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Flight Captain Torshk nar Caxki drew in along bresth of nutrient gas, felt hiswhiskers brush annoyingly
againg theingde of his helmet, then shifted his head to fix tawny eyes on the void that enveloped his
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Dralthi fighter. Four plastisted talons extended from the wings of his craft like burnished spikes
threatening to impa e any ship or sentient who dared venture into Kilrathi territory. For the moment,
though, there were no trespassers, and Torshk predicted that he and the rest of Gold and Black Claw
Squadrons would not engage in battle any time soon. Their task force of two Ralari-class destroyers and
a Thrakhra-class ConCom ship had been ordered to break off from the Shak'Ar'Roc battle group to
perform aroutine border patrol. If Torshk had hisway, they would be penetrating Confederation space
and attacking Confederation ships, not sniveling like lowborns on their side of the fence. But Torshk
knew he must obey his orders without question, focus on the strongest threst if one miraculously
presented itself, and respond to any chalenge. Y es, he understood the Kilrathi socia constructs that
dictated his behavior, but a blood frenzy smmered within, one that would soon reach abail.

Reports had comein of Karaahr Bokoth's death, and Torshk found it difficult to believe that the
emperor had not ordered aretdiatory strike on the Confederation. Bokoth had been one of the empire's
most revered admiras and amember of the imperia house. He had taken the famed super-dreadnought
KIS Grigt 'Ar'Roc into Vega Sector, had destroyed the Confederation's Pegasus Naval Station, and had
managed to sted the station's Navcom Al, acomputationa system that would guide the Kil-rathi through
the Charybdis Quasar and directly to Earth. According to spy satellite reports, Bokoth's ship had
reached the Sol system but had been brutally ambushed by a Confederation battle group. The hairless
apes had taken Bokoth's life with, it now seemed, impunity. Though Torshk did not belong to Bokoth's
clan, hefdt the blow just as painfully. The emperor had dready begun uniting the mgor noble clans of
Kilrah, and Tor-shk's clan, the Caxki, had been one of thefirgt to join the new imperia dliance. Before
scrambling for the patrol, Torshk had discussed hisfrustration with the rest of his squadron. They
understood hisrage and had tried to quell it by reminding him of the rumorsthat Bokoth's ship may have
been destroyed by agravity well and that the admira's plan to attack Earth relied upon histrust ina
human traitor, a human who belonged to an ancient and strange clan of humans called Filgrims. Torshk
refused to believe that one as highborn as Bokoth could make such an error. He shook his pale head and
bared fangs as a hiss rose from his gut. No, Bokaoth. Y ou did not dishonor the imperia house. Y ou died
awarrior's death and your soul shdl find solacein Svar'shand . Swalowing abitter tang, Torshk toggled
on histactical display asadiverson from hisintrogpection. A schematic of the task force gppeared on
the screen. The two destroyers glided directly overhead, their cylindrica hulls and stubby prows affirming
their battering power. Rotating sensor dishes and an array of imperid satdllite link antennae crowned
T-shaped superstructures whose viewports appeared as silhouettes since the ships operated in stealth
mode. Above the destroyers hung the ConCom ship, a command and communications vessd with ahull
design that reminded Torshk of hisown Dralthi. Shoots of sharp-edged plastisted extended amidships,
curved forward, and reached well past the bow like Koractu swords. A lone portside wing jutted out
and supported two hardpoints for six ship-to-planet missles that should have been replaced by
ghip-to-ship missiles, but departure orders had allowed no timefor that. The ConCom probed the area
of operationswith powerful, long-range sensors, searching for e ectromagnetic emissions and for sudden
releases of photons and neutrinos—part of any invading ship's post-jump residuum. Torshk doubted they
would pick up anything. "Gold Claw Leader to Dark Eye. Report on contacts.”

The ConCom's communications officer, Sh'ahte nar Caxki, pedled back hisgray lips, and the thick fold
of skin on hisbrow lowered in fury. "Gold Claw Leader, you have disobeyed the order for silence.”

Torshk narrowed his eyes and took severa long breaths. "There are no contacts, are there?’
"Break tranamisson now."

Extending a serrated nail through adot in hisgauntlet, Torshk flicked atoggle and brokethe signal. We
cower herelike boryangee! He summoned an image of thefrail, hairy creature that often raided the
garbage heaps on Kilrah, then glanced sdelong a Covum nar Caxki, acousin two years hisjunior who



flew the Drdthi at hiswing. Covum bowed his head, but Torshk could sense that the younger warrior did
not gpprove of his public display of frustration.

How could so many of Torshk's clan deny who they were? Descended from predators, from pack
hunters, the Kilrathi people were not proneto lying in wait without aplan to attack. Were hisclansmen
ableto suppresstheir ingtincts? He doubted that. Did they know something that he did not? He would
chdlenge dl who conceded information from him. His growl confirmed that thought.

"Dark Eyeto Gold Claw leader," the comm officer began excitedly, hiswide, flat nose and bulbous eyes
filling amonitor. "Photon and neutrino emissions detected. Uploading coordinates now.”

Torshk recoiled in awave of surprise as quickly overcome by histingling blood frenzy.
A Confederation attack.
It had to be.

Now he would make the hairless apes pay for Bokoth's death. Hislaser cannonswould light the path of
revenge. He studied the coordinates scrolling down his navigation display, and the groovesin his cheeks
deepened. A ship had jumped into the quadrant, but it had not followed any known jump path. In fact,
the coordinates placed it within striking range of the K 'n' Rek system. He looked to his cousin. "L eader
to Gold Claw Two. Bregk off from escort.”

Covum throttled up and swept under the destroyers, toward the anitgraviton flux some twelve hundred
grid points ahead. Twin thrusters dimmed into the void as Torshk watched his cousin advance.

Y oung Covum had twice proven his bravery. He had saved Torshk's life by destroying a Confederation
Rapier fighter that Torshk had been unable to outmaneuver because of thruster damage. And he had
accepted a chdlenge from Jtac of the Kur'u'tak clan. Jtalc'sjealousy had flared when Covum had
received the Banner of Faorc'd, given by the emperor himself to the most courageous pilots. Jtalc had
felt that he deserved the banner. The killing rage had consumed both warriors, vorshaki duding blades
had flashed, and in minutes Jtalc's blood had warmed the cold flight deck. Covum regretted the incident,
but he had behaved honorably.

Torshk now felt gpprehensive over sending out his cousin as decoy, despite the honor Covum would
garner. The strategy of using adecoy had been born of ingtinct, born of ancient timeswhen Kilrathi
would dispatch one warrior to lure apack of opposing clansmen. The pack would chase the lone warrior
into adesignated area, where they would fall prey to an ambush. Torshk stiffened in anticipation of
Covum'srapid and safe return with the enemy in his wake. He considered opening a channdl but thought
better of it. Patience . There seemed little honor in that act. He squinted through the canopy and remained
inthat position for severd minutes—

Until impatience overwhelmed him. He accelerated ahead of the destroyers, dong Covum's vector.

A pinpoint of reflected light birthed in the distance. Even as Torshk noted the speck, a proximity beacon
wailed. Thetactica digplay showed Covum's Drathi headed toward him. Something hugetrailed his
cousin, and the targeting system had trouble identifying the contact. Fluctuating geometric patterns
glowed and intertwined across the Heads Up Display. Theimagefinaly codesced into the crimson
schematic of avessal shaped like a spearhead—a Concordia-class supercruiser. Six of itsthirty
point-defense missle stations had dready launched ordnance in Covum's direction, while two of itstubes
had opened to fire torpedoes at the ConCom ship two hundred meters above.

Torshk stared at the oncoming supercruiser, rapt by the view, by the startling fact that it bore no insignia



and traveled without escorts. Standard Confederation protocol called for supercruisersto be escorted by
at least two destroyers and acruiser or larger battleship. Transports, ship tenders, and resupply
operators frequently accompanied the convoy.

"Gold Claw Leader? The prey comes!” Covum cried.

Thetactical report showed the destroyers adjusting tack. They would make a series of intercept
gpproaches, feinting until the last moment when they would increase thrust and spring on their catch.

But Torshk could not ignore the oddity of asupercrusier traveling aone through Kilrathi-held space. Had
the ape in command lost his senses? If so, weren't there other apes aboard who knew better? Or was the
rest of its battle group preparing to jump in behind it? A chill coiled up Torshk's spine as his gaze
wandered over the cap ship'simmense hull, past afew of the many torpedo tubes and the colossa
antimatter guns mounted on the upper deck. His display reported the battleship's length at 855 meters,
but he swore she was bigger. He stole afina ook at her superstructure, rising several dozen meters from
the deck like a dura-stedl volcano, then cocked his head as Covum'sfighter darted by with apair of
missiles chewing through histhruster wash.

Torshk seized his control yoke and yawed to port, heading at full throttle toward his cousin, the
supercrusier now rushing in behind him. "'l will asss!"

The misslestightened their gap on Covum's Drathi as Torshk plowed through exhaust trails, activated his
targeting computer, and centered hisreticle over the starboard rocket. Meson fire legpt from his blagters,
struck the rocket with accelerated subatomic particles that instantly decayed insde the missile and

heaved aterrific interna explosion. Torshk roared through thefirebdl to glimpse the second
missle—even asit toreinto Covum's Dralthi.

"For my hrail For my—" Covum released a strangled cry as hisfighter blossomed into fire-licked
wreckage.

Torshk's howl rose from the core of hisbeing and rang piercingly through his helmet. Every sense
registered the throbbing agony of his cousin'sloss. Panting, he increased velocity and soared above the
destroyers—just in time to watch the ConCom ship explode in a coppery mushroom of smoke and
fleeting fire. Howling again, Torshk steered toward the five remaining Dralthi in his squadron. "Gold Claw
Squadron! Standby to attack!"

Even asthe destroyers shifted to port and fired a quartet of torpedoes at the supercruiser, Torshk
reached the others and flew as the poisonoustip of atight wedge formation. They swooped down
toward the cap ship's bow. Torshk toggled off his missle safety and surveyed the targeting report in his
HUD. The computer autometically selected the ship's most letha points and prioritized the attack while
smultaneoudy receiving datafrom Black Claw squadron's targeting computers. Torshk noted that the
seven Dralthi fighters of Black Claw planned to concentrate fire on the ship's tern in an attempt to knock
out ion engine control. Since they would take out propulsion, hiswarriors would focus on wespons.
"Claws Three and Four. Y ou will target the forward guns. Claws Five, Six, and Seven will concentrate
fire on torpedo gtations.”

"' She has not launched fighters, Gold Leader!" That from Gold Claw Three, whose voice boreanicy
adonishmern.

"And where are her escorts?' Gold Claw Four added.

Two of the ship's antimatter guns pivoted toward them, barrelslifting.



With widening eyes, Torshk gavethefinad order: "Break and attack!"

Two Drathi rolled away, dropping sharply in sixty-degree dives toward the guns. The other three cut
hard to starboard and would skim aong the hull, targeting torpedo stations and dispatching missiles at
point-blank range. Human blood would spill. Svar would smile.

As Torshk eased his control stick forward and the targeting computer locked on to the cap ship's bridge,
abeeping darm diverted his attention to histactical display. His gaze barely met the screen when the
voice of Flight Leader Norj'ach of Black Claw squadron burst through the channdl. "Torshk! Look at our
destroyerd™

Squinting at hisdisplay, Torshk could not find the glimmering representations of the destroyers. He noted
the tiny dotsflitting about the supercruiser and the sudden appearance of an odd, circular distortion
positioned about eight hundred meters ahead of the cap ship. The thing's diameter measured nearly five
hundred meters, though it fluctuated by several dozen meters dong its perimeter. The report showed
concentric yellow rings forming horizontal to the supercruiser and funneling down nearly three hundred
metersto asolid point. A sidebar displayed something about "gravitic warping in progress.” Torshk
jerked back the stick, pulling into ahigh-G climb. Herolled to port and leveled off, taking in the view
with hisown eyes.

The two destroyers bows had dropped ninety degrees, and both were being dragged into awhirlpool of
wavering gloom. Torshk switched to their comm channd and suddenly wished he hadn't. Once bold
warriors now squedled in horror astheir battleships dowly broke into meter-sized fragments that hurtled
toward the darkness amid tendrils of jettisoned gases and streamers of multicolored liquids. A powerful
blow rocked Torshk's Drathi and drowned out the comm channdl. Thrown forward, he suddenly found
himsdlf barreling toward the abyss. He reversed thrust, and the engines whined against an overwheming
force. Reportsfrom his comrades echoed distantly in his headset, voices smearing into each other:

"Gold Leader? Praise it hasto Sivar me! Can home now come to see honor by for clan be so the Lord
and thisdiefor blood to can for truth Sivar and know what heartismeinfor..."

The supercruiser passed swiftly below Torshk'sfighter. He braced his control stick with both paws and
watched the ship draw closeto the gravity well's perimeter. We embrace in death! Sivar grants justice
thisday !

But the cap ship did not descend into the whirlpool. A veil of shimmering light fell over the vessdl asfive
hundred meters ahead, on the opposite Sde of thewell, an identica flash lifted into space. It jumped... it
jumped thewdll .

Enraged by their escape and by the certainty of hisfate, Torshk reversed thrust once more, charging at
full tilt toward acave of filmy night. No, he would never die by their hand. He still had that much control.

Asthe seconds burned away, he thought about how it would fed to die, if therewould be pain, if he
could take that pain with honor and not shame himsdf by crying out. The control stick suddenly shook
free of hisgrip. His seat restraints snapped, and he floated out of the chair, feing himsalf shake
independently of the ship, teeth chattering, joints grinding, spittle dappling his helmet. He listened to the
sound of hislabored breathing, saw only ablur of gray, and sniffed a the smoke from damaged
ingruments that wafted in his nutrient gasline. His bones pushed againgt his skin.

He gasped.
Gasped again.



Knew it had come,
Fought for the glory of silence.

And won.

Lieutenant Christopher Blair sat inthe Tiger Claw'sflight wing briefing room, asamsfolded over hisches,
adefinite smirk forming on his clean-shaven face as he listened to Lieutenant Todd "Maniac” Marshall
wax evangelic about his piloting prowessto Elise"Zarya' Rolitov, adim dove recently assigned to the
88th Fighter Wing, First Squadron. "And we didn't just comein hot, honey. We camein hot and
inverted.”

Blair lifted his smirk in Maniac's direction, but the blonde braggadocio's gaze held tight on Zarya, who
made matters worse by returning an expression of awe, tugging fingers through her short, auburn hair,
and fidgeting in her seat. That kind of body language would prope Maniac to newfound heights of lust
and conceit. Blair bolted to hisfeet and crossed afew chairs down to face Zarya. Heraised hisvoice
over the other five pilotsjabchatting around them. "What he won't tell you isthat he nearly mowed down
the deck bosswhile pulling that stunt. Take it from me, Lieutenant. If you want to keep out of trouble,
keep away from thisguy.”

Zaryacocked adender brow. "Trouble iswhat we're about, Lieutenant”"—sheread his
nametag—"Blair.”

He could live with the retort, but they had aready met, and she had not remembered his name. "Maniac
here dedlsin aparticular brand of trouble that will get you booted off this ship before you've finished
checkingin.”

She nodded. "I'll take my chances.”

Maniac amiled tightly, eyes aglow in thefire of anew aly with whom he intended to bump uglies. "Lady's
got taste. Can't fault her there, Ace.”

"Ten-hut!" someone shouted.

Lieutenant Commander Jeanette"Angel” Deveraux hustled into the room, stepped onto the dai's, then
moved behind the holograph control podium. "At ease. Give us another moment, people.” Sheflipped
nervoudy through pages on aclipboard and frowned.

Blair remained at attention, noting how Angel'slong, wavy mane had been pulled into abun and how the
overhead lights cast her in asheen that suggested her call sign. Heimagined himsdf closeto her and
reminisced on the moment he had nearly kissed her pouty lips. He felt the sudden urge to damn socid
convention and military regulaionsto hell, march up there, and take her. If nothing else, that would leave
Maniac speechless. He sighed inwardly and continued to stare.

Y es, shelooked well for awoman il recovering from frostbite and hypothermia. She had saved the
Tiger Claw by destroying aKilrathi Skipper missile, but her Rapier had been wrecked by the blast wave
and she had gected in her pod. Blair knew very well what it felt like to float powerless and adrift in
space, waiting for the cold to take you.



A blow to the shoulder broke histhought. "Hey, lover,” Maniac cooed, leaning in front of Zarya. "l see
our squadron commander's up. Shouldn't you get her back into bed?

Blair found hisblack look.

Maniac draped an arm over Zaryas shoulders. "He talks about me getting into trouble. Well, what if |
told you that he and our dear squadron commander—"

"Ten-hut!" Blair shouted as acting Captain Paul Gerad arrived, offered a curt nod, then headed for the
dais.

Though Gerdd's promotion remained unofficid until the paperwork camein, most officers had dready
taken to cdling him by his new rank. Blair wouldn't go that far. Not yet. He caled Geradd "sir." After dl,
the guy till hated Rilgrims, haf-breeds, and Pilgrim sympathizers snce fighting in the war againgt them.
Blair's mother Devi Soulsong had been aFilgrim. Blair couldn't change that. He didn't want to. Rilgrims
might have originated as religious fanatics who saw themsdlves asthe "dlect,” asthe only humans destined
for the stars, but the war had ended over twenty years ago, and most Pilgrims had peacefully regjoined
Confederation society. Gerad smply had to get over the past. Admittedly, the man had confessed that
he needed Blair, that he did respect Blair's skill as a pilot and had made him a command-approved wing
commander, but that was asfar asit went. There would never be any love lost between them. That wasa
shame. Blair could learn alot from the man, but if Gerald continued to trest him indifferently, he would
return the same.

"Have asedt," the captain said, wearing anew haircut to complement his new command. Gone were the
dark curlsin favor of alow maintenanceflat top. He salf-conscioudy patted his hair, then pursed hislips
as the squadron settled in. " Our scheduled space dock has been delayed again.” Thisto a chorus of
moans as an opportunity for shore leave—once so close they could taste it—withered before the pilots
eyes. Even Blair, usudly silent during such collective complaints, added his voice to the discord.

"All right," Angd snapped.

"Our own Damage Control Crewswill continue as scheduled,” Gerald went on. "Y es, were il licking
our wounds from our last engagement with the Kilrathi, but thiswar won't wait for us, and | wanted to
brief you mysdlf because matters have grown, in aword, ddlicate. Admira Tolwyn has ordered usto
Mylon Three." He tapped acontrol on the podium, and a holograph of the Mylon system shimmered into
view. Four planets orbited a medium-sized star that a data strip indicated was dightly more massive than
Sol. The aforementioned third planet tossed up averdant glow with jagged continents splayed like leather
patches over its watery backdrop. ™Y ou can consult your data readers for more detailed information on
Confed settlements there. According to a drone intercepted by the CS Rigaria, on zero-seven-seven at
nineteen hundred hourslocal time an unmarked Confederation supercruiser launched aplanet-wide
attack."

Murmurs erupted.

Lieutenant Adam "Bishop" Polanski, who sat to Blair's|eft, leaned forward, his expression of incredulity
buckling the ragged scar on his cheek. "Sir, was the ship captured by the Kilrathi?*

"Maybe there wasamutiny," Zaryachippedin.
"Mutiny?' Polanski snickered. "No way."

"Intdlligenceis till gathering data," Gerald said. "Asit stands, we're the principa dement of a Space
Warning and Control Mission. Our Marine detachment will deploy to MyGov, the primary settlement's



capital, while Black Lion Squadron will recon the area of operations, diminating any unfriendliness or
mines and searching for survivors."

"Sir. Just one squadron to recon the entire zone?' Blair asked. "With short-range sensors that could take
hours, maybe days."

"I'm aware of that, Lieutenant. Well be entering the system in stedlth mode. Those people were just
attacked by—for the sake of argument—a Confederation ship. The arrival of another Confed ship will
alarm them. And theré's a strike base on planet. If it hasn't been taken out, we could encounter SAM fire
and dements of the nineteenth fighter wing."

"Well run three patrols on thisone, Ladies,” Angel said. "Bishop, Hunter, and Cheddarboy got point.
Sinatraand Gangsta? Y oure with me. Maniac, Blair, and Zarya? Y ou got reserve.”

Maniac snorted.

Angd's gaze locked on. "Problem, Lieutenant Marshal?'
"No, maam."

"| takeit you'd rather fly point.”

"Absolutdy, maam.”

"Which is exactly why you will remain closeto the ship, in ready status. Showboaters call too much
attention to themselves.”

"Yes, maam." Maniac bit hislower lip, and Blair read the curse balanced there.

"If we do encounter resistance, you will not engage,” Gerdd said. "We're going there to bandage the
wound—not rub dtinit.”

"Sir? How many people are we talking about?' Zarya asked.

"Five mgor settlements. As Confed colonies go, it'sasmal one. Five, maybe six million. Most of them
reside on the northern continent.”

"And supercruisersroutingly carry strategic munitions,” she said gravely.

"Y es, they do. WEIl hope for the best.” He regarded the group. "Other questions? No? Dismissed.”
Blair stood and headed for the door.

"Lieutenant Blair? Can | seeyou for amoment?

As he moved back toward Angdl, Maniac passed him and whispered, "Can | spank you for amoment?'
Hiding hisreaction, Blair forged on. "Y es, maam?"

"You'rein command of your patrol. Keep aclose eye on your people. | don't want the past to repest
itsdlf. Understood?’

"Yes, maam.”

The past to which she referred involved Maniac and Lieutenant Rosie Forbes, best pilot in the squadron
and Angd's best friend. Horseplay and reckless courage had resulted in Forbes's degth. Before Maniac



had come aboard the Tiger Claw , Forbes had been a textbook flyer, much like Blair. But Maniac had
lured her into his bed and into hisflying style. He would do the same with Zarya. At least Blair wasn't the
only one who saw that coming.

Angd eyed him suspicioudy. "What'swrong, Lieutenant? I've never seen that look before.”
Blair surveyed the room to be sure everyone had |eft. "Permission to speak fredy?"
"Granted.”

"How areyou?'

She averted her gaze. "Better."

"Why no vigtors?'

She hegtated. "1 don't know."

"Y ou dmogt died out there. Y ou come back and lie in sickbay for two days and won't let anyone see
you. Did they tell you | came by five or Six times?*

"| just needed to be done."
" thought—"
"Don' think too much.”

"Okay. Sorry." He groped for something more, saw that she still wouldn't face him, then elected to leave.
He prayed shewould cal after him.

Shedidnt.

Twenty minutes later, the ship reached the Y mir system and the jump point to Mylon. Blair and the others
would ride out the jump in their Ragpiers and launch within the first minute of their arrival. Having aready
completed his pre-flight checklist, Blair waited for afud Bowser to pass, then crossed the busy flight
deck to where Maniac stood beside his Rapier, being chewed out by Deck Boss Peterson. The boss's
furor probably had something to do with the sandwich in Maniac's hand.

"What'sit gonnatake?' Peterson asked, hisface flushed. "A suspension?1 blink. It'sdone. Y ou want
that?'

Maniac'sface paed. "No, sir."
"Then get that food off my flight deck. Now!"
"kay." Maniac took a huge bite and jogged away toward the hatch leading to the gdley.

"I'm running aflight deck—not aday care," Peterson shouted. "Come back when you can read the
rules”" Hefaced Blair. "You illiterate, too, Lieutenant?"

Blair jolted.

"No loitering on the deck. If you're not working, get out!" He spun on ahed, ripped off his headset, and
stormed toward Wespons System Chief Mackey, who had launched into atirade of hisown while
shaking afinger at two frightened ordnance specialists standing before the nose of a Broadsword



bomber.
"Thisisthe most uptight ship I've ever seen.”

Zaryahad drawn up to Blair's side. He glanced at her and sighed. "It'll get tighter because we keep
turning over so many pilots. Welost Knight and Forbes, then Spirit got transferred and Sinatra got
transferred in, dong with Cheddarboy and Gangsta. And now you've joined the party. We haven't flown
enough with each other. That's dangerous. And we're gtill the smallest squadron in thewing. They're
cdling us The Chihuahuas.™

"Hey, kids." Maniac rushed over to stand between them. "Y ou believe that guy? | think that bastard is
gunning for me"

"Maybe he's ill mad about you nearly killing him," Zaryasaid. "Y esh, maybethat'sit.”

A series of beepsfiltered through the ship-wide intercom, then Gerdd's voice boomed: "Attention all
personnd. On jump point vector. Sixty seconds. Assume jump stations.”

"Whoopeedo," Maniac groaned. "WEell be sitting on our hands for this one anyway.”

"Just do your job," Blair said, then jogged back toward his Rapier.

"Hey, Blair? What's your problem now?'

Heignored Maniac, gave a passing nod to hisflight crew, then mounted his cockpit ladder.

It felt comforting to be back in hisfighter after athree day absence, the pit like anest of power and
technology with the magic to make him forget about reection, about the troubles his half-breed heritage
brought on, about the war, about everything. He did on his headset and helmet, buckled on the O2
mask, then attached the power and oxygen linesto hisflight suit. Routine preparations performed
thousands of times now took on a peculiar reverence. He sensed a certain nobility about being apilat,
and delusion or not, he enjoyed the moment. But it wastime to get down to business. He switched a
toggle, and the canopy lowered into place.

Now in the muffled quiet, he surveyed hisinstruments, noting afew differences between his present
fighter, the CF-117b Rapier, and the old F44-A he had flown only three days prior. The new mode had
increased missile capacity to ten guided or dumbfire missiles and packed a second generation
nose-mounted rotary-barrel neutron gun that alowed for longer continuous neutron fire than the old
FA4'sfirst generation cannon. A switch on his stick alowed for aternate or synchronousfire, and
standard laser cannons mounted to the 117's short, upturned wings provided longer-range support. The
standard Tempest targeting and navigational Al remained the same, as did the jump-capable drive array
and twin thruster/afterburner package. Monitors and control panels seemed dightly smdler, but that
could beanilluson. The sest felt ahell of alot better though, with the wel come addition of lumbar
support. Even asBlair brought up main power and engaged the pre-flight sequence, the Rapiers on either
gdeof him did likewise. He glanced | eft to Hunter. The Aussie had not attached his mask yet; he would,
of course, wait until the last minute so that he could chomp on hisunlit cigar, the stogie as much a
permanent fixture as his shaggy hair. Though Blair and Hunter had gotten off to an exceedingly shaky
dart, with Hunter threatening Blair'slife because he did not trust Pilgrim half-breeds, Blair's actions during
their last mission had gpparently won Hunter'strust. During the past three days, Hunter had treated Blair
asan equd, had invited him to the rec severa times, and had even asked if he could buy Blair adrink.
Despitedl of that, Blair still sensed that the man was watching him, probing for the first Sgn of waning

loydlty.



The pilot to hisright, one Sachin " Cheddarboy” Rapaski hailed from an amazingly long line of Wisconsin
dairy farmerswho had weathered the twenty-third century's ecocatastrophe with the zeal and
perseverance of ancient American pioneers. Cheddarboy's cal sign had been chosen for him by hisflight
school instructor, who had used it as chide so often that it stuck. Of course the pale, baby-faced jock
with the body of afence picket hated cheddar cheese; in fact, he hated al cheese except the mozzarella
on awell-done pepperoni pizzaand had, in fact, split one with Blair only the night before. Now strapped
into his cockpit, Cheddarboy gave Blair aterse nod, his face shielded by his mask, large blue eyes
radiating with the nervous dectricity of anew pilot flying hisfirst real misson off hisfirst red srike carrier.

Angd's voice abruptly sounded through hisheadset. "All right, Ladies. | takeit weredl in tight. Pre-flight
checklists have been logged and looking good—except for yours, Maniac.”

"Excuse me, maam?' Maniac responded quickly.

"That'sright. Y ou've overlooked targeting and navigation systems.”

"My chief did 'em for me. Guess heforgot tolog ‘emin.”

"Y ou're responsible for your own checklist. Y ou don't subcontract it to your chief. Understood?
"Yes, maam."

Blair'sleft Visud Display Unit flashed the words incoming communication on secure channdl. Blair dided
up the channd, dready knowing who had caled. "No, she's not just being abitch, Maniac. She'sright.
And you know that."

"No, | was being abitch,” Angel said, then her face showed on the display, or at least what wasn't rudely
hidden by her helmet and mask.

"I'msorry, I—"

"Saveit. | just recommended you for some chicken guts, the Bronze Star to be exact, for exceptiona
bravery under fire. I'm sureitll get approved.”

"Thank you, maam. But I'm not sureif bravery had anything to do with it."

"I don't know any other pilot who would navigate hisway through a quasar without NAVCOM
coordinates. If it wasn't bravery, than it was insanity. But we don't have ameda for that.”

He smiled behind hismask. "We should.”
"Jump in ten seconds. Launch in thirty. Stand by." The VDU went blank.

However, afountain of light appeared before it and gathered into the shape of Merlin, the holographic
interface generated by Blair's Portable Persona Computer. As was the bantam's wont, Merlin brushed
off histan tunic and breeches, did up the rubber band that bound hislong, gray hair into aponytail, then
fixed Blair with aseverefrown. "It may seem ridiculousto you, but forcing me into standby mode for long
periodsislike stuffing meinto alittle box. Never mind what it doesto my appearance, it's my attitude
that'sreally suffering. I'm depressed again, Christopher. I'm feeling unneeded. | thought you should know
that. | think you should do something about it."

"Merlin, dont lay this crap on me now. How would you fed if you thought your holographic assistant
needed a shrink? The guy's supposed to be hel ping you, and you wind up counsding him . Sometimes|
fed like ripping your processor out of my wrist. My Dad programmed you because he thought he was



doing me afavor. If only he could see you now."

"That's not fair. | shouldn't be feeling guilty about how | fed." His gaze turned up to probe the overhead.
"Oh, dear. We're jJumping again." He vanished.

"Fusion engines engaged,” Gerald said over the intercom.

Despite hisown idling thrusters, Blair felt the characteristic rumble pulse through the entire carrier asthe
ship's powerful ion engines came online. Then ajolt tore through his Rapier asthe Tiger Claw paused to
get a precise bearing on the jump point that accounted for the gravity well's drift rate.

"Thisisthe part my stomach hates," Bishop said.
"Dont think about it, Mate," Hunter indtructed. "Put it dl in your bresth and let it out.”

Another jolt told Blair that the jump-drive had been engaged. Now the Tiger Claw's high thrust propelled
it toward the exact coordinates dong therift in space. An antigraviton field surrounded the ship, and Blair
felt his senses shut down.

He knew she would come. He had tried to bury the thought of her, to bury hisfear of jumping, but at the
very last second, he panicked, and during the perfect moment that joined him to the space-time
continuum, he saw her once more, ha oed by the void—

Hismother. Dark hair spilling like wine over her shoulders, eyes sometimes soft with understanding,
sometimes narrowed in disappointment. " Christopher. | wish | could help you. At least you don't bear the
pain of knowing."

"Knowing what?'

"Your path."

"Ancther warning? Y ou said | shouldn't come here, that thisisn't my continuum. Why? Tdl me."
"Y ou believe you have power over this, but you have nothing. Y ou can't do what you fed."

"What am 1? A Pilgrim? What doesthat redlly mean? Am | just afresk? A human with a sixth sensefor
direction? Or is there more? | want there to be more. | want to know who | am."

"If you learn who you are, you will fal. Like the others. Y ou're too young, and the pain of knowing istoo
great.”

"l cantakethepan!”
"Whoisthat? That you, Blair?'

A blurry view of theflight deck snapped out of the darkness, dong with the steady hiss of his oxygen
flow, the reverberation of histhrusters, and the nagging ache of his shoulder harnessthat he had fastened
too tightly.

"Hey, Blair? Y ou with theliving?' Maniac asked.
"Yeah, yeah. I'mjud... that one hit hard.”

"Attention al personndl. Battle Stations! Battle Stations! Thisisnot an exercise,” Gerdd said. "Standard
orbit of Mylon Threein ninety seconds. Deploy ground force.”



Blair watched as Deck Boss Peterson waved on the wedge-shaped CF-337d Marine Corps troopship,
armed to the teeth with ten missile hardpoints each packing atrio of rockets. Two turreted rotary-barrel
neutron guns, not unlike his Rapier's primary weapon, jutted out on port and starboard sides. The
troopship's nose bore the vivid likeness of a snarling Doberman pinscher, drool dripping from gleaming
incisors. Once lined up on the runway, the vessdl ignited thrusters and swept toward the environmenta
maintenance fied's fluctuating curtain of energy. It shot through the barrier and climbed away, out of
Sght.

"Show time, ladies" Angd said.

Hunter floated into position firgt, followed by Bishop and Cheddarboy. One by one, first patrol received
launch confirmation from the flight boss, got the green light, then thundered across the runway. Second
patrol hovered into position. Gangstatook off first, her launch a perfect demonstration of textbook
maneuvering. Sinatrafollowed, jumped the throttle before the deck boss gave him thefind signd, then
got out there, the deck boss's scolding ringing in his ears. Sinatrawas a damned good pilot with more
experience than even Angd. His problems with authority had gotten him busted down from captain to
lieutenant. Based on hisyearsin and his age (twenty-nine), he should be amgjor or colond. From what
Blair could gather from hislimited experience with the man, he didn't hotdog like Maniac; he smply told
people exactly what he thought of them and their skills. Many of the younger pilots marveled over his
politica incorrectness, but Blair chose to avoid the guy, taking the same advice he had offered Zarya
about Maniac.

Angel rammed her throttle forward and streaked away, gone through the energy curtainin apair of
blinks

"Reserve patrol ? Y ou're up,” Flight Boss Raznick said from Blair's VDU. The bosss shaven head
glimmered like an egg under aspotlight. "Zarya, Maniac, and—you figure out acal sgn yet, Blair?"

"Algim."

"You'rekidding."

"No, gr."

Raznick snorted. "Can't say | like it better than Maverick, but it's your choice, young man."

For the past couple of days, Blair had been contemplating anew call sign. "Maverick” had suited him
well during academy training, an ironic moniker since Blair had established areputation of flying by the
book. But he felt he had outgrown the name, and since he had lost his Pilgrim cross—an obvious means
of identifying himself asa Filgrim—hefigured the call Sgn would serve asthe next best thing. He didn't
want to ram his heritage down his comrades throats, but he felt strongly about people knowing who he
was. And if they had a problem with that, so beit.

Zaryatook her cue from the deck boss and launched. Maniac's Rapier glided in ahead of Blair's, pivoted
ninety degrees, and aimed for the energy field. Surprisingly, he took off sanshisusua over-thrusting
flourish and verbd high jinks.

Blair did over the Heads Up Display viewer attached to his helmet. The viewer covered hisright eye and
supplied a series of data bar readouts of each of the Rapier's mgjor systems. During combat, the
targeting system would seize control of the viewer, and smart targeting reticles would replace the clutter
of data. At the moment, all systemswere nominal. Pressure gauiges stood in the green. The nav system
had aready been preprogrammed with coordinates uploaded directly from flight control.



Wearing his patented sinister stare, Deck Boss Peterson flashed Blair the signd for launch. Blair hesitated
just enough to widen the boss's eyes, then dapped the throttle and burst forward.

Accderation struck like awrestler's beefy forearm. Thetal columns on either Side of the deck flashed
by, along with the dozens of Rapiers and Broadswords moored beneath alatticework of connecting
beams. The energy draped over his canopy and suddenly doughed off to expose the exterior runway
walled in by the two great haves of the cylinder that made up the Claw's fuselage. Blair waited afew
seconds more for hisvelocity to increase before pulling up toward a sheet of darkness. Chatter clogged
the squadron's generd frequency as the point and second patrols gave assessments of the planet.

Mylon Threefindly scrolled into view, its sun partidly eclipsed and burning with asgnificant glarein the
distance. The polarization unit kicked in, tinting the canopy so that Blair now had aclear view of the
bluish green world and the black clouds blanketing nearly dl of its northern hemisphere. Specks of
reflected light flashed like unwel come fireworks, some in the upper amosphere, somein low and high
orbit.

"Thisplaceisdead,” Maniac said, not bothering to temper his astonishment.

"It'slikeaholo,” Zaryaadded. "And hey, there go the Marines. They won't find much. Lookslike
MyGov hasbeen leveled.”

"Advanceto escort coordinates,” Blair ordered, taking his Rapier between their fighters. Nearly in
unison, they banked right and followed a vector that took them lateral of the Claw . The nav computer
beeped, and the circular radar screen showed a flashing white cross, indicating they had reached their
assigned position: waiting on the bench, as Maniac understood it. They lined up and throttled down. Blair
had trouble removing his gaze from the planet, had trouble removing histhoughts from the millionswho
had died under an ondaught of planetary torpedoes. No doubt about it. The Kilrathi had to be
responsible. They had somehow captured a supercruiser and intended to incite acivil war withiit.

"I'm running a short-range scan, and I'm aready picking up alot of debris. I'm talking alot of debris,”
Zayasad.

Blair switched to Angedl. "Reserve leader to second patrol, copy?'
Her facelit hisdisplay. "Copy, Lieutenant.”
"We're a station. No sign of hostile contacts, roger.”

"None on thisend either. Picking up wreckage from, | don't know, could be hundreds of ships, mostly
private and commercid trangports. No military craft IDed yet."

"They were probably trying to get offworld.” Blair snorted in disbelief. "Bastards just shot them down.”

"I've seen holos of the Peron Massacre, but that palesin comparison to this" Angel remarked. "Were
looking at the total annihilation of a Confederation world. This place won't be habitable for acentury, and
that's with terraformers rebuilding around the clock.”

"I don't get it. Why Mylon Three? It'sdong the Kilrathi border, but there aren't any jump pointsfrom
hereinto their space. And from what |'ve read, it is—or was—your basic agricultura world. | don't
understand what they're gaining from this, besides sending a message.”

"Maybethat's dl they wanted to do. And Mylon was smply atarget of opportunity since at the time of
the attack, no Confed cap shipswerein theimmediate vicinity."



"Angel?' Gangstacalled. "Found asmal shuittle, civilian regigtry. Or at least what's |eft of it. Life support
dill functioning. Got two live onesingde.”

Second patrol moved in on the civilian shuttle, and Angel and Gangsta activated retrievd tractorsto tow
the ship back to the Tiger Claw . They tried to contact the survivorsinside, but shipboard
communications had been destroyed. One survivor, afrazzled teenage girl, waved to them from a
porthole. First patrol continued probing the wreckage, and Blair listened in as they encountered another
tattered vessel with more survivors on board.

About an hour into the operation, Angd declared the area secured, and for the next four hours Blair sat
in his cockpit and watched as more patrol s launched, scoured the wreckage, and discovered sill more
survivors. Deveraux continued to hold Blair's patrol on reserve, despite his best arguments. True, a
hostile vessdl could return to thwart their rescue efforts, but Blair considered that more unlikely asthe
hours passed.

"Man, how much longer are we going to Sit on our asses?' Maniac had unclipped hismask, and his
expression hung so low that it promised to fal off.

Blair shook his head at the VDU. "We're Sitting tight until we're ordered or forced back.”

"Well, we ain't draining systemsin this hover. Oxygen'srated for seven hours, but I'm good for another
five, dammit. If the order doesn't comein, | say welie about our status. | didn't get to finish my lunch,
and we're dready heading into supper.”

"You hearing this, Zarya?' Blair asked. "Pay attention to the way Lieutenant Marshall operates.”

"Hey, | just ain't for wasting us out here. The wholewing isinvolved in this effort, and thereés only one
other reserve patrol. They haven't been out here aslong asus."”

"Sometimesit ain't dl gutsand glory,” Blair said. "And sometimesit ain't fair. Y ou know that.”
"Lumberjack to, uh, Pilgrim, copy? That you, Blair?'

"Copy, Lumberjack. New cdl sgn. What's up?"

"Wereyour relief. Betherein aninety seconds.”

"Y ou don't know what apleasureitis,” Maniac said. "Hey, L.J.? When we get back, | owe you atongue
kiss"

Lumberjack, aburly twenty-six-year old man fond of wearing flanne during off-duty hours, grunted and
sad, "That tongue comeswithin ameter of me, and I'll tear it off and bloodpin it to your chest.”

"You'l never seeit coming. They never do." The big Lumberjack sniggered. "Get out of here, you idiot."

"Reserve patrol ? Throttle up,” Blair ordered, then engaged his own thrusters and wheeled back for the
carrier, gratified to escape Mylon Three's oppressive gloom.

The second Blair penetrated the flight deck's energy curtain, a Dantean scene of chaos assaulted his gaze.



Fighters and bombers had been shifted back, some doubled up in repair bays to accommodate the fifty
or more scorched and shattered fusdlages of commercia and civilian shuttlesthat lay in ragged rows
pardle to the runway. Civilians were being helped or carried out of the wrecks, with, it appeared, dl
twenty-five medics assigned to the Claw addressing wounds or rushing the incapacitated to sick bay.
Two dazed civvies wandered dangeroudy close to the runway as Blair took his main thrusters offline and
braked franticaly with maneuvering jets. "Boss Get 'em out of the way!"

Peterson sprinted across the runway, extended both arms, wrapped them around the civvies necks, then
dragged them back toward the shoulder. Blair cocked his head as his starboard wingtip drew within a
meter of Peterson's back. A flash of light ahead made him redlize that he came up too hard on Zaryas
tall, her jets emitting bursts of thrust as she only now turned off the runway, aiming for her starboard
berth. Blair leaned on the throttle, increasing reverse thrust.

"Give me another second, Pilgrim. | have like ameter clearance on each side.”

She hadn't exaggerated. Thefightersin their section of berths appeared freshly squeezed from
concentrate. Her Rapier's port-side wing glanced off Maniac's neutron gun as she lowered the fighter
onto its skids. Techs from both crews began hollering their protests as Maniac's canopy lifted back and
the man himsdlf stood, ripped off his helmet, and shouted, "People! Chill! Just alovetap. Check it out.
No harm done."

Blair's crew chief, Rina Temples, guided him to hisberth, adot no bigger than Zaryas. Three Rapiers
would now be moored where only one had stood.

"Don't worry, Lieutenant,” Rina said over the channdl, headgear and goggles protecting her from the
wash, "well have this mess cleaned up soon. Once we get the civvies out, well plow away this
junkyard."

"l hope s0. Can you imagineif the entirewing had to scramble now?"
"Cant think about that," she groaned. "Okay. Five meters. Littlemore... littlemore... that'sit.”

He thumbed down on his high-hat control, and the Rapier descended. A trio of thuds from the landing
skidstriggered amild sigh. Blair engaged the automatic powerdown system, then sent off the datafrom
hisflight recorder to the Shipboard Information Datanet so that it could be automatically assessed and
delivered to Angdl, who would debrief them in the pilots ready room.

By the time he had his gear off and the canopy open, Rina had dready rolled up aladder and had
vanished benesth the Rapier, probably inspecting a coolant conduit that had been giving her people some
trouble. Maniac and Zaryawaited for him, and Blair heard Maniac muttering something about a
stedl-beach picnic and abottle of champagne he had been saving for aspecia occasion. Blair hit the flight
deck, legs ftiff and sore. Y es, Maniac and Zarya had waited, but now they failed to acknowledge him.
Maniac was too busy looking surprised, while she eyed him with utter incredulity.

"How can you talk about our fun after what weve just seen?”

"What? Am | supposed to fed guilty or responsiblefor this? Hey, I'm real sorry about what happened to
these people. But my lifeéstoo short to be depressed for them. Thisisawar. Remember?

Zaryadtarted to say something, puffed air, then strode away. Her helmet dipped from the crook of her
arm and rolled across the deck. Maniac darted to retrieve it. She beat him to it with asnarl.

"Cmon. You know | didn't mean that. I'm just tired.”



"And just an asshole." She shot him a potent scowl, aremarkable expression for awoman so attractive.
Maniac watched her go, then resgnedly faced Blair. "Goddamned bitches, man.”

"That'syour problem right there. They're dl objectsto you, objectsto be conquered. It's never about
them. It'saways about you."

"Thisfrom aguy who can't even get awoman who dready likeshiminto bed.”
"Who said | wanted to bed her?"

"Last time | looked you were aman.”

"l want to say grow up. But then you'd be boring."

A grin dowly flickered across Maniac'slips. "'l would."

They gtarted for the hatch to flight control as more civvies continued to emerge from the shuttles. At the
hatch, Blair paused a second to gaze across the hangar. "How many you think we saved?'

Maniac shrugged. " Couple hundred, maybe."
"Couple hundred from five or six mill. And you want to have apicnic?'

Captain Paul Gerad leaned on agurney in sick bay, staring at the mother and daughter who had been
aboard the shuttle brought in by Angd's patrol. The survivors had been floating for nearly three days, and
once aboard they had showered, changed, devoured the sandwiches the medics had brought them, and
had each downed nearly ahdf gdlon of water. Gerdd had been at their bedsides for nearly fifteen
minutes now, attempting to subtly interrogate them. But a puzzling fact regarding the attack wore down
his diplomacy, and he repeatedly directed them back to it.

"Arewe done yet, Captain?' the mother asked. She had introduced herself as Iridessa L ong, president of
Mylon'slargest hydroponics co-op, president of nothing now. Her combative demeanor reminded
Gerdd of hisedranged ex-wife. Thefact that she resembled Brennamadeit al the more difficult for
Gerdd to control histemper.

"No, we are not done yet," hetold her. "I need you to think hard about them. Are you absolutely certain
they were Confederation Navd officers?"

Sherolled her eyes. "Let's see now. I'vetold you that, what? Four times? I've heard that military minds
are dense, but | assumed that was just a stereotype. | guess you'll be wanting me to draw you apicture
now, eh?| can't believe that my hard-earned tax money paysfor people like you."

"Madam, we'rejust trying to learn what happened.”
"What happened isthat some of your people launched an unprovoked attack and massacred civilians.”

"Mom, please..." the daughter said from the next bed. Only fourteen, Janey Long seemed more upset
with her mother's embarrassing behavior than with what had just happened to her homeworld. Gerad
understood her reaction, at least alittle. When he saw his daughter Sandy during R& RS, the
thirteen-year-old continually warned him not to humiliate her in front of her peers, which meant that
Gerdd could only smile when greeting them and dare not mouth aword of criticism. Y es, he knew that
drill dl toowell.

"My daughter seemsto think I'm being too harsh with you, Captain Gerdd. She failsto remember how



harsh the Confederation military has been with ugl”
"Mom!"

Gerddraised apam intruce. "1 know thisisrough, and | know that I've been asking the same questions,
but we have to know every detall. Isthere anything € se you can remember? Anything?'

Iridessabit her lower lip and whispered acurse. "Y ou got our story. All of it. Now why don't you go
figure out why these people attacked, why they took some of us prisoner while murdering others, and
wherethe hdl they are?'

"I assure you, maam. Were dready on that. Now the CS Scrimshaw will arrive shortly to ferry you and
the other survivorsto Ymir. | hateto say this, but you'll probably haveto repest your story to authorities
there”

"And the news just keeps getting better.” Iridessaexhded loudly in disgust. "Tell you what. When we
survivors get done suing you, the Confederation will be bankrupt. Count on that.”

We haveinsurance , Gerad thought, though he wouldn't dare stoke her fire by uttering that. He nodded,
spun, and hightailed out of there.

Angel waited for him by the hatch. " Captain. Just launched three patrols to continue the search, and I've
finished debriefing my squadron. | know you've been busy here, so | thought I'd come and tell you
mysdf.”

"That report hardly warrants your presence.” Gerald stepped past her and into the passageway.”
"Permission to speak candidly, Sr?'

"Go ahead.”

"What's going on? Are we on a need-to-know here?”’

"Yes weare"

"Raznick's people just broke up ariot on the flight deck. Some of those survivors attacked our medics.
Why don't you put an end to the rumors before they get out of hand.”

"I'm not & liberty to do that."
"The survivors are saying Confed troops attacked. They took prisoners. | don't understand.”

"To befrank, neither do I. But I'm surewe will." He nodded. "Commander." Quickening his pace, he
hoped to evade any more of her questions.

"Captain?"

He gritted histeeth, paused, faced her. "Y es, Commander?"'
"How many Filgrims do you think are aboard that super-cruiser?”
"Rilgrims?' He shook his head and abandoned her scrutiny.



Admird Vukar nar Caxki rose from his command chair as Flight Leader Norj'ach of Black Claw
Squadron limped hisway from the lift, hisbad leg the result of an old challenge. His narrow escape from
the supercruiser had actudly taken littletoll. His color held a perfect sdlow, and his eyesradiated with
thefire of Sivar. "Kdrdahr. | submit mysdf for punishment.”

Vukar gave asolemn nod as nutrient gas jetted from hisflaring nogtrils. "I have reviewed your flight
record. But before | permit you the honor of zu'kara, tell mein your own words what you saw."

