The Defenders

By
Bill Baadwin

Beyazh," Brim ydlled, hauling
inthelittle ship's helm.
"Get that last torpedo ready.
NOwW!"

"We're not going to firethisone,” Brim warned, holding up hishand, "instead, we're going to
jettisonit.”

"Jettison?' Beyazh exclaimed. "An armed torpedo?’

"Yeah," Brim said through clenched teeth; the Leaguers were catching up fast, "...but set the fuse
for proximity—at about five hundred irds."

" gpace mine!" the Huvannian whispered. "Of course.”

"If they'll just hold off firing afew more clicks,” Brim grunted, his eyes glued to the aft view
display. The bastards had to be just where he wanted them. "Ready..." hewarned. A whir behind the alt
bulkhead told him that the number five torpedo-loading hatch was open. The Leaguers were nearly on
top of him. He dared not wait another moment.

"Let'er go!" he bellowed, then shoved the thrust dampersinto MILITARY OVERLOAD.

No sooner had the gector mechanism cycled than both League shipsfired ranging shots—and
gpace itsdf erupted in abinding inferno of raw energy...
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CHAPTER 1
Back to Gimmeas

ASHF234812-19E GROUP 198BA 113/52011
[TOP SECRET]

PERSONNEL ACTION MEMORANDUM, IMPERIAL FLEET,
PERSONAL COPY

FROM:
BU FLEET PERSONNEL,
ADMIRALTY, AVALON

TO:

W. A. BRIM, CAPTAIN, I.E. IVG
AVALON

<0893BV C-12-K2134MV/573250>
SUBJECT: DUTY ASSIGNMENT

(1) YOU ARE DETACHED PRESENT IVG DUTY AS OF 205/52012.

(2) PROCEED MOST EXPEDITIOUS TRANSPORT GIMMAS STARBASE,
HAEFDON. REPORT REAR ADM B. GALLSWORTHY, 11 GROUP, HOME
FLEET, DEFENSE COMMAND, ASWING COMMANDER.

(3) SUBMIT TRAVEL EXPENSE VOUCHERS DIRECT ADMIRALTY

C/OH. DRUMMOND, REAR ADMIRAL, |.E

FOR THE EMPEROR:
TANDOR K. KNORR, CAPTAIN, I.F.

[END TOP SECRET]
ASHF234812-19E

"Handsto landfdl stations! All hands man your stations for landfall. Secure from HyperSpace
operdions...."

Frigid, cloud-swept Haefdon, third planet of the dying star Gimmes, filled the forward
Hyperscreens as Imperia destroyer Jacques Schneider —eight days out from Ava on—shut down her



interstellar Drive and thundered in toward landfall using gravity generators done. On the cramped flight
bridge, Captain Wilf Brim, |.F., leaned forward in ajump seat between the two Helmsmen, listening to
sounds of thudding feet, the dull bang of airtight doors and hatches, starsailors hurrying to their stations,
and the general cacophony associated with securing a starship from deep space. It was never easy for an
active Hemsman to ride as a passenger, but at least he wasn't saring a a bulkhead asthe powerful little
warship settled purposefully toward the thick undercast—he hated riding that way.

The deck trembled dightly as stumpy Zinu Corbell in the left seat turned up power in preparation
for theroiling storms that were part and parcel of entry to the planet-girding Imperia Fleet base below.
Brim chuckled. Corbeil—a Lieutenant Commander—spoke with a Rhodorian diaect you could carry in
abucket. The man had alot of rank for commanding a mere destroyer, and an elderly one at that. But
drastic starship reductionsin the past meant that often senior officers skippered the few shipsthat
remained in service. Keeping an enemy a bay while rebuilding (and recrewing) a sadly neglected fleet
was only one of amyriad of problemsfacing the Grand Galactic Empire of Emperor Onrad V after his
recent declaration of war. And not al of those troubles came from his perennia adversary, the League of
Dark Stars.

"Gimmas Tower Nineteen, Imperia V981 iswith you out of twenty-four and ahaf for
twenty-four,” Sada Takanada broadcast to the Sector 19 Controller. Clearly younger than Corbell, the
diminutive Takanadalooked asif she had recently graduated from the Hemsman's Academy—but she
was probably nearer Brim's age of forty-seven than that of a cadet.

"Imperia V981" the distant tower replied, " Sector Nineteen Control reads you. Continue
descent and maintain one zero thousand. The dtimeter ninetwo ninefive."

Brim listened to the discourse with redl interest. Approachesto Gimmas Haefdon were routinely
difficult, even for old-timerslike Corbeil. Storms kept Helmsmen busy with smple basics—like
attempting to stay on course. Whenever traffic permitted, Controllers here kept close track of landing
garships, especidly little ones. And with very recent reactivation of the base, traffic was il light.
Certainly not the madhouse he remembered from the last war, more than eleven years ago. He shook his
head sadlly at that thought—what wouldn't the Admirdty give to have that madhouse of shipstoday!

"Imperid V981: suggest a heading of two five zero two five to join the Blue-10 zero one zero
radia inbound."

Corbeil put the helm over. "Imperia V981 turning two five zero," he answered. Only clicks|ater,
the flames of reentry died in their wake and the little starship shuddered as her trilon-shaped hull met the
first of Gimmass famous turbulence. Soon they were driving aong through the first ragged cloud tatters.
At least four more layers of dirty-looking, wind-frayed clouds defined themsalves below before
perspectiveitsalf was swalowed in the murky undercast of the planet's dismal afternoon. Asthe starship
descended into solid cloud, Corbeil and Takanada began their final checkout litany.

"Warning pand?'

"Altimeters?"

"Verified."

"Landing lights..."

"Imperid V981.: radio check," the distant Controller interrupted.

"Loud and clear," Takanada answered, "—and the lights are ON." Corbell had now
concentrated most of his congderable facilities on the helm. Jacques Schneider wastossing likealesf in
amillrace while rain and hail thundered againgt the forward Hyperscreens, ingtantly turning to steam on
the outer layers of crystd till heated by their reentry.

Brim turned up the power on his seat restraints, then tightened his shoulder belts. He'd been
through this particular soup athousand times at least.

"Start the approach check, Sada."

"Ten degresslift enhancers....”

"Ten degrees.”

"Auto flight panels...."



"Imperia V981" the tower Controller interrupted again, "reduce speed to one eight zero and
descend to five thousand ird s dtitude.”

"V 981—speed to one eight zero and down to five thousand. Zinu, say again the auto flight
pands.”

"Checked."

Thelitany continued until, just short of two thousand irals dtitude, little Jacques Schneider
gamdy plunged out of the overcast into amounting gale and driving snow—ancient Gimmaswas living up
to her hard reputation for weather. Below in the gray afternoon murk, Brim could seeice-flecked rollers
tossing wildly in column against dender causeway's dotted with Karlsson lamps. Almost at the limit of his
vison, along goodstrain gave off tremendous sparks asit seemed to crawl acrossthe arcing spans.
Relativity. Brim knew it was doing at least five hundred clenyts each metacycle.

"Imperia V98L: you're Six clenytsfrom the marker," the Tower announced. "Turn left to heading
nine seven one and join the locdizer a seventeen hundred. Y ou are cleared for instrument approach one
seven left.”

"Heet V981 acknowledges dl of that," Corbeil answered. "Thank you...."

Ahead, aland mass was materidizing out of the gloomy mists. Here and there, beacons flashed
indigtinctly, and reflected daylight—such as it was—defined a maze of cands. Massve, slver-domed
reactor towers dotted the snow-covered landscape. Brim shook his head. It wasamost asif eleven
years had suddenly compressed to nothing. Little more than ayear ago the great sector harbor had
appeared to be completely abandoned—frozen over and lifeless. Now, asthey approached, thousands
of Karlsson lights glowed everywhere among amyriad of buildings and odd-shaped structuresthat had
once been buried in ahundred iral's of snow.

"Sector Tower One Nineto Imperia V981.: you are cleared to land three-seven | eft, wind one
nine zero & fifty, gust to one onetweve.”

"Thank you, Tower...."

While Corbell turned onto find, apoint of ruby light burned through the mit at them—thelanding
vector. Moments later their own triangular shadow moved in benesth them and they wereleve, skimming
just above the tops of the huge rallers. From long years of ingtinct, Brim glanced out the quarter window,
judging their touchdown asif he were at the controls. The generators surged for amoment asthe ship
rotated dightly nose high, then great cascades of white water soared skyward on either side of the hull as
Corbeil "plastered” the ship onto her "gravity foot," the hull-shaped depression in the water sarships
made when they were on the surface. Four orange lights appeared on the instrument pand as he shifted
the generatorsinto reverse, and a succession of graviton waves sent clouds of spray forward until the
ship cameto ahdt aregulation twenty-five irds above her foot, pitching moderately in the ground swell.

"All hands secure from landfall operations. All hands secure from landfall operations,” the blower
announced. "Go to your stations, al landing parties. Stand by mooring and fender beams...."

"Nice landing, Commander," Brim said. The words were no mere courtesy. Corbeil had actually
made the whole thing seem easy—which was, after dl, agood bit of what Helmsmanship was dl abouit.
But nothing was particularly easy on Gimmas Haefdon. He knew. Y ears ago, held called the huge, frigid
base "home."

Corbeil turned and grinned. "Thanks, Captain Brim," he said. "'l watched you bring in those tricky
little Mitchell Trophy racersacouple o' years back—so | take those words as quite a compliment.”

Brim nodded, feding hisface flush. "I never had to land aracer on Gimmas," hereturned as
Corbeil taxied the little ship past aglowing buoy tossng in the swell and headed toward two
age-blackened monoaliths that marked the entrance to Sector 17's harbor. The horrible weather was what
made the frozen planet such a perfect Fleet base. Nobody el se but starsailors could be persuaded to go
there.

Negotiating amaze of wide, one-walled candslined by rows of gravity pools—many occupied
by huge freightersfrom dl over the Empire—they headed through driving snow for aforest of massve
shipyard cranes and a huge structure of ancient, age-blackened brick that Brim recognized asafinishing



bay where recently completed starships were fitted out in preparation for Fleet duty. Clearly, this part of
the great base would soon be in the business of building afleet again. On either sde of the cand,
causaways were alive with scurrying vehicles of al kinds and shapes. Past a sharp curve, beacons began
to strobe agtride one of the gravity-pool ramps curving up from the water. Through the snow, he could
make out two bundled figures on acorner of the old stone seawdll, holding their ears against the noise as
the starship approached. The taller was clearly a Sodeskayan Bear, splendidly dressed in his country's
diginctive papakha (atall black hat shaped like awoolly pillbox), high boots made of black lesther so
soft they bagged at the ankles, and along, deep maroon Fleet Cloak cut on thelines of its Imperia
counterpart. The other figure, dressed in the dark blue greatcloak of the Imperia Fleet wore an officer's
cap and significant bands of gold above his cuffs. Both waved as Corbell applied the gravity brakes and
swung the starship's nose over aglowing Becton tube that led up the curving stone ramp to agravity
pool.

Outside on the obsidian hull, parties of deck hands in magnetic boots and clumsy-looking
antiradiation mittens were aready racing here and there to open hatches to activate the mooring systems.
Generators surged for amoment asthe ship's mass transferred from its gravity foot, and moments|ater,
they were coasting onto the pool. Below, on the age-stained cobblestones, six spool-shaped repulsion
generatorsfilled the great, open cell with areassuring yellow glow. Corbeil eased the ship into reversefor
amoment while mooring beams legped out to optica bollards dong the pool'swalls, surging and flashing
as Jacques Schneider settled to her moorings. Then he glanced at Takanada, who grinned and nodded
in return while aweathered brow clanked into place abaft the bridge and connected to the boarding port
with agreat rush of airr.

"All hands stand by for loca gravity," she announced as six jewelsin an overhead pand switched
from red to orange. "All hands stand by for loca gravity."

Brim braced himsalf, watching Takanada reach up and touch each jewd in turn, turning it from
orangeto green. A momentary wave of hausea savaged his gut and he fought his gorge to adraw. During
al hisyearsin space, hed never quite gotten used to The Switchover—just the momentary discomfort it
brought. He shook his head wryly asthe feding rapidly passed. A lot of people never had any problems
adl...

"Finished with generators,”" Corbell announced to the bearded visage of an Engineering Officer
that appeared in aglobular display.

"Aye, Captain.”

Simultaneoudy, the background rumble of gravity generators died to thefirst slence Brim had
encountered since the ship lifted off seven days previoudy.

They were down.

Brim had departed Avaon in such ahurry he had little in the way of baggage as he descended
through the brow, dodging busy crewmen running past in both directions. He pulled his Fleet Cloak
tighter around his neck and turned up the heet againgt blasts of cold air surging up from below. Ashe
stepped outside into the snowy air, two figures resembling the pair he had spied on the seawall stepped
forward. He recognized them dmost immediately. "Dr. Borodov!" he exclamed, first sdluting the
Sodeskayan officer, who returned the sa ute, then immediately engulfed him in atraditional Bear hug.

"Wilfooshkal" the Bear replied. "Seemslike year of specid holidayssincel last laid eyesonyou.”
Grand Duke (Doctor) Anastas Alexi Borodov was master of vast baronial estatesin the deeply wooded
lake country outside Holy Gromcow on the G.F.S.S. "Mother" planet of Sodeskayaitself, and—for
Brim—as closeto family asanyone dive. He was a0 perhaps the greatest Drive scientist in the known
Universe. Both collars of his maroon Fleet Cloak were tipped in the black leather of the Sodeskayan
Engineers and bore three stars, denoting a Colonel Generd. Graying fur on his great muzzle would have
been chestnut-colored in his youth but was now as much silver as brown. Somewhat bowed by the
years, he sood only alittletaler than Brim'ssix-ird height, but histiny eyes sparkled with youthful humor
and prodigiousintellect behind apair of old-fashioned horn-rimmed spectacles. Enormous sideburns
provided him with amost profoundly academic countenance despite ahuge, wet nose of the sort that



gave most Bears adightly comic look in humans eyes—until they'd seen one angry. They werethe only
warm-blooded beingsin the galaxy who could enjoy Gimmasswesther. If anything, the origina seed
planets of the Great Federation were often colder.

Grinning, Brim emerged from the Bear's embrace only to encounter another old friend and
mentor, now aRear Admira with abroad and anarrow gold band above the cuffs of hisdark blue
Imperial Fleet Cloak. Bosporus Gallsworthy—no one e sein the Universe had that combination of dark
complexion, thin, dry lips, pockmarked jowls, and eyesthat could drill holesin hullmeta. Though Brim
had long since surpassed the man's skills at the controls of a starship, he till considered Gallsworthy the
greatest HEmsman of dl times. An astounding Atalantan who had started out as aground soldier, fighting
inthefirst Imperio-Leaguer Wars a |lepillag (947th Sector), Gallsworthy was wounded at the Emmos
Confrontation, and then, by purposaly losing his own medica records, transferred to the Fleet and
became aHemsman who hel ped destroy twenty Leaguer starships. "Hmm," he joked, returning Brim's
sdute. "Seemsto me Alexi and | once shipped out with somebody who looks alot like you.”

Thethree starsailors originally met aboard the old T-class destroyer |.F.S. Truculent &t the
beginning of Brim'sfird tour of duty. "Interesting, Admird," Brim replied, wrinkling his brow in mock
recollection. "'l believe I've heard of somebody likethat. A red troublemaker, if memory serves.”

Gdlsworthy laughed. "A red troublemaker indeed!”

"Couldn't have been me, then," Brim continued, rolling his eyes heavenward. "'l never make
trouble”

"That's good to know," Galsworthy said. "Thefdlow was about twenty years younger than you,
now that | think about it."

"Nineteen, to be exact, Admird," Brim chuckled. "But who's counting?*

"And herewe are, il fighting axaxtdamned war," Borodov growled. "Except this one we call
Second Great War, and we've given ten-year rest period to Leaguer zukeeds."

Brim nodded. "L ooks like they've made the most of it, too. Doctor.”

"So we have heard,” Gallsworthy replied. "And of course you were among thefirst to sample
their new fighting skills, Wilf. Alexi and | are most anxious to hear about your adventures asamercenary
in Huvanna™

Snow stung Brim'sface and he grinned. "As| am anxious to hear about this assgnment of mine,
Admird," hesad. "And rumors of anew ship, Genera."

"Ahal" Borodov exclaimed to Galsworthy, ahuge grin baring hisgem-inlaid fangs. "If you areno
longer troublemaker, you have at least lost none of your curiosity.” He peered over hisglasses and
nodded to a Fleet-blue staff skimmer hovering nearby in the passenger parking area. "Come, Wilf
Ansorivich," hesaid. "Wewill firgt drop you at the Vigting Officers Quarters so you can freshen up.
Later, over goblet of Logish Meem in Officers Bar, Bosporusand | will introduce you to many new
things—some you may even want to hear about.”

"WEélIl soon be needing dl the 'things we can get our handson,”" Brim said, starting off for the
waiting skimmer. "Because from what 1've seen of the Leaguers and their Second Grest War sofar,
they're going to be tougher to deal with than ever before...."

The period of time Brim and many of his contemporaries aready were referring to as the Second
Great War existed only asaname. In redity, it was no more than alogica extension of alarger struggle
that entered temporary hiatus el even years previoudy during Standard Y ear 52000 with the abdication of
Emperor Nergol Triannic, the League-proposed Treaty of Garak, and aconcomitant armistice until the
treaty could be approved.

Shortly after these three critica events, the Empire found itself divided into hostile camps of
war-weary reconciliationist groups and equaly war-weary militants. Most reconciliationists coa esced
rapidly into the politicaly powerful Congressfor Intra-Galactic Accord (CIGA). Militants,
however—comprising various military and veteran organizations—were still required to concentrate the
bulk of their efforts on such workaday tasks as securing the farflung bulwarks of Empire. They therefore
deadily lost palitica influence at dl levels, and subsequently, after furious debate throughout the Imperid



Parliament, the League's treaty—already signed by League Emperor Nergol Triannic—was pushed
through by CIGA Chief Puvis Amherst. It wasformadly ratified by (then) Emperor Greyffin IV two days
prior to the Year's End holiday in Avaon, 52000.

Amid vociferous Admiraty protests and resgnations, Imperia Heet reductions (with resultant
base closings) began promptly in 52001 to rigid schedules set forth in the new treaty. Each of the
ex-antagonists chose referees to oversee the other's disarmament progress. After two successive
Imperial Fleet reductionsin 52002 and 52003, out-of-work veterans gathered for a"March on Avalon.”
Most departed peacefully after Parliament vetoed cash bonuses recommended by Greyffin IV; however,
other, more adamant veterans were forcibly expelled by specia detachments of Imperid Marines
wearing the specid CIGA flash on their uniforms and lead by CIGA-digned officers.

A further reduction in Heet strength during 52004 completed Imperia disarmament requirements
and resulted in the smallest Fleet in the Empire's history. Half agalaxy away in Tarrott, Puvis Amherst
persondly confirmed smilar reductionsin League strength, but the scattering of starsailorswho remained
loyd to the Empire knew the League's claims were little more than fabrications. Unfortunately, aclamor
of pacifist emotion sweeping the Empire—though ultimately emotiond and uninformed—uwas nevertheess
politicaly unassailable. And while the League secretly built anew and much more powerful fleet, the
Empire continued to sink into impotency.

In 52005, culmination of athree-year sudy by the blue-ribbon Interdominion Reparations
Committee resulted in areport fixing League war liability a 132 hillion credits, to be indemnified during
the next ten Standard Y ears. Zoguard Grobermann, League Minister of State, promised that the
Chancellery would, "take the sum under advisement,” but no further action was forthcoming.

In 52006, the anti-L eague president of Beta Jago, Konrad Igno, was assassinated by an
unknown murderer during the traditional mid-year holiday interva in that dominion. League Minigter for
Public Consensus Hanna Notrom denied any knowledge of the act, and soon afterward, the League's
Supreme Council even enacted laws forbidding nation to prove once and for al their peaceful
intentions.

Early in 52007, exiled Nergol Triannic published his semibiographical Ughast Niefft asaforma
declaration of proper League objectives. By Avaonian midsummer, League sympathizers annexed dl
planets of the Gammil'lt star system at the request of openly League-endorsing Chancdllor, I. B. Groenl).
Atyear'send, CIGA dementsin the mperid Parliament itself passed the Cavir-Wilvo Bill posing
gringent limits on Imperid starship manufacture.

Soon after Standard Y ear 52008 began, exiled Nergol Triannic returned in triumph to Tarrott
and resumed the reins of L eague government wearing the outlawed black uniform of a Controller. Less
than one month later, Conrad Zorn, prominent intra-galactic traveler and industridist, was found
murdered after accusing the League of secretly expanding its Deep Space Fleet. By midyear, Triannic
repudiated the L eague's reparations debt and reintroduced compul sory military servicefor dl League
citizens. At the end of the League's Festival of Conquest holidays (Imperid Standard Date; 2 Nonad.
52008), Controller forces entered and occupied planets of The Torond, enthroned L eague-sympathi zer
Rogan LaKarn asruler, and proclaimed the "eternad” political union of League and Torond.

Midway through 52009, Zoguard Grobermann and Hanna Notrom jointly announced League
incorporation of the Zathian planetary system, asresult of aplebiscite. Soon afterward, Nergol Triannic
issued astern warning to the dominion of FHuvanna concerning trestment of League citizens dwelling on
its planets.

Early in 52010, after CIGA-inspired frustration of numerous Imperid atemptsto defend the
important Dominion of Fluvanna (supplier of nearly one hundred percent of the Empires Drive crystds),
Emperor Greyffin IV formed the Imperid Volunteer Group (IVG) from thefirst deven Starfury
garcruisersddivered, "leasing” not only the warships but their crewsto FHuvannafor ayear. Shortly
thereafter. League forcesinvaded and occupied the Dominion of Beta Jago, ignoring protests from
throughout the galaxy. Two months later—on trumped-up charges, Triannic also declared war on
Huvanna, thus supplying aspark that would eventudly reignite war itsdlf.

Until well into 52011, CIGAsthroughout the Imperia Parliament prevented implementation of



the Empire's mutua -ass stance treaty with Fluvanna. However, with the abdication of Greyffin IV, Onrad
V became Emperor and declared war on the League even as |V G forces destroyed huge L eague space
fortifications at Zongaar and set Triannic's timetable for conquest back nearly a Standard Y ear. Within a
month, the new Imperial Emperor dissolved the IV G, ordering his battle-proven crews back to anewly
expanding Imperid Fleet, where the veterans would be spread throughout the Home Fleet in preparation
for theinevitable Battle of Avaon. Wilf Brim—commander of the Zongaar raid—formed the vanguard
of thishistoric migration.

L ater, after aluxurioudy long shower and shave in awashroom large enough to turn around in,
Brim donned the only clean uniform he had with him and headed for the lobby. A hodgepodge of officers
in military dressfrom dl over the Empire relaxed here and there in the low-ceilinged room, some dozing
in battered couches, others puffing on spice-filled pipeswhile they idly sifted the newson globa displays.
Likelobbies of the other thousand-odd VV OQs Brim had seen—all painted in the same two tones of
wearisome green—it was one of two escapes from the ultimate boredom of alonely transient's cubicle.
He was headed for the other. ...

"Bar'sdown theroad, Captain,” adesk clerk said perspicacioudy. "Shdl | call askimmer?'

"Thanks, garsailor,” Brim answered, "but after aweek in adestroyer..."

"Aye, dgr," therating said with asmile. "Y ou'd rather walk. | know the fedin.' About ahaf clenyt
to starboard on your left. Can't missit.”

Brim nodded and headed for the door. Unless you liked snow—a lot of snow—Gimmeas
Haefdon offered little e se than vast amounts of work and drinking. Barsfor al rankstended to belarge
and crowded.

Outsde, thewind had lost some of itsintensity and the snow wasfalling less heavily. He returned
the salute of arating who was operating one of Gimmeas's ubiquitous snow shovels—thelittle machine
chirped and scurried off to the side of the parking lot as he passed—then he started down the dark
street, boots crunching on the fresh powder. No odors on Gimmas Haefdon, he thought for the millionth
time as hewaked in the muffled stillness. Smdls of al kinds been frozen solid for centuries.

Aheed, through gently falling snow, the street dwindled in perspective to diminishing circles of
light cast by along column of Karlsson lamps placed in military precision aong the center divider.
Somewhere in the distance he could hear the sound of big gravity generators spooling up. Ancient,
shadowed goods houses, one more massive than the next, loomed on either side, darkened reminders of
past Imperid might. Here and there, however, lights appeared in odd windows. Onrad V's hoary old
Imperia Fleet was once again on the upswing after more than ten years of intentional neglect, caused
from within by atraitor's organization, the Congress for Intra-Galactic Accord.

A garship thundered invisibly close overheed, itsgravs at full lift-off power. It wasdready lost in
Gimmeass swirling clouds. Brim laughed softly to himsalf, remembering hisearly daysat thebase asa
green Sub-lieutenant, fresh from the Hemsman's Academy on bamy Arid. Even discounting the
miserable weather of Carescria, hishomeland in one of the Empire's poorest sectors, after four Standard
Y earson bamy Arid, hed found himself quite unprepared for Gimmassfulsome climate. Y et hed
eventudly cometo think of the great base as home. He certainly didn't consider his native Carescriaas
any kind of home. And besides, at the time, Margot was here....

He sghed wistfully asthe snowy darkness merged through nearly seventeen yearsto the night he
met Her Serene Mg esty, Margot Effer'wyck, Princess of the Effer'wyck Dominions and first cousin to
Onrad, the present Imperid ruler. It had been aroutine wardroom party aboard little |.F.S. Truculent.
She was there as an ordinary Lieutenant—a hardworking one at that, he'd quickly discovered. And if the
tall, amply built woman were not the most beautiful he'd ever encountered, sheld till gppedledtohimina
most fundamenta manner. Even after al these years, he could picture her that night: artfully touded
golden curls and soft, expressive blue eyes, flashing with nimble intdligence. Skin dmost painfully fair,
brushed lightly with pink high in the cheeks. And when she smiled, her brow formed the most engaging
frown he could imagine. Moist lips, long, shapely legs, smdl breasts, and... He bit hislip.

They'd become loverslong after they'd fallenin love. She aprincess of Effer'wyck, the Empirée's



mogst influentia dominion—he acommoner from the shabbiest sector imaginable. For awhile, the
desperate absurdity of gaactic war had canceled out that awesome gap in status. But redlity intervened
soon enough, forcing a political marriage between Brim's Princess and Rogan LaKarn, Baron of the
Torond—a union designated to cement the bond between his massive palatinate and the Empire.

Afterward, the two Star-crossed lovers continued as best they could, carrying on atawdry affair
filled with endless Stretches of 1onging punctuated by brilliant flashes of their own specid passion. For a
while it had worked—even after ersatz peace forced areturn to "normal” canons of class and status. But
eventudly distance, achild, and Margot's growing addiction to the Leaguers devastating narcotic
TimeWeed ate away their tiesuntil only longing remained, buried deep within Brim's psyche to mask the
pain it brought. Now, he didn't know if she were even il dive.

Twin convoys of immense lorries droned pat, loaded with massve shapes under billowing
tarpaulins, their traction engines whipped the fresh snow into swirling eddies. The rushing columnswere
gone in amoment, swalowed up by the night and the snow asif it had never existed. Not even tracksin
the snow marked the passage of the big gravity skimmers.

He snorted. Thelorrieswerealot like Margot and himself, he thought, wryly brushing snow from
hisface. Asif they'd never met. Even the Emperor's sacrifice of their love had come to nothing, for in
spite of amarriage linking LaKarn to the royd family itsdlf, the preening bully eventudly alied himsdlf with
the League of Dark Stars and took Margot to the Side of the enemy—or s0 it sSometimes seemed to
those who kept track of such things. Until little more than amonth ago, that is, when sheld laid her own
life on thelineto save his, then disgppeared from the face of the Universein the explosion of agiant
spacefortification.

Grinding histeeth, he put that from his mind. Much as he wished to the contrary, there was
nothing he could do about Margot Effer'wyck-Lakarn at present, and he had a number of other pressing
matters on hismind, not the least of which was his new assgnmernt....

"Hoy! Brim! Only Bearswak on Gimmas when they canride.”

The voice yanked his mind back to the present. Beside him, acommand car hovered at curbside
with itsdoor open. Insde, illuminated only by instrument lights, he could see along, thin nose terminating
in an enormous mustache. Behind it were the rheumy eyes and painfully thin physique of Mark Vderian,
designer of I.F.S. Sarfury, name ship for awhole class of light cruisersthat had revol utionized space
warfare. In Brim's estimation, the man was easly the premiere starship designer of histimes. "Bearsand
Carescrians, Mark," he replied with agrin of pleasure. "We're both alittle daft.”

"I'll drink to that," VVaerian said matter-of-factly. "Anybody who'd fly thoseracing starships|
designed has to bealittle daft."

Brim grinned as his mind went spinning backward in years. Probably he had been alittle daft to
fly Vderian'sracers. It dl seemed so long ago, but the whole thing had begun only afew years
previoudy—in 52005, if he remembered correctly—when Sodeskayan physicist U.V. Popovatheorized
the Reflecting HyperLight Drive. Based upon Sheldon Traviss (then) obscure Special Theory Number
Six, Popova's hypothesis foreshadowed a whole new generation of starships. Under normal
circumstances, practica applications of such aradica new Drive would have required years of
experimentation. Instead, the Sngular riseto intergaactic prominence of ayearly competition for starship
speed, the Mitchell Trophy race, spurred Sodeskayan devel opment of the reflecting Drive to such a pace
that prototypes were available for use by Imperial racers within three years, permitting Imperid
Helmsmen like Brim to win permanent possession of the trophy—uwhile League Drive development
continued along amore conventiona path. This seemingly arcane technologica achievement combined
with smultaneous development by Designer Mark Vaerian of the classic Sherrington Starfury produced
historic results only afew Standard Y ears afterward.

And despite the Starfury's legendary reputation, there was really no mystique about Vaerian's
design. It was agtraightforward merger of al the technical knowledge of the time into one composite unit
of machinery, including its superb Krasni-Peych Drive, that, with the spaceframe, embodied every
experience of high-speed sarflight gathered from the Mitchell Trophy races. In the case of the
Reflecting-Drive Starfury, everything cameright at the psychological moment—arare event in starship



and Drivedesgn....

"Daft or nat, I'll drive you to the bar anyway," Vaerian continued, snapping Brim from his
reverie. "How about that for compasson?”

Brim relented; no exercise tonight—again. "You've got aded," he said, climbing into the warmth
of the passenger seat. "And spesking of daft, what kind of new starship brings you to Gimmeas thistime?"
he asked. "Especidly when it's summertime back home at the Sherrington labson Lys."

"Sarfuries," Vderian said, easing the skimmer into forward. "At least for the present.”

Brim turned and frowned. "But you designed Starfury yearsago,” he said. "Nothing new?

"Oh, we'rekickin' around afew new ideason Lys, Brim," Vderian drawled with alittle smile.
"But | didn't say Sarfury; | said Starfuries.” He winked asthey pulled into acircular driveway lined by
the twisted, skeletal forms of trees that had been dead for centuries. "New Starfuries, my friend,” he
added. "Like Starfury Mark 1C killer ships,”

"Killer ships? Mark, Starfuries are light cruisers, not short-range killer ships.”

"OneCsarekiller ships, Brim. Trust me" Vderian laughed. "All they share with normal Starfuries
ishullmetd. Single helms. No provisonsfor long-range cruising at al. I've packed every cubicird with
amplification gear for the new disruptors.”

"New disruptors, too?"

"Y ou bet—425s."

"Four what?' Brim demanded, stepping out onto the snow. "I thought 406s were the biggest they
meke."

"Not anymore," Vaerian said. "And the new 1Cs carry fourteen 425sin seven turrets.
Superfocused, no less; we brought the technology from Theobold Interspacein Lixor."

Brim held the bar door for hisfriend astides of familiar warm odors swept past him into the cold
ar outsde. A thousand subtle flavors of camarge cigarettes mixed with Hogge'Poa, meem, perfume, and
lifeitsdf. "The Great Neutras" he laughed at the mention of Theobold Interspace. "Those Lixorian
zukeeds manufacture—and peddle—more weapons than anybody elsein the galaxy. Why, they're so
peaceful, they dmost make me sick.”

"Yeah, you'reright," Vaerian admitted. "But a least they don't do much of the shooting.”

"They leave that up to their clients,” Brim said, handing his Fleet Capeto ashapdly rating. "Like
the xaxtdamned L eaguers.”

"And us, now," Vaerian reminded him. "Fromwhat | hear, you're gonnalike the merchandise.”

"If it killsLeaguer garshipsessier, I'll love it," Brim sad grimly. " The bastards we fought in
Fluvanna gave us quite arun for the money." Through an ancient wooden arch, he could see Borodov
and Gallsworthy signaling from the crowded twilight and started into the room.

"Disrupterswont, be the only thingsyou'l like about the 1C," Vaerian assured him.

"Somehow | havelittle doubt about that," Brim called over his shoulder. "Like Logish Meem!
Thank you, Doctor," he said, taking agoblet from the old Bear. He sniffed its pungent contents.
"Excdlent, excdlent!" he exclamed, examining the deep ruby liquid againgt light from an excdlently
counterfeited fireplace—firewood on dead Gimmas was worth aking's ransom.

"Tastesasgood asit looks!" Vaerian said, appreciatively sipping agoblet proffered by
Gdlsworthy. "It once again provesthat Drive systems are not the only subjects on which Bears are born
magers.”

"Isgood to be gppreciated for truly important things," Borodov chuckled. "No Drive system can
compare with excellent Logish Meem.”

"And spesking of important things..." Gallsworthy interrupted.

"Y ou going to talk about work aready?' Vderian asked with atwinklein hiseye.

"War," Galsworthy corrected.

"War'swork enough for me," Brim observed bleskly, refilling his goblet from afresh decanter
slently placed on the table by arating. After six Standard Days at Hyperspeed in a cramped destroyer,
he was beginning to fed thetrip.

"Itswar'swork we need to talk about, Brim," Galsworthy said, turning abruptly serious. "All of
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"Iscdling meeting to officid order," Borodov intoned, raising hisgoblet. "To HisMgesty, Onrad
the Fifth," he toasted.

"To Onrad the Fifth,” the others chorused earnestly. “L.ong may hereign!”

"Now, Brim," Galsworthy began, "dl three of us are here tonight specificaly to get you Sarted in
your new job. What do you want to hear about first?"

Brim sat back and considered. The meem waswarm in his ssomach and hewastired. If heredly
had his choice, he wanted to hear about how to get back to his room and some sack time. "Well," he
chuckled, "Mark introduced meto the Starfury 1C on the way over. So I'm assuming I'll be flying one.”

"You'vegot that right,” Gallsworthy said with aamile. "But you'll be doing alot more than flying.”

"l was araid of that," Brim said wryly. "The Wing Commander thing...."

"Yeah," Gdlsworthy laughed, "the Wing Commander thing. Y ou want to hear about that next?"

"I've got achoice?' Brim asked.

"Certainly,” Galsworthy answered. "We can dso talk about your new job as Wing Commander.
Which one?'

Brim grinned resignedly. "Wl then, how about an introduction to my new job, Admira?' he
sad.

"Ah! Perceptive choice, Wilf Ansor," Borodov rumbled.

"Y ou dwayswerelucky at thinkslikethat," Vaerian observed with mock gravity.

"Thingswon't be as bad as you think, Brim," Gallsworthy promised. "Y ou'll get plenty of timeat
the helm of agtarship, believe me. It'sjust that you'll have anumber of other duties, too—with the same
importance as Hemsmanship. And you won't be doin’ anything that you haven't dready done setting up
that IVG base a Varnholm Manor for our friend Baxter Calhoun. Mostly getting things done and keeping
people out of trouble. It al came out pretty well on Fluvanna, didn't it, now?"

Brim shrugged. "The VG was a pretty specid outfit, Admird," hesaid. "All veteranswith years
of experience. | think anybody could have set up the base a V arnholm—especidly with Chief Barbousse
tohdp.”

"Y ou'll have the Chief as soon aswe can fly him out here," Gallsworthy asserted. "Emperor's
persond orderson that.”

"And that'sdl thereisto being aWing Commander?' Brim asked, cocking his head suspicioudly.
"Judt like Huvanna?'

"A few differences” Galsworthy said. "Thistime, for instance, you'll be doing al those
‘commander’ jobs officially.”

"And..?"

"Well, you won't start with experienced crewslike you did in Fluvanna, either. Thistime, youll
have to build an organization from the ground up—and seeto their training. Well get you the best people
we can lay our hands on, but aside from being individually talented, they won't be afighting force by
anybody's definition. Y ou'll haveto turn ‘eminto that.”

"And," Brim continued, wincing. Hed been waiting for something like that.

"And," Galsworthy continued, "Baxter Calhoun won't be around to let you off the hook after
you'vegot it al set up. It's apermanent assgnment—at |least as permanent as anything about the Fleet.”

Brim nodded as Borodov refilled his goblet. "Where?' he asked. "Here?"

"Avdon."

"Avaon?' Brimexclamed inrdigf. "Y oumean Avdon asin...?'

"Asinthe Imperid capitd planet,” Galsworthy laughed, "—or at least orbiting above it. Now
that's not hard to take, isit?

"Not hardly. Admird," Brim agreed.

"I'd votefor that and lend ahand stuffin' the balot box,” Vderian put in.

Brim chuckled. "The 30 Defense Wing, Admird ?'

Gadlsworthy nodded. "They cdled it 30 Wing during the last war," he said. "Got deectivated right
after the Treaty of Garak. Thistime, it'll have two squadrons: 32 and 610. I've dready got 32 Squadron



set up in one of the new, orbiting FleetPort satdllites under Commander Karen Rumsey. Y ou two met in
Atalanta during the Payless Operation years ago.”

"Karen Rumsgy," Brim said, nodding his head. "Y egh. | remember her. Fine Hemsman if
memory serves.”

"Fine adminigrator, too," Galsworthy added. "Unfortunately, she's not much of a Squadron
Leader at the helm. She puts too much emphasis on formation flying—one of those damn-fool ideasthe
CIGAs pushed so well when they had everybody's ear. Form over function—Iooks great but doesn't do
much for winning wars." He shrugged. ™Y our problem now. She's running sixteen Defiant-class cruisersin
four flights of four and onein reserve. Y ou and she will have to get together by KA'PPA for awhile
because you'll be too busy helpin' set up 610 Squadron from scratch.”

"Wholl I haveto command that squadron?’ Brim demanded. "I've got a strong recommendation
if you haven't assgned anybody yet,"

"How about Toby Moulding?' Gallswvorthy asked with agrin.

Brim laughed. " Since Toby's my recommendation,” he said, "I'min violent agreement.”

"Hell betied up for awhile helpin' to shut down the IVG," Galsworthy said. "But I'll have him
here as soon as Cahoun releases him." He laughed. "I used al my 'obs with Calhoun gettin' you assigned
directly.”

" 'Obs?" Brim asked.

"Asin'obligations,” Gdlsworthy explained. "He owed me afew for supportin' hislIVGin
Huvanna"

"Guess| owe you acouple of 'obs mysdlf, then," Brim acknowledged.

"Youll pay 'em,” Galsworthy said. "Y oull take care of quite afew operating 610 Squadron al
by yoursdf."

"WEell beflying 1Cs?' Brim asked.

"Fifteen of 'em," Galsworthy assured him. "Threeflights of four. That'll give you two in reserve.”

Brim frowned. "By my count, Admird," he sad, "you're one Starfury short.”

"Y ou count well, Brim," Galsworthy said with ady smile. "But | think I'll let brother Vaerian tell
you about your third 'reserve ship'."

"P7350," the designer said. "Killer ships don't get names. She'sthe first production Starfury 1C
off the lines—proved out the manufacture plan. And she's here, not morethan aclenyt avay ina
finishing shed. Skeleton crew from the factory brought her here. They've been checking her out for a
week. WEll go have alook in the morning.”

"P7350'syours, too, Wilf," Galsworthy said. "She and her crew will be your persona
respons bility while you're forming the new squadron, so you won't lack left-seat time here at Gimmeas.
After you get to Avalon, though, you'll be expected to take any available ship into combat whenever you

Brim laughed. " Sounds good to me," he said trenchantly, "1 become bored so eadlly...."

"Not much danger of that, Wilf Ansor,” Borodov observed, "at least from what friend Nikolai
Y anuarievich messages.”

"What's Nik say?' Brim asked.

" 'Phony war' will last only so long asit takes Triannic to rebuild what you blew up with space
fort at Zongdar. Then, Voof!"

"Doesn't take Nik Urss and the Sodeskayan Intelligence Community to bet that ol* Wilf hereis
going to be abusy man back on Avaon," Vaerian said. "The CIGAs are bound to make a stink about
you blowing up one of our own battleships.”

"Yeah, Brim," Galsworthy said with afrown. "Things have been pretty quiet, consdering that you
destroyed I.F.S. Queen Elidian with every hand on board. Even if she was crewed by abunch of CIGA
traitors”

Brim grimaced. "Except for the CIGAsthemsdves" he said, "nobody felt worse than | did about
those Imperid ships we destroyed at Zongdar. But..."

"But," Galsworthy interrupted, "you weren't amember of the Imperid FHeet a thetime. Right?"



"That'sright, Admira," Brim assured him. "At thetime, | wasworking asamercenary inthe
Huvannian Hest."

"An' dl the zukeed CIGAs aboard the Queen weretryin' to keep you from the Leaguers space
fort," Vaerian added.

"So the Queen had to go. Right, Wilf Ansor?' Borodov observed.

"Pretty much, that'sit, Dr. Borodov," Brim said. "But it was dtill pretty awful.” He shook his head.
"Theold Queen.... For years, she was the largest, fastest, and most handsome warship anywhere. Why,
she was the Fleet when | was akid." He ground histeeth and stared into hisgoblet asif itsdark liquid
could hide him from the memories. After more than amonth, his decision to destroy the historic battleship
gtill bothered him. And it had little to do with the crew of traitors who died aboard her. When helooked
up, the other three were il staring at him.

"Word isthat Margot Effer'wyck had something to do with that battle, Wilf Ansor,” Borodov
sad softly.

"Theword'sright, Doctor,” Brim said. "Crazy asit sounds, she was aboard the fort through most
of our attack. When we ruptured the doors where they were keeping her prisoner—with her zukeed
husband's approva—she escaped to one of the fort's message rooms and began transmitting. Everybody
on Sarfury's bridge probably saw her in my globa display. Nadia Tissaurd—my Number One on
Sarfury—waslooking right at her when shetold us where to plant the torpedoes.”

"Y ou mean Margot told you whereto hit thefort?' Vaerian demanded.

"None other,” Brim answered.

"But... if the scuttlebutt's true, not a month earlier, she was also the big lurein aLeaguer attempt
to ambush you in Magor City...."

"That's how it looksto alot of people.”

"Somehow | doubt if that'swhat you think, Wilf," Gallsworthy said.

Brim shrugged gloomily. The meem and exhaustion were beginning to get the best of him.
"Probably doesn't matter what anybody thinks," he replied with aweary, shrug. "It'snot very likely she
survived when thefort blew up.” He shook his head. " That explosion xaxtdamned wrecked Starfury,
and we were along way off when the energy wave hit us. Close as shewasto it... Well, unless she made
it to the protection of that asteroid shoa, she's nothing but free ions now."

"Perhaps Lady Fortune was more kind to her than that,” Borodov suggested.

"Y ou've heard something?' Brim asked, feding a surge of excitement in spite of hisfatigue.

The older Bear nodded. "When word concerning the Princessfirst reached me," he said, "l
caused certain... 'inquiries to be made through Sodeskayan military intelligence organizations.” He smiled.
"Sometimes, being Grand Duke hasitsrewards.”

"And you found...?' Brim prodded, now completely dert.

"Almost nothing, at first, my friend," Borodov answered, "Not until last week did | receive any
sort of word that held promise of her survival.”

"What did you hear...?"

"Last week, Wilfooshka, rumors surfaced in remote part of galaxy concerning golden-haired
'princess passing along some old trade routes afew Standard Weeks or so following your raid." He
sghed. "Not much to go on, but enough to keep flame of hope dight, eh? Especidly since some reports
aleged that she was accompanied by achild.”

"Anything's better than the certainty she'sdead,” Brim said earnestly. "At least theré's achance.”

"A chance," Borodov said, staring off into another time. "Odd," he mused, "but | can remember
evening you two-met asif it were yesterday. Nikola Y anuarievich and | were there, in wardroom of old
I.F.S. Truculent." He shook his head wistfully. " Somehow, | never dreamed Universe would alow such
beauty to end up in such trouble...."

"Thanks" Brim said, refilling his goblet. Margot Effer'wyck was out of hislife now, and he had to
keep it that way, otherwise held spend the remainder of his days mooning after her memory. With an
amog physicd effort, he forced her from hismind. "And how isNik getting aong these days?' he asked.

"Ah, he has been inquiring after you," the old Bear said with asmile. "From correspondence, he



seemsto be having time of hislifeworking on intelligence projects.”

"Nik?In Intelligence?"

"Oh, yes" Borodov said with raised eyebrows. "Y ou know how he loves theoretica work."

"What's hisfield now?" Brim asked. "I never attempted to keep track of hisinterests.”

Borodov frowned. "Curious," he said. "I do not know exactly what he doesthere. But you will
remember hisfascination with remote aiming systems. Last time he visited me at Manor house outside
Gromcow, he talked at some length about KA'PPA COMM -based systems that could triangulate two or
more beams at grest distances with terrific accuracy. My guessis heisworking on something like that.
But who knows?' Helaughed. "As he said himsdlf, 'If you want to kegp something concealed from your
enemy, you do not discloseit to your friends." So wetdked of other things...."

After that, conversation became alot less structured as the four veteran warriors settled down to
rare moments of peace and a chance to reminisce about old times and places. Emperor Nergol Triannic's
League of Dark Starswas afierce, remorsaess enemy. Soon enough it would be on the march again
through civilized portions of the gdaxy. Then, there would be little time for anything but fighting. Tonight,
alittlereposeyet remained in the Universe. A very little....

Brim awoketo theingstent chiming of acommunicator from his nightstand. He could recal very
little more of the evening— except that held collected a considerable meem hangover. Nudging thelittle
device into operation, he heard Mark Vaerian on the other end.

"Let'sgo seeadtarship, Wilf," the designer said.

"Mark," Brim groaned at the privacy darkened display, "it's got to be the middie of the night." No
light emanated from the room'ssmall window &t al.

"On Gimmeas, who can tell?" Vaerian laughed.

"How come you don't have ahangover?' Brim complained.

"Oh, | do," Vderian assured him. "But they don't last long once you're outside in the cold.”

Brim chuckled in spite of himsdlf. "I can believethat," hesad. "All right, I'll be down in acouple
of cycles. You'rein the lobby?'

"Not yet,” Vderian said. "I'm gill in my quarters. But by the time you drag yoursdf downgtairs,
I'll bethere.”

Lessthan ametacycle later, the two were hurtling along through driving snow in arattle-packed
gaff skimmer that was clearly |eft over from early inthe last war. The heater was nonoperative, and
steam rose in clouds from the PyroMug of cvceese Brim held in hisgloves. Vaerian sipped from a
smilar mug with one hand while he navigated with the other. Riding with the designer was dways athrill
for Brim—much like being in adogfight. He dways came out of it with the adrendine flowing and
renewed gppreciation for life.

"Y ou say they flew the new 1C in from Bromwich only aweek ago?' Brim asked.

"The'week ago' part'sright, Wilf," Vaerian said, skidding around a corner at high speed—and
just missing the al-too-solid-looking concrete base of aKarlsson lamp, "but they didn't bring her in from
the factory a Bromwich. Shewas built ‘way out in the asteroid mining sections of Carescria. In one of
the shadow factories old Emperor Greyffin IV funded in secret a couple of years ago.”

"Factoriesin Carescria?' Brim asked in amazement. "They don't make anything out there, except
maybe poverty and too many children. | know. That was my sector of the Empire. At least it was until |
managed to escape.

"Oh, yeah," Vderian said. "I'd amost forgotten. Y ou are a Carescrian, even though you don't
tak like one." He frowned. "Anyway, Greyffin got something in his craw about the place, 'cause from
what | understand, he started anumber of secret complexesthereto build military starships.” With no
hands on thetiller, he brushed ice from the windshield as they passed the rusting, snow-covered remains
of acrashed starship—one of hundreds that dotted the |andscape around Gimmass grest starship
wharves. The wrecks—both Imperial and enemy—uwere | eft over from one of thousand-odd failed
attempts by the League to put the base out of business.

Brim sipped his cvceese, the hot, sweet liquid searing histongue as it came from the PyroMug.



"Carescria," he mused, thinking back through what seemed like centuriesto hisyouth in that depressed
region—before hisfamily had been wiped out by one of the Leaguers surprise attacks that heraded the
beginning of thelast war. Then, the only Carescrian industry had been asteroid mining. Brim had learned
to fly starships by piloting the infamoudy dangerous Carescrian ore barges—worn-out military space
barges with huge Drive chambers and oversize gravity generators that could race to the smoke-belching
hullmeta smetersthat polluted the natural beauty of nearly dl (so-called) "habitable’ Carescrian planets.
Hed been one of the lucky ones who managed to escape—and only because he'd been blessed at birth
with extraordinarily keen vison and the quick reflexes of arothcat.... But had he redlly escaped
Carescria? Not if one judged by what other people said. It was always "you are a Carescrian,” not "you
were." After yearsof trying to distance himself from anything even dightly Carescrian, hisimpoverished
youth gill seemed to taint him.

"That shut you up, Wilf," Vaerian commented as he pulled of the highway, acrossfive sets of
glowing, tube-shaped tram tracks, and through the gates of aparking lot besde agigantic finishing
bay—probably the one he'd spotted from Jacques Schneider. The mammoth brick structure was
surrounded on three sides by rows of huge, roaring generators and squat, finned towers that flashed
aternatively in deep blue and reddish orange. Overhead, fat cables arced from great conduitsin the
surface to connect with dozens of shimmering globes mounted on the building's roof.

Brim amiled distantly. "Memories," he explained. " Some go pretty deep.”

Vaerian nodded. "I think | understand,” he said. "1 visited Carescriaa couple years ago...."

"You had to live there, Mark," Brim muttered, wondering for the ten billionth time what it was
that made him love the Empire in spite of what hundreds of years of heartless-but-lega plundering had
meade of hisnative dominion.

"Yeah," Vderian replied after apause, pulling to ahalt near two sets of doors under asmal
canopy, "I'll be glad to take your word for it...."

Insde, the cavernous building was divided into four huge chambers, each capable of housing at
least three cruiser-sized starships. For the most part, two of the mammoth rooms were cold and
empty—as they had existed since the great base was shut down by the CIGAsin thefirst years of
"peace’ after the disastrous Treaty of Garak. Rusting donkey engines rested ghostlike on darkened
tracks beneath old-fashioned gantry cranesthat could il lift whole Drive sections from their chambers.
Brim and Va erian passed through these rooms aboard a clanking little tram that echoed in the emptiness
like some noisy insect caught in the Catacombs of Savni€er. But long before passing through the door to
the third chamber, they could hear the bustle that emanated from the other side. Glare from hundreds of
calling-mounted Karlsson lamps was dmost painful asthey emerged from tomblike stilinessto the noisy
commoation of an activefinishing bay.

Two of the room's thundering gravity poolswere occupied by what were unmistakably
Sherrington Starfury-class starships, attached to an army of monitoring instruments through what |ooked
like thousands of glittering cables. Handsome vessdlsin obsidian hullmeta, the cruisers were designed to
enhance high-speed atmaospheric maneuvering by extremely clean exterior configurations. They were
tri-hulled, in the Vaerian tradition: amain fusdlage complemented on ether Sde by "pontoon™ units
mounted dightly below the centerline. These housed three Admirdty A876 gravity generators each and
were connected to the main hull through "trouser” structures characteritic of theracing starships
produced earlier by Sherrington HyperSpace Works. Raked, low-set bridge/deckhouse units protruded
someway back from their sharply tapered bows, and except for blisters housing the main battery, these
congtituted the only dipstream disturbances anywhere. The turrets were dso the most visible difference
between Mkl1s and Mk1Cs, for the latter carried two twin-mount turrets atop the main fuselage instead
of one. Of coursel—new superfocused disrupter pairs emanating from the sheered-off turrets were
dightly thicker. They'd haveto beif the big weapons were to house aboost path close enough to the
main feedsfor efficient cooling. And... yes, the forward Hyperscreens were raked even further. He
nodded. That ought to clear up the ship's nasty bent toward overheat during high-speed landfall
operations. By Voot, shewas ahit longer, too. Had to be. On Mk1 models, the Drive-chamber hatch



lineran just past center on the trousers. This one madeit only midway dong thefillet. And what dse...?
In his utter fascination, he forgot al about Vaerian until chuckling intruded....

"| takeit you gpprove of how shelooks,” the designer said, softly nudging the Carescrian's
elbow.

"Count onit, friend,” Brim said, emerging dowly from hisreverie. Y ou dwaysdid have a
penchant for handsome starships.”

"If they look good..." Vderian prompted, holding his hands palm outward in the manner of a
popular children's game.

"They usudly fly that way, too," Brim finished like alitany. It wasthe oldest gphorismin the
engineering handbook—but it rardly faled. Sherrington Starfuries followed the dictum exactly. They were
apure, ddicate pleasureto fly from lift-off to landfal, with aturn of speed that placed them among the
fastest shipsin the known Universe. And now, a least some of the phenomend shipswere being built in
Carescrian yards.

Boarding through an open brow, Brim wandered through the ship with Vderian in tow, dodging
busy workmen and engineerswhiletaking in dl the amazing changes he found within the hull.
Vastly—incredibly—different from normal Starfury-class warships, Mk1Cs existed on the basis of
shooting, maneuverability, and speed done—in that order. With full exploitation anywherein theflight
envelope. Gone were the comfortable wardrooms, messing facilities, deeping quarters, and the rest of the
facilities necessary for extended cruising. The only eements Brim could see that had been left untouched
were the propulsion units. Even the primary plasma generators had been enlarged in the form of
Krasni-Peych 2450 units fresh from research |aboratories in Sodeskaya. Thisaone madeit possibleto
dightly increase armor protection over the Drive chambers, aweak spot that had become glaringly
gpparent in Fluvanna during battles with the League's deadly new Gorn-Hoff 262s.

Toward late afternoon, they emerged back onto the noisy floor of the bay. "All right, Wilf,"
Vaerian shouted over the roar of the pool generators, "what do you think?!

Brim grinned happily. "Well," he dlowed, "they're certainly purekiller ships, now. | haven't seen
enough room aboard for so much as abox lunch. What's the crew size again? With lessthan ten
command stations—and I'll bet the enlisted complement is reduced by at least half."

"Pretty close, Wilf," Vderian sad. "Weve got it down to asingle Hemsman, eight other officers,
and thirty-one ratings. No support types at al—except for damage-control teams."

"Probably not abad ideato keep them aboard,” Brim agreed emphatically. Sarfury had
sustained considerable damage during her year in Fluvanna, and had even been shot down once with
direct hitsin a Drive chamber—an event that, he considered with no little misgiving, led directly to the
fathering of hisfirg child.

He'd only learned about that within the last week, and sill found his new satus difficult to
comprehend. Especialy since Raddismaof Magor, the unborn child's mother, was also the favorite
consort of HisMagesty, Mustafa Eyren, Nabob and absolute ruler of embattled Fluvanna

He shrugged. Later.... HEd dedl with that once he got all the other 1oose ends of hislife sorted
out—like setting up awhole new wing of the Home Fleet. The child's mother could provide her with a
home, for he certainly had none. Anywhere but the fleet.

"Voot's beard, Wilf, that certainly took you afield,” Vderian said with acurious smile, "I'd heard
Sarfury was shot down during one of her battleswith the Leaguers, but I'd no ideait had affected you
0. I'm sorry. Truly.”

Brim laughed sardonicaly. "Mark," he said, placing ahand on the designer's shoulder. "Asde
from killing anumber of fine Imperids—and scaring the bevboots out of me—crash landing Sarfury
was no particularly big thing. I've been shot down a number of times before. It was what happened later
that..." He stopped himsdlf and laughed. "I | ever get it al sorted out myself, you'll be among the very
first to know."

"Soundslikeadea to me" Vaerian said—till frowning. Then he shrugged, checking the ancient
timepiece he carried with him. " Probably time we hie oursdves off to meet Admird Galsworthy and Dr.
Borodov. They'll be waiting at the Officers Mess. Both of ‘em are anxious to hear what you think of the



new 1Cs."

Laughing asthey boarded the little tram for the parking lot, Brim nodded. "I'll tell everyone
they're beautiful asever, Mark," he promised.

"Yeah, yeah, | know," Vderian said. "Y ou didn't get to fly one™

"Well," the Carescrian said, "that would be nice.”

"How about tomorrow morning?"

Brim consulted a pocket schedule held found in hislobby pickup box. "Y eah," he said, scanning
thetiny globe asit digplayed complex patterns of color in intricate rhythms and hues. He laughed. " After
| finish at least four metacycles of appointments with a staff of temporary orderliesthey've assigned to
me." He shook his head. "Better plan on tomorrow afternoon, Mark. Late."

Vaerian nodded. "Give me acal as soon as you have afirm schedule. The Sherrington crew has
promised to have most of the cables off your ship by morning.”

"Sounds like aplanto me," Brim said, blowing on his heated gloves as he followed the designer
through bitterly cold darknessto the skimmer. He Sighed to himsalf while VVaerian coaxed the vehicle's
tiny grav to life. Wing Commander, no less. An exdted title to be certain. The next step was certain to
come with promotion to Commodore, or even Rear Admiral. Y et deep down he wondered if the new
assignment was really right for adyed-in-the-wool Helmsman like himself. Then he shrugged. With
congderable assistance from his prodigious vaet—and trusted friend—Master Chief Petty Officer Utrillo
Barbousse, held survived the same sort of assignment when he set up the IV G'sfirst headquarters during
Baxter Cahoun's absence, and he hadn't been vetted any help there at dl. Thistime, with real bean
countersto take care of the details, maybe he could get even moretime in space.

Then again maybe he couldnt....

* * %

Predictably, it took the long-anticipated arrival of Chief Barbousse to ultimately free Brim from
his adminigtrative shackles. But when hedid findly dip away to fly hisnew Starfury 1C, the graceful ship
was more than worth hiswait. From the moment he taxied out onto Gimmas's tossing ocean for takeoff
until he nudged her back onto agravity pool, P7350 was everything Valerian had claimed—and a gresat
ded more. With the new gravs, acceeration was phenomena, and the extra speed only dightly affected
maneuverability. Abovethe velocity of light, her characteristics were completely unchanged from the
origind Sarfury he had flown inthe Imperid Volunteer group.

Over the next three Standard Months, she was joined by others, as new ships began to arrive on
aregular basisand crews assembled from al over the Empirein agigantic training effort. Miraculoudy,
the League of Dark Stars extended the interruption they had inaugurated after the Battle of Zongaar, ill
licking their wounds while they prepared for the next brutal attempt at conquest. And adong with other
unit commandersin the Imperia Feet, Wilf Brim took every advantage of the hiatus, feverishly working
to forge new organizations that could bear the terrible impact of renewed war when it inexorably came.

Throughit dl, CIGAsdl over the Empire continued to pressfor peace with the League a any
price, chanting their clever, empty dogans and heaping abuse on Emperor Onrad for provoking the war
inthefirg place. But for al their sound and fury, the CIGAs had logt at least some of the popular support
they once enjoyed. In the few months since Emperor Onrad's declaration of war over the League's
attack on Fluvanna, counterdemonstrations had grown gpace until the number of loyal citizens often
matched the CIGAsthey opposed. Occasiondly, loyalist numbers were even larger.

Nevertheless, the CIGA protests made it doubly difficult to organize aworkable system of home
defense, even though devoted Imperials everywhere knuckled down and worked 'round the clock with
whatever resources they could scrape together. Almost miraculoudy, new defense organi zations began to
function anyway—hadltingly at first, but gaining form and momentum with every moment that passed.

Unfortunately, far too few momentsremained....

CHAPTER 2
CIGAsAgan




On 213/52011—little more than three Standard Months following Brim's arrival on
Gimmas—the League began itslong-impending attack on the Empire, ending the period of "Sham War"
that had extended since their defeat the previous year at Zongaar. In a stunning ondaught across nearly
500 light-years of arc, armadas numbering more than 1,880 starships, 570,000 jackbooted Controllers,
and 2000 giant land crawlers mounted a colossal offensive. The Imperial dominions of Lamintir, Korbu,
and Gannat fdll within two Standard Days, their planetary legid atures so weakened from within by
CIGAsthat their armed forces could offer only token resstance. The flighted people of courageouslittle
A'zurn capitulated only after abloody struggle—and awild nava melee during which three gallant
A'zurnian destroyers nearly demolished aLeaguer battleship before they, themselves, were wiped out by
the big ship's surviving disruptors.

With astonishing speed, Triannic's seemingly invincible fleets and land armies conquered dl
before them until before long they were poised before the affluent collection of stars and habitable planets
cdled Effer'wyck, aproud and powerful dominion with more than ten thousand Standard Y ears of
history. Once this was subjugated, only the 'Wyckean Void, a narrow emptiness at the origin of agaactic
arm, would separate the Leaguers from the grest triple star called Triad of Asterious. Collectively known
throughout the galaxy as " Greater Avaon,” thistriple star and itsfive planets—jointly capital of Onrad
V's Grand Galactic Empire—were preeminent amnong the League's targets of conquest.

A month earlier, in theface of violent CIGA protests, powerful units of the Imperia
Expeditionary Forces under Mgjor General (the Hon.) Gastudgon Z'Hagbut had been rushed acrossthe
Void to bolster Effer'wyckean Defense Forces. But by the time these forces could be brought to bear,
the League juggernaut had adready gained tremendous momentum—as wel|l asvast stores of materiel
from its new conquedts.

On Gimmasitsdlf, Brim was viewing the |atest dispatches— dl bad news—when Master Chief
Petty Officer Utrillo Barbousse stuck his bald head insde the temporary office Brim had designated
Headquarters, 30 Wing. "An old friend o' yours, Cap'm," the big rating announced with agreat smile.

Brim looked up with afrown. Hadn't Barbousse been out by the gravity pools overseeing a
repair detail? Why was he here making the announcement... ? Hed dwaysingructed the orderliesto let
"gpecid" friendsmply walk in onhim. "Send himin, Chief," hereplied warily.

Immediately, agrand, prominentorial nose burst into the room, followed by apair of humorous
blue eyeswith adroll, confident sort of smilethat fairly shouted old, well-established wedth. Only one
person Brim knew looked like that....

"Toby Moulding!" he exclaimed, jumping to hisfeet. "Great suffering Universe, 1'd nearly
forgotten you were due here today from FHuvanna" Legping around the desk, he returned abrief saute,
then grabbed the man's out-thrust hand.

Commander Tobias Moulding, |.F., wastal, blond, and essentialy the same age as Brim. He
was aso immaculatdly attired in an Imperia Feet uniform that looked asif it had been ddlivered that
morning direct from one of the exclusive shops dong Avaon'sfabled Crispin Row. Like Brim, hewore
the discreet red-on-blueinsggnia of the Imperia High-Speed Starflight team, and presently held the
gdactic speed record of 111.97M LightSpeed. He'd set that record in the same Vaerian-designed M-6
Betaracing starship in which Brim retired the gal axy-famous Mitchell Trophy two yearsearlier. "l say,
Captain,” Moulding drawled, "so long as you're going to cal in your friendsto help with this new
assgnment, couldn't you at least locate yoursdf somewherein amore temperate climate?”

Brim grinned and shook his head. " Can't blame me for thisfrozen mess, Toby. | just came here
following orders”

"Sounds like a Leaguer's excuse from here," Moulding chuckled, "but it's good enough for
me—as areyou, old friend. I've missed you since we served together, if for no other reason than I've not
hed to fight for my lifein dmost four months now."

Brim settled into one of two battered armchairsin front of his desk, indicating the other with a
nod of hishead. "I think well change that soon enough,” he said.

"Bloody well," Moulding chuckled. "Seems asif someone's been after my hide constantly sincel



met you."

"Commanding 610 Squadron won't ssem much of achange, then," Brim said.

"Why am | not surprised?' Moulding asked with agrin. "Where'sit to be?'

"Avdon."

"Well," Moulding said, brightening. "Quite an improvement. From adominion barely awakened
to starflight we're now assigned to the very center of galactic civilization.”

" 'Very center of ahugetarget,'ismorelikeit." Brim laughed. "My takeisthat anybody even
remotely near Avaon will shortly be arecipient of the League's finest efforts.”

"We saw some fine effortsin Fluvanna,” Moulding observed soberly. "L et's hope these aren't too
much better, or we may not survive the show."

Brim nodded. "I can't say that hasn't entered my mind...."

"Nobody livesforever,” Moulding said, asmile breaking across hisface.

"Probably won't have to worry about that," Brim assured him darkly, "We've dready lost Karen
Rumsey—your counterpart who was commanding Squadron 32 back at FleetPort 30. | just heard about
it thismorning; only got achance to meet her a couple of timesin person. Sheldd been running things
pretty much on her own while | started the Starfury operation.”

"I knew her in school,” Moulding said. "A red expert in formation flying. How'd it happen?”

"Ferried some Effer'wyckean bigwig back to the capitd," Brim explained. "L eague bastards
caught her on the ground during their first raid on Luculent.”

"Mmm," Moulding observed. "Wéll, if the night life over there was anything like | remember, the
poor woman probably went out with asmile on her face.”

Brim nodded. Luculent, the capital of Effer'wyck, wasfamed not only for a heroic overdose of
pretentious architecture but aso for itslibertine way of living. "I'll bet things are alot more subdued right
now," he observed.

"Y ou never know," Moulding replied. "People over there probably have alot they'd like to forget
these days."

"Yeah," Brim agreed. It was years since his own family had been wiped out in asingle League
raid from space, yet hismind's eye could see histiny sister dying in hisarms asif it had happened five
minutes ago. "'l wishthem alot of luck doing that...." Then he shrugged. "Enough,” he said, forcing himsdlf
to rdax. "Theré's ample bad news coming from Effer'wyck without dredging up the past—and I'll bet
you'd like to hear about the new assignment.”

Moulding laughed. "Wdl," he said, crossing hislegs, "1 dready knew it's dangerous. Otherwise,
you wouldn't beinvolved. But do let mein on the other details. Squadron Commander isit? Daresay
that ought to prove interesting. Where might the crews be coming from?'

"That's probably the biggest problem we've got right now,” Brim said. "The xaxtdamned CIGAs
have been more successful than | ever dreamed. They drove so many people from the Fleet over the last
ten yearsthat trained crews are amost as scarce as ships. We're recruiting anywhere we can.”

"Hmm," Moulding said, scratching his chin. "Somehow | was afraid that might be the case.”

"We have plenty of warm bodies dready, and alot more on theway," Brim said. "A surprising
lot of potentially good people—even Helmsmen, for al that. And individudly, they're pretty well qualified
for their pogtions. Universe, I've studied their records well enough and flown with some of them every
day. But transforming groups of lone mavensinto effective crews, then turning those crewsinto fighting
squadronsisn't something that can be donein afew short weeks. At least, | don't know how.”

"Combet," Moulding said.

"Combat?'

"Best ingructor in the Universe—if atrifle short-tempered.”

Brim nodded with arueful grin.

"Let me get thisstraight,” Moulding said. "All I have to do iswhip a hodgepodge gaggle of
independent space virtuososinto fighting teams good enough to compete with an experienced, highly
organized, excellently trained and equipped enemy with high morae and absol utely no concept of
compasson or far play. Right?"



"No," Brim corrected, looking Moulding in the eye. "Competing isn't good enough. They've got
to beat the zukeed bastards. And | don't mean in formation flying."

"Somehow, | didn't think you did,” Moulding said with alittle smile. "I suppose you want meto
datimmediatdy.”

"Actudly, no," Brimreplied. "Not immediately.”

"Oh?" Moulding asked with a cocked eyebrow.

"Y esterday," Brim answered. "Actualy, last month would have been even better."

"Inthat case," Moulding chuckled, "I suppose I'd better be moving.”

"Get yourself unpacked, old friend,” Brim said, returning to hiswork. "I'll meet you at Pool
Sector Twelve in three metacyclesto introduce you around.”

"I'll bethere with my ‘time rewinder,' " Moulding said on hisway out the door.

"Better bring two," Brim replied over his shoulder. "The Leaguers aren't going to wait forever. ..."

The next evening, at the end of afrustrating day consisting mostly of useless paperwork, Brim
wearily dropped into the Officers Bar so late that even Borodov had called it anight more than a
metacycle ago. However, due to increased traffic in and out of the grest base, the bar was il crowded
by trans ents keeping hours from any one of athousand-odd planetary systems scattered across the
gdaxy. Colossa Gimmas Haefdon was coming back to life with each passing metacycle, no matter how
dow therevival process seemed to impatient people like himsalf. Perched on abar stool that was
wedged between a huge Sodeskayan Drive Lieutenant and a morose-looking A'zurnian refugee, he was
spping alonesome goblet of meem—and lamenting his wasted day—when he suddenly found his eyes
covered from behind by a pair of warm hands scented by afamiliar perfume.

"Guesswho | am or you buy the meem," adisguised— obvioudy feminine—voice demanded.

"Hmm," Brim grumbled under hisbregth, "let's see. Nergol Triannic?'

"Wrong gender.”

"Yeah, | thought so. Um... Zorfrieda, Queen of Haaci?'

"Universe, Captain, she's been dead a couple hundred years now."

"Oh," Brim agreed with achuckle, "she was kind of boring. Ah... the Empress Mother
Honorotha?'

"At least she'sdive—now try somebody afew hundredweight lighter.”

"Hmm. A few hundredweight lighter...." Now he remembered, or at least hisnose did. The
perfume! How could he have forgotten a hundred-odd receptionsin the Fluvannian capitd ?"If | started
moving my hands around back there," he asked with agrin, "would | touch anything familiar?’

The disguised voice laughed. "Unfortunately not, my ex-Skipper. But we can remedy that any
time"

"Nadia Tissaurd!" Brim exclaimed, grabbing blindly behind him to capture atiny, solid wais.

"Xaxtdamn," alilting voice swore in mock rage as the hands covering Brim'seyes did lower inan
embrace of consderable affection, "1 guess| buy the meem.” At the sametime, apair of moist lips
brushed his cheek, then retracted with afeminine grunt of dismay. "V oot's beard, Skipper, when did you
last shave?'

"Early thismorning,” Brim replied, dipping off the bar stool to accept ahug that was—as
aways—agreat ded more suggestive than friendly, "It'sbeen along day."

"Y ou never let yoursdlf go like that aboard Starfury,” Tissaurd sniffed, accepting aboost onto
the high stoal.

"I never had to work so hard aboard Starfury,” Brim groused. "And I'm not letting mysdlf go!”

"If you say S0, Skipper,” she said, humor gleaming in her eyes. A tiny, prematurdly graying
Lieutenant Commander in her early forties, her round face, large eyes, pug nose, and full, sensuouslips
gave amost pixielike countenance. She had acompact figure with large hands and feet—and prominent
breaststhat rarely failed to attract attention, even when mostly hidden by a Fleet Cloak. AsBrim's First
Lieutenant aboard |.F.S. Sarfury in Fluvanna, she had proven hersdlf to be a most competent
Helmsman who could carry out amyriad of duties with the cheerful willingness of asaint. Shewasaso



frank and highly sensud. A strong bond had formed between the two officers, and occasionaly they had
been at painsto keep their redationship on the "safe" Sde of professondism. "1 assume you will joinmein
alLogish Meem," she said, signaling to the bartender.

"The goblet might be alittle crowded, Number One," Brim chuckled, addressing her by the
traditional FHeet nickname for astarship's First Lieutenant, "but with you, I'd try anything at least once."

"Good news, my ex-Skipper," she said, surreptitioudy cupping his hand over her breast. "There's
nothing in the regs about alittle fun between friendswho don't share the same ship. Bartender! The
Skipper herewants arefill and I'll have one of the same.”

A decidedly assertive sensation surged momentarily in Brim'sloins as he withdrew his hand. Even
asajoke, it had been along timesince... "Tissaurd," he said with agrin, "you could be abad influence on
me"

"Finish your drink, Wilf," she said with amischievousgrin. "l lift ship in two metacycles. When |
do finaly drag you to bed, I'll want to enjoy mysdlf sgnificantly longer than that,”

"Xaxtdamn," Brim mumbled through agrin. "Always at the wrong place & thewrong time."

"Sooner or later," Tissaurd said over her shoulder while she paid the bartender. Then she turned
and saluted with her goblet of meem. "Herésto afuture evening of strict purience.”

"To future purience,”" Brim answered, touching thelip of her goblet with his. "But what of Nadia
Tissaurd right now? Last time | heard, you were commanding Starfury. | didn't know she wasin port.”

"Sheisnt," Tissaurd said. "Someone decided that such afamous prototype ought to be placed
safely in amuseum before she's blasted beyond repair. After dl, we did put afew dentsinthe old girl last
year."

"Dentsand more," Brim agreed.

"So | drove her off to that remote storage yard in the thirty-fifth sector and now I'm flying |.F.S.
Nord. You've heard of her?'

Brim felt hiseyebrowsrise. "Universe" heexclamed, " Nord's a bender, isn't she?'

"Thelatest bender," Tissaurd said, examining her manicured fingernails. "And you wouldn't
believe where I've had her already.”

"Probably, I'm not cleared to know anyway." Brim laughed. Perfected by the League during the
last war, benders were specid starshipsthat could, in effect, "bend" the entire spectrum (except "heavy”
N rays) around their hulls, thereby becoming virtudly invisble.

"True," Tissaurd agreed. "But one of the places | will tell you about—in spite of thethraggling
regulations—is A'zurn. | had Nord there when the dominion fell, and | was ableto bring out anumber of
A'zurian officids. Including afriend of yours. He's actudly the second reason | stopped in to seeyou
during my layover."

"The second reason?’ Brim asked.

"Wil, of course,” Tissaurd said. "Thefirst reason wasto make certain you were dill interested in
alittle erotic fun sometimein thefuture."

Brim chuckled, "Were| to back away from the bar stool right now," he bantered, "you'd have a
visua answer to thet little question.”

"Too bad I'm |leaving so soon, then, Captain. But someday..." She grinned and sipped her meem.
"I do have important business to discuss tonight, though—like the replacement Commander you need for
32 Squadron.”

Brim frowned. "How in xaxt did you hear about that?' he demanded. "'l just found out yesterday
mysdf.”

"Oh, | have my methods," Tissaurd said impishly, "and | also have the replacement you need.”

"For 32 Squadron?”'

"Landed him today in my bender," Tissaurd asserted.

"But they haven't even assigned anybody yet," Brim protested.

"That's the best part,” Tissaurd said. "They won't need to, now."

"Wait acycle." Brim said. "How could you have areplacement? Didn't you say you just camein
from combat duty?"



"That'sright,” Tissaurd assured him. "From A'zurn.”

"Then how in Voot's greasy beard could you have..."

"Doesthe name Aram of Nahshon ring abell, Wilf Brim?" Tissaurd interrupted. "That'sthe old
friend | picked up.”

Brim felt hiseyebrows go orbital. "Aram of Nahshon?' he asked. "I heard held been killed
commanding the group of destroyersthat dmost got the L eaguer battleship off Magadldana.”

"He's here—at the sector hospital,” she said. "I picked up hislifeglobe on the way back. Pure
luck. He's a bit the worse for wear, but full of Fight as ever—and plenty ready to command a squadron
of killer ships, I'd say. Eveniif he weren't anaturd, think how it would help post-war relationswith
A'zumn."

"Universe" Brim agreed. "Y ou're right on both counts. But he's not an Imperid. How would | go
about getting him assigned?'

"You wouldn't. | thought about that on theway here," Tissaurd said with asmile. "But your old
friend and mentor Baxter Cahoun could. Vice Admiras can do nearly anything, especidly ones assigned
directly to the Admirdty."

"Nadia," Brim asked fervently, "did | ever tell you you'rewonderful...."

"A number of times, ex-Skipper of mine. But I'm aways ripe for more bouquets.”

"Y ourewonderful.”

Tissaurd fluttered her eydids. "I know," she said, preening facetioudy. "Y ou needn't tell me.”

Brimrolled hiseyes. "I've changed my mind," he grumped.

"Bet | could changeit back if wewerein bed,” Tissaurd said impishly.

"Not before you lift ship." Brim chuckled. "But I'll take apromisein the meantime.”

"I've aready promised, Skipper,” shereplied with aseriouslittle smile. "Count on it."

"l shdl," Brim said, suddenly aware of the fact that something very fundamenta had changed
between them.

"Wilf Brim," she said, looking him directly in the eye, "you are far and away the best Commander
I've ever had—but I'm glad | don't work for you anymore. We've had a professiond relationship much
too long." Then she glanced at her timepiece and drained her goblet. "Timeto go," she said.

Brim pressed her hand gently. "May starslight dl thy paths," he said in the age-old salute
between sarsailors.

"And thy path, Star Traveler," she pronounced in return. Then she pressed his hand and dipped
from the bar stool, disappearing quickly into the crowd.

When shewas gone, Brim found himsalf surprised at how noisy the room had suddenly become.
He and Tissaurd had alot in common, now that he thought about. She too had never mentioned a
home—but then again, she never seemed londly, ether....

* * %

In the morning, or the graynessthat passed for "morning” on Gimmas Haefdon, Brim dispatched a
KA'PPA message to the Admiralty in Avaon, then battled hisway through araging snowstorm to the
sprawling hospital compound that served Sector 19. Portions of the huge receiving gdlery were
obvioudy under restoration from years of neglect, and afew dark corridors till led off into the darkness
of abandonment, but the room teemed with evacuated refugees and Imperid casudties flownin from
Effer'wyck. Both served as urgent reminders that many important alies of the Empire had dready
falen—and little time remained before the League would launch its next offensve, probably against
Avdon hersdf.

A smadl knot of flighted civilians had gathered outside one of the main corridors and weretalking
quietly among themselves. Though dressed in battered remains of what once must have been opulent
civilian clothes, each held anew Fleet Cloak over hisarm; clearly they had been evacuated during a
season of warmth and were being issued temporary clothing until they could be resettled e sewhere.

After dl these years, Brim had never gotten over a sense of wonder when he encountered
A'zurmiansinred life. Men and women dike weretal and barrd-chested, normal-enough humanoids
except for greet folded wings—redlly avery speciaized second set of arms—that arched upward like



golden cowlstrailing long flight feethersin alabaster cascades that reached al the way to the floor. These
extended from "tensls," or down-covered, pillow-szed lumps growing midway between their shoulders.
The protrusions, manifesting themsalves at puberty, covered an outgrowth of the reflexive nervous system
that automatically coordinated complex motions of festher and flesh that resulted in flight.

Peering around the huge lobby, Brim could see that the two clearly harried clerks who manned
the administrative desk were dready mobbed by at least twenty white-suited technicians, so he made his
way directly to the A'zurniansthemselves. Raising his hands pamsto hischest in the Universd sign of
peace and respect, he haf mumbled one of the few forma A'zurnian sautations he knew. "O' collo sol
ammi. Do any of you speak Avaonian?'

"| do, Captain Brim," replied agray-haired individua— clearly patriarch of the group. His
massive forehead and great hooked nose gave him adistinctly fierce demeanor, but his huge green eyes
were filled with the gentle wisdom that characterized A'zurnian people wherever they settled. Even
stooped by age, the old man stood taller than Brim by at least haf anird. "How may | serveyou?' he
asked with no trace of an accent.

"Y ou know my name, Sir?' Brim asked in surprise.

The elder decoroudy placed along, dim finger on the green-and-gold ribbon Brim wore among
his decorations. "In dl of our long history," he said with greet dignity, "only one nonflighted individua has
ever worn that ribbon. Y our nameiswel know among A'zurnians.”

Brim felt his cheeksflush. It had been more than fifteen Standard Y ears snce he—amere
Sub-lieutenant a the time—led asmall party of Imperias on aperilousraid against the Leaguerswho
occupied much of thelittle domain at the time. For his heroism, he/d been personally awarded the Order
of Cloudless Hight by A'zurn's Crown Prince, now King Leopold XVI11. "I am most honored that you
remember me, er..." he ssumbled.

"At home, | was known as Knorr the Elder,” the A'zurnian replied. "'l served Leopold'sfather as
Grand Ambassador to Avalon for many years.”

"Then | am doubly honored, Y our Excdlency,” Brim said.

"And soam |, Captain,” Knorr replied modestly. "Now, how may | help you?'

Brim smiled. The old man wasatrue A'zurnian. "Y ou landed last night aboard the bender Nord,
did you not?' he asked.

"Aye, Captain," Knorr replied. "All of us”

"l seek Aram of Nahshon who landed with you,” Brim said. "Can you tell me where they have
teken him?'

"I have just returned from Commander Nahshon'sside,” Knorr said, pointing across the lobby
toward one of the lighted corridors. "Ward B-131. Almogt to the end, on theright. Hisbed isthefirst
past the entrance. | take it you met Aram during hisracing days, Captain?'

"Earlier, we were once shipmates aswell,” Brim answered. "But everyone knows of hisrecent
heroism. For awhile we feared he had not survived. How is he?’

The old man shook his head. "Only youth and Lady Fortune saved hisrecklessfesthersthis
time," he chuckled. "But aside from some painful burns and bruises, it appearsthat he needs only
nourishment and liquidsto assure hissurviva."

"Thank the Universe" Brim said with no little feding; Aram had aways been one of hisfavorites.

"I'm certain he will be glad to see you, Captain,” Knorr said, clearly anxiousto continue histalk
with the other A'zurnians.

Touching hisforehead in thanks, Brim set off across the lobby, through anew crush of wounded
Imperia servicemen who must have just arrived at the base. He grimaced. The steady stream of
casudtiesboded ill for the defense of Effer'wyck. Unless he missed his guess, it would soon be Avaon's
turn.

Except for dark rings beneath the eyes and alarge area of badly singed feathers atop his
starboard wing, scarlet-haired Aram of Nahshon had changed very little since he and Brim competed in
the Mitchell Trophy races. "Wilf!" he shouted, struggling to hisfeet in spite of clearly obvious discomfort.



"| thought you were till in FHluvanng," he added, throwing a plucky saute. ™Y ou look great!"

Returning the salute. Brim could only starein awe at the young A'zurnian who had camly set his
tiny destroyer against a Leaguer battleship and nearly won—then survived nearly two weeksina
lifeglobe with suppliesthat should have lasted no more than ten Standard Days. "Aram," he said, offering
his hand, "you look perfectly awful. What isit that keepsyou dive in spite of Voot's best efforts?”

The A'zurnian thought for amoment in feigned concentration. "Maliciousness,” hereplied witha
twinklein hiseyes. "I smply hate Leaguers so much that | can't die until | take alot more of ‘em with
me"

Brim shook his head. "For xaxt's sake, Sit down before you fall down, Aram," he chuckled.
"How do you fed?'

"About haf, Wilf," the A'zurnian admitted, settling to the bed. "Not only have | got the
grandfather of al headaches, | can't fly until | grow alot of replacement feathers." He shook his head.
"Theliquid in thisglasswill get rid of the headache by tomorrow, but feathers grow dowly and you know
how | hate towak."

"I believe I've heard about that," Brim said with achuckle, pressing alocator button on his paging
unit asit sent amild tingling into his shoulder. The two friends soon fell to reminiscing as garsallorsare
wont to do throughout the galaxy, and had just finished a spirited conversation on the merits of
Defiant-class attack shipswhen Barbousse burgt into the room, carrying abriefcase and alarge red
envelope that he passed to Brim.

"Commander Aram!" the big rating said with abroad amile. "It'swondrous good to seeyou alive,
ar.”

Brim opened the envel ope and studied its contents while the A'zurnian struggled to hisfeet again
and gripped Barbousse's hand. "It's good to see you, too, Chief," he said, winking. "Sort of proves|'m
dill dive"

Barbousse laughed. "Y ou A'zurnians are atough lot, if you'll pardon m'sayin' it. I'd bet that sSinged
wing pansye some."

"It1l kegp mefrom flying for awhile." Aram said, ruefully peering up over his shoulder.

"Not necessarily,” Brim interrupted. " The Chiefs brought a message from our old friend Baxter
Cdhoun that'll get you alot of timein agtarship if you want it."

Frowning, Aram turned. "Timein agtarship?' he asked.

"Absolutely," Brim said, handing him a sheet of plastic hardcopy. "Read it for yoursdlf."

Asheread adoud, Aram's eyebrows rose in apparent surprise. "This gives you authority to...." he
began. His voice suddenly trailed away, asif he didn't believe what he was reading.

"To commission you on the pot asa Commander in the Imperid Heet," Brim finished for him.
"And to put you in charge of 32 Squadron. Y ou sign up for the duration only; after wewin. you stay in
our Fleet a your own discretion.”

"Working for you?' Aram said.

"Well," Brim said with ashrug, "thereésadown sde to everything, you know. But I'm not haf as
bad asthe Chief hereclams.”

"| suppose the Capm'sright, if the truth were known." Barbousse sniffed in mock resignation.

Aramrolled his eyes and lowered himsdlf painfully to agtting position again. "Chief, I know how
much you hate working for the Captain." He chuckled, then looked at Brim with a serious mien. "How do
you suppose agroup of Imperialswould fed taking orders from aforeigner?'

"l assume you'll take ordersfrom me," Brim countered. "And | haven't noticed any wings on my
back."

Aram grinned and shook hishead. "Y ou know what | mean,” he said.

"Yeah," Brimsaid, "I'vedone alot of thinking about it snce | heard you arrived. And | can't say
there mightn't be problems. People are people, whatever race they happen to be. Everybody's
prejudiced to adegree. But overcoming that sort of thing, that'swhat gdactic civilization'sal about, isn't
it?'

Aram nodded, athough he continued to frown.



"Y ou don't have to make your mind up right away," Brim said. "Think about it for awhile. I'll be
around the base all—"

"That won't be necessary,” Aram interrupted, suddenly wide-eyed. "I mean, | want thejob! I'm
smply trying to think of something significant to say when | accept.”

"How about, 'I'll doit.""

"I'll doit, Skipper...."

"Chief, did you bring the Oath Taker dong with you?"

"Aye, Cap'm," Barbousse said, taking a portable warrant board from his briefcase.
"Commander,” he said, setting the smdl device beside Aram on the bed and activating itswindow. "Place
your right hand on the window here and repeet after me...."

The next day, after along night of briefings, Aram of Nahshon—Commander, |.F.—wason his
way to Avaon and FleetPort 30, where he would assume command of 32 Squadron. AsBrim sat in his
office listening to the morning starpacket thunder overhead, he smiled. Almost miraculous, he considered,
how the excitement of anew assgnment could mask the aches and pains of avery dangerouswar. And
besides, Aram was, after dl, an A'zurnian, with areal sense of identity from which he could draw
strength. Probably, he thought, that would be more than enough....

Toward the end of the Standard Month Pentad, as Brim and Moulding prepared to move 610
Squadron to its new home at Fleetport 30, Imperia Expeditionary Forces under Mgor Generd (the
Hon.) Gastudgon Z'Hagbut and remnants of the Effer'wyckean army were forced to retreat from the
Torbean worlds toward the center of the galaxy. Hoping to link up with other Effer'wyckean forces, they
made a stand on three watery planets orbiting Aunkayr, afifth-class star on the edge of the 'Wyckean
Void, only 160 light-years away from Agterious.

Scarcely amatter of dayslater, however, fresh Leaguer armadas overran most of the
Effer'wyckean Sixth Feet, and Hagbut swiftly concluded that even his new position was hopeless. To the
Generd's everlagting credit, heimmediately KA'PPAed for hep—and in doing so triggered an event that
bordered on the miraculous.

In no way could the beleaguered Imperid Admiralty muster sufficient trangportsto effect the
withdrawa before oncoming Leaguerstotaly wiped out their trapped Allied quarry. So the Admiras put
out agenerd cal for help to anyonein the areawho had an operationd starship. And with panache that
had saved the hoary old Empire literdlly hundreds of timesin the past, Avaon's private citizens provided
themiracle.

Barges, interstelar ferries, space yachts, HyperL aunches, salvage vessels, tramps, smugglers,
pace drifters, ore trawlers, even abeacon ship hdfway through her overhaul, anything that could lift into
HyperSpace—plus the Fleet—crossed the 'Wyckean Void to Aunkayr in mass. There, operating loosely
under Admiraty supervision, the ragtag squadrons began what was soon caled The Miracle of Aunkayr.

Each morning saw a shrinking perimeter around the bel eaguered Allied forces, and the lakes that
served aslift-off stations became more jammed by the metacycle asinterplanetary bargesfull of soldiers
and their gear arrived from the shrinking front. " The ground troops were hungry and thirsty and nearly
dead,” commented one volunteer with asmall rescue craft. "A lot of 'em even wore ripped battlesuits.
But they kept inline. 1 was proud of the poor sods!™ Leaguer warships fired vicioudy on them from every
direction, in spite of dedicated efforts from every attack ship the Imperias could get into space. Y et
volunteersin unknown hundreds of private starships ultimately rescued nearly 225,000 Imperid soldiers
and an additional 113,000 Effer'wyckean troops, transporting them back to Avaon before the operation
ended during the first metacycles of Standard date 2 Hexad 52012.

Intheloca darkness, General Hagbut packed hisfew items of equipment in asmall spacecraft
and made afind tour with the Senior Fleet Officer, Captain W. G. Landlord. When they were satisfied,
asthey remarked in their officid communiqué, "that there were no more Imperia troopsdive a the
lift-off Stes” they themsdves|eft for Avalon aboard adestroyer. The operation would continueto lift off
Effer'wyckean troops before the Admirdty declared an officid termination at the end of 4 Hexad.

* * *



Brim, Moulding, and 610 Squadron arrived at FleetPort 30 just after midday on the fifth, asthe
last sragglerswere il limping in from Aunkayr. The usudly crowded sky over Avaon was mobbed,
and since passing through LightSpeed the squadron of rakish Starfuries had been assigned vector after
vector to avoid collisonswith dower traffic. Lake Mersin was dready reflecting light through the haze
that obscured the far horizon when Brim contacted a FleetPort Controller in the midst of what promised
to be tremendous confusion. "Imperial P7350 to FleetPort 30," he announced. "1 am leading sixteen
Safuriesingde your outer marker."

"Defiant N956," the Controller announced to someone e se, "move into position and hold vector
two four left. Traffic will cross downrange.”

"Acknowledge two four left and hold, Defiant N956...."

Brim shrugged and held his course. Maybe they hadn't heard his call. However, with sixteen
Starfuriesimmediately behind him—and only the barest experience in heavily crowded airspace—there
wouldn't be alot of time for course corrections. He opened his mouth to repest hisinitia contact when ...

"AkroKahn 725 isready in sequence,” a deep Sodeskayan voice interrupted on the same
frequency.

"AkroKahn 725: affirmative," the Controller announced, still completdly ignoring Brim's
fast-moving squadron, "Move up to vector two four left and hold short.”

"Up to hold short, AkroKahn 725," the Sodeskayan confirmed.

Brim checked hisinstruments. "Sanders," he demanded, "is the radio working?'

"Checks out on this end, Skipper,” the radio officer reported.

Still another voice came on the tower frequency with aburst of gatic. "Um, we're on frequency
again. Changed radios. Sorry about that."

"5006: you're back with me?' the Controller asked in avoice dripping with irritation.

"Y eah, and we didn't mean to switch radios. Were now on...."

Concerned, Brim swung high to starboard, avoiding a battered interstellar ferry that suddenly
lumbered into his path. The old ship was clearly off course, victim of worn-out navigational equipment
or—more probably—damage from a near miss by League disrupters. Ahead, he could actualy see
FleetPort 30's long-range beacons againgt the darkness of space. Time was running out. Keying an
arrival layout for the satellite to one of hisdigplays, he chose his own inbound vector, onethat at least
seemed to be generdly digned with his present path. "Imperia P7350," he announced, asif she had
aready assigned the vector to him, "I am leading sixteen Starfuries for vector two four left. Do you read
me?" he asked, hisvoice clearly indicating an end to his patience.

That brought the Controller to life. "Er... thank you," she said with more than ahint of surprisein
her voice. "Imperia P7350 and sixteen Starfuries are cleared for arrival on vector two four left.”

Brim shook his heed; the huge satdllite was now clearly visible ahead. He would soon have a
word with that Contraller. Drawing more power from the big Admiraty gravs, he banked into hisfina
approach. "Cleared for arriva two four left. P7350," he acknowledged, and passed the message to the
four groups of Starfuriesfollowing closein hiswake.

Congtructed in gtationary orbit approximately 150 c'lenyts above spin ward Avaon, FleetPort 30
was shaped like aflattened glove nearly three quarters of aclenyt in diameter. It was ringed about the
middle by atransparent mooring tube and pressurized to the standard atmosphere on the surface below.
Complex antennafields on both "poles’ of the huge structure furnished clear communi cations throughout
the galaxy; the mooring tube provided forty-five docking portals paced equally around its margin, each
equipped with its own optica mooring system and retractable brow. When docked, Brim'skiller ships
would protrude bow first from thirty-two of these portals, with afew of the remainder occupied by
surface shuttles and transent ships. Both the interior of the structure and its moored ships were supplied
with locally generated gravity distributed evenly on every leve with "down focus' toward the center of the
planet itsAlf.

Using the excellent docking systems provided, Brim had the whole squadron moored less than
half ametacycle later. However, with fewer than ninety irds width at the docking rim, he hated to think
what it would be like to moor afull-sized cruiser—or a Starfury with shot-up opticals.... Unfortunately,



he had little time to worry about such future problems, or even to inspect his new command and space
anchorage. Only cyclesafter hisarriva, he and Moulding were on their way to the surfacein a
high-speed shuitle piloted by Aram of Nahshon himsalf. Barbousse scarcely had time to pack spare
uniformsfor them.

"Admira Cahoun said hedidn't care what you looked like after along ferry misson. Ceptan,”
the A'zurnian explained. "He smply madeit clear that you wereto be at the briefing—and it would be my
neck if hedidn't see you there."

"Any kind of abloody friend would have offered his neck,” Moulding grumped in feigned wrath.
"Six daysin athraggling bus designed for nothing but day trips. Mark Vaerian must be a closet
Leaguer—maybe even a Controller. | haven't had a proper bath and shave since Gimmes."

Brim laughed in spite of hisown discomfort. "Don't listen to him, Aram," hesaid. "Friend
Moulding secretly hatesto attend meetings, that's al."

From his seet at the little spaceship's helm, Aram grinned over his shoulder, "I think | know what
Toby means," he said. "The way they've stripped down the Defiants were using, you'd never recognize
them—and I'd hate to take any of 'em more than aday's flight away."

"If anybody can tell the differences, you can," Brim said, remembering the days he and Aram had
taken |.F.S. Defiant, thefirst Defiant MK 1A, aoft back in the spring of 51998. It seemed like two
hundred years ago. "How do they handle?' he asked.

"Rather nicdy, now that you mentioniit,”" the A'zurnian replied with anod of approva. "They're
nowhere near as fast as your Starfuries, but they can turn on aten-credit coin, and they'll accelerate with
the best the League has put up yet. And,” he added pointedly, "we've nearly twice the number of
Defiantsto face the L eaguers than you have Starfuries.,..”

That sort of half-joking braggado soon had Brim smiling with both pride and reli€f. It reflected
the kind of positive outlook on life that could only come from a person who had little problem with his
work. Now, maybe he could worry alittle more about fighting awar....

* k%

Asthe shuttle swooped low over the capita, Brim could see that every gravity pool in the vicinity
of Lake Mersn wasfilled with ships from the ragtag rescue fleet, and the overflow spread out hovering
over the surface of the lake itself. Moulding summed the scene up accurately when he commented, "I
think I could hike acrossthe bay just by stepping from deck to deck...."

Aram set thelittle ship down on avector that was kept open only by the hard work of adozen
police launches, then taxied quickly to wharf where they were flagged onto agravity pad recently vacated
by what could have only been anindustria barge, and adilapidated one at that. It probably had been
hel ping to ferry evacuees from an orbiting starship too old to qudify for surface license. Asthe clumsy
gpaceship lumbered out onto the lake, Brim shook hishead. Every vehicle capable of spaceflight had
helped in the evacuation. Little wonder the operation was caled a"miracle.”

Walking to the staff skimmer that would take them to the Admiralty, the trio passed between long
lines of bedraggled soldierswho were giving their namesto tired-looking officialswith logic scribers,
dropping what blast pikes and other weapons they'd managed to save into heaps, and climbing wearily
onto hovering omnibuses. Nearby, Steady streams of volunteers were bringing and sorting odd clothes,
because many of the evacuees arrived with only blankets thrown around their tattered battlesuits. For the
remainder of hisdays, Brim would remember atal, blond woman heading for one of the busesin the
badly scorched bottom half of a battlesuit and aman'sformal jacket; the latter accomplishing little to
cover amagnificent bust. For al her obviousfatigue, she somehow managed the panache to walk
proudly, head up and aert, with the indescribable spirit that characterized Imperia military no matter
where—or in what condition—they were to be found.

Probably the most amazing aspect of the operation, however—at least to Brim—wasthat he
knew the scene was being duplicated in more than ahundred similar starports scattered over the Triad's
Five planets. Most of the soldiers had lost their equipment, land crawlers, Sege disruptors, and the like,
But equipment could be replaced quickly in comparison to how long it took to gain the experience of



actual combat. These ragged professionals had faced the Leaguersin action—and had survived. They
would teach new Imperid armies how to do the same thing. And—uwith alittle help from Lady
Fortune—new armies equipped with fresh equipment would depart from the same ports, thistime

headed for victory. If, Brim reminded himself, the Fleet could keep the L eaguers from the doors until the
new Imperia forces were ready to march. Otherwise, today's inrush of refugeeswould only be rehearsal
for what was to come. For amoment he shivered inside his Fleet Cape. It was atall order indeed, and he
knew it.

Brim got hisfirdt taste of the CIGA's new sense of assertiveness as his skimmer-pool driver
followed arefugee bus through the front gates of the base. At least five hundred obvioudy well-dressed,
pampered-looking men and women of al ages were shouting obscenities, hurling garbage, and waving
placards as they strained against cordons of policein full battlesuits. Many carried animated placards
proclaming the CIGA motto, "Contemplate Gaactic Peace." One—afat, cherubic-faced woman with a
bad complexion—was using hers to pummel an officer over the head while she screamed
incomprehens ble peace dogans through a mouth twisted by rage.

"Can'timagine that one 'contemplating’ much of bloody anything," Moulding commented asthe
driver pulled around the dower omnibus and accelerated along the refuse-strewn boulevard.

At the same moment, the window beside Brim took a hit by something obscene-looking that
landed with adull splat and dribbled dowly aong the curved surface of the crystd. Theflying mass
gartled him, and he flinched, shaking his head the next moment in embarrassment. " Pretty ugly spectacle,”
he said lamely to Aram. "Try to remember that they're only asmall percentage of our population.”

"l understand,” the A'zurnian said. "They're afraid. Y ou can seeit in their faces. They'vegot it in
their mindsthat anything's better than fighting, so they're willing to make up with mongterslike the
Leaguers on the Leaguers own terms. We had our own brand of CIGAs—did damnably well until the
Leaguers showed their version of 'peace for what it really was. The CIGAs changed their minds
posthaste when the attacks came, but by that time, it wastoo late to reverse the damage they'd done to
themilitary.” He shook hishead. "And—at least in the few days | was able to observe—many of those
sorry zukeeds were the first the Leaguers executed.”

Brim nodded, staring at the floor of the skimmer. "Makes sense," he said. "'Leaguers conquer by
gaining control—albsolute control. Y ou saw what they did to your countrymen in the last version of this
war. They tore off people's wings so they'd be easier to keep track of."

"Yeah," Aram said bleskly. "1 gill have abad time with that. The bastardsredlly didn't do that
out of any overt love of inflicting pain—athough I'm certain some of 'em do. People who can't fly are
samply easier to control than those who can.”

By the time Brim looked up, they'd cleared the base entrance and were speeding along a broad
highway that paraleled the shore of Lake Mersin, In the distance to spinward, a baroque clutter of
towers and domes that was Avalon City dominated the horizon. Off to the right, athousand-odd
starships surrounded the great idand structure of Grand Imperia Termina, agaaxy of mooring beams
glittering through the haze as the ships rode to optica anchoring devices. In amatter of cycles, the
highway fed into Vereker Boulevard with its famous stands of kilgal trees and traffic began to pick up
substantialy. The three rode in silence, absorbed by their own thoughts—and the war. Brim settled back
in the seat and watched as they passed parks, sparkling fountains, and rococo facades asif the deadly
war bearing down on them had no existence at dl. He'd seen the damage in Atalanta after the League's
great raid there years back. Thiswar would surely change the face of the great city, in spite of any efforts
he could bring about to avoid it. But today, great black limousine skimmers decorated by embassy flags
gtill sped by importantly in both directions. Many, he guessed, would be on their lagt tripsin the Empire
asone by one, the Leaguers red dlies declared for the enemy camp and departed into the darkness of
war.

They passed the shimmering Desterro Monument, till crowded by tourists, hurried over the
Grand Achtite Canal just moments before a huge barge closed the ornate ruby span in what promised to
be asnarl of traffic, and moments later pulled daredevil fashion into Locorno Square with itstraffic



charging wildly around the monumenta statue of Admiral Gondor Bemus. With amad series of sartsand
panic gpplications of the skimmer's gravity brakes, the driver plunged into aturnoff and stopped a a
marble Saircase leading to the imposing, ornate structure known smply as"the Admirdty"” for millions of
light-yearsin every direction.

"How'd you liketo fly akiller ship?' Moulding jokingly asked the driver as he stepped onto the
pavement. "That kind of navigation takesred fortitude, in my book."

The driver grinned. "Thank you, sir," he said, "but those of uswot can survive Locorno are
needed right where we are. Otherwise, none o' you starship driverswould ever get to the Admiralty
dive"

"Youreright." Moulding chuckled, glancing over his shoulder a the noisy traffic careening around
the square. "I'd rather face the Leaguers anyday."

Brim agreed wholeheartedly as he started up the great staircase beneath whedling squadrons of
dirty, noisy pidwings. The stair treads bore mute testimony to at least five centuries of open warfare
between the Admiralty and the birds—which the former had clearly lost. "I takeit you're an old hand
with the guards by now," he said to Aram as they reached the top and strode toward the massive
entrance.

"Watch me," the A'zurnian said, setting a purposeful course toward the ornate entrance. When he
was precisaly four paces from the center porta, two of the four guards snapped to attention and saluted
while the other two yanked open the doors. Returning the salute, Aram led the way through the entrance
without breaking stride, Moulding and Brim followed close in hiswake. Only experienced Admiraty
hands knew how to do that; invariably, everyone else stopped. "Just like downtown, asthey say," he
chuckled over his shoulder.

Brim winked to Moulding. "So much for picking up locd customs,” he said.

"Y ou were worried?' Moulding asked.

"Who, me?' Brim answered with achuckle. But insde, he had been worried. Much as he loved
Moulding, his blue-blooded old friend was far too wedthy and insulated from the redities of Imperid
socid protocol even to recognize de facto discrimination when he saw it. Indeed, to alarge extent, Brim
had become that way over hisyearsin the Flegt, too. But in the beginning, hed been only atalented
Helmsman from Carescria, the most backward, underdevel oped section of the Empire, where the sole
industries were poverty and asteroid mining. He well knew what it was like to be on the outside looking
into asociety that—in truth—gave only lip service to the notion of clasdessintegration. It was good to
seethat Aram had so far soared above these hurdles asif they didn't even exist. Mentdly, he blew akiss
to Nadia Tissaurd, who from the beginning had manifested confidence in the young A'zurnian.

They were late for the briefing and—once they'd submitted to retina-image and fingerprint
checks—tiptoed to seats at the rear of the smal auditorium. "Universe,” Brim groaned under his breath
before he even saw the speaker. The man's grating voice immediately set his teeth on edge and brought
back aflood of memories. Genera (the Hon.) Gastudgon Z'Hagbut, X, N.B.E., and Q.O.C., had
changed little since Brim first met him more than sixteen years previoudy during thefamousraid on
occupied A'zurn that ultimately led to the League'slosing control of the smal planetary system by
guerrillaaction done. Hagbut would a so forever bring Margot Effer'wyck to Brim's mind because of a
wonderful evening in which she managed to so thoroughly embarrass the pompous officer that he nearly
lost consciousness. Asif it were yesterday, Brim could still see the buxom Princess costumed in the
low-cut, virtualy skirtless blue uniform of an Orenwald progtitute leading Hagbut across the dance floor
of Avalon's ogtentatious Golden Cockerd club.

"What's the matter?' Moulding whispered from Brim'sSide. "'Y our face has suddenly gonered.”

Struggling to stifle the mirth that threatened to break loose from the pit of his ssomach, Brim could
only shake his head and mumble, "It'sal right, Toby—just astray memory."

Hagbut had made his share of military mistakes over the years—mainly through an ingbility to
listen when he was offered advice. However, the blustery Genera had usudly proven himself to be more
than competent in dedling with Leaguers. A smdll, intense-looking superpatriotic man of undetermined
years, he had a perpetudly flushed face and spoke asif he didiked showing histeeth. Asaways, his




uniform was perfectly tailored, athough its wrinkled condition lft little doubt that he had been intensely
busy since his precipitous return to Avalon.

"Weare now in the midst of a MISTAKE nearly as GRAVE asthe DEFEAT we have just
auffered at the hands of the Leaguers,”" he said in his most boisterous style of speaking. "1 find mysdlf
DISGUSTED when | see Imperia soldierswalking about in Avaon and e sewhere with an embroidered
flash on their deeve reading 'Aunkayr.' " He took a deep bregth, and hisface became even redder.

Fedlings of humor quickly drained from Brim's mind as he listened to the man's angry words.

"Those people THINK that they are HEROES" Hagbut roared on. "And the civilian public
thinks so, too. But they are ALL WRONG. They fail to understand that the Empire suffered a
CRUSHING DEFEAT a Aunkayr, and that our five planets are now in immediate danger—asisthe
remainder of the Empire should wefail to save oursalves here" He pounded on the lectern. "1 seeno
sense of urgency outs de these walls— except perhapsin the ranks of the CIGAs—only rdief.” Glaring,
he peered around the auditorium. "Of COURSE | ook a Aunkayr asadeliverance,”" he continued. "In
that sense, | fed abit of relief mysdlf. Like anybody else, | have no desire for aLeaguer prison
camp—or death, which might well be preferable. But while thisfeding of relief remains among the
generd public, it displacesthe trueredlity that | have seen with my own eyesduring a VERY
AWKWARD retreat across the planets of Effer'wyck. And what isthat? The hard, harsh fact to be
redlized this day isthat the inconceivable might now be possible. Those jackbooted Controllers who
stamped their way across Lamintir, Korbu, Gannat, and A'zurn—and who are now poised to finish off
Effer'wyck—might soon be making landfal right here on our HOME PLANETS...!"

L ater, after the long, impassioned speech, Brim and his two companions happened into the
Genera inthe Admiraty's great lobby. It was no surprise to the Carescrian that Hagbut met his eyeswith
no recognition whatsoever, even though it had been he who waslargely responsible for preserving the
man's military renown in the wake of the A'zurnian raid.

"You have met him, haven't you?' Moulding asked asthe Generd and his party of staff-level
appendages swept past. "I mean, it is rather well known that you saved his career during the A'zurnian
raid afew yearsback.”

Aram interrupted with asnort. "It was by no mistake that Captain Brim wears my domain's
highest award,” he said quietly. "For his pains, Hagbut received only the A'zurnian meda presented to dl
foreign’ individualswho excd inthe domain's service."

Brim fet himself blush. "I wouldn't expect him to remember me—especialy with al hesgot on
hismind right now."

"Perhaps,” Moulding said, but he didn't look very convinced. Hagbut was not a popular man
among large segments of the Imperid military establishment. Suddenly, thetadl aristocrat glanced over
Brim's shoulder and winced. "Don't look now," he said with an aspect of distaste, "but here comes
somebody who seems to recognize you dl too well—with the media, no less.”

"Huh?' Brim asked, but before Moulding could reply, he felt ahand grasp his shoulder in a most
unfriendly manner. Whirling around, reedy to defend himsdlf, he found himsalf confronting none other than
Puvis Amherst—in mufti—and anumber of his"progressive’ journaists with HoloRecordersin hand.

"Well, Brim," the CIGA chief said, posing grandly. "I thought it might be you. War seemsto
attract your kind, doesn't it?"

"I supposeit does," Brim replied evenly, eyeing the man's pin-stripe cloak, dress-gray business
suit, and expensive shoes. "And it seems asif you have really gonethe other way thistime, wearing a
civilian getup likethat.”

"Thisisnot a'getup, Brim," Amherst sniffed in adigparaging voice. "In case you haven't heard, |
resigned my commission ashort time ago to protest the horrible war in which you and your ilk have
embroiled us." Helooked toward the HoloRecorders with a pained expression. "Have you seen the
results of your futile struggles against the might of the League?' he demanded rhetorically. "How many
innocent soldiers must suffer or die before callous bruteslike you give peace the chance it deserves?!

Brim chuckled, ignoring the journdists and looking Amherst sraight in the eye. "When | see some
real peace come aong, Puvis, you can be certain that | will bethefirst to giveit achance." Then he



frowned. "But what'sadl this about your resigning your commission—you actualy did something like
thet?'

"I most certainly did,” Amherst said, hands on his hipsin what he clearly expected was aheroic
pose. " Someone had to do something about the hundreds of billionsthat Onrad V is appropriating for
weapons and manpower now that he's become Emperor. Running wild, that's what. | had no influence
with that dreadful man from within the Flegt, even in my capacity astheleading CIGA. But | certainly can
use my pogtion in government to cut off hisfunds. That will stop al of you war lovers. And then | shall go
about earmarking those credits toward efforts to reestablish peace with the League.”

"You have apaosition in government?' Brim demanded in amazement.

"Only aguttersnipe like you would beignorant of that,” Amherst replied venomoudy. "By right of
birth, | am dso the Earl of Amhers," he sniffed. "I received thetitle at the time of my beloved father's
desth.”

"l see," Brim sald—of course, the Imperia House of Nobles, holdover from aform of
government that had outlived its usefulness a thousand yearsin the past. "And now you're going to start
campaigning againgt military expenditures?' he demanded. " In the middle of a war ?'

Amherst narrowed hiseyes. "We are not in the middle of awar, Brim," he pronounced asif he
were scolding asmdl child. "We are only at the beginning. Thereistill timeto stop the horror you beasts
have started. And oneway to do it isto cut off the resourcesthat fund your cursed war engines.”

"Y ou're aready off to agood start on that project,” Brim stated grimly. "Y ou CIGAsal but
stopped defense production years ago. We've been fighting thiswar at a disadvantage right from the
dat."

"And | thank the very Universefor it,” Amherst intoned in afirm voice, carefully projecting a
profile view toward the HoloRecorders. "If peoplelike you had your way, there would be no chance at
all for peace with the Emperor Triannic and his League.”

Brim shook hishead. "Puvis" he said earnestly, "if we weren't dedling with that tinhorn now, we'd
be dedling with him later on when he's even stronger.”

"Unlike you militants, | dedl only in peace” Amherst intoned, gloating asif he had just made a
terribly clever comeback.

"That'swhere you're dead wrong," Brim growled, "and you know it. | dedl in peace, too, every
bit as much asyou.”

Amherst opened his mouth to protest, but Brim cut him off with alook of utter contempt. "Even
initsbest light, Amherst,” he growled, "your kind of pacifism isonly ahothouse indulgence. And you
know it. It's a cozy-comfy state of wishfulness where everybody assumes that the protective walls will
stay up. But keeping those very important walsintact isatask for militants—among other hard jobs that
nobody elsewants. All through history, we militants—whether we dog in the mud, ridein land crawlers,
or fly starships—have shielded pacifistslike you from consequences of your own shortsighted sermons.
When evil beingslike Nergol Triannic and his minions triumph, pacifists are among the first to be rounded
up and herded off to the death camps. And don't try to tell me you haven't heard about such things. I've
been warning you for years mysdlf."

Heglared at his ex-shipmate who had now drawn back astep and was listening with an anxious
look on hisface. "How many peace demonstrations do you hear about in Tarrott?" he demanded. " Zero.
That's how many. Nergol Triannic has preempted any debate about peace. In his League, heisthe only
right’ permitted. No matter what the citizens of hisempire may want to think, it is we who are wrong by
decree. Except that by the more objective measure of civilization itsdf, it is we who areright, Puvis
Amhers—in spite of theignoble trash your CIGA cowards bleat during their squdid little
demondtrations. Don't fool yoursdlf," he said, pointing directly at the CIGA leader, "Leaguers are thered
war lovers. They've turned down every chance for peace we've offered since their false Treaty of Garak.
Thereal respongbility for thiswar isn't with the militants here on Avaon, but with Nergol Triannic
himsalf—and the mided traitorsin our Empire who support him.”

Brim paused for amoment, suddenly aware of what had just happened. The HoloRecorders
were now concentrated entirely on him. He'd been outmaneuvered. Thiswasn't the bridge of astarship



where he could fight with the best of them. He was now in the very center of CIGA territory—the
dippery arenaof media-swvaying.

Then he looked into Amherst'seyesand saw.. . fear.

Of course! For once, he had an important advantage—people everywhere could see what was
happening. The truth was out. He turned to face his old adversary, heart in his mouth. " The moment to
decide on an Imperid course of action haslong since passed,” he said, "because the choice of fighting or
acquiescing has dready been madefor usin Tarrott, not in Avaon. Now, it's high time that
everyone—you included, Mr. Earl of Amhers—gets himsdlf behind the people whose job it isto fight
thiswar."

He took adeep breeth, recalling awise Gradgroat-Norchdlite friar in the Juniper Street Mission
of waterfront Atalantawho long ago taught him one of the ancient prayers peculiar to that venerable sect.
He peered meaningfully into the HoloRecorders and spoke with dl the determination he could muster. "I
am not areligious man,” hesaid. "Nor am | certain that | shall ever comprehend anything deeper than the
gpiritual ties| have to my Empire. But long ago, | learned afew words from awise man who lives
halfway acrossthe galaxy. They have served mewell over the years, and | offer them to you, Puvis
Amherst, Chief of the CIGAS, for your guidance as you begin your campaign to bring about our ultimate
defeat.”

He bowed hishead. "O Universe," heinvoked in aclear voice, hiswords echoing in the grest,
gtill 1obby of the Admirdty, "stretch forth, we pray thee, thine amighty spirit to strengthen and protect the
soldiers of this Empire. Support them in the day of bettle... endow them with courage and loyalty, and
grant that in dl things they may serve without reproach....”

When he had finished, the HoloRecorders were still riveted solely on him. And Puvis Amherst
was nowhere to be seen.

CHAPTER 3
A Last Glimpse of Effer'wyck

Asit turned out, Brim never did return to FleetPort 30 that evening. Shortly after the briefing, he
and histwo companions found themsalves “invited" to awardroom party aboard the Imperia
battlecruiser Benwell. And it was quite clear that "regrets’ were definitely not in order—even for two
officerswho had just flown halfway across agaaxy and were dressed more for conning starships than
joining their colleagues for an evening of relaxation. Brim especidly was outraged; held been looking
forward to getting afast start in his new command that same day. But, as ever in the politics-charged
military arenaof Avaon, socid duties were often considered asimportant as one's actua job. The
L eague would soon put a stop to that, he grumped to himself. However, until an actua attack came,
Avaon evenings were meant for entertaining—and politica posturing....

Benwell had come off the stocks more than twenty years ago, if Brim's memory served. Sheld
been built to replace Nimue, the great battlecrui ser—whose destruction during an unequd battle with
powerful League forces near the historic battlefield of Zarnathor had also resulted inloss of Admiral
Merlin Emrys. Asthe skimmer drew to ahalt a the mgjestic battlecruiser's entry port, he remembered his
own youthful worship for Emrys and the three great battlecruisers, Nimue, laith. Galad, and Oddeon.
Before the war, the Admira and his mgestic squadron had ghosted in and out of harborsal over the
galaxy, showing the colors—and the power—of Greyffin 1V's Gaactic Empire. Loss of both Emrys and
his flagship had been devastating at the time, mourned throughout the gadlaxy. The former's
near-miracul ous regppearance after Six years of "exile’ on aprimitive planet and hisinfluence (secret, at
thetime) on the Battle of Atdantawere more than enough to establish him asalegend in hisown time.

"Universe," Moulding whispered as they stepped to the pavement and |ooked up at the colossal
machine before them. "No matter how often | seetheold girl, | dwaysfind mysdf surprised at how big
sheredlyis”

"And beautiful," seconded Brim. Along athousand-odd irds of her length, not asinglelight



glowed; moreover the system of mooring beams that secured her had been damped against all but local
radiation. Even blacked out, however, the ship's famous slhouette could be clearly seen againgt the starry
firmament of the galactic center. Early on, the big Nimues gained areputation as the best-looking
warships of their day, with none to match their perfect balance of design. Benwell was no exception.
Fore and &ft, her deek, low-set hull was surmounted by three sets of superfiring disrupters placed into
graceful turretsthat literally melted into the gentle curve of her decks, A frowning bridge surmounted her
raked superstructure and afforded the big ship amal evolent countenance that naturally bespoke her
deadly purpose. And if the greet ship had never completely replaced the origina Nimue in the hearts of
old-guard Imperia starsailors, she was perhaps even more beautiful than her predecessor by adint of the
many improvements incorporated into her design.

AsBrim and histwo companions gpproached the ship's prodigious gravity pool, thunder from
what must have been at least fifty heavy-duty repulsion generatorsfilled the night air and made further
conversation virtualy impossible until &l three had identified themselvesto alarge—very thorough—
security detachment and were well dong the great brow that carried into the ship's spacious boarding
lobby. "Voot'sbeard," Aram commented, making alittle frown. "With dl that, you'd think they'd invited
the Emperor.”

Moulding laughed. "Benwell's abloody important ship, and her skipper, Admira Dugan, isa
mogt influentid man in the Admirdty. | wouldn't beabit surprised if he had invited Onrad tonight.”

"Nor would | be surprised if he showed up,” Brim chuckled half serioudy. The Onrad hed
known as a Crown Prince enjoyed a good party as much as anyone ese.

Benwell's wardroom was dready teeming with Blue Capes by the time Brim and his companions
stepped over the coaming. Lighted for the party by dimmed siddights only, the large, dark-paneled room
was close with the spicy fragrance of camarge cigarettes, meem, perfume, and Sodeskayan Zempa
pipes. One quick scan through the haze made Brim thankful for the clean uniform Barbousse had packed
for him. A year in rdaively primitive Huvannahad clearly little affected the big man's penchant for
working miracles or hisinclination to discover events that were about to happen long before other
mortals knew about them.

Checking his Heet Cloak with awhite-gloved rating, Brim led the way through the crowd toward
the bar. The very atmosphere was charged with acozy hum of animated conversation, musical clinking of
fine crystal, and soft, elegant music played on aquintet of stringed instruments. And whoever had laid on
the meem did asuperb job. Elegantly Logish and aged to perfection, the fine old meem was atribute to
Admirad Dugan's meem chambers—and clearly hispurse stringsaswell. If thiswere atrue sample of the
libations to come, Dugan was indeed awealthy man or expected wealthy guests—or (most probably)
both. Brim had just touched his goblet to Aram's and Moulding'sin salute to A'zurn when his glance met
afamiliar pair of gentle perspicacious eyes greeting him from the other side of the room. These were set
into a heartshaped face dong with a sensuous mouth, wide forehead, and prominent nose, al framed by
long black hair cut severdly straight at the shoulders and across the forehead. Eve Cartier! Shewas
smiling now that held recognized her, and he grinned back, inexplicably filled with delight. Lessthana
year previoudy, her unexpected arriva— eading three powerful attack ships— had literally saved hisship
and hislife following the battle of Zongaar. And, of dl things, shewasafdlow Carescrian. To Brim's
eternd congternation, shewas clearly proud of her heritage, even going so far asto retain the Carescrian
burr that he had worked so diligently to erase during hisyearsin the Hdmsman's Academy.

"l say, Wilf," Moulding commented, "your mind certainly seemsto have wondered."

Blinking, Brim raised his glass once more and nodded assent, "That is has, my friend,” he said,
nodding toward Cartier who apparently had also been resummoned to a previous conversation. "If you
two will excuseme...?"

"That's Commander Eve Cartier over there, in't it?' Moulding remarked offhandedly.

"Either Eve or somebody who looks alot like her," Brim said over his shoulder as he began
pushing hisway through the throng of Blue Capes.

With agrin, Moulding raised his goblet once more. Brim heard him say, "To Carescrians...”" Then
he was engulfed in ababbling sea of faces as he struggled toward the other side of the room.



* * %

Cartier was one of those exquisite women whose beauty was so completdy natura that Brim
found it difficult to characterize. Each time he saw her, he had the ddlicious pleasure of rediscovering her
al over again. Tonight was no exception. A smdll-busted, statuesque woman of middling age, sheworea
uniform clearly tailored to reved her long, shapdly legsto their best advantage. " Stunning” was agood
description so far as Brim was concerned. Just as she had been thefirst day he set eyes on her aboard
Baxter Cahoun's space yacht Patriot.

Presently, shewastaking to atal, athletic-looking Captain whose bull neck and massive
physique Brim imagined might start hormones flowing in agranite sprite. And the studied manner in which
he ignored Brim's determined approach through the crowd reveded that either he and Cartier had come
asapair or he had staked her out as his persona conquest of the evening.

The encouraging glances Brim was receiving from her were agood indication, however, that she
might not entirely share the same fedings. "Eve," he exclaimed as he pushed hisway through alast gaggle
of Blue Capes. "How good it isto seeyou again,”

"Faith, Wilf Brim," she said, looking deeply into hiseyes, " 'tisageat pleasure to see your face
again, too. | didnaknow you war herein Avaon."

"l waan't," Brim explained with agrin, "until the middle of thismorning when | arrived from
Gimmas"

"l suppose | had heard that you were coming,” she said, her eyes dropping to the floor shyly.
Then suddenly she remembered the man with whom she had previoudy been talking. "Oh, er... yes.
Captain Brim," she slammered, "'l should like to present Captain, er...?"

"Cavindish," the man announced with studied ennui. "Kingdy Cavindish, First Officer of His
Majesty's battlecruiser |.F.S. Benwell. |, ah, didn't catch your ship, Brim."

Smiling evenly, Brim turned to face the man whose campaign he had just badly interrupted.
"Pleased to meet you, Cavindish," he said, extending hishand, "and | didn't give the name of my ship
because she doesn't have one.”

"A pity," theman said disparagingly as he grandly shook Brim's hand, "but then if we gave names
to dl the small ones, we'd soon run out, wouldn't we?!

"I never thought of that," Brim replied, fighting back a sudden desireto alter the shape of the
man's handsome nose. Instead, he turned to Cartier. "What news of Baxter Calhoun?" he asked.

Cartier amiled. "The Govern... er, Admiral Calhoun seemsto be settlin' into his new job directin'
Defense Command. | see him noo and again.”

"And you, Eve?" he asked, attempting to ignore the angry scowl that was beginning to cloud
Cavindish's handsome countenance. "They say you're heading up 617 Squadron.”

"Tistrue," she said with aproud little blush. "I've even got my own Starfury noo. The 1Cs started
comin'’ thro' twa weeks ago."

"And Patriot?" he asked.

"I turned her over to the Admirdty,” she said with ashrug. "She's afine auld ship—they'll mak’
good use o' her somewhere.”

"Yes, wdl," Cavindish interrupted with amost pointed little cough. Brim guessed the man had
little interest either in Carrier's career or the ships she commanded. "' had invited the Commander for a
tour of the ship. I'm certain that you will excuse us, Brim."

Brim gavealittle bow. "By al means, Cavindish,” he said with asmile. It was perfect. If heand
thelovely Cartier wereindeed apair, this gave both of them an opportunity to be easily rid of him. On
the other hand, if Cartier were merdly the target of an evening's ddliance, then she would be freeto
return (or not return) as she wished. He turned and took her hand for amoment. "Eve," he said, "I ook
forward to seeing you again soon."

"I look forward to the same thing, Wilf," she said with an enigmatic little smile, "soon.”

For the next haf metacycle, Brim found that he knew a number of the guests aboard Benwell.
During twenty-odd years of HyperSpace activity, one tends to collect acquaintances from al over the



galaxy. He even encountered amember of his graduating class a the Helmsman's Academy, noting wryly
how things had changed over the intervening decades. During those days, Carescrians had been looked
down upon to the point of subjugation. Amazing how Captain's stripes changed peopl€'s opinions!

Moulding and Aram gppeared to have blended into the party well, too, especialy the latter. The
young, red-haired A'zurnian clearly had winning ways, especialy with anumber of A'zurnian ladiesfrom
the Embassy. He thanked the Universe Aram's gregari ousness seemed to have aso worked on the
prima-donna Helmsmen of 32 Squadron, It made things easier al the way around.

He had just accepted a fresh goblet of excellent Logish Meem when ahush suddenly came over
the room asif someone had thrown aswitch. Turning with afrown, hewasjust in timeto watch Admira
Dugan himsdlf step into the room followed immediately by the hefty bulk of a man whose visage now
hung in the wardroom of every ship in the Imperia Feet: Onrad V, Grand Gaactic Emperor, Prince of
the Reggio Star Clugter, and Rightful Protector of the Heavens.

Dressed in the uniform of aVice Admird (arank he earned by hisbrilliant command of Task
Group 16 during the Battle of Atdanta), Onrad was dightly taller than Brim and considerably heavier. A
comfortable man of obvious royalty, he had dark brown hair and wore a short, pointed beard with
perfectly trimmed mustaches. And even halfway across aroom, the man's eyes clearly set him apart. As
he greeted the high-ranking guests who immediately surrounded him, he had away of looking at them
that bespoke genuine honesty. Not the kind of bumpkin morality that attempts to please everyone,
everywhere. Onrad's mien promised only that he would make the best decisonsfor his Empire, and if
you happened to think you could help, so beit.

"Looksasif | wasright,” Moulding chuckled, joining Brim at the bar. "No wonder security was
so tight at the brow.”

Brim nodded, sipping his meem. Somehow, the unannounced appearance was just like
Onrad—or at least the Onrad that he had come to know over the years. Pragmatic as well as human, the
young Emperor would clearly have seen tonight's party as an opportunity to be with the people who
would soon be protecting the very skies over hishead and a much-needed persond diversion. Hewas
an active man who must surely find hisown royaty stultifying at times.

With al the high-ranking brass about, Brim expected he wouldn't get within ten irals of the new
Emperor, so he found himself considerably surprised when he responded to atap on the back....

"It's been a bloody long time, Brim,” Onrad said, offering his hand. "I'm sure you think I've
forgotten al about you."

Brim grinned and took the Emperor'shand. "Y our Mgesty,” hesaid, "I think that you've
probably been busier than you can remember. And, er, congratulations, | think."

Onrad gave aprivatelittle laugh. " Save your congratulations for my father," Onrad joked. "H€e's
the one who redly benefited from his abdication.”

"I'm glad I'm not running thiswar,” Brim said.

"Y ou'd better be running it,"” Onrad chuckled, "and the people who work for you, right down to
the lowest-leve feather merchant civilians. Because the higher | climb, theless| can see. And a my levd,
al | getispolicy, with an occasiond fillip of actud happenings.”

"Inthat case, Your Mgesty, I'll do my best,” Brim joked.

Onrad put ahand on Brim's shoulder. "I know that, Brim," he said. "Don't ever forget that |
know. Y ou're not a squeaking whed, so | won't often get around to personaly making afuss about your
exploits—like when you managed to delay the whole bloody war for more than half ayear. And you
have aready been awarded your second Imperial Comet for thet, even if it may be along time before
ether of us has sufficient time to accomplish the ceremony that awards the medal to you publicly.”

Brim shook hishead. "'l don't particularly need medals" he said. "I'm certain you must redlize
how much better off | am right now than ninety-nine percent of al the Carescrians ever born.”

"Meda s make promotions easier, Brim," Onrad said, reaching insde histrousers pocket to
retrieve asmall leather pouch. "That'swhy | brought you this." Handing the pouch to Brim, he next drew
athick ribbon from within hisformd jacket. "Y ou'll have to wear thiswithout ceremony until bloody
Nergol Triannic provides us with enough breathing room to lay on a proper celebration.”



Brim emptied the pouch into the pam of hishand. It contained an eight-pointed starburst in silver
and dark blue enamd, inscribed with asingle word at its center: vaor.

"Here," Onrad said, handing the sash to Brim. "Slip this on right now—you should have been
wearing it months ago. | awarded the bloody thing to you as one of my very firg officia actsas
Emperor.”

Brim unrolled the heavy loop of ribbon and clipped the gold disk to a catch sewn into its lower
hem. "Onrad V, Grand Galactic Emperor, Prince of the Reggio Star Cluster, and Rightful Protector of
the Heavens," heread doud. ™Y ou know I'm terribly proud of this, Y our Highness," he said, dipping the
ribbon over hisleft shoulder to rest beside asimilar ribbon and disk awarded by the previous Emperor.

"Wadl," Onrad said, "'l suppose | fed rather proud of it myself. It's not that often that someone
getstwo of thesethings. | fed pretty good about awarding it.”

"Thank you, Y our Mgesty,” Brim said, sensing hisface burn. "I'll do my best to make sure |
continue to deserve the honor."

Onrad laughed quietly. "That'sjust like you, Brim," he said, grabbing the Carescrian’s shoulder
for amoment. "Anybody ese would be breaking hisarm in an attempt to pat his own back."

"I've got to fly with that arm tomorrow," Brim said with agrin. "Otherwise... I'd probably end up
withading mysdf."

"Saveit till wewin the thraggling war." Onrad chuckled under his bregth. "By the Universe, I'll
proclam aWilf Brim Appreciation Day."

"I'll change my name, Y our Mgesty,”" Brim joked.

"Well find you, Carescrian,” Onrad returned. "l don't have Secret Police for nothing, you know."
Then he frowned for amoment. "Wilf," he asked quietly, "do you remember the night years ago when
Father awarded you your first Order of the Imperid Comet?"

Brim nodded. "Aye, Your Mgesty," he swore earnestly. "It'sanight I'll never forget so long as|
live"

"Turnsout, Father found it hard to forget, too," Onrad said. "I talked with him about it the next
morning. He wanted to do something for Carescria; seems held promised you held try to make things
better there.”

"Yes," Brim agreed, closng hiseyesfor amoment while hismind whirled backwardintimeto a
wartime night in Avalon when held been decorated by Greyffin1V.

"Y ou may or may not know it, my friend," Onrad said, looking Brim directly in the eye, "but
those new Carescrian starship factories turning out Starfury 1Cs and other warships are adirect result of
that evening.”

Speechless, Brim could only shake his head in wonderment.

"Thought you'd like to know that," Onrad said softly, putting his hand on Brim's shoulder again.
"Keep up the good work, then. We won't have much of a chance of ceremonies until we've won the
wa."

Brim nodded as he struggled to recover his senses. "Until we win thewar, Your Mgesty,” he
sad.

"Meanwhile," Onrad said, "keep your ears and eyes open. You'll bein thethick of things once
the zukeed L eaguers get around to having ago at us. When | need to know what's going on in Defense
Command, I'll be around to see things through your eyes.”

"| shdl beready, Your Mgesty," Brim said.

"Good." Onrad turned to leave but stopped in histracks. "Oh, Brim," he said, frowning over his
shoulder.

"Yes, Your Mgesty?' Brim answered.

"Try to keep yoursdf and your friend Barbousse out of trouble for awhile. All right?"

"Absolutdy not. Your Mgesty,” Brim said with asmile.

Onrad grinned. "Inthat case," he said, "I'll start making plansfor the victory celebration.”

* % %

Eve Carrier never did regppear that evening; Brim was not particularly surprised by her



disappearance, but somehow felt atinge of disappointment. There was something specia about the
Carescrian beauty, athough he couldn't somehow define just what that was. And it wasn't that he wanted
to take her to bed, athough he had to admit that he certainly would like to do that, too. Eve Cartier was
an extremdly attractive woman, in many different ways. And not the least of them was her love of the
home he had utterly forsaken.

Eventudly, Onrad departed. Soon after, Brim and Moulding called up a staff skimmer, said their
own good-byes, and started for the boarding lobby. They left Aram in the company of a perfectly
stunning flighted woman from the A'zurnian Embassy. The two were so degp in conversation that the
young Squadron Leader failed to even notice Brim's new decoration, and the Carescrian felt rather guilty
bresking into say hewas|leaving.

"Daresay wewon't see him for awhile,” Moulding commented as he and Brim walked aong the
brow.

Brim chuckled. "Aram won't need to be back until tomorrow morning'sinspection,” he said,
"early, of course. Theré's ashuttle he can catch that ought to leave the two of them plenty of time for fun.
But held better be on time, though, or I'll leave feathers dl over the satdllite. And | meaniit.”

"Tough words, Wilf," Moulding commented with araised eyebrow.

"Tough war coming up, as| seeit,”" Brim replied thoughtfully. "We're not dealing with abunch of
hardened Imperid veteranslikewe did in Huvanna The gang we landed from Gimmasthismorning is
little more than abunch of talented amateurs.”

"A willing bunch, though," Moulding said defengively.

"Oh, they'rewilling enough,” Brim agreed. "Universe knowsthey're al of that. But if we—you,
Aram, and |—don't keep the pressure on them now, while the Leaguers aren't aiming their best punches
directly a our chins, it'll be even harder on them when the blows do begin to fall. Universe, Toby,
remember what it was like for usthefirst time we ran into the Leaguers, and wed been fighting The
Torond for more than amonth.”

"I remember," Moulding replied thoughtfully, "al too well. We certainly are not leading the ships
full of veteransthat wewerein Huvanna" He gave asad little chuckle. "I hadn't wanted to say anything,
Wilf," he sighed, "because you couldn't do anything more than | could about it, except work the poor
sods harder. And | was aready doing that." He looked down at the pavement for amoment. "I still am,”
he muttered.

Brim nodded as they flagged down a staff skimmer. "I know you are," he said. "And by doing it,
you're also driving yourself. Doesn't take a medic to see how desperately tired you've become yourself.”

"Speak for yoursdlf, Wilf," Moulding said with asage nod. "Y ou didn't get those bloodshot eyes
from too much rest, either.” Helaughed grimly. "If any of usare till around at the end of thisnext big
scrap, then al the torment—for both the driver and the driven—uwill seem quite worthwhile, 1 should
think. Especidly if wewin."

"When wewin," Brim corrected. "Those Starfury drivers of yours are doing xaxtdamned well.
They'll comethrough in the pinch. | know it."

"All right, ‘when wewin."" Moulding laughed, punching the Carescrian on hisforearm. "I'd amost
forgot | wastaking to Wilf Brim."

Brim grinned and punched his old friend back. "Keep up the good work, Toby," he said. "Don't
give 'em even amoment of free timeto think about what might happen. The more practice they get, the
better they'll do when they've got red Leaguersto fight.”

"They'll beready," Moulding assured him.

Brim nodded and smiled. But insde, he wasn't so certain of anything. Theonly truetest of a
warrior's skill was actual war, and they hadn't had much of that—yet.

Brim got hisown firgt taste of action the third morning after arriving over Avaon. He had taken
Starfury R6595 on alone-wolf misson to help calibrate one of the highly secret BKAEW tracking
systems|ofted to the five-hundred-clenyt level earlier inthe year. The highly classfied satdllites—hardly



more than four armored control rooms centered in a huge antenna system—uwere rumored to use
KA'PPA instantaneous-communication waves for tracking starships at distances measured in hundreds of
light-years, where mere light-speed-limited wavelengths were clearly impractical.

From the orbit of Avalon, he wasingtructed to set a course of 145:19, which would bring the
ship to Galactic coordinates HK* 452/-68:435, gpproximately thirty-five hundred clenyts off the
occupied Effer'wyckean planet of Ellivuagh. From there, he would dow through LightSpeed, change
course, and fly asfar asthe Thias-Remo star system KA'PPAINg his position in relation to severd
agteroid clusters along the way. Then, he and his crew could come home. At face value, it sounded like
an easy run, in and out before breakfast—if they were lucky. However, the arealliteraly swarmed with
Leaguer starship bases, and in redlity, their only chance of coming through without adonnybrook wasto
move asrapidly aspossible, thereby minimizing the likelihood of interception by what would smply have
to be vastly superior Leaguer forces....

Starfury R6595 cleared FleetPort 30 while the capital below was till inits dark period and
passed into Hyperspeed shortly afterward. Looking aft, Brim could see the muted blaze of his Drive
plume curving gently to port as he put the helm over and picked up his course for Effer'wyck. Forward
through the Hyperscreens, the 'Wyckean Void extended to the Effer'wyckean coastal stars, while atiny
galaxy of glowing data flowed congtantly across his readout panels. Not a hint of stray gravity marred
their course asthey hurtled through the mgestic emptiness of interstellar space. A beautiful flight, in
anybody's estimation.

They crossed the hundred or so light-yearsinno time at al. Ellivuaeb waslargein the
Hyperscreenswhen Brim's KA'PPA display suddenly chimed and filled with the old-fashioned language
symbals transmitted by the system, "R6595 FROM KGL-32, ORBIT HY POSPEED IN PLACE,
PLEASE"

Brim nodded, dowing through LightSpeed and circling while they calibrated their instruments. It
was very comfortable at the hem of a Starfury, and soon he began to fed drowsy as he repetitioudy
went on flying the same closed course again and again. The KA'PPA brought that to aquick end,
however, asit began to chime and abruptly changed itsdisplay. "R6595 FROM KGL-32,
IMMEDIATELY KA'PPA YOUR MEAN DISTANCE FROM ELLIVUAEB."

Brim frowned and turned to nod at the Navigating Officer. Something must be up; it was certainly
not yet time for hisbroadcastsin the clear. "Send it," he said.

Only afew cycles passed before the KA'PPA display chimed in response. "R6595 FROM
KGL-32, STEER 090:15 IMMEDIATELY ."

Ingtantly, Brim camedert. If BKAEW redly did work, a suspicious starship could be
somewhere about, just outside the range of T6595's own proximity indicators. Perhaps the operators
wanted to identify him on their readouts. He put the helm hard over and skidded onto the new course,
Then he looked around him, rolled left and right afew timesto check on blind spots. Everything looked
empty enough. He was below LightSpeed, so both he and any possible attackers would be leaving no
Drive plumeto track.

"LOOK OUT, R6595, AT A YELLOW-GREEN APEX," the KA'PPA chimed, "YOU ARE
BEING SHADOWED BY ANOTHER STARSHIP."

Immediately, Brim turned his head in that direction and glimpsed asmall, brilliant dot, dipping
behind an asteroid shod. It wastoo far away to identify, but if it were aLeaguer ship, he meant to keep a
discreet eyeonit. Turning onto hisorigina course to make the other Helmsman commit himsdlf, he called
for action stations and gave permission to enable the ship's disrupters.

Within three cycles, the dot had become a chevron, one of the Gorn-Hoff 262E killer ships, most
likely. The Leaguer cycled through a half-dozen banks, setting up his attack, clearly of the opinion that
Brim and his Starfury had not yet detected him.

In amatter of moments, the Starfury was ready for battle. It was Brim'sfirst action since heled a
squadron of Starfuries at the great battle of Zongaar—and something in hiswarrior's psyche had been
missing the rush of adrendine that always preceded battle. He steded himsdf and listened asthe small
bridge came aive with muted voices and running feet, switching extragravity boost to the generators



while summoning 115 percent from the power chambers. All right. Leaguer, hethought with aamile,
let'sseeyoutryit!

"Here he comes," someone warned quietly from the rear of the bridge.

Brim looked up asthe Leaguer angled into agentle spird, clearly designed to bring himin on
R6595'stal. He was only a short distance away, relying on darkness to mask his movements and running
dow to make certain of hiskill.

"Hang on," Brim shouted, then punched the thrust dampers all the way forward, throwing the
Starfury into avery deep turn away from the planet. Now, he could keep his eyes on the Leaguer and
dill maneuver.

Taken by surprise, the enemy gunners opened fired, but they were much too late, and the huge
bursts of energy glowed harmlesdy far astern of their intended target.

Brim leveled out and continued hisright turn. The Gorn-Hoff tried to turn ingde, but his steering
engines had insufficient energy at that speed, and he flipped into aspin, caught in the planet's gravity.
Once again, Mark Vaerian's superb design had triumphed, and for amoment, Brim could seethe
League markings—big crimson daggers outlined in white—on the pale blue undersurface of the enemy
craft.

The Gorn-Hoff came out of its spin dmost immediately, but Brim was aready in position—and
the Leaguer knew it, for he began hurling the big ship around in an effort to throw off Brim'sgun layers.
However, his stunting availed him nothing. Alford, at the fire-control console, opened fire at about fifteen
hundred irds, filling space with a blinding welter of tremendous explosions.

Even at adisadvantage, however, the enemy Helmsman flew his 262 with a certain familiar
style—Brim wondered for amoment if they had tangled previoudy, perhgpsin Fluvanna. Shifting hisship
about and congtantly varying the line of sight, the Leaguer obvioudy knew that the Starfury turned and
accelerated better, so Brim guessed his only hope would beto dive. He wasright!

Brim rolled the Starfury onto its back and followed, taking advantage of his quarry'sregular
trgectory while Alford opened fire again. They went down toward Ellivuaeb at blinding speed. As soon
asBrimwasjust off the Leaguer'stail, Alford'sfiring correction became rlatively smple, but the
Imperids had to hurry. The Leaguer was dowly pulling away, luring them down toward the surface
where other powerful weapons systems waited.

At Alford's next salvo, three flashes appeared along the Leaguer's starboard side near the edge
of therear chevron. The Imperia gunner fired again, thistime hitting first on aleve with the gravity
generators and then working hisway toward the bridge. For afraction of aclick, the ship seemed to
hestatein the middle of itsdive.

The Drive doors suddenly popped open, only to disappear in acloud of raw energy guttering out
of the exhaust tubes. Then amore violent explosion at the base of the chevron and athin black trail
mingled with the energy gushing from his perforated energy chambers.

It wasthe end. A tongue of radiation fire appeared from the Gorn-Hoff's belly asthe hullmeta
began to un-collapse. It lengthened, licked at the trailing edge, and dispersed in incandescent shreds.

By thistime, the two ships had plunged into the dark side of the planet. The Gorn-Hoff, however,
wasfinished. Brim climbed up again in spirdls, watching him. The enemy ship was nothing but avague
outline now, fluttering helplesdy downward, shaken at regular intervals. An explosion. A black trail. A
whitetrail. An exploson. A black trail. A whitetrail. Soon, it was no more than aball of flames streaking
toward the surface like ameteor that ultimately scattered into a shower of flaming debris and extinguished
harmlessy beforeit hit the surface.

No lifeglobes had g ected; some sixty-odd L eaguers had smoked their last TimeWeed.

The KA'PPA chimed. "R6595 FROM KGL-32, LONG TRANSMISSION, PLEASE. DID
YOU GET THAT LEAGUER?"

Brim answered immediately. "K GL-32 FROM R6595 ANSWERING AND
TRANSMITTING FOR FIX. GOT HIM ALL RIGHT. ONE... TWO... THREE... FOUR. "

Afterward, the BKAEW Controller ordered them back to port. The spot was going to get
unhedthy inavery short time.



Brim agreed wholeheartedly; it wastime to head for home. Immediately, he set course for
Avdon.

The next few days were momentous ones both for Brim and the Empireitsaf. Nergol Triannic,
the League Emperor, moved headquarters all the way from his capital on Tarrott to the little town of
Pechte on the Effer'wyckean agri-planet of Nemd. The move had a chilling effect in the Imperid
Admiralty, for it revedled—as no other action could—the Leaguer's confidence that Effer'wyck was al
but subdued.

Had he planned for effect—and there were many who suspected the Tyrant actualy did make his
move for that reason—Triannic's action could not have come at aworse time for the Effer'wyckean
government. From the very beginning, Effer'wyckeans had mounted a greet hue and cry for aid for the
Empire—and to alarge extent, that aid had been forthcoming, even after the miracle-debacle of
Aunkayr. Their pleas had a special effect upon Emperor Onrad, whose ties with the beleaguered
province were both political and persond. Grand Baron Reynard, the dominion'stitular leader, was
Onrad's second cousin, twice removed, and the two had been close friends since early childhood.

Now, however, Baxter Calhoun was devel oping second thoughts about aid for
Effer'wyck—serious ones. It was onething to help afriendly neighbor defend againgt his enemies, but
quite another when that neighbor appeared asif he would shortly lose everything he had been given.
Especidly now that "everything” would comein very handy when the same enemy attacked Avaon! Brim
was present at the conference when Calhoun rose and shocked asmall confab of wing leaders by saying,
"If the enemy developed a heavy space attack on usthis very afternoon, | could na guarantee superiority
around the Triad for more than two Standard Days. An' thasthe truth.”

In the end, Onrad demanded that Calhoun allocate four more squadrons of Defiantsto the
flagging Effer'wyckean campaign, and the Carescrian Admira at last had to givein. Afterward, however,
Cahoun prudently alotted the ships and crews with the proviso that they must operate from bases on
one of the Triad'sfive planets.

Still the Empire waited. Intelligence from Sodeskayan spy mastersindicated that the League High
Command had been serioudy consdering an invasion of Avaon since before the turn of the Standard
Y ear. After their recent victories, only the disastrous whipping they received at Zongaar had made the
opportunigtic Triannic hesitant. That and the fact he/d won so quickly that his Generalsfound themselves
well ahead of their ability to plan. Too, he retained hopesthat the CIGA movement he surreptitioudy
funded over the years would effect Imperid capitulation before he had to fire adisrupter. So the war
continued, but only in and around the cringing dominion of Effer'wyck. Therest of civilization
watched—waiting for what would happen next.

Two daysfollowing Brim'sarriva at FHeetPort 30, the watchers were rewarded—thistime with
an act of cowardice and treachery that shocked even the most cynical among them. At approximately
Night:4:76, Standard Imperia Time, Grand Baron Rogan LaKarn of The Torond declared war on
Effer'wyck, steding advantage from the apparently inevitable victory his League dlieswould soon obtain
inthat dominion. To Brim, perhaps the most offensive part of LaKarn's act was not itsrank cowardice so
much asitsintringc cynicism in regard to The Torond's Grand Baroness Margot, who was aso "Princess
of the Effer'wyck Dominions." And athough the mysterious noblewoman had been missing from public
view since Brim's destruction of the Leaguer spacefort at Zongaar, shewas, after dl, LaKarn's wife—if
indeed shewas till dive....

With this move, the Effer'wyckean situation became extremely confused. Soon afterward.
Generd Hagbut gave way to Onrad's prodding and landed Imperid troops of the First Protean Division
on the Effer'wyckean planet of Breyst at the same time that e ements of Imperia Fifty-first were being
evacuated from planets circling the huge binary star at Havre. A day earlier, other units of the same
Fifty-first retreated onto the barren planet of Valery when they found themsalves cut off from amain
Effer'wyckean divison by advancing Leaguers. Now they were caling for evacuation, too. Early the next
evening, Brim received atop-secret message from the Admiraty:



TNY 3346-1-A16E GROUP 445Y 216/52012
[TOP SECRET-IMPERIAL PALACE]
SORTIE ORDER

FROM:
BU FLEET OPERATIONS,
ADMIRALTY, AVALON

TO:

W. A. BRIM, CAPTAIN, |.F., FLEETPORT 30
<QWET7EF475512-FQ90-CJ13245JGQA-LJG> SUBJECT: TRANSPORTATION
ARRANGEMENTS

TOMORROW AT DAWN:2:31 YOU WILL TRANSPORT EMPEROR ONRAD V,
TWO OTHERS, CLASSIFIED DESTINATION. H. MAJESTY PERSONALLY
CARRIES COORDINATES. INSURE STARSHIP FULLY ARMED. RETURN AT
H. MAJESTY'S DISCRETION.

NOTE; YOU WILL SORTIE WITHOUT ESCORT.

FOR THE EMPEROR
A.T.ZAPT, MAJOR GENERAL, I.F.

[END TOP SECRET IMPERIAL PALACE]
TNY 3346-1-A16E

Scant metacycleslater—following an dl-night sesson of frenzied cleaning, polishing, and
scrubbing—P7350 and her deservedly tired crew were ready as Brim could make them. He had just
changed into a clean uniform when the Crown Prince and his guests arrived without fanfare aboard a
smadl, nondescript Heet shuttle. Puffing from an dl-out run hafway around the rim of the big, artificia
satdlite, Brim met them at the boarding hatch.

"Morning, Brim," the Emperor said with asmile. "Shameto get you up so early, but I've
scheduled anumber of meetings at the other end, and | want to get them al finished inasingle day.”

Brim laughed inwardly. "Oh, you didn't get usup, Your Mgesty," he said with asmile. "Were
reedy to lift ship anytimeyou are.”

"Somehow, | had no doubts about that,” Onrad said with awink. "And by theway, | think you'l
find that you've already met both your other passengers.”

It wastrue. Brim recognized the next one out immediately. "Lord Jaiswa," he said, moving to
help the small man steer alarge grip-dl through the hatch.

"Helo, Brim," Jaiswa said in adeep voice, straightening himself with agreat smile. "Our paths
haven't crossed since the Dytasburg Conference, have they?' Wearing the white satin coverals, gray
cape, and black velvet cap that seemed to be his persond trademark, the squat, muscular official had a
massive, frowning brow, sharp nose, pointed mustache, and the cold eyes of a professiona nA
wedlthy man by dint of many activities—some reportedly lega—Jaiswa was patriotic nearly to the point
of obsession and considered by many CIGAs as one of their most dangerous enemiesin Avaon. Along
with Brim's Carescrian mentor Baxter Calhoun, he had persondly funded congtruction of the first
Starfury, K5054, and during the years that followed exhibited a certain flair—perhaps geniuswas a
better description—for directing production. Shortly after naming him Lord Jaiswal, Onrad V dso
gppointed him Minigter of Starship Production, and immediately, the smallish Jaiswa bent to his new set
of tasks asif the whole Empire depended upon his efforts—which, in large measure, wastrue....

Thethird passenger to back out of the shuttle was a huge Sodeskayan.



"Nik?" Brim demanded, narrowing his eyesin amazemen.

"Wilfooshka" the Bear exclamed, turning to lift Brim from hisfeet.

"Nik Urss" Brim stammered. "What in the name of Voot are you doing here?'

"After Zongaar, how can they win war without us?' Ursis answered in mock seriousness. He
stood at least aquarter again astal as Brim with dark reddish-brown fur, along, urbane muzzle that
terminated in ahuge, wet nose, and smal gray eyes of enormousintensity. Like his colleague Borodov,
he wore dlegant fang gems at either sde of hisgrin. Also like hisold friend Borodov, he cut adashing
figurein his country's didtinctive papakha, soft leather boots, and maroon Fleet Cloak. A highly
respected theoretical physicist and Drive engineer in peacetime, Ursis served as Dean of the famous
Dytasburg Academy on the G.F.S.S. planet of Zhiv'ot, However, he was d so awarrior without peer,
and like many of his Sodeskayan contemporaries, he had anatural proclivity for what they termed,
smply, "TheHunt."

"Brim" Onrad chuckled, "you've got more friends and acquai ntances than Horgroath has moons.
Everywhere you go, it seemslike old home week for xaxt's sake."

"I've noticed that, Y our Mgesty." Brim laughed. "Probably I'm getting old—it takesalong time
to run into so many people.”

Onrad took along look a Brimin feigned judgment. " Good thing the Leaguers haven't caught
wind of this so-called aging of yours." He laughed, then checked histimepiece. "Wed better be on our
way, then," he said. "Weve araft of important meetings and only afew metacyclesto get through them.”

"By theway, Your Magesty," Brim interjected quietly, "the Navigator doesn't know where those
meetings areto be held yet."

"Oh." Onrad pursed hislips. "That'sright, Brim," he said, "after you lift off, set course for
Gimmeas. I'll give him thered coordinates once were into space.”

Brim paused amoment, then shrugged inwardly. It was Onrad'strip, after al. Actualy, it was
Onrad's ship aswell— Emperors owned everything so far as the Fleet was concerned. Including, at least
for thistrip, destinations. "Thisway, Y our Mgesty," he said, and led the way into the corridor.

They arrived at P7350 after a short walk—passing a number of astonished faces—and boarded
the ship through afull honor guard Barbousse had thoughtfully assembled at the head of the tube. Only a
few irdsinto the boarding lobby, however, Onrad began to peer around and sniff the air. "What'sin
xaxt'snameisthat | smell?' he demanded. "If | didn't know better, I'd swear someone spilled awhole
bucket of metd polish somewhere."

Opposite Brim—and behind the Emperor—a number of faces suddenly went to deep red, and it
was obvious that the honor guard, al of whom had been apart of the spiff detail, were having serious
difficulty stifling bellows of laughter, especidly Barbousse, who had driven them like galley daves.

"Um, yes, Your Mgesty," Brim replied, having his own difficulties with nascent laughter. "We, er,
try to keep the ship as clean as possible.”

"Glad to hear that," Onrad said, breaking into hisown grin. "And never get theideathat | don't
appreciate the spiff work you've done on my behdlf. It bloody well showsyou've pridein your ship.
Spirit, that'swhat it is. And it'sgoing to take dl the spirit you can muster when you start meeting the
Leaguersinforce. Right, Brim? Urgs?'

"Aye, Your Mgesty,” Brim replied.

"Like dark ice caves and howling snow, asthey say," Ursis agreed.

Onrad rolled hiseyes. "Asthey say," he repeated helplesdy, "Now, Brim, how do you find the
bridgein this partialy gutted bucket of bolts?"

"I'll take you there straightaway, Y our Mgesty,” Brim replied. "Chief," he sad, turning to
Barbousse, "show Lord Jaiswal to the jump seat you rigged in the attack station. Nik, they'll find you a
place in the Drive chambers.” With that, he nodded to Onrad and started off for the bridge
companionway.

P7350 was climbing out past flight level 800 before Onrad tapped Brim on the shoulder from his
jump seat immediately behind the hdm. "I'd imagine you're anxious to learn where we're going now,
aren't you?" he chuckled.



Brim turned asthe last orbiting buoy faded in the gloom. "Oh, no, Y our Mgesty," he said with a
grin. "It's Falco, the Navigator, who's really curious.”

"Smart Carescrian zukeed," Onrad chuckled. "l assume Vaerian |eft the Nav station up herein
this abbreviated bridge."

"The console directly behind your segt on theleft, Your Mgesty,” Brim said. "Lieutenant Falco."

"Falco,” he heard Onrad say a moment later, "they gave me these two disks—said you'd know
what to do with ‘'em.”

"Aye, Your Mgesty," Faco replied, "I'll take care of them.” Moments|ater, Brim's
course-director panels came dive with aflood of colored directiond vectors, dl registering off course
warnings of one sort or another. Effer'wyck! he grumped to himself. He should have known. Onrad
would have to see how bad things were with his own eyes, no matter what therisks. All the security
made sense, now, too. League forceswould be little more than afew light-years distant from the
conferences. Putting the helm over, he carefully but quickly set course for Luculent.

"Bloody embarrassing to keep everything from you people so long,” Onrad continued from his
jump seet. "It wasthe only way | could talk that staff of mineinto letting me makethistrip at dl. Damned
fools see spies and assassins around every corner.”

"Beggin’ the Emperor's pardon,” Brim answered, "but | can't say as| blamethem at dl. You'd be
quite aprizefor the Leaguersto capture and parade about in front of their cameras. A disaster of that
meagnitude might just win them awholewar."

Onrad sighed, "1 know, Brim," he said quietly. "It's one of the pendties one paysfor being
Emperor. One of the big ones."

Brim got astraight-in gpproach to the Effer'wyckean capitd of Luculent thefirgt time he asked
for it. Clearly, someone on the surface knew who was aboard his Starfury, but al the same, it was
evident that traffic—at least civilian traffic—in and out of space was nearly nonexistent. Probably, he
surmised, everyone who had somepl ace off-planet to go—and away to get there—was already long en
route. But even 0, the city's great network of avenues below looked characteristically busy ashe
overflew lofty old Legend Tower, asserting its own meaningless congtruction at the very center of town.
An afternoon of intermittent rain was waning on this part of the planet; to port, he could see great dabs of
light among the showers. Farther out, the immense Effer'wyckean National Museum of Galactic Art
gleamed soddenly, dominating atiny forest completely surrounded by the ancient crystdline building. Off
to the left rose the glistening towers of the grand Norchelite cé Effer'wyck (one of the great examples of
Gradgroat cathedral architecture) begun nearly athousand yearsin the past.

Herecalled prowling the narrow streets nearby with Margot shortly after thefirst war, she
disguised as one of the city's many prostitutes against discovery by her husband's secret police. They'd
stopped at every third pastry shop for flaky, gooey, buttery sweets, eating them asthey walked, getting
gticky-faced astwo children and licking their fingers. Afterward, in alittle top-floor flat with alarge
window overlooking the city's famous|ake, they made love again and again until they felt there was
nothing more they needed to invent before they died. And then they went off for more pastries.

Almost anormal afternoon below in Luculent. But as he turned into final, Brim could see the
great boulevards were not just busy, they were swarming with people. He bit hislip. The citizenswere
evacuating the city—in chaos. The great metropolis was vomiting out an dmogt pitiful collection of
conveyances, shining, high-gpeed skimmers, ancient goods carriers covered with ahaf century of dust.
There werelorries, carry-als, delivery vans, even congtruction carts. Had he seen awhedled vehiclein
the snarled traffic, if would not have astonished him at al. Every box that could hover and provide
traction had been dug up and was now laden with treasures that had once spelled hometo these
panicked city-dwellers.

Ashelined up on the ruby landing vector, he ground histeeth in compassion for the pitiable
clutter of gravity machines below—they carried the people too insgnificant to get off the planet. Most of
them wouldn't even get very far out of town. Without spare parts, without mechanics, without energy
resources, they formed long caravans of doom. How long would the older vehicles run before they



faled? Braking, stopping, sarting, turning in the midst of an inextricable jam. And the survivorswould
make no more than ten clenyts aday through the maze of disabled wrecks.

A lifetime of Helmsman ship forced Brim's mind back to the business of landfdl. And if the city's
roads had been jammed with refugees, Lake Doering that fronted the termind district was
uncharacteristically empty, for it led only to outer space, and those who could leave that way had dready
gone. Hed never seen the lake that way. Luculent was one of the largest, most cosmopolitan, and busiest
citiesin the known Universe, in many waysariva of Avaon hersdf. Y et today, its once-teeming space
harbor looked asit must gppear during the national holidays. The pretentious old Dortmond Imperid
Termind itsdlf was nearly deserted as he taxied up to one of the general-navigation gravity pools. It lent
an unnaturd character to everything in 9ght.

Once P7350 was moored—and specia guards dressed in mufti were deployed around the
ship—Onrad, Ursis, and Jaiswa were whisked away aboard a great, darkened limousine skimmer.
"Takeinthecity if you can," the Emperor confided to Brim just before his departure. "It may be the last
chance you get for along time, and the Effer'wyckean Secret Police will know whereto find you when
it'stimeto go home."

Brim smiled thanks and saluted wordlessy. But he did not take advantage of Onrad'skind offer,
nor did he pass word to the others that the alternative was available. He and his crew were paid to
chauffeur—and, if necessary, protect—the Emperor, not to enjoy the surroundings, tantaizing asthey
might be. He did take afew moments out to buy one of the country's fabled timepiecesin aduty-free
shop of the termind block. At the going prices, he even had his name engraved on it. Asde from that, he
remained within walking distance of the ship.

CHAPTER 4
GravAnchors and Identities

Toward midday, loca time, Onrad and Jaiswal sent word that they would require nearly the
whole day in Effer'wyck learning the Situation firsthand. Ursis, however, returned during the late afternoon
and immediately joined Brim on the bridge.

"Nik," the Carescrian exclamed, looking up from adisplay filled with administrative minutiae,
"why didn't you tell me you were coming?"

"Secret mission," Urss said as he tossed his Fleet Cloak over adarkened navigationa display.
"Anagtas Alexi hastold you about the pogition I've taken with the Intelligence Services?"

"Hetold meof it," Brim said with asmile, "not about it."

Thistime, it wasthe Bear'sturn to smile. "Everything about it is secret,” he said. "Right now,
everybody thinksI'm still somewherein Gromcow.”

"Pretty damned secret if you can't tell your friends," Brim complained in feigned petulance.

TheBear laughed. "l only got in last night, Wilfooshka," he said, rolling hiseyes. "1 haven't even
checked in with the Embassy."

"What are you going to be doing?' Brim asked.

"Liaisonwork," Ursisreplied. "I'll be back and forth dl the time, so well have ampletimeto
shareafew goblets of Logish Meem, friend Brim."

"I'll hope so0," Brim replied, then he frowned. "What'sit like out there?' he asked.

The Bear shook his head gravely. "Worsethan | imagined,” he said, settling heavily into Onrad's
jump seet. " "Wycks have panicked. Utterly panicked. Today, Wilf, | taked to people at dl levelsand
ranks, many from front-line planets—wherever those happen to be at any given moment. Big Cheesesin
High Command try to make Onrad believe they till have control, but they don't. Nobody has contral,
except maybe Leaguers. Xaxtdamned CIGASs have so weakened whole government that military hasno
effective leadership above battaion level. Little armies, little squadrons—fragments—all try to fight same
enemy, but no red coordination from High Command." He squeezed his eyes shut for amoment. "'l have
talked to many brave men out there, fighting Leaguers tooth and claw. But done—in small,



uncoordinated groups—they haven't chance of iciclein collgpsum furnace.”

Brim pursed hislips. "And it'sour turn next in Avaon," he said to no onein particular. "'l wonder
how well farein that furnace.

"Depends,” Ursissaid quietly.

Brim looked up and frowned. "On what, Nik?"

The Bear smiled kindly and put a hirsute, six-fingered hand on each of Brim's shoulders. "On
things you aready know about, Wilfooshka," he said. "Training, spirit, bravery, commitment to dominion,
equipment. Nothing new," He frowned and shrugged. " "Wycks have it al, except perhaps spirit—and
they even had that in beginning. But without coordination, then al ‘usua’ things bresk themselves
individually against coordinated opposition. Y ou understand.”

Brim nodded. "Yesah, Nik," hesaid, "l understand.”

"So, friend Brim," Urd's continued, leaning back in the seet, "when Leaguersfinaly come after
Avaon, asthey will, if everything dseisin place—spirit, bravery, equipment, and the like—immediate
future of our old Empirewill probably depend on your countryman Baxter Calhoun, whom Onrad has
determined will lead Defense Command.” For amoment he peered criticdly at the claws extending from
hislong, dim fingers, then he nodded to himsdlf. "With help of BKAEW, hewill mogt likely prevall
againg confusion.”

"Yeah," Brim agreed quietly. "l have already seen alittle of what BKAEW can do."

Urgisgrinned. "So | have heard. Voof! For first timein... what, five, six hundred Standard Y ears,
starships can be sensed and positioned before they dow below LightSpeed. Newest BKAEW sets—as
you aready know—can 'see’ dl way across "Wyckean VVoid and beyond, it may well become most
critical technology in coming war. At least, ishow we Bears see things. And believe me, furlessfriend,
we watch, because no matter how thingsturn out in Avalon, Sodeskayais Triannic's next target.”

"Makessense" Brim said. "But BKAEW's pretty new stuff. I've only seen acouple of stations.”

Ursslaughed, "Y ou haven't been here dl that long, Wilfooshka. BKAEW iswell past
experimenta stage. Each of your five planets has at least three of those crazy-looking satellites.”

"l didn't know that," Brim said. "But then | haven't been especidly looking for them, either.”

Urdslaughed. "But I'll bet you have noticed how much more accurate your vector controllers
have been during past month or so?"

Brim frowned. He had, cometo think of it, "I guess| hadn't been doing much questioning latdly,”
he admitted, nodding toward the display cluttered with day reports, manning tables, ship availability
projections, budget authorizations. He laughed unhappily. "This exated position of minerequires| spend
as much time tending to admin garbage as | do trying to kill Leaguers.”

Ursislaughed. "When oneis busy just keeping head attached to shoulders—as you are—is quite
easy to neglect other things" he said, then raised both his eyebrows and an index finger " There, my
Imperid friend,” he said with a chuckle, "a Sodeskayan aphorism even humans can understand.”

"Amazing," Brim said in mock astonishment. "Next thing, you Bearsll be smoking deodorized
HoggePoain those Zempa pipes of yours."

"Fat chance of that!" Urd's chuckled. "Not so long aslady Bears think HoggePoasmells sexy.”

"Lost cause, en?’

"Bdieveit, friend Brim. Bdieveit...."

* k%

When Onrad and Jaiswd findly did return to the ship, Brim had little trouble guessing the
outcome of their talks.

Striding directly from their limousine with no outward sign of emotion, both men quickly
acknowledged Barbousse's honor guard, then hurried into the ship'stiny boarding lobby. "L et's get out of
here. Brim," Onrad said, hislips pressed into awhite dit in hisface. "1 cannot much longer stand thisichor
of defet...."

Later, once they wereinto deep space and safely on the way back to Avalon, Onrad gently
tapped Brim on the shoulder. "'l suppose Ursis has dready told you about the conferences,” he said.

Brim put the ship on autohelm and turned in hisrecliner. "Hedid, Your Mgesty," hesaid, "at



least the conferences he attended.”

"Bad?' Onrad asked.

"Inhiseyes, Your Mgesty," Brimreplied.

"Inmine, too," Onrad said grimly, "and in Jaiswal's. The defense back therein Effer'wyck is now
intatters. Oh, they'll fight on aslong asthey can. Especidly if we send more reinforcements—which we
will dmost certainly haveto do if we hope to put the Empire back together after the war. But they can't
last anymore than afew more days, and we shdl have to be on our guard every moment or they'll try to
take us with them. Nationsthat go down fighting rise again,” he asserted with afiercelook in hiseyes,
"but those that surrender tamely arefinished....”

* k%

The Emperor's short-range predictions were al too accurate. Within two Standard Days, the
Effer'wyckean capital of Luculent was bloodlessy occupied by the L eague with parades and cel ebrations
of great pomp and ceremony. Galactic media everywhere suddenly filled with views of Triannic and his
henchmen marching along the Luculent's wide Boulevard of Heroes.

At last camethe great blow. Even whilethe last Imperia troops were reembarking for Avalon,
Effer'wyckean Prime Minister Holleran-Millard KA'PPAed to the Universe from the little planet
Darendy! in the Forbean provinces, "It iswith abroken heart," he began, "that | tell you today that
fighting must ceese...."

Three short days later, on the twenty-sixth (the 1,250th anniversary of the Empiresvictory at the
battle of Ool'retaw), an Effer'wyckean puppet government signed armistice with the League, and the
Empire began find preparationsfor the invasion that must certainly follow on the heds of Triannic's latest
conquest.

That night, as Leaguers proudly toured the Effer'wyckean capita, Onrad appeared throughout
the Triad's media, broadcasting s multaneoudy to dl five of the Home Planets and by KA'PPA to the far
reaches of the Empire. Brim joined most of the off-duty officers of FleetPort 30 in the satellite's big
wardroom where a huge globa display had been whedled in from one of the Situation rooms.

During most of the day, the media had been rife with asuccession of punditsreviewing the
Effer'wyckean situation in minute detail, and by the time Onrad was due in the big globe, the room was
both crowded and strangdly quiet—afar cry fromitsusua high-spirited atmosphere. When the
Emperor'simage appeared in the center of the globe, amurmur of pa pable admiration swept the officers.
Brim had never seen the man so wrought up, and doubted that many of the others had either.

After brief statements of introduction, the burly Emperor adjusted his spectacles and launched
into the topic that everyone knew was coming. "The Battle of Effer'wyck isover..." he stated in avoice
that was uncharacterigticaly hestant—amost durred. "' expect the Battle of Avalon isabout to begin.”
Everyonein the wardroom was now listening in absolute silence, hanging on hisevery word. "Very soon,”
he continued, glowering from the full-sized digplay asif he weretaking personaly to each of hisviewers,
"the whole fury and might of the enemy must be turned on us. Triannic knows he will haveto break uson
these five planets or lose the war." Hiswords grew louder and more assured as he approached his
emphatic conclusion. "Let ustherefore brace to our duties," he growled, thrusting his chin forward asif in
defiance, "and bear oursalvesin such amanner that if thishoary old Empire and itsdominionslast for a
thousand Standard Y ears or more, living beings throughout the Universe will say that this wasthefinest
moment of dl!"

A stunned hush extended the silence for perhaps three clicks more, then the wardroom suddenly
erupted in an emotiona paroxysm of shouting and acclamation that continued until everyone was literaly
breathless. Brim, however, stood aside during theinitid rush for the bar, watching reflectively and
remembering other such nightsfilled with wild bravado by people who had little conception of what
really lay in store when they encountered the outrageous, barbarous visage of battle. He closed his eyes
for amoment while a thousand visions—each more horrible and bloody than its predecessor—paraded
before hiseyes. Hellish noise... blinding light... concussion. Fright so pal pable you could reach out and
touch it. Screamsfilling your battle helmet that couldn't be turned off. Death. Death. More degth!
Grinding histeeth, he waited until there was room &t the bar, then usng Captain's privilege, he carried



two whole bottles of Logish Meem back to his cabin and drank himself sensdless.
* k%

Next morning, & the weekly Squadron Leaders briefing, abadly hung-over Wilf Brim learned
from Imperid staff plannersthat Triannic's promised invasion—which his jackbooted Controllers had
code-named Operation Death's Head—might be only a matter of weeks, perhaps days, away. Hundreds
of thousands of Avadonian civilianson dl five planets had aready been put to work under Generd
Hagbut in what was euphemigtically caled the "Home Guard," making defensive preparations—while
CIGAsdemongtrated stridently against them. A number of fights had broken out between the workers
and their noisy opposition, dowing the defensive preparations and causing genera upheavd. But as
Generd Drummond, Commander of the Home Fleet, noted in his midmorning address, CIGA
membership did appear to be evaporating by the day.

His observation was the only completely positive notein ageneraly troubled gathering, for within
Imperid military circles, it was recognized that the Emperor's ability to resst invason wasriding at
absolute nadir. Even theirrepressible Hagbut admitted in secret session during the afternoon that his
ill-trained and ill-armed Home Guard could do no more than delay Triannic's victory march in Avalon by
perhaps three Standard Weeks—if that.

Within aweek, the Triad began to fed the full might of Admira Hoth Orgoth's Military Space
Arm. It wasamost arelief to Brim when thefirst actua blowsfdl, and for the remainder of the forty-day
Standard Month—while Triannic gloated during visitsto the Sites of his conquests—Brim flew constant
patrolswith each of histwo squadronsin the vicinity of Avaon.

Asthe month of Heptad began, the Imperia stuation was only dightly improved from the
beginning of the previous month. However, definite progress was being made, and each passing day
madeit alittle more difficult for the Leaguersto launch asuccessful invasion. On the Firgt, the number of
Imperia killer shipstotaed 607, an increase of 189.

Unfortunately, they were nearly donein their defense of Avaon againgt what many Sodeskayans
estimated to be in the neighborhood of thirty-five hundred League warships. Almost half of these
consisted of GH 262s and 270s, the latter alarger and somewhat clumsier version of the 262. These
killer shipswereto protect little more than a thousand long-range attack ships, and gpproximately three
hundred Zachtwager precision attack craft. ("Zachtwager" was short for the VVertrucht word
Zachtwager hei zenforst, or smply "precision shooter.") According to Urds, many important Leaguers
felt that theratio of attack craft to killer shipswas much too high (approximately oneto one), but Triannic
continued to concentrate on building attack ships.

During the following week, invason evidence continued to accumulate as L eaguer forces
practiced landing operations on Memd, another Effer'wyckean planet. At the sametime, fat Admira
Hoth Orgoth's star fleets pressed their attacks on intra-Triad shipping to the utmost—causing a
noticesble strain on the Imperiad Defense Fleet that now found itsalf flying more than three hundred
sortiesaday....

* * %

Leaguerseverywhere! Yelow bellies, crimson dagger insgnias, and chevron-profiled starships
swarming like great insects around a convoy of light-limited space barges and interplanetary packets.
Great eruptions of energy flashed in the darkness like new stars. Space was crisscrossed with averitable
rainbow of disrupter beams. On patrol today in newly acquired Starfury D7436, Brim ingtinctively
blinked as he dived close by adisabled Gorn-Hoff trailing black ribbons of smoke on itsway toward
destruction below—no point in wasting energy, the zukeed was dready finished. Swallowing hard to
clear abitter taste from his mouth, he pulled out violently and took off after another Leaguer. Moments
later, Gordon, the Gunnery Officer, pressed histriggers and the whole Universe seemed to explode as
fourteen big disrupters salvoed with a preposterous roar, shaking the spaceframe and dimming the
Hyperscreens.

Missed!

Clearly surprised, the Leaguer fell away. Off to starboard, Moulding fired on him and missed



too—but now agray Gorn-Hoff, itsturrets ablaze with disruptor fire, was after him.

"Look out, Toby!" Brim broadcast on the short-range Helmsman network. "Break starboard!”
Quickly he skidded the Starfury around, but too late. The Gorn-Hoff was aready out of range. Insde his
battlesuit, Brim was drenched in swest.

In front of him, two Gorn-Hoffs were converging to attack an ancient interplanetary packet—so
old that its bridge was till decorated in the burnished gold of the Guild. Brim glanced in the rearview
screen. Moulding was till there, flying asif the two ships were attached by cables.

From the rear of the bridge, Brim could hear Gordon caling off firing parameters. Outside on the
decks, the turrets were swinging just left of center. Once again, R6595 shuddered from the
hammerblows of its own disrupters. Three flashes, abelch of radiation fire, and an angry trail unfurledin
the Leaguer'swake.

Just then, Brim spied aroiling sheet of radiation fire just where Moulding's Starfury ought to have
been at that moment. His heart skipped a beat—but in that same moment it was Moulding's triumphant
voice that shouted in the Helmsman's network.

"Did you seethat, Wilf? 1 got the bloody zukeed!"

Out of the corner of hiseye, Brim could see Moulding's Starfury keeping station two hundred
irdsoff his starboard pontoon. What arelief! He opened his mouth to congratul ate his friend when...
suddenly athunderclap. A burning dap through the faceplate of hishelmet. Hiseardrumsfelt asif they
had just been pierced by ashriek of air exiting through ahole just melted through hisforward
Hyperscreen.

Another!

Thisblast carried away hiswhole forward Hyperscreen assembly in arush of painful brilliance
and concussion. He broke franticaly; the Leaguer was so close that the flash of hisbig disrupterswas
blinding without the Hyperscreens for protection. But half his own turretswhirled as they opened return
fire, and the Gorn-Hoff was forced to break away.

In the first moments after the explosion, Brim lost dl notion of what was going on. For ten cycles
at least, he blindly followed Moulding'singtructions over the Hdmsman's network. When hefindly
picked up athread of sensihility again, R6595 was halfway back to Avaon. His head was swimming and
there was awarm trickle from his nogtrils. Blood? He could vaguely hear someone—the BKAEW
director or Moulding?—in his helmet phones, but the COMM system was obvioudy damaged, and he
couldn't make out what was being said. Miraculoudy, a check throughout the ship revealed only
superficid casuaties and mgjor damage apparently limited to the bridge area. Nevertheless, Brim
decided to put down at the nearest FleetPort rather than chance aredly serious mishap dueto battle
damage that might have gone undetected. "Neshitt, you gtill dive after dl that?' he asked.

"Moreor less, Captain,” the Navigator reported in ashaken voice. "What's on your mind?'

"Getting this businto some solid, friendly berth,” Brim replied. " Soon as possible and with
minimum manewveing.”

"Aye, sSr," Neshitt responded. "Sounds like agreeat ideato me.”

Moments later Brim's nav panel reconfigured with anew course. "Arid, eh?' he muttered.

"At our present Sidered, Captain,” Neshitt replied, "FleetPort 19 seemsto be the most direct
routeto afriendly base.”

"Well takeit," Brim said, then switched agloba display to the systems officer. "Thompson,” he
ordered, "keep an extra close watch on the steering-engine controls. I'll want to know immediately when
anything shows out of tolerance. Understand?”

"Uh... understand, Captain,” Thompson replied in anervous voice.

Brim nodded and returned to his controls with a grimace. So much for green crews. He hated to
think what would happen when they took some real damage. Then he shrugged. Thiswas an easy
initiation. They were bloodied now, so to spesk, and wouldn't have to face their "first time" again. Maybe
itwasadl for the bedt.

Maybe....



"All hands secure from deep-space quarters,” squawked the blower, "man your berthing stations,
specid mooring detalls. All hands secure from deep-space quarters, man your berthing stations, specia
mooring detalls...."

FleetPort 19 appeared identical to FleetPort 30, except for the name emblazoned in
old-fashioned characters below its upper antennafield. And of courseits planet Ariel orbited farther out
from the Triad than did Avalon. At present, only afew ships were moored about the periphery, indicating
that some of its squadrons had yet to return from their sorties. Brim began his approach as soon asthe
controller assigned him aberth. He shook his heed; if it wasn't the smallest berth on the periphery, it was
certainly in the running for such a distinction—between two heavy cruisers nearly athird again aslarge as
his Starfury.

For amoment his mind's eye remembered his daysin the Carescrian ore bargeswhen dl that
mattered was unloading quickly, and if you banged into aneighbor in your haste (or perhaps
"accidentally" disabled acompetitor that way), so beit. He chuckled grimly, What an introduction to the
Fleet! At the Academy, he quickly learned that so much asasingle collison—anywhere—could ruin a
Hemsman'sentire career. And the rulewas il in effect. Imperid Helmsmanship standards tolerated only
perfection. Nothing, absolutely nothing, would substitute.

With the generators at dead dow he came abreast of the berth. The two heavy cruisers and their
gresat, frowning bridges on either sde made it look haf aslarge as he knew it was. And framed by jagged
shards of the blasted Hyperscreens, the scene to port would have assumed on a character of impending
danger had it not been for the superb docking systemswinking at him for his shadows.

Reversing the starboard gravity generators, he applied gentle power to those in the port pontoon
and...

Wait!

Instead of coming to ahdt and twisting her stern to port, the ship was swinging her head to port
and picking up speed—in atight curve away from the berth! Instantly, he fed more reverseto the
starboard generators, but nothing happened. M eanwhile, the damaged Starfury had continued al the way
around her curve and was now heading toward the center of the station—picking up speed every
moment.

Ingtinctively, Brim put al four generatorsinto reverse and poured on the power while alarms
beamed from the satellite jangled in hishemet.

Sill nothing! Except that the ship was no longer curving, Insteed, it now seemed intent on
pinioning the nearest of the two cruisers beside hisintended berth—dead center. The reverse actuators
hed failed!

"Stand by for collison bow on," the blower howled. "Stand by for collison bow on. All hands
close airtight doors forward of frame thirty-four. All hands close airtight doors forward of frame
thirty-four.”

Grinding histeeth, Brim put the helm over hard to starboard and threw half power to both port
generators while someone behind him in the bridge crew began mumbling Gradygroat litanies.

Litanies or no litanies, prayer wasn't going to be enough!

"Collison darm, bow on! Callison darm, bow on!"

In desperation, Brim literally stood on the right gravity brake actuator. That did it! With agrinding
roar that could be heard asif it were in the next compartment, both starboard gravity generators jammed
themsalvesinto full power reverse, sending the ship into aviolent cartwhed that nearly ripped the right
pontoon and trouser from the main hull. Every weld in the spaceframe groaned and creaked while
hullmeta on the main deck actudly wrinkled before hisvery eyes. A cataract of starsflashed diagondly
across the broken Hyperscreens and the voice circuits filled with startled shouts and screams of panic as
they again headed precipitoudy on acollision course for the main gtation.

"Belay the noise, you xaxtdamned jelyfish!" Brim shouted angrily above the raucous clamor.
Coming off the brake and the power at the sametime, he leaned into the helm, skidded the ship dightly to
port, and passed over the bored antenna field with nearly ten irdsto spare. Then, with alittle
maneuvering room, he banked carefully into avector to both cance his orbital speed and permit gravity



to bring him to ahdt. Finaly, rolling the ship onto its back, he headed up and over, again matching the
satdlite's orbital speed and using his gravity-brake circuits to activate the reverse. Only when he had
regained stable control of the ship did he notice that the bridge—indeed the whole voice circuit
network—had gone completely slent.

"N-nice m-m-maneuvering, Captain,” the FleetPort 19 Controller sammered as Brim
approached at no more than a crawl.

"Thanks" Brim said through histeeth. Insde his battlesuit, he was drenched in swest and vexed
asawet crascon—hboth with himsdlf for letting the ship get away from him and with the unseasoned crew
for openly displaying their fear. Grinding histeeth until he got control of histemper, he called Barbousse
at agunnery console aft, "Chief, I'll need both GravAnchorsimmediatdly. Y ou handle 'em, and put a
good man at the aft docking cupola.”

"Aye, Cagp'm," Barbousse answered asif thiswere the norma manner of mooring. "Well be
meakin' the Atalantan mooring?"

"That'sit, Chief," Brim affirmed. "Drop 'em a my command.” The "Ataantan” maneuver was
old-fashioned ship handling—and difficult—but absolutely essentia in space when working room was
scarce and automatic facilitieswere missing. Thistime, the missing facility wasthe very ability to
maneuver!

He concentrated. GravAnchors werelittle more than small, powerful tractor unitswith optical
cleats for mooring beams. Once activated, their only purpose wasto automaticaly maintain apoint in
space by exerting thrust in the opposite direction from any force gpplied to them. Hed stuate both out
from the satellite to secure the starship's bow while he used the stern mooring beams to draw the ship
backward into her berth. Easier said than done—but achievable nonethel ess.

Rapidly caculating, he worked the parametersin his head. The forward mooring projectors had
amaximum range of little more than four hundred iras, so he picked three hundred as a workable scope
and dlowed for agood thirty-three percent margin of error.

Now, with 300 irals maximum between the anchor, and the bow, a664-ird ship, and her slem
closein to the satdllite when he was finished, he ought to drop the anchors about 1400 irals out.
Narrowing his eyes, he made asmall correction to starboard, but since he was eye-baling everything
anyhow, "close" was as good as he was going to get.

Approaching with the satdllite off to port, he waited until the ship had coasted to about 150 iras
short of aposition abreast the berth. "Drop starboard, Chief,” he ordered tensely. "And let the beam
surge aswe move away.” That would hold moderate tension on the beam but |et it dip enough to permit
the ship to move.

"Starboard GravAnchor out with surge, Cap'm," Barbousse replied.

Immediately Brim put the helm over full while twigting the nose of the ship away from the satdllite
with generators and gravity brakes. In the corner of his eye, he could see atorrent of gravitons streaming
from the GravAnchor as the mooring beam tried to drag it dong. Things were alot easier when you
could predict what was going to happen!

While Barbousse eased out distance from the first GravAnchor, inertia continued to move the
dowly twisting ship dongitsorigina path until about 150 irds past their berth, he ordered Barbousse to
drop the second GravAnchor.

"Dropped with surge, Cagp'm!™

Miraculoudy, the stern had come around well, and was now in dmost perfect position for
backing into the dip—were the reverse circuits working. " Send the stern beam over and heave 'round the
warping head!" Brim ordered tensdly. Therating at the stern cupola had only a single chance to project
his mooring beam for capture by the optical bollard on thewall of the satdllite. If she missed, the stern
would come around and held lose control again—this time with GravAnchors to further complicate the
Stuation! Heart in his mouth, he watched in the aft-view diplay as athin green ray flashed to the
reflecting mechanism, caught, flared up, and... held! Immediately it began to draw their sterninto the
narrow berth.



"Check the starboard bow beam. Chief... now!" he ordered.

"Check starboard..."

Then asthe distance from the two anchors became equd: " Check port!"

"Check port, Cap'm.”

They werein! Or at least amed properly to go in. Now, it was only amatter of easing the bow
beams and heaving on the stern to draw themsalves into the berth. In the space of half ametacycle, the
ship was safely moored, arepair crew was aready swarming around the bridge, and Barbousse had sent
out alaunch to retrieve their GravAnchors.

All inaday'swork....

* k%

It was an exhausted and aching Wilf Brim who trudged out of the brow airlock and doffed his
battle halmet for thefirgt time since leaving FleetPort 30 Avalon a number of metacyclesago. The Triad
was on the opposite side of Ariel and the station's transparent boarding tube was al in shadows as he
made hisway toward one of the main portasleading to the station'sinterior. A dim, graceful figure
wearing abeguilingly open Heet Cloak met him halfway acrossthe tube.

" Twasafinelandin' you made, Wilf Brim," Eve Cartier said in the gentle voice he knew so well.
"Wed done, gr." Her words seemed to cradle his exhaustion in acomforting veil, and shetook hisarm
soothingly while shelooked a him with asparklein her eyes. "Faith, it'saso ageat black eye you've got,

Brim tentatively touched his cheek. It was tender. "Canna trust Carescrians,” he chuckled,
reverting to an accent he'd renounced (with agreat deal of difficulty) more than twenty years ago.
Surprigingly, it felt dmogt, well, natural. ™Y ou know that, noo, chield,” he continued, letting the two
decades dip into nothingness. "We're dways gettin' into wee scrapes.”

She smiled and squeezed hisarm. "Wed, wed, Mr. Brim," she said. "Perhaps I've migudged. |
aways thought you were ane o' those haughty Imperiads.”

"That's why you ne'er came back to see me at the Benwell reception, noo?' Brim asked
roguishly. Her close proximity was making him forget all about the aches and pains held collected from
being thrown about in his seat restraints. Simness accentuated the wide-set swelling of her smallish
breasts benegth an Imperid uniform that fit like aglove—all the way to her boot tips.

Her blush was visble evenin the semidarkness. "That," she said with an embarrassed little smile,
"is probably as good an answer asI'll come up wi' mysdf." She disengaged hisarm as he held the airlock
door for her. "I will say, tho—just in case you're interested—that there's nothin' permanent between the
man and mysdf.”

In the main corridor, Brim felt his own cheeksflush, and he turned to look Cartier in the eyes.
"It'snone of my business, Eve" hesaid, "but, yeah, I... ah... am... ah... interested.”

"| sort of hoped you might be," she said, looking at him from the corner of her eye. "An' it just so
happens I'm available for supper once you've reported to the sick bay an' then checked on your ship.”

Brim dowed his steps and frowned at the beautiful Carescrian as he was struck with amost
compelling sense of pleasure. "In that case," he said, "the bastard Leaguer who shot up my Starfury did
meabig favor."

"E'en countin' the black eye?' Cartier asked.

Brim grimaced. "Oh, yeah, 1'd forgotten about that. Y ou sure you want to be seen with me?|
must look like some low-brow sireet brawler, and I've no clothes but this battlesuit.”

"I've seen the kind o' brawlin' you do, Mr. Brim," she said with asmile, "an' I'll be most proud to
ha supper wi' you. Besides, everybody wed want to meet the Helmsman who docked his Starfury wi'
his GravAnchors™"

"I'd bet ayear's credits you can do the same," Brim said, looking her inthe eye.

"Oh," Cartier laughed, "I've flown my share o' ore barges. It's but recently they trained
Carescrians from the ground up, so to speak. We both started the hard way." Then she smiled and put
her hands on hisarm asthey came abreast of an elevator bank. "Now get on wi' you. Sickbay isup two
levels—youll seethesigns. An' I'll send someone adong wi' somethin' to wear."



"Wherewill I meet you?' Brim asked.

"I'll be in the wardroom when you'reready,” shesaid, "savin' usatablewi' aview."

"With aview?' Brim asked.

"But o' course," Cartier said., "FeetPort 19'sanumber o' years older than FleetPort 30." Then
the elevator doors did open and she nodded toward the empty tube. "On you way, Mr. Brim. You'l see
for yoursdf soon enough.”

* * %

Komenski, the Surgeon, required what seemed like at least five Standard Y ears before her
minigtrations were finished, and Brim ended up with a bandage around his forehead and an eye patch to
hold aH-Plasm compressin place for the evening. "Y ou must have been thrown around pretty violently,"
shesaid, adjusting her glasses. "Y ou're amass of bruisesfrom head to foot."

Naked as a newborn and fedling every one of those aches, Brim nodded. "Accurate diagnoss,
Doctor," he said, agonizingly sitting up on the examination table. "Damn Leaguer redly took adidiketo
=

"Probably you won't diefromiit, though,” Komenski mused, "in spite of hisintentions.”

Brim winced as hetried to move his shoulders, wondering idly what there was about surgeons
that he could sit naked in front of one—afemale, no less—and carry on aconversation asif he werefully
dressed. "Theway | fed right now, | may regret that more than he."

"Or she," Komenski amended.

"Too true," Brim alowed.

"Speaking of which," she said, pointing to afresh uniform and Fleet Cloak hanging on the wall
aong with ajump suit. She turned to wash her hands. "An orderly dropped the jump suit off while had
you in the healing machine. But alittle while later a perfectly huge Chief Petty Office—a Master Chief at
that—ddlivered the uniform. One of your crewman, | suppose. Said he dways packed one of your
uniforms—jugt in case”

Brim smiled and shook hishead in awe. "Barbousse," he mumbled.

"Blessyou," the Surgeon said.

"And you, Doctor," Brim chuckled, beginning to don the uniform in spite of hisachesand pains.
It had been along time since held dined with atruly beautiful woman—especidly abeautiful Carescrian
woman who made him think of lavender migts... green rolling hills strewn with mossy boulders and
ancient roads that lost themselves mysterioudy in the everlasting cold and drizzle... proud, ruddy facesin
spite of hardship. Another Universe, dmost. Carescria. For dl its poverty and benighted existence, it was
her home. And his, too, even as much as hed tried to forget....

"Y ou were certainly far away, Captain,” Komenski observed, breaking into Brim'sreverie.

"Yes" Brimagreed. "A long way."

"A good place, | hope," she said with aquizzica frown.

"l don't know," Brim said, staring off into an infinity of thought while he pulled on hisboots. "I
didn't used to think so, but now...." He shrugged and shook his head. "1 smply don't know...."

* * %

FleetPort 19's wardroom was a page of Aridl's pre-war past, more like Benwell's richly
appointed wardroom than the stark utilitarianism of FleetPort 30'sinterior spaces. Low cellingswith
authentic-looking wooden beams, darkly paneled walls, carved wood-and-leather furniture glowing with
years of careful polishing al gave the room an aura of the exclusive supper clubs Brim associated with the
very wedthy. Bustling waiters dressed in well-tailored uniforms, the subtle odors of good food and spicy
camarge cigarettes, an indistinct hum of urbane conversation, and the musicd jangling of expensive crystd
completed hisilluson—and made it nearly impossibleto believe that awar was going on in the same sky
only afew light-years digant.

Seated in adarkened acove beside a blast-shuttered window that once would have looked out
over the gentle curve of Arid'sfar-off horizon, Eve Cartier was absolutely stunning. It took her afew
moments to recognize him at the entrance, but once their eyes met, she smiled and beckoned to him.
Magically, she had again transformed a regulation fleet uniform into as seductive an outfit as he could



remember. It took areal woman to get such an effect from everyday Fleet vestments, "What was al that
aboot only havin' abattlesuit to wear?' she asked with asurprised little smile, smoothing her long, black
hair.

"Faith, | told only thetruth,” Brim said, dipping easily back onto his Carescrian accent. " 'Twas
Barbousse who packed m' extrauniform. | knew nothin' aboot it."

Sherdaxed in her chair and crossed her long legs, for amoment exposing alength of franticaly
white thigh. Then she smoothed her skirt. "Won't you sit, my handsomely dressed Captain?' she asked.

Brim grinned. "1 thought you'd never ask," he said, taking the chair beside her. "And thanks for
the loan of the jump suit.”

"The battlesuit would hae been fine," shereplied.

"Not with you looking the way you do," he said. 'Y ou've somehow managed to turn a
commonplace uniform into something rather splendid.”

Shelaughed. "How long has it been since you've seen awoman, Captain?' she said in mock
seriousness.

"Hey," Brim laughed defensively, "I'll brook no questioning of tastes here. I'm the one & thistable
with specid hardware for judging female gppearance.”

"Wed, thank you, then," she said. Color rose dightly in her cheeks, but Brim could tell shewas
quite accustomed to being called beautiful. She smply was.

"So what do you recommend in aLogish Meem here?' he asked.

"| fear | don't know what to recommend,” she said, drawing her lower Hp between her teeth.
"Unlike you, Captain, I've spent most 0' my life asa Carescrian, w' just plain meem—an'’ that on very
gpecia occasions.” She laughed alittle sadly. "1 only tried m' first Logish Meem afew short years ago.”

Brim nodded. "Yeah," he said. "1 went through the same thing twenty years ago, mysdlf. And it's
aways embarrassing. Everybody €se had been doing the'right thing' al their lives—an if you didn't know
what that was, you were axaxtdamned fool."

"It war tougher then, warn't it, Wilf?' she asked suddenly.

Brim nodded. "In someways," hesaid. "l wasthefirst Carescrian in the Hemsman's Academy,
and if you think people are pregjudiced now, you should have been around then." He closed hiseyesfor a
moment, remembering the indifferent cruelty hiswedthy, often-titled classmates visited on him. Only a
disastroudly risng casudty list among Helmsmen had opened the Academy to |ower-class cadets—at the
price of surprisingly vile reactions from the gentry who had exclusively populated Imperia military schools
for more than a thousand Standard Y ears. He shook his head as he returned to the present. "On second
thought, you shouldn't have been around then.”

"I know it'sadifferent story today, Wilf," she said. "Y ou took the heet for dl of us."

"Oh, I took hegt," Brim agreed, sgnaling arating who hurried over to their table and bowed.

"Captain Brim," he said, "it isan honor to serve the man who retired the Mitchel Trophy. What
can | bring for you and the Commander?'

Brim consdered for amoment. "Thank you, Yeoman,”" he said presently. "And | think |
remember a Medoc with the Logish appdllation, vintage 51019, Isthat correct?!

Therating's eyebrowsrose. "It is, Captain," he said. "Logish Medoc, oh-nineteen. An excellent
choice. But how did you know we had any? That israre treasure.”

"My Chief Petty Officer Barbousse," Brim replied with asmile. "He knowsthat | favor Logish
Medoc from the late teens, and evidently checked out your cellar before | got here. | found this pinned
to my uniform." He showed both the waiter and Carrier.

Logish Medoc, 51019, partial case.
Logish Soma-Medoc. 51012, two cases.
Logish Monor-Savill, 51017, one case.

"The Monor-Savill oh-seventeen isexcdlent dso, Captain,” the rating murmured.
"Well start with abottle of the Medoc," Brim said.



"Aye, dr," the rating said with another bow and disappeared into the dimness.

Cartier amiled. "I takeit at least some of the heat isgone," she sad. "Certainly where Logish
Meem is concerned.”

"Yeah," Brim agreed with agrin. "Oh, I've learned the art of ordering Logish Meem—and afew
other so-caled 'socid graces,' Eve. But the heat is never gone completdly. It returns—often in the
xaxtdamndest times and places.” He shrugged. "'Like everything else, one way or another, it al depends
on people.”

"Yes," shesad presently, "people.” For amoment she peered at him asif she could place hersdlf
within his soul. Then sherelaxed. "Therés no menu, in spite of the surroundings, Wilf Brim."

Brim laughed. "1'd hope not," he said. "Because if there were, weld most certainly be somewhere
on the surface in a private club—and absent without leave.”

"A pretty serious offense, in anybody's book," Cartier said asthe rating delivered their meemina
glorioudy dusty bottle.

"Go ahead and openiit,” Brim ordered. "Commander Carrier will put it to the proof.”

"Aye, Captain Brim," the man said, touching a narrow band ringing the bottle's narrow neck. It
gparked afew times, then fizzled. "Well seded, Captain,” the man observed with raised eyebrows. "Shall
| try again?'

"By dl means" Brim said, savoring therich purple color of themeeminside.

Therating carefully place asmall wire around the scorched groove produced by the fizzled
opener. Moments later, this blazed up and decapitated the bottle in asmall cloud of sparks.

"You said the lady will taste, Captain?"

Brim nodded. "Eve?' hesaid.

"But, Wilf," Carrier protested, "I do na know onything aboot meem—especidly Logish Meem.”

"Youll know if you likeit, I'd wager," Brim replied.

"Wed, yes," she dlowed. "No question aboot that.”

"If you don't likeit, well order something esefor you,” Brim prompted. " See what you think."

Cartier took acareful Sp from atiny slver goblet the rating had partidly filled. Then her eyes
grew wide. "Great Universe, Wilf," shesaid. " Tismarvelous!”

Brim grinned. "So are you, Eve," he chuckled, then turned to the rating. "Migter,” he said, "you
may pour for both of us."

"An' perhaps bring us some supper, so | do naend up on thefloor from this," Cartier laughed.
Then settling back in her chair, she grasped the stem of her goblet delicately and raised it. "Herésto the
heet, Wilf Brim," shesaid. "Youtakeit an' | takeit, but the mair we use up of it, the lessther€ll befor
those who follow usfrom Carescria”

"Tothe heat,” Brim said, hardly believing he was saying the words—especidly sober asajudge.
"And to those who follow us," he added. Witches, he thought to himself as he enjoyed hisfirst sip of the
grand old Logish Meem. Eve Cartier could weave a spell with the best of them....

After along, relaxed supper of conversation about the war, excellently prepared fish from one of
the local lakes, and most of the Medoc, Cartier extracted two dim camarge cigarettes fro somewhere
insde her cape. "Ha one?" she asked, leaning over a cleared dessert plate.

"Thanks, but I'll enjoy yours," Brim said. He meant it. Hed dways|oved the spiced smoke of the
tiny cigarettes, but had a hedlthy regard for the daily runsthat alowed him to est nearly al he wanted
without devel oping too much of a paunch.

Her camargelit on thefirst puff, and she settled back to inhae deeply, suddenly staring at him so
intently that she might be preparing to sketch hisface. At length, she sat forward in her seat and looked
him directly in the eye. "Wilf Brim, my handsome countryman,” she began, "who in the name of Voot are
you, anyway?*

Taken aback, Brim cocked his head and smiled. "Who am 17" he asked.

"Yes" Cartier replied. "That'swhat | want to know."

"Wall... how about 'Wilf Brim'?*



"No," Cartier laughed. "Who are you, nawhat areyou. An Imperia? A Carescrian? A
Commander or aHelmsman? Did Margot Effer'wyck sdl you out to the aristocracy? Who are you, Wilf
Brim—or do you €en know?"

Completdly unprepared for her questions, Brim leaned away from her and crossed hisarms, his
mind whirling to grasp the questions she'd fired at him. "I—I d-don't know," he ssammered after what
seemed to be an eternity of largely disconnected thoughts. The crazy thing wasthat held given the answver
truthfully, not smply to deflect the pressure she had suddenly placed on him. He didn't know.

"Hmm," Cartier mused. "Y ou are atruthful ane, aren't you?'

Brim could only nod his head; her questions had landed like a sack of bricks. And he couldn't
answer them because she was correct. He had no ideawho he was, because after al these years, he
could identify with no one but himsdlf.

"I wondered if that might na be the case, Wilf Brim," she said, placing acomforting hand on his
arm. "Nobody could give up his own dawnin' asthoroughly as you have without throwin' away age'at
ded mair into the bargain. Mair, perhaps, then hed een planned.”

After along, thoughtful sllence, Brim thrust out his chin, just alittleirritated by the unexpected
questions—especialy snce he couldn't answer them. "All right,” he conceded, "I probably hove thrown a
lot of personal baggage away. What's so wrong with that? What's wrong with being my own man?1've
aways been damned independent, and it's let me remain that way,"

"Wilf," she protested, putting a hand to her mouth. "I did na mean to imply that anything was—or
is—wrong. Voot knows you've done wedl for yourself. | just wondered who you felt you were."

Brim shrugged mentdly. It was nice to have such alovely person concerned about him. "What
else were you wondering about, Eve?' he asked, letting asmile bresk through in spite of everything.
Cartier, heimagined, could bring asmile to the visage of a stone agteroid.

She blushed. "Oh, nothin' important, Wilf Brim," she said, but her eyestold more truth than her
words.

"I don't believe you," Brim chuckled. "And you aren't avery good liar."
"Areyou certain you want to know what | think, Wilf?" she asked. "It might not make you

happy .

Brim frowned again, and astrange feding began in the pit of hisstomach. "Tell me" he said
theetricdly, in an attempt to defuse aSituation that was rapidly going out of control. "I'm ready for
anything."

"All right, Wilf Brim," she said after asmall hesitation. "But | think I'm going to forever regret
bringin' the whole thing to the surface in the first place.”

"Friends," Brim said serioudly, "never regret what they say to each other, especiadly when they're
tdling the truth."

"Wed," shesaid at length, peering a him asif she could see dl theway to hissoul, "in my eyes,
you're alot more than smply independent. Y ou're lonely, Wilf Brim," shesaid. "Y ou're probably the
londiest man | think | have ever met.”

"Loney?' Brim asked with astonishment. "Eve. Great Universe! How could | be londy? Why,
most of thetime, I've got so much company I'd give my right arm for afew moments with myslf.”

"Wilf," she said with asad little smile, "that's not what | meant." But before she could go on, their
rating appeared beside the table and bowed.

"My apologiesfor theinterruption,” he said, "but a Chief Barbousse is outside with an urgent
message for Captain Brim."

Somehow thankful for the interruption, Brim took Cartier's hand for amoment. "Looks asif well
haveto continuethis, Eve" hesaid. "l think Duty'sjust called again.”

She amiled. "It ha away of doing that, Wilf," shereplied, "especidly inawar.”

Then, in spite of hisrecent discomfiture, Brim heard himsdlf saying, "Let's meet for supper again,
Eve. Soon."

"I'd lovethat, Wilf," shereplied, looking him directly in the eye, smoothing her long, straight hair,



"Until then," he said, pushing back from the table. As he stood, she settled back in her chair and
crossed tier legsagain.

"Becareful, Wilf," shesaid.

"You, too...." Then he turned and made his way through the lavish old wardroom to where
Barbousse waited in an anteroom with a dispatch case under hisarm.

"Top secret from the Admiraty, Cgp'm.”

Within the metacycle, the two men werein afast packet, bound for Avaon and another of the
interminable staff meetings. Strangely, al the way in, Brim found he couldn't put Eve Carrier'swords from
hismind. Lonely? How could he be londly in the midst of such chaos? And how had something so
normally inconsequential become significant in the first place?

Onthe surface, Brim found himsdf with agroup of Wing Commanders providing "front-line"
information to high-level staff meetings. In answer to growing demandsin the High Command for more
merchant-fleet protection, Cahoun was warning that the escort burden might become unbearable if the
Leaguers also increased attacks on ground targets—or the FleetPort satellites.

The meetings broke up with no clear consensus (Brim disagreed). But throughout the remainder
of that single week, 15 Imperia starships and most of their 12 crewswere log, for atota of more than
450 casualties. Neverthdess, if the congtant struggle was beginning to wear the defending Starship crews,
Brim &t least found himsdlf thankful that many of his newer arrivalswere recaiving invauablefirs tastes of
gpace combat while the Leaguers main intent was killing merchant ships and not defenders.

That same week, meem rationing began on the five Avaonian planets. Brim was pleased to learn
that many bartenders actudly blamed the CIGAsfor this affront to civilized existence. It waslittle things
like that, he observed with achuckle, that eventualy made people angry enough to win wars....

CHAPTERS
One Last Torpedo

On the morning of Heptad third, Brim was aoft in Starfury D1923 with Moulding on hiswing,
orbiting five hundred cllenyts off Méelia, the planet of Commerce. Their job—aong with thirty other
Starfuries positioned dong an arc stretching nearly haf alight-year—wasto protect alarge supply
convoy of HypoL ight spaceships going from Meliato Proteus.

The Triad was just disappearing behind the planet when the two Imperias completed another
spinward leg of their assigned patrol area. At the surface, the planet'swhole bored hemisphere soaked
beneath aheavy layer of cloud that flashed malignantly here and there with wicked-looking bursts of
lightning. Thousands of irals above, aflight of Defiants appeared to skid across the planet's multicolored
disk making for FleetPort 28 in synchronous orbit above the opposite hemisphere.

As Moulding kept station on the outside, Brim eased into aright turn, grimacing wryly behind the
mask of his battlesuit. It was difficult, he consdered soberly—damn difficult—to continudly let the
Leaguers bring thewar to him. Sometimes, he wished he commanded norma Starfurieswith their large
crew and intragalactic range. Now, there were shipsthat could take the war to the enemy! Thisnew
kind of remote-controlled, defensive patrolling at the beck and call of some distant BKAEW technician
was sometimes repugnant to him—and to alot of the other Helmsmen who dearly wanted to wade in and
show the Leaguer bastardswhat ared fight was all about.

He shook his head and scanned the starry darkness around him. Eventually, he thought.
Eventualy, they'd be on the offensive again. And thistime, no Treaty of Garak would save the Tyrant to
begin ill another round of killing....

With effort, he forced his mind back to redlity. Plenty of timeto plan the future once held hel ped
win it away from the Leaguers. But for the duration, whole fleets of zukeed bastards were il out there
waliting. He could fed their presence—and their plansfor after the war weretotaly unlike hisown. At
al...



While he searched the darkness around him, out on thetips of his Starfury's pontoons, tiny
antennas sensed incoming radiation from another ship. They relayed their captured data to the Starfury's
APW-11 proximity warning system, and presently, ayellow area began to blink on Brim's threats pand,
dowly at firgt, then with increasing frequency as the stranger approached. "Weve got company,” he said
camly into the short-range COMM system as he extended histurninto afull circle.

"I've noticed," Moulding replied. "They should be coming from spinward.”

"Hang on amoment, Toby," Brim interrupted tensdly, "1 think | can seethem.” Out ahead, two
distant graviton plumes were perfectly silhouetted against the dark undercast. "Orange-Y ellow and
crossing.... Just above the horizon...."

"Daresay," Moulding answered. "l seethe bastards, too— snesking in for alittle innocent
mayhem, one supposes.”

Brim narrowed his eyes and sounded action stations while his ship raced silently and undetected
through the utter darkness of space. But as airtight doors dammed and the bridge filled with excited
voices, thethrill henormally felt at the beginning of combat was—well—missing, somehow. Hefdt tired,
seemed like held been tired for weeks. He shrugged mentally. Like millions of Imperias before him, he
had ajob to do for his Empire—and this one was along way from over. Taking adeep bresth, he
resignedly pushed histhrust dampersto the stop and curved in toward the two unsuspecting Leaguers. A
steep bank and ahard pull brought him in a their Orange-Y dlow and closing rapidly.

Scant heartbesats | ater, he was above and behind two GH 262-Es, in perfect position to attack.
No timefor philosophy now—only actions and reflexes. He ordered the disrupters energized and gave
Goreman, the Gunnery Officer, permission to fire when he was ready.

It didn't takelong at dl. At only medium range, their initid salvo of disruptor fire sparkled all
around the starboard "wing" of the rearmost Gorn-Hoff, ingtantly silencing itstwo aft-firing turrets. Inthe
corner of hiseye, Brim saw the surprised |leader frantically ped off and claw upward toward free space.
Goreman quickly boosted off another short burdt. Thistime, the Gorn-Hoff shot out along, thin streamer
of gravitons, followed by adazzling plume of radiation fire. Suddenly, the chevron-shaped killer ship
flipped onto its back and spiraled toward the stormy undercast, burning furioudy.

"My compliments,” Moulding radioed. "That puts paid to one Leaguer thismorning.”

"Thanks..." Brim answered. "Too bad his zukeed friend over there a Purple-Blue doesn't share
your enthusiasm.” Off to the port, the second Gorn-Hoff was streaking out of the darkness back toward
their flight level. While he watched, the enemy starship rolled into avertica bank, then hurtled around to
come at them from behind.

Ingtinctively, he pivoted his Starfury to counter the threet, its Spaceframe creaking and groaning
with the strain. But the surprised Helmsman of the Gorn-Hoff overshot, and Brim rolled immediately onto
histail. A moment later, Goreman got off along burst that flickered just behind the Gorn-Hoff's armored
bridge—again with no apparent effect.

Brim lined up for asecond shot, but thistime, the Leaguer countered with atremendous fusillade
from itsrear turrets that sparkled and hammered at the Starfury's armor. Then its Hemsman rolled and
dived out of the way, streaking vertically for the surface in an attempt to throw off Brim'saiming devices
againg the ground clutter. The Carescrian followed, heedless of danger as he was during the days when
he piloted ore barges. Soon, the Starfury's hullmetal skin was glowing cherry-white from atmospheric
heating, and the temperature on the bridge had began to climb precipitoudy. No starship was designed to
survivein these temperatures; the deep cold of outer space was their natural e ement, and normal
landfals were made gradudly, to keep reentry heet within manageable ranges. Grinding histeeth, Brim
turned down his battlesuit temperature and continued the dive. This chase would go to the ship with the
best streamlining—and he was betting everything on his Starfury. Mitchell Trophy racers, on which Mark
Vaerian had based his designs, had been beautifully shaped to get them in and out of the atmosphere as
rapidly as possible. That early design decision was going to count in the next few moments, or he would
know the reason why.

And even as he made his prediction, the L eaguer—now glowing incandescently—suddenly
pulled out and headed directly for one of the nearby storm cells. Enemy or no, the Helmsman had guts, at



least in Brim's estimation. Temperatures on that flight bridge must long ago have reached the melting
point of some metals. With anod of grudging appreciation, he followed around in awide curve toward
therailing, flickering clouds.

Moments later—only afew thousand iras above the surface—Brim found himself bumping
violently through swirling turbulence, ram, and hailstones, but he held his course grimly while the proximity
indicator guided him aong the Leaguer's path. Goreman didn't need to see the Gorn-Hoff; the forward
heat scannerswere al that was necessary to aim. He began firing off short burgtsinto the murk as Brim
veered through the sky, tracking the Leaguer asif its Hdmsman were flying both starships. Presently, the
two ships erupted back into the evening sky. Brim's eyes adjugting only in time to see the Gorn-Hoff send
out astream of gravitons and reverse course back into the cloud—just asif it werein the midst of some
primitive fight between two old atmospheric flyers.

Once more, Brim careened after him into the roiling mists, jolting violently in athousand
directions as he coursed through the frantic blackness. Lightning crashed explosively near his starboard
pontoon. Battling desperately to gpproximate the enemy Helmsman's course, he ground histeeth in
feverish concentration on hisinstruments. A moment later, the proximity indicator's yellow eye blinked
agan. Reflexively Goreman fired ablind, fan-shaped salvo into the gloom—then they were once morein
clear air. Ahead, the Gorn-Hoff was now trailing athread of white vapor—that stopped abruptly asit
turned again, thistime so tightly that the two starships abruptly switched position.

Now, the deadly Gorn-Hoff wasin thetail position, and it was Brim'sturn for trouble,
Shimmering bolts of energy flashed past his Hyperscreens. The unfamiliar thunder of disrupters blasted
hisears. And Moulding was nowhere in sight! He must have become separated in the cloud.

Heart in histhroat. Brim smultaneoudy jammed the gravs wide open, hauled the helm hard right,
and dammed the steering engine to starboard. R6595 rolled precipitoudy onto its back in the beginning
of agplit-S maneuver—but instead of arcing over into adive, Brim held the inverted starship on course,
dternatdy kicking hishem and swerving violently from sdeto sde.

The enemy pilot dso whipped his Gorn-Hoff inverted—>but in the excitement of the chase, he
actudly completed his maneuver and continued through into another power dive.

One long heartbest |ater, Brim completed his own split-S— now carefully calculated to bring him
out of itsdiving haf loop at apoint in space directly behind his opponent'stail, where his disrupters could
do the most damage. Within moments, the Starfury was in position, and Goreman fired from no more
than 150 irdls.

Thistime, bitsand pieces flew from the fleeing Gorn-Hoff. It dowed and alarge pand fell into
down position. Somehow the L eaguer Helmsman managed to keep hisshipintheair....

From years of habit, Brim moved in closeto finish the job. The Gorn-Hoff was till weaving
desperately, but not so nimbly as before. In the background, he could hear Goreman preparing his
disrupters... .

Suddenly, he shook his head angrily. "Enough degth,”" he whispered, grimacing to himself. "Don't
shoot!" he ordered. That Gorn-Hoff was going nowhere. It would soon ether land, or disintegratein the
air. Either way, it and its crew were out of the war.

Instead, he coasted alongside the stricken starship. It surprised him that he had no fedling at dll
for the Leaguers— neither hate nor compassion. His emotions were numb. Glancing acrossinto the
bridge, he saw one of Triannic'sdite Controllersin ablack battlesuit at the controls. From a transparent
helmet, the Leaguer gazed warily back, waiting. Hishair was so blond, it appeared amost white.

Brim raised afigt with histhumb down in the universal sgn of " Get out of the sky."

The Gorn-Hoff's Helmsman clearly understood. He hesitated for only amoment, sauted across
the few hundred irals that separated the two starships, then gingerly swung off toward the surface.

With a casud glance backward, Brim lifted his Starfury's nose into a gentle climb and took up a
heading back to his assgned station. The Leaguers were on their own now.

Only clickslater his proximity darmswent off again, followed amost immediately by the thunder
of disruptor fire. As Goreman whirled histurrets sernward, R6595 shuddered convulsively, and Brim
was nearly knocked sensaless againgt his seat restraints when anear miss shattered the overhead



Hyperscreensin astunning explosion and filled the bridge with whirling crysta shards. Heart pounding in
histhroat, he rolled inginctively right and glanced &ft, There was the Gorn-Hoff, its control pand ill
hanging in the dipstream, its disrupters pounding away at him asif their combat had never ended.

Brim saw red. "Get the bastard!" he growled deep in histhroat, then horsed the Starfury around
inatight turn that the Gorn-Hoff's riddled spaceframe could never again possibly match. As Goreman
fired. Brim closed to within afew hundred irds of the Leaguer's swept-back hull. Withicy precison, he
skidded dightly to one side while the Starfury's powerful disruptersfired along, deafening salvo at the
bridge areafrom so0 close it wasimpossible to miss. The shattered Gorn-Hoff fatered in midflight asif
smashed by some giant hammer, and debris bounced noisily against the Starfury’'s Hyperscreens.
Suddenly, the Gorn-Hoff nosed over and hurdled down toward the undercast. Brim followed in hot
pursuit, wind thundering through the shattered overhead Hyperscreens as R6595 plunged completely
through the clouds, matching the Gorn-Hoff's headlong dive asif the two starships were now physicaly
attached.

Periloudy low, the enemy Helmsman suddenly pulled up into aturn—but thistime, his crippled
Gorn-Hoff could no longer gain dtitude. Grinding histeeth, Brim closed in with relentless determination.
Goreman launched off salvo after salvo until suddenly brilliant red and yellow flames vomited back over
the Gorn-Hoff's"wings," highlighting the red daggers painted at thetips.

Now trailing thick clouds of black oily smoke, the L eaguer fatered once more, staled verticdly,
then cartwhedled, spinning lazily to port likeablazing lesf. Incredibly, it leveled off at thelast possble
moment loosing asmadl flurry of lifeglobesin itswake before it skimmed shakily along arocky hillside,
then sank to the ground at high speed, blossoming &t last into agiant puffball of lurid flame and starship
parts.

Brim circled the rising column of smoke while the fire—and his anger—burned themsalves out
together. Asthe lifeglobes bounced to the surface, he thought about the other Helmsman: singularly brave
and capable, but programmed to atotally different set of mora rules. And hed known that. He shook his
head angrily. What afool he had been! After years of dedling with Leaguers, he, an Imperid, had
alowed himsdlf to dedl with those rules on Imperia terms—and he had prevailed. But only just. A scant
few clicksmore and.... He shivered. Never again would he risk aship and crew by showing mercy to
Leaguers. Peoplelike that didn't want mercy because they didn't really understand what it was.

After long moments of contemplation, he called in Search and Rescue crews—the prisoners
would have vauable information— climbed back through the overcast into bright morning sunlight, and
once more set course for his assigned station. Moulding would be waiting, and he was anxiousto clam
both Gorn-Hoff prizesfor the ship. One glance at his KA'PPA display told him that smilar battles were
taking place dl around the Triad. True to Sodeskayan predictions, the war had abruptly become very
seriousin the neighborhood of Avaon.

* * %

For the next two Standard Weeks, the Imperials guarded their five planets 'round the clock while
Nergol Triannic's Generasdrilled the huge army of jack-booted Controllers, land crawlers, and sSiege
enginesthey had assembled on the nearby planets of occupied Effer'wyck. Y et despite all
conjecture—Imperia aswell as Leaguer—they only drilled. The promised invasion failed to come.
Moreover, intelligence data from Sodeskaya quoted the League Emperor as stating that his decision asto
whether the operation should take place during the Standard M onth of Nonad or be delayed until next
Pentad would be made after his Attack Forces had carried out more powerful forays against the
Avaonian Home Planets. If these had caused "sgnificant damage,” he would invade.

Urgiss critique from Sodeskaya: Triannic had become afrustrated Emperor—to hisown
considerable distress. The present inactivity of his huge land forces was a congtant drain on his resources
that could not continue indefinitely. And for once, he had apparently lost hisusua vision about how to
bring his actionsto aconclusion.

It was dsofarly clear he had diminished confidencein Admiral Hoth Orgoth's clamsthat dl-out
war from space could provide the answer. Three of hismost trusted advisers had recently told himin



secret that such an offensive could take as much astwo Standard Y ears. His strategic program for the
present, then, was to continue unrestricted space warfare against Avaon in preparation for possible land
operations and conceivably begin an actua invasion during the Standard Month of Nonad—if conditions
and preparation were dl satisfactory. Otherwise, he would probably postpone the invasion until the
following year.

It was good news for the hard-pressed Imperials. At least the immediate threet of invasion had
become more remote. But they were along way from declaring their beloved Triad secure, and they
knew it.

Meanwhile, fighting around the five planets grew more intense daily until in mid-month aterrific
series of raids commenced during which the Leaguers suddenly abandoned their attacks on Imperia
shipping and commenced picking targets seemingly at random among the five planets themsel ves— while
carefully avoiding Avaon City proper.

Theseraids cost the Leaguers dearly, for attacks against ground targets necessitated flying a
great deal closer to the Imperia FleetPort systems. Indeed, on thefirst day of the revised Strategy,
thirty-eight of the attacking starships were confirmed destroyed and forty-six claimed damaged. At the
sametime, however, thirty-two Imperia killer shipswere aso destroyed—serious losses of twenty-three
full crews listed asmissing or dead plus nearly haf the crew members of a Defiant and two more
Starfuries. Brim's starships suffered their own damage during the day-long mayhem, and as the second
morning began in orbit over Avalon, so many of them were under repair that he found himself
"grounded.”

No sooner had he reported in as down for at least aday than adirective arrived from the
Admiralty ordering him to the surface immediately to attend one of Onrad's War Cabinet meetingsin
place of Gallsworthy, while the latter participated in ashipping conference on Helios. Aram, whose
Defiant was dso laid up, accompanied him.

"No rest for the weary, | suppose, Cap'm," Barbousse said as the three strode briskly acrossthe
trangparent mooring tube to the shuttle.

Brim laughed and looked out through the transparent walls at the curve of the planet, just taking
shagpe asadim arc of light hundreds of cllenytsto lightward. Flashes of disrupter fire punctuated nearby
Space, indicating that the Leaguers new offensive continued without |etup. "Probably more true for you.
Chief, thanme," he said, winking at Aram. "At least we get to do something alittle bit different—while
you shovel mountains of admintrivia.

The ruddy-feathered A'zurnian nodded emphaticaly. "I think 1'd rather face awhole squadron of
Leaguers” hesaid in feigned gravity.

Barbousse chuckled. "Don't you fret about me, gentlemen,” he said. "I've got amab of ratin'sto
do thered borin' stuff. But it does bring an ideaito mind, beggin' the Cap'm's pardon.”

"What'sthat, Chief?" Brim asked.

"Well ars" the big rating said, "when wefindly do winthewar, | think it might be afittin'
punishment to make those bigwig Leaguer brassheads gather up dl the admin stuff they've caused an' put
it in some sort of orderly filin' syssem. Now talk about alivin' death...."

Aram broke into gaes of featherly laughter while Brim guffawed and dapped the big man on his
broad back. "Chief," he said, "well take that one up with the Admiraty this afternoon. Who knows, with
athresat like that, they might smply give the whole thing up and go back home. | know | would."

"Meanwhile, Cap'm,” Barbousse said, returning to his accustomed seriousness as they reached
the entrance to the brow, "I'll have everythin' ready for your signature when you get back." He saluted.
"Careful down there, if youwill, sr," he said. "No tellin’ what them CIGAs are liable to do now that
thingsaren't goin' their way anymore.”

"I'll keep an eye out, Chief," Brim promised, returning the salute, then motioning hisgrip-al into
trail mode, he followed Aram into the brow.

Trueto Barbousse's premonition, CIGAswere out in force dong Brim's route from Lake Merain
to the Admiralty, today protesting Attack Commands fifth successful assault on the League'sinvasion



buildup in Effer'wyck. The Imperid raiders had damaged acritica cable bridge (serioudy hindering
assembly of invasion landing craft) and destroyed alarge number of attack ships on the ground.

Pacards carried by the L eague sympathizers bore shopworn messages blaming Imperid
"aggression” for causing the present hodtilities, and the carriers themselves appeared to be just as
confident of their cause asever. But acloser ook revealed that their ranks were noticeably thinner than
only amonth previoudy—and anearby counterdemonstration loomed like an ominous sorm nearly
ready to break over their heads. Clearly, some sort of tide was beginning to turn. Brim hoped there was
dill time....

At the Admiralty, the two officers sat quietly in the cabinet meeting while Hagbut continued to
predict an invasion. Asthe Generd and other high-ranking members of the Imperia government debated
the state of affairs, awall-sized situation board behind him showed BK AEW-based reports beginning to
ariveindicating large raids were again building up over Effer'wyck.

Aram shook his head wearily as more and more Leaguers headed their way. "I fed guilty Stting
here," he whispered to Brim, "while our people are out thererisking their necks.”

Brim nodded. "I know," he whispered back. "I fed that way every time you people go off
without me. But we can't fight every battle”

"I'm s0 bloody tired,” Aram said wryly, "it fedsasif I've damn well tried.”

"Yeah," Brim agreed with agrin, "1 know what thet fed slike, too...."

At the conclusion of the Cabinet meeting—during which Brim and Aram were asked to testify on
three separate occas ons—Genera Harry Drummond, Commander of the Home Fleet, met themin the
lobby of the auditorium. "Mornin', gents," he said in the sham accent he used years ago when he and
Brim first met during the Mitchell Trophy races. "Cap'm Brim, gir," he asked, " ‘ave you learned yet to
pronounce m' name?"

"'lggins, Generd," Brim chuckled. " 'Ow'sthat?'

"Brim," the Generd said, extending his hand warmly, "you may just amount to something yet."

"I try," Brim said, shaking the man'shand.

"True enough,” the Generd said with ahuge grin, "you are one of the most trying persons|'ve
encountered yet."

While Brim groaned, Drummond extended his hand to Aram. "And you must be Aram of
Nahshon," hesaid.

Aram laughed and shook the Generd's hand. "One of these days, Generd," helaughed, "I may
diethese ruddy feathersblue.

Drummond raised an eyebrow. "Then you'l really stand out in acrowd,” he said.

"You'vegot that right, Generd," Aram said with agrin, "but at least nobody'll know me"

"A point well taken, young man,” Drummond chuckled. "I'll have to keep my eyeonyou." Then
he turned to Brim. "Wilf," he said, "we need to discuss one of those 'need-to-know' things. Areyou free
for ametacycle or s0?'

"Of course, Generd,” Brim replied. "Aram, meet you in the wardroom?"

"When you're ready, Captain,” the A'zurnian said, "Generd, I'm proud to have met you."

Drummond paused and smiled serioudy for amoment. "I'm rather proud to have finaly met you
in person, Aram. Not too many of us get to go after a battleship with just adestroyer.” Hatless, he
sauted, then, motioning Brim to follow, heled the way aong ahigh-cellinged marble corridor to abank
of lifts guarded by two armed sentries. There he produced his persona 1D card and nodded toward the
Carescrian. "I've arranged Blue clearance for Captain Brim," he said. "Code nineteen, four fifty-seven A."

"Nineteen four fifty-seven A," the guard repested, consulting asmal logic scriber, heticked off
an entry, checked Brim's 1D, and opened the lift.

Somehow, Brim fdlt little surprise when the car began to descend at high speed, boring itsway
through what seemed like thousands of irds of earth before it came to a gentle stop deep beneath the
Admirdty.

"Abysmal place,”" Drummond quipped as the doors opened to another set of armed guards.

Brim groaned again. "Low-down description if | ever heard one, General," he whispered asthe



guards checked their IDs once more.

Drummond grinned, punching Brim lightly onthe forearm. "'l admit it, Wilf," he sad, striding
across the smdl lobby to adoor with no latching mechanism. "But I'll make up for it in here." He touched
his D to the center of the panel and the massive door did aside. Indde was a sparsdly furnished living
room occupied by asingle, unarmed Sergeant. "How's our guest?' Drummond asked.

The Sergeant jumped to attention. He was a huge man, almost aslarge as Barbousse, and
looked asif he could take care of himself in any situation, with or without wegpons. "Alive, Generd," he
sad, smiling grimly, "but certainly not by my wishes."

"Nor by mine," Drummond growled. "But he's vauable, so well keep him awhile longer. Besides,
| think the Captain here will want to meet him for at least two reasons.”

"Yes, gr. Generd," the Sergeant said, "I'll wake him." He strode to the inner door.

Brim frowned. " Somebody I'll want to meet, Generd?"

Drummond smiled and raised afinger. "Let's seeif you remember him," he said. Y ou described
him quitewd| in your report.”

"My...7"

Before Brim could finish, the Sergeant opened the door. "All right, Von Ogter," he said.
"Someoneto seeyou.”

Moments | ater, atal, blond man appeared at the door dressed in abright yellow jump suit. Brim
had seen prisoners of war before—that explained the yellow uniform; the man was clearly a captured
Leaguer. But where had they met? Fluvanna? Hed certainly attended his share of parties and masques at
the Fluvannian Palace prior to the outbreak of open hostilities. Perhaps even during the years he raced
for the Mitchell Trophy. Hed certainly met enough Leaguersin those days.... Then it cameto him.
"Mdia" he exclamed, nodding to the Leaguer. "Rogvor Melia nagvor gorbost sugar. Vorgost?' he
asked in perfect Vertrucht.

"Dovinc nagvor Melia," the Leaguer answered angrily. "And you need not speak in the Father
Tongue, Imperid. | am capable of conversation in your own bastard Avaonian.”

"I'd forgotten you spoke their language, Wilf," Drummond said, "Where did you pick up that
paticular talent?"

Brim amiled. "In Carescrig," he said. "We ore-barge Hlmamen dedlt with Leaguersdl thetime
before the war. Triannic was one of our biggest customers.”

"A lot of usremember that," Drummond said. "A little before Pragfect Dorner'stime,” he said,
nodding toward the Leaguer. "I assume you two recognize each other.”

" Says he was shot down over Mélia on the nineteenth,” Brim replied. "1 got two Gorn-Hoffs that
day, and...." He pursued hislips and stared at the Leaguer. "The second Helmsman had blond hair like
thet."

"Foolish Imperia," Dorner spit with contempt. "If that was you, your cowardice nearly did you in.
| al but had you."

Brim ground histeeth. "Cowardice?' he demanded. "Dorner, | gave you achance to save your
lifeand the lives of your crew. And you tried to shoot me."

"Well of course" the Leaguer said asif he weretaking to aretarded child. "Isn't that what thisis
all about. Killing?' Helaughed. "If you had any backbone at al, you'd be arather good warrior, er... |
didn't catch your name.”

"Brim," the Carescrian said.

At that, the Leaguer narrowed his eyes. "Did you say Brim?" he asked with anew look on his
face.

"That'sright, Dorner,” Brim said.

The Leaguer stared for amoment asif he were surprised. "Wilf Brim of the Mitchdl Trophy?' he
asked.

"l raced,” Brim replied.

"S0," the Leaguer said, "I believe, then, that you know my Commander well." He laughed
sardonicaly. "From the asinine questions your Imperid colleagues have asked me, | aready extrapolate



that my crewmen have talked too much. Therefore, it will come as no surprise to your Genera
Drummond when | tdll you that my Commander isnone other than Provost Kirsh Vdentin. | assumeyou
have heard of him; he has mentioned you on occasion.”

"Me?" Brim asked. "Why?"

"Hedsoisafoal," Dorner said with acrud smile. "He holds you up as both the bravest and most
dangerous of Imperias. But | know you for the coward you really are. Y ou do not have the, how do you
say, ‘'guts towin awar.”

"I had the gutsto spare your life, Leaguer.”

Dorner laughed. "Those kind of ... guts... will reward you with defeet,” he said. Then he frowned.
"Perhapsthere is something alike between you and the Provog," he said. "He haslost much of hisformer
respect because of hisviews on the war. Some of us are suspicious that he does not think we should be
inthiswar a dl."

Thistime, it was Brim'sturn to laugh. "I can't imagine old Kirsh spegking out againgt war," he
sad. "If anybody were ever afirst-classwarrior, it'shim.”

"Perhaps,” the Leaguer said, "but that is not how the, er, 'scuttlebutt’ goes.” He laughed. "And
now, gentlemen,” he said, "you have had your little gloat, and | shal provide no more new
information—at least not unless | am drugged.”

"The only drug you'l get isthe minimum TimeWeed you need to Say dive, Leaguer,” Drummond
sad through clenched teeth. ™Y ou have given us more information than you know. Wefigured Brim's
presence would make you talk, and it did.”

"But you learned nothing new," the Leaguer gloated.

"Onthe contrary,” Drummond said with alittle smile. "Y ou see, Von Ogter, you werethe only
survivor; the rest of your crew died onimpact in their defective lifeglobes." With that, he turned to the
Sergeant. "He's ready for camp, now, Nelson. See he's on hisway without further delay.”

"I'll take care of it, Generd," the big man said.

Nodding, Drummond led the way from the room.

Later, on hisway to meet Aram in the Admiraty's Great Wardroom, Brim noticed the Emperor
griding toward him across the great |obby with asmal flotilla of escorting bodyguards racing in hiswake.
"l say, Brim!" hecdled out. "Wait."

Brim stopped in histracks and saluted, even though it wasindoors. ™Y our Highness," he said by
way of gresting.

Once more, Onrad was outfitted in full FHeet uniform. "Understand they shot you up atrifle,” he
sad, returning Brim's sdute with alittle frown, then offering his hand.

Brim nodded. "A trifle" he said, grinning while he gripped the Emperor'slarge, soft hand.

"Anyonekilled?'

"No, Your Mgesty. Wewere awfully lucky."

"Brim,” Onrad chuckled, "you're always lucky, especidly when therésfighting concerned.”

"Youvegot that right, Your Mgesty," Brim replied, thinking how often hed nearly logt hislife
only to find himsalf saved in the barest nick of time by some ridiculous stroke of luck. "Now, if | can just
find out how to avoid someof thet fighting...."

Onrad laughed. "When you've discovered how to do that, you can give melessond!” he said.
"Meanwhile, I've decided to use some of your luck mysdlf, today."

"I'll gladly share whatever | can, Y our Highness" Brim laughed, "What can | do for you?"

Onrad checked histimepiece. "Turnsout,” he said, "I'm to meet an old friend of yoursin about a
metacycle. Oodam Kav Navee Beyazh, the Fluvannian Ambassador. We're scheduled to inspect one of
those new BKAEW satellites" He frowned. "Poor devil," he mused. "Things aren't going well in Fluvanna
right now. The Leaguerswant that dominion in the worst kind of way, but with our own Situation herein
Avaon, we have barely the resourcesto aid even those planets of theirsthat produce Drive crystal
seeds, much lesstheir capita.” He shook hishead. "That leaves Magor open to attack anytime, and
there's nothing anybody can do about it except fight with whet little they have and suffer. It'sabad



gtudtion,”

Brim swalowed hard. Raddismaand his unborn child werein the thick of it, then. And there was
absolutely nothing he could do for them. He couldn't even acknowledge....

"So," Onrad continued, "I thought 1'd take him with me out to the BKAEW site and show him
that we've got some tricks up our deeves, too. Won't win thewar by itsdlf, but every little bit helps.”

"Aye, Your Highness," Brim agreed absently. He hadn't been aware the war was going that badly
in the out-of-the-way dominion half agalaxy away. Since Raddismawas the FHluvannian Nabob's favorite
consort, they corresponded very infrequently by necessity.

"And," Onrad continued, "when | saw you in the lobby just now, | thought, what the xaxt, without
aStarfury to fly, he doesn't have much ese to do—especialy snce Chief Barbousse handles all the
admin garbage." Helaughed at his own joke. "Besidesthat, you and the Ambassador seem to have
become fast friends, so well both cheer him up. What do you say, Brim?"

Chuckling slently to himself—who turns down his Emperor just because he'stired>—Brim
gmiled gamdly. "I'd loveto, Your Mgesty," he said. "I'll have Aram go back withot...."

"Aram?' Onrad asked. "Y ou mean that young A'zurnian you put in charge of your Defiants?”

"Aye, Your Mgesty," Brim answered. "Aram of Nahshon. His ship was shot up yesterday, too."

"Well, Bully! Onrad exclamed. "Unfortunate that he got shot up, and dl that, but afine
opportunity to cement relations between the two dominions. Bring him adong, too. Nime" hesaidto a
shapedly ade, "have agaff skimmer take Captain Brim and his A'zurnian friend out to my shuttle. Brim,
well meet you in about two metacycles.” With that, he started off across the |obby.

"Aye, Your Mgesty," Brim chuckled to the receding Imperia party.

"Where would you like to meet that skimmer, Captain Brim?' Mime asked, asmall note recorder
in her hand. She now had a smile on her face that et Brim know she understood how hefdt—and a
wholelot more.

"How about the front steps?!

"You'll haveit," shesaid. "Front steps, at"—she checked her timepiece—"Brightness, two, and
fifteen. All right?I'll have battlesuits for both of you waiting at the shuittle.”

"Thanks, Mime," Brim said ruefully, checking his new Effer'wyckean timepiece againg hers. "'l
can hardly wait."

Mimelaughed. "I cantdl you're smply dying to climb into a battlesuit, Captain. I'm sure you have
very little chance to wear one otherwise."

"Yeah," Brim replied, shrugging gamely. "Just one of lifeslittle pleasures, asthey say." He
winked. "Brightness, two, and fifteen,” he said and started off acrossthe lobby to find Aram. By thetime
he messaged Barbousse and took care of athousand details he had planned to handle in person, it was
going to bealong day indeed.

* * %

Dressed in borrowed—if e egant—Imperia battlesuits, the two Helmsmen boarded the shuttle
just moments before Onrad and his party arrived. From hiswindow in the passenger compartment, he
watched five huge limousine skimmers pull past with smdl, sdf-important flags fluttering from ether sde
of their burnished prows. Only cycleslater, Ambassador Beyazh dodged his head under the low
hatchway and burst into the cabin. Erect, fierce, and patriarcha in every feature, he could well be
mistaken for some heroic statue cometo life. He wore awhite shirt with lace ruffles at the neck and cuffs,
an expensive-looking gray business suit, and a crimson fez around which wastied awhite turban. Greet,
dense eyebrows, glowering, deep-set eyes, and an ebony mustache with tilettolike ends twisted nearly
verticd provided aunique visage for thisentirdly unique individual. Nodding to Aram, he seized Brim's
hand and grinned. "How excellent to see you again, Captain,” he exclaimed. " So few months have passed
sincel saw you off to Gimmas Haefdon, yet how terribly much has cometo pass.” Turning to the
A'zurnian, he nodded. "Y ou must be Aram of Nahshon, The Emperor hastold me of your bravery.”

"The Emperor exaggerates,” Aram replied, coloring to an even deeper shade of red than hewas
accustomed.

"So does Aram," Brim added, "the opposite way."



Beyazh winked at Aram. "Keep up the good work, young man,” he said. "And know that you
are appreciated in every corner of the Empire." As Onrad entered the cabin and took a seat behind the
Helmsmen, the ambassador turned to Brim. "As usud, Onrad spesks highly of your exploits, dso,” he
sad.

Brim chuckled grimly. "Weredl inthisthing up to the neck," he said, "modtly trying to say dive.”

"Soundsall too familiar,” Beyazh said, settling into aseat acrosstheaide.

"How are things a home, Mr. Ambassador?' Brim asked, not daring to ask about Raddismaor
her pregnancy—which by now must have become quitevisible.

"Not good,” Beyazh answered. "'l wish | could say otherwise, but | cannot. The thrice-damned
Leaguers appear over Magor five or Sx timesaday, blasting and burning a will. Our shdters arefilled
with people who have lost their homes. And for some reason, their accuracy hasimproved at least
tenfold, even when they fire at nearly LightSpeed. Sometimes| think that they have some new kind of
aming sysem.”

Brim bit hislip. Poor Raddisma...." Ah, how is Nabob Mustafa holding up?' he asked.

"Good of you to ask, Captain,” Beyazh said. "So far, His Mg esty seemsto be weathering the
storm well enough.” He chuckled. "Why, the old rake has even fathered a child on Raddisma, his Chief
Consort. Y ou remember her, don't you?"

"Er, yes" Brim sad, feding his cheeksburnin spite of dl hiseffortsto remain cdm. " Shel's doing,
ah, well aso, one h-hopes.”

"Sofar as| can see," Beyazh replied with agruff chuckle. " She'sthe size of ahouse, yet sheis
still one of the most beautiful women | have seen anywhere in the galaxy. Mustafa keeps her hidden in
the deepest shelters during theraids. The old boy seems quite proud of his accomplishment.” He laughed.
"Y ou'd think hed done the whole thing by himsdf,"

Brim swallowed hard. "Y -yes" he agreed, feding hisface flush even more, "he's c-cartainly hed
some help in that department.”

Even as he spoke, the Helmsmen sounded an dert and the Imperid launch was quickly oniits
way to Early Warning Station 19, orbiting nearly athousand cllenyts above the planet Avaon.

* * %

Compared to the huge FeetPort satellites that based whole squadrons of starships and their
crews, the BKAEW station was not much more than adust mote in space. Consisting of four small
globes joined into afour-sided structure by connecting tubes, the little satdllite was dwarfed by ahuge
parabolic antenna formed of Queldon mesh and pierced by acomplex array of directiona KA'PPA
emitters, the latter developed in secret during a crash project at the distinguished Allied Radiation Center
research laboratories on Proteus, the science planet. Brim had noticed the little orbiter anumber of times
on hisway to and from patrol, but had never had occasion to pass closaly enough to observe detalls.

After adlky-smooth docking at the globe directly behind the large parabolic antenna—Onrad's
Helmsmen had to be good, Brim considered—they entered the structure through along, transparent tube
that served as both vestibule and brow. In the background, Proteus's disk was divided nearly in half by
light and darkness, and to port the Triad blazed forth at full radiance. In the golden brilliance, Brim could
see that each of the station's four globes was equipped with asingle boarding tube that could
accommodate two small space vehicles. Three other moored shuttleswerevisible, whileatiny HSTS
(Hyperspeed Torpedo Scout) occupied the second set of mooring optics on their own tube. Four figures
in battlesuits stood at rigid attention on the deck of the deadly scout ship, which consisted of little more
than a Drive crystd surrounded by five 533-mmi torpedo tubes, al contained within astiletto-shaped hull
whose mostly trangparent nose of Hyperscreen crystal housed its crew of four. A brace of forward-firing,
superfocused 225-mmi disruptors protruded from winglets on either side of the bow, completing an
armament package al out of proportion to the ship's actua size. Onrad and Beyazh stopped for a
moment to return the salute through the transparent walls, then Onrad himsdlf led the way inside, with the
station master—a nearsighted wisp of a Commander named Ismay who was clearly more comfortablein
the sheltered confines of alab—following asif he were the one who had arrived for atour.

"That's Onrad,” Brim whispered with agrin. "Just asif held been here ahundred times before.”



"Emperors always know where they're going,” Aram whispered back. "Don't they?!

Brim rolled his eyestoward the top of the tube. "I shall forever hope they do,” he said in mock
reverence.

"So shdl I," Aram chuckled. He clearly meant it.

Insde, the BKAEW station seemed cramped, asit should with walls as thickly armored asthe
bridge of aheavy cruiser. Brim and Aram were the last onesinto the scanning chamber and just intimeto
hear one of the operators inform Onrad that forty Leaguer attack ships had just dowed out of
HyperSpace and were approaching from nightward. Aswild patterns of multicolored data flowed over
the large master display, Brim watched the ship's progress and visualized unflappable controllersin
digtant filter centers caling up Starfuries and Defiants to meet them. Within cycles, strong forces of
Imperia defenders began to appear at the edges of the display and converge on the incoming Leaguers.
Brim watched Onrad monitoring the devel oping bettle with intent concentration. After afew more clicks,
he began to shake hishead in rapt, clearly emotiona slence while hiseyesactudly filled with tears.

"Areyoufeding dl right, Y our Highness?' Ismay asked.

With obvious effort, the Emperor nodded. "Y es, Ismay. I'm al right. Just please don't spesk for a
moment. | have seldom been so movedin dl my life" After that, he watched in silence, listening to the
whispered undertones of the operators as they worked their displays. Findly, after watching the battle for
what must have been at least five cycles, he sighed and shook hishead. "Never," herumbled to Ismay,
"inany field of mortal conflict—has so much been owed to so few by so many.”

The words burned in Brim's mind. Onrad had personally been out there in the heat of
battle—he'd seen trusted friends blasted into particles and die screaming for air in ripped-open
battlesuits. And because of it, he was one of the few Emperorsin history who could actudly feel whet
thingswere dl about. Intringcdly, he understood the effects his pronouncements would have. Brim had
awaystrusted that the man would be afine Emperor; it wastimeslike this hefelt he knew why....

Scant moments later, awhole squadron of GA 87B Zachtwagers took advantage of the confused
Stuation to attack the BKAEW dgteitsdf, and Brim instantly discovered one of the most terrifying aspects
of duty aboard the new early-warning stations. The station occupants got to actualy watch the plot as
League warships zeroed in on their particular satellite. And there was no way to shoot back!

"Great Universe, Onrad,” Beyazh gasped in gpparent fascination, "what aparty! Theresthe
whole bloody L eague Fleet out there, except for Hoth Orgoth himself, and | wouldn't be surprised to
hear hisvoice onthe COMM channdldl"

But despite the Ambassador's bravery—or was it ignorance? —tension began to mount in the
crowded control room asit became evident that the station itself was to be the target.

"I think it would beagood idea," |smay warned camly, "if everyone donned his helmet. Now!"

No stranger to the hazards of war in space, Brim had gotten into his clicks before the man's
warning, and was activating its sealswhen the first attack arrived in the form of adirect hit on one of the
two power globes. Thewhole structure juddered violently, pulsing locd gravity and knocking everyone
from hisfeet. Brim ground histeeth in surprise. How in xaxt had the Leaguers managed a direct hit with
thefirg salvo. They'd hardly dowed below LightSpeed, yet their shooting was... magnificent—no other
word would do. Lessthan aclick later, a second disrupter salvo smashed home with terrific concussion,
shutting down al the displaysin blinding flashes of light. And so far as he could discern, the Leaguers had
fired no more than a dozen salvos. For two direct hits! Y et they'd passed at such velocity that their
targeting systems couldn't have had a chance to take effect....

A third, more distant hit smashed home with aterrible creaking and groaning asif one of the
spheres had been torn away completely. Thelocd gravity pulsed violently, then faded, throwing the
occupants of the chamber around like rag dalls, caroming off the walls and cabinetsin ahorrible
confusion of arms, legs, and smashed furniture. The voice circuits filled with a cacophony of screaming
fright and pain. And in the midst of this utter chaos, till another hit ripped a greet crack in the armored
shell of the control room, decompressing the chamber with an atmospheric explosion that carried whole
consoles—with their operators—into the blackness of spaceitsdlf. Brim found himself plastered againgt a
curved surface beside alight fixture that once must have been the ceiling of the scanning chamber. Beside



him, Emperor Onrad shook his head insde his battlesuit with a bloody bruise on hisforehead. By thedim
glow of abattlelantern, he could see Aram's wings spasmodicaly fluttering ingde his specid battlesuit
jacket, clearly stunned though just as clearly alive. But wherewas...? "Beyazh!" heydled over the voice
circuits. "Where the xaxt are you?'

"Over here" the Ambassador answered, hiswords cut off by someone vomiting noisily in her
helmet. Brim whirled to see an arm waving fegbly from beside the crumpled remains of adisplay
console—only irals from the great ragged fissure, through which thelittle HST'S could be seen bobbing at
the end of a single mooring beam that had somehow managed to remain powered. Itsfour crewmen,
protected only by their battlesuits, could never have survived the blasts, but the ship appeared to be
undamaged. Turning quickly to the Emperor, he peered into the faceplate to see abrow wrinkled with
absoluterage. "You dl right, Your Magesty?"

"l amthraggling well NOT dl right," the big man bellowed angrily. "1 am bloody incensed!" He
turned to Brim as fill another hit landed somewhere in the structure and shook the floor, slently now that
therewas no air to carry sound. "I want to get those bastards!”

Brim chuckled in spite of the desperate circumstances. That was Onrad. No thought of escape or
safety—he wanted to fight back!

Suddenly the Emperor glanced outside and fastened his attention on the HSTS. His brow
wrinkled in thought. "Brim," he demanded, nodding toward the little ship. " Suppose you'd be willing to go
after those bagtardsif we could?’

Another hit smashed home. "Y ou bet | would,” Brim growled. "But what'll we useto...?"

Onrad nodded toward the HSTS. "How about putting atorpedo up their bloody arses,” he
whispered with asmile. "Xaxtdamn better than Stting here for Leaguer target practice. Brim! D'you
supposetht little ship il flies?!

Brim considered only amoment. "We won't know unlesswetry, Your Mgesty," he said.

"Did you ever fly one?' Onrad demanded,

"At the Sherrington plant, Y our Mgesty," Brim replied with anod. "A number of times."

"For Voot's sake, Brim," Onrad bellowed, sending the confused babble on the voice circuitsinto
absolute silence, "drop the thraggling 'Y our Mgesty' for awhile. If that little ship'll fly, you'rein charge.
Got that?'

"Il try, Your... er... All right. We go. Aram!" heyelled. "Y ou hear al that?'

"Aye, Captain," the A'zurnian replied weekly. "I'm ready."

"Good," Brim said. "You'rein the right seat. Oodam. What shape areyou in?"

"Mad as a soaked Rothcat,” the Ambassador roared. "L et's get the bastards. In my day, | wasa
damn fine torpedoman.”

"I'll take the disrupter,” Onrad rumbled. "I'm axaxt of ashot.”

Brim glanced around the ruined chamber. There was nothing any of them could do here. And the
Leaguers seemed to have temporarily broken off their attack. "L et's get started then,” he yelled, "before
the bastards have another go at us." Pulling himsalf hand over hand in the lack of gravity, he started for
the new exit the Leaguers had provided.

Outside, the little station was a shambles. One of the globes was utterly gone; the only cluesto its
previous existence were the jagged ends of three connecting tubes. Another globe blazed with the hellish,
coruscating light of aradiation fire. The monster antenna system was crooked off at ahopeless angle, and
it was only too obvious that no warnings would come from Station Ventnor for along time to come.

Pulling their way aong handholds set into the walls of the brow, the four could see their Imperid
shuttle had a so been wrecked aswell. The HSTS had survived by good fortune aone, miraculoudy
sheltered by the brow itself from the blast that had shattered the scanning chamber wall. Inreation to
Brim, it was floating stern outward and upside down, anchored by a single emergency mooring beam that
must have activated when the station's power failed. And athough there was cong derable flash melting
over its port bow areafrom the blast, the little ship appeared to bein areatively good condition. Her
unfortunate crew, however, was nowhere to be seen.

Brim turned to Aram asthey reached the end of the brow. "How doesit ook to you?' he asked,



taking hisemergency lifeline from its packet on his battlesuit. He activated its anchor end, watched it
sef-test successfully, and dammed it smartly againgt the Side of the tube.

After along pause, the A'zurnian laughed grimly and attached his own emergency lifdine. "Wall,
right now, anything looks better than playing target for abunch of thraggling Leaguers.”

Brim nodded, wondering how long they had before the Leaguers returned to finish their job. "I'll
check it out, then," he said. "Y our Mg ...er, Onrad. Oodam, wait here with Aram while | go have alook.
No sensetrapping us al out thereif it's got damage we can't see from here."

"Right," Onrad agreed.

With that, Brim pushed off across nothingness toward the HSTS, landing feetfirst between the
dorsdl torpedo tubes beside the open bridge hatch. From his new vantage point, the space station was
now directly overhead with his three companions gppearing to protrude horizontally from the curved wall.
It was precisely the reason why aloca "up” was always established in relation to any large space object.
People amply worked better that way. Ignoring amomentary fedling of vertigo, he forced his orientation
to the ship itsdlf and started down the ladder, feeling local gravity take hold as his boots reached the third
rung. After that, things became alot easier. He motioned to Aram to follow and continued into the little
darship asitsautomatic proximity dert sent darmsto his helmet.

"Unidentified targets gpproaching at high speed; ETA in four point five one cycles” thevoice
warned. "Unidentified targets gpproaching at high speed; ETA infour point five one cycles.”

They needed to be on their way quickly!

On the cramped little control bridge, Brim immediately ran a systems verification: everything
shipshape except for some mooring e ements damaged by the Leaguer blasts. Then, popping historso
out of the hatch, he motioned the other three to board. "On the double!l™ he shouted into the voice circuit.
"Weve got morevigtors."

By the time they scrambled aboard, he had connected power to the main bus and was watching
the remainder of the readout pand come dive with flowing patterns of color. "Lookslike shell fly," he
said as Aram thumped breathlesdy into the systems seat beside him.

The A'zurnian ran his own sequence from the systems console. "Shell fly," he acknowledged
tensdly, "but the gravs took some damage. They're down to the last redundant control elements.”

Onrad chuckled over the voice circuits. "Not to worry,” hesaid. "Y ou're safe aslong as you stick
with me. Emperors never get killed in combat. Besides," he added, winking from hisfaceplate, "I'm a
crack shot with these disruptors which"—he paused momentarily—"have just completed dl their
diagnogtics”

"Target ETA inone point five one cycles.”

The deck trembled under their feet as Brim spun up both gravs at the same time—ignoring
vociferous complaints from the power system. " Sounds good to me," he said presently. "Oodam, how
about the torpedoes?”’

"All five check out with no problems, Wilf."

"Target ETA in point five cycles.”

"Everyone s&t?' Brim queried. He cdled up energize on the control panel and directed it to
propulsion just asthe proximity darm sent ashrill screech into each of their hmets.

"Go!" replied three voicesin unison.

The gravs caught immediately; Brim swiped the lone mooring beam into oblivion and eased the
little starship away from the ruined brow. Asthe distance increased, anumber of figuresin battlesuits
gppeared at the crack in the Sde of the globe waving their armsin the universal sign of *Good Hunting!"
then dodged back behind the shelter of the wrecked sphereé'swall.

With proximity darms shrill in hisears, Brim smply mashed the thrust damper to maximum output
and pivoted the nose up and around its pitch axis, skidding to within afew iras of the wrecked station
before the little starship reversed course and shot off directly into the face of the Leaguers. Not amoment
later, the station disgppeared behind them in three brilliant discharges of energy followed by the blurred
images of three Zachtwager attack ships. Three more direct hitsin no more than adozen shots, yet the
L eaguers passed with such speed they couldn't possibly have taken timeto fire after dowing from



LightSpeed. How the xaxt had they done that!

Cranking the HSTS around a second time, he took off in pursuit, heedless of the enemy's
sudden—devastating—prowess with their disrupters. "Let's get the bastards!" he yelled with blood lust
coursing into hisveins. "Oodam, I'll need torpedo tubes one and two."

Two smdl icons as an overhead pand turned from red to green. "Done," Beyazh declared.

Pushing the HSTS to maximum accel eration, Brim planned to overhaul the Leaguers asthey
circled in for a second attack, firing across the tangent of their curve, but instead the two Zachtwagers
continued to accelerate in astraight line toward the 'Wyckean Void, and opening their Drive doors, sped
quickly into Hyperspace. "Gorksroar!" he cursed, but his voice was drowned out by the proximity darm
with another indication of targets approaching from aft and clearly heading toward the damaged
BKAEW gation. Hauling the little ship around in asemicircle, helined up on the Leaguers predicted
path. "All right, Oodam," he said into the voice circuits, "there's two more of the zukeeds. Do you have
o

The Ambassador hesitated for only amoment. "Got "em,” he declared. "Coming on the target
display now. Two more Zachtwagers. And from the way they're moving, they've just come out of
HyperSpace. Hold 'er steady for amoment. I'll have to redlly lead the bastards...."

After what seemed like ten million Standard Y ears, abrilliant flash just above Brim's console
dimmed the Hyperscreens for amoment. A second followed close on itsheels. Asthe view cleared,
Brim could see the torpedoes streaking out into the darkness at the head of glowing trails of gravitons
that vanished quickly asthey appeared. Only after afew moments did he glimpse the Zachtwagers
sresking in from starboard, no more than glowing motes againgt the starry sky, flying straight and level
with the calm assurance that no Imperia starshipswerein the area.

Abruptly the closest Zachtwager burst into aroiling puffball of radiation flame. At the sametime,
its partner skidded to starboard, throwing atremendous wave of gravitonsforward asits gravity
generators were reversed, dowing—but not sopping— the angular ship along itsflight path. Then, inthe
blinking of an eye, the, graviton plume reappeared at its stem, and the Leaguer began to accel erate once
more, thistime at an oblique angle away from the ation.

"Great HEdmsmanship!" Brim exclaimed. "He dodged it!"

"After the bastard!" Onrad bellowed in frustration. "We're sposed to kilt Leaguers, Brim, not
admire'em.”

"Right!" Brim said, sending full military power to the gravs. He put the helm over hard and
followed the Leaguers out across the 'Wyckean Void toward Effer'wyck. "Beyazh! Ready tubesthree
andfour,” heydled.

"Ready, Wilf," the Fluvannian said tensely as two more icons blended from red to green.

Now, he had to gain enough on the Leaguer ship for Beyazh to make an angle shot, Torpedoes
were notorioudy inaccurate and short of range when fired directly into agraviton exhaust. Fortunately, in
spite of the HSTSslimited performance below LightSpeed, GA 87swere even more limited. Named
Zachtwagers, or "precision shooters' by developers at Ganthelsser, GA 87s were awkward-looking,
angular starships that mounted three enormous forward-firing 483-mmi single-shot disrtuptorsas main
armament and apair of movable 30-mmi disruptorsfiring aft. The shipswere used mostly for ground
attack. Sent in prototype form to Fluvannafor evaluation during the League's pre-war attempt to capture
the important little dominion, the GA 87 found little opposition from the poorly equipped local forces
(except the rare Starfuries of the IV G, when they invariably suffered disastroudly). Asaresult, the type's
performance was serioudy overrated and few changes were made to the design before they were placed
into mass production. Even during the early wartime campaigns, GA 87s proved ableto blast their way
through brief campaigns againgt Korbu, Gannat, and A'zurn with relative ease. Thisfurthered their
reputation to an extent far in excess of actua abilities. However, againg high-performance starshipslike
Starfuries and Defiants, GA 87s quickly showed themselves to be dow and poorly armed, proving easy
targetsfor the powerful killer ships currently operating with the Imperia Feet's Defense Command.

Only moments after Brim and hisimprobable crew gave chase, the Leaguers opened up with
their rear-firing 30-mmi. DR81 disruptors. Onrad quickly joined in with ranging shots from the HSTSs



big 225-mmi, disrupter. But when the Hyperscreens cleared, the Leaguers were surrounded by the
glowing halo of Gandom'sv, effect and heading for HyperSpace with dl the thrust their Drive crystas
could provide.

"Weve got ‘'em now," Brim said, keying open the Drive exhaugt. At the sametime, he switched
main-bus power to thelittle ship's Drive crystal. With a deep rumble that vibrated every component of
the HSTSs stout little hull, the crystal came dive and the starscape outside began wobbling and
shimmering as norma photon light blended to an angry red kaleidoscope did brought spaceitself toa
wilderness of shifting, multicolored sparks, the Daya-Peraf trangition. Brim shut off the laboring gravity
generator—it wouldn't be needed until they had returned to HypoL ight speeds—and watched while the
Hyperscreen panels synchronized with the Drive. Then, vison cleared aheed, returning to the full mgjesty
of galactic space—and the Zachtwager now trailed by awhirling green wake, its Hyperspace shock
wave bleeding off mass and negative time in accordance with the complex system of Travis Physicsthat
ruled flight above LightSpeed. As he had planned, he was now on aparald path with the Leaguers,
offset about Sx pointsto port.

After glancing aft to check his own Drive plume, the Carescrian trimmed ship for maximum
velocity and sent more power to the crystal. They were soon overtaking the Leaguers at amuch higher
rate of change, and the GA 87 began laying down a deadly barrage of energy from itsrear-firing
disrupters. Onrad put a stop to the latter with aquick barrage of disrupter fire that must haveresulted in
cons derable damage despite the extreme range.

"How's that for aworthless figurehead?' Onrad crowed.

"A xaxt of ashot!" Beyazh said, hisvoicefilled with awe. "Those zukeeds are along way off."

"See, Wilf?" Aram quipped. "l dways said Emperors must be worth something,” iciting ahowl
of mock protest from Onrad.

"I'll never question you again,” Brim chuckled grimly, then ground histeeth. Ahead, the peripherd
gars of Effer'wyck were aready beginning to define themselves as brighter entities againgt the generd
glow of the gdactic center. Heturned in his seat to face Beyazh. "Oodam," he said, "let'sfinish the
Leaguer off quickly and head back. We're getting along way from Avaon.”

"Lessthan acycle from now, and counting,” Beyazh assured him.

Brim nodded and returned to his controls. Each click passed like a Standard Y ear of trouble,
and at aveocity of nearly 26M LightSpeed, they were penetrating enemy-controlled space at an
adarming rate. If the Leaguers had anything at dl like BKAEW—and he was certain they did—aarms
would soon be going of &l aong the Effer'wyckean frontier,

"They'reinrange...." Beyazh said tensdy. "Hold 'er steady.”

The fleaing Ganthel sser was now a quarter-on silhouette, little more than six clenyts distant.

Brim was so intent on his controls that when the tubes actudly fired, he nearly started out of his
Helmsman's console. Especialy when Beyazh had excitedly keyed the torpedoes before heyelled...

"Hra"

"Thanks athraggling bunch, Mr. Ambassador," Onrad grumped shakily.

"Yeah," Aram added. "Y ou kind of got the drill backward, didn't you?'

"Sorry," Beyazh whispered sheepishly. "But look," he exclaimed, pointing through the forward
Hyperscreens, "in spite of my poor procedure, | have indeed scored another hit!"

The fleeing Ganthel sser was suddenly enshrouded by ascintillating hao of purplish light with a
bright red core than grew rapidly, changing shape and color until like agigantic puffbal, it caved in on
itself and collapsed to afew sparkling shards.

And before the last remnant of the Leaguer ship winked out among the stars, Brim had reversed
course and was heading back toward Avaon with the Drive crysta till at top speed.

"Scratch one more Gantheisser!" Onrad said happily. "Now thisisaxaxt of alot better than
playing target, wouldn't you say, gentlemen?”

"Damn graight!" Beyazh exclamed.

"Brim," Onrad ordered. "Well enjoy abit of the most Logish Meem | can find in the palace when



we get thislittle bucket of bolts back to Avaon! Damned if | haven't dreamed of somehow getting into
thiswar...."

"Oh, Gorksroar!" Brim whispered between histeeth.

"Gorksroar?" Onrad demanded. "What Gorksroar?"

At that moment, the proximity darm went off again.

"That Gorksroar,” Brim replied grimly, pointing up and aft where two big GH 262-Eswere
driving in at high speed for akill in such close formation their "wings' overlapped port to starboard. The
yellow tips of their chevron-shaped starships marked them as a couple of veteran warriorsfor certain.

"Voot's vermin-filled beard,” Onrad growled. "I should have thraggling known...."

"Beyazh," Brimydled, hauling in thelittle ship'shelm. " Get that |ast torpedo ready. NOW!"

Moments later, the last torpedo icon changed to green. "Now," Brim warned, holding up his
hand, "we're not going to fire this one. Instead, were going to jettison it.”

"Jettison?' Beyazh exclaimed. "An armed torpedo?’

"Yeah," Brim said through clenched teeth; the Leaguers were catching up fast, "but set the fuse
for proximity—at about five hundred irds."

"A space mine!" the Huvannian whispered. "Of course.”

"If they'll just hold off firing afew more clicks,” Brim grunted, his eyes glued to the aft view
display. The bastards had to be just where he wanted them. "Ready..." hewarned. A whir behind the aft
bulkhead told him that the number five torpedo-loading hatch was open. The Leaguers were nearly on
top of him—doubtlessy arguing about who would get to firefirst. He darned not wait another moment....
"Let'er go!" he bellowed, then shoved the thrust dampersinto military overload and cranked thelittle
garship around in the tightest turn he could manage without bending the hull....

CHAPTER 6
Starship Thieved

No sooner had the gector mechanism cycled than space itself erupted in ablinding inferno of
raw energy as both Gorn-Hoffs fired ranging shots—at precisely the wrong time for the HSTS, which
had come through only half of Brim'sintended escape maneuver. Thelittle ship's hull took tremendous
blast waves aong its whole spine, which thwanged audibly like a child's dastic band. Thelocd gravity
pulsed and every loose object in the cabin took on alife of its own, caroming off thewals asif they were
old-fashioned projectiles. The next ingtant, their whole Universe seemed to go mad in a cataclysmic
explosion of light and silent concussion that spiked their Driveinto slence. The starboard Hyperscreens
shattered in agreat confusion of flying crystal shardswhile Brim braced himself, waiting for thefina
ingtant of pain that would reduce him to atoms....

It never came.

Panting in hissuit asif he had run ahundred clenyts, helooked around the cabin—as his
companions looked at him in obvious surprise.

"By dl that's holy to the Gradygroats,” Onrad whispered timidly. "D’ you suppose we're dead?”!

"N-no, Your Mgesty," Aram quipped in ashaky voice. "l don't think so. Otherwise, we
wouldn't be watching that." He pointed out through the remaining Hyperscreens.

"By Voot's great, greasy beard,” Oodam whispered in areverent voice, "we g-got the bastards.”
Outside, both Gorn-Hoffs had barged past thern on momentum aone and were now diminishing in the
distance whipping and looping through amless circles, completely out of control. Each had apparently
lost a"wing," one starboard and one port. Space around them wasfilling with lifeglobes. "Y ou put that
torpedo right between ‘em, didn't you?' he said.

"I tried," Brim said weskly, just now getting his breathing under control.

The HSTSitsdlf was now rapidly losing velocity, coasting down toward the great constant of
LightSpeed, to which dl HyperLight vehicles must return without Drive power to keep them going.



"Now what?" Aram asked.

"I was afraild somebody was going to ask that," Brim whispered, "'cause we sure can't stay here.
Thisplaceisgonnabefull of rescue vessalsin amatter of cycles—and none of 'em will be speaking
Avdonian."

"Got apoint there," Onrad said. "But lifeglobesre out for me. | can't be captured dive."

Brim nodded. He understood. "Can you restart the Drive?' he asked Aram.

The A'zurnian bent to his systems console. Miraculoudly, it <till appeared to be operational.
"Drive'sdead," he said presently. "The crystal itself checks out, but theres no way | can route power to
it. The control system probably fused out during the energy surge when the torpedo got those two
Leaguers™”

Brim nodded; he'd been afraid of that, too. "What about the grav?' he asked. "Can you Start

that?"

"Yeah," Aram said after some moments of consideration. "But we won't have much control.”

"Right now," Brim said, "we only need enough control to get the xaxt out of here. After that, we
can worry about finer maneuvering.” -

"But how are we going to get below LightSpeed?' Aram asked. "We need the Drive for braking,
don't we?'

"The Fullstop,” Brim said, pointing to ared button beneath aclear plastic plate at the lower right
of thereadout pand. "It hasits own pathsto the Drive."

"Holy Voot, | didnt think of that,” Aram said. Every vehicle that operated in space had one—by
intergdactic law. Otherwise, disabled ships could drift forever. Typicaly, the devices stored enough
energy to bring shipsto afull stop from whatever speed they were making at the time of failure.

"Hit it, then," Brim commanded. " Those two Gorn-Hoffs are probably drifting at closeto 30M
LightSpeed. That'll put alot of distance between us.”

"Everybody strapped down?" Aram asked, diding the plate from atop the red button.

"My restraints are powered,” Onrad said, nodding toward hisarmrest control panel.

"Soremine," Brim answered.

"Mine, too," Beyazh said.

"Wilf?'

"Yesh. Go!"

Aram mashed the red button and their Drive activated immediately—at full power, shaking the
aready weskened spaceframe like aleaf in awindstorm. Brim was thrown painfully againgt hisrestraints
whilelooseitemsin thelittered cockpit once more took on alife of their own. The remaining
Hyperscreens burst pulverized from their frames, and outside, the view of the Universe went crazy
again—thistimein al improbable colors of the rainbow as the ship quickly dowed toward HypoSpeed.
Sowly, the rainbow fused to crimson—then, hatingly, orange-outlined silhouettes began to appear out of
the chaos. One moved, then another.

"We've madeit!" Onrad shouted.

"Lookslike," Brim said tensdy asthe wrecked cabin defined itsdf around him. Finaly, normal
vison returned. "Aram," he demanded. "What about those systems?’

"Fullstop's empty,” the A'zurnian chuckled.

"And?'

"Grav looks workable, Wilf. But everything about this little tub is shaky now. Best we get her
down somewhere—and soon.”

"Er... when we're down..." Onrad began.

"When we're down...?" Brim prompted.

"Same asthelifeglobe thing,” the Emperor said quietly. "1 can't be captured. The last thing before
that happens, one of you shoots me. Understand? Y ou've dl got side arms.”

Brim winced, then nodded. So did the others.

"Swear it!" Onrad snapped. "Don't think of me, xaxtdammit think of the Empirel”

"l swear..." Brim said presently.



"Sodol," promised Beyazh in atight voice.

'‘And |," whispered Aram.

"Let'sget thisthing on the surface, then,” Onrad said.

Brim caled up aHoloMap of the area on his navigation display. Manipulating theimage, he
homed in on the nearest Effer'wyckean frontier stars, then searched for ones with human-habitable
planets. Moments later, most of the pinpoints of light dimmed considerably. Three, however, increased in
brightness. One orbited astar directly on the "Wyckean Void. When he "touched" it with alogic pointer,
adialog box appeared a itssde.

Effer'wyck:
Frontier, ZoneHN31.6 (G.V)
Star FTR8459/33.43499 (typc-1)
Planet 3: Bra've (local appellation)
Habitable, anatomy types 2, 9, 9A, 13-21, some 25s (see Note
CH-234)
Rotation period: 31 Standard Metacycles
Remote population centers. none dominant
Heavily forested in temperate band
History: greatest growth during mid 4800 century when population reached est. 645,000. Since then,
gradud urban drift plus declining birthrate.
» Generd agriculture
» Ancient ruins: logt civilization
NOTE: Suspected advanced base for League Squadron 88.4 " Angrieff": 44+ GA 87 starships.

"Not alot of choice," Onrad grumbled.

"It'sclosest, s0it's the choice,” Brim said firmly. "Turn up your battlesuit cooling units. With no
Hyperscreens, it'sgoing to be alittle hot in here during reentry, regardless of how much | ride the gravity
brakes...." With that, he put the helm over and set course for thelittle planet itsinhabitants called Brave.

* * %

The little Effer'wyckean planet had long since ceased to reved its curvature. The sky was till
nearly black, adeep bluish purple, but it was no longer possible to see the stars as they appeared in outer
gpace. Thelittle Type-1 luminary ssar—never officialy named according to Imperid records—had
dready outshone dl itsgaactic shlings. Below, forests, rivers, and occasiond cleared areas or fields
were now visblein the dusk of late evening, including alarge cold front that flickered with lightning and
gave them abump as they passed between some of its higher storm clouds.

Brim worked the controls delicately, attempting to get everything he could out of the ship'slittle
gravity generator beforeit failed—which it would clearly do sometimein the near future. Judging by the
sounds coming from behind the rear cabin bulkhead, one, or more likely both, spin rotors on the primary
thrust unit (which were aso used in braking during landfall operations) had lost magnetic bearing units,
and were now thumping and hammering dreadfully each time he changed the power setting. Insde, the
cramped flight bridge looked asif it were victim of some disastrousfire, courtesy of their reentry hest,
which Brim had—only just—managed to keep within the parameters of Imperia battlesuit cooling units.
Raging flamesthat blasted through the empty Hyperscreen frames had been enough to melt and char
nearly every item of organic origin. "A xaxt of away to treat an Emperor, by Voot!" Onrad had chuckled
at the height of the inferno. Hed been joshing, of course, but Brim agreed with him anyway. It was axaxt
of away to treat a Carescrian, too.

"Hey, look at that!" Aram exclaimed, hisvoice scratchy on the voice circuit because much of the
insulation had been burned from its exposed connectors, "Down there, about a clenyt off to starboard.”

Brim forced his attention from the ship for amoment to amgestic hill risng green from the darker



colorsof the forest. Crowning its summit was atiny village surrounded by an ancient sonewall and
lighted by the fading twilight. It dominated the surrounding countryside like some greet tanwahr's eyrie.
Asthey glided closer, they could see the outline of a Gradygroat abbey that looked asif it had been built
at least five centuries before the galaxy formed. Beyond, not more than another ten or fifteen clenyts, a
small lake reflected the night sky from what appeared to be aheavily forested valey. Lowering the nose
judicioudy, he pulled back on the gravsto hush their passage, then took a deep breath. "I'm going to put
usdown on that lake ahead," he said while the grav renewed its frantic thumping.

"Sounds like the decison wasn't al yours,” Aram chuckled grimly.

"The ship did have a big voteinit," Brim admitted.

At that moment, the grav gave alast, convulsve shudder and went quiet.

" think it's changed itsvote," Aram observed in the abrupt silence.

"WON-der-ful," Brim grumbled. "Just thraggling WON-der-ful,” He ground histeeth. Without its
grav, the HSTS could il outglide abrick, but not by much. He could pretty well estimate their point of
impact by momentum aone—but it was dark down there—except for lightning flashes from the stlorm
they'd passed.

"Oh, great!" Beyazh swore. "L ook off to starboard. If that isn't a Leaguer base, I'll eat my
helmet. The lights are just now coming on.”

"Don't ruin your teeth, friend," Onrad said quietly. "Nobody'll take your bet. Those are
Zachtwagers parked aong the taxiways.”

Brim had only amoment's glance to confirm their verdict— that was dl he needed to get the
essentia message. "' So much for sneaking onto thisbloody planet,” he groused. "Everybody within a
hundred clenyts must have heard the gravs go.”

"They didn't haveto," Beyazh said. "Weve clearly set off every proximity alarm on the base by

"If they hadn't got enough warning aready from those two Gorn-Hoffs we gonged,” Aram
added.

"Pull your strapstight as you can make 'em, everybody,” Brim cautioned, snugging down hisown
recliner belts until they hurt. "And set your battlesuits for minimum freedom,” he added with atwinge of
envy. He couldn't protect himself the same way. He had to keep his own suit flexible so he could fly the
ship.

"Got you," Onrad said golidly.

The others only grunted.

All that remained now was the steering engine. Brim would use that at the moment of impactina
final, desperate effort to soften their crash. And the forest itself—for they were heading rapidly into a
lofty stand of gigantic trees. Just before impact, he switched on the landing lights and desperately picked
two stout oaklike dicotyledons that looked asif they were just dightly farther gpart than the width of
their hull. If he could Steer between them, the stout-looking disruptor winglets on either sde would be
ripped from their mountings, taking alot of energy with them before the main hull hit anything more solid
than brush. "Here it comes" he warned and snapped off the lights.

After that, things happened much too quickly for anything but raw reflexes. The treesflashed past
inablur againg the last vestiges of twilight, then in one terrible moment of concussion and noise, the
whole Universe seemed to go wild in blinding sparks as the disrupter mountings tore free againgt the
trees. Brim stood on the starboard rudder and for the dightest fraction of amoment he heard the steering
engine whine. The ship skidded sidewaysin acloud of broken branches and debris from the forest floor,
sheering off trees asif it were some sort of forestry harvester. In the find moment, al he could see
directly in their path was the biggest, thickest tree his benumbed mind could recal. He fumbled for the
freedom control on his battlesuit, swiped it toward minimum at the same moment that unbelievable
concussion brought a persond galaxy of bright flashesto his closed eyes... followed by soothing darkness
that swept al other sensation in its merciful path....

* % %

Onrad's voice seemed to be coming from somewhere along distance away.... "I think the poor



bastard's4ill dive...."

"Your Mgesty?' Brim groaned.

"Wilf...?"

"y egh”

Stretched out uncomfortably on his back, the Carescrian could just pick out three figures bending
over himin the darkness. His helmet was open and the cool, damp smell of the forest was Strong in his
nogtrils. Digtant lightning flashed fitfully, its disance-muffled thunder arriving only after along delay. Y eah,
he thought. Theforest.... Hed survived the crash after all.

"Thraggling miracle youre fill with us™" Beyazh said. "Y ou must have stiffened your battlesuit at
thelast possible click, otherwise you'd be smashed to jelly.”

"Anything fedl broken, Wilf?' Aram asked.

Brim spent afew moments moving various parts of hisbody. Everything fet sore, but... "I think
I'mdl right," he said tentatively.

"Can you get up?' Onrad asked.

"That'swhet I'm going to try next," Brim said, rolling over onto his somach. Carefully, he drew
his knees beneath him. So far, so good. Next he pushed histrunk and head erect to akneeling position
and turned his head thisway and that. What remained of the HSTS lay in adark, crumpled hegp some
twenty irdsdistant againgt the darker bulk of the giant tree.

"How's everything fed 7' Beyazh asked.

"Like somebody once said,” Brim quipped as he pushed himsdlf arduoudly to hisfeet. " ‘A little
pain never hurt anybody.' But | have just redefined the term 'sore." "

"And?" Onrad demanded as lightning flashed through the trees again.

Brim limped afew highly experimenta steps while the muted thunder came again, "l tkink I'mdl
right," hesaid in red amazemen.

"Thank Voot for that,” Onrad swore. "We've got to get moving. These woodswill be dive with
Leaguersat dawn."

"All right,”" Brim agreed tentatively, "but to where?"

"Well," Onrad said grimly, "I've been thinking about finding our way to that hilltop village we saw
back there."

"Therésaso alLeaguer basein the same genera direction,” Aram reminded him over more
thunder.

"I know," Onrad said. "But you're going to take care of both problemsfor us.”

"Me?" Aram asked, then groaned with the same breath. "Of coursel™ he snorted. "I've been
gpending so much timein spacethat | hardly think of flying by mysdf anymore.”

"How about that snged wing of yours?' Brim asked.

Aram shrugged. "It'sflyable," he said, unsedling the wing covers of his battlesuit. "I practice every
time| get on the surface where therés abit of room." Helooked up momentarily aslightning flickered in
the sky, then began to unlimber his great wings like an athlete readying himself for competition.

"Takes care of that," Brim laughed. "But after we find the village—then what?'

"Your guessisasgood asmine," Onrad admitted. "But where theré's avillage, there are bound
to be Effer'wyckeans. And | can't believe they have any love for the L eaguers who are sacking their
country."

"Got apoint there," Beyazh agreed thoughtfully. " There's got to be more help there than out in
the middle of the woods."

"What do you think, Aram?"' Onrad asked, hisface lighted momentarily by lightning.

"I'm ready to go anywhere," the A'zurnian said while afreshening breeze noisily rustled the high
tregtops, "just so long aswe get going.”

"Wilf?'

"Sounds good to me," Brim said. "I certainly can't think of abetter plan, although | think that
sorm's definitely headed our way. Do you fly intherain, Aram?"

"Haven't melted yet," the A'zurnian quipped,



"It's settled, then,” Onrad said. "Now, what about weapons? We got anything but our side
ams?'

"Yeah," Aram quipped, "aswe say in A'zurn, 'Y ou can get more with akind word and ablaster
than you can get from akind word aone.”

"True," Beyazh chuckled. "Wdl," he sad, pointing to along, badly dented metal box. "I dragged
thisout of the wreck while you were working on Brim. It says it'sasurvivd kit, but I'm xaxtdamned if |
can get it open.”

"Probably jammed," Onrad offered after having ago at thelid himsdlf.

"I'll take care of that," Brim said, making hisway cautioudy into thewreckage. A few clicks|later,
he returned with a stout metal rod about threeirasin length. "Found me a'Carescrian persuader.' " he
chuckled darkly, and made for the box. Moments after arending screech of metal against metal, the box
lay open. "Alwayswas good at precison tools,”" he said proudly.

"So | see" Onrad laughed. "Or rather don't see”

"Itissort of dark here," Beyazh agreed.

"Not anymore,” Brim said, feding through the contents blindly. "I'll bet thisis...."

"A flashlight,” Onrad exclamed asadull glow illuminated the box'sinterior.

"And thoughtfully preset a minimum intengty,” Brim said admiringly. "Weredly didn't need a
bright flash of light right now, athough that lightning must be messing up their orbiting light sensorsin abig
way." He quickly inventoried the contents. aweek's rations (anatomy types 2, 9, 9A, 13-19), four
rapid-firing BL-58 blast pikes with sixteen energy cartridges, a case of thirty-six proton grenades, eight
rapid-cure battlesuit patches, afirst-aid kit (831-B radiation, anatomy types 2, 9, 13-19), four
backpacks with climbing gear, and a second flashlight. "Not bad for emergencies,” he observed with a
grin and passed out the blast pikes. Wiping the last clean of preservative gel, he dotted a power cartridge
in place and ran a salf-test sequence on the powerful weapon'stiny status panel. Moments later, aready
indicator glowed softly beside the safety switch.

"This pike'slooking good," Onrad said over aloud roll of thunder.

"Mine, too," Aram said.

"Bad power cartridge here," Beyazh grumbled, heaving the finned cylinder into the wreck.

Brim tossed him another. That did the trick.

"Aram," Beyazh asked, "how much can you carry when you fly?"

"I'm pretty well out of shape," Aram admitted. "Probably | could carry ablast pike with this
battlesuit on, but someonéll have to carry my backpack while I'm up.”

"Y ou won't be carrying anything on these missons, my feathery friend,” Brim said. "The proximity
sensorsthose Leaguers will be using scan for synthetic materids and metds. In aforest likethis, they'll be
gpecidly et to ignore birds and the like. Even big ones.”

"You've got apoint, Wilf," Aram said. "1 guess while I'm up, then, somebody will haveto carry
all my quff.”

"No problem, there," Onrad said.

"All right," the A'zurnian said, looking up through thetrees, "Since were in sort of aclearing here,
| think I'll have my first look right now." Presently, he was out of his battlesuit, his reddish feathers black
in the near darkness.

"Y ou going to have any trouble finding us from up there?' Brim asked.

"l wasthinking of that,” Aram answered. "Probably the best way isfor you to use the flashlight.
Inthe dark I've dways been able to return pretty closeto where | took off, but forests like thisbegin to
look the same from about five hundred irals on down.”

"That light'll aso show any orbiting Leaguerswherewe are,” Beyazh warned.

"I'm pretty sure our storm will take care of that," Brim said.

"Right," Aram agreed, "Besides, you won't flash it until you hear me caling. I'll smply fly agrid
pattern in the generd areauntil | hear one of you yelling or | seethe flashlight blip. How's that?"

"Sounds good to me," Onrad said. "May Lady Fortune smile onyou.”

"By Voot's beard, may she thraggling crawl in bed with you!" Beyazh swore.



"I think | likethat even better," Aram returned with achuckle. Then dowly hisgreat wings began
to beet theair. Moments|ater, he rose mgesticaly into hisown naturd eement.

Brim felt shiversrace along his back asthe A'zurnian became adark shape among the stars and
then disappeared completely. Now that, hethought with asmile, wasflying!

No more than a quarter metacycle later, they heard singing coming from above the trees.

"There once was aflyer from Zeight," the voice went. "Who traveled much faster than light....
Heleft oneday inarelative way.... And came back the previous night...."

"Hey, Aram," Brim shouted into the night sky. "Over thisway!"

"Which way?" asked the voice after arumble of thunder.

"Over here."

"Say again!" Thistime, Aram's voice was closer.

"Over herel”

"Yeah," Aram sad. "Blip the light—at glow. | think I'm right above you.™

Brim set the flashlight at glow and blipped it once.

"That'senough,” Aram warned, "I'm comin'in."

Immediately, Brim watched an area of sky become even darker, and momentslater Aram was
down.

"How'dit go?"

"Piece of cake" Aram said. "Asde from the wind—which is definitely getting worse asthe sorm
approaches. But we have to get going right away. | spotted three search groups coming through the
woodsin our generd direction. They must be starsailors, ‘cause they're making enough noise for two
battle groups of soldiers.” He paused for amoment. "Listen," he said. "At least until dawn, I'm going to
take my helmet up with me and stay there while you three walk. The helmet's so smdll it'll look like static
on their proximity alarms, and we can stay in touch with the secure voice circuits. Besdesthat, I'll be able
to track you without the flashlight and | can keep you on the most direct route possible.”

"Weve got nearly ten metacycles beforeit getslight,” Brim said, looking at histimepiece. "Can
you stay up that long?"

"Depends on the orm," Aram said, looking up aslightning flashed through the trees. "If | get
tired, I'll et you know. Anybody have problems with that?"

"None here," Brim said after amoment. "It's clearly our best chance.”

"All right,” Onrad said, "let's split up the rest of this gear and get moving."

Within haf ametacycle, they were on their way, Brim and histwo nonflighted cohorts marching
and sumbling singlefile through the forest a the direction of alarge"bird" flying over head. Bringing up
the rear, Brim found himsdf chuckling in spite of the desperate circumstances. Here we go again, he
thought to himsdlf. Funny how thingswent in awar. It hadn't been that long ago held been afraid he
might be bored with his job as Group Leader....

"So how you doing up there?' Brim asked into the helmet microphone of his battlesuit. Aram had
been aoft for nearly ametacycle, now, and from the rush of the wind, the storm was about to break.

"It'salittle bumpy up here" Aram answered, "but I'm fine asde from that." He chuckled. "Y ou're
the poor sods who haveto carry backpacks. How's it going with you?”

"If it weren't for the honor of the thing, 1'd rather bein astarship mysdlf,” Brim quipped.

"Yeah," Aram agreed. "1 know what you mean.”

"Where are you, anyway?"' Brim asked.

"About two clenyts from you—over the Leaguer base."

"Anything going on there?"

Aram laughed. "Until therain started, it looked like an anthill somebody poked with astick,” he
sad. "Now, they're pretty much settling down."

"Probably waiting till morning to come looking for us," Brim suggested.

"That'smy take," Aram assented. "And... wait amoment,” he said. "Here's something
interesing.”



"What?' Brim demanded.

"Hang on..." the A'zurnian said.

A much longer, louder rolling sort of thunder came from the direction of the base: clearly the
sound of astarship landing on a Becton tube. The first drops were filtering through the trees and the wind
smelled strong with rain. Nearly a quarter metacycle passed before Aram came back on theline.

"One of those little Gorn-Hoff 219sjust landed,” he reported excitedly. ™Y ou know, the
executive starships their High Command usesfor the VIPS."

"Yeah," Brim said. "Two Helmsmen, twin spin-gravs on pylons aft, eight or so passenger sedts.
Aush.”

"Youvegot it."

"And..?'

"Big brass," Aram replied aslightning flooded the forest with momentary brilliance. Rain was now
faling steadily, and the wind had become a constant moaning in the treetops. " The base people sent a
limousine skimmer to meet it. Soon asthe 219 rolled to a hover, a couple of black-suited Controllers
got out, and the ship moved back out to the ready area at the launch end of the Becton tube. It's Sitting
there right now with the hatches open and the crew loafing around outside.”

"S0?" Onrad asked. "What do you have in mind?'

"So that 219 would sure be a sporty way to get back to Avaon,” Aram said. "I'll bet it'seven
ready to take off."

"You mean steal it?' Onrad demanded.

"Absolutely,” Aram replied.

"Damn," Onrad chuckled thoughtfully. "A Leaguer executive trangport. Now that appealsto my
sense of comfort. And, oh, wouldn' it just provoke the miserable bastardd™

"Maybeit'satrap,” Beyazh suggested cautioudy.

"I doubt it," Onrad said after apause. "They don't even know we're alive, much less anywhere
near their base. Aram. How far away are we from the ship?”'

"The 2197" Aram asked.

"No, the thraggling Benwell," Onrad snapped.

"Er... sorry," Aram said in an embarrassed voice. "Y ou're lessthan half aclenyt awvay.”

"Good," the Emperor said. "Brim, do you think you could get that bucket of bolts started?|
know you read Vertrucht."

"It'sdamn well worth atry,” Brim answered. "I'd rather take my chances with that Gorn-Hoff
than avillagefull of frightened Efferwyckeans™

"Yeah. Me, t0o," Beyazh said. "But it'sredly up to you, Your Mgesty. You're the one most at
risk tonight.”

"l say, let'sgofor it,” Onrad said without apause. "I'll damn well spend the night in Avaoniif |
have my choice."

"Next stop, then, Avalon," Aram declared. "Turn gpproximately one hundred pointsto your right
and start moving asfast asyou possibly can.”

"Got you," Onrad said, looking up through the drenching rain. Without another word, he started
through the sodden undergrowth with Beyazh and Brim in hiswake.

* % %

After nearly haf ametacycle of rough going, the A'zurnian ordered them to halt in aclearing.

"What'sup?' Brim asked.

"I'm coming in for my battlesuit and aknapsack with some of those grenades,” Aram said. "It's
the next part of my plan." Moments later, he appeared overhead., "I'll aso need the flashlight again to get
al theway down."

"You'vegot it," Brim said, opening hisvisor and ditting his eyes againgt the rain as he looked up
toblipthelight.

* % %

Presently, the A'zurnian splashed to the ground. "Y ou're no more than five hundred irdsfrom the



field boundary,” he explained alittle breathlesdy.

"Y ou getting tired?" Brim asked, handing him the battlesuit.

"No more than from along, fast walk for you,” Aram said, "against the wind. Don't forget, a
home, thisismy normal mode of getting around.” He struggled into the battlesuit as best he could in the
heavy rain. "Now," he continued, "herere my thoughts. First, there'samesh barrier about sixteeniras
high surrounding the base. | couldn't see it from the HSTS, but it's there and the support posts carry
powerful lights. | assume the mesh itsdlf islethd .

"Good assumption,” Beyazh interrupted. "1've seen those fences before. They'll kill a about two
irds disance.

"No surprisethere,” Aram said. "I'll get back to that in amoment. Right now, | need to tell you
about my plan. Firg, I'll want everyone at apoint just short of the cleared area surrounding the
fence—directly opposte the 219 we're going to, er, ‘borrow.’ Got that?"

"Sofar, sogood,” Brim sad.

"All right. I'll take some of these proton grenades and fly to the opposite end of the base where
they have alot of temporary buildings and hangars. They took the bigwigstherein the limousine skimmer.
My guessistherere stored flammables in some of those shacks—stuff that grenades could set to burning
in short order.”

"Thet'll get their attention,” Onrad said.

"Right you are, Y our Mgesty," the A'zurnian continued. "At least that'swhat | hopefor. That'll
give you three the opportunity to cut an opening in the fence with your blast pikes, then makearunfor
the 219."

"And take care of the crew," Onrad said.

"And get it running,” Brim added, knowing whose job that would be.

"While you're off doing the easy stuff," Aram quipped, "I'll continue to drop grenades hereand
there to keep the L eaguers occupied.”

"And once weve got it ready to take off, you'l fly back and the four of uswill take off. Isthat it?"
Onrad asked.

"That'smy plan," Aram said, placing his hemet back on hishead. "But welll al haveto hustle.
It's getting tough to fly up there, and the battlesuit's going to make it worse.”

"How many of these grenades can you carry?' Brim asked, handing over one of thefist-sized
ovds

Aram bounced it afew timesin his hand while thunder split the night like adisrupter salvo. "With
the battlesuit and the knapsack, probably adozen or s0," he said presently. " Zaxt— maybe one more for
good fortune, too."

"You sure?' Onrad asked. "Y ou've been up therealong time.”

"Thirteen," Aram repeated firmly.

"Thirteenitis" Brim said, testing the grenades carefully, then placing them in an empty knapsack.
When he wasfinished, he handed it to Aram who clutched it by one of its Strapsin hisleft hand. " See you
inthe 219, my friend," he said.

Aram gripped Brim's shoulder. "Y ou get that Leaguer bucket of bolts started, Wilf. I'll be
there—count onit." Then, with adrumming of wings, he was gone, crabbing amost Sdeways asthewind
carried him dong.

Thethree waited only amoment for their first guidance.

"Turn about three pointsto your right, and go!" Aram ordered in avoicetight with grain.

"Got you," Brim answered, grinding histeeth. The young A'zurnian was fast reaching the end of
his energy rope. Evidently, Onrad had heard the same bad news, because he wasfairly running in the
darkness. It was going to be a near thing!

Lights began to shine through the undergrowth after only afew moments. "L ookslike were
there, Aram," Brim reported. "What do you see?’

"You'rethere" Aram assured him. He was breathing with effort now. "There's apatrol of sentries



heading your way on the outside path, but | can't wait any longer. I've got to drop a couple of these
grenades.”

"Start dropping ‘em,” Onrad ordered. "Well take care of the sentries.” Then he turned to histwo
companions. "Ready?' he asked, undinging his blast pike.

"Reedy," Brim assured him, bringing his own wegpon to hand.

Beyazh only nodded. He'd been carrying his at the ready for the last quarter metacycle.

After that, it seemed an eternity passed until a pealing discharge boomed out of the distance.
"Let'sgo for it!" Onrad thundered, and took off through the last of the treeslike aland crawler, Brim and
Beyazh at his heds. They stopped just short of the clearing, and Brim poked his head through the
underbrush.

"Gorksroar," he swore, dodging back into the cover. "Hold everything!" he whispered. "Those
zukeed sentries are no more'n acoupleirals away.” Three gray-suited Leaguers had stopped to peer
through the fence at arising cloud of smoke and flame coming from one of the hangars.

"What about the 2197" Oodam asked in ahushed voice.

"It'sright where Aram said it would be," Brim answered. "Crew and dl, lessthan athousand irds
ingde the fence. But we've got to do something about those guards before we worry about anything
else"" Hethought for amoment. "Let metry it done. The less noise we make, the better.”

"Go for it," Onrad whispered.

Thumbing off the safety, Brim waited until a second grenade rent the downpour, then burst into
the clear. Before the startled Leaguers could turn to face him, he cut thefirst two down with a
high-energy blast that burned them completely in half.

Thethird Leaguer, clearly faster than his unfortunate comrades, threw himself to the ground while
he swung his own pike to the ready.

Brim likewise dived for the ground, but before he could aim his BL-58, the L eaguer legped to his
feet with asdeways motion—directly into the killing radius of the fence. With ablinding flash and aloud,
sputtering hiss, he wasingtantly reduced to clouds of greasy blue smoke and steam, attracting the
attention of the 239's Helmsmen who had been standing in the downpour while they watched the
mysterious explosions with obvioudy growing concern.

"Get the fence, xaxtdamnit. Now!" Brim yelled asthe third grenade detonated somewherein the
midst of the Zachtwager parking area. With that, he began to spray the deadly barrier with his blast pike.
The mesh resisted momentarily, until, under attack from three powerful beams of energy, it shreddedina
blinding flash of loosed energy, sparked noisily for amoment on ether sde of the smoke-filled rift, then
returned to silence, while the 219's crew gawked in bewildered amazement. By now, Srenswerefilling
theair, and every light in the base was burning.

When the fourth grenade explosion momentarily recaptured the attention of the two Leaguer
Helmsmen, Brim and his two comrades took off through the fence at a dead run. The two bewildered
Leaguers spun around once more and did afast double take at the threefiguresin Imperia battlesuits
gplashing through die downpour at them with large blast pikes. Desperately groping for their sdearms,
both made for the shelter of the 219, but avolley from Onrad's blast pike cut one of them down before
he'd covered ten irals. The second dived for the ground and scampered through a puddle toward the ship
on his hands and knees.

It gave Brim the few clicks he needed.

The Leaguer scrambled into the hatch, but as hetried to pull the circular door shut behind him,
Brim arrived and desperately shoved the barrdl of hisblast pike over the dripping sill. The door stopped
with ajarring crunch, and Brim heard the Leaguer shout with fright and anger. He looked up through the
rain into the crack just in time to sght down the trembling barrel of apowerful Zspandu-50 blaster held
by aglaring, mustached Helmsman in gray uniform. The next thing he sensed wasthe loud crack of a
discharge—followed by amuffled splash as the Zspandu tumbled onto the ground in front of hiseyes.

"Got the bastard,” Oodam said matter-of-factly, swinging the door open again. "Bet he had your
wind up.”

"N-nonsense,” Brim said over arolling volley of thunder. "I'll get fresh underwear soon aswe get



back to Avalon...."

The next explosion wasn't agrenade. Even in the midst of hiswild sprint, Brim could seeit came
from the Zachtwager parking area: source of aglowing cloud of reddish smoke or steam and tumbling
debristhat billowed swiftly into the morning sky. The whole base had become a chaos of srens, rain,
explosons, lightning flames, and confusion. He heard the fifth grenade go off just ashe pulled himself into
the 219. A headless Leaguer leaked blood across two luxurious seats uphol stered in pricel ess ophet
leather. Fighting back his gorge, he threw the body over astack of wooden crates strapped to the deck
at therear of the passenger compartment, then ran forward to the little ship'sflight bridge and flung
himsdf into the Helmsman's gation.

By flashlight, the instrument panels looked norma enough. Of course, they ought to, having
clearly been designed for use by five-point people (anatomy types 2, 9, 9A). Beforehim, a
queer-looking crystal about the size of hisfist was secured at its base to the glare pandl and attached to a
temporary-looking box on itsright by anumber of bright-colored cables. Clearly, some experimental
device, but at the moment, not very interesting.

"The master switch, dammit," he mumbled to himsdf. Whereisit?

Outside, lightning reveded anumber of soldiers splashing toward the hole blown in the barrier.
He'd expected the broken mesh to report its damage to Security, but the damn Leaguers were out to fix
it alot fagter than hed dreamed! Aft, in the cabin, he could see Onrad and Beyazh guarding the hatch
with their blast pikes, the remainder of the grenades piled negtly in the aide. They'd thrown the other
Leaguer's body from the hatch.

Just then, another grenade went off outsde—a lot closer than the others. He'd lost count, by
now, but the A'zurnian must be getting to the bottom of his knapsack.

Hewilled himsdlf cadm by scanning the pandls again for the master switch. Between the two
consoles, he located the generator temperature gauges, and below them what must be an energy bypass
actuator. Next to it was the graviton cutout control, and the cooling-flap leverswith their indicators.
Temperature gauges, regulators, boost controllers. All there.... The grenade explosion was followed
immediately by aclap of thunder he could amost fed. Hed found die Hypospeed propulsion cluster, all
right. And the Drive cluster was clearly below that. But where was the xaxtdamned master switch?
Everything on the thraggling starship was worthless unless he could find it. He jumped as lightning blasted
the early-morning twilight.

Wait! Thereright in front of his nose among the controls! A big red switch marked zomort,
"sarter." He snapped hisfingersin annoyance. It wasn't with the systems stuff at dl. Damn Leaguers! He
pushed it in, and every pand in the flight bridge began to glow. Universe!

Now to start the xaxtdamned thing. He scanned the panels for a power regulator; he knew there
had to be one of those somewhere.... Shaking his head, he gave up. It would smply have to beinthe
right position. Once again, he concentrated on the Hypospeed cluster: the gravs. Firgt thingsfirdt. His
eyes stopped for amoment at alarge green dide mechanism, but he had no ideawhat that wasfor, and
decided to leaveit right whereit was.

Unfortunately, things weren't quite that easy. He knew that GA 87sflew below LightSpeed on
pin-gravs, but what type were they? The Leaguersingtalled both interchangegbly, but each had a
different starting sequence. "ZN-type," spin-gravs required hitting the start circuit for afew clicks before
keying energy boost. Otherwise, the plasmafield could be drowned and the whole starting sequence
would have to be repeated—after waiting for the revol utions to reach zero.

Onthe other hand, "Y Z" types required the Sarter and energy boost to be applied
smultaneoudy. And if boost were keyed more than afew moments before—or after—dtart,
short-circuiting could actually damage the interrupter mechanism. Unhappily, no one had yet invented a
workable coupler.

Taking a deep breath, he knew held have to guess. Somewhere on board the ship was a set of
manuas he needed. But he had no time to search for it anymore. Wiping steam condensed on the
Hyperscreens, he glanced outside where more sentries were splashing along the fence, accompanied by a
gmall skimmer that mounted alarge roll of mesh and numeroustool boxes. So far, they hadn't noticed the



bodies near the hatch—or considered them important enough to interrupt their fence mending.

Then he looked aft toward the port spin-grav at the end of its stubby "wing" pylon. Itsteardrop
housing had two rows of cooling doorsjust below the interrupter assembly. He'd seen both ZN and YZ
types with them, but the latter were much more likely to need extra cooling because of the energy
required by smultaneous use of both systems.

"Wilf!" Aram's haggard voice came over the battlesuit circuits. "I'm down to my last two
grenades,”" he gasped. "How're you comin' with the ship?"

"I'm ready to try astart sequence,” Brim replied. "You dl right?"

"A lot better now the knapsack's empty,” he said, "but this damn battlesuit fedslikeit's made of
lead and thewind'sjust plain bad.”

"Canyou last awhile more?!

"A litttewhile. But hurry,"

"Right, then. Drop those eggs asfar away from us as you can, then keep your dtitudetill | call. If
| can't make this bucket of boltsfly, makefor the village on your own. No sensein dl of usbeing
caught."

"Got you," Aram answered, but Brim hardly heard; he was back with the controls. There was no
timetolose!

Fird, he started the auxiliary power unit and watched the instruments begin to register. Next, he
toggled the energy-change switch and gated the power impeller. Two green indicators marked viadam-A
and vladam-E showed held successfully set the plasma. He nodded. Now for the gravs themselves.

Outsde, he could hear shouting, now. He switched on the clearview and watched the
Hyperscreensclear. A lot of gray-clad soldierswere running toward the hole in the fence. Nearly al of
them glanced curioudy toward the 219, but continued doggedly on their way.

Brim muttered slent thanksfor the Leaguers propensity to follow orders absolutely, then grimly
switched the Sarter to tovo, or "port." Scanning the rest of the instruments for amoment—none seemed
out of tolerance—he cracked the thrust damper, then hit zomort and roth-ta (energy boost) at the same
time. Ingtantly, the spin-grav whined, itsinterruptor strobing brightly. "One... two... three..." he counted
asthe strobing increased linearly. At "ten," he mashed the enable button—the spin-grav fired, caught for
amoment, but sputtered and died as he ddlicately worked the thrust damper.

"Gorksroar!" Now, he had to start al over again.

"What happened?' Onrad demanded from the passenger compartment as lightning crackled
somewhere downfiel d— accompanied by an earsplitting crack of thunder.

"Dont know," Brim admitted furioudy. "Probably too little on the thrust damper.” Keeping
himsdf just under control, he reset everything, retoggled the energy-change switch, and once more gated
the power impeller. The indicators marked vliadam-a and vladam-e returned to green, and he cracked the
thrust damper a second time.

With swest running aong hisribs, thistime, he pushed the damper ahair farther. Too much, and
held redlly ballix things up. The shouting was getting much louder outside, and anumber of
black-uniformed Controllers had garnered in acircle around the ship. Far down the field, he could see
the limousine skimmer pull onto the perimeter road in clouds of spray! He squeezed his eyes shut while
he contemplated shooting Onrad!

Heart in hismouth, he hit zomort and roth-ta. Obediently, the spin-grav whined, itsinterrupter
gtrobing. "One... two... three..." he counted. At "ten," he mashed the enable button again. Once more the
spin-grav fired, caught amogt ingtantly, but again started to sputter and die, shaking the whole
spaceframe no matter how he worked the thrust damper.

Then it cameto him. The green dide. That was the thraggling power regulator! With a shaking
hand, he nudged it toward the middle of itstrack and... thefailing grav deepened in timbre and rapidly
smoothed out into steady thunder.

"Aram!" he shouted as he started the second spin-grav.

No response....

"Aram! Canyou hear me?"



"Y egh, Wilf. She darted?’

"Just now. Get your feathery assdown hereright away."

Brim never had achance to hear his answer, for a the moment, atremendous hubbub began
outside the cabin, He glanced to hisleft just hi timeto see a least twenty Controllers rush the 219's hatch
through ankle-deep water, Sde arms at the ready. The jackbooted Leaguersimmediately fell back under
awithering barrage of fire from Onrad and Beyazh, who had finaly shown themselves at the door.
Moments later, the few survivorswerein full retreat, splashing pell-mell for whatever shelter they could
find while they shouted wildly at another squad of gray-clad soldiers who were clearly till on the way to
ded with trouble that might come through the damaged fence. And they were armed with blast pikes,
enough of them to serioudy damage the 219!

The till-disciplined soldiersimmediately undung their pikes, and began advancing in aunit behind
an extremely capable-looking noncom with alook on his face that nearly froze Brim's blood.

"Com'on, Aram!" Brim ydled into the voice circuit. "Times awastin!"

As he spoke, atremendous explosion tore the very center out of the advancing Leaguer
formation, breaking the soldiers discipline and sending the few survivors off in every direction.

Heartbests | ater, aform dropped to the ground and leaped through the hatch. "All right,” Aram
yelled breathlesdy, "let's get the xaxt out of herel”

Working the steering engine with hisfeet, Brim pushed the thrust dampers forward and the little
ship began to move toward the entry port of the Becton tube. As Onrad dammed the hatch, everything
outside seemed to be erupting in little waterspouts speckled with dirt clods and debris as the Leaguers
cdled up heavier disrupters—at the same moment the limousine skimmer pulled directly into Brim's path.
Two officers jumped out, completely ignoring the storm and arrogantly began to firetheir sSdearms et the
Hyperscreens. Brim didn't mind running them over, but he didn't want to hit anything quite as solid as
their limousine, so he bumped the steering engineto port.

Too much!

"Oh, GORKSROAR!" he bellowed asthe 219 careened dl theway around in acircleand
headed for the limousine again—thistime one of the brass hats splashed off in a most undignified manner.
The other however—blond, square-jawed, and strikingly handsome in a somehow familiar
manner—peered for amoment at the 219, stepped cautioudy aside, then pocketed his blaster with a
great, swashbuckling grin. Next he waved his sodden cap, grinning asif he had suddenly recognized an
old acquaintance—which clearly he had. Brim recognized him at the same ingtant.

"Kirsh Valentin." hewhispered more to himsdf than anyone e se—hislong-time adversary
through two wars and anumber of years deceitfully labeled "peace." The blasted L eaguer could do
nothing to influence the Stuation elther way—and seemed to be enjoying himsdf immensaly ashis
long-timerival made afool of himsdf at the hdm of asmal starship!

Almogt blinded with sweet, Brim returned the grin in spite of himsalf and waved back, only
nudging the steering engine. He got past the limousine thistime with merely aloud scrape asthe ship's
ventral safety cladding removed most of its passenger compartment.

Then, abruptly, they were at the portd. Carefully prodding the thrust dampers forward, Brim
switched tolocd gravity and nudged the ship onto the glowing tube. "Hang on back therel™ he bellowed,
standing on the gravity brakes and shoving the thrust dampersal the way to their forward stops.

Asthunder filled the control bridge, adripping Aram dipped into the co-Helmsman's seat and
buckled in. "Think shelll fly?" he quipped as rainwater ran from hisfeathers and collected in puddies on
the cabin floor.

"We're going to find out right now!" Brim answered grimly, and glanced back at the till-grinning
Vaentin, who had just raised hishand in acasua sdute. In spite of asodden uniform, the Leaguer's smile
was infectious. Brim returned it again—and the salute—then released the brakes. Ingtantly, the little ship
surged forward through the sheeting rain, staggering aong the Becton tube until Brim hauled back on the
unfamiliar controls—abit too soon! The ship lifted only for amoment, then sank uneasily back to the
tube. "Hy xaxtdamnit!" heurged. "FLY!"

Thistime, the 219 lifted again, till too early for comfort, but Brim'sinnate skill asaHemsman



kept it airborne—amid howls of protest from the flight warning system. He could amost fed Vdentin's
scornful laughter on the back of hisneck. Moments later, however, the little ship began to Steady asit
bumped and clawed itsway blindly into the storm. Soon, they were accel erating toward Light-Speed.
"Aram, you got the Drive figured out yet?' he demanded.

The A'zurnian hesitated only amoment. "What'sa Czambel|?" he asked.

"A Drivecrydd," Brim trandated.

"Then, I've got it figured out,” Aram whooped. Presently, a deep growl began to build beneath
their feet. "Avaon, herewe come!” he chortled happily.

"Yeah, Avaon,” Brim repesated. Now, it might actualy betrue. Their 219 could outspeed any of
the clumsy Zachtwagers back at the base, and with alittle luck, they'd be well into the VVoid before the
Leaguers could call in anything faster. Unfortunatdly, the bigger trick would be figuring how they would
get anywhere near the Triad in a ship with the red daggers of the League painted boldly on either side of
itshull. Hefdt for his new Effer'wyckean timepieceto clock their passage and... "It'sthraggling gone,”
he exclaimed angrily, checking al the pockets of his borrowed battlesuit.

"What'sgone?' Aram asked, looking up in surprise. "Is there something wrong with the ship?”

Brim shook his head in exasperation. "No," he grumped, "there's nothing wrong with the
xaxtdamned ship. I've just lost my new timepiece back there, the one | bought in Luculent just before
Effer'wyck threw in thetowd, Gorksroar!"

"Y ou thinking of going back after it?" Aram joked.

"No," Brim said, throwing abogus punch acrossthe little flight bridge. "But if someone ever finds
it, they'll know I've been there. | even had my name engraved on it." He thumped the armrest.
"Damnation,” he pouted. "I'd hate to think of some thraggling Leaguer enjoying my timepiece. | never
owned one that good before.”

Aram frowned. " Probably won't matter much if people know you werethere.”

"Yeah," Brim agreed, shaking hishead in disgust. "L et'sjust hope Onrad didn't drop his, too...."

* k%

Just to be on the safe side, Brim set aroundabout course for home: an old smuggler'strick held
learned from Baxter Calhoun. The enemy base had begun broadcasting demands for agenerda
interception before he could even accelerate into HyperSpace. But as soon as thelittle 219 passed
above LightSpeed, he made a sharp turn—directly into the path of afierce gravity tide— then fought his
way through raging streams of gravitons paralld to the Effer'wyckean frontier, dodging in and out of
spacecoast starsfor nearly half ametacycle before he actualy set course for home. Theruse clearly
worked (as others had over the centuries, according to Calhoun), for KA'PPA communication was
abruptly flooded by callsfrom every Leaguer warship in the area—all heading at their best speed for
positionsadong aline of flight leading directly from the base to the Triad.

"The bastards are really after us, aren't they?" Aram remarked after watching the static-filled
KA'PPA digplay for afew moments. "I've never seen 'em make so much of afuss.”

"You'reright,” Brim agreed. "It'slike they've forgotten about everything ese. Just look at the
KA'PPA—Y our Mgesty, you need to see this—they've even recalled a couple of raidsthat just got
Sarted for Avaon."

Onrad stepped to the flight bridge. "Where'sthe KA'PPA on this Leaguer garbage scow
anyway?' he demanded.

"Right here, Your Mgesty," Brim said. "Right below thisbig crystd ‘thing." "

The Emperor frowned and stared at the crystal. "I'm no Helmsman, but 1've never seen anything
that lookslike that. What d' you supposeit is?’

Brim laughed and turned in his seat. "Got no ideg, Y our Mgesty,” hesaid, "and I've never seen
anything likeit, ether. | think it'sonly atemporary mount, though. And the ship handlesfine without it,
0..."

Onrad nodded and turned his attention to the KA'PPA, which if anything was even more active
with messages now. "By Voot," he swore, "they'reraisng alot of fuss about losing onelittle transport. D'
you think they know I'm on board?"



Brim shrugged. "How could they know?'

"Couldn't be any of the survivors at the BKAEW satdllite,”" Onrad said with afrown. "That place
isso classified, nobody who's even adight risk getsin." He shook his head. "It's got to be coincidence.”

"Thraggling WON-der-ful," Brim grumped as KA'PPA traffic requesting help with the search
continued to build. Asthelittle 219 sped homeward, they even received an angry rebuke from apassing
GH 262 because they hadn't joined in on the search for the Weg'wyser shmook ship. He frowned for a
moment. "Weg'wyser shmook?" That wasaword in Vertrucht he hadn't often heard. Its derivation had
something to do with glass or minera crystas, though. But then, he only had a good working knowledge
of the Leaguer language; he was far from being an expert in technical terms. Chuckling grimly, he
KA'PPAed back (in perfect Vertrucht) that his ship was flying asecret mission and that they would find
themsalvesin serioustroubleif they attempted further communication.

KA'PPA transmissions from the Gorn-Hoff ceased immediately.

Brim's chuckling ended not more than a quarter metacycle later, however, when the 219's
proximity alarm wailed and the little ship was suddenly blasted off course by atremendous explosion that
ripped the very fabric of space not more than athousand iralsto port. A ranging shot, clearly. Brim
svung in hisset just in timeto see four Imperial Starfuriesturn onto histail—at such areckless speed that
they were on top of him before he could make the dightest move. Pitching heavily in an area of gravity
turbulence, the deek, deadly ships outclassed the 219 in everything, especidly Sze and in speed. There
seemed little hope of escape.

"l used to think they wererather attractive starships,”" Aram quipped grimly, swiveling in his
recliner.

"Yeah," Brim answered. " Surprisng how your mind can change about things. Get on the
KA'PPA and seeif you can...."

Space went wild as dl four Starfuries opened up at the sametime, battering thelittleshipina
Zigzag path with tremendous explosions to port and starboard.

Sdf-preservation ingincts took over Brim'sreflexes. Defying everything he knew about
spaceframe safety, he kicked the steering engine hard to starboard, pulled the helm right back, then
sSdeways in one seamless movement. The violence of the maneuver took him by surprise, too. Even the
Hyperscreens blacked out in confusion and the whole ship groaned in strident protest. Asthe others
shouted in congternation, Brim was flung violently against hisrestraints, grunting in pain while his
shoulders and pelvis were nearly crushed by the straps.

But it saved them... .

When the screens cleared, Brim found held put the little ship onits back in relation to the
Starfuries, which—surprised at his unexpected movement—jpassed by in agreat rush of gravitons. Again,
entirdly by ingtinct, he pulled the helm and straightened out, running the powerful Leaguer Drive a military
overload directly into the teeth of the graviton stream. Somehow, the little Gorn-Hoff managed to Say in
one piece.

Saved for the moment, he thought—abut for what? There was nowhere to hide, and the Starfuries
would be back on him in amomen.

"DON'T SHOOT. WE'RE IMPERIALS," Aram KA'PPAed.

"What's going on?' Onrad demanded in adazed voice. "Those're Starfuries out there.”

"Coupleof loyd subjects, Your Mgesty," Brim said asthe KA'PPA display remained blank,
"merely doing their duty for the Empire.”

"You mean...?"

Brim ground histeeth, trying to stabilize thelittle 219 as best he could—his attitude indicators had
been confused since thefirst disrupter shot. " The bastards are thraggling playing with ud™ he explained.
"We're just acouple of Leaguersto them."

"They must know we're unarmed,” Oodam complained in an outraged voice.

Brimtried al the controls. Everything seemed to answer. Norma Drive crysta temperature—the
bastards hadn't hit any-thing vitd. "Armed or unarmed,” hereplied at length, "smoking usto space dust
counts toward somebody's score.”



"Universe," Onrad whispered.

"Herethey come again!" Aram warned asagreat flash of light and energy concussion blasted
them sdeways.

Brim skidded toward the blast, just as a second explosion erupted in the position they'd occupied
only moments before. " Poor shooting,” he growled to no onein particular. "Must be acouple of rookies.

"EMERGENCY! EMERGENCY!" Aram KA'PPAed amid Brim's violent maneuvering and the
murderous near misses. "WILF BRIM IN GORN-HOFF 219 WITH FLUVANNIAN
AMBASSADOR AND SPECIAL PASSENGER UNDER ATTACK BY STARFURIES. PLEASE
ASSIST. PLEASE ASSIST."

Abruptly, the shooting stopped—~Dbut not because of the messages. Peering out the Hyperscreens
in surprise, Brim watched a brace of Gorn-Hoff 262s streak in from Hyper Space behind two of the
Starfuries, one of which exploded in ahuge, roiling ball of radiation flame. There were no lifeglobes—the
cold-hearted Imperias had paid the price for negligence. The remaining three Starfuriesimmediately
dismissed their smdler prey and turned to meet the Leaguers, their disruptersflashing brightly in the
blackness.

Brim needed no urging. Putting the helm over once again, he drove off acrossthevoidina
graight linefor Avaon.

"EMERGENCY! EMERGENCY!" Aram KA'PPAed again. "WILF BRIM IN GORN-HOFF
219 WITH FLUVANNIAN AMBASSADOR AND SPECIAL PASSENGER UNDER ATTACK
BY STARFURIES. PLEASE ASSIST. PLEASE ASSIST "

Moments later, the KA'PPA came dive—only now, the language it displayed was Vertrucht.
"GLAD TOASSIST, MY OLD ADVERSARY," it read. "I LOOK FORWARD TO GREETING
YOU—AND YOUR 'SPECIAL PASSENGER' IN EFFERWYCK. YOU WILL, OF COURSE,
CEASE KA'PPA BROADCASTING." It wassigned smply, "VALENTIN."

CHAPTER 7
Eve Catier

Brim hardly needed to glance out the side Hyperscreen when his proximity alarm screamed again
and alarge starship hoveinto sight just off the port side. It was one of the Leaguers new GH 270-A
attack craft, and every one of its disrupters seemed to be pointing at his very forehead! Helaughed in
spite of himself. How Vaentin had pulled that off, hed never know! But then, if the wily Leaguer were
nothing ese, he was resourceful. He pursed hislips and considered for amoment. "We probably ought to
try broadcasting another KA'PPA message anyway," he shouted to Onrad. "It's the only wegpon we've
got—and you can bet that zukeed Leaguer is dying to learn who our 'specia passenger' is, so he
xaxtdamned well won't be shooting to kill. How do you fedl about that, Y our Mg esty?"

The Emperor thought about thet for only amoment, then laughed. "It'sdl right with me, Brim," he
laughed. "I've got nothing to lose. Oodam? How about you?"

"Why not?" Oodam grumbled.

"Aram?' Brim asked.

"I'm game, too," the A'zurnian replied. "What do you want to send?’

"Something short," Brim mused, "Like, 'WILF BRIM AND SPECIAL PASSENGER
ABOARD CAPTURED GH 219. UNDER ATTACK. HELP. Put it out al in aburst.” he ordered,
"then hang on to anything you can grab, al of you. And set your suits for minimum freedom again. They'll
want to make certain we don't do that again. Understand?’

"Understand,” Aram said, Sarting to key in the message.

"In the back there," Brim prompted. "Y ou hear that."

"Yeah," Onrad grunted. "We heard. We're set."

"Ready? Aram?'

"Ready, Wilf...."



"Send it,” Brim said through tight lips, ready to fight the controls through the punishing barrage he
knew would follow their message: near misses, calculated to destroy the 219's ability to
communicate—or do much else, for that matter. He took a deep breath, crossed hisarms over this
faceplate, and braced himsdlf for the worgt.

And braced.... And braced-----

"Grest thundering Universel" rumbled Onrad's surprised voice from the passenger compartmen.
"Will y' look a that!"

Brim cautioudy opened his eyes, expecting any moment to be blinded by the flash of adisrupter.
It didn't happen. Next, he carefully scanned the Hyperscreens and... Voot's greasy, vermin-infested
beard! Now there were five large starships driving through space behind him. The four newcomerswere
Starfuries, and dl fifty-six of their mighty disruptersweretrained on Vaentin and his Gorn-Hoff.

Unfortunatdly, the latter's disrupters were still pointed a his own persona forehead! A standoff if
he'd ever heard of one! Ralling his eyesin absolute disbelief, he glanced down at the KA'PPA display,
which was now displaying aquestion—in Avaionian. "QUESTION FOR WILF BRIM: WHAT
LOGISH MEEM DID SISTER EVE ENJOY RECENTLY DINING WITH A FELLOW
CARESCRIAN?' It wassigned, "E. CARTIER, LT. COMMANDER, |.F."

"Evel" Brim gasped over the voice circuits.

"Huh?'

"Er, nothing, Your Maesty," hereplied, turning in his seet. "But it seems asif the ball has passed
back to our Empire.”

"So it would seem," Onrad whispered while he peered out the Hyperscreen port beside him. It
wasthe first time Brim had ever heard an Emperor flabbergasted.

Cometo think about it, he was abit flummoxed himself. In short order, he had to somehow
remember what meem he had ordered the night he'd had supper with the beautiful Carescrian. Dammit,
where was Barbousse when he needed him? He'd know; it was he who had researched the spiritsin the
first place. Soma-Medoc, wasit? The FleetPort 19 wardroom had alot more of that than... Wait! There
had aso been a case of Manor-Savill aswell. But they'd both been from the early teens. What wasthe
other... "Logish Medoc fifty one oh nineteen!” he bellowed abruptly.

Startled, Aram raised an eyebrow. "Sir?" he asked.

"Never mind," Brim replied bemusedly, reaching in front of the A'zurnian to enter the characters
himsdf. "LOGISH MEDOC 51019." "Send that," he ordered. Then, hewaited....

"'HERE'STO THE HEAT, WILF BRIM," " appeared amoment later. "HOW ARE Y OUR
PASSENGERS?'

Brim took adeep breath. That was one problem out of the way.

At the same moment, Onrad agppeared with Oodam on the flight deck. "Tell her your passengers
are hedlthy and damn well ready to go home, Aram,” he ordered.

"Aye, Your Mgesty," Aram replied.

Moments later, another message appeared in the KA'PPA display—thistimein Vertrucht. " So,
brim," it read, "it ssemsthat i shdl haveto forgo your company in trade for my life. what apity. i should
liked to have met your "passenger.’ another princess, perhaps?

Brim grinned and reached in front of Aram again. "Y OU WON'T LEARN ANY THING FROM
ME, VALENTIN," he Sent in Vertrucht. "l never kissand tell. It'sthe secret of
my—cons derable—success.”

"Until our paths crossagain, Imperid scum.”

"I'LL LOOK FORWARD TO IT, LEAGUER CLOWN." Brim Sent

asthe Gorn-Hoff put its hem over and curved gracefully off to sarboard—uwith its disruptors
continuing to track Brim's forehead until it disappeared into the distance.

"ghall i send someone off to blast him?" appeared in the KA'PPA window.

Onrad shook hishead. "Téell her 'no,’ Aram,” he said. "That Leaguer crony of Brim's never fired
on us—asdid our own ships"

Immediatdly, the four Starfuries moved into formation around them—and were joined within the



next quarter metacycle by fully three additiond squadrons of the powerful interceptors, forming anearly
impenetrable shield around the little Leaguer starship.

Brim actualy enjoyed the remainder of hisreturn to Avaon. It was easier flying astrange starship
when he didn't have to worry about people from both sides blowing him to kingdom come.

With the planet Avaon ahuge disk in Brim's forward Hyperscreens, Defense Command
KA'PPAed asparse order dowing the powerful formation out of Hyperspeed, but withholding landfall
clearancefor any of the starships. Moments later the 219's Hyperscreens stopped trandating and
became transparent to norma photons, Brim received a LightSpeed-limited radio message—without
video—from Genera Harry Drummond himself. "Brim," the Generd grumbled through an unmistakable
chuckle, "you have the xaxtDAMNDEST taent for trouble I've ever encountered. How DO you do it?

"Er...." Brim answered, "I'm not entirely to blame thistime, Generd. It'sthe company | keep."

Drummond laughed. "By the Universe, now that's an excuse I'll accept! Y ou certainly have been
traveling with fast, and often troublesome, associates.”

"Aye, gr," Brim replied in asinnocent a voice as he could muster.

"Well, my Carescrian friend,” Drummond continued, "tell you what. Because | believein your
innate goodness—as well asthat of your A'zurnian comrade in outrage—I| have decided to remove the
two bad influences you have with you. How does that sound?”

Brim looked at Aram and rolled his eyesto the top Hyperscreens. "Does that sound wonderful to
you?' he asked.

"Just thraggling WUN-der-ful," the A'zurnian answered— with his microphone shut off.

"We both think that sounds wonderful, General, We gppreciate your efforts on our behalf.”

"Good," Drummond said, suddenly serious. "In gpproximately five cycles, you will sght I.LF.S.
Oddeon in aparking orbit. She was on find for landfall on Lake Mersn when we first picked up your
initiad KA'PPAS, she's been standing by ever since, just in case the message was genuine, which—thank
the Universe—it was. When the storm abates a bit more, you'll immediately moor to Oddeon's boarding
pipe and transfer your two passengers—who, we strongly suggest, should board the battleship with their
battl esuits facepl ates darkened. After dl, the hatches won't match, so their battlesuits will haveto be
Seded anyway."

"Sounds like aplan to me, Genera,” Brim said, "I'll take care of the mooring, but perhaps you
should pass on the suggestions yoursdlf."

Drummond thought about that for amoment. Y eah," he grumbled. "Probably that's not a bad
idea. What sort of shape'sthe key passenger in?”'

Brim thought for amoment about that. "Healthy as aracing zorquine, Genera. Not even winded.”

"No, | mean, how doesthe, er, passenger fee about the possible consequences that might have
resulted from the, er, 'misson'? Y ou'd think a certain amount of shame would surface." He paused for a
moment. "And to tdl the truth, you ought to fed abit ashamed for letting such an important passenger get
insuchtrouble”

Brim decided to ignore the Generd's second comment, even though he was feding abit
irrespong ble concerning the episode. He considered hiswords carefully. "1 think you'l find the passenger
ispretty well satisfied with, er, hisor her own actions. Generd,” he said, speaking privately into his
microphone. "At the time, there were exceptionaly compel ling grounds for the 'misson.” and during
subsequent actions, | personaly saw somereal bravery—not bravado, mind you— aong with the kind
of leadership we al have expected. With the greatest respect, General, you probably won't want to, er,
dwell onfedings of shamethe passenger ought to have.”

Theradio was slent for amoment, then Drummond laughed softly. "Well spoken, Brim," he said.
"| sincerely appreciate the words."

"Thank you, Generd," Brim said, stifling agreat sigh of rdlief. "Would you like meto put the
passenger on, now?'

"Absolutdy,” Drummond said, "after you disable the transmit, please. We won't need answers.”

"Aye, Sr," Brim said with agrin, then switched off the master transmitter and turned in his sest.



"Genera Drummond for you, Y our Mgesty," he announced. "I'm afraid we won't be able to send your
ansves...."

No morethan half ametacycle later, Brim watched Onrad and Beyazh making their way safely
through the battleship's trangparent boarding tube and bresthed asigh of relief. Hewinked at Aram.
"Let'stakethislittle tub and head for home," he said.

The A'zurnian grinned. "Nobody has clamed it yet, have they?"

Brim nodded. "Eventualy, it'll go to the labs on Proteusfor evaluation,” he said. "But they'll have
to come get it from FleetPort 30, ‘cause I'm not flying it any farther than that."

"Besdes, it does haverather bizarre markings, wouldn't you say?' Aram quipped.

"Yeeh. Redly...."

"Imperid Gorn-Hoff 319-JE from Oddeon," the battleship radioed. ™Y ou may sed ship and cast
off a your convenience."

"Thank you, Oddeon™ Brim replied. He turned to Aram.

"Nodzoff means 'locked, and Sadzoff means'seded,’ my friend."

"I'm on my way, Wilf," the A'zurnian said, heading &ft into the passenger compartment. Moments
later, he returned to his seat. "The hatch isnow nodzoffed and sadzoffed,” he reported with agrin.

Brim nodded. "Y ou dwayswere aquick sudy, Aram," he chuckled. Then he keyed the radio.
"Gorn-Hoff 319-JE to Oddeon," he sent, looking up at the battleship'simposing superstructure and
awesome disruptersin terraces of superfiring turrets, " casting off." He canceled the mooring beams that
had secured thelittle ship to its giant counterpart and nudged the steering engine to port.

"Werefree," Aram warranted, peering out the starboard Hyperscreen.

"Gorn-Hoff 319-JE to Oddeon” Brim warned, "we are clear of your boarding pipe. May stars
light dl thy paths," he added, passing the age-old Imperid saute to the greet old battleship.

"And thy paths, Star Travelers,”" came hisanswer. Above him, on the battleship's grest, towering
bridge, someone waved. Then with a massive sateliness, the colossal starship began to move forward,
totally unaffected by heavy gravity chop from the Triad. Moments | ater, the big ship banked ponderoudly,
then turned toward the completion of itsinterrupted landfal, still escorted by the three squadrons of
Sarfuries.

Just as Brim was getting the little 219 under way again, Eve Carescrian's voicefilled his helmet
speakers. "Imperial P8350 to Imperid Gorn-Hoff," she said.

"Imperid Gorn-Hoff 319-JE," Brim acknowledged with afrown.

"Captain Brim," she said formaly, "should | assume you will bein Avaon day after tomorrow for
the Squadron Commanders meeting a the Admirdty?"

Brim snapped hisfingers. Somehow, her voice—and the mention of something so workaday asa
mesting at the Admiraty—mbrought him back to redlity. "Er, yes" hereplied. "Ah... perhapswe could...
mest afterward?”’

"| shall count on that, Captain,” she answered. "Imperia P8350 out.”

"Imperid Gorn-Hoff," Brim acknowledged. And even the amused look on Aram's face couldn't
erase the happy grin her message brought to his own.

Thewar hadn't paused at dl in Brim's short absence. On hisreturn to a badly mauled FeetPort
30 (where at least twenty large blue pressure patches covered jagged holes blown in the satdllite's skin),
Barbousse stolidly ignored the damage and announced with pride that Home Fleet's Attack Command
had launched another highly successful strike on the League'sinvasion buildup in Effer'wyck. Leaveit to
Barbousse to ferret out the good news!

But later, in his office with Moulding, he learned that the Leaguers had been al too busy
themselves. Early raids by large formations of Kreissel 111sthe previous day resulted in heavy damage
at the great commercid starship docks on the planet Meiawhile other groups—mostly
Zachtwagers—continued the campaign against BKAEW satdllites. The Rontnev BKAEW satellite had
been so badly damaged it was rendered unusable, causing a considerable gap in Defense Command's



warning chain. Later in the morning, Defense Command's starbases had again been targeted. The
Hawkinge starbase orbiting polar Avaon was badly damaged during a savage attack by Trodler 215s
and Gantheisser GA 87B Zachtwagers.

Throughout alengthy midmorning respite, repairs had been made to the damaged BKAEW sites,
but the next round of assaults began about midday, with more than forty attack craft, and it became clear
then that the L eaguers were now specidly targeting Defense Command. Defending squadrons—including
Brim's 11 Group—had aready been scrambled, and destroyed twelve raiders. But enough of the
Leaguers got through that FleetPort 30 itsalf had taken the grievous damage Brim saw (with ten
casudties) when helanded. And it was only one of the many other Defense Command bases damaged in
theraids. FleetPort 13 (orbiting Proteus) was so badly damaged that it could only accommodate two
squadronsinstead of its usud three. Then, no more than ametacycle later, two full groups of GA 87s
attacked FleetPort 24 over Aridl, rendering anearby BKAEW inoperative. But thistime, before they
could re-form for the flight home, one of the Leaguer groups found itsdlf intercepted by two of Aram's
Defiant squadrons, which promptly shot down twelve out of the twenty-eight attackers. Elsewhere, other
Leaguer attack groups had been smilarly savage.

"Sounds pretty wild to me," Brim commented in salf-defense. He was rapidly reaching
information overflow.

"Yes, right-ho," Moulding agreed with agrim amile. "Except ‘wild' isn't nearly strong enough,
Wilf." He shook hishead. "The word isyou and Aram came through a bit of bother yoursalves while you
were gone on your mysterious trip, but among the chaps here a FleetPort 30, the paceis aso beginning
totdl...."

Old-timers, he explained—survivors of perhaps amonth at the most—were fast wearing to a
frazzle, and bothered by empty places that kept appearing in the mess. New faces would appear out of
the training bases, become familiar for afew days, then disappear with hardly atrace. Not only that, but
word of the mortality rate was spreading below, on the surface. Replacement crews were now reporting
for duty frightened out of their wits, but somehow their morae hed. "They may be abunch of
mollycoddles, those new crews," Moulding said proudly, "but for al that, they came through tough as
hullmetal when it comesto fighting for the old Empire.”

"I'd hoped that might be the case," Brim mused quietly. "Makes me wonder where—and
how—Amherst and his pack ever recruited so many CIGAs."

Moulding shook hishead. "I'm dashed if | know," he said thoughtfully. "But | imagine many of the
swinewho did are having second thoughts right now. I've only begun to tell you how the Leaguers
acquitted themselves yesterday.”

Brim sat back in his chair. "Therés more?' he asked.

"Oh, I'm only now getting to the interesting parts,” Moulding said. That very afternoon, he
explained, squadrons from FHeetPort 30 intercepted athird main thrust against Avaon asit moved
toward Prendergast Point, the great commercid harbor area 320 clenytsto the Austra of Avaon. Both
Starfuries and Defiants made a good intercept, causing the attackersto fire blindly to complete their
mission. "But thistime," Moulding said with revulsion, "the bloody murderers blasted the outskirts of
Avaon City itsdlf. | persondly think they did it by accident, but...." He paused for amoment. "Mark my
words, Wilf," he continued presently, "those L eaguers quite atered the pattern of thewar in that raid. So
far they'd been damned careful not to damage the Imperial capita itself—most probably so they wouldn't
bring down the same thing on their own capital. But dl that's going to change now or I'll est my
battlesuit.”

Brim nodded. From what he knew of Onrad, the Leaguers blunder would certainly precipitate
some sort of immediate retaiation. However, it would be nothing in comparison to what the Emperor
would wreak on the Leaguers capital should initiative in the war someday passto the Empire. "Y ou're
right there, Toby," he said. "Whoever made that decision seded the fate of Tarrott." Herosefrom his
chair and paced for amoment. Tired as he was, he couldn't fight off a certain sense of excitement. "Could
anything el se have happened while | was gone?' he demanded.

"Oh, absolutely, old sport,” Moulding said. "Whatever €se you were doing, you missed quite a



bit of excitement.”

Brim laughed. "Bdieve me, Toby, | didn't lack for ‘excitement.’ "

"Yes," Moulding agreed, "knowing you, | shouldn't doubt that abit. Unfortunately, | suspect
you'll have mixed thoughts about how the day ended.”

"Mixed thoughts?' Brim asked him with achuckle.

Moulding nodded. "If youre anything like me."

"Go ahead,” Brim said with an abrupt sense of foreboding.

"Well," Moulding began, "the Leaguers random firing on Avalon that morning caused extensve
damage—and loss of life—no more than acllenyt from ahall where somefive hundred CIGAswere
holding ardly. They'd givenit alot of advance hype and publicity—and chosen for their theme something
like'How Our Empire Forced the League into War." "

Brim grimaced. "Cowards and traitors, the wholelot," he growled through histeeth. "How in xaxt
did they attract an audience of five hundred with total Gorksroar likethat? | mean... dl they havetodois
look upin the thraggling sky!"

Moulding looked at Brim with adour amile. "Actudly, Wilf," he said, "numberswere their
downfall."

"Numbers of people atending?"

"Regrettably s0," Moulding said with afrown. "In addition to the five hundred felow CIGAS, they
aso attracted an angry mob of local residents—more than a thousand strong. People whose homes were
burning even while the CIGAswere cheering on their attackers.”

"Universe," Brim whispered. "I takeit the resdents got out of control.”

"Somewhat,” Moulding answered. "They stormed the hall, ripped off dl the doors, and beet five
CIGAsto death before the police could restore order.”

"Mother of Voot," Brim swore darkly, shaking hishead in disgust. "'If indeed Triannic's ultimate
god isto destroy the Empire," he said, "he's off to agood start turning the citizensinto bloody
savages...."

Early next day, Brim read in the morning's Top Secret Intelligence Bulletin that seventy-one
Leaguer starships had been destroyed the previous day. In comparison, Defense Command now had
689 serviceable machines, compared to 631 three days previoudy. Jaiswa's efforts were clearly
beginning to pay dividends. A negative rate of attrition, he consdered with asmile, in spite of Admira
Orgoth's best efforts to eradicate the Imperial Fleet. Not bad for agaggle of amateurs! Hanna Notrom,
League Minigter for Public Consensus, would have her hands full making something good out of that for
her controlled media. Ursis had dready reported that the Imperids spirited defense was severely shaking
Orgoth's confidence. And now, if the Sodeskayans intelligence reports were accurate—as always—a
number of his crewswere now in disgrace for firing on Avaon City itsdf. The responsible Leaguer
captains had been dragged from their ships upon landing and summarily transported to Tarrott for
punishment. That, he considered as he donned his battlesuit for amorning patrol, ought to really boost
the morde of Leaguer flight crews!

Later that morning in the FleetPort 30 wardroom, Brim and most of his off-duty officers watched
Emperor Onrad broadcast one of his"heart-to-heart chats’ to dl five planets circling the Triad. The
aready-imposing man appeared to have actualy increased in Stature since his highly secret adventurein
Effer'wyck. Brim smiled. He deserved it—even if he was adamned fool to get caught up in such an
incredibly dangerous lark. Besides, he thought, nobody could make a speech like the new Emperor.
Nobody.

"...The gratitude of every homein our Triad," Onrad was declaring with astegly mien, "in our
Empire, and indeed throughout the whole civilized gdaxy—except in the abodes of the guilty—goes out
to our brave Imperid starsailors, who, undaunted by odds, unwearied in their constant challenge and
baneful danger, are even now turning the tide of galactic war by their prowess and by their devotion....
Never," he concluded, "in thefield of morta conflict was so much owed by so many to so few...."

"Wonder who he's been talking to who claims he's 'unwearied?" Moulding quipped in an aside.



"Dont know," Brim replied—recalling with a smile the Emperor's emotiona words just before
the attack on the BKAEW dation. "But dl that 'owing' business probably refersto the mess bills your
boys are running up in the wardroom. | understand those things are reported to the Admiraty on a
regular bass...."

In space, amarked lull in the battle began to evince itsdlf that very afternoon by avirtua absence
of Leaguer starships anywherein the vicinity of Avalon, except for a series of extra vicious attacks on
Proteus, the science planet. Mysterioudly, these seemed to be concentrated around the huge intelligence
complex near the audtral pole. In Brim'seyes, at least, the lull was primarily caused by severe gravity
sormsthat had begun to move through the area, but the attack on the intelligence labs mystified him.
Intelligence operations were not usudly the stuff of which redly important targets were made....

That afternoon, however, till another reason for the lull came to light when Barbousse personally
shunted a handful of dispatchesto Brim's display on the flight bridge as Starfury R6595 waited for the
next atack in one of the ready-aert dips. "Um, thought you might want to read this right away, Cap'm,”
the big rating called from aweapons console.

"Thanks, Chief," Brim said, looking up from hisinstruments with afrown. Normaly, Barbousse
had little timefor Brim's persona mail, watchfully delegating such mundane tasksto his own subordinates.
"Anything specid | ought to see?" the Carescrian asked.

"Um. . .wdl, Capm," the big rating started, "you might just want to ook at the new TSIB there
onthetop of thelig.”

Brim turned to ask a question, but Barbousse was on hisway out of the bridge. Settling himsalf
back in his seet, he brought his correspondence list to the display. Sure enough, itsfirst entry wasthe
midday Top Secret Intelligence Bulletin. With mounting concern, he OPEN'ed the document and nearly
gasped when heread itsfirst entry:

1. FLUVANNA UNDER SIEGE

In asurprise move early today, the Imperia Fleet of The Torond (ostensibly led by
Grand Duke Rogan LaKarn but under close supervision by League military ‘advisers)
and powerful units of the League's Military Space Arm mounted an all-out attack against
selected targets among die planets of Fluvannaand laid Siegeto its capita city, Magor,
on the planet Ordu. According to Sodeskayan sources, most of the Leaguer unitswere
"borrowed" from large forcesin Effer'wyck deployed againgt the Imperid Triad, and will
amog certainly resultinalull intheraids over Avaon.

Nearly the entire Fluvannian Fleet and dl units of the Imperial Fleet (Sationed a
Varnholm Hall outside Ordu) are engaged....

Brim's heart turned cold. Fearsfor Raddismaand their unborn daughter palpably gripped his
chest. And in those moments, he knew he wasn't donein hisworries. Barbousse himsdlf had formed a
romantic attachment there during their tour with the IVG. That's what had so upset the normally
unflappable starsailor! Unfortunately, there was nothing either of them could do to help. In fact, until they
were off dert, they couldn't even send for new information.

Metacycleslater, when Brim did return to his office, heimmediately put through acal to friends
at the Admirdty. From them he learned to his dismay that because of the present threat to the Triad itsdlf,
adecison had been made to abandon the Fluvannian capital and concentrate dl remaining forcesin
defense of the three Drive-crystal-producing planets. Voso Gannit, Voso Gola, and Voso Truvalu.
Recalling Onrad's fedings on the subject, held suspected that would be the policy. But what would now
be the fate of Fluvannas Nabob and his court? Were they to be smply abandoned? His Admiralty
contacts didn't know, and awhole series of desperate cdls to the Public Information Section of the
Foreign Office went unanswered. He had no specid influence in that hotbed of arrogant intellectuals



(many of them CIGAS). After aforma inspection of FeetPort 30's engineering bays (of which he could
remember virtualy nothing), he shared the bad newswith Barbousse and then retired to anight of tossing
and turning in hisbed.

The following day was even stormier than its predecessor, and after most BKAEW dites
reported only occasond Leaguer starships anywhere near the Triad, Brim found himsdlf spending most
of histime pacing thefloor and trying to get news about Fluvanna—mostly to no avail. Even
Barbousse—a man at times feloniously resourceful—came up with no more than scuttlebutt.

"It's either more secret than anythin’ I've ever seen,” he explained to Brim, "or—beggin' the
Cap'm's pardon—those silly clownsin the Admiraty still haven't figured out what to do.” He shook his
head and looked Brim in the eye. "Cap'm,” he said uneasily, "I've got... well... sentimental attachments
mysdf in Fluvanna. If you'll remember, 1... er, sort of ... formed an association with a Fluvannian lady.
Chief Petty Officer Tutti—Chief Consort Raddisma's private chauffeur. | want you to know, g, that I'm
doin’ everythin' | can to get someword of what's happenin’ out there."

Brim smiled and put his hand on the big man'sarm. "So it's pretty safe to assume that you've
known about the baby," he said.

Barbousse turned scarlet and he looked down at his boots. "Both baby an' mother were doin’
fineas of the end of last week," he asserted. "Thisthing that LaKarn and the Leaguers are doin' has
caught everybody off guard. I'd never have let elther of the ladies get into thiskind of trouble.”

"Thanks" Brim said lamdly. "I don't know what elseto say."

"No thanks necessary, Cap'm,” Barbousse said. "We've taken care of each other over the years.
It's been agood arrangement.”

"Thebest,” Brim said with red feding—at the same moment that an orderly put his head around
the corner.

"Captain Brim," he said. "Sorry to interrupt, Sir, but | have atop-secret dispatch for you
persondly, direct from the Imperid Paace.

"A personal message?' Brim asked with araised eyebrow.

"Aye, gr."

"I'll be outside if you need me, Cap'm," Barbousse said, passing the message to Brim and
ushering the orderly out the door before him.

Sitting at hisdesk, Brim lightly touched hisright index finger to the plastic envelope's Imperia
Sedl, then withdrew it. In afew moments, the seal completed its processing, recognized hisfingerprint,
and vaporized in acloud of odorless smoke. Inside the envelope was asingle sheet of light blue plastic,
engraved in gold with the Imperid Sed of the Emperor.

Thelmperid Pdace
30 Octad/52011

My Dear Captain Brim

With this|etter, We take pleasure informing you of Our decision to evacuate the
Fluvannian Nabob, Mustafa | X Eyren, The Magnificent, and His Principa Consort,
Raddisma, to the Fleet base at Atalanta, Gimmas Haefdon. Certain of their chief
servants, and others from the Court at Magor, Ordu, will accompany them during this
period of invasion danger in that city. Because you won many friends there during your
tenure as amember of Our Imperia Volunteer Group, We thought you would wish to
know. Accept, Captain, the assurances of Our highest consideration, €tc., eic.

Onrad V, Vice Admird, I.F.,

Grand Gaactic Emperor,

Prince of the Reggio Star Cludter,

and Rightful Protector of the Heavens.



AsBrim read the words, awave of relief seemed to wash over him like cooling water in adesert.
"We thought you would want to know," he repeated to himsdlf, over and over until... "Barboussel" he
shouted. "Y ou il out there?!

Barbousse poked his head insde the office. "Aye, Cap'm," he said with avery serious mien. "I...
er... just got amessage, m'sdf...."

"It canwait," Brim said, holding up ahand. "This can't! Come in and shut the door.*

"Aye, Cap'm," Barbousse said with an interested |ook on hisface. He softly pulled the door shut
behind him.

"Sit down," Brim said, indicating the Sngle guest chair he permitted in his office.

Barbousse .

"Chief," Brim began, "you'll have to trust me with this one, but I've got good news."

"Aye, 9r?'

"Both Chief Tutti and Raddismaare safe. | can't tell you anything more than that, but it'strue. All
right?'

Barbousse smiled and alowed himsdlf to relax in his seat for amoment. "Aye, Sr," he said,
looking Brim directly inthe eye. "An' I'll dways gppreciate your telling’ methat. Believe that.”

Brim nodded. "Thank the Universe," he whispered more to himself than hislong-time shipmate.
Then he shook his head and came to amorerational mien. "I'm sorry for interrupting. What was your
message?’

Barbousse's face colored. "W, beggin' the Cap'm's pardon, an' dl that, er, my message pretty
well said the same thing, ‘cept it came by word of mouth from an"—he pursed hislipsand
shrugged—"er, one 0' m' sources, Cap'm. But just in case your, er, source didn't mention it, Consort
Raddismaan’ Chief Tutti are both goin' to Atalanta. The Emperor's evacuatin' them aong wi' members of
the court, there.”

Brim felt hisface go red. "Thank you. Chief," he said. " And speaking of appreciating....”

"Y ou won't mention thisto anybody, will you, Capm?' Barbousse interrupted. "That comesfrom
oneof m' best sources.”

"Chief," Brim said, smiting in spite of hisembarrassment. "My lipsare seded.”

"Soremine," Barbousse said. "Always.”

L ater, reflecting on why the Emperor had bothered to tell him about the decision to evacuate the
Nabob and his court from Magor, Brim came up with a thousand answers—and no answers. Findly,
with typical Carescrian pragmeatism, he decided never to question gifts, in whatever form they came. The
following morning, he departed for the surface to attend the Squadron Commanders meeting a the
Admirdty. The miraculous|ull in thefighting made it seem almogt asif hewere going on leave.

* * %

Somehow, the day's endless harangues about augmenting base safety, managing " personnel,”
producing Officer Effectiveness Reportsin a“timdy fashion" (whatever that meant), maintaining vigilant
security, and other such adminigtrative minutiae failed to keep Brim'sinterest. He sat quietly in the rear of
this meeting room or that auditorium as the day passed, collecting endless handouts and attempting to
look interested in the appointed subject while he dternately speculated about having a daughter and
watched Eve Cartier trying not to notice how much hewas staring at her.

After what seemed like ten Standard Centuries, the agenda crawled painfully toitsend. Helied
to Moulding and Aram, telling them they should go out on the town without him because he had yet
another briefing to attend. Then he stalled around until most of the other officers had filed out of thelarge
Wesgtherdby Auditorium, after which hewaited until Vice Admird (the Hon.) Keith Hunt finished with
whatever hewastdling Eve. Finaly, he sauntered—casudly, he hoped—ouit the door, meeting her "quite
by accident” in the huge domed lobby of the Admirdty. "Evel" he exclamed in feigned surprise. "l didn't
know you were here today.”

Cartier smiled demurdy. "Faith, Captain Brim," she said, smoothing her hair. "An' who e sewad
gandin for me, now?"



"No one could een—even try, so far as1'm concerned,” Brim answered, resolving thistime to
resst algpse into the Carescrian speech patterns of hisyouth. "Especialy now that the meetings are
over."

"Hoot Mon but they were Jang, weren't they?' she asked, ignoring his obvious " correction.”

"l think we're supposed to get something special from meetings that are especidly long and
boring," Brim said, "but I've never been smart enough to understand what that is.”

"Thank the Universethey're not al luik that," she said, then they both stood for a long momentin
Slence.

", ah..." Brim stumbled, straightening the collar of his Fleet Cloak, "h-hoped you might have the
evening free"

" 'Tisthe very ideal tried to get across the other day on theradio,” she said, "hopin'’ that you
might hae the same evenin' free."

"L ooks like wishes do come true sometimes,”" Brim said.

Cartier laughed. "If that's so, then perhaps well win thiswar very quickly and stop the bloody
killin', for that's certainly my wish."

"Sounds good to me," Brim said, "but | don't suppose I'll hold my bresth.”

"Nor |," Cartier replied, glancing Sidewaysto see her reflectioninamirror.

"Maybe this evening we can make the war go away for awhile.”

"l guessI've been countin’ on that, Wilf Brim," she said.

"What sounds good to you?" he asked.

"I don't know," Cartier said with alittle smile. Then shelaughed. " Compared to you, my guid
Captain, I'm but asmple country maid from Carescria” Then she blushed. "Probably at my agewe
ought to forget aboot the ‘'maiden’ part—but the rest istrue.”

Brim smiled and gently put his hand on her forearm. "There wasn't anything 'smple about the
Helmsman of a Starfury who came up with away to save my life the other day,” he said.

"An' your passengers,” she added. "V ery important people, eh?"

Brim fdt himsdf blush.

"Do nad worry," she said, placing her own hand over his. "l won't ask now. But after thewar,
Wilf Brim," she continued with agrin, "'I'm going to want to know who they were. Got that?"

"Got that,” Brim chuckled.

She narrowed her eyesfor amoment. "Can you at least tell me wha in the name of Voot you
were doin' flyin' around in that wee Gorn-Hoff 219?71 mean, you're noted for bein' a bit unconventiond,
Wilf Brim, but... ."

"Wdl," Brim said with afrown, "would you bdieve | wastaking it off to a Gradygroat monastery
for useasahymnd ddivery vehicle?’

"That'swha you're going to tell me noo?" she asked with an expression of feigned amazement.

"It'sas good an explanation asany | can giveright now," Brim said, fegling hischeeksburn a
second time.

Cartier squeezed hishand, then let go. "If tha isyour story, I'll believeit,” she said with agrin.
"But after the war, you'd better come clean aboot that, too."

Brim held his hands palm upward. "Eve," he protested, "Me? Come clean? Whatever can you
mean?'

"If there's onything you haven't learned to do, Wilf Brim," Cartier said with agrin, "it'sluik
innocent. Besides, your reputation for trouble precedes you like some gelat starship travelin' a
LightSpeed.”

"What can | say?'

"Hmm. Probably nothing. But perhaps you might take me somewhere for aguid supper.” She
paused amoment. "No," she added with afrown, "I should like to go somewhere for an excellent
supper—with al the sophidticated trimmin's I've heard aboot in Avadon. I'll €en buy.”

"Well see about thetab,”" Brim said with a smile and thought for amoment. "Now, therésan
elegant little place afew dtreets off Huntington Gate that..." he continued, but Cartier interrupted.



"I've nae wish to hear aboot the place, Wilf Brim," she said. "l want to go there.”

"Andsodol," Brim said, indicating the Admiralty's e aborately etched Dommian crysta doors,
through which the last gleams from the Triad were now streaming. "We can €en— even—find
trangportation outsde.”

"Wed done, gr," Cartier said in asatisfied voice, again glancing a hersdlf in one of the great
Admiraty minors. "I'll go preen for afew moments while you seeto the reservations....”

Only cycleslater, they were seated in the roomy back seet of an immaculate Avalonian taxi,
careening through the wild traffic of Locorno Square on their way to Gin Tobin Lane, anarrow street
two short blocks off Huntington Gate. Brim smiled to himself asthey sped past the usud CIGA
demondtration—noticeably smaller than usud. It promised to be an interesting evening.

The Staff & Star was nearly impossible to spot from even so narrow a street as Gin Tobin Lane.
It was first necessary to enter alittle cobblestone dleyway that |ooked more like a private sidewak than
apublic thoroughfare. But if one followed that specia pavement for no more than 150 irdsaong asharp
right curve (around a stately Trompian-era mansion that had been a camarge tobacco shop since long
before Brim was a cadet), he would come to the entrance to what long ago must have served asa sizable
mews-cum servants quarters. Protected from Avalon's often-rainy climate by an elegant lavender
canopy, its spectacularly carved stone doorway depicted awhole panoply of beasts and birds peculiar to
Avaon'sliterature from pre-starflight epochs. During peacetime, it was something that only the most
fortunate tourists ever got to see.

The great, paneled door opened just as they stepped benegath the canopy, and abillow of warm,
yeasty redolence replaced the cool damp of Avaon's early autumn. Before them in the tiny forecourt
stood an el egantly bewigged maitre d' attired in a style borrowed from perhaps ten centuriesin the past.
Hewore along, highly ornamented frock coat buttoned only at the waist that extended dl the way to his
knees. Beneath, he had ablack cravat-bow over adouble ruffed shirt and satin knee breeches, long
white silk stockings, and high-tongued, buckled shoes with low red hedls. "Captain Brim, Commander
Cartier," he said, bowing deeply from thewaist, it isagenuine honor to serve both of you this evening.

Y our tableiswaiting.”

"May | take your am?"' Cartier whispered.

Brim felt himsalf blush. He'd been stuffy because of their uniforms, and he knew it. "1 should be
honored," he said, suddenly aware al over again of how fundamentally beautiful this middie-aged
Carescrian woman really was. He shook hishead. A Carescrian. Just like himself....

Insde, The Staff & Star did credit to its historic reputation. Brim had never discovered (nor did
he particularly want to know) if the decorations were origina or reproductions. The interior |ooked
precisely asit had the evening a cadet-smitten young debutante first escorted him to supper there (only to
break off their relationship when her wedthy parents discovered he was a Carescrian), Over the years,
he had enjoyed the grand, old restaurant's fare as often as he could, and was determined that Eve Cartier
would cherish the atmosphere as much as he did so long ago.

The main dining room was lighted only by candlesin baroque sconces and chanddiersthat
provided just enough illumination—neither too little for gazing upon eegant companions nor too much to
incite theinterest of neighboring tables. Great ruby-red draperies hung from tal, narrow windows that
marched like ancient soldiers dong onelong wall; high mirrors, darkened by sheer age, adorned the
others. And between them, elaborately framed representations of ancient, seagoing ships—not one of
them depicted by amodern hologram—hung from the ancient plaster. The high ceiling was supported by
elegantly gilded beamsframing trompel'oall paintings of chimericd flighted beingsthat wereamost logt in
the hazy darkness. And the atmosphere was an altogether agreeable chaos of odors, from the delicious
aromaof cooking food to the mysterioudy foreign scents of camarge tobacco and the Bears famous (or
perhaps infamous) Hogge'Poa

" 'Tis beautiful, Wilf," Cartier whispered asthey followed the maitre d' across deep carpeting to
an intimately szed table located a comfortable distance from a quintet of musicians (also dressed in frock
coats and pantal oons) who coaxed glorioudy non-intrusive harmonies from graceful stringed instruments.



Asshetook her seat, Brim became acutely aware of the comfort her hand provided whileiit
rested gently on hisarm. Few women he'd encountered had been able to make him fed so... well,
"kindred" wasaword that cameto hismind. But it didn't quitefit, because for along time held had
decidedly unsgterly dreams concerning his beautiful countrywoman. After the traditiona Avaonian
napkin ceremony, an ancient Meem Steward bowed and presented him with the restaurant's large meem
lig,

"Noo that iswha | ca ameem lig," Cartier remarked softly.

"Would you liketo look it over?' Brim asked, offering the huge book acrossthe table.

Cartier smiled and shook her head. "I hae seen quite afew o' them since my assignment to
Avaon. | should much rather you choose somethin' for us. Luik you did at FeetPort 30 that evenin'.”

Brim peered over the top of the book into her brownish eyesand smiled. "And what if tonight |
have evil intentionswhen | order?* he asked.

Shelaughed. "Y ou neer know, Wilf Brim," she said, relaxing in her chair and crossng her long
legs. "Perhaps| €en share some o' those intentions. We shall ha to see how the evenin' turns out.”

And, at least to Brim'sway of thinking, the evening rapidly became one of the most pleasant he
could remember. They seemed to share aboundless set of interests and took time with their order,
pausing to s p—and savor—the grand old Logish Meem Brim had sdlected after considerable study of
theligt. By thetimethey were ready for the main course, it seemed to Brim asif meeting the beautiful
Carescrian was one of the most fortunate occurrences of hislife. They even talked about Margot
Effer'wyck, for Cartier was naturally curious about the woman she had risked crew, ship, and lifeto
search for after Brim's battle at Zongdar.

"Sheredly did try to save you, didn't she," Cartier said, pausing to look Brim directly in the eye.
"She maun love you very much to compromise her chield that way."

Brim frowned and returned her gaze. "I don't think I'll ever know if shelovesme," hesaid
presently. "Once, along time ago, | believe she did. Now, it's anybody's guess. From what | gather,
TimeWeed leaveslittlein one's brain but ardent yearningsfor itsdf. But | think vestiges of our love clearly
remain." Hefdt himsdf blush. "We met afew eveningsin Huvanna," he said. "And the old spark was
there—or at least seemed to be, even though, to be truthful, something was missng.”

"But did nd later she... er... try to hae you killed in an ambush?' Cartier asked.

"Yes," Brim admitted, "shedid.” He shook his head. "At least it certainly seemed to be the case.
Y et, why did shelater save my life at Zongdar at therisk of her own?"

Cartier smiled. " 'Tisnot my place to answer such questions,” she said. "I don't know how the
minds of Princesseswork."

"l understand,” Brim said with agrin, somehow anxious to drop the subject. "Asyou told me
earlier, youre only apoor Carescrian maiden.”

"I hae dropped the ‘'maiden’ business," Cartier said, cocking her head to one sde and smiling. "A
maiden my age would na be avery interestin' person.”

"Y ou've been married?' Brim asked.

"Once," she said with afaraway ook in her eye. Then she winked and smiled with afeigned look
of iniquity. "But | didn't wait for him to come dong.”

"Eve Cartier, I'm shocked," Brim chuckled as the Meem Steward emptied the bottle into their
goblets.

"Another bottle?" the man asked.

Brim looked acrossthe table at Cartier and raised his eyebrows.

She glanced demurely at the ceiling and thought for amoment. "Nae, Wilf," she said presently,
"I've had quite enough, thank you.”

"Youdidnt likeit?' he asked.

"Oh, on the contrary,” she said, closing her eyesdreamily, "I luved it

"Then?'

"I've had enough for tonight,” she said quietly. "But if you'd like another, don't et me stop you.”

Brim congdered that. HE'd chosen an especidly rich, full-bodied Logish Meem to go with the



braised game and berries they'd both ordered. Ultimately, however, he shook his head and thanked the
busy Steward who bowed and quickly disappeared among the tables.

"If you change your mind..." he said.

"I do nd think | shadl," shereplied, smoothing her hair. "I ha enjoyed the meem, but | hope
therés mair to thisevenin' than just amed an' drinkin', Mr. Wilf Brim. I've spent the best part o' the last
twa weeks at the helm of agtarship tryin' to kill people—and damn nearly gettin' killed mysalf anumber
of times. Thefact isthat I'm tired, my handsome countryman, an' | don't want onythin' to interfere wi'
what' | think you hae on your mind."

Brim raised an eyebrow. "Universe, Eve," he said with no little concern. "Have | been staring at
you that much?'

Sheamiled. "Eneugh,” she said.

"I'm terribly sorry," Brim said—and meant it.

"Oh, please don't be sorry, Wilf," sheindsted, placing her hand on his. "'l luve to be stared at that
way. Every woman does at the right time and place.”

"ThenI'll continue," Brim said softly.

"Seethat you do," shereplied.

Hedid.

* k%

After alight dessert of fruit and cheese, she puffed one of her tiny camarge cigarettesto life and
inhale deeply with her eyes half closed. Then twisting in her chair while she settled back, she crossed her
legs once more and exposed a considerable stretch of thigh. " Tis been awonderful evenin', so far, Wilf
Brim," shesad, looking him directly inthe eye.

"Indeed it has" Brim agreed with asmile, then waited. They sat in slence for along moment.
Clearly, the next ssep—whatever it was going to be—was up to him. "Er... where do you plan to stay this
evening?' he asked tentatively.

She amiled. "'l hae nowhereto stay, Wilf Brim," she answered, her eyes ill glued to his. "Whar'
areyou Sayin?'

Brim leaned forward in his chair. "Nowhere yet," he said, his heart in hismouth. "Er... would you
like meto find a place we could share?"

"Wilf Brim," she said, dowly stroking her wrist with two fingers, "was that a suggestion that we
share abed?"

He grinned. "More than just share abed | hope, Eve," he said softly.

Smiling, she reached across the table and took his hand. "Wilf, you've been mentally taking my
clothes off dl day, haen't you?'

"Yeah," Brim admitted, "I guess| have."

"Then find us a private place where you don't haeto pretend,” shereplied with alittle smile. "l
loveit when aman undresses me. After that, wed, well explore. All right?"

Brim nodded, his mind working furiousy. Where? Then it cameto him. Baxter Calhoun was part
owner of alovely little pension just off Vereker Square, and he had offered its use to Brim on anumber
of occasons. "l need to make acall from thelobby," hesaid. "Y oull wait?'

"| see nobody else here who's offerin’ to take my clothes off for me," shesaid. "I'll wait."

"Just gt fill and don't tell anyone that'swhat you're looking for,” Brim whispered in her ear.
"Otherwisg, I'll haveto fight every manin the place...."

Moments later, he wasin thelobby, ringing up the persona HoloPhone of his old mentor and
shipmate, Rear Admira Baxter Cahoun, Commander of the Imperia Defense Command, at his
headquartersin Old Royce Abbey, a converted Gradygroat monastery in the outskirts of Avalon....

CHAPTER 8
If...




"Admiral Cahoun's Residence," drawled the pretentious voice at the other end of the connection.

The HoloScreen before Brim was blank, as he expected. "My nameis Brim and | want to speak
tothe Admird," hesaid.

"""Who are you?' thelofty voiceinquired. "And what is your business?'

"My nameisBrim," herepeated, "asin Wilf Brim. | know the Admira'sin because | spoketo
him this afternoon during the officers mestings.”

"And your business, Mr. Brim?'

"Captain Brim, Imperiad Heat."

"Your business Captain?' the voice repeated, clearly unimpressed by amere Captain.

Brim fought histempter to adraw, then laughed to himself. The man was only doing hisjob—and
adamned good one a that. "Listen, mister,” he said, "my business concerns Baxter Calhoun and mysdif.
Just go tell him that Wilf Brim needs the V ereker Square apartment—tonight. Got that?*

"The Vereker Square gpartment?' the voice said with an immediate change in inflection. "One
moment, please.”

Ashewaited, Brim could imagine avery efficient servant scanning alist of persona contactson
aninformation outlet. "Ah, yes" the voice said presently, thistimein dmost friendly inflection. "Captain
Brim, Imperid Flet, lately of the [VG. Very good, Captain. | shal connect you with the Admira
directly."

Moments later, the display came on and filled with Calhoun's ruggedly handsome visage. He was
comfortably dressed in an ancient-looking athletic suit and grinning from ear to ear. In the background,
someone who was adead ringer for one of Avalon's most celebrated actresses reclined on a plush sofa
She was mostly dressed. "Wedl, m'boy," the powerful Carescrian exclaimed. "What's this aboot usin' the
Vereker Square gpartment, noo? Sounds like an important tryst to me.”

Brim grinned. "It isthat, Cd," hesaid smply.

Cahoun narrowed hiseyesfor amoment. " Tisaguid thing, too, young Brim," hesaid. "Y ou've
waited much too lang findin' yourself someone to take your mind from your work. Quite afew o' ushae
been afraid you'd eventudly go to pieces.”

" think thislady will take my mind off thewar for afew metacycles,” Brim said, feding his
cheeksburn.

"Guid!" Cahoun said energeticdly. "I shdl na keep you, then, but you maun know that I'm
pleased for you—an' awee rdlieved, too." He looked off to hisleft. "Barnat,” he ordered, "the apartment
on Vereker Square. Isit ready?’

"I have dready informed the lock of Captain Brim'sidentity card,” hisvoice said camly.

Calhoun looked back into the display, " Tisdone, young Brim," he said. "The gpartment's yours
anytime you need it—subject, of course, to prior availability. Just ring up Barnat." He grinned again.
"Noo go recharge yourself. Universe knows you need it." He then threw the perfect parody of an
Imperia salute—and the display went aoruptly dark.

"Sorry | took s0 long," Brim said, returning to Cartier and their table. "1 hope you haven't
changed your mind."

She amiled shyly. "Not on your life, Wilf Brim," she said. "Who knows how long | might haveto
search for someone who'swillin' to hep me."

"Don't bother—I'm your man," he promised, helping her from her chair. They picked up their
Fleet Cloaksin the lobby, then walked arm-in-arm to the curb where a cab was waiting. They started to
board when Cartier shook her head and suggested they walk. " Tisonly a short way to Vereker
Square," she whispered, putting her nose gently againgt his. " 'An' part of avery beautiful night ha aready
passed much too speedily. If wewalk, perhaps we can stretch our pleasure...”

In spite of the walk, long pauses they made in the shadows fanned their desire to apoint that was
amost unbearable. By the time they reached the apartment, they were both quite ready for making love.
No sooner were they insde the door than Cartier dipped out of her Fleet Cloak and stepped to the
middle of thefloor. There, she turned and faced him with lowered eyes and alittle smile. "Now, Mr. Wilf



Brim," shesaid in her gentlevoice, "I should be very honored if you would take off my clothes. A lang
time, noo, I've been wonderin' if you'll like what you see, an' I'm anxious for m' answer..."

Afterward, their first coupling happened amost too quickly—two people desperate to thrust
away the horror of war if only for afew short moments. At first Brim struggled to pace himsdlf to the
dower tempo of her sex, but by the time they stumbled into bed, Cartier had been dmost asfrantic as he.
They madelove fierce y—amost violently—before they both exploded in ablinding, thrusting frenzy of
passion. Afterward, shelay rigid in hisarms, literally soaking the bedclothes and wracked by tremors that
shook her whole body. A long time passed before she subsided in quiet sobbing.

"Areyou... dl right?" he asked when he was able to force his own breathing under contral.

"Y-yes," shewhispered, her face wet againgt his chest. But dmost immediately, her body was
again wracked by violent tremors. After what seemed like along time, he felt them ease. "Eve?' he
whispered.

"Sweet mother of Voot," she whispered after along time, tightening her leg over hiswaist asif
shewere holding onto alife jacket. "I g-guess | wanted you alot mair than | realized.”

Brim felt damp hair againgt his cheek and savored the erotic scents of her body—he could never
remember her wearing any kind of artificia perfume. He had needed her pretty badly himsaif!

After along, comfortable silence, she turned her head toward him and opened her eyesalittle.
"Do Princesses make as much noise as| did?' she asked softly.

"l don't remember," Brim whispered tactfully. "I tend to be awfully noisy mysdf whenit'sthat

"Mmm," she murmured, burrowing her noseinto hischest. "It was guid for you, too, then?'

"Yeah, It was very guid,” he whispered. In afew moments, Cartier's breething came long and
regular, and little by little he felt her body relax. Carefully reaching toward the nightstand, he waved the
room into darkness, then drew the bedclothes over them both...

Twice during the night, they awoke with most compelling needsthat they compulsvely
sati sfied—though each time they came together their exertionstook on considerably more character.
Brim found his shy Carescrian lover to be astonishingly inventive, and wound up with great admiration for
her former lovers. " Some 'smple country maiden’ you are," he whispered, attempting to catch his breath
after one of her more astonishing efforts. "Where in the Universe did you learn to do that?'

" "Tisnone of your business." She laughed, rolling her hips dowly while she straddled hiswai <.
She was absolutely gorgeous—in the very prime of her life. He wondered why it was that middle-aged
men chased young girls when there were real women like thiswho could even carry on awitty
conversation! Small, pale-nippled breasts hung full-bellied and ripe againgt an dmost painfully dim ches,
and her dight belly met the thick, black thatch of her crotch in aglorious swelling of smooth, soft flesh. As
hed dowly disrobed her, hed been literdly dazzled by the Sight of her long, dim legs and gently pouting
buttocks.

Then afterward... What she didn't know about making love wasn't worth consideration; there
seemed to be nothing she didn't enjoy...

When morning came, they found they had dept till well past dawn—ararity for squadron officers
during thiswar, a leadt.

"| fed sorested, | can na bdieveit,” she said, stretching luxurioudy on the stained bed sheets.
"Especidly wi' the wee deep |'ve managed.”

Brim laughed dreamily. " Should | perhaps apologize for your loss of deep?"' he asked.

Following agreet yawn, she hunched her shoulders with obvious pleasure and grinned from ear
to ear. "Na when you've made me fedl so wonderful,” she said.

"Mogt happy to assst in any way," Brim said in hismost flowery voice. "Besdes, my most
seductive Carescrian beauty,” he added, "you have made mefed pretty wonderful yoursdlf.”

"Y our 'Carescrian beauty' " Cartier mused, peering at the celling for amoment. "That'swhat you
just sad, isntit?”



"Y ou are a beautiful woman, Eve," hereplied earnestly. " Perhaps the most beautiful woman |
have ever met."

"| thank you for that, Wilf Brim," she said soberly, ™Y ou have indeed made me fed beautiful
tonight. But you also caled me Carescrian.” she said. "Doesthat perhaps make me different to you?”

Brim thought about that for amoment. "Funny,” he said presently. "I wonder if it does. | have
seldom felt so close to anybody as| do right now. But then, it might also be areaction to the kind of
intense passion you seem to be ableto arousein me. | don't think | have ever been so worked up in my
life—and that isno exaggeration.”

"Do you think it might also be that we share so much in the way of our essentials?* she asked.

"Because we're both from Carescria?’ he asked.

"Wed, my good lover," shesaid, "in itsown way, Carescriagave us beginnings that are rather
exceptiond." Shelooked him in the eyes. "Have you given any thought to who you are since last we
taked onit?

Brim crossed hislegs and sat beside her on the bed, "I was wondering when you'd get to that,”
he said, more serioudy than he'd intended.

"Were you noo?" she asked with raised eyebrows. "I knew | maun regret tellin' you wha | was
thinkin' at thetime,” she said.

"Nothing to regret,” Brim said, shaking his head. "It made me give somereal consderation to
mysdf."

"About who you are?’

He amiled. "Some," he said. "But more about my being independent—and lonesome.”

"They dl go hand-in-hand, theway | seethem,” she said. "Tdl mefirst aboot who you are, then.
| want to know."

"All right,” he agreed. "But it isn't going to answer your question—it's only brought about more
questionsfor me."

" And?

"And crazy—or stupid—asit may sound, | guesssince| joined the Fleet, I've gone through life
pretty well defining myself aswho I'm not."

"Then, who are you not. Wilf Brim?' she asked.

"Well," hesad, "first and foremogt, I'm not a Carescrian.”

"Oh? So you redly do deny Carescria, Wilf Brim?* she asked.

"Er, yes..." Brim started, shrugging uncomfortably. "Yes, | do. | certainly brought nothing out of
there but the clothes on my back.”

"Hmm," she said with asmile. "An' here| thought you learned to fly starships at the asteroid
minesluik I did." Shegiggled for amoment. "l learned alot mare than that there, too." she added.

Thistime, it was Brim'sturn to grin. "'l thought so!" he said, placing his hand gently on her
stomach. "I learned alot about life there, too. But | never knew you could do what you did in gravity."

"Noo you do," shesaid with alittle smile,

"Yeah," hesad. "l guesswe both took afew things with us when we left home, didn't we?"

"Mair than you luik to admit, Wilf," shesaid. "An' you just cdled it 'homeé—as you should.”

"But I'm an Imperid," he protested.

"Aneway or anither, weredl of usImperids" shesaid. "Therésalot good aboot the old
Empire, much aswe complain. But ask yoursdlf this, Wilf, are you as much an Imperia asyour good
friend Toby Moulding, for example?"

He had to think about that for afew moments, but at last he nodded. "I think | am," he replied,
frowning—the woman might be beautiful, but could ask the damndest questions.

"Intruth, you are," she said. Then, opening her legs dightly, shetook hishand and placed it on
the tangled dampness of her crotch. "But would you say the Emperor thinks so?" she asked.

Somewhat nettled by her implications, Brim withdrew hishand. "I think so," he said. "I'm damned
certain Toby Moulding doesn't have two Imperid Comets.”

"Hoot, mon," she said, gently touching her fingertips on hisforearm, "I'm not talking onythin' like



meda s an’ awards. I'm not even talkin' friendship. Pshaw, Wilf, the whole fleet gossips aboot the
friendship that exists between you and the Emperor. It'sred.”

"Then?..."

"Does the Emperor think o' you as his Imperial friend or his Carescrian friend,” she said.

He thought about that, trying to remember how Onrad usualy addressed him. "'l suppose he ill
thinks of me asa Carescrian,” he admitted, "in spite of everything | do to discourageit.”

"What do you mean by 'in spite of'?" she asked.

"Likelosng my accent—which was damned hard—and, well, you know, I'm an Imperia. Not a
Carescrian. What the xaxt'swrong with me?"

"Inmy eyes, 'tisthat very negation of Carescriayou ha wrong wi' you, Wilf," shesaid. "L ook
what havin' somethin’ in common did for both o' uswhen we war' doin’ somethin' basic like makin' love.
Youremissn' that throughout your life. Y ou're denyin' your home."

"My home's anywhere | happento be," he said. "Right here, for example.”

She looked around the room with mock appreciation. "Nice place you've got, Brim,” she said
with an outrageous look.

"Thanks" he said, ralling hiseyestoward the ceiling.

"It was just away to make you see that somethin’ like what you'retryin' doesn't redly work."

"Tel me about ‘doesn't work,' " he growled, findly losng histemper completely. "It'sdl right for
you to love Carescria and keep your damned sexy accent and even brag about the place. Xaxt, Baxter
Cahoun heads up al of Defense Command, and Starfuries from the new Carescrian plants are what's
saving Avaon from the Leaguers. People love Carescrians these days! Why, we're dmost as popular as
Sodeskayan Bears who have been saving the Empire's bacon for centuries. But when | started out nearly
twenty years ago, it was axaxtdamn different story, let metell you. Y ou don't have any ideawhat | went
through just to be the first Carescrian graduate from the Helmsman's Academy, | had to put up with
Gorksroar from people who ill can't fly astarship aswell as | did my first day as a cadet.”

"An' who do you blamefor dl this, Wilf Brim?' she asked earnestly. "Tel me?

"| blame the Xaxtdamn..." He stopped in midsentence, staring her in the face. " Sweet Mother of
the Universe," he whispered, asif he couldn't believe hisown words, "1 blame Carescria.” He shook his
head again and again and again. "That's what you've been trying to tel me, isn't it?' he said dazedly.

" Tisheped make you alondy man, Wilf Brim," she said, Sitting up to take hishands gently in
hers. "But, 'tisalso like you, for I've neer once heard you blame the people who actudly made you
suffer. Y ou haen't, you know."

Brim shrugged. "No sense blaming them," he said. "They couldn't help how they fdlt. In those
days, that wassmply ‘theway.'"

" "Twas probably tha very attitude tha gave you power to change as much of the auld system as
you did dl by yoursdlf,” she said. "But now—perhaps 'tistimeto change Wilf Brim abit. Do you
suppose you might? | think you'd be much happier.”

Brim blinked and looked at the beautiful—wise—woman stting naked before him on the bed.
"With some help from you, Eve," he said serioudly. "I actudly think | could.”

"Wilf Brim, youll find me very avalable,” shesaid. "E'enif | didnd find you amost excdllent
lover and friend, wi'out the sacrifices you made then, I'd ne€er ha gotten where | am today.”

"That'snot true," Brim said, fedling hisface begin to flush. "Even without me, the last war killed so
many of the aristocrats that they had to recruit from the 'lower classes,’ asthey used to cal us."

"Many ill do call ustha," she laughed. "But ‘tisendin’, Wilf. | can tell—an' you broke theicefor
usal."

"Surely you give friend Calhoun abit of credit for your rgpid commissioning,” he said.

"O' course | do," she said. "But I've often heard the Governor tell aboot how you ‘took the heat,’
eenfor him."

Brim opened his mouth to speak, but she placed afinger on hislips. Lying back on the bed, she
drew up her knees and placed his hand between her legsagain. "Sh-h-h," she whispered. "Eneugh talk
for thistime. We've just time for a quick go before we maun catch our shuttles. Can you do it once mair,



my most Imperid lover?"

Brim gently bathed hisfingersin her warm moistness and dmost immediately experienced a
familiar sensationin hisloins.

"000," she exclaimed, lifting her head dightly to peer into hislap. "1 guessyou can, can't you?"

Hedid....

Somehow, they both arrived back at their bases on time—but |ater, neither could explain how
that happened.

The Leaguers inactivity around Agterious ended abruptly at midday on Octad thirty second as
the gravity storms of the past few days began to move out toward the gaactic rim. Minor feints by
Leaguer ships caused several Defense Command sgquadrons to be sent out, but nothing major devel oped,
at first. Then, shortly after midday, BKAEW stations reported two massive buildups—Orgoth's normal
strategy—and al of Brim's shipswere scrambled. While they were out on patrol, however, anumber of
GA 88A formations reached FleetPort 30 amost unimpeded. And athough the starbase suffered
extensve damage from nearly flawless Leaguer marksmanship, Brim received communigués assuring him
that work crews had aready begun space wharf repairs, even while the raid was till under way. Thisin
spite of N-ray mainsthat had been repeatedly broken by enemy disrupters. Between battles, the
Carescrian paused to wonder why FleetPort 30 in particular was so specialy honored, but had little time
to ponder arcanalike the frenetic workings of Leaguer minds.

For dmost two Standard metacycles, Leaguer attacks kept the Imperia defenders at battle
stations. Eleven Group starships flew nearly one hundred sorties aone, but most were fruitless, Once
dowed below LightSpeed, the Leaguersturned either way along the planetary orbits, patrolling thisway
and that in an obvious attempt to lure out Imperid killer ships. Then fifty some heavy cruisersagain
attacked the starbases themsalves. On the hedls of this assault, another large raid took place.

Abruptly, till another huge raid was unleashed on Méelia, again concentrating on dl the known
Intelligence |aboratories. Speeding in to the defense, Brim could see an impressive barrage from orbital
forts erupt over the planet before he even spotted the raiders. His squadron has been placed where it
could do little for the present, so he watched hel plessy while the Leaguers unleashed terrible destruction
on the sprawling complexes below. And from snatches of KA'PPA traffic below, he could tdll they were
operating with al their new found accuracy. How had they improved themselves so?

Asthe day continued, more civilian targets were attacked— everywhere—including Avalon
itsdlf, in spite of the defender's best efforts. On one of a seemingly endless succession of patrols, Brim
watched in an aft-view display asalong line of Starfuriesfollowed him down and swept around at terrific
gpeed to grike right into the heart of a huge Leaguer formation. But with only two squadrons, hiswing
was hopdesdy outnumbered, and the mgjority of raiders got through. Evenin the heat of battle. Brim
found himself amazed by the accuracy by which the Leaguerswerefiring their huge, sngle-shot
bombardment disrupters. If something weren't done to combat this extraordinary improvement, the
Empirewas going to find itsdf in red trouble, no matter how many Leaguers Defense Command
managed to destroy.

Findly, the raiders|eft off and he led his squadrons home to FleetPort 30 with the daunting
redization that Imperia forces were probably stretched well beyond the breaking point—on many fronts.

Gravity sorms soon returned to Asterious, but feints and smdll raids nevertheless kept Defense
Command under considerable pressure. A tota of thirty-eight Leaguer ships had been destroyed the
previous day, but twenty-two Imperia shipswere dso lost, and the number of servicesble starshipsin
Defense Command dropped from 740 to 727. Consdering the intensity of the fighting, however,
remarkably few Imperid casudties had been incurred. Only two full crewswere log, athough seven
remained on the missing list. Defense Command was clearly holding its own, even though the new
Leaguer accuracy caused cond derable apprehens on—coupled with renewed attacks on civilian targets
that madeit difficult for the defendersto fire from above for fear of blasting the very targetsthey were



bound to protect.

In |ate afternoon, the gravity storms began to clear and a Leaguer force estimated at two hundred
plus starships was reported to be heading for Avaon City. In moments, al available starshipsin Brim's
areawere scrambled. The report, however, was inaccurate, and within ametacycle, the large force of
attack ships and escorts turned up actualy speeding toward the science planet and its nearby BKAEW
orbiters. Similar attacks continued for most of the day with the usua Leaguer accuracy, but Orgoth's
raiders paid a heavy price for the damage they inflicted, losing twenty attack craft compared to sixteen
Imperid killer ships. And only one Imperid crew was lost; none were reported missng.

Asthe day ground to an end, Brim was heartened to hear the Imperia Attack Command had
taken retaliatory steps at last—for thefirst time, anumber of Imperid battleships and heavy cruisers had
been dispatched to attack Tarrott, itsalf. However, the news was tempered by reports from Fluvanna,
where an increasingly bloody battle for Magor continued unabated. Asthetired crews of Defense
Command crawled into their bunks for afew moments critically needed rest, the whole Universe around
them seemed to have fallen into awhirling paroxysm of war.

* * %

Roused after only ashort respite, Brim found himsalf summoned to Avadon for asurprise
command meeting. His muzzle-headed attemptsto leave for the surface resulted in his missing the shuittle,
and for long moments, hewearily sat in at the empty boarding port fighting back an irrationa rage borne
of intense frudtration. Grinding histeeth, he forced himself back under control and with an effort focused
his mind on the desperate need to remain level-headed. He had awar to wage, and ending up in the
psychiatric bay—as were so many these days—was no way towinit.

Pulling himsdlf to hisfeet, he sarted for his office so he could arrange for other transportation,
when out of the corner of his eye he spotted the little Gorn-Hoff 219 moored lonesomely off in one
protected corner of docking porta 44. From its placement at the brow, it was probably invisble from
nearly anywhere else in the station—and certainly from space itself. He supposed in the madness of the
past few days, the speedy little transport had smply been forgotten. HE'd ordered someone to paint
Imperia Comets over the League's crimson daggers. But aside from that, the 219 looked asif hadn't
been touched since he and Aram docked it.

It also looked like aquick rideto the Admirdty...

Grabbing a HoloPhone at the door, he called Operations. "Carnaby,” he shouted, watching in the
HoloScreen as a young operator roused hersalf from a stolen deep, dumped at her console.

"A-aye, Sr." she ssammered with afrightened ook in her eyes. "l wasjust studyin' the... er...
regulations'ere, Captain.”

Biting hislip. Brim turned a blind eye to the infraction of the Watchkeeper's Ordinance. The poor
moppet had to be dead tired; he/d seen her on at least five patch crewsin the last two days. "Good girl,"
he said, attempting to speak with the utmost gravity. "Be sure you pay particular attention to the parts
about deeping a aduty station. Those are serious violaions”

"T-thank you, Captain,” she said, blushing to a deep crimson.

"Carnaby," he said without further comment, "I want you to call up and schedule a parking place
for me at the Fleet Base on Lake Mersin immediately. Can you do that?"

"l can, dr," she said, eager to please. "Immediately. When do you want it, please?

Brim nearly fel victim of the grin that had been working itsway to hisface. "In about a
metacycle," he said, findly abandoning al attemptsto gppear solemn. "It'll take me about that long to get
there”

"Aye, dr," shesaid, placing her hand on one of thedarm systems. "An' shdl | call up one of the
Starfuries on dert Satus?'

Brim grimaced. "No," he said hurriedly, "don't do that. Just tell the people below to expect a
captured Gorn-Hoff—the 219 we seem to have permanently acquired as the base hack. It's got hull
number"—he stood on tiptoe to read the little starship's hull number—"319-JE."

"Right, gr," Carnaby answered, "Imperid Gorn-Hoff 319-JE. Will you need agravity pool, then,
or will shefit onagrav pad?'



"A grav pad will befine" Brim chuckled. With that, he strode across the wide deck of the

mooring tube and into the brow. An "Imperid" Gorn-Hoff, no less. Even Vdentin would get akick out of
|
tha * * %

Thistime, he started both spin-gravsin short order and was abouit to cast off for the surface
when for no gpparent reason the mysterious crystal mounted on his readout pand began to flash
excitedly. He frowned, scanning the panelsfor some ancillary information. Now what?

Abruptly, darms sounded in the COMM channdl, and the sector Controller's emotionless voice
filled the headphones of his battlesuit, "610 Squadron, lift off and patrol base; you will receive further
ingructionsin the air. 610 Squadron lift off quickly as possible, please. Thisisan emergency!”

Brim reached to switch off the 219, when the Controller broadcast again. "Large enemy attack
formation approaching FleetPort 30. All personnel not engaged in active duty take cover immediately.”
There was no timeto get to his Starfury; it was on the far Side of the big satellite. He was out of
options—it was either head for the surface or helplesdy play target again as he had done with Onrad a
few days previoudy. Reclosing the hdmet of his battlesuit, he turned in his seat and backed the little
gtarship away from the brow. Starfuries were speeding avay in al directions like insectswhose hiveis
threatened. As he swung the nose out into space, he glanced up and saw the L eaguers—about a dozen
GA 87B Zachtwagers—gleaming in the brilliant light of the Triad and coming straight on. Indinctively, he
shrugged up his shoulders and ducked his head. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw three more
Starfuries head spaceward in close formation—just as the Leaguers opened fire with their great
sngle-shot disrupters.

One moment the Starfuries were racing aong in close formation; the next, they were catapulted
gpart by atremendous explos on—the Leaguers and their astonishing precision. How did they do it?
They sure didn't have axaxtdamned crysta strobing in the middle of their Hyperscreenslike thislittle
Gorn-Hoff did or they wouldn't have been ableto hit athing!

Or would they?

At that moment it hit him! The crystal. It was part of the aming system Ursiswasworking on. It
explained alot of thingsthat had happened since held helped stedl thelittle Gorn-Hoff. The Leaguers
who had been hunting for a "Weg'wyser shmook crysta” ship... Vaentin's desperate attempt to
recapture him... the attempt to destroy awhole Intelligence complex (where logic dictated a captured
ship would be stored). Before him in his captured trangport was the key to their whole new aiming
sysem!

He curved off and flew recklesdy through the battle to test his theory. Wherever hiscrysta
flashed, he dowed and circled the location at a circumspect distance until aLeaguer ship showed up—as
invariably one would—and fired its big, Sngle-shot disrupters asit flew through. He had it!

Suddenly an approaching Gorn-Hoff veered toward him, ignoring the point in space where the
crystd flashed. HEd been spotted! He jinked, only to find another Leaguer curving in on him. Then
another—and il another.

Putting the helm over hard, he headed for the surface at full acceleration as space erupted ina
bedlam of monstrous explosions, each bouncing the 219 in adifferent direction until its surdy spaceframe
creaked in protest. Thank Voot their "unassisted” marksmanship was no better than ever! Reentry flames
coursed dong the little starship's flanks and every protrusion on the hull glowed with white heat, while
cabin temperature began to rise ominoudly. For an eternity of clicks the tumult of confused disrupter fire
continued, then fell away aft, asthe L eaguers were engaged by avenging Starfuries, then he began to
draw back on his power settings as the surface rapidly came up to meet him.

Some ten thousand iral's above the cloud tops, he wrestled the now-incandescent starship out of
its headlong plunge and peered around him. He was alonein the sky. And even though his battlesuit was
putting out full refrigeration, he was sweating profusdly in the heat. He checked the readouts and... The
crystal. It wasdark again.

He ground histeeth in anger as he listened to a status report on FHeetPort 30. The mooring tube
had afew more gaping holes that hadn't been specified by the origina design charts and four men had



been killed in a maintenance launch. But Barbousse estimated the base would be in full operation before
the afternoon was over, S0 the Leaguers had very little to show for ten cycles or so of their confoundedly
accurate shooting. Sad asit wasto lose lives, the raid was further proof that try as they might, the
Leaguerswould never completely wipe out the Empire's system of FleetPort satellites. Shaking his heed,
he canceled the gravity pad held ordered, left word with Calhoun's office that he would be late for the
mesting, and set course for the Intelligence laboratories on Proteus at top speed. Hislittle Gorn-Hoff was
about to cost Nik Ursisawhole case of Logish Meem.

Metacycleslater, after cadging aride back to Avalon and further mooching a staff skimmer to the
admirdty, he noted anumber of large HoloPosters on media kiosks exuberantly recounting the space
battles around Asterious—and the losses inflicted on the Leaguers vaunted Deep Space Fleet. Shops
displayed stylish civilian battlesuits for both men and women, and street-corner displays demonstrated
"How to Lie Down When the City Is Attacked,” advising citizensthey should beflat on their somachs,
battlesuit visors down, mouths dightly open, and gloves covering the al-important neck interface. Near
the palace, anascent CIGA demongtration protesting the raid on Tarrott aborted nearly as soon asiit
began when angry crowds broke through obvioudly reluctant police barriers, scattering bruised and
pummeled protesters throughout one of the large parks nearby.

Brim dipped into the meeting nearly two metacycles late, taking a seet beside Eve Cartier that
just happened to be empty on the aide toward the end of the rear of the assembly hall. Hewasintimeto
learn that the previous day's Imperid raid against Tarrott had been a complete success, with al attack
shipsreturning safely to their bases. Moreover, the Leaguers had been stunned asthelr city erupted inthe
same greet explosions they had wreaked on Avalon—during his early days of overconfidence, Admira
Hoth Orgoth had promised that Tarrott would never be attacked. The League mediahad immediately
erupted with banner denouncements of the " Cowardly Imperid Attack,” and editorid caterwauling
againg "Imperia air pirates over Tarrott!" But the Leaguers protestations served only one purposein
Avaon—they cleared the way for even moreraidsin the future.

Additiondly, the League had lost 41 starships that same day—and the number of operationa
Imperid killer shipsremained leve at 728. Clearly, from the Leager point of view, Imperid forces must
appear to be along way from capitulation. But Blue Capeslike Brim who spent their lives on the front
linesknew better. The granite-like Imperia facade was beginning to crack from overwork, stress, and
fatigue.

Brim and Cartier dined exhaustedly after the meeting and afterward spent the night in the
gpartment on Vereker Square. But before they could make love, they fell contentedly adeepin each
other'sarms, and dozed so soundly—and so late—that Cartier had to make amad dash for the shuttle
carrying most of her underclothesin her kit bag. Grinning, Brim wondered if he could have spent the
same kind of night with someone he didn't fed so close to. Maybe—just maybe—he thought, mere was
more to this acceptance of hisown originsthan heinitialy estimated.

Attacks began early, with Brim, himself, reporting back to FleetPort 19 just under the wire—but
more rested than he could remember. On patrol that afternoon, he mused that the strain on Defense
Command was probably reaching some sort of apeak. In each of the past three weeks, the Imperias
had flown more than four thousand sorties—and the previous week, nearly five thousand, arecord. This
compared with an average of one thousand per week not more than amonth and ahaf previoudy. The
latest Leaguer tactic of flying large numbers of smdl raids was wearing on men and machines both. But
the fact that the valiant crews of Defense Command had not cracked—nor had retrested into
s f-pity—showed that the once-unseasoned Imperid defenders had ultimately evolved into afighting
force at least as good as—and often far better than—their so-called "professional” adversaries from the
League.

During the next day, Attack Command launched another successful raid on the League capita of
Tarrott before regiond gravity became turbulent again, causng awe come, two-day lull in thefighting.

According to Brim's TSIB, Lagaard Testetta, Foreign Minister of the Torond—home following



talks with Hanna Notrom—had informed Grand Baron LaKarn that "doubts now seem to hang over the
Leaguer offendve againg Avadon." Smilarly, Zoguard Grobermann, League Minigter of State, officidly
blamed the prolonged delay both on hazardous gravity storms and League forces diverted to assst The
Torond in Fluvanna. Even Triannic was reported to have growled that at least two more weeks of cam
gravity were necessary before he could hope to neutraize the Imperial Home Feet.

If the Leaguers invasion of Avaon had been temporarily postponed, however, their intent to
destroy much of it continued unabated as soon as the regional gravity moderated. FleetPort 30 was
attacked early on the third morning and damaged in spite of heavy lossesinflicted on the enemy. Brim's
Starfury was dso hit during adogfight during that same attack and just made it back to the base before
the Drive power failed completely. Raids continued throughout the day, and a second attack on the
FleetPort caught him without aship tofight in.

Repairing in disgust to the tracking room, he quietly took a seet at the back of the low-ceilinged
chamber and watched a group of Leaguer attack ships emerge out of Hyperspace, then speed directly
for Proteus, the science-colony planet. Suddenly, adozen or so swung off course and headed directly for
FleetPort 30, arriving within firing distance while the clutter from the previousraid was still being cleared.
Starfuriesimmediately closed in and engaged the smal squadron, but not in time to avert asecond savage
attack.

With darms clanging stridently in hisears, Brim donned the helmet to his baitlesuit—lately, he
seemed to be living in it—then sprinted for Defense Centra where Barbousse aready would have taken
command. But he was no more than hafway there when the deck buckled violently, throwing him from
hisfeet as heavy disrupter fire again toreinto the satellite. At either end of the corridor, artight doorsdid
closed automatically, trapping him hafway through the big satellite's dormitory section. Before he could
get up, the atmospherefilled with smoke—which cleared with amighty roar as somewhere the damaged
hull vented to open space. Simultaneoudy, the lights went out, replaced ingtantly by the dim glow of battle
lanterns. Sedling his visor, he struggled to hisfeet and began to sumble blindly toward awall phone when
another savage blast took out the satdllite'sloca gravity and launched him sideways through acabin
doorway where awet and virtualy naked woman struggled blindly to don a battlesuit—she'd obvioudy
been showering when the raid began and had only heard the darms when it was much too late. Heaving
and gasping slently for air, she collgpsed as he pulled himsdlf to her side. Grabbing her battlesuit hemet,
he jammed it over her staring, grimacing head and turned up the air—only clicks before a pitcher of liquid
exploded beside her bunk and boiled in the vacuum of space.

Moments later, she ceased her wild struggles and her terror-goggled eyes clouded over.
Abruptly, he recognized her as one of the BKAEW operators, and wondered how many more of the
satdllite's occupants had just died smilar desths. Taking a deep breath, he pulled the helmet from her
head, then gently closed her eydids and finished pulling on her suit—adifficult task now that gasesfrom
boiling body fluids had swelled her body at least athird again in volume like some grotesque balloon.
When finaly he stood, he reverently thanked Lady Fortune that the poor woman never regained
consciousness while her blood was boiling. HEd seen that once: it was Ssmply too horribleto
contemplate.

After the attack subsided he activated the suit's voice communications system; his helmet
immediately filled with groans and screams of those who survived. "Barbousse!" he demanded over the
noise. "Barbousse! Can you hear me? Areyou dl right?’

"I hear you, Cap'm," said Barbousse's voice. "I'm safe. Where are you?'

Shaking his head in wonderment of yet another |ast-moment miracle, Brim gave Barbousse
generd ingructions on where he could be found, after, he demanded, rescue crewsfirst took care of the
wounded. Then he sat back under a battle lantern and pondered on how he—Wilf Brim,
Carescrian—had managed to stay aive for so long through so much trouble. He came up with no rationa
answers as he gared at the floating, bloated corpse for nearly two metacycles before Barbousse and a
rescue team cut through the twisted wreckage to release him.

* * *



All told, more than sixty hits had scored on the satellite, each placed with an accuracy that Brim
still found hard to believe. And even though he was certain he now knew part of how they were
achieving it, the knowledge wasn't doing anybody much good until someone devised away to counter
it—or better 4ill, to useit to the Empire's own best advantage. The L eaguers damaged workshops,
repair hangars, stores, dormitories—even offices—ripping up service bays, severing service mains, and
generdly reducing the big satellite to a shambles. Sixty-five people had been killed or serioudy
injured—among them five flight crews. They'd finaly destroyed the dock where hed inadvertently
concedled the Gorn-Hoff 219. But for al that, they didn't get what they were after. Thelittle ship had
been safely underground on Proteus for days.

At day's end. Defense Command crews had flown arecord 1054 sorties—the previous record
had stood only six Standard Days. Moreover, before the last watch was finished, 109 additiond attack
shipsraided targets on Meliaand Helios, in addition to smaler raids el sawhere. League lossestotaled
thirty-six starshipsto the Empire's twenty-five, but Brim and the other doughty Imperials were clearly
gpproaching the limits of their strength and endurance asthey struggled to sustain their part of Avaon's
defense amid the twisted wreckage of FleetPort 30.

Onthelast day of Octad, Leaguer raids against Imperia starbases continued uninterrupted, with
at least eight hundred starships of al typestaking part. FleetPort 30 took even more punishment, but
miraculoudly, the big satdllite continued in operation, athough none of the remaining Starfuries or Defiants
based there remained completely serviceable. Brim often flew with reduced armament and propulsion,
doing the best he could with what he had. From his al-too-infrequent rendezvous with an equaly fatigued
Eve Cartier, he knew that things were at least as bad in FleetPort 19—and, by inference, throughout
Defense Command in generd. His only comfort was the knowledge that the Leaguer crews were taking
the samekind of punishment themsdlves.

One evening, atraveling company—~brave souls al—put on apopular Lasertamusicaein
HeetPort 30's patched-up assembly hal. Brim and some 250 off-duty personnd formed awildly
gppreciative audience. During one of the more popular ballads, raid darms began to howl throughout the
satdlite. The troupe paused while audience and actors alike donned battlesuits, then the show went on,
asif Hoth Orgoth and his Deegp Space Fleet were just as unred and innocuous as the clowns.

Lessthan ametacycle after the musicale, Brim found himsdf a the helm of a cobbled-together
Starfury that was recently deemed more or less spaceworthy. Damagein the Drive crystal areamadeit
incgpable of fagter-than-light flight, but it could still put up agood fight below the speed of light. Hewas
just getting under way when yet another attack dammed into the base, this one much larger than thelast.
In awdter of explosions, the Starfury to hisleft was flung 'round like a cartwhed, then continued out of
control like ahuge child'stop until its starframe crumpled and al three hulls disintegrated in aroiling burst
of energy. Nearby, asecond Starfury whirled aimlessly, both pontoons broken off. Grinding his teeth and
expecting to be the Leaguers next victim, he fed the emergency energy to the ship'sbig gravs and got
away—temporarily. Directly ahead were echelons of League attack ships, and his disrupter crews
opened fire on two GA 88sin succession, but the L eaguers had already completed their attack and were
racing off into Hyperspace, where Brim could not follow. Abandoning them to other crews, he returned
to the damaged base in high dudgeon, where not even Barbousse could find wordsto clam hisangry
frugtration.

During another series of the raging gravity stormsindigenous to the gal actic center, Brim was
called to Avaon to make a Situation report. At first, he angrily refused to leave the battle, but Calhoun
ingsted. So grudgingly he caught ashuttle for the surface. Within the metacycles, helanded on Lake
Mersin—in the midst of avicious raid. Sprinting off the brow toward a shelter, he paused to ook toward
the sound of astarship diving at high speed, Moments later, it broke through the high haze, heading
graight for thelake. Itsturretswere al askew, and for amoment hetook it for a GA 87B. It wasturning
very dowly, inalazy sort of spin, and asitsfull slhouette gppeared, he recognized it asa Starfury. At
about five hundred irdls, the turrets swung alittle, and then just before it reached the surface, itsgravs



seemed to blow up and disintegrate. The doomed starship disappeared into the lake as a cascade of
individud waterspouts, leaving only a puff of colored smoke to mark the common grave of forty-odd
Blue Capes, and even that was gone long before Brim reached the shelter...

Findly, the Leaguers departed. Brim's staff skimmer picked its way through rubble-strewn streets
to the meeting, where briefers confirmed what hed known dl dong: that Imperid starbases everywhere
were suffering terrific damage. Before the meeting ended, however, al reported that they were back to
nearly full operation—except his own, which was capable of reduced operations only by superhuman
effort. Conditions at al the damaged starbases were miserable, especialy at FleetPort 19. In answer to
anxious questions by Cahoun and his gaff officers, Brim expressed histhoughtsthat if Imperidslike
himsalf seemed stressed, the Leaguers must be equally so—perhaps even more. According to the reports
he'd heard earlier in the meeting, the last two days had cost Hoth Orgoth seventy-seven starships. And
while hisfdlow Imperids had themselves | ogt Sixty-five, amuch higher percentage of their crews had
survived to fight again (although anumber of Leaguers survived asImperid prisoners).

Wesarily trudging dong an Admiraty corridor after the meeting, Brim noticed few CIGA buttons
and discovered that Amherst's once-lavish office had quietly been converted to a much-needed
main-floor snack bar.

In the lobby, he was just about to reserve an after-supper skimmer-pooal lift to the shuttle when
he heard the musicd lift of afamiliar voice,

"Skipper, Hey, Skipper. Captain Brim!"

Tired dmost beyond caring he turned—then in spite of hisfatigue, he broke out in what fdlt like
an ear-to-ear grin. Hed amost forgotten how. "Tissaurd!™ he hooted to the diminutive officer. "What in
Voot's name are you doing in the middle of this snakepit?' he demanded. "I thought bender people
amply went invisible and stayed clear of trouble like we've got here.”

Turning afew headsin the great domed |obby, she planted along kiss on hislips before she
stood back, grabbed hisforearms, and shook her head. "Wilf Brim," she said, ignoring his banter, "you
look absolutely terrible.”

Brim gtolidly maintained his grin—he didn't want to lose the sudden rush of pleasure hed felt
when hefirgt saw her. "I'm dl right, Nadia," he chuckled. "It's just that time has alowed you to forget
how ugly I normdly am.”

"And how full of Gorksroar you are, Brim," she growled, looking up into hisface, "Y ou'rekilling
yourself, pure and smple. Y ou should see your eyes—maybe you shouldn't at that. Therésmoreredin
‘'em than thereiswhite.”

"I'm not the only onewho lookslikethat," he said. "Every Defense Command starsailor isthe
same way—ét least the oneswho are dill dive.”

"From the looks of you, Skipper..." she started. Then, biting her lip, she stopped in the middle of
her sentence.

" 'From the looks of me,' what?' Brim demanded.

"Nothing," she said firmly. "How long'sit been since you rel axed with awoman?' she asked.
"Naked, | mean."

Helaughed. "The last time tried something like that, we both fell adeep before we could get
anything going. Since then... well, the L eaguers have kept everyone pretty busy."

"What are you doing tonight?" she asked.

"I'd planned to catch supper somewhere, then head back to FleetPort 30 in time to catch the
Dawn Watch patrol. Only the toughest L eaguers fly when there's bad regiona gravity.”

"So you're not due back right away, are you?"'

He made a sham leer from her chest to her legs. "Waell," he said pointedly. "1 ought to get back
and..."

She shook her head phlegmaticaly. "We won't make those kind of plansfor tonight, Skipper,”
shesad. "When you and | findly get it on in bed, you're going to do alot more than deep,” she laughed.
"What I'm talking about tonight is making sure you get a decent supper—with al your clotheson, or at



least part of 'em.”

Brim dghed theatricadly. "Seems asif every time we get together, something always getsinthe
way," hesad.

"Yeah," she chuckled. "It does seem that way." Then she smiled. "Well," she added with an
impudent look, "if you're up to it, you can have alittle after-dinner fed."

"Firg let'sseeif | last through supper,” he said with atired laugh. Actualy, the thought of afew
metacycles shared with the personable—and very attractive—middle-aged woman was, well,
stimulating. He had grestly enjoyed their tour of duty together, and somehow the promise of an evening
filled with spicy conversation seemed to be pumping energy into him from Voot knew where. "All right,”
he agreed. "Y ou tell mewhere."

Her choice was the quiet, wood-paneled bar of agrand old hotel. Brim found himself
immediately comfortable, and even dert, or relaively 0. A sngle musician sat a the console of a
meassive looking instrument coaxing meodies from out of its depths that made him fedl relaxed without
being deepy. "Thisiswonderful, Number One," he said. "My sincere compliments.”

Shegrinned. "They have great rooms upgtairs, too," she said.

"Somehow, | thought you might have seen one or two of them.”

"Wadl," shejoshed with aamile, "if | had to wait for you to take me up there, | might forget how
todoit. And | don't meandimb gars”

"Little danger in your forgetting that, 1'd bet,” Brim said.

"True," sheadmitted. "It'slikeriding akid'sgyrocycle, | guess.”

"Only morefun.”

"Yegh. Lotsmore..."

They shared amoderately expendve bottle of Logish Meem while they dined comfortably on
fruits, chutney, cheeses, and yeasty, hard-crusted bread. Like al starsailors who once were shipmates,
they shared a specid kind of friendship forged in long watches, fierce gravity storms, and a deep,
enigmatic love of spaceitsdlf. Their conversation was reflective, often touching on old acquaintances and
their fates. Had he heard any more concerning the fate of Margot Effer'wyck? Had some lucky woman
findly stolen Toby Moulding's heart, or wasthere yet achancefor small, graying Commanders? Was
Utrillo Barbousse till running everything?

"And who are you deeping with these days, Wilf?' she demanded. "I don't mean that in a literal
sense, ether.” She made ashy grin. "Hasthat leggy Carescrian woman—Eve Cartier, that's it—beaten
me to bed with you?"

"None of your damned business" Brim replied defensively, but an inadvertent grin and burning
cheeks gave him away.

"Ahal" Tissaurd gloated. "Y ou don't haveto tell me, | know." She smiled. "Wish | had long legs
like that to wrap around a man.”

"I'm certain you make up for it in other ways," Brim chuckled.

"Trust me," she said with asmile. Then she frowned. "Cartier'sared Carescrian, isn't she?' she
said. "Understand she even used to fly one of Cahoun's, er, privateers | think he callsthem.”

"Shedid," Brim said. "That'swhere| met her. But what'sthis real Carescrian’ business?’

Now it was Tissaurd who frowned. "'l don't know," she said. "Just words that came to mind.”
Cocking her head, she peered a him asif she were seeing something in him for thefirst time. Then she
raised her eyebrows. "Maybe | do know," she said. " She's not like you. She's proud to be a Carescrian;
I've never known you to even mention it."

"Well," hesad, "I've been working on that.”

"Oh?" shereplied.

"Y es, xaxtdammit," he said. "1'm beginning to fed al right about being a Carescrian. But I'm
also—probably foremost—an Imperia. One who just happens to come from Carescria, that's all.
Believe me, the two of us have talked about this a couple of times."

Tissaurd reached across the table and took his hand. "I'm glad to hear that, my future lover," she



sad. "I've never questioned your 'Imperidity,’ if such aword exigts, | can't think of anybody who
does—except somebody like Puvis Amherst. For xaxt's sake, with two Imperia Cometsto wear and
connections al the way to the throne, you are unquestionably an Imperid, Wilf Brim. But thereis il
one big difference between the two of you—that has nothing to do with what you've got between your
respectivelegs.”

"And that is?'

"Eve Catier isfindly proud her homeis Carescria”

"Who says I've got an exclusive on this'no-home' business?’ Brim demanded. "I can't remember
you ever taking about your home.”

She laughed softly and touched hisarm. "It's because I've never |eft my home, Wilf Brim," she
sad.

"I don't understand,” he replied. "1 thought you were born in the Lampson Provinces.”

"l was" shesad with alittlegrin.

"Thenwhy isit | never hear you talk about them?'

"Because we left there before | wasayear old,”" she explained—then frowned. "Wilf Brim," she
sad after amoment. "'l don't think you spent much time with the personnel records when we served
together or you'd know I'm aFleet brat—both my mother and father were Blue Capes. The Fleet'smy
home, and I'm proud of it. Y ou, on the other hand, act asif you have no homeat dl."

"That's damn near the sameway Evetaks."

"Hmm. Themore | hear about that woman, the more | like her—in spite of her damned long
legs”

"| suppose that next you're going to tell methat I'm londly,” he said.

"No," shesaid. "I'll asmply remind you that | said those words ayear ago when we were of f
somewhere in space aboard old Sarfury.”

Brim nodded. "I guess | do remember that,” he said.

"The more you ignore who you are, the more you're going to insulate yourself,” shesaid. "You
know, Carescrids pretty well thought of these days.”

"When | gtarted in the service, it wasthe other way "round, believe you me," he said.

"Oh, | know dl that," she said. "But years of war and people like you, Cahoun, and that damned
long-legged Cartier have gone along way toward changing that attitude forever.”

"It's not been that easy to forget,” he said, redlizing immediately that he was being forced down
the very sameroad he'd traveled recently with Eve Cartier. ™Y ou weren't mere at the Helmsman's
Academy when | was. Y ou didn't have to put up with awhole Fleet full of Puvis Amherstswho trested
you like dirt no matter how well you did." He ground histeeth. "It wasn't easy to be a Carescrian those
days, and now it's hard to forget."

"But denying Carescria, you direct the anger | just heard againgt the Carescrians
themsalves—not the people who made trouble for you."

"l know," hesaid. "Shetold methat, too."

"Did she also tell you it'sthat same anger that makes you lonely?* she asked.

"No," he admitted. "She didn't. But then, who's to say you're right? Maybe anger hasn't anything
todowithit."

"'It,"" shesad, snatching a hisword. "Then you admit that you're alonely man, do you?'

Flustered, Brim shook his head and prudently decided to sidestep the wholething. "No," he said.
"I admit to nothing except that I'll soon be too heavy-lidded to get mysdlf back to the shuttle sation.” He
grinned. "How about alift to the Heet base on Lake Merain in that finagled skimmer of yours?”

"All right, Skipper,” Tissaurd said in resgnation, "I'll drop it for now. Hang ontill | pay the bill
and... sop off intheloo."

"I'll bethe one snoozing in thelobby," Brim said, thistime only hdf in jest. He had arather deadly
war waiting for him, and desperately needed at |east afew metacycles deep to ready himsdlf for it.

* % %

It waslate when they pulled up in aparking lot, some distance from a portable gravity pad where



the Night Watch shuttle tested its mooring in the damp autumn breeze coming off Lake Mersin. Most of
the other small craft had long since departed. As she set the gravity brake, she smiled at him and opened
the door. "I'll walk you to your ship,” she said, "I wouldn't want you to fall adeepinthelot here.”

Brim smiled. "I'm sorry | wasn't better company on the ride out here," he said. "I'm smply worn
out—physicdly and mentaly."

"Y ou're always good company, my ex-Skipper,” she said, taking his hand and starting acrossthe
concrete gpron. " Sometimes, you don't aways need to talk.”

"Thanks," he said smply. He appreciated her, too.

Halfway across, she paused for amoment to look around, then drew him into the shadow of a
largetool crib. "About that dessert, Captain Brim," she said with an impish little smile. "Still interested?”

Hefrowned. "Dessert?" he asked, then he closed hiseyes and smiled. "Oh, Y ou mean?..."

Looking directly into his eyes, Tissaurd opened her Fleet cloak. Beneath, she wore only crimson
briefs.

"Good grief,” Brim muttered. He had often fantasized about the diminutive officer, who had
once—jokingly?—reveded her bosom to him in adim, crowded bar. But hisimagination had done her
little justice. She was absolutely gorgeous. Her prominent breasts stood out like those of awoman half
her age, tipped with the tiny, dark brown nipplesthat had never redly faded from his mind's eye. She had
achunky torso, and though her legs were certainly short compared to Eve Cartier's, they were perfectly
proportioned to the rest of her—at least what he could see of them above her high-hedled boots.

Pushing aside the Fleet Cloak, he embraced her nakedness and—for the first time—kissed her
asawoman. Instantly, an overpowering thrill pierced him to hisvery soul. Even her bregth tasted of
passion as she thrust her tongue again and again into his open mouth. "Nadia," he whispered after atime.
"Y ou are magnificent.”

"So areyou, Wilf Brim," she gasped, pushing him to an arm'slength. "And | definitely do want to
keep you dive, so we are going to have to end thisvery quickly."

Brim nodded. Roused as he was, he knew fatigue would catch up with him al too soon.

"Y ou haven't touched me, yet," she said, glancing down at her crimson briefs.

"Will you take those off for me?' he asked.

Without aword, she bent down and did them to her ankles, stepping daintily out of each leg
hole. Then she stood, waiting while she held her cloak open to reveal agrest triangle of dark thatch.
"Now, my sexy Carescrian,” she said. "So you don't forget that we have adate in bed someday..."

Dumbfounded, he stooped while shetook his hand and, crouching dightly, did it to her crotch
where hisfingers wereimmersed in averitable puddle of thick, warm liquid.

She gasped for amoment as he explored more deeply, then once more covered his mouth with
hers, gently probing with her tongue while her breathing became more and more strenuous. Abruptly, she
dtiffened and pushed him away. "No more!" she panted, drawing her legstogether and rolling her pelvis
amog violently. "Not until you areredly in me."

Heart thundering in hisears, Brim ground histeeth while he fought his own near eruptionto a
standdtill. "Sweet, Holy Mother of the Universe," he whispered in weak-kneed awe of the passion the
tiny woman had managed to soke within him.

After awhile, she drew her Feet Cloak closed and smiled again. "Just remember next time, Wilf
Brim," she gulped, "that | prefer to take a lot longer getting thiswet. Passonislikeafineold Logish
Meem—to be savored, not downed inasinglegulp.”

"Il remember,” Brim said.

"| trust you will, Skipper," she said. Then she turned and pecked him on the cheek. "Now, just to
be certain that we eventudly do get to have our fun, I'm going to suggest that from here you walk
directly to the shuttle.” As she pushed him forward, she whispered, "one of these days, Skipper..."

He blew her akiss as he started across the tarmac. "One of these days, Number One," he
whispered back.

If helived that long...



CHAPTER9
Hope

Brim never did remember how he managed to find hisway once he reached FHeetPort 30. But
early inthe Dawn Waich, he wasjarringly awakened in his own bunk by wailing srensand groggily
donned his battlesuit while he ran for the boarding tube. By working the clock around, 610's mechanics
and engineers had kept their promise to muster eight more-or-less flyable Starfuries, including one for
him—battered old R6495, He arrived at the ship just after Barbousse. The remainder of thetired
darsailors dragged themsel ves aboard within the next few moments, and they had the ship well away
from the satdllite before the day's Firgt raids began. Brim was still gulping down hisfirst searing cup of
cveeese while he maneuvered into position for hisday'sfirst intercept.

They met thair first Leaguers some eighteen thousand c'lenyts awvay from the Triad—thirty
ydlow-nosed Gorn-Hoff 262-Es running well below LightSpeed at about the same altitude. Asthe
Leaguers curved around to meet them, Brim ordered his shipsinto line astern, then turned for an
intercept. He dropped the nose of his Starfury and could almost fed the first Leaguer Helmsman pushing
forward on his own controlsto bring more disruptersto bear. In the next moment, he hauled back hard
and led his seven battered veterans over the Leaguersin a steep, climbing turn to the left. Goreman
loosad asalvo at the leading Gorn-Hoff, which immediately did ahaf roll—directly into the kill zone of
Makira Cristobol's D7192, flying just off Brim's port side. Her gunners must have fired at full deflection,
but they did it well. In the corner of hiseye, Brim saw the big Gorn-Hoff give off acrimson jet of
radiation fire, then it flicked out of sight.

After only afew cycles of furious action, the Leaguers turned and made off a a dead run toward
Effer'wyck. Shortly afterward, however, reports began to flood in that FleetPort 30 was under attack
again. By that time, Brim and his squadrons were too far away to assist in the satdllite's defense, so dl he
could do wasto listen helplessly as the damage reports camein.

When hefindly led hisragged little squadron home, he could see the damage along way off.
Temporary blue pressure patches glared everywhere among the large areas of gray residue from
radiation fires. The Bored antennafield was now reduced to blackened stumps mounted on skeletal
remains of what used to be the new communications room. Fully athird of the docking tube had been
destroyed. The great satellite had acquired atattered look, and it wasimmediately clear to seethat only a
sngle squadron could continue operations from its reduced facilities.

Brim made the decision to stay on with Moulding, and directed Aram to take his Defiantson
spinward where he could double up at nearby FleetPort 41. Then he ordered every remaining man and
woman to the job of repairing the base, and before the end of Twilight Watch, therewas not asingle
opening to be seen in the structurally sound parts of die satellite. Pressurization tests were under way by
early morning while severa unexploded torpedoes were marked off, and the patched boarding corridors
were given acoat of bright yellow paint. Thusit wasthat by evening there wasllittle to show for the
Leaguers accurate shooting. The rapid mending represented even more proof that the Leaguers were
heading toward ultimate failurein their efforts to wipe out the FHleetPort orbital bases. If, the dog-tired
Imperia defenders could hold out long enough for that failure to occur.

* k%

Next day, however, the TSIB contained a chilling report: for thefirst timein nearly three weeks,
Defense Command had |ost more ships than the Leaguers—fourteen to fifteen. Moreover, the number of
operationa Imperid starships had aso declined: from 701 to 690 in asingle day. Five crews had been
lost completely and another eleven nearly decimated. Even more darmingly, sgnsof theterrific strain on
the crews were beginning to show up in accidents and deaths from faulty judgment brought about by total
exhaugtion. That afternoon, flying one of the base hacks, even Brim had a serious near misswhen he
amogt collided with afreighter during atakeoff run from Lake Mersin. Clearly, both men and machines
werergpidly gpproaching their physicd limits.

But in the very face of looming disaster, Brim's overall assessment of the war remained



optimistic—especialy concerning Leaguer starship crews. They were now exhibiting amuch greater
tendency to turn tail when attacked, in great contrast to their earlier performances, when they pressed the
war with utmost determination. Clearly, morae was beginning to sag in Effer'wyck. He thought about
what held heard concerning Kirsh Vaentin, his old adversary—and arguably one of finest warriorsin the
enemy camp. If someone of his cdiber was disllusioned about the war, what could the Situation be
among lesser individuals?

* * %

During the Evening Watch, Onrad stormed through on one of hiswhirlwind inspection and
confidence-building tours. Before he piped off, hetook Brim aside in his office where he told of a
worrisome report from Calhoun warning that the Imperial Fleet might run out of crewsif the League
continued its attacks. "What's your take?" he asked, perching on the comer of Brim's desk and frowning.
"I want to check thisinformation with somebody who's actively involved in thefighting.”

Brim frowned. "Wdll, Y our Mgesty," he mused, looking bleakly at his boots, "V oot knowswe
have no complaints about the replacement situation. We get new ships and crews asfast aswe lose
them, But if something doesn't give pretty soon, you could run out of veterans. It's brutal out there."

Onrad pursed hislipsand nodded. "I can seethat, Brim," hereplied. "In the years I've known
you, | have never seen you look so utterly tired—not even back at old Gimmas Haefdon during the last
war." He stared off into another time and place, clearly finding it difficult to choose the right words.
"People in the streets below see you Blue Capes through athick pane of romance.” he said with a
grimace. "But by the very Universe, it must be hideousfighting for your very life every cycle of every
day.”

"I planto survive," Brim said, mustering up the most confident look he could manage.

"Y ou'd better, Brim," the Emperor replied. "I'm persondly counting on your surviva—aong with
many of your colleagues.” He paced the floor for amoment. "'In spite of Cahoun'sworries—which |
appreciate,”" he added forcefully, "we have every right to be damned well satisfied with our present
results. I'm tempted to ask the old rascal why the enemy should continue attacks on this heavy scdeif it
doesn't represent something like his maximum effort—uwhile our Fleet gets sironger with every passing
day." He pointed a stubby finger a Brim. "And don't forget, my Carescrian friend, thislittle talk isn't
intended as mora e-boosting propaganda. I'm saying these words in the seclusion of your office—not on
some public broadcadt. | redlly believethem...”

Later, however, soon after Onrad departed for FleetPort 11, Brim found time to read a specia
intelligence bulletin warning that the Sodeskayans now predicted still another changein Leaguetactics.
And the |atest reconnai ssance starships were reporting that even more League attack ships had arrived at
forward basesin Effer'wyck. With dl that good news, he found it quite difficult to take much comfort in
the Emperor's optimistic words—especidly since nothing had arrived from Ursis concerning the captured
crysas. If Defense Command didn't stop the Leaguers attacks soon, there wouldn't be much Empire left
to defend.

All through the next Dawn and Morning Watches, Leaguer media broadcasts showed fat
Admira Hoth Orgoth grandly touring the occupied City of Courtsin Effer'wyck during atop-level
conference with his Wing Commanders. Brim watched from what remained of the FleetPort 30
wardroom. Newscasters could only speculate about precisaly what was being discussed at the highly
publicized conference, but Brim was somehow certain it had to do with the changein strategy the
Sodeskayans were predicting.

Throughout the three days that followed, League raiders continued their savage attacks on
Imperid Fleet Starbases, and late on 5 Nonad, Triannic himsalf made an unusual speech from the grest
stadium that had been built for the Mitchell Trophy races afew years back. Brim expected it would be
another round of chest thumping, but no sooner had the tyrant mounted the podium (before at least hdf a
million cheering Leaguers) than heloudly began to inveigh againg the Imperid counterraids that Onrad
had personally ordered on the Leaguer capital. They were occurring with ever-increasing frequency and
must have resulted in serious pressure on his minion, Hoth Orgoth, who had bragged publicly—on a



number of occasions—that enemy starshipswould never fly abovethe city.
* k%

The seventh of Nonad began with nearly 170 Leaguer starships aiming for FleetPort 30 and
bases nearby, but Starfuries and Defiants put up such afight that little damage was done at all.
Mysterioudy, the Leaguers gppeared unwilling to presstheir attacks with anything that approached their
former determination. It seemed strange to Brim that such consummate warriors would dack off before
they accomplished any of their stated objectives—especialy that of crippling FleetPort satellites. More
logicaly, he surmised, they were probably flying cover while they practiced other, more depredating
activitiesto come, although he was hard-pressed to fathom what they might be.

That night—Avaon's night—the city was ddiberately fired on (among anumber of other targets
throughout the Triad). Sixty-eight heavy attack shipswith a huge escort raided the great space harbor,
inflicting magor destruction over awide area. Afterward, as Brim exhaustedly warped his Starfury into a
repair dock—he had taken five hits during afurious dogfight with five Gorn-Hoff 262s—he could see
huge fires blazing on the dark surface below, but compared to previousraids, the attack had been amost
inconsequentia, and once more carried out in alackluster fashion. When the last Leaguers had faded
from the BKAEW displays, he climbed into his bunk with strange premonitions, unable to shake his
morning conviction that these strange raids were not at dl the best efforts of a superb war machine like
Triannic's. For hismoney, the Leaguers were merely keeping up the pretense of war while they prepared
something they felt would be alot more virulent.

* * %

According to the next morning's TSI B, fighting the previous day cost twenty-three Imperia
garships, but at the same time the Leaguerslogt thirty-five. And Defense Command now had atotal of
694 operationa starships, 2 more than they started with the previous day. As Onrad perceived early on,
the Imperials were operating in superb fashion, in spite of their chronic stress and fetigue.

However—at |east for Brim—the good news was completely overshadowed by communiqués
reporting thefal of Ordu. He ground histeeth as he imagined arrogant troopers from The Torond
parading along the ancient sireets. And after the parades... He shuddered to think about that and thanked
the very universe that Raddismaand his child were safein Atalanta—or at least as safe asthey might be
anywhere during the kind of war the L eaguers were spreading throughout the galaxy....

During the next few metacycles, Leaguer activity near Avalon dwindled and soon ceased
completely. After the BKAEW had been completely clear for more than two metacycles, al Imperia
killer shipswere ordered back to their FleetPorts. Again, Brim found himsdlf in aquandary asto the
Leaguers intentions. It didn't take a Drive scientist to figure out that if they kept blasting at the FleetPorts
long enough, they'd eventudly put Defense Command out of business—for no other reason than there
would be no more bases from which to operate. And with the fall of FHuvanna's capita, whole fleets of
L eaguer ships could soon be added to the effort; even their dowest attack cruisers required no more than
eight or nine daysfor the trip from Ordu.

Acrossthe 'Wyckean Void in Effer'wyck, however, it turned out that nothing had stopped at
all—except the actual raids. Imperia reconnai ssance ships were soon reporting that Occupied
Effer'wyck had become alitera beehive of activity—more than 600 attack ships and nearly 650 escort
killer shipswere being prepared at afurious pace dl over the prostrate dominion.

In the midday TSIB, Sodeskayan Intelligence Command was quoted as having intercepted
numerous L eaguer operational ordersissued to Effer'wyckean squadrons. Many of these began, "In the
evening of the twelfth day of Nonad, the League Space Arm will conduct amajor strike againgt target
Loge." The Bearswere not certain what "Loge" stood for, but their guesswas Avalon.

The Imperials agreed. So did Brim. That was what Orgoth was practicing for....

* * %

During the | ate afternoon that day, Nergol Triannic and Rogan LaKarn tied up al KA'PPA
channesfor haf ametacycle to announcetheir "joint” victory in Fluvanna. But more importantly, at the
same time as the broadcasts—by design or by chance, Brim wondered—initia waves of some 150
Leaguer shipsarrived over Avaon City, catching many of the defending squadrons unprepared. Soon



afterward, another 150 starships arrived on their hedls, circling dowly—amost mgjesticaly— ‘round and
'round the great metropolisin perfect formation. Then, in a series of devastating waves, they attacked.

On the surface, tremendous explosions erupted everywhere while more League formations
approached. They came arrogantly in pardld lines, about two or three clenyts apart, with Trodler and
Kreissa battleships escorted by GH 270Asflying close behind them. Thundering above the city center,
they banked, then flew back over the space harbor on Lake Mersin. Moments later, murderous disruptor
fire landed on the vast gravity pool areas and among crowded housesin the streets beyond. And unlike
their rather deceitful performance in many of the more recent raids, the L eaguers were now pressing for
their targetswith their old determination. Moreover, the prodigious marksmanship the crystals afforded
them was having adevadtating effect below. Ashe chased one Trodler TR 215 nearly dl the way to the
surface, Brim could see that whole suburbs appeared to be burning. By early evening, avast white cloud
of smoke—easily visible from orbit—covered the sprawling space-dock area, tinged black at the edge
with flameslicking at its base. While the planet'slight/dark terminator dowly worked itsway to spin
ward, the smoke turned into aheavy overcad, lighted from below by the raging fires.

* * %

Jugt after darknessat haf amillion irasatitude, Brim was climbing back from alow-level
dogfight (during which both he and Goreman had lost a GH 262 againgt the ground clutter) when he
found a squadron of Defiants flying in sections of stepped-up threes, but with no rear guard. He joined
in—and moments later learned the truth of the old warning "beware of afight 'gaingt thelight.” Hewas
making sweeps from side to side and peering earnestly into the rearview display when from out of the
blinding Triad—and dead astern—disrupter flashes began sparkling dong his port pontoon.

While shouts of pain and surprisefilled the voice circuits, he ground histeeth and curved sharply
onto a spin, smultaneoudy ordering Norgate, the COMM operator, to KA'PPA warning to the Defiants.
Having apparently lost his assailant, he called for a damage estimate and started to climb again. But even
before Chief Kondrashen could cal back with an evauation, flames began to pour from the pontoon, and
soon the control-bridge environmenta system began to disgorge whiffets of rank-smelling smoke, asif
entirelogic systems had melted.

Ordering the lifeglobes activated, he warned the crew they might need to abandon ship, then
started for FeetPort 48 where there was an extensive repair facility. Soon, however, he redlized he
wasn't going to make that either—he had the gravs running at full boost and was till losing dtitude
seadily. By the same token, whenever he attempted even adight turn, something inthe hull set up a
frightening vibration that made amockery of his navigation systems. The only choicesremaining to him
wereto order the crew out in lifeglobes—arisky thing at low dtitudes—or put the ship down on Lake
Mersin, which he could just make out ahead, reflecting the light of the burning city. Theradio wasno
longer any help. Like hisKA'PPA, it was now usdless, having degraded to a cacophony of cracking and
whigtlings. He bit hislip while he gathered himsdlf for the miracle he would have to accomplish were heto
et the ship down without losing more lives man he dready had.

When he reduced power to the gravs, the vibration gradualy diminished. Hed clearly caught
additiond bursts near the steering engine, athough the damage-control teams had yet to report it.
Outside, one of Avalon'sfour satdllites had risen and seemed to be rolling over a suburban landscape
submerged in clouds of smoke. Somehow, his mind turned to Eve Cartier—if she were even dive after
the day's battles. How wonderful it would be to be comforted by that beautiful, gentle woman with whom
he shared so much. He had a crazy, desperate urge to put his cheek to her nurturing breests...

Dragging himsdlf back to redlity, he set course for the conflagrations dong the Mersin waterfront,
following the banks of the Grand Achtite Cand. For long moments, he concentrated on his readouts, they
seemed to have gone haywire. Hisfaithful alies—radio dtimeter, attitude indicator, pressure, and
temperature all mocked him with zero readings.

"Attention al hands! Attention al hands," he warned over the blower—amost asif someone else
were saying the words. "All hands prepare for crash landfal. Secure airtight doors and set battlesuits for
minimum freedom. Repeet. Secure airtight doors and set battlesuits for minimum freedom.”

The Grand Achtite Canal blazed with lurid reflections of the fires ahead as Larkin, the COMM



officer, tried six different radio frequencies. He called the Mersin Fleet Base and even FeetPort
30—with no answer. Everything appeared to be burned out; no radio, no identification, no recognition
lights. In moments, the city's anti-starship disrupters would open up on him—they'd be tracking him now,
waiting for the last possible moment before firing. Anything aslow as he was might aswell beafriendly in
trouble. If they only knew!

Then, with agreat thumping, the gravs seemed to lose most of their remaining power—clearly a
second massive control center failure. Now he wasn't going to make it to Lake Mersin by any stretch of
theimagination. He would haveto ditch in the canal!

Abruptly, the sky around him came dive with light aswhat must have been every disrupter inthe
areaopened up a him. Universe! Couldn't the deaf bastards below recognize the sound of Admiralty
gravs? Heturned on hislanding lights—miraculoudly, those worked—then wobbled over what gppesred
to beamilitary ingtdlation of some kind, waggling the Starfury’s pontoonsto show hewasin difficulties
and...

At lagt! Thefiring stopped and moments later athousand cana-side sireet lamps blazed into
glorious brilliance. No more than a clenyt ahead was one of the cand's turning basins—a most as good
asavector on Lake Mersin.

Mechanicaly he started his approach—a quick one with forty-five degrees of lift modification.
The Starfury responded duggishly. He concentrated hiswhole being on bringing the mangled ship—and
what remained of her plucky crew—to asafelandfal. Ordering al nonessential systems shut down
immediately, he leveled off between the two rows of street lamps whizzing past the Sde Hyperscreens.
At al costs, he had to remain cam—no matter how much adrenaline histired body had pumped into his
bloodstream. A lump in histhroat threatened to stifle him... careful... mustn't let her dip off the gravity
foot now! Ahead, the street |lamps suddenly widened into the turning basin. Gingerly, hetried to set her
downinthefirst few iras past the mouth. A tiny tow barge flashed under the starship's belly, and for one
wild moment, Brim could see through the eyes of its crew as his huge starship thundered out of nowhere
only irals above their mastheads.

"All hands," hewarned over the blower—asif they didn't know what was coming. "All hands set
battlesuits for minimum freedom and prepare for immediate crash landfall..."

Now or never! Herammed down the noseto lift the tail and with the steering engine ddliberately
stuck the ruined starboard pontoon in to take up some of the shock. Perhaps that would prevent him
fromturning over.

On impact, Brim's veteran Starfury smashed down with al its twenty-seven thousand milstons
displacement. At firg, there was aterrific shock. The huge machine bounced up, hurtling him painfully
agang hisregtraints and the Side of hisrecliner. A great expanse of hullmeta tore off the bow and passed
within daggers of the top Hyperscreens. The pontoon separated with a deafening, shrieking
pandemonium. Ingtinctively, he crossed hisarmsin front of hisfaceplate. A second terrific scraping
screech and the whole Universe outside disappeared behind towering walls of water. Then came ajolt of
such violencethat he broke through his restraints, thumbing his own battlesuit to minimum freedom even
as he smashed headlong into the instrument pand. The Universe dissolved into a sheet of red
pockmarked with glittering points of light.

Then silence. Sudden—stunning—silence that lasted aslong astheinitia shock. After that, the
voice circuits again filled with cries of pain and terror. Through the cracked Hyperscreens, Brim could
see that the Starfury had come to rest nose down and canted steeply to port. He pushed hisway out of
his recliner and carefully stood with one foot on the arm and the other on the deck, peering around in the
dim light of the ship's emergency lighting syslem. Many of the bridge crew were dready making their way
aft toward the companionway hatch, but anumber of ill forms remained dumped at their consoles.
Opening hisvisor for amoment, he could smell the ship burning somewhere, and a bright flickering light
was already reflecting from the water—only afew irals below the port Hyperscreens. Not that there was
much to burn on a Starfury, but as the collapsium-96 hullmeta "uncollapsed” in the presence of oxygen,
the terrific heat generated tended to set everything around it ablaze, too. He shut his visor and began to
follow the others &ft toward the companionway over and around the consoles that only afew metacycles



ago seemed to have been so cleverly placed. He stopped at anumber of "occupied” consoles, but
managed to rouse only one other soul, whom he pushed groggily before him.

Abruptly, the companionway hatch burst open, and at least ten figuresin battlesuits burst into the
ruined bridgein front of awhite-hot brightness. Trapped by thefire! In the lurid flickering, he could see
that the last one through the hatch was Barbousse—who immediately dammed it shut and dogged it tight.

"Cap'm Brim," he shouted—silencing the clamor that now filled the voice circuits, "isthat you?"

"Itis, Chief," Brim growled from his headset. "L ooks like the companionway isn't an option
anymore.”

"Right you are, Sir," Barbousse replied. "An' thisbridge won't bein acouple o' cycles, either.
Firesredly spreadin’ back there—fast."

Brim turned, started retracing his path to the forward end of the bridge. "Gotta take out a
Hyperscreen pand,” he said, looking around for something—anything—to use as atruncheon. A globular
display had come loose on impact and lay smashed againgt the forward bulkhead near hisfeet. Grasping
its heavy metal base, he climbed back into his dizzily canted seat and began to smash againgt the quarter
pand. Itsthick crystal was cracked in anumber of places, but it stubbornly resisted his blows. Again he
hit it. And again. Abruptly, alurid brilliancefilled the bridge—the radiation fire had claimed the &ft
bulkhead. Desperately, he smashed at the Hyperscreen again. There were only afew moments until they
dl fried intheir battlesuits.

"Cap'm," Barbousse sad. "Can | try?'

Shaking from his efforts, Brim climbed out of the seet. "Giveit ago, Chief," he panted.

"Aye, Sr," Barbousse said. Raising the blast pike held been carrying, he effortlesdy blasted the
crystd fromitsframeinamids of glittering shards. Then with the butt of the powerful wegpon, he
carefully smoothed off the jagged edges that remained in the frame. "A little noisy," he observed, ushering
the survivors out and into the water, "but there's nothin' better than ablast pike for openin’
Hyperscreens.™

Brim had to chuckle in spite of himsdlf. ™Y ou make quite apoint there," he said, waiting until the
big rating had exited before he took onelast ook around the bridge—the radiation fire was now only a
few irdsaway. He scrambled out onto the deck and jumped into the flame-lit water. As his battlesuit
bobbed him to the surface, he took one last ook at the Starfury, towering over him—a smoking,
crumpling skeleton that blazed gruesomely from stem to stern. Then he swam as quickly aspossibleto
the dimy stone breskwater of the turning basin where eager hands reached out and dragged him onto dry
land.

Around him, the greet city of Avalon wasaso in flames. Acrid smoke assaulted hisnodtrils as
soon as he opened his helmet while huge, pear-shaped bursts of flame rose up above the horizon of
blazing goods houses that surrounded the turning basin. Thunderous, deafening explosions erupted from
nearby disrupter hits and the heat on hisface felt asthough he were standing in an oven. Helooked at the
pitifully smal garnering around him while debris pattered and clicked to the pavement around him.

"What're we going to do?' someone asked shakily on the voice circuits.

Someone e sewas sobbing in hishelmet. "Thisis awful ," another groaned.

"Quit grumbling and fed thankful you've got battlesuitsto wear," Brim growled. "The Chief and |
are going to use oursto seeif we can help people who don't have them. | suggest the rest of you split up
into pairs and do the same. Well meet back here..." He checked the cheap timepiece he'd purchased to
replace the good one he'd lost in Effer'wyck. It was broken aready. "At dawn," hefinished. "Now get
snapping. All of you! The FHlegt isn't paying usto lollygag around watching fires. Got that?*

"Aye, Skipper..."

"Got thet, Captain."

"Seeyou a dawn, Captain.”

In moments, they were gone. Grimly, Brim nodded to Barbousse. "All right, Chief," he said, "let's
see what we can do." With that he began jogging along a street that was a better vision of Hell than the
worst gpparition that had ever dithered from the nightmares of ardligious zedot. The find raider departed
nearly sixteen metacycles after the attacks began, and for the remainder of hislife, Brim's dreamswere



haunted by the images of that lurid night filled with horror...
* k%

Asdawn cameto Avaon City on that first anniversary of the Imperia declaration of war, the sky
remained nearly dark with heavy layers of smoke. Everything sill appeared to be blazing, and it seemed
asif thevdiant, dl-night efforts of the Imperid fire brigades had amounted to nothing at al. AsBrim and
Barbousse wearily returned to the ship with singed and blackened battlesuits, they watched men, women,
and children begin to emerge from their holesinto the gray, smoke-filled morning. Nothing seemed to
have escaped the Leaguers fury.

They werethe last to reach the crash site, though it wasinarguably clear that the other members
of the crew had likewise spent the night asssting the stricken city in any way they could. Threewere
missing, two of whom had seemingly disappeared from the face of the planet. The third waslast seen
entering aburning building moments before it collapsed. The ship itsaf had been reduced to apile of
twisted wreckage protruding avkwardly from the turning basin some two hundred irals from the seawall.

Brim led the battered little group on foot nearly ten clenytsto the Lake Mersin Fleet Base, where
he immediately checked in with FleetPort 30 and set up return transportation for himsdf and his crew.
The Leaguers would surely return—as soon as they possibly could. And after he saw what kind of
damage they could cause, he was anxious to get back behind the helm of a Starfury again. Hehad a
number of persona accounts to settle, and he wasn't at al selective about which Leaguers began to pay.

Unfortunately—at least in Brim's way of thinking—as soon as his whereabouts became known,
Cahoun dispatched a staff skimmer to bring him to a specid Admiraty conference for Emperor Onrad.
But just asthe driver pulled up to the debris-strewn entrance to the skimmer pool, one of the seemingly
tireless reception aides shouted across the lobby, "Captain Brim—therésacal for you. Do you want to
takeit here?!

Brim nodded and signaled the driver to wait, then strode across the lobby to abank of
HoloPhones. "Switch it to thisone, migter," he said, enabling the display and pressing the receive zone.
Immediately, atiny image of Eve Cartier appeared above the transceiver. Shelooked awful, asif she had
been crying dl night.

"Wilf?" she said through swollen eyes, "I'd heard you were down an' there were no survivors at
thewreck." Asshe spoke, her eyesfilled with tears and she buried her nose in alarge handkerchief.
"Thank the Universeyoureadl right,” she said muzzily. "I thought you were... deed.”

Brim bit hislip, touched to his very heart that someone cared that much about him. "I've got a
lang habit o' living, Eve" he said quietly with hisold Carescrian burr. " 'Tis made me quite indisposed
toward desth."

She blew her nose and took the handkerchief from her face. " Stay that way, my very specid
Carescrian friend. I'm afraid I've become exceptionally attached to you latdly."

"And | toyou, Eve" he admitted. "Theterrible thing is that we can't let ourselvesfed that way.
Our only chance of survivin' thiswar isto consder ourselves dready dead. Either that or stop fightin' an’
try to hide out somewhere safetill it's over.”

She nodded an wiped her eyes again. "The coward'sway out,” she whispered. "Neither o' us
could live that way either—that would be wor se than death.”

"Then don't—for Voot's sske—don't get attached to me." he said earnestly. "Not in the middle
of this madness, anyhow. Otherwise, you're liable to end up dead." He shut his eyes for amoment,
dlently grinding histeeth. "And," he added presently, "though I'm not attached to you ether, by the
Universeif I'm gill divewhen thiswar ends, | will bethen." He smiled while she blew her nose again.
"But in the meanwhile," he whispered behind hishand, "'I'll be glad to take your clothes off for
you—anytimeyou'd like."

Thistime, she smiled alittle, too. "Y oull do mare than just that, won't you?" she asked.

"Try me" hesad.

"I will," she promised, "next time were together. An' the next time after that, too. Whenever you
want me. Just be careful, Wilf Brim."

Brim glanced up asthe driver stepped into the lobby. "I'm coming,” he called across the [obby.



Then he looked at her inthe display. ™Y ou be careful, too, my beautiful friend—and may Fortune smile
on your every move."
"Smile, my foot," she whispered with awicked little smile. "I want him right here between my

legs

"I'm not so sure Fortunesamale,” Brim brokein. "But leave that part to me, anyway."

"Mmm," she said, blushing visibly. "Yes, you, er, certainly, ha acertain talent in that
department,”

"Those greet legshelp alot,” Brim replied with anod to the driver, who was now actively
indicating the door with hishead. "But I'm afraid I'm going to have to go now."

"Thanksfor being there," she said softly.

"Thanksfor cdling, Eve" hereplied.

She blew him akiss and the display went dark.

It took the driver nearly two metacyclesto pick hisway through the six cllenyts of rubble-strewn
dreetsto the Admiralty— normally afifteen-cycle drive. Avaon would never be the same again....

* * %

Before he was caled on to speak at the meeting, Brim discovered that the huge raid had
reawakened invasion jitters throughout the High Command and Onrad's War Cabinet. In Hagbut's view,
the tremendous disrupter bombardment was merely a softening-up operation. Cahoun, on the other
hand, was not at al certain that he agreed. In fact, his judgment was that with the new direction of the
war, luck had at last smiled on the hard-pressed Empire.

"Egad, man!" Hagbut barked out, clearly horrified by the Fleet Commander's point of view.
"Can you see what's going on out there? By Universe, those bloody Leaguers are now blindly
daughtering innocent civiliansright and left—even children! Have you no fedingsat al?'

Cahoun stood with agrim look on his handsome face, and ignoring the Emperor completely,
glowered down at the bantam Generd—who inadvertently shrank back in his chair.

"Yes, Generd," he answered quietly. "I ha seen outsde. The methodical Leaguers ha noo
switched their attacks from my vital FleetPortsto the citiesbelow,” he said. "An' you needn't tell me
aboot human sufferin’,” he continued. "'In the short run, it's clearly been increased a thousandfold. But the
important point is not the short run—wars aren't won in the short run. That sufferingisnot invain, for in
the long run, Orgoth's switch to attackin' the cities means an end to any chancethat Triannic's Deep
Space Fleet can achieve space supremacy by shuttin' down our FleetPorts. An'," he added sgnificantly,
"that very supremacy isvitd to any invasion plansthe Leaguers might have. In other words, gentlemen,”
he said, looking over the two tables of men and women seated in the small, underground conference
room, “today, we have begun winnin' thewar!"

After the meeting, Onrad separated himself from the circle of high-ranking staff officersand
ministers who normaly surrounded him at the door and took Brim by thearm. "Vduable input, this
morning, my Carescrian friend,” he said, leading the way down acorridor, "athough it's adamned shame
you had to be shot down to get those ingghts. Y ou lose many of the crew?"

"A littlelessthan haf. Y our Mgesty," Brim said. "And three of them werekilled helping out in the
city last night after we crashed.”

Onrad nodded. "I heard about your orders after the crash,” he said. "Those people of
yours—they did alot of good. So did you and Barbousse."

"Thank you, Your Mgesty," Brim said.

"Onceaganitisl who must thank you, Brim," the Emperor said. "Y ou and those people you
ordered into the flames were seen by alot of people. More than you—or they—can imagine. Most
people were afraid to come out of their holes. But because of the risks you and your crew took, literdly
hundreds of people in that devastated area know that somebody officid cares about them. That's
terrifically important, for there were far too few municipa firefightersto go around last night. And a
number of them were hurt or killed doing their duty, so we won't be able to muster even that many
tonight.”



"And there will bearaid tonight,” Brim added.

"According to the latest BKAEW reports,” Onrad said "the first waves are on the way even as
we speak.” By that time, they—and a hundred nervous-looking bodyguards, it seemed—had emerged
from atunnd onto one of the city streets nearby the Admiralty.

Everywhere around them there were red-eyed, filthy men and women clearing debrisfrom the
previousrad. They stopped in their tracks and stared as the Emperor peered at the destruction. Then,
suddenly they began to cheer. "Long live the Emperor!” they cried asif they were embarrassed for him to
see the devagtation in which they stood. "Long live Onrad the Fifth!™

Brim struggled to keep his emotions under control. By the Universe, he thought astears of pride
burned his eyes, the Leaguers would never tame these people. Never.

Suddenly, at his side Onrad put his military cap on the end of his scepter and twirled it around in
theair, belowing, "Are we downhearted?"

The Avaoniansreplied with arousing chorus of "No!" and "Never!"

Nor, Brim thought with asmile of pride, would the L eaguers ever tame the Emperor, ether. By
subjecting these people to such terror and havoc, Nergol Triannic had just madeit very necessary towin
the war he had started. For if eventualy helogt, thisraid had become the signature on desth warrants for
every city inthe League—and those of itsallies.

On the way back through the tunnel to Onrad's war cabinet room, the Emperor snapped his
fingers. "Oh, yes, Wilf," he said asif hewere smply passing the time of day, "that reminds me."

Brim wondered what "that" was, but amiably kept his slence, interested more in what the
Emperor was reminded of.

"Y ou remember that absolutely beautiful woman who serves as the Nabob's Principal
Consort—Raddisma, or some such silly name?”

Did he remember...?"Aye, Your Mgesty," hereplied, a painsto act asthough he were only
mildly interested, "I remember her.”

"Widl," the Emperor continued, "of al things, it turns out that the old rascd's got her
preggers—and she'sjust about at term. So | decided to move their government-in-exile hereto Avaon.”
He grimaced and shook his head. "I hope that doesn't turn out to be amistake." Then he shrugged and
looked at Brim, "It'stoo late to worry about any of that—they're due sometime tomorrow. | think you
met what's her name—Raddisma—during your daysin the IVG. Saved her life or something like that.
Anyway, | thought you might like to say hdllo when they arrive.”

Brim fdt hischeeksburn. "Er, | certainly would," he replied asthey emerged once again into the
Admirdty. "If I'm not flying," he added alittle guiltily.

"Good," Onrad said. "I'll have Colond Zapt leave you a message at FleetPort 30 when they
arive." Hegrinned. "Y ou can then consider yourself summoned to an urgent staff meeting here at the
palace by royd fiat. The meeting will be canceled by the time you arrive, but then—since you're aready
here—youll be required to visit the Huvannians. All right?"

"Thank you, Your Magesty,” Brim replied.

At that, Onrad peered across the floor toward a small armada of very important-looking people
bearing down at them. "Timeto play Emperor again,” he said, rolling hiseyes. "1t's how | earn my modest
living." Then hewinked. "But thejob'salot safer than dugging it out toe to toe with alot of bloody
Leaguers, whichiswhat you're going back to, my Carescrian friend. So | think I'll make the most of it.
I'll bein touch." With that, he turned and strode off across the great marble floor.

On hisway to the entrance, Brim thought about what the Emperor had called him—"my
Carescrian friend." Only weeks ago, that would have rankled him. A lot. Now? WEéll... he had to admit
that it didn't bother him abit. Cometo think of it, he rather liked the gppellation. Emperors usudly didn't
have Carescrian friends. And thisone did.

He smiled as he walked toward the transportation desk to find himself aride to the FleetPort
shuttle. Eve Cartier—and, in her own way, his old friend Nadia Tissaurd—had managed to have quite an
effect on hislife. He frowned. HEd never before let people tinker with hisinner workings. Wasit the
Universe that was changing—or wasit him?



* * %

Before he departed in the shuttle, Brim learned that the Leaguers had lost forty-one starships
during their savage attacks on the city, compared with only twenty-eight lost by the defenders during that
sametime period. Good news, by al estimations—but it did rankle him that he had personally piloted
one of those twenty-eight. He resolved there and then that he would make the Leaguers suffer greetly for
that particular indignity.

* * %

Clearly encouraged by their own propaganda, the Leaguers launched a second day of massve
raids againgt Avaon City shortly after dawn, causing considerable harm from thefirst shot onward.
Without an available Starfury to skipper, Brim could only watch helplessy, waiting for either replacement
shipsto arrive or another Starfury to be released from the maintenance hangar.

Neither occurred before the unscheduled arrival of alarge Sodeskayan starship...

Brim had been working most of the afternoon to whittle down agreet stack of documents
Barbousse earlier shunted to his"signature’ queue. It meant understanding—on an individua basis—such
war-winning items as"Budget Consderations for the Overuse of Gortam Sedant” in which hewasto
persondly report on how he would reduce FleetPort 30's consumption of the expensive Drive-chamber
sedant by at least twenty percent. Another required him to ponder "Unprofessional Sexud Practicesin
the Imperia FHeet," then produce along, complex report for ahighly voca group somewhere hafway
acrossthe galaxy. He had just opened still another document requiring areport on "Wardroom Hygiene
in the Storage and Preparation of Logish Meem Types," when the door burst open in acloud of Zempa
pipe smoke and Ursis burst excitedly into his office.

"Wilfooshka," he exclamed with agreat smile on hisface, "we can now trash Leaguer Sarshipsin
even more efficient ways man previoudy employed.”

Brim grinned and switched off hisworkstation—he'd get to those details when he wasn't so busy
trying towin awar. "Sounds like agreat pastimeto me, Nik," he said, shoving the chair in the direction of
hisold friend. "How're we going to bring thislittle trick off?'

"With Gorn-Hoff crystals,” the Sodeskayan said, stiraddling his chair seat and leaning his elbows
on itswooden back. "Little starship you brought home from Effer'wyck was red treasure chest—for us.
No wonder Leaguers were so interested in its destruction.”

"| takeit the crystal on theinstrument pand did have something to do with aming disrupters,”
Brimsad.

"Youtakeit right, my furlessfriend,” Urssreplied. "Crystaslike that have everything to do with
it, and are entirely responsible for their improved shooting. Bringing back that little ship may have been
very important to whole outcome of war."

"Universe” Brim said. "And it sat around herefor nearly aweek while the Leaguers were looking
for it everywhere”

"l know," Urgssaid with anironic grin. "But upon such smal vistations from Lady Fortune
sometimes turn the fates of whole empires.”

"I'll settle for some help with thisone battle,” Brim said.

Ursisfrowned. "May be not enough timefor that," he said, "but we shall see.”

Brim nodded. He understood. "' So how do the damn things work?* he asked. "Do the Leaguers
follow projected beamslike | think they do?'

"Y ou were right on the money with that guess,” Ursssaid. "Narrow KA'PPA beams, at that." He
laughed. "Here we thought our BKAEW gations were only new gpplications of KA'PPA technology in
Universe, but opposition had been hard at work, too—only on different tack."

"So how doesit work?' Brim demanded.

Urdsamiled. "Simply," he said, "like most worthwhile scientific breakthroughs. Asyou guessed,
crystalsare heart of special KA'PPA receivers hooked into navigational and gunnery systems. Back in
Effer'wyck, Leaguer controllers send three ultra-narrow KA'PPA beams that intersect on precise point at
which disrupters preset to certain focus should fire at target. Nobody knowswhat kind of transmitters
they use to project beams of such incredible accuracy, but they clearly work." He shook hishead. "At



any rate, aship carrying the crystal need only intersect one of three beams, then follow it to the point
whereit intersects with other two. Then they fire disrupters—with deadly accuracy you have dready

"Sothat'sit,” Brijn said. "Well, you said it was smple."

"Except for transmitters,” Urdssad. "Those have our greatest |aboratories baffled.”

"Not good,” Brim observed.

"For time being, not that bad, either,” Ursssaid.

"l don't understand.”

"Well," Ursis continued, "actudly, for present, al we need do is receive those sgnas—which we
can do thanksto crystas you brought home with you from Effer'wyck.”

"Crystds?' Brim asked. "I only brought one back, didn't I?"

"None of you looked inside crates strapped to deck in passenger cabin, did you?' Ursis asked.

"No." Brimreplied. "Wedidn't."

"Each crate contained ten of those crystas,” Urds explained, "Right now, we have three hundred
twenty of them—and aworkable breadboard of how to hook them up."

"Voot's beard,” Brim exclamed. "We did hit thejackpot, didn't we?" Then he frowned. "But
what's this about needing only to receive the sgnals. Don't we have to destroy the transmitters aswell ?*

"Absolutdy not," Ursssaid with agreat amile. "At least not for the present. We want to use the
system exactly the way it is—to our advantage.”

"I'd hoped you were going to say something along thoselines," Brim said with agrin. "Now, how
do you propose we do it?"

The Bear held up along, tapered index finger. "Simply, of course,” hesaid, "That iswhy | am
confident it will work."

"I'mdl ears" Brim sad.

For the next twenty cycles, Brim sat quietly while Ursis explained the plan he had developed to
counter the Leaguers new technological accomplishment. And aside from afundamental dependence on
the Leaguers own crystal receivers, the Sodeskayan's scheme depended on ol d-fashioned exploding
mines and space anchors as its basic e ements. The two had been combined to produce a sort of
self-propelled hybrid with enough raw explosive power to rip the belly out of a battlecruiser. Nothing
spectacular there; torpedoes had served the same function for more than athousand years—and at
HyperLight velocities. However, addition of acaptured crystal and receiver logic provided the
primitive-but-deadly hybrid package with ability to follow one of the Leaguers narrow-focused BKAEW
beams aswdl as accurately senseits intersection with the other two beams—where it would stop and
wait for acollison with one of Admira Hoth Orgoth's attackers. Cheaply manufactured and relatively
easy to transport, "L oiterers,” asthe Sodeskayans had come to name the mines, could inflict terrific
damage while assuming only ardatively easy passverole.

"That'swonderful,” Brim exclamed when Ursisfinished his explanation, and the Bear agreed.
Eventudly, the system would atogether deny the Leaguers of using their triangulation system—and utterly
devadtate their attack forces while they went through the process of discovering what was causing such
heavy losses. It wasthe kind of solution Brim had come to admire—inflicting the maximum punishment
on the enemy only when he attacked.

"One correction, Wilfooshka," the Bear said with agrimace. "Is almost wonderful

"l don't understand,” Brim said.

"Well," Ursssaid, "weve certainly got plenty space mines and anchors. Everywhere."

"Then?'

"Crydds" Urgssad. "They requiretimeto ‘grow’.” We won't have first shipment of completed
‘Loiterers, aswe cdl them, for at least one week—and then only trickle at first before necessary
thousands begin tofill supply pipeine.”

"That week could spell red trouble,” Brim said with agrimace. " | assume you're aware of
yesterday's sixteen-metacycles-long raid as well as one going on down there even aswe speak. Ina
week, there might be nothing to protect.”



"l understand,” Ursisreplied thoughtfully. "I've been in touch—as have many Sodeskayans. In
our way of looking at things, cities of Sodeskayawill be next to fed ondaught of Leaguers.

"Sorry, Nik," Brim said, putting a hand on the huge Bear's shoulder boards. "It'sjust that | was
down therein the city for most of the night after we got shot up. We're going to be in deep trouble if we
don't get something to counter that new accuracy of theirs."

"| did not mean to imply we have nothing,” Ursssaid. "Indeed, we have come up with effective
way for you to fight this menace. Just not so effective as new Loiterers—but dmost,”

"What'sthat?' Brim asked.

The Bear smiled. "Hasto do with three hundred or so crystals you brought home from
Effer'wyck, my furlessfriend. Islooking like you saved day in many ways."

"Huh?" Brim asked. "Three hundred-odd cobbled-up space mines are going to be swamped in
the kind of raids we're having now. How does that save the day?!

"How about if we mount them in certain Starfuries and Defiants—ones that will fly with Squadron
L eaders and"'—he added significantly—"Wing Commanders. Since your BKAEW satellites can predict
with some accuracy when enemy raids are coming—and even general area of target—you ought to be
able to do even more damageif you lead your squadronsto precisely where enemy shipswill gotofire
disrupters, | think you humans call it 'target practice,’ don't you?”'

Brim shook hishead. "Of coursel” hesaid. "Why didn't | think of that?"

"Y ou have had your mind on other thingslately,” the Bear answered, "like trying to stave off
invasion, save five occupied planets from destruction, and stay dive. Smal thingsin themsalves, but
time-consuming nonetheless.™

"Thanks, Nik," Brim said.

"Think nothing of it, friend Brim," Urdssaid.

"Er, when do we get sarted with theingtalations?' Brim asked. "Well need one for Toby
Moulding and one for Aram, & least.”

"And onefor Wilf Brim," Urss added.

"I hoped you'd say that," Brim sighed. "But when?"

"In starship docked outside is team of engineerswho are ready to start ingtallation whenever you
giveword."

"Y ou mean they've been waiting while we talked?'

"Wel, moreor less, Wilf," Urdssaid. "Isonly mannerly thing to do. Y ou are Base Commander,
after dl."

Brim shut his eyes. Sodeskayans! "Nik," he said softly as he could. "Theresa Starfury | often use
inthe repair bay even aswe speak. They can start on that one right now."

"Isgood,” Ursgssaid. "That must be one Chief Barbousse told us about when we arrived.
Engineering team has been working on that one sincewe arrived.”

"| thought you said they werewaiting."

"Oh, but they were," Ursis protested. "By now, ship will have been opened up. When you give
word, Voof! Ingalation begins...!"

Meanwhile, thefirst wave of raidsthat day accomplished little disruption to the Imperia war
machine, dthough Avaonian civilians did continue to suffer. And the second blow showed signs of poor
preparation—some attack ships arrived without killer cruisers and vice versa, with deadly consequences
for the attackers. The third—and main—blow was launched with some 150 attack shipsand killer
escorts heading for Avaon. They were hit twice by Starfuries and Defiants on the way but managed to
keep going until, nearing their target, they ran into asmall squadron led by Brim in thefirst
crystal-equipped Starfuries. At point, the daughter began. On the ingtant the Leaguersin Effer'wyck
switched on their target beams, Brim picked one up and quickly followed it to itsintersection. Then he
drew off haf aclenyt to smply orbit the point with al fourteen disrupters aimed and energized. Moments
later, abig Kreissdl 111-K cameflashing by and before it could even openfire, it virtualy disappeared in
afull Imperia broadside whose every disruptor was precisay on target!



With wild cheers echoing on the voice circuits—which he couldn't bring himsdlf to stifle—Brim
followed a second beam to itsintersection, then called in another Starfury to wait while he sought out a
third beam. Working rapidly, he managed to place another two Starfuries at intersections and arrived at
gill another just intimeto pick off a fifth Leaguer in agreat puffbal of radiation fire and spinning starship
parts, a which time the panicked survivorsfired at anything on the ground they could hit and ran for
home, spreading damage over awide area. For thefirst time since hisarrival in Avalon, Brim returned to
FleetPort 30 that evening with asmile on hisface. The Imperias had achance now. Tomorrow, at least
fifteen more squadron leaders would begin to operate with crystal beam receivers.

The ancient warship carrying FHluvanna's deposed Nabaob, his Consort Raddisma, and much of
their court, arrived over the city, making safe landfal only metacyclesfollowing the third raid. Someone
very influential among the Imperia High Command had ordered an unusualy large Imperia escort for the
old vessdl, and not asingle attack had been made against the strong convoy.

After aheadlong shuttle flight from FleetPort 30 to what remained of Grand Imperid Termina on
Lake Mersin, Brim arrived to meet his beautiful—very pregnant—one-time lover at the brow as she
disembarked onto the main concourse. However, it wasfirst necessary to wait until the "officia"
wel coming ceremonies were complete.

Firgt off the ship was Mustafa, the Nabob, who was met by Prince Onrad, members of hisWar
Cabinet, and Oodam Beyazh in an unsparing show of support for the deposed monarch. After speeches
by both Emperors, the roya entourage was forced to detour around high piles of debristhat seemed to
be everywhere, and the moment they had been bundled into their limousine skimmers, brigades of dusty
people restarted their noisy sweeping machines as they continued to keep the main thoroughfares clear.
Endlessthrongs of travelerswere il passing through the huge terminus with little regard for the war that
was raging around them, and any sustained interruption of the basic flow would smother the Empirein
certain economic defest.

When findly Petty Officer Cosa Tutti asssted Raddisma off the end of the brow, it wasthefirst
time Brim's eyes had met the Consort's since their considerably fecund one-night liaison in Brim's cabin
aboard I.F.S. Sarfury in Fluvanna. Even nearing the end of her term, Raddismawas beautiful—and
regd asever.

"Raddisma," Brim said, taking her hand, "you must be nearly dead after that long trip. How do
you fed ?*

Shesmiled wearily. "Extremely pregnant, Wilf Brim,” shesaid with atired little smile. "Our
daughter seems most anxiousto be born. A trait of impatience she most certainly has picked up from her
fether."

Brim grinned. "Certainly not!" he said with afeigned indignation.

Raddismatook hisarm asthey started dowly acrossthe littered marblefloor. "We shall see, Wilf
Brim," shesad. "Itisonly presentiment, of course, but | have afeding shewill beagreat ded likeyou."

"Shed at least better 1ook like her mother,” Brim said. "If she misses having the kind of beauty
she can get from you, shéll hate both of us—forever.”

Raddismagtared a him. "Am | ill beautiful, Wilf Brim?' she asked.

"Stll the most beautiful,” Brim said, looking into her glorious almond-shaped eyes.

"Even swollen as| am everywhere?!

"Perhaps even more beautiful,” he said. Then surreptitiously he patted her distended stomach.
"However," he added with alittle grin, "you may have some competitionin here.”

"| shall never compete with my daughter, Wilf," she said. "Whatever attributes | possess| gladly
bequesth to her." Then she looked into his eyes and her countenance grew dark. "Except thetitle of
Consort," she said. "May she never be awhore. It'sbeen agood lifefor me, I'll admit but, well..." She
pursed her lipsfor amoment. "l didn't have quitethe sart inlifel plan for her. Earning aliving on my
back—and other more athletic positions—placed me in aconsiderably better income bracket than the
oneto | wasorigindly accustomed.”

"I didn't know," Brim mumbled, searching for theright wordsto say.



"No," shereplied quickly, her little smilereturning, "1 shouldn't think you've had much experience
with whores™

"l meart, er..."

"I know what you meant, Wilf," she said, covering hislipswith a perfumed finger.

"No," Brim protested, "1 don't think you do."

"Oh?"

Brim placed his hand over hers as she held on to hisarm. "What | meant wasthat | would never
permit such athing to happen to my daughter.”

"My daughter,” Raddismasaid. ™Y ou contributed nothing but afew squirts of your semen.” She
grinned and blushed dightly. "Y ou contributed them magnificently, | might add, but sheis my daughter, as
| indicated in my |etter.”

Brim opened his mouth to chimein, but she continued on without interruption. "Remember, my
proud father-to-be," she said asthey waked through the crowded, dusty termind, "that Mustafa, the
absolute Nabob of Fluvanna, has accepted her asthe child of his seed. And that gives her quite a few
advantages neither of us could give her—alone or together. Besides, as| made quite clear in my
message, when | decided to keep those squirts of semen you provided, | aso vowed to absolve you of
any respongiility,” She laughed alittle. "You did, as| remember, ask mevery serioudy if you needed to
take any precautions—and | ddliberately told you that you did not."

"| gppreciatethat,” Brim interjected. "But what if | want some responsibility? It just so happens
that | kind of like theideaof having adaughter.”

"Y ou can have dl the respongbility you want, Wilf Brim," she said, "as her favorite'Uncle " She
shook her head. "Just what kind of afather do you think you would be when you spend most of your
timewhizzing around the galaxy?'

"Wdl..."

"Wl nothing," shesaid, wrinkling her nose and smiling happily. ™Y ou have no idea how
ddighted | am that you have ared interest in this'—she placed her hands on either sde of her distended
abdomen—"dtogether giant child. But unless something happens to me—or to Fluvanna—please don't
do anything that would affect her royd status. Maybe someday, along time from now, well tell
her—together. But not now. Besides. It would smply devastate Mustafato know that someone else has
shared my passion—and will again, as soon as my body isready.”

Thistime, it was Brim'sturn to blush—he could fed his cheeks burn.

She smiled; she couldn't escape noticing. 'Y es, my Carescrian lover,” she whispered, "even now
| can think of taking you between my legsagain.” By thistime, they had come to the main entrance where
aliteral caravan of chauffeurs and limousine skimmers waited at the curb to escort Mustafas court to
their new resdencein Avaon.

Brim took adeep breath. He'd never before met anybody like Raddisma—and didn't expect he
ever would again. "Do you know where you will be staying?' he asked.

"Yes," shesaid with an amazed look. "Mustafaand | are to be housed in the Royd Paace itsdlf.
Can you imagine that? Everybody elseisbeing put up a the Eubry House on the other side of town. This
Prince Onrad of yoursisastrange man." she added. "To my knowledge, no other refugee rulers—not
even the deposed Grand Earl of Effer'wyck—stays at the Royal Palace.”

"It'syou." Brim joshed. "Asaman of true taste, he enjoys|living under the same roof with one of
the mogt beautiful women inthe galaxy.”

"Oh, of course,” shesaid withasmile. "And I'm the only one who lookslike alarge sarship.”

Brim shook hishead. "Whenwill | seeyou again?' he asked.

Shelaughed. "My daughter and | have arather restricted socid schedule for the near future,” she
sad. "But | shall befree at least to dine whenever you happen to bein town.”

"I'll be back in acouple of days" Brim said, handing her into thefirst limousine. "I'll try to
messageyou fird."

Petty Officer Tutti winked as she followed her mistress through the door. "My regardsto Chief
Barbousse," she whispered.



"Hell be here tonight to receive them in person.” Brim replied under hisbreath. "I will personaly
send him on acritica misson to the paace. It will then be up to him to decide what the missioniisall
about."

Watching the limousine pull away from the curb and merge into the traffic winding though the
rubble-filled boulevard fronting the termina, Brim shook his head, very much impressed by the
Fluvannians unique accommodations. At least twenty royd refugeesfrom al over me gdaxy were
housed in much lesser circumstances al over the beleaguered city. Y et the hel pless, deposed of Nabob
of asmall domain hafway acrossthe galaxy and one of the Empire's best-known courtesans—pregnant,
no less—were on their way to livein the Imperid Paace itsalf. Somehow, he could see the fine hand of
Onrad indl of it—and Borodov: the old Sodeskayan knew about the baby. Nodding quietly to himself,
he began to understand how fortunate he was, and resolved that he would somehow make the Emperor's
largesse worthwhile.

As he rode the shuttle to FleetPort 30, hundreds of Imperid civilianslay dead and wounded in
the tormented ruins below—but less than half the raiders had managed to actually reach the city with their
weapons, and twenty-eight Leaguer starships had been destroyed in the attempt.

When the raids tapered off that night, reports showed that Defense Command had aso continued
to suffer. During the second day of raids on Avaon, nineteen Starfuries had been destroyed and Lord
Jaiswa's struggle to keep up operationa starship strength was becoming increasingly difficult: the total
had dropped to 659, the lowest in nearly amonth. Y et—at least so far as Brim was
concerned—advantage had absolutely shifted to the Empire, for the League was no longer concentrating
on military targets. Moreover, they were themsalves experiencing mounting casudties without effecting
commensurate damage to the Imperia war effort. Picking hisway across the temporary repairsto a
replacement Starfury that had arrived in his absence, he learned from Barbousse that she had been
patched together from the wrecks of three falen Starfuries. He shrugged. " Shélll do," he said with atired
grin."Shell do...."

CHAPTER 10
Loiterers

For most of the next two Standard Days, fierce gravity storms enabled Defense Command to
recover some of its expended strength. Leaguer activity was limited to reconnai ssance and isolated
ground attacks. No Imperial crewswere lost, and only one starship (areconnai ssance-configured
Defiant) was missing in an extra-violent scorm off Effer'wyckean border stars.

In fact, the second morning of this unexpected respite appeared asif it might just pass without
any Leaguer activity at dl. At midday (Avaonian Standard Time), however, Nergol Triannic KA'PPAed
aboastful persona message directly to the Imperia Paace that he would cdl off the continued
bombardment of Avaon if Onrad would Ssmply step down and turn the reins of government over to the
representatives of the League.

Afterward, Ursisreported at a broadcast staff meeting that the Leaguers believed they had
everything necessary in placefor thelr invas on—except, asusud, control of space. Triannic had made
hislittle oration at the request of his High Command— minus Hoth Orgoth. They wanted to seeif their
god could be reached by substituting alittle bluff for the large number of starshipsthat it now appeared
would be redigtically necessary to tame the Empire's apparently indestructible Defense Command. Ursis
added, however, that barring successin that forlorn endeavor, Triannic still maintained persona hopes
that Orgoth's huge raids on Avaon might also play adecisiverolein thewar, possibly coercing the
Empire to capitulate without the necessity of invason.

For thefirg time, the Sodeskayan intelligence community openly caled Triannic'sthinking
"confused.”

Latein the day, some 150 attack ships madeit through dackening stormsto inflict heavy damage



on al partsof Avaon City. At the sametime, however, Imperia Attack Command launched another of
itsown radsagaing Tarrott, thistimeleveling the city's prized Great Civic Termina and blowing both
damson Lake Tegler while Brim and anumber of volunteersflew raids on concentrations of invason
forcesin Effer'wyck. It was extremely dangerous to attack there because of the tremendous
concentrations of enemy killer shipsaswell asthe paucity of Imperid starships available for long-range
escort duty. Nevertheless, not only did the Imperial raiders raise considerable havoc among the
occupying Leaguers, they aso came back totally unscathed, indicating that the enemy Generalswere as
much unprepared to counter punishment asthey wereto giveit out. That, in Brim'sway of thinking,
boded well for the Empiresfuture.

On hisreturn to HeetPort 30, he found a summons to provide more firsthand testimony at
another round of Onrad's War Cabinet meetingsin Avaon the next day. Fedling alittle guilty about
missing the battles that were sure to come on the morrow—especialy with Ursissnew crystal system
working so well—he messaged his availability, and turned in early. Actualy, helooked forward to the
opportunity to more completely know this beautiful woman who—on the spur of the moment, it
seemed—had decided to be the mother of hisfirst child....

"Faint hope of our capitulation,” Onrad broadcast to the people of Avaon in an officid morning
answer to the Tyrant's question of the previous day. "Faint bloody hope of that. The crux of thiswar has
now arrived. We must regard the next week or so asavery important part of our history. It rankswith
the days when the V orgoth Horde was approaching Asterious or when Admiral Desterro stood between
disaster and Ramoth's Grand Fleet at the Antar Triad. And aswe did then, we shdll again triumph...."

After Brim's subsequent attendance at the War Cabinet— where he found himsalf consulted far
more than he had expected—he and Raddisma waited for the all-clear to sound, then dined smply inan
elegant little cafe only afew rubble-strewn blocks from the palace; it was clear that the baby would be
born soon. Asthey talked, he found himsdlf utterly charmed by thisincredibly beautiful, straightforward
woman, who fredly reveded her innermost hopesfor the future—and especidly for the future of "her”
daughter. Later, as Brim took hisleave at the palace gates, he felt a deep, intense pride that she had
somehow chosen him to father her daughter. They promised to meet again within the week—either a
another restaurant or in one of Avaon'sbirthing hospitals.

Asif desperate to achieve the superiority in space he had promised his Emperor, Hoth Orgoth
ordered wave after wave of raiders against Avalon City the next day. Hisinitia thrust of about 250
starships comprised four formations. Thefirst turned back early; both the second and third turned tall,
aborting their attacks early after vigorous interceptions while il in degp space. The fourth squadron
managed to fight itsway to the outskirts of Avalon and even fire disrupters on the city—but it suffered
tremendous casudties at the hands of Starfury and Defiant squadrons "fortuitoudy" positioned a
intersections of the BKAEW aming beams. Brim was among the defenders who savaged the unfortunate
group of Leaguers.

The large formation of Leaguers had been sighted early on by watchful BKAEW operators over
the planet of Avaon. All flyable starships of 11 Group—eight Starfuries and twelve Defiantsin five flights
of four eeach—were soon aoft in the area. Brim immediately dispatched two flights of Defiants (those
whose |eaders were without recelver crystas) to intersect the Leaguers present course nearly halfway out
across the 'Wyckean Void. He then led Moulding with four Starfuries, Aram with four Defiants, and his
own flight of four Starfuries back over Avalon to the general areain which Sector Control predicted the
Leaguerswould attack.

Hedidn't wait long. Within cycles, he sighted large numbers of approaching Leaguers, under such
heavy attack they could no longer be described as aformation. Moments later, hiscrystal cameto
life—as did the other two crystals dlotted hiswing. Postioning two Starfuries at that intersection, he
quickly located a second beam and began to circleitsintersection. Moments later abig Kreissd 111
hove into view and wasimmediately blasted into subatomics without firing itsfirst shot. Before he could
locate another beam, however, asmall group of Kreissalswith an escort of two Gorn-Hoff 270s flashed



past his nose. He opened fire at a point-blank range, getting one of the 270s on fire. The other broke of f
immediately and headed for Effer'wyck.

In the suddenly crowded sky, he next picked up another beam but before he could follow it toits
intersection he encountered still another Kreissdl and attacked at a high deflection angle, blowing large
chunks from the port sde of its bridge until at least three League killer ships drove him away.

Now, with the Leaguers on his hedls, he dived for the surface, hisrear turrets blasting away at a
stubborn Gorn-Hoff that didn't break off until they were no more than ten thousand irals from the surface.
Making asteep, climbing turn to starboard, he zoomed verticaly into the fight where his gunner got a
number of shotsat still another Gorn-Hoff from no more than six hundred iras distance. Asthis
unfortunate Leaguer dived steeply, apparently out of control, Brim spotted another Gorn-Hoff and closed
to attack him from astern, al forward turrets firing short bursts from nine hundred to three hundred irals
range. This 270 dived and crashed to the ground in flames...

Brim returned to FeetPort 30 reporting two authenticated kills, and anumber "damaged.” Too
tired for the usud victory celebrations, he headed directly for bed. Counting histour in FHuvanna—hed
been fighting the war for nearly two solid years now—and it was beginning to tire him out. He could only
thank Voot that the L eaguers appeared to be getting tired, too!

On thefifth morning of the Leaguers ondaught against Avaon City proper, intense gravity sorms
returned to the areg, al but shutting down operations on both sides. Brim'smorning TSIB indicated that
the previous day's fighting cost the Imperia defenders twenty-nine aircraft againgt the League's
twenty-five. And even though agood proportion of the Imperia losses could be made up by
midafternoon of the next day, operationa starships had fallen by 12 to 679. One crew was reported lost
and fivewere missng.

In spite of the tempestuous regional gravity, however, approximately forty-three Leaguer attack
ships, most heavy cruisers, did make it through the storms that day—and indeed managed to inflict even
more damage to Avaon. A further forty people werekilled, and the strain in the city remained intense.

AsBrim moored at FleetPort 30 after a sortie in which the ship he was flying shared destruction
of aKreissel 111 and damaged three Gorn-Hoff 262s, he learned that one of the audacious
late-afternoon raiders had even blasted the Roya Pdace, landing anumber of disrupter hitsin close
proximity to where Onrad was a work in his office. His thoughts went immediately to Raddismaas
Imperial media services made the most of the occasion, anxiousto prove that the new Emperor was as
much at risk as everyone else. But common logic told him that little danger could have cometo either
Onrad or Raddisma, and he dismissed the bald-faced propaganda with asmile of derison. Placeslike
the palace were so well protected that literaly nothing could harm its occupants so long as they
remained indde.

Werent they... ?

Somehow, "common logic" failed to ease his mind as he shut down the Starfury's helm, and when
he wearily quit the bridge, he had Hill not shaken the forebodings of tragedy, especially snce—for the
firgt time since he could remember—no one was at the end of the brow to greet his victorious crew.

Had something gone wrong? Where was everybody? Before he reached the ship's boarding
lobby, he found himsdlf tearing along the corridor at a dead run—on acourse for his office and aprivate
HoloPhone from which he could place acall to Raddisma.

He never madeit....

Onthefar side of the boarding tube, Onrad himsdlf waited with agrim face, ablack eye, and a
bandage covering his swollen forehead. Silently, the two made their way through asea of raised
eyebrows to Brim's office, where Onrad gently closed the door.

Brim's heart nearly stopped from dread as the Emperor began to speak. Somehow, he knew
what was coming next.

"Wilf," Onrad said quietly, "for al my supposed taent a oratory, | Smply don't know how to put
thisnicdly.” He grabbed Brim's hand and looked him straight in the face. "Emperors are supposed to
have no friends—only interests. The fact that you have nevertheless become a friend, and atrusted one



at that, makesthis so difficult that | dmost sent someone dsetotdl you," he continued, staring at the wall
asif he couldn't stand his own words. "It was that bond of trust between us that brings me here this
afternoon to tdll you that Raddismawaskilled in the raid that you must by now have learned damaged the
palace |ate this afternoon. Neither of us werein the deep shelters, as we should have been.”

Brim staggered backward until he caught his baance on the desk. "' Sweet mother of the
Universe," he gasped in utter despair. He had never experienced awave of grief tike this—not even
when hissgter died in hisarms.

Onrad shook his head bitterly. "I shall dways blame mysdf for her deeth,” he continued ina
voice high with strain, "both because she was herein Avalon a my persona request and because | had
not moved the pa ace hospitd farther underground.”

From somewhere deep in his despair, Brim found compassion for the Galactic Emperor who had
just prostrated himsdlf because of asingle death. ™Y ou can't blame yoursdlf for doing the best you could
for her," he said. Then, it began to dawn on him that the man was hereto tell him about the tragedy—not
Mustafa. He opened his mouth to speak but Onrad continued, his eyes fastened somewhere thousands of
Clenyts distant.

"Miraculoudy," the Emperor continued, "she did manage to ddiver your daughter in the
metacycle before her death. Thelittle girl was il being prepared in the palace infirmary when the
Leaguers shots hit the wing where Raddismawas resting...”

"My daughter!" Brim exclaimed, the thought—and the words—about Mustafa blasted from his
mind. "Sheisaive?' he asked.

Onrad put his greet, strong hand on Brim's shoulder. "Sheisvery much dive, Wilf," hesaid. "A
beautiful young woman, even now. Raddismawould have been very proud—aswill you."

Brim shook his head for amoment and peered at the Emperor. "Wait amoment, Y our
Highness—did you say, my daughter.”

Onrad smiled, "Yes, Wilf," hesaid. "I've known her true parentage for afew months, now."

Brim closed hiseyes again. "Somehow, | thought you had. That's why you brought Mustafa
Eyren and his court to Avaon, isnt it?'

Onrad smiled, "Wdl," hesaid, "I'll admit that had alot to do withiit.”

"Universe," Brim whispered. "How can | ever begin to express my gratitude...?'

"For getting her killed?'

"For doing what you thought was best for her and me, Your Mgesty.” Brim stated firmly. "They
might both have been killed in Atalanta. Hador Hadlic's under attack, too, you know."

"Thanks," Onrad said smply. "Y ou've been damned good about it." Reaching insgde his cloak, he
handed Brim asmdl, pink envelope. "Here," he said. " Sheleft thiswith Petty Officer Tutti—who was
fortunately with the baby when the blast came.”

Brim ground his teeth as he looked blindly at the envelope— it was the ol d-fashioned kind of
communication Raddisma favored; she had a deep respect for trappings from bygone ages. "'l only hope
to the Universe she didn't suffer much.”

Onrad shook hishead. "I was only two rooms away, Wilf," he said, pointing to the bandage on
hisforehead. "1 got there moments|later, and as| am aman, | can attest that the poor woman never felt a
thing."”

"What ahorrible, horrible wastethiswar is," Brim said bitterly, unfolding the | etter that was
written in traditiona ink on antique paper.

Dear Wilf,

Sinceyou are reading this|letter, | will have passed away for one reason or another
without being able to say apersonal farewell. Not what | intended at dl. | believethat |
loved you—or was certainly on my way to that comfortable state of repose. | also
believe that | might have made you happy. Perhapsin another life.



Thisletter isnot about me. Rather, it isabout our daughter who | shal also presuppose
has survived; Tutti would not have otherwise delivered thisletter. | shall now have to ask
that you at least keep an eye on her until Mustafa Eyren finds her some sort of ahome.
With anew Chief Consort replacing mein his bed, the Nabob'sinterest in thisfemale
child will wane rapidly. Perhaps you can use your influence to insure that she goesto a
good future, | had such fine hopesfor her!

Agan, it isimperative that you understand you have no responsibility for thischild other
than what you choose to take for yoursdlf. It is certainly no fault of hersthat shewas
born, but then it isnone of yours, elther, Snce the decision to concelve was exclusvely
mine during one specid night of complete ectasy. | am truly sorry that | failed to survive
long enough to carry out this responsbility on my own.

Thank you for whatever you are willing to do.
Love,
Raddisma

Brim's eyesfilled with tears and he handed the letter to Onrad. " She was quite alady, Y our
Maesty," hewhispered. "I think you should share this.”

Carefully placing his eyeglasses on the bridge of aswollen nose, Onrad took the letter and read
it. Presently, helooked up. "One night?' he asked. "That's al you knew each other?"

"That'sdl," Brim sad.

Onrad smiled. "Wéll, you must have made quite animpression, my friend,” hesaid. "Since she
moved in, she followed any news that reached the palace about you. And she kept a szable journa of
media pieces that mentioned your exploits," He pursed hislipsfor amoment, then peered at Brimina
conspiratorid way. "Hmm," he mused. "Old Mustafas going to be problem here for awhile, but—unless
you have some good objections—I'm going to take the child into the palace household. Being born here
on an Imperid planet, shell have her choice of citizenship when she grows up. So well smply haveto
spoil her sufficiently that she makes the right choice when the time comes. Besides," he said with asmiile,
"alittle girl will considerably brighten up the paace—especidly sncewe shdl dl beliving some distance
underground for awhile. Shelll have Petty Officer Tutti as her persona governess and her favorite'Uncle
Wilf can vigt her anytime heisin town. How about it, Admird?" he asked.

It took Brim along time to force through the rush of emotion that captured his entire being.
"W-what in the Universe could | possibly say to such kindness, Y our Mgesty?' he sammered, only haf
in control of himself.

"How about 'yes?' Onrad asked softly.

"Yes," Brim managed to choke. "Please.”

"I'll take care of it immediatdly,” Onrad said, then he blinked and held up an index finger. "Oh,
yes," he added, reaching insde his cloak once more. "The doctor gave methisfor you—it nearly dipped
my mind." Thistime, he handed Brim asmall plastic envel ope embossed with Onrad's Imperia sedl.

Brim opened it carefully and withdrew asmall, persona-sized hologram. It pictured atiny,
wrinkled infant, clearly born only metacycles before.

"She's pretty asa picture, isn't she?' Onrad said, looking over his shoulder. "What're you going
to name her?'

"N-name?"

"Y eah. She's got to have aname, you know."

Brim grimaced. Thefurthest thing from his mind during the last year was finding anamefor a
baby girl. Helooked at die hologram. His daughter had Raddismas lovely dmond eyes—and wore a
pink ribbon around a shock of black, curly hair. By the very Universe, she was beautiful. He had closed



his eyesfor amoment, thinking of names, when it cameto him, "I'vegot it!" he said.

"The name?'

Brim nodded.

Onrad waited afew moments, then smiled. "Are you going to tell mewhat it is?* he asked
impetiently.

Brim amiled. "The only name she could have, Y our Maesty. 'Hope." "

Thistime, it was Onrad who closed his eyes for long moments, clearly too full of emotion to
speak. Finally, he nodded and smiled. "It'll do,” he said, atear starting down his cheek. "It'll damn well
do.... L

Asthe Triad'sfirst rays warmed FleetPort 30, Barbousse wakened Brim with aspecid bulletin
newly decoded from the Admiralty. According to Sodeskayan Intelligence sources, Hoth Orgoth's High
Command in Occupied Effer'wyck had taken advantage of the gravity stormsto organize what promised
to be acolossal, maximum-effort raid. For two days running, "borrowed" attack ships had been arriving
from bases throughout the L eague's conquered empire, and were now approaching numbers that could
literaly swamp the Imperid defenses, good asthey had become. Clearly, the Leaguerswere rapidly
building up to some sort of climatic event.

Only metacycles later, the midday gravitologica forecast from the Admirdty predicted that the
turbulent gravity would soon begin to stabilize, bringing (relative) cam to the gdactic center—and a
renewed threat of invasion to Avaon. In midafternoon, Brim boarded a shuttle for Avalon to meet
Cahoun at another War Cabinet meeting in Avaon. There, hewas cdled for firsthand information only
twice, but he did listen to Hagbut warn that alarge number of transport craft the Leaguers had previousy
dispersed to remote sections of Effer'wyck were now being gathered at |ocations on habitable
gpacecoast planets from which an invasion might be launched. Afterward, Hagbut's staff presented a
cogent-but-lengthy dissertation warning that these movements—in conjunction with theincreased scae of
attacks on Avdon City itself—indicated a L eaguer incursgon was not only likely, but it wasimminent.

And much as hedidiked giving in to fear-mongering, Brim was very closeto embracing theidea
that aninvasion very well might take place in the near future. He shivered as he caught a staff skimmer to
the shuttle stop at Lake Mersin Fleet Base.

From the reports he'd heard, the Imperia defenders were going to need alot more than three
hundred crystds jury-rigged into the odd Starfury or Defiant. If someone didn't deliver Urdss
self-propelled space mines soon, the good people of Avaon would be learning Vertrucht in the very near
future

Thefirst Leaguer raids reached Avaon before Brim even made it to the shuttle base. Caught out
on Vereker Boulevard when the explosions began, his driver pulled to the curb and ran for shelter. By
now rather acclimated to being shot at by Leaguers, Brim smply got out and watched the unfolding beattle
with asort of professond interest. Judging from the noise—and thundering salvos from Universe only
knew how many disrupters—he estimated that at least a hundred Leaguer starships were attacking over
awide area, while bringing even more terror and desth to the city. After awhile, he climbed behind the
controls of the gtaff skimmer himsalf and continued on toward the base. He could be hit equally well
standing till or on the move, and the latter got him closer to the front of the shuttle boarding line, so he
drove. But he came to an abrupt halt at the blazing wreck of a Gradgroat-Norchelite cathedral—it had
clearly been hit within ametacycle. Pulling to the curb, he rushed insde—two great oaken doors had
been blown across eight lanes of thoroughfare—where he encountered till another scene out of
someone's private vision of Hell. Two blood-drenched women were camly piecing bodies together and
laying their ghastly creationsin cartons placed in neat rows on the floor. Unable to confront the gruesome
scene before him, he looked up into what must have once been ahigh, vaulted ceiling. Now, dl that
remained were shards of supports aong the tops of thewalls. A disrupter beam must have pierced the
roof like an eggshell and burst among agroup of women and children sheltering in the sanctuary. Fighting
hisgorgeto adraw, he choked, "Canl|... er... g-get help for you?"

One of the women shook her head and spoke without looking up from her terrible task. "No,



thank you," she said in horror-dulled voice. "It'sredly not a difficult job. And actudly, the genchisthe
worst part of it."

"Except, perhgpsfor dl the missing parts,” the other woman chimed in. She grimaced with effort
as she pulled arather hefty right leg from the large pile of scrapsthey'd collected between them, then
placed it besidethe frail left leg of achild. "If weretoo lavish making one body amost whole," she said,
"then others have gapsin them, you see. And we can't have that, can we?"

* * %

Next morning, as Brim sat in the splintered wreckage of FleetPort 30's wardroom, he nodded
grimly reading aspecia dispatch from Military Intelligence. It quoted an intercepted Situation Report
from Hanna Notrom, League Minister for Public Consensus, to the League's Military Attachéin aneutra
country. Init, she boasted that fully six Imperia FleetPorts had been rendered usaless, among them
FleetPort 30, itsdlf....

Lessthan ametacycle later, helaughed balefully as he set out from that very satdlliteto face an
early-morning raid of at least 150 Leaguers. The starship he was taking into combat was so patched up it
would only just fly. But the Leaguers aiming crystd il functioned atop his center readout pand,
therefore he might do some damage. Glancing aft. he could see that the mgority of Starfurieshe led on
the mission were in much the same condition as his own: heavily patched and not dwaysflying atrue
course. On top of that, he could barely hold his own eyes open, and he knew that only the greenest
replacements had cadged any redl rest in the past three weeks. He took a deep breath and sipped a
scalding mug of cveeese to keep himself awake. Outside, local gravity wasworking up to area space
purger. If theflight he led wastypical, then Imperia Defense Command itself had moved very closeto
"overwhelmed" status—while the Leaguerswere still building up to their big raid. The only thing that kept
him going at al was the dmost certain knowledge that his opponents were experiencing the same fatigue
as hisown—along with agrowing frustration at their inability to clear the skies of defending starships.

Even s0, it was going to be a close thing, indeed.

* k%

Early on Nonad fifteenth—amid powerful waves of violent regiona gravity that rocked thewhole
satellite—Brim tried to rest in his office while he read the TSIB. Thismorning's verson contained a
specid summary bulletin. Late the previous day, Sodeskayan Intelligence had ddlivered top-secret
transcripts of ahigh-level conference held in Tarrott the previous afternoon. In effect, Triannic had
officidly given Orgoth only until the seventeenth to sufficiently batter the Imperid Fleet so that aninvasion
could take palace. Otherwise, the Tyrant would postpone hisinvasion of Avaon and turn hisenergiesto
other conquests.

Two more days, Brim thought solemnly. Could Defense Command hold out? Thisday of reative
ease—thanks only to blustering gravity—was benefiting both sides equally. But Fleet gravitologists
predicted arapid clearing during the Night Watch. And then "The Great Raid,” as Eve Cartier had begun
cdling it, could begin—at the Leaguers pleasure. He shook his head. At least afew shipments of mines
had started to arrive at the FleetPort satdllites. He presently had eighty some stashed away and at least a
hundred were due on the morrow. All in al, perhaps two thousand or so would be available by thetime
the battle began. But they would have to be used wisgly, or the dight advantage they gave the Imperia
defenderswould be quickly frittered away ...

Two urgent communiqués from Cahoun arrived shortly after midday. Thefirst contained revised
ordersimplementing anew Imperia strategy based on the Sodeskayan intelligence. The League's
forthcoming all-out attack would be met with a single, desperate throw of the dice upon which would
now rest the whole fate of the Empire. Calhoun had concluded that this wasfindly thetimeto throw dl
his defending forces againgt the L eague attack, including the last of his meager reserves.

Brim leaned back in his chair with his hands clagped behind his neck and thought about the
momentous decision hisfellow Carescrian had just made. It meant that if Triannic decided after the battle
he could now invade, Imperia forces would have no resources to meet him. He nodded to himself. It
wastheright thing to do. If indeed it gppeared to the L eaguers that the time was ripe for invasion, then
Defense Command would have pretty well been beaten anyhow. He was ready. And, he supposed, so



was nearly everyone e'se—on both sides of the war. Taking a deep breath, he shook hishead in
resgnation and caled the second "urgent” communiqué to his display. Then he gasped aoud.
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PERSONNEL ACTION MEMORANDUM, IMPERIAL FLEET,
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FROM:
BU FLEET PERSONNEL,
ADMIRALTY, AVALON

TO:

W.A. BRIM, CAPTAIN, |.F., FLEETPORT 30
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SUBJECT:DUTY ASSIGNMENT

(1) ASOFTHISDATE, YOU ARE PROMOTED REAR ADMIRAL (LOWER
HALF) (UNRESTRICTED LINE).

(2) YOU ARE IMMEDIATELY DETACHED PRESENT ASSIGNMENT SECTOR
COMMANDER, FLEETPORT 30

(3 REPORT VICE ADM B. CALHOUN, COMMANDER, HOME FLEET,
DEFENSE COMMAND, ASCOMMANDER, 13 GROUP.

(4) YOU WILL IMMEDIATELY RELOCATE PLACE OF RESIDENCE TO
FLEETPORT 19, ARIEL. RELOCATION ALLOWANCE DOESNOT APPLY.

FOR THE EMPEROR:
LUAN TERRIL, CAPTAIN, |.F.

[END OF TOP SECRET]
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Suddenly he remembered Onrad's words as they discussed his daughter's future: "How abouit it,
Admira?' the Emperor had asked. Hed known!

At that moment, Barbousse raced into the room. "Cap'm," he panted, nearly out of breath. "I've
b-been transferred! An' | didn't even know."

Brim bit hislip. It was hard to believe aman with Barbousse's contacts had been surprised with a
reassgnment. "Whereto, Chief?' he asked with ared frown of concern.

"Um... to FleetPort 19. I'm to report to—well, | don't know who I'm to report to. Rear Admiral
Gamrid waskilled a couple of weeks ago. His replacement, | guess, Cap'm Brim, can you do anythin
about it?1'll be glad to turn down the promotion if | can keep workin' for you."

"Y ou mean you want to work for a Carescrian? One who regularly putsyour life at risk?"

"Aye, Sr," Barbouse said, visibly upset.

"And what's this about a promotion?"

"To Chief Warrant Officer, Cap'm. But dl that's abunch of Gorksroar anyway. No matter what
they want to cal me, I'm still aChief and mighty proud of it..."

Brim shook his head. Notwithstanding a friendship that went back to the day he'd joined the
Fleet, lifewould be hard without Barbousse. The fine hand of Onrad wasin this, too. "Chief,” he said
with as seriousamien as he could muster, "I just got areassignment, too."

Barbousse clapped ahand to hisforehead, " Sweet sufferin’ Universe,”" he swore. "What's
happened to m' contacts?' He shook his head asif he were recovering from aphysical blow. "Beggin' the
Cap'm's pardon,” he asked, "but, um... where to?"



"HeetPort 19," Brim said.

Barbousse did a perfect double take, then wrinkled his nose, closed his eyes, and nodded. "Y ou
got promoted, too, didn't you, er... Admird?"

Brim nodded with agrin that was alot more emotion than smile. "Congratulations, my good
friend," he said, grasping the big man's hand. " There is nobody more deserving than you."

"Except you, Admird." Barbousse stood back and saluted. "My most heartfelt congratulationsto
you, Sr."

"That'smy firdt flag sdute" Brim said, returning the compliment solemnly. "How fitting it should
comefromyou.”

"Beggin' the Admird's pardon—for thefirst time—»but | think we make afineteam," Barbousse
observed.

"Wed better,” Brim said. "The Emperor's counting on us.”

"Aye, dr," Barbousse said. "'l was beginnin' to suspect he had somethin' to do w' this." He shook
hishead. "I mean, my contacts never get fooled likethat.”

"Think your contacts can find us aride to FleetPort 197" Brim asked. He presently had lessthan
one Standard Day to organize for a battle that could decide the fate of the whole empires—and most
assuredly hisown neck.

"I'll have ashuttlewaitin' in afew..." Barbousse started when Moulding suddenly burst through
the door.

"Wilf!" he clamored. "What's happened to you? I've just been ordered to take over your job here
at FleetPort 307"

"It'salong story,” Brim said with atired smile.

"Um... I'll get transportation ready,” Barbousse said, starting for the door.

"Oh, Chief!" Brim called. " Schedule amesting for tonight— FleetPort 19's wardroom. Group
and Squadron Commanders. Twilight and two."

"Aye, Admird," Barbousse said, knuckling hisforehead. "Twilight an' two." Then heturned to
Moulding and grinned. "Oh, an’ congratul aions, Cap'm Moulding," he said.

"Thanks, Chief," Moulding said, then looked a Brim in puzzlement. "How'd he know that?' he
demanded, but Barbousse was already hot-footing down the hall.

"Asl sad," Brim muttered, offering hisold friend the chair and desk he was now vaceating, "It'sa
long gory..."

At precisaly Twilight:2:0, Barbousse stepped to atable that had been placed at one end of
HeetPort 19's once-elegant wardroom, now amass of pressure patches and splintered wood paneling.
The Warrant Officer paused for amoment while the room quieted, then, taking a deep breeth, he
announced, "The Admird!"

With a scraping of chairs, thirty-odd men and women who steered the efforts of 13 Group
struggled to their feet and stood as straight as their various stages of fatigue permitted. It was not atime
to demand smart military protocol, and Brim knew it as he strode through the door to the table. " Seatsl”
he sad crisply.

After the second round of shuffling and scraping ended, he grimaced. "Firdt," he said to the sea of
haggard faces—even the magnificent Eve Cartier showed abit of age tonight—"1 gppreciate what it has
cost most of you to come here tonight. Metacycles of precious deep, if nothing else. But | doubt if many
of you are more tired than myself—for the self-same reasons." He paused for amoment, then nodded.
"Wadl, Hoth Orgoth'slittle operation could very well come to an abrupt end as early astomorrow.”

That got their attention. The coughing and foot shuffling that had dmost immediately formed a
background for histalk stopped, and many of the douching bodies straightened in their seats. Glazed
eyes suddenly focused.

"That'sright," he said. "For those of you who haven't had the pleasure of plowing through TSIBs
threetimesaday, Triannic'sgiven Admira Orgoth only through tomorrow to put up or shut up.”

Here and there around the room, Brim watched more of the nearly enervated eyes begin to come



aive. Were the thoughts behind them of opportunity—or simply apprehension at yet another battle to be
fought againgt ever-increasing odds?

"Thistime," he continued, nodding at Barbousse, "weve got afew nasty surprisesfor the
zukeeds." He frowned as the big Warrant Officer activated a globular projector that displayed a
three-dimensional, holographic representation of the new space mine prototype. A number of eyebrows
ingtantly rosein curiosity. Toward the back of the room, Eve sat with the samekind of tired little smile
she aways had after they'd made love. Earlier that evening, his promotion had made her as happy asif
she'd been promoted herself—now she trusted him to lead her in battle. He took a deep breath. That
was responsibility! He paused to let people study the image asit turned dowly above the projector.

"It'swhat we cdl a'Loiterer’," he began presently. "An outgrowth of the inconveniently secret
technology that's permitted some of usto help you pick off afew extraLeaguersthe last few days. And
this," he said, changing the view to an animated representation of the Leaguers new BKAEW beam
aming system, "ishow we're going to use them to break the back of Orgoth's big attack tomorrow..."

Dawn: 2:78, with the last detailsthey could think of resolved— or at least as much resolved as
possible—the collected Sector and Squadron Leaders from Group 13 rose and snapped to attention,
then raced for the starships that would return them to their bases. Reconnai ssance flights over anumber
of Effer'wyckean planets were aready reporting the land of activity that normally presaged a heavy raid
on Avaon. Only this activity involved the grestest number of war machines that had ever been recorded.
All dong the Effer'wyckean frontier, habitable spacecoast planets were crowded with every kind of
space barge known—packed with land crawlers, Sege engines, and hordes of ground troops. All
destined for the Triad and Avaon City.

AsEve Carrier took her leave, she quietly placed an ancient RuneStone from their native
Carescriain hishand. "1 wedl know therés namagic, Wilf Brim," she whispered. "But this ha dway'
brought me guid fortune—an' mforbearers, too. Today, mblue-eyed lover, you'll need it mair than any of
us..."

Reportsfrom Moulding in FleetPort 30 indicated that day was dawning beautifully below in
Avaon City. Over Arid in the torn wreckage caled FleetPort 13, Barbousse woke Brim to inform him
that matching gravitational conditions had returned throughout the Triad; they both knew that the
Leaguers would soon be active. The Carescrian arrived at his Starfury just as nearby BKAEW plotters
picked up forty plus enemy starships assembling in the Eppeld area of Effer'wyck, then aforce of twenty
plus, followed by a second force of forty plus.

Now, the Leaguers moved toward Avaon without their usual feints and subsidiary attacksto lure
Defense Command starships into space prematurely. Clearly—at least to Brim—they were acting in as
much desperation ashimsdlf. Half ametacycle later, he persondly led dl of the Sixteen squadrons hisfive
sectors could muster ina"Big Wing" formation. In their wake flew araffish gaggle of ten commandeered
civilian cargo packets crewed by Imperid starsailors and loaded with some forty Loitererseach. The
crews were ready to release their mines as soon as the Leaguers aiming beams began to appear.

An estimated two hundred enemy starships appeared below LightSpeed just before midday. This
was nearly ten clicks after Leaguersin Effer'wyck had designated their first targets with BKAEW
beams—and at |east three clicks after Loiterers had been sawn everywhere that intersections could be
detected. Imperid squadronstore into the Leaguers nearly ten thousand clenyts out into the "Wyckean
Voaid, for thefirst time outnumbering the enemy and shredding their formations. Within cycles, the sky
above Avaon filled with dogfights.

As Brim directed hisforces—mixing in with the actua Fighting whenever he could—he knew that
asecond League attack at the same time would be deadly, because there were m reserves. Not with his
squadrons nor with the other four Imperia groups whedling and turning in the emptiness above Avaon.

Driving towardsfirst Kreissels and Zachtwagers, he watched the Leaguersrushin to fire thelr
big, sngle-shot disrupters, only to suddenly disgppear in bright puffballs of energy when they smashed
into the new space mines. Wild cheering filled the voice circuits as ship after ship burst into flames over



the till-smoldering city. "Belay the noise!™ he bellowed, even while he dammed on the power to caich a
fleeing Kreissal. No sooner had he lined up on the Leaguer from bel ow and abeam than Lawrence, his
Gunnery Officer, blew haf its"wing" off in adeafening, dl-disruptor salvo. On bresking away, however,
he himself came under attack by Gorn-Hoff 262s from both above and astern. Evading these, he flicked
off into a second attack on the surviving Leaguer attack ships, thistime almost verticaly from below, then
dodged shots from three more Gorn-Hoffs that opened fire way too early—the enemy had rookies, too.
Hewas just taking out after another Kreissel when the L eaguers swung around and headed their broken
formations back toward Effer'wyck. Many had yet to fire ashot at the city below.

Asthe Imperid BKAEW screens cleared, round one clearly belonged to the Imperias. Brim,
however, found hisinitia eation somewhat tempered by the fact that the number of rounds to be fought
was entirely up to the Leaguers—who had alot more resourcesto throw into their effort than had their
Imperia opponents...

Rushing here and there to regroup the forcesin his group (and discreetly check on the welfare of
Eve Cartier), Brim discovered that two Starfuries and three Defiants were unaccountably missing from
their squadrons. Almost mysterioudy so—no one could remember hearing anything about them on the
voice circuits. But there waslittle time to consider the matter in detail. The commandeered packets had
scarcdly finished gathering in their unexploded Loiterers when BKAEW stes began reporting that a
second force of Leaguerswas on itsway. Thistime, the warning was shorter and the formations were
much larger than their predecessors, with up to fifty attack shipsin agroup. One wave comprised three
such formations, gpproaching in line astern with GA 110s between each.

Thistime, it was 13th Group'sturn to wait close in over the city while the other four groups
pushed out into the "Wyckean Void for early interceptions. With seven Starfuriesin hiswake, Brim
banked into awide left turn, watching the little cluster of packet ships suddenly break up into individua
units darting here and there to jettison their Loitererslike aswarm of insects—the Leaguers targeting
beams were on!

In the distance, pinpoints of brilliance began to blaze and wane in the starry darkness asthe battle
was joined. These grew closer, spreading to fill asizable arc of the sky. He turned and winked at
Barbousse who had taken over the main forward battery.

"All handsto battle stations," he announced over the blower. "All handsto battle sations.” The
short respite held granted the crew was over.

Now it seemed asif asolid mass of gravity plumes was coming at them—what appeared to be at
least amillion Leaguer starships, dowing below LightSpeed astheir attack craft lined up for attacks on
the hepless city below. Brim watched his main turrets swinging as range finders measured the swiftly
narrowing distance. To better extend their firepower, he ordered hislittle eight-ship squadron into
independent quads and for the second time that day, a bloodthirsty thrill of elation coursed through his
body. He tightened the seeat restraints as his muscles keyed to the oncoming chalenge. Swinging the
ship's head dightly up and to port, he made for the Leaguers, even while the killer ships separated from
their charges and spread out to meet his oncoming challenge.

"Break starboard!" he cdled, jamming the thrust dampersal the way forward. "Diving!"
Moments later, Six massive Admiraty A876 gravity generators had spun up to maximum thrust and the
big Starfury was hurtling down on the L eaguerslike some avenging demon, with three others duplicating
hisevery movein finger-four formation.

Lining up on the nearest Kreissel 111, he pulled dightly off to one sde while Lawrence salvoed
twice. The Leaguer's bridge lit up for amoment asif agreat light had been ignited from within. Three or
four puffs gppeared in the dipstream. Then Brim had to breek right countering two Gorn-Hoff escorts
that rolled into atight turn and brought themsel ves head-on to himself. Ruby aiming beams from their
disruptersformed long, glittering tentacles snaking their way toward him, then curled down to pass close
by under the pontoons. Space became awhirling confusion of brilliant flashes, hurtling starships, and
tremendous explosions as disruptors on both sides hit home. In the corner of his eye, Brim saw three
angular Zachtwagers dive in formation toward the city. Hauling the Starfury around, he started in pursuit



until al three smultaneoudy disappeared in blasts of light that dimmed his Hyperscreens. Clearly, they
werevictimsof Loiterers.

Aswas another Sarfury beginning itsrun-in toward abrace of Kreissis....

"Sweet mother of the Universe," Brim swore as he caught the graceful starship literadly dissolving
in the self-same distinctive blue-green detonation of aLoiterer. That's how his other three ships had
disappeared. They were fighting much too close to the mined areal—and so was he! He grimaced as he
cranked the Starfury into avertica climb. How to warn the others without derting the Leaguers?
"Attention—all Starfuries,”" he broadcast to al channels, "keep well clear of thefind target areal Repest.
Keep wdll clear of thefind target areal™

Below, another great explosion where a Starfury had been moments before showed that at least
one Imperial Helmsman hadn't heeded—or perhaps understood—the message. He was about to
broadcast another, more pointed warning but shook his head. It was atrade off. Loiterers waited at
definite pointsin space to which Leaguerswould purposefully steer. If an occasiond Starfury blundered
into the same point before its designated L eaguer, then so beit. Statistically, the oddswere highly in
favor of Leaguers getting there fird—unless someone war ned them off. Biting hislip because he might
also be sacrificing Eve Cartier, he switched the radio to loca and rejoined the fray, bagging a Gorn-Hoff
and damaging two Kreissasthat had escaped the dwindling supply of Loiterers before the Leaguers
again broke off their vicious attack and bolted off in disorganized gaggles headed for Effer'wyck.

Round two had aso gone to the Empire—if onefailed to consder the additional damage inflicted
on Avaon by the attack shipsthat did get through. Its cost had been heavy for both sides, but Leaguers
had clearly suffered the greatest loss of starships and crews. Loiterers destroyed as high as seventy-five
percent of their attack ships and crews. Nevertheless, early returnsindicated the Leaguers force of
killer-ship escorts had been reduced only by alittle more than the "average" percentage normaly lost
during the heavy raiding of the last week or 0.

Still, Brim reasoned, the zukeed bastards couldn't very well wage effective war againgt cities—or
conduct interstellar invas ons—with only squadrons of escort killer ships. So one way or another Hoth
Orgoth was hurting in abig way. If the past were any indicator, Nergol Triannic was capable of seeing
through any extravagant damshisfa Admira might make.

Whiletired Imperia defenders regrouped to meet the Leaguers next ondaught, Brim received
word viascrambled datalink that less than two hundred L oiterers remained—including those reclaimed
by the second set of salvage operations. Not good, he thought to himself—but perhaps not that bad,
ether. It would be difficult for the L eaguersto concedl the horrendous |osses sustained by their attack
craft. When little more than aquarter of the ships returned home, people were going to notice—and
word would spread. With that kind of losses, the next attackers were going to be spooked before they
even arrived. They'd certainly guess that some sort of secret weapon was operating against them—but
they wouldn't know what it was.

Because of the Imperids own depressing-but-inadvertent losses to the Loiterers (Eve had once
more checked in, tired but unscathed), al defending starships were now positioned in athick arc out in
the "Wyckean Void to make early interceptions and keep themsalves clear of the intersections area until
the Leaguers had cleared out afew of the Loiterers. Of course with only two hundred or so Loiterers
remaining, it wouldn't take long for that to happen.

The Leaguers third attack followed the modd set by their previousraid: waves of large
formations with up to forty large attack craft in agroup. Each wave consisted of three such formations
with killer-ship escorts between them. Both main bodies of antagonists met in the 'Wyckean Void a
about Evening: 1.0 nearly aquarter of theway out from Avaon. Again, the battle seethed toward Avalon
City, but thistime, the attack craft taking off from Effer'wyckean bases appeared to be infinite. Wave
after wave were reported on the way until Brim smply shut off reception from that channdl.

Thetwo lead waves soaked up the last L oiterers with devastating casudties. After that, the city
began to take significant damage, especialy the ancient city center and the Imperia Pdace (Brim



mumbled silent thanks that Hope had been taken deep underground). Within ahalf metacycle, two more
waves of Leaguers had been literdly ripped apart. Unlike the total destruction inflicted onindividud
attackers by Loiterers, Leaguer casudtieswere now smply damaged—yet damaged enough to put them
out of the battle asif they no longer existed at dl.

But on came the replacements, each wave succeeded by another in aseemingly endless stream
of destruction coming from Effer'wyck. Brim—who had been fighting dmost constantly since
midday—was nearing the end of his energy. Having crippled or downed at least five Leaguers since the
battle resumed for the third time, he was now operating mosily by ingtinct. Off to hisright, alone Defiant
broke off and headed behind two Kreissals. He caught aglimpse of the Imperid'stail number: P9137; it
was Aram—or at least the ship he had been flying the previous day.

Brim decided to cover him, avoiding severd determined attacks by going into atight spird—the
Leaguerswere going too fast to follow him. He saw Aram'sturrets flash asthey fired... then hisown
proximity darmswent off. Abruptly, the starboard disrupter turrets siwung and fired at the same moment
that huge bolts of incoming energy crackled past in the opposite direction. Moments later, a Gorn-Hoff's
enormous, heat-streaked wing flashed below them. The careless Leaguer had missed Brim and was now
going after Aram.

Ingtinctively, the Carescrian curved 'round to hisleft, listening to the gunlayers litany behind him.
In thewinking of an eye, four big starboard turretsindexed outward, elevated their eight powerful
disruptersinfinitesmaly, then opened fire at nearly point-blank range. Eight super-focused bolts of raw
energy caught the Gorn-Hoff amidships, about thirty irals outboard of the main crew compartment,
literdly blowing it in haf and venting its energy chambersto the perfect vacuum of space. Shakeninits
course, mogt of the big starship skidded violently to the left, then literdly disintegrated in averitable cloud
of fluttering hull pandls and blazing parts that showered the Starfury with fragments.

Brim had hardly recovered from that close cal when he was suddenly attacked by six more
Gorn-Hoffs—how had he missed them?

Shoving maximum energy to the Starfury's six big Admirdty gravs, hetried to power out of the
trap, but he was caught in athree-way crossfire. Even while his own disrupters fired broadside to counter
the threat, a great, blinding flash darkened the Hyperscreens and amuffled clanging sound reverberated
through the whole spaceframe. The starship bucked wildly asif smashed by some gigantic hammer.
Readout panelsflickered and gravity pulsed wildly, smashing him painfully against hismechanica seet
restraints. Fighting the controls—which had taken on a powerful biasto port—he glanced out the
Hyperscreens to see that the whole forward half of the left pontoon was smply gone—aong with an
entire turret and at |east one of the ship's six gravity generators. Everything from the ataching "trouser”
pylon forward was Ssmply gone—and a serious-looking radiation fire was aready gleaming evilly from
the shredded forward stump of the pontoon.

Cranking the damaged starship into avertica climb, he listened to the spaceframe creak and
groan over the thunder of the straining gravs. The maneuver put him temporarily out of the Leaguers
range, but not for long. Thistime, it was going to be a xaxtdamned close thing. Lawrence threw up a
congtant fusillade with hisremaining disrupters, futilely attempting to discourage the six Leaguerswho had
now taken up station astern and were dowly closing the range. Scant moments later, they opened up,
turning space around the Starfury into a veritable hdll of blinding flashes and concussion. Violent waves of
raw energy smashed the big ship thisway and that asif it were the gamecock in aracket match between
awhole crowd of colossal opponents.

Just as Brim glanced into an aft-viewing display, one of the pursuing Gorn-Hoffs abruptly
disappeared in arolling cloud of radiation fire and tumbling parts—asif somehow it had run into astout
wall eight hundred clenyts above Avaon. Then asecond Leaguer ship stopped abruptly, its graviton
plume terminating in agreet, glowing bal of flame. After that, the four remaining Gorn-Hoffs skidded of
infour different directions, pursued by at least sx Starfuriesfiring in salvo mode. Brim mentally wiped his
forehead (encased for the moment in a battlesuit hemet). A damned closething indeed! "Damage
Control!" he shouted over voice circuits that were only now coming to life. "l want areport.”

"Control here," astunned voicereplied.



"Report, xaxtdamnit," Brim growled.

A globular display flickered to life besde Brim's console showing the view into space frominsde
the ruined pontoon.

"Weve accounted for eight dead, Admira,” the voice said wearily. "Our whole port generator
crew. But we've got the radiation fires nearly under control, already.” A slhouetted figure stepped into
the digplay from starboard, pointing forward to the ragged, blasted edges of the hull where crewsin
battl esuits focused unwidldy, hosdike N-ray projectors on the blazing hullmeta while others dragged
massive shoring clamps to secure shattered ribs and longerons from further damage.

"Good work, Belzer," Brim said, grinding his teeth. He checked the proximity alarms, then swung
the view aft where he confirmed for himsdlf that the Leaguers fire had indeed carried away dl three
forward bulkheads, exposing the entire generator chamber to outer space. Surprisingly, however, the
Situation was much better than held even hoped. Welding sparks showed that repair teams were aready
sedling off the main power bus. For dl the gpparent damage, both surviving generators did seem to be
operating normaly, and the Starfury hardly seemed to notice the drop in thrust.

"What about the trouser?' Brim demanded, checking through the Hyperscreens at the battle
raging around him. So far, nobody on either Sde seemed interested in hislone Starfury. "How solid isthe
pontoon attachment?"

"Looks dl right, Admird," Bezer said, moving back into view. "But well never know until you
try somethin'.”

"Thanks," Brim growled. "Stand by one." He then activated the blower. " All hands not on
damage teams return to your action stations,” he broadcast. " All hands not on damage teams return to
your action stations!" With that, he cranked the Starfury around and headed for anew wave of Kreissals
just lining up on the city. "Let'sblast ‘'em, Lawrence," he yelled— just ashis COMM panel flashed
immediate priority and Cahoun's visagefilled the display.

"Attention, dl Imperid ships,” the Admira'simage intoned while the scramble/unscramble
indicator on Brim's pand blinked furioudy in timeto some inner mathematical rhythm, "Attention dl
Imperid ships. You will clear thetarget areaimmediately. | repest, you will clear the target area
immediady."

"Holy thraggling Universel" Lawrence yelled. "I've got axaxtdamned Kreissd just comin' into my
Sghts”

"Saveit," Brim answered curtly. If Calhoun himself was on the horn, something big was up.
Dragging the Starfury 'round into anear-vertica climb, he angled out into empty space with every
measure of speed he could muster. Everywhere he looked, he could see other Imperid ships had also
taken the message serioudly, breaking off ahundred individud fights and speeding away from the generd
area—with enemy killer shipsin hot pursuit. To the Leaguersit must have seemed like the very mother of
al routs. Far below, the Kreissals had begun firing from perfect formations gliding over the city asif they
were on parade. There was no opposition anywhere. He grimaced when he imagined what it must be like
in the streets below. Just after he spotted two Gorn-Hoffs sneaking into position astern, he glanced out to
port and hisjaw dropped. "Will you look at THAT!" he exclaimed. So did everyone else on the bridge....

Off to spinward, some twenty big Sodeskayan cargo liners of the Morzik classwere streaking in
over the city no more than ten or fifteen clenyts above the L eaguers—as if they had never heard of the
war. Just before the elegant starships passed over the target area, however, great cargo doors opened in
their sdes and for some moments, ashower of glittering objects tumbled along their flanks, flared up
momentarily, then disappeared in the glare of the burning city.

"Loitererd" Brim shouted happily while he flicked the Starfury over on itsback and drove
graight for the two skulking Gorn-Hoffs. "Thraggling Loitererdl”

Lawrence fired his disrupters at the same moment the first Kreissals began to disappear below in
the same prodigious explosions that had destroyed so many of their kind less than ametacycle before,
Adern, the left-most Gorn-Hoff skidded drunkenly into adiving turn trailing long showers of sparkswhile
its partner turned tail and ran for it.

Brim frowned as he curved around seeking out dower targets for his partidly disabled Starfury.



Who were those Leaguers? Certainly not the talented professionals he'd faced earlier. They'd turned tail
like frightened cadets and...! That wasit. They probably were cadets—or something like them. By Voot,
it looked like even fat Admiral Hoth Orgoth had limits on hisresources. Pulling astern of aplodding
Zachtwager that had somehow eluded the new crop of Loiterers, he waited only moments while
Lawrence blew it to smithereens, then flicked off in search of larger prey.

Below, the great L oiterer explosions had largely died down and harried remnants of Leaguer
attack squadrons were making off in dl directions, leaving the smoke-filled sky over Avaon nearly clear
of enemy starshipsfor the first time since before dawn. As he hurried toward Effer'wyck in search of
fresh Kreissdl's, Brim watched the formation of Sodeskayan liners swoop back over the distant target
area sowing what could be only afresh crop of Loiterers. The next wave of Leaguer attack shipswas
redly infor it, he chuckled—after he got in afew persond lickswhilethey drove for the target area.

But they never came. The only Leaguer ships on the BKAEWs were those heading back to
Efferwyck....

Brim quickly regrouped what remained of his tattered squadrons. Out of sixteen squadrons of
Starfuries and Defiants that started in the morning, only seventy-one starships remained more or less
intact—including Eve Cartier's, he was again relieve to learn. Reports of lifeglobe retrievals and
successful forced landfalls somewhat mitigated these grievous losses, but redigticaly, those would be few
and far between. For the next tense metacycle, every Imperia starship that could persist in space under
its own power remained on instant aert with atense crew &t action stations, ready to meet the fourth
wave of Leaguers.

After gtill asecond metacycle of inaction across the 'Wyckean Void, haf the Imperia starships
were recalled to their FleetPortsfor refitting while the remainder continued to patrol. Finaly, after three
full metacycles of clear BKAEW screens, dl defending starships were recalled home,

Brim docked hismangled Starfury at FleetPort at precisay Night:2:64, little more than three
metacycles short of afull Standard Day in space, most of it spent fighting desperately for hislife. He
waited until the wounded and dead were transferred to the sickbay, then he followed Barbousse from the
bridge.

Asclosdly as he could calculate, the day's |osses for the Leaguers had been close to six hundred
darships—atotal disagter. Initid taliesindicated that the Imperidsthemsalves had lost nearly half that
many, with more than two hundred crewskilled or still missing—another disaster if the battle wereto
continue. But for dl that, the fighting had been wildly successful. Orgoth in this, hisboldest move so far,
had incurred the most grievous lossesin the history of warfare. Now, if only Triannic would conclude that
the al-important space supremacy he sought could not be won in timeto save hisinvasion.

Bidding good night to Barbousse with a clap on the shoulder, he sumbled to the new Admird's
suite he had occupied for only one short night, then forced himsdlf into his bunk. But it wasalong time
before he could force hisracing mind into anything resembling deep. Outside, maintenance crews were
rearming and servicing his ship in preparation for amorning sortie, in spite of her condition. For dl
anyone knew, the next day would bring afull-scale Leaguer invasion, and anything that could fly and fire
adisrupter would be useful—if only for alittlewhile. ...

Brim awoke with agtart, staring a histimepiecein disbelief. He had dept more than three
metacycles longer than he had planned. "Barbousse!™ he shouted angrily into a bedside communicator.
"How could you have let me overdeep s0?' Struggling into his battlesuit, he ripped open the door and
stormed into the hall... then stopped short in the quiet emptiness. Not a soul could be seenin either
direction. It waslike aholiday....

Presently hurried footfalls sounded around the curve to hisleft and Barbousse hoveinto view,
dressed only infatigues and running for al he was worth. Hisindex finger was across hislips.

"Sh-h-h," the big Warrant Officer puffed in awhisper.

"Beggin' the Admird's pardon, but everybody's still adeep round here.”

"Gum'pas H. Voot!" Brim exclamed in disbelief. "What about the thraggling Leaguers? Am| to
believe they are ill adeep, too?"

"Um..." Barbousse stuttered. "1've no information about how many of 'em might be deepin’ at this



time. But they're dtill over there in Effer'wyck, and our latest reconnai ssance ships are reportin’ no action
whatsoever —um, Admird, gr."

Astounded, Brim rushed through awarren of silent corridorsto FHleetPort 13'sthird new COMM
center that month, where he contacted the Office of Fleet Intelligencein abunker hundreds of iras
beneath the Admiraty. After ashort conversation over the scrambler, he shook his head in disbelief and
took a seat beside the tired-but-grinning Barbousse. It wastrue. Not asingle Leaguer ship was headed
toward the Triad or any of itsfive planets. Nor was there ground activity anywhere in Effer'wyck to
indicate that the Stuation would change in the next twenty-five metacycles. Moments later, arare eyes
only text message arrived for him directly from Cahoun, and he took it into an empty decoding cubicle.
Brusgue and emotionless, it was natification that although the Leaguers had aboruptly changed their code,
the last message successfully deciphered contained the following from Headquarters Tarrott to Orgoth:

"...The enemy spaceforceis by no means defeated. On the contrary, it showsincreasng
activity. Advent of the new secret weapon againgt attack ships has destroyed much of
our ability to support ground operations. The gravitologica situation on the whole does
not permit us to expect extended periods of calm during the next five Standard Months.
Emperor Triannic therefore decides to postpone Degath's Head indefinitely.”

EPILOGUE
A Message from Effer'wyck

"Not beautiful child, Wilfooshka—magnificent child,” Old Borodov cooed, cradling little Hope
in hisgreet furry arm.

Beside him, Ursisgrinned and tickled her chin with adelicate, hirsute finger. "Bears are easy
marksfor cubsof al ancestries," he said absently.

"l would never have guessed,” Onrad laughed. "Except | visited Knez Nikolas at the Grest
Winter Palace in Gromcow asachild." He looked at Brim. ™Y ou'll need to watch these two carefully in
the yearsto come, Wilf," he said. "Bears can spoil even badly prespoiled Crown Princes.”

Brim looked around at the magnificent nursery "Uncle Onrad” had ordered for hislittle
"niece’—complete with adjoining apartment to house "Nand' Tutti. He shook his head. "It appearsthat
full-fledged Emperors are pretty talented in that department, too," he said.

Onrad frowned as color rosein his cheeks. "Nonsense," he said with alittle grin of
embarrassment. "It'sjust so shelll declare Imperid citizenship when the time comes for her to choose.”

"Shel'salucky lady," Brim said with aserious smile. " She's got three very unique undes”™

Urds nodded toward the child who was now holding hisfinger in one of her tiny, dimpled hands.
"She dso has pretty singular 'specid uncle,' " he said, nodding toward the Carescrian. ™'Y ou must be very
proud, Wilf Ansor.”

"Asl'vesaid before, | can't take much of the credit,” Brim said, feding his own cheeks burn. "But
she certainly had asplendid mother.”

"Too bad Raddismais not hereto see,” Borodov said, rocking thelittle girl gently inhisarm. "I
am certain she would have been pleased.”

"l suppose I'll have to be pleased enough for both of us, then.” Brim said.

Onrad nodded and grinned. "I suppose you will, Wilf," he said. "And if you dont, I'll make up the
remainder.” Then he frowned, "But back to facts, gentlemen. Wilf, you and your people a group-level
agree with the generd war prognos's, then?”

"Wedo, Your Mgesty," Brim affirmed as Borodov handed over histiny daughter, who was
beginning to fuss. He dipped afeeder into her mouth, and she relaxed, chuffing away contentedly. "For
the past two weeks, now," he continued, "L eague attacks on all five planets have dropped to
pre-Aunkayr levels. From what I've seen, they're back to concentrating on military targets now—uwith an
occasiond 'spite raid on Avaon just to keep their hand in.”



"And they are removing invasion equipment they stockpiled on coastd planetsin steedy stream,”
Ursis added, "taking it back to where they plan to start trouble next, one supposes.”

Brim nodded agreement, lifting Hope in preparation for burping.

Onrad absently placed a pad on Brim's shoulder. "And where do you suppose that will be?* he
asked.

Ursislooked a Borodov and sighed. "I's supreme top-secret information,” he said, "but one
supposes that Hope can be trusted.”

"We shdl trust her," Borodov said, suddenly looking very serious. "Please proceed, Nikolai
Yanuarievich."

"After long ddiberation,” Urss continued in adeep growl, "many of us Bears bdieve that the
Tyrant'smind hasturned to Mother Sodeskaya herself for hisnext victim.”

"| rather suspected that.” Onrad said grimly. " take it there are some who do not share your
views?'

"A few," Borodov affirmed. "Not like CIGAS, of course. All Sodeskayans understand who is
enemy. But in their way, they often obstruct just as effectively. These particular featherweights believe
that Triannic will go after other targetsfirs."

"When, infact, there are no other targets he can go for," Ursis added. "So long as both your
Imperia Fleet and Sodeskayan land armies exist to make war together, he cannot risk attack anywhere
ese. He mugt iminate one or the other firg."

"He must aso rebuild his Degp Space Flegt," Brim ventured.

"While we do the same thing," Onrad put in. "If Triannic had been ableto rush afew more
reservesto fat-boy Orgoth, held have come pretty closeto pulling off hisinvason. Right, Brim?'

"That'stheway | seeit, Your Mgesty," Brim said. "Luckily, with the new Carescrian shipyardsin
operation, well be ableto rebuild as quickly ashe" He held his breath momentarily, trying to stifle abit
of partisan pride. "Maybe alittle faster ."

"S0, he's effectively blocked here" Urdssaid.

"Yeah," Onrad agreed. "It's hard to fault that line of thought.”

"Which means," Urdssaid, raisng along index finger pedagogicaly, "that a present, our firg
priority isto build afleet."”

"What?' Onrad demanded.

"A S-Sodeskayan fleet...?" Brim stuttered, switching Hope to his other shoulder.

Both Bearsgrinned. "Y es, my friends" Urssassured him. "First timein history, we can no longer
count on continuing to live as free Sodeskayans under sole umbrelaof Imperia Flegt." Helooked a
Onrad. "During foreseeable future, you Imperids are going to be busy enough defending your own Triad,
much less our huge network of star systems, too."

Onrad took a deep breath and held out his hands to Brim for Hope. "Times have really changed,
haven't they?' he sighed, cradling thelittle girl in hisarms. "Who would ever have thought we'd see the
day the Imperia Feet couldn't keep peace throughout the whole galaxy?"

Borodov chuckled. " 'Congtant change is here to stay,' aswe say in Mother Country."

"Yeah," Onrad said with agrin. "'l guessitis" Then helooked a Borodov. "l takeit that we have
just passed into an officid visit?' he asked.

"We have, Your Mgesty," Borodov said. Helaughed. "'l now become Anastas Alexi Borodov,
Grand Duke of Gromcow Lakes and special Emissary to Nikolasthe August, Knez of Greater
Sodeskaya and Grand Federation of Sodeskayan States. Isimpressivetitle, no?!

"Damned impressive,” Onrad replied with raised eyebrows. "' So what can we do to help you and
the Knez build that Sodeskayan fleet?"

"Thought you would never ask, Y our Mgesty," Borodov replied with an old man'sgrin. He
turned to Brim. "Wewant this gentleman,” hesaid.

Brim felt hiseyebrows go into orbit.

Onrad amiled, placing afinger to hislips. "A moment, gentlemen,”" he said indicating Hope with
his head. "Little Miss Brim seemsto be adeep.” Then hewinced. "I've got to be careful cdling her that.”



"How about if | get Tutti?* Brim asked, summoning the beautiful redhead with alight tap on an
adjoining door. Moments later, the four men were on their way to the Emperor's private lounge.

"All right, now," Onrad continued presently, "you want to sted Brim, eh?”’

"Wedo, Your Mgesty," Borodov said. "For we have atwofold mission before usin Sodeskaya.
Not only must we establish new fleet, we must dso develop starship suited to our type of warfare. Friend
Brim has aready been dementd in both kinds of programs.”

Brim frowned. That sounded like a big change of duty station. Hed been spending alot of time
with Evelatedly—in and out of bed. And fedling very comfortable about their growing relationship. Not to
mention his new command....

"What do you think, Wilf?" Onrad asked.

"Well," Brimbegan, "I, ah..."

"We make certain you return to Avalon often enough to watch Hope grow up,” the elderly Bear
promised.

"And | think | could guarantee that this'foreign’ assignment would result in consderable
enhancement to your servicerecord, Admirad," Onrad said pointedly.

Brim glanced at Onrad for amoment with suspicion. He'd been convinced pretty quickly. Then it
hit him! Of course! Thethree of them had been through the whole thing in advance. HeEd been
sandbagged again.... He grinned resignedly. "I'd be honored by such an assgnment,” he said—and
excepting hisfedings about Eve and Hope, he dmost meant it.

Onrad nodded. "Thanks," he said with a very seriouslook on hisface, then turned to the Bears.
"Y ou're sure you want to let yoursalves—and your dominion—in for such trouble?' he asked with a
spuriousfrown.

"We have considered dangers, Y our Mgesty," Ursis said with an outrageous grin. "Knez Nikolas
has convinced usthat they can be largely overcome.”

"Thenit'sdone" Onrad said, glancing Sdeways at Brim, "after we send for our Admira hereon
atour of hisnative Carescria."

"Carescria, Your Mgesty?' Brim asked, now completely confounded.

"Yeah," Onrad answered, then acquiesced with an embarrassed little grin. "All right,” he said, 'I'll
admit that this Sodeskayan assignment is so important that you never had achoice—and that | discussed
everything in advance with these two grinning, so-cdled friends of yours...."

Ursis and Borodov suddenly took an abiding interest in the ceiling of the Emperor's study.

"But the Carescrian trip's adifferent thing,” Onrad went on. "1 understand how you fed about
your home sector, o I'll leave that one up to you. Y ou just need to know that it's damned important, too.
Those people out here broke their backs making the starships that just saved our Triad. They're
important; we're going to need them alot more before we finally whip the Tyrant and his bloody League.”
He amiled. "After the war too," he added, his eyes focusing somewhere off into the future. "Well havea
different Empire by the timethat happens..." Then he visibly forced himsalf back to the present, "I'll give
you timeto think it over, Admird," he said.

"I won't need to do that. Y our Mgesty,” Brim said, in the now very quiet room. "It'satrip I'd
liketotake." Thistime, he really meant it. Especidly since hewas almost certain that Eve would need to
comedong ashis"adviser."

Onrad's eyebrows raised. "That's quite a change of heart for you, Brim," he observed.

"l know itis, Your Maesty," Brim said asthefaces of Eve Cartier and Nadia Tissaurd
materidized in hismind'seye. "But I've had abit of help latdly, It's made meredizethat... wdll... hating
that one part of me has cost dearly over the years. | think I'm ready to move on, now," he said, "and
clearly Carescrias ready to move on, too." Then hetook a deep breath. "After,” he added, "we first win
apretty seriouswar.”

"Pretty seriousindeed,” Onrad agreed, glancing up toward the surface where much of Avaon lay
in smoldering ruins. He glanced at an exquisite timepiece on anearby table. "Which reminds me of the
Cabinet meeting | mugt attend in afew moments." He stood. "Gentlemen,”" hesaid in aclear sgn of
dismisA.



Brim and the three Bearsrose. "We thank you in the name of Knez Nikolas," Borodov said.

"You cantdl the Knez | thank him for the Loiterers he sent the other day," Onrad said with a
amile. "But I'll make certain he knows officidly.” Then achime sounded. He frowned and touched a
small, glowing panel on the arm of his chair. A moment later, the door opened and General Zapt
appeared with asmall leather pouch embossed with what a startled Brim recognized immediately asthe
roya crest of Effer'wyck.

"Your Highness" Zapt said, "this camefor Admird Brim through are intelligence channd—highly
secret, and dl that. Seems asif it was smuggled out of Effer'wyck by one of our operatives.”

Onrad nodded. "Y ou've had it checked?" he asked with afrown.

"Completely benign,” Zapt said, handing the pouch over to Brim.

"You don't haveto openit here,” Onrad said.

"It'sdl right,” Brim said, loosening the drawstrings and peering into the pouch. Then hisjaw
dropped. "It'smy new timepiece," he sad in amazement, "the one | bought at the termina during your
last trip to Luculent, Your Mgesty.”

"How'd it get back to Effer'wyck?' Onrad demanded, then suddenly closed his mouth. He knew.

"Urn," Brim equivocated, "1 wason a... secret misson, Your Mgjesty. We had abit of trouble
and |, er, lost it on the surface of one of their little starcoast planets.”

"Harrumph... yes" Onrad said, hisface reddening dightly. "They do send you on the damnedest
missions, Brim." He gazed at the pouch with fascination. "And the timepieceisal that'sin there?' he
asked, narrowing hiseyesin curiosity.

Brim peered into the pouch again. "No, Y our Mgesty," he said, drawing out afolded sheet of
thin plagtic Sationery. "It seemsto have anotewith it." Frowning, he unfolded the sheet... then silently
closed his eyesin absolute bewilderment. He knew the handwriting aswell as he knew his own.

Dearest WIlf:

| watched you drop thisin the forest during your short, miraculous vist to Bralve with my
outrageous cousin Onrad. How | wanted to touch you there among the trees that stormy
night! But | could not without risking the compromise of your escape. Never forget me,
Wilf. Perhaps one day when | have hel ped win back the freedom of my poor, violated
Effer'wyck we can find each other'sarms again. Until then, | remain,

Once your devoted lover,

Margot Effer'wyck



