control.

"The survivors have had our visitors' desk under Sege ever inceyour arrival. If | hadn't put my foot
down, you'd've been buried under well-wishers---wh, since | don't want you plain buried, I'm not about
to permit! But' my point is smple: amassing that record and winning that loyaty saysalot about your
persondity,” His voice grew suddenly gentle. "Y ou're not used to being helpless, are you?' Hah turned
away, horribly embarrassed, but his ques- tion demanded an answer. And she owed him one for
keeaenceeageaong,, her dive, she supposed fretfully. she said shortly.

"I thought not. Which explains exactly why you're react- ing thisway," he said smply, and Han turned
back towards

"Perhaps," shesaid levelly, "hut it loesn't help that you haven't told me everything, either, Doctor.”
Llewelyn'sface stilled at the accusation, and his eyes narrowed.

"Why do you think that, Commodore?' he asked findly, histone neutra.

"I don't know," she confessed hitterly, "but you havent, have you?' "No." His smple response surprised
her, for she'd expected him to waffle. But she'd done the little Corporate Worlder an injustice; he was as
utterly incapable of evading adirect question as she hersdif.

"And what haven't you told me?" "I think you know dready," he said quietly. "Y ou just haven't let
yoursdlf faceit. I'd hoped you wouldn't for awhile, but you're more bloody-minded than | thought,” he
added, and a door opened in her mind-- adoor she had been holding shut with al her strength even as
she hammered againdt it.

Hewasright, she thought distantly. She did know.



Her hand crept over the blankets across her belly, and he nodded.
"Yes," hesaid gently, and her teeth drew blood from her lip.
"How bad isit?' she asked findly, her hoarse voiceleve.

"Not good,” he said honestly. "A high percentage of your ova are stexile; others are badly damaged. On
the other hand, some are perfectly,, norma, Commodore. Y ou can still bear hedlthy children.

"At what odds?' she asked hitterly.

"Not good ones," he met her eyes squardly, his voice unflinching, "but you know about the problem. It
wouldn't be difficult to check the embryos and abort defectives at avery early stage.” "1 see” Shelooked
away, and Llewellyn started to reach out, then stopped as he recognized the nature of her withdrawal.
She wasn't dropping deeper into depression; she was merdly digesting what she had been told.

He stared down at her helplesdy, tasting her anguish and longing with al his heart to comfort her. Y et he
sensed something more than anguish under her Sck, weakened strrface, something pure and amost
childlikeinitsinnocent strength, like spring stedl at her core.

Thiswas awoman who knew hersdf, however imperfect her self-knowledge seemed to her.

He sank into a chair, knowing she would turn back to him shortly, that his departure would shame her,
watching the taut, bony shouldersrelax. And as he watched the wasted body unknot, he felt himsdlf in the
presence of agreat peacefulness, asif she were but the last to ink in an endless chain, ableto draw on
the strength of al who had gone before her. HEd already recognized the years of self-discipline behind
her serenity, yet now his empathy went deeper, sensing the gift of freedom her parents had given her so
long before, and he wished desperately that more of his patients could be so.

Her head moved findly, the delicate skull under thefine, dark fuzz shifting on the pillow, and she spoke
quigtly.

"Thnk you, Doctor. | wish vou'd told me sooner--but maybe you were right. Maybe i needed to wait for
alitfiewhile" "No, | waswrong,”" he said humbly.

"Perhaps. At any rate, now | know, don't I?I'll haveto think about it." "Yes." He rose unwillingly,
shocked to redlize that he wanted to stay within the orbit of her strength, then shook himsdlf and smiled
faintly. "Should | send Lieutenant Tinnamou back in?1 think she'sabit concerned you might have, er,
exhausted your strength.” "Is she?' Han'sweary face dimpled. "I hadn't redlized | knew so much
profanity, but I'd rather be alone for abit, Doctor. Would you give her my gpologies? I'll gpologizein
person later.” "If you like" he said, relieved to see her smile at last, "but we kindly healers know sick
people aren't at their best, Commodore." "Please, call me Han," she said, touching hiswrist with skeletal
fingers. "And | will gpologizeto her. But not just now.

"Certainly. I'll tell her--Ham" He twinkled sadly at her and touched his nameplate. "And my nameis
Daffyd." "Thank you, Daft.vd." She smiled again and closed her eyes. He left.

It took hoursto truly accept it. The actua fact was not surprising--not intellectualy. Somehow Han had
assumed it wouldn't happen to her, but shed dways known it could. It was unfair, but then so was

biology.



She fet tears on her cheeks, and thistime felt no shame. Her life had been so orderly. She'd faced her
need to excd in her chosen field, known that pride required proof of her competence. And, as awoman,
the pressure for early achievement had been greet, for she was not just a Fringer; she was Hangchowese,
born to a culture which thought as much in generations asindividuals. So her schedule had been set; she
would achieve her rank, and then take timefor the children she wanted.

Sherolled her head on the pillow, agonized by aloss even more poignant because she had never
possessed what had been lost. The pain wasterrible, but the awful moment of redlization was past. All
she must do now wasfaceit. All she had to do was cope with the unbearable.

It would have been different ff she were an Innerworgg'der, she thought sadly, for the crowded
Innerworlds restricted access to longevity treatments.

But Han had been born on aFringe World blessed with adequate medica technology, one where the
antigerone therapies were generally available. At thirty-nine, she looked-and was-the Inner-world
equivaent of perhaps twenty, and the differential would grow astime passed. She had expected another
fifty years of fertility... fifty years which had been snatched away. For amoment, she dmost envied the
Innerwodders' shorter spans. They would have had fewer lonely years, she thought in a surge of

df-pity.

Shefrowned sadly. LIewellyn was a good man, despite his homeworld, but his every word of comfort
only underscored their differences. There were too few peoplein the Fringe. Alien gravitiesand
environments inhibited fertility -comx took generations for the biologica processesto readjust fully, and
no woman of Hangchow would even consider conceiving achfid with apotentidly lethal genetic heritage.

For them, babies were unutterably precious, the guarantee of the future, not burdens on acrowded
world'sresources. Intellectudly, Han could accept Llewdlyn'swords, emotiondly they were.intolerable.

ISV-AACTO

She. shook her head dowly, feding the pain recede as she faced the decision. There was only one she
could make and be true to herself and her culture, she thought, and knowing that defested the pain.

But nothing would ever dispd her sorrow.

Time passed dowly "in ahospita. Seeing days dip past without activity to fill them was anew experience
for Han, and shefelt events leaving her behind. Her battlegroup was dishanded as Bayonet and Sawfly,
the last surviving units, were repaired and transferred to other squadrons, and even her surviving staff was
on the binnacleligt. Tsing Chang would be returning to duty only shortly before Han hersdf, and Esther
Kane had never cleared Longbow. Robert Tomanagawould live, but he would be busy learn-Ing to walk
with one robotic leg for monthsto come.

Only --avid Reznick had survived unhurt. He was the sole visestot she was alowed for two weeks, and
meeting him again was perhaps the saddest of her few duties, for if he was physicaly unscathed, his
coltish adolescence was gone. He'd been forced to mature in a particularly nasty fashion, and she was
only grateful it had not embittered him. Indeed, she felt acertain subtle strength within him, the strength of
aman who has been so afraid that he will never be that frightened again. She hoped she wasright, that it
was strength and not the final, fragile ice over aglaring weakness. She was in poor shape when he called
on her, and the visit was so brief she could scarcely recall it later, yet she felt her judgment was sound.

But her staffs|osses reflected her people's casudties as awhole, and she grieved for them.



There were over four hundred dead from Longbow alone, and it had taken al her will to remind hersalf
that dmost five hundred of her people had escaped.

Yet nooneat al snrvived from Bardiche or Y elow-jacket, and only twelve from Falchion.

She supposed historians would call the operation a brilliant success, but twenty-eight hundred of her
people had died, and it was hard to feel triumphant as she brooded over her dead in the long, londly
hours.

Y et endless though the days seemed, she was improving, and she received concrete proof of that in her
third week of convalescence. A chime sounded, her door opened, and her thin face blossomed in an
involuntary smile as shelooked up from her bookviewer and saw Commodore Magda Petrovna

"Hah!" Magda reached out to grip her hand, and her concerned eyes surveyed the ravages of Han's
illness. But they were also calm, and Hah recognized akindred soul in the lack of effusive, meaningless
pleasantries.

"Cometo view the nearly departed, Magda?' "Exactly. Mind?' "Of course not. Sit down and tell me
what's happening. It'slike pulling teeth to get them to tell me anything in thisplace!” Magda scaled her
cap onto an empty table and brushed back her hair. The white streaks flashed in the window's sunlight
liketrue slver, and for just amoment Hah was bitterly envious of her hedthy vitality.

"Not too surprisng,” Magdagrinned. "It's a Rump hospital, and they wouldn't like to talk about alot of
what's happening.” "1 think you're doing Captain Llewe lyn an injustice,”" Hah said gently from her pillows.
"I don't think he worries about his patients uniforms. He certainly couldn't have been kinder to me."
"Then he'san exception,” Magdasaid tartly. "Mogt of "em look like they smell something bad when we
walk into aroom. Hard to blame them, redlly. Their defense wasn't anything to be particularly proud of "
"No?' Han's mouth turned down. "They did well enough against me, Magda. They destroyed my entire
battlegroup.” "No they didn't, Han. Oh, they hurt you, | don't deny that, but Bayonet and Sawfly came
through practicaly untouched. And my God, what you did to them! All my group had to do was clean up
the wreckage, Hah--you and your people won the battle." Hah shook her head stubbornly and said
nothing.

"You did," Magdaingisted. "The poor Rump pilots were so green they never stood a chance once
Kelerman got hisfighterslaunched, and the loca population was with us. Some of the planetary garrison
tried to hold out, but the ground fighting took lessthan aday. Thay never had achance without Fleet
support. But ff you and your people I1-QSURRECTION 203 hadn't smashed those forts up before they
camefully on line---was She shivered eaborately.

They did well enough againgt me," Han repeated with quiet bitterness.

"No argument. But they were the only vets @.kywatch had, and their only Fleet units--one battle-cruiser
and a haf-dozen tincans--hauled ass as soon as they realized we werein force." She grinned suddenly,
her humor so bubbling it reached through even Han's depression. Y ou should hear what old
Pritzcowitski'has to say about them! They'd better pray he never writes an efficiency report on them!™ "
canimagine," klan agreed, and amazed hersdlf by laughing for thefirst time since the battle. It felt so good
shetried it again, feding Magdas gpproving eyes upon her. "Y ou're good for me, Magda." "Fair'sfir,"
Magda said, shaking her head.

"If you hadn't doric your job, | wouldn't be here. They went" for Snphaunce with everything they had as



soon asthey saw her--fortunately, you hadn't left them much.” "Tm glad.” "Sowas|. Oh, by theway, |
checked on your Captain Tsng on theway up here. He's madder than hdll the doctorswon't let him
come seeyou, but he'sdoing fine. In fact, he even kept some hair.” "Thank God!" Han said quietly. "And
Lieutenant Kan?' A little worse than Tsing, but helll befine, Han." "Thank you for telling me." "Well, |
hope someone Would tdll neif the position were reversed[” " @.0 the rest of the Fleet got off light," Han
mused. "Y ep. Infact, Admiral Ashigaras aready headed for Zephrain, and Kellerman's carriers are off
to join our monitors and move on Gastenhowe.” "Then why aren't you gone?' Hah asked.

"I, my dear, am senior officer commanding Cimmaronat least for now. They added a cruiser and light
carrier group to my battle-cruisers, then uncrated those fighters... and most of @.kywatch surrendered
intact when they saw you did to one detachment.” see.”" Hah pursed her lips thoughtfully. "Not bad for a
lowly commodore, Magda. I'm glad for you.”

"You are?' Magda smiled warmly. 'I'hanks- -comb I'm only Ieft-brace tour deputy.

You're till senior, so as soon as you're up, the command isyours. So get yoursalf well and relieve me,
Commodore!" "I'd say the job wasin good hands," Han said.

"Thanks, but I'll be glad to turn it over to someone dse, beieve me. And in the meantime, if you don't
mind too much, theré's someone out in the hal who'd like to seeyou. My chief of gaff." "Then invite him
inl | haven't been dlowed any visitors, Magda, and | till haven't thanked him properly for saving mv ship
at Bigelow." 'Magda smiled and stepped back out into the corridor to collect Captain Windrider. Han
watched his gaze move over her hairless skull and wasted face and wondered ff her appearance shocked
him, but he only smiled.

"Good morning, Commodore. Y ou're looking better than I'd expected.” "Better?' Han shook her head.
"Were you expecting a corpse, Captain?' "No, just someone who'd come alittle closer to being one.

"W, | suppose | came close enough, at that," Han agreed, and patted her bed. "Theré's only one chair,
so one of you hasto st here." She half-expected an awkward pause as Windrider took the chair and
Magda perched on the bed, but these were fellow professionasthev knew the risks, and they could
gpesk of them unsdlfcon'scioudy. But more than that, she redlized, she was profiting from how
comfortable they were with one another. She knew they'd never met before Windrider became Magdas
chief of staff, yet they seemed far closer than the mere professionalism of asmooth command team could
account for. It was a personal sort of closeness, one that carried them over any bumpsin their
conversation without a pause.

The more she listened to them, the more aware she became of the almost telepathic nature of their
communication.

They used a sort of shorthand, with single words replacing entire sentences, vet seemed totaly unaware
of it. But they reached out t her, aswell, and she found hersaf opehing up to others as she never had
before. She wondered later ff physical weakness had somehow eroded her normal reserve, but she
suspected the answer was far smpler than that: Magda Petrovna.

Hah watched Magda, feding the way she drew both Windrider and herself towards her. Not since sheld
been alittle girl in the presence of her own mother had Han felt such an aura of peace, and & this
moment in her life, she could fed only gretitude, for she well knew how desperately she needed it. She
alowed hersdf to relax completely -coms completely that she barely noticed when the conversation
turned to her injuries.



She never could recall the exact wordsin which the information dipped out, but she never forgot
Magda's expression. The brown eyes were soft, but they were aso warm and supportive. Few people
have the gift of offering complete sympathy without undermining the ability to dedl wi pain. Magda, Hah
redized, did.

"It'sc'onfirmed?’ Magda asked gently.
"Yes" Han felt her mouth twist and straightened it, drawing her serenity about her once more.

Magda's support offered her strength, and she nodded. "I have about one chance in sSixty of conceiving a
normal child." "Shit." Windrider's single, bitter word might have undercut her self control, but she saw the
anger in hisdark, lean face and eyes. Anger over her loss, utterly unencumbered by self-consciousness.

In that moment, he became her brother.

"Have you decided what to do?' Magda's face was serene, and Hah felt she would have reached down
to smooth her hair, had she ill had hair, as she asked the question.

"I've arranged to have my tubestied." She shook her head wryly. "Daffyd took it worse than | did,
though hetried to hideit." "I imagine," Magda patted Han's sound thigh gently. "Funny how irrationa we
Fringersare, ian't it?" She smiled and patted her again, then glanced at her watch and rose. "Damn, look
at thetime! Y our "kindly hesler”--was Han grinned at Llewd lyn'sfavorite phrase his-commuttered
something about firing squads ff we wore you out. And you're looking alittle peaked to me, so wed
better clear out. But well be back, won't we, Jason?" " Sure thing, Boss." Windrider patted one thin
hand, squeezing it asheraose. "Don't worry, Ham WEeIll mind the store until you come back.” "I'm sure
you will." She watched them head for the door and then raised her voice dightly.

"Thank you for coming. And--was she found the words surprisingly comfort- able for one normally so
reserved his-comthank you for being you. It... helped. It helped alot." "Tubewash!" Magda chuckled,
tucking her edp under her arm as Windrider opened the door. "Just an excuse to get dirtside, Hah!" She
sketched acasual salute and stepped through the door, followed by Windrider. It elosed behind them,
and Hah stared at it thoughtfully. Then she let hersalf settle back into her pillows asthe familiar drows-
ness returned.

"I'm sureit was, Magda," she whispered softly, lipscurving inasmile. "I'm sureit was" " Courage above
al thingsisthefirst qudity of awarrior.” Generd Karl yon Clausewitz, On War DRUMBEAT Zephrain,
as humans rendered the name bestowed by its Orion discoverers, was a distant binary system.

Component Beaesan orange K8 star, swung ponderoudy around its yellow G5 companion in an orbit of
over fifty percent eccentricity, coming as close asthree light-hours at perias-tron.

Both starshad smdll families of planets, and extensive asteroidd rubble marked the hypothetica orbits of
dtillborn gas giants which would have formed but for the gravitationa havoc wrought by each star on the
other's planetary system.

Zephrain A-ll was Earthlike asmal, dense world with abundant liquid water and free oxygen. Named
Xanadu by ahumoroudy inclined Terran-Survey ocer, A-11 was home to athriving human population,
but Zephrain RDS was on Gehenna, Planet A-111--A lifeless, nearly airless ball of sand not much better
than Old Terras neighbor Marsprecisely because the station must inevitably be the primary target in the
system. Since Howard Anderson's day, the TFN had believed that hiscombat should be kept out in
space whereit belongs’, or, if not in space, at least on worthless planets no one would misswhen the



planetbusters arrived.

And that, thought Vice Admiral lan Trevayne, was avery fine policy againgt dienswho would lose no
deep over theincidental genocide of whole human colonies. But in awar between humans, there were
argumentsfor placing targets like Zephrain RDS next to acity or two. Or

would that have given the Terran Republic pause, after dl? Certainly the murderous bastards had aready
shown their willingnessto inflict noncombatant casudties, he thought bitterly.

The Terran Republic! Trevaynerecaled acynicd query concerning Old Terras Holy Roman Empire: in
what respect wasit holy, Roman, or an empire? He dmost voiced the thought to the older man beside
him, but he knew he would have gotten alook of incomprehension and polite disinterest. Vice Admira
Sergel Ortegawas no history buff.

At any rate, there were more urgent matters at hand. Like persuading Ortegato stay aboard this ship.

They stood on the flag bridge of the monitor Zoroff, Trevayne's flagship. Accompanying her in orbit
around Xanadu were the other ships of the battlegroup he'd brought through the chaos of insurrection to
Zephrain. He il couldn't contempl ate the journey without afedling of awe that he had actudly gotten
away withit.

Battlegroup Thirty-Two had been stunned when news of the first mutinies arrived from the Innerworlds,
but Trevayne had foreseen the storm and taken precautions. His personnd, even the Fringers, knew and
trusted him, and his captains had been loyal to aman (or woman, asthe ease might be). Thefew
outbreaks had been quelled with aminimum of bloodshed.

Only then had there been time to come to terms with the other newsthe light cruiser Blackfoot had
brought.

News of the bloody raid on Galloway's World, BG 32's home port, which had gutted the Federation's
largest shipyards and destroyed, among other incidental items, Admira's Row, where Natalya, with
seventeen-year-old Courtenay and thirteen-year-old Ludmilla, had awaited hisreturn.

Doctor Y uan, Zoroffs chief medica officer, had explained the "denid phase," when tragedy remains
merely unacceptable. Luckily for BG 32, Trevayne had till been in that state when arebe fleet followed
Blackfoot through the same warp point.

His orders had come with amethodical precision as ship after ship emerged from warp. There were too
many to fight--but none had been monitors, and nothing lighter IN-SUAAECNO than amonitor redly
wanted to catch amonitor. That natural hesitancy to invite self-immolation had given him the chanceto
disengage and run, but there were few places to run as the Fringe went mad. He remembered the weary
progression of systems: Juarez, Iphigena, Lysander, Baldur where he'd hoped to break back to the
Innerworlds only to meet arebd carrier group which cost him both scouting cruisers. Baldur had been
bad. It was at Badur that held realized he was completely cut off from the Innerworlds, hisonly choiceto
stand and fight or head into Orion space.

The Orion commander a Sulzan had been afool, and Trevayne was grateful for it.
The Khan's officid policy of neutraity should have meant internment for any TFN refugee, but Small

Claw Diharnoudfrilathka had dithered long enough for Trevayneto warp out for the digtrict capitd at
Ihfrak. The District Governor was no fool, but he, too, had turned ablind eye as BG 32 passed through.



Probably, Trevayne suspected, because of the Khan's vested interest in an Innerworld victory... though
BG 32'sfirepower might have been afactor, aswell.

Whatever the reasoning, the governor had alowed him to leave viathe one warp point hed redly
wanted: the oneto Zephrain.

Zephrain, gateway to the region known asthe Rim. Zephrain, the largest naval base humanity had ever
built. Zephrain, where--to hisrelieved surprise--comthe Federation's writ ill ran.

The people of Xanadu shared the same political and economic grievances as other Fringe Worlds, and
they contemplated the proposed Federation-K hanate amalgamation with equa revulson. But militant
loyaty was bred into them, for their system had borne the brunt of the Fourth Interstellar War. Every
man, woman, and child in the Zephrain System had been an expendable frontline soldier againgt an
enemy who saw humans as culinary novdties.

Between them and the Arachnids there had been only one shield: the Federation's ships. The Federation
was nearly areligion to these people, and they had not been prepared to entertain a schism.

Isolated by rebellion from the rest of the broken Federation, they'd formed aloyalist provisiona
government. Since Admira Ortega, commanding the Frontier Fleet dements a Zephrain, had found
himsdlf equally isolated from his superiors, he had placed hisforces at the digposal of the provisona
government. He was neither brilliant nor imaginative, but hisintegrity was absolute and he had the
seniority.

Trevayne had placed himsdlf under his command.

But once the desperate race was won, what had happened came crowding back like a dow, dreary
drumbest to which therest of hislife was mere counterpoint. The redlization that only Colin was left to
him. Calin... whom he had last seen as an angrily retreating back.

He remembered the quarrd with mercilessclarity.

Colin had declared his sympathy for the Fringers, and Trevayne reacted with fury. And that, he thought,
was because his son had blurted out things he himsdlf felt but could not say, so that held been reduced to
Sputtering like an idiot about ™Y our oath..." "My oath," Colin had shot back, glaring a him with Natalyas
blue eyes, "isto the Federation, not abunch of greasy Corporate World political hacks! Can't you see,
Dad? The Federation you and | swore our oathsto died with FionnaMacTaggart?' 'aat's enough! ™
Trevayne had roared. "D'you think | don't know the Fringe Worlds have grievances?

But neither those grievances nor anything el se can judtify shattering over four centuries of human tinity!™
So it had gone: the sterile repetition of incompetible positions and the find, angry parting.

Now the only anger Trevayne had | eft was reserved for the fate which had kept him in deep spaceasa
junior officer for most of Colin'sboyhood. Only later, with moretimein port, had he found that whichis
given to aparent but once: to rediscover the universe while first watching achfid discover it. And hed
found it with Courtenay.

Trevayne made one last try as he and Ortegalleft the flag bridge.

"Damnit, Sergel, Zoroffs command fecilities are far better than Krait's, and incomparably better
protected. It doesn't make sense to keep fleet command in something as fragile as a battleship--and you



bloody well know it!" Ortega smiled weearily. He followed Trevayne's advice on most things, but on this
he had hisheds dug in and there was no moving him.

"lan, Krait's been my flagship ever since I've been out here. Most of my people are | ft-brace rom the
Rim, and we've gotten to know one another, they and I. But ff | transfer to Zoroff, no matter why, they'fl
think I don't trust them anymore... and they won't trust me. Things are chaotic enough;, let's disturb
routine aslittle as possible.” He paused for amoment, then resumed asiif reluctantly. "And don't start
again on my agglegedggity indispensable persond acquaintance with the key peoplein the provisona
government.

We both (‘less-than now the Rim is il pretty volatile and that well probably have to proceed under
martia (‘aw in oneform or another.” “"Now to stou** underestimating these people,”" Trevane demurred.
"They know better than most what war is about, and theg put together the provisona government
because they'reloya. So you are important because of your connectionswith it. Why, your daughter's
one of itsfounders! Theresno need to b.vpassit. Let'sjust giveit achief executive who represents the
Federation and has extraordinary powersfor the emergency. My lega officer and | have come up with a
precedent: a captain who assumed emergency powers as temporary military governor of the Danzig
System during the Theban War and was upheld afterward.

Well declare you--oh, say Governor-Genera of the Rim for the duration.” He held up ahand againgt the
objectionsthat were hafway out of Ortega's mouth.

"If the Assembly doesn't like it, they can say so when contact is reestablished. But for al we know,
Sergd, the Rimisal the Federation that's to eft. Old Terracould have falen into ablack hole last month,
and we'd have no way of knowing it.

We're on our own out here, and we'd better start acting accordingly. That'swhy you're so bloody
important... because you're one of these people's own, at least by adoption!" Ortega opened his mouth,
then closed it. Findly he shook his head.

"For God's sake, 1an, you're moving too fast for me again! Let's at least defer this until theimmediate
threat is past. His The"immediate threat” was, of course, the rebdl attack that must come, sooner rather
than later. Hot because of the mammoth building and refitting facilities, blot even because Zephrain held
the"Gateway," the warp point which wasthe Rim's only practicable link with the rest of the Federation.
What made Zephrain unique was the RandD Station, where two generations of brilliant minds had
happily turned out the blueprints for awhole new order of military technology. They'd been cheerfully
obliviousto the fact that none of it was being produced. (who wanted a new arms race with the Khanate
of Orion?) But what they'd never seemed to notice was that their quest for a heavier, longer-ranged
missile had brought them innocently to the threshold of agravitic engineering revol ution that would
transform more than just warfare. The memory banks of Zephrain RDS were awomb wherein awhole
new era gestated and Trevayne would unflinchingly perform athermonuclear abortion ff he saw the
gtation about to fall into rebel hands.

Zephrain RDS was the key to the Rim. If enough of the new weapons could be put into production--and
the Zephrain Feet base was one of the two or three placesin the' Federation where it might be
done--then the Rim would survive. And, knowing that, Trevayne and Ortega had to assume the rebels
also knew it and would act to prevent it.

The intraship car reached Zoroffs boatbay, and the two admirals emerged, astudy in physical contras.
Ortegawas short and dightly overweight, his stocky frame and broad, high-cheekboned face reflecting
his Savic and Mesoamerican ancestry. Trevayne wastal, lean, and very dark, an Englishman with more



than atrace of the "eoloured” genes that the departing empire had bequeathed to theidand's population
in the late twentieth century. His hair was beginning to thin on top, but unlike some (including Ortega)
he'd made agood job of growing the short, neat beard currently in vogue among male TFN officers. The
latter caused him more satisfaction (and the former more annoyance) than he eared to admit.

"After | get back from the exercises, let's beth vist Xanadu for afew days," Ortegasaid. "Y ou've been
ship-bound too long, lan-- getting atouch of bulkhead fever, I'd say." He grinned toothily. "Besides, |
want to introduce you to some of the peoplein the provisona government INSURRECFION 2.15
especidly "Miriam." Histace took on the expression it usualy wore when he spoke of hisdaughter: a
mixture of pride and bewilderment. " She's been wanting to meet you.

"I'd be delighted,” said Trevavne, not sonnding palticu- lady delighted. Ortega noticed (he lack of
enthusasm and smiled again.

"You may aswell resgn yoursdf, lan. She'slike you-- shetendst get her way. It's ahnost unnatural how
much like her mother sheis." They proceeded towards Ortegas cutter, and Ortega paused asthe Marine
honor guard clicked to attention.

"'Governor-Generd"!" he snorted. Then, with asudden twinkle, "Well, at least it got your mind off trving
to keep me aboard Zorofjg." His His The next day found Trevayne in the small staff briefing room
adjacent to Zoroffsflag bridge with his chief of saff, Captain SonjaDesal, while his operations officer,
Commander Genii Y oshinaka, described the exercises planned for the next few days. Captain Sean F.
X.

Remko, Zoroffs CO, attended via corn screen from his cxunmand bridge. Part of Trevavnesbrain
listened to the briefing, hut another part eofisidered his three subordinates.

Desal listened to Y ashinakawith her usud thin-lipped lack of expression. Looking at her dark, immobile
face, ablend of Europe and India, Trevavne knew she would never he acharismatic leader, but her
brilliance was acknowledged even by those--and they were many--whicho didiked her.

Remko's rnddy, brown-bearded face nodded in the corn screen as he followed Y oshinaka's cmments.
Trevavne could easilv visudize the workings of the hurlv flag tap-rain's miner. Remko was a battle-cruiser
man h), temperament, hut he performed his present duties with'aggressive cxggmpetence. Hewasa
fighter, aman whose sheer guts and ability had carried him from a childhood in the Hell-broth, thisworst
dum on New Detroita planet noted ibr its dumsto his present rank despite the pregjudice bis buzz-saw
accent engendered.

Y oshinakawas gesturing at the clustered display lightsthat represented al of Ortega's Frontier Fleet
strength, except those units keeping watch over potentia trouble spots throughout the Rim, asthey
floated near the Gateway and its fortresses in preparation for exerciseswith Zephrain Skywatch. Like
Trevayne, the ops officer wasthat rarity in the TFN, anative Old Terran, and this had always formed a
bond between them. It was an unspoken bond-- not much ever had to be spelled out for Y oshinaka. He
was a deft, subtle man who stayed in the background. No one but Trevayne fully recognized the
unobtrusive ops officer'simportance to what Y oshinaka himself caled BG 32'swa, aword inadequately
trandated into Standard English as "group harmony.” Remkostsuddenly turned a scowling face to
someone outside the screen's pickup. He listened amoment, his scowl fading into tense understanding,
then brokein on Y oshinaka

"Priority agnd from Skywatch, Admird!



Missile pods are beginning to trangit the Gateway! The minefields are taking some out--but not many!"
Trevayne looked quickly at the display unit.

Clearly Ortega had gotten the same message.

Some of the yellow and orange lightsin the tank-- hisfaster cruisers and destroyers--were aready
acceerating away from the red lights of his capital ships.

"Captain,” Trevayne clipped as herose from his chair, “sound general quarters, Comm. odore D7sa
diswereleav?ong orbit immediately and proceeding to the ,ateway uniter maximum drive." He strode
onto theflag bridge, Desai and * oshinaka on hishedls, as aeom rating looked up with asigna from Krait
that confirmed the orders he had anticipated.

Beneath his decisveness, Trevayne was amazed that the rebel s (he would not call them "the Terran
Republic") had managed to organize their at?ck so soon; Bddut trheaenresa the intelligence center's
prefiminary analyss ox mel,. emerging from the Gateway even as the surviving pods launched their
dusters of homing missilesto seek out the orbita forts. They werein less strength than he would have
anticipated, particularly in carriers. Perhaps they were attacking before they were quite ready. And
perhapsthey didn't realize BG 32 had arrived? Hislips curved wolfishly at the thought.

Thefortresses were taking aterrible heating, but their batteries of primaries were doing their intended job
and pulling alot of the attackers teeth. Ortegals battleships were launching long-ranged sirategic
bombardment missiles and would soon be receiving areply in kind. A high percentage of those missiles
were targeting the respective flagships, for both side'sfire control could pick out targets on a"'first name'
basis. It would disn, Trevavne thought sourly, be a healthy war for the top brass.

BG 32 was gtill beyond scanner range of the Gateway. In some commands, the fact that the only hostile
warp point into the system was beyond scanner range might have led to a certain laxnessin the scan
ratings. not in BG 32. Trevayne expected maximum scanner capability whenever the shipswere a
genera quarters, and his captains had learned that his standing orders were best taken serioudy. Thusit
wasthat SonjaDesal, her usualy immobile hatchet, face animated bv excitement, exclaimed: "Adrird,
we've picled up atrio of cloaked assault carriers! Now that we've isolated them, we should be ableto
catch any escorts.... Yes, they'e coming in now: two fleet carriers and alight cruiser. The cruiser must be
ascout, since she's carrying third-generation ECM. Distance just over eighteen light-seconds, heading...”
Sherattled off the figures, then her head jerked up to dart astartled look her admird. at "Admird, they're
on acourse about seventy, degrees from ours, converging rapidly, and they seem to be coming from
somewhere around Zephrain But Trevayne's mind had aready goneto full emergency overload ashe
assmilated the data and itsimplications. There was only one possible answer: adefense planner'sworst
nightmare--a"closed" warp point. The only way to locate aclosed warp point was to come through it
from the norma warp point at the far end. Obvioudy the rebels had done just that, undoubtedly with
cloaked survey probes, and now that they had the defenders attention riveted by their great, noisy frontal
attack, they'd sent thislot in through the back door neither he nor Ortega had suspected existed.

Y es, it made sense whether they knew about BG 32 or not. Carriersto get up close undetected and
launch a massive fighter attack from the rear, and a scout cruiser's scannersto provide "eyes' without
using eadily detected recon fighters. And the buggers should have gotten away with it. The chance of
long-range scanners picking up acloaked ship at this distance were minute.

Y et they had been caught... but long-range scanners were passive.., it'd be some seconds before they
tumbled to the fact that they had.



An unholy glee pushed the dull drumbeat from his con- sciousness. The sods had their ECM set for
cloak, and it took time to shift ECM modes. Asfar asfire confusion was concerned, those shipswere
mother-naked! Now that they'd been spotted at dl, they might as well not even have ECM! But they
didn't know that vet! If he attacked now-- before they realized and launchet... to The stream of thoughts
and conclusions ripped through hismind in so smal afraction of a second that his stream of orders never
even hestated.

"g'he battlegroup will dter course to intercept the car- tier force. Commence firing with
SBM'S-NOTOW." They were still outside normal missile range--but not SBM range.

"Implement anti-fighter procedures." BG 32 reoriented itself. The four Brobdingnagian moni- tors
lumbered into atight, diamond-shaped formation with their two escort destroyers positioned to cover
their blind zones. The attached recon group (alight carrier with two escort destroyers) took up position
agtern and launched dl three of itsfighter squadrons. AFHAWK missilesdid into their shipboard
launchers. And before the maneuver was even completed, the monitors twitched and shuddered,
expelling acloud of lethd strategic bombardment missilesfrom their externd racks. The deadly swarm of
missilesflashed away, closing on the rebd ships.

"We're getting someindividua 1D'S, Admiral," Desai reported as her screen flickered with sudden data
"The C-WA'S are Gilgamesh, Leminkanien, and Basilisk, Sir. CV'S Madtiff and Whippet, and..." She
sucked in her breath sharply and stopped dead.

Trevayne heard the hiss and turned toward her in con- cern. Her face was even more frozen than usudl,
and her eyeswere haunted as shelooked up at him over thetermind.

"What isit, Sonja?' "Admird," she sad, very quietly, "the scout cruiser is Ashanti." Every officer onthe
flag bridge ether personally knew or had heard of Trevayne and hisfamily-- and that Lieutenant
Commander Colin Trevayne was executive officer of TFNS Ashanti. Heads turned and eyes|looked at
theadmird.

""rhank you, Commodore," Trevayne said levelly. "Carry on, please." Y oshinakaglanced quickly alUstle
command bridge corn screen, seeing the painin Remko's dark eyes. Y ears before, struggling upward
through the tight, amost hereditary ranks of the peacetime TFN, the flag captain had encountered
Innerworld senior officers who'd barely troubled to conced their snobbery, and otherswho'd displayed
their enlightened socid attitudes with forced, patronizing toleranc And then Lieutenant Commander Sean
Remko had found himsdlf serving aflag officer who quite smply didn't give adamn about where Sean
Remko had been born or how he talked.

And now, watching Remko stare from the corn screen at that same officer, Y oshinaka understood the
inarticulate flag captain's need to offer Trevayne something. "Sir, the carriers are what matters. A scout
doesn't have enough armament to hurt us much... and the missiles are till under shipboard contral... it
ought to be possibleto..." Trevayne aso understood, but he turned to the screen and camly cut Remko's
sammering short.

"Fight your ship, Captain,” he said.
Then he settled back in the comfortable admira's chair. The drumbeat was back, but he ignored it.
There were decisions to be made in the next few minutes, and there was no time for anything else. No

time to examine the new sensation of being utterly onein the cosmos but for the cold companions Duty
and Sdf-Discipline. No timefor grief, or self-hatred, or nausea. Plenty of timefor al of that, later.



ALLIANCE Xanadu averaged dightly warmer than Old Terra, and its axid tilt waslessthan fifteen
degrees, giving it short and mild seasons.

Prescott City, on the seaboard of the continent of Kublai, lay just insde the northern temperate zone and
was enjoying adistypica winter aslan Trevayne stepped from his shuttle. The day was blustery but only
mildly coal; the chill wasin hissoul.

He spent amoment acclimating himself. (weether of any sort was dways alittle startling to aman diswho
spent most of hisworking lifein artificid environments, and the 0.93 G gravitation was perceptibly
different from the TFN'S statutory one G.) Then he crossed the ceramacrete to greet Genji Y oshinaka.
The dapper ops officer sdluted and fdll in beside him.

"Good afternoon, Admird. Y our schedul€'s been arranged for the evening. In the meantime, your
skimmer iswaiting. The pilot isaPrescott City native; he says Ms. Ortega's addressis a good kilometer
from the nearest public landing platform, so I've laid on aground ear to take you the rest of the way."
Trevayne looked around him. Low clouds scudded "rapidly across asky of deep blue crystd. For the
first timein months, he made acompletely impulsive decison. "Cance the ground ear, Genii. 111 wak."
Y oshinaka, struggling to keep pace with hislong-legged boss, was sartled. In theweek sincethe
engagement people were beginning to cal the Battle of the Gateway,

Trevaye's days had been regimented dmost to the see-ond. It wasinevitable, of course, especialy given
the new respongbilities which had fallen to him when Sergel Ortegahad died with hisflagship. But

Y oshinaka understood why the admiral had attacked hiswork with such furious energy. There weretoo
many ghogts, and Trevayne sought to hold them at bay in the only way he knew. Knowledge made his
impulsiveness, hiswillingnessto waste time, dl the more gartling. But, then, Y oshinaka reflected, the
admiral had never been a predictable man.

Trevayne had visited Xanadu before, but only for brief conferences at the base itsalf. Now, for thefirst
time, he looked down from the skimmer and saw the planet's chief city not as an abstraction to be
defended, but as a bustling urban sprawl. He couldn't recall what Prescott City had been failed when it
was founded during the Fourth Interstellar War--probably something else outre from Coleridge. The old
name didn't much matter anyway, for it had soon been renamed in honor of Commodore Andrew
Prescott, whose statue and column dominated the lawn before Government House. It was afitting tribute
to the survey officer who had provided the Terran/orion aliance with the information it needed to win that
war--and who'd died doing it. Trevayne's mouth twisted with the wry. grimace that now served him for a
smile. He hoped Winston Churchill had been wrong about the bad luck that attends nations which change
the names of their cities.

It was hard to quarrel with Xanadu's choice of the name, though. Time after time, the war had brought
large-scae space combat to this system. At the touch of the destructive energies those battles released, a
living planet would wither like aleaf in aflame. Thanksto Andrew Prescott, the people of Xanadu had
finally awakened one morning and known they could live and bear children without that fear.

Until now, Trevayne thought, and the bile rose in histhroat. Now the fear was back, but thistime it was
fear of therebdlious ships of the TFN itsdlf, the TFN which for centuries had stood between dl the
worlds of Man and that horror! As Sergel had stood.

His controlled face tightened as his vivid imagination pictured the |oathsome mushroom clouds once
more.



Only the consuming demands of respongbility had kept him functioning under the shocks of the mutinies
and the deeths of hiswife and daughters. And then Colin.... Hismind shied away from the thought like a
wounded, skittish horse. In the aftermath of battle Trevayne had deliberatdly filled thelittle freetime he
might have had with a hectic round of self-imposed duties. Such asthisone: acal on Sergefs daughter to
express his condolences. It ought to fill the time between now and tonight's round of appointments and
paperwork. And the time wouldn't be totally wasted. She was, after dl, paliticaly influential.

Thewind gusted as he turned into Miriam Ortega's street, and he cursed as he nearly lost hiscap. Then
the gust died and he straightened his cap, glancing around at his surroundings.

The street skirted the broad estuary of the Alph, running down to a seawall and the azure, white-capped
harbor. Thiswas one of Prescott City's oldest residentid districts, and the houses were on the small side
but wellbuilt, mostly of stone and wood, asfirst-wave houses tended to be. High-rises and fused
cermacrete came later, as did the premium on space which would have doomed the large old native trees
surrounding the houses. The ast'chi-tecture was vaguely neo-Tudor, and he suspected it had developed
localy; it certainly fit the materias and the setting.

He drew adeep, lung-filling breath of the sdt-tinged air and decided held been right to take the time to
walk. Sensory deprivation was an ever-present danger in space; it had probably begun to catch up with
him. Inthe midst of artificidity,, the mind tended to turn inward on itsdf. His native Old Terramight be
out of reach, but here he could at |east touch the soil of aworld humans had made their own.

A few children were at play, and a the sight of them a shadow chilled hismind just asthelow-flying
clouds periodicdly blocked out the warmth of Zephrain A.

A smadl boy looked up and smiled a him.
Trevasavne hurried on.

Miriam Ortegas house wasn't far from the seawall. He stepped through the ol d-fashioned gate in the low,
sone wall dong the street, noticing the faint rim of sdt clinging to the seaward stones. He climbed the
steps and rang for admittance, and the door swvung open.

The woman in the doorway wasin her middle to late thirties, he decided. She was of medium height and
rather sturdy build, with thick black hair pulled back in a severe style which accentuated her high
cheekbones. Those cheekbones reminded Trevayne of Sergel, but the rest of her features, including the
strongly curved nose, seemed to owe more to Sergefslate wife. Ruth Ortega had been from New Sinai,
and her genetic heritage was strong in her daughter'sface.

Miriam Ortega, he thought, was no beaty.

"Ms. Ortega?' "Yes. You must be Admird Trevayne. Y our yeoman caled earlier today. Won't you
comein?' Her voice was husky but firm. Though she seemed somber, there was no quaver.

Sheled him down a short halway to a sting room whose large, many-paned window overlooked the
dtreet. Though not messy, the room looked very lived-in. It was lined with old-style bookshelves, and an
easdl with paints and brushes stood near the window. A desk sat to one side, built around afunctiona
dataterminal and utilitarian tape and data chip racks.

"Do you paint, Ms. Ortega?' He gestured briefly at the easdl.



"Only as an off-and-on hobby. No red talent, I'm afraid.” They sat down and shelit acigarette. "I'm
going to giveit up this summer--smoking, thet is, not painting. Right now, though, | seemto need di the
bad habits I've got to see me through.” Trevayne was uncomfortably reminded of his reason for coming.
He cleared histhroat.

"Ms. Ortega, the last time | talked to your father, he spoke of you. He said he wanted me to meet you. |
deeply regret that we're finaly meeting under these circumstances. But please accept my condolences for
your loss. Believe me, | shareit. Y our father was, in many ways, one of the finest officers|'ve ever
served under.” God, he thought. | didn't intend to sound so formd; it'samost tilted. But what can one
say? I've never been at my best dedling with human tragedy.

Including my own.

Miriam Ortegainhaed smoke and let it trickle out. ™Y ou know, Admird, | think Dad was abit
disappointed to have produced possibly the most unmilitary offspring in the Federation, but | managed to
soak up enough of his attitudes to understand him. However easygoing he sometimes seemed, hefelt
very strongly about certain things. One of them was the Federation, and another was his concept of what
TFN service meant. He used to quote some ancient saying about placing your body in harm's way,
between the horror of war and those you're sworn to protect.

He could imagine no higher caling." Her face had worn an inward look, but now she looked up at
Trevayne and he could amost fed the unconquerable vitdity she radiated. When she spoke again, her
voice was gtill controlled, but the words were vibrant.

"Dad died the way hewould have wanted to. | can't deny I'm grieving for him, but at the risk of seeming
calous, | can't honestly say | fed sorrow. Sorrow isn't big enough... therésno room for pridein it!”
Trevayne was startled by how closaly sheld pardlded his own earlier thoughts. But beyond that, he
suddenly wondered how he could have thought this woman unexcep-tiona -looking even for amoment.
She wasn't conventiondly pretty, no; but her face was astrikingly vivid and expressive one, uniquely her
own. Shewaslikeno oneese.

For an instant he wanted to reach out to her and tell her of his own loss. She was the sort of person who
inspired confidences. But no, he had no right to burden her with his problems. And he wasn't sure hewas
ready to expose his own wounds.

"I know you were closeto your father,” he said. "I recall him mentioning that you moved out here when
he was first posted to Zephrain." "I suppose my closenessto him was aform of overcom-pensation. |
didn't see much of him when | was young--he was in space alot, and Mother played amuch bigger role
in raising me. Whenever he was around, he did his best to turn meinto atomboy." Her mobile features
formed arueful amile.