"I saw our ConCom explode, then two of our battle group's destroyers were pulled into agravity well,
along with Torshk and Gold Claw Squadron. | barely escaped thewell. The rest of my squadron met
their fates. They fought bravely. Every name must be added to the temples of our ancestors. Every name
but mine"

"And from what | have gathered from your flight record, thiswell was created by an unmarked
Confederation supercruiser. Isthat correct?’

"Itis my Kardahr."
"Impossible. The Terrans jump-drive requires the presence of naturd riftsin the space-time continuum.”
Norj'ach's gaze lowered to the deck. "I tell you only what | saw."

Tactical officer Makorshk nar Caxki crossed the Shak’Ar'Roc's bridge to arrive at Vukar's side.
"Kdrdahr, if | may spesk?’

Vukar regarded the subordinate with mild disdain. Makorshk had areputation for voicing his opinion
despite hismeager rank of second fang. But on more than one occasion, Vukar had found useful truthin
the young warrior's thoughts. If only Makorshk would cometo himin private instead of forcing Vukar to
favor him before the others. " Speak.”

"The Terrans do possess another drive system.”
"Of coursethey do. Sub-light impulse drives. But those do not creste gravity wells."

"My studies of their history will prove vauable now, my Karaahr. The hopper drive, developed latein
their twenty-second century, produced alocalized matter-antimatter reaction that resulted in atemporary
gpace-timewd| initsimmediate area. | believe that iswhat our task force encountered.”

"I, too, have studied the apes. Hopper drives were extremely dangerous. The Terrans could not engage
them near gravity-generating objects, and they were dow, requiring eighteen of their hours between
jumps. The distances traversed were lessthan haf alight year. They would be foolhardy to rely on such
volatiledevices"

"But it seemsthey've discovered away to control the matter-antimatter reaction and away to neutralize
the gravitic interference created by nearby systemsor ships." He raised his voice over the hum of
instruments. "They could jump into our space, fly closeto one of our worlds, generate their gravity well,
then jump out while the well consumes the planet the same way it consumed our task force."”

Vukar fet ablade of iceimpae his gut asthe six other bridge officers seated at their stations murmured
over Makorshk'salarm. "That is an interesting assessment, admittedly speculative, but | am impressed
with it nonetheless”



Makorshk's upper lip quivered in sdlf-satisfaction.

Communications officer Takar'ki spunin hischair. "Karaahr? Incoming transmission from the emperor.”
"The emperor?'

"Y es. Direct transmission. Thesignd originates from K'n'Rek."

"Route it to my ready room." Vukar turned to Norj'ach, who absently stroked hiswhiskers. ™Y ou may
now join your clansmen in seeking Svar'sforgiveness.”

"Thank you, my Karaahr." Norj'ach withdrew his zukaraknife from the sheath buckled to histhigh. The
blade's ornate handle, made of the rare wood from the sacred forest of Kovokum, had been carved to fit
Norj'ach's paw. Theflight leader bared hisfangs, dragged the blade across his neck, and hislifesliquid
jetted down his dull armor. He dropped to his knees as the bridge officers rose, faced him, and bowed
respectfully. Vukar offered Norj'ach aterse nod, then hurried to his ready room.

Insde the cramped quarters, Vukar sat in his meditation chair and pivoted to face his private comm
display. He tapped the control pand with athick knuckle, and the emperor abruptly stared a him,
framed by the dozens of bannersthat hung from the bulkhead of his suite aboard the imperid shuttle. The
old Kil-rathi looked tired, hisrobes ruffled. "V ukar, we received your drone. Have you learned more
about this Terran supercruiser?’

"No more, yet. But with your permission, | will seeto this persondly. Y ou need not have traveled here,
my emperor.”

"Y es, the clan leadersfed asyou do. But | want to be close, to direct actions mysalf if necessary.
Something is happening in this quadrant, something very unusua. According to our spy satdllites, the
planet Mylon Three has been rendered lifeless by the same supercruiser that your destroyers
encountered.”

"Mylon Threeis a Confederation world. Why would they annihilate their own people, unless—"

"I've ordered battle groupsto the Y mir and Nephele systems. The Terranswill believe we are attacking
inretdiation for the death of Karalahr Bokoth, the loss of his battle group, and the loss of your two
destroyers. The attack will satisfy the pressure | have been receiving from the clan leaders, though I'm
unsure we can afford the expense. In truth, we will so gather as much intelligence as we can about this
supercruiser and the destruction of My lon."

"One of my flight leaders escaped. Did you—"

"Yes, | reviewed hisreport. And it troubles me. If the Confederation has learned to create gravity wells,
then the time has come to launch amassive assault. But | suspect the Confederation is not responsible.”

Vukar diffened. "Rilgrims?"
"Perhgps. That would explainalot.”
"Then we can St back and watch them destroy each other.”

The emperor extended afinger. "If the Rilgrims are building aforce, then we have anew and more
powerful enemy. And if they succeed in destroying the Confederation, they will move onto our empire.
They are descendants of Terrans, but Terrans nonetheless. Bokoth attempted to bargain with them. He
died. Therewill be no more bargains." The emperor lowered his hand, narrowed his gaze. "V ukar, |



charge you with the task of finding that supercruiser and, if possible, recovering itsdrive sysem. Analysis
of your pilot's dataindicates that the gravitic field has a unique and frequently traceable Signature. We
have aready made a course projection.” He leaned forward and touched a button on the panel before
him. "'I'm uploading the data now. Our best estimates put that ship somewherein the Tartarus system.”

Vukar raised afig. "By the blood of Sivar, that ship will be ours.”

A sullen atmosphere pervaded the Tiger Claw's bridge and would not lift any time soon, or at least
Gerdd thought so. Shuttles continued to ferry survivors out to the CS Scrimshaw , a Drayman-class
trangport that had made orbit thirty minutes ago. The survivor count stood firmly at two hundred and
twenty-seven. Another one hundred and twenty-two bodies had been recovered semi-intact from the
debris, while remaining recovery teams estimated that at |east two or three hundred others had been
killed, but their remains were too fragmentary to provide an accurate number yet. Thirteen injured had
diedin sick bay, but Gerad had been assured that dl other civilianswould liveto suethe
Confederation—if IridessaLong had her way. No, Gerald wasin no way saddened by her departure. In
the meantime, the Marines had reported of massive devagtation across the northern continent. No sign of
survivors. They would move on to the remote regions of the southern continent, where Gerald expected
they would encounter six or seven thousand settlers dying of radiation poisoning. Durastedl bomb shelters
were aluxury on agricultural worlds, and even if any had been built, Gerald doubted the farmers had
resched themintime.

"Sr?" halled Lieutenant Falk.

Gerdd faced the young officer, who stood behind the radar station's Plexi tactical screen, one hand
pressing his headset's speaker deeper into hisear. "What do you have, Mr. Fak?'

"Another ship just came through the jump point. Merchantman-class errant. ID coming in now." He
regarded athin monitor to hisright. "It'sthe Diligent , Sr."

Doing apoor job of repressing his disgust, Gerad bolted from his command chair and looked to
Lieutenant Commander Obutu, whose dark face registered an equa measure of loathing. "Mr. Obutu?
Y ou have the con.”

"Aye-aye dr. And sr?lIf itishim, well—"
"Of courseit'shim, Commander. And he's just the person we need to inspire morae.”
Obutu grinned crookedly, then rose as Gerald swore under his breath and trudged toward the lift.

Commodore James "Pdadin” Taggart entered the Flight Control Room, wearing the brown dacks and
casua tunic of acolonist on holiday. His coal-black hair had been gelled nestly back, but hisface bore
the mottled shadow of adrunk. Thick hair on his chest wandered past hisV-neck, and Gerald spotted a
slver chain that he knew held a Pilgrim cross hidden beneath Paadin's shirt. It seemed an effort for the
commodore to nod his acknowledgment, which Gerald declined to return. He smply stood there, staring
at the man who worked for Confederation Naval Intelligence, the man whose ancestors had been
Rilgrims, the man who was supposed to be on a covert mission to uncover and diminate Kilrathi
espionage activitiesin Vega.

Pdadin removed aminidisk from his pocket. "Hello, Mr. Gerdd. Message from the admiral.”
"Thought you were a commodore—not acourier.”

Pdadin handed him the disk. "Good to see you, too. WEl need a secure terminal to play that. We don't



have muchtime”
Gerdd turned back toward the exit and cursed inwardly. "Y es, Commodore. WEIl go to my quarters.”

They rodethelift in slence, and despite the fact that he stood beside Admird Tolwyn's right-hand man,
Gerdd had no intention of trying to win points with the commodore. He respected Paadin's ability to
command under fire, otherwise he felt zero affection for the man whose presence meant that the admira
did not trust Gerad to handle the Mylon situation on his own. Gerald did not need Pdadin's help, and his
fedings on the matter would inevitably surface.

Onceinsde the modest captain's quarters, Gerald made a point of not offering the commodore adrink.
Trouble was, Paadin crossed directly into the smdl kitchen, opened the cooling unit, and fetched aglass
of orangejuicefor himsdf. Hetook along swig as Gerad scowled and moved to atermind set into the
bulkhead. He inserted the minidisk, and amoment later the admira appeared on the screen; his shock of
gray hair and somber countenance loaned him the semblance of atroubled king from a Shakespearean
play. "Hello, Mr. Gerald. | wish | could've provided you with more details before sending you out there
blind and without an X O, but now we've managed to piece together some of this puzzle, and I've sent
Paadin to assst. Four days ago we lost contact with the Olympus . She's been positively identified asthe
supercruiser that launched the attack on Mylon.”

Gerdd shifted to the sofa, retrieved the termind’s remote, and hit pause. "The Olympus} ™ he asked
Pdadin. " She's commanded by Amity Aristee. | know her. Amazing record. What happened?”

Pdadin gestured with his glasstoward the monitor. "Ligen...."

"1 sent out asmall task force, including the destroyer Chippewa, to investigate," Tolwyn continued.
"They have yet to report and may have been taken out by the Olympus .. Mr. Gerdd, itisthejoint chiefs
consensus that Amity Aristee has committed acts of treason against the Confederation. We've dug deeply
through her records, and despite her extreme efforts to conceal her ancestry, we've discovered that she
is infact, aPilgrim. It's clear to us now that Bill Wilson's betraya was just the beginning of aresurgence
of Rilgrim theology and aggression.”

Gerdd stopped the message once more. "Y ou're telling me she's a Pilgrim and that she gained control
over her entire ship— with over seven hundred personnel on board? That's ridiculous. The crew would
mutiny."

Paadin cocked abrow. "Unless, of course, many of them were dready Pilgrims. Wilson'sfailure to have
the Kilrathi destroy Earth triggered her into action. She's been waiting along timefor this.”

"Maybe s0. But there's no way she could replace her ship's complement without—"

"Mr. Gerdd, were not saying Aristee did this overnight. Oh, no. She started over four years ago, the day
she assumed command of the Olympus . One by one she replaced her entire command staff with officers
who are either Rilgrims or Pilgrim sympathizers. Then she moved on to the enlisted. She couldn't replace
them al, but enough to serve her purpose. We have the names and the transfer ordersto proveit.”

"If thisistrue, how many other cap ships are Pilgrim time bombs waiting to go off?*
"Intdll'saready looking into that."

"What you ought to do is round up every goddamned citizen of Pilgrim ancestry and placethemin
protective custody."

"Dont you mean under arrest? Consder thelogisticsinvolved, not to mention the human rightsissues.”



"Seemsto methat Filgrims|ost their rights when they decided to murder six million people.”
"We can't blame every citizen of Pilgrim ancestry for what afew zedlousindividuds have done.”

"I wouldn't call three, four, maybe five hundred afew. And what about the Olympus's escorts? Survivors
here reported that the ship operated aone.”

Paladin pursed hislips. "We're not sure. She couldn't replace the officers aboard those ships since
escorts rotate so frequently, and that kind of breach in protocol would call too much attention to hersdif.
She may have destroyed them.”

"What does she hope to gain? She's got control of one super-cruiser. Does she think she can bring down
the Confederation with it? Does she think she can get near Earth?”

"She's on acrusade, ajihad to win back the holy land, Mr. Gerald. And she'srecruiting individuas as she
goes—that's why some citizens on Mylon Three were taken prisoner. They were part of the elect: people
of Pilgrim ancestry whom she intends to sway back to the cause. She's especidly looking for Confed
Nava officers of Pilgrim descent. | don't believe shelll attack Earth with just one supercruiser, but sheis
building aforce

"How long does she think she can evade us? We have enough shipsto post at every known jump point in
this entire sector. She comes through, we got her.”

"Maybe shelll leave the sector. And don't forget that she doesn't need known jump points. She can jump
pulsars and other uncharted wells without NAVCOM coordinates. She'saPilgrim.”

Gerald snickered. "Likeyou." He thumbed the remote, and the admiral continued:

"L ong range reconnai ssance reportsthat Aristee isnow at Lethe in the Tartarus system, waging the same
war she waged on Mylon Three. Y ou are hereby ordered to Lethe and instructed to use any means
necessary to disable that ship. We want her back intact, Mr. Gerdd. The destroyers Mitchell Hammock
and Oregon will rendezvous with you there. Good hunting. Tolwyn out.”

"Tartarusis on the border between Downing and Day quadrants, four jump points from here,” Gerad
reminded the commodore. "Aristee will belong gone by the time we get there.”

"I'll get usthereinasinglejump,” Paadin said, then started for the hatch.

"Remember Peron! Remember Peron! Remember Peron!”

William Santyana stood on a catwalk that overlooked the Olympuss flight deck. He tugged at his
ill-fitting Confederation utilities and stared down at the twenty-four pilotswho, standing at attention,
continued to shout their battle cry. Captain Amity Aristee paraded before the two squadrons, having just
delivered a speech laced with enough anti-Confederation sentiments to upset even apolitically apathetic
person's ssomach. "Go now!" she ordered. "Ddliver our message.”

The pilots scattered toward their waiting Rapier starfighters, some still shouting about Peron, an
agricultura colony inthe Luyten system that represented the Filgrim's last stand in the old war. For seven



months Filgrims had held fast against brutal sorties and counter-offensives. More Filgrims died defending
Peron than in any other engagement, an engagement eventualy known as a massacre, an engagement
they had clearly not forgotten. Santyanas parents, both Pilgrimswho had actively fought in thewar, had
thankfully not been anywhere near Peron during the attack. After the Pilgrim Alliance's surrender, they
had resignedly moved to Divinity, aFilgrim enclave in the Tamayo system, where Santyana had been
raised. By fifteen, he had grown weary of their fanatical teachings and had run away. He had worked for
three years as alongshoreman, offloading cargo cruisers. By eighteen, he had tested hisway into the
Space Navd Academy on Hilthros. And by nineteen, he had learned of his parents deathsin afreak
shuttle crash. An only child, Santyana often wished he had afamily member to whom he could turn for
support. But his surviving relaives had disowned him for joining the Confederation military. Five years
ago he had found Pris, ablonde vision who had somehow been born with the missing piece of his soul.
When they had met, he had only two years of Confederation service left, opting to discharge after two
five-year tours. He had wanted to settle down, farm the land, escape the rigidity of military life.

"Y ou got business up here?'

Santyana faced the wiry, baggy-eyed deck boss who had addressed him. The man's Pilgrim cross
dangled from achain around his neck and seemed wholly out of place againgt his bright green uniform.

"l said, you got business up here?'

"I don't know. Couple Marines dragged me out of my quarters and left me here. Told me to wait for
her." Hetipped his head toward Amity Aristee, who climbed a steep staircase leading to the catwalk.

"Y ou Santyana?'
"That'sright."

"Heard alot about you. Test-piloted the first B model Rapiers. Y ou were the leading war ace for, what
was it? Two consecutive years?"

"Three. But that was awhile ago."
"| read they gave you quite a send-off."
"Yeah, they did. And I'm till retired.”

"So you think. And what the hell were you doing on afarm anyway? Good thing we saved you from
playing with dirt. Now you can put your skillsto work for the elect.”

"I don't plan on flying for anyone right now, whether they be divingly or militarily inspired.”

"And why isthat?' Aristee asked, pulling her plum-black hair into aponytail and fastening it with asmall
band. Like the deck boss, she wore a Pilgrim cross that hung between the gold buttons of her dark-blue
uniform, and the juxtaposition—the contradiction—awed Santyana.

"Y ou invaded my home. Scared the hell out of my wife and daughter. We agreed to come with you. But
that'sit. If you think I'm going to fly for you people..."

She furrowed her brow. ™Y ou people? Y ou're one of us, William. Y our parents were both compasses,
your father avisionary with the ability to find sysems suitable for Pilgrim expansion, your mother an
explorer with the gift to navigate through unknown environments. Y ou, | suspect, are an explorer— just
like your mother. Y our record shows an unexplained jump in Douglas Quadrant about seven years ago.
Y ou found your way through a previoudy undiscovered gravity well. Care to comment on that?"



"No, | don't."

"| dso know you've done some research on theories of paralle tondity and other scientific explanations
on Rilgrim abilities. That ahobby of yours?!

"What do you care?'

"Actudly, | do care. A lot. You can't deny your blood.” Shetook a step closer, eyeswidening. "I chose
Mylon Threefor our firg attack because there's only one jump point in the system, making for adow
Confed counterassault. And | chose it because it had once been a Pilgrim settlement before MyGov sold
out to the Confederation. Filgrim descendants lived there. But what first turned my attention to Mylon
was you. Cagptains don't leave their ships during assaults. But | went down there especialy for you.
Yourethebest Rilgrim pilot | have."

"l don't believethis. Y ou kidnap me and my family, keep uslocked up in officers quartersfor days, then
you drag me down here and expect meto just say, yeah, I'll fly for you? Lady, | think you've spent alittle
too much time communicating with the divine.”

"I've just made you squadron commander, One Hundred and Twenty-first Fighter Wing, Eighth
Squadron,” she said, unfazed by hisjibe. "And FYI: welll preserve the Confederation chain of command
and wear Confederation uniformsto avoid confusion here and creste some with our enemies. But that'll
change after thisassault. | suggest you suit up, review your mission log, and begin your preflight
checkligt.” Shewinked at the deck boss. "Mr. Towers, will you escort Brotur William to his Rapier?”

"Yes, maam." The boss seized Santyana's e bow.

"You can't forcemeto fly," he said, grinning over the absurdity. "I'll just St there. | won't touch the
controls.”

"l want you to do this because your heart tellsyou it'sright,” she said. "The stars were meant for
Pilgrims—not humans. They invaded our space, stole from us, murdered us. We're taking back what was
once ours, and oursisajust cause."

"Conscription has nothing to do with justice.”

"Thisisn't conscription. It'sall part of the settling-in process. | don't expect you to suddenly swear your
alegianceto us. That will take time and a degper understanding of who you are.”

"So what makesyou think I'll fly?"

She reached up, about to stroke his cheek. He snatched her wrist. "Easy, William. Y ou'll fly because the
first timeyou refuse me, I'll kill your wife. And the second time, I'll torture your daughter. I won't kill the
littleone; sheis, after dl, part Rilgrim.”

He cursed her through gritted teeth.

"There, now." Shelooked on him with transparent sympathy and spoke like amother consoling ason
with ascuffed knee. "I know it hurts. | know you hate me. That's okay. But don't doubt me. Six million
soulswill testify that | keep my word. And historians will record the same.”

"Theresaready aplacefor you in history. See: mass murderers.”

She smirked, then spun and headed for the staircase. " Good luck, William. I'm counting on you, asare
Prisand Lacey. Don't let them down."



He glowered. The names of hiswife and daughter had no place on her lips.
And behind dl of her Pilgrim posing lay nothing but blackmail.
"Comeon," the deck boss said. "L et's get you suited up.”

Commodore Richard Bellegarde stared through the porthole as the troopship made its fina approach
toward the Concordias aft flight deck. He would never tire of staring at the majestic super-cruiser and
often found it difficult to believe that he had been assigned to her as nava operations adjunct. The largest
battleship in the Confed'sfleet, the Concordia was named the Confed flagship in 2654 and presently
served as mobile command center for nava operations. If you closed your eyes and swept yoursalf back
to Earth, circaWorld War 11, you could easily place the Concordiaamong the old seagoing battleships of
that day, her pointed bow suggesting that she could cut through sdt water as easly as vacuum. And like
her ancient predecessors, she had been fitted with amagnificent, cone-shaped superstructure that rosein
threetiersto abridge crowned by acomplex sensor array. A quartet of immense antimatter guns sat at
equidistant positions aong her upper deck and attested to her staggering firepower. Presently, she
traveled in the company of four supply ships, two Exeter-class destroyers, and a Bengal-class cruiser.
Bellegarde noted how the destroyer Tamud had been replaced by the CS Carraway during hisbrief visit
to Scotland.

Y es, he had gone back to Glasgow, had visited the somping ground of hisforefathers, and had thought
he could rekindle his connection to the place. He had argued with Admira Tolwyn that he was anative of
the Eddings system, that Earth was not his homeworld. He did not place as much emphasison its survival
as those who had been born there, those who still had families there, those who deemed the planet the
sacred birthplace of humanity. Bellegarde had wanted to forget the place and consequently forget his
past. Earth's destruction would hardly strike ablow. And he had findly confessed to Tolwyn why he
wanted to forget. Hisforefathers had systematically wiped out an entire family and had assumed their
identities. Brilliant criminds one and dl, they had forged afuture for themsdves among the Sars, afuture
founded on bloodshed. Bellegarde was not Richard's true surname. When, at sixteen, he had learned of
hisfamily's murderous rise to prestige from an uncle whose lips had loosened from acohol, Richard had
confronted hisfather, but the man would neither confirm nor deny the story. And he had never reveded
the family'strue name. Since then, Richard had searched the databases on over a dozen worlds but had
come up empty. And back at Glasgow, he had done the same and once more had found nothing.

But there had been something inthe air of the old city, something that made him fed! like he belonged as
he stared across the tranquil waters of the Clyde River and imagined the ancient shipbuilding yards that
had once thrived along its banks. He had felt a sense of why people fought so desperately to preserve the
planet, that something natura, something innate, something one could never deny dwelled in both the land
and the people. Thelink could never be broken. Tolwyn had said that he would discover alot morein
Glasgow that he had expected. While Bdllegarde had not found complete reconciliation with his past, he
had reached a plateau of understanding that might now put the war into perspective. It was no longer "Us
versus Them™ but awar to preserve the blooming of aflower, theflight of adove, the smile of asmall boy
reding in hisfirg fish. It had nothing to do with palitics and everything to do with asmal placeinthe
universe from which we could share our liveswith others and never forget who we were, who we are.

Bellegarde turned away from the porthole and leaned back in his seat. He closed hiseyes asthe
troopship fired maneuvering jets and swept into the flight deck. He thought of the vidcal to Trish, how he
had broken off their three-year affair. Her tears had awakened atearing sensation in his chest. She had to
have known that having an affair with amarried man, a Confederation officer no less, would be
complicated and lead to elther heartbreak or scanda. He had known the same, but Trish had given him
al of those things that Melissa had elther refused to give or had been incapable of giving. Trish had made



him feel whole after twenty-one years of living with awoman who despised his career, who despised
everything he believed in. Mdissa had talked him out of wanting children, and now, at forty-sx, it seemed
too late. Though he often found himself feding uncomfortable around children, he figured that she had
taught him that feding, and he would never forgive her for that. But he stayed married to her, more out of
pity than anything ese, and had numbed his sorrow with acohol.

He suppressed a sudden chill as he considered whether he had made aterrible mistake in saying
good-bye to Trish. But the admiral had advised him to end the affair, and Bellegarde had complied, both
because he had great respect for Tolwyn and because Tolwyn controlled his destiny. Bellegarde wanted
apromotion to rear admira and afleet to command. Adulterers and soppy drunks rarely ascended to
that particular throne. Keep your nose clean and do what they tell you had been Bellegarde's motto for
his entire Confederation career, though he only partidly lived up to theided. Tolwyn had somehow
learned of hisfailingsand had at least given him the chance to redeem himself. Bellegarde had not passed
up that opportunity, painful though it was. He opened his eyes as landing skids thudded to the deck.

After the usua check-in and gregtings from afew of the pilots who continudly invited him to their nightly
poker game, Bellegarde accessed the shipboard data net and learned that the admiral wasin his quarters.
He caught alift and rode impatiently with two ordnance specidists who stood at attention and would not
speak in his presence.

In the corridor outside Tolwyn's hatch, Bellegarde touched the intercom and identified himsdlf. The
admira's distracted greeting piped through the speaker. Bellegarde moved insde and found Tolwyn
seated at his comm termina in the narrow living room, staring at alarge flat screen mounted on the
bulkhead.

Thewords accessing inter-ship communications channel glowed on the screen. Tolwyn whirled in his
chair. "Good to have you back, Richard. Welcometo the Lafayette system. Have a seat.”

Bellegarde crossed to aleather sofa. "Good to be back, Sir. | came as soon as| heard.”
"Yes, | hated cutting short your leave, but the Situation has grown markedly worse."
"| read the briefing you sent dong. Whereis she now?"

"At Tartarus, launching an attack on Lethe. 1 sent the Tiger Claw , the Mitchell Hammock , and the
Oregon to intercept. Paladin's aready on board the Claw ."

"Excdllent. But couldn't we spare more ships?'

"No. In fact we gill haven't received word from the Chippewa and the Olympus's escorts. We're down
seven capita shipsin just three days. Recent intdll indicates that the cats are mobilizing in the K'n'Rek
system. Seemstwo of their destroyers and a ConCom were taken out by a Confederation supercruiser.
The detalsare dtill Sketchy, but it seems Aristee left Mylon and traveled through Kilrathi space.™

"That seemsfoolish."

"Yes, it does." Tolwyn paused, and Bellegarde sensed he was holding something back.
"Communications established,” came acool computer voice from the admird'sterminal.
Tolwyn swung back to face the screen. "Excuse mefor amoment.”

Space Marshal Sandra Gregarov appeared and gave a quick nod of acknowledgment. Her
double-breasted uniform with ornate lapels, her curly blonde hair brushed with gray and deftly styled, and



her probing hazel eyes afforded her a presence that radiated grace and command. And for aslong as
Bellegarde had known her, he had never witnessed a single word escape her lipsthat had not been
carefully measured. A supreme diplomat, politician, and an enormoudy successful line captain during the
Pilgrim war, Gregarov had been the joint chiefs first pick for the

Confederation Navy's highest ranking post. She had served in that position for two years now and had
earned alarge measure of respect for the freedom she gave and the trust she placed in her subordinates.
She had even won the hearts of the Senate, afeat Admira Tolwyn himself had yet to accomplish. Then
again, Tolwyn wasn't in the business of making friends, and hisimpatience and short temper underscored
that. Just aswell. Bellegarde would hate to serve aman whose agenda leaned more heavily on pleasing
senators than winning wars.

"Maam, | assume you've read my latest report,” Tolwyn began steedily.

"I have. And frankly, Geoff, I'm worried. My staff has been swamped by Terran News people. Seemsa
shuttle of survivorsfrom Mylon Three escaped the attack and jumped to Y mir before the Tiger Claw
arrived on scene. They sought out the press and gave some unfavorable interviews. I've had to evade the
accusations that Confederation forces wiped out Mylon."

"But you didnt—"

"Of course not. We can't afford a public witch hunt for Pilgrims. Not yet, anyway. The press believes
we're fill investigating theincident. But | can't feed that cock-and-bull story to the Senate. They demand
and deserve answers. Bill Wilson's betrayd has dready made their faith in uswane. I'll be jumping back
to Earth within the hour.”

"Then you know what you haveto do."

She learned toward the camera, her gaze growing moreintent. "Y es, | need to assure them that this mess
will be cleaned up swiftly and decisvely and that, as previoudy ordered, any technology valuableto the
Confederation will be recovered. Can | do that?'

"With certainty."
"Thank you, Geoff. I'll keep you informed.” She broke thelink.

"Wedll, thereit is, Richard." As Tolwyn swiveled back, he drew in a deep breath and suddenly appeared
much older than his Sixty-two years. His watchphone beeped. "Y es?’

"Admira? Intelligence drone from K'n'Rek just camein," Radar Officer Abramssad. "Dataisbeing
uploaded to your termind, Sir."

"Very well. Come have alook, Richard."

Bellegarde rose and stood over Tolwyn's shoulder as the admiral accessed the report. Long-range
reconnaissance video showed athin, tube-shaped haze dowly diss pating in space. Data columns
identified the object asthe remains of a ship or ships. The officer who had made the report noted in his
comments that the haze's composition included e ementsfound in Kilrathi plastisted and that he
suspected that agravity well had been respongible for the devastation, though no known well existed in
the region. The report aso indicated that two Kilrathi battle groups had jumped out of the system, their
suspected destinations Y mir and Nephele. A third battle group had jumped, its course till unknown.

Tolwyn bolted from hischair. "Mr. Bellegarde. Let's get to the bridge. We need to get the hell out of here
ASAP. And we need shipsin Y mir and Nephele even sooner.”



"Yes, ar." Bellegarde rose and followed Tolwyn to the hatch. "And sir? Regarding that report. How
could agravity well be responsible for destroying those Kilrathi ships? My physicstels methat wells
don't suddenly appear and vanish.”

"Y ou heard the space marshal, Richard. 'Recover any technology vauable to the Confederation.’ Gravity
wells do suddenly appear if they're being generated by a Pilgrim hopper drive, one that can be operated
within planetary systems, one with an amazingly powerful range.”

"Theré's no such technology.”

Tolwyn reached for the hatch control pand, then froze. He stared gravely at Bellegarde. "Welcometo the
new war, Richard."

"Mr. Obutu? Stealth mode," Gerald ordered.

"Stedth mode, aye-aye, Sr." From hisforward station, Obutu tapped a series of commands on his
touchpad, and standard lighting dimmed to stain the bridge crimson.

"Sir?' Radar Officer Fak caled. "The Mitchel Hammock and Oregon arrived at oh-four-thirty and arein
position behind Lethe's moon. They report no signs of planetary torpedoes.”

Gerad nodded. "Our ETA to Lethe?"

" Seven point three-one minutes, full impulse.”

"Very wdl." Helooked to Mr. Obutu. "Engage telescopic imaging.”
"Teescopicimaging, aye-aye, Sr.”

Leaning over Obutu's shoulder, Gerdd studied the image piping in from the Claw's laser-guided reflecting
telescope. The scope might be able to detect coruscation generated by the super-cruiser, but asit was,
only the spectacularly blue orb of Lethe dominated the readout. Eighty-five percent of theworld lay
beneath oceans, with just acluster of three continents risng afew thousand meters above sealevel. The
planet's available land remained dightly larger than the continent of Audtrdia, a about eight million square
kilometers distributed mainly between the two larger land masses. Some nineteen million people jammed
those continents, nineteen million souls who now weighed heavily on Gerdd's shoulders. "Keep scanning,
Mr. Obutu.”

"Aye-aye, Sr."

Gerdd crossed back to his command chair, noting with curiogity that Paladin had |eft the bridge. Strange.
Gerad accessed the comm termind on his armrest and keyed in the code for the commodore's quarters.

"Yes, Mr. Gerdd?"
"Thought you'd want to be up herefor the attack.”

"I'll monitor from my quarters, thank you."



III %II
"Don't worry, Captain. | haven't stopped loving you."

Gerdd jerked in his seat, eyeing the bridge to seeif any of the fourteen officersin command and control
had heard; if they had, they weren't letting on. "Waell, uh, thanks for your assistance in the jump. Seven
hours. That's outstanding.”

"Thank the Pilgrims. They charted that well in thefirst place.”

"You'll understand if 1 don't do that just now."

Pdadin did not respond.

And Gerdd smply ended the link. "Mr. Obutu? Do you have avisud of the Olympus} "

"l believe so, 9r. Waiting to positively identify and triangulate position. And... got her, sir. Lookslike
seven troopships breaking through the upper atmosphere, headed toward her. Squadron of

Broadswords a quarter klick behind. Two squadrons of Rapiers running defense. Her ion engines coming
online. They know wevetagged her, Sr.”

Gerad stood and squinted through the viewport. In the distance, Lethe's medium star burned brilliantly,
and to starboard, the planet hung like an ornament whaose radiance wavered as the supercruiser shifted
position. He whirled to his newly assgned helmsman, a hard-faced blonde named Veronica Schultz, a
loner more interested in a promotion than in socidizing. Gerad had gpproved of her the moment they had
met. "Ms. Schultz? Maneuvering burst. Adjust courseto intercept.”

Schultz repeated the order and added a cool, "Aye-aye, Sir." She tapped her touchpad, and the Claw
suddenly legpt forward, maneuvering jets adding their thrust to the main engines. Though unconventiond,
thetrick pried alittle more velocity out of the old carrier, and Gerad felt a pang as he remembered the
day the Claw'sformer captain, thelate Jay Sansky, had taught him the technique. Sansky had been part
brother, part father, and an excellent mentor—until he had decided to expose his Filgrim ancestry and
help Bill Wilson. Thetwo had conspired with the Kilrathi to launch a devastating assault on Earth. While
Sansky's participation had been ancillary, the Confederation did not recognize degrees of treachery. Any
help to atraitor condemned one's career, reputation, and life. Sansky knew that, and he had chosen
suicide to spare himself further disgrace. Less than aweek had passed since the man's death, and Gerald
gill felt the brutal stab of his mentor's betrayd.

"Mr. Obutu? Shields up. Sound genera quarters. Launch fighters.”
"Aye-aye, Sr. Shidds up. Sound the general darm. Launch fighters.”

Asklaxonsreverberated, Gerad regarded Communications Officer James Zabrowsky, adightly built
redhead who sat at his starboard station before abank of monitors. "Mr. Z? Open a channel to our
destroyers.”

Zabrowsky touched akey and squinted as he listened to the series of encryption beegps sounding in his
headset. "Channel open.”

"Ftzmorris? Shanney? Break from cover and attack!"
The two destroyer captains responded tersdly.
"The Olympusis pulling out of orbit, sir,” Obutu reported. "But she's crawling. Troopships have safdy



docked. Broadswords returning to base. Rapiersturning to engage.”

"Sir?' Fak cried. "The Olympuss tube doors are opening. First salvo will be out in twenty seconds.”
"Mr. Z? Get me Commander Deveraux.”

"Aye, gr."

Gerdd hustled to the starboard side observation station, and, taking the cue, Comm Officer Zabrowsky
transferred Angd's signal there. The screen erupted in Static, then she nodded. " Captain?'

"The Olympus has opened her tubes. | want you to get in tight and intercept that ordnance.”

Blair tensed in his cockpit and focused on the glistening dot breaking away from Lethe, then his gaze
lifted to the squadron. Angel and Hunter flew point ahundred meters ahead, with Gangstaand
Cheddarboy positioned a hundred meters back at three o'clock and Bishop and Zarya holding steady at
nine. Maniac and Blair formed the bottom of the iron-cross formation, and, once again, Maniac had
complained over being held back. At least he was flying. Sinatra had come down with a case of
post-jump vomiting that had left him too wesk to fly, but rumor had it that he had spent too much time
with hislips wrapped around a bottle of vodka.

"Standby, ladies. Let'slight 'em and fight ‘em!™ Angel hollered.

Three pairs of afterburnerslit in synch, and Blair watched the forward fighters rocket toward the
supercruiser. He punched his burners, as did Maniac, and they thundered to join the others. His radar
scope beeped as twenty or thirty crimson blips suddenly freckled the display. It seemed odd that the unit
would identify Rapiers as hogtiles, but the system had now been programmed to dert him of al vehicles
not registered to the Claw .

"Tdlyho," Maniac sad. "Multiple banditsinbound.”
"Ignorethem,” Angel sngpped. " Second and Third Squadrons will engage enemy fighters.”

"Enemy fighters?' Maniac asked. "They're Rapiers. You'd better tell me they're being flown by Kilrathi,
Commander.”

The briefing Angel had given them had been, in aword, clandestine. She would neither confirm nor deny
the pilots speculation that the Kilrathi or the Pilgrims had seized control of the supercruiser. And when
Blair had pulled her aside to ask for her own opinion, she had cut him off.

"They're enemy fighters," shetold Maniac. "Period. Got visua confirmation of starboard side tubes.
Hunter? Y ou got thefirst one. I'll take the second. Zarya and Bishop? Y ou got third and fourth. The rest
of youwill remain defensive and keep those fighters off our backs."

Like any decent and correct furball, it al happened in agasp and surge of adrendine:

Ten enemy Rapiersflew head on, their neutron cannons spewing afusiliade that tore through Black Lion
Squadron.

Two planetary torpedoes burst from the Olympus's forward tubes and dragged their vaporoustails
toward Lethe.

Angd and Hunter dropped into eighty-five degree dives, barreled through the ondaught, then swept up
on the supercruiser's stern. Even as- they came abreast of the ship, they fired guided missilestoward the



pair of torpedoes.

Gangsta and Cheddarboy flew high above the supercruiser, then pulled maximum yaws to starboard and
targeted asecond pair of torpedoes that streaked away. Asthey fired their guided missiles, one of the
Olympuss antimatter guns pivoted toward them, cannon lifting. White-hot rods began punching holesin
their vapor trails.

Bishop and Zarya chose an attack vector that placed them one hundred meters out, at the cruiser's Six
o'clock low. They climbed toward the ship, daoming through antimatter fire to dump off their
contribution to the counterassavllt.

"My missileslocked on," Angel announced.
"Ditto here," Hunter said.

Twin flashesturned aregion of Lethe'sblue aurainto a sheet of blinding light asthe first two torpedoes
detonated harmlesdy in the planet's exosphere.

Before thelight cleared, two more burstslifted their shoulders, and Gangsta and Cheddarboy shouted
their victory cries.

Alternating his gaze between the radar scope and the planet,

Blair noted that "The Mongrels' of Second Squadron, led by a highly decorated pilot named Achilles,
had engaged a squadron of enemy Rapiers. Third Squadron's " Screamin’ Shepherds' had launched to
take on the other group. In the meantime, he and Maniac would continue whedling over the cap ship,
dodging antimatter fire, keeping eyes bugged for Rapiersthat escaped the net.

Anacther magnesium-bright burst from the planet stole Blair's attention.

"Bishop takes bomb," Bishop quipped.

"Aw, shit!" Zaryamoaned. "Mine missed. Guidance sysem mafunction.”

"| got the torpedo on my scope,” Maniac said. "L ocked on. I'm going down to take the shot!™
"Negetive. Stay on my wing," ordered Blair.

"And let likeamillion people die?"

"Stay on hiswing," Angel repeated.

"Second and Third got thisball sewed up," Maniac argued. "l ain't got timefor this. Court martial my ass,
but | won't let those people die. Seeya, Blair."

With that, Maniac broke from the circle and arrowed toward the planet.

"Got that torpedo on my scope, too,” Blair said. "It's aready too far. Y ou can't get in close enough for a
lock."

"Maniac, get back here" Angel shouted. "Know what? 7 don't have timefor this."
"That'sright, Commander,” Hunter said. "Got two more torpedoesin theair!”

He's going to get too low , Blair thought. The Rapier's not capable of sustained atmospheric operations.



Hell lose control and burn up. Even if he managesto gect, therelll be no onethereto tractor in his pod.
I'mnot going to doit. I'm not goingto doiit .

Swearing doud, Blair cut the stick hard right and traced Maniac's path toward Lethe. The expected
shouting from Angel never came; she and Hunter were too busy tracking the torpe-does. Ashe
plummeted toward the fluctuating blue expanse broken only by the fiery dot of the torpedo's engine and
the glowing eyes of Maniac'sthrusters, Blair frowned as he considered his wingman's motivation for
violating orders. Was Maniac redly the noble pilot who wanted to save millions? Or did he only intend to
bail out and impress Zarya? The latter seemed more shalow, much more like Maniac. The fact that he
would savelivesin theinterim only further enticed him.

"I'm on your six," Blair said, hissignal broadcast on Maniac's private channdl. "About aK out and
dosng.”

"Get out of here, Blair."

"Too late. Were both committed. Just get the lock and take the shot. Got mild chop already. Clock's
ticking."

"Just need afew more meters,” Maniac said distractedly. "Come on, you son of a bitch. Come on. Come
on. Yeah! Got thelock! And firing!"

Close enough now so that he could see the sharp-angled outline of Maniac's fighter, Blair watched the
guided missile drop ameter from the Rapier's short wing then burst off toward the distant torpedo.
"Rocket'saway. Now pull out.”

"Thanksfor thetip, Ace." Maniac pitched up ninety degrees.

Meanwhile, Blair rolled to port, eecting to retreat more dowly and give himsaf moretimeto adjust to
possible fluctuations in the exosphere. His radar scope showed Maniac's fighter about fifty metersto port
and gaining fast. The guided missile stood at the scope's edge, hauling ass toward the torpedo.

"Impact in three, two, one. Bang!" Maniac cried.

The missile and torpedo scattered themsel vesin aflegting conflagration that might very well have marked
the end or therise of Lieutenant Todd Marshall's nava career. Fitting possibility for aman of extremes.

Asthough cued, Angd brokeinto their private channd. "Maniac? Blair?'

Blair could see why she had called. Two torpedoes charged toward them, with guided missilesin pursuit.
ETA: twenty seconds. "l see'em, Angel. Setting evason course.”

"And I'min hiswash," Maniac added.

"Oh, shit,” Blair said through a shiver as he stared at the quartet of incoming ordnance backdropped by
the supercruiser and the spectacular firefight raging around it.

"I'm locked on to one of 'em," Maniac said.
"But were ill too close
"Get ready. Firing!"

Maniac's missile lanced out at the starboard torpedo, the one closer to Blair. Even as he jerked the stick
toward him, pulling into a high-G climb, the missile struck the torpedo and sent up an explosion that rose



over their Rgpiers. Hundreds of torpedo and missile fragments dashed againgt Blair's shields as he fought
for control. The Rapier shimmied and suddenly propelled free of the blast. He craned his neck and saw
Maniac's fighter emerge from billowing black clouds, climbing in ahigh-speed flat spin with attitude
thrugtersfiring ineffectudly.

"Maniac!"

"Givemeasec," thejock said, cockpit alarms nearly overpowering hisvoice. He swung out of the flat
pin, banked hard, and lined up quickly on Blair's vector. "Damn. Y ou want to talk recoveries? Check
the recorder on that one.”

"You two aredill inthe cone,” Angel observed. "Move out to cover.”

"Roger that," Blair said. Heincreased thrugt, aming for hisorigind postion directly over the supercruiser
asthe ship seemed to |ose momentum.

"Fighters bugging out,” Hunter said. "I don't get it. They're leaving the ship undefended. They can't be that
low on fud. And now look. She's dowing down even more and taking missile fire from the destroyers
and the Claw . She surrendering or what?"

Blair saw it, too. Enemy Rapiers abruptly ducked out of their dogfights and bounded for the supercruiser,
whose meson shidldsflickered with the azure talons of amissile barrage. First, Second, and Third
squadrons would now add their fire to the cap ship bombardment. Clearly, the cruiser had surrendered.
Her velocity measured just afew meters per second.

"Guessthey are Filgrims," Maniac said. "They're on their knees, but prayer ain't' gonna help ‘em now."

AsBlair neared the ship, astrange feding seized him, afedling that began as a cold wind blasting through
his hemet and flight suit. The wind suddenly grew warm and concentrated on hisface. He squinted
againg itsforce and trembled as he wondered if he was suffering from G-induced spacesickness or
something worse. He gasped as the hot wind fdlt like fingers stroking his cheek and awoman's
voice—not his mother's—repeatedly caled him by hisfirst name. He gazed out past the supercruiser, to
the disk of wavering darkness that devoured the surrounding light. Then, as quickly asthey had come, the
voice and the caress were gone.

Dazed, Blair blinked hard and found Merlin pacing over abridge of air, tugging nervoudy on his ponytail.
The holograph occasionaly sef-activated during times of crisis, and hisexpression indicated no less.
"Christopher, my sensors are reading amassive, locaized disturbance being generated by the
supercruiser. Analyss confirmsthat a gravitic warp has formed gpproximately eight hundred meters
ahead of the ship. I'm reading a matter-antimatter reaction, but it's remarkably controlled. | can't explain
this, but the warp contains a periphera field of indeterminate particlesthat are gpparently neutraizing the
gravitic interference created by nearby objects, most notably the planet.”

He heard Merlin, but the words hardly registered. "What?'
"Forget what | said. Just hit the brakes!"

Even asBlair franticdly throttled down, the comm channel erupted with the stricken voices of his
sguadron:

"What the hell isthat?' Maniac asked.

"Don't know, but it'sgot me!" Gangstasaid. "I'm fully lit and can't bresk free.”



"Commander? Commander?' Cheddarboy cried. "I'm being pulled in with her."
"Oh my god," Bishop muttered. "Look at The Mongrels. They're breaking up! Oh, man. Now it hasme."
Blair riveted his gaze on the disk, his mouth opening asthe

Rapiersfrom Second Squadron spun, barrel rolled, or tumbled bow over stern, shedding pieces until
they findly disintegrated. Radl of debris zippered back toward the disk's center, wiping the universe
clean of the destruction, save for vines of lingering haze.

"Jnxman? Get your people back to the Claw ," Angel told Third Squadron's commander.

"Wewere dready falling back. That well has an antigraviton cloak that extends for about five hundred
meters. Lost two in the fight, but the rest are accounted for. And we IDed those enemy pilots as
Confederation officers. Whét the hell isgoing on here?!

"Never mind that, just—" She broke off.
Blair stiffened. "Angd?' He spotted her Rapier caught on thewdl'srim.

"You'redtill inthe clear, Blair. Hook up with Third Squadron. Don't... come... any..." Exertion robbed
her words.

"Wish you wouldvetold usthat sooner,” Maniac interjected. "Thing'sreding mein.”

Now hovering high and behind the Olympus, Blair counted al seven of his comrades bettling againgt the
wel'sunfailing pull. Had it not been for Merlin'swarning, he would be with them, though he would ill
experience the distinct horror of watching them die.

"I'm gonnarun out of fuel inaminute,” Gangstasaid.
"I'm right behind you," Cheddarboy added, hisvoice cracking.

"Tdl youwhat?If thisisit, then I'm going out like an officer,” Maniac announced. "Wedl should. Set
self-destruct for ten seconds.”

"Maybe hesright,” Zaryasaid. "My afterburners are in the red, turbines starting to overhest.”

"Yeah, andif thiswell doesnt finish usfirgt, the cruiser will mow us down anyway," Bishop sad. "It's
coming right a us."

Blair closed hiseyes and rocked in his seat, groping for asolution. He couldn't let them die. He couldn't
let her die.

It'scoming right at us. Bishop had said that. The Olympuswould not creste and fly toward a gravity well
unlessit intended—

"What are you doing?" Merlin asked as Blair advanced the throttle, ignited afterburners, and swooped
down at the murky lake of darkness.

"The Olympusisgoing to jump that well," Blair answvered. "And so arewe.”
"Evenif wejump thewell, they'll capture us on the other sde.”

"No, they won't. You'll see. But first we have to pick up the others.”



"The others? It'stoo late for them.”

"Wrong again.”

"l cant watch," Merlin said, then blinked ouit.

Two-handing the stick, Blair wrestled againgt the well and brought his fighter within ten meters of Angel's.
HisVDU crackled to life. "Y oureafool," she sad.

Ignoring her, he engaged the retrieval tractor system and fired abeam at her Rapier. "Y ou're locked on.
Now listen up, people!" Blair regarded hisradar scope, taking mental note of each Rapier's position
relative to each other and to the well. "Gangsta? Fire atractor at Cheddarboy, and Cheddarboy you
latch on to Bishop."

"Interesting plan, mate," Hunter said. "Well embracein desth.”

"Dowhat he says," Angel shot back. "All of you. Link up. And Blair, can you do it?"

He swallowed. "I think so."

"What's he going to do?" Bishop asked. "And how the hell will linking help? Well buy it anyway."
Ange huffed. "Everyone except Bishop link up.”

"Uh, that's okay," Bishop said shakily. "I'm with you."

Blair stared out acrossthe string of jets, dl facing away from the gravity well, every thruster burning
brightly. Though he couldn't see the beams that joined their crafts, histactical display reveded the
emission lines. The chain looked good. "Okay. On my mark you will engage emergency flameout
systems, bringing thrust down to zero.”

"At which timewe get sucked in," Maniac said.

"That'sthe plan,” Blair retorted. "And if anyone wantsto bail, do it now." He waited amoment, listening
to the grinding of histhrusters asthey began to superhest. "Okay. Ready now? Here it comes. Mark!"

Likeasdtring of holiday lights winking out, the squadron's thruster cones darkened—

And Blair cut into ahard, starboard roll at ten degrees per second, dragging the other Rapiers behind his.
The afterburner gauge rolled even higher into the red as he now faced awhirlpool of swirling haze
traversed by hunks of rubble. The radar scope showed the supercruiser just one hundred and fifty meters
behind them, but with an abrupt flash that fell over Blair's canopy, the Olympuss jump-drive engaged,
and it blurred overhead to demateriaize into the well.

"It jumped,” Zaryasaid. "It created its own well and jumped it.”

"But we ain't going to be so lucky," Bishop predicted. “They probably had NAVCOM coordinatesto
negotiate thisthing. We only got Blair's good intentions and his one-and-oh record.”

Thewd| tightened its grip, and Blair anxioudy reached out with hismind into the gravitic eddies. He had
jumped the gravity well known as Scyllaand had jumped the Charybdis Quasar, relying only on his
Rilgrim sensesto navigate. Thewdll in front of him shouldn't be any different—

But it was. Ashe drew closer, the Rapier shaking violently, he expected to see his mother since she, or



more precisaly, her essence, resided across the universe and passing through gravitic warps enabled him
to experience her for aflegting moment. He reached deeper into the well, squinting into hismind's eye,
probing with every sense, with al he was, fighting for aglimpse of her face, awhisper, awarning,
anything. He saw only acurved corridor representing a safe passage that looped through the well. Where
areyou, Mother? Have you left me forever ?

"Ten seconds to the well's Point of No Return,” Merlin shouted as he reappeared with a shimmer and
peeked through fingers covering his eyes.

"Thought you couldn't watch this,” Blair said, thumbing a button to engage the Rapier's jump drive.
"Thought you could use some hdp.”

Blair closed hiseyesand called off thefirgt set of coordinatesto his navigation computer.
"Coordinates plotted,” the computer responded.

He rattled off the second set and heard the response, followed by the computer's warning about reaching
.7 light speed, thewdl's PNR veocity.

"I'd tell you that you're off course for the jump, but | know thereply,” said Merlin. "I till do not
understand how or why this distortion affects my CPU."

"Save the mystery for another time," Blair shot back.

An aarm blared rapidly, indicating an aft hull breach. Thankfully, the cockpit had not been compromised.
Y et. He shut down the darm, then checked the jump drive clock. Four secondsto jump. Three, two—

The gravity well shucked itself off into atableau so white that it seemed to absorb the Rapier, absorb
Blair, absorb the others and lift them dl into its SIky arms. For an ingtant, the frailties of being human
seemed meaningless. Blair fet as though he could be anyone and anywhere, do anything, join with every
bit of matter down to the quantum level.

Then it was dark, over, and hewasjust Blair, seated in his cockpit, enveloped by the familiar void tinged
blue by Lethe'sreflected light.

"We're back?' Merlin asked.

Blair heaved asigh. "Wasn't sure that was possible. Now we know it is." He brought up Angel's private
channd. "Commander?’

"Blair," she acknowledged, gathering her breath. ™Y ou know, | was supposed to jump Charybdiswith
you, and | waskind of upset that | missed that. Thisputsit dl into perspective. Question. Why aren't we
on the other sde of the well with the Olympus ?*

"We could've jumped there, but | figured they would just launch fighters and overtake us. So | looped us
through the well and back onto our origina vector.”

"But now wevelost them.”
"No. | marked their coordinates. I'll read them to my nav computer and upload to the data net.”
"Nicework, Blair."

"ItsRAlgrim."



"Choose another cdl sign.”
"I won't. And | wish everyonewould useit.”

"All right, I'll givethat order, but you ded with the harassment—because you're asking for it." She
resumed the steely tone of squadron commander. "Ladies? Disengage retrieval systems and sound off."

Gerdd shifted past the hatch and stormed into Paladin's quarters. He cocked his head, searching the
dark living area, then found histarget in acorner meagerly lit by adesk light.

The commodore sat back in achair, boots kicked up onto the work surface of histerminal. His gaze
remained on the hard copy dossier resting on hislap, and Gerald spotted an old picture of Amity Aristee
printed in the corner of thefirst page. "Good morning, Mr. Gerald. | expected you sooner."”

Gerdd showed histeeth. "I was alittle busy going over the casuaty report. With dl due respect, gir, |
want answvers. And | want them now."

"Thefolksat Intell still have abit more corroborating evidence to consider before| can deliver any
definitiveinformation.”

"That, gr, ishorseshit, the same horseshit | had to feed my people during thefirst briefing.” Hefindly had
Paladin's attention.

"Go ahead—classfy and compartmentdizethis,” Gerad continued. "But my people have aright to know
who killed their comrades. Moraeislow. Rumors are running rampant—even among my command
gaff."

"All right, then. I'll conduct a briefing for you and your department heads.”

Geradd recoiled abit in surprise. "Well need specifics, like exactly how that ship created and jumped a
gravity well. We need to know what we're up againgt.”

"I'll tell you what we know so far," Pdadin said resignedly.

"One more request. For some odd reason |'ve been locked out of the satellite link to the Confed
network. My shipboard records don't indicate which of my people are of Pilgrim ancestry. | assume you
have access. I'd like that information uploaded to my persona account.”

Pdadin smiled—or wasit asneer?" So the witch hunt begins..."

"l have aright to any information that may compromise the safety of this ship and her crew. And it sounds
to methat your department has already begun that hunt.”

"Not exactly. And for the record, there are only two people aboard of Pilgrim ancestry: mysdlf and
Lieutenant Christopher Blair."

"Areyou certan?'

"| examined the records myself while en route. But there may till be Pilgrims aboard who have evaded



our detection.”
"Has Admira Tolwyn derted the other line captains?

"No. Any Confederation officer or enlisted person is ill protected under Confederation law. If we
derted the captains, I'm certain that the rights of those Pilgrimswould be violated. At the least, those
people would be rounded up and tossed in the brig. At the most, they'd be shot. Check your history.
Read up on the plight of Japanese Americans during World War Two."

"Permission to speek fredly, Sr?”’
"| thought you dready were," Pdadin said acidly. "But granted.”

"Sorry, Sir, but my boots are firmly planted in the present. | can't trust you. Not until thisisover. You
may know this group and their tactics better than anyone aboard, but asfar asI'm concerned, you're
more dangerous than vauable.

"I know you have an especid hatred for Filgrims since your father's passing. And I'm sure that experience
tellsyou that you can't let those fedlings influence your judgment.”

"My father wasn't just killed by you people. He was tortured first, dismembered until he bled to death.
My mother found him in the backyard. Not much left. Just apile of meat. Y ou won't find that in my
psyche ops profile or the fact that there aren't any pictures of him in my mother's gpartment. My sister
and | can't even mention his name. So when you say | have an especid hatred for Pilgrims, you have no
idea"

"No, | guess| don't. But as | told you once before, we can't blame every citizen of Filgrim ancestry for
what afew individuas have done. Admittedly, it's fanatics like these that made mergect Pilgrim
theology. Y ou lost your father to them. So did |. Now, dert your people. WEIl assemblein thirty
minutes. And I'd like Lieutenant Blair there. We may need to address his heredity... and my own."

Sitting on hisbunk, rubbing his eyes with the heds of his hands, Blair thought about how hefelt and
realized that for once hewas at aloss. Sure, hefelt worn out from the jump and its accompanying
adrenaline rush, and deeply saddened over theloss of Second Squadron, but something el se gnawed at
him. His spirit glided over ablack expanse, and from that expanse rose afigure in awhite robe whose
face he could not see, but whose arms reached out to him. He had no ideawhat the fedling or vison— or
whatever it was—meant. He only knew that it had come on suddenly during landing and persisted.

Helooked over at Maniac, clad in Skivviesand lying on hisown rack. If Zaryacould hear the music
produced by Maniac's nogtrils, her interest in him would definitely dwindle. Knowing Blair'sluck, she
probably had afetish for men who snored loudly. He sighed, rose, then padded over to the latrine and
gared at himsdlf in the scored mirror. 'Y ou are one ugly bastard.”

"Though | hesitate to agree since | am, in fact, apart of you, | would ultimately have to endorse that
assessment.” Merlin stood on the shelf above Blair's bunk, hands folded over his chest, shoulders hidden
by stedl-gray hair that he had unloosed from its band.

"Look who'staking. That anew hairstyle or abug in your system?"

"I remind you that my appearance was molded after one of your father's favorite teachers, aman named
Jebiah Omans who taught aclassthat linked particle physicsto Shakespeare. Now there's ablending of
art and aloms—"

"Y ou never told me he taught that.”



"Oh, yes. Particles play avita rolein human behavior, and Shakespeare was an expert in that area.
Some even acknowledge him asthefirg particle physicig.”

Blair gave the holograph a penetrating stare.

Merlin'slipsfinaly curled. "All right, Jebiah Omanswas, in fact, one of your father's teachers and the
ingpiration for me, but he only taught physics™

After anod, Blair moved back to his bunk and plopped down. "No offense, but sometimes | wish my
father had programmed you in hislikeness. Y ou've been with me since| wasfive, Merlin. But it just isn't
the same”

"Y our father never told me why, but he inssted againgt an interface that resembled him. Maybe he
thought it would be too painful for you or that | could never replace him. Maybe he wanted that
separation. I'm your guardian, your advisor, and my chips contain your father's protein, but hewas and
will dways be your father. Now | suggest you get dressed.”

IIWMI
"Because Lieutenant Commander Deveraux is about—"
The hatch bell sounded, and Merlin disappeared.

"I'm not waiting, Lieutenant. Be at the wardroom in ten minutes for abriefing. Tell Maniac that I'll brief
him and the rest of the squadron afterward.”

As hefumbled with histrousers, Blair glanced at Maniac, who remained dead to theworld. "Maam, if
you can wait another second, I'll head down with you."

"Sorry, Christopher. Shel'sdready gone," Merlin said.

He looked to the holograph. "Y eah, and | know why."

"If youd like my advice—"

Blair lifted afinger. "We both know what happened the last time | took your advice on women.”
"But Christopher, | could have hardly known that she would be dlergic to Italian food.”

"Y eah, but she ate it anyway to be polite. Thought maybe it wouldn't bother her for once. Wound up
gpending the whole night in the hospital because you went off on that Italian spid, talking about the whole
romance language thing, the food, and you talked meinto it. Never again. | think of that date, and dl |
seeisthispoor girl with hivesal over her face"

"Fine. | won't help. I've made some observations of Lieutenant Commander Deveraux, but I'll keep them
to mysdlf." Hetipped up hisnose, snapped off.

"Merlin? Wait. What observations?!
The holograph would not activate. Blair checked hiswatch. Just aswell. He had to get dressed.

"Commander,” Blair said as he approached Angel. She stood beside the wardroom's open hatch, her
uniform crisp, makeup sparingly applied. It didn't take much to enhance her beauty; the gifts were dready
there.



"Y ou saved our livestoday," she said softly. "I might just recommend you for more chicken guts.”

His cheeks warmed, and he nervoudly shifted his gaze to the wardroom, where he spotted aknot of five
department heads arguing bitterly. "What's with them? And what am | doing here? Thislookslikea
briefing for senior-leve officers”

"Commodore Taggart asked that you be present.”
"Pdadin? Hes here? Whey didn't hetdll me?’
"He's been busy. Cmon."

Asthey entered, the department heads fell sllent and gave Blair the once-over, their expressions
betraying no prejudice but no thrill to see him ether. He took a seet next to Angd in the front row of
folding chairs, then glanced back at the familiar faces. Hight Boss Raznick and Deck Boss Peterson sat in
the back row, muttering to each other. Representatives from ordnance, maintenance, technica, and
damage control sat on thefar left. The other five squadron commanders had taken seats directly behind
Blair and Angel, and two of those men, Jnxman of the Third and Lightning of the Fourth, returned
somber nods and kept silent. Jinxman had draped a blue beret over the empty seat next to his, the name
ACHILLES emblazoned on apatch.

During the next few minutes, Marine Corps Lieutenant Tori Andover and Sergeant Gulliver Cogan
arrived with expressions that asked, Why are we here and not out kicking ass ? Then the rest of the
command gtaff filed into the room, including Lieutenant Commander Obutu. Blair liked the man and
hoped that Gerald had recommend Obutu for a promotion to X O. Obutu had gone out of hisway to
make Blair feel comfortable during hisfirg vigt to the Claw's rec. He had even beaten Blair in agame of
virtua dogfighting. When queried about his obvious piloting skills, Obutu responded that he "hed alittle
experience.” The mystery intrigued Blair.

Paadin findly entered with a data date in one hand while he used the other to tug at the color of hisblack
Nava Intelligence uniform. The chatter died, and everyone snapped to their feet.

"Asyou were." The commodore crossed to where Gerald stood before the assembled personndl.

"Place your bets," Jinxman sang, leaning forward to whisper in Angel'sear. "'l say we get five percent
truth, ninety-five percent bullshit.”

Angd looked back, eyes brimming with reproof.

"A few announcements before we begin,” Gerald said. " At seventeen hundred hoursthere will bea
memoria servicein the chapd for Second Squadron and the others KIA. Tell your peopleto see
Lieutenant Palladino in personnd if they'd like to make donations to the families. Replacements won't
come any time soon, so | suggest that you make immediate recommendations for promotions and adjust
your duty rostersto compensate. We've been here before, people. I'll expect those recommendations
ASAP." Heeyed Pdadin. "I think most of us know the commodore, but for those who do nat, thisis
Commodore James Taggart of Naval Intelligence, call sgn Pdadin. Admird Tolwyn sent himto assst us.
Commodore?' Gerad retreated afew steps, and Blair guessed that he was not the only officer who
detected the bitternessin Gerad's tone.

Pdadin pulled once more a his collar, tightened hislips, then seemed to sum up the officers, deciding
what he would and would not say. "L adies and gentlemen, we're presently en route to coordinates that
will place us between the Lafayette and Tamayo systems. We bdlieve thisisthe jump target of the CS
Olympus. Unfortunately, it will take usthree daysto get there, and she may be gone by thetime we



arrive. We can analyze gravitic resduum to gpproximate her next position, but that will only provide an
esimate. | assure you, though, that we haven't lost her yet."

"Commodore, arethey Filgrims?" Jnxman asked.

He nodded. "They're being led by one of the most skilled line captainsin the fleet." He went on to explain
how Captain Amity Aristee had managed to take over the Olympus and how Admiral Tolwyn had sent
out atask forceto investigate. Then he added, "I've just learned that the remains, or more precisdly, the
remaining haze of that task force was discovered gpproximately twenty hours ago in the Enyo system.
Those ships were destroyed by a gravity well. Eighteen hours ago, another haze was encountered near
Vega, and we blieve that it represents the remains of the Olympuss origind battle group. We dso
suspect that at these coordinates she jettisoned remaining non-Filgrim personnel, creating alimited but
pure Filgrim complement.”

"She's afanatic and amass murderer who's creating gravity wells and using them as wegpons and jump
points," Gerad chipped in, then cocked abrow at Paladin. "Would you € aborate on exactly how she's
doing this?"

"We believe she'sin possession of anew generation of hopper drive that alows her to create space-time
welswith a controlled matter-antimatter reaction. Thewell hasalimited gravitic cloak verified by the
pilots of thiswing. But she can still manipulate the well's position and take out shipswithin five hundred
meters”

"How did she obtain thistechnology? Better yet, how did she hide it from Confederation Intelligence?"
Gerald asked.

"Thisisn't something that happensin aday, or aweek, or ayear. The Confederation legdly recognizes
three Rilgrim systems and five colonid enclaves. We routindly inspect them to be sure they're not
developing technology or engaging in renewed military activity that could threaten us. For yearsweve
had no trouble with them because those most devoted obey the edict that Filgrims should no longer travel
through space or engagein any other activitiesreliant on technology. They do this as penance for their
lossinthewar. In fact, when the Kilrathi war began, they inssted on remaining neutral and presently
maintain thet Satus™

"That's an informative higtory lesson,” Gerdd said impatiently. "But I'm not sure it answersthe question,
ar

"Indulge me," Pdladin said, more athreat than arequest. "Y ou seg, it's not those Pilgrims who posethe
threat but amore radical sect whose ancestors assimilated back into Confederation society. These
Pilgrims are members of our own military. They've abandoned their edictsin favor of anew order:
destroy Earth, dismantle the Confederation, reclam what istheirs. Irony is, the Confederation taught
them how to do it. We believe that research and devel opment of this new hopper drive has been going
on for ten, possibly twenty years, with construction occurring within the last four. Alarmigtscall it a
Pilgrim conspiracy, and maybe that'swhat it is, but these radicals have taken advantage of those neutral
systems and enclaves. Weve aready discovered evidence of their research in dl of them. Seemsthey
threatened those Pilgrims with force, bribed Confederation ingpectors or had them replaced with Pilgrims
or others sympathetic to their cause, and operated without our knowledge. The Kilrathi war till provides
them with a convenient diverson and apossible dly. Admird Bill Wilson managed to conspire with the
cas”

"Sir, you said that Aristee hopesto destroy Earth, dismantle the Confederation, and take back what
belongsto the Rlgrims" Angel said. "How does sheintend to do that with just one super-cruiser? Why



isn't she building afleet?"

"We don't know. On the outset, her plan seemsreckless. But she's a brilliant woman, not be
underestimated. She's choosing her targets carefully in order to recruit Confed Navy personnd of Rilgrim
ancestry. Maybe shelll begin building aflest—or maybe the Kilrathi already have one waiting for her.”

"l find it highly unlikely that she has accessto shipbuilding facilities, unlessyou're about to tell methat the
Trojan Y ards and others now belong to the Pilgrims," Gerald said. " She may be working with the
Kilrathi. That seems more reasonable.”

"And now she's gathering people to crew those Kilrathi ships?' Angel asked. "Why doesn't she smply
defect to the Kilrathi, strike adedl, and have the cats do her dirty work the same way Admira Wilson
did?"

"Y eah, but hisded with the Kilrathi went south,” Jinxman reminded. "Maybe the cats won't bargain
anymore."

Pdadin nodded in understanding. "We should continue to speculate on her plans, and | encourage your
input on the matter in person or through the data net. But our mission now isto stop her and recover that
ship, and we've been authorized to use whatever means necessary to accomplish those goals.
Quedtions?'

"Sir, were talking about apossible Pilgrim conspiracy,” Marine Lieutenant Andover asked. "How will
security handle this?!

"I'll post details of what's being done on the fleet level as soon as1'm notified. Asfar asthe Claw is
concerned, it'sbusiness as usud.”

Even Blair had to frown at that.

"But there could be Pilgrim saboteurs aboard this ship,” Andover chalenged. "And no offense, gir, but
rumor hasit that you're a Pilgrim yoursdf.”

"You'reout of ling" Gerald said, glowering a the Marine.
"No, she'sjust curious,” Paladin corrected. "Yes, | descend from

Pilgrims. Infact, | could be asaboteur. If it makes you fed more comfortable to place me under guard,
then by all means do so. However, | should mention that your skipper's had people watching me since
the moment | hit the flight deck.” He shot Gerald ablack smile. "I won't attempt to prove my loyadty in

thisroom. But let's get out there, then I'll show you whose side I'm on. Ded ?"

"Yes, gr."

"I'madsoaPilgrim,” Blair said, launching to hisfeet. He turned to face the others. "Y ou can place me
under guard aswell."

"Sit down, Lieutenant,” Gerald ordered. "Most of us are aready aware of your heritage.”

Blair complied as Angel quickly added, "Lieutenant Blair single-handedly saved our entire squadron
today. | respectfully suggest that anyone who needs more proof should first submit to a psyche ops
evauaion."

"All right, enough,” snapped Gerdd. "Thelast thing we want to do is create an atmosphere of parancia.



Just keep your people informed and do your jobs. Dismissed.”

Asthe group dispersed, Blair sensed that no one had really been satisfied by the briefing, that it had
probably created more questions than it had answered. However, one question remained that Pdadin
could answer. Blair hurried to catch the commodore, who had exchanged afew words with Gerald and
now moved to the hatch. "Sir?"

"Hello again, Lieutenant. We seem to keep running into each other during times of criss. Whao's got the
bad luck? Y ou or me?'

Blar flashed asmile. "Asajunior officer, | assume responsbility for the bad luck, ir.”
"Asyou should,” he said with mock seriousness. "And we should make this brief to avoid more rumors.”

"| can dedl with that. Guessif | wasn't aPilgrim, I'd be suspicious, too. Admira Tolwyn told methat the
wounds of civil war run deep. Hewasright.”

"Heusualy is. Well, you look good, Mr. Blair. And it's apleasure to see you again. Now, if you'll excuse
me—"

"Sir, | haveto ask. Do they know about you and Amity?"

He paused, his eyes growing reflective. "The admira does. Probably why he wants me on this.
Sometimes you can fal in love with someone and never redlly know them. But her? | redly thought |
knew her."

Blair watched him go, taking with him memories so vivid that he probably lived more in them now than
anywhere ese. Those memories had taken up residence in his shadow, in hisheart, in hisdreams. Blair
worried for the man and wished there was more he could do.

"Areyou going to stand there al morning? Or are you going to have breskfast with me?’
Heturned, his heart missing abeat as he stared at Angdl, done and beaming a him. "Y es, maam.”
"That's very good, Lieutenant. Y ou're learning."

"I'maquick sudy," he said, raising hisbrows.

She shuffled past him. "Therésalot to learn.”

William Santyana swore at the two Pilgrim Marine guards who had escorted him from the flight deck to
his quarters, then he dammed the hatch in their faces. He entered the main living areaand threw his
helmet at the viewport. It bounced off the Plexi and hit the floor with aclang that sent Lacey running into
the room. "Daddy?" The three-year-old looked at the helmet. "Why'd you throw that?"

"Daddy'sjust mad, honey. That'sal."

"Will?' Pris appeared in the narrow corridor that led to the bedroom. She wore awhite robe made of a
fabric that resembled silk, though it lacked the lugter. Pictoria symbols Santyanarecognized as Pilgrim



"gtoricals" had been stitched into the hem, deeves, and collar of the robe, forming an ornate, multicolored
border. The toricastold stories about the first Pilgrims and had been modeled after Egyptian
hieroglyphs. "Wdll, they findly got us some clothes" Prissaid.

Only then did heredlize that Lacey wore an identical robe that perfectly fit her tiny frame. He hunkered
downto thelittle girl. "Do you like that robe?"

She nodded. "Thenice lady gaveit to me."
"Wadl, you'll haveto takeit off." Helooked to Pris. "And you, too."

"But we don't have any other clean clothes. Unless you'd like your daughter to run around naked. They
gave usthese robes, well wear them. Y ou will, too. Besides, the woman who dropped them off said
they're made of ko'aka; it's supposed to have acaming effect on the centra nervous system. | do fed
more a peace now."

"Tha'sfunny, consdering thewar thishitchiswaging.”
Pristipped her head toward Lacey. "Watch your language.”

He exhaded loudly, stood, and massaged histemples. " She made me fly against Confederation fighters.
They lost an entire squadron when we jumped.”

"Youtold me"
"And now she'sgot meflying patrols”

"Y ou told methat, too." She cameto him, buried her head in his shoulder. " Stop thinking about it. Just do
what she says. Please, Will. For Lacey's sake. We can dedl with this. We can. I'm gtarting to understand
these people.”

He gripped her shoulders, shifted her back. "How?"'
"They took usto ameeting today."
Chillsfanned across his shoulders. "What kind of meeting?'

"They cdled it acon-crit sesson. Five or Six of them werethere. | think they were civilians, I'm not sure.
It wasn't weird or cultic or anything. Just adistorted history class, biased to be sure, but interesting in that
they redlly go to extremesto illustrate Confederation atrocities. They put onthislittle play. Actudly,
they'reredly good actors. Told the story of the Peron Massacre, the exodus to McDaniel's World, and
their exile after the dliancefell. They said today isthe Holy Day of Acclivity. And did you know that
some of their ancestors used to live on ring stations? The oneswho lived closest to the hull had trouble
having children. The embryos had mutated and weren't allowed to cometo term. They caled it Space
Syndrome Mutation. Did you know that it was from those mutations that their powers of navigation
emerged?’

"I know al about the reports and the book of Ivar Chu McDanid," he answered disgustedly. "He'sthe
fanatic who gtarted dl of this. Probably bought it in some gravity well, but now hesadeity. My parents
made me memorize the story. He headed out to the Sirius system with twelve hundred followers and was
trandated directly to a higher plane of existence. He directs us from there. What a crock.”

"It'snot any more far-fetched than some of the storiesyoul find in the Bible."



"Y ou're defending them?"

"No, | just think that if we're stuck here, we might aswell get to know our enemy. And maybe they're not
redly the enemy. They'rejust misguided. And, when it comes down to it, they'rewho you are.”

He crossed to the narrow, thinly padded sofaand collgpsed on it. "They kill six million people—and
they'rejust misguided} Wait aminute. | get it now. Y ou want to know more about them because you
think you'll learn more about me. Wedl, you won'. I'm not them. I'm aretired Confederation officer who
just happened to be born into the wrong family.”

She stood over him, lip twisted in anger. "Maybe | wouldn't be so curiousif you talked about it. But you
won't. Welve been together for more than five years and | hardly know anything about your pagt. It's not
far."

"Mommy? Can you play with me?'

Priss expression softened as she regarded Lacey. "Okay, honey. Well play that game on the terminal.”
Shetook Lacey's hand and led her toward the bedroom, their robes fluttering behind them.

Santyana closed his eyes. Hisimagination swept him into visons of Prisand Lacey being drugged or
cerebraly dtered by the Rilgrims, being turned into stereotypica cultists blind to the injustices and
atrocities committed by their "broturs’ and "sos-turs.” Y es, they would become Sostur Pris, Sostur
Lacey, and Brotur William, and they would subscribe to the notion that Terrans had plundered known
space and needed to be eradicated.

They would pad around in their robes, drink and est the Pilgrims "sanctified" offerings, and fdl blithely to
their desthsin an act of spiritud servitude. He shivered off the thought, then imagined himsdlf taking his
Rapier head on toward the Olym-puss bridge. Amity Aristee would stone up in horror as his neutron
cannon belched out aletha spray a second before he tore through the command and control center. His
funera pyrewould consumethem dl. But even if Aristee died, she might have sanding ordersto have
Prisand Lacey killed. There had to be another way out. But they kept him so closaly guarded. He
needed a plan to smuggle hisfamily off of the ship.

If he only had an dly. There had to be someone aboard whose loydty fatered. Y es, that wasit. Instead
of ignoring the rest of his squadron, he would talk to them, probe for weskness, explait it, and win asoul
or two to hisside. They were Pilgrims, but they suffered the same frailties as humans. Hewould play on
their guilt, on their ingtinct toward sdlf-preservation, and even on their egos. How many others had
families they might never see again? How many others questioned Aristeg's actions? How many others
were motivated by fear instead of duty? How many others saw no future in serving a renegade? Santyana
swore hewould find out.

"Tak to me, Brotur Hawthorne," Aristee said, staring at the comm monitor.

Hawthorne, the Olympuss forty-five-year-old hopper drive control officer, gazed back at her, hiswoolly
hair gone awry, his unshaven face drawn up in alook of sheer frugration. "Were till having containment
problems, maam."

"How much longer?'
"Weve been working on it around the clock. | can't give you an accurate estimate.”

Her jaw dtiffened. "Let me spdll it out for you. If we don't jJump by oh-seven-thirty tomorrow, the Tiger
Claw, Oregon , and Mitchell Hammock will arrive. Don't underestimate their ability to track us."



"I'm not. We're doing everything we can. At least modificationsto the drive are proceeding as schedul ed.
We should be able to extend the gravitic cloak from five hundred metersto at least thirteen kilometers, as
you ordered. However, acloak that sizewill pull in many more objects than usua, and I'm not sure how
well thedrives Al will compensate for the increased number of distortions. Well haveto test it, and well
need Frotur McDanie'shelp.”

"Aslong aswe keegp moving, well have time for that. Continue updating me hourly."
"Yes, maam."
"Wasthat my name| heard?"

Aristee turned away from the starboard observation station to meet gazes with Frotur Johan McDanid,
the last living descendant of Ivar Chu McDanidl. Thefrotur's hazel eyes seemed to light up his
surroundings, and they took no exception with the bridge. Attired now in hisko'akarobe and sanddls, he
resembled a pool-bound vacationer who had taken a very wrong turn. But when the next hour chimed,
every soul aboard would shed the old Confederation skins of davery and don the ceremonia garments of
anew age. And the timing could not be better: thiswas the Pilgrim Holy Day of Acclivity, the day that
marked Ivar Chu's rise to become one with the space-time continuum. Some argued that he resided on
an even higher plane incomprehensible to morta minds. Aristee had dways leaned more toward
pragmatic explanations, toward theology born of science, toward ablurring of those lines. She smiled
now &t the frotur with a deep, heartfelt reverence, with alove that transcended anything she had ever felt
for her parents—both traitors to the Pilgrim cause. "Brotur Hawthorne says he might need your

ass stance with the hopper drive.”

"I'm avisonary, anavigator, and acompass—but I'm gtill eighty-one yearsold. | wish these youngsters
would remember that. | fedl asthough everyone aboard needs my help. But I'm not bitter. Just tired. I'm
not used to thiskind of excitement.”

"These are exciting days. I'm not sure if they'll ever live up to my dreams, but if nothing else, we will make
agatement that humanity will never forget."

"Wewon't survivethis."

"Of course not. And welll never be able to spare every Rilgrim life. This new rebellion requires our
sacrifice. I'm not resigned to that. | welcomeit.”

"Destroying Earth won't bring an end to the Confederation,” he pointed out somberly.

"No, but it will demonstrate our power and renew our people. They won't hide anymore behind post-war
edictsthat are no longer valid. Well head to McDanid's World, continue staffing this ship, and take
aboard as many aswe can. Then well head to Aloysius. | have friends waiting for us there with supplies
and more personnd.”

"We shouldn't go to McDanid. It'snot safe.”
Shetook hishand in her own. "Frotur, what's wrong?"

He lowered his gaze, thought amoment, then nodded. "I've grown quite fond of you. | don't want to lose
you just yet. It'sin your nature to listen to the crackling of that flame that burns so hotly inside you. | did
the same. But if you want to bring our people home to afree universe, you haveto live long enough to
create that symbol of our power. | know why you want to go to McDaniel. Y ou want the protur's
blessing for what you're doing so that when you make the ultimate sacrifice, you'll assure your placein the



continuum.”

Amity had known the frotur al of her life. Her parents had been friends with him until they had turned
their backs during the war. When they had been killed for their treason againgt the dliance, the frotur had
made sure that Amity was placed in the loving care of foster parents who had raised her under
Confederation colors and had attempted to ingtill in her Confederation idedls. But frequent visitsfrom the
frotur had kept her Pilgrim roots thriving. Even when she had first joined the Confederation Navy, she
had done so with the dream of one day liberating her people. And dl of these years|ater, the dream was
findly unfolding. She had not hidden her dream from the frotur, nor could she hide anything ese. He
aways saw what lay in her heart.

"I'll ask for hisblessing,” shetold him. "And hell giveit.”
"Or what? Hell die?!

She huffed and turned toward the viewport. Starlines wove baroque patterns as the supercruiser cut
through space, but she bardly saw them. She saw the frotur come down from hisdtar, lower his hood,
and condemn everything for which she stood. "I'll ask for hisblessing. | need it. It'll be another symbol for

our people.”

"I don't believe hell giveit. He's been influenced by too many who fought in the old war. That blood is
gtill fresh on their hands. They don't want another.” He approached from behind, did an arm over her
shoulders. "Dear Amity, | wish my blessing could be enough. But I've dways been arebe, and despite
my name, my blessng hardly congtitutes asymbol. I'm the trouble-making McDanidl. The blagphemer.
Thelagt. Hdldujah."

He had drawn her amile, though she still felt very young, very vulnerable, and charged with the desire to
get that blessng— though there existed more than one way to get it. "'I'm sorry, frotur. As dangerous as it
may be, | haveto go to McDanidl. | haveto try. | shouldve gone there first and gotten his blessing before
any of thisbegan. But Wilson's failure came so quickly. And we desperately needed those people from
Mylon and Lethe. Therejust wasn't time.”

"Inthis existence, there never is enough time. Oh, how | look forward to lifein the continuum. It'1l be my
revenge for dl of those lost hours. Come now. Let's get something to eat. The Sos-turs of Promise have
prepared afeast in the officer's dining room."

"I'm not hungry,” Amity said. "But I'll come anyway."

Commodore Richard Bellegarde bit hislower lip as he watched four squadrons of the Concordias
fighters and a squadron of Broadsword bombers soar away from the ship, vectoring toward the
Sivar-class dreadnought and three Fralthi-class cruisers at coordinates just two kilometers ahead. The
Concordia had jJumped into the Y mir system forty minutes ago to assist the CS Beacontree, a
Benga-class gtrike carrier that had been closest to the trouble zone. Tolwyn had sent the Beacontree to
Y mir with ordersto smply sd| the Kilrathi until the Concordiaand her battle group jumped in. Odd thing
was, the Beacontree had arrived nearly twenty-four hours ago, and the Kilrathi had yet to make amove.
They hovered between the third and fourth planets of the system, on the periphery of an asteroid belt.
And they had remained there since their own arriva, over thirty-six hours ago.

"Now we blow them back to Sivar,” Tolwyn said, beating afist into apam. He stood, gave acursory
glance of the wide bridge, then joined Bellegarde near the viewport. “They ought to bloody well know

the pendlty for trespassing.”
"Either way, welll teach it to them," Bellegarde added.



"Any newsfrom Nephde?'

"Not since thelast report. The Bedford Falls and the Tricdiber should be able to hold their own. But like
these cats, the Kilrathi in that system arejust sniffing around.”

"Here'swhat | think, Richard. The emperor learned of the attack on Mylon. Of course heaso lost a
couple of destroyers out near K'n'Rek to the Olympus . So now he'sthinking that Pilgrims are
responsible, since Mylon is Confederation territory. He sends out two battle groups to attack Y mir and
Nephele, but then heredlizesthat if he starts these two battles, helll haveto finish them. And | think he
lacks the resources to do that. So he gets cold feet. Sends them in here anyway to gather what
intelligence they can and deploy cloaked spy satellites. Now, if you mark my words, reportswill comein
from our fightersthat the Kilrathi arein retreat, headed toward the jump point.” Tolwyn craned his neck
and looked to the radar station. "Mr. Abrams?”’

"Our fighters are till pursuing the battle group, sir. The Kilrathi have altered course. Looksthey're
headed to the jump point.”

Bdllegarde shook his head in mild astonishment. "When will you teach methat trick?"

"It'sno trick. Just think like apack hunter. Now if our squadrons continue to pursue, they could be
ambushed by one, perhaps two destroyers that broke off from the main battle group. Mr. Wilks? Give
the order for recal.”

The comm officer nodded. "All fightersreturn to base, aye-aye, sir."

"Y ou see, Richard, despite the emperor's cold feet, he wants us to know that he has these battle groups
within jump range. Cdl it posturing, but it does humble the more keen dtrategist.”

"Do you think he knows about the Olympus’

"Yes, andif | know the Kilrathi, the battle group commander whaose ships were lost has sworn an oath to
find her—"

"Which makes this even more precarious.”

Tolwyn gave asober nod. "If the Kilrathi find the Olympus before we do, then pray that they annihilate
her. If they recover that hopper drive, well..."

"Thisnew war againgt the Pilgrimsis more about that drive than about ideology. I'd like to know more
about thisdrive and our knowledge of itsinception.”

"Sorry, Richard. This one's compartmentalized. Orders came down directly from the space marshd. I've
told you dl that | can. But | am working on something of my own. When | can tell you more, | will."

"Admira? Datarelay coming in from adrone digpaiched in the Tartarus system,” Comm Officer Wilks
reported. "It'sfrom the Tiger Claw ."

"Decrypt and transfer to my gtation,” Tolwyn said, then hurried to hiscommand chair.

Belegarde sivung the admira's small data screen up and into place, then shifted for alook himsdlf. The
text-only report detailed the Claw's encounter with the Olympus at Lethe. Bellegarde muttered a"whoa"
as he scanned the casudty ligt. Then, inthefinad summary, afamiliar name jumped out a him, and even
the admirad tapped hisfinger on the letters.



"Well, well, well. Y oung Lieutenant Blair isback at it again,” Tolwyn said. "I'd dmost forgotten therewas
another Pilgrim on board the Claw . It seemsthat young man saved his squadron and discovered the
Olympussjump target.”

"I know how you fed about him, sir. And about hisfather. But we are talking about Pilgrims here.”

"Honestly, Richard, he's not the one I'm worried about..."

After making four jJumps and traveling for three standard days, Admiral Vukar nar Caxki's patience had
worn as thin as the kaschee ceremonial scarf coiled around his neck. He emitted a steady growl as he
contemplated the image pouring in through the forward viewport. The Confederation world known as
Lethe shimmered like the great blue eye on the Caxki clan'stemple. Scanners had aready detected
clouds of debrisfrom Rapier sarfighters, clearly indicating that a battle had occurred in the system not
too long ago—but a battle between that supercruiser and who? Probably Confederation forcestrying to
stop it, and V ukar prayed to Sivar that they had not succeeded in capturing or destroying her.

"Kdraahr, we're picking up more debris at coordinates five-six-two by eight-two-one," Tactical Officer
Makorshk said, sitting at his station directly behind Vukar's command chair. "The debrisis
paniculate—evidence of another gravity well. Andysisin progress. As expected, it's the remains of more
Confederation Rapiers. It appearsthat no shipslarger than their sandard utility fighters were destroyed
here. | believe the supercruiser made another jump. Gravitic residuum analysisin progress, but it will take
sometime, my Karaahr."

"What about ion emissons?' Vukar asked.

Makorshk studied data on aconvex display, his snout cast in an emerad flicker. "Sivar smileson us.
Another day or so, and dl traceswould have vanished. A gtrike carrier and two destroyers operated
herewithin the last fifty imperia hours, though that is the computer's best estimate. Scan aso detects
emissions from asupercruiser. Identification positive. Emissions match the ship our destroyers
encountered near K'n'Rek."

"Alert me as soon asyou have its jump target plotted. I'll bein my ready room.”
Makorshk grunted his acknowledgment.

Onceingde hissmal sanctuary, Vukar advanced to thetiny shrine at the rear bulkhead. The six Svistian
candles that burned in acircle around the meter-high statue of Sivar were now little more than ssumps,
their light shying off into reflective puddles of wax. Sivar's coppery countenance held a permanent
glower, and Vukar closed his eyes and knelt before thewar god. "The honor isawaysyours, Sivar. |
find my strength in you. But | am tired now. And my quest seemsfoolhardy. The blood frenzy throbs
within me, but | senseit will al befor naught. | sense I'm but alowborn in auniverse that careslittle for
me, for us, for our people's actions. Will we redly be remembered? Or are we merely victims of the
petty games between clans, empires, species? Show metheway, Sivar, and | will follow. | pledge my
bones and blood to you. Make me worthy to accept your blessing, to receive your strength, to act
according to your wisdom.” Vukar stood, went to his meditation chair, and collapsed into it. He swiveled
to the comm terminal, touched akey, and replayed the conversation he had had with Satorshck nar
Caxki. Before leaving for the K'n'Rek system, VVukar had contacted the leader of Caxki clan to report



the emperor'swishes.

"That's very interesting, Vukar. Very interesting indeed,” Satorshck had said upon learning of the
emperor's plan to send battle groupsto Y mir and Nephde. "He's smply placating the clan leaders but
failing to truly act, as we sugpected. The Caxki may have been thefirst of the noble clansto join the
emperor's new imperia aliance, but we may aso bethefirst to secede. If you find and capture that
supercruiser and its new drive system, understand that it will be the property of the Caxki clan. Y ou will
not, under any circumstances, turn it over to the emperor. Do thisfor the hrai , Vukar, and you will resp
the rewards."

"I understand, but if | fail to obey the emperor's orders, the prince will make achdlenge.”

"And you will accept that challenge," Satorshek said vehemently. "And if so, you will diefor the hrai , for
the greatest noble clan Kilrah has ever seen.”

"Asyouwish."

Vukar switched off the recording, then leaned back and stroked his whiskersin thought. Better to toil
over what to do with the hopper drive after he had it. For now, he would patch the tear in hisloyalty with
anewfound desire to recover that ship—not for the emperor or his clan, but for the courageous warriors
who had logt their lives under his command.

Thetermina beeped. "Kdraahr?'

"Y ou have the coordinates?' V ukar asked as he hit the vid display and Makorshk appeared on the
screen.

"We do. Estimates, of course. They put the supercruiser between the Lafayette and Tamayo systems.”
Vukar stood. " Sound the pre-jump aarm. Plot best course to those coordinates.”

"Course dready plotted, my Karaahr. I'm afraid it will take two-point-seven-five sandard daysto get
there, providing we do not meet any resistance at the jump points. Well have to jump at Montrose and
L afayette, both well-guarded Confederation systems. Also, | should remind you that those coordinates
will place uswdl away from jump points and deep within Day Quadrant. That will be dangerous, but
what troubles me even more iswhy the supercruiser would venture therein thefist place, unlessitis
rendezvousing with ancther ship.”

"That may be the case. Perhaps they're taking on supplies.”

"Or perhapsthey require aposition well avay from gravitic interference. Perhaps they're testing their
hopper drive.

Vukar lowered histhick brow. "Testing it? | believe it functions properly. Over two hundred Kilrathi
soulswill testify to thet.”

"Yes, but earlier | said that they could use the drive as a planet killer. Since then I've been andyzing the
dataand discovered that | waswrong. That drive's gravitic cloak extends for about five hundred meters
and funnels down about three hundred meters. A gravity well that small would haveto be placed within a
planet's atmosphere to consume matter, and the supercruiser cannot operate within most atmospheres.”

"Then maybeit's not as dangerous as we first thought.”

"But Kardahr, consder this: If the gravity well created by the drive could be made larger, then it could



be placed beyond a planet's atmaosphere and till pull it in. Imagine that supercruiser jumping into orbit
around Kilrah. We surround it. Thereis no chance it can fire a planetary torpedo and cause damage. But,
without warning, it activatesits hopper drive, and the resulting gravity well instantaneoudy pullsin every
ship and our home-world. It al happens much more quickly and efficiently than aconventiona attack.
The supercruiser jumpsthe wel while everything behind it isripped out of existence.”

"All the more reason to find that ship." Vukar pawed off the termind and |eft the room, stepping back
onto the bridge, where Makorshk regarded him with aquick bow of the head.

"Stations report pre-jump readiness,” Comm Officer Takar'-ki said, switching off the gonging aarm.
"PNR vdocity for Tartarus jump point achieved.”

"Engagejump-drive," Vukar said to the helmsman, Yil'schk. "This, | sense, will bealong hunt..."

Blair jerked awake as the high-pitched darm for genera quarters sounded. He stared at the overhead of
his quarters for a second, then checked hiswatch: 0730 hours standard time, eighty-third day of the year.
Damn, held forgotten what the time and date meant.

"Somebody burned breskfast,” Maniac said through ayawn. He rolled over and covered his head with a
pillow.

"It'sjump day. Were dlill tailing that supercruiser, remember?!

Maniac didn't answer. Blair rolled quickly out of his cot, and cussed as his bare feet connected with a
glacier that looked remarkably like durasted. "Maniac? Wake up."

"Maniac who?'

"Five minutesto stations or that'll be two more demerits. | can afford 'em. Y ou can't. Y ou're lucky that
you're ill on the roster after your little torpedo maneuver.”

"I'll dways be on the rogter,” Maniac said, removing the pillow. "It's supply and demand, Ace. And
gpeaking of demand, my sore muscles demand that | stay right here. Tell your sweetheart I'm sick.”

Blair hustled to hislocker, withdrew aclean uniform and Skivvies. "She's not my sweetheart.”

"l know, loser. Thereg againg fraternizing isthefirst one | break." Maniac worked himself alittle deeper
into his mattress, and Blair knew very well why the pilot had so much trouble waking up. Maniac had
been up until the wee hours, tripping the light fantastic with Zaryain the rec. She had been teaching him
an old-fashioned dance caled "swing" that had him literaly swinging her through the air asthough she
were adrum mgorette's baton. The music, Blair had to admit, thrummed with an infectious rhythm
punctuated by lively saxophone and guitar improvisations. The lyrics focused mainly on the dance itsdlf,
with alusionsto something caled "jive" and referencesto people as"cas." That seemed ironic to Blair,
but Zaryahad assured him it was dl part of the fun.

After dressing quickly, tossing somewarm water over hisface, and wetting down his short locks, Blair
looked once more at his pathetic bunkmate, then hurried out.

With thirty secondsto spare, Blair made it to the flight wing ready room and strapped into ajumpseat
between Hunter and Bishop. Filots lined the walls, chatting with each other or staring straight ahead,
deeping with their eyes open. The six squadron commanders entered from a hatch that led to the flight
control room. They eyed the rows, taking silent attendance. Blair glanced at the empty seat that belonged
to Maniac. Zarya sat beside the seet, her gaze focused on the entrance in anticipation of Maniac's arrival.



"Lieutenant Marshall?" Angel asked, ingpecting the room to be sure she hadn't missed him.
"Uh, he'ssick, maam,” Blair said. "1 think he was going to see amedic and strap in down there.”

She managed to restrain most of her sneer and the rage that lay behind it. "I hope youreright,” she said,
then hastened to the data net terminal beside the main hatch.

Blair looked to Zarya, who mouthed, "Whereishe?'

Closing hiseyes, Blair tilted his head to one side to show her. When he looked up, he saw Zarya
swearing to hersdf.

After another moment, Angd returned from the termind, her gaze like aflamethrower. "Lieutenant
Marshdl isnot in sckbay. And if he'sin his quarters, he'snot answering my call. Any idess, Lieutenant?"

Blar shrugged.
"I wouldn't find him dancing in the rec, would 17"
He gtifled asnort. "1 doubt that, malam."

Her exaggerated sigh said it dl. She turned back to confer with Jnxman and Lightning, and for amoment
the ready room's lights caught her at the perfect angle. Why did he keep seeing her inthe light like this?
Why did she have to be so damned beautiful ?

Three days ago they had eaten breakfast together. They had drawn the Stares of afew officers suffing
their faces, but she had been unfazed by that. The stares had bothered him more, and for some reason he
couldn't get past the notion that he should keep his distance, that when she leaned over her food to say
something, bringing her lips so close that it made him dizzy, he should keep historso rigid. Twice he had
even recoiled from her advance. They had chatted about the war, about news from Earth, about anew
film showing in one of the vidrooms on Deck C. While her words came out naturally, gracefully, his
dialogue felt forced, ragged, shaken by nerves and thoughts of rejection.

Anyone e se would have probably asked her to come back to his quarters. Anyone else would have
made loveto her asthough it were hislast time. But Blair felt pinned under hisinsecurities, and when the
breakfast was over, she headed back to her quarters and he sat there for an hour, damning his ineptitude.
For the next two days he saw her only during training sessions. He had ghosted hisway around the flight
deck, hoping to bump into her, but instead bumped into Deck Boss Peterson—literally. The man ordered
him off the deck. And so it went.

Then, last night, he had spotted her sitting alonein afar corner of the rec, watching Maniac and Zarya
dancing. Tentatively, he had approached and had asked if he could join her. Her smile had been a perfect
reply, and he had bought her next drink, an expensive beer produced by a boutique brewery on

Nephele. She had never tasted it before, had said it was great, and had thanked him with a salacious
look that continued flashing through his mind's eye. For therest of the time they had just sat there,
rapping idly about moretrividities until she had finished her glass, bid him good-night, and suddenly Ieft.

Seeing her go, Maniac had looked to Blair, and his mouth had formed asingle word: "loser."

Blair blinked off the memory as Maniac now scampered into the ready room, ducked by the squadron
commanders, then dammed himsdlf into his jumpseat. Zarya helped him bucklein as Lieutenant
Commander Obutu rattled off the final countdown from command and control, each number booming
through the ship.



The squadron commanders took their own seats, and Angel set her crosshairs on Maniac. At least the
pilot knew better than to find her gaze.

Bulkheads groaned, overheadsrattled, and lights flickered as the Claw'sjump drive came on line. Blair
had grown quite used to the shipboard effects of jumping, especially those associated with jumping
known rifts in the space-time continuum. Jumping quasars, pulsars, black holes, and other unpredictable
phenomenawould aways keep him on edge. But this standard jump freed him to focus on other things,
other people, most particularly his mother. He hoped she would come to him and explain why she had
not appeared during his jump of the supercruiser's gravity-well. He would demand that she explain the
voicein hisears, the caress on his cheeks, the figure who had risen to beckon him from the plain of
darkness.

Even as heturned his thoughtsto her, the pilots murmuring decrescendoed into nothingness. The straps
of hisjumpseeat and the tug of his uniform surrendered to afedling of numbness. He no longer detected
the smdll of detergent that lingered on everyone's uniforms, and his mouth lacked the aftertaste of last
night's beer. He looked across the room at the other pilots frozen in mid-sentence, then he darted through
them and into the cosmos as though strapped to arunaway drive. He orbited Earth several thousand
times, dingshotted around Sol, then rocketed out of the Milky Way, heading deeper into the local group,
toward Andromeda and its companion galaxies. And as he traveled, he glimpsed his mother for a
moment. She looked repeatedly over her shoulder as she ran through a seemingly endless corridor of star
cuders.

"Mother!"
"Don't come, Blair." She dissolved into the sars.

Hewilled himself after her, moved in front, and she cameto ajarring hdt, out of breath and beaded with
sweat. Thelines spreading out from her eyes had deepened since the last time he had seen her, and the
color of those eyes seemed to fluctuate with the beating of her heart, sometimes green, sometimes blue,
sometimes a color he could only describe as sad.

"What'swrong?'
"I want so badly to talk to you, my son. But | can't.”
IIWI,V?I

"Becauseif | change your path, | change the paths of countless others, including my own. | can do
nothing for you."

"Jugt tell me about—"
"Thevoice? The caress? The figure?'

Hetook her shouldersinto his hands, and he felt her warmth surge up hisarms. "Tell me! Therésno pain
in knowing. The painismy ignorance.”

"Doent it bother you that some of us have murdered hillions over the years?
"Of courseit does. It makes me question even more who and what | am.”

"Don't ask that question. And don't go looking for the answer. Oh, Christopher. | didn't want to leave
you—I didn't. Know that, at least.”



"What about the voice? The hand | felt on my cheek?!

"Beware them," she said, then repeated the words until they blurred into gibberish, became atone that
rosein pitch until he screamed for it to leave.

It did.
His chin rested on his chest. He panted as though he had just run adozen kilometers.

"Y ou got to lay off that beer, mate," came afamiliar voice. "Hard to redly tell what they put in that
microbrew. Better you fix yoursdlf right with anice oil can of Foster's. Over six centuries of tradition.
Youll learn.”

Blair looked up, saw Hunter unbuckling from his jumpseat harness. Some of the other pilots were already
on their feet, and a casudly dressed man beamed at him from the hatchway. A harder ook reveded him
asPdadin, hair still wet from arecent shower, cheeks freshly shaven. For his part, the man made no
remark of Blair's particularly rough post-jump appearance and came quickly forward. "Mr. Blair. It
seems that the Olympus has dready jumped. We can get arough estimate of her destination from the
Claw's sensors, but | think you and | can do amore accurate job. Careto take aride?’

Within five minutes Paladin had the Diligent preflighted. Thefirst time Blair had seen the merchantman, he
had thought that she resembled a twenty-five-meter-long Ping-Pong paddie. His appraisa had not
changed, but his affection for the vessal had degpened. Though no visud thrill, the old girl had, according
to Pdadin, never failed him. He st & the portsde helm controls while Blair handled navigation. They
received clearance from Boss Raznick and rumbled out of the hangar, soaring up into the endless folds of
interstellar space. A patrol of Rapiers had aready been launched and had fanned out to scan the Area of
Operation's perimeter. Blair caught sight of one of the fighters through the starboard viewport and
double-checked his course, making sure he would avoid the fighters vector.

"Initiate resduum scan," ordered Paadin.

Blair shifted to asmall touchpad and tapped in the command. One of the nav station's screens mounted
to aswive arm abruptly illuminated with columns of data regarding the composition of the void aheed:
mostly hydrogen, with traces of nitrogen, oxygen, and carbon detected by their radio emissons. Then the
screen flashed asit picked up a concentration of gravitons and anti-gravitons—the residuum from the
supercruiser'sjump. "Locked on to her jJump point,” heinformed Paadin.

The commodore looked askance. " Thought you'd be full of questions. You dl right?"

"Yeah," Blair answered softly. "And/ am full of questions. But I'm not sure you can answer them.”
“Try me"

"Doyou... ah, it'sridiculous." Blair pursed hislips, returned his gaze to hisinstruments.

"You didn't look so well after our jump. Something happen?”’

"Sort of. It's about my mother."

"A lovely lady."

"You knew her?’

Pdadin thought amoment, asmile dowly curling hislips. "I introduced her to your father.”



"Why haven't you told me?"

"When you were ready to know, you'd come asking. I've dready told you alittle about how the Filgrims
rose to power, then plunged to defeat. But there's so much you don't know."

"That'swhat my mother tellsme."
A curious glint cameinto Paadin'seyes. "Y our mother died on Peron during the attack.”

"l know. But sometimes when we jump... | don't know. That moment between points, when you don't
fed anything, when it seemslike—"

"You see her. You tak to her."
"Yeah. | mean, isit redly her? Am | talking to somebody else? To aghost? To God? Am | nuts?'
"Have you done any research on this?'

Blair frowned. "1 thought thiswas only happening to me. Is spesking to the dead common among
Rlgrims?'

"Y ou're not talking to the dead. According to one theory, you're tapping into a script thet liesin apardld
dimension. It's been suggested that the human brain isn't adevice for storing information but atool for
scripting it. This other dimension, they've dubbed it the Tanque Dimension, holdsthe scriptsfor every
human being that ever lived, but Pilgrims can tap into that information. That's why when you get near a
quasar or pulsar or what have you, you can sense a course through it. Y ou're actualy tapping into a
script written by the first Filgrims who navigated through.”

"Soit's nothing mystic. It just hasto do with the ability to read that information,” Blair concluded.

"Y es, but explain to me how you can interact so intimately with apiece of stored information. Theresno
advance Al a work. | think that'swhen it gets mystica "

Blair thought back to hisfirst ride with Paadin. "When we jumped Scylla, you seemed surprised that |
was able to navigate through her. And if you're aPilgrim and you can tap into these scripts like me, then
why didn't you jump thewdll itsdf?"

"I could have, but | couldn't have doneit as easily asyou. Why do you think | have dl of those Filgrim
maps back in my quarters?’

"I don't know, but youreaPilgrim."

"Were not al the same, Blair. Some say we evolved from savants. There were 'zappers who were
experts at eectrica sys-tems; ‘chipheads able to engineer flawless hardware designs; ‘toolkits who could
fix things with whatever happened to be lying around; ‘crunchers who could perform complex
mathematica calculations without computers; and ‘rabbitfoots who supposedly brought good luck to
missions. From there, other types of abilities emerged, and onein particular isthe most interesting to us:
the compass. These arethe Rilgrims | told you about, those with aflawless sense of direction. They were
subcatego-rized into the visonary, the explorer, and the navigator.”

"Whichoneam 7"

"From what |'ve seen, you're anavigator. Me, on the other hand, I'm avisionary. | can determine which
systems would prove most vauable for human expansion. Visionaries can throw their minds acrossthe



galaxy, seek out new systems, and analyze their composition. Y ou don't even need to send aship out if
you have avisonary on your team. | have to admit that my skills are pretty limited, and I've been wrong
on more than one occasion. | wish | were anavigator like you."

"What about the explorers?”

"They're able to navigate through uncharted regions. Most of the Pilgrim holocartography we have today
was created by explorers. Some argue that of al three subcategories, explorers are the most powerful.”

"What do you think?'

"I think there's one Pilgrim who's more powerful than any individua. HEs avisonary, an explorer, and a
navigator, and his name's Johan McDanid, thelast living descendant of Ivar Chu McDanid. Heskind of
alegend. | met him once. Nice old man— until you cross him. We're out here now because | want you
to tap into his script. It's out here somewhere.”

"His script? Why would it be—" Blair answered his own question before even asking it. "He's on board
the supercruiser.”

"Amity knows him aswell as 1. She's using him as asupplement to her hopper drive. The caculations
involved in creating and jumping agravity well are sometimes too complex for the NAVCOM. McDanid
ishandling thet for her."

"What isshe? A navigator like me?"

"No, shesan explorer." Pdadin's hand went reflexively to his chest. The Pilgrim crossthat hung hidden
beneath his shirt had been given to him by Amity. Blair had once borrowed the cross and had read the
inscription on its back. She wanted him to remember |ove across the cosmos, to remember her. Blair
smiled hitterly as he redlized that Paladin wasn't the only one who would remember her now.

Blair's nav computer chirped awarning. "We'reright in the resduum now," he said, reading his screen.
"Okay, Mr. Blair. Get to work."

He gave his mentor an awkward |ook.

"Reach out and find that script. Learn where they're headed.”

"Okay," Blair said sarcadticdly. "But | don't even know how to reach. When | jump awell, thefeding is
there. | don't haveto look for it."

"Y ou learn something new every day. And heréstoday's lesson. On your feet, mister. Go the viewport.
Just look out there. | mean redlly look out there." Paladin's voice camein abreathy lilt.

Blair stood, worked out the kinksin hislegs, then went anxioudy to the viewport. He tossed Paladin a
worried look, earning himsdlf an insstent, wide-eyed Stare.

Stars, nothing but. Pinpoints againgt avoid so familiar yet so dien that nothing Blair could do would ever
change that. What am | supposed to see ?

"Me, probably," came avoice from behind.

Whirling, Blair came face-to-face with an old man dressed in a strange white robe and dark sandas. He
looked past the man to Paadin, who sat motionless and unaware at the helm.



"So, Brotur Christopher. | takeit you'd like to know wherewe're going.” The old man's hazdl eyes
flashed like light through a prism, and his skin held aruddy sun glow. He stood quite erect for aman so
wizened, his chest bulging like a powerlifter's benesth his robe.

"Areyou part of ascript? Am | accessing your data?"

He chuckled. "That's aclumsy assessment, don't you think?'

"Then what areyou?"

"I'm just me. And you'rejust you. And herewe are.”

"Y ou with Cgptain Aristee? Are you helping her?'

The old man's brow knit as he took offense. "Of course. Where else would | be?"
"I don't know. Where are you now?'

"Why, I'm here, brotur, with you."

"WhereisAmity?'

"Oh, wereit that easy, young man."

"There's enough residuum here for me to estimate her destination. Y ou can't hide that from me.”

"Yes, | can. But her destination should aready be quite obviousto you. If she's made afatd mistake, this
isit. Oh, I'mtired of gtting in judgment. We each have apath." Hetook in along bresth, sghed loudly.
"Now, young Filgrim, let me teach you about who you are, where you belong, and why life among the
eectisyours.”

"Mr. Blair?Mr. Blair?"

Thevoice rang through him, and for amoment, Blair did not recognize his own name. He discovered
himsdf staring a Pdadin instead of the old man.

"Did you find him?" the commodore asked. "I think s0," Blair replied, Straining to remember exactly what
had happened. "He never said who he was, but | think it was McDanidl. He said he wanted to teach me
about being aPilgrim. Then someone called. I'm not sureif it was you or maybe even Aristee. And herell

"Where are they headed?”’
Blair sghed in disappointment. "He wasn't giving that up. | didn't know he could hide the coordinates.”

"That's not something the average Pilgrim can do,” Paladin said, then added under his bregth,
"sanctimonious bastard.”

"He did say that their destination should be obvious and something about Aristee making afatal error.”



Paladin set hislipstogether, threw his head back, and studied the conduits crisscrossing the overhead as
though they were lines on astar map. All a once he snapped out of the vacant ook and activated the
comm console. "Mr. Z? Tell the captain to recal| al fighters and set course for star number"—he leaned
toward one of Blair's nav screens—"ten-two-nine-one."

"Aye-aye, Sr," sad the Claw's comm officer.

Blair hustled back to his nav station and pulled up dataon star 10-2-9-1. White dwarf. Part of the binary
system called Blytheheart. He frowned. "Why is she going there, sir? No Confederation colonies. Some
mines, refineries, mostly commercia operations. Is sherecruiting?”!

Pdadin waited to answer until he had redirected the Diligent on anew vector, back toward the Tiger
Claw . "Amity's not headed to Blytheheart at dl, Lieutenant. We are."

Although Blair degpened hisfrown, the commodore focused his attention on the helm controls. Ah, yes.
Pdadin wanted him to figureit out for himself.

Using the nav computer, Blair quickly plotted a course from the Claw's present position to Blytheheart.
He studied athree-dimensiond map of the surrounding star systems and quickly redlized that Blytheheart
represented the jump point nearest them. Okay, so Amity wasn't headed there, but they were. Wait. She
doesn't need jump points. We do. So we're going to Blytheheart to jump where ? He tapped in abarrage
of commands that would bring up every destination ever achieved by Confederation craft viathe
Blytheheart jump point. Names of star systems scrolled down the display, and oneimmediately caught
Blar'seye: McDanie's World, the name of a system and a planet that represented a spiritua
headquartersfor the Pilgrims. "Sir?1 think | know what you're up to. But if she just jumped to McDanid,
then she can probably take care of business and be gone before we arrive. According to my data, it'll
take the Claw just under five standard days on full impulse to reach the Blytheheart jJump point. She can
wadte thet entire planet in five minutes.”

"Mr. Blair, Captain Aristee has made a grave error—and well take every advantage of it."
"l don't understand.”

"She's not going to McDanid to destroy it. That planet rep-resents everything she stands for. Someday
sheld liketo seeit asthe hub and governing force in the universe, much like Earthistoday. Yes, if | know
her, she's going to McDanid to see somebody, a man named Protur Carver Tsu the Second.”

"Protur..." Blair repeated, reaching into hismemory. "That's thetitle of the Pilgrim ect's most powerful
leader. Kind of like't he Roman Catholic church's pope or the Vegan Victorists kreek-son ."

"That'sright. She's going to McDanidl to seek the protur's aid or blessing. If she canwin him to her
cause, shell have the entire system behind her. The systems of Faith and Promise will quickly follow. It
take the enclaves abit longer, but they'll eventudly fold under the pressure.”

"All right, so she'sthere for achat. Probably aready sipping espressos with the guy. Where does that
leave us?'

Magic found ahomein Paadin'sgrin. "Y esterday, zero eight two, was the Filgrim Holy Day of Acclivity.
For seven days following the cel ébration, the protur has to remain in solitude. He goesto aretreat whose
location isknown only by him. There, hefasts and prays, and seeks communion with Ivar Chu and the
others who ascended to the higher plane.”

"Today's eight three, so shelll haveto wait until eight nineto see the protur.”



Paladin nodded. "And well bethere on eight eight.”

"Wait aminute," Blair said. "Why would she hang around there? Why not just come back when the
protur returns?"

"She knows exactly what she's doing. Her request to see the protur has to be made as soon as possible.
He'sabusy guy. And no one leaves McDanid after making such arequest. It's aconvention that plays
right into our hand. And remember, that blessing is extremely important to her. Shelll probably position
the Olympus behind one of the moons and shuttle down to the planet. Well dispatch our Marinesto pick
up her, while the Claw and the destroyers disable her ride.”

"It won't bethat smple.”

The commodore grinned knowingly. "Of course not. But there's dways theory before practice. And the
shit dwayshitsthefan...”

Within five minutes after their return to the Tiger Claw , the strike carrier made way under full impulse for
the Blytheheart system.

AsBlair and Paladin plodded down the Diligent's loading ramp, Blair said, "Sir?1 thought Mr. Gerdd
would have aproblem with rushing off to Blytheheart."

Paladin winked. "Who said he didn't?"
"So that's why you went to your quarterswhile | landed?!

"Diplomacy isone of my strong suits, but Mr. Geradld taxes me. | didn't want to embarrass you or mysdlf.
But don't get me wrong. Hell make afine captain. He just needs to better recognize his biases. He has
Softened alittle”

They hit theflight deck, and the raised voices, humming thrusters, and aroma from fuel Bowserstugged
on Blair likeadrunken friend.

"Y ou know, sometimes | missthis" the commodore said, acknowledging the dlureaswdl. "Then | get
smart and wake up." He winked. "We got five daysto kill. What are you going to do, Lieutenant?"

"I'll probably do somework in the sm. Catch up on some reading. Pretty boring stuff.”

"Werel you," Paladin began, squeezing Blair's shoulder, "1 would get that kiss she owesyou. Cal it
intuition, but I suspect shes ill in debt."”

Blair looked away, digging his handsinto his pockets like an embarrassed schoolboy.

"I'mout of ling," Paadin said, rleasing hisgrip. "I'm sorry. It'sjust that I've been in your position before.”
"And what did you do?"

"| caught her. Hung on for awhile. Then she got away. Don't et that happen to you, son.”

Still abit fatigued from the jump and the conversation with Johan McDanid, Blair headed back to his
quarters. On hisway, he stopped at adata net termina. According to the duty roster, his shift would be
over at 1400 hours. All personnel presently worked six hours on, twelve off to keep everyone
well-rested and in a state of extreme readiness. The day's schedule seemed pretty |oose, with nothing
officialy on the agenda except a Combat Assessment Meeting at 1300 hours. The meeting would focus
on their engagement at L ethe and would be Angdl's chance to ssomp on Maniac's ego. Though the cocky



pilot deserved ascolding, Blair hoped that Angel wouldn't be too hard on him. He had, after all, saved
lives

Blair left the termina and hustled past three jump-drive specidigtsin white utilities who appeared
exceptiondly exhausted. The Claw had jumped from Mylon to L ethe to the L afayette- Tamayo midpoint,
and would now jump at Blytheheart. The ship would make more jumpsin aweek than it had in the past
two standard months. Blair empathized with the techs; while everyone else had time to kill, they worked
furioudy to maintain the drive, an older system infamous for breaking down.

Two corridors later, he dipped into the lift and ascended to the pilots quarters. This section of the ship
took up three decks, began amidships, and stretched back to the environmenta control room.
Nameplates hung outside each hatch, and Blair'slegs grew wesk at the sight of Angel'sdoor. As
sguadron commander, she enjoyed the luxury of private quarters. The rest of the pilots had been paired
up to share quarters—not a bad arrangement unless your bunkmate happened to be Maniac. Before the
Claw'srefitting, twelve or more pilots had been assigned to a single cabin crammed with cots and
lockers. Blair's past experiencestold him to be thankful for hisroom and head, despite having to share
them with Maniac.

"Lieutenant?'
Blair shuddered as he recognized the voice. He turned to face Gerald. "Yes, Sr?”’
"l wasjust coming down to seeyou.”

"You were?" he asked, astounded that the man had not summoned him. Captains, interim or otherwise,
didn't go watzing around the ship in search of junior officers unlessthat particular junior officer wasina
wholelot of trouble.

"Were you headed to your quarters?’ Gerad glanced at Angel's hatch. "Or are you hereto see
Commander Deveraux?'

He stammered. "No, | was headed to my quarters, Sr."
"Well tak on theway."

Blair grimaced inwardly, then joined the man. They walked in silence for severa steps, then Blair blurted
out, "Sir, if thisisabout my loyaty—"

"Y ou might be a Pilgrim half-breed, Lieutenant, but you've earned my trust. Y ou killed Admira Wilson, a
traitor to the Confederation. Y ou could havejust aseasily killed me.”

Though bardly into histwenties, Blair felt aheart attack coming on, one inspired by Gerald's
forthrightness. Wilson had forced Blair and Gerald into adud, and Blair had chosen to throw hisblade at
Wilson—not out of any particular love for Gerald, but because it had been the right thing to do, aless
bad choicein aflawed universe. "Sir, | wasjust doing my duty, Sr."

"Y es, you were. And now | have a particularly delicate assgnment for you that requires your faith in the
unified chain of command and what you know your duty should be, what it dways should be. This
assgnment will be compartmentalized. Y ou will report only tome.”

Ah, yes, Gerdd's forthrightness had been born of an ulterior motive. Moreover, Blair thought it odd that
the man would brief him on some covert op while waking through a corridor outside the pilots quarters.
Then again, anyone who spotted them might think the captain was just making his daily inspection and
had run into Lieutenant Blair. Given recent events and Blair's heritage, the two should have alot to talk



about.

"It's no secret that the commodore and |, well, we have politica differences,” Gerald continued. "Despite
that, | respect hisknowledge of Pilgrim tactics and theology. But I've just received some disturbing
information."

"Sir, for what it's worth, Commodore Taggart is one of the most skilled and loya Confederation officersl
know. Sure, I'm biased because were both Pilgrims, but were asloya to the Confederation as any
pure-blood Terran. Admira Tolwyn trusts Paladin, Sr. Why can't you?”'

"Because our esteemed commodore had afive-year relationship with Captain Aristee. According to my
sources, she broke it off."

Though difficult, Blair feigned his surprise. Pdadin had told him alittle about his relationship with Aristee.
They had met when she had been temporarily assigned to Intell as part of her XO training. Paladin had
described her as"awoman of sinister beauty,” and "a siren who made me drunk and silly in love, then
flitted off with my broken soul.” Blair enjoyed the way the commodore spoke, histaste in reading evident
in his speech. But how the hdll had Gerald discovered thiswith the Tiger Claw deep in interstellar space?
And if Paadin learned that Gerdd knew, then Paladin might blame the leak on Blair. Better to go to the
commodore and tip him off before word reached him through another channdl. But who had told Gerad?
Had Pdadin told anyone el se on board?

"Y ou don't look so surprised,” Gerald added.
"I don't think the commodore's persond lifeisany of my business, sr."

"| figured hetold you. And your expression confirmsthat. | want to believe that Admira Tolwyn sent him
because he had that relationship and might be able to second-guess her. But | think the admiral istaking a
gresat risk with my ship and her crew. It's safe to assume that when push comesto shove, Mr. Taggart
will attempt to arrest Captain Aristee rather than kill her. Would you agree with that assumption?”

Blair looked into his mind's eye and saw Paadin's somber expression when he spoke of Aristee. "Sir, |
believe that Commodore Taggart would make the right decision.” Blair wished he could have said that
again; the words sounded hafhearted. In truth, he could not be sure what Paladin would do. And the
doubt he felt now was exactly what Gerald wanted him to fedl.

They paused amoment as two pilots from Fourth Squadron saluted them, then moved by. Blair looked
after the jocks, who returned curious glances.

"It seemsthat the commodore is the best—and the worst— man for thejob," Gerald said. "Whilel trust
his desireto find Captain Aristee, once we do, | need you to act in the best interests of the
Confederation. Do you understand what I'm saying, Lieutenant?'

"Sir, you want meto spy on the commodore?"
"l didn't say that.”
"l see. Then | assureyou, g, that | will act accordingly.”

"Very wel, then." He muttered aquick, "Lieutenant,” then soun on his hed and double-timed back
toward thelift.

Blair sduted the man's back, released aloud sigh, then walked the fifteen metersto his hatch. He keyed
in the code and stepped inside.



Maniac had returned to bed after the jump, to continue deeping off his dancing and drinking binge. Blair
settled back onto his own cot, closed his eyes, and considered what Gerald had told him. He wanted
very badly to believe that Paladin would do theright thing, but when it cameto lost love, didn't most
people act foolishly? But he'samature, seasoned officer , Blair reminded himsdlf. He knows how to
calous himsdf when necessary .

But what would | doif | werein hisposition? What if Angdl and | had along-standing relationship, then
ten yearslater | discover that she'satraitor to the Confederation and I'm charged with the duty to bring
her in? Wouldn't | want to save her somehow? Wouldn't | want to put aside dl of the bullshit politics and
save her?

Blair jerked as he redlized that he would. And maybe it was safer to assume that Paladin had a personal
agenda. Sure, he could confront the man, but—

Another thought snared him. He bolted out of the cot, went to the termind, and dialed up the
commodore's quarters. A handful of seconds later, the man leaned toward the camera, shirtless and
bleary-eyed. "What can | do for you, Lieutenant?"

"Sir—" Blair choked up asthe enormity of what he was about to do hit home. "Gerald is aware of you
and Captain Aristee. He says he has sources who informed him."

"And he'srecruited you to beaspy. Am | correct, Lieutenant?'

The commodore's quick deduction and ironic tone put Blair at ease. "Yes, ar. | just want to do my duty,
ar.

"And so0 you shdl. You may spy dl you wish. | have nothing to hide. And | take no offense.”

"Thank you, Sr. Sorry for bothering you. Oh, just one more thing. Who do you think are Gerdd's
sources?"

"Don't know. A few people aboard must have been aware and finally came forward. Could have been
anyone who knew us back then. Just bad luck. | figured it would eventudly get out, but | had no intention
of volunteeringiit."

"Yes, gr. Sorry again." He switched off the terminal.

"Y ou talking to your mystic Pilgrim mentor again?* Maniac asked through ayawn.

"l wastalking to Commodore Taggart, who, if he heard you cal him that, would tear you anew asshole.”
"You'reabhit sengtive. Feding achy and bloated, too?"

Blair returned to hiscot. "I fed like aserid killer with afetish for blond pilots.”

"Speaking of fetishes, did you know that Zarya—"

"| don't want to hear it," Blair snapped.

Later that day, at the Combat Assessment Mesting, Angel flung Maniac's ego around the room, bounced
it off bulkheads, then shoved it back down histhroat for the stunt he had pulled over Lethe. That didn't
aurprise Blair. But when she turned and gave him asimilar tongue-lashing for going after Maniac,
embarrassment sole hisvoice. Hefindly said, "Maam. | didn't want to abandon my wingman.”

"Dont twist the Situation, Lieutenant. Y our wingman had abandoned you. Y ou should have remained in



position and continued supplying fire support for us. Y ou failed to do that. And while the captain has
made you a command-approved wing commander, |'ve yet to see any evidence that you deserve the job.
Y ou're not on your team, Mr. Blair. Y ou're on ours. Thought you knew that. Thought wrong.”

"Maam, if Lieutenant Marshall's fighter became disabled within the atmosphere, there wouldn't have
been anyone close enough to retrieve him."

"I wonder if Lieutenant Marshd| thought about that before abandoning his position?' Sheleered at
Maniac, who flushed and sprang to hisfest.

"I wasthinking about dl those little kids out playing in their yards. They would look up, see abright light,
then burgt into flames. Lots of little bodies running around, turning into crispy critters. | know dl about
regs and duty, maam. And if you want to dismiss me for being insubordinate and put me on report, I'll
understand. But when it comes down to it, our job isto savelives. And for one goddamned timeI'd like
to do that without getting my ass chewed out.”

To Blair'ssurprise, the rest of squadron broke into spontaneous applause. Cheddarboy and Gangsta
actualy stood, inspiring Bishop and Sinatrato join them. Hunter, no friend of Maniac's, remained seeted,
asdid Blair and Zarya, though Blair expected Zaryato stand. He guessed that she didn't want to thrust
her affection for Maniac into Angd'sface.

"All right, St down," Angd ordered. "That's avery moving little rap you got there, Maniac. | can'tignore
the fact that you stopped the torpedo and did savelives. And | can't ignore the fact that you disobeyed
ordersto do so. Which iswhy I'm confining you to quarters until we reach the Blytheheart jump point.
No visitors other than your bunkmate. Y ou'll be alowed out for sm work and briefings. That'sit. | think
you need the time to consider your future as a Confederation aviator. Any questions?”'

"Jugt one" Maniac said.

Hereit comes, Blar thought.

"Have you ever disobeyed adirect order so that you could do what you knew was right?"
"Y es, Lieutenant. More than once. And each time | paid the price. Aswill you."
"Thisisbullshit,” Maniac mumbled.

"What wasthat?" Angel asked.

Manic shook hishead disgustedly and waved off her question.

After the meeting, Blair remained in his seat while the othersfiled out. Angel gathered up her filesand
data disks, then noticed him. ™Y ou have aquestion, Lieutenant?'

"Y es, maam. How areyou?"
"Haven't we been here before?’
He got to hisfeet and homed in on her. Y ou seem tired. Angry, even. Anything | can do?'

She gazed longingly a the exit hatch. "Unless you have something regarding the assessment, Lieutenant,
you'l haveto cut meloose."

"I'mafraid | can't do that, maam. | think something's bothering you, and you're taking it out on me and
Maniac." Blair didn't believe that, but he suspected he would get arise out of her.



And the deep lines of incredulity that mapped out her face confirmed his suspicions. "The only thing
bothering meright now is Maniac's attitude. And yours. Y ou seem to think that only end results count,
that the chain of command doesn't matter, that protocol doesn't matter. Y ou should've become
mercenariesingtead of military pilots. | findly got around to reading your flight school evas. They're
pretty good, which surprises me given your recent behavior. Y ou might've had them fooled, but you can't
fool me. Y ou told me that you had areputation for being a by-the-book flyer. What happened out
there?"

"Maniac'samgor painintheass, but | fill kind of like him. If | had asiger, | wouldn't let him near her,
but when it comesto the Kilrathi, he'sapit bull on my wing. Y eah, he's unpredictable and unrdiable. But
he racks up the kills. And maybe when it comes down to it, surviving isthe only thing that counts.”

"If he doesn't square himsalf away, he won't survive. Start preparing for that now."
He narrowed his gaze. "Isthat what you're doing with me?"

"Arewefinished, Lieutenant?' Anged checked her watch-phone. "'l have astack of fire-to-kill ratio
reportswaiting for me."

"Why do you keep shutting me out?"
"Good day, Lieutenant.”

Blair noticed a definite dump to her shoulders as she took off. He thought back to the time he had gone
to her quarters and she had told him how she had gotten close to Lieutenant Commander Vince
"Bossman” Chen. They hadn't been lovers but the best of friends. Then Bossman had died, and she had
logt faith in relationships and distrusted getting close to anyone. She had ingtituted an unwritten policy that
said those who died in combat never existed. If you asked after afallen comrade, the response would be
"Who?' Blair had taken exception to the policy, and when Rosie Forbes had died, he believed that he
had penetrated Angdl's shield and had made her fed the pain of Forbessloss. Y ou couldn't just bury
your grief. You had to deal with it and use it to make you stronger. No complex psychiatry involved
there.

But maybe he hadn't changed Angel at dl. Maybe she wouldn't get close because she till feared having
to deal with that loss. He understood her response, but he couldn't let her push him away when he
believed that behind her menta bulwark lay untapped fedingsfor him. He wasn't being immodest. He
had seen the look in her eyes when they had revived her after she had g ected in her pod. He had moved
infor the kiss, and she had been willing to accept it. Then amedic had come between them. Now her
own fear created an equaly powerful barrier.

"And she escapes once more," Merlin said, sitting ameter away on arecliner of air, his boots propped
up on aninvishlefootrest. "I've quite enjoyed Sitting here, watching you sstumble around her like an
adolescent. Cdl me an armchair Romeo, but | think you're going about thisall wrong. | could fill youin
on my observations of Commander Deveraux, but you refuse to take any more advice. So herewe are,
you with thelong face, me with the new pastime.”

"All right. Y ou think you've got a clue about women? Tdll me." Blair folded hisarms over his chest.

The hologram wearily pushed himsalf up from hisrecliner, groaning as he massaged the smdll of his back,
then stood. "Begin, well, a the beginning. Jeanette Deveraux became an orphan during the Pilgrim war.
She doesn't know what side her parents were on or who killed them. Maybe it's abit presumptuous of
me, but | hacked into the worldcom database before we Ieft for Mylon. | performed a search of the
interplanetary genedogy database.”



Blar fdt atightnessin hisgut. Y ou did?'

"| thought maybe | could gather some information for you. That way you could useit as an excuseto
meset with her."

"She told me she had already searched for records of her parents deaths. Those files were destroyed
during thewar."

"Ah, according to some sources they were. But | used military access codes programmed by your father
to track down travel records for one Pierre Christian Deveraux, her father. He and hiswife Marie
Sousex Deveraux |eft Belgium and traveled to Dewey Station Five near Pluto, which subsequently fell
under Rilgrim atack. Therestisabit disturbing, but | think you should know. | think she should know."
He paused to gather bresth, one of the more subtle but interesting features of his program which made
him seem dl the more human. "The station's south wing succumbed to accidenta fire from astrike-carrier
trying to target aPilgrim do-ship. Fourteen hundred civilianswerekilled, including Angdl's parents. Angel
herself had been there. Her name appears on asurvivor list. Her father'swill gave ingtructionsfor her to
be shipped back to Belgium and placed in the care of the Agnus Eve Orphanage.”

"| think shewas four or five years old when that happened,” Blair said. "I guess she doesn't remember it
or she blocked it out. Why didn't her parents have her turned over to relatives?”

"I don't know. Her father has abrother living on Mars. And her mother has two sisters. Couldn't find
anything ese on them yet. Still checking.”

"Stop. Thisislike digging through her private stuff. Shefindsout and. .. Just stop.”

"Okay. But you should know that Confederation Naval Command Authority classified and buried the
records of her parents deaths. Asin any war, incidents of friendly firewill occur, and responsible parties
will often do everything they can to create plausible deniability."

"I don't think she has any particular love for Confederation military brass, and | don't think sheld be
surprised by the cover-up.”

"Probably not."

All of thistalk about Angdl's past suddenly made Blair wonder how and why she had becomea
Confederation pilot. " ou know, there are abillion other possibilitiesfor her, but she sufferswith uson
thisaging bucket. She's certainly not in it for the glory."

"Orphan? No red family? C'mon, Christopher."
"If she'slooking for afamily, she'sfound one. But she'still aloner. And amystery.”

"Shedoeslike Itdian food," Merlin said, flgpping hisbrow. "And according to her medica profile, she
has no known dlergies.”

"Y ou know what? Thank you for reminding me where this comes from. I'm not listening to you. In fact,
I'm not going to tell her anything. It's not our business.”

"But you can pretend you don't know. Just give her the access codes so she can discover it on her own.”
"And rip the scabs from her wounds? | don't think so."
"Then just kiss her, you idiot. You'll either get smacked or laid, though both would be—"



"Switch off," Blair ordered with a huff. He somped into the corridor, chiding himsdlf for entertaining
Merlin's suggestion.

By thetime Blair reached Angd's hatch, the notion of barging in and taking her into hisarmsfdt so
powerful that he lingered out-side her door, trembling and listening for sounds from insde. Then he
remembered her saying she had reports to make; she was probably in her squadron commander's office.
Herolled hiseyes and hauled himsdlf toward his quarters.

When the hatch opened, he found Angel stripped down to braand panties and standing near his bunk.
She wrapped an arm around his neck, dragged him inside, then kissed him hard and twirled her tongue
around his. The hatch cycled shut, and her fingers fumbled for the buttons of his utilities. Out of the corner
of hiseye, he saw Maniac's empty bunk and figured that Angel had somehow taken care of that
technicdity.

"Lieutenant,” she moaned after breaking their embrace. "What we're about to do is classified,
compartmentalized, and highly erotic.”

"Médam, are you sure that—"

She put afinger to hislips. "Just get naked."

For once Blair sat through ajump with no intention of reaching out to find his mother. The secrets of
being a Pilgrim no longer seemed important compared to the events of the past five days. He shifted in his
jump seat and fought off the shit-eating grin that threstened to burst across hisface.

Making loveto Lieutenant Commander Jeanette Deveraux would stand as one of the most memorable
experiences of hislife. They had spent that entire day together, beginning in his quarters, then moving
stedthily back to hers. He had explored every curve of her lithe, well-toned frame, and their bodiesfelt
smooth and right together. In candllight, they had swayed as one slhouette on the bulkhead, growing
more hungry for each other as the hours wore on. They had kept silent, speaking with their hands, their
eyes. Thefire grew, and they had quivered, grimaced in ecstasy, and had falen back, exhausted and
gratified for thar efforts.

Whilelying there after thefirst time, with Angd's head resting on his shoulder, Blair had half-expected
Merlin to suddenly appear with hisgppraisa of their lovemaking: "Wdll, bravo, Christopher. No
performance anxiety thistime, eh? And Lieu-tenant Commander, you're quite flexible, aren't you." He
had shaken off the thought, and when Angel had asked him what was wrong, he had told her that he
sometimes got the shakes afterward. That much wasn't alie.

They had set another rendezvous for the following day, knowing that the rumors would begin to circulate
but too infected with each other to be apart. Angel had, indeed, ordered Maniac to Ssm practice that first
day, but she could not keep up that diversion. So they would meet in her quarters. Strange, though.
During that second day, Blair had asked why she had suddenly changed her mind. She had told him not
to ruin what they had by talking it away. After amoment's consideration, he had redlized the truth in that,
though the unanswered question gtill troubled him.

By the third day—and the third tryst—Blair had grown frustrated with their sllence. They madelove



repeetedly, working into each other's rhythms like musicians, but the connection between them seemed to
weaken instead of strengthen.

On thefourth day, Blair felt asthough they were just working out their anxieties on each other's bodies.
Tenderness had turned to grunting. Their rdationship was al about that final, pulse-pounding moment.
Afterward, they would fal back and stare at the overhead, their gazes swimming through the shadows
and never once falling on each other.

Out of nowhere, Blair had said, "We're close. But we're not close.”

"l know," she had admitted.

"Guess | shouldn't complain. I'm getting what most guys want, right? Sex with no emotional baggage.”
"| can't give you any more than that. Not yet."

He had rolled to face her. "But there's hope?”

"Y ou don't know what I'm risking here."

"I think | do."

Blair had closed his eyes and had taken her into arms. She had buried her head in his chest, and he had
samply held her there, trying to show that he wouldn't et go, that he would be therefor her for aslong as
fate dlowed.

On the early morning of thefifth day, Blair had tiptoed out of his quarters, had keyed himsdf into hers,
and had spooned her for an hour or two before the jump adarm sounded. During that s mple moment he
had felt more bonded to her than any other time. He had listened to her breathe and had |et her silky hair
fdl in curtains across her face. Her scent, alight blend of perfume and coconut shampoo, had lulled him

to deep.

/ dwayswas adreamer , he reflected, now feeling the ship rumble under hisfeet. Lieutenant Commander
Obutu's voice broke over the intercom: "Jump in five seconds, four, three, two—"

The familiar moment of frozen silence embraced the flight wing ready room, and after a second—or an
eternity—a collective groan rose from the pilots. Blair added his own gasp to the racket.

"What the hdl wasthat?' someone asked.

"All hands, thisisyour captain. We just experienced aminor fluctuation in the jump field, but the jump
was successful. Repest, the jump was successful. Standby to initiate flight operations. Launch
reconnaissance patrol.” The generd quarters aarm punctuated Gerald's report. A second Klaxon
announced a flush scramble, and Blair threw off his straps and joined awhite water rush of pilots.

Mogt of the techs who worked on the flight deck had grown accustomed to flush scrambles that had
every operationd fighter and bomber in the Claw's arsend launching within the next few minutes. Despite
the crew's experience, anxiety painted their faces, and tengons ran expectantly high. A minor fud spill

had Boss Peterson raising hell with two techs near the bomber berths, and two ordnance specialists had
the hood raised on their fully loaded missile cart, which had broken down in the middle of the runway. As
the techstook heat from their supervisor, the bulky deckdozer was aready en route, its driver lowering
the broad hydraulic blade affixed to the vehicleés nose. Blair observed afew more verba entanglements
between pilots and maintenance crews as he picked hisway dong the port bulkhead, aiming for his
Rapier's berth.



To hismild astonishment, he saw Paladin siriding toward him from the opposite end of the flight deck.
The commodore caught his gaze, then waved him over. Blair legpt twice over fud linesthat obstacled his
path, then reached the man, out of breath. "Sir?"

"Youll beflying in the Diligent with me, Lieutenant.”
IIS'IJ?I
"Angel'sloaned you to me. Come on." He started up the deck, in the direction Blair had come.

The Diligent sat a short walk ahead, her thrusters aready idling, her disc-shaped forward fuselage
auguring missons of quiet efficiency rather than capital ship battles. In fact, theideaof him riding with
Pd adin aboard the merchantman seemed more than alittle odd. Who would take a merchantman out
againgt a supercruiser when nearly five score of fighters and bombers were ready to do the job?

"I suppose you'd like to know what's going on,”" Paladin said as they reached the ship's gangplank.

"Yes, gr. | assume weve detected the Olympus . But you're qualified to pilot Broadswords and Rapiers.
Why arewelaunching in the Diligent™

"Because, son, we're not going out to fight.”

Maniac attached his O2 mask, then finished his abbreviated pre-flight checklist. External moorings
released. Fuel topped off. Jump drive, tow system, Tempest targeting and navigationd Al, and life
support standing tal in the green. Thrusters growling like the Dobermans they were. Neutron gun pulse
generators fully charged, with dternate or synchronous fire settings available. Heads Up Display crisp,
clear, and dive with data bars that told him everything but the damned ball score. Comm channel open.
Right Visud Display Unit full of gatic, left displaying ship damagein quadrants. The armor and shield
indicator, just right of center, glowed at full strength al around. It would stay that way. No Pilgrim jock
would ddliver even aglancing blow if Maniac had anything to say about it. And héld said it before: They'd
mest the best—and die with the rest.

Yet dl of the adrendine-induced bravado failed to extinguish the guilt that had him swesting in hisflight
auit. Killing Kilrathi had become as routine as ssomping on ants, however, killing other people who had
once been Confederation pilots seemed like aterrible waste. And besides, he had come to know a
Rilgrim, if only ahdf-breed. Hisrelationship with Blair made him fed even worse now. Thank God Blair
had been |oaned out to the commodore.

Asit had over Lethe, the battle would become more surreal since their opponents flew in identical ships.
Wereit not for eectronic identification systems, friendly fire would become the rule of the day instead of
the exception. He amost wished he had been assigned something less persona that would take him out
of thekilling loop. Most people who knew Maniac would never believe that he had doubts about going
out and doing hisjob. He had once told somebody that if researchers analyzed his DNA, they would
discover anew gene—onethey would find in only the best pilots. Flying wasn't alearned skill; you were
bornto it or not. And when you got the target in your sights, you never thought about the children you
might be orphaning. Y ou focused on racking up one more for the killboard. So why don't | fed al gung
ho and jingoistic now ?

"Hunter? Bishop? Sot, clock, and burn,” Angel said over the comm. " Sinatra? Cheddarboy? On deck.
Zaryaand Maniac? On their heds. And Gangsta? Y ou're on my wing. Last out and last in. Ladies, while
we're waiting for the bombersto launch, | suggest you pull dataon the AO. The zonésan dly, not an
obgtacle”



"Y eah, yeah," Maniac grunted over the old reminder. He had never been one to spend hours andyzing
the Area of Operations before heading into combat. Sure, you could learn alot more about the star
gystem, its planets, its moons, but you might also succumb to afalse sense of security because you
thought you knew what lay ahead. Maniac's experience had taught him to expect a surprise with every
tug on the control stick. But for the hell of it—and to appease Angdl, who could tap into his systems at
any timeto seeif hewere actualy scanning the data—he pulled up the skinny on McDanidl's World.

Wéll, there's nothing Earth-shattering here to report to the Terran News Channel , he thought ashe
scanned the info pilling across hisdisplay. Star: McDanid (Is everything in the system called McDanid ?)
. Spectra type: G2 (Anyone care?) . Absolute magnitude: 4.27 (Absolutely unimportant.) . Apparent
visual magnitude: 0.2 (Apparently they don't realize how boring thisshit is)) . Temperature: 6600 degrees
K (Yeah, like my temper right now.) . Mass. 1.1 times Sol Standard (My life has new meaning.) .
Planets. four terrestrid, two gas giants. Twenty-one known satellitesin the system, three in orbit around
the third terrestria planet dubbed McDaniel's World (My God, what an origina name!) .

Theright VDU focused on the planet, bringing up athree-dimensiona smulacrum rotating imperceptibly
inreal time. Oxygen worlds were asrare as good pilotsin Vega Sector, but even rarer ill were worlds
with masses nearly equal to Earth's. Thisrock represented such aplace, defying odds and suggesting a
sort of cosmic symmetry that alowed for remarkably smilar planetsto exist billions of kilometers gpart.
Easy to see why the Filgrims quickly claimed the world for their own. Tak about ared estate windfall ...
McDanid emitted a bluish green aura, and her raggedly shaped continentsyielded just under haf as much
habitable land as Earth's. The tides created by her three moons played alot more havoc with her
shordinesthan Luna played with Earth's, however.

And there, behind McDanid's largest moon, agray, potato-shaped eyesore named Lyatta, hovered the
Olympus . Maniac tapped in acommand, bringing up anav schematic. A trio of bundled yellow lines that
represented the swiftest course to the moon extended from a blue blip marked Tiger Claw . He noted
that on full afterburnersthey would be in strike range in one-point-three minutes. Good. Waiting too long
to engage would make hisitchy trigger finger evenitchier.

Halldlujah; Boss Raznick finaly sounded over their channd. "Angd, flight control. First pair isclear for
launch. 1CQ and AO recon reports uploaded. We have confirmation of multiple bandits headed our way.
No responseto hails."

"Thanks, boss. Okay, ladies. | want atight box at one K out. Y ou know your positions. Make no
mistake, they've been trained the same as us and know dl thetricks. Exploit their errors. Well let them
beat themselves. They'll probably jam the Claw's long-range scans, S0 if anyone catches sight of or reads
atube door opening, inform me ASAP."

"Thought she wouldn't target this planet?* Bishop asked.

"Wedon't think shewill. But if Aristee knows she's going to die, she might want to save her homeworld
by destroyingit," Anged said, emphasizing theirony.

"So let her," Hunter argued. "My universe could use afew lessfanatics.”

"The Confed recognizes McDanid as neutrd territory and has agreed to cometo the aid of her citizens
should the Kilrathi or any other hostile force attack,” Angd reminded him. " So everybody stow your
bigotry and do your jobs. Hunter? Bishop? Line ‘'em up.”

Maniac let his head fal back on the seat. No, he wouldn't wait long for the battle, but he till had to wait
to launch with Zarya. He pulled up her private frequency, flashed her awink with the eye that wasn't
covered by hisHUD viewer. "Hey, | just wanted to say that you're the best |ooking wingman I've ever



"What about Rosie Forbes?' she challenged, cocking abrow.

Hefdtered. " She was beautiful. But in adifferent way."

"What way?'

"Bad timing for thischat, eh?"

“Not at al," sheinsisted.

"Look, Rosie got smoked, and | redlly don't want to talk about it—especialy now."
“I'mnot Rose”

"Jeez, you had mefooled.”

"Do you know what a soft monkey is?"

"Yeah,itsnofunadl."

"Listen, wiseass, when amother chimp loses one of her babies, sometimes zookeepers give her achimp
doll to help her dedl withthe grief. It'savery old remedy, but usudly very effective. | think you're il
grieving. And I'm your soft monkey."

He snorted, then the laughter came out full and hard. "I've heard some pretty wacky stuff, but—"
"Y ou're beyond reproach.” The VDU snapped into darkness.

Swearing, Maniac dammed down the reconnect button, and Zarya appeared, gaze averted. "I'm sorry,"”
hesad. " get what you're saying. Call meimmature, but the monkey thing sounds funny. Maybe I'm il
grieving, on the rebound, whatever. But | like being with you. Can that be enough for now?"

"l guess s0. But you won't have me until your head's clear. Until it'sright.”
His heart sank. A week'sworth of fierce wooing to get her into hisrack had just gone by the wayside.

"Lieutenants Marshal and Ralitov, flight control. Y ou're clear for launch, copy?' Boss Raznick said,
breaking into their private link. Maniac hadn't known the boss could do that; he'd have to be more
careful about what he said.

"Copy that, boss," responded Zarya, her tone forceful and al business, ringing quite sexily in Maniac's
ears. "Clock stands at ten seconds.”

They lined up beside each other, and Maniac flashed her atentative thumbs up before saluting Deck
Boss Peterson. He watched the numbers spin down in his HUD, spotted the green launch light, then
dammed the throttles forward. He and Zaryaroared through the flight deck and impaled the curtain of
sodden energy like the sword whose name their fighters bore. The two Rapiers streaked over the runway
that split the Tiger Claw intwo. Dark gray bulkheads broken by maintenance planes blurred into dull,
watery stresks narrowing toward adisk of stars.

"Attack vector set. Switching to auto for five-second burn to regroup and box," Zarya announced.

"Roger, that. In three, two, one." Maniac kicked in his afterburners while smultaneoudy engaging the



autopilot. Thefighter climbed sixty degrees away from the Claw and toward atableau dominated by
McDanid's World and the three moons.

Wereit not for human intervention, Maniac could've mistaken the view for apainting of celestid serenity
by that famous Japanese artist whose name continualy escaped him. But Rapiers cut vicioudy acrossthe
canvas, long tails of exhaust drawing straight, even linesin an otherwise curved naturd environment. At
the moment, McDaniel's smalest moon shied behind the planet, only a crescent ill visible. The second
moon hung to port, a pae white, perfectly shaped orb with amassive crater near its north pole. The
target moon, Lyatta, orbited on asteep incline relative to McDanid's path around its sun, and the moon's
many craters afforded the supercruiser's fighters with excellent cover in which to stage an ambush.

"Burn complete, Maniac told Zarya
"Copy. Going manud to form up.”

Directly ahead, the other Rapiers of Black Lion Squadron had dready assumed four of the eight ditinct
positions that comprised the box formation. Four points represented the top of the box and resembled
the corners of asquare. Another square would sit about twenty meters back, just beyond the forward
square's thruster wash. He and Zaryawould assume the base angles of the second square, with Angel
and Gangsta taking the top. Angd liked the formation since it gave some of them amillisecond or two to
jump oncethe furball hit. The side of the box closest to the incoming fighters would bresk first, and the
other sdeswould follow in succession.

Breaking abox formation was much easier than, say, awedge, which gave you fewer vectors dong your
three and nine o'clock and more opportunities to crash into your neighbors. Better to be blown out of sky
by an opponent than make a stupid course correction and buy it. Maniac had known two cadets who
had need-lesdy lost their lives while breaking from awedge. He remembered them now as he eased off
the throttle and descended into position. He tossed alook at Zarya, but she didn't see him, her gaze
sweeping her instruments. He had to hand it to her. When it came to business, she was nothing but.

Two blipslit the bottom of Maniac's radar scope and closed toward the center. The Tempest system
immediately |Ded them as Angel and Gangsta soaring toward their positions. Maniac glanced up at the
belly of Angd'sjet as she throttled down to match the squadron's vel ocity.

"All right, mates. Got some of our spiritua buddiesinbound,” Hunter reported. " Count nine bandits
targeting Lightning's squadron.”

"Adjust courseto intercept,” Angel ordered.

Maniac squinted to histwo o'clock, where a bright spattering of thruster lights headed toward the big
moon. That would be Lightning's Squadron: twelve Rapiers running escort for the haf dozen Broadsword
bombers whose blunt noses and boxy wings hinted at their lack of evasion capacity. If Lightning'steam
could get those bombersin close enough, they could release their massive quartet of over- and
underwing antimatter torpedoes. If the Olympussbig guns or fightersfailed to intercept just one of those
torpedoes, she might suffer ablow serious enough to cost her the entire battle. Captain Amity Aristee
obvioudy knew that, and she would direct most of her fightersto intercept the bomber squadrons, while
holding back a squadron or two in reserve for any bombers that penetrated her defenses.

Jnxman's escort team of twenty Rapiers and another six bombers approached the moon from Maniac's
five o'clock. They would dip under the satdllite and catch the supercruiser from below. But Maniac
spotted apack of thirteen enemy Rapiers buzzing toward them.

The sixteen Rapiers of Sixth Squadron were quick to react and bulleted under Maniac's fighter, in pursuit



of the bandits that had tagged Jinxman's people.
Meanwhile, the Exeter-class destroyers Oregon and Mitchell

Hammock assumed flanking positions of the Tiger Claw and lumbered toward the moon on full impulse.
At three hundred and sixty meters, they achieved amaximum velocity of one hundred and fifty kilometers
per second, respectable for vessdls of their size. With bows shaped like narrow isoscelestriangles and
pairs of short wingsthat swept back toward their terns, the destroyers resembled glistening javelins
honing themselves on space itsdlf. Their eight turreted meson guns and two dozen torpedo tubes dispelled
any. rumors of their weakness. At the right moment, they would come in from three and nine o'clock
positions and descend upon the supercruiser in an attempt to cut it off, though they had been wisdly
instructed to remain behind the ship and outside the five-hundred-meter gravitic cloak created by the
Olympuss hopper drive.

The Tiger Claw would hold back while the destroyers and fighters went about their business. Maniac
knew that Gerad wouldn't bring the ship into the fray unless absolutely necessary. The Claw sordly
needed a dry-docking, and makeshift repairs had been performed throughout the old ship. She would
deftly serve her function as alaunching platform for fighters, but she couldn't bear another beeting like the
one she had received near the Charybdis Quasar. Fourteen Rapiers from Fifth Squadron would
shadow-hug her hull as escorts, and the thirteen of Seventh Squadron would sit warm and ready on the
flight deck.

Indl, twelve Broadswords and eighty-four Rapiers participated in the attack, with Second Squadron's
loss sorely felt by dl. Trouble dwayswas, as pilots died or became incapacitated, they were not
summarily replaced. There were often more ships than personnd to fly them, which explained why
sguadrons had become smaller and why cadets were being pushed through the academies, having to
meet only seventy-five percent of the qualifications that Maniac had had to meet just weeks prior. The
brass covered it up by renaming programs. It wasn't flight training anymore but "accelerated” flight
training, which implied atougher classthat was, in fact, easier. Maniac had heard about the revised
training from Zarya, whose sister had just graduated early and had been assigned to the CS Drayton as
radar officer. Maniac hoped they didn't send any ill-qudified nuggetsto the Claw . And if they did, he
would waste no time pounding them into shape.

"Operation Zeus," AKA "Operation Get Some' in Maniac's engagement book, relied upon
samplicity—just the way Maniac preferred it. Enemy Rapierswould go after the Claw's bombers, whose
escorts would stick with them and engage only the attackers who broke through the intercepting force.
Firgt and Sixth Squadrons served asthe first wave of interceptors, which put Maniac and his comrades at
the sword'stip to protect Lightning's team.

"Got about eight seconds until primary weaponsrange,” Bishop said.

Without further ado, the order that Maniac lived to hear rattled through his headset:
"Break and attack!" cried Angdl.

"Got thetail pair,” Hunter said. "Bishop, you bag the one on the far side.”

"Got him," the pilot responded.

The high number of fightersin the zone dictated that wing-man and wingleaders would stay close and
cover each other but were still free to break off when necessary. Maniac repestedly pushed this
unwritten ruleto itslimits.



Asthe skipchatter further clogged the genera frequency, Maniac glanced to his one o'clock and picked
out two Rapiers bound for the lead Broadsword. He skimmed amenu of channels and dialed up the lead
bomber pilot's frequency. "Hold course, Pandora. Maniac and Zaryaareinto assst.” Throttling up, he
leaned back on the contral stick and fell in behind Zarya asthey tore into aforty-five-degree climb. In
five seconds they would be within cannon range.

But Zarya had no intention of waiting even another second. Her neutron gun spun and spewed savos of
glittering rounds that strayed wide before drumming aong the starboard shields of the fighter nearest
them. Now solidly locked on, she held her bead as the enemy Rapier broke off in a sharp, corkscrewing
dive and vanished from Maniac'sfield of view. Zarya stayed with the Rapier, plunging well bdow
Maniec.

The other Rapier maintained course, then suddenly swooped down on the Broadsword to unleash a
volley of neutron fire before Maniac could react. He pinned the throttle, lit the burners, and toreinto the
Rilgrim'sexhaudt trail. " Got thislittle problem,” he told the enemy pilot, having locked on to the guy's
operating frequency. "I'm Rilgrim intolerant. Y ou fanatics upset my ssomach and generdly ruin my day. |
don' likethat."

No response from the Rilgrim.

Y es, the bravado had returned, and yes, it remained awesk neutralizer of the guilt. Maniac swore at
himsdlf, a hisfedings, then tightened every muscle and gave himsdlf to the machine. The smart targeting
reticle appeared in hisHUD, agreen circle that floated just ahead of the enemy Rapier asit whedled
around to make another pass at the Broadsword.

Maniac widened his eyes and jammed down his primary weaponstrigger. The rotary barrel hummed and
got to work, belching out an unceasing spray that caught the enemy Rapier's canopy. Shieldstossed up
burgts of azure light asthey strained to curtail Maniac's rounds. "Now, listen to areading from the gospel
according to Maniac."

A terrific exploson astern threw avell of shimmering light over hisfighter. Even as he cocked hishead to
see what the hell had happened, an aluring female whooped and shouted, "Zarya drops one! What'sthe
delay, Lieutenant?"

Not one to have his thunder stolen, Maniac narrowed the enemy Rapier'slead to twenty meters. The
other pilot leveled off, cutting through a second furball created by Sixth Squadron. Maniac ceased fire as
he wove a hair-raising, torturous course through fighters and bombers crisscrossing about a quarter
kilometer away from the pockmarked moon. He scarcely believed that the enemy pilot had navigated
through coordinates so densdly packed with other starcraft.

Raging aoud, he pulled up and out of thetraffic, vowing that before the engagement ended, he would find
and smoke that jock who had eluded him.

"Maniac?'

He glanced to hisradar scope, speckled now with so many blipsthat if more popped up, the display
might become a solid swirl of red and blue. He threw atoggle, and the scope zoomed in to show his
wingman's position. Zaryaglided at hisfour o'clock, about three hundred meters away. "Hold your
course," hetold her. "Coming down to form on your wing."

As he barreled dong the outskirts of the AO, cutting through the paths of dozens of dogfights and
plowing through tumbling shards of durasteel and severed pieces of twisted hydraulic line, hejolted ashis
missilelock darm wokein arapid begping. The computer's automatic announcement chimed in over the



darm: "Warning. Enemy projectile has postive lock. Impact in nine seconds, eight..."

Speed islife, Maniac thought as here-lit his burners and brought the Rapier up to three hundred KPS,
three twenty, forty, Sixty, ninety—

Theright VDU showed the Tempest computer's 1D on the missile, a Spiculum Image-Recognition bomb
using acomputer to memorize Maniac's eectronic and visua signature. The damned rocket approached
at velocity of 1600 KPS—his evasion would only gain him an extra second or two of life. He thumbed
off acloud of chaff but assumed the superheated fragments of wire and durasteel would do little to fool
the missil€'s advanced guidance system. Were it aDart Dumbfire missile, he might have a chance.

The computer reached three seconds, two. ..
He reached for the g ection handle.

But a powerful detonation tossed him forward. A second later, roiling flames tongued his canopy before
demateridizing into the vacuum. He jerked the stick back, trying to stabilize the Rapier, and shouted,
"Computer? Report!"

"Missile detonated. Range, twenty-point-two-five meters. Severe power drain to aft shields. Armor at full
grength.”

Flabbergasted, he laughed and tried to figure out why the rocket had prematurely detonated.

The answer came quickly as Zaryas face flickered on hisright VDU. "Zarya drops missile, saves rocket
jock'slife. Givemeapen. I'll sgnyour pam.”

"Zarya? Maniac?' Angel cadled. "We need morefire support. Come around the moon to point
three-five-seven by six-two-one. Got afresh squadron of enemy Rapiers coming in. Lay down
suppressing fire and draw Lightning's people another path.”

"Roger, maam," Maniac said exhaustedly. Be nice if he had a haf-second to catch his breath. He eyed
histactical screen and tapped for the right grid. Then he brought the Rapier around in ahard turn to port,
shifting the white crosshairs that marked the nav point to the center of the HUD. "En route to
coordinates," he assured Angd. Zarya dipped up beside him and tilted her hel-meted head quickly from
shoulder to shoulder, a dance move and in-joke that aluded to their night of swing.

By now the destroyers had already dropped behind Lyatta, and the moon wore ahalo of intermittent light
created by the dozens of explosionsthat occurred behind it.

"Zarya? Maniac?I've | Ded atroopship pulling away from McDanid," Angel informed them. ™Y ou got it.
Cheddarboy and Sinatra? Y ou teke their grid.”

Maniac pulled up the vessdl on histactica display, and he didn't need a detailed computer model to
project its destination.

"I'm all about the killboard today," Zarya said, lancing out ahead of him.

"Guessyou are," he admitted. "But now I'll stop holding back. Y ou think | got thiscall sign for being
sy?

"No, | assumed that—"

"Whoa, whoa, whoa!" he cried as an enemy Rapier dovein front of hisfighter and darted after Zarya.



"Got one on your back! Jinx!"
"I'm outtahere,” said Zarya.

Where had the bastard come from? No warning had flashed on his scope. His gaze sought the tactical
display then lifted as abone-chilling salvo of neutron fire came within ameter of his starboard wing and
razored into the distance. Another glance to the scope told him nothing. "They got usjammed up good!”

"I know! I know! And athree-G loop didn't shake this sucker. Gonnatry kickstopping him.”

Maniac wished he could watch her perform the hard ninety-degree turn to make sure that the enemy
Rapier overshot her and that she pulled into the requisite one-eighty to lock on and blow his ass back to
that higher plane of existence.

But Maniac had his own problems, namely aPilgrim pilot who bore down on him with wing-mounted
laser cannons blazing and neutron gun spinning like atornado whose eye blinked white lightning every
timeit fired.

Sick and tired of these aggressive fanatics, Maniac howled a curse to the heavens, dammed down the
throttle, and went balistic, waving on the Gslike an infuriated boxer waves on his opponent.
Accdleration dampeners compensated for some of the force, but he had to focus on his breathing and get
his blood back into his extremities. Three Gs. Four. Four-point-five. Hisvison grew dark around the
edges. He knew that in afew seconds he would | ose consciousness. He dapped back atoggle, stalling
both thrusters, then manuevering jetsfired as he rolled onto his back to face the oncoming attacker. The
Pilgrim apparently had no qualms about playing an old-fashioned game of chicken. Heaso had noidea
of Maniac's experience with the game, though the Pilgrim could consult afew Kilrathi pilots who would
pinhim quiteatae.

With reckless abandon coursing through his veins, Maniac snap-fired the thrusters and advanced at full

tilt with neutron fire pinging off his canopy shield like droplets of neon bluejdly. He thumbed off the
safety cover on his secondary wegpons button, then closed his|eft eye, focusing on the targeting reticle as
it swam around the Rapier, then blinked red as he got the lock. Even as he fired the Dumbfire missile, the
Rilgrim liberated one of hisown.

Holding his breath, Maniac rolled ninety degrees, and the enemy missile glanced his port wing but failed
to detonate.

The Pilgrim plunged into a seventy-five-degree dive and swept under Maniac's Rapier. Though he had
evaded Maniac's missle, the Pilgrim had not evaded the man himsdf. Not yet. Maniac pulled ahard
U-turn and pursued the Rapier, gritting histeeth asit took agonizing secondsfor him to fal squarely inon
the Pilgrim's six o'clock.

"Maniac? Little help here)" Zaryasaid. Static burst through the audio-video transmisson coming from her
Rapier as she became a cushion for laser strikes.

That wasal it took for Maniac to abandon his pursuit of the Rapier and pull up her position on his
tactical display. "I'll beright there. Hard brake 'emif you can.”

"Roger that. And hey, that troopship's making itsfinal gpproach. It'll be aboard the Olympusin asecond
or two," shesad glumly. "Failed that objective.”

"Who cares. Worry about that Rapier on your back."

"Beieveme. I'mworrying."



"Five seconds'till I'min," hereassured her, stealing glances at histactica and radar displays. Twin flashes
scaed the void above as someone, hopefully an enemy, bought the proverbid one-way ticket.

They had rounded the moon and now drew much closer to the supercruiser. Maniac clearly made out her
outline againgt the ruffled sheet of the moon's surface. Her four primary antimatter guns swiveled to follow
targets and dispense humbling clouds of anti-starcraft fire. All thirty of her point-defense missile systems
launched Dumbfires at those Rapiers operating ong the rim of the five-hundred-meter gravitic cloak
zone. The Oregon and Mitchell Hammock stood about a quarter kilometer off the super-cruiser's bow
and stern respectively, taking light fire from afew Pilgrim Rapiersthat srafed their decks. The destroyers
hurled anti-cap ship missiles at the supercruiser, but most of them detonated well short of their targets,
cut down by the Olympus's unrel enting antimatter guns. Maniac spotted afew missiles getting through,
but the carrier's powerful shields and thick armor could withstand the pummeling, at least for alittle while.

Jnxman's squadron had yet to near the supercruiser, and three of the Broadswordsin histeam's escort
had been destroyed. Lightning had fared even worse. His group had been thinned out to nine Rapiers and
two Broadswords. Both squadrons had encountered ambushes as they had come around the moon,
while First and Sixth Squadrons had been diverted into another fray. Y es, the Pilgrims had taken full
advantage of those craters, and no, they weren't better shots—but they sure as hell knew how to
navigate through furballs, evidenced by the Claw's blistering losses.

"Maniac? Where are you?'

"Look back," he said coolly as he descended from the heavens like a venom-spitting demon whose every
sense focused on the Rapier pursuing Zarya. He engaged his electronic counter-measures system to, in
theory, jam the bastard's radar. Relying on areserve that had taken him his entire academy career to
forge, Maniac hdd hisfire and narrowed the Pilgrim'slead, positioning himsdlf just three meters above
thefighter. Looksgood , hetold himsdf, then felt the correct dam as the afterburners kicked in and
propelled him directly over the enemy. He thumbed down on his high-hat control and belly-flopped onto
the Pilgrim, driving the guy away as his own fighter rocked violently.

And he could have kissed Zaryafor taking full advantage of the diverson. She yanked into aone-eighty,
pitched down, and got alock so clean on the Filgrim that Maniac could dmost seethetactica line
dretching from her missile station to the Rilgrim'sfighter. Her missile flew, curved ever so dightly, then
struck the enemy Rapier'srotary neutron gun in afiery fist of devastation. The starfighter twirled away,
leaving behind jagged embers of its cockpit and nose.

"Zaryadropstwo!"

"With assistance,” Maniac quickly added, then began along, swift turn to port, headed back in her
direction. The supercruiser floated below him now, and he spotted the multiple bursts of bresking
thrusters.

Another ship boldly violated the five-hundred-meter zone, and Maniac did a double-take as he redlized
that he hadn't spotted another Pilgrim troopship, but instead Commodore Taggart's merchantman, the

Diligent.
"Hey, Maniac? Ian't that the—"

"Y eah. What the hdll'sgoing on?' He dialed up Angdl's channdl. "Maam?I'm watching the Diligent make
her approach toward the Olympus . They ain't shooting a her, maiam.”

"No, they're not,” Angel observed stoically.



"IsBlair aboard that ship?' asked Maniac.
"l believeheis™
"Well, what isthis? We sending over negotiators?”

She didn't answer, her atention stolen by her instruments. "'Reading gravitic distortion. All ships clear the
zone. Repeet! Clear the zone!"

Somewhere out there, far across the cosmos, adeity with ahuge didike for cocky fighter pilots looked
down on Maniac's puny Rapier and thought, No, it shouldn't be so easy for this one. He's cheated fate
onetoo many times. Now the bill has comedue ...

Or at least that's what Maniac thought had happened as one of the Pilgrim Rapiers returning to the
supercruiser suddenly blurred by him and fired amissile that struck between histhruster cones and
detonated, drop-kicking him down toward the supercruiser amid a shrieking chorus of darms. " Shit! |
just took one up the tailpipe. Got mucho damage. Thruster control is gone. Can't maneuver. I'm faling
within the five-hundred-meter zone."

"Pop thetop,” Zaryacried.

"Lost power to the gection system,” he said, gaze franticaly sweeping the right VDU's damage report.
"Reector's offline. Can't even pull the plug on thisone.”

"I'm coming into get you,” Zaryasaid.

"Negative. Fal back as ordered.”

"Noway!"

"Lieutenant Rolitov, you will clear the zone," Angel inssted, cutting into the channdl.
"But | can get down there and tractor himin!"

"Don'tdoit, Zarya," he said softly. "Just go home." He heard her panting into her headset, then adight
whimper escaped her lips. "Oh, God..." The VDU went blank. Hisradar till operated on emergency
reserves, and he watched her break back for the Claw's retreating fighters and bombers. Once her ship
reached them, Maniac looked up. Bad idea. The supercruiser's starboard aft quarter rushed toward him.

"I'm not dead yet," Maniac whispered as his Rapier advanced into the great shadow drawn by the
Olympus's superstructure. In about ten seconds, hisfighter would shatter across the supercruiser's hull
with al the glory and fanfare of amosquito spattering on awindshield. He decided to stay aivelong
enough to remind the deity toying with him that Lieutenant Todd "Maniac” Marshal had chutzpah and
flying skillsup to here, and did he redlly want to messwith that?

Who am | kidding? The Maniac-magic isgone, he thought as hetried for the third time to reroute power
to hismaneuvering jets. The cell lines had probably been severed, despite the onboard computer'sfailure
to report the problem. The computer could at least accurately report how thoroughly screwed he was.
The Rapier's nose suddenly jolted up and to starboard so that Maniac now sat pardld to the Olympus,



did sdewaystoward her, and had astraight view to her bow. The stars ahead had given way to the utter
blackness of the Olympus's gravity well. Thousands of pieces of debrisflocked toward the gaping maw,
on their way to alittle town known as Digestion, atown Maniac would soon visit. He laughed ironicaly
asthe brightly lit panel of histractor system drew his eyes. He doubted the beam would be strong enough
to hold him to the supercruiser.

Then again, the well had aready demonstrated a hedlthy and forceful appetite for debris but had only
dightly affected histrgectory. He now closed in onthewell at nearly the same velocity asthe Olympus,
asthough he had glided into aneutra field enveloping the ship.

Abandoning any more speculation, he fired up the tractor and launched abeam at the cruiser'shull. The
Rapier shook a second, then panels groaned as he began regling himself toward the cruiser. Twenty
meters, ten, five, then a solid thump reverberated through the cockpit asthetip of his port wing bounced
once off the hull, then settled onto the durasted!.

Without warning, his ssomach greeted his knees and a pin-whed of white light rose out of thewell. He
reached toward the canopy, feeling numb and disoriented as the pinwhed broadened into ablinding
shimmer.

Though he was temporarily resigned to being two steps behind the supercruiser, Admira Vukar nar
Caxki had till clung to the fal se hope that once his battle group reached the midpoint between the
L afayette and Tamayo systems, they would findly meet up with the dusive Confederation ship.

But they had arrived in the sector three standard days ago and had yet to read any signs of the
supercruiser's passage. No gravitic resduum. No ion emissions. Had Tactical Officer Mako-rshk relied
on inaccurate datato caculate their jJump? Perhaps, but for the time being V ukar would give the second
fang the benefit of the doubt.

The atmosphere on the bridge had long since cooled from the boiling blood frenzy that had clutched
everyone's hearts after they had learned of losing so many to the supercruiser. Vukar's officers now
dared impassvely at their ingruments, some seeming lifdess, dl wearing thetight lips of the sullen. Too
many hours had passed without hiswarriors seeing combat. As much asthey tried, it wasn't in their blood
to st and watch blinking lights and scan schematics. Pack hunters should be more in touch with their
ingincts, with their environment, if they wereto remain strong. Vukar himsdlf felt the tug of ancient
desires. Everything his paw touched had been manufactured by Kilrathi hands; nothing natura existed on
the bridge. Thislack of nature troubled him, gave him no outlet in which to exercise hisdesiresto leap
and attack. Where were Kilrah's cliffs and caves? And more importantly, where was the prey?

A hissrose from the back of histhroat as he shifted away from the forward viewport and drifted back to
Makorshk'stactica gtation. "Report?”

"Still nothing, my Kdraahr. Werre smply out of emissonsrange. A little moretime. That'sall we need.”
Vukar hissed moreloudly. "I've given you too much time dready.”

"l have atheory, if you'd like to hear it." Makorshk dowly lifted his head, and the heat of the second
fang's glare astonished Vukar.

Inamotion so quick that it caught Makorshk completely off guard, VVukar snatched the young warrior's
armored collar and wrenched him out of his seat. "Only the dying assume that look with me."

"Then strike," Makorshk said, craning hiséliptica head to expose the pae folds of skin protruding from
hisneck. "But let me spesk first."



Every bridge officer glanced nervoudy at them, most holding their breathsin anticipation of VVukar's next
move. Control panels thrummed and beeped, otherwise anicy stillness prevailed.

Nearly tagting the tendon and suddenly redlizing how it darkened the spirits of his officers, Vukar dowly
relaxed his grip and retracted the claws of hisfree paw. He abruptly thrust Makorshk back into the sest,
feding invigorated and somewhat free of the anxiety that had been coiling around him for days. Yes, the
old desires had been quelled for the moment. "Wheat is your theory?'

"That supercruiser has gone from Mylon to Lethe to out here, somewhere. | suspect it has aready moved
on."

"A priestess could tdl methat,” Vukar spat.
"Y es, but could she predict that ship's course?”
"Youcan?'

"A Confederation supercruiser is seized by Rilgrims. Thelikelihood of such an occurrenceisrare, and |
believe that such an act could only be carried out by Confederation officers of Pilgrim ancestry.
Reconnai ssance data on both the Mylon and L ethe attacks confirms that troopships were sent down to
both planets. That information intriguesme.”

Vukar nodded. "Why send down troopships before annihilating the planet, unless—"

"The Rilgrims planned on saving some of their own firdt. | don't believe they're attacking randomly.
They're sdlecting planetsthat have high populations of Pilgrims.”

"What arethey trying to do? Save dl of the Pilgrims before they annihilate the Confederation? And if they
plan on doing that, why only one ship?'

Makorshk lifted his chin in the gesture of uncertainty. "Those questionswon't be answered until were
aboard that ship. But their course does provide one clue. If they're focusing their attention on systems
with high concentrations of Pilgrims, then look at this." The second fang'slong, thick fingers worked
furioudy on atouchpad. His screen glowed with images of inggnificant planets clustered around a
feeble-looking sun. "McDaniel's World, the so-caled homeworld of Pilgrims." The picture zoomed out to
reveal McDanid's pogition relative to their present one. ™Y ou see, my Karahar? We can jump here, a
Blytheheart." Makorshk tapped his screen, and another system stitched acrossthe display.

"But we won't reach McDanid for another five standard days,” Vukar said, reading the computer's
arrival projection. "We need aplan to narrow that ship'slead.”

A screen to Makorshk's | eft unexpectedly flashed a message. Makorshk excitedly regarded the screen as
Vukar leaned over the second fang. "Kardahr. lon emissons and gravitic residuum detected. lon
emissions suggest that four, possibly five Confeder-ation cap ships operated within these coordinates.”

"Y es, the gpes hunt each other," Vukar said restlesdy. "That tells us nothing about how we can intercept
thet ship.”

"If we can't catch up with them at McDanid, we need to discover their next stop.”
"If your theory holdstrue, then they would pick another world with a high population of Rilgrims."”

"Y es, perhapsfor the specific purpose of recruiting some Filgrims. A mutiny certainly occurred, and there
may not be enough Filgrim apes aboard to run her efficiently. So they're taking on officers and taking out



planets asthey go."

"Very well, then, Makorshk. | charge you with plotting their next course. We will attempt to second
guess them based on your estimates.”

Makorshk drew back his head and lifted his shoulders. "Thank you for the honor," he said in agasp of
delight. "Wewill find that ship. And you, the clan, even the emperor will come to learn that the deadliest
warrior huntswith his mind, not with his nose. The old wayswill not work here.”

"Bewary of such remarks," Vukar said, lifting afinger. "Even highborns cannot change their blood. The
ancient stirringsin our heartsthat turn rational thought to jabber are what make us who we are and what
will bring the Terransto their knees. Never forget that, lest you become more like a hairless ape than a
Kilrathi warrior of the Caxki clan.”

"Yes, my Kdraahr," the second fang replied distractedly, his gaze aready wandering through star charts
flashing on histactical screen.

Should the young warrior's next set of coordinatesfail to place them within striking range of the
supercruiser, Vukar decided that he would chalenge histactical officer to ablood dud. That would be
the only way to save face after placing so much trust in asubordinate officer.

Breething a heavy sigh that sent nutrient gasjetting from his nogtrils, Vukar turned over command to the
ship's pensvefirg fang, Jatark nar Caxki, then took himsdlf to the lift, guided by pangs of hunger that
demanded hisimmediate attention. He decided that he would never again go so long without food.

Now, if he could only hunt hismed rather than haveit handed to him like aweak lowborn or like one of
theintellectsin Mako-rshk'sfavor.

A warrior does not hunt with head or hisnose, Vukar thought.
He huntswith his heart.

Stretched out on his sofa, wearing only awrinkled pair of boxer shorts, Commodore Richard Bellegarde
took severd long pulls on the bottle of Scotch whiskey he had picked up whilein Glasgow. He eyed his
Spartan quarters aboard the Concordiaand cameto redlize that the empty box aptly represented the
empty man. He had |eft hismistressto satisfy the admird, but that loss leached away his spirit. While on
watch, he pretended to be involved, pretended that he really cared about his career, about hislife. But all
he really wanted was to take back everything he had said to Trish, to resumether relationship the way it
had been, to damn to hell Tolwyn's concern for his career. He took another swig of Scotch, then
balanced the bottle on his bare chest and stared at aworld blurred by the glass.

His door hatch chimed. Too numb and too lazy to sand, he smply shouted, "Y eah?"
"Richard?It's Geoff. May | comein?’

He bolted up, spilling the whiskey down hislegs. "Uh, gir, I'm not fedling so, uh... canyou give mealittle
time, say thirty minutes, and I'll meet you in the wardroom?”

"Thiscan't wait."

Bellegarde threw his head back and chuckled. Screw getting afleet. Screw it al. He would open the
door and let the truth pour out. He got to hisfeet, but the deck rose and fell as though he stood on a
segfaring vessdl. He reached out to brace himself with the hand that gripped the whiskey bottle. He
struck air once, twice, athird time before helost his grip on the bottle and sent it crashing to the floor. At



least it hadn't broken.
"Richard, areyou dl right?"
"I'm perfect,” he said, then ssumbled to the hatch and beat afist on the control pandl.

Admird Tolwyn marched in, looking neither surprised nor disgusted by Bellegarde's swagger and stench.
Hisingpection took al of two seconds, then he crossed to Bellegarde's desk, did out the chair, and took
asedt. Asusud, the admird carried himsdlf with an unyielding enthusiasm that seemed hot-wired to a
reactor. In fact, Bellegarde had never seen the man in off-duty utilities. Even now, on hisown time,
Tolwyn wore his operations uniform, the large buttons running down his breasts reminding Bellegarde of
what Confederation Naval officers were supposed to ook like. He glanced down at his own bare,
Scotch-covered form, then mustered awan amile. ™Y ou caught me."

The admiral shook his head. "These are your quarters, and you're free to do as you please while off duty,
providing that it doesn't affect your performance. To thisday, your drinking has had no bearing on your
work. But take it from aman who's been there—you can't go on like thisfor much longer.”

"I know that. | keep telling mysdlf that. And | keep discovering that nothing'sreal anymore.™
"The Navy'sred. And shell rarely let you down.”
"Why don't | believe that?"

"Because you're dill in the throes of your pity party. Forget your persona tragedy. Were dl bitched from
the start. So said Hemingway. I'd add that we al have our moments, and we al must make our sacrifices.
But right now | need your strategist's mind."

"Y ou don't want to talk to me," Bellegarde said, then failed to suppress abelch. "Unlessyou fed
comfortable taking advice from adrunk.” He returned to the sofaand sat just alittle too hard. The room
rose brutdly, then settled down.

"We don't have time for you to sober up,” Tolwyn explained. "I trust that you'rein control enough to be
usful.”

Bdlegarde shrugged. "Very wdl."

"Wejust received word that the Tiger Claw and the two destroyers | assigned to her engaged the
Olympus at McDaniel's World four standard days ago. We're en route there now. Aristee got out pretty
quickly while gtill inflicting significant osses on the Claw's bombers and fighters. She's obvioudy
assambled an outstanding fighter wing.”

Tolwyn's admiration sounded abit too hedthy for Belle-garde'sliking. "Where's she headed now?' he
asked.

"The Claw andyzed the hopper drive's gravitic resduum. Best estimates put her somewhere between
Enyoand Vega"

"Jesus, she crossed hdf the sector in asingle jump?!
"That hasn't been confirmed, but yes, | think she did. That hopper driveisaremarkable innovation.”

"Y eah, alittletoo remarkable." Bellegarde rubbed his eyes, imagining the carnage Aristee had aready
wreaked. Then he thought about ways to capture a ship with such capability when apuzzling fact hit him.



"How the hdll did the Claw catch up with her in thefirst place?’

"| suspect that was Paladin's doing. He somehow guessed or knew she would go to McDanid.”
"Wel, can he guess her next destination?”

Tolwyn cocked a brow. "Maybe. He's aboard the Olympus right now."

"He'swhere?' Bellegarde sat up and shifted to the edge of the sofa.

"According to Gerald, Commodore Taggart headed down to McDaniel to find Aristee. While en route,
he communicated with some Pilgrims on planet, maybe even Aristee hersdlf, and was instructed to return
to the Olympus and given clearance to land. The cruiser jumped with him and Lieutenant Blair on board.”

"Blair? If Paadin went there to negotiate, why'd he take the kid?*

"I'm not sure. | assume there's another reason besides Mr. Blair being hdf Filgrim." Tolwyn stared into a
thought, then abruptly said, "I have afedling that something's gone terribly wrong.”

"Wdl, then, it'sdl about our swift reaction.”

"Whichiswhy I'm here, seeking the advice of adrunk.” Tolwyn's grin defused the blow to Bellegarde's
€go.

"Sir, given Aristeg's jump capability, pursuing her now without Paadin's hep isawaste of time and
resources. We have to do something to bring her to us.”

Tolwyn'seyeslit, the glimmer lasting but asecond. "I just spoke with the space marshd this morning. She
sad the pressis having its proverbid fidd day with this, and that senators from nearly al Confed worlds
are advising their condtituents of Pilgrim ancestry to seek shelter a designated Sites. This, I'mtold, is
being done for their safety.”

"Those reporters and politicians are adding kindling to afire that doesn't need it. And I'd like to see one
of those 'designated sites.” Why don't they cal them what they are—interment camps?”

"They don't have to. Anyway, it's clear that the Situation back home is becoming more tenuous. We have
to put down Aristee now . If she causes any more deaths, thiswitch hunt will reach afever pitch. We
can't afford that. And we can't afford to tarnish our image any further. Our budget requestsare aready in

jeopardy.”

"It dl comes down to policy and perception,” Bellegarde said acidly. "I shouldn't be surprised. | should
be happy. | joined the Confederation with my fancy lvy League degrees, but | just missed the first Pilgrim
war. Now I'm getting my shot. But this... | have afeding Aristee knows something about the
Confederation, about al of this, that we don't. What she'sdoing... it might be bigger than dl of us."

"Don't get paranoid and melodramatic on me, Richard. What she'sdoing isremaining trueto hersdf and
her cause. Few of usare so lucky." He sighed deeply. "I've had doubts about military servicedl of my
life. My family thought | wasafool for not pursuing acareer in business. I've often thought about thét life,
but more lives seem to be ruined rather than saved by money. Then again, war hasasmilar effect.”
Tolwyn thought amoment more, then straightened. " So how do you propose we bring Captain Aristee to
U

"That, gr, will involverisking both of our careers.” Tolwyn beamed at the chalenge.



Angel exited the lift and moved onto the Tiger Claw's bridge. She fought to secure her gloomy
expression, but judging from the worried looks of the command and control staff, she wasfailing
miserably. Lieutenant Commander Obutu wore the deepest ook of concern. The sturdy black man rose
from his station to greet her at the railing along the bridge's aft section. " Commander, we don't know
each other well, but—"

"Cdl me Angd," she muttered quickly.

"Yes, maam. | wasjust wondering if you'd liketo join afew of ustonight. Weve got amean card game
going on. Mostly command staff. Y ou'd fit right in. We meet in the wardroom at twenty-one-hundred.”

Shereturned aweak grin. "I'll think about it. Thanksfor theinvite."

As Obutu stepped back to his station, Angel lowered her gaze and crossed to Captain Gerald, who sat
in hiscommand chair, absently stroking his chin in thought. "Captain, | received your request, but at this
time | cannot recommend anyone in my squadron for apromotion.”

"Y ou don't have much of asquadron left," Gerald said soberly. "Lieutenant Blair is now aboard the
Olympus. And Lieutenant Marshall, well, I've added his name to those we will honor at the memoria
sarvice. Despite his frequent and often blatant insubordination, he was one hell of apilot. I'll missthat
much about him."

"Sir, may we spesk in private?'

His brows rose, then he pushed himsdf out of the chair. She followed him through a hatch and into the
shadowy confines of the map room, arectangular cabin dimly illumined by holo projectors and data
screens on standby.

Gerdd found acontrol console on which to lean and regarded her with piercing eyes. "Commander?'
"Sir, | wasjust curiousif you knew why the commodore requested Lieutenant Blair's company.”

"Interesting question, considering the scuttlebutt regarding you and Mr. Blair. He was twice seen dipping
into your quarters.”

She whirled toward the hatch. " Sorry to have bothered you."
"Right there, Commander. We need to have this conversation.”
Sowly, sheturned back, faced him, but remained rigid, part of her still traveling toward the hatch.

"I've never enforced the standing reg against fraternization. It goeson. It'sanecessary evil. I'm okay with
it. But if it compromises my ship or her crew, then | will brig the participants. Now then, Admira Tolwyn
has ordered us to break off from our pursuit of the Olympus, which, | might add, worksin your favor. |
wouldn't fed comfortable sending you out againgt her with Blair and Paadin still aboard.”

The news came as acold wind that chilled Angd to the marrow. "Sir, has Pdadin already convinced
Aristee to stand down?!

"| don't think s0."
"Then why are we bresking off?"

"The admira has given us new orders. Were going to Hell's Kitchen. We're to assume a high orbit of the
third planet, Nether -anya, and await instructions.”



"TherésaPRilgrim enclavethere. | think it'scaled Triune”

Gerad nodded. "I'm surethe admird is positioning the rest of the fleet near the other Pilgrim enclaves.
He's taking the Concordia battle group to McDanid, and sending two othersto Faith and Promise.”

"Why would Aristee go back to McDaniel or the other systems?”

"I'm no mind reader, and even if | were, | doubt that | could make sense of amind as complex asthe
admiral's," Gerad confessed. "1 wish we were better informed, but that's the admird's style. When we
need to know, well know."

"Isthat also the commodore's style?!

"He never told me why hetook Lieutenant Blair dong. And to befrank, | never questioned him. He said
you had aready approved, and it seemed like an excdllent ideato me."

nGr?'
"Let'sjust say that Lieutenant Blair will provide a counterweight to the commodore's misson.”
"Whichis..."

"I'm not sureif even the admiral knows."

"Well, | owethat man my life," Angel said, remembering how Paladin had saved her when she hed
gected in her life pod. "Still, | understand your feglings, and | did find it rather odd that Aris-tee gave him
clearancetoland so quickly.”

"It didn't surpriseme at dl." He read the question on her face, but instead of answering, he pushed
himsdlf off the console and checked hiswatchphone. "Well be jJumping in about five hours. I've
scheduled another briefing for the department heads at sixteen-thirty. Isthere anything else | can do for
you, Commander?"

"No, sr."

Fifteen minutes later, Angel sat at her desk and rested her head on an arm. She couldn't believe that
Christopher Blair had so quickly vanished from her life. She could easily cling to the pathetic hope that he
would return, keep those candleslit for him, but she knew better. Those candles would do no more than
burn.

Over the years, she had grown accustomed to being abandoned by those she loved. Her parents had
been killed in the Rilgrim War, and the sisters who had raised her were little more than disciplinarians
employed at an orphanage. Then, at sixteen, Mikhail had kissed her good-bye and had joined the
Confederation Marines. Six months later she had learned of his death. The Kilrathi had torn him apart so
thoroughly that only through dental work and dog tags could he beidentified. Angel had fallen to her
knees and had vowed never to love again.

But that vow had been too difficult to keep. True, she had successfully avoided romantic relationships
until Christopher Blair had come dong, but the love she harbored for friends had aready taken itstoll:
Zigmagter, Throne, Rosie, and Bassman had al left behind their indelible marks. The shrinks had recently
told her that her inability to become intimate was a natura defense mechanism againg dl of theloss she
had suffered. She had become a textbook study in denial and insecurity, a psychiatrist'scliche, a
self-destructive fighter pilot who alowed hersdf to experience only the most basic and necessary
emotions, knowing too well that an entire universe of sensations continualy passed her by.



"Y ou don't know what I'm risking here."
"I think | do."

Maybe Blair did understand her. She had never met ayoung man more sensitive and as attuned to his
surroundings.

But like the others, he had ft.

Seething over the fact, she bolted from the desk, ripped the pillows off her rack, yanked the mattress
from itsframe, and threw it across the room. Panting through gritted teeth, she grabbed the small statue
of the Brussds griffon sitting atop her desk and smashed it againgt her hatch. Thelittle porcelain dog fell
inascore of piecesthat clattered across the deck. She lowered her head, eyes stinging with tears, then,
on her periphery, she noticed her small computer terminal. 1tsthin screen showed the words ONE
unread text message in abeckoning flash. She went to the terminal, and with trembling fingers pulled up
themail:

IP PORT STATUS: UNDOCKED

OP PORT STATUS: UNDOCKED

CLEARANCE KEY STATUS: insertcard.veri-fying_denied accepted
DATA SECURITY LEVEL: unclassfied _confidential _secret topsecret
ORIGINATION: Confederation Merchantman

Diligent

RECEIVED: 2654.DBS O44B Hours CST

Dear Angd,

Pdadin and | are on our way to the planet.

He thinks Aristee's down there. | smooth-talked him into letting me send you this. We didn't get a chance
to say good-bye, and | don't know how long thisis going to take. To be honest with you, | don't even
know why I'm here except maybe as awitnessfor him. He knows that most people don't trust him now.

| do. But I'm worried. Anyway, take care, and if Maniac gives you any trouble while I'm gone, tell him
hell pay hdll to mewith interest.

| want to sign off with love because that's how | fed, but | won't. I'll wait for you, Angd. I'll wait for as
long asit takes...

Christopher
END TEXT TRANSMISSION # B9274UH9Y 299
DUPLICATE COPY ROUTED OFFLINE MAILBOX «9BO2»

Sheran afinger over his name on the screen and whispered, "Don't wait. I'm not worth it.”



After they had set down on the Olympussflight deck, Blair and Paladin had remained in their seatswhile
the supercruiser made another jump. During that moment, Blair had once more experienced the indistinct
figure that rose from the darkness, caling his namein afeminine voice, stroking his cheek, and reaching
for him. However, the image had seemed brighter, the voi ce clearer—as though with each contact he
drew closer to the person.

With the jump completed, Deck Boss Towers had given them permission to egress. When they had
popped the hatch, they had been met by apair of heavily-armed Pilgrim Marines. The Marines dress
had immediately struck Blair as odd: long, white robestied at the waist by olive drab sashes and covered
by breastplates of armor and conventional ammo belts. Combat boots had been replaced by |oose-fitting
sandas. Confederation Marines typicaly wore standard issue C-524 space armor, Single piece units
donned viaan opening on the left side. Equipped with C-532 life support systems, the suits afforded
them the ability to operate in amultitude of environments and struck afamiliar image with al military
personnel. These Rilgrim Marineslooked like apair of monkswieding C-47 baligtic assault riflesinstead
of the holy books of Ivar Chu. Despite their dress, they did brandish the same badass attitudes as
non-Pilgrim Marines, and that characteristic even lvar Chu McDaniel could not educate or "enlighten”

away.

Hands raised, he and Paadin had shifted down the loading ramp and into supercruiser's aft flight deck,
once ameager housing for twenty or thirty fighters and bombers, now a spectacle of recently added
runways, aprons, and berths that extended nearly two hundred meterslonger than the Tiger Claw's.
Rapiers and Broadswords stood in rows that stretched so far into the distance that Blair had blinked to
make sure he had not witnhessed an illusion. Still, the rows were spread wide apart, and there probably
weren't more than sixty or seventy fighters. Even as Paladin continued to scrutinize their enemy's strike
potentia, Blair had taken note of the dozens of techs who aso wore robes and sandals similar to the
Marines, though their jobs were identified by different colored sashesrather than by the color-specific
coveralsworn by Confed personnel.

"What's with the costumes?' Blair had asked Paladin. "Looks like amartia arts academy in here.”

"Filgrimsare dl about tradition, and this one was obvioudy adopted from other cultures and religions.
The robes are ceremonia reminders of oneness, of purity, of smplicity, and they're made of ko'aka.
Produces a caming effect smilar to tobacco.”

"They don't look cam. Just ridiculous.”

That remark had caused one of the Marines to jam his muzzle between Blair's shoulders. Wincing from
the pain, Blair had wisdly decided to remain silent for the rest of thetrip to the brig. Along the way, they
had been met by the scowls and cutting remarks of dozens of robed crew members, and though Blair
shared their ancestry, he felt dienated by these people; however, they couldn't know his mother had been
aPRilgrim.

The group had findly reached the brig, anarrow, utilitarian chamber with sx cells on each side of the
passage. There, Blair and Paladin had sat for hours, highly entertained by the dura-sted walls and the
buzz of sparselighting. Blair'sonly visit to a cap ship brig had been during the standard walking tour.
Nava brigs hadn't changed much over the centuries. Y ou had your walls, your bars, your sweet-smelling
snk and toilet. Y ou wouldn't find sophisticated energy barriers or hyperlined plumbing in Confederation
brigs, just the cheap, effective, old-fashioned discomforts of imprisonment.

Surprisingly enough, Blair had discovered that the mattress on the cot was actualy thicker and more



comfortable than the onein his quarters back on the Claw —an illustration of military prioritizing at its
finest, with thugs deeping more comfortably than officers.

Paadin hadn't paid much attention to Blair's comments regarding the bunk. In fact, he had grown more
restless, and the color had al but faded from his cheeks.

Noting that, Blair now mustered the courage to confront his mentor. "Areyou dl right, Sr?’
mWhat?

"Areyoudl right?'

Pdadin blinked off the cobwebs of hisintrogpection and faced Blair. "Y eah. It'sjust thiswait.”
"How long hasit been snce you've seen her?"

"I'm not sure. We bumped into each other afew times since sheleft. It's probably beenfive years. |
guess| canwait another hour.”

"With al due respect, s, you look pretty nervous.”
The commodore chuckled under his bregth. "It shows that much?*
A sudden commotion at the far end of the brig drew Blair's attention.

"Watchit!" cameafamiliar voice. "Y ou do that again, you'll be degp-throating that muzzle. Do we
understand each other?"

"Shut up!™ another man cried.

"Maniac?' Blair cdled, rushing to the bars. He glimpsed down the corridor and spotted his bunkmate
being ushered toward them by their friendly neighborhood Pilgrim Marines.

"Hey, that you, Blair?' Maniac squinted to spot him.
"Y eah. I'm with the commodore. What are you doing here?"
"I'm on the free tour."

The Marines keyed open the cell beside Blair's and thrust Maniac inside. A solid wall stood between
their cdls, so Blair could only hear hiswingman. "Thanks, guys," hetold his escorts. "I'm looking at your
hairy legs, and | gottatell you, I'm feding somewhat aroused.”

"Closethat hole, human" one of the guards retorted before he and his comrade begt a quick exit.

"Yousay it likeacurse" Maniac cried after them. "At least | ain't afanatic and afresk!" Suddenly aware
of hiscompany, he added, "No offense, guys.”

Pdadin arrived beside Blair, his once sdlow face now aglow. "Lieutenant?' he called out to Maniac.
"Explain your presence.”

"Y ou know it's actually good to see you two locked up. At least | know what side you're on.”
"Lieutenant, answer my—"

"Sir, | took a hit, lost control, and came in close to the carrier as she was about to jump,” Maniac began,



sounding bored with having to relate the tale. "I drifted into some kind of neutra field that surrounded the
ship. | fired atow beam, just hung on, and figured 1'd be wasted by the jump. On the other side, they
sent out a couple Rapiers and tractored me back to the flight deck. Got interrogated by afew people.
Don't know if they were officers, they wore those nutty robes with the symbols aong the cuffs. One of
them gave the order to have me executed.”

Pdadin snorted. "So why am | Hill talking to you?”

"Well, g, | kind of dropped your name." Maniac's voice grew more tentetive. "Told 'em | was afriend
and that they should check with you first before they did anything. And son of abitch, it worked. At least
for now."

"That's pretty clever, Lieutenant.”
"Why, thank you, Sr."
"Youidiot!" Paladin suddenly roared. "Aristee will bait me with your life"

"What was | supposed to do? Let 'em kill me?1 don't think so. And why can't she do the same thing with
Blar?'

"Shewon' kill him—heshdf Pilgrim. Y our presence may have dready compromised thismisson.”
"And what missonisthat, Sr ?'

Paladin sighed disgustedly and shambled back toward the cot. He flipped back a stray lock of hair and
sat, hisexpression returning to atight mask of thought.

"Hey, | didn't ask to be here," Maniac added. "Y ou guys did. Mind telling me why?*
Blair looked to Paladin, who shook his head.

"Hey, you guys eat yet?' Maniac continued. " The food any good? Or do these Pilgrims eat only holy rice
or some other bullshit?"

"Think you'd better st down and find your own religion,” Blair retorted. "Y ou'll need it now."
Voices echoed faintly in the distance, then wore off into the sound of approaching footsteps.
"What now?" Pdadin muttered.

Captain Amity Aristee emerged from the shadows like a dark-skinned archangd, cast out from the
Confederation and ruling now in her own private hell. She did, indeed, possess that torturous beauty of
which Paladin had so often spoke, and Blair found himsdlf drawn to the forest in her eyesand the
mysteries coiled through her black, shoulder-length hair. Aristee carried hersdf with arhythm that
seemed at once primordial and musical, though in no way did it appear forced. Full, round breasts tented
up her robe, with more than ahint of cleavage forming awarm home at her V-neck. She stood tdl on
firmlegs, the calves smooth and well-defined, and her small feet with toenails painted white fit perfectly in
her leather sandds. Blair amused himsdlf by speculating on her undergarments—or lack thereof—before
he noticed another man coming forward, aman he immediately recognized, though he had first seen as
part of the continuum, part of something universa, ementd, and baffling.

Frotur Johan McDanid regarded Blair with warm recognition. "Brotur Christopher.” Then he eyed
Pdadin with adight though detectable sneer. "And Brotur James. | never thought we'd meet again.”



"For a Pilgrim with aperfect sense of direction, you seem to keep crossing my path,” the commodore
sad coldly.

"Oh, but that's not my will. It's destiny tugging on your ebow. Y ou'velived in denid long enough, haven't
you?"

"All right, gentlemen,” Arigteeinterjected. "Well finish the debate later.” With severa rapid keystrokeson
the cell's control panel, she opened the door. "Let'sgo.”

Blair noticed how Aristee and Paladin would not look at each other. He had expected an avkward
moment between them, amoment in which they painfully uttered each other's namesfollowed by
mawkish clicheslike"It'sbeenalong time.”

"Whoa. Where are you going?' Maniac asked asthey stepped into the corridor. "Hey, you leave me
here, you're gonna have amgor problem on your hands."

"Lieutenant,” Paladin snapped, then added a glare to silence Maniac. The reprimand worked.
"l understand he'safriend,” Aristee said, though she barely met Paadin's gaze.

"No, he'snot."

"Sir?' Maniac cried.

"He'sagood friend and one of most aggressive junior pilotsin the flegt,” the commodore added. "But
he'still ahuman. | suggest you jettison him ASAP."

Blair turned to Paladin, mouth agape both eyes bulging.

"James, you know why | let him live" Aristee began. "Don't insult my intelligence again. Y ou're not here
to defect, and you don't want meto kill him. Y ou're here to talk me into surrendering, but Ivar Chu
himsdlf couldn't do that now."

"At least hear meout," Pdadin sad.

"Oh, I will. Well have plenty of timeto talk. But first | want to show you something.” She suddenly
turned to Blair, scrutinized him for a second, then blurted out, ™Y ou look like your mother."

"Did you know her, maam?"

"I knew of her. | was pretty young back then and was only visiting Peron. | remember everyone being
jealous of her good looks. Then when she married your father, that jealousy turned to hate.” She moved
away. "So it goes."

They followed her toward the hatch at the far end of the corridor, with Johan McDanid bringing up the
rear. "Broturs James and Christopher, many people scarified their livesfor what you're about to witness.
We shdl honor them by remaining silent until we arrive,” the frotur ingtructed.

Pdadin looked askance at Blair and made aface. Blair nodded as the two Marinesjoined them at the
hetch.

"Bring back some food,” Maniac shouted.

Amity led them down several decks, toward the supercruiser's stern. They passed severd torpedo launch
bays, pilots quarters, environmental controls, and along storage area fenced off by polymeric bars.



Crew members snapped to as they neared them, bowing instead of saluting.

It took al of fifteen minutesfor them to reach the engineering deck. Two more Pilgrim Marines stood
guard outside the oval-shaped hatch. Asthey drew near, one of the guards briskly keyed open the door.
The drone of cooling unitsand air recyclers grew louder as they stepped onto a catwalk that
encompassed acircular room. The catwak permitted full view of the ship's drive system, agreat metdlic
organ centered below. From a distance, the place resembled an amphitheater, with the drive at center
stage and emitting a solid bass note so deep that Blair felt it pass through him as they crossed toward a
staircase that dropped fifteen metersto the drive deck. He gripped the rail and descended, his gaze
riveted to the hopper driveitself.

Mounted on atwo-meter-high, rectangular durastedl base, the drive extended about fifteen meters,
bearing the exotic curves of some black, incandescent melon. It tapered at thetail end to form acurving
hose with the girth of two men. The hose arced back to the center of the drive, where it grew wider by a
third and attached to a dome on the system's back. A conduit at least five meters across jutted from the
forward end and curved up ninety degreesto reach the overhead. Blair assumed that the four robed men
who had risen from their control stations along the perimeter were drive officers; they bowed as Aristee
entered the room.

"Asyou were," shesad.
"Jesus," Paladin mumbled, gaping at the drive. "Must've taken monthsto ingall this system.”

"Nine-point-three," Aristee qualified. "The Confederation could never maintain security astight asmine or
create a better campaign of misinformation. Y our friends at Intell thought they had usfigured out. |
wonder what they think now. Even my own command staff didn't know what was going on down here.
Some said it would beimpossible.” She sniggered. "Gentlemen, | present to you theimpossible.”

Pdadin pointed at the tube extending to the ceiling. "Well field integrator?”

"Very good. The matter-antimatter reactor is housed in the dome. The reaction containment field is
located bel ow. Problems with the old hopper drive occurred there. We used aKilrathi aloy insdethe
driveto foster containment, control the reaction, and account for gravitic distortions from nearby objects.
At least the cats are good for something else besideskilling.”

"What'stherange? If | recall, the old doships were limited to twenty or thirty percent of alight year.”

"We're il experimenting with that, but our last jump took us nearly hafway acrossVegasector. You do
themath.”

"But isn't thefield locdized?'

"There's ardationship between the number of anti-gravitons created by the field and the range. | don't
pretend to understand it, but the more we generate, the farther we go.”

"Y eah, but as you generate more anti-gravitons, the well becomes more unstable.”

The commodore's fact left Aristee unmoved. "We're working on that, too. But no matter how unstable
the well becomes, we can il navigate it, either through conventiona NAVCOM Al or aPRilgrim
navigator. Frotur McDaniel isresponsible for our successin that area.”

"I'mjust an old man," McDaniel said withasmile.

Paadin shook hishead. "'l wish you were."



"Madam, what you've done hereis nothing short of remarkable,” Blair said. "But for what? Why show us
this? And how do you justify killing millions on Mylon? What do you want? Most terrorists have some
sort of demands.”

She stepped toward him, her fruity perfume beginning to sap away hisanger. "I'm not aterrorist, Brotur
Christopher. I'm avictim, same asyou. We were chosen for the stars. The Confederation took them
fromus." She grinned wistfully. "I don't expect to get them back. But | will start arevolution the likes of
which the Confederation has never seen. Even the Kilrathi will cower in our presence. I'm not some
insane fanatic who's hijacked her own ship with theintention to kill as many humansas| can before | die
afiery death. You think I'm that reckless? | know what'sright for my people. And I'm going to giveit to
them with the help of thisdrive. | show it to you becauseit'syours."

"No." Pdadin's eyes narrowed in disgust.

"You can't strike and run forever,” Blair said, histone complementing the commodore's expression. "This
isjust one ship, and the fleet will eventudly catch up with you.”

"Of courseit will, but not before | creste asymbol of our renewed strength. Gentlemen, in gpproximately
sixty days further modificationsto thisdrive will be completed. They will dlow usto generate a
space-time well large enough to be placed near planetary bodies. At such time we will proceed to Earth
and complete Brotur Wilson's mission. If were not destroyed there, our next targets will include Sol
system military ingdlations." Shefocused her attention on Paladin. ™Y ou'll be supplying uswith more
specific data.on bringing down their defense nets.”

"Interesting the way you stand there and tell usyou're not insane,” Blair began. "Then you tell usyour
plansto take out Earth and the Confederation. Am | the only one who recognizestheirony? And if thisis
what being aRilgrimisal about, then—"

"You'redll naive, Brotur. You'lll cometo understand,” she assured him with anod. "I don't like killing,
but I will no longer tolerate the persecution of my people.”

"l suppose you went to McDanid for the protur's blessing,” Paadin interjected. "Y ou don't have it, and
without it you can't succeed.”

"On the contrary, James, | not only have the protur's blessing, but he's aboard this ship.”

Pdadin shifted his gaze to Johan McDanidl. " So you figured out where hisretreet is. Did he come
willingly?"

"Later on, I'll takeyou to seehim," Aristee offered. "Y ou can ask him yoursdf.”

"I don't believe you've met the protur,” McDanid said, gripping Paladin's shoulder. ™Y ou must talk to
him."

The commodore twisted out of McDanid's hold, then scanned the drive room for effect. "All of this...
what awaste."

"Oh, come down off your pulpit,” Aristee shot back. ™Y ou wouldn't have said that ten years ago. We
joined the Navy for the same reasons. Y ou've just forgotten them.”

Asthe commodore stood in silent consideration, McDaniel did up behind Blair and whispered, "Haven't
seen her yet, have you? Oh, you've heard her, but you haven't redlly seen her.”

A bolt of chillsimpaed Blair's spine as he turned back to the old man. "No, | haven't. She knows my



name."
""She knows more than that."
"Whoisshe?'

"It'snot who but what sheis," he said with awink. "And that's not for me to answer, but for you to
discover.”

"Relayed drone message from the Concordia coming through now, sir,” Comm Officer Zabrowsky
reported.

Gerad nodded sharply. "Decrypt and route to OS station two."

"Aye, gr. Decryption in progress.” The freckle-faced boy swiveled back to hisinstruments. "Routing to
OStwo."

As Gerad pulled histired frame to the port-side observation station, he muttered, "It's about time.”

The Tiger Claw had reached Netheranya three standard days ago and had assumed a high orbit of the
mottled brown world whose oceans comprised only ten percent of her total area. Gerald had sent off a
droneto Naval Station Gemini near the Enyo system to inform the admiral that they were a tation.
Gemini would in turn send off ajump-capable drone to the Concordia, now orbiting McDanid's World.

I nter-ship, long-distance drone communications did little more than snail dong, but the Hell's Kitchen
system stood in an area of gpace known as the Vega cluster, with Enyo, McAuliffe, Dieno, Pephedro,
Blackmane, and Cambriadl within the grid and just asingle jump away. With so many sysemsin the
areg,

Gerad had assumed there would be other fleet operations within direct communications range. They had
detected and contacted severa Confed merchant and cargo vessals aswell as severa civilian and
commercia transports, but they had failed to find any capita shipsfrom the 14th Fleet. Gerald had grown
abit unnerved by the prospect of the Claw , the Mitchell Hammock , and the Oregon being the only
capital shipswithin haf of Day Quadrant. He wondered why the admira had spread the fleet so thinly,
and he hoped the communique would explain thet.

Appearing to be his usuad impeccable sef, Tolwyn gave his customary nod of acknowledgment and said,
"Sorry for thedelay, Mr. Gerdd. Well get right to it. Interstellar probes detected aKilrathi battle group
between L afayette and Tamayo systems. The cats are obvioudly after the Olympus. I've dispatched six
strike carriers with ordersto find and destroy that battle group. In the meantime, we're going to call
Captain Aristegs bluff. At this moment, nearly one hundred CF-20 ConCom ships are deploying drones
throughout V ega sector. Each drone will broadcast along-range transmission for Captain Aristee. I've
attached acopy of the transmission for your review. In sum, sheis ordered to surrender her
vesse—otherwise every Pilgrim system and enclave within Confederation territory will be destroyed and
al surviving Rilgrimswithin our borderswill be arrested and imprisoned until she stlands down. Theat last
part won't be too difficult since many of those Pilgrims have dready sought shelter in designated camps.”

Gerdd paused the message. Had the admiral lost hismind?Y es, he might be calling Aristeg's bluff, but if



he actualy ordered the destruction, he would be persondly responsible for the deaths of hillions. The
senate would hang him. It took amoment more for Gerad to redlize what Tolwyn had done, and he
gmiled inwardly. The senate probably had no idea of the admira's plan. However, if one of the drones
were intercepted by the wrong ship, and word leaked back to the senate—but by then it would be too
late to stop Tolwyn. On the other hand, the plan might work. How could Aristee ever hopeto build a
forceif the

Confederation wiped out the systems and enclaves? She might finally recognize the foolishness of her
pursuits.

"Mr. Gerdd, | want you to establish ano-fly zone around the Pilgrim enclave Triune on Netheranya. The
drike bases at Tung and Sylee will provide atmospheric air support while your fighter wing will interdict
al ships attempting to make orbit or planet-fal. I've dready contacted the Pilgrim ambassador of Triune
and declared agtate of martia law. Now, Mr. Gerald, if we receive arefusa from Captain Aristee, know
that | will givethe order to destroy Triune and itsfour million inhabitants. In al, over two billion Pilgrims
across three systems and five coloniad enclaveswill die. That's our worst case scenario, and I'm praying it
doesn't come to that. But Aristee has been sending messages long enough. It's high time we replied. I'll
keep you informed. Tolwyn out.”

"You'reredly going to doit, old man,” Gerald whispered to the blank screen. He glanced up at
Netheryana, looming in the viewport. His mind traveled to the cities, the suburbs, thelittle farms, thewine
fields, the hillsthat rolled on to the horizon. He thought of the children lining up behind their teachers, the
old men and women gaming in the parks, the coal, dark waters of the many streams that ran through the
smple land. He had had too much time to study the enclave, to drift through the holos that showed
images as grikingly beautiful asthey now were painful. He should fed glad that Tolwyn wastaking
extreme measuresto bring in Aristeg, but killing civilians just to make a point smacked of terrorism.
They'renot civilians— they're Filgrims. Hell, they don't even think of themsavesashuman . The
reminder hardly made him fedl better. He craned his head to the comm gtation. "Mr. Z? Get me the COs
a Tung and Sylee"

"Aye, gr. Establishing communications.”
"Mr. Obutu? Recall security patrol and scramble First and Third squadrons.”
Obutu repeated the command, then contacted the Rapier pilots presently flying patrol.

Gerad switched on the ship-wide intercom and hemmed. "All personnd, thisisthe captain. We have just
received ordersto establish ano-fly zone over Triune. | suspect welll encounter alot of resistance from
commercia and civilian vessals. Well remain secured from genera quarters, but I'd liketo maintain a

hel ghtened sense of readiness. Any one of those ships could take a potshot at us, and those skippers
know we won't return fire and create an incident. I'd like to avoid becoming famous, but we will respond
gppropriately to sgnificant threets. If you have any questions, consult with your department heads. That is
al”

"Sir?' Comm Officer Zabrowsky caled. "No response from the strike bases yet, but | have Lieutenant
Commander Deveralix on a secure channel.”

"I'll takeit here”

Angel's bewildered expression lit the screen, with officers scrambling from the flight control room behind
her. "Sir. We expecting Aristee?"

"| doubt it. The admird's calling her bluff with this blockade, but my gut'stelling methisisn't right.



Exercise extreme caution out there. Divert civilian and commercid pilotsto Enyo where possible. Notify
any shipsin need of refuding that we will accommodate that need as necessary.”

"How long will thislagt?"

"Vegasabig place. And Aristee is a stubborn woman. | think well be anchoring herefor avery long
time"

"Have you received any word from Commodore Taggart?'
"I'm betting that when we hear from Aristee, well hear from him. Probably not before.”
"Yes, ar." She ended the transmission.

"Sir? Contact bearing three-two-four by five-one-nine," Radar Officer Falk said. "Designate Bravo
two-five, Wren-class commercid transport. Range: two-one-five Ks. Ve ocity: one-two-five KPS and
dowing."

"And the party begins" Gerald said, then rose and skirted hisway back to his command chair. "Hail
them, Mr. Falk. Report perimeter violation of standard no-fly zone. If that captain gives you an argument,
patch him through to me."

Blair shook his head as Maniac released an especidly loud yawn. "1 ever tell you about the time | took
Casey up in my Rapier trainer? That was adate that blondie will never forget. Shit, even | remember it."

Maniac's words echoed hollowly through the brig, and for oncein hislife Blair truly wished he were
aone. He had been sitting in his cell for seven days since first coming aboard. Paadin had beenin his
company for the first two days, then the Marine guards had fetched him, and Blair had not seen or heard
from the commodore since.

He and Maniac spent most of their time talking. Blair told Maniac stories about his boyhood, stories of
farming, of hisfirst experience with his holographic assstant, Merlin, and of hisfirst kissin preschool. But
this heart-warming, generd audience stuff only inspired fits of yawning from hiswingman. Living upto his
reputation, Maniac related tales of his numerous and varied sexua encounters, he the virile hero whose
presence struck down women with an overpowering desire to tear the clothes from their bodies and
throw themsalves at him. The stories grew more graphic, the women more beautiful, thetruth lost in dl of
that heavy breething. Marshdl's cal sign should have been NymphoManiac .

By thethird day, Blair's request for a shower and clean clothes had finally been honored. The guards had
kept their weapons trained on them even whilein thelatrine and afterward had forced them to wear
Pilgrim robes. Maniac had swapped afew insults with the guards, but for the most part they ignored his
crude comments.

With the passage of each day, marked by areport from Merlin and the switching on or off of the lights,
Blair grew more anxious and began to doubt that they would ever be released. Surely he had better
thingsto do with histime than diein amiserable cell in the company of Todd Marshall. Even now, as
Maniac launched into another of histaes, which somehow involved two peoplein the cramped confines
of aRapier cockpit, Blair rocked dowly on his cot and thought of hisyouth, of how much he had not
seen, and of how hislast image might be a sheet of scored gray stedl.

And the questions, so many questions, continued to e ude him. Where was Paadin? Why hadn't he come
to vigt? Why hadn't anyone cometo see them? Why did Paladin bring him herein thefirst place? Where
was the ship now? What was happening back on the Claw ? What about Angel?



And the note. Had she received the note? The Diligent's comm computer had reported a successful
transmission. He wondered what she thought of it. He shouldn't have written the "L" word. He had
probably frightened her. What a spectacularly foolish thing he had done. Wdll, it could have been worse.
He could have listened to Merlin; then again, he would have someone elseto blameif helost her.

Why was he s0 afraid of losing her? What about her intrigued him so much? Her raw beauty and strong
will had initidly attracted him, but what now kept him rapt? Wasit her pain? The emptiness he had
aready tried to fill’? Did he want to save her from sdf-destruction? Or did he want to show her that
chivary gill existed despite the years and distances? He should be with her for the right reasons, but what
were they? He couldn't just be her savior. She would close up, resent him, because needing him would
make her confront her own weaknesses, and while she could do that, the reminder would only bring her
more pain.

"... and you should have seen the look on my crew chief's face when the canopy opens and up pops
Casgy'shead. | tdl himthat | caught her trespassing in my cockpit and that I'm turning her over to
security immediatdy." Maniac chuckled over the memory, then hisvoice died off into the sllence. "C'mon,
Blair. Y ou gottaadmit that's funny.”

"Uh-huh."

"What's the matter? Ain't you ever been locked up for aweek aboard a supercruiser taken over by
Rilgrims?* He snorted. "l

know thissucks. It really sucks. | bet Taggart's up in the wardroom right now, egting like aking.
Aristeg's probably won him over aready.”

"No way. He's up there convincing her to stand down,” Blair countered, wishing hiswords were fact.

"l ain't saying he'satraitor. She could've easily drugged him. He's Intell and privy to alot of datathat
sheld love to have. Know what? I'm convinced she's done that. Otherwise, he would have dready come
down to see us. He's either drugged or suddenly doesn't care. Or maybe/ am saying he's atraitor.”

"Paadin’'s no turncoat. He's more loyal to the Confederation than you."

"Then | hope hisloyalty buysusaticket out of thishole." A solid and familiar thump sounded from the
wadll that adjoined their cells. Ashedid at least once every day, Maniac had beat hisfist on the stedl.
"Hey, guards?'

Someone approached, but the footsteps sounded a bit lighter than those of the guards, whose passage
Blair had come to know well. He sprang from the bunk and gripped the bars of his cell, imagining for the
nth time that he had the strength to bend durastedl. He jammed his head against the bars and squinted
through the shadows vesturing the passage.

A figure cameforward, hiswhite robe extending to his shins and fluttering behind him with an dmost
underwater downess. Hisface grew ditinct, and Blair gasped. "Sir."

"Y our earsmust've been ringing,” Maniac said.
Paladin arrived before Blair and gave a curt nod. "Lieutenant. How are you two doing?'
"Weredl right," Blair answered. "They fed uswell.”

"If you cal |eftover rationsamed,” Maniac qualified. "Probably scooped them out of waste can. Hey,
Commodore? Where you been? And when the hell are we getting out?"



"It'scomplicated. And I'm not sureiif you'll be getting out anytime soon. Aristee doesn't have enough
personnel to assign aguard to you. It'seasier for her to keep you here."

"While you get to stroll around the ship unguarded?’ Maniac quickly followed. "Excuse me, Sr, but |
have adight problem with that."

"She's got aguard on me. Heswaiting at the hatch.”
"Youtak to her yet?' Blair asked.
"I've had severa opportunities, Mr. Blair. Sufficeit to say, | need many more."

"Quegtion is, do we have that time? Where is she headed? And how many more people do you think
shelll kill?"

"She's arranged to purchase supplies and take on more personnd at Aloysius Prime. She's having some
trouble with the hopper drive, 0 | expect it'll take us awhile before we get there. I'm not happy with that
degtination. Aloysiusisin Robert's Quadrant, right on the Kilrathi border."

"Y ou're not happy with that destination?' Maniac snapped. "Why don't you do something about it? That
bitch will never stland down. We need to take this ship by force.”

"Excellent ideg," Blair said, feigning his enthusiasm. "The three of uswill take on the entire crew. Or
maybe you'd like to do that single-handedly? At least you'd have something other than sex to talk about.”

"I'm flipping you the bird right now."

Paladin shifted to Maniac'scell. "Mr. Marshdl, we may very well have to take this ship by force. And if
wedo, | expect that you will follow my orders without question—no matter what | tell you to do.”

"At thispoint, sir, I'm most concerned with getting my particular ass off this particular ship. If we can save
the Confederation in the interim, more power to us."

"Sir?' Blair interrupted. "Why didn't you come to see us sooner?"

" She's been forcing me to attend her con-crit sessions and suffer through a series of songs and
conversations, akind of exorcism of old ideas through music and speech. Y our basic brainwashing in the
guise of spiritual pursuit. It takes nearly five daysto go through the first sequence.”

"Maybe they drugged you," Maniac said. "Maybe you're just feeding us bullshit.”

"I haven't been drugged. Tampering with the body in that way is strictly forbidden. That'sa covenant in
our favor. They want to win over only cognizant individuals Since cognizance is a prerequisite of
ascenson.”

"These people don't hang out in shuttleports, chanting and handing out flyers, do they?* Maniac gibed.

"Don't underestimate them, Mr. Marshdl. If you do, you'll wind up chanting and distributing flyers
yoursdlf."

"Sir, I've never been aPOW," Blair confessed. "That Kilrathi tattoo on your neck helps you remember
that you were. | don't want to pry, but tell methis: How did you get through it? What did you do to keep
yourself sane? It's only been aweek, but | fed more tortured by the monotony than if they came down
here and beat me. | guess| have too much time on my hands. I'm getting wire happy. So's Maniac.
Pretty soon well do anything to escape, evenif it getsuskilled.”



" think you get through it by reaching down into yourself and finding ared reason to live. Why areyou
here, Mr. Blair? What is your purpose in this universe? Big questions. They might even sound ridiculous.
But if you can discover the answers, it won't matter what they throw at you. When the Kilrathi took me,
it was like having awindow to hell. They know exactly what can kill ahuman. Exactly. That'sjust whet |
said in my debriefing. | spent two long yearsin captivity, but | made it through because I'm here to affect
asmany livesas| can. My life was never mine. It took me along timeto reconcile with that.”

"To be honest, sir, | have no ideawhy I'm here. But I'll try to figure that out. Thanks.”
"Gentlemen, I'll visit again soon. Just hang tight. Do the Confederation proud.”

"Oh, weredoing it red proud sttin' here,” Maniac muttered.

Ignoring the remark, the commodore drifted off, into the shadows.

Blair remained at the barsfor severd minutes after Pdadin left. He played over the commodore's advice,
but his thoughts seemed as imprisoned as hisbody. Maybe I'm just here to be a Confederation pilot.
Maybe | don't have some higher purpose. Why do | even need one ?

Y our purposeiswith us.

The voice sent Blair recoiling from the barsto ingpect his cell. She had spoken in hishead. And it hadn't
been during ajump. Who areyou ?

I'm not aghost. I'm not reading your mind. I'm just letting you read the script of my thoughts. My script is
here, in this ship. Would you like to know me?

Y eah, | guess so. What do you want?

I'll comefor youwhen | can.

Who areyou?

No response.

"Who areyou?'

"What?' Maniac asked.

Blair drew in along breath, rubbed his eyes, then dropped onto his cot. "Nothing."

"Know what's gonna happen, Ace? The Confed is going to pound this ship out of existence, and well be
along for the ride. We're on death row."

"Hey, Maniac? What's your purposein life?’

"Shit, that's easy. I'm here to strap on agtarfighter and rack up as many killsas possible. | am akilling
machine. | am population control. | am thefina glimpse before eternity. Sivar lovesme. | send him fresh
Kilrathi souls”

"Sarioudy.”

" Serioudy . | am heretokill, kill, kill. And I'll give back to the universe by amaking afew babies. But
not any time soon. | need another decade or so of practice, with, of course, as many women as possible.
Y ou stand on your marble mountain and tell me I'm shalow. But | got no illusons about this. And if there



isasupreme being, then | have to get credit for being exactly who | am. Love me. Hate me. But you
have to respect that | know what I'm about. Y ou? Y ou keep turning back to this Pilgrim thing. So your
mother was aPilgrim. So what. Look at these people. Look at what they've done. Y ou want to dia into

Blair jerked himsdlf off the cot and beat afist into hispadm. "Not dl Filgrimsarelikethis. | wish
somebody would teach me who they redlly are. Then maybe I'd know what I'm about. And so would
you."

With alaugh, Maniac replied, "Y ou're about fear. Y ou're about confusion. Y ou're about running. And it
would make me fed awholelot better if you were about kicking ass."

"Evenif | were, what could we do about it? Try to pull off some pathetic diverson?Y ou complain that
you're sick, then the guard opens the door and you pound his ass? Then you open my cdll, we take the
guards wegpons, hightail it through the ship, and take Aristee a gunpoint? We'reliving this. It ain't some
bad movie."

"We got nothing to lose. | say wetry anyway.” Blair threw up hishands. "Go ahead. Y ou can add
stupidity to what you're about.”

Admira Vukar sat rigid in hiscommand chair, his gaze traveing intently from station to Sation asthe
Shak'’Ar'Roc's bridge crew prepared to jump. His officers had just come off afive hour respite, and they
appeared invigorated by the notion that they would once more pick up their quarry's scent. Every heart
wasinthe hunt...

Tactica Officer Makorshk had predicted that the supercruiser would go to the Hell's Kitchen system, to
aplanet caled Neth-eryana, to a Pilgrim enclave called Triune that stood directly in the supercruiser's last
known trgectory. At tremendous risk, they had jumped back to L afayette, moved on to Montrose, then
on to Pephedro. Vukar felt certain that they had been spotted by Confederation reconna ssance probes,
but he dso felt certain that if they kept moving, they would remain relatively safe. He had aready driven
his battle group to itslimit and had lost the Fralthi-class cruiser Caxkolee along the way. The ship'sdrive
system had malfunctioned, and those warriors assigned to her had been transferred to the battle group's
remaining sSix cap ships. Asusud, they had set the cruiser to self-destruct to avoid its confiscation and
study by the apes. Vukar wished they could hide the cruiser's debris from Confederation detection, but
he lacked the time and resources for such amassive clean-up operation in enemy territory.

"Digtanceto jump point?' he asked Makorshk.

"Two-point-nine kilometers. Jump in three-point-zero-one standard minutes. All shipsreport positive
lock on target. Final course corrections have been initiated. Jump commitment will occur in exactly
three-point-one-one standard minutes, my Karalahr."

Vukar flexed hisfingersimpatiently. He pictured himself seizing the supercruiser's captain by the neck and
lifting him into the air. He would strangle the life out of the gpe, demondtrating that their species had at
least one tenet in common: justice through revenge. He stole another 1ook at histacticd officer and
congdered the second fang's demise should the cal culations prove wrong. For ten long days V ukar had
placed histrust in the young warrior. On the other side of the jump point lay Makorshk'sfate, and V ukar



suspected that his subordinate knew that. Three days ago, the second fang had come to Vukar's ready
room to assure him that their course was logica. Vukar had not wanted to hear about logic. He had
asked Makorshk what his heart told him.

"My heart tellsme nothing," Makorshk had replied.

"Ligenmoreclosdy."

"Asyouwish."

"Fal toligten, fall to rely on your indtincts, then you fail. Thisistheway of Svar."

Since then, Vukar sensed that the second fang had reweighed his primitive beginnings and might draw on
them now as asource of power. Makorshk had not cometo Vukar with thisrevelation, but the glimmer
in the young warrior's eyes seemed generated by an innate energy and not by thoughts of self-satisfaction.
Makorshk had finaly committed his heart to the hunt.

"Time?' Vukar asked the second fang.
"Thirty secondsto jump point.”

"Mute the darm before it sounds.”
Makorshk threw aswitch. "Alarm muted.”

"All sations a pre-jump readiness,” reported Comm Officer Takar'ki. "Escorts confirm that Point of No
Return velocity for Hell's Kitchen jump point has been achieved.”

Syl'rkal, the present radar officer, suddenly lifted hisvoice. "Karalahr? We have acquired a contact
bearing one-one-two by three-three-seven at arange of nine-point-four-one kilometers. Veocity istwo
onefour KPS. It isa Confederation communications drone broadcasting a holographic message on
multiple long-range frequencies. Language: Terran standard.”

"Hemislocked to autojump system,” Second Fang Yil'schk cut in with his necessary report.
Vukar swiveled his chair to face Syl'rkai. "Trand ate that message and route to bridgecomm.”

The communications officer grunted his acknowledgment and begt a near-steady rhythm on his touchpad
to initiate the command.

"Twenty secondsto jump point,” Makorshk said.
Vukar narrowed his gaze on Syl'rkai. "Do you have the message?”’
"Message trandated and stored,” the officer said. "Routing to bridgecomm.”

A meter-wide disk located on the deck in front of Vukar's command chair began to palpitate with light,
then a shimmering white column coaesced into atal, gray-haired gpe standing on the bridge of a
Confederation supercruiser. The apefolded hisarms over his chest and stared angrily at Vukar. Hislips
moved, and after ananosecond delay, the trandator engaged. " Captain Amity Driftmadien Aristee,
Confederation 1D number 225X741, you are hereby ordered to surrender your vessdl at the nearest
Confederation world. Should you fail to comply by calendar date one-five-eight, we will destroy every
Pilgrim system and enclave and imprison every known Pilgrim within Confederation territory.”

"Ten seconds to jump point,” Makorshk shouted over the message.



"By thetime you receive this, we will have dready established no-fly zones around each of those
settlements, which are, as you know, dependent upon imports. Don't force your people into suffering,
and don't be the cause of their deaths. Y ou may have little regard for your own life, but think of them. Do
what'sright for them.” The apetook a step forward, hisface growing tighter, moreintense. "'l assure you,
we're not bluffing. | invite you to initiate long-range reconnai ssance to confirm our presence, and | look
forward to your reply. Admira Geoffrey Tolwyn, Chief of Fleet Operations, out.”

"Werre at thejump point," Makorshk cried, asthe ship began to shudder. "Well reach the gravity well's
PNR inten, ning, eight, seven, Sx—"

Vukar shot to hisfeet. "Abort the jump!”

Makorshk tilted hislarge head in confusion.

"Aborting jump,” said Hmsman Yil'schk.

Comm Officer Takar'ki's voice camein awheeze. "Relaying abort order to battle group.”
"PNR reached!" Makorshk said.

"Jump drivewill not shut down,” said Yil'schk. "Override clock exceeded. We are committed to the
jump.”

"Alert dl shipstoimmediately set coursefor—" Vukar heard himsdf finish the command, but dl activity
on the bridge had aready ceased. His vision lasted but another second before narrowing into aworld of
speckled darkness. The weight of hisarmor lifted from his shoulders, and the bindings on his boots no
longer pinched. Even the sweet aromaof nutrient gas had been neutralized into asmell that was no smell.
He pricked up hisears, straining to hear something. A distant rumble finaly sounded, grew louder, then
suddenly roared as he coughed, blinked off flashes of piercing light, then leaned onto his command chair.

"Jump completed,” Makorshk said. "Drive sysems nomind."
"Escorts report successful jump,” added Comm officer Takar'ki.

"Relay order for dl shipsto stalk. Low emissons. Run ultraquiet,” Vukar ordered bresthlessly.
"Navigation? Hdm? Set course for Hell's Kitchen jump point.” He strode quickly toward the viewport to
examine the shining dots of the system dead ahead. The jump point lay within that system, agravity well
about twenty thousand kilometers from the planet Netheryana.

"Jump point datais aready in our system,” Makorshk said. "Jump caculationswill be avalablein
gpproximately four minutes. Well reach jump point in four-point-four minutes. Request permisson to
scan for ion emissonsand gravitic resduum.”

"Passive scansonly,” Vukar snarled. "Y ou heard the ape. They've established no-fly zones around each
of the Pilgrim enclaves and systems—including this one. Weve just jumped head on into a Confederation
battle group.”

"No, Karaahr. Passive imager has already detected three Confederation capital ships—only three,"
Makorshk said, bearing hisfangs. "Largest contact identified asthe CS Tiger Claw . Other two are
Exeter-class destroyers CS Oregon and CS Mitchell Hammock ."

"Navigation? Plot evasion course to jump point.”

"We're not going to engage?’ Makorshk asked, histan eyes paling in surprise. "One strike carrier and



two destroyers are an easy kill."
Heads turned toward the second fang who dared question his admira's orders.
Vukar spunto First Fang Jatark. "Remove him.”

"No," Makorshk cried. "The apes are there, helpless against us. Y ou deny us the honor, Karaahr? And
you shame me with thisorder of remova ?"

Drawing on hisingtincts, Jatark lunged over Makorshk's tactical console and collided with the younger
warrior. Both Kilrathi roared asthey rolled across the deck in adeath clutch. Makorshk drew back a
paw, serrated claws springing out as he dashed Jatark across the cheek. The parallel wounds spewed
blood onto thefirst fang's skin. Asthe sting of his lacerationsfinaly set in, Jatark emitted aterrific howl,
released his grip, and extended the claws on both of his paws.

But Makorshk exploited that moment to reach into histhigh sheath and withdraw hisvorshaki duding
blade, a curved knife with asharp notch representing each of the noble clans of Kilrah. Makorshk's hand
shot up with extraordinary speed. He jammed the blade into Jatork's neck, twisted the handle forty-five
degrees, then drove the knife up with a horrible crunch.

A proximity alarm chirped from Makorshk's station, and Comm Officer Takar'ki shifted toward it, his
gaze never leaving Makorshk as the second fang continued working his vorshaki into Jatork's head.
Meanwhile, Takar'ki snapped hisfinger on asmal bell, an ancient tocain used to beckon the entire
bridge crew. "Kardahr! The strike carrier Tiger Claw and one of her destroyers have dtered course to

intercept.”

Another darm blared from Radar Officer Syl'rkai's station. " Six inbound contacts. Identifying." Syl'rkai
took another look at his screen, then his voice dropped to ominous depths. "Kalraahr? Contacts
identified as cap ship missleslaunched from the Tiger Claw . Missleswill havelock in four seconds.
Egtimated impact in thirty-three seconds.”

"We have to launch countermeasures,” Makorshk said, wrenching his blade from Jatork's neck. The
second fang shoved Jatork's body away and stood, hisface and arm drenched in dark gore. He bolted
to his station and began skimming data that scrolled across atrio of screens.

Vukar glimpsed Jatark, whose paws jerked spasmodically and whose body began heaving astench. The
admira advanced toward Makorshk, reaching for his own vorshaki blade and feeling the frenzy claw into
inhishead.

"A blood dud, of course," Makorshk said. "I knew it could cometo thisthe day welost those
destroyers. But isthisthe time, Karadahr?' The steady beep of incoming missiles punctuated the second
fang's question.

" Kassrichak ," Vukar shouted, the ancient curse jarring his crew amost as much as Makorshk's attack
on Jatark. "Launch countermeasures.” He regarded the hdmsman. " All shipsto assume defense postions.
Continue on evasion course." He cocked his head to Makorshk. "We will not engage. That is not

our misson.

Makorshk lifted his chin high in disrespect. "Then we flee like lowborns, and your destiny liesalongside
Bokoth's. Counter-measures away."

"Missleshavelock," interjected Radar Officer Syl'rka. "Cruisersintervening.”



Tearing himself free of Makorshk's bold stare, Vukar regarded the forward viewport, where the
gpectacle would play out before his eyes.

Misslestook formin the distance, etching their familiar and foreboding tracks across the void. Two of his
Fralthi-class cruisers soared overhead and descended to provide amoderate shield for the
superdreadnought's bow, while athird cruiser hugged the ship's belly and would interdict any missilefire
to that region. His single Raari-class destroyer would shift well ahead of the battle group and unleash
torpedoesin savos of eight. Turreted laserswould attempt to pick off the incoming cap ship missiles, as
would the destroyer's pair of antimatter guns. The battle group's two Sivar-class dreadnoughts now
lumbered into flanking positions. At over eight hundred meters and equipped with twelve torpedo tubes
each, the dreadnoughts a one could take on the apes and emerge victorious. Never mind the
dreadnoughts fighter complements of over one hundred and fifty, and the tremendous meson shields that
protected their streamlined, rectangular hulls. The torpedoes would be enough to gnaw away the strike
carrier's shields and reduce her to atumbling collection of gas-and-spark-laden rubbish. But as Vukar
had reminded Makorshk, they should not waste time engaging. They would move as quickly asthey
could to the jump point.

Asthe dreadnoughts added their own antimatter fire to the growing defense wall, eight cone-shaped
drones transmitting fa se e ectromagnetic signatures spirded away from the Shak’Ar'Roc in an attempt to
bait any missilesthat might penetrate the escort defense. VVukar tracked the path of one such drone until it
vanished behind a scintillating bulwark of laser fire that originated from one of his cruisers.

At the moment, the battle resembled a strange race, rounds competing with each other asthey blasted
away from his ships and arrowed into the distance. With all of his senses, Vukar reached out into that
distance, trying as hisforefathers had to get asense, afed, for his enemy, but the vacuum barred him
from satisfying that impulse.

"Kdraahr, two squadrons of fightersinbound,” said Radar Officer Syl'rkal.

Vukar lowered his snout in expectation of the attack. "Well |et the dreadnoughts handle them."
"Shall | relay the order to launch fighters?' Comm Officer Takar'ki asked.

"No."

"Karaahr, some of those fighters will penetrate point-defense systems,” Makorshk said, leaving his
gation and pounding hisway toward Vukar. "We must launch a counter-assault.”

"Return to your tation," Vukar growled. "Ask Svar for forgiveness and for aswift death.”

Makorshk held his unflinching gaze for amoment, then spun and trudged back. VVukar could have easily
summoned a replacement tactica officer, but despite everything Makorshk had done, the second fang
had more experience than any of his other tactica officers. Now, in time of combat, he wanted
Makorshk at his station. After the jump, dudling bladeswould settle their differences.

Like szcdltd fliesthat swarmed the skies during summer nights on Kilrah, the Confederation fighters
skimmed and flitted and spun through the glistening tangles of fire, emerging unscathed and bound for the
cruisers and dreadnoughts.

"Detecting Confederation Broadsword bombers now, my Kadralahr," came the still-ominous voice of
Radar Officer Syl'rkal. "Two pairswith fighter escorts. They'll reach the dreadnoughtsin
three-point-two-zero minutes.”



"Jump calculations nearly finished,” Makorshk said, reading his screen.

"Drive crews report sysems nomina,” the comm officer rlayed. " Escorts have established jump line and
order."

"Can we jump before those bombers reach the dreadnoughts?' V ukar asked Makorshk.

"We can increase thrugt, overshoot them, and dter the jump line. The bomberswill engage them asthey
attempt to jump. Or we can launch fighters to engage those bombers. Karalahr, we may |ose some of
those fighters, but if we do not engage, we could lose the dreadnoughts. | believe we should have those
dreadnoughts launch fighters and continue to maintain our positionin the rear.”

Vukar spared himsdlf further consideration. Hewould cut hisloses at the fighters and not sacrifice even
one of hiscapita ships. He regarded Comm Officer Takar'ki and said, " Contact our dreadnoughts. Give
the order to launch counter-assault squadrons. Force should be equa in number.”

Though he could easily fight off the pain of ordering loya warriorsto their certain deaths, Vukar
welcomed the dark fedling as an immediate tribute to those brave souls who would die or be left behind.
Whilein recent timesthe Kilrathi rarely took prisoners, the Terrans would attempt to bring in some of his
pilots. Vukar trusted that they would not alow themselves to be shamed in that way.

It took no more than afew secondsfor thefirst wave of Dralthi fightersto streak away from the
dreadnoughts and festoon the heavens with the blue gleam of afterburners. Vukar suddenly held himsalf
erect and mentdly offered his pilots Svar's blessing.

He could do no more.

"That battle group will reach the jump point in lessthan aminute,” Angd cried, her cockpit instruments
blinking and beeping in arhythm asrapid as her pulse. "Bishop? Hunter? Maintain course. Draw that
antimatter fire away from your bombers. Gangsta? Cheddarboy? Break off and target those guns on the
portside dreadnought.”

Theterse replies came and went. Angel held fast to her own course, running escort for the pair of
Broadswords targeting the dreadnought at her nine o'clock.

Snatraflew at her wing, limiting his conversation to cool, curt reporting. "Bomberswill beinrangein
nineteen seconds,” he said, his chestnut brown eyes unblinking on Angd's display.

She looked away and confirmed hisreport on her own tactica screen. Incoming antimatter fire already
wreaked havoc with her sensors, and the occasional glancing round struck the canopy shield and neutron
gun with appreciable thunder. A ring of blips abruptly crawled onto her radar scope, and while she had
seen the fighterslaunch, she had hoped they would get the Broadswords within bombing range before the
Drdthis could engage. "Tick off the bombing range," shetold Sinatra. "We break on one, they bomb on
one. Arewe ready?"

The bomber pilots, who had been monitoring the channd, uttered their assurances. Sinatra added his
response then droned off the seconds with aremarkable stoicism as they plunged toward the expanse of
Kilrathi plastisted gathered into the toothy form of a dreadnought.

A vortex of fire erupted around Angel's canopy, and shield warnings darted and winked across her
VDU. The Rapier could sustain three, possibly four more seconds of thisintense bombardment before
the shields surrendered and the incoming struck her fore armor. She would last another few seconds,
perhaps even long enough for her to shift beam and run headlong into the cap ship's bridge.



Sinatramumbled the last three seconds of the countdown and—

At once the bombersfell away and Angd lit burners. She jerked the stick sharply to starboard in aturn
that made her ssomach question her sanity but took her out of the incoming fire. Two Drathis descended
across her cone, and she dapped the HUD viewer over her eye.

"Torpedoes away!" announced one of the bomber pilots. "They've got alock. Arming now."

"Got off the quad myself,” the other bomber pilot said. "But I'm down to forty-five percent thrust. Port
engineisofflining now. If | don't get some support in—"

A dim explosion met the corner of Angel's eye. She checked her radar scope. The Broadsword had
vanished. Her heart sank, but as she always did during combat, she told herself that she had to stay with
it, stay init. She had dready sighted one of the Drdthi, and the smart targeting reticle winked green and
waved her on. White-knuckling her stick, she tracked the Dralthi and cut free her first salvo of neutron
fire. Rounds struck dedge-hammering blowsto the cat's shields as he rolled and broke.

Groaning againgt the Gs, Angel stayed with the Dralthi, deciding to take out her rage for the
Broadsword'sloss on thisindividua. He dove. She dove. He banked hard to port. She banked hard to
port and fastened herself even tighter to the cat's shadow. He leveled off. She got missilelock. Took the
shot. Tore off the bastard's port wing. Flew through the phantom of his ship. Looked back at the
yawning mouth of debris. The cat's cockpit remained intact. Her VDU crackled with an image of the
Kilrathi pilot, dl coppery helmet and feline eyes. "Thisfor the braiVV With that rushed preamble, the
Kilrathi got down to the business of killing itsdf. The cockpit burst into athousand tiny fragments
gpanned by writhing but quickly-extinguished flames.

After whedling around to face the incoming capita ships, Angel noted with grim fascination that the
Broadswords torpedoes had aready impal ed the dreadnought, detonated, and had quartered her
unevenly, with the largest section belonging to the bow. As she had witnessed many times before, nutrient
gas vented into space, dong with thousands of other objects not pinned down when the bombs had
struck. Kilrathi themselves spun head over hed's through the devastation, serving as obscene flotsam and
viscerd remindersthat thiswasn't just about destroying ships and gaining tectica advantages on star
maps, it was about killing. Killing. And killing some more.

While they had managed to take out one of the dreadnoughts, the cruisers, destroyer, and other
dreadnought reached the jJump point. Scoured by unremitting cap ship fire, they crunched out of existence
amid ringlets of blue-white photons and neutrinos. The superdreadnought followed tightly on her escort's
hedls, her can-nons recoiling and belting out fire to the last second. She dropped into gravity well, blurred
and shrank for amoment, then threw up the blinding sheet of her exit.

Without ceremony or accompanying flourish, the battle smply ended with the jump and the successve
sef-destruction of the twenty or so Dralthi fightersleft behind. Angd squinted asaKil-rathi at her two
o'clock shook paws with Sivar.

"One cap ship for seven,” Bishop grunted. "We suck."

"No, weredive," Angd corrected. "Sucks for you, maybe." She checked her scope. With asigh she
noted that every member of the squadron had survived. "Regroup, ladies. Bishop's buying.”

Ange switched off the comm and flipped back her HUD viewer. She figured that Gerald was aready
relaying their encounter with the Kilrathi battle group. Problem was, the task force Tolwyn had assgned
to find the Kilrathi could not cut them off intime. That gravity well could take the Kilrathi to Enyo, to
McAuUliffe, or even out asfar asVega. Unless Tolwyn dready had shipswaiting in those systems, the



cats would move through them, facing, perhaps, minima resistance since the admira had significantly tied
up thefleet by establishing no-fly zones around the Pilgrim systems and enclaves.

Her VDU switched from a damage report to display an image of Gerad seated at an ob station.
"Exceptiona work, Commander. And now for the bad news. Two unarmed commercial transports from
Nabco-Mills violated the zone during the attack. They made it past the Mitchell Hammock and into
Netheryanas atmosphere.”

"They made it past the Hammock 7"

"I should have held back more patrols. In any event, the transport skippers refuse to turn back, and the
strike base commanders on planet won't order their pilotsto fire unless| take full respongbility.”

"Sotakeit."
"I have. Those transports are loaded with nothing more than foodstuffs, and each carry a crew of ten.”
"Sir, why are you talking to me?'Y ou know the course.”

"Yes, | do. And | shouldn't need reassurance, but | do. Thank you, Commander. And God forgive me.
Captain out."

Unwelcome chills bridged Angd's shoul ders as she imagined the two transports exploding into fiery
bands across Neter-yanas sky. The destruction would linger for hours and serve as agrim testimony to
theinhabitants of Triune.

Thiscan't go on. Even if Aristee doesn't stand down by Tol-wyn's deadline, he can't possibly order the
deaths of so many Pilgrims. Doing that will earn him aplace in history next to Khan, Hitler, and Tralchar.
Itsenviablethat he doesn't bargain with terrorists, but severd billion innocent Pilgrims probably wish he
would. If therésaway out of this, it lieswith Paladin and Blair.

Damnit. Another day would pass and mark another failure. She played a game with hersdf now. She
tried to go an entire day without thinking once of Christopher Blair. Ten days had passed since she had
read his message. Ten failures. You're weak. Y ou're nothing. Y ou're open, vulnerable, and you'l get hurt
more than you ever have before. Besides, he's probably dead already .

No, he's not. Paladin would not let that happen. The commodore needs him for something.

Okay, so maybe heisadive. Maybe helll come back. Why does he care about you? The only thing not
faling apart isyour career.

He doesn't care about you. And you're burning those candles for nothing. Thereésno light.
Oh, God . She unbuckled her oxygen mask and touched her cheek, just to fed himagain ...
Justtofed...

Sprawled out on his cot, head pillowed in his hands, Christopher Blair closed his eyes and transported
himsdf back to Angd's quarters. His pulse quickened as he relived that precious time he had spent with



her before coming aboard the Olympus . He could see her clearly, remember the fragrance of her hair
and the way she breathed his name, but every time he reached out to touch her, he couldn't remember
the texture of her skin, as though someone had stolen that sense. Why can't | remember !

I'm sorry, Brotur , came avoicein hishead. It'smy fault. I'm just jealous, | guess.

An unseen hand stroked Blair's cheek. He sat up, shivering, fingers pressed to his cheek asthough he
could touch the someone who had touched him. ™Y ou said you would come," he whispered doud. "It's
been over two weeks." His shoulders dumped. He stared at the gray wool blanket covering his mattress.

I've been busy. Besides, you haven't been ready to receive me.

What does that mean?

It meanswhat it means.

Heignored theimpulseto roll hiseyes. Do you know any-

thing about Commodore Taggart? Do you know what's going on up there?

Her reply did not come, and it dawned on Blair that maybe her voice, her touch, the glimpses he had
caught of her were al products of stress or some virus he had contracted. Hisillness targeted his senses,
caused him to halucinate. She existed only in his head, and somehow Johan McDaniel had wormed his
way into Blair's thoughts and learned of Blair's contact with her. Or maybe she had been created by
McDanid for some reason.

"I'll tell youwho I am. I'll tell you dl about me—if you'll let me."

The voice sounded different now, much more distinct, like the soft notes of apiano. He looked up from
the blanket—

And locked gazes with awoman about his age whose large, azure eyes seemed, for amoment, to bethe
only source of light. A dozen shades of gold laced through long hair that spilled over her shouldersand
partidly veilled her smal but firm breasts. Her Pilgrim robefit her very wdll, or did shejust seem more
comfortable wearing it? She smiled tightly, her face bearing angles so delicate and precise that were it not
for the blemish near her nose, Blair would have siworn she was an automaton. Unlike Amity Aristee,
whose beauty seemed derived from the shadows and unseen energies of the night, this woman maintained
an aura by remaining close to suns, to people who offered their own light. She would be perfectly at
home on a sailboat, the wind fluttering through her hair, the sun baking her a deep, reflective brown. The
mere act of recognizing her stunning beauty struck guilt in Blair. His heart belonged to Angel, but this
woman's presence left him warm and trembling.

"I'm KarigaMullens," she said.

Though Blair now saw the woman and had heard her voice, he ill had difficulty believing that she
actually existed, even as she keyed open the cell door and moved dowly inside. The door thumped shut,
giving way to Maniac'sincessant snoring. Blair's wingman was probably dreaming up more ridiculous
plans of escape. Hisfeigned illness had inspired the guards to new heights of harassment.

Blair rubbed the deep grit from his eyes, then climbed off the cot. He pulled his robe closer to his neck
and held hisgrip as Karistatook a seat on his bed. She surveyed the utilitarian splendor of hiscell, and
Blair thought he detected atrace of melancholy in her expression. He didn't know what to say, whereto
begin. "Why do you keep contacting me? Why are you here?”’



She patted the mattress, gesturing that he take a seat beside her.
He shook his head. "Were you a Confederation officer?'

"No. | was achanter and dancer in the protur's personal troupe. Now | perform for liberty, for achance
to regain what was ours."

Blair returned aweak sneer. "To be honest, maam, that speech is getting old.”
"Have you forgotten Peron”?”’

"No, but | don't obsessonit, either. I'm not going to blame the Confederation or the Pilgrimsfor the
death of my parents. It just happened. And I've had to ded withit al of my life.”

"Have you ever seen holos of the atrocities committed by the Confederation?' She withdrew asmal
holoplayer from one of her robe's two deep pockets.

Hewaved her off. "Y ou can save the show. And forget about any of your other techniques, like your,
what do you call them, con-crit sessions? And your songs? Forget about them, too. | understand that
Rilgrimswerekilled. | understand that during wartime atrocities are committed—by both sides. What |
don't understand iswhat Aristee and the rest of you hopeto gain. Y ou're on asuicide mission, and the
only message you'll send to your peopleisthat if you defy the Confederation, you will be pounced and
forgotten. She has one ship, and maybe the hopper drive is apowerful device, but shell never get near
Earth with it—not if the Confederation Navy il exigts" He softened his expression. ™Y ou seem like an
intelligent woman. What are you doing here?'

"Sometimes | ask mysdlf that. Sometimes | have an answver. When | hear you talk, | remember my
doubts." Her gaze lowered to her Iap, and she returned the holoplayer to her pocket.

"What do want?"

Shetook in adeep breath and faced him, her expression growing more earnest. "' The scripts of our lives
are often naturdly paired in the continuum. Some of us are lucky enough to recognize the pairing or have
it pointed out to us by others. When you and | were just children, Frotur McDanidl discovered that your
script and mine were adyad. When | was old enough, he told me about it, but | didn't know what to do

with that information. To be honest, | didn't redlly care. It's not an arranged marriage or anything.”

"Thenwhat isit?'

"We're aways paired with our parents. And when were close to the continuum, we can read their
scripts, speak with them, with their energy, with the continuum itsaf. Y ou've done that. Y our mother
keeps warning you not to learn too much about us. She saysyoull fall likeus.”

Blair retreated a step. "How do you know that?"

"Because we're paired. Y ou'll soon discover things about me that maybe | don't want you to know. But |
have no choice."

"Why didn't you contact me years ago?"

"You'reonly haf-Rilgrim. It'staken along timefor your skillsto mature. Y ou've been in touch with the
continuum for only afew months now."

"How did you know I'd be here? Don't tell me you can see the future.”



"l was on McDanid when the Tiger Claw jumped into the system. I've known for awhile that you were
aboard that ship. | volunteered to come. | sensed you'd be here. Then | reached out for your script, and
you told meto come.”

"| don't remember that."

"Y ou'd remember it as though remembering adream. It may come. It may not." Once more, she
caressed Blair's cheek without lifting ahand. He jerked back. "Would you stop that?"

"Okay. But wouldn't you like to get in touch with who you are? | can show you things, teach you things
you never thought possible. Isn't that what you want, Brotur? Isn't that what you redlly want?'

"Maybe. But what's the price?"

"| said that pairing wasn't like an arranged marriage. And Pilgrims are free to seek whomever they
choose for alifemate. Those who obey the naturd pairing are regarded as the most pure, the most
powerful, and the most happy. Pilgrimswho are naturally paired can combine their powers and travel
through the continuum as asingle entity. No union ismore intimate. James Taggart and Amity Aritee are
naturdly pared.”

"Oh, yes, she'smuch more to him than an old flame. In the physica sense, paired Rilgrims are perfectly
compatible with each other and experience greater sexud gratification than with any other partners. But
I'm not here to seduce, Brotur. | just want you to learn the truth. And that's what you want. Y ou can't
deny that—at least not to me."

Blair redized that he till clutched hisrobe. He reeased his grip, and apang of guilt hit him as hisglance
traced her curves. Her promise of unsurpassed sex sent atremor through him.

Cunning. That was KaristaMullens. She knew exactly how to ruffle him. And her robeleft little to the
imagination. Their teacher-student relationship would bresk down within aweek.

Then again, no one other than Paladin had volunteered to teach him about who he was. She did wield
some power. She got into his head—or more precisay got in touch with his script—anytime she chose.
Blair had done the same, but the act dwaysfdt clumsy. He wondered if his mother and Frotur McDaniel
contacted him instead of vice versa. And the power to touch without touching, to manipulate aforce like
gravity, makeit bow to your will without technology... yes, hewould like to have that power. Hewould
liketo know why it existed and if it had a greater purpose than just surprising or taking advantage of
individuas. Wheat did it fed like to touch someone like that?

She patted the mattress once more. "I won't hurt you."

With abrief sigh of resignation, Blair padded over to the cot and sat at a distance that made her frown.
"l sad | won't hurt you."

"I'm not worried about that. | just don't want thisto—"

"You can't hurt me, Blair. | already know you too well. | know about Angel. But for now it'sjust us. And
| want you to know everything."

"Not everything. Just teach me to touch the way you do."



"All right. Closeyour eyes..."

William Santyana double-timed down the corridor until he reached the intersecting passage. Heraised his
hand to hdt the other three pilots who skulked aong behind him. The intersection looked clear, and he
sgnaed therest to follow. They passed the environmental control bays, the engine room, then findly
reached the main hatch leading to the brig. Two Pilgrim Marines stood guard outside, their riflesheld
tightly to their chests. One stepped forward. " State your business, brotur.”

"We have ordersto interrogate the prisoners,” Santyana said, matching the Marine'sforceful tone. He
thrust forward hisforged order card.

The Marine accepted the card, unclipped the rectangular datalink from his belt, then inserted the card.
He paused amoment as the device's screen lit, turning hisface ashimmering olive. Santyanaglanced
sdelong at Douglas Henrick, one of the three Pilgrim pilots who wanted off the Olympus as badly as he
did. Henrick had spent the better part of hisyouth in a South Philly metroplex, where he had learned to
forge datacards and creste falsfied confirmations on datanets that would immediately erase themsalves
after being accessed. In centuries past he would have been called a hacker or a chiphead or a zapper.
Santyanajust thought of him as an old-fashioned lifesaver. Of course, that label would change radically
should the card fail to work...

"I don't know what the captain'sthinking, but if you want to get something out of these guys, you'll have
to beat it out of them," the Marine said, returning the card. "Especidly Maniac. Give me five minutes with
him. Hell be neutered. And cooperative.”

"They won't respond to torture,” Henrick jumped in. "The captain knows that. They might talk to other
pilots. And they've been in there awhile and had timeto think. They might have grown alittle soft.”

The Marine turned back to the hatch and keyed in the appropriate code. ™Y ou're wasting your time."

Santyana crossed into the long corridor that divided the brig, his gaze sweeping both sides of the prison
until it locked on alanky, blond man dressed in aFilgrim robe and curled into afeta position on his cot.
The guy communicated with his dreamworld through an atond refrain of grunts and snorts. That would be
Maniac. Santyana checked his watch, having forgotten how late it was: day 112, 2232 hours CST. He
glanced to the cell next to Maniac's and found adark-haired pilot lying on his belly, one hand draped
over the sde of hisrack, the other placed firmly on his cheek. That would be Christopher Blair.
"Gentlemen,” Santyana stage-whispered.

No reaction.

"Gentlemen!"

Blair stirred a bit. Maniac pulled his knees degper into his chest and buried hisfacein his pillow.
"Full flush scramble!™ Henrick cried. "Out of your racks! Go! Go! Go!™

Per training and ingtincts, both young pilots practically exploded from their bunks and snapped to
attention before the bars. They stood as deeping statues, their eyes till tightened to dits.

"Good evening,” Santyana said. "Sorry 'bout the wake-up, but we don't have much time."

"Well, you can have some of ours," Maniac said, licking hislips and grimacing over abad tastein his
mouth. "Wegot alot.”

"Who areyou guys?' Blair asked.



"I'm Bill Santyana. Thisis Doug Henrick, Jadyk Charm, and

Joe Pazansky." Santyana gestured to the tal black man, the short, broad-shouldered Enyoian woman,
and the curly-haired athlete respectively.

"Santyana. That namesfamiliar,” Blair said. "Y ou weren't atest pilot, were you?"'
"For alittlewhile

"We read about you at the academy. Holy shit, man, it'sa pleasure to meet you." Blair thrust hishand
between the bars.

As Santyanawent to take it, Blair suddenly withdrew.
Santyana proffered hisown hand. "Hey, it'sdl right.”

"l didn't know you were a Pilgrim,” Blair said, then faced the bulkhead. " Seemslike dl of my rolemodds
aregoingto hdl."

"That'snot on my itinerary,” Santyanasaid with adight smile. "Getting off thisshipis”
"You guysant Pilgrims?' Maniac asked, hiseyesfindly open.

"Weare," Henrick said. "We were loyd to Aristee until the massacre & Mylon Three. She never told us
we would torpedo the planet. | speak for usall when | say we don't mind taking on the Confed
military—but leave the civvies out of it. She wanted to make astatement. We heard her, dl right.”

"Then skids up,” Maniac said. "Key open the door. Y ou guys armed?”

"Can't do that now," Santyana said. "WEell try to recruit afew more, then well make our break before
we leave Aloysius. Well be back for you."

"Yeah, | believethat,” Maniac sniped. "When opportunity knocks, your asseswill be airborne without a
second thought. Why did you guys even waste your time coming down here? Y ou don't give ashit about
s

Santyana nodded his understanding. "Truth is, Mr. Marshall, we need you. Sure, the more the merrier for
our escape, but you've been in contact with Commaodore Taggart. We could use his help to get off this
ship, but we can't get closeto him."

"So your whole plan isresting on us getting Taggart's hep?' Maniac asked. "Guys, weve only seen him
once since we've been down here. I'm sure that Aristeg's aready leading him around by the—"

"If we can get him down here, talk to him," Blair interrupted, "1'm sure held hel p. He probably can't get
away. And I'm sure that he's been busy trying to get Aristee to stand down.”

Maniac cursed under his breath. "Blair, you're so naive."

"Taggart may dill bewith us" Santyanasaid. "But rumors have it that he and Aristee have become quite
close. He's been seen on the bridge with her and seen leaving her quarters. But that's scuttlebutt. We
need to know if we can count on him."

"Forget him," Maniac argued. "Y ou guys want to get out of here? Y ou get to asmall arms|locker, load
up, and come back. Well shoot our goddamned way out."



"But even if we makeit to aship, once we launch, they'll blow us out of the sky," said Henrick with a
sobering nod.

Maniac shrugged. "I'd rather dietrying."

"What if they can't get to Taggart?' Henrick asked Santyana. "Maybe we should leave him out of thisand
create adiversion of our own."

"| sayz we jet off onez wereach Aloysius," said Jadyk, her voice brushed by her Enyoian accent. "We go
out on patrol and never come back. If we can get jump coordinatez, | think we can get out of range
before they know what'z happening.”

"That'll work for you three,” Santyanasaid. "And if that's what you want, then I'll be your diversion. But |
have awife and child. I'm not leaving without them."

"Well takethe Diligent ," Blair said. "I know the access code to her helm. But we still need cover after
we launch.”

"There hasto be away we can get to Taggart,” Santyanasaid, "If only to get him down here. Look, no
matter what happens, rest assured that well be back for you."

"I'm convinced," Maniac said, no mistaking his sarcasm.

Santyana opened his mouith to retort, but the generd quarters darm beat aloud rhythm that echoed
through the brig.

"Were making orbit,” Henrick said. "C'mon. They'll missuson theflight line.”
Santyanawidened hiseyesat Blair. "We will come back.” The young man nodded. "I believe you.”

With an uneasiness fuded by their proximity to the Kilrathi border and by his growing fedingsfor Amity
Aristee, Pdadin stood on the Olympuss bridge as the supercruiser shifted into alow orbit of the planet
Aloysius Prime. They would meet their contacts on one of the northern continents, where lush, tropical
terrain stretched to escarpments overlooking a turquoise sea that rivaled Earth's Caribbean in its beauty.
Whilethe planet's gravity remained dightly higher than the Earth standard reproduced on board the
carier, her aamosphere fully supported humans. Sure, the dightly denser air would take some getting
used to and oxygen masks might be required for thefirst day or so on planet, but adjusting would be far
eader than some of the other places Paladin had visited. Aloysius stood as one of those rare gemsin the
Confederation, aworld whose exotic species of floraand faunaflourished under Confederation
protection from colonization and tourism. The fact that Aloysius stood on the Kilrathi border only helped
to dissuade poachers and other scum from plundering the planet. An elaborate satellite defense system
warded off unauthorized vessdl's, but Amity had assured him that her people on planet, one hundred or so
Pilgrim mercenaries who had been amassing foodstuffs and ordnance for nearly ayear, had taken care of
that problem.

Sure enough, asthey continued in their orbit, they encountered no resistance. However, Confederation
cap ships assgned to the quadrant frequented the system as part of their routine patrols. Aristee could
not protect against that threat. She gambled that she would have enough time to collect her personnel and
supplies before being spotted. Paadin had not even mentioned the Kilrathi threat; no doubt they were
looking for her— and no doubt she knew that.

In afew moments, Aristee would grace the bridge, offer him one of her loving glances, then sngp into the
cold efficiency that had become her trademark. He would stand by, as he had in days past, and smply



obsarve.

I'm letting thisgo too far , he thought. It's been twenty-four days. What am | waiting for? She won't and
down. | know what | haveto do.

But knowing doesn't help.

He should not have dined with her that first night. He should not have shared drinks. He should not have
falen back into her bed. But the bond of their pairing felt too strong to ignore. He knew hewould
succumb to its power, but even within that force he had thought he could still perform his duty. He had
told himself that he would not be a Dante, guided by alifelong idedized love. He would resume a
relationship with Aristeg, gain her trust, then sabotage her ship. He had dready observed enough and had
formulated severd plansto do so. He had to act soon. Each day the responsibility of his position weighed
heavier.

But an equally painful weight rested on his heart. He had to strike a balance somewhere. He had to
dismiss hisfedings and meset the expectations of the Confederation, of the intelligence community, of
Admira Tolwyn, and most importantly, of himself. I'm not thisweek. Or am If

"Thinking again?" Aristee asked.

Were they on the bridge of a Confederation supercruiser, her arrival would have been announced, but
Pdadin had noticed how her people embraced the practicd sde of military efficiency while dismissing or
changing the more ceremonia aspects. No one sauted or snapped to; officers were sometimes
addressed by rank, sometimes smply referred to as Brotur or Sostur. No one seemed entirely
comfortable with the changes.

"Thinking again?' he repegted. "Y es. Bad habit."

"Inyour casg, itis" Sheran afinger dong the collar of hisrobe, then let it travel over the Pilgrim cross
she had given him on the day she had said good-bye. She traced the haf-circle on the crossstop and
added, "The sun hasrisen for us, James. | fed warm.”

The ship's XO, ablonde, boyish-looking officer named Vyson, moved up beside Aristee. "Maam, our
contacts on planet have transmitted |anding coordinates. Escort fighters have launched and arein
position. Troopship holds have been cleared out to make way for provisions and have been pre-flighted.
They await your ordersfor launch.”

"Givethe order, Brotur Vyson."
"Aye, maam." He shifted back toward the communications station.

Aristee smiled over athought. "I just came from Frotur McDaniel's quarters. HEll be supervising the
cargo loading on planet.”

Pdadin frowned over the unlikely choice of supervisor.

"Yes, | know," shesaid, reading his expression. "I don't want him to go, but you know theway heis.
Seems he's spent alot of time researching this planet. Wanted to seeit for himsalf. Of course, I'm sending
along aMarine escort. Now then, are you ready? The captain'slaunch iswaiting.”

He glanced back to the planet and let his gaze wander on to the depths of Kilrathi-held space. "1 think
the frotur will adequately represent us, don't you? If were attacked, well, let's just say you were lucky at
Mylon and Lethe, even luckier at McDanid. Don't pushit.”



"I I know Tolwyn, he's dispatched the fleet through the entire sector. Even if we do get company, we
can handle them until we jump. Besides, were running stealth mode, and my people on planet assure me
that we can transport al ordnance and other supplies within forty-eight hours. And if it'sthe Kilrathi
you're worried about, don't. Our mercenaries on planet have made alittle deal with the battle group
commander assigned to thisborder, cat named Dax'tri nar Ragitagha. He won't be giving us any trouble.
His clan has been thoroughly compensated.”

"With our technology, | assume. How much did your mercs hand over?'
She grinned, probably over hisingght. "Not much. Most of the Stuff's already outdated.”
"I'm surprised the Kilrathi are il willing to deal—after what happened with Wilson."

"Oh, | think the emperor has definitely become shy, but individua warlords are still susceptible, especidly
thosein clansthat resist the emperor's plan to form anew dliance, like the Rag-itagha. For centuriesthe
noble clans remained separate but loyal to the imperid hrai . They maintained their own power, their own
identities. Some Kilrathi fed that thisnew dliance will strip that away because it places more power in the
hands of the emperor.”

Paladin drew back hishead. "I didn't redlize you knew so much about Kilrathi politics.”
"My meres have kept me informed. | bet I know more than Confed Intelligence—no offense.”

"None taken. Still, you're assuming well makeit back in time and that the Kilrathi won't double-cross.
Y ou should be here in case that happens.”

"Why James, you actudly sound like you care." Her voice dropped to awhisper. "Has the sex goneto
your head?'

"I haven't changed and neither has my argument. Y ou know what | think of this. Y ou know why | came.
Call me demanding, but I'd like both of usto grow very old, whether were together or not. Am | asking
too much?"

"Maybe you are. And maybe you're forgetting that our lives... they're not ours. They never were. Didn't
youtdl metha?'

"Y es, but think about what you've done. Has it been for the people? Y ou don't even have the protur's
blessng.”

"Y ou spoke with him," shefired back. ™Y ou know | do. Go to him now if you've forgotten.”

"Oh, I've gpoken with him enough. He's Protur Carver Tsu the Third, not the second. I've known for a
while now."

"He'sthe protur,” she said, spacing her words for effect.

"A protur who assumed that position after Carver Tsu the Second died suddenly of natura causes during
your visit to McDanidl. Remarkable timing, wouldn't you say? Y ou didn't even let Frotur McDaniel inon
your plan, and he disagrees with what you've done. Y ou conspired with Carver Tsu the Third.
Technicaly, you have the protur's blessing, but he is not a protur who represents the voice of our people.
They don't want thiswar.”

She seized hisarm and pulled him toward the viewport, out of the crew's earshot. "How do you know
what they want?'Y ou've been away for too long. Wake up, James. Thisisour time."



"Yes, it'sour timeto die. And for what?'
"For a chance to remind our people that the stars belong to the elect. I'd die for that.”

"Who are we to claim the stars? Maybe they belong to no one. Or everyone. Why are we the elect?
Because Ivar Chu sayswe are? What if heswrong?'

She shook her head, unwilling to hear more. "Were going down to Aloysius. Once | take care of
business, you and | will finish this. Let'sgo.” She ssomped off.

He stood there amoment, staring through fractured thoughts and suddenly redizing that there wasn't
anything left to talk about, that he couldn't save her from hersdlf. He had been living in denid for
twenty-four days. Thetime had to cometo act. And to grieve.

"Brotur Taggart?' she cdled from thelift.
With a perfunctory nod, he left the viewport to join her.

Admira Vukar had tried for the past severa daysto ignite his darkened spirits, but the recent past held
nothing but misery. Their jump into the Hell's Kitchen system had resulted in the loss of adreadnought.
First Fang Jatark had been killed by Makorshk, and Vukar had challenged histactica officer. The duel
should have aready taken place, but Vukar had been agonizing over the date. He knew he should fight
the second fang to the death, but he still recognized his need for the young warrior on his bridge. So he
had decided that their blood duel would take place on Kilrah, before Sator-shck and the rest of the clan
elders. Makorshk had, of course, warmly accepted thisidea asthe rest of the crew grew more
suspicious of Vukar's ever-growing tolerance. Though no one had voiced his objections, Vukar knew
that hiswarriors did not understand his actions. Even warriors who unintentionaly insulted their superiors
were expected to commit zu'kara; Makorshk had done far more than that, yet VVukar alowed himtolive.
For the past week, Vukar had emerged only afew timesfrom his quarters to supervise jumps. He
handled most of his inter-ship communications from there, which sparked even more rumors. He smply
felt too broken, too dishonored to show hisface. They had not detected the Confederation supercruiser.
The ship could be anywhere. And jumping through Confederation space on a haphazard search would
only result in theloss of more ships, even the loss of the entire battle group. Twice they had narrowly
escaped Confederation cap shipsthat had jumped into systems even as they had jumped out. The apes
tenacious pursuit proved both enviable and unsettling. With little e se left to do, Vukar had ordered their
return to Kilrah.

Now, as he sat in his quarters, flooding his gut with the liquid warmth of sckviska, a celebratory drink he
had been saving for the day they captured the supercruiser, he decided that the blood dudl with
Makorshk would not take place, that once on Kilrah, he would commit zu'karato atone for hisfailure,
for hisdisgrace.

"Kdrdahr?'

Snapping out of histhoughts, Vukar regarded the comm unit atop his tusk-shaped desk. Comm Officer
Takar'ki's face contorted violently in avision often produced by sckviska. "What isit?" Vukar hissed,
then sat up and tried to collect himsdif.



"Daxtri nar Ragitaghawishes to spesk with you."
"Whereishe now?'

"His battle group hasjust jumped into the system.”
Vukar set down hisewer of sckviska. "He's here?!
"Yes, my Kdradahr."

"Edablishalink.”

Takar'ki bowed hishead, and the image switched to Admira Dax'tri, an ancient warlord whose whiskers
had thinned to just severa pairs and whose eyes |ooked more gray than yelow. "Returning to the empire
s0 soon, Vukar?' The old oné's cutting tone reminded V ukar of the years of often violent rivalry between
them.

Vukar dismissed the question with one of his own. "What do you want?'

"| thought I'd take amoment to bathe in your failure. Thisistypica of the Caxki hrai . Y ou have dways
been the weakest of the noble clans. The emperor should have charged me with finding that supercruiser.
We would have had it by now."

"My destroyerswere lost. The honor was mine. And so now isthe shame. But you shame yoursdlf by
revelinginmy falure”

Dax'tri brightened as he leaned back in hischair. ™Y ou have failed. Thereis no doubt about that. But the
leaders of our two clans have struck a bargain from which we will both profit.”

"My days as Kadraahr are dready over. No bargain can save them." Vukar closed hiseyes, drew ina
long breath of nutrient gas, savored it, then faced Dax'tri with adeeper look of despair.

"Y ou plan to accept defeat without afight? This| cannot believe."
"Had | the meansto fight | would."

"Then | will givethemto you. Y our clan will secede from the emperor's new alianceif my clan givesyou
the location of the Confederation supercruiser and alows your battle group to recover it."

"Satorshck would not have bargained with your people,” said Vukar, barely containing hisroar. "Y ou
dishonor me and him by suggesting such adiscussion took place."

"Oh, but it did, Karalahr. And we do have the location of that supercruiser. I've had an arrangement with
Pilgrim mercenariesfor over astandard year now, and that's the reason why my clan has procured so
much Confederation technology."

Vukar thought back to the many triumphs that the Ragitagha clan had claimed in the past year. Yes, they
had confiscated more Confederation equipment and information than any other clan. Perhapsthey did
have an understanding with the Pilgrims, but VVukar had never known Dax'tri to be so forthcoming. "Why
not take the honor yourself and bring back that supercruiser? It would not be the first time you strayed
from an order.”

"Breaking up the emperor's new alianceisfar more important than the meager honor of recovering a
sgngle ship, whether it has a unique drive system or not. The dliance will destroy our clans. Our leaders
recognize that. We should aswell. Of course, Satorshek istaking full advantage of the Situation. The



Rag-itaghaand Caxki clanswill work together to undermine this new dliance.” Dax'tri raised his
shoulders and leaned toward the camera. "Now, Vukar, listen closdly. Y ou will find the super-cruiser in
the Aloysius system, in orhit of Aloysius Prime. Sheisthere taking on personnel and supplies. Y ou can
reach her in twelve standard hours."

"Or I'll find a Confederation battle group waiting for me. Thismay be an elaborate scheme to bring down
my entire clan. Why should | trust you?"

"Y ou can verify al of thiswith Satorshck, but you will waste alot of time. The Caxki clan will not secede
until you confirm that the coordinates are correct. Nothing will happen until you report. But it isyour duty
to report as soon as you reach that system. If you choose to return home now, you do so with azu'kara
blade to your throat. Asthe apes say, you have nothing to lose.”

"Except my entirehra "

"I've done my part. Do yours. And once you gain control of that ship, you will return it to K'n'Rek, where
our clanswill assumejoint possession.”

"Or where your clan will bewaiting to seize the ship. I think I will waste the time and contact Satorshck.”
Vukar drew back hislips, fangsjutting out.

"Y es, you could. But my reconnaissance informs methat it will only take two, perhaps three of their
standard days to finish taking on supplies. If you travel to K'n'Rek to contact Satorshck, you won't make
it back to Aloysiusintime. Y oud find nothing more than gravitic resduum and ion emissons that might
yield arough estimate of her next location—or yield nothing. Thetimeto strikeisnow.”

Exhaing loudly, VVukar turned away from the screen, histhoughts now caught in a crossfire. He could
amog believe that Dax'tri would hand him the information so that the Caxki clan would join forceswith
Ragitagha and dissolve the emperor's dliance—but the threat of deception still loomed.

"V ukar, do not spend too much time contemplating this," Dax'tri warned. "What does your heart tell
you?'

Y es, that iswhere | have gone awry , Vukar thought. Fall to listen, fail to rely on your ingtincts, then you
fail atogether. Thisisthe way of Sivar . He had reminded Makorshk of that teaching, now he should heed
it himself. He reached into his heart, sraining for even the barest whisper of truth.

Though Commodore Richard Bellegarde would never strike a perfect baance with hisuniverse, he felt
that in the past month he had come pretty close. He had been so busy analyzing the data from the
Fourteenth Fleet's line captains that he had barely had time for sdf-pity and had only twice romanced his
bottle since the admiral'svigit to his quarters.

The no-fly zones they had established around the Pilgrim systems and enclaves and the task force they
had deployed to capture the Kilrathi battle group within Vega sector kept everyone aboard the
Concordia, especialy Admira Tolwyn, on the edge of their seats. Bellegarde especialy enjoyed the
reckless abandon, since he had been questioning his career with the Confederation Navy anyway. He
and Tolwyn remained committed to their plan, whether it ruined their careersor not. If Aristee did not
comply within the time alowed, Tolwyn would order the attack, an order that would send shock waves
through the senate and the rest of the Confederation.

As Bdlegarde sat in the wardroom with Tolwyn and Space Marsha Gregarov, he sensed that the
precursors of those waves had already reached the space marshal and now bound her featuresin an
unwavering grimace. She turned her hazel eyes on Tolwyn, took in along bresth, then, as aways,



measured each word as she spoke.

"Some members of the senate are dready calling for my resignation, Geoff. They say I've employed one
lunatic to find another. And the Pilgrim ambassadors have, to stay the least, been very vocd. You lied to
the senate. Y ou lied to me. What do you expect me to do?”’

The admiral cocked abrow. "1 wanted to keep you out of this. It's not your fault that I'm a... 'lunatic’ But
let my clock run out. Forty-five days. That'sdl I'm asking. The senate will know that we gave Aristee
ampletimeto recover one of our drones and consider our terms.”

"What if she doesn't find adrone? Y oulll destroy those systems and enclaves without even hearing from
her?'

"To do anything less would be bowing to terrorigts.”
"No, | can't dllow you to do that."

"Maam, we would wipe out those systemsin retdiation for Mylon Three," Bellegarde explained. "And
while some members of the senate disagree with our tactics, others applaud our efforts. Asusud, they're
gplit dong party lines. Our opponents know that you'll never resign, and it would take them monthsto
indict you. By then, Aristee could have destroyed God knows how many systems. For centuries,
governments have refused to bargain with terrorists. And for centuries, that policy has worked. But here
we are, trying to make aded. And in the dedling, civilianswill die. Y ou can blame Aristee for that. Not
us. Y ou might think the cure isworse than the disease, but we need a cure—not abandage. We will cut
off the enemy, demordize her, then bring her to her knees. Shelll dieaone.”

"Aswill you," Gregarov quickly amended. "To think that you can kill billions of people without
consequence... Commodore, that's beyond my comprehension.”

Bellegarde stedled himsdlf. " She's an extremist. Do you know of a better way to combat her? We
demand she comesto us. She doesnt, they die."

"And then what? Were back to nothing." Gregarov regarded Tolwyn. "I see you've stoked hisfire with
your own. Unfortunately, I'm here to extinguish both of you. Effective immediately, | want you to loosen
up your no-fly zones and alow food and fudl to be delivered to those people. Y ou'll get your forty-five

days, but you will not, under any circumstances, attack those systems and enclaves.”

"Aristee sugpects, or will suspect, that we're making empty threats,” Tolwyn said, hisvoice even, but a
hairline away from becoming impassoned. "Impenetrable no-fly zones are the first statement. If wefail to
maintain those, well be lowering our hand. Shelll have confirmation that we won't attack. Richard and |
agonized over destroying one of the enclavesto show her that we mean business, but we resigned
ourselvesto the zones. We need them asthey are.”

"Some of those people are beginning to starve," Gregarov shot back. "How will you account for their
desths?'

Tolwyn dowly shook hishead. "l won't. They're Aristeg's victims. Not ours.”

The space marsha sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. "God, Geoff. What have we done? We're
talking about genocide as though were commenting on the financia markets.”

"Wedidn't gart the conversation, but well finishit."

She scrutinized him in an dmost motherly fashion. " That kind of resolve will get you court martided.”



"Or promoted,” Bellegarde said, wringing his hands as though her neck were between them.
"Have you gentlemen watched the Terran news channels?*
Bdlegarde gave ahdf-shrug. "Just the loca reports from McDanid."

"Wdl, maybe you need some perspective." She reached into the attache case on the deck beside her,
withdrew adata disk, then did it into the table's holoplayer.

A femalereporter in trendy dress tunic shimmered abovethem. "... so theincident over Triune was just
thefirgt in thison-going series of challengesto the Confederation Navy's blockade of dl systemsand
enclaves. Three more cargo vessels werelost over McDanid's World just thisweek, shot down by
fighters from the Concordia battle group, and massverioting has begun in Spiritia, the Pilgrim enclavein
the Y mir system.”

The reporter dissolved into the image of acity Street straight from one of the Filgrim metroplexes on
planet. A wall of fifty or so heavily-armed Marines pressed forward with their riot shock-shields, into a
far larger wdl of two or three hundred civilians throwing rocks, bottles, and whatever they could get their
hands on. Theimage turned Bellegarde's somach, and hisjaw fell dack asthe Marinesfired sylago gas
into the crowds. Emerad clouds billowed over the mob and descended, turning grimaces into vacant
gares. For afew hours, the gas would make the mob quite agreegble. But far in the distance, another
fifty, maybe sixty Pilgrims wearing gas masks and brandishing confiscated riflesran aragged pattern
toward the frontline.

"Seen herein aTerran Six News exclusve, Marinestry to quell the crowds, but their efforts are only
marginaly successful,” the reporter said before her image returned. "The death toll in Spiritia stands at
over threethousand. Nearly twenty million Filgrimslive there now, with just five hundred thousand
Marines assigned to keep the peace. Reports of massive food shortages have aready poured in from
Spiritiaand the other enclaves. Meanwhile, skirmishes continue to break out in and around the nearly ten
thousand Filgrim safe camps.™

Bdlegarde now studied theimage of auniversty campus. Ancient brick buildingswith sgnsidentifying
them asLibrary, Administration, Biologica Sciences, Offworld Sciences, and Humanities and Fine Arts
girdled an ova reflection pond about thirty meters across. The caption read: designated pilgrim safe

ZONE: UNIVERSITY OF CENTRAL FLORIDA, EARTH. A haf dozen rifle-toting young men
sprinted dong the pond's perimeter, with an equa number of Marinesin pursuit. The men took up
flanking positions near the library and unleashed avicious spray of conventiond fireinto the building's
glass doors as the reporter narrated the action. "Many Confederation citizens are using the current crisis
as an excuse to take the law into their own hands. Some seek revenge for the Pilgrim war, and they
intend to get it. Marines who have been assigned to protect campslike thisonein Centra Florida have
been accused of doing alessthan adequate job. One Marine, Private Jacko Figtadlis, had thisto say."

The chisded young grunt held his combat helmet in the crook of hisarm, and stared sdf-conscioudy at
the camera. ""Couple my buddies from boot were on Mylon Three when it was attacked. Y eah, we gotta
protect these people, but if afew Pilgrimsbuy it, well, it won't be on my conscious. They got it com-ing.
Hey, Mom! Hey, Pop! Y ou [BEEP]ing believe this? I'm on the[BEEP]ing newd" The grunt'sridiculous
grin dissolved, and the reporter returned. "According to one insider, that gpathetic attitude now
permeates the military. And Terran Six News has dso learned that Admira Geoffrey Tolwyn,
Commander of the Fourteenth Feet, has given Captain Aristee until caendar date one-five-eight to
surrender. After that, hisforceswill annihilate al Pilgrim systems and enclaves. We go now to military
anayst Jobar Bouliano, author of the book Why Y our Military Hates Y ou ." The holograph split into two



vidboxes, one containing the reporter, the other a portly, middle-aged man wearing antique wirerims. As
the reporter and Bouliano exchanged the requisite greetings, Tolwyn pushed himsdlf up.

Space Marshd Gregarov scowled at the admird. "We're not finished.”

"I'm familiar with Mr. Bouliano'swork," Tolwyn responded, remaining on hisfeet. "The man's assessment
of our situation will be as biased and ill-informed as his book."

"Stll, I'd like you to heer it."
"Maam, I'd rather not."

Gregarov switched off the holoplayer and stood to meet Tolwyn's gaze. " Geoff, you'rethe best | have.
But I'll rlieve you of command without hesitation. I've aready sent for the rest of my staff. I'll be setting
up afield office here.”

"That won't be necessary."”
Her gaze grew asheated ashis. "'l think it is."
"Logt your faithinthe old rogue?’

"Not at dl. | have complete faith that you'll eventudly resolve this Stuation, despite broken promises. I'm
here to make sure you do so without sacrificing your career.” She shifted her attention to Bellegarde. "Il
try to save yours, t0o."

Unsure of whether to thank or curse her, Bellegarde opted for aweak nod.

"Gentlemen, were off to the map room for my update.” She fetched her attache case and carried her
solid frame toward the door.

Bellegarde shared aweary look with Tolwyn asthey followed her out.
Who am 1?Who am | Redly?

Pdadin had not said aword to Amity Aristee during their trip down to Aloysius Prime. He had stared
through one of the launch's portholes and had imagined himself asanumb, purely logica creature who
knew what was best for the Confederation and for the Pilgrims. But he had kept returning to the notion
that he should do what was best for himsdlf, for his heart. Why couldn't that complement his duty? Why
did they haveto be at cross purposes?

The launch had set down in awide clearing encompassed by a dense rainforest that reminded Paadin of
the holos he had seen of South America during his secondary education. Dark green fronds the size of
Rapier wings created afettered canopy that split the sunlight into thousands of glimmering blades. Trees
with trunks asthick as three meters soared upward, losing themselvesin their own limbs and the limbs of
neighbors. Brown, moss-like vegetation blanketed most of the forest floor, with the occasiona splotch of
rich, black soil seeping through. Surprisingly, it had only taken afew minutesto grow accustomed to the
ar, and asrange, dmost familiar scent lingered, ablend of anise and cinnamon that seemed wholly out of
place given the damp terrain. Paladin presumed the odor came from a particular species of flora, though
he had yet to find it. He had cautioudy moved through the bramble, avoiding thorns and stroking the
leaves and stems of severa plants histerrain scanner identified as non-toxic. He had marveled over
velvety textures and the trilling some vegetation made when touched, one of the few soundsin an area
that, wereit on Earth, would bustle with the hoots and cackles of its denizens. Aloysiussindigenous
forest dwdlers, mammasranging from the size of afingernail to three meterstal when standing on hind



legs, were some of the shyest creaturesin the known galaxy; the fact that any of them had been recorded
stood as atriumph of some remarkably patient researchers.

The dightly muffled roar of running water emanated about one hundred meters away from the clearing,
and while Aristee had gone off to meet with Frotur McDanidl, Paladin had ventured down a steep,

natura embankment to a spectacular waterfall that rose some ninety meters and thrust out its great chest
for nearly twicethat. The water fell partly in alarge double drop and partly in aseries of smaler cataracts
that gave it acrescent shape at its gpex. Clouds of mist surged up from theriver below and wound their
way through the verdant treetops guarding the falls. The soothing rush of water and the angdlic vapor that
glossed the scene had lifted Paladin out of the nightmare of Aristeg's rebellion and had lowered himinto a
dream where he could be consoled, comforted, and loved without complications. After afew minutes of
pure rapture, he had sat on alarge rock whose face had been worn smooth. He had remained there for
nearly an hour until Aristee had come down to find him. She had massaged his shouldersfor afew
minutes, then, like agiggling schoolgirl, had stripped out of her uniform and had jumped into theriver.
Pdadin had shaken his head at her requests for him to join her. Then she had come ashore and had
dragged him fully clothed into the water.

They had spent therest of that first day at the falls, swimming, climbing the dick rocksto find purchase
beneath some of the lessturbulent fals, letting the water cascade over their naked bodies. They had even
discovered a cave behind one of the cataracts, had speculated on the treasure that lay within, but visions
of sharp-toothed predators had cured their curiosity. They had eaten fruit and bread that Aristee had
stowed in her pack and were disturbed only once by acdl from the XO, who had delivered aroutine
progress report. Paladin had wondered when Aristee would return to the conversation they had begun on
the bridge, but she had seemed at peace with the moment and had not wanted to spoil it. He had tapped
into alittle of her peace and had avoided the issue aswell. Given his surroundings, he could easily
pretend that he had but one task: to draw pleasure from the environment and the woman.

After relishing in fourteen standard hours of sunlight, twilight had washed over the sapphire sky, and
Paladin had suggested that they head back to the launch. Aristee had indsted that they camp near the
fals. She had taken dong asmall, Marine Corps-issue surviva tent, so they had sent up their bivouac on
the shoreline. They had made love until they were breathless, then had remained in each other'sarms,
whispered to deep by thefdls.

Morning's light cut through the flaps of their tent and drew ablinding line across Paladin'sface. He
suddenly bolted awake, wondering how long they had dept. 1125 CST. Aristee lay on her ssomach,
head resting on an arm, hair curving across her smooth cheek. She bresthed softly and looked frail, a
young girl incapable of al she had wrought. Paladin shifted gingerly toward her pack and removed the
pamlink. He dipped through the tent flaps and stood shivering in the cool, moist air as he opened a
channel to the Olympus.

"Y es, Brotur Taggart?' came the comm officer's quick response, hisface displayed on thelink'stiny
screen. "Get methe XO."

"Aye, gr."

After waiting but afew seconds, the X O appeared, seated in the command chair. "What can | do for
you, Brotur Teggart?'

" Status report on cargo and personnd loading.”
"I'm sorry, Sir, but I'm not sure whether | can—"

"Mr. Taggart has full security clearance, Brotur Vyson." Paadin glimpsed over his shoulder at Aristee,



her arms wrapped tightly around her chest. She shifted her weight from one leg to the other, struggling to
keep warm.

"Y es, maam. Cargo and personnd |oading proceeding behind schedule. Awaiting nineteen more
troopship arrivals. Departure time now stands at 0200 hours on one-one-four.” Aristee tore the link from
Pdadin's hand. "What's the problem?”

"Weve had afew delays on the flight deck, and we discovered minor hull breachesin two of the
troopships. Repairs are nearly finished.”

"Why waan't | notified of thisearlier?'

"To be honest, maam, | assumed you were... busy.”

"Assume nothing. Seeif you can shave afew hours off that DT, you read me, Vyson?"
"Aye, maam. Wereonit."

She thumbed off the pamlink, handed it to him, then puffed air. "Maybe you were right. Maybe we
shouldn't have come down."

He shrugged and stepped away from her, conscious of his nudity. Back insde the tent, heretrieved his
boxers. When he came out, she was dready halfway to the shore line. She furrowed her brow at his
underwear and beckoned him with an index finger. They did have the rest of the day to relax; why
shouldn't he livethe fantasy abit longer?

The palmlink beeped for an incoming message. He accepted, and the X O's face regppeared. "Brotur
Taggart? Weve just intercepted a communi cations drone. Message has been decrypted. The captain
needsto hear this."

"Try it again. Yes, that's perfect. | canfed it. , Stronger now. Y es, stronger. What you see and what you
fee—they should be much stronger, sometimes so strong that you can't bear them or distinguish between
the two. But that's okay. That's normd, relatively speaking.” In hismind, Blair reached out to Karista
Mullens. He touched her cheek and could hardly believe that what he felt wasn't actudly happening. Yes,
the senses seemed heightened and blended together in a sensation entirely new to him. He snapped open
his eyes, breaking the link. "We're tapping into the quantum bond between particles. That's how it works.
Y our cheek isover there, my hand over here. But the particlesin my hand and your cheek are aready
connected at the quantum level. We think were separate entities, but we're not. On one side of the
universe a particles rotation stops. On the other side of the universe, aparticle linked to that one stops as
well. Distances don't maiter. And | guess as Pilgrims we're just able to recognize the connection.”

Sherolled her eyes and fell back on hiscot. "Thisis about being , about emotion , not physics.”
"There's areason why we can do this, a scientific reason.”

"We could make love without laying a hand on each other. Why don't you consider that instead of trying
to explain this away? Our ancestors suffered from Space Syndrome Mutation. So herewe are. Isn't that

enough?'



He muttered, "Oh, man,” and went to the bars of his cell, leaning back to work out akink in his shoulder.
She had to mention sex again.

I'm not trying seduce you.
Uh-huh...

"Why won't you tell more abouit this ability?' he asked, steering them far and away from sexud
speculation. ™Y ou've taught me how to focus my thoughts and tap into that quantum level, but what can
we do with this? What kind of range does this power have? Can we use it asaweapon? Can | force
someone's eyes closed, throw someone against awall, squeeze someone's heart until it stops beating?
What?'

"Y ou've reached out into gravity wells and found your way through them. No one explained how to do
that. I've pointed you in the right direction, but | can't do any more.”

That drew his snort. "Where | come from we cal that rhetoric. Why don't you just answer asmple
Quedtion?'

She sat up, pulled her long, blond locks behind her head, then lifted a narrow brow. "Because | don't
know the answers. It's different for everyone, stronger in some, wesker in others. Not every Pilgrim has
thisability. It's pretty rare. Even Frotur Johan can't do it. Neither can Amity Aristee.”

"How many are we talking about?'

"Out of two billion or so Pilgrims, there are ahundred of us, maybe more. It takestimeto redlize you can
doit."

"It'slike telekinesis or something. Maybe the mutation exploited this ability in our ancestors,” Blair
supposed.

"Thisian't just telekinesis. Welve compared what we do to afew Terrans confirmed with those abilities.
They can't fed the weight, the texture, or sense the smell of the objects they move. They describe the
feeling asaforce againgt another force. Sure, that's extrasensory, but what we have is much more. Some
cal it hypersensory or extrakinetic." She pushed herself up and came uncomfortably close, her eyes
presenting adangerous invitation. "But you—you're even more remarkable, Christopher Blair. Yourea
half-breed who's retained the power. Asfar as| know, you're the only onewho has. | sensed the first
time| contacted you that it wasthere. What you do with it isup to you. | can tell you this, though. If the
universe has a consciousness, then it aso has an eye on us. Some Pilgrimstried to exploit the power
during the first war. They were successful at firgt, but when the Confederation finaly captured some of
them, they were taken to hospitalsand... well, studied, vivisected, you know therest. They were
punished for breaking the edicts.”

" Are there more of us on board?"

"At least twenty-two more, but some of us can keep it out of our scripts, hide it from each other. The
number's probably higher. If | were Captain Aristee, | would recruit as many of usaspossible.”

"Could we combine our power into asingleforce?’

She hesitated, then finally nodded. "1t's complicated and has never been done with so many, but it's
possible. | don't think Aristee could get everyoneto do it, not unless the protur endorsed the order. Even
then..."



"How much power are we talking about?"

"We could reach out and murder a capital ship crew. We could tear apart itsion engines. We could
destroy the ship within aminute or two. But what we have is regarded as sacred, agift from Ivar Chu
himself, something to be used for knowledge and discovery. We know Aristee plansto use usto the
contrary. We believe in the cause, but most of uswill draw the line there.”

Heflashed awry grin. "But somewon't."
"They'refreetojoin her."

"And they can cause alot of damage. So how strong are they individualy? How strong are you? Show
rrell

His head dammed againgt the bars as unseen hands throttled him. He grabbed at his neck, trying in vain
to pull the hands away ashisair supply thinned.

"Y ou can't op mewith your hands, Brotur. What | do with my mind isonly as strong aswhat | can do
with my body. Y ou haveto fight me on my terms”

Though il reflexively clutching his neck, Blair closed his eyes and concentrated on her image. He saw
her stlanding beside him, eyeswide, arms extended, hands locked firmly around his neck. He seized her
wrigts and quite easily jerked himself free. Even as her hands eft his neck, he gasped and opened his

eyes.
"| hate that," she said with a shudder.

"I'm not exactly fond of it mysdf." He swallowed painfully. "What about objects? The cot? Moveit
acrosstheroom.”

"No. Theresacold feding that getsinside when you do that. It can take weeksto get out.”
"Then maybel candoit.”

Thistime Blair kept his eyes open but focused on his thoughts. He envisioned himsdf walking over to the
cot. He did his pams under the durasted frame and heaved. The cot would not budge. He looked up
and saw Karista holding the opposite side of the rack. ™Y ou don't want to fed this" shesaid. "This
coldness... it'snot for us. Touch scripts. Touch people.”

He strained againgt her and spoke through clenched teeth. "L et go."

She shattered like glass, fragments of her tumbling to the floor and on to the cot ashe did it acrossthe
cdl—

And felt her promise of ice, of wind, of awinter colder than any he had known, awinter that coiled
around his heart, gripped his head in afrosty vice, and sent chills dashing up his spine. He tore away from
the rack and cried out, half surprised, haf terrified. He focused on Karista, whose look of sympathy
falled towarm him.

"W-why does... it fed liketha?" he asked, shivering uncontrollably.

"The cot has no lifeforce. Y ou sense that. Y ou sense one corridor of death. For the Terran, moving the
cotispainless. But for us, well, you'l be cold for along time. I'm sorry."

"Hey," Maniac caled from hiscell. Y ou guys gtill talking in there? Shit, if | had aconjugd vist, you can



bet your asswe would get conjugd. Hey, Karista, any chance you fixin' me up with afriend? C'mon,
honey. Think of me. Be niceto get laid before | buy it down here."

"W-we aren't m-married and thisisn'... aconjugd vist Blair forced out. "Go b-back... to deep.”

"Cant. 'Cause I'm sick of this. Sick of thesewalls. Sick of your specia privileges. Sick of just lying here.
Why don't they brainwash us? Torture us? Something? It's worse to be ignored.”

"Y eah, f-for once, you dont... haveyour... audience.
Karista started for the door. "I'd better go.”

"Aren't you worried?' Blair asked, blocking her with hisarm. "When you k-key open the door, | could
tap into the quantum bond, rush you, and escape.”

"Youwon't. It's not time yet. Y ou're waiting for your friends to come for you. But you're worried
because you haven't had timeto talk to the commodore. Y ou could probably make it down to the flight
deck and launch in the Diligent , but you're till worried about being shot down.”

The revelation that she had probed his script made him feel even colder than moving the cot. He battled

againg the shivers, keeping hisvoice hard and steady. ™Y ou didn't come here to teach me anything. This
has just been an interrogation. Y ou got meto sdll out those pilots. And everything you've told me—was
that alie, too?'

Shetook hishandsin her own. "I didn't come down here to interrogate you. | wanted to meet my pair. |
want to teach you. | haven't told the captain about your plans. And | won't. But | don't want you to
throw your life away. Christopher, you're meant for so much more.”

"That does wondersfor my ego, but it still doesn't convince me or get me out of thiscell. Y ou don't want
meto throw away my life? Help me. Get afew of your friends. Y ou could make this happen.”

"I'll think about it."
"Think hard. Think fast."

Blair shifted away and collapsed onto his bunk. Anguish seamed her face as she reached between the
bars and keyed open the door. She gave him afinal look, then fluttered off. He fell back on hispillow,
lying inthe cold dlutches of himself.

Then, with avolume and abruptness that nearly made him fal out of the cot, the generd quartersaarm
sounded.

"Bet thisaint adrill,” Maniac cried over the high-pitched tones.

Even as Blair opened his mouth to voice his own speculation, a powerful explosion ripped into the ship
and sent massive tremors through the starboard side bulkheads. Every barred door in the brig rattled,
and the deck heaved as it absorbed the potent force.

"Torpedo strike," shouted Maniac.
"Y eah, but whose?"

"Likeit matters?* Maniac said through an ironic chuckle. "Our ride's about to end. | knew Aristee
couldn't run for long. And now we pay for her mistake.”



After ligening to Admira Tolwyn's message, Amity Aristee had turned to Paadin, her facelighting with
the redlization that her hopper drive modifications would be completed ten days before Tolwyn's
purported attack. She had snickered as she speculated on whether Tolwyn would actually sacrifice so
many innocent lives.

"Don't doubt him," Paadin had said. "1've known Tolwyn for along time. Hes abrilliant strategist with a
touch of insanity thrown in for good measure. Makes for a deadly combination. He means what he says.”

"I've known him for along time, too," she had countered. "He won't toss away his career for this."

"Maybe not, but his blockade has been in place for awhile. And there's awitch hunt going on throughout
the Confederation. Our people are dready suffering and dying. By the time you're ready to make your
statement, most of them won't be around to witnessit.”

She had considered that for amoment, then had nodded. "

don't care what engineering has to do. We need that hopper drive modified much sooner. The second it's
ready, well jump to Sol. But we have to finish loading cargo. | won't take us out understaffed and
unprepared. Since we have to wait anyway, let's put thisaside. | know that might seem absurd, but |
haveto clear my head. | have to get balance somehow. Comefor aswim. Y ou look like you need one,
too."

It had taken her several more minutes of coaxing before he had finally succumbed to her sren's song.
And it had taken another few hoursfor Paladin to fully forget recent events that seemed to pull on his
limbs as though he were strapped to some medieval instrument of torture. He had dipped even deeper
into the fantasy than he had the day before, embracing Aristee with alove that had gone unanswered for
too many years. He had felt the urgent desire to merge with her, become one, to live that way for the rest
of hislife

Twilight had come on like a palbearer, carrying the lost day on its back and leaving Pdadin deeply
troubled. Not long afterward the pamlink had beeped. The X O had nervously made hisreport to
Arigtee. "Captain. A Kilrathi battle group hasjust jumped into the system. Confirm a Snakeir-class
superdreadnought and five escorts. No evidence that they've tagged usyet.”

"Very well. Cease cargo loading. Recdll al ships. Put the planet between us and that battle group.”
"Aye maam."

Pdadin had given her alook.

"All right," she had said, ralling her eyes, "you told me so."

They had snatched up their clothes, had |eft behind their tent, and raced to the captain's launch. Within
five minutes they had taken off, with Paladin at the helm.

Now, asthey cleared Aloysiuss atmosphere and spotted the shining speck of the Olympus dead ahead,
Pdadin pulled up atactical report and noted the battle group's position. Although the Olympus had pulled
around to the dark side of the planet, the battle group had shifted into awide arc and had probably made
visua confirmation before the Olympus could get into hiding. Y es, the Olympus presently operated in
stealth mode, but that had failed to elude the Kilrathi and had proven that they knew the ship would be
here and that Aristee had been double-crossed. The cats first volley of torpedoes had aready
reconfirmed that assessment.

"Second savo inbound,” Paladin said as he tightened his grip on the launch's control stick. The deek little



shuttle with forward-swept wings responded well to even the dightest tap. Helit itstwin afterburners and
focused on the supercruiser.

Arigtee faced the starboard Visua Display Unit, trading intent stares with the deck boss. "How many
more troopships|eft, Mr. Towers?'

"Thirteen, Captain. | think we can get at least eight of them aboard before we're out of the system.”

"Try to get them dl.” She tapped atouchpad below the VDU, bringing up the engineering station. "Brotur
Hawthorne? Talk to me about my hopper drive."

The bedraggled man jerked toward the screen and tried to flatten his matted hair. "Still offline for
modifications, maam."

"What?'

"Y ou asked meto step up our schedule. | can't do that without taking the drive offline." He backhanded
sweat from hisbrow and sighed.

"Well, I want it back online now. We have aKilrathi battle group bearing down on us.”

"I'm aware of that, maam, but the well field integrator has already been disassembled. | assumed you
wanted me to make full modificationsto the drive as we've discussed. | could have usready to jump to
Earth in fifteen, twenty days a the mogt, cutting our estimatesin haf. But the drive will haveto remain
offline”

"Forget about that," she said, on the cusp of swearing. "Just get it back online and get us out of here.”

"We can reassemble within aday or two, but it'll take another eight to ten daysto establish and moderate
the reaction containment field. Well have to add that time on to our estimates—and | know you want to
get to Earth ASAP. If you want the drive to remain online during modifications and you want meto
reassemble now, then we won't make it to Earth before one-five-eight. Y ou told me we had to get there
before then. I'm sorry, but thisisthe best | can do.”

Arigtee closed her eyes, her bresth coming in ragged bursts. "Keep the drive offline. Carry on with
modifications. | assumethe hdm will answer to full impulse?!

"ltwill."

She tapped in another code, and the X O turned to face her. "Captain, shieds holding. I've launched
countermeasures and shifted usinto an evasion course.”

"We can't jump, Mr. Vyson. Take the ship out of orbit. As soon as|'m aboard, we'll make way under
full impulse™

"Aye, maam. But well be leaving behind some of the troopships.”
"I know. Order those pilots back to Aloysius.”

"Yes, maam. And | have one more report. Bad news."

"Of courseit getsworse," she muttered.

"Three pilots from Eighth Squadron deserted their patrol sectors at the first Sghting of the Kilrathi. They
broke atmosphere and g ected in their pods.”



"Eighth Squadron? Was Mr. Santyanawith them?”"

"He was out there, maam, but he remained in position. We lost Doug Henrick, Jadyk Charm, and Joe
Pazansky. And maam, I'm sorry to report that four pilots from the One-Nine and six from the Two-Two
also deserted their patrols and have gone planetside.”

"Instruct cannon operators to fire upon any of our ships who make unauthorized breaks from their
squadrons. Aristee out.” She switched off the link and leaned toward him. ™Y ou bdieve that? Only afew
of our people came unwillingly. | thought Santyanawould be thefirst oneto desert.”

"Worry about your bruised ego later,” Paadin said, consumed by the laser-lit chaos blooming ahead.
"We're going to teke afew hits. Hang on."

He jammed the gtick forward and dove toward the fleeing supercruiser asit unfurled along tail of fire
back toward the Kil-rathi battle group, roughly twenty-two hundred kilometers behind. Aloysiuss
lime-colored glow faded from the ship's hull as she continued her escape and Paladin raced to reach her.
Hewove hisway through avenues of antimatter fire and lined up with the flight deck behind apair of
troopshipsthat lumbered a afrudratingly dow velocity. Theincoming firetightened its grasp, with bolts
now glancing off the launch's shields and tossing himsdlf and Aristee againgt their harnesses.

Keeping aniron grip on the gtick and screaming for the troopships to move their asses, Paadin
concluded that if he waited for even aminute longer, the shields would bottom out and the launch's light
armor would succumb to the torrential thrashing. The ship had been designed for diplomatic missions, for
speed. Timeto exploit that advantage. He lit the pipes and soared recklessly over the two troopships,
then dove once more toward the aft flight deck's rectangular launch tunnel, sedled off by itsglimmering
environmental maintenancefied.

"Captain's Launch AlphaOne. Y ou have not been cleared to land," said the flight boss, a cranky,
thick-faced Rilgrim in her fiftieswith an unforgettable mug and aname so long it was barely
pronouncegble, let done memorable. "What isthe—"

"I have the captain aboard,” Pdadin barked. "Werelanding.”

But he had spoken too soon. A lone antimatter round tore into the launch's exhaust cones and divided
into millions of cregpersthat burned into fuel and hydraulic lines. The ship's safety systemskicked in,
saving them from the heat and radiation asit gected the thrusters a mere second before they thundered
gpart and sent debris careening into the hull.

Now propelled by its own momentum, the launch plummeted through the energy curtain. "No response
to course corrections,” Paladin said, strangdly intrigued by the moment of impending deeth. If he didn't
get the nose up, they would strike the deck and be crushed into a neat, recyclable package fully
appreciated by the deckdozer driver who would have little trouble clearing them from the runway. He
ignored thetingle in his neck and the flashing indicator to lower the landing skids and just two-handed the
dtick, drawing it toward him in alast-ditch effort to belly flop. The launch remained on its collision course.

"I have attitude jets back online," Aristee suddenly announced. "Firing!"
"What'sgoing on?'

The guardsignored Maniac, so, of course, he shouted the question again. And again.
"They don't know ether,” Blair findly said. "Just shut up. Listen.”

"Oh, | am. Soundslike our funerd march."



The generd quarters darm had been switched off, replaced by the frequent rumble of shield impactsand
the thrumming of the supercruiser'simpul se engines. Seventy-three thousand tonnes of durasted would
soon reach amaximum velocity of one hundred kilometers per second. An engineering marvel, no doubt,
but why hadn't they jumped yet? Had Confederation capital ships somehow managed to corner Aristeg?
That seemed unlikdly. The drives gravity well would prevent that. Wait. Paadin had mentioned that they
had been having trouble with the drive. Blair's shoulders dumped. If they couldn't jump out, then maybe
thiswasit...

The brig's main hatch cycled open, and one of the guards spoke to someone with avoice too soft to
discern. Blair hustled to the bars and spotted Paadin in acrimson flight suit, anasty bruise purpling his
forehead. "On your feet, Lieutenant,” he said as he passed Maniac's cell.

With aswish and chink, the cell door did aside, and in mild astonishment Blair stepped into the corridor.
The ship suddenly listed, and he grabbed a bar for support. Maniac staggered into the corridor, behind
Taggart, who turned wesarily to face them.

"Sir? What's happening? Areyou dl right?* Blair asked, staring at the commodoresinjury.
Pdadin mugtered agrin. "Rough landing. Areyou dl right?Y ou're shivering.”

“I'm okay."

"And I'm okay, too," Maniac said darkly. "And weredl just fine. Let's celebrate, goddamnit!”

"Gentlemen,” Pdladin began in atone that forced even Maniac into slence. "We have aKilrathi battle
group on our tail, and the hopper driveis offline. We can maintain our gap with the dreadnought and the
superdreadnought, maybe dip out of their cannon range or at least present asmaller target, but the three
cruisers and destroyers can overtake us. Which isto say, we have a problem.”

According to Joan's Ships of Known Space, an interactive database every Confed pilot worth his salt
had memorized, Kilrathi cruisers routinely reached amaximum velocity of 150 KPS, while destroyers
could reach 250. The numbersrardly lied. However, the cats would not be foolish enough to send out a
lone destroyer; it would remain in the company of the cruisers.

"Y eah, we have problem,” Maniac mimicked, "were dead. But at least the cats will send us off instead of
our own people.”

Pdadin lifted an index finger. "l said those cruisers and destroyer can overtake us. | didn't say they will."

"Sir, there aren't any asteroid fields or comet beltsin this system,” Blair said, recalling his cosmography.
"Even the jJump point's pretty far away. We have no cover."

"And no defense,” Maniac added. "Y ou think this ragtag bunch of fanatics can stop the Kilrathi? Shit."
He rubbed hisforehead. "We got a battle group out there? They got five, maybe six fightersto Aristeg's
one"

"Whichiswhy you're suiting up. Mr. Marshdl? Y ou're Rapier camein redlined, but I'm told its been
repaired and pre-flighted. Mr. Blair, we have a Rapier for you. Once we reach the flight deck, you'l
launch and report to William Santyana, your squadron commander. He's agood man. Do what he says.”

Maniac whirled toward his cell, walked back inside, then sat on his bunk. "It doesn't take much to get me
inacockpit, but if you think I'll fly for these people..."

"They die, wedie" Blair said. "How do you not get that?'



"Six million killed & Mylon Three. And what about our own people? What about Second Squadron?
Y ou forgot about them aready? 1'd rather die than help these lunatics.”

"Y ou won't be helping them," Paladin corrected. "Y ou'll be heping me. If we can evade this battle group,
you'l buy methetimel need.”

"Permisson to spesk candidly?' Maniac asked, throttling up the sarcasm.

"Say whatever you want, Mr. Marshdl, but get off that bunk and join us."

"Sir, weve been on this ship for nearly amonth. How much more time do you need?!
"Matters of diplomacy don't work on atimetable, Lieutenant.”

"Wadll, | got afedling the admird won't let Aristee waltz around the sector for much longer. Maybe you
can give your diplomatic efforts aboot in the ass, eh? And | have to wonder, what do you think you can
accomplish? She knows you're here to stop her. She'swaiting for you to make your move, and then
you'l get the cell next to mine. Y our Strategy isajoke. Coming here was ajoke. Unless you planned on
joining her inthefirst place, which, given everything I've seen, makes more sense. | mean, you love her,
right?'

Blair rushed by Pdadin, stormed into Maniac's cell, and grabbed the wiry blonde's neck, fingers digging
into Maniac's esophagus. "Y ou're not just out of line, asshole. Y ou've gone way beyond that. Unless
you'd like meto tear you anew breathing hole, | suggest you comedong.”

Powerful hands clenched Blair'swrists and pulled him away from Maniac.

"Well die before we sttle this," Paladin said, rdleasing Blair. "Lieutenant Marshdl, | can't force you to
fly. But | can assure you that when the moment comes and you're staring &t the ceiling and listening to the
atmosphere whistle away through breechesin the hull, when you know in your gut that you have only a
few secondsto live and you're thinking about your life and did you live it well and did it mean anything,
when you redize that you're alone and helpless, that you can't fight back because you're locked behind
these bars, | can assure you that you will, at that moment, wish that you had strapped yoursdlf into a
fighter, dammed on your hemet, and jammed down the trigger to firein the face of desth—because
you're a Confederation fighter pilot and that's what you do. That'swhat'sin your blood.” Paladin swung
toward the door. "Mr. Blair? Let'sgo."

‘Broturs and sosturs, I'm sure you know why 1've asked you here." Aristee gazed intensely at the
twenty-seven Pilgrims she had assembled in the Olympus's wardroom. Some of the robed elect sat in
chairs around the conference table while others stood shoul der-to-shoulder dong the bulkhead. Each
possessed the rare gift of being able to sense and manipulate gravitic fields with their minds—agift
Aristee desperately needed them to exploit.

But many of her people were aready shaking their heads, and onein particular, Karista Mullens, left her
Sedt at the table. " Sos-tur Aristee, when we redlized that you had brought so many of us on board, we
suspected this day would come. But we can't do as you ask. The edicts of Ivar Chu are clear on this. To
reach out and kill contradicts everything we believein. Y ou know that. Y ou know the painit causes. The
cold..."



"Of course sheknows," came the baritone voice of Shutaree Zimbaka, a bearded black man who
threaded hisway toward the front of the room. "But the Kilrathi are back there. They won't stop. And
welll die unlesswe do something about that. The protur has spoken. Sostur Aristee has spoken. All of us
should make the sacrifice.”

Zimbaka had bardly finished when an impact tremor came from the supercruiser's aft quarter and passed
violently through the room. Another resounded just a second later, with till athird of equal forceriding
hard on its hedls.

"I'm with you," came another voice. Aristee watched Misha-laTi come forward on small, narrow legs,
her stringy black hair swinging like a pendulum after the old woman.

Karista Mullens eyed the two defectors, her mouth agape. "Y ou can't doit. Y ou'll reach out to those
Kilrathi and crush their eyes or stop their hearts, but have any of you done that before? Do you know
what it fedsliketo rob abeing of itslife force? Do you know what it feds like to touch the dead?”

Four more Pilgrims elbowed their way to join Zimbakaand Ti. Three others did up behind Mullens.
Aristee'stemper flared as her people continued choosing their camps. She spun away, swore, then spun
back, directing her fury at Mullens. "1 brought you on board with Frotur McDaniel's highest
endorsement.”

"An endorsement | deserve," Mullenssaid, her voicefatering. "I'll do anything for you. Anything but this"
"So you choose to defy me and the protur?”’

"But haven't you and the new protur chosen to defy the edicts? The former protur would not have
endorsed this order."

"Carver Tsu the Second is dead. Whether he would have endorsed the order or not isinconsequentid.”
Arigtee lifted her voicefor all to hear. "We have anew protur. And as Brotur Zimbaka rightly pointed
out, he has spoken. So have I. Anyone who chooses to disobey will be held in the brig and sentenced to
the five penance.”

"Isthis how well shape our future?' Mullens asked. "By punishing people who refuse to breek the
edicts? Well reward the snners and damn the just?!

"Well shape our future by changing our laws," Aristee countered as she began to count heads. Sixteen
Pilgrims had gathered around Mullens, while only ten had complied with the order and stood near the
gtarboard bulkhead. Aristee had failed to win over even haf. She eyed the dissenters with disgust. "Be
sure of your decison.”

Mullens craned her head and studied the people behind her. Most stared on unflinchingly, their minds set.
She faced forward and gave a solemn nod.

Arigteeraised her chin at the Marine guards posted near the door and listened to the resignation in her
ownvoice. "Takethemto brig."

The Marines stepped back, alowing Mullens and the others to proceed to the hatch. Only afew gazes
dared meet Aristee's. Shefdt sickened by the moment—but hadn't she known that some would not
follow? She had, but not thismany...

Oncethelagt traitor had filed through the door, Aristee favored Zimbaka with widened eyes. "Y ou're
only ten. Can you still do any damage?’



Zimbaka scanned the others. Some shared his steady gaze of confidence while afew till looked
uncertain. "We can do some damage.”

"I'll take you up to the aft observation bubble," she said. "Y ou'll have privacy and adirect line" She spun
on her hedl, strode to the hatch, then paused. "Y ou're not breaking the edicts,” she assured them,
"because those edicts no longer exist. Y es, we're rewriting the law, al of us, and it'll be alaw that
establishes our rightful place among the stars. Our days of bowing to the Confederation and the Kilrathi
areover.”

Admira Vukar swiveled hiscommand chair and thrust out his jaw in the expression of demand.

Comm Officer Takar'ki snapped his gaze toward hisinstruments. "Y es, Karaahr, our cruisersand
destroyer arejettisoning al non-essentia equipment and personnd to increase thrugt.”

"How many warriorswill givetheir lives?'
"Approximatdy eighty.”

"Eighty..." The number gave Vukar pause. He closed his eyes and spent amoment in reflective silence,
then said, "We send them into the void with Sivar's highest blessing. Their nameswill adorn the temples,
their soulsthe heavens. If only we could be so fortunate..." Hiswhiskers stood on end and salvia
gathered in his mouth as he coursed with the renewed dectricity of the hunt.

The moment they had jumped into the system and had detected the supercruiser, Vukar had cried out in
relief and had launched along-range communications drone back to K'n'Rek to confirm that Dax'tri nar
Ragitagha had, indeed, provided the correct location of the supercruiser. The Ragitagha clan had

behaved honorably, and now the Ragitaghawould rejoice as the Caxki clan withdrew from the emperor's
new aliance. Vukar would seize the supercruiser and take it back to K'n'Rek, where both clanswould
exploit itstechnology. Or, perhaps, he would take it somewhere else and send out scoutsto K'n'Rek to
make sure the Ragitagha had set atrap for him. That seemed amoreintdligent plan.

"Sheisdill traveling at full impulse,” Tactical Officer Mako-rshk reported. "And till no trace of gravitic
digtortion.” A wavering hissrose from the second fang's gut. "Karahar, something iswrong."

Since every bridge officer knew that a challenge existed between Vukar and Makorshk, any
conversation between the two turned some of those officersinto anxious, quavering foolswho at any
moment expected blood to spill. A few of the older warriors kept their composure and scrutinized

V ukar, searching for areason why he had permitted the second fang to live so long. Unlike them,
Makorshk was not afraid to voice his opinion, to stray from blind obedience, to use hisown initiative to
solve problems. The young second fang represented anew generation of Kilrathi, one Vukar hoped
would still embrace the old ways while developing anew and vital sense of individudity. Although he
despised that aspect of human culture, he conceded that there lurked something very powerful within a
thinking warrior who could aso listen to his heart. Makorshk represented a blending of the old and new,
and he would not be the last of the Caxki clan to challenge authority.

Without breaking his gaze on the glistening dot that he followed through the forward viewport, V ukar
tilted hishead in Makorshk's direction. "What isit?"

"Weve been pursuing them for afew minutes now, my Karaahr. Why haven't they engaged their hopper
drive?'

Vukar had nearly forgotten about the supercruiser's capability. For too long he had fought against smilar
Confederation carriers equipped with the standard jump drive that required anatural gravity well or other



anomaly to function. He had wrongly assumed that the supercruiser speeded toward the system'sjump
point, and relying on that assumption he had predicted that his battle group would cut it off beforeit could
reach that destination. But if the ship could creste its own gravity well at any time, then yes, why hadn't it

jumped?

Vukar pushed his bulky frame up from the chair and pounded back to the tactical station. "Range of our
cruisers and destroyer?"

"One-@ght-five-six kilometersand closing,” said Makorshk, tapping along finger on hisdisplay. "All four
ships continue the bombardment.”

"Takar'ki?' Vukar called to the comm officer. "Remind our captains that once her shields have been
weekened, they will use only low-leve lasersto disable her ion engines.”

"Yes, Kdrdahr."

"The supercruiser issugtaining heavy fire" Makorshk said, observing images coming in from the cruisers.
"Perhaps they will draw our escorts closer, then engage their drive to destroy them. But in order to do
that, they have to permit our shipsto come within five hundred metersto be affected by their gravity well.
We could easily disable her well before we came so close. Something isvery wrong.”

"l suggest you discover what that something is™ Vukar said, making much more than asuggestion.

Makorshk dowly lifted his head from his screens and regarded V ukar with a near-frozen stare. "'l think |
aready have. We should pull back our escorts and initiate long-range bombing. If you alow them to get
any closer, well losethem.”

"How? Shelacks the firepower."

"Y es, she does, but she won't need her weapons. If her engi-neers have modified the hopper drive so
that its gravity well can become larger than five hundred meters, then they will destroy our ships without
launching asingle torpedo. I've dready presented this scenario to you, and it seemsthe only reason why
they haven't jumped. They're baiting our ships. They could activate that drive a any moment.” The
second fang paused to pull in along breath, seemingly overwhelmed by his own redlizations. "Karahar?
Y ou have adecision to make."

So Pdadin lays on the guilt trip and me — the sucker — goesfor it and here | am like one minute until

launch and I'm about to fight for a bunch of fanatics and mass murderers and how's your day shaping up
?

Maniac shifted his butt deeper into the seet, trying to buckle himself down for launch and adjust his
poorly fitting Skivvies, issued by afarsghted Pilgrim supply officer. At least the Pilgrim repair crew had
not screwed up; they'd done an outstanding job on hisfighter. Most of the damaged thruster and reactor
components had been replaced by new onesingtead of the usua reman-ufactured parts, that fact aone
deserved hisadmiration.

Okay, they fixed up my ride. It'snot like | should thank them likethis. Shit. | wish Zaryawas here. | can't
believe | missher so much. Isit love? Or am | just horny? | need someoneto talk to right now. Forget
Blair. Cant tdk to him. Hesasbig anidiot asme. The Rilgrimsflash him some T&A and tell him some
liesand they got him by thetiller. | can't trust him or the commodore anymore. I'm aone. It'sup to meto
take out thisbitch. | do that, come out of thisalive, they'll make me the goddamned space marshal ...

"They say your cadl SgnisManiac," theflight boss said, her ghastly face a potent emetic that threatened



to crack hisVisud Display Unit. "Wadll, let metell you something, Mr. Maniac, you try any bullshit out
there, | got afriend up in fire control who will issue you an antimatter enema.”

"Excuse me, maam, but I'm unfamiliar with the technica terms 'bullshit’ and "antimatter enema.
"But you are familiar with what asingle round of antimetter fire can do to your day..."

"Y ou seem uptight, maam. Soundslike you could use alittle, | don't know, recrestiond spanking.”
"Lineup, miger!”

Maniac placed his gloved hand over the miniature cameramounted above the visud display, blocking her
view. He nodded to the deck boss and followed the man's signals, positioning his Rapier between the
hangar's bulkhead and the launch tube.

"Elect Five, you are cleared for launch,” the old lady said, till boiling.
"Just cal me Maniac, sweetheart. And have | ever told you about thetime | got my tongue stuck in—"

Heignited histhrusters and lapsed into a howl that made the flight boss tear off her headset and possibly
wonder exactly where histongue had been. He didn't siop howling until he cleared the energy curtain and
punched into the void.

That wasridiculous. Childish. | should grow up.

Why?

At about quarter klick off the Olytnpuss stern, Maniac banked hard to join the fifteen Rapiersin William
Santyana's squadron. They flew on the supercruiser's portside, in aloose wedge or, more precisdly, an
old-fashioned fluid four that resembled the fingers of an outstretched hand. The rest of the Olym-puss
complement of seventy-one fighters and sixteen bombers had launched and divided into six and four
squadrons, respectively. They encompassed the supercruiser and maintained the same heading. At the
moment, Maniac appreciated Aristee's recruitment of equipment and personnel, and the modifications
she had made to the flight deck to accommodate many more fighters and bombers than the usua twenty
or so Rapiers and half dozen Broadswords assigned to Concordia-class supercruisers.

But they were still outnumbered. Each of the Kilrathi cruisers carried at least fifty Drathi; the dreadnought
boasted one-hundred and fifty hersdlf; and the superdreadnought, well, Intell reported its fighter
complement at over two hundred.

Hey, man. Takeit easy. The more cats, the morekills...

The VDU snapped on. "Santi to Maniac. Welcome aboard, Lieutenant.” Santyana flipped back hisHUD
viewer. "Good to be flying together again. At least thistime we're on the same side, if not the wrong one.
Y ou kept up with me pretty well over McDanid. For amoment there, | wasn't sure | could lose you.”

Maniac thought back to that furball. He had been chasing a Pilgrim fighter and had narrowed itslead to
twenty meters. The Pilgrim had leveled off, cutting through a gauntlet of fighters and bombers
crisscrossing about aquarter kilometer away from the moon. Maniac had had trouble bdlieving that the
enemy pilot could navigate through coordinates so densdaly packed with other starcraft. That feat resulted
in the jock's escape and Maniac's unfulfilled promise to find and smoke him. "That was you?" he asked
increduloudly. "l oweyou amissle, Commander.”

"Consder useven." Static cut across the display, then Santyanas dark features returned as he



transmitted now on the squadron's generd frequency. "All right, listen up, cowboys. We're point
sguadron. For those of you who missed or dept through the briefing, they'll be abombing squadron with
fighter escort targeting each of those cap ships. All we haveto do isdraw fire away from them. The
captain assures us that the lead cruiser will ceasefirein aminute or two. The otherswill follow."

"What's she going to do?' Maniac began amusedly. "Get that skipper on the comm and say, 'Uh, excuse
me Mr. Cat, sr, but would you mind like ceasing fire for alittle while so we can barbecue your god-ugly

"Trust me, Lieutenant. Those gunswill cease.”
"Sir, issheusing Filgrimsto do thet?" Blair asked. "l mean Rlgrimswho can—"

"I'm afraid sheis, Lieutenant. Can't say | agree with her methods, but | don't have any particular love for
the Kilrathi either. Politics and edicts asde, thisis about saving our butts. And were all pretty good at
that. Stand by. Ready now? Break and attack!"

Still confused, Maniac shrugged and obeyed the order, looping back to fly inverted relative to the
oncoming cruisers. Herolled upright and tensed as he surveyed the scene. The Fralthi-class cruisers had
spread themsalvesinto awide, flat arrowhead, with the destroyer lining up behind like the arrow's shaft.
The radar scope showed the dreadnought and superdreadnought positioned well behind them, spearing
their way forward on full impulse. Strangely enough, they held their fire, letting the cruisers and destroyer
communicate for them. And given their position, maybe they wouldn't launch fighters. One hundred and
fifty from the cruisers qill gave the cats aroughly two-to-one advantage.

Okay. What do we got? The battle group's flagship and an escort are hanging back. Thistells methey
want the Olympus intact. Of course they want the ship. They want the drive. And they'll use that
destroyer to deploy boarding details. Subtle the cats ain't. Then again, that pack hunter mentaity might
comeinto play. Maybe they're driving us forward, toward another battle group that'll spring and attack.
No way, man. Don't get that paranoid .

A proximity aarm squawked. Maniac frantically scanned the HUD, then rolled onto hisside asapair of
torpedoes streaked by with asavo of antimatter fire running shadow.

"Oh my god," somebody said over the genera channdl. "L ook."

Maniac leveled off, and as he dived toward the lead Frathi, he suddenly redlized that her trio of
antimatter guns had falen silent, that her tube doors had closed, and that her bow began pitching down a
few degrees. Despite that, wave after wave of Dralthi fightersfled like hungry bats from her cavernous
flight tubes, asthey did from the other two cruisers.

"Okay, our first bombing squadron isclear,” Santyana shouted. "L et's bait those fighters.”

Scanning the comm channd list, Maniac found Blair's private frequency and tapped for thelink. "You
mind telling me what's going on? Does Aristee have spies aboard that cruiser or what?'

"Why are you swesting the details? Just do the job. Y ou got my wing." Blair cut the channdl.

Whatever . Maniac kept Blair's Rapier in hisfield of view asit jerked into ahigh-G climb that beckoned
atrio of Drdthi pulling away from the cruiser. "Got threeteking asniff,” hetold Blair. "Maintain that
heading. I'm coming in behind to skin ‘em.”

"Do meafavor?' Blar asked. "Don't miss.”



"Me?Y ouvelost your memory, Ace."

An old girlfriend had once asked Maniac if he had ever grown tired of dogfights. Wasn't it the same old
thing, time and again? Y ou fly into the furbal, try to get abead on the enemy, fire, and blow him away.
So what? That wasn't profound or artistic. And didn't he suffer from the cookie factory syndrome and
have an averson to flying unlessit pertained to hisjob? And hadn't he grown tired of bragging about the
missions, describing the same types of situations, using the same old words?/ camein from hiseleven
o'clock, swooped to line up on hissix, got the lock, thumbed off the safety, and wham, I'll take mine
extra-crispy. Hey, can | buy you another one of those, sweetheart ?

Evenif hekept ajournd of hisexplaits, it would hardly amount to areflection of literary depth or afford
him ameaningful look a his psyche.

So what kept him going?

"It'sthejuice, honey. Thefedingit givesyou. You can't duplicate that anywhere dse. And it's different
every time. Y eah, the words get old, and sometimesthe kill isthe same. But thefedling... it'saways
different. Kegps me coming back.”

And thejuice did, indeed, course through Maniac as he sudied the three Drathis closing in on Blair and
issued avoice command to the Tempest targeting computer. "Missile salect? Guided. | want two.
Multiplelaunch on my mark."

"Ordnance ready," camethe Al's breathy, female voice that had once roused Maniac into afit of dirty
tak.

"All right. Let'stake alook." He swiped the HUD viewer over hiseye and waited until the smart targeting
reticle gppeared and locked on. "Mark!"

Two guided missilesignited on their upper port and starboard mounts—

And Maniac jammed down the primary wegpons trigger, express-delivering synchronous neutron fireto
the center Dralthi, no signature required.

The Rapier's wings shook as the missiles thundered off, adding to the potent vibration generated by the
fighter'srotary barrel cannon.

Fountains of diaphanous blue energy clouded the center Dralthi's shields. Maniac kept the fire coming
and kept hard on the cat'stail until the pilot rolled to port and suddenly dove.

Even as Maniac dammed the stick forward to pursue, his missiles struck the other two Drdthis. The
feline fireworks showered overhead as he stayed with the last cat.

"Only two?" Blair teased. "Y ou got rusty lying in thet cell.”

With aquick snort in reply, Maniac dedicated himsdlf to the last Drdthi's destruction—just to shut up his
wingman. The enemy's shiddsfinaly dropped for the count, and Maniac et his neutron gun play connect
therivetson virgin plagtisted asthe aien transmitted ataunt.

"No honor isgreater!" the Kilrathi cried in apoor attempt at standard speech. Thething stared a Maniac
with those piss-ydlow softballsit caled eyes. ™Y ou apeswill never know such glory! Ahhhhhhh!™

"Got newsfor you, pa. I'm fedling pretty glorious right now." Maniac grinned as he corkscrewed a path
through the fiery garbage. "And that's three, Blair. Y ou were saying something about being rusty?* He



turned on awing, dashing back to regroup.

Meanwhile, the four Broadsword bombers below had come within torpedo range of the lead Frathi, and
whilether fighter escorts warded off attacking Drathi and afew Sdthi light fightersthat had joined the
fray, the bombers each launched apair of torpedoes at the foundering cruiser. Maniac could not help but
watch for a second as the eight projectiles struck in succession, blasting apart the cap ship's port bow,
her superstructure, and tearing gaping breeches amidships. Four hundred and seventy-five meters of
Kilrathi engineering began to bresk gpart, illu-mined by the flickering light of her explosons. Nutrient gas
streamed from at least a dozen rupturesin her hull and formed long, emerad pennonsthat trailed the
devadtation. Tattered pieces of plastisted tumbled and glimmered, and afew of the Rapiers nearby
narrowly avoided colliding with some of the larger rubble.

"Maniac? Blair? Get back to the destroyer and lend those escorts ahand,” Santyana ordered. "The rest
of you stay with the two cruisers. The oneto port has ceased fire."

"Jesus," Maniac gasped. "1 don't know how Aristeg's doing this, but if she can take out aKilrathi battle
group this eadily, then how does Confed brass expect to stop her?"

"We haven't taken out this group yet," Santyanareminded. "Moveit."

Complying with aburst of thrust, Maniac soared up beside Blair's Rapier. They darted over thetwo
remaining cruisers and dove forty-five degrees toward the Ralari-class destroyer in the rear. The ship's
two turreted lasers wreaked equal opportunity destruction and had aready crippled three of the
seventeen Rapiers escorting the bombers. Another three Rapiers had broken off to tractor in those pilots
who had gected.

Still, the destroyer's lasers weren't the most serious threst.

Her twin-barrd antimatter gun swiveled and tracked the bombers, then bel ched out ahumbling and
steedy flow that had the entire group suddenly dispersing as savos ripped through the phantoms of those
crafts.

A flash from the radar scope now showed a band of red blips that represented afull squadron of Drathis
coming in from Maniac's six o'clock low. "Multiple hostiles bearing four-two-four by six-one-three.
Range: one point five Ks. They'll reach usfirg, Blair. My little sweetheart Al counts nineteen.”

"Reverse course on my mark," Blair said, his masked face aoruptly lighting the VDU. "Let'stie'em up for
awhile”

"Y ou want to play chicken with nineteen Dralthi? Look, I've noticed that you can't use your 'Rilgrim’ call
3ggn here. Makesfor alittle confuson. But now I'm thinking you deserve mine. No way in hell am | going
to play chicken with nineteen Drathi.”

"Well kill thrusters and hit the brakes about a hundred meters out for alittle over and under Sand S."

"Now youretaking. But we haven't pulled that one sincetraining. What the hell. | get top, clockwise
rotetion.”

"And | got control. Steady now. Mark!"

They pedled away, with Blair banking to port, Maniac to starboard, and came around to reassume their
formation flying abreast. The Drdthi hurtled toward them like aheated braid of silver and tarnished
copper that would for afew seconds wholly deceive the casua observer.



"Range: 9x hundred meters.”
"Oh, God," Blair said through an audible shiver. "Back there this seemed like agood idea.”

"Hey, | say that myself—usually when I'm climbing out of her bed the next morning and can't remember
her name. Range: four hundred meters.”

Hungry for their first kill, the cats opened up with wing-mounted |aser cannons. Bolts perforated the
vacuum around Maniac's Rapier, and atrio spattered across his forward shield and sent shock waves
ripping through the ship. He thought better of adjusting course, though. Any change would ruin their ploy.

"About ten seconds now," Blair cried. "Merlin saysthat the odds of ustaking out al nineteen are—"
"Unless he'staking bets, tell the old geezer to shut up.”

Maniac fastened his gaze to the nav clock and its pretty green numbersthat blithely ticked off the fina
seconds.

Hard brake. Cramp in shoulders. Damned harness. Vel ocity zero. Holy... They'reright on top of us!
Maneuvering thrusters: fire. Commence rotation. Neutron cannon engaged. ..

Maniac had positioned himsdlf about ten meters directly over Blair. They held their coordinates and
broke into clockwise and counter-clockwise flat spins, creating deadly girandoles of fire. Thetactic,
dubbed a"gt-"n"-spin,” worked well if you were alone and well away from your comrades since
whatever entered your cone of fire would wind up dead meat, whether you wanted it dead mest or not.
Not many pilotswould attempt adue spin since one misfire of manuerving jets could result in point-blank
friendly fire—certainly no way to get friendly.

But Maniac and Blair had perfected the maneuver. With the tap of a switch, he had turned over
maneuvering to Blair asthe Drdthi fanned out and climbed, seconds away from swooping down and
attacking them from above. Blair rolled both Rapiers onto their sdes so that they fired verticaly relative
to the Drdthi. He continued theroll, adjusting course as necessary and producing gyroscopic inertiaand
precession, forces that, despite the dampeners, they could not sustain for long without blacking out.

AsManiac tightened his ssomach and forced bile back down histhroat, he caught the barest glimpse of a
Drdthi breaking apart under Blair'sfire, then he spotted another disassembling under his own wrath. Red
blips on the scope broke off and knifed back toward the bombers and escorts. Just aswell. Shadows
crept into Maniac's peripherad vision. Timeto cal it.

"Stalled them aslong aswe could,” Blair said, probably feding the same effect. "Sowing to bresk link.
Five seconds."

After adight thump, control returned, and Maniac eased on the throttle, pulling forward and away from
Blair's Rapier. He savored the few seconds he had to compose himself, then rolled back to glide over his
wingmean.

About aquarter klick ahead, the destroyer turned hard to starboard, retreating from the bombers and
fighters. A beep from Maniac's radar scope aerted him to the presence of avessal much larger than a



fighter: one of the Fralthi-class cruisers; it too retreated from the Olympus, with asquadron of Filgrim
bombers diving toward its six. Behind it, a portico of sparking rubble forged a gateway back to the

Olympus.

So Aristee's people had somehow taken out two of the Fralthi-class cruisers and now had the third
cruiser and the destroyer on the run. The dreadnought and superdreadnought kept their distance but
continued to follow the Olympus, and Maniac figured that the cruiser and destroyer would regroup with
them. He guessed that Aristee didn't have spies aboard the surviving Kil-rathi ships since they continued
to rattle off anti-starcraft fire or retain their present headings.

The bombers hunting down the cruiser found their locks and unloaded their ordnance in an exhibition of
well-choreographed firepower. Like the fingers of some enormous hand, the torpedoes descended upon
the cruiser.

But the ship's antimatter guns found three of those fingers off its aft quarter and detonated them
harmlessy over the hull. The explosionstossed afourth torpedo into afifth, driving both well off course
and into a concentrated burst of laser fire that turned their destructive cepacitiesinward. The sixth
projectilelocked onto acloud of chaff twinkling and expanding in the cruiser'swash and lifted a
white-hot explosion that swallowed the last two torpedoes. Eight shots. Eight misses. The bombers
pulled out of their run in sixty-degree climbs, then, as though with their tails between their legs, beet a
full-throttle retreat back toward the Olympus.

Meanwhile, the bombers targeting the destroyer fared no better. Maniac drew closer to the scene as
antimatter fire, superheated countermeasure cones, and what he deemed lucky guided missile strikes by
Drdythi pilotslashed at or lured away the ordnance. The last torpedo met itsfate by cannon fireasheand
Blair buzzed over the destroyer, al but ignored by squadrons of Drathi and Sdthi fighters hightailing it
back to the flagship.

"Lookslikethey're cutting their [osses," Santyana said. "Eighth Squadron? Let's cut our own. Return to
base"

Nearly in unison, Maniac and Blair pulled away from the destroyer and aimed for aloose blue wresth of
thrusters. Maniac flicked back his HUD viewer, massaged weary eyes, then pulled up Blair's channd.
"Nicelittle spin back there, Ace. Next time| got the stick."

"Fair enough,” Blair answered, blinking clear hisvision and looking about as spent as Maniac.
"So I'm il swesting the details. How did Aristee get those cruisersto cease fire?"
"Likethis"

Maniac's head snapped up as an unseen fist struck amild blow to his chin. "Hey, what the—"

"Some of us, not many, have thisthing, an extrakinetic power they cdl it. Kind of like telekines's,
telepathy, and extrasensory perception, only different isthe way we experienceit. And it's pretty deadly
if wewant it to be."

"How'd you get it? Y oureonly haf Rlgrim?"

"Guess| got lucky," Blair answered, sounding anything but. "And you know what? | thought about using
it to bring down afew of those fighters. But to kill someonelikethat... | don't know... it's supposed to
make you fed kind of dead yoursdlf.

When you touch inanimate objects, it gives you the shakeslike you wouldn't believe.”



"Doesthat mean you can read minds like your girlfriend? Like maybe you can read Zarya's mind and let
me know what's up with her? And poker! Holy shit, man. We can make akilling."

"Some of us can access scripts and read thoughts. But I'm not sureif | have or not. It'slike | can talk to
other peoplein my head, but that'sit."

Maniac rubbed his chin. "Punching me from over there... that still ain't bad. Can you squeeze awoman's
breasts like that? And what did you say? Accessthe script? Y ou lost me there.”

"I'm not squeezing any breastswith this, you idiot. Look, I'll tell you the rest when we get back. Well
have plenty of time."

"Y ou mean when we get back to our cdlls? I'm not going.”
"Wasn't too long ago when you wouldn't leave.”

"We're out here now. We got the firepower. Let's take the shot, disable the ship. Some properly placed
misslesto her ion engineswill take 'em offline. Hopper drive's down, so she can't skip out. A comm
drone carrying our mayday would only take about aweek or two to reach the trade routes. It's not like
we'd be stranded out here for long.”

"Uh, excuse me, but that battle group, or at least what'sleft of it, istill pursuing. That ship'sour only ride.
And even if we movein to attack, her cannon operators—or even pilots from this squadron—uwill be on
us before we get off a shot. Besides, can you imagine what would happen if the Kilrathi got their hands
on the hopper drive?'

"Yeah, | can. They would, like Aristee, use it to destroy Earth. And your point?’
"Tdl you what. Welose this battle group, then maybe I'll consider your plan.”
"Chris, we swore an oath. We have to do this. We won't get another chance.”

"You don't know that. And like | said, if we disable the Olympus, then the cats get her. Hell, they get us.
They're carnivores. | heard they edt live prey.”

"Wait aminute. Y ou said Aristee took out the other cruisers by using Rilgrimswith that, what wasit,
extrakinetic thing? Those Filgrims are on board the Olympus, right?"

"Y eah, so what?"

Theideaunfolded alittle more and drove Maniac to straighten in his seet. " Then that battle group isno
problem. We disable the Olympus, draw in the Kilrathi, then Aristee unleashes her people. Wekill two
birds. Y ou with me?’

"l don't know."
Admira Vukar beat afist on the control pand beside Tactical Officer Makorshk. "I said why?"

"And I'll repeat, my Kdraahr. I'm not sure." Makorshk clenched hisown fist but kept it resting steadily
on the pand. "After welost contact, her defense systems came down. She did launch fighters, but they
also lost contact with her. It seems both cruisers suffered the same fate, which, my Karaahr, I'mat a
lossto explan.”

"Interesting. For once you don't have dl the answers.”



Vukar tore himself away from the tactical station and tramped to the viewport. Out there in the void,
beyond the wash of infrared radiation that appeared like a bloodred foam to his eyes, the supercruiser
streaked off unabated, carrying with it adrive of enormous power and another weapon arguably even
more powerful. And maybe the destruction of two cruisers represented but a mere glance at its potential.

"Kardahr?' He spun toward Comm Officer Takar'ki's station. "I've been scanning the recordings of
intership communications. Y ou mugt seethis.”

Vukar took severd hurried strides and arrived behind Takar'-ki. A holograph of acommunications
officer making aroutine report flickered above the station. Sans forewarning, the warrior's head shook
violently and his eyes snapped close. He shrieked, extended his claws, and began gouging out hisown
eyes as Satic filtered into and washed clean the transmission. Vukar held himsalf amoment, considering
the horrific image. Hefelt hot breath pass across his neck and cocked his head to find Makorshk
seething behind him. " Comment?"

"Interesting. Now | do have an answer." Thetactica officer returned to his station and quickly buried
himsdf inhisdigolays.

Expecting that in amoment Makorshk would share hisfindings, Vukar paused a the comm station and
waited.

The moment passed, but the second fang ignored V ukar and the other officers, everything savefor his
data

With hisblood frenzy reawakened and thoughts of initiating the challenge here and now, Vukar crossed
to Makorshk's station and once more beat hisfist on the control pand, jarring the tactical officer. "If you
have an answer, let's hear it!"

"I'vejust scanned datathat we recovered during the Terran-Pilgrim War. What we just saw? It's nothing
new. Some Rilgrims, not many, possess aform of telekinesisthat they can use as awegpon. However,
their precepts rule againgt such use. The Confederation hunted down as many of these Pilgrims asthey
could, but it seemsafew got away. I'm certain that's what were dedling with now.”

"We're not dedling with them. We're being daughtered by them. But why this method now? Why not use
their hopper drive? Can they il engageit?”

"I don't believethey can. | ran amulti-emission scan of the ship, searching for evidence of areaction
containment field or other controlled matter-antimatter reactions. | found none, which may mean their
driveisoffline, possbly for repairs. If it were not, then yes, why would they turn to their brethren for help
and break their own precepts? The gravity well would kill usfar more efficiently. And there's another
interesting fact. The Confederation was able to capture many of these Pilgