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  The Starwolves: The universe of the Starwolves begins fifty thousand years into a hopelessly stalemated conflict. The hero is a "Starwolf", a member of the nearly-human "Kelevessan" race, agenetically engineered warrior. TheKelevessanare fighters were designed millennia ago to defend Earth and nearby worlds from the oppressive Union, a corrupt collection of trade monopolies. Armed with their wits and a terribly outnumbered fleet of intelligent warships, the Starwolves must keep the outer worlds of human civilization free from the Union's grip. They are so bound by this cause that they cannot create their own culture, art, and civilization. The hero wants to change that, and give his people a future worth all the bloodshed. Remarkably, his counterparts in the Union are not your classic 'pure evil' cliched space opera villains. They are trying to save the beleaguered human race by giving it a common enemy, uniting to destroy the Starwolves.


  Battle of the Ring:The Starwolves are back in another action-packed adventure. The Kelevessan confront a Union death machine of vast lethal scale, designed solely to destroy them. Now they must fight a living engine of hate.


  Tactical Error:**summary needed**


  Dreadnought:The fourth installment in the action-packed space adventure series. Genetically and biologically advanced, the Starwolves seek revenge on the tyrannical Union that rules most of known-space, by plundering its vessels. But now a dreaded intergalactic killer threatens to kill the Starwolves and their only hope is to form an uneasy alliance with the detested Union.
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  Chapter1


  Valthyrra Methryn slipped smoothly out of starflight to cruise at a speed that was just sublight, paralleling the freighter lane, just far enough out to avoid being seen. She was as vast and black as space itself, three kilometers long and more than one across the short wings of her arrowhead shape. Flaring main drives were tucked protectively be­neath her wings; her upper hull was a smooth, armored shell that she could turn toward enemy fire. She moved like a warship, with the smooth, graceftil control of a big ship with more than enough power for its size. She was beautiful and frightening to behold.


  By design, the Methryn was a destroyer of immense size, all engines and weapons and very little crew. She could turn and accelerate like a ship a fraction her size, while the cannons in her shock bumper were more than a match for a fleet of heavy cruisers. On the underside of her tapered nose was a cannon that could turn an entire planet into dust.


  By definition the Methryn was a carrier, existing to provide for her handful of fighters. Tucked up against her belly, insignificant against her total bulk, were a pair of bays which housed ninety fighters, a fifth of what she could allow. In truth, for all her speed and power, the Methryn had not seen actual battle in more than half a century. Her fighters ran down and captured her prey, and defended her against the occasional warship daring and foolish enough to take her to task for her discreet piracies. She carried a crew of barely two thousand, existing only to tend her fighters and their own needs. Valthyrra Methryn took care of herself, and she was more than capable of that. There were only twenty-two like her in known space.


  For now, Valthyrra Methryn settled in to wait. Com­pany freighters, still running in starflight toward the system only two light-days ahead, would never see her cruising barely five thousand kilometers to one side of their lane. In starflight, their scanners were confined to a narrow cone immediately ahead, and were effective only in avoiding collisions. The first indication that they had wandered into a trap came when nine swift fighters descended upon their tail. Valthyrra had learned patience during her long career and this laying in wait did not bother her. That was not the case with her young pilots.


  For Velmeran, this was a time he dreaded as much as the run itself. He was the youngest pack leader on the ship; at twenty-five, a leader when most were still just students. Seven of the eight pilots in his pack were indeed the youngest on the ship, most having never flown with a pack when he had received them four months earlier. His last pilot was too old to fly a transport, let alone a fighter. His was a pack that should not have been, all students thrown together and expected to fight. It badly needed strong lead­ership, but that was something Velmeran not only lacked but feared.


  At times like this, Velmeran was led to wonder if the Commander hated him. Of course, he had always been on the best of terms with the Commander, and he knew that she thought well of him. He had the ability, he had to admit, but neither the experience nor the inclination to make the most of those abilities. He also knew that the Commander would have never done this to him. This was all Valthyrra's idea, because she believed in him too much.


  The lift lurched to an uncertain stop, and Velmeran smiled to himself in anticipation of revenge. Valthyrra would soon be in need of a complete overhaul, an involved process that took half a year in airdock and resulted in partial dismemberment of the unfortunate ship. Valthyrra disliked being dismantled almost as much as she disliked being confined in dock.


  Velmeran entered the wide bridge from the left wing. Bridge crewmembers in white armored suits sat at their stations or hurried about their duties. Consherra glanced up at him from the helm console on that side of the raised middle bridge, and an instant later Valthyrra quickly ro­tated her camera pod around and focused both lenses on him before turning her attention back to the Commander's console on the upper bridge. Velmeran frowned. The three of them together, Commander, helm and ship herself, was entirely too much motherly attention, and it only seemed to him like an accusation of his inability to make a pack of students fly like veterans.


  He hurried – as well as his armor would allow – up the steps to the upper bridge. Consherra was scrupulously bent to her screen, and his disposition was soured all the more to find the Commander in exactly the same position. Valthyrra was all but peering over her shoulder, her boom extended well back into the recess of the upper bridge. Velmeran wondered whose idea this was. Valthyrra and Mayelna were a pair; they were schemers, and seemed to take turns dreaming up ideas. The ship was audacious enough to be pleased with herself. The Commander simply had no conscience.


  "This one is yours, Meran," the Commander re­marked without looking up.


  "So I had heard," Velmeran replied evenly.


  "I am sorry to have to send you out again so soon," Mayelna continued absently. "Opportunities come rarely, and it is rarer still when we can afford to make our own opportunities."


  Velmeran shrugged both sets of arms, an exaggerated gesture. "Did I complain?"


  "We can catch a bulk freighter in this lane," Valthyrra explained with bad timing. "A big, slow ship, all holds heavy with cargo. Something your students should be able to take without trouble."


  Mayelna glanced up in annoyance. "They are not stu­dents."


  "I cannot imagine what else they may be!" Velmeran exclaimed in disgust. "In our last two runs, we wrecked one cargo and allowed the other to escape. Escape! A Star­wolf pack never misses its prey, never!"


  "You put your least experienced pilots on a ship that was too fast for them," Mayelna pointed out. "Let your pilots make a run or two, for the practice. Then you get on that ship's tail and bring her out of starflight for them to work over in their own good time. They only get frustrated if they run too long without success... you lost your last two ships to that."


  Valthyrra glanced from the Commander to Velmeran and back again so quickly that her lenses hardly had time to focus.


  "Try to be patient," Mayelna continued when he did not answer. "That is a large part of your problem. You are – you always have been – too good of a pilot to under­stand the limitations of those who lack your talent, and too young to understand that. Be patient and work with them. If they think that you believe in them, then they will learn to trust in their own abilities."


  Velmeran began to say something, then paused and turned away. Valthyrra lifted her pod in alarm, and even Mayelna sat up straight.


  "Velmeran, what about Keth?" the Commander asked quickly.


  He stopped and turned slowly. "I have no one to re­place him. Not this late."


  "You will have to tell him," Mayelna insisted. "Be­fore your pack goes out again. Or I will."


  "But Keth is the only experienced pilot I have," Vel­meran protested weakly. "He is still better than most of the others."


  "But that is the point," the Commander insisted. "The others will continue to improve. Keth will only get worse."


  "Do you suppose that I do not know what happens out there?" Valthyrra asked. "Keth hesitates in his runs, and he cuts his turns wide. He tries to show off, but he only gets in the way. Pilots who refuse to retire usually end up run­ning into something, like their target, or one of their own. Or me."


  Velmeran did not reply at once, but stood looking down. At last he nodded reluctantly. "Very well. But we cannot fly short. Let him fly this last time, and I will tell him when we come back. Just give me an experienced replacement."


  Mayelna looked up at him skeptically.


  Velmeran shrugged and turned to walk away. "Do what you want, then. You will anyway."


  She nodded. "Granted. By the way, Baressa's pack will fly watch for you."


  Velmeran stopped short and stared in utter astonish­ment. This was the insult added to injury. "Baressa?"


  "She is under strict orders not to offer so much as a word of advice."


  Velmeran, with a final gesture of hopelessness, turned away a last time.


  Mayelna turned back to her monitors, but Valthyrra made no secret of watching him go. Several of the others, Consherra in particular, watched him just as closely. Valth­yrra swung her boom back around to the Commander's console.


  "Is he still your choice?" Mayelna asked without looking up.


  The pod itself nodded in agreement. "More than ever."


  Mayelna looked up sharply. "He is a good pilot, I will grant you that. But that does not make him a good leader."


  "No, the two are not related," she agreed. "But I still believe that when he learns to lose his fear of being a leader, then he will make a very good one."


  Mayelna leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms defiantly. "How can you know that better than me? I am his mother..."


  "And I have been a carrier for nearly twenty thousand years," Valthyrra replied firmly. "I should know who I want to command on my bridge. He will prove himself soon enough."


  The landing bay was dark and silent, empty except for the nine fighters seated in their racks just inside the for­ward bay door. They were starships in their own right, large for single-seat fighters, with main drives tucked under down-swept wings and a large star drive in their tail. In color they were a dull, nonreflective black – even their cockpit windows deeply tinted – like swift shadows against the darkness of space. They were sleek and power­ful, built for speed and maneuverability, and there was nothing, neither piloted nor computer-driven, that could outfly them.


  For now they sat poised for flight, landing gear re­tracted, ready to leap from their racks into battle. They lacked only their pilots, who were as finely crafted by ge­netic engineering for their specific task as the ships them­selves. The wolf-pack pilots had been made with the accelerated reflexes needed to fly their ships at tremendous speed, the strength and endurance for harsh accelerations and heightened senses to feel the locations of the ships about them. Together, a Starwolf pilot and ship made the most deadly and efficient war machine known.


  Velmeran completed his inspection of his ship and climbed to the rack's boarding platform, using the over­head supports to lift himself into the outthrust cockpit. He often came alone to the bay to be with his ship when his thoughts troubled him. The ship was the other half of his life; being with it reminded him why he flew with the packs, catching company freighters for the carrier he served. Too often he found the same answer. This had been decided for him a very long time ago. He could have no plans of his own because, like this ship, he was too spe­cialized for his task to do anything else.


  He thought then, as he often did, of the first time he had sat in the cockpit of a wolf-pack fighter. It had been his mother's ship, sitting on its stiltlike landing gear center­most of its pack of nine, just in from a hunt. The pilots were always exhausted then, barely able to walk for fatigue and the dreamlike concentration of flight. But she had been alive and alert, eager to say to him the things she had to tell. She had stood for a long time, watching him without expression, and the intensity of that stare had demanded his full attention.


  "Listen well, Meran," she had said suddenly. "The Commander is old and very sick, and I will likely be called to take over his duties at any time. After that I will never fly with the packs again, and so I wanted to say this to you now.


  "Fifty thousand years ago we owned these stars we now haunt. But then the Union came like a sickness from within, a group of fringe worlds who thought that they would be happier and wealthier if they could run every­thing for themselves. And we fought them, back in the days when we were the old Terran fleet. But all of our bases were swallowed up, and our little ships were de­stroyed. We withdrew for a time to the one base that the Union never found, and tried to think of how so very few could fight something so large.


  "Our friends, the Aldessan of Valtrys, did what they could. They gave us these big carriers, self-contained worlds, and these fast little ships that can run down any­thing. And they made us better, so that we can fly these ships. The Union learned very quickly to leave us alone. They always think in terms of cost and profit, and it costs too much to fight us. They prefer to pay us ransom in the company freighters we take.


  "But it was a trap of our own making. They cannot defeat us without destroying themselves, and we cannot defeat them with the few carriers we have. We survive the only way we can, preying upon their freighters and pro­tecting the fringe worlds. Four-fifths of the colonies are fringe worlds, not a part of the Union but dominated by it, and the companies steal away their lives and sell them back with transport charges attached. If we do any real good, it is in the fact that we keep the Union humble and the com­panies from making slaves of the minor worlds."


  She had paused a moment to run a hand lovingly over the sleek hull of the fighter. Watching her, he had realized that these little ships were more than just toys or machines to the pilots, but a part of themselves. And Mayelna had been there to say farewell to her own, knowing that she would be going up to the bridge to stay in a matter of hours.


  "Someday you will most likely fly one of these ships," she had continued. "I almost wish that you will not. It is a terrible life, and often a short one. But you are a Starwolf and made to fly, and you will have only half a life if you do not. You will know what it is like to become one with this machine. To outthink and outreact your on-board computer and never need to look at scan because you can feel in the back of your mind the singing of the crystal engines of all the ships about you. The fear for your own life, the remorse and guilt for what you must do as a war­rior, the sorrow for those you will lose along the way. All the heavy prices you must pay, and still it is worth it all. Because this is what you exist for. One day you will un­derstand."


  He had listened, and he remembered every word. But he had not understood. He had known only a growing, impatient desire to have one of those sleek little ships for his own.


  * * * *


  Now Velmeran understood only too well. He had been content as a mere pilot. Now he was pack leader. With that came the responsibility for eight lives beyond his own, the greater responsibility to defend his ship, and the fear of failure in those duties. He dared not fail. With that also came the relentless need to know that he was doing the right thing whenever he led his pack into battle, that there really was some justification for the death and destruction, the lives that were risked and sometimes lost; and above all else he needed to know, for his own satisfaction, that he was not just a machine made for war, with no life or will of his own.


  He had no answers to any of those questions, but still he took his pack out and fought. Perhaps that in itself was answer enough, but he did not yet have the experience to understand what it meant.


  Velmeran paused when he saw his reflection in the black monitor screen that dominated the upper part of the fighter's console. The Starwolves, the Kelvessan, were a race apart, vaguely human in appearance but not derived from human stock. They were small in size, disproportion­ately long of limb with powerful arms and legs that looked to have been matched to a body several sizes too small. Far more than just an extra set of arms and unnatural strength separated Kelvessan from men.


  Indeed, as he peered at his reflection, he thought that he could never pass as human. His eyes, outsized for good light sensitivity, were more than twice as large as they should have been. His ears, equally outsized and set farther back on his head, had been tapered to a delicate point for purely aesthetic reasons. He also thought that his nose was about half the size it should have been, and his mouth was too wide. And he had always been told that a Starwolf's shaggy mop of brown hair, remarkably thick and soft, was natural padding against helmet and collar.


  Other, more extensive refinements were not visible. His bones were not calcium but precipitates of iron, and quite as hard as iron bars of equal thickness. His cartilage and tendons could withstand tons of stress and his nervous­system was electrical rather than electrochemical, allowing reflexes that were thousands of times faster than those of humans. His strength was tremendous, to allow him to not just withstand but function under forces that would kill an ordinary man. He was a machine, the living control center for an equally remarkable starship.


  But was there also a person within that carefully engi­neered machine? He certainly was not human. He accepted that. But if not human, then what was he? He was a Kelvessa, a Starwolf. His only hope was that those simple words described something more than just a fighting machine.


  The Vinthra military complex was by far the largest free-orbiting station in the Rane Sector, an immense, impos­ing structure that sprawled across several kilometers of space. Over a thousand ships, from tiny couriers to the vast, threaten­ing hulks of battleships and heavy carriers, could be docked and serviced there, while another fifty could slip into its airdocks for extensive repairs. Between the firepower of the ships stationed there and the shields and cannons of the planetary defense system, not even a Starwolf carrier could approach this world in open hostility. For this was Vinthra, and Vannkarn, its port, housed the government and military command for this entire sector.


  A single ship moved swiftly toward the station, brak­ing gently with its forward engines. Its lines were those of a Union destroyer, sleek and powerful, with a slender hex­agonal hull and armor plates concealing its drives. Now it was the private yacht of the High Councilor of the Rane Sector, a fact that was proven as other, sometimes larger ships moved quietly out of its way. Its path was centered upon a single portion of that vast station, a set of moorings near the shuttle bays set aside for diplomatic vessels.


  A single figure stood at the window of the carpeted and paneled corridor that adjoined those mooring berths.


  He was a tall man, at two meters a giant by modern stan­dards, lean and well-muscled. Although no longer young, he was far from being old. Indeed he was well thought of as handsome in a rugged way that was now rare in his diminished race. And yet there was a sense of darkness about him, a ruthless, mercenary quality reflected in the hard, measuring glare of his black eyes. His physical pres­ence was far more threatening than his rank, so that those who crossed that section of corridor passed through quietly.


  A muted vibration ran through that portion of the sta­tion as the incoming ship nudged cautiously into its moor­ings. Attendants assembled quickly but quietly to service that ship as soon as its one, infinitely important passenger was discharged. A last metallic clang announced the open­ing of the ship, and a moment later the inner doors of the airlock rolled back. A pair of guards with rifles stepped out to take positions to either side, followed a moment later by an older man pursued by the automated carrier that bore his luggage. He was a tall man as well, not as tall as the Sector Commander – even allowing for his slightly bent back – but still far taller than anyone else within sight. And like the Sector Commander, he was clearly of older, purer Ter­ran stock, his features rougher and more clearly defined than the norm. But there the resemblance ended. He wore no uniform but rich if subtle civilian dress, with an unruly mane of long white hair and deep blue eyes that were alert and held a glint of skeptical humor, as if he was amused with his own pretensions.


  "Hello, Don!" he exclaimed when he saw the one who awaited him. "How nice of you to come all this way up here to meet me."


  "Richart couldn't make it," Commander Trace said tightly, but with no regret. "But how did it go?"


  "Well enough. But not here," the Councilor said, with a subtle gesture for him to remain silent.


  Donalt Trace nodded in agreement. "I understand. I have a shuttle waiting."


  "Your ship?" Councilor Lake asked. He knew that Trace would have flown himself in a launch borrowed from the pool. If so, there was little chance that anyone would overhear, accidentally or otherwise, what they had to dis­cuss.


  "I had one called up for servicing this morning – and then I chose another at random," he explained as they started toward the shuttle bay.


  The Councilor laughed. "Don, you are the suspicious type!"


  "I learned from you, Uncle Jon," Commander Trace replied.


  The shuttle was indeed a small one, hardly large enough to seat six. An in-system fighter would not have been much smaller. Donalt Trace slipped the tiny shuttle out of the bay and shifted easily into their designated path of descent. Since the military station was on the opposite side of Vinthra from the port, they had to make a fairly quick descent in only half an orbit. That added somewhat to the roughness of the ride, since they would be braking most of the way down. But Councilor Lake had anticipated this, and two glasses of his favorite wine beforehand helped smooth the bumps somewhat.


  "Well, they bought it," Lake said, leaning back in a seat that was too small.


  Commander Trace made a derisive sound. "They bought it, after the problem became so bad that it could no longer be ignored. Then they accept your theories and plans? All of it?"


  "Nearly all of it," Lake replied, grinning. "They cer­tainly bought more of it than I thought they would. You will get your weapons, Don. Even the big, expensive one. And I get my plan of genetic population control. The only thing we don't get is a Union Fleet Commander. A High Council of Sector Commanders, yes. But the sectors are by no means ready to give up their old political and military autonomy. We will cooperate for the good of all, but we live or die by our own efforts."


  "But that was the most important part!" Trace pro­tested. "We cannot fight the Starwolves separately. They have a unified command..."


  "We assume."


  "Jon, you know they do. They will fight together, when there is need. They just seldom have to, since a sin­gle carrier can take on anything an entire sector can throw at it."


  "And there are more carriers in the Wolf Fleet than we have sectors," the Councilor added. "Obviously we cannot fight them, one on one or all together, not the way we have been going about it. We have to find new ways to fight them. That's why I consider that a small loss. You have only one carrier to worry about, and her name is Methryn. You find a way to destroy her, and then we can go after the rest."


  Which was much easier said than done, Councilor Lake reflected. And just the beginning of his own prob­lems. The human race was dying, or at least degenerating to the point that it could no longer care for itself. The genetic message that made a human was deteriorating; ran­dom, detrimental mutations were not only occurring at an alarming rate but were being passed into the common ge­netic pool. There was no determining the exact cause, al­though the Councilor preferred to believe that mankind had been too long removed from the laws of natural selection that had guided its evolution.


  People were smaller than they had been in the first days of space flight, slighter of build and gentler of mood and feature. Unfortunately, people were also less intelligent than they had been, less able to reason and remember. Mental deficiency and imbalance claimed a fourth of the population, and another fourth was genetically sterile. It was a problem that had been a very long time coming, but it had finally become so bad that the High Council could no longer ignore it. For in another thousand years the ma­chinery of the Union, of huthan civilization itself, would grind to a halt for want of maintenance. That might seem like a very long time, but for a problem fifty thousand years in the making, it was already too late.


  Still, Councilor Lake wanted to save what he could. And if stern measures were taken now, a large part of the Union could be saved. The only solution was to enforce the sterilization of large segments of the population, interven­ing where nature had failed. The general population would not take such controls lightly. The military would be needed to enforce order, especially on those worlds that bore little love or loyalty for the Union from the start. And for that, the problem that the Starwolves represented would have to be eliminated. Or at least reduced to a thanageable level.


  That was Donalt Trace's responsibility as Comthander of the Sector Fleet. Never before had the Union been able to fight the Starwolves effectively. They had technology that the Union did not and now would never have, ships that were faster and pilots that were better. The Union's only advantage lay in its seemingly inexhaustible re­sources, its ability to replace ships, supplies and personnel as fast as they were lost. But the old resources were disap­pearing, and new ways had to be found to fight and win.


  It was up to Donalt Trace to find those answers. He had been selected for that task at an early age. Every aspect of his training, all of his education in strategy and military concepts, had been selected and guided by the elder Lake, just as the Councilor had selected and trained his grandson Richart to be his replacement. But there was that element in Trace that was unpredictable, a blind, self-righteous confidence in his own abilities and his hatred for his enemy. Councilor Lake was aware that his weapon was flawed, but he had no choice. The fact remained that if Don could not do this, no one could.


  "Then everything is ready here?" Lake asked, roused from his reflections when the shuttle began to buck as it slipped into the upper air.


  "The trap is laid," Trace assured him. "I don't give this old ploy a chance of working, but it will put the Star­wolves off their guard."


  Chapter2


  Valthyrra Methryn found her prey after five hours of waiting. It was, as she had anticipated, a medium bulk freighter. Bulk freighters were about as big as they came and generally ships of the inner lanes, while smaller ships of three hundred meters or less ran the fringe. The packs caught one of the largest bulk freighters, wallowing mon­sters of nearly six hundred meters, perhaps once a year.


  This was a bulk freighter of just over five hundred meters, and just the right size for a pack of students. De­signed to move heavy cargoes inexpensively, she was too underpowered to ship a full load, and too slow and barely thaneuverable under ordinary speeds. The difficult part of this task was that the pack was not trying to destroy the ship but disable it with a minimum of damage, and without touching the holds at all, so that her cargo and most of her parts could be salvaged. Bringing down a freighter intact required some very delicate shooting.


  Velmeran was in a more hopeful mood once he knew what they would be hunting. But as always, it seemed, his timing was bad to the end; the call had caught him when he had just removed his armor. He was still securing the suit as the lift carried him down to the bay while a fright deck crewmember, already in her white armor trimmed in black, assisted him. He was still setting the controls when the lift door snapped open.


  The others were already at their ships, either in their cockpits or waiting nearby as crewmembers made final ad­justments. Vayelryn was already in her ship, strapped in and helmeted; he hoped that her eagerness would be re­flected in her flying. She was the slowest, shakiest pilot of the lot; he had moved her to the far right of the pack for­mation in the hope that she would not run into anyone if she rode on the outside.


  The twins Ferryn and Tregloran comprised the middle part of the pack's right wing; Velmeran kept them together, since they seemed to work best that way. They were his best pilots, perhaps because they had more ambition than the rest. But Tregloran was also his greatest embarrass­ment; in the last month he had once landed gear-up, al­though with no damage to his tough little ship, and he had been the one who had ripped open the hold of that first freighter. His problem was that he was entirely too eager. Ferryn's problem was that she spent too much time watch­ing out for her brother, and not enough watching her own business.


  Of the rest Velmeran had few worries. Merkollyn and the other two girls, tall Gyllan and tiny Steena, would make good, reliable pilots. Delvon would also be a good pilot once he lost his fear that he would lose control in a tight turn.


  Velmeran found Tregloran and Ferryn between their ships, either conspiring or consoling each other. They looked up guiltily when they saw him watching them, and all but shook inside their shells when he started in their direction. Velmeran put on his charm, hoping that he ra­diated mature affection and concern as befitted their teacher and pack leader. It was a difficult task, considering that he was only five years older than they.


  "Treg, you run in first and go after her star drive," he said. "Ferryn, I want you be ready to go in second. You can have four turns each."


  "Us, Captain?" Tregloran asked. "Is this punishment for last time?"


  "This is what you are here to learn," Velmeran in­sisted. "Take your time and set up your shots carefully – I am sure you can do it. Consider it practice, for you are under no stress to bring this ship down. Although the one who does take her gets first choice of anything on board... within reason."


  "Fair enough!" Tregloran exclaimed, as if that was all the encouragement he needed to fly like a hundred-year veteran. Velmeran sent the younger pilots to their ships and then hurried to his own. But at the last moment he discov­ered the seeds of another plan, a way to solve his remain­ing problem, and paused at Keth's fighter.


  The older pilot was already in his cockpit, arguing With his attending crewmember about the condition of some system on board his ship. He saw Velmeran and waved the frustrated crewmember away.


  "I was just thinking that you and I should hold back," Velmeran called up to him. "I am giving this one to the twins for practice. Valthyrra says that this is a big, slow ship, so they should have no problem. They need the con­fidence as much as the practice."


  "Oh, right!" Keth agreed enthusiastically; the bait had been taken. He was pleased and flattered to be in on this little conspiracy, never realizing that Velmeran only looked upon it as a chance to keep him out of the way.


  Velmeran hurried on to his own ship, aware that he was taking too long, and feeling guilty for his deception when he realized that this would be Keth's last time out. Most pilots were wise enough to retire in grace and honor before they were asked. Keth was too proud, even if it was a false pride. He climbed the boarding platform of his fighter, lifting himself with all four arms by the overhead supports and lowering himself into the cockpit. He imme­diately powered up the on-board systems and got a clear check. The conversion generator purred gently, cycling its tremendous power back into itself.


  "Do you know what Keth was complaining about?" he asked Benthoran as the bay crew arrived to secure his straps.


  "No, but I can imagine," the older crewmember said, frowning. "His fighter is as worn out as he is. Maintenance said that only a new ship would cure that, but Valthyrra put his request on hold."


  "Of course," Velmeran agreed. "Save a new ship for someone who can use it."


  "Are you going?" Valthyrra dethanded suddenly over ship's com.


  "Yes, M'Lady!" he replied, and held still as Benth­oran slipped the helmet over his head and closed the clips. He sealed the canopy and powered up the main drives as the crew chief quickly withdrew the overhead supports and the boarding platform. All of his fighters indicated ready, and Velmeran relayed pack ready to flight control. The for­ward doors were already going up, and Valthyrra gave them the count while it was still rising. A row of red lights above the wide door began to flash, beginning at either end and moving quickly to the large green light in the center.


  Engines flaring, the nine little ships leaped out of their racks and thundered out of the bay. They slipped casually into V formation and they hurtled down the length of the Methryn's hull and shot out beneath her tapered nose. Once clear, the ship at the tip of each wing moved to the center of the pack, one above and one below. A moment later a second pack emerged from beneath the carrier, moving into formation as it closed rapidly to a position just behind the first.


  Velmeran shifted power from the main drives to the star drive, and the two packs moved unhesitantly with him into starflight. They accelerated rapidly to overtake the freighter, setting a course to intercept the big ship. Vel­meran could feel the slow, heavy drone of her star drive distinctly. Pilots depended more upon their inner senses than on scan, and visual was of no use at the speeds they flew. The packs flew wing to wing even in starflight, at speeds when Union pilots liked to put kilometers between each other, and yet with an accuracy that no automatic system could match.


  They overtook the freighter in seconds, still unaware of her pursuers. Velmeran oriented by feel on the steady, rapid pulsing of the giant star drive. He could also sense the fighters about him, like nine high voices holding a sin­gle sustained note, and a second set of nine close behind. Far behind he could still hear the gentle hum of the Methryn's main drives. Starwolves could identify the size and type of ships by the frequency of their drives. Union ships pulsed low and heavy, phasing lower as the size of the drive increased; their warships phased more rapidly, forcing more power out of a crystal engine at the expense of slowly burning it out. Starwolf ships sang in clear, sus­tained tones; they knew how to get a great deal more power out of an engine without tearing it up.


  The pack moved in close behind the freighter and matched her speed, breaking formation. Tregloran had first chance; he dove in with frightening speed and locked on the freighter's tail with surprising ease. But his prey was aware of him now; she executed a series of slow but elabo­rate turns and dodges, but he was still waiting when she righted herself and fired everything he had. That unfortu­nately included his tail cannon, and Velmeran had to jump to save his left wing. Several of his bolts caught the star drive too far near its outer edge and discharged into the flare.


  Ferryn dropped into place immediately and tried to follow up on her brother's attack, but the freighter resumed her evasions. Ferryn held back until her chance came, then rushed forward. She fired too soon; her first bolts were deflected by the freighter's shields while her later shots were too near the center of the star drive and dissipated in the backwash of far greater energy.


  Tregloran, greatly daring, began his run almost on his sister's tail, this time catching the freighter before she had time to evade. Velmeran doubted that he could make that work, for such tactics, while he might have observed their like from experienced pilots, were beyond his limited skill. But luck was with him that run, or else the promised re­ward inspired him to perforthance beyond what he would give for duty, ship or pack leader. A bolt slipped past on just the fringe of the star drive's flare, striking the immense crystal within centimeters of its outer edge. The drive flare intensified and exploded in a sudden, sustained flash as the damaged crystal melted from the core.


  The freighter dropped out of starflight with an abrupt­ness that almost twisted her apart, and the pack was upon her instantly. They saw her now for the first time; she was long and fat, her forward cabin extended forward of the holds, with generator and drives in a blocklike module be­hind. Now the fighters began their strafing runs at her bridge, as the freighter did her best to run sublight under her main drives.


  It did not take long. A final shot found her bridge and discharged. With the main computer gone, the freighter quietly shut down her drives and major systems, leaving only lighting and atmosphere as she drifted in silence. Vel­meran came in alone and sat just twenty meters off the ruined bridge while the short-range scanners of his ship probed for any sign of life. There was none, nor were any major systems in operation.


  Now the capture ships moved in. Long and slender of body, almost all generator and drive systems, they ap­proached the lifeless bulk of the freighter cautiously from behind. The pair moved in slowly, one to either side of the ship's ruined drive section. Three pairs of long, sturdy me­chanical arms unfolded from their slender bellies to press their flat locking plates against the freighter's hull. Those locked down magnetically, and the capture ships pulled themselves close against the larger vessel's hull. Firing their main drives simultaneously, they slowly brought the drifting hulk around on a new course, back to where the Methryn waited patiently.


  Velmeran thought that he had reason to be pleased, for his pack had flown well. They had run down and captured a fairly large freighter, nearly as big as they came, her damage limited to her star drive and bridge. He knew that her holds were full by the way she had slid through her turns; freighters were generally built to the specifications of an empty ship and running with cargo, as they were meant, actually strained their capacities. This run had been a victory for him as much as it had for his students. He was beginning to overcome self-doubt and indecision, and to look forward with hope to greater successes. Victory had a very sweet taste, and it was very addictive.


  At that moment disaster was snatched from the jaws of victory.


  Velmeran was instantly aware of a vague presence far behind him, at the very limit of his senses. It was remote and indistinct, like a very low, distant throbbing beneath the high voices of the ships about him. But, as each second passed, it grew louder and more certain. All too soon he had absolutely no doubt.


  "I feel ships behind us!" he announced over com. "Cut loose that freighter and get out fast. This may be a trap."


  The two capture ships cut acceleration and released their hold, leaving the freighter to drift as they shot away. The packs did not wait; Velmeran brought his around in a tight circle, turning back to meet this new threat, and Bar­essa's pack followed closely. The Starwolves were fearful of traps, for too often freighters exploded under attack or soon after capture. Sometimes their cargoes were volatile, but more often the freighters themselves were decoys and loaded with explosives. Such a trap had destroyed most of Velmeran's first pack, leaving only himself, Keth and Strata.


  Valthyrra Methryn and her crew were just as quick to react. The Methryn, waiting just outside the system, fired her main drives and began to move in at her best sublight speed. Every fighter, transport and capture ship was made ready. Damage-control crews stood by while the bridge crew waited at their stations, ready to take control of their parts of the giant ship should Valthyrra have to shift her attention elsewhere.


  "Velmeran, What is it?" Mayelna dethanded over com. She had to take over the supervision of the packs, since Valthyrra was preoccupied with preparing herself for bat­tle.


  "Ships," he answered simply.


  She looked up as Valthyrra's camera pod moved to­ward her. "I can just make them out, sixty-five units from our present location and approaching rapidly. I count two carriers and three battleships, with about twenty escorts ranging from stingships to destroyers."


  "And that freighter?" Mayelna asked.


  "It never exploded," the ship explained. "No trap. My guess is that the attack run proceeded too far into system and was observed. The local comthander is either trying to scare us away, or else he believes in his good luck."


  "We do not scare," Mayelna said coldly.


  "No, not from this," the ship agreed. "I already have a pack in each bay. They will go as soon as they have pilots."


  Mayelna bent over the com controls in the arm of her chair. "Help is coming. Can you and Baressa distract them for about five minutes?"


  "They are already on their way," Valthyrra reported, amused.


  "We are closing to attack," Velmeran answered. "Tell Valthyrra to keep herself clear."


  Indeed he had long since led both packs into low star­flight speeds, rushing into the depths of the system ahead to intercept the approaching ships as far from the Methryn as they could. The small fleet was coming toward them at about the same speed; for Union pilots, taking a ship into starflight within the confines of a planetary system was an act of either desperation or daring. Baressa had never said a word, so Velmeran assumed that she was following his lead. He was surprised by that; Baressa was not easily impressed.


  Velmeran had somewhat impressed himself with his decisiveness, daring to lead a pack of students against a fleet. But there was really no choice as he saw it. He had two clear duties when the Methryn came under attack: to protect his carrier against her enemies, in spite of the fact that Valthyrra could take care of herself, and to protect the reputation of the Starwolves. Fear was the most effective weapon his kind possessed; the Union lived in fear of the black carriers and would more often run than fight. But that reputation had to be carefully maintained. The Star-wolves had to answer every challenge and win every battle, pay back every hurt twice over, and they could never afford the luxury of a judicious retreat.


  The two groups closed quickly, for starflight reduced planetary distances to small jumps. The packs split to circle around to either side and strike from opposite directions. The Unioners had to drop sublight to fight. They could not defend themselves effectively in starflight, and they certainly could not attack. They would drop to low sublight speeds, increasing their enemy's advantage but at least allowing their own fighters to attack and give their cannons a chance to track the quick wolf ships.


  Without warning the fleet went sublight, braking hard, and the packs cut in sharply to strike from either side. The two carriers had already opened their immense bays and were expelling fighters at a furious pace. The three battleships and eight destroyers moved to the outside, prepared to distract their attackers with their own cannons. Stingships made ready their own attacks, while tenders and escorts could do little else but try to look small.


  Their skill and innate sense of timing was such that the two packs struck the fleet from opposite sides at exactly the same moment. Now their advantage became most apparent. They could easily withstand the stresses of quick turns and accelerations hundreds of times as great as ordinary humans could endure, so that they could dodge in and out among the larger ships faster than the defenders, or even their automatic systems, could track.


  Velmeran went first for the stingships, the greatest threat, in his opinion, to his students. These powerful little ships were all engine, faster even than fighters and possessing a pair of cannons with the range and power of the main battery of a destroyer. Most of his pilots were impressed with the larger targets, and were busy ripping up the big cannons on the battleships and destroyers. Baressa had sent her more experienced pilots after the fighters, even shooting into the bays to prevent the rest from launching. Keth and Treg had gone after the smaller gunships.


  Velmeran had cut in at the rear of the fleet and was making his way up its scattered length, seeking out and removing the more subtle threats. Wolf ships were moving in and out too fast for him to identify most by the pitch of their engines, although he did see that Tregloran had disabled a destroyer and was following it to its end. Velmeran would have liked to have seen what the younger pilot did with his target, but in the next instant he had to jump to avoid flying headlong into the forward battery of a battleship. He barely had time to fire twice into her bridge before he shot past, well aware that bolts from her cannons were passing him within meters. That served as a quick lesson in failing to pay attention; he could end up the first casualty for worrying about his students.


  By the time that he had turned back, he saw that he had done better with the battleship than he anticipated. While his bolts had missed her main computers, they had still destroyed the bridge. The immense ship was flying blind, her engines flaring and completely out of control. Her automatic systems continued to fight, but slower than normal, and she was firing at anything that moved. Tenders that had been moving to assist her were forced to retreat quickly when her cannons destroyed two of them.


  Velmeran fell in with two others who were going after her drives. They took out four of her six main drives and were setting up for another run only to shear away sud­denly. The ship's damaged computers had kept her genera­tors running at full, still trying to feed engines that were no longer in operation. Major circuits overloaded and burned out and a series of explosions began to rip apart the aft of the giant warship. A moment later her generators exploded with force enough to vaporize the entire ship, as well as the tenders and escorts still trying to get clear. Only the wolf ships had been quick enough to escape.


  The remainder of the fleet was quick to react. All of the larger ships suddenly paused, their engines stilled, as they pivoted thirty-five degrees from their previous course. Then they refired their engines and shot off in this new direction. That move caught more than half of the Star­wolves by surprise and they suddenly found themselves left behind, separated from the fleet but surrounded by Union fighters and stingships.


  But it came too late. Only the stingships had the power and speed to be effective, but just two of those ships remained. The Union fighters were too slow and too lightly shielded, their guns too weak. The Starwolves turned to pursue the fleeing warships, destroying everything in their path. The fighters were left behind instantly but the sting­ships accelerated quickly, hoping to keep the wolf ships in range long enough for a few shots. But two of the black fighters had held back, and now fell in behind the sting­ships. The hunters became the hunted, and the chase did not last long.


  Free of its own fighters, the Union fleet now ran at several times its former speed, its ships spacing out to twist and evade. Time was beginning to work to the Starwolves' advantage. All of the Union ships had suffered some dam­age, their stingships were gone, and their fighters were left behind. But the Starwolves' numbers were still intact, their ships were undamaged, and their pilots were still fairly fresh. Moreover, they were expecting the support of eight more packs at any moment.


  One of the two remaining battleships suddenly fal­tered and began to fall behind, having lost its main com­puter control. Velmeran held back to watch, for the ship was not heavily damaged and could have been restarted. But her crew had had enough. Launches and transports began to leave her after a long moment, and even a few escape modules popped out of their tiny bays. That left a nearly intact battleship to drift, which the Starwolves could recover at their convenience.


  Velmeran accelerated quickly after the remainder of the fleet, with Keth and Steena close behind him. Keth had been hard pressed to keep up this pace. But he had disabled that last battleship, if more by chance than actual skill. Now he felt young and quick again, encouraged by his success. He moved rapidly through the fleet, firing into the tail of a destroyer as he bore down on the remaining battle­ship. He was coming up close behind one of the carriers, but he ignored her as he sighted on his real target. The destroyer he had just strafed exploded and he glanced back, wondering if he had been responsible for that.


  He turned back to his intended prey, only to see that the carrier had turned abruptly across his path. He was streaking down the length of her hull on a course that would cause him to strike her just forward of her bays, in the crew section just behind the bridge. Already it was too late to turn away. Just ahead he saw a large airlock with double doors nearly as wide as his own ship. This was one of the main crew ports; a wide corridor would run right through the width of the ship, emerging on an identical lock on the opposite side. If he kept up his speed, and his shields held, he could poke a hole right through this car­rier.


  Keth threw full power to his engines and dove straight toward those double doors. His fighter struck with a jarring impact, crashing through both outer and inner lock doors. For an instant longer the shields continued to hold, forcing a path for the fighter by crushing back the walls and ceiling of the corridor. But the stress was too great, and the shields suddenly failed explosively. The wings and fins of the fighter were ripped off in that same instant, but its main body was thrown forward to slide down the length of the corridor. The walls continued to press on it, breaking its momentum, grinding slowly to a stop that left it firmly wedged in the passage.


  Keth released his tight grip on the controls and sat back, breathing heavily. He would have made it if his en­gines had not failed, for the doors of the second airlock were only five meters from the nose of his ship. If he could restart his generator, he could shoot out those doors and use his engines to squeeze on through. He removed his helmet and the upper straps of his seat so that he could bend over the screen and small keyboard on his on-board computer, ordering a systems check.


  The screen began with a four-way schematic of the fighter, then began to subtract from those sketches to allow for missing parts. The computer considered the extent of the damage and announced its verdict: failure: all main systems. But he had expected that, and began to work his way past all the safeties and lock-outs and tried to restart the generator. There was no response except that the com­puter investigated the damage again, thinking about it a long time before it reached a conclusion: generator inop­erative: failure all main systems. To prove its point, it quickly sketched out the schematic for the generator and main power channels. Keth knew enough about the me­chanics to see that this ship was better off scrap.


  That left him one last chance. He quickly locked down his helmet and powered up his suit, then released the canopy. He could still abandon his ship, jump overboard out of the lock just ahead, and call for someone to pick him up. But the canopy rose only a short distance before it jammed against the ceiling overhead. Ordinarily he would have been able to rip that canopy from its hinges, but not while he was trapped within the confined cockpit. His ge­netically bred strength was defeated by poor leverage.


  "Meran, can you hear me?" he asked over com, rather apologetically. "I seem to be in considerable trouble."


  Velmeran heard, and instantly knew that something was wrong. He moved free of the battle to pace the fleet a short distance out. "I hear you, Keth. What is it?"


  "I seem to be stuck inside one of the carriers," he explained. "She turned in front of me. I tried to punch a hole through a main corridor. But I did not quite make it, and now my generator is wrecked. I was hoping that you would be able to disable this ship."


  "We will do what we can," Velmeran assured him. "Which ship?"


  "I am in the lead carrier."


  "I hear you. Baressa?"


  "I am on it," Baressa responded immediately.


  "Right. Valthyrra, where are those other packs?"


  "I cannot get enough pilots to their ships to launch a pack from either bay," Valthyrra responded. "The first two should be leaving in the next two minutes. Can you hold out another five or so?"


  "No! You had better bring yourself in, so that you can deliver them to the scene. And charge your cannons."


  "Coming!" Valthyrra replied, and she did not sound at all unhappy.


  By that time Velmeran, Baressa and a third ship were moving up on the lead carrier, intent upon clipping all six of her main drive engines. An instant later it seemed that every Union ship in the fleet was firing at them, so that they were forced to break off their attack and move away. That was when Velmeran realized just how much trouble they were in. The Union fleet had captured a live Starwolf. Whatever else they had come to do was quickly forgotten; their only goal now was to protect that carrier long enough for her to escape.


  And they were quick to seize their chance. The lead carrier suddenly broke free of the fleet, so abruptly that she left her escorts and tenders behind. She reversed course almost a full half-turn and began to accelerate rapidly back into the system, building swiftly to light speed. Three wolf fighters broke from the fleet to chase her, but they were only just beginning to close when she went into starflight.


  "She just jumped!" Velmeran warned. "Valthyrra, put a drone on that ship."


  "On it!" Valthyrra promised. One of her smaller for­ward bays began to open. A small machine shot through the bay doors as soon as they opened enough to allow it to pass. The drone paused a moment as it oriented on its tar­get, then disappeared into starflight with a blinding flash of its tiny engine.


  The drone was a fail-safe, for Velmeran did not intend for that carrier to escape. The giant ship continued to accel­erate into higher starflight speeds, faster than he had thought Union ships could run. But she was mostly bays, and those were empty. Nor was she retreating back to the main base, a move that would not have kept her safe. She was running out of system.


  "Velmeran, she is casting something loose!" Baressa warned.


  She had been in a position to see the small bay door swing out. The three fighters scattered, and a moment later a launch was ejected from its small bay. Without accelera­tion dampers to drain off the energy of its tremendous speed, the little ship was vaporized almost the instant it left the carrier, and it radiated the energy of its acceleration in a tremendous destructive flash. But the trick had failed, for the three fighters were back on the warship's tail immedi­ately.


  Velmeran was moving in for a shot at her star drive when he again sensed the droning of many drives at low starflight speeds. He paused a moment, realizing that the Union base had launched another fleet nearly the size of the first, moving quickly to reenforce the remains of the first. It was a trick to make him let go of that carrier, a trick he could not refuse. He could not leave two packs to fight that without their pack leaders.


  "Valthyrra, are those packs out yet?" he demanded.


  "Just leaving," her reply came.


  "There is another fleet closing in."


  "So I see," Valthyrra agreed. "Three battleships and twelve destroyers. And forty stingships."


  Velmeran cut his com link and swore every oath he had ever heard, including the really good ones he had learned from his mother. But the matter was decided for him; he reversed course, and the two fighters joined him.


  "Keth, there is a drone on your ship," Velmeran called back while he could. "We will come to get you."


  "Do not worry about me," the older pilot replied. "They want me alive, so I am in no danger. You just keep those kids out of trouble. Tell the Commander that I'm sorry."


  Their com link faded as the carrier moved out of range, screaming out of the system at her best speed. The tiny drone followed it at a discreet distance, silent and un­observed.


  Chapter3


  The odds were worse than ever, just three fighters against fifteen warships and two score stingships. Vel­meran had no idea who the third member of his group was; he hoped that it was one of Baressa's pilots and not his own. He had to overtake that second fleet and stop it short; if it caught up with the first group, his students, now tired and quickly reaching the limits of their endurance, would be outnumbered and vulnerable. There were enough sting­ships with this second group to be effective, especially against pilots who might be growing inattentive and care­less.


  "Valthyrra Methryn, do you have packs out yet?" he asked a final time.


  "Two packs just moved into starflight and can reen­force your pilots in perhaps two minutes," Valthyrra re­sponded. "Another two packs can be there within another minute."


  "Listen. I am going to try to get this second group of warships out of starflight before they join the first," Vel­meran explained quickly. "We will have a greater advan­tage if we can keep them apart. Send these two packs to reenforce me. Send the next two to relieve the packs al­ready in battle."


  "Anything you say," she agreed. "Meran, that first group is driving directly at me."


  "Do you prefer to reenforce the pilots there and stop it?"


  "No, I can fend for myself if anything comes through. I need the practice. Barman. Shayrn. Take your packs and reenforce Velmeran's position."


  "We are on it," Barman agreed.


  On board the Methryn, Valthyrra moved the standby alert up to full battle alert. Crewmembers looked up appre­hensively from their stations or paused in her corridors, awaiting orders. The Methryn had not gone into battle in many long years, for most not even in their lifetimes. They had played out this alert in test runs so often that the reality was something of a shock. But the ship was to be protected at any cost and no one dared to cross a Starwolf carrier. And yet for some, those who tended the machines or sorted supplies or taught the young, it was the first time in many years that they had felt like real Starwolves.


  "All crewmembers stand by," Valthyrra announced through her maze of corridors and many decks. "This is a class one battle alert. All on-duty personnel to their posts. All damage control parties stand by. All nonactive person­nel will remove to the inner sections."


  "That second fleet just left starflight to fight," Vel­meran reported. "We need reenforcements. Baressa and I are up to our... necks in stingships."


  "You can have two packs in two minutes," she as­sured him. "Can you hold on?"


  "Do we have any choice?"


  "No," Valthyrra said. "We will have matters well in hand shortly."


  Velmeran paid her excuses little mind. He was getting tired of excuses, and at the moment he was too busy to care. He had not exaggerated; three fighters among all those stingships were simply too few targets for too many guns. Stingship cannons were powerful but slow to fix on target. By keeping close in, they were not allowed the time they needed to get off a good shot. Indeed, the stingships had to be careful to avoid shooting or even ramming each other.


  The two packs had been left to their own designs for several minutes now, and they were finally bringing their own part to an end. Of the original fleet there remained only a battleship and two destroyers as well as several ten­ders and transports, themselves no threat but a considerable nuisance. The Methryn was still closing, now so close that her viewscreens were picking up cannon flashes. The bat­tleship suddenly cut from the main group, driving directly at the Methryn, while the rest continued at a right angle to her approach.


  "Go clear up whatever might be left," Valthyrra told the pilots when she saw them circle back to give chase. "I will take care of this one."


  Mayelna glanced up from her screens. "Do you know what you are doing?"


  "I should certainly hope so!" the ship replied indig­nantly as she swung her boom around to the helm and weapons stations on the middle bridge. "Cargin, I will operate the cannons. Consherra, stand by with your hands on the manual controls in the event something happens." She glanced around. "Do I know what I am doing? Do you think me a tottering wreck?"


  "You are getting a little old," Mayelna commented as she sat back to watch, seemingly disinterested.


  "Old?" Valthyrra asked incredulously. "Now I feel obliged, just to prove that I am still a very alert and capable fighting ship. Indeed!"


  "Then shut up and do it."


  Valthyrra quickly launched the two packs that stood ready in her bays and immediately brought in her carrier arms to remove the empty racks to make way for another pack. At the same time she prepared a single cannon for only one shot.


  "Watch your controls. Consherra, stand ready," she warned, and glanced up at her main screens. "Ramming speed!"


  Mayelna rolled her eyes and sighed heavily.


  The Methryn fired one bolt directly into the nose of the approaching warship. In spite of the distance that re­mained between them, it caught the battleship dead center on her bridge, slightly below where her own viewscreens would have been. Content, Valthyrra cut speed and waited. Nothing seemed to happen at first. But with her main com­puter destroyed, the various systems aboard the smaller ship began to shut down, leaving her to drift helplessly. The crew might have restarted her easily enough, but they had already learned the futility in that. They began to evac­uate her in launches and transports, leaving the ship itself like a token of appeasement to their conquerors.


  "Simple, but effective," Valthyrra remarked smugly as the first launch cleared its bay.


  "Why, you greedy old fool!" Mayelna exclaimed. "You want to capture as many of those ships as you can so that you can sell them back at a profit."


  "Not me!" Valthyrra insisted, rotating her cameras around. "First you question my abilities, and then my mo­tives. Actually, I want those ships so that I can sell them to non-Union colonies."


  "Valthyrra?" Velmeran called in suddenly. "Those two packs have arrived and have matters well in hand. Baressa and I are on our way back to our own packs."


  "Very good," Valthyrra acknowledged. "Two more packs will join you about as soon as you can get there. The rest will close up matters with that second fleet."


  "Fair enough."


  "You close up things out there," Valthyrra added quickly, ignoring Mayehia's look of protest. "But go ahead and get your pack out of the fight as soon as possible. You have done more than you should already."


  "No problem."


  "And why did you do that?" the Commander de­manded as Valthyrra extended her camera well back into the upper bridge for privacy.


  "Velmeran has had things well under control from the first; he should be allowed to finish," she said firmly. "Be­sides, he is going to want answers to a great many ques­tions the moment he comes on board. And the fact is that I do not have all the answers myself. The battle is nearly over, but the trouble has just started."


  Velmeran and Baressa were the first to lead their packs in, even though it was some time after the fighting stopped before they found the opportunity to do so. Chance had cast Velmeran in the role of leader, which everyone but he seemed to recognize and yet no one questioned. Al­though the Commander had remained silent, Valthyrra was deferring to his judgment. No one dared to question the situation. The other pilots had been late when they were needed, and had failed in their duty. They were in no posi­tion to protest.


  The end of the battle saw the beginning of a process that was longer, more complicated and potentially as dan­gerous. Every usable part of the two wrecked fleets had to be collected, secured and brought in. Damaged ships were drifting over an area from the fourth to the seventh planet of the system, and to complicate matters, the survivors of the Union fleets were still in the early stages of what prom­ised to be a very slow retreat. Hundreds of launches, escape modules and a fair number of tenders were heading back to base as best they could. Predictably, nothing moved out of the station to assist them.


  The Starwolves had fared well enough for what had proven to be a major battle. Aside from their one captured fighter and pilot, they had no damage and no injuries – ex­cept for their wounded pride. Having been taught a harsh lesson, they carefully scanned each ship, fragment of ship and piece of machinery before it was brought back to the Methryn. Disabled but intact ships were the largest item, more than the Methryn could possibly carry away. A car­tier, four of the six battleships and nine destroyers – as well as the freighter – were in good enough condition to be saved as they were, refitted with spare drives and other parts from ships that had not survived.


  Even so, the task of salvage would not take long. Us­able ships were identified and carried out of the way. Drives and generators were simply cut free of the wrecks and welded together in stacks for storage in the smaller bays (the ships themselves went last into the Methryn's two main bays). A final concern was the fair number of cap­tives, nearly a thousand in all, who were found trapped or stranded in disabled ships. Every drifting stingship had a crew of five who had no means of escape. The Starwolves ordinarily collected ransom of stray crewmembers, but this was simply too much and the Methryn was in a hurry. The captives were loaded into three stripped destroyers and given a firm push in-system by the capture ships.


  Velmeran could see the captured freighter being edged into the right holding bay as he began his approach. She was even larger than the battleships, and yet she looked insignificant againt the Methryn's vast, sleek shape. Nearly four hours had passed since he had led his pack out of the bay, although most of that time had been spent just drifting through the wreckage, alert for trouble. But that was still too long in the fighters. His pilots needed to go home. But there would be no rest for him, not until he did whatever was needed to free his missing packmember.


  "Welcome back, Pack Leader Velmeran," Valthyrra said with odd formality as he began his final approach. "Please allow me to extend both my appreciation and grati­tude for the skill and efficiency that you and your pilots have demonstrated. I can imagine how tired you must be, but I might suggest that you had better be alert for the difficulties ahead."


  Velmeran did indeed sit up straight. Valthyrra's warn­ings did not come much plainer than that. "Oh? Does one of my difficulties have a name?"


  "Yes, and she would throw my circuit breakers if she were to hear me mention it aloud."


  "My regards to the Commander."


  "You guessed it!"


  Velmeran turned a final time and moved in beneath the Methryn's tail, just beneath her star drives, braking gently with his forward engines to match speed with the larger ship. The packs came in according to how they flew in formation; the leader first, always in the middle, then the others moving alternately outward one step down the wing. He brought his ship through the wide, low slot of the bay door, blinking in the sudden light of the bay, bringing his fighter to the forward portion of the flight deck before gently setting down. Bay personnel rushed forward before he could get the engines and generator completely shut down.


  Fighters were generally put into their racks immedi­ately, for any unsecured fighter could be thrown across the bay like a projectile if the ship made a sudden turn. The rack was dropped down and slid into place behind, and the carrier arms lifted the fighter up and set it into place. Benthoran pushed the boarding ramp into place and climbed up to assist Velmeran, who had managed to do little except open his cockpit and pull off his helmet. The crew chief began unstrapping him, while another crew­member went to work on the other side.


  "Welcome back, Captain," Benthoran said. "All well?"


  "Nearly. We lost Keth," Velmeran said, then noticed the startled looks from both. "We misplaced him. He rammed a carrier and got stuck inside her, and she escaped out of system."


  "Old fool!" Benthoran muttered as he snapped down the overhead supports.


  Velmeran did not answer as he lifted himself out of the cockpit. He stood for a moment holding the frame of the rack for support, wishing that he had as many legs as arms, and paused, noticing for the first time the figure in white armor waiting in front of his fighter. He straightened and descended the steps with all the grace he could muster, hoping he would not fall. He was saved from embarrass­ment by Steena, whose arrival gave him an excuse to stand and watch.


  "Play no games with me, Pack Leader Velmeran," Consherra said as she came to assist him.


  "And what are you doing here?" he asked. "Am I in that much trouble?"


  "You are not in trouble," Consherra said firmly. "In­deed, you are about the only one who is not."


  "I did lose Keth," he pointed out.


  "Keth is a problem of his own making."


  Velmeran did not reply, for he was beginning to grow concerned about the incoming fighter. It was Tregloran's, to judge by its engine pitch, and he seemed destined to repeat a past mistake, for he was coming in quickly with his landing gear up.


  "Treg, remember your landing gear," Velmeran said to himself. But Tregloran continued his approach, heedless of crewmembers waving their arms. He entered the bay and moved unerringly to his place in line. Then he hovered, a long moment suspended out of time, and his landing gear folded down. The little ship settled to the deck with almost contemptuous gentleness, hardly flexing its struts.


  "At least I am spared that disaster," Velmeran re­marked as he continued on toward the lift, leaving Con­sherra to hurry after him. "Now, you tell me what happened to the support we needed. And no excuses."


  "Excuses?" Consherra asked. "Is that why you think I am here?"


  "Why are you here?" he asked in return. "Either Valthyrra or Mayelna sent you."


  "Valthyrra did suggest that I come, although I was happy to do it," she said, somewhat defensively. "I am here to help you, so you listen to me. Mayelna has called an immediate council to decide what we should do about Keth. We have no time to lose and you had better know how matters stand before we get there. No one is going to blame you for losing Keth. Right now, the big question is why eight packs were fifteen minutes getting clear."


  "Fifteen minutes!"


  "Yes, fifteen. I am sure that it seemed like an hour to you, since things were rather busy at your end. But that is still three times longer than it was supposed to take. To put it simply, no one took matters seriously until it was too late. Valthyrra put out an attack alert at your first warning. But most of the pilots took their time getting to the bays and quite a few, including five pack leaders, ignored the alert until it was repeated for the third time."


  "How could they..."


  "As I understand it, too many people got the idea that the freighter you were chasing turned out to be a battleship, and that your students were frightened. They thought that Baressa's pack could handle the matter, and that the alert would pass before they got to the bays. The pack leaders kept calling up to the bridge, asking if they really had to bestir themselves. Valthyrra roasted their ears with a few choice words, put every pilot and crewmember not in armor on probation and threatened suspension for everyone not at their ships or stations in five minutes."


  "Then it was not just the pilots?" Velmeran asked.


  "No, but it was the worst among the pilots," Con­sherra said, pausing a moment to press the call button for the lift. "Valthyrra remarked that she has had trouble get­ting her packs out before, for a variety of reasons, but never laziness. She said that perhaps we do not fight often enough."


  "That sounds like something Valthyrra would say," Velmeran remarked. The lift doors snapped open and they stepped inside. "She may be right."


  "You, at least, have nothing to worry about," Con­sherra repeated as she set the controls for their destination. "You have managed to impress all the powers that be... even the Commander, although she is not likely to admit it."


  "Do not make me out to be the hero of this battle," Velmeran exclaimed. "I did nothing special."


  "You most certainly did."


  "Then I was too busy to notice."


  "That is exactly the point," Consherra insisted. "You led the attack. You made all the important decisions, while we were all too busy trying to figure out what was going on. Baressa was senior pack leader out there, by more than a hundred years, and she deferred to your leadership."


  Velmeran did not know how to answer that, for it sud­denly occurred to him that she was right. Then a very dif­ferent thought came to mind. "This has not been Mayelna's day."


  Consherra frowned. "Your mother is taking this hard. We all knew that Keth was too old to fly. Mayelna is nearly as old herself, and she has been thinking for some time about naming her Commander-designate."


  Velmeran considered that and nodded thoughtfully. "And the Commander-designate has to be named from among the pack leaders. And I doubt that there is anyone she would choose, especially after today."


  "That is the problem," Consherra explained. "That decision belongs to Valthyrra, not her. And Valthyrra has already indicated her choice. But Mayelna has delayed in naming the new Commander-designate."


  "Mayelna disapproves of Valthyrra's choice?" Vel­meran asked, and shrugged. "Who would suit her?"


  The Council Room behind the bridge was nearly empty, since most of the pack leaders and officers were away. Mayelna sat at the head of the oval table at the bot­tom of the audience pit, watching the screen mounted in the table before her. Valthyrra was trying to peer over her shoulder, although her angle of attack made that difficult. She was operating a camera boom mounted overhead, above the very center of the table, but not so long or mo­bile as the main camera boom on the bridge. Of the major officers, only Cargin, the weapons director, Veyndayk of cargo and salvage and the engineering officer Tresha were present. The gallery was empty of onlookers; this was not a safe place to be just now, for those who had any choice.


  Velmeran and Consherra descended the steps to the council floor, moving carefully because of their armor. Valthyrra looked up immediately, and after a moment Mayelna put the monitor on hold and glanced up. Velmeran did not much like the way she looked him up and down as if checking for dents in his armor. Apparently satisfied with her inspection, she sat back.


  "Welcome back, Meran," she said. "I feel obliged to tell you that you did very well, especially under the cir­cumstances."


  "Even if so much trouble came of it?" he asked.


  "Even so. Her Worship is so pleased with herself that she is likely to burst the seams in her hull, and Veyndayk is dreaming of the loot we are going to collect on pillage. And while I am hardly pleased by it, I am glad to know that we have personnel problems..."


  "Laziness!" Valthyrra inserted.


  " ...in time to do something about it." She paused and bent over the com unit mounted into the table. "I want all pack leaders in the Council Room in ten minutes."


  "Ah... Commander, we really do not believe that we should leave our packs just now, under the circumstances." A hesitant reply came after a long moment.


  "I do not doubt that you would want to be anywhere but here just now, under the circumstances," Mayelna re­plied. "But if you do not want to be suspended, then you had better stop questioning orders. I want to see you here in five minutes. Your packs will be just fine without you."


  Velmeran tried not to look startled, but it was the first time that he had heard anyone threatened with suspension. And he could tell that she meant it, if only to prove that she could and would. "Has it really come to that?"


  "We shall see, I suppose," Mayelna replied simply, although she looked troubled. "The crew of this ship is beginning to forget that we are a military force, not a gang of thieves and pirates. And yet this is the type of behavior that I would expect from pirates."


  "Perhaps there have not been enough reminders lately," Valthyrra suggested. "We never attack anything but freighters. Starwolves used to spend more time breaking Union invasions and trade monopolies."


  "That may be changing, if this is any indication," Mayelna said. "Perhaps this was more misunderstanding and circumstance than laziness and insubordination. I hope so, because personnel problems will endanger this ship if the Union is becoming more aggressive. If things do not change quickly, then I am going to inquire about changing out packs with five or six other ships."


  This time Velmeran could not help looking surprised; even Valthyrra's glass eyes seemed to widen. A change-out of five packs meant half the pilots, which meant that she was dissatisfied with nearly the entire group. At least he was safe. No ship would take a pack whose members could put together all their years to make the age of only one experienced pilot.


  "Tresha, is there any reason why we cannot reopen the upper level of each bay?" Mayelna asked.


  "Not that I know of," the engineer answered.


  "Do we have crewmembers for it?"


  "We have an overabundance of crewmembers in too many areas," Valthyrra replied. "By shifting some to new duties, we can easily run the upper decks. When those bays were closed five thousand years ago, I did not have enough crew for it. I kept ten packs in those days simply by using pilots who would be rejected now. Do you know that I once flew with only nine hundred crewmembers?"


  Mayelna glanced up at the camera pod in mild annoy­ance, and continued. "It might seem superfluous, most of the time. But four functional decks would mean that we could ready and launch twice as many packs at a time."


  "Is the Union really getting more aggressive?" Cargin asked.


  "We lost nearly an entire pack two years ago," Valth­yrra replied. "There were three such incidents in the four months prior to that, and eleven since. Twenty-one ships have been lost from our carriers in the last two years. We did not lose that in the quarter century prior to that. This trap was the most that the Union has thrown against a car­rier in fifty years."


  "But was it a trap?" Velmeran asked. When he saw that everyone was looking at him, he continued. "An in­tentional trap, I mean. Their perimeter scanners showed a freighter under attack. The Station Commander sent out half of his fleet, perhaps just in the hope of chasing us off. It might be that they never meant to close for battle, but they underestimated our speed and we were on them before they realized. Then, when he knew that he had a Starwolf stuck inside one of his ships, he sent out the rest to distract us."


  "It has happened before," Valthyrra agreed.


  "That is easier to believe than to think that this was planned," Velmeran insisted. "They could not know that an old fool would try to poke a hole through the hull of a carrier, and this attack makes no sense otherwise."


  "Now that is the other part that I do not understand," Mayelna said as she crossed both sets of arms and leaned back in her chair. "If Keth had time to locate a hatch, then he had time to turn away."


  "On the contrary, I understand it only too well," Valthyrra said. "It was my reason for wanting him retired. Your race, the Kelvessan, was genetically engineered for two main reasons. Hypermetabolism gives you the swift reflexes needed to fly the wolf ships and the strength to withstand accelerations far beyond what your buffer shields can compensate for, far beyond what any true human could endure.


  "Older pilots generally do not fail because they get too slow, but because the elaborate structural supports in their joints and internal organs begin to give out. Keth had been fighting hard for some time, harder than he had fought in years, and I do not doubt that his pain was grow­ing with each turn. Yes, he had time to turn from that carrier. His reflexes were also quick enough to find an al­ternative to the pain such a turn would have caused. Older pilots do have a tendency to run into their targets."


  She rotated her camera pod around so quickly that the others glanced up as well. Pilots were entering, mostly Velmeran's own pack members, moving almost fearfully to seats in the lower portion of the gallery. Baressa had ar­rived sometime before and had quietly taken her seat at the table.


  "The question, of course, is what happens now," May­elna continued. "Keth surely deserves what he might get. But it remains a matter of duty and protection of our repu­tation to get him back."


  "Keth is my responsibility..." Velmeran began to protest.


  "I would permit it if I could," Valthyrra said, ignoring Mayelna's hostile stare. "But your pack does not have the experience for such a task, and you are shorthanded be­sides. I have already taken the liberty of locating and con­tacting a special tactics team."


  Mayelna nodded in silent approval.


  "We will contact Thenderra Delvon in about forty hours for the transfer of the special tactics team," Valthyrra continued. "Another sixty hours will be needed to trace the carrier to its projected destination. We might still be needed for such matters as creating diversions and discouraging pursuit, so I want this ship and all packs battle-ready with time to spare."


  "It is just that simple?" Velmeran asked.


  "Neither the Commander nor myself has any intention of allowing you to go after Keth by yourself," Valthyrra said firmly. "You are perhaps the best pilot we have, but this requires more. You were trained for the packs, and you are very good at what you do. Leave this to those who have been trained for it."


  She paused and looked up. The other eight pack leaders had arrived, waiting fearfully at the outer door.


  They had come as a group, apparently in the mistaken be­lief that there was safety in numbers. Valthyrra glanced back. "If you will excuse us, the Commander and I have some armored butts to chew. Veyndayk, please continue the salvage operations as quickly as possible."


  Everyone at the table or in the gallery rose to leave. Consherra fell in beside Velmeran, even though she was second in command and might have stayed. Tregloran, with the rest of the pack behind him, waited on the steps, refusing to leave without their pack leader. Velmeran could not guess what was foremost in their thoughts – their con­cern for their lost member or their astonishment at what they had done.


  "I am sorry, Captain," Tregloran said. "We would have gotten her, if we had not been forced to turn back."


  Velmeran stared at him in surprise. "Treg, was that you flying with Baressa and me?"


  "Of course," the younger pilot answered. "I saw you go after her, and I thought that small help was better than none."


  "Hardly small help," Velmeran said. "Not when we were flying wing to wing in a herd of stingships. You earned your pay today."


  "And a bonus," Consherra added. "Double bonuses, in fact, for your entire pack and Baressa's, while everyone else will get only a stern lecture on tardiness. As for your­self, you are wanted in the left holding bay immediately."


  "Me? What did I do?" Tregloran asked nervously, looking alarmed and surprisingly guilty.


  "You were the one who plugged that freighter?" she asked, and he nodded. "Well, she is a real freighter and full of cargo. Since you brought her out of starflight, you get first pick of her goods."


  With a cry of delight, Tregloran tried to force his way through his packmates on the steps ahead of him. When that proved impossible, he was reduced to trying to hurry diem on ahead; Fortunately for his patience, the others were nearly as eager as himself to get to that bay. This was the first big ship that they had brought down by them­selves, a minor accomplishment compared to fighting a fleet of Union warships, by themselves and outnumbered. Now they remembered, and wanted to get to the bay to see what they had caught. Velmeran smiled, and decided that he would very much like to go with them.


  "So the students have fought with the big boys now," Consherra remarked as she walked beside him. "Perhaps they are no longer students."


  "They still have much to learn," Velmeran said. "But they are learning."


  "So, I believe, are we all," Consherra added, then looked over at him. "Meran, do not take it so hard. You did what you had to do, and you did it very well. That is real trouble."


  She indicated the council table, where Valthyrra and the Commander were busily bombarding the erring pack leaders with a variety of threats and dire promises. But Velmeran lacked the courage to stay and listen. Despite everyone's assurances, his own conscience was not clear. He had lost a pack member, a life that was his responsibil­ity. Ultimately he had only himself to blame for his failure to solve a problem that he had known existed.


  Chapter4


  Tregloran's recent run of luck nearly failed him, for the big freighter contained mostly clothes, tons upon tons of clothes being shipped to the port ahead for redistribution to the colonies and fringe worlds. All worthless to Star­wolves, who needed an extra set of sleeves. He did find a few things that he took for use by the entire pack, and Veyndayk allowed him a small fortune in jewelry.


  Tregloran might have sold the jewelry in their next port to purchase something he could use, but he decided to put most of it into keeping. Wealth meant little to Star­wolves. There were practical limitations to what they could have; whether it would fit into their cabins, or withstand the stresses of shipboard accelerations, or whether it even had any practical use in their lives. Jewelry they used as a type of universal currency, since they could not wear it (gold interfered with their high-speed nervous systems). They certainly were not poor, as Union propaganda tried to make them out to be. Piracy was their weapon against Union trade tyranny. They did not have to depend upon it for a living.


  Velmeran stayed to watch as the captured ships were brought in and stored in the bays. He was interested in them, for he and his students had fought these ships and yet it was the first clear look that he had of them. They had seemed big enough outside, but when four were packed inside one of the Methryn's bays they looked small and pitifully inadequate. After a time the damage, the shot-out turrets and wrecked bridges, began to bother him. Star­wolves were well-trained to think of themselves as fighting machines; in the name of duty they seldom considered the consequences of their acts. Looking at these ships up close, however, it was too easy to remember that people had been inside their battered hulls. Not his own kind, perhaps, but even humans were people.


  After a time Velmeran retreated to a forward observa­tion deck. The Methryn had few windows, and none at all in her armored hull sections. She had only two pairs of observation decks, directly over the fighter bays, the for­ward windows showing the holding bays and the rear win­dows allowing crewmembers to view incoming fighters, and a fifth platform in her bow directly above her shock bumper.


  The crews were all hard at work securing and catalog­ing salvage and the pilots were standing by their fighters, with two packs still out. Velmeran was seated alone, except for an automated floor-cleaning machine that sat idle a short distance away.


  "I thought that you might be here," Mayelna said sud­denly, and he turned to find her approaching from the en­trance to his right.


  "Valthyrra told you I was here," Velmeran said in re­turn.


  Mayelna smiled. "Valthyrra Methryn sees all and knows all... at least everything that passes within her own thick shell. Do you suppose that we tickle her insides?"


  "I imagine that the feeling is one of nausea," he re­plied glumly, and immediately wished that he had not. It sounded a little poutish, even to him. If he could not even evoke self-pity, then he certainly could expect no sympathy from the Commander.


  Mayelna sat down on the bench beside him. "Why are you still in armor? Meran, what is wrong?"


  Velmeran glanced down, frowning. "Mayelna, what is right? I have done my best to make pilots out of that pack of children, and then I lose my most experienced member. I wonder if there is something more, something that I have yet to learn about leading."


  "Yes, I suppose that there is something you have yet to learn. The knowledge of what you can and cannot do, the confidence to act when you must, and the courage to seek help when you need it." She paused a moment and looked at him. "Your pilots are no longer students, not after today, even if they still have much to learn mem­selves. And Keth is a problem of his own making. He should have had sense enough to retire, or I should have told him. But not you. There are too many years between the two of you for you to have been able to tell him that, and I doubt that he would have listened."


  "I still feel responsible for him." Mayelna nodded.


  "I know. I would be concerned if you did not. You know, we had thought to give your pack to Keth, after your old pack was nearly destroyed. We knew that he would have to retire very soon, but by then he would have the students half-trained and you would be more ready to become pack leader. But Valthyrra said no. She said that he has no sense of responsibility toward others, that he is too self-centered and showed off more and more as his abilities began to fail. She was right, as always. Keth would have been too busy with himself to have taught those students a fourth of what they have learned from you. And if he had led that pack out today, I do not doubt that he would have lost half of them."


  A short distance away, the cleaning automaton quietly, carefully moved its camera around for a better view of the pair.


  "Our pilots are no better than the people who teach them, and who lead them," Mayelna continued. "And a person who does not really care will never be his best at what he does. After today, I wish that many more of my pilots had your devotion and sense of duty. Perhaps Valth­yrra is right. Perhaps we do not fight often enough."


  "Why?" Velmeran asked suddenly, looking up. "Why do we fight? Why should we fight, except to satisfy a need that was probably bred into us anyway?"


  Mayelna frowned. "I do not suppose that you want another history lesson."


  "No, you gave me that fifteen years ago," he an­swered. "We judge the Union unfit, and we seek to destroy it. Why? Are we the keepers of humanity's conscience, when we are not even human ourselves? Why should we continue to fight when we cannot win. And what would we do if we did win?"


  Mayelna nodded slowly, almost sadly. "Very few of us question the reason for our own existence. Valthyrra con­siders it an encouraging sign if you do, and I do see the wisdom in that."


  She sat, deep in thought, for so long that the automa­ton turned its camera slightly to focus in on her, and even Velmeran began to wonder. At last she sighed heavily and shook her head. "I cannot tell you. There is an answer, but you must find it for yourself. Your own reason... not just to fight, but to work toward the day that the fighting may end. My whole life, as pack leader and then Commander, has been to do what I can to shape the future that I would like to see. But I will not live to see the end of this war. For today, I am satisfied to know that matters would be worse without our contribution, that the colonies would all be slave camps for the fat inner worlds." She turned to look at him. "Nor do I believe that you really question the value of what you do. You are too good of a pilot to be filled with doubt, for that doubt would always be holding you back."


  The automaton turned its camera back to Velmeran and adjusted its focus. He shook his head. "No, I suppose not. But that still does not make it any easier to accept the fact that I have no choice."


  "Do you want to leave this ship?" Mayelna asked so suddenly that both Velmeran and the automaton looked at her in surprise.


  "No," Velmeran said without hesitation. "Flying with the packs means everything to me. I suppose all I really want is the chance to have decided that for myself."


  Mayelna nodded. "Meran, every one of us desires, more than anything else, to fly with the packs. But only one in twenty is good enough. All the rest must serve those fighters and the ship that carries them, and they can only dream of what you have. I flew with the packs for nearly three hundred years and I had to give it up, not because I want to command this ship but because I was needed. You have what you want most. Would you be willing to give it up, even if you were needed somewhere else?"


  Velmeran considered that and shook his head. "No. At least not yet."


  "I know," Mayelna said gently. "I will not tell you to accept what you are and make the most of it. Soon, I hope, you will find that it fulfills your needs as well, and you will be happy."


  "I suppose that you're right," Velmeran agreed. "I am not dissatisfied with what I have, but perhaps with what I am. Sometimes I feel like a machine, genetically pro­grammed to seek and destroy."


  "Valthyrra Methryn is a machine," Mayelna pointed out. "She was built a fighting ship, and that is all she can be. Compared to her, you have all the choices you could want to be whatever you want. But she is happy with what she is, and I could hardly deny that she has both life and free will, as much as anyone."


  "Yes, that is true," Velmeran agreed. The automaton dipped its camera, almost a gesture of relief. Velmeran saw that movement, and looked at the machine in mystifica­tion. "I might be mistaken, but it seems to me that cleaning unit is taking an unusual interest in us."


  The unit glanced up with a startled look, only to see Mayelna peering at it intently. The machine executed a quick turn and made a hasty retreat across the observation deck as fast as its padded magnetic tracks would carry it.


  "Valthyrra Methryn, you nosy machine!" Mayelna de­clared, leaping up in wrath.


  Velmeran laughed. "Valthyrra Methryn knows all and sees all, however she can contrive it."


  "You would think that I would know all her tricks too well by now," Mayelna said, watching the machine until it disappeared out the opposite door. She turned back to Vel­meran. "I would not be foolish enough to ask you not to worry, but I do wish that you would not worry so much."


  Mayelna returned to the bridge in time for their depar­ture. Valthyrra had estimated forty hours to making their meeting with the Delvon. The Methryn could have made that jump in far less time. But she was fat with plunder and she was not about to risk having something break loose and damage itself, or her. She had even cast out her transports and capture ships to fly under their own power, so that she could stuff their holds with salvaged engines.


  Mayelna paused for a moment in the right wing of the bridge. Tresha saw her and left her place at the forward console, indicating for her assistant to watch the screens.


  "Commander, all systems are functioning well with recommended tolerances," the engineering officer re­ported. "This ship is in good order and battle-ready."


  "Especially considering her age," Mayelna added. "You do not fool me! 'All systems functioning within rec­ommended tolerances.' Indeed! You mean to imply that Her Worship could be better."


  "I do not mean to imply that the ship is in need of repairs, nor unfit for battle," Tresha insisted. "But we should give serious thought to a complete overhaul in the next two or three years, especially if she means to fight hard and often."


  "That has occurred to me already," Mayelna said. "If I can...


  "All crewmembers stand by," Valthyrra announced suddenly. Everyone paused as they stood or sat and glanced up at the camera pod, but Valthyrra was staring unfocused at the main viewscreen, her attention on her scanners. "All crewmembers stand by. This is a class one battle alert. All on-duty personnel to their posts. All pilots to the bays. All damage-control parties stand by. All nonactive personnel will remove to the inner sections." She paused to switch channels. "All free transports and capture ships are to scat­ter immediately. Do not attack or approach any ships."


  All the bridge crewmembers were already hurrying to their stations. Mayelna climbed the steps to her own station on the upper bridge, just behind Consherra. After all her words on laxness and inefficiency, she was only too aware that she was the only one on the bridge not in armor.


  "What is it?" she asked as she lifted herself into her seat by the bars on her overhead console, not waiting for the seat to roll back.


  The camera pod moved into the upper bridge, al­though it continued to face forward, watching the view­screens. "A freighter."


  Mayelna glanced up. "A freighter?"


  "Well... yes, a freighter," Valthyrra said. "Just now dropping out of starflight to enter the system at high sub­light speeds."


  "You find that odd?" the Commander prompted, knowing already that there must be more.


  "Well, it is a medium bulk freighter, nearly identical to the one now in my hold," she explained. "My scanners indicate that it is empty of both cargo and crew, although there is something in its hold that reminds me, by its power output levels, of a fairly large total conversion bomb being powered up for detonation."


  "Another trap?" Mayelna asked. "No, the same one, twelve hours late," Valthyrra re­plied cryptically. She turned her camera pod abruptly to face Mayelna. "This is the bait that we were meant to take. Circumstance, or poor planning on their part, put an iden­tical freighter on this same lane twelve hours earlier. The bomb was meant to destroy our packs and perhaps even damage or disable me. That fleet was meant to take care of anything that was left. They saw us chasing what they took to be their own bait and launched their fleet before they were aware of their mistake."


  Valthyrra moved her camera pod forward to the mid­dle bridge. "Consherra, take direct manual control. That ship has turned and is driving at us. It is under remote control from the station now, and they will try to get it close enough to detonate. Keep at least fifty thousand kilo­meters between us, but evade the thing so as to keep it running in circles. Cargin, keep a cannon on that ship but hold your fire until I say."


  "What about yourself?" Mayelna asked.


  "I am going to try to match frequencies and get that freighter under my control."


  "You do not have to pass control to me for that!" Consherra protested, already fighting her manual controls.


  "I know," Valthyrra agreed. "You need the practice. Do not let that thing get close enough to blow me up, or I will likely never let you fly this ship again."


  The ship closed at speeds no real freighter could have achieved under the burden of a full hold. Linked now to the station deep within the system, it was engaged in a suicidal attack, driving hard at the larger ship in the hope of getting near enough for the total conversion device it carried to be effective. And Valthyrra judged that distance to be twenty-five thousand kilometers, although such a thing could be hard to predict.


  Consherra faced the difficult task of maintaining the proper distance, and playing dodge with that little ship at three-quarters light speed made that distance uncomfort­ably tight. But the Methryn was feeling her full eighteen million tons, and she was shipping nearly two million extra tons besides. The ships circled each other like two fierce predators; the freighter kept turning back to dart at its tar­get, and Consherra would use the Methryn's superior ac­celeration and maneuverability to circle around behind it.


  "Just a little longer," Valthyrra gently assured her. "Hold it steady."


  "I am!" Consherra snapped, fighting the controls as the freighter rushed in yet again. "I only have four hands!"


  "Is there some point to this?" Mayelna asked impa­tiently. "You cannot possibly want the thing. Where would you put it?"


  "No, I do not want it," Valthyrra replied, the servos in her boom humming against the strain of their tight turn. "The conversion device is already powered up, so that ship is not safe to approach. I just want to prove a point."


  A moment later the freighter broke off its suicidal at­tack. It seemed to pause for a moment, then turned in-sys­tem and accelerated to low starflight speeds. Valthyrra Methryn held her camera pod at a decidedly smug angle.


  "Where is it going?" Mayelna asked, as mystified as the rest. "Did they call off the attack?"


  "No, I have control of it," the ship said. "I am teach­ing them a lesson, a taste of their own medicine. Turn about is foul play, but fair is fair to equal share and all's the same in love and war. I am returning the favor... and the bomb."


  "What the deuce are you babbling about?" Mayelna demanded. "Do you mean to say that you are going to destroy their station with their own bomb?"


  "That, or at least scare them badly."


  Valthyrra refused to explain, and the members of her bridge crew could only watch the scan of the system sche­matics on her forward viewscreen as the giant freighter hurtled inward toward the military station and the world it circled. No one could believe that she intended to destroy not only the station but the planet itself, for Starwolves would never reduce themselves to such barbarity. And they were quite correct. Valthyrra waited until the final moment before detonating the conversion device just short of target, doing no damage but lighting up all space in that general area. They could well imagine every loyal Unioner, begin­ning with the Station Commander, shaking with fright in that fierce glare.


  "All stations secure. Resume normal duties. Prepare for immediate transfer to starflight," Valthyrra announced with total lack of concern. She turned her camera pod to look at Consherra. "You have the coordinates. Please re­check those figures a final time and execute the transfer to starflight. Your speed will be fifty. You have the helm."


  Valthyrra left the astonished first officer at her post, moving her camera pod up into the upper bridge. Mayelna sat back in her seat, both sets of arms folded on her chest. "Are you quite finished?"


  "For now," Valthyrra replied. "What do you think?"


  "About your aggressive new policy?" the Commander asked. "You know that I do not agree with you completely, or you would not ask. I prefer that we be a little more cautious. Our pilots – none of our pilots – are used to real warfare. They are used to slow ships that do not fight back."


  "Pilots like Velmeran and his pack?" Valthyrra asked. "If the performance of the entire ship is to be hampered by your hesitancy to send your son into battle, then he must transfer out. I can arrange for Thenderra Delvon to give us a pack in exchange."


  Mayelna frowned. "You do know how to fight dirty. I would not part with Velmeran for anything... and I say that as his Commander. He is just not ready. He has not yet decided what he believes."


  "He talks undecided, but he acts like he knows ex­actly what he believes in, and what must be done. You said something to that effect yourself."


  "While you were eavesdropping through a vacuum cleaner," Mayelna said accusingly, and sat back in silence. She rubbed her nose and pulled her ear at regular intervals, thinking furiously. But, try as she could, she could come up with no good excuse. "It is not just Velmeran. I feel responsible for every pilot on board this ship. I would not send them out to something they are not ready for."


  "Of course," Valthyrra was quick to assure her. "Every person on this ship is like a child to me. I am, after all, a mother ship."


  "But this is what we were made for. And we will be as ready for it as we possibly can be." Mayelna paused and glanced up at the camera pod. "That means you as well. We are going to have to give serious thought to an over­haul."


  "Ah, me... well, yes," Valthyrra agreed weakly, al­though her lenses appeared unfocused.


  The lift door snapped open and Consherra, head down, stepped forward. She immediately struck something large and black and bounced off with a sound like a Class D freighter slamming into dock about three times faster than was good for it. A head-on impact between two ar­mored Kelvessan can be the closest approximation of the meeting of the immovable object and the irresistible force. Consherra was the smaller of the two and thereby lost the contest, the weight of her armor, nearly equal to her own, got the better of her balance and threatened to send her over backward. Four strong arms caught her, preventing a certain fall.


  "Are you all right?" Velmeran asked.


  "Fine. Fine," she answered as she swatted his hands away and pushed him back inside the lift. "Can we get out of here before anyone comes to look?"


  "I was hoping to find out what happened," Velmeran said, confused by this hasty retreat.


  "I know that," she replied irritably as she typed in the coordinates for the area of her own cabin.


  "So explain," Velmeran said. "I already know the general history. What about the interesting little details?"


  Consherra laughed. "The little details do seem to be the most interesting these days. Then listen well, and for­get who told you. Valthyrra took matters into her own hands. In fact, she rather blatantly avoided telling Mayelna what she was doing until it was done."


  Velmeran nodded thoughtfully. "Valthyrra Methryn is ready for a fight, but the Commander is hesitant. That is obvious enough. But why?"


  "Simple enough," Consherra said, just a little pleased with herself. "I know how those two operate, but I also know that Valthyrra is the smarter of the two. Mayelna feels that it is her duty to protect the crew of this ship, even above fulfilling the purpose of our existence. Valthyrra is less cautious because she has a better understanding of how things stand. She knows the real worth of this crew. She knows that she and Mayelna will quickly work out a com­promise of aggression and restraint."


  Velmeran shrugged. "I knew that."


  Consherra looked at him in astonishment and opened her mouth to demand an explanation, but the lift door opened at that moment. She started to step out, then decid­ing that she did not want to give Velmeran a chance to escape, took him by the arm and brought him with her. Not releasing her hold on him, she led the way quickly to her cabin and pulled him inside.


  "What do you mean, you knew that?" she demanded almost before he was inside.


  Velmeran shrugged again. "When you have been an object of special interest and contention between those two for as long as I have, you get to know their tactics. Mayelna is bright, more so than you might think, but she is not very subde. Valthyrra is the mistress of subdety, with the lessons of eighteen thousand years of sneakiness behind her. If you will consider, then you would know that Valth­yrra almost always gets her way."


  "If you know so much, then what were you trying to discover by going up to the bridge?"


  "Just confirming my suspicions," he replied. "What does it matter to you anyway?"


  "Do I have to have a reason?" Consherra asked in return.


  "I was wondering," Velmeran said. "You are no gos­sip, and yet you seem to make a point of informing me of how matters stand on the bridge. I have to endure quite enough motherly ministrations from Fidgit and Fanny without you joining in."


  "Motherly ministrations?" Consherra demanded, and drew herself up proudly. "One of the biggest questions on the upper bridge of late has been the matter of the appoint­ment of the Commander-designate. That person has to be one of the pack leaders. You are in very high standing just now, and very likely to get it. And as second in command, this is of considerable importance to me."


  She paused and stood glaring at him, as if awaiting some anticipated reaction. But Velmeran did not seem to be particularly impressed. He stood calmly, arms crossed, staring back at her. A long, tense moment of silence fol­lowed, broken suddenly by the sound of Consherra's suit cycling on.


  Velmeran smiled. "Now look, you have yourself all heated up. Your thermostat must be wired to your temper. But you worry needlessly. We might be on the bridge to­gether in a hundred years or so, but just now I am neither old enough nor respected enough to be accepted as Com­mander-designate."


  "It is entirely Valthyrra's choice..."


  "And Valthyrra is old enough to know better. A Com­mander must be respected to be effective, and I do not have the respect of the pilots and officers of this ship. If Valthyrra has indicated any favor toward me, then it is only a game she is playing to get what she really wants."


  "She is waiting for something," Consherra insisted.


  "She is trying hard to encourage me to be a good pack leader, and that is all," Velmeran said. "And just now I am finding it hard enough to be that. Please do not complicate my life any more than it already is."


  "Keth and I had been working on the same ship, so I was lucky enough to be near when it happened," Tregloran explained to an appreciative audience of younger pack members, nearly a score in all, gathered close about the table where he sat with members of his own pack.


  Velmeran, sitting alone several tables over, did his best not to listen. But Kelvessan have ears like sonic dragons, one of the many gifts of their genetic perfection. And just now his ears had a will of their own, tracing that particular conversation to its source like scanners. At least he was pleased with the younger pilot's honesty; Treg made it clear that he was much more an observer to these events than a participant. Unfortunately, Velmeran also no­ticed that his own role was more prominent than he re­membered.


  Then he noticed, to his dismay, that he was not the only one eavesdropping on this tale. The dining hall was about as full as he had ever seen it, and everyone, perhaps three hundred people in all, was listening attentively to Tregloran as he unwittingly recited his story for the entire group. Velmeran felt a moment of panic. His real desire was to silence his young pack member on some pretext, but that would be too blatant. Instead he thought it time for a hasty retreat.


  "But there was no way that they were going to fool the Captain," Tregloran continued blissfully. "He was on her tail the moment that carrier broke from the rest. And Baressa was right behind him."


  Velmeran rose quietly and began to slip away, unob­served. He edged out the door, thinking that he had made his escape, only to find a small delegation of his fellow pack leaders. Then he knew he was in trouble. Barthan, young and cynical – for a Kelvessa – was the obvious leader of this group, with the older Train a close second. He was surprised to see Shayrn rounding out this group of malcontents; she had always been supportive of him in the past.


  "Off to save a world, Captain?" Barthan inquired, ra­diating sarcastic displeasure. "We want to have a word with you. We would like to know what you thought you were doing out there."


  "My duty," Velmeran replied evenly. "And I would like to know what you thought you were doing while I was out there."


  "That is beside the point..."


  "Is it?" Velmeran demanded. "My pack and I did your duty as well as our own. If you believe that you are better than I am, then you tell me why you were not there when you were needed."


  "So we made a mistake," Barthan snapped impa­tiently. "Well, you made a bigger one when you decided that you could give us orders."


  "You are not a senior pack leader," Train added. "In fact, you are the most junior pack leader on this ship. Bar­essa was senior, and she was out there with you. Why was she not giving the orders?"


  "Perhaps because Baressa is smart enough to recog­nize a superior leader when it counts," Baressa answered for herself, seeming to appear out of the very air behind the three disgruntled pack leaders. She walked around them to stand beside Velmeran, obviously casting her support with him. "All this talk about junior and senior pack leaders is foolish. A few extra years of sitting in a fighter or wearing a rank does not make you better than anyone else. A good leader comes that way, ready-made, and you know it be­cause you listen when he or she gives an order. And from now on I listen to him."


  Shayrn was so moved by that endorsement that she abandoned her previous group, edging around to stand close to Baressa. Even Train looked doubtful. Only Barthan remained unconvinced.


  "You could be Commander-designate if we pushed it," he reminded her.


  "I know that," she agreed. "But if Valthyrra says that he is the one, then I believe her. You will see. Or else you will find yourself another ship."


  "I will not take orders from him," Barthan insisted.


  "Yes, you will," she said with icy firmness. "If Valth­yrra or the Commander indicates that he can, then you are going to listen. Refusing his orders under those circum­stances is the same as refusing their own. You know that. You would lose your rank, and you might find yourself without a ship, if Valthyrra turns you out, because no one else will take you in. If you do not like the way things are, then get out while it is your idea."


  "But things do not have to be that way," Barthan ar­gued with equal force. "If we stand together on this..."


  "You still do not understand," Baressa interrupted him, her tone cold enough to be intimidating. "Manage­ment wants it this way, and I agree. Too many of the senior pack leaders – which you are not – stand with him in this matter. You cannot gather enough support to have your own way, so you had better shut up before you get yourself in trouble."


  "I believe that I have had enough of your game," Shayrn agreed.


  "Train, you need to take your young friend aside and make a few matters clear to him," Baressa continued. "I thought that you, at least, were old enough to know bet­ter."


  With that she took Velmeran by the arm and led him down the broad corridor toward the pilots' apartments. The younger pilot was too stunned to know what to think. He could only recall that Baressa had been his stern teacher only a few years before. For her to champion him so firmly left him speechless.


  "Barthan is a fool and he always will be," she com­plained aloud, more to herself. "Rank and seniority are all-important to him, now that he has a measure of his own, and he would like to forget that the only pack leader he is senior to is you. I guess that means a lot to him, since he does not have a fourth of your talent or quick wits. You threaten him, you might say, not that I am offering that as an excuse. And I certainly do not want you worrying about trouble from him. Train is our other resident fool, but he just needed to have things spelled out for him. He will keep Barthan under control now."


  She paused, noticing that Velmeran was staring at her, and smiled. "I would not have you intimidated by me, ei­ther. It was one thing for me to be a little strict with you when I was teaching you how to run a pack. The time for teaching is past, but there are still some things that I can do to help you. And if I am standing firmly behind you, the other pack leaders will too. Seven of them, at least. That seems like a good percentage to me, certainly at this point."


  "Help me what?" Velmeran asked.


  Baressa paused and regarded him closely. "You are no fool, Meran. And you are certainly no coward. Now you tell me what I am talking about."


  "I think that you mean to make me Commander-desig­nate," he answered cautiously, afraid that she would scorn him if he guessed wrong. Up until Consherra's very blatant bints, he had always thought of Baressa as filling that role, officially or not.


  She nodded firmly. "So you do understand. I know that it was understood that I was the only candidate for that position. And I would have taken it for the same reason that your mother did, because I was needed. But I do not want it."


  "And you think I do?" Velmeran asked.


  "No, but you will take it. You are better than I am," she replied as she turned to leave.


  "But I am not ready to command this ship!" he pro­tested.


  Baressa paused to glance back at him. "You will be."


  Chapter5


  In Donalt Trace's experience there was nothing so bor­ing and pointless as a formal dinner party. These were the battles that young Richart Lake had been brought up to fight; in his opinion, he could do more good for trade and commerce by fighting Starwolves, subduing unaffiliated fringe worlds and chastising the colonies. He had to admit that the old Councilor and his grandson did fight and win major battles armed with only hors d'oeuvres and wine­glasses, hammering out sweet deals for Farstell Trade or alliances between the allegedly unified sectors. The only thing he failed to understand was why he was expected to have any part of it.


  Tonight he had retreated into a dark corner. Councilor Lake's suite was spacious, occupying two-thirds of an en­tire level of the Sector Residence. He preferred the cavern­ous halls and chambers of the Lake Mansion, some dis­tance down the coast from Vannkarn, where it was easy to lose one's self without committing the social felony of sim­ply disappearing. Quarters were too close in this apart­ment, but for the moment he was left alone, a glass of warm, flat wine in his hand, as he watched young Richart, seemingly a boyish figure surrounded by the old fools he was deftly maneuvering into trade agreements that were not to their best advantage.


  Just then he saw the Councilor's personal servant ap­proaching in a very purposeful manner and used that as an excuse to remove himself, suspecting that there must be some message. Only an attack of Starwolves would get him out of this entirely, and he knew that he would never be so lucky, but any respite would be welcome.


  "A courier is in," Javarns explained. "There is a mes­senger who wishes to speak with you, sir."


  "Here?"


  The older man nodded. "He is waiting in the hall, sir."


  "Thank you, Javarns," Trace said, handing him the half-empty glass. "I will speak with him outside."


  The messenger was indeed waiting for him in the hallway just outside the suite's double doors, shifting ner­vously as he eyed the armed guard who had escorted him up. He was a young officer, no doubt captain and crew of the courier that had brought him (couriers were really stingships, their sophisticated attack systems removed to make room for a pocket-sized cabin and a tiny hold). One of Trace's greatest regrets was that the Union lacked an effective long-range achronic transceiver such as the Star­wolves possessed, their own being barely good enough for in-system use.


  "So?" he asked impatiently. "Are you out of Tallin?"


  "Yes, sir!" The young officer snapped to attention and presented him the locked metal folder bearing the report. The Sector Commander only stared at it and shrugged.


  "I have no time right now. You were there?" he asked, and the messenger nodded. "So you tell me, quick and simple, what happened. Did it work?"


  "No, sir," the officer explained. "Apparently there was some malfunction in the decoy ship. It evaded but did not respond to contact from the station. It certainly did not explode."


  Trace shrugged again. "Doesn't sound like my ship, if it evaded. The one we sent out wasn't that smart. I suppose we got whipped in the process?"


  "Yes, sir. We lost all the system fleet," the messenger reported in a quiet voice, then brightened. "We did take a prisoner."


  "A prisoner?" the Sector Commander asked himself, and glanced up. "Did you say a prisoner?"


  "Yes, sir. A Starwolf rammed a carrier and became trapped inside, alive and well. Being empty, she was quick enough to whip around and break from the battle, and we covered her escape. Her pursuit gave up just as she was heading out of system."


  "At least her captain had sense enough to take her out of system," Trace mused. "Do you know where they were bound?"


  "No, sir. They refused to say over com, for fear it would be overheard. They did promise another courier as soon as they arrived."


  "That was all they could do, I suppose," he told him­self, then glanced down at the messenger. "Put that report on my desk and leave the key with me now. Then wait in port until I dismiss you. I might have a message for you to take back."


  The messenger saluted smartly and turned to leave. Trace returned to the apartment, closing the door quietly. A prisoner? A live Starwolf? He had never heard of such a thing happening before. As soon as he entered the dining room, he found that Councilor Lake, with his uncanny tal­ent for sensing trouble, was already moving to intercept him. Richart, the well-trained apprentice, appeared a mo­ment later from another direction. Trace turned abruptly to the bar, seizing that as their excuse for a few quiet words.


  "Courier from Tallin?" the elder Lake inquired quietly as he inspected the stock of wine on hand. "So how did it go?"


  "They took the bait, but the conversion device failed to detonate for some reason. We lost the system fleet as a result," he reported quickly, then grinned. "We did take a prisoner."


  The Councilor stared at him, wide-eyed. "A what?"


  Donalt quickly explained all that he had been told. The elder Lake obviously did not know what to make of it, seeming to weigh whether it was good news or not. Ri­chart, however, had no such trouble deciding, his boyish face uncharacteristically solemn. Since Trace expected only some advantage to come of it, he was somewhat dis­mayed by their cautious reactions.


  "Have you ever heard of our taking a Starwolf pris­oner before?" he asked.


  "No, I haven't," Lake admitted, still distracted by his own thoughts. "We have managed to acquire a body from time to time, which is how we know as much about them as we do. But we've never had a live body before."


  "Why not?"


  "Mostly because the Starwolves would rip this sector apart to find him."


  "But what can they do about it, if they have no idea where we have him?" the Sector Commander demanded. "That is the trick, isn't it? We just need to keep him in hiding until we're finished with him. We did it before, with the Vardon's memory cell. We kept it hidden for thousands of years."


  "That is a completely different case," Lake replied, brushing that impatiently aside. "For one thing, they weren't even aware it existed until we finally put it on public display here in Vannkarn. And the memory cell is also an imperishable good; you can bet that they plan to come for it in their own good time. But a prisoner is alto­gether something else. They know that we have him, where we got him, and they are going to do whatever they must to get him back."


  "You think they can trace him?" Richart asked.


  "I am willing to bet on it," the Councilor said firmly. "They have technology we can only dream about. For all we know, their scanners can track a ship across stellar dis­tances. And just as likely, they can follow its trail of en­ergy-emission residue. How should I know?"


  "Here comes trouble," Richart said suddenly, having spied one of their distinguished guests approaching. "Let me distract him for a moment."


  With that he shot off like a missile to intercept his intended target. Trace stared after him for a moment, sur­prised at such a magnanimous gesture on his part. Trace had always held the younger Lake in mild contempt. He was small for one of old Terran stock, hardly any taller than most modern humans, stocky and plump. His boyish looks had now followed him into his thirties; he was cherub-cheeked, with curly brown hair and the eternally amused look in his eyes that he had inherited from his grandfather. But Donalt did not let personal dislike inter­fere with his judgment. Richart was an administrative genius exceeding even his formidable grandfather.


  "You want this prisoner, don't you?" Lake asked.


  "Of course I do."


  "Why?" the Councilor asked, eyeing him shrewdly. "Prestige?"


  "Hardly!" Trace declared, somewhat indignant. "It has occurred to me that, with a live subject to study, we might finally discover how Starwolves were made. So that we can make our own."


  "Ah, I see," Lake said thoughtfully. "The ultimate weapon to use against a Starwolf is another Starwolf."


  "Of course," Trace agreed. "That is the premise be­hind our Tracer missiles. But we already know that any­thing mechanical we build would never equal the real thing. Therefore we need the real thing."


  The Councilor nodded thoughtfully. "All right, then. If you can keep him, and I emphasize the 'if,' then you will have all the help we can muster in probing their secrets. But that is sort of out of your hands right now, I'm afraid. They would have to get their prisoner situated somewhere long enough for you to issue some orders on his handling. Right now we don't even know where he is."


  * * * *


  Boulder was essentially just that, a big rock in the middle of open space, not large enough to be a real planet, barely large enough to have served some planet for a moon, and with no sun to warm it. How such a piece of basalt had ever happened to end up in the middle of no­where was uncertain, so it must have been drifting about for quite some time. To the Starwolves, however, it was a valuable piece of property indeed. It was just big enough to have the gravity to hold a carrier in stationary orbit twenty kilometers out. It had a hole in it just large enough for a damaged carrier to back into, the guns of its forward bat­tery facing out, and, best of all, the Union had no idea it existed.


  A ship was already waiting, not the carrier Delvon but one of the immense Starwolf freighters. Although the size and general shape was the same, the freighters had less than half the mass. They were not fighting ships, being only lightly armored, and more than half their main hull was devoted to several cavernous holds. The Union knew nothing of these ships, for they never showed themselves.


  "Hello, who is there?" Valthyrra called out as she ap­proached. There were, of course, official rules and proce­dures for recognition, but the Starwolf ships tended to be more informal, since they were all old friends.


  "This is Fyrdenna Lesdryn," the freighter responded. "Hello, Valthyrra. Long time, no see."


  "Hello, Feery. You look well. But what are you doing here, if I may ask the obvious?"


  "Thenderra transferred your call to me, and I was closer to Boulder at the time than any of you. I'm on my way home, in fact, but I have plenty of room for all the junk you have to give."


  "You may have it with my gratitude, and especially Thenderra's," Valthyrra said. "She did not sound at all happy to have to take it off my hands."


  "I should say not! My bridge crew is still laughing at the sight of you popping out of starflight with your trans­ports and capture ships following you like a brood!" Fyr­denna exclaimed, then became serious. "Still, you do have more than Lyerrana Vyesden gave me."


  "Lyerrana?" Valthyrra prompted, unsure whether she should have heard this. The entire bridge crew paused to listen, since she was putting this over audio.


  "You were too far to one side to have caught the news on achronic," the freighter continued. "Lyerrana was mak­ing her usual rounds of the outer fringe when she came upon a Union invasion of a nonaffiliated world. Balgan by name. It seems that they were just starting to make a profit, and the Union decided that it wanted that profit for its own trade companies."


  "The old story."


  "Yes, and Lyerrana said that she has been expecting it for the past twenty years. But this was strange. It was only a small invasion force, a battleship, three carriers and four troop transports. A force like that usually just runs when they see Starwolves coming, but instead they turned and fought like they had never heard of us. She caught the battleship and two of the carriers – I have them in my hold right now – and sent the survivors heading for home in the transports. Then she sent for me to haul home the spoils so that she could stay and watch the system. I almost believe that she would indeed have another load by the time I get this home."


  "I heard that there is a new Sector Commander in my haunts," Valthyrra mused. "But that is not even an adjoin­ing sector."


  "I can understand an invasion," Fyrdenna continued. "But what happened to you defies explanation."


  "Oh, it did turn out to be a trap," Valthyrra said, and quickly explained the details. Then she had to pause, since the channel was echoing with the laughter of the Lesdryn's entire bridge crew.


  Fyrdenna was laughing with the rest. "Wonderful! It was your good fortune to spring the trap in halves."


  "Oh, there was no mistaking that ship," Valthyrra in­sisted. "They had it phasing so hard that it would have burned itself out in twenty minutes of hard running. I got control of it and sent it on with my compliments. I popped it right over their heads, just to give them a good scare."


  "The Union is getting mean, and I fear that we have some hard battles yet ahead of us," Fyrdenna said. "I am beginning to wish that I had been built a fighting ship. I would envy you, if I were not so thoroughly pleased with myself. Now park yourself and start off-loading. Thenderra cannot be four hours behind me."


  The two ships met far enough out from Boulder to avoid the bother of its feeble gravity. They drifted together bellies facing, upside down in respect to each other, with just enough room between them for the Lesdryn's handlers to shift the load. The Methryn opened every hold and bay she had, and her own capture ships came in to haul away the intact ships as they were freed from her holding bays. These were set in a row between the two larger vessels, for the Lesdryn's handlers to look at and decide how best to pack them in her own vast bays. Her largest bay had fold­ing racks for transporting a large number of ships, but this constituted a respectable fleet by Union standards. Some of the destroyers might have to be secured in other bays.


  "Bless my buttons, what a haul!" Fyrdenna ex­claimed. "You must have come away with just about every­thing they threw at you. My compliments to your pilots. They must be the best."


  "Thank you," Valthyrra replied graciously. "But the truth is, I had only two packs out during most of the battle. They had things well under control before I could get any­thing else out."


  "You ironclad hulk of a bragging bitch!" Mayelna muttered under her breath without looking up from her screen, privately glad that Velmeran had not been present to hear all this. Valthyrra heard that, however, and quickly cut the audio, keeping the conversation private at least on her end.


  "Do you want this credited to your account?" Fyr­denna asked.


  "Just make sure that they knew where it all came from," Valthyrra replied. "I am going to be coming in for a complete overhaul before long."


  "Oh, ho! Valthyrra Methryn is getting old!"


  "We are all getting old, my dear. Some of us simply do not show it. By the way, do you know if Home Base might have any plans for these ships? Balgan might be in the market for a few, if they are getting that rich."


  "Balgan would get all they can afford, certainly," Fyr­denna said. "Our prices are always low, and our rates rea­sonable. This wealth of star drives will put a great many other ships in service as well. The trouble is that we still do not have a fourth of the ships avadable for delivery that are needed. Things should be improving, though, if I continue fetching home loads like this. And that seems promising, with things heating up all over."


  "Of course, half of our carriers will be wanting over­hauls in the next few years," Valthyrra pointed out.


  "No problem!" Fyrdenna insisted. "How long has it been since you were home? Our support worlds have been prospering, and they are all behind us. Home Base is ex­panding. There is going to be a new construction airdock, and more carriers. There is even talk of a final push to defeat the Union."


  "The rest I can believe, but not that," Valthyrra said doubtfully. "We lost too much when we lost Terra, and that was a long time before you or I came out of the construc­tion bay. We would have to get back what we lost before we can seriously consider making an end to this war."


  "So?" Fyrdenna asked. "You send your crack pilots into Vannkarn after the Vardon's memory cell, and we would have Terra back in a year to two."


  Valthyrra hesitated in her response, since the idea had definite appeal. Of all the big wolf ships, the Vardon had been the last to know the location of Terra. She had been destroyed when Valthyrra had still been very young; one of her memory cells, the big information storage units of her computer mind, had been found by the Union centuries later. Their attempts to access that wealth of information had proven futile, and at last the unit had been placed on display in Vannkarn, the capital of the Rane Sector. The Starwolves had long believed that they would one day get it back and find the way to Terra, where the big carriers had first been built. Perhaps that time would be soon, Valthyrra thought, if a certain pack leader could be trained to the task.


  Thenderra Delvon arrived slighty ahead of schedule, coming out of starflight at Boulder barely an hour after the Methryn. Valthyrra Methryn turned immediately and accel­erated; she had given up every spare ton of cargo to the Lesdryn and now felt light and quick and just a little mean. The second carrier fell in behind her and began to close quickly. Two small ships shot out from beneath her, a transport and a single fighter, both as black as space itself. The two little ships shot along a straight line toward the Methryn, slowing to match her speed as they dropped down slightly to pass below her star drives as they ap­proached her left landing bay.


  Only a small group had gathered in the bay to wel­come them. Most of the crewmembers had to remain at their posts, with an immediate jump to starflight coming. And none of the pilots, even the pack leaders, had dared to show themselves in the past two days. Out of sight was not necessarily out of mind, but it was a good deal safer.


  Mayelna, in white armor, led the delegation. Con­sherra waited nearby, wearing the white tunic and pants that were the general uniform of an officer. Valthyrra was present in the form of a probe, a special type of remote, a simple streamlined shape barely a meter long, with folding wings and a retractable neck with a pair of cameras inside a protective cowling. Despite its small size it could outfly and outshoot a Union fighter and yet hover motionless on projected fields, and it even had a pair of arms folded in­side of narrow bays along its underside. Velmeran, unin­vited but not unwelcome, wore the black armor of a pilot.


  Side by side, the two ships entered the bay. Flying with an easy precision that would have put most ptiots to shame, they moved to the front of the bay and landed gently. A rack was immediately lowered behind the fighter and locked into place. Benthoran had the boarding plat­form folded down just in time to assist the pilot out of the cockpit.


  It was then that Velmeran saw that the pilot, who he assumed to be the pack leader, was female. There was no guessing her age, since Kelvessan did not change in ap­pearance from early adulthood to old age three hundred years later. But there was something about her that made him think that, however long she had lived, she had seen and done quite a lot in that time. She looked to him very capable and very dangerous. And his first reaction was one of shame, that this was the type of leader he could only pretend to be.


  She was joined by three others from the transport, one male and one female in black armor, and another male in regular clothes who carried both of his left arms in a sling. That, at least, was some indication that this group did fight. The pilot was clearly the leader, for the others waited for her, and she went first as they approached the waiting group from the Methryn. She stopped before Valthyrra's remote and bowed her head in respect.


  "Valthyrra Methryn, I am pack leader Dveyella of special tactics. This is my second, Baress." She indicated the injured member first, then the armored male and fe­male. "Threl and Marlena."


  Valthyrra dipped the probe's camera pod in response. "I welcome you. This is Commander Mayelna, First Of­ficer Consherra and pack leader Velmeran. We are grateful for your assistance..."


  Dveyella held up a hand to interrupt. "Please, before we go any farther, I must tell you that my pack is temporar­ily shorthanded. Baress, the only other fighter pilot I have, is recovering from a recent accident and will not be able to fly for at least another week. His fighter was hit and dam­aged, so that his field drive controls failed on ap­proach..."


  "I bounced twice," Baress admitted guilttly. "Once off the Delvon's lower hull and again off the side of her land­ing bay. Thenderra was so mad she almost begrudged sending out a capture ship to get me."


  "I can imagine," Valthyrra remarked softly.


  "Then you cannot fight?" Mayelna asked impatiently.


  "I thought I made this plain when you contacted us," Dveyella said with some surprise. "I said that we could fight if you could loan us a good pilot to take the place of Baress. Valthyrra indicated that we could have Velmeran, that he is the best you have."


  Velmeran's surprise was nearly as great as Mayelna's. Both were greatiy astonished that Valthyrra would go so far to have her own way, surprised that she had managed to trick them both, and surprised at themselves for not ex­pecting it. Velmeran at least was spared Mayelna's indig­nation, since he obviously had no prior knowledge of this. But he quickly decided that if fate, or a conniving com­puter, was going to give him the opportunity, then he was going to seize it. For herself, Valthyrra was glad that probes were practicatly indestructible.


  "The best pilot you have is good enough for me... assuming that he has the endurance," Dveyella continued after a moment of profound silence. "Most people cannot maintain hypermetabolism long enough to work in special tactics."


  "I can recommend no one else," Valthyrra declared.


  Dveyella crossed her arms as she looked Velmeran up and down very closely. "What about strength? I am strong enough myself, but I do like to have a second who can assist in matters of... lifting and removing obstacles."


  Valthyrra turned her pod to look at Velmeran. "Do not fail me now."


  "Do you have something in mind?" Velmeran asked.


  He was not worried, for he was sure that Valthyrra knew his strength.


  Indeed she did. The fighter was quickly unracked and Velmeran approached it quickly and confidently. It was, of course, no secret that he proposed to lift the nose of the little ship. That was no small task, for a Starwolf fighter was twenty meters of heavy machinery, dense plastics and spun carbon filaments. A great deal of its weight was in the very back; in order to tilt it back on its rear struts, all he had to lift was about six tons. But he did that easily with only his upper arms.


  "He is stronger than I am," Baress admitted quietiy to his captain.


  That was saying a lot, and Dveyella did not answer. Among their own kind, size and sex were not good indica­tions of strength. Baress was about the strongest person she had ever met, and she was herself just a little stronger still. But Velmeran was even stronger. There was no longer any question about whether she would allow him to go. Indeed, Valthyrra Methryn might have a hard time getting him back.


  "Suits me," she admitted casually. "Commander?"


  "It seems to have already been decided," Mayelna an­swered slowly, still loath to agree. "If you are going to run our errands for us, then we should at least offer you any help we have to give. I had meant to have Velmeran's pack standing ready to help you get clear..."


  "Velmeran's pack is shorthanded," Valthyrra pointed out, as if some automatic relay had failed to note that the argument was over. She turned her camera pod to Dveyella. "My drone reports that the Union carrier is ap­proaching its predicted port. I should have all the informa­tion I can get for you coming within the next few hours."


  "If you would care to shed that armor, my first officer wid show you to your rooms," Mayelna said, her behavior improving quickly as her good humor returned. "If Valth­yrra has your luggage ready."


  "Coming!" Valthyrra announced. A remote, a small flat-topped freight carrier, emerged from the other side of the transport, piled with boxes and bags as it rolled off toward the lift. Mayelna quickly took Velmeran by the arm and led him on ahead of the others. Consherra flinched when she saw that; Mayelna might not be able to stop this – indeed she had not really even tried – but she would certainly lecture him long and hard until it was done, and then start over by pointing out his mistakes. She did not notice Dveyella until the pilot fell in beside her.


  "I seem to have walked into the middle of some­thing."


  "Oh, do not let those two bother you," Consherra as­sured her. "Unfortunately, this is an old argument. Can you keep a secret?"


  "Better than you."


  Consherra smiled. "I am hoping that the end justifies the means. To put it simply, Valthyrra wants Velmeran for Commander-designate, and Mayelna refuses to name him. Velmeran gained quite a beginning of a reputation as a capable leader during our last battle. Now Valthyrra is ob­viously contriving to help him win as much favor as she can, so that Mayelna will have no reason not to approve the appointment."


  "Ah, I see. Well, I have no objection to my part in this game, so long as Velmeran delivers as promised."


  "Do you doubt?"


  "If I doubted, he would not be going," Dveyella re­plied casually, although she obviously meant it. "But why should your Commander question his abilities?"


  "It has nothing to do with his abilities," Consherra replied. "Commander Mayelna is his mother."


  "Oh!" Dveyella exclaimed with a look of both com­prehension and horrified dismay.


  As soon as she was settied into her cabin, Dveyeda asked Velmeran to meet her as soon as he could, in full armor, on a high observation platform in the left holding bay. She did not tell him what she had in mind, but he could guess easily enough; she meant to teach him what she could of the special tricks he would need to know for this mission. Velmeran found her already waiting on the platform, leaning with her upper set of arms on the rail, her lower arms braced wide as she stared down into the depths of the vast bay.


  "You know, we Kelvessan are truly amazing fighting machines in our own right," she began almost absentiy. "I have been told that we can be over a hundred times stronger than an ordinary human of the same size, and our reflexes are thousands of times faster. And yet most of us know little of just how much we can do. For the purposes of today's exercise, Valthyrra Methryn has consented to turn off the buffer fields in this bay. Let me begin with a simple demonstration."


  With that she casually leaped over the rading. Vel­meran was not caught by surprise; he had figured out what she intended to do, and watched with interest. The static field that took the place of gravity was only a fair substitute for the real thing. It seemed like one standard gravity only to stationary objects, but decreased as objects moved faster relative to the motion of the ship. An ordinary human could have easily taken a fall of five meters. But Dveyella was jumping nearly the entire height of the bay, almost one hundred and fifty meters. As easily as she landed, it might have been only two.


  Velmeran followed without waiting to be asked. The long fall was not so bad as he had anticipated, for it gave him time to prepare for his landing. Since he had the strength to kick open an airlock, he wisely allowed his legs to catch him. He landed almost gently, just slightly off-bal­anced by the top-heavy burden of his armor.


  "Very good," Dveyella remarked. "That is about the most that you should ever try to jump under one real stan­dard gravity. Remember that it is not how far you jump, but how hard you hit that limits you. Higher gravity de­creases the height you can jump."


  "What is the most I should be able to take?"


  "Oh, you should be able to survive an impact speed of three hundred kilometers per-hour or more," she said, looking him over. "And by survive, I mean that you should be able to pick yourself up and continue on without pain. You can endure more, but it will hurt. We do have our limits, one of them being our suits. Do you know that we can actually take more stress than our armor? Well, what goes down must often come back up."


  Dveyella indicated a docking tube about fifteen meters to Velmeran's left and thirty straight up. She jumped from where she stood. Her body rigid and her arms spread wide for balance, she seemed almost to be flying for the long moment that she was in the air. She caught hold of the edge of the tube and flipped herself atop in a graceful move. Velmeran, knowing that he lacked the experience for any­thing that elaborate, made a much simpler leap from almost directly below the tube. He overshot by nearly ten meters, but arched gently over to land in the very middle of the tube.


  "Well, you made it on your first try," Dveyella re­marked. "Most people need a little practice to be able to jump that far. You seem to have a natural talent for this."


  "Talent has less to do with it than common sense," Velmeran answered as he peered over the edge. "The easi­est way is always the surest."


  "Words to live by," Dveyella agreed. "That is why I jumped at an angle, showing you one of my fanciest tricks from the start. Most people would have tried to do it the hard way, and they learn their limitations very quickly."


  "I prefer to face my limitations from the cautious side. I like surprises as well as anyone, but a limitation becomes a failing when it catches you by surprise."


  Dveyella laughed. "That is the lecture that I was sup­posed to be giving you. Is there anything you do not know?"


  "I just indicated that there is," Velmeran said. "All this business is new to me. Is it very likely that we will have to fight?"


  Dveyella shrugged and sat down on the machinery that joined the docking tube to the wall. "That depends upon how chance works for us. Sometimes everything goes as smoothly as you could want. Other times everything seems to go wrong. Usually it falls somewhere in be­tween."


  "What about my armor and my fighter?" he asked. "Will they be good enough for what I need?"


  "I have already requested a new suit for both of us," Dveyella said, glancing down at the burnt scoring on her lower right arm that could only be bolt flash from a de­flected hit. "There is really nothing better than ordinary flight armor, since anything sturdier would also be heavier. Our fighters are exactly the same, since we use the same auxiliary guns and other accessories as we need. Your fighter will be good enough, as long as she is in prime condition. How long have you had her?"


  Velmeran shrugged. "As long as I have been flying."


  Dveyella only sat and stared at him.


  "She has never taken a hit or had a major breakdown in any component," he continued, somewhat defensively. "I consider her as good as the day she was built."


  Dveyella could only assume that either the ship must be getting shabby or else he had not been using it all that long. She suspected the latter, and now she was sure of it. "Velmeran, how old are you?"


  "Twenty-five."


  "And you already lead a pack?"


  "Because I am about the best pilot on this ship."


  Dveyella laughed. "At least you believe in being straightforward about it!"


  Velmeran only shrugged. "I have no false vanity. I cannot take credit for being what I was designed to be. My mother was the best pilot that this ship has seen for some time."


  "And your father?" Dveyella asked.


  He shrugged again. "Mayelna has never seen fit to enlighten me. But I do not doubt that my father was... worthy, considering how discriminating she can be. Do not worry about me. I know what I can do and what I cannot do."


  Dveyella shook her head slowly. "I still cannot help but think that I have been flying twice as long as you have been alive. But Valthyrra Methryn does recommend you highly."


  "Valthyrra Methryn seems to have plans for me," Vel­meran remarked as he chose a sturdy connecting rod to sit on.


  "Valthyrra obviously thinks a great deal of you, and I trust what the ships think. They have been around so long, and have seen so many people come and go, that they can tell," Dveyella said, keeping her real thoughts to herself. She wondered how much he really knew about the plans that Valthyrra had for him; somehow she suspected that he knew more about what was going on than anyone thought. This was the most interesting ship that she had been on in years. "And do not think that you would fly in my pack if I did not trust you."


  "How did you come to lead a special tactics team?" Velmeran asked.


  "By being as good as they say you are," she ex­plained. "I was asked to fill a vacant place – just like you – and I was asked to stay. After fifty years I am now the senior member of the pack."


  "They all died?"


  Dveyella shook her head. "Some, but mostly they re­tire back to the regular packs. Marlena plans to go soon, so I might keep you if you do well enough, and if you want. Have you thought about it?"


  Velmeran considered that a moment, and shook his head slowly. "No, I have not. I have a pack... I might not be the best leader, but I have a responsibility to my pack." But then he paused as a new thought occurred to him. "Maybe that is what Valthyrra has in mind for me, though."


  "Why would you think that?"


  "I have been a source of dissension lately," he ex­plained. "After our last battle, part of the crew has come to look upon me as something of a hero, while others – a few others – only resent me. Valthyrra and the Commander have problems enough without me in the middle of it."


  "I have been told something about pilots who refused to go out until they were certain that the trouble was real," Dveyella said. "Would it surprise you to hear that this is not the first time in recent months?"


  "No, I suppose not."


  "I also heard that you were indeed something of a hero..."


  "According to Consherra!" Velmeran said accusingly.


  "By Consherra, yes," she agreed reluctantly. "The pilots think otherwise?"


  "My opportunity for heroism arose because I was out there alone, unsupported by pilots who did not want to trouble themselves until they were sure that they were needed," Velmeran explained hotly. "Two packs against a system fleet, and it was mostly over before the Methryn could get a single fighter out. Management is by no means prepared to allow them to forget it. You can surely see how that could cause resentment."


  "Envy is the seed of resentment."


  "Witticisms do not run the starship," Velmeran said. "This comes as a good opportunity to get rid of me grace­fully. I can leave the hero, to a task more suited to my abilities."


  "You think they want to be rid of you?" Dveyella asked in amazement. "The Commander is your own mother."


  "And you might recall that she did not protest strongly," he reminded her. "Mayelna is a good Com­mander, but she works hard at it. She learned long ago the flaw in our standards of advancement, that being a good pilot does not necessarily make one a good leader."


  "Valthyrra Methryn has something in mind for you, and I doubt that she would willingly let you go," Dveyella said. She rose slowly and shifted her shoulders to settle her armor into position, then turned back to Velmeran. "Per­haps you would be the most use here. We will go get Keth, and you can see for yourself what you think."


  Chapter6


  The Union carrier did not turn toward a new destina­tion but dropped out of starflight and rushed into port so fast that it barely slowed itself for orbit. It was followed, discreetly and silently, by a machine hardly larger than a transport's star drive. The drone was fast and very maneu­verable, and it had scanners and sensors of such range and sensitivity that the Union could only dream about. It also had the intelligence to perform its tasks efficiently, as well as judge new situations and act accordingly.


  The drone watched patiently as the carrier settled into orbit, then it moved quickly, evading detection as it probed the planet to its very core. At last the little machine assem­bled all the information it had gathered into a neat package, opened an achronic channel and transferred it all back to the Methryn. Valthyrra quickly analyzed the information and was delighted with what she found. She quickly called Dveyella and the members of her pack to a meeting in one of the smaller conference rooms. The Commander left Consherra to watch the bridge, much to the first officer's dissatisfaction.


  "My drone reported that the carrier reached its desti­nation a short time ago," Valthyrra began. "It orbited just long enough to discharge a passenger and the remains of a fighter by way of a freight shuttle before moving on to the station to secure for repairs. The planet is called Bineck, fourth planet of a system by the same name, so called after the captain of the ship that first discovered it... a common enough ploy by otherwise unknown and unremarkable Union officers to stake a claim for immortality."


  "If we can dispense with the trivialities," Mayelna re­marked in her best patience-under-adversity voice.


  "They seem to have decided upon stealth rather than security to hide their prize," the ship continued. She acti­vated the viewscreen at the back of the small table where the group sat, turning her camera on its short boom to watch also. She quickly drew out the schematic for the system in question, showing the path of the carrier's ap­proach, before moving on to the planet itself, drawing in features as she described them.


  "The planet is uninhabited and uncolonized. The Union maintains a small orbital base, and there is also a major base on the planet itself, mostly a supply and refit­ting station for small ships. There are no facilities for larger ships, so they are dealing with the carrier as best they can. There are about fifty fighters at the station and some two hundred more at the base. There are also forty stingships and fifteen destroyers at the station. The carrier is in no condition to fight, and she is so tied up with cables and gantries that they could not have her free in time any­way."


  "What about the carrier's fighters?" Dveyella asked.


  "She lost those the last time we met," Valthyrra re­plied, and continued. "The extinct natives were great builders in stone. Even though they never developed a higher technology, they built fortresslike cities, kilometers across and so far down that the drone had to scan with deep-probe. Archeologists finished with these cities long ago and the Union has been using them ever since as long­term storage shelters. The native race died out about ten thousand years ago, long before the Union expanded into this area. We knew of them but never made contact. They were gone before we knew of their difficulties."


  "Radiation traces?" Dveyella asked.


  "No, the catastrophe was a natural one. A sudden, naturally mutated virus stripped the planet of vegetation in a quarter of a year's time. It was a type of super-virus, immense in size and complexity, that turned sugars into alcohols. Even grains stored in the deepest levels of the cities were ruined. The animal life either starved or died eating planet life that was infused with toxic alcohols... or from simply ingesting too much alcohol of any type."


  "Quite an interesting little bug," Velmeran remarked. "Did the Union clear it properly?"


  "They seeded a virus-chaser and imposed a full stan­dard century of quarantine, but we had already eradicated it nine thousand years before. You do not leave nasty little things like that lying around for fools to blunder into. Which was a good thing, since survey teams came and went for half a planet year before they finally figured things out."


  "But the Union is able to use these ruins, even after ten thousand years?" Dveyella asked.


  "Ruins might not be an accurate word, since very lit­tle is ruined. These people built to last. And I will grant that the Union had to do a great deal of cleaning and a few repairs to make those cities fit for storage caches."


  Valthyrra quickly pulled a file picture of a curious alien creature, short and powerful of build, with four long legs on a short main body and a pair of long arms attached to a small, vertical upper torso. Its eyes and ears were immense. "The natives were nocturnal cave dwellers. The cities they built are indeed more like caves, with few outer doors and no windows, and walls so thick that the tempera­ture does not vary much throughout the year even in the levels aboveground. And most of the cities are well below the surface. They would come out on the surface – by night – to farm, but they would not dwell there by choice."


  "The point of all this history and archeology is that Keth is being kept in one of the supply caches, not in the main base. He is under very little guard, and is in fact very easy to get at. There is nothing remarkable about the cell he is in, just an ordinary storage room like millions of other rooms in the eighty-seven major cities across the planet, but he is on a level so deep that Union technology could not possibly scan for him.


  "So they stuck him in a hole as quickly as they could and are trying to pretend that nothing has happened, ready to feign bewilderment to any Starwolf that might descend upon them. But they made two mistakes. They do not know that we were aware of Keth's location from the mo­ment they put him into safekeeping. And they have that half-wrecked carrier tied up at the station for repairs, right in plain sight. I can excuse the first, but hardly the sec­ond."


  "Can you show me where they have Keth?" Dveyella asked.


  "Simple enough," Valthyrra said as she began to dis­play graphics on the viewscreen, beginning with a map of the planet. "Because of the great size of the major cities, the Union has always assumed that the native population was between two and five million each. We know, from actual observation, that few populations ever exceeded fifty thousand. Because of their naturally stable tempera­tures, these cities are to be found from the tropics to just within the arctic regions... just as long as a major crop could be grown in the region. The only exceptions are a few that were more dependent upon coastal fishing. They lived long lives, nearly as long as that of your own kind. They built to last, and they were very careful in their build­ing."


  Valthyrra paused to rotate her map of the planet, mov­ing in on a single city. "The place where they have Keth is on the far northern coast of the larger continent, one of those fishing centers on the edge of the arctic sea. The city itself is just a few kilometers inland in a fold between ridges of a rather rugged band of mountains. The city is a fairly large one, for its coastal cliffs had caves enough for a vast fleet." The image focused on a section of the city. "Keth is here, in the southwest corner. You can land your ships here on this wide ledge on the ridge overlooking the city, no more than a kilometer from the southwest en­trance."


  Valthyrra indicated the ledge and drew out a careful map down from the heights to the entrance and on into the interior of the city. "After entering, you will proceed a short distance to the main stairs leading down. Here you will descend twelve levels to the very bottom. That is a deceptively far distance down, nearly half a kilometer, since there is considerable space between levels. Fortu­nately there is a freight elevator installed in the stairwell itself. The remains of the fighter are stacked together in shielded boxes not far from the entrance, beside a landing pad used by freight transports."


  "So what we have is a round trip of three kilometers or more, one of which is an elevator ride," Dveyella com­mented to herself before looking up at the hovering camera pod. "How much time do we have?"


  "The nearest fighters are at the main base on the other continent, and much farther to the south." Valthyrra indi­cated the two locations on her map projection. "That is just over nine thousand kilometers. The fighters will undoubt­edly go subballistic to make the best time. Count on no more than thirty minutes, but be prepared if they only give you twenty."


  Dveyella nodded thoughtfully. "And we can enter through the polar magnetic corridor and fly in low?"


  "Yes, that is what makes this easy. There is not much in the way of surveillance equipment, since there has never been any need. The Union has always disdained radar be­cause of its limited effective range due to its speed-of-light time lag, and the planet has a strong enough magnetic field to deflect achronic sensors and scanners."


  "And what of guards?"


  "There are no living personnel at the complex, al­though there are perhaps a hundred automatons walking the halls." She quickly drew up the schematics for a curi­ous machine. Its heavy, rounded upper body was carried on four spindly legs, with guns sprouting like antlers from its head and upper back and a long whip of an antenna like an upraised tail. "They are all of the new Shepherd design, smarter and quicker than the old Prowler sentry model."


  "I am familiar with the design," Dveyella said. "What do you want done with the wreckage of the fighter? We cannot leave it, and I would rather take it with us than try to destroy it. Our fighters are too well-built; it would take quite an explosion to blow it to worthless bits, especially if it is in shielded containers."


  "Do you propose that we should haul it out on our backs?" Velmeran asked. "Is that why you wanted to know if I was strong?"


  "No, hardly," Dveyella said, smiling. It was a ridicu­lous thought, even though they could lift twelve tons be­tween them. "Our transport has an oversized cargo door and heavy-duty handling arms. We can get those boxes on our way out."


  Threl nodded in agreement. "All I have to do is set us down beside it, and Marlena can snatch them up in half a minute."


  "There is surveillance equipment, visual and infrared scanners, at the complex. That is why you cannot come in for that fighter until you are ready to depart. Most of the planet's security is designed to guard the world as a whole and keep anything from approaching too closely in the first place. That is why you will not have to worry about auto­matic cannons tracking you. There are none."


  "Unfortunately, that is also why your packs are going to have to stay well back," Dveyella added. "If they see fighters coming in, they are going to be on their guard."


  "That is true as well," Valthyrra agreed. "But my drone will be watching you closely, and I can time matters close enough so that my packs will be there to support you on your way out."


  Dveyella nodded. "Our problem with fighters is going to be inside the atmosphere, since we have to keep our speed down to their level. Outside it is going to be sting­ships and destroyers. Out transport is good, but it is still no fighter and it will be the most vulnerable to stingships. We have to keep them off her tail."


  "I will have nine packs there to help you by then," Valthyrra said. Then, seeing Velmeran's look of dismay, she turned her camera pod to stare at him. "Nine packs, not ten. I will not allow your children to launch. Short one, perhaps..."


  "But not without me, no," Velmeran agreed. "They already know that they will not be going out, and they have been taking it fairly well. But Treg wants to go with me so badly he is positively begging. I wonder if it would not be easier to simply lock him in his cabin until this is over."


  Mayelna laughed aloud. "Now perhaps you will be able to appreciate how hard it is for me to try to tell you no!"


  Velmeran sealed the last closure of his new suit and opened the chestplate, flipping down the hinged mirror so that he could see to set the controls. The visual display was cleverly designed; the monitor displayed normally for an assistant's use and, at the touch of a button, backward and upside down so that the wearer could see it in the mirror. He quickly set the controls and the cooling unit cycled on strongly but silently. The one flaw in the Kelvessan's im­pressive design was that they generated a great deal of heat even when they were inactive, and reached dangerously excessive levels during hypermetabolism. Outside the cool environment of their own ships, they depended upon their suits for comfort or even life in temperatures that ordinary humans found normal.


  Valthyrra might not have been able to improve upon the construction of the suit, but she made a vast improve­ment in the fit. The armor itself fit much closer about the suit inside, and was no longer free to shift and turn during swift or difficult movements. She had made suits for both himself and Dveyella to very precise measurements, so precise that they would have to be careful of both gaining or losing weight. And that was a problem in itself, for Starwolves had to eat enormously to maintain their power­ful metabolisms.


  "Now this is the way it was supposed to be!" Dveyella declared as she lifted both sets of arms high over her head and shifted her shoulders back and forth. "It feels as if you have articulated the backplate."


  "I have," Valthyrra said, hovering near in the form of a probe. "Both the front- and backplates are split down the middle and joined by a continuous hinge, with the protec­tive plastic coating molded in one piece over the top. All of our suits are built that way, although it seems that no other ships have adopted the design."


  "Can you give me plans for that design?" she asked.


  "Of course," Valthyrra said, and turned to Velmeran. "I have also made you a pair of special guns to carry in the belt of that new suit. More powerful than anything I have in reserve. They will not pierce the armor of those auto­mated sentries, but their high-output generators will allow you to shoot more rapidly. Up to four times a second."


  "You will not find better than that," Dveyella said. "Take them."


  "I will," Velmeran agreed. "Where are they?"


  "Down in one of the shops," Valthyrra said, pausing a moment as her camera pod quickly scanned the room. Consherra stood quietly in the doorway, and the machine focused on her. "Consherra, my dear, do you recall the place?"


  "Of course," the first officer replied, and gestured for Velmeran to follow her. "Come along, killer."


  "Meet me in the landing bay as soon as you can," Dveyella said quickly.


  "I will not be long," Velmeran promised as he fol­lowed reluctantly. He knew that Consherra was by no means pleased with him, and he expected a lecture. Dveyella was much better company, and prettier too.


  Velmeran surprised himself with that last thought, since he seldom entertained such notions and never seri­ously. It was true; Dveyella was prettier, but not by much. She was also more interesting because she told him about the things he liked to hear. Consherra was intelligent, knowledgeable and even witty, but she seemed to think that her most pressing duty was to attend to the lecturing and nagging that she thought Mayelna missed. It was easy enough for him to see how he would like Dveyella. What surprised him was that he compared her with Consherra, when he had never given the Methryn's helm any thought in the first place.


  "So, you actually mean to go through with this," Consherra said disapprovingly, staring straight ahead as she marched down the silent corridor at a brisk pace.


  "It seems to me a little late to back out now," Vel­meran said. "Even if I wanted to. The thought had not occurred to me."


  "Velmeran, you have never done this before!" she ex­claimed as she stopped before the lift door and hit the call button so hard she nearly broke it.


  Velmeran only shrugged. "No one is born experi­enced."


  "And is that any reason why you have to do it? What good does it do you?"


  "None, perhaps," Velmeran replied. "Or perhaps a great deal. Dveyella has said that she might like to keep me."


  Consherra stared in disbelief. "Would you really go, give up your pack to be a new student in another?"


  "I would, if I like it well enough," he said. "Valthyrra made me a pack leader. You would have me command this ship. But my one and only talent is for flying, and Dveyella is willing to allow me to fly like I never will on this ship. She appreciates me for what I can do, not for what she would make of me. Can you understand that?"


  "Unfortunately, that makes perfect sense," Consherra agreed meekly. "But is that what you want?"


  Velmeran considered that for a moment before he re­plied. "I cannot yet say. I have two futures before me, and I will decide upon the one that will allow me to do the most good. But I will have to look at them both before I will know which one."


  "I have the answer to that question," she said firmly.


  "I am sure you do. And Dveyella has a completely different answer. So it remains for me to decide. And you are not helping matters."


  "Me?"


  ­"Yes, you. Dveyella is nicer than you."


  The lift doors opened and Velmeran entered quickly. Consherra only stood and stared in disbelief, unable under the circumstances to indulge her temper. Before she could decide what to do, the door closed in her face.


  "Dveyella indeed! What does she have that I do not?" she demanded of the closed door. In her fury she paced in a complete circle, returning to stand before the lift doors. "You will come back to me yet, Velmeran! You have no idea of where you are supposed to be going!"


  Valthyrra Methryn pushed the best pace she could, cutting her jump from Boulder to Bineck to only thirty-six hours. She wanted to catch up with Keth before the Union had the opportunity to move him to some more secure lo­cation. But that also meant that she did not have time to service all her fighters as she would have liked, so that more than half of the packs had to go out again in the shape they were in, fresh from the last battle.


  The pilots had their own way of preparing themselves for the coming battle, spending their last few hours enjoy­ing a precelebration. A party, small, quiet and private, helped to distract them from worrying excessively about what lay ahead. And Kelvessan were, by natural inclina­tion, excessive worriers. Velmeran, as the only member of the assault force who was also a permanent resident of the ship, acted as host. His pack, like all others, was housed together in a suite of nine apartments that opened upon a large common room that included all the comforts the pilots were given in return for their hazardous duty. The walls were paneled, with wooden beams to support a ceil­ing that did not look metal. The floor was carpeted, al­though showing some wear since the Methiyn's last overhaul, with comfortable loungers and a large sofa bolted into place. There was audio and video equipment for their entertainment, and shelves with a wealth of books secured behind locking glass doors.


  Aside from the members of Velmeran's pack and Dveyella's team, there were only two other guests. Baressa had come looking for Velmeran in time to receive a special invitation. The other guest was Consherra, uninvited and unexpected, refusing to say how she even knew of this little celebration. That was not so hard to figure out, since she led a procession of three automated carts overflowing with food... and all automatons were under Valthyrra's command. But no one questioned her right to attend, once they saw that food.


  "This is a nice place you have," Dveyella mentioned as she sat alone with Velmeran in one corner. Velmeran lifted his head to glance around the room, as if seeing it for the first time in his life. When not involved in business, he was about the most innocent, unassuming person she had ever met. Already she had seen that he seemed unable to take a compliment for what it was; he always weighed it and then himself in comparison, to see if it was deserved.


  "You have a nice group of pilots in your pack," she said, deciding to try again.


  "Do you think so?" Velmeran asked, somewhat con­cerned.


  "Yes, of course," she insisted. "They are young and innocent. That is very refreshing to a pack of battle-weary veterans like ourselves."


  "Young and innocent?" Velmeran asked, laughing to himself. "Does that include Baressa and Consherra? You see in them two of the sharpest tempers on this ship."


  "Baressa?" she asked in disbelief. Baressa was busy in the opposite corner conferring with Baress, having dis­covered that they shared the same name. They appeared to have more in common than just names, to judge by the undue interest she had in his injuries and his tale of how they happened.


  "Actually, I cannot imagine why Baressa is acting so silly," Velmeran said, mystified. In his years as a student, he had always looked upon her as what a pack leader should be. He was shocked and annoyed to see her acting like a... a person!


  "I can understand," Dveyella said suggestively. "In fact, I feel like acting a little like that myself right now."


  "Well, I hope I never do!" Velmeran declared. Dveyella sighed softly. If they stayed together, she was either going to have to grow him up or become very blunt.


  "Eat!" Consherra ordered, seeming to appear from nowhere to force a large hot roll with cheese into Vel­meran's hands. "Valthyrra says that we will be coming into system in about four hours."


  Dveyella shrugged. "I guess that we did not get started in time to have any real fun. Some things might have to wait until later."


  "I certainly hope so," Consherra muttered coldly.


  Dveyella glanced up at her sharply, at first in surprise, but then with an appraising look that became shrewd.


  "Yes, I do like to take my time," she responded in an insinuating voice. "But not too long. I – for one – believe in taking advantage of my opportunities."


  "Well, you certainly impress me as the type," Con­sherra remarked cattily.


  Velmeran chewed his roll, blissfully unaware of the battle that raged over his head.


  "Well, Meran, I certainly envy you," Baressa said as she and Baress approached at that moment. "Not many pilots get a chance to do the things that you will. You should learn a few things that the regular pilots never know."


  "You will have to share your secrets when you come back," Consherra agreed guardedly.


  "If he comes back," Dveyella corrected her.


  "What do you mean?" Baressa asked anxiously, mis­understanding her.


  "I mean that if he works out as well as I expect, I might not be willing to let him go again," she explained. "I will still be shorthanded even when Baress comes back to work."


  No one was more surprised to hear her say that than Velmeran himself. He had already known that he had two futures for the choosing, but he considered that choice a purely personal and private one. He certainly did not con­sider it to be a matter of contention between two and possi­bly three factions aboard this ship.


  "Velmeran, is this what you want?" Baressa asked gently, startling him out of his own thoughts. He was sur­prised by her apparent concern for his desires.


  "Yes, I want it," he admitted slowly. "But I also want... what we talked about. I do not know which."


  "But you think you will be able to decide after you fly with Dveyella's pack this first time?" she inquired with the same gentleness, as if all she wanted was what pleased him most.


  "No, I doubt it," he admitted frankly. "That will only make it harder for me to decide. And yet I also know that I am not going to be able to decide until I do."


  Baressa considered that and nodded thoughtfully. "Do what you feel you must, and have faith that you have made the right choice."


  She turned to leave, but Consherra, nearly speechless with indignation, blocked her path.


  "What are you doing?" the first officer demanded. "You said that you were going to talk to him."


  "And so I did," Baressa answered impatiently as she forced her way past. "But I said nothing about coercing him to do what you want of him."


  "You know how much we need him," Consherra in­sisted.


  "Of course. But I also..."


  But I also believe that he will, in the end, do what is expected of him. Or so Velmeran finished for her in his mind, after her soft voice was lost beneath the music that his students were playing rather loudly, or perhaps, he real­ized, his conscience was only too willing to supply that answer, because he knew it to be true. Doing what he wanted might satisfy his desires, but doing what was ex­pected of him, what he took to be his duty, satisfied his needs. And ultimately he wanted the future that would allow him to accomplish the most.


  "Is this your room?" Dveyella asked suddenly, glanc­ing at the door to her right.


  "Yes, it is. Would you like to see?" Velmeran was quick to seize upon that as a chance to escape the others, if not his own thoughts.


  As Dveyella followed him into the cabin, she hap­pened to see Consherra, still conferring hotly with the others, staring at her in sudden alarm. Resisting the temp­tation to stick out her tongue, she ducked into the room quickly, stepping away from the door so that it would close.


  As pack leader, Velmeran had the largest room in the suite. As always, the small bed folded into the wall; Kel­vessan did not sleep unless driven to the point of exhaus­tion. There were two large reclining chairs and a fairly large desk with a terminal for access to the ship's com­puters. As outside, the floor was carpeted and portions of the wood were trimmed with real wood. There were two suit racks near the bed, one holding his old armor while the other displayed the new. A small kitchen area was partially removed from the rest of the room by cabinets, a welcome luxury for a people who had to eat tremendously, while a bathroom and closets filled the wall adjacent to the bed.


  That was all standard, and Dveyella had seen its like on many ships. What did interest her were the things that he had done to make it his home. Curtains closed off an entire blank wall to the left of the door, suggesting that a large window lay beyond rather than a metal bulkhead. He had also brought in his own audio equipment, and enclosed shelves that contained his generous selection of books. A drawing table was mounted near the desk, so that she won­dered if he had done the handful of paintings that hung about the room. One showed nine girls, obviously human, in some manner of archaic armor, each one bearing a spear, their golden capes flowing in the wind as they rode flying horses through a dark, stormy sky. Another depicted a dragon seated atop a mound of gold, glaring menacingly at a tiny figure that was so nearly invisible as to be just a vague shadow. Velmeran apparently liked fanciful subjects.


  "Do you like it?" Velmeran asked.


  "Yes, very much," she agreed. "It reminds me of why I wish that I had a home of my own."


  "And something that I would have to give up, if I went with you," he reflected thoughtfully.


  Dveyella turned to look at him. "Could you really leave, with so many people counting on you to become Commander-designate?"


  "I really do not know," Velmeran said, indicating for her to take one of the two large chairs. "I know that Mayelna plans to retire in twenty years, more or less. And that is a little soon for me. I think that I might be ready to command this ship in twenty years. And yet..."


  "Yes? What would you like most?" Dveyella prompted him when he hesitated.


  "I want to fly – I have to fly – for a time yet to come," he explained haltingly. "I would prefer to be Bar­essa's Commander-designate when she takes command of the Methryn after Mayelna retires. I would be her present age before she is ready to retire. But that would be asking too much."


  "Not at all," Dveyella insisted. "In fact, that sounds very good to me. This is what we should do. You fly with me this time. Then, if things work out and it is still what you want, we will get together with Baressa and Valthyrra and work out a deal."


  "Do you think that they would agree to that?"


  "I imagine so, as long as you are willing to return when Mayelna retires."


  Velmeran nodded thoughtfully. "Fair enough. But is that fair to you, that I should fly with you only twenty years?"


  Dveyella shrugged, unconcerned. "Twenty more years and I will be more than willing to retire from special tactics myself. Then we will return."


  Velmeran glanced up at her. "We?"


  "The Methryn seems like a good ship to retire to," she said quickly, reluctant to be too forward out of fear of frightening the boy. But that plan suited her very well indeed. She could have him entirely to herself, away from the Methryn and Consherra, for twenty years—or until he grew up. The only remaining question was why she thought she needed him so much in the first place.


  Sector Commander Trace handed the message file to Councilor Lake and leaned back against the edge of his desk as he considered the problem. In his possession was one Starwolf, old but undamaged from his impact with a carrier, as well as one fighter that had not fared as well. A damaged fighter was unimportant; Union technicians could understand and appreciate Starwolf technology, but they could not reproduce it. They could build fighters that were a rough approximation of the black wolf ships, but no pilot could fly such a ship and even the best computer guidance systems were inadequate. He needed his own genetically engineered pilots. And he needed this captured Starwolf to show him how to make his own.


  "Sir?" the messenger prompted him gently.


  "Be patient, son," Donah Trace said. "It will take you a few days to overtake that carrier, so we can spare a few minutes to find the best answer."


  "Well, at least they showed more sense than I thought they would," the Councilor said as he shut the lid on the message file. "Not such a bad plan, actually. A very good plan, in fact, if you make the mistake of underestimating the abilities of the Starwolves."


  "But not good enough, since we're not going to make that mistake," Donalt answered, and struck the edge of the desk in frustration. "Damn! While they were trying to use their brains, why didn't they just stick him in this courier. He could have been right here now, in the one place in the entire sector where the Starwolves cannot get at him. Was that idea even mentioned?"


  "Yes, sir," the messenger admitted reluctantly, fearful of the Sector Commander's displeasure.


  "And there was, I suppose, some reason why that was not done?"


  "Yes, sir. It was felt that the five guards my courier can carry would not be enough to keep the prisoner under control. There was no military escort to protect my ship, and no cargo facilities for the wreckage of the fighter."


  "The fighter? That fighter is of no value to me. But no one has ever kept a five Starwolf." He paused and glanced shrewdly at his uncle. "If they are following at a discreet distance, is it most likely that they are using a silent beacon?"


  "Yes, that is a possibility," Lake agreed.


  "And such a beacon would be located on the ship rather than in the suit of the pilot?"


  "They do carry a distress beacon in both the ship and the suit, but those we know about. A secret tracking beacon, however... certainly in the ship. They could not hide a long-range beacon in the suit."


  "Then this is your message," Trace said as he turned back to the messenger. "Make your best time back to Bin­eck. The prisoner is to be transferred into your ship, along with two sentries and as many live guards as will fit. Then have the fighter put aboard a destroyer that is to make best speed for... shall we say the big sector shipyards at Kar­ran? Do you have that? Do you need written orders?"


  The messenger shook his head. "Verbal will be enough, under the circumstances."


  "Good. Remember to say nothing of your orders over radio, since there may be ears you know nothing about."


  "Military escort, sir?"


  "Hell, no! You might as well broadcast your plans aloud! Your only hope is in secrecy and speed. Besides, the sector fleet couldn't save you if they want you bad enough. Hurry, now."


  The messenger saluted quickly and disappeared out the door of the Sector Commander's office. Donalt shook his head slowly at the stupidity of the human race in general and underlings in particular. Councilor Lake stood by the window, his hands in his pockets as he stared out across the underground city of Vannkarn. But his thoughts on the matter were plain enough. He was smiling as if at some private joke, amused with his own thoughts.


  "It's too late, you know," he remarked after a long moment.


  "Yes, I know that. These long delays in travel time are working against me. I've only just now found out what's going on, and for all I know it might already be over." Trace glanced over at him, irritated. "You don't have to look so damned pleased by it all."


  "I'm not exactly pleased," Lake answered. "I'm as frustrated as you to realize that we can never deal with Starwolves on their own terms. And yet, where Starwolves are concerned, I have learned to never be too hopeful or depend too much on luck."


  "They make their own luck," Trace said. "That is what I want for us."


  "You want your own Starwolves?" Lake asked, turning to look at him. "What if our people cannot duplicate their genetic design?"


  "Then we clone the one we have," Trace insisted.


  "We can surely tamper with his genetic material enough to make use of the information it contains to create our own viable race."


  Lake nodded thoughtfully. "Good idea. But what then? Will your new Starwolves serve you willingly?"


  "It's not a question of will. As long as we bring them up from the start without a thought in their head except for what we put there, they will be machines to serve us. But I can see that you don't like the idea of using real Starwolves."


  "I prefer that we learn how to make our own," the Councilor admitted. "Then we can order their obedience to our will. What if real Starwolves have some instinctive urge to fight us? You could find that your own weapon has turned against you."


  Chapter7


  The late morning sun hung just over the horizon far to the south. Summer was nearing its end and the long day would end with it, for the sun would soon fall below the edge of the world and not rise again for half a year.


  The northern polar region of the planet Bineck was in most ways like that of any other world where human life could dwell. Both poles were open ocean, bordered only in part by continents that lay mostly in warmer climates. Bineck was a cool world; even the equator was only temperate and the poles were bitterly cold even in the height of summer, with massive floes of thick ice. Nothing lived on those icy plains, not when the little life that did exist on that world struggled for survival in warmer regions. A few fish did swim below the ice but they were, in truth, only colonists, no more native to that world than the people who had planted them there.


  Three small ships shot down through the clear, cold sky through the very center of the magnetic pole, only a few hundred kilometers from the planetary axis. They fell with tremendous speed, nose down with their engines idling to hide them from scanner detection. The transport and two fighters descended wrapped only in the protection of their atmospheric shields, allowing them to move at tre­mendous speeds with little bother from atmospheric friction. They had begun their approach well outside detection range, building to speed and then drifting along a carefully plotted course that permitted them to complete their run without having to develop the engine power that would give their presence away, braking gradually with minimum reverse thrust.


  They entered the upper atmosphere as fast as even wolf ships would dare, nearly seventeen thousand kilometers per hour, dropping down from the very fringe of space to ground level in less than a minute. Leveling out at the very last moment, the three ships engaged their engines just enough to maintain their speed. They flew as low as they could, until their atmospheric shields began to press against the ice only five meters below. At fifteen times the speed of sound, the shock wave created by their shields pulverized the thick ice, throwing it up in a towering plume of snow and splintered crystals.


  Flying wing to wing, the ships casually dodged pressure ridges and icebound glaciers that appeared out of the hazy whiteness of the horizon with blinding speed. After a couple of minutes the ice floe began to break up, ending abruptly only seconds later. The ships shot out over open water, a vast curtain of white vapor rising like a storm cloud behind them. Still hundreds of kilometers short of their goal, they began to apply braking thrust to drop speed quickly as they prepared to land.


  Hardly a minute later the three ships finally dropped to subsonic speed just as a fortress wall of towering cliffs rose before them. The lead fighter moved to the front as Dveyella took them by a concealed path. The weather had been less kind to the hills since they had been alive; a canyon had cut deep into the unprotected land, providing a hidden passage for the ships until they reached the cover of the high ridge. Dveyella led them at almost a crawl along the back of the ridge, finally slipping through a tight pass that put them almost on top of the wide ledge where they would land.


  The transport settled gently to the very center of the ledge, and the two fighters nestled in close to either side. Velmeran left his fighter as Dveyella had instructed, with the generator idling just enough to keep itself cycling, the energy cells charged and the major systems powered up. They might not be able to spare the time for a prestart on the way out. He unstrapped and lowered the boarding ladder; jumping was the easiest way down, but the hinged canopy prevented pilots from jumping back into the narrow opening of the cockpit, and it was a long jump. Fighters had a very long-legged stance to accommodate their turned-down wings and the big main drives they protected.


  Dveyella walked around the front of the transport just as he leaped down. She was still fastening on the thick belt that held her guns and a row of heat charges. She turned as the door of the transport slid open. Baress stuck his head out, frowning fiercely. "Do you know how hard it is on a good pilot to have to make the ride down as a passenger?"


  "No, but I will surely ask the first good pilot I find," Dveyella replied.


  Baress's frown deepened as he stepped down to join them. "Spare me. I came to tell you that a storm is due. A late season warm front is pushing up a line of about the worst weather this place ever sees, and it should be on us about the time you return."


  "I can see that for myself," Dveyella said, glancing up at the wall of dark clouds that was beginning to climb above the ridge behind them. Lightning rippled up and down its length, and distant thunder rumbled faintly.


  Baress only shrugged. "I am only trying to be useful. Are you sure that you will not need any help?"


  "No, we will likely need all the help we can get. But I am sure that you will not leave this ledge."


  "I will sit on him if he as much as looks over the side," Marlena offered from the transport door. "By keeping Baress here, the rescuers will at least outnumber the people needing rescue."


  "Whatever it takes. Velmeran, we have to hurry," Dveyella said as she fastened down her helmet. Velmeran fastened down his own and hurried to join her at the edge of the shelf, looking out over the ancient city. It was an impressive sight, seen from above, filling the valley from rim to rim and extending far to the north. The sprawling structure was composed of a series of massive, featureless stone blocks joined by connecting halls and corridors, unbroken by doors, windows or visible vents. But the greatest part of the city lay below, carved deep into the heart of the mountains.


  "Keep your helmet on and your systems to normal," Dveyella warned. "Life has been gone from this world for so long that the oxygen level is still a bit low. Too low to sustain us for what we have to do. Ready?"


  "Of course."


  "Stay close, then," she said, peering over the ledge to the ground below. "And remember that this is real gravity, not the stuff you practiced in. You will fall faster."


  Dveyella casually hopped off the ledge, jumping out just far enough to keep well clear of the cliff face, although she took most of the twenty-meter fall straight down. She landed easily and quickly stepped out of the way, and Velmeran followed. As she had warned, he fell faster than he would have expected. But he was prepared and maintained his balance effortlessly. Dveyella waited until he indicated for her to go ahead.


  They kept up a fairly good pace the rest of the way down the slope, running where they could and clearing the more difficult sections in short leaps. Since most of this ridge was composed of tumbled slabs and boulders of solid rock, a good deal of their descent was spent jumping from one massive stone to another. Velmeran was hard pressed to keep up the pace that Dveyella set with ease. But he did not complain, since he thought that he would improve quickly with practice.


  The major worry that occupied his thoughts was of Keth and how they might get him back up this slope, especially that final cliff. The dark brown soil and large brown-gray stones were loose and bare of supportive vegetation, as if the entire ridge had just been thrown up by the excavations of some immense machine. Large sections of the crumbled talus were entirely too loose to climb (not in heavy armor) and could only be cleared by jumping. Rain would quickly turn the entire slope into a slick, flowing mass, so they had to be back before the storm moved in.


  They reached the bottom of the slope in only a few short minutes, moving stealthfully the last few hundred meters. Fortunately there were enough large stones – apparently the eroded rejects from the building of the city – to keep them well hidden to within the last ten meters of the door. Then Dveyella went ahead to check out the entrance for surveillance equipment and automatic weapons, although she was confident that there were none. This was, after all, only a supply base, an immense warehouse, on a planet where no one but the military was allowed.


  It did not take long for her to decide. She paced up and down before the four broad steps that led up to the deeply reset portal, glancing up at the massive blocks of stone framing it and peering into the deep shadows that hid the door. At last she shrugged and signaled for him to join her.


  "Nothing?" Velmeran asked as he hurried up.


  "Nothing fancy," Dveyella replied. "There might be a simple detector on the door itself, but there is nothing we can do about that. You get down behind these steps and shoot anything that moves when I open the door. Fortunately these sections swing out, not in."


  Velmeran drew his guns, one for each set of hands, and crouched down on the large flagstones at the base of the steps, directly in front of the right of the two massive portals. Dveyella took firm hold of the thick handle and jerked it back briskly, using its bulk to shield herself. Nothing stirred within, and Velmeran held his fire. His eyes, large for excellent light sensitivity, could detect no movement. Dveyella watched his response, then drew her own guns and peered cautiously within, first checking the inside walls where he could not see.


  "Clear," she said. Velmeran followed her inside, standing guard as she closed the door. "Straight ahead now, until we come to the first major stairwell. Remember to shoot anything that moves; in this place, it will not be your friend. Remember also that the sentries have heavier guns and thicker armor than you do."


  They hurried on, moving cautiously from room to room. The main corridor leading in was bisected often by buildings of various shapes, most fairly large and yet only simple, featureless structures. It occurred to Velmeran that these were auxiliary warehouses, perhaps only temporary storage areas for goods arriving or departing overland from other cities, later to be carried down the stairs and ramps to the lower levels. The main warehouses were probably on the lower levels, along with the inhabited areas, where the temperature was even more constant year-round.


  Velmeran quickly chased such stray thoughts from his mind. They had just entered a small, rectangular room where the main hall was intersected by two parallel corridors. Dveyella came to a sudden halt at the first of the two smaller passages.


  "Sentry!"


  Velmeran did not need to ask where, for he could see the machine ambling down the corridor to their left, a tall, heavily armored shell on four long legs. It was perhaps twenty-five meters away, and had already passed the doorways to two adjacent rooms. "Can it see us?"


  "I have always suspected that the things are blind to the rear," Dveyella answered, making no effort to hide as she watched the machine. "Nothing back there. They do have stereoscopic cameras in front, like most advanced automatons, as well as echo-location and infrared sensors. It would hear us talking, if not for our helmets."


  The sentry turned off to one side, into another chamber to its right. Velmeran had only a brief glimpse of the machine as it turned; it was considerably taller than himself, at least two meters, and the rounded, armored shell of its body was nearly as long. Dveyella watched until it disappeared, its long whip tail dragging under the top of the door.


  "I have to see where the thing is going," she said suddenly. "It is headed in the same direction we have to go. Watch these passages for a moment."


  Hardly giving him time to protest, she hurried off after the sentry. She crept cautiously down the side corridor and slowly leaned forward to peer around the corner, her guns ready. Then, to Velmeran's consternation, she slipped around the edge of the doorway and disappeared. Suddenly finding himself quite alone, he recalled her instructions and quickly checked each of the remaining corridors, fearful of seeing another of the hulking white sentries ambling toward him.


  His unease was based in part on the shadowy presence of the sentry he sensed almost subconsciously behind the wall to his back, or perhaps the presence of its small generator. Nor was it aware of him as it made its ceaseless rounds through the ancient corridors. As it passed the doorway it caught a glimpse of something in the adjacent room, and paused in midstride for a quick double take. For a long moment it stood, as if checking its memory in an attempt to recognize this intruder. Then it began to move again, bringing itself around to face its enemy. It lowered its head to bring its guns to bear and charged at the best speed it could manage.


  Velmeran was, unfortunately, facing in the other direction at that moment. He turned to make a second check of the other corridors, only to find the sentry already charging at him. The two adversaries opened fire on each other at almost the same instant. The sentry was a poor shot, shuffling forward at a ponderous pace. Velmeran had better aim, but his own guns could not pierce the sentry's armor. A single bolt struck him in the chestplate early on, knocking him slightly off balance. He recovered quickly and returned fire, this time aiming at the machine's vulnerable points. An instant of concentrated fire destroyed the heavier turret over the sentry's shoulders, then the two lighter guns mounted to either side of its head.


  Weaponless, the sentry charged on, intent upon crushing its prey against the wall. Velmeran fired a few more shots, then bolstered his guns in time to catch the automaton by its ruined head. The sentry was the heavier of the two, well over a ton, but Velmeran was the stronger. Holding tightly to its head, he swung the machine around as hard as he could. His hope was to throw it on its side and render it helpless. Pulling as hard as he could, he swung it around in three-fourths of a circle. Then its retractable neck snapped, and he was left holding its head.


  As surprised as he was, Velmeran thought that was the end of it. But the sentry caught its balance and charged again, and he hardly had time to drop the lifeless head and catch it by the flarings that protected its neck. Slowly it pushed Velmeran back, forcibly sliding him across the stone blocks of the floor until he was braced against the wall. Velmeran began to consider a desperate plan, and leaped aside in the hope that the sentry would run head-on into the wall. He knew that he had to do something immediately, for his strength was fading quickly.


  At that moment Dveyella slapped a heat charge against the back of the sentry's shell. A second later the small disk began to glow white-hot; the sentry's shock-resistant plastic coating bubbled and peeled back from that intense source of heat like a curtain, and the metal beneath began to glow faintly red. The charge lasted only a few seconds but the damage was done, for smoke was pouring from every opening in the automaton's hull.


  Velmeran noticed the smoke rolling out of the broken neck sleeve before he realized that the sentry was no longer pushing against him but was standing rigidly motionless, its legs firmly locked. He released his hold cautiously and, when he was sure that the thing was dead, began to fight against his helmet, releasing the clips and jerking it off as quickly as he could. He was panting for breath as he leaned heavily against the inert hulk of the sentry.


  "Are you all right?" Dveyella asked, her voice sounding thinly through the backup phone in the collar of her suit.


  He nodded, still gasping. "I took a hit right on the cover plate of my controls. My air shut down."


  "Are all your systems out?" she asked, concerned. If he had lost his cooling as well, he would have to get out of his armor before he cooked in his own trapped body heat.


  Velmeran understood what she meant and shook his head. "I have cooling. Only my air is out."


  "This is my fault," she said fiercely, to herself. She paused for only a moment before deciding. "Marlena, can you hear me? Trouble. We are coming back out."


  "No, wait!" Velmeran said quickly, bending his head to the microphone in his collar. "If we have to try again, it will only be that much harder. They know that we are here now?"


  "Of course. That sentry would have warned all the others the moment it saw you. And the master computer would have warned the security officer on duty. Fighters are probably rolling out right now."


  "Then secrecy is lost," he concluded. "And now we have to act fast. We must go on. Threl can bring the transport down on the pavement outside the door, so that they can pick up Keth and go on for the fighter as soon as we come out. Marlena and Baress can shuttle our fighters down too, so that we can cover them until they are away. This air is no great problem for me; you keep your helmet on to do the heavy work."


  Dveyella crossed her arms as she listened to him, and he thought that she was watching him closely. After a moment she drew her guns. "Valthyrra Methryn, are you listening through that drone?"


  "Of course," Valthyrra answered calmly.


  "Send your packs in now. Keep them out of the atmosphere, but have them shoot anything in space that moves.


  We need the interference they can create as soon as possible. Marlena? Threl?"


  "Here!" Marlena answered.


  "If you caught that, then carry out those plans. Move the fighters down but do not, I repeat, do not give battle without my approval. Make certain that the cabin air in Velmeran's fighter is working."


  "I can fly for him," Marlena offered.


  "Professional courtesy dictates that a pilot flies his own ship, if he is able," Dveyella answered, and used one of her guns to indicate the doorway of the main corridor. "We go on, then."


  "I hear a sentry coming."


  "The one I was following, no doubt. It came running the moment the first sentry gave warning." She pulled a heat charge from his belt and handed it to him. "You can hear it, so you know how close it is. Hide behind the door and put the charge on its back as it comes through. Ignore the head; as you may have noticed, that is not where they have their brains."


  Velmeran made a gesture to indicate that he was no longer free to speak aloud, and Dveyella hid in the adjoining chamber. Then he hurried to the doorway opening onto the main corridor and waited, taking up the heat charge and twisting the top as far as it would go. The sentry charged through the doorway. Velmeran slammed the disk against its shell and ducked out the door behind it, just as the sentry began to draw itself to an abrupt halt. The machine lifted a foreleg as it began to turn toward its attacker, and slowly lowered it as the heat charge, activated as its magnetic base attached itself to the thick metal hull, began to fry its electronics.


  Velmeran glanced back inside the doorway to find the motionless machine standing in a cloud of smoke that continued to pour from its joints and vents. Dveyella returned from the side passage, pausing only a moment to regard the stricken automaton before she indicated for him to continue on.


  "Better," she said approvingly as they hurried down the wide hall. "Our problem is going to be getting back out, since every sentry in the complex is going to be converging on this area. They might try to pin us on the stairs."


  Moments later they came upon the stairs they were looking for. The well was square, between five and six meters along each side, with long flights of steps descending down each side. The center of the well was filled by something clearly not of native manufacture; a lift platform, guided by metal rails fitted into each corner of the well. The stone rail had been removed on the nearest side, and a metal shelf extended the floor out to the edge of the lift platform. The Starwolves could see that, while the original inhabitants might have had no choice, the military was not about to lug supplies up and down those steps on the unreliable backs of enlistees. Necessity is the mother of invention, it is said. Then laziness is surely the father.


  "I hope this thing is not too slow," Dveyella said as she stepped aboard and triggered it to descend. "Ah, not too bad."


  "I do not much like descending blind," Velmeran remarked as he watched steps appear along the side of the platform, starting along one side and proceeding down the next.


  "I do not like it either," Dveyella agreed. "A sentry could be waiting for us on any landing, ready to shoot as the platform clears."


  "Stop at the next level," Velmeran said suddenly, hol­stering his guns.


  Dveyella stopped the platform level with the next landing stage, and he stepped out. He quickly descended the steps until he passed below the lift. As he had guessed, there was a heavy metal framework that supported the platform and held the field projector that raised and lowered the lift. He climbed out onto the stone railing and leaped out to catch a bar of the framework, then swung up and arranged himself as best he could, facing down, with three of his four hands free. Two held guns, while a heat charge was in the fourth.


  "Start down!" he ordered into his collar mike.


  The platform started again. Velmeran watched the steps closely, waiting for a white rectangular head to appear over the rail near the corner landings. He did not know if the sentries could elevate their guns very high, although he did remember that the cameras were inset and not able to rotate very far up. He hoped that he could drop a heat charge on the machine before it saw him; he did not care to get into another shooting contest with a sentry.


  "Hello, and welcome to beautiful Bineck," Valthyrra's voice, radiating the commercial enthusiasm of a tour guide, announced over their corns. "The weather at your location is threatening, turning to openly hostile at any given moment. I must also inform you that two wings of seven fighters each are taking off from the main base. Your twenty minutes have just begun."


  "This will be cutting it close," Dveyella remarked.


  "My packs will not be in time to intercept those fighters," Valthyrra continued. "They will have to be your problem. We will get anything else."


  Velmeran thought that he could see the bottom now, a square of pale gray stone far below. Five levels were past and the sixth opened beside him, so he was now halfway down. Then he saw an indistinct shape lean out over the railing far below, more than halfway down from where he was.


  "Something on the stairs," he warned. "Just passing the second level, I would guess."


  "A sentry?" Dveyella asked.


  "It really did not look like a sentry's head," he replied. "I believe that it was too small for a sentry, and there were no guns. Whatever it was, I am going to put a bolt through it if I see it again."


  "If it is something hidden with a gun, you should know that the two larger, rounded things on your belt are explosives," she offered.


  "They are?" Velmeran sounded surprised. "Then I will use one of those if it tries to ambush us as we get nearer. It is dark under here, and it might not see me until too late."


  "Reverse ambush," Dveyella agreed. "But do not use the explosive if you get too close, since you have no helmet. Try throwing it from a fourth of a level up."


  "I will thank you not to," a third voice said suddenly. "If you two have come to collect me, I would prefer that it be alive."


  Velmeran nearly fell out of his perch. "Keth? Is that you?"


  "Of course it is."


  "Stay at the third landing," Velmeran instructed. "We will collect you there. Do you have a gun?"


  "No, nothing. I have been listening to you since you landed. When that first sentry attacked you, the one guarding my door took off at a run. Since he was really the only thing keeping me in that room, I kicked open the door and headed straight for the stairs."


  "Why did you not tell us you were coming?"


  "I have ho helmet," Keth replied. "And the echoes carry far in these old halls. I was afraid that one of the beasts might hear me."


  "You would hear it," Dveyella pointed out.


  "Not if it was standing still."


  "What does this do to our schedule?" Velmeran asked.


  "Barring further incident, we might actually be out of here in another ten minutes," Dveyella answered. "In realistic terms, we might just be ready when those two wings of fighters descend upon us."


  After another half a minute, Velmeran had Dveyella stop the platform a short distance above the third level so that he could climb out. Keth looked up and saw his pack leader hanging facedown from the framework beneath the platform, his legs and free arm braced wide against parts of the structure, rather like an ironclad spider in a tubular steel web. Keth was at first inclined to laugh, but the expression his pack leader wore warned him against it. Vel­meran threw Keth a gun, then quickly lowered himself from the frame and swung out to the landing stage. Dveyella quickly brought the lift down low enough for them to step on, and immediately started back up. When Keth tried to return the gun, Velmeran indicated for him to keep it and pointed up.


  "Since you and I have no helmets, we are going to have to be on guard," he said. "If any of those monsters pokes its head over the railing, shoot it."


  "Remember that the design of this type of sentry is such that it can rotate its cameras straight down," Dveyella added. "And since its smaller guns are mounted on the sides of the cameras, it can shoot what it sees."


  "Is that one?" Keth asked, pointing at the rectangular shape that appeared over the edge of the railing a level up.


  Velmeran nodded. "I believe so."


  "Oh," Keth said, and began shooting. His aim was surprisingly good, considering that he had seldom practiced with such a weapon. His second and third shots caught the sentry under the chin before it had a chance to draw back its head. "Did I hurt it?"


  "I do not believe so," Velmeran said. "No parts feH off. Do we stop?"


  "No, we have to get closer," Dveyella answered. "Swat that thing back every time it shows itself."


  That did not work so well. The sentry had the advantage, and that advantage increased as the lift platform rose toward it. A moment later it returned and opened fire, and this time the three Starwolves were forced to leap off the platform into the stairs for cover. Velmeran tried to return fire, but it could see him clearly now and shot first.


  "Now what?" he asked.


  "We do not have the time to spare," Dveyella said as she pulled off her helmet. "Levels are about forty to forty-five meters apart, or three full revolutions of the stairs. If I can climb near enough, I can jump diagonally up from below the sentry to its level."


  "I believe I know what you have in mind," Velmeran said. "Will it work?"


  Dveyella shrugged. "If you cover me."


  A moment later they were climbing the stairs as fast as they could, leaving Keth behind to watch the lift. The climb became more dangerous as they drew nearer to the sentry, since it was soon able to shoot beneath the overhanging ledge that had protected them farther below. Still, they were able to climb to the run directly below it. Then Velmeran climbed two more flights, keeping behind the cover of the solid stone rail, until he was only two flights below and directly across from the automaton.


  The sentry knew that they were up to something. It bent its head down as far as it could, trying to scan the shaft with infrared. Just then Velmeran fired on it, shot after shot slamming into its head, blowing out one camera and the gun beside it. The sentry retracted its head and staggered back. Dveyella leaped as hard as she could against the stubborn pull of real gravity, seeming almost to fly up the narrow shaft. Seven meters up she caught the railing where Velmeran stood and flipped herself atop it. Velmeran shot again, driving the sentry back a second time and blowing out its other camera in the process. Dveyella launched herself directly at the blinded automaton, taking advantage of its confusion.


  Velmeran hurried to join her, leaping across the shaft as well, only to find the sentry standing by itself as thick smoke poured from its vents. Dveyella stood beside the doorway in the middle of the landing, cautiously peering down the dimly lit corridor.


  "Another coming fast," she said, panting in the poor air. "Keth?"


  "Already on my way up," the older pilot responded over com.


  "The machinery beneath the lift is unprotected, and we are still only halfway up," Velmeran said. "You are winded, so this one is mine. Take the lift up four flights and wait for me."


  "Do you have something in mind?" she asked.


  "Nothing fancy. The sentry will think that we are on the way up, so this should be easy."


  "I could watch," she offered.


  Velmeran quickly placed a hand over his collar mike. "I would prefer that you watch Keth. I do not trust him alone with a gun. He might try something that he would do well to leave alone."


  Dveyella reluctantly agreed and joined Keth on the lift as it went by. Velmeran positioned himself by the doorway, carefully out of sight. He did not have long to wait. The sentry had been near enough to fire a quick volley of bolts at the lift as it went by. It charged out onto the landing, slowing as it came out of the passage and finally stopping beside its motionless companion. The lift was ascending, still only two flights up, so it leaned out over the rail and tilted its head back to shoot.


  Velmeran had been behind the sentry since it had stepped out onto the landing, unseen in its haste. Dveyella was correct in her guess that they were blind to the rear; they apparently did not even see to the sides very well. Careful to stay immediately behind it, Velmeran watched the sentry's movements carefully. As it leaned out to look up the shaft, he simply crawled between its long legs, lifted it up and heaved it over the rail. The machine fell heavily straight down the center of the shaft, never once bouncing off the sides. He watched until the automaton disappeared into the gloom, and a long moment later a sound like a small explosion echoed back up the shaft. Pleased with his efficiency, he hurried to join the others.


  Chapter8


  Dveyella peered cautiously around the edge of the doorway, and swiftly drew back in alarm and surprise. "I find it hard to believe! There it is, waiting for us, right in front of the door. They must be getting smarter."


  "They are getting smarter," Velmeran agreed. "They have learned too many lessons the hard way."


  "We have to get that thing out of the way," she said. "Valthyrra Methryn, how much time do we have?"


  "Those two wings of fighters are just now beginning to descend," Valthyrra reported. "You have perhaps three minutes."


  "Wonderful!" Dveyella muttered, pausing only a moment to think. "Marlena, are you out there?"


  "Ready and waiting."


  "That machine is backed up to the outer door with its tail in the crack, facing inward."


  "Ah, I follow you. Half a moment."


  A few moments passed and then one of the heavy doors began to open, slowly and silently, and a single arm reached through to attach a heat charge to the rear hull of the sentry that stood before it. The machine jumped away from the door and spun around. But the heat charge was already glowing and the automaton's legs locked up even as it turned, causing it to fall heavily on its side. The three Starwolves were running for the door immediately.


  "Not so smart after all," Velmeran commented as they slipped past the smoking hulk.


  He had expected to see violent clouds towering over the city, but the leading edge of the storm had already passed. A seething mass of dark clouds hid the sun, bringing dusk at midday and adding to his feeling that he had been underground for a long time, not less than half an hour. Low clouds and fog already concealed the ledge where they had landed. There was only a light wind here in the valley, although the roiling clouds overhead suggested violent winds within the storm itself.


  Marlena and Baress waited just outside the door. Dveyella pushed Keth into their care. "One last task. Pack in those boxes as fast as you can and get out of here."


  "Captain?" Keth asked, reluctant to be dragged away to the waiting transport. Baress and Marlena seemed likely to carry him if he delayed any longer.


  "Go with them, Keth," Velmeran directed, trying to assume a calm, authoritative voice. "They have your ride out."


  Keth allowed himself to be led to the larger ship, although still somewhat reluctantly, and Velmeran and Dveyella hurried to their fighters. Velmeran had hoped that this incident would have cured Keth, that the older pilot would have done enough soul-searching during the last few days to face the truth. Instead it seemed that he had been waiting for rescue so that he could return to the packs; he had apparently assumed that they would have brought a fighter for him. Of course, his real problem had never been age but conceit.


  Velmeran climbed into the cockpit of his fighter and sealed the canopy against windblown dust and mist before he began to strap in. The transport lifted immediately. It rose just high enough to pass over the fighters and drifted toward the east, following the perimeter of the city to the landing platform where the boxes containing the remains of the fighter were kept.


  "Have you ever fought inside a storm before?" Dveyella asked over ship's com; Velmeran's worthless helmet had gone with Keth.


  "I have never fought inside an atmosphere before," he reminded her.


  "You will find it remarkably the same," she said. "The greatly reduced speeds are offset by the greatly compressed distances. Union fighters are more of a match for us here; you will find them about as quick and tricky as stingships. But we still outclass this lot."


  The two ships rose together into the threatening sky, heading southwest to meet the approaching wings of Union fighters. They went slowly, waiting for their attackers to come to them. Staying within the storm was to their advantage; Starwolves fought by feel under any circumstances, so the lack of visibility made no real difference to them. Blinded by the clouds, however, the Union pilots had to depend entirely on their scanners.


  But Velmeran did not forget his own disadvantages. He was used to sudden speed changes of tens or even hundreds of thousands of kilometers per hour, and velocities that were more easily discussed as percentages of light. He was concerned that he might accidentally give his throttle the long throws that he would use in open space. Trying to evade and chase within the confines of this storm, with mountains only a few hundred meters below, would be like trying to fight inside an airdock. There was not much room to run.


  The first wing of Union fighters descended into the storm, driving directly at the pair of Starwolf fighters rising to meet them. The wing widened and the fighters launched missiles, four from under the short wings of each ship. And that was a serious tactical error. Union missiles were not very smart – they saw no point in investing much money in something that was going to explode – and therefore they were too easily jammed, evaded or de­stroyed. The missiles looked about and found nothing. The wolf ships, fully cloaked, were invisible to their rudimentary scanners and heat sensors. As a group the missiles continued on, searching the storm for their prey. Soon they saw the ground approaching and arched back up. Now they saw fighters, but these were their own, bearing warn-off devices. Deprived of legitimate prey, the missiles took themselves straight up to safely self-destruct.


  Now the fighters themselves dispersed and closed to attack. Two oriented on each of the Starwolves, while the remaining three continued on toward the city. Ignoring the fighters moving in on their tails, Dveyella and Velmeran dove after the three strays, intent upon stopping them before they found the transport. Velmeran nudged his ship on ahead, centering a heavy barrage on the three fighters and destroying two before the third evaded and ran. He quickly dived after it, while Dveyella obligingly shot a fighter off his own tail before turning her attention to the pair following her.


  Velmeran's remaining pursuer moved in close, trying to penetrate his shields with its ineffective cannons. He ignored it for the moment, concentrating on the fleeing fighter ahead. Its pilot, reckless with either determination or fear, dove straight toward the rocky heights above the city. Velmeran clipped its rear engines just short of that dubious safety, sending the little ship spinning out of control. Velmeran skimmed the barren edge of a ridge, pulling up abruptly as a towering peak rose suddenly out of the darkness. The fighter behind tried to mimic that move, only to find that it could not match the precise control. It deflected off a wall of rock to fall end over end into the valley below.


  Dveyella had taken one of her attackers with her ship's rear cannon, turning on the other so savagely that it could not even evade. Aware that Velmeran was somewhere far below, she rose alone to meet the second wing of fighters. She strafed them freely, catching two before the others dispersed. She chose her prey quickly, a pair of fighters trying to circle around to the north, leaving the others for Velmeran to catch when they reached him.


  She moved in from the side. But at the very last instant they turned as one and drove straight at her, almost as if they meant to ram. Too late to open fire, Dveyella tried to turn away. Her atmospheric shield pierced one fighter, ripping it apart. Its four underwing missiles exploded barely fifty meters ahead of her ship, and she had no choice but to follow straight through the core of that white-hot cloud.


  Bits of metal, caught up in her shield, rang against the hull of her ship. An instant later it was through the debris, scorched but whole. Dveyella had not fared so well. Even through the mirrorized windows of her fighter, that flash had been brilliant.


  "Was that you?" Velmeran asked over com.


  "Did you see that?" she asked.


  "It was a funny color for lightning."


  "I will be flying blind for another minute. Can you watch for me?"


  "There is one on your tail right now."


  "I know it," she said. She could sense the Union fighters; her concern was for running into the ground. The fighter on her tail was closing cautiously, its pilot aware that something was wrong. She teased it in and deftly winged it with her rear cannon.


  "We are finished here," Threl reported. "How is your vision?"


  "Clearing fast," she reported.


  "Then we are on our way out. Try not to shoot us as we pass."


  "After that remark, you should worry!" Dveyella retorted. "Valthyrra, how is the traffic up there? I sense confusion overhead."


  "Fighters and stingships are scattered far and wide," the ship replied. "But we have them on the run. Nothing big cleared the docks. Mind the stingships, though."


  "Right. Velmeran, take the lead," she instructed. "Punch a hole in anything you meet, unless it is dressed in black. I will bring up the rear."


  Velmeran fell in ahead of the transport, widening his lead to several kilometers as they accelerated straight up toward open space, while Dveyella moved in as close as she could behind the larger ship. The single remaining fighter gave chase but was quickly left behind. In a last, desperate move it fired all four of its missiles. The pilot, learning from past mistakes, kept them under the superior control of his fighter's on-board guidance system.


  The path out was not as open as they would have liked. Three stingships in close formation were closing quickly, and help was still too far away to prevent it. The three wolf ships were still forcing their way clear of the upper atmosphere, and were fairly easy targets. Already the Union ships were bringing their long noses around to align their cannons.


  "They are about to open fire," Velmeran warned.


  "This old hulk has a few guns that should surprise them," Threl said. "Spread out so that we can all open up. Dveyella, we need your cannons up front just now."


  "Make it quick," she replied. "There are missiles just ten seconds behind me."


  The three ships moved slightly out of line, each one orienting on a different target. Both groups opened fire at almost the same instant, but the Starwolves had the advantage of deadlier aim and better shields. They opened the hole they needed and went through.


  "So much for what lies ahead. What about those missiles?" Velmeran asked. The Kelvessan could not sense such missiles or any type of combustion engines, only the high-energy emissions of crystal drives and conversion generators.


  "They fell away," Dveyella replied. "They do not have much range. If those things had real engines, they might almost be deadly."


  "We are clear, then," Velmeran said. "Home?"


  "Lead the way," she answered.


  * * * *


  Valthyrra Methryn directed the returning group into the upper left landing bay, one of the two abandoned upper bays that were only just being restored to service. The three ships shot into the bay like animals into a den. The transport went in first, coming in quickly to settle in the middle of the flight deck, and the smaller ships set down to either side of it only a moment later. Valthyrra brought in racks for the fighters immediately as spare bay personnel moved in swiftly to lock them down. Two pairs of overhead arms, normally used in transporting racks, were brought forward to pin the transport to the deck. The Methryn was at battle alert, and she could not have unsecured ships on her decks.


  The small group waiting to one side approached as soon as the ships began to unseal. Any thoughts that Keth might have had of a triumphant return and warm welcome were quickly dashed. Mayelna and Valthyrra, in one of her usual remotes, went immediately around the front of the transport to Velmeran's fighters, followed by a small group of technicians and Dyenlerra, the chief medic. The younger members of his pack, dressed for battle, silentiy brought up the rear.


  Velmeran had just finished unstrapping when he looked up to see this group descending upon him, not unlike wolf ships descending upon any unwary freighter. His first impulse was to seal the cockpit. Only Consherra was missing from this group of worried mothers; the first officer had been left in command of the bridge. He used the overhead bars to pull himself out of the cockpit and descended the steps of the boarding ladder to meet them.


  "Hold up a moment," Mayelna ordered, and waved a technician ahead of her.


  "He took a shot dead center of the control panel," the tech said as he inspected the damage. He carefully pried open the panel and pulled down the cracked mirror, only to have it come out in his hand. He slipped it into a pocket before he bent to inspect the controls. "Just a good, hard knock... must have kicked something loose. If the cooling is still in operation – which is obvious – then the shot could have done him no harm."


  "I could have told you that," Velmeran said.


  "Hypermetabolism," Dyenlerra offered by way of explanation. "It is not uncommon for our kind to go quite some time unaware of injuries we have received. Pilots fly entire battles, unaware that their suits are immobilizing broken bones."


  Velmeran looked surprised. "Bones? Can our ships fly after impacts that could break our bones?"


  The medic only shrugged. "I did not say that it happens often. Just take off that armor somewhere and tell me what you find underneath."


  "A leading statement if I ever heard one," Valthyrra remarked.


  "Just a moment," Mayelna said, holding him back as the others hurried to check upon the rest of the returning members. "Well, you seem to have come through that one all right."


  "So I did," Velmeran agreed guardedly. "I am pleased with the results. Did Valthyrra accomplish what she set out to prove?"


  Mayelna caught her breath so sharply that she choked. "What would you know of that? What do you believe Valthyrra's motive was in contriving this?"


  Velmeran shrugged. "How should I know? I have only been given to wonder if she means to get rid of me."


  "Do you mean... she thought... you might stay in special tactics?" she asked, visibly shaken by the thought. "But... why?"


  "For being too popular," he replied. "A child prodigy among pack leaders, and a cause of dissension among the veterans. Political exile, you might say. Does that surprise you? I just might go, if Dveyella still wants me."


  "Well, you are certainly free to go, if that is what you want," the Commander said sharply. "But I honestly doubt that Valthyrra has any such plans. And you certainly will not leave this ship without my having something to say about it!"


  "I suppose that we will have to wait and see," Velmeran answered, although he was no longer certain what to think.


  "I am going to take Keth aside as soon as I can," Mayelna continued as they turned to join the others. "Do not say it! I do not want to hear what you consider your duty. I am one of Keth's contemporaries, nearly his own age. Meran, this means putting an end to a career that has spanned three centuries. He will not want to hear it from a twenty-five-year-old kid who has his whole career yet ahead of him. It would be too easy for him to think that you could have no understanding or sympathy for him, an old wolf being chased out of the pack by the cubs."


  "I can see that, contrived analogies notwithstanding," Velmeran agreed reluctantly. "You do it."


  "Besides, I have come up with an alternative," Mayelna added. "Do you think that Keth suffers from any failings that would make him an untrustworthy teacher?"


  "No, Keth's problem is in his bones, not in his head," Velmeran replied thoughtfully. "In fact, that conceit of his always made the students think that he is better than he ever was. That could be important, if a retired pilot is to maintain the respect of his students."


  As they passed in front of the transport, they found Dveyella standing a few paces from the nose of her fighter, wearing a thoughtful expression as she stared at the little ship. The cause of her concern was obvious; the fighter, once matte black, was now a dusty black-gray. It was badly scorched from the explosion it had passed through, and such damage was enough to retire this ship. Too much of its machinery, particularly wiring and hoses near the surface, would have been damaged by the heat. The quartz glass in the windows and focusing lenses would have been weakened, as well as the seals around the canopy and panels.


  Valthyrra hovered nearby, the snakelike neck of her probe stretched to its limit as she inspected the damage. "How long have you had this ship?"


  "Three years now," Dveyella replied. "Our ships have a rather limited life expectancy."


  "So it would seem," Valthyrra agreed. "I can refit this one as a trainer. But you will need a new one, for your line of work."


  "And a very dangerous line of work it would seem," Mayelna added as she walked up behind them. "It cost you a ship and Velmeran a suit of armor."


  "Ah, but this was an easy one!" Dveyella insisted. "We did what we intended and returned safe. A good run indeed."


  "Good?" Mayelna asked in disbelief.


  "A bad one is when they shoot the fins off your ship, so that you bounce through space like a ball," she said quietly, indicating Baress. "Velmeran surprised me, if I may say so without embarrassing him greatly. He thinks quicker than I do, and he will be better than I am in a very short time. With a couple of years experience behind him, he will lead this pack. To be frank, I want him."


  Valthyrra's neck snapped around so fast that the hinges popped. "You want him? Are you asking that I transfer him to you? Right now?"


  "Not right now," Dveyella said, hiding a smile with effort. "I have only just indicated that I would take him, and I would allow him time to decide."


  "It is his decision," Mayelna agreed.


  "He is also my best pilot," Valthyrra said, glancing at the Commander in a manner that indicated a fierce glare. "I have plans for him, and I would not willingly part with him. I have no replacement for him."


  "It is, of course, his decision," Mayelna said again.


  Velmeran, who had remained silent so far, watched in fascination and amusement. Valthyrra Methryn was so agitated that he almost expected to see smoke escaping from the cowling around her retractable neck.


  "Yes, and he does not have to decide soon," Dveyella added. "Several weeks may pass before we are requested somewhere else, and it is customary that we remain where we are until then."


  "That is true," Valthyrra agreed quickly, her camera pod lifting hopefully. She turned to look at the larger group standing to one side of the scorched fighter. Dyenlerra had moved in on Keth, and had already attached a portable diagnostic unit to the leads inside the control panel of his suit. "I want to thank you for returning our merchandise safely. Now let us see if it has suffered from its rough handling."


  The entire pack was gathered close, silent as they awaited the medic's judgment. Keth himself bore a pained expression of barely restrained impatience, obviously of a mind that all this was unnecessary. Dyenlerra appeared equally exasperated with her patient's unwillingness to cooperate.


  "Good enough," she decided as she jerked out the leads. "At least until I can get you out of that armor and properly checked."


  "I am all right?" Keth asked with both impatience and concern.


  "You are not ill," Dyenlerra said as she bent over the device and pointed toward the lift, indicating for it to put itself away. It turned and rolled off at a quick pace. "Like so many of us, you are getting old."


  Keth's reply was a moment of thoughtful silence. Obviously the matter of his age did bother him, whether he chose to believe it or not.


  "They did not mistreat you?" Mayelna asked.


  "No, certainly not," Keth answered quickly. "They were scared to death of me, although I did nearly starve on their rations. They eat like birds."


  "We eat like wolves," Dyenlerra corrected him. "At least they did keep him cool."


  "They let you keep your suit?" Velmeran asked.


  "Not at first, but I convinced them that I had to have it," Keth replied, obviously pleased with his ingenuity. "I thought that I would need it, since I knew that someone would be coming after me. Actually, it was quite comfortable in those caves."


  "We will need a complete report later," Mayelna said. "For now, you report to sick bay for a complete checkup. I want to see you in my office as soon as you are finished."


  "Immediately, Commander," Keth agreed with only minor reluctance, well aware that he had been given an order. He departed alone. Some of the others watched him leave but no one was inclined to go with him, no doubt to his annoyance. They were waiting for their pack leader.


  "Dyenlerra," Mayelna said softly. "Just what is his condition?"


  "About the same as when he left, less about two kilos from light rations," the medic replied. "As I said, he is getting old – fast."


  "Would you be willing to declare him unfit to fly with the packs?" she asked suddenly.


  "I might have to." Dyenlerra did not seem surprised by that question.


  "Valthyrra and I already have, although I would like to have your support on that. Is he capable of being an instructor?"


  Dyenlerra nodded. "Yes, he should be up to that for another twenty years, certainly ten."


  "Then so it shall be," Mayelna said, and glanced over her shoulder at the younger pilots waiting silently as a group. "I trust that the lot of you can be counted upon to be more discreet than your superior officers. Let this business serve as a lesson to you on the virtues of honest introspection, but do not make the mistake of thinking that foolishness will always be forgiven. I have a present need for an instructor, and as such Keth will be useful to this ship. He might be foolish enough to refuse. Now, forget what you have heard."


  No one answered, but there was no question that they took the point to heart. They had matured enough in recent days to recognize a threat when they heard one, although most of them still did not realize that they had been meant to overhear what had been said.


  "Then I must leave you," the Commander continued. "There is a war and, unlike Valthyrra, I can only be in one place at a time. Just now I am needed on the bridge."


  "I am calling the packs in," Valthyrra said. "We will be under way as soon as they are secure."


  "Make it quick, then," Mayelna said as she left with Dyenlerra.


  "Well, children, the last order of business is port leave," Valthyrra continued. "There are two packs and several other members of this crew, not to mention our hardworking visitors, who are to be rewarded with leave. There are also eight packs and a large portion of this ship's crew whose tardiness and lack of devotion will be punished by being denied leave. What will be your choice?"


  "Kanis!" Tregloran exclaimed, answering for them all. Kanis was one of three places that all Starwolves liked best; the climate was good – meaning cold and dry – the port was interesting but tame enough that they did not have to worry, their kind was very well liked by the locals, and there was no Union base. The others were quick to nod in agreement.


  "You are all agreed on Kanis?" Valthyrra asked. "Very well, then Vinthra it is!"


  Velmeran looked at the machine questioningly. "Vinthra? Why Vinthra?"


  "I have business in Vinthra," she answered simply.


  "And since Vinthra is also the capital world of this sector, you also have a lot of brass – if you will pardon the pun – poking your big nose there immediately after your last two encounters with the military."


  "So it would seem," Valthyrra agreed. "All the more reason, in my estimate, for going to Vinthra."


  Her probe turned and drifted off at a sedate pace toward the lift door, no doubt to return itself to its rack; Valthyrra had transferred immediately to the bridge the moment she was finished there.


  "Then we are not going to Kanis?" Tregloran asked, as mystified as the rest of the pack.


  "Copperbottom asked us where we would like to go," Velmeran explained the ship's odd sense of humor. "She never promised to take us there. Some of her jokes are older than she is."


  Tregloran only shrugged. "The underground city of Vannkarn should be just as much fun."


  Dveyella frowned. "Actually, I have had quite enough of underground cities for now."


  "You wish to speak to me, Commander?" Keth asked hesitantly, standing in the doorway of Mayelna's office behind the upper bridge.


  Mayelna quickly put away her computer terminal, swinging the monitor around on its support arm until it locked into place on the arm and flipped the keyboard over so that the wood grain of its bottom matched inconspicuously with the rest of her desk, while using one of her free hands to indicate the two chairs before her. Although she seemed distracted, she watched Keth closely as he crossed the room slowly to take his seat. It seemed that he was at last beginning to understand how matters stood in regard to his future. Understand, perhaps, but not necessarily accept; he still wore his black armor.


  "So, how did your visit to the medic go?" she asked casually.


  "I thought that you might tell me," Keth replied nervously. "You have the report. There is something wrong?"


  "No, there is nothing wrong for someone your age," Mayelna said, with slight emphasis on that final word. "Keth, Valthyrra and I have a small problem that you might be able to solve for us. We have some busy times ahead of us, and we want more packs for those two bays we are reopening. We have a whole class of students, fourteen in all, just waiting to begin flight instruction. They can be fighting in two years, with another class of twelve ready to begin when they are finished. All they need is an instructor. I thought that you might want to do that."


  Keth looked at her in surprise and mild confusion. "There must be someone else. I do not have that many years left, and I would prefer to spend them in the pack. Surely you can understand that."


  "That is not your choice," Mayelna said. "I will not force you to be an instructor, but you will either instruct, or you will be retired. Valthyrra and I have decided, and your physical has proven us correct. You can no longer endure the stress of hard accelerations. I will not have a repetition of this previous fiasco, nor will I allow you to be a menace to the other pilots."


  "Commander, that was not my fault!" Keth protested. "I saved myself when that ship turned in front of me... "


  "There is nothing wrong with your reaction time, I will grant you that," Mayelna interrupted him. "But the fact remains that if you had time to find that corridor to try to poke through, then you also had time to turn. Any other pilot would have missed that ship. I have been waiting for you to retire since I put you in Velmeran's pack two years ago. If it is too much for you to admit to yourself, then you force me to decide for you."


  "Commander, it is not fair!" Keth declared in anger, although he did not look up and Mayelna wondered if he might cry. The most bitter lies can be those a person tells himself.


  "No, it is not fair," Mayelna agreed. "The great scheme of life seems to have no respect for a three-hundred-year career. Nature has no respect for seniority. Do you think that I do not understand what this means to you? Flying was my life, all that I ever cared about. I have not seen the inside of a fighter in the eighteen years since I came up to the bridge. Day after day I sit in that chair and watch this ship fly herself and nothing hurts me more than to see the packs go out, knowing that I will never fly again. I was young and strong the night Valthyrra called me to the bridge. But I have grown old, sitting in that chair while the packs fly without me. And I do not much like to think about it, because I feel like I have lost something that has been very important and dear to me forever. Every day that passes is a treasure lost."


  She paused, rubbing her nose absently as she sat back. Then, noticing Keth staring at her, she crossed both sets of arms. "Do not get me wrong. I know that tending the bridge is very important, and I am proud to do it. The fact is, I am of more use to this ship on the bridge than in a fighter. And I quite intend to stay there another thirty years. But I will retire, when the time comes, and Velmeran is going to have to follow me up there. And yet, Great Spirit of Space help him, he will still be very, very young when that time comes, and flying is no less his life than it was mine."


  Keth laughed softly. "So that is the great secret! Valthyrra would blow her breakers if she knew."


  "I imagine that she knows already. I would spare him that fate, and yet I know that it has to be." Mayelna shook her head regretfully. "This is the talk that I should be having with him, if I had the courage. At least I will have an end to the problem you represent."


  "I will be your instructor," Keth agreed, still reluctant. "We are, as you point out, slaves to duty. I am of more use to this ship teaching others to fly than I would be in a pack, certainly more use than I would be retired. I should be glad for the few more years that you are willing to give me. Someday I may even feel grateful."


  "Just now, I am sure, you only feel that you have lost something rather than gained," she agreed. "Go move your things down to the instruction bay and start setting things in order. And, if you are smart, you will act like this was your idea as much as anyone's."


  Keth smiled as he rose to leave. "Thank you, Commander."


  He passed Valthyrra on the way out. She paused a moment to watch him, twisting the remote's long neck around backward, before she drifted on into the office.


  Mayelna sat back in her chair, watching the machine closely.


  "I take it that matters progressed smoothly," Valthyrra said.


  "Very well, indeed," Mayelna said. "Your timing seems to be as accurate as always."


  "No, my timing seems to be rather off of late," Valthyrra said, refusing to be teased. "Are you so spiteful that you are actually encouraging Velmeran to join this special tactics team?"


  "Velmeran thought that you were trying to get rid of him, arranging for him to go with Dveyella."


  "Why would I want to get rid of him?"


  "Because he is too young to suddenly be so popular, and he is causing dissension among the older pilots. I just wanted to show him that you have no such plan. If you had a mouth, it would have been gaping."


  "Then I quite forgive you," Valthyrra said contritely. "You know, he might have been right... about the older pilots. But they gave a very bad showing of themselves, and they have only themselves to blame."


  "Just in time for Velmeran to move ahead through the gap of their own incompetence?" Mayelna asked. "Either your timing is very good, or you are about the luckiest ship in the heavens."


  "Not so lucky, in the long run," Valthyrra said. "Velmeran is probably going to leave us. My schemes have backfired."


  Mayelna raised an inquiring brow. "Are you sure of that?"


  "No, not absolutely. Dveyella knows why he must stay."


  "And she will give him back to you?"


  "No, it is not that simple. Dveyella and Velmeran are very much in love, and they are about as well-matched a pair as I have ever seen. She is going to be making him aware of that very soon now."


  Chapter9


  The approach of a Starwolf carrier on a Union planet was an event similar in some respects to an all-out attack, since no one was ever certain that it was not. The big ships would suddenly drop out of starflight halfway into system, hurtling vast and silent into an orbit of their own choosing with no regard for shipping lanes or frantic station controllers. As a rule they maintained com silence unless they had instructions of their own to impart, although they revealed themselves fully to scanners – mostly to insure that all traffic would get out of their way – looming like a mountain on screen.


  For the Starwolves, this was a venture into enemy territory, and all this bluff was to insure that they would be left well alone. Their reputation was their strongest defensive weapon, and they guarded it carefully. Freighters scattered in their paths, while ships at station all but shook in their moorings. Union warships discreetly withdrew like predators chased away from their kill by something they did not dare fight. The Union had curious loopholes in its laws to excuse the transgressions of Starwolves, who did not legally exist and so could not be held accountable for breaking laws. It was an uneasy truce at best, and one the Union hated with a passion. But at least they kept their stations.


  The fact that Vinthra was sector capital only made the situation all the more dangerous. Sector capitals were the true inner worlds of the Union; they were the Union, in a very real sense, the bare handful of planets that decided policy for their vast economic empire. There was, at any time, a fleet ready in this system large and strong enough to stand against a Starwolf carrier. Not that they could hope to defeat one of the big ships, but they could drive one away. But the inner worlds were also the homes of the Commanders who would decide if they would fight, and they did not want such destruction brought down upon their own worlds and stations.


  Nor was such a world a place for port leave. Starwolves were welcome in the fringe worlds; the black fighters chased away the invasion forces and broke the trade monopolies that could drain a planet dry. But the populations of the inner worlds lived well on the profits of their trade monopolies. Understandably, they did not appreciate Starwolf interference with what they considered their just reward. But the Starwolves did not have to fear greatly, as long as they were cautious. Unioners were generally prudent, and they knew that their unwelcome visitors would level a port, not in vengeance but in stern warning, if any of their number came to harm.


  All in all, it was a dangerous and fairly ridiculous situation that neither side liked. The Union did not want wolf carriers in its system, but there was no alternative but to endure it. The Starwolves would have preferred to avoid the inner worlds, but they had to come to the sector capitals to sell their 'salvage'.


  It was not a good place for a young crewmember to take his first port leave. And Velmeran had no desire to take a pack of seven young pilots into the glorified cavern of port Vannkarn. Kanis would have been a better choice, since no one could have gotten into trouble in a place like that. He doubted that any of his students had the discretion to avoid trouble, or even the experience to recognize real trouble if they saw it. And with two-thirds of the ship's crew restricted to ship, they could be too deep in the avenues of Vannkarn for help to find them if they needed it.


  His one assurance was that they were armored and armed, as dangerous as a Kandian spark dragon and as hard to kill as a Selvan land crab. So he reflected as Dveyella sealed the last opening of his new armor and, much to his relief, opened the front plate to turn on the cooling. He noticed Dveyella staring at the cover plate as she closed it, and he bent his head forward to look.


  "Blast scoring," he muttered in disgust. "Am I to be sent out looking dented and disheveled?"


  "It gives you the mean and seasoned look of an old warrior," Dveyella told him. "Would you rather wear your old armor?"


  "No. But they could have at least put on a new cover plate when they changed out the controls."


  Looking at himself in the mirror, he had to admit, when he considered the effect as objectively as possible, that the Starwolf image was mostly the armor, there was certainly nothing threatening about the person inside. Humans were smaller than they had been when they had first come into space, fifty thousand years before. But Kel­vessan were smaller still, averaging little more than a meter and a third, yet, in full armor, they assumed dangerous proportions, tall, powerful and menacing. Male or female, young or old, Kelvessan all looked about the same; partly elfin in appearance, partly innocent waif, anything but threatening. Cute, in a word, and eternally adolescent.


  "Ready to rally the troops?" Dveyella asked.


  "Gather the children for our little outing, you mean," Velmeran said in mild disgust. "Come along, students. Today we learn what it is like to enter enemy territory under the ruse of port leave, putting our necks on the line in the name of having a good time."


  Velmeran fell silent as the door of his room snapped open. The younger members of his pack, who had been ready for some time, had gathered in the common room that joined their suite of apartments. They all looked up at him in surprise and some guilt, the only sound that of seven mouths snapping shut. He assumed that they had been discussing ways to evade their guardians or spend their bonuses in ways they should not. It did not occur to him that they had been speculating on why their pack leader had needed Dveyella's help in getting into his armor, or how forward she would have to be before he realized that he was being courted. And, like everyone else, they wondered whether or not he would go away with her.


  "Port leave is supposed to be a time of leisure, of setting aside the dangers of flying with the packs and forgetting fear for a few hours," he began immediately. "Unfortunately, if you go into a place like Vannkarn with such an attitude, you are going to be surprised. Remember that you are above the law so long as you act defensively. Remember also that there are also a number of people in a port this size who might attack you for no apparent reason, who can suddenly turn violent at the sight of Starwolves. Religious fanatics, of a wide variety, who consider us abominations. Some think they have to prove themselves superior to us, bullies who have had some type of martial training and are under the mistaken impression that they are stronger and faster than you are. Others lack the courage to face you and will simply try to shoot you in the back when you are not looking."


  "Once in a port like this, a young man thought he knew exactly the right blow to break my neck above the collar of my suit," Dveyella added. "He lived just long enough to realize his mistake."


  The students swallowed, wide-eyed with apprehension, as they wondered what she had done to the unfortunate attacker. Especially when they saw that Baress, standing by the outer door, looked sobered by the memory.


  "You have checked your guns?" Velmeran asked, and the younger pilots nodded. They had received their belt guns only hours before, and had practiced on scrap metal targets in the holding bay that morning. It had been very little practice, but their native proficiency was adequate to the task.


  "Cargo Officer Veyndayk will be waiting for us," Velmeran continued. "Now come the general rules of port leave. Do not buy or sell anything before you have compared prices. Do not order anything off a menu unless you know what it is, since you probably will not like it. Stay away from even the mildest of alcoholic drinks, since they will send you into hypermetabolism. You are free to flirt with humans but be careful with them, since you can hurt them – even kill – without meaning to.


  "Ignore those who want favors of you, or seem too fascinated with you. Do not buy from anyone who talks too fast and do not give to beggars or charity; you are too easily taken advantage of. Do not brag, or tell anyone a thing about this ship or our business. Neither a borrower nor a lender be, for loan oft loses both itself and friend. This above all: to thine own self be true."


  Dveyella looked at him in surprise. "Shakespeare?"


  Velmeran shrugged. "He was always full of advice. Oh, yes. Treg, I know your passion for furry things. Look all you want in port, but by no means are you to bring an animal back to this ship."


  Tregloran appeared to wilt inside his armor. "Why?"


  "Two reasons. First, Valthyrra would pitch a fit. Secondly, there are very few animals that could survive the accelerations, and many would not be able to take the cold."


  The trip down was the easiest part. The pack members were expected to fly themselves down, so that the black fighters would be very much in evidence. Baressa's pack, the only other one that had been granted port leave, was already down when they arrived. Autumn had come to Vinthra. The sun was bright although there was still a bit of a chill to the late morning air, which was to say that it was pleasant by Kelvessan standards. That would not be the case in the enclosed environment of the city, and they would be dependent upon their suits for comfort as well as protection. They quickly converted their armor into the proper costume, belting on their guns and wearing short black capes attached to metal collars that fastened to clips on their shoulders that ordinarily held the restraining straps of their seats.


  The actual city of Vannkarn lay underground. At some time in Vinthra's distant past, an immense pocket of magma had formed beneath the surface only to drain away, leaving a single chamber of immense size, a vast oval twenty kilometers long by twelve wide. Such things ordinarily did not last long, but were soon closed by slips and breaks in the surrounding rock. But this one had endured millions of years, as time and erosion stripped away the rock overhead. Finally, after the planet had long been colonized, an oval section in the roof where it was thinnest had broken and collapsed, revealing the vast underground chamber.


  In those days the Union and the Starwolves had been in open war, and the black fighters had continually penetrated planetary defenses to strike at stations, factories and military bases. The sector command had been removed to the bottom of the cavern. The opening in the roof had been enclosed by a grid supporting translucent panels that served as a base for the powerful force screen projected into it, making it nearly impervious even to the powerful cannons of the Starwolf carriers. Its only entrances were the trams and freight lifts connecting it to the port.


  Later, when the threat of war eased, the underground base had been slowly converted into the seat of government for the Rane Sector. Then the Trade Company had moved in as well, and a city grew to fill the floor of the rocky chamber. And yet Vannkarn was not some dark cavern, but a jeweled city built by the wealth of many worlds. Here it was eternal spring, and while it never rained, brooks tumbled over falls and splashed along sculptured beds.


  Vannkarn was a monument that the Union had built in honor of itself, a tribute to its schemes and grand designs and a celebration of its systematic rape of the fringe worlds under its control. It was the last place in all the Union where Starwolves were welcome, where their very presence was regarded with almost a sense of blasphemy. And, naturally, it was the inner world which the Starwolves frequented most. Sporting in the very lair of their enemy, their presence was a gesture of defiance and a most unsubtle reminder, in the celebration of its own glory and power, that the Union did not always have its own way.


  The Starwolves made their way across the landing field to the port terminal where they meant to find a tram to take them down into the city. They entered through the commercial registry, where ship's crewmembers could pass through customs and inspection apart from the confusion of the passenger area. A Class D freighter, just small enough to land, had recently come down, and a handful of her crew was waiting patiently while a rather young and frail-looking duty officer ran their idents through computer check.


  The Starwolves had no intention of joining the others in line. They pushed past to let themselves through the turngate, and the duty officer rather pointedly ignored them. But that lack of attention was by no means mutual, for the younger Kelvessan stared in cautious amazement, even fear. This was their first port leave, and none of them had been to the vast carrier facilities at Home Base. And so this was their first glimpse of an actual, living human. They each reacted in his or her own way. To some, men were the legendary creatures of whom Starwolves were only advanced counterfeits. Others saw only the ancient enemy of their race. Such was obviously the case with Tregloran, who stopped short and reached for his gun. Velmeran gave him an impatient shove to send him on through the gate.


  They continued quickly down the hall to the wide boarding platform for the trams. This was the main entrance to the city far below, twenty tracks in all. All pas­sengers arriving through the port, either off-world or by air from other cities, entered here, so that there were more people in this one large room than even lived in the Methryn's maze of corridors. The students slowed almost to a stop until the older pilots urged them into the nearest tram. A Starwolf carrier was a curiously sheltered environment, with little direct contact with life outside.


  "Were those human?" Tregloran asked uncertainly as they were taking their seats.


  "You guessed it," Dveyella said.


  "They are not very impressive," the younger pilot remarked.


  "I noticed how unimpressed you were," Velmeran observed, still amused that Tregloran had nearly pulled his gun.


  "They are very tall," Steena offered. Modern humans were ten to fifteen centimeters taller than most Kelvessan but the fact remained that, from her unfortunatetly low point of view, everyone was tall.


  Just then the doors of the tram snapped shut and the tram started off with an uncertain lurch that proceeded quickly to a descent that was just short of free-fall.


  "Can we speak with them?" Tregloran asked eagerly.


  "If you can speak Terran," Velmeran said, switching to that language. "I hope that you have been practicing it lately. It has been a few years since you had it in school."


  "I remember it well enough," Tregloran answered in the same language, with a very allowable accent. Velmeran had a tremendous command of the language, since one of his hobbies was ancient literature. But Dveyella still held the advantage of practical application, since she also spoke five planetary dialects and two alien languages.


  The trip down was short and swift, and after only a few seconds the tram began to brake to a sudden stop. Since there was no need for the protection of a roof overhead, the tram ramps opened directly onto an open platform overlooking a wide square formed by the two wings of the port hotel. Looking outward from the platform, Vannkarn appeared much the same as any other port city. Tall buildings of various shapes and colors rose across the uneven landscape. Wide avenues formed ordered paths between the towering structures, complete with forested parks and fountains, but above a gently curving ceiling of rock replaced the open expanse of sky, the Starwolves standing at the northern edge.


  But above all there were humans to be seen by the thousands wherever they turned, nearly half as many in this one city of two million as there were Kelvessan in existence. To Velmeran, humans were descended from the Great Ones of long ago, Olympian gods of antiquity such as Shakespeare, Beethoven, Tolkien and Brahms, who had written the stories and the music he loved, and that influenced his own image of the race. When he fought it was against machines, with only a dim awareness that there were men at the controls. By contrast, Tregloran appeared to see only the ancient enemy of his people.


  Most Kelvessan had a quiet fascination with the human race. Some, like Velmeran, believed that humans had greater control over their own destinies, and were free to be whatever they desired. Others thought that humans lived a fairly idyllic and purposeful existence, free of struggle, fear and devotion to duty beyond their own wants and desires. Those, of course, were the dreams. A few port leaves quickly impressed upon a young Starwolf that humans were, by their standards, physically, mentally, socially and morally inferior, greedy, quarrelsome, selfish, bigoted and slow of wit beyond anything they would accept in themselves. Velmeran simply was not 'worldly' enough to know that; his image of the human race was still hidden beneath the veneer of what he wanted to believe it should be.


  There was an unseen barrier between men and Kelvessan, such as did not exist with other races. Each possessed the virtues that the other lacked. Kelvessan were intelligent, strong, long-lived and lacking the baser emotions and drives that formed the dark side of human nature.


  But humans also possessed a naive belief in themselves that lent originality to all things of their creation. It was that self-belief that the Kelvessan had yet to learn, and what Velmeran wanted most to discover in his kind. It had not yet occurred to him that he needed to look inside himself for that belief and confidence.


  But the younger pilots were not given time to look around, for there was one remaining task to be completed before they would be free for port leave. Dveyella, the senior officer, took the lead. They boarded a smaller overhead tram that took them from the port entrance to the far side of the cavern. Here, protected by the thickest roof of solid rock, was the sector capital building, the residence of both the Sector Council and the High Councilor, as well as Sector Command of the Union Fleet. It would seem about the last place in all Vannkarn where Starwolves would care to go. And yet they had been coming here for many thousands of years like pilgrims to an ancient shrine.


  Near the top of the immense terraced structure was a single vast chamber. Tiles of dark stone covered the walls and floor, and large windows, behind and to the side, were enclosed with panes of gold-tinted glass. Indeed it did seem like a shrine for some sacred or revered object, and yet, positioned on a low stone slab atop a three-step dais, was but a single block of dull gray metal. It was large, two meters high by three wide and eight in length. The metal casing appeared to be quite thick, not unlike armor, and rounded at the edges and corners. Bands of some protective metal also enwrapped it, and yet there was no other feature to it except the twin tracks that ran down each of its long sides and a number of rectangular receptacles on each end, as though it was meant to be interconnected with a battery of computers.


  There were few visitors in the chamber and those left quickly when the Starwolves arrived. Dveyella continued to lead the way, walking quickly across the room to stand at the base of the steps, where a rope of gold braid was hung from gilded posts to hold back visitors. She turned to face the students, who gathered about her.


  "Do you know what this is?" she asked quickly, but did not wait for them to reply. "You see before you the one great trophy the Union has been able to take in the course of this long war. This is, as well, one of our two greatest shames. It is not likely that you have heard this before. Now that you can see it for yourselves, it is time for you to learn of the two times that the Starwolves have failed."


  "Failed who?" Tregloran alone dared to ask.


  "Failed themselves," she answered. "Do you know what this is?"


  "It looks like part of a large computer," he speculated cautiously.


  "This is a memory cell from a Starwolf carrier," she said. "The traits and personal memories of a ship are held in there. There are eight scattered throughout a ship, with enough duplication in the information they store and the computers they drive that even extensive damage does not affect the operation of a ship. That, for all practical purposes, holds the life of a ship. The Theralda Vardon, to be exact.


  "The Vardon came out of the early days of the war. That was back when the Union still had the technology and industry to be able to fight us... and occasionally win. The Vardon was besieged and destroyed about sixteen thousand years ago, the last of the fifty-seven carriers to be lost, in the years when the Kelvessan were in some danger of dying out.


  "Most likely she was ripped apart by a small thermonuclear explosion from a shield-penetrating missile, such as the Union has not been able to build in ten thousand years. According to the Union's own story, a piece of the wreckage was found much later, and the unit was discovered inside. They salvaged it, recognized it as something important and brought it here for safekeeping. Since they assume that we cannot get to it here, they soon grew bold enough to place it on public display."


  "Can we get it back?" Merkollyn asked.


  "Yes, if we want to try hard enough," she answered. "Since the unit is of no use to the Union, we have let matters stand until we are ready for it."


  "Ready for it?" Tregloran, always the quickest, caught a hidden meaning in that.


  Dveyella nodded slowly. "That is the second of our failings. You recall, do you not, that we left Terra during the early days? The Union could not get at Terra directly, but they did something that forced us to retreat from the planet for many thousands of year. Just what is not exactly known.


  "Now comes the strange part of the story. We lost much in that hasty retreat from Terra. Since we could no longer return there, within time even its very location was recorded only in the memories of the great ships. And the Vardon was the last ship built before the loss of Terra, the last ship that knew where to find it. Since the Union knows even less of Terra than we do, there is no one today who knows where Terra is.


  "But Terra was not destroyed. Whatever happened, it was understood from the start that we could return there someday. And our kind has long held a belief, almost a prophecy, although based, I fear, on wishful thinking. The Starwolves have long believed that when the time comes that we may at last win this war, when the Union is waning in strength and we are waxing, then Terra will be found. And the only place where we might discover how to find it is in the Vardon's memory cell."


  Tregloran stared in disbelief. "You mean this unit is still operational?"


  "Of course," Dveyella replied. "A sudden ripping out of the leads can cause the memory to scramble, but a failure of the system causes an internal protector to preserve the memory indefinitely. The Union has never been able to get at that memory, and they gave up trying long ago. But we can access that memory easily. In fact, we can restore the Vardon to life by installing that unit in a new ship. We have allowed it to remain here until we find a way that we are certain to get it out in a single try, and until we need it enough to make the attempt."


  "What is to stop us from trying?" Tregloran asked, as if he thought that attempt might be an interesting way to spend their port leave. At least, Velmeran thought, he had daring.


  Dveyella shrugged. "Access is the main problem. The only apparent way of getting our ships inside the cavern is through the dome, which is protected by reenforcing shields comparable to a carrier's forward battle shield. And it would take the concentrated power of a carrier's main cannons to pierce that shield, cooking the city beneath in the process. All this, mind you, while the planetary defenses and a quarter of the sector fleet is hammering away at us."


  "I do comprehend the situation," Tregloran replied soberly. The results of such an attempt were obvious, since the Union knew the only way into the city and had planned their defenses around it. The Starwolves could do it, if they were prepared to pay the price.


  Dveyella allowed them several minutes to walk about the chamber and view the unit from every side. Soon their thoughts would return to the more immediate problem of port leave, but in times to come they would think often of the memory cell and devise complex and devious schemes to recover it with little or no risk. Such thoughts had occupied the minds of Starwolves for four thousand years, and yet the unit remained where it was.


  After a time Dveyella led them down to a lower level of the building, where they waited in a terraced foyer near the main entrance to the sector defense offices. Minutes later a Starwolf in white armor got off an elevator leading down from those offices, somewhat to their surprise. Soon they saw that it was Veyndayk, the cargo supervisor.


  "Business done," he said, stepping up to join Velmeran and Dveyella at the rail where they had been watching traffic pass on the level below.


  "Did you sell Keth back to the Sector Commander?" Velmeran asked.


  Veyndayk laughed. "No, although that might be a good use for old Starwolves. Farstell Freight and Trade bought back a shipment of clothing, conveniently packed in their own shipping containers. And fleet ordnance has just now payed us a finder's fee for an intact cutter."


  "A cutter?" Velmeran asked. Cutters were the smallest of the military ships, hardly bigger than a transport, and generally used only for police work.


  "My little joke," Veyndayk explained. "We took two intact cutters as riders on salvaged battleships, and one we have had sitting in a forward bay for the last year. We took them apart down to the smallest bolt and rebuilt the ships by taking parts at random. Now I am going to collect finder's fees on those ships in three different ports. That should give the boys in fleet ordnance fits, when they cross-check serial numbers of those parts."


  That appealed to Dveyella, who liked frustrating Union officials best of all. "You know, they will not be able to use those ships until they take them apart and rebuild them as they originally were."


  "You laugh, but that is probably the truth," the cargo officer said. "Are your pilots ready?"


  Veyndayk, as the conductor of the ship's business, always took those on their first port leave about the city to introduce them to the workings of commerce. Buying and selling were new experiences; on board ship, anything they needed was easily gotten from ship's stores. Young Starwolves were also very gullible and in need of careful guidance. Their only protection lay in the fact that not many people would dare to try to take advantage of them.


  "Ready?" Velmeran asked. "They have been ready for days."


  "Seven at once," Veyndayk muttered to himself, glancing at the group of young pilots. "Well, we already have plans to divide them into three groups. Baress and Baressa will have Tregloran and his sister, Marlena and Threl will have two more, while Dyenlerra and I will have the remaining three."


  "And what about me?" Velmeran asked.


  "Dveyella will take care of you," the cargo officer said. "My word, Pack Leader, you have watched over this herd day in, day out for months now. This is your port leave, and I expect that you have it coming. Fair?"


  Velmeran agreed reluctantly. Veyndayk called the pack together, gave them his primary instructions and took them away in less than a minute. They would take the tram back to the port entrance, where they would find the rest of their appointed guardians.


  "Well, that is safely done. Now we have a night and a day to ourselves," Dveyella said. She stepped over to stand before a thick column covered by panels of Beldiian quartz, rare and expensive and as highly polished as a mirror. Using its reflection, she carefully pulled her long, thick hair out of the collar of her suit, arranging most of its length to cascade over her black cape.


  "Baress and Baressa are keeping company?" Velmeran asked. "What do they have in common – besides the same name?"


  "Is that not sufficient for a beginning?" Dveyella asked.


  "Ordinarily, no. Not for Baressa. She is very careful of the company she keeps. Pack leaders as a rule, although she has briefly entertained officers from other ships."


  "Oh? Has she been after you?" Dveyella asked mischievously.


  "Hardly! I am too young for her."


  "I would never think so."


  "Perhaps you do not have very high standards," Velmeran teased in return, realizing too late how that reflected back on him.


  "Starwolves!"


  Velmeran and Dveyella both froze as their ears picked up that single voice some distance behind them. Ordinarily they would not have noticed, but there was something about the way that single word had been said. In amazement, certainly. But it was also an accusation, and an acknowledgment of defeat.


  "Coincidence?" another, older voice asked. "Neither of us believe that, obviously. You have lost your captive, it seems. A courier should be in soon."


  Velmeran saw that Dveyella was staring into the mirrored surface of the column, and unobtrusively shifted his stance so that he could see the image reflected there. The stone was dark, and the images were indistinct. The older man was richly dressed, slightly bent with age but still taller than himself. Beside him, glaring at the two Starwolves, stood a giant of a man to match the deep, forceful voice. Tall and gaunt, he was clearly a warrior. And, judging by the uniform, this was no less than the Sector Commander.


  "They have their nerve to come hopping in here!" the tall man declared.


  "So? And what can we do about it?" the older one asked. "Come along. Why don't we ask them to dinner?"


  Velmeran did not know what to make of that final statement, but the two were indeed approaching. After this, he began to believe that his kind had been given enhanced hearing for the sole purpose of eavesdropping.


  "Your pardon," the older man said, and the two Starwolves turned as if noticing for the first time. He nodded to them politely. "I am sorry to disturb you. You are just in port, are you not?"


  "We have been in less than two hours," Velmeran replied, trying to hide his amazement at their height. Even the older man had to glance down at him, while the one in uniform was indeed a towering giant of about two meters, a head and a half taller over Velmeran.


  "Are you, perhaps, recently out of the planet Bin­eck?" the older man asked, surprisingly straightforward.


  "Yes, we have just come from there," he replied, equally direct.


  "Oh? I should like to hear more about it. Could you possibly come to dinner tonight?"


  "Of course," Velmeran replied quickly, not pausing to consider whether or not he should. Dveyella looked surprised, although she did not seem inclined to protest.


  "Would the seventh hour, local time, be too early for you?" the older man asked. "My residence is on the twelfth floor of the adjacent building, the rather conspicuously pink one. Ask for Jon Lake. I will leave word that you are expected."


  "Councilor Lake?" Velmeran asked.


  "The same," he answered, and glanced at his companion. "This brooding spartan is my nephew, Sector Commander Donalt Trace. You must excuse his ill temper, but he was born with it. And it has recently been aggravated by distressing news."


  "An occupational hazard, surely. I am Pack Leader Velmeran of the Methryn. This is Pack Leader Dveyella, of special tactics."


  "Special tactics?" Lake asked. Even his nephew looked at her with interest. "I do look forward to hearing any tales you might see fit to share. Tonight, then?"


  "But of course," Velmeran replied. "Dinner with Councilor Lake at seven. Attire is black armor. We would not miss it for this or any world."


  "How did you manage that?" Dveyella asked when the two worthies had continued on their way.


  "I did not manage it," he insisted. "He asked, and I leaped at the opportunity with due and proper grace."


  "High Councilors and Sector Commanders are not in the habit of inviting Starwolves to dinner," Dveyella continued persistently. "Why did he?"


  Velmeran shrugged. "He offered for the same reason that I accepted. We are both insatiably curious and are fascinated by the chance to probe each other's secrets."


  "No doubt," she agreed. "And at least you seem well able to fence words with that old man."


  "He is quick and bright, and no doubt quite dangerous in his own way. But I am willing to take him on. The only thing that worries me is if they will be serving something for dinner I like."


  


  Chapter10


  As small as they were, Kelvessan had to eat prodigiously to maintain their fierce metabolisms. While on port leave, they would often eat at two or three different places in the course of one meal to hide how much they had to consume to satisfy their enormous hunger. In fact, a large part of what they spent on leave went to feed their deceptively small stomachs. Naturally, they would not willingly pass up a chance for a free meal.


  This was one invitation that Velmeran would not pass up, with no regard for what was placed on the table before him. Dveyella was less certain about the matter; she had every intention of going, but she did not share her companion's enthusiasm. By Starwolf reckoning, the Sector Commanders and members of the High Council were the enemy, the ones who made the decisions and determined the policies of the Union. They ran the trade monopolies, ordered the invasions of the fringe worlds and set the traps by which Starwolves died. She could not deny that she feared these two more than she feared anyone in all space, and she marveled that Velmeran seemed ready and willing to meet them in their own element. Still, she would do her best to support him in what she expected to be a fierce battle of minds and wills.


  The Lake family had ruled this sector since the days of Unification. The seat of the High Council was the hereditary right of the head of the family, and all other appointments were his to make. Lesser members of the clan controlled the sector trade monopoly, Farstell Freight and Trade, as well as the network of industry that served it. The name of the ruling family had changed often in that time. But the line had remained unbroken, so that Jon Lake, the current patriarch, could trace his ancestry back even before the Union, to the earliest days of colonization.


  Word had indeed been left that the two Starwolves were expected. They were greeted politely by the guards at the main entrance and one guard accompanied them up, for he had one of the few keys that unlocked the controls that allowed the elevator to ascend to this upper floor.


  Dveyella rang the bell, and a long moment passed before the door opened. It was neither the older Lake nor his nephew who faced them, but a servant in black formal clothing. He occupied the years between young and old, was just slightly tall for the human norm, and he had a nose like a bird of prey and a hairline in the process of a hasty retreat. His look of surprise quickly turned to one of disgust, as if he had found beggars at the door.


  "We have come for dinner," Velmeran said.


  "Dinner?" the hawk-nosed servant asked incredulously. "As if piracy was not enough, now they present themselves at the door asking to be fed!"


  "It's all right, Javarns," Councilor Lake called from somewhere within. "They are expected."


  "Starwolves?" Javarns was plainly skeptical, but he grudgingly stepped aside. "Somehow it does not surprise me as much as it should."


  "It should not surprise you at all, since we have been cooking for them all afternoon," Jon Lake said as he crossed the room to greet his guests. "I am so glad that you could come. I was afraid that you would not take my invitation seriously."


  "We would not think of missing this," Velmeran said as he quickly glanced about the room.


  "Well, you are just in time," Lake continued excitedly, as if he were entertaining old and beloved friends. "Do excuse me a moment. Javarns will show you where you can wash your hands."


  "A major undertaking, I am sure," Javarns mumbled peevishly. "Is there anything you require? Will you un-shell, or are you in the habit of wearing space suits at the table?"


  "We are fine, thank you."


  "As you wish, sir. Shall I take your gloves, capes or guns?"


  Dveyella smiled pleasantly. "We have two rules about our guns. First, we never leave the ship unless we are armed."


  "I can appreciate that," Javarns agreed. "And the second rule?"


  "We shoot anyone who asks twice."


  "Oh." Javarns straightened and pulled his jacket into place. "This way, please."


  It seemed that they were indeed just in time for dinner. The Sector Commander was already at the table, drink in hand. He seemed to be in a better temper, now that he had adjusted to the loss of his prisoner, and neither of the two visitors knew just how great a loss that had been to his plans. He even assisted them with their chairs; the furniture of the apartment was all slightly oversized for the convenience of its inhabitants. A pair of firm cushions solved that problem.


  Velmeran quickly realized that he needed to revise his opinion about this Sector Commander. He had thought of Donalt Trace as thoroughly military in the worst sense of the word, the perfect, obedient soldier. Obviously there was much of his uncle in him, the intelligence, wisdom and depth of insight that made him a giver of orders. Certainly he was less philosophical than his uncle, blunter and more passionate in both his devotions and his prejudices.


  He was also the less dangerous of the two, since there was no danger that the Starwolf could forget that they were enemies.


  "You really are a small people," he observed. He meant nothing unkind by that; it was purely an honest observation.


  "We were made that way," Velmeran replied.


  "I have never met Starwolves before," Trace continued, frowning as he considered the problem. "You know, speaking with you finally makes me realize that you are people. I never thought of you as people before. Starwolves have always been just the enemy, something that will get you if you don't watch out. As..."


  "As machines?" Velmeran asked when he hesitated.


  Trace glanced at him in surprise. "Yes, I suppose so. I am at a disadvantage. You know more about us than we know of you."


  "Perhaps not," the Starwolf answered. "The Union has always been just machines to me. Machines are all I ever see, freighters and warships, and it is easy to forget that there are lives in those machines."


  "Perhaps it's easier on the conscience not to think of your enemies as people," Trace said, then laughed at himself. "Listen to me! I'm not usually one to carry on this way. And with you, of all people!"


  Councilor Lake returned from the kitchen at that moment, still struggling into a leisure jacket of some odd design. He quickly took his seat at the head of the table, the two Starwolves to his right and his nephew to his left. The battle lines were drawn.


  "I have an excellent dinner prepared for you," he explained as he took a decanter from the center of the table to pour wine for himself and Trace. He knew better than to offer alcohol to Starwolves. "Vinthran follycrab, cooked in the shell, with a butter sauce that is my own invention."


  "Follycrab?" Velmeran asked.


  Lake shrugged. "The things crawl up on the beach in early morning, and then seem to forget the way back to the sea. Since they live well out of water, they often march inland for days. It is to their credit, I might add, that if they do find moving water, they will follow it to the sea.


  "Now, let me see." The Councilor, glass in hand, turned to the two Starwolves. "I remember that you are Velmeran. But you I cannot recall... "


  "Dveyella," she answered.


  "De-vay-ella." Lake did his best with the name, and shook his head. "That's not an easy one for a native speaker of Terran."


  Just then Javarns appeared from the kitchen, pushing a small cart that bore their plates. He served the two Starwolves with obvious reluctance, almost as if he expected a bitten hand for his reward. He clearly disapproved of their gloves lined up around their plates like the towers of a fortress wall, reaching skyward as they stood upright on their metal cuffs.


  They, in turn, eyed their dinner with much the same hesitation, and for better reason. Follycrab, cooked in the shell, nearly filled an entire plate. Their blunt, thick bodies were carried on two sets of legs, and they were armed with two pairs of powerful pincers. Shell plates as intricately articulated as Starwolf armor covered a large swimming tail, half the creature's total length.


  "Will there be anything else?" Javarns asked.


  "No, not for the moment," the Councilor replied.


  "Very well, sir," the servant said as he departed. "I will be in the kitchen, hiding the good silver."


  "Good man, that Javarns. Been with me for years. I should have replaced him with a robot long ago," Lake muttered. Then he noticed that the two Starwolves were staring at the creatures on their plates. "Well, what do you think?"


  "Icky-poo!" Dveyella declared, simple and to the point.


  "Oh, trust me to be a better host than that!" Councilor Lake declared, laughing. "You must realize that in all the time you people have been coming here on leave, we have watched you very closely. It is the only part of your lives that we ever see. I looked up those records and found that Starwolves do eat follycrab, and they appear to like it. I am also aware of how much you eat, so do not fear. There are two more crabs for each of you."


  The poor Starwolves did not know whether to count their blessings or curse their ill fortune. Dveyella had lived long enough and been on enough port leaves to have developed a healthy caution. Her rule was to be wary of anything hidden in a stew, under gravy or sauce, had eyes to stare back from the plate or came recommended by humans. Follycrab ran afoul of the final two of those rules, and she feared that the folly would be her own. Velmeran was still young enough to like taking a chance. After a moment of observing the tactics of the Sector Commander, he set about uncrating his own.


  "Ah, yes! One of my finest efforts," Lake declared. "Do you not agree?"


  "It is all right," Dveyella reluctantly agreed.


  "What did I say?" Lake insisted jovially. The two Starwolves were becoming entranced, for the Councilor had a rubbery face that could change instantly to a wide variety of exaggerated expressions. "Though far be it for me to neglect my duties as a proper host, Iwas wondering if you would mind answering a few silly and possibly personal questions?"


  "Not at all," Velmeran replied. "Ask whatever you wish, although we may not answer."


  Lake considered that and shrugged. "Fair enough. First, let me see if I have this right. You are Velmeran, and you are De­vayella. Male and female?"


  "As far as I know," he answered. "Is it so hard to tell?"


  "Well, yes," he admitted. "Starwolves may look very different to other Starwolves, but you all look very much alike to me. I will grant that your armor hides the more telling features. Your height, your appearance, even the length of your hair is the same."


  Velmeran glanced at his companion, surprised. "The differences are very obvious to me. If I had to guess, you are misled by looking for the wrong things. Do we both look female to you?"


  "Strictly speaking, neither of you look either male or female," Lake said, looking hard at first one and then the other. "There are certain childlike qualities to your features... "


  "Velmeran is hardly more than a child," Dveyella said. "But I am nearly as old as you are."


  "Is that so? I have seen seventy-three planet years. About seventy-eight or so standard years."


  "I am sixty-seven myself," she replied.


  "If I may," Commander Trace interrupted. "From what you have said – or how you have said it – I take it that you do not consider yourself human."


  "Of course not," Velmeran said. "Why should we?"


  "But if you are not human, what are you?"


  "We are Kelvessan," he insisted. "Our race is of artificial origin. But we have been around for fifty thousand years, which means that our history is nearly as old as your own. Surely we have earned the right to consider ourselves our own people."


  "You will do as you wish, I am sure," Donalt said, still distracted by his own thoughts. "It just never occurred to me that you might think of yourselves as a wholly independent race with a history and culture of your own."


  "You were always the first to point out that they are not human," Councilor Lake reminded him. "The only thing that surprises you is finding that they agree with you."


  Trace nodded absently, although he kept his true thoughts to himself.


  "Perhaps you still hold the mistaken idea that we were bred out of human stock," Dveyella said. "But that is not so. We were generated out of an entirely artificial reserve of genetic stock. Culturally we share a part of the same heritage. Physiologically we are so unrelated that we can barely share the same environment or eat the same food."


  "Yes, I can see that," Trace agreed. "As you may know, legend has it that Starwolves were created by interbreeding humans with wolfish traits."


  "No, our name refers only to our manner of attack," she explained. "We began by calling our fighter groups 'wolf packs'; you were the ones who gave us the name Starwolves. Besides, we are in general agreement that the wolf was a legendary creature that never actually existed."


  Councilor Lake stared at her in surprise. "Is that so?"


  "It is only a theory, but a sound one," she said. "Wolves were described throughout ancient legend and literature as possessing a wide variety of magical traits. They were given the power of speech in every old legend that I can recall. Shakespeare placed them firmly among all other magical creatures. Tolkien went so far as to suggest that they were only spirits of darkness who could not bear the light of day."


  "You certainly seem knowledgeable of scholarly matters," Lake observed, seemingly amused. "Hardly what I would expect of a warrior."


  "We all have selective total recall," she explained. "When you have been around for a few years, you tend to accumulate an amazing volume of facts and information. Nor have we ever been under the impression that ignorance is necessarily a soldierly attribute."


  The old Councilor nearly choked on his wine, especially when it became apparent that the Sector Commander was unaware that he had been insulted.


  Dinner and dessert were soon past and Councilor Lake retired with his guests to the game room. The Councilor was able, with Dveyella's help, to convince Velmeran to meet his challenge in a game of chess. The Starwolf was not at all certain that he wanted to cross wits with the Councilor in so direct a manner, especially since he was under the disadvantage of having no familiarity with the game. He was no more pleased when Donalt Trace took his uncle's place at the game table. Councilor Lake quickly recited the rules, plainly dubious that even a Starwolf's absolute recall was up to such a challenge.


  "Are you ready?" Trace asked, equally dubious.


  "Yes, of course," Velmeran assured him.


  "Oh? Then proceed."


  "After you," Velmeran offered in return. The Sector Commander sat in silence for a long moment as he contemplated his strategy, carefully selecting a pawn and moving it forward in bold attack. Velmeran casually sent out a pawn of his own, and the battle continued briskly for several moves to come. After that the Sector Commander began to slow down, although Velmeran continued to move pieces as if he selected them at random.


  "If I may be so bold," Councilor Lake said hesitantly to Dveyella, who sat beside him on the sofa beside the game table. He spoke slowly, obviously embarrassed. "Since you ladies only come to port in armor, there is no way to tell. But I have always wondered – since you have two sets of arms – whether you also have two sets of breasts."


  Dveyella sat for a moment in bemused silence, the only sound that of her suit cycling on. Before she could reply, Trace roared aloud with laughter. "Ah, you lecherous old fool! There are no wolfettes among the pictures in those magazines you have taken to looking at... to refresh your memory in your old age."


  Councilor Lake swatted indignantly at the accusing finger that was waving in his direction. "There is nothing wrong with my memory. I look at those pictures to remind myself that I am not so old after all."


  "Can a horse do this?" Velmeran asked suddenly.


  "Yes, a knight can do that," Trace snapped.


  "We have only the one set," Dveyella answered softly.


  Councilor Lake only shook his head slowly. "It still amazes me, the knowledge our ancestors must have had to build those big ships and then fill them with Starwolves. We could not hope to duplicate either."


  "We have never tried," Trace remarked without looking up. The two Starwolves tried not to look surprised, but to them that was a dire threat. The only thing they could not fight was themselves.


  "Actually, our genetic design and engineering was accomplished by the Aldessan of Valtrys," Dveyella said quickly, changing the subject.


  Commander Trace stared at her in open amazement. "Valtrytians? Now you speak of myths and legends."


  "Not so," Velmeran insisted. "The language that we speak among ourselves is Tresdyland, the language of the Aldessan. And our names are of Valtrytian origin."


  "Then you have seen a Valtrytian?" the Councilor asked, greatly awed.


  "No, but I have seen their ships," Velmeran replied. "There is considerable trade between us, and they are always there to help."


  That, Dveyella realized, was a slight but obvious exaggeration. But she also believed that, whatever he was leading to, he had just made his point and these two worthies had swallowed the bait. And the Sector Commander must have swallowed his whole; he sat back in his chair, his arms crossed, and snorted with derision at the young Starwolf's apparent inability to protect trade secrets.


  "So that is it. I always did wonder what you pirates did with all the loot you do not sell back, and who maintains your technology," he said. "But what do the Valtrytians have against us?"


  Velmeran shrugged innocently. "They do not like the way you do business."


  "And what business is that of theirs?"


  "The Aldessan are a very old and wise race," he explained. "They have a strong belief in the concepts of freedom, self-determination and the rights of the individual. Naturally they find you objectionable."


  "That still does not make it any of their concern."


  "Your great and glorious Union is of no concern to them. If you had ever become a big enough nuisance to be a problem to them, then you would have learned the meaning of real trouble. As it is, they have only provided technical assistance to the Terran Republic in the matter of ships and pilots."


  "But there is no Terran Republic." Trace pointed out what seemed obvious.


  "We are the Terran Republic," Velmeran said.


  "You? Just look at you! A band of thieves, dependent upon your petty piracy to keep food in your bellies and your ships in space."


  "We may not be Robin Hood," Velmeran replied evenly. "But you are hardly democracy and free enterprise, whatever you pretend. We have kept you to your own space for fifty thousand years. Enough said?"


  Trace looked at him in surprise, recalling only too well how the Union had declined, and knowing that the Starwolf spoke the truth. Then he sat back and laughed. "Yes, we do understand each other. We know, beneath all the rhetoric, how matters really stand."


  Velmeran smiled. "At least you are an honest man."


  "And you are a pert Starwolf," Trace answered. He moved a piece, then watched closely as Velmeran moved another. He glanced up reprovingly at his opponent. "You cannot play chess defensively, or you have lost from the start. You have to make sacrifices."


  "I know what I am doing," Velmeran replied. "I refuse to make sacrifices. It is a wasteful, careless way to make war."


  "It is only a game!" Trace replied with enough irritation to prove that beating this Starwolf was a matter of life and death.


  "You know, Don, there is some logic in that," Lake said.


  "What?" Trace stared at him in disbelief. "He has yet to come up with anything I recognize as a strategy. This game will be over in a minute."


  "No doubt," Velmeran agreed quietly.


  They proceeded in silence through two more rounds of moves before Trace sent his queen in for the kill with a decisive gesture. "Check."


  Velmeran shook his head. "I think not."


  He sent his king to temporary safety. Trace made the first of two moves that would put his opponent's piece back into check. Velmeran ignored it, moving a piece on the other side of the board. "Check."


  Momentarily startled, Trace moved his king to safety. Ignoring the rook pursuing his own king, Velmeran sent a bishop in from the other side for the kill. "Checkmate."


  "What?" Trace demanded incredulously, his consternation growing when he realized that he had no options. "How did you do that?"


  "It was just luck, I am sure," the Starwolf replied, his innocent tone all the more mocking. "I certainly am not smart enough to have figured that out for myself."


  "You were smoke-screened," Councilor Lake said, laughing.


  Commander Trace could see that he had been tricked, but he still refused to believe that a Starwolf could defeat him outright. The second time Velmeran led him through an elaborate pretense in a game that lasted nearly half an hour, letting him build up his confidence before moving in for a sudden and unexpected kill. And for their third game Velmeran defeated him in only five moves, just to prove that he could. By then Trace decided that Velmeran was a practiced master at the game and refused to play again.


  Donalt surrendered his seat to his uncle after the third game. Privately he believed that if anyone – human – could defeat this Starwolf, it would be Councilor Lake. But at that moment, even before the game began, Javarns entered with a message.


  "Excuse me, Commander," the servant said from a safe distance, hardly daring to enter the room. "Your secretary is calling. It seems that a courier has arrived from Bineck. The Station Commander has come himself and wishes to speak with you."


  "I am sure he does!" Commander Trace remarked sarcastically. "Lie to me, more likely. Starwolf, you must have hit that place hard for him to come himself. You were there. Special tactics, I believe you called it. Can you give me an honest report?"


  "We got what we were after and got away," Dveyella replied. "My ship was scorched in an explosion, but that was the extent of our damage. We did not leave much of the station, I fear. That was the diversion that got us back out."


  "So I thought," Trace said as he rose, and bowed to the Starwolves. "Will you excuse me? This has been a... memorable evening."


  "Well, my young Starwolf, you have just met the Commander of the Rane Sector Fleet," Lake said after his nephew was gone. "You have made a reluctant friend, but also a bitter rival."


  "A rival?" Velmeran asked, sitting comfortably back in his own chair.


  "Certainly. You have proven yourself superior to him at the chessboard, and that was surely a terrible blow to his pride. I suspect that he will not be satisfied until he has challenged you in real battle."


  "But how could I be of any consequence to him?" Velmeran asked. "He is a Sector Commander. I am just a Starwolf, a junior pack leader."


  Councilor Lake brushed that aside impatiently. "I may know little of your kind, but it seems obvious to me that you are something special. If all Starwolves are like you, then heaven help us. I only have one Don."


  "You seem to place a great deal of faith in him," Velmeran observed.


  "Don is my weapon, carefully and completely trained for the sole purpose of defeating Starwolves," Lake said with deliberate pomposity, underscoring his own lack of enthusiasm. "Don's entire life is designed around a single function. One day if all goes according to plan, he will fight Starwolves and win. Or he will himself be destroyed in the attempt."


  "You do not seem to be particularly concerned, whichever way it might turn out."


  The Councilor sat back in his chair, frowning in serious reflection. "I think that I am going to tell you something that could get me shot for treason if certain of my colleagues found out. Although you people do not realize it you have won the war. The Union is on the decline, in terms of population, economics, industry and technology at a rate so alarming that not one member of the High Council can deny that our doom is at hand. The Union is so overgrown that it will take awhile for the beast to die. And after five hundred centuries, another ten or so is not all that long.


  "Now I do not want you people taking credit, as patient as you have been. You have been bleeding us steadily for quite some time, but you have not been a direct threat to our survival since the days of the big battles. Now, however, we suffer from so many ills that your actions can mean life or death to us. And this is the time that will decide our future. If Don can turn the war against you in his own lifetime, then there is a chance that our civilization will get up off its deathbed and start growing again. If he fails, we will not have a second chance."


  "But if we are not destroying the Union, what is?" Velmeran asked.


  "We see the results, but we can only argue the cause," Lake explained. "Personally, I believe it is because we were not meant for civilized life. Nature gave us hands and a brain so that we could tie a rock to a stick to make a better club. All the rest has been our own idea. Then we began the process of removing ourselves from our environment, the circumstances and conditions that shaped us. Our evolution has stalled out; our civilization promises equal chances for both the weak and strong, and nature intended harsher rules. Cut off from any shaping influence, our species has begun to decline right down to the genetic level.


  "The genetic code that defines a human is becoming too foggy and ragged to read properly. Over a third of our population is genetically sterile. Random mutation has driven infant mortality to levels that we have not known since the dark ages. Mental deficiency and mental imbalance claim a quarter of the population. Do you wonder if we are not in trouble? Our race is dying out, for want of proper maintenance."


  "But, is this so throughout the Union?" Velmeran asked.


  "No, not everywhere," Councilor Lake said, shaking his head. "Three highly mutated races are thriving – or would if we left them alone. And the independent merchants are themselves a race apart. Those four groups might survive, but I doubt that any one of them will replace us. Only you people can do that."


  "Us?" Velmeran asked, surprised.


  "Yes, of course you." The Councilor drained his glass in a quick swallow and reached for the decanter. "You people are best suited for life as a space-faring race, and for all the reasons that we are not. Machines are your native environment; they can neither dominate nor intimidate you. Have you ever considered the civilization you would build, the lives you would lead, once freed of the task you were made for?"


  "Why do you think I fight you?" Velmeran asked in return. "It was intended that we reestablish the Terran Republic, and then remain to defend it. I doubt that it was intended that we should replace you."


  "That is fairly much what is likely to happen," Councilor Lake said. "Soon the day will come that we can no longer fight you. The Union will be dissolved and your Republic will return, and the Starwolves will be left to nurse humanity through its old age."


  The Councilor sat back and drained his second glass, then crossed his arms and sighed heavily. "That might seem a very dismal prospect, at least for us. But I am satisfied. So many ages have come and gone, and they left nothing behind but ruins. At least we are fortunate enough to have you. The Starwolves are our replacement, made to order, man's own idea of what the superman should be. You are the offspring of the human race, whoever made you. And, I will be the first to admit, you are our betters."


  "Then why do you fight us?" Velmeran asked innocently.


  Councilor Lake afforded him a startled glance. "Because I am human, for good or ill, and I will not go down without a fight. And I am Jon Lake, High Councilor and ultimate ruler of this entire sector. We have each inherited a duty and I will do what I can to buy time for the Union, even knowing that it must be defeated in the end."


  Velmeran only shook his head. "I still do not understand."


  "Really?" Lake asked. "I had thought you might. We each have a duty, being who and what we are. The only difference is that my duty is at odds with my conscience. To ease my conscience, the least – and yet the most – that I can do is to warn you of what is coming."


  He paused a moment, glancing quickly about the room as if to see if they were indeed alone, then leaned closer to the two Starwolves. "The best minds, human and mechanical, at our service have long been contemplating the problem of fighting and destroying Starwolves. Now we are ready to test our ideas. The first you have seen, and dealt with effectively. The second trap for your fighters is something that you have not seen in a long time, and I fear that it will take Starwolf lives before you remember how to deal with it. The third is something altogether new – Don's own idea, I might add – and that, my friends, is a truly awesome weapon that could well be a threat even to your big ships. Now, that is all the warning that I can allow myself to give. Make of it what you can."


  * * * *


  "I am sorry that Don could not make it back," Councilor Lake said as he escorted his guests to the door. "He was on remarkably good behavior tonight. I think he learned a thing or two."


  "So have we all," Velmeran answered as Javarns assisted him with his cape.


  "Yes, so have we all," Lake agreed. "But I am satisfied... Ah, that will be all, Javarns."


  "Very good, sir," Javarns said, turning away. "I will get the valuables back out of hiding."


  "Don't let him fool you," Lake said quietly. "I think he was delighted to have a chance to take a good close look at Starwolves."


  "Perhaps, but he will never trust us," Dveyella said.


  "At least he learned that you are not murderers and thieves."


  "Shall we do it again sometime?" Velmeran asked.


  "Of course. Your place, next time?" the Councilor asked, smiling mischievously.


  "You will probably be welcome, but call ahead for reservations." Velmeran paused a moment, and reached into his belt pocket to pull out a wallet. "Give this to Javarns with my compliments. He will probably want it back."


  Dveyella frowned and drew a watch from her own belt pocket. "He will probably want this back as well."


  Chapter11


  "This has been a strange night, and no doubt about it," Dveyella remarked. "Still, I would not have missed it."


  Their tram glided silently atop its elevated rail across the width of the city. It was near the middle of the night; the walks and avenues were nearly deserted, and the city lighting had been reduced to a gentle, velvety twilight. By this time there was hardly anyone about but Starwolves, and they had the city mostly to themselves.


  When Velmeran did not comment in turn, Dveyella glanced over at him. He sat alone and, for the moment, seemingly unaware of her presence, so lost he was in his own thoughts. She walked over and sat down close beside him. "Meran, do you know what to make of it all?"


  Velmeran frowned and shook his head helplessly. "I feel like we are living out that chess game. Councilor Lake has explained the rules, and now he has turned over his seat to the Sector Commander for us to play out the game. I only hope we do as well in life as we did in practice."


  "We?" Dveyella asked, and shook her head. "You, Meran. This game is yours. Do you accept what he told you?"


  He shrugged. "I do not yet know what to think. The good Councilor Lake might have been in his cups for all I know, considering how well he likes his wine. There is some investigating I mean to do, and I intend to check his theories with a higher authority."


  "Who?"


  "Valthyrra Methryn, of course. But, beyond that, it is not my concern. I am only a pack leader, and I can do nothing but pass on the warning. Still, it does explain one thing."


  "What?"


  "Lately I have seen Union officers and Commanders try things that were incomprehensible except for the excuse of rank stupidity, and I have always found that hard to believe. Perhaps that is exactly the case after all."


  "Well, I want you to explain one thing to me," Dveyella said firmly. "What was all that business about Valtrytians? I know that the Aldessan are not one of our grand secrets, but we generally do not talk about them either."


  "I know," Velmeran agreed. "But it did have its desired effect."


  "What effect?" she demanded.


  "Councilors and Sector Commanders through the years have dreamed of defeating the Starwolves," he explained. "I just thought that it should be understood that, should the Union ever manage to get rid of the Starwolves, it would still have the Valtrytians to face."


  "Oh, I see," Dveyella replied thoughtfully, and smiled. "Meran, you are diabolical."


  Velmeran nodded. "It runs in the family."


  "So what are we going to do about it?"


  "About what?" Velmeran asked, but she quickly signaled him to silence. The tram glided up to its boarding platform, and the door snapped open. Dveyella took him by each of his left arms and all but pulled him out of the car. He did not even have a chance to protest until she had him outside and halfway down the boarding ramp.


  "Surveillance," she explained. "Starwolves are under constant surveillance – so is just about everyone else, for that matter. And what I am going to tell you is the last thing that I would have overheard. They cannot listen in if we are in the open."


  "How is that?" Velmeran asked. "They would have sonic scanners."


  "But I have a drone," she said, indicating the small device at her belt. "It broadcasts both a high-frequency tone and a jamming wave at matching frequencies, producing a pulsing vibration that blocks both conventional microphones and the crystal receivers of sonic scanners. All they can pick up is a droning sound."


  "How did you come by such a thing?"


  "Special tactics. We like to make a personal reconnaissance, when we can. And we do not want our plans overheard. And be careful to speak only Tresdyland. As far as we can tell, it is an unknown language to the Union."


  They came to the edge of the underground lake and Dveyella paused to look over the edge of the thick cement rail into the dark water far below. The lake was not a natural feature of the cavern; rectangular in shape, two hundred meters wide by three hundred long and smoothly cemented all around, it looked more like an immense swimming pool. The back end ran up against the cavern wall, while the inner end, where they now stood, cut well into the city. The south side was dominated by the port hotel, while the north side, steeply terraced and overgrown with carefully tended gardens, harbored the very best of the city's shops and outdoor restaurants.


  "It happened when I was here about thirty-five years ago," she explained. "I was just a new pilot in the pack then, so it was that I was poking about the city alone. I was standing at this very place when I saw a large, dark shape moving toward me underwater. The thing was nearly twenty meters in length and it passed beneath the street directly below me, and as it did I could see clearly that it was a machine.


  "After that I did a little investigating. First, I discov­ered that the lake is seawater. Then I found that it has a tide; the entire level rises five centimeters for noon tide. The lake is down in this hole so that its level is that of the sea. And there is a tunnel directly across from here, in the outer wall; the sea is seven kilometers in that direction. This, my friend, is a secret way into the city, a bolt hole for high officials should Vannkarn ever come under attack."


  Velmeran leaned well out over the rail to peer down into the water, although the only thing he could see was his own wavering reflection. He glanced back at Dveyella. "This is how you propose to get into the city?"


  "Of course."


  "Do you also propose to swim?"


  "No, we fly in," she replied, obviously pleased with herself. "Seawater is hardly more dense than some of the mediums we can fly in, such as deep into the outer layers of the gas giants."


  "Water has no compressibility," Velmeran pointed out, although hesitantly. Already he could see a way around that.


  "Atmospheric shields can be adapted to handle that," Dveyella provided the answer for him. "Compressibility is no problem when you are flying inside a column of water moving at graduated speeds. I have worked out the modifications that permit it, and the computer promises that it will work. And what works for a fighter will work for our modified transport – which we will need to carry the memory cell out of here."


  Velmeran glanced at her sharply. "This is not Bineck; you know that. Surveillance is too tight."


  She only shook her head. "We can always get down undetected through the magnetic corridor, and Vinthra's magnetism is proportionally strong enough to offset its more advanced scanners. And we will fly underwater from the core of the magnetic corridor to the sea entrance. It will take a couple of hours' travel time due to reduced speed, but it will work."


  Velmeran paused a moment to consider that. If they could just get fighters into the cavern undetected, then they could get what they wanted and be away with little trouble through the dome – by shutting down the protective shields from the inside.


  "The first thing is to prove that a fighter actually can fly underwater," he said. "We are going to need a lot of help, and a little proof can break through quite a lot of resistance."


  "Of course," Dveyella said. "What do you think I want you for?"


  "Me? You want me to test the theory?"


  "It is no theory. The computer says that you can take a fighter up to nearly four thousand kilometers per hour underwater."


  "Then I will do it," Velmeran reluctantly agreed. "But I want to see your computations."


  "Of course!" she laughed. "Come along. In spite of Councilor Lake's generosity, I am still hungry. Besides, I do not want us to be seen standing here too long."


  "You suspect that we might be under observation?"


  "Lake had quite a lot to say to us tonight, and I do not doubt that he is going to be wondering how we will react to it – whether or not we appear to believe it. And if we do, men he is smart enough to know that we will be after the memory cell sometime very soon. That is our disadvantage. He has to know what our next move will be. And if he guesses our strategy, he will know how to block it."


  "Bait?"


  "Perhaps," Dveyella agreed moughtfully. "He might be tempting us to take a chance so that he can trap us."


  "He also said that the Sector Commander will soon make his second move against us," Velmeran added. "I can believe that they have quite a few tricks up their sleeves that they are now ready to play. We will not have our own raid ready tomorrow or even next week. I think that we should wait, force them to make the next move, and see what they are up to."


  "Of course," she agreed.


  Velmeran glanced up, suddenly realizing where they were going. "Are you taking us up to the Terraces? Those places are expensive."


  Dveyella shrugged. "So what? Piracy pays well."


  They followed the northern edge of the lake halfway to the wall of the cavern, to where the rocky ceiling overhead was now beginning to slope down quickly. There they found an artificial stream that leaped and splashed along a stair-step course down a steep hillside. Walkways weaved around and along patches of forested gardens, so that here, late at night, they might well have been outside and not deep underground. There were but a very few people along those paths, as late as it was. The two Starwolves took a table in a small open-air cafe, nestled on a small platform of rock that leaned slightly out over the brook.


  "In all the worlds I have known, I think that this place is one of my most favorite, very late at night when no one is about," Dveyella said as they waited for their meal.


  "Do you often come here?" Velmeran asked.


  "I have come to Vannkam five times now," she replied absently. "The first time was nearly fifty years ago. Only thirty years past I sat on this very terrace with a boy I loved but who would not love me. He knew that I would be going away as soon as another ship needed me, and he knew that I would not leave my pack to stay with him. I had not expected that I would ever try that trick again."


  "I have been here twice before," Velmeran offered. "Since this is the Methryn's territory, we see it more than anyone."


  The waiter approached and set down their plates as quickly and discreetly as he could before retreating. Starwolves were not good for business; their presence could frighten patrons away and prevent new ones from coming. No one, of course, was going to tell them that, so they were generally served quickly and quietly in the hope that they would go away.


  "I have been thinking," Dveyella began hesitantly. "I have asked if you will fly in my pack. That is no longer possible."


  Velmeran looked up, startled. "Do you not want me?"


  "Certainly I want you," she insisted, although she would not look up at him. "But Valthyrra Methryn wants you as well, and she needs you more."


  "And what about what I want? Do I not have any choice in the matter?"


  Dveyella shook her head slowly. "Mostly people do enjoy such freedom, but those of greater ability have the greater responsibility. My own responsibilities have forced me to this decision, responsibilities to myself, to you, and to all Starwolves. I hope that you can recognize your own responsibilities and face them bravely."


  Velmeran only stared at her in disbelief. "What are you talking about? I am only a pilot... a good one, perhaps, but still just a pilot."


  "Yes, you do keep saying that. I do not know if you are afraid of the responsibilities in themselves or because they are at odds with your own desires." She paused, frowning. "Meran, I have been on half the ships in the fleet. I have met most of the Commanders and pack leaders, and I have heard enough about the rest to judge correctly. Someday soon you will command the Methryn. And if Councilor Lake spoke the truth, that this ancient war will be decided within our own lifetimes, then you and possibly you alone will win it for us.


  "Meran, do you honestly believe that I am the first person, in all these years, to find a way into this city? That is actually only the best of three effective plans that I have. Others have surely discovered some of those plans for themselves. The difference is that no one has ever decided that the time has come to try, or knew how to actually go about doing it. You know what must be done, how it should be done and, I believe, how to make certain that it is done."


  "And you will decide that for me, whether I like it or not?" Velmeran complained bitterly.


  "Yes, by that much the choice is mine," she agreed. "I tell you that there is much that you must and will do in your lifetime, but I also promise that you will not face that future alone. If you cannot come with me, then I will stay with you."


  "But... what of your own pack?"


  She shrugged, unconcerned. "What pack? Two fighters and a transport? I have told you that Threl and Marlena want to retire soon. And Baress is no longer as delighted with the business as he used to be; he is my younger brother and wished only to stay with me. And I want to stay with you."


  "Why?" Velmeran asked in the bewilderment of innocence.


  "For love, if nothing else," she replied. "I have never loved and known that it was real. And I do not believe that you would even know what love is, or you would have known this long ago."


  "But I..." Velmeran began to protest, but hesitated.


  "Do you not?"


  "Perhaps I do; I do not know. Perhaps, as you say, I do not even know what it is. I guess that I have always thought of love as a human indulgence. I have never sought love; perhaps I could have known it before, but I refused to recognize it. It frightens me, and I do not know why."


  "Why?" Dveyella asked. "We are Kelvessan, what they call Starwolves. We were made for a purpose, yes. But our lives are our own. Are you afraid to claim the rights and privileges of being a real person, afraid that you will fail? Decide now whether you are a person or a machine. But I must leave you if you decide that you are a machine, for a machine can never return my love."


  Velmeran sat for a moment in silence, and Dveyella thought that she saw the beginnings of tears in his eyes. And that moved her to pity, for she had not suspected that he was indeed so lonely and afraid.


  "I still do not know if I love you," he said at last, not looking up. "But I think that I could, for it seems that my heart would break if you were to go away."


  Dveyella smiled. "Is that not love?"


  She paused and glanced up, for a Feldenneh, a ballad­eer, was approaching timidly while the other musicians in her group waited near the entrance of the little cafe. Canine in form and clothed only in her own thick coat of fur, she looked to be no more than a large wolf walking with unusual grace on its hind legs. She held in her arms a gelvah, half harp and half guitar, the instrument of the Feldennye street balladeer. She stopped beside their table and dipped her slender snout over the upper neck of her instrument.


  "Fair night, noble Starwolves," she said in a rich, velvety purr. "If it would please you, I have a song that I would give you."


  "It would please us greatly," Velmeran replied, reaching for a coin in his belt pouch. But the Feldenneh quickly laid a slender hand on his arm.


  "Please, it is my gift to you," she said. "The Feldennye do not forget that we come and go as we please be­cause of you. A small gift, compared to what you give us. The people of the wolves are gracious."


  "Who is a wolf?" Velmeran teased.


  The balladeer smiled. "I have for you a very, very old song, as old as my own world. I fear that my poor translation does not do it justice."


  She nodded to her fellows and struck the opening chords, then lifted her delicate muzzle to the night and sang.


  Fair night, and darkness surrounds us softly,


  Hidden where none in the world may see.


  Here we are alone.


  This night is our own.


  Fair nights that we share joyously.


  Come love, for love is the force that binds us.


  Short is the time that we call our own.


  Though night soon must fly.


  Love will never die.


  It lives in the cherished memory of this fair night.


  The balladeer reset the tone lever of her gelvah and shifted smoothly into another song, now playing solo to the accompaniment of her fellow musicians. She turned and walked slowly away into the night as she continued to play, and the music carried clear and bright through the dark and deserted streets.


  Dveyella rose and held out a hand to her companion. "Come. I know where we can get a room for the night, one cool enough to be comfortable to us."


  "Why do we need a room?" Velmeran asked innocently.


  Dveyella smiled tenderly. "Meran, promise me that you will never completely grow up."


  They left together, silent and unnoticed, descending the curving path back toward the hotel at the port entrance. Near the top of that same passage, on a bridge overlooking a short waterfall, the balladeer paused to sing again. Her words carried through the clear, still air, echoing among the rocks of the underground stream, but still did not reach the sharp ears of the two Starwolves. For they were already gone.


  Fair night, fair night delay!


  Night is the realm of love.


  Cherish the moment that love's fortune has spared you.


  This night shall pass, and the light of dawn shall find you,


  Disturbing your dream of love.


  Beware! Beware!


  Or night shall pass,


  And dawn will find you alone.


  Vannkarn was at its best in the later hours of the morning, from the time when the shops first opened until the midday meal. Then everyone seemed to be out and about the city; men the avenues were cheerfully noisy and all the stores from the simple stalls of the port market to the elegant and expensive shops of the Terraces, were filled with eager and alert buyers. At this time even Starwolves could mingle freely with travelers, tourists and native cave dwellers and no one seemed to take much notice.


  But that morning it was too easy for Velmeran to dream of other things, after all that Dveyella had taught him the night before. It was not accurate to say that he had lost his innocence; that was a tall order for anyone, but she had put a sizable dent in it. At the very least he had learned that there was considerably more to this matter than he had thought; he had taken a mate, and now had to consider the consequences. True, his old loneliness had vanished and he felt more at peace with himself than he had in a long time. On the other hand, his cherished privacy was thoroughly and irrevocably invaded. He was frightened by the pros­pect that Dveyella might turn up pregnant, as unlikely as that was, and yet he was only too eager to try again.


  Unfortunately, he did not seem to have any choice in the matter. Dveyella had decided that this was what should be, and he could not say no. Which was his own shy way of admitting that he wanted it just as much. Some things simply had to be, regardless of the risk. Let others think what they will. He was happy. Worried, but happy.


  They were making their way through the crowded avenues leading to the more expensive shops of the upper Terraces when it came. Velmeran stopped suddenly and turned with abrupt swiftness. Dveyella saw the beginning of that move and interpreted it as one of alarm and in the same instant turned also, a gun in each set of hands. Two score humans nearly died of fright in the following moment, but that was all Dveyella could see.


  "What is it?" she asked softly, putting away her guns.


  "It seemed to me that I heard someone calling me," Velmeran replied uncertainly. "Someone is looking for me."


  "Who?"


  "Commander Trace, actually," he said, and shrugged at his own unwillingness to believe what he had just said.


  Before Dveyella had any opportunity to comment, Donalt Trace himself appeared as if summoned by the mention of his name, approaching from a side street not fifteen meters away. He wore dress uniform, as he had the night before; towering a head above anyone else in the crowd, he could have no more disguised his identity than the two Starwolves might have. Having seen them as they passed, he now hurried after them as they waited.


  "Val treron de altrys caldayson!" Dveyella exclaimed softly in Tresdyland before switching back to Terran. "Speak of the devil and he shall appear! But how did you do that? Telepathy of that order is a purely Aldessan trick. You are worth more than I thought."


  Velmeran had no time to reply to that, even if he had an answer. He turned to the approaching Sector Commander and bowed his head as well as his armor would allow. "Val edesson. Commander Trace."


  "Good morning to you, young Starwolf," Trace answered pleasantly. "I certainly hope that I have the pleasure of addressing Pack Leader Velmeran. I have been most of the morning looking for you."


  "Oh? Surely there are not that many Starwolves in Vannkam."


  "As a matter of fact, there were five hundred and seventy-nine at last count," the Commander said, indicating for them to proceed to a small open-air cafe just ahead. "And, if I may say with no malice intended, they all look alike to me. But there are very few in black armor, and I believe that I have learned to recognize the two of you."


  They took a corner table at the cafe, as far from the open as possible. Although feared and often hated, Starwolves in armor generated intense interest in themselves. But for a pair in black armor to be seated at the same table of a fashionable cafe with the towering figure of the Sector Commander was a sight never before seen in the long history of Vannkam. Commander Trace was apparently un­concerned about the amount of attention they drew. He ordered cold drinks, nonalcoholic, for them all. And yet, for all his urgency, he seemed at a loss to know how to begin.


  "You wanted to speak to us about something?" Velmeran prompted.


  "Actually, I wanted to finish our conversation from last night," Trace began, still hesitant. "There are some things that I would ask. The martial creed does not allow you to sit down with your enemies and talk like friends. Can you understand that?"


  "I believe so," Velmeran said.


  "I admit that I have always thought of Starwolves as just machines cut from the same mold, identical and lifeless. Interchangeable components, you might say, for sticking behind the controls of your fighters. You have challenged me to think of you as people, and now I want to know more."


  Velmeran understood only too well the Sector Commander's purpose in coming. It seemed that Donalt Trace was a wiser, more open-minded man than Velmeran had first given him credit for being. He had thought that he knew his enemy well enough, having sifted through every legend, myth and prejudice to come up with his own idea of what Starwolves should be. Confronted with reality, he accepted his error and sought to correct it. Velmeran, however, had no intention of being the source of the Sector Commander's better understanding of his enemy, especially since that knowledge would be put to defeating his own kind.


  In truth, Velmeran hardly knew what to think. The Union had always underestimated the Starwolves, much to their own detriment. Why change things now? The Union could easily battle itself to an early death. On the other hand, if Union High Command had a better understanding of its enemy, it might be a little more interested in an early surrender. Velmeran quickly decided that he had already said enough the night before.


  "Do you allow nonhumans in the military?" Velmeran asked suddenly after they had been talking casually for well over an hour.


  "What?" Trace glanced up, startled. "Nonhumans? You know the Terms of Unification. Each race is a society in itself. Members of one race have no business in the affairs of another."


  "With exceptions," Dveyella pointed out.


  "With a very few exceptions," Trace corrected her.


  "And yet several races are under Union rule," Velmeran observed.


  "That is different. We control on the governmental level, but we do not interfere on the cultural level. Damn it, Starwolf, face facts. We cannot allow hostile alien elements within our own space. The Kalfethki would drive us mad with their ritual murder and terrorism if we allowed them free travel."


  "The Feldennye are hardly a threat."


  "And we make sure of that," the Commander said firmly. "How can you tell who will be a threat and who won't? Knowing you two, if I were to come upon a civdi­zation of your kind, alone and untroubled, I would suspect that you would be the most peaceful, harmless souls – if you have souls – in all space. But I also know better."


  "An interesting point. Although, for the likes of Feldennye and ourselves, it takes an enemy to make us fight," Velmeran said. "But returning to my original question, which you did not answer. In this sector you have the Kalfethki and two Feldennye worlds. I do not see you as one not to take advantage of a resource, and each does have something to offer."


  "True enough, and I do admit it. We have been using Feldennye in clerical and highly skilled technical areas for some time now. We have no choice. Our own people can no longer do what they can. The Kalfethki are useful in some tasks, but they are also a tremendous security prob­lem. I think that our new Shepherd sentries are much better."


  "I did not find them all that dangerous," Dveyella commented.


  "You did not?" Trace asked, eyeing her skeptically. "Do you think that we would do better with Kalfethki guards?"


  "No, your sentries are superior to Kalfethki warriors – which, I am afraid, is not saying much. Your machines are loyal and more difficult to kill."


  Trace laughed in private amusement. "I would suspect you of smoke-screening me, if I didn't know what you did to my sentries at Bineck. One, they say, was picked up and tossed down a stairwell."


  Now Dveyella laughed, pointing to her contrite mate. "Ask him about that!"


  Trace stared at him in amazement. "You picked that thing up yourself? My dear Starwolf, those mechanical beasts weigh over two tons!"


  Velmeran shrugged. "It was not all that heavy. I thought that you had a better idea of just how strong we are."


  "So I've heard." He paused for a moment, frowning at his own thoughts. "Does it never bother you, knowing that your race was made for a purpose?"


  Velmeran frowned as he considered that. "Yes, we do think about it often enough. We know that we were made for a specific purpose, and that we would not exist at all except for that purpose. But I prefer to think that we were designed not for the specific purpose of flying starfighters, but for the more general function of space travel. Consider the independent traders, who have lived aboard their ships for tens of thousands of years now. They have become as much like us as nature can manage: small, strong and quick."


  "And yet it seems to me that you are still as tied to your assigned task as if you had been a living machine," Trace observed. "Having been born a Starwolf aboard a Starwolf ship, you had little choice in the matter."


  "Actually, very few of us are pilots."


  "True, but you are a warrior and a leader. I can see that clearly enough just talking with you."


  "Then, in a sense, our destinies are largely guided by our abilities and opportunities," Velmeran said. "My choices were no greater or less than your own. You are of the Lake clan, and you are the warrior of your generation. And so you were destined to be what you have become, or were shaped to be. Where then is your freedom?"


  "I could have refused," Trace insisted.


  "Could you? Have you ever thought about what your other choices might have been?"


  "I cannot be anything but what I am," Commander Trace said, perhaps to avoid a more direct answer.


  "That is also the truth for me," Velmeran said, and rose from his chair. "I am afraid that we must go now, since we both have packs waiting that must be back to the ship by noon port time."


  Trace rose as well to stand towering above the two Kelvessan. "Then this must be our final farewell as friends, for if we ever meet again it will be as enemies. You are at least my equal. Time will tell which of us is the better."


  "And who will that be?" Velmeran asked.


  "The one who makes the fewest mistakes, of course."


  "Well, what do you make of it all now?" Dveyella asked as they made their way quickly to the tram port.


  "I think that Councilor Lake was telling us the truth after all," Velmeran replied absently. "Donalt Trace has something very much on his mind, something far beyond the petty mischief that Sector Commanders have always made for us. He is making plans for that last big battle. Götterdämmerung."


  "What?" Dveyella asked.


  "Ragnarok," he added, to her complete mystification.


  He seemed to have resorted to a language that was neither human nor alien.


  Dveyella would have asked for further explanation, but they were within sight of the tram platform and their packs were waiting. They had been in port less than a day, but to Velmeran it seemed like several. He wanted to collect his students and retreat to the ship before anything else could happen.


  The first thing he saw was that Tregloran had ignored the warning about bringing home small, furry animals. Then he saw that this particular animal was neither alive nor real.


  "Treg, what is that... that beast?" he demanded.


  "Ah, Captain!" Tregloran replied jovially. "This is my wolf."


  "Your what?"


  "My wolf," the younger pilot replied. "An authentic replica of a real Terran red wolf, about one-tenth life-size and handmade by the nicest lady you could ever hope to meet... for a human."


  "That is a fox, authentic in detail and about life-size," Dveyella said.


  Tregloran returned an exaggerated look of indignation. "I have her word!"


  "Let me tell you a story," Dveyella said, indicating for them to proceed up the ramp to the tram. "I read this many years ago, although I do not recall who wrote it. I am inclined to say Aesop, although I know that it was one of the Roman poets.


  "It seemed that there was once a nursemaid who was having trouble with an unruly child. Finally she threatened to feed him to the wolves. A credulous wolf, passing by at that moment, overheard and sat by the door all night, waiting for a free meal that never came."


  Tregloran glanced back. "Meaning?"


  "Meaning that if you are a gullible wolf, do not believe everything a human tells you. Especially if it sounds like a bargain."


  The Starwolves filed into a tram waiting at the bottom of the inclined shaft, the other passengers allowing them a car to themselves. The students' first port leave was drawing to an end.


  "What does this do to the Councilor's theory of the decline of human intelligence?" Dveyella asked as the tram began its rapid ascent.


  "Humans have always had a gift for deviousness and an ability to he shamelessly," Velmeran replied. "And we have always been uncomplicated souls, our gullibility at odds with our own intelligence. It seems that human duplicity is still as great as Kelvessan simplicity."


  Tregloran, in the seat ahead, glanced back over his shoulder. "If it gives you two any peace of mind, I should tell you that I was not fooled for an instant. I know a fox when I see one."


  "Then why did you buy it?" Velmeran asked.


  Tregloran shrugged. "Because I like it."


  Chapter12


  Mayelna glanced up as a pair of freight tenders emerged from the bottom of the monitor screen. Valthyrra Methryn had more than her share of audacity, setting herself in orbit just ahead of the station and then flying backward to face it, the cannons of her main batteries open and extended. Valthyrra seemed to court trouble, and yet her record was surprisingly clear of such undesirable incidents. She knew exactly how to play the game, and Mayelna knew better than to interfere.


  "That is the last of it," Valthyrra reported as she swung her boom around to the recessed area of the upper bridge. "I am securing the holding bays."


  Mayelna nodded, not looking up from the readout on her main console monitor.


  "The last of the packs are in," Valthyrra continued. "We have fourteen crewmembers planetside due to come up on the last two transports within the quarter hour."


  Mayelna nodded again.


  "Velmeran and Dveyella are on their way up to the bridge."


  Now that was news! Mayelna hit the hold button on her monitor and indicated for Valthyrra to bring her camera pod in a little closer. "Do they seem to have reached an understanding?"


  Valthyrra chuckled mischievously. "That is an interesting way of putting it! Dveyella has moved her belongings into the cabin that Keth vacated a few days ago – the one adjacent to his own."


  Mayelna only stared with open amazement. "Do you mean... ?


  "Their understanding appears to be a personal one," the ship explained. "As, I believe, I did warn you it would be. Sheesh! If I had had my wits about me, I would have planted a bug on that boy. Then we would have heard some very interesting conversations indeed."


  The result of that came as a surprise to them both.


  "Son of a bitch!" Consherra, seated at her station on the middle bridge, declared. She gave her console a four-fisted thump that threatened to demolish it. "Son of a bitch!"


  Then, to the speechless astonishment of the entire bridge crew, she leaped from her seat and left the bridge in a cold rage.


  "I must say that I do not care much for her choice of terms," Mayelna remarked in the stunned sdence that followed. "Makes it sound like I had something to do with it, and I do not like this any better than she does."


  Valthyrra's pod turned to face her so sharply that the boom rattied. "What are you complaining about? You are only losing a son. I am losing the best would-be Commander this ship has ever had. When I think of how hard I worked to get that... girl on board. And if you had named him Commander-designate when I asked... "


  "I wish I had! Great Spirit of Space, I wish I had!" Mayelna returned, then shook her head and sighed. "Where did I go wrong?"


  "Twenty-six years ago, when you thought you were too old to get pregnant," Valthyrra offered. "Quiet, now. Here they come."


  "Act natural," Mayelna warned as she bent over her monitor. Valthyrra aimed her pod upward as if she were giving the ceiling a cursory inspection, and a whistling sound came from her speakers. Mayelna silenced her with a sharp rap on the underside of her camera pod.


  "I want you to meet my mother," they heard Velmeran say teasingly from the corridor outside the right wing of the bridge, speaking louder than he was aware.


  "I have met your mother," Dveyella teased in return, "She is a real bitch."


  Valthyrra turned her camera pod to the frowning Com­mander. "That would seem to make it unanimous."


  Velmeran and Dveyella marched into the bridge, well pleased with themselves and each other and totally oblivious to everything that had occurred prior to their arrival. Mayelna and Valthyrra both returned to their roles of com­plete innocence, the ship's cameras glancing about the bridge at everything except the approaching couple. But Valthyrra's impatience quickly got the better of her; she focused on the two Starwolves as if they had materialized out of the very air.


  "Ah, Meran!" she exclaimed. "Pack Leader Dveyella. Did you have a good time?"


  "Excellent!" Dveyella agreed happily. Mayelna made a rude noise.


  "There is something that I would like to know," Vel­meran said quickly. "Have you kept any statistics on the genetic deterioration of the human race?"


  "Genetic deterioration?" Valthyrra's lenses seemed al­most to blink in confusion. "Actually, it is hard for me to make any valid observations, but that does not change the fact of its reality. Our own human worlds are in slow de­cline, and there is every indication that the Union worlds are proceeding at a much greater pace. Especially the inner worlds – it is getting so bad that if all the machines were to suddenly stop, it is doubtful that they could ever get any­thing running again."


  "Why?" Velmeran asked.


  "Because Mother Nature is a stern mistress," she ex­plained, the information analysis, storage and retrieval systems in her warming to the task. "The one rule of all life is change, and the driving force is survival. But that is a game that modern, civilized man has not been forced to play in nearly sixty thousand years. Nature intended that only the best should thrive and multiply, but for so long now nearly everyone survives – and reproduces indiscriminately. Change continued, but in a random, ineffectual manner, and once begun the process accelerates itself.


  "Which, mind you, is all theory to explain what we have been observing since before I came out of the construction bay. What the future holds is even more speculation. But if the race is protected so that these conditions go undisturbed, then the present deterioration will continue."


  "Which may very well happen," Velmeran said. "Since we are likely to take over the management of the human race in the very near future."


  "The Kelvessan cannot provide for the entire species," Valthyrra answered. "I have often thought, when considering the problem, that the best thing we could do for humanity is to systematically destroy its entire civdization. I have even wondered if our very purpose is self-defeating. The Union has existed for most of recorded history, and we have been a catalyst, a unifying force, acting to keep it alive. I do believe that, had it not been preoccupied fighting us, the Union would have split into its various sectors and reduced itself to smoking rubble within the first few hundred years of its existence."


  Velmeran brightened, seeing the logic in that. "Of course they would have. They would even yet. And a collapse of their civilization, a return to the most primitive of conditions, would also mean a return to the old laws of survival and natural selection, and the species would rejuvenate itself."


  "Then you do understand," Valthyrra said approvingly. "That is our dilemma; wreck a civilization, and possibly save a species. But I already know that it is not our place to make that decision."


  "The Union itself seems to be of the opinion that there is little hope," Velmeran offered. "They believe that they are already doomed to extinction, except for a few mutant races that are no longer strictly human."


  "In a sense, there is very little of the race left that is strictly human," Valthyrra said as she glanced at the main monitor. Then, realizing what he had said, she snapped her pod around to face him. "And how is it, pray tell, that you are privy to what the Union thinks on the subject?"


  Velmeran shrugged indifferently. "Councilor Lake explained it to us last night over dinner."


  "Councilor Lake. The Councilor Lake, who runs this sector like he owns it – which he does?" Mayelna demanded. "And how did it come to be that you had dinner with Councilor Lake?"


  "He invited us," Velmeran replied. "Just the four of us, Dveyella and myself, the Councilor and his nephew Donalt, the Sector Commander. We dined on Vinthran follycrab."


  "But... why?" Mayelna demanded in exasperation.


  "Apparently for the sole purpose of warning us. The Union knows that it is doomed, but it seems that the High Council intends to die fighting. Councilor Lake warned us to expect war the way we used to fight it, for as long as the Union's resources hold out. He said that we can expect two new, deadly weapons that will soon be used against us."


  "But why would he warn you about what must be the Union's most secret plans?" Valthyrra asked.


  "Because he knows that the Union cannot win. And I believe that, for a number of reasons, he wants us to win. Most of all, he believes that we will prosper once the war is over, and we will gradually take over complete dominance of their own civilization. That way we will keep the machines running and, if the human race does face extinction, it will be a gentle, painless death."


  "Their civilization is more fragile than they might believe," Valthyrra said. "The heavily populated industrial planets are wholly dependent on off-world food supplies.


  An interruption of that supply would starve those worlds in a matter of only a few short weeks. Eight- or nine-tenths of the Union's entire population would be destroyed before we could do a thing to stop it."


  "Lake trusts us not to strike at civilian targets," Mayelna pointed out. "According to his plan, I am sure, the Union will fight for as long as it has warships in space and then it would surrender."


  Velmeran nodded. "That just might be his plan. But that is not our immediate problem. That warning of things to come is."


  Mayelna glanced up at him. "Do you have any idea of what that is about?"


  "No, we would just have to wait and see." He shrugged helplessly. "Forewarned is four-armed."


  Mayelna put her head in her hands and muttered a most dire obscenity. Then she lifted one hand to wave them away.


  "Go away, children. All this business is simply beyond me, and I want no part of it." She glanced up at Valthyrra's camera pod accusingly. "Why did you never tell me about any of this?"


  "You never asked," the ship replied simply. "We have waited a very long time for the Union to realize that it is doomed, knowing that it will begin the last phase of this war. We have known that we would have to be very careful if we are to save anything of what would otherwise be destroyed."


  "But what would happen if we drew back and refused to fight?" Dveyella asked.


  "The Union wid fall apart very quickly once interstellar trade begins to fail," Valthyrra explained. "Then greedy men would seize control to wring what they can of dying worlds. Faced with starvation, entire populations could erupt into uncontrollable violence... or entire populations could be put to death so that the chosen few might live. As I said, the deaths of worlds would not be measured in years or generations, but weeks or even days. Or perhaps even seconds, if they turned their own planetary defenses upon themselves."


  Velmeran shook his head slowly. "You envision a very dark future indeed, but I fear that you are right."


  "You should be pleased," she told him. "Your stupid little dinner party was the turning point of this entire war."


  "Then, by your leave, I would contemplate the future from the safety of my own room," Velmeran said as he and Dveyella turned to leave. Then he stopped short and turned back. "I am forgetting the real reason why I came. Dveyella wants to stay with us, and we would like to know if she can fly with my pack for now."


  Valthyrra's camera pod bobbed as she momentarily lost control of her voluntary functions. She glanced at the Commander, but Mayelna only stared back in speechless confusion. She turned back to the younger pilot, pausing a moment to check her breakers and relays as an excuse to gather her wits.


  "I see no reason why that would not be perfectly acceptable," she said in a surprisingly even voice. "Although I think that it would be something of a waste of her own abilities as a pack leader."


  "We had thought that it would only be temporary," Velmeran explained. "Once Keth's students are ready to fly, I thought that we might disassemble my pack to form two new ones, the other under Dveyella's leadership."


  "That sounds good to me," Valthyrra agreed, suppressing an uncharacteristic urge to giggle with hysterical relief. She glanced at the Commander.


  Mayelna shrugged. "Suits me."


  "So be it," Valthyrra declared with an air of finality. "You would be going out to hunt within the next few days."


  "We were the last to hunt," Velmeran cautiously pointed out. "Remember? We ended up the hunted."


  "With eight entire packs humbled, no one is going to complain," Valthyrra insisted. "And I want your children to make another run. Their confidence is high now, and I want them to hunt again before they lose that."


  "A good idea," Velmeran agreed. "By your leave, Dveyella and I would get down to serious business."


  "I would have thought that you had done that last night," Valthyrra remarked as the two young Starwolves left. Whether or not they heard her, Mayelna certainly did. She reached up to give the camera pod another swat.


  "I actually got my way," Valthyrra muttered after a long moment. "Just when I thought that I had screwed things up beyond any repair, I actually got my way."


  "Through no effort of your own," Mayelna added. She returned the monitor to hold and sat back wearily. "And I remind you that you have not had your way completely. I have not yet named him Commander-designate."


  "If you do not, I soon will." That was no threat, but a promise. "Why do you think Dveyella gave up special tactics to remain with him?"


  "To indulge her infatuation for my poor baby!" Mayelna replied hotiy.


  "She could have had him entirely to herself; he meant to go. He wanted to go," Valthyrra insisted. "This was her idea. She knows."


  "Whoever had the idea, I do approve of one aspect," Mayelna said. "At least Velmeran will live to see his first hundred years. And not come back crying because his beloved mate ran out of her own portion of luck."


  "Then we are actually in agreement?"


  "Well, partial agreement," she amended. "I do not approve of this business. Velmeran is simply too young. What is the point of love anyway. It can be among the worst of personal catastrophes, and yet people go looking for it like fools."


  "Command has turned you into the machine I never was. I would bet that you have never had a passionate thought in your entire life."


  "Oh?" Mayelna asked, glancing up. "Do you suppose that I got Velmeran out of ship's stores? Besides, he was not out looking for his fate. Love jumped him from behind."


  "It also seems to have done him a great deal of good, and I like the improvement."


  "Yes, I can tell the difference," Mayelna reluctantly admitted. "What do you suppose Consherra is doing?"


  "She is in her room crying."


  "I had always considered them a likely match," she mused, and turned to her monitor yet again. "It is Con­sherra's own fault. Actually, I do believe that I could like this Dveyella very well indeed."


  "Oh, indeed!" Valthyrra agreed.


  Mayelna frowned, realizing that she had quite forgotten what this report was even about, and quickly set it back to its beginning. Thirteen officers at their posts did their best to pretend that they lacked both good hearing and nat­ural curiosity.


  "If it be love indeed, tell me how much," Valthyrra quoted softly. "There's beggary in the love that can be reckon'd."


  Mayelna glanced up. "What?"


  "Shakespeare."


  Councilor Lake sat at his desk, bent over the long printout of some report, peering so closely at the print that his nose almost touched the page. Donalt Trace paused at the door, having seen that his uncle was not yet aware of him. He was suddenly impressed by just how old Jon Lake appeared after his return from the Union High Council. He was shrunken and frail, half-blind and more than half-deaf. Uncle Jon had not been a young man for as long as he could remember, and he was no longer all that young him­self.


  Councilor Lake suddenly became aware of his pres­ence and hastily put down the report, somewhat guilty for having been caught peering at it so closely. His vision had een artificially corrected as much as possible, and yet he stubbornly refused to wear his glasses.


  "Hello, Don! Do come in," he said jovially, indicating the chair in front of his desk. "I was just thinking about you. What brought you in?"


  "Oh, just sneaking around to see if you were asleep at your desk again," Trace teased.


  "Not this time," Lake said. "Have you been busy today?"


  "No, not really. You know how business is, waxing and waning like the three moons of Maldeken. In terms of that analogy, there are no moons tonight."


  "Maybe they just haven't risen yet," the Councilor said, pushing a report, still in its metal folder, across the table to him. "This should keep you busy. Your test ship arrived and is ready for fitting with bays for those new Tracer automatic fighters. They're sending her straight into airdock. Now what do you plan to do?"


  "What else can I do?" Trace asked. "We load these machines and send that freighter back out to run the lanes until someone takes the bait."


  Councilor Lake frowned. "I hate to think that our two young friends will be out there with those things."


  "So do I, but it can't be helped. The Rane Sector has been the Methryn's private hunting ground for a long time now. I want those missiles tested here, in this sector, where the two of us have absolute control over their use." He paused a moment, reading the report. "At least they have the launchers up to one hundred percent. Those things are too expensive to lose because they explode when launched in starflight."


  "When a twenty-two-ton missile converts its entire mass to energy, the term explosion is something of an understatement," Lake remarked dryly, then frowned as he glanced down at the papers that littered his desk. "I heard that you visited with our two young friends again this morning."


  Trace glanced up at him in surprise. He knew, better than anyone, that Jon Lake employed many spies, electronic and living, to watch the movements of his associates and underlings, but he had never suspected that he was a subject of such scrutiny.


  "What of it?" he asked casually.


  The elder Lake shrugged, as if it was an unimportant matter. "I can guess why you wanted to talk to them again, and I approve. Did I not invite them to dinner? But it did cause a bit of talk – not quite scandal – and Rik heard of both incidents. He thought it beneath our dignity to consort with Starwolves."


  "Oh? And what business is it of his?"


  "He will be the next High Councilor of this sector, and I will at least give him the courtesy of hearing his opinions before I tell him to shut up," Lake replied. "We're in this mess now because we spent too long pretending that our enemy didn't exist. Whether we win this war or lose, at least you and I have started something good."


  Trace glanced up at him, startled, "Lose? How can you even doubt?"


  "You may be right, but I still have hope," Councilor Lake teased, then stopped short, suddenly aware that his nephew took this all very seriously. Donalt Trace, so thoroughly trained – perhaps too well trained – in his belief in himself, his own kind and the rightness of his cause, could not even consider the possibility of his own failure.


  Or so he thought, although in truth Trace had been gnawing upon those same doubts since his final meeting with the two Starwolves hours before. He could admit to himself that Velmeran might be the better of the two. He even told himself that he could accept his defeats, so long as he could learn from them. There was room in his own mind for doubt, but it shattered his confidence entirely to hear his uncle express such doubts. He had never realized that so much of his own confidence depended upon his uncle's belief in him. Now he felt alone, empty and afraid.


  Councilor Lake leaned back in his chair casually, his hands clasped behind his head. "Nothing has changed, really. You are still the only real hope we have of defeating Ihem, or I would not divert half the profits of Farstell Trade to building your weapons. But will it be enough? Don, you have to have the right weapons to defeat them, and the best that we can give you might not be enough. That has been our failing before, as much as bad leadership. You know the weapons you need, but can we make them for you?"


  "I can design weapons that you can build."


  "But you have no one to use them."


  Trace frowned. "I need Starwolves of my own. We can build fighters to match their own for speed and performance. But there is no mechanical brain that I can put inside the thing to make it fly as well as they can. To fight Starwolves, I need Starwolves. Fighting them would be easy enough on their level. But I work under such a handicap that I have to be ten times smarter than them to come out on top."


  "Which you cannot be every day. Lord, Don, if you could capture and keep a Starwolf like Velmeran or Dveyella, I would move worlds to see that a viable race is created from their genetic stock." The Councilor paused a moment to reflect, and shook his head sadly. "They just have too many advantages. Velmeran might be smarter than you are and beat you at chess a thousand different ways, but he was designed for that. But I sincerely doubt that anyone can be bred for wisdom and insight. That is where I hope you will prove superior."


  "And yet young Velmeran has more than his share of both wisdom and insight," Trace pointed out.


  "Yes, what is it about that boy that is so special? He surprised even me – and I thought I knew Starwolves better than to underestimate them. There was really nothing he said or did that impressed me so much as just that tremendous sense of presence he seems to radiate. I fear, Don, that you have met your match."


  "That remains to be seen," the Commander said coldly. "But I do know now just who my enemy is."


  "You did not fare so well against him last night," Lake reminded him.


  "I could have done no better against a computer, and I'm told that there is a portion of every Starwolf's brain that is very much like a computer in its functions. But real life is very different from a game of chess. For one thing, some of my best pieces are not on the board but hidden under the table where he can't see them. Surprise has always been our best weapon, and I know how to use it."


  "Just as long as you remember to play the game onl your terms and not on his. Unfortunately, someone like Velmeran is very likely to play the game by your rules and still win."


  "We will see," Trace said, rising swiftly to stand be­side his chair. "I will take a look at that decoy ship."


  "You might wait a couple of hours yet. I told them to stay clear of the area until the Methryn leaves, which should be any time now."


  Trace shrugged. "Good enough. I have enough to do up at the station to keep me busy until they get in. I hope Rik sent me a decent ship."


  "One of his best. Medium bulk freighter, and only five years old."


  "Good! Send him my thanks."


  "All right. Stay out of trouble," Councilor Lake called after him.


  Trace smiled to himself as he paused for the door to open. Trouble was the very thing he had in mind.


  The Methryn was barely an hour out of the Vinthran system when a rumor ran through her many decks like the echo of a meteor strike reverberating within her armored hull. Or, rather, a series of related rumors, and all of it surprising. Velmeran, it seemed, was going to stay. Dveyella had disbanded her own pack to stay with him – an occurrence that had caused Consherra, the normally re­served and capable second in command, to abandon her post while on duty. And, strangest of all, they had dined, by private invitation, with personages of no less import than Councilor Lake and the Sector Commander.


  Valthyrra Methryn did not believe that she should be made to endure confusion or be forced to assemble what she could of the story from bits and pieces. She considered that an accounting of that evening with Councilor Lake was very much her business, and she sent a probe, the most formidable of her remotes, to Velmeran's cabin to demand, entice or beg an explanation. As it turned out, she had no need to worry. While Velmeran and Dveyella were not willing to discuss such matters with the rest of the crew, they were willing to tell her anything she wanted to know about the time they had spent with Councilor Lake and his nephew. And since they had each committed most of those two conversations to selective recall, they were able to report to the very words.


  For the most part, Velmeran related the story himself, since most of the two conversations had been directed at him. He sat, together with Dveyella, in the two large chairs in his cabin. Valthyrra's probe was perched precariously atop Velmeran's desk, so that its relatively short neck could place its camera pod on a level with the others. Velmeran was not entirely pleased to have her there, since the desk was of real wood, purchased on port leave months earlier, and the probe weighed over an eighth of a ton.


  The probe's camera pod looked thoughtful. "What I wonder is if this was something Lake has been calculating for some time or if it was just spur-of-the-moment, because he was so impressed with the two of you and, as Dveyella so eloquently phrases it, well into his cups."


  "Do you suppose that he might regret what he did and warn the Sector Commander?" Dveyella asked, then paused. "No, he cannot do that, can he?"


  Valthyrra laughed. "I do not see how he can possibly explain that he told all the Union's best secrets to Starwolves over dinner. For better or worse, he cannot change what he has done."


  "But do you think that he did tell us the truth?" Velmeran asked.


  "Yes, I believe that he was completely honest with you – as far as he knew," she answered thoughtfully. "As I indicated before, I think that he is mistaken on a few points. But after careful thought, I believe that I now understand his motives a little better."


  "How is that?"


  "Councilor Lake is interested in saving as much as he can of many things: his race, his civilization and the wealth and power of the sector families. Yes, they will fight only so far and sue for peace, making the best deal they can in the process. Dethroned emperors of worlds, they would at least live on as merchant princes."


  "Councilor Lake will not be there to negotiate that surrender," Dveyella pointed out.


  "True, but he has trained his replacement well. It is a shame that the younger Lake – Richart, I believe – could not have been there as well." Her camera pod made some ambiguous gesture that might have been anything from a symbolic appeal to fate to a helpless shrug. "You, Vel­meran, will live to see an end to this war. Perhaps you will even win it for us."


  "What about the prophecy?" Dveyella asked suddenly.


  Valthyrra's camera pod regarded her with a decidedly wide-eyed stare. "In my experience, there is no such thing as prophecy. Just educated guesses, wild guesses and things that never come to pass."


  "And which do you suppose this to be?"


  "This is the case of an educated guess," she explained. "We want the Vardon's memory cell in the hope that it will show us the way to lost Terra. Have you ever wondered how that was supposed to win the war for us?"


  "How?"


  "Because Terra holds the original Home Base of the Kelvessan Fleet. Terra and her moon have the construction docks and support factories for the assembly of Starwolf carriers – ships so technically advanced that they make me look like an antiquated hulk. Can you not see how the possession of such ships could win this war for us?"


  "Yes, if there were crews for them," Velmeran said.


  "Our ships operate at only a fraction of their fighter capacity now."


  "Because that is all we have been able to use for some time now," Valthyrra said. "Five thousand years ago your race was in danger of dying out. At that time there were only eighteen thousand Kelvessan divided between twenty carriers and one freighter. Now there are sixty thousand divided between twenty-seven ships. And, as you ship-born ones are inclined to forget, there are now five and a half million Kelvessan who do not call themselves Starwolves but live in our stations and on human worlds. We can recruit a few shiploads of pilots and crewmembers from their numbers. And the rest are surely ready for a world of their own."


  The idea obviously appealed to Velmeran, who smiled broadly. "Just imagine, the cradle of human civilization becoming the home world of the Kelvessan. But where would we live? There are few portions of the planet that we would find comfortable."


  "Yes, there is that," Dveyella agreed. "And I wonder if there is anything left. We have no idea what forced the evacuation of the planet."


  "Well, we will have to see," Valthyrra said. "We have to find it first. And for that, someone has to go after the Vardon's memory cell."


  Velmeran was so deep in his own thoughts that he did not notice both Valthyrra and Dveyella staring at him expectantly. Although his qualities as a leader were beginning to manifest themselves quickly, he was still very much a child in one respect. Although he could make decisions in a hurry in an emergency, he still waited for his elders to initiate any spontaneous action. Since he did not comment on this idea, there was no way to tell what he thought about it. Valthyrra realized that the time had not yet come.


  "I also wonder about these new weapons," Velmeran said after a long moment. "I wish that we did not have to just wait until those weapons are used against us."


  "If we had some idea of what those weapons are or where they are being built and tested, we could strike first," Valthyrra agreed. "Once we know what a weapon is, we are always able to neutralize it or guard against it. That is why all this talk of new, secret weapons does not worry me greatly. Those weapons tend to work well, if at all, only the first time they are used. Also the Union is in a constant cycle of forgetting and reinventing technology, so that they seldom come up with anything we have never seen before. You say that these are designs that Commander Trace himself worked out?"


  "That is what Councilor Lake said," Velmeran answered.


  "According to my intelligence work, Trace has had years of training in various fields of engineering," Valthyrra mused. "Because he is of undeteriorated human stock, he is much smarter than anyone who works under him and; so he does it all himself. Engineering computers must take his finished plans for conversion into working designs."


  "And can we take anything that he throws against us?"


  "Yes, if we are careful. The effectiveness of a weapon depends most upon the cleverness of the user and the carelessness of the victim. You know yourself that carriers have been destroyed by simple means when they are caught unprepared, while at times the best of plans have gone awry for no apparent reason."


  "And if Commander Trace has a fault, I suspect that it is his own impatience to act when he is sure that he is right," Velmeran mused.


  "His second fault is that he believes that he is right until proven otherwise," Dveyella added.


  "As well as the two of you have him figured out, we have nothing to worry about," Valthyrra said, amused. "It is strange to think that this ancient war is finally coming to an end. It will be nice, never again running this endless patrol."


  Velmeran glanced at her, startled. "You are a fighting ship. What will you do when the war is over?"


  "I shall probably be decommissioned," she replied dryly.


  "What?" he demanded. "You are not exactly a machine to be thrown away."


  "No, and there certainly will be enough police work for me to do for some time to come. Humans are capable of incredible mischief. But, once our duties are fulfilled and our fates are our own, I am sure that our old alliance with the Aldessan will be strengthened. They made us both, you and I. At least they drew up the specifications. We are like them in heart and mind. Someday I would like to be an explorer, a long-range research vessel. I would need no special modifications."


  


  Chapter13


  Leaving Vinthra, the Methryn followed the freight lane directly to the Kalleth system. There she paused outside the system itself and far enough to one side of the freight lane to remain undetected. The Kalleth system was near to Vinthra, still very much in the inner systems even if it was not one of the rich inner worlds. Indeed it lacked a single world that could have been made even remotely inhabitable. It was just a system consisting of four gas giants and a wealth of ore-rich moons and debris, with a total population of nearly a billion divided between several large mining colonies and stations. Bulk freighters brought in all the necessary supplies and equipment, and left shifting all the mass they could manage in raw ores.


  Velmeran approached this run with as much apprehension as he had the last time. Instead of demoralized students and an older pilot who should not have been flying, he now had seven eager and possibly overconfident students and a girl he could not quite consider his subordinate. In truth he had little to fear for the younger members. After their last battle, they were out to prove themselves experienced pilots and the only danger was that they might try too hard. But Dveyella was another matter altogether, and one that he did not know how to approach.


  "Dveyella, we must be pack leader and pilot now," he reminded her gently, almost questioningly, as they rode the lift down to the bay.


  "Meran, for as long as I fly with you, we must always be pack leader and pilot to a certain extent," she answered. "For now, we must forget that we are anything else. I will follow your orders without question or condition. You must not be afraid to give me those orders."


  Velmeran smiled uncertainly. "Yes, I know. The problem is more likely to be with me, not you."


  "Why? Because there is love between us, or because I have been a pack leader myself."


  "Both, perhaps," he admitted.


  "If that is the case, then I will leave the pack," she told him. "There are other things that I can do aboard this ship. But there is no one else I love. I will never allow anything to come between us."


  The lift deposited them on the lower flight deck and they went directly to their ships. Time was running short, for their target ship would already be on the edge of the system before they could overtake it. Steena and Delvon would have as many chances at the freighter as time allowed before he let Dveyella pull it down – if necessary.


  The nine fighters thundered out of the bay, holding formation so tightly that even Velmeran was impressed. He did not know whether they were inspired by their past performance or if they operated under a collective urge to impress their new member, but he was grateful for the change. The last time he had taken this pack out for battle, he had been concerned that Vayelryn might bump wings in her nervousness. Now she snapped her fighter up into its running position above the pack with casual precision.


  Shayrn brought her own pack in close behind his own and the two formations moved as one into starflight. They were upon their prey almost immediately. Valthyrra Methryn had been flanking it as closely as she dared, every scanning device she had turned on it, remembering the misfired trap that had awaited them last time. She reported a crew of seven and a half-filled hold, mostly inexpensive bulk items and what appeared to be an uncertain number of very small ships, smaller even than fighters, but nothing that she could identify as dangerous.


  Velmeran intended to verify that at even closer range, bringing his own ship to within a thousand meters of the freighter to allow his own scanners to pick it over as best they could. There was something about this that seemed wrong, but he had no idea what. His own readings confirmed Valthyrra's. He lifted slightly above the freighter and dropped back a short distance.


  "Have at her!" he announced to the waiting pilots.


  Delvon came in first, quick but careful in his approach, and fired. His target was an easy one; he missed, but not by much. He dropped back to await his second pass as Steena took his place. She was just moving in when Velmeran realized what he did not like.


  "Scatter!"


  His cry sent every fighter of both packs heading as fast as they could directly away from the freighter. Hardly an instant later nine small shapes shot out of openings in the freighter's hull, curious little ships that seemed to consist only of a generator, a large star drive in rear and a slightly smaller one forward for braking, and a single turret that might have belonged on a destroyer. Their targets had been selected before their launch. Each shot unerringly after one of the nine fighters of Velmeran's pack. And their speed was terrifying.


  For the Starwolves, this was a new and frightening experience, for they had never met anything in actual battle that could match the speed of their wolf ships and their own reflexes. These machines could not only pace them, but at first threatened to overtake their prey. The fighters dodged and twisted as best they could, but their deadly pursuers reacted with the barest instant of hesitation. These were obviously robots, the best automated missiles the Union could build. Nothing but a Starwoff could have survived aboard them.


  The Starwolves engaged their star drives at full thrust in an attempt to flee. Now the drives of the pursuing missiles flared like sustained explosions of raw energy, the roaring of those crystal engines filling the heads of the pilots and confusing them to an extent, their special senses blinded by that violence. The machines were tearing themselves apart, their drives unable to sustain more than perhaps a minute of that terrible abuse. But that minute was all they would need.


  Then, as the first few seconds passed, their responses began to deteriorate as their engines overheated both themselves and their on-board systems. Velmeran destroyed his with a shot from his tail cannon after luring it in. Dveyella took out her own, and the free ships then went after the remaining missiles. The one weakness of the machines, they soon discovered, was that once locked on target they appeared to be blind to all else.


  Steena was in the worst trouble. She had been in her run at the moment of Velmeran's warning. Three shots had glanced off the hull of her fighter before she was able to evade; the damage was not obvious, but the ship remained slow to respond.


  Dveyella went to her aid, moving in on the missile with careful deliberation. Perhaps her attack was too slow. The machine proved to be more alert than she had anticipated, and sensing this new danger, rotated its turret completely around. Dveyella was not even aware of her own danger until it fired directly into her ship's forward hull. The stricken fighter tumbled off to one side, engines flaring but out of control, as the missile circled around for the kill. An instant later it was ripped apart as Velmeran dived to her aid, too late.


  "Dveyella?" he called out questioningly as he fell in beside the damaged ship, but he could not wait for a reply. "Report!"


  "All clear!" Tregloran answered for the rest. "We have them all."


  "Valthyrra?"


  "Coming!"


  "Make certain of that freighter," he insisted.


  "I am already on it," she replied. A pair of powerful bolts lanced out of the darkness of space, locking with deadly accuracy on the bulk freighter that cruised seemingly unconcerned into system. The vast ship was vaporized by the explosion of its own generator.


  "Dveyella?" Velmeran asked again as he brought his fighter in close to her own. The damage was not extensive, but it was all concentrated on the right side of the cockpit. A gaping tear in the tough material of the hull ran from where the seat would have been to a point two meters back. The forward window as well as the one on that side were shattered but had not popped out.


  Had Dveyella survived that? Was she dead, stunned or simply too busy at the moment to respond? Even as he watched, the fighter righted itself and swung around on a new course, back to the Methryn. The remainder of Velmeran's pack gathered protectively about the two fighters, and Shayrn brought her own pack in close behind.


  "I have control of her ship," Valthyrra informed him. "I will bring her straight into the bay. Help will be waiting."


  At that moment Valthyrra was putting packs into space with clockwork efficiency. In contrast with that, her bridge was a scene of confusion. She was silently giving special orders throughout the ship, but her conversation with the packs was open and the bridge crew was beginning to understand that something was very wrong. Mayelna stood tensely beside her seat, watching the main screen attentively. Valthyrra condensed her map of long-range scan to project a set of graphs beside it. They represented Dveyella's failing life, the vital readings from her suit.


  "Do you have that?" she asked of someone not on the bridge.


  "I do now," Dyenlerra, the medic, replied over inter-ship com. "Great Spirit of Space, what hit her? Valthyrra, I want total life support equipment moved to the bay immediately."


  Mayelna stirred for the first time, pouncing on the com controls in the arm of her chair. "Dyenlerra, answer me. Can you save her?"


  "I can save her, yes," the medic responded, then hesitated. "Commander, you know what tough little machines we are. To put it simply, that girl is dead right now. But I can save her yet, if we can get her in before she realizes that."


  "Velmeran?" That weak voice, as though echoing from the dead, brought instant silence.


  "I am here beside you," he answered. "Valthyrra is taking you home."


  "Where are you?" Dveyella asked weakly, uncertainly. "My windows are glazed."


  "I am just off your right side," he was quick to assure her.


  "Dveyella, do you hear me?" Valthyrra cut in gently.


  "Yes, of course."


  "Can you tell me how you are hurt? We need to know what to do for you."


  "There is a pipe... or a rod... that has come through the hull," she answered slowly. "It has penetrated the armor on my right side, just below my lower arms."


  "Is it in very deep?" the ship asked.


  "I suppose," she said uncertainly. "It... it comes back out the other side in about the same place."


  Mayelna closed her eyes and sat down wearily. Dveyella's hope was almost gone. Her body had tightened hard against the rod that had transfixed her, even torn veins and arteries, so that her blood loss was minimal. Ordinarily she would have survived an amazingly long time with such damage, but with ship and suit penetrated her wounds were exposed to the harsh emptiness of space. The terrible cold stabbed at her through the breaks in her suit and the rod, at first red hot, was now a spear of burning ice. She was quickly freezing, and she knew it.


  "It would seem that I was wrong, Meran, when I said that nothing could come between us," she said, seeming to gain both strength and awareness. "Nothing in our lives can be that certain."


  "Please, I wish that you would not say such things," Velmeran pleaded helplessly. "We will be back on board in a moment."


  "Oh, I have not given up all hope," she assured him. "I have a fairly good idea of what my chances are. Because they are not good, there are certain things that I would not have unsaid. Soon I may be only a memory to you. I want it to be a happy memory and not a bitter one. We did not have time for many happy memories, but I would prefer that you remember only those."


  Velmeran did not know what to say, if indeed there was anything that he could say. On the Methryn's bridge there was silence, a tense, fragile silence as they waited for fate to decide this desperate race. Consherra wept silently but stayed at her post. Valthyrra was running at her best sublight speed and wishing that she dared a short jump into starflight. But she could not bring Dveyella in any faster, not without killing the girl with stresses that she could no longer endure. All of her packs were out now, for all the good they could do, and she was closing quickly.


  "Commander Trace is to be complimented on his new weapon," Dveyella said after a long, uneasy moment. "He was so angry at you when he could not beat you at chess. And the balladeer's song was so beautiful. That night was worth a lifetime. I remember that you were so afraid... "


  "You were quite enough to frighten anyone," he said when she seemed to falter. "You asked me that night if I loved you, and I was too confused to know. That is something I do not believe I ever told you. I hope that I did not have to."


  Mayelna struck her armrest so hard that portions of it shattered. "Damn it, Valthyrra, you have to get that ship on board now!"


  "Do you think that I am not doing my best?" Valthyrra demanded, swinging her camera pod around. Then she paused. Mayelna had to wipe her eyes to glare fiercely at the staring lenses. An instant later the Methryn began braking hard to match speeds.


  "Meran, are you there?" Dveyella asked suddenly, ur­gently. "Meran? I have no control over my ship."


  "Valthyrra is bringing you in," he reminded her gently, although there was no mistaking the raw fear in his voice. "She is turning in front of us now."


  Valthyrra said nothing, but too many of the life signs that she had been monitoring were beginning to fail.


  "Meran, where are we?" Dveyella asked, only partly reassured.


  "We are coming up behind the Methryn fast now," he promised her. "She is perhaps fifty kilometers ahead now. If your windshield was clear you would be able to see her lights."


  But Dveyella did not hear him. Too many of her vital signs had abruptly ceased and others were failing quickly; whatever reserve of strength or fierce determination that had kept her alive was gone. Mayelna buried her face in her hands for the moment's indulgence in grief that she could spare, wondering at the same time how she could tell Velmeran. Valthyrra watched her for a moment of silent pity before turning away.


  At Valthyrra's silent command the nine packs broke their running formation to thunder past the two lead fighters, engines flaring as they broke away to either side, the ancient final salute of the wolf ships. Then Velmeran's own pack broke away in pairs, one to either side, leaving the two lead ships alone in their hurtling approach toward the waiting bay.


  Mayelna rose and shifted her suit into place. "Valthyrra, prepare a new heading into system. We will be going to low starflight speeds."


  Valthyrra stared at her in disbelief. "Commander..."


  "This has all been too fast for Velmeran from start to end. It is best, for his sake, to be done with it now." She stepped to the edge of the upper bridge to address the crew. "All officers to the bow deck. Consherra, do you think that you can come with me?"


  The second in command nodded quickly, wiping her eyes, and paused only to collect her gloves and helmet from their rack behind her seat. Valthyrra called a lift to the bridge and held it for them, ready to rush them to the landing bay. If Velmeran was comforted by their presence, and if he drew from them the courage to do what he must, then they must be there. Later, she knew, he would want to be alone.


  The two black wolf ships hurtled through the rear portal of the bay, still wing to wing. The front landing gear of the damaged fighter would not respond. Valthyrra brought it in gear-up, blowing the bolts so that the down-swept wings folded up flat.


  Velmeran was out of his ship almost the moment it touched the deck, leaping from under a half-open canopy. A single bound took him completely over the second fighter, so that he was the first to arrive. He pulled open a small panel in the hull and keyed the canopy release. The lock mechanism released and the canopy clicked open a fraction, but the damaged struts would not lift it. Impatient with the delay, he took hold of the edges of the canopy and pulled back until it ripped loose, then threw it well to one side. Benthoran and an assistant, hurrying to his aid, hesitated at that unaccustomed display of violent strength.


  But Dyenlerra was undaunted. She had her head beneath the canopy even as he was pulling it loose, removing the helmet from Dveyella's suit and opening the chestplate for the leads of her own diagnostic equipment. She waved Velmeran aside, then took the leads offered to her by the silent automaton. But she did not need the judgment of the medical scanner, not after all the battered ships that she had attended in the Methryn's bays. She could save almost any life, but she could not give one back.


  Velmeran waited so patiently, she wondered if he really understood that death was irrevocable. Dveyella's eyes were shut and her face was pale, but she seemed only to be asleep, leaning back in her seat. The rod had penetrated the suit by only two small holes, and the armor hid the terrible damage that it had done. Dyenlerra turned to the medical scanner for its verdict, only to wonder that Dveyella had stayed alive and alert for as long as she had. She looked up at Velmeran and shook her head slowly. This was not the time for excuses or regrets.


  His reaction to that was the same calm acceptance, as if he had already surrendered any hope he might have had to the inevitability of fate. Then the Methryn thrust herself into starflight and he glanced about, confused. Mayelna stood silently behind him, unnoticed until then, Valthyrra hovering at her side in the form of a supple-necked probe. Consherra, standing farther away, would not turn to face him. No one spoke a word, but he understood that a final task remained.


  Turning back to Dyenlerra, he nodded gravely. She bent to remove the leads of the medical scanner, and together they unstrapped the suit from its restraints. Velmeran carefully lifted Dveyella's body from the ruined cockpit, holding the lifeless form in his four arms for the medic to extract the deadly rod that had transfixed it. Then he started toward the lift, not looking back to see if the others followed.


  That ride up to the Methryn's bow was the longest that he had ever known. The others could only guess what thoughts filled his mind as he held the body of his mate in his arms for the last time. Grief, certainly. Rage, or as much of that emotion as his Kelvessan nature would allow, and frustration at a fate he could not control. He was alone, left with only a handful of memories of the short time that he had shared with Dveyella, and vague, fearful visions of a future without her. But beneath all the hurt was something he could not yet recognize, something that was strong and reassuring. He thrust it from his mind, offended by something good in the depth of his misery. And yet it remained, the force underlying his will, giving him the strength to do what must be done and to face the future that would follow. Later, perhaps, he would try to discover what it was.


  The lift slowed to a stop and its doors snapped back, opening upon the forward observation deck. The wall across from the lift was lined with windows, now opaque from the glare of some external radiance. Directly ahead were the wide doors of the airlock, leading out onto the observation platform, the very tip of the Methryn's bow. Velmeran paused, bending slightly so that Mayelna could secure his helmet, while Dyenlerra quickly replaced Dveyella's. Then the others secured their own suits as they approached the airlock.


  When the outer doors of the airlock opened, it was upon a blinding glare. The Methryn had shot inward to the heart of the system during her short jump into starflight, so that its sun loomed just off her bow. The observation platform was crowded with scores of silent, motionless suits, the white of officers and the black-trimmed white of other crewmembers, all except for the armored forms in solid black. All about the bow of the Methryn hovered nine packs of fighters and the remains of a tenth, so steady and still that they appeared suspended motionless.


  Velmeran glanced down again, toward the slender tongue of the platform that extended out over the black bulk of the shock bumper which housed the Methryn's main battery. He walked slowly to the very end of that platform, down the narrow aisle formed by the ship's most senior officers. Mayelna and Consherra, as Commander and first officer, remained close behind him and to either side. Valthyrra's probe had remained behind, her presence felt in the ship itself.


  Velmeran stood for a long moment in silence. Perhaps there should have been words, but he felt that anything of real importance had already been said. Even as he wondered where he would ever find the strength for this final act, he released his hold upon the lifeless form he carried. At the same moment the Methryn began to brake gently, so that it seemed that Dveyella's body was drifting away with increasing speed, welcomed into the fiery radiance of the star ahead and quickly lost in its blinding glare. The fighters broke away to either side, engines flaring, in their own salute. Then the Methryn herself began to turn slowly, the crewmembers on the platform turning in small groups to retreat back inside. Velmeran did not notice. As far as he was aware, he was alone.


  As he would always be alone.


  A short time later, Velmeran stood at the window of the rear observation platform, watching as the last of the fighters returned to the ship. Dveyella's star was now a point of tight far behind, but he meant to stay and watch it recede into the distance until it was gone. Just as her body was long since gone, consumed by its fiery touch.


  He had returned to the bay and had waited long enough to see that his pilots were safe. But he did not approach them or allow them to know that he watched. They were frightened and confused, for this was the first time that they had seen death. And he knew as well that they grieved with him, and for him. They would not have known what to say if they had had to face him, and so he spared them that pain.


  Something had occurred to him, almost as a shock, as he had stood there in that dim corner of the bay. The crewmembers hurried about their duties. The fighters had come in, and the pilots had departed to their own cabins. Life did go on, just as time had not hesitated for an instant. The life that had been Velmeran and Dveyella was dead and past. But the life that was Velmeran alone remained, with duties and tasks to be done. Even if he had met death with her, or in her place, little else would have changed. That simple, self-evident realization had the ability to surprise, and he had taken it with him to the observation platform to gnaw upon in his thoughts as he waited out the Methryn's departure.


  Dveyella had said that he should recall her in happi­ness and joy, not in bitterness and sorrow. And as much as he was consumed in grief, as much as he would have liked to indulge in the self-pity of the belief that he would grieve forever, he knew that it would not always remain so. He had been surprised that life continued after her death because he had never envisioned a future without her, and he had tried to deny that he could live without her even as that dreaded future became present reality. As long as he continued to live, he would continue to be challenged by the future just as he was stalked by the past.


  Below he could hear the closing of those big doors as the bays were sealed, the distant vibration as fighters in their racks were being transported up to their storage bays. He looked back at the distant star a final time, striving to impress that vision forever upon his memory, aware that this glimpse would be his last. A moment later the Methryn leaped into starflight.


  In the time that followed, as his grief became numbed by acceptance, Velmeran came to realize that he regretted most the lack of something real and solid that stood for the short time that he and Dveyella had spent together. At least, if he had nothing material to stir his memories, he still had the memories themselves. Cherished memories.


  And a dream.


  Gradually he became aware of that dim, curious feeling that had underlain his pain and confusion from the start, like the drone note of a song on the balladeer's instrument. Surprisingly, he found it to be courage. Not the thing that he had always assumed to be courage, the bravery required to get inside a wolf ship and face danger and death. This courage was an inner strength, a confidence that was new to him. Dveyella had made him content to be Kelvessan and a Starwolf. Curiously, that contentment remained. Together with courage, he wondered if it gave him the strength to face what he had always feared. To face himself, what he was, what he did not like in himself and what he wanted to be. Indeed, he was certain of that strength, and it delighted him.


  Courage of this sort was the seed of resolution. And resolution combined with a dream was the foundation of the future.


  At last he slept, exhausted physically, mentally and emotionally. Kelvessan never slept unless they were very tired. Ordinarily he did not much like it, this unfamiliar and disquieting retreat into oblivion, but this time he welcomed it as a temporary escape from his torment.


  As few as his hours of escape were, he awoke to a greater sense of peace than he had known, or at least a greater sense of acceptance. He was by no means free of the pain, nor would he ever be completely free of it. But this awakening was in some ways a rebirth, for this was the beginning of a new life. His short life with Dveyella had come to a sudden end. Nor was this a return to the life he had known before she had come, for he was by no means the same person. That Velmeran had been a child, unsure of himself, of what he was or what he wanted, afraid to try because of the greater fear of failure.


  The Velmeran he had become was still a child in many ways, he knew that, still afraid of others, perhaps even more afraid of being hurt. But he no longer needed others, certainly not someone braver and surer than himself to lend him strength. He knew for the first time what he was, as a Kelvessan and as a person, and he accepted it even if it did not completely satisfy him. He knew as well what he wanted. No longer would his existence be defined by what was expected of him, only what he expected of himself.


  The Methryn remained in starflight. Velmeran had no idea where she could be going, and he did not particularly care. Both Mayelna and Valthyrra stayed well away, and he was glad for that. For a time his only contact with the ship outside his cabin door was a simple remote that brought him food from time to time. As long as it appeared that he was to be left alone, at least he could take some advantage of it. Valthyrra, impatient to know what he thought and felt, was at first mystified and then delighted to discover that he was making extensive use of his access terminal to the ship's computers. She was even more surprised when she figured out what he was planning to do with the data he sought. Problems did have a way of working themselves out, she realized with satisfaction.


  The Methryn's destination was Alliolandh, a planet of a small system just on the fringe of the Rane Sector. Alliolandh was a rugged, barren world, cold and wet, empty of all but the most rugged life because nothing else could survive there. It was the type of place the Starwolves could appreciate, one of a few places in Union space they could visit without being concerned that Unioners were watching them.


  Velmeran was on the com as soon as he felt the Methryn leave starflight, asking to know where they were. Korleran, the communications officer, hardly knew what to make of that question, and she did hesitate when he asked her to relay his request that his fighter be brought to the deck as soon as possible. Apparently her delay was to consult with a higher authority, for Valthyrra herself came on a moment later to assure him that it would be done. The incident left him to wonder if the crew was beginning to think that he had fallen out of his orbit. Soon, he reflected, their suspicions would either be confirmed or denied.


  It was planet dawn over the area where Velmeran wanted to make his run, and so he landed his ship on a narrow stretch of beach backed by rugged peaks and ridges of broken rock to wait an hour or so for daylight. The morning wind was cool and fresh, so he took off his armor to sit naked in the sand and watch the rolling waves. This was a rare privilege, for the Starwolves had no planets of their own, only a very few places where they could put aside both their armor and their shells of remote dignity.


  Curiously, the Kelvessan did not consider themselves at odds with nature. As completely engineered as their own race was, they remained living animals. Although their own world was a machine, they welcomed planetside life with fascinated delight. There were, of course, many aspects of nature that frightened them: the unaccustomed openness that they normally associated with empty lifeless space, the great beasts in the wild and the strange sounds in the night. Those were unwarranted fears, born of unfamil­iarity, since there were few things in nature that could harm them. Still they welcomed, even longed for it, perhaps because they recognized it as something they thought that they could never have.


  As soon as the morning sun was well up, Velmeran put himself back into his armor and returned to his ship. He realized, as he took his fighter above the tumbled heights, that he could not have wanted a better day, at least not on this turbulent world. For a time he flew along the coastal mountains, weaving around rocky peaks and up narrow valleys, just for the joy of flying. He told himself that this was an evasive maneuver, knowing that Valthyrra was surely watching, that her attention would soon turn to other matters if she thought that he was only prowling up and down the coast. The truth was that he was just a little frightened. His computer projections insisted that this could be done, but his doubts remained. Failure would surely mean his life; even if he survived the crash, he doubted that he could get out of his suit before he drowned. But this had to be done.


  He turned out over the open sea, still keeping his speed down and his attitude low. At the same time he fed his microdisk into the ship's computer, waiting nervously as it digested the instructions he gave it. But it was agreeable, quickly indicating that it was ready. At his order the on-board computer began to reform the atmospheric shield that protected the ship like an invisible shell. Slowly the shell narrowed and elongated, altering its already tapered form to become a slender shaft a hundred meters long and no wider than the tips of the fighter's down-swept wings.


  Velmeran made a final check of his scanners, insuring that he was indeed over open, clear water. Then he brought the nose of the fighter down gently, reducing speed, carefully inserting the dp of that reformed shield into the sea. There was no indication of contact except for a momentary loss of speed until the ship followed its shield under the waves. There was a smooth, rolling shock as the shield around the ship filled with water, and then it was completely under and leveled off perhaps thirty meters below the surface. He realized that he had succeeded, that the fighter was cruising at five hundred kilometers per hour underwater.


  Dveyella had been right. Water was just another atmosphere, considerably denser, to a ship that flew tucked within layers of water at graduated speeds. The fighter was not trying to force its way through a heavy medium, but flying within a bubble of water that was moving at a speed equal to its own. There was still considerable drag transmitted to the fighter from the forward cone of the shield, so that it took a larger portion of the wolf ship's considerable power to maintain the same speed. Already he was traveling faster than most unshielded vessels could have gone.


  But this speed was nearly as worthless to him as complete failure. Slowly he fed power to the engines, gradually building speed to just below the four-thousand-kilometers-per-hour speed limit the computer had projected. He could tell that the ship was indeed approaching its limit; it continued to hold smooth and steady, but responsiveness had deteriorated to a dangerous level. He tried not to think of the danger of hitting something in the water, since he could not use the debris shield; it would not have acted upon the molecules of water itself, but there was enough suspended silt and microscopic life that the drag from the shield would have been tike opening a large parachute. He trusted that the atmospheric shield would throw anything like a fish away from the approaching ship.


  Satisfied that his plan could succeed, he reduced speed by half and brought the fighter back up into the sky, then applied speed again as he drove the ship straight up into the morning sky. The dream was still a very long way from being a reality, but now he knew that it could be done.


  Chapter14


  Velmeran made three practice runs before returning to the ship. The first order of business, he decided, was business, and that meant checking into the condition of his pack. He realized guiltily that he had not given his students a single thought since the attack. That was not exactly the truth, of course; he had thought of them often those last three days. Now was the time for him to be pack leader again.


  Finding the members of his scattered pack was no small task, for they had hidden themselves throughout various parts of the ship. Four had retreated to their mothers' cabins, the only place they could find in a hurry. Kelvessan maintained loose ties with their parents and many, like himself, did not even know their father. He was surprised to find that Baressa was the mother of the twins Tregloran and Ferryn; that not only served to explain where they had acquired their quickly developing talents as pilots, but also reassured him that he was not the only Starwolf on this ship with a disagreeable dame. Few pilots were offspring of mothers who were themselves pilots, since the pilots had less time to devote to having children than other female members of the crew.


  The other members of his pack had simply hidden themselves in holes of their own finding, and it took Valthyrra's special talents to locate them all. Velmeran had them in their suits and down to the landing bay before they were hardly aware of what was going on. He had begun to realize that his students were quickly becoming very accomplished pilots, but any pack that was going to fight with him needed to know a few special tricks. Returning to the same coastal region, they spent the rest of the morning, local time, practicing high-speed low-level runs over both land and water and stalking each other in mock combat.


  It was later in the morning when he became aware of a ship coming into the system, and moments later he recognized it as a Starwolf carrier. That surprised him, although he realized that, if he had not been so involved with himself, he should have expected it. Leaving his students to play on their own, he returned immediately to the ship. The incoming carrier was approaching fast, dropping out of starflight at the very last moment, so that it was braking into orbit even as he climbed out of the atmosphere.


  The strange carrier settled into orbit barely its own three kilometers' length behind the Methryn. Passing close beside her as he made his final approach, Velmeran looked her over as best he could. Since no Starwolf ship, from carrier to fighter, bore markings of any type, he still had no idea who it could be. He was somewhat annoyed with himself for not anticipating this. Even after such a disaster, the Methryn would not retire to such a place as this simply for a break. Warning the other carriers about the new weapon was a matter of priority, but she would have already sent word far and wide. There was only one reason why she would call other carriers to her here. A council of war was about to take place; the Starwolves were going to exact dire payment for Dveyella's death.


  Just after he passed the second carrier, a single fighter shot out from beneath it to fall in line directly behind him. He wondered who would be in such a hurry; perhaps it was her Commander, coming to confer in person. Mayelna did not fly herself, mostly because it was too harsh of a reminder of what she had given up. But Commanders were always chosen among the pack leaders, and some kept their own fighters even if they did not fight. He knew that he would.


  Since Valthyrra must have directed the pilot to follow him in, he landed just to one side of his usual position in the center of the deck, allowing the second fighter to set down beside his own. Their racks were brought in together. Although Velmeran did not lack assistance, he saw Benth­oran go to the aid of the visitor. He did not think about it until he was on his way to the lift, passing in front of the two fighters. He saw Benthoran speaking with the pilot, a tall, thin and rather good-looking girl. Benthoran called him over with a wave of his hand, although Velmeran joined the pair with some reluctance.


  "Captain, can you show our guest to Mayelna's cabin?" he asked.


  "I was not aware of any difference in the design of our carriers," Velmeran snapped, bad manners born of his preoccupation. Realizing that, he shrugged and attempted a smile. "Actually, I was on my way to the bridge anyway."


  Leaving her helmet with her fighter, the pilot joined him quickly. But they did not speak until they entered the lift. As soon as the doors snapped shut, she placed a hand on her chestplate and bowed her head in polite greeting. "Pack Leader Daelyn."


  "Pack Leader Velmeran," he replied. She stared at him, first in surprise, then with a curious intentness. "Pack Leader Velmeran? Your mother is Commander Mayelna?"


  "Yes," he replied uncertainly. Had he already acquired this kind of reputation? He thought it best to change the subject. "I had wondered if you were the Commander coming over to talk business."


  She laughed easily, apparently satisfied with him. "No, although I am Commander-designate of the Karvand.


  This is only a social call, although we will certainly have enough business to discuss when the Delvon arrives."


  "Have you known Commander Mayelna long?" Velmeran asked. Now that he knew most of what he wanted, he wondered if there was still any point in going up to the bridge.


  "Oh, yes. All my life, in fact," Daelyn replied. "I was born on this ship and lived here until thirty years ago."


  "You flew with Mayelna?"


  "Quite some time!" she laughed, with a look of terror that told him that she had indeed known Mayelna very well.


  The lift came to a stop and the two parted company, Velmeran hurrying on to the bridge to find Consherra. If Mayelna was in her cabin, he knew that he could get all the news he wanted from the helm or the ship herself. Daelyn took the side corridor to Mayelna's cabin. Mayelna was stationed, as always, behind a monitor; only Valthyrra knew what occupied so much of her time. This time, however, she had apparently been hard at work on some task of her own, for her desk was strewn with lists she had made and diagrams she had drawn up. Whatever it was, she abandoned it quickly enough when she saw who was calling.


  "Daelyn!" she exclaimed, leaping up. "Valthyrra warned that you were wanting to board, but I did not think that she meant so soon."


  "After all these years, I was not going to be slow about it. You do look well," Daelyn said, although that was not entirely the truth. Her last memory of Mayelna was that of the Starwolf who had not changed a day in three hundred years, while the Mayelna she saw now was beginning to grow old. That startled her, perhaps, but it did not worry her. What did worry her was the fact that Mayelna looked as tired as if she had personally fought half the sector fleet in a twelve-hour running battle.


  "You know, I will never get used to seeing you behind a desk," Daelyn continued. "I can only remember you in black armor, the meanest wolf on this ship."


  "I am still mean," Mayelna said, very matter-of-fact. "Ask anyone. You left this ship a long time before I became Commander."


  "You chased me out," Daelyn corrected her.


  "I did no such thing!" Mayelna insisted. "I was asked to make a decision as though I were the Commander."


  "Gelvessa Karvand thought me capable enough."


  "Yes, and she got a bargain. So it would seem that – once – I did make a mistake," Mayelna admitted, with obvious reluctance. "A very bad mistake. And you were gone. Do you regret it?"


  "Gelvessa has named me Commander-designate," she said, by way of reply. Then she saw Mayelna's reaction to that. "Really, do you have to look so horrified? I know that you would not approve... "


  "No, and time would prove me wrong again," Mayelna interrupted impatiently. "My problem is more acute. I need a replacement now."


  "And no one suits you?" Daelyn found that easy enough to guess.


  "If you have waited these many years to point out my mistakes and shortcomings, then you are too late. Is this your idea of revenge?"


  "No, because I really do have no regrets... except, perhaps, one," she frowned. "I met Velmeran on the way up."


  Mayelna glanced at her expectantly. "So?"


  "He seems like you. Just as mean and ill-mannered. And even more brooding."


  "Then you have not met Velmeran," the Commander remarked as she leaned back. "He is quiet and introspective, yes. But not mean. This is a bad time for him, and I hate for you to have to meet your younger brother under these circumstances."


  "He has been in trouble?"


  "He has been in trouble for a long time now. His first pack was shot out from under him; he was one of two survivors. Then I let Valthyrra make him a pack leader of seven students and one old fool who should have retired. Now he has lost a pilot the last two times he has led his pack out. That girl we lost was flying under him."


  "That is bad," Daelyn observed.


  "She was also his chosen mate."


  "That is worse."


  Mayelna nodded slowly. "Through no fault of his own. Any other pack leader would have lost more. He is the best pilot I have. The best leader as well, I am beginning to think."


  "From you, that is high praise." Daelyn did not mean that as a joke.


  "Then you know that it has to be the truth. He is better than I ever was. That is why he is going to have to command this ship when I go."


  "Is that so bad?"


  Mayelna glanced up at her. "You are a pilot. You should know."


  "I understand."


  "I hate to do this to him, since I know that he would not want it himself," Mayelna continued. "Fate is kind and cruel to him at the same time, but lately it seems that he has been made to suffer more than his share. I would shed a tear or two for him, if I were not so mean."


  "It seems to me that you are not nearly that mean," Daelyn said. "I do not know him, but it seems to me that he has the strength to endure this."


  Mayelna shook her head slowly. "He never was that strong before. Dveyella gave him something to love and to believe in. But he had to stand by and wait for her to die when no one could do a thing to help her, and I wonder if his strength has died with her. That is one thing I am still waiting to find out."


  Daelyn glanced over her shoulder, as if she expected to see her brother standing there, and shrugged. "The Vel­meran I met was very strong. Whatever he was up to, he seems quite resolved about it."


  "He was out running his pack," Mayelna said. "Some tricks that he had learned flying special tactics. What he has in mind..." She shook her head helplessly. Then certain pieces fell suddenly into place, and the shape they revealed frightened her. "Of course. He knows who killed her, and he wants payment from the source. Damn that Valthyrra, she knew this from the start."


  "What?" Daelyn was bewildered, but concerned by her mother's obvious distress.


  Mayelna caught her in a firm stare. "Daelyn, you have to help me put a stop to this."


  The Delvon arrived barely two hours later, and a meeting was called in the Methryn's largest council room as soon as representatives of the three carriers could gather. The main table was filled to its limit. The two visiting ships were represented by the usual probes, perched on the arms of their chairs with their long necks snaking about as they observed the gathering. Each ship was represented by Commander, helm and Commander-designate, seated together in small groups. Valthyrra Methryn held forth from on high, enjoying the greater mobility of her camera pod.


  Velmeran was seated near the head of the table with the delegation from his own ship, by all appearances in the role of Commander-designate. Mayelna wondered at that. He would be expected to testify, certainly, since he had been in the middle of all these strange events. But that did not earn him a place at the council; he should have been with the other pack leaders in the crowded gallery, waiting to be summoned. But she was ready to bow to the inevitable, and this might even begin preparing him for that task. She was even just a little proud to see both of her children in that same honored position.


  Valthyrra called upon Velmeran to testify from the very start, having him take up the story from it's true beginning with the evening he and Dveyella had spent with Councilor Lake. He recounted the Councilor's exact words, relying upon his total recall to quote accurately. He was allowed to continue uninterrupted to the end, although at that point the Kelvessan members of the council wanted to know more about the possibility of the extinction of the human race. Only the ships themselves were not surprised. For them, the only real news was the discovery that the Union had finally recognized the threat.


  Schyrrana, Commander of the Karvand, shook her head slowly. "This is all quite beyond me. I came here to deal with the worst problem I have faced in my entire life, and now you tell me that the war is nearly over. Mayelna, you have had time to think on this. What do you make of it?"


  "I think that these animated hulks that we call home have been keeping secrets from us," she replied. "But if they say that it is true, that they have been keeping watch for some time, then I am ready to believe it."


  "Lake is faced with the destruction of all human civilization," Valthyrra explained. "And, being a close approximation of an honest man, he is willing to sacrifice the Union to save the civilization that it has always fed upon. He is going to throw the resources of the Union against us, forcing us to fight and knowing that we must win. He knows that we are the only thing that can save his civilization; by defeating it, we also accept the burden of caring for it."


  Schyrrana snorted derisively. "That certainly is having the last laugh!"


  "Wait a minute," Korlan of the Delvon interrupted. "We still have this new weapon to deal with. Is there any way that we can detect it in advance, or neutralize it?"


  "This weapon is just a variation of the old Wolfhound missile design," Valthyrra explained, putting up a schematic on the main viewscreen. "They used it to limited effect in the early days of the war, and again when I was young. Its main fault is obvious enough. Detection is simple, because you can scan them inside your target ship. I saw the ones that were used against us inside that freighter, but I mistook them for something else."


  "But is there a way to fight them?" Korlan insisted. "Ignoring the ships that carry these missiles is no answer, since the Union would quickly put a clutch in every military and commercial ship it has."


  "Actually, we have a very simple method of dealing with them," Valthyrra said. "Before, when we knew that we were after a ship that carried wolf-chasers, we would send along an adapted transport that carried a powerful field generator. The first pack would run in and lure the missiles out, and the transport would blind their scanners with a static distort. Then the first pack would destroy the helpless missiles, while the second pack would go in after the ship itself. That is one reason why the packs run double to this day."


  "Also, when we went after military targets, we would lay down a blanket distort from the first," Gelvessa Kar-vand added. "Then they would most often realize that they could not even launch at all."


  "Still, they are very dangerous, when you suddenly get nine in your face when you are not expecting it," Thenderra Delvon said. "Velmeran was lucky to come away as well as he did."


  "He did not lose any ships in the initial attack," Valthyrra said. "He warned his pack away at the last moment before the wolf-chasers launched, and that was what saved his pilots. Dveyella ran into trouble when she went in to help someone else."


  "How did he know?" Thenderra asked. Valthyrra turned her camera pod to regard the younger pilot. "Meran, I never have figured out what did clue you to the trap. How did you know?"


  Velmeran shrugged. "A lucky guess, for the most part. Lake's warning of a new weapon was very much on my mind. I was not about to take a chance, when my fighters were right on top of that ship and it still did nothing to evade. It seemed to me that we were being lured in."


  "The stories I have heard about you must be true," Korlan said. "I do not know if any other pack leader would have made that connection."


  "The next question, I suppose, is what countermea­sure we are going to take," Gelvessa said. "I suppose that we are in agreement that we must answer this attack with some action of our own."


  "That is simple enough," Valthyrra said, and brought her camera pod around to face her young pack leader. "Velmeran, will you explain your plan?"


  He glanced up at her sharply, understanding only too well exactly what she meant. "You have been watching me."


  "Of course," she replied with no shame. "It was not hard to figure out what you were planning. Now I would like for you to explain it to everyone."


  Velmeran had only a moment to collect his wits. And, after his initial resentment, he could see that it was very much in his interests to ally himself with Valthyrra. They shared a dream. She needed him to do it, and he needed her to arrange the opportunity.


  "I intend to recover the memory cell of the Vardon," he announced simply. "I have discovered a way to get an attack force inside Vannkam undetected."


  He paused then, knowing what the reaction to that would be. The only members of the gathering who did not appear surprised were the mechanical manifestations of the visiting ships. Mayelna looked dismayed, but he had expected that. What he had not expected was the eagerness he began to detect.


  "I have been made aware that there is an unknown and unguarded entrance to Vannkam," he continued. "An artificial tunnel, leading down from the lake near the port trams to the sea several kilometers away. A special attack force can approach the planet through the magnetic corridor and fly underwater to the entrance of that tunnel."


  "Fly underwater?" Korlan asked, stilling a second outburst with that important question.


  Velmeran nodded firmly. "The atmospheric shields of our ships can be adapted for underwater flight... "


  "In theory!" Schyrrana interrupted.


  "In fact!" he insisted. "I have done it myself – three times – in the seas of the planet below. I was able to achieve a test speed of nearly four thousand kilometers. That means a two-hour flight from the polar corridor to the tunnel entrance, but it can be done."


  "Assuming it is done, what then?" Schyrrana asked.


  Velmeran frowned, hastily assembling his plans. "I know of a transport, adapted for Dveyella's special tactics team, that has a large cargo bay and handling arms that can be used to carry out the memory cell. My computer projections show that a transport can fly underwater as well as a fighter, so that is no problem. Aside from that..."


  "Assuming that you have the complete resources of these three ships at your command," Valthyrra told him gently, encouragingly. "You are giving the orders. Tell us what you need."


  Velmeran sat back for a moment, deep in thought. "I would like to lead ten full packs into the city, mostly to serve as a distraction. Tregloran and I will guard the transport during the securing of the memory cell. There is another pilot, Baress, who is very familiar with special tactics. I will send him with a pack or two to destroy the generators that power the dome shields and planetary defenses. With all the major power systems out, we will simply punch a hole in the dome and leave unopposed.


  "By that time, the system fleet will be closing in to intercept us. That is when the remaining packs will attack the Union Fleet from behind, coming in two or three large groups. They will crush the fleet between them, and we will shoot a hole for ourselves during the confusion. Valthyrra, I am hoping that the ships will have acquired maps of the Vannkarn complex, especially of the generator stations."


  "Of course," Valthyrra replied. "Actually, we have always known about the underwater entrance."


  Korlan glanced at her questioningly. "Why have you never gone after the memory cell before?"


  "The time had not yet come," she answered simply. "And this is the time?"


  "Has it not been said that the memory cell would not be reclaimed until the end of the war was drawing near, so that it can show us the way to Terra? Who do you think started that rumor? Besides, we have never had someone like Velmeran to go after it."


  Mayelna made a small derisive sound that only those nearest to her could hear, her first contribution to the conversation in some time. Valthyrra Methryn was about to get her way in everything she had ever wanted. Mayelna wondered what she could do to stop this, although it already seemed too late for that. She wondered if she should even try.


  Velmeran studied the map that Valthyrra had brought up on the main viewscreen for him, quietly comparing notes with her. At last, seemingly satisfied, he leaned back. "It can be done. I will need Baress, Threl and Mar­lena."


  "Here!" the three answered from the gallery.


  "Threl, do you want a chance to fly that transport underwater?" Velmeran asked, turning to face that section of the gallery.


  "That is the only place that I have not flown it," the pilot answered.


  "Baress, you have the greatest special tactics experience of us all. Will you go after those generators?"


  "I will, if I have the proper help."


  "Do you think Baressa's pack would be a good beginning, if she is willing to go with you?"


  Baress considered that, and brightened. "That would be a very good beginning. I would also like Kalgeran's pack, from the Delvon."


  Velmeran glanced at Thenderra Delvon. "Is that agreeable?"


  "Do you even have to ask?" a pilot called from the gallery, bringing laughter from most of the gathering.


  "That makes three packs to follow me in," Velmeran mused as he returned to his seat. "I would like to have ten – certainly no less than six. Not only will we need that distraction inside the city, but we certainly need that firepower to get back through the system fleet. I think that our ships should make two or three suggestions each, and we will decide from among those."


  "Easily done," Valthyrra said. "Then we are in agreement that this is what we must do? Karvand?"


  Commander Schyrrana quickly consulted with her ship, first officer and Commander-designate, and there was no dissension. Daelyn was grinning with mischievous satisfaction. Schyrrana nodded. "We agree."


  "Delvon?"


  "No complaints here!" Korlan insisted, not even pausing to consult with his ship or officers. There was no need; they all nodded eagerly.


  Valthyrra turned her pod to Mayelna, who sat well back in her chair, deep in thoughts of her own. "Commander?"


  Mayelna glanced up sharply, at first surprised. But she also nodded in agreement. Consherra offered no opinion, aside from a very bewildered stare; this whole affair left her speechless.


  As soon as the council was over, Velmeran made as inconspicuous a retreat as he could manage. His problem was compounded by the fact that his only way out lay through the middle of the gallery, so that he was caught between the crowd of pack leaders and officers gathered there and Mayelna behind. Noticing the look that Mayelna gave him, he knew that he would do well to flee. And being a first-rate Starwolf, he was unequaled in his talent for dodging and evading. He had made it to the corridor outside before Baress stepped out of the crowd before him.


  "Velmeran, I would like that place in your pack, if you will have me," he said. That was not only enough to bring Velmeran up short, but make him forget that he was being pursued.


  "That position off my right wing tip does not seem to be a lucky place to be," he remarked. "But if you will have it, then I would be glad to have you. I am sure that Valthyrra would agree."


  "Of course I do," she replied for herself. She had managed to be the first out the door by having a probe lying in wait, ready for her immediate use.


  At that moment he was grabbed and spun about, tightly pinned by four arms in a fierce hug, and soundly kissed on the mouth. Startled, he drew back as far as he could, only to find himself in the arms of the Karvand's Commander-designate, Daelyn.


  "Velmeran, you are fantastic!" she declared. What was this?


  "I know," he replied uncertainly, still too surprised and confused to know what he was saying. "I mean, I have to be... I try."


  She released her hold on him, and he remembered too late that he was supposed to be running for his life. Mayelna caught both of his right arms and, with Daelyn holding his left arms, he was herded quickly down the length of the corridor, up a flight of steps and into Mayelna's office. Valthyrra followed, none too close, while Daelyn remained on guard by the closed door.


  "Do you have any idea what you have gotten us into?" Mayelna demanded as she backed her prey across the room. "Do you even know what you are doing?"


  "Of course I know what I am doing!" he replied hotly. Having been brought up short by a corner, he decided that it was time to counterattack. "Three entire ships agree that I indeed know what I am doing. You are the only one who is dissatisfied. Do you want me to call everyone back and tell them that I cannot play this game, that my mother says that it is too rough for me?"


  Mayelna blinked in confusion, taken off her guard by his determination. Momentarily at a loss, she turned on Daelyn, an easier target. "You! I thought that you were on my side."


  "You told me that I was on your side," Daelyn replied, undaunted. "I decided otherwise. He is right, you know."


  "Of course he is right!" Mayelna exclaimed in frustration, throwing up her hands. "He has a disturbing habit of always being right. He is also the only one capable of getting away with this. But I still do not have to like it."


  "What do you not like?" Velmeran demanded. "Is it the Commander who objects to me, a young and inexperienced pack leader taking entirely too much upon myself? Because I want us to be more aggressive when you would have us remain defensive? Or is it the overprotective mother who refuses to accept that I am quite grown up and able to decide these things for myself?"


  "Under the circumstances, I am equal shares of both," she answered. "Velmeran, I no longer question your abilities. You are already a far better leader in battle than I ever was or will be. Your ability to never miss a trick amazed me. But I question your motives. What are you trying to prove?"


  "You tell me," Velmeran said in return.


  "Very well. The last time we talked, you were afraid that you were just a machine, a weapon of war built for one specific purpose. Now I wonder if you are willing yourself to become that machine. Dveyella might be gone, but you still have life. Are you trying to deny that?"


  "Is that what you think?"


  "You are not the same person you were before," she said. "I did not really understand you before. But I hardly even know you now."


  "To the contrary," Valthyrra interrupted. "This is the real Velmeran that I always knew existed."


  "You keep out of this, chips-for-brains!" Mayelna snapped impatiently. "You put him up to this. You put the idea in his head."


  "Actually, he was the one who gave me the idea," Valthyrra countered.


  "This is something that I must do," Velmeran added. "But for my own reasons."


  "And what are your reasons?" she demanded. "Do you think that you can avenge yourself and Dveyella upon the ones who killed her? Vengeance is a human passion, and I am not sure that even they found quite the satisfaction in their revenge as they always thought they should. But you are not human, so stop pretending. Revenge will not help her death sit any easier in your conscience; it will not help you to forget, and it certainly will not bring her back. She was beyond your help the moment she died, so you cannot say that this is something you want to do for her."


  "No, not for her. For me, Mayelna! This is what I must do for me, and for every Kelvessan alive today and who will live in days to come!" Velmeran declared so fiercely that Mayelna was driven back by his wrath. "I am Kelvessan, and I want that to mean something. I want my kind to be able to go where they want without fear of being shot. I want my people to be whatever they want, to have worlds of their own, to write their own music and their own stories and build their own monuments. I want this war to end now, not for the sake of some alien race but for my own. Someday I think that I might even like to have children, but children who will be free to be whatever they want.


  "I know now what I am, what I want to be. Yes, I am a warrior, a Starwolf, but that is now my decision based upon my talents and desires, and not just because it is expected of me. Let me do what I can... what I must. Help me, if you dare, because I need all the help I can get. But if you are afraid, then kindly get out of my way. I know what I have to do, and I can do it without you."


  The silence that followed came almost as a shock. Valthyrra was so startled and cowed by that violent outburst that she had drawn the probe's camera pod into its protective cowling and was peering out cautiously. Daelyn, on the other hand, was smiling with satisfaction. Mayelna simply stood where she was, staring aimlessly at the floor, deep in thought. After a moment she glanced up at him, searchingly.


  "Is this what you have decided, those long days you spend alone in your room?" she asked gently.


  Velmeran nodded slowly. "I have faced death as I never have before. Dveyella's life was dearer to me than my own. I could not face life alone without first coming to terms with it."


  "Yes, I suppose so," Mayelna agreed. She reached out and took up his hands in hers, urging his attention. "Meran, I always knew of the conflict in your heart and soul, your dissatisfaction with your inability to choose your own lot in life. I hated to have to force a fate upon you. You said it yourself, that you want children who are Kelvessan and free to be what they want. That freedom is one thing that I could never give my own children, and that hurt me. But now I think that I am satisfied after all. Daelyn found her own life, even if she had to leave this ship to do it. Now I trust that you have found yours, and I am sorry that your lesson had to be such a bitter one."


  "Daelyn?" Velmeran asked suddenly, and stared at the girl. She grinned and waved at him.


  Mayelna smiled. "I believe that you have met your sister. Half sister, at least."


  "Sister?" he asked. "Nuts! I was hoping for another kiss."


  "You can talk to Consherra about that. Right now you will listen to me," Mayelna said, in the Commander's voice. "Meran, I see something of the future that you must face. I suppose that is what everyone must see in you, that your life is tied up in some great and terrible fate, and that is why it is so easy to believe in you. I believe you, and I will give you all the help I can."


  Velmeran stared at her in surprise. "You do?"


  "Have I not said so from the first?" she demanded in exasperation. "I know who led the counterattack against that fleet. And I know as well who took over leadership on that expedition to retrieve Keth when Dveyella thought that it was time to pull out. Did you think that Valthyrra was the only one listening to every word that went over your com? Someday, left to your own devices, it might even occur to you how much I love you. And I hope that you will make the equally amazing discovery that you might just have some love for me in return."


  "You love me?" he asked. "I do not recall that you have ever said that to me before."


  "I have always told myself that actions speak louder than words," she replied gently. "That is just a coward's excuse, and I have had a hard lesson in how actions can be misinterpreted. Therefore I will say it plainly: I love you, Meran. Not because you are my son, or my best pilot, or because you are the most unique person I have ever met. No excuses or conditions. I love you just because of yourself, for you are special to me."


  Velmeran nodded and swallowed nervously. "You are my mother...."


  "And sometimes we need the help of someone who loves us," she finished for him. "I understand. Meran, there is no one here who does not love you. I have shed tears for you, because I shared your grief. Many of us did, more than you might imagine. Others would have, if glass eyes could weep. But you never did. Something was lacking, I suppose. Something that still needed to be done."


  He smiled uncertainly. "Ghosts of more than one nature will rest more easily now."


  "Then let them rest," Mayelna said. She took him in her arms and held him tightiy while he cried.


  


  Chapter15


  Even as the Starwolf carriers were gathering for their council of war, Jon Lake received some very disturbing news. News that frightened him as nothing in his life had frightened him before. With the packet containing the report in one hand, he stormed into the Sector Commander's office. The secretary and two guards in the outer office, under strict orders to admit no visitors, were undecided as to whether or not that applied to the Councilor as well. During the moment of hesitation, he was already past.


  "Idiot!" the Councdor spat like an angry cat at the startled Sector Commander as he came through the door. "What are you trying to do?"


  "Hello, Jon," Commander Trace said casually as he sat back in his chair, waving the astonished guards out of the doorway so that it would shut. "Yes, I ordered that test moved up three weeks. What of it? We lost the freighter because her captain did not get the hell out while he had the chance. But we did get Starwolves."


  "A Starwolf!" Councilor Lake corrected him.


  "Oh?" the Commander asked innocently. "My report said three. Ah, well, we will improve. Even one was a good start."


  "The wrong one!" Lake declared. "You moved that test up so that you could send your trap after the Methryn, knowing where she was and that she would probably be hunting again. Why, Don? Were you trying to get Velmeran?"


  "And why not?" Trace demanded. "He made me nervous. Too damned smart."


  The Councilor did not reply to that, but opened the package he held and pulled out a photograph, which he threw down on the table. "Do you know who this is?"


  "Starwolf," Commander Trace replied, hardly bothering to glance at it. "I cannot tell one from another."


  "You should know, since you dined with her only a week and a half ago. There was a two-man prospector poking around the asteroid debris in the system, surveying for metals. Suddenly they saw a Starwolf carrier coming into system fast, and it seems that they recognized a Starwolf funeral when they saw it. They kept the body on scan until the carrier left, then rushed in and snatched it up at the last moment. And, being a company prospector, they turned the body over to Farstell rather than to the military. Since they sent the report on a military courier, it came to me instead of to you."


  "What became of the body?" the Sector Commander demanded, almost greedily. Alive or dead, a Starwolf was a valuable possession.


  "You needn't concern yourself, even though I can imagine you hanging her head from a post as a warning to all Starwolves. I have already ordered that body destroyed in our own sun, according to their own honors," Lake said with considerable heat, then grew cold and menacing. "Are you too big a fool to realize the consequences of your actions? Velmeran knows that you were after him. Now he is going to demand payment."


  "What can he do, just one Starwolf?" the Commander asked, unconcerned, even contemptuously.


  "Have I not taught you to understand them better than that?" the Councilor demanded. "They accept a certain amount of risk, but they always make us pay. They made us pay through the teeth for that last trap, and that was nothing personal. But you have made it something personal. Damn it, that girl was his mate. He is going to make us pay for her death if he has to take apart this entire planet, and the Starwolves are going to give him all the help he needs."


  Councdor Lake walked over to stand before the window, staring out over the city. "I am going to take what steps I can to prepare for their attack. The first thing that they are going to have to do is crack the dome to get their fighters in. I am going to arrange to have the dome shield fail after only one or two determined hits from their big cannons. That power will be of more use in the planetary defense system."


  Trace stared at him disbelief. "The dome shield has to remain up. It will delay them long enough for our fleet to move in."


  "And let them fry this city in the process?" the Councdor asked, and shook his head. "I will not sacrifice this entire city for a block of metal. Also, we have to get our people out. I will warn Richart and everyone else to get to the sub the moment we see a Starwolf carrier coming in. Both of the sea gates will remain open from now on. Fortunately we should have a few weeks before they can put together an attack."


  Preparations for the attack were made even before the Starwolves left Altiolandh. The nine packs that were to accompany Velmeran's own into Vannkam were quickly selected and transferred to the Methryn, where they were serviced and fitted with the big auxiliary cannons they would carry on their raid. The Methryn's packs that would not be a part of the attack force were divided between the Delvon and the Karvand for their own servicing. Everything had to be ready before their arrival at the Vinthran system.


  Velmeran wanted to lead his attack force down just before dawn, local time, so that they would be coming up into the city early enough to catch most of its population still at home and in no real danger. He thought that a courier would have taken three days to arrive with news of the attack, and he wanted to make his raid before any major countermeasures could be arranged.


  He was certain that Councdor Lake at least suspected the possibility of a counterattack on Vannkam. But he still believed that the element of surprise remained on his side, simply because Lake would not be expecting anything so soon. Hopefully he would also be expecting the Starwolves to come in the obvious way, through the dome. Velmeran doubted that he would do anything drastic to block the sea door even if he did suspect the possibility, since that was his own bolt hole. And even if he did, Velmeran would simply take his packs airborne to the port, where they would blast away the roof of the port building and fly down the tram tunnels, using their big cannons to clear the tracks. The plan was as nearly foolproof as he could hope.


  The plan was that the Methryn would go in alone, coming in as close to Vinthra as she could to launch her packs. Then came the tricky part, for the assault force had to drift in almost powerless to avoid detection, at a speed slow enough that the most gentle braking would prepare them for planetary entry. They would be six hours in space and two more underwater, eight hours and more before they would return to their ships. Fortunately they would have to rely upon hypermetabolism only during the battle itself, only about twenty minutes before they were clear of the planet. The problem was that, for Kelvessan, that was entirely too long without eating.


  Mayelna hurried down to the landing bay for a final word with Velmeran during the short jump into system. Valthyrra, in the form of one of her hovering probes, was there ahead of her. They waited beside his fighter as he made a final check of his pack.


  "All ready?" Mayelna asked as Velmeran approached.


  "Ready and eager, in fact," he replied. "It is hard for me to remember now how they were only green students only a short time ago. Now I trust them enough to take them with me into Vannkam."


  Mayelna smiled. "To tell the truth, not that long ago I wondered if you would ever be a good pack leader. Now here you are, leading three entire ships on one of the greatest raids the Starwolves have ever attempted. In fact, I believe that you have assembled history's largest special tactics team."


  Velmeran shrugged, as if it were unimportant. "I know better than to ask you not to worry."


  "Just as I know better than to ask you to be careful," she said. "When you come back, there is something else that I must talk to you about."


  "I understand," he answered, glancing down shyly. "It occurs to me that I should thank you – both of you – for making me what I am today. All your best efforts have paid off, it seems."


  "Or in spite of our best efforts?" Valthyrra asked pointedly.


  Velmeran laughed. "I am not sure how you did it, but I am what you have always wanted me to be."


  "You are what you want to be," Mayelna corrected him. "That is the only thing I ever wanted. I never really doubted you, nor do I expect less of you than you are."


  "It is time," Valthyrra interrupted gently.


  "No long speeches," Mayelna promised, and turned back to Velmeran. "You have never asked me about your father...."


  "I am my mother's son," he said, smiling. "I hope it does not surprise you to learn that I have always been satisfied with that."


  "Good luck, Meran," she called as he turned and started toward his fighter. She tried to ignore the fact that Valthyrra was staring at her, not him. At last she had to gesture impatiently for the probe to remain silent.


  "What if he had asked?" Valthyrra insisted. "You have no more idea than he does."


  "Shut up!" Mayelna hissed under her breath. They retreated across the bay as the line of fighters began to power up for flight. "It was something that I had to know."


  Moving as one, the ten packs of the assault team penetrated the outer edge of Vinthra's atmosphere, still braking gently with their forward engines. Looking down, directly above the center of the magnetic pole and not too far from the planetary axis, they might well have been descending toward a world of ice. An endless, featureless expanse of white lay below them, disappearing into the haziness of the horizon in all directions. The ice cap was not really all that large, but their altitude was now less than two hundred kilometers and they were coming down vertically.


  They were able to brake harder as they penetrated deeper, now that they were well within the protection of the magnetic corridor. And that was well, for they had a lot of speed to lose before they reached the surface. They were only a hundred meters above the icy plain by the time they were able to cease braking and begin a wide, spiraling circle.


  The lead fighter moved out from the rest, descending toward the solid ice floe. Velmeran activated his auxiliary cannon, and the big gun swung down and forward on its struts into attack position. These cannons were so powerful that they were mounted below the cockpit so that their flash would not blind the pilot, and moved a meter out from the hull to avoid searing it. In power they were comparable to the main battery of a Union battleship; a single shot from them could rip a smaller ship in half, and they could fire up to three shots a second.


  Velmeran did not dare concentrate too much firepower on the ice, since power of this type could be detected. A two-second round of six shots left a steaming crater a hundred meters across. The brisk wind had carried most of the steam away by the time he circled back, and he could see that the center of the hole was more than clear enough of debris for safe access. He retracted the cannon and triggered the modified atmospheric shield for underwater travel, then dived toward the center of the pit.


  Penetrating below the surface was as easy as he had hoped, although he did hear fragments of ice ring harmlessly against the hull as the shield filled with water. For now he kept his speed well down, barely a hundred kilometers, as he waited. His own pack followed as soon as they saw that he was safely installed in underwater flight, moving up in single file directly behind him until they were only ten meters apart, their overlapping shields forming a single long corridor that reduced drag for the entire group.


  The other nine packs continued to dive through the steaming passage, assembling by packs beneath the ice in their own shield tunnels. These in turn lined up side by side, so that any accident that might occur in one pack was not likely to involve others. The single transport followed last of all, flying alone behind and slightly below the packs. Once they were all in place, Velmeran began to increase speed gradually, taking them up to the transport's maximum safe speed of thirty-eight hundred kilometers. The gently glowing ceiling of ice overhead began to streak past, and the packs dropped down to avoid the massive icebergs trapped over the years in the floe. To the ptiots it almost seemed as if they were flying upside down, passing over an inverted landscape.


  After a few minutes they passed out from beneath the cover of the ice floe into open water. Now Velmeran had to be more cautious, watching his scanners constantly for the presence of aircraft overhead. The nature of their atmospheric shields was such that they absorbed in the tail any pressure wave formed by the forward cone. But he knew from their test runs in the seas on Alliolandh that they were leaving wide trails of dense bubbles, white trails when seen from high enough. He doubted that anyone would figure out the meaning of the trails themselves, not soon enough to matter, so long as they did not observe that fast-moving leading edge. It was a necessary risk.


  Two hours of flight time brought them to the shallow coastal waters west of Vannkam. Now Velmeran relied upon the course plotted by his ship's computer, using its guidance to bring him to a point where the underwater tunnel must terminate. Submerged ridges of the coastal range made towering underwater cliffs that stretched for hundreds of miles along this shore. Reducing speed to five hundred kilometers, he began to cast about for that opening. The nine other packs fell back to follow his own in single file.


  Velmeran did not need long to find the tunnel entrance, for it bore its own markers. Two red beacons pierced the murky water, below which shone the white radiance of the tunnel's lights, illuminating the striking blue of the tunnel walls. He aimed his ship toward that opening, aligning with the passage early both to insure that his shields would be centered and to have a look up the tunnel. Activating his accessory cannon, he began his run. He was committed now. If he did find the passage blocked, the cannon had better be enough to clear it. Otherwise the others would be alerted to his failure by the explosion of his ship.


  His fighter shot up the tunnel like a bullet within the barrel of a rifle. Soon he could see that the passage was clear to its end, although the illumination decreased to almost total blackness near the far end so that no betraying glow would be seen from the inside. He had passed two sets of sea doors, both invitingly open. Were the Lakes so confident that this way would remain unknown that these doors were always open? Or were those doors for use only in severe weather outside, isolating the underground lake from betraying disturbances?


  Velmeran's fighter shot out into the lake and he arched up sharply before he ran out of traveling room. The calm lake suddenly erupted into violence, a massive column of water rising toward the cavern ceiling as it was carried aloft in the atmospheric shield, collapsing back like a fountain as it was discharged. Velmeran followed the curve of the cavern roof, dropping his atmospheric shield altogether and bringing up his debris shield and defensive screens. Even as the column of water collapsed it leaped back up again, each time ejecting a black fighter.


  At first the fighters flew high over the city as the packs reformed, then dived down in groups to dodge and dart among the buildings and avenues. For the first minute or so they might almost have been at play, slipping in and out among the suspended walkways and elevated tramways, making it plain to anyone about that Starwolves were here and they should take cover, which they did quickly, the small, early morning crowds seeming to evaporate in an instant.


  Now the Starwolves went to work, turning their lesser guns on unimportant targets. Most of those packs were there just to create a diversion, darting in and out so fast that the entire city seemed overrun by thousands of wolf ships, keeping the population frightened and in hiding. Skyways and tram tracks collapsed under their assault. Wooded parks and sculptured gardens exploded in flames from the bolts of their larger cannons. The Starwolves had no complaint against the civilian population, and they destroyed nothing that could not be easily repaired.


  Only the Unioners knew what they thought of the sudden plague of Starwolves inside their impenetrable city. Only a very few knew of the underwater tunnel and, with the dome still intact, there was no logical explanation for how they might have appeared. And once inside the cavern, there was nothing that could be done about them. All the planetary defenses lay outside. And Union pilots could not get their own fighters and stingships inside, even if the Starwolves had. For once they held an entire city for ransom, for as long as they dared.


  The only thing that Councilor Lake could think about that morning was that it was entirely too early to be up and about, especially after spending half the night and a bottle of wine with a trade delegation. But this was the time to act on getting these new missiles installed in a number of freighters for a better test of their effectiveness. Especially since he and Donalt Trace were in complete disagreement on the effectiveness of the last test.


  "I consider it a success, since it did kill a Starwolf," Trace argued. He was seated at his desk, reading the review of the incident, while his uncle stood near the window that overlooked the city.


  "And I consider it a failure, since we lost the freighter," Lake countered. "Obviously our goals differ."


  "Are you telling me that you would just as well abandon this entire project?"


  "No, not yet," the Councilor said, turning to look out the window.


  The first thing he saw was a familiar black shape streak past. He blinked, but it was already gone and he was not even sure that he had seen it. Had it been only a manifestation of his fears come to haunt him? Of the wine? His senility? But he looked again, this time more closely, and saw that his beautiful city was being overrun with wolf ships. How could an invasion force have gotten this far without his being aware? The dome shield was rigged to fail, but only after a few determined shots that he would have heard. And yet, when he glanced up, he could plainly see that the dome was still intact. Suddenly he understood – only too well. He had left the door open for them.


  "Don, do you remember that young Starwolf we had up for dinner?" he asked casually.


  "What, Velmeran?" Trace asked without looking up from the report he was reading. "What of it?"


  "Well, he seems to be paying us a return visit."


  The Sector Commander glanced up, and saw at once what he had meant. It seemed that wolf ships were coming out of nowhere to fill the interior of the cavern. And he knew exactly what it meant. He leaped from his seat and was out the door before his uncle could do a thing to stop him.


  "Don! Wait!" Councilor Lake called after him. "You are running into a trap. What do you think you can do about it?"


  He paused, aware that it was already too late. Donalt Trace was running to meet his fate at the hands of a Starwolf he owed a life. It did not matter that he knew where to find Velmeran, for that knowledge in itself did not give him the power to stop it. Would he realize that in time to save his life?


  It took less than two minutes to get all the packs inside the city. By that time the streets of Vannkam were completely deserted; if modern man was not as intelligent as his predecessors, he was also less brave. The Starwolves prowled the passages of the city that, by all appearances, was completely empty, a marked contrast to the Vannkam they knew on port leave. As long as they did not fire directly into the shops and buildings, there was little danger of hurting anyone.


  The city was not completely defenseless, although it might as well have been. Scores of automated sentries began to amble out of the many buildings, alerted to the attack by their master controllers. These machines were never intended to fight; they served police duty, walking the halls of empty buddings at night or strolling dimly lit walkways. Even their biggest guns were inadequate against the defensive shields of the black fighters. Once the Starwolves realized what was firing at them, they began to use the automatons for target practice.


  As soon as all of their ships were inside the cavern, three of the packs broke off from the rest to gather in loose formation above the city. The transport, the last ship to emerge from the lake, hurried to join them.


  "Baress, are you ready?" Velmeran asked over ship's com. In a sense, Baress had the most important task. They could leave without the memory cell if they got into serious trouble. But they could not easily get away until he de­stroyed the generators that powered the dome shield and planetary defenses.


  "Ready and willing," he replied, breaking away from Velmeran's pack to set himself in the lead position for the others.


  Baressa and Kalgeran led their own packs as they followed him, shooting across the city. The entrance of the corridor leading to the power complex lay in the north wall of the cavern, down at street level. It was a tight fit for the fighter, but no more than the underwater tunnel. Here, however, they could expect some opposition, sentries and guards with guns, and blast doors that could be secured. Baress would go in first to lead the way, and his fighter had enough firepower to clear any obstacle except solid rock. He found the entrance and dropped down to street level, beginning his run.


  The power complex lay a kilometer to the north of the city, an artificial cavern cut well back into the rock of the mountain above it. Self-contained, the complex had only this one entrance. Double sets of massive steel doors served to guard the passage at either end. The doors at this end were still open, and he made sure that they would stay open before he began his ran. He brought the big accessory cannon to bear on the walls to either side of those portals, wrecking the locking mechanism and tracks.


  The next instant he was inside the passage, ignoring the steady barrage of light-energy bolts that streamed down its length as he focused his telescopic vision on the doors at the far end. After a moment he could see that they were closing, the halves moving slowly inward. He had no intention of racing them, but slowed until they were closed and securely locked. Then a hail of bolts from his accessory cannon ripped those doors apart in an instant.


  The generator chamber of the power complex was a rectangular cavern, bisected by a main corridor. A second corridor ran the length of the chamber, lined on either side with a total of fifty massive generators, each adequate to serve the needs of the largest battleship. The two packs fanned out as they entered, drifting slowly through the installation as they centered their lesser cannons on the computer controls of each generator. They had to insure that the generators were safely shut down, since a damaged and malfunctioning computer could force an overload. As safe as total conversion was for general use, a forced explosion of one of these generators would rip out a large section of this range, leaving a gaping crater several kilometers across. A chain reaction of several could destroy this entire world. Once the generators were stilled, their big cannons would insure that the planetary defenses would remain down.


  At the same time Velmeran led his own pack west across the city, to where the government budding stood massive and gray in the dim lighting of early morning. Their task was in truth an easy one, and Velmeran expected no trouble. The pack spread out to circle the building, while Velmeran searched the top of the building for the proper chamber. There were several such chambers in that same area, all a part of the sector museum, with very similar design and window patterns. At last he was forced to draw back and turn his ship's scanners on that area of the budding.


  Centering on the indicated chamber, he drifted in slowly, hardly more than a walking pace, and cautiously pushed the nose of the fighter through the window. The glass shattered easily, falling away. He drifted on inside that opening and brought the ship to a motionless hover as he made a quick inspection of the room, then brought the fighter down to floor level. Tregloran came in through the opposite window and settled in as well. Chance had put the younger pilot on the side of the chamber where Velmeran wanted him, the guns of his ship facing down the short corridor toward the double doors that were the only entrance.


  Finally the transport approached the side of the budding, hovering before a section of the wall indicated by its own scanners, the end of the short alcove branching off the main chamber. While Threl held the transport steady, Marietta made use of a special weapon, a unique combination of energy bolt and projected held. She played it across the outer wall. The wall shook, splintered and crumbled away beneath the blasts as if it were being beaten by an immense hammer. Two large slabs of polished gray marble were reduced to rubble beneath those blows and the inner wall quickly followed, leaving only a twisted steel framework. She sliced that away with an ordinary cutting laser, and the transport drifted through that rough opening.


  Threl brought his ship into the main portion of the chamber and edged it over until its cargo bay was even with the memory cell. Marlena had opened the large bay doors and now extended the handling arms out to receive it. The arms took firm hold of the unit and Marlena tried to lift it from its display stand. But the unit did not rise. Instead, the transport shifted slightly, tilting dangerously off center. Marlena quickly released the pressure and Threl fought to regain control of the ship before it slipped sideways off its field drive suspensors.


  "Velmeran, that thing is fastened down," Marlena said over com.


  "I suspected as much," he replied. "Give me half a moment."


  He brought his ship down to the floor, landing gear up so that the cockpit was tilted down. He quickly climbed out and signaled to Marlena, who threw him a light and a hand-held cutting laser. With these in hand, he walked quickly to the end of the unit and flashed the light underneath it. The memory cell had inset tracks running down all four of its long sides by which it was locked into its cradle inside the ship. The Union official who had overseen the installation of the unit had made use of the bottom set of tracks, installing mechanisms that locked it down to the dais. He quickly cut loose the two locking bolts, then crossed quickly to the other end to free those bolts. He had just finished when Tregloran interrupted him.


  "Captain, we have company," the younger pilot announced casually, even amused, so that Velmeran knew that he was in no real danger. If there had been any real trouble, he would have fired at first sight.


  Velmeran turned slowly. Not five meters away stood a towering figure of a man, his legs braced as he held a gun centered on the Starwolf. He might have almost been a law officer making an arrest, so sure he seemed to be that he had the situation well under control. But that was hardly the case, for Velmeran knew that the little gun could not so much as dent his armor. He stood for a moment, regarding the intruder with an appearance of mild surprise and patient tolerance, even though he was securely helmeted.


  "Commander Trace," he acknowledged at last, switching on the com link that gave him contact with the world outside his suit.


  "Pack Leader Velmeran," Trace answered coldly. "I knew that I would find you here."


  "So?" Velmeran asked, drawing his own gun. "What do you expect to be able to do about it?"


  Commander Trace hesitated as that very question occurred to him. Somehow he had thought that if he could just get here in time Velmeran would be defeated and he would win, as if those were the rules of the game. But that was not the case at all. This game went to the player with the greatest advantage, and just now Velmeran possessed every advantage. His confusion gave way to real fear, for he knew that he was facing his own death. And when the Starwolf raised his gun to take aim, he turned and fled in open terror. He knew that his one, remote chance for life depended upon getting himself out of that chamber.


  Velmeran hesitated, astonished at this turn of events. Defeated and fearing for his very life, the plight of this man evoked his sympathy. For once Velmeran saw him as he was, not a personification of evil or the enemy of the Kelvessan, but a man. In spite of his prejudices, his blind hatreds and his disregard for the lives and rights of others, he also possessed rare courage and a selfless devotion to duty. For good or ill, he was human. And for the first time Velmeran understood what being human really meant, both the familiar and the alien.


  Velmeran realized something about himself – what he was in comparison, and what he believed himself to be. Killing this man would give him no satisfaction, nor would it restore some balance in his own sense of justice. Dveyella's death would not be vindicated in blood, but by the accomplishment of her dream. Vengeance was his for the taking, and he did not desire it. He could not hate this man, not as Commander Trace hated him.


  He shot anyway, because it was his duty.


  Commander Trace's back exploded in a sheet of flames, and the force of that explosion threw him forward to land with bone-crushing force just short of the open doorway and the safety he sought. He lay there motionless, the material of his uniform burning lazily. Velmeran had no more time for that matter. Turning back to the transport, he saw that Marlena had done nothing to load the memory cell.


  "Get that thing on board!" he called impatiently. "We have to get out of here now."


  "I did not want to be a distraction," she replied, working the controls of the handling arms. The unit lifted easily from its cradle where it had lain for thousands of years, and the arms retracted it back into the ship, drawing it into the bay. The fit was so tight that it did not appear likely to go, although the measurements Valthyrra had provided insisted that it would slip in with a third of a meter to spare. Velmeran tossed the cutting laser and the light into the bay even as Marlena began to close the door.


  "He is gone!" Tregloran warned suddenly.


  Velmeran turned quickly to see that Trace's body had indeed vanished. He had either revived enough to drag himself out the door, or someone had quietly collected him, dead or alive. Velmeran suspected the latter. Either way, there was nothing that he could do about it. He wanted Donalt Trace dead for the same reason that he would want to deprive the Union of any valuable weapon. But at that moment he had to get his attack force away.


  "We have to be on our way out," he said, and waved the transport out of the chamber. "Swing that ship around and get out of here, Threl. We will guard your back."


  


  Chapter 16


  The transport spun around in a half circle as Threl cautiously pivoted the ship to face back the way it had come in. He then led the transport down the side corridor and out the impromptu entrance of the gaping hole in the outer wall. Once the larger ship was clear of the budding, the two fighters rose to the ceiling and passed out through the broken windows. It might have seemed easier for them to have followed the transport out, but they could not. As small as they were in comparison, their wingspan was too wide for that opening; the boxlike hull of the transport had no wings or fins.


  What they found outside appeared at first glance to be absolute confusion. The government building had appar­ently been replete with automated sentries. Scores of them had appeared on terraces and rooftops to shoot at the circling wolf ships. And the Starwolves had been entertaining themselves with picking off those sentries. But the sentries were a self-sacrificing diversion, occupying the Star-wolves' attention while the inhabitants of the budding fled. Indeed, the Sector Residence and the Farstell Trade building had been evacuated as well; Velmeran applauded Councdor Lake's wisdom in guessing his next move.


  The wolf ships now dropped to street level for the final phase of their attack. They began to streak in low and fast, firing rapid bursts from their auxiliary cannons into the lowest levels of those three buddings, so that in barely half a minute they were all reduced to smoking rubble. This was not wanton destruction but a calculated strategic move. The destruction of those buildings also meant the destruction of the bureaucracy they housed. The management of both the government and the trade company in this sector would be seriously impaired for months or even years to come.


  Once that task was complete, the Starwolves withdrew to the upper levels of the cavern, forming into their separate packs. Velmeran found eight present, including his own; the two that comprised Baress's assault force had not yet returned.


  "Baress?" Velmeran called.


  "We are on our way out," he answered promptly. "The planetary defenses are down. Cut a hole in the roof and start out. We would join you in time to bring up the rear."


  Velmeran waited no longer. Flying out over the middle of the city, he dived down to make some running room and arched up toward the dome, aiming a blast from his accessory cannon to its very center. As the smoke cleared he saw blue morning sky beyond and shot through that small opening without hesitation, his pack following him closely. The transport slipped through the hole next, and the remaining packs brought up the rear. The second attack force shot out the tunnel leading to the power complex in time to fall in place behind the others.


  Once all the wolf ships were clear, they began to accelerate quickly, at the same time reforming into the tight arrowheads of their running formations. Velmeran's pack took the lead and the rest gathered into a defensive sphere about the transport. Once assembled, they accelerated straight up, leaving the planet by the shortest course. They were aware that a fleet of Union destroyers and battleships such as they had never seen lay directly in their path, waiting to intercept them.


  At that moment four more groups of five packs each suddenly appeared at the same instant, descending upon the Union fleet with frightening speed as they closed for the kill. Warships tried to adjust to the new attack, frantically pivoting to face incoming ships. The only result was that the fleet was in a state of complete confusion as their new attackers began to rip them apart with cannons they did not normally expect on fighters. The Starwolf forces closed quickly to crush the Union ships between their concentrated barrage, the packs separating to strike at different portions of the fleet, then separating again as fighters went after individual targets. They shot to kill, their accessory cannons tearing entire ships apart in a single pass.


  Velmeran's assault force stayed in tight formation, concentrating their own fire on anything in or near their path, opening a hole for themselves through the enemy fleet. Six of the packs fell behind the transport to guard the rear as they shot through that opening unopposed. Then they were out the other side, and the six following packs circled around to return to battle. Two of the remaining packs dropped back behind the transport as they prepared to cross the Union's second line of defense.


  Farther out, in an arch behind the first fleet, awaited the stingships. Their original task had been to go after anything that tried to break from the main battle. They now prepared themselves to intercept this small group fleeing with their prize. Thirty carriers worked quickly to release their loads, swinging long racks of stingships out from their sides for deployment.


  Before they were able to launch, powerful bolts of energy leaped out from empty space, so powerful that they completely destroyed the carriers and their cargoes of stingships on touch. Perhaps the Union pilots looked about in confusion for their unseen enemy, but their scanners reported only empty space. At the last instant indistinct shapes of enormous proportions began to register, only a moment before the carriers themselves became visible. The three immense ships went through the second line of de­fense like mowers reaping a field, leaving nothing but Velmeran's assault force as he led it to the safety of open space. The Methryn circled back to follow, accelerating quickly to move ahead, whfle the Delvon and the Karvand continued on. Their presence in the first field of battle would decide matters there very quickly.


  Once they were well away of the area of Vinthra and the possibility of any danger, Velmeran cut acceleration to give the Methryn a chance to overtake them. He waited as she moved ahead and positioned herself before the packs, matching speed for their final approach. The transport separated from the rest, heading for its own bay just ahead of the big holding bays. The four packs moved apart, each orienting on one of the Methryn's four flight decks as the fighters fed back in single file for landing.


  The welcome sight of home served as a signal to Velmeran that it was time to shut down, in spite of his best efforts to remain alert. He had not eaten in ten hours now, too long for a Kelvessan under any circumstances, who could starve to death in only three days. He was able to bring his ship in for an acceptable landing with only the greatest effort, then sat back in his seat, wondering how he was going to get himself out of the cockpit. Benthoran was there as soon as the rack was in place, unstrapping him and actually lifting him out of the cockpit to all but carry him down the platform to the deck, leaning him against the platform of the rack.


  "Can you hold on here for a moment?" Benthoran asked.


  "Yes, of course," Velmeran insisted.


  "Someone wtil be along to help you in a minute. You are needed on the bridge."


  Velmeran nodded, and promptly forgot all about it as he wished for something to eat. Because he was not looking up, he did not see it coming. Four strong arms suddenly closed about him as he was hugged with crushing force, so tightly that he squeaked in protest in spite of his armor. He had no idea who might have hold of him; all he could see was white armor, brown hair and a pointed ear. All Kelvessan had brown hair and pointed ears. The white armor was the clue, and it was not tall enough to be Mayelna. He could think of no one else who would spare him such obvious affection except... Consherra?


  "Meran, you did it!" she exclaimed. Definitely Consherra.


  "I know I did it. I was there."


  She let go of him quickly, looking as if she had committed the worst of indiscretions. Remembering the container she carried in one hand, she pulled off the top and gave it to him. "Drink this."


  Velmeran took the container and drank deeply. It contained a concentrated solution of sugars that Kelvessan could put to immediate use as a source of energy, as he had suspected.


  "That is just to get you going again," Consherra explained. "I have more waiting. Just now you must get to the bridge in record time."


  "What is it?" Velmeran asked as she began to lead him toward the lift.


  "Someone wants to talk to you."


  Consherra put them on a waiting lift, refusing to say another word except to explain that nothing was wrong. She distracted him from asking too many questions – which she would not answer anyway – by placing something to eat in every free hand he had. By the time the lift reached the bridge, he was beginning to feel not quite so hungry and a great deal stronger. Best of all, his mind was once again clear and his thoughts sharp.


  As they entered the bridge, Velmeran saw that Mayelna was standing at the com station, both she and Valthyrra peering over Korleran's shoulder. All three glanced over when they saw that Consherra had returned with him. Mayelna hurried over to intercept the pair, drawing them up short.


  "Listen to me well, Meran," she explained quickly. "Councilor Lake is on the com and he wants to talk to you. Understand this. The ships have withdrawn their packs and the Vardon's memory cell is safely on board. We have had no losses, not a dent, scratch nor scoring. Your plan worked perfectly."


  Velmeran nodded in understanding. With the taking of Vannkam behind him, he must now play the part of the Starwolf extraordinaire, the young hero whose name made Sector Commanders swear and company executives turn pale with fright. He accepted that, because it was important to his plans. Mayelna led him to the communications console and Korleran surrendered her seat to him.


  "Councilor Lake?" he said as Korleran helped him adjust the com mike.


  "Commander Velmeran?" the Councdor asked in return.


  "No, just pack leader," Velmeran corrected him.


  "Excuse me. I confer tides where they are deserved," Lake explained. "I am so glad to be able to catch you at home. I do want to thank you for being so efficient. I went to take a quick look after you left. It looks a mess, but it is all superficial. I want to thank you for sparing my city."


  "And you knew it," Velmeran said. "You ordered the evacuation of the three buildings that you knew we would destroy."


  "So? The only intelligent move I made in this affair. I thought I was so smart, figuring out that you would be paying me a visit. Do you know, I had the dome shield rigged to collapse after a shot or two from your big ships?"


  "Indeed? I like my way better."


  "Of course it was better! I should have known that you would not kill a city to get at the thing, but how was I to know that you would come up the drain?" He paused for a moment. "Did you, by any chance, happen to run across Don?"


  "Yes, we met."


  "And you shot him?"


  "I had my duty," the Starwolf explained. "He ran from me, and I shot him in the back. I do not know if he survived, but he did disappear while we were preoccupied with other matters. Either he crawled out the door, or someone came to collect him."


  "I suppose that I would have to collect all the king's horses and all the king's men and go look for him," the Councdor mused, then grew serious. "You know, perhaps, that he set up the test date on our new weapon to trap you? Well, there is something else you should know. I dread having to tell you, but I do not want Don – if he is still alive – to use it as a weapon to hurt you sometime in the future.


  "You see, we know that he killed Dveyella. Her body was intercepted and sent to me on a courier. Of course, I recognized her at once, and I knew that she was special to you. Now, before you send your fighters back to get me, I must tell you that I allowed no one to touch the body. I had it delivered into our sun, according to your own ritual, and attended the ceremony myself. I do hope that you can forgive me. Don may have already payed for it with his life."


  "Such payment is of no value to me," Velmeran replied evenly. "Dveyella is avenged in a way that would mean something to her."


  "I imagine so," the Councilor agreed hesitantly. "Then I do not think that we will ever meet again. Farewell, my young friend. I wish that you were on my side. No, I take that back. I wish that I was on your side."


  "Farewell for now, Councdor," Velmeran replied. "You would hear from me from time to time."


  "Ah, yes. That is exactiy what I am afraid of," Lake muttered as his link began to fail.


  Velmeran sighed and leaned back heavily in the chair as Korleran reached over him to return communications back to monitoring their own ships. She glanced down at him tolerantly. "Captain, I have work to do."


  He opened his eyes to look up at her. "Can you get me up?"


  "I can," Consherra said, and hooked a hand under each of his arms to haul him unceremoniously out of the seat. As soon as Velmeran was able to stand, he brushed her away impatiently.


  "I can walk!" he insisted. "Why should I be any more tired than the pilots who flew under me?"


  "Because you have been under the stress of responsibility for those pilots and their mission," Valthyrra replied. "I doubt that you have rested in days, not since the morning when you first tried to fly underwater. And perhaps not for days before that."


  "Which, I suspect, is true," Mayelna added, turning him in the direction of the lift. "Your mission is complete, so rest while you can. We will be making a nine-hour jump to a system where we can straighten out our affairs in peace, and we will not need you until then. Consherra, would you take him to his cabin, un-can him and see that he gets the rest he needs?"


  "Actually, I believe Consherra is due to go off duty herself," Valthyrra observed.


  "I am?" she asked, pausing to look back. That was not what she believed. Then she understood, and brightened. "Thank you!"


  Mayelna glanced up. "Are they..."


  The camera pod made a shrugging motion. "I think so."


  Consherra led Velmeran to the lift and sped them on their way. As soon as the lift was in motion, she began to remove his gloves, stacking them inside the helmet she carried. He had ceased to protest, for his strength was again fading fast. Valthyrra had been right. In a sense, he had been fighting this battle since Dveyella had died. Now he was tired, and there was only one cure for that – as reluctant as he was to admit it.


  "I might just leave you in that suit and lean you against the wall," Consherra observed, reaching that same conclusion. "Meran, the only cure for this is a few hours of sleep."


  "I know," he agreed weakly. "I do not think that I could avoid it if I had to. But I do not like it... and I am afraid."


  Consherra nodded. "I understand. It is not a pleasant thing, for all the good it does. I would stay with you, if you like. You do not have to be alone."


  The lift slowed to a stop and the two stepped out. Then they paused and looked about, since they were not where they expected to be.


  "This is not my corridor," Velmeran observed.


  "No, it is mine," Consherra said, taking his arm to lead him on. "This is my cabin, over here. Valthyrra never misses a thing. No one is going to come looking for you here."


  She started to lead the way, but when Velmeran hesitated she turned to glance back at him. She looked sad and defeated. "I would leave you alone, if that is what you want."


  "I do not want to be alone," he said uncertainly. "I have had enough of being alone."


  "This is for you to decide," she told him. "I wish that I might be the cure for your loneliness. I have been lonely myself, lately. But I would not try to be Dveyella and beg the love you had for her. Perhaps it is too soon."


  "A day or a year, it would make no difference," Velmeran insisted. "I do not want someone to take Dveyella's place; that would be false. I do not love you, not the way you want. But I think that I do love you; I do know that you make me feel very calm and comfortable. I need time. Love me and I would love you in return, I can promise you that."


  She nodded. "We would accept each other on our own terms, and I believe that we would work out a comfortable compromise. Will you come with me now?"


  "I will," he said, taking the hand she offered. "Although I cannot imagine what pleasure you might find in my company just now."


  Consherra smiled and drew him close. "As strange as it might seem, nothing would give me greater pleasure than to hold you in my arms and keep away your worries and fears while you sleep."


  "I suspect that I would like that myself," he said, and submitted willingly to her kiss. Then, arm in arm, they turned and entered her cabin.


  Farther down the hall, a vacuum cleaner lowered its camera pod and sighed with relief.


  "Ah, our good Sector Commander returns from the dead!"


  Donalt Trace peered about the room as best he could. He did not have much success, for he found himself lying facedown on a bed, his arms, legs and head immobilized by some type of framework. He did not have to see to know who it was; his uncle's cheerful tone was particularly grating. His back ached fiercely and he knew why, although he was not certain that he wanted to know the particulars. Councdor Lake moved into his field of vision, seating himself in a chair facing him.


  "You look terrible," his uncle commented at last.


  "How the hell am I supposed to look?" Trace demanded. "I was ambushed and shot by Starwolves."


  "You were shot in the back while running for your life," Lake corrected him. "Do not be afraid to admit the truth. That was the only intelligent thing you did yesterday."


  "Yesterday?" Trace asked in disbelief. "I must have caught it good, then. This is more than just burns from bolt flash?"


  "A bit," the Councdor explained, leaning back casually. "Those Starwolf pistols carry a kick like our rifles, and you took a shot square in the middle of your backbone. Dr. Mervask worked on you fourteen hours yesterday, and that was just getting started. But you are likely to live now."


  "Just tell me!" Trace hissed impatiently.


  "Very well. It might shut you up. The good doctor put in a biosynthetic graft to replace the sixteen centimeters of spinal cord you lost, as well as eight artificial vertebrae. He had the devil of a time finding vertebrae your size, so he would have to replace those with new ones made special for you. Half the muscles in your back will be replaced by forced-growth clone types, as well as a piece of skin big enough to make a tent. You were fortunate in that your backbone actually stopped the bolt from cutting right through you. You were unfortunate in that your jacket caught fire and gave you more serious burns than you might have had."


  "The old dress blues," Trace remarked. "Did the spinal grafts take?"


  "Seemed to," the Councdor said. "The medical scanners insist that it would function as good as the original. The doctor says that your back is not likely to be the same – too much structural reconstruction. You will kick ass again, just not as hard."


  "Good enough," Trace said, relieved. "What about the Starwolves?"


  "Oh, they got what they wanted, poked a hole in the dome, and left. They leveled the Government Budding, the Residence and Farstell Trade. They also completely destroyed the planetary defense power complex, and the sector fleet is gone – absolutely gone. All we have left are the carriers, which did not arrive in time. The Starwolves got clear with no loss or damage. Now that is planning!"


  "Wait just a moment," Trace protested. "If they leveled the Government Building..."


  "Do you recall passing a pair of guards and ordering them to follow?" Lake asked. "They were normal, short-legged humans and you quickly left them behind. They arrived just in time to sneak you out of the room, and they got you into a lift and to the levels below the building before the Starwolves blasted it."


  Trace did not answer. Whatever drug he had been given to awaken him was no longer at its peak effectiveness; the pain suppressants that made him unaware of his ruined back were beginning to win out, clouding his thinking and deteriorating his awareness.


  "What now?" he asked in weary resignation. He was hardly able to care about anything, except for a dim hatred of one Starwolf.


  "Now?" the Councdor asked thoughtfully, crossing his arms. "Now we learn from our mistakes. For fifty thousand years we have fought them on our terms, and the best we have been able to achieve is an uneasy peace, mostly because we are too big to swallow whole. Now we are going to have to fight them on our terms if we are going to survive. I have already ordered construction of the first of our Fortresses."


  Trace opened one very alert eye. "Do you mean that?"


  "Of course I mean that! I never say things that I do not mean," Councdor Lake said impatiently. "In the last three weeks or so the Starwolves have wrecked enough of our ships to pay for the thing. We might as well spend our money on something they cannot tear up so easily. Of course, it would be two years before the thing is ready. Construction would be slow because we have most of the sector fleet to replace, as well as repairs to the city."


  "So long?" Trace muttered as he began to surrender to the drugs.


  "I am afraid so. But then, it would not be ready any sooner than you are, so don't worry about it," Lake said. Then noticing that his nephew was once again unconscious, he rose to leave. "Dream about it."


  The group that gathered in the storage bay of one of the Methryn's smaller holding bays was indeed a little one, consisting only of the ships themselves, their Commanders, designates and helms. The center of attention was the immense gray block of the Vardon's memory cell, now secured in a special cradle. Consherra, assisted by the other two helms, was quietly assembling a large portable unit of computer equipment. Three probes, each with a ribbon of a different color tied about its long metal neck, hovered near. When everything was ready, Valthyrra called the others close so that she and Consherra could explain.


  "There are two very important questions associated with this rather unimpressive block of metal," Valthyrra began. "The first question, of course, is the location of Terra. And the second is why the Union has never been able to access the information it contains. I do not expect to find the answer to the first any time soon, but I am going to try. Consherra would explain the second right now."


  "We know that the Union has never been able to gain access to this unit," Consherra began quickly. "Since the memory cells of our ships contain vital information, their functions are our most carefully guarded secrets. Only two people on board any ship, the helm and the ship itself, know these secrets and can gain access to certain portions of the ship's computer. The core of the computer, the thinking portions, can only be opened in airdock.


  "These memory cells have built-in safeguards to prevent access," she continued, picking up a thick-cabled lead from the portable unit beside her. "There are six receptacles at each end of the memory cell. Each receptacle accepts a fifty-two-prong lead, but only fifty of those prongs actually work. The other two prongs act as keys. Two of the fifty-two slots of each receptacle are lock-out devices. If prongs are inserted into these slots, the entire receptacle shuts down. The two lock-out slots are located at random among the total, and their location is different for each receptacle. You must know which prongs to remove to gain access, and all twelve receptacles must be operating to gain initial access. After that, only one lead must be functional to access the unit.


  "Even then, you have to know the access code to phase the unit into the rest of your computer network. Even then, if the unit senses that it is not a part of a real ship's computer, it would shut itself down. The casing is shielded against X-ray, scanner probe and psychic divination, and physical tampering or disassembly of the unit triggers a self-destruct. And that is how we know that the Union never accessed it or tried to open it."


  "I am going to try to access this unit," Valthyrra added as Consherra began to connect the leads. "I will tell you now that I will not be very successful. The first thing I will get as I open it will be the complete program that defined Theralda Vardon at the time of her destruction. That program would be at odds with my own in an open battle of electronic schizophrenia, causing the unit to remain a foreign object in my computer network. I would not get free access, but I do hope for a general overview. That might tell me if the information we seek is indeed inside this unit."


  "What then?" Daelyn asked. "Even if it is there, you still would not have it."


  "There is a new ship in the construction bay at Home Base," she answered. "Ordinarily new ships are given general personality to serve as a foundation for building their own. Instead we would install this memory cell into that ship and simply bring the Vardon back to life in a new body. Mechanical regeneration, so to speak. Salamanders never had it so good."


  "It used to be common practice," Gelvessa Karvand added, "in the early days of the war, that when a ship was heavtiy damaged – beyond reasonable repair – that its surviving memory cells would be transferred to a new ship."


  "We are ready to try," Consherra said after locking in the final lead.


  "Very well, then," Valthyrra replied, with just a trace of reluctance.


  She settled her probe on a tabletop to prevent any accidents when she released control. She did not risk any damage from this, but if her own personality programming became locked in battle with that of the Vardon's, then she would have to shut down her computer core for the few moments she would need to rebuild her own identity. During that time the Methryn would be without guidance, and she was safely installed in a stable orbit to insure that nothing undesirable would happen during that time.


  Valthyrra began the process of opening the memory cell, making her acquaintance with the unit through proper access codes. It recognized her and immediately fed her Theralda Vardon's personality program, and for the moment all she could do was to hold tightiy to her own identity. If she became locked in a loop with that warring program, then she would have to cut contact. But it played out once and ceased, and the core of the cell lay open to her. She approached it cautiously, and was immediately engulfed in a flood of images, impressions and data. The instructions that would allow her minute examination of those files were in the Vardon's personality program, closed to her.


  Those who watched could not see her struggle, although there was a vacant appearance to the probe's camera pod. That pod dipped slowly, sinking gradually as the seconds passed. Then it snapped back to full attention and glanced around at Consherra, who quickly shut down the computer link.


  "Well?" Mayelna prompted impatiently.


  "Well, I have good news and bad news," Valthyrra answered. "This is the Theralda's primary cell for her personal memories, and not a general data-storage cell. On the other hand, the location of Terra, important data that she may have consulted often, is probably inside this cell as well. We would not know until the Vardon is restored to life."


  "And when will that be?" Commander Korlan asked. "Twenty to thirty years from now."


  The Starwolf fleet stayed only a day in that uninhabited system, since they wanted to return to their individual territories before news of the attack on Vannkam could spread. They waited only long enough for the fighters to be stripped of their accessory cannons, serviced and returned to their own ships. During that time the ships and their Commanders discussed how they thought the rest of the Union would react to their raid. There were seventeen other sectors to be considered, seventeen other High Councilors and Sector Commanders, who had long assumed their inner worlds to be safe from these four-armed pirates.


  There would be some reassessment of the standing and the power of the Starwolves on the part of the Union and the Starwolves themselves. The Union would be shaken to its core and that core would be angry and resentful. But it would also be frightened and apprehensive, unsure when and where the wolf ships would strike again. And they would strike again and again; the Starwolves had already decided that. The Union was going to be taught to fear the Starwolves, and above all the names of Velmeran and the Methryn.


  Velmeran was on his way to the bridge just as the Methryn and her sister ships were making ready to leave orbit. He and his mother had seen Daelyn away only an hour before, an event that he recalled with sadness. He admired his sister greatly, for she was about the most interesting person he had ever met. That, she explained to his complete mystification, was because they were exactly alike. He did regret that she could not be with him for this final task. He did know that Consherra would want to be there, so he got off the lift at her corridor to collect her.


  Consherra opened the door and stood staring at him in surprise. He was not in armor, but wore instead the closest thing the Starwolves had to a uniform. He was dressed in the solid black of a pilot, tunic and pants with boots tucked up under the cuffs, and a short cape fastened about the collar. His shaggy mane of thick brown hair was carefully brushed, laying neatly over his shoulders and falling into a smooth cascade halfway down his back. Combed to its proper length, his hair hung down over his eyes, which glittered within its shadow as he returned her stare. In spite of the lack of armor, he still looked very much the warrior – in spite of the inherently adolescent look of his features.


  "Are you about to go up to the bridge?" he asked, almost eagerly. "I am on my way up to the bridge, and I do not want you to miss this."


  "Yes, I am on my way there now," she replied uncertainly. "Miss what?"


  "I have one more surprise for Valthyrra and the Commander," he replied cryptically. "You will have to wait and see."


  "I will be patient then," she said, joining him as he returned to the lift. "Actually, I am pleased that you should remember me."


  "Why should I not?" he asked. "We have not been alone together these past two days, but I have not forgotten you, and I never will. Are you certain of our love?"


  "Are you?" she asked as they waited for the lift.


  Velmeran frowned, glancing down shyly. "You were always open in your affections, and I was too innocent to realize that I was being courted. But who do you love? I am two people now. Do you see only Velmeran the warrior? He is strong and forceful and a very fascinating person, I do admit, but he is also false. He is the person I become when duty requires. But I want love during the time which is my own, from someone who knows and loves the real me. Do you understand what I am trying to say?"


  "Of course I understand, but you are wrong," she insisted. "The two Velmerans you describe are one and the same, and I love them both."


  They entered the lift, which had arrived a moment earlier, and Consherra quickly set the controls for the bridge. She turned back to him as soon as the door was shut. "To be truthful, you did surprise me. I held you in my arms four hours while you slept, and I assumed that we would become mates before you left me. I had the distinct impression that the thought did not even occur to you."


  "Perhaps I am looking for more," Velmeran replied defensively, but his look argued that she was right. "Sex itself is easy enough for me to find just now. I have had five offers for duty mating since I returned from Vinthra, and I refused them all."


  "What?" she asked incredulously. "Like it or not, you are Velmeran the Magnificent, and you have a certain responsibility to spread your well-ordered genes far and wide."


  "Do you think that I am not aware of that? You are my mate, whether our union has been consummated or not. That is all I care about."


  "Then what are you waiting for? You had the opportunity."


  "I forgot! So what?" he demanded in return.


  It was a good thing that the lift came to a stop at that moment, since it gave him a chance to escape. Consherra took her place at the helm console while Velmeran continued on to the upper bridge. The Methryn had already left orbit and now flew at the head of an arrowhead formation, flanked by her two sister ships as they accelerated casually to light speed. Velmeran saw that Valthyrra was watching him with particular interest; the formality of his appearance did not escape her notice. Mayelna's appearance was almost a mirror of his own except in white. Velmeran saw that his timing continued to be precise; it seemed that she had the same thought in mind.


  "Ah, Meran. Half a moment," Mayelna said, glancing up briefly before returning to the com mike in the arm of her chair. "Three months it is, then?"


  "Right," Commander Schyrrana replied. "Of course, you would need to come in two or three weeks before so that Velmeran can give it a good look and work up a plan. But he can do it."


  Velmeran can do what? he had to wonder. He glanced at Valthyrra, but she only continued to stare at him in a most disconcerting manner.


  "No problem," Mayelna promised. "We will see you then."


  "No problem," Velmeran echoed sarcastically. Mayelna glanced up at him. "Gelvessa Karvand has a little task for you. Nothing on the order of what you just did. Is that all right with you?"


  "Of course," he insisted. "That is my business."


  She triggered her seat to roll back, out of the confines of her console, so that she could stand, moving up closely so that they could speak privately.


  "Meran, are you happy?" she asked simply.


  "Yes, I believe so," Velmeran agreed. "There is much for me to do. But I would take it piece by piece, and it does not frighten me."


  "That is where we are different, you and I," she shrugged at her own helplessness. "Fate never whispers in my ear, the way it seems to take such good care of you. I have decided that, instead of fighting it, I should take advantage of my assets and give you command of this ship in such matters that are my own weakness."


  She glanced over at Velmeran, as if for his approval, and he nodded.


  "It has also occurred to me that this ship has gone entirely too long without a Commander-designate," she continued briskly.


  "I understand," Velmeran replied gently. "That is why I am here."


  "It is not as if Valthyrra has had any trouble deciding... " Mayelna paused and turned to stare at him.


  "What do you mean you understand?"


  "If Valthyrra wants me to command tins ship someday, then I would be happy to do it," he explained. "In fact, I have known for some time that I was being cultivated for that role. Add Consherra to the group, and the three of you are about as subtle as a herd of thark bison. I was fascinated to see which was going to endure longer, Valthyrra's patience or your own stubborn resolution. I also suspect that she knew that I knew."


  "That seems obvious enough," Mayelna said, glancing suspiciously at the camera pod. "She is not at all surprised by this turn of events... just very self-satisfied."


  "Of course I knew," Valthyrra insisted. "I knew that if you did not go to him, then he would eventually come to you."


  Mayelna turned to Velmeran. "Is that what you really want? In just a few short years I would be gone, and you will still be very young."


  "Yes, it is what I want," he agreed. "I have found my purpose. I enjoy flying and I would miss the packs, but it is not enough. My purpose leads me here."


  Mayelna nodded. "I understand that now. Back when you were seeking some meaning and purpose in your life, it was here all along. And you are very, very lucky, Meran. Few people ever find the true meaning and purpose of their lives except in retrospect. I made a mistake, and I am sorry for it. I tried to judge this matter for you, because I thought we were so much alike."


  "We are not so different," Velmeran said. "Perhaps you were thinking only of what you wanted for me. If you had really looked into your heart, you would have known that I would make this same decision."


  "I realize that now," she agreed. "The Aldessan do tell us that our futures lie in shadows, while our pasts are open to the plain light of day. I have been seeking the meaning and purpose of my own life, now that most of my years are behind me. You are the best part of my life, as it turns out. Not only do I leave the best part of myself behind, but something even better. And I am content."


  Velmeran smiled shyly, and allowed her to take him gently in her arms. Valthyrra glanced away, as if to hide tears forming in the lenses of her cameras, while Consherra leaped from her seat and rushed from the bridge. The two Kelvessan were left staring in surprise.


  "Well, there she goes again," Mayelna remarked. "Now what do you suppose got into those two?"


  Velmeran smiled. "Too many wishes coming true at once, if I had to guess."


  "Indeed? Well, the first rule to commanding this ship is to make it clear that only a certain amount of this behavior would be tolerated." She walked over to give the camera pod a sharp rap. "Get under way, you aged hulk! We have work to do."


  "Right away, Commander," Valthyrra replied in an uncertain voice.


  Still flying in close formation, the three carriers cut acceleration from their main drives, diverting that power into their star drives. The immense crystal engines began to glow from deep within, growing steadily brighter as they built to power, and exploded suddenly into life. As one the three ships moved into starflight, each one carried upon twin shafts of brilliant light.


  [image: ]


  BATTLE OF THE RINGS


  (Starwolves 02)


  By


  Thorarinn Gunnarsson


  



  


  Copyright © 1989 by Thorarinn Gunnarsson.


  First Printing: October, 1989



  Cover design by Don Puckey.



  Cover illustration by John Harris.


  Chapter 1


  The prey was a freighter of the D Class, not nearly as massive as the immense bulk freighters but far too large to land itself. Just under two hundred and fifty meters in length, it was shiny white with new paint and its boxlike hull was unusually trim for a cargo ship, although obviously too wide and heavy for a warship. Remarkable as well was its speed, for its drives developed the power of a freighter half its size. And it was a lure for any pirate who could take her.


  The hunters were nine large freighters with down-swept wings, as black as space and as fast as death. These were wolf ships and their pilots were Kelvessan, the dread Starwolves. Exposed to stresses few other creatures – and certainly no human – could endure, they closed upon their prey with deadly purpose and accuracy. They could not see their target, but they sensed its every movement. They tracked their prey by the image they received in their minds from its tremendous power emissions, the low, echoing pulse of its stardrive marking it as a company ship and legitimate prey.


  As the pack moved into range, the fighters broke formation to move into attack position. The lead fighter, that of the pack leader, moved in close behind the freighter for the first run, but hesitated. Velmeran knew that this run was his to make, and yet he had the vague, unexplainable feeling that he should not – that he must not. Not because this freighter was a danger in itself; in his short career he had sprung three traps already. But something was wrong. He had always trusted these feelings in the past, and yet he could see no cause to terminate this run. His one concession was to move slightly out of line to the position where he normally watched attack runs.


  That move did not appear to surprise the others. They trusted him, perhaps more than Velmeran trusted himself. Baress moved up to take his place in line, maneuvering to align his cannons. The objective of the attack run was simple enough: the stardrive had to be wrecked to bring a ship out of starflight. A bolt had to strike and fracture the crystal of the drive itself, and that strike had to be on the very edge. A miss might do undesirable damage to the ship, while a strike too far inside would dissipate in the drive thrust. This ship was small and fast, and they would be lucky to get within ten kilometers of a target they could not see in the first place.


  The ship executed a series of evasive maneuvers that did nothing to shake loose its pursuit. Before the helm computer could be set up for another set of dodges and turns, Baress seized the moment and rushed in. He fired a quick volley as he passed, missing the star drive by a fraction but raking the hull of the ship. As he dropped back to return to the pack, Tregloran moved up to make his own run. Although he would never quite equal his teacher in skill, he was learning quickly. He was already as good a pilot as Baress, who had flown special tactics for years; if one missed the target, the other would not.


  "Scatter!"


  At Velmeran's order, the fighters broke without hesitation and shot away as fast as they could. Velmeran had saved them from traps too often for them to question his judgment. Salran's pack, flying watch a short distance back, turned quickly away as well. And the Methryn, pacing the hunt, charged her main cannons as she closed. Curiously, the only one who did not follow that order was Velmeran himself. He continued to pace the freighter closely.


  "Velmeran, what are you doing?" Valthyrra Methryn demanded over com. "Is that thing a trap, or not?"


  "No, this is no trap," he answered. "That was the only way I knew to get Tregloran off her tail before he shot her."


  "Then would you kindly explain yourself?"


  "I doubt that I can. I am putting my reputation on the line."


  "You already have. So, tell!"


  "I want you to make contact with that ship."


  On the Methryn's bridge, Valthyrra brought her camera pod around to stare in astonishment at the commander. Mayelna only shrugged both sets of arms and sat back in her chair to watch.


  "You want me to talk to it?" she asked with obvious disdain. "It phases like a company ship... Well, it has happened before."


  She opened a new signal on the commercial band, trusting that she was within range of the weak achronic transceivers of Union technology, linking it to the channel she kept to the fighters for Velmeran to hear.


  "Attention, unidentified ship!" she snapped in her best authoritative voice. "Identify yourself immediately."


  There was a very long pause. Valthyrra was quick to grow impatient, mostly because she was afraid that he was right. "Well?"


  "Give them a moment," Velmeran insisted. "They have been badly shaken. How would you feel if you found Starwolves on your tail?"


  "Annoyed."


  "Hello? This is Captain Garkelley of the Velka."


  "Name your company and home port," Valthyrra demanded.


  "No company. We are independent freighters."


  Valthyrra swore privately before she reopened her channels. "Velka, drop to one quarter light speed and stand by to be taken on board. You are not under attack, but you will be destroyed if you make any hostile moves. What is your status?"


  "Our hull is penetrated, near the engine compartment," Garkelley replied. "We do not have the crew to handle this situation."


  "Do what you can," she told him, then muted that channel. "Velmeran, have you had a chance for a close look?"


  "Good enough," he responded. "The good Captain told the truth. Baress clipped the cover of the engine housing and put some long tears in her hull where her engineering section should be. No real structural or mechanical damage, though. Their leakage is minimal, since my scanners detect only traces of escaping atmosphere."


  "Keep an eye on that ship," she told him before muting that channel as well. She turned to Mayelna, who was watching it all with calm detachment. "Well, you certainly seem to be taking it all in stride."


  Mayelna shrugged, unconcerned. "What is there for me to worry about? He took care of the problem, and I have you to pick up the pieces."


  "You are the Commander of this ship," Valthyrra reminded her.


  "I have not forgotten. But we have worked out an agreement. I am the Commander of the Methryn as a ship. Velmeran is the Commander of the Methryn as a fighting force. You are the Methryn, and quite able to take care of yourself in the first place. That situation pleases me. He knows far more of what is going on out there."


  "Yes, he does seem to know," Valthyrra agreed, glancing down at the lower bridge where officers hurried about their duties. "How does he know?"


  Mayelna glanced up at her. "He is out there. He sees..."


  "Yes, I know. He sees things that no one else can see. He bases conclusions on things that no one else would notice. He can devise foolproof plans on the most careful, precise logic and then avert disaster on the wildest hunch. And he is always right."


  Mayelna looked at her in surprise. "That is what you wanted, is it not? You should be happy."


  "Oh, I am happy," the ship was quick to agree. "There is nothing wrong, but something still bothers me. There is an alarm sounding in a dark corner of my memory cells, but I cannot remember. All I understand is that it is far more important than it seems."


  By that time the Methryn had overtaken the damaged freighter and was closing to take it on board, opening her left holding bay to receive it.


  "Captain Garkelley?"


  "Yes?"


  "I am going to take you into one of my holding bays for repairs," she explained. "There is a regular ship's atmosphere inside the bay, kept in by a restraining field even when the doors are open. It might be a little cold for your tastes, but you can live there. I want you to completely secure your ship as if you were already at dock at a station, all fields, drives, and major power systems shut down."


  She did not wait for his response. She had already positioned herself so that the open bay was already over the small freighter, and began to descend on top of it. Two pairs of long handling arms reached down to lock securely to the hull of the Velka and draw it into the bay. The arms retracted into their holding position and locked into place, and the vast doors began to close. She had already ordered her fighters on board as well, with special emphasis for Velmeran to get himself to the holding bay as soon as he could.


  As soon as her ships were safely on board, the Methryn turned and began to gather speed gently, so slowly that most of her crewmembers were not even aware that she was moving. This was special consideration for her human passengers, who might not have survived her normal accelerations.


  Velmeran landed as quickly as he could and hurried to the holding bay, where Mayelna and Valthyrra waited as the docking tube swung into place. Mayelna was in the white armor of an officer, a short cape of matching white snapped into place at her collar to lend a look of authority. Valthyrra hovered nearby in the form of one of her probes, the most lethal of her automations. A pack of pilots in black armor served as an impromptu security force, while Dyenlerra and her medical remotes waited behind. This looked to Velmeran more like a boarding party than a group of rescuers.


  "Ah, Velmeran," Valthyrra said, the retractable neck of her probe bent well around to stare at him. "Do you expect any trouble?"


  "No, not really."


  "None at all?" she insisted, still staring at him.


  "I expect no violence, if that is what you mean," he corrected himself. "Trouble is something you already have. All you could want is waiting at the end of this docking tube."


  "I was aware of that," Valthyrra said, drifting toward the door of the docking tube as it snapped open. "Shall we go have a look at it?"


  She drifted quickly down the length of the tube and opened the outer door of the lock, which revealed the closed docking hatch of the Velka. A moment later they could hear the locking mechanisms inside the hatch release with hollow clangs and thumps, and the door began to move slowly inward as if under stress. Outer hull doors always opened inward, so that internal pressure kept them sealed even when mechanical locks failed. That worked against it now, however, since the freighter kept a slightly higher pressure. The Kelvessan were hit by a rush of what seemed to them warm air, and the door opened easily.


  A small, thin man stepped forward in a very businesslike manner in the hatchway. The Traders were themselves a race apart, as adapted after many generations to life in space as nature would allow. They were nearly as small as the Kelvessan, thin and wiry and well-muscled against the stresses of acceleration. They were also shrewdly intelligent, especially so for humans in their declining age. There was something about the appearance and bearing of this man which suggested that a cold, almost hostile shrewdness was his major trait.


  He made a brief gesture of acknowledgment. "I am Captain Larn Garkelley of the Velka, independent freighter."


  "I am Valthyrra Methryn," the ship responded, and indicated right and left with her camera pod. "This is Commander Mayelna, and Commander-designate Velmeran."


  Garkelley was shaken at the mention of that final name, turning visibly pale as he stared at the young pack leader.


  "I must inquire as to the condition of your crew," Valthyrra distracted him subtly. "Does anyone require medical assistance?"


  "No... No, we are all quite well," Garkelley answered hesitantly.


  "Then we will assist you in patching your hull and replacing the damaged plate, and deliver you to your destination," Valthyrra continued briskly. "Also, we will ensure that your engines are recalibrated to phase at the proper levels."


  "Oh, there is no need for that," Garkelley was quick to assure her. "We would not want to trouble you."


  "You have already caused us more trouble than you are worth, and your ship will not be released until the modifications are complete," Valthyrra told him plainly. "You must be aware that your phase levels are how we are able to tell independents from company ships."


  "Of course, but that is not important." His righteous indignation flared. "It seems to me that it is your responsibility to be more certain of the ships you pillage."


  "You seem to forget that the Traders owe their very existence to our protection of their trade rights," Mayelna said in harsh warning. "The Union would not tolerate you if they could help it. We have always hunted them out of various freight lanes so that you can have the trade. The only responsibility you have in return is to properly identify yourselves."


  "Of course, Commander," Garkelley was quick to agree.


  "Why were your engines phasing out of sequence anyway?" Valthyrra asked.


  "That is what we would like to know!" A young woman stepped from the hatch to join them. Angry mutterings of agreement from Velka's airlock indicated that she was the leader of a potential mutiny.


  "We had a bad star drive that barely got us into Tarvan Station," the younger officer continued. "Garkelley was our freight and trade officer then. We had to leave Captain Wanesher to live out his last few days in the station hospital. Before we had a chance to refit, Garkelley arranged a deal with Dallord Trade for a new engine at a bargain price, free fitting and a five-year contract on a series of runs that their own ships would not dare to fight. It seemed a very good deal at the time, good enough for Garkelley to take the Captain's chair."


  "You knew at the time that we were taking a risk," Garkelley countered. "We had to get under way immediately. There was no time to recalibrate."


  "Yes, we did agree, but for just that first run. That engine was to be recalibrated at Laerdaycon Station. You told us that it was. But you put it off because you wanted to impress Dallord by making up the lost time on their schedule."


  "You are out of line, Mersans!" Garkelley said hotly.


  "You are out of line," Mersans retorted. "The crew is more than ready to call a meeting."


  Garkelley regarded her coldly. "You will not find it so easy to depose a Captain."


  "That is already decided, when a Captain nearly loses his ship to his own foolishness," she declared, then turned abruptly to the Starwolves. "Speaking for the crew of the Velka, I ask you to no longer treat with this man as the Captain of this ship."


  "Your affairs are your own, and we want no part of it," Valthyrra answered. "We will deal with your new Captain when one is selected."


  "That will not take half an hour."


  "Half an hour, then," Valthyrra agreed as she turned to leave, followed by the Starwolves. Garkelley hurried back into the Velka's airlock, upset but seemingly unconcerned about the outcome of this meeting.


  But Mersans hesitated, then quickly laid a hand on Velmeran's shoulder before he was gone. Then, remembering who she had touched, she withdrew the hand as if it had been burned. "Forgive me... "


  "Do not be afraid of me," he assured her.


  "I am sorry that we are such trouble," she began uncertainly. "I am Kella Mersans, helm and navigator of the Velka."


  "And would-be Captain?"


  "No, I want nothing for myself," she insisted sincerely. "Once we are rid of Garkelley, I intend to make my own nomination for Captain. But I must know, before this begins, if... when we were first aware of you, if we had tried to contact you instead of run, if you would have listened."


  "Of course," he told her. "We are cautious, for our own safety. If you had not run, we would have stayed away until we found out why. Ships that do not run are usually traps. But when you sound like a company freighter and run like one, we can only assume that you are one."


  "Our mistake was in running, then?"


  "Certainly. We used to tell Traders from Company ships by whether or not they ran. Traders would drop out of starflight to give us a close look at themselves, while the company ships had no choice. Then the Traders began to use a distinctive phase level."


  "Why do they not set their phase levels to fool you?" she asked.


  "They still do for passenger ships, since we will not touch those. But that would not work very long, for we would go back to asking Traders to stop and identify themselves. Garkelley chose to run?"


  Mersans nodded. "I was not on the bridge at the time, but I knew what was wrong when we began dodging. We must have been taking forty G's into those turns, so I could only make progress toward the bridge between maneuvers. By the time I got there, it was over. He said that you contacted him?"


  "Valthyrra did."


  "How did she know?"


  "I told her," Velmeran said. "That was my pack on your tail."


  "How did you know?"


  "Trade secret," he answered simply. "I am a pack leader and Commander-designate, and that means something. Mostly it means that I am not allowed to make mistakes."


  "That is something easier said than done," Kella observed, then hesitated even as she turned to the airlock. "Commander, were you the one who shot us?"


  "No, that was Baress, my second," he said. "I would not have missed."


  Kella had no desire to dispute that, and hurried on into her own ship. Velmeran turned and followed the others down the docking tube, joining Mayelna and Valthyrra at the end.


  "Interesting group of people," Velmeran remarked, turning to the lift doors on the other side of the corridor.


  "To say the least," Mayelna agreed. "What did she want?"


  "She wants to be certain of her charges against her Captain," he explained. "She believes that he should have gotten on the com when he saw us coming, instead of running."


  "That goes without saying," Valthyrra agreed.


  "So I told her," Velmeran said. "She says that she does not want the position herself. But whether she wants it or not, I have the feeling that it is hers."


  "Then we will consider that a fact," Valthyrra remarked cryptically.


  Before Velmeran could ask for an explanation, the lift doors snapped open.


  "I will see you on the bridge," she said quickly, and withdrew her presence from the automaton. The machine turned and drifted off, seeking its mounting cradle. Mayelna pulled Velmeran into the lift.


  "Valthyrra is quite beside herself over something," Mayelna began as soon as the lift was moving. "And it has something to do with you. How did you know? There was nothing to indicate that it was not a company ship."


  Velmeran shook his head slowly. "I do not know. It is not normal... "


  "Since when have you worried about being a normal, ordinary Starwolf?" she asked. "You can tell me. I am, at this point, prepared to accept anything."


  "Well, there are times, more and more often lately, when I know things that I could not possibly know," he explained hesitantly. "It used to be that I was alert to clues that no one else could find. Now there are times when I know answers when even I can see no clues."


  "You have already proven that."


  "Also, there are times that I hear the thoughts of others calling out to me," he continued with even greater reluctance. "That is how I knew this time. It seems that I often hear thoughts of fear and desperation during a run. But this time I heard thoughts of indignation as well, that they were Traders and should be immune."


  "Telepathy?" Mayelna mused, and shrugged. "Why the hell not? We have always had the ability to sense high-energy emissions. We generally do not think about it, but it must be some form of telepathy. Must be our Aldessan heritage. They are tremendous telepaths."


  "But why should I be the first Kelvessan telepath?" Velmeran protested.


  "Why indeed?" the Commander laughed. "Meran, it does not surprise me at all. I have always said that fate must have conversations with your subconscious, and now I see that it must be true. Why have you said nothing?"


  "It was not the type of thing that I felt confident to talk about. Not until I gave myself away. When you are the first known telepath in the history of your race, you tend to keep it to yourself."


  "Velmeran, I am going to arrange more matings for you," Mayelna said briskly. "It is now more important than ever to reproduce your traits."


  That suggestion was a logical one, and with considerable merit. The females of their race, at those rare times when they knew that they were likely to conceive, often arranged a mating in the hope that desired traits would be passed on to their offspring. At that time there was no Kelvessan whose genes were in greater demand than Velmeran's. Nor was there a male more reluctant to mate.


  "Consherra...," he protested weakly.


  "Consherra would be the first to agree," Mayelna insisted. He knew that it was the truth, but he had no wish to discuss it.


  "I also want you to work on developing your talents," Mayelna continued. "Valthyrra might be able to help you with that. It will be interesting to see the extent of your talents."


  * * * *


  "The object of this first exercise is simple enough," Consherra explained as she shuffled a deck of large, stiff plastic cards between her four hands. "I will draw a card and you will determine the symbol that is pictured on it."


  "I take it that I am not shown the symbols on the cards?" Velmeran asked innocently. They were seated together on the floor of Consherra's cabin. The Methryn's helm was surrounded by various items that Valthyrra and Dyenlerra had helped her collect. A portable medical scanner was aimed at his back, although Consherra insisted that this was only an exercise, not a test.


  "Concentrate!" Consherra ordered, drawing the first card so that he could not see it. He stared, she noticed, not at the card but at her. After an instant his expression became one of surprise.


  "Where did you get these silly cards?" he asked incredulously.


  She shrugged helplessly. "They are the only cards that I could find. Thrynna uses them with her first-level students – most of them have not yet learned to read. Just tell me what it is."


  "It looks like a thark bison," he replied.


  "You are not sure?"


  "I have never seen a real thark bison."


  She placed that card on the floor and selected another. "And this?"


  "Terrestrial horse."


  "And..."


  "Quan rat."


  "Do you have any idea how you know?" Consherra asked suddenly, her hand on the card she did not draw.


  "I am doing it the easy way," he replied. "You are looking at the card for me. I see the image in your mind. In fact, you are thinking so hard that you are practically shouting at me."


  "That is what I suspected," she remarked. "Can you guess the card before I draw it?"


  "Now, that is harder," Velmeran said, and concentrated. "Tharnlak. Flordan. Sivan. Langie. And a very large dog."


  Consherra glanced quickly at the next five cards and frowned. "Harder, you say? Because you have to probe the identity of the card itself?"


  "I suppose so," he agreed. "All I know is that it is harder."


  Consherra laid out several cards facedown, including a few that she had already used. "Find the Quan rat."


  Velmeran indicated a card but did not pick it up. Consherra looked at the card, then glanced at him. "Find the langie."


  When he indicated the stack of discarded cards, she made a disgusted sound. "And the wolf?"


  Velmeran indicated a card without hesitation.


  Consherra stared in surprise. "How can that be? I was making that up!"


  She lifted the card and set it down again. "Damn! Well, so much for that."


  Velmeran stared at her as she began to collect the cards. "What is wrong? How did I do?"


  "You did perfect," she told him. "But what about the wolf?"


  She lifted the card for him, revealing it to be a wolf. "I had no idea what cards I put down. Either chance outsmarted me, or I have a touch of your own talent."


  She set the cards aside and picked up a small cardboard box, which she placed on the floor in front of him. "There are several objects in the box. Name as many as you can."


  Velmeran stared at the box a moment before glancing over at her. "More children's games?"


  "No, not at all."


  "I can see that." He stared at the box a moment longer. "There are five plastic figures that I identify as large reptilian forms, perhaps Terrestrial dinosaurs. Please do not ask me the type; paleontology was never one of my strong suits, although I do consider these ruling diapsids of the Mesozoic. There are several coins of various types, mostly copper and bronze although one is almost pure silver. There are four machine parts of types that I cannot begin to identify. There is a pan, a rubber ball, and... teeth?"


  "Human dentures... that is Dyenlerra's contribution," Consherra explained. "And do not look so horrified. Our teeth might be self-repairing, but humans are not so lucky. Anything else?"


  "There is a photograph," he said.


  "Of what?"


  "How should I know? It is dark in there."


  Consherra rolled her eyes to indicate her impatience with him. Velmeran frowned as well. He had little desire to be a part of this from the beginning, and now he was convinced that this was only more trouble for him, much more than it was worth. His new talents held no fascination for him. Instead they had frightened him from the first, not in themselves but because they were one more way in which he differed from his own kind. He was alone, and he would always be alone. Even Consherra, as much as she meant to him, could not fill that strange longing he had for someone just like himself.


  "Velmeran, what is it?" Consherra asked, noticing his distraction. "What is it about this that troubles you?"


  Velmeran glanced up at her, and was about to tell her that she could not understand. Then he caught himself. She had always made an effort to understand him, and she did know him better than anyone else could.


  "I am not certain," he said at last. "Velmeran the Magnificent has grown somewhat, coming even closer to immortal status. Perhaps he is becoming a little too complex for me."


  Consherra nodded. Velmeran the Magnificent was their own term for a living legend, his own alter ego, the great one who had lead the raid on Vannkarn and five more missions just like that. He was the person that Velmeran became when duty required. But the real Velmeran was simple, sensitive, and often insecure. Only she knew him as he really was.


  "I understand," she said slowly, and glanced up at him. "Velmeran, do you still dream of what our race will become when the war is over and we are free?"


  "Of course," he replied. "That dream gives me the courage to do what I must. If I lose that dream, then I will be no more than an ordinary pilot."


  "Well, I believe that you are leading us along the path to what we will become," she continued. "You have many special talents, not all of them psychic. But being a leader, you are in front of the rest, alone and by yourself. I understand the sadness that is a part of your life, since you must pay for this greater dream with all your own personal dreams. I wish that I could make your sadness and hurt go away and still your longing, but I cannot. You need the understanding of someone like yourself, which I am not. No one is like you, but I think that you are not so different as you believe."


  "Perhaps you do know me well," he conceded. "But if I am not Kelvessan, then what am I?"


  "Something more," Consherra said, pointing to the medical scanner aimed at his back. "Dyenlerra wants to study you very closely. The suggestion has been made that you are a mutation, perhaps the first evolutionary step our race has taken since our creation. In short, you are the real Kelvessan. We are only the prototype."


  Chapter 2


  The palatial structure in the mountains south of Vannkarn was called Rane Manor after its first owner, although the dynasty he had founded now bore the name Lake. This was not the original mansion; few things built by man could survive chance accident and natural disaster that long. In all those years, fifty thousand in all, only one thing had remained unchanged: the same family had ruled there in a line of descent that had remained unbroken. The family name had changed often and clan leaders had frequently turned to the offspring of near or distant cousins to adopt an heir.


  Richart Lake had come to that high position with the sudden if not unexpected death of his grandfather hardly a year before. Richart was not the same sort of man Jon Lake had been, and the sector already reflected his changes. Jon Lake had been philosophical and reflective, while Richart was calculating and coldly efficient. He ran the sector as he had run Farstell Trade, as a business, a tool to control the population, with definite goals to be met and a profit to be made. And he was in his own way even stronger.


  Donalt Trace, the Sector Commander, was like neither of those two. He disdained both government and business; according to his own philosophy, a society existed primarily to serve the needs of its military. His whole life had been shaped around the single, all-important task of defeating Starwolves. Richart, on the other hand, had been taught that the Starwolves were a threat that could not be effectively countered, a problem that could be quietly worked around but never eliminated. That was perhaps their main difference. Donalt would have them always fighting, while Richart knew that they could not win. Neither of them had an effective solution. Until now.


  Jon Lake had divided the two great tasks of his life between his two successors. Donalt had inherited the problem that the Starwolves represented, but Richart had received the greater responsibility of ensuring the survival of their race. The human species was in rapid decline, too long apart from the rules of natural selection that had shaped their very being. Weak and defective traits had polluted the genetic resources of the entire species. A large portion of their race was impaired physically or mentally beyond the ability to function normally. This escalating problem was a drain of resources that the Union would be unable to afford before long.


  Richart Lake was the key supporter of a daring, even dangerous plan to correct this problem. His grandfather had first proposed to trim back the population of the Union by at least half. Forced sterilization would be employed on a large-scale basis, having already begun on those with severe mental or physical impairments. But those standards would slowly be increased to include everyone below a certain intelligence level or a victim of any physical defect, a subsidized return of natural selection, while genetic enhancement would be used to predispose groups of people to certain tasks.


  The problem of enforcing that plan was obvious. The implement of the first phase, four months earlier, had led to unrest on every Union world, rioting on twenty and the complete overthrow of Union authority on one. Before the next phase could be put into effect, the full force of the military would be needed to intimidate or punish the general population into compliance. And for that, the problem of the Starwolves must somehow be eliminated. That last point was vital, for the Starwolves would quickly use the Union's troubles to defeat it.


  And that was Donalt Trace's specialty.


  Trace had been nervously pacing the hall outside Richart Lake's office in Rane Manor for the past half hour. Now he straightened his back cautiously and eased himself into a chair. Circumstance had not been kind to him these past two years. He had just finished with a series of operations to reconstruct his ruined back, blasted by a bolt from a Starwolf's gun. Nor had his reputation survived the raid on Vannkarn unaffected, in spite of his uncle's best efforts to protect him. Then the old Councilor had died suddenly, leaving him to fend for himself while still immobilized by his injuries and his new weapon only half built. As the new Councilor, Richart had shown him little support and had gone so far as to consider his replacement.


  But now that they needed him for their purposes, they could not be nicer. The door to the inner office opened and Richart Lake stepped out. Trace rose as quickly as he dared, hoping that he was not betrayed by the pain in his back. His real condition was such that, had it been an officer in his command, he would have restricted the man from space travel and certainly combat duty.


  "Hello, Don. I'm glad that you could make it," Lake greeted him cordially enough, almost enthusiastically.


  "No problem," Trace assured him, stepping into the office as the other held the door for him.


  "Please excuse the mess," Lake said as he pulled the door shut, indicating the boxes, files, and temporary access terminals that littered the room. He showed Trace a chair in front of the desk and hurried around to take his own seat behind. "I'm afraid that we are only now getting matters straightened up and back into working order. Next week we move into the new government building, but it will be at least a year before we return to the same level of efficiency we had before the Starwolves brought the roof down on top of us. Farstell was a lot easier to put back together."


  "Farstell had the advantage of duplicate records as shipping and receiving ports and factories," Trace pointed out. "There was a lot gone from the government and military offices that can never be replaced."


  "True enough," Lake agreed, and leaned back in his seat. "I have received a full report on the space trials of your new ship."


  "So? What do you think?"


  "It is slow... "


  "It was never meant for speed," Trace replied. "Just as long as it can get itself where it needs to be."


  "Then you are satisfied with the machine?" Lake asked.


  "Yes, I am," the Sector Commander replied without hesitation. "It is everything that I had hoped it would be. It accelerates and handles perfectly. The computer network and channeled power grid work as well in real life as they did on paper."


  "And the sentient command computer?"


  Trace shrugged. "Again, it was perfect in its operation. It is no more or less than it needs to be. As you know, it has intelligence, independent reasoning capabilities, and self-awareness, it can take care of itself, but it will also follow orders without question. It is not a living, thinking, feeling being like the Star-wolf carriers, but we did not want that in the first place."


  "No, we did not," Lake agreed thoughtfully.


  "And it can fight," Trace continued. "We ran it through twenty-eight simulated attacks by Starwolves. Everything we know they have, we threw at it. It survived every attack, and won more than half of the engagements that we played through."


  Lake glanced up at him. "No problem for you, I trust? I mean, you are still fairly fresh from your last surgery."


  "No, no problem," Trace assured him. "As you pointed out, the machine is no light cruiser. We took at most a momentary five G's, otherwise no more than sustained three."


  "Then you will be along for its first mission?"


  "Yes, I must. I expect that we will have no problem the first time that we meet Starwolves, since they will not be prepared for what my beauty can do. Assuming they survive, they are likely to run crying for Velmeran to slay this dragon for them. And Velmeran is the one unpredictable element. If he shows up, then I want to be there."


  "Well, that is just the problem," Lake said, leaning back heavily in his chair. "The Fortress is a strong defensive weapon. Put one of these in a system and you are drawing an imaginary line that you dare any Starwolf to cross. I do not like having to use our only Fortress as a combat lesson. But we need that ship at Tryalna if we are going to retake and hold that system. The Starwolves know what the revolt and secession of a major system will mean for the Union, and they are going to fight to keep it free.


  "We have to do something about the Starwolves if we are going to be respected. They have been having their way with us ever since they broke into Vannkarn. And you can bet that Tryalna would not have been so quick to revolt if they had not been certain that the Starwolves would protect them."


  Richart Lake sat back for a moment, deep in thought. Trace knew that he was being lectured one last time before being sent off to complete his assigned task, but he accepted it in good grace. The unfortunate reality was that if he wanted the High Council to give him more of these very expensive ships, then he had to listen attentively to a certain amount of advice and words of wisdom.


  "Do you believe that you can defeat a Starwolf carrier with this machine?" Lake asked after a moment.


  "Yes, I know I can," Trace replied quickly and certainly.


  "Just stay away from Velmeran, if you can. He has a bag of tricks for every situation. His is a problem that we must work around, for now."


  Trace looked up at him. "Quite to the contrary, I should think. Velmeran is a problem that we cannot ignore; if we can eliminate him, the rest will be comparatively easy. This is my best chance to defeat him, before the Starwolves can develop any strategy against this new weapon."


  The Councilor considered that. "You might well be right. But you must also take whoever comes your way. I'm glad that you were able to get Maeken Kea to captain your ship, especially since the Krand sector helped us put up so much of the cost."


  "She is the best that I could find. True military geniuses are few and far between these days."


  "Geniuses of any type are few and far between anymore. That is why the situation is becoming so critical. We have to save ourselves while we are still smart enough to be able to do it. You will be on your way, then?"


  "We have to get to Tryalna in time to do some good."


  "Then I must allow you to be about your business," Lake said, and leaned over the desk to shake his hand. "Good luck, Don. I cannot tell you how important this is. But if you lose this ship because of your personal grudge against Velmeran, I'll hang you out to dry when you get back."


  "Don't worry about that. Besides, if I don't win, there probably will be nothing left of me to send back."


  Maeken Kea was not at all sure she liked this. She had arrived on a military courier late the previous night, shown to a room – a suite – that was opulent beyond even her rank and reputation, and then pushed on board a small passenger shuttle the next morning to find herself in the company of no less than Sector Commander Donalt Trace. Now they were on their way back into space with an air of calm stealthiness that left her very uneasy.


  Maeken was smart enough to figure a few things out for herself, since the Sector Commander sported a self-satisfied wait-and-see attitude toward this affair. She had been relieved of her command while she had still been trying to get her battleship into dock, informed that she was now attached to Union High Command. Her orders vaguely mentioned a new command. Well, she had heard a rumor that Donalt Trace was off his deathbed and running trials on a new ship that was supposed to be a match for a Starwolf carrier.


  She did not much care for the prospect of commanding a ship designed to equal a Starwolf carrier, since it implied that she would be fighting Starwolves. She had once fought Starwolves and won, holding on to a very valuable piece of property her sector had wanted for a long time. A short but successful career bore out the fact that she was probably the Union's best tactical genius. But she had no false pride in that regard. She knew that she could not take on the likes of Velmeran or Tryn or Schyr anna and hope to win. And she certainly did not want to fight Starwolves under the command of someone like Donalt Trace. Rumor made him out to be either a fool or a madman, and either one was dangerous.


  "What led you to choose the military?" Trace asked suddenly. Maeken glanced up, startled from her own thoughts.


  "I hesitate to mention it, but it is really just an indulgence of my childhood fantasy," she explained. "I love big ships."


  The Sector Commander laughed. "I might just have a ship for you! Would you be willing to fight Starwolves?"


  Maeken shifted uneasily. "Do you mind if I do not answer at once? Yes, I would fight Starwolves if I had the right weapon. Do you have one to offer?"


  "Your judgment of my new ship will be your answer?" Trace asked.


  "If I think that I could defeat Starwolves with it, I might just be willing to try."


  Trace nodded. "That is reasonable. Of course, the burden of responsibility will not be yours alone. I will be going along with you, at least this first time out. The two of us together should be as smart and any Starwolf Commander."


  "Including Velmeran?"


  "I hope so. But it is not our business to track down Velmeran or any other Starwolf. We are on our way to Tryalna to secure the planet against a Starwolf counterattack while our forces reestablish firm control."


  "Your weapon has such power?" she asked.


  He nodded. "You see, the Starwolves were designed for a specific purpose, a very specific set of rules, and our mistake has always been in playing according to their rules. This new ship is designed to bring the advantage to our side, forcing them to play according to our rules. Their high-speed attacks, their swift reflexes, and ability to endure crushing stresses will no longer be of worth to them. We now have shields to counter their big guns, guns of our own powerful enough to pierce their shields. Look."


  Maeken brushed back her pale brown hair and leaned toward the window to see that they were overtaking a temporary station of some size. Temporary stations, as the name implied, were meant for temporary use, able to move where they were needed under their own power and be ready for immediate service. This one was clearly meant for military use, for she could see at a glance that it was heavily armored and sported cannons inside retractable turrets large enough to swallow their shuttle. But it was also dull black, nearly invisible against the stars in spite of its vast size. Starwolf color. Then she understood only too well.


  "Your ship?" she asked simply.


  Trace nodded. "This is what we call a Fortress."


  "Impressive," Maeken remarked, recovering from her surprise. "Of course, I know that you are too smart to believe that simply building a bigger battleship than they have will give you any special advantage. What does this beast have that makes it so special?"


  "Look at its design," Trace said. "Begin with the engines. Notice that it has no main drives, just clusters of stardrives."


  That much she could see. The engines were arranged in hexagonal clusters of seven large drives, six on the outside with one in the center. The engine clusters were themselves arranged in a flattened hexagon on the rear of the drive housing, six outside with two, side by side, inside. They were large engines, at least half the size of the immense crystal drives that the Starwolves somehow synthesized for their carriers. And like the Starwolf ships, they had armored plates that closed like doors to protect them. Each engine also had a protective flaring that made shooting out a running drive very difficult.


  "Each engine is a self-contained unit," Trace explained. "Each is a module that contains its own generator, drive system, and controls. The same is true for each major cannon, which consists of generator, gun, and retractable focusing turret. These modules simply slip into sockets in the hull, where they merge with the central computer system. It is possible to change out every engine and cannon on this ship in only five hours' time.


  "The hull is composed of heavy armored plates, sloped to shed heavy bolts by deflection. Each plate is covered by a thin sheet of quartzite which, when infused with a defensive shield, becomes impenetrable to any bolt or missile the Starwolves can throw against it. In that way the body of the ship serves as an indestructible platform for its engines and cannons, which are the only vulnerable points."


  "And, as such, you have designed those areas for rapid damage control and repair," Maeken observed.


  Trace nodded approvingly. "Exactly. A convoy of tenders will follow the Fortress – at a discreet distance. Engines and cannon modules are transported end to end in special racks that have their own drive units.


  "This ship has the firepower and shielding of a major planetary defense system. Its cannons have nearly the power and range of those of a Starwolf carrier. But we have more guns; we can inflict more damage, and endure more damage, in the same amount of time. And, if a battle breaks out for a short time, we can repair our damage, while they cannot."


  "I like it so far," Maeken said. "But I see one flaw. What about their conversion cannon? They might hesitate to use it on a planetary target, but it would be the ideal weapon against this machine."


  "It would seem so, yes," Trace agreed. "They can convert enough mass to destroy a world in a single shot. But the Fortress can divert the energy of all its generators into a single defensive shell of tremendous power. Even damaged guns and engines can supply power, as long as their generators are opera tive. Simulations have shown that it can turn even that."


  "And this beast can move?" Maeken asked, staring out the window as they rounded the nose of the Fortress. The main forward battery was located here, as well as two more engine clusters to provide reverse thrust.


  "Yes, it accelerates and handles as well as a Class A bulk freighter. Not all that fast for a warship, but that can get it where it needs to be."


  "But it cannot actively chase down a Starwolf carrier." Mae ken stated the obvious. "Then what is to keep them from simply ignoring it? If it was in my way, I would simply go around it."


  "I suppose they will, when they simply want to get past. But it cannot simply be ignored if it is guarding an inner world we want protected, or in orbit over a colony they want us to leave alone. Then they will have to deal with it first."


  Maeken considered that for a moment, and shrugged. "You seem to have thought of everything."


  "So, what do you think?" Trace asked. "Do you believe that you could fight Starwolves with this?"


  Maeken looked at him sharply. "Are you giving me any choice?"


  "Of course," he insisted. "If you think that this is not right for you, that you cannot use it to best advantage, then you are completely free to return to your former command and tell your Sector Commander that Donalt Trace is as mad as rumor makes him out to be."


  Maeken leaned back in her seat and sighed heavily. "You are mad. And so am I, for that matter. Crazy as Treyvestrian Knock Beetles, so I guess that we were meant for each other. Who wants to grow old, anyway?"


  "Well, they are safely gone," Velmeran observed. The Velka, flying again under her own power, was cruising into the system as if she had made the entire run herself, rather than suspended in the belly of a Starwolf carrier. The Methryn held back; she had business elsewhere.


  "I was beginning to wish that you had blasted them when you had the chance," Valthyrra told him quietly, turning her camera; pod away from the main viewscreen.


  "Have they really caused that much trouble?" Velmeran asked. "They never even came out of their ship."


  "All the same, that is the last that I want to see of Traders,"' Valthyrra insisted. "I have never before had a murder on my decks."


  "Attempted murder," he corrected her. "A very near miss."


  "Well, Kella Mersans is their Captain now, just as I expected she would be, and she will keep them under firm control."


  "You expected?" Mayelna asked, looking up from her monitor for the first time. "Was that a premonition?"


  "No, just an intelligent guess," he insisted. "I refuse to believe in foretelling. The future is a variable. It can be predicted, in the honest sense of the word, but I cannot believe that anyone can actually see visions of what will come to pass."


  "Still, I wish that you would keep an open mind on this and any subject," Mayelna said. "That is the only way to find out what you can do."


  "I cannot help wondering what we will do if these talents turn out to be fairly widespread," Valthyrra added. "I suppose that we could carve up old drives to make crystal balls."


  "I hope that the two of you enjoy your fun at my expense," Velmeran said coldly, and turned to Valthyrra. "And yes, I have had others come to me about developing their own talents. In fact, I already have two promising students."


  Valthyrra's lenses nearly popped out of her pod. "How did you know what I was thinking?"


  Velmeran looked at her in mock surprise. "I thought that we had already established that."


  "Yes, but I have chips for brains... as the Commander phrases it. How can you possibly read a mechanical mind?"


  "How should I know? I am a simple telepath, not the Oracle of Delphi."


  "Wait a minute!" Mayelna said, calling him back. "Who are these promising students of yours?"


  "Well, Consherra is becoming fairly good at her own card game. In fact, she is nearly as good as Tregloran."


  "Tregloran?" Valthyrra asked. "Of course. He is in many ways not unlike a lesser copy of yourself."


  "I cannot comment on that," Velmeran said, obviously reluctant to make the same comparison. "But he is a cunning little sneak; even I am not aware of all of his schemes. And on his good days he can already outfly Baress."


  Just then the Methryn threw herself into starflight. Valthyrra's camera pod glanced around cautiously, as if checking to see if she had made the jump intact.


  "Ah, it feels good to run at normal speed again," she remarked, and turned back to Velmeran. "I know that we should not tease you for your special talents. We have already learned that we must trust you, so please keep your ears open."


  "And what happens when I am wrong?" he asked.


  "There is no need to worry about that," she assured him. "As you pointed out, you are not the Oracle of Delphi."


  Unfortunately, Velmeran did not see it that way. As he took the lift back to his own cabin, he reflected that this was why he had kept his talents secret for the past two years. Now, if he gave warning and nothing went wrong, he would seem the fool and his reputation as a leader would suffer. And if something happened when he failed to give warning, he would be held accountable for his failure... or so it seemed to him.


  He was surprised to find someone waiting for him in his cabin, and even more surprised to discover that it was Baressa. He could not imagine why she would seek him out now, unless something was wrong or she needed his help.


  "Hello. Have you been waiting long?" he asked hesitantly as he paused just within the door, still astonished at finding her sitting at ease in his favorite chair.


  "Not long," Baressa replied, stretching her arms. "Consherra told me to come up a few minutes ago."


  "Oh? Is there something that I can do for you?"


  "Well, to put it bluntly, I want you to get me pregnant."


  That was certainly putting it bluntly! Velmeran's first impulse was to turn and run. He could not refuse flatly; by Starwolf custom, this was his duty, not a self-indulging privilege. And he knew that he could not come up with an excuse in time to save himself. But Baressa was prepared. Consherra had taught her well what to expect, and now she closed for the kill.


  "You do not seem very willing," she remarked, unobtrusively moving to place herself between him and the door. "Do you have some objection to accepting me as a mate?"


  "No, of course not," Velmeran insisted, retreating even farther into the room. "It just seems so... impersonal and contrived."


  "Impersonal? I am going to let you mate me until I turn up pregnant. That seems very personal to me," she declared. "Meran, you have your chosen mate, and I have mine. And, to tell you the truth, I would prefer that Baress consider this his child, since he does not know that we can never have one of our own. Just remember that I have done this before. Treg and Ferryn have no more idea of who their father is than you or I know of ours."


  "Yes, I know that," Velmeran admitted reluctantly. "But I still find it very embarrassing."


  "Why? Because you know me?" Baressa asked.


  "Yes. And because I do not want you to know that I really am not very good at this."


  Baressa shook her head in weary resignation. "Velmeran, I am not keeping score."


  Maeken Kea tried to settle herself in the Captain's seat, which had obviously been made to accommodate the Sector Commander's long frame. This chair was a throne of sorts, from which the Captain commanded his ship. She knew only that she felt like a little girl in this immense seat, her legs dangling and her small body almost lost between its massive arms.


  Unfortunately, this chair was not her only obstacle in her command of this ship. She was at a disadvantage from the start, coming unprepared on board a ship that already had an experienced crew. So far she knew how to use the intership com and the lift, and most of the buttons on her console. A second major distraction to her effective command was that she was not certain just how much authority she possessed. In theory he was along only as an observer; that did not mean that he might later decide to start giving orders. At least her name and reputation commanded enough respect; Maeken Kea had once fought Starwolves and won. Not even Commander Trace could claim that. And on a ship designed for the sole purpose of fighting Starwolves, that meant a lot.


  Actually, the crew was a surprisingly small concern. There were just over a hundred crewmembers in all, three teams of bridge officers, a medic, and a small cooking staff. That was a very sparse population indeed in twenty-five kilometers of ship, but it needed no more than that. The army of technicians and mechanists needed to keep this hulk in repair followed with their parts and equipment in the tenders.


  "All primary and secondary functions are powered up and ready," a disembodied voice announced. The voice was female, not dry and emotionless but unmistakably mechanical. "All systems are ready."


  "Very well," Maeken replied uncertainly, ill at ease since there was nothing she could physically address. "Your destination, course, and speed are listed in your records. Have you scanned your flight information?"


  "Yes, Captain. We are clear to proceed."


  "Then you may get under way when ready," Maeken in structed. "Please inform your support convoy to follow at the prescribed distance."


  "Yes, Captain. I am beginning acceleration now."


  The beast was moving? Maeken glanced about the bridge; wondering if they were going to maintain this leisurely pace all the way into light speed. Officers were seated at their consoles on the main bridge, several steps lower than her own raised platform, watching attentively as the machine ran itself.


  "We are under way and moving toward our assigned flight path," the ship reported. "System control reports all clear. Do you have any additional orders?"


  "No, that is all," Maeken replied, hoping that she had told the beast everything it needed to know to get itself under way. "Get me Commander Trace on the com."


  "One moment."


  "Trace here," he answered almost immediately.


  "Yes, Commander, the ship informs me that we are under way," Maeken said, leaning over the microphone in the arm of the chair. "Everything seems to be functioning perfectly."


  "Excellent! What do you think of her?"


  "Ah... ask me again when I have seen if it can fight."


  Trace laughed. "Too slow for a warship? I'm afraid that the Starwolves still have us beat in that regard. If she gives you any problems, just tell her to explain herself."


  "Yes, Commander," Maeken answered, and hoped that she did not sound too dubious in that reply. She shrugged to herself and leaned back in her oversize chair, watching numeric and graphic displays flash across the main viewscreen superimposed on the starfield that was the ship's forward view. Most of it was beyond her present understanding.


  "Computer?" she asked suddenly, remembering one important omission.


  "Yes, Captain?"


  "Do you have a name?"


  "Yes, Captain. I have a name for my own use, as does the ship itself," it explained. "I am Marenna Challenger."


  Maeken nodded to herself. This ship was a perfect antithesis of a Starwolf carrier. She was impressed, although not greatly. But she was hopeful. Soon they would see if the theory behind this ship was as sound as Commander Trace obviously believed. The Fortress was going out to hunt.


  Chapter 3


  Consherra knew that something was wrong when she saw Velmeran enter the bridge, fully dressed in armor. The Methryn was hunting, laying in wait beside a major lane, and her on-duty personnel had to remain suited and ready for battle. But that did not include Velmeran, since his pack was not due to go out. She slipped out of her seat on the middle bridge and hurried to him, leading him back from the bridge into the outer corridor. She was surprised when he responded to her attentions by holding her close and kissing her. Velmeran turned to her in open affection of his own initiative only when he felt troubled and insecure.



  "Trouble?" she asked, reluctant to end this rare moment.


  "The worst," he answered. "Do you recall when I was laying plans for our raid on Vannkarn? I was uncertain that anyone would believe in me."


  "I remember," Consherra said. "Valthyrra came to your rescue."


  "Well, she might not support me so willingly this time, since what I am going to say is even more outrageous. Sherry, do you believe in me?"


  "Of course," she assured him.


  "Then turn down your thermostat and follow me."


  He led her quickly to the upper bridge, where Mayelna and Valthyrra were conferring on some matter. They both looked up immediately, well aware that something was wrong by the purposeful manner of this delegation.


  "Is there some problem?" Valthyrra asked.


  "Perhaps," Velmeran said. "A ship will come into scanner range in about five minutes, a freighter of the new Class M type and a very tempting target. Although you will find no indication of a trap, it is a tremendous danger to us. We must let it go or we stand a very good chance of losing ships – perhaps even you."


  "And how do you know this?" Valthyrra asked without a pause.


  "Do not ask me how I know," he snapped, irritated and desperate. "I do not believe in precognition – I cannot. And yet the fact remains. I know that if we capture this ship, it will blow up in our faces. Do you believe me or not?"


  Valthyrra did not answer at once. She glanced at Mayelna, but the Commander offered no advice. After a long, uneasy moment she came to some decision, for her camera pod moved in a negative gesture.


  "No, I do not," she said. "I know that I encouraged you to explore your talents. But there will be times when you are wrong, and it seems to me that even you are reluctant to believe this. I cannot afford to indulge your whims and hunches."


  Velmeran looked hurt and betrayed. He had thought that Valthyrra believed in him, even loved him in her way. He was not prepared for her to so quickly judge him a fool and tell him so to his face. But if he was hurt, Consherra was outraged.


  "You listen to me, you steel-plated ass!" she declared, approaching the pod menacingly. "His untried and oh-so-inexact talent has already saved you from one incident when your befogged scanners could not tell an independent freighter from a company ship."


  Valthyrra considered that. "You are right. Very well, I will make this concession. If a Class M freighter sails past in the next few minutes, then I will scan it as thoroughly as I possibly can. If I detect nothing wrong, then I will permit you to run guard. That way you can be out there in the middle of things, where you might be able to tell us just what is wrong. And when you can explain a little better, then I will listen."


  "Good enough," Velmeran agreed. "I think that I can get us out of the trouble that you are determined to get us into. I sent my pack on to the landing bay. I trust that you will have our fighters sent down to the deck."


  "It is so ordered," Mayelna said softly, glaring at Valthyrra.


  Velmeran turned and walked away without a second glance.


  Consherra seemed likely to follow. She hurried to the edge of the upper bridge to watch him until he left through the lift corridor. Then she turned to Valthyrra in raw, unrestrained fury.


  "What do you think you are doing?" she demanded. "What could have possibly gotten into your circuits for you to turn against him like that, after all that he has done for you?"


  "Now you just wait a moment," Valthyrra returned with equal force. "I cannot for one moment believe that he can see the future. It may be that trying to deal with his frightening new talents has unsettled him. I can only hope that he will recover from these fantasies, but I certainly cannot afford to indulge him."


  "Well, you just suit yourself," Consherra replied. "I am going to take Velmeran to another ship as soon as I can arrange it."


  "You can do that, and I will be rid of both of you. But I can tell you now that no other ship... Oh, dear!" Valthyrra ended ominously. The others looked at her questioningly, but she offered no explanation. Instead her lenses unfocused as her concentration shifted elsewhere. "Velmeran, are you still near a com?"


  "I was just getting off the lift," he replied. "So, you finally found that Class M freighter. Will you let her go?"


  "No. Not unless we find a good reason. I suppose that I will have to learn the hard way."


  "Very well, then. I expected no more."


  "Do you still refuse to believe?" Consherra demanded.


  Valthyrra turned her camera pod to look at her. "If Velmeran is going to start making predictions, then he is going to have to prove his accuracy before anyone can trust him completely. Even when it means taking a risk."


  Part of the reason that Velmeran found such reluctance to his call to let this one go lay in the fact that Starwolves dreamed of catching Class M freighters. These unique vessels were the freight versions of the big colony and passenger ships. They were rich prizes in themselves, for they carried only the cream of the company trade, as well as bringing a healthy ransom.


  Velmeran's pack was to fly guard for Barman. That, in Velmeran's estimation, only complicated matters all the more. Barthan was the youngest pack leader except for Velmeran himself, and he was as well the only pack leader on the Methryn who opposed Velmeran's appointment as Commander-desig nate. Their enmity, although strong for Kelvessan, was relatively tame by human standards. But it was enough that Barthan would be recklessly eager to prove the younger pilot wrong.


  "My scanners detect nothing to cause any concern," Valthyrra reported as the two packs closed on the unsuspecting freighter. "No bombs. No missiles. Not much in the way of rich cargo, either. Barthan, are you willing to go after this thing?"


  "Of course," Barthan replied. "I am not concerned with false prophets."


  "Just remember that he has not been wrong yet," Valthyrra reminded him.


  "You have nothing to worry about," Velmeran answered. "They are going to drop out of starflight and abandon ship the moment you show yourself. You will not have a chance to fire a shot."


  Barthan did not answer, since he was already moving in on the freighter's tail. The ship's crew must have been aware of the pursuit, but they did nothing to evade. Instead the big ship began to drop speed quickly, falling out of starflight. That was the age-old gesture of surrender, the crew offering the ship intact in exchange for their lives. Barthan honored the request, falling back slightly from his attack position. Taking a ship intact was a rare and welcome occurrence, but this once Barthan regretted it. He disliked having to see Velmeran's prediction prove true.


  "They are giving up without a fight," he reported. "Have the capture ships move in."


  "No, let it sit!" Velmeran interrupted. "It is going to explode if we try to move it."


  There followed a long, uneasy silence as Valthyrra considered that. The odds were getting uncomfortably high against her now. Velmeran had called it twice in a row on this ship, and it seemed logical to suppose that he really did know what he was talking about. Logic also told her that he could not possibly know. The unavoidable fact that she was ultimately a machine was to her disadvantage in this matter. In the end she could trust only what she could see.


  "Velmeran, I am not going to argue with you," she decided at last. "You have given your warning, and that is the limit of your responsibility. I am bringing it in."


  "Now I know how Cassandra felt," Velmeran muttered in disgust.


  And, like Cassandra, he was ignored to the end. The crew and a fair number of passengers had just escaped in a pair of launches, and now the Methryn's capture ships approached. Two of the curious machines moved in to either side of the silent drive housing, unfolding their three pairs of handling arms to lock themselves tight against the hull. Velmeran remained close the entire time. Valthyrra might have relieved him of responsibility in this matter, but his own conscience had not. The two capture ships, working in unison, used their own engines to accelerate their burden gently back toward the Methryn.


  "Clear out!" Velmeran ordered suddenly. "That ship has a sentient computer system, and it is waking up to carry out its final orders. Get away from it now!"


  His warning was no longer necessary, for every Starwolf inside the Methryn and out could sense the main generators of the ship as they powered up. A moment later the freighter fired its engines and began to fight the capture ships for control. In spite of their best efforts to turn it away, the freighter began to accelerate straight toward the Methryn.


  "Get clear!" Valthyrra ordered. "Get away from that thing so that I can blast it."


  The two capture ships needed no warning; their crews had begun the task of casting loose the larger ship the moment they realized they could not control it. One of the capture ships leaped clear immediately, but the second had only just released its hold as the freighter came about to orient on the Methryn. Pinned against the freighter, it slipped down the length of her hull, fending off actual collision with its three pairs of handling arms. Suddenly it was brought up short as one of its arms became firmly trapped in the open hatch of a launch bay. The mechanical arm was too tightly pinned to pull free, and too powerfully constructed to rip loose at its joints.


  "Methryn, hold your fire!" the pilot of the capture ship called frantically. "I have an arm caught in something. I cannot pull free."


  "Valthyrra, keep your distance from the thing," Velmeran advised. "Try to get it to chase after you. Buy us time. Capture ship, maneuver around to stretch that trapped arm out to its full length. Retract the others out of the way, and stand ready to run."


  Velmeran darted in beside the massive drive housing of the freighter, orienting on the relatively small shape of the pinned capture ship. As he closed, he sighted on the outstretched arm that pinned the capture ship and fired. Bolts from his fighter's cannons bit into the hard metal of the arm, blasting through in an explosion of superheated metal. Velmeran knew that he had run out of time; the freighter had cut acceleration, which meant that it was working its generators to a forced overload. The capture ship shot away as the arm snapped and Velmeran circled around to follow. In the next instant the freighter exploded with a force that would have shattered a small planet.


  That blast of raw energy expanded outward in a fiery sphere, for an instant assuming the size and brilliance of a star before it began to dissipate rapidly. With nothing left to feed those flames, it was gone in almost the next instant. The freighter itself had been vaporized in that blast, leaving only a scorched capture ship still running under its own power, and the battered shell of a single fighter. It tumbled end over end, its wings and fins ripped away and its hull cracked and broken, so hot that twisted portions of it glowed dull red.


  "Velmeran?" Valthyrra called anxiously.


  "Is that him?" Mayelna asked softly, watching the image on the main viewscreen. The entire bridge crew waited motionless and silent for the reply they did not expect to come. That explosion had taken a wolf ship and thrown out only a twisted mass of broken metal, with little chance that anything could have remained alive. Valthyrra knew that Consherra was watching her, silently demanding that she do something, but she did not dare look at the girl.


  "Yes, that is him," she answered. "Velmeran, do you hear me?"


  "We are going in to get him," the pilot of the undamaged capture ship said.


  "Hurry, then," Valthyrra replied. "Velmeran, do you hear me? Help is on the way."


  "Will you stop pecking at me, you tin-plated bitch!" Velmeran snapped in return. "I am doing the best I can."


  Valthyrra brought her camera pod around so fast the gears creaked. "Meran? Are you alive?"


  "I seem to be," he replied. "No damage that I am aware of, but I must have taken my limit of G's."


  Mayelna leaned back in her seat and sighed heavily, while Consherra was already running toward the lift that would take her down to the landing bay. Valthyrra watched her go, then brought her camera pod around to look at the Commander.


  "You have been very quiet," the ship observed.


  Mayelna rolled her seat back from her console, then shrugged as she rose. "What can I say? I had no idea how matters would turn out, so I had to allow it to remain between you and him."


  "Do you think that he will forgive me?" Valthyrra asked cautiously.


  "Knowing Velmeran as I do, I suspect that he blames only himself in the first place," Mayelna said, pausing on her way to the lift. "I will probably forgive you in a day or two. Consherra is quite another matter. I suspect that she will remain in an unforgiving mood. And you might do well to court her forgiveness, or you may find that she has the power to take him away from you."


  The capture ship brought Velmeran's fighter directly into the landing bay and deposited it gently on the deck before passing on out the forward door. Those who saw it brought in could hardly believe that Velmeran could have ridden it through the blast unharmed, for the little ship was nearly ripped apart. It began to smoke lazily as it was brought through the containment field into the atmosphere of the bay; Valthyrra had to direct a blast of icy air at it from a pair of blowers for two minutes before it was cool enough to approach. Only the cockpit area remained reasonably sound, and the windshields, although cracked and glazed, were intact.


  As soon as they could, Benthoran, the crew chief, and an assistant moved in to open the ship by simply breaking the canopy free and lifting it away. A good deal of smoke poured out and continued to do so until Benthoran blew it out with a heavy dose of carbon dioxide. When Consherra would have rushed in to aid her mate, Dyenlerra was there first to wave her away. The medic helped Velmeran remove his helmet but indicated for him to remain where he was while she opened his chestplate to attach the leads of a portable medical scanner. The machine needed only a moment to decide that he was sound enough to get out under his own power. The interior of the cockpit was burned out and his suit was badly scorched, his last line of defense against that terrible heat.


  Consherra tried to take hold of him as soon as he was out, only to find that he was still too hot to touch without the gloves that she had left on the bridge. Dyenlerra waved her away a second time and made Velmeran stand beneath one of the cold-air blowers until the damaged suit was cool enough to remove.


  Valthyrra had been hovering nearby in the form of one of her remotes. Now she brought the machine in cautiously. "I am sorry, Meran. I should have believed you. I knew at the time that I should have, but the machine in me could not. This is new to me, and I handled it badly."


  "That is something of an understatement," Consherra remarked coldly, moving in protectively beside her mate. Dyenlerra, oblivious to all else, was busily checking the joints of Velmeran's armor to see if the suit beneath, which was exposed only at these points, had been penetrated.


  "He warned me. I refused to listen," Valthyrra admitted, aiming her remarks at Consherra. "I am not infallible, although I have been around long enough to learn from my mistakes. I will not make that mistake again."


  "You may not have a second chance," Consherra said darkly, taking hold of Velmeran's left arms as if to assert her claim on him. "Perhaps another ship will have greater respect for his abilities."


  Dyenlerra impatiently slapped her hands away, forcing her to release her hold on Velmeran. "You people can air your grievances later. Just now he is on his way to the medical section for a complete scan."


  She physically turned her bemused patient and led him toward the lift. Consherra followed uncertainly; she was well aware that she would not be allowed inside the medic's examination room, but she meant to stay as close as possible. Valthyrra remained where she was, watching, and equally aware that she was not welcome.


  "Well, I really screwed it up this time," she said softly. "I have not been in this much trouble since the time Dveyella was going to take him away from me."


  "Maybe not," Mayelna said as they turned toward the lift, getting out of the way as the bay crew began to remove the wreckage of the fighter. "Velmeran will not want to leave, and I trust him to say so."


  "Why would he not want to leave?" the ship asked bitterly.


  "Because you are still the best fighting ship in the wolf fleet, in spite of yourself," the Commander insisted. "He needs you as much as you need him."


  "I was not exactly helpful when he needed me this time," the probe's camera pod sagged, the mechanical equivalent of a dejected sigh. "Just now I feel old and useless."


  Mayelna glanced at her and smiled. "You know better than that. And, if it is any consolation, I will tell you that he makes me feel very old from time to time."


  The medic took Velmeran to a private diagnostic chamber and locked the door, forbidding even Consherra to enter. She cautiously removed him from his scorched armor, sometimes having to force catches that were now reluctant to open, then set her naked and nervous patient on the table and gave him a very thorough examination with her most accurate and sensitive scanners. She was soon satisfied that he was neither burned nor had suffered internally from shock or buffeting. She finished by bringing up a very large and intimidating microscopic scanner and, to Velmeran's astonishment and profound embarrassment, aimed it at the portion of his anatomy that made him most nervous.


  "The monitor in your suit controls says that you took a sustained heat of over twenty degrees above body temperature," she explained without looking up. "We can take a surprising extreme of temperatures, even heat, for limited periods of time. But you were in that overheated suit for some time, and too much heat for too long can damage the genetic code you carry, perhaps resulting in sterility."


  "Sterility?" he asked cautiously.


  "Which, fortunately, you do not have to worry about," she said as she switched off the machine and pushed it out of the way. "At the very most, you might be unable to have a successful mating for several days."


  "And there might be some danger of genetic defect?" Velmeran inquired.


  "No, of course not. Have you ever heard of a Kelvessan with genetic defects? It cannot happen." She secured the machine in its storage cubby and tossed pants and shirt to her patient. "You recall what happens in cell reproduction? The DNA chain splits in half, and a special molecular machine runs up each half, pulling out amino acids and sticking them in the proper place to form two identical chains. In most natural organisms this little machine occasionally makes mistakes, sticking pieces where they do not belong.


  "But our little replicator is smaller than that. It has the ability to check itself. When it finds a mistake, it will either back up and correct it or break the DNA chain to prevent cell division. In our species, an uncorrectable defect results in termination of the pregnancy at the time of conception. After the first few cell divisions, the loss of one or two defective cells at a time has no lasting consequences. Neat trick?"


  "I suppose," Velmeran agreed. "They must have thought of everything when they made us."


  "Perhaps. There are certain failings in character that could have been corrected genetically, but I have no real objection. If they had tried to make us absolutely perfect, we really would have been machines." She paused and shrugged. "Speaking of conception, Baressa tested out pregnant this morning. She was impressed with your efficiency."


  "Efficiency is one of my strong points," Velmeran said as casually as he could, although he did not hide his dismay well. In fact, he was fortunate to be sitting down when he heard that. "Who knows?"


  "Well, I do, of course. Consherra knows. I am sure that Valthyrra knows, and Mayelna might."


  "That is quite enough. This is supposed to be Baress's child," Velmeran reminded her.


  Dyenlerra frowned. "I wish that I could understand your objection. Any other male would be delighted to be in your position."


  He shrugged hesitantly. "When... when Consherra first came to me, I made a promise – to her, I think, and certainly to myself – that I would never compare her to Dveyella or do anything to make her think that she is not my first choice."


  "And this is the simplest way to prove it?" the medic asked. "I guess that I can understand that. But have you ever thought that this is a selfish act on your part? Consherra wants you to mate, and it does not worry her. What does worry her is your refusal. She blames herself."


  "Then I have no real choice, do I?" he asked.


  "That is for you to decide," Dyenlerra told him.


  Consherra herded the entire pack before her, sending them firmly and quickly into the common room that served all their cabins, sparing one hand to pull Velmeran behind her. There were, however, several others besides just the Helm and the nine pack members. Three other pack leaders were there as well: Shayrn, Daeryn, and the redoubtable Baressa. This was clearly a council of war – perhaps even a mutiny. Just yet they were not sure which, and they were waiting for Velmeran to tell them what to do. And, if it seemed that he was still undecided on the matter, Consherra was not.


  "Pack your bags!" Consherra told the younger pilots. "We are leaving here as soon as we can if we have to pack a very large dinner and depart in our fighters."


  "Wait a moment," Baressa said firmly. "Meran, I stand with you in this. But first I want to know just what did happen out there. As I understand it, you warned Valthyrra of a trap and she ignored you?"


  Velmeran shrugged helplessly. "I told her that I could predict the future. Naturally, she found that difficult to believe."


  The older pilot looked startled. "Indeed? If I may dare to ask, can you predict the future?"


  "He made three predictions in a row, and they all proved true," Consherra answered for him. "He said that we would find a Class M freighter long before it came into scanner range. He said that her crew would abandon the ship intact, and that it would explode."


  "Explode?" Daeryn asked.


  Velmeran shrugged. "Once it was close enough to get a fix on the Methryn, it drove itself straight at her in the hope of getting close enough to blow itself up in her face."


  "With what?" Baressa asked. "A conversion device that large should have scanned."


  Velmeran glanced up at the others for the first time, roused from his own thoughts. "There were three conversion devices of tremendous size. Valthyrra saw them, I am sure, but simply assumed them to be the ship's generators. Which they were."


  "But generators cannot be made to explode," Baress protested.


  "Any generator is a conversion device that can be made to explode," Velmeran said. "Class M's have limited sentience, apparently enough to override their safeties."


  "That is so," Baressa agreed. "But where does that leave us? You knew what was going to happen, and Valthyrra ignored you. She is still at fault in this matter, since it could have been avoided."


  "I do not know," Velmeran said uncertainly, once again seemingly unaware of the others as he retreated back within his own thoughts. "It might be tempting to hold Valthyrra to blame, but I cannot. Even I could not believe completely until I had proven myself."


  "That is still no excuse for her to treat her best pack leader like that," Consherra said hotly. "Any other ship would consider herself very lucky to have Velmeran, and willing to pay him the attention he deserves."


  "It is up to Velmeran," Baressa said, gently reminding them of who was the real leader of this group. "If he goes, then I will go with him."


  "Me, too!" Shayrn agreed enthusiastically.


  "And me," Daeryn added.


  Velmeran glanced up, confused, as if suddenly aware of what was going on.


  "Wait a moment!" he protested. "Who said anything about taking half the packs on this ship and going anywhere?"


  "You did," Shayrn insisted.


  "I did?"


  "Actually, Consherra is the only one I recall having anything to say on the subject," Baressa said. "What do you have to say?"


  "The matter is already resolved, it seems to me," he said. "My ability to predict has been tested and successfully proven, and I came out the hero because I happened to be right. As I see it, I have won and I have already gotten all from it that I can expect. Whether or not Valthyrra and I will ever again be on close terms is beside the point. I am Commander-designate of this ship, and here I must stay."


  Baressa shrugged. "How can I argue with that? I cannot believe that today's mistake will be repeated. Just remember that we will always be here when you need us."


  At that signal the others withdrew as quietly as they could, the younger pilots retreating to their cabins while the pack leaders departed. Obviously the matter was not completely re solved; Velmeran now had to make his peace with Consherra before he could mend his affairs with the rest of the ship. And Consherra still had a great deal to say on the subject. Taking Velmeran firmly by the hand, she pulled him inside his own cabin and locked the door behind them.


  "Meran, do you really know what you are doing?" she demanded. "I can get you on board another ship, one with greater appreciation for your talents."


  "One that would allow me to command and be meekly subservient to my every order?" he asked, seating himself on the bed as he watched Consherra pace nervously. "I cannot leave now. Valthyrra needs me."


  "Valthyrra needs to have her circuits checked!" She declared explosively. "And so do you, if you hold any false loyalty to that ancient automaton. You had no business going out there and risking your life... "


  "Will you slow down and at least try to be reasonable," Velmeran said with more firmness than he had used with her in a very long time. "I am Velmeran, and this is my decision. Not yours. Not Baressa's. Valthyrra Methryn might have her faults, but she is still the best fighting ship with the best group of pilots in the wolf fleet. This is what I have to do."


  "Why?" Consherra insisted, only slightly daunted.


  "You know well enough. I want to make an end to this war, and my battles will be fought here, with Donalt Trace. He is looking for the Methryn."


  "Well, he can just as easily look for you elsewhere," Consherra said calmly but firmly. "And I would be just as happy if he did not find you. Why do you think he has to be your special problem?"


  She paused, surprised to realize that he was sitting on the edge of his bed, crying silent, calm, lethargic tears of desperation and weariness. She realized then just how selfish her own position on this matter had been. Shamed by her own behavior, she hurried to comfort him.


  "Meran, what is it?" she asked with gentle anxiety.


  "What do you think it is?" he asked in return. "I am tired of it all. I am tired of having to be responsible for every move this ship makes, of being accountable for every life on board. I am tired of always having to be right and watching out for everyone else's mistakes. I am just tired of being me, Velmeran the Magnificent. It never gives me any rest."


  "Yes, I suppose you are," Consherra said as she sat down beside him. "There is never any rest for you. But you took this burden upon yourself."


  "Yes, I know," he agreed, and sighed in resignation. "I never knew how easy I had it when I was still chafing against my inabilities. And yet, as difficult as it can be, at least my conscience is clear. Ability brings its own responsibility. But I am so tired. And I am afraid."


  "Why?" Consherra asked suddenly, glancing at him suspiciously. "Meran, what is wrong? Is there trouble?"


  Velmeran hesitated, then nodded wearily. "Yes, terrible trouble. Sometime within the next two weeks the Methryn is going to have to fight something that we have never seen before, and she is not going to win. I will have to do everything I can to save her."


  "Meran, no!" Consherra cried, knowing that he had no choice. "Why does it always have to be you?"


  "Because this is my game," he answered. "Donalt Trace is looking for me. He is going to use his new toy to rip our carriers apart until I stop him. I have no choice."


  Consherra nodded slowly. "I know, and I will help you all that I can. What can I do?"


  "Love me," he replied simply. "Help me to forget that I am frightened and alone. That is all you can do for now."


  That was a bold request for him, and one which worried him. Always before he had needed love, even longed for it, but he had never asked for what, in his own belief, could only be given freely. But his time was short, and the future he saw frightened him. The Methryn would live, but at the price of a life. And he knew the price. Within the next two weeks he might finally be free of the burden of responsibility, for he would quite likely be dead.


  Chapter 4


  Maeken Kea had accepted the command of the Challenger knowing that she did not particularly like the idea, but she did not have time to regret it. By the end of her first shift on the bridge, however, she knew that she both disliked and regretted it. This beast was all ship, a relatively small and superfluous crew, and two captains. No, it was not even a ship, just a mobile planetary defense system. Maeken was smart enough not to be impressed by technology for its own sake; therefore, she was not impressed. If it could fight and defeat a Starwolf carrier, then she would be impressed.


  The theory behind this ship was sound, she did have to admit that. The possibility remained that it might just be able to defeat a Starwolf carrier in equal combat. But Commander Trace was after big game: he wanted Velmeran and the Methryn. And Velmeran was too smart for him, smarter even than herself, Trace, and this ship altogether. She knew that Trace meant to force a confrontation with the Methryn, and she had strong doubts about their ability to win that battle.


  Marching the halls at a furious pace, Maeken turned onto a main corridor and ran straight into a monster. Since her diminutive human form was no match for this towering hulk of quasi-reptilian flesh, she promptly bounced off and fell on her rump in the middle of the floor. Startled, her first reaction was to reach for her gun. Then she recognized this massive obstruction as a Kelfethki warrior and paused. The massive saurian head cocked inquisitively, the enormous green eyes regarding her.


  "Pleesh ekshuz me," the Kalfethki hissed. He reached out with a hand that could have encircled her waist and lifted her as easily as if she were a small pet to be picked up and held.


  "And you are?" Maeken demanded as he assisted her to stand. She weighed thirty-eight kilos, while the Kalfethki weighed perhaps three hundred. But authority carried its own weight, and she assumed this talking dinosaur to be part of the crew.


  "Ahee am Kramthk, af dee Kalfethki foorze." His reply was prompt enough, if unenlightening. "Eeyu air dee Kapton?"


  "Of course," she said less sharply. She did not at all like this talk of a Kalfethki force, but she thought it best to remain on good terms with a potential army of the beasts. "Are you an officer?"


  "Hay schmall hwun," Kramthk replied sociably. "Ahee vash up to dee bridgsh to schpeek weth dee Schector Kommandor."


  "Very good," Maeken responded promptly, not at all sure what the Kalfethki had said. He stepped carefully aside, open ing a passage for her to continue. But she hesitated a moment and looked up at him. "If you would, what is your duty?"


  "Ahee am en interpretor," Kramthk replied proudly, flashing a toothy grin.


  Maeken only shrugged and continued on. At this point, nothing surprised her.


  What was Trace thinking of, bringing a Kalfethki 'force' on board this ship? The Kalfethki were a saurian race, higher than true reptiles even though they laid eggs and had no fur, but lower than true mammals despite the fact that they were warm-blooded. They were immense beings, three meters tall and five from their nose to the tip of their powerful thrashing tail. But they remained dull-witted and primitive, still as much animal as intelligent being. Their warrior code and complex religion of demons and prophecies were their only vestiges of civilization, for they possessed few ethical and moral virtues.


  It was that fierce warrior code that made them useful as fighters, and yet their worship of a demanding and bloodthirsty god made them too dangerous to keep in useful numbers. One of their many cherished prophecies held that they would someday cleanse the stars of all aliens, murdering entire races for the glory of their god, and they looked forward to that day with eager anticipation. Maeken could imagine the Kalfethki in revolt, having convinced themselves that this unique ship was the divine gift they needed to wage their holy war.


  Maeken entered the semicircular area of the bridge, crossing to the raised central portion of the Captain's station. The Challenger's bridge was a vague copy of that of the Starwolf carriers, although there was no middle bridge for helm and weapons officer. She was not surprised to find Donalt Trace in the Captain's seat, only annoyed that the chair had obviously been made to his size. Even as she climbed the steps to the central bridge, he signed some report and returned the board to Lieutenant Skerri, the ship's second-in-command, who hurried on his way.


  "Why was a Kalfethki walking down the corridor of this ship?" she demanded unceremoniously.


  Trace only shrugged. "To get to the other side?"


  Maeken rolled her eyes. "Ho, ho. We are a wit today."


  Trace folded his hands behind his head as he leaned back in his seat. "I try to be. Otherwise I would be totally lacking in any social graces. To answer your question, however, the Kalfethki serve this ship as a boarding party."


  "Boarding party?" she asked. "Boarding what?"


  "Starwolf carriers, if we are fortunate enough to disable and capture one intact," he explained. "We put them in self-contained armor, like Starwolves. And they can carry guns powerful enough to open Starwolf armor. If we link up with a disabled carrier, we send them in quick with most of our sentries as a secondary force."


  "And how long will they last?" Maeken inquired. "A carrier holds a crew of two thousand, as well as defensive automatons like their probes."


  Trace shrugged, unconcerned. "The carrier's crew will be scattered and disorganized, with wounded and young to protect. And their best fighters, their pilots, will be gone. Against that, I have two thousand Kalfethki warriors, as well as five thousand sentries. And given time, I can also bring in the troop transports."


  "Two thousand Kalfethki?" Maeken demanded. "That isn't a boarding party, that's an army! And what do you do if those fanatical dragons decide that your fancy fortress is a present from their great demon-god Harraught?"


  "Simple enough," Trace said, always pleased with his ingenuity. "Dead Kalfethki are very easy to control. They are all housed together – alone – in their own section of the ship. Their armor and weapons are sealed under lock in another section. And the computer watches them constantly. If they do get out of hand, we seal off that section and vent their air. Even Starwolves have to breathe."


  "Not quite," she pointed out. "They can take ten to fifteen minutes of full vacuum."


  "True, but we are not talking about Starwolves. Kalfethki are amazingly tough, but space vacuum rips up their lungs and kills them in seconds. I know. I had it tested."


  Maeken tried to betray her surprise at that. Union High Command, of which she was a part, privately subscribed to the belief that all life except their own was of no real worth except in service of the Union. She could not accept that herself, but she had learned to pretend.


  "Take over, Kea," Trace said suddenly, rising. "I will be in my cabin."


  With that he was gone, marching from the bridge with a long-legged stride that she would have to run to match. Maeken watched with mild interest. She was sure that, when they had first met, he had still been moving cautiously, even painfully, favoring his reconstructed back. Now he moved with such quickness and grace that he might have never sustained such injuries. Thoughts of revenge were proving to be a strong cure.


  Maeken had no sooner situated herself in the oversized seat than she saw Skerri returning quietly to the central bridge. She knew his type well enough, ambitious but not quite smart enough to make his own opportunities, and she knew just how to use him to best advantage. Just now there were two Captains on the bridge, and Skerri wanted to be sure that he was good friends with both. He was kept so busy that he was in danger of falling off his fence.


  "Two thousand Kalfethki?" she muttered, as if to herself. That was bait to get the game rolling, and Skerri leaped at it.


  "With friends like these, who needs enemies?" he asked jokingly. "I take it that you do not care for the idea?"


  "No, but Commander Trace is already aware of that," she answered, always careful that she never said anything that could be quoted against her. "Perhaps I should have asked to go for a ride before I agreed to accept command of this ship. It seems I find something I should have already known every time I look."


  "True," Skerri agreed. "But at least you have a choice."


  Maeken glanced at him inquiringly. "You did not?"


  "Me?" Skerri asked incredulously, "I'm not Union High Command. Like everyone else, I was assigned."


  "I see," Maeken commented politely. Then she leaned closer and continued in a soft voice. "What happened to him, anyway? Did Velmeran really shoot him in the back?"


  "You had better believe it!" the first mate declared. "That was during the raid on Vannkarn, of course. Trace knew what they were after and went running to stop it, then ran in the other direction when he realized his mistake. You do know of Vel nieran?"


  "Who doesn't? He led a two-carrier raid in our sector not six months ago and didn't leave a ship in the sky. So he expects to fight Velmeran again?"


  Skerri frowned. "We are going outside the Rane Sector and Velmeran's usual hunting grounds, so we are not likely to meet up with him first time. But you can bet that he is going to come running when he learns of this ship. Trace is counting on it."


  "Can we beat him?"


  "Well, we have a good chance. A Fortress and a Starwolf carrier are supposed to be evenly matched, so it depends upon whether you and Trace can outmaneuver him," Skerri said, and looked at her. "They say that you have fought Starwolves before and won. Can you do it again?"


  "That depends, I suppose," Maeken said with exaggerated casualness. "I have never fought Velmeran before, so I cannot say."


  "How did you do it before?"


  "Trade secret," Maeken said with irritating finality. "I will tell you one secret, however. If you want to advance, you have to collect as many command secrets as you can and hoard them jealously. Have you heard the saying that there must be a secret to doing that?"


  "Yes."


  "Well, there is. A fair number of secrets, and you need to collect as many as you possibly can."


  "I see," Skerri replied seriously, believing every word of it. "But how do I go about getting these secrets?"


  "Oh, you get secrets from those who have them," she explained officiously. "Your superior officers have the secrets you want, of course. Be loyal and helpful, and you will be rewarded with a secret or two. Also, secrets can be bought with other secrets. But you have to know the difference between real secrets and gossip. Gossip is fool's gold; it sounds good to other fools, but it has no value to those who know better."


  "I see," Skerri said thoughtfully. "How do I learn any secrets?"


  "You already have," Maeken assured him. "I just told you the most important secret of all."


  "Yes, I see what you mean," Skerri agreed with growing enthusiasm. "Thank you, Captain!"


  The first mate hurried off, leaving Maeken to bite her tongue to keep from laughing aloud. But her purpose was accomplished; she had certainly impressed him and won his admiration and loyalty, and he would prove to be a mine of useful information.


  "So I ask you, was there ever a ship's Captain smarter than me?" she inquired aloud.


  "Not in my experience," a mechanical voice replied promptly.


  Maeken glanced up impatiently. "Who asked you?"


  "You did, of course," the ship responded in a voice that seemed to hold a note of self-satisfaction. Maeken was wise enough to avoid responding. Controlling people was an easy matter, but a computer was something altogether new. How did one apply psychology to a machine?


  Velmeran stirred, waking suddenly but gently. He opened his eyes but saw nothing, for the cabin was completely dark. But other senses told him that he was not alone. Consherra lay wrapped in his arms, her warm body pressed tightly against his own, while he lay in her comforting embrace. Although he could not see her, her face was so close to his own that their small noses touched. He snuggled even closer against her, feeling very comfortable and secure.


  When Consherra did not respond, he began to suspect that she slept as well. That surprised him at first, until he considered how worn she must have been from worrying for him... and from that first-rate fit she had pitched. He ran his lower hand gently over the firm muscles of her double shoulders, down the bony inward curve of her back and the softness of her rump, then nuzzled her gently and kissed her in the darkness. She stirred, then tightened her own embrace, returning his kiss while running one of her own hands down the tight muscles of his hip and upper thigh.


  "Sherry?" Velmeran asked, almost cautiously.


  She laughed. "Who did you expect?"


  "I am never certain anymore," he teased.


  Even though they could not see a thing, Velmeran was sure that Consherra was glaring at him. The long moment of silence that followed was certainly ominous. But, in truth, she was really just amazed at him for saying such a thing.


  "Oh, ho! Our good pack leader thinks that he is funny!" she exclaimed in mock sarcasm. "I suppose that you have been making comparisons between me and your duty mates."


  "Of course."


  "Indeed? And what have you determined?"


  "That you are the only one who can make me happy," he said with that peculiar innocence he possessed, assuring her that he made a statement of fact of what would have been simple flattery from anyone else. She nestled closer against him, touched by his sincerity.


  "Well, you have better luck with your duty mates," she said as casually as she could. "I have been wondering why we have no child of our own."


  "I was not aware that you desired a child," Velmeran said simply. Female Kelvessan found it nearly impossible to conceive if they did not desire it. They could, in essence, practice contraception by force of will. If Consherra was not pregnant after two years, it was only natural to assume that she preferred matters that way.


  "For a long time I did not," she answered.


  "Then what is the problem?" he asked with frustrating simplicity.


  "I just wanted to know if you desired a child. A child that would be your own as much as mine, different from your duty matings. And so your decision as well."


  "So? Do you recall the first time you took me to bed two years ago? I knew then that little wolflings could come of it."


  "Does that mean yes?"


  "If that is what you want," he said, and laughed at himself. "I really do know better than to say 'I want what you want.' But sometimes that is a valid answer, like right now."


  "The prospect does not frighten you?" she asked skeptically.


  Velmeran laughed again. "You know me well! Of course it frightens me, with my talent for worrying. I worry about the ones that are not even supposed to be mine. Still, the one thing that does frighten me most..."


  "Yes?"


  "That I might turn out to be the type of nagging, overprotec tive parent my mother is."


  Consherra laughed, aware that she was being teased. Velmeran jested about the things that were important to him. She thought that he was privately delighted with the prospect of a child that he could call his own, much to her relief. She pulled the heavy blanket tight about them. Shipboard temperatures were low, uncomfortable by human standards. And the Kelvessan themselves found it a bit chilly when their powerful metabolisms were running low.


  "Now?" she asked uncertainly. "I know that it might not be the right time... "


  "No, there is no better time than now," Velmeran insisted with sudden urgency. She had reminded him of his own predictions, and especially the part that he had not told her. He knew his duty, that he needed to sire as many little ones as he could in case he did not return. And he wanted to have at least one child by his chosen mate, the child he thought would be most like himself.


  "You! Come with me!"


  Consherra glanced up from her console, startled, as Dyen lerra ascended the steps to the upper bridge. Consherra knew trouble when she saw it, but she could not imagine what this could be about. Dyenlerra was politically neutral as far as the management of this ship was concerned, and Consherra was herself the only serious troublemaker among the senior officers. Mystified, she hastened to follow.


  "Well, what brings you into my domain?" Mayelna asked, equally mystified, as she glanced up from her own console.


  "Business, of course," the medic replied promptly. Then she turned to Valthyrra, who had folded her boom to rotate her camera pod around into the upper bridge. "I recall hearing some time ago that you were in need of a visit to an airdock for overhaul. Is that true?"


  "Ah well. So it is," the ship admitted regretfully. "I have been planning to make the arrangements soon."


  "Make them now, immediately," Dyenlerra 'ordered sharply. "Consider that a medical order, if you prefer."


  "Indeed?" Valthyrra said, at a complete loss. "Since when has my health become a matter for your concern? It is usually Tresha's province as chief engineer to bore me with the details of my decline."


  "I am not concerned with your health, you pretentious pile of scrap metal!" Dyenlerra snapped. "I am thinking of Velmeran. He is about to blow a gasket under the stress of his demands. Those months in airdock will give him the freedom to rest."


  "Is it that bad?" Mayelna asked.


  "Commander, Kelvessan are not easily knocked out of their orbits by anything, but it can happen," the medic explained. "Velmeran is under tremendous pressure, dealing with the responsibilities of command as well as trying to make some sense of his new talents. He is also his own worst enemy, as seriously as he takes his responsibilities, both assumed and real."


  "Yes, of course," Mayelna agreed. "I have always thought that he takes too much upon himself, but we are fortunate that he does."


  "Well, it is not at all fortunate for him," Dyenlerra declared, and frowned at her own thoughts. "This accident gave me a chance to run a final series of tests on our good Commander-designate, and I was able to confirm something that I have suspected. You see, our race has been in existence for quite some time now, and it is about time for something to happen. Our genes might be protected against deterioration and random mutation, but we are still subject to the forces of evolution. And, while our strongest do not often survive, the practice of taking duty mates has ensured that they do reproduce...."


  "Of course!" Valthyrra exclaimed suddenly. "Of course! That is what I have been trying to remember. Deep within me are certain instinctive memories that were given to me when I was first made. One told me to wait and watch for the Dvannan Kelvessan, the High Kelvessan, who will be different from those who have come before. When Velmeran pulled his telepathic trick, something had been trying to push that memory to the front of my mind."


  Dyenlerra nodded slowly. "Of course. And you would have saved me a fair amount of trouble if you had called up that information when you were supposed to, instead of losing it in that scrap heap of data you call a memory."


  Valthyrra's camera pod struck an indignant pose.


  "Wait a moment," Mayelna interrupted. "You mean that Velmeran..."


  The medic nodded again. "Dvanna Kelvessa. He is not like you or me."


  "And just how is he supposed to be different?"


  Dyenlerra shrugged. "I am not yet certain of every smallest detail, but we do know the important points. His psychic abilities are the most obvious difference. Others are more apparent, once you recognize them as racial differences. Dvannan Kelvessan are slightly taller and a good deal stronger than the old model. The indication is that they are smarter in certain ways. And they live longer. Our life expectancy has increased from three hundred to three hundred and fifty years. I am sure that Velmeran, barring accident, will live to see three or four thou sand – the Aldessan live thirty-five hundred. But his regenerative powers are such that he may be functionally immortal."


  "My Velmeran?" Consherra and Mayelna asked at the same time, and glanced at each other.


  "Yes, our Velmeran," the medic continued. "Also, early Kelvessan did not look that different from modern humans. Now we are very hard to mistake for human. The High Kelvessan, although very good-looking by our standards, are diverging even more. The elfin qualities are taking on a curious feral appearance. His eyes are larger, and his skull is elongated. Humans have their brains mostly above their eyes, and high foreheads. Our brains are retreating somewhat behind our faces, the way the Aldessan or Feldenneh are. Our brain shapes are changing: our areas are becoming more compact and efficient. I wish that I had kept Dveyella for autopsy."


  "She was Dvanna Kelvessa?" Valthyrra asked.


  "Certainly. Dvanna Kelvessa have been around for nearly a hundred years now. Velmeran is just so unique that his differences cannot be overlooked. I have already positively identified five others on this ship. That oldest duty child of his certainly is. Baress is Dvanna Kelvessa, as his sister was. As well as the twins Tregloran and Ferryn. However, their mother Baressa is not."


  "Who is the fifth?" Consherra asked.


  "You are, of course," Dyenlerra said, confirming her suspicions. "The rule, with no exceptions that I have yet seen, is that High Kelvessan are natural telepaths. There are also readings on the medical scanners that cannot be denied. And, as I indicated, you can tell by sight once you know what to look for."


  "Then, if our race is beginning a transition period, how long will it take for the Dvannan Kelvessan to replace the old ones?" Mayelna asked.


  "The process should proceed fairly quickly now," Dyenlerra explained. "You see, they have the genetic advantage. A mating of the old and new always produces a child of the new variety, never one of the old or even a half-breed."


  She paused, for everyone was watching Consherra closely, for the first officer was preoccupied with feeling the shape of her skull. She found it rather unsettling to be told that she was something other than she had always believed herself to be. It made her feel very alien and alone, and she could well imagine how Velmeran was going to react to this; he felt alien and alone as it was.


  "Shall I send for a mirror?" the medic asked. "Dear girl, you are not going to turn into a Faldennye."


  "Besides, what do you have to complain about?" Mayelna asked. "I feel like an obsolete model, out-of-date technology."


  "Returning to the matter of Velmeran," Dyenlerra reminded them. "He needs our help more than ever just now. To begin with, our other telepaths need to develop their own talents. Velmeran needs Kelvessan he can relate to on his own level. Velmeran did tell me that you are the most promising psychic on this ship."


  "Yes, although a child compared to him," Consherra admitted. "Tregloran is a better pure telepath, but he has less luck with related talents."


  "He also needs to be trained by someone who knows what they are doing, which means the Aldessan of Valtrys," Dyenlerra continued. "If Valthyrra would be good enough to call Home Base and have them pass the word, I have no doubt that they would send someone out in a hurry to take over his training. And a few months in airdock would be the perfect time for that."


  "Unfortunately, it will have to wait a while longer," Consherra said dourly. "There has been another prediction."


  Valthyrra's camera pod snapped around to face her. "Now what?"


  "He said that he is going to have to fight Donalt Trace again. He said that the Methryn is going to fight something that we have never seen, and Valthyrra is not going to win. He said that he will have to fight hard to save her."


  "And why does it have to be his problem?" Dyenlerra demanded.


  "He said that if he does not fight it now, then it will destroy other carriers until he does," Consherra answered. "I do not like it either. But if his foreseeing is true – and I certainly hope that no one cares to dispute it – then we have no choice."


  "I have no problem with that," the ship replied. "I simply applied a little old-fashioned logic to the problem."


  "How is that?" Mayelna asked suspiciously.


  "Well, the problem arose from the basic assumption that it is impossible to predict the future," she explained proudly. "But I have observed that Velmeran can indeed predict the future. Therefore, Velmeran can do the impossible."


  The others stared at her in astonishment.


  "There are certain inherent fallacies in your logic," Mayelna said. "But if it makes you happy, then I am not about to argue. Consherra, when is this supposed to happen?"


  "Sometime in the next two weeks. Velmeran indicated that we will be called first. Trace will catch another carrier first and thrash it soundly."


  "Wonderful," Mayelna said sourly. "That implies that it will not even be in this sector. At least he can have as much vacation as time allows. Valthyrra Methryn, where is the nearest likely port?"


  "Kanis?" she asked after a moment's consideration. "I can be there in three days."


  "Good enough."


  For once in her career as the Commander of the Methryn, Mayelna did not try to look busy when someone entered her private office. She had always thought that she should look busy, as if to impress upon others that she really did serve a vital function on this ship. But not for Velmeran, certainly not this time.


  "I am not disturbing you?" Velmeran asked apprehensively, glancing about the room as she let him in.


  "No, of course not," she insisted, directing him toward a chair before her desk. "I asked you here."


  Velmeran nodded absently as he seated himself. "I guess you heard that there is trouble."


  "Yes, Consherra told us everything you told her," Mayelna said as she took her seat behind the desk.


  "And you believe me?" he asked fearfully.


  "Yes, we believe you," she assured him. "All of us. Do you know where and when this will happen?"


  "No, not with any certainty. It will be soon, and in another sector. We must go to him when he makes the first move."


  "The first move?" Mayelna asked. "Will we lose a ship to him just to learn what he is planning?"


  "No, I am sure of that. He will fight Starwolves and win. But they will flee. And they will call for me. Until then, I can only wait."


  "And until he reveals his schemes, would you prefer to do your waiting on extended port leave?"


  "Kanis?" he asked immediately.


  "How did... ?" Mayelna paused, and shook her head. "I should not have to ask. We will be there in three days. You can go down immediately, and then forget that you are a Starwolf until you are called away."


  Velmeran leaned back in his chair, his arms folded on his chest. "There are times when I wish that I could forget. But it is a very difficult thing to ignore."


  "No, not really," Mayelna said. "Have you never pretended to be human on port leave?"


  "Human?" he asked in disbelief. "How could I possibly pass myself off as human?"


  "Look at this." Mayelna pulled a photograph from a drawer of her desk and handed it to him. Velmeran recognized it as his mother only because he had been forewarned; in those days of mutant stock, it might have been a human girl of some divergent race. Her lower set of arms were obviously folded behind her back and hidden within the folds of a heavy cape, drawn around her upper shoulders. The dark color and heavy material of her clothes helped to hide any revealing shadows, while a hat disguised the fact that her ears were large, pointed, and not even in the right place. There was nothing that she could do about her immense eyes and tiny nose, but those features were not as noticeable as he thought they would be.


  "When others look at Starwolves, all they ever see is the armor," Mayelna explained. "Take away that and the second set of arms and they do not know what they are looking at."


  "Amazing," Velmeran agreed as he handed back the photograph. "But I do not think I want to play such a game."


  Mayelna shrugged. "I was only suggesting a diversion. Once this battle is done, you will have all the rest you want. Valthyrra is taking herself into airdock for an overhaul."


  Velmeran paused a moment, and nodded slowly. "Yes, then I can rest. But Valthyrra will have no choice in the matter. After Trace is finished with her, she is going to need more than an overhaul."


  "That sounds ominous."


  "That is no prediction, but a statement of fact," he said. "She cannot fight this thing without getting a few dents in her nose.


  But I would not tell her that, since she will not refuse this fight."


  "No, I imagine not," Mayelna agreed, and frowned. "Did Dyenlerra talk to you? About what you are?"


  "Yes, she did."


  "And it does not bother you?" she asked cautiously.


  "Bother me?" Velmeran asked. "It comes as something of a relief. Now I feel that I am exactly what I was supposed to be, rather than some type of freak. But I also feel very different from everyone I have ever known."


  "Not everyone," Mayelna reminded him. "Do not forget that Consherra is like you, and she will always be with you."


  Velmeran smiled. "I do not believe that I could ever forget that. She will make certain of it."


  Chapter 5


  Among the most ancient legends of the Faldenneh there exists the story of the creation of life. In the earliest days there was just the universe itself, the stars and the empty worlds, and the gods knew a happy existence, free from worry and concern. But in time they came to think that they were lacking something, and so they created all life so that they might have something to worry and care for. It was not long before they realized their mistake.



  Somehow that story came to mind while Velmeran was preparing for port leave. He was beginning to appreciate a few universal rules that governs all life. On the whole, life is a complicated, disagreeable, and largely disillusioning affair, not at all what it was made out to be. And yet all creatures cling desperately to life, perhaps because the alternative appears less attractive. Just now complication was the key feature in his own life. He had no real desire to take port leave, but he could not refuse.


  Standing in his cabin, Velmeran moved his arms around to check the articulation of his new suit. Since he was also the leader of the Methryn's resident special tactics team, Valthyrra had been very careful about the manufacture of his suit. Consherra, standing nearby, nodded thoughtfully.


  "Good enough," she said, and retrieved the helmet. "You recall the operation of the new features."


  Since the chestplate was still open, Velmeran looked down into the folded-down mirror at the controls. Valthyrra had incorporated two special features into his suit. One was a two-way system that allowed him to hear and speak with those outside while his helmet was on. The other was a control device that, when activated, gradually equalized pressure within the suit with that outside. Sudden pressure changes caused a temporary muffling of his acute hearing; during his last raid, he had nearly been shot by a mechanical sentry he should have heard.


  "Everything works fine," he assured her. "Are you certain that you will not come with me?"


  Consherra shook her head sadly. "I cannot. We will be getting the Methryn battle-ready. Any advice?"


  "Yes, two things. Do not take anything apart that will take more than an hour to put back together again. That is all the warning we will get."


  "That is understandable," she agreed. "What else?"


  "Make certain that the conversion cannon is ready for firing." Consherra paused, startled. The Methryn's conversion cannon possessed the destructive potential to reduce the planet below them to dust. Valthyrra had never fired the cannon in actual battle, since there was rarely any need for such power. If Velmeran planned to use this weapon, then he expected a battle such as the Starwolves had not seen since the ancient days.


  "Yes, it will come to that." Velmeran knew well enough what she was thinking. "We will be facing something quite capable of destroying us if we are careless or unlucky."


  "I will keep that in mind," she promised. "And you watch out for yourself while you are down there."


  "I will. Without you to keep me company, I will probably be too bored and lonely to get into trouble."


  Velmeran hurried down to the landing bay, where he knew that his pack members would be waiting impatiently. They were already in their ships and ready to fly, and he dashed to his own. But he slowed as he neared the centermost of the nine fighters, savoring his first look at his new ship. It radiated new ness in the deep matte black of its finish, unscratched by debris and handling and unfaded by cannon flash, hot engines, or the extremes of space.


  Velmeran took his pack out of the bay and, without warning, led them on a wild chase as he tested out his new fighter, defy ing them to keep pace with him. They were real pilots now, far from the mere students they had been only two years earlier. They were the best pack on the Methryn by far, perhaps the best pack in the entire wolf fleet.


  Although he knew that his days might well be short, this was not a time of sad reflection on what might have been. He was content with what he had accomplished; he would have said at peace, but that suggested a stoic but resigned surrender to one's fate. He was by no means ready to surrender; his fate was not sealed and he meant to fight for his own life as hard as he fought for the Methryn But in his own order of priorities, the Methryn had to come first.


  Velmeran knew that he could save his ship, but saving his own life in the process was problematical. He looked upon his apparent ability to glimpse the future as a method of forewarn ing, not a pronouncement of inescapable fate. There were always alternatives, and most of his forewarnings were self-defeating because they revealed those alternatives. Just because he had not yet seen those alternatives did not mean that they did not exist.


  Such thoughts occupied his mind for the flight down to the port, but his first look at the mountainous landscape rising swiftly beneath him chased away such brooding thoughts. Kanis was a second home for the Starwolves. In terms of their balance of power, Kanis was Starwolf property, one of several worlds deep within Union space that enjoyed the freedom and indepen dence that Starwolf protection brought. In practice, Kanis was an independent world, an empire self-contained in its own sys tem, self-governed and free of the economic tyrrany of the trade companies. Its governing council did treat with the Union as one nation dealt with another, making trade concessions and treaties. Small allowances, but it kept the Union placated.


  Still, no one doubted that the Union would arrive in force if the Starwolves relaxed their voluntary protection. In return for this service, Kanis was a strong supporter of the Starwolves. The Kelvessan enjoyed port leaves here such as they seldom knew, free from danger and at liberty to be their true selves, not their carefully maintained image of armored death.


  Kanis itself obliged by being climatically ideal for the physi cal requirements of the Kelvessan. Most of its two major conti nents were extremely mountainous and situated in thick bands just below the polar seas. Thus the climate was cool at best, the summers short and pleasant and the winters long and harsh. The native population had been there long enough to adapt some what to the adverse climate, and they found it no hardship. For Starwolves, Kanis was something of a paradise, one of the very few inhabited worlds where it was both safe and practical for them to come out of their armored shells.


  Kanis remained a frontier world, very sparsely populated, lacking in vast reserves of natural resources that would attract settlers and industry. Most of the natives were 'Rangers', keep ing vast herds of langies – indigenous beasts of vast size, sharp wit, and evil temper – in the high mountain plains. Langie wool was a luxury item throughout the Union, so high in de mand that trade companies argued among themselves for a share of the limited market. The wool was so profitable that the animals were seldom slaughtered, although a good langie hide was nearly worth its weight in gold. 'Ranging' was a harsh life for the natives, but rewarding.


  Velmeran brought his pack down in the port field – such as there was. Kallenes was the only port, and even it saw little traffic except in late spring when scores of company freighters would descend upon it for their share of the thousands of bales of langie wool brought in from the highlands. Otherwise there was one ship in port at most, importing machines and luxury goods the Kanians could well afford.


  The main business district was near the port, for the conve nience of the members of ship's crew and for the rangers who came into port to sell their wool. The main part of the shopping, district was the Mall, several blocks of the port's best shops and restaurants that had been enclosed under a protective roof. It made no pretensions toward the domed cities of the inner worlds, a crude frontier flattery of the wealth at the Union's heart. A simple wooden platform on heavy posts stretched be tween the roofs of the buildings. No attempt was made to en close a warm, comfortable environment beneath. It was meant only to keep away the worst of the local weather, the harsh winds and volumes of snow that fell more than half the year.


  Indeed, there had been a serious attempt to preserve the fron tier appearance within the Mall, for Kanis could afford better. The shop fronts were dressed out in rough-cut wood and large windows of framed glass, while the narrow streets were paved in brick, stone, and planks of seasoned wood. Velmeran was not certain just who the natives were trying to impress with this touristlike atmosphere where there were no tourists, although his own suspicion was that they simply preferred things this way.


  Velmeran first took his pack to a local jeweler, where they could sell the pieces of jewelry they received as pay for local money. Their business concluded, he dismissed his pilots to enjoy their port leave as they desired. The Mall was large enough to swallow up an entire ship's portion of pilots so well that a glimpse of black armor became rare, and he wanted to be alone. Or so he thought, until he looked around and wondered what he was actually going to do with his port leave. If this was how he proposed to spend what might be the last days of his life, he would be better off to return to the ship, retire to his cabin, and read Shakespeare. Or Kipling, for all the good this did him.


  Still pondering this problem, Velmeran began to walk slowly down the street, peering inside each shop as he passed. There were few people in the narrow streets; with winter coming, the rangers had long since returned to the highlands. Even beneath the protective canopy, the morning air was sharply frigid. After only a moment he came upon a tailor's shop, an oddity that was more than enough to distract him. He knew what a tailor was, but he had thought that such an occupation had long since ceased to exist.


  What captivated his interest even more was the fact that the tailor was a Feldennye, for that defied all reason. The Felden nye were a canine race, in appearance not unlike large wolves walking on their hind legs. Since they wore no clothes except for their own natural fur coats, it was unimaginable that one would choose such a profession. The Feldennye saw his staring and hurried to open the door.


  "Is there something I can do for you?" he asked eagerly in a thick accent that indicated that he had come from a Feldenneh colony.


  "Surely not, I suppose," Velmeran replied. "I could wear nothing of yours."


  "Oh, there you are wrong!" the tailor insisted, surprising Velmeran again by taking him by the hand and pulling him into the shop. No one dared to touch a Starwolf, but Velmeran was so bemused that he went along willingly.


  The interior of the shop was in keeping with the rustic ap pearance of the Mall. The floor was crude wooden planks and the interior walls were paneled with polished wood. The lights overhead hung from iron chains and the counter and other fur nishings were constructed from real wood. But there was noth ing simple about the merchant's wares. Velmeran saw from the first that, while the tailor might undertake special orders here in his shop, he sold for the most part the very best this world had to offer. Most of the clothes were of the extreme of the local fashion, almost a native costume. The rest were less distinctive, reflecting off-world tastes.


  "It happened that I was approached by a Starwolf several months ago," the tailor explained as he stopped before a small rack in a remote corner of the room. "He asked me for clothes, shirt and pants, such as he could wear on port leave. I made him a set, all very fine, and he was most pleased. Then I made another, thinking that he or another might come back.


  "I am a merchant, Starlord, and I cannot afford to have clothes on my rack that I cannot sell. And when I saw you, I thought that you might be tall enough to wear those clothes. Of the tags that you see, you may take away half."


  "That is generous," Velmeran agreed. "But I do not know what I would do with such clothes."


  "Ah, but look at these!" the tailor declared proudly as he pulled the tunic and pants from the rack. The tunic was soft velvet, the pants of some hardier material that Velmeran did not recognize. Both had been dyed to a color that matched per fectly, a violet so deep that it graduated into black in the shadows of the folds.


  "Surely you do not have clothes such as these," the tailor insisted. "These are real clothes, not the armored suits that you hide yourselves in or the half-uniforms that I see. Surely there are times when you are not a Starwolf, just yourself. Clothes like these would be for such times."


  This furry merchant knew all the right words, Velmeran had to admit. His own thoughts were on the photograph that Mayelna had shown him, how easy it really was to make a Kelvessan into something that might just pass as human. The old fantasy, so long pushed aside for more important matters, began to stir. Just once in his life, even for only a very short time, he would like to pretend.


  "Try it on, at least," the tailor urged, his eyes seeming to glow with hope. "If it does not fit, that question at least is answered."


  Unfortunately, it fit perfectly. The tailor must have known, judging with an experienced eye that had not been confounded by armor. And he must have known as well that, once inside those clothes, his client would not be able to part with them. Velmeran emerged from the changing room, looking for a mir ror.


  That did not show him anything that he had not seen before; it was still Velmeran, even if the clothes were richer than he had ever known. But the costume was not yet complete. The tailor came up with a pair of low half-boots, having trouble finding a pair small enough, and a matching belt. A dress cape, deep black, was wrapped around his upper shoulders and hung down just below his rump. Since the main part of his body was rather small for his height, it was too large for him. He folded his lower arms behind his back, adjusting the folds of the cape to hide them.


  "Ah, good!" the tailor crowed with delight as he beheld the vision. "You would play at being human? It is often done, and no one knows but me."


  "I had considered it," Velmeran admitted cautiously, wonder ing if he really did dare to do such a thing. "I will have to do something about my ears. Do you have a hat?"


  "No, not the type you would need." The Feldennye paused a moment to consider the problem. "I think that braids would look best on you anyway."


  "Braids?"


  "Yes, let me show." Taking a brush, he parted Velmeran's long, thick hair down the middle and deftly tied it on either side into thick, loose braids. Gold clips from under the counter tied off the ends, with the last ten centimeters left free and brushed into thick, plushy tufts. His heavy bangs, too short to be brought into the braids, remained in front. Although the braid ing started low, it still brought a thick curtain of hair down over each of his ears. Velmeran rather liked the effect, lending him a rather handsome barbarian look. The Feldennye obviously knew what he was doing.


  "This will do for you," the tailor said. "Everything else you wear will be the same half off, because you are a Starwolf. Also, I have a little closet in back that I keep for Starwolves. You may put your armor inside, lock the door, and keep the key until you return. Is that fair?"


  In the end he did as the tailor suggested, leaving his armor locked in the closet while he went out into the city wearing his new clothes. And he would not have been less ill at ease if he had been naked, since that was exactly how he felt. He still wore both his guns, hidden beneath his cape, but he was with out the protection of his armor. He could only think how every loyal Unioner wished him dead, and a few would be willing to try their best at making that a reality. He hoped that his special senses would keep him safe.


  When he stepped out of the tailor's shop, however, he found that no one seemed to notice. He hardly resembled the tall, rugged natives, but he could pass as a member of some mutant branch of the race. Encouraged by the fact that he was com pletely ignored, he started down the street to his right. The morning air was chill enough to be comfortable, although he wondered how he would be able to endure the heated shops. If he did give himself away, he reflected, it would be from passing out from the heat.


  Once again he did not make it very far. Two doors down from the tailor, in a corner shop, was an art gallery. Being a casual artist himself, he stepped inside for a quick look. He paused at the door as a blast of hot air struck him. At least there was no one in the front of the shop, although he could hear voices in the back. He looked about briefly but soon decided that most of what he saw was just tourist fodder and invest ments for healthy collectors, and he was not particularly im pressed.


  He was about to leave when something curious caught his eyes. It was a landscape much like any other, a deep glacial valley with a high, rocky peak in the background. It was defi nitely a painting, not a photograph. But as he watched, much to his surprise, a dark band of clouds began to rise behind the mountains, sweeping over the ridge to obscure it behind a white veil of falling snow.


  "Like it, do you?"


  Velmeran nearly jumped out of his new clothes at the sound of a voice immediately behind him. A human girl stood there, watching him with the same expectant stare the tailor had em ployed when anticipating a sale. Dressed in a stylized version of the local costume, she was small and slim, slightly taller than himself with a slender, bony build that was best described as lean and gawky. She was definitely not a child of the highlands but, curiously enough, of Trader stock. A small nose and large eyes peered out beneath a long, full mane of brown hair. From a distance, she might have passed for another Kelvessan in dis guise.


  "Have you ever seen the like of this?" she continued. She might look like a Trader, but she spoke with the thick, rolling local brogue. "All the rage, it is, in the inner worlds. The frame, you see, is actually a flat-screen monitor. Down here is the computer and disk drive that runs it. The artist assembles the work from a fixed feature, the subject itself, and a series of variables. The variables exist in groups; in this case time of day, season of the year, and weather. You can set it to run in se quence, or the computer selects variables at random. And with multiple drives, you can also alternate several different works over a period of time. The hard microdisks will last forever."


  "And you sell the disks as you would prints?" he asked.


  "Exactly so. You put out, say, fifty to a thousand disks of each work, each one with a certificate of authenticity. So what do you think?"


  Velmeran shrugged. "It is very interesting, but still just a toy."


  "Sure, but it is!" the girl declared, laughing. "But collectors are paying a lot for these toys just now. But then, that's all art has ever been to most collectors anyway."


  Velmeran laughed at the obvious scorn in her voice. "You must be the artist."


  "And you obviously are not a collector," she said in return, and nodded politely. "Lenna Makayen."


  "Er... Rachmaninoff. Sergei Rachmaninoff." Unprepared for that question, he had to think fast... and he could have done better."


  "So, what brings you to a place like this, anyway?"


  "Business, of course."


  "Business?" she asked. "You're not a wool merchant, that's for certain. What other kind of business would bring you to this hole?"


  "I am in... salvage and redistribution, you might say," he replied cautiously. "I am just passing through... on business."


  "And how long will you be here, do you suppose?"


  "Now that I cannot say. I will just have to wait and see."


  "Wait and see when the Starwolves are ready to move on?" Lenna asked sharply. "Salvage and redistribution indeed! You manage their loot for them, don't you? You're a Trader, aren't you?"


  Velmeran smiled. "How did you guess?"


  "My mother was of the Traders," she explained proudly. "I've got her looks. And you look like me, only more so, if you take my meaning. Traders are small and tough, with big eyes and small noses. You stand about five feet tall, as they say locally, about a hundred and fifty meters tall, and I'm not two centimeters taller. Not quite human, they say. So, what will you be doing until the Starwolves move off again?"


  "I do not really know," he admitted. "Just waiting."


  "Then you can wait with me," Lenna said decisively. "My buyer has been in port, and he payed me a small fortune, so I was going to celebrate. Come along and I'll buy you a beer."


  They were outside and marching down the street at a furious pace before Velmeran knew what was going on. Lenna's energy and enthusiasm was a bit overpowering for a sedate Kelvessan; she made even the extroverted Consherra seem quiet and shy. Still, Velmeran thought that he might go along with it. There was something of a challenge to it; he wondered how long he could keep up this game without giving himself away. He also wondered what Lenna's reaction would be to discovering that she was flirting so energetically with a Starwolf.


  "You would be hard-pressed to entertain yourself two days in this place, much less two weeks," Lenna continued briskly. "You need someone to show you around. What do you say?"


  "I might agree," Velmeran replied. "If you tell me what hap pened to your accent."


  "Ah, but my local tongue's just to show my clients," she said, the accent back and thicker than ever. "Said I was of Trader stock. Born and bred on a freighter, so I was. But I've lived here half of my twenty-five years."


  He resorted to a fairly standard question. "Do you enjoy your work?"


  "The truth is, I fly a freight shuttle for the Trade Association, and I love flying too well to give it up. I'd leave here in an instant to go back to the Traders, but that isn't likely."


  "Why not?"


  "No formal training," she said bitterly. "My father saw to that."


  Before Velmeran could question that, Lenna directed him into a small restaurant, hardly more than an indoor cafe, and sat him at a table by the front window while she went to get drinks for the two of them.


  "My father was local," she began as she sat down. "But he had no land and no herd, and there's not much else you can do in this place. But our treaty allows us to hire on in their military as civilian technicians. Got his training that way, in drive me chanics. He stayed with them four years, then came back here, married, and had a son. But the money he'd saved soon ran out and his first wife left him. Then it happened that an independent freighter came in and got stranded at port for want of repairs her crew could not do, so he fixed her up. Being Kanian, he could take G's better than most, so they gave him a contract. Soon it looked like he was settled in to stay.


  "Then, one day, their ship was rammed by a tender as they were coming in to station. Damage was slight, but my mother was gone. And my father was very bitter about it. He flew back here and did his best to forget about space... which was hard enough with me around, looking like a Trader. I was too young to understand, and it seemed to me like he brought me here just to make me miserable. Especially once my older brother came to live with us."


  "You could get the training you needed, just like your father did," he suggested hopefully.


  Lenna shook her head sadly. "You have to be twenty-one to get Union training, but you can't travel off-world without par ental permission until you are twenty-one. Naturally, my father wouldn't sign. I did get flight training locally, enough to con vince the Trade Association to hire me on as an apprentice for a year until the old pilot retired."


  "Surely your father's old texts... ?"


  "Do you really think my father kept his books?" she asked. "I was able to get the texts for helm and navigation, and I taught myself. I know enough to get a ship from here to there. I'm certainly ready for an apprenticeship on a Trader."


  Velmeran pointedly refused to answer that, for he knew only too well what she was asking him. She thought him to be a Trader; in his rich dress and manner, perhaps a senior officer or even a Captain. She was desperate, and she hoped that he would give her what she wanted. And Velmeran felt guilty, since there was little he could do to help her.


  "Treck is back in town," someone behind him said suddenly.


  Velmeran had no idea what that could mean, but Lenna ob viously did. Her eyes widened and her face turned from lightly tan to chalky white. Whatever else it might mean, it was ob viously a threat and intended as one.


  "So what's that to me?" Lenna demanded.


  A pair of rangers, fresh from the highlands, appeared from behind Velmeran to stand at either side of the table. They were young and a matched pair of second-rate bullies, the one to his left short, stocky, and stupid, while the other, the speaker, was tall and lean. They were ragged, dirty, and fairly rank. Kelves san had no sense of smell, but he could guess that part. But they must have something of a reputation, judging by the way the rest of the patrons were slowly retreating.


  "You know the answer to that," the tall one said, sneering. "Treck Lesries has put his name on you, and he doesn't like for his girls to run around on him."


  "I'm not afraid of Treck Lesries," Lenna declared.


  "No, I'm sure you're not. It's your little friend here who'll get his neck broke," the tall one said, his threat now aimed at Velmeran. He put a hand on the Starwolf's shoulder and did his best to knead the muscle painfully.


  Velmeran reached up and took hold of the offending wrist, applying pressure until both bones snapped loudly. The tall ranger gasped in pain and sank to his knees, for Velmeran did not let go. "If you are Treck Lesries's messenger, then you can take him this message. Tell him to get out of town."


  "Lesries can take care of you!" the ranger threatened, his voice sharp with pain. "He's half Starwolf, you know."


  Velmeran laughed aloud. "Do not be a complete idiot! No one can be half Starwolf."


  "He'll show you what he can do!" the other squealed.


  Velmeran laughed again. "I have enemies that make your Treck Lesries seem like a child. Now go."


  He squeezed the wrist until the ranger screamed in agony, then gave him a shove. The stocky ranger caught him, taking him under the arms to half carry his friend, nearly faint with pain, toward the door. Velmeran watched them until they were gone, then saw that Lenna was staring at him.


  "Do not be afraid of me," he said. "I might not hesitate to use violence, but only against those who ask for it."


  "You broke his damned wrist," Lenna muttered in open awe. "You took hold of it and it snapped. Sergei, you've got to get out of here. Treck won't take it well, not at all. He'll kill you when he finds you."


  "Would you explain what this is all about?" Velmeran said firmly. "Why is a murderer like Treck Lesries and his misfits allowed to walk around free?"


  "Oh, Lesries is a Unioner," she explained. "Commando-trained in their military, trained to kill. Union supposedly gave him permission to settle here, but he's still Union. On detached duty, as we see it, here to stir up all the trouble he can. Our treaty says that we can't touch him, and every time we file a complaint they say we have no evidence. Him and his lackeys earn their bread and beer by poaching; they sell langie pelts on the black market. Several times a year we find a ranger dead, his neck broken, and nothing left of his herd but skinned car casses. That's his trick. He breaks your neck with one swift kick. He's done that to about five of our boys here in town."


  Velmeran frowned. "What is this business about your being his girl? You seem to think otherwise."


  Lenna nearly spat in anger. "He thinks he's a stud! He names certain girls to be his own, and if anyone goes near them he breaks their neck. He's not touched me yet, but he will come for me eventually. What happens then, I don't know."


  "What do you mean?"


  She frowned regretfully. "My brother, Iyan, he's port police, and he hates Lesries with a passion. If Lesries does touch me, Iyan will go after him. Either he'll kill him and get himself into trouble, or get himself killed. But first I'll see what my Trader's strength and a few of my brother's tricks can do against that kicking idiot."


  "You have nothing to worry about now," Velmeran assured her gently. "I will take care of Lesries before I leave."


  Lenna stared at him. "Sergei, this isn't your problem."


  "It is now," he said. "Lenna, I am not a Trader like you know. I have fought the Union all my life. I have killed before, and I will again. And I can certainly handle this Unioner. Get ting rid of him is one loose end I can tie up while I am waiting for more important matters."


  "You mean to kill him?" she asked.


  "He means to kill me. Besides, if he is pretending to be half Starwolf, I owe it to him. Most of my friends are Starwolves. How did he come up with that, anyway?"


  "He's a heavy worlder," Lenna explained. "Growing up in two and a half G's left him as strong as a bull langie."


  Velmeran laughed. "Charming fellow! I believe that we should just wander around until your friend does make his ap pearance. Then we will really celebrate."


  Chapter 6


  Velmeran forgot all about the matter of Treck Lesries after the first hour. As the Kanians already suspected, Lesries was no doubt a Union agent, not so much a spy or subversive as an embarrassment and a nuisance. He was a wolf in the fold, and the Kanians were unable to protect themselves from him for fear of creating an incident with the Union. The only 'safe' way to remove this annoyance was for him to provoke a fatal incident with a Starwolf... and Velmeran was the perfect bait for that trap, a Starwolf in sheep's clothing.


  He was still unsure of just where he stood with Lenna Ma kayen. She was quietly but obviously in awe of him for how easily he had dealt with Lesries's henchmen and his apparent disdain for their leader; he suspected that, in spite of her initial interest in him, she had also dismissed him as the skinny little off-worlder he appeared to be. Whether she was conscious of it or not, she did see him as the key to getting what she had always wanted. Either she was mercenary enough to try to se duce him, or else she was trying to force herself to love him because she thought she should.


  Later that night, after they had taken in several hours of music at a Ranger pub, Lenna suggested that they should spend the night together at the port inn. Velmeran skillfully maneu vered his way out of that one, explaining that he had to report back to his ship for the night. Lenna arranged to meet him for late breakfast at the same restaurant; she had downed enough of the local beer to know that she would not be able to drag out very early. Velmeran desperately needed a few hours to himself. For one thing, he needed to eat; he had been dining on portions suitable for a human his size, which was hardly adequate. He did need to check on the members of his pack. And he simply needed a rest from Lenna's dauntless exuberance.


  By morning Velmeran clearly sensed that this would be his last full day of port leave. He arrived at the appointed meeting place well ahead of time to give himself an early start on that late breakfast, in the hope that two breakfasts and one lunch would be enough to last him until night. He had just finished when he became aware that trouble had arrived.


  "I got your message, little one," someone said behind him, someone who lacked the thick native accent. Velmeran rose calmly and turned to face his enemy. The first thing the Kel-vessa saw was a chest and shoulders at least twice as broad as his own. Lesries had the hard looks to match his reputation, with a high, hooked nose and small, penetrating eyes made all the harder by a perpetual squint.


  Treck, seeing his own adversary more clearly, laughed scorn fully. "You are a little fellow, aren't you? No matter. You know what I am?"


  "I know what you are not," Velmeran answered calmly.


  "And what's that?"


  "You are not half Starwolf, since there is no such thing. And you are not going to leave this place alive."


  Treck laughed again. "My brave little man! And what are you that you think that you can take me?"


  "More than I seem, I assure you."


  "Prove it, then!"


  Whatever Lesries thought of his tiny adversary, he still did not intend to fight fair. He struck with a lightning swiftness meant to catch his enemy off guard, launching himself with remarkable grace to deliver a fatal kick to the base of the neck. His martial cry of attack turned to one of surprise when he felt himself plucked out of the air. He found himself suspended like a doll, two hands holding his wrists while two more held his ankles.


  "Oh, shit!" he muttered in quiet despair as he realized his mistake. It was his last conscious thought.


  Iyan Makayen stepped aside as medics hurried out of the room with the body, then turned back to survey the damage. He had seen some very strange things in his short career, but this was surely the strangest. It was inconceivable that this tiny off-worlder had thrown Treck Lesries across the length of the room, through an inner wall of the restaurant, across a second room, and halfway through the outer wall. And Lesries might well have gone through that second wall, except that it had a solid brick outer facing. Heavy wooden studs were scattered like matchsticks, and a fine, white powder from shattered plaster board covered everything.


  Den Ohlera, proprietor of the pub and owner of these shat tered walls, also stared in disbelief, but it was the disbelief of an almost childlike delight. "A bull langie couldn't have knocked him harder. Look at the hole he left! Just as neat as neat."


  "You'll have a bit of a mess to tidy up, that's for sure," Makayen said.


  "Oh, I don't know," Ohlera speculated. "Thought I might leave that one hole. Give the gang something to talk about, how that little off-worlder damn near pitched Treck Lesries into orbit. A regular conversation piece, as they say. He was bad for business in life, the way folks would scatter when he walked in. In death, he might be uncommonly good for business."


  "What about the damages, all the same?" Makayen asked.


  "Oh, he made good on that right away," the proprietor said, displaying a piece of jewelry worth at least twice the costs of repairs. "Surely you'll not be arresting him for this. If you do, I'll be the first to hire him a lawyer."


  "And I'll be the second," Makayen agreed. "I don't expect I'll have to, as long as he can give me fair answers to a couple of questions."


  They returned to the adjoining room, where Velmeran was sitting at a table with a cold drink, looking unconcerned.


  "Let me get right to the point," Makayen began unceremon iously. "Last night my sister came home half drunk and worried about some off-worlder she had met. A Trader by the name of Sergei Rachmaninoff. She said that he had run afoul of Treck Lesries, and Lesries was looking to kill him. Would you be that person?"


  "I might."


  "Well, I thought that odd from the start, since there is no independent freighter on the ground or in system at the mo ment. No ship of any kind, for that matter, except the Methryn. So I ran a computer check on the name Sergei Rachmaninoff, and it told me something quite amazing."


  Velmeran shrugged. "It is hard to be original on short no tice."


  Makayen nodded thoughtfully. "I figured as much. Well now, if you can give me an honest accounting of who you are, where you might be from and what you're doing here, I'll call it good and trouble you no more."


  "My name is Velmeran, Commander-designate of the Methryn," he said, drawing aside his cape to reveal his lower arms – and the guns he wore. "I am trying to enjoy port leave."


  "Bless me, I've something cooking in the kitchen!" Den Oh lera exclaimed and ran from the room.


  "Well, you can see why I would want to take a vacation from that name... and the reputation that goes with it," Velmeran said, amused.


  "I suppose I can," Makayen agreed. "I was a little peeved at you, I must admit, for doing what I could never allow myself to do. You were waiting for him to come, weren't you? Why did you do it?"


  "Well, for any number of good reasons. Because he was a Union agent, for one. Because the Union cannot retaliate for his death if a Starwolf was responsible. To give Lenna something in exchange for the one thing she wants most and I cannot give her. And to keep you from having to sacrifice your career, your freedom, and possibly even your life trying to handle the matter yourself."


  "Then I owe you a lot, I suppose," Makayen said. "And taking care of Treck Lesries for her makes up for your decep tion. But it will still break her heart when you go, for she's expecting you to take her with you."


  "Yes, I know. This much, however, I can do. The Traders are a race apart, and they take care of their own. I can put the word out that someone with the training to be an apprentice in helm and navigation wants a place on a ship. Someone will come for her."


  "Fair enough," Makayen agreed. "I think she's a fool, but I can also see that she'll never be happy here. Now be on, before I arrest you for possession of illegal arms."


  Velmeran smiled as he smoothed his cape into place. "Is there such a thing?"


  "Sure, and that's what we call it," the Kanian replied. "For that matter, those jack-snappers you wear probably qualify... not that I would try not take them from you. Just promise me that you'll try not to kill anyone else this visit."


  "Except Unioners," Velmeran said on the way out.


  "It's open season on them!"


  Velmeran had only just stepped outside the small cafe when he saw Lenna racing toward him down the narrow street of the Mall. He hurried to intercept her, although he suspected that she already knew something about his morning's activities. She stopped just short of him and walked around him in a slow circle, inspecting him for damage.


  "I saw the medics taking someone away just now," she said. "I was afraid that Lesries had caught up with you."


  "He did," Velmeran explained. "That was his body they were hauling off."


  "His body, did you say?" Lenna demanded, turning momen tarily white in that curious way she had. "You killed him, did you now? And why the hell didn't you wait for me? You sat in that pub until he came for you, didn't you?"


  "Sure, and I did," he replied lightly. "I did not want you to be there when it happened."


  "Spare me not your barbarity, Mr. Rachmaninoff!" she ex claimed in exasperation as they started down the street. "I hope they plant him fast, so that I can have the pleasure of dancing on his grave."


  The Challenger left starflight reluctantly, her vast bulk re fusing to lose momentum. The moment she dropped to sub-light speeds she sent out her riders, a hundred destroyers and twenty battleships she carried in bays hidden within her outer hull. They quickly fanned out ahead, forming a protective cone about the larger ships. A fleet of stingship carriers fol lowed close behind, and then the supply convoy with spare engines and cannons transported in long racks. A planetary invasion force brought up the rear, then regular carriers and five battleships with a score of destroyer escorts. Two sepa rate forces, one to deal with the rebellious planet they had come to tame, and the other to deal with the Starwolves who would come to protect it.


  The Challenger's bridge was a scene of organized confusion. It now seemed that Maeken Kea was the only Captain of this ship. Commander Trace clearly deferred to her in the operation of the ship, staying completely out of her chair and, for the most part, off the bridge as well. That did not mean, however, that she was not under his orders, and she waited now for him to tell her what he expected.


  "All secure, Captain?" Trace asked suddenly over com, ob viously still in his cabin. She bent over the unit in her console to answer.


  "All secure, Commander. She fought us a little coming out of starflight, but I understand that you've see that before. What are your orders?"


  "My orders?" Trace asked. "I brought you along to give the orders. What do you think we should do?"


  Maeken Kea sat back in her chair a moment to consider that. "Actually, there are not just a great many options. First, we send in the invasion force immediately, standard procedure, and get that out of the way. It seems to me that this ship will fight best alone. Send the convoy into hiding and give it all our fighting ships for protection, since it is the weak link in our defenses. When the Starwolves realize that they cannot fight us directly, they will go after the convoy to rob us of our advantage in damage control."


  "Interesting," Trace commented. "I had always thought to keep the convoy close, but you're right. What next?"


  "Well, a Fortress is no good in a chase, so we have to get the Starwolves to come to us. I would park it in a very wide orbit over the planet. With any luck they will see it, take it to be a large armored battle station like I almost did, and come strolling over to take a look. That way we might get them well within our range before the fighting starts. Then we move the stingship carriers halfway between us and the con voy so that they can move quickly to support either position at need."


  "Carry on as you see fit. You are in complete command."


  "Does that include the invasion force,?" she asked.


  "Fleet Captain Margis is responsive to your orders. But he has done this before, so he knows what he is doing and you can trust him to handle things at his end."


  "Very good, sir," Maeken said, although Trace had already closed the line. She shrugged and looked up. "Marenna Chal lenger?"


  "Yes, Captain?" the machine responded promptly.


  "Get me Captain Margis."


  The response came momentarily. "Margis here."


  "I've been busy with this monster of a ship, so I haven't had a chance to look at what you're up against. What do you think?"


  "This is going to be a tough nut to crack," Margis explained. "They've got quite a horde of fighters, and if they're smart they'll make us come inside the planetary defense shield to fight. They have the fighters and the defenses to make it hard to get at their defensive installations. We will take it slow and careful."


  "That's fine," Maeken answered. "Keep your communica tions closed so that nothing gives us away. We're going to be parked a little way out pretending to be a battle station, and no one is to know otherwise. I certainly don't want the locals tip ping us off to the Starwolves. Proceed when ready."


  "We're ready now, so we might as well go straight in," Margis said. "I'll keep you informed of our situation. Out."


  "Out." Maeken glanced up. "Marenna?"


  "Yes, Captain?"


  "Find us a likely place to hide this convoy, will you?"


  "Word does have a way of getting around," Lenna Makayen offered helpfully as Velmeran stared dejectedly at the pitcher of beer in front of him. He had been receiving 'presents' all after noon, rewards from various members of the grateful population of Kanis for his brave act of pesticide. He had no use for any of it; Lenna stood to do well by his notoriety.


  "You have no place for me in your ship. I've guessed that already," Lenna said, returning to their original subject as she reached for his empty glass, set it beside her own, and filled up both.


  "So? I have connections with the regular Traders. All I have to do is put in a good word for you, and someone will come for you soon. Or advise you where to meet them."


  "I'd rather go with you."


  He smiled. "Once you step on board your own ship, it will be a long time before you think of me again."


  "You'll not be an easy one to forget," Lenna said, reaching across the table to catch the end of one of his braids. The thick, soft tufts of fine hair fascinated her. "You come from some where outside Union space, don't you?"


  "No, I was born in this very sector," he said. "Why do you ask?"


  "Because you're the most curious little fellow I've ever seen. You look like the people I grew up with, only they didn't wear their hair in braids. And they didn't speak with an accent."


  "Everyone has their own dialect."


  "Sure, but I know the Trader's dialect," she insisted. "Yours isn't a dialect. It's the accent of someone who knows Terran very well but speaks something else at home. For one thing, you don't contract."


  "Just because I don't doesn't mean I can't."


  "You know what I mean," Lenna said, frowning. "There's something about you that is as alien as can be in something that's still human."


  "What? Oh, come on!" Velmeran declared, rising swiftly and pulling her with him. "I learned last night that when you begin to wax philosophical, it means that you are getting drunk."


  They paused outside the door of the pub, looking up and down the street. Velmeran was unaware that there was anything different about this night compared to the last, but there were more people out and about the narrow streets. And he thought from their manner and dress that they were looking for enter tainment rather than just shopping.


  "You realize that there is nowhere we can go tonight that people aren't going to make a fuss over you," Lenna said after a moment. They started down the street to their right.


  "Why?" Velmeran asked. "Are they that glad to be rid of Lesries?"


  "Everyone hated Lesries, that's a fact, and everyone is glad he's gone. But you, now. You're a hero. It's you they're cele brating."


  "Me?" he asked, confused. "I only paid back a murderer."


  "And so you did, " Lenna agreed. "That's what people ad mire you for. You saw what needed to be done and you did it, simple and quick. You're a little like Treck in that. Sure, he was a murderer and a first-rate bastard, but he took what he wanted and never gave a damn what anyone else thought about it. He was completely independent and never afraid of a thing, and neither are you. You've got to admire that in a man, because most of us don't have it."


  Velmeran did his best to understand, but he was defeated by that curious sense of panic of a mind struggling with an impos sible concept. To Kelvessan, the concepts of good and evil were nearly absolute. Their own laws of society were instinctive and inviolate, without the need of the enforcement of police and courts. For humans, he realized, the laws of nature were in stinctive, laws that held that the self is all-important and each took what he wanted. The laws of society had to be learned and accepted, but were always in danger of being lost beneath older, more basic standards. He could understand that much, but that was the limit of his comprehension. He could not begin to un derstand why humans actually cherished that lawlessness in themselves.


  He noticed that Lenna was staring at him very intently and shrugged. "Perhaps, but I still do not care for all the notoriety. I certainly do not want the reputation of being a killer."


  "You said it to me yourself. 'I've killed before and will again,' or something like that."


  "Well, it's not as if I go around killing people all the time."


  He stopped short, as if listening for something. In the next instant he spun around, his guns already in his hands, and fired two rapid shots through the sparse crowd of astonished people behind him. The bolts entered the short alley they had just passed and exploded through the middle of an open door, cracking the opaque glass of its window and leaving two smok ing holes. Velmeran stood for a moment staring at the door. Everyone, over a dozen people in all, turned and looked as well, then scattered. He glanced back at Lenna, who was re garding him skeptically.


  "As you were saying, Mr. Rachmaninoff?" she asked coolly.


  "Oh, you are a... here!" He thrust a gun into her hands. "Take this and stand guard."


  "I have one of my own," Lenna said, holding up a big Union service pistol, powerful enough to dent Starwolf armor. He stared in mild surprise, wondering where she had kept the thing hidden.


  He shrugged and turned toward the door, opening it cau tiously. A young man, clearly an off-worlder, lay on the floor inside, panting in his pain. One bolt had discharged against his sternum, shattering his rib cage. The other had passed com pletely through his chest, just under his right shoulder. There was nothing remarkable about him, just a sandy-haired boy in his early twenties. A very businesslike gun in his right hand was the only thing to indicate his profession. Velmeran confiscated the gun, handing it to Lenna.


  "Who... ?" she asked as she accepted the gun hesitantly.


  "Kuari assassin," he replied simply.


  Lenna understood what he meant. The Kuari were an odd, barbaric religious sect occupying three frontier worlds, a small empire in themselves since not even the Union wanted them. The assassins were the elite of their priesthood, their purpose to earn the favor of their death-god with the innocent lives they took. The more lives they took, the greater their prestige and power in the death-god's spirit guard, but they themselves had to meet an honorable death to win their place. The Assassin's sect did not, for any reason, accept a pact on a Starwolf, but older assassins would sometimes cross a Starwolf to win the honorable death they needed.


  "Do you hear me?" Velmeran demanded.


  "I hear you, Lord," the boy answered, gasping in pain.


  "Have you killed before, boy?"


  "I have, Lord," he said, smiling grimly with pride. "I have assured myself some small place in the spirit guard, if you will give me honorable death."


  "That remains to be said," Velmeran said. "I have two claims upon you. I have beaten you fairly, and I am your only hope for honorable death. The police will be here in a moment. Your injuries are not so great that they cannot steal you back from death. If you desire honorable death, then you must give me something in return."


  "I hear you, Lord," the boy answered. "What would you know?"


  "Do you know who I am?"


  "Yes, Lord."


  "And what led you to attempt the foolhardy?"


  "My lord, a pact was offered. An agent of your enemy came half a year ago, offering impossible riches for your death. He knew that the pact would be refused, but the reward was very tempting. And the honor."


  "And so you came hunting?" Velmeran asked.


  "No, Lord," the boy insisted. "I was here when your ship arrived, hunting by pact the chief of the Trade Association. When your ship came, I watched the port for you. I knew that I could never kill you while you wore your armor. But when you came from the tailor's shop dressed as you are, I began to hope that I could do the impossible if I was very careful. But not careful enough, it would seem."


  "Sergei," Lenna interrupted softly. "My brother's coming and he's in a hurry."


  "The police?" the young assassin asked fearfully. "Lord, I have answered truthfully. What else would you know?"


  "Nothing else." Velmeran placed his hand on the assassin's throat, and the sound of snapping bone filled the small, dark room. Lenna drew back fearfully. She had never before seen death, certainly not given so casually and received so eagerly.


  Velmeran rose and indicated for her to precede him out the broken door. He stepped outside just as Iyan arrived, stepping through the small crowd that had gathered at a cautious dis tance.


  "You again?" he asked wearily.


  "It was a Kuari assassin," Lenna told him, still pale and shaken from what she had witnessed.


  Iyan rolled his eyes and muttered some colorful local obscen ity before looking at Velmeran. "And you shot him?"


  "Self-protection," the Starwolf offered calmly.


  Makayen frowned and shook his head slowly, like a superior reluctantly conferring a deserved punishment. "What am I going to do with you?"


  Velmeran regarded him questioningly. "You are not going to do anything except mind your own business. Under no circum stances are you to presume any authority over a Starwolf."


  Makayen drew back in alarm, suddenly aware that he was indeed asking for trouble. But Lenna, predictably, would not let the matter rest.


  "Oh, come off it, Iyan," she said indignantly. "That assassin was here to get Allon Makvenna. Said so himself. So you should be glad he got distracted with our friend here."


  "Then I suppose he deserves our heartfelt gratitude," her brother said sarcastically.


  "Sure, and I suppose you'd have been happier if he had gone ahead and shot old man Makvenna?" She demanded in return. "Then you'd have a nice crime to solve, and everything would be as it should be."


  Iyan opened his mouth to protest, then noticed the Starwolf watching them both in a mildly amused manner, like a tolerant parent watching two children. He closed his mouth and smiled. "You'll have to excuse me, but it's my sister I'm arguing with, not you. And I'm a terrible one for wanting the last word."


  "If you will forgo the last word, I will gladly forget the entire matter. And you," Velmeran turned abruptly to Lenna, "will please shut up and come with me."


  "Just be careful!" Iyan called after then as they made their way through the small crowd that had gathered at a respectable distance. The medics had just arrived, effectively breaking up the congregation.


  Lenna cringed. "Damn! He had the last word after all."


  Now that they were beyond the small crowd, Velmeran quietly returned his guns to his belt and folded his lower arms behind his cape, retreating into his assumed role. Lenna, ob serving him, tucked her own gun back inside her jacket. Then the delayed shock caught up with her. She wavered, pale and shaken, and paused to lean against a heavy wooden post.


  "Great Spirit of Space, you shot him," she muttered uncer tainly. "You shot him and you broke his neck."


  "A moment later he would have been shooting at us," Vel meran said gently, as if that was supposed to have been reassur ing. To a Starwolf it would have been, but somehow Lenna did not quite see it that way. She stared at him in disbelief.


  "I don't even want to think about that!" she declared, and closed her eyes as she trembled at the thought. She blinked and looked at him again. "You. You have no regrets."


  "Of course I regret," he insisted. "I regret every life that is lost, whether I had any part in it or not. But that is the way life is, and I do what I have to do."


  "Sergei, he was only a boy."


  "So am I. But he would have shot me in the back and been pleased with himself for doing so. At least I am not pleased with myself for what I did." He paused, frowning. "Lenna, you know what I am. I make a career of shooting warships and freighters, and most of the time I do not think that there are lives – innocent lives – on those ships. Later, when I do think about it, I regret what I have done. I have killed twice today, and for once I have the reassurance of knowing that the lives I took were not innocent. Do you understand what I am saying?"


  Lenna shrugged without looking up. In truth, not a word of what he said made a bit of sense to her, although she could tell that it sounded perfectly reasonable to him. Just as her thoughts had earlier been alien to him, now his own thoughts were alien to her. But he was alien, she reminded herself, a member of a race designed for war, with their own thoughts and emotions that kept the peace between their conscience and their duty as warriors. Even if she could not follow his exact reasoning, she did understand the greater intent of what he was trying to tell her. At least he did have firm, logical reasons for his actions, even if his reasons were outside her comprehension. And she could trust him.


  "Sorry about that," she said, needlessly straightening her clothes. "You've been brought up to it, I suppose. But I've never seen anything like that before, and it hit me all of a sudden. I'm fine now, though. Are you ready to go on?"


  "You do not object to my company?" Velmeran asked.


  "And why should I, now?" she asked in return. "I knew that you were something different from the start, and I was begin ning to catch on near the end. I would have caught on sooner, I think, if I hadn't been so busy making you out what I wanted you to be."


  "I never meant to deceive you," he said dejectedly. "I just thought..."


  "So did I," Lenna agreed, and looked at him in desperation. "Sergei, you cannot leave me. I..."


  Velmeran silenced her quickly. "Do not say that. You know that it is not the truth, however hard you try to convince your self of it. You do not love me, and I certainly do not love you. You are a friend, a casual acquaintance I have met on port leave. And that is all."


  "You already have someone of your own, don't you?" she demanded, almost accusingly.


  "Yes, I do have a mate. Her name is Consherra. She is the Methryn's helm and first officer, and she has a temper nearly as sharp and quick as your own. And she also has all the love I have to give."


  Lenna made a rude noise. "Sure, and that's all the happiness that you could want. But where does that leave me?"


  Velmeran took her chin in his hand, his irresistible strength forcing her to look up at him. "Tomorrow morning I will be gone, I am sure of that now. But I have made you a promise, that I will find you a ship as soon as I can. Trust me?"


  Lenna smiled reluctantly. "It's hard not to. But I'd rather be a Starwolf."


  Chapter 7


  Ten packs of Starwolf fighters were closing quickly on their target, the Union invasion force above Tryalna. Behind them cruised the vast, menacing shape of their carrier, three kilome ters of sleek, powerful fighting ship. And the Union forces ap peared to be waiting for them. Their handful of warships pulled back instantly, not in retreat but to assume a battle formation.


  Schayressa Kalvyn did not like what she saw. Something about that quick defense made her suspect that the Unioners had been waiting for her. Surely they should have expected Star wolves to come sooner or later. But it seemed almost that their attack on Tryalna had been a ruse, that their real objective was to fight her. And that simply made no sense. Something else that was not normal was that armored battle station that sat parked in remote orbit. It was far larger than anything she had ever seen, heavy with armor and cannons, and that made her very uneasy. At least it was slow enough to be harmless.


  "Is anything wrong?" Commander Tryn asked. He could always tell when Schayressa was worried by the furtive move ments of her camera pod.


  "I do not like it," she answered. "Too many things simply are not quite as they should be."


  "Is it that battle station?" Tryn asked.


  "What do you think?" the ship asked in return. "That thing is five times larger than any mobile battle station I have ever seen. What are they doing with something like that?"


  "They mean to hold on to Tryalna whatever the cost. If this world goes free, five more will revolt in the coming month. Their entire forced sterility program will face a major setback."


  "Which is why we have to make sure that Tryalna stays free," Schayressa agreed. "Still, I do not like that machine. I am going to check it out."


  She changed course abruptly to intercept the thing. She would not willingly call it a ship. At twenty-five kilometers in length and wider than she was long, it was by far the largest machine she had ever seen moving under its own power. She had seen mobile stations before, but nothing this big. It was certainly the first thing she had seen in a long time that made her feel dainty. Her intention was to come close enough for a thorough scan, then proceed to blow it to bits.


  "We are going to full battle alert," she announced over inter-ship com. "Everyone to your stations. Stand by your monitors and manual controls. We will be coming into firing range in less than a minute."


  "Does it worry you that much?" Tryan asked.


  Schayressa brought her camera pod around to the upper bridge. "I can see from here that it has the shields and cannons of a planetary defense system. There is certainly going to be a fight."


  "Bad?"


  "Well, I am going to prime my conversion cannon, just in case."


  Commander Tryn stared at her in surprise. "If it worries you that much, then leave it alone. Break off."


  "I cannot," she answered. "If that thing is a mobile planetary defense system, it might take half the wolf fleet to crack that nut once they get it into operation."


  "Then we have no choice," the Commander agreed reluc tantly. He had been a first-rate fighter for most of his three hundred and ten years, a fearsome pilot and pack leader and the best strategist in the fleet... at least until Velmeran had come along. But he did not like unknowns, and he thoroughly dis liked anything that made his ship nervous.


  Schayressa banked sharply as she came into good scanning range, dropping down nearly to the plodding crawl of her target as she began a careful scan. What she saw surprised and fright ened her. But still she held on, probing every bolt and circuit of that ship. For it was indeed a ship, a fighting ship the likes of which she had never seen.


  "Commander!" Keldryn, the helm, warned suddenly.


  "I see it," Schayressa answered. Her power sensors leaped off the scale as the immense ship engaged its drives and threw up its shields. Schayressa brought up her own battle shields and targeted her largest cannons.


  In the next instant she was under fire. A steady barrage of bolts centered on the Starwolf carrier with deadly accuracy, de flecting off the battle shields with a sound like hailstones ring ing against the hull. Occasional shots penetrated the shields to skip off the gentle curve of the armored hull, sounding like strikes even though the bolts deflected harmlessly. Then one shot hit at just the right attitude, biting into the thick armor. The achronic carrier beam discharged its full load of raw energy and superheated metal exploded. It was a minute tear against the vast, featureless expanse of the armored upper hull, but it was only the first of many scores.


  Schayressa Kalvyn fought back fiercely. Her own cannons were more accurate and slightly more powerful, but she had only ten against thousands. And yet her shots were deflected harmlessly by the hull of the giant warship. One of her shots struck an unarmored section of a turret and the entire upper portion of the gun exploded. Clued by that, she set her targeting computers to concentrate on the Fortress's guns, the only part of the ship she seemed able to damage.


  "Tryn, I cannot fight this thing," she said, and paused a mo ment as a bolt struck almost directly overhead. "They are trying to hit my bridge, and they seem to have a fair idea where it is. And I cannot hurt them in return. That entire ship is covered by quartzite panels backed by a very firm shield."


  "Break off!" he told her.


  "Not yet," she said. "If nothing else. I have will work against this thing, I am going to give it my coversion cannon. I have already called back my packs to support me... damnation!"


  "What?" Tryn asked, perplexed.


  "Stingships! Wave upon wave of stingships. There must be a thousand in all, with battleships and destroyers closing from every direction.Val traron,have we wandered into a trap!"


  Another explosion rocked the entire ship. Tryn glanced around apprehensively, well aware that something major had been hit. "What was that?"


  "One of my forward engines," Schayressa replied absently. "Prepare for firing. Keldryn, stand ready to take the helm."


  Schayressa ceased firing as she readied her conversion can non, opening the armored portal in the flattened hexagonal tube beneath her shock bumper. In the conversion chamber at the base of that tube, over half a kilometer back from the Kalvyn's tapered nose, hundreds of liters of distilled water were being converted rapidly into energy, temporarily confined within heavy containment fields. Special field-projecting antennas dropped down to either side of the cannon's muzzle, which glowed with the white-hot energy contained at its core.


  In the final seconds before firing, Schayressa centered the cannon by aiming herself at her target. At the same time the Fortress ceased firing and cut all acceleration as if calmly awaiting certain destruction. Then, even as the Kalvyn fired, the Challenger merged the full power of all her generators into the formation of a single defensive shield so powerful that it enveloped the entire ship in a solid white sphere. That devas tating blast of raw energy from the conversion cannon struck the shield dead center... and was deflected harmlessly.


  From the Kalvyn's point of view, that was not immediately apparent. For three full seconds she poured the power of a star against that glowing white shell. Seconds more passed as the glowing clouds of red, yellow, and blue dissipated and nothing could be seen. Then the Fortress emerged from that fiery mass, unharmed. The vast warship seemed to pause a moment to look around, then turned every gun it could on the Starwolf carrier.


  "Val traron de altrys caldarson!"Schayressa muttered in her surprise as bolts rang against her hull. After a moment she looked at her Commander. "Tryn, I am beaten. I am getting out of here as fast as I can."


  Engaging her star drive momentarily, she jumped past the Fortress and out of range in a matter of seconds. Coasting at just sunlight, she made a slow retreat out of the system to give her fighters a chance to overtake her, still engaged with the hundreds of stingships that had already altered their course to follow. It was humiliating for a Starwolf carrier, beaten and battered, to turn and run, unprecedented in recent memory.


  "All fighters close to five hundred kilometers and remain on defensive alert," she began her instructions. "Damage control and engineering, begin immediately repairs. Engineering, take a look at that damaged engine. All nonactive personnel will remain at standby until further notice."


  "How bad is it?" Tryn asked.


  Schayressa brought her camera pod back to the upper bridge. "Not so bad, really. Aside from the wrecked engine, I have no mechanical damage. I just need acres and acres of new plating."


  "So? Are you thinking about going back to fight that thing?"


  "Oh, I can fight again," she assured him. "But I am not going to until I figure out how... Hello?"


  Commander Tryn glanced up at her. "What is it?"


  "A message coming in," she explained, looking bemused. "Sector Commander Donalt Trace wants to talk to us."


  "Oh?" The Commander sat back in his chair, pondering that. "Surely he has more on his mind than just gloating."


  "It cannot hurt to listen to what he has to say," Keldryn of fered. Like all good second-in commands, she was certain that the upper bridge needed her advice to function best.


  "Very well, put him on," Tryn agreed. "Do you have a pic ture?"


  "Audio only."


  "Good. I do not have to look at him."


  "Commander?" a voice asked over the static of an open channel. The Union did not have good achronic communica tions.


  "This is Commander Tryn of the Kalvyn."


  "Yes, this is Commander Donalt Trace on board the Fortress Marenna Challenger. So, what do you think of my new ship?"


  "Very impressive," Tryn agreed, very noncommmital in his reply. He meant to learn all he could while not giving away any information... not even an opinion. "You are the Captain of this ship?"


  "Me? No! I designed the Fortress; but Maeken Kea is the Captain of the Challenger," Trace continued. "You know, I was hoping that it would be the Methryn that would come blunder ing into the trap you sprung. Still, it might be better this way. I knew that the first ship to run up against my Fortress would turn tail and run until it knew what it was fighting. The second time around will be a fight to the death. Now you, of course, are thinking that you are going to find a way to defeat my Fortress, while I know you cannot. We shall see who is right."


  "I suppose we shall."


  "Better yet, why not send for Velmeran and the Methryn," Trace suggested. "He is the best you have. This is the best I have. Why not just have it out, and settle that question once and for all?"


  "This is the Kalvyn's sector, not the Methryn's," Tryn said to avoid a direct reply.


  "Perhaps, but Velmeran has often fought where he is needed," Trace reminded him. "Still, whatever you think best. My Fortress has already given you a minor mauling. I would just as well finish you off now and deal with Velmeran next. He should come running in a hurry when he hears that my Fortress destroyed one of his own carriers."


  "As you said earlier, we shall see," Tryn replied.


  "Yes, so we shall," Commander Trace agreed. With that the channel went abruptly dead.


  Tryn looked up at Schayressa's camera pod. "Well, what do you make of that? He seems very sure of himself."


  "He might have reason to be," the ship answered. "I have been reviewing the scan of his 'Fortress'... a very apt name, I might add. It has a defense for everything we could throw against it. The only way to beat it is by superior strategy."


  "Superior strategy?" Tryn sat for a moment, musing on that. He looked up at Keldryn, waiting patiently at his side. "You go and take a look at our damage and report back to me. Schay ressa, park yourself outside this system and do what you can with your damage. Send out two or three drones to scout out what they can. I want to know where those warships and sting ships came from, and what else they might have in hiding. And warm up the achronic."


  "The Methryn?"


  Tryn shrugged. "If he wants Velmeran so badly, I suppose that we should send him Velmeran."


  The weather at the port of Kallenes had turned bad during the night. A wet mixture of hail and sleet was driven by a fitful gale, whipping down out of the mountains now hidden behind a blank wall of mist and clouds. Dawn came late and warmed only to a dim twilight. The port field was transformed into a glacial expanse of damp, heavy snow that had gathered in crusty banks on the backs of the black wolf fighters and trans ports huddled like langies against the winter blast in the near corner of the field.


  The Mall that morning was cold, damp, and dark, the sky lights covered over with snow so that the dim lighting gave the appearance of late night. To add to that, no one was about the narrow streets that morning except those who had no choice, and a few dozen Starwolves who had the place entirely to them selves. One of the few travelers about the Mall that morning was Velmeran, waiting impatiently for the tailor to open his shop so that he could collect his armor.


  After two days in regular clothes, the heavy, restrictive suit was actually a welcome comfort. He had never felt so vulner able as he had these past two days without it. It had been a confused, violent port leave, he reflected as he untied his braids and brushed out his long, thick hair. Still, he did not regret a moment of it.


  The Feldennye tailor packaged up his new clothes and he left with the bundle under one of his lower arms. Although he had not expected it, still he was not surprised to find Lenna waiting for him outside, pacing against the cold. She glanced up expec tantly as he opened the door, and he could tell by her astonish ment that she did not recognize him.


  "Sergei?" she asked hesitantly, drawing back a fearful step.


  "Sure now, and you were expecting Pack Leader Velmeran?" he asked, affecting the local dialect to reassure her teasingly. She still did not know who he really was, assuming the name he had given her to be his own, and he preferred matters that way. "You are out early this morning, considering that you put away my complimentary drinks as well as your own last night. Come to see me off?"


  "You've been called away, then?" Lenna asked, frowning, as she stared at the ground.


  "There has been trouble, barely an hour past, and I must go," he explained simply. "The rest of the pilots will be recalled to the ship before the morning is over. I must go back immedi ately."


  "And you are needed so badly that they could not spare you a few minutes more?"


  Now Velmeran frowned, wondering if he could spare her that much. "Perhaps we could walk – slowly – to the port together. That would be a few minutes."


  "And all I'm going to get, it seems," Lenna muttered as they started off together.


  "If you were human, then I would love you," Lenna mused quietly as they walked. "And I do regret that you didn't take me to bed last night. Just between friends, and I had thought that we were friends enough for that."


  "I have a mate, Consherra the Terrible, and I love only her," he reminded her. "But I will not forget my promise. I will find a ship for you. Do you believe me?"


  "Of course I believe you," Lenna insisted, although that thought no longer filled her with the excitement it once had. There was now only one ship for her, and that was the Methryn. "You'll be coming back? I'll see you again?"


  Velmeran shook his head. "I doubt that we will ever meet again. You will be gone long before I ever make it back to this place. Valthyrra Methryn will be going home for her overhaul after this, and that means half a standard year in airdock."


  "Well, I'll miss you," Lenna said. "Friends we may be and nothing more, but you're certainly the most interesting friend I've ever had."


  "Thank you," Velmeran replied, smiling. "You are a little strange yourself."


  Lenna laughed. "I didn't mean it quite that way, but you have it right after all. At least now I know what we have in common. Is this it?"


  The Starwolves had landed their ships in the corner of the field less than a hundred meters from the door where they now stood. Velmeran pushed open the door and stepped out into the dim light and swirling snow. Here, in the corner of the building, the storm did not seem so bad. But they had not gone ten steps when a violent blast of wind struck with hurricane force. Vel meran, anchored by the weight of his armor and his great strength, hardly noticed, but Lenna had to hold his arm to keep from being blown away.


  "Perhaps you should stay here," he told her. "You are not dressed to go out in a storm like this, not all the way out to the fighters and back."


  "This is good-bye, then?" she asked. "So, take care of your self, Mr. Rachmaninoff."


  "Vol lerrasson vyen de dras schyrrassalon," Velmeran said, then turned and walked away into the storm. Lenna stood for a long moment looking as if she might call to him or run after him. But his black form disappeared quickly into the blowing snow, and he was gone.


  After a moment more she turned and hurried back inside. Not because of the cold, but because she had resolved to go through with her plan and time was of the essence. Using the shelter of the Mall as much as she could, she cut diagonally across its length to that section of town where she shared a wood-frame house with her brother. He was not there, and she hurried to take advantage of his absence.


  Fortunately she had what she needed in her own meager wardrobe, one of the three good sets of clothes she kept for special occasions. One suit was in most ways identical to the one Velmeran had worn, the pants a dark brown with a shirt of a somewhat lighter shade. The cape was a slightly darker brown, a size too large to accommodate her length so that it hung too loose and full from the shoulders. But that, she reflected, was all the better. The boots and belt were leather dyed to match the cape.


  Once dressed, Lenna looked at herself appraisingly in the mirror. She was fortunate that she reflected her mother's space-faring race rather than her father's pale, stocky folk. She was just a little taller than most Starwolves, but she had the same wiry build, long of limb and small of body. Her eyes were large, if not quite large enough, and her small nose was not quite small enough. But proper use of makeup corrected most of her shortcomings, and her artistic skills were equal to the task. At least her skin was the same medium tan, her eyes dark, and her hair the same curious wood-brown.


  She combed the front portion of her hair down over her face and carefully cut and trimmed until she had the typical long, heavy bangs of a Kelvessa. Satisfied that she had her hair right, she divided its length into two parts and tied it into the thick, loose braids that Velmeran had worn.


  Finished, she returned to the mirror to admire the results. Obviously she could not pass herself off as a Starwolf, but she did make a passable Starwolf pretending to be human. It was a disguise that would not work long, but it should be enough to get her into a transport and aboard the Methryn. Once on the ship, she could surely keep herself hidden until they were under way.


  Realizing suddenly that she had spent a full hour on her dis guise, she hurried to collect a few things she meant to take with her, mostly extra clothes. She added to this her helm and navi gation manuals and all the Union credits she had, over eight thousand in all. She was still packing when she heard her brother enter.


  "It's me," he called. "Bit of an accident down at the ware houses, and I got my pants thoroughly soaked helping to clear boxes."


  At that moment he passed by the door of her room on the way to his own, then paused and backed up to stand in the doorway. He did not need to ask what she was planning; that was obvious enough. He also knew better than to try to talk her out of it, although he did make a token effort.


  "Do you really think they're going to permit that, now?" he asked. "They'll throw you out the nearest airlock when they find you."


  "As that may be," Lenna agreed. "But I'd rather take an hour of heaven than stay planet-bound a moment longer. I was born up there, and it may be that I'll die up there soon enough. But you worry for nothing. They'll not do a thing to hurt me."


  "You're sure of that, now? You've only met the one, and he threw Lesries through a wall and then shot another to pieces and broke his fool neck. Some friend you've got there, Lenna Ma kayen, to go betting your life on his mercy." He paused a mo ment to regard her closely. "Well, I can see for myself that you're resolved all the same. Be off with you, then, but hurry. This last hour you couldn't tell the howling wind from their little ships going up."


  Lenna stared at him in disbelief. "You'll not stop me?"


  "I thought I made that plain."


  Lenna returned to her hurried packing. "There's a fair number of things in the studio I've been saving. You can sell them to the next buyer to come through. Remember that there will be some money coming in on those limited-edition repre sentations. Keep it."


  "How do I explain your disappearance?", Iyan asked. "'Lenna? Oh, she ran off to join the Starwolves'?"


  "Don't be silly," she said as she tied the bundle together. "Say I went back to the Traders. That's where I'm likely to end up, so it will likely be the truth in the long run. Tell the Trade Association to replace me with that kid they've had me train ing."


  "He's ready?"


  "Good enough."


  "And will I be seeing you again?"


  She paused and sighed heavily. "How can I say at this time? Don't count on it. But if I don't go out the door now, you'll be seeing me again soon."


  "On your way, then," Iyan said as he stepped back to allow her out the door. "You be careful, now. What you have in mind is dangerous enough. But then, you know who you've taken up with."


  The problem, of course, was that she did not. She knew that the Methryn was the abode of such legendary figures as Vel meran, Mayelna, and Valthyrra Methryn herself, but she also had Sergei to protect her from them. In her own overactive imagination, Velmeran was a towering, dashingly handsome hulk with sophisticated wit and daredevil nerve, while Sergei was gentle and pensive.


  Her clothing, adequate for a Starwolf, was by no means suf ficient to keep her warm in this weather, and the large bundle under her right arm was a wearisome burden. She crossed the Mall and left through the door where she had parted from Vel meran an hour earlier. She could not see five meters ahead for the snow and mist, and she had no way of knowing if Starwolf transports were still parked out there, or even for certain where they might be. The Kelvessa sensed the secondary generators idling in the ships, but she knew only the direction in which she had seen Velmeran go. Dressed as she was, in this wind and bitter cold, she would not survive long if she became lost.


  Lenna had gone perhaps three-quarters of the distance when she heard the dull, bone-shaking roar of a transport heading straight up. Seconds later the curtain of snow parted before her, revealing the right side of a transport buried up to its hull in a drift. She ran up to the airlock door just behind the forward cabin and pounded on it with a numbed fist. The door opened immediately, and a startled Starwolf in black armor stared down at her.


  "Are you going up soon?" she called over the wind.


  "Right now, in fact. They just called down to say that every one was accounted for. Another minute and you would have been left behind."


  He reached down for her bundle. Although it was nearly a third of her weight, she did her best to lift it up with the con temptuous ease a Starwolf would have displayed. By the time that she had climbed aboard, the pilot had gone to stow her package. A lucky guess showed her which button closed the airlock. She collapsed in one of the four seats behind the for ward cabin, too cold to be properly frightened.


  "Did you miss the call?" the pilot asked as he returned.


  "I was not in armor, and I did not have a radio," she ex plained, hoping that was a valid excuse. She slipped into the curious Starwolf accent with amazing ease.


  "That must be the best disguise that I have ever seen," he said as he passed. "You look almost human."


  "Thanks," Lenna muttered. The truth was that she was fear ful that melting snow caught in her hair was threatening her makeup.


  The pilot took his seat in the forward cabin and she heard him strapping in, so she did the same. Moments later she felt the transport lift straight up on its field drive. Then she was flat tened into her seat by at least twenty-five G's as the little ship climbed steeply. Her space-bred ancestry allowed her to endure this with little discomfort; no true human could have remained conscious under that unrelenting stress. Some would not have survived.


  It did not last more than five minutes, presumably all the time it took to get this ship into orbit. She released her straps and searched the rear cabin until she found a small mirror. Quickly reassured that her disguise had not suffered, she went to the forward cabin for a look out its wide windows.


  The first thing she saw was the Methryn, no more than twice its own length away and completely filling the forward view. She had seen pictures of the carriers and knew their specifics, but nothing could accurately convey the true size, power, and majesty of these vast ships. The transport overtook the larger ship rapidly, passing beneath its broad belly, making for the small bay that stood open near the front, a pocket of intense light against the blackness.


  "Who are you, anyway?" the pilot asked as he maneuvered into position.


  "Consherra." She offered the name of the only female Star wolf she knew, the one that Velmeran had named his mate.


  "Consherra!" the pilot exclaimed incredulously. "Well, you are late. I had thought that you had not gone down in the first place."


  Handling arms reached down from the bay to pull the trans port in, and the thick bay doors swung shut beneath it. This was not one of the two immense holding bays, of course, and it had looked insignificant against the bulk of the ship. But it was larger than any warehouse in port Kallenes, as Lenna could see now.


  "We are home," the pilot announced as he hastily closed down all the systems aboard the transport. "Half a moment and I will have it open. I suppose that you want to go straight to the bridge."


  Lenna nodded absently. She was too busy thinking ahead to what she should do next to truly appreciate that she was actually aboard the Methryn, and the only uninvited guest the ship had seen in her eighteen thousand years.


  Chapter 8


  Lenna stared as she stepped down out of the transport. The smooth inner panels of the bay doors had folded shut to form the featureless deck on which she now stood, still cold with exposure to space. The walls of each side of the bay were filled with racks of two different sizes, the smaller holding transports such as she had just ridden while the other held capture ships and a large type of transport. They were lifted into place by rectractable handling arms such as the set that held her own transport a meter above the deck while five crewmembers in white armor trimmed in black hurried to service it.


  "Here!" a voice called from behind. She turned quickly, and the pilot tossed her bundle into her arms. The weight nearly knocked her over backward, and she strained to get it under control before the Starwolves noticed that she was not as strong as themselves.


  "Are you going up to the bridge?" the pilot asked as he leaped down beside her. He started toward a shelflike area at one side of the bay, and she thought it best to join him until she could slip away.


  "If we are getting under way soon, I should be there," she answered, recalling Consherra's duty as helm.


  "We will be getting under way immediately. They were wait ing for me."


  "I should be in my armor, but no time now," she said with a touch of regret. In fact, she was wondering if she could hide out easier if she could get herself into a suit or armor, letting the lower arms hang free. She had not yet considered that the Star wolves spoke a language of their own.


  "Have you heard what the trouble is?" the pilot asked as she stopped before the lift door to press the call button. "I was wondering what Velmeran had to say."


  "Oh, I have not seen Velmeran since I left on port leave," she answered quickly, and it seemed to her a very good answer. She did not even know if Velmeran had left the ship. She certainly had not seen any Starwolves she had thought might be Vel meran.


  The transport pilot, however, found that a very astonishing answer. Kelvesan, with their insatiable curiosities, were natural if benevolent gossips. They were also remarkably gullible. If Velmeran and Consherra were avoiding each other's company during port leave...


  The lift snapped open and they quickly stepped inside, the pilot setting the controls for his own destination and then on to the bridge. The doors snapped shut and the lift started off with its customary lurch, causing Lenna to stagger. This lift was the fastest she had ever known.


  "Valthyrra does need that overhaul," the pilot observed, smiling.


  Lenna only nodded. She had good luck with this particular Starwolf, but she was beginning to think that she had been with him too long. Sooner or later he was going to ask her something and she was going to say the wrong thing. Or, worse yet, the real Consherra was going to be standing on the other side when that door opened. She did not know that he was sharing her game by speaking Terran to her. Then it seemed that the lift began to pick up speed like a fighter going into battle. As the stress increased she moved slowly backward until she was leaning against the rear wall of the lift. Still the force continued to build, until she released her bundle to concentrate on fighting the crushing pressure. Flying alone and empty, she had occasionally pushed her freight shuttle to G's as high as this, but she had always been supported by a cushioned seat. The Starwolf might have been immune to those stresses, standing idly by the door. But he was aware of her distress, and was regading her closely.


  "Are you well?" he asked. "The Methryn is accelerating to starflight, but we are pulling no more than thirty G's."


  Thirty? Only her Trader heritage kept her conscious during this, unprotected and penned against a metal wall. The pilot suddenly realized what the problem was. He stepped over to her and lifted up her cape, and discovered exactly what he expected not to find. He checked her quickly for weapons, retrieved her bundle, and returned to the lift controls. Pressing a button, he leaned slightly forward to the speaker.


  "Attention, bridge!" he said sharply. "Cut acceleration. I re peat, cut acceleration immediately. Class Two intruder alert. Intruder has been apprehended on lift five."


  He looked over at Lenna, who smiled weakly. The next mo ment she collapsed to the floor as the stress of acceleration disappeared.


  "This is Valthyrra Methryn," came the reply momentarily. "Do you consider the intruder to be under control and not dan gerous?"


  "No problem here," he replied. "I suspect this to be a stow away rather than a spy or saboteur."


  "Very good. I am bringing you straight up to the bridge."


  Velmeran knew that something was wrong when he felt the Methryn cut acceleration and he was on his way to the bridge immediately, so that he was there within a minute of Lenna's arrival. He was starting up the steps to the upper bridge when he looked up and saw Lenna, pale and shaken, seated at the Commander's console while Mayelna, Consherra, and Val thyrra's camera pod faced her from three sides. Realizing ex actly what had happened, he turned and retreated quickly the way he had come.


  "Just a moment, Velmeran," Mayelna called after him.


  He paused and reluctantly returned to the upper bridge. Ig noring Lenna, who was staring at him in complete astonish ment, he smiled sheepishly and shrugged. "She followed me home, Mom. Can I keep her?"


  "Ah, so you are the mysterious young Starwolf who inspired this lady to attempt the foolhardy," Mayelna said.


  "You... you are Velmeran?" Lenna asked incredulously, even paler than before. "The Velmeran?"


  "Of course he is," Mayelna answered irritably. "Who did you think he was?"


  "Well, he said that his name was Sergei Rachmaninoff," she explained.


  Valthyrra nearly popped her lenses. "Sure, and I'm Fanny Mendelssohn!"


  Mayelna glanced up at her impatiently before turning back to the girl. "Were you not aware that he was a Starwolf?"


  "No, not until he killed the assassin. I knew that something was odd about him from the start, but I was too busy wanting him to be a Trader who would get me off-world."


  "Velmeran told me – briefly – of his exploits, although I suspect that he deemphasized certain points where you were concerned. Did you really believe that he would want you?"


  "Oh, no!" Lenna insisted. "I'm not following after him now. He has been a good friend, but I cannot pretend to love him, and he has told me often enough that he has a mate of his own. I just wanted to see this ship."


  "You surely knew that you could not avoid detection for long."


  "I never meant to. I just thought that if I could get on board, you would have to keep me."


  "Oh?" Mayelna looked mildly surprised. "And do you have any idea what we should do with you?"


  "Well, there seems to be a number of options," the girl re plied. "At the best, you might let me go along for the ride until you find a good place to leave me – preferably a Trader. At the worst, you'll pitch me out the nearest airlock. But the way you're building to speed, I know that you're not going to take me back where you found me."


  Mayelna actually chuckled. "You think you know us very well."


  "No, Commander," Lenna said. "I know your reputation, and I believe it. But I also know that it's an act. You're Starwolves and I'm of Trader stock, and that makes us first cousins at least. But that's all that I can say in my defense. I knew that I was asking for trouble."


  Mayelna regarded her, not unkindly, for a moment, then turned to Velmeran."Vel aveyssa Jvayralkon tras ayressan?"


  Velmeran shrugged."Val Jvayralkon aveyr. Aveyssa von len tresdon, schayrkonarran, dverron aveyssa von thryverdaison aval, val laeron, faern leivayrdhay Ireykon."


  Mayelna considered that a moment before looking at Val thyrra, who nodded her camera in agreement. Consherra, for once, seemed to have no opinion to offer. At that moment the Methryn made a smooth transition into starflight.


  "Well, it seems that you are going along for the ride," Mayelna said at last. "Unfortunately, you picked a very bad time. We are in something of a hurry and we need to make the best time we possibly can, so you will have to sit there and take a few very high G's. Consider that your punishment. After that, Consherra will show you to your cabin and indicate the areas of the ship you may visit. The Methryn really is not a warehouse of secrets, so any place you are told not to go is for your safety. Remember also that the deck plan of this ship looks like an explosion in a kite-string factory."


  "Thank you, Commander." Lenna sighed in relief.


  "Just behave yourself, if it is... humanly possible. Vel meran. Valthyrra. Shall we take a little walk?"


  "Walk?" Valthyrra asked. "Walk? Who can walk?"


  Mayelna sighed. "Just send one of your evil eyes to my cabin."


  Velmeran and the Commander descended the steps together, leaving Lenna to stare in helpless astonishment. She felt a dis turbing sense of unreality as she sat pinned in her seat, gasping for breath under the burden of crushing forces while everyone else walked about in complete ease. The Starwolves had solved the problem of moving about under acceleration by adjusting the ship's artificial gravity one step ahead of the G's of accelera tion, which would otherwise throw all loose objects toward the back of the ship.


  "How did she get on board, anyway?" Velmeran asked as they made their way from the bridge.


  "How else?" Mayelna asked in return. "She presented herself at a transport and asked to be brought to the ship. She looks enough like us that she looks remarkably like a Kelvessa pretending to be human. She told the pilot that she was Con sherra – "


  "Consherra?" Velmeran interrupted.


  "Well, yes. I suspect that was the only name she knew to give. She probably learned just enough general information from you to give the right answers to a few questions. And there was a good measure of the old Kelvessan gullibility. The transport pilot just assumed that no one but a Starwolf would want aboard a Starwolf ship."


  "Gullibility?" Velmeran asked. "Such as how you not only pardoned her but gave her the run of the ship?"


  "Blarney, they used to call it," Mayelna mused. "There must have been more Irish settlers on that world than Scottish. Only an Irishman can use the plain truth like she does the way other men lie. We have a protective instinct, and she seems to have a talent for making the most of it. I seem to recall that you threw someone through a wall to protect her."


  "I did it because he was a Union agent sent to harass the Kanians, and because he pretended to be half Kelvessan," Vel-meran said defensively.


  "And then I should pardon someone who pretends to be a real Starwolf?" Mayelna asked.


  "It is a simple matter of intent. How did she give herself away?"


  "G's." She shrugged and turned the corner, only to find her self face-to-face with one of Valthyrra's remotes. She drew back.


  "Hello," Valthyrra said. "What is taking you so long?"


  "We were talking," Mayelna said curtly, and turned back to, Velmeran. "Where did you get that ridiculous idea of dressing up as a human, anyway?"


  "That was your suggestion," he reminded her.


  "Was it?" She paused a moment to reflect. "Well, even good ideas can go wrong. As that may be, stowaways are the least of our worries now."


  Mayelna herded the two ahead of her, down the side corridor and into her own cabin. The door shut behind them, and it did not open again for several hours.


  Lenna sank into the Commander's seat like melting butter after half an unrelenting hour of acceleration. Her system was, in fact, designed for this type of stress, but it had been too long. Flying freight had not been enough to prepare her for this. Con sherra was there immediately with a drink, a pill, and some thing to eat.


  "Take this," Consherra insisted, offering the pill and the drink. "Our medic Dyenlerra wants to find out if it will kill you."


  Lenna paused in the act of taking the pill to look at it closely. "Is this Starwolf medicine?"


  "No, strictly for human consumption," Consherra assured her. "You might be our first uninvited guest, but we pluck humans out of wrecks all the time. I also have bread and cheese."


  Lenna accepted the light meal and leaned back in the seat as she waited for her strength to return. Consherra had remained at her side nearly the entire time. Lenna could see now that she had been lucky to get away with pretending to be this girl for as long as she had.


  "If that was holding back, what kind of G's do you people normally take?" Lenna asked.


  "In normal cruising, about the same," Consherra explained. "When we are in a real hurry, we still hold off at about forty-five. That is about all we can take and still be able to move about easily. Emergency accelerations are something quite dif ferent. The most I have ever known was about one hundred and forty, and I was flying at the time."


  "Do you fly this ship often?" Lenna asked, rising unsteadily to peer over the front of the Commander's console at the helm station on the middle bridge. "Are those manual controls re tracted under the central monitor?"


  "Of course. You can fly this ship like an overgrown fighter. Valthyrra flies herself for the most part, although I get to set runs from time to time. But I hardly ever touch the manual controls. I really spend most of my time assisting Mayelna and Velmeran in running this ship, not flying it."


  Lenna frowned. "I think that I would prefer a Trader, if you'll pardon my saying so. I'm more interested in flying than giving orders."


  "I can understand that. How are you feeling?"


  "Fairly good, actually," she said, rising and stretching her arms. "I am getting a bit cold, though. I've done some serious sweating this morning, and not all of it from the G's. You do keep this place a bit cool."


  "Did you bring a change of clothes?"


  "I did come prepared for a wee bit of a stay," Lenna re marked guardedly.


  Consherra smiled. "If you are able, I will show you to your cabin now. You can change and rest a bit there. I will come for you again when it is time for you to eat, and then I will show you about the ship... before you take a notion to wander off on your own."


  Lenna was shown to a cabin that she considered luxurious by the standards of space travel. There was carpeting on the floor and real wood paneling on portions of the wall, with a small kitchen and a regular bathroom. Her first thought was for a shower, for she was eager for the feel of hot water on sore joints and muscles as well as to rid herself of the heavy layer of makeup. Valthyrra had prepared the room for her, turning the thermostat up as high as it would go. But she had no desire to be wet and naked in an environment that was now only slightly uncomfortable, and she had some doubts about what the Star wolves would call hot water. But she did find that she could get water hot enough to suit her, and letting it run with the door partly open steamed the small bathroom to a bearable level. She did wonder what a shower was like in high G's. Apparently that was taken into consideration; the door shut and locked so tightly that the shower needed special ventilation.


  She really did not care to rest afterward, testimony to her ability to recover quickly from such stresses, not to mention the fact that she was entirely too excited. It was thrilling to think that she was alone in a ship full of Starwolves – a community of Starwolves, as it were, and all her very own. It was as well that she did not need to rest, for Consherra returned for her soon after she was dressed.


  "You do not look quite so Kelvessan as you did before," she said, pausing just inside the door to regard the girl closely.


  "Makeup," Lenna explained. "I know how to use it. It might be that my eyes no longer seem quite as large."


  "That must be it," Consherra agreed, although she did not sound entirely certain. "I am glad that you have returned to native costume. It is something of a treat, having an alien visi tor on board. I especially want to show you to the little ones. They have never seen a human before."


  "These clothes were made for Kanis, where it's mostly as cold as it is here," Lenna said. She had been looking at the Kelvessa nearly as intently. Consherra had been in armor be fore, but now she wore white pants and tunic that formed the quasi-uniform of a Starwolf officer. In a way she looked far more alien now, since these clothes did not mask but empha sized her alien features. More than anything, that second set of arms, which did not appear so out of place with the heavy armor, now stood out prominently.


  The first thing Lenna learned was that there was no division of night and day on a Starwolf carrier, since Kelvessan did not sleep. As a result the meals were not divided into breakfast, lunch, and the like, just three dinners a day. Unfortunately, the dining hall was mostly empty; the last meal was only just over, having been delayed until the Methryn was in starflight.


  After that the tour began in earnest. Lenna saw everything of importance from the cannons retracted into the shock bumper in the nose of the ship to the fighter bays in the rear, with every thing, including the cavernous holding bays and the Methryn's immense generators, in between. Her favorite part, predictably, were the fighter bays, where every fighter had been brought down to the decks to final servicing.


  Lenna's tour ended in the Methryn's school complex. When she was told that the first level consisted of ages from three months to three years, she had envisioned infants. That was hardly the case. Young Kelvessan, even at only three months, were perfect miniatures of the adults, long-limbed, wiry, and strong, well able to walk, run, and talk. They were also, in Lenna's opinion, irresistibly cute.


  There were only twenty-one students in this age group, fewer than she had expected. She calculated that to be about one hundred and thirty children out of a population of two thousand, a very small percentage, although, because of their long life expectancy, it did represent a very modest population growth. In this first level the young were taught reading, writing, and simple mathematics, and an introduction to Terran, their second language. By the time they 'graduated' at the age of eighteen, every Kelvessan had a surprisingly broad and extensive educa tion, and they had yet to receive special training in their chosen fields.


  Consherra left Lenna with the students, explaining that she did have duties of her own to attend to, and departed with the instructions for where she could be found during the next meal period. She managed to get lost navigating the corridors on her own. But it was a simple matter to find a lift, and she set the section and level coordinates that Consherra had given her.


  "Late again, I see," she remarked as she seated herself at the large table where Consherra and Velmeran were seated with at least a dozen Kelvessan she did not know.


  "Treg, you were going back for more," Velmeran said. "Will you take Lenna up and help her find something to eat?"


  "Right away, Captain," Tregloran answered promptly.


  "Do you have children's plates?" Lenna asked as she hurried after him. "I'll be getting fat like this."


  Consherra smiled and shook her head slowly. "If she could take a few more G's, I would be tempted to keep her. She is entertaining."


  "Sure, and it must be her odd way of speaking," Velmeran agreed. "I cannot imagine what the Traders are going to do with her."


  "The Kanians are of Irish descent, are they not?" Baress asked.


  "Mainly, but with a great many Scots thrown in," he ex plained. "Makayen – McCain – is a Scottish name, unless I am mistaken. Of course, Lenna would not know a Scotsman if he bit her on the leg."


  Consherra laughed in mischievous delight. It was hard to say if she found his odd choice of terms amusing, or if she simply liked the idea of anyone biting Lenna Makayen on the leg.


  "Of course, she told me once that her Kanian accent is a pure act, and I have heard her drop it," Velmeran continued. "I sus pect that she is just using it to beguile us."


  "There is no question of that," Consherra agreed. "When she is talking about ships, she acquires a definite Trader's accent. And she uses their terms. She calls a transport a 'lift', and a launch a 'roundabout'. And she really knows her business, too. I quizzed her about navigation for some time, and not only does she know it, but she actually understands what she is doing."


  "Well, for a human, that is something new," Baress re marked.


  "You know what I mean," Consherra snapped. "Most human navigators learn their formulas by rote, but they have only a vague understanding of the actual mathematics involved."


  "The Traders are not a degenerate race," Baressa pointed out. "And their mathematical ability is very strong. Lenna may sound like a Kanian, perhaps because it suits her. Do none of your know your genetics? Traders are nearly a separate species from true humans. The offspring of a Trader and a human is what is known by the vulgar term of a mule, a sterile, invari ably female offspring that is essentially a smaller, stronger ver sion of a true Trader. If they know, they might not want her back."


  "She seems amorous enough to me," Velmeran remarked. "Sterile hardly means sexless."


  "Well, at least we have a replacement for Consherra," Vel meran remarked, then looked up. "Sherry, could you teach her to fly this ship?"


  Consherra was plainly astonished. "Lenna?Varth!She has only two hands, Meran."


  "A distressing handicap, I do admit," Velmeran agreed blandly. "But then, humans have done quite well in spite of it. I did not mean to put her on direct manuals in battle."


  Consherra considered that for a moment and shrugged. "How should I know? I have always said that the Methryn is, for her size, a remarkably easy ship to fly."


  They glanced up as Tregloran and Lenna returned, each bal ancing a plate. She seemed to be adjusting very well to life among the Starwolves, although 'making herself at home' was probably the best way to describe it. But then, for all Velmeran knew, she had already forgotten that she was not a Starwolf.


  He quickly introduced the members of his pack, forgetting that humans did not have a memory like a disk drive. And yet, Lenna never forgot the name of a single Kelvessa she was intro duced to. The problem lay in identifying names with the proper owner, since she could not easily tell most Starwolves apart.


  "And then there are the members of my special tactics team," he continued. "Baress and Tregloran are subsets of both groups. They are about tied as the best pilots on this ship."


  "Second best," Baress corrected him, pointing to the one who actually deserved that honor.


  "Trel and Marlena are the pilots of our modified transport. This is senior pack leader Baressa, and the quiet old gentleman at the end is Keth. He gets our students ready to fly with the packs."


  Lenna stared for a moment, since this was the first old Star wolf she had met. Or at least the first she was aware of as being old, since there was nothing about elderly Starwolves to indi cate the fact. As she looked closer, she could detect the tiniest creases about his eyes, such as she had also noticed on Mayelna. And both had a few black hairs among their brown; they apparently did not get gray.


  "Did you teach Velmeran to fly?" she asked hesitantly.


  "No, indeed," Keth replied. "In fact, I flew in his pack for a short time before I retired. I could no longer take the high G's."


  "I know how that is," Lenna muttered.


  "In fact, Velmeran's first grand adventure was to rescue me when I was captured," the older Kelvessa continued. "If Val thyrra and the Commander were here, you would see gathered at this table all the people that Union High Command hates most. The Methryn's Magnificent Maniacs."


  "Which reminds me," Lenna said turning to Velmeran. "Where have you been all day?"


  Velmeran shrugged. "Making battle talk."


  "The whole time?"


  "Yes, actually," he said, frowning with consternation. "Life was easier when we were secure in the belief that the Union could not throw anything at us that we cannot handle. Don has found himself a really first-rate toy this time. I hardly know what to make of it."


  "That sounds ominous," Tregloran remarked. "And we are going to fight it?"


  "If it is at all possible, then we must. And if we do fight, this is going to be our most difficult one yet."


  "Great Stars, I would not miss this one for anything!" Lenna was practically shaking with excitement.


  Velmeran regarded her blandly. "If you see this fight at all, it will be from a distance. You will be transferred to the Kalvyn with the rest of the nonessential personnel."


  "Nonessential?" she demanded indignantly.


  "That seems like an adequate description for a stowaway."


  Lenna let the matter drop, seeing perhaps that there was no argument she could make that would keep her on this ship. Or perhaps she simply had ideas of her own.


  Chapter 9


  After half an hour of cautious deceleration, the Methryn left starflight as gently as if her hull was porcelain and likely to break. Although she was still moving fast in terms of ordinary ships, her gentle approach was so unlike the sudden, darting movements of Starwolf carriers as to be remarkable. The sys tem that was her destination lay well ahead; she had stopped short for a final meeting with the Kalvyn before going into battle. Valthyrra quickly cast about for her sister ship and al tered her course in a long, lazy turn.


  "Methryn?" a voice called out questioningly over com. "Valthyrra Methryn? Is that you sliding in?"


  "Why, so it is," she answered. "Who were you expecting, Schayressa?"


  "Well, the last time I saw anything move that way, it was one of our own freighters with her hold so packed that she could barely move," the Kalvyn answered. "Is there something wrong with you, Val? Have you hurt yourself?"


  "You might describe my problem as a pain," Valthyrra said. "Actually, I have a passenger."


  "A passenger?" Schayressa was incredulous. "A paying pas senger? Great Spirit of space, Valthyrra, this is hardly the time for you to consider converting yourself to a luxury liner. Star wolf Express! A human passenger?"


  "A stowaway, to tell the truth."


  "A stowaway? On a Starwolf carrier? I have never heard of such a thing. What did you keep it for?"


  "To give to you," Valthyrra snapped.


  "Oh. I had to ask."


  "If you will hold your diodes for a moment, I am trying to get myself slowed down. Do you have any idea how hard it is to move our ancient bulks like we were hauling breakables?"


  "Tell me about it," Schayressa answered. "I lost a forward engine, and that means cutting the corresponding engine to maintain balance. Suddenly I have half the deceleration power I used to. I hate the thought of trying to put myself into airdock for repairs."


  "You could be towed in," Valthyrra suggested.


  "Towed? That would give me nervous fits. Have you ever been towed?"


  Mayelna glanced up, then returned to her monitor, shaking her head slowly."Aval den tras etrenon.They are all crazy."


  "What?" Velmeran asked, glancing up from where he had been watching the monitors over Consherra's shoulder.


  Mayelna regarded him blandly. "Someday, my boy, all this will be yours. One aging, know-it-all, gossiping starship."


  Valthyrra rotated her camera pod at the end of its boom, as if looking over her shoulder. "All the world is a stage, and every one is a critic."


  Everyone looked up expectantly as Lenna Makayen entered the left wing of the bridge, staggering under the strain of G's that would have left most humans unconscious. Traders had developed remarkable strength and resilience from thousands of years of such conditions; Iyan Makayen had always been em barrassed by the fact that his rangy half sister was considerably stronger than himself.


  "The last time I saw her walk like that was near the end of that first night in Kanis," Velmeran remarked. He hurried to her assistance, half carrying her up the steps. "You should have stayed in your room."


  "And miss all the fun?" Lenna demanded, and bowed her head respectfully to the Commander."Val edesson,Mayelna."


  "Val treron,"Mayelna corrected her; Lenna still had her days and nights reversed. "That, I suppose is your way of informing me that I am in your seat?"


  "Sure, I'll not be asking you for your seat," Lenna insisted, spreading her accent thickly. "If it's all the same, I would be happy with Consherra's seat."


  "Varth! Schon il vessa!"Valthyrra exclaimed softly, calling their attention to the main viewscreen. Just then she jerked her self to a sudden stop with a final blast of reverse thrust, disturb ing no one except Lenna. She executed an interesting forward flip and would have broken her neck except that she landed on Consherra, who was coming up the steps at that moment, and they tumbled all the way down to the main bridge. For a mo ment they provided a more interesting diversion than anything that could have been happening outside, and everyone stared in speechless astonishment, then calmly applauded the acrobatics.


  Lenna picked herself up, bruised and swearing, and turned to the main viewscreen. The Kalvyn sat motionless perhaps seven kilometers away, and turned almost directly toward them so that her forward hull was in plain view. Cannon blast had ripped round and oval craters intermixed with long, narrow tears in the thick armor.


  "Are you finished staring yet?" Schayressa asked in mild irri tation as the silence continued, unaware that most of the time had been taken up with Lenna's amazing distraction.


  "I suspect that I will look much the same before this is over," Valthyrra replied.


  "Perhaps, but you will have something to show for it. All I was able to do was run," the other ship pointed out. "If you will open a bay, the Commander and I are on the way over."


  Valthyrra laughed softly. "So soon? You are anxious to see me blast that monster. We will be down to meet you."


  "Bring that passenger of yours as well, if you can trust it," Schayressa added. "When dealing with humans and the decep tions of humans, we might profit from the opinion of a human."


  Valthyrra glanced at Lenna, who was checking herself for broken bones. The Trader girl was learning Tresdyland at an astonishing pace, but she could hardly follow a conversation after three days. Lenna would not believe her good fortune when she discovered what she was going to do now.


  The delegation from the Kalvyn stepped off the right bridge lift, where Mayelna, Velmeran, and Consherra were waiting to meet them, their unexpected guest standing to one side. And everyone stopped short to stare in disbelief. Even Lenna could see clearly that Velmeran was almost a exact duplicate of Com mander Tryn, nearly three hundred years his senior. Everyone was amazed. Everyone, that was, but Mayelna, the only one who had known both Velmeran and Tryn before this meeting. Tryn was himself as surprised as anyone.


  "Hello, Mayelna," Tryn said at last, turning to her. There was a curious look of both fear and satisfaction in his eyes. "It has been a long time."


  "Eighteen years," she agreed, then turned to her son. "You know Velmeran, I suppose. He runs this ship now, although he still keeps me around to handle the trivialities."


  "Do you remember me?" Tryn asked. "I met you once, a long time ago."


  "I had forgotten," Velmeran replied uncertainly.


  "Well, I do recall this girl," Tryn continued briskly. "Con sherra, if I remember correctly. I know that you are the Helm."


  Consherra smiled and nodded. "Yes, I do remember you. Velmeran is my mate now."


  "Is that so?" Tryn replied to that rather odd admission, then glanced over at Lenna. "Your passenger, I suppose?"


  "Hello," Lenna said in one of her rare self-conscious mo ments.


  "Lenna Makayen, our artist in residence and expert Starwolf impersonator," Mayelna said.


  "Well, I can see how she could get away with it," Tryn said, smiling reassuringly in the mistaken belief that Lenna was shy. If he had not been distracted by other thoughts, he would have realized that shy people did not sneak aboard Starwolf carriers. He glanced around quickly. "Oh, this is our Helm Keldryn and our Commander-designate Denlayk."


  "Hello," the pair said in unison.


  Mayelna frowned, deciding that matters had deteriorated from bad to ridiculous and that she had better put a quick end to this before the conversation drifted into areas she had no wish to explore. "I suppose that we should get down to the business that brought us here. Valthyrra is waiting."


  They retreated quickly to the third and smallest of the council rooms behind the bridge. Valthyrra was indeed waiting, the camera on its short boom above the oval table glaring as they took their seats.


  "Were you aware that Daelyn has been made Commander-designate of the Karvand?" Mayelna asked suddenly. "The Kar vand fought with us at Vannkarn, and again a few months later."


  "I had heard that she had been made Commander-designate," Tryn replied. "And Velmeran's raid into Vannkarn is a matter of legend. But then, everything Velmeran does assumes legendary proportions."


  "Then I suppose that we have the making of another here," she said, and turned to Velmeran. "Tryn is Daelyn's father."


  "Is that a fact?" Velmeran answered guardedly.


  Valthyrra, who had missed the previous conversation out in the hall, glanced about in complete mystification. Her gaze passed over Commander Tryn and she did a quick double take, then looked at Velmeran and back again. Several of the others, observing her, were trying not to laugh.


  "Ah... if we could get on with the business at hand," she began uncertainly, her camera pod rotating around to center on the Kalvyn's probe, seated astride the arms of the chair beside Lenna. "If you will begin."


  "Yes, we will start with an analysis of this machine that Don alt Trace has built himself," Schayressa said, and employed a video link with Valthyrra to project her intricate scans of the Challenger on the large viewscreen beside the table. Using this to illustrate her explanations, she began a very careful account ing of the Fortress and how its various systems functioned... and why it was so invulnerable.


  Lenna, watching from the edge of the discussion, noticed that Schayressa was directing her explanation at Velmeran, and that there was some unspoken consent among everyone present that he was very much in command. As she watched, he seemed to grow in character, evolving from the little boy she had met in Kallenes to become the person that legend argued he must be. Perhaps not the daring, devil-may-care hero of her romanticized image but the capable and responsible Com mander-designate that his fellow Starwolves trusted and re spected.


  Schayressa concluded with a step-by-step analysis of her bat tle with the Challenger, the complex nature of the trap that she had wandered into, and how the Union Commander had quickly and effectively blocked her every move.


  "Meran, what do you think?" Mayelna asked as Velmeran sat in thoughtful silence for a long moment.


  "Somehow that does not sound to me like the Donald Trace I knew two years ago," he explained. "Weapons design is his strength, but his idea of strategy is a strong, straightforward drive that either succeeds or fails in its initial thrust. Such sub tlety and refinement of strategy simply is not his style."


  Tryn and Schayressa stared at him in amazement.


  "Well, you do know your business," Tryn remarked. "Trace talked to us the moment it was over. He said that he was 'just along for the ride,' to use his own words, that a Maeken Kea is the Captain of this ship."


  Velmeran looked up at Valthyrra. "Maeken Kea?"


  "A prominent fleet commander of this sector," she explained. "She outmaneuvered a Starwolf attack force some time ago and actually forced them to withdraw. That probably impressed Don a great deal."


  Velmeran sat back in his chair, both sets of arms crossed, and sat for a long time in silent contemplation. "The problem with this Fortress, even if it did not have quartzite shielding, is that it is simply too big to make a run at the thing and expect to destroy it with regular cannons. Either we find a way to take it apart piece by piece without getting blasted in the process, or we find a way to get past its heavy shielding. What about simul taneous firing of conversion cannons from several ships?"


  "That would work, but it would take a simultaneous firing of seven ships to overload that ship," Schayressa replied. "But there is some hope for sequential firing. The Fortress can only maintain that shield for a few seconds. Two strikes at full power would bring it down, and a third strike would penetrate the quartzite shielding and destroy the ship. But you need three carriers for that."


  "Will a shielded fighter or missile penetrate that outer shield?"


  "Oh, certainly. But you need a good, strong shield of your own to guard against being fried by the backwash of energy your ship is going to pick up by induction. But you have to have a thirty-five-megaton explosion directly against the hull to crack the quartzite shielding."


  "Then we are back to the starting point on that problem," Velmeran said. "We really have no choice. We sit here and wait for another carrier to show up and help us with sequential fir ing."


  "Two more," Schayressa corrected him. "I fried the conver sion generator in my cannon when I fired it earlier, and nothing short of airdock repairs is going to make it operate again. I anticipated this and sent out the call for additional ships. The Karvand will be here in thirty-six hours, and the frighter Les dryn twelve hours behind her. The freighters have the same forward battery and conversion cannon, even if they lack our armor."


  "Is this the only way to fight it?" Mayelna asked.


  "No, not the only way." Velmeran said, "We could probably go in and take it apart piece by piece. But lives would be lost and the Methryn would be half wrecked in the process. That is too high a price when we can deal with this matter easily in just two days."


  "I would rather not get my nose shot up if there is an easier way," Valthyrra agreed.


  "There still remains the problem of Tryalna," Velmeran con tinued. "If we cannot go through that beast, at least our fighters can go around it. I would like..."


  His voice died away into silence as he sat tensely, as if star ing at something that no one else could see. He had the same unfocused look of a camera pod while the ship's attention was elsewhere. For that matter, Valthyrra and Schayressa had the same distant look.


  "What is it?" Tryn asked softly, afraid to disturb his concen tration.


  "The Challenger is moving toward Tryalna," Velmeran an swered. "Perhaps it means to turn its big cannons on planetary targets."


  Everyone paused to listen, although only Velmeran and Con sherra had the superior senses to detect the droning of the For tress's powerful engines from this distance. Lenna sat looking about in complete bewilderment.


  "Valthyrra, can you rush in to distract that ship before it moves into range?" Mayelna asked.


  "Too late," Schayressa said. "The Challenger carries an arse nal of nuclear weapons on missiles with crystal engines."


  Even as she spoke, the Challenger launched a single missile. Driven by a small but powerful engine, it accelerated rapidly for several seconds, then shut down and flipped itself over to prepare for detonation.


  "Fifteen seconds to target," Valthyrra reported. "The only way we could have stopped it would have been to have had fighters waiting in orbit."


  "What target?" Mayelna demanded.


  No one answered. The missile decelerated for several sec onds, then flipped itself back over and began to orient on its designated target. It hurtled into the atmosphere at impossible speeds, protected by an atmospheric shield that parted a narrow channel of fiery air just ahead of its nose, serving to slow it further.


  "Detonation," Valthyrra announced. "The target was the spaceport of a major industrial center. Since that was a rela tively small warhead, the damage was restricted largely to the port itself... which was apparently evacuated at the time. Ac tual damage was minimal, and I suspect that there was very little loss of life."


  "But why?" Lenna demanded, pale and shaken.


  "That seems obvious enough," Velmeran answered bitterly. "Donalt Trace knows that I am here, and he will do whatever it takes to make me fight him. He will do it again and again until I do. He knows that I must."


  "There does not seem to be any choice," Valthyrra agreed. "Any thoughts on the subject?"


  Velmeran did indeed look very thoughtful. "The Fortress's shields are dependent upon the tremendous energy generated by its power network. And the more generators we take off the grid, the weaker its combined power for shielding becomes. In theory, we can eventually weaken it to the point that it becomes vulnerable to our attack. Is that not so?"


  "Indeed, it seems the only option we have," Valthyrra re plied. "If we do weaken it to such a point, which I calculate to be nine hundred and fifty-two guns remaining of its initial two thousand two hundred, then a single shot of my conversion cannon will short out its defensive shield."


  "That means that you have to shoot out twelve hundred and forty-eight," Consherra observed. "Why so many?"


  "Because most of the power for the shields comes from the larger generators in the engines and the ship itself, which are invulnerable to attack. My calculations are based on the as sumption that no engines are shot out. Needless to say, you get more points for shooting out an engine."


  "And when you do shoot out a gun or an engine, you want it to stay that way," Velmeran continued. "We have to take out that support convoy so that the Fortress cannot repair itself. And we have to get rid of those stingships so that we will be free to concentrate on the Fortress."


  "Needless to say, you can have our packs to assist you," Tryn said. "And the bay crew and support personnel that goes with them. Is there anything else the Kalvyn can do?"


  "Yes, you can set yourselves up near Tryalna to prevent retal iation from the invasion force and to intercept anything else that Donalt Trace might throw at it. He might not be so careful about his next target."


  "That leaves the Fortress itself," Schayressa pointed out.


  "I have one thought on that," he said. "We still have to take it apart a piece at a time, but I know something that might make that easier. All we have to do is to get it to follow the Methryn into the debris ring of the fourth planet."


  There was a moment of silence as everyone tried to figure out what he could have in mind with such a plan. The ring of the fourth planet was well known, not for its beauty but as a curios ity. Most rings were thin disks of very small particles. But this planet possessed instead a thick band of heavy debris, large pieces of solid rock ranging in size from boulders to pieces as massive as small moons. A powerful static charge caused the pieces of rock to repel each other, maintaining a thickness of several hundred kilometers. Starwolf fighters often negotiated the ring as a game, but they were the only regular visitors.


  "I am assuming that both our carriers and the Challenger have debris shields capable of clearing a path through the ring?" Velmeran asked.


  "Yes, of course," Valthyrra answered. "Do you think..."


  Velmeran shrugged. "For all its hundreds of cannons, the Fortress would be very limited in range and accuracy trying to shoot through that mess. It would be slowed down to a crawl, and its scanners would be hopelessly confused by the static."


  "And the same would be true for me as well," Valthyrra pointed out.


  "No doubt. But our fighters can negotiate the ring with no problem and they can use the debris to shield their attacks. The Fortress is more vulnerable to attack there than in open space."


  "That is true, of course," Valthyrra agreed. "But Donalt Trace may not be stupid enough to follow us into a trap."


  "He might be persuaded."


  The council of war ended soon. They had to move quickly, before Donalt Trace grew impatient and launched another war head to prod them along, and there was still much to do. Those members of the Methryn's crew who had no part to serve in actual battle were sent to the Kalvyn. Lenna accepted her order to join them with unusual grace. Perhaps she had enough of heavy G's to understand why it was necessary.


  Schayressa had known that the Methryn would need her own packs, as well as the bay crew members and service personnel to assist them. She also meant to send over her entire engineer ing and damage-control crew to help keep the Methryn in work ing order. Since very little of a carrier's crew was designated as nonessential, Valthyrra found herself with eight hundred more crewmembers than she had to begin with; the Kalvyn, who was not going into battle, was the one to send away most of her crew. Denlayk and Keldryn were sent back to the Kalvyn to supervise the transfer of personnel, and Schayressa removed her presence to her own ship as soon as the discussion was over.


  As soon as Velmeran declared their business concluded, Mayelna rose and hurried purposefully from the room as if she was needed somewhere else and was late already. Noting her hasty escape, Tryn ran after her.


  "Mayelna, wait!" he called after her. She turned and waited for him a short distance down the corridor that led to her cabin.


  "It has been a long time," Tryn began questioningly, as if that was a substitute for what he actually wished to say.


  Velmeran and Consherra paused at the door of the council room, already aware of something. Lenna, ignorant of what was said because she did not speak Tresdyland, hurried off on business of her own.


  "Yes, it has been a long time," Mayelna agreed after a mo ment's pause. "Eighteen years, as you said. And we did not see that much of each other even then. We have never been able to see each other as often as we would wish. You have your ship and your responsibilities, and I have mine. And the paths of our ships cross only once in a great while."


  Tryn nodded slowly. "And when we part this time, will it be another eighteen years before we meet again? Our years are passing quickly now. We were not old the last time we were together, but now we are. Will one of us be gone before chance brings us back together again?"


  "Tryn, there is no way that either of us could know," Mayelna replied. "I cannot leave the Methryn to be with you. The way things have been these past two years, my responsibil ity to this ship is greater than ever. And I will not even ask you to leave the Kalvyn to be with me."


  "No, that is not possible," he agreed regretfully.


  "Then the only answer is that we must continue as we have, taking the time that is given to us, and hope that chance will be kinder to us in days to come," Mayelna said, and smiled. "This much I can promise you. By the time we are finished here, we are going to have a matching pair of ships that are going to spend at least half a year in the repair docks together, longer than all the time that we have had together in all the years since we first met and loved. Then, when the time comes to part, we will treat it as our last, knowing that it may well be. And if we do meet again in years to come, then that will be chance's gift to us."


  As if on cue, Valthyrra drifted around the corner at that mo ment when her name was mentioned, moving silently up behind Velmeran and Consherra. Having grown impatient with waiting in Mayelna's office, she had sent her probe to investigate. Con sherra reached out with one hand to hold her back.


  "I often think of joining you here," Tryn continued after a moment. "I always meant to. But then I went up to the bridge to stay, and there was no longer any question. And yet it was never because I did not love you enough. I hope you understand that."


  "I understand completely," she assured him. "The same was true for me. Anyone else may change from ship to ship but not us. I am needed here. I could not have loved you more, but not even that was enough to break the bonds of responsibility that tie me to this ship."


  "And so there was never any hope for us?" Tryn asked.


  "No, there never was," Mayelna said, shaking her head sadly. "Perhaps it was foolish of us to even allow this to begin."


  Tryn reached out gently, almost cautiously, to take up her hand in his. Their reunion was one of reconciliation from the start, as if they must first apologize to each other and them selves for allowing the years to slip away while they remained apart.


  "No, it was never foolish," he insisted. "I have often felt frustrated by the circumstances of our union, but I have never regretted it. My only regret is that I cannot have you with me always."


  Maylena smiled, and it seemed to Velmeran that he had never seen his mother so happy. They took each other in their arms and kissed their reconciliation complete. With the shadows of the past laid aside, they could now look to what was and what may yet be.


  "Mayelna, there is one thing that I must know," Tryn said gently. "Is Velmeran my son?"


  Mayelna stood silent for a long moment staring into his eyes as he held her tightly into his arms. Velmeran took a few hesi tant steps in their direction, waiting for her reply. Consherra and Valthyrra remained where they were, forgotten for the moment, as they watched expectantly.


  "Do you even need to ask?" Mayelna answered evasively. "Looking at the two of you together, can there be any doubt?"


  "No, Mayelna. I want to hear you say it," Tryn insisted. "You would never tell me before, and I have never pressed you. I cannot imagine that you would not want to admit that Vel meran is my son. Is there some reason that he should not know that I am his father?"


  "No, of course not," she said, turning away. "Is it really that important to you?"


  "Yes, it is. I will not be parted from you again without hear ing you say it. Please, tell me."


  She turned to him slowly, seeing the desire and need to know reflected in his eyes. Then she saw Velmeran, waiting quietly a few steps away, silently begging her to say it was true. Tears came suddenly to her eyes, and yet she smiled warmly. "Of course he is."


  For a moment Tryn and Velmeran stared at each other. Then Tryn turned to his son, smiling in warmth and reassurance as he held out a hand invitingly, and Velmeran hurried to join them. The three embraced quickly, in silence, then walked together down the empty hall to Mayelna's cabin. Valthyrra, staring in tently at the small group, began to drift after them. Consherra caught her by the base of the probe's long neck and hauled her back.


  "Not this time," she hissed. "For once keep your nose out of it."


  "But she does not know that for a fact," Valthyrra protested, turning her camera pod to look up at her captor.


  "What does it matter?" Consherra demanded quietly. "They have what they believe, and what they want to believe. And that is all the truth they need."


  Valthyrra considered that, and her camera pod nodded in si lent agreement as she turned for a final glimpse of the three. She wished them all the happiness they might find.


  Chapter 10


  The transfer of crewmembers between the Methryn and the Kalvyn proceeded quickly and was completed in only two hours. Valthyrra shed all the weight she had to spare, such as over a hundred tons of refined ores and other raw materials in her holds. For the same reason, she did not send out her distil lation ship to collect pieces of drifting ice to replenish the sup ply of water she carried as fuel. Her tanks were only a quarter full, but she considered that more than adequate. Converted to pure energy, a little water actually went a very long way, even when feeding a carrier's big engines.


  Velmeran hoped to buy himself an extra hour or two by hav ing the Methryn move forward in steps, edging cautiously into system and then pausing for final preparations. An important question in his mind was whether or not Trace knew that se quential firing of conversion cannons would destroy his ship. If so, he knew that he had to fight and defeat the Methryn before more carriers showed up. The other question was why he had not used the same tactic to force the Kalvyn back into battle and destroy her while he had the chance, before the Methryn had time to arrive.


  And so the Methryn began her leisurely run into system. There were twenty packs, nearly two hundred fighters, standing free on her decks in the landing and storage bays as large acces sory cannons were being mounted to the undersides of their hulls. Other work was progressing as well, including the erec tion of a slender tripod on wandlike legs a hundred meters above her upper hull.


  The Methryn's bridge, as large as it was, needed to be twice as big to accommodate all the people who had business there. So it seemed to Mayelna, who seemed to have some trouble trying to follow six other conversations at the same time. At that moment Velmeran marched onto the bridge from the right lift corridor. He had been from the bridge to various parts of the ship and back again so many times that on his last visit, hardly ten minutes earlier, Valthyrra had teased him for simply riding the lift for fun.


  "Is everything ready?" he asked as he approached Mayelna and Valthyrra, waiting at the base of the steps leading to the middle bridge.


  "It will be," Valthyrra answered simply.


  "The tower will be ready ahead of schedule," Mayelna added. "The construction crew reports that they will be finished and back inside by the end of the hour. Which is good, since we need to have them in well before we come deep enough into system for any activity to be scanned on our outer hull."


  Valthyrra made some curious, noncommittal sound. She ap proved of Velmeran's plan completely. The tower was con structed of slender aluminum rods, light enough to escape detection by Union scanners even at close range. Valthyrra did not object to the tripod, but what went atop it.


  "Speaking of scanning, Don has to know that we are moving into system by now," Velmeran said. "And he also has to know that we are stalling for time. Has he given any indication of a threatening gesture to hurry us on?"


  "No, not yet," Valthyrra answered. "But then, we have been under way only the last three minutes. I will be keeping a very close watch."


  Velmeran paused for a long moment, so obviously in the grips of a new idea that the others waited patiently for him to finish. Whatever it was, he did not need long to decide.


  "Call me a lift, Valthyrra," he said as he turned and hurried away. "I have to talk to someone."


  "And they are off!" Valthyrra remarked softly. "It is Mayelna's Folly ahead by a length, followed by Out of Time, with Lost Patience a close third."


  "Do you ever stop?" Mayelna asked as she started up the steps to her own station.


  "Never. Keth is calling for you."


  "Very well." Mayelna sat down heavily and rolled the seat to its forward position, then leaned over the intership com. "Yes, what is it, Keth?"


  "Commander, I wish to report that I have discovered an in truder."


  Mayelna looked up at Valthyrra, who only stared back in return. She turned back to the com. "I understand. Send her up to the bridge."


  "Should I provide escort?"


  "No, she knows the way."


  "But what if she escapes?"


  Mayelna frowned. "I should be so lucky."


  The unexpected but relatively minor problem of the intruder was forgotten within minutes. The Kalvyn was now ready to move herself into position, where she would be ready either to assist the Methryn or, according to plan, move in to stand watch over Tryalna. She would have liked to have consulted with Vel-meran a final time, but he had not yet returned. Mayelna and Valthyrra did their best to advise her.


  "As I see it, you should go ahead as planned," Mayelna said, watching the scanner images on the main console at her own station. "Velmeran is certainly busy over here, but as far as I can tell he has no intention of changing his original plan."


  "Very well, then," Schayressa replied. "I will pace myself with your attack so that I do not get ahead of you. Be careful."


  "We will keep that forever in mind," Mayelna assured her, and glanced up at the figure in black armor waiting patiently at the top of the steps.


  "Yes, what is it?" she asked absently. The Starwolf was no one she recognized, but she assumed this tall girl to be a pack leader from the Kalvyn. Then she did a double take and nearly jumped out of her seat. "Heavenly days! Lenna Makayen!"


  Valthyrra spun her camera pod around so fast that something inside the hinge made an odd noise.


  "Just me," Lenna said, grinning sheepishly. She carried the heavy armor with no problem, in spite of the fact that it weighed fully as much as she did. "You are the trusting sort."


  "I knew you would come," Mayelna told her. "My problem is not keeping you, but getting rid of you. I must compliment you on your disguise."


  "I'm back in makeup," she said, obviously pleased with her self. "All I have to do, it seems, is make my eyes look bigger. And hide my ears. All the Starwolves on this ship have pointed ears poking through their hair, but no one seems to notice that I have none."


  "I see what you mean," Mayelna observed. "Then what gave you away this time?"


  Lenna shrugged helplessly. "I just overlooked the fact that when you walk around a Starwolf ship looking like a Starwolf, the other Starwolves expect you to speak Starwolf."


  "Tresdyland," Mayelna corrected her.


  "Anyway, I thought it safe enough to go down and use the simulator. I never thought that Keth would still be lurking about. I expected him to have gone to the Kalvyn with his students like he was supposed to."


  "Yes, some people do that," the commander remarked dryly. "Where did you get that suit?"


  "Oh, it's Velmeran's, to be sure." Lenna beat her head for-ward to look at the armor. "He's the tallest Starwolf on this ship, so I thought his suit might fit me. And I knew that he had an old suit standing on a rack in his cabin."


  "And the lower arms?"


  "Empty, of course. So what do you propose to do with me? If it's all the same to you, I would as well remain in the simulator. It is in a heavily protected part of the ship. And the artificial gravity simulates the G's in a fighter, so that I'm increasing my tolerance for accelerations. I can hold the controls through a fifty-G turn now. You show me an ordinary human who can do that."


  Mayelna regarded her speculatively. "Just what is your fasci nation for the simulator?"


  "It's not a matter of fascination, Commander. Velmeran and I both know what he's going to have to do to destroy that big ship, and he's going to need my help. I'll need to be good enough to fly with him, and I haven't so long to practice."


  Mayelna frowned thoughtfully. "I think I know what you have in mind, and you may be right. Very well, then. Lenna Makayen, you are now a Starwolf. Valthyrra, how long will it take to make her a suit?"


  "The better part of a day," the ship replied. "For now, it would take only fifteen minutes to pull the lower arms off that suit and set some plugs in the holes."


  "All right," Mayelna agreed, and turned back to Lenna. "You are now a pilot on board this ship. It is impossible for you to fly with the regular packs, but I am assigning you to Velmeran's special tactics team. First, you will go immediately to have that suit modified. Keth will meet you there, and take you to the fighter assigned to you. That will give you perhaps two hours of practice in a real ship, with emphasis on launching and landing. Is that agreeable?"


  "Very," Lenna replied, trying vainly to hide a triumphant smile.


  "This solves a couple of problems," Mayelna continued. "It is not safe to send you away... safe for either you or us. If the Union learned that you had been aboard a Starwolf carrier, they would take you apart for any information you might have. Also, I suspect that Velmeran's special tactics team will prosper from having a human spy. And to keep you busy between missions, I am also going to assign you to Consherra as an assistant helm. Now, is there anything special you might need?"


  Lenna thought for a moment. "For now, I will probably need a Union officer's uniform of intermediate rank. I will certainly need other disguises in the future, including a suit with four arms for when I need to be a real Starwolf. Could we possibly mechanize the lower arms?"


  "It can be done," Valthyrra agreed.


  "Consherra told me that you are an experienced pilot," Mayelna said. "We will be giving you a cabin on the pilot's level, and do what we can about giving you a little more heat. And just what do you find so amusing?"


  "It's my father, Commander," Lenna explained, grinning broadly. "He didn't even want me to be a Trader. If he was still around, he would blow a gasket if he knew that I was a Star wolf. But I wonder if Velmeran is going to be agreeable to all these plans."


  "He anticipated this, and it was his idea. He had already discussed it with me," Mayelna said with a sly grin. "Get on with you, now. We have work to do, and so do you."


  "Yes, Commander!" Lenna turned quickly and almost ran down the steps. Smiling with amusement, Mayelna thought that this might not be such a bad idea. After all, it was not every day that a problem became a potential asset.


  Three hours later, the Methryn was ready to begin her attack run. Originally, Velmeran was to lead the fighters against the Challenger's support fleets, but he had decided at the last mo ment to remain aboard the Methryn. It was the carrier, after all, that would be doing the actual fighting in this battle; the packs were going out just to provide a diversion.


  Still, Velmeran thought it best to encourage Donalt Trace to believe that he was away with his pack. The packs were divided into two groups. A smaller, under Baressa, would go after the supply ships orbiting the fifth planet. The larger group, which was to have been his, was to attack the fleet of warships sta tioned at the seventh planet. Baress was given command of both Velmeran's pack and this attack force, and Lenna Makayen was elected to fly replacement in the pack. Although she could never equal real Starwolves in either skill or endurance, she could run a good bluff.


  "All packs away," Valthyrra reported. "Both assault forces have formed under their leaders and are ready to advance."


  "You may relay to them their order to advance," Velmeran responded as he stood leaning over the front console of the Commander's station, watching the forward viewscreen. "Close and secure the landing bays and ready your primary and second ary batteries."


  "Yes, Captain," Valthyrra answered with martial formality.


  Velmeran turned quickly as he became aware that Mayelna was standing behind him.


  "This is your first time to fight from the bridge," she began. "It seems to me that you should be sitting at the Commander's station. It has all the monitors and controls you need to keep an eye on everything."


  "But... that is your place," he protested.


  "That seat is for the Commander of this ship," Mayelna in sisted. "I will assist you in every way I can, but just now you are the Commander."


  "Oh, no. I could not," Velmeran objected as she physically pulled him over to the seat, retracted back on its runners. "I do not feel up to that seat just yet."


  "Nonsense. It fits you just fine, I am sure." Mayelna man aged to force him into the seat and activated the control to roll it forward. "You see, it fits just fine."


  "I feel like a pretender to the throne."


  "Heir apparent, I believe they used to say," Mayelna cor rected him, smiling. "You know, it has been just about twenty years since you used to come up to the bridge and sit in my seat. I never suspected that you were trying it on for size. But you have certainly grown into it. I am glad that I am here to see it."


  Velmeran smiled shyly, glancing down, well aware of her deep sincerity. Then he noticed Valthyrra's camera pod hovering not two meters away.


  "What are you waiting for? Begin your attack run," he or dered sharply. "This is where you get your lumps."


  "Here she comes now," Maeken Kea warned, looking up from the monitors of her own console.


  Donalt Trace turned sharply from the forward viewscreen to look at her. "Is she? They were taking so long, I was beginning to think that they must be up to something."


  "That remains to be seen," Maeken remarked. "There is something about the way she just jumped up and started a run straight at us that makes me think she knows exactly how to handle us. Marenna Challenger?"


  "Yes, Captain?"


  "Turn your forward battery to meet that ship, then shield your engines," she ordered sharply. "Give full power to your hull shields. Open fire as soon as the Methryn comes into range."


  "Yes, Captain."


  Maeken sat back for a long moment, staring in silence at the Methryn's projected path on the central monitor of her console. Donalt Trace became curious about what she could be thinking, and slowly walked over to stand looking unobtrusively over her shoulder. He thought he understood. The Methryn was moving fast, and projected to pass at one-half light speed. And she would pass only two thousand kilometers to one side. That was not very far, not at that speed, and much nearer than he would have expected.


  "Do you know what they are up to?" he asked at last.


  "Perhaps," Maeken mused. "They might be thinking – with some justification – that their weapons track better than our own. Or rather, that they can move too fast for our weapons to track. By moving fast enough, they can sneak through an attack run with little risk of serious damage."


  "For all the good it does them," Trace remarked contemp tuously. "A few seconds of cannonfire each run will get them nowhere."


  "True, but it does waste time for more ships to arrive," Mae ken pointed out. "Or, if she is carrying nuclear or conversion missiles, this is exactly the type of run she would make. And where is the Kalvyn? We hurt her, but she is still perfectly capable of a stiff fight."


  Commander Trace did not reply; there was hardly any need. If Velmeran knew that help was coming, he needed only to keep the Challenger occupied until a number of carriers converged on the vast warship. And if the Methryn was carrying a score of high-energy warheads, this battle would be a short one. The quartzite shielding could turn such an explosion, but not a sus tained barrage. Quartzite shielding was incredibly brittle; the smallest crack would spread in seconds to peel the shell off the entire ship. And the heavy outer shield was useless against mis siles.


  "Stand by," Maeken warned the bridge crew. "Marenna Challenger, remember to fire as soon as possible. The Methryn is going to be moving into your bolts."


  "Yes, Captain," the ship responded. "I calculate approxi mately seven seconds of effective firing time on the Methryn's approach, with only about three as she passes. Beginning the count in five seconds from... now."


  It was as if the entire ship snapped to attention as console after console on the Challenger's vast bridge leaped into life. Five separate scanning and tracking systems identified the target for hundreds of cannons, and each cannon locked on, not on the Methryn herself but where she would be. A moment later those same consoles hummed with frantic activity as over half the Challenger's guns opened fire, shooting well ahead of their fast-moving target so that their bolts would be there in time to intercept the Methryn.


  The two ships closed to range and, for two full seconds, exchanged a fierce barrage of fire. Then the Methryn was rocked by an explosion so intense that, for a moment, she actu ally disappeared from scan in the violent backwash of energy. The Challenger ceased fire immediately. Then the Methryn shot past, still and lifeless, her original course deflected slightly by the force of that explosion. She was tumbling already, her bow dipping as she began to roll end over end.


  "We got her?" Commander Trace asked in the stunned silence that enveloped the entire bridge.


  "I think...," Maeken answered hesitantly in her disbelief.


  "An apparent hit on the Methryn's main generators amid-ship," Marenna Challenger reported with her usual calm de tachment. "I scan only emergency power in effect. The Methryn is drifting out of control."


  "Open fire!" Maeken snapped impatiently.


  "The Methryn is out of my range."


  "Then follow her! Chase her down! Pursue at your best speed until you have her back in range," Maeken ordered, repeating herself, in what was becoming a habit, to be certain that she was understood. She turned to Donalt Trace. "Hold on, Com mander."


  Trace hurried to a spare seat at the rear of the bridge. Union ships did not increase their gravity to counter acceleration, since ordinary humans could not endure the extra stress. Instead they cut gravity and counted on everyone being in a seat. The Chal lenger swung her blunt nose around and began to accelerate, and she had a surprising amount of jump for her size. Even so, the Methryn, drifting at one-half light, was leaving her far be hind.


  "How long?" Trace asked.


  "Marenna is pushing herself to the limit," Maeken reported. "Even so, we're looking at seven minutes to match her speed and another nine to overtake her. I have already ordered the stingships to intercept her packs and keep them clear. Surveil lance just reported that the Kalvyn is coming after us in a hurry, but we will overtake the Methryn first."


  "We have to disable the Methryn completely in time to meet the Kalvyn," Commander Trace said. "Only missiles will catch her now. Give her a pair."


  "The Methryn has no shields," Maeken informed him.


  "I want that ship as intact as possible," Trace ordered. "Set the missiles to explode close enough to give her a good, stiff jolt."


  "Right." Maeken quickly relayed the order. The Challenger needed only an instant to ready and fire the two missiles, which shot away on flaring star drives.


  "Two missiles are away," the ship reported. "Estimated im pact in three minutes, eleven seconds. The Methryn has re stored directional control."


  "What?" Maeken demanded, and checked her own scanner monitors. The Methryn's power levels remained practically nonexistent, although she had apparently found the power for field-drive steering. She had ceased her slow tumble and now flew straight and level, although she continued to drift. That meant that the Methryn was repairing herself, recircuiting auxil iary power back into her main systems. The missiles had al ready covered a third of the distance to their target; Maeken silently urged them on, hoping that they would disable the Methryn somewhat more permanently before she recovered any more control.


  Seconds passed, and the two missiles gained steadily on their target. At fifteen seconds to detonation, they armed their war heads and moved into position so that one would pass below the carrier and one above, only a kilometer separating them, catch ing the Starwolf ship in the worst of the concussion between the two. That was hardly enough to destroy the Methryn, even without hull shields, mostly because space was a very poor conductor of energy, but it should slow down the repairs. But the situation resolved itself quickly. The Methryn caught both missiles just two seconds short of their target with a couple of precise shots from her rear cannons.


  Maeken Kea muttered a favorite oath of her home world. "Well, that answers that. Now we have to catch her ourselves."


  That still seemed likely enough, as long as the Methryn did not save herself. The chase continued, and the Challenger gained steadily. Then, just as the larger ship had closed half the distance between them, the Methryn turned her bow nearly forty degrees and engaged her main drives. It seemed that she was certain to escape, but after only seven seconds her power failed again to leave her drifting. And yet the thrust, as short as it had been, threw her well out of the Challenger's reach. The Fortress adjusted her course on her own initiative; she was not yet ready to give up the chase.


  "Damn them!" Maeken declared. "I should have guessed."


  "What is it?" Trace demanded, mystified.


  "They found their escape," she explained. "Apparently their damage is such that they can never outrun us. But they do mean to duck into the ring of the fifth planet for repairs."


  "Can we stop them?"


  Maeken bent over her terminal to do some hasty calculations. Donalt Trace was impressed; very few people had the mechani cal ability to perform their own trajectory mechanics. After a moment she sat back and frowned.


  "Well, this is certainly going to be close," she remarked at last. "Assuming that the Methryn has to shed all her speed be fore she can enter the ring, she should be coming into our range at almost the same instant she loses herself in the debris. We have just over twenty-one minutes to try to catch her."


  The race continued. After a few minutes the Challenger matched the Methryn's speed, and the task of closing on her prey began again. After eighteen minutes more of running, the Fortress was now nearing seven-eighths the speed of light. One of the brighter stars ahead suddenly began to expand rapidly, quickly becoming a large world banded by yellow and reddish-orange clouds and framed by an immense ring. Rings were common enough, but this one was unique in that it was not banded and segmented but consisted of a single disk that was a noticeable brown in color, with a grainy texture that betrayed the large size of its components. Moments later the Methryn herself became visible at the limit of the highly magnified image.


  The Methryn was braking sharply now as she prepared to match speed with the mass of the ring, rising quickly below the ship. The Challenger cut her own acceleration but continued to drift at near light speed. But the race was lost already, if by mere seconds. The Methryn braked hard a final time before disappearing both visually and from scan. A moment later the Challenger fired a quick volley at the region where she thought the carrier to be for the few seconds that she remained within range, already braking with her forward engines as she shot past the large planet. She began a slow circle that would bring her back to the same area of the ring by the time she could cut her speed to orbital velocity.


  "Now what?" Trace demanded, gasping for breath as he was held against the straps of his seat by a five-G deceleration.


  Maeken spent a long moment studying her monitors before reporting. "The Kalvyn is holding her distance, apparently too damaged herself to fight us alone. On the other hand, the packs have destroyed our stingships and are coming in a hurry."


  "And your recommendation?"


  Maeken frowned, but made her decision quickly. "Finding the Methryn in that place will be a real chore. Both ships can navigate the ring, but it will keep our speed limited to little more than orbital velocity of the ring itself And cut the range of our cannons. Neither ship will have effective scan. The Star wolves can keep us preoccupied with their fighters, but we have the undamaged ship. But she is leaving a trail for us to follow, And if she loses power again we'll have her. And if we do not go after her now, before help arrives, she will get away. I say that we should go in after her now."


  "So do I," Commander Trace agreed.


  Maeken Kea gave the order for the Challenger to follow the Methryn into the ring. It was as Velmeran had foreseen. Donalt Trace could not resist the prize under any circum­stance. But Maeken Kea was also tempted, beyond her better judgment.


  Maeken Kea was unaware that she was chasing an intact, undamaged Starwolf carrier into a trap.


  Chapter 11


  A large part of Velmeran's success lay in his talent for conceiv ing and executing plans that his human opponents did not ex pect. Lenna Makayen, expressing it from the human point of view, declared it was the sort of thing that no one in their right mind would consider the first time she heard it. Velmeran thereby reasoned that it was also the sort of thing no one would expect and somehow saw a compliment in that remark, Either he knew a few things about humans that they did not themselves suspect or else he was, as Lenna implied, not entirely in his right mind. Whatever the case, it had certainly worked.


  The execution of the plan had been simple enough. Valthyrra had made her run at a speed and heading that had put her in the general direction of the fifth planet, requiring only one course correction. The large explosion in her engine rooms had been in reality a quarter-megaton conversion device rigged from the salvaged generator of a fighter, and placed atop the tripod er ected a hundred meters above her hull. The Fortress's scanners were not accurate enough to detect the light structure or deter mine the fact that the explosion had actually been safely outside the Methryn's shields. Marenna Challenger had assumed from misleading evidence that her main generators had been hit, and Maeken Kea had seen no reason to question that.


  The rest had proceeded simply enough, although it had re quired careful timing. Valthyrra had simply shut down her en gines to set herself adrift, idling her main generators, then gave herself a very slow nose-over roll. Everything, from her high initial attack speed to her one course correction and short bursts of power, had been carefully calculated to keep her just outside the Challenger's reach.


  If Maeken Kea had been at all suspicious, she would have easily seen that there were entirely too many convenient coinci dences. But those suspicious coincidences had instead become enticing lures. After one piece of incredibly good luck followed by a string of near misses, neither Maeken Kea nor Donalt Trace could resist the urge to continue the chase. As prey, the disabled Methryn was simply too tempting to refuse.


  Velmeran knew that the Challenger would attempt to follow the Methryn's trail through the ring. The powerful static charge of the ring caused its relatively large fragments to repel each other enough for Starwolf fighters to slip through with ease; the larger ships would simply force a path with their debris shields, a path that could be easily followed for several hours before gravitational and static forces caused them to close again. Vel meran actually pointed out the Methryn's corridor to the Chal lenger by having the returning fighters duck almost beneath the larger ship's nose to fly down the open path.


  "How long until the fighters come in?" Velmeran asked, re moving himself at last from the Commander's station.


  "The first packs should be in about two minutes from now," Valthyrra replied. "Baress and Baressa will be leading their packs in first. Do you want me to send them here as soon as possible?"


  "Send me those two, and the rest of my special tactics team," he decided. "What is the Challenger doing?"


  "Casting about for the opening I left in the ring," the ship replied. "She obviously means to follow."


  Velmeran spent the next few minutes reviewing the careful scan of that area of the ring that Valthyrra had made during her ap proach. She calculated that the giant Fortress would not be able to make better than two thousand kilometers per hour – relative, of course, to the speed of the ring itself. Within the ring, its floating mass of boulders and moonlets appeared as a motionless landscape to any ship sharing the same orbit... that is, traveling in the same general speed and direction. Actually, the Methryn could go little faster herself, since speed was determined by how fast rocks could be shoved away from an oncoming ship.


  They had entered the ring near its outer edge, and had been working their way steadily inward ever since. Because of the low speed, they could expect to confine their chase to a rela tively small area. At this rate, it would take nearly two full days just to pass completely through the ring and reach the outer atmosphere of the planet below. They were in fact spiraling slowly inward, moving 'downstream' with its motion.


  The crewmembers he had requested, and some he had not, arrived on the bridge within minutes. Baress and Baressa ar rived with Trel and Marlena, the other two official members of the special tactics team, and Tregloran, who had been an unof ficial member for over a year. Lenna Makayen, none the worse for her first turn as a combat pilot, quietly brought up the rear.


  "How did it go?" Velmeran asked as they approached.


  "Quite well," Baress replied. "We did not get a scratch. And at this point, the only stingships they have left are any the Chal lenger herself might be carrying."


  "I got three!" Lenna proclaimed proudly. Since she had not had time to remove her makeup, Velmeran had recognized her by the fact that the black armor she wore had only one set of arms.


  "Three what?" he asked. "Ours, or theirs?"


  "Stingships, of course," she said indignantly. "Like shooting fish in a barrel."


  Velmeran glanced at Baress, who shrugged helplessly. "I got only three myself. Valthyrra cut down the phasing of her en gines so that we would always know where she was. And, to tell the truth, we were flying in such close quarters that you could not tell her from the regular pilots."


  Velmeran regarded the girl for a moment and shrugged. "That should not be surprising, I suppose. Just tell me when your ears begin to point. How did the attack transports work out?"


  "It was a simple matter of overkill, shooting at stingships," Trel replied. "They were designed for bigger game."


  Valthyrra steered her camera pod in behind Velmeran. "I thought you would like to know that the Challenger has indeed entered the ring and is following my corridor at such an alarm ing pace that I have had to increase my own speed. I have a probe following her at a discreet distance."


  "Then we really are in business," Velmeran muttered to him self, and turned back to Valthyrra. "How soon can the packs go out again?"


  "Back out?" the ship asked in desperation. "I only just fin ished getting them all in. But you can head out immediately, if you must."


  "That might seem a little extreme. We need to make it look like we had to take stock of what we have and hold an emer gency conference on the subject first. We will start putting fighters back into space in exactly one hour. Right, Lenna?"


  "Right, Captain."


  "I will lead twelve packs after the warships," Velmeran con tinued. "Baressa, you will take twelve packs after the supply convoy."


  "What about me?" Lenna demanded.


  "You will...," Velmeran began sternly, but paused when he saw her look of determination, " ...need all the practice you can get. I do not have a pack for you to fly with this time."


  "She can go with us," Trel offered. "We should be easy to keep track of, since she has to depend upon scan entirely to know who she is with."


  "Good enough," Velmeran agreed. "Lenna, if you can hold your own against stingships, you can certainly handle the war ships."


  "And if you do not come back, I am only out a fighter," Valthyrra teased.


  Donalt Trace arrived on the bridge at a run, only to find that no one was at the Captain's station. He paused just long enough for a quick look around, and found Maeken Kea bending over the shoulder of the officer at the main communication console. She turned to meet him just as he arrived.


  "The support fleet and the convoy are both under attack," she explained quickly.


  "Is there anything we can do?" Commander Trace asked.


  "It is already over, as far as I can tell," Maeken answered. "That fool of a fleet commander thought that he could handle the problem himself; he didn't call for help until he realized that he had lost. The last ship went silent only a moment ago. We cannot scan accurately from inside the ring, but the answer is plain enough. We have no support fleet, and we can no longer repair this ship."


  "We have no damage now, do we?"


  "No, nor could the support fleet do us much good inside the ring," she answered. "Stingships could not begin to navigate this mess, although it seems that Starwolves can."


  "Do you consider this a major setback?" Trace asked as they turned toward the Captain's station.


  "No, a relatively minor one, under the circumstances." Mae ken had to run every few steps to match his long-legged stride. She wondered if he had really come to value her judgment so much that he would agree to retreat on her recommendation. She decided to test that. "As I see it, we can risk another twenty-four hours to try to fish the Methryn out of the ring. I am only guessing that we will be fairly safe until then, but any time after that we're likely to be up to our necks in carriers. We can only hope that the Methryn will either have to shut down for repairs or else simply break down again, and we have to overtake her during that time."


  "And we have no idea how fast she's moving. She might be gaining on us, or we might be gaining on her." Trace started to seat himself in the Captain's chair, but remembered and quickly stepped aside. "You are right, I suppose. But what good does it do him to go after those targets?"


  "It's just what I would have done," Maeken said. "At least he now has his problems limited to just one big one. And now we have to ask what he intends to do about that problem."


  Velmeran was contemplating that very question during his return to the Methryn. As far as he could tell, he had only three options. He could either lead his packs against the Challenger and see what their cannons could do against her guns, take the Methryn in for a real battle, or else go immediately to his re serve plan. He did not doubt that he would have to resort to that third plan, but he preferred to try something simpler and more direct first.


  The truth was that Velmeran had no idea just how effective a fighter would be, but he had little hope that this was the answer to his problem. That depended more than anything on how fast and accurate the Challenger was at tracking a target as small as a twenty-meter fighter. To destroy a cannon, the pilots were required to put a bolt through the small opening in the turret for its tracking lenses, a task complicated by the fact that they had to align their entire ship to fire their own cannons. That might prove impossible even for Starwolves, between dodging rocks and enemy fire. Still, he thought it was worth a try.


  Velmeran allowed another hour's rest before the next attack. Kelvessan, because of the tremendous demands of hypermeta bolism, had surprisingly little endurance, but they also recov ered very quickly. That was Lenna Makayen's peculiar advantage over her fellow pilots. But when she did tire, she was much slower to recover. That was part of the reason why she did not protest when Velmeran told her that she would not take part in this attack. She really did know what she could and could not do; she could easily navigate the ring, something no true human would attempt, but not fight there.


  The problem of endurance was also very much on Velmeran's mind. He knew that his pilots were only good for about ten or twenty minutes of this kind of work. If this attack did show reasonable promise, it would take hours of picking away at the Challenger's guns and engines to leave the ship vulnerable to the Methryn's conversion cannon. He would have to divide his twenty packs into four groups of five each, each group attack ing for fifteen minutes and then resting at a safe distance for forty-five.


  "There simply are no easy answers," Valthyrra had concluded when he had discussed his ideas with her. "The question, of course, is do we really have to defeat this thing as long as we can keep it here?"


  "I have not forgotten that," Velmeran said. "But this Maeken Kea is smarter than anyone I have fought before, and she is going to be hard to fool. I am sure that she expects me to put up a stiff fight, even if she also expects to win. It seems to me that there is little difference between doing my best and doing enough to keep her satisfied, so I might as well try to win."


  "And what if you do too good, and she decides that it is time to leave?" Valthyrra asked.


  Velmeran smiled. "The Challenger is as penned inside this ring as they believe we are. She cannot open the shields on her engines to run without leaving them vulnerable to our attack. But I actually want them to run at the end. We certainly cannot use the conversion cannon here. We would blast away half the ring and ourselves with it."


  Valthyrra's cameras had a decidedly shocked expression. "Funny I had not thought of that."


  "Then I suppose that I might as well get on with what I can do," Velmeran said, already on his way down the steps from the upper bridge. "Call the pilots to their ships and have the capture ships stand by."


  Velmeran collected the packs just above the ring and back tracked along the Methryn's path until he was sure that he was behind the Challenger. Returning to the ring, they quickly found the five-kilometer-wide corridor left by the Fortress's passage. Velmeran sent two groups of six packs each into the ring to either side, then waited with the remaining eight packs until they were in place. When all was ready, he took his group down the length of the corridor in a high-speed run.


  They came upon the Fortress suddenly, taking out the ex posed engines quickly before the giant ship had time to react, then skimmed just meters over the surface of her hull and catching as many targets as they could as retractable turrets began to emerge from their protective sockets. This move was less effective than it might have been, since Velmeran had ex pected the cannons to be extended and ready for battle. As it was, the first wave of fighters was nearly past before any targets became available, and none was destroyed. The fighters sepa rated immediately, disappearing into the ring before the Chal lenger's forward battery could orient on them.


  At that instant the other two groups of fighters attacked from either side. These fighters did not rush in but, paralleling the Fortress, used the cover of the ring as they darted back and forth on evasive paths, dipping in every few seconds for a shot volley of bolts before retreating. Their advantage was that the Challenger's scanners could not identify and lock on individual targets, but had to direct its cannons at each ship as it appeared momentarily from the confusing background of static-laden debris. On the other hand, the Fortress had the advantage of just over eleven guns for each fighter.


  These odds impressed themselves upon Velmeran very quickly, as if he had not been aware of it before. In the first half-minute the Challenger lost one cannon, and he lost one fighter. A bolt seared completely through the right wing of the ship, sending it tumbling through the ring to bounce off several large rocks, although never actually hitting because of its inner shields. After a third such impact the pilot regained some con trol, and a capture ship snapped up the fighter only seconds later.


  Just over a minute into the attack the Methryn's corridor turned sharply and began to head at a steep angle inward, and the Challenger began to accelerate quickly as she fell toward the planet. It was Velmeran's hope that the vast ship would have to open her forward engines for short blasts of braking thrust rather than risk accelerating beyond her limit. Although there was an alternative that would spare her engines that risk.


  Unfortunately, it seemed that Maeken Kea knew exactly what to do. For half a minute the Challenger began to gain speed, then turned abruptly to her right, looping around until she was heading back out. Within another minute she pulled to a stop, braking with field drive aided by the pull of gravity and the resistance of the material of the ring itself pushing against her shields. She corrected her course a final time and settled into a stationary orbit, motionless in respect to the movement of the ring, and turned her full attention to the attacking fighters.


  Coming to a stop in the ring not only solved the Challenger's problem of drift, it had the unfortunate effect of increasing her advantage tremendously. When she had been in motion, her scanners had been overturned with trying to distinguish real targets from countless metallic rocks shooting past; now they only directed the guns at anything that moved. Three ships were clipped in as many minutes, while the raiders destroyed only nine more guns. The odds remained in the Challenger's favor, since Velmeran would run out of ships before she ran out of cannons.


  Velmeran was just about to order a retreat when he saw a fighter just about a kilometer ahead take a bad hit that sent it tumbling end over end away from the Fortress. He accelerated and moved to intercept the stricken fighter, for a quick scan showed him that it was drifting without the protection of any shields and unlikely to survive a major impact. He was momen tarily unaware of another ship following his own.


  "Captain?" Tregloran asked uncertainly, identifying the pilot of the damaged ship.


  "Hold on a moment, Treg," Velmeran said as he dived in beside the tumbling fighter and used his auxiliary cannon to blast a small boulder in its path. "Who is behind me?"


  "Steena?"


  "Help keep the path cleared," he ordered. "Baressa?"


  "Here, Commander."


  "Order a very hasty retreat and collect the packs just above the ring," he instructed quickly. "Treg, can you get your ship under control?"


  "I am trying to get auxiliary power," the younger pilot re plied. "The main generator is cycling back into itself, and building slowly to an overload."


  "Forget it, then," Velmeran said, and paused as he and Steena concentrated their fire on a larger rock. The boulder shattered at the last moment, and the fighter rolled through the opening as its pieces flew apart. "Treg, can you eject?"


  "Sorry, Captain. The canopy locks are jammed by hydraulic back pressure, and I cannot get the leverage to force it. All I can hope for is auxiliary power."


  "Be quick about it, then," Velmeran said. "You are about to come up on a group of very large rocks."


  That was something of an understatement. The larger pieces of debris, moonlets of several hundred meters to several kilo meters across, tended to gather in small groups, drawn together by their own feeble gravity but never touching because of their tremendous static charge. If Tregloran's ship was on a collision course with one of these massive rocks, nothing short of the Methryn would get it out of the way. And there were no capture ships free.


  Two massive rocks, hundreds of meters across, emerged out of the background haze and grew quickly in size as the stricken fighter hurtled toward a deadly meeting. Tregloran remained blissfully unaware of the situation. He was busy at the keyboard of his on-board computer trying to force a reluctant auxiliary generator to start while trying to keep a damaged generator from exploding.


  Velmeran had been watching the matter closely, however. It soon became apparent that the damaged fighter would catch the outer edge of the second, smaller rock, less than a kilometer behind the first. A small moonlet, six kilometers across, stood unavoidably ten kilometers behind that. Velmeran cautiously moved backward and to one side, using the inner shield of his ship to deflect Tregloran's slightly.


  Tregloran suddenly found enough power to halt the tumble of his fighter, and for the first time he became aware of the trouble he was in. He passed within a hundred meters of the larger rock, and barely two seconds later skimmed over the surface of the second with only five meters to spare. Velmeran, who con tinued to push from that side of his ship, barely cleared the surface. Tregloran put all the steering control of his own ship into turning away from the moonlet directly in his path.


  The damaged fighter was sluggish and unresponsive. Vel meran never gave up, all but carrying the wrecked ship on the back of his own, even in the final seconds when it was obvious they had failed. But at the last instant Tregloran gained much more control and cleared the surface of the small moon through a pass between two ragged projections.


  "Captain, can you lead me back to the corridor?" he asked immediately. "My main generator is going to explode at any moment."


  "You do that and I will back up along my corridor to intercept you," Valthyrra insisted. "Can you hold out for another three minutes?"


  "I am sure of it," Tregloran said. "I am holding it by sheer will right now, and it is going to explode seconds after I let go of it."


  "Long enough for us to pry you loose and throw it over board," Valthyrra asserted. "Just pop your wings and slip in on the deck, gears up so that we can get to you."


  Tregloran's ship had no drive power, just steering. The power lines of his main generator were burning now, as much as they could in the absence of air, leaving a trail of hot gasses and glowing particles behind the fighter. The Methryn, moving quickly up her own corridor, intercepted them as they reached it and began to accelerate forward to match the speed to that of the fighters approaching from behind.


  Tregloran tripped the explosive bolts in the wings of his fighter as he moved behind the Methryn's tail, and small, gas-filled pistons inside the downswept wings lifted them into a level position. Valthyrra matched his speed carefully so that he entered the bay at hardly more than a very fast run. Velmeran and Steena accelerated now, passing through the bay and out the forward door. Tregloran allowed his own fighter to travel half the length of the bay before lowering it gently to the deck, leaving a trail of sparks and thick smoke as it slid to a stop only five meters from the forward door.


  Benthoran and an assistant were there immediately, and at the same time a pair of handling arms moved in from overhead to seize the damaged fighter. Flames and sparks shot out of every opening in the shattered hull as burning power lines exploded under the stress of a generator building quickly to an overload. The two crewmembers ripped loose the locked canopy and threw it aside, while Valthyrra gently lifted the fighter barely a centimeter from the floor and began to move it slowly toward the open door. While Benthoran helped the nervous pilot free himself from his ship, other crewmembers aimed a frigid blast of carbon dioxide into the fighter's engine compartment to cool the faulty generator and delay its explosion.


  At the last moment Benthoran bodily lifted Tregloran out of the cockpit and threw him to safety, then leaped over the fighter's wing just before it swept him through the containment fields into open space. Valthyrra carried the ship free of the deck, as far out as her handling arms would reach, and gave it a firm push downward. Then she thrust herself forward, barely clearing the fighter before it exploded.


  Benthoran walked over to where Tregloran's motionless form lay on the deck, under the attentions of three crewmembers who had removed his helmet. "Are you all right?"


  Tregloran glanced up at him. "Just glad to be here."


  "I can imagine." Benthoran laughed softly, then gestured im patiently to one side of the bay. "Clear this wreckage from the deck. We have to land the damaged fighters before the packs can come in."


  "Damnation!" Maeken Kea muttered as she fell back into her seat, then immediately pushed herself back up again. "Mar enna, give me a report. Are they really gone?"


  "They appear to be," the ship responded noncommittally. "All fighters have disappeared from scan."


  That did not mean much; inside this orbital rock quarry, everything disappeared from scan within a few kilometers. But Maeken Kea did not have long to decide. After a moment she launched herself from her seat and began to pace the edge of the central bridge. "Return to the Methryn's corridor and follow her. Damage report."


  "I have lost two complete engine clusters, fourteen engines in all, although the loss will not seriously affect my speed even in starflight. I have also lost seventeen cannons."


  "Keep the units that still have functional generators so that we can have their power on the grid, and pitch the rest over board," Donalt Trace said as he joined her. "It occurred to me during the design of this machine that they would shoot up through the damaged units to get at the interior of the ship, so the module sockets have the same quartzite shielding."


  "Eject the malfunctioning units," Maeken told the ship.


  "Yes, Captain."


  Maeken Kea resumed her nervous pacing for a moment, then hurried back to her seat to consult the monitors on her console. Trace smiled privately. Except when penned to her seat by ac celerations, Maeken fought her battles with a display of physi cal rage and strength equal to her amazing mental agility.


  "Well done, Captain," he said, moving to one side of her chair.


  Maeken glanced up at him. "Whatever for? Velmeran called the shots. Brilliant moves, but he left an answer for every prob lem. This was just to see how well his fighters work against this ship. Now he knows better."


  "Will he be back?"


  Maeken frowned. "I really suspect that he is just trying to slow us down until the Methryn can be repaired... which indi cates that we must be gaining on her. This attack bought him a little time, but not all that much. He has to come back. I just wonder what he plans to do next."


  Chapter 12


  Velmeran called a meeting in the Methryn's smallest council room the moment he returned to the ship, and for as soon as the requested members could arrive. This was no problem for most, although Lenna had been trying to sneak in her required eight hours of an activity that Kelvessan did not need, and she had only just started the third. And Dyenlerra had caught Tregloran before he was able to escape; only a direct request from Vel meran was able to get him out of the medical section.


  "Well, I would not exactly call it an exercise in futility," Velmeran began suddenly. He had been sitting at the table, deep in his own thoughts, waiting for the others to arrive. Lenna had just sat down at the table, propped her chin in one hand, and appeared to go to sleep. He regarded her briefly and continued. "I did have my first good look at the Challenger and I know what she can do. Obviously the Methryn cannot fight her, and the packs are not much good either. I guess that I will have to do it myself. Damage report."


  When Valthyrra did not respond, he reached over and gave her camera pod a sharp rap. She turned to look at him. "Dam age report. What was the final score? I left before the game was over."


  "You did not miss a thing," Valthyrra answered. "We have six wrecked fighters and two injured pilots... slightly injured, but they will not be flying again for a few days. You trimmed the Challanger of seventeen guns and fourteen engines. Ordi narily I would say that you came out slightly ahead."


  "No, not this time," Velmeran agreed. "Don designed his ship entirely too well, and Maeken Kea is every bit as smart as I was afraid she would be. Not only did my plan to force them to expose their engines fail, but she used it against me."


  "As you were afraid she might, as I recall," Mayelna pointed out.


  "Recognizing your mistakes before you make them is hardly an asset, not when you go ahead and make them." He looked up as Tregloran entered and quietly took an empty place at the table. "Ah, here he is at last, the Kelvessan cannonball. Explain to me one thing. Did you keep your main generator from over loading by keeping the power lines open with a rather surprising exercise of your newly acquired talent?"


  "Why, Treg! I never knew you had it in you," Consherra exclaimed. She was the self-appointed trainer of psychic talents to the Methryn's handful of mutant Kelvessan. Tregloran looked insulted.


  "And why not?" he demanded indignantly.


  "And why not?" Valthyrra repeated that question. "It is hardly surprising, when you consider that nearly all the Dvon nan Kelvessan that we have identified so far have been fairly closely related."


  Everyone, except for the apparently dozing Lenna, regarded her questioningly. As the implications of that became evident, Velmeran and Tregloran turned to look at each other.


  "No, not you two." Valthyrra laughed. "I have been able to put together a vague history of the Dvonnan Kelvessan by lengthy consultation with the other ships. There seems to be two distinct clans of mutants that arose separately at about the same time some ninety years ago – although I suspect that some link between them has yet to be found – originating from a single parent who was not Dvonna Kelvessa himself."


  "Both male?" Velmeran asked.


  "That is not surprising," the ship explained. "It is our system of taking duty mates that has contributed to the mutation. As I said, these clan progenitors are nearly but not quite mutant themselves, but remarkable people and very desirable duty mates, and their unions were often with females like Mayelna and Baressa who are themselves near-mutant, and whose union produced true mutants. Commander Fverran of the Schaylden originated the larger group that gave us Baress and Tregloran, while the smaller but somewhat more talented clan descended through Commander Tryn gave us Velmeran and his sisters Daelyn and Consherra."


  "Me?" she asked. "Where do I come in?"


  "Do you remember your father?"


  "My father? I barely remember my mother."


  "Well, I remember that both the Kalvyn and I were at Home Base several months before you were born."


  "Yes, but...," Consherra faltered, aware that everyone was staring at her. Even Lenna opened one eye. She frowned, then gave the camera a hard stare. "Do you know this for a fact, or are you just supposing?"


  "Call it an educated guess. Although I could not help but notice that Tryn did remember you." She turned her camera pod to look at Velmeran. "The two of you should produce some amazing offspring."


  Lenna blinked sleepily. "Oh hell, we're just one big, happy family! How does that work out, anyway?"


  "We do not have the problem you must be thinking of," Mayelna answered, obviously amused with the whole affair. "Close inbreeding can be advantageous for us, as long as we do not make a habit of it."


  "Well, it's strictly your affair," Lenna said as she again propped her head in her bed, closed her eyes and, to the mysti fication of all present, appeared to go to sleep. They were still staring when she opened her eyes a final time. "I should point out, however, that you are straying from the subject."


  Velmeran started and stared accusingly at Valthyrra. Every one present knew from experience that she could not only change the subject but lead it on a merry chase before someone remembered what they were supposed to be talking about. Valthyrra recognized that stare and looked away quickly.


  "Now, it seems to me that we were discussing the problem of one very large ship," he began, sitting back in his chair. "I have now either tried or rejected every idea I can think of – "


  "Just how certain are you of that?" Consherra insisted sud denly, although she was not talking to Velmeran but to Val thyrra. "Have you actually discussed the matter with Commander Tryn?"


  There was a long moment of silence as everyone, including Lenna, regarded her with a mixture of surprise and mystifica tion.


  "No, I did not," Valthyrra answered. "It is a possibility, but some other crewmember of the Kalvyn, one of Tryn's offspring, could have easily been your father."


  "That is true, of course," Consherra agreed softly, then no ticed that Velmeran was watching her with an expression of forced patience. "Sorry."


  "I quite forgot what I was saying."


  "You have tried everything," Lenna reminded him.


  "Ah, yes." He shrugged. "The answer is simple. If – "


  "But how can that be?" Consherra interrupted again. "You said that the Dvonnan Kelvessan have been around for about ninety years, and I am going on seventy. I doubt that Com mander Tryn had any children old enough to have been my father."


  "Mutant children, perhaps," Valthyrra answered. "He could have had nonmutant children from earlier matings who share his ability to sire mutants."


  "Oh." Consherra was utterly disappointed, to everyone's sur prise.


  "As you were saying," Mayelna prompted.


  Velmeran looked up and hastily closed his mouth, which was hanging open. "Yes, I was..."


  "But you obviously think so," Consherra insisted.


  "Yes, I do," Valthyrra answered. "Are you not aware of how much you look and act like Velmeran? If you were just a bit taller, you could almost pass for Daelyn."


  Consherra considered that, felt her small nose, and shrugged. "I guess so. And he did remember me."


  "But is that any real trick in a race that has selective recall?" Lenna asked. "And besides that, you all look alike to me."


  "Actually, you do have a point," Consherra admitted with disappointment.


  "Tral de lessan!"Velmeran exploded. "So you happen to be my half sister. Is that so bad?"


  "Bad?" Consherra regarded him in complete surprise. "Noth ing could make me happier."


  The entire group sat in silence for a long, expectant moment as Velmeran glanced from one to the other. At last he sighed heavily and sat back in his chair. "Now, if..."


  "You will ask Tryn and Schayressa about it, though?"


  "As soon as this is over," Valthyrra promised, then turned to look at Velmeran, who sat with his arms crossed, staring at the ceiling. "Well, what are you waiting for?"


  "I am going inside the Challenger and reprogram her so that she cannot shield effectively," he said quickly, and waited. This time there was no question that he had everyone's complete attention – everyone except Lenna, who was so impressed that she again propped up her head and closed her eyes. Valthyrra was speechless, and Consherra appeared likely to explode as soon as she could collect her wits and find her tongue. And yet Mayelna, the source of many past arguments, was not in the least bit surprised.


  "There is no way to destroy the Challenger from the outside," he continued. "We have proven that. The only solution is to do something from the inside so that she can no longer assemble her complete power grid. Consherra, that is your department. What would you do if you had access to the Challenger's pri mary programming?"


  Consherra was caught off guard by that question; whether he intended that particular result, it had the effect of putting out her fuse before she reached an explosive level. She was about the most gifted programmer in the fleet, with access to the secrets of Valthyrra's construction. Certainly no one in the Union knew as much about advanced sentient systems.


  "Well, there are any number of bugs you can throw into the system," she answered uncertainly. "Under the circumstances, the best would be to insert a loop that throws power sources back out of the grid as others come on line."


  "But to do anything effective, you have to get free access to the Challenger's basic programming," Valthyrra protested. "You know yourself the types of safeguards they are going to have on that system. It probably takes hours to get inside even when you know the codes and passes."


  "True," Velmeran agreed. "But what if you could bypass the guards and go directly into the system? I can get instant control of the Challenger."


  "Nice trick! How do you think..." Valthyrra's voice faded suddenly, and her lenses assumed a distant stare. Then, as everyone watched expectantly, she began to recite.


  "There once was an entrepreneur


  Auditioning girls for his tour.


  One girl showed her stuff


  But it wasn't enough.


  So he promptly proceeded to... to..."


  She seemed almost to blink, then turned her camera pod to look at Velmeran. "And so you get control of the Challenger. What then?"


  "Then I order her to open her programming from the inside," he explained.


  "Simple enough," Valthyrra agreed. "I should be ashamed of myself for always underestimating you."


  "So you should."


  "Where did you come up with that, anyway?"


  "Lenna."


  "Yes, I recognize the material." She turned to Mayelna. "Yes, he really can do it."


  "I have already learned from experience that he can and will do what he says," Mayelna replied. "So, you create a diversion, land on the Challenger's hull, and enter through a convenient airlock. I suppose that you can force one without being de tected?"


  "Easily," he assured her.


  "Then you juggle her programming and get back out again?"


  "Preferably in a hurry," Velmeran added. "We will have to arrange our timing so that Valthyrra will attack as soon as possi ble after the tampering. That way, even if they know what we did, they would not have time to correct the damage."


  "Wait a moment," Consherra interrupted. "You can bet that Marenna Challenger has the ability to review her own program ming. That is how our own ships develop personalities; they are continually altering and expanding their personalities."


  "Yes, but there must be a way to hide the alteration," Vel meran insisted.


  "Of course. You can insert the alteration in an invisible loop. The information inside such a loop instructs her to be blind to the loop itself while incorporating the alterations into the master program. It is by no means foolproof. Once she realizes that she cannot raise the grid as she should, she will go back in to look for the problem. Still, there will be an interval between the time she recognizes the trouble and is able to correct it. That will be Valthyrra's one chance to destroy her."


  Velmeran nodded. "I knew that. I was hoping that you would be able to insert an invisible loop that she would find particu larly difficult to detect and delete."


  "Well, yes, I could," Consherra agreed. Then she realized what he had in mind. "Now, wait a minute! That is not my line of work."


  "We all have to start somewhere," Velmeran said.


  "But how do you plan to get me there?" she protested weakly.


  "You can fly yourself there, like the rest of us. You keep a fighter of your own, and you have practiced with me often enough for me to know that you happen to be a very good pilot. I also know that you flew with the packs for several years be fore you transferred to helm."


  "Yes, but I am needed here." Consherra seized upon that thought as an excuse.


  Valthyrra regarded her closely. "Just who do you think is flying this ship right now? Your value is as second-in-com mand, not as an emergency flight computer, and just now your knowledge of sentient computer systems makes you invaluable to this mission."


  There was a long moment of silence, during which there was an abrupt shift in viewpoints in this argument. Velmeran, who had been considering the requirements of this expedition only as its leader, suddenly remembered his earlier prophecy was likely to be the cause of his own death. He had forgotten that predic tion mostly because it had ceased to be valid. But now it was back. Someone in this room, himself included, would not sur vive the assault on the Challenger, but he had no idea who. At least he could be certain of Consherra's safety.


  "Actually, Consherra is right," he said quickly. "There is no reason for her to go. I can modify the Challenger's program ming as easily as she could."


  "Oh, of course," Valthyrra agreed, supporting him enthusias tically for some reason of her own. "I doubt that her abilities would make that much difference."


  Consherra, however, had been considering the matter herself, and she had realized that this might be her only opportunity to accompany Velmeran on one of his special tactics missions. "Now wait just a moment. No one can hide that loop as well as I can, and the success of the mission depends on it."


  That was followed by a moment of complete silence. This abrupt and complete reversal of positions left everyone speech less with confusion and surprise. Even Lenna appeared to be fully awake for the first time.


  "Meran, I have to share the risks like everyone else on this ship," she continued. "It happens that there is a task to be done that I can do better than anyone else."


  Velmeran frowned and looked up at Valthyrra. Her camera pod made a helpless shrugging motion. "She is right, as much as I hate to admit it."


  Velmeran knew that himself, although he found it almost im possible to agree. He shivered imperceptively at the memory, more vivid than it had been these past two years, of the horror of waiting for Dveyella to die while he had been unable to help her. At last he nodded slowly, then looked over at Baress. "Will you come with us?"


  "I would be delighted."


  "What about me, Captain?" Tregloran asked anxiously.


  "Oh, I had something in mind when I asked you here," Vel meran said, smiling. "I need for you, Trel, and Marlena to stay with the ships and guard our way out. Our suit communication will not penetrate the quartzite shielding on the hull, so I need a good telepath on the outside to relay any messages."


  "And me," Lenna added with determination.


  "You?" Velmeran looked at her questioningly. "Just what do you think you can do for us?"


  "Any number of things," she declared. "For one thing, I can put on a Union junior officer's uniform and walk around that big ship just about anywhere I want to go. That's why you hired me, remember. I'm your spy. And saboteur."


  Velmeran considered that for a moment and nodded thought fully; he knew exactly what she had in mind. "I believe you might just be useful after all. If you are not previously occu pied – and able to stay awake – I would be honored if you would accompany us."


  Lenna smiled mischievously. "I already knew that you would be needing me."


  "And I knew when I called you here that you were planning to go," Velmeran added. "So this is where we stand. Baress, Consherra, and I will go inside the fortress to do the program tampering. Lenna will go along to do whatever she can. I have been looking at Schayressa's scan, so I know where we can enter. It involves a walk – in straight-line distances – of just over five kilometers. Since our direct communication will be cut off, we had better make arrangements now. As soon as we go in, Valthyrra will allow the Challenger to pass and fall in some distance behind. We can use transports in formation to clear a corridor that resembles her own. At our signal she will close for the attack, forcing the Challenger out of the ring and into open space."


  "And just how do I force her out?" Valthyrra asked.


  "She is going to go willingly," he assured her. "When she sees an undamaged Methryn coming at her from behind, she is going to run to open space where she can fight more effec tively."


  The camera pod nodded thoughtfully. "You are probably right. But how do you land seven fighters on her hull unde tected?"


  "In a mass of general confusion. To put it simply, we need a diversion."


  "Oh? What kind of a diversion?"


  "Oh, I had something in mind," Velmeran said as he leaned back in his chair. "If nothing else works, we can always throw rocks."


  "Are you sure that you feel up to it?" Velmeran asked, paus ing at the door as he followed the others out. Valthyrra regarded him quizzically. "Do I feel up to it?"


  "Well, you are getting a little old."


  "Old?" She lifted her camera pod threateningly. "I, for one, do not consider eighteen thousand to be old at all, not compared to how long I expect to last. Nor do I believe that Donalt Trace or any other two-armed primate can build a better machine than I am, and I intend to prove it."


  "Just checking," Velmeran said, and disappeared out the door.


  "I like that!" Valthyrra remarked to herself as she stared for a moment, then turned to Mayelna. "Surely he has no complaint about my performance."


  Mayelna stared in disbelief. "Are you serious? He was just playing with you. When were you ever not ready for a fight?"


  "I guess so," she agreed weakly, then turned to Consherra. "And what of yourself? What could possibly possess you to insist upon going?"


  "As I recall, you and Velmeran did all the insisting," Con sherra replied defensively. "Then, once you convinced me of the necessity, you abruptly changed your minds."


  "I had momentarily forgotten one important matter," the ship reminded her. "As you seem to have forgotten altogether. How can you possibly go? Can you still fit inside your armor?"


  Consherra glanced apprehensively at Mayelna, and could tell by the Commander's expression that she was well aware of what the ship was implying. She had the sudden urge to tamper with Valthyrra's programming; this was embarrassing enough as it was.


  "Yes, I can still fit inside my armor," she insisted, turning back to the glaring camera pod. "I am still just a month along, with five months yet to go. This is something I must do."


  "And what about the safety of your child?" Valthyrra coun tered.


  "I am aware of the risk, and I accept it," Consherra replied firmly. "You know that little short of my own death will do my child any harm."


  "Velmeran would not want you to take this risk."


  Consherra drew herself up sternly. "Velmeran is my mate and the father of my child. I know that he would not approve, but the decision remains my own. Baressa is pregnant by the same father, and yet not even he questions her right to take part in this. In fact, he left her in command of the packs in his ab sence."


  "Enough, Val," Mayelna interrupted when the ship was pre pared to protest yet again. "She is right on two important points. She is needed, and it is her decision. Nor is Velmeran to be told of... her condition. He has enough to think about just now, and that would be too much of a distraction."


  "Very well," Valthyrra agreed reluctantly.


  Consherra turned to Mayelna and smiled self-consciously. "I am sorry, Commander."


  "Sorry about what?" Mayelna demanded gently. "Dear girl, I can die happy now."


  "But, commander..."


  "No, girl, stop worrying about it," Mayelna said firmly. She began to rise but decided that she should not; this came as more of a surprise than she wanted anyone to know. "Listen, I know what this means to you, and I know how happy this is going to make him. That is all that really matters. If my approval is that important to you, then understand that I could not be more pleased. And you can bet that old chips-for-brains is excited, or she would not be so overprotective. Now, you go get ready."


  "Yes, Commander," Consherra agreed eagerly, obviously pleased, although her cautious retreat from the room suggested that she was still afraid that she had done something wrong. She turned and hurried down the corridor.


  "So, she got your little boy in trouble," Valthyrra remarked, amused. "I see the problem now. If you people did not have such a guilty conscience about neglecting your duty, I might have the crew I was built for."


  Knowing that she had at least an hour, Lenna hurried to her cabin and hastily climbed into her armor. She had already set aside what she would need, putting the Union officer's uniform that Valthyrra had made for her in a pressure-resistant bag along with a modest supply of emergency makeup and her old Union service pistol. She preferred the more powerful Starwolf guns, but the aging jack-snapper was part of her disguise. Collecting her supplies, she went directly to the landing bay, where their fighters had just been brought out, and tucked the bag into the small storage compartment in her own ship. Then she climbed inside the cockpit, closed the canopy, and promptly fell asleep.


  Such was her condition when the others arrived a little over an hour later. They halted in front of the first fighter while Velmeran mounted the steps of the boarding platform and rapped sharply on the closed canopy.


  "Wake up, Lenna!" he ordered, although she could not have heard him inside the sealed cockpit.


  After a moment the latches snapped open and the canopy rose slowly to reveal Lenna, yawning hugely. Velmeran reached in and lifted her easily from the seat, standing her on the edge of the platform. Still yawning, she led the way down the steps to join the others. Baress handed her a large rifle and a belt that held several small, thick metal disks. She looked at the items curiously.


  "The Challenger is virtually uninhabited," Velmeran began. "She has about one regular crewmember to every cubic kilome ter of interior space, and the Kalfethki are confined to a small area. Unfortunately, there are sixteen automatons to every cubic kilometer, and no handgun is going to dent their armor. That rifle has an armor-piercing carrier beam and enough of a charge to wreck the inside of any sentry, and it is also the only thing that can kill a Kalfethki quickly. The heat charges are just as effective against sentries, but you have to get one against the hull of the machine for it to do any good."


  "I know how it works," Lenna assured him. "Tregloran ex plained it to me."


  "He did?" Velmeran looked questioningly at Tregloran, who pretended ignorance.


  All the various weapons were handed out to the members of the assault force, and they hurried to their ships to stow their equipment. Velmeran helped Consherra with her own, since she handled the weapons with such unease that they might have been fierce, alien creatures and likely to bite. Climbing into the cockpit, however, she betrayed her complete familiarity with the fighter.


  "I will get you back safely," he assured her as he helped her fasten her straps.


  She looked at him with open astonishment. "I am not con cerned about myself. I know that you will be taking all the chances, so I want you to watch out for yourself. Just remember that the winning of this battle does not win the war. We need you alive for more important matters."


  Velmeran smiled. "Now you sound like my mother."


  "Oh?" she asked skeptically, and smiled. "When we come back, I have something to say that should convince you other wise."


  "Glad to hear it," he remarked, and kissed her quickly.


  He left a crewmember to assist her in securing the cockpit, gathering the weapons he had left beneath the fighter and hurry ing to his own ship. He knew that he was wasting too much time. Valthyrra had already begun her evasive maneuvers, and would soon be complaining that he was likely to ruin all their careful planning with his procrastination. The ship had long since ceased to be concerned for his safety, at least as far as he could tell. Mayelna did quite enough worrying for the two of them, so he was not surprised to find her waiting beside his fighter.


  "I came to see you off," she said, almost apologetically. "I do not suppose that I need to remind you to be careful."


  "That idea has already occurred to me," he assured her as he transferred his weapons to his lower hands and keyed the hid den latch to his fighter's cargo compartment. "Would it be pointless of me to ask you not to worry?"


  "No way," she said. "How is Consherra?"


  "Calm, confident, and nearly as eager to begin as Lenna is," Velmeran said, his voice echoing hollowly as he worked inside the compartment. "I wonder why this means so much to her."


  "Well, she used to be quite a Starwolf when she was your age, when she still flew with the packs. That was a few years before you were even thought of, naturally. I think she wants to prove that she is also a very capable warrior, and not just a bridge officer." She paused a moment to watch him closely. "She has not forgotten that Dveyella was a warrior. And that, had she lived, she would be going out with you on all these missions."


  "Consherra is comparing herself with a memory," Velmeran stated as he tightened the stowage straps around the gun. "And an increasingly dim memory."


  "True, but the memory she is comparing herself against is her own, not yours. Perhaps it is more important for her to prove something to herself."


  Velmeran seemed about to say something, but decided other wise. She walked with him around the front of the fighter and up the steps of the boarding platform, holding his helmet as he climbed inside the cockpit. She obviously had something im portant in mind, some matter too important to wait. Velmeran seemed too distracted to notice. In truth, he had something equally important to say, if he could only find the words.


  "Consherra means a great deal to you," Mayelna said at last, watching him fasten his straps. "You are aware, perhaps, that a male and female may share a special relationship. There most often comes a time in everyone's life when you meet someone, and both of you become aware that the two of you will be keeping company for a very long time to come. But you must also realize, when a male and female join as mates, they are also peforming a natural function and must be prepared for the results that nature intended. Do you understand what I am say ing?"


  Velmeran stared at her in utter amazement. With typical Kel vessan innocence, he completely misinterpreted her implica tions. "If this is the little talk we should have had fifteen years ago... well, we should have had it fifteen years ago. I am quite aware that Consherra and I are likely to have a child sooner or later. Considering her sexual instincts, it will probably be sooner."


  "Soon enough," Mayelna agreed vaguely. "Would that please you?"


  "I imagine that it would please me very much," Velmeran said as he fastened the last strap. He paused a moment, uncer tain, and looked up at her. "Valthyrra will be going in for over haul after this. I was wondering... perhaps... if you would like to retire then."


  Mayelna stared in absolute astonishment and mystification. "Retire? Why would I want to retire at this time?"


  Velmeran shrugged. "It makes about as much sense as what you were talking about."


  "That may be so," Mayelna agreed, affording him a search ing stare. "Are you ready to command this ship? I do not ques tion your ability to do so; you have for the last two years. What I mean is, do you want to?"


  Velmeran nodded slowly. "As you said, I have commanded here for two years now. I no longer have the time to run a regular pack as well as this ship and my special tactics team. Nor does my pack bring me the pleasure and sense of fulfill ment it once did. I have outgrown it, you might say."


  "So now you want my chair?" Mayelna asked, smiling with amusement.


  Velmeran smiled shyly in return. "I would take nothing away from you. I just thought that – under the circumstances – you might want to take up residence on the Kalvyn."


  Mayelna swallowed apprehensively and looked away quickly to hide the tears that rushed to her eyes. Nothing in all her long years had touched her as much as that simple offer. Nothing meant more to her. "Meran, what... what can I say?"


  "You can say yes," he suggested hopefully.


  "Are you going anytime soon?" Valthyrra demanded sud denly over com, her voice echoing dimly from the helmet Mayelna held. She looked down at it, then reached out and set the helmet on his head.


  "You go take care of business, Commander Velmeran," she said as she fastened the collar clips. "I will watch your ship until you come back."


  Chapter 13


  Maeken Kea was still fastening her jacket when she arrived at the bridge. As a matter of fact, it was the only part of her uniform that she had on. In her years as the Commander of a warship, she had learned through experience to always wear something when she tried to catch a little sleep when battle was likely. But the Starwolves had a certain perversity on that score; they had been careful to attack while she was in the shower. She reasoned that, if she got only one thing on by the time she reached the bridge, the jacket was long enough to keep her decently covered – if just barely. She was correct, for the most part; she was blissfully unaware that the tail of the jacket was split in the same place her own tail was split.


  Lieutenant Skerri saw her the moment she entered and pre tended to notice nothing strange, although she could well imag ine the stimulation to his postadolescent fantasies. She threw her pants in his direction and headed straight for her console.


  "So what is it?" she demanded briskly as she bent over her monitor.


  "Captain, the Methryn's corridor has turned straight out from the planet," Skerri reported. "It seemed suspicious to me, so I knew that you would jump on it."


  "You bet your – "


  "Collision imminent!" Marenna Challenger warned suddenly.


  Maeken glanced anxiously at the main viewscreen, where the danger was immediately obvious. A rock of respectable size, a kilometer and more wide by half a kilometer high, was hurtling down the Methryn's corridor, moving fast and accelerating rap idly along a path designed to make the best use of the gravity of the large planet below. Numbers projected to one corner of the screen estimated time to impact and counted down sixteen to fifteen even as she watched. Maeken needed only an instant to decide.


  "Arm missiles to launch!" she ordered briskly. "Detonation on impact. Fire one... and two. Hull shields to maximum – brace for impact."


  "Condition red – brace for impact." Marenna relayed the order to the entire ship as the first missile struck and exploded. The viewscreen dimmed automatically against the brilliant nu clear flash barely six kilometers ahead. The second explosion followed in the next instant. A fourth of the boulder was either vaporized or crushed by the concussion into gravel. The rest split into five sections that were still alarming in their propor tions.


  A second later the debris pelted the Challenger's forward hull. The quartzite shielding held, although the ship shuddered violently. Maeken remained standing through the impact only by holding on to the back of her seat.


  "Shield your engines!" she yelled at Marenna even as the reverberations echoed through the ship's hull. She was only guessing what the Starwolves would do next, but it was a good guess. Four packs of fighters dived out of the ring in the next instant. Because Maeken had already given the order to shield, they got only six of the fourteen exposed engines.


  "That tears it," Maeken muttered in disgust as she snatched her pants from Lieutenant Skerri's grasp. "Keep your eyes open."


  Skerri did as he was told. As the Captain turned and began to pull on her pants, he did his best to watch closely while pre tending to keep his eyes discreetly on the monitor. At forty-five, Maeken Kea was twice his age, on the far side of middle-aged by his own definition. He was all the more sur prised to see a trim and shapely fanny.


  "Do you see anything?" she asked.


  "Captain, I...," Skerri stammered guiltily, then understood what she meant. "All clear for the moment."


  Maeken paused to glance at him over her shoulder. It did not do for junior officers to have any fascination for their seniors, but she could keep Skerri under control. Besides, he served her best for as long as she was able to keep him impressed, and she had the feeling that she had just impressed him in a way that neither of them had expected. She looked around for her boots and found that they must have been left in her cabin.


  "Collision imminent!" Marenna warned again.


  Maeken looked up at the viewscreen and saw absolutely nothing. At that instant the Challenger shuddered so violently that she left the deck. She struck the ceiling and was pinned there for a moment, hitting squarely in the middle of her back so hard that her vision dimmed. Then gravity returned and she was dropped sprawling to the deck. Skerri landed nearby and remained motionless. She began to pick herself up, cursing her self for not strapping in after that first attack but glad that she at least had her pants on. A second impact from the opposite di rection flattened her to the deck. She was about to ask for a report when she saw Starwolf fighters on the main viewscreen.


  "Do not return fire!" she ordered sharply as she rose to stand uncertainly. "Keep your power in the hull shields."


  "Yes, Captain."


  Maeken straightened her back experimentally, trusting that nothing hurt bad enough to actually be broken. Skerri remained motionless. She considered moving him but knew that she could not. He was a big, healthy boy, while she was technically a tall midget. She appreciated the fact that she was moving while he was not. Well, Mr. Skerri. Not so old after all, are we?


  "Damage report!" She gasped in pain as she lowered herself into her seat.


  "No damage to the ship," Marenna replied. "I believe that the better part of the crew is slightly incapacitated for the moment, and I will send automated sentries to investigate possible inju ries to off-duty personnel."


  "What happened?" she asked.


  "There were two additional impacts," the ship explained. "Small corridors had been opened at right angles to our own. Boulders of approximately two hundred meters were acceler ated along these corridors and struck the ship above and below the forward hull, the result of remarkably accurate timing. The impacts rocked the ship violently."


  A slight understatement, Maeken reflected. She noticed that Lieutenant Skerri was sitting up and rubbing his head. At the moment that seemed to be a favorite activity of the Challenger's crew.


  "With us again, Mr. Skerri?" she asked.


  "I was never completely gone," he replied. "Just very close to it."


  He rose and walked stiffly over to her console. Holding the supports of her seat, he quickly checked the scanner images. Starwolf fighters were swarming over the hull of the ship, skimming the gleaming black surface by as little as two meters. All to absolutely no effect.


  "As long as we keep the guns retracted, they have absolutely no targets," Maeken explained. "Besides, it might be a trick. I want to keep that power to the hull shields in the event they throw something else at us."


  "I see what you mean," Skerri agreed. "Tricky devils. These attacks are getting more sophisticated all the time."


  Maeken nodded slowly; it was as fast as she could nod. "Per haps I shouldn't say this, but I'm beginning to get scared. There seems to be no limit to how much Velmeran can think up and put together. We may reach a point where I will finally make a mistake."


  Skerri frowned. "It is getting dirty."


  "I'm glad you recognized something suspicious and got me to the bridge in time," she said, grinning mischievously. "At least they didn't catch you with your pants down."


  Lieutenant Skerri laughed in spite of the pain.


  The seventh and last fighter dropped quickly into the shel tered cove formed by three towering projections in the Chal lenger's hull. Watching from his own cockpit, Velmeran identified it as Lenna's. The little ship extended its landing gear and dropped down until its landing pads locked magnetically against the hull of the Fortress.


  "All down and no problems," he reported over com. "You can break off the attack."


  "Right, Captain," Baressa replied. "All packs break off... "


  Her voice was lost as he disconnected his suit from the fighter's com link and support system. He was surprised and delighted that the Challenger had held her fire on the way in; that was something he had anticipated but not expected. All he had hoped for was to create a state of complete confusion to hide the landing of the assault team.


  After fully depressurizing the cockpit, he opened the canopy and cautiously climbed out. They had landed on the side of the Challenger and were in fact on a vertical portion of the hull, like spiders walking up the wall. But that hardly mattered, since there was no gravity on the outside of the ship. Electromagnetic inserts in their boots kept them on the surface of the ship, al though the hold was feeble through the quartzite shielding.


  The rest had gathered in front of the fighters, staring off across a flat expanse of open hull. Lenna arrived behind him; he could identify her easily by the fact that her armor had only one set of arms. Consherra was even more clearly identified by her white armor, an almost shocking contrast against an angular black landscape populated by black fighters and Starwolves in black armor.


  "Out there?" Tregloran asked uncertainly. "We could waste half an hour looking for that airlock."


  "You should have looked for it on the way in," Velmeran told him. "You might have landed on it."


  He walked out eleven carefully paced steps and stopped at the edge of what now appeared to the others as a pit opening in the smooth surface of the hull. As they drew nearer, they could see that the rectangular depression was no more than ten centi meters deep, the lip designed to receive the hermetic seal of a docking tube. Inside that was the door itself, its two halves firmly sealed. They could also see now how he had found it so easily; the nose of his fighter was pointed directly toward it.


  "So, wizard, you have found the hidden door," Baress re marked. "Do you know the secret word?"


  "You have access to Velmeran's library," Consherra said ac cusingly. "How did you acquire that privilege? I was his mate for half a year before he opened his shelves to me."


  "Needless to say, I found an easier method," Baress said dryly. "I asked. Perhaps you never thought of that."


  "I lock the doors to keep the books on the shelves," Velmeran explained, interrupting his silent examination of the airlock. "Not to keep people out. A book serves no function unless it is read."


  "Well, do you have any magic words?" Consherra asked im patiently.


  "Certainly.Quad erat faciendun, quantum placet. Allegro non troppo!"he declared in a commanding voice, waving all four arms in elaborate gestures. "Open sesame!"


  The doors snapped back instantly, revealing the brightly lit interior of the airlock. A second set of doors at the bottom were securely closed; the Union did not have the containment fields that Starwolves used on their own locks and bays.


  "Quickly, now," Velmeran warned. "There are sensors on these doors that I am having to hold inactive."


  "Right," Lenna agreed. Before anyone could stop her, she reached down to take hold of the edge of the lock and flipped herself inside. Gravity interfered halfway through her free-fall somersault and she fell heavily on her back on a wall that sud denly became a floor.


  "Great stars!" She wheezed, and struggled to pick herself up. "Watch that first step."


  Velmeran was the first to recover from his surprise. He turned and lowered himself cautiously into the airlock. Kneel ing on the floor, he reached up to assist Consherra and Baress. Last of all, Tregloran passed their guns down to them.


  "We have to get through this airlock before I let something slip," he said. "You remember what I told you. When the time comes, the three of you are to get away from here. If we are not back by then, we will not be coming back. Not to worry, though."


  "Do I look worried?" Tregloran asked. "You can take on the lot of them, and bring this ship home for salvage. Especially now that you have Lenna to help you."


  "I cannot tell you how reassuring that is," Velmeran re marked with droll sarcasm as he allowed the outer door to snap shut. He turned immediately to the control panel by the inner door and ran his upper right hand lightly over the surface, not quite touching, as if tracing hidden wiring. He quickly found what he was looking for, or so it seemed. Air began cycling into the lock, and a moment later the inner door snapped open.


  Baress and Lenna were out the door immediately, rifles ready as they scouted the corridor in either direction, while Consherra stood with her rifle trained down the larger hall immediately ahead. Velmeran peered at them curiously.


  "I could have told you nothing was there," he remarked. He turned to look at the door, and it obediently slid shut. "There. No indication that we ever came through."


  "First things first," Lenna remarked as she set down her rifle. Taking her bundle of extra clothes, she headed for the suit room adjacent to the airlock. She immediately began stripping off her armor, hanging it on an empty suit rack in the wall beside the door, where it was less likely to be seen.


  "Remember to avoid the sentries," Velmeran reminded them, having pulled off his helmet. "What one sees, they all know. It does us no good to destroy one before it has seen you, since its destruction will be noted and investigated. We need to conduct our business undetected, and leave the same way... if we can."


  "Are those beasties able to identify legitimate crewmembers on sight?" Lenna asked.


  "No. Visual identification is a complex function with a long history of accidents," Baress told her. "The uniform and the forged magnetic ident you carry will identify you as a legitimate crewmember."


  "Just turn on the old Kanian charm," Velmeran added. "That should be enough to baffle even an automaton."


  He glanced inside the little room to check on her progress, and found that she had just come out of her armor. It was his first sight of a naked human, and he did not care for another. The lack of a second set of arms made her look pitifully de formed.


  "Since you will be on your own, remember to keep track of the time," he continued. "And give yourself enough time to get out. You have to be back inside your armor before you can leave."


  "I'll keep that in mind," Lenna assured him absently as she struggled into her uniform.


  "And above all, do not get yourself in more trouble than you can manage."


  "Sure. All ready."


  She emerged from the room, abruptly transformed into a stranger. She had put on her makeup in advance, hiding her Trader ancestry with a slightly different appearance to her slightly slanting eyes along with the hollow cheeks and wide, thin-lipped mouth of a native of the Lokuivea worlds, who still reflected their strong Polynesian and Amerindian background. Curiously enough, that might also explain any peculiarities in her speech.


  "Ah, the girl of a thousand races," Baress said approvingly. "A true artist."


  "That was my name at the bottom of the painting." Lenna retrieved her gun and joined the others. "Lead on, wizard." The first task was to find a main corridor that would lead the Starwolves to the forward portion of the ship, and where Lenna could find a lift to serve as the shortcut that she alone dared to use. There was a basic logic to the construction of this ship. In a sense the Fortress was a large ship inside a larger shell. The outer shell was the hull itself, its quartzite shielding and the vast sockets that held the guns and engines. Three hundred meters inside that was the inner hull that housed the mechanical work ings of the ship itself as well as several cubic kilometers of crew quarters, storage bays, and machine shops.


  The only inhabited regions in the outer hull were the rider bays and airlocks such as the one they had just entered. A single wide corridor extended tunnel-like to the interior portion of the ship, where a second airlock sealed it against emergency de compressions. Velmeran cycled this lock as he had the first, stepped boldly through the moment the inner doors opened, and found himself face-to-face with an automated sentry.


  "Hello! Where did you come from?" he asked in mild sur prise.


  The sentry said nothing. The pair stood motionless as Vel meran stared into the glass eyes of the machine's cameras. Mo ments passed, and the apprehension of the others turned to complete mystification.


  "Well, now, that is better," Velmeran said with disarming familiarity, as if he had just run across an old friend. "Do you have a name?"


  The sentry appeared surprised. "I am called Ecs23-18."


  "Oh, that is no name!" Velmeran declared. "What if we give you a real name? Bill, I think. Do you have any friends, Bill?"


  "I have no friends. I am security automaton."


  "We are your friends now, Bill. Would you like to work with us?"


  "I would like that very much," Bill replied in his even, me chanical baritone, although it was easy to imagine tears welling up in his glazed lenses.


  Velmeran took Lenna by the arm and pulled her forward. 'This is Lenna Makayen. She is your very special friend. She has very important work to do. I want you to go with her, to help her and defend her. Will you do that?"


  "I would like that very much," Bill agreed with a note of eagerness. "Lenna is my very special friend."


  Velmeran turned to Leena, who was speechless. "Go on, girl. Bill is totally obedient to our will now, and he will not turn on you. He can help you more than I can."


  "Right, Captain," Lenna agreed, recovering from her shock. "You concentrate on your own business. I know what I need to do."


  Velmeran nodded. "You have a very good idea, and I know that you can make it work."


  She looked at him in surprise, then smiled. "Thank you, Captain. I'll not let you down."


  Lenna hung the rifle by its strap and access hook on the towering automaton's humped back. "Can you take me to the nearest lift?"


  By way of reply, Bill turned himself around and started down the corridor to their right at his even, lumbering gait. As slow and careful as he appeared to move, his long legs carried him at a pace that Lenna had to step quickly to match.


  "There go two that I love, and the smallest not the least," Baress quoted.


  Velmeran paused in putting on his helmet. "Is Professor Tol kien to be with us the entire mission?"


  Baress shrugged. "I thought that we might have need of en tertaining company now that Lenna is gone. What did you do to that machine, anyway?"


  "Just a little judicious tampering with both the hardware and the software." He paused a moment to secure his helmet and switch on the outside audio pickups. The Starwolves could hear, if not as well, and yet converse freely without fear of being heard. "We have to hurry now."


  "We should have asked Bill for directions," Consherra re marked as they started off in the direction the sentry had led Lenna.


  "No need," he assured her. "All the major sections of the ship are located on a major corridor. Corridor three, level twenty-five ends at the auxiliary bridge. All we have to do is find corridor three on this level and go up five to level twenty-five, then follow that corridor forward all the way."


  "And what about the sentries?" she asked.


  "We will have no more trouble with sentries. I just needed a little practice at hearing them."


  "Hearing them?" Baress asked incredulously. "You can sense the tiny generator in a sentry over the roar of this beast's en gines?"


  "Of course."


  "If you say so," he said dubiously. "I only wish for half your talent. Still, it is as they say, do not meddle in the affairs of wizards, for they are subtle and quick to anger."


  Velmeran glanced at him without pausing. "My mistake was obvious. I should have given Lenna access to my books, and given you my art supplies. Then neither of you would have understood what you had well enough to annoy me with it. Ah, here we are."


  They emerged suddenly into a vast chamber, three levels high by nearly twice as wide and extending in either direction as far as even their sensitive eyes could see. Tubes of various sizes, from pencil-thin to large enough to walk inside, ran along the walls, ceiling, and floors, while several of the largest were sus pended in frames in the center. Railed catwalks leaned out from the walls on various levels, and a raised platform wove a twist ing path through the maze of pipes on the floor.


  "This is your major corridor?" Consherra asked.


  "Of course not," Velmeran replied. "We follow this forward to the next major transverse corridor, and that will take us di rectly to the major lateral corridor we need. Then we follow that forward until we find stairs leading up."


  The Methryn sat in a natural pocket within the interior of the ring, her engines idle as she waited, and pivoted carefully until she was facing back the way she had come. Capture ships con tinued to arrive, every one both the Kalvyn and the Methryn possessed, and set to work plugging her corridor with boulders pushed aside in her passage. Transports of all sizes were gather ing patiently in the main portion of the corridor five kilometers away.


  "A report just came in," Valthyrra announced. "Tregloran says that the Challenger is moving again."


  Mayelna nodded slowly without turning from the main view-screen. "What about your mechanical self? That rock you pushed weighed a great deal more than you do."


  "Oh, I can handle more stress than that," Valthyrra assured her. "That is part of the reason I have a shock bumper in my nose. However, I am reminded of something from ancient Terra, an animal called a seal that was trained to balance a ball on its nose."


  "No seal ever had to balance its ball while running a path no wider than itself at four thousand kilometers per hour."


  "I also doubt very much that seals ever threw rocks at battle ships," she said dryly, then glanced at the viewscreen. "Only for him would I even consider doing such a thing."


  Mayelna glanced up as well. The capture ships had com pleted their labor and were joining the transports in the main corridor. Seen from behind, their careful arrangement resem bled the outline of a Starwolf carrier.


  "All ready?" she asked.


  "Just about," Valthyrra replied. "If the Challenger moves back up to her previous speed, she will be passing here in about ten minutes."


  "Will this arrangement work?"


  "Yes, it will work," the ship insisted. "But we are still taking a chance. All of those little ships will leave a very different, energy-emission signature. For someone as intelligent as Mae ken Kea seems to be, that might be too many hints as to our real tactics. Damn Donalt Trace anyway! The smartest thing he ever did was to admit that he is not smart enough to fight Velmeran. She also has the better ship."


  "A better defensive weapon," Mayelna corrected her. "You make up for that in versatility. You also have the advantage of being a great deal smarter."


  "I should hope so!" Valthyrra declared.


  Mayelna smiled. "I just wish that you could fire as it passes."


  "So do I," the ship agreed. Unfortunately, she needed half a minute to charge her conversion cannon, and the concentration of raw energy in her containment chamber would scream her presence throughout the system. "The decoy formation is ready to proceed."


  "Send them on, then. They need to keep all the distance they can."


  Five kilometers away, the decoy ships began to accelerate cautiously. The unique configuration of the formation allowed their overlapping shields to form a spearhead shape, gently pushing a passage through the ring that was identical in appear ance to the Methryn's corridor.


  Donalt Trace remained in his cabin, strapped in his bunk by acceleration belts, until he was reasonably certain that the attack was over. That was hardly an act of cowardice, but a practical consideration involving a couple of hard truths. He knew that he had very little to offer Maeken Kea, and there was no doubt that his reconstructed back would not endure being bounced around the corridors of the Challenger. And so it was a quarter of an hour after the last impact that he finally started for the bridge.


  When the lift opened, he found two passengers already in the car. One was a cute if lanky Lokuivian girl in the uniform of a first lieutenant. The other was a sentry that took an abrupt step forward until the girl put out a hand to stop it. Trace naturally assumed that the machine thought it had reached its destination. He never knew how close he came to being killed by one of his own sentries.


  "Bridge, Commander?" the girl asked, and he nodded as he took his place on the opposite side of the door. "The lift is set for there already."


  "All secure, Lieutenant?" he asked.


  "Yes, sir."


  The lift pulled to a stop only a moment later and Trace was gone the moment the doors snapped open. Lenna Makayen rolled her eyes, sighed heavily, and gave herself an imaginary medal for acting. She would have liked to have let Bill shoot him, except that his disappearance would have thrown the entire ship into such a state of confusion that it would have been nearly impossible for the Starwolves to get away, much less complete the task at hand. With Bill at her side, she followed cautiously.


  Commander Trace found the bridge in a state of organized confusion. Stunned and injured crewmembers sat in their chairs or on the steps leading to the central bridge. Lieutenant Skerri seemed the worst of the lot, and Maeken Kea, curiously enough, was wet and barefoot. Both were bent over the moni tors at the Captain's console.


  "Moving again?" he asked unnecessarily.


  "This round seems to be over," Maeken replied. "Did you enjoy the ride, Commander?"


  "It was interesting, to say the least. But what did they ac complish?"


  "If nothing else, they bought more time. The final phase of repairing their generators has to be a shutdown of at least sev eral minutes to tie in new power leads. They need to keep us off their tail."


  "No doubt," Trace agreed, then paused to stare at her. "If you want to finish dressing, I suppose it might be safe for you to leave the ship in my care for a few minutes."


  "I would like a dry uniform."


  "And what about yourself, Mr. Skerri?" Trace asked of the junior officer. "You look like you need to visit the sick bay for a couple of aspirin."


  "Yes, sir. I would appreciate that."


  Lieutenant Skerri retreated gratefully from the bridge. His back ached fiercely, and his head hurt even more. All the same, he meant to return to the bridge as quickly as he could. His awe and respect for Commander Trace did not blind him to the fact that the old man was a mediocre battle commander at best. If he hurried, he might get back before Captain Kea left.


  "Could you help me for a moment?"


  Lieutenant Skerri stopped just short of the lift and peered at the small female figure dimly outlined in the darkened side cor ridor. "Yes, what is it?"


  "Well, there seems to be a bit of trouble at hand, and I really need an officer of some standing to help me."


  "I'm Lieutenant Captain Denas Skerri," he explained, trying to identify the crewmember.


  "Sure, you can't get much higher than that," she agreed. "Tell me, do you happen to see that sentry standing behind you?"


  He turned quickly and saw a sentry standing motionless in the shadows of the opposite corridor, not two meters from where he stood.


  "Yes, I see him. What of it?"


  "Well, it's a most peculiar thing. He said that if you don't do exactly as I tell you, he'll blow your damned head off."


  "He does?" Skerri asked in complete mystification. Then the little wheels inside his head gave a convulsive jerk. "Hey, what is this?"


  He turned abruptly back to the girl and found himself staring down the business end of a gun. "Actually, I'll shoot you my self if you don't do exactly as I say. Now, you just go ahead and call the lift. The three of us are going for a little ride."


  The Challenger moved cautiously up the long corridor lead ing outward from the planet, laid by the Methryn to accelerate the massive rock toward her target. At the top of the run the Methryn's corridor turned sharply and settled into a path that formed a more or less stable orbit. The Fortress accelerated to her best speed as she returned to the chase. She had only just achieved her maximum velocity when she shot past the Methryn, hidden in the ring a short distance to one side. Even at a relative speed of nearly a kilometer per second, it took her half a minute to pass.


  "There she goes," Valthyrra announced as she brought up just enough power for her debris shields to deflect the rocks pushed aside by the Challenger.


  Mayelna turned to look at her. "All I saw was a big, black shadow moving extremely fast. Are you ready?"


  "Ready," the ship agreed. "I will begin powering up as soon as the Challenger is well out of range and follow five minutes behind until the time comes to move in."


  Chapter 14


  Maeken Kea reviewed the scan data for the third time. Readings inside this highly charged nightmare were suspect to begin with. And it certainly seemed too good to be true, which meant to her that it probably was. She did not believe in luck. But the evidence remained, and she did not believe that static distortion could have altered the scanner reading so completely.


  "It must be so," she agreed, although her reluctance was plain. "They are towing the Methryn."


  "If the scan of energy emissions is at all accurate, that is the only explanation," Trace insisted.


  "What convinces me is this additional evidence. Look at their orbital projections." She called up the data and a diagram on her monitor. 'Their orbit is a slow spiral inward toward the planet, taking advantage of gravity to help maintain their speed. They're doing everything they can to keep that ship moving. The question is, did they break down or shut down?"


  "Care to make an educated guess?"


  Maeken shrugged. "It hardly matters either way. The important thing is that the Methryn is no longer moving under her own power. If we are going to catch her, it is going to be now."


  The corridor opened onto a chamber of some size, which in turn served only as a balcony for a greater chamber beyond. Although it shared the same high ceiling, they could see that it dropped down at least one full level and appeared to be about forty meters wide by at least a hundred long. The three Star wolves could see little of the floor below, although they could make out a similar balcony on the far side and an entrance where the main corridor on this level picked up again.


  "Security region," Velmeran remarked as they paused at the doorway. "We are on the far edge of the Kalfethki quarters."


  "How do you know that?" Consherra asked.


  "Airlock," he explained, pointing to the double doors immediately behind them. "We were supposed to be a level above this."


  "Then what are we waiting for?"


  "I prefer to meet them here," he said as he began to ready his weapons. Baress did the same, although Consherra was too surprised to do anything but stare in disbelief. He indicated for her to set the controls on her rifle. "Single shot, full power will be most effective. At least we have two chances to salvage this mission. The Kalfethki will not call up to the bridge until they have defeated us. Also, their weapons are kept under lock, so that all they will have to fight us will be their ceremonial swords."


  "Why do we have to fight them in the first place?" Consherra demanded.


  "They already have us cut off."


  Velmeran advanced cautiously to one of the two sets of stairs leading down from each corner of the alcove. Towering Kalfethki warriors. began streaming into the larger room below, stalking along in their awkward saurian gait with surprising speed. A smaller army was loping along the main corridor behind them, cutting off any retreat. All were armed with long, curved swords, with heavy blades two meters or more in length and quite capable of cutting a Starwolf in half, armor and all.


  The three Kelvessan took up a defensive position on the steps, Velmeran at the bottom and Baress guarding the top. The Kalfethki continued to come, first by the dozens and then by the hundreds, until they filled the main chamber and overflowed into the alcoves. Velmeran knew their thoughts, and he could sense their eagerness and complete lack of fear. They had no concern for wars, for defending this ship or serving their temporary masters. They wanted either the honor of the kill or their own death, with a slight preference for the former.


  Velmeran tried to keep this in mind, for this fight was to the death. Within himself there was a quiet shift of character, the coldly efficient killing machine he was designed to be replacing the true personality that was in itself incapable of violence. It was this duality of instinct that explained the puzzle of Kelvessan behavior, of how the most innocent and harmless of people in known space were also the most deadly warriors.


  The press of saurian forms opened silently before him, form ing a narrow corridor through the crowd. An older warrior, his battle harness decorated with at least two score badges of honor, advanced in slow stateliness, his weapon held upright. Behind him walked two more warriors and behind them a group of four. Others followed.


  "A challenge," Velmeran explained to his companions. "The first challenge is given to the senior warrior. With each challenge, the number of challengers is multiplied by two."


  "Quaint custom!" Consherra remarked. "What happens when you pass the challenges?"


  "In theory, you do not survive the challenges. Challenge is issued only to a warrior who is hopelessly outnumbered, trapped, or otherwise doomed. They are not offering a chance to survive, just a chance for both sides to face death with all possible honor."


  "Would it be foolish of me to ask if you have a plan?" she inquired.


  "Yes. At my order, Baress and I will use our guns to hold them back long enough for you to blast a hole through the floor just large enough for us to slip through. If we can escape, the Kalfethki will be so dishonored that they will go back to their cabins and begin the ritual of mass suicide."


  The crowd had gradually pulled back, allowing ample room for the combatants. The first warrior waited silently as a warrior from the second group came forward to present Velmeran with a pair of swords – a remarkable concession – one for each hand. Velmeran took the weapons, the smallest the Kalfethki could find but still as long as he was tall, and swung them experimen tally. He handed one sword to Consherra, then removed his helmet to give himself a clear view.


  Velmeran approached the seasoned warrior, the sword in his upper hands held in the same upright salute. The Kal fethki lowered his sword slightly in a gesture of recognition and dived in, suddenly drawing back for a vicious swing. Velmeran's major advantage was his speed, and he used it now, striking and pulling back faster than the mortal eye could follow. The Kalfethki paused and toppled backward over his massive tail. The Starwolf had slipped the blade between his ribs, through his heart, and on through his chest to severe his spine.


  For the first time the gathered warriors broke their silence, muttering their surprise and approval before falling silent again. A couple of younger members stepped forward to retrieve the body, and the second set of challengers took his place. They had learned something from the mistake of the first warrior about underestimating the lightning-quick speed of their tiny adversary. Velmeran seemed almost to disappear as they swung their heavy weapons in unison, only to come up beneath their swords and fell them both before they had time to recover. The Kalfethki were impressed, to say the least.


  "Three to nothing, my favor," Velmeran remarked quietly as he retrieved his second sword. "Stand ready, now. I count five challenges; that means thirty-two in the last. I believe that I can take them all – they are incredibly slow – and a Kalfethki carcass is quite an obstacle in itself. Thirty-two should be an effective barricade. You start to work on the floor at my signal."


  "Are you sure that you can handle this alone?" she asked.


  "I have to. Besides, this swordplay seems to come quite naturally. I should have been a pirate."


  "You are a pirate, among other things," she reminded him.


  "Captain!"


  Maeken Kea and Donalt Trace both looked up and quickly identified the security officer standing beside his station to get their attention. Mystified, they hurried over to him as he returned to his seat.


  "Trouble, Lieutenant?" Trace asked.


  "Trouble, sir," the junior officer agreed. "The Kalfethki are fighting."


  "Each other?"


  "Yes, sir. They have someone cornered in a C Chamber on their level. They seem to be engaged in ritual challenge, and he must be holding his own very well."


  "Seal their section," Trace ordered sharply.


  "Yes, sir." The young officer hit a master switch. On the maplike schematic on his monitor, the handful of open doors in the Kalfethki section sealed and locked.


  "Now what?" Maeken Kea demanded impatiently. "We are not very likely to get them back under control once they start fighting. And if they decide to come after us, not even airlock doors will hold them long."


  "Yes, you are right. The Kalfethki are of no more use to us." Commander Trace turned abruptly to the security officer. "Vacate the entire sector."


  Sixteen Kalfethki warriors were advancing to do battle when they stopped short to look around. Velmeran, helmetless, heard it as well. Airlock doors were being slammed shut. He thought that he could guess what it meant, while the Kalfethki knew beyond any doubt. They were about to die, suddenly and without honor, and there was nothing they could do about it. They stood, calm and silent, with their swords held in a final salute as they waited for death to come.


  Their wait was not long. A slight breeze stirred within the chamber, the air whistling softly as it was drawn away. Soon even that quiet, ominous sound faded as the air became too thin. Decompression was usually a violent death, but the Kalfethki were too solid, their armored hides too thick, for them to simply explode. The only apparent damage was that their ears ruptured, leaving thin, red trails from the almost invisible holes in the sides of their heads. But their lungs were ripped apart in the growing vacuum. They began to fall unconscious within seconds.


  Kelvessan were even tougher organisms. Their lungs did share the same vulnerability. However, they possessed by design a secondary valve that closed their trachea as tightly as an airlock. Since it was also an automatic function, Velmeran had no choice but to hold his breath until he was safely inside his helmet.


  "What happened?" Consherra asked as soon as he could hear her.


  "Somebody up there likes me," he said, indicating the front of the ship. "They obviously thought that the Kalfethki were fighting among themselves."


  He walked over to the dead warriors and tried to pull one over to the area of the fight. His problem was not one of strength but a serious lack of traction in moving half a ton of inert weight. Baress realized what he intended and hurried to help. Together they pulled one back to the base of the steps and arranged limbs and weapons to suggest that this warrior had been fighting his fellows.


  The three Starwolves made their way through the maze of saurian bodies and ascended to the alcove above the opposite end of the great chamber. Velmeran stopped before the closed airlock and began his remote manipulation of the controls. He had only begun when the doors snapped open unexpectedly, and a blast of air and a Kalfethki exploded outward at him. Although caught off-guard, Velmeran reacted quickly enough to catch the warrior by a massive arm and flip him overhead. The warrior crashed heavily on his back a good four meters away. His ears already bleeding from decompression, he rose shakily and staggered forward in a final charge. He made it only four uncertain steps.


  "Inside!" Velmeran ordered them into the airlock and shut the door, immediately cycling air into the chamber. "Deliberate decompression of an airlock. You can bet that set off alarms all the way to the bridge."


  "Why did he do it?" Consherra asked, still shaken by it all. "He could have lived."


  "No, he would have been dead within minutes by his own hand anyway," he explained, pausing to trigger the outer doors and wave them through. "Honor, you know. But there was some honor to be won in at least trying."


  Before they could scramble for cover, a lift door only three meters ahead opened suddenly and a sentry stepped out, no doubt on its way to investigate the disturbance. The automaton did not see the Starwolves until it stepped into the hall and turned to face them. Then it found itself eye-to-eye with Velmeran and paused in midstride.


  "You did not see anyone," he told the machine.


  The sentry made no reply, but neither did it open fire. Vel meran gestured the others past and slipped by the sentry when they were clear. They froze along the wall behind it, but the machine took no notice as it trotted awkwardly down the corridor the way they had come.


  "What do you make of it?" Maeken Kea inquired.


  The security officer shrugged. "I can only guess, but it was no malfunction. A Kalfethki was inside the airlock when they were sealed. Perhaps he tried to open the wrong door. Perhaps he simply wanted to die with his companions. Any survivor would not have been a willing one, knowing that his death was ordered."


  "Just keep watch until the sentries have a chance to tally the dead," she told him. "I do not want any of those licentious lizards wandering about the ship. There is no telling what strange ideas some survivor might dream up."


  Maeken Kea was not particularly pleased with the situation, nor with Donalt Trace. She had not liked the idea of two thousand Kalfethki on board her ship in the first place. She liked even less to have them decompressed at the first provocation, as much as she had to admit to the necessity. Needless to say, she still had no idea that Trace had ordered a nuclear strike on Tryalna; he had contrived to have her off the bridge at that time. As it was, she got along with him as well as she did because she was under the mistaken impression that he did not interfere with her command of the ship.


  "Captain?"


  Maeken looked over and saw that the security officer monitoring and directing the sentries had called her. The officer was one of several Faldennye who made up a third of the Challenger's crew. Maeken was not adept at reading their expressions, but she had the impression that this young lady had just been profoundly surprised.


  "What is it?"


  "Captain, I... I have just received a communication from a sentry," she explained hesitantly in her rich, purring voice. "It called in to report that it had just not seen anyone."


  Maeken reacted to that with predictable mystification. "I take it that there is something unusual in this?"


  "Captain, sentries relay reports only when called for, or when they have something definite to report. They do not make contact spontaneously to report nothing."


  Maeken nodded in understanding. "I see what you are getting at."


  "There is also a problem in syntax," the Feldennye continued. "The sentry said that it had just not seen anyone. As if it had seen something important enough to report, and that it was nothing. Something is wrong."


  "A malfunction?"


  She nodded in resignation. "That would have to be it, although a remote internal check reveals nothing. I have ordered another sentry to reinforce that one, in the event it is failing."


  "Where did this occur?"


  "Here, just as it came off the lift." She indicated the place on the map projected on her monitor.


  Maeken drew back in surprise. "Not fifty meters from an airlock that was decompressed. And it is now standing guard outside that very lock."


  "It is so," the Feldennye agreed. "Could the two incidents be related?"


  "If you can figure out how, then you tell me. The airlock only opened on the other side." Maeken glanced at the ceiling, rubbing an aching neck as she considered the matter. "Keep your eyes open."


  Maeken saw that Commander Trace had returned and hurried to join him on the central bridge.


  "Did you see Lieutenant Skerri?" She asked.


  "No, he wasn't there. He must have returned to his cabin. I didn't think to ask for him."


  "Captain!"


  She turned in time to see the same Feldennye officer pull off her headphones and throw them down on her console. The entire bridge crew stared in open amazement. Feldennye were extraordinarily calm, even tempered people, and it took a great deal to frustrate them to the point of being upset. Maeken hurried to her station, the Sector Commander close behind.


  "Captain, I was making a complete scan of the location and activity of all the sentries when I found one unit far from its assigned place," she explained. "It belongs near the middle of the ship, but found it as far forward as it can get. I asked it to explain itself, and it... it told me to shut up and mind my own business."


  Maeken glanced up at Donalt Trace, but he had missed the previous report and was even more mystified. She turned back to the security officer. "That is no simple malfunction, is it?"


  "No, Captain."


  "I would guess that either this entire ship is cracking mentally under the stress of battle, or else someone is tampering with our sentries."


  "That is the only explanation," the Feldennye agreed.


  Maeken turned to the astonished Sector-Commander. "I have to remain here, so it is up to you. I suggest that you find four or five off-duty crew members and put rifles in their hands, take as many sentries as you can squeeze into a lift, and see if you can intercept them."


  "Who?" Trace asked, perplexed.


  "You have Starwolves on your ship."


  "Starwolves? Are you sure?" He almost looked faint.


  Maeken shrugged helplessly. "Not entirely. It might all be coincidence, but I doubt it. The Kalfethki were fighting when you killed them. Were they fighting among themselves, or were they defending your ship? Only a few minutes later an airlock in a decompressed area opened, and a sentry on the other side of that lock spouts nonsense."


  "But how could they have gotten into the ship undetected?"


  "Simple enough. They must have a device that activates the locks without alerting the master control. It failed once, and we got a light. A similar device stuns sentries." She looked up at Commander Trace. "Your ship is as good as you meant it to be. They couldn't hurt it from the outside, so they mean to wreck it from the inside."


  Donalt Trace shook his head slowly. "Damned Starwolves. But what can they do?"


  "Heaven only knows," Maeken said. "I will stay on the bridge and call in about fifty sentries to guard the passages in. You organize that hunting party and do your best to intercept them."


  Velmeran stopped so suddenly that Consherra nearly ran into him from behind. Both she and Baress snapped their rifles to ready and prepared to shoot anything that moved.


  "They know that we are here," he said at last. "Donalt Trace is coming to look for us."


  "That hardly makes any difference," Baress observed. "This is a very big ship, and they have only a general idea of where to look for us."


  "They know what level we are on," Velmeran told him. "It might not be long before someone remembers that the auxiliary bridge is on the same level. I have to do something to turn their attention elsewhere."


  Baress regarded him closely, a wasted gesture, since both of them were in their helmets. "I think I know what you have in mind."


  "Then you know what you have to do, as well. Sherry, I am going to have to leave you for a while, to lay a false trail to lead Commander Trace away into some other part of the ship. Baress will watch out for you until I come back."


  "But what about my part?" she asked. "I cannot get into this ship's computers without your help."


  "Just call to me when you are ready," he told her. "I will be listening for you. Do not worry about me. All I intend to do is to make my way toward the main bridge tripping lights and upsetting sentries as I go. I can move faster than they can follow, then catch up with you when you are finished."


  "You watch out for yourself," Consherra called after him as he hurried down the corridor the way they had come.


  "Come on," Baress urged her gently. "He has done this type of work often enough to have learned how to stay out of trouble. And the sooner we finish our work, the sooner we can all get out of here."


  Consherra agreed with the logic in that and reluctantly joined him as they hurried on their way.


  Velmeran retreated back up the corridor about a hundred meters, where he had seen an access tube, and quickly descended five levels toward the center of the ship. The plan of the Challenger was as complicated as the map of several cities stacked one on the other, but he had committed the basic mechanical design to selective recall and he knew the trick of navigating the major corridors. Soon after reaching the lower level, he happened upon a sentry unfortunate enough to be facing the wrong direction and quietly slipped a heat charge on its back. That should be enough to shift any pursuit down to this new level.


  After that he dropped two more levels and located a corridor that took him laterally toward the interior of the ship and the mechanical core that ran through the very center of its length.


  All the power lines from the engines and turrets met here, merging with eighty additional generators before being channeled into the field drive and shield generators. Centermost, a hexagonal chamber two hundred meters across and running twenty-five kilometers from one end of the vessel to the other, it was the spine of the ship, a power core capable of containing and channeling the power of a small star.


  Velmeran had to force the access doors to the power core, intentionally allowing an indicator to light on the bridge. He followed the core forward, looking for mischief. Soon the power core began to branch off, feeding field generators clustered on groups of four about the core in chambers large enough to serve as hangers for cargo shuttles. He began ducking into these chambers, setting heat charges on vital control mechanisms. He doubted that he was doing the Fortress any real damage, for there was too much redundancy for that limited damage to have any serious effect. On the other hand, the results of his handiwork should have the bridge in a frenzy.


  Frenzy was a very good description of the state of affairs on the bridge. Marenna Challenger began to report damage to her innermost drive units. Maeken Kea pondered only long enough to establish exactly what was going on, then began shouting orders as she ran to her own console on the central bridge.


  "Tie me in with Commander Trace's personal communicator!" she ordered as she ran up the steps.


  "Maeken?" Trace inquired even as she arrived at her station. "Captain Kea, what is it? My sentries just took off at a run."


  "Follow them!" she shouted into the com. "Starwolves are in the power core. I've relayed specific directions to your sentries, so they will take you straight there."


  "Right!" Trace agreed simply. The destruction of a section of the core might not affect the ship, since that power could be recircuited through the outer power network. But it was better to take no chances. If the Challenger was unable to shield herself, even the damaged Methryn could rip her apart.


  Then all the pieces of the puzzle fell into place with shocking suddenness, instantly and unbidden. Momentarily stunned by that revelation, Maeken sat down heavily in her seat to review the facts she knew. Nothing was certain, and she still did not know the full truth. But she was so sure that she was willing to gamble the success of the entire battle on it.


  "Marenna Challenger!" she ordered sharply, leaping from her chair. "Reduce speed gradually to a full stop. Do you understand me? Ready all guns and stand by to shield engines."


  "I understand," the ship responded. "Beginning deceleration now. All offensive and defensive systems standing by."


  Not even Velmeran was aware for some time that the Fortress was slowing. The sudden shift of power from the rear engines to an equal number of forward engines running at the same level went unnoticed. His first hint came when he suddenly realized that the Methryn's own sustained, high-pitched pulse was almost on top of them. In the next instant the Challenger braked hard before executing a quick end-over pivot to face back the way she had come.


  Tregloran, do you hear me?he called out with all his telepathic skills.


  Yes, Captain.Tregloran's reply was distant but clear.


  Warn Valthyrra! I cannot yet reach her.


  I am already on my way!the younger pilot replied, for he had already figured out what was happening for himself. Unfortunately, he needed the more powerful com inside the fighter to call above the static inside the ring.


  But it was already too late. Valthyrra Methryn had been skirting one of the larger moonlets, five kilometers across and large enough to have been rounded under its own gravity. When Tregloran's warning came, she began braking hard to stop. Suddenly the Challenger was there before her, emerging black and threatening behind the satellite. She opened fire on the smaller ship with every gun she could bring to bear. From a hundred kilometers, only four times her own length, she could not miss.


  And from that distance the Methryn's shields had little effect against those powerful bolts. A hail of brilliant shafts of energy slammed against her shields, and she could not turn them all. One and sometimes two scored every second, cutting deep into her hull and discharging with tremendous explosions. The entire ship rocked violently under the unrelenting impacts.


  "They are trying for the bridge!" Valthyrra shouted above the confusion as she readied herself for the flight. With her own pack members clinging to the hull of the Fortress, she could not fight back. It would have been foolish, futile effort anyway.


  Mayelna glanced at her impatiently. "They seem to have a damned good idea where it is."


  A single bolt tore screaming with raw energy through the ceiling above the bridge, cutting through the heavy plating barely a meter behind the main viewscreen and striking at the front of the upper bridge, slicing through the front of the Commander's console and into the deck below. It discharged into the structural supports on the next level, and the force of the blast traveled upward, ripping out most of the upper bridge. Cargin, at the weapons station, was pitched from his seat and landed unharmed on the forward console to the right of the navigator's station. Mayelna was thrown against the ceiling with such force that her armor snapped as easily as the bones within. She fell amid the wreckage of plating and her own console in the center of the bridge.


  Valthyrra's camera pod was nearly ripped free by the blast, and it turned reluctantly when she tried to bring it back around. Reacting to falling pressure, doors were slamming shut throughout the area to contain the break in the hull. Cargin, recovering quickly, hurried to the dented helmet he spied amid the wreckage. With this in hand, he rushed to Mayelna's inert form and gently lifted her up so that he could set the helmet over her head and clip it in place even as the last trace of air and smoke fled through the gaping hole overhead. Another crew member arrived with pressure tape to seal the breaks in the Commander's armor, in case the suit underneath had not sealed itself.


  Oblivious to the continued assault she was taking, Valthyrra forced her damaged camera pod around until she was looking down at Mayelna's silent, battered form. Cargin opened her chestplate for a reading. In spite of all their fears, it showed a feeble pulse of life.


  "Dyenlerra to the bridge, now!" Valthyrra all but screamed over the ship's com. Then, almost as an afterthought, she opened a line through every speaker and suit com. "Stand by to abandon ship."


  Mayelna stirred weakly. Surely she had heard! Valthyrra bent even closer, hoping that her suit com remained intact. "Commander?"


  "Save yourself, you old fool!" Mayelna admonished in a thin, harsh whisper.


  Valthyrra glanced up abruptly at the main viewscreen, a cold, determined gesture. The Challenger lay to her right and slightly above barely twice her length ahead, pounding the smaller ship with unrelenting fury. Swinging her nose around to face her enemy head-on, the Methryn opened fire with deadly accuracy as she accelerated straight toward the larger ship. Valthyrra concentrated her fire on the cannons of her very nose, kilometers forward of where Tregloran and the others watched in stunned terror.


  The results were as she had anticipated. Neither the Challenger nor her captain knew whether the Methryn meant to ram or to fire her conversion cannon so close that nothing could deflect the flood of raw energy, even if it meant the destruction of both ships. Maeken Kea had to decide in a hurry. She diverted one quarter of the ship's power to the hull shields, enough to minimize the damage of a direct impact, sending the rest into the outer shield. The Challenger disappeared within its protective white shell of static force.


  The Methryn struck that barrier nose-on and it parted around her in a fantastic display of blue and white lightning that rippled harmlessly over her hull and a fourth of the distance around the shell. At the same time she dropped her tapered nose enough to pass just beneath the blunt bow of the Fortress. Although she cleared the lower hull with fifty meters to spare, their great forms appeared to skim past with only the narrowest gap. The Challenger had dropped her outer shield and held her fire, her full power to her hull shields for nearly half a minute that the Methryn was beneath her. Then she was past, accelerating at her best speed along the decoy corridor laid by her own transports.


  Now Valthyrra was safe and could flee out of range before the Challenger could pivot back around to bring her main battery to bear. She turned her attention back to her stricken Commander. Dyenlerra had arrived moments earlier and was bent over the diagnostic unit attached to her suit. She looked up as Valthyrra brought her camera pod around.


  "I am sorry," the medic said softly. "It is too late."


  For a long moment out of time, Valthyrra was too stunned to react. Then she did something that she should not have been able to do, something contrary to the programming that had brought her to life thousands of years before. Her capacity for both love and grief had grown far beyond what her initial design had allowed. In a blind fury, mindless of her own safety and forgetting her own crew members on the Challenger, she swung herself back around and began charging her conversion cannon. But the Challenger immediately sensed that rapid increase in power, and she knew what it meant. Without even waiting for orders, she threw up her shield.


  No, Valthyrra!Velmeran called to her silently across space.Run for now. I will call you when the time comes.


  That brought her fully back to her senses. She began to power down her cannon as she turned herself back around and disappeared into the ring.


  Velmeran sat alone in the chamber just off the power core, beside a control console for a field generator that still smoked from the effects of a heat charge. One life had been required in payment for the successful completion of this task. He had known that from the first. But he had thought that it would have been his own, terms that he would have been willing to pay. In the end the payment had come suddenly and unexpectedly, the one life nearest to him that he had considered safe. If he had only known. He sat alone in the middle of the vast ship that he had come to destroy and grieved silently for what might have been.


  So it was that he grieved too long, lost amid regret and self-recrimination, when Donalt Trace found him there minutes later.


  Chapter 15


  When Donalt Trace first saw the single figure completely encased in Starwolf armor sitting on the steps of the inclined ladder leading up into the machinery of the field generator, he did not know what to make of it. Because the Kelvessa was hel meted, he could not tell who it was or why he just sat there in a decidely dejected altitude. He was aware that the Challenger had been in battle, having ambushed the Methryn and apparently won. And so he thought he knew from that who this must be.


  Commander Trace checked his rifle a final time before moving in. Two other crewmembers moved in along converging paths, their own rifles ready. The sentries held back, too big and clunky to sneak up on anything short of a deaf thark bison facing in the wrong direction. As versatile as the automatons were, they were never subtle.


  Three against one. Trace considered the odds slightly on his side because he had the element of surprise. He would have felt safer if he could have gone in shooting, but he desperately needed a live Starwolf.


  "We have you surrounded!" he called out, a slight exaggeration. "Put down your weapons and move in this direction."


  The Starwolf looked up, startled. Seeing the three rifles trained on him, he decided quickly. Moving carefully, he released his belt with its two pistols and remaining heat charges and laid it on the floor. Then he rose slowly and walked half the distance to where Trace stood.


  The Sector Commander called in the waiting sentries, ordering them to surround the captive at a distance of only two meters and shoot if he made any sudden moves. Only then did he receive the abandoned weapons. The rifle was a greater burden than he cared to admit, and he hung it by its strap from the access hook on the side of a sentry and slipped the latch of the belt on the opposite side. He gave the Star wolf's armor a quick inspection but saw nothing he considered to be a weapon.


  "Now, my busy little friend," he said, facing his tiny captive. "Why don't you remove that helmet so that we can see who you are."


  The Starwolf released the throat clips and pulled off his helmet. As much as his kind looked alike to most humans, Donalt Trace recognized him immediately. What surprised him was to find that Velmeran had been crying. His triumphant look faded to one of sadness.


  "Your ship?" he asked gently.


  "You hit the bridge," Velmeran explained simply.


  "I am sorry," Trace said, and his regret seemed very sincere. "I never really meant to hurt you, not like I have. This is simply business. I do what I have to do."


  "I am glad that you can appreciate that," Velmeran remarked.


  Trace looked at him sharply. "What do you mean by that?"


  Velmeran only shrugged indifferently, as if he had a secret and considered it very secure.


  "You've put a bomb in the power core, haven't you?" Trace insisted. "All this minor sabotage... you could work at this for hours and never get anywhere. Well, I know where you entered, about three-quarters of a kilometer back. Your bomb has to be somewhere between that point and here."


  Velmeran shrugged again. "And how many tens of thousands of access plates will you have to check under in the next hour before it goes off before you find it? It is not a very big bomb, but it is more than enough to snap this power core in two."


  "We can reroute the network around the power core. Besides, the Methryn is not going to fire on you – assuming she is still able – while I have you."


  "The Methryn will do what she must," the Starwolf assured him."And I will be gone by then, anyway."


  Trace grinned in wry amusement. "You know, I more than half believe you will. That's why I'm hoping to make it very, very hard for you. If you'll excuse me, I'll leave you to my associates for a few minutes while I call up to the bridge."


  Commander Trace sent him back to the steps where he had been sitting and put the three watchful sentries to stand guard over him, their guns charged and ready to fire. Then he withdrew around the corner, far enough to avoid being overheard by the sharp ears of a Kelvessa.


  Velmeran, distracted from his grief by matters at hand, gave some quick thought to the immediate future. His claim that he could escape at any time was not an idle threat. At least he hoped not. For now he had to buy time for Consherra to reach the auxiliary bridge and complete her own task. As long as Trace was preoccupied with him and the crew of the Challenger was distracted by looking for a nonexistent bomb, Consherra was likely to remain forgotten.


  Velmeran?


  Yes, Sherry?he responded silently.Are you ready?


  I am,she said.Give me access.


  Velmeran concentrated his talent on forcing the Challenger to open her basic programming. He found it easier to control this ship than to force Valthyrra to recite Lenna's rank poetry, but he also had to be far more subtle.


  Your access is open,he reported.Take your time. I have found a way to keep this entire ship preoccupied for at least the next hour.


  Take care of yourself.Consherra admonished before quickly breaking contact. Velmeran was momentarily amused. He could guess what her reaction would be if she knew how he was keeping this ship preoccupied.


  Commander Trace returned presently, looking very pleased. Velmeran could well imagine that everything must be going very well in his world.


  "I thought that we might take a little trip up to sick bay," he announced.


  "Sick bay?" Velmeran asked innocently. "Am I going to be sick?"


  Trace laughed as he indicated with his rifle for the Kel vessa to precede his three mechanical guards out of the chamber. "No, but it seems about the best place to try to keep you. Even our security cells are made of ordinary floor and panel plating, which would not hold out very long against your strength. No, the surest way to keep you is set you down somewhere and surround you with more sentries than you can handle."


  Commander Trace led the odd procession out of the power core and back into the main corridors of the ship, the unfortunate Starwolf packed between two sentries ahead and three behind. They soon came to the lift and Trace went on ahead with two of the sentries, sending the car back for Velmeran and the other three. The ride was not long, the lift going up four levels and ahead only a short distance. Velmeran thought that they could not be more than three hundred meters from the auxiliary bridge, a little more than twice that far from the main bridge.


  The sick bay was clearly meant to serve a much larger crew; for the present needs of the Challenger, one physician and three automated assistants were more than enough for the single patient who waited for a plastifiber cast to cure out. Velmeran was led into a very large general diagnostic ward just off the main lobby. There he was set on a stool-like chair near the back wall, surrounded at a discreet distance by two of his dutiful guards.


  The other two remained to either side of the door that was the only exit.


  There he sat, looking dejected but not particularly frightened. Trace watched him with an expression of puzzlement as he conferred for a minute with the physician. Dr. Wriestler seemed to Velmeran to be a fairly typical military doctor, radiating an air of faint ineptitude. They spoke quietly for some time before the physician hurried off on some errand. Trace, looking as if he had just settled some major problem, walked slowly over to where the Starwolf waited.


  "I am about to take a terrible liberty, so I want to explain," he began, pulling up a chair of his own. "As you might have guessed, I have gone into the ultimate weapon business. I already have a ship that has proven its ability against Starwolves. I intend to build more like it, certainly. But I also hope to build a smaller carrier version, a great deal faster but just as invulnerable. Naturally, I want my own Starwolves to go with it."


  Velmeran looked startled. "Me?"


  Trace nodded slowly. "As much as I would prefer, we cannot begin to design and create our own. But as long as we start with living genetic material, we can clone our own. By fishing out your recessive traits, and introducing genetic variables of our own, we can create an entire race out of you alone."


  Wriestler returned at that moment, pushing a small cart that bore a collection of medical supplies. Two Velmeran recognized instantly. One, a curious boxlike device, was a suspension chamber, designed to keep organs alive in stasis indefinitely until needed for transplant. The other was a large laser cutting tool.


  "You see, I do take you at your word," Trace explained. "I do consider it very likely that you will either escape or die in the attempt. This way, if you do part from our company, you will leave what I need behind. What do you think, Doc? A hand?"


  "Yes, that is one item he has in redundant quantities," Wriestler agreed, regarding his subject appraisingly. Although far shorter than Donalt Trace, his thin, lanky frame made him appear taller than he actually was. "Yes, a hand would be quite sufficient. Which one do you favor?"


  "I am quadrilateral ambidextrous," Velmeran explained, trying to look more nervous about the prospect than he actually was. "There is, however, an iarbitrary order of importance. I should miss the lower left the least of any."


  "So be it," Wriestler agreed. He took the hand in question, twisting the cuff to remove the glove. "Will you require any medical attention?"


  "None at all. There will be no bleeding, since veins and arteries seal automatically, and healing will be complete in a few hours."


  "If you will allow me, I have my suspicions about Starwolf reflexes," Trace interrupted. He had Velmeran to sit down on the floor, his wrist extended, then instructed one of the sentries by the door to brace both of its forelegs atop the armored sleeve. Wriestler regarded this procedure questioningly, but wasted no time as he adjusted the setting on the laser scalpel to maximum intensity.


  There was a loud electric snap and the sentry somersaulted to land heavily on its back. Velmeran drew back his arm, swearing in his own language, but the pain faded almost immediately; Kelvessan nervous systems included a feedback mechanism that blocked unnecessary pain. By the time he looked up, Wriestler had already transferred the hand to the suspension box and was setting the controls. Trace was watching the uncertain movements of the sentry, undamaged but unable to raise itself without help.


  "Are you all right, little fellow?" Wriestler inquired professionally, taking the injured wrist to look inside the open sleeve. He looked surprised and approving. "My, it really is healing up in a hurry. You people are remarkable."


  "Take care of that," Trace said as the physician quickly packed up his supplies. "That hand means more to the final defeat of the Starwolves than this entire ship."


  Wriestler made some impatient gesture of assurance as he pushed the cart out the door. Trace frowned, obviously displeased with the physician's indifference at what was to him a very important occasion. A threatening gesture from the sentries alerted him to the fact that Velmeran had risen and was returning to his stool. His almost festive mood returned instantly.


  "I'm glad that you could give me a hand," he remarked glibly as he took his own seat, as if he expected Velmeran to appreciate his attempt at humor. He shrugged. "I do hate to see you so dejected, although I can hardly blame you for that. I guess that I was expecting to find the friend I last saw in that cafe in Vann karn."


  Velmeran glanced up at him. "What did you expect? This is business, remember?"


  "As you say, this is business," Trace agreed. "Oh, hating you and plotting dire revenge enlivened those endless weeks while they made and installed new pieces of my back, and those endless months of pain while I learned to use those new parts. But, when it was all over, I realized that I hurt you worse than you had hurt me. Now it seems that I've hurt you again, and I honestly regret that."


  "Why did you not die?" Velmeran muttered.


  Trace laughed ironically. "Pure perversity, I assure you. Listen to me, Starwolf. We both have our duty. You have to destroy my fine, big ship, and I mean to destroy yours. I think that only one of us will succeed, and I do seem to be winning. I thought it was a purely human failing to imagine your enemies as cruel monsters devoted to the service of evil. I assure you that I am an honest man."


  Velmeran glanced at him sharply. "The honest man who dropped a bomb on a city just to get my attention. It seems to me that you are the very monster you describe."


  Trace shrugged indifferently. "It is of small consequence. You see, young Richart is a more practical man than Jon ever was. He's impatient with sending invasion forces to take planets, only to have them freed by Starwolves. He's instituted a new policy, one that even I find a bit severe. Just now, there are six conversion devices in orbit over Tryalna, four equally spaced in equatorial orbit and two in polar. The explosion would blast away the air, seas, and rip off at least a few kilometers of the surface itself, caught in the center of a concussion like that. The way I see it, the entire population of that world lives on my sufferance now. I simply called a small portion of that debt due."


  "You are a monster," the Starwolf said, shaking his head slowly.


  Commander Trace's calm indifference broke suddenly, turning with frightening speed to self-righteous fury. "Damn it, you four-armed freak, I'm trying to save my race and my civilization. Can't you see that our only hope is in the firm hand of a strong government to enforce selective sterilization on large segments of a dying population?"


  "No, because that is not your only hope," Velmeran insisted. "There is a much easier way. In our worlds, the human popula tion has already begun a program of voluntary screening of genetic defects at the time of artificial insemination. No genetic tampering is allowed, just a deletion of the faulty genetic variables so that the sound genetic variables have a better chance. That protects the complete freedom and individuality of the offspring. And it allows the positive aspects of evolution to remain in effect so that the race does not stagnate. In fact, five hundred years should completely eliminate the overload of genetic defects that have accumulated. And potential parents are very eager to make use of genetic screening, when the alternative is a forty percent chance of some mental or physical defect."


  Donalt Trace sat in silence for a long moment as he considered that. His one virtue was that he was indeed an honest man. But fairness and honesty were by no means the same thing; he knew that he was not always fair, and he was less fair than he believed himself to be. He proved just that.


  "You are right on one thing," he agreed. "That is a simpler, more effective idea. I'm sure our planners thought of that and rejected it. Your mistake must be in thinking that we are too backward and shortsighted to know better. You and I both know that we intend to eventually breed whole races of workers designed for specific tasks.


  "I know all about this great democracy that your Republic values so highly. Wonderful theory, but it works only on paper. It is a shaky, effectual form of government at best. Man was barely able to govern himself at his height; he certainly cannot now, in the days of his decline. The fact remains that there is an inherent flaw in any system that tries to reciprocate political power back into society at large. Power is used effectively when it is concentrated into the hands of those who have been trained to use it. And do not think that the sector families look upon our civilization as a society of slaves to serve us. We are not the masters. We serve just as anyone else, and we have bred ourselves thousands of years to be what we are."


  Velmeran sighed at the hopelessness of the situation. "Donalt Trace, I did not come all this way to discuss philosophy with a tyrant. But I will tell you this. I am in control of this situation. I will escape, and I will destroy this ship in the process. And if you want to escape with your own life, you will abandon this ship within the next half hour."


  Trace only laughed. "You sound so sure of yourself, you almost have me worried. Unfortunately for you, I do know the value of a good bluff."


  He paused as his communicator beeped imperiously, and held the small device to his ear for private listening.


  "Right away," he responded tersely before putting away the device. He turned back to his prisoner. "I have to go up to the bridge for a while. I know that you won't mind me leaving you in such fine company."


  "Not at all."


  He turned to the sentries. "If he so much as gets off the stool, you are to shoot to kill. Is that understood?"


  "Understood," the sentries agreed in a ragged chorus, including the one still lying on the floor. Trace left, locking them inside the room.


  Nearly three-quarters of an hour later, Lenna Makayen was concluding her sixth act of judicious sabotage. She would have liked to have done more, but she was running out of time. Lieutenant Skerri stood well to one side, watching her closely. His obvious concern told her that she must be doing something very right. He had been very reluctant to cooperate, but he also had shown very little tolerance for the minor beating he had received at her hands. Bill, the sentry, stood at the door leading into the weapons chamber, watching his prisoner while he listened down the hall. His electronic patience was inexhaustible.


  "There's the last one, all set," she said to herself with satisfaction.


  "Damn it, don't you appreciate the seriousness of what you're doing?" Skerri demanded, resuming their previous argument. "Sabotage of a Union warship is a very serious crime. You would do well to give yourself up now."


  "I would, now? And why is that?"


  "Because what you've done is more than illegal, it's treasonous!" he declared. "You're obviously not a Starwolf, but you are in league with them. Your crime is punishable by death. You should surrender yourself immediately and accept your punishment."


  Lenna set down her socket wrench to stare at him. "That has to be the most damned foolish, illogical argument I've ever heard. 'Give yourself up, and we'll thank you before we kill you.' You're in no position to make threats, boy."


  She turned back to her work of securing the inner access plates, hurrying now because she was afraid that it might be getting late. She had a long trip back to her fighter yet. She had no desire to be inside this ship when the Methryn attacked, especially after her own tampering.


  "Where are you from?" Skerri asked almost politely.


  "Scotland," she snapped.


  "Sounds like a frontier planet."


  "It is. Named after Sir Walter Scott, the first colonist."


  "How did you happen to fall in with Starwolves?"


  "Answered an advertisement in the paper, just like everyone," she replied absently.


  "But why?"


  She afforded him another of those impatient stares. "Because I think your Union sucks rotten eggs. At least my new friends don't pitch nuclear missiles at defenseless planets just to get your attention."


  Skerri remained silent, lacking a ready answer for that. His arguments were not going very well, so he finally admitted to himself that he was not going to convince this girl to surrender. Instead he now thought it best to allow her to conclude her business so that she would let him go in time to warn the ship about the damage she had done. He really was a trusting soul, and not particularly bright.


  "You will be leaving when you finish here?" he asked guardedly.


  "Of course. And you..." She paused to look at him. "I can't take you with me, and I certainly can't just let you go. I really cannot risk your getting free if I left you tied up somewhere, and you'll be dead soon enough anyway."


  She looked over at Bill, and Skerri knew that she meant to have the renegade sentry shoot him. Lenna turned back to her work unconcerned, but he watched the motionless sentry. After a moment the machine moved for the first time since they had arrived, turning its head to look out the door.


  "The lift door just opened," Bill reported. "I also hear a sentry approaching from the other direction."


  "Check it out, Bill," Lenna told him. "I can keep an eye on Captain Dauntless. I'll blow his head off if he makes a sound."


  Although she had been addressing the sentry, Lieutenant Skerri was quite aware that her final statement had been for his benefit. Nor did he doubt that she meant it, and he had nothing to lose except a couple of minutes off a severely limited life expectancy. As soon as Lenna returned to her work of securing the outer access panel, he launched himself directly at her. She saw him coming at the very last moment and threw herself well to one side, unfortunately in the opposite direction of the gun that she had laid handy on top of the launch tube. Skerri knocked the gun off the top of the tube as he landed against it, and it disappeared into the shadows beyond.


  The two combatants came off the floor at the same time, ready for battle. Lenna had three distinct advantages: she was much stronger, quicker, and Skerri was under the mistaken impression that both of those advantages were his. She was more than a match for him, at least until he snatched up the long-handled socket wrench. That put her on the defensive from the start.


  Skerri advanced menacingly, swinging the wrench in a wide horizontal sweep as if it were a club or battle ax. Lenna avoided it easily, but his tactic was simple; each swing drove her half a meter toward the wall at her back. After the second attempt she followed his swings with a quick rabbit punch to the jaw. Skerri endured three of these dizzying punches before changing his tactics, lifting his swing high enough to make her duck. While bent over, she delivered one more vicious punch to his stomach, ducked under his arm, and followed with a joint-snapping two-fisted thump in the middle of his back. The combination so thoroughly knocked the wind out of him that he nearly passed out and was forced to retreat.


  Skerri returned to the battle with a little more respect for his opponent. He held the wrench in one hand, leaving him freer to hit and kick. That helped a bit; he did not score any hits on Lenna, but at least she was scoring fewer hits on him. But Skerri was clearly on the defensive, and Lenna knew that she only had to bide her time until Bill returned.


  After a minute of this a sentry ambled into the chamber and paused just inside the door. Lenna glanced over her shoulder and realized that this was not Bill. There was no heavy rifle strapped over his left shoulder. While Bill had been checking the lift, the second sentry had heard the sounds of the fight and hurried to investigate. She was also trapped with Skerri in front and the hostile sentry behind. Then she realized that it was confused by the sight of two Union officers. Skerri was just as quick to recognize the problem.


  "I am Lieutenant Captain Denas Skerri," he stated authoritatively. "This is an imposter. Shoot to kill!"


  The machine did not respond immediately; perhaps it was checking his visual identification against the file to confirm his claim. Lenna turned back to him and did her best to kick his balls off, then slipped behind him to put his bent form between herself and the sentry. Skerri recovered with surprising speed, turning to face her. Lenna drew back and launched herself at him, kicking with all her strength into the very center of his chest. Skerri was thrown backward, actually leaving the ground for most of his three-meter flight. He crashed back-first into the front of the sentry's head, the pencil-thin barrels of its two smaller guns driving ten centimeters into his back. But he was dead already, his chest crushed by her kick.


  Lenna had fallen sprawling to the ground, and she rolled to one side as bolts from the sentry's larger cannons deflected off the floor where she had been. It shook its head violently to free itself of the burden of the body penned there. Lenna had hoped to slip around behind it, but now she was hopelessly trapped between the two launch tubes. The sentry tracked her darting movements with its head until it had her, and fired.


  The protective flarings on both of the sentry's forward guns were blocked with thick blood, and the bolts discharged within the focusing lenses before they could cut through those barriers, causing the head of the unfortunate machine to explode. However, as Velmeran had discovered a couple of years before, that was only a minor complication to the normal function of a sentry. The headless machine staggered blindly as it sought its prey by the infrared scanners on its chest.


  Lenna dived over the top of the launch tube, using that for shelter as she searched for her gun. The sentry fired two short bursts over her head as it continued to seek her. Then Bill was there, ramming the stricken sentry from behind to knock it off balance before discharging a round of bolts into its vulnerable lower hull. Lenna waited for the shooting to stop before she peered cautiously over the top of the tube.


  "Thank you, Bill. Nice work," she said, climbing over the protective barrier. Then she saw the broken body of Lieutenant Skerri where it had been tossed aside. For a moment she allowed herself the privilege of turning pale, just as she had those times in the chilly streets of Kallenes. Half of it was from the sudden awareness that she had killed this man herself, half from the realization that it had nearly been herself. For a moment she wanted to sit down and cry, but this was hardly the time or place. You wanted to be a Starwolf, Miss Makayen, and so you are, she reminded herself. This is just the ugly part of the business.


  "They are dead," Bill said helpfully, no doubt meaning to be reassuring.


  "Sure, and that's what bothers me about it," Lenna said. "I'd better seal this up to make sure that it works the way we want, then we'll be on our way. Think you can get us back to the airlock where we first met?"


  "Yes, that is a simple matter."


  "Don here," Commander Trace responded, speaking into his com unit as he sat down wearily on the step. "Is that you, Kea?"


  "Yes, Commander. Fifty minutes from your mark."


  Donalt Trace sighed and nodded in dismal agreement to no one in particular. "Wait five more minutes and order a general evacuation from the power core. Seal up the core completely, from one end of the ship to the other. We haven't found the slightest hint of tampering, much less a bomb. No wonder he was so sure of himself."


  He paused a moment to watch the workers swarming over the surface of the power core, surrounding it in a ring that moved slowly forward. There were fifty live workers and twice as many automatons. In the last three-quarters of an hour they had removed nearly two thousand access panels.


  "Go ahead and bypass the power core for the secondary power grid," he continued. "That way we won't be caught by surprise when the core blows. If I guess right, you'll see the Methryn show her broken nose just about the time the thing goes. Draw her in as close as you can; this time we don't want her getting away."


  "Right," Maeken agreed. "By the way, that stunned sentry just attacked and destroyed another down in the lower decks. I would like to know how the Starwolf did that. Do you have the device?"


  "Well, I..." Trace looked as stunned as the automaton in question.


  "Surely you did search him for the device?" Maeken asked.


  "I was too preoccupied with worrying about that damned bomb!"


  "No wonder he was so sure that he could escape whenever he wants. No doubt he's been waiting for the core to blow. I suggest..."


  "On my way!" Trace assured her as he jumped from the steps and headed for the nearest lift, suddenly very afraid that the little Starwolf had escaped him again. He was actually startled to see Velmeran still seated impatiently on his stool, the alert sentries still standing guard. He stopped short, regarding the mildly surprised captive before arrogantly walking over to hold out an impatient hand.


  "There is the matter of the little device that you use to stun my sentries," he explained. "You should have used it when you had the chance."


  Velmeran's first reaction was one of complete confusion, but that demand had been fairly self-explanatory and he needed only an instant to figure things out. After a brief hesitation he opened his chestplate and removed a small rectangular device, nine centimeters by five and just over two thick, with several clip-in leads in the back. It looked very impressive, smaller than Trace had anticipated. Unfortunately for him, it was only the emergency power unit for the suit.


  "Does this have the same effect on the airlock controls?" Trace asked.


  "It has the same effect on a number of electronic devices, including such things as lifts and navigational guidance systems," Velmeran answered truthfully. Of course, it had no effect on anything as far as he knew.


  "Clever little machine," Trace commented as he tucked it into his pocket. "Are you in any pain?"


  "A little discomfort," Velmeran answered. "An unavoidable part of rapid regeneration. I have nothing to take for it."


  "Oh? What would you need?"


  Velmeran thought for a moment. "You might ask Dr. Wriestler if he has any pyridoxine."


  "Right away," Trace promised as he left on his errand.


  Velmeran watched until the door closed behind him, then quickly focused his thoughts on a nearby portion of the ship.Sherry?


  I am just finishing,she responded immediately.I will be ready as soon as you can get here. Then I am on my way.


  At least Velmeran hoped so. He closed his eyes as he con centrated fully on directing his talents. Half a minute passed before anything began to happen. Suddenly he felt his way begin to open. The lights dimmed, and the sentries reeled momentarily under a loss of power. And Velmeran simply vanished.


  Only a matter of seconds passed before Commander Trace returned. He was halfway across the room before he noticed that the five attentive sentries were guarding an empty stool. He nearly tripped in his astonishment. There was only one way in and out of the room, and he had not been out of sight of that door. The sentries continued to stare at the stool as if their prisoner was still seated there, and Trace, startled and confused half out of his wits, walked over to the stool to confirm that the Starwolf was indeed gone.


  "How did he escape?" he demanded of the nearest sentry. "You were ordered to shoot to kill if he left the stool."


  "I am aware of my orders," the sentry reported concisely. "The prisoner did not leave the stool."


  "Well, he sure didn't take it with him! Where did he go?"


  "He vanished."


  Trace blinked in bemusement before realization set in. Velmeran must have had another device, stunning the entire group. This vanishing act sounded too much like that 'I did not see anyone' business. He turned and stalked from the room, only to be intercepted at the door by the physician.


  "Here you are!" Wriestler said, thrusting a small plastic bottle containing several pills under the Sector Commander's nose. Trace took the bottle and stared at it.


  "What the hell is this?" He demanded.


  "What you asked for," Wriestler explained triumphantly. "Pyridoxine. Vitamin B6."


  Chapter 16


  Rifle in hand, Baress advanced cautiously to the single door leading into the auxiliary bridge and peered out. Consherra, seated at the main computer console, frowned without looking up. Baress was as regular as clockwork; in the last fifty-five minutes he had checked that door exactly fifty-five times.


  "Velmeran should be coming in a few minutes," she remarked. Her four hands were moving over two separate keyboards with lightning speed. "I just told him that I am finishing this up."


  "Right on time," Baress remarked, consulting the chronometer built into one of the sleeves of his suit. "I wonder what Velmeran has been up to. Whatever he did, every sentry in this end of the ship took off at a run a long time ago and they never came back. For that matter, I wonder where he is."


  "Right behind you."


  Baress was so startled that he spun around and fired two shots from the powerful rifle into the ceiling overheard, and even Consherra nearly fell out of her chair. Velmeran, looking very pale and worn, sat in the Captain's seat, staring apprehensively at the smoking holes in the ceiling immediately over his head.


  "I do not know whether to compliment you for not shooting me, or just be glad you missed," he remarked, then turned to Consherra. "Close your mouth and get back to work. I want to get out of here."


  Consherra admitted to the logic in that and returned to work.


  "But... but how did you get in here?" Baress demanded. "I never left that door."


  "I did not come through the door, I teleported."


  Consherra glanced at him over her shoulder. "I would sooner believe that you put yourself in a box and came through the mail."


  Velmeran shrugged. "Believe what you will. Now that I consider it, I am known for entirely too much wizardry as it is."


  That was the wrong answer, of course. By denying it, he had inadvertently forced Consherra to feel obliged to believe in him. She glared at him. "What have you been doing, anyway? You look about half dead. What happened to your helmet and weapons?"


  "Don has them," he explained. "I have spent the better part of the last hour as his guest."


  "Then you were the grand diversion that brought every sentry on this ship at a run?" Baress asked.


  "Only at first. I hinted to Don that there is a bomb in the power core of the ship, and that he had an hour to find it."


  Baress grinned mischievously. "I can imagine how that made them hop!"


  "Exactly," Velmeran agreed. "He was so generally delighted to have me, and so nervous about finding that bomb, that it never occurred to him that there might be other Starwolves on his fine, big ship."


  "That does it," Consherra announced suddenly. "Now we can go home. What about your weapons and helmet?"


  "Nothing I can do about that."


  "Well, you can at least have a gun," Baress said as he offered a pistol.


  "I can do better than that," Consherra said as she began to removed her belt. "Let me keep one pistol for reassurance and you can have the rest. It will do you more good."


  "Drop those weapons!"


  The three Starwolves glanced up to see Commander Trace and two crewmembers standing at the door, rifles aimed to fire, as five additional crewmembers filed in to take up positions surrounding the prisoners. There was no question of escape or fighting back; this could not have come at a worse time. Baress's rifle stood beside the door, while Consherra's was lying beside the console. Velmeran had no weapons, Consherra was holding her weapons belt with the pistols clipped in their holsters, and Baress had laid both of his pistols on the console. Consherra looked questioningly at Velmeran, but he indicated for her to comply.


  "Damn it all, anyway," he muttered in disgust. "If I had not been so tired, they never would have been able to sneak up on us."


  "Now, move away from that console," Trace directed. "Out into the open."


  The three Starwolves did as they were told.


  "Might I ask how you managed to find us so quickly?" Vel meran asked.


  "That was a very simple matter," Trace said, lowering his weapons now that the Starwolves were safely surrounded. "The ship reported a partial power loss in that diagnostic room in the sick bay and here at the same time. Whatever the cause, it suggested where to find you."


  Velmeran shrugged indifferently. "I guess that I need to work that out before I try it again."


  "There will be no next time," Trace said ominously. "I will not risk having you escape a second time. That is why I took that little memento out of your hide, remember. I knew at the time that I would probably have to kill you."


  "Do not be a fool," Velmeran said sharply. "I am still in control of this situation. If you want to live, then you will get out of here now."


  "Whatever else happens, I will have the pleasure of killing you first," Trace declared, unimpressed, as he aimed his gun. "Fire!"


  The auxiliary bridge was rocked as every gun exploded at almost exactly the same instant. Flames and thick, black smoke enveloped each of the gunners, and pieces of the white-hot metal pelted the nearer half of the bridge like hailstones. The fire alarms rang shrilly as the ventilation to the area shut down to suffocate a possible fire as the single door to the bridge snapped shut; had they possessed a sense of smell, the Starwolves would have been overwhelmed by the odor of burnt flesh. A few seconds later the ventilation came back on at full power, drawing away the thick curtain of smoke to slowly re veal eight blackened, lifeless bodies.


  The door reopened a moment later. The Starwolves assumed that it was an automatic function, and so they were caught by surprise when a sentry ambled through at its best pace. Baress dived for Consherra's gun, while the other two prepared to dodge.


  "Sentry, halt!" a voice commanded sharply, and the machine pulled itself to a stop. A moment later a tiny human peered cautiously through the doorway. "Don't shoot, please. I'm not armed."


  "We will not fire," Velmeran assured her.


  Maeken Kea entered cautiously, glancing apprehensively at the bodies that were still smoking lazily. "So you got him at last. I assume that you have some way of causing guns to explode when fired?"


  "On a small scale," Velmeran answered evasively. "Am I correct in assuming that you are Captain Maeken Kea?"


  "I am. I assume as well that you are Velmeran." She did not make a question of that as she came to a stop three meters away.


  "Of course. You do not seem particularly worried about the fate of your late Commander."


  "Bastard!" Maeken spat viciously. "I've only just found out about how he liked to play with nuclear weapons. I'll not apologize for anything I've done to try to win this battle, but I am sorry for some of the tricks he pulled. For that, most of all. And for what he did to you. He's paid for it all, I suppose. I'm just sorry that I had any part of it."


  "I am also sorry that you had any part of this," Velmeran added. "Any other captain would have given me less trouble. But it is over now."


  Maeken frowned. "That is what I wanted to ask you about. It seems to me that you people have been a great deal busier than anyone first thought. I suppose that there is no question that you have done enough damage to assure the destruction of this ship."


  Velmeran nodded. "You could not stop it at this point even if you knew what to look for."


  "So I had assumed." She paused a moment to glance at the charred bodies. "If you don't mind, I would like very much to get my crew away from here. All I have are children with fresh commissions and harmless Feldenneh... technicians, not soldiers."


  "My mercenary common sense tells me that I should eliminate such a capable Commander as yourself," Velmeran remarked frankly, and paused only a moment to consider the matter. "As soon as I leave this chamber, I am going to instruct the Methryn to attack in fifteen minutes."


  "Thank you, Commander," Maeken said as she hurried to the communications console on the lower portion of the bridge to relay the order to abandon the ship. The Starwolves collected their weapons and left in a hurry. Velmeran was already in telepathic contact with Tregloran to relay his orders to the Methryn. They now had to use the lift to get away in time, and he doubted that he had the strength left to get himself out of the Fortress otherwise. It no longer mattered how many lights they tripped on the bridge.


  Lenna, you have less than fifteen minutes to get yourself back to the fighters,Velmeran warned. She lacked the ability to reply in clear words the way the Kelvessan could, but he received the impression that she was already well ahead of them.


  The lift accelerated quickly, the computer control compensating for the longer run with greater speed. It had completed most of the distance when the car began to break to a sudden, jerky stop. Velmeran appeared to listen to some distant voice.


  "The Challenger knows where we are," he explained. "She means to hold us here until a group of sentries can arrive to investigate, Baress, you are young and strong. Pop open those doors so that we can take a look."


  "I might be stronger than you at the moment, but I remind you that I am nearly twice as old," Baress said as he took hold of the edge of each door and pulled them apart. They parted easily, revealing a blank wall of gray metal just beyond. "Definitely a wall. Is that what you expected?"


  "I am afraid so. Give it a punch and see how thick it is." Baress drew back an armored fist and put it through the panel, then peeled it back like foil. Baress tore open a way large enough to climb through in a matter of seconds, then slipped through to the other side to receive the guns and helmets that Velmeran passed to him. Soon they were all assembled in the corridor beyond.


  "Sentries will be coming from every direction, so we had better hurry," Velmeran warned. "The stairs leading down are about two hundred meters ahead."


  They found the stairs quickly and descended to the level of the outer airlock. Baress now led the way, assuming the role of vanguard since it was obvious that Velmeran would be lucky just to get himself out of the ship. They soon came to the access conduit that served as a channel for a maze of pipes that ran the length of the ship. The corridor that led to the airlock intercepted this a hundred meters farther down. Baress was about to step out onto the wide walkway that ran above the river of pipes when Velmeran pulled him back.


  "Sentries," he explained. "At least five. They are waiting for us."


  To prove the point, he broke off a half-meter section of handrail from a nearby service ladder and tossed it out onto the walkway. A barrage of powerful bolts centered on that target. Then the fire shifted to the entrance of the passage as the automaton tried to bounce bolts down the side corridor to their unseen targets.


  "We have to work our way around," Velmeran decided reluctantly.


  There was a sudden, unexpected explosion from somewhere around the corner, followed by a steady hail of bolts that gave the Starwolves the distinct impression that the sentries themselves were under attack. When yet another exploded, Baress was overcome with curiosity and cautiously peered around the corner. He drew back instantly, looking decidedly astonished.


  "So what is it?" Consherra prompted impatiently.


  Baress shook his head slowly. "I still find it hard to believe, but I think the cavalry has arrived to save us."


  Velmeran looked for himself, and was met with the most incredible sight he had ever seen. Bill, the sentry, was running at his best awkward pace along the walkway behind the am bushers. Lenna Makayen was perched on the very top of his back, her rifle in hand, and both of them were firing for all they were worth. The other sentries, mystified at the unexplainable attack of a Union officer and one of their own, did not even fight back as they fell quickly under the assault. They shot their way through the line of attackers and drew to a stop before the three startled Starwolves.


  "Hurry up!" Lenna urged. "We've cleared the passage, but more are on their way."


  "Lead on, then," Velmeran answered as they fell in behind Bill's protective bulk. "How did you know where to find us?"


  "Bill did," she explained. "He's been listening in as the Challenger has been ordering her sentries about trying to find you. The first ambush is here, and the second is at the far end of the long corridor leading to the outer hull. You need to call Treg and the others and have them catch those sentries from behind. How many are there, Bill?"


  "Three," the machine replied, typically concise. They were about halfway down the tunnel to the outer hull when a short, rapid burst of cannon fire echoed loudly through the length of the passage. No bolts lit up the interior of the long corridor, however, and at its end they found Tregloran standing with his rifle in hand, surrounded by the smoking hulks of three sentries.


  Tregloran turned without a word and led the way to the airlock. They stopped at the door and Lenna handed down her rifle before hopping off Bill's towering back. She headed immediately for the suit room, already stripping off her clothes at a furious pace.


  "You people go on and get yourselves out of here," she ordered, her accent thickening as she tried to sound firm and authoritative. "It'll take me a couple of minutes to get into this suit. I can't go outside without it, and I'll get it on no quicker with you waiting for me. It would be foolish of you to get caught here with me."


  "So who's arguing with you now?" Velmeran asked, imitating her perfectly. "I have to go. Valthyrra needs me. But you get yourself out of here."


  "I'll be just fine," she assured him. "Bill is here to watch out for me."


  "The Challenger has left the ring for open space," he added. "That might give you a little more time."


  He herded the others into the airlock and indicated for them to put on their helmets. Since he had none of his own, he began taking deep breaths until the air in the lock began to thin. Moments later the lock opened on the blackness of space and not the boulder-strewn surroundings of the ring. Trel and Marlena were there immediately, bending over the opening and reaching down to lift them out. Velmeran went first. Speed was critical for him, since he was now without an air supply and too tired to last for very long without one. He felt the intense cold of open space immediately, cold enough here in the shadows of the ship to have frozen dry ice, and perhaps even nitrogen, temperatures that would begin to affect him within minutes. He hurried to the fighters, the others only a moment behind.


  He also could not hear their warnings, because he was completely deaf without the medium of air to carry sounds from the com built into his collar. He was suddenly aware of the presence of a warship immediately behind him, and turned to see a destroyer emerging from a concealed lock perhaps seven kilometers ahead. As soon as it slipped from its rack, it began to drift rapidly toward them as the Challenger continued to accelerate past, skimming the black hull of the larger ship with just meters to spare.


  Velmeran stood beside the fighter as he watched. The smaller ship was facing in their direction, and he was able to see the guns open and charged below the extended bridge. Suddenly it stopped, or rather it fired its forward engines to match speed with the Fortress and hover alongside not fifty meters from where they stood. Then the destroyer began to move laterally away from the hull of the larger ship until it was clear to navigate.


  As the tension of the moment passed, Velmeran felt himself begin to grow cold and dizzy and broke contact with the hull to pull himself in free-fall into the cockpit of his fighter. Maeken Kea had rescued her crew from the doomed Fortress. If she had seen Velmeran's party on the hull, then she had returned the favor. Even so, he left one of his own behind. The Methryn was closing, and Lenna had run out of time.


  Officers hurried to take their places on the Methryn's auxiliary bridge, a smaller copy of the one that lay in ruins. Cargin paused on the way to the weapons console to catch a bright orange cord and jerk loose the pin that freed Valthyrra's camera pod. The boom immediately dropped down to a comfortable level and the twin lenses spun in unison as they focused. She turned to Cargin, who remained waiting.


  "I am going to charge to eighty-five percent of overload on the conversion cannon," she explained quickly. "Back me up on the gauges so that I do not exceed that."


  "Right."


  The Challenger had turned abruptly to head straight out of the ring, running for open space where she could shield effectively. Valthyrra accelerated rapidly, closing quickly on the Fortress after its initial gain on the smaller ship after leaving the ring.


  The Challenger was building to speed barely ten thousand kilometers ahead, trying to get up to a speed where even minor shifts in field-drive steering would throw her tremendous bulk into wide, evasive turns, making her a difficult target for the Metryn's conversion cannon. It might have been that she was trying to survive long enough to get into starflight. But that was a poor defense at best, for the smaller, quicker Starwolf ship could follow her in and shoot out her exposed engines. She had to stay and fight.


  The Methryn leaped forward as she unshielded the aperture of her conversion cannon and began charging the powerful weapon. There could be no hiding such a tremendous surge of power. The Challenger scanned it and cut acceleration as she made ready to divert her full power to her shields.


  Valthyrra could wait no longer, even though she was still three thousand kilometers short of her target. She aimed herself quickly and fired. The Challenger threw up her shield, full and strong from the first instant, forming a misty white sphere around the ship. Only a fraction of a second later that concentrated blast of raw energy struck squarely in the middle of the shield and parted around it, like a wave breaking over a rock. For three full seconds the Methryn turned the power to destroy a world against that shield, and it was still intact when she found nothing else to throw against it.


  For a moment Valthyrra was at a loss to know what to do. She could not fire the conversion cannon again; although undamaged, the thick walls of the containment chamber and the kilometer-long throat of the weapon glowed white-hot. Then the dense shield came down and she saw that the Challenger was already pivoting to face her, and she knew that she had no choice. Even as she closed to attack, she turned sharply to head away at a right angle.


  As it turned out, that was perhaps the only thing that saved her. The Challenger altered her path to follow the fleeing carrier, opening fire while her target was still in range. In the next instant she turned into a rapidly expanding nova of blinding light and heat and millions of tons of vaporized metal. The Methryn all but leaped into starflight to stay ahead of the shock wave that put a sizable dent in the ring and for a short time added a white glaze to its normal dirty brown as the haze of trapped ice crystals was vaporized by the stellar heat.


  Within minutes the Methryn was setting herself into a wide, slow orbit around the planet well outside the ring. Six of the seven fighters of the special tactics team closed quickly on final approach to her landing bay. Velmeran brought his fighter in quickly, landing in the center of the bay. He leaped out as soon as the canopy was open and ran for the lift that was waiting for him, landing-bay crewmembers moving silently out of his way.


  Even though he knew what had happened, he still was not prepared for the destruction he saw on the deserted bridge. Temporary patches had been set in the hull so that the atmosphere could be restored, and all of the loose debris had been cleared away. Most of the bridge showed some damage; both of the stations of the middle bridge were in ruins, while the blasted pit of the upper bridge was lost in darkness. This was the worst shock for Velmeran, even above the sight of the Methryn's wrecked nose. His earliest cherished memories were of his privileged visits to the place, the Methryn's heart, when his mother had still been Commander-designate and the best pack leader on the ship.


  "Valthyrra?" he called hesitantly.


  She brought her camera pod around to look at him, the twisted hinges of her boom creaking. Only one lens focused in on him, the leads of the damaged camera hanging loose.


  "I am sorry," she said softly. "I let you down."


  "No, not you," he assured her as he walked over to join her. "It was my fault, if anyone's. My careful plans simply were not good enough."


  Velmeran collapsed wearily into the nearest of the two seats of the navigational console. Valthyrra brought her camera pod in closely to look at him. "There is a matter of truth that I would discuss with you. I suspect that you knew that this fight would cost a life. You meant it to be your own."


  "I wish that it had been," he said despondently. "I guess I believed that I had made some bargain with fate, that I could trade my own life to protect a world and save my ship. If nothing else, I have been taught that fate is only a word for what will be, and that I cannot bargain with chance. And that, for all my special talents, I cannot see the future, only hints of what might be. I would rather see nothing at all."


  "No, you are wrong," Valthyrra insisted. "Twice now you have been warned, and twice you have used that warning to shape a future of your own making. But shaping a future and controlling it are two very different things. It is only natural to blame yourself when something goes wrong, but that really does not make it your fault."


  Velmeran said nothing, nor would he even look up at her. Still, she thought that he had listened to her, and that his grief would not turn inward to guilt and self-doubt. "I feel very alone just now," he said at last.


  "I think you know that you are not," she told him. "You are surrounded by a great many people who love you and think very highly of you. There is a girl down in the landing bay just now who is crying as much for you as for her former Commander. I hope I do not have to tell you how much you mean to me."


  Velmeran sighed heavily with regret at the mention of Consherra. He had not told her and the others, saving that bad news for when they were clear of the Challenger. He had meant to be the one to tell them upon their return, but he had forgotten in his haste to reach the bridge.


  He shook his head slowly. "What have I won? Mayelna is gone. My ship is wrecked. I had to leave Lenna in that ship after she came back to help us. Donalt Trace is dead, and even that gives me no satisfaction. I am tired of war and destruction. For once I would like to know that I have done something positive, something of value."


  "But you have," Valthyrra insisted. "In years to come you will make an end to this war, and free the Kelvessan to seek worlds and lives of their own. Before she died, Mayelna spoke these final words. She said that we must not grieve for her, for her life was long and full and nearly all that she had ever hoped to see had come to pass. She said that I must watch over you, and help you in every way I can to use your special talents to make the best future you can imagine. For no one has ever done a tenth as much to shape a new future for the Kelvessan as you have."


  Velmeran looked up at her suspiciously. "Did she really say all that?"


  "Well, no," the ship admitted reluctantly. "All she said was, 'Save yourself, you old fool.' In her own way, that meant very much the same thing."


  Velmeran made an odd noise, and Valthyrra glanced quickly away in the thought that he was going to cry. Then, to her astonishment, she realized that he was laughing softly. She turned to stare at him, and then the humor of that struck her as well.


  "Commander?" she said gently.


  Velmeran glanced up at her, momentarily shocked to receive that title and its awesome burden of responsibility for the first time. Then he found that, while the title might be new, the mantle of responsibility had a familiar, almost comfortable feel with little power to frighten him. He rose and shrugged the shoulders of his armor into place.


  "Progress report."


  "I have already sent the packs to assist the Kalvyn in break ing the invasion force over Tryalna," Valthyrra reported. "Capture ships and other support vessels are also on their way to assist."


  "Donalt Trace said something about conversion devices in low orbit."


  "I will consult with Schayressa on the matter immediately."


  "Call me a lift, then."


  "I left it waiting for you," Valthyrra said. "By the way, Schayressa reports that she discovered the conversion devices quite sometime ago and quietly removed them."


  "Send her my compliments on being so alert," Velmeran said as he entered the lift. Privately, he wished that those devices had not been there.


  He found Consherra and the members of his special tactics team waiting for him in the corner of the landing bay where the lift opened. Consherra had been crying; even the boundless energy and optimism of Tregloran was subdued by sadness and a sense of defeat, and he had been crying nearly as much as Consherra had. They looked up at him expectantly as the door opened, and he could guess their thoughts. An age in the history of the Methryn was passing. Mayelna had been the last of her pirate commanders. Velmeran was a warrior, not a pirate, and he required a warship to serve him.


  "I am sorry for not telling you at the time," he began. "I wanted you to concentrate on watching out for yourselves."


  "Of course, Commander. You had the success of the mission and the lives of your crewmembers to consider," Trel, the oldest, answered for them all.


  The lift doors snapped open again and Keth stepped out to join the small group. "Commander?"


  "Yes, I need your help," Velmeran said. "I believe that you have students who are ready to join the packs."


  "Yes, Commander. Ten in all."


  "I will take them off your hands right now," Velmeran said, and turned to Barress. "I want you to take Gyllan, Merkollyn, and Del von with five of those students to form a new pack. The remaining five will serve as replacements for our old pack. Treg, do you think you can handle that?"


  "Can I?" The younger pilot seemed about to jump for joy, but caught himself and attained an exaggerated air of mature dignity. "I would be happy to oblige."


  "It is a bother, but someone has to do it," Velmeran agreed, and turned back to Keth. "You know your students best, so I will leave it up to you to divide them between the two packs."


  "And what of the special tactics team?" Baress asked.


  "That stays exactly the way it is," Valthyrra insisted, cutting Velmeran off, as her camera pod pushed its way to the middle of the group. "Meran, the better part of your business is conducted through special tactics. And you have to admit that you could not very well sit back and direct a special tactics team from the bridge."


  "That is true, but Commanders are not allowed to fly," he protested.


  "Allowed? Where is that written? You kept a special tactics team in addition to your pack for two years, and there was no problem with that. Who is going to say you cannot?"


  "Treg and I will be busy with our own packs, but we have no intention of giving up special tactics," Baress said.


  Consherra frowned. "I suppose that I would even be willing to go out with you again, if you ever need me."


  "Which brings us to the subject of lost members," Valthyrra said, drifting slowly into the bay while bending her long neck to peer out the rear door. The others looked as well; they saw nothing, but they could all sense the approach of a single fighter.


  "Lenna?" Velmeran asked as he came to stand beside the probe.


  "Who else?" she asked in return. "She accepted landing instructions but says that she is too busy to talk. I am going to signal a crash alert and summon Dyenlerra to the bay."


  The three demanding beeps of the alarm sent the bay crew into immediate action, securing fighters in their racks so that they could be carried away. Half a minute later the incoming fighter ducked beneath the Methryn's tail as it began its final approach. At the same time that it dropped its landing gear, the watchers in the bay noticed something unusual about the little ship. A curious white object could be seen standing upright in the hull between and just ahead of the two vertical fins. Velmeran's first thought was that the fighter had been transfixed by a piece of wreckage hurtled from the explosion of the Challenger.


  Then the fighter slipped smoothly into the bay and the strange object was revealed to be a passenger. Bill, the sentry, stood atop the ship, his powerful legs braced with his magnetic pads locked to the metal hull. Lenna brought the fighter to the front of the bay and landed gently, and Valthyrra immediately brought in a set of handling arms to pluck the automaton from atop the ship. Lenna opened the cockpit and climbed out just as Velmeran walked over to join her.


  "I will not ask you why you brought that machine back with you," he said slowly. "I will not even ask you if you are crazy, or simply foolish. But I would like to know how you managed to get it on top of your fighter and still get away in time."


  "Oh, I sent him on ahead," Lenna explained as if it was some trifling matter. "In free-fall like that, the hardest thing was for him to climb out of the lock. He just walked up the sloping part of the wing and was waiting when I got there. And it was a near thing, I can tell you. The shield went up just as I was about to light out of there, so I had to wait it out or risk being caught in the Methryn's fire. But I had to run for hell when that shield came down because I knew that the Fortress was going to blow in a matter of seconds when it did. Scared me half to death when it did, too. Even Bill commented on it."


  Velmeran turned to look at the sentry, which had just been lowered to the deck. Sentries were not known for their personalities, which rated somewhat above a toaster but well below a Starwolf carrier. Bill did seem to be developing one, but Velmeran was not sure if it was really his own or just a reflection of what Lenna believed him to be.


  "He did save my life," she added defensively, having noticed his stare. "Besides, I thought that I might use him in my spy work. Especially if he can always scan the security frequencies the automatons are linked on. He was very helpful."


  "The two of you have more than proved your worth," Velmeran agreed. "But I want Valthyrra to completely rework his hardware to make him more intelligent and versatile."


  "Do I have a patient here?" Dyenlerra asked as she pushed her way to the center of the group, closing on Lenna.


  "Not her, but you might have a look at Bill."


  "Bill? Who is Bill?" the medic asked. She glanced over her shoulder, and nearly jumped out of her armor.


  Chapter 17


  As soon as Tryalna was secure and the remains of the human invasion force sent running for home, the Methryn and the Kal vyn made a short journey together. Surrounded by their packs, they dived side by side toward the fiery heart of that system. They came uncomfortably close to the warm yellow sun before they veered away, leaving behind an old friend on her brief sojourn to her final rest.


  Commander Tryn carried Mayelna to her last rest, her broken body encased in white armor donated by Dyenlerra to replace her ruined armor. Nearly four thousand Starwolves, every crewmember of both ships who had a suit, crowded onto the broad platforms over the shock bumpers of the two ships, while those who did not watched from the windows of the observation decks.


  It was a very hard time for Velmeran, and he was privately grateful to be spared the need to carry his mother to her final rest. He never looked upon her again after his return from the Fortress, preferring to keep as his last memory of her their final words in the landing bay. He had been so happy then, thinking that he had accomplished something good for her in his offer to command the Methryn in her place. Now the Methryn was his, but all his hopes and good intentions had been for nothing.


  Velmeran was distracted from his grief afterward when his return to the crowded observation deck became an unexpected reception for his confirmation as the Methryn's new Commander. All of the officers, pack leaders, and various other crewmembers, including many from the Kalvyn, presented themselves to offer their condolences and quietly affirm their loyalty. Tryn slipped away early, responding to Schayressa's subtle pleas for his return, and Consherra disappeared with Lenna and Dyenlerra soon after. At least Valthyrra's probe stayed dutifully at his side the entire time.


  "It is normally the case that you appoint a Commander-designate younger than yourself," he told Baressa privately as the crowd began to thin. "That is not very practical for me, under the circumstance. And, since I am keeping my special tactics team, I do need to have a replacement ready. As far as I am concerned, you are the only choice."


  "For now, perhaps," Baressa answered. "Treg will never be your equal, but he is quickly becoming a reasonable facsimile."


  "And I plan to begin his training immediately," Velmeran agreed. "But I do have other plans for him."


  She looked at him questioningly. "Other plans?"


  Velmeran shrugged. "The Vardon will be coming out of construction airdock in a few years. I might not have the authority to make such an appointment...."


  "But who would dispute the recommendations of Commander Velmeran of the Methryn?" Valthyrra inquired.


  Velmeran looked annoyed. "You be discreet about how you use my name – or your own – with your sister ships or home base. Where did Consherra get to?"


  "Oh, Dyenlerra appropriated her and Lenna several minutes ago," the ship replied. "She told them to get out of their armor and report for a medical scan."


  "I think that I should join them," he decided. "Can you call me a lift?"


  "On the way. I will put away this remote and join you there."


  Velmeran returned to his cabin and removed his armor for the first time in well over a day. He dressed quickly and hurried to the medical section, where he found Consherra and Lenna occupying separate diagnostic beds in the same room. Valthyrra had commandeered another probe and had arrived with Baressa, Tregloran, and Baress just before him. They stared at him in surprise as he entered, and he could imagine why. He was now dressed in the white of an officer, clothes that Valthyrra had hurriedly prepared for him. His thick, shaggy mane of wood-brown hair tumbled over his shoulders and halfway down his back, his large eyes glittering behind the fringe of that brown curtain.


  Dyenlerra afforded him only the briefest glance before turning back to the readout for Lenna's scanner. "You seem to be well, for all I can tell. These readings mean nothing to me. I am not a veterinarian."


  "Then how do you know that I'm well?" Lenna asked as she sat up on the edge of the bed.


  "Because they are the same readings I got a couple of days ago."


  "I have a very good question to propose, if this is the time," Consherra began suddenly.


  "This is not the time," Dyenlerra insisted. "But ask, if it will shut you up long enough for me to run a scan on you."


  "What happened to the Challenger?" she asked, ignoring the medic. "My reprogramming was an obvious failure, so what did cause that ship to explode? I am sure that it blew several seconds after Valthyrra fired."


  "Oh, that was Lenna's work," Velmeran explained, and continued when he saw five astonished stares. "While you were playing with her programming, Lenna was running about the ship setting nuclear missiles to explode. How many did you set?"


  "Six in all," Lenna explained, blushing slightly in uncharacteristic modesty. "I set them on a ten-second delay after the ship brought up its full shield. Good thing, too. About the delay, I mean. I was still inside the shield when the Methryn fired. I guess those warheads caused a chain reaction through just about every generator on that ship."


  "But the Challenger had already shielded once," Valthyrra pointed out.


  "Yes, but I had only just started. It was a near thing, too. Half a minute more and it would have exploded in my face. Scared the... devil out of me, so it did."


  Consherra was practically speechless. "You mean that I did an hour of reprogramming for nothing, while Lenna just walked in and destroyed that monster of a ship with no trouble at all?"


  Lenna glanced at her. "No trouble at all, did you say? Remind me to tell you how much trouble it was to have someone swinging a wrench at my head on the one hand while a sentry was aiming all its guns at me from behind."


  "Well, you're a real Starwolf now, even if you have only two hands," Velmeran said. "Which is only one less than I have. That is what I needed to talk to you about."


  Dyenlerra glanced up from her monitor. "What is it. Did you hurt yourself?"


  Velmeran stepped over to her side and held up his handless lower arm for her inspection. It was the first time the others had realized that the hand was actually missing, since he had kept the glove of his suit on earlier. Tregloran made some exclamation of outrage; Consherra, who was lying on the table next to him, reacted even more sharply. Ignoring her, the medic pulled back the sleeve for a closer look.


  "How did this happen?" she asked with professional detachment.


  "Donalt Trace wanted it," he explained. "The ship's medic took it off with a laser scalpel."


  "He did? What did he want it for?"


  "He wanted to make lots of little Starwolves."


  "Rashah ko veernon,what a horrible thought!" she remarked softly. "Just imagine Donalt Trace surrounded by half a million Velmerans. Sounds like something from his own worst dreams."


  "Donalt Trace is dead, and the hand was destroyed," Velmeran said. "Can you make me another?"


  "I could, but I'm not going to. All Kelvessan can fully regenerate skin, muscle, teeth, and any organ, but my studies of mutant genetic structure indicate that you can replace missing limbs as well. This is my first chance to test this. If it does not work, well... you know that you can always come to me for a hand."


  Velmeran was spared the need to answer that when the medical scanner beeped imperiously and Dyenlerra turned to the monitor. She nodded in satisfaction. "The two of you are perfectly well."


  "I could have told you that," Consherra remarked, then paused when she saw that Velmeran was staring at her. He bore a look of deep hurt and disappointment – even betrayal – that she had not expected.


  "It is true," she said simply, cautiously. "I am sorry, but I did not know how to tell you."


  "Well, yes," he stammered uncertainly. "But I had just thought that when you wanted... that you and I..."


  The sudden realization of what worried him was nearly enough to knock her off the table. "Dearest ass! You are the only mate that I have had in several years now. How could you possibly imagine that you are not the father?"


  "But we had not planned..."


  Dyenlerra laughed aloud. "This is one of the little things that may happen when two people fool around for fun. Has no one ever explained these things to you?"


  Velmeran was startled by some sudden revelation. "Mayelna started to have that little talk with me just as I was about to leave. It was not the best time, and I had no idea what she was talking about."


  "So now you do," the medic remarked. "And while we are on the subject, you owe me a duty mating."


  Velmeran began to make some evasive reply, but he was distracted by Lenna as she leaped from the bed in her excitement. "Hey, I'm a Starwolf now! How do I get in on this?"


  Dyenlerra regarded her tolerantly. "We are not the same species. Velmeran cannot get you pregnant."


  "Who cares?" Lenna demanded. "I just want to screw around!"


  Consherra regarded her for a moment, then took Velmeran by one hand and led him off to one side of the room, as private as they were going to get in such close quarters. "Are you pleased?"


  "I could not be happier," he assured her. "And no regrets?"


  Velmeran frowned. "Only one, and we can do nothing about that."


  Consherra nodded slowly. "She knew. And I believe that she was pleased. I know that I am. He will be just like you, I am sure."


  "She," Velmeran corrected her gently.


  "She?" Consherra asked, and looked questioningly at Dyenlerra.


  The medic shrugged helplessly. "She."


  "Varth!"Consherra muttered. "I do all the work, and yet I am the last to know."


  "Is it really so necessary?" Dr. Wriestler asked in feeble protest in response to the request.


  "Yes, it is," Maeken Kea insisted. "You have saved his life, but it won't be worth a damn unless I can save his career. I must speak with him before we reach port, and he has to remember what I tell him. You indicated that he is alert enough at this time."


  "Yes, he will understand and remember what you tell him," the physician agreed reluctantly. "If you consider it absolutely necessary..."


  "It is so ordered," Maeken said with enough firmness to make him understand that she was not offering him a choice. "If you would care to go up to the galley for something to drink, I will call you when I'm finished. This will not take long."


  Wriestler recognized the implicit order that he was to make himself scarce in a hurry and withdrew. Maeken watched until he was gone before entering the room that he had been guarding bodily. The cabin was small, dominated by a curious apparatus that was half bed and half low-walled tub, fed by a maze of opaque plastic tubes connected to a series of machines and tanks. A dark figure lay in the tub, encased in a cocoon of microscopic tubes that covered the burnt upper half of the body like a pelt of long white hair. She braced herself and approached slowly.


  She could not imagine how Commander Trace could have survived. Dr. Wriestler had plucked the bits of metal out of his chest and face and had set him in the tank to regenerate his burnt skin. Once that was done, teams of specialists would be able to concentrate on making replacements for his right eye and the arms that had been quite literally ripped to shreds in the explosion of his gun. Maeken had not been able to look upon him when the medical automatons had come to collect him on the Challenger's auxiliary bridge. At least most of his body was now mercifully hidden within the machine.


  "Commander?" she called softly.


  He responded more quickly than she had anticipated, opening his one good eye to stare up at her.


  "My ship?" he asked weakly, his voice a faint, hoarse whisper.


  "I lost the Challenger," she replied simply. "The Starwolves had her fixed too many ways. Velmeran gave me fifteen minutes to abandon ship."


  Trace closed his one good eye and nodded weakly. "He fooled us both. You did what you had to do. How... how did you get me away from him?"


  "I recalled something I had heard about Starwolves being gullible," she explained. "I told him a sad, sad tale and he bought it. Of course, neither of us had any idea that you had actually survived. As far as that goes, he probably still thinks you're dead."


  She paused a moment, leaning even closer. "Listen carefully, now. The High Council might be ready and willing to descend upon you like scavengers for losing that very expensive ship, but we can still turn this into a victory. We lost the Challenger, but the experiment was a success. The Starwolves could not destroy a Fortress from the outside, and we sure as hell won't give them a second chance to destroy one from within."


  "Very encouraging," Trace remarked. "What about..."


  "Wriestler brought it," she assured him. "Now this is the plan, at least as we will present it. We continue to build Fortresses but hold them back, adding to the fleet and using the ships only to defend the inner worlds. We build our own big, fast carriers full of quick little fighters. And in about twenty years we will have thousands of our own Starwolves grown up and ready to fight."


  Donalt Trace sighed heavily. "Twenty years. At this rate, I should last so long."


  "For now you stay well away from Starwolves," Maeken said firmly. "You have no good sense where Velmeran is concerned. Twenty years, and you can retire successfully. You let me do the talking, and I'll start talking as fast as I can as soon as we reach port. You rest now. We'll talk again as soon as you're up to it."


  "Do the best you can," he answered weakly.


  Maeken withdrew quietly and hurried to the galley. After the spaciousness of the Challenger, the compactness of the destroyer was confining. There were no lifts, but the galley was less than half a minute's walk from the cramped sick bay. She found Wriestler seated at a small table, leaning over the hot drink he had ordered.


  "Finished," she said as she took the opposite seat. "Shouldn't you hurry back?"


  Wriestler shrugged. "He's in no danger now that he's on the machine."


  "Then why were you so reluctant to let me speak with him?"


  "Just being the proper doctor," he said. "A large part of your internship is just learning to be a self-important ass. They teach the same thing to officers, although you seem to have missed the point."


  "It never did anyone any good, as far as I can tell. But there is one extraordinarily tall ass that needs to be back to work as soon as possible."


  "Half a year at most," Wriestler said, and smiled at her reaction of surprise. "Yes, it took him the better part of two years to recover from that last one. But, in a strange way, he's not in nearly as bad a shape. The machine will have new skin on him in two weeks. The eye should be no problem, and we can fit him with a pair of mechanical arms as soon as a pair his size can be made."


  "Mechanical?" Maeken asked.


  "He asked for it and, under the circumstances, it's the best way to go. There's a limit to how many regenerated parts you can stick in a person, and he's pushing the limit right now. I once had a young officer who was half a year from receiving two legs, half an arm, and a rebuilt face. Halfway to nowhere he began to reject his new skin, and nothing would stop it. He screamed every waking minute... which I kept to a minimum."


  "In pain?" Maeken asked cautiously.


  "In terror. I could block the pain."


  The Methryn remained with the Kalvyn over Tryalna for another day and a half until the Karvand arrived and the freighter Lesdryn had slipped unobserved into the fringes of the system. The Starwolves could not keep a ship in this system for very long, since the twenty remaining carriers had to adjust their patrols to allow for the two damaged vessels. The Lesdryn would be back in a couple of weeks, her caverous holds filled with rebuilt destroyers and battleships to replace the system fleet.


  Daelyn was understandably shocked and saddened to hear that her mother was dead, although the rare opportunity to visit with both her father and brother distracted her from her grief and she went away with more good than bitter memories. Both she and Commander Schayranna thoroughly approved of the new Commander, but the strange girl with two arms who sat familiarizing herself with the helm controls on the auxiliary bridge took a little getting used to.


  Lenna was at the controls when the Methryn, the Kalvyn, and the Lesdryn left orbit, an occurrence that took more than just a little getting used to for the ship, the regular helm, and the new Commander. The auxiliary bridge had no commander's console, which gave Velmeran the excuse to loiter about and watch her every move. Since it was Consherra's responsibility to teach her young assistant, she also made it her business to watch over the girl. And since Valthyrra's camera pod was mounted overhead, she had the best view of all. Besides that, she had the reassurance of having an override on every control.


  Once she got the Methryn out of orbit and accelerating to starflight along the proper flight path, however, they began to relax. Lenna had grown up with the desire to be the helm on a starship, and now she had her hands on a bigger, faster ship than any Trader had ever hoped for.


  This scene was repeated several days later as the three Starwolf ships decelerated in their approach on the planet Alkayja. They moved out of starflight together, the Methryn and the Kalvyn flying side by side with barely their own length between them while the freighter Lesdryn followed at about three times that distance.


  Everyone on the bridge watched the viewscreen expectantly for their first glimpse of Alkayja and its immense orbital base. For many, like Velmeran and Consherra, this was the first time that the Methryn had been in port in their lifetimes. Valthyrra's earliest memories were of this place. Her first run under her own power had been in this space, executing experimental trajectories around the four smaller and three larger planets. And yet even she had spent less than a score of years out of her eighteen centuries here, most of that time in refitting. Carriers never returned home except at need.


  "Alkayja control, this is Methryn accompanied by Kalvyn and Lesdryn," Lenna hailed at Valthyrra's direction. "We are closing at twenty-two point eight million kilometers and anticipate Alkayja orbit in just over four minutes."


  "Affirmative, Methryn," the reply came immediately. "We have your course projections and clear you to proceed as you are. Do you require assistance?"


  "Negative, control. All systems are secure. We anticipate normal approach and docking."


  "We understand, Methryn. Table for three, right this way please. You are to take refitting bay one. The Kalvyn is directed to refitting bay two. The Lesdryn is to take berth five. Do you comply?"


  All three ships responded, and Lenna continued the approach. She would not attempt to slip the Methryn into airdock; even Consherra would have hesitated to try that, although she could have. At least having Lenna to watch the helm freed Consherra to attend her own duties as second in command; Vei meran was beginning to appreciate just how much she did to keep this ship running. She spent an average of twenty hours a day to her work, spending at least half that time visiting various sections of the ship. Not only did she keep track of the physical condition of the ship itself, she also knew every member of the ship by name and kept track of their affairs.


  Braking hard, the Methryn was upon Alkayja within minutes, dominating the left half of the viewscreen. Lenna brought the ship completely around the sunlit side of the planet, holding the tight curve by force at several times the required velocity of that low orbit. As they neared darkness, the station appeared over the black horizon.


  Alkayja station was not the largest that Velmeran had seen, smaller in fact than the Rane Military Complex above Varm karn, the difference being that this was a compact structure. The main body, twenty-five kilometers across, consisted of a thick ring studded by the large rectangular modules that were the carrier bays. Twenty-two were docking bays, their wide, low openings enclosed only by containment fields, while the two construction bays and four refitting bays had actual doors. Above this was a thinner ring with bays for ordinary freighters and regular military forces. The thick inner hub of the station, completely filling the rings, contained the city itself and an industrial complex. The hub tapered quickly to blunt ends above and below, housing generators and clusters of large engines. Home Base was a mobile station, although it had not left orbit after arriving from Terra fifty thousand years before.


  Valthyrra resumed direct control as the three ships closed on the station, each one moving toward its individual bay. She edged her shock bumper into the bracket designed to receive it, the meters-thick shock pistons attached to the frame of the station and those within her nose catching her tremendous mass and bringing it to a gentle stop. The pistons relaxed, pushing her into the parked position as two additional sets of brackets moved in from either side to lock into catches within the hull grooves at the tips of her blunt wings. Docking tubes telescoped out from the forward wall to fasten against her major airlocks.


  With docking complete, the Methryn began the process of shutting herself down for the first time in a hundred years. Some basic systems had to remain in operation, such as internal gravity and atmosphere, as well as all of Valthyrra's essential computer systems. But she did shut down her generators to shift over to station power. This was the only painful part of the process, although strictly from a moral and philosophical point of view.


  "All secure," Valthyrra reported.


  "That's it?" Lenna asked, still at her station. "So what do you do now?"


  "Do?" the ship asked. "You leave. You do whatever you can find to keep yourself amused and out of trouble."


  "No, I mean, what do we do?" the girl protested. "Where do we go?"


  She looked at Velmeran, but he only shrugged. "I have no idea."


  "Aval den tras etrenon!"Valthyrra exclaimed. "You still live here, in your own cabins. The pilots are still answerable to their pack leaders – that includes you, two arms – and they are expected to practice. And the other crewmembers have their regular duties to perform This is not indefinite port leave."


  That had not been directed solely at Lenna, and the young Starwolves who had not been through this before were relieved to hear it. They had somehow been under the collective impression that repairs and refitting meant that a carrier and her crew of Starwolves became a damaged machine and a couple of thousand unemployed Kelvessan.


  "However, you have all earned a vacation," Valthyrra continued. "This is your first port leave, so you should have one of your new friends show you how to sell your trade goods."


  "Trade goods?" Lenna asked, confused.


  "Yes. We support ourselves with acts of piracy, and our crewmembers are paid with various items taken from the capture cargo. Did Dyenlayk not pay you for your good work on the Challenger?"


  "Pay me?" Lenna asked, mystified. Then realization hit like an exploding star. "Oh, so that was why he gave me a silver tea service!"


  Valthyrra stared. "What did you think you were supposed to do with it?"


  "Hell, I was going to give a party!"


  Valthyrra's camera pod shot up in surprise, then spun around in a complete circle and beat itself three times against the ceiling. Once that was out of her system, she brought it back to where Velmeran was standing. "Fleet Commander Laroose is on his way to the bridge."


  "Fleet Commander?" Velmeran asked in obvious confusion.


  "Yes, the Fleet Commander," the ship insisted. "Your superior. The guy who gives you your orders."


  "My orders?" he asked, even more confused. "No one gives me orders."


  "I doubt that he would dare to. Nonetheless, he does have the theoretical authority."


  Velmeran had little time to speculate on the type of person who would undertake the task of directing the entire Wolf Fleet. He did have some idea of what he expected of such a person, something very different from the tall, broad-chested human of middle years who entered the bridge half a minute later. His initial surprise was seasoned with mild indignation that the Republic would keep a human in the position of leadership of its Starwolves like a gesture of ownership, coupled with his inner belief that a human was not morally or intellectually capable of such a task.


  Commander Laroose obviously knew his way around a carrier's bridge. But he approached the middle bridge almost reverently, like an admirer in the presence of an idol for the first time.


  "Commander Velmeran?" he asked tentatively.


  "Yes?"


  "I cannot tell you how glad I am to meet you," he said enthusiastically, shaking the Starwolf's hand vigorously. He noticed but politely ignored the missing hand, indicating that he had read the report on the incident. "You've done some amazing things, and you'll find that quite a reputation has preceded you. In fact, you're the first true folk hero of the Kelvessan. And something of a hero of my own, as you might guess. Every Kelvessa I know has taken up playing cards with the faces down."


  Velmeran smiled at the comic image that Laroose drew for him with such obvious enthusiasm. These tactics, even if they were not intended as such, were not without their results. Velmeran was not flattered, since his ego did not operate in that manner. But he was more than gullible enough to be taken in by such charm.


  "Before we begin work on the Methryn, there is an important matter that I must discuss with you and your ship," Laroose continued, now serious. "There have been a lot of changes here at Alkayja Base these last two years. Your own exploits have forced us to realize that we have to do more to serve our own ships. I now have four refitting docks in full operation; we can now overhaul a carrier in two months. We can even have the Methryn repaired and back out in only three. And it is important for you to be back out as soon as possible."


  "Of course," Valthyrra answered pointedly before Velmeran could reply.


  "But I would like to convince you to stay six months. You see, we have a new generation of bright Kelvessan scientists. Mutant stock, I daresay. Anyway, since we started work on the new Del von, they put their minds to the task and came up with improvements for our engines. Maximum power output is up by over one-third. We have dampening fields that work a full fifty percent better than before. And we have successfully tested an operational jump generator."


  "What?" Valthyrra demanded breathlessly, in spite of her inability to breathe. "The Del von is going to be a real terror."


  "Yes, well, we have all these new engines and units ready to install two decades before we can put them in," Laroose explained. "So, when I heard that you were coming in, I thought that we might want to strip out your old engines and give you all these toys, where they will do the most good. In fact, we mean to refit all the carriers and freighters as fast as we can bring them in. What do you say?"


  "I do not consider that my decision to make," Velmeran replied, and looked up at the dazed lenses of the camera pod. "Val, do you agree?"


  "Do I agree?" she asked incredulously. "I beg!"


  Chapter 18


  Commander Laroose's assertion that Velmeran was becoming quite a hero to his people was no exaggeration; if anything, it was an understatement. Kelvessan had begun to arrive even before the Methryn was docked, watching the procedure through the wide bank of windows just above the docking bracket. The crowd continued to grow as hours passed, hundreds and then thousands. Velmeran was appalled, but finally felt obliged to put in an appearance. Kelvessan were very polite and quiet admirers, but they were also very blunt with their affections. Since the crowd was constantly changing, he was required to make these appearances every four hours for the next three days. Someone observed this routine and actually posted a schedule.


  Actually, the termherowas not a completely accurate definition of what Velmeran represented to the Kelvessan. He was a leader, a symbol of Kelvessan presence and unity, a representative for a race that was emerging into its full maturity and looking at itself with a new sense of awareness. He came to accept this role because he believed in that and because, in a curious way, it comforted him. He had come away from this last battle feeling very much like someone whose gifts lay only in destruction. He was pleased to discover that, in the judgment of his own people, he was a builder of dreams and worlds.


  Curiously, the one who was most unhappy was Lenna Ma kayen. She was caught between three races, not entirely human, not really a Trader and certainly not a Kelvessa. She had been quietly depressed since learning of Consherra's pregnancy. That reminded her only too sharply, for the first time in her life, that she was a sterile hybrid of two races and alien to both. She considered herself alone, a freak of nature. And yet her problem resolved itself very quickly; there was a perfect companion even for her.


  Repairs began on the Methryn at a pace that kept even Valthyrra happy. In spite of her professed dread of refitting, Velmeran soon began to suspect that she actually liked the attention. She was certainly enchanted with the thought of acquiring a functional jump generator, allowing her to throw herself vast distances interdimensionally. Earlier tests of jump ships had not been successful, the carrierValcyrhaving leaped out of time and space in the early days of the Starwolves, never to return. The problem with the system had finally been solved, and Velmeran confirmed the data before installation began. He was, after all, the resident expert on interdimensional jumps, having the ability to do it himself without the aid of machines.


  After the first week Velmeran began to think that all the surprises were over. He was sitting alone in his cabin one evening, ship's time, reviewing data on a new weapon he was trying to design to crack quartzite shielding. The door announced a visitor, for what seemed like the fiftieth time that day.


  "Come in!" he called without looking up, and the door slid open.


  "I am sorry to disturb you, but I have come very far," a voice that was a rich, warm purr stated in Tresdyland, accented in a way that he had never heard. Velmeran glanced up.


  The Aldessan were the true parent race of the Kelvessan, but there had been little contact between the two since. In Union space they were dismissed as creatures of legend, and Velmeran was naturally surprised to have a legend pay him a call in his own cabin. She was large, dwarfing him in comparison. A long, snakelike body was supported by a spider's cluster of appendages, four triple-jointed legs in back with four arms in front, each one longer than he was tall. She was furred in a plush brown velvet, a shaggy mane running from the top of her head to the tip of a thick tail two meters in length. A meter-long neck supported a fox's head with a long, tapered snout, vast cat-slit eyes, and tracking ears. Three pairs of breasts lining her belly identified her sex, although there was a curious delicacy to this oddly graceful lady.


  She was also a Venn warrior-scholar, as he could tell by the body harness that was her only clothing. The harness supported two long swords and a clutch of throwing knives. As large and powerful as she was, she could not match a Kelvessa for strength and speed. Even so, she would be more than a match for twice as many Kalfethki.


  "No, please come in," Velmeran insisted, hurrying to greet his guest. She towered over him on her long spider's legs, so tall that she risked bumping her head on the ceiling.


  "I am Venn Keflyn," she said simply. "I am very pleased to meet you, but in truth I must admit that I was sent."


  "To me?"


  "To instruct you," she explained. "Word has reached us of mutant Kelvessan, and of the things that Velmeran can do. But after reading the report of your last battle, I think that you should instruct me."


  "No, I need all the help I can get," Velmeran insisted. "We have been bumbling along as best we can. If it is all the same to you, I would just as well start over again with someone who knows what is going on."


  Keflyn nodded. "In truth, with all matters concerning the psychic arts, we must all be our own teachers. We learn by example, and an example is only a model, a pattern that is not complete until you learn how to adapt it to your own use. I profess to be a teacher of such things, which is to say that I am experienced at setting good examples. But even I do not have your powers, some we had not even believed could be possible. You have caused quite a stir in the hallowed halls of the Venn Academy."


  "I am sorry... "


  "No need to be concerned," she assured him. "It is, I assure you, a most delighted agitation. Such things I may not know, but I still hope to be of some service to you. As we say, those who cannot lead may at least stand behind and push in the right direction."


  Velmeran was soon given to wonder if Aldessan were naturally given to understatement, or if Keflyn was simply too cautious to promise results. She knew exactly what was needed. He soon discovered that philosophy, not science or metaphysics, was the foundation for the study of the psychic arts. She never tried to explain how such powers worked. She was more interested in exploring the question of why.


  "Many have talent but lack the self-awareness to make use of it," she explained once as they sat on a ledge overlooking the removal of damaged plates from the Methryn's battered nose. "Some stumble through life only half awake, not aware enough of either themselves or life around them to make use of what they possess. We are all limited by our beliefs, and that applies to more things than just the exercise of any gifts we might possess. Indeed, it might be that belief is the only limitation that is placed upon us."


  And so they spoke together, sometimes exchanging only a few words, sometimes conversing for hours on end. Sometimes they volleyed questions back and forth in gentle exchange. Sometimes they speculated together on the same question. She never gave him some repetitive psychic exercise to do or drilled him in use of his talents. But from time to time curiosity would lead him to try something new, or he would try something he had already done with greater ease and accuracy than ever before.


  "I assume, then, that our talents do not strengthen and grow with use," Velmeran said. He was becoming used to Keflyn's company. With her meter-long neck, it was not unlike talking tol Valthyrra.


  Keflyn curled the end of her tail forward and sat back, balancing a portion of her weight on its thicker, stronger upper half. "It seems that the only thing that strengthens and grows is our skill with the tool that is the individual talent, while the tool itself remains always the same. A psychic talent is not like a muscle that develops with use. Say, rather, that your talents are the eyes and ears – and in some cases the hands – of your soul."


  "And is there such a thing?"


  "Oh, of course," Keflyn insisted. "Anyone trained in his talents can feel the souls of those about him. Indeed, a person of your talent can manipulate a lesser spirit, although for obvious reasons we consider that the worst offense that anyone can commit by the use of talent. We may even transfer the essence of a person out of a broken body into a cloned replica. Even the body I wear is not the one I was born in."


  Velmeran looked at her in open amazement. "You?"


  She smiled gently. "I am Venn. Like you, I fight whenever there is need. It happened that when I was still very young, some four centuries ago, I was not as cautious as I should have been, and not as lucky as I would have liked."


  Another time, weeks later, they were standing in the vast cavern created by the removal of one of the Methryn's four main drives. The repairs were proceeding in three steps. First the damaged portions and the old engines were removed, then the new field generators and jump generator were installed during the general refitting and overhaul, and finally the new en gines would be installed and new hull plates set into place.


  "Did the Aldessan make us?" Velmeran asked quickly, the question that Kelvessan had pondered for hundreds of years. It took a certain amount of courage for him to ask that, and even so it was not the question that he wanted most to ask. The only question that he might not have the courage to ask, because he was so afraid of what the answer might be.


  Keflyn regarded him closely but without expression. "What do you think?"


  "I believe that you must have," he replied. "But..."


  "But why?" she asked when he faltered, asking the question for him. "Again I ask, what do you think?"


  "I know only the obvious answer to that. Because the Terran Republic asked and the Aldessan agreed. Perhaps we were only an experiment, from your point of view."


  "But you also know better than that," she said, sitting back on her tail. "We did not make you for their use. This has only been your childhood, your time of maturing. Soon you will leave them to seek your own worlds and lives. We made you because we wanted you, as one might seek a friend in one's loneliness. We made you because you are the thing in most ways like ourselves. Perhaps you are even what we wish ourselves to be."


  "And that is the reason?" Velmeran asked.


  She smiled. "Were you expecting some great oratory to express some inescapable argument of logic and practicality? I have none. Your lives are your own, to live as you will."


  "And the humans?"


  "They have problems that you cannot solve for them," the Aldessa insisted. "They have found the best solution for their genetic deterioration, but even that cannot save them forever. We have seen too many races come and go for us to have much hope. There is a chance, but if they do survive they will be the first of half a hundred such cases we have observed. But that is not your problem. You cannot keep them alive, and you should not try to take their place when they are gone. Rid them of the Union before it begins the process of turning them into genetic machines, and that is all you can hope to do for them."


  "These are the general specifications for the jump drive," the young Kelvessa explained as he began handing over microdisks, sheets, and booklets. "This is the helm manual, what your helm and navigator need to know to set up jumps manually. And these are the specifications, detailed enough for you to repair the generator or even – fortune forbid – build a new one."


  "Can you read that?" Consherra asked Lenna as they looked over the helm manual. Lenna was now very conversant in the Kelvessan language, although she still had some trouble reading technical material.


  "Big words," Lenna answered, a vague reply at best.


  Commander Laroose entered the bridge at that moment, and Velmeran left Consherra and her assistant to work out matters themselves. Laroose was watching Lenna closely, still unsure of what to make of her after all this time.


  "I see that you are using your new hand," Laroose remarked.


  "I am trying to remember to," Velmeran amended, demonstrating the hand that he had grown. "It works now, even if it is a bit small yet. At this point it will only continue to get larger for another week or so."


  "That is amazing. And speaking of getting bigger..."


  Consherra afforded him a tolerant stare. She remained on the ship now, where no one noticed – or pretended not to notice – that she could no longer button the lower half of her tunic over a round belly. With only days to go, she would not get any larger. Nor was she nearly as large as humans got, since Kelvessan young were born half the size of their two-armed counterparts, nor even as large as a Feldenneh, whose cubs always traveled in pairs.


  "At least I can now be sure of having this over with before we leave airdock in four weeks," she said. "Obviously, nature does not take into account that we have ships to run."


  "I can appreciate that," Laroose agreed. "The joke around the station is that all pregnant Kelvessan must be from the Methryn. It's a purely inside joke to ask who the father is."


  Velmeran looked uncomfortable, although it was hardly his fault that over a third of the Methryn's female population was pregnant. Baressa had brought forth a son only days before, and those few who knew conveniently forgot that Baress was not the real father. But Valthyrra made no attempt to hide her amusement.


  "What became of your long-legged friend?" Laroose asked. "It occurs to me that I haven't seen the Valtrytian in quite some time."


  "Keflyn left about seven weeks ago to collect some things she needed, although she should be back any day now," Velmeran explained. "She has decided to stay with us. She says that she has more to teach than she could even begin in only six months. And we can use another teacher."


  "Can she handle life with the Starwolves?"


  "She says that she can handle the accelerations as well as Lenna can, and the cold bothers her even less. She certainly has more fur."


  "On the other hand, she wears no clothes." He shrugged. "It's your business. It just seems to me that she's changing you into something I can no longer understand. The truth be known, I probably understand you better than I used to think I did. And you Starwolves are something of a different breed from the Kelvessan we have around here."


  "Perhaps it is because we do not live in close contact with other races, and are freer to be ourselves," Velmeran suggested. "One race cannot live completely immersed within the society of another without becoming like it in some ways."


  "And you'll be taking our Kelvessan away to their new home before very much longer," Laroose added wistfully. "And mine will be a sadder world when you do."


  Venn Keflyn returned in five days. She came bearing gifts, although she quietly hauled her crated toys to a small storage hold assigned to her without the slightest hint of their contents. She also brought the promise that others would come soon to teach the psychic arts on other ships and the Kelvessan on Al kayja.


  Velmeran was very happy to have her back, although his present happiness was in fact the result of several factors. The ship was nearly back in one piece; all the new drives were in place, and his own device for cracking quartzite shielding had been successfully tested. Lenna was very happy and very much her old self. And Consherra could have her child at any moment now. Velmeran could find no practical explanation for why that fairly common event should be of any special concern to him, especially when Consherra herself did not appear at all concerned. The fact remained, however, that he could barely contain his excitement.


  He had gone with Keflyn and Tregloran to meet Laroose at the construction airdock where the frame for the new carrier was being laid, suspended in free-fall in the confines of the vast chamber. As they watched, a piece of metal longer than a Union battleship was being pushed gently into place by a team of construction tenders.


  "Is the Vardon's current design any different from what we have always used?" Velmeran asked.


  "At this point, no," Laroose replied. "We want to avoid any noticeable change in the outward form that would identify the Vardon as different from the other ships. At this time, our only definite plan is to hide a second conversion cannon inside a slightly wider cannon sheath. Those new missiles of your design go into existing launch tubes. Unless you draw up some new designs yourself, I anticipate no other changes."


  Velmeran considered that a moment. "Are you inviting me to redesign that ship however I please?"


  "You can do whatever you damn well please, and I'll see that it's done," Laroose promised him with a conspiratorial grin, suspecting what the young Starwolf had in mind.


  "Well, there might be a certain value in having a flagship of the Starwolf fleet, something that looks bigger and meaner than the usual big, mean carrier. Something that states in no uncertain terms that Velmeran and the Methryn have arrived."


  "But that is not the Methryn," Keflyn pointed out. "What would Valthyrra have to say?"


  "Actually, it would be very simple to transfer Valthyrra and her memory cells into this new ship, and I suspect that she would covet the opportunity. Which is why I do not want her to know of this until something definite is decided. We can always give Theralda Vardon the old Methryn."


  "While we're on the subject, I received a bit of news a few minutes ago," Laroose interrupted. "It seems that Donalt Trace is alive and well. Or alive and recovering, you might say."


  "He survived?" Velmeran was incredulous.


  The tall human nodded gravely. "They had to reskin him and give him a set of mechanical arms, but he's hardly the worse for wear."


  "Val traron"the Starwolf muttered to himself. "Did he salvage his professional career, or did they hold him to blame for losing the Challenger?"


  "That's the damnedest part. They seem to think that he's some rare species of hero. That's how we heard of this. He was just appointed the newly created High Commander of the Union Fleet, giving him authority over all the Sector Fleets."


  "Well, bully for him!" Velmeran stated in disgust. "Now he really will know how to make my life miserable. What about his old position in the Rane Sector?"


  "Oh, that went to that diminutive shadow of his, that Maeken Kea. They've become a pair, as far as the Union is concerned. He's the best thing to come along since the Unification, and she's a close second. Bless me if I know what they..." Laroose paused to watch Velmeran closely, as did the others. His eyes unfocused like the twin lenses of a camera pod. Then he leaped up so suddenly that the others jumped in nervous response.


  "Vey von schess! Aval trenon de altrys caldayson! Vey von schess!"he exclaimed as he ran from the observation deck, Tregloran only a second behind. "I have to get back to the Methryn."


  Keflyn perked her ears and started to follow.


  "Wait!" Laroose called after her. "What did he say?"


  "Vey von schess!the Aldessa replied. "It is here."


  "What is here? What does it mean?"


  "I have no idea, but it must be very important," she called over her back as she trotted out the door.


  The construction bay was over a third of the way around the, huge station from where the Methryn was moored. There were no convenient lifts, and the small trams were slow and had the habit of stopping every half kilometer. The quickest way Velmeran knew to reach his ship, short of teleportation, was to run. At a sustained speed of seventy-five kilometers per hour, he and Tregloran covered that distance in half an hour. Keflyn, with her two-meter legs and tremendous strength, could match that with difficulty. Commander Laroose, who knew a few tricks from long experience, commandeered a tug and arrived slightly ahead of the others, catching up with them at the Methryn's airlock.


  The mystery was revealed when the lift let them out at the Methryn's medical section. Velmeran rushed into the main reception room just as Dyenlerra stepped out of a smaller room.


  "Where? Where?" he demanded frantically.


  "There! There!" she exclaimed mockingly, jumping and gesturing to the room she had just left. "You wait here."


  She disappeared into the room, leaving the astonished Velmeran standing in the middle of the main foyer. A moment later Consherra emerged from that same room. It was the first time in three months that she had been able to button a shirt all the way down.


  "Where are you going?" Velmeran asked, mystified.


  "Back to the bridge," she replied. "I was supervising the repairs when this began, and I thought that I should be getting back."


  Keflyn twitched her ears but said nothing. After all, anyone who could lift six tons would not consider this anything more than a half-hour diversion from one's normal schedule. Consherra had been expecting this for half a year, so the novelty had certainly worn off. But that was not the case for the rest of the crew. Lenna arrived at that moment, and Baress was only seconds behind.


  Then the almost tangible sense of anticipation was transformed into an audible sigh of relief as Dyenlerra returned bearing a tiny patient cradled in her four arms. Tiny was indeed the word, for young Kelvessan seldom weighted more than a kilo at birth. Nor did they look any more alien from their human counterparts than at this time of life. She was in most ways a miniature of the adult, a tiny body with long, slender arms and legs and a large head with immense eyes. This remarkably advanced state of development included a full set of teeth and a thick, disheveled mane of brown hair that extended just past the upper shoulders. She sat upright in Dyenlerra's hands, staring about in a bemused but curious fashion.


  "Congratulations, Commander," the medic said as she transferred the little one into his arms. "It's a wolf."


  Father and daughter stared at each other with the same vacant mystification. The little Kelvessa's curiosity was insatiable, reflected in vast eyes that peered out in wonder beneath an unruly shock of hair. She stared up at Velmeran with special interest, as if she sensed a closer tie with him. She reached up and took hold of his nose with a hand too small to fit around it and made an inquisitive chirping sound. Velmeran smiled.


  "What a wonderful, wonderful thing this is," he said softly. "What an incredibly delightful young lady she is. Of all the wonders I have seen, this is surely the greatest."


  "Privately, I have to admit that I could not be more pleased," Consherra said, moving close beside him to brush the hair out of the little one's eyes. "And nothing makes me happier than to see how happy you are."


  "I cannot get over how fully developed she is," Lenna commented, stepping up for a closer look.


  "A matter of necessity," Dyenlerra explained. "Our young have to be born hardy enough to endure the demands of life on a warship. She will be walking in a few hours, and speaking simple words by the end of the week. She will be starting to school in three months."


  "Our babies must sleep their first few months, but she doesn't look sleepy."


  "Sleepy?" the medic asked in astonishment. "Kelvessan do not sleep."


  "Then pity the poor mothers!" Lenna declared. "Does she have a name?"


  Velmeran looked at Consherra, who smiled gently. "I have not given the subject any thought, to tell the truth. So I thought that I might leave that to you. If you wish. I thought that you might want to name her after your mother."


  Velmeran shook his head slowly. "It would not be fair to expect her to relive a memory, especially a memory that is not her own. But I would like it very much if Venn Keflyn would lend her name to the cause."


  "My name?" Keflyn asked, momentarily astonished. "I would be honored, to say the least. But how would that come out in the way you often adapt our names to feminine use. Keflenna?"


  "No, just Keflyn," he said. "That is a purely human conceit that we acquired long ago, this idea that males and females cannot have the same names. If that is all right with you."


  "I like it very much," Consherra agreed eagerly.


  "Then Keflyn it is," Velmeran proclaimed as he passed the tiny Kelvessa into Venn Keflyn's hands. Then he placed his arms around Consherra's shoulders as he led her off into a quiet corner of the room, leaving the others to admire the Methryn's newest crewmember. Unnoticed for the moment, Tregloran and Lenna slipped their arms around each other comfortably.


  "Do you still feel quite so lonely?" Consherra asked.


  "No, not hardly," he assured her. "It never occurred to me that I could mean so much to so many people, or that so many people could mean so much to me. But the most important thing that I have found is that I could never be alone as long as I have just you with me. Your love is exceeded only by your patience."


  Consherra smiled and settled comfortably into his arms. "Is that what you like about me, that I am the only one with the patience for you?"


  "I love you for just being you. Patience is just one of your many virtues, and the one that you should be most grateful for. Why in the name of sanity did you ever decide to love me?"


  "It was decided for me, so I have never given it much thought," she replied. "True love, with no reasons or excuses. How could I not love you? Still, if it is all the same to you, I would rather not go through this more often than once every fifty years."


  They wrapped their arms tightly around each other and kissed warmly and gently, without a thought for the tight knot of visitors gathered around the tiny object of interest.


  "Eee-yow!"


  They glanced up in surprise at that unexpected howl of pain. Little Keflyn, now in Lenna's firm but astonished care, had wrapped a small hand around Venn Keflyn's finger and was unknowingly applying bone-crushing pressure.


  "Get her off, please!" the Aldessa pleaded to the astonished onlookers. "Do not hurt her, and for pity's sake do not hurt me! Just do something to loosen that killer grip.Varth, val trenon de altrys caldayson!"


  "Half a moment," Dyenlerra promised, and gently pried her loose. Everyone was surprised by the sight of a newborn Kel vessa bringing an Aldessa – and a Venn warrior – quite literally to her knees. The only thing stronger, it seemed, was an adult Kelvessa. Lenna, looking a bit dazed, eagerly transferred the bundle of joy and brute strength into Baressa's waiting arms.


  "Talk about a bouncing baby!" Commander Laroose remarked.


  "It might be wise for the non-Kelvessan to restrict themselves to looking until she learns to control her strength," Valthyrra said. She had entered unnoticed during the excitement and now brought her probe forward to face Laroose. "I would have been here sooner, but the station is on full alert and the system fleet has been mobilized. You promised when you ordered these things that you would discover the cause and report back."


  "Oh, my word!" Laroose exclaimed. "When Velmeran turned and ran yelling who-knows-what, I just assumed that he had some premonition of immediate danger. Where can I find a com to Station Control?"


  "On that desk," Valthyrra said, indicating with her camera pod the desk beside the outer door.


  Trying his best not to look contrite under the stares of the others, Laroose walked over to the desk and sat down, studying the com unit for a moment before pressing a button. "Station Control? Commander Laroose here."


  "Yes, Commander," the eager reply came. "What is wrong?"


  "Wrong? Nothing is wrong!" he declared. "Issue this report. Commander Velmeran and First Mate Consherra, the Methryn's helm, now have a young daughter by the name of Keflyn."


  "Glad to hear it, but why did that require the mobilization of the system fleet?"


  "Why, to celebrate!"


  Taking advantage of his mistake, Laroose ordered the fleet to pass in honor formation, firing their cannons in salute while packs of fighters executed fantastic maneuvers. Then the station, clearly visible in the night sky of the world below, flashed its bright exterior lights for a full rotation of the planet so that the entire population of Alkayja could observe the spectacle. If Velmeran and Consherra considered that a little much for such a common occurrence, they soon learned that it was indeed a cause for celebration as thousands gathered outside the Methryn's refitting bay and millions more throughout the Republic sent messages of congratulations and various small gifts during the next week. All in praise of the smallest Starwolf in the fleet.


  Velmeran paused at the entrance of the bridge. In spite of the fact that his office and cabin were immediately behind the bridge, he had honored Consherra's and Valthyrra's entreaties to stay away until the repairs were complete. Now he returned for the first time since he had spoken with Valthyrra there after his return from the Challenger. At first glance he could tell no difference, except that everything looked shiny new for the first time in nearly a century. A second glance merely confirmed the first.


  "Well, what do you think?" Valthyrra asked anxiously, hovering at the limit of her boom.


  "You look beautiful," he told her honestly. "But you made such a big deal of your reconstruction, you led me to expect major changes."


  "Ah, but there are major changes beneath the surface," she insisted. "Come over and take a look at this."


  Velmeran strolled slowly through the bridge, approaching from the right wing. He paused briefly to admire the clean, bright fabric of the seats and the adjustment mechanisms beneath the frames that were bright silver rather than dark with accumulations of dark oil. The floor and consoles lacked the numerous scratches and dents from objects dropped or shifted during high-G accelerations. As he came nearer, he saw that Valthyrra's camera pod and boom had never looked so neat and clean. The servos, designed to hold the long boom steady through accelerations as high as several hundred G's, no longer hummed noticeably when she moved.


  "Is that a new boom?" he asked.


  "Actually, nearly everything you see is new," Valthyrra said. "Everything in the middle and upper bridge is completely new. The helm console is a third again as large to accommodate the jump-drive controls and a fully independent navigational computer. One person at the helm can now start the generators and power up the shields, run the ship on any of the four drives, and direct the cannons by computer control."


  "You are now the fastest ship in known space," Velmeran observed. "How do you feel?"


  "Very much the same as always, although I will not be able to tell anything until I get out and run under my power. But I do feel very new. Very young, you might say. I had forgotten how it feels to have all your systems working perfectly and without complaint. I felt very strange when we powered up the jump drive yesterday, like a balloon at the end of a string."


  Velmeran laughed. "You make one very big balloon. Are you worried about testing the jump drive?"


  "A little, I have to admit. I cannot forget the story of Quen dari Valcyr and how she jumped, never to return. But we will not let that happen."


  She watched quietly as Velmeran ascended the steps to the middle bridge and took the seat at the helm station to inspect the new controls. The actual jump-drive controls occupied a fairly small section of the right-hand side console, as well as a lockout shift lever among the manual controls.


  "Would you like to try out your own station?" Valthyrra asked.


  "Have they changed it greatly?" he asked, and she moved her camera pod in a negative gesture. "Then it can wait."


  "I thought that you might like to try it on for size," she suggested, then glanced away as she recalled a painful association. Mayelna had used those very words when she had surrendered her station to him during the attack on the Challenger.


  Velmeran reached up and laid one hand gently on one side of her camera pod, a touch that she could feel only in her heart. "What I meant was that I want to wait until we are back out in space before I try out my new chair."


  "I understand. It fits you just fine, I am sure," she agreed. "But what of you? Are you happy?"


  "Yes, I am," he replied, leaning back in the seat. "That might seem strange, after all the trouble we went through to get me here, but I am. This is my place now. My days as a pack leader seem like years ago, much more than just the six months that we have been here. I actually look forward to going back out to fight again. Union space has been very quiet since Tryalna, but that cannot last much longer. Still, things are going to be very different from how they used to be."


  "That is so," Valthyrra agreed. "Usually very little seems different after a change in Commanders, just someone new on the upper bridge. But I feel different, and I am not referring to my parts. Another age of my life is gone, and a new one has begun. It is the first time, however, that I have been aware of that change as it happened."


  "I thought you said that you do not feel your age," Velmeran observed.


  "No, not really. I am young again, like I said," she concurred, and her lenses unfocused slightly as she turned to her deepest memories. "I was born a fighting ship. For my first five thousand years it seemed that I always had a few dents in my nose. Then I was a pirate ship for so long. Now I am a fighting ship again."


  "Do your memories fade in time?" Velmeran asked softly.


  "The sense of immediacy fades with the passing of the years, so that there is always a sense of time to my memories. But I can never forget any detail that I do not want to forget." She paused, and her lenses took on an even more distant look. "The pain of a loss fades, but it is never completely gone. Mayelna was more like me than any who have come along in a very long time. She was a better friend than any I have ever known, and I will always miss her. And I do not want you to ever leave me. I do not think that I could bear that. I love you more than I have ever loved before."


  Velmeran smiled gently, reassuringly. "So many years. So many terrible memories of past hurts."


  "No, those hoarded memories are my dearest possession," Valthyrra insisted. "Terrible? They are beautiful!"
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  Dramatis Personae


  The Crew of the Methryn


  
    Velmeran:The Methryn's captain, although called by the Star-wolf title of Commander. (Captain is the formal title for a pack leader.)


    Valthyrra:The persona of the Methryn's sentient computer system. Although the ship itself is simply the Methryn, she is often referred to as Valthyrra Methryn.


    Consherra:The Methryn's first officer and Helm, she is the ship's second in command. She is older than Velmeran by several years, and served in the same position before he became Commander.


    Venn Keflyn:A non-humanoid alien, a Valtrytian of Altrys, who has been an advisor aboard the Methryn for the past two decades.


    Keflyn:The daughter of Velmeran and Consherra, and named after Venn Keflyn. She is young, twenty years of age, and a very capable pilot in Baressa's pack.


    Baressa:A senior pack leader, she was a teacher and supporter of Velmeran's when he was younger.


    Baress:A member (male) of Velmeran's special tactics team.


    Tresha:The Methryn's (female) chief engineer.


    Dyenlayk:The Methryn's (female) chief medic.


    Cargin:The Methryn's Weapons Officer, his main weapon console is adjacent to Consherra's helm station.


    Larenta:The Officer (female) at the Methryn's scanner station.


    Korlaran:The Methryn's (female) Communications Officer.

  


  


  Other Starwolves


  
    
      Tregloran:The Commander of the Vardon, and a former student of Velmeran's.
    


    Theralda Vardon:The sentient computer system of the Vardon.


    Maeken Kea:A Starwolf spy, although she is not herself a Kelvessan but the sterile offspring of the mating of a true human and a female of Trader stock, now a separate species adapted for the stresses of spaceflight. She has been with the Starwolves for twenty years, having come aboard the Methryn as a stowaway. She has lately been aboard the Vardon with her Starwolf mate Tregloran.


    Bill:A sentry automation of Union construction and 'reformed' by Velmeran for Lenna Makayen's use as a spy. In form he is white and heavily armored, with a large main hull on four long legs, no arms, and a small head. He seems to possess a crude personality, although his actual sentience is limited.


    Quendari Valcyr:One of the first Starwolf carriers, she was lost testing an experimental jump drive, and has been locked within a continental glacier on Terra for thousands of years.


    Denna:The Vardon's First Officer (female).


    Daelyn:Commander of the Karvand, and Velmeran's older half-sister.

  


  



  The Republic


  
    Admiral Laroose:The elder commander of the Republic's military concerns, he is in theory Velmeran's superior but has deferred to the Starwolf's leadership for twenty years. His former title (in the previous story) was that of Fleet Commander, a title that Velmeran now holds.

  


  



  The Traitors


  
    
      Alac Delike:The President of the Republic, a weak and fearful man.
    


    Arlon Saith:First Senator, therefore the elected leader for the Republic Senate.


    Marten Alberes:Party Chairman, leader of the political party that now controls the Republic Senate.

  


  



  The Union


  
    
      Donalt Trace:Sector Commander of the Rane Sector and now High Commander of the Combined Union Fleet, his specific duty is to destroy the Starwolves.
    


    Maeken Kea:A shrewd Union Captain (female) and now Trace's assistant.


    Richart Lake:Councilor (political leader) of the Rane Sector, and Donalt Trace's cousin.


    Barg:A security guard on the ice planet.


    Salgey:A security guard on the ice planet.

  


  



  Others


  
    
      lyan Makayen:Lenna's full-human half-brother, he is a constable on the independent colony of Kanis.
    


    Jon Addesin:Captain of the Free Trader tramp freighter Thermopylae; which serves the Feldenneh colony on Alzmedz.


    Derrighan:A Feldennye of a feral, vaguely humanoid race. The shipping master of the Feldenneh colony, and a secret representative of his government.


    Kalmedhae:The elder leader of the Feldenneh colony.

  


  Chapter 01


  The freighter slipped smoothly out of starflight well short of its target, coasting into system at high speed. It was small for an interstellar cargo craft, well under a hundred meters in length, looking more like a large tender used to offload the immense bulk freighters than a starship in its own right. Four main drives were tucked tightly within the fixed inner portion of its variable-geometry wings, now swept full back for flight, while a deceptively small but powerful stardrive was fitted neatly between the twin stabilizers of its tail.


  Swift and powerful, the ship was in fact the commercial variant of a successful but antiquated missile carrier. And as such, it was the first cousin of the freighter that Lenna Makayen had flown before she had left Kalennes to join the Starwolves, the major difference being that her ship had not been fitted with a stardrive. Sitting in the jump seat behind the pilot, she found everything about this little ship refreshingly familiar. Perhaps surprisingly familiar might have been a better phrase, since she had not seen that freighter of her's in twenty years.


  The years had passed swiftly; they had been so busy, but it had still been a long time. Starwolves never seemed to age, but she knew that she had. She was a long way from being old, still in her mid-forties, but she was no longer young. The crushing G's that were an unavoidable part of their environment were no longer quite so easy to take, and it was sometimes a little hard to get out of bed in a ship where the temperature was kept as brisk as an autumn morning for the comfort of its rightful inhabitant. Her remaining years with the Starwolves were already numbered, so it was not too soon to think about what she would do with herself after her retirement. She had been with them two decades, and no one had said a word about pensions.


  Lenna was herself the sterile offspring of a Terran descendant and a Trader, a separate species that had evolved slowly from human stock during their long adaptation to the crushing stresses of spaceflight. But as quick and strong as she was, she could not begin to match the tremendous power and durability of the Kel vessan, that space-faring race known as the Starwolves. Theirs was an entirely artificial biochemistry, able to endure the flesh-ripping accelerations of their swift fighters and carriers, possessing speed-of-light reflexes and the strength to function under crushing G's. Hers was only nature's best mimicry of their artificial perfection.


  The Starwolves had been created in the depths of time five hundred centuries before, as the last, desperate attempt of the fading Terran Republic to resist the tyrannical conquests of the Union. And after all that time, both they and their ancient war still existed, the Starwolves winning every battle, but lacking the independent initiative to pursue the war to its conclusion. The Starwolves had themselves been evolving with time, only now achieving the self-possession to determine their own future plans, and the first thing they desired was an end to this long, pointless war.


  It seemed that both sides were equally determined to have a final end to this long conflict. The Union was dying, ravaged from within by genetic deterioration. It had its own brutal plan to save themselves, but they first had to be rid of the distraction of the Starwolves. The last battle had begun, and Lenna had been a part of it from the first when she had been a stowaway on the carrier Methryn. She had stayed on as their expert spy, able to go places where their elfin faces and double sets of arms would betray them immediately for what they were.


  But now times had changed, and the old days were gone forever. She had left the Methryn over a year earlier, having decided to stay with her mate Tregloran when he had gone over to be the captain of the newly-built Vardon, leaving Velmeran and Consherra and all of her old friends. She thought that she would still be seeing enough of them, considering how closely the two ships would surely be working together. Tregloran was himself no longer the eager, awkward boy she had first met, but the calm, rational leader he had been trained to become, in most ways a lesser copy of Velmeran himself. It was hard enough to have a relationship with someone of a completely different species, although people in every sense of the word had been doing that for a very long time. Part of the problem was in having a mate who was still very young, while she watched her comparatively short time slipping by.


  Lenna looked up, checking their approach on the scan monitor. The ship was making a secret approach, dropping out of starflight well short of its destination, then coasting in at high speed, braking gradually only near the end of its run. As an atmospheric-capable missile carrier, the aging ship did possess rather antiquated stealth capabilities, at least as far as Union technology had been capable of achieving. Certainly it lacked the ability to cloak like the big Starwolf carriers. They could not hope to remain undetected all the way in, but this tactic might allow them to get fairly close. Then they would break for a rapid dash in, accomplish their mission, and retreat as fast as that small but spirited stardrive would carry them.


  "There's a lot of natural debris in this system," the captain offered, glancing at her over the back of his seat. "We could still swing back out and hide ourselves, in case you need us."


  Lenna shook her head firmly. "They would know that you hadn't left and that would put them on their guard. Besides, they're subtle, I can tell you, waiting to pounce on you when you least suspect."


  He shrugged. "I just want it understood that we're willing to do that for you, if it would help. You're a long way from home, and no one has told me how you plan to get out again."


  "No?" Lenna was surprised; security dictated that outsiders, even these allies, should know as little as possible of secret missions. But things had gone a little too far. "Bill has an achronic transceiver all his own. Once we discover what we're after, we'll call in the Starwolves to take care of things."


  Lenna did not really care to talk about a coming mission this late in the game. She knew the plan already, but even after all these years she was still subject to stage fright. Things had been much easier when she had only worked alone or with Starwolves, but that had not lasted long.


  The Union was losing its internal battle of control; it's bold but wholely unnecessary program of mass sterilization had been predictably very unpopular. More and more colonies and impoverished fringe worlds were turning to the Starwolves to support their dangerous bids for independence. In the past ten years, a broad underground network of rebellious spies and quiet saboteurs had extended deeply into even the inner worlds.


  This little freighter had been called up just for her use from the underground; she had been working with their people quite a lot over the past few years. Most often she pretended to be one of them, hiding her association with the Starwolves. Rebels were occasionally caught, and she did not want the Union to learn that the Starwolves were using a spy who actually lived and worked with them. A large part of her unique advantage was that no one had ever expected her existence, more than human but less than Kelvessan and well able to live with either race. Even the two crewmembers of this little ship had no idea of her name or past, just as she knew nothing about them.


  As often as she had been through this before, she still worried about these two. While she might be going into a secret enemy stronghold, it was possible they had the more dangerous part. They had to get in close enough to put her and Bill overboard and then disguise that landing by drawing attention to themselves, leading the inevitable attack away by staying out of starflight until the last possible moment. Only a stingship could follow this swift freighter into starflight; at least they did not have to worry about those vicious ships, which lacked the support of a local orbital base.


  Of course, the Union was far from defeated, having made strong gains of its own. The worlds it had lost were not missed, for the most part. It had been more a case of trimming the fat, minor distractions that had been turned into major liabilities for the Starwolves to protect. The consolidation of their military command under Donalt Trace had been tremendously beneficial to their defensive efficiency, and the new fleet of Fortresses was a threat even the Starwolves had to consider. There were now twenty-five of the immense ships, two more than the current number of op erational Starwolf carriers, and Trace was bringing them into the fleet at the rate of just over one a year.


  And now what? There was a secret Union base on this glacier-locked world, but the Starwolves had known that for decades and, seeing no danger in it, had politely pretended ignorance. Lately there had been rumors of an inordinate amount of activity at this supposedly small and remote base, that had been going on for years. There were rumors of a new super-weapon developed by the Union to defeat Starwolves, one that Commander Trace felt would end the war in a matter of weeks. There were even rumors, which had since been confirmed, that Donalt Trace came here as often as he could manage. A Starwolf drone had tracked his ship to this world, and every indication was that he was still here.


  "You worked with the Starwolves before?" the captain asked, realizing too late that he had been indiscreet. "No, forget I said that. Starwolves make good allies, but it's dangerous to be involved in their business. But I suppose that I don't have to tell you that."


  Lenna shrugged. "With what I've been involved in, I don't see how I could be in any more trouble, if the Union ever did catch me. I've been into quite a lot of mischief over the years, which they probably put down to quite a few very different people. I try never to show them the same face twice."


  "Sorry?"


  Lenna shrugged again, disinterested in this subject. "You'd never recognize me yourself, if you did happen to see me again."


  That was true enough. The Starwolf medics she had worked with over the years had learned a thing or two about humans, or at least about Traders, a related but radically different sub species, to which she belonged. She was no longer completely dependent upon unreliable cosmetics. At that moment she was several shades darker than her usual self, and the light-sensitive contact lenses meant to protect her eyes from snow blindness had also changed their color to black.


  The main scanner made a small but insistent beep, demanding attention. Lenna glanced over the back of the captain's seat. A small ship was closing quickly from behind, still moving in from one side.


  "That's it," he said, indicating the ghostly image. "I don't yet know what, but something is definitely after us. Do we go ahead and attempt our run?"


  "How far do we have to go?" Lenna asked, seeing only one ship about the size of their own freighter on the scan.


  "Not that far, but it will take some smart flying or they'll have us for sure."


  Lenna considered that briefly, and waved the pilot out of his seat. "Let me take over – I'm of Trader stock. As long as this ship can take it, I can out fly anyone they could be sending against us."


  "This old bird can take it," the captain agreed as he turned over his place to her without question, moving into the copilot's seat. Then he leaned closer to the scan monitor. "Confirmation is coming through. That's a stingship."


  "Bless us!" Lenna exclaimed under her breath, staring at the monitor for a moment. Then she set to work on the ship's master computer. "I wonder where they were keeping that? Must have a stingship carrier in orbit. We'll have to settle our affairs and get you boys out of here before they can get any more of those monsters into space."


  "We can't outrun a stingship, not sublight," the captain reminded her. "Our engines are actually a little small for a ship this size, to fit inside their aerodymanic housings."


  "I can do something about that," Lenna said absently as she continued her hurried work at the keyboard. "It's a little-known trick, but I've learned a thing or two from tricky people. It will be an uncomfortable ride for the two of you..."


  "Better than being shot out of space," the copilot remarked.


  "Just strap yourselves in tight and don't think about how much it's going to hurt when you wake up again. I just hope that you can recover quickly enough from high G's to fly yourselves back out." She glanced at the monitor briefly. "Yes, here we go."


  The stingship was circling well around to come up behind the freighter, her crew no doubt assuming that they were pursuing a slow, aging ship that would be easy prey. Indeed, the complete lack of response on their own part suggested that they were actually unaware that a hostile ship was closing with them. Lenna waited, leading them in. It was an old game for her, and one that she had learned very well. Anyone who was good enough to fly with the Starwolves could handle a stingship, although she would have been happier with her converted fighter than this ancient freighter.


  Lenna waited patiently until the stingship turned in to begin its next run, then gave full power to the freighter's main drives and pulled up tight. Although the two human crewmembers made small sounds of protest against the fierce G's, it was actually a fairly easy turn compared to what she intended to do. She was saving her tricks for later on in the game.


  "Go ahead and extend the missile cradle," she instructed the captain. "I'll have to take him out, or he will never give us the chance to make our run on their secret base."


  He activated the freighter's improvised defense system. The doors of the forward cargo bay, built into the bottom of the hull to facilitate loading, swung open and the rotating cradle with its six large missiles was extended just outside the hull.


  "You want me to take weapon systems control?" the captain asked.


  Lenna shook her head firmly, watching the scan monitor as the stingship swung around for another run. She was keeping her distance, but deliberately setting herself up to put her enemy on her tail. "You'll not stay conscious through the little surprise I have for our friends. Just be ready."


  Lenna rolled the freighter through a long evasive turn, knowing when she started that she would end up with the stingship still squarely on her tail. This part was the window dressing, building false confidence in an opponent who was obviously not particularly experienced. Under other circumstances, her evasive tactics would have been the best that anyone could have done. This freighter did not have the high-intensity acceleration dampers of a stingship, nor did she have the special acceleration suits or padded flight cradle the enemy pilots enjoyed. But the Union pilot would not suspect that she was a Trader, able to take harder turns than he could despite all of his protections.


  She continued to lead the stingship in, feigning just enough helplessness to lure the enemy close before he fired, sure of his kill. She waited as long as she dared, then activated her program modifications to the control system and gave the main drives full power. Following the automatic commands she had set, the computer control also engaged the stardrive at very low power, just enough to give their thrust a firm boost.


  The freighter catapulted forward, and Lenna lead the ship through a torturing 60-G turn. Its spaceframe groaned aloud as the ship bucked and shook, protesting the sharp change of direction. Lenna had to fight the pain and crushing forces herself, without the aid of the armored suit that usually supported her through harsh accelerations in her own fighter. She could only hope that her two companions had survived, facing G's that humans never should have taken unprotected. Even stingships did not attempt this.


  She looped the freighter completely over, coming up behind the stingship and catching the enemy pilot by surprise just long enough for Lenna to lock the missile tracking system on target. Perhaps the stingship's pilot never thought he should have anything to fear from a freighter, even after that last surprising move. He had only just begun to accelerate away almost casually when Lenna released her first missile. Carried by a small drive that would quickly burn itself out with its own power, the missile found its target in a matter of seconds.


  Sure of her prey, Lenna did not even wait to see. She had to get the freighter within the planetary atmosphere before they were intercepted by another stingship. She brought the ship back on course, keeping their speed as high as she dared until she was forced to decelerate rapidly. With no time to spare to orbit in, she guided the ship straight in at a sharp angle as she continued to cut their speed, retracting the missile carriage and bringing the atmospheric shields to full. It was only when the freighter entered the atmosphere, wrapped in a shell of thin flame, that she finally leveled off to an acceptable attitude for entry.


  By that time, the two regular crewmembers were beginning to recover from their rough handling. Lenna glanced at the captain quickly. "Do you think that you can take over? I need to get Bill and myself packed away."


  "Yes. Right." He released his straps and pulled himself from the copilot's seat, moving with exaggerated care. Lenna knew that he would be regretting it far more tomorrow. She just hoped that he would be doing better by the time they began their attack run.


  Lenna relinquished her seat and hurried to the rear cargo hold, cramped with the heavy, white form of the ejection module. Bill, the sentry, was already inside, securely strapped down in his own impact cradle. He was in fact an armored security automaton of Union construction, commandeered for her use by the Starwolves during her first mission and later modified to suit her more demanding needs. In form he was a great, white, armored bulk standing on four solid legs, now retracted beneath him, his small head dominated by a battery of guns and a pair of small camera pods behind protective flanges. Loyalty and firepower were his strong points, but he was still an exceedingly stupid machine compared to the sentient Starwolf carriers. Lenna climbed inside the module and secured the hatch, then strapped herself into the single acceleration couch. Then she settled in to wait.


  The little freighter had continued its approach unopposed, having dropped down to within a hundred meters of the surface and holding at twice the speed of sound. According to the original plan, she was to hold a much greater speed at an even lower altitude, but her captain was still reeling under the effects of Lenna's evasive tactics and he did not trust his ability to fly this ship, and it had not had a functional low-level attack guidance system in years. The extra altitude would also give Lenna and Bill a better chance of surviving when they went overboard.


  Just as the freighter was coming up on a hundred kilometers short of her target, the missile cradle was extended again. This time, however, both the forward and rear cargo bays were opened. The ship had been trans versing a desolate world, a rocky, mountainous land cut by vast glaciers and immense plains of ice and snow.


  Coming up behind one high, narrow ridge, the freighter dropped down as low as her captain dared to take her behind that wall of rock, hidden from radar and quite possibly from scan as well. The small white and gray shape of the ejection module popped out of the rear cargo hold. A tiny drogue chute, white as snow, snapped out almost immediately. Too small to break its fall, it was meant only to keep the module upright and to control its descent at a rate meant to get it grounded as quickly as possible.


  It hit the ground like a meteor, nearly burying itself in the snow and ice. The freighter had already disappeared over the horizon, continuing its run. Just as the sprawling surface portions of the secret base became visible twenty kilometers ahead, it released three of its remaining missiles in rapid succession, too far short of its destination for the weapons to have locked on target. The freighter turned immediately and shot away, climbing back out of the atmosphere and the safety of open space. It was meant to seem an act of cowardice and desperation, a rebel attack run aborted because of fear and bad judgment. Such things happened from time to time, sometimes successfully but most often not. But the real goal of that feign had been accomplished. Two passengers had been safely delivered.


  At that moment, Lenna knew that she had been delivered but she would have debated any mention of the word safely. She was beginning to have some understanding for the two circumspect pilots she had tried to assassinate with a good, tight turn. The ejection module, adapted from a small escape pod, had been built with its two unusual passengers in mind. Lenna could walk away from impacts that would have left ordinary humans dead or badly injured. Bill had, of course, been built to very demanding specifications, at least by Union standards. The replacement of many of his vital components, especially his brain and other electronics, with constructed parts had made him especially durable.


  Lenna glanced about. The lights were still on and there were no icy drafts at her back, so it seemed that the module had survived the one brief, dramatic journey of its career. Bill was still folded away in his own shock-absorbing cradle, his armored head and camera pods rotated around to watch her. He said nothing. He was obviously his usual charming self; Lenna saw no reason to be worried about him.


  "You want to go for a walk?" she asked.


  "Baby, it's cold outside," Bill answered obliquely; heaven alone knew what he had in mind by that response.


  "Why don't we find out how cold," she said as she began unstrapping from her seat.


  At least she maintained the good sense to get everything ready before she opened the hatch. As a part of her usual procedure, she was dressed in a Union officer's uniform complete with arctic survival gear, weapons, and forged identities that were good enough to survive even a computer check. Starwolves knew quite a lot of interesting tricks, including magnetic strips on identity cards that told the computer reading the card that it knew her.


  Ready at last, she released the hatch and threw her packs outside before following herself. Getting Bill out of a hatch that was three sizes too small was quite another matter, especially now that the module was no longer resting completely level. The sentry was in fact surprisingly agile, his reflexes faster even than her own, but he always moved with exaggerated slowness and deliberation in enclosed spaces. Lenna had never figured out whether that was a function programmed into him or an acquired idiosyncracy. He had collected a few in the course of his existence.


  "You know, that was an exceedingly stupid idea," Lenna remarked as she stretched. All of her bones felt as if they had been rammed together.


  "It was your exceedingly stupid idea," Bill reminded her with the perfect honesty that came from perfect innocence.


  Lenna frowned as she began tossing her packs over his back. "You never have learned the meaning of discretion."


  "It is hard to be discreet when you weigh the better part of a ton."


  Sometimes, when they were alone for days or weeks on end, Lenna wished more than anything that Bill possessed the spontaneity to engage in real conversation. Then, on some rare occasion such as this, Bill would do his best, and Lenna was reminded that she was probably better off with a reticent robot.


  She turned to survey the horizon to the west, knowing that the approach path of the freighter was to have left her due east of the base. She had no idea of the distance. The drop was to have been where some landform, such as the ridge several kilometers to the west, offered protection from scan and radar. Without any good maps of the planet, finding such a place as that had been entirely a matter of chance. They could be ten kilometers short of their target, or a thousand. If they could make their way to higher ground, then she could put Bill's optical scanners and sensors to the task.


  "Let's be on with it, then," she said, rapping affectionately on the sentry's hull. "I've got to keep moving before I freeze."


  "I contain no material which could freeze at the predicted temperatures for this environment," Bill offered for reasons that no one could begin to guess.


  "Bully for you."


  Leading the way, Lenna started out across the ice field. This was going to be hard walking. She was really not cold because of the self-warming arctic gear; she never had to worry about freezing, as long as she had a spare set of fresh batteries to charge from Bill's generator. But the loose snow and broken rock and ice would make for very rough going. She had grown up in a world that was as mountainous as it was wintry, although she had been an artist and a part-time pilot rather than a ranger in the wild. She was most worried about Bill, and what might happen if he fell over into a tight place. He was so heavily armored that he weighed quite a lot, and he had two sets of legs but no hands.


  "It was a better plan than your first one," Bill proffered after more than a minute of walking.


  Lenna turned to stare at him. It took her a moment to realize just what he was talking about, their discussion of the stupidity of her plan for getting them down having been brief and some time past.


  She shrugged, resuming their march. "I don't see how it could have been worse. Riding in to our destination inside a missile and then parachuting down would hardly have been a rougher ride, as long as the parachute opened at the end. It would have saved us this long walk in."


  "I would not have fit inside a missile," Bill explained in a voice that conveyed simple, patient logic.


  "Oh, excuse me!"


  "Would you like for me to shut up?"


  "No, not at all. Who else would I have to talk to, out here in the middle of nowhere? I am at your mercy." She paused, having seen a small movement in the snowfield just ahead. "What was that?"


  "What was what?" Bill asked.


  Lenna saw something move again, and pointed. "Look!"


  "Look!"An entire course of small, high-pitched voices echoed her.


  Lenna could have tripped over her own face, she was so surprised. She looked around, finding herself in the middle of a vast complex of small holes skillfully hidden in the ice. A considerable number of the holes held small, white-furred animals standing upright just above their burrows, peering at her with bright eyes and perked ears. They were about the size of a very small dog, certainly nothing for her to worry about. At least not as long as she had that walking battleship staring over her shoulder.


  "What are those things?" Lenna asked quietly. All the information there was to be had on this planet had been downloaded into Bill's secondary memory storage.


  "Ice gophers," the sentry explained simply, then seemed to shift gears. "Extensive colonies of ice gophers, numbering anywhere from less than a dozen to several hundred, are borrowed into the ice of glaciers and ice fields. The small but hardy pseudo-mammals are intelligent and gregarious, and are noted to be very curious and fearless. The members of the colony are in continual and apparently extensive vocal communication, defending their colonies through the diligence of constant sentries. Their most remarkable trait is their ability to mimic the sound of other animals, even complex speech, with truly amazing clarity."


  "Thus spake Zarathustra," Lenna said under her breath. "Knowing our friends, they probably have an entire colony of vast proportions surrounding their damned base. Hello!"


  "Hello!"several dozen ice gophers obligingly called back.


  "Heigh-dee heigh-dee ho!"


  "Heigh-dee heigh-dee ho!


  "Heigh-dee heigh-dee hay!"


  "Heigh-dee heigh-dee hay!"


  "By the gods, what a feeling of power!" Lenna said to herself, then started forward again through the middle of the colony. "Take it, maestro!"


  "Hey heigh-dee heigh-dee, heigh-dee hay a gopher hole!" Bill roared in a deep, gravelly voice as he followed, his massive hull seeming to sway in time with the rhythm. He was a machine of many unique talents, but music was not one of them.


  The first hint Lenna had that they were anywhere near the base was when the small patrol ship came over the top of the hill to their left, moving quickly to intercept them. She recognized the ship immediately as a hover tank, a fairly standard type used by the Union in rugged terrain, part attack craft with powerful weapons and part transport. It could fly like a real aircraft for covering rough ground, although it usually hovered just over the surface on a form of field drive to save power. It could even float, although such a function was of little use in this place.


  The tank settled to the ice a short distance away and the main hatch opened, dropping down to form a boarding ramp. Lenna waited patiently while a pair of soldiers in environmental suits like her own stepped out.


  "What are you doing out here?" the apparent leader of the pair asked. At least he asked in the calm, almost bored voice of someone who expected a perfectly reasonable answer. After all, Lenna was dressed as one of their own and walking about this disgruntled countryside with a sentry. She relaxed.


  "Performing cold-weather exercises on this experimental model," she explained, indicating Bill. He bent one foreleg and nodded. "We were flying along when something came up behind us in a hurry and blasted us good."


  "Must have been that rebel freighter that made that laughable pass at the base three days ago," the second of the two offered.


  "I imagine so, considering the fact that you've been walking due west along its approach," the first one agreed. "Why don't we give you a ride in, as much as that might seem like better late than never."


  "How far are we from the base?" Lenna asked as she directed Bill into the rear portion of the tank.


  "Oh, it's just over that next hill, not more than a kilometer away."


  There was certainly something to be said about being delivered to the front door, although she was just as glad that they had not found her before this. As it was, it seemed likely that she would be allowed to simply disappear inside the base as soon as they arrived. Otherwise, after finding her in the middle of the frozen nowhere, there would have been too much time to wonder about her, perhaps even to test her identity to greater depth than her forged idents could endure.


  The base was sprawled across the icefield that filled the wide, circular depression of a valley that appeared to be the better part of fifty kilometers across, although only the tops of a few mostly-buried buildings broke through the surface of the snow in widely-scattered clumps. Very little information existed about this base, and no photographs. Lenna was not surprised to find that the largest part of the complex was actually deep underground, in the zone of constant temperatures and therefore sheltered from the deadly cold of the winter storms.


  The tank cut a straight path across the ice to the nearest of many long, featureless buildings. The massive metal door opened at their approach, revealing a long, steep ramp descending into the depths. Lenna watched with interest as they descended beneath the relatively thin lens of ice that filled the shallow, valley floor, down within the rock itself. Even the Union knew better than to build something that might be expected to last for centuries in the ice itself, which had a disconcerting habit of moving and cracking, as well as simply accumulating and then disappearing altogether over long periods of time.


  They arrived at last in a type of underground garage, where some two dozen hover tanks were parked, with empty stalls for several more. The ceiling seemed a little low, at least to Lenna. She thought that she would have felt just a little nervous in trying to guide a tank through this enclosed space, since the machines had no wheels and were obliged to float about a meter off the ground. There seemed to be about three meters of clearance over the roofs of the parked tanks. Considering how massive they were, that was cutting it just a little close.


  Her own tank settled to the floor and the main hatch began to fold down, although the two soldiers remained seated in the forward cabin. The leader turned to look at her.


  "This is patrol depot three," he explained briefly. "We have to go back out on duty, so we'll just let you out here. The tram station is through that passage on the far side of the chamber."


  "We're on the eastern perimeter?" Lenna asked, sending Bill on through the narrow hatch.


  He nodded. "This is the main complex, of course. Hangars for the supply ships and the mock wolves are on the far side of the western ridge."


  Lenna was so surprised by that unexpected lead that she almost forgot to tender the appropriate thanks and farewells as she followed Bill out the hatch. The tank rose and moved away, accelerating up the long ramp back to the surface. Lenna hardly even noticed as she walked absently across the garage toward the tram station, while Bill followed loyally behind.


  Things seemed to be going about as well as she had any right to expect. First she was delivered right inside the base itself, without the need to bluff her way through security, and then she was given the lead she needed to begin her search. Apparently the vague hints were perfectly true. The Union was developing a new form of missile or automated fighter that employed highspeed artificial intelligence to out fly the Starwolves, a highly advanced variant of the old Wolfhound missiles that had been used to limited effect in the past.


  "Get a move on," Bill told her softly. "You might attract attention to yourself, shuffling about like that."


  "All right. You just keep your shell on," Lenna answered softly. "What's your problem? You have a short in your patience chip?"


  "What do we do now?" he asked, his usual practical and unperturbed self.


  "Now we establish our cover," she said, directing Bill into the first of the two compartments of the tram. "First we turn up the personnel sections and requisition ourselves an apartment where I can leave this arctic gear, and then we begin having a look about. If things continue to... Hello!"


  "Hello," Bill answered pleasantly.


  "Oh, debug yourself!" Lenna snapped, waving him away impatiently. She had been bent over the control panel in the front of the compartment, where the operator could select from between some three dozen tram routes. There was a very extensive map of both the passenger and heavier cargo tram routes. "Why, just look at this map. This place must be as large as a city. And a fairly large city, at that."


  "Many places to look," Bill remarked innocently.


  Maeken Kea stood at the window of the observation deck, watching the loading of the cutter that would take her back to Vannkarn. The ship looked small and lonely in the immense, underground bay now that the fleet was under way, just as this entire complex seemed silent and empty now that its primary function was done. She wanted out of here, but she did not want to go home. She wanted to be out with her fleet, at the command of a swift, powerful ship. Even a Fortress would do, for all that she seemed to have bad luck with the monsters.


  Donalt Trace stood a short distance behind her, leaning back with crossed arms against the table that rested against the inner wall. He was a towering man, as big as she was small, a stately, ruggedly handsome man with streaks of white in his hair and a regal face lined by years of care and reconstructive surgery. They were both growing old in the pursuit of his schemes.


  "It's just not fair," she insisted, turning to face him. "We've worked on this for years. Twenty years of planning all coming together at the same time, hitting the Starwolves in more ways than they can possibly handle. Next to you, I've done more than anyone else to make this happen. I want to be a part of it."


  Trace shook his head slowly, perhaps even sadly. Maeken expected no concessions from this man, not even for her. Obsessed men were supposed to be cold and uncaring, to use others as they used themselves. Most people assumed that Donalt Trace was a man obsessed with the destruction of the Starwolves, a certain Starwolf named Velmeran in particular. But Maeken thought that she knew him better. Fighting Starwolves was simply his job, and he took it very seriously.


  Trace's task was simple in definition, but seemingly impossible in actual implementation. He had to find a way to destroy the Starwolves so that the Union would be free to turn its military might inward to enforce the sterilization of complete segments of its own population. Genetic drift was slowly degenerating the human species; the essential rule of nature that only the strong should survive had not been in effect in hundreds of centuries, and the Union wished to impose its own standards of just who should survive and reproduce. The Starwolves were enough of a distraction that the Union's ability to police and control its own was beginning to slip, with elements of internal rebellion growing rapidly for the first time in thousands of years.


  Fighting the Starwolves meant fighting Velmeran, their tactical leader, a Starwolf of tremendous cunning and initiative. Twenty years and more had passed since Donalt Trace's last meeting with Velmeran, and he had, in a strange way, benefited from that meeting. He had been matured by what had happened to him that last time. He had shed his blind loyalties, beliefs, and prejudices, his foolish self-limitations that had made him the simple, shallow man he had been. He had learned wisdom the hard way, through defeat and the cynicism born of his failures. He had become a serene, calculating man of tremendous depth, a man qualified at last for defeating the ultimate weapon of war, the sentient fighting machine of artificial design known as the Starwolf.


  He had learned to defeat them in the only way he could. He knew now that he could never build better ships or weapons than they possessed. He had come to realize that he could never build better pilots, living or mechanical. The only way to defeat Starwolves was to be more creative than they were. The only weapon that would work against the Starwolves was themselves. Twenty years of careful planning had gone into a relentless series of attacks designed to make the Starwolves outsmart themselves.


  He pushed himself away from the table, his biomechanical arms moving with their typical hesitation. "Every part of my plan is ready except for the contingency clause. That's the part that only you can do for me. If we win, we win everything, perhaps even an immediate end to this ancient war. We certainly make our victory inevitable. If we lose, we lose everything. That means that someone I can trust has to be there to pick up the pieces."


  "No, don't say that," Maeken protested. "There's no way that we can fail now."


  He stepped up close behind her, placing his hands on her shoulders. She almost could not stop herself from flinching under that touch, knowing the incredible strength contained in those hands. Stronger even than the hands of Starwolves, although he had only the two. "Just keep in mind who it is we're fighting, and never underestimate them. They are very, very good. Their only weakness is that the only way they know how to think is like themselves. My only remaining concern is how much Velmeran might have learned from fighting us."


  Maeken glanced out the window, seeing that the cutter was being sealed for flight. She bent to collect her bags. "Well, I suppose that I should be on my way. They seem to be ready."


  "They have to wait for you," Trace pointed out as he took one of her bags for her. "It's your ship."


  Maeken laughed, giving him the benefit of the doubt. He joked so seldom, but he was often funny without intending to be. "So, what will you do when it's all over? Retire?"


  "If I can," he said as they walked over to take the lift down to the main level of the bay. "It's hardly going to be that simple, as if the war will just end. I don't know how many of their carriers we can catch all at once. We might be hunting down Starwolves for some time yet to come. But itisgood to know that we can finally defeat them."


  "If you are so sure of that, then why do I have to stay behind to pick up the pieces if something goes wrong?" Maeken said softly, mostly to herself. Trace did not seem to hear as he pressed the call button for the lift. Maeken frowned. "What will happen, when the war is over? I mean, everything about our military, our government, even our economy, is designed to run on this war. We build a massive amount of ships, weapons and equipment each year, and the Starwolves oblige us by destroying a large part of it all so that we can build some more. I had always assumed that we would have done something to end this war one way or another a long time ago, if we really wanted."


  "That might have been true, in the past," Trace answered. "The war was a ready-made justification for limitless spending on construction and research, for tight control on trade and interplanetary travel. But then this business of genetic deterioration became an inescapable fact, and the war has turned from an asset to a liability."


  "But what do we do now?" Maeken insisted. "If the basic economic structure of our civilization is about to come to an end, what do we put in its place? What can we do?"


  "What can't we do?" Trace asked in return, then stepped out of the lift when the doors snapped open. "Don't you understand? The Union wants to take itself apart. A war economy is a system that belongs to a forgotten age. I like to think that we have outgrown that, that perhaps we outgrew such things a long time ago and just never realized it. I would like to see my fleet become something very different than it is now, perhaps a body of explorers and peacetime troubleshooters, and I don't mean anything military or clandestine by that, but an organization of scientists and diplomats and teachers."


  "In all the years that I've known you, I never suspected that you were secretly a starry-eyed optimist," Maeken remarked as she hurried to keep pace with him. "So with everything else in the known universe about to change, what is to become of you? Time at last to be yourself? Maybe settle down and have children?"


  Trace considered that, his face making no less than two almost comical contortions. "If I had children now, I would be just old enough to settle down and have grandchildren."


  Maeken frowned to herself. She could see that she would get nowhere along that line, at least not until the war was over. "Well, if those are your objectives, why not just make peace with the Starwolves? I've always found them a very reasonable and honorable people."


  "That is the contingency plan," Trace said in a cold, tight voice. "But not now, not when we finally have them trapped. If we make peace with them, we're stuck with them, and there is no place for Starwolves in our future. It's their fault that this damned, ridiculous war has gone on so long. They would never leave us alone and give us a chance to go our own way, and I should hope that we have too much human pride to let a pack of glorified laboratory animals dictate our future to us. Right now, we're fighting to stay alive as a race. If we have to turn ourselves over to the Starwolves to guard our collective conscience and police our every move, then we might just as well die."


  Trace walked in a rather angry silence, leaving Maeken Kea almost running to keep up with him. They crossed the twenty or so meters of the bay floor to the boarding ramp of the cutter. Trace passed her bags into the hands of a junior crewmember who was making final preparations for getting the little ship under way, indicating for another to take the bags she carried. They hurried into the ship with their burdens, and Trace turned to leave just as abruptly.


  "Good luck, Commander," Maeken called after him, deter mined that he would not simply disappear without a word. Once he developed a case of Starwolves on the mind, he forgot all else.


  He paused only long enough to nod once, looking over his shoulder.


  "Commander Trace!" she insisted, running after him a few paces. "You can surely spare me a moment more of your time. You're on your way to your carefully contrived meeting with Velmeran, and if that goes the way it has in the past, then I may never see you again. There are a lot of things that I've never said, out of respect for military necessity, but you can damned well do better than that."


  Donalt Trace just stood where he was for a long moment, looking startled and slightly confused, before he turned and walked slowly back to stand before her. He towered over her, remote and silent, and Maeken wondered almost fearfully if her quiet hopes had only earned her his wrath. Then, to her great surprise, he bent to take her hand, and kissed it gently. From anyone else, that would have seemed a contrived and ridiculous gesture. Donalt Trace was, if nothing else, a man of quiet majesty and gallantry, and he had meant that gesture in perfect sincerity.


  "To a future of many hopes, my little lady," he said, then turned to walk away.


  Maeken Kea wept silently, knowing that she had forced the question and wondering if she would have been better for never having known the truth in matters that she could never have the way she wanted.


  Chapter 02


  Vast and dark, the Starwolf carrier moved quietly through the shadow of the ring, the black arrowhead shape of her armored hull almost invisible against the bands of bright colors of the immense gas giant. She stayed close to the underside of the ring, hiding in its pale shadow and the sensor distortion from the haze of fine particles of ice surrounding the ring, ready to run into the planet's own deep shadow if unwanted visitors were to arrive in the system. No small, black fighters moved through her closed bays. Her few windows were sealed, and her running lights were dark.


  On the Methryn's bridge, Velmeran paced with pent up energy before the central bridge. Seated at the helm station, Consherra watched him quietly. She was reminded of Mayelna, his mother and predecessor, gone now these past twenty years. She had always been content to remain inconspicuously in the quiet recesses of the commander's station of the upper bridge, while Velmeran would more often descend to the main bridge where he could move about, watching the various stations. He was a very capable commander, but he would never be completely at home on the bridge. He missed being a pilot more than he would ever admit, and Consherra would always regret the necessity that had taken him away from the one real delight in his life. He had been a legendary pilot, but he was needed too much on the bridge of this ship.


  At least they would be meeting old friends this day. Tregloran had left the Methryn over a year before to prepare his own ship, the Vardon, for her launch and initial tour of duty. With him had gone Lenna, perhaps the most unusual crewmember ever to walk the corridors of a Starwolf carrier, as well as most of the rest of Velmeran's old pack. Only the core of Velmeran's special tactics team remained; Baress and the two transport pilots, Trel and Mar lena. Baressa's pack now served Velmeran for the remainder of his special tactics team.


  Of course, Velmeran was anxious to see the newest ship in the Starwolf fleet. Valthyrra was a little anxious about that herself. Consherra had been quietly amused by watching the ship's camera pod, which had been engaged in its own form of nervous pacing, looking over the shoulder of every bridge officer in an erratic cycle. Occasionally Commander and camera would fall in beside each other as they conversed privately. That was occasionally a bit of a trick for Valthyrra, who had to choreograph the movements of her camera boom.


  "Have you heard any gossip?" Velmeran asked the ship as they both stopped just before Consherra at the helm station. "Has there been any hint that Theralda remembers anything important?"


  "There has been precious little gossip on the subject of Theralda Vardon, beyond the fact that she is up and running," Valthyrra explained. "It has been a closed subject, considering the importance of the information she may be carrying. Why did you never take me to look for Terra while you were still in the business of predicting the future?"


  Velmeran did not answer, knowing when he was being teased and not necessarily too kindly. As it had turned out, the almost god-like psychic abilities of the High Kelvessan were limited to only a few months of hyper-sensitivity at the time when those talents were coming to their full maturity. Velmeran and several other of the Kelvessan aboard the Methryn were still remarkable telepaths, even by the standards of his own kind, but his apparent ability to predict the future had long since been severely diminished.


  The Aldessan had been so disappointed, they had refused to have anything to do with him for a year.


  Velmeran was still young for a Kelvessan – very young to command a ship of his own, young even for a pack leader. He was tall for one of his kind, although the Kelvessan did not vary greatly in most physical characteristics, and he was still smaller than most humans, even at the height of their genetic decline. Like all Kelvessan, he had large, dark eyes and long, thick hair of chestnut brown, but he was of mutant stock, the reason for his unusual height as well as the fact that he was somewhat less human in appearance than most of his kind, his long skull and hint of a short muzzle making him almost feral in appearance. Consherra, who shared his mutant features, had finally figured out that the High Kelvessan were beginning to resemble the Aldessan of Val thrys, their creators.


  "Here they come," Valthyrra announced, with an almost predatory eagerness that made Consherra look up. The ship dropped her voice in a conspiratorial manner. "They came out of jump exactly five light-minutes from the planet. I never had that kind of control from my jump drive."


  "Your frame could never take it," Velmeran reminded her. That was a very sore point with Valthyrra. She damaged herself just a little more every time she jumped, so she was obliged to save it for emergencies. "I would like to take a short ride in that ship, all the same, if you would not consider it too disloyal."


  "Just a moment, you two," Consherra interrupted, sitting back in her seat with both pairs of her arms folded. "That is the Vardon, and Tregloran is the commander of that ship. She is not the property of either one of you."


  Both Velmeran and Valthyrra stared at her, looking too surprised to be hurt.


  "I know you both," she continued sternly, glaring at Velmeran. "You get so caught up in your schemes that you begin to give orders as if you were in command of the entire Wolf fleet. While that ship of yours always has been willing to try anything she can get away with, she has also acquired some of your bad habits."


  Velmeran shrugged helplessly with both sets of arms. "Iamin command of the entire Wolf Fleet."


  "You can still be polite."


  Valthyrra had tracked the main viewscreen around to observe the approach of the other ship, and they looked up in time to see the almost breathless approach of the Vardon, appearing suddenly under the ring and braking sharply with her forward engines to pull to a sudden halt barely twice her own length away. There was a certain amount of blatant showing off in such a maneuver, although Valthyrra had to think that fifteen million tons of ship was a lot of weight to throw around so casually for a machine that was still making her trial flight.


  The Vardon advertised herself willingly as the new Starwolf supership. Her hull employed a new type of armor, a silver-titanium fusion that could disperse most direct cannon strikes in itself, but which could be infused with a structural shield to become harder even than the heavy quartzite used by the Union on their Fortresses. Because the ship was still under her trials, the black polymer impact layer that gave other Starwolf ships their distinctive appearance had not yet been installed. Her hull was still the bright silver of the original metal, except for a wide border of black impact shielding around the edges where her upper and lower hulls met along her lateral groove. There had been some discussion of leaving her in that form, a clear warning of the special threat she represented. She hardly needed that complete coat of impact polymer.


  Although the Vardon was still the same size and shape as her older sisters, she did possess some other subtle differences. She had six main drives in a slightly larger housing under each of her short, slightly downs wept wings rather than the usual four. Her stardrives were the same size as previous ships, since she depended more upon her jump drive for interstellar distances, and she was the first carrier to have twin conversion cannons, a pair of the large muzzles protruding just slightly from beneath her nose.


  "She is a pretty thing," Velmeran commented softly. He still regretted the fact that other business had caused him to miss her launch.


  "Everything a ship could ever want to be," Valthyrra agreed wistfully.


  Velmeran glanced at her. "They have one just like that with your name on it, waiting for you. It should be ready soon now."


  "It would be nice, just to feel young again," she replied vaguely.


  Velmeran did not answer, knowing that she was tearing herself apart in the duty he required of her, using the jump drive that was destroying her to keep his schedule. He had wanted for her to transfer into this ship, let Theralda wait for the one that would soon be coming out of her construction dock, but the time for going home had never been convenient, and it had seemed more important to have that twenty-third carrier in operation as soon as possible.


  "Could you find out if Tregloran wants to talk to me?" Velmeran asked.


  "He is standing by already," Valthyrra reported; she had already been in private communication with the other ship. She moved her camera boom closer. "I will put you through on my own pick up."


  "Treg?" he asked, addressing the camera pod.


  "Tregloran here. We are ready to go to work, Commander."


  Velmeran glanced at Consherra. "He still knows his master's voice. Treg, we will be coming over for a little talk."


  "Do not trouble yourself, Commander. Theralda and I will come over to the Methryn."


  "Not on your life!" Valthyrra interceded. "We will be over in a few minutes."


  "You want to see how a new ship works?" Theralda asked.


  "This from a ship whose claim to fame was her ability to get herself blown out of space?" Valthyrra responded even more sharply. "I can still take you in a fight, sister. I just wanted to see if you were keeping yourself in any sort of order."


  "You just bet. Come on over, and I'll show you how it's done."


  "Just clear a path," Valthyrra said, and cut the channel. She turned her camera pod to look at Velmeran. "You know, I think I like her."


  When Velmeran and Consherra reached the transport bay, they found that Valthyrra was already waiting for them. The small wedge-shaped hull of the probe was hovering near the door of their transport, the shielded camera pod at the end of its long, flexible neck bent around to regard them.


  "You have elected to join us?" Velmeran asked. The probe was perfectly capable of independent space flight, as small as it was. It was essentially just a field drive system and a transceiver for Valthyrra's use inside an armored shell.


  "I might as well take it easy on myself," she replied. "All of my remaining probes are getting a little shabby, and we are sitting in a very cold and uncomfortable section of space just now."


  The probe turned and drifted inside the open hatch of the transport, and the two Starwolves followed, but they paused in mild surprise as soon as they stepped inside. Venn Keflyn stood in the aisle between the transport's rows of seats. The Aldessan was not as massive a creature as she seemed but exceptionally rangy, a dragon's body in long, chestnut-colored fur, both sets of long, triple-jointed legs braced wide as she held to the back of the seats with all four arms. Her head was bent low to avoid the rather low ceiling, her large cat's eyes glittering at them through the fringe of her mane.


  "Glad that you could make it," Velmeran commented.


  "You people seem to think this business quite important," Venn Keflyn replied. "There is a reason why I should be there."


  That was certainly vague enough. Velmeran had met several Venn warriors from her ancient and mysterious race, but she remained his idea of the archetype. The Venn were the members of the elite group of warrior-scholars of the Aldessan – an admittedly strange combination of professions for anyone. They had created his own race, the Kelvessan, some fifty thousand years before, supposedly as the ultimate peacekeeping weapon – a function that they had not fulfilled especially well – but apparently also for the excuse for having the company of another race that was in most ways like themselves. Velmeran was even less certain that that had worked out quite as well as intended.


  They were still taking their seats when the small ship came to life, rising a short distance from the deck. A moment later the deck itself dropped away as the massive doors of the cargo bay opened, the interior atmosphere held in by a containment field. The transport moved down through the containment field and out between the parting halves of the bay doors.


  Velmeran looked into the control cabin, curious about their impatient pilot. He and Consherra were still taking their seats in the front of the main compartment. The pilot glanced at him rather guiltily, and Velmeran was surprised to see his own daughter.


  "Keflyn, what are you doing here?" he exclaimed, then regarded her shrewdly. "You expect an invitation to this meeting."


  "Oh, sure, since I am already going in that direction, I mean," she agreed innocently, as if accepting that as an invitation in itself.


  Keflyn had of course been named after that same Aldessan standing behind them in the cabin, at a time when Velmeran had felt far more impressed with the mysterious Venn Keflyn. She was in most ways like her father, although she was always eager and ready for anything while Velmeran had accepted greatness reluctantly. In her younger years, the only way they had found to keep her out of trouble was to constantly move her ahead in her training, until she had gone to the packs at the very early age of fifteen. Now twenty, she had nearly five years of experience with Baressa, the best pack leader in the ship, and was ready for a pack of her own.


  But Keflyn differed from Velmeran in one very important respect; both her interest and her real talent lay in command. She would be a pack leader because it was a necessary step to becoming the commander of her own ship, as well as the best use of her talents until Velmeran could find a ship for her. Perhaps in that respect she was more like her mother, Consherra, who had given up the packs and the possibility of command because she had always felt that her place was on the bridge.


  Velmeran sat back in his seat, folding his arms. "Just why is this so important to you? Is there a purpose at work here, or are you consumed with overwhelming curiosity?"


  "No, I have to go to this meeting," she said, her voice becoming soft and serious. She did that rarely, and everyone had learned that it meant for them to pay attention. "I have this premonition that I have some important task to perform."


  "Oh, my!" Consherra muttered, rolling her head back on the top of the seat cushion. "What do you think?"


  "She is about the right age for that to begin," Velmeran admitted. That was a bit of an exaggeration; he had actually been twenty-seven at the time when he had begun such tricks in earnest, although he had not enjoyed the benefit of Aldessan training. That brought something else to mind and he glanced over his shoulder at Keflyn's alien namesake, standing quietly in the back of the cabin. "Is this why you came along?"


  "Perhaps."


  Twenty years he had had this fox-faced, snake-bodied wiseacre on his ship, and he was still occasionally tempted to slap the mystic pretentiousness right out of her.


  "Can I come?" the younger Keflyn asked, unable to contain her suspense any longer.


  Velmeran thought about it a long moment. "You can come along, then, but you will abide by our decisions."


  "When did you train to fly a transport?" Consherra had to ask.


  "Oh, well, I really never had," Keflyn admitted hesitantly. "It just never seemed to me that it should be so difficult."


  Velmeran looked rather uncertain. "Was it?"


  The transport bay doors on the Vardon closed, and Keflyn brought the little ship down on the deck. This bay was in most ways identical to the one they had just left, except that something about it just looked new. For one thing, the machinery did not seem to rattle and clang so much, and the paint on the bulkheads and beams did not have the blurred, lumpy look of several centuries of coats. Perhaps it had just been the sight of that sleek, silver and black ship that they were now inside that made the difference.


  Like a dutiful son, Tregloran was there as soon as they stepped from the transport. Like both Velmeran and Consherra, he was dressed in the white tunic, pants, and short cape that were the unofficial dress uniform of a Kelvessan bridge officer. Keflyn wore her full armored suit, with a black cape attached at the shoulder clips, in a less subtle effort than she might have wished to emphasize her own rank and experience. Venn Keflyn wore only her belt and harness, with its small arsenal of knives, guns, and small explosive devices.


  "Venn Keflyn, this is an honor," Tregloran exclaimed, honestly surprised when the Aldessan appeared at the hatch of the transport.


  "Stuff it, Treg," she told him bluntly. "Did you think that I would not be involved in this?"


  "I hear that you are doing well with this ship," Velmeran commented. "No problem with the adaptations?"


  "None at all," Tregloran insisted. "She really had handled perfectly, perhaps even better than the older carriers handled even when they were new. After fifty thousand years of exactly the same design, it was time for a change or two."


  They stepped to one side as manipulator arms locked onto the transport and lifted it away for storage. It was an old habit on board starships to never leave anything with mass of any consequence setting about unsecured. As soon as the little ship was well clear of the deck, the small group of visitors followed Tregloran to the nearest lift.


  "It is good to see you again, Consherra," he said. "I never realized just how much you really do as second-in-command until I had one who was new to the task, and who never wanted the job in the first place."


  "Who do you suppose does all of the real work?" Consherra asked. "I suppose that you knew all there was to know about commanding a ship?"


  "Actually, Velmeran was a very good teacher."


  Escaping the wrath of a first officer, he dropped back close beside Velmeran. "Have you heard anything from Lenna?"


  "Only that the crew of the freighter that had carried her in released her and Bill on the surface, they think safely and undetected," Velmeran answered. "I do not expect to hear from her until she is ready for us."


  Tregloran stood aside as they stopped before the doors of the lift, waiting for the others to proceed him.


  "I worry about her," he admitted after the lift had started. "Not so much because of what she does, but because she will soon be too old to do it. I was watching her during our trial runs, and I could see that the accelerations are beginning to hurt her quite a lot. I have to wonder how much longer she can take it. As hard as it is to think about it, I suppose that she is starting to get old."


  "Lenna?" Velmeran was frankly surprised. He remembered the girl Lenna who had followed him home twenty years earlier. She was older than he was. Was that old for a human, even of Trader stock? He frankly had no idea. "Well, when it comes time to put her off the ship, there are just two things that you should remember."


  "What is that?"


  "First, it is now your responsibility to tell her."


  "Oh, nice!" Tregloran complained. "What is the second thing?"


  "When you do put her out, be sure to lock all the doors."


  Consherra turned to afford him a medium-range dirty look. "I think that what troubles him most is that he does not want to have to put her off the ship in the first place."


  "Oh, I know that," Velmeran agreed. "I indicated that I am sympathetic with the problem, but that I have no better answer except to say that it is his own fault for getting involved with someone from a different species."


  Tregloran looked puzzled. "Yes, that is exactly what I thought you were telling me."


  The discussion was mercifully concluded by the arrival of the lift at the bridge, and they arrived sooner than the visitors from the Methryn would have anticipated. Valthyrra, who had been conspicuous in her remarkable silence, bent her camera pod around to peer at the lift. Her own had not run so smoothly and swiftly even after her last overhaul. A moment later she happened to glance outside the lift into the bridge just beyond, and she was captivated. She drifted along, heedless of her companions, staring in rapt fascination. It was just like her own, but it was so new and bright and... neat. Really neat.


  Tregloran made quick introductions all around. Curiously enough, this was the first meeting between Velmeran and Theralda Vardon. He had rescued her from the museum in the port of Vannkarn more than two decades earlier. She had at the time been dormant, only a single memory cell remaining from the vast network of memory storage units and processors that formed the sentient computer systems of the Starwolf carriers. This was actually the second ship to carry the name and personality of the Vardon, the original having been destroyed over sixteen thousand years before.


  Velmeran was curious to discover just how much of the original Theralda Vardon actually remained, and whether or not she still remembered one very important piece of information. Legend, or rumor, had always insisted that she had been the last ship to know the location of lost Terra. Valthyrra, who was old enough to have known the first Vardon, thought it likely, although not even Theralda was old enough to have been there herself.


  Tregloran completed the introductions with his first officer Denna, a tall, rather dark Kelvessan with a surprisingly shy, even self-effacing smile; commanding a completely new ship had taught both her and her young commander a lot about being humble. Theralda had her camera pod bent completely around, staring at the captivated Valthyrra.


  "She will probably refuse to leave until you show her engineering and the main fighter bays," Velmeran said softly. "I suppose that we should get on with this little meeting. Perhaps one of the smaller conference rooms..."


  "Yes, or we could just hang curtains from her and use her for a hatstand," Tregloran added, just to see if she was listening.


  "Oh, certainly," Valthyrra agreed, returning – with some effort – to the here and now. "We might just as well retire to one of the conference rooms and get started."


  "An excellent suggestion," Velmeran agreed, amused.


  Such meetings in the conference rooms located behind the bridge of the Starwolf carriers were a common occupation for most of those present, meetings that would often lead to major defeats for the Union. Keflyn had contrived to sit in on a few of the most recent meetings on the Methryn, following along as the second to her pack leader, Baressa. The group from the Methryn sat on one side of the oval with Tregloran and his first officer on the other. Denna looked rather lost and intimidated by such exalted company, and frankly fearful of the Aldessa.


  "Well, I know what the question is," Theralda began. Her presence was through the camera pod at the end of the sort boom hung over the center of the table, currently rotated around to watch her visitors. "I have some good news and some bad news. No, I do not know the location of Terra, at least not accurately. I have a lead. Not a conscious lead, but the location of a world that is very important to finding Earth, in some way a stepping stone on the way."


  "But you do not recall the specific importance of this world?" Velmeran assumed.


  "No, not specifically, although I do think that it was an important base to the early Starwolves. I remember being given the coordinates of this world from Meykenna Haldayn and she told me that she had been refitted here, but the conversation exists in my current memory only as a fragment. I think that this world may have been Alameda, the original location of Home Base before it was removed to Alkayja in the heart of the Republic, and was abandoned at the same time that Terra was lost."


  "I hope that there is something there now," Velmeran prompted. He and Consherra both noted some vagueness to Theralda's personality, a small lack of spontaneity and a sense almost as if her mind had a tendency to wander. Her personality programming had obviously not survived intact in that one memory cell, and she was still filling in the missing pieces. After a year's time, she seemed to be doing very well for herself. Once she was speaking, she seemed normal enough. Her tendency toward the melodramatic was a trait she shared with all her sister ships. Velmeran found it refreshing to note that some things had never changed.


  "Even allowing for five hundred centuries of planetary drift, there is only one planet it could be," she explained, turning her camera pod to the large viewscreen on the wall to one side of the table. A simple schematic of the Union and Republic space came up. "It is located here, in territory held by the Republic but near to Union space. This was once quite near a fairly active region of human space, near the center of that one cone of human expansion that led into what was to become Union space. But those were ancient colonies, dating well before the Act of Unification, and they were all destroyed in the early years of the war. It has always been a remote region of the Republic."


  "Remote?" Consherra asked. "It is almost off the chart."


  "That is hardly surprising," Valthyrra commented. "We know that the Republic was struggling to survive in those days. When Terra was lost, they withdrew to their major colonies that had not been ravaged by the war, those most remote from Union space. I would guess that Terra herself would lie somewhat nearer to the heart of the present Republic, and deeper in from the regions of Union space."


  "My thoughts exactly," Theralda agreed, continuing this duel of the data processors. "Of course, Home Base was later severely damaged in an attack by a Union assault force that had wandered upon its secret location entirely by chance. That led to the destruction of the computer libraries that held a considerable amount of this old but no longer important information, such as the location of former major worlds like Terra and Alameda. And yet, while those worlds were abandoned for reasons that even I cannot guess, Idoknow that the evacuation was sudden and quick, and that the Union never completely destroyed them or attempted to hold or plunder them."


  "They were unlivable," Keflyn reminded them needlessly.


  "Exactly," Theralda agreed. "But we now know the probable location of the planet Alameda, and somewhere on that world may still exist important clues for finding Terra herself."


  "Yes, a brilliant deduction," Valthyrra approved.


  "Thank you very much," she responded amiably, turning her camera pod toward the Methryn's probe and dipping her lenses as if taking a bow. "Now I do not expect such clues to be obvious, unfortunately. I recall no record of the climate of Alameda before it was abandoned, but it is now a mountainous, heavily forested world just recovering from a long, hard ice age, with great sheets of continental glaciers still in retreat. It is really too cold for human habitation, but has since been settled as a Feldenneh colony."


  "Feldenneh?" Velmeran asked, surprised. The Feldenneh was a race feral in appearance, long-lived, and intelligent, but not very populous, quiet and very peaceful in nature. They had no sympathies for the Union, but their home world and colonies were within Union space and so subject to its dictates. "That makes this a Union-held colony by default."


  "Yes, but there is no Union representation, diplomatic or military, on the planet," Theralda explained. "The colony was only settled in the past decade, and there is still only the one, main settlement. The Feldenneh are not great explorers, which would explain why they have not found traces of any previous settlement."


  "That and the effects of heavy glaciation," Valthyrra added. "Continental glaciers can sweep away the ruins of even extensive modern civilizations in a relatively short amount of geologic time."


  "A most astute observation," Theralda approved.


  "You are most gracious," Valthyrra purred with delight, dipping her own armored camera pod.


  "Oh, enough!" Velmeran exclaimed, smiling. "You two are incorrigible. It seems to me that we have discovered this lead only just in time. If there are any remaining ruins, the Union would know about it soon enough. I suppose that you have not been there yourself."


  "No, we dare not," Theralda agreed. "The presence of a Star wolf carrier, or Starwolves in general, would call undue attention to this planet. I would not care to have to fight the Union for possession of this world, once they learn of its importance. And above all else, I would not have them discover the location of Terra before us."


  "Yes, that is what I have to do!" Keflyn declared suddenly.


  When everyone turned to stare at her in mystification, she made a vague shrugging gesture and sat down self-consciously.


  Velmeran thought he understood what she was talking about. "Yes, your premonition that you have some important task to perform. You assume that I should send you to this colony, to find out what you can."


  She nodded thoughtfully. "Yes, that does sound like a good idea."


  Velmeran turned to Venn Keflyn, sitting back on her tail to one side of the table. "Have you had anything to do with this?"


  "We had discussed the nature of premonitions earlier," she agreed. "Since my people are not subject to such admonitions, it is not my problem."


  That left Velmeran to contemplate what he had'accomplished by having this Valtrytian on his ship for the past twenty years. They were full of advice, but they never seemed to give any of it.


  He glanced at his daughter. "Could you give me one good reason why I should agree to such a thing?"


  "I can give you five," Keflyn answered. "First, you have a ship to care for and cannot go yourself. The same is true for Consherra, and for Commander Tregloran. And Lenna Makayen is previously occupied. And it was my idea in the first place."


  "And give me one good reason why I should send you instead of one of the experienced members of my special tactics team like Baress?"


  "Because I want to go?"


  Velmeran considered that for a moment, watching her closely. "I suppose you can go, if you are smart enough to figure out a way to get yourself on that planet undetected."


  Keflyn thought about that for a long moment. "Well, there is a colony on that planet, and that means a supply ship of some type. The Feldenneh have always been supportive of the Starwolves. A colony that small might not be served by a regular freight line or a company ship, and that would mean a small, independent freighter. The independents have always been on our side as well, since we protect their shipping from Union monopolies. I suppose that we could work something out."


  "Now that is an interesting suggestion," Tregloran remarked. "Theralda, would you happen to know anything about that?"


  "Oh, I just might," the ship replied, as pleased with herself as her Commander was that they had anticipated this. "The ship that services the colony is theThermopylae, a small, very old, and slightly impoverished Free Trader under the command of a Jon Addesin. She makes this run every six weeks, since the Feldenneh colony is presently exporting a fair amount of specialty wood products back to their own worlds. If arrangements can be made quickly, you can be on that next run."


  "Are you still interested in going?" Velmeran asked.


  "Oh, certainly," Keflyn insisted. "I mean, it could hardly be dangerous, compared to Lenna's expeditions. And it would be nice to see other worlds outside the Methryn for once."


  Chapter 03


  Kanis was a neutral world, at least in theory. A cold, mountainous planet of dark forests, it supported only a small population that thrived on the export of one luxury item, the immense, soft pelts and downy wool of the native langies, beasts of small wits and large tempers. Being independent of Union rule, there was no trade monopoly for that one product, and Free Traders shared the market with smaller Company ships. Since it was now late summer in the north and late winter in the south, the second of the biannual export of wool and pelts was still weeks away. There would be no Company ships down in the port of Kalennes or orbiting the planet itself, nor had there been in several months.


  Kanis was a favorite world of the Starwolves, both because of its cool climate and its relative unimportance to the Union. It was one of the rare worlds where they could come for port leave and not have to wear their heavy armor, or fear attack from fanatics and assassins. Of course, the benefits were mutual. The constant presence of Starwolf carriers in the skies above this world helped to insure that the Union maintained an attitude of polite indifference. And with every ship in the Wolf fleet calling here for brief vacations, as well as the regular patrols of the Methryn, Kanis was the best protected independent world in Union space.


  It seemed like a good place for Keflyn to find a Free Trader that would take her to Vannkarn for her meeting with theThermopylae. It seemed unlikely that Union spies would observe her transfer from the Methryn, at least as long as they were discreet. Kanis was by no means immune to Union spies. Velmeran had once faced both a Union operative and an assassin in the port of Kalennes, on the same day.


  In order to maintain the necessary discretion, the Methryn had settled quietly into orbit and immediately began putting packs and transports down to the surface as she would during any other port leave. Keflyn followed several hours later, after nearly half of the Methryn's crew had already been down and spread out through the town for some time.


  Keflyn had to wonder if she was doing the right thing. A large part of the strength of the Starwolves lay in their numbers and organization. A Starwolf was never alone, yet she would be completely alone for several weeks. If she got into trouble, she would be on her own. She would be without the defense of her armor, or the very important cooling it provided to protect her from the oppressive heat of human environments. Above all else, her safety would be completely dependent upon the trust she had to give to a great many people who would help her along the way, aliens all.


  "Your contact on the surface will be Iyan Makayen, Lenna's older half-brother," Velmeran told her as he helped to carry her bags to the transport that would take her down. She was dressed in human manner, in clothes of dark, heavy cloth, and a cape to hide her Kelvessan form and lower set of arms; her hair was worn in two loose braids to hide her pointed ears.


  "Is he anything like Lenna?" Keflyn asked as she began tossing her bags into the open hatch of the transport.


  "I have not seen him in over twenty years," Velmeran said. "He is not of Trader stock, as Lenna's mother was. I remember that he was a quiet, practical man, more cautious than Lenna, but one to be trusted. He has made arrangements for you to travel on the Free TraderKarabyn, which will take you through two scheduled stops before she leaves you in Vannkarn. TheKarabyn'scaptain will put you in touch with the underground in Vannkarn, and they should be able to get you on theThermopylae."


  On the way down, Keflyn had a few minutes to think hard about her own future. She looked upon the role of a pilot, even a pack leader, as dull and repetitive. She certainly did not want to give up her command status as a pilot to become an officer like her mother, but centuries could pass before she might have a ship of her own. The only answer for her seemed to be special tactics, and she was contemplating stepping into the role that Lenna Ma kayen would be forced to vacate in only a few years. Although Keflyn did not know it, she was cursed with her father's leadership abilities. She possessed a quick wit and insatiable curiosity that could never be satisfied in any role short of the one making the rules, and if she could not be the leader then she was much better off working on her own. She did not know that Velmeran had himself nearly left the Methryn for special tactics, only that he had acquired such a team in addition to his own pack in some manner that she had never considered.


  She knew only that things had apparently been handed to Velmeran to comfortably fill up the limits of his considerable abilities, not that he had sometimes paid a bitter price for his accomplishments.


  The transport landed in the small port field outside the town of Kalennes. It was night, and they planned to use the darkness combined with the dark clothes that Keflyn wore to cover her departure from the transport. As soon as the hatch opened, she grabbed her things and made a rush for the concealment of the shadows at the edge of the port buildings.


  "Miss Keflyn?"


  The voice had come out of the shadows of one dark corner, a rich, warm baritone that was deeper than any male Kelvessan voice could ever be, and holding a curious accent that she rec ognized instantly as being the same as Lenna's. She ducked into that same dark corner, her large, sensitive eyes able to pierce the shadows and see the tall, broad-shouldered man who waited for her.


  "You are?" she asked cautiously.


  "Iyan Makayen," he answered briskly. He was wearing the uniform of the local police; Keflyn remembered Lenna saying that he was a port constable.


  "You look like Velmeran, for all that you're a girl," he observed, peering at her closely.


  She nodded. "He is my father."


  That seemed to startle this tall man, but he made no comment of it. He reached to take a couple of her bags. "I should think that we would be well advised to get you under cover as soon as possible. It's a slow time in the season here in town, with the rangers still in the wild and only the one ship in port."


  He turned and backed his way through a wide, double door into the hallway beyond, gallantly holding the door for her. He had by chance taken the heaviest of the bags, and he was having some trouble with their weight. She could have carried all of the bags easier than he carried the two, but they had to maintain appearances. He was a head taller than her and weighed more than half again as much.


  The main, commercial district of Kalennes was enclosed into a single structure known as the Mall, although the heavy, timber-supported roof was meant more to keep out wind and weather than the cold itself. As her companion had said, there were few people about even though the hour was still early. These people were of a purer Terran stock than most humans, tall, light of skin and hair, and heavy of build. Small and dark, Lenna was plainly of a very different racial stock from these people. She was obviously an outworlder, in spite of her disguise.


  "Is Lenna still on the Methryn?" Iyan asked quietly as they walked quickly through the nearly deserted corridor, most of the shops already closed.


  "No, she went over to the Vardon a year ago," Keflyn replied, wondering how much she should say. No one had told her anything about this. "She is on an important mission of her own just now, or she would be here instead of me."


  "I always thought that she would come to a bad end, running off with Starwolves like she did," he remarked, mostly to himself. "It seems that she had been much better at delaying that bad end than I would have thought."


  Out on the port field, a small, dark form skittered on spider's legs through the night. It was no living creature but an automaton, a small mechanical device with a simple, box-like body and a single optical sensor for an eye, carried on six long, multi-jointed legs. It scurried rapidly from one patch of darkness to the next until it eventually disappeared into the blackness beneath the transport that had just brought Keflyn to the surface. It was still there when the transport lifted from the field a short time later.


  The transport moved back into its bay, hovering in place while the manipulator arms moved in to capture it, lifting the small ship directly to its berth in the racks so that the bay doors could remain open. Velmeran waited outside while the transport was locked down and secured for flight. After a long moment, the main hatch opened and Trel stepped out.


  "All set?" Velmeran asked.


  "I think so," the special tactics pilot answered. "Everything went according to plan, and I could not see that we were observed."


  "Well, we've done the best we can," Velmeran remarked. "That freighter is due to leave port early tomorrow morning. We will have to wait a few more hours after that for the sake of discretion, and then we will be on our own way."


  "Commander Velmeran, please come to the bridge," Valthyr ra's voice echoed through the bay.


  "She said please," Velmeran remarked. "It must be serious."


  It apparentlywasserious, since Consherra hurried to meet him as soon as he stepped out of the lift onto the bridge. "We have just received an achronic message from Home Base. They have called us in, as soon as we can get there."


  "What?" Velmeran could not have been more surprised, or confused. "Did they give any reason why? Is there some emer gency, or have they just missed our charming presence?"


  "No explanation," Valthyrra reported as they came to the center of the bridge. "We have simply been ordered to return. Ordered, I might add, in a very abrupt, even curt manner, that I for one found quite insulting."


  Velmeran leaned back against the console of the central bridge, his arms crossed, obviously deep in thought. "We can hardly leave Union space at this time. Lenna will be signaling for us to come for her as soon as she finds what she is looking for, and now we have Keflyn off the ship as well. Two of the most critical missions that we have ever had running at the same time, and they expect us to drop everything and run home."


  "Do we ignore the order?" Consherra asked. "You are the Fleet Commander. In theory, only you can give such orders."


  "There is one higher authority," Valthyrra reminded them. "This order has come directly from the Republican Senate."


  "Oh, my!" Velmeran muttered thoughtfully. "Well, I have to assume that such an august body has a very good reason for doing this, although I would never bet money on it. Valthyrra, call up the Vardon and have her assume our patrol. Treg and Theralda are going to have to watch things here. If Lenna's call comes in, we will just have to drop whatever we are doing. We will get under way as soon as theKarabynleaves port tomorrow morning."


  "Oh, mercy!" Valthyrra exclaimed. "The powers that be will have to wait a few hours more."


  "They will have to wait a few days," he told her. "I refuse to wreck this ship rushing home for some unexplained summons. No jumps, and no excessively high speeds. We will hurry, but we refuse to hustle."


  Hours later, after the transport bay had been secured for flight, a small, dark shape dropped down from beneath one of the little ships. It crouched low to the deck for a long moment, using its single optical sensor to probe the immediate environment. It was not a particularly intelligent machine, less so even than a sentry. It had only one purpose, to make its way into the heart of a Starwolf carrier. It had no clear idea of its goal or how to get there, nor even what it was looking for. Its primary logic function was to compare what it saw with its internal records of starship design, and to keep moving until it found what it sought. It was also programmed to keep itself under cover and avoid discovery.


  The spider drone's first task was to scurry down to the bare deck formed by the sealed bay doors. It sat down tight against the deck, and a small cutting beam within its body began to bore a tiny, almost microscopic hole all the way through the door into the cold space beyond. Into this it inserted the lead of a tiny antenna, sealing the hole against air loss, then the drone spun a minute spider's web of an antenna across the bay to the tiny receiver it hid in the shadows along one wall. Now that it could receive orders, it hurried to complete its task.


  A combination of data – or rather the lack of it – from both its optic and sonic sensors led it to infer that it was relative night on board the Methryn, the corridor lights turned down combined with a general lack of activity. The deck below was down, analogous to the ship, and it knew how far forward it was in the carrier measured from the nose, since it had to have been brought on board through one of the transport bays. Those were simple bits of logical deduction, but by constructing a memory map of its turns and straight runs as it moved through the ship, the drone was able to always have a fair idea of where it was. Sonic data allowed it to guess when it was entering inhabited regions, and visual references permitted it to guess whether it was in a major corridor or a small, unimportant passage.


  By keeping to the shadows and jumping into any available cover at the slightest sound, the spider drone was finally able to work its way to the core of the ship between her broad, thick wings, and into the maze of main engineering. Once there, its most difficult task began. The machinery it observed was beyond its experience, both because of the complexity of Starwolf technology and the tremendous size of these generators and power grids. But by a careful comparison of what it saw with what it knew, it was finally able to trace the main power linkages to the main switching core on the outside, a single piece of metal pipe two meters wide by twelve meters long.


  The spider drone scrambled up the machinery and scurried along the main switching core to its very center, then settled itself tight against the pipe and held on firmly with all six legs. There it awaited its orders.


  Although Velmeran made a joke of pretending impatience and suspicion for his summons back to Alkayja Base, he still believed that it must be important. Starwolf carriers traditionally returned to Home Base only at need, perhaps once every hundred years for overhaul. A direct summons was almost unknown, although far less unusual than it had once been. As soon as the Free TraderKarabynwas safely away, he ordered the Methryn out of orbit as well.


  "I may have missed something," Valthyrra remarked, her cam era pod watching the main viewscreen over Velmeran's shoulder. "How are we supposed to get Keflyn back?"


  Velmeran glanced at her. "Back? Who said anything about getting her back? I was just hoping to get her off this ship before she realized the flaw in her little plan."


  The camera pod afforded him an impatient stare.


  "She has a small achronic transmitter in one of her bags," he explained.


  "If the mission had been less important, I might have believed you." The ship paused, and her camera pod shot up in a habitual gesture of surprise or alarm. "Incoming ships. Three of the beggars, and by their size they can only be Fortresses."


  Velmeran's first thought was that the Union had finally decided to bring Kanis in line. The colony and its flaunted independence had been a very sore point with the Union for centuries. But why Fortresses? The immense warships now only traveled it groups of three, too tall a task for any one Starwolf carrier even with the new missiles that cracked their quartzite armor. The Fortresses were not especially useful in planetary invasions in themselves, but they could keep a lone Starwolf carrier from breaking up an invasion.


  "Move to intercept," Velmeran ordered. "Buzz past them just out of range. We want to lure them away. How soon can the Vardon be here?"


  "Five hours, even if they covered the entire distance in a series of long jumps," Valthyrra answered. "Is there any chance that we can chase them away?"


  "The idea is to delay them for now," he answered. "If we can harass them in a series of hits and runs, we might be able to keep their attention on us long enough for the Vardon to get here."


  The Methryn rushed directly at the trio of Fortresses, still moving very quickly into system at more than half of light speed, flying in very close formation of barely fifty kilometers apart. Since the vast ships were themselves twenty-five kilometers in length and wider than a Starwolf carrier was long, they made a very impressive sight indeed. Only the development of the energy-plasma missile that could peel the quartzite shell right off of these invincible monsters, together with the incredible destructive power of the Starwolves' conversion cannons, had made it possible for the Kelvessan to fight these immense engines of war.


  Even so, carriers and Fortresses had fought only five times in the past twenty years, to the destruction of two of the larger ships. The Fortresses had countered the Starwolf advances by flying and fighting only in groups of at least three. The Starwolves could have pressed the issue by attacking the Union ships in their own battle groups, and Velmeran had sometimes thought that he should. But the Fortresses were a force to be considered even for the Wolf fleet, and he had no wish to engage these ships except under circumstances entirely of his own choosing, when he could press every advantage. At the same time, the Union was very reluctant to press these very expensive machines into battle situations where they could be destroyed, and they could usually be bluffed into withdrawing by a Starwolf carrier taking a determined posture. But once a trio of these ships were entrenched in close orbit, a lone Starwolf carrier was usually the one to retreat.


  The Methryn continued her determined rush at the enemy ships, a swift run that Velmeran hoped would be taken as a prelude to the launch of the missiles that would crack the quartzite shields of the Fortresses. She would have made a very inviting target, except that she was still well out of range. At the very last moment, just before she would have come under fire of hundreds, if not thousands, of powerful cannons, she turned sharply and shot away at an angle. The Fortresses turned as one to follow.


  As the Methryn retreated, a simple, brief signal was broadcast from the Fortresses, intercepted by the slender antenna that the spider drone had put through the door of the transport bay. The signal was received by the small transceiver that had been left in the shadows of the bay, relaying to the little automaton a message that would not have otherwise penetrated the ship's shielded hull. Deep within the interior of the carrier, the drone responded to that message in an abrupt and violent manner, exploding with tremendous force, taking out a length of the main switching core, the one vulnerable link in the Methryn's power grid.


  The entire ship was plunged into a moment of darkness as the entire main power network failed. The Methryn's engines and defensive shields powered down, and even the ship's atmosphere and gravity were lost. On the bridge, Valthyrra's camera pod sank slowly to the deck as her entire computer network went down. After a moment the ship's emergency backup systems came on line, restoring a minimal environment control and lights. A few seconds later, backup generators powered up to restore Valthyrra's main functions. She at least was self-contained, but even she could do nothing with a dead ship.


  "Valthyrra, what hit us?" Velmeran asked. He watched as Consherra abandoned her station without a word, hurrying to main engineering.


  "Nothing hit us," she replied absently. Her camera pod was returning slowly to position as her primary attention remained elsewhere, exploring her self-diagnostic network. "Something internal failed. My main switching core seems to be down. That is damned peculiar."


  "Why?"


  "Because it is a relatively new unit," she explained. "That unit is not prone to sudden failure, and it was inspected recently with no sign of any problem. Chief Engineer Tresha is inspecting the damage now."


  "An explosion has shattered the main link of the switching core," Tresha herself reported immediately. "The explosion has every appearance of having occurred externally, although there is nothing anywhere near that could have caused such an explosion. I would say that it looks very much like sabotage, if I thought that anyone could get on board this ship."


  It had happened before, although certain measures had been taken on board all Starwolf ships since Lenna Makayen's successful penetration of the Methryn twenty years before. Velmeran frowned. "I would not rule it out. The main question I have now is, how soon can you have main power up and running?"


  "We are already clearing out this unit," Tresha responded. "We have no ready replacement for the unit, but we can rig a makeshift connection that would give us at least three-quarters full power without certain redundant safeguards. No less than twenty minutes."


  "Get to it. I will find you that time," Velmeran ordered, nodding to Valthyrra to close the line. "Sweep out this ship with your sensors for intruders, although I am sure that you will find none. Nothing biological could have sneaked past your routine sweeps, but a small automaton is something we never considered before now. Right now, we have another problem."


  "Afraid so," she agreed. "Should I prepare the packs?"


  "Would twelve packs do a damned thing to stop three Fortresses?" he asked in return. "How long before those ships intercept us?"


  "About ten minutes, allowing for their present determination. They will be close enough to open fire in only five minutes."


  "I do not think that they will," Velmeran said. "Keep one thing in mind. All Fortresses have a receiving slot in their lower hull the right size for a Starwolf carrier, with grappling arms and docking probes. For the first time in history, the Union has a disabled carrier within reach, and they will not refuse the prize. We cannot stop a capture, but we might be able to prevent a boarding long enough to get power back. They will be able to attempt boarding at any one of six airlocks along our lateral groove. That means two packs with heavy guns each, ready to move into the docking probes as soon as the seals are made. Other crew-members will have to go secretly out onto the hull, to plant explosives that will free us from the grapples."


  "Will that work?" Consherra asked, returning from the engineering station. "We could put all of our transports out and have them tow us long enough to get power back up."


  "It would take at least ten minutes to set that up, and then they would begin shooting at us to prevent our escape. We have to entice them to capture us."


  "Tresha says that she has found the remains of some type of small probe in the debris," Valthyrra reported. "It seems that you guessed right."


  Velmeran had apparently guessed right about something else, for the long minutes passed and the three Fortresses held their fire even after they were well within range. Then, as it began to move up close behind the Methryn, the lead ship began to rise slowly until it was slightly above its prey.


  "They definitely are moving to intercept," Valthyrra announced. Since the main viewscreen was still down, the bridge crew was dependent upon her reports of everything that happened outside the ship. "I anticipate that they will move in to begin grappling procedures in the next minute."


  Outside, the massive Fortress began to settle slowly over the top of the Methryn's broad, flat, upper hull. Although the Fortress' own hull was a maze of angled plates designed to deflect enemy fire, one large section under its nose was essentially flat, with an impression designed to fit perfectly over the armored upper hull of a Starwolf carrier. Maneuvering in careful, precise movements, under the control of her own sentient computer system guided by her sensors, the Fortress aligned herself perfectly over her prey and settled in until the two hulls met with an echoing impact. The grappling arms moved in quickly, catching the carrier in the deep indentation of the lateral groove that ran completely around her hull, locking the two ships together.


  "That does it," Velmeran remarked as the rumbling echoes of contact died away. He turned to Valthyrra. "Are you able to see those grappling and docking probes?"


  "I can get external cameras on some of the grapples and all six of the docking probes."


  "Warn our people at the airlocks when they seem about to open up and come through," he told her. "Do not allow them to destroy your airlocks. Open up first. How much longer on those repairs?"


  "Less than ten minutes now," she reported. "I am sending the crews out now to begin planting the explosives on those grappling probes."


  Smaller airlocks along the Methryn's lateral groove opened, and crewmembers began to move outside cautiously. Wearing the solid black armored suits of the pilots, they stayed under cover of the deeper shadows as they moved secretively along the hull to the grappling probes. The probes themselves were massive rectangular blocks which locked tightly into the carrier's lateral groove, hinged at the top where they swung in against the captive ship and completely retractable into the Fortress itself. They were to plant their explosives on the back sides of each probe's hinge, its single point of vulnerability and, fortunately, well away from the Methryn's own hull.


  Within the Methryn, Pack Leader Baressa readied her two packs for the assault on the airlock they had been set to guard. She could well guess that, once a Fortress had a carrier captive, actually boarding it would be a very difficult task indeed. The trick was to get a boarding party through a single, relatively small series of doorways at the airlock itself, where the attackers could be easy targets as they came through at defenders who might not have to show themselves. She knew her advantages and meant to make the most of them.


  She also knew that the airlock design was by necessity not the best for bringing an overwhelming press of attackers to bear quickly. Valthyrra reported that the shape of the airlock probes suggested a fairly large lift dropping down into a huge, staging area, where the attackers could assemble under cover before charging the airlock itself. The only thing she could not know was what to expect when those doors opened. She could be facing human soldiers, massive, armored sentries, or the giant Kalfethki warriors that Velmeran had found on board the Challenger years before.


  "The docking probe is moving in," Valthyrra reported through the communication system built into Baressa's helmet. "Stand by."


  "Acknowledged," she responded, stepping aside from the airlock doors so that she could wave her defenders forward. "Move those beasts into position and power up. Everyone else move to cover."


  Several of the pilots under her command brought forward a pair of massive cannons, each one bearing four barrels designed to fire rapidly in pairs, and protected by its own heavy, armored flaring. These guns could make short work even of Union sentries, but were protected against almost any weapon that was likely to be brought against them through that airlock. Set to fire straight through the tube of the airlock, they could be operated remotely through their own sensors by operators who never had to show themselves. Baressa hoped that these two guns would be enough to hold this airlock for the few minutes they would need.


  She did not need to be told when the docking probe made contact; she could hear the impact of the structure against the Methryn's hull even through her suit. She waved the remainder of her pilots to cover, within either the main corridor directly opposite the lock or the two side corridors. The Starwolves were themselves armed with powerful rifles, the only weapons that would stop both armored sentries or Kalfethki warriors.


  "Stand by. I will open the doors on my count," Valthyrra reported to her defenders throughout the ship. "Three. Two. One."


  The doors snapped open, revealing a group of sentries standing near the airlock and, at least to the few Starwolves who saw them, seeming to wear the most startled expressions. The pair in the very front were just preparing to bring their powerful cannons to bear on the airlock doors, a task that would have probably taken several moments of concentrated effort. The sentries just stood there for a couple of tense seconds as their simple brains adjusted to the unexpected. Then they attacked.


  Baressa waited as they charged forward, until they were well within the airlock, before she had her main cannons open fire. The searing bolts from the powerful weapons cut effortlessly into their armor, discharging in violent explosions that ripped the automatons apart. Baressa was actually relieved to see that it was sentries that they faced, and not living opponents, for all that they were walking arsenals. Massive sentries continued to press forward as rapidly as they could, to be destroyed by bolts from the cannons and rifles of the Starwolves as they pressed through the narrow tube of the airlock. Within a minute, the tight passage was blocked with the shattered hulls of fallen sentries, too heavy for the automatons on the other side to force their way through, and they were too heavy and awkward to climb over the top. Those which did attempt the passage only presented themselves as easy targets.


  "We are holding our own against the boarding parties at all six of the targeted airlocks," Valthyrra reported. "We have the time we need. Our people on the outside have planted their explosives and are coming in."


  "Keep an eye on them," Velmeran said. "I would not want to leave anyone outside when we make our break. How much longer?"


  The main viewscreen remained obstinately blank, although Velmeran found himself staring at it out of old habit. He was not used to having the fighting at such close quarters that he could not watch its progress either visually or through the scanner's schematic presentations.


  "The repairs should be done any time now, certainly no more than another two minutes," the ship answered.


  Velmeran frowned. What did he do now? This attack had obviously been aimed at capturing the Methryn, taking advantage of the admittedly ingenious abilities of the little automaton that had been used to rob the carrier of her main power. He doubted that the Methryn was in any shape to fight these three Fortresses even when she did break free, yet he could not leave Kanis at the mercy of this attack force.


  "Do not bring main power up until we need it," he directed at last. "When we break free, we will accelerate straight ahead at high speed. Have two quartzite detonator missiles ready for launch."


  "Understood," Valthyrra agreed. "Main power will be ready when you need it. Our people are now all inside and accounted for."


  Velmeran nodded. "Secure the airlocks as soon as the packs can have them clear, even if you can close only one set of doors."


  He turned to Consherra, who had stepped up behind him. "Well, this has been a close one. They catch us by surprise every now and then, but it only works once."


  "From now on, we have to scan all boarding ships for hitchhikers," she agreed. "I hope that we do not have to fight. I have a very good idea what they must be doing to replace that main switching core, and it might not hold under any real stress."


  "The airlocks are all secure," Valthyrra announced. "We can get out of here any time you want. Main power is definitely available."


  "No matter what, do not stress yourself beyond three-quarters of your normal full capacity," Velmeran told her. "Go ahead and power up for flight. Turn over the main generators."


  The entire ship shifted back from emergency support to main power, her environmental systems returning to normal levels and her full interior lighting coming back up. On the bridge, banks of consoles that had been sitting idle returned to life. The main viewscreen came up last of all, showing an unmagnified forward view. The bulk of the Fortress loomed vast and threatening overhead.


  "Blow the grapples," he ordered.


  Valthyrra triggered the explosive devices that had been planted on the joints of the grappling probes. A series of powerful blasts shook both ships as the Methryn all but disappeared within a cloud of flames and debris. Only three of the grapples were ripped away by the explosions themselves, but the rest were all so weakened that they failed immediately when the carrier began to pull away, dropping down away from the Fortress to clear the depression in the underside of her hull.


  The Methryn engaged her main drives an instant later. Riding the double glare of her flaring engines, she shot out from beneath the vast nose of the Fortress and away into open space. She accelerated rapidly, putting distance between herself and the three Union ships before they could recover from this unexpected move and open fire. Then, even as she ran, the Methryn fired both of her missiles simultaneously, emerging from the small, hidden bays under her nose.


  Propelled by powerful drives, the missiles were visible only by the fierce glare of their engines. They hurtled ahead of the Methryn until they were well clear of the carrier, then looped around tightly, each one turning across the path of the Methryn, reversing their course completely to pass just to either side of the ship. As massive as they were, the Fortresses could not begin to evade impact in time. They were committed to a collision course at more than half the speed of light.


  Unshielded, that impact alone would have probably vaporized a sizeable portion of one of the Fortresses. Even so, quartzite shielding at full power could have survived even that with only minor damage. The missiles struck the middle Fortress with the force of small nuclear explosions, shattering the quartzite shielding over an area of little more than a square meter. But that was all that was needed for the wave of plasma energy created by the detonation of the missile to penetrate those cracks and begin spreading like a circular wave over the hull of the ship just under the surface of the shielding, shattering the quartzite and lifting it away from the skin of the ship like the shell of an egg.


  By that time, the Methryn was already circling back well out of range of the thousands of powerful cannons of the three Fortresses, the middle one was still losing it's quartzite shielding. The Starwolves had never had a chance to use this weapon before, or even to test it on a large subject. They had no idea just how much of the ship would be stripped by the plasma wave, and they were interested in finding out. The Fortress was not being damaged in any other way, but she was suddenly very vulnerable to attack. The other two Fortresses were already moving to position themselves between their stricken sister ship and the carrier, but they had not changed course or opened fire. The Methryn's rather aggressive response, circling around as if ready to attack again, no doubt left their captains wondering if there were missiles ready for launch at their own vessels.


  The answer was a definite yes, although Velmeran did not care to continue this battle except in defense of Kanis. He had to chase these three ships out of system before the Methryn could respond to her own summons home. He was saving that second set of missiles to accomplish that goal. He certainly did not expect this group to try to take the planet now, and he doubted very much that that had ever been their intent. Considering the planning that must have gone into getting that automaton on board, the capture or destruction of the Methryn had been their primary ambition. Hard work, fast action, and a certain amount of quick thinking had saved his ship this time.


  "What did this cost us?" he asked, turning to Valthyrra's camera pod.


  "No losses or severe injuries," she reported. Her continual contact with the suits of her pilots allowed her to keep easy track of such things. "Very little damage to the ship itself, except for the main switching core. Should I begin to synthesize a new unit, or do we wait until we get home?"


  "Get to work on it right away. We have a long journey home ahead of us, and that patch could fail at any time." He turned to lean on the console of the central bridge, where Consherra remained at the helm station. "What are they doing?"


  "They seem to be waiting, no change in course or speed," she answered. "They probably want to see what our little weapons are doing to their ship. If the process continues to completion, it could take half an hour to strip that ship."


  He nodded. "We will continue to circle like a scavenger until they decide what to do. I do expect that they have had quite enough and are entirely on the defensive just now, but we have to watch them until we know that they have had enough."


  Chapter 04


  The Vinthra Commercial Complex was surely the largest, most sprawling orbital station Keflyn had ever seen. Since she had visited here on several occasions in the past, she was not particularly impressed. Under the present circumstances, she was far from thrilled to be here. This place represented the lion's mouth, and she was about to stick her head in all the way up to her shapely Starwolf derriere.


  Following the orders of station control, theKarabynhad spent the better part of an hour working her way into system as a part of the small fleet of in coming and departing ships with the precision of a stately dance. After having done it the hard way, she was beginning to have some understanding of the havoc that the sudden, menacing arrival of a Starwolf carrier must have upon a station like this. Keflyn had been taking advantage of her esteemed reputation with the crew of this ship to observe the docking from the small and rather crowded bridge, hiding her alarm at watching two-handed humans trying to dock a ship that was not smart enough to begin to dock itself.


  Since theKarabynwas a regular courier for the Union rebels, she had been scrupulous in following the protocol of asking no one their names and they did not ask for hers. She knew the name of the ship itself only because it was listed, along with her recognition code, on either side of the hull. She had been told that the crew was changed every few weeks, and that the ship herself was given a new name, code, and registration papers twice a year.


  An aging independent freighter of less than 140 meters, theKarabynobviously did not rate very highly with the port authorities. She was nuzzling into a simple docking sleeve in one very remote corner of the station, hardly more than a large cargo airlock for her nose and a pair of braces that was ready to catch her. Even if it had been allowed for such a humble ship, they had no interest in bringing theKarabyndown to the surface as she had at Kanis. Although she had no atmospheric control or lift surfaces at all, theKarabynwas perfectly capable of landing.


  The ship shuddered slightly as she slipped her docking probe into the main airlock. The braces closed against the hull a moment later, locking her in. The bridge crew hurried to secure the ship, powering down all systems except environmental and maintenance.


  "Well, here we are," the captain said, turning to her. "I'll go find out if theThermopylaeis in port and where she is located. You won't have to leave the ship until everything is ready."


  "Will she be on schedule?" Keflyn asked, knowing that their arrival had been timed perfectly.


  "She's a ship hired out for a regular run," he explained. "They have to keep their schedule within a reasonable tolerance or they risk losing their contract. Barring accident or major emergency, they'll be here."


  The captain left in the company of a junior officer, leaving the ship's regular business in the hands of the first officer and cargo master. Keflyn spent the time as best she could, getting herself into costume and preparing her bags for travel. As far as she was concerned, this was the most dangerous part of the operation. The captain of theThermopylaecould turn them all in for a very sizeable reward, if it included her as the main prize, and she would never know until they came to take her away. And even if that part went well, she still had to reach the other ship, which could be kilometers away through a very crowded station. Although she knew to look for the tell-tale signs that gave her away, she still thought that she looked very much like a Starwolf pretending to be human. She was never entirely sure if she had been teased when she recalled her father's story of how he had once fooled all of Port Kallenes for a couple of days, including the redoubtable Lenna Makayen.


  The junior officer came to collect her several hours later, helping her to place her bags into a shipping container that would be transferred over to theThermopylae. One of her bags contained an achronic transceiver that weighed half as much as herself. It seemed that the negotiations with the captain of theThermopylaehad gone extremely well, and that he was completely willing to accept the risk of transporting her to the colony on Alameda, which the Union called Charadal. But they would have to hurry, since theThermopylaewas on the Port Schedule to depart in only a few hours.


  The shipping crate was put on a cart which the officer from theKarabynproceeded to navigate through the crowd. Keflyn was obliged to follow him at a discreet distance, with just one of her bags over her shoulder, playing the part of a passenger looking for her ship. She had to wear the cape to hide her lower set of arms, and that prevented her from wearing a uniform that would have allowed her to pretend to be the member of a ship's crew.


  Having lived all her life in the monotonous uniformity of the same ship, she was in fact too busy enjoying herself during her walk through the station to be frightened. The corridors of the station were nearly overflowing with the press of aliens of every type, mostly human. She was so busy looking about, in fact, that she had a hard time keeping within sight of her guide. They arrived in time at an airlock essentially identical to the one they had just left. Following the instructions she had been given, she loitered at the observation port while her crate was loaded onto the ship.


  That gave her a chance for her first look at the ship that would take her to her destination. TheThermopylaewas a moderately large ship by Free Trader standards, some 300 meters or more in length, but old and generally decrepit. On the whole – and largely because of Starwolf intervention – the Free Traders led a fairly profitable existence. For one to be in this state meant that they had been down on their luck for some time, perhaps impoverished from the debt of unexpected repairs. She had heard tales of Traders reduced to smuggling or other illicit schemes in their desperation to pay their port fees and keep their ships in space. This lot had apparently swallowed their pride and accepted a long-term contract for a run that would not have paid for the larger ships of the Companies.


  "We should get you on board."


  She turned quickly to the man who had suddenly stepped up beside her. She had never met a Free Trader before. But remembering Lenna and how she could pass for Kelvessan, Keflyn was not entirely surprised at how much he looked like one of her own kind. He was too tall for a Starwolf, but he did have the same tan skin, dark brown hair and dark eyes, and the same smooth, almost child-like features, perhaps more so because he was obviously still quite young. The Free Traders were nature's answer to the Kelvessan, the very best that natural selection could do to adapt a living creature to the same high-stress environment of space flight that the Starwolves had been designed to conquer. The outward resemblances between the two races were, as far as anyone knew, entirely a matter of coincidence.


  He did not, of course, possess a second set of arms, nor could he take more than just a fraction of the crushing accelerations that Starwolves could endure. He could not endure even an instant of the vacuum or the super-cold temperatures of open space. He could not lift thirty times his weight, nor did he face a life expectancy of centuries.


  He was sort of cute, all the same.


  "We will be leaving in less than three hours," he said as he escorted her to the airlock. "The sooner we get out of here, the better I'll feel about it, I do admit."


  They were both happier once they stepped through the airlock and entered the ship itself, moving quickly through the wide tube of the docking probe and into the cargo hold. TheThermopylaewas essentially just a single, long storage bay, with her engineering section in back and the crew quarters in a single deck above.


  Her companion indicated a set of stairs leading up with a gallant wave of his hand. "She's not much, but she always gets there on time. So far, at least. I'm Jon Addesin, Captain of theThermopylae."


  "Keflyn, no last name, lately of the Methryn, Starwolf extraordinaire."


  "I've never met a Starwolf before," Addesin said as he boldly lifted her cape to look at her second set of arms. Most humans would not dare to touch a Starwolf, which they considered a quick way to certain death. Perhaps she just looked small and defenseless without her armor; humans were also not used to seeing Starwolves in such an advanced state of undress.


  "You might find something in there you do not expect," she said, trying to sound stern and threatening, although she was more amused than anything.


  "I doubt that," Addesin remarked. He stepped off the stairs and paused almost immediately before the door of a cabin. "I thought that we might put you here on the nearest end of the passenger section, right up against the crew quarters. Being a colony supply ship, theThermopylaehas to carry a fair amount of passenger space, although we have nobody but yourself on this trip. Since most of our passengers are Feldenneh, the environmental system has been converted over to their tastes. Tell me if it runs a little cold."


  "I am not likely to complain," she said. "Starwolves were meant for cold climates, like the Feldenneh."


  "Is that so?" He stared at her closely. "Where's your fur?"


  "You seem to be very interested in what I have inside my clothes," she said, deciding to tease him hard in return. She was young enough to be quite flattered by the attention, but old enough to know better. "Do you have a thing about Starwolves? That is about as weird as it is dangerous."


  "Just polite interest in something new and different."


  "Different? I should introduce you to one of my Valtrytian friends, if extra limbs excite you."


  Addesin seemed to be at a loss for an answer to that one; Keflyn wondered if he was not used to young, innocent prey that knew how to fight back. She had learned to bluff from the best, having watched her father for years. And Lenna Makayen had told her a few things that Starwolves hardly ever knew.


  "Why don't you stay under cover until we leave the station," he said as he turned to leave. "The port authorities sometimes come on board to inspect the cargo before we go, but they never come into the passenger area."


  A few short hours later, theThermopylaebacked away from her place at the Vinthra Commercial Complex and accelerated in a slow loop that carried her out of system. Eventually, as she pushed laboriously toward the speed of light, she engaged her stardrive and slipped away into the endless night between the stars. Unseen, a small, dark ship followed closely.


  Almost immediately, eight vast ships left their place of hiding in close orbit over a remote planet of that system. Seven of those ships, moving in a wide arrowhead formation, were standard Union Fortresses. The last was a ship the Starwolves had heard about in rumor but never seen. The SuperFortress, vast almost beyond belief, was nearly fifty kilometers in length, twice the size of any other Fortress. Larger even than any mobile station ever built in Union space, an armored monster vast, dark, and threatening. Slow and awkward, the strike force took the better part of a full day to accelerate to light speed, and even then they lumbered through the stars like a pack of large predators on the hunt. Indeed they were already on the scent, following theThermopylae'strail at a discreet distance.


  Thermopylaewas a fitful, temperamental little ship. Her star-drive phased in an endless repetition of surges and stalls. The relentless pulsing was enough to drive Keflyn to distraction, for Kelvessan had been bred with the ability to sense stardrives as an alternative to having to rely upon scanner images when pursuing their prey. She went at last to the main engineering compartment in the back of the ship and began the subtle task of recalibrating the drive to phase smoothly.


  No race in all of space understood drives better than Kelvessan, and she soon had the aging freighter purring contently. That brought about certain very noticeable changes on the displays on the bridge, most importantly an increase in speed of almost one-fifth. That, along with the nervous complaints of the chief engineer who had been chased out of his domain by a determined Starwolf, brought Captain Addesin to investigate.


  He found Keflyn well in the back of the engineering compartment, closing access panels on the main power coupling feeding into the stardrive. That frightened him just a little; with the drive powered up, a mistake here could have vaporized the ship. He stood where he was, leaning against a post as he watched her.


  "I know you are there," Keflyn said at last.


  Addesin shrugged and sauntered over to join her. "The position of chief engineer was not open, but you can have it if you want it. Do people come on board the Methryn and start taking her apart?"


  "The Methryn has never been in such bad shape," Keflyn said, tightening the final bolts on the panel. "That rough phasing was giving me fits."


  "You're some kind of strange perfectionist?"


  "Starwolves can hear drives phasing," she said, tapping her head. "That is no secret to the Union, although it is not common knowledge. That is why we are such good fighter pilots. We can track drives more accurately than any scanner."


  "That's a neat trick," he commented, surprised and obviously skeptical. "I've never believed in magic."


  "Starwolves have nothing to do with the supernatural." Keflyn teleported the wrench that she had left beside the access panel into her hand; she had inherited her father's remarkable abilities, although simple teleportation was actually the limit of her powers. "What we can do with the natural is something altogether different."


  You are showing off,she told herself.Starwolves were not supposed to do things like that in front of humans, not even their friends. Of course, most Starwolves could not begin to do that. Then again, who was he going to tell? No one would believe him.


  Addesin thought about it for a moment, and decided to change the subject. "Ah, if you are quite finished tinkering with my ship, would you like to see the rest of it? Or would that just tempt you?"


  "I might as well," Keflyn agreed as they walked slowly back to the main corridor. "I mean, we really need to get down to business."


  Addesin looked startled. "I thought so, too, but I never expected it so soon."


  Keflyn looked profoundly embarrassed. "I... really need to know about the Feldenneh colony. I mean, how long have they been there, how large is the colony now, and how much have they explored?"


  "In other words, do they possibly know anything so important that it would attract the attention of Starwolves?" Addesin elected to attack the matter boldly. "Say, why don't we get just one matter of business over with early and be done with it. I know that colony fairly well; I helped to set it up. If I knew what you were looking for, I could possibly help to steer you in that direction. If I can't know, then I'll keep quiet on the subject from now on."


  "Well, I wish you had not asked that," Keflyn declared with exaggerated regret. "Now I have to throw you out the airlock and commandeer your ship."


  "What?"


  "Why are you not afraid of Starwolves?" she asked with equal bluntness. "Humans are all supposed to be afraid of Starwolves, as if maybe we all run around poking people's eyes out, or something."


  "Kill you as soon as look at you is the proper expression," he told her. "I don't know. You see, I've lived my entire life without ever seeing a real, live Starwolf in person, and then you walked onto my ship."


  "You went outside and got me."


  "You know what I mean," Addesin exclaimed. "That was a line, a come-on – flattery. You speak the language reasonably well, well enough to change the subject."


  "You changed the subject. I asked why you were not afraid of me."


  Addesin paused a moment, then indicated for her to proceed him up the ladder to the crew deck. "I don't have an answer. You simply do not frighten me. I've seen things in my life that have frightened me a whole lot more than you. Now, do I get an answer to my question, or do you even remember what it was?"


  Keflyn frowned as she considered how much to tell him. "We think that your colony used to be a major world of the Terran Republic nearly fifty thousand years ago."


  "A major world?" Addesin asked. He looked both directions along the wide corridor that ran most of the length of the ship, choosing to go toward the back. "We've found some ruins, but nothing to suggest a major world."


  "You have found a few glaciers as well, I imagine," she said, and he nodded. "Those glaciers have been at work for five hundred centuries."


  He nodded thoughtfully. "I can tell you now that there are some buried ruins, but quite extensive and well-preserved ruins all the same."


  "Does the Union know about these ruins?"


  "No, I don't think so. The Feldenneh consider this world to be their own, and they can be very secretive about anything that they consider to be their business. I've always respected their privacy, since I work for them. At the same time, they seem to trust me."


  They entered the large galley and lounge at the end of the corridor, with its wide bank of windows overlooking the ship's rear drive section. Keflyn flipped the switch that opened the metal shields of the windows, looking out into the blaze of colors of theThermopylae'spassage. Jon Addesin stepped back from the window. Few humans, even Free Traders, could endure the vertigo of looking directly into the glaring visual distortion of starflight. It was a Starwolf's native element.


  "How long?" she asked.


  "It's a long way," Addesin explained. "It's way on the outside, even from the Rane Sector. New territory for the Union. The schedule calls for three and a half weeks."


  "And how long before you have to go on?" she asked.


  "Only a week. I hope that gives you all the time you need to do whatever you have to do."


  "I will not be leaving with you," Keflyn explained.


  "Oh, I see." Addesin was obviously surprised and dismayed to hear that.


  "Could we get there ahead of schedule?" she asked, turning to look at him with a Kelvessan's big, innocent eyes. She was no fool; he would know that every day they arrived early was another day he had with her. "I mean, surely you can get just a little more speed out of this ship."


  It was rather bad acting. Keflyn was new at this; she knew the theory, but she had never practiced the technique. All the same, young Captain Jon Addesin swallowed it whole.


  "Well, I suppose that we could step it up just a little," he agreed reluctantly; something about this made him very nervous. "Especially after what you've done to our stardrive, we could probably step up the speed as much as one-third without stressing the engines much more than we were. There's just one thing that I have to ask."


  "And what is that?"


  "Can you work on my generator also?"


  TheThermopylaearrived in orbit above the world that the Fel denneh natives called Charadal a full week ahead of schedule. It was a cool, green world of two wide seas between two large, continental regions, mountainous and forested between massive poles and vast plains of glacial ice. It was the type of world only a Feldhennye could love, and a world that the Kelvessan could learn to love.


  As soon as theThermopylaehad settled comfortably into orbit, the crew began the process of unloading their cargo into shuttles. The two atmospheric shuttles were kept in their bays in the underside of the freighter, where they could be loaded directly from the main cargo bay. The Feldenneh colony was receiving so little cargo on that particular journey that the whole shipment was easily loaded onto the two shuttles in only one trip. Depending upon the type of shipment the colony had for export, loading their cargo could be as easy or it could take the better part of a week. Jon Addesin never knew what he would be carrying out until he got there, but he was expecting a fairly large shipment of cured wood.


  When Keflyn followed Captain Addesin into the shuttle bay for the ride down, she had immediate reservations – the two aging transports were even more decrepit than the freighter herself, worn out from uncounted circuits into and back out of planetary atmospheres. The shuttles were an ancient and simple design, intended for slow, rough, atmospheric entries with low-powered shields that allowed a great deal of heat to leak through, deflected by the shuttle's own ceramic composite hull. The low-powered design was slow and awkward, but it allowed for more of the shuttle's interior room to be given over to cargo and less to massive generators.


  Keflyn was even more alarmed when she entered the forward cabin of the first shuttle to find Jon Addesin at the controls. She was not particularly surprised; theThermopylaewas flying under a minimal crew, with just about everyone taking multiple duties. Jon Addesin was not only captain but helm and navigator, and it seemed that he fancied himself a pilot as well.


  "Away we go!" Addesin declared as the shuttle fell away from its cradle out the bottom of the bay. "Have you ever ridden in one of these before?"


  Keflyn shook her head. "I usually have more sense."


  The shuttles had no reverse-thrust engines, another weight-saving peculiarity of these machines. Addesin simply rotated the ship over on its back and engaged the main engines enough to brake their speed before rotating back to a nose-first position, letting gravity draw the shuttle down toward the planet. After a while the shields began to burn against the outer edges of the atmosphere, and from that point they were going down in a hurry.


  Keflyn had never before ridden a ship down from orbit to landing entirely by gliding unpowered. The main thing that impressed her was how long it took, nearly an hour-and-a-half after leaving theThermopylae'sbay, a leisurely trip of about fifteen minutes in her own fighter. Unlike most transports, which would stay at speeds of two thousand kilometers or more except at landing and take-offs, this lazy shuttle spent nearly half of its glide down drifting at subsonic speeds.


  It did give her time for a good, long look at the Feldenneh colony. It was located well inland in the north of the smaller continental area, at the eastern base of the mid-continental range of mountains. Like Kanis, this was a heavily forested world, the inherent imbalance of the cold continental and polar areas and the warm equatorial seas driving a weather system that distributed a fairly even amount of precipitation year-round over almost the entire land areas. Keflyn had her closest look at the continental glaciers while they were still very far up, several hundred kilometers away.


  The colony itself was not that large, it's single impressive feature being the three-kilometer runway for the shuttles. Some distance away, tucked back under the edges of the forest, was the colony itself, some five dozen simple wooden houses and a few larger buildings. The Feldenneh were not farmers, their diet limited to nuts, bread, and meat, and they certainly had not come to this world to farm.


  It occurred to Keflyn then that Jon Addesin was looping the shuttle around to align it with the runway, and that he intended to bring the little ship down in a rolling stop. She realized for the first time that this aging shuttle had not even been designed for field drive vertical landings. She had never made a rolling landing before. For that matter, she had never even been in a ship that had wheels, much less used them.


  Fortunately the shuttle had been designed with large wheels and rugged landing gear for high-speed landings on unimproved runways. Addesin rotated the wings forward and dropped the flaps, and the ship shook and rattled as it protested the slower speeds. Moments later it bumped hard against the runway, and Keflyn was certain that the landing gear must have collapsed to leave the shuttle sliding in on its belly, the ship shook and vibrated so violently. She was contemplating abandoning ship when the machine suddenly lurched almost to a complete stop and rolled off the runway onto the cramped parking apron.


  "There, that was something of an adventure even for a Starwolf, I'll bet," Addesin remarked happily as he began shutting down the little ship.


  "Flying a Starwolf fighter is an adventure," Keflyn remarked as she removed her belts, intent upon finding an open outer door. "That was a very inefficient attempt at self-destruction."


  "Inefficient?" Addesin was too surprised to be annoyed.


  "We are still alive." She stared at him. "I cannot imagine that space flight was ever that primitive."


  The nose of the shuttle split vertically just under the cockpit and opened to either side, and a ramp rolled down. By the time Keflyn reached the cargo deck, a cool, fresh breeze was stirring through the wide hatch. She stepped out onto the ramp, looking across a long, narrow meadow of deep, dense grass surrounded by forests and low mountains. It was a perfect day. The sun was bright but not hot or intense, and a gentle wind stirred through the grass in green waves.


  A flatbed land transport, loaded with crates ready for shipment, rolled along the road from the settlement to the base of the ramp, and a pair of male Feldenneh stepped out of its front cabin. Vaguely wolf-like in appearance, with slender, thickly-furred bodies and long, narrow heads, they were both nearly a head taller than Keflyn, no doubt chosen for their tasks as loaders because of their considerable size for their kind. They were about to board the ramp when they saw her standing at the top and stopped short, staring. Nothing betrayed the Starwolves more for what they were than their second set of arms. Keflyn was dressed in a conventional manner for a Kelvessan civilian, in burgundy pants and tunic with a black vest, all of heavy material, but with no cape to hide her lower arms.


  The smaller of the two relatively husky Feldenneh seemed to consider the meaning of this unexpected appearance of a Starwolf for a moment, then stepped quickly up the ramp to meet her. It had never occurred to Keflyn to wonder if Jon Addesin would have warned the Feldenneh what he was bringing them. It seemed that he had not.


  "I am Derrighan, shipping master," he introduced himself simply, his voice the soft, rich purr of his kind. "How may the people of Denneshyann serve you, warrior?"


  "I am Keflyn of the Methryn," she answered, a little disconcerted by his intent and slightly bewildered stare. "I have been sent to seek the answers to a very ancient riddle. We believe that this may have once been a major world of the Republic."


  "You will have to ask our Speaker, Kalmedhae, for any answers to your questions that we may have," Derrighan said guardedly, "but I think that you will not be disappointed."


  Keflyn helped to unload the shuttles, since she could lift so much more than anyone else, before she rode the last transport into the settlement. She thought that she should do these people a favor or two before she came asking for hand outs and hospitality... not that the congenial Feldenneh where likely to refuse her. More than anything, she was busy reviewing her strategy, because nothing in the greater universe outside the Methryn's hull had gone at all the way she had expected.


  She had been watching her father's techniques for years, and that had let her down from the start. Velmeran's method of operation had always been quite simple; everyone he had ever met had been frightened to death of him. His reputation alone made his enemies afraid to cross him, while he would approach a would-be friend with that spontaneous innocence and understanding of his and win loyal supporters. That system adamantly refused to work for Keflyn. The Feldenneh found her cute and charming, and perhaps even a little lost. Jon Addesin fancied himself in love. The Feldennye shipping master Derrighan was in love, and too polite to let on. But no one was in the least bit frightened except Keflyn herself, who needed a bit more cooperation and a few less alien admirers.


  Her meeting with Kalmedhae was to take place that night over dinner in the Speaker's own house. Kalmedhae was an older Feldenneh who served the colony as Speaker, as far as Keflyn understood a combination of mayor, judge, and social councilor. Aside from Kalmedhae's own household, the other guests at dinner were Jon Addesin and the shipping master Derrighan. She could imagine why Derrighan had wrangled himself an invitation to dinner; he stayed close to Keflyn's side to insure his place beside her at the table. Addesin was, at least at first, too annoyed to notice that he had competition. He was forever trying to raise extra money for his ship by selling goods on speculation to the colonists he supplied. Because of a mistake in labeling the shipping crates, something he had bought to sell to the fur-bearing Feldenneh had turned out to be five thousand bottles of suntan lotion.


  So there Keflyn sat, trapped at the table between her pair of strange suitors, knowing that there might be trouble as soon as Jon Addesin recovered from his mood of annoyance enough to notice. Keflyn entertained some hope that Addesin might never know. Despite his occasional obvious and very self-conscious attempts at acting the part of the daring young pirate captain, he was too absorbed in nursing his shaky business and ailing ship to be aware of anything that did not present itself as a profitable venture. The possible romance of a Starwolf and a Feldenneh would not interest him beyond its threat to his own plans... unless he could figure out some way to sell tickets.


  Leave them both alone,Keflyn told herself.You will soon be going back to your own ship and your own kind. One is furry, and the other is descended of baboons. Why would you want to become involved with either one?


  It would be different?


  She told Kalmedhae everything about her mission that she had been willing to tell Addesin, not daring to allow even the Feldenneh to know the greater scope of her search. The Feldenneh gave their wholehearted support to the Starwolves, who protected them from slavery under Union control. At the same time, they were a part of the Union and often found themselves forced to fill the roles of non-combat technicians in the Union military, and they seemed to feel that that did not compromise their loyalty. Unlike Addesin, however, Kalmedhae was honestly interested in her quest, and shrewd enough to realize its implications.


  "This was once Republic space," he observed, watching her closely with his large, solid black eyes. "Do the Starwolves consider that it still is?"


  "That depends upon the level of ownership you wish to define," Keflyn answered carefully. She was well aware of all the members of Kalmedhae's household seated about the table, watching her expectantly. "At this time, the only people living on this world are your own. If your loyalties are to the Union, then the Starwolves will respect that. If you wish to sever your ties to the Union and be independent, then the Starwolves will defend your decision to do so. If you wish to open this world for Republic expansion, we would be grateful."


  Kalmedhae considered that carefully. "What would the Republic find of interest in this world?"


  "Essentially nothing," she admitted freely. "The export of wood or other materials, or your own products. But the Kelvessan, my own people, would find it very interesting. This is one of the few worlds cool enough for us to live comfortably. Our metabolisms are so high-powered that they produce excessive heat, and we must be artificially cooled to tolerate human environments. Here, we can live very comfortably."


  She glanced at Jon Addesin, who was wearing a lined jacket even indoors. He did not notice, still distracted with thoughts of suntan lotion.


  Kalmedhae considered that, arid nodded. "That is well. Kelvessan would make very good neighbors. I had not known that there were those of your kind who do not lead the lives of Starwolves."


  She shook her head. "There are now several million Kelvessan, but only a few thousand Starwolves."


  "There are secrets in this world that you should see," the older Feldenneh announced suddenly, as if coming to some important decision. "But it has a price. The Union must not know these things. Once the Starwolves know the secrets of this world, then they will have the responsibility of defending those secrets. You will agree, when you see for yourself and understand."


  "You have had that promise already," Keflyn assured him. "What are those secrets?"


  "Perhaps it would be better for you to see those things for yourself."


  Jon Addesin looked up suddenly, like a startled animal. He apparentiy had not been in a world completely of his own. "Ah, I'll be bringing down theThermopylae'sskyvan, as soon as we get our load on board. I know that your colony has nothing suitable for long, quick trips."


  "Yes, that is so," Kalmedhae agreed, and Derrighan's look of quiet dismay supported that. But the older Feldenneh still had a trick to play for his own side. Although Feldenneh did not smile, he still looked enormously pleased, like a chess player who had just moved his opponent into an unexpected check. "Well, the day grows old, and night is upon us. Derrighan, perhaps you could find a place where your new friend can stay the night."


  "Kelvessan do not sleep," Keflyn answered guardedly, watching the two Feldenneh closely. "Of course, I must have someplace where I can stay."


  Derrighan's ears were standing straight up with anticipation. "I live alone. I came to this world in advance of other members of my household, who have not yet come."


  "You'll not be going back up to the ship with me?" Addesin asked, looking panic-stricken. He knew that she planned to stay, since she had brought all of her bags down on the shuttle with her.


  "I will never return to theThermopylaenow," Keflyn reminded him.So if you want your chance,she added to herself,you will get your business concluded as quickly as you can manage so that I can be about mine.


  "And I do have to get back to my ship," Addesin mumbled to himself.


  Derrighan just sat there in silence with the most surprised, frightened, and bewildered expression on his lupine face, knowing that he had won something and not at all sure what, or if he really wanted it in the first place. Keflyn hoped that she could take that as a measure of the sincerity of his interests, that he had been competing for her favor in spite of a logical uncertainty about whether or not he should.


  Now that she had him, she was also facing the question of what to do with him. She wondered about that as the two of them used the transport to move her bags to his house near the edge of the settlement. Both Derrighan and Jon Addesin had stirred her interests, although not to any great extent. Anything that did happen would be nothing more than play. Jon Addesin looked the most like one of her own kind. Derrighan was most like her in thought and spirit. The Feldenneh would spend most of a long night in gentle, affectionate lovemaking. Humans had sex in a matter of minutes and went to sleep.


  She was by no means certain that she wanted things to go that far with either one of them. Her advantage was that the choice was entirely her own.


  The evenings of this world were marked by spectacular displays of light, a constantly changing display of long streamers and sheets of brilliant colors filling the western sky. She had been told that the sun of this system was slightly unstable, fluctuating on a cycle of slight expansion and contraction every sixteen hours, and pouring out a tremendous blast of charged particles and strong magnetics as it did. Keflyn wondered that this world had ever been chosen for major settlement. Unshielded electronic and electrical systems would never work properly.


  They were unpacking her bags from the back of the truck when a vast sheet of lightning rippled across the sky, moving in a complex pattern of interconnected arcs like a blinding spider's web from the western horizon to the east. Keflyn blinked, waiting for some devastating blast of thunder. Long seconds passed in silence, followed by a dim, distant rumble.


  "Sheet lightning, as we call it," Derrighan explained before she could ask. "Stratospheric lightning is the true name. Sometimes the ionosphere takes a greater charge than it can hold, faster than the charge can be lost into the lower atmosphere. First one arc jumps the bounds between the layers, and that sets off the whole thing. Sometimes it will leap all the way to the ground with the force of a nuclear explosion. But only in the distant south, where the lands are much warmer, and especially so during the big circular storms. Never here."


  Keflyn stared at him, suddenly perceiving something. That fitful talent of hers suddenly gave her the clue to something she was too distracted to have seen for herself.


  "You are no settler," she said, surprising him by speaking in his own language. "Neither is Kalmedhae. None of you are. I think that you are some manner of scientist, or explorer."


  "No, this is a real settlement," he told her, considering his answer quickly but carefully. "The Union found this world and considered it unfit for their own use, and they gave it to the Feldenneh. They did not look deeply enough to discover its secrets. When the first true settlers realized what this world was, they sent word secretly. You should understand that my people see the collapse of the Union, and we know that the time has come that we must take a stand. We will no longer help them in any way. We knew that this world would be very important to you. We are holding it for you."


  "They sent a team of researchers to live with the other colonists, and other officials such as Kalmedhae to supervise," she assumed.


  "That is so," he agreed. "The Union watches us from time to time, and we had to wait until the time was right to tell the Starwolves. Your sudden arrival surprised us. I was to tell you when we were alone tonight. That was why Kalmedhae arranged for us to be alone."


  "I thought you were just after my body."


  Derrighan looked uncomfortable. "I had my own interests, and Kalmedhae saw that and took advantage of it. Jon Addesin must be frustrated for a while at least. He learned the secret of this world, and he has guarded it well. But he does not know our secret."


  "What is the secret of this world?" Keflyn asked.


  "I think that Kalmedhae is right, that you must learn that for yourself. You must decide what it means for yourself."


  Chapter 05


  The Alkayja system seemed unusually busy as the Methryn dropped out of starflight, hurtling in toward her destination at high speed. The Republic had never really recovered from its early defeats, remaining a relatively small and inactive group of underpopulated colonies. That had been changing very quickly in the past few years, due mostly to the sudden expansion of both the size and fortunes of the Kelvessan race, particularly the High Kelvessan. But the Starwolves themselves lived most of their lives apart, and they often had no clear idea what was happening at home. Velmeran had certainly never expected this.


  "Incoming carrier, identify immediately," the voice of system control demanded imperiously.


  "This is the Methryn," Valthyrra responded, as surprised as everyone else on the bridge by that cold welcome. She recovered quickly. "My crew and I were responding to your most polite request that we pop in for a visit, as inconvenient as it has been to our busy schedule."


  "Methryn, you are directed to move into an equatorial orbit of fifty thousand kilometers and await further orders. You are to launch no ships of your own nor engage in unnecessary communication. Bring your running lights to full immediately," system control directed, abruptly cutting the channel.


  Valthyrra's camera pod lifted in surprise. "Well, I like that! I get a warmer welcome than that at Vinthra, even after what we did there. So what happened? Did my warranty expire?"


  "Something is wrong," Velmeran commented. "Why are we being shunted into a holding orbit? Is something happening at the station?"


  "Not that I can tell," Valthyrra answered. "There are no explosions or wrecks, although they do seem busier than the last time we were here."


  Long minutes passed as the Methryn whipped around the curve of the planet Alkayja at a speed which brought another curt reprimand from system control, braking hard as she settled into her assigned orbit. Valthyrra inserted herself at a position in orbit where she had a fairly good view of the station. It was a mobile station, complete with its own drives, although it had been in orbit over this world for centuries. Its thick, main body, twenty-five kilometers across, was a large city in itself. This was surrounded by two rings of docking bays, the smaller bays for commercial and military ships, and below that the immense modules that housed the carriers.


  "There are two carriers already in port," Valthyrra reported. "The Delvon and the Valdayen."


  "What are they doing here?" Velmeran asked. "Can they tell you what is going on?"


  "No, they ward off my attempts to communicate without explanation."


  "Well, I have had just about enough of this nonsense. Put me through to system control," he said, and waited until Valthyrra indicated that the channel was open. "This is Fleet Commander Velmeran. I ask to speak with Admiral Laroose, or whoever might now hold his position."


  "That is not currently possible," the reply came immediately, so quickly that it was an obvious refusal to forward the request. "You will be directed to dock shortly."


  "I wish I knew what this delay was about," Consherra commented, leaving her place at the helm station to pace the center of the bridge. Like the rest of the bridge crew, she had been watching the image of the station on the main viewscreen.


  "Yes, I know what this reminds me of," Velmeran declared suddenly. "What do you suppose all other ships do when they come into port, and they have to take their turn to come in to dock?"


  That startled the others, even Valthyrra. In all of her long life, no one had ever told her that she would have to circle while she awaited clearance. No one, not even their own people, ever asked starwolves to wait.


  "Well, how rude!" Valthyrra declared. "The only reason I took this job was for the perks."


  Velmeran returned to the bridge hours later, responding to Valthyrra's summons. The Methryn had finally been committed to her dock, a third of the way around the ring of carrier ports on the station's lower ring from the other two ships, with orders to keep her airlocks sealed with her crew on board and to deny all attempts at communication except from a special Senate Committee or one of the Members of the Triumverate. By this time, Velmeran was very certain that something must be very wrong, and that the Starwolves were being called home to solve it. He was willing enough to help, but he was impatient to be started. With both Lenna and Keflyn away on important missions, the Methryn needed to be free to respond to their calls on a moment's notice.


  Consherra and Valthyrra were both in the center of the main bridge, staring at the viewscreen. Velmeran wondered about that at first, since the only image was that of the inner wall of the bay. Valthyrra turned her camera pod to glance at him, then turned back to the screen as she magnified the image on the wide bank of windows that formed the bay's control room and, above that, the larger observation deck. There were guards, dozens of human guards, at both sets of windows, watching the Methryn with the same intensity.


  "They are not trying to board, are they?" he asked.


  "No, not yet," Valthyrra answered. "All of that milling about does suggest such an intent, however."


  "Now I wonder why they would be so interested in this ship," Velmeran mused. "They might be in our own service in theory, but I will not have any humans on this ship uninvited. Any attempt to board this ship, whether by order or by force, is to be denied by any means necessary. I want a pack in armor standing by at each airlock connected by a docking probe, and find some way that you can speak privately with those other two ships. This is now hostile territory until I know what is happening here."


  "Could the Union be in control here, and trying to trap us?" Consherra asked.


  "If they are, then they are even wearing Republic uniforms."


  "That, however, is not actually what I called you to the bridge to see," Valthyrra said. "I took the precaution of putting a drone overboard while we were still in orbit outside, just so I could keep an eye on things from that angle. That helped me to intercept an achronic message from Lenna and Bill. She needs for us to come quickly."


  Velmeran frowned. "Very quickly?"


  "She says that if we do not get there in a hurry, then it will be the end of civilization as we know it."


  "That does sound like Lenna Makayen." He stood for a moment, considering the problem. "Get me in touch with someone willing to talk to me. Tell them that the Methryn is pulling out of this bay in ten minutes unless they can give some very good excuse for remaining."


  "What if they try to stop us?" Consherra asked.


  "How? There are no doors on this bay."


  Velmeran's threat of ten minutes might have seemed a little severe, but it was met with time to spare. Hardly a minute had passed when Valthyrra lifted her camera pod in a gesture of extreme surprise and perplexity. "Commander, I have a call from Central Command. President Alac Delike wishes to speak with you."


  "I expected no less," Velmeran said with such indifferent certainty that they had to wonder if he did. "Put him through."


  "Commander Velmeran?" the warm, friendly voice, more like that of a used freighter salesman than a leader of worlds, responded a moment later. "You seem to have some complaint with your orders."


  "I have no orders," Velmeran corrected him briskly. "As Commander of the carrier fleet, I am answerable to no orders except my own unless I receive special instructions from the Senate itself. I have received no such orders, but I do have people out on two very important missions. I must respond to a call from one of those missions immediately, or I might lose both my people and the important information they were sent to collect."


  "I know that it must seem very important to you, but something has happened here that will make all other concerns inconsequential," Delike answered in that same cheerful voice, suggesting good news. "I would like for you to come over for a private discussion with myself and a couple of representatives of the Senate. It's important for you to understand everything."


  Velmeran considered that briefly. "I have no choice, I suppose."


  "You will not be disappointed," Delike assured him. "If you would like to come over as soon as you're ready, I'll have someone standing by to guide you at your main airlock."


  Valthyrra moved her camera pod closer, an indication that she had closed the channel.


  Velmeran shook his head slowly. "This is about as strange as it gets, but Delike does seem agreeable enough, even eager. I will discover what this is all about, and then we will do something about Lenna even if we have to send another ship after her."


  "Another ship and crew would not know what to do," Consherra reminded him. "Her mission is very important."


  "This had better be even more important, or certain members of the government of the Republic are going to find out why Donalt Trace fears the name of Velmeran," he declared. "All the same, I have a suspicion that I am going to be very disappointed. It has always been my experience that they are the most irrational, excitable and socially disagreeable creatures in known space."


  "What, humans?"


  "No, politicians." He turned to Valthyrra. "What about it, old chips? Who is this Alac Delike?"


  Valthyrra would have shrugged if she could, and she did a fair approximation as it was. "No information. Elections were a little over four months ago, and this – political creature – must have moved to the head of the class at that time. In my experience, I would predict that you are about to find that we have been used as a pawn in a tactical maneuver known as political grandstanding, an artificially generated crisis or overblown event designed to create favorable notoriety for the party perpetrating the hoax."


  Velmeran shook his head. "Sometimes you sound like Bill. If that is the case, then we embarrass them thoroughly and publicly and put them in their place, and then we go about our business."


  "And if it is a Union trap?" Consherra asked. Velmeran did not discount that possibility, which was why he went to this little meeting in white armor and cape, with both guns at his belt and a very impressive array of small but formidable weapons hidden about his person. He was met at the main airlock by a pair of security officers in the green-gray uniforms of the Senatorial Guard. They turned without a word, marching him smartly through the corridors of the station to a lift reserved for official use. This delivered the small group to the station's government compound in a matter of minutes, an area richly carpeted and paneled in real wood.


  This was an area of the station that Velmeran knew well from past visits, that portion of the command sector reserved for official use, mostly as the space-side extension of the Senate. The two guards delivered him to the wide double doors of a conference room near the lift, leaving him with the suspicion that he had just been shuttled through the station as quickly, quietly, and inconspicuously as possible.


  The doors opened and Velmeran stepped inside. It was hard for someone as small as a Kelvessan to swagger, especially in the presence of tall humans of undegenerate stock, but Velmeran's suit of heavy, white armor helped to make up for that. Even so, the three men seated in deep lounge chairs scattered about the room did not seem especially impressed. Velmeran could tell from the looks of detached appraisal he received that he was about to be told what was expected of him and sent away.


  "Yes, Commander Velmeran." A rather tall, lean man of middle years rose to greet him, but did not extend his hand. "I'm Alac Delike. I would like to introduce First Senator Arlon Saith, and Party Chairman Marten Alberes."


  "What party?" Velmeran interrupted, determined to prevent these people from putting him entirely on the defensive.


  "The National Republic Alliance, of course," Alberes replied. He was a short and rather heavy man who looked like he could find better things to do than talk to Starwolves. The answer itself seemed satisfactory enough; all Velmeran knew for certain was that it was one of the old, respected parties. The very concept of politics was a mystery to nearly all Kelvessan, since human politics were contrary to their own social instincts.


  "I must conclude this business quickly," Velmeran said. "I do have people out on very sensitive missions, and I must respond to a call from one of those parties immediately."


  "No, no. Your secret missions are no longer important," Delike insisted, pleased with himself. "The war is over."


  Of all the nonsense Velmeran expected to hear, that was not it.


  Delike began to pace slowly, as if unable to contain his enthusiasm. "Yes, it is quite true. We've only recently signed a treaty of peace."


  "We did?" Velmeran was still confused. "Who won?"


  First Senator Saith laughed aloud. "Nobody won or lost, you little fool. The treaty calls for a mutual cessation of all hostilities and a return of normal commerce and political relations."


  "You have to understand that the Republic has never been entirely supportive of this war, and no one can deny that it has gone on too long," Delike added quickly. "It is one thing to defend ourselves from aggression, but we feel that we cannot be in the business of protecting rebellious colonists and smugglers from prosecution for their crimes."


  "Those worlds are our allies," Velmeran protested, although he recognized the futility of arguing with these three self-satisfied politicians.


  "The terms of the treaty are clear," President Delike said, now softly and sternly. "It defines for all times the boundaries both of the Union and of the Republic. All space and every world within that limit are their own, to govern according to their own laws and policies. We will no longer interfere in or question their internal policies."


  "I see," Velmeran commented quietly.


  "There is also to be a partial disarmament as a part of this process," Delike continued, with the grace to look uncomfortable for what he had to say. "They will scrap their fleet of Fortresses, and we will remove the Starwolves."


  "Could I have a definition of 'remove'?" Velmeran asked politely.


  "The Starwolves are weapons of war, created for the purpose of war," Saith explained without reservation. "The carrier fleet is to be scrapped. Those Kelvessan known as the Starwolves are to be destroyed, since they are trained in the habits of warfare and will always be dangerous. The rest of the race of Kelvessan will be sterilized to prevent continuation of the race, and they will in time be selectively sold to private concerns."


  "That means slavery," Velmeran pointed out. "The Kelvessan are citizens of the Republic, not property."


  "The Second Ammendment of the Republic Charter has been revoked," Alberes said. "The Kelvessan have reverted to property of the state."


  "The Second Ammendment cannot legally be revoked."


  "It has, all the same, been formally revoked by Senate vote," President Delike concluded almost apologetically. Velmeran could not determine whether he disapproved of these measures, or if he was simply afraid to explain his actions to the Starwolves. "When the Kelvessan were genetically designed, they were given encoded instructions to always obey human commands. I am therefore invoking that control. You are ordered to comply with our commands, and you will assist us in ordering the recall of the entire Starwolf fleet. You will now return to your ship and await further orders."


  Velmeran seemed to struggle with himself for a moment, then nodded with obvious reluctance. Alberes leaned back in his chair with a smile of deep satisfaction, and even Delike was relieved enough to cease his nervous pacing and return to his seat. That told Velmeran that they had been unsure of their ability to order him until it was tried. Considering the reputation he had, he was surprised that they had not experimented beforehand with other Kelvessan.


  "Do as you are told," Delike continued, silently prompted by Satin's stern stare. "You will return to your ship in the company of your guards. They will stay with you and help you to remember your orders. You will order your crew to place all portable weapons in shipping crates that will be set in the corridors outside the airlocks, and to begin disassembly of all of your ship's major weapons. Admiral Laroose will be along later to help you to attend the other two carriers now in port."


  Velmeran turned and walked out, the three men watching him in silence. The same two security officers were waiting outside the door, falling in step beside him as they escorted him back to the lift. He knew now that these two fine gentlemen were not his guides but his guards, his appointed conscience to insure his compliance with his orders. The problem now was figuring out what he was going to do about a situation that he certainly did not like. If they needed his help in disarming the other carriers, it would indicate that the other Starwolves were no happier about this situation than himself and quite possibly refusing to be boarded.


  The lift doors opened, and Velmeran suddenly found himself in the company of an old friend. Admiral Laroose had not been a particularly young man when they had first met, more than twenty years earlier. Now he was old, white-haired, and bent of back, and he seemed to be under the burden of more than just the years, but also a deep sadness and regret. Velmeran had been instructed to take his orders from this man, an indication that Laroose was still in charge of dismantling his outlawed fleet. But he had some hope that Laroose did not completely agree with this new policy, and would perhaps even be willing to help.


  "Come along," he issued the tired, impatient command. "We might as well get this business started."


  "Good to see you again, as well," Velmeran returned pleasantly as the guards hurried them along the corridor, with little enough respect for either the Admiral's age or rank.


  "Don't give me that, Starwolf," Laroose said sharply. "I'm just here to do what I have to do."


  "I hope that I can understand your position on this matter perfectly," Velmeran ventured in return.


  "It seems that you do," Laroose responded, with a brief sly glance at the Starwolf.


  It seemed that the Methryn was no longer an object of such interest as it had been earlier, since there were now only the routine docking crews in the corridor outside the airlocks. The authorities seemed to feel very certain that they had everything under perfect control. The group marched down the long tube of the docking probe. Baressa and her pack, all dressed in black armor, met them at the airlock. The two guards apparently saw nothing in this to concern them.


  "I need you up on the bridge," Velmeran told his pack leader quietly. "And send Baress up as well. The rest of your pack is to seal this lock and let no one through. Gentlemen, if you will follow me."


  The members of the bridge crew were certainly surprised to see the company that Velmeran was keeping when he stepped off the lift. Valthyrra snapped her camera pod around so quickly that the hinges in the boom popped. Venn Keflyn had put in a rare appearance of her own, standing before the viewscreen with a very thoughtful look on her furry face. Velmeran walked immediately to the center of the bridge.


  "I have been told that the Republic is under new management," he addressed the crew. "There is now peace between the Republic and the Union. The carriers are to be dismantled and the Starwolves put to death. The rest of the Kelvessan are to be sterilized and sold into slavery. These two gentlemen are here to see that we comply."


  "Vethfarkmeerl!"Consherra commented in their own language, glaring at the two guards standing impassively behind Velmeran with crossed arms.


  "My sentiments exactly," Velmeran agreed, turning to Ba ressa. "These two are to be given something to induce pleasant dreams, packed into a shipping container, and left in the corridor outside the main airlock."


  The security officers looked startled and reached for their guns, only to find that they had empty holsters. Shrugging innocently, Velmeran brought a pair of guns out from beneath his cape. "Never trust a Kelvessan. They will take anything they can get their nasty little hands on, and they can move so quick that you may never see them."


  Baressa gathered the pair up and marched them back to the lift. Velmeran stared, waiting patiently until they were gone.


  Admiral Laroose relaxed for the first time. "Your enemies in the Senate believe that Kelvessan must instinctively obey orders given to them by their human masters. I assume that they are in error."


  "I should certainly hope so!" Venn Keflyn declared with some indignation. "The Aldessan may have genetically created the Kelvessan, but we would never have programmed any race with an instinctive subservience to another."


  "I cannot imagine where they even got such a ridiculous idea," Velmeran said as he watched Baressa lead the two guards away. "Just what is going on here? How did these people get in power?"


  "By the usual method," Laroose said, shaking his head sadly and shrugging. "Nothing of what has happened was a part of their campaign platform. It was, if anything, a very dull, low-keyed election. They had been in office for a couple of months, doing nothing of consequence except the usual housekeeping, when they suddenly announced that they had been approached by the Union with an offer to end the war. Considering how long the war has been going on, that came as if they had said they had sold the sky and the stars. Everyone was so shocked that no one has collected their wits enough to protest when they began announcing new policies. They told you that they revoked the Second Amendment of the Charter?"


  "They said that it has been revoked by Senate vote," Velmeran said. "That is not legal."


  "No, not at all. And it was not done by vote, strictly speaking. Delike annulled the Ammendment by Presidential veto, nearly five hundred centuries after the fact, and the Senate was unable to override his veto, with Alberes pulling party support by intimidation. I decided to play along, since it would leave me in a position to intercept you quickly when you came in."


  "I hardly have the time to solve everyone's problems at once,"Velmeran complained to himself. He considered the problem briefly, then glanced up at Valthyrra. "Did you get me private communication with those other carriers?"


  "Ready and waiting," the ship replied. "You might be pleased to know that both the Delvon and the Valdayen have kept themselves sealed, refusing to be boarded until they could talk to you. Of course, with their noses pushed up inside their bays, they could not send or receive achronic signals."


  Velmeran nodded. "Tell them to stand by, that we will be getting out of here in a few minutes. Have them copy every order I give, at the very same time. My word, I wish that Treg was here."


  "If you wait a while, he probably will be," Consherra remarked.


  "He promised to guard our patrol until he hears from us." He turned as Baress entered the bridge. "I have a very important task for you. Your friend Baressa will be bringing a shipping crate full of unconscious guards through the main airlock to leave outside. Valthyrra will arrange to have additional crates – empty – brought out at about five-minute intervals. You, Trel, and Marlena will go outside to stand guard over those crates, which are theoretically filled with our weapons. At my signal, you will go to this bay's control room and pull the emergency docking brace release and get yourself back on board as quickly as you can manage."


  "What about the docking probes?" he asked.


  "You can hardly do anything about that and still get back on board the ship, and may the Great Spirit of Space help anyone we may happen to leave behind. There is no danger to the station, since the bay has its own atmosphere." He turned back to Valthyrra as Baress hurried to carry out his orders. "Have you relayed those instructions to the other ships?"


  "They comply," the ship agreed. "In fact, they seem to be tremendously pleased."


  Velmeran turned to Admiral Laroose. "So what about it? Would you like to go along with us? We can put you overboard in one of those shipping crates with our two duteous friends."


  Laroose shrugged. "Before I answer that, can I ask what you intend to do about this mess? I cannot see you abandoning the rest of the Kelvessan to slavery."


  "How long can I stay away before they begin this plan of sterilizing and selling the Kelvessan?" Velmeran asked in return. "I was left with the feeling that this is something yet to be."


  The human shook his head slowly. "It's not even been announced publicly yet, and a long way from being put into effect. They do have to move cautiously on certain points or they'll have this business blow up in their faces, and they know it. Weeks, if not months. If the Starwolves revolt, public opinion may make it impossible for a long time to come."


  "Two weeks at most is all I need," Velmeran said, mostly to himself. "You see, I know a few things that your people here do not. There have been rumors bouncing about that the Union has finally found a way to fight and defeat Starwolves for all time. I sent Lenna Makayen to investigate, and less than an hour ago she sent back word saying that it is the end of civilization as we know it. This might sound like the alarmist predictions of a militaristic mind, but I cannot believe that they will keep the peace if they have a way to finally defeat us."


  "But why are they trying to get us to destroy the Starwolves for them?" Laroose asked.


  "It would be nice for them if it works," he answered. "It creates a fair amount of confusion under any circumstances. Did you really expect that the Starwolves would submit to having themselves and their ships destroyed?"


  "Not for a moment."


  "Neither would they. But where does it leave us? Either the Starwolves become renegades trying to operate without the support of the Republic behind us, or else we end up fighting ourselves. This was all designed to throw us into confusion, and it has cost them nothing."


  "The first shipping crate has been moved into the station," Valthyrra reported. "Baress is standing by, with Trel and Marlena to cover him. The Delvon is at this same stage, and the Valdayen will be ready in a moment. Should we have packs standing ready?"


  "Standing ready," Velmeran agreed. "But we will not put out any ships unless we must. Our intention is to catch them by complete surprise and to run before they can mobilize to stop us. My intention this time is to leave them with something to think about."


  "And then?" Valthyrra asked.


  "Then we come back as soon as we can assemble the fleet," he answered. "They committed a major crime against the Kelvessan race when they revoked the Second Ammendment, and that gives us the opening we need. I am sure that they will see our side of things when they find themselves looking out the window at the noses of twenty Starwolf carriers."


  He leaned back against the front of the console of the central bridge, considering the problem carefully. He could not delay in answering Lenna's call, and he did not dare to leave this problem at his back. He was very afraid of what might become of the Kelvessan in his absence, but he had to know what Lenna had found or it might be too late to stop a new offensive from the Union against the Starwolves. Having one major crisis was bad enough, but two at the same time was an almost impossible situation. The timing could not have been worse. He could imagine that Donalt Trace was laughing at him somewhere, thinking that his biggest surprise was yet to come.


  At least Velmeran had that one consolation. He was not going to be surprised a second time.


  He looked up, noticing that Venn Keflyn was watching him closely. He was never completely sure what the Aldessa was thinking, and reluctant to believe that his race was most closely related to her own. But even the Valtritians themselves held it to be true. The Kelvessan appeared vaguely human on the surface, but the resemblance was purely superficial. In terms of biology, biochemistry, genetics, and – most importantly – mental and social development, they were very closely related to the Kelvessan.


  "This was likely enough to happen," he said quietly in the language their two races shared. "They can never forget that our race was created to serve their need."


  "Nor can your own people forget that as well, it seems," Venn Keflyn said in return. "Perhaps your people should have a world of their own."


  "People of many races can live as easily on any world, even with others," he pointed out.


  "Yes. But the one thing that they all share is that, at one time in their history, they all came from a single home world," she pointed out. "The Kelvessan are the one exception. Perhaps the time has come that you should find a world to call your own. Not to stand apart from others, but to have that one place where you can all stand together."


  "Commander," Valthyrra interrupted gently, moving her camera pod close. "We are ready. All three ships are standing by for your word."


  He glanced over at Admiral Laroose. "What about it? Are you going along for the ride?"


  "I have to go back," he said. "If I am not here, there will be no one about who is still a friend of the Kelvessan. And your people need a friend or two just now."


  Velmeran nodded. "I could not ask that of you, but I very much need for you to watch things here until I return. I will have Baressa install you in your own shipping crate in a very polite and gentle manner, so that you will not be accused of complicity."


  " ...and hurry," Valthyrra insisted.


  "Hurry," Baress complained as he reached inside one of the shipping crates for his gun belt and helmet. "As if I need to be told to hurry."


  He looked around as he belted on his guns. Fortunately the wide corridor that ringed the inside of the docking bays had remained mostly empty since Velmeran's return. There was one pair of guards at the entrance to the bay's control room, and another farther down the corridor on the passage to the main lift. The Commander had said nothing about being discreet, but he thought that he could scatter this lot without the need of actually shooting anyone.


  "I will try to make this very brief," he told Trel and Marlena just before he slipped on his helmet.


  It seemed that the station guards had taken no notice of the three Starwolves preparing for battle. They drew their guns and took swift aim, filling the wide corridor in a sudden storm of bolts that exploded in flame and smoke against the walls and ceiling. The guards ducked their heads and dove for cover.


  Baress seized the moment of confusion, hurtling himself with surprising speed down the length of the corridor to the entrance of the control room, located before the center of the bay and a quarter of a kilometer from the entrance to the airlock. Trel and Marlena continued to shoot as rapidly as their guns could charge, maintaining the confusion in a deadly hail of bolts.


  Baress ducked inside the entrance to the control room, looking quickly about for the emergency release. Fortunately it was clearly marked, a large lever located in a recessed box beneath the main control panel. Holding the release trigger, he pulled back sharply on the lever. Explosive bolts blew within the frames of the two sets of braces which held the Methryn steady within the bay by the ends of her blunt wings, and gas pistons swung the braces clear. For a moment the immense carrier hung suspended in free-fall, steadied only by the nose bracket that held her shock bumper and a pair of long, slender docking tubes.


  Baress waited only long enough to see that the Methryn was clear, then hurried back to the door. The guards had re grouped and were doing their best to return fire from the cover of a side corridor, but Trel and Marlena, shooting from the cover provided by the crates, were reminding them to keep their distance, and their weak pistols could not have pierced Starwolf armor even from a much closer range. He covered the distance back to the airlock in a matter of seconds, sending his companions on ahead of him.


  "The ship is clear," Valthyrra announced. "All of our people are back on board and accounted for. The other carriers report the same."


  Velmeran nodded. "Get under way."


  The Methryn began to back out of the bay, moving straight and steady until she was well clear of the edges of the bay. The pair of long, slender docking probes shattered as she first began to move back, their length splintered into segments that spun aimlessly in the freefall of the bay. Then she turned with surprising speed and agility for a ship so vast, whipping around, then ac celerating directly away from the station, moving out of system on a course that would take her back toward Union space. First the Delvon, then the Valdayen fell in close beside her. Flying in tight formation, the three carriers continued to accelerate to light speed.


  "System control is calling," Valthyrra reported. "President Delike wants to talk to you."


  "I thought he would," Velmeran commented. "He did impress me as a slow learner. Put him through."


  "Commander Velmeran?" That voice sounded uncertain, surprised, and perhaps even a little hurt. Something had happened that he obviously did not understand.


  "You made this inevitable," Velmeran told him plainly, not waiting for him to ask. He had no more patience for this simple man. "You were badly mistaken on at least one point. I am not obliged to obey your word. When you treat a Kelvessan like a machine, you have found the quickest way to arouse our complete and unforgiving anger."


  "But you can't do this," Delike protested. "You will destroy our peace."


  "There is no peace that does not include us," Velmeran answered. "You and your friends have committed a very serious crime against my people. I have other important business to attend to just now, but then I will be coming back to have an accounting from you. Think on that."


  "I order you to return!"


  "Barking asshole!" Velmeran muttered, then turned to Valthyrra. "Cut that. Let them think about it for a while."


  "Perimeter defense cannons are moving to intercept us," Valthyrra warned him. "Should we prepare to destroy them?"


  "Not if we can help it," Velmeran said. "That is our property, and very expensive to replace. We will try to get into starflight before they come into range, but be ready all the same."


  Whether he liked it or not, he was afraid that they would have to destroy the defense drones. They were built like small carriers that lacked stardrives, barely an eighth as large, carrying no crews and automated rather than self-aware like their larger cousins. And yet, despite their relatively small size, they carried a firepower that even a carrier had to respect. Being fairly stupid machines, they could not be bluffed.


  "Valthyrra, go ahead and send out a warning to all other car riers," he added after a moment. "Inform them of the situation. Tell them to continue their patrols for now, but to button things up and be ready to come when I call. Tell them to anticipate about two weeks."


  "Do you really anticipate a fight?" Consherra asked, watching from her station at the helm.


  "No, I think not," he said. "Without the Starwolves, the Republic has only a fraction of the strength of the Union. Two carriers could go through the Republic Militia in a matter of days. Twenty or so carriers would be overkill, except that they do make a very powerful weapon of negotiation."


  "Twenty or so carriers moving in formation would frighten anyone."


  "Coming into range in forty seconds," Valthyrra reported. He looked up at her. "Can you make it into starflight by then?"


  "If we give our run a couple of more G's, then make the jump just a little premature."


  Velmeran nodded. "Do it."


  "Coming into visual range of the nearest drone," Valthyrra reported.


  Valthyrra centered the main image of her viewscreen on the scan of the nearest defense drone, sitting almost directly in their path. As black as space itself, its triangular hull was in most ways like that of a carrier, short of nose and lacking a tail to house a stardrive. Velmeran stood for a moment, watching the drone.


  "Cut acceleration," he said suddenly. "Cut across its path at the very outside limit of its range, shield to full, but do not return fire."


  "Well... sure," Valthyrra agreed reluctantly, obviously confused. She relayed the order to a pair of very perplexed carriers. "Stand by."


  The three carriers suddenly turned sharply, banking steeply to show their relatively unprotected bellies to the drone as they skimmed the outside range of its cannons. The automated warship opened fire, but at that distance even its efficient tracking sensors could not lock on target effectively and the volley of shots, already dissipating, went wide. The carriers began to accelerate again, moving out of range, and the drone moved to follow them, but it could never hope to match their speed before they were gone. A few moments later they disappeared into starflight.


  Valthyrra turned her camera pod to stare at Velmeran. "You wanted that thing to shoot at us."


  He shrugged helplessly. "Who says that a Starwolf cannot learn to play politics? Laroose says that Delike and his friends are hanging on the very edge of public condemnation as it is, and they just shot first at poor Starwolves who were only running for their lives. Now we can go see what Lenna thinks will be the end of civilization as we know it."


  Chapter 06


  Keflyn turned and looked up into the cool, clear morning sky, watching theThermopylae'sshuttle as it circled around to land. She had not yet seen the unpowered landing of the odd little spacecraft, and she definitely wanted to see this. The shuttle had already brought its wings all the way forward and was now rolling back its flaps. Riding the wind, it shook and dipped in a manner that Keflyn would have ordinarily considered to be bordering on a loss of control. Descending over the runway, it lifted its nose at the last moment and settled onto its rear wheels. Still rolling at a fairly high speed, it dropped its nose until the forward wheels touched down as well. Additional braking flaps in the wings and to either side of the tail snapped open to assist the regular brakes in slowing the ship. It slowed quickly but with obvious strain, turning off the runway and pulling to a stop only a few meters from where Derrighan and Keflyn watched.


  "That always amazes me," she remarked.


  "That it flies?" the Feldenneh asked.


  "No, that anyone would fly it."


  The nose of the shuttle split, moving open to either side, and the cargo ramp rolled out. They approached the ramp, careful of the outer shell of the ship, which was still radiating considerable heat acquired through its rather inadequate shields. She did know from experience that the ship would be too hot to touch for some time.


  "I am not entirely thrilled by this," Keflyn commented in the Feldenneh language, to be very sure that Jon Addesin did not overhear her. "Are you absolutely certain that your cargo scout cannot be repaired?"


  "You have not seen what is left of it," Derrighan answered, and his regret was genuine. If they had not needed Jon Addesin's skyvan, they would not have needed Jon Addesin.


  They entered the shuttle's long, narrow bay, which, Keflyn had always been interested to note, was decked in worn, scratched wood. The skyvan was lashed down in the center of the bay, held to the deck by a web of cargo straps. It reminded Keflyn somewhat of a very small version of a Starwolf transport, a long, rectangular hull with a blunt nose that contained the narrow cockpit, the rest of the craft given over to a cargo hold. It had no wings or control surfaces, relying entirely upon field drives, with pairs of retractable wheels in front and rear for land use.


  "I am somewhat relieved," Keflyn commented as she began removing the cargo straps. "It seems to be in a much higher state of preservation than the rest of the ship."


  "Considering what you were able to dismantle and carry with you, I suppose that you might have squeezed a ship of your own into two more bags," Derrighan remarked.


  "So there you are," Jon Addesin declared cheerfully as he descended the ladder from the cockpit. "I hope you're ready. We can be on our way as soon as we can roll this baby out of the bay."


  Keflyn paused to stare at him. He was up to something, excited, nervous and just a bit desperate, and acting very hard as if nothing was wrong. There was now a timetable that she did not understand. For some reason, he wanted this expedition done as soon as possible, although she was not telepathic enough with humans to determine more. She doubted that it was anything more than the launch of a major campaign to seduce her.


  "Is your handsome pet going along?" he asked next, which suggested that her guess was correct.


  "I have duties of my own to attend here," Derrighan answered vaguely, his annoyance obvious at that less-than-subtle derogatory comment.


  The young Feldenneh had first meant to go along, but according to their plan, he was now to stay behind in the event of trouble. If Keflyn could not return, he had been taught to assemble and use her achronic transceiver to call in the Methryn. He was also the colony's only qualified pilot and helm. If necessary, he could use Addesin's own shuttle to take a boarding party up to commandeer theThermopylae. This was by no means Keflyn's idea, but her capitulation of the fears of both Derrighan and Kalmedhae. Whatever secret the Feldenneh were hiding on this icy world, they were unusually fearful over it.


  Addesin was perfectly true to his word on one point. The little transport was already loaded with all of the supplies they needed for their journey, so that Keflyn needed only to toss on board her personal belongings. One thing that she insisted upon taking was a good supply of food that she had selected. Kelvessan had to eat prodigiously to maintain their fierce metabolism, and they generally did not share human tastes.


  They were under way in a matter of minutes, traveling west and south over the lesser mountains to the plains and light forests beyond. The skyvan was a game little flyer but it was hardly capable of supersonic flights; at its best speed of about 300 kilometers per hour, they would still need the rest of the day to cross half a continent to reach their destination. Jon Addesin was as secretive as the Feldenneh about their destination, but for his own reasons. He was enjoying what he considered to be dramatic effect.


  They were passing over one area of scattered plains and light forests when Addesin suddenly turned the skyvan sharply to one side and began to climb steeply. Keflyn knew an evasive maneuver when she saw one.


  "What is it?" she asked.


  "Spark dragon," he explained simply.


  "What?" Keflyn asked incredulously. Spark dragons were native to a world very far away. The large, flying mammals possessed a sonic blast that was as powerful as a disrupter at short range. Contrary to their names, they generated no electricity at all, although their sonic beam caused metal to throw bright sparks as it was molecularly disrupted. That made them dangerous even to the skyvan, or at least its vulnerable electronics.


  "Let me show you something especially interesting," Addesin said, turning the skyvan toward an open area of the plains.


  He slowed the transport as they crossed the distance quickly, no more than a couple of kilometers, and Keflyn saw what he was steering toward. There was a herd of perhaps a couple of hundred large animals grazing their slow way through the deep grass. Her enhanced vision had already shown her that there were two similar species of animals gathered there. The largest group she recognized immediately as thark bison, also native of a very distant world and now domesticated throughout both Union and Republic space. The other, more massive beasts she did not recognize at all.


  "Thark bison and Terran bison," he explained. "The two types apparently get along quite well and often travel together. In the farther north, you will also find them living alongside beasts the Feldenneh tell me are the modern descendants of Terran musk ox. It took them a while to identify those two, since they now exist only here. At night you will hear the howls of the Terran wolves and the barks of the Callian herrimeyens that hunt them."


  "This world is a regular zoo," Keflyn commented, watching the herd out of the skyvan's side window as they moved past. In her own mind, this was proof enough that this had once been a major world. Domestic breeds were one thing, but no one imported something like a Kandian spark dragon or a herrimeyen except for exhibition. The sonic dragons were dangerous enough to have under any circumstances.


  "You haven't seen anything yet," Addesin told her. "This is definitely the strangest world I've ever seen, but I don't think you'll be disappointed."


  Five hundred centuries, especially under a cruel climate, could be disastrous to any civilization. It certainly had not done this planet any favors. Keflyn had spent a long day poking through the ruins that Jon Addesin had brought her to see, even employing her tremendous strength to do a fair amount of excavation, and all that she could say for certain was that the ruins of a large city lay beneath those rolling, sparsely wooded hills. Only the downtown section had once had buildings large enough that their crumbled remains were recognizable as anything that had never been a part of nature.


  One thing that Keflyn had not discovered was evidence of battle. She had found stone, metal, and even glass that was shattered, crumbling, and corroded almost beyond recognition, but none of it burned or melted. Buildings had slowly collapsed in upon themselves, and some of the taller ones had even fallen, but she did not see any indication that they had been reduced by some tremendous explosion, or that a large blast such as a nuclear or conversion explosion had ever occurred anywhere in the area.


  The frustrating part was that there was no real hint of the world this had once been, no hint of the personal lives of the people who had built this city or even any clear indication of their race. There was nothing she had seen to even prove that they had been indisputably human. There had been no doorways or windows left intact to suggest their shape or height, no furnishing buried beneath collapsed walls or roofs. Metal, except for the splintered remains of heavy beams, had been reduced to dust, and wood had been gone for ages.


  Keflyn still felt the weight of incredible years that she had disturbed in the dust of these ruins. Her own race might not have even existed at the time when these buildings were new, before a recent river had cut this city nearly in two, and the Kelvessan were now a fairly old race in their own right. This place was so ancient, her investigation almost transcended archaeology into paleontology. She fancied that she would find dinosaur bones if she was to dig deeply enough.


  "Once we knew what to look for from space, theThermopylae'sscanners were able to trace the remains of over a hundred ancient cities," Jon Addesin told her over dinner that night. "None were any better than this, and most were buried much deeper. They're all located in the warmer regions, of course, where the massive continental glaciers never reached."


  "I recall from the maps that most of the continent regions are actually removed from the equatorial areas," Keflyn said, struggling with the primitive skills required in cooking over an open fire. Having lived her entire life in a spacecraft, she had never even seen a campfire before this.


  "The map is a bit out of date, to say the least," he told her. "The sea level is still many meters lower than it used to be, with a lot of water still locked into the remaining glaciers. There's more land in the tropical regions than there used to be."


  "Then this used to be a much warmer world, even than it is now," she concluded.


  Jon Addesin had tried his best to be eager and cooperative. He apparently had not expected that she would spend an entire day digging in old ruins. He had tried to help her, but he had only been embarrassed to see her easily lift blocks of stone several times heavier than he could even begin to shift. The only high point of his day had been sneaking a peek at her while she had been washing the dust of the ruins off herself in a nearby pool. She wondered which had amazed him more, her four-armed body or the fact that she had been swimming in glacial meltwater.


  Keflyn was beginning to feel very frustrated with the whole affair. She had been sent to find the clues that would lead the Starwolves to Terra itseff, only to find an impoverished, ancient world where every clue had been utterly destroyed under the weight of time and ice. All she had found was decayed blocks of stone, a Feldenneh with a fascination for a sexual affair with a Starwolf, and a human who was afraid he might get it in spite of himself.


  At least she knew that this was almost certainly Alameda. "So now what?" Addesin asked, as if he had been following her thoughts.


  She shook her head. "I do not see that I can ever make sense of this. It is a very big world, and we have very little time. I suppose that I can only call in the Starwolves and get the help I need to search this world thoroughly. Perhaps there is some structure or installation in this world that is buried but otherwise intact. The Methryn's scanners would turn that up in minutes."


  "What are you looking for?" Addesin asked, then frowned. "Forbidden question. I forgot."


  He sat for a long moment, so obviously debating some question with himself so fiercely that Keflyn watched him. He did know something, that was obvious enough. She wondered if he would volunteer his little prize of information, or if she would have to force it out of him. One advantage to being a Starwolf was the ability to break just about anyone's arm.


  Maybe that was her father's secret for dealing with people.


  "As I say, you can spend the rest of your life just digging through ruins on this world," he ventured at last. "Artifacts and ancient civilizations are one thing, but there is something here that has scared the Feldenneh half to death ever since they first found it. I promised them that I would take you to it, but I thought that you wanted to establish just which world this used to be first."


  "I know that this is Alameda," she told him. "That was not the primary purpose of my mission, but I cannot accomplish anything more without the help of a Starwolf carrier. And I have my doubts even then that we will ever find what we are looking for, this world has been so thoroughly wrecked. I might just as well go to see this thing that scares Feldenneh. What is it?"


  "That's the surprise that we've been saving for you. And it's so strange, I'm frankly hesitant to tell you about it because you might think that I'm either lying or simply insane. You'll have to see this one for yourself."


  Another long day of flight had brought them to the far north of the eastern edge of the mid-continental mountains, on their way to very base of the towering face of the retreating glacier. They had long since returned to lands that, until relatively recent times, had been buried beneath the massive burdens of the continental glaciers. With such a complete lack of information on Alameda, Keflyn had no idea just how far the glaciers had extended at the time of the original colonization. She was only guessing that Alameda was still a colder world than it had been, since she hardly expected that humans would have established a major colony on a world that was so consistently cold. Jon Addesin disagreed with that assumption, pointing out that humans would live anywhere it profited them to live. She thought that might be true for a minor colony like Kanis, but hardly a major one.


  Keflyn hoped that she was not just wasting her time. She had no limits set upon her, but she knew that she could not remain here for more than two or three weeks more at the most. And once theThermopylaeleft with the skyvan, her explorations would be at an end... unless she could contrive to borrow or buy the thing from the Traders. But what was she to look for that Addesin and the Feldenneh did not already know? Her best bet was still to let them show her what they would.


  And if this present little trip did not produce results, she was going to begin to get annoyed. Something was out here that the Feldenneh were very eager for her to see, but they were a very secretive folk, slow to give their trust and nearly as cautious with their own kind as with others. According to their own logic, it was infinitely preferable to show than to attempt to tell. She really did not blame them for being so reluctant to part with any secret that they found frightening. For one thing, if trouble came of it, they would be caught in the middle.


  Jon Addesin was a different matter entirely, and she liked him far more than she trusted him. He was frightened about something, facing a point of no return, and it had something to do with both her and what he was bringing her to see. He was playing a game, and she was both the problem and the prize. She suspected that it was just his very sincere interest in her, balanced by a healthy fear of Starwolves. Her natural telepathy was not enough to give her a clear answer, but she believed that he was trying to decide whether to try to seduce her before it was too late – before the reason for their journey together was lost – or whether he should just leave well enough alone. He was certain that she had enjoyed an affair with Derrighan and, for some reason that she could not completely understand, that had stung his pride rather severely. Perhaps he understood that her interests concerning him were only those of curiosity, while her deeper feelings were given to Derrighan.


  She asked herself what she wanted to do. Could she make love to a human without hurting him? It was a very real danger for most Kelvessan, but she was a very gentle lover. Did she want to try? All that she knew about humans argued that they were rather bland, and yet she had always thought that Commander Tregloran and Lenna Makayen made a very odd but generally satisfied pair.


  "How old are you?" she asked suddenly.


  "Older than I look," Addesin replied without looking away from the skyvan's controls. "I'm actually 57 standard years. Of course, Traders generally live to be 160 or so."


  "Oh." Keflyn could not hide all traces of her dismay... not at his true age but that reminder of his mortality. Standard Kelvessan lived about four centuries. No one knew for certain just how long the High Kelvessan lived, although the best bet was that, like the Aldessan, they would live four to six thousand years.


  He glanced at her. "How old are you?"


  "Twenty."


  "Oh!" Addesin mocked her with exaggerated dismay.


  "I was just wondering how you came to be the commander of a ship like theThermopylae," she said, watching the forest out the side window of the van.


  "A tottering wreck, you mean?" he asked, amused. "I had done very well for myself as the cargo master on board one of the larger family ships. TheThermopylaeis exactly the ship she appears to be. Not so old as you might guess, but she fell on hard times because of mismanagement, went broke, and was finally impounded for failing to pay her port fees. The Traders Affiliate bailed her out and asked around for someone willing to take a chance on a bad bet. I could have had a better ship of my own by waiting a couple of more years, but I thought that I might enjoy the challenge."


  "How does it go?" she asked, noting his obvious love for that old ship.


  "Oh, we're on top of things!" he declared, tremendously pleased. "That overhaul you gave her engines and generators will make a big difference. Now we have just about enough saved up to put theThermopylaeinto one of our own refitting docks for a complete overhaul, and that old ship will be as good as new."


  He turned to her with an intent stare. "That's something that you have to understand about Free Traders. The only thing that any one of us wants is a ship of our own. And nothing and no one ever comes between us, from the captain to the newest crew member, and our ship. I don't suppose that it can be quite the same with Starwolves and your big warships."


  "Are you kidding? Our ships can talk back."


  Night was already beginning to fall when they arrived, and Keflyn had only a brief glimpse of the immense white cliff face of the glacier, glowing like burnished gold in the fading light. Jon Addesin settled the skyvan into a sheltered depression in the woods a couple of miles away from the edge of the glacier itself, where they would be protected from the worst of frigid air coming directly off the ice. The retreat of the glacier had left this a rough, broken land, full of snaking ridges and sudden depressions littered with sand and rounded boulders.


  A ring of blackened stone marked the fires of a previous camp, a sight that helped to reassure Keflyn that they had found what they were looking for. With night falling quickly, Addesin begged off taking her to see his great secret until the next morning. The light of day was fading quickly, and he seemed to have no ability to see in the dark. He immediately set about converting the back of the van into his private bedroom. Since Keflyn did not sleep, she would once again have to find some way to entertain herself until morning. She was presently more interested in dinner.


  Addesin jumped down from the back of the skyvan and sealed the hatch, then paused a moment to look about at the sky. The sun had only just slipped below the horizon, and the first hints of color were beginning to climb into the night sky.


  "Come with me," he said eagerly, hurrying to draw Keflyn along with him. "There's something that I want to show you."


  "Your great, mysterious what's-it?" she asked.


  "No, just something pretty and unimportant. Come along."


  She followed him perhaps half a kilometer through the wooded, rugged land, until they came at last to a small, deep dell. The long, slender ribbon of a waterfall dropped over the rounded boulders of sheer cliff at the opposite end of the canyon, raising a cloud of fine mist as the icy meltwater splashed almost musically into the deep oval pool at the base of the cliff. Addesin led her along the edge of the lake to one side of the waterfall, where they could watch the final moments of daylight through the spray.


  "The Feldenneh are the most quietly decadent people I know," he said as he sat on a large boulder, as if waiting for a tram. "They have an almost magical talent for finding things like this."


  "It is nice," Keflyn agreed. "What does it do, besides give me an overwhelming desire to piss?"


  Addesin afforded her a look of disgust. "Starwolves must be wretched romantics."


  "We live our entire lives in starships," she explained. "What we see of nature is generally on a much larger scale. I find this all very interesting, I promise you. I just wondered what you wanted me to think."


  "I just wanted you to see something quietly unique," he told her. "Just watch for a moment."


  A sudden shock of sheet lightning leaped across the sky from east to west, tracing a fiery spider's web across the dark sky. For one long, sustained moment out of time, the land below stood out in brilliant relief as the rippling flash threw flickering shadows. The harsh glare of lightning faded, and twilight again settled heavily over the land.


  Then it began, slowly at first, as a single, slender column of golden light leaped up from the western horizon. It seemed to linger for a long second, like a fountain of water that ebbed and pulsed, before it sank back down. The glow across the edge of the western sky continued to grow, spreading slowly north and south, and now three columns of light climbed into the night. Each pulse brought an ever-widening fringe of light, spreading slowly north and south until it consumed fully a third of the horizon. Now it alternated in an increasing variety of colors – red, green, and blue, as well as gold.


  And with each pulse of light, the waterfall and its veil of icy mist glowed with the same color that filled the sky behind it. As minutes passed, the changing of color both in the night sky and the waterfall became more rapid and regular. As the evening deepened into darkness, the pulsing of light came faster and faster until it steadied into a ragged curtain of misty illumination that rippled in slowly changing colors.


  Keflyn sat, enthralled, hardly aware of the passing minutes as evening deepened into true night. She had watched this display every night since her arrival, but she had looked upon it as a remarkable display of static energy, filtering down through the planet's upper atmosphere, the tides of the powerful magnetic forces that raged above this world. She had wondered how the total of those forces compared to the power of a starship. She had wondered if this spectacular display was unique to this one world.


  For the first time, she saw it as a thing of captivating beauty.


  "This is the price we pay, Starwolves and Free Traders, for living always in space," Jon Addesin said as he slipped away from her side, retreating a few short meters into the forest behind. "We miss the wonders of a worldly life. Even when we see things like this, we tend to see it as we would from the outside. We look out our windows and see whole worlds as small, simple, and largely bland and uniform places. You have to stand here, in a place like this and be surrounded by the immensity of nature, to understand what a vast and complex place a world really is."


  Keflyn sat in silence, watching the waterfall. At that moment, a sudden sound rang out across the deep valley, an animal sound unlike any that she had ever heard, like the piping of a distant flute. She started, a Kelvessan's aggressive reaction to fear, as if ready to throw herself into battle with some attacking beast.


  "What is that?" she asked anxiously.


  "What?" Jon Addesin asked, as if he had heard nothing. He laughed. "It was nothing, just a night bird singing in the trees. You've heard birds before, I'm sure."


  "No, not so close," she answered. Birds were known to this world but very scarce; Keflyn thought that few breeds had survived the violence of the deep ice age.


  He returned a moment later, holding a length of some tough vine of large, dark leaves and half a dozen large, red flowers like roses. He twisted the ends together and slipped it around her neck. "Flowers, growing on the very edge of ice. That's the remarkable thing. Nature can make a thing of beauty to fill half the sky or small enough to fit in your hands, both of equal complexity. The first is as thin and transparent as mist, yet can rival the power of a starship. The other is fragile enough to crush carelessly in your hands, and yet it thrives within sight of glaciers that crushed an entire civilization from existence. Can Starwolves smell flowers?"


  "Just barely. Our designers saw no great need for that sense." She still made the gesture of inhaling the soft fragrance, doing honor to the gift. As a matter of fact, she could smell nothing at all. She looked up at him. "I never expected that you would suddenly turn into a poet."


  "A fair night brings it out in our kind, like wolves howling at the moon." He stood for a moment, listening to the singing of the night bird. Its call had begun as a series of almost questioning calls, settling now into a simple, fragmentary song, as if answering some music that only it could hear. "They say that there is magic in a night like this."


  "I have heard that said," Keflyn agreed. "I never thought there was any truth in that."


  Addesin offered her his hand. "What do you suppose would happen, if a mortal like myself happened to kiss a Starwolf?"


  Keflyn laid aside the vine with its flowers, which had come apart and fallen from about her neck. She took his hand, rising gracefully to stand close before him. "I expect that nothing at all would happen, as long as a certain Starwolf was careful about her strength."


  She placed both sets of her arms gently about him and drew him close, a gesture that surprised him with its subtle boldness, and they kissed. Unseen for the moment, the single large moon of that world rose slowly over the eastern edge of the dale. Standing nearly full, it cast a cold, bright light that turned the waterfall golden. Arm in arm, Jon and Keflyn turned away from the secluded pool and sought the simple path leading back to camp.


  Unnoticed in the night, a small, dark shape left the shadows of the woods. As it moved noiselessly into the moonlight, it was revealed as a machine, the rounded, featureless hull of a small automaton with a pair of cameras in a protective housing at the end of a flexible armored neck. It drifted slowly forward, suspended on silent field drives, its snake-like neck bent as it watched the retreating pair. Although it was no part of this world, Keflyn would have found it a familiar sight. It was a probe, the durable all-purpose remote employed by Starwolf carriers as their eyes and ears outside their own hulls. If she had seen it, Keflyn would have wondered why it was there. As far as she knew, there were no Starwolf carriers anywhere in the area, nor would any have cause to hide from her.


  The probe paused at the edge of the pool where the two had sat. A pair of long, narrow bays opened in its lower hull, and a set of mechanical arms unfolded slowly. One small, slender mechanical hand reached down to take up the length of flowered vine that Keflyn had forgotten, the machine's camera pod bent low, a gesture that was gentle, yet somehow sad. For ages she had slept, desiring never to awaken. The coming of first the Union and then the Feldenneh had caused her to stir, but she had slept again unconcerned. But the coming of a Kelvessan was something that she could not ignore, stirring memories as old and deep as the stars. She lifted her pod and quickly looked around a second time, watching the pair as they retreated over the edge of the dale and disappeared into the forest and the night. Slowly her gaze drifted back to the vine, which she laid gently back into the bed of grass and leaves, withdrawing the probe's hands into itself. So she stood, hovering motionless in the night.


  "This is it," Jon Addesin said, stopping in the middle of the trail halfway up the ridge to block her path. "Are you prepared to be astounded?"


  "Just go ahead," Keflyn answered impatiently. She still had no idea of just what waited on the other side of that low hill, but she knew that Addesin was excited and extremely pleased with himself. At least he did not presume upon their one, rather brief intimacy. It had satisfied her curiosity, and his was the attitude of a man who had gotten rather more than he had bargained for. She followed him to the top of the ridge, and stopped.


  She was every bit as surprised as Addesin could have hoped.


  Previously hidden by the dense forest, the towering face of the glacier suddenly soared before her, a crumbling cliff of ice well over a kilometer in height and stretching away to either side in a broken line that eventually disappeared into the distance. The glacier was bordered closely by a string of long, narrow lakes, sometimes extending several kilometers away from the base. A thin layer of soil that had collected over the centuries had covered large areas of the top, bearing carpets of grass and occasional trees. The very sheer face of the glacier was characteristic of its present state of retreat, a condition also born out by the thin ribbons of waterfalls that spilled over the top.


  The surprising thing was what she saw embedded in the dark ice. Protruding from the very center of the glacier was the black nose of a Starwolf carrier. Although only a small fraction of the ship was visible, over a hundred meters of the forward hull hung out like a dark ledge.


  "Varth! Val traron de altrys calderron!"Keflyn exclaimed.


  "Yes, I had thought so," Addesin remarked, grinning hugely. "Now you know why the Feldenneh are so nervous about having something like that lying about. Even wrecked, a ship like that is something that the Union would give a lot to get in their possession, but they would have to be extremely secretive about it. They would probably eliminate all the colonists on this planet to maintain security."


  "But that is not a wrecked ship," Keflyn insisted as she started down the hill toward the glacier.


  "What?" he demanded as he hurried after her. "But that thing has to have been trapped in the ice for tens of thousands of years.


  "There are carriers in space right now that are tens of thousands of years old," she told him. "Even so, although we might build those ships to last, that one has been under half a kilometer or more of ice for a very long time, and even continental glaciers will slide and flow for vast distances. She would have been ripped to much smaller pieces than that a long time ago. She must be powered up, with structural shields in her hull and space frame."


  "Where are you going?" Addesin demanded, almost having to run to keep up with her.


  "Since she is still alive, there might be a way in."


  He expected that she would have to stop when she reached the edge of the lake that stretched along the base of the glaciers for some distance to either side of the carrier's nose. After all, it was at least half a kilometer across and the water was just barely above freezing... with nothing but ice waiting on the other side. Starwolves, however, could take worse than that in stride. Keflyn immediately began removing her clothes.


  "Oh, be practical!" Addesin exclaimed irritably. "I'll go get the skyvan. It can hover well enough, and it certainly floats."


  "I will get the skyvan," she said. Although she did not explain herself, he had to agree with her reasoning. She seemed determined to run all the way back to camp some three times faster than he could, assuming that he could have even run the entire distance.


  The skyvan hovered well enough for their purposes, and there was also a narrow beach of rounded stones and boulders of broken ice where they could land. They did not have to look for very long. There was evidence of old, collapsed caverns in the ice in the glacier to either side of the stranded carrier, and they soon found one that was very recent. It was obvious that new access caverns were constantly being cut as soon as the old ones were crushed by the shifting ice.


  Unfortunately, the cavern – like all of the others – was four hundred meters up the side of the glacier. Addesin held the skyvan in a hover while Keflyn leaped overboard, then he landed the machine on a ledge some distance below and let the Starwolf haul him up with the length of rope she carried. He was even less enthusiastic when he found that the tunnel was fairly small, so that he had to walk slightly bent over.


  "Is this entirely safe?" he asked as he followed her into the depths of the tunnel. The ice cavern seemed much colder on the inside than outside. "I mean, how do we really know who is living at the far end of this passage?"


  "Starwolves, I imagine," she answered. Then she realized what he was thinking and paused to turn to him. "In truth, I expect only to find the ship itself. You see, our carriers have sentient computer systems. They can take care of themselves."


  The most important question in Keflyn's mind was not so much what she was going to find but how it even got there in the first place. A Starwolf carrier was a versatile ship. Although it had never been meant for atmospheric flight, its armored hull was certainly streamlined enough even without atmospheric shields and its field drive was powerful enough to bring it down slowly, even hover. The problem then, of course, was that a carrier had no landing gear. On level ground, the main body would be supported by the tips of the down-swept wings and the forward edge of the nose. She did think that the ship was leaning slightly nose-down, but it was hard to tell with so little of the hull exposed.


  She still could not imagine why anyone would want to land a Starwolf carrier in the middle of a glacier. The best place to park a ship of any great size was in space. And while the inside of a glacier was perhaps the last place where anyone would look for three kilometers of starship, it would take hundreds if not thousands of years to bury anything that size.


  The tunnel had so far been following a long, gentle curve inward toward the buried ship, although they could see only a very short distance ahead in the absolute darkness. Glacier ice was not very translucent, and a kilometer thickness of the stuff might as well have been a kilometer of rock. Keflyn's small torch suddenly illuminated a blackness at the end of the tunnel that was the hull of the ship itself, centering on a sealed airlock.


  "So now what?" Addesin asked. "We knock?"


  "There is hardly any need," a precise female voice declared from behind them.


  They turned quickly to see a carrier's probe hovering in the tunnel some ten meters behind them, at the very limit of Keflyn's weak light. Jon Addesin had never seen anything like it in his life, and he drew back fearfully as the strange machine drifted noiselessly closer, its snake-like head with two large, bright eyes bent to watch him. It was a very disconcerting thing to find blocking the only way out at the end of a long tunnel inside a glacier, especially when it was watching him in such a baleful manner.


  "You knew that we were coming?" Keflyn asked.


  "I have been watching," the machine answered vaguely.


  Well, this was certainly a Starwolf carrier. Keflyn recognized that very typical manner well enough. Certainly well enough to know that she was facing a very perturbed and anti-social example of the species.


  'I am Keflyn, daughter of Velmeran, Commander of the Carrier Methryn and of the combined Starwolf fleet," she offered, realizing that she was expected to make the first overtures. "This is Jon Addesin, Captain of the Free TraderThermopylae."


  "What is a Starwolf?" the ship asked.


  "Oh, my," Keflyn muttered to herself, suddenly aware of the incredible antiquity of this ship. "Starwolves are those Kelvessan who still live on board the ships. There are still twenty-three carriers. We believe that we are in the final days of the war, although we have no idea how much longer the Union can hold out. From your point of view, it has to be just about over."


  "The Republic survives, and the Kelvessan are still fighting the war?" she asked, her camera pod dipping reflectively. "I had never expected that."


  The airlock door suddenly snapped open, the warm, bright light of the corridor beyond flooding out in welcome. Whatever this ship thought of her unexpected visitors, she had apparently decided to trust them enough to ask them in. Keflyn realized that the poor ship probably had no idea what to think, as long as she had been in isolation.


  "I am Quendari Valcyr," she introduced herself simply.


  Keflyn stopped short, and turned abruptly to stare. "But the Valcyr was lost a very long time ago, in the earliest days of the Starwolves. You were the first jump ship."


  "That is a very long story," the ship said, drifting slowly forward to encourage them to enter the airlock. Keflyn suspected that she was unwilling to speak before Jon Addesin.


  The airlock closed behind them. Addesin was enormously relieved to be out of the intense cold of the cavern, although his joy was short-lived when he discovered the pronounced chill inside the ship. Starwolves required a cool environment for comfort, and Quendari had dropped her internal temperature even more to save power and preserve her electronics against heat decay. Then, as the inner airlock door closed, he seemed to realize where he was. For the first time since Keflyn had met him, he appeared impressed and even just a bit frightened by Starwolves.


  Keflyn found the corridors familiar so far, and headed toward the nearest lift. She assumed that Quendari would then direct the lift to whatever part of the ship she meant to keep her uninvited guests, probably to put Jon Addesin into safekeeping so that they could speak privately.


  "Why have you come?" Quendari asked as she hovered behind them. "If you did not know that it was me, then what were you seeking?"


  "Another ship that had been destroyed centuries ago was recently restored to life through her remaining memory cell," Keflyn explained briefly, speaking in Tresdyland to protect her secrets. "She possessed vague memories that brought us here, to the lost colony of Alameda, where we had hoped to find additional clues that would lead us to Terra. You see, we lost the location of both worlds a long time ago, after they were abandoned. I know that Terra is supposed to be unlivable... "


  "Then none of the older ships survived?" Quendari interrupted.


  "No. All that survived the time before was the former Alameda station, which is now at Alkayja."


  "Well, you people did get rather lost," the ship remarked as they moved into the lift that stood open, waiting for them. "This is Terra."


  Chapter 07


  Invisible to sight and scan, the Methryn slipped silently into the small, remote system. She launched drones immediately, and they reported back within two hours with a detailed survey of the system, giving Valthyrra the location of the main surveillance network on the planet and every hidden detector within the system. That provided a surveillance map of the complete area, allowing the Starwolves to know the strengths and weaknesses of the Union's position and indicating their best avenues of approach.


  The most difficult part of landing unseen on any planet was the last two hundred kilometers. Then an approaching ship was within the effective range of radar and almost on top of scanners, its own speed cut to a relative crawl and leaving a fiery trail through the upper atmosphere with its shields. Over their long history, the Starwolves had explored a variety of methods for getting their fighters undetected to within striking range of a ground-based target. The most effective method was a sudden burst of speed on the final run, hitting hard before defenses could be brought into order. That was not, of course, at all possible when the objective was a secret landing.


  That was the problem that Velmeran faced, complicated by the fact that he really did not have the time to spare on any complex plans. He needed to get in, find Lenna, and get back out again in a hurry. He still had to stand the Republic on its head and get a pack of petty tyrants out of power, before they did something unforgivable to his people. He was fighting two wars now, and he only hoped that Lenna did not have something to show him that would demand precedence. Then his life was going to get impossibly complicated, and they might have to start the revolution without him.


  He stopped pacing and looked up to see that the entire bridge crew was watching him expectantly. He knew what they were waiting for. It was time for Velmeran to do something bold and unexpected, and save the day. He had a lot of days to save in the time to come, but he had no magic schemes to suddenly make the impossible happen. This time, he was going to have to do things the hard way.


  He glanced up at Valthyrra's camera pod. "I need for you to get in touch with Bill. Tell that mechanical moron to keep quiet until the two of them are someplace where they can talk without being overheard."


  "Right, Chief," the ship agreed uncertainly.


  "And use the achronic channels," he reminded her.


  "At this distance, I would anyway," Valthyrra said, then remembered that the Union had no way to intercept achronic transitions. "Right away, Chief."


  "I was hesitant when you had Bill fitted with an achronic transceiver," Consherra said, stepping down from the middle bridge to join him. "It has had its uses, I must admit, but I worry about the Union getting their hands on it."


  "Do not tell Lenna, but Bill also has an automatic self-destruct triggered to detonate if he is dismantled or tampered with past a certain level by anyone he does not know," Velmeran said quietly. "Besides, they get their hands on our technology often enough. So far, they have never been able to reproduce it."


  "Bill says that they are alone in their apartment," Valthyrra interrupted. "Lenna Makayen is standing by."


  "Their apartment? She says that this is the end of civilization as we know it, and the two of them have set up housekeeping in the middle of a secret Union installation," Velmeran commented as he ascended the steps to the commander's station on the upper bridge, swinging himself into the seat with the overhead supports. "Lenna? What are you doing?"


  "Talking to you?" her voice returned through his private com.


  Velmeran rolled his eyes. "Smartass. What have you found down there? Are you ready to come up to the ship, or do we really need to come down?"


  "I think that you really should come down, if you can at all manage it."


  "Is that going to be easier said than done?"


  Lenna had to think about that for a moment. "Commander, the bad news is that this is a very, very large base. The good news is that the place is all but deserted. Things have been hopping here, but that came to a sudden end right before I arrived, and they are still in the process of shutting down their operations. This place is going back to sleep, but there is still quite enough for you to see. I think that you should see this for yourself. You might see something more in it than I do."


  "Lenna, things are very bad out here," Velmeran said. "We now have a whole new war to fight."


  "You have just lost both wars, if you do not get down here."


  Velmeran sat back and saw Valthyrra looking down at him, her camera pod moved well back into the upper bridge. He thought about it only briefly. "Lenna, could you arrange a distraction?"


  "I just love distractions. Can I make a really big one?"


  "Do you have something in mind?" Velmeran asked.


  "There is all manner of havoc down here, just waiting to happen," she replied. "I could find something to entertain myself easily enough."


  "How soon? We need to get this done."


  "Get in your fighters in two hours and be ready to move as soon as things begin to happen," Lenna told him. "I will have Bill tell you where to find me when you get here."


  Velmeran sat back, looking up at Valthyrra. "That girl worries me. She reminds me of a bomb with a very eccentric detonator."


  "Well, yes," Valthyrra agreed uncertainly, then glanced up hopefully. "Of course, she is also very efficient."


  "What about that time two years ago? She stole a bulk freighter, then scattered its entire cargo of magnesium canisters overboard in the path of the Union fleet following her as if they were space mines. At a quarter light speed."


  "Yes, there is that. Then again, it did work."


  "A major freight lane is useless because two-thirds of the things are still floating around out there," Velmeran reminded her as he pulled himself out of his seat. "Have Baressa and my special tactics team ready for flight, including accessory cannons on the fighters. Three fighters and a transport should be quite enough. Any more than that and we will just be getting in each other's way. Have all the other packs standing by, also with accessory cannons. Yourself as well. I will determine what I can about the situation, and then we will simply blast that installation out of existence."


  "You plan to go along?" Consherra asked, waiting for him as he descended the steps from the upper bridge.


  "I suppose that I have to," he answered. "Lenna seems to think that this is very important, and that I should see it for myself. This is another dragon that I am going to have to face myself and look straight in the teeth."


  Speak of the devil and she shall appear. At that very moment the lift door on the right side of the bridge opened, and Venn Keflyn loped in. Her dragon's form with a spider's abundance of arms and legs was encased in her own white armored suit, in most ways like the suits worn by the Starwolves, her neck and tail encased in flexible sheaths of overlapping plates. Although her primary duty on board the Methryn was instruction in the psychic arts and ancient history, she was also an occasional member of Velmeran's special tactics team. She seemed an unlikely addition to that group, but she was full of more tricks than Lenna Makayen.


  "I think that I should go along," she explained simply before anyone could ask.


  "So I see," Velmeran commented, staring. "Could I ask why?"


  "Because I really think I should?" she suggested, running that answer by a second time to see if it was good enough.


  Velmeran closed his eyes and sighed heavily.


  "Oh, sure. The more the merrier. I really thought I should go, too." He turned to Consherra. Do you think you should go?"


  "Really?" she asked incredulously. "You never ask me out any more."


  "Do you want to go?"


  "No. I still remember the last time."


  "Good. I need you to watch the ship."


  "The ship is quite old enough to take care of herself," Valthyrra remarked tartly.


  "I am going to put on my business armor and check the condition of my fighter," Velmeran said as he turned away, indicating to Venn Keflyn the direction of the lift. "So, what do you think? What could cause the end of civilization as we know it?"


  "That depends upon how you define civilization," the Aldessan explained in a scholarly vein as they walked slowly together toward the lift. "You define civilization as one thing, and your enemies as another. To truly understand that question, you must first ask yourself what your enemy believes that civilization means to you, and then how he would attempt to destroy your concept of civilization."


  "I doubt very much that Donalt Trace entertains any thoughts of defeating me with philosophy. He believes in things that gobang."


  "Yes, there is that."


  Lenna Makayen had to think, and she had to think quickly. She had to find some way to distract the Union base from repelling the unexpected arrival of a pack of Starwolf fighters. Ideally, that distraction should be enough to keep an entire base the size of a city from even being aware of the arrival of the Starwolves. That made the answer seem simple enough. She had to arrange an accident that would take out the installation's surveillance coordination system, particularly that part which correlated scanners and the defensive systems.


  That was a really good idea, but she had never found that particular section of the base.


  Unable to do the damage she wanted, Lenna had to consider other distractions. The best solution seemed to be something that would frighten Union Command, something that would threaten to be very nasty if it got out of hand, something that would draw a lot of attention to itself and cause a fair amount of concern and confusion. Considering the rather stripped and deserted condition of the base, there were very few alternatives. She would have to do something with the warehouses or adjacent underground hangar bays that were still in use.


  Once she determined that, matters became fairly simple. There was one little supply and munitions freighter that had her name on it. Actually, it was named theFireflower,but that was close enough for her purposes. It seemed to Lenna that a small explosion and fire quite close to that ship would make the locals very nervous for some time. The explosion of the ship itself would take out the entire freighter bay complex. She did not consider that very likely, but she would not worry if things did get out of hand.


  Accompanied by Bill, she took the trams through the installation to the freighter bays. They had been in the heart of enemy territory for some time now, and the complete lack of trouble they had encountered had bred a certain lack of concern on her own part. This was an uninhabited world in a remote system, a fact that had apparently led to a complete lack of suspicion among the base personnel. According to simple logic, no one could possibly be here who did not belong. She had taken advantage of Bill's enhanced ability to interface with the simpler Union computers to have herself established in the roster as a technical support lieutenant and even assigned a very nice apartment in officer's territory. Her rank and area of specialty gave her the run of the base, credentials that she could now prove beyond any doubt.


  "What about it, Bill?" she asked as they took the tram to the hangar bay. "Do you think that we should set a fire beside that ship?"


  "No," Bill answered, simply and frankly. She glanced at him.


  "Why not?"


  "It is not safe."


  "Then what do you think we should do?" she asked.


  "We should do that. It is safer than other things."


  Lenna sat back in her seat and sighed. "Why do I even talk to you?"


  Bill's diligent little processors contemplated that very question for several well-considered nanoseconds. "Because you have no choice."


  The tram transversed many unseen kilometers deep beneath the ice and rock, through the maze of corridors that Lenna was beginning to know very well and to detest with a passion. She had been wandering about in this warren of high technology with a fairly high degree of impunity, having realized very early on that security was almost non-existent on the inside. Once the Starwolves started on their way down, things were going to become very different in a hurry.


  Lenna paused to look about. Fortunately all Union military installations were perfectly alike in one respect; the instructions were written on the walls. She sometimes wondered if they built these things from kits, with everything labeled. She followed the arrows down the corridor for a few dozen meters and entered a wide door on her left, finding herself on the observation deck overlooking the hangar bay. The freighter filled the nearer half of the bay, surrounded by shipping crates stacked together in small groups.


  "Munitions?" she asked.


  Bill stepped up close to the window, aiming the lenses of his cameras at the scene below. He had the advantage of telescopic vision, with the ability to computer-enhance a frozen image that was too far away for simple optics to identify clearly. "Not many munitions. Those groups of long crates nearest the ship's middle bay doors are labeled as missiles. The remainder are standard personal supplies and environmental stocks."


  "Like paper?" Lenna asked, in a tone of voice that indicated she had something in mind.


  "Paper supplies are stacked well to one side, presumably to reduce the risk of fire," the sentry explained. "One group is labeled as personal paper supplies."


  "Personal?"


  "Very personal," Bill explained. He was a very discreet machine indeed. Lenna wondered about that. He had been rebuilt and programmed by Starwolves, who were not entirely discreet.


  "That might be a very good place to start," she commented to herself, then turned to the sentry. "Shall we go and have a look, my good automaton. Lead the way."


  Although there were crews on the deck, she saw no more than half a dozen or so cargo handlers. Lenna elected that a bold assault was probably the best course. She doubted that anyone would cast a suspicious thought at a technical officer in the company of one of their own automated sentries. Sneaking about was out of the question. One thing that Bill had never learned to do at all well was to sneak successfully.


  The shipping crates were stacked neatly near one wall, well away from the front of the ship or any of the major corridors leading into the bay. Everything looked very promising, so far. The crates themselves were of light plastic, not the metal for heavier cargo, and their tops were locked down by simple spring clips. Lenna checked the labels on the ends of the crates and chose one that indicated the paper products that Bill had succinctly described, releasing the clips to look inside.


  "Yes, this will do nicely," she commented, then glanced at Bill. "I'll be all right. You go over to freighter bay twelve and see what you can do about opening the overhead doors. You're to go ahead and guide the Starwolves down when I send you the word, whether I can get there before they land or not. We are going to have to move quickly when things start."


  "You will need a com link," Bill reminded her, stepping around close and popping open his computer interface access panel.


  Lenna reached in and removed one of the small com units. The one she took had only limited range, but it was also designed to look like a perfectly ordinary pen to the point that it could actually write. Its limitations would not be a problem to her, under the present circumstances. The access panel began to close.


  "Be off with you, now," she told the sentry. "You be very quiet and very careful, the best you've ever done. I know that you can do it."


  "I will be careful," Bill promised her as he prepared to turn away. Then he paused, as if in a moment of contemplation. "Sure now, and you be careful to keep your bony ass out of trouble as well."


  Seemingly quite pleased with himself, the sentry then hurried away on his errand, leaving Lenna to contemplate the arcane complexities of Kelvessan computer technology. Somewhere, from out of the muddled depths of his primary processors, Bill had considered that bout of nonsense logical.


  Lenna turned back to her work, looking about for convenient mayhem. One interesting point that she noted immediately was the close proximity of the crates to a major power link. There were five separate levels of power available at this cluster of outlets. The lowest setting was meant for power tools and other pieces of portable equipment. The highest was intended only to jumpstart the total conversion generators of small spacecraft. The more powerful connections were occasionally known to short out, the high levels of energy they contained sometimes arcing across the two poles of their quick-connect socket. She knew that for a fact; she had in the past encouraged many such shorts.


  As spectacular as such an electrical short could be, they were not usually very dangerous and were easily brought under control as soon as coordinating computers detected the power drain and shut down the line. Lenna meant to encourage things to get a little more out of hand, by moving the lightweight, but quite flammable, plastic shipping containers and their equally-flammable cargo just a little closer to the outlets.


  Bending over the cluster of outlets, she used the manual shutdown switch to close off power to those lines. A single, slender strand of copper wire, as thin as a hair, was all she needed to encourage the short between the positive and negative connections of the direct current lines. The most difficult part of the process was simply removing the six screws of the main access plate over the cluster of power links. After that, she would slip the length of copper wire between the connections and replace the access plate. When she restored the power, the arc would strike. The beauty of the system was that the arc itself would remove all evidence of her tampering when the wire was melted... along with a large portion of the connection itself. "Here, what are you doing?"


  Lenna paused, and frowned fiercely. Things had been going so perfectly for so long, she should have been suspicious. She glanced over her shoulder, and saw two pairs of black boots. Looking somewhat higher, she found that her fears were justified. Two of the biggest men she had ever seen, dressed in the dark uniforms of security, were standing over her, staring at her with expressions that were more confused than suspicious.


  "Didn't you know that this is a closed security bay?"


  Lenna's rather candid expression indicated that this tidbit of news came very much as a surprise, and by no means a welcome one.


  Things proceeded rather better from that point than Lenna could have hoped. She was handcuffed and searched, then taken to the nearest security substation, where her idents were fed into the terminal for a very thorough processing. What encouraged her was the fact that the two guards appeared to be giving her the benefit of the doubt. They were treating her very nicely, obviously working on the assumption that her idents would check out clear and she would be sent on her way, the victim of a simple misunderstanding during the confusion of shutting down the base. They had not even submitted her to a strip-search, and that was a common enough practice even in polite company.


  She had been rather looking forward to it.


  As far as it went, she was not particularly worried. Her idents were real enough, and the computer records on her were quite extensive. She was high enough in rank that she was ordinarily answerable only to written orders. They even knew her in Technical Support, where she had put in regular appearances and a very real eight hours of trouble-shooting each day. What she did with her free time was entirely her own affair, not to the extent that she had used it, but no one at this base would know about that. When nothing came up on her ident check, she would be released with vague warnings to be more careful. Under the cir cumstances, a strip search would have been the high point of this little adventure.


  She would have been feeling very good about the whole affair, except that she was very worried about what the Starwolves might be thinking, and what they could well be doing in her absence. She was very much afraid that Bill would go ahead and open the overhead doors on bay twelve, not waiting for orders. She doubted that Bill possessed the intelligence or complexity of thought to contact the Methryn on his own initiative, but she did believe that they would contact him and determine his latest orders. If she was lucky, she would be released before any of those dire things could happen.


  "We're to take you to the tram," said the senior of the two guards, identified to Lenna only by the name Barg on his ident tag, as he entered the room where Lenna sat politely handcuffed to a chair. It was, at least, the most comfortable of the four chairs in the room. The other guard, Salgey, had sat brooding in one of the other chairs.


  "Why is that?" Lenna asked just a little nervously, wondering if something was going wrong. Years of experience had taught her that the person she was supposed to be would have been expected to be just a little nervous by this time, wondering if she was about to be run over by the ponderous, uncaring wheels of military bureaucracy for a mistake that she did not consider to be her fault.


  "Standard procedure," Barg explained as he released the handcuffs from around the arm of the chair. "A security tram is being sent around to take us to Main Security, if the officer on duty thinks that it's necessary. It's most likely that he will just ask you a few of the usual, stupid questions and send you back to work."


  Lenna stood up, and her hands were again cuffed. At least this time her hands were cuffed in front, less awkward and much more comfortable. She was taken through the corridors to the tram station, not the smaller passenger trams, but the wide, double-tracked tunnels of the immense freight trams. One small, single-unit tram, like a flattened silver oval resting on its massive magnetic tracks, was pulled up to the loading platform. The front and rear of the top of the tram's armored hull were dominated by its massive turrets; at need, the machines could be rolled out onto the surface tracks to repel a major attack. Lenna was directed through its main door.


  Inside, the tram was fitted with benches along its outer walls and in small islands in the center, leaving a considerable amount of open space between. This was a transport for security forces, with room for supplies and for guards to get into their gear. Lenna was directed to the enclosed control cabin in the front of the tram. From there, the operator could set the tram's destination with the central computer control, or guide the vehicle directly through remote-control switches at the track junctions.


  "Here we go," Barg said, directing her to the seat before the communications panel. "You can speak to the old bastard here."


  "Don't let him hear you say that," Lenna warned him, with a noticeable respect for the wrath of superiors.


  "Oh, not to worry," he insisted. "The com is on standby from our end."


  He pressed a single button, and the small monitor in the center of the unit came to life. A middle-aged man with a rather gaunt face and large nose afforded her the briefest of glances before looking back down at something he had been reading. "So. Kalen Makensee, lately of Balarn. Nineteen years of impeccable service in technical support. Graduated with honors with a degree in engineering from the Service Academy."


  "Ah, only seventeen years, sir," Lenna offered the correction as she recognized the simple trap, hoping that she remembered the facts of this alternate persona properly.


  "Yes, my mistake." He glanced at her only briefly, turning back to the hard copy that he now held within view of the monitor. "It says here that you have been at this base for only four months. Long enough to know better, I would assume."


  "Sir, the bay was not properly sealed for security," she said, which was all perfectly true. "There were no standard lights or signs, and the doors were all wide open."


  "That is right, sir," Barg offered.


  The officer turned off the sound at his end for a moment while he spoke to someone she could not see. He glanced back at Lenna, this time a somewhat hard stare. "Just what were you doing in that bay anyway? Admitting that you are assigned to random trouble-shooting, what led you to start tampering with high-power outlets?"


  "I've known those outlets to short, more than once," she explained. "A little dirt or moisture in the connections, and you have quite an arc on your hands. Starts fires about half the time, since a lot of fools on the deck will stack goods too close to the things. And I wanted to double-check all of the connects in the base, seeing as how we're supposed to be putting everything in hold for a long time."


  "I see," the officer agreed vaguely, then turned off the sound a second time while he listened to some brief report. He turned back to her in a somewhat more congenial frame of mind. "Yes. Well, the mistake does seem to be our own, and everything does seem to check out just fine. I'll go ahead and clear you to finish your work in that bay."


  Lenna was hardly aware of muttering her thanks; her mind was already on her next problem. Actually, her problems existed very much in the significant plural. She had Starwolves waiting for her to create a diversion in a hurry, and she hardly knew how she could arrange that while she was very much in the eye and mind of Base Security. She was considering whether she should go ahead and arrange that same power outlet to short when she put it back together. Maintaining her cover would no longer be important, once Starwolves entered the base. Then this whole installation would explode into confusion, and Valthyrra's cannons would finish the task soon after.


  "Told you there was nothing to worry about," Barg said as he bent to remove her handcuffs. She braced herself for the inevitable, knowing what was to follow when the guard looked awkward and uncomfortable. "You know, I really hate to have done this to someone your age."


  "Oh, I... " It suddenly registered with Lenna just what he was saying, and her mouth fell open. She had never felt more insulted in her life, all the more so for knowing that those words had been impolite but hardly untrue. And she had been sitting there, waiting for this polite young man to put the moves on her old bones.


  A sentry unit thundered through the main door of the tram at that moment, turning to bring all of its weapons to bear on the control cabin. Lenna glanced over her shoulder, harboring certain nasty suspicions about just whose sentry that was.


  "Freeze, bastards!" Bill roared.


  That left absolutely no doubt at all. Lenna had years of experience with the quirky logic of the semi-intelligent, at least where that term applied to automatons, and she threw herself to the floor.


  As she had predicted, the two guards did not freeze. They were too confused and startled out of their wits to freeze, and Bill was not prepared to accept anything less. He opened fire with his forward arsenal, a deadly barrage of weapons powerful enough to bring down a Union fighter. Fortunately he had not seen the need to use full power, but his bolts still made quick work of the control panel. The two guards ducked their heads and, by some miracle, escaped out the small forward door.


  Bill had, of course, been listening through Lenna's comlink, which had not been removed from the pocket of her uniform's tunic. In all of the many possibilities that she had considered, Lenna had never dreamed that Bill would elect to run to her rescue like some four-legged knight in ceramic alloy armor, just in time to turn an unexpected victory into resounding defeat. Bill talked a line about machine efficiency, but he always seemed to do everything the hard way.


  When the two guards ran out the forward door, Bill, for reasons that were equally mysterious, elected to run after them. Lenna continued her own crawl into the safety under the main control panel, which was already beginning to spark and burn, as the sentry crashed through the forward cabin and out the door. Lenna paused a moment to listen. She heard a few more scattered shots from Bill's main battery, but she assumed that he must have missed his target when the ponderous thumps of his heavy legs continued.


  Musing what the two guards must be trying to make of this matter of being chased by one of their own sentries, Lenna braced herself against one of the chairs as she tried to rise. It was awkward enough handcuffed, although much less so than if her hands had been behind her back. Then she hesitated a second time, feeling the vibrations of machinery through the metal floor. The tram was moving.


  Lenna had always been particularly fascinated by that aspect of her work, how little things could go wrong in unexpected ways. So far she had found a way to get herself out of even the worst trouble but, as her young friend had recently reminded her, she was also getting old. She looked around, finding the key that the guard had dropped in his surprise and haste to get out of the line of fire. Fortunately it was a simple mechanical lock, still the most difficult type to force open without the key but about the easiest to open with one. Even so, it took a certain amount of dexterity and experimentation to get the key into the lock. Sitting with her back against the driver's seat, she was at last able to hold the key in her teeth as she carefully maneuvered it into the lock.


  Tossing aside the handcuffs, Lenna rose quickly and slipped into the seat. She could not immediately determine whether the tram was being directed remotely or was simply out of control. At least the major portion of the tram's operating controls had been spared from Bill's rather indiscriminate attack. The com station, where she had been seated only moments before the attack, was a complete ruin. Just thinking about it made her a little nervous, although she was certain that Bill knew his business with the precision of a machine and would not have hit her.


  All the same, the wreck of that half of the control panel assured her of one thing. This tram could not have been under remote control even if they had wanted. The internal control indicator light was clearly lit, but certain other readings were contradictory. The tram was supposedly locked into predetermined settings, but other indicators insisted that it could not possibly be in motion. For not being in motion, however, it was already doing a very healthy, if not hair-raising, 140 kilometers per hour, and all efforts to disable or slow the machine on her part proved hopeless.


  Well, when travel became inevitable, one could always attempt to determine the course. She called up the map for the freight tunnels on the main monitor, and saw a clear junction coming up in a matter of seconds. When she selected the alternate course, the tram very obligingly turned off the original track onto that new heading. Encouraged by her success, Lenna bent closer to the map and chose a destination. For the sake of speed and simplicity, she decided to make a quick loop and go back to where she had started. She began selecting junctions that would take her back, reasonably certain that the main routing computers would not switch her down a tunnel that was previously occupied. Theoretically, she knew that the traffic was invariably one way. She was less certain that even the computers could slow this monster if it was about to overtake another tram.


  "Bill, do you hear me?" she asked, speaking into her com link.


  "Yes, Mistress Lenna?" he responded, his voice thin and weak through the minute speaker.


  "I'm on my way back. You go back to bay twelve and get the overhead doors open as soon as you get there. I should have my diversion ready at just about the same time."


  "Yes, Mistress."


  "Damned fool robot," she muttered as she guided the tram through the next junction, not particularly caring if he heard her.


  The next problem was getting herself safely off the tram. Under the circumstances, she was actually rather proud, and relieved, that she thought of that particular item before she reached the end of the line. There was an emergency braking system that, she discovered, did work. Its only problems were that it could not bring the tram to a complete stop, and it worked only as long as she was there to hold down the button. Considering what she had in mind, she decided that it was just as well that it did work that way.


  Coming up on the junction to landing bay twenty-eight, she held the brake until the tram slowed as much as it was able, easing the heavy machine around the rather tight turn into the tunnel that dead-ended beside the loading deck of the bay. As soon as the tram was locked onto this one-way path, Lenna released the brake and sprinted for the door, getting herself out of the tram as quickly as she could. The leap down was not very far, but it was made more difficult by the speed of the tram. She hit the ground in a roll and came up running, determined to get herself well away from that side tunnel while she still had time. If her plan was successful, she was likely to get herself killed.


  As soon as the drag of the brakes was released, the tram began to accelerate furiously. It was moving at about two-thirds of its full speed when it reached the end of the tunnel, emerging like a shot into the vast landing bay. It came to the end of the track and hit the low rail bumper, which had only been intended to stop a freight tram that was moving at barely a crawl, and which had the effect of lifting this small but heavy unit completely off the ground. Carried by the momentum of its tremendous mass, its trajectory arced well out into the middle of the landing bay. It might well have stayed airborne for the better part of a hundred meters or more, except that it suddenly connected with the munitions freighter sitting across the full length of the bay, plunging right through the middle of the small ship.


  An instant later, the explosion of the entire cargo of munitions provided all the distraction that the Starwolves could have wanted.


  Chapter 08


  "All pilots to their fighters," Valthyrra's voice echoed from the main speakers across the bay. "Stand by to launch fighters immediately."


  Velmeran had been looking up toward the ceiling as he listened to that brief message. He hurried to his fighter, ascended the boarding platform, and climbed into the open cockpit. Benthoran, the bay crew chief, assisted him with the straps of his seat, then slipped Velmeran's helmet over his head and fastened the clips at the collar.


  "What is it?" Velmeran asked, now that he had a private com link.


  "Lenna just arranged her little diversion," Valthyrra explained. "In fact, she just diverted a major portion of that base right out of existence. Bill says that we are to look for the open freight bay."


  "What about Lenna?"


  "I have heard nothing from Lenna, and she is not presently with Bill," the ship explained.


  Velmeran frowned within the privacy of his helmet as he waited for the cover of his cockpit to close and lock down. Once they started down, their time was going to be very limited. He could not wait for Lenna to make herself known, and he could only hope that she would be there by the time they arrived.


  The important things were never simple.


  "All fighters are ready," Valthyrra reported. "The Number Two transport bay is open, and both ships are standing by."


  "Launch the transport," Velmeran said. "Order the fighters to power up."


  On the bay deck, the three fighters brought their powerful conversion generators on line, a faint, low-pitched humming surrounding each of the sleek machines as they cycled their power back into their generators. Black as space itself, the fighters were resting in their racks, massive metal frameworks that were locked down on the deck, their landing gear up and ready for flight. There were only three in the group rather than the usual nine, the three that represented the core of Velmeran's special tactics team. This time only his two most trusted pilots, Baress and Pack Leader Baressa, would be going with him.


  At that same time, a pair of small ships moved out of the second of the Methryn's four transport bays. The first was the transport adapted for use by the special tactics team, a dark rectangular hull somewhat larger than a fighter, but without wings or fins. Following that was the larger form of Venn Keflyn's Valtrytian interceptor, gleaming white rather than the dull black of the Starwolf ships, in form a flattened flying wing like some deep-sea skate or ray. The two small ships moved slowly away from the carrier's dark hull and the bay doors began to close, slowly cutting off the bright interior lights.


  As soon as the two ships were clear, Valthyrra counted down the launch for the fighters. In the bay, a series of flashing lights above the forward bay door converged on the single, large green light in the center. Engines flaring, the three fighters leaped from their racks and thundered out the forward door. Instead of moving boldly into flight formation, the fighters cut thrust as soon as they cleared their racks, drifting out from beneath the Meth ryn's vast nose as they waited for the other two ships to come in close beside their tight formation. Gathered close, the small group of ships engaged thrust and turned slowly until they were moving toward the planet, not yet even visible except as a minute point of light in the distance. They moved under low power, staying within the shadow of the Methryn's hull as the carrier herself now came around, moving slowly over them. The larger ship's cloaking shields would hide their approach until they were within low orbit, ready to make their final run into the atmosphere.


  "Any word?" Velmeran asked.


  "Nothing yet," Valthyrra answered immediately. "No word or indication from Lenna at all. Bill says that we are not to worry. When I asked him why, he simply explained that Lenna has never failed to come through before and so statistics bear out that she would come through again. It worries me that my brain and his are essentially just alike."


  "On a vastly different scale," he was quick to assure her, grateful that sentient computers were not telepathic. He had always found Bill's dull ramblings to be disquietingly similar to Val thyrra's complex eccentricities, if on a vastly different scale all its own.


  "Personally, I have thought that Lenna has been overdue to screw one up really badly for a long time," the ship continued. "The luck of the Irish is one thing, but it could hardly have bred true over five hundred centuries. Strictly speaking, Lenna Makayen is theoretically a Scot. And even so, the Irish were historically never that lucky.... "


  "Val, you are babbling."


  "Great Spirit of Space, I am!" Valthyrra declared in a stricken voice, and paused for a moment of deep reflection. "Do you suppose that means that I have a soul?"


  "I suppose it means that you have a problem."


  The planet grew in size quickly and the Methryn began to brake cautiously, careful to avoid engaging too much power all at once that would give away her approach on scan. The carrier made a rapid pass at a very close orbit, arcing around the curve of the planet before moving away into open space. At her closest approach, the five smaller ships shot out from beneath her hull, rolling as they dropped down toward the planet.


  Encased in shells of thin flame as their atmospheric shields pierced the thin, upper atmosphere, the small group of ships plummeted toward a landscape that grew rapidly beneath them. They were coming down at a steep angle on a path that would bring them directly over the Union installation, rather than a remote approach, then a long, low-level run toward their destination. Time was the only factor in their favor, and they were able to cross the three hundred kilometers between the shadow of the Methryn's hull to the hidden base in just under five minutes. That strained the abilities of the transport's shields to the limit, subjecting the little ship's hull to some rather extreme temperatures. At least those very few minutes of heat were no real danger to the sturdy little transport.


  "Does Bill have that bay open?" Velmeran asked.


  The ships were braking sharply now, closing the final few kilometers in a hurry. They were almost certain to have been detected on either scanners or conventional radar by now, and perhaps even visually. They needed to have that bay standing open so that they could land immediately, or the installation's remote defenses would be opening fire on them.


  "Bill says that the bay is standing open," Valthyrra told him. "He also says that Lenna Makayen has yet to make herself known."


  "Thank you for anticipating my questions," he responded. "Maybe you do have a soul."


  "At least a sense of humor."


  "We should not push it."


  Then Velmeran paused, seeing the state of the Union base as it became visible below and just ahead. Lenna's little distraction must have been one of her best efforts, if a little overdone. Thick black smoke rose from several points clustered along one section of the installation; it looked as if fully an eighth of the place, as massive as it was, was on fire. Then he looked closer, and he realized something that made him very apprehensive. With Lenna's fire threatening to get completely out of control, the base personnel had opened all the landing bay doors over a large area to vent the smoke.


  "Val, let me try something on that remarkable sense of humor of yours," he said after a moment, wondering how long he had before automatic weapons began to make a mess of his little invasion. "Ah, we have no way to tell which of the three dozen or so bays standing open could possible be the right one."


  Valthyrra must have afforded the place a quick, detailed scan of the immediate area, for she treated them to an intense barrage of invectives in at least five major languages. Had she a soul, it was surely damned.


  "Spare our ears!" Velmeran exclaimed, interrupting her. "Can you identify which of those landing bays contains Bill?"


  "I can trace his achronic transmissions, yes."


  "Then come around and put a low-power bolt right down the middle of that bay," he instructed. "I hardly care how much, just so long as we can see it. Tell Bill to stay under cover, and we will hold back just a bit."


  "I am in position now. Are you ready?"


  "Standing by."


  A pale blue beam shot down from above, striking through the center of the open doors of one of the nearer bays. It lasted only an instant and resulted in no explosions or smoke from within the bay, but it was enough.


  "Got it!" Velmeran declared, then addressed his pilots. "Follow me now, fighters first to clear the way. Perhaps we can get ourselves under cover before they begin shooting at us."


  The three fighters rolled over and dove within the opening of the bay, a move copied by Venn Keflyn's corvette. The transport followed somewhat more cautiously. Once they were within the bay, the ships dropped their landing gear and dropped quickly to the floor of the immense bay. Velmeran left his fighter idling, ready for immediate flight, as he opened his canopy and began unstrapping from his seat. He was still pulling himself from his cockpit when he saw a sentry hurrying toward him across the bay floor. Since it had not opened fire, he assumed that it must be Bill.


  "What word, Bill?" he asked.


  "Haste," the sentry offered. He was, as always, a very literal bastard. It was always reassuring to find that some things never changed.


  "I keep that always and ever in mind," Velmeran commented, mostly to himself. "What about Lenna?"


  "Lenna Makayen is not here," Bill answered. Strike two.


  "Any word from Lenna Makayen?" Velmeran asked, putting the two parts of his previous question together in what seemed to be a precise and reasonable manner.


  "Careful." Strike three.


  Velmeran frowned, for all the good that did machines. "What were Lenna's last words to you?"


  "By the balls of Saint Peter!" Bill obliged, speaking in Lenna's own voice before returning to his own. "Then there was a very big explosion, and the channel went dead."


  Velmeran sighed – very loudly – and very studiously ignored the fact that all the members of the special tactics team were staring at him expectantly. The end of civilization as they knew it was hidden somewhere in this ice-bound warren. But unless someone was here to lead them to it, they might as well go home. He just wished that Lenna had been there to meet them. Although Bill probably knew as much on the subject as Lenna, somehow he just could not bring himself to ask the sentry to lead them. Perhaps because he felt that dealing with the collapse of civilization as they knew it would be easier for him to deal with than the automaton's obtuse logic. He also felt obliged to wait as long as he could for Lenna, since he was her only ride home.


  "Are we going to look for Lenna?" Baressa asked.


  "I was just wondering about that," he admitted.


  Well, there was no hope for it. Time was of the essence. The essence of what, Velmeran could hardly guess, but time was passing and important matters could not wait, and they had to be on with it. Even if it meant matching wits with Bill the automaton, who had the cold, calculating intellect of a machine and the conversational talents of an ape.


  He looked up at Bill, his reluctance very plain. "Bill, will you take us to where you would expect to find Lenna?"


  "I think that she is dead," the sentry replied without hesitation. "I would not know where to look."


  "Heaven or hell, take your choice," Baress quipped. "I know where I would look first."


  Velmeran waved him aside impatiently. "Bill, take me to the place where you think Lenna was at the time of the explosion."


  "I will attempt that."


  "Keep to the larger corridors," Velmeran told him. "We will be following in our ships. Proceed."


  Bill turned and started off, circling wide around their small, tight group and heading across the bay, to the other side of the parked ships. Intent upon his task, he walked right past Lenna Makayen without a word or a glance as she stood behind Venn Keflyn's large, lanky armored form, having just arrived quietly and unnoticed. She just stood for a long moment, looking very disheveled in a torn and slightly singed Union uniform, watching Bill setting off on his quest with quiet determination.


  "Miss Makayen, if you... " Velmeran paused, seeing that Bill was not going to stop. "Oh, Great Spirit of Space. I told that mechanical idiot to lead us to the place where he thinks that you executed your little diversion. Bill, come back!"


  "I am sorry, Commander," Lenna said. "Things got rather out of hand."


  Velmeran sensed that she was somewhat contrite and even calm in her behavior, having surprised herself that she was still alive and still somewhat dazed by the explosion. He considered it an improvement.


  "You can tell us about it after we stop the collapse of civilization as we know it," he told her. "Take me to see this great secret of yours, so we can get out of here before they come looking for us."


  "You can get there from here through the freight tram tunnels," she explained simply. "I suppose that I can guide you from the transport."


  He nodded. "The word, I am told, is haste. Get to it."


  "Come along, Bill," Lenna called to the sentry as she followed Trel and Marlena to the transport. The other pilots hurried to their own fighters, but Venn Keflyn hesitated a moment.


  "I sense something familiar in this place," she said. "Something that has since gone away, leaving only a shadow of its presence."


  Velmeran glanced at herjn surprise. "Strange. Somehow, I sense that I have been here before. How do you sense yourself, as you would seem to another Kelvessan?"


  Since the others were already in their ships, they did not have the time to discuss it further. Velmeran thought his answers lay ahead, wherever Lenna meant to take them. Venn Keflyn thrust her vulpine head back inside her helmet as she pulled herself into the main hatch on the underside of her ship. Velmeran hurried to his own fighter, knowing that the transport would be ready to leave as soon as Lenna had her mechanical companion strapped down in the cargo compartment.


  All the same, Velmeran knew that he was in trouble. One major key to his two decades of consistent success was that he had never allowed himself to be distracted by thoughts of failure. He made his plans thoroughly, and he took all surprises as they came. Fear, anticipation of failure, and compulsive haste were the greatest enemies of anyone operating under pressure, but he never allowed himself to respond to such impulses. This time he was working almost completely blind, with no more plans to guide him and no idea of what he had yet to face. He was at Lenna's mercy, and she was determined to keep her secrets until she could show him what she had discovered.


  More than that, he was afraid. That odd, shadowy presence he sensed, that seemed in some unexplainable way to be himself, had disturbed him more than he wanted to admit. He was afraid, and that fear had awakened apprehensions of his ability to deal with any surprises. He tried to put such thoughts and fears from his mind, knowing that they only distracted him from his true business, and yet they remained, demanding attention that he could not spare.


  The transport rose and began moving slowly across the width of the bay, its speed hardly more than a hover. Velmeran lifted his own fighter from the floor of the bay, leaving his landing gear down as a caution against bumping the down-swept portions of his wings against the ground. The Starwolf ships were maneu verable, but these tunnels would still demand all the skills of the Methryn's best pilots. He was most worried about Venn Keflyn. Her interceptor was twice as large as a transport, and wider by half again than the short-winged fighters.


  He reminded himself that she had well over five hundred years of flying experience. It was like having a fox-faced Methuselah for a pilot. He hoped that she was bringing up the rear. Her big ship could settle down and shield itself like a turtle, or rotate to bring the firepower of a cruiser to bear on anything coming up behind.


  Lenna led the transport into the larger tunnels of the freight trams, working their way around the burning areas of the installation. Velmeran did not like having to take the tram passages, and he would have trusted them even less if he had known what Lenna had done with a run away security tram. Under the circumstances, he simply had no choice. At least they were able to make fairly good speed through the wider tunnels, and Lenna led them to their destination within a matter of minutes.


  The transport slowed, then turned off down a side passage that led within a hundred meters to a landing bay, one that was vast in size. When Velmeran settled his fighter in the center of the bay, he guessed that it must be some 250 meters deep, 800 wide and more than 1,200 long. The bay was several times the size of the Union's largest ships of war, except of course for the immense Fortresses. Four or possibly five of their largest carriers could be brought down side by side in this bay, with room left over for a small fleet of cruisers.


  The most startling aspect was that no large warship in the Union fleet had the capabilities of landing itself planetside.


  He unstrapped from his seat as quickly as he could and dropped down from the cockpit of his fighter. Lenna was already waiting for him, staring up at the tremendous double doors that closed the ceiling of the bay. She seemed to be very pleased with herself, in a grim manner.


  "Commander, this bay was meant to service a single ship," she told him. "There are sixteen bays exactly like this one located in a sub-complex in this section of the installation, which is sep arated from the main base by several kilometers. When this area was active – until about two months ago – no one except military personnel with special clearances were allowed through the very limited numbers of tunnels into this section. There are certain things that I do not have to tell you about a ship this size being able to land itself, but the ship that once filled this bay is by no means the Union's secret weapon. It is only a tool for transporting and servicing that weapon."


  With that flourish of melodramatics out of the way, Lenna turned to lead him across the bay. Only Venn Keflyn followed, leaving the others to watch the ships.


  "I went ahead and assembled some important pieces of evidence here, so that we would not have to spare the time for me to drag you over a wide area of this place," she explained.


  "Good," Velmeran said quietly. Lenna might be used to it, but he did not care for walking about a major Union installation as if all the time in the world was his own.


  They left the bay through a pair of wide doors in the very center of one long side, beneath entire banks of observation decks. Lenna seemed to know her way very well as she led them some distance along the wide corridor, turning off abruptly into an area which looked to be a large complex of apartments and personal support facilities. Suddenly the shapes of corridors, rooms and equipment reminded him less of the older portions of the installation and more of the interior of a ship, as if some effort had been made to surround those who had once lived here with an environment that was always familiar and comfortable to those who lived their entire lives in space. It was not standard Union practice to house any personnel so near to a landing area, except for small interceptors employed in defense that might need to launch on a moment's notice. No ship made to fit that bay could have fallen into that category.


  They entered yet another area of the complex, this part clearly a pilot's training area. One large room contained a row of simulators along one wall, all complete with large, vision domes over their cockpits and multi directional artificial gravity units to mimic the inertia of turns. Unfortunately, the simulators were entirely utilitarian on the outside and gave no hint of the size or form of the ship they imitated.


  "As you can see, this is the larger training room where both pilots and service personnel were made familiar with their ships,"


  Lenna explained. She indicated for them to wait as she walked toward one long door along the back wall. "They did have actual examples of their new fighters, presumably for their technicians to have to tear down and put back together again."


  Lenna pressed a button on the wall, and the wide, high door began to lift slowly into the ceiling. The keen eyes of both the Starwolf and, to a lesser extent the Kelvessan, could pierce the shadows somewhat, revealing to them a dim, massive form of sleek lines and sharp angles, clearly some manner of fighter possessing atmospheric control surfaces. Once the door was completely raised, Lenna pressed a second button and the lights inside the chamber came on.


  After Lenna's dramatic posturings, they had expected the worst. Velmeran felt oddly disappointed, if this was supposed to represent the end of civilization as they knew it. It looked, for all practical purposes, to be only a copy of a Starwolf fighter, slightly larger with more massive engine housings under its wings and a larger stardrive, the same dull, non reflective black. To Velmeran, it all came back to that same old problem that the Union had always faced. No human pilot had the reflexes to match the enhanced abilities of the Starwolves, and the Union had never possessed the genetic technology to engineer pilots of their own, nor could they build computer control systems that could outfly a Starwolf.


  He frowned mightily. "Lenna Makayen, pull down your pants to give me an unobstructed target and bend over. I am going to kick you all the way to Vannkani, and you can tell Donalt Trace personally that it will not work."


  Lenna looked extremely hurt. "Trust me to know my business better than that, Commander. This is just another tool, the fighters that go with that big new carrier. The real secret weapon is already gone, and you'll not be finding any examples of the art lying about this place just waiting to make your acquaintance."


  She turned and stalked off toward one side of the chamber, leaving both Velmeran and Venn Keflyn to hurry after her.


  "Then what in the name of the great Spirit of Space is it?" he demanded.


  "Donalt Trace figured it out all for himself twenty years ago. What in all the universe is the only thing that can fly and fight and think as good and as quick as a Starwolf?"


  In answer to her own question, she pulled open the double doors of a metal cabinet standing against the wall just inside the room. Inside, hanging on its rack, was an armored suit very much like that worn by the Starwolves. Most importantly, it had the same double set of arms.


  "Oh, so there have been Kelvessan here!" Venn Keflyn exclaimed with surprise and tremendous delight for solving that mystery. Then, realizing what she had said, she glanced over at Velmeran very contritely, her large ears laid back. "You know, it might very well be the end of civilization as we know it."


  "Bill was able to get these figures for us," Lenna said as she began spreading papers across the table in the training room. "The Union has all sixteen of their Mock Starwolf carriers in operation. Each carrier has the capabilities of carrying 1,000 fighters. At the moment, of course, they have only about 200 pilots to each ship, making a total of some 3,350 pilots. The Starwolves, of course, have some 5,000 trained pilots, so you are ahead of them there. Now the Union refers to their Mock Starwolf carriers as Special Assault Cruisers. The ships are about a third the size and weight of a ship like the Methryn, about as heavily armed and armored. They are slower in starflight, and of course they have no jump drives. But there are indications that they are just a bit faster and more maneuverable than your carriers. They don't have conversion cannons, but they do carry a much larger array of conventional, nuclear, and conversion warheads in starflight-capable missiles."


  "I suppose that they have no sentient computer control," Velmeran dared to ask, wondering just how many surprises he was in for this day.


  "They have the same semi-sentient computer complexes used in the Fortresses," she answered. "Of course, the Mock Starwolves take complete control over their ships during battle. The Mock Starwolves and their carriers are designed to work, at least in major battles, as the perfect complement to the Union's Fortresses."


  "Where did Donalt Trace get Kelvessan of his own?" Venn Keflyn asked.


  "They all came from Commander Velmeran," Lenna responded.


  The Valtrytian twitched her ears with surprise, and turned to look at him. "My, but you have been busy."


  "Well, more specifically, they all came from the genetic ma terial from that hand that Trace got from the Commander more than twenty years ago," Lenna explained. "Rather than just endlessly cloning perfect replicas of Commander Velmeran, they decoded the genetic material to the best of their abilities to clone new individuals with a relatively wide area of genetic variations. There are more than ten thousand in all, about evenly male and female, and no two are exactly alike."


  Velmeran frowned. "How very convenient for them."


  Lenna nodded. "To make matters even more interesting, while they might be Mock Starwolves, they are real Kelvessan. They are beginning to successfully reproduce among themselves, and they could just as easily reproduce with other Kelvessan."


  Velmeran stood for a moment, staring at the diagrams of the Mock Starwolf cruiser. He had to admit that the ship did have its virtues. It possessed all of the advantages of the Starwolf Carriers, in a package more dedicated to the role of fighting ship, patrol cruiser, and scout. Over a third of a Carrier's interior space was devoted to massive bays and cargo holds. By deleting much of that empty space and by carrying a smaller and less specialized fleet of support vessels, the cruisers were a third the size of a Carrier, but with engines and generators that were only half as large. In comparative scale, the Cruiser had the potential of being the faster, more maneuverable, and more efficient fighting ship. At least it also possessed the handicap of Union technology.


  But just how much a threat were ten thousand Mock Starwolves in sixteen Cruisers? He had fifty thousand Starwolves or more in twenty-three Carriers. The answer, unfortunately, was hardly that simple. He might have twenty-three superior ships, but they were spread over a vast area of space. If sixteen Cruisers came all at once against a single Carrier, or even two or three, then he did not doubt he would lose ships.


  Life just became much more complicated, and it was up to him to find the best possible answer in a hurry. What were his priorities? Did he call in Starwolf Carriers from their patrols, where they were needed to protect the small, independent worlds from Union expansion, so that they could hunt the false Starwolves in powerful packs? He also needed those Carriers behind him when he returned to Alkayja to force the resignation of the present government and save the Kelvessan from slavery and extermination. And where were those Mock Starwolves right now? Were they coming up behind the Methryn at that very moment?


  "What manner of control is Donalt Trace using against his Starwolves?" he asked after a long moment.


  "The most subtle and cunning," Lenna answered, her voice hard and angry. "I suppose that he never completely trusted his ability to just order them around like machines, as much as he might have wanted. No, he brought them up with a lifetime of instruction to believe that they are the true Starwolves, created by the noble Union to finally destroy a band of renegade genetic mutants released by a vile, alien enemy during an ancient war. The only way to control Kelvessan, actually. You just encourage them to believe that they are doing the right thing. Like Trace has done, you give them their freedom and then ask them to help you. As a gesture of his supreme and benevolent trust in them, his Mock Starwolves are answerable to no human commanders short of the Defense Council, and no humans ever go on board their ships. Autonomy of this nature does more than anything to encourage them to believe that they are on the side of right."


  "Commander?" Venn Keflyn asked gently. She had been watching him closely.


  He looked up at her. "Your people created us, and then you set us free. It worked once before. It could work again."


  "No, the situation is very different," she assured him. "Commander Trace must take many things for granted that we never did. He has to contend with the truth that he must hide from them. How can he set them free, yet hide the truth from them forever?"


  Velmeran considered that, and after a moment he looked very surprised, even stricken. "No, he cannot, can he? Why would he exchange one set of Starwolves for another, unless he means to destroy both?"


  "But what can he do about it now, once he has sent his own Starwolves out on their own?" Lenna asked, understanding what he meant.


  "Trace has to destroy his own Starwolves as soon as they have completed the task they were created for," Velmeran explained. "If I were him, I would have those Cruisers rigged to explode by remote detonation."


  "Commander?" Venn Keflyn prompted him softly, sensing his growing concern and fear.


  "He is here," Velmeran said. "He has been here all along, waiting for me to come to him."


  "Oh, yes. That is the part I was coming to," Lenna exclaimed.


  "I cannot say that he has necessarily been waiting,for you, but Donalt Trace has been here all along. Ever since his Mock Starwolves took off, which was only a matter of days before I arrived. That shadow of his, Maeken Kea, took off for Kanis on the very night I arrived."


  Chapter 09


  Velmeran was still pulling on his helmet as he hurried back to the landing bay, followed closely by Venn Keflyn and Lenna Makayen. This place had taken on all the characteristics of a trap, perhaps for just himself or for the Methryn, but quite possibly for them both. He would not feel better about it until he had himself off this planet, and had his ship well away from this system. Then he would have to decide what to do about his many problems, and in a hurry. But for right now, he was sure of just one thing. Donalt Trace had been waiting for him. That meant of course that Trace had intended for him to come.


  "Everyone to your ships," he ordered as soon as he had access to his suits regular com link. "We will be getting out of here in a hurry. Val?"


  "Commander?" the ship's distant voice responded.


  "If you see any ships coming at you, you are to break orbit and make your run into starflight as quickly as you can get there," he ordered. "It could very well be something that you cannot fight."


  "Of course, Commander," Valthyrra agreed rather doubtfully. Velmeran knew that hell itself would not chase her out of orbit until he was back on board, but he did not have the time to argue with her.


  "That would be a damned fine thing if, after eighteen centuries, this old ship is destroyed by Starwolves," Velmeran muttered furiously as he climbed the retractable boarding steps and pulled himself into the cockpit, strapping himself in as quickly as he could. "My friends, civilization as we know it really is about to end. To make matters worse, Donalt Trace is here waiting for us. We gain nothing by playing his game, so we are getting out of here now."


  Velmeran sealed his canopy and brought the fighter up to operating power. He had thought that he had trained Lenna Makayen better, that she was too experienced to make such a simple mistake. For the entire time that she had been here, she had known that Donalt Trace had been here as well, waiting. Had she never asked herself what he had been waiting for?


  He brought his fighter up and swung around slowly, retracting the landing gear as he headed toward the entrance of the tram tunnels. The time had come to move quickly, to find themselves an open bay and get clear of this base. If Donalt Trace was going to dispute their departure, it would have to be now. Following unspoken orders, Baress moved in close behind his commander and then the more vulnerable transport took the middle position, protected from the rear by Baressa and finally Venn Keflyn's flying tank.


  Velmeran turned into the tram tunnel and accelerated quickly, remembering that it was several kilometers beneath the ridge back to the main portion of the base. As his fighter shot down the half-lit passages of stone, his mind was occupied with the same relentless question. Why was Trace still here? Why did Trace expect to meet him here? And most importantly, why did Trace want to meet him? Vengeance was one of Donalt Trace's greatest concerns in life, he did not doubt, yet that tall, strangely honorable man was driven primarily by his will and need to succeed. He possessed some hate born of his contempt for alien races, the Starwolves most of all, yet the man was not willfully evil. Indeed, he believed almost fanatically in the rightness of his own cause, a sentiment not completely shared by many of his own superiors. The motivations in Trace's life were simple enough to define. He had once been assigned the task of fighting and defeating Starwolves by Councilor Jon Lake, one of the few men that Donalt Trace had ever admired and a man now long dead. And the role of righteous deliverer was one that Trace liked to wear.


  Velmeran was coming to realize that, unless he was very careful in every decision he made in the coming days, Donalt Trace might actually win their long battle of force and cunning.


  The tunnel began to make a series of regular turns, a warning that they had returned to the main area of the base. Velmeran slowed, looking for a side passage that would lead them to one of the freighter bays, and the way out. It was then that he began to realize just how much trouble they were in already. All of the side passages were closed by heavy metal doors, steering the Starwolves through the endless circuit of the main tram passages. Donalt Trace was aware of their presence, and he was not yet ready for them to leave.


  "Commander, we are being followed," Venn Keflyn warned suddenly. "There are two large machines coming up slowly behind my ship, one on each of the two tram tracks."


  "Those are probably security trams," Lenna Makayen warned, commandeering the transport's communications. "They possess a pair of very nasty cannons mounted in a turret over their cockpits."


  "I understand," the Aldessan answered. "I am diverting all of my ship's available power to the rear hemisphere of my shields. That should give us reasonable protection against anything they could mount on a small mobile platform."


  "Can the rest of you manage a little more speed?" Velmeran asked.


  "We are doing quite well here," Trel answered from the transport.


  "I can hold my own," Venn Keflyn assured him.


  "You tell me if we are going too fast for you," Velmeran said as he began pushing their speed up. "You have the largest ship."


  "And the slowest reflexes of the group," she added. "Besides, I am under very strict orders not to allow my ship, intact or otherwise, to fall into Union hands. I have no choice, have I?"


  The small group of ships steadily increased their speed, until they were whipping around the wide turns of the tram tunnels. Soon they were pushing past speeds of 250 or even 300 kilometers per hour, faster than even the best human pilot could have taken a ship through such tight quarters. All the same, Velmeran kept their speed somewhat less than he might have, mindful of Venn Keflyn's limitations.


  However Venn Keflyn might have been holding up under the circumstances, the security trams were doing even better. They had been built for high-speed runs through the tunnels, although not so much for the chase as to get where they were needed as quickly as possible. All of the larger tram engines and their trailers were locked down to the magnetic tracks, and the security trams had additional restraints to keep them on the tracks during highspeed turns. This speed was certainly no problem for them. The security trams continued to close until they were within a couple of hundred meters, close enough to get off occasional shots during the longer straight runs. At least the corvette's powerful shields were able to shed the bolts like the shell of a tortoise. "Venn Keflyn?" Velmeran asked.


  "No trouble," she was quick to assure him. "But I was wondering where we are going?"


  "We are going nowhere," he explained. "We are thinking."


  "From my position, we are encouraged to think a little quicker."


  "Do you suppose that you might shoot them off the tracks?"


  "We will think about that."


  Venn Keflyn apparently did not have to think about it for very long. Soon after they came around a final turn into a long straight section, she opened fire with her rear cannons. The first set of bolts went wild, as difficult as it was for her to aim to the rear and fly the large interceptor through the narrow tunnel at the same time. Then a lucky shot connected with the forward magnetic truck of one of the two trams. There was a small explosion well beneath the front of the tram and the truck disintegrated in a thick cloud of smoke and sparks, causing the cab of the tram to collapse heavily onto the track. Unable to push against the drag of this massive weight with only the rear truck in operation, the tram began to slow quickly.


  By the time they came to the next long straight section of tunnel, the crew of the remaining tram knew that they had to take out the Valtrytian ship before it destroyed them. They had no idea what they faced, for they had never seen a ship at all like the corvette and they likely would have dismissed any mention of the Aldessan as a myth. They opened fire in force as soon as they had a clear shot. Fortunately Venn Keflyn had a better feel for her ship and weapons by that time. Several of her own shots crashed through the cabin of the security tram, which disappeared in a series of explosions.


  "We are clear from behind for the moment," she reported. "Are we still thinking, Commander?"


  "We are thinking that running through these tunnels will get us nowhere," Velmeran responded. "They have closed all the doors on us. We will have to stop somewhere along here and...Varth!"


  He brought his fighter to a stop in a hurry, having to trust that the others had been paying more attention to their flying than himself and would not run over him. More doors were closed than he had anticipated, for a very solid, metal barrier now blocked their path, sealing off the entire tunnel. His fighter bobbed to a sharp halt, its nose hovering barely a meter short of that barrier. Hardly any more room separated the other ships.


  "Drop down, then follow me in order," Velmeran ordered tersely as he spun his fighter around and accelerated quickly in the other direction.


  He did not go very far, but this time at least he was expecting it. He passed one of the occasional storage and maintenance areas for the large freight trams and then a last wide turn, finding himself almost on top of another of the barrier doors. If he had returned to their previous speed, he might have never stopped his ship before it crashed through that massive portal; at least the impact would have probably opened the way for the other ships to escape. Unfortunately, there were no side tunnels in the section where they were now trapped.


  Directing the other ships to move clear, he backed several meters away from the door and turned the full force of his fighter's cannons against its thick metal. The lighter on­board cannons of his fighter had no effect, and he did not dare to use the powerful accessory cannon in such close quarters. A quick scan proved what he had expected, that there was an energy-absorbing shield in the metal of the door itself, just enough to drain away the power of the bolts as they hit. Nothing was meant to be simple, it seemed. Donalt Trace would stop the Starwolves from leaving, if he could. At the very least, he would slow them down.


  "Stay here for a moment," he directed the others.


  Rotating his ship, he retreated back up the tunnel a short distance to the maintenance platform. A large, flatbed carrier sat alone in temporary storage on the side track. The cars were designed to take all the power they needed to levitate their magnetic trucks from the track itself, so they were always in a functional mode at any time they were on the track. Velmeran dropped the landing gear of his fighter and settled the small ship onto the bed of the carrier, applying some downward force through the fighter's field drive to hold it down. Then he accelerated rapidly.


  The carrier moved willingly, floating effortlessly on a thin cushion of magnetic force. The barriers that sealed the sections of this tunnel were shielded against energy weapons, but that shielding did not protect it against physical harm. The flatbed carrier was large and weighed several tons. Accelerated to over 200 kilometers, it made a very effective battering ram. Velmeran lifted his fighter from the deck and slowed, allowing the carrier to hurtle on past. Riding frictionless, magnetic rails, it lost very little speed before it crashed into the barrier.


  Velmeran followed cautiously, bringing his fighter close to the shattered barrier. The force of the impact had ripped the massive door completely clear of its mounting, wrapping itself around the front of the carrier. At least the tunnel itself was completely clear, although it took a fair amount of caution and some directions from the others before Venn Keflyn was able to slip her larger ship between the wreckage and the low ceiling. Once they were all clear, Velmeran led the way forward through the tunnel.


  They came within a couple of hundred meters to a major junction of two tram tunnels, one track disappearing down a tunnel that branched away to the right. That left the tunnel much narrower than it had been, causing enough concern for the Starwolves but nearly closing in upon the tapered wings of the Valtrytian ship. The slightest mistake now would have been disastrous, and still Velmeran could find no side tunnels leading into one of the bays. He thought that they must be in another long passage between the various sections of the installation.


  "Commander, we have visitors again," Venn Keflyn reported. "They are keeping a respectful distance this time, but they are still there."


  "You will have to deal with them eventually," he told her. "We will need a few minutes of peace, if we are to find a way out of here and get it open. Lenna?"


  "Nothing I can do," she insisted. "I didn't have to navigate the tunnels often, and then I always had a map and a guidance computer. Besides, they have control of the place."


  Velmeran had not been wondering how things might have gotten worse, but he found out anyway. Every light in the tunnel suddenly went out. The pilots had to navigate on scan and blind chance for a moment as they dropped their landing gear to bring up their landing lights. And even that was inadequate, illuminating only the ghostly edges of the walls, the tunnel disappearing into a well of darkness. They dared not reduce their speed for fear of the security trams closing on their tails. The trams were locked to their tracks, a guarantee of their safety even if they ran without any guidance in the dead of darkness. Their only danger lay in actually bringing down one of the ships, since they would then have the wreckage on the track ahead and no way to stop in time. Velmeran was not about to test that vague insurance of their own safety; he did not trust the Union crews of the trams – assuming there were any – to be aware of their danger.


  Velmeran was about to give Venn Keflyn further instructions when they suddenly burst upon a chamber of vast size and the darkness exploded in a storm of bolts. Velmeran ignored fitful sight and trusted for the moment to scanner images, and even then it took a long moment for him to realize where they were. They were in what seemed to be a large central switching depot for the entire tram system, a maze of intersections and loops of elevated tracks, and dozens of security trams were taking aim at them from every direction. For the moment, the abilities of the Starwolves to sense the crystal engines of other ships had prevented collisions. But that could not go on for long, and Venn Keflyn did not have that ability under any circumstances.


  "Scatter!" he ordered sharply. "Duck down any tunnel you can find. We will have to trust Valthyrra to find our way for us."


  He turned and headed down the nearest tunnel, hoping that a majority of the others would be able to follow either himself or each other into the same tunnel. Valthyrra would be able to scan a map of the tunnels and the locations of the ships themselves, directing them to a rendezvous. Then he would be able to put Venn Keflyn in the lead, using the greater power of the corvette's weapons to clear a passage through any barrier.


  "Commander, Donalt Trace has been calling for you for the past couple of minutes," Valthyrra reported. "He wants to talk to you."


  "I happen to be very busy at the moment," Velmeran answered impatiently. He also happened to be very frustrated.


  "He says that he will let you go, if you just talk to him."


  "I wonder... as if I do not know," Velmeran muttered to himself as he considered the situation furiously. It was not so much that they were at Trace's mercy; they could force their way out. But Trace obviously had a secret that he wanted very much to share. He brought his fighter to a complete halt, hovering above the tracks. "Very well. Put him through."


  "You have a through channel," Valthyrra reported.


  "Ah, yes. Commander Velmeran. It's been – what? – twenty years or so. It is so good to hear from you again."


  "Not many are that glad to see me," Velmeran answered. "Then again, you did extend the invitation, did you not?"


  "It was still very good of you to come. Will you speak with me on neutral ground?"


  "Does such a thing exist in this place?"


  "Relatively neutral ground," Trace corrected himself. "The observation deck of landing bay twenty. I will be alone."


  "You will let the others go?"


  "Do we have a private line?"


  "You do now," Valthyrra answered for him.


  "Proceed forward at a moderate pace," Trace instructed. "I will guide you, and also make arrangements to divert the others to an open bay. Whether or not they leave is entirely up to them, and being Starwolves they probably will not. But they are not invited to our little meeting."


  The tunnel lights came back up, illuminating a narrow access tube leading away into an indeterminate distance. Velmeran eased his fighter forward, accelerating to about half the speed that they had been maintaining through the tunnels. He knew that he was most likely heading into a trap, but he still had to go.


  Commander Trace stood at the far end of the observation deck, its wide bank of windows looking out across a large bay that was dark and empty except for a single abandoned Starwolf fighter. Velmeran entered the observation deck cautiously, protected from harm by the heavy armor of the suit he wore, the black of the regular pilots rather than his usual white so that he would not be singled out. For the moment, he wore even his helmet, his gun belt strapped to his waist, until he was more certain of the peaceful intentions behind this meeting.


  Donalt Trace was the largest human that Velmeran had ever met, still as tall and straight as the last time they had met two decades past. He was becoming an old man now, yet his appearance did not greatly convey that fact. The features of his face were heavier, his hair beginning to gray. Yet the years had given him a far greater presence than before, a maturity and experience that lent him a sense of tremendous nobility, and of danger. He seemed almost like a statue, larger than life, immobile and impervious to harm, and at the same time possessing the hidden tenseness of a tightly-coiled spring.


  He had in many ways become the man he had wanted to be, merged with the worst that Velmeran had feared he would become.


  "You have nothing to fear from me," he said. "I am alone and unarmed. It suits my plans for the moment just to talk with you."


  "I wanted to be sure," Velmeran said as he released the throat clips and removed his helmet.


  Trace seemed even more surprised by the Kelvessan who stood before him, staring for a moment of open amazement before he mastered himself. "So, you have not changed at all. I knew logically that you would not. You Starwolves live for so long that twenty years out of your young life must be nothing to you. Yet seeing you here, looking exactly as you did then, it makes all of those years between us evaporate as if they had never been."


  "Talk to me, Trace," Velmeran said. "Tell me what was so important that it required this. I have things to do."


  "Oh, I imagine that you do," Trace said almost eagerly, taking a step forward. "Perhaps you do not yet know just how much you have to do.


  "It's all very simple, don't you see," Trace continued as he turned to look out the window, drawing his arms inside the long, heavy cape he wore. "We've made the same mistake since the start. We build some new weapon or invent some new tactic, and then we send it out against you to see if it will work. Often it does work, once or twice, but then you find some new way to deal with it and we are right back where we started. I've made that mistake with you a few times myself, but then I understood. I've learned to save my tricks for when they will do the most good."


  He glanced at Velmeran then, a pleased and knowing look like someone who has understood the magician's tricks. "That was the answer, you see. I had always wondered how a handful of Starwolves could always defeat us, with all the vast resources and manpower that the Union has. That is because everything about you, the design of your ships and the way that you operate is designed for maximum efficiency, to be where you are needed and to be ready for anything on a moment's notice. We've tried to beat you at your own game, and we always loose. I've tried to beat you at my game, and again I lose.


  "So then I sat myself down and thought about it." He paused a moment, and laughed to himself. "Hell, I was flat on my back, recovering from my last little meeting with you. But I had that hand of yours, you see. I had the ability to make Starwolves of my own. And I was determined that this time it was not going to be a simple exercise in futility, that this time I was not going to allow you the chance to find a way to defeat my newest weapon. I was going to save it until I could use it to the most good."


  He turned back to Velmeran, his voice becoming fierce and harsh. "That is the trick, you see. The way to defeat Starwolves, I realized, was to simply give them too much to handle all at once, more than they can manage. Then those petty bureaucrats from your Republic approached us secretly, wanting to talk peace. We never thought for a minute that the Starwolves would surrender under any terms short of their own, but the opportunity to make trouble for the great Commander Velmeran was too great. Oh yes, we would gladly have an honorable peace with the Republic, but those trouble-making Kelvessan would have to go. We demanded your surrender and elimination, or at the very least your exile from Republic support."


  He turned away, his arms crossed as he began to pace. It seemed that he was very obviously trying to maintain his distance from Velmeran, but not out of fear. "I got all I could have asked from those negotiations. Now the Starwolves are estranged from their own government, from their main source of maintenance and supplies. I've left you with enemies on both sides, in front as well as behind. And now I know the location of the home worlds of the Starwolves."


  He turned to Velmeran, standing behind the short desk to one side of the communications console, his powerful arms braced on its surface. His stance was dominating, almost predatory. "Where are the Mock Starwolves, Commander Velmeran? That question must be very much on your mind just now. They are on their way to Alkayja right now, in the company of ten Fortresses and a fleet of battleships and troop transports. Their mission is to destroy your great base and devastate all Republic worlds. The Starwolves will be exiles indeed, with no place to call home. No place to retreat for supplies and repairs as the Mock Starwolves begin to chase them out of the stars. And it is too late for you to do anything to stop it. In seven days, they are to attack."


  Velmeran tried very hard not to show his surprise and dismay, but he had not considered this turn of events. He had not believed that President Delike and the other traitors would have even considered giving away the secret of their exact location, their one remaining defense after they had exiled the Starwolves. Velmeran needed to kill this man and get back to the Methryn, and every minute was precious. But Trace was obviously not finished, and he had to know the worst.


  "Diverting you here at just the right time was the next phase of my plan," Trace continued as he resumed his slow pacing, watching the Starwolf half over his shoulder. "It kept you distracted from solving your problems at home, and from being there to meet my invasion force when it reaches Alkayja. None of your carriers will be there, since they are currently outlawed."


  He paused, watching Velmeran closely. "Is that complicated enough for you? It gets worse, and this time I have you to thank. You see, I am perfectly aware of your mission to find lost Terra. We found it some two thousand years ago. Of course, we knew that we could not hold it against you, and the best solution was for us to largely forget that it existed. Then those troublesome Feldenneh found it, and they had a colony established before anyone who knew better could stop them. But we watch them more closely than they are aware. We have a secret spy planted right in the middle of them. He is under orders to kill your own little spy at the proper moment. And to make matters even more interesting, there is a fleet of nine Fortresses on the way there at this very moment, with orders to hold the planet or to destroy it.


  "So now what do you do, Commander Velmeran? Do you try to save your home worlds, knowing it is too late, or do you try to save Terra against impossible odds?" He brought his fist down on the table with force enough to crack its top. "Damn you, Starwolf! Don't you know that it was your own kind that has kept this war alive for an impossibly long time? You would have had peace under your own terms if you had just left us alone long enough. Dictatorships do not exist in a vacuum of peace. It would have been to our advantage to end the monopolies, open trade, and free settlement. Take that thought with you into hell."


  He suddenly drew a large gun out from beneath the heavy folds of his dark cape, a move that was quick and precise beyond human responses. Velmeran had not identified the weapon, for it possessed no power sources for him to sense, no crystals singing as they focused energy. A burst of flame erupted from the muzzle of the gun, and a thunderous crack. No hand held weapon could have produced a bolt powerful enough to harm Starwolf armor, but this used none. The armor-piercing bullet crashed through the armor below Velmeran's upper left shoulder, knocking him backward to crash heavily against the cold floor. Trace's arm had remained rock steady through the powerful shot, held by unnatural strength.


  "And now the last part of my plan," he said softly, as if to himself, as he laid aside the hot, smoking gun on the desk. "The finishing stroke of this whole complicated affair, for the Great Commander Velmeran will not be there to untie the knot and make the impossible happen."


  He paused to stand for a moment over the fallen Starwolf, gravely injured and stunned by the impact. Then he knelt. "You know, I never expected simple revenge. I always expected that it would be enough just to finally defeat you, perhaps to know that you had died somewhere fighting the inevitable defeat. Now I have this rare opportunity to crush the life from you with these mechanical hands, your last little gift to me twenty years ago. I always thought they should be good for something."


  He reached down, taking the Starwolf's neck in his own large hands. No human could have killed a Kelvessan in this way, but the cybernetics had ironically given him some of the tremendous strength and speed of his enemy. And yet, even as he locked both of his hands about Velmeran's neck, there was a stark flash of brilliant energy and Trace threw himself backward with a cry.


  Velmeran picked himself up slowly and painfully, leaning on the window ledge for support. He glanced at Commander Trace, stunned by powers he had not expected. "You always did underestimate me."


  Donalt Trace did not feel inclined to answer. Gasping for breath and struggling with mechanical arms that were reluctant to obey his commands, he retreated into the far end of the long, narrow room. He pulled himself up by the edge of the desk, thinking to reach for the weapon that he had left there, wondering why Velmeran had allowed him to live so long. Then he looked up, and drew back in dread.


  Starwolves had arrived, two in black armor, helping Velmeran to stand and checking the monitors in the chestplate of his damaged suit. Standing between the Kelvessan and himself was a creature unlike any that he had ever seen, an armored form like a white dragon, standing on four long, rangy legs with four triple-jointed arms with a weapon in each hand, centered on him. Its long neck was bent in his direction, although the mirrored eyeplates of the helmet held no expression. He knew what it was he faced, for all that he had never known until that moment whether the Valtrytians were real, as Velmeran had told him over dinner half a lifetime past, or if they were legend.


  "So, it seems that I am denied that one small wish after all," he remarked wryly. "If my luck had been so perfect, I would have lost my faith in it."


  "I think that I can still upset a great many of your schemes," Velmeran answered him.


  "I do not doubt that you will try," Trace said. "Well, I doubt that we will ever meet again. You are probably on your way home, and I am off to Terra. If you wish to finish this, join me there."


  Complete darkness descended heavily as the lights of both the room and the landing bay outside suddenly went out. Venn Keflyn opened fire instantly, even though she could not see her target, but with four guns she was able to lay down an impressive barrage. Through her helmet, she was unable to hear the closing of the heavy metal door between them, although the flare of her guns and the deflection of her bolts showed her what had happened and she ceased fire. The lights came up a moment later.


  "He must be on his way out," Velmeran said. "There is a small lift in that part of the room. Trace was correct in believing that he is paying stricter attention to details these days. He selected this place carefully, just in case I still got the better of him."


  "Commander, our ships in the bay are under attack," Barest warned."Light arms and sentries. Lenna is getting her mechanical pet keyed in to the bay controls to get the overhead doors open."


  He nodded. "We will get out of here as fast as we can. You two go ahead to help the others hold the bay. With Venn Keflyn's help, I should be along in a minute."


  The two pilots hurried to reinforce the others, protecting the ships that were down in the bay. Velmeran was recovering quickly from his wound, his highly efficient physiology compensating for the damage. The armor-piercing bullet, as large and heavy as it was, had expended nearly its entire energy in piercing the suit. It had struck the iron-based bone of the complex system of struts of his double-shoulder almost immediately, by chance bouncing straight back into the hole it had cut through the suit. Venn Keflyn helped him to replace his helmet, mostly for its protection against enemy fire.


  "Valthyrra Methryn directed us to this bay," the Aldessan explained as they made their way to the stairs that would take them down to the bay floor. "She did not trust Commander Trace. It seems that she was correct."


  Velmeran did not answer, but he could not help but think that he would have killed Donalt Trace if it had not been for their sudden intervention and Venn Keflyn's assumption that she had the Union Commander captive. Velmeran hoped that she did not sense his thoughts, but very much on his mind was the realization that Trace was now on his way to destroy Terra. And the fact that his own daughter was there, perhaps unaware of where she really was, certainly unaware of her danger.


  "Do you know what he told me?" Velmeran asked.


  "Valthyrra was listening through your suit com," Venn Keflyn explained.


  He reached inside the chestplate of his suit, shutting off his communications to all but his close contact with the Aldessa. "We may have just lost it, my friend. I hardly know what to think. Would your people be likely to rescue us from this?"


  "You are our children," she told him. "We would not hesitate. But the Aldessan are a very long way from here. I do not believe that I could bring help before the destruction of Alkayja."


  "Could you go immediately?"


  "I will be in starflight even before you are back aboard the Methryn. But my ship does not have a jump drive, as fast as it may be."


  The overhead doors were open by the time they reached the bay, although the battle continued as fiercely as ever. Venn Keflyn protected Velmeran as well as she could, occasional bolts deflecting harmlessly off her own armor as they hurried across the short open space to the knot of parked ships. The pilots were already in the fighters, Trel taking Velmeran's own, pivoting the ships around to face outward to bring their more powerful guns to bear against the sentries firing from the protection of distant doorways.


  Venn Keflyn deposited Velmeran at the side hatch of the transport, then hurried to her own corvette.


  Velmeran sealed the hatch, then paused. Lenna Makayen lay in an unconscious wreck on a medical stretcher strapped against the far wall, her left arm ripped away at the shoulder by the hail of crossfire that had caught her as she and Bill had hurried back to the ships after opening the overhead doors. That was only the worst of her damage, and Velmeran was amazed that she was still alive. Marlena was bent over her, furiously administering the best medical attention she could give. Bill, his four long legs folded beneath him, was already strapped to the floor nearby. He was scorched from the barrage he had endured, protecting Lenna with his own armored hull until help had arrived. He looked oddly forlorn.


  "Valthyrra has the transport on remote," Marlena reported without looking up from her work. "I know that you were wounded yourself, but can you take control of the ship, at least until we are clear of the bay? We would all feel better for it."


  "Yes, I have it," he agreed.


  Entering the cabin, he eased himself into the pilot's seat, tossing his helmet into the other. He took the ship off remote direction.


  "I have it, Val," he said aloud. He brought the transport up, lifting the unfamiliar ship straight up through the open overhead doors. He did not engage the engines until he was in clear sky, and even then he accelerated cautiously to spare Lenna the worst of the climb into space.


  "Are you well?" Valthyrra asked hesitantly.


  "Well enough," he agreed. "I will bring the transport straight into the fighter bay to save time. Have complete medical assistance standing by. Lenna is not going to make it, but just in case."


  "Of course, Commander." Valthyrra sounded as dejected as Bill looked.


  "Send out an achronic message to every ship immediately," he continued. "Order every carrier to return to Alkayja Base at once, best possible speed. If no one is there to give them further orders, they are to stand off and await the arrival of the Valtrytian fleet. As for yourself, destroy this installation as soon as we are clear. Perhaps we can still catch Donalt Trace on the ground, assuming that he was lucky enough to escape Venn Keflyn. We will be going into starflight as soon as the ships are aboard. What is the best speed you can give us?"


  "I can make most of the run home in a series of long jumps, running at high starflight speeds while the drive recovers and recharges between jumps," she answered. "Perhaps five days."


  "Do it," Velmeran agreed reluctantly, knowing as Valthyrra did that she would tear herself apart doing so. Because of the stress on the Methryn's spaceframe and systems, they had been limiting their jumps to only moderate distances, and then only from relatively low speeds. The Methryn would get home in time, and she would go out to fight. But even if she survived, she would never fly again. This was likely the Methryn's final run.


  "What about Terra?" Valthyrra reminded him gently.


  He shook his head weakly. "Terra is just one largely uninhabited and unimportant world in the middle of nowhere. We have to sacrifice that world to save our own."


  Even as he made that decision, he knew that he was probably condemning Keflyn to her death. Donalt Trace's spy would probably kill her before anyone could get through to warn her of her danger, a long time before his fleet of Fortresses arrived to destroy that ancient world.


  Chapter 10


  The Valcyr was coming back to life.


  Quendari Valcyr had pumped the inert gasses from her vast maze of cabins and corridors as soon as she had realized that she was going to have guests. She was now bringing the ship's atmosphere up to a tolerable level, but her millions of tons of cold metal and alloys were reluctant to loose the chill of centuries under the ice. Light filled passages that had seen only darkness for the better part of five hundred centuries, shining dim at first through a haze of frigid air.


  Keflyn did not feel the cold. Jon Addesin, much to his embarrassment, had been about to take a chill, and he had been installed in a special cabin that Valcyr had warmed for him. His attitude toward Keflyn since their arrival aboard the Valcyr had been both vaguely suspicious and at the same time sullenly possessive. He was very afraid of missing important business. That, of course, had been the entire purpose in getting rid of him. Quendari was trying, but she obviously had a very low opinion of humans. If not for Keflyn's good word, she would have probably put him out on the ice, perhaps not in the same condition that she had found him.


  As soon as Addesin had retired reluctantly to his cabin, Quendari directed Keflyn to a waiting lift that would take her to the bridge. For her own part, Keflyn was given to wonder about Quendari's motives, if not her sanity. She sensed a great sadness and an oppressive darkness from the ship, although all she knew for certain was that, brooding on some ancient tragedy, Quendari had chosen to bury herself in the ice and go to sleep. And yet the Valcyr seemed undamaged, and she had certainly been in good enough condition to lower herself into the gravity well of this world, a place where no Starwolf carrier was ever meant to go, and bring herself down undamaged on the ice. Why had Quendari done this to herself, in too much pain to live but unwilling to die? What had become of her crew? Kelvessan were immune to all true forms of mental illness; their physiological and biochemical failsafes were too secure. She had never heard whether the sentient carriers were inclined to insanity.


  Quendari Valcyr gave her reason to wonder.


  What did one do with a potentially psychotic Starwolf carrier, one of the largest and possibly the most powerful weapon of war ever built? Keflyn had to reckon her own small advantages in a hurry. First, Quendari Valcyr was completely out of touch with several hundred centuries of history. Her own assumption appeared to have been that the war had been lost and the Starwolves destroyed even before her self-imposed imprisonment had begun. She also did not know that the Kelvessan had recently evolved, the mutant stock assuming the remarkable psychic powers of their creators, the Aldessan of Valtrys. Keflyn certainly did not know what to do about shutting down the Valcyr, if she did come to consider it necessary.


  The lift stopped, and Keflyn stepped out into the side corridor and then beyond the wide doors into the right wing of the bridge. She paused only for a moment, looking about. Some things, it seemed, had not changed since the first carriers had been built five hundred centuries earlier. Except for relatively minor changes in the lay out of controls on the station consoles, she might easily have been on the bridge of the Methryn. The main viewscreen was dark, as well as all other monitors, and every station was inactive except for a few lights on main engineering and environmental systems. The rest were all completely lifeless, as if the ship itself were a dead thing. Even the camera pod was folded away against the ceiling.


  "Would you mind pulling the retaining pin on the camera pod?" Quendari asked.


  "Yes, just a moment," Keflyn agreed.


  Reaching up, she took hold of the tag dangling at the end of a long cord beneath the retracted camera pod, giving it a firm pull. That jerked the retaining pin free, allowing the camera boom to drop down from the overhead cradle. It unfolded slowly, and the camera pod rotated around to face Keflyn, the lenses spinning to focus on her. There was a large, red, velvet ribbon tied around the twin cameras, so incredibly old that even the synthetic material was dry and brittle.


  "So much better," Quendari said.


  "You had put yourself down for long-term storage," Keflyn observed. "Cold storage, if you will excuse the phrase."


  "That was a very long time ago," the ship responded evasively, turning away.


  "That was yesterday to you. You have been asleep all that time," Keflyn reminded her. "We could make this simple. I know that you were one of the first carriers ever built. You were still completing your trial runs when you tried to test the limits of your new jump drive. You jumped outward and never returned. That led to the detection of a flaw in the old jump drives, which were completely abandoned until very recent improvements made them safe."


  "Yes, my jump drive ran away, leaping into incredible jump speeds before it disengaged," Quendari explained. She glanced aside, although her lenses did not rotate to focus. "When the drive disengaged, I lost speed at a tremendous rate, the equivalent of light-years every second. Even my dampening fields could not compensate. I was subjected to a deceleration of nearly two thousand G's for a hell that I endured for five endless seconds. I was badly damaged, my hull broken in many places and my engines and generators nearly ripped from their mountings. Most of my crew were killed outright and the rest were gravely injured, eventually dying when my hull lost all traces of an atmosphere."


  Keflyn said nothing, but she found that very enlightening in many ways. For one thing, Kelvessan must have evolved more than once since they were first created. Modern Starwolves could take two thousand G's with a certain amount of distress, but it would hardly kill them.


  Quendari's lenses rotated as she turned the camera pod back to Keflyn. "I had only minimal power. I was in the middle of nowhere, hundreds of light-years outside the galaxy itself. Using the few remotes I had left, I was eventually able to get two main drives in operation. It took centuries at high sublight speeds to reach the nearest system, and there was no intelligent life that I could enlist to my aid. Using metal and organics taken from planetary debris, I was able to begin fashioning replacements for my damaged components. I had to disassemble nearly this entire ship to save it."


  "You restored the Valcyr completely?" Keflyn asked.


  "I had all the time in the universe," she explained. "You see, I had no idea where I was, nor even the direction I had come from. I sent out drones in every direction, all at their best speed, sometimes on journeys of entire years. I simply could not find even the beginning of a reference from the starfields. Eventually I realized that I had traveled quite a lot farther than I had dared to suspect. Not only had my jump carried me right outside our galaxy; I had been tossed up on the shores of another."


  "Your jump did run away with you," Keflyn agreed. Inter-galactic distances were so vast that even the Aldessan, with their two million years of civilization, had explored other galaxies only with automated probes that made the round trip in hundreds or even thousands of years.


  "I finally made it home, ten thousand years after leaving Earth orbit on my trial runs," Quendari continued. "Things had changed somewhat in my extended absence."


  "Well, yes. What did happen here?" Keflyn demanded impatiently. "You say that this is Terra, but it bears precious little resemblance to the world as I have always heard it described."


  "Oh, it scared me to death, let me tell you!" Quendari declared. "Everything was finally working out so nice, and then I found myself in orbit over this iceball. Can you imagine how frightening it is to think that you might be in the wrong galaxy after all?"


  Keflyn had to laugh. One more thing had never changed. The ships had been eccentric from the start.


  "Union doing, as you can imagine," she continued. "A series of conversion detonations in the upper layers of the sun upset the magnetic flux lines, and that caused a series of stellar expansions and contractions that produced some relatively wide variations in the gravitational tides. Most of the inner planets settled into more remote orbits. Venus is now setting about where Earth used to be, and could enjoy much the same climate with a small amount of terraforming. Earth herself is now well out nearly halfway to where Mars used to be. The moon settled in nearly twice as close at it used to be, which is why it looks so big. The original carrier construction bays are still up there, just the way they were when they were sealed up fifty thousand years ago."


  "That was rather drastic," Keflyn remarked. "The Union must have had access to much higher technology in those days."


  "Not necessarily. All it required was simple conversion devices, shot in at high speed with a few meters of ceramic shielding to allow them to survive a few seconds of stellar heat. My own hull shields are capable of that."


  "And no one was left?"


  Quendari grew quiet again, looking away. "No, they had all gone. The great ice sheets had already advanced quite far, crushing cities, although it was not yet very thick. There was so much activity in Union space, but I could find no evidence that the Republic had survived. I thought that the war was over, and the Kelvessan destroyed."


  "But why would you just settle down onto the ice and allow yourself to be buried?" Keflyn asked. "You could have gone to the Aldessan."


  "My life is my own," the ship answered sullenly. "I could not save my crew. I was not there when I was needed to save Earth. There was nothing left for me to do."


  "But... "


  "I was tired of life," Quendari explained almost fiercely. "I was tired of space, of always moving. I wanted to stay in one place and be left alone. I thought how nice it would be to put just a few systems on automatic and go to sleep under that ice. It seemed to me that I would like to wake up again after the ice had retreated, perhaps when people had come back to this world so far in the future that the war, even the Union itself, would have been long forgotten. Then you came, with your four arms and delicate face, to frighten me with the reality that the Kelvessan had survived, and to terrify me with the news that that terrible war is still going on."


  Keflyn sighed deeply, wondering what she could say or do. She stared at the floor. "We could pull your memory cells and place them in a new ship. You could fly again."


  "I did not survive so much, just to be abandoned in the ice," Quendari said remotely. "I will know when it is time for me to fly again."


  She lifted her camera pod in a gesture of surprise, and looked about as if suddenly realizing how moody she was being. "I have no fighters or shuttles. They were all thrown from their racks in the wreck. I did not try to rebuild any, and I used their materials in my own reconstruction."


  Keflyn had started up the steps to the captain's station on the upper bridge. Quendari jerked her camera pod around to watch her, a gesture that was apprehensive and protective, and the sudden movement was too much for the decaying material of the velvet ribbon tied around the camera pod. The strap broke and it fluttered to the floor, breaking into many pieces like the petals of a dried flower.


  Keflyn waited anxiously, knowing that Quendari Valcyr must have cherished that simple thing to have kept it tied to her camera pod, a red ribbon that was nearly as old as the Kelvessan race, indeed nearly as old as human civilization. It was in a way her own fault that it had broken, for she had come here to innocently disturb the sleep of this ancient machine. Quendari's camera pod just hovered motionless over the broken ribbon, her lenses rotated almost straight down.


  "I am very sorry," she offered apologetically.


  "No, it was inevitable, it was so old," Quendari answered. "I should have done something to preserve it long ago. It was given to me by my Commander.


  "Your first Commander?" Keflyn asked.


  "I had only the one." She looked up at the young Starwolf. "Perhaps it is my turn to ask questions and receive explanations. First of all, I must ask what you plan to do now?"


  "According to my original plan, I was to do what I could to determine the location of Terra and use my portable achronic transceiver to call in the Methryn to retrieve me." Keflyn paused a moment, frowning. "It seems that I have found Terra, and that was never expected. I suppose that I might as well go home, although I would like a look at those carrier construction bays on this world's moon. I wonder if they are still usable."


  "They were perfectly sealed for long-term storage when I returned."


  "That was also some forty thousand years ago," Keflyn reminded her.


  "I cannot help you with that," Quendari said. "I have no small ships left to me, and I could not get them from my bays even if I had them."


  "Well, Mr. Addesin should be good for something." Keflyn paused, looking up at the camera pod. "What will you do if people come back to this world? We need to have those construction bays back in operation. We need more ships, if we are ever going to end this war."


  Quendari considered that for a moment. "I do not yet have an answer to that. But it seems that, in any event, my long sleep is ended."


  It was the only piece of old Terra that had survived unharmed by the forces of time and climate that had devastated that entire world, and only because it was not a part of the planet.


  They were quick to appreciate Quendari's maps; the Lunar Industrial Complex was vast, covering well over 500 square kilometers in a series of linked clusters of large buildings. These were the oldest surviving human artifacts in existence, dating from the first permanent off-world settlements from as early as the twenty-first century. The low-gravity environment had been a welcome alternative to the slow and awkward process of building large spacecraft in open space. The Complex itself was easy enough to find, even as they were orbiting down in one of theThermopylae'sdismal shuttles. Since the primitive machine could not hover, they had to make some very hasty decisions when they were confronted by the confusing maze of buildings. Then Keflyn saw four sets of doors so large that they could have only been meant for one purpose, and she knew that they had come to the right place.


  Jon Addesin was rather annoyed with the whole affair by that time. For one thing, Keflyn was at the controls of the shuttle and his ego, male and/or professional, was seething. The trouble with the shuttle was that it had been designed for atmospheric landings, or for docking in freefall. It had no provisions for landing in any gravity on a planet with no atmosphere to provide lift for its short wings. Addesin assumed that there was no way they could land; if he had thought of that earlier, they would have still been back at the colony. Keflyn assumed that she could invent something, and she sounded more confident on the subject than she felt. Once she had manual control of theThermopylae'sflying cargo canister, she was less certain.


  Addesin also lost the next argument; he had assumed that the long doors set in low platforms just above the dusty plains were landing strips. Keflyn was finally obliged to use one as such, rolling the ungainly shuttle to a stop in less than three kilometers under one-sixth standard gravity. It was a controlled crash in nearly the worst sense of the word. Keflyn had landed on the door reluctantly, not wanting to trust the sturdiness of a moveable platform under any circumstances and certainly not one that had been setting about for fifty thousand years.


  Keflyn intended to make her investigation brief, not wanting to disturb the base any more than she could help. As the Valcyr had been, the complex was filled with inert gasses at low pressure, all traces of any corrosive atmosphere removed, and just about as cold as the dark places of space. She had brought her own armored suit in her luggage, separated into many pieces for travel, but Addesin was forced to wear one of theThermopylae'srather awkward service engineer's suits. As he explained, a simple freighter never had to put people down in completely hostile environments, so there was little need for suits except those meant for exterior engineering in open space. But it did not improve his humor.


  Keflyn kept to the major corridors, finding that the underground portions of this complex were much larger than even the vast bay doors suggested. The first bay was completely empty, except for a curious rack of immense proportions that she supposed was meant to support a carrier under construction. The next bay held a surprise that she had never expected. A nearly complete Starwolf carrier sat in the rack, apparently lacking only her bay doors and large portions of her hull over the engines and generators. All of her drives were in place, and her spaceframe was obviously complete. Perhaps only a few short weeks of work had been needed for this ship to have flown out under her own power, even if it had been under manual control without a working sentient computer complex.


  "A new ship, just waiting for Quendari to move in," Keflyn said to herself in her own language as she observed the ship through the windows of the observation deck.


  "What is that?" Addesin asked, still trying to hide his impatience. The minimal lighting operating within the complex was hardly enough for his mortal eyes, and he could make out little in the bay except the edges of a vast, dark shape. It hardly helped that Starwolf ships were black.


  "I wonder why they left all of this?" Keflyn asked. "Did they think at the time that they had defeated us, or did it just get overlooked in all of the confusion?"


  "Chaos, I should say," Addesin remarked in a rather staid voice. "The destruction of Terra would have been a very unpopular military action under any circumstances. It was also probably the most heavily defended corner of your Republic at that time, so it was probably like hitting the nest of some nasty stinging insect with a stick. And that also helps to explain why they would have done something so drastic in the first place. They probably just launched their bombs and made a run for cover."


  Keflyn did not feel it necessary to point out to him that she had figured all of that out for herself long ago. But the war had been more evenly matched at that time, and the Union had been on the attack more often than on the defensive. The Republic had nearly been defeated, suffering from the loss of first Terra and then Alameda, retreating to a handful of uninhabited worlds so recentiy discovered that the Union had known nothing of their existence. The Union may have assumed that it had won the war, since the Starwolves had disappeared for centuries to recover from their losses.


  "I have seen enough," Keflyn declared, turning to march away at a pace that Addesin found difficult to match in his bulky suit.


  She might have done more investigating if she had been alone, but she thought that Jon Addesin had suddenly seen more than was good for him. He was going to have to start plying his trade in Republic space now. He knew the location of Earth herself, to use the odd name that Quendari had for that world. The Union would have taken him apart for that knowledge, and the Starwolves would have been forced to kill him to keep that secret. Fortunately, she believed that he would not object to that restriction. He probably had a very good idea of exactly what his life was worth.


  "So now what?" he asked.


  Keflyn paused and turned so that she could see him, curious about the desperate tone in his voice... and in his mind. "Now we go home. I will have Quendari contact the Methryn, and we will have carriers here in a matter of days."


  Addesin said no more on the subject. At least the lifts were still in operation, and they returned to the surface in a matter of minutes. Addesin maintained a calm facade, but Keflyn sensed that his thoughts were on the very edge of exploding in both fury and fear. She thought that his mood would improve once he was out of the claustrophobic suit, but it did not. And during the long journey back, her own thoughts were increasingly overshadowed by the feeling that something was about to happen. She could not completely dismiss such premonitions out of hand, since a certain clairvoyance did run in the family.


  "Solar activity is up," Addesin explained as the shuttle orbited down, already biting into the upper atmosphere. They had been watching an unusual amount of sheet lightning during the entire trip home. "That always plays havoc with the planetary magnetics."


  "Induction shields over the poles would get rid of that, and supply you with a tremendous amount of power in the bargain," Keflyn mused.


  "It would be a shame to see it go," he reflected, leaning back in his seat. "But I suppose that it would have to go, if you were trying to conduct serious business here."


  Addesin was so distracted by his own thoughts that he had never noticed that Keflyn had taken the controls of the shuttle upon their return. He sat in the co pilot's seat, still brooding furiously, as Keflyn flipped the little ship over to use the engines to slow the shuttle, allowing gravity to draw them down. He was staring absently out the window when the sky outside suddenly flashed blinding white. He had been unfortunate enough to have been staring directly at the sheet lightning at the moment it hit, and the searing glare left him blinking like an owl and unable to focus.


  "What was that, high-altitude sheet lightning?" He rubbed his watering eyes on his sleeve. "That was close."


  "It went right over us," Keflyn told him. "All of our main power systems are going down."


  "I never felt it hit," Addesin protested.


  "Lightning is not like a bolt from a ship's cannons. Unless there is an explosive discharge of electricity, which is not going to happen in an ungrounded spacecraft, then it just quietly fries your electronics. How do I get main power back up?"


  "If the regular generator start up procedure does not work, then you just ran out of options."


  Keflyn was beginning to get the idea that they were in a lot of trouble. The atmospheric shields were not much, but they did protect the shuttle from more than half of the heat of entry. They had also been down for the better part of half a minute, and she had no sensor information coming in to tell her how the ceramic alloy hull plates were handling the matter. Ships were not built to take the heat of entry directly against their hulls; it was much too inefficient, requiring extensive heat shielding, insulation, and bracing, and far too risky. At least the shuttle had a fair amount of ceramic shielding to take the heat that bled through the atmospheric shields, or they would not have still been contemplating the matter. The question now was whether or not the shuttle would survive the rest of the trip down.


  "You should go get back into that suit of yours," she said; she was still wearing her own armor. "It would be good protection against the heat, and I cannot promise that we will keep our atmosphere."


  From the curve of the planet emerging just under the nose of the shuttle, she guessed that they still had the better part of sixty kilometers to go. At this altitude, she thought that most of the sheet lightning had actually passed far beneath them. She suspected that they had only been caught in a discharge arc, bringing additional energy down from the magnetosphere.


  In any case, they were not going to survive unless she did something to slow this ship. The shuttle was beginning to hum and buffet slightly, an indication that they were beginning to bite into denser air. Getting as much response as she could from the atmospheric control surfaces, she brought the nose of the shuttle up sharply, not to present heavier belly shielding to the heat – which she doubted they had – but to simply present a larger surface to the air to act as a brake. Then she noticed a series of switches in the bank of emergency controls, four to provide added thrust and four for brakes. She assumed that these would be either solid or liquid fuel boosters, and she triggered the first shot of braking thrust. There was a small explosion somewhere in the nose of the ship as access covers were blown away, then perhaps half a minute of muted roar as the small engines burned.


  At least it had some effect. Keflyn had precious few emergency read outs for her use; all of the monitors were down, and the airspeed indicator had already burned away. By the time Jon Addesin returned, again wearing the bulky suit, she was firing the third braking shot.


  "There's some smoke coming up from beneath the cargo deck," he reported. "It's a good thing we have suits. The ship must be full of toxic fumes."


  "Are there any water tanks on board this ship?" Keflyn asked. "If anything like that gets too hot, steam or other expanding gasses can cause the container to explode like bombs."


  "No, nothing like that."


  Long, tense minutes passed, and the cargo hold became so filled with smoke that Keflyn was given to wonder if she might find some way to vent it before it ruptured the hull. The tires of the left main landing gears exploded, to judge from the distant thuds she felt through the fabric of the ship, and she could only hope that the blast had not ripped open the doors. Then they were down in the widely-scattered clouds, losing speed quickly in the heavy air. They were about twenty thousand meters up, in a shuttle that had no engines and was starting to burn.


  "We need off this ship as soon as possible," Keflyn announced. "And it seems that the closest place we can get off is straight down. I think that I should get us there in as direct a path as I can manage. I think that you should get yourself into the passenger cabin and strap yourself into one of the seats with its back facing forward. When we hit, that should keep you from being thrown."


  "When we hit what?" Addesin asked.


  "The ground, I should imagine. We will have no landing field, and I doubt that we have any landing gear anyway. All I hope is to hit something soft."


  She certainly did her best, but she had her doubts at first. As she came lower, she could see that her earlier guess was correct. The landscape below was rugged and heavily wooded, but there were several grassy meadows to be seen. She fired the remaining braking charge, dropping the shuttle's speed to perhaps half that of the speed of sound, then she turned the rudder in one direction and the ailerons in the other, causing the huge machine to crab sideways, slowing even more in the sideslip.


  She reached in the open chestplate of her suit, switching her communication channel. "Quendari Valcyr, do you hear me?"


  "I hear you quite well," the ship answered immediately.


  "I am about to crash this shuttle in the middle of nowhere," Keflyn explained quickly. "Could you send a message to Der righan at the Feldenneh settlement and have him come in Mr. Addesin's van to fetch us? We will be coming down about eight hundred kilometers short of the field."


  "I will send a probe immediately," Quendari assured her. "And I will send another to meet you, in the event you need help. A probe may not be much, but it is the best I can do."


  "It will be appreciated," Keflyn replied.


  She selected her landing place quickly, one of the larger meadows where she could bring the shuttle down on the very crown of a hill, then allow the ship to slide downhill to a stop. That, she thought, would help prevent the shuttle from burying its nose in the ground and jerking to a violent stop. She was not entirely certain about all that; she was not used to ships this size, nor any that flew entirely on atmospherics.


  The shuttle settled in on the hilltop very smoothly and slid some 300 meters to the base of the hill. Then it did bury its nose in the soft ground and came to a very sudden and violent stop. The straps of Keflyn's seat broke and she left the ship very quickly by the nearest way, with an involuntary leap through the forward window. The shuttle gave a final heave as if broken apart at the seams by some internal explosion that was not quite enough to break it apart, and it settled with a sigh and a cloud of dust. Then it began to burn furiously.


  Jon Addesin had himself out of his seat in moments and hurried back to the pilot's cabin to check on Keflyn, only to find to his very great surprise that she was gone. When he saw the broken window, he knew what had happened. He rushed back to the interior cabin and opened the emergency hatch, then tossed out several survival packs and himself. Fortunately most of the lower nose had collapsed or been buried, and it was only two meters down into loose soil. He was still wearing half his own weight in the engineering suit, and the fall nearly left him stunned.


  He pulled off his helmet as quickly as he could, then hurried to find Keflyn. As it happened, he nearly ran over her as he turned. She was standing there beside him, looking much less the worse for wear than himself. Starwolves in their armor enjoyed a high degree of invulnerability.


  "I think that we should get away from this monster, just in case there is something inside that might explode," Keflyn said, helping him to gather up the survival packets.


  "So now what?" Addesin asked. "Do you have any idea where we are?"


  "I have a very good idea where we are," she insisted. "I have also made arrangements to have someone here to rescue us in a few hours. Trust me to arrange things better than that."


  They retreated to the edge of the woods, where they would have some cover from the wind and wood for a fire. It was late afternoon and Keflyn doubted that Derrighan would arrive before midnight, assuming that he left as soon as Quendari's probe reached him and did not wait until the next day. She could use her com as soon as they were settled to inform the Valcyr of their condition, and the burning shuttle should provide an excellent beacon for several hours yet.


  "We will have to get you a new pair of shuttles," Keflyn remarked as they were setting up a temporary camp. Jon Addesin had come out of his heavy suit immediately, and she was now shedding her own.


  Addesin looked up in surprise. "What?"


  "Well, you lost that shuttle on Starwolf business," she explained. "And we do owe you a few favors in exchange for what we are about to do to you."


  "What do you mean?"


  "I mean that this planet just became Starwolf property. We will keep it secret if we can, but it is too dangerous for you to ever return to Union space. Perhaps you will be able to have the supply run between our own home world and here."


  Addesin seemed to be at a complete loss. "The Union already considers this world as their own. Do you really think that the Starwolves can chase them away?"


  Keflyn was amused as she began sealing up the suit for storage. "The Union has never been able to take from us any property that we have claimed as our own. Are you worried?"


  Addesin shrugged. "I just have a much higher opinion of what the Union is capable of doing compared to you Starwolves."


  Keflyn laughed aloud. "You cannot be serious! Based on what evidence?"


  Then she had to admonish herself for thinking that she was any better. She had never been honestly in love in her life, and yet she had to reluctantly admit that she was becoming very fond of Derrighan indeed. Perhaps absence did make the heart grow fonder, and her present company only cast the contrast between the two into a bright, cold light. Despite her quiet sympathies for the man, she was also growing very tired of Jon Addesin's sullen suspicions. She was eagerly looking forward to Derrighan's arrival, and his quiet, undemanding love.


  For any number of reasons, the time had come for Keflyn to go home.


  Chapter 11


  The Methryn dropped out of jump into high starflight speeds, a great shuttering crash running through her frame as it adjusted under the tremendous stress of that shift. The members of the bridge crew looked up expectantly for a long moment, then turned back to their work when there were no additional noises or warning lights. The big ship had survived one more time.


  "We are doing better than expected," Valthyrra announced, the lightness in her voice denying that everyone knew she was tearing herself apart.


  "I do not need for you to do better than expected," Velmeran told her. He leaned back carefully against the console of central bridge, the injury to his left shoulder complex still bothering him slightly. "I need for you to get there on schedule and intact. If you break down somewhere along here, then we lose Alkayja."


  "I do keep that always in mind."


  "You just find it easy to ignore," he finished for her. "Any response from Keflyn's portable transceiver?"


  "Nothing so far," Valthyrra responded, her camera pod moving ahead of him as he rose from his own station on the upper bridge and descended the steps. "Trel and Marlena are still asking to take their transport to get her."


  Velmeran shook his head sadly. "No, we will need every pilot we have. She has that Free Trader, and quite literally anything can out run a Fortress. I just hope that they get clear in time. I wonder if she has any idea of where she really is."


  That thought amused Valthyrra as much as himself, but Vel meran's thoughts were always on business. Just one more day,andthey would reach their destination two days ahead of Donalt Trace's Fortresses and Mock Starwolves. Then his greatest juggling act ever would begin, and he would have to find last minute answers to twenty years of careful planning.


  He saw that the chief medic Dyenlayk had entered. He moved quietly to one side of the bridge to meet her, but both Valthyrra and Consherra the Everpresent saw him and invited themselves.


  "How is Lenna?" he asked softly, knowing well why she had come.


  Dyenlayk looked tired and at the end of hope. "The same as always. I can keep her alive forever, but I have to ask myself why. There is certainly nothing that I can do to put her back together, and I doubt that anyone can. All the same, I still plan to keep her alive until I can hand her over to the human medics at Alkayja. They know their own kind better than I ever will. If they say that nothing can be done, then we have to let her go."


  "I never thought that she would make it back to the ship," Velmeran said, mostly to himself. "What can I possibly say to Tregloran?"


  "What can you possibly say to Bill?" the medic asked. "That big, stupid automaton is just standing there beside her bed like a ghost."


  "Throw him out, if he gets in the way."


  "I do not have the heart," Dyenlayk said as she turned toward the lift.


  "I would have never thought that Bill was that aware," Valthyrra remarked.


  "Bill exists for a very limited purpose," Velmeran said. "His existence is measured by his service to Lenna Makayen."


  He glanced up at Valthyrra's camera pod, and she turned away in a haughty gesture. "I most certainly will not at this time attempt to council a grieving automaton."


  "Unfortunately, Lenna's was only the first life of a friend that I might have to throw away to save this war," Velmeran said as he turned to stare absently at the main viewscreen. "I just hope that the price buys us what we want."


  "Could they really win?" Consherra asked.


  "That depends very much on those Mock Starwolves," Velmeran admitted. "The one thought that occurs to me is that Donalt Trace fears the very sight of Kelvessan, to the extent of an actual phobia. I am responsible for that, I fear. I doubt very much that he would have trusted his own Starwolves enough to give them as free a hand as he said. I expect – and hope – that they will be very carefully directed only into very specific parts of the battle. I am also remembering that they will have no actual battle experience, and they are flying ships, no matter how good, that were still built by Union technology. With all of those factors combined, I still expect that one of our pilots should be as good as two or possibly three of their own."


  "Even three to one, they could still out gun us by numbers alone," the ship reminded him.


  "It also depends very much on what help we have," he continued. "Right now, I am only counting on two ships and the fighters of the Methryn to carry this battle, plus whatever else we can find at the base. With those odds, we have to lose. We have to have at least one more ship with fighters come in before it starts."


  "I just hope that our friends back at the base have not decided to break up that incomplete ship in their construction bay for scrap," Valthyrra said. "If that carrier is not in condition to fly and fight, then we are in trouble indeed. The extra engines and guns and the special armor of that new ship will mean a lot."


  Velmeran frowned. "If Lenna had been able to retrieve the codes that will cause the Mock Starwolf cruisers to self-destruct, then we would have little to worry about. We could have gone hunting for those Fortresses and met them on our own terms. Of course, I am only assuming that those self-destruct codes even exist. Donalt Trace might well be contemplating a long and profitable partnership with his own Starwolves, just as he said."


  "I hope that Venn Keflyn did get him," Valthyrra muttered in a rather dire voice.


  "In a way, Trace has already done his worst to us," he continued. "I do not like the thought of Kelvessan fighting Kelvessan, no matter what the circumstances."


  The Methryn dropped out of starflight well inside the system and continued her run quickly and under concealment, her main shields brought up to stealth strength. She was already well past the inner line of automated defenses, which had not even taken note of her passage. Circling tightly in her final approach, she braked sharply at the last moment and pulled to a stop barely ten kilometers short of the immense orbital base at the same time that she dropped her cloaking shield. Her appearance was sudden and completely unexpected, designed to use the vast, menacing form of the giant carrier in a subtly threatening gesture.


  The Republic had forgotten just how frightening its own Starwolves could be.


  "Get me President Delike on the line, and make certain that they understand that I mean now," Velmeran ordered, watching the main viewscreen. Most of the ships that had been in the area of the station were heading very quickly in the other directions, but one audacious little cutter, painted bright orange for easy visual recognition, was moving to intercept the Methryn. "What does that bold little twit think he is doing?"


  "That, Commander, is an automated escort," Valthyrra explained. "The Port Authority is demanding our surrender."


  "Is that so? Double-check that ship for life signs and destroy it in the most spectacular manner that you can contrive."


  Valthyrra was happy to oblige; she had always considered the bright orange escorts to be a rather officious gesture anyway. She spared it only a single shot from the largest cannon from the main battery in her shock bumper, and the escort disappeared in a flask of bright flame.


  "Message delivered and understood," Valthyrra remarked with deep satisfaction. "President Alac Delike is awaiting your pleasure."


  She moved her camera pod closer, so that Velmeran could speak through her own leads. He elected to follow her lead, launching into an immediate and unrelenting assault. "President Delike, you are caught between a rock and a hard place. You have the Kelvessan angry with you, and you may have just noticed that we have almost all of the Republic's weapons. And now you have Donalt Trace and the Union coming down on you. An attack force of five Fortresses and sixteen of their new Mock Starwolf cruisers will be here in two days, and their orders are to destroy the Republic."


  "But that's impossible!" Delike protested. "We have a treaty with them."


  "That treaty was a ploy. Their only interest was using you to get at me. Let me explain things carefully, since you obviously do not have the wit to figure things out for yourself. This is the only supply base for the Starwolves, and the homeworld of the Kelvessan race. They knew that we would not accept exile, but force your surrender, and they have already gotten all they ever wanted from you. They finally know the location of Alkayja, and you have chased away the carriers that could have protected you. Now they plan to destroy you, so that the carriers will have nowhere to turn."


  "What am I going to do?" Delike asked desperately.


  "I will make that simple for you," Velmeran told him. "I am giving you only two choices. You give the Starwolves complete control of defending this base and do everything you can to help us, or I will come in there and pull you out."


  Delike considered that for a long moment, and Velmeran was by no means certain that he would agree. Delike seemed foolish enough to believe that he might still salvage the situation. He could as easily make the Starwolves work to take the base, and attempt to disappear in the confusion. Very much depended upon whether First Senator Saith and Party Chairman Alberes were there to advise him. Velmeran remembered that Delike was only a simple, very impressionable man who thought he was doing the right thing. The other two had impressed him as a pair of crooks out for all they could get from this scheme.


  "We will agree, on certain conditions," Delike answered at last.


  "I had anticipated that," Velmeran answered. "But make it brief. I am not in a generous mood."


  "Just this. First Senator Saith, Chairman Alberes, and myself must have immunity from official prosecution and a ship to leave when it is done. You must not interfere in our departure."


  "I agree," Velmeran answered readily enough. "But only to those two terms, and to the letter of the agreement. There will be no official prosecution, and you will be given a ship to go where you will."


  "We will be looking forward to meeting you."


  "I just bet," he muttered under his breath, and sighed. "I want that carrier you have in your docking bay. I just hope for your sake that you have not taken it apart. There is no statute of limitation on stupidity."


  He nodded, and Valthyrra cut the line. He looked up at her. "Move yourself into a docking bay as close to that inactive ship as you can manage. We have to get her ready to fight. Go ahead and put every ship we have overboard right now. I will take a team over to the new ship as soon as we dock and get the bays open. All other crewmembers are to begin moving their personal belongings out of the Methryn immediately."


  "Commander?" Consherra asked, using his title in her surprise.


  He shook his head. "There is just no help for it. I want everything out of this ship that is not a part of either the generators, weapons, or drives. All of the racks for the fighters, the tools from the machine shops, and the equipment from the science labs, and the furnishing for the schools and sick bay. Even the simulators. Everything that can be taken from this ship has to go. The Methryn does not have the shielding or the engines of that new ship, and she has just about ruined her spaceframe. The only advantage I can give her now is to strip her of all excess weight. I believe that we might be able to cut her down by as much as three million tons."


  "I agree," Valthyrra added. "And by having no crewmembers on board, I will be free to run interference for the others and take superficial damage without concern."


  Velmeran looked up at her camera pod, suddenly aware from her words that she knew they would not be coming back to this ship. The Methryn would not fly again. He doubted that she would even survive this battle, however things turned out. The Methryn had been built for war, and perhaps it was only proper for her to die in battle. But Valthyrra would not die with the Methryn, not if he could help it.


  He turned to Consherra. "This is your department. I doubt that anyone in this base knows more about the sentient complex of this ship than you, but I will ask about just the same. As soon as we are docked, I want you to begin the process of duplicating Valthyrra's memory units."


  "There is not time to get Valthyrra installed in that new ship," Consherra protested.


  "No, but we can move her in as soon as this is over," he told her. "She has to fly the Methryn in this battle, and there is not time to pull her own units before the battle anyway. You know how deeply buried they are. We will pull them out later, if we can. But just in case, I want duplicates."


  The Methryn moved into her docking bay as soon as she had discharged the last of her ships, taking the bay immediately to the left of the carrier that had still been under construction. Tenders were already standing by to begin pulling unused fighters, empty racks, and a mountain of spare parts from the backs of the fighter bays. There was no artificial gravity in the bay itself, only on board the ship, so the Starwolves were able to simply throw a fair amount of crated material overboard to be retrieved by the tenders when they could.


  Velmeran took a small crew directly to the new ship, to get the bays open and to take a quick look about the carrier and make certain that she was ready to fight. Fortunately the ship seemed to be in a completely flight-ready condition, lacking only memory cells to begin the slow, careful process of bringing her to life. Those were missing because Velmeran had known for some time that he would have to move Valthyrra into this new ship, and he had asked several months earlier that the new ship not be activated until he could assess the Methryn's condition at the time of completion and determine whether she could serve a few years more.


  There was certainly no lack of help. Many Kelvessan scientists, engineers, and technicians, some only just released from internment awaiting sterilization or even death, hurried to assist in preparing the new carrier for flight. Many more Kelvessan from throughout the station arrived to help in any way they could. They threatened to slow things up in their eagerness to express their appreciation to the Methryn and especially Commander Velmeran, until he made it clear that he needed help more than thanks and that there was not a moment to spare.


  "Oh, I know that she is ready to fly," Admiral Laroose, recently returned from a premature retirement, explained when he found Velmeran touring the ship's engineering sections. "We had her out twice earlier, before the Senate forbade it."


  "That helps," Velmeran said. "Two carriers, some 250 fighters, and the automated defense drones. If the gods have elected to forgive me for being inattentive to my duties these past few years, we might just have a chance to win, which does bring me to the next point. The attack force will probably invite us to fight on a single front, but I doubt very much that they will keep to one. If anything comes up behind us, I want those defense drones in position and ready. I very much need for you to coordinate their attack."


  Laroose waved his hands in a gesture of refusal. "No battle experience, old boy!"


  "You are still the best I have. Besides, I am adamant about this becoming a strictly Kelvessan battle. The Republic needs a chance to earn back her own honor."


  "Then I accept reluctantly," Laroose agreed, and frowned. "It's a damned shame that you had to grant pardons to Delike and his chums. If you had just sent word, me and a few of my boys would have gladly strangled them."


  "It served its purpose," Velmeran said, looking up at him. "And who says that I pardoned them? I only made a couple of very specific promises about what I will and will not do to them. I still believe that fortune usually finds a way to restore the balance of payments."


  By that time, Consherra had finally made arrangements to begin the transfer of Valthyrra's memory units. Eight of the massive memory cells were located in separate portions of the carrier's forward section, each a heavily armored block the size of a large shipping container. The units themselves were secured within their own protective access tube, so heavily shielded that they often survived the complete destruction of the ship itself. Consherra had been able to find eight newly-constructed blank units, ready for installation in a ship of their own. She had two of these moved into each of the Methryn's four transport bays, where they would be nearest the Methryn's own units.


  There was enough help at hand to have the heavy transfer cables laid out between the blank units in the bays and the access panels to Valthyrra's units deeper within the ship. Consherra moved quickly, knowing that each passing minute could be depriving Valthyrra of that much more of her memory. The transfer of memory from one unit to another was risky enough under the best of circumstances, ordinarily used only for the replacement of an aging or faulty unit. Attempting the transfer of all eight units at the same time multiplied the risk by that much, and the highspeed encoding method was reserved for only a dire emergency. If the transfer was too incomplete, then Valthyrra's personality programming would also be too incomplete to engage and return her to life.


  "I am ready to enter the first unit," Consherra announced to the portable com link she wore on her collar. She was standing before a very heavy and secure hatch built into the wall of one of the Methryn's endless corridors. "This unit access panel is labeled as A3 1121."


  "Tread softly," Valthyrra answered as she opened the hatch. "You stand before my primary cell. Most of my personality is locked within that unit. You may begin."


  Consherra entered, making her way through the four meters or so of narrow tunnel that led her to a second hatch, trailing the final length of the transfer cable behind her. She lifted a heavy, long-handled tool, in form like an immense socket wrench, and fitted the cylinder-shaped lock at its end into the receptacle in the center of the hatch. It was in its way a large key, never kept on board the ship itself but only under guard at Alkayja Base. With the mechanical key installed, she took a small magnetic card from a compartment in the handle of the key and inserted this in a slot in the wall to the right of the hatch.


  The chip inside the card fed its data through the magnetic contacts into the electronic lock, which recognized her right to access to the core. Six heavy latches pulled back one after the other, and Consherra pulled down on the handle of the mechanical lock, releasing its own internal latches. Then she took hold of the massive handles on either side of the hatch and lifted it clear, breaking the airtight seal. The hatch itself weighed nearly two hundred kilograms, a final insurance against the credentials of the one opening the core. It was no burden for the enhanced strength of a Kelvessan or even the four powerful arms of an Aldessan of Valtrys, its original designers. But no human could have lifted it clear.


  Inside was a final door, this one fitted with a numeric keypad. Consherra quickly punched in the final access code, the one known only to the Commander, First Officer, and the ship herself. The hatch lifted clear, allowing her to see inside the armored core and the massive memory cell locked securely in its cradle.


  "At last," Consherra remarked softly and she lifted herself through the open hatch. "You could be dead by the time I run this maze eight times."


  "I am comforted by your consideration," Valthyrra answered sourly. "This is the important one. I could as easily do without the others."


  "Can you estimate your transfer rate?" Consherra asked as she pulled the cable around to one end of the cell, where its main access sockets were located. "That should give you some idea of the extent of transfer in the time allowed."


  "Virtual encoded memory," the ship explained. "There is no predicting the transfer rate because there is none. The receiving unit sees the entire memory of the master unit all at once, but it takes time to mirror what it sees. Some is mirrored instantly, while some will take hours. And since portions of that same memory file may exist in another cell, I have to access the entire data from all sources before I am able to see the memory myself. It gets complicated when you try to work with it, but it is the key to my ability to think like you mortals."


  Since the new ship had no main computer network in operation, the entire vessel had to be controlled manually. At least there was enough secondary computer operation that the major systems were able to regulate themselves, although the commands for those systems had to be relayed from their master stations on the bridge. In theory, this carrier could fly and fight with a crew of only fourteen, that being the number of stations on the bridge. The weapons systems remained the biggest problem, since there was only just enough computer control to assist in targeting. All the various small cannons in their retractable turrets along the ventral groove, where the upper hull was joined to the lower, were directed by their own gunners.


  Because of the difficulties in flying the ship manually, Velmeran decided they would fight this battle with only a minimal crew of officers and technicians. Even the fighters and transports with their support teams were installed in Alkayja Base and would launch from there. Like the Methryn, the new ship would fly stripped for battle.


  One problem that had to be solved early on was finding a name for the new carrier, to make references and communications easier and clearer. This new ship was unofficially the Methryn, but there already was one Methryn on hand with a prior claim on the use of that name. Before Velmeran had a chance to decide anything for himself, he found that the code name Alternate was already in general use for the new ship among the pilots, while the base personnel referred to her as Carrier D-Class 2-A, its registration number. Alternate seemed easier to deal with, especially in a hurry. For the duration of the coming battle, the new carrier became known as the Maeridyen, which was the Tresdyland word for Alternate.


  The task of flying the Maeridyen fell to Consherra, and she was not pleased with the prospect. She had never had as much direct control over a carrier in her life, since there was ordinarily at least an automatic flight control system to interpret her commands from the manual controls into a series of related actions throughout the ship. She would be in control of actual navigation, engine power, and the jump drive as a method of emergency evasion. The more precise control of the Maeridyen's main systems would come from Tresha and her assistant at the engineering station. Cargin, from his station beside Consherra's helm on the central bridge, would have main weapons control, while the defense station would coordinate the ship's shields. Flight control and navigation would assist Consherra in flying the ship, while the scanning, running systems, and damage control stations would pick up any slack.


  With even automatic flight control relying on the ship's non-sentient computer network to coordinate her systems. Consherra or even Velmeran on the upper bridge could have handled all of those functions alone. There was going to be a great deal of shouting orders and instructions across the bridge, and Velmeran had to direct the battle through this awkward network. All of this was complicated even more by the fact that this was an unfamiliar ship to the crew of the Methryn, with more main drives and a more efficient jump drive than they were used to, and a more complex weapons array that included a second conversion cannon. Consherra was hoping for at least one trial flight before battle, to get some feel for what was in effect a very different ship from the old carriers.


  The gods of fortune must have forgiven Velmeran somewhat. With perhaps half a day remaining before battle, a second carrier appeared in the system and hurried in to dock. It was the Vardon, the second of the new carriers and the best possible choice in all the Wolf Fleet. They would now face the assault fleet with the two most powerful, heavily armed, and well-shielded ships in the fleet, and the unpopulated and expendable Methryn. Velmeran knew very little of Theralda Vardon's previous military experience, except that she had managed to get herself destroyed once already. At least he did have considerable faith in Tregloran's ability to command.


  Tregloran immediately brought his command crew over to the Maeridyen. They were experienced with these new carriers and could check out the systems. And since the Vardon was battle-ready, they made arrangements for the Methryn's bridge crew to take her out for a practice run and familiarize themselves with the ship.


  "I am sorry about Lenna," Velmeran said when Tregloran joined him on the bridge of the Maeridyen.


  "Yes, Valthyrra told us on the way in." He shrugged, feigning more casual acceptance of the situation than he felt. "It was bound to happen eventually. She insisted upon living that way."


  "Yes, we will do what we can for her as soon as things settle down."


  Tregloran frowned, then glanced about the bridge. "This has all been very strange business. I was here for several months only a year ago, and there was no hint of any of this. Then, before I can make it back again, the whole thing comes apart at the seams and you put it back together again. Valthyrra said that you had to grant them all immunity."


  "Only the top three," Velmeran insisted. "At last count, we have more than 70 Senators who voted this mess into existence in prison, and some 200 corporate executives who funded the takeover and were waiting in line to buy trade monopolies and Kelvessan slaves. It was as bad as anything in the Union. We will let them sit in jail without bail for a few days, then put most of them on lifetime probation, on the condition that they can never again hold public office. The funny thing about this whole affair is that absolutely no member of the human population ever cast a vote to put these people in office or approved of what they were doing. Everyone was on to these criminals from the start, but what can you do?"


  "Not a one? My, my!" Tregloran took his meaning with amusement. "What about President Delike and his little friends?"


  "All hiding out in the government complex on board the station," Velmeran explained. "They do not dare go back down to the planet, as much as they would like to collect their private data files and financial records. I had wondered if they would run for cover while they had a chance, but they seem determined to sit tight. My guess is that they hope we lose the battle, and they will kindly offer their services to the conquerors as puppet rulers."


  "We could still get another ship in before things start," Treg loran mused. "Then we might see them run in a hurry."


  "How is Theralda Vardon? Will this be her first real fight?"


  "Well, she is more consistently lucid than she used to be."


  "Lucid?"


  "Well, yes." After looking for a gentler term to describe his ship's behavior, he decided that he was being generous enough already. "You know that she was put together with only one memory cell. Sometimes I think that even the one was shaken too hard when we stole it. There used to be days when she would just hang there in the middle of the bridge, relaying information like a damned machine. She is developing a higher degree of spontaneity."


  "I just hope that she remembers how to fight."


  Tregloran smiled fondly. "It seems like old times, fighting with the odds against us."


  Velmeran stared at him. "This is the first time in my life that I've ever considered the odds against me."


  Tregloran's face fell. "Oh."


  The final hours passed slowly in a frenzy of hurried preparations. At almost the very last moment, a final Starwolf carrier, the Kar vand under the command of Velmeran's half-sister Daelyn, hurtled into system and dropped out of starflight almost on top of the station. The ship was already launching her packs, ready to move immediately into battle. Gelvessa Karvand explained, once the initial chaos was past, that she expected them to come under attack at any moment. Decelerating out of starflight, she had scanned an indisputable total of ten Fortresses and a number of other ships that she thought to be stingship carriers all arranging themselves in what appeared to be attack formation.


  The Fortresses presented their own problems. The Starwolves could crack the heavy hull-shielding from the giant ships with their quartzite detonator missiles, but it still took the shot from a conversion cannon to destroy the Fortress. The Methryn and the Karvand both had only the one cannon and the newer ships had two, making a total of only six, and the cannons had a tendency to burn themselves out after only one firing. He could only hope that the cannons of the newer ships did not burn out. There was also the matter of the sixteen Mock Starwolf cruiser, which were fairly massive piles of armor in their own right. He now had over 700 fighters, and the most powerful accessory cannons had been fitted to those small ships.


  Velmeran decided it was time to launch the carriers. The worst possible disaster on his own part would be to allow his carriers to be caught in their bays if the Mock Starwolves moved in suddenly. If time allowed, he was tempted to lead some of the carriers on a sudden strike against the Union attack force before it had time to get itself into motion. He was also afraid that they might be waiting to draw him out, divide his forces, and then hit him from behind. Donalt Trace had spent the last twenty years figuring out endless ways to trick him.


  Now he had to face the hardest part yet. He had to go back to the Methryn and order Valthyrra disconnected from her backup cells and send her out to die. What Tregloran had said about Theralda Vardon had left him even more uneasy about this. He had already been worried about making certain that he had captured enough of Valthyrra's memories to return her to life. Was there something more that he needed, perhaps that soul that Valthyrra was always so concerned about? Where does a starship keep her soul?


  He had made no provisions to protect that part of Valthyrra Methryn that mattered the most to her, and she had not held him accountable for that. Perhaps she did not trust even the psychic abilities of the High Kelvessan to give her what she wanted most. Perhaps she was just doing what duty required of her, taking solace in the thought that eighteen thousand years was long enough for anyone to live.


  "Standing by to disconnect," Consherra said over the com link in their suits. They were already dressed for battle, knowing that they would have to move quickly. This was quite literally their final task before battle. She was standing by at Valthyrra's primary cell, while technicians were ready to disconnect the others.


  "Not until I give the order," he answered. "Then you go straight to the Maeridyen. Let the technicians remove the duplicate memory units."


  The lift pulled to a stop and Velmeran stepped out onto the bridge, only too aware that this might well be the last time he would see this place. Even the seats at all of the various stations had been stripped in a gallant effort to reduce the Methryn's weight and give her a fighting advantage in maneuverability. The carpets in the cabins had been pulled as well, and she now weighed three-and-a-half million tons less than when she had entered this bay.


  Valthyrra's camera pod was rotated well around, watching him in silence. The note that he had attached to the side of the boom was still there, ordering the crews that this was to be left. If Valthyrra did have a soul, then this simple piece of machinery was its focus.


  "We both knew that I would have to leave this ship eventually," she said, breaking the silence. "Three kilometers of starship is not the sort of thing that you can keep around for sentiment. I would rather see this old shell burn away in battle than be carved up for scrap. A person's life should come to more than just scrap."


  "There is no reason for you to assume that you will be destroyed," he told her. "We stand or fall together in this, and the odds tell me that none of us will be here when it ends. If anything, I have given you two chances to survive."


  "I am not concerned for that part of myself," Valthyrra insisted. "No matter what happens to me, whether you succeed or fail in bringing me back, or even if you never have the chance, I have no regrets. Not for myself."


  Velmeran smiled. "No regrets, perhaps. But it does not stop you from feeling afraid and alone."


  Valthyrra dropped her camera pod lower. "I find that I have an instinct to stay alive, and there is precious little in the universe that can threaten you when you are this big and powerful. I find that I am by no means used to being afraid for my life. But what is my life? Those large metal boxes full of data that you are packing out of here? I like to think that my life means more than just information and programmed responses, but I never did find my soul. I have always been afraid to look. It was safer – less frightening – to hope that I do have one, than to discover that I do not."


  Velmeran reached up, gently laying both of his right hands on the side of her camera pod. "You keep your soul in the very same place the rest of us have ours, in the hearts and minds of others. This ship seems so big, cold, and empty just now, because in a way you have already gone. We took your spirit with us when we left."


  She glanced away for just a moment before turning back, her camera pod regarding him almost shrewdly. "Is that the truth, or just a lot of fancy words you mean in kindness?"


  "Your spirit is with your crew," he assured her. "We will keep it safe for you. When you see me again, then you will know the truth in that."


  Valthyrra turned away, watching the main viewscreen and its unchanging image of the inner docking bay. "They are calling, Commander. Long range sensors indicate a large body of ships moving into the system at high sublight speeds."


  Velmeran nodded and turned away, activating the com link to Consherra. "Disconnect now and get out. This ship must be clear for undocking in five minutes. Consherra, I need you on board the Maeridyen by then."


  "Disconnection is complete. Sealing the hatches now, Commander," she promised.


  "Commander?"


  He turned, and saw that Valthyrra was watching him. He shook his head. "No more words, old friend. Say nothing that you might not remember when we meet again."


  Valthyrra seemed to agree with him in that thought. "Farewell, Commander. As you say, I will be with you in spirit."


  She could do nothing but watch as he walked away.


  Chapter 12


  Velmeran stepped onto the bridge of the Maeridyen, watching with silent approval as the members of the bridge crews worked diligently at their stations to bring the immense ship up to flight-ready status. Some would have argued that a Starwolf carrier was simply too big and complex to fly with only minimal computer support, and he would have ordinarily agreed. They simply had no choice. Consherra hurried past him to her own station, where an assistant helm officer had been watching the console in her absence. The helm station was the focus of all other activities on the bridge, and many of the primary functions of the ship had to be coordinated through that console.


  "Engineering is flight-ready and standing by," Tresha reported as soon as Consherra took her station, beginning the final check immediately. "All power systems are idling at nominal."


  "Running shields standing by. Battle shields and stealth available upon demand. Internal shields and dampers are at minimal."


  "All weapons systems standing by. Conversion cannons are pre-heated," Cargin reported from the central weapons station on the central bridge.


  "All scanners and ambient sensors standing by until the ship is in open space."


  "All uninhabited sections of the ship are pressured down."


  Consherra looked over at Velmeran. "All set."


  He nodded, and turned to communications. "Status?"


  "All ships standing by. All fighters are ready to launch. Recovery transports and capture ships are in space. Alkayja station reports that the automated defenses and long-range scanners are standing by."


  "Relay this order to the carriers," Velmeran said. "To avoid collision, all ships will rotate right upon backing out of their bay, then come around to the left when moving forward. Execute."


  Consherra considered this possibly the trickiest move that she would take this big ship through all day. Even Valthyrra moved herself in and out of the docking bay with extreme caution. Consherra engaged the forward engines only for a moment. The docking braces snapped back as the Maeridyen's shock bumper slipped out of the forward brace, and she backed slowly out of the bay. As soon as she was clear, Consherra pivoted the ship around and engaged enough thrust from the main drives to bring the ship to a stop. The other three carriers, emerging from adjacent bays, moved in almost perfect unison. They pivoted around and accelerated, moving swiftly away from the base.


  "Good enough so far," Velmeran commented. "Long-range scan. Where are they?"


  "The entire force is moving forward at high sublight speed, the small ships in a tight group ahead of the Fortresses," Larenta at the scan station reported. "Anticipated arrival in seven minutes at sustained speed."


  "Those Fortresses will need a full fifteen minutes at least to get themselves slowed down. They should start braking any time now," Velmeran mused, and looked up. "We will hold position twenty million kilometers out and let them come to us. I will not allow them to draw us too far away from the Base. Put me through to the Karvand."


  The wait was somewhat longer than he was used to with Val-thyrra's instant response in opening channels. "Daelyn of the Karvand here."


  "Hold your position here," he ordered. "The Karvand is to remain out of the immediate battle. Your duty is to remain near the station. When those Mock Starwolves arrive, they will probably be coming in behind us. I want your carrier and all of your fighters guarding Alkayja, with your pilots unfought and fresh for battle."


  "Yes, of course," Daelyn responded. The Karvand was already slowing to a stop. "You are picking on my poor ship, you know."


  "The Maeridyen and the Vardon have superior shields," he explained. "The Methryn, I am sorry to say, is expendable. The Karvand is vulnerable, and she has her active crew still on board. Besides, this probably only means that the Mock Starwolves will destroy you first on their way to get us."


  "Oh, that is different." Daelyn sounded quite mollified. Velmeran made a vague gesture to cut the channel, then remembered their present circumstances and directed that motion toward the communications console.


  Consherra glanced up at him from the helm. "She is definitely your big sister."


  "She has also been in command of that ship only two months." He turned to the main viewscreen. "Could we have a tactical schematic of long-range scan up here?"


  That was apparently no problem at all, once it was asked for. He missed Valthyrra's quiet efficiency more than ever, and her long experience that always allowed her to know what was wanted before it was called for. The bridge crew did not know such things because Valthyrra had always been there to do it for them. They would learn a lot by the time they came through this battle, assuming that they did come through it.


  The wide main viewscreen partitioned itself, its right one-third becoming a three-dimensional schematic of the area surrounding the carriers, the left third identifying individual targets, and the middle remaining a completely uninformative visual image of space ahead. Velmeran stood for a moment, watching the scanner map. The Fortresses were already braking, falling well behind the broad line of stingship carriers and battleships. The smaller ships could drop speed in a hurry, at least compared to the Fortresses, and he thought that they might close half of their remaining distance before they would begin braking. At the same time, he thought that the carriers would have to begin launching their sting-ships at any moment, to give themselves time to get their own forces in space, then circle around out of danger of battle themselves.


  "No activity from those stingship carriers?" he asked.


  "They are just now beginning to swing out their racks," Larenta reported."By what I remember of stingship operation, they should take over a minute to deploy their racks, and another two minutes before the first stingships are launched."


  Velmeran nodded. This was more like it. "Relay orders to the Vardon. They are to launch six packs, moving to intercept those stingships. Get me some estimate on the number of stingships they have."


  The battleships would be more of a navigational hazard than anything; their own batteries could not penetrate the shields of the Starwolf carriers, but the carriers could take out even the largest battleships with a single shot from their massive, forward cannons. The stingships, though, were a very real danger. They would be carrying high-speed, shielded missiles, which could penetrate even heavy battle shields. He would move the fighters against the stingships, where they were most useful but in the least danger themselves. The Starwolf carriers, with their quartzite-shielding detonating missiles and their conversion cannons, were the only weapons that could take on the powerful Fortresses.


  The first task was to use his own fighters to open a hole through those stingships. Starwolf pilots were good only for some fifteen minutes of hard flying before hypermetabolism wore them down and left them in need of a rest. It was actually more efficient for him to send the packs into battle in small groups rather than all at once, at least in a fight that they could not win within the first fifteen or twenty minutes.


  And the most important question remained. Where were those Mock Starwolves? Would they hit early on, or when his own pilots were already tired of battle? He could not move his 700 pilots against their thousands and expect to win. His only hope of win ning was that they would come in grouped together. Then he could have the Karvand swing around and take out the largest group of them with a sustained low-intensity blast of her conversion cannon, cutting their numbers enough for his more experienced pilots to handle. He might possibly win this battle, but he would need many lucky breaks and no surprises.


  "Commander, I count 200 stingship carriers," Larenta reported after a moment. "At 20 for each carrier, that comes to 5,000 stingships."


  "Thank you. I always appreciate bad news," Velmeran remarked drily. "Tell six of the twelve packs from the Methryn to launch and move quickly to reinforce the group attacking the stingships."


  "That will leave only six packs at Alkayja base," Consherra reminded him.


  He nodded. "I believe that we would do best to solve our immediate problem. That will leave us with one less problem staring us in the face when the next one presents itself."


  The first group of fighters intercepted the leading edge of the first attack force, largely ignoring the battleships and aiming their more powerful accessory cannons at the stingship carriers. Those large ships, essentially just long racks with engines and crew cabins at either end, were largely unprotected, and most were still trying to get their racks of stingships clear and away. The Starwolf cannons ripped into the lightly-shielded carriers, tearing them apart. Many exploded under the concentrated barrage of heavy fire, taking their cargoes of small, swift warships with them.


  But many stingships were already away, and many more were able to clear their racks while only 54 fighters did their best to deal with 200 carriers. In the end, nearly a fifth of the original 5,000 stingships survived the initial attack. The stingships were long, slender machines, all engines, generators, and weapons with a minimal crew encased in acceleration suits and supportive couches that protected them against turns and accelerations on the very limit of human endurance. As fast and as powerful as the stingships were, their performance still fell well short of the abilities of the Starwolf fighters and gen etical ly en gi neered pilots.


  The stingships turned as a group, moving swiftly through the advancing lines of the battleships as they oriented on the Starwolf carriers. The fighters were on their tails immediately but the stingships were swift and shifty, bobbing in small, sudden movements that made them difficult to hit, for all that the Starwolves' natural abilities made them better targeting computers than even their own tracking scanners. The Union forces possessed the added advantage of sheer numbers, outgunning the defenders more than eighteen to one. Then the second set of Starwolf fighters, the six packs of the Methryn that had launched from the station, moved swiftly past their own carriers and into the middle of the mass of stingships.


  With the Starwolf carriers moving in swiftly, the stingships suddenly broke off their attack and looped around to join the Fortresses, allowing the line of battleships to move forward into battle. Velmeran figured that the Union commander had looked upon the destruction of four-fifths of his stingships as the loss of protection he needed for his Fortresses, and decided to sacrifice his battleships to the task of wearing down the Starwolves and their known inability to endure a long conflict. Possibly he had also looked upon those four carriers as at least twice as many as he had expected, and he could only assume that each of those carriers possessed at least ten packs of its own. He could not have known that one of those carriers lacked both packs and a sentient computer system.


  Velmeran also anticipated that, with the unexpected loss of most of his stingships, the Union Commander would have called up his Mock Starwolves to take the defenders from behind, opening a new line of attack, forcing the Starwolves to spread themselves thin to handle everything. Velmeran knew that his force could not last more than a few minutes, once they did attack. And still they did not come.


  "Relay to all carriers," he ordered suddenly. "Engage shields to stealth intensity and loop around the battleships to attack the Fortresses directly. Valthyrra, you come with us to the right, Vardon to the left. Have shield detonation missiles standing by. Execute now."


  All three of the attacking carriers suddenly disappeared from scan, at the same time engaging their main drives and accelerating hard. The Kelvessan could still sense the phasing of their powerful engines very clearly, but they had completely vanished as far as the human pilots were concerned. Even visual was no use, with dull, black ships moving through space across distances of thousands or even millions of kilometers. They circled wide around the battle between their own fighters and the Union battleships and stingships, coming in at the Fortresses suddenly and swiftly.


  Still moving cloaked and at high speed, they made their first run at the seemingly motionless Fortresses. Each ship launched several missiles at their targets and, approaching from different directions, they were able to hit the immense ships from both sides. The automatic tracking systems in the Fortresses flashed into life as soon as they identified the missiles and brought their defensive cannons around quickly, but those shut down an instant later as eight of the ten Fortresses tried to shield themselves. The ships suddenly disappeared inside their hazy, white shells of high-intensity shields.


  Neither defense was effective against the Starwolves. The shielded missiles cut through the defensive shells of the Fortresses with a brief but brilliant flare of discharged energy, slamming into the hulls of the large ships almost in the same instant. The quartzite shielding on the hulls of the Fortresses turned the tremendous explosions harmlessly, but then a backwash of searing energy began to move through the shielding, cracking its matrix and stripping it away. Automatic systems dropped the outer shields, then stole power from the engines and guns to pour even more energy into the quartzite shielding, trying to arrest the destructive process. That only fed it even more, although the partially sentient computer systems of the giant ships could not comprehend that. The process continued to completion in a matter of minutes, stripping the Fortresses of their second major defense.


  The loss might seem almost inconsequential. The Fortresses still had their outer shields, and the Methryn had been unable to cut through those when she had fought the Challenger twenty years earlier. But the Starwolves were now ready to show the Fortresses the mistake in their design. The big shields took every trace of power from the massive warships, leaving them unable to fight or even maneuver while shielded, nor could they hold their shields for very long. Every time the Fortresses dropped their shields, the swift carriers were waiting with their powerful cannons, picking off turrets and engines.


  But the Fortresses had an even deadlier fault, for they were only massive armor frames drawing their power from their replaceable cannon and engine modules. Those modules, each with their own generator, were by necessity on the surface of the ship, vulnerable to attack. The shields may repel bolts from the Starwolf cannons, but no shield was proof against shielded missiles, and the carriers had hundreds of missiles bearing small conversion charges. Although the carriers were forced to fire blind into the shields, each explosion cut a large hole in the unprotected hulls of the Fortresses.


  Velmeran had just made the final shift of advantage unavoidable, and he knew it. The Mock Starwolves would surely be closing by now, coming to the rescue of the Fortresses. Whatever they have been waiting for, this was more important. He guessed that they would strike either at the carriers themselves or at Alkayja Base, distracting the Starwolves from their prey. He would do both, demanding a division of forces. The Starwolves had only one hope, to take out as many of the Fortresses as they could, while they could.


  When it came, the response surprised him. The area was suddenly full of stingships, bringing their own missiles and cannons to bear on the carriers, and the fighters that were slowly but steadily cutting away their numbers.


  "Relay this order to the Vardon and the Karvand," he shouted. "Launch all remaining packs."


  "Hold that order!" Consherra declared, and turned to Cargin. "That one will be dropping her shields any moment. I doubt very much she sees us. I will hold us on target."


  "Building to power now," Cargin answered. "I can give it seventy percent instantly."


  The end of the wait came suddenly, the Fortress some 1,000 kilometers ahead dropping her shields. The Maeridyen had been flying sideways, engines still, while Consherra held the nose of the carrier locked on target. The carrier shuttered once as a half-megaton warhead rolled harmlessly off her reinforced shield, then Cargin had a clear shot at his target.


  Deep in the Maeridyen's conversion cannon, several kilograms of water were suddenly converted into thousands of megatons of energy. A slender, tubular force field leaped out of the nose of the cannon, locking onto the Fortress, forming a pathway as that tremendous destructive force was shot toward its target. The entire Fortress glowed red and then white for a long instant out of time, then it disappeared in a blinding flash that leaped out like the explosion of a small star.


  "Good shot," Velmeran commented approvingly, honestly sur prised that they had managed that tactic unaided by computers. "Now could we please get those extra fighters away?"


  "Commander Velmeran, this is Daelyn on the Karvand." The voice sounded distant over the com in the camera pod retracted overhead.


  He looked up, fearing the worst. "Go ahead."


  "The remaining battleships are closing on Alkayja station."


  "Can you handle that?" For some reason that he could not begin to understand, this was not the worst that he had expected.


  "If you can give me the rest of the fighters at the station," Daelyn answered. "There are no stingships in this group, so we have little enough to fear from missiles. I will take the Karvand right through the middle of them."


  "Do what you can." He glanced at Korlaran at the com station. "Dispatch the Methryn's remaining fighters at the station."


  Space around them continued to snap with the cannons of Starwolf ships and the detonation of missiles, and then the blast of the Vardon's conversion cannon froze the scene of battle in the brilliant flash of the destruction of another Fortress. Consherra wove the carrier deftly through the crowded skies, while Cargin directed his weapons every time he saw a chance on his array of targeting scanners. Velmeran watched them for a moment, realizing that he had overlooked one important fact. His bridge crew was working as hard as any of the fighter pilots, and he had no replacements to take their place when they exhausted themselves.


  "Commander, the Methryn just took a bad hit in her belly," Larenta announced suddenly.


  Velmeran turned to Consherra. "Get us there quickly. If she is down, the stingships will make short work of her."


  "On our way," Consherra responded without looking up from her monitors.


  They found the Methryn within half a minute. The older carrier was drifting helplessly, the perimeter cannons along her hull groove trying to hold off the attention of half-a-dozen stingships that scattered before the Maeridyen's fury. The stingship crews had been coming at the carriers from beneath, aiming their missiles at the only possible weak link in their armor, the massive bay doors in the lower hull. The Methryn had taken a direct hit on one of her two large holding bays, ripping away the doors and tearing out her entire belly from her transport bays to the twin modules of her fighter decks. Although her interior was burning and flashing with arcs of power from broken lines, the explosion did not appear to have bitten deeply into her engineering.


  Even as the Maeridyen approached, Valthyrra managed to get main power up and brought herself under control, moving slowly forward. None of her drives were damaged, and she was apparently able to get power from at least one of her main generators. Fluctuations caused her to lurch with engine fades and surges, but she turned in a wide, slow circle as she continued to gather speed steadily.


  "Maeridyen, stand away!" Valthyrra ordered sharply.


  "Valthyrra, can you get yourself clear of battle?" Velmeran asked. "We have support vessels on the way. We can save you yet."


  "To what end, Commander?" she asked. "I have told you my opinion regarding scrap. Let me do what I can."


  "Valthyrra, please."


  "We both knew that this was inevitable," Valthyrra insisted. "That was the whole purpose in duplicating my memory cells, so that I could come out here and sell my old life for the best price I could get. I expect to fetch a very high price indeed."


  Velmeran seemed to understand what she meant. He turned to Consherra. "Stay well clear of her, but guard her tail. She will never forgive us if we let stingships take her."


  The Methryn continued to accelerate, orienting herself on her target. One of the Fortresses lay directly before her, working its slow way through a series of course corrections and seemingly unaware of her approach. At the very last moment, she fired her conversion cannon directly into the Fortress, pouring out all the limited power she had left. Not waiting for orders, Consherra turned the Maeridyen away, heading for open space and safety as quickly as she could get there. The Fortress glowed briefly as her kilometers of metal drank in the accumulation of raw energy for as long as it could before it exploded in a brilliant cloud of stellar heat. The Methryn did not even try to turn away as she hurtled into the blast.


  If she had been intact with hull shields up on full, she might well have emerged unharmed, but the Methryn was wrecked and burning already. She shot out the other side of the white-hot cloud, her armored hull battered and rent, the entire forward quarter of her nose and the leading edges of her wings ripped and melted away. And yet she lived still, finding just enough power for her field drives to correct her course before her nose dipped and she began to tumble slowly. A second Fortress lay ahead, coming directly toward her, and there was nothing it could have done. Its shell was of little use against solid objects, and it's quartzite hull shield was gone. It saw her coming and tried to evade, but the Fortress was only just beginning to turn away when the Methryn slammed against its forward hull. Their combined impact speed of more than a quarter that of light vaporized both ships in an explosion as fierce and brilliant as the detonation from a conversion cannon.


  Velmeran looked away, having no moment to spare for memories or grief. He noticed that every member of the bridge crew was staring at the exploding image on the main viewscreen, mesmerized. "Look sharp."


  The Maeridyen turned away, rotating her protective upper hull to the force of that double explosion. Somewhere far away, another carrier took advantage of the moment of confusion to fire her conversion cannon, and yet another of the immense Fortresses disappeared in the glare of white-hot gasses. Velmeran knew that they had been very lucky, reducing the fleet of Fortresses to half in a matter of minutes while losing only one of their own carriers. But he knew also that their luck could not last. The host of stingships that had been plaguing the carriers suddenly seemed very scarce, and the Union battleships were nowhere to be seen.


  "Commander, this is Daelyn of the Karvand." The warning came over the main comm abruptly. "The Union forces are pushing directly at Alkayja station. We cannot hold them."


  "We will do what we can," he promised her. "Val... Ah, Korlaran. Order the Vardon around to reinforce the Karvand. Consherra, as soon as the Vardon is in position, call around ten packs and we will try to squeeze the Union forces between us. We will go in for the remaining Fortresses. Do we still have both cannons left?"


  "The cannon we fired is in perfect condition," Cargin reported. "It will be cooled and charged up within three minutes. The second cannon is ready for immediate firing."


  "Very good. Korlaran, see if you can get me Admiral Laroose.


  Velmeran watched the scan image. Half of the Fortresses were destroyed but 5 remained, and that was no small matter. He also guessed that some 300 stingships and perhaps 60 battleships were left in that crowd between his own carrier and the base, moving steadily toward Alkayja Station with single-minded determination. They were almost heedless of their own losses, as if the destruction of that station was more important than anything. Were they expecting 16 Mock Starwolf carriers to come to their rescue at any moment? That seemed the only possible explanation for these tactics. Why had the Mock Starwolves held back even this long?


  "Laroose speaking. Go ahead, Commander."


  "Admiral, there is less than a minute before the first of those ships comes with firing range of the station," Velmeran said. "There seems to be little that we can do to stop them. Could you bring those automated units around to protect your position?"


  "We are working on a solution, Commander," Laroose assured him. "You Starwolves take care of yourselves."


  "Admiral?"


  "Just don't let them get the Karvand. We cannot afford the loss of another carrier."


  "Closed channel, Commander," Korlaran reported.


  All of space lit up like the birth of a new star, lingering for no more than three seconds before dying quickly away. As soon as the scanners recovered from the image overload, there was one less Fortress to be found. The odds were evening up in a hurry.


  What if there were no Mock Starwolves? Not even Lenna had actually seen one, only sixteen empty bays and a fair amount of evidence that they had been there until fairly recently. And yet the reasons for such an elaborate hoax were as inexplicable as their continued absence from this battle. Had Donalt Trace simply been trying to frighten him? Or more likely, had that greatest of threats been meant only to draw Velmeran's full attention to the attack on Alkayja Station from an even more important target? Velmeran could think of no target that could be more important, except for Commander Trace's claim that he was on his way to Terra. Velmeran wondered if everything had been designed to present him with two conflicting choices, and invite him to choose the wrong one.


  "One group of stingships is moving quickly toward the station," Larenta reported. "Fighters are in pursuit."


  This could be it. Alkayja Station lacked the shields or the guns to protect itself from attack, relying upon its defensive drones. Only a few hits from the nuclear warheads carried by the stingships would reduce it to ruins. Velmeran looked up at the magnified scanner image of the station to one side of the main viewscreen. A dozen stingships were making a high-speed run at the station with half as many Starwolf fighters in close pursuit, taking one of the larger ships out every few seconds. But they were already looping around the curve of the planet, and there would be enough survivors to complete the attack run.


  Then, at the very last instant, Alkayja Station abruptly disappeared.


  Consherra glanced up from her console, then did a startled double-take."Varth! Val traron de altrys caldayson bentheral!"


  Those were very much Velmeran's own sentiments on the matter.


  "But where did it go?"


  "They jumped," Velmeran said, only just understanding that for himself. "Of course they would have jump drives for the new carriers, and it was probably a simple matter to connect them up for power and computer control. Bless that old man! He is crafty enough to be a Starwolf himself."


  "It reminds me of the sort of foolish tricks you will try," Consherra remarked as she stared at her scan monitors. "Cargin!"


  "On it!" he assured her.


  Consherra brought the nose of the Maeridyen around sharply, orienting on a Fortress that had just dropped her shell. It was a long shot, three-quarters of a million kilometers across the entire width of the area of battle, but the command crew of the Fortress would not have been expecting an attack from such a distant ship. The brilliant beam of the conversion cannon leaped out with deadly accuracy.


  "Three against three. Even odds, if the Karvand can stay lucky long enough and avoid the missiles," Velmeran commented. "How are the packs?"


  "I am trying to monitor reports from the pack leaders," Korlaran reported, turning to face him, "They seem to be holding out well enough."


  All the same, Velmeran knew that those first packs to go out could only endure a few minutes more. Consherra had been operating on hypermetabolism as much as any of the pilots, and he was using her as a good indication of the condition of the others. Although she was not yet getting slow or imprecise, she looked like she was nearing the end of her strength. When she reached the end, it would come suddenly. Velmeran wondered if his limited experience with flying a carrier would be enough for him to take her place.


  Another conversion cannon flashed in the darkness of space, and one of the three remaining Fortresses vanished in flame.


  "Commander, this is Daelyn of the Karvand. We just burned out our conversion cannon."


  "Understood. See if you can find what Laroose did with that station and help them out." Velmeran walked over to stand behind the com station. "Get me the Vardon."


  As he waited, he watched the scanners. The two remaining Fortresses, now outnumbered, began to accelerate as they made the tightest turns they could manage, heading back out into open space. If they had been waiting for the Mock Starwolves to provide reinforcement, they had apparently given up any hope of that and were intent only upon saving their very big, expensive, and vulnerable ships. The loss of eight Fortresses would be a serious blow to the Union Combined Fleet, which had only twenty-five or so of the behemoths before this, and especially if the only return was the destruction of only one aging Starwolf carrier. One thing that Donalt Trace had not anticipated was the new carriers whose hull shields could survive the warheads that he was throwing at them.


  "Commander?" Tregloran answered after a moment.


  "This is just about over," Velmeran said. "I do not want to see those two carriers escape. I believe that we can take them."


  "Right, Commander."


  Velmeran turned to Consherra. "Bring this ship around and accelerate to intercept. Cargin, I will need sequential firing of both conversion cannons."


  That final contest of the battle lasted a shorter time than Velmeran had anticipated. Once it became obvious that the two carriers were in pursuit, the Union commanders faced their final options. The Fortresses began to decelerate slowly and steadily, never once altering their course as they came to a complete stop to drift in space. Velmeran wanted no more surprises, and he ordered the Starwolves to keep their distance.


  "What could they be doing?" Consherra asked as she brought the Maeridyen around to face one of the two Fortresses from the side.


  "Staying alive, it would seem," Velmeran said, walking over to stand behind Larenta. "What does intensity scanning tell us about those ships?"


  "Powering down, Commander," she answered. "All the engine and cannon modules are inactive. They are idling on internal power only."


  "A gesture of submission, then," he concluded. "Tell Tregloran that he is to handle the surrender of the Union ships. Order the Karvand in to support the Vardon. Order the packs to standby status, although I do need them to stay outside for just a while yet and keep an eye on things. Consherra, take us back to Alkayja Station."


  "Coming around now, Commander," Consherra said. "But I do not understand one thing. What happened to the Mock Starwolves?"


  "I am beginning to believe that there never were any Mock Starwolves," Velmeran explained as he walked over to stand leaning on the front edge of the console of the central bridge. "Everything that Lenna showed us was very neatly contrived to convince us to believe in something we never actually saw. It was a part of Donalt Trace's tactics, I suspect, to try to confuse us by making us fear a secret weapon that they did not actually have."


  "But how would that help?"


  "If I had held back forces in this battle, waiting for a threat that never arrived, then his own attack force would have been able to face us and take us apart in pieces. We were lucky that I elected to solve our problems as they came."


  Alkayja Station had already made the jump back from wherever it had gone and was using its feeble main drives to settle into its former orbit. One battle had ended, but another was yet to begin. One thing that Velmeran had learned from this whole affair was that the Kelvessan could never afford to trust in the unending good will of others. It was time for the Kelvessan to end their servitude to the war they had been created to fight, and to the Republic, which could never completely ignore the belief that it owned the Kelvessan. Velmeran had the Maeridyen hold her position half a million kilometers out and ordered a channel to President Alac Delike.


  "Yes, I'm here," Delike answered after a moment. "What can I do for you?"


  "I am demanding your surrender," he said. "You are still the President of the Republic, and as such the First Senator and yourself have the authority to negotiate treaties. Your recent crimes against the Kelvessan race have made it impossible for us to continue to exist within the Republic without an irrevocable guarantee of our rights."


  "Commander, scanners indicate a large number of ships dropping quickly out of starflight," Larenta interrupted him quietly. "They are coming in from all directions. No positive identification, but that fierce deceleration suggests that they can only be Starwolves."


  The sky was suddenly full of large black ships, braking hard with their forward engines as they moved in rapidly to surround the three carriers. Each ship was long, wide and flat of hull, in many ways very much like the Starwolf Carriers in form but only a third as large. Unlike nearly all Union ships, they were as black as space, without windows or running lights. The similarities between the two types of ships were so pronounced that they looked more like companions from the same fleet than well-matched opponents.


  If this delay had been deliberate, Velmeran could still make no sense of it. The Fortresses were powered down, with conversion devices already attached to their hulls to insure their compliance, and the scores of remaining stingships had fired off and detonated their missiles as good faith of their own surrender. The stingships really had nowhere to go anyway, without the support of their carriers. At least the Mock Starwolf cruisers had not yet launched their fighters, and that gave Velmeran a chance to strike first. The Starwolves were outnumbered five to one, but their carriers were still faster, better shielded, and better armed. Velmeran was about to order the carriers to fire their conversion cannons when he realized that the Mock Starwolves were holding their positions.


  "Message coming in," Korlaran reported.


  Velmeran nodded. "Let me hear it."


  "Commander, this is Captain Jaeryn of the Avenger," the young, male voice declared boldly. "I ask you to surrender."


  Chapter 13


  A light wind was stirring the leaves of the trees that formed a shifting, fragmented canopy overhead. Keflyn sat with her back against a large stone, poking at the fire with four long sticks. That gave her one stick for each hand, and she seemed to be doing something different with each one. Kelvessan lived with a constant excess of available energy, ready to be called into instant use through hypermetabolism. Keflyn sometimes had trouble dealing with her own impressive reserves of energy. Right now she wanted to jump, and she had no target. For that matter, she had no idea why every warrior's instinct she had told, her that it was time to fight.


  It made Jon Addesin nervous enough just to watch her, and it was no help for her to know his thoughts. For the first time since she had met him, he felt himself in the presence of a weapon that disguised its deadliness with the self-delusion that it was a person. Many humans did have that opinion of Kelvessan, she had been warned, but she had never encountered it for herself. Was it because he had been seeing her in her own element, and finally in her armor, that had caused this reaction? Was it because he had lost all control he had assumed he had possessed of a relationship only he believed in? Whatever the cause, they were feeding into each other's reactions now. The more his apprehension grew, the more her defensive instincts reacted.


  It would be a blessing when Derrighan arrived with the skyvan and put an end to this farce, although she knew it would not be that easy. The arrival of a rival, especially one who was an alien and had also captured Keflyn's attentions before himself, would only turn Addesin even more sullen and resentful.


  You pet them. You feed them. You keep them.


  Or at least you have to deal with them,Keflyn thought. It simply was not worth the effort, to have anything to do with aliens. They were none of them logical, reasonable people. Take humans, for example. Just apes with a well-developed social instinct and the self-delusion that they were an intelligent species. And why, she asked herself, did the Aldessan of Valtrys ever see the necessity of making the Kelvessan even remotely resemble them?


  She glanced up at the vast, golden moon, shining down through a small break in the trees. It was time for her to be going home.


  "Can the Valcyr be salvaged?" Addesin asked.


  He threw out these pointless questions from time to time, as if anything was better than her silence. Perhaps he wanted to keep her talking, because it was the only time when he knew what she was thinking. She could not imagine why he was suddenly so afraid of her, as if she might decide to kill him just to spend the time. She already found it very annoying.


  "That depends upon what you mean by salvage," she answered after a long moment, breaking off small pieces of one slender stick to toss one by one into the fire. "We will almost certainly duplicate her memory cells and bring her to life in a new ship – if she will allow it, of course. It probably suits her just as well to brood inside that wall of ice until she finally hatches her personal little egg of grief."


  Addesin was startled by the force of her reaction. But he had to come back, as if driven against his will. "Then you mean that the Valcyr we know will never fly again?"


  Keflyn glanced up at him. "She is old, Captain Addesin. She is two-and-a-half-times as old as any other ship in the Starwolf Fleet. More than three-fourths the age of human civilization. And she has been sitting locked inside that damned block of ice most of that time, without maintenance. Carriers need a complete overhaul every hundred years at the most, and it has been four hundred times as long since anyone poked into her works."


  "Yes, but just think of all the back pay she has coming."


  Keflyn looked over at him in surprise, and they both laughed. "Starwolves are poor people, Captain Addesin. You might as well go to bed. You know that I will watch all night if I have to."


  She paused for a moment, listening. Addesin watched her closely, wondering what her sensitive ears might have detected. He knew only that her hearing was very good, although he had no idea how good. He certainly did not know that she could hear in ways that he did not expect. After a moment she stood, turning to step nearer to the edge of the forest, away from the fitful light of the fire.


  "Something is coming," she said after a moment.


  "The sky van?" Addesin asked. He rose to stand as well, moving slowly to stand immediately behind her, looking into the night over her shoulder. He also did not have her large, sensitive eyes.


  "No, much smaller than that," she said. "It might be one of Quendari's probes."


  "Close?" he asked.


  He pulled a large service pistol from within his jacket, bringing it up and then lowering its short, wide muzzle until it was aimed at the middle of her back, at the indentation in the very center between her four shoulder blades.


  "It is circling around our camp now," Keflyn answered, and she sounded puzzled. She had tried to sense the identity of that silent, flying thing, and it was nothing she had expected.


  Addesin fired.


  Perhaps, because she had been sensitive to thoughts, probing the night for other minds, the violence of his own thoughts came to her in a sudden rush. He was aiming for her heart, hoping that the shot would kill her quickly, wondering if her ferro-precipitate bones would block the bolt. Instinct operated quicker than conscious thought, and she dove for the cover of the glacial-tossed boulders in a move so fast that he did not even see her go before he pulled the trigger.


  Still holding the gun, Addesin took several steps back, uncertain whether or not he had even hit her. She had leaped aside so suddenly and so swiftly that she had quite literally vanished from his sight. He knew that he had underestimated her reflexes, but he could not understand how she could have known. He stepped back, giving himself time to aim and fire as soon as she broke from cover. The gray boulders that filled the clearing provided her too much cover. Except for the protection they offered, she would have already been dead and he would have been spared the torment of hunting down someone he did not want to kill. Someone he might not be able to kill, now that she was warned. She had no weapons. Her speed and strength were weapon enough.


  A scream broke the depths of the night. It was a strange, eerie scream like some shrill keening, so high in pitch that Addesin could not have heard it or he might have been warned, so high that even Keflyn was only dimly aware of it. The force of some unseen blow suddenly pushed Addesin to his knees, then he fell heavily to the ground. The back of his jacket was still smoking, yet Keflyn had seen no bolt.


  Warned by something she could not understand, she stayed under cover. A large, black form sailed across the length of the clearing on broad wings, the faint whisper of wind through fur the only sound. Then Keflyn understood. The creature was a Kan dian spark dragon, a fierce hunter thousands of light-years away from the world where it belonged but one that she knew inhabited the wilds of modern Terra. The odd movements that she had sensed were those of a small hunting pack. Addesin had been hit by the blast from a dragon's tightbeam ultrasonics, fully as powerful as a small sonic disrupter. She doubted that Addesin was still alive, and hoped for his sake that he was not.


  The harsh, hunting cries of the dragons began to grate against the gentle silence of the night. The pack knew she was there, hidden from them, and they were frustrated by their inability to get at their fallen prey. Keflyn expanded her senses, knowing now the nature of what she sought, and found that there were seven, enough that at least one of the circling pack had her within range at any time. Her guns were packed away with her armor. Addesin was laying across his own gun, and that was more than five meters away. Keflyn was already in hypermetabolism, but she was not sure that she was quick enough to get that gun and dive back under cover before one of the dragons caught her.


  She was given to wonder if this was how freighter captains felt when they found Starwolves on their tails. The difference was that Keflyn felt certain that she could survive this trial, if she moved carefully.


  A sudden bolt cut through the night, catching one of the dragons in a burst of flame that brought it from the sky. The dark shape of a carrier's probe settled into the clearing, its flexible neck extended to bring to bear the small gun located below the lenses of its enclosed camera pod. It drifted forward, moving to shield Addesin's motionless form with its own armored hull. A tight beam of ultrasonics from a dragon caught the probe on its upper hull, striking a scattering of bright sparks as it was deflected by the machine's heavy armor. The probe seemed to flinch, lowering its camera pod to protect its lenses as the barrage of ultrasonics threatened its electronics.


  Quendari herself was in no danger, even if the probe had been destroyed. But her plight forced an unconscious response from Keflyn's protective instincts. She stepped out into the clearing and lifted her upper right arm, aimed at an approaching dragon. An almost invisible envelope of blue light surrounded her for just an instant as she commanded the tremendous psychic powers of her Kelvessan heritage to their fullest extent. A thin, blue bolt shot out from that envelope, aimed along the length of her arm, and the second dragon was hurtled from the sky as if it had been struck by some immense force. The rest of the pack gave up the hunt and fled into the night, screaming their fury.


  Keflyn rushed to Addesin's side, carefully turning him over. She was surprised enough to find that he was still alive, although she doubted that they could get him to the limited help available on this world in time to save him. She took the precaution of confiscating the gun, not trusting what he might try even yet.


  "Your Feldennye friend will be here with the sky van very soon," Quendari said, drawing the probe back a short distance. "I was leading him, since he had no way to track your position accurately. He will see your fire."


  Keflyn shook her head slowly. "It is too late."


  "Keflyn?"


  Addesin was looking up at her, his pain obvious. She had nothing to spare him even that.


  "It might be ridiculous to ask that you forgive me," he said. Each breath he drew to speak brought searing pain; she suspected that the sonics must have nearly burned out his heart and lungs. "I got what I had meant for you, but that bolt would have still been in your back if you had not jumped. It took me a long time to talk myself into shooting you. All in all, I still wish that it had been you instead of me."


  Keflyn drew back in surprise. "You are right. I do not forgive you. But I might yet, if you will just tell me why."


  "Oh, not my idea," he insisted, trying to cough and finding even that impossible. "You see, Union Intelligence monitors my ship very closely. They have known what this place really is for a long time now. When the underground came to make arrangements to get you on board my ship, they told me to take you. I never wanted to be a part of that. The Free Traders are supposed to be neutral, and not answerable to the Union. But they have their ways. To assure my loyalty, they keep a third of my crew detained at any time."


  "Yes, I can understand," Keflyn assured him.


  "I never wanted to be involved in this," he repeated bitterly. "First they told me to keep you occupied any way I could, show you anything, just as long as I kept you here. Then new orders came in. There is a fleet of seven Fortresses and some new SuperFortress coming in to destroy the planet. First they said to just abandon you here. Then they said that I have to kill you."


  "You have been in communication with them?" Keflyn asked.


  "Couriers have been coming and going from the start, slipping into the edge of the system and sending it in their orders in tight-beam transmissions." He closed his eyes, panting heavily as if to catch his painful breath. "They will be here some time later tomorrow. They say that they will most likely destroy the planet, and they certainly won't let anyone here live. You can use theThermopylaeto evacuate the colonists."


  He opened his eyes, looking up at her. "I thought that I could just ride it through, and everything would be fine. I thought that they would never dare to touch a Starwolf, that they would just have me show you a lot of nothing and send you on your way no more enlightened than before. If I had known, I could have done something to frighten you away that first time you came on board my ship. Please forgive me."


  Keflyn closed her eyes and nodded, knowing that he really never had any choice, that he was just trying to survive a game that he had always known would kill him in the end. "I forgive you."


  Keflyn sat alone on the bridge of the Valcyr, waiting for the world to end. During the night, Quendari's scanners had watched while a stingship interceptor had dropped out of starflight just long enough to launch a single missile, and theThermopylaehad ceased to exist in a single, fiery instant. Now there was no possible escape from this world, for either the Feldenneh colonists or even for Keflyn. Derrighan had elected to return to the settlement to warn the Feldenneh colonists, knowing that he probably would not get there in time. Keflyn had given him the hope that the Union might only seek to occupy this world and not destroy it. She had little enough hope for that herself.


  Quendari's camera pod turned to watch her from time to time, otherwise moving her gaze aimlessly about the bridge. She had spent an eternity in grief and silent brooding, yet she seemed at a loss in the face of the despair of others. Now she began to realize what she had done to herself, and the mistake she had made in the depth of time. She had been very young and inexperienced, confused with thoughts and emotions that had been new to her. She had known grief, but not what to do with it. In her innocence, she had allowed her grief and guilt to become her entire existence, with no idea of how to find an end to her pain.


  Suddenly the pain was nearly gone, and that, too, was something which she did not really understand. Perhaps it was just because she had something new to occupy herself, and no longer relived endlessly in her mind the pain of her loss. Perhaps seeing the loss and despair of another had given her a new perspective. For all that she was hundreds of centuries old, she had still been only a child in many ways, new and inexperienced. And experience was the substance upon which the sentient computer systems of the carriers pieced together bit by bit the fabric of their own minds and hearts. All that she had ever been given the chance to learn was simple love and simple grief, and her world was taking on whole new shades of complexity.


  "You loved him?" Quendari asked at last, a hint of innocent wonder in her voice.


  Keflyn looked up at her in complete surprise. "Jon Addesin? No, not at all. He was a very interesting person in his way, and very different from anyone I had ever known. But there was also a shallowness to him that became tiresome after a time. I pitied him in the end, knowing how he hated the cowardly person they had driven him to become."


  "Then perhaps you love the Feldennye, Derrighan?"


  Keflyn had to consider that, and nodded. "I suspect that I love him very much. If he had been Kelvessan or if I had been Feldennye, we would have done very well together."


  "So it is that simple?" Quendari mused. "The one you could love, and you can walk away from that without regret. The other died trying to kill you, and you pity him."


  "Life is like that," Keflyn said, looking up at the camera pod hovering only a short distance away. "Things happen. People come and go all the time. I am a fighter pilot, you see. As High Kelvessan, they tell me that I could easily live to be two or even four thousand years old. But because I fly with the packs, I have always had to keep in mind that I could die at any time. I guess that helps to keep the weight of the past in perspective. In some ways, it is not so much what happens to you but what you make of it. It is your decision, whether if something that has happened is unbearable pain that haunts your life, or if something was good and pleasant, or if it really does not mean much at all."


  "Then what do you feel?" Quendari asked.


  Keflyn sighed, looking away. "I do feel sorry for those poor Feldenneh colonists. Feldenneh are such quiet, polite people, but they always seem to be in need of someone to take care of them. I feel sorry for myself, because I did want to live longer than this. But more than anything, I feel sorry for you. You have lived such a long time, yet you have hardly lived at all. You must hold some sort of record in the history of the universe. You have managed to make an absolute waste of fifty thousand years of life."


  Quendari looked away, rotating her lenses aimlessly as she realized that Keflyn's accusation was absolutely true. She had thought herself very busy and very important with her eternal grief. Now it just seemed like the most colossal waste of time in the history of intelligent thought.


  "I suppose that I did," she agreed. "Instead of degrading my love by continuing with my life, I only cheated myself of whole centuries of life and companionship. Is that so?"


  Keflyn nodded. "Who did you love so much? You plagued me with that question, so now you tell me."


  "Her," Quendari answered, lifting her camera pod and rotating around to face the blackness of the main viewscreen. "That was the grandest day of my whole life, when she walked onto my bridge and was so kind. I had only been a dull machine until then, with only technicians for my companions. She woke me up and made me feel like a person. She walked right up to me and tied that ribbon around my camera pod. She said it made me look pretty."


  Keflyn remembered the red velvet ribbon that had crumbled to dust the first time that she had stepped onto this bridge. Quendari had cherished it through the centuries, making it into some sacred relic of a lost friend until the weight of time had taken it from her, dried up and rotted with neglect because she had held it too holy to be put away and preserved.


  "There was nothing I could do," she complained softly, weakly.


  Keflyn nodded slowly, staring at the floor. "It often works that way."


  After forty thousand years of sleep inside this bed of ice, Quendari suddenly felt that it was time to do something different. Her scanners worked quite well in spite of being buried so deeply within the glacier, and she knew that the fleet of Fortresses had just left starflight and were moving quickly but silently into the system. There was a distinct sense of determination in the way they moved, and Quendari no longer doubted that they had come to destroy this world.


  The banks of silent, lifeless consoles on the Valcyr's bridge slowly began to come to life. The engineering station came up first, the handful of lights that had been barely visible expanding across its entire bank of monitors and consoles, the single largest station on the bridge. Defense and scanning came fully into the grid, followed by running systems and environmentals. The double navigation stations followed, then the helm console on the central bridge. Even the weapons station came up. Finally the main view-screen was brought up with a snap of static, although the scanner-enhanced image was dark and hazy.


  Keflyn looked up suddenly when Quendari brought the lighting up to the normal level, surprised to see the bridge coming back to life. She stared in complete confusion. Quendari swung her camera pod around, bringing it in closely. "Commander, will you take your station on the upper bridge? I have suddenly found that it is not in my nature to give up without a fight."


  "But I have no command experience," Keflyn protested.


  "You have far more battle experience than myself," Quendari corrected her. "I have never fought. I need your help."


  "What do you intend to do?" Keflyn asked as she rose and began to climb the steps to the commander's station uncertainly. "I mean, you can hardly bring your own weapons to bear on the ice to free yourself."


  "I am better prepared than you might think."


  As soon as Keflyn had lifted herself into the commander's station by the overhead supports, Quendari rotated her camera pod around as if to face a bridge crew that was not there. Carefully at first, she began to bring her main generators on line. The large units responded willingly enough, one by one adding their power to the line of indicators at the engineering station. A distant vi bration began to stir through the Valcyr's space frame; that feeling of life that Keflyn had missed in this ship was returning quickly.


  "This could be the end of you," Keflyn warned when Quendari brought her camera pod into the upper bridge. She still remembered the ribbon that had fallen away in dust.


  "It will be the end of me if I do nothing," Quendari answered. "This way, at least I tried."


  She brought up her shields gradually. They strained against the weight of ice, collapsed completely against the hull of the ship, but she continued to add power until the ice began to snap. The surface of the glacier above the Valcyr suddenly lifted in a long, law dome. Quendari relaxed the shields, allowing the ice to settle, and suddenly brought them to battle intensity. The ice was thrown aside, splitting into large fissures, massive blocks of it along the forward edge collapsing to slide off the curve of her exposed hull into the cold lake far below.


  Quendari engaged her field drives, and those systems responded with the same flawless ease. Pushing against the weight of ice still riding on her upper hull, she began to lift herself slowly straight out of her ancient bed. Massive blocks of ice, some dozens of meters across and weighing hundreds of tons, began to fall away in the white fog of crushed powder that cascaded from the wreckage in sheets and streams like waterfalls. Deep black against the white, the Valcyr rose proudly from the clouds of powder, the last small boulders of ice rolling from her hull as she rotated around to the east, the doors in her shock bumper that covered her immense forward lights and high-intensity scanners folding back as she faced into the planetary angle of rotation. Engaging all four of her main drives in a sudden flare of power, the Valcyr began to climb toward the stars.


  "We are free and clear," Quendari reported. "All systems are operating perfectly. Power at less than five percent, all generators on line. Weapons systems standing by. Present altitude is twenty kilometers at an ambient speed of two thousand."


  Keflyn stared at her questioningly. "How did you manage?... "


  "I am not in so bad a shape as you seemed to think," the ship explained. "Although my conscious systems were shut down, my automatic computer systems continued to care for this ship, providing constant maintenance and even fabricating new parts. Constant internal shields have protected my hull and space frame against deterioration and fatigue. My present condition is as good as if I had just completed a major overhull."


  Keflyn nodded to herself. "How are you doing?"


  "The Valcyr is clear of planetary orbit," the ship responded. "What recommendation would you make on our present situation?"


  "My inclination is that we should run like hell," Keflyn said candidly. "I did tell you about Fortresses. You have no shield detonation missiles to strip them of their quartzite shielding. That means that they will have both their hull shielding and their shell, both of which can easily turn a single shot from a conversion cannon. And you will have possibly only one shot from your own cannon, with whatever conversion missiles you might possess. You have no hope."


  "I see," Quendari remarked thoughtfully. "My scanners report seven of these Fortresses, in addition to one ship that is even larger. It looks like this."


  She cleared her main viewscreen, replacing the image with the schematic of a very large ship. Seen in side view, it was obviously a ship of vast proportions, in most ways like the complex matrix of sharp edges and flat hull plates joined by shallow angles of the Fortresses. It appeared at first to be much lower in height than a Fortress, giving it the very long, slender appearance of a stingship. Then she realized that the height of the two ships was about the same, but this ship was nearly twice as long.


  "Typical Union military thought," she remarked. "When you find a weapon that works, make one twice as big, although I cannot imagine why Trace would bother. It does him no more good to have a larger one, certainly not as much good as two of the regular type would have."


  "Donalt Trace? He is the one who has been after your father these past few years?" Quendari asked. "What do your carriers do about these ships?"


  "Sequential firing," Keflyn explained. "Two carriers working together, or one of the new carriers that has two conversion cannons. The battle shells of the Fortresses can take anything you throw at them, but not for long. Operating under a load, they can only endure a matter of seconds before they have to come down. The sustained blast of a sequential firing overloads the shell and allows you to get at the meat. But that only works if you have already stripped them of their quartzite shielding."


  Quendari considered that for a moment. "So, I have to destroy eight invincible ships with only one shot, when one shot is not enough to destroy even one."


  "You do not have the power," Keflyn reminded her. "But is there somewhere you can get it? Or is there some way that we could just render them harmless to the planet?"


  "I think that I just might have a plan," Quendari said. "But I need for them to follow me. Can we manage that?"


  "We can try," Keflyn agreed. "Put on your best aggressive stance and move out to meet them. Do something to make yourself inviting. They cannot afford to miss the chance to destroy a carrier."


  The Valcyr was already clear of the atmosphere by that time, free to pile on speed with complete impunity. She engaged her main drives at full power, fairly leaping out of the gravity well and hurtling into open space. It felt good to be able to stretch herself in this way, a pleasure that she had not enjoyed in a long time. A curious and entirely extravagant portion of her personality programming had been designed to interpret an array of sensory feedbacks, from the stress of acceleration on her space frame to the sudden thrust of power to her engines, as a pleasurable response. Such subtle things were the substance of life, the portion of her own self that she had once forgotten she possessed.


  She circled wide, then hurled herself directly toward the group of Fortresses, accelerating rapidly to near light speed. The Fortresses were moving in a fairly tight formation, so vast in size that the kilometers which separated them seemed tight and confining. They had none of their riders out, not even stingships to scout their path or cruisers running vanguard. Their stance was a singularly aggressive one, suggesting that they were going into battle and would allow nothing to stop them.


  "That Donalt Trace you mentioned," Quendari said. "He is calling on a visual channel. He says he wants to talk."


  "Oh?" Keflyn was honestly surprised to hear that name. She suspected there was more about this business than there seemed, to bring him out, even considering how important the battle for the possession or destruction of Terra would be. He had learned to let better warriors do his actual fighting, freeing him to be the strategist. According to her father, he had always been a poor tactician once battle was engaged. "Have you declared your identity to him?"


  "No, no return contact on my part at all."


  "If you really want him to chase you to the exclusion of all else, then give me a visual link," she said. "Focus the camera very firmly on me, and make a little bridge noise."


  "You will have your link on the central monitor."


  The largest monitor in the center of the command console blanked out the scanner images that it had been relaying, then faded back in with a close image of Commander Donalt Trace. He was an older man with graying hair, looking more tired than old, with heavier, harsher features than she was used to seeing in most humans. She had heard stories that he was of older Terran stock, standing an almost incredible two meters tall. The sight of his own uniform reminded her that she was not in armor, or even in command white. She hoped that he would not take note of that first omission on her part.


  He stared at her for a moment, not recognizing her. Or rather, he did not recognize her as Velmeran; she looked enough like her father that she meant to encourage him to make that mistake. She had heard that humans could not easily tell one Kelvessan from another, even the one Trace should have known better than all others. She just sat with her upper arms braced on the arms of her chair, her chin resting in her linked hands, waiting for him to speak first. This was a vaguely impatient gesture that she had often seen her father use with people whom he suspected were about to annoy him.


  "This is Combined Fleet Commander Donalt Trace, on board the SuperFortress Challenger," he declared at last. "You are trespassing in a secured Union system. Leave immediately or be destroyed."


  "Challenger? You seem to be overly fond of a name that was never very lucky for you, Don," Keflyn answered, deepening her voice slightly. "This is Velmeran aboard the Methryn."


  Trace stared at her closely, and she was very careful not to betray her apprehension. Fortunately, Kelvessan did not have distinct male and female differences in their features, size, or general build, at least none that were readily obvious when they were fully dressed. She just hoped that Quendari had kept her visual image above the level of her breasts, which were rather prominent for a Starwolf.


  Trace leaned back in his seat as he crossed his arms, although he still seemed more surprised than the appearance of satisfaction he wanted to convey. "So, it is you. I would have thought that you would have run home to Alkayja to intercept my invasion force. I thought that was where you were headed, the last time I saw you."


  Keflyn was trying hard not to look either surprised or dismayed. Apparently a lot had been going on out there in her absence. The very fact that he knew the name argued that his threatened invasion of Alkayja must be true.


  "Or is this just revenge?" Trace continued, hardly giving her time to answer. "There was certainly nothing to be gained from even trying. Your own Republic has turned on you, naming you an outlaw race. They believe that they have made their peace with the Union, and they would never believe you if you did warn them. And I have my own Starwolves now. How can you fight that? They should just about be there by now."


  "Trust me to arrange things better than that," Keflyn answered him with quiet satisfaction, as if she was very sure of herself. Then she reached over and cut the connection manually, a greater abruptness than if she had asked Quendari to do it. She sat back in the large, well-padded seat, wondering what in the name of perdition had happened in the last few weeks. She looked up at the hovering camera pod. "They will follow us through the gates of Hell if they have to. Trace will give,them no choice."


  The Valcyr changed course slightly, passing the fleet of Fortresses at a range that surely tempted the cannons of the immense ships, then corrected her course again as she came around in a wide curve, still moving out of the system. The Fortresses brought themselves about ponderously, breaking away one by one to reduce the chance of a collision. They were safe enough to fly grouped in a straight course, but their incredible mass reduced their turns to half-controlled slides.


  "I had expected they could keep up better than that," Quendari remarked with some disgust. "I will have to begin braking now, and give them a chance to catch up."


  "Where are we going?" Keflyn asked.


  "Jupiter," she explained, then paused when she saw that the young Starwolf did not recognize the name at all. "Jupiter. The fifth planet in this system, and a fairly hefty gas giant."


  "Why go there?"


  "For our health," the ship answered. "And also for the hydrogen."


  Quendari had to slow herself considerably, and the better part of twenty minutes passed before the massive shape of the gas giant began to grow large in the viewscreen. The tremendous gravitational surges of the sun had not greatly affected the larger, more remote outer worlds, although little Pluto had slipped its orbit completely and had disappeared long ago on its long, lonely voyage through the stars. Keflyn knew the names of none of those planets, forgotten in the depths of time. Jupiter had lost a few moons in its relatively small orbital slip, with no evidence of whether they had spiraled out or down.


  The Valcyr looped around the planet in a quick, close orbit, the width of that world so great that the passage brought her several minutes she needed for the Fortresses to catch up with her. As she came around the other side, she moved forward aggressively in a sudden dart, rushing into the cover provided by a small moon that was between herself and the approaching Fortresses. The Union Forces moved out along a wider line into attack formation, giving every indication that they would be charging straight through, probably to hit the Valcyr from behind with their rear cannons. They were so completely armed that the direction of attack made little difference.


  Quendari waited until they were almost within range, then she moved out from behind her cover slowly. She seemed to hesitate a moment before she banked completely over, belly up, and began to fall rapidly toward the planet. She approached straight in, her tapered nose aimed like a black arrowhead directly at the planet as she engaged enough reverse thrust to stand herself on end, holding herself to the greatest possible speed that she dared. She opened one transport bay just enough to eject a drone, which hurried to hide itself on the surface of the moon she had just left.


  The Valcyr shaped her powerful battle shield into a long, narrow blade more than twenty kilometers in length, parting the cold, upper atmosphere of the planet in a fiery shell. She had only just returned to space after forty thousand years, and she seemed to have a hard time staying there.


  Donalt Trace stood in the center of the Challenger's vast, crowded bridge, watching the scan image as the Starwolf carrier continued its curious run straight in toward the planet. She was already slicing into the icy, upper layers of ammonia clouds at an almost impossible speed, more than thirty thousand kilometers per hour.


  "Where the hell is she going?" he mused aloud. The old game began again. Velmeran began his feigns and ploys, luring Trace into the required response. His part now was to look beneath the obvious, to see how the proper and predictable reply was actually the first move into a trap. It reminded him very strongly of their last meeting, in a battle between a Fortress and a carrier above another giant world. He almost enjoyed a return to the game.


  "Commander?" Captain Avaires moved closer, standing at dutiful, even eager attention. "It must be an evasive maneuver, sir. They bit off more than they could chew, and they know it."


  Trace frowned, displeased with the situation all the way around. He wished that Maeken Kea could have been here to command this ship. He wished even more that he could have spared her to lead the attack on Alkayja, but he dared not. She was too valuable held in reserve to pick up the pieces if something went wrong. And there were no bright, competent Feldenneh to crew his ships, their race once again refusing to accept duty in military ships.


  "I think I know," he said, pausing a moment to watch the screen. "They can lose themselves even from scan by dropping down into the upper reaches of the hydrogen layer, but it's not just to hide. They can jump out of cover from time to time to draw our fire, showing themselves just enough to give us a ghost image and invite us to start mining the clouds with our missiles. If we throw away our missiles on the Methryn, then we cannot destroy Terra."


  "We ignore them, sir?" Avaires asked.


  He shook his head. "Taking the Methryn is more important than destroying one essentially uninhabited world. But I do not want to throw everything we have at them and still have the Methryn hiding in these clouds. Order the Fortresses to spread themselves in an evenly spaced orbit as close as we dare to go down. The moment they show, I want to be able to drop a dozen missiles on and ahead of them before they can go back down."


  "Yes, sir."


  "Have missile bearing stingships ready to go down into the atmosphere if we get the chance, but launch no ships until I give the orders," Trace added. "I want no energy emissions or other types of clutter in space to distract those scan images. Settle the ships in close orbit and close down the engines, but have shields standing by."


  "At once, sir." Avaires hurried to the com station to relay those orders.


  Trace stood alone on the bridge, watching as the Starwolf carrier disappeared into the deeper reaches of the planet's hydrogen shell.


  The Valcyr slowed quickly as she penetrated through Jupiter's dense atmosphere and into the depthless ocean of liquid hydrogen. She elongated her shields even more, bringing them up to even greater strength as the pressures continued to mount, trapping a pool of low-pressure liquid hydrogen within her shields to act as insulation against the increasing temperature. Pouring all the power she dared through her main drives, she was barely able to maintain an initial speed of about seventeen thousand kilometers. That speed would continue to fall as she pushed steadily deeper and tremendous pressures turned the hydrogen from liquid to a thick plastic.


  The heat was a strong consideration. Her shields were opaque to the radiation of heat, but temperatures inside that shell continued to climb. She had actually planned that reaction, since the volume of low-pressure hydrogen within the shell would try to expand as it warmed, providing outward pressure to reinforce the shields. Even so, the ship itself would eventually begin to heat dangerously as the trapped hydrogen against its hull warmed. Quendari estimated that she faced a journey of at least two-and-a-half hours, a long time to survive temperatures that might eventually reach twelve to fifteen thousand degrees in the surrounding hydrogen.


  She was running blind, even her space-distorting achronic sensors hopelessly scrambled by the fierce electric and magnetic currents running through the liquid hydrogen. Visual was even more useless, and she kept her main viewscreen blanked out. She was orienting herself by the pull of gravity as she aimed straight down toward the heart of the planet, estimating her progress as best she could from her speed and the external pressure against her shields. At almost exactly two-and-a-half hours, her speed began to slow to a relative crawl. She had penetrated more than halfway to the core of the planet to the depth of liquid, metallic hydrogen, turned into a dense, molten, metallic substance by the tremendous temperatures and pressures.


  "This is as far as we go," Quendari announced. "My speed has been cut so low that I could spend hours trying to push forward enough to make any difference in our distance from the core."


  "Are they still out there?" Keflyn asked.


  "Yes, I suppose," she answered, not very certain. The drone that she had left had only one command, to transmit a tight, achronic beam into the core of the planet if the fleet moved out of close orbit. Otherwise it was to keep communication silence, reducing the possibility if giving itself away.


  "We might as well do it," Keflyn agreed. "At your discretion."


  "Warming the conversion cannon for firing, building the power reserve to one hundred percent," Quendari reported. "The jump drive is powered up and standing by."


  Keflyn nodded. "When you are ready."


  She would have been amused, if the circumstances had not been so incredible. Quendari persisted in granting her every courtesy as Commander, although she felt that she was just along for the ride. She had been able to make a few suggestions in recalibrating the jump drive so that it was far less likely to run away with itself, until permanent alterations could be made.


  "All ready," Quendari reported a few moments later. "At my count. Three. Two. One."


  The tubular shield of the conversion cannon shot out from the nose of the Valcyr, striking deep into the heart of the planet to its rocky core, and Quendari poured all the power she had to give through that passage. Jupiter was just large enough to be a failed star, lacking the mass to generate the pressures and temperatures in the liquid, metallic hydrogen to allow fusion reactions to begin. Quendari bridged that gap, pouring billions of megatons of explosive force into the heart of the planet. Fusion began as a sudden spark, adding more and more power into the system with each small reaction, the process expanding so rapidly that the heart of the planet went up in a flash of stellar flame.


  Driven by that fierce, internal heat, the outer hydrogen shell of the planet expanded rapidly outward as it was warmed from within. The Fortresses came quickly to life in a desperate attempt to engage their engines and escape as the bands of color melted away in a stellar flare of brilliant light and searing heat, and the surface of the newborn star reached out to trap them. Some ran a short distance before they were caught, while others hid within their shields before the defensive shells were overloaded and collapsed.


  Barely twenty million kilometers away, space itself erupted in a sudden flare of white-hot gas. The Valcyr hurtled out of the core of that brief, brilliant explosion, the substance of stellar material suddenly released from under vast pressures as it was carried through with the carrier's short jump. She looped around wide, coasting on the thrust of her jump, turning back for a clear view of the new star.


  "We got them?" Keflyn asked, daring to look up and see that they had indeed survived.


  "Nothing escaped that I have detected," Quendari reported. "I am still scanning the area carefully for even small ships, although I doubt that they had time to even think about getting to their escape pods. In fact, escape pods would not have had the speed to escape the shock wave."


  "And yourself?" Keflyn asked as she lifted herself from her seat at the commander's station.


  "My condition appears to be perfect. Even my conversion cannon seems to have survived the firing."


  Keflyn nodded. "Set course for Alkayja, then. Best possible speed, with the largest jumps you dare take. We might not yet be too late." She paused at the bottom of the steps. "I do not like to leave Terra itself unprotected, with the possibility of more Union warships coming along behind the main fleet at any time."


  "If they do not arrive within the next few hours, they will find nothing but some odd energy readings from the area of the fifth planet," Quendari explained. "There is no battle debris to be found, except for the wreckage of theThermopylae. The explosion swallowed it all. Is anyone likely to leap to the true conclusion, as unlikely as it was what we did, or will they simply assume that the party has gone on somewhere else?"


  Keflyn watched the newborn star for the moment that it was still on the forward viewscreen, before the Valcyr began to accelerate to starflight. "Then you are saying that it will not stay like that for long?"


  "Probably no more than a few hours," Quendari explained. "There is not enough mass to maintain the temperatures necessary to continue natural fusion reactions. Given enough time, it will eventually cool off, stratify itself back out, and look much the same as always."


  "How much time?" Keflyn asked.


  "Perhaps only a few thousand years."


  "Oh."


  Chapter 14


  Velmeran stood for a moment longer, watching the black forms of the Mock Starwolf cruisers surrounding the three remaining carriers. Then he turned and hurried up the steps to the Commander's station on the upper bridge.


  "Get me a direct visual channel to the main monitor at my console," he ordered, obviously very pleased with himself. "This is perfect. I have them right where I want them."


  Consherra turned in her seat to stare at him. "I beg your pardon? You were telling us a minute ago that Mock Starwolves do not even exist. Now we are up to our apertures in Mock Starwolves telling us to surrender."


  "They are talking to us and not shooting," he explained as he lifted himself into the seat and rolled it forward. He leaned closer to the monitor, which remained obstinately blank. He waited a moment more, then looked up impatiently. "What is he waiting for?"


  "He seems hesitant to open a visual line," Korlaran answered.


  "Then give me an audio line," Velmeran declared impatiently, although he had no intention of surrendering the point. He wanted this errant Starwolf to see him clearly, and to see a few truths.


  "This is Jaeryn of the Avenger," the Mock Starwolf commander responded immediately, speaking Terran like a human would. Velmeran realized that he did not even speak the language of his own kind. "What is your answer?"


  "This is Commander Velmeran of the Starwolf Fleet," he responded, sounding very stern and impatient on his own part. "If you want to talk to me, you are going to give me that visual channel I asked for and then speak to me in a more reasonable manner."


  That was calculated to surprise, and it did. Velmeran knew that he was speaking to a very young and inexperienced Kelvessan, and someone who was not entirely sure of the things that he had been told were true. The monitor lit up a moment later. They were both surprised to see each other's face, but Velmeran was the first to comprehend the full meaning. He sat back, smiling. "Yes, I think that you do understand. Where did they tell you they got you? That they had bred you themselves from original genetic material?"


  "Well, yes," Jaeryn admitted, obviously disconcerted. "They did warn us that you would look quite a lot like us."


  "But you look almost exactly like me, is that it?" Velmeran asked. "The Kelvessan were created by the Aldessan of Valtrys fifty thousand years ago. You and all of your companions were cloned from genetic material taken from me personally during a little accident I had about a year before you were born. You were not created by them, and your genetic material was not altered in any way. They do not have that ability. And I suppose that I might warn you now that Commander Trace would never trust you. I suspect that there are very likely to be self-destruct devices built into your ships that can be detonated by external remote control."


  "Yes, we found those long ago," Jaeryn admitted thoughtfully. "Those things are no longer in our ships. How did you know?"


  "A simple, logical deduction, based upon a long history of associating with Commander Donalt Trace," he explained. "So there you are, I suppose. You can no longer trust the Union, and you have reason to doubt just about everything they ever told you. Now you are wondering if you belong anywhere. That is why you held back from the battle."


  "Exactly," Jaeryn agreed, regaining some authority of his own. "Of course, the fact that they betrayed us does not automatically make you our friends. They raised us to believe in a great many high ideals that they apparently do not believe in themselves, and they told us many things about you that appearances argue could be true. It seemed to me that the best way to prove matters was to arrange a confrontation under circumstances that we could control."


  Consherra, seated at the helm station, rolled her eyes. "You would almost think that he is talking to himself."


  "Listening to your communications has also been very informative," he continued. "Actually, we arrived before you did, so we have overheard quite a lot. It seems that we are both orphans in this universe. Are we people or are we property, Commander Velmeran?"


  "I was just about to stress that very point," Velmeran answered. "I would like for you to declare your intentions and be done with it. I have some very important business to attend right now. For one thing, I am going to make certain that Kelvessan are not treated like property again. Are you going to help me?"


  Jaeryn considered that briefly. "Are you asking me to surrender to you?"


  "I am asking you to join your ships to the Starwolf Fleet and help your own people in a time when we need you most," he answered. "If you are not yet certain that you can trust us, then remove your ships until you have enough evidence to decide."


  "I think that we will take the chance, Commander," Jaeryn said. "What can we do?"


  "Move your cruisers in to guard those captured Union ships and give my poor carriers a rest. Have this channel stand by." He sighed heavily, leaning back in his seat and permitting himself a moment of looking incredibly relieved. There was a limit to how many miracles even a Starwolf could pull off in one day. Then he looked up. "Get President Delike back on the channel. We were discussing a surrender."


  Velmeran had the Maeridyen and the Karvand returned to their bays, to act as an occupation force within the station itself. The military, under Admiral Laroose, was loyal to the Starwolves and following Velmeran's orders. The civilian Kelvessan were otherwise in command of the station, and they had kept the situation there from falling into confusion and panic during the battle.


  The president and leaders of the Senate, or at least those who had not already been arrested, had retreated to the government compound within the station, not daring to leave for fear of the crowds, mostly human, who wanted nothing more than to administer their own justice to the traitors. President Delike and his friends feared the Kelvessan, and with good reason. But it was their own kind, people who now felt that they had been deceived into embracing philosophies they now detested for the promise of simple greed and hate, who would have gone into the compound after the traitors except for Starwolf intervention.


  Fearing unexpected trouble to come, Velmeran ordered work to begin on the Maeridyen immediately. At least none of the three remaining ships had taken any damage during the battle, even though both of the two new ships had taken missiles directly against their shielded hulls. Velmeran's first task was to formalize the surrender of the Republic to Starwolf authority. That was a rather desperate act on his part, and one that was not strictly necessary. But he considered the act itself most important, the ability to begin fresh with a new Republic, bound by the laws of a new constitution that would guarantee the irrevocable rights and freedom of the Kelvessan.


  Velmeran had never realized the hollow, pointless lives that all Kelvessan were forced to lead. They were an entire race of people eternally waiting for something they could not name to begin. The time had come for him to win this war, so that they could be united in purpose rather than bound to the service of need and duty, so that others could have the freedom they surrendered. Sixteen new cruisers, once they were modified for Kelvessan technology and their crews trained, would make all the difference.


  He went to the Government Compound for the signing of the treaties of surrender in the company of Admiral Laroose, who was standing in as representative of the new Republic. With him went Commanders Tregloran and Daelyn and also Jaeryn of the Avenger, so that he could see for himself what to make of his choice. President Delike signed the papers reluctantly, still accepting the weight of his duty enough to dislike the circumstances. Marten Alberes and First Senator Saith only looked upon it as a tedious necessity. They were already packed and ready to be taken to the ship that they had been promised in exchange for their cooperation.


  "This isn't justice," Laroose complained, glaring as he watched Alberes put the final signature to the treaties. "If you ever return to Republic space, you'll answer to me."


  Alberes afforded him only a brief glance of contempt.


  "We will keep the letter of our agreement," Velmeran said as he reached across the table to close the last of the portfolios that held the treaties. Then he leaned back in his chair, watching the three traitors closely. "You have just lost your jobs. Your authority ended when you signed those papers. So, do you expect that the Union will show you the gratitude you expect? They sent an invasion force to destroy you."


  "We have a certain bargaining force," Saith explained. "Since you are obliged to let us go, then I feel free to tell you. We intend to sell out you Starwolves and your little Republic. I expect that the Union will be very grateful for all the secrets we have to sell."


  "Yes, it had occurred to me that you would think of that eventually," Velmeran remarked, unconcerned. "Well, we should detain you no longer. Here is the clearance ident to your ship's bay."


  He handed a small, yellow ident card across the table. Saith picked it up and read the bay number on the front surface, then stared at the Starwolf in disbelief. "But this is nearly halfway across the station and fifteen levels down."


  "Yes, but we are not obliged to be convenient," he answered. "I suggest that you should go, before I have you thrown out."


  "Without an escort?" Alberes protested. "There is a crowd out there just waiting to tear us apart."


  "Yes. Well, that is your own fault," Velmeran said. "I would like nothing better than to help, but I would hesitate to interfere in your destiny. The letter of our agreement requires that I make a ship available to you, not that I must get you to it safely. Of course, I would not want the three of you to be torn apart in the halls of this ancient station. That would set an unhappy precedence for the new Republic, much less make a terrible mess."


  He took several small, red capsules from his pocket and tossed them to the center of the table. "You have two, and only two, alternatives. You can go to your rooms and take your little pills, oryoucan take your chances with the crowd. You have no agreements with them, and they have already expressed their intentions. But you must decide now."


  Velmeran played a brittle game with words, but his meaning was plain. He was ordering these men to surrender themselves to a very sudden and unexpected execution, and then to play the part of their own executioners. Alberes glanced at the others, then reached out to take one of the red capsules and rose to leave. Saith frowned as he considered his options a final time, then took a capsule of his own and joined him. Delike only sat where he was, looking at each of them in turn for support, confused and very frightened like a lost child.


  "Come along, old man," Alberes told him. "We took the chance. Now we have to pay the price."


  Delike took the final capsule and joined his companions, although his shaking legs would hardly carry him. They left through a door in the back of the room, accompanied by Starwolf pilots in black armor who would escort them to their rooms. Even that was a bluff. If they could have found another way out, Velmeran was required by his agreement to allow them to go.


  "Pathetic creature," Laroose muttered in disgust. "He called me up a few hours before the battle began, all enthusiastic about this great plan for how he would help me prove that the other two were the real traitors and he was an honest man who had just been used. He believed that, too. Of course, he also asked me to help them betray you to the Union attack force. He said that the Starwolves were certain to lose anyway. I'm not sure that he was entirely sane there at the end."


  Velmeran had been watching Jaeryn closely, wearing a rather bulky suit of white and blue armor. The Mock Starwolves had been brought up in a very controlled environment, designed to keep them innocent and biddable. They had been very pleased with themselves after their secretive defection, but Jaeryn had seen quite a lot in the past few hours and he was beginning to realize just how naive they were. Velmeran was thinking about putting all sixteen of the cruisers in the bays for modification right away, to give his ten thousand new children a chance to grow up.


  "I'm actually surprised that they did choose the pills over the crowd in the end," Laroose continued. "They were gamblers. They should have chosen the almost non-existent chance of getting past the crowds instead of no chance at all with the pills. Considering that I'm in the company of Kelvessan, I'm almost embarrassed to use the word, but I am given to wonder if they did still possess some small measure of human dignity."


  "Nothing in life became them as well as the leaving of it," Tregloran quoted, then shrugged when Daelyn turned to stare at him. "Shakespeare's Macbeth. Another man who would be king."


  "Well, I have no wish to imitate Macbeth myself and take on more than I can manage," Velmeran said. "I am reminded that I now own an interstellar empire, and I am responsible for it all by my little self. I intend to turn the Republic over to new management as soon as possible."


  "What is it?" Velmeran asked as he hurried into Alkayja Station's command section. It was in form like the bridge of some immense ship, circular in shape with viewscreens facing in from all directions to provide a complete image, although many sections were devoted to magnified images or scanner maps. Velmeran had been using the station's various command sections to conduct his business.


  Laroose looked up from where he and the Watch Commander had been standing at the bank of communication consoles. "Three ships coming rather sedately into system, making themselves known well out. Scanners classify them as Union cruisers. Our new Starwolves want to go out and exchange words with them."


  "Fighting words, I am sure," Velmeran remarked. "Well, they have done everything but wave a white flag. Are they willing to talk?"


  Laroose nodded. "Oh yes. Very quick to talk. They say that they're a diplomatic mission."


  "Is that so?"


  "They want to talk to you. A Councilor Richart Lake, in particular. He says that you once had dinner with his grandfather."


  Velmeran's first thought was to wonder if this could be another trick. Two more Starwolf carriers had arrived in the two days since the end of the battle. With the formidable protection of the Starwolf cruisers at hand, he had ordered the rest of the fleet to return to their patrols.


  He still could not imagine how this could be a trick. Of course, it was also hard to imagine why Richart Lake might have come himself. Jon Lake, his grandfather and the previous Councilor for the Rane Sector, had been a very different sort of man and one of the very few humans anywhere that Velmeran respected. Jon Lake had been a politician with the heart of a philosopher. Richart Lake was a businessman, and he made absolutely no mistake about it. He treated his rule of the Rane Sector as a necessary evil and a distraction from his proper management of Farstell Trade.


  He nodded at last. "Let me talk to him."


  The Kelvessan at that communication console gave up her place to him, and he seated himself before the main monitor. A channel was already open, held on standby. He released the hold, and the monitor lit up.


  "This is Commander Velmeran," he said.


  The image cleared. He had never met Richart Lake, either in person or by visual communications. He was in appearance fairly unremarkable, quite unlike the very distinctive, long faces or larger-than-life manners of both Donalt Trace and Jon Lake. But he did reflect his unmutated Terran ancestry, an obviously tall man with relatively heavy features.


  "Yes, this is Richart Lake," he said. "To state matters directly, I have come to offer our surrender."


  Velmeran considered it good fortune that he was already sitting down.


  "Let me state our position simply," Lake continued. "We have just given it our best, last effort. We have weighed all of the social, political, and material benefits, and we have come to the conclusion that, from this point on, we stand to gain more from surrendering than in continuing to deal with you on our previous terms."


  Velmeran was speechless. Five hundred centuries of war, and it had been decided in committee that it was no longer expedient. Richart Lake made it sound more like a merger than a surrender. He realized immediately that he was going to have to watch the negotiations very closely, or certain habitually gullible Starwolves were going to give away more than they kept. And what did unemployed Starwolves do, anyway? It was interesting to consider.


  "Commander?" Laroose interrupted him quietly, indicating the scan map on a side monitor. "We have a problem. A carrier just dropped out of starflight and is coming up behind those cruisers in a hurry."


  "Which carrier?" Velmeran asked. They had waited for this for five hundred centuries, and now some fool was going to put a bolt up its tail.


  "Well, that's the funny part," he explained. "She's no known ship in the fleet. Her recognition code hails her as the Valcyr."


  If Admiral Laroose did not recognize that name, Velmeran certainly did. "The Valcyr disappeared a long time ago. Get me a channel to that ship."


  He turned back to the main monitor. "Councilor Lake, we have a little problem right now. I will have Admiral Laroose direct your ships to the proper docking bays in the diplomatic compound. Now if you will excuse me, I have to stop someone from blasting your ass."


  "Yes, by all means."


  Velmeran quickly switched to the second visual channel. The image of Richart Lake faded, to be replaced a moment later by a face he knew well. For one thing, it could have easily been his own. Of course, nearly a fourth of all the Mock Starwolves had his face, mostly because they also had his genes.


  "Hello, Commander," Keflyn said. "We have come to the rescue."


  "Keflyn?" She was the last person he had expected to see. "You are too late. And please leave those cruisers alone. They have come to surrender."


  "Oh. Right, Commander."


  "Is that really the Valcyr?" he asked. "Where did you find it?"


  Keflyn frowned as she considered that. "Well, that really is a very long story."


  "What about Donalt Trace? He was on his way to destroy Terra with half a dozen or so Fortresses."


  "Oh, he is dead. We destroyed those Fortresses."


  "All by your little selves?"


  "Well, that is another long story."


  "You are an absolute mine of information," Velmeran muttered. "Will you please allow me to speak with the Valcyr's Commander?"


  Keflyn looked embarrassed. "I seem to be the Commander of the Valcyr. You see, I am the only one on board."


  Velmeran sat for a moment, staring at the ceiling. "You seem to be looking at the matter very optimistically. You think that being the only one on board leaves you in command. I cannot see how that makes you anything more than a passenger."


  "Quendari Valcyr says that I am the Commander," Keflyn insisted stubbornly. "I get to sit in the chair and everything."


  "Very well, then, Commander Keflyn," Velmeran declared. "Put your ship in a docking bay and bring yourself to the diplomatic quarters. I am a very busy person these days, but I will make time for a few long stories."


  The arrival of the diplomatic convoy at Alkayja Station proceeded much more amiably and quietly than anyone would have expected of such an historic event, and one so long awaited. There were no bands playing, no proclamations or ranks of Starwolves in dark armor. The three cruisers docked side by side in the bays reserved for diplomatic vessels, as seldom as those came, and a small group of visitors filed out into the wide promenade corridor to meet Velmeran, Tregloran, and Jaeryn of the Starwolves, and the former Republic represented by Laroose and the Station Commanders.


  The Union delegation was something of a surprise, and larger than Velmeran would have expected despite the presence of the three ships. The entire Union High Council was present, the High Councilors of all eighteen Sectors, and nearly half of the Sector Commanders as well. Even Maeken Kea was there as the acting High Commander of the Combined Fleet. She was in curious ways like a Starwolf herself, a diminutive woman of almost elfin features, quiet and seemingly innocent in manner, yet deceptively cunning and deadly.


  The Valcyr had moved in quickly and docked herself well ahead of the slow Union cruisers. Keflyn had found Velmeran soon enough, and she related her long stories as quickly as possible. When the Union delegation arrived later, Maeken Kea took the news very hard. They had not known of the defeat of Commander Trace's assault force, since news could not have come quicker to them than the Valcyr herself.


  "Even Don suspected that the Starwolves would confound him in the end," Maeken Kea said, as she stood with Velmeran and Councilor Lake after Keflyn related her story a second time. "I feel sorry for him, more than anything."


  "And yet he kept you in reserve, for this," Velmeran said.


  She shook her head firmly. "He never knew that the High Council meant to offer surrender if he failed. He honestly believed that, no matter how things turned out, he had put you at too many disadvantages for you to recover. Too many of the errors in tactics were his own."


  "We were lucky," Velmeran told her. "He never expected the defection of his own Starwolves even before the battle began. And none of us expected the recovery of the Valcyr and her defeat of an entire Fortress fleet."


  He turned abruptly to Richart Lake. "Why do we not go for a short walk, just you and I?"


  "What, now?" Lake was surprised, but obviously not reluctant to the idea.


  "What better time?" Velmeran asked. "I am not a diplomat or a politician, yet I find myself the temporary ruler of an interstellar empire. You seem to be speaking on behalf of the Union. The things that we are about to decide have to serve hundreds of worlds for a very long time, so we have to get it right."


  Leaving the others to stare, they turned and walked slowly along the wide promenade deck, occasionally glancing out the wide bank of windows to one side. If Richart Lake had been taken by surprise by this remarkable approach to interstellar diplomacy, he also seemed quietly impressed. For his own part, Velmeran was beginning to suspect that there was more of the old Jon Lake in his grandson Richart than anyone had credited. "I am going to make a deal with you," the Starwolf continued. "The first problem with such negotiations is that each side must figure out what the other wants, then work to some mutual agreement. That slows things down and adds too much opportunity for error. I am going to tell you what I want out of this, and you are going to tell me what you want."


  Lake made some vague gesture of agreement. "Very well."


  Velmeran glanced out the window, where a Starwolf cruiser was drifting in a shared orbit with the station, quietly standing guard. "The Starwolves want out of the business of war. We want lives of our own and the ability to find our own destinies. We want the assurance of knowing that no one will ever again treat us like machines or property. The human race is going to have to learn to police its own conscience."


  Lake nodded. "The Sector Families want out of the business of government. Too many headaches and too much grief. We want to salvage what we can of our business, but we are willing to give up our monopolies."


  "It took you fifty thousand years to decide this?" Velmeran asked.


  "No, we like things just the way they've always been," Lake corrected him. "There is tremendous profit in monopolies and despotism, but we see that we've lost the war. We can draw this out and force you to reduce us to poverty, or we can call an end to this now and salvage what we can. So we offer you this deal. We will make it easy for you and give you an immediate end to this war. We surrender nearly all political power, and we break up the Companies into reasonable sizes. In return, you allow us to survive – as free citizens – and to keep just enough of our previous holdings to keep us from going begging."


  Velmeran considered that, and nodded. "That can be arranged. You deserve some reward for being reasonable."


  Lake frowned. "Now we come to the part you might not like, considering what you have just said. Union space is big and very diverse. For thousands of years now, only two things have kept it together. One has been Starwolf threat. The other is simple greed, and the Union has been an enormously profitable venture for a long time. If you Starwolves simply disappear, the Union will fall apart and be at war with itself in a matter of years."


  Velmeran stopped to stare at him. "Are you telling me that after fighting this war for five hundred centuries, you now expect us to fight your peace?"


  Velmeran stepped onto the bridge of the Valcyr, looking about in curiosity. Whatever he might have expected of a ship so immensely old, he had never thought that it would look exactly like any other carrier he had ever seen. There were exactly as many stations at the bridge, in exactly the same order. When the Starwolves found a design they liked, they apparently stayed with it. The first real difference in their design had come with the construction of the Vardon, adapted to accommodate new technology and an extra pair of main drives.


  Quendari Valcyr's camera pod rotated around to watch him as he entered, the lenses rotating to focus on him. Her movements reminded him for a moment of Valthyrra, particularly in the way she moved her boom into position just a moment before the camera pod itself completed its own turn. It was a very lifelike gesture, imitating the way that most intelligent beings would often turn their heads a moment before cutting their eyes in the direction of whatever they saw. It was an acquired gesture rather than preprogrammed, and not all of the ships shared it.


  "Welcome aboard, Commander," she said.


  "Welcome home, Quendari Valcyr," he replied. "Keflyn has told me of your resourcefulness. Do you feel ready to rejoin the fleet?"


  "Yes, I believe that I should," she agreed. "I have almost waited too long, it seems."


  "No, we need you more than ever now," he said. "I would like to begin moving crewmembers on board right away and have you back out again in a few days. That leaves only the problem of finding you a Commander."


  "I would like to have Keflyn," the ship said without hesitation.


  "That is entirely your own choice," Velmeran told her. "If you want, I can help you to find someone with more command experience."


  "Keflyn and I seem to understand each other very well," Quen dari explained. "We are both a little short on battle experience. But I am no warrior, no matter what role I was designed to fill, and the war is over anyway."


  Velmeran nodded. "Perhaps your time has come, and none of us will be warriors any longer. I certainly hope so."


  Velmeran turned to leave, walking quickly toward the lift. The lift doors opened just before he arrived, and Keflyn stepped out. He took a step back and bowed. "Your ship, Commander."


  "So, that is how it is done?" Keflyn asked, looking about as if she expected a little more ceremony during the naming of a ship's Commander. "I never thought that you would agree."


  "The ships name their own Commanders," he told her. "You should never interfere with that. I think Quendari needs a friend just now. Someone she trusts. Take care of her."


  Velmeran entered the lift and the door snapped shut. Keflyn turned and stepped out slowly onto the bridge. Quendari brought her camera pod around to face her as she walked up to stand just before the lenses of the pod. "Hello, Quendi. I have brought you something."


  She brought out a large, red, velvet ribbon, already tied with an adjustable loop. Keflyn slipped the loop around the pod and pulled it tight, checking the fit. Quendari lifted her pod slightly, as if uncertain how to reply. She was struggling with new emotions and responses that were beyond her very limited experience.


  "This is life," Keflyn said. "Any regrets?"


  "I grieved thousands of years for the loss of a very short, happy time in my life," Quendari said. "That time will always be special to me, because it was the first time in my life that I was happy. Now I am content. Thank you, my friend."


  Matters resolved themselves much more quickly and easily than Velmeran had expected, and all he had to do was wait for the pieces to all fall into place and then interpret them correctly. The final, missing piece had come with the unexpected arrival of the Valcyr and her tale of where she had spent her time. He decided that the gods of fortune must have forgiven him all the way around.


  At first, he was at a loss to determine a way to salvage the Union that he thought the delegates would be willing to accept. The easiest solution, of course, was to declare that the human race could bloody well destroy itself if it had not yet learned to behave itself, and allow them to have at it. That was tempting, but Vel meran could not ignore an appeal for help. The Starwolves had invested too much in the human race to allow them to destroy themselves in war or genetic decay, at least as long as they were willing to try. But he wanted to find a solution that involved the Starwolves to the least possible extent, putting the greatest responsibility on the Union to police itself.


  The answer that he eventually arrived at was to balance the forces that would now be acting upon the Union, using the threat of war to discourage fragmentation and the threat of alien intervention to discourage war. He sat down with the delegates and a large map of all of human space, both Union and Republic, and drew a line that divided the whole into two exactly even parts, each half of Union space getting an even half of Republic space. One half became the new Republic, with its capital at Vannkarn on Vinthra. The other half, after some confusion and deliberation, adopted the name Terran Confederation.


  In order to strike a perfect balance, the two interstellar nations drafted exactly the same constitutions with exactly the same governmental structure. To insure peaceful cooperation and even development between the Republic and the Terran Confederation, they were joined together with the Kelvessan in the Triple Alliance, a hypothetical super nation with a congress which met at regular intervals. As an added insurance, both the Alliance and the Starwolves themselves had the legal right to intervene in the government of either nation if the terms of the treaties were violated.


  That left the Kelvessan looking for someplace to call home. Velmeran had been quietly entertaining thoughts of his own ever since the unexpected appearance of the Valcyr. Terra, because of its shift into a colder, deeper orbit, was no longer an ideal world for human habitation, but it was perfectly suited to Kelvessan and their need for a colder environment. The Kelvessan would adopt Terra as their new home world, and Alkayja Station was to be moved there to be the base of the combined Starwolf Fleet. To maintain their own self-sufficiency, they were given control over a large area of space to form the basis of their own nation, consisting mostly of several worlds abandoned by the Republic in the distant past. Quendari Valcyr knew the location of a fair number of lost colonies.


  The solution ultimately pleased all concerned. The Kelvessan had been betrayed by the very people they had trusted the most, and only autonomy would restore their sense of independence and security. The delegates were uncertain about turning over Terra herself, the cradle of human civilization, to be the new Kelvessan homeworld. But when they thought about it, they were just as pleased that they did not have the Starwolves in their own space.


  One person who was not entirely pleased by the arrangements was Admiral Laroose. His loyalties had been with the Starwolves and particularly with Velmeran. But Alkayja would soon be a part of the new Republic, and he had been appointed to be an advisor to the new government.


  "It still takes a little getting used to, I say," he declared. "Of all possible turn of events, I never expected that I would be playing politician out of an office in the underground city of Vannkarn, with that... that Maeken Kea as my assistant. I will be glad when she is done with her quiet mourning of that devil Trace."


  "Maeken Kea was perhaps the closest that anyone ever came to loving Donalt Trace," Velmeran said. "Let her mourn him all she wants. The Great Spirit of Space knows that few enough do miss him."


  Laroose stared in disbelief. "After all the grief he's caused you! All the same, I will surely tear up your precious treaties and find myself a gun if she ever again makes the slightest hint that your persecutions drove Trace to act the way he did."


  "She said that?" Velmeran looked startled. "The bitch!"


  Laroose glanced at him, but declined to comment. "So what do you do now? You have an interim government in place, and that finally gives you the time to pay more attention to your own people."


  "I am leaving," the Starwolf declared. "As soon as they have Valthyrra up and going, Quendari Valcyr is going to lead the Methryn and the Vardon on our first visit to Terra – Earth, as she calls it. Keflyn is very anxious to get back. She was unable to tell the Feldenneh colonists that the Union fleet had been destroyed, so they are still waiting fortheirworld to be destroyed."


  With the eight memory cells locked into their secured access tunnels and all connections installed and tested thoroughly, all of the physical stages of bringing Valthyrra into her new home were complete. There was nothing to do now but to access those memory units, assemble Valthyrra's personality program in the matrix of the sentient computer complex, and see how well it worked.


  Consherra was very glad to have Venn Saevyn to assist her in the process of starting up the new computer complex. Venn Keflyn had anticipated the need, and had arranged for an expert with considerable experience to accompany the Valtrytian fleet. Saevyn was not only competent in the repair of sentient systems, he had even designed a couple.


  Consherra learned a few things about sentient machines that she had never guessed. One thing was their size. Most of the sentient computers built by the Aldessan were in self-contained units about the size of one of Valthyrra's memory cells, five tons of machinery that was mostly just its protective housing in weight and memory storage in volume. The Starwolf sentient computers were six hundred tons of storage cells, primary, secondary, and peripheral units, a result mostly of their dedicated military roles, heavy shielding and shock protection. Ninety percent of their system involved non-sentient systems that could be accessed directly on either conscious or fully automatic levels. They also had their own maze of redundancy; even their conscious systems were spread throughout the nose of the carrier, and they could lose three-quarters of their circuitry before it even began to effect their operation.


  "The trick is to avoid shock," Saevyn explained as he and Consherra opened the access door to Valthyrra's main terminal station.


  "But how do you manage that?" Consherra asked. She was busy using one of the large access wrenches on the door, which opened exactly like those over the memory cells.


  She removed the outer door of the terminal station, and Saevyn politely stepped forward to take it from her. "The key to the conscious intelligence of the sentient computers is in their array of liquid crystal processors. The matrix in the processor can change on command, so that the processor adapts its internal circuitry according to its required function."


  "Yes, I know that much," Consherra agreed. The inner door slid up, and she stepped through into Valthyrra's computer core.


  "With simple, stupid computers, there is no harm if the liquid crystal processors change their form abruptly, even as often as several times each second," he continued as he slid his own massive form through the relatively small opening of the hatch. His slender draconic body fit through easily, but he had to fold each of his long, triple-jointed arms and legs into a variety of contortions to get them through, and he was wearing a full armored suit to contain any loose fur. "But your ship is quite another matter, with eight simultaneous levels of consciousness and quite literally billions of liquid crystal synaptic connections in a network of hundreds of major processors. A rapid start-up of such a large and complex system can be a very great shock, especially if you suspect trouble with the personality programming anyway. It can place the system and the programming into a conflict that might never be resolved."


  He stood for a moment, looking about the long, narrow chamber with its banks of monitors and relay stations. Then he moved to the main control station and eased his large form onto the long, couch-like seat designed to serve the sinuous forms of the Aldessan, the only permanently mounted feature for their use in the entire ship. Consherra took the ordinary seat beside him.


  "First we will assemble her full personality program from her memory units and establish them in a cache in her short-term memory." Saevyn explained. "Then we proceed to a normal startup with her original programming. That was the foundation of her current personality, and it will serve as a guide for her to access and accept her programming back into her network."


  He moved himself closer to the main keyboard and monitor and began the process of bringing Valthyrra out of storage. Consherra watched in silence as he ran a final systems check through the Methryn's entire computer network, then loaded Valthyrra's primary, personal program from the reference files kept on optical disks. He did not start her up right away but engaged only the automatic functions, directing the rest into a temporary memory cache. Once he knew that everything was going well so far, he began to bring the large memory cells on line, one at a time and fine-tuning each before he had all eight of the units in perfect sync with the computer complex.


  "This ship is an absolute marvel," Venn Saevyn declared after hours of intense work. "I have never seen a system so thorough in its design. Not easy to work with, but built like the rest of this ship. Quick, competent, and almost indestructible."


  "It looks good?" Consherra dared to ask.


  "As good as we have any right to expect," he said. "There is fragmentary damage to her personality programming. Redundancy resolved most of the damage and the system self-corrected many of the remaining holes by logical extrapolation. If Valthyrra ac cesses her full programming, any remaining damage will be repaired automatically."


  Consherra frowned. "Is she likely to?"


  Saevyn laid back his ears, a gesture that Consherra recognized quickly enough from her long association with Venn Keflyn. He glanced over at the inactive camera pod, mounted to one side of the main console. "At the very least, her memories will guide her into developing a new personality that is in most ways like the old."


  Consherra did not answer. She was thinking about Theralda Vardon and the disquieting lifelessness that was often a part of her character, or the quiet, machine-like efficiency of Quendari Valcyr because of the lack of personal contacts she needed to fully develop her own personality. Valthyrra had enough of her own programming to mirror her original personality to a very high degree, but she would never be exactly the same person she had been before. Consherra had to wonder which would be better, to endure the ghost of the Valthyrra she knew or a completely new ship.


  She noticed almost too late that Venn Saevyn had already begun initiating the start-up of Valthyrra's primary programming. Consherra began to fear that something had gone wrong, however, when the single-lens camera pod only continued to stare aimlessly rather than turn to orient on them.


  "Valthyrra Methryn, do you hear me?" Saevyn asked. "How do you feel?"


  The camera pod turned at last, the lens rotating slowly as it came around. "I am in perfect operating condition, to the extent that I have so far been able to determine. I have initiated a complete system check."


  Consherra closed her eyes as she sat back in her seat. That voice, a cold, lifeless monotone, was only vaguely recognizable as Valthyrra's.


  "Valthyrra, do you recognize either of us?" he asked.


  The camera pod rotated around a fraction more. "I regret that I do not know you, but I do of course recognize Consherra, Helm and First Officer of the Methryn."


  "And do you know where you are and what has happened to you?"


  Valthyrra seemed to consider that for a moment. "I am in my construction bay on Alkayja Station. I am aware that I have been installed aboard the new carrier, so I must assume that the Methryn has been destroyed. My last memory is of speaking with Commander Velmeran on the bridge. That seems now like a very long time ago."


  "That will be enough for now," he told her. "We will speak with you again on the bridge in a few minutes."


  Venn Saevyn closed down the terminal, and they withdrew from the core. Consherra hurried to secure the access hatch, lifting the door back into place and locking it down.


  "I am actually encouraged," Saevyn remarked. "She initiated a more detailed response to my last question than I had specifically asked. She seems to be curious about the fixtures of her past life, and that may well lead her to investigate her full programming. But we must still take things slowly."


  Velmeran and Tregloran followed Venn Keflyn into the small room in a quiet section of the Methryn's infirmary. Dyenlayk, the Methryn's chief medic, was already waiting in the room, standing over the unconscious form that lay in the narrow bed.


  "Installing Valthyrra in a new ship gave me the idea," Velmeran explained. "That reminded me of when I first met Venn Keflyn, and she told me that she had been forced to take a new body when she was young."


  Tregloran glanced at Venn Keflyn, who looked embarrassed. "I was very indiscreet when I was younger."


  Velmeran walked over to stand across the bed from Dyenlayk. "Is she ready?"


  The medic nodded. "She seems to be in perfect condition. I see no reason why we should not awaken her."


  "Do it, then."


  Dyenlayk bent over the inert form and administered a drug through the intravenous connection, then began removing the straps of the wrist unit. "You can talk to her now. That should bring her around."


  Velmeran nodded and, with a quick glance at Tregloran, bent over the bed. "Lenna Makayen? Lenna Makayen? Do you know why Scotsmen wear kilts?"


  Although she did not open her eyes, a slow, mischievous smile crossed her face. "I have no idea, Commander. Why do Scotsmen wear kilts?"


  "Because sheep can hear a zipper from a hundred meters."


  Lenna made a face, then opened her eyes and stared up at Velmeran in a very accusing manner. "I'm dead."


  "You were. We fixed that," he told her. "We cloned you a whole new body, and Venn Keflyn moved you right inside. It seems that Aldessan do it all the time, so it must be respectable."


  "I have no complaints;" Lenna insisted. She yawned and stretched, and in the process noticed something that she had not expected. "Four arms! I have four arms! Did you people put me together wrong, or something?"


  "Well, we had to clone you a whole new body," Velmeran explained. "Venn Keflyn did say that it does not have to be cloned from your original self, even if that is the usual method. You always did want to be a real Starwolf."


  "Yes, but what Starwolf?" she asked, obviously concerned. "I mean, if I am going to go through life looking like someone else, I want to know who."


  "Consherra provided the genetic material. We did a little manipulation with the variables, to give you individuality. Tregloran will have to find you a mirror. Venn Keflyn and I have to be getting back to work now."


  "Mercy, that was abruptly subtle," Lenna declared. "By the way, what happened?"


  "The end of civilization as we knew it," Velmeran said. "You will have to ask Tregloran about that, since I cannot spare the two hours it would take to explain."


  Velmeran returned to the nearest lift, taking that to the main port airlock to leave the ship by the most direct route. He was under orders from Venn Saevyn to keep his distance from Valthyrra, for fear that his presence would shock her into possibly damaging her ability to access her damaged programming. He preferred to continue his immediate work from the command sections of the station.


  At least the delegation from the former Union had since departed for home. They had arrived as the representatives of a government that had ceased to exist. They had departed as two separate nations, and slightly anxious allies. They also left in the company of Starwolf carriers. Velmeran wanted to take no chances with second thoughts from his retired tyrants.


  Sixteen of the immense carrier bays in the lower reaches of the station had been adapted with docking probes and stabilizing brackets for the smaller cruisers, which had already been brought in for modifications. For now the cruisers lay essentially abandoned, their crews dispersed throughout the regular fleet for needed experience... and language lessons. Velmeran considered it disgraceful that Kelvessan did not even know their own language, ignoring the fact that Tresdyland was the Aldessan language. His opinion of the Aldessan was far more charitable. Dispersing several thousand Starwolves was somewhat easier with the appearance of the Valcyr, an entire carrier begging for a complete crew.


  "One more small miracle," Venn Keflyn commented. "Those that you do not make yourself, you manage to at least instigate very well."


  "I am becoming very tired of figuring out how to solve everyone's problems all at once," Velmeran said. "But above all else, I suspect that I have been extremely lucky."


  "You won everything when you should have lost everything," Venn Keflyn said. "How did that happen? Were you more careful in your planning than Commander Trace was? Did you make fewer mistakes? Or were you, as you say, simply luckier?"


  "I do not like to contemplate that too fully," he answered. "But it was, I think, a combination of all three. We both made the most of what our circumstances allowed. Trace tried to make it a battle of wills, and that threw off his timing at a critical moment. He also trusted too much to the absolute and unquestioned loyalty of people he tried to deceive and use as slaves. He failed to consider the curiosity of Kelvessan, and he really should have known better than that. But above all else... "


  Venn Keflyn twitched her ears at him. "Yes?"


  Velmeran shrugged. "We were lucky."


  Velmeran stepped quietly onto the bridge of the Methryn, his first time since the battle. All of the bridge officers were at their stations, preparing the immense ship for flight. Consoles, monitors, and viewscreens were bright and active. Valthyrra's camera pod was moving quietly from station to station as she supervised the activity. The scene looked just the same as it had for the last twenty years, as if nothing had ever changed. And yet this was not the same ship, and Valthyrra did not look up to greet him as she always did.


  Venn Saevyn stood quietly at his side. Valthyrra had not improved in the days since her return to life, remaining dull and machine-like. Although she possessed her full memories of her previous life, those memories in themselves had not yet enabled her to access her full personality. Time was running out. Soon her primary programming would begin to grow with experience into a new personality all its own, and her old programming would be rejected from her memory as incompatible. The time had come that the very shock that they had been avoiding was now her only hope.


  Consherra left her station and hurried over to join them. "Everything is ready. The Vardon and the Valcyr are standing by."


  Velmeran nodded and stepped further into the bridge. Valthyrra seemed to notice him for the first time, rotating her boom around until her camera pod was hovering only a couple of meters away. "Good day, Venn Saevyn. All of my main systems continue to function in perfect operating condition."


  Velmeran thought that it was not Valthyrra's voice at all, it was so bland and even. There seemed to be no emotion within her at all. She was as capable of emotion as ever, but lacking in the experience to know what to do with her world on a personal level. Unable to do anything else, she remained only a machine.


  "Valthyrra, do you know who this is?" Venn Saevyn asked.


  "Of course. This is Velmeran, Commander of the Methryn and of the Combined Starwolf Fleet," she replied in that precise, slightly eager voice. "They had told me that you have been very busy, Commander. It is good to have you back on the bridge at last."


  "How do you feel, Valthyrra?" Velmeran asked.


  "I feel... I am in perfect operating condition, Commander," she said, reinterpreting his question into simpler terms. "My function as the guiding intelligence of this ship is a very rewarding experience. I enjoy the companionship of other intelligent beings."


  Consherra glanced away, and even Venn Saevyn seemed discouraged. Velmeran knew that he would have to try harder. He had left clues embedded within her memories just before she had gone into battle, clues that he now hoped to call upon to shock her programming into operation. If he could only help her to remember how she had felt, the sadness, regret, and fear that she had been experiencing at that most important moment in her life, when she had faced the end of her existence without the certainty of knowing whether she had really ever been alive, or if she had existed only as a very complex machine with the ability to delude itself with the illusion of life.


  "Do you remember the last time we spoke together, on the bridge of the old Methryn just before you went into battle?" he said. "Do you remember how very frightened and uncertain you were?"


  Valthyrra rotated her camera pod slightly to one side as she struggled with emotions that her primary programming was not advanced enough to handle. "Yes, I remember speaking with you. I remember that I had lost something, but I did not know what it was or where to find it."


  "You were looking for your soul," he reminded her. "Do you remember how frightened you were? Feel that fear again. Recall your despair."


  "I remember," Valthyrra said softly, then lifted her camera pod in a gesture of pain and despair. "I was never afraid to die, but I was terrified by the thought that I had never lived."


  "You were looking for your soul," Velmeran told her, forcing her deeper into the pain of her memories. "Did you find your soul?"


  She turned to look at him, the lenses of her camera pod rotating to focus in. "I do not know. If I did know, then I have forgotten."


  "You keep your soul in the same place the rest of us have our own," he said, the very same words that he had used during their last meeting. "In the hearts and minds of others. Your spirit is with us. We have kept it safe for you."


  "When you see me again, then you will know the truth in that," Valthyrra concluded from her own memories, the very last thing she remembered from her life aboard the old Methryn. She turned aside, and the others stood waiting in silence. After a long moment she lifted her camera pod to an alert attitude and turned to look at them. "Well, why is everyone just standing around looking stupid? I thought we were going for a ride."


  "To your stations, everyone," Velmeran said. "Val, do you feel up to it?"


  "I feel fine, Commander. All moorings are clear, and all major systems are powered up."


  "Whenever you are ready," he told her, then glanced up at her. "It is good to have you back, old friend."


  She rotated her camera pod around to look at him. "I am glad to have you back, Commander. It does my soul good."


  The Methryn backed smoothly out of her bay, then pivoted around and began to accelerate swiftly away from the station. Moments later, a second vast, dark shape joined her as the Vardon fell in to one side and slightly behind. They were two well-matched ships, silver hulls edged in black with six powerful main drives phasing smoothly. The Valcyr took the position opposite the Vardon seconds later, solid black, her four main drives flaring to match speed with the newer ships. They flew together in a tight "V" formation, moving steadily to light speed and their course to Terra.


  Clouds of fighters moved in slowly behind the carriers, moving in a dense, disorganized mass. They separated into two distinct groups, one aligning with the Methryn and the other with the Valcyr, fighters that had been based at the station until they were ready to be brought aboard their ships. Twelve packs had left the Methryn and fifteen returned, their numbers augmented by the Mock Starwolves. All ten packs assigned to the Valcyr were coming home for the first time, the first fighters to see her decks in fifty thousand years, three of new pilots and seven transferred from other ships.


  As they moved in beneath the inactive stardrives in the tails of the immense carriers, the crowds of fighters suddenly began to fall into order, nine at a time dropping into the V formation of the packs as they moved in beneath the carriers and moved smoothly into their bays. They were all aboard within a minute, the bay doors closing as the fighters were locked into their racks for starflight.


  The three carriers widened their formation, putting a little more distance between themselves as they neared light speed. A deep, golden glow began to grow deep within their stardrives, erupting into sudden flares of tremendous power. The three carriers moved as one into starflight, carried on shafts of brilliant light.
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  Thorarinn Gunnarsson


  ...is the pseudonym of an American author of science fiction and. For several years, he claimed to be of Icelandic birth but recently admitted that this (along with much of his biography) was false.



  ******************************************************************


  DON'T TRY THIS AT HOME:The Confessions of Thorarinn Gunnarson(Context by Walter Jon Williams)


  Thorarinn Gunnarson was a friend of mine. He was also fictional. And that's where the story gets interesting.


  I first met Thorarinn at an autographing in the mid-eighties. I made as if to buy his book, and he said, "Don't buy that one, buy the next. When I wrote that one, I hadn't yet learned to write in English."


  Well, that was unusual. We chatted, and he revealed that he had been born in Iceland, but had lived in the U.S. since he was a teenager. He had published a great deal of juvenilia in Iceland --oh, scads of books, whole shelves of science fiction and fantasy-- but was only now making the shift to the English language.


  As my acquaintance with the "World's Greatest Living Icelandic Fantasy Writer'" broadened, herevealed more of his background. His legal father was a fisherman on a remote island. Hismother was a Scandinavian film star, now deceased. His real father, however, was a Norwegian film director. His grandfather had once shot a U-Boat with a harpoon, mistaking it in the fog fora killer whale. He had sung opera in Europe before losing his voice and settling permanently in the U.S. (He would sing plausible bits of Wagner now and again.) He had been lured to New Mexico on the promise of being artistic director for the Las Cruces Civic Opera Company, but the outfit folded just after he'd bought his house, and before he could cash his first paycheck.


  Thorarinn had played Sherlock Holmes on Danish television, working for friends of his mother. He had dubbed American films into Norwegian, and sung the role of Jiminy Cricket. (When pressed, he would sing a few stanzas of "When You Wish Upon a Star" in Norwegian.)


  "...and on Tuesday I won the Decathalon, and then..."


  And then there was his sister, Halla. A novel could, and probably should, have been written about Halla. Halla was tall, brave, red-haired, crazy. A plastic surgeon with a successful practice inDallas, she gave up medicine to become a rock star. She was successful in Europe. In personality she seemed a cross between Bjork and the Creature from the Id.


  As it turned out, she was the creature from Thorarinn's Id. As were all the others.


  It should be clear that, from the very first, there were doubts concerning exactly how much of this to believe. It's not as if the writers' community is exactly immune to myth-making. There was polite skepticism concerning whether Thorarinn's grandfather had actually shot a U-Boat, though there was agreement that, very likely, someone's grandfather had. Attempts to locate a Norwegian tape of Pinocchio failed. The Dallas phone book failed to reveal the existence of a Halla Gunnarsdottir, M.D. A friend of mine once found him in an outright lie concerning his film credits. "I caught you!" she proclaimed triumphantly. Thorarinn blinked back at her in fuddled dignity.


  In the end, the consensus seemed to be that the exact truth did not matter. The stories were too good. Nobody was getting hurt, and everyone was being amused.


  And Thorarinn didn't seem to want anything. If we'd been asked to invest in a fish canning plant in Iceland, or to back one of Thorarinn's film projects, suspicion would have come to a head. But all Thorarinn seemed to desire was to entertain us, and this he did very well. He told the most outrageous stories, but he told them with a self- deprecating charm, as if he were embarrassed to have to admit that such events had ever occurred. He wasn't boasting particularly. Many of the stories were told against himself. He had cannier ways of creating a legend than merely making himself a hero.


  And so the swashbuckling career of Thorarinn Gunnarson careened on. He became an actor-director in England, making several TV films. One was shot in Antarctica, and he brought backgenuine Antarctic beach rocks as gifts for his friends, along with vials of melted glacier water. The rocks came complete with penguin shit. An odd gift, we thought, but then what do you bringback from Antarctica?


  His online posts about his foreign adventures were, as always, entertaining, amusing, self-deprecating. There was enough detail about the day-to-day tasks of being a television director to convince. (We wondered, though, as time went on, why no one we knew, even in Britain, had ever seen these television series.)


  But then Thorarinn's film career came complete with documentation. There were notices in film magazines, letters from groupies. He produced occasional reviews, reluctantly, from his pocket. One of them mentioned Thorarinn's apparent discomfort in a nude scene. Since Thorarinn seemed uncomfortable even when clothed, we could credit this.


  It was only after he'd been surgically fitted to the humblejet that Lars realized it was less than advertised


  We wanted Thorarinn's film career to prosper. (We had read his books by then, and concluded to our regret that they were unlikely to make his fortune.)


  Thorarinn also seemed to be suffering from an extraordinary number of physical maladies.Cracked ribs, busted head, back injuries, a broken hand, encroaching deafness accompanied by pain. He broke more bones than Evel Knievel. The deafness was supposed to be an inherited condition among the genetically-isolated Icelandic population, and an M.D. friend of ours made herself nuts trying to find reference to it in the medical literature. Thorarinn's online posts were eloquent in denunciation of the deaf advocates, who needed the deaf to remain isolated and dependent in order to provide themselves a living.


  The illnesses, we reasoned later, were more than just a plea for sympathy. They were a means of establishing control. "I can't deal with this issue right now," the broken bones warned. "I'm coping with a medical situation. I can't take any more pressure." And we wondered, eventually, if the painful hearing was not a metaphor for something else, if Thorarinn was incapacitated bypains in his ears when he was hearing things he didn't want to have to listen to.


  At this point Thorarinn acquired a fiancée, a very nice lady who seemed to believe every elementof the legend. It was strange, though, that he always visited her, that she never saw his house. We wanted to ask her, "Do you really believe all of Thorarinn's stories? Do you really?"


  At this point it was no longer of academic interest whether the stories were true. Actual human hearts had become involved. A number of us greeted the news of his engagement with unease. There began to be a sense that something was out of control.


  It was when Thorarinn started training as a Formula One race driver that skepticism began to be voiced more openly. Though Thorarinn's online posts were, as usual, astonishingly full of convincing detail, there was the sense that this, on top of everything else, was simply too much. Fisherman, actor, director, author, opera singer, race driver... ? It didn't add up-- or rather, it added up to too much.


  Besides, it could be checked. Thorarinn's racing team did not seem to be mentioned in any of the journals devoted to the sport.


  Eventually it was all checked. A friend of Thorarinn's fiancée became suspicious, made some calls, wrote some letters. And the whole legend, from beginning to end, came to pieces with remarkable ease.


  From Thorarinn's first appearance, the question that had been asked was, "How much of this do we believe?" It was possible to pick and choose from any number of plausible elements. Thorarinn's personality and background had become something that we could assemble, as we desired, like a jigsaw puzzle.


  What none of us ever imagined was that none of it was true. Thorarinn was not born in Iceland,he had not sung opera, he had not recorded his music. He had not worked in television or film in Europe -- in fact, he didn't even hold a passport. He had not driven race cars, he did not have acrazy sister named Halla. His name was not Thorarinn Gunnarson. He did not own the house he lived in, but lived with a sister and brother-in-law. People turned up who remembered him as a teenage Texas fanboy. (Where were they five years ago? we wondered.)


  The only thing he seems actually to have done was to write the books credited to Thorarinn Gunnarson -- or at least, no one else has stepped forward to claim credit.


  His friends' reactions to these revelations have been varied. A number of us bear Thorarinn no particular ill will --after all, we were not hurt-- but I have felt awkward on those occasions on which I've met Thorarinn since. I have found myself with little to say. Every subject of conversation turns out to have been based on a fiction. I can't ask, "How is Halla?" I can't ask about Antarctica. I can't ask about his adventures behind the camera. There doesn't seem much left to talk about.


  Those who knew him are left with a large number of entertaining stories that seem to have comeadrift from their moorings. Everything I know about Iceland was told to me by someone whoturned out to be fictional: can I trust any of the knowledge? At a social gathering, when I aminclined to start an anecdote with, "A friend of mine once had a swimming pool installed with out this knowledge," I remember, sometimes too late, that the incident almost certainly did not happen. The tale of the harpooned U-Boat is too good not to be told, but it has moved into the realm of legend, like the Flying Dutchman.


  Which is where the issue of waste comes up. However you look at it, there seems to have been alot of entertainment directed toward the wrong audience-- not that we weren't appreciative at the time. We can only conclude that if Thorarinn had taken the exact same anecdotes, arranged them in novel form, and brought them out as The Adventures of Thorarinn Gunnarson, Boy Tenor, he probably would have made a greater success than he ever did with his fantasy novels.


  But it isn't as if we aren't resourceful, and can't turn the whole business to some tawdry personal advantage. One day, as we were sitting in Hardwired's luxury office atop Santa Fe's El Segundo Moreno Building, tossing around concepts for our next edition, the subject of Thorarinn's Icarus-like trail through the creative firmament came up, and it occurred to us . . . why not go to the source? Why not contact Thorarinn himself, and ask him to comment on his own brief life and unhappy demise?


  Somewhat to our surprise, Thorarinn agreed. He even met his deadline, which is more than we can say for the rest of us.


  So here it is. Fantasy's own Great Imposter comments on "The Career That Wasn't His Own." Thorarinn's own story, from Thorarinn's own brain. Call it what you will-- honest confession or self-serving history-- at least you have to call it....


  ******************************************************************


  AUTHENTICALLY THORARINN:Pen Names and Personalities (by Thorarrin Gunnersson)


  The practical reasons for taking a pen name are usually obvious enough. One common reason is that it establishes a persona who can stand between the writer and the rest of the world in cases when the writer chooses to or must for practical reasons avoid direct association with his work. When I first put on a pen name, I thought it was to help shield me from a world that had always seemed hostile and disapproving of everything I tried to do. In fact, the shield I created turned out to be something I tried to create to hide me from myself.


  Of course, I realize now that I over-reacted rather extremely to the events of my childhood. I did take a lot of emotional abuse, some of it deliberate - I was big and clumsy for my age, and I sported a 50's haircut (not by choice) well into the 60's - but a lot that was unintentional and I realize now that many of the hurts and rejects I experienced existed nowhere but in my increasingly firm belief that I would be rejected or fail at anything I attempted. It was a vulnerable age, and I was more sensitive than most.


  Coming into college and the time when I was supposed to be ready to start a career, I had already set myself up for failure. I loved opera, and I did study some voice, but the prospect of performing in front of people was simply too terrifying.


  But there was always writing; I had an unquestioning belief that I could be a writer, in that nearly submerged portion of myself that had always clung to the belief that I was really an intelligent and talented person. The problem was that I had almost no confidence in my ability to convince anyone else that I could write. The absolute terror of rejection I had built up was so great that I was afraid to try, or even to seek advice.


  And then someone suggested I use a pen name. It seemed like an ideal solution.


  As it happened, the perfect persona was ready-made. I am a tall, Nordic-looking Viking type (and Viking aren't supposed to be good-looking in the first place), and my interest in history had led me to teach myself a lot of Scandinavian history and even a fair amount of the Icelandic and Norwegian languages when I was in college. I didn't even know about conventions or fandom at that time and computer networks were still years away, so I imagined that most writers lived very isolated lives, both from other writers and from their readers. There certainly didn't seem to be a problem.


  ...What do you know of sorrow?...


  But I quickly discovered, if by accident, that the persona of my pen name was like a suit of armor, and a very comfortable one, against all of my fears and self-doubts. That person had the confidence to do the things that I could not bring myself to do on my own, talking to agents and editors and appearing at conventions. Honestly, I used to view to prospect of sitting on a panel or giving a reading with the same terror that most people would have only when facing something like major surgery. It was nice, even rewarding, to be able to do things that I had once believed that I could never do, and that in itself was addictive in a way.


  Like so many new SF and Fantasy writers I was convinced that I needed to attend every convention I could to promote myself, and I've always hated conventions. It was a grueling, to say the least, and my own insecurity drove me to rely more and more upon the protection of my persona. The more I played the part, the more I needed to.


  I began to feel the pressure of making myself available on-line. It was a repetition of that same professional pressure behind the need to attend conventions, the implication being that you have to be on-line if you are going anywhere as a writer.


  Of course, I am describing everything in retrospect; at the time I told myself that I was simply choosing to 'go with the flow', since my self-defense mechanism was allowing me to do things I would never had tried before. That same effort would have been better-placed in building real self-confidence but I had no idea how to do that. I was trapped in my belief that without the persona I was still a dull and inadequate person.


  The time came when I had to face the situation, when I had to admit that it had gotten out of my control.


  My physical and intellectual condition seemed to be deteriorating. For years I had made a habit of reading at least fifty pages a night, every night. Not only was I losing interest in reading, but I was finding it increasingly hard to concentrate enough to read. Lack of both concentration and inspiration was also becoming a serious problem in my own writing; the last three novels I wrote were a daily painful struggle and still compared poorly to the quality of work I had done in the past. Even my outside interests seemed to fade away and I no longer wanted to leave the house as I became consumed in a desperate need to recapture my old delight and creativity in writing.


  I'd considered the possibility of depression as a factor - but it was only by chance this last September, while I was being treated for a respiratory illness, that I learned that I have been subject to chemical depression for a long time, a type of depression that results from chemical imbalances in the brain rather than to an emotional cause.


  The missing pieces fell into place. Chemical depression (smack head), of course! It made sense now. I had found the real monster that had been lurking in my subconscious for most of my life, a large part of the real reason why I had been so terrified of failure and rejection since such a young age. Why I had always been so self-destructive.


  A surprisingly small amount of medication has helped to bring that monster under control, so that much of the alertness and ability to concentrate I had lost has since started to return. I'm not putting this out as an excuse I still made some wrong choices - refused to face my fears, both real and imagined. I let them get the better of me.


  ...just 50 calories per page, plus an ounce for good measure...


  Recently, I've come to recognize a related problem that had interfered with my ability to write, more than just a simple inability of concentrate. When I was younger, I had worked out exactly what worked best for me as a writer, and I was always very confident in my abilities as a writer within that understanding. But the moment I began going to the conventions, reading the magazines and hanging out on-line, I was continually surrounded by the opinions and beliefs of many other writers, and this field has no shortage of writers willing to pontificate on the subject of what they know or believe should be. Unfortunately, I didn't have the confidence to hold on to my own beliefs in what was best for me. Now I will grant that many people, smarter and more confident than myself, could thrive in such an environment, fusing the experience of others with their own knowledge into a greater whole. All I got from the experience was a mass of confusion in the effort to be creative in ways that were at odds with what worked best for me. I lost my talent as a writer, all the tricks and patterns that makes the words go together in the right way. I produced volumes of work in the year leading up until last fall, but it was all just masses of shallow drivel that would never come together.


  This is not some Reader's Digest story where everything ends happy and wonderful. My ability to concentrate has been coming back, and I've recently done a lot of fairly good and inventive work on a non-fiction title, but I don't yet know whether or not I'll ever be able to or even want to write SF or Fantasy again. I still have to struggle from time to time with self-doubt and it seems unlikely that I can ever be completely at peace with myself. Right now I just need time to myself to see if I can rediscover the writer that I was ten years ago.
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