"Some would say it took. Anyway, you're fight about" my coming out here. It was just after my divorce. |
was in the mood for a change of scenery, and Mother had died just before he was out-posted; he was
gtill taking it pretty hard.” She broke off for amoment, drawing on her cigarette. Her face was briefly
thoughtful before she shrugged and looked up again.

"I had alaw degree from New Athens and reasonably good references, so | was able to etablish mysdlf
here on Xanadu. | found | liked it here.

What sarted asa"stay closeto Dad" sort of thing turned into something e se entirdly, in asense.



| landed a position with one of the better firms-- Bernbach, de Parma, and Leong--and suddenly | was
one of the old hands. That doesn't take long herein the Rim, you know. And our firm's dways been
heavily into local polities, which ishow | ended up involved in Ihe formetion of the provisond
government.” Trevayne nodded, though he suspected that wasn't the haf of it. Suddenly she looked
self-deprecating and waved her cigarette dismissvely.

"Here| am running off at the mouth about mysdf when I've got the most famous man inthe Rim gtting in
my living room! Just bringing your battlegroup al the way out here made you a hero to these people, you
know. Since the battle, you've become even more of one, ff that's possible! I'm probably boring you
diff..." "No, no," Trevaynedenied. "Far fromiit.

In fact, you were just coming to something | need to know more about.

I'm <tfil not toe clear about the origins of your provisond government.” "No?" She regarded him
thoughtfully for amoment.

"How much do you know about Xanadu's history, Admira?" "Only the bare-bones outline from the
handbook, I'm afraid. His " Then you know Xanadu was setfied during the Fourth Interstellar War when
the Navy built the Fleet base. What you may not redizeisjust what that meant for the makeup of our
population. There was atremendous amount of military construction going on sixty years ago, and that
required alarge labor force. People came from al over the Federation, and today's population is about
asracidly mixed asyoull find anywhere. Which--was a sudden smfie his-comis probably onereason | fit
insowel! Anyway, the point isthat thisisn't one of the planets settled by closeknit ethnic or national
groups. To govern themselves, this polyglot crew needed asmple pyramida structure to interact on.
Xanadu is divided into prefectures, which are grouped inff tricts, above which are provinces. Each
prefecture eects arepresentative to the district assembly. The district assemblies each select one
representative to the provincial assemblies, which each send one member to the Planetary Council.

There'sdso apopularly eected president, who appointsthe judiciary. Theresalot moretoit, of course,
but that'sthe basicidea.” Asdemoacratic syslemswent, Trevayne reflected, it owed more to the French
than to the American modé.

"Actualy, it'sworked pretty well," she said.

'rhe planet has taken on asort of uniformity in diversity. The Xandies are probably on the way to
developing what the anthropologists call a'planetary ethnicity."" Seeing his puzzled look, she elaborated.
"People from Xanadu are cadled "Xandies." It'snot adur,” she added quickly. "We cal oursdvesthat.”
He noted the shift from third to first person.

"Anyway," she continued, "the pro-rebd party here was extremely smal and--partly asaresult of being
s0 dienated from the Xandy mainstream, | supposc extremely militant. Right after word of the mutinies
arrived, agang of fanatics tossed abomb which killed the president and severa high-ranking members of
the government... not to mention agood number of innocent bystanders.” She grimaced. "rhe chief
congpirators fled off-planet and got asfar as Aotearoa. | was amember of the delegation sent to arrange
their extradition, and, in the course of the discussions, it became clear that we needed some sort of
inter-system authority to deal with any further terrorist actslocally, since we were completely isolated
from Old Terra. The result was the provisona government, which includes Zephrain and severd of the
nearer systems-—-the most popul ous and highly-devel oped onesin the Rim. Brilliant improvisation!" She
beamed a him in mock self-satisfaction.

"Dad's support gave it some teeth, but it's still pretty chaotic.” "Yes. Your father and | talked about this.



Asl seeit, the problemisthat the Rim ison its own indefinitely. We need aRim-wide provisond
government, if only to perform the kind of day-to-day functionsthat the Federation aways provided.

But it isn't only day-to-day meatters... we've handed the rebels a setback, but we haven't heard the last of
them. And it'sonly ameatter of time before the Tangri Corsairs take advantage of thiscivil war to start
raiding again." He rose and began pacing as he went on. "1 said to your father that we may aswell be al
the Federation that's |ft.., and | wasn't just being dramatic.

We'reisolated to an extent that no one in the government has ever dreamed of, much less planned for!
Thank God we've got aloydist provisiona government to work with." He stopped suddenly in the
middle of the room and looked at her and redlized that shed been watching him intently.

"Ms. Ortega, awhile back you said something about not wishing to seem callous. Well, neither do I. But
| must tell you that what | said earlier about sharing your loss was meant not just on apersond level. The
factis, I'd planned to have your father, as TFN senior officer, declared emergency governor-generd of
the Rim systems. It'slegdlly defensible, but without support from locdl leaders, it would probably do
more harm than good. With the contacts held built up in hisyearsout here.... " Hisvoicetrailed off.

"Sorry," hesaid. "Didn't mean to get carried away. And it'sal amatter of might-have-been now that he's
dead.” Miriam Ortega's expression had become even moreintent. Now her eyes flashed.

"No! It ill makes sensebeautiful sense, paliticaly aswell asmilitarily. Y our idea of a"governor-generd™
is per-feet. Hed represent the Federation, so held provide afocusfor loyalist sentiment. And heéld give
the provisond government exactly what it lacks: a strong executive. And @u.. we ve got the perfect man
for the position.” Trevayne looked at her levdly. "Me," he said, dightly more as a statement than a
question.

"It'sgot to beyou," she said emphaticdly.

"Astheranking TFN officer in the Rim, you're the only possible choice. And remember what | said
earlier; your prestigeto i couldn't be higher."" Neither of them had redlly noticed the courtesy cal turning
into apalitical conference, but that, Trevayne redlized, was exactly what it had become. Hed aready
reached the same conclusions, but he'd needed to hash out the problems and objections with someone.
And in theloneliness of supreme command, there had been no one.

"I cantdoit done" hebegan. "I don't know these people...” "But | do,"" the woman said flatly.

Two pairs of dark-brown eyes met, and they weredlies. "I can't just make the proclamation out of the
blue, though." He resumed his pacing. 'Fhat would defeat the whole purposccence of involving the Rim
leadership. | need to meet the key peoplein this provisiona government and arrange for astatement of
solidarity from them to follow the announcement. And we need to set up an interim legidative assembly to
handle inter-systemic statutory matters. Just the inflation that's bound to overtake a wartime economy will
require amass of bread-and-butter amendmentsto practicaly al Federation statutes that specify
monetary amounts.

"Good point,” Miriam interjected. She cocked her head to one side and looked a him. "I must say, for a
professona military man you seem to have quite agood grasp of thesethings.” "I'veread alittle history."
He gave adeprecatory half-smile. "But as| was saying, | need to meet with the loyal leadership
unofficidly, soit probably wouldn't be agood ideato do it at Government House his"Why not here?"
she asked.



Trevayne stopped in midpace. "Why not, indeed? Can you contact the people | need to talk to?' She
nodded. "Asto when... my scheduleisn't too flexible. I don't know how much longer I'll be able to stay
dirtsde." No more than afew days, he thought. Maybe after the trip to Gehenna.

"How about the day after tomorrow, at 1000 hours?' "Day after tomorrow?" he echoed faintly, staring at
her. "WEeffful," she said reasonably, "these people are scattered dl around the planet. | may not be ableto
get them dl together by tomorrow." He nodded dowly. It was a new sensation for him to find himsalf
caught in someone elses dipstream.

"We stvon't have timeto bring in anybody from off-planet,” shewas saying, "but at least Bryan
MacFarland--he's an Aotearoan--is aready in Prescott City. And, of course, Barry de Parmahe'sa
senior partner inmy firm and he's got afinger in every political pie on the planet.

And..." "Makealig. I'll need abriefing on each of them. It shouldn't take too long to..

" Hisvoicetraled off ashelooked at the clock. "Bloody Goddamned hell!" he ploded. "Er... excuse
me." She choked down alaugh as he adjusted hiswrist communicator. "Genji?' "Admird? | wastrying to
decide whether or not to call you." "Genii, I'm going to be a Ms. Ortega's abit longer than | expected.

Y ou'd better postpone tonight's appointments. And don't schedule anything for day after tomorrow, at
least not i the morning or early afternoon.” Two days later, they were once again donein her sitting room,
thistime among alitter of scattered chairs and hegped ashtrays. He waved ahand vaguely before his
face, asif to brush away the canopy of tobacco smoke. Aside from the chairs and ashtrays, the room
was much as before, except for the cloth that covered the easdl.

"Wdl," Miriam said, "'l think you've doneit." "Y ou had asmuch to dowithit asl did," Trevayne
demurred.

"No, it wasyou. Y ou didn't just win them over to the idea, you overwhemed them with it. When you
announce the Rim Provisond Government, they'll come through right on schedule-and they'll do it
because they know you're right.

Well reconvene the current provisiona government asasort of committee of the wholeto organize the
Rim Legidative Assembly, theninvitedl the Rim systemsto send representatives.” "Good. Infact, I'd like
you to move ahead on setting that up right now, but the public announcement is going to haveto wait a
week or s0." "A week?' She cocked her head to one side thoughtfully. *No problem. I'll go ahead and
get the messages out--they're going to take a month or so to reach some of the more distant
systems--comb why wait that long for theinitial announcement? The provisiona government can be
ready to go in two or three days." "1 know. But for now | have to go to the RandD Station, which means
aflight to Gehenna, of course.

My chief of gaff isorganizing aproject out there onethat's at least asimportant to the surviva of the Rim
aswhat we've sarted a thisend.” "Oh? Ready to start producing new weapons?' "How the devil did
you know that?" Trevayne stared at her, reminding himself once more never to underestimate this
womean.

"What e se would you be doing on that dust ball?* she asked dryly. Then she shook her head a him.

"Don't worry--I won't mention aword to anyone. But every Xandy knowswhat Zephrain RDS has been
up to for the last forty years or so, you know.



Not that it matterstoo much, | supposg; it's hardly likely to get into the rebel news channels, now isit?" "I
suppose not," he admitted with areuctant smfie. "On the other hand, good security isas much a set of
mind as anything else, so I'd rather not discussit just now. And I'd appreciate your keeping mum about
it." "Don't worry, | will," she assured him.

"Thanks." He glanced at the clock and stood, picking up his cap. "1've got to go--my shuttles waiting a
Abu'sd--but I'll bein touch directly | get back. I'll want your help on the finishing touches to the
proclamation." "Try and keep me away fromiit!" She dso rose, facing him. "Y ou know, | redly believe
we're going to pull this Off." "So do 1. It's not easy to fed pessmistic around you! Besides, | was
impressed by your colleagues. | thought | hit it off particularly well with the MacFarland chap.” "Yes, |
was sureyou'd like him. He even sounds like you.

Trevayne dmost choked. That God-awful Anzac twang? Then he threw back his head and laughed for
thefirg timein far too long. She blinked a him in momentary startle-ment, then burst out laughing, too.
And then his elbow brushed the easd, and the cloth dipped off.

"Oh, shit,” Miriam said quietly.

Trevayne gazed at the charcod sketch for along moment, his taueahter dying, hisface turning thoughtful.
Then heeyed her quizzicaly.

"Do redly look that grim?' "Y up,” shereplied, not quite her usua brassy sdlf, but standing her ground.
Hetook acloser look.

"| suppose I've never thought of myself aslooking that... harsh.” ""Harsh" isn't the word I'd use. "Tough"
comes closer. You've got the sort of face that shows absolutely no vulnerability.. And--was her voice
was suddenly both gentle and bold his-comt's a pity, because | think you're avery vulnerable maninalot
of ways. Onewhao's been hurt.” She stopped abruptly, asif she had surprised herself.

Trevayne looked at the sketch amoment longer, absorbing the closed-off expression her charcoa stick
had captured and fedling her words sink under the edge of hisarmor. The' he turned to face her.

"Yes, | have..." he began, then stopped.

Once more, he wanted to speak of how badly he'd been hurt. But he had to leave. Besides, he knew
now that he would tell her everything when he saw her again... and, he redlized with dawning surprise,
that was enough. What redlly mattered was knowing there was someone he could talk freely to after so

long.

"Ms. Ortega...” "Miriam." "Miriam. As| sad, I'll bein contact when | return. And @u.. I'll ook forward
totaking again.” "Sowill I, Admird Trevayne" "lan." "lan." She smiled her vivid smile. They shook
hands. He left and walked up the street.

There was abrisk wind off the harbor once more, but the day was cloudless. Some of the same children
were playing adong the street, and the same small boy smiled a him.

He smiled back.

SEPARATION OF POWERS Genii Y oshinaka had never seen Sonja Desal so angry. To be honest, he
couldn't swear he'd ever seen her display so much of any emotion.



"The Admiral must be out of hismind!" she muttered through clenched teeth. "No," she continued,
answering herself before Y oshinaka could get aword in, "of course he's not. But we al know what a
grain he's been under.... his"Now, Sonja," Y oshinakainterrupted, al diplomacy, "you know the political
rationale for what the Admird isdoing. Weve discussed it often enough since arriving in the Rim. And if
you fed so strongly about it, why didn't you voice your objectionsto him when he was on Gehenna?”
"Oh, yes, I've heard dl the politica arguments, and I'm only to happy to defer to the Admird's judgment
on that sort of thing." Her voice held an infinity of exasperation with politics and the other
incomprehensibleinteractions of her fellow humans. "But," she continued, suddenly amost venomous, "l
aways assumed we were talking about some ceremonid parliamentary talkfest that would givetheloca
political gasbags an outlet for their saf-importance while we get on with the important work. | never
dreamed that we were going to be expected to take the farce serioudy!"" She glared acrossthe room at
the dugter of civilians... and, it seemed to Y oshinaka, a one of them in particular.

The room she glared across was deep in the heavily-

shielded core of Government House in Prescott City. The shidding--like the architecture, which was
what public buildings had looked like in the days of the Fourth Interstellar War-- reflected the structure's
origins. Its security aspects had been largely habit, given an enemy from whom nuclear warheads were
more to be expected than espionage, but they'd made this particular conference room the natural site for
Trevaynesfird joint meeting with both his military staff and the leaders of the newly-inaugurated Rim
Provisond Government. Both groups now stood awaiting him.., and, asif by gravitationd attraction, had
clumped themsalvesinto opposite corners of the large chamber. The thought of security got Desai off: to
afresh gart. "Damn it, Genii," she said, low-voiced and intense, "I don't really mind the idea of setting up
acivilian government for the Rim; | suppose | wouldn't even want usto have to arry the whole burden of
adminigration, which wewould under martia law. But | Smply can't believe that the Admird redly plans
to grant security clearances to the members of this"Grand Council" who're directly connected with the
war effort. Isthat even legd?' "Maiter of opinion,” Y ashinaka opined.

"He'sdoing it while wearing his Governor-Generd's hat, which putsit in what might tactfully be caled an
ill-defined area of thelaw. Ashe'sfond of saying, the Cabinet cantel him if they don't like it after contact
isreestablished.” Desai waved ahand impatiently. "That's not redlly the point anyway. Y ou haven't been
out to Gehenna, but you know what's at stake here.

We're not talking about some kind of minor engineering refinements! We're talking about awhole new
order of technology!" She paused and took a breath. "I've got to make him see that we don't dare
compromise security on thisthing... not after what's happened on Gehenna." Y oshinaka nodded soberly.
He could understand her fedlings, after what she'd been through mere days before. But, asaways, he
found her intengity, oppressive. She had no lightnessin her. And this vehemence wasnt like her at all.

"I've got to make him seg[" she repested.

"Surely it must be clear now that he can't trust these.., colonialsl" Y oshinaka was shocked. Abrasive
Desai might be, but held never heard aremark even remotely like that from her. It didn't even make
sense; her own ancestors hadn't exactly evolved from the primordia ooze of Nova Terral And Sonja
Desai never talked nonsense. What was her problem?

He drew himsalf up dightly. (he il had to look ward at her, ashe did at most people) "I think," he
began, in his best conversation-closing voice, "that the Admiral is committed to the course he's taken,
@ddonja. And | think you missed your chanceto talk him out of it when you had him to yourself on
Gehenna. And | definsttest think that, in spite of what's happened since then, it would do far more harm
than good to raise the point at thistime, in thiscompany. | strongly advise againg it." Desai's rgjoinder



was lost forever as an old-fashioned double door swung open and an usher intoned "rhe
Governor-Generd!" Trevayne was wearing an expensvey-talored civilian suit, making dear which of his
figurative "hats' he was wearing. The point was not lost on the officers and politicians as they took their
places on opposite Sides of the large conference table. The glance he shared with Miriam Ortega, on the
other hand, went unnoticed by dmost everyone.

"Please be seated, ladies and gentlemen,” Trevayneinvited, dl affability. They did so, military crisopness
opposite civilian casualness, and Miriam absently lit acigarette.

"Flthy habit," Desal muttered to Y oshinaka, just below the threshold of public audibility. Miriam, dmost
directly acrossthe table from her, raised asingle e oquent eyebrow and blandly put out the cigarette.

Introductions and other preliminaries completed, Trevayne turned to specifics.

"Weall know what's occasioned this mesting,” he began, "and | know everyone shares my relief that
Captain Desal isableto bewith us™ A murmur of agreement ran around the table. Trevayne resumed,
addressing Desal. "Sonja, | gpologize for having to bring you here from Gehenna on such short notice,
particularly straight from sickbay." Heindicated her left arm, still immobilized even though the wound
was, by the standards of modern medi- INSUBBECTION cine, minor. "But we need your input, asyou
were closer to theincident than anyone... closer than you wou left-brace d have liked, | daresay
|eft-brace hisDesal didn't share in the generalleft-brace chuckle. "Ihank you for your concern, Admird,"
shereplied. "But thereis one prdiminary point which | fed itismy duty to raise before the discusson
enters areas of sengtive military information. | refer to the matter of security... especidly in light of what
has just happened on Gehenna." Y ashinaka groaned silently.

Everyone at the table everyone in the Zephrain system, for that matter--knew what had happened, only
hours mCter Trevayne had |eft Gehennato return to Xanadu and announce the pounds rmation of the
Provisona Ceaoernment. The security advantages of an uninhabitable planet were part of the reason
Zephrain RDS was located on Gehenna. But, inevitably, a city had grown up, under domes and
burrowed beneath Gehennal's reddish sands, in response to the presence of the Station and afair number
of miners @u.

. acity whose lower levels had sheltered a surprisingly wel eft-brace comorgani zed rebel underground
with carefully-devel oped plans to sabotage the Station.

Still, the rebel's had moved before they were quite ready, unable to resist the temptation of bagging
Trevayne during hisingpection tour. Desai's media disinformation concerning his departure schedule had
prevesil that, at least. HeEd been in space when the rebels had struck, heavily armed and using access
codes obtained by blackmail of certain key personndl.

Of course, they hadn't expected awakover.

Thevicious, utterly unexpected boarding actions of the Theban War had cured the TFN of its habit of
relegating small armsand training in their use to the Dark Ages and to such present-day Dark-Agestypes
as Marines. Sde armswere now part of the service uniform.., but they werelaser sde arms, idedl for
space but subject to many inherent limitations on the ground, which was why hand-held laser weapons
had never entirely supplanted dugthrowers. The rebd attackers had used dugthrowers... and anti-laser
aerosol grenades. Surprise had been nearly total, and the Station's upper levels had, for atime,
resembled ascene from Hell. Desal herself had been caught in a surrounded office block, where sheld
had good use for the personal combat training she had detested and never expected to use. But Marine
quick-response teams had been on standing dert for Trevayne'svisit and hadn't quite had time to stand



down. Reinforcements had arrivedin combat zoots--before any crucid data or equipment had been
destroyed, and no attackers were believed to have escaped. Damage had been extensive, however...
especidly to Desai's temper.

"And s0," she concluded her description of the attack, "our schedules have been set back by weeks. |
think thisincident reveds avery serious security problem involving @u.. certain ements of the Rim
populations." The civilian Side of the table was utterly quiet@u "'l wonder," Desai finished, looking straight
a Miriam, "ff the Grand Councilor for Internal Security would perhaps care to comment on the fact that
this conspiracy arose among the civilian population of Gehenna... without being detected@u’” At the head
of thetable, Trevayne frowned.

Sonjawas obvioudy in one of her moods... but he'd thought she had understood the necessity of tact in
deding with the Provisiond Government. And she was being utterly unfair; Miriam hadn't even held the
interna security portfolio at the time the attack took place, much lesswhile it was being prepared. There
hadn't been aRim Provisona Government to hold it in!

But he couldn't dress Desai down publicly, for any of anumber of reasons: not the least of which was
that Miriam had to handle this on her own ff she was to command any sort of respect from the military
people@u So he held histongue and let her respond@u "First," she said, dowly and deliberately, to the
room &t large, "let me say that | share the Governor-Generd'srelief that Captain Desal escaped serious
injury, and that | deeply regret the casudties that occurred... casudties that might have been avoided ff
our people had been given afree hand to investigate certain early leads which were duly passed on to
Navy security on Gehenna. Correct me ff I'm wrong, Captain Desal, but | believe that thisinformation
was what led you to take the very sensible precaution of leaking afaseitinerary for the Governor-
INSURRECHON Genedllyacstour.” Taking Desafstight-lipped slence as confirmation, Miriam
continued. " Jurisdiction over the civilian population of Gehenna has always been unclear. The Navy
consdersthe entire planet amilitary reservation, and regards civilian law-enforcement officials asbeing
there more or lessin an advisory capacity. Thisisunfortunate, asloca people with an intimate knowledge
of loca conditionswould have access to sources of information beyond the normal compass of Navy
security. They would bein a better position to ferret out 'the smal lunatic fringethat | can't deny exids,
and whose very powerlessness (as |'ve mentioned to the Governor-Genera) makes it more apt to
reckless acts of violence. The solution isto give my new organization, representing the loyal mainsiream
of the Rim, foil authority to police our own few renegades.” A confident rumble arose from the civilian
side of thetable. iriam sat back and, after amoment's hesitation, lit acigarette. She didn't--quite-
-comblow the smoke in Desafs direction.

"Well," Trevayne said, stepping in to fill the gap before Desai could spegk, "I think Ms.

Ortega has raised some valid points. At the very least, we need to address the jurisdictiona question
posed by the civilian habitats on Gehenna. which, of course, didn't exist when the RDS was founded.
Comments, anyone?' Discussion proceeded without anything provocative from Desal. Trevayne,
relieved, exchanged a quick smile with Miriam. No one but Y oshinaka noticed that Desal grew even
differ than was her wont.

"l don't think your Captain Desai likes me very much." Trevayne waved a negligent hand as he and
Miriam walked together down the corridor after the meeting had broken up.

"Oh, don't fed singled out,” he said airily. "I'm afraid Sonjas like that with everyone. It'sjust theway she
is. Don't giveit another thought.” "Maybe," Miriam replied dubioudly.

HONOR "Begin," thejudge said, and Lieutenant Mazarak unleashed a short, straight lungein sixte.



Han'swrist flicked, brushing the blade to the outside, arm extending in aquick riposte in the sameline.
But he shortened to parry and fell back, and she followed, her mind dmost blank as hand and eye and
reflex carried the weight of her actions.

Back and forth, blades grating and dipping, dreamy thought coming in acurioudy fleeting pattern.. Few
Hangchowese bothered with the ancient dueling sword, especidly in its Western forms, and Han had
never considered it hersalf until she'd been wounded. Y et it seemed she possessed a natura aptitude, and
the elegant converse of sted suited her.

She disengaged and Mazarak pursued, pressing her cautioudy, yet Han felt he was more
defensive-minded, and she believed she had a better sense of point. She feinted above his hand,
dropping her point to go in under hisdrawn guard, but he parried like lightning and riposted in octave.
She put his point aside--butarely--with a counter-parry, and he tried a quick double disengagein sixte.
But she was ready, seizing hisblade and carrying it low and outside in aquick bind that flashed ingtantly
into afieche. Her epee snaked home as she passed to hisleft, and the scoring light lit.

"Touchg"," the judge intoned, and they drew apart, breath- "rl" Issuan.coation ing just abi[ more heavily
and sauting as they prepared to reengage for the next point.

Han emerged from the sdlle, mask in hand and under her arm, shaking her sweat-damp hair. She hadn't
had it back dl that long, and she rather enjoyed the fedling.

"Hah," Magda Petrovnasaid, "that's the silliest sport ever invented.” " Come now, Magdal Itsorigins
were anything but slly.” "Maybe." Magdatucked a proprietary arm through Jason Windrider's. "But I'll
Settle my quarres decently... with pistols at twenty meters, thank youl" "Russians have so little soul,” Han
mourned.

"It'sfun, Magda Not like judo, but I had to get back in shape somehow, and | thought 1'd try something
new." She shrugged. "l likeit." "Wdll, certainly ssemsto've gotten you back on your feet, Admird, Sir,"
Jason Windrider teased.

"It does, doesit, Commodore?' Han asked dfiatingly. Windrider stroked his new insgniaand grinned.
"Just trying to keep up, Admira. And you and Magda haven't had your starsdl that long." "No, we
haven't," Han said more somberly, glancing at the heavy braid on Magdas cuff.

When shewasin uniform, her own deeves matched Magda's and it made her uneasy. Sheld been
confident enough when they made her acommodore--but that was before Gimmaron.

Y et the Republic had no choice. It had paid heavily in ships and personnd for its string of victories, and
disproportionately so in the flag officers aboard their easly iden-tiffed command ships.

Nor had dl of them died victorious. There were still no formal avenues of communication between the
Republic and the Rim Systems, but Vice Admird Trevayne (and what a shock to discover he was not
only divebut in Zephrain') had supplied acasudty list, and there were few Republican survivors. Neither
Andiese Ashigaranor Colin Trevayne was among them, and Hah wondered how Trevayne could live
with what he/d done. The question held adread fascination, for he, at least, had demonstrated just how
far duty and honor could carry a person.

But the Republic's heavy butcher's bills explained the rapid promotions. Han had been a commodore for
less than eighteen months, and ten of them had been spent as Daffyd Llewellyn's patient. What he'd been



pleased to cal a"fractured” femur had required massive surgica reconstruction, and the antigerone
therapies had their disadvantages. To sretch the life span, they dowed the biologica clock--including
healing speeds. The quick-hed drugs which were part of the doomwhal€'s pharmaceutica cornucopia
could offset that, but not after such rad poisoning as Han had survived, which had made her a
semi-permanent fixture at the hospital, though sheld bullied LIewdlyn into ou-peatient status the moment

she began therapy.

Magda had been only too glad to turn over the Cimmaron command. And, having experienced the
restrictions of adirtside gppointment for the last €leven months, Han didn't blame her at all.

"At least you look hedthy enough jumping around with that ridiculousthing.” Magdasteasing voice
pulled Han back from her thoughts.

"Thanks. BuPersthinks so, too--coml got confirmation of my new status yesterday, and I'm back in
gpace next month! I'm going to miss Chang, though." "I imagine so0," Magdaagreed, and Hah hid asmile
as her friends exchanged glances. She knew they both resented the fact that Windrider's promotion made
him too senior to remain Magdals chief of saffeven whileit delighted them both as proof of his
professona reputation and future. "Wha's replacing him?' Magda asked after amoment.

"Bob Tomanaga. He's cleared for active duty again, too." "Tomanaga?' Magda repeated.
"I know he worried me once, but | waswrong.

It'sjust theway Bob is. He can't seem to be discouraged or even detached no matter what." Hah shook
her head. "I don't know why he's so round-eyed.” "Certainly not," Windrider agreed, grinning

disrespectfully.

"Well," Han paused by her waiting skimmer, "back to the salt mines. Y ou two will join me for supper,
won't you?' "l will," Magdaagreed with adight pout, "and Jason may. His group's spacing out with
Kelerman, you know." "'I'd forgotten.” Hah frowned, rummaging through her orderly memory. Kelerman
was dated to carry out another probe of the rear approaches to the Rim Systems. The lifelesswarp lines
there wereill-suited to sustained operations, and neither Har--comnor anyone el s, it seemed--expected
much to come of the probes. But thered be enough skirmishing to satisfy the newsies, and the Fleet was
dretched thin a the moment. The Rim had been demoted to secondary status while the frontline systems
were stabilized and the new shipyards got into production.

"It'sdl right, Magda," shesaid findly.

"Anton and the dockyard are squabbling over Unicorn'srepairs. He's not going anywhere without his
flagship, and the yard won't turn her loose for at least another forty hours. Y ou'll both have time for
supper.” "Andfor @. little something ese, God willing," Windrider murmured as he opened the hatch for
Han. His eyestwinkled wickedly, and Magda actudly blushed. "But wewill be there for supper,
Admird. Won't we, Admira?" "Unless| brig you for disrespect,” Magda growled, and tossed Hah a
sdute. "Bye, Hah. Seeyou thisevening." And the skimmer swept away.

"Wdll, Chang, | guessthisisgoodbye.” "Yes, ar." The bulky captain faced her over her desk, cap under
one arm, unreadable as ever, and Han studied him carefully. They liked and respected one another, but
there was an inner core to him which she had never cracked. Not that it mattered, she thought with
sudden affection. However heticked, he was the most utterly reliable subordinate awoman could want.

No, not subordinate. Assistant. Better yet, colleague. "Chang, | won't embarrass you by saying how



much Il missyou,” shesaid dowly, "but | wistl say that Direhound couldn't find a better skipper.
And---was she looked into hiseyes' that no one ever had a better chief of staff.” "'hank you, gir," he said.
"It'sbeen apleasure, Admira. 19" He broke off suddenly, and gave atiny shrug.

Hah nodded, surprised less that he'd stopped than that he'd spoken in thefirst place. It waslike him, she
thought. So very like him.

"Very well, Captain." She held out her hand with the traditional blessing. "Good fortune and good
hunting, Chang.” "Thank you, gir," he said gruffly, gripping her hand hard.

She squeezed once, then stepped back as Tsing turned to leave. But he halted at the door of her office
and placed his cap very carefully on his head, then turned and threw her an Academy-sharp salute.

Han was startled. Navy regs prohibited headgear doors dirtside, and it was officidly impossible to salute
without it. But her own hand rose equally sharply, and Tsing turned on his hed and vanished.

Good bye, Tang Chang, she thought wistfully.

Y ou never doubted me during the mutiny. Y ou fought with me at Cimmaron. Y ou saved my life. |
supposethat'sal | really need to know about you, isn't it... my friend?

"Well, Admira," Robert Tomanaga crossed Han's office without even alimp to betray his prosthetic leg,
"it'sanew gaff, but it looks good." "Not entirdly new. Weve got you and David from the old team.
That's a pretty good surviva rate, considering.” "l suppose so, Sir," he agreed, but histone was a clear
rgjection of her implied sdf-criticism, and she shook her head mentaly.

Bob Tomanagas voice and face were as communicative as a printed message and it felt strange to
aways know precisely what he was thinking, but right now he meant what everyone meant whenever she
let her guard down. No one e se seemed to think the casuaties might have been lighter... if only shed
been more clever.

She put the thought aside and leaned back in her chair, considering her new staff. Aside from Reznick,
now alieutenant senior grade, whom she'd been determined to have, she hardly knew any of them, but
Bob wasright: they looked good.

Her new ops officer, Commander Stravos Kollentai was smdl, dight, and arrogant--the perfect fighter
jock--but his efficiency reports were excellent and he radiated an aura of dmost oppressive energy and
competence. Her astrogator, Lieutenant Commander Richard Heuss, was a[NSURRECTION quiet
firgffltdw with fair hair and eyeslike gray shutters. He said little, but his navigation was beautiful to see.
Andfindly there was the new staff dot filled by Lieutenant Irene Jorgensen: battlegroup intelligence
officer.

Fleet had decided to remove the intelligence function from the ops officer'sjurisdiction, which made
sense, Han supposed, given the type of war they were fighting, but it felt strange to have the spooks
gpeeking for themselves on the staff. On the other hand, thetall, scrawny lieutenant hid a lurking humor
behind her muddy brown eyes and appeared to have acomputer memory bank concedled somewhere
about her unprepossessing anatomy.

"Havethe officid orders come through yet, Admira?' Tomanagaasked, breaking her train of thought.

"Yes. Admird 1skan will rdieve me tomorrow and well move out to daSilva" Thank God.



Sheld been hdf-afraid the Admifralty would leave her here now that Cimmaron had been upgraded into
what was clearly an admira's billet even for the admiral-starved Republic.

"l see" Tomanagafrowned. "Any word on our destination, Sir?' "Not officidly. But Fleet Opswhispered
something about Rigd." "Rigd, Sr?' Tomanaga blinked.

"| think Heet wantsto keep an eye on Admira Trevayne," Han said dowly, swinging her chair gently.
"We're il not sure what happened, you know. | think someone's running alittle scared over Zephrain
RDS." "Stupid of them, gr, ff you'l forgiveme," Tomanagasaid.

"Oh? And on what do you base that pronouncement, Commander?' 1 don't think any 'mystery weapon"
didin Admira Ashigara, Sir. The ops plan relied too much on surprise and ECM, and they screwed up
when they tried apincer. Alt it gave them waslousy coordination. That's why the diversion got chewed
up when the main attack went wrong." "And how did it go wrong?" "I'm not certain,” Tomanaga
admitted, "but the survivors al agree BG 32 wasn't involved in the Gateway fighting till closeto the
end--so Trevayne mst've been busy destroying the carriers. But carriers are faster than monitors, and
Admira Ashigardsfighters had more firepower than BG 32, which means that somehow or other he
spotted them despite their ECM and clobbered them before they launched. It'sthe only answer | can
think of, ir." "So it was bad luck?' "Maybe,” Tomanaga said, "but it was compounded by bad planning.
They should've concentrated in Bonaparte and taken everything in through the new warp point to pin the
defenders againgt the Gateway. Then we'dye had tactical command exercised in one place over only one
force that could've withdrawn down asinglewaline. Asit was, both CO'S were out of contact and
neither could cut and run aslong as that might leave the other unsupporteda classic example of defegt in
detail, triggerebleda by bad luck, but not caused by it." ™Y ou could beright,” Hah admitted, for she'd
pondered much the same thoughts hersdlf. "But why not new wegpons, aswdl?' "Thetimefactor, ar. |
don't care ff Trevayneisaspecid emissary from God Himsdlf, it takes time to turn research into
hardware.

That'swhy we should hit them again nov0 immediately.

Forget the border. We've got the Rump on the run; keep them there with feints and go. for Zephrain
now, before they redlly do get new hardware on line." "I'm inclined to agree, Bob. Unhappily, grand
drategy isthe First Space Lord'sjob. And whether you're right or not, it makes sense to picket the old
Rigelian and Arachnid systems, whatever the Rimisor isn't upto." "Agreed, Sr, but amonitor
battlegroup with carrier support ishardly a"picket.” It's avest-pocket task force, and one cut for a
mighty big vest. Wed be better employed striking directly at Zephrain rather than worrying about what
they may do to us." Tomanaga sounded unwontedly serious, even worried. "If we don't hit them pretty
quick, we may find ourselves up againg exactly what were afraid of right now.

Give Trevaynetimeto get the new systemson line, and..." He shrugged e oquently.

"Condgder your point made," Hah said softly.

"Write up astaff appreciation and well st on it long enough to see where they send us. If wewind up out
near Rigel and we still agre you know what you're talking about, welll up- date it and fireit off. Fair
enough?' "Yes, ar." "Good. Meanwhile, tidy up here and welll transfer out to Bernardo daSilva™ "Yes,
gr." Tomanagale So, and Han frowned pensively down at the desk she would delightedly turn over to
(‘ack Iskan intwo days, wishing she disagreed with her chief of staff.

"Another day with nothing to report, Sir." Tomanaga sounded disgusted. "1 don't see why they're s0



damned mesmerized by the need to picket the Rim. Go in now and smash "em up fastmtake some
casudtiesif we haveto, but get it over with--and we won't need to scatter aquarter of our avallable
strength out over the damned approaghes.” Hah tried and failed to imagine Tsing Chang unburdening
himsdf with equa frankness. It was strange how well she got dong with someone so different from Tsing.
lust as strange as to remember that sheld once distrusted Tomanagas enthusiasm.

"Well, Bob, weve sent off your appreciation,” she said camly. "In fact, we've done everything we can
short of taking it upon oursalvesto attack single-handedly.” suppose so, sir,” Tomanaga agreed sourly,
"but the are beginning to go stde.” "I know." Battlegroup 24 had maintained itslong, dow of the old
Rigdian warp lines, with an occasiond into dead Arachnid space, for dmost five months without asign of
the enemy. They'd encountered asingle Tangri battle-cruiser, but the horseheads had shown admirable
restraint and declined to match themsalves against monitors, two fleet carriers, two light carriers, and
escort destroyers.

Y et that very boredom had been a godsend for Hah, and she would have been thefirst to admit it.

Patrol duty wasn't glamorous, but at least it let someone a bit skittish over reassuming a space command
ease back into X. Her had faded as she grappled with her new responsibilities, and she could ook in her
mirror now and recognize hersdf again.

"Well," she said findly, "let's find something to occupy them, then." She swiveled her chair down and
frowned--comher equivalent of raging consternation--and tapped her termina. ™Y ou've seen thisfrom
Shokaku?' "That freighter, Sir?' Thelight carrier's recon fighters had found the remains of afreighter
drifting erratically around the star Orpheus.

"Y es. Does anything about it strike you as odd?" "'Y ou mean aside from what she was doing there to
begin with?' "Exactly. There haven't been any inhabited planetsin the Orpheus System sincethe Alliance
dusted the Arachnids out eighty years ago. | suppose her skipper might'ye taken a short cut, but it's hard
to believe anyone would try it unescorted this close to Tangri space.” "But she'shere, Sr, and shewas
looted.” "True," Han nodded. "But did you examine the passen- ger list Shokaku pulled out of her
computers?' "Well, no, sir. Why?' "Y hey recovered the bodies of dl twenty-five crewmen,” Han said.

"S0? The horseheads don't take prisoners, sir.” ‘dlyrue. But the passenger and crew sections were
undamaged. Whoever attacked raked the drive and command sections with primaries and needle beams,
then looted the holds and finished off the crew in the process.” "Y es, Sir. Typica Tangri work.”
Tomanagawas puzzled. Clearly hisadmird had noticed something he had missed.

"Except this, Bob. According to the passenger manifest, there were fourteen young women aboard that
ship. So where are their bodies?' "What?' Tomanagarose and moved to her desk. "May |, Sir?" he
asked, laying his hand on the swiveled termind. " Certainly.” He turned the screen and peered at it
thoughtfully, mind racing.

"It doesn't make sense," he muttered.

"Only thewomen aremissing.” "Exactly. And the Tangri have never shown any particu-lax interest in
kidnaping young, femae Terrans.” "Yes, Sr. So it had to be someone with ause for them.... What about
ransom? were any of them wedlthy?*

'Ofi atramp freighter?' Hah shook her head. "Navy nurses and doctors from Zephrain.” " So whoever hit
her didn't hail from the Rim, either.” Tomanagafrowned. "l don't likeit." "Neither do . Nor, | suppose,
did those passengers and crewmen.” "Sorry, Sir. | meant | don't like the implications. Whoever did itisn't



based at Orpheus--we swept the place with afine-toothed comb. That means inter-system raiding. And
that, Sr, meanstheresajoker in the deck. If we spot anyone, we can't know whether it'sthe Rim or
these pirates.” "Perhaps." Han cleared her screen and awarp chart flickered to life. Shetapped it with a

ylus

"Here's our patrol area. Here's Orpheus.” She touched alight dot to one side of their patrol area. "Now,
everything Rimward of (pheus belongs to the Rim, and whoever it is can't operate from there, because
both sides watch those warp points like hawks. And he can't operate from here---was her arcing stylus
indicated their patrol area his--comor we'd've spotted him. But that |eaves thiswarp network over here,
see?' She tapped the screen. "It connects with Orpheus from the back.., and it dso extends al the way
to herehis"My God! Right into our rear areas” "Precisaly. | don't know who they are or where they
camefrom, but someone israiding civilian traffic from a base somewhere dong thiswarp network.

There's nothing much out here but outposts and mining colonies--noto heavy traffic, Sparse populations,
dow communications. They could be dmost anywhere. Take over amining colony and the nav beacons
and you control al communications with the system.

Who'sto know you've doneit?' "Then wed better get adrone off immediately, sr." "Agreed. But what
then? It take two monthsjust to reach Cimmaron. Then two more monthsfor Admira I1skan to reply or
relay it four months, minimum, for whoever it isto go on doing whatever they're doing. No, we haveto
ded with it ourselves." "But, gir, this area--was he indicated the suspect warp lines his-comis outside our
patrol area. 1t'd take uswhat, five weeks?

-comj to get there, and it'd mean abandoning the picket.
| don't think the Admirdty would like that.”

"he Admirdty isn't out here, Bob: we are. We won't take the entire battlegroup, anyway. WEll take one
other monitor, Shokaku, and two of the cans and leave the rest here under Commodore Cruett. |
suppose | could detach Cruett, but it'smy responsibility ff decisions haveto be made.” "Yes, sr.
But--was "Bob, were going. We're supposed to prevent things like this, war or no war. Understood?’
"Yes, gr." "Good. Then get together with Stravos and rough out a set of ordersfor Cruett. And ask Dick
to lay out the best search pattern for us. | don't want to be gone any longer than we haveto be." "Aye,
aye, 9r." Heleft and Hah cocked her chair back once more, studying the star map and didiking her
thoughts.

TRNS Bernardo da Silva plowed dowly through space, accompanied by her sister monitor Franklin P.
Eisenhower and the light carrier Shokaku. Two escort destroyers watched the rear while Shokaku's
recon fighters swept the detachment's projected track and flanks, and Rear Admiral Li Hah sat on her
paatia flag bridge, fingers steepled under her clean jaw line, contemplating her empty plot.

A month of cruising the suspect warp lines, and hoth-+. Was she on the wrong track? Had she made a
magor error--one that validated her earlier fears over her judgment? Her face was calm as she silently
reviewed her discussionswith Tomanaga, her endless perusa of dry facts with Irene Jorgensen. The data
was there, she decided once more; only her response to it was suspect.

A bell chimed, and she roused, cocking an eyebrow at the eom section as David Reznick bent over the
battle code printer. He tore off the message flimsy and turned to her.

"Signd from Shokaku, sr. One of thefightersis onto something." "'l see." Han scanned the message.
"Doesn't say much, does she?' "No, gr. But her fighter'sgoing in for acloser look. Shall | sound action



dations, Sir?' "Not yet, Lieutenant. We're agood three hours behind I sswEcnos those fighters-€ll have
time. Excuse me amoment." Han summoned up the eom image of Samud Schwerin, her flag captain.

"Good morning, Sam," she greeted him.

" Shokaku's fighters have picked up something--noto telling what yet--on our line of advance. They're
goinginfor acloser ook, but it'll take us about three hours to catch up with them, so | thought we might
advance lunch to get it out of the way ff we haveto go to action sations.” "Certainly, sr. I'll seetoit
immediately.” "Thank you, Sam.” Reznick's printer chimed again as Han signed off, and she waited
patiently. If using coded whisker lasers delayed communications, it dso diminated the chance of message
interception and grestly reduced the likelihood of long-range detection. Then Reznick handed her the
message, and her face tigi[tened almost imperceptibly as she read it. She turned to Lieutenant Jorgensen.

"Irene," she said quietly, "punch up your shipping logs and double-check for me, please. According to
Shokaku, thisiswhat'sleft of a Postarsts-classliner.

I'm afraid it may be Argosy Polaris.” "Yes, gr," the lieutenant was punching keys, watching the data come
up. "Argosy Polaris, gr.

Two hundred passengers and a priority medica cargo. Reported overdue at Kariphos ten months ago.”
"Damn," Han said softly.

"It'sthe Polaris, Sr," Commander Tomanaga confirmed grimly, studying the drifting hulk on his screen.
"Somebody ripped hell out of her, too.

Mst've been quick and dirty to keep her from even getting adrone away. Look at that." Hisfinger
indicated the rdlatively small puncturesriddling the command section of the big liner.

"Primariesand needles” Han said flatly.

"They knew she was armed--comn that her popguns would've helped much. So they closed in, tractored
her, and blew her command and corn sections before she could yell for help.” "But how did they get
close enough? And what's she doing way out here? Were six trangts off the Stendahl-Kariphos route.”

"I don't know how they fooled her master,” Hun said, "but getting her here wouldn't be hard.

There's no damage to her drive pods. They just blasted the command deck and then gave whoever was
left his options: surrender or see two hundred passengers vaporized. After that, they used the engine
room controlsto bring her out here so they could loot her at leisure. Not the approved technique, but
workable as long as they were in company with someone with intact nay capabilities™ " Sounds
reasonable.”" Tomanagas words were cam; hisfaco and tone weren't. "But it was doppy to leave her
intact. They should'ye blown her fuson plants or dropped her into the primary to hide the evidence."

"No, Bob. Thisisalonely spot, and that's a hundred thousand tonnes of ship. Lots of spares and
replacoments to be scavenged out of her." "Of course." Tomanagashook hishead. "Shdl | send inthe
examination teams, Sr?" "Ys. And cal away my cutter. I'm going too." Hah sivam down the passage of
the dead liner, her powerful lamp filuminating the splendid furnishing of first class--marred in spotsby
laser burns and occasiona sears of pure vandalism. The raiders must have damped the. power before
they depressurized the hull, for the blast doors stood open. Sheld seen one gridly eorpse--coma crewman
dead of explosive decompression--and she was coldly cortain they'd dumped atmosphere intentionaly to
kill any fugitives.



She turned a corner and spun gracefully, landing on her magnetized boot soles beside the Marine search
party which had summoned her. Two troopers were busy sealing atransparent bubble to the bulkhead
around adosed hatch.

"Afternoon, Admiral." Mgor Bryce sduted her, and she returned his saute, then shifted her magsolesto
the deck-head, hanging like aweightless bat to watch over the shoulders of the work detail.

"lhisisthe only hatch holding pressure, Mgor" "Yes, Sr. we checked out al the others and came up
empty"--he seemed unaware of his own grim double entendre?b there's atmosphere on the other side of
thisone." "How much longer, Mgor?' "Weve just about got her sealed in, Sir." He gestured at the plastic
airlock. "Soon'swe get alittle pressurein there, well crack the hatch. Not that it's going to make any
difference to whoever sedled it." Han nodded dowly within her helmet. Ater ten months, no one could
possibly survive beyond that hatch.

"Ready, Mgor," asergeant said.

"All right, Admira," Brycelooked at Han, "would you liketo goin?' "Yes, Mgor. | would." "Very good,
ar." Bryce managed things smoothly, and Han found hersalf sandwiched between the looming combat
zoots of apair of Marine corporas as one of them fed power to the hatclg from her zoot pack. The hatch
did open, and the plastic lock creaked asits over-pressure bled into the cabin. The corporals moved
awkwardly to either Side to permit Han to enter first, and she pushed off through the hatch.

It was atomb.

Thefirst things she saw in her helmet lamp were the rags and plastiseal packed into a pair of ragged
holes; one of the primaries that took out the command deck had passed through this cabin. Someone had
kept hiswits about him to patch those holes so quickly, and the angle of the punctures might explain why
the cabin hadn't been searched they just about paraleled the passage outside, and the single beam had
probably pierced at least adozen suites. Much of first class must have died practically unknowing, and
the raiders had probably assumed this cabin's occupants had done the same.

Her evaluation of the patches took only seconds; then she saw the bodies, and her lips twisted with rage.
Children. They were children!

She counted five of the huddled little shapes, peacefully arranged in the beds as ff merely deeping, and
saw the body of a single adult--comayoung woman--comat a desk to oneside. A candle stub was glued
to the desk with melted wax, and her head was a shattered ruin, wrought by the heavy-cdiber needler
death-locked in her hand.

Hah looked away and felt her belly knot.

There was no nausea--comonly a cold, deadly hatred for the beings who had wreaked this daughter of
the children she would never besr.

She mastered hersdlf and bent over the fiff corpse of the unknown woman. There was an old fashioned
memo pad magsed ed to the desk, and Han eased it gently loose. Then she turned back to the lock.

"Dump theair, Mgor," shesad, and for thefirst time she hated hersalf for sounding serene under
pressure.

"And trangport the bodiesto daSilva" "Yes, Sr." Bryce sounded wooden, and she redlized he'd been



watching his minute eom screen; held seen everything his corporals' pickups had seen. "WEell betaking
them back to Cimmaron, sir?' "No, Mgor," Han said quietly. "It won't hel p their loved onesto seethis.
WEell try to identify them and then bury themin space.” "Yes, gr." "I'm returning to the flagship, Mgor."
"Yes, dr. Shdl | assign an escort?' "No, Mgor. I'd rather be done, thank you." "Yes, ar." Han looked
up as Tomanaga entered her cabin. Hed seen the pictures of that cabin and knew his admira well
enough to sense the fury behind her calm demeanor, and he took the indicated chair slently, feding his
way through the storm front of her rage.

"Youwanted me, Sr?' "Yes," she said calmlv. She tapped the memo pad. "I'll want you to drop this
ofwith Irene. It may be useful." Tomanaga studied her covertly. Her face was ascam asever, yet she
radiated murderous fury. Only belatedly did he redlize what it was. Her dark eyes, usualy so tranquil,
were deadly.

"Yes, dr," hesad quietly.
"In the meantime," Han went on carefully.

"I'dliketo tell you what it is. This, Commander, isarecord of what that young woman endured.” "'Is
thereany ID on the attackers, Sr?' "Thereis" shesaid coldly. "Allow meto summarize.

INSUS.CON Her name vJas Ursula Hauser, and she was a second-year student at New Athens--a
philosophy mgjor.” Despite her hard-held control, Han's mouth twisted before she could smoohiit. "A
philosophy major," she repeated softly. " According to her notes, her cabin lost integrity amost
immediately, but Ms. Hauser was a quick thinker, and she managed to patch the holes.

'Fhen, over the intercom, she heard the boarders killing the passengers, Commander Tomanaga." She
looked up, her black eyes pits of flame.

"They lined them up, sorted out the ones they wanted to keep--the young, pretty women--comand
daughtered the rest in number three hold.

"But Ms. Hauser was determined they wouldn't get all the passengers. She knew alittle about smdll cra,
so she decided to try to steal a cutter and escape. She was on her way to this boatbay when she came
acrossfiveterrified children from third class, running for their lives from one of the raiders. She stabbed
him to death... with acarving knife from thefirst class gdley." She paused, and Tomanagafdt hispulsein
his temples. " She took hiswegpon, but she knew now that they were between her and the boathay, and
whilethey might let her live, they would certainly kill the children. So she did the only thing she could and
looked for ahiding place.

" She was certain they knew their primaries hd depres-surized her whole cabin block, so shetook the
children back to her cabin, hoping they would be overlooked and she could get them to the boatbay after
theraidersleft. But then they dumped the air, and there she was:. locked into her cabin with five children,
No power, No vac suits, no airlock, and no way out.” Han's voice trailed off and she looked away from
Tomanagas pae face, speaking so softly he could barely hear her.

"So she did what she had to do, Commander. She fed each of those children aletha overdose of
barbiturates from her cabin medica stores. And when she was quite certain they were dl dead, she sat
down at the desk, recorded al of their names, finished her memo... and shot herself.” Han stroked the
pad. "She was nineteen, Bob." A long silencefell. Robert Tomanaga had never person- dly hated any
enemy indl hisyearsof service, but at that moment he knew exactly what hate was, and he under- stood
the old, hackneyed cliches about "killing rages.” "But, Sir," he sought a professiond topic, something to



push the sick hatred away, "how did they catch the ship?
Argosy Polaris was fast--notothing but afighter could have overhauled her ff sheld had any sort of start.

Surely her magter didn't dlow an unidentified ship into wegpons range in the middle of acivil war!" "No,"
Hah said coldly. "He alowed a Republican cruiser patrol to close with him." "Oh my God. No
"Tomanagawhispered.

"Precisdy.

Obvioudy somewhat modified; they've replaced at least some of the hetlasers with primaries. But that
was how heidentified them to his passengers when he hoveto. | doubt he ever learned hismistake.” "Sir,
what--his' "What are we going to do, Commander?' Han laid the pad aside d most reverently, and when
she looked up, her eyeswere carved from the obsidian heart of hell.

"We're going to find them, Commander Tomanaga.

We're going to find the vermin who did this, the vermin who used the honor of the Fleet to cover
themsalves. And when w.e do, Commander, | only hope they live long enough to know who's killing
them!™ "Admirai Were picking up something on the emergency distress channd!" Han straightened in her
command chair. Two weeks had passed with no sign of the pirates, but the possible hiding places had
been narrowed methodicaly. Now there were only a handful of systemsit could be, and Siegried, on the
far sde of the next warp point, was one of them. "Get abearing, David," she said with the specia
serenity her staff had learned to expect in moments of stress. "Bob, send the group to quarters.” "Aye,
aye, sSir!" Tomanaga snapped, and the high-pitched shrilling of the dert wailed through the massive ship.
Han hardly heardit.

"Got it, sir! Oh-one-niner level, two-eight-eight verticd. Looks like astandard shuttle transmission.”

"Thank you." Bab, raise Captain Onsbruck. | want one fighter squadron to take a closelook; hold the
other two back for cover. This could be legitimate or atrap, so tell the pilots to take no chances.” "Aye,
aye, ar." "Thank you." She punched buttons, and Schwerin's face appeared on her com screen.

"Captain, until | know exactly what we've got, you will halt the flagship and the battlegroup ten
light-seconds short of the Sgnd source.” "Aye, aye, sir." "Thank you." She cut the connection and turned
back to Tomanaga, and the lean chief of staff shivered at the hunger in her normally tranquil eyes.

"And now, Commander,” she said softly, "wewait." his... know how important it is" Surgeon
Commander Lacey told isadmira firmly, "but these are very sick people, sir! Another two days---was
He shrugged. "Y oull just have to use the statements they've dready made." "Very well. Thank you,
Doctor.” Han switched off the intercom and looked around the briefing room at the taut, angry faces. The
battlegroup's CO'S attended viaeom links to their command decks and looked, ff possible, even
grimmer than her g&ff.

"Lieutenant Jorgensen,” she said, "you've been correlaing the survivors' statements.

What conclusions have you been able to reach?’ "Everything they've said is consstent, Admird," Irene
Jorgensen twisted alock of hair around an index finger, "and according to them, the pirate commander is
an Arthur Ruyard. Our pre-war data base lists him as CO of the Kearsarge, a Frontier Fleet cruiser.
Apparently he seized Siegfried by declaring support for the rebellion; once he controlled communications
he dropped that pretense, and he's been raiding commercc urs, the Rim's, even the Orions--comever



snce." "Oh my God!" Captain Janet Maclnnes of the Eisenhower groaned. "Not the bloody tabbies,
too!" "I'm afraid S0, Captain," Jorgensen said, "but they've said nothing about it. | suspect they've chosen
to take their losses and dedl with the raiders on their own rather than provoking a possible incident
because of the Khan'sdesire for neutrdity.” "All right,” Hah brought the discussion quietly back to
immediate problems. "What's your best force estimate, Lieutenant?' " Sir, they appear to have the heavy
cruisers Kearsarge and Thunderer and the light cruisers Leipzig, Agano, and Phaeton. Thereare dso five
or Sx destroyers and a prewar squadron of system defense fighters operating from Siegfried [11." "But
Leipzig and Agano were destroyed in action against a Rim destroyer flotillal" Alfred Onsbruck objected.
"| saw copies of the Omegadrones.” "'l don't doubt it," Captain Schwerin said.

"Lieutenant was he turned to the intelligence officer his--coml'll bet none of his shipsare listed as current
members of the Republican Navy, arethey?' 'hey aren't, Sir. Leipzig and Agano at onetime were
Republican units, none of the others were ever listed as having come over.” "Thereyou are," Stravos
Kollental said crisply. "Ruyard started with only his ship, then picked off the others from ether the Rim or
us--probably pretending to belong to the same side until he got close enough to spring the trap.” He
paused and rubbed his nose. "What bothers meis his crews. | hate to think he found that many potential
piratesin uniform!” "He didn't," Jorgensen said. "Two of hisfirst prizeswere TFNS Justicar and
Hamurabieonvict ships. According to our survivors, that's where the bulk of his personnd come from.
see. And just who are these 'survivors," Lieutenant?' "There are saventeen, Sir: seven men and ten
women. The men worked in Siegfried's mining operations before the war, as did two of the women.

The others were aboard ships Ruyard's men captured. | understand--was Jorgensen's plain face twisted
with distaste his--comt Ruyard intends to found a dynasty. He's been collecting women to "entertain” his
crews, but the prettiest of them are earmarked for his"nobility."" A savage, inarticulate sound came from
Han'sofficers.

"How did they escape?’ Kollentai z.ked after amoment.

"I'ne fleet" was out on araid and they stole an ore shuttlein for repairs—-it had abad drive, but they
preferred to take their chances. They made it through the warp point, but then their drive packed in. They
drifted for over amonth before activating their beacon.” "That," Onsbruck said quietly, "took guts.”
"Indeed,” Han agreed. "And thanks to them, we know one thing Irene hasn't mentioned yet. This Ruyard
doesn't trust any of his prisoners aboard ship for any reason.” "Now isn't that nice of him,” Captain
Maclnnes said softly.

"l seeyour point, Admira," Onsbruck said, "but even ff we can blast them without worrying about civilian
casudties, we haveto beinrangeto doit. And we've got aproblem there." "Agreed.” Han nodded with
atight amile.

"Commander Kallentai and Commander Tomanaga have given the mat- ter some thought, owever.
Bob?' "Fhank you, Sr." Tomanagafaced Onsbruck, even though he was adressing them dl. "Essentidly,
our problem isthat athough our monitors outgun them by afactor of five, dl of their ships are faster than
weare." "Exactly, Commander. So how do you propose to make them stand till for us?* Onsbruck
could have sounded scornful, but he didn't.

"Commander Kollentai thought of the answer, Sir.

De- ception mode ECM. Well comein openly, but what they'll see will be two battle-cruisers-da Silva
and Eisenhower--and three destroyers-- Shokaku, Black Widow, and Termite. Even though the
‘battle-cruisers’ will out-mass anything they have, they won't expect any fighters and their totd firepower
will befar superior to what they believe we have." "And ff they send scouts out to check from dose



range?’ Schwerin asked.

"According to the escapees, this Ruyard sticks with what works. He closes with his entire force before
he drops his mask because hisvictims areless likely to balk ff he getsin close, and, if they do, he's got
the dose-range firepower to deal with them. The chance to add two "battle-cruisers’ to hisforce should
suck himright in wherewe want him." "Buit ff it doesn't?" Schwerin pressed.

"Then well just haveto do our best, Sr. Their fighters can't run; they're restricted to Siegfried 111. Asfor
the mobile units, long-range strikes from Shokaku should nail at least both heavies before they can warp
out. That's better than nothing, dir.” "But not enough.” Han's voice drew all eyes back to her, and her face
was as cold as her voice.

"We don't talk about it, ladies and gentlemen,” she said, "but each of us--even those who only joined up
after the mutinies-—-comis here because we believe it is our duty to protect our worlds and our people.
That isthe only acceptable reason for wearing the uniform we wear, and it is aso something which, |
hope and believe, we continue to share with the TEN." She looked at them. One or two looked a bit
embarrassed--comespecialy David Reznick but no one disagreed.

"The commanders of these ships have violated that purpose. They are mass murderers and rapists, but
they are dso outlaws againg us. Againg this." Shetouched the collar of her uniform. "Against our honor."
She paused once more, and her eyes burned.

"No one no onet--is entitled to do that. The law sets only one pendty for their actions, just'asthereis
only one pendty which can wipe away the dishonor they have brought to our uniform." She looked &t her
subordinates once more, seeing her own anger in their faces. Only Tomanaga seemed to fully understand
the shame shefdt, but dl of them shared her "And that, ladies and gentlemen, isthe pendty we will
enforce upon them," she finished grimly. She leaned back, her face once more calm, her voice once more
serene. "It ismy intention to enter Seegfried and attack within the next six hours.

Carry on, ladiesand gentlemen.” "There, Sir," Tomanagamurmured as the enemy light codes crept onto
the plot. "Still at extreme range, but they're closing.... his Han nodded, watching the light dots of the
piratica cruisersdrift dowly closer, the red bands of hostile ships flashing around them. She picked out
both heavies and dl three of the lights, accompanied by the white dots of four destroyers.

"Data base can't identify the heavies, sir," David Reznick reported. "They've been dtered and refitted too
much--looks like the missile armament must have been downgraded in favor of primaries, wherever they
got them. But I've got good ID'S on the lights: Phagton, Agano, and Leipzig. Two of thetincans are Pike
and Bengdl, but we don't know the others. Range isfifty light-seconds and closing.” "Thank you, David.
Try toraisethem, please.” "Aye, aye, sir." Therewas abrief slencein responseto da Silvas hall, then
the screen it with theimage of athin-faced, scholarly-looking man who matched the data base pictures
of Arthur Ruyard.

"l am Rear Admird Li lan, Terran Republican Navy, commanding Battlegroup Nineteen," Han told him.
"And you are?' "Commodore Dennis Khulman, commanding the Twen- tieth Cruiser Squadron,” the
thin-faced man replied after the inevitable transmisson lag, and Han's eyes did not even aflicker at the
lie

"What brings you out here, Commodore?" she asked with just the right trace of curiogity.

"I was about to ask you that, sr." Ruyard-Khulman smiled. "We're on a standing patrol out of
Klatzenberger by way of Tomdine, Admira. And you?" "Out of Novaya Rodinavia Jansen, Schulman,



and Kariphos," Hah lied equdly smoothly.

"We didn't expect to see Republican units out thisway.” "No, sr. We didn't either,” Ruyard-Khulman
agreed. "Wel, | suppose we'd better rendezvous and exchange news, Commodore,” Han said, watching
the other ships creep closer on her plot.

"Of course, Sir. But you'll pardon meff | kegp my shields up until we do?' Ruyard-K hulman alowed
himsalf adeprecating shrug. "Can't be too careful out here, sir." "I certainly agree, Commodore," Han
smiled, black mur- der in her heart.

"Thank you, Sr. | make our rendezvous in gpproximately eighteen minutes at our present speeds. Isthat
acceptable?’ "It is" Hah nodded. "I'll expect you for dinner, Commodore.” "hank you, sir. I'm looking
forwardtoit." Li Han cut the communication and smfied savagely at the blank screen.

"Fifteen light-seconds, sir," Reznick reported. "Very well. When we drop to twelve light-seconds, cut the
ECM." "Cut the ECM, sr?' Reznick was startled into asking the question.

'hat's correct, Lieutenant,” Han said calmly. She wanted Ruyard to know what he faced. She punched up
Shokaku.

"Captain Onsbruck?' "Sir?" "Prepare to launch fighters when our ECM goesdown.” "Aye, aye, Sr!"
'rhank you." Hah leaned back and watched the outlaw shipsinch closer at their reduced speed. Even
now Ruyard/khulman's pre-planned surrender demand would be ready, but her message would go out
fird.

The last message he would ever have, she thought coldly: the dropping of her deception the ingtant before
shefired.

She remembered her cold-blooded destruction of the Swiftsure at Aklumar and recognized the smilarity,
yet the resemblance was only superficid. Swiftsure's people had been enemies, but they had been
honorable foes, worthy of afar better end. These enemieswere scum.

'Ihirteen light-seconds, sir," Reznick reported softly. " Standing wasto disengage ECM.

Disengaging... now!" The battlegroup's ECM died, and the monitors and carrier stood revealed. Han
watched the fighters spitting from Shokaku's catapults, but only with a corner of her eye. Her attention
was on the dots of the enemy.

"Sir! Message from Kearsarge!" Reznick sounded star-tied. "They want to surrender, sir!" Ruyard was
fast on hismenta feet, Han thought grimly. He knew he couldn't outrun her missiles, so he wasn't even
trying. He was banking on the fact that the Terran Navy--Federation or Republican--aways gave quarter
ff it was asked pounds rather. It might he another trap or Smply other example o pounds hisusing the
Navy's honor againgt itself. She watched the last of the fighters launch, and her face was blesk and cold.

"Captain Schwerin." "Yes, Sr?' Schwerin responded, hisvoice neutrd.
"Open fire, Captain,” Rear Admiral Li Hah said softly.
WAR WARNING Leornak'zilshisdrow, Lord Sofad, Sixteenth Great Fang of the Khan, and District

Governor of the Rehfrak Sector by proclamation of hirilolus, appeared on the Orion passenger liner's
eom screen, and lan Trevayne looked for thefirst time a the being who had held hislifein hishands



thirty-one stlandard months before. Studying the tawny-furred, felinoid face, he noted admiringly that
Leornak's whiskers were spectacular even by the standards of well-endowed Orion maes. Rumor had it
that the Orions approved of the current Terran fashion of growing beards; they felt it lent human facesa
certain much-needed character.

Leornak smiled afang-hidden carnivore's welcome and spoke, producing a seriedds of sounds
suggesting cats copulating to bagpipe music, then paused. Like many high-rank-+ Qrions, the governor
understood Standard English well, bt the Orion voca apparatus was poorly suited to produce
human-like sounds. The problem was mutud, of course, which was one reason humans perssted in
caling Orions"Orions" The thoroughly inaccurate labd--assigned by ONI when Terransfirst learned of
the three-star-system, fourteen-warp-point nexus near the Great Nebulain Orion which was the heart of
the Khanate was far easier to pronounce than Zheeerlilzou'vallhannai ece @u@u@uand even that was
but a crude approximation of what the Orions called themsalves.

Trevayne shook the inconsequential thoughts aside as 262 INSUPEAECTION thetrandator on
Leornak's jeweled harness used his ship's sophisticated computers to produce pedantically exact English,
complete to properly interpreting Leornak's forma tone and nuance.

"Welcometo Rehfrak, Admiral Trevayne. | am glad for the opportunity to meet you in person--athough
you will understand that the wel come must be entirely unofficid, | trust you are not in quite so much of a
hurry asyou were on your last vist?' Trevayne smiled back, careful to hide his own teeth as good
manners demanded. As an Englishman, he could appreciate sudied understatement.

"No, Governor, thistime I'm not trying to make good an escape-wh | managed only asaresult of your
good offices. But, asyou so rightly point out, these proceedings are unofficial--and, in my case d, leadt,
clandestine. The sooner | can meet with my govement's representative, the better for al concerned.” "Of
course, Admird. He has dready arrived and is here aboard my flagship, Szolkir." With further exchanges
of courtesies, arrangements were made for Trevayne to be picked up by one of Szolkir's cutters.

Trevayne watched Leornak's flagship gleam in the reflected orange light of the gas giant she orbited as
the cutter approached her.

Like dl Khanate officers with sufficient pull, Leornak flew hislights aboard one of the Itzarin- class
assault carriers. The Orions and the Terran rebels were as one in the prestige they accorded strikefighters
and the starships which carried them, he thought dryly. In fact, for dl their noisy anti-amalgamation
invective, the Fringe Worlders were alot like the whisker-twisters in many ways. Some twentieth-century
wit had observed that the redlly great hatreds are between peoplesthat are alike and can't stand to admit
it. Apparently that held as true between species as between human groups.

Trevayne gazed at thelovely killing machine and smiled faintly. After the next bettle, the Khanate, aswell
asthe"Terran Republic,” would have some reassessing to do. He watched the cutter dock, and his mind
did back in timeto the day, d most exactly astandard month before, when his journey had truly begun....

Trevayne sat in afamiliar conference room in Prescott City and looked around the table at the Grand
Council of the Rim Provisond Government, which people were beginning to cal theRim
Federation--though not in Trevayne's presencel

His Councilors were chosen by the Legidative ssem-bly from among its own members. Their function, in
theory, was to advise the Governor-Generd; in practice, they governed the Rim when Trevaynewasin
deep space, which was often.



It was di very nove to these Outworlders, but Trevayne had read enough history to know held setin
motion areenactment of the birth of parliamentary government in his native England seven centuries
before. In fact, thiswaswhat cabinet government was supposed to be like, for there were no structured
partiesin the Rim. That, he thought glumly, would come later, along with organized voting blocs,
mass-media dectioneering, and the rest. And would the people of the Rim, having tasted homerule, be
willing to give it up when (theword "if" did not even cross his mind) the Federation won the war?

Helooked at each Councilor, and at one in particular. To some extent Miriam Ortega owed her riseto
the memory of her father, but that was only apart of it--and, after the early days, asmall part,
overshadowed by her own intelligence and force of persondlity.

Her eyes met Trevayne's. They'll been loversfor over ayear.
He looked away, sweeping the other Councilors with his gaze once more,

"Ladiesand gentlemen,” he began, "I've called thismeeting to confirm the rumor: weve received, through
the Orions, areply to our message to the Federation!™ He waited for the inevitable hubbub to die down.

The Rim's only warp connection with the Innerwodds (other than those in rebel-held space) wasthe
very. circuitous one through the Khanate by which Trevayne's command had reached Zephrain.

Afterwards, the Khan had dosed hisfrontiers to ahuman entrv. Even the raw materias purchased by the
Innerworld traveled only in Orion hulls, and only after along and frustrating period of indirect negotiation
had the Orions agreed to carry one message for Trevayne and to bring back onereply.

"All the Orionswill say," he resumed, "isthat the Federation is sending arepresentative to Rehfrak, which
isasfar asthey'll let him come, in one standard month. They'll llow meto go to him-- aone, secretly, in
oneof their own unarmed civilian craft. I'm frankly amazed that they're willing to violate their
self-imposed neutrality even to that extent.” "Do | understand, Sir, that you intend to accept this, uh,
invitation?' Barry, de Parma, chairman pro tern of the Grand Council, looked shocked a Trevayne's
nod. "But therisk! You'reindispensable.... his"The Orions,” Miriam Ortegacut in, "favor the Federation.
They're neutrd only because they know overt help from them would give our Sdean "astien” taint." She
smiled wryly, knowing that much of the resentment felt by the rebelling Fringe Worlds was shared by the
people of the Rim, including somein thisroom. The Corporate Worlds had been wrong to accuse the
Fringersof "xenophobia," but there was no doubting the Outworlders grim determination to remain
independent of the Orions. She hid asigh of impatience with her fellow Councilors, saying only, "Fhy
have no motive for treachery.” "Precisdy,” Trevayne agreed, "and asfor my o.. classfied knowledge," he
added, knowing they dl took hismeaning, "I'm not atechnician, and no hard information could be got out
of me. Besides, we have no reason to think they know there's any to get." He changed the subject before
any cautious souls like de Parma could spot the gagping holesin hisrationdization.

"Now, about security. Obvioudy, thisjaunt can't be amatter of public knowledge." They dl nodded,
knowing how their people would react to the news that the Provisional Government was having any

dedlings whatsoever with the tabbies. "Officidly, I'll be on exerciseswith the Flegt, and dl transfer
operationswill bein the hands of peoplel can trust.” "What if you're gone an unusudly long time?' De
Parmalooked glum. "What ff questions come up for debate in the Assembly?’ "Don't let them,” Trevayne
replied cheerfully. "Y ou're here because together you can control the Assembly. Asa countryman of
mine named Disragli, who had some small experience in these matters, once said, ‘A mgority isthe best
repartee." Miriam gave him aglare beneath which asmileflick- ered. ™Y ou and your quotes! No one out
here can ever be sure you're not making them up!" He smiled at her. "Would that | were so creative!™
Trevayne came back to the present as the cutter's hatch opened. A proudly overconscientious young



Cub of the Khan, whiskers dmost visibly awstteh with curiosity, to ed him to what would have been
caled the wardroom in a human capita ship, but no military courtesies were exchanged. The wardroom
was under heavy guard, but when Trevayne entered only two individuasroseto greet him. He
recognized Leornak at once, and the human beside him looked vaguely familiar. Trevayne felt he ought to
recogni ze the man, but he couldn't quite place him.

"Wecometo Szolkir, Admird," Leornak gregted him. "Thank you, Governor." Trevavne watched
Leornak's tufted ear twstteh as his computer trand ated the Standard English into Orion. It was an
impressive performance, but the Orions had aways been exceptionally good with eom-puters and
eyberneties--not that they had dl the answers. Like the Federation, they'd been persstently thwarted in
their effortsto create an artificia intelligence which didn't go promptly insane on them. Still, they made
much more use of voice-coded software, even aboard warships, than Terrans did.

Of course, their language and voca apparatus gave them a considerable advantage there. There were no
Orion homonyms, and Orion voice patterns were even more readily identifiable than human patterns,
whieh made computer authentication much simpler. More importantly, perhaps, Orions tended to express
strong emotions--like excitement and fear--with visua cues, not voice cues.

To date, the Federation had been unable to devise a voi ce-coded software paekage which could eope
with human stress patterns without requiring a prohibitive amount of storage space.

Trevayne himsalf had been agunnery officer aboard the superdreadnought Ranier the last time BuShips
had tried to introduce voice-cuirig into Fleet use, and he gill shuddered at the memory of that fiasco.

Leornak reclaimed his atention with agraceful gesture at his human guest. "Allow meto present an old
colleague and sometime opponent, Mister Kevin Sanders, re. pre- senting the Prime Minister of the
Terran Federation.

Of coursdl Trevayne shook hands with the tallish, den- der man, whose sharp features and gray Vandyke
gave him afoxy look. Hewaswell over 120, Trevayne remem- bered; in an age before longevity
treatments, he might have been a sprightly and well-preserved sixty.

Like Trevayne, he wore consarvative civilian clothing.
"Good to see you back onthe activeligt, Admird Sand- ers" Trevayne said after theinitial greetings.

"Lagt | heard, you were still engaged in ruining theimage of didlii retired officers"” Sanders merry blue
eyes twl6kled upward into Trevayne's somber dark-brown ones, and he chuckled.

"Strictly speaking, I'm no longer an "admiral." True,1 was dusted off and brought back to ONI after the
insurrection --comfor some reason, there were quite alot of early retire- ments about then. But | resigned
my commission last year to become aminister without portfolio in the Dieter Government--comaliaison
of sorts between the cabinet and the intelligence community.” He noted Trevayne's raised eyebrows at
the words the Dieter Government, but he said nothing.

Privately, he wasimpressed by how well Trevayne had controlled the sur- prise he must have felt. "But,”
he concluded, "that's more than enough about me. It's a privilege to meet you, Admi- ra, and dso a
pleasure. For one thing, we're both mem- bers of arare breed out here: I'm adso from Old Terra™ "Yes,"
Trevaynesaid. "1 know." "Oh?" Sanders gaze grew atrifle sharper.

"HowThat' Trevayne indulged himsdlf. "I've ways been fascinated by the variations with which we



native English-speakers il manage to enliven what's become auniversa tradelanguage,” he said with a
professoria ar Miriam would instantly have recognized. "Y ou, gr, are aNorth American--- from ether
the old Canadian Maritime Provinces or the Tidewater area of the old American ates of Virginiaand

Maryland, I'd say. Thetwo dialects are dmost identical, you know." Sanders managed to keep his
aplomb, saying only, "Thelatter is correct.” Hewasn't at his best dedling with people as clever ashimsdf,
adeficiency he ascribed to lack of opportunity for practice.

Leornak's grin grew and hiswhiskers quivered dightly as he regarded the two humans.
"Kevin," hesaid to Sanders, "I had afedling this meeting would be a sal utary experience for you.

Unfortunatdly, | have dutiesto attend to and | must leave, as much as| am enjoying this. And you
gentlemen doubtless need adegree of privacybbut | shall expect you for dinner afterwards.” Trevaynefelt
amomentary uneasiness at the invitation. Terran and Orion biochemistries were close enough to make
such shared socia events practica, but humans found some Orion culinary practices... disturbing. His
queasinessdied quickly as Leornak's dit-pupilled eyeslaughed at him. Of course -coma confirmed old
cosmopoalite like Leornak could be expected to defer to his quests' sensihilities by avoiding such customs
as munching live specimens of that species which had ways reminded Trevayne of hairless mice.

After the door closed behind Leornak, the Terrans sat at alow table on the cushions which served
Orionsinlieu of chairs, and Sanders poured from the bottle he and Leornak had been sampling.
Bourbon, Trevayne thought dourly, had become so popular among upper crust Orionsthat it was one of
the Federation's mgjor export items.

Why the bloody hdll hadn't the tabbies had the common decency to take aliking to fine, mat Scotch?

He raised the glass, returning Sanders brief salute, and drank. Then, somewhat fortified, he asked the
question he had not cared to ask in Leornak's presence.

"Ah... correct meif I'm wrong, but did | understand you to refer to the Dieter government?' Why, yes,”
Sanders answered with alook of bland innocence. "1 noticed you seemed surprised,” he added. Damn
the man!

"Well," Trevayne sad carefully, "my last news from the Innerworlds was just before the mutinies. Y ou
must admit, at that time Migter Dieter's political star wasn't exactly in the ascendant. "Tle singletime hed
met Dieter, the man had struck him asatypicd, blindly avaricious Corporate World politica hack. "It's
just ssemsatrifle @u.. odd, from my perspective out here." "Admiral, never underestimate Oskar
Dieter,"” Sanderssaid. "Simon Tdiaferro did, and it cost him." Trevayne blinked at the other's sudden
seriousness.

Clearly there had been some changesin the Innerworlds!

"But," Sanderswent on more lightly, “the Admiraty's briefing chipswill bring you up to date on
background events and timeis short, so dlow meto discharge mysdf of my ingtructions and ded with the
present and future." He set his glass aside to open an old-fashionod briefcase with an extremey modern
Security system.

"And s0 to business, Admird... dl of it pleasant businessfor you. You're now a Feet Admira, and al the
fidd promotions you've lade are retroactively confirmed. Asisyour assumption of thetitle
'Governor-Genera.” Infact, | should have greeted you as™Y our Excdllency," which is how the protocol



experts have decided a governor-genera should be addressed.” Trevayne gave the older man what he
hoped was aqudling glare, but it was difficult to tune up the full voltage againgt aman more than twice his
age. And he suspected that even at full bore, his expresson would have had little effect on Sanders, who
only grinned and continued as flippantly as before.

"Therewas alittle more trouble about this Rim Legida- tive Assembly of yours. No provisonfor itinthe
Condtitu- tion, after dl..." "rhere's a'so nothing in the Congtitution about an in- surreetion that isolates part
of the Federation from Old Terra," Trevayne cut in. rhese people remained loya when dl therest of the
Fringe revoltedd, | might add, despite their systematic abuse by the Corporate Worlds. Their loyalty isa
priceless resourcewed be wasting it ffwe hadn't involved them in their own defense?’ "Pace, Admird]"
Sandersraised ahand.

"All wasrati- fied. Oh, afew politicos are afraid you're setting up as aa autonomous warlord out here,
but of course they keep quiet about it. They want to stay in office!” He ehueided, then paused at
Trevayne's puzzled ook, but understand-Ing dawned quieldy.

"Of course! How could you know? Thefact is, you've become something of alegend, Admiral. The
origind portsof your flight from Osterman’s Star into Orion space captured the public imagination,
especidly snce no one even knew if you'd survived. Then when the news broke that you were not only
aive but had ralied the Rim and given the Rebels a bloody nose, to boot--well, | can hardly overstate the
reaction. The Federation has produced precious few victories and even fewer victorious commanders.
When an authentic hero turned up, there was no shortage of Corporate World money to publicize him.”
Sanders eyes danced. Hed watched happily as Trevayne's embarrassment grew visibly, ilow he gently
administered the coup de grace.

"You'l be pleased to know, Admird, that you're the subject of alavishly financed, hugely successful
holodrama mini-series entitled Escape to Zephrain. Y ou were played by Lance Manly, only dightly aged
for therole." He sat back and listened with pure pleasure while Trevayne sworein six languages for afull
minute without repeeting himsdlf. He waited until the new fleet admira had run out of bregth, if not
obscenities, before he continued with atoothy grin.

"I've brought chips of the entire series, Admird. The government fedlsit will enhance civilian mordein the
But Trevayne's habitua self-control had reasserted sdif. "I'll take persona custody of those chips, ff you
don't mind." And cycle them throagh an airlock at the first opportunity! "But don't kegp mein suspense
any longer, damn you! How isthe war going?' Sanders was suddenly serious. "Not well. Therebels have
gained control of al the choke points connecting their systemsto the Innerworlds--without, I'm sorry to
say, very much hindrance. Y u may not redlize how extraordinary Admira Ortegals nd your successin
holding your forcestogether redlly was, Admiral. The government put the Navy in an incredibly
vulnerable position, and when the shooting started, the Fleet smply disintegrated before our eyes. Before
we got the news about Zephrain, we'd estimated that our ninety percent of Frontier Fleet ISUR.CTO

had gone Ove now weve revised that to just over eighty percent@u But what really hurt waslosing over
fifty percent of Battle Fleet's active units." "Fifty percent.?" Even this man could be rocked by some
revelations, Sanders noted. " Sweet mother of God, man!™ "Fifty percent,” Sanders confirmed grimly, "but
that doesn't mean the rebels got al welost." Hisface suddenly looked every day of itsage, and Trevayne
leaned back against his cushions. @u Of course. It had to have been like that, or those Battle Fleet
monitors aready would have taken Zephrain away from him. He closed hiseyesin brief pain ashe
contemplated the grim scenes that must have occurred within the Federation as scattered, mutinous
battle-line units went down under the fire of their own service--comand took their share of loya ships
and crewswith them.

"So theyad both the time and strength to grab their choke points,” Sanders went on after amoment. "Not



only that, but by now they've had time to set up afew yards of their own. So far we haven't seen any
heavy capitd shipsamong their new congtruction.

.. but give them time. They'll get toit. They got too much breathing space, and crushing them is going to
be long and bloody. And, of course, there's dways someone waiting to step in as soon astheres an
opening. Likethe Tangri. | noticed in your report that you've had afew brushes with them out aong the
Rim?"' "Oneor two," Trevayne agreed camly.

"Not very many, though. | adopted an argument they understood, and they've left us alone since.”
"Redly?I've had some experience of the Tangri mysdf, Admird. I'm afraid I'm not amiliar with an
‘argument” they pay any atention to.” "Oh, but you are, Mister Sanders.” Trevayne chuckled dryly. "Asa
matter of fact, | believe you were present in the Lyonesse System when the same argument was
propounded once before." His better nature triumphed just before he added, " That was before my time,”
and he ended with asmple, "I estimate three percent of their raiding force got home." "Ah!" Sanders
nodded. "It's a pity the Federation has aways been too easygoing to use that argument more often. Still, |
suppose the plutocrats have been more concerned with squeezing the Fringers. And they have other
worries now. There was even some wild talk about bringing Battle Fleet hometo "stand
shoulder-to-shoulder in defense of the homeworld!" But, of course, that was before they redly
understood the Fringe's objectives. The rebels want to secede, and for that they only have to hold what
they've aready got, not add more starsto it. Except "he looked sharply at Trevayne' for the Rim. They
want that. And now they fedl they can takeit." He patted the briefcase. "I've brought ONI'S andysisfor
your perusa. The prognosisis. you can expect aredly massve attack on Zephrain within sixty standard
days. The question is: can you hold?' Their eyeslocked as Sanders sfiently asked the question that could
not be asked aoud aboard an Orion warship. Have your people managed to transmute the theoretica
dataat Zephrain RDSinto the kind of hardware that will even the odds you'll face?

Trevayne understood. And he knew that ff Leornak had any conception of what wastruly at stake, al
the possible "diplomatic repercussions’ in the Galaxy would not assure his own safety. Leornak would
have to try, even though torture was notorioudy unreliable, even though al TFN officers were immunized
to truth-extracting drugs, and even though the limitations of hypnosiswere still essen- tidly what they had
been in Franz Mesmer's day. So he answered smply, "Yes." They settled back on their cushionsand
spped their bourbon, two men who understood one another perfectly, and Sanders smiled hisimpish
gmileagain.

"Well, Admird, I'm confirmed in my view that the government acted wisdly in ratifying your actions.
That's the one advantage of a plutocracy: it can sometimes be frightened into doing the sensible thing.” He
caught Trevayne's disapproving look and deliberately misinterpreted it. "Oh, yes, of course the good
Leornak isbugging us... but only for his private amusement and the edification of his own superiors. And
while those superiors would rather do business with us, they don't have much emotiona investment in this
war. Not like those of uswhao're out to avenge the blood of kith and kin, asit were." He

able.St[* odashgg'pped suddenggity, looking uncharacteristically uncomfort- "Apologies, Admira. That
was an ingppropriate thing to say. Of course | know about your family." But Trevayne hardly heard him,
for in the corridors of his memory, along-shut door swung open.

It had been sixteen years before, with hisyounger daughter Ludmillanewly born. HeEd taken.hisfamily to
Old Terrafor thefirg time.

They'd visted England, of course, and Moscow.

Andlikedl human vistorsto the birthworld, they'd journeyed to Africawhere the Temple of Man
exploded up over Olduvai Gorge in arches and spiresthat soared towards infinity while homo erectus,



captured forever in the masterpiece of the twenty-second century sculp-tot Xentos, gazed at the lightsin
the night sky and wondered.

But theimage that haunted him gill was from the Mediterranean idand of Corfu, whose mountains meet
the sea to subdivide beaches into ancient coves where squinting, sun-dazzled eyes can sometimes
momentarily glimpse Odysseus' gdley rounding aheadland. Until the day of his degth, he would never be
ableto think of his older daughter Courtenay without seeing afour-year-old girl on the beach at Corfu,
the brilliant sun conjuring reddish glintsin her chestnut hair.., followed swiftly by the disspating
radioactive dust which, for alittle while after the missiles struck, must have colored the dawns and
sunsets of Galloway's World.

He alowed himsdlf five twenty-nine hour Xandy daysin Prescott City after hisreturn from Rehfrak. On
the sixth day, he awoke and walked to the open window to gaze out into the high summer of Xanadu's
northern hemisphere. Imported ms mingled with native feathedeaf and fal sepine across awel|-tended
lawn crystaline with dew, and creatures that weren't quite furry birds flew overhead in the early-morning
light of asun just too yellow to be Sol. He sniffed the cool air, dready sensing the hest the day would
bring, and there was a strange stillnessin his heart.

He heard agtirring behind him as Miriam reached for himin her degp and, finding his side of the bed
empty, awvoke. She smiled deepily.

"For God's sake, lan," she murmured.

"Put some clothes on if you're going to stand at the window. At least spare what little€'s left of my
reputation.” He smiled. Their affair was the worst-kept secret in the Zephrain System, if not the entire
Rim. In fact, hed been consderably relieved when he viewed the mischievous Sanders wildly overdone
HV chips (which had snce mysterioudy vanished) and found no mention of Miriam. He sat down on the
bed and kissed her forehead gently.

"Go back to deep,” he whispered. "No need for you to get up yet. But | haveto leave.” Shewasfully
awake now, and her smile departed. "'l supposeit's usdessto tell you again that any of your new-minted
admirals-Desai, Remko, any of the rest--are competent to act as your in-space commander? Or to
remind you of your importance to the Rim?" She caught herself before saying "the Rim Federation.” He
thought ruefully of hislast conversation with her father. "My "importance” ends the day the rebe s break
through,” he answered grimly. "The Rim lives or dieswith the Fleet. | may aswell do the same." "lan,”
shesmiled again, "you're full of shit, asusud. I'm aNavy brat, remember? | know the real reason you're
going." Of coursethey both knew the unwritten (and therefore unbreakable) rule that required any TFN
commander who could manage it to be in space with his personnd in battle. Howard Anderson had been
aboard one of those twenty-third century battlewagons, now so quaint-seeming, at Aklumar. Ivan
Antonov and Raymond Prescott had ridden their flagshipsinto the mesat-grinders of Lorelel and Home
Hivelll. And Sergel Ortegahad flown hislightsto the end in Krait at the Battle of the Gateway.

Miriam looked up at the swarthy, invulnerable face and ran her fingers through the close-trimmed, dightly
graying beard. Few who knew him saw any reason to dispute the common judgment that he was
hiscomplex” and "inscrutable’ -comsome might even add "sinigter.” She aone had come to know hisface
lied, that his complexity, seen whole, rer ISURRECO solved xs61f inffcccentric rings of defense around
the dull hurt & the center of him.

Miriam's lovemaking was no more passive than anything el se about her, and she pulled him down to her,
kissng him. "Y ou don't haveto leavejust yet," she said softly, "and God knows how long you'll be
gone.... "And, for atime, nothing existed for either of them except the other.



Afterwards, she sat on the bed among the tangled sheets, hugging her knees and smoking as she watched
him dress and groom himsalf meticuloudy. Y es, she thought, even the surprising persond vanity fitsthe
pattern. It was a part of thefortifications.

What she did not know, what she would never know, was that without her he was donewith his hurt.

Then heturned back to her, totaly familiar and yet dmost astranger in hisuniform. They kissed once
more, lingeringly, And it wastimefor himto go.

"You redlize, of course,” she said with mock severity, "that while you're gone, in addition to being
miserably horny, I'm going to have the Devil of atime kegping the Grand Council in harness." He paused
at the door and grinned innocently.

"Wdl," he began, "in the words of anoted pre-space Chinese philosopher..." He managed to beat the
hurled pillow through the door.

CONDUIT Kevin Sanders hardly noticed the Marines guarding the prime minister's residence. He hadn't
been on Old Terramany hours, and he was far more concerned with smelling unreeyeled air and seeing
more than a handful of facesin one place.

He glanced at hiswatch asthe elevator whisked him to the penthouse. He was running dightly late, but
politica meetings, he'd learned long ago, were very like socid gatherings, it was better to arrive latc cven
by alarge margin--than early by the smallest.

The elevator doors opened, and he stepped out to be met by atdl, fair-haired young man.

"Evening, Heinz. | take it they're awaiting me with bated breath?' "More or less, Admird Sanders.”
Sanders sighed. Heinz yon Rathenau, Dieter's persond security head, was the only member of the New
Zurich Ddlegation to follow him -comofficidly, anyway--cominffthe prime minister's resdence, and he
seemed incapable of forgetting the titles people had once acquired--comor "earned,” ashe put it.
Sanders suspected him of incurable romanticism. "Shall | go onin, Heinz?' "Of course, Sr. Conference
Room Two." ""thank you." Four people sat around the polished crystal conference table. Sanders
nodded pleasantly to Sky, Marsha Witeinski and Chief of Nava Operations Rutgers and bestowed a
specia srhil@. on Susan Krupskaya, his successor at ONI, then half-bowed to the prime minister.

Dieter wastheleast impressive of them dl, physicaly speaking, but hiswas unquestionably the dominant
presence. Which was no smdll trick, given the wedlth of experience his military subordinates represented.
Either Sanders first impression of Dieter had been sadly mistaken, or € se the man had somehow grown
to meet his moment. He sugpected the latter, but he was none too sure his sugpicion didn't stem from his
own disrike of admitting mistakes.

"Migter Sanders.” Dieter did not rise, but his courteous greeting gave the impression he had.

"I'm glad you werefindly ableto join us" "Thank you, gr." Sandershid asmile@u "I'm sorry--1 am
running abit late@u" He didn't mention that he'd walked rather than take aground car.

"Quitedl right," Dieter said@u "Man must walk before he can run, | suppose.” He smiled plessantly@u
"But you're the man of the hour, after all--comor, at least, the man who's met him." He leaned back and
waved at achair@u "Let us hear your report, Mister Sanders. Please@u” "Yes, ar." Sanderslaid his

briefcase on the table and snapped its security locks. Reinforced titanium sheathing gleamed dully oniits



inner surfaces as he extracted afolder of holo chipsand laid them on the table.

""Thisisthe off'd report, Sr. But | gather you want an @u.. ah, off the cuff summation?' "Precisdly,
Mister Sanders. Y our summeations are dways so enlivening@u" "Thank you, gr. | griveto please” "I'm
sure@u” Dieter opened an inlaid cigar box and waited while Sanders selected and lit one. Then he
cleared histhroat gently@u "Y our summation?' "Y es, Sr. Frankly--was Sanders eyes swept the group,
his customary levity absent” we're damned lucky@u | was prepared for a determined man, but not for
the one |l met. In my considered opinion, the Governor-Generd will hold the Rim Systemsif any living
man can doit." "A strong endorsement, Kevin," Susan Krupskaya said quietly.

"Isit?" Sanders suddenly grinned impighly.
"Let'sjust put it thisway, Susan--he puts Lance Manly to shame@u'"
"So you're confident he can hold Zephrain?* Witcinski asked somberly.

"l am. Moreimportantly, heis. Mind you, we couldn't talk openly on board an Orion carrier, but when |
asked him ff he could, he answered with oneword: 'dlyes"" "That soundslike lan,” Rutgers said.

"Y es. The Governor-Genera does seem rather, ah, formidable,"" Sanders agreed. "And he clearly fedls
he has the firepower he needs.

.. plusthelocds’ full-blooded support.

At least," he chuckled dryly, "he defended them most vehemently againgt afew carefully dropped
aspersons.” "That soundslike him, too," Rutgers said.

"And it brings up another point,” Witcinski pressed. "Forgive me, Bill--1 certainly don't wish to impugn
the honor of an officer who's accomplished what he has--but there has to be some temptation towards
empire-building in his position.” "1 suppose so--comfor some,” Sanders broke in before Rutgers anger
could find expression. " Sky Marshd, you no doubt know that Admira Trevaynelost hiswife and
daughters on Galloway'sWorld?' "Yes," Witcinski agreed guardedly.

"Wadl, ar," Sanders said quietly, "he'slost his son now, too." He watched the sudden pain in Rutgers
broad, face, then eyed Witcinski.

"I'm sorry to hear it, Mister Sanders,” the Sky Marshd said gruffly, "but how does that answer my
question?’ "Hisson,” Sanders said very softly, "was aboard one of the ships BG 32 destroyed in the
Batfie of Zephrain." He kept his eyes on Witcinski as Rutgers gasped in dismay. "1 submit, Sir, that neither
you, nor |, nor anyone else hasthe right to question hisloyalty after that." "No," Witcinski said dowly, "I
don't suppose s0." There was no gpology in hisvoice, only understanding, but Sanders was content.
Witcinski was very like Trevayne- -comalittle harder, perhaps, alittle narrower.., certainly less
imaginative. But in one respect they were identical: neither ever gpologized for doing what he felt was

necessary.

"And your estimate of the mfiitary Stuation, Kevin?' Rut-gers' voice wasfiat, itsimpersondity covering
hisown pain.

"The Governor-General provided aforce summary, but it's not exhaustive. We were both aware that
Fang Leornak | NSU RP, I.Can-"TION was certain tost'cad his report--one way or another." Sanders
shrugged and grinned again, dispelling much of the lingering solemnity. "Leornak and | are old friends, so



| made hisjob alittle easier by leaving the report on my desk when we went to supper.” "Y ou did what?"
Witcinski stared a him.

"Of course | did, Sky Marshd," Sanders said cheerfully. "It was only courteous.”" " Courteous?"
Witcinski glared a him, and Sanders amiled. "Please, Sky Marshdll' Hewa* ed an airy hand. "Y e Orions
certainly know as much about Zephrain RDS as Admiral Krupskayaand | do about Vakhalll. Whichis
to say each side knowsthe other has afacility where dl that nasty weapons research has carefully not
been carried out for the last Sixty years. Leornak isacivilized old cat, by hislights, but ff he thought he
had any chance to discover the contents of conephrain RDS, he'd have no option but to try--a point, by
the way, of which the Governor-Generd seemswell aware. Aslong as Leoruak can tell the Khan there's
no evidence of such data's being transmitted, he can avoid the unpleasant and diplomatically catastrophic
necessity of ... acquiring it." He shrugged. "So | madeit easier by giving him accessto the recorded data,
sncel fet confident Admira Trevayne wastoo wise to record anything incriminating. Now Leornak can
assure the Khan that no sengitive data was transmitted... which meant, incidentaly, that the
Governor-Genera and | could leave hisflagship.” "My God!" Witcinski shook hishead. "'l think you
actualy enjoyed it!" "My dear Sky Marsha! Why el se would anyone become a'spook”?" Sanders
permitted himsdlf another chuckle.

"But you do have astrength estimate?’ Rutgers pressed. "Certainly. Thefull dataisin the report.
Fortunately, few capital shipswere actudly lost a Zephrain. His damaged units have been repaired, and
apparently he's undertaken a program of new construction, aswell.

"Sanders voicetrailed off in deliberately tantalizing fashion.

"New congruction?' Rutgersfrowned at him.

"What sort?" "A new group of monitors-—-he says." Sanders voice was quite neutral.
"Says?' Krupskayaasked sharply. Trust Susan to be thefirst to pounce, he thought wryly.

"Let'sjust say | think he finessed some clues past the Orions--which takes some doing with awily old
whisker[* odash] twister like Leornak.” "Clues, Mister Sanders? What sort of clues?' "Jugt this, Sky
Marsha he's building onlt monitors, each of which istying up the full capacity of a Terra-class space
dock, and he's named thefirst of them Horatio Nelson." "What? What sort of name isthat for a
monitor?' "Precisdly, Sky Marshdl.

Monitors are named for TFN heroes, yet this ship isn't. The Orions probably won't give it athoughter dl,
our nomenclatureis as confusing to them astheirsisto us--but anon-standard name suggests a
non-standard class, no? Coupled with the building capacity devoted to each of them and the fact that he
doesn't seem to fed the need for carriers- was Sanders raised one hand, palm up.

"l see" Witcinski scratched hischin. "'l believe you have apoint, Mister Sanders” "So Admird Trevayne
has a 9zable conventiond force, plus whatever unorthodox vessels and weapons he may be building,”
Dieter mused. "And on that basis, he fed's confident of defeating anything the rebels can throw at him.”
He nodded dowly. "My friends, | think that may be the best news since thiswhole sorry, disaster began.
If he'sright--if he can hold it may betime for usto consider Operation Y ellowbrick.” He glanced at his
two senior milio ta. commanders.

"Comments, gentlemen?' "Redlly, Kevin," Susan Krupskaya chided as she poured scotch into his glass,
"you should watch the way you talk to the Sky Marshal." "Why?' Sanders yawned and stretched,-
looking briefly more cat-like than an Orion. "Has he noticed something?’ "Kevin, you're a clever man, not



to mention devious and underhanded, but the Sky Marshd is cleverer than you think. He may not waste
time on decadent things like socid amenities, but he's quite well aware you enjoy twitting him." "Nonsehs
left-brace That man's not ‘well aware’ of anything that doesn't mount shields, armor, and energy,
weapons |eft-brace was " Oh, no? That's not what hiswar diary says.

"War diary?' Sanders sat up and rowned at her.

"Y ou've been tapping the confidential war diary of the military commander-in-chief, Susan?' "But,
Kevin," she batted her eyelids demurely, "you aways said that anything someone considersworth
keeping a secret is probably worth knowing. Besides, he'sa Fringer; it seemed like agood ideato check
him." "But if he catchesyou at it," Sanders said warning left-bracey, "not even Dieter's going to be able
to save your shapdly ass." "No?' Krupskaya grinned atrifle crookedly. "Why do you think | warned you
he's cleverer than you think? "Heres my last intercept from hisdiary.” Shetossed him a sheet of facamile.

"Ah?" Sanders glanced at the transcript and began to chuckle. After amoment, it became full-throated
laughter, and he raised his glass ungrudging left-brace y to the absent sky marshd. Al left-braceit said
was. "My Dear Vice Admirdl. | trust you and Mister Sanders have enjoyed being onthe'inside.” L.
Witcinaki." "And he accused me of enjoying it!" "And he was right, you old reprobate | eft-brace was
Krupskaya shook her head wryly. "I'm still not certain how he caught me, but he thinks you put me up to
it." "Well, | supposel did, inasense,” Sanders agreed lazily. "After dl, | taught you everything you
know." "Not quite everything," she said dryly. "And before you start blowing your ego out your ears, |
have something for you. Here." She handed him a sheaf of pages.

"Ah left-brace An excellent job, Susan. Excdllent left-brace his"Sure." She shook her head at him.

"Kevin, what are you up to? Here's proof that Captain M'tanaand Alistair Nomoruba are feeding
information to the rebels, and you won't right-brace et me do athing about it left-brace Damn it, they've
been doing it for over two left-brace lears now left-brace his " So they have." Sandersfinished the first
sheet, nodded to himself and crumpled the paper, breaking the security coating, then tossed it into the
ice-bucket at hiselbow.

The sheset touched melted ice-water and vanished as he turned to the second page.

"I'vedonealot for you, Kevin," Admira Krupskayasaid sternly, "and I'll probably go right on doing it,
but you owe me an explanation. | don't mind putting my career on theline, but Sitting on thismay violate
my sworn oath asan officer.” " Sweet Susan,” Sanders said soothingly, "the skill has not yet deserted
these palsied old fingers. Thisold eye has not yet lost its keenness. This old ear has not yet--was " Spare
me afull catalog of decrepit organsthat are till more or to essfunctiond,” sheinterrupted rudely. "What
you're saying--in your thankfully inimitable style-is that tou know what you're doing?' "Precisdy."
"Kevin," she said with unaccustomed severity, "Tm no longer awet-nosed snotty in your operation on
New Vakha. | have my own duties --comand I've run about asfar with thisas| intend to without an
explanation.” "Ah, but your baby fat made you such acharming ensgn," he said gently. " Still---was he
weighed the angry fondness flashing in her eyes and shrugged his-comperh it ststimefor the wily old
measter to enlighten his round-eyed, admiring disciple.” "Pace, my dear!" Hiseyes dill gleamed, but his
voice was serious, and she settled back to listen.

"Congder: | firgt tapped into th conduit less than amonth after the POW letter exchanges began,
correct?' "Yes" "Fine. And at the time, the information passing through it, while undoubtedly useful,
waan't precisely Galaxy-shaking. Correct agan?' "Yes" "WEeffful, as| taught you in the dim mists of your
youth, my love, one never tampers with a conduit unless the information passing through it is of deadly
importance. Instead, one monitorsit, tracesit, and, above dl, makes certain it carriesinformation in



gpparent security, thus preventing the ungodly from tinkering up something one doesn't know about to
replaceit. Thisis gpook basic train-Ing manud stuff, isit not?"

"Yes, Kevtn," she sighed. "But why not tell an left-brace lone about it?" "My sweet, a secret is a secret
when only one person knowsit; anything eseis smply more or less compromised information. Dear,
toothsome Susan! | wouldn't have told you if you hadn't been moving into the worry sest a ONI!™ "And
ff you hadn't needed my help to stay tapped in!" "That, too, of course," he admitted gracioudly.

"All right. | can accept that. Bu left-brace ook at some of this stuff, Kevin! Details of the communications
with the Orionsto set up your trip.

Or here "she pointed at another sheet his-- details of cabinet meetings, for God's sake!

We'retdking heavy duty data, Kevin. Thisisno longer Assembly gossip!” "And quiteinteresting it is,
too," Sanders agreed brightly. "Damn you.eaou, Kevin! Don't evade me! Why can't | eventdl Heinz
tallyhat someoneinsde the cabinet is passing priceless datato the enemy?" "Priceless?' Sanders finished
the last page of the intercepts and watched it curl into nothingnessin the ice-bucket. " Perhaps, and
perhaps not." He tirred the clear water and clinking ice with anidle forefinger.

"No "perh™ about it!" Krupskaya snorted.

"Actudly, you know, thereis," he corrected gently. "Congder this, my dear--everything you've picked up
from the cabinet is purdly palitical.

There hasn't been one scrap of military intelligence.” "That'strue," she agreed dowly, her tone suddenly
thoughtful.

"Now," Sanders purred, "who has accessto dl this--was he tapped the bland water in the ice-bucket”
but not to military data? The same cabinet meeting which discussed sending meto the Orionsaso
discussed our entire naval dtrategy, yet thereés not aword of that in here. Surely that would be worth
more to the rebe s than, for example, Prime Minister Dieter's requests for opinions on granting the
"Republic” limited belligerent satus?" " Sdective information,” she said softly, nodding her heed. "But
why?Y ou'reright; it's vauable, but less vauable than military inteligence" "Ah, but isit?"

"Damn you," she said without rancor. "Don't start your damned double-think on me now!" "I'm not. But
who doesit have valuefor? The recipient @u.. or the sender?’ "1 don't pretend to understand that
one--yet. But | will, | promiseyou!" @u "I'm sureyou will," he soothed, his smile taking the offense from
hiswords@u "Y ou were dways my best student, or you wouldn't be sitting where you are now. But
unlikeyou, my love, | aready know our molesidentity.” "And you don't intend to share it with me?' she
sad resgnedly.

"No, Susan, | don't," he said, his suddenly fiat tone contrasting sharply with hisnorma urbanity. Then he
smiled ag@u "Buit it'salovely game, my dear! | know--but does he know that | know? And if he does,
does he know that | know that he knowsthat | know? Ad infinitum, of course.” "Kevin Sanders," she
sad acidly, "if | didn't trust you more than my own mirror, 1'd have you in irons under babblejuice
therapy this second!” "And, my dear,” he purred, "if | didn't trust yotr--and know that you trust mc |
would never have recommended you to run ONI, now would 17?" Susan Krupskaya laughed and shook
her held. "Hold out your glass, you rotten old bastard,” she said affectionately.

"Here. Thelatest information for Captain M'tana." Thetal man took the record chip and tucked it indgde
his tunic beside his holstered needler. He frowned.



"Y ou seem displeased.” The observation was made gently, but there was a chuckle in the voice@u "No,
ar. It'sjust.., just..." "Just that it goes against the grain to passthingsto rebds,;?" "Well, yes, sr," the
courier said unhappily.

"But we don't give them any military data, now do we? Just politica information to let them know what's
happen- ing in the Cabinet and Assembly@u"" "Y es, Sir, but--was "But me no buts@u" The voice
hardened dightly. "The "rebels’ are Terrans, too, you know. Possbly better Terransthan we are. It can't
hurt to give them thisinformation -comand someday it may do agreet ded of good poundsr them to
know precisaly what the government ealleft-brace sthinks™” "Yes, gr," thetall young man said, and
turned away with the pricegg'ess-i non-military-- intelligence tucked into histunic. Hewould seeto it
Nomorubagot the in pounds rma- ion without a clue asto its source. Heinz von Rethenau might not
understand the motives o pounds the Terran Republic's most highly-placed spy, but he knew he could
never question them.

Ater dl, Oskar Dieter wasthe prime minister.

FORTRESS lan Trevayne stood on the flag bridge of his new flagship, in orbit around Xanadu, and
watched the great curve of the planet on the big screen. That blue, cloud-swirling loveliness woke the
home-cdling of hisblood, and his eyes swung toward the constellation X andies called the Hexagon.
There, the astronomers asserted, to ay Sol.

How far was Sol from Zephrain? The question was afascinating one for the theoretical astronomers
(whose current best guess was seven hundred light-years), but of no significance whatsoever to the
working spacers who travel ed the mad ingeodesics of the warp lines. Y et Trevayne contemplated the
sheer distancesinvolved more often of late, deliberately dwelling on theimmengty of spaceandtimeasa
sort of tonic when his spirits flagged. For huge though the universe might be, Man's very presence here, in
this system, was the best measure of his own stature. Seven centuries from Earth Trevayne had come, as
thelonely radiation of light rode the vacuum. Surely after such avoyage asthat he could accomplish what
duty demanded.

He shook himsalf and dismissed that thought to consider the ship he rode. Shortly before the war, the
Zephrain Fleet base had laid down a prototype fortress, larger even than amonitor and with far more
mobility than the usud OWP'S station-keeping capaoilities. Asfar as Trevayne was concerned, anything
mobile, however dow and clumsy, was a ship, and after completing it with magjor modifications, held
"givenit aname. It was now TFNS Sergel Ortega, and it wasthe largest self-propelled structure ever
wrought by homo sapiens but not for long. The militant energy of the Rim had come together with the
scientific wizardry dumbering at Zephrain RDS and birthed the five mammoth congtructionsthat orbited
aongside Ortegain various stages of incompletion, overshadowing even her bulk. Destroyer-sized
congtruction ships did between their massverribs, tractored barges piled high with steel and beryllium and
titanium from Zeptstrain's mammoth smelters shuttled back and forth among them; and fierce, tiny
congtellations of robotic welderslit their bones. Only one was even partially operationd, but he'd at least
decided on anamefor that one: TFNS Horatio Nelson. When Miriam had asked who that was, held told
her she could bloody well ook it up.

He thought of those gargantuan monsters-—-he would, he suppoled, probably call them
supermonitors--and of the wholesale refitting of the other Fleet units, and, not for thefirgt time, he was
awed and even alittle frightened by the Faustian dynamism of the Rim society. He never redlized (no one
did, except Miriam Ortega, and she only dimly) that it was he who had tempered that unique human
meta into the terrible weapon now poised to strike.



It struck on the twenty-third standard day after Trevayne had been piped aboard Ortega.

Genii Y oshinaka (a captain, now, and Trevayne's chief of staff) scanned the reports of SBM carrier
packs coming in from the closed warp point near the photosphere of Zephrain A--the "Back Door," asit
had come to be called--then looked up to meet Trevayne's eyes as they redlized they'd won thelr first

gamble.

They'd counted on the rebels rgjecting another pincer after their earlier disaster and made their own
deployment accordingly. Their mobile units—-notow officialy listed by the TFN as Fourth Flegt-- covered
the Gateway, but the orbital forts which once had protected it did not. They'd been repaired, refitted, and
towed across the system to join the handful of new forts protecting the Back Door.

There was areason for that redeployment, and the rebel s were about to discover it.

Trevayne spoke afew quiet words, and the orders went out, setting in motion long-prepared contingency
plans, both in space and on Xanadu. The fleet uncoiled itsalf from the Gateway in response, reaching out
on theflag plot like gleaming tendrils of light. And on the planet, sirens screamed and civil defenseteams
gprang into orderly action. Kevin Sanders' briefing might stressthe rebels promise to avoid further
strikes on populated worlds so long as the Federation did likewise, but 1an Trevayne would take no
chances. There would be no mass murder on Xanadu.

He watched his secondary plot--the onetied directly into the Back Door fortresses—-and hishard smfie
tightened as acrazy quilt of explosions erupted about the warp point. The hordes of tiny robotic
gpacecraft with their loads of homing missileswere taking a besting, he thought coldly. SBMHAWK
carriers had dways been largely immune to minefidds, for it was hard for the hunter-killer satellitesto
target something so smal, and harder il for them to catch the agile, wildly evading packs before they
stabilized their launchers and fired. That was what made them so deadly against fixed defenseslike
OWPS... until Zephrain RDS had supplied an answer: anew mine with vastly improved tracking systems
and afar higher attack speed. Their attack radius was shorter than for conyen-tional mines, and their
lighter warheads were largdly ineffectual againgt shielded and armored warships, but they were deadly
againgt the unprotected SBMHAWK'S.

Their shorter range required denser patterns and there had been insufficient time to build enough for both
warp points. But Trevayne and his staff had reasoned that the rebels would prefer the Back Door to the
long-established Gateway defenses, and placed their limited supply accordingly.

"Skywatch says the new minestook out ninety-plus percent of the missle packs before launch, Admird,"
Y oshinakareported crisply. "Operational orders transmitted to mobile units and acknowledged.

All ships closed up at action stations and redeploying towards the Back Door. All civil defense
procedures implemented on Xanadu.” "Thank you, Commodore," Trevayne acknowledged formaly, his
eyeson the main battle display. Any moment now, he thought.

The rebelsreceived thefirgt of severad surprises astheir lead units emerged to find their attack warp point
gtill covered by heavy OWPS. Vice Admira Josef Matucek, commanding the Republican van, watched
in horror as his superdreadnoughts warped into a holocaust of close-range beam fire. Shieldsflared like
paper in afurnace as the heavy batteries of energy weapons--energy weapons which should have been
blasted to rubble by the torrent of SBMHAWK'S-- ripped his ships apart.

It wasincredible! How had they survived? And having survived, where was that hurricane of force
beams coming from? Every Terran fortress designer was imbued with the necessity of balancing force



beam and primary beam armaments--the former to batter down shields and armor at close range when
the capita ships came through; the | atter to eerate the hangar bays of the carriersin the follow-up
Xvaves--but those forts couldn't possibly mount anything but force beams! There was no room for
anything else, and their heavy fire gutted the leading Republican ships. Fragile datalink systems collapsed
in electronic hysteria under the pounding, and the superdreadnoughts had to fight asindividuas,
surrounded by those demonic fortresses like mastodons besieged by tigers.

But superdreachmughts were tough. Eight were destroyed outright, and a dozen more were crippled,
haf-demolished, hulls glowing with the energy bleeding into them from the defenders force beams, but
they struck back hard. Their crews were every bit as courageous, every bit as determined, asthe
defenders, and they blew agap in thein-system edge of the defensivering.

Neither Matucek nor many of his peoplelived to seeit, but the follow-on wave of carriersfound ahole
wide enough to offer escape from the full fury of the distance-attenuated force beams.

They charged through it--only to red in shock as every surviving fortress cut loose with the same
incredible number of primaries and taught the Republican Navy the power of the "variable focus'
improved force beam refined from the theoretical data at Zephran [[DS. Stressed fidd lenses dlowed
the same projector to operate in primary mode, projecting abeam which wastiny in aperture and brief in
duration compared to aregular force beam. And while, like dl primaries, it lacked the wide area effect of
the force beam, it was aweapon to which e ectromagnetic shields, metal armor, and human flesh al
offered equa resstancethat isto say, noneat dl.

The vicious beams stabbed through the carriers, crippling el ectromagnetic catapults and, al too often, the
readied fighters, aswell, and the first carrier wave staggered aside, toothless, their riddled fighter bays
usaess.

But even the improved force beam required a cooling period between primary-mode shots, and the rebel
commander turned the full fury of hisfleet upon the remaining fortresses. The Book cdled for intact forts
to be bypassed, for the follow-up waves to flood through the holes opened by SBMHAWK'S and the
assault wavesto draw out of range of the surviving energy weapons, but that was impossible here.
Admira Anton Kellerman threw the surviving ships of the first wave into the teeth of the big forts, and the
primaries dow rate of fire proved decisive. They died hard, but they died.

... and took half a dozen more superdreadnoughts (and six assault carriers which had no business--by The
Book--in such an engagement) with them into desth.

Trevayne watched grimly asthe relayed scanner images recorded the destruction of Zephrain Skywatch.
He'd known from thefirst that this was the probable outcome of atruly determined assault--and so had
the Skywatch crews. He wondered how many of his personnel had died with their fortresses. Not so
many aswould normally have been the case, but far more than he would find it easy to live with. Hed
done his best to reduce the death toll by employing as much automation as possible, but there had to be
some human brains behind the robotics. There had been, and most of them had been volunteers. He only
hoped the specialy-designed escape pods built into the fortresses had saved more than atithe of those
extraordinary people.

It might have been different if hed dared to marsha Fourth Fleet behind Sk.vwatch. Thefirepower of his
mobile units, coupled with that of the forts, would have smashed the rebd attack into dust--but someone
had had to cover the Gateway in case he and Y oshinaka had guessed wrong.

He studid lisdisplay narrowly, wishing for the thousandth time that even one of his supermonitorswas



operationd, but only the immobile, half-finished Nelson was even partly so. Another thirty standard days
might have changed that, but he had to fight with what he had, and, as he watched Anton Kefflerman
gather his shaken units back into some sort of formation amid the drifting rubble of Skeavwaich, he
wondered grimly if it was enough. He'd been confident when he told Sanders he could hold Zephrain, but
ONI had underestimated the rebel attack strength by at least a Factor of three.

Too many of those ships out there weren't listed in hisflagship's data base. New ships, the fruit of the
shipyards Sanders had warned him about.

But Skywatch had done bloody well, and that had to be avery shaken rebel commander. Virtudly al of
his super-dreadnoughtshad been crippled or destroyed outright, and his carriers had suffered heavily. He
had to be wondering what fresh disaster awaited him from Zephrain's Pandoras Box, and ff he could just
be convinced that what awaited him was even worse than it actually was.

Hewatched asmall rebel force line out for Gehennawhile asecond, larger one headed directly for
Xanadu and his own forces, and wondered what the rebel commander would do with hissurviving
srikefighters? The Book called for aclose-in launch to avoid as much AFHAWK attrition as possible,
but he might be shaken enough to launch at extreme range. Trevayne hoped not, for that was the one
thing hetruly feared.

He encouraged the enemy's adherence to The Book by holding back his own fleet--including the
monitors of BG 32, commanded now by SonjaDesal and very different from anv other monitorsin
gpace. There were afew monitorsin the rebel fleet. They must have been the rear guard, protected from
thefirst crushing embrace of action because their long building time made them so hard to replace. But
his primary interest lay with the surviving carriers as Ortega shivered, moving into adightly wider orbitin
company with BG 32. Ortegaand Desafs monitors were datdinked to the immobile Nelson; they
couldn't leave Xanadu without dropping the partially-operational supermonitor out of the net, and he
needed Nelson. He needed her badly, and he had to suck those carriersinto range of her weapons
before they launched.

Anton K efflerman watched the plot aboard his CV A flagship Unicorn and wondered just what Trevayne
was playing at. He'd once served under the Rim commander, and the one thing Trevayne had never
seemed was hesitant. Y et he wasn't moving forward to engage. True, he was badly outnumbered-
-comby at least three-to-one in fighters, Kellerman judged but ill...

It was possible he wanted to engage close to Xanadu for avery smple reason: he could have based
hundreds of strikefighters on the planet. Y et those stupendous, half-completed hulls drifting in orbit above
the Fleet base seemed to argue that he couldn't have built too many fighters. Could it be they'd caught
him with his pants down? Was it possible that, despite the long delay, he wasn't ready for them?

Kelerman hoped so. His own people were badly shaken. Few of them had ever imagined an opening
phase such asthey'd just endured; none had ever actualy witnessed its like. He settled deeper into his
command chair, watching his plot, wondering, and the gleaming diamonds of his battlegroups crept
acrossit toward thewaiting wall of. Trevayne'swarships.

Thefleetswere still beyond the range at which combat could even be thought of when the rebelsreceived
their next surprise.

Asalieutenant, lan Trevayne had commanded the corvette Y ang'tze. That starship had been only alittle
larger than any one of the launchers which now awoke on Ortega, Nelson, and Sonja Desai's monitors.
Ortega and Nelson each mounted five of them; Zoroffand her sisters mounted only three each, and they'd



sacrificed ninety percent of their normal armament to squeeze themin.

It was a desperate expedient which deprived Fourth Fleet of the solid, close-in punch monitors normaly
provided, and Trevayne had hoped to reconvert the standard monitors as the supermonitors came on
line. But now those launchers spokein anger for thefirst time and hurled missilesforth at velocities
heretofore unthinkable.

Those missileswer to ess physica objects than energy states as they lunged at the rebel ships. Given the
relaively innocuous name "heavy bombardment missiles,” or HBM'S, they were twice the Size of any
missile ever before used in space combat. And the monstrous housings which launched them weren't
mass driverslike other missle launchers; they were something € se--something techniciansfedling their
way through an entirely new technology with no ready-made jargon had dubbed "gray drivers.” Nor did
those missilesrely upon eonventioha drives; their initid velocities actudly increased astheir new gravitie
drivefiddscutin.

Even at their speed, the HBM'S range was such that Kellerman's scanners had time to record their novel
drive patterns before the first salvo came elose enough for cybernetic brains to decree the moment of
sdlf-immolation. Foreefidds within thbled warheads collgpsed, and matter met antimatter.

If thetarget wasasmall ship, the small ship died. A capita ship might absorb more than one hit but not
even the most heavily shielded and armored ship could survive more than avery few.

Admird Kelerman was not aman to panic, and he did not panic now. At such ranges, ahigh degree of
accuracy wasimpossible, and nine of the first salvo were clean misses. His point defense ignored them,
concentrating on the other thirteen, and his seasoned crews stopped ten of them short of hisships
shields. But three got throogh, and the assault carrier Hector vanished in abrilliant flare of light. He
winced inwardly at the prodigious power of the new wespons and ordered hisfighterslaunched to clear
the suddenly threatened " safety” of their bays. And then Anton Kellerman got hisfinal surprise.

"Admird!" A scanner rating stiffened at his console as the second wave of HBM'S camein.

Hewas aveteran, but his voice wavered on the edge of hysteria. "Admiral! Those missesfrom thefirst
sdvo are coming back!" Kelerman was gill turning towards him in disbelief when he, the rating, and the
rest of Unicorn's 180,000-tonne hull ceased to be.

A ripple of shock ran through the rebe fleet asit redlized what had happened. Unlike norma missiles,
these new mongters didn't smply self-destruct when they overran their targets and lost their vectors.
Instead, they turned, and on-board seeking systems of unheard of power quested with insensate

mal evolence to reacquire the targets they'd missed and bring the HBM'S dashing back around in
repeated attack runs.

The Republican Navy's appetite for surprise died with its commander. Too many linksin the chain of
command had aready been ground to powder by Skywatch's savage defiance. No one above the rank
of rear admira survived, and the terror of the Rim's new weagpons was upon them. The attack force
began shedding battlegroups as carriers and battle-cruisers, destroyers and heavy cruisers -comthe ships
with the speed to run--turned and fled. It didn't happen ingtanfiy, but the first desertion waslike atiny
holein agtraining dike, and the ugly stench of fear was contagious. It swept the Republican command
bridges like pestilence, proving that even the most courageous could be panicked by the unexpected.

The Gehenrm-bound flotilla had dready turned back, and would make it through the Back Door. So
would the fastest ships of the main force--those with skippers ruthless enough to abandon their fellows.



But for the battleships and the handful of monitors and surviving super-dreadnoughts there was no
escape.

Trevayne'sforce accelerated outwards from Xanadu, and something resembling an orthodox space battle
began. Ortegamoved ponderoudy with BG 32's monitors, advancing beyond Nelson's datalink range;
but it no longer mattered. The one thing Trevayne had feared most-- sustained stand-off fighter strikes
from beyond even HBM range--had evaporated with the flight of the carriers.

Only two of them stood to die with the rebd battle line, and their fighters were hideoudy outnumbered by
thefighter strength Trevayne could bring to bear.

Stripped of their supporting elements, the rebdl capital ships stood no chance againgt the firepower he
commanded--especialy since his every ship had been refitted with an improved force beam armament.

More savos of HBM'S were launched, targeted with cold to logic on the lighter battleships and
superdreadnoughts. If any ship wasto be retaken for the Federation, it would be those monitorson that
Trevayne was savagely determined. The range fell, and space was ugly with the butchery of shipsand
humans as whoever wasin command over there fought to closeto SBM range, matching futile gallantry
againg the deadly technica superiority daughtering his shipswith machindike precison.

But Fourth Fleet smelled victory in the blood, and Trevayne dewed his shipsaway, holding the rangefive
light-seconds beyond SBM range while his deadly salvos went out again and again.

Y et another was readying when the surrender signd finally arrived, Y oshinakas facelit and he turned to
Trevayne... who sat in the admira's chair and said nothing.

In default of acease-fire order, the gray driversflung the waiting sal @.0 outward.
The surrender signal was repested frantically.

The rebels launched deep-space flares which dazzled visuad observers and stabbed the com links with
screeching static from radioactive components; there could be no mistake.

His staff officers stared a Trevayne. Hisface was amask of dark iron set in an indescribable expression
none of them had ever seen as he sat absorbed by the tale his battle plot told, saying nothing.

The HBM'S continued to home on the monitor da Silva, now the rebe flagship. What, Y oshinaka
wondered, must those poor bastards be fedling?

Trevayne continued to starefixedly at the impending final carnage. And on the other sde of hiseyes, a
little girl with chestnut hair played on abeach beside a sunlit seg, and the world was young.

Y oshinaka felt the dmost physica force with which everyone e se on the bridge pled silently with him to
intercede.

He sighed and reached out towards his admiral, turning over in hismind the apped he wanted to make..
dislan, right now you're the hero of the age.

Don't ruinit. And don't ruin the Rim Federation, which will aways be your lengthened shadow.

But, of course, that wasn't the thing to say.



Instead, he touched hisfriend's shoulder and said, very firmly: "Admird, they have surrendered.”
Trevaynelooked up, and his eyeswere suddenly clear. "Quite" he said conversationally. " Ceasefiring.

Reassume control of the missiles and maneuver them to cover the surviving rebe ships. And have
communications raise the rebel commander.” So vast was the range at which the engagement had been
fought that there was dmost afull minute's delay before the big corn screen lit. The face upon it belonged
to an officer he had known alifetime ago, in another era.

"ghisis Fleet Admird lan Trevaeavne, Provisiond Governor-Generd of the Rim Systems. Am |
addressing the rebel commander?' Fifty long, endless seconds trickled past between question and reply.

"Asthe senior surviving officer of thisforce, | can nego--was The face of the smal woman in the screen
was shocked, her voice dull, but she paused suddenly, redlizing exactly how he had addressed her, and a
flicker of pride reignited in the olive-dark, dmond eyes. "I am Rear Admira Li Hah, of the Terran
Republican Navy, Sr!" she said sharply.

Trevaynée's voice did not rise appreciably in volume, but it left no room for any other sound. "Spare me
your comic-operapolitica pretensons, Captain. There will be no negotiations. Y our shipswill lower their
shields and heave to for boarding by officerswho will take command of them in the name of the
legitimate Federation governmen.

Any resistance to our boarding parties on any ship will be construed as a hogtile act, terminating the
present cease-fire. Isthat understood?’ He stood rigidly, watching the screen, waiting as hiswords
winged acrossto that other bridge, and when they reached it, it was as ff he had dapped the rebel
commander across the face. Fury flashed in her eyes as she remembered another time and another
commander who had faced her with the same option. Y et far more than asingle battle-cruiser's fate hung
on her decison thisday, and the factors she/d gambled on then weren't present now. Thousands of
Republican personnd had died dready; the desath of her remaining shipswould achieve nothing. 'Btt
Trevayneread her rage and leaned forward with atight, merciless smile.

"l wish you would, Captain,”" he said, and his voice was a soft, hungry whisper.

It isnot pleasant to see the beaten face of a human who accepts defeat neither easily nor often. Most on
Ortegas bridge looked away in something akin to embarrassment as hiswords burned acrossthe
light-seconds. They stared at their consoles, waiting, as Li Han faced their admira and saved the lives of
her crews by forcing hersalf to say: "Understood.” Trevayne broke the connection and spokein a
drained, dmost inaudible voice. "Commodore Y oshinaka, please take charge of the surrender
arrangements. I'll bein my quarters.” He turned on his hedl and strode away.

He had bardly stepped off the flag bridge when the cheering Ifegan, and spread, and grew until the
mobile fortress rang with its echoes. He never heard it.

Defacto wasn't mu thelarg havetrtti best effor It mig right-brace Governm city's pop and more chaos as
sgndscl der. Tot! gpproaehi inthejigs Govel Tl been the, mogt iml traffic of were ar when ings surrc
Fourth In adu. Con nated by t bronze eo for centre to be. Fo BOND capital of the Rim Worlds or no,
Prescott City child of acity by Innerworld standards.

But it was bement one on Xanadu, and it was large enough to ¢ problems. Ground traffic was bad
enough, but traffic patterns were even worse, despite the conness of overtaxed controllers, human and
robaotic. it not have been so bad had the Provisiond ,nt not established itsalf here. Not only had the



ulation risen by dmost fifty percent, but more military skimmers reduced itstraffic patternsto they cut
acrossthem, their shrill trangponder raring a path through the carefully-nurtured ore air traffic authorities,
the Peaceforce skimmer ng Government House was only one more flaw beaw puzzle of their job. ment
House, loated on a hilltop in what had outskirts of town two years earlier, was the city's Sing edifice.
Silhouetted againgt the bustling kbu'sd Field, it took on an even more imposing the Fleet wasin port.
Unlike the newer buildeaunding it, Government House dated back to the terstellar War and theinitial
settlement of Xan- structed of natural materials, its facade domi-he addition of Commodore Prescott's
monumental ,lumn, Government House had been built to last ies-and on afar larger scdethan it had
needed it had been more than a mere headquarters for anew planetary government. It had been agrand
gesture of defiance, thrown in the faces of the Arachnids, one warp transt away.

lan Trevayne had once told Miriam Ortega that Govern- ment House reminded him of a certain Peter the
Gresat, who'd constructed anew capitd city on the territory of acountry he was then fighting for
possession of that very land. Miriam, to his ddight, had responded with a pithy phrase from her late
mother's lexicon: Government House, shed said, had chutzpah.

The Peaceforcer skimmer did down onto the Govern- ment House roof just at sunset. (at least, Zephrain
A was stting. Zephrain B remained high in the sky, glowing asavery tiny sun or avery bright sar,
depending on how one choseto view it.) A Marine mgjor in undress dark-green trousers and black tunic
stepped onto the roof to meet the brown-uniformed Peaceforcers who emerged from the skimmer. With
punctilious formaity--the two services wasted little love on one another he took custody of their prisoner,
addressing her with anoncommittal "malam.” Whether Li Han was a captain or an admira--comor, in
fact, whether an admitted rebel and mutineer was entitled to amilitary rank at dl--cominvolved political
questions the mgjor preferred to leave to older, wiser, and better-paid heads.

Li Hah looked even smdler than usua between her to guards. They towered above her, and their
combined body weight outmassed her by afactor of amost five. Her cheeks were dightly sunken (the
food at the prison compound was adequate, but not alway's appetizing), emphasizing her clean facia
structure, and she moved with her habitua grace, thanksto arigidly saf-imposed exercise schedule, but
shelooked like achild in an adult's pgjamasin her standard-sized gray prison garb.

Themgor eyed the unprepossessing little figure with ameasure of curiosity mingled with contempt--
anything less like aNavy flag officer was hard to imagine,

Until she opened her mouth.

"Good evening, Mgor" she said crisply. "Y ou may escort me to the Governor-Generd.” The mgor's
hand was hafway into asadute before he caught himself. He managed to maintain his military bearing, but
there was a brief pause before he mumbled, "Thisway, maam." comleturned on hished and led the
small, ramrod-graight figure to the elevator, glaring at any of his subordinates who looked like they might
even bethinking of amiling.

Prisonerswere rare in warfare against alien species--comthe only sort of war the TFN had ever fought..
Not only did ship-to-ship combat generdly result in the annihilation of the loser's crew, but what
prisonerdds were taken were usudly turned over to the xenologists (or their dien equivaents) rather than
becoming acharge of the military authorities.

Hence, the Federation's Navy's codes, both for treatment of prisoners and conduct when captured, were
badly underdeveloped. As senior prisoner, Han had been forced virtually to reinvent the whole concept
of aPOW doctrine.



She'd beer-offered parole and freedom of the planet, as befitted her rank, but she'd refused, electing to
stay with her felow prisoners.

The shock of defeat and--far worse--the desertion of their fellows had come hard for them, Morale had
deteriorated astheir sense of betrayd became resentment, directed amost as much at their own officers
for surrendering as at those others who had deserted them. For Hah, even less accustomed than her
crewsto the notion of defeat and supremely incapable of dishonoring herself by abandoning her
comrades, surrender had held aparticularly painful poignancy. And the Situation was made still worse
because her battlegroup's late transfer to Kellerman's command had |eft her avirtual unknown to most of
her fellow POW'S--- an unknown who'd surrendered them all to the Rim.

But sheld attacked her problems and theirswith al the compassion and ruthlessness which made her
what shewas.

Now, nine months | ater, the captured Republican personnel were warriors once more.

But once the immediate personnd problems were resolved, Han found herself with nothing to do. The
camp was like awell-run ship or squadron, fully capable of humming smoothly aong under the direction
of her exec aslong as she sood a oofly behind him asthe distant yet instantly available balance whed .
Shedd found that being a hiscommander-in-chief," even of aprison camp, was even more lonely than
battlegroup command.

Asfdl gave way to the short, mild winter of Xanadu's temperate zones, Han redized the irony of her
success. Shed given her subordinates purpose and unity while she herself fretted like a captive bird
againg the maddening inertiaand monotony of her captivity. Only once had there been any excitement to
vary the soul-crushing boredom of her life.

Han's experience with governmentsin generd, and particularly with those serving the purposes of the
Corporate Worlds, had not been happy. So when she was summoned to meet aMs. Miriam Ortega,
Provisiona Grand Councilor for Internal SecuriWill of the Rim Systems, she was prepared to confront
yet another bored, insensitive bureaucrat.

But Ms. Ortegahad begun by gracefully dismissing the camp commandant, effectively placing the entire
interview off the record, which was not typica of the red tape-worshiping automatons Han associated
with "government” outsde the Terran Republic.

It was both a shrewd and a generous gesture, Han had thought, and felt herself warm towards the other
woman. She thawed further asthey discussed camp conditions and the needs of the prisoners, and it was
heaven to talk to someone new after months of the same faces!

Especidly to someonelike thisirreverently intelligent woman wRh her earthy sense of humor. Han had
worked hard for the serene devotion to duty which was hers, yet sheld paid a price of lonelinessaong
theway. Now, as she talked with Miriam Ortega, she felt the attraction that opposites often exert, and it
was hard to remember they were enemies.

When it wastime for her to go, she'd risen with regret. Y et before she left, shed fumbled to frame an
awkward question, despite her fear that it might shatter the precarious rapport shed found with her
"enemy." "Ms. Ortega,; | couldn't help wondering.

.. with your last name.



Miriam Ortega, had stopped her, answering the question before she could completeit.

"Admira Ortegawas my father," sheld said smply. Han had regretted the painful question, under the
circumstances, but the woman with the marveloudy expressive face had continued.

"Hewas aman of strong principles and he died acting On theresa pretty good way to go, | think." Then,
with another smile, "1 hear you've very nearly done so severd times!™ and the thawing process was
complete, the rapport no longer forced.

Han was stunned, later, to learn through the carefully-cultivated guards' grapevinethat Miriam Ortega
was lan Trevayne'slover.

To be sure, he had been out of contact with hiswife for over three standard years. Buit.

Han had never met Natalya Nikolayevna Trevayne, but the woman's flawless beauty had been the
subject of frequent comment by envious mae officers and ostentatioudy indifferent female ones, and
there had never been awhisper of ahint of infiddity in al the Fleet gossip. Surely Miriam Ortega,
however striking in her own dark, very individua way, couldn't possibly be Trevaynestype! And yet..,
wasit her imagination, or had a certain humorous warmth ept into the other's voice whenever she spoke
of "the Governor-Generad'?

Then, with the onset of spring, came the summons which had taken her from the compound for the first
timein haf ayear. Now, walking under guard through the corridors of Government House, she
concentrated on looking unconcerned as she wondered why Trevayne had sent for her.

They cameto the suite of offices from which lan Trevayne ruled the Rim Systems. Han and her
intelligence officers had spent considerable effort piecing together a schematic of the Provisonad
Government, and she sometimes thought it might have been designed by the legendary pre-space
engineer Goldberg. Mogt of the day-to-day adminigtration devolved on the departments headed by the
members of the Grand Council, who were members of the Rim Legidative Assembly and so responsible
toit.

But they worked forand in the name of Governor-Genera Trevayne, who, even though he wasthe sole
member of the executive branch, wasn't even amember of the Assembly, much lessresponsibletoit. He
was respons ble directly to the Federation Legidative Assembly on Old Terra--with which hewas only
infrequently and circuitoudy in touch by some means Han had yet to uncover. It was one of thoselegd
tangles which homo sapiens secretly and guiltily loves, she'd decided, but it worked.., as her present
captivity demondgtrated dl too well.

The mgor ushered her through the bustling outer offices and knocked at the Governor-Generd's private
office doors. A voice from within called admittance, and the mgjor pushed the old-fashioned doors open
and stepped back, coming to a sort of half-attention as she passed him. He closed the doors quietly, not
without asigh of regret.

Normaly he had no strong interest in the meetings of his superiors, but thistime he couldn't quite
suppress his curiosity. Somehow, he fdlt, any discussion between those personalities was bound to
produce some very interesting by-products.

Trevayne sat behind his desk, wearing the carefully-tailored civilian dress he permitted his
Governor-Genera persona. A broad window behind him overlooked Prescott City, and a cabinet below
it held two holo cubes. One showed three women--noto, Han decided, awoman and two teen-aged



girls. In the other, adark young man in the black-and-silver of aTFN ensign tried not to look too
pleased with himsalf. She looked away and came to attention before the desk, and a brief sllence ensued
as she and Trevayne regarded one another and both recalled another meeting in another office.

Trevayne spokefirst. "Please be seated,” heinvited. "'l prefer to stand, ar." "Just asyou like," he nodded,
sounding unsurprised.

"But please stand easy, Admird Li." What héld said registered as she went into a stiff "at ease," and
Trevayne smiled briefly at the minute widening of her eyes--her equivaent, he suspected, of
openmouthed astonishment.

"Yes," he continued, "weve received one of our infrequent messages from the Innerworlds. It seemsthe
government has, for legalistic reasons with which I'll not bore you, has chosen to accord limited
belligerent status to those worlds styling themselves "the Terran Republic."" He sounded as ff held bitten
into something sour. "lis entails, among other things, recognition of al commissions bestowed by thet.
entity. | have, of course, no aternative but to conform to this policy." He allowed himself awry smile. "l
console myself with the 'thought that its purposeis 'n to confer acompliment but to secure a
convenience," in the words of Winston Churchill, with whom you may not be familiar --was"On the
contrary,, Admird," Han interrupted. "Winston Churchill was a palitician on Old Terraduring the Age of
Mao Tse-Tungwavery € oquent spokesman for an imperia system which was aready doomed.”
Trevayne was momentarily speechless, but he recovered quickly and resumed. "We're dso in receipt of
one other bit of newswhich | think you'l find pertinent. The Federation has agreed to agenera prisoner
exchangeto reclam theloyalist personnd incarcerated by the various Fringe Worlds.

Youll beleaving Xanadu within the week." It was Han'sturn to find hersalf completely at aloss.
Trevayne awaited her response with curiosity.

"Admird," shesadfindly, "I believel will St down." He motioned' her to achair. "You will, | trugt, be
ableto inform your superiorsthat you've been well treated?’ "Yes," she admitted, still grappling with the
stunning news. Then she shook hersdf. "In particular, 1'd like to commend the compound medica staff
for their skill and, even more, for their humanity." She thought of Daffyd Llewelyn on another planet, and
smiled. "That qudity seemsto transcend political dignments-at least in the best doctors.” Trevayne
nodded, declining to mention the consderable care he and Doctor Y uan had given to sdecting the prison
camp medicd gtaff.

"And," she continued, "please convey my respects and gratitude to Grand Councilor Ortegafor the
interest she hastaken in our welfare.” She watched curioudy for hisreaction, but he only nodded again.

"I will. And inreturn, I'll ask you to convey amessage for me." He gazed at her over steepled fingers.
"Certain medica personnel from Zephrain, whom we'd thought lost to Tangri corsairs, were repatriated
by your government before the negotiations for the present exchange had been formally begun. From
them, we've learned that they were in fact captured by humans, of a sort--former TFN personnel
indulging in abit of free-lance piracy." Hiswords could have been light.

They werent.

"Higtorically--was his eyes grew very hard his-combrigandage by renegades purporting to represent one
gde or another is one of the inevitable consegquences of civil wars -comone of the many nasty
consequences which theinitiators of the breakups always seem to overlook, and for which they never
accept the dightest respongbility. But | disgress.” His expression softened atrifle.



"Please express to your superiors my thanks for repatriating our people. And," he added, leaning forward
and amiling very dightly, "please accept my persond thanksfor ridding the Galaxy of apartstcularly
loathsome excrescence on the human race.” Hah nodded, taken dightly aback, for she hadn't even
known the doctors and nurses had been returned, though she'd urged the Admiralty to do so. On the
other hand, her recommendations might have had more weight ff acertain portion of the Republican
Navy hadn't disapproved of her handling of the situation. If Ruyard's surrender had been accepted, they
pointed out, the Fleet would have gained five cruisers, plus his destroyers.

She and Tomanaga had argued that her actions had been good and prudent tactics, precluding any
possibility of further treachery on Ruyard's part and so terrifying the pirates il on the planet asto
prevent any last minute atrocities.

Nevertheless, Han had been officially censured, though the First Space Lord had told her privately that
he approved her handling of the battle.

Persondly, Han had never considered the episode "battl€" at al, though it was now officialy called the
Battle of Siegfried. From her perspective, it had been acase of vermin extermination.

Silence stretched out across the desk as Trevayne toyed with astylus, and Han sensed an unaccustomed
hesitance, even an awkwardness, on his part.

"Admird," she asked tentetively at last, "may | go?" "Eh?" Helooked up quickly, asif caught off balance
whiletrying to formulate astatement or question. "Y ou may," he said gruffly.

Han stood and walked toward the doors. Then she stopped and turned back to face him.

"Admird, if | may ask... why did you bring me hereto tell methis, instead of Smply sending word
through Commandant Chanet?' Trevayne glanced back down at his desk for amoment, seeming to
gather himself. Then helooked back up &t her.

"Admira Li,"" hb amost blurted, "were you, by any chance, involved in the raid on Galloway's World?"
Han eyed him sharply. Now why, shewondered, did he want to know that? There'd been some ugly
repercussions over the strike, she recaled, despite the fact that every strategist had always known the
Jamieson Archipelago was aprimary strategic target. Still, both sdes had been horrified by the heavy
civilian casudties, and theraid had led to the de facto agreement banning nuclear strikes on inhabited
planets. But why... his Understanding struck. Her glance switched quickly to the holos as she
remembered a conversation in Admiral Rutgers' office, and her eyeswidened in horrified understanding.

And then her gaze met Trevayne's.

His eyes were amost beseeching, and he read the shocked compassion in hers. For an insbled'ant, there
was an intangible bond between them.

Han needed to say something--she knew not what-- to reach out to this man who'd lost so much. She
opened her mouth to spesk.

... and remembered the Second Battle of Zephrain, when Fourth Fleet hung beyond weapon range and
the deadly HBM'S kept coming in spite of her desperately repeated surrender signals. Asthe missiles
which had aready been fired looped impossibly back, closing through the storm of counter missilesand
point defense lasers, joined by fresh sadvos from the enemy fleet, Han had sat in her command chair,
giving her orders camly, holding her people together even as she waited to die with them.



And now she looked at the dark, menacingly bearded face across the desk and saw not a man whose
family had died but the callous, murderous commander who had been willing to butcher her helpless
crews.

"No, Admird." Her voicerang in the fill room. "I had no part in that heroic action!" She watched lan
Trevaynerise, hisdark face expressionless despite the terrible fire that blazed suddenly in his eyes. She
watched him walk around his desk, and the furious anger of his anguish came with him. She sensed the
murder in his heart, but she held hersdf iffly, her own eyes hard and hating asthey burned into his,
refusing to flinch.

He stopped, fisted hands clenched at his sides, and musclestrembled in his arms as he fought to keep
them there--comfought to control the furious need to smash them into her suddenly hateful face.

And then he straightened, expelled along breath, and was no longer amere vessdl of fury. He jabbed the
button which summoned the Marine guards.

"Remove the prisoner,” he told them, looking over her head. They did. And asthey hustled her out of the
door, shelooked back, and in his face she seemed to see areflection of hersdlf, likeamirror of the soul.
She couldn't explain the sudden surge of empathic understanding, for she herself had never felt what she
saw in that face... except, possibly.

Comprehension came wrenchingly as she remembered Argosy Polaris and those child-bodies. And a
that moment, she knew exactly how lan Trevayne saw those to whom he'd almost done what she had
doneto Arthur Ruyard.

Their eyes met one more time, and for the barest instant the bond was back. But now their tenuous,
shared understanding encompassed the unforgivable wrongs they'd done one another, the wrongs that
were somehow a micrb-cosm of thewhole, colossal tragedy in which they were caught up.

The understanding flared up between them, hideous with the deadly, conflicting tides of duty and
desperation and hatred which could bring good and decent human beings to such a pass, but for only an
ingtant... then it was cut off by the closing office doors.

Trevayne stared at the closed doors for amoment. Then he walked to his office's private washroom and
gared into the mirror for along, long time, as ff prolonging the hideous glimpse held gotten into his soul.

COUNTERSTRIKE The prisoners had departed and spring was turning into summer when the Orion
courier craft emerged from the Zephrain-Rehfrak warp point. The commander of the picket Sationed
there gad explicit orders covering this rare occurrence, and a brief message was smoothly transferred
before the Orions departed as quickly asthey'd come. The message was beamed to TFNS Horatio
Nelson in ahigh-speed squed carried by ahair-thin laser, and Nelson's receiving dishes scooped it out of
gpace and beamed it down to Government House with equal security, and lan Trevayne caled an
emergency meeting of the Grand Council.

"The Orions are being even more uninformative than usud,” hetold them. "I'hev say only that an emissary
will be arriving here from Rehrak in less than three stlandard weeks. Period." He shrugged.

"Thisw/il bethefirg time an Orion has come to Zephrain since the war began--more than that; asfar as
I'm aware, it will bethefirg time a highly-placed Orion officid has paid an officid call on any section of
the Federation during that time. Ther€'s no hint asto the purpose of the visit, but I'll wager it's something



big. Remember, the Orions don't prize prostix-ity the way we do. Among them, the more important an
announcement is, the moreterseit'slikely to be." He hoped the implication wouldn't be lost on certain
overly-verbal persons, but he suspected it would be. "So," he

concluded, "thisemissary will probably be quite a high-ranking Orion. Possibly even Leornak himsdf."
"Or someone even higher?' queried Barry de Parma. "There sts no one higher in this part of Orion
gpace," Trevayne sad flatly.

"Only five Orion mfiitary officers outrank Leornak'zilshisdrow, but that's only part of it.

Theoreticdly, the Khanate is an absol ute monarchy, but the district governors are practically====
autonomous aslong as they follow the Khan's policy guiddines. Y ou might say Leornak haswhat wed
congder permanent emergency wartime powers, ff only because of the sheer distance between him and
the Khan. No, anyone higher than he would have to come al the way from New Vakhaitsdf; and ff we
rate that kind of attention, God only knows what's af oot!

"At any rate, we have to decide on the nature of our welcome. | propose to greet the envoy aboard
Nelson. It never hurts to impress the Orions--though, needlessto say, | have no intention of inviting as
knowledgesble an old cat as Leornak to examine our new wesgponry!" They dl nodded at that. "And |
think we should have a high-powered political presence on board: Mister de Parma, Ms. Ortega, and
Mister MacFarland." Again, there was no demurral. De Parma, astitular head of the Grand Council, was
an obvious choice. So ™ Bryan MacFadand, Grand Councilor for Externad Affairs. Hed aways had little
to do, inasmuch asthe Provisond Government's only exchanges with other human polities had been
restricted to nuclear warheads and the only nonhuman powers with whom the Rim had contact were the
Orions (whose officia policy was one of non-intercourse for the duration) and the Tangri (whose
permanent policy was that humans were Smply an exceptionally dangerous species of prey).

Now it seemed his hour might have arrived. Besides, Trevayne found him arefreshing persondity. His
world of Aotearoa, asits name suggested, had been settled initially by New Zedlanders, but most of its
subsequent immigrants had been from Audtrdia

Now the Aotearoans were more Aussie than the Aussies—-just listening to MacFarland reminded
Trevayne of histour at the Navy's strikefighter pilot program at Brisbane on Old Terra.

There was ahother, unspoken reason for including him, though. So far, the pressure of the war effort had
kept the other Rim Worlds from resenting the disproportionate role played by Xandiesin the Provisond
Government, but it was only amatter of time. Trevayne intended to forestal it by involving as many
non-Xandies as possblein high-leve functions. Miriam, though a Xandy by adoption, wholeheartedly
approved. She herself had no obvious business aboard Nelson, but no one questioned his decision to
include her.

It was odd, he thought. In most times and places, ardationship like their never-acknowledged but
widey-known one would have damaged her politically.

But it hadn't done so here. Perhaps, he thought wryly, it was because no matter how tightly allied thev
were, she never hesitated to disagree (sometimes violently) when she thought he was wrongp-and her
disagreements weren't ways announced in private. No one could ever think Miriam Ortegas politics
bel onged to anyone but herself, and it showed even more strongly againgt the virtually unbroken
deference her fellow Grand Councilors extended towards his policies.

Miriam looked up and hid asmile as hismusing glance did past her. She knew what he was thinking, just



as sheknew his habitua blind spot kept him from seeing the answer. Part of her fellows' acceptance
came from the fact that she refused to be awed by their governor-generd, but at least as much ssemmed
from the unique status their relationship had couferred upon her. In the eyes of the Rim population,
Trevayne's standing was such that he was, quite Smply, above resentment, and she, by close association
with him, shared in the mana. Y et he would never understand the way it worked, she thought. He was
too intimately acquainted with what he considered his weaknesses to accept that the Rim could see
him--or her -comin that light. And she'd be damned before shedd in any way suggest it to him.

The Orion cutter completed its docking sequence in Nelson's boatbay, where Trevayne stood before a
group that included Vice Admira SonjaDesal, Commodore Genii Y ashinaka, and Captain Lewis
Mujabi of the Nelson in addition to the Grand Councilors. The officers (including Trevayne) wore full
dress uniform for the occasion, and each left shoulder bore the distinctive patch which Trevayne had
recently authorized for the Rim armed forces: aring of stars (one for each Rim system) surrounding the
planet-and-moon of the Federation. Miriam had suggested that the stars should encircle a human hand
with the digitus impudicus upraised to express the true spirit of the Rim. Trevayne was privady
convinced she was right, but he had--comrel uctantly-- vetoed the suggestion.

The hatch opened, and the emissary emerged.

Trevayne said, smply, "No." "But yed" Kevin Sanders beamed, stepping down the short gangway ramp
with a soryness that longevity technology aone couldn't explain. He was, asusud, clearly enjoying
himsdlf.

Trevayne stepped forward and bent dightly so he could speak softly into Sanders ear. Y ou old sod!
How the hell did you tak the Orionsinto letting you through? No, wait, let me guess: | daresay you had
your spies dredge up something in Leornak's sex lifeto hold over him!" "Admira! | am cut to the quick!
I'll have you know that I've never approved of blackmail. I much prefer bribery; greed ismore
dependable than fear. Thefact is" San.dersgrinned hugely, "I brought him acase of Jack Daniels. Been
keeping him supplied since the war began.” Then he became, if not serious, a least Sncere. "It was
necessary for acabinet-level official to come here, Admira, and | pulled every string in sight to be the
one. May | say that'sit's a pleasure to see you again? As atoken of my esteem, I've brought you acase
of Glen Grant." Trevayné's face was momentarily transfigured. Then he glared. "At least have the
goodnessto tel mewhat I'm being bribed to do.” "All in good time, Admira," Sanders said with another
of hisdisarming chuckles. "For now, let's not keep the reception committee waiting." Trevayne
introduced the Gray Eminence of Terran Intelligence to the officers and politicians. Sanders bowed over
Miriam's hand with courtly grace, addressing her as"Madam Ortega’ and, incredibly, leaving her amost
flus- INSU-AECTION tered. The buger plays the gentleman of the old schooal to the hilt, Trevayne
thought dourly.

Then they al moved towards Nel son's wardroom, where Captain Mujabi had prepared to extend his
ship's hospitdity. Trevayne contrived to maneuver himsalf and Sandersinto an otherwise empty intraship
car, intending to grill the unexpected visitor. But as soon asthey were aone, Sandersturned to him with
an expression that was half-amused and half-abashed.

"Ahem... Admird, do you recal [he HV chips| gaveyou at Rehfrak?' "Yes," Trevayne replied, caught
off balance. "They've unaccountably disappeared, I'm afraid.” Please, God, he thought quickly.

Don't let the bastard have another set!

"I'd suspected that might happen. However, the series was such a resounding success that they've
produced asequel: Triurph at Zephrain.



| had intended to arrange direct distribution rather than troubling you with the matter... thus minimizing the
possihility of the sort of accident which befdll the origind.” He paused, gauging the visble effect of dl this
on Trevayne. Judging the risk of coronary arrest to be within acceptable limits, he rusumed.

"But I've changed my mind after meeting Ms.

Ortega. Y ou see, shefiguresrather, ah, prominently in the sequel. And I can see now that the unknown
actresswho, for obscure reasons, was chosen to play her was badly miscast. She isn't endowed with the
Grand Councilor'svivid persondity and lively intelligence--comhowever well-endowed she may bein
certain other respects. So, Admird, | think I'll let you be the judge of the production's suitability for
public display in the Rim systems. Or, for that matter, private viewing by Ms. Ortega." He smiled
bedtificaly.

Trevayne forced himself to recall abit of folk wisdom from Sanders part of Old Terra Hemay bea
son-of-abitch, but at least he's our son-of-a-bitch. Suddenly he grinned. He might aswell, he decided,
give over trying to resist the man. It was hopel ess, anyway.

"Very handsome of you," he said. "Glen Grant, isit? For God's sake, call me"lan,” you sodding Y ank!"

"All right. Tak." Trevayne and Sanders sat in the former's stateroom. Like al spacecraft living quarters, it
was compact, but it was comfortable and laid out so efficiently its efficiency was barely noticeable.

Captain Mujabi, who hadn't been expecting an extra passenger for the return to Xanadu, had assigned
Sandersasimilar compartment Fortunately, the Nelson class was designed to house admiras and their
deffs.

Trevayne watched Sanders eyestwinkle. The evening's socidizing (anearby supernovawould have been
less of anovelty, than avigtor direct from Old Terra) had been so intense that he'd managed to pry
Sandersloose only by leaving Miriam to fight a rearguard action. He more than suspected that Sanders
had enjoyed every moment of his notoriety--he certainly hadn't made any effort to assst in separating
himsdf fromit!

"Tdk," Trevayne repeated. "I'll not get awink of deep until you tdl methe news" "Wel, 1an,” Sanders
temporized, "there was more truth than poetry to the excuse you used to haul me out of the wardroom: |
am abit fatigued.

After dl, I'm not asyoung as | once was.

"Youll bury usdl," Trevayne said flatly. "Stop playing games, for once, and tell me exactly what youre
doing out here. Y ou may aswell face the fact that you're not getting out of this stateroom until | know!"
"V. wdl." Sanders sghed in mock resignation. "As you've no doubt gathered, your victory a Second
Zephrain changed the entire complexion of thewar. As| mentioned a Rehfrak, the rebels have been
pressing us hard dmaost from the beginning, and to date, it's aways been amatter of their taking choke
points away from us, no matter what minor tactical successesweve had." He paused thoughtfully, face
very intent. For just amoment, Trevayne redlized, his mask was dipping.

"Y ou know, lan," he said dowly, "I think the Innerworlds were even less well-prepared for thiswar than
they've been thinking." "How the bloody hell do you 'prepare’ for something like this?* Trevayne asked
quietly. "It can't bedone." "No, but there are... mindsets, cdl them, which can make or break your ability
to cope when it comes," Sanders countered. "L ook at it thisway.



Anyonewho could count knew that the Fringe, with thirty, percent of the people, provided sixty percent
of the Fleet but no onereally seemed to think about the attitudes which sent so many Fringersinto
uniform. And not just the sheer numbers of them, ether; the compaosition of the Fringer military should
have given us pause.” "Y ou mean dl the femae perso.nnel ?' Trevayne asked softly.

"Exactly." Sanders eyeslit as he redized Trevayne understood precisdy what he meant.

"Fringe Worlds are chary with the lives of their women, lan. They have exactly the opposite problem
from that of the Innerworlds; too few people and too much planet.

So every potential mother is desperately needed, and they've acquired awhole new, socia statusasa
result. Fringer women tend to be protecd astheir planets investment in the future, yet over forty percent
of dl Fringer military personnel are women. That bespesks a culture which places a high premium on

military responghility..

. ahigher premium, I'm afraid, than Innerworlders do.” "Fhe old 'rich democracies are soft" argument?”*
Trevayne could have sounded mocking, but he didn't.

"Inasense. Not so much soft, though, as inexperienced. There haven't been any real penetrations of
Innerwor bar do spacc cxcept for Timor and the Alpha Centauri raidin two centuries, lan. Innerworlders
have been insulated from the redlities of warfare, and, frankly, they didn't havetheinitial persona
commitment the Fringers had. Then they lost al those Flegt unitsand, asaresult, al the early
engagements. It shook them pretty badly. Infact, I'm afraid therewas alot of defeatism -comor, no, not
defeatism so much asfataism.

Therewas no firein the Federation's belly, if you'll pardon the purple prose.” He grinned, and the serious,
anaytical thinker vanished once more into the persona of the japester.

"But al that changed when First Zephrain convinced the Innerworl ds we can win victories—-and they
don't even know about the new technology yet. So now the Corporate and Heart Worlds are fedling full
of beansfor the first time since thiswar began, and the rebel's have been given a shock that putsthem on
the defensivefor thefirg time. So..." Thelight above the stateroom door flashed in aseries of blinks
Sanders suspected wasn't as random asit seemed. Trevayne touched the admittance stud, and Miriam
Ortega stepped through the door asit did open.

"Sorry | took solong," she said to Trevayne. There were only two chairs, so she perched on the edge of
the bunk. "Barry can belong-winded at times. Hope | haven't missed too much.” Sanders cleared his
throat and gave Trevayne aquizzica look, only to be answered with abland smile.

"Ms. Ortegaiscleared for "Most Secret,"" he said. His smile broadened dightly as he added. "By me,
under my emergency powers. | cal your attention to the documents you gave me a Rehfrak.... his"No
problem with clearance, 1an,” Sanders waved that point aside. "But while | don't wish to appear
ungracious, Ms. Ortega, it'smy duty to question your need to know." "Ms. Ortegaismy closest adly in
the Provisonal Government. Whatever it isyou expect out of the Rim Systems, she'sgoing to be
ingrumental in mobilizing politica support for it. Shell have to know sooner or later.” Trevayne'sface
showed atrace of exasperation. "It'sas| told you at Rehfrak.

D'you think the Rim puts out the'lkind of effort that won Second Zephrain because | stland over them with
awhip? Not bloody likely!" Sanders understood. He'd noted, without comment, the patch on Trevayne's
left deeve: hardly astandard TFN shoulder flash! Fleet flashesindicated individua planets, members of



the Federation--not whole multi-system politica units. He glanced over a Miriam, watching her busy
hersdf lighting acigarette asif to stand aside from the discussion. Shefelt his gaze and looked up with a
flashing amile

"Just think of me as part of the furniture, Mister Sanders. My application for a Beautiful Femae Spy's
license was turned down when | flunked the physical. And," she added, her smile turning into something
suspicioudy likeagrin, "please cal me Miriam." Sanders smiled back. He wanted to play no power
games with these people. In theory, he spoke with the voice of the prime minister. But that, he
acknowledged wryly, was bullshit. If Trevayne didn't happen to like an order, he had every legd right to
demand confirmation from the cabinet--which wasimpossible. And then they'd be back at square one.
So, he concluded happily, to hell withit.

"Believeme, Miriam," he said in hismost winning voice, "you'll never be mistaken for part of the furniture.
And I'm grateful to lan for giving me an out for including you in the discussion. Now, wherewas1?

Oh, yes, the effect of Second Zephrain on the Innerworlds. Y ou see, the rebelswere aready on the
defensive, but the Innerworlds didn't redlly redlize it. The insiders knew, of course; why should the rebels
cometo us anymore? They dready had everything they wanted in Innerwodd space. So they reverted to
aholding stance and turned their attention in your direction, and there wasn't alot we could do about i So,
especidly not now that the rebel yards appear to be keeping pace with their losses in everything but
heavy battle-line units. Now, however, they've run dap into your new technologies, and it's clear the new
developments give the Rim atremendous combat advantage. But that advantage doesn't apply to the
Innerworlds, because there's no way to send us the data through Orion space. Oh, our RandD efforts
have been spurred, of course but so have the rebels, and, for that matter, the Orions. In engineering
matters, knowing for certain that a given thing can be doneis haf the battle. But even so, RandD takes
time

"So the cabinet and admiraty have decided to make the time lag in development an asset rather than a
ligbility. They've decided on a coordinated attack to open up a corridor between the Rim and the rest of
the Federation now, while only the Rim has the new weapons. The purposes, of course, are manifold, but
one of the obvious onesisto hit the rebel s before they have time to devel op the same weapons and,
smultaneoudy, to get actua samples of the technology into Innerwodd hands. Once we can apply
Innerworld industrid capacity to turning out the new weapons you've aready developed, well be ableto
put an end to thiswar.

"And that, to answer your question, iswhy I'm here: to coordinate this end of Operation Y elowbrick, the
campaign to reunite the loyd segments of the Federation.” "But..." Miriam paused. "Excuse me.

| may beaNavy brat, but I'm also about as unmilitary aperson asyou re ever likely to meet. Still, it
occursto me that there are a dozen rebel-held systems on the most direct warp line between Zephrain
and the Innerwodds, aren't there?' "Thirteen, to be exact,” Sandersreplied.

"Yes, | know that soundslike alot of systemsto blast your way through. But if we attack from both ends
smultaneoudy.., well, I'velost most of my initia skepticism now that I've seen thisship. | knew about her
inagenera way, but nothing I'd heard or read quite prepared me for the impact.

How many Nelsons do you have?' "Six. Four morein amonth or so," Trevayne responded absently.
He'd taken on athoughtful, brooding look while the other man had been speaking. - Sanders
well-schooled features hid his astonishment. Ten of these leviathans, constructed and manned by a
thinly-populated region like the Rim!



Trevayne was right: these people were... formidable.

The other two, he could tell, were deep in their thoughts. Treaynewas a his most inscrutable.
Miriam puffed on her cigarette and looked worried.

Abruptly Trevayne looked up, and the introspective ook was gone.

"Yes" hesaid. "l agree. It can be done.

And this damned deadlock is going to continue aslong as the Federation is split into two parts, neither
strong enough to scotch the rebellion. Every month of delay will only create agreater sublimina
acceptance of the status quo by everyone involved. So when is our offensive scheduled to begin?' "The
details arein my subconscious, to be retrieved under deep hypnosisby means of ... acertain trigger word
I'll tell you how to obtain later." Cautious habits die hard. "But it' about three standard months from now."
"Three months! Bloody hell, man! D'you redlize what's involved? Nobody in history's ever tried to mount
asudgtained offensive through this many warp connectiond The supply problem done... well haveto
commandeer haf the bleeding freightersin the Rim just to haul ammunition! And | don't suppose you
have detailed information on the defenses well encounter aong the way, now do you? | INSVPECTIO
certaingg'y.dofft] And no bloody way to get it, either--you can only send probes so far, you know." "Ah,
but think of the incentive you have: getting rid of me]" Sanders beamed innocently at them. "Not wishing
to belabor the obvious, | haven't mentioned that I'm your permanent guest until we fight our way back to
the Innerworids. After all, it's out 0 pounds the question for me to go back through Orion space now that
they know approximately what your new weapons can do. | may be atechni-ca near-figg'iterate, but |
have seen sggme of what you've got at first hand. Leornak would hateit, but hed have to arrange an
"accident” and go back to drinking domestic Orion booze!" Trevayne laughed. Miriam smoked her
cigarette and glanced back and forth between the two men, very thoughtfully.

Thereslittle leisure for anyone fter their arrival a Xanadu. The welter of detailsinundated them so
completely that it was several days before Trevayne and Sanders could St privately in Trevayne's office
discussing hisplansfor afind fleet operationa exercise.

"Areyou sure you won't come aong? | can promise you quite ashow.” "Thank you, lan, but the trip out
herewas dl the spacing | can handlefor awhile at my age." Trevayne snorted. If Sanders had been much
younger he wouldn't have left him on the same planet with Miriam.

"No, serioudy," Sandersinssted. "I've been chronicaly @u fatigued lately. | think I'm gtill having trouble
with this twenty-nine-hour day. One loses one's adaptability in such things, you know. Still, I wouldn't
have missed thisfor the Galaxy. | was getting bored with Old Terra and the cabi- net, not necessarily in
that order." Trevayne was quiet for amoment, regarding his blotter with pursed lips as ff the mention of
the cabinet had started anew train of thought. When he looked up, he spoke with some hesitancy.

"Kevin, if you don't mind my asking... how well do you know Prime Minister Dieter?' "Persondly?
Hardly at dl. He's not an easy man to know. Why?"

"Oh, | was just wondering what you think of him." "Or," Sanders grinned, "put another way, how did the
man respong ble for the messwind up as prime minister? Actudly, it was pretty much amatter of
elimination; every other Corporate World del egate was too discredited, and were just damned lucky he
was available. He's had to accept a pretty broad spectrum of ministers-- al the way from Amanda
Sydon as Treasury.



Minister to Roger Hadad from Old Terraas Foreign Minister but he combined Defense with the
premiership, and that gave him aleg up. By now, he'sfirmly in control and shaping up very nicdy."
Sanders shrugged.

"I'm relieved to hear you think so highly of him," Trevayne said dowly, "but I'm abit concerned by this
policy of what seemsto be de facto recognition of the Terran Republic. Of course,”" he added, "thisisal
entirdy off the record. Publicly, I've followed the government lineto the letter. But privately... well, | can't
help thinking that you've lost haf the battle when you accept the other Side's semantics. It was amistake
your ancestors and mine frequently made in the twentieth century.” "It wasn't an easy decision,” Sanders
acknowledged. "But there are difficultiesin fighting awar when you don't recognize your opponent'slegd
existence. Some of them are amazing. It reminds me of the American Civil War, six centuriesago. The
government of the old 'United States" never officialy recognized the secessionist confederation asa
Separate nation, but in practiceit treated it as a bdligerent in anumber of ways. For example, it declared
ablockade, which is by definition something you do to aforeign power. The legally consistent approach
would'ye been to smply declare the seceding states ports closed to foreign commerce, but the only
effect of that would've been to make the United States government alaughingstock.” "I know," Trevayne
nodded, "but | never redized you were ahistory enthusiast, Kevin." "'l leave that to people like yourself,”
Sanders grinned with an e oquent, seated half-bow. "But thereés been alot of research into the civil wars
of Old Terralately. We don't have much recent experience to go by, so Dieter's had the archives turned
upside-down for precedents.” He paused thoughtfully.

lat'sone"’ of' hisgreat strengths, you know: he'sadetail man. And his other strength is his ability to face
new redlities squardly... not an easy thing to do, but, then, he's had alot of experience sincethe
MaeTaggart nation. Now that he'slearned how, he's very much in the mainstream tradition of the
Federation, of course. Y ou know the Federation has never been amonalithic ideologica State.
Centralized, yes, but not monalithic; it couldn't have been, even when it was "restricted to the Solar
System. The rebels recogni zed that when they opted for such aloose, federaized system, but redlists
have aways known the Federation could only function as atemplate on which diverse culturesand
interests could interact and reach compromise accommodations.” He stopped rather abruptly, his
mischievous|ook suddenly returning. " Anyway, whatever ese can be said of Dieter, he's unquestionably
asuperb judge of character. After dl, he brought me out of retirement, didn't he?' Sandersrose from his
cluttered desk and stretched.

Hewasthelast oneleft in his officesin Government House--not surprisingly, at thishour of the night. The
daff Trevayne had assigned to him had al gone home, leaving him to cope with the effects of Xandau's
damned, long day as best he could. Ever since hed arrived, hed felt asif held stayed up far too late.
Which, he decided, heredlly had in this case. He switched off the light and started to leave, but stopped
on seeing the figure silhouetted in the door to the still-lighted outer office.

"Good evening, Kevin," Miriam Ortegasaid.

"May | comein?' "Certainly." He turned on the desk lamp and waved at a chair, Stting back down
himsdlf. They sat on opposite sides of the bright pool of light, and Government House was quiet around
them.

"Towhat do | owethe pleasure?’ he asked, thinking this wasthefirst held seen of her since Trevayne
had departed for the Fleet exercise.

She got out a cigarette, and he automatically reached across with an antique desk lighter. The spill of light
from the small flame glowed on her bold features as she puffed the tobacco dight.



Blue smoke spirded through the idand of light and vanished into the surrounding darkness.

"Well," she said around the cigarette, "'l was wondering ff you were ready to tell me what you weren't
telling us aboard the Nelson." Sanders dmost dropped the lighter.

"Whatever do you mean?" he asked warily.

Miriam sat back and blew smoke in hisdirection with agently malicious smile uncannily like that he
sometimes saw in hismirror.

"When you and lan discussed this offensive, | couldn't help noticing adight discrepancy between what he
said and what you said,” she said. "Hetook it for granted that reopening contact with the Innerwodds
wasthefirst gepinafina campaign to force the rebels back into the fold. And you never corrected him.
But "she gave him the same smile once more his-comy never actualy said that, did you? The closest you
camewas... oh, how did you phraseit... 'putting an end to thiswar." At thetime, | thought it might just be
the nit-picking lawyer in me, which was one reason | didn't mention it. But now I've gotten to know you
better than that, Kevin. No matter how glib and charming you may be, you never say anythineaeaong--or
leave anything out--without a damned disgd reason.

Sanders savored anumber of unaccustomed sensations and stalled while he collected his thoughts.
"Why else have you waited so long to mention this?" "1've been waiting for achanceto talk to you aone.

| have astrong sense that, underneath al your game-playing, you wish lan well. So I'm giving you a
chanceto explain. your reasonsfor letting him jump to afdse concluson. And,” shefinished pointedly,
"you're &tfil staling." He capitulated. ™Y ou know, Miriam, I've see enough since I've been hereto redlize
who the real power in the Provisona Government is. Now | begin to seewhy. Very well, I'll make a
dean breast. What | said aboard Nelson was absolutely true, so far asit went. The offensive wl begin on
schedule, and its objective sts to open up awarp connection between the Innerworlds and the Rim. But
once that's done, Prime Minister Dieter plansto offer the rebel s a peace settlement based on acceptance
of the status quo. The comesult will be a Terran Republic conssting of al the Fringe Worlds-- except
those we'll have seized to serve as the corridor we need--and a Federation shaped rather like a
dumbbell.” (he was speaking in terms of the layout of the warp network. If the Federation he described
had been charted in actua three-dimensiond space, it would have resembled ageometrician's opium
dream. But she understood.) "And they'll accept it. What | said about the combined military potential of
the two loyal segments of the Federation was also true." "How do you know al this?' "I don't--not
officidly. But I've worked closely enough with the PM to learn how his mind works.

Also," he added with hismost impish grin, "I have my own sources. Deviousness, my dear, hasitsuses."
"Of course," she observed drviv.

She was astrng woman, he thggught.

Despite her suspicions, confirmation of exactly what hed been holding baek must have been quitea
shock, yet she was adapting nicely. He folded his hands negtly on his blotter and awaited her response
with interest.

Miriam sat back to digest hiswords. As aways with Sanders, it was whedlswithin whedls. She doubted
that she could ever fully understand this sophisticated old man from a sophisticated old planet. But her
ingtincts continued to tell her that he was fundamentaly afriend to lan, which made him at least an dly of
hers.



She noticed that her cigarette had burned low and stubbed it out, selecting another one. She glared down
at it for amoment. Shereally ought to cut back on the damned things.., to hell withit. Shelit up.

"Kevin, you must know that lan and | are... close. What makesyou think | won't tell him all this?"
Sanders|eaned forward into the poal of light. His blue eyeswere disconcertingly sharp.

"Youwon't tell him for the samereasons | haven't. Our mutua friend isan idedlist in the truest sense. He
aso thinksin straight lines, something I've forgotten how to do, if | ever knew how in thefirst place. He
can imagine no conclusion to the war except the triumphant restoration of the Terran Federation, and the
truth would be. unacceptable to him. It would, | think, be something even you would haveto bring him
around to seeing only dowly.

And we don't have timeto do things dowly, Miriam; not ff we're going to strike before the rebelsfind an
answer to hisnew wegpons." His eyes grew even sharper. "'Since we don't have that time, hes going to
berisking hislifein thiscampagn very shortly.

Y ou have even better reason than | for not telling him anything that might impair his effectivenesd™ She
glared a him. "Don't you ever get tired of manipulating people?' "Miriam, it would take afar bigger man
than me to manipulate either you or lan. Thefact isthat you know I'm right. Y ou dso knew Dieter is
right.

The Federation simply won't work on any basis but a consensual one, and that's gone now, asfar asthe
Fringeis concerned. Maybe they're even right to pull away before the hate that's built up curdlesusal
interndly. The most we can hope for isan Innerworld/rim unity with the Corporate World arrogance
knocked out of us." She puffed thoughtfully. Y ou may have apoint. But unless Dieter is prepared to give
up thewholeidea of an Orion amagamation, that issueis till going to bewith us. | can tell yon theidea
doesn't st well with the Rim--and that's just one aspect of abroader issue. Y ou've got to understand that
people out here are passionately loyal to the stdea of the Federation. But they're also passionately
attached to self-government, and they see no contradiction between the two.” "Federation member
planets have dways had loca self-government.... his"Maybe so, but it's beyond that, now. The Rimisno
longer agaggle of unrelated planets,

Weve acquired a sense of identity--almost nationhood--comby successfully defending oursalves. And
the provisona government lan's organized has given us a Rim-wide forum. Y ou've probably heard
people out here use the phrase "the Rim Federation."" She paused thoughtfully.

"lronic, isnt it?" she went on with an odd haf-amile. "Nobody taks about the "Rim Federation” around
lan! The whole concept is anathemato him. Asfar as he's concerned, he's smply holding the Rim for the
Federation--and he may be the only man in the Galaxy who could have ISTRRECTION doneit." She
likeeaned forward, and her eyes glowed asthey caught the light. "But in the process of doing what's
necessary--militarily and politicaly--for that, he'sfathered anew nation! The Federation's going to have
to take account of the rights, interests, and, yes, prejudices of the Rim. Otherwise, Dieter's policy will fall
fiat onitsass. And besides..

.| think we've earned it!" Her voice had become aharsh clang of pride. After its echoes died away,
Sanders remember, 4# o breathe.

"l agree," he said quietly. "The postwar astrographical reditieswill necessitate some form of specia
autonomy for the Rim within the Federation. | tell vou quite frankly--I'm rapidly learning better than to
try. to'lbullshit you--that the Amagamation will come.



There's been too much public commitment to it and too many Innerworld voters see it asa symbol of
victory for Dieter to resst it even if he wanted to. But home ruife should shield the Rim from most of the
thiugs people out here find repugnant about it. No doubt ff our friend were here held find al sorts of
historical precedentsfor it from his own ancestors commonwedth period, perhaps." His eyestook on a
faraway look.

"Y ou know, this may turn out for the best.

Amagama: tion opens up fascinating possibilitiesfor intergpecies culturd interaction, which probably
meansit'sthe wave of thefuture. But & the same time, human-dominated societieswill continueto have
something to offer. And the Terran Republic is... immature. It may bethat your owri "Rim Federation™
will incorporate the best of both worlds, especidly if it can avoid the mistakes of ether.” Miriam redlized
anew that she would never know quite where she stood with this man. There was something amost
inhuman about that long aview. She wanted to ask him if he had any parochid loyalties, any passionate
at- tachments, any fundamentd beliefs of any kind. But that wasn't how the question came out.

"Kevin, wereyou ever young?' "Miriam," he suddenly flashed histoothiest grin and chuckled, "you
wouldn't have believed me asajunior officer!"

"Attention on deck!" The men and women in Nelson's staff briefing room rose to attention as Trevayne
srodein.

"Carry on, ladies and gentlemen," he said briskly, moving towards the head of the U-shaped table, and
they immediately resumed their seats. He took his own place and came directly to the point. "I want to
congratulate dl of you on the results of the exercise. Even Commodore Y oshinaka could find little to
criticize™ A rueful chuckle went around the table. "'l won't ask you to congratulate your personnel for me,
because | plan to do so personaly on the fiegt-elde communication hookup a 2100 hours." He paused,
his eyes sweeping his officers. They were amixture of his handpicked people from BG 32 and Sergel
Ortega's best subordinates, welded into ateam in the fires of battle. He alowed himself to consider them
oneby one, asif in afind testing for wesk linksin the chain of command.

SonjaDesai, now avice admiral, commanded his second supermonitor battlegroup.

(trevayne himsdalf commanded thefirg, in addition to holding overal command, and Vice Admird
Frederick Shespar commanded the third.) Rear Admiral Remko, now commanding the battle-cruisers
and their supporting craft, sat beside her. Ever since he'd received his new appointment, Trevayne
thought with an inner smile, Scan had worn thelook of aman who was once again in his e ement.

Genii Y oshinakasat quietly at Trevayne's elbow, ashe dwaysdid. Their link had grown even stronger
since the Second Battle of Zephrain. Neither of them ever mentioned the incident which had caused it,
but their shared understanding needed no statement. Trevayne had persuaded him to accept promotion
to commodore by agreeing to let him stay on as chief of saff, though a captain might havefilled the billet.

Vice Admira Shespar sat at his other elbow, a dark-visaged, competent man with hard eyes who'd been
Sergei's second in command before BG 32's arrival. Beyond him was Commander Joaquin Sandova y
Belhambre, another of Ortega's people, and one of the few actualy bornin the Rim. A fighter pilot who'd
distinguished himsdlf in the Battle of the Gateway and againgt the Tangri, hed shown INSVB-AEON

329 an unexpected gift for operationa planning asacarrier group ops oicer, in which position hed
caught Genjfseye.



Sandovd had brought dong hisintelligence officer, Lieutenant Commander Lavrenti Kirilenko, who was
widdy regarded as aman to be watched. Though young, he had the kind of face which, Trevavne
thought, lady novdists used to cal "saturnine." He lso had a sardonic sense of humor, but therewasa
kind of puri about his gpproach to his profession: the amord fascination of achessmagter. Trevayne
suspected that he had the potentia to develop into another Kevin Sanders. If S0, the great differencein
their ageswasjust aswell; one per century was enough.

Opposite Trevayne sat Flag Captain Lewis Mujabi, an even rarer bird than Sandova in many
respects--coma Fringer whose native, planet had seceded without him. In an erawhen more and more of
the human race was blending into a nice, even shade of brown, MtOabi was so black he was, in some
lights, dmost purple. His people, predominantly African to begin with, had settled Kashiji, a planet near
the inner edge of the liquid-water zone of a class F2 sun.

Natura selection, abetted by some modest genetic engineering, had taken itsinevitable course.
BG 32 itsdf was now commanded by Rear Admird MariaKim, originaly one of its ship captains.

Another, Commodore Khalid Khan, led another battlegroup built around monitors captured at Second
Zephrain (two of which had aso been added to Shespar's BG 3 to round out its lower supermonitor
strength). Rear Admird Carl Stoner, who'd commanded Ortega's Frontier Fleet carriers, filled the same
billet under Trevayne.

Looking around the crowded room at these officers and the others who comprised Fourth Flegt's brain,
Trevayne could barely repress athrill of pride. He abandoned himsdlf to the reverie for just amoment
longer before he cleared histhroat and continued.

"Turning to the classified folders before you, | would ask you to open them now." There was acrackle of
breaking sedls. "Commander Sandova will briefiv summarize." He had stressed the adverb dightly, ahd
there were grins around the table (not least from Sandoval himselt), for the ops ocer had earned a
reputation as araconteur of hilarious but lengthy anecdotes.

"Yes, ar. I'll keepit brief, gr." There might have been just asuspicion of irony in hisvoice. It was hard to
tell, but Genii Y oshinaka had recommended Sandoval for the job partly because hewas abrilliant,
irreverent soul who refused to be completely in awe of anyone or anything, including admiras. Now the
dark, wiry commander, very young for his job, rose and switched on aholographic star display.

"Firg, ladies and gentlemen, dlow meto point out that dthough the joint operation we are about to
undertakeis called "Operation Y elowbrick," we are concerned only with that portion of it called
"Operation Reunion."" There was a chuckle at that, and Trevayne hid his own smile. Sanders had tended
towards a sort of scandalized chagrin when Trevayne had announced the change in operationd
designations. Sandova and he had stood to their guns, however. Trevayne had argued that there were
innumerabl e precedents for renaming subsections of campaign plans and that the new name had more
positive morale connotations. But what had redlly floored the Old Terran was Sandova'sirreverently
point-blank refusa to lead men and women into battle under an operatioha code name from a
five-hundred-year-old children's story--and, no, Sandova wasn't impressed by the fact that the story in
question had aways been one of Admira Sanders favorites.

"Thisoperaionisrelatively sraightforward,” Sandova went on, "dthough it may or may not besmple.
Our only redly difficult strategic decision was whether to make our breakout through the Gateway or the
Back Door.



Either would take usto the Purdah System, meeting the bare-bones ops plan the Joint Chiefs sent usvia
Admird Sanders, but the Gateway route does so in only three trangits. The Back Door takes four, and
would amost certainly meet stiffer resistance, since that route leads into the Bonaparte System”--a star
blinked on the display -com@wh contains the mgjor rebel base from which Second Zephrain was
launched. Drone probes and raids have given us pretty good intelligence on our home warp points, and
based on that data, we'deided on the Gateway. It'll be rough, but not as rough as Bonaparte.

"After the breakout, we hope to proceed rapidly. Our axis of advance will be through these systlems.” A
net of warp lineslit in red as he touched a button.

"here are two main problemsin an offensive like this. One, of course, is supplies, especidly of depletable
munitions. The fleet train isaccordingly of thefirst importance, and guarding it isgoing to be essentid.
Thiswill become especidly true as we advance, because well open 'sdly ports' on our flanks aswe
bypass warp pointsto other rebel-held systems. It's dso possible, aswe al know, for commerce raiders
to operate for atime within asingle system, even ff cut off from outside support. We consider therisk to
the fleet train will not become critical, however, until we reach the Zapata System, the first mgjor choke
point on our planned route.

"And that brings usto the second mgor risk to our momentum: lack of intelligence. To be perfectly frank,
we have no ideawhat system defenses well face after our initial breakout. Until we control more warp
points, we can't even use probes, much less scouting squadrons, so we're going in blind. On the other
hand, we know the rebels must have been committing the mgority of their industria capacity to
shipbuilding, judging by what they used a Second Zephrain and the enemy deployment data Admira
Sanders brought us. Presumably, that means they can't have built alot of fortifications out here, at least
not behind theimmediate "front ling' systems. Asfor Fleet units --was he shrugged dightly his-comwe
think they were badly hurt at Second Zephrain, and we've demonstrated the efficiency of our wespons.
Unlessthey have aradically higher number of hullsthan ONI estimates, they shouldn't be strong enough
to stop both us and the forces attacking to meet us." He stopped and seated himsdlf.

"Thank you, Commander,” Trevayne sad, rising.

"hat's about dl that can be said at this stage--and it was admirably brief." He allowed himself adight
smile ashis staff chuckled. "Well meet again tomorrow, after you've had a chance to study the plan and
formulate questions. In the meantime, remember the eom hook-up at 2100.

| want every man and woman in the Fleet to hear me." He strode out. The room seemed to get bigger, as
rooms tended to when Trevayne left them.

Neither of them had planned it that way, yet they found themsalves done outside the eevator that would
take Trevayne away.

Virtudly everyone else who was to be aboard Nel son for Operation Reunion, including Sanders, had
aready left Xanadu. A floater waited on the roof of Government House to take Trevayneto Abu'sd
Field and his cutter. It was atrip hed made many times, but they both knew thistime was different. This
campaign would, one way or another, changetheir lives. Win or losg, it would never be the same again.

They'd said their farewells the previous night, and they'd both dreaded any last-minute awkwardness. But
with the inevitability of gravity, they found themselves facing one another outsde the private VIP eevator.

"Wdl," hesad, "I'm off." Brilliant, his superego gibed; too bloody scintillating.



"Send word back whenever you can,” she said. And within her: My, how terribly clever!
They stood in silence for amoment, and then gathered each other in. They kissed with utmost gentleness.

"Miriam, I'll be back. | promiseI'll be back." She put her hands on his shoulders, holding him at arms’
length and grinning wickedly.

"Well," she purred, |etting her eyestravel suggestively downwards, "1 know from experience that in your
casetak isnot chegp." He broke into agrin of hisown. They hugged one another once more, hard. Then
the light above the elevator door flashed. The door opened, and closed again, and he was gone.

Miriam sighed. Asdways, everything that mattered was left unspoken. She even understood why; as
long asthey were cracking wise, they were on safe ground.

She turned, eyes downcast, and walked away.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the light flash again. She turned back, curious, asthe doorsdid
open.

"Forget something?' she asked.

"Miriam," he stepped towards her, "1 suddenly redlized that.., well, that there were things I'd left unsaid.
l..." Sheraised ahand, dmost afraid, and pressed her fingersto hislips. "Hush, darling. We both know
that. Weve never needed to say much, have we?' He seized her wrist dmost roughly and forced her
hand aside. "No! It'sdifferent now, and | can't leave without saying.., that..." Histhroat seemed to
congrict. And then, like adam bursting, "Miriam, | need you! | loveyou!" And her own dam burst.

"Oh, God, lan, | love you, too! | love you so much!" And dl the restraint of the past waslessthan a
memory. They kissed, and it waslike the first time they'd ever kissed each other.

After alittlewhile, as stars and planets measure time, she spoke.

"What do you suppose we were o afraid of, al thistime?' He didn't answer. Another moment passed
before he spoke again, dmost lightly.

"Y ou know, if we run down to the Judge Advocate Generd's office, we might just be ableto find
someone authorized to perform amarriage.” She sputtered with laughter and looked up at him, eyes
shining. "lan, you're so full of shit your eyes are browner than usua! Y ou know you've got to go. Well
talk about thiswhen you get back. And for God's sake, let it kegp till then! Right now, you need more
things on your mind like Commodore Prescott needed more Arachnidsl" He laughed, ajoyful sound of
find release. Then he sobered, gripping her shouldersfirmly.

"Miriam, remember what | said: I... promise... ... will be... back]" Miriam Ortegawas a Navy brat. She
knew, better than most, what could happen when ship met ship in deep space combat. She had aready
lost afather to exactly that, and she knew no one could predict exactly where the warhead or the beam
would strike. And yet, she also knew that lan Laurens Trevayne aways kept his promises.

"Yes, my preciouslove,” she whispered.

"I know you will."



Asthe cutter |eft the pale-blue reaches of the upper atmosphere for the velvet-black reahn of space,
Trevayne gazed out the port. For the first timein years-too many years, filled with columns of numbers
on phosphor screens comhe redlly saw the universe in which he moved and worked. His gaze ranged
further and further out, sweeping over the unwinking, jewd-hard stars strewn in their myriads down the
roaring, mind-numbing reaches of infinity.

God, he thought. How beautiful it is.

THE SHORTEST DISTANCE Rear Admird Li flinched asrolling drums assaulted her ears, then
straightened her shoulders quickly. Other returning prisoners crowded the shuttle hatch behind her and
not this most jaded of them could hide his reaction tg the scene.

The domed spaceport on Bonagparte's second moon was jammed with black and silver uniforms.

Thousands of them! Han stared out over the sea of faces through the crashing fanfare of Ad Astra, the
ancient twenty-first century hymn chosen as the Republic's anthem, and she was stunned.

A rear admira greeted her with acrisp sdute, and only reflex action brought her own hand upin
response as she recognized Jason Windrider. His dark eyes glowed, and asthe last bar of the anthem
crashed out and the music died, his hand came down in aflashing arc. Han's matched it.

"Welcome home, Admird!" He gripped her hand tightly. "Thank you." Han swallowed, blinking burning
eyes, and amiled. "Thank you, Admira," she said morefirmly. "It's good to be back.” "Weve been
waiting for you," he said warmly, "and you may aswell accept the inevitable." His smile was both wicked
and warm. "We're proud of you, maam, and you're going to have to put up with uswhile we show it!"
And then he was leading her down the flag-draped landing platform stair, and the roar of cheers split the
bright, dome-filtered sunlight around her.

"Wdl!" Jason Windrider doffed his braided cap and waved at a chair. "Thank God that's over! Though |
must say--was he cocked his head criticaly his-comthe Golden Lion looks good on you, Han. Sort of
sets off your hair." "Thank you," she said dryly, trying to hide her own deegp emotion as she sat. She
touched the Golden Lion of Terra-the highest award for vaor of Republic and Federation dike. "If this
iswhat the loser gets, 1'd like to seethe winner's medals!" "Y ou didn't lose, Hah," Windrider said
decisvdy. "Y ou and Bob wereright. We should'ye gonein fast and nasty, before their new forts and
beams and those Godawful missleswereonline" "Maybe," Hah said, "but | surrendered, so I'm the one
who's going to face aBoard over it--and maybe afull Court." "The Court dready sat,” Windrider said,
suddenly grim, "on the admiras who ran out on you. | won't lie to you--some people were cashiered, but
everyone knows you held the battle-line together in a hopeless situation and then had the good sense not
to get thousands of peoplekilled for nothing." He shrugged again.

"That's more or lesswhat the Admiraty said, in fancier language, when it recommended
you--unanimoudy--for the Golden-Lion." "'l see." Hah drew adeep breath and fdlt the tension flow away
alast.

"Do you, now?"' Windrider grinned. "Actudly, there's an even more tangible proof of their lordships’
attitude." "Oh?" sheeyed him suspicioudy. "A blindfold and alast cigarette?' "'Y ou have an untrusting
nature,” Windrider said sorrowfully. Then he became more serious. "I'm afraid it's dightly non-reg, Hah,
and Magda wanted to give you this, but she can't makeit, so | have to deputize. Here." Han opened the
smdll case and gasped as she saw the double stars nestled in the dark velvet.

She stood abruptly, left hand rising to the single star at her collar, and her eyes were shocked.



"Yes, gr," therear admird sad.

"Congratulations, Vice Admira Li!" He reached out and unpinned her rear admird's star gently, fhen
took apaired star from her and did its pin through her collar.

"B-but I'm not ready!" Han wailed. "I was only a captain four yearsago!" Y et she seemed unableto
resst as he fastened the badgein place. "l just got back from surrendering an entire battle fleet!” "Han,"
Windrider said severely, "sit down and shut up.

She sat obediently, too shaken to notice how brashly arear admira was ordering avice admira about.

"Better," hesaid. "Now listen to me. Every senior officer in the Feet knows you and Bob wanted to
attack earlier, and most of 'em know the panic that really best us at Zephrain wouldn't have happened if
you'd been senior to the bastards who-- Never mind.” He shook his head sharply.

"But theré's not a one of them who questions giving you thatstar. None. And no doubtswill be
entertained from you, ether, young lady!

"Besides, we need you. Admira Ashigaraisdead, and so are Kellerman, Matucek, Ryder, Nishin,
Shukov, Hyde- White, Mombora "His voice trailed somberly off, and she stared at him.

"That many?' "And more," he confirmed. "Hah, we never did have many admiras, and those we had
have taken aterrible pounding; weve got to promote. | was a eomeawander four years ago, for God's
sake] If | can take my medicine and wear one star, you can damned well wear two--got it?" "Yes, sir,"
she said meekly, touching her collar badges and smiling at last. "'l just hopeit isnt amistake." "Hah, will
you please get it through your radiation-jellied Orienta brain that you've got those stars—-and that medal
because you're one of the best welve got?* She eyed him doubtfully, and he grinned.

"Besides, ff we don't give 'em to you, somebody might try to give 'em to me, God help usl” The skimmer
swooped downwards, and Han peered out &t the lights blazing againgt the night. They marked a
gprawling mansion, one-time home of the Corporate World manager of Bonaparte's largest chesnt
plantation, taken.” over by the Republican military when the focus of opera- tions shifted to Zephrain.

Windrider grounded the skimmer and popped the hatches, and Han climbed out, wrinkling her nose as
the reek of over-ripe chesht mingled with the fresh smell of marshes. It amazed her that something whose
flavor had supplanted chocolate and vanilladikein Terran estimation could smell so horribleinits native
habitat.

Strange voices shrilled and clicked in the night, and wings fluttered as Bonaparte's equivalent of a bat
flitted past. She glanced upward, but the two larger moons had set and the third, Joseph, waslittle more
than alow-abedo lump of captured asteroidal rock. Itswan illumination barely brought aglow to the
mists and hinted at rather than revealed the artificialy precise spacing of angular machinery.
Chesht-pickers rusting in idleness, she thought as the cool breeze off the marsh rustled the chesht pods.
Bonaparte's F1 primary was hot, but the planet was near the outer edge of the liquid-water belt.

Even high summer was cool, which suited Han well, for it produced a climate very likethat of her
homewodd.



Jason however, came from Topaz--awarm, dusty world with little axid tilt--and he preferred less chilly
environs. He rubbed his hands briskly and tried to ook patient as she sucked inthe crisp air.

"All right, Jason," she smiled findly.

"Lead on." "Good!" he agreed quickly, and guided her through a doubleopaned door into what had been
apdatiad foyer before the Republican Navy took charge. A pair of Marine guards came sharply to
attention as they stepped inside, and as Hah noted their unsedled holsters, she suddenly redlized what
those angular shapesin the marsh had been: not chesht-piekers, but heavy armored vehicles. And the
thick glassentry doorsweren't glassat dl, but armorplast capable of resisting medium artillery firel

"Good evening, Admiral Li. Admira Windrider." A Marine mgjor saluted them. "May | see some
identification$7' He subjected their ID folios to the most rigorous cheek Hah lad seen since the war
began. What in God's name was going on here?

"Thank you, Sr." The mgor returned her ID and summoned an armed oi'derly. " Chief Y eoman Santander
will escort you to the planning room." "Thank you, Mgor." Han returned his salute, then fol- lowed the
slent yeoman into the house proper and down a corridor. He stopped and opened adoor, raising his
voice without entering,

"Admiral Li and Admira Windrider, sr!" he said crisply, and stepped back asthey passed him.
"Thank you, Chief Santander,” awarm, easily-recognized voice said.

"Magdal Jason didn't say you were here!” "I know he didn't." Magda Petrovna smiled from behind her
desk inthelarge, brightly lit room, and the paired stars on her collar mirrored Han's. "Very few people
know I'm here, and they aren't talking." "But why dl the secrecy?' "I'm about to Sdll you, Han," Magda
said with the chuckle Han remembered so well. "After which you'll disappear, too. Where's she off to,
Jason?' Brown eyesrose to smile over Han's head a Windrider.

"Vice Admird Li isreturning to Novaya Rodinafor debriefing,” Windrider said smoothly. "In fact, |
escorted her aboard ship mysdlf.” ™Y ou see?' Magda asked with agrin.

"No, | dont seeat dl!" "It's pretty smple, redly. You and I, my dear, are the Republic'slast great hope."
Magdas voice was humorous; her eyes weren't.

"Meaning what?' Han demanded.

"Meaning that you and I--with the help of afew soulslike Jason, Bob Tomanga, and Tsing Chang
-comare now the Republic's answer to lan Trevayne." "Were going back to Zephrain?' Han was stunned
by the recklessness of theidea. "Magda, | don't think you under- stand just what--was "No, Han,"
Magda sad softly.

"rrevayneiscoming to us.
He's staging a breakout sometimein the next five sandard months." Han sat down heavily. It had all
come a her too fast, she thought dazedly. The homecoming, her medal and promoation, al the secrecy

and security--notow this. She, couldn't have understood correctly. to.....

"Five months." She shook her head.



"Magda, it isn't possible. He doesn't have enough hulls to mount asustained offensive not adecisive one
now that we know what he's got and the panic factor's been eliminated, and therés no point in histaking
losses for anything indecisive. Besides, those monsters of histake along time to build they mass over a
half million tonnes each, Magdal He won't risk them without adecisive objectivein view." "Correct.”
Magdatipped back her chair and ahalf-smilelurked in her eyes.

"But he sts coming out. What could ingpire him to do that?* "Nothing," Han said, but she sounded less
certain. She thought furioudy for aminute, then looked up again. "Areyou saying they're planning ajoint
operation? A smultaneous attack by the Rump and the Rim?* "Givethe lady the prize," Windrider said
softly.

"But that's crazy, too," Han protested quietly. "rhere's no way they could coordinate.

| never figured out how they get messages back and forth, but it seems pretty clumsy, however they do
it." "Right again," Magdanodded, "but let me show you something." Sherose, and Han's eyeswidened in
amazement.

"Damn! | keep forgetting to alow for that." Magda stood back from her desk and patted her ssomach
with awry frown. Her new figure, Han thought with a helpless chuckle, was definitet non-reg.

"What's so funny?' Magda demanded, then touched her ssomach again and laughed. "Thisisn't what |
wanted to show you.” "Y ou thought | wouldn't notice?' "No, you silly danteye, | just forgot you didn't
know. It'sall over the Fleet by now--and that cad in the comer is making insufferably proud noises over
every bar on Bonagparte." "1 see." Han managed to stop chuckling, but her voice was alittle unsteady.
"And you don't think your timing was abit off2." "Hell," Magdalaughed, "thislittle stranger is one reason

| got this job. Everyone knows pregnant women are barred from combat. Ergo, I'm barred from combat,
which makes my disgppearance for planning purposes that much easier to explain. And asfor my
timing"--was she met Han's eyes, suddenly serious his-comy're one reason for that." Only Magda cot/id
have said that without opening her own wounds, Han thought affectionately.

"I don't want what happened to you happening to me now that I've found Jason,” Magda sail quietly. She
reached out a hand, and Windrider wasthere in an instant to take it. "So I'm having at |east one child
before | go out to be shot at again. Besides," she smiled gently, and for the first time her voice was
hesitant, "thisdischisfor you, too, Han." "Me?' Hah was deeply touched as she took Magda's other
hand.

"Yes. Wed like--like it very nueh--to name her Hah." Han's grip tightened, and a seemingly endless
slence stretched.

"If you can't think of abetter name," she said finaly, "1'd be prokd. Very proud.” "Done!" Jason's
brusque cheerful ness broke the spell, and Hah was grateful. She drew a deep breath and blinked twice.

"But | think you were going to show me something besides my future namesake?' "So | was," Magda
sad, tncking an arm through Han's and leading her over to awall panel. She punched buttons busily, and
ahuge hologram filled the darkened room. Hah stared at it raptly; she hadn't seen awarp map quite that
large since the Academy.

Magda picked up aluminous pointer and moved to the center of the map.

"Thishelpswith visudization, Han," she said, turning brown eyes spangled with tiny starsto her friend.



"Our warp linesare green. The Rump's are red; the Rim's amber. Notice anything?' "Besidesthe lack of
any red-amber connections?’ "That's certainly the sdient point, but I'm thinking about something ese:
distances. At closest, they're at least a dozen transits apart--comover six weeks for abattle-cruiser at
max. So whatever they do, they're facing along, drawn- out campaign before they gel back inffcctact,
right?' "I'd think so, yes" "So did we. We have, however, certain intelligence assetsin the Rump. Not in
the Rim, I'm sorry to say, and our very best conduit didn't give usaword of warning about it, but
computer analysis of what we do have has picked up on something very interesting.

"Firg," shetucked her pointer under her arm, for al the world like a pregnant schoolteacher in uniform as
sheticked off points on her fingers, "Rump congtruction rates have been low, which confused as until we
found out why. The Galloway's World Raid did more than take out a couple of yards, Han; it took out
the entire archipelago. They've recovered now, but it explains why the Rump's been so sengitive to
combat 0sses.

"Second," she went on, "despite their desperate need for ships, they're holding them baek. We didn't
notice that immediately, but our raids, recon probes, and captured or otherwise compromised Rump
deployment ordersal indicateit. Why?

"Third, they haven't been massing them opposite Cimmaron, as we might expect. They could cut off this
whole quarter of the Republic from there," she gestured at aglowing snake's nest of green warp lines"or
go sraight for Novaya Rodina. But where the andysisteamsfinally found them isover here, a atotdly
new Feet base a Avaon--a system we've never even threatened.

"Fourth, and finaly, we know how the Rim getsits messages. They come through Orion space, via
Rehfrak." Magdawaved a hand at Han's sharp glance.

"I know, vei-y un-neutral of them. However, we haven't objected because we wanted to see who goes
where dong that warp line, and it turns out the errand boy is none other than one Kevin Sanders. Does
that ring any bdlls?' ""The Fox,"" Han said softly.

"Exactly. The best chief of ONI intwo centuries, and currently a cabinet minister without portfolio.
Obvioudy they need atop man for ahot potato like this, but they're sending Sanders-- probably the one
person in the Galaxy who knows where athe Federation's bodies are buried--through Orion space
whenever he goesto Zephrain. And the Orions only permit him to go asfar as Rehfrak; the
Governor-General comesto him." "I'm sure dl of thisis headed somewhere?' "It isindeed. Six months
ago, Sanderswasin Avaon. Then they rushed him back to Old Terraso fast they burned out a
destroyer's main drive converters. Why?

Because he'saready gone again, making another trip.

.. and thistime heésgoing al the way to Xanadu--and staying." "What?' Hah stood straighter and
frowned.

"Exactly. It took alot of work--and luck -comffpiece hisitinerary together, but it's solid. Now why
would the Rump separate itsaf from its foremost spook?

Unless, of course, the separation isn't permanent?’ "'l see your point,” Han mused.
"| thought you would,” Magdasaid grimly.

"They're sending him because they need someone with his authority, brains, and experience to coordinate



their plan to hit us before we can react to the new weaponry. If they can hammer a bridge between the
Rump and Rim--ff the Rump'sindustria plant gets the data and working modelsit needs-- werein deep,
deep trouble.” "l see," Han murmured once more, searching the red and amber warp meswith her eyes.
"They're assembling the Rump pincer at Avalon, so they're not going for any finesse beyond their hope
for surprise.” "That'swhat we think," Magdaencouraged her.

"It'sthe only answer," Han muttered, frowning in thought. ""From Avaon, hmmmmm... hisvas Her eyes
narrowed suddenly and she nodded once, sharply.

"I'neréstheir route, Magda Avalon to Lomax to Hyerdahl to Thor to Thule to Osterman's Star to
Thybold to Juarez to I phigenato Zapata to Sagebrush to Purdah.

From there they might go Rousseau to Ney to Bonaparte to Zephrain, or New Indiato Zvobodato
Zephrain. I'd bet on the New India Route--not even 1an Trevayne wants to tangle with the defenses
here." "What makes you o certain?' Magda asked, not chal- lengingly but asff she merdy wanted
confirmation of her own thoughts.

"Only afool triesto be clever when he can't completely orchestrate a complex operation, Magda. We
learned that watching the Orionsin thefirst two interstdllar wars... and relearned it at First Zephrain. So if
you can't be fancy, you be direct as possible, and that route--was she nodded at the one she'd traced out
his-comis the shortest distance between two points: Avalon and Zephrain." "I think you'reright,” Magda
acknowledged, "and you might like to know that it took the Strategy Board amonth to reach your
conclusions." She amiled. "But theres till abillion-credit question, Hah. We don't have the Fleet unitsto
oppose both forces at once.

We have to stop one of them, then turn to dedl with the other in detail, using our advantage of theinterior
position. So which do we oppose?' Han blinked at her.

"Y ou're asking me? Magda, I've been out of circulation for ayear!" "But you're aso the senior
commander who's redlly seen the Rim'swegponsin action, S0 you can give usthe best gut reaction on
them, Should we worry more about quantity or quality? Because---was Magda grinned crookedly was
for our sins, you and | are going to be the Fleet commanders who do the stopping. So who do we stop,
Hah? The Rump or the Rim?* Hah dropped into achair and thought long, hard and furioudly.

"I'ne Rump doesn't have any of the new technology? Just numbers?' Magda nodded.

"And have we come through with any of those ‘wonder wegpons' people were muttering about before
Second Zephrain? Do we have any surprises of our own?' "A few," Windrider said.

"Then we have to block the Rump with secondary forces and go for the Rim with eve disrything we
have," Hah said, suddenly decisive. "No matter how many hullsthe Rump has, we can tanglethem upin
thefrontier forts, mines, and loca fighter bases.

We can dow them up, at least, but you've never seen an left-brace tthing like Trevayne's new battle-line.
We haveto stop him, and stop him hard.

If a al possible, we have to cut him up badly enough to move in and take Zephrain away from him.
Even if we lose adozen systems--comor twice that many!--to the Rump, weve till got agood chance to

win thiswar in the end stf we can keep them away from Zephrain." "And where do we stop them?”
Magda asked tonelessly. "Zapata," Hah said crisply.



"It'sacritica choke point, and we can move stuff in from Bonagparte for the big engagement. Use
commerce raiders on the flanks as they advance..

. pick at them... get them off balance and force them to oerextend... then meet them head-on at Zapata
and thank God building that monster battle-line's cut into theirthe carrier production! 1t's our only chance,
Magda." "'l see." Magda exchanged a nod with Jason, then turned back to Han. The tangled lights of the
holo map gilded her silver-streaked brown hair with a crown of jewels, and her eyes glittered with stars.
"That's another thing you and the Strate. gyeaeaBoard agree on, and I'm glad you seeiit so clearly @u.
detter.

Something in her voice caught Han's attention, and she stared at her friend suspicioudy. No! She couldn't
mean... to ""Y hat's right, Hah," Magda said ahnost compassionately@u "One of the reasons | was
ordered to havethislittle chat with you was to be certain you did understand the priorities. Y ou got your
second star while you were till a POW--THE sae day | got mine.

And that meansyou're dtill senior.” She held out the luminous pointer.

"Welcome to supreme command of Operation Actium, Admird Li." OPERATION REUNION
Operation Reunion began with an irruption of SBMHAWK carrier pods into the Zvoboda System. One
moment the Republican Navy's detection screens were blank: the next amultitude of unmanned pods
warped into the teeth of the forts guarding this gateway to the Terran Republic. A few cameto grief inthe
warp point minefields; afew more emerged in overlapping volumes of space and died with the violence
the gods of physicsreservefor phenomenawhich violate their laws. But most survived to fling their
missles at the forts, announcing the arrival of the Federation'swarriorsin fire and degth.

Probes of the Zvoboda System had been limited to avoid darming its defenders, but lan Trevayne had a
fairly good notion of what he would face. The Republic had erected aformidable shell of big Wpe four
OWP'S around the Zephrain warp point and another around the warp point to New India, but Lavrenti
Kirilenko was convinced there would be few mobile units. The fortsweretypica of the Republic's
designs, each incorporating two squadrons of fighters; that fighter strength, coupled with the forts own
weapons, needed no support to decimate any conventional assaullt.

Trevayne and Genji Y oshinaka agreed with Kirilenko's assessments; hence the lavish SBMHAWK
bombardment that preceded their ships through the warp point. Such a heavy employment of SBM'S
would serioudy deplete their storesfor the next assault, but there was no point planning for the next battle
ff they lost this one. Besides, everything 346 seemed to suggest that Zvoboda had been so heavily
fortified that the Republic could have spared little for the defense of New India

Missileslegpt from their carrier pods, but the Republican gunners hadn't been adeep. The Rim's
decreased probe traffic hadn't lulled them; rather it had confirmed their suspicions, and they'd gone on
round-the-clock dert. Still, no one could be ahundred percent dert at every instant, and ff point defense
stopped alot of missiles; nothing could have stopped them all.

Antimatter warheads flared againgt shields.
Tremendous fireballs wracked the space around them. Armor glowed, vaporized, flared away.
Atmosphere whuffed outward, water vapor sparkling, asthe missiles savaged theforts. Yet for al their

savagery, dl thar violence, they couldn't prevent the Republic from launching the mgority of itsfighter*
But Trevayne had antipated thet, and he had no inten-Uon of offering up hisstrictly limited carrier



strength for target practice, evenif The Book did call for fighters as the best defense againgt fighters.
Instead, the ships that followed the carrier pods into Zvoboda used a tactic which was new, one so
unorthodox it took the defenderstotally by surprise, yet so smple they wondered why no one else had
ever thought of it.

TFNS Nelson was the first ship out of the warp point, followed by the monitor da Silva. As soon asda
Silva emerged, Nelson grabbed her with tractor beams and began to tow her astern.

Simultaneoudy, da Silva cut her own ropulsion, maintaining just sufficient drivefield to interdict missile
fire, and rolled on attitude control to place hersdf stern-to-stern with Nelson--an unheard of position.
Then another supermonitorstmonitor pair emerged, and another.

All gtrikefighter pilots knew to attack battle-line units by maneuvering into the sternward "blind zone"
created by the dow and clumsy ship'sdrive field, where itstracking sysemswere uselessand its
weapons could not be brought to bear. But the rebd pilots, racing to implement their fundamentd tactical
doctrine, were daughtered by defensive fire from the supermonitors and monitors while searching for
blind zonesthat were, in effect, not there!

They inflicted damage, of course--quite alot, in fact. But monitors were designed to absorb and survive
damage, and supermonitors even more o.

The fighters were cut down before their short-ranged weapons could take decisive effect, and the big
ships lumbered towards the fortresses, contemptuous dike of the fighters and mines that sought to hinder
them.

Thefortress crews knew what their fighters failure meant. They'd seen the reports on Second Zephrain,
and they knew al about the improved force beams Trevayne's ships mounted, but they stood to their
weapons, pouring in defengve fire againgt the oncoming ships. Damage control parties aboard the
supermonitors and monitors found their servicesin high demand, but not criticaly so, and the capitd ships
riddled the fortswith primary-mode fire and then reduced them to tangled wreckage with "wide-angled”
fire even as Sean Remko's battle-cruisers savagely hunted down the few mobile rebel units.

Fourth Fleet reformed into a more conventional order of battle, complete with escort destroyers, and
lumbered into a hyperbolic course across the system.

lan Trevayne sat in his command chair, listening to the reports as his crews worked frenziedly on the
damage. It wasn't quite as bad as held anticipated, he thought. Bad enough, certainly-- especidly interms
of human life--comb no internal damage hisrepair crews couldn't put right in the seventy-eight hour trip
across the system.

It was a case of dgpdash repairs, of course, but aside frown the damage to his ships armor, virtualy full
combat efficiency had been restored between the first engagement and the moment the New Indiawarp
point fortifications hove into range.

Not that he had any intention of exposing those repairs to fresh damage ff he could help it. And he could
help it, for the Terran Republic till had no counterweight for the HBM.

The rebel commander knew it, too, and he launched hisfighters before the supermonitors cameinto
HBM range. That saved them from destruction in their bays but exposed them to extended-range
AFHAWK fire from Trevayne's screen and interception by Carl Stoner'sfighters. A few broke through
both missles and defending fighters, displaying the skill and determination which were the haffful- marks



of Republican fighter pilots, but they were a spent force. The escort destroyers and capita ships blasted
them gpart in return for trifling damage, and shortly thereafter the HBM'S began to batter the fortresses.

The Republican commander had no more desireto die usdesdy for apoint of honor than Trevayne
himsalf. Assoon asheld satisfied himsalf of al the facts (and fired courier drones out to New Indiawith
them), he surrendered.

His surrender was followed four hours later by another, rendered to the cruiser screen as Remko cleaned
up the pieces. Occupation of the domed mining colony on the largest satellite of ZvobodalV, a"brown
dwarf' so massive asto be dmost sdf-luminous, completed the conquest, and Trevayne caled ahdt. It
was time to garrison the domes and send prisoners back to Zephrain, in addition to the usua post-battle
chores.

He remained pn the bridge while his ships carried out the most urgent of thesethe replenishment of thelr
magazines from the fleet train beginning to emerge from the warp point--and waited until the repair ships
moved aongside to make good hismost critical damage. Then he called amesting of dl ship captains
aboard Nelson and findly left hisflag bridge.

Trevayne couldn't help feeling amused by Y oshinaka's morose expression as they rode the intraship car
toward the wardroom. The chief of staff was anatural worrier, ad he seemed to fed duty bound to
compensate for everyone else's euphoria

"Wel," he grumbled, "at least you followed my advice to hold this skippers meeting after thefirst battle.”
"Why, Genji-san, | dwaysfollow your advice," Trevayne said in the bantering tone he affected when

Y oshinakawas in one of hismoods. "Didn't | give the second Nelson the name you wanted?' Y oshinaka
refused to be mallified.

"Right. Y ou named her Togo... which," he added pointedly, "you wouldye had to do eventualy anyway,
having decided to name the class after wet-navy admirds. After all, he was the greatest fighting admird in
the entire history of Old Terr" He waited, but Trevayne declined to rise to the bait. "And you couldn't
have ignored him for hmg, either--not after copping thefirgt ship in the class bar bt your precious Nelson!
Bnt then you named ships three and' four after Raymond Spruance and Yi Sun-Sin, both of whom made
their reputations swabbing the decks with the Japanese! Has anvone ever told you you've got a strange
sense of humor?' "The Grand Councilor for Internd Security has mentioned it once or twice," Trevavne
admitted airily.

Y oshinaka's scowl dissolved into agrin.

Trevayne had been practically whistling as he was piped aboard Nelson on the eve of Operation
Reunion, when many others had had an understandable case of dry-mouth. Y oshinaka had no ideawhat
had passed between his admira and Miriam Ortega, but he was grateful for it--and not just because
Trevayne's cheerfulnessin the face of afrontal assault through afortified warp point had been ashot in
the arm for everyones morale.

The car hummed to a stop, and they emerged into a crowded wardroom filled with an uproar of shoptalk
as the battle was refought. The monitor skippers-- aready dubbed the "bass-akwards brigade” by their
disrespectful fellows--were the butt of the occasion.

"Attention on deck!" Mujabfs basso profundo cut through the hubbub with ease, and dl talk subsided as
Trevayne and Y oshinaka mounted the improvised dais where Sandova waited. Standing at the podium,
Trevayne looked down at the army of faces, faces of every color and cast of featuresin which honw



sapiecame. Outside himsdlf and Y ashinaka, no onein the room wore the broad stripe; he wanted these
men and women to be able to speak their minds fredy and openly. His own deep baritone filled the
room.

"Asyou were, ladies and gentlemen. First, congratulations arein order. Y our performance in battle was
exactly what | would have expected of you--and | can think of few higher compliments. In particular,” he
added with adight emphasis, “the monitor commanders are to be congratulated for performing superbly
under highly unorthodox conditions.” That wastrue of everyone, he thought. Only a superbly trained and
motivated fleet could have achieved the organizationd flexibility these people had displayed:,.

"Thereason for this captains’ meseting,” he went on, sthat we've now seen &t first hand what were up
agang.

INSU-NBECTION

Y ou're here becahse | want to directly answer any questions you may have, and because Commodore
Y oshinaka, Commander Sandoval, and | need your feedback. So let's hear any questions or comments.”
Numerous hands went up, and Trevayne recognized what |ooked to have been the firgt of them.

"Captain Waldeck?' Sean Remko's flag captain rose. He had the Waldeck look burly, with ajowly,
florid face bg. asting abig nose and massive chin oddly at variance with the smal, pursed mouth.

"A comment, Admird. If what weve encountered hereis any indication, this operation should be a
walkover. | refer specificaly to the cowardice of the rebel commander. He surrendered when he still had
the (mtggability to do us some damage or at least force usto expend alot of our HBM'S on hisfgreats.

| think the inferenceis clear: dl therebds ever had'going for them wasthe ean of their initial successes.
Now that that's worn off, they're reverting to their natural star--rabble!l” Mujabfsface got, ff possible, a
bit darker, even though Waldeck had been careful to refer to "rebels' and not to "Fringers.” Hiseyes
flashed dangeroudly, but he was saved from the need to speak by an anonymous voice.

"Sure," it piped up from the back of the wardroom. "Just like the rabble on Novaya Rodina" Waldeek
flushed, and his massive jaw clenched as a sound swept the wardroom. It wasn't--quite--a chuckle, but
rather an inarticulate amusement too grest to be entirely suppressed. For amoment he seemed about to
snarl aresponse, but thought better of it at the last moment.

Trevayne himself wastorn by severd conflicting emotions. The remark was well-taken (ff unkind), and he
couldn't help sharing the assembled captains' amusement just abit. Y et at the sametime, the whole
Novaya Rodina episode left abad taste in his mouth.

But asfar as Waldeck himself was concerned, Trevayne had tried to keep an open mind. He was born
of the close-knit world of the TFN'S "dynagties," with few illusions about its inhabitants, and he'd never
liked Captain Cyrus Waldeek. And that, he thought, was unfortunate in away, becausefor dl his
abrasive arrogance and snobbery, i there was no question of Waldeck's competence. It was because of
that competence that he'd assigned Waldeck to command the Arquebus, Remko's flagship. Yet he
couldn't help chortling to himself just abit whenever he thought of Waldeck, the embodiment of that clan
of Corporate World magnates, directly under Sean Remko's command.

Could it be that Miriam and Genji wereright about his sense of humor?

"Let'snot get carried away by our own ean, Captain Waldeck," he said calmly. "It would be the height



of recklessnessto assume on the basis of one battle that the rebels have lost their edge--and | remind you
that the first fortress commander we engaged most certainly hadn't lost hats. That's an attitude well have
to be particularly wary of in the next few weeks; now that we've broken the rebe frontier, we're likely to
be passing through lightly defended systems until we reach Zapata. The rebelswill haveto offer battle
there.

| don't want usto arrivefor it in amood of fatuous overconfidence.” A murmur of agreement ran through
the wardroom, and Waldeck, hisface once moretightly controlled, sat down. Trevayne's voice had been
as pleasant as ever, but his remarks stung al the more following that fathead hiding in the rear ranks.

Waldeck surveyed hisfelow captains with hidden couldn-tempt. These peopl€e's attitude towards lan
Trevayne ran the gamut from deep respect through awe dl the way to idolatry., he thought. But, of
course, he hadn't assigned them to be flag captain to ajumped-up prole from the Sums of New
Detroit--the cesspool of the Corporate Worlds!

He thought bitterly of Trevayne's reputation for being above socid prejudice. For Waldeck's money, that
only meant he didn't fed any more superior to Fringe Worlders than he did to everyone el se!

And yet, he thought, listening to Trevayne responding to questions and comments, not even his
resentment made him immuneto the admira's magnetism.

The man had the sort of sublime self-assurance that came from being perfectly suited to the role of
leadership he'd been born to fill; people followed him because he expected to be followed, expected it
with such certainty that he had no need for bombas). Well, Cyrus Wa deek would follow him, too, but
with bitterness eating at his heart.

The assault shuttles were on their way once more, carrying garrison troops to the inhabited planet of the
Purdah System, when Trevayne called another meeting aboard Nelson. It was asmdl gathering;
Sanders, Y oshinaka, Sandoval, and Kirilenko were there, aswas Ingrid Lundberg, the supply ofigeer.
SonjaDesal had come over from Togo, her flagship, but she couldn't "stay long, for she wasin charge of
organizing the temporary military government of this sysem@u Of Trevayne's closest dlies, only Bemko
was absent; he was busy deploying forcesto screen thefleet train whileit licked its wounds from the
latest of the raids which had occasioned this meeting@u At Trevayne's request, Lundberg began with a
summary of the suplly picture as the stewards poured coffee. (it was lateaence, by ships' clocks.) @u..
And that's about the size of it, Admird." Sheran fingersthrough her auburn hair. "Welost alot of genera
stores when Falkenberg blew up, and I'm not happy about losing al those medica stores when they
crippled (‘ollt Merchant, but we've actudly boen fairly lucky.., so far. The munition ships have avoided
any serious losses--though I'm not too happy about the missile supply.” She glanced a Sandoval from the
corner of oneeye.

"Some people seem to have the idea missiles come straight from God as needed; they don't. If we can't
move colliers safely, | can't continue to meet the ammo demands of the Fleet.” "I see.” Trevayne nodded
and glanced at Kirilenko. "Lavrenti, what do you have for uson theseraiders?’ "Lessthan I'd like, Sir.
They're using carriers and staying at extreme range. | suspect we're looking at escort carriersrather than
light or fleet carriers--the attack patterns suggest small fighter groups--but whatever they are, we haven't
been able to run any of them down. They obvioudy carry cloaking ECM, and they're asfast as anything
weve got." He shrugged. "I'he best | can report right now isthat they're losing fighters steadily, but that's
not the way to stop determined commerceraiders.” "Anything more on my pet hypothesis, Lavrenti?'
Sanders asked.

"I've subjected it to computer andysisand lots of plain, old-fashioned human skepticism, gir,” Kirilenko



said, "and I'd say you're probably right. They've set up some sort of deep-space basing facilities out
there.

Maybe just acouple of old freighters hiding somewhere, but something--and in more than one system
too.

They're rearming somewhere, and I'd bet they've got replacement fighters stashed out there, too. Ali of
which supports your theory: thiswas carefully planned.

It's no last-minute improvisation." Trevayne's officers and advisers exchanged looks and glanced covertly
at the admira, who leaned one elbow on the polished tabletop and thought@u Finaly he leaned back
and rapped the edge of the table with hislight pencil, breaking the grip of the silence@u "Very well.
Matters have gone pretty much as expected, in the sense that the rebels haven't committed mgjor forces
to defend either New Indiaor this system. They've fought token holding actions, forcing usto expend
munitions and inflicting maximum lossesin ashat time before withdrawing.

"We as0 anticipated that our advance would expose the fleet train to flank attacks through warp points
leading to rebd systems off our line of advance. Again, no surprises @u.. except possbly for the weight
of the attacks and the fact that they're also using these deep-space bases Admiral Sanders and
Commander Kirilenko have hypothesized to operate insde the systems weve reoccupied. And, of
course, for the number of escort carriers-or whatever--they've committed." He paused and looked
around the table. "Now, what do these facts, taken together, mean? | redlize one school of thought holds
that our rapid advance means the rebellion is collapsing like ahouse of cards.

That, I'm sure, is Captain Wadeck's view," he added with a crooked smile. "But | don't believeit. These
raids show too much forethought, and they're being pressed too aggressvely; were clearly not fighting a
besten enemy. | Hill think the decisive baitle will come at Zapata, whatever anyone ese believes, but in
the meantime we can expect more of the same at Sagebrush.

"Therefore," he continued, "we need to further reinforce the escort e ementsfor the fleet train.

Commander Lundberg is quite correct about the state of our missile supply--we mst-both restrict our
expenditures and safeguard our existing supplies. For this purpose, | intend to detach Admiral Stoner's
light carriers™ "Carl won' likeit," Sonja Desal foretold.

"Hell ricochet offthe bulkheads,” Sandoval added, earn- ing aglare from Desal.

"I know. | also know our carriers are dready stretched thin, but it can't be helped. Suppliesare our
Achilles hedl, and whoever's orchestrated the rebel strategy has grasped that fact very, well.” Trevayne
had a pretty definite ideawho that person was, but he kept it to himself.

"We may aswell face the fact that whenever the rebelsfindly decide to offer battlein earnest, they're
going to greetly outnumber usin fighters. Our grest strength isour battle-line” (thefinest in the Gaaxy, he
thought, but silently; he didn't want to add to the genera cockiness.) "It's more important to assurt
ourselves of an abundant supply of missiles-especidly HBM'S-FOR THE decisive battlethan it isto
hoard fighters that won't, after al, be able to go toe-to-toe with their opposite numbers on even terms.”
Heads nodded around the table. Then Y oshinaka spoke lip.

"Admiral, another concern isthe relaively heavy losses among our scout cruisers. We're not exactly
oversupplied with them to begin with." "True," Trevayne acknowledged. "Of course, you ex- peet high
losses among them due to the nature of their missions.” Deep within him an old pain stirred briefly. He



sternly suppressed it.

"I'm thinking we ought to conserve them for now and rely on drone probes and recon fighters. In fact, we
might make the two problems solve each other by temporarily detaching the scouts to help escort the
flet train." Heheld up ahand. "Yes, | know it's not what they're designed for, but with their missile
armaments, they've got alot of AFHAWK capability. Besides, | don't think the rebels are going to be
expecting escorts with third-generation ECM! 1t could make things interesting the next time their
'vanishing carriers' pull one of their long-range raids ff acouple of light cruisers suddenly drop out of
cloak into theirthe midst." Glances were exchanged around the table as people found, to their surprise,
that they liked the idea.

"Yes, dr," Sandovd said. "Of course, the scout cruiser typeswon't likeit at first.

They're abunch of hot dogs... aimost as bad asfighter jocks," the former fighter jock added. "But give
them some rebel fightersto chew on, and maybe an escort carrier or two, and they'll come around.”
"Also, lan," Sanders put in, "we don't need them for recon just now anyway. We've aready probed
Sagebrush, and | gather we shouldn't need scouts there.” He looked to Sandovai and Y oshinakafor
confirmation. "We should be able to go through that system rather easily and quidldy.” Sandova grinned
from ear to ear. "Like beansthrough a Gringo, sir." Sanders spluttered into his coffee and nearly choked.
Trevayne, pounding the older man on the back amid the genera laughter, tried to give Sandova the
full-powered glare that had reduced strong men to jelly. Hefailed utterly. It was dicult to get mad at the
irrepressible ops officer, and impossible to Say that way.

Impossible, that was, for most people. Sonja Desafslips, ways thin, became practicdly invisble, and
they barely moved as she clipped out, "Admird, ff you'll excuse me| think I'd better get back to Togo.
The shuttles should have landed by now, and the reportswill be comingi.” She carefully did not glare at
Sandoval.

"I think we've about finished anyway," Trevayne said, and turned to Y oshinakaas Desal rose. "I'll be on
the flag bridge for awhile, Genii. There are ftill afew loose endsto tie together before | canturnin.” He
amiled ruefully.

"Y 'know, we can use robot probes for reconnai ssance--don't you think someone would invent a robot
admird, too?" After he was gone, Sandoval grinned at Desafs retreating narrow back and muttered to
Y oshinaka, "1 think we've dready got one, gir.” "Fhat will do, Commander,” Y oshinakareplied,
pleasantly but with finality. Opposites, he reflected, don't dways attract.

INFERNO The quiet buzzer seemed raucous in the darkened cabin, and the tiny woman in the bunk
opened her eyesin- gantly, reaching fo, r her eom key.

"Yes?' "Message from Maovi, Sr. Rim units are emerging from Sagebrush.” "Thank you, Bob." Vice
Admird Li sat up and reached for her battle uniform. "Composition?' "They wasted alot of
SBMHAWK'S on the decoys, sir, then the battle-line came through. They're reforming now.” " Good.
Ask Admira Tsing to meet uson Flag Bridge." "Yes, sr." Hah sedled her vac auit, and lifted her helmet
from the bedside table. Her cabin door opened silently, and the Marine sentry snapped to attention. She
nodded courteoudy as she passed him; her conscious mind never even noticed him.

Trevayne studied the big visua display unhappily. Zapatas G2 sun was adistant, unwinking flame, and
theflotillas of Fourth Fleet glittered with itsfeeble reflected glow.

Why did thesight fill him with foreboding? Wasit the unexpected lack of resistance?



His drone probes had reported two dozen type four OWP'S and extensive minefields covering the
Sagebrush-Zapata warp nexus. That had been enough to draw thefire of dmost dl of hisremaining
SBMHAWK'S, but there had

been no shock of battle when the battle-line made transit, for the "fortresses’ proved to be unmanned
satdlites armed only with sophisticated ECM gear to masquerade as fortsin the eyes of his probes.

He brooded over the display, pondering the system spread out before him in miniature. Thiswarp point
lay nearly in the system's plane of the edliptic, asdid his destination--the Iphigenawarp point. But they
were amogt diametrically opposite one another, and between them was the inner system: the local sun,
the two small, airlessinnermost planets, the Earthlike third planet, and an extensive asteroid belt.

Having the sun directly between him and his destina- tion was annoying. That colossal gravity well made
any sort of Sraight line route impossible, even in thisday and age. HeEd chosen his course long since: a
hyperbolaat right anglesto the plane of the ecliptic, passng "over" the sun and itsinnermost children. He
wanted to avoid the ecliptic anyway; it would distance him from any traps the opposition might consider

oringing.
But where was the opposition?

He knew he would encounter some fortresses, at least, at the Iphigenawarp point; thered been acouple
there even before the rebd lion, and the rebels must have reinforced them. After dl, that warp point was
far closer to the sun than most less than ten light-minutes beyond the asteroid belt, in fact. Therebdls
couldn't have failed to construct some asteroid fortresses, the chegpest and in many ways best kind.

But there had to be heavy mobile forces lurking beyond scanner range. He couldn't be that far wng about
rebel srategy. Theincreasing ferocity of their eom-merce raiders had managed to suck off adismayingly
high proportion of hislight carrierswhich had to be what they'd intended, assuming they meant to engage
him here. Unless, of course, they'd followed the same line of reasoning and decided to do something else,
just to be difficult.

He shook free of his useless speculations and walked afew pacesto join Y oshinaka and Mujabi, who
were hud-died in consultation.

"Problems, gentlemen?' "No, Sr," Y oshinakareplied. "Admiral Remko reports the screen's deployment
complete.”

Trevayne nodded. Remko's screen massed twelve battle-cruisers and attendant destroyers. With
Admird Steinme-uller'sfifteen heavy cruisers attached, he would precede the battle-line by fifteen
minutes, sweeping the space before the ten supermonitors, ten monitors, eight super-dreadnoughts, and
twelve battleships.

The battlegroups had the usud alotment of destroyer escorts, except for the supermonitors, which were
flanked by the new escort cruisers designed and built in the Rim, and Trevayne had held back three
destroyer battlegroups, built around Goeben-class command cruisers.

The battle-line was a so accompanied by Carl Stoner's six fleet carriers and three remaining light carriers,
with over two hundred fighters. The rebels could put far more fightersinto space whenever they findly
offered battle, but at least they could no longer count on the edge their pilots' experiencff normdly gave
them--Stoner's people had been blooded repeatedly against both rebels and Tangri.



"Thefleet isready to proceed,” Y ashinaka continued. "No, we were discussing the lack of opposition.
It'sadmost eerie. His"Yes. | supposeit's possible I've been wrong all dong about where the rebel swill
make astand, but | ill don't think so. And yet... ff they do plan to put up aserious defense, letting us
make trandt unscathed shows a high degree of chutzpah." Mujabfs eyebrows arched in puzzlement, and
Trevaynetrandated.

"QOutrageous sdlf-confi- "Oh." Mujabi nodded. "New one on me, sir." He eon-sidered for amoment.

"Rigdian word?' Li Han folded her handsin her Iap and watched her display. The data codes were more
tentative than usua because the single scout cruiser hidden outside the asteroid belt was at extreme
range. Still, the essentialswere clear. A powerful screen had moved away from Trevayne's main force,
opening the gap between itself and the battle-line to afull ninety light-seconds, and she sat
expressionlesdy, watching her enemy advance into what hopefully -comwd prove an unsuspected trap.
She glanced at Reznick. "Timeto asteroid belt?' "' Their screen will crossit headed in-system in about six
hours, sr. Their battle-linewill be gpproximately fifteen minutes behind them.” "Thank you." She turned
back to the display, wishing Trevayne hadn't jumped the gun on them.

He'd begun his breakout over amonth earlier than predicted, and haf her carriers had yet to reach her,
nor did she have any idea how the defense against the Rump pincer was proceeding. Her ignorance
gnawed at her, and she wished she dared communicate with Magda or Jason, but they needed corn
dlenceto do their jobs. Shefdt hersdf relaxing as she thought of her friends. If anyone could pull it off,
they could.

Sean Remko sat in his command chair like a bear.

His combat vac suit and grooming were impeccable, but somehow he dways struck Cyrus Waldeck as
unwashed and dovenly. Theflag captain shook his head distastefully and glanced back at his own display
as his ship crossed the asteroid belt, moving at a-to them--leisurely pace to alow the battle-line to keep
up. He gtiffened as a sudden flicker of light abruptly resolved itsdf into the data codes of enemy vessels.

"Admird Remko! We've got--was "l seethem, Captain,” Remko interrupted.

"Brian' heturned to his chief of staff his--- cometo a heading of one-one six. Increaseto flank speed.
Preparefor missile engagement: carriers are primary targets.” "Aye, aye, Sr!" "Captain Waldeck, stand
by to engagethe enemy.” "Aye, aye, sir!'" Remko glanced at his elegant flag egptain from the corner of
one eye, then turned to his eom officer. "Get metheflagship." "Aye, aye, Sr." Remko watched the drifting
data codes as he waited for the eom link to be established. With transmissions limited to light speed,
there was atimelag of just over ninety seconds either way, so he wasted no time trying for an integrated
conversation when Trevayne'simage appeared on his screen.

"Admird, weve detected seven fleet carriers, seven battleships, and eight battle-ernisers with nine light
cruis- INSUIECTION ers maneuvering as regular three-ship squadrons--almost dead ahead at max
scanner range. We should be able to engage them on our own termsthe battlewagons will dow them up
for us. But well need carrier support..." Trevayne nodded as Remko paused to acknowledge a report.
Hewaved ahand a Y oshinakaand pointed at his chief of staffs communications pandl.

"Launchthem," hesad.

"Sir," Remko looked back out of the screen, "the rebd carriers have launched what appearsto be their
entire | eft-brace ighter complement. ETA twenty-one minutes. Let me repest my request for carrier



support.., urgently.” "Already granted, Scan,” Trevaynereplied. He glanced at Y ashinaka once more and
received anod of con left-brace irma-tion.

"Admira Stoner isproceeding to join you, and hell belaunching directly.” And he could fight thislot on
dightly better than even terms, he thought. "Good luck. Ou." He watched Remko's face as the seconds
ticked past. Three minutes after hislast word, his burly subordinate nodded with agrin.

"Thank you, Sir. One trashed rebel task force coming up. Remko out.” "Well, you were right about the
rebels offering battle here.” Y oshinaka spoke as the screen blanked, then paused at Trevayne's
unaccustomed scowl.

"Bloody hell, Genji, that can't be their entire force! Wherere their battle-line and assault carriers? And
look." He pointed to hisbattle plot. "They're backing away now that they've launched their |eft-brace
ighers. Why? They can't outrun Scan with battleships to dow them down. Besides, battleships don't run
away from battle-cruisers; they try to close before aforce like ours can come to their opposition's
support.” He scowled at the plot, asif by sheer concentration he could know the minds commanding
those drifting bits of light.

"l dont likeit at dl, Genii." But the blipstold him nothing, and his eyes strayed back to the big visua
display as Nelson neared the asteroid belt. Planet Three was the second brightest object in the heavens.

"Admira Petrovnaslaunching, sr." *hank you. Time, Bob?'

"Oh-saven-forty Zulu, Admira.” "Logit." Hah leaned back in her chair. The Book said a commander
never committed her forces to combat when she couldn't exercisetactical control, but The Book didn't
cover thisStuation. Sheld agonized over her command structure before she findly made her call. Magda
had proven her mettle too often to question her ability to handle the role thrust upon her, but Hah had
redlly wanted her for the other detached force, even ff it was smaler. Timing, shetold herself. Timing was
everything. She could entrust her own force to no one eisait had to be under her direct control, with no
eom lag-and she needed Magda for the job she had, which to eft Jason for what was actualy the most
ticklish agpect of Operation Actium. Han didn't question his ability--comonly his experience.

"Enemy carriers advancing, Sir. They're launching. Plotting estimates two hundred plusfighters. Estimated
timeto our fightersistwelve minutes.” Thank you, David. Commander Jorgensen?' "Full decks, gr, or
right next to them. They should have two-forty, plusor minustwenty.” "It soundslikethey're biting, air,”
Tomanaga observed cautioudy.

"Perhaps. But don't underestimate lan Trevayne, Bob.” Hah tapped her fingertips gently together, then
glanced at Tsing Chang. "Admira, prepare to move out. Bob, same message to the other battlegroups on
whiskers." The needle-thin corn lasers woke, murmuring across the emotiness to the tightly grouped
capital shipsof the Ter-ran Republic. Han looked hack at her display, watching as Magdas fighters
plunged into the oncoming Rim ships.

Running battle snarled vicioudy across the Zapata Systemn, and space became leprous with the ugly
pockmarks of nuclear warheads and dying humans. Trevayne felt Nestson tremble under full drive, but
even at her maximum speed, the ponderous supermonitor fell further and further behind as Stoner's
carriers raced ahead to cover Remko's cruisers. His pilots had moved in with the wary skill of
professonals, but they'd been disconcerted to find that the rebel fighters mounted a new weapon--coma
kind of fiechette missile, shor-ranged and usdess againg starships but dissmayingly effective against
fighters. They faced a daunting exchangerate, yet they hurtled into action.



Trevayne sat motionless hut for the dow drumming of hisfingers. The whole unorthodox course of the
batde disturbed him. Simple attrition made sense againgt the flanks of an extending corridor, but notina
set-piece battle to defend avital system. And the presence of battleshipsthisfar from their retreat warp
point did not offer advantages commensurate with herisk. To be sure, they were heavy metd for
battle-cruisers, but they weren't fast eneugh to crush Scan before he could fal back on the battle-line,
however far ahead he got. Damn it, what were the rebels up to?

His battle-line had drawn almost level with Planet Three when Trevayne thought his questions had been
answered.

"Admira" Y oshinaka announced, "'scanners report nine battle-cruisersleaving Zapatalll. Evidently
they've been hiding behind the planet--notow they're on course to intercept our screen from behind.”
Even as he spoke, the computers dispassionately added the newcomersto the display.

Thingsclicked in Trevayne's mind. Of coursel The rebels had known he was aslikely asthemselvesto
deduce that Zapata was the logica place for them to make a stand--so they'd decided to make it
elsawhere! Iphigena? Probably. It didn't matter. What mattered wasti objective for this battle wasto
grip him of his screen for the decisve clash... just astheir fase "fortresses' had dready stripped him of
most of his SBMHAWK'S. And, he thought grimly, they were going about it in an di-too-rationd
fashion. Caught between these new baffle-cruisers and the force with which he was aready engaged,
Remko would be overwhelmed before he could disengage.

But... the rebels had forgotten the onward-lumbering battle-lin€'s heavy externd ordnance load of
SBM'S. Y et there was no time to lose, or the battle-cruisers would soon draw out of range. He gave the
command, and the capita ships external ordnance lashed outward, the salvos of SBM'S thickened by
the supermonitors internally launched HBM'S.

Trevayne sat back, awaiting further reports as the missiles speckled hisdisplay.

Those battle-cruisers were doomed. Nothing that Size could stand up to that hurricane of missiles.
Nothing. Y et there remained the unidentified worry nagging a the back of his mind, the sense of
something overlooked. He was gtill scratching at the menta itch when Y oshinakaturned acarefully
controlled faceto him.

"Admiral, weve lost missilelock. Those "battle-cruisers' @u@u. it ssemsthey were scout cruiserswith
their ECM in deception mode. They've dropped it and goneto evasive action." Their eyes met, and
neither needed to speak.

The rebels had just stripped the battle-line of its externa ordnance.

Somewherein the back of Trevayne's mind apart of him reflected that perhaps he'd been too worried
about his subordinate's cockinessto recognize it in himself. Or had he smply faleninto abdie poundsin
theinfdlibility o pounds his own judgment? It was easy to do, when M'niam wasn't around.

It only remained to learn why the rebels had mousetrgpped him into firing off: hismissiles.

"hey've taken the bait, sir!" Tomanagas voice was exultant. 'hey just flushed their XO racks at the
decoyd!" "Tracking reports at least ninety percent of their externa ordnancefired, sir,” David Reznick
confirmed. "Sir, their battle-linés flank scoutswill clear the planet in eeven minutes," Stravos Kollentai
reported.



"Very well." Han drew a deep, unobtrusive breath, remembering another battle aboard another ship. She
glanced a Tsing Chang and saw what might have been a shadowy smile of memory on hisimperturbable
face.

"Commander Rezniek, send to dl commands. 'Execute Actium Alpha™ "Aye, aye, gr." "Admird Tsng."
"Yes, Admira?" There was an edge of memory in that voice, Hah deeided. She felt a surge of warmth for
the bulky admird, and her face lit with one of her rare, serene smiles.

"Y oursisthe honor, Admird," she said smply. "Prepareto move out.” "Aye, aye, Sr. Immediately.”
"Admird Windrider islaunching!" Rezniek reported.

"Very wdl. Admira Tsing, engagethe enemy.” "Aye, aye, Sr." The superdreadnought TRNS Arrarat
rumbled to life, drive fied bellowing muted thunder through her iron bones as Battle Group Nine, Terran
Republican Navy, moved out to bettle.

"Sir! Admira Trevayne! The scanners--to " Trevayne's head snapped around, his eyesflashing angrily at
the hapless scanner rating whose incoherent report had shattered the silence. But his scathing retort died
aborning as his plot dtered slently. The disinterested computers updated the data quietly, and the
menace of the new data codes flashed starkly on the screen.

A chain of lights crept around the disk of Zapatalll inasullen, crimson line of hostile capital ships. He
sat quietly, hisbrain racing to assmilate the new data, as eight monitors and gventy-four battleships and
superdreadnoughts abandoned their hiding place in the planet's shadow. They were too close and fast for
his battle-line to avoid.

And even asthey emerged from the shadows there came more reports--reports of swarms of
grikefighters spewing out of the asteroid belt behind Fourth Feet.

Of course, he thought coldly, filled with an ungrudging respect for his opponent'stectics.

Escort carriers. They had one advantage over larger carriers-—-with their power down and alittle luck,
they could be mistaken for asteroids by even the best scanner teams.

Not that they'd needed much luck, he thought grimly, remembering the cloaking ECM on the escort
carriersraiding his communications. Hed thought it afinancialy extravagant way to build such chegp
carriers--notow he understood why it had been done.

He was back on stride by the timethe fina report came in. He knew what was happening, understood
the deadly ambush into wh he and his ships had strayed. Thiswas no mere attempt to stop Fourth Flest;
it was afull-blooded bid to destroy it.

That waswhy they'd let him into the system unopposed- -comto catch his dower battle-line between
warp points, unableto retrest, while they hit him from al sides. And with Fourth Fleet gone, the rebels
could sweep into Zephrain at last. Oh, yes, he understood--and perhaps done among all the personnd of
the Rim's ships, he was unsurprised as the "battleships’ Remko had been pursuing cut their ECM and
gppeared in their true guise: assault carriers, aready launching against Stoner'sisolated ships.

Trevayne watched the ruby chips of the outgoing rebd fighters with bitter satisfaction@u Held been right
al dong @u.. the decisive battle would come at Zapata, but it would be such an engagement as none of
them had dreamed of in their worst nightmares. On elther Sde, he thought grimly.



"Admira," Y oshinakawas saying, "should | recal Commander Sandova?' The ops officer wason his
way to Togo to confer with his opposite number on Desafs staff. Trevayne shook his head.

"No, Genji. His cutter hastime to reach Togo before we engage, but not to get back here.” He managed
agrimamile. "I'm afraid he and Sonja are stuck with each other for the duration--just asyou and | are
stuck with another young lady.” "Sir?" "That," Trevayne jutted hisjaw at the oncoming rebe battle-line,
"can be only one person, Genii. Admird Li isback for areturn engagement, and she's caught me with my
trouserswell and truly down about my ankles." He alowed himsdlf abrief chuckle. The sound was harsh,
disb it seemed to banish hislast doubts. He began rapping out orders, and the battle-line whedled
ponderoudy, abandoning itsorigind courseto faceitsfoes.

Trevayne remained confident@u The rebd battle-line was powerful, but clearly no match for hisown.
Theincoming fighters from the belt were athrest, but not enough to even the balance if Remko and
Stoner could fend off the rebel carrierslong enough. They werein for anasty series of externa ordnance
savos from the rebd's capitd ships, but when they closed to energy weapon range his superior weight of
metal would tell. And he could still draw first blood with hisHBM'S before they entered SBM range.

But it wasn't that smple, ashisfirst HBM savo reveded. The Republic's RandD teams hadn't produced
such spectacular results, perhaps, but they had not been idle. For the first time, the Rim encountered a
Republican wegpon that was as much a breakthrough as the grav driver. The rebels mounted shields
which were outwardly identical to" those which had been in use for over two hundred years, and so they
were, to apoint. But conventiona shields collapsed as they took damage and their massive fuses blew;
these reset automatically and virtualy ingtantaneoudy. They didn't "collgpse’ they smply flashed out of
existence, then bounced back.., as good as new!

On the heds of that discovery came more bad news. While the survivors of the rebels opening fighter
strike returned to their hangarsto rearm, the equally-strong second strike ignored Remko to converge on
Stoner and his decimated fighters. A tidal wave of fighter missiles overpowered the point defense of
Stoner's flagship, and a Code Omega message flashed on the plot with sickening suddenness. Trevayne
hid apang of dismay as TFNS Hellhound vanished in abrilliant bal of flame. If the rebd'sfirst strike
rearmed and joined the clash of battle-lines...i, Trevaynes communications section raised Arquebus
quickly as Nelson and Arrarat lumbered towards one another. Capital shipswere dow; even with the
timelag, Trevayne had time to speak to Remko once more.

He outlined the Situation in afew brief sentences, then looked squarely at the face of his embattled screen
commander.

"It'svital that you hit those carriers hard-preferably while ther first wave is aboard rearming. That means
close engagement. | repeat, close.” He paused, then leaned closer to the pickup. " Scan, you'rein
command of the screen becauise | happen to think you're the most aggressive combat commander in the
Fleet. Now proveit!" Remko stared back at him unmovingly for long, long seconds as the transmission
winged through space.

Hisface reminded Trevayne of one of Kevin's quotes from the American Civil War--a description of
Generd U. S. Grant: "He habitualy wears an expression as ff he had determined to drive his head
through abrick wall and was about to doit." Remko wore that kind of expression ashe rumbled "Aye,
aye, ar." Then he blurted out, "Admiral, I'm gonna personally shove aforce beam projector up the ass of
whoever'sin command of those carriers and then cut loose!™ He stopped, face redder than usud, and
broke the connection.

"Well." Trevayne turned to Y oshinaka and smiled. "Whoever said Scan isn't doquent?’ Then he shook



himself as the rebel s approached SBM range.

"Genji," he said, "run down to the intelligence center and persondly impress on Lavrenti the urgency of
anayzing this resetting shield the rebels have." Y ashinaka nodded and moved towards the intraship car.
Asan afterthought, Trevayne rose from the admird's chair and waked with him.

"Seeif you can pick Kevin'sbrainswhile youre there." The intelligence center was Sanders battle
dation.

"And hurry back. Things could get abit tight in the next few minutes." Y oshinaka nodded again and
stepped into the car. The doors closed, and Trevayne turned back toward his command chair and the
battle as the first rebel SBM salvos began to launch. Most seemed targeted on Nelson. Y es, he thought,
they'll try to begin by destroying one supermonitor, to show their peopleit can be done.

"Message from Admird Petrovna, Sir.

The Rim screen isn't breaking off. She'staking heavy missilefire "Thank you, Bob." Han said calmly,
watching the plot. She'd hoped the screen would fall back, for her ruse had been intended to destroy
Trevayne'sfighters and get her own battle-linein range of hiswithout being devastated by long-range
missile fire--not to match Magda against the screen in a ship-to-ship action. But it wasn't working out that
way. The bickering fight had turned suddenly even more vicious, and that screen commander had kept
hiswits about him. The worst thing he could possibly do, from her viewpoint, was get in among her
carriers and wreck those launch bays. Wdll, it had dways been apossibility.

That was why Magda held that command. Anyone who went after her in close action was reaching into a
buzz saw.

Hah only hoped that Magda wouldn't be among the chips chewed off by the blade.

"Signd to Admiral Windrider," she said suddenly. "Launch reserve strike immediately.” The escort carri
tilde ers and hangar "barges" hidden among the asteroids were supposed to be thefinal reserve aswell as
the rear jaw of the trap, but the Rim screen was doing too good ajob of closing with Magla; she would
need to retain most of her fighter strength to fend off those cruisers, and the diver- sion had to be made
up from Jason's units.

"Aye, aye, Sr." "Coming into SBM range, Admira,” Taing Chang said camly. "Cgptain Parbleu hasa
good setup.” "Then you may openfire, Admird." "Aye, aye, Sir. Opening fire now." And Arrarat bucked
asBG 9s XO racksemptied in asingle massive volley.

The vast mgjority of the SBM'S targeting Nelson were stopped by BG I'sawesome array of datalinked
point defense stations--comb the laws of chance dictated that some would aways get through, and the
incoming savos were massve. Nelson's dying shields were centered in avortex of nuclear flame, and
under those torrents of energy, the supermonitor's massive rmor boiled.

Her shields went down, and more salvos scorched in, seeking to exploit her weakening defenses.

Again, most were stopped. But dozens did through the lattice-like intricacies of her point defense lasers
and immolated themselves againgt her drivefidld in fireballswhich gouged at her gargantuan hull.,,
Glowing craters pitted her armor, snapped structural members, wiped away wegpons... and personnd.
And one of those craters, guided by the freakish improbability which rulesthe tides of war, ripped deep
into the heavily armored compartments surrounding Nelson's flag bridge.



"Many hitson primary target,” Tsng Chang's chief of staff reported jubilantly.

"Her shidds are down and she'sstreaming airl” " She won't have much internal damage yet,” Tomanaga
commented softly, "but every little bit helps." Concussion, shockwaves, and the terrible sound of
buckling, tearing meta were dl the universe them was. In an instant of havoc unacceptable to human
senses, almogt everyone on Nelson's flag bridge died, except those in chairs with shock frames. Chairs
like the one Trevayne was not in. The force of the explosion whipsawed the bridge, hurling him down and
smashing him into the pedestal of the admira's chair. His spinal column fractured and ashard of stedl
ripped hisvac suit. Air hissed from the compartment, and his damaged suit began adeadly collapse. And
yet hewas, al things considered, unreasonably lucky.

Profiting from the confision caused by the hit, a second missile from the same sdvo drew dangeroudy
close before it detonated--not a hit, but a near miss which flooded adjacent space with letha radiation.
The rent armor of the stricken flag bridge couldn't shield the survivors from death, but again, Trevayne
was lucky. The chair behind which helay gave him some protection. The radiation poisoning he received
was not fad... ingantly.

Genji Y oshinaka gasped as his suit pressurized. HE'd been thrown against thewall of the intraship car by
the concussion, but he was dazed only briefly and he heaved himsdf upright and dammed hisfist onthe
override button. The buckled doors were jammed, and his hand went to the laser pistol by hisside. He
blasted the doors aside, cutting hisway back onto the flag bridge the car had only just begun to leave...
and into ascene from Hell.

Bodies sprawled amid the twisted, blackened metal Acrid smoke streamed toward the hungry rents
through which atmosphere screamed into space, and severed cables lashed the escaping air like
bullwhips, crackling and spitting and fountaining fire.

Y oshinaka's body responded before his numbed mind could understand. He snatched the nearest
emergency kit and flung himself at the crumpled figure beside the admira's chair. His hands moved with
machine-like efficiency, dapping seals on the partidly collapsing vac suit, and even as he worked he
spoke camly to the battlephone microphonein hishelmet.

"Doctor Y uan to the flag bride! Damage control to the flag bridge! Use the emergency bypass route.
Captain Mujabi, have corn raise Admira Desal. Inform her shé'sin command.., detailsto follow.” And
then there was nothing he could do but wait, knedling at the side of the semi-conscious figurein the
IsvaRwcror fleet admiral's vac'suit with the blood-misted faceplate. He was still there when Doctor Y uan
arived.

"More hitson the primary target, Sr,” Tomanaga reported. "Her drivefield isweakening and her fire's
amost ceased. Permission to shift target?' " Granted.” " Parnassus reports criticad HBM damage, Sir. She's
withdrawing." "Acknowledge." Hah glanced at the' blinking data codes under the crippled
superdreadnought's blip. Parnassus was done for--ff she had time to withdraw before she went Code
Omegait would beamiracle.

"BG 14 reportsloss of both escort destroyers, sir. Admird 1skan requests additiond fighter support.”
"Denied. We don't haveit to spare. Tell himto tail in behind BG 16 aeaful, use them for cover.” "Aye,
aye, Sr.

"External ordnance exhausted, Sr. Closing to energy range. Force beams and primariesin rangein two
minutes” "Very wdl. Sgnd Admira Kanohe: "Destroyers attack enemy line of bettle” Signd all



battle-lines units. " Stand by to engage with beams.™" "Standing by, ar.” "Admira Tsng, your group will
engage the enemy'slead battlegroup.” "Aye, aye, Sr." SonjaDesal was speaking to her chief of staff
when Joeaa, quin Sandoval amost ran onto Togo's bridge.

@u.. yes. Get her indde the globe@u Their fighters aren't going to be busy with our escorts forever, and
their cgpital ships are comingeaffu.

They'll want to stay close--ingde HBM range.

Sandoval waited impatiently. His cutter had come through the beginning of the battle onitsfind approach
to Togo, and he was till oversupplied with adrendin. But he had no intention of giving Desai an excuse
for dressing him down by violating any aspect of military courtesy. Findly she turned back to him.

"Commander Sandova," she began without greeting or preliminary, "I'd better bring you up to speed.
Admird
Trevayneis serioudy injured and out of action.

I've assumed command. Nelson's shields are down and there's not much left of her armor. She'staken
sgnificant internd damage, including the virtud destruction of her flag deck; she can still maneuver, but
well haveto get her insde our globe. Captain Mujabi has taken command of BG 1. Weve lost
Olgmpus, and Drake and two more superdreadnoughts have taken heavy damage.

At the same time, the rebel s have taken considerable HBM damage, but they're still closing. They'll bein
beam range shortly." Sandova gaped at her. Mother of God, what did the woman use for blood?
Formaldehyde?

Aloud, he asked, "And Commodore Y oshinaka, sir?' "Aliveand well." "I'd better get back, rgjoin him....
his"Out of the question, Commander. Y ou can't fly acutter through what's happening out there.” Wasit
possible that there was avery dight ironic twinklein her eyes?

"Welcome aboard, Commander... and strap in tight.

Things are going to get bumpy." "Sir, we can't stop them! They just keep coming!" Magda Petrovna
regarded her fighter commander levelly. Commodore Huyler was a good man under norma conditions,
but these weren't normal. His pilots were doing everything perfectly--but what could you do when your
enemy suddenly began to ignore everything your fighters handed out while he concentrated on mauling
your flight decks? And those damned improved force beams were just the weapon to do it with, she

thought grimly.

"Admird." It wasthe rating monitoring Han's eom traffic. " Parnassus is Code Omega--comsis
Copperhead. Shiriken reportstota loss of energy armament.” "Do your best, Commodore," shetold
Huyler.

"If you can't gop them dll, try to cripple as many as possible. Go for the heavy cruisers--you've got
better odds there. The screen will just have to handle the battle-cruisers.” "Aye, aye, Sir.” The screen
blanked, and Magda glanced at her battle plot. She hid her fears well, she thought, for that was part of
the game. Y et her carriers had to remain in support range of the capital ships.

If shelet hersalf be driven INSU-AAECTON away, those mammibth monitors and supermonitors would



overwhelm Han no matter what. She leaned over and touched aeom stud, opening an al-ships channel.

"ThisisAdmird Petrovna," she said camly, watching the Rim ships close on her flagship with magnificent
courage. "We're done retreating, people. We stop them here, or we don't go home." She looked back at
the plot. In one corner the opposing battle-lines were merging into asingle sea of light dots. "Admird Li is
depend, ing on us,” she said quietly. "Were not going to let her down." She heard the cheersripple
through her flagship and closed her eyesin pain.

"Wdl?" Captain Joseph Yuan, M.D., rose and looked into Genji Y oshinaka's anxious face.

Repair parties [abored furioudy about them, rep left-brace essurizing the charndl house that had been a
flag bridge. Since they and the medics had arrived, Y oshinaka had findly had time to worry.

For thefirst time since Y uan had known him, his control was perceptibly frayed.

"The admird is suffering from acute anoxia, shock, and concusson,” Y uan said in avoice of
dispassionate professiondism. "His spinal cord is severed just below the fifth vertebra, and he has severe
radiation poisoning. It'samiracle he'sdive--and he won't be for very long.

| doubt afully-equipped dirtside hospital could dedl with this. 1 Y oshinaka fumbled to grasp what he had
heard.

Y uan had warned him he might have gotten abit of concussion himsalf, but that could not fully explain his
pain and confusion.

"Y ouretelling meyoeau, can't save hm?ul" "Not necessarily.

Two of Y uan'stechnicians entered, whedling in astrangely repellent object. Its attached instrumentation
and tankage couldn't hideits basic shape; it was a coffin. Y uan pointed at it.

"There's one chance--not a good one, but beggars can't be choosers. If we act fast, we can get himinto
th cryogenic bath. "Freeze' him, to use the vulgar term. Now, you redlize that this procedure normally
involves an extensive workup, but we haven't time for any of that.

Wewon't be ableto "unfreeze’ hims' Y oshinaka stared & Y uan as he would have stared at a horrifyingly
cam, reasonable lundtic.

"What... what's the use, then, ff... hiswas The doctor raised ahand. "We can't unfreeze him now.

But we can suspend hisvita functionsindefinitdly. And maybe at sometimein the futurewell be ableto
undo the effects of this quickie job and repair the other damage. | can't promise that, but..." Histemper
flared, and Y oshinaka redized that this man might fed as strongly about lan Trevayne ashe did. "Damn
it, thisisour only chanceto save him!" The technicians had been making hurried preparations as he
talked. Now one of his medics|ooked up suddenly. "Doctor, hisvita signs are weakening fast.”
"Goddamn it!" Yuan'sface twisted in angry grief. "We may betoo late dready!

Get himin therel Move, manl Move!" On asunlit beach in Old Terras Midworld Seg, alittle girl with
chestnut hair smiled and beckoned, and Lieutenant Commander lan Trevayneran to join her.

Scan Remko's eyes swept the officersfacing hm-hi flag captain and staff--comand his New Detroit
Accent, dways harsh, was asaw.



"Ladiesand gentlemen, | don't give aflying fuck about damage reports.” His hand dapped hisplot likea
gunshot. "It's our job to keep those rebd fighters off the admiral, and that meansforcing close
engagement with their carriers. Those are my orders from the admiral. So | don't want to hear about
fightersor missiles or any other goddamned thing. All that mattersisthat they've stopped backing away
and we can get at them.

Admird Trevayne's orders apply to every ship -comincluding thisone. If anybody hangs back, I'm going
to tear him anew asshole! Isthat understood?' The staff types shrank before hisfury, and it wastheflag
captain who spoke a heartfet "Yes, r!" Remko looked a him sharply and motioned him closer asthe
othersreturned hastily to-their consoles. When everyone else was out of earshot, he spoke softly.

"Y ou've never liked me much, have you, Captain?' Cyrus Wadeck looked him Straight in the eye and
spokejust asquietly. "1 hate your guts, Sir. But for now, let'sgo kill those rebel bastards!” Remko
extended his hand. Waldeck took it.

"Sir, the enemy screen has forced a close engagement with Admira Petrovna. Shelll need every fighter
she'sgot just to hold them off--she can't send her first strike back into the main engagement.” Rear
Admird Jason Windrider eyed his chief of staff coldly. He didn't know Magda, Jason thought--not if he
thought she'd hold back fighters Han needed. He watched her flagship'slight flicker asit took hits, and
his teeth ground together. Never before had they been in the same battle aboard different ships, and only
now did hetruly redlize how much it could cost two warriorsto love.

He stared at hisplot bitterly. He had nothing heavier than adestroyer under his own command--just alot
of immobile barges and tiny escort carriers without a single offensve wegpon of their own. There was no
way he could cometo Magdasaid, evenif hisorders had dlowed it.

"Sirl Weveintercepted asigna from Admira Petrovna.”" Jason's eom officer fatered under hisbitter
eyes. "She... she's seeation, ding her first strike back to support Admiral Li, Sir.

Jason closed hiseyes briefly, staring deep into his soul. Then he nodded once, sharply. When he spoke,
hisvoicewascam.

"Signd to Admird Petrovna: "Suggest you recdl fighters. Am moving to support battle-line and rearm
fighters engaged against enemy main body. Windrider, out."" Heturned to his chief of s&ff. "Leavethe
barges and get these buckets moving, Ivan.” "But, Sr," his chief of saff said quietly, "the enemy’s between
usand Admird Li." Therewasno fear in hisvoice, only logic. "If we come close enough to support her,
well bein missilerange of the Rim battle-line. The shipswill never sand it, Sir.” "They only haveto sland
it long enough for Admira

Daoid Weber and Steve White Petrovnato deal with that screen,” Jason said bleskly.

"Now get usmoving." "Aye, aye, Sr." Drivefidds woke in twenty-four escort carriers scattered among
the agteroids, stripping away the anonymity which had shielded them. Two dozen earrierssmall and
frail--abandoned concedl ment and darted towards the battling Titans while missile-hungry fighters
swerved to meet them.

Jason Windrider watched his plot. Was he doing it because it was the logical move? Or in a desperate
attempt to save the woman he loved?

If logic dictated, his actions were correct; ff held dlowed love to rule him, they were contemptible.



He dosed his eyes once more and forced himself to reconsider his decision.

No, it wasright, he deegled finaly. If Magdaretained her fighters, she could beat off Trevayne's screen.
Sheld take losses, but she could do it. And only ff her big carriers survived could Han win the battle. So
he was right.., even though so many peoplewould die.

"Incoming missiles, gr," hischief of gaff said tensdly. "Stand by point defense,” Rear Admira Windrider
sad.

The battle-lines ernnehed together, and the space between them became trellised with beamed energy:
the tearing x-ray fury of hetlasers and the space-distorting Edicher-effeet weapons--the metal-wrenching
force beams and the stiletto-thin, unstoppable primaries.

Under those intolerable hammers of energy, shieds flashed and overloaded, dying in bursts of deadly
radiation.

The Republic's new screens made a superdreadnought effectively equal to amonitor, &t least inits ability
to absorb punishment. But the battle-line lan Trevayne had forged still held the advantage--comor would
have, but for the rebel fighters and formations of hetlaser-armed destroyers that swept through the
carnage. Thefighters came dashing in, corkscrewing and weaving to penetrate the defenses.

Many died, but others survived, pouring their fire into the Rim ships, breaking off and streaming back to
the fragile escort carriersto rearm, The destroyer squadrons were less maneuverable and bigger targets,
but there were many of them, and they could take far more damage. They rammed their attacks down
the Rim'sthroat, dosing tmtfi their shieldsjarred and flashed againgt their opponents.

At such range, the hetlaser was a deadly weapon, and Sonja Desai was forced to divert more and more
of her killer whales firepower againgt those letha minnows.

She watched the devastation mount about her furioudy fighting ships. Omega reports began comingin
from the lighter spreadreadnoughts and battleships--only atrickle, yet, but aflood would soon follow.
No one had ever seen such extravagant daughter. The worst engagements of the Fourth Interstellar War
paled beside this holocaust -comand il it grew. It wasinconceivable.

Almogt hdf the rebels energy, weapons were anew kind of primary, she noted amost absently.

Apparently they hadn't cracked the secret of the variale-focus beam, but they seemed to have come up
with something dmost as good. Desai was aweapons specialist; she didn't need expertsto tell her tle
rebels had stumbled onto a different gpplication of the foresfield lens principle--comone which d- lowed
a"burg" longer than that of the standard primary. to " toto to " Long enough for the beam to "swing"
dightly. Itsdicing action did less damage than aforce beam, smply dashing afive-centimeter-wide gash
through whatever it hit. But that was more than enough to eripple any ingtalation--and it passed
effortlesdy through any materia object or energy shidd inits path.

That waswhat madeit so deadly despiteits dow rate of fire; it could damage supermonitors without first
pounding through their nearly indestructible shields and armor.

The primary has dways held an especidly nerve-wracking fear for spacers. One can be standing in an
undamaged ship and suddenly find a five-centimeter hole through one's someach. It happensrarely, of
course--human bodies are smal objects, placed aboard starshipsin limited numbers. But even



improbable things happen occasionaly.
Like the primary which suddenly diced through Togo's flag bridge. Air began howling into space.

Two scanner ratings got in the beam'sway, and it eut them in two in an explosion of gore. It swung
towards Sonja Desafs command chair, but it did not quite reach it... it terminated a the midthigh level of
Joaguin Sandova'sright leg. He crashed to the deck, the leg suddenly attached only by athin strip of
muscle and skin.

The primary is not a heat weapon; it does not cauterize. The stump spurted blood.
Sandova began screaming.

Desafs reflexes thought for her as one hand dammed the release on her shock frame and she flung herseff
free. No one e se on the shocked bridge could move as she ripped a severed cable from a shattered
pand. She whipped it around hisleg, jerking the crude tourniquet tight even as she summoned the medics
via battlephone.

"Sir, Adder, Cord Snake, Ortler, Thera, and Anderson are Code Omega,” Tomanaga reported, his
voice hoarse as the nightmare tally rose, hisface afire with battle and awe at the unprecedented
destruction.

Han sat in her command chair, stroking the helmet in her lap as she absorbed the litany of death.

Degth inflicted by humans upon humans. Degth dedlt out in the name of duty and honor. Her shoulders
were relaxed, her face cam, but atrickle of sweat ran down one cheekbone.

Arrarat shuddered as another missile exploded against her drivefidd, and Han looked at Tsing's ops
offacer; he sat motionless before his pand. His dOmentalink was gone. It was very quiet on the flag
bridge, despite the dreadful butchery raging within and beyond the hull. She looked up as a shadow fell
on the side of her face, and Tsing Chang looked down at her.

"Sir, you must transfer. Arrarat can no longer serve asyour flagship.” "No," she said softly.

"Admird," Tang tried again, "Captain Parbleu is dead. Commander Tomastels me we have two
hetlasers and one primary |eft--the armament of alight cruiser, sr. Right now, they're not even shooting at
usvery much, but it'sonly amatter of timetill they finish usoff. Y ou must transfer.” "No," she said once
more. "I've had three flagships, Chang. I'velost two of them.” She looked away from the" plot where
Bernardo da Silvahad just died at the hands of her own ships. "'l won't leavethisone." "It's your duty,
Admird," he said softly.

"Thistask forceisyour responsbility--not asingle ship." "Oh? And what of you, Admird?' "I've only got
two shipsléft,” he said smply, "and they're both out of the net.” ISURCTO

"But you still haveyoir eom." Arrarat was doomed, but it seemed to her hypersensitive mind that only her
pre. sene, had deferred that doom thislong. She knew it wasirrationa, yet she couldn't leave. She shook
her head doggedly. "And you've still got your drive, Admird. Instruct Arrarat to withdraw.

| can gtill eommand from here.” "Yes, Sr. You'reright, of course.” Tsing paused, looking down &t her,
and hislips curved suddenly in awarm smile. "It's been an honor to serve with you, Sr." Shelooked up,
troubled by his gentle voice even through the mental haze of battle. It no longer sounded like the



imperturbable Tsing she knew.
"I'm sorry, Sr," he said softly--and hisfist exploded against her jaw.

Han's head snapped hack, her eyesrolling up. Shelolled in her shock frame, and Tsing caught up her
helmet and jammed it over like..r head, sedling it while the bridge crew stared in frozen to isbelief. He
turned to Tomanaga.

"Y ou've got four minutesto clear this ship, Commo- dore,"" he said crigply. He punched the rel ease of
Han's shock frame, hisface fierce, and snatched her up. He threw her limp body at Tomanaga, and the
chief of saff caught her numbly. "Get her out of here. Now, goddamn it!" Tomanaga hesitated one
instant, then nodded sharply and raced for the intraship car.

"Shelll need her staff,” Tsing snapped. "Therest of youout!" Li Han's saff never hesitated. Something in

his voice compelled obedience, and they were halfway to the boatbay before they even redlized they'd
moved.

Tsing punched a button on the arm of Han's empty chair, and his voice echoed through every battlephone
aboard his savagely wounded flagship.

'rhisisAdmira Tsng. Our weapons are destroyed. | intend to close the enemy and ram while | still have
drive power. Y ou have three minutes to abandon ship.” He turned to his staff.

"Commander Howell, message to Admiral Windrider: 'Vice Admira Li transferring to TRNS Saburo
Y ato viacutter. Urgently request fighter cover.” Send it and get out.” He bent and pressed buttons,
daving drive and helm to the flag bridge. He looked up a moment later--his saff remained at their
gations.

"L adies and gentlemen, perhaps you misunderstood me," he said camly.

"No, sr," Frances Howell said softly.

"We understood.” Tsing started to spesk again, then closed his mouth.

He nodded and dropped back into his command chair, glancing at the chronometer.

"Two minutes, Commander Howdll," he said.

"Then | want maximum power." He touched abrilliant dot on hisplot. "That looks like anice target.” "It
does, indeed, Sir." "She'swhat?' Jason Windrider demanded.

Only nine of hissmdl carriersremained, but adestroyer flotillaand two light cruiser squadrons had
broken through to protect the survivors while their hangar crews broke all speed records rearming
fighters

"TheHagistransferring, Sir," hiseom officer repesated. "Admira Tsng requests fighter cover for the
admird'scutter.” "What the hdll is she playing at now?" Jason fumed, fear fraying his voice with anger.

He stared at the maeglstrom of capitad shipsand sighed. "All right, Ivan. See ff you can sort anyone out of
that messl" "Yes, sr." Only ahandful of Carl Stoner'sfighters survived, and they'd been driven back by
Magdas fighters once she was free to retain them for her own defense. Even Sean Remko's ships had



been unable to close on her flagship as her fighters dashed away at their drive pods, dowing them,
battering them. Sheld lost heavily--five of her own battle-cruisers were gone, and two assault carriers and
three fleet carriers had been gutted or destroyed--but her remaining hangar bays supported enough
fightersto make it suicide for Stoner's survivorsto engage her.

Remko had redlized that. In desperation, he had ordered them into the butchery of the batfie-lines,
hoping they might make a difference, that they and the capita ships might offer one another some mutua
protection. Now three of Stoner'swaifs saw an unbelievable sight: aINSURBECTION cutter spat out
of tle boatbay of arebd superdreadnought and dashed towards an embattled monitor.

"Zulu Leader to Zulu Squadron,” their leader said, his voice ugly with hate and despair. "Must be
someone pretty importantmlet's go get him!™ “Zulu Three, roger.” "Zulu Six, roger.” Histwo remaining
wingmen dropped back to cover him, and the Rim squadron leader stoope.d on the cutter like a hawk.

Lieutenant Anna Holbeek shook her head in disbelief. Find a cutter and escort it through this? Someone
had obvioudy had a shock or two too many, she thought. But hers was not to reason why.

"Badilisk Leader to Basilisk Squadron,” she said resgnedly. "Let'sgo fingtl the admird, boysand girls.”
Five agilelittl strikefighters dashed through vacuum, closing on Han's cuitter.

Death crashed about them, but so vast are the battlefiel ds of space that even in that cauldron of beams
and missiles, no wegpon came close to the deedly little quintet.

"Badlisk Leader, Baslisk Two.
I've got her on instruments, Skip--but she's got trouble.” "1 seeit. Green Section, close on the cutter. Red
Sec-t-ion, follow me." Thethree Rim pilots were so intent on their prey they never even saw the

Republican shipsthet killed them.

"Sir! One of the rebel superdreadnoughtsis closing rapidly!™ "What about itThat" Vice Admira Frederick
Shespar grunted, tightening his shock frame as TFNS Suffren's evasive ac- tion grew more violent.

"Sir, she'son acollision course--at maximum speed!" "What?' Shespar stabbed one glance at hisflag
plot and blanched in horror.

The ship coming at him could hardly be caled aship.

She was a battered, broken wreck, stream-Ing atmosphere and shedding bits of plating and escape pods
as she came, but there was clearly nothing wrong with her drive. It took him barely asecond to redize
her grim purpose--comb a second isalong, long time at such speeds.

"Gunnery! New battlegroup target! Burn that ship d--was He never finished the sentence. Tsing Chang's
flagship hurled hersdf headlong at Suffren. Neither supermonitors nor superdreadnoughts are very fadt,
by Fleet standards--but these were on virtualy reciprocal courses.

Two-thirds of amillion tonnes of mass collided a aclosing speed of just under fifty thousand kilometers
per second.

It wastoo intenseto call an explosion.

Some events are so cataclysmic the mind cannot comprehend them. The weaponsin play in the Zapata



System had killed far more people than died with Arrarat and Suffren--but not so spectacularly, so.
ddiberately. The devastating boil of light and vaporized stedl and flesh hung before the eyes of the
survivorslikethe mouth of hdll, and they shrank fromit.

Astwo fighting animaswill separate momentarily to draw breath, the battle fleets pulled dightly apart. It
wasn't redly alull, for weapons il fired, but areduction of the unprecedented, unendurable intensity of
close combat. As a conscious, ashen-faced Li Han turned from the cutter's view-port, something very
like arespite closed in on the warring ships.

The Republic needed it. Scores of fighters were rearming aboard Windrider's and Magda's surviving
carriers as Han stepped from her cutter aboard Saburo Y ato and raced for the intraship car. Her brain
waslikeice over afurnace. The anguish of Taing's death warred with a sort of horrified pridein the
manner of hisdying, but she couldn't let hersalf think of that. Not yet. There were thingsto do, a battleto
win. Shewould alow hersdf grief and pride later. Later, when she had time to mourn as Chang
deserved.

She stepped onto Y ato's flag bridge, and Admira Stephen Butesky leapt aside to offer her his command
chair. She nodded briefly and dropped into x while a shaken Tomanaga quietly displaced Butesky's chief
of saff.

"Status report!" she snapped. She didn't redly want to know. She didn't want to consider her hideous
losses, or even those of her enemies. But she had ajob to do. Thank God for thislull! Perhaps she
could-- "Admira Li?" A strange eom rating looked up at her, eyes puzzled, and Hart choked back asob
of grief for the people aboard Arrarat.

"Yes?' Her voice showed no sign of her sorrow.

"I'vejust picked up aparley signa from Vice Admira SonjaDesal." Han blinked, then smoothed an
incipient scowl from her face and gestured acceptance, her mind racing.

Who the devil wasVice Admiral Desai? It was unheard off An officer didn't smply send asigna to her
opponent while missiles and beams were till flying! Why-- She didn't recognize the dark, sharp-festured
woman who appeared on the screen. Her vac suit was drenched with blood not her own, obvioudly, for
she sat upright in acommand chair, clearly in complete command of herself.

"Whereis Admira Trevayne?' Han demanded without preamble.

"Admira Trevayneisin sckbay. | have assumed command."" Desafs habifud expressonlessness did not
dter, and she resumed after the briefest of pauses. ""'rhe position isthis, Admira Li: we can continue this
battle and fight it out to aconclusion, and | believe | can win. Quite probably you disagree. But
whichever of usisright, ‘winning" in this context means being left with the last one or two ships, or at least
with asurviving force too wesk to follow up its"victory." Asan dternative to this profitless daughter, |
propose a cease-firein place, of indefinite duration, while we apprise our respective governments of the
Stuation."" The immobile face took on adightly rueful expresson. "We may haveto ask you to trangport
our messenger to the Innerworlds, but we have with us a high-ranking Federation officia who will be able
to represent our status to the Prime Minister." Han's face was like a scul pture as she thought furioudly.
Could shewin if the battle resumed?

Y es. With her fighters rearmed and the range too short for the Rim's HBM'Sto be decisive... yes, she
could win. Shefdt certain of it--and she suspected this Desai knew it, too. Y et Desal was also right. Her
own battle-line had been savaged, the relentless attacks of the Rim screen had hurt. Magda far worse



than had been alowed for, and Jason's force was devastated. And she had little idea just how much fight
those looming supermonitors still had in them-- three were gone, others badly damaged. One hadn't fired
in minutes. Wasit any more than ahulk? She knew she could take them, avenge Second Zephrain's blot
on the Flegt's honor @u.

. and vet... and yet there was that edge of uncertainty and her ignorance of how matters stood with the
Rump pincer. And there was the terrible knowledge that even victory, would leave her on her knees,
without the strength to follow through against Zephrain.

But dill...

Damn it, where was Trevayne? Was he redlly dead? They'd hardly admit it, would they? And, her
dogged honestly demanded, why did she care?

Aloud she temporized. " Such an agreement might exceed my authority. At the least, you're asking meto
assume aheavy responghility.” "No heavier than I'm assuming mysdlf.” "On the contrary.; you're
occupying four planetary systems of the Terran Republic which I'm under ordersto recover--was"And |
am under ordersto reopen contact between the Innerworlds and the Rim Feder... the loydist systems of
the Rim." Desafs stiffnessrelaxed just atrifle. "Now that we've each recited our position papers, let'sturn
to redlity. You and | arein command on the scene. We both. know our orders can't be carried out--not
without agree of daughter which passesthe limits of sanity and decency. Shall we make our governments
aware of that redlity.? Or shall we continue to carry out our ordersin spite of it?" Her eyesbored into
Han's. "Inthe end, | suppose it comes down to a question of where our duty redly lies. That'saquestion
many of us have had to face over thelast few years, isn't it?' Two pairs of dark eyeslocked. | canwin,
Hun told hersdlf. to can win the greatest space battle in history! Or @u do to think that because | want to
win so badly? And if | do, why?

Out of duty... or hatred? Shame that a man who may not even be adive over there once beat me?
Or for the glory? And what "glory" isthere in being the woman responsible for such daughter?

And could | kill them all? Her thoughts turned ever inward. Could | wipe them out--because that's what it
comes down to; this Desai will no more surrender if |

INSUBRECTION reject her offer than | would. Even after al that's passed, even ffl have the capability
to treat them like Arthur Ruyard, could | do it? After lan Trevayne didn't do that to me?

And amogt before she redlized she was speaking, the quiet words came.

"Very well, Admira Desai. | agree" Vice Admira Li Han stood in a strange cabin, hands by her sides.
Her eyeswere dry, but her bee was strained and drawn. She sank into a chair, her lipstrembling briefly
inatired smile. Sheld lost hree sets of quarters now. She was once more down to a single battle-stained

vac quit.., her painfully reassembled possessions drifting atoms.

Her face crumpled asredlization hit. Arrarat was gone. All those people. Twenty-five hundred friends.
Chang.

She buried her facein her hands, feding her nails pressinto her temples as she fought the tears. She
wouldn't weep. She wouldn't?Chang had chosen the way he died.

But he had died, shetold herself sadly. Died under her command--with thousands of others aboard the



ships shed commanded. And she hadn't even won! She'd renounced victory, held her hand in the name
of "humanity." But what of her debt to those who had died, trusting in her to win the battle?

She straightened her spine and stared into amirror, her cheeks dry, and scarcely recognized the wan face
that looked back at her from those brilliant black eyes. tears, shetold hersalf. No tearsfor Chang, for the
dead, for thelogt victory. The past was past, and the future pressed upon her.

She reached for the eom panel and began to punch Magda's code, then stopped. Her hand fell into her
lap, and she leaned back in the chair, closing her eyes.

Not yet. She must speak to Magda, must plan and confer. But not yet. Please, God, not just yet.

An odd numbness gripped the officersin Togo's briefing room. It went beyond the inevitabl e aftershock
of battle--even of one such asthis.

SonjaDesai looked at the faces of the people who had come so far and given so much for the victory
which had been denied them. It wasn't defeat, Not really.

But it wasn't victory, ether, and the price they'd paid was terrible enough to demand victory.

Scan Remko sat staring dully at the deck, hisface working with emotion. HEd learned what had
happened to Trevavne, and no assurance that hed done tar more than his"duty” could reach himin the
darkened chamber to which he had withdrawn and which held but one thought: he had failed the admird.
Y oshinakaand Kirilenko sat side by side.

They'd come from Nelson (along with Sanders, who was even now preparing for his departure) and had
arrived afew minutes |ate, after recelving assurances that Sandovd's condition was stable. Mujabi was
present in his new capacity as CO of BG Ifwhat remained of it. So were the other ranking survivors,
including Khalid Khan, who wasthefirst to react.

"What you're saying, Admira, isthat were smply to keep station here in Zapata until we get ordersto
the contrary?' "Correct,” Desai nodded. "So are therebels. Thisisthe precondition to the cease-fire.

All mgor Heet unitsmust remain in place. Of course, noncombatant supply vessals aren't included, nor
arelight combatants... like the rebel destroyer which will take Mister Sandersto the Innerworlds.” They
al gtared at her asif she had, inexplicably, |eft out the most obvious point.

It was Kirilenko who blurted it out.

"But, S, what about the admird... er, Admira Trevayne?' Desafsface was at itsmost flinty.

"Nelsonis, of course, covered by the cease-fire terms and must remain here. But | am advised by Doctor
Y uan that Admiral Trevayne can be maintained aboard Nelson indefinitely in his present condition. So

theresreally no problem.

Any other questions?' The stares changed subtly, asif these people were looking at athing they couldn't
comprehend, and were fairly sure they did not want to.

Kirilenko stiffened, and his mouth began to open.



Under the edge of thetable, Y ashinaka gripped hisforearm, very tightly. Kirilenko's mouth closed again,
and he subsided.

Desal tood. "If there are no further questions, ladies and gentlemen, please carry on.” She walked to the
door, then paused and looked back.

Everyonewas il seated.

Desal |ooked sraieaht into the eyes of Scan Remko, the senior man in the room. For abare instant, he
stared back with an unreadable expression. Then he lumbered to hisfeet and said, inavoicelikea
rockdide, "Attention on deck.” They rose dowly to attention. Desai nodded very dightly and stalked
through the door.

Her expression and posture remained equaly stiff in theightraship car and through the passageway to her
guarters. e sentry snapped to attention, and she nodded crisply to him as she pressed the door stud and
entered.

The door closed sllently behind her. She sood amoment, her face wearing avague look which dowly
turned into one of pained bewilderment. Something happened insde her, something whose possibility
would have been flatly denied by those who knew her. Her features collgpsed into a maskstbf
inconsolable grief, and aharsh, low cry welled out of her like the plaintive wail of amaimed animal unable
to understand its pain. She hurled hersdlf onto her bunk, burying her face in the pillow as she wept
convulsively, and the sound of her empty, tearing sorrow filled her cabin.

A moment later, the door did open with its usua soundlessnessto admit Remko and Y oshinaka.

They stopped, frozen with amazement, at the Sight of the sobbing woman on the bunk. The woman
neither of them had ever thought of asawoman at al. Remko turned to Y oshinaka and opened his
mouth, but the commodore put afinger to hislips and dowly shook his head.

They departed as silently asthey'd come, leaving Sonja Desai donewith her grief for the man she had
loved slently and hopelesdy for years.

CONFERENCE Oskar Dieter studied the strained faces of his cabinet, remembering the day thefirst
mutiny had been reported, and shuddered. hiswas dmost worse. Thereld been no treason thistime, yet
Fourth Fleet had lost more tonnage in two hours of close action than had been taken from Admiral
Forsythe, and the shock cut deep. Even Amanda Sydon was gray-faced and stunned.

He sighed and tapped the crystal table with his knuckles. "Ladies and gentlemen, for the record- --was
helooked at Sky Marshd Witcinski his-coml should liketo say that | concur entirely with Admiral
Desafsactions.” A rustling sigh ran around the table. "Even ff she had continued the action and won, it
would have cost more than we can stand.

Admira Trevayne's--was hisvoice fatered briefly his-comships are both our most powerful single
gtriking force and our sole technica advantage.

Had Admird Desai won at the expense of crippling damage to Fourth Fleet, we would have been unable
to follow up her "victory." Had she log, the Terran Republic must inevitably have captured sufficient
examples of the Rim'sweaponry to duplicateit.” Hefdt hislisteners stab of surprise as he deliberately
used theterm "Terran Republic' instead of "rebels’ and their horror asthey considered the consequences
of the Republic's acquiring weapons in advance of anything they could produce.



"I would liketo ask Sky Marshd Witcinski and Vice Admird Krupskayaafew questions,” Dieter went
on quietly. "First the Sky Marsha. With Fourth Fleet halted, whether by a cease-fire or the destruction of
itsunits, what are the chances for Operation Y ellowbrick?

"Nil," Witcinski said. His voice was like agrave-crusher. "Whoever planned the rebel s--was he siressed
the word deliberately--"tactics knew what he was doing. | still don't know how they guessed our plans,
but they've put up aweb of fortresses and fighters that's stopped us cold.

I've suspended operations ater taking only two of our target systems, Mister Prime Minister.
We could il take the other three our ops plan callsfor, but not and have anything left at the end.

"Asfor Fourth Fleet"--he shrugged--"I can only endorse your own estimate. Trevayne's ships are unique.
Now that I've examined Vice Admiral Desafsreport, | am even more convinced that they represent a
qudlitative breakthrough of the first magnitude. Trevayne and Admira Desai managed to destroy dmost
fifty percent of the force engaged againgt them, but the rebel admira knew the sort of action she had to
fight. Trevaynesforcelogt at least as much as she did. As nearly aswe can estimate, amost twelve
million tonnes of shipping were destroyed--not damaged, destroled.

We don't know about the rebels, but Fourth Fleet lost over forty-one thousand dead. | think that's an
effective answer asto whether it can carry out its part of the plan. Without the Rim to meet us more than
halfway--was He shrugged again.

"l see" Dieter turned to Susan Krupskaya. "Admiral Krupskaya, what are the odds of the Republic
recognizing the futility, of further operations on our part?' "Excellent, ar," she said after avery brief
glance at Sanders. "Andysis of our losses must tell them Operation Y elowbrick bled uswhite. They've
been hurt, too--butadly--but not as badly aswe have." "1 see," Dieter repeated. "And how quickly can
they duplicate Admira Trevayne's weapons without actua samples?’ "It's hard to be precise, ar, but my
andydts estimate elght months, maximum, before they have working models.” Someone gasped, but
Krupskaya plowed on.

"Weve been looking at the data Mister Sanders brought back, and they're very, very closeto the
variable focus beams, judging from their' new primary. With that head start and the datathey must have
recoccded during the Zapata engage- ment, they can have that weapon in three to five months.

The HBM should take considerably longer--we've no evi- dence that they've begun experimenting with
gray drivers-- but their new shields offset that. And we," she amiled thinly, "have no way of obtaining
hard data on their new systems, since they've carefullv used them only againgt the Rim. 1t will take us
much longer to duplicate them. And, Mister Prime Minister--was she paused and drew a breath
his-comx is my duty to point out that, judging from their order of battle at Zapata, our previous estimates
of their con- gtruction rates may be as much as fifteen percent low, so even our numerica advantageisin
question.” "Thank you, Admira," Dieter said gravely, and (‘ooked back at his shaken colleagues. "Ladies
and gentlemen, | aready knev what Sky Marsha Witcinski and Admira Krupskayawere going to say,
and | had them plug that datainto our computers. According to the new projec- tions, we stand a
sxty-five percent chance of losing the war within one year." The room was degthly slent.

"If we hold out for another year, we have asventv percent chance of fina victory--but the computers
project awar which will continue for another twelve to fifteen years.

Withlosses," hefinished quietly, "which will make the Battle of Zgpatalook like achildren'spicnic.” The



politica leaders stared at him in shock.

The military leaders weren't surprised, but their expressions were those of people who'd just bitten into
something spoiled. No one questioned his statements.

"I think, my friends," he said very, very softly, looking straight at Amanda Sydon and her "war party”
adherents, "that under those circumstances, we cannot justify contin- uing thiswar ff thereisthe least
possibility of any other acceptable resolution. Even victory can cost too much at times." Sydon glanced at
her supporters, but they refused to meet her eyes. The glare she turned on Dieter was fulmi- nating, yet
she said nothing. There was nothing she could say, and the voice of protest came from another source.
"But, Migter Prime Minister!" Witcinski protested. "Vic- tory isthe only "acceptable resolution!™

Y dlowbrick should have succeeded-woustd have succeeded ff the rebels hadn't figured out what was
coming and managed to ambush Admira Trevayne. I'm not faulting him, sir--it was a brilliant ploy,
obvioudy something they spent months arranging. But now that they've stopped us, they'll exploit. No
srategist worth his salt would stop hOW-LIKEWAS "Indeed, Sky Marshd? What do you think they'll
do, then?' "They'll leave their forcesin the Zapata System exactly asthey are,” Witeinski predicted. "As
far aswe can tell, they committed less than ten percent of their assault carriers there--comthe others are
il available for offensve dtrikes, backed up by their surviving Frontier Fleet fleet and light carriers, while
we cut our defensesto the bone for Y elowbriek. They can achieve crushing loca superiority wherever
they choose, and they know it.

They'll go on the offensive and chew us up, hoping for aknockout.” "That would certainly be their most
logica course,”" Dieter said softly, "but they're not going to doit.”" "Why not?* Witeinski demanded hotly,
feding hisprofessond judgment called in question.

"I think because they don't want to destroy the Federation,"" Dieter said dowly.

"No?' Amanda Sydon laughed harshly. "They only went to war againgt it!" "Agreedmbut | think they just
wishto beleft done," Dieter replied. Sydon stiffened angrily, and some of the othersjoined her, but he
raised a hand and his voice was stern with hard-earned authority. "No, hear me out--al of you! From the
beginning, the Fringers have been reacting to what they considered an intolerable Situation. They reacted
militarily because dl political avenues seemed closed. They--was He shook his head firmly. "Enough. The
point isthat they never sought to conquer the Innerwodds. Arguably, they lacked the ability, to do so, but
it would seem that is no longer true--they have the ability to conquer usff they act promptly. The Sky
Marshd's arguments are most cogent, but to succeed, they must act a once.

Surely none of usis so foolish asto believe that their strategists are less competent than our own?

They must know that their advantage is flegting--that they must act before we make gMore our |osses.
Y et they are not going to doso.

"Ladies and gentlemen, | have recelved acommunication from Ladisgg'aus Skjorning." The atmosphere
in the conference room was o brittle it could have been chipped with aknife. "He offers’--his eyes
bored into Sydon's m?an immediate armistice for the purpose of concluding ageneral peace.” Some of
the people at the table looked asif held just punched them; others suddenly at straighter, their eyes bright
with hope. He didn't tallyy to estimate the numbers which felt either way. "His message is accompanied
by an andysisamost identica to that we have just heard. But in pursuit of hisarmistice, he has ordered a
two-month unilateral suspension of di offensive operations, pending our reply. In short, my friends, he
has voluntarily given up hisbest chance for outright victory to prove he desires pbledace!” Ladidaus
Skjorning sat in the firg-class lounge of TRS Prometheus and watched the blue and white planet grow It
had been six years since last he saw that world, and the Sght stirred something within him.



It had been hard to induce the Republic to send most of its executive branch into Federation space
aboard an un- armed passenger liner, but held doneit. His cabinet had en rela tiveffity easy to convince,
but not Congress. Only -comence tact that the Federation had voluntarily offered a quarter of Battle
Heet as hostages for the safe conduct of their guests had outweighed congressiona memories of Fionnas
assassnation.

Now Prometheus dipped into orbit around the mother- worMore, and Ladidaus hid agrin.

One of the more tieidish decisions during the past severa months had been choosing the site of the
conference. But then held remembered that one spot on Old Terrahersdf was neutral; the tiny country of
Switzerland, which had maintained itstraditiona independence for even centuries.

Some of the Federation representatives seemed to re- gard his suggestion as a subtle compliment, but
others--like Dietermreeognized the second half of the message. It was possible to be good Terrans
without belonging to the Federation.

A muted bell chimed, and Ladidausrose, offering hisarm to Tatiana lllyushina. The shuttle was waiting to
cary themto the city of Genevafor the meeting which might end the dying.

A crowd waited beyond the hatch. Ladidaus stared out, fedling Tatiana craning her neck beside him, and
smiled despite histension. She'd never before been off Novaya Rodinawith its vast, endless plains, and
the mountai nous horizon must seem as strange to her aswould his own Beaufort. He knew they were
under close scrutiny as his vice president gawked at the peaks, and he hoped wistfully that some might
mistake her youthful fascination for callow inexperience. He doubted they'd be so stupid, bt...

A band struck up, but the music was neither the Repuly lie's Ad Astranor the Federation's Suns of
Splendor. It took a moment of frowning effort to placeit, then he smiled and nodded. It was indeed
ancient, he thought, but the venerable Battle tigrmn of the Republic was afitting selection for both Sdes.

He recognized Oskar Dieter and David Haey among the waiting officids. The big, solid-looking fellow in
al the braid must be Sky Marshd Witcinski, and the fox-faced man beside him looked suspicoudy like
the briefing holos' of Kevin Sanders.

Ladidaus squeezed Tatianas € bow.

"Tatiana, my love, I'm thinking it's best you ded with yon Sky Marshd and leave the sharp-faced fellow
tome." "Yes, Lad," she agreed demurely, "and | promise not to sign away our claim to Novaya Rodina,
ether." "Lass, I'm only worried about your inexperience,” Ladidaus teased.

The Federation dignitaries hated at the foot of the pad, and Ladid aus started down through an honor
guard of the Republic's Marines. He rather wished held brought Li Hah or Magda Petrovnafor the
military discussions. Fleet Admira Holbein was agood man, but he lacked their quick wits. Y et there
could be no question of recalling either of them from Zapata until these discussions were concluded. He
sighed and stepped off the last step.

"Miger Skjorning." Dieter bowed, carefully observing | SU-APeople, ECO the agreed upon'protocols
and avoiding officid titles. "Wel- cometo Old Terra" "lhank you, Mister Dieter." Ladidaus gripped the
prime minister's hand firmly and looked into the dender New Zuricher'sface. "I'm glad to see you again,
ar, and only sorry that it must be under such circumstances. I've said some hard things of you in the past.
| would liketo retract them now.” "hank you." Dieter looked away for amoment.



rhat meansagreat deal to mein avery persona sense.” Helooked as ff he meant to say more, then
shook hishead. "Allow meto introduce you to my colleagues, sr." "It would be an honor,” Ladidaus
agreed, and the long round of introductions and reintroductions began.

He watched their faces carefully asthey shook hands or bowed to one another, comparing their
responses to those pre-dieted in hislinstaking briefings. By the time he reached the end of theline, he
knew the intelligence people had been right; Dieter's colleagues were dmost evenly divided on the
question of peace or war.

It remained to be seen whether he could bring them to decide for peace. his... quiteimpossible” Foreign
Minister Roger Hadad shook his head firmly. "Even ff we were prepared to stipulate that anv planet
which secededattempted to secede, rather--"" he corrected hastily, remembering that the Federation had
steadfastly denied the legality of secesson his-comis primafacie amember of your Terran Republic, we
cannot possibly concede that any world taken from the Federation by force of armsisa'natura” member
of your confederation. The smplefact that a planet was consdered a"Fringe World" before the
rebelli--before the war, that is, isinsufficient reason for usto resign al claim and abandon its citizens."
"Mister Hadad," Ladidaus rumbled semi-patienfiy, "that may betrue. At the sametime, it'sto beplain
there's no cause to be saying aworld isn't anatura part of the Republic smply because it dared not
secede because it was having agarrison dispatched to stop it." He fixed the dapper minister with agimlet
eye. "I'm not to have been getting off the produce shuttle yesterday, Mister Hadad.

I'll not be accepting any argument which sets the ground for denying the legitimacy of any secession.”
"But we can't Smply tell the citizens of a system like Cimmaron that we've abandoned them!” Hadad
protested sharply.

"Cimmaron'sfolk," Ladidaus said implacably, "wel comed uswith open arms, Sir. In point of fact, they'll
have the pitching of three kinds of fitsif we offer to be handing them back to you." "But--was "Mister
Dieter," Ladidausturned to the prime minis- ter, "this point must be settled. Well not insst that anyone
leave the Federation for the Republic--but it'sto be plain we must ing st that the Republic isalegitimate
government. And if we're to be agovernment, we're after having the same responsbility to our citizensas
the Federation to its" "'l agree, Mister Skjorning." Dieter nodded, and Ladidaus could have sworn he
saw ahaf-wink from the eye away from Hadad. "Roger, we must accept that the Terran Republic exists,
whether welikeit or not. It follows that its Congress has arespongbility to its citizens. Now, weve
aready accepted in principle that the worlds which seceded are part of the Republic. The questioniis
what to do with those which were added to the originally seceding worlds by force of arms, correct?”
"Wadl, yes" Hadad said in atone of barely suppressed anguish. "But it's not that smple.

There are matters of precedent, of--was "There are no precedents,” Dieter said, and Hadad stared at
him asff held tried to sall him askimmer of questionable pedigree. "Under Federation law as presently
interpreted, secesson istreason, but were plainly contemplating turning a de facto Situation into ade jure
one. Migter Skjorning,” heturned to Ladidaus, "1 would suggest plebiscites for al non-seceding planets
forcibly occupied by the Republic. Any which wish to remain with the Republic, however they cameto
be included therein, will be freeto do so, but any planet which wishesto return to the Federation must be
freeto do that, aswell. Y ou will appreciate, | trust, that we are not in a position to reciprocate owevry
planet currently occupied by Federa-t-ion forces? With, of course, the exception of systems captured
during the recent offensive?’ "1 do, Migter Dieter," Ladidaus agreed gravely, not mentioning that aside
from the systems Trevayne had taken, the Federation did not control any world which had shown an
interest in joining the Republic.

"Thank you, Sr. Roger?' Dieter leaned back in his chair beside Sanders, returning the session to Hadad's



control. Theforeign minister didn't seem particularly grateful, but strove to concea his disgruntlement.

"Very well, Mister Skjorning,” he said, scribbling on an old-fashinoned pad. "Well agree--tentatively, of
course- to a plebiscite to determine the fates of the planets captured by the Republic. But that brings up
another rather delicate point. Y ou see---was"Y ou're to he, worrying over access between the Rump and
the Rim excuse me, between the Innerworlds and the Rim Systems--across Republican space,” Ladidaus
said genially, and Hadad nodded. "Well, Mister Hadad, we're prepared to be offering free passage to
unarmed vessels, with armed merchant vessalsto be passing under bond and with our right of
examination. Mail packets and courier droneswill be having freedom of passage without censorship or
examination. Warships are to be another matter, but we're to be being reasonable so long as you're to be
consulting us beforehand. I'm hoping that's to be satisfactory?' "Er... yes," Hadad nodded. In fact, it was
rather more than held been prepared to settle for, and he felt asudden, unexpected liking for the big
Fringer before him. He amiled.

"Wdll, Migter Skjorning, | must say you're being reasonable."" He seemed to regret the admission as
soon as he madeit and set hisface more sternly. "But there remains the matter of repatriation and
property losses." "Y esand no, Mister Hadad," Ladidaus said, and turned to Tatiana, who looked for all
the world like an adolescent observer as she sat next to him. She nodded and opened a memo touchpad,
bringing the smdl screen dive.

"Mister Hadad," she began crisply, "you must be aware that there will be considerable dispute over how
much is owed or, indeed, whether anything is owed, to compensate private citizens for wartime property
losses." Hadad glanced at Dieter, who returned hislook expressionlesdy, and then back to Tatiana.

"That goeswithout saying, Ms. lllyushina.

However, we must ingst that some clear understanding be reached.” "Naturally. We propose ajoint offer
of repatriation for any who desireit, this offer to include relocation of families and persona property only.
The Republic is prepared to guarantee equitable liquidation of investments and red estateif the
Federation will do likewise.

Repatriation and rel ocation costs will be shared evenly by the two governments. Isthat acceptable?’ "It
will certainly do for afirg presentation to the Assembly, maam. However, there remain the matters of
sequestered property and war losses." "War losses," Tatianaretorted, "arejust that: war losses. If not
covered by insurance, the injured party will, unfortunately, be unable to recover. On sequestered
property--was she allowed hersdf asharklike grin that turned Hadad's blood suddenly cold his-comthe
Republic iswilling to be reasonable. We are prepared to stipulate that the respective governments shall
compensate their own nationalsfor their IOSS-ES." She leaned back cheerfully as astrangled sound
camefrom Dieter's Minigter of Finance, and Ladidaus hid asmile as Hadad's facefdll, though it was
difficult when he saw the toothy grin Sandersdirected at Tatiana.

"B-b-b-but you've seized property worth well over two trillion credits!” Amanda Sydon half-screamed.
"The property sequestered by the Federation amounts to less than three percent of that figurel" "Infact,”
Tatianaagreed swetly, "the value of property seized by the Federation is approximately sixty-seven
billion credits, while that expropriated by the Republic had a pre-war tax vaue "Dieter winced; given the
deight-of-hand Corporate World accountants had routinely perpetrated against Fringe World tax
asessors, the tax value could be multiplied by at least two his-comof two trillion three hundred and
seventy-two hillion. The Republic, however, stated at its Congtitutiona Convention that no Federation
citizen's property would be expropriated unless our nationals' propertggst was seized.” She shrugged
pleasantly. " Since the Assembly wasin possession of that declaration before passing the Sydon-Waldeck
Expropriation Act, we can only assume that the Federation wished to embark on apolicy of mutual



expropriation. Therefore" Ladidaus and Sanders leaned back and smiled at one another as Tatianaand
Sydon went after each other hammer and tongs, and Dieter sighed.

Amanda was outmatched, he thought, watching Tatiaras cheerful face. Odd how capable the distaff half
of the Fringe had proven @u.. and how fitting for that capability to cost the Corporate Worlds abundle.

"Well, Lad," Tatianasighed and leaned back in her lounger, "1 think weve doneit." She chuckled. "lhe
Corporate Worlds shrieked like a gelded rnegaovis over the economic $lauses-they think itsimmoral to
end awar without showing a profit--but they can't carry amagjority on them. Dieter'sredlly cut them
down to Sze sincethewar began." "Aye." Ladidaus nodded dowly from hisown rediner. "It'samortd
long voyage we've had, but it's to seem we've reached port at last.” "Y es." Tatianarose on an e bow.
"Will you go to the vote?' "No, lass. | sworeto myself I'd never stand in that chamber again, and no
morewill | bedoingit. You go; I'll have the watching of it on HV." "But you're our president] If you don't
go, none of usshould.” "Tatiana," Ladidaus never opened his eyes, "it's an impertinent young thing you're
after being.

It's no matter of policy but apersonal thing-one | can't have the changing of even for Oskar Dieter, who's
to be deserving better of us. Go, lass." His obvious exhaustion slenced her, and she studied hisface,
seeing the linesworn there by the past Six years, the amost invisible gray creeping into his blond beard
and hair. Shefelt a sudden tenderness for the huge man who'd carried the personal burden of the Fringe
World'sfight for so long.

"All right, Lad," she said after amoment. "But | wish--was She broke off. "Lad?' He didn't respond. His
massive chest rose and fell dowly, and Tatiana smiled gently as sherose and left slently.

Thev had matured, David Haley thought, looking out over the quietly restive Chamber of Worldswith
amost paternd pride. The delegates who'd stampeded this way and that in the early days of the crisis
they'd created had won their adulthood the hard way, but they'd won it. Now they sat amogt silently,
waiting as the computers tabulated the vote.

The peace terms represented major concessions on a- most every point, he reflected. The Republic had
been careful not to humble the Federation's pride, except, perhapsmhis lips quirked--on that matter of
expropriations, but it had been firm, aswell. The Fringers had come through fire and worse to reach this
moment. They were no longer suppliants, and they would not retreat a centimeter. It only remained to see
if the Assembly had been sufficiently tempered to recognize the essentia fairness of the settlement before
it.

A light flashed on his pand, and asmal screen lit with the results of the vote. He studied them briefly,
then rapped his ceremonia gave sharply, and an electric tension filled the chamber.

"Ladies and Gentlemen of the Assembly,” Haley said clearly, "it ismy duty to announce the result of your
vote on the motion to ratify the peace terms presented by the foreign minister." He drew a deep brezath.
"Thevoteis 978 in favor; 453 opposed. The motion--was he paused for just an instant, quivering with
relief "mis carried.” There was utter silence for amoment, then asoft stir of mounting conversation. There
were no cheers, no shouts of victory.. Reaching this moment had cost too many too much for that, but
therelief wasthere. Haley fdt it in the air about him as he turned to the Vice President of the Republic of
Free Terrans and bent over her hand with agallant flourish.

Only then did the applause begin.

L'ENVOI Oskar Dieter stretched out on the recliner under the night sky and pondered the vagaries of



fate. He, who had never expected to be more than Simon Tdiaferro's shadow, was prime
mimster--comaofa diminished Federation, perhaps, but one once more at peace --comand Simon was

gone.

Now he studied the cold stars, trying to find Fionna MacTaggart, but she had left him. Search ashe
might, shewas gone, and it worried him.

A throat cleared itself, and he looked up to see Kevin Sanders.

"Good evening, Miger Sanders.” "Good evening, Migter Prime Minister." Sanders' voice was gently
mocking, but his smilewasfriendly@u "To what do | owethe honor?' "Curiosity." Sanders eyes
narrowed dightly. "Tell me, Migter Dieter, did you redize | was tapping your conduit to the rebels?
"Pease, Migter Sanders! To the Republic, if you please.” "To be sure. The Republic." Sanders paused.
"Did you?' "Wadll.... "Dieter cocked an eyebrow at his guest, and then, for the first timein Sanders
memory, he laughed out loud. He nodded dowly. "I did. | realized it before | asked you to leave ONI to
join my government.” "Y ou did?" Sanders|ooked briefly crestfalen, but herdlied gamely.

"Of course. Y our silence convinced me you were aman of initiative and discretion. | needed you."

"Y ou needed me because your foresaw this outcome from the beginning, didn't you?' Sanders madeit a
question, but both knew it was a statement.

"Moreor less" "I hopeyoull pardon my pointing thisout, Sir," Sanders said dryly, "but that's rather an
odd thing for awartime leader to admit.” "Isit?" Dieter chuckled again, softly. "'l suppose so. But if you
disagreed, you should have said so at thetime, shouldn't you?' "Agreed. Still, | wish you'd satisfy my
ceaeauriodty in one moreregard. Asareturn favor, asit were.

"Of coursg, ff | can." "Why?" Sanders asked, his humor suddenly gone.

"Because someone had to do it," Dieter said dowly, "and | owed adebt.” "To FionnaMacTaggart?'
Sanders voice was soft. "Y ou are indeed a perceptive man, Mister Sanders,” Dieter said quietly. "Yes,
to Fionna. To al those people trapped in awar they didn't want but didn't know how to end, but
especidly to Fionna. | wonder ff she gpproves?' "Migter Dieter,” Sanderslooked down at the reclining
prime minister, and asmile played around the corners of his mouth, "1'm sure she does.

FonnaMacTaggart was aremarkable woman: understanding, intelligent, indesong, htful @u.. but that's
not the reason I'm sure she approves.

"No, Migter Sanders? Then what is?' "Sheaso," Sanders said smply, "had avery lively sense of humor.”
"Well, Lad," Tatianaraised her glassto Ladidaus as Prometheus drives hurled the liner outward, "God
knows how, but you did it. Even when | thought we'd never make it, you aways hung on and kicked us
inthe backsdetill we madeit work." She shook her head wryly, and Ladidaus smiled a her gently,
leaning back in his chair and savoring the sensation of completion. It was not an unaloyed pleasure, but it
wasavad relief.

"They'rethrowing aparty in the Captain's Ballroom, Lad,” Tatianasaid winningly.
"Sort of arehearsd for the victo ball. Why don't you come?’

"No, lass." Ladilaus shook his head.



"It'stired | am. I'll be Staying here, I'm thinking. Here with my thoughts." "All right, Lad." She accepted
defeat and pecked him lightly on the cheek. "Get some rest -comy've earned it." She started for the door
then paused, looking back.

"Fonnawould have been very proud of you, Lad," she said softly, then started to say something more,
only to cut hersdf off with atiny headshake. The door sighed shut behind her.

Ladidauswaved his hand above the lighting control, dimming the cabin to comfortable twilight, and pulled
abattered tri-di from his pocket. Thefiat representation was less perfect than aholo cube, but there was
no mistaking the very young red-haired woman who stood laughing on the deck of adoop with an
equally young Ladidaus. He studied the print for long, silent moments, his smile bittersweet, then shook
his heed.

"Aye, Tdiang, | didit,"” hewhispered, and lifted the tri-di until thefaint light fell on Fionnas smiling face.
"I'm sorry, love," he said softly, and asingle tear trickled down his bearded cheek. "1 know it wasn't what
you wanted--comb it was dl that | could do." Magda Petrovna adjusted alustily crying infant on her hip
and poured more vodka.

Jason sat beside her, beaming at their guest with asmile Magda knew was far more inebriated than he
was as thetiny, immaculatel y-uniformed woman raised the glassin shaky fingersand studied it owlishly.

"l," Fleet Admira Li Hah, Second Space Lord of the Terran Republic's Admiralty, said with great
precison, "am drunk.

| have never been drunk before.” "I know." Magda watched her drain the glass.
Assoon asHah st it down, shefilled it again.
"| think you planned for meto get drunk,” Hah said plaintively.

"Hush, Ham" Magda said. "Why would | do athing likethat?' "Because," Han said carefully, "you think
itsagood idea" She hiccuped solemnly. ™Y ou think I've been holding thingsinside too long, don't
you--was she paused and gripped the edge of the table, eyeswidening as her chair moved benegath her
his-commy round-eyed friend?' "Maybe, Han." "Wdll, it happens," Han said very dowly, "that you're
quite perceptive for around-eye." Her expression remained relaxed, but alarge tear welled in each eye,
gparkling on her lashes. "Have been holding it in," she went on vaguely. "Been holding it in ever snce
Cimmaron, | think." She blinked at her friends through her tears, and her face began to crumple at last.

She drew adeep breath. " All those peopledead. But not me. Funny, isn't it?" She laughed, an ugly sound,
and pressed her face into her hands.

"They'redl dead, but I'm dive. Me, the slly bitch who got them dll killed. All. those... people.. "her voice
brokein asob of pain. "Chang. Chung-hui. All of them.., because | couldn't do my job..." "Han, Hah!"
Magda hurried around the table and put her free arm around the dim shoulders, cradling the weeping
woman againgt her. "fhat's not true! Y ou know it isn'fi" "It 9" Han wailed, her voice desolate asthe
deeps between the gtars.

"It isn't," Magdarepeated gently, "but you had to say it. Y ou had to to et it out and face it so you can go
on with your life. Remember them, Han, but don't let the pddast keep you from reaching out to the
future." "What future?' Han demanded bitterly.



"Thereisn't any future!” "Of coursethereis!” Magdalaughed softly and pushed her daughter into her
friend'sarms. Han's grip tightened ingtinctively, and she blinked down into the smdll face. Dark eyes
stared back up at her, and she smiled tremuloudly. "Y ou see, Han?' Magda asked gently. "lherés dways
afuture, isn't there?' "Yes" Han whigpered, hugging her goddaughter tightly.

"Yes, thereis, Magda. Thereredly ig" "I'm glad you agree," Jason said dryly, sitting on the other side
and hugging her roughly. "And since you do," he went on in the voice of one bestowing agrest gift, “this
time you can change her!" "I could make faster progress with this prosthetic leg," Joaguin Sandova told
histhree visitors, "ff the damned doctors woulduld only let me! I'm strong enough by now to spend more
timeonmy feet Yes, feet, plurd!” "Don't rushit,” Scan Remko growled. For him and Y ashinaka, this
was smply one of the callsthey'd paid regularly since returning to Xanadu.

For SonjaDesal it was something more--comafarewd | visit to the only three men in the Rim who knew
she had a heart. She was returning to the Federation.

"Yes," sheld confirmed, seeing their thunlerstruck faces. "The Federation--and this Terran-Orion
"Pan-Sentient Union"--recognizes al the field promotions conferred out here, and they say they want
me." Her expresson had turned uncharacteristicaly gentle. Sheéld actudly smiled dightly. "And I've gotten
homesick for Nova Terra. Besides--was sheld broken off and waved one hand in a curioudy vulnerable
little gesture. Now her eyes met Sandoval's, and he, for once, knew when no words were needed.

Theair in the chamber deep bel ow the Prescott City Medica Center was so cold it seemed brittle. A thin
film of frost covered the enclosed, coffin-like tank in the center of the room with its attendant machinery.
The door did open, and Miriam Ortega entered, heavily cloaked againgt the. chill she did not fedl. She
walked to the tank, andforalong, long time stood motionless and unspeaking, her breath white puffs of
condensation in the air. After amoment, the tears no one had been alowed to see began finding their
way down her cheeks, very dowly in the cold. But the silent communion was unbroken. Finaly, she
extended adightly trembling right hand and gently touched the cover of the tank with her fingertips. Only
then did she draw a shaken breath and spesk in avery quiet, steedy voice. "lan, thismorning | gaveled to
order the congtitutional convention of the Rim Federation, Forgive me." She withdrew her hand dowly,
leaving five streaksin therime. Tiny dropstrickled dowly down them, dlittering like tearsin the cold, till
air. After amoment, she took another deep breath, squared her shoulders, turned, and to eft the
chamber.

By the time the door closed, silently condensing moisture had already begun to cover thetiny streaks.

TheEnd
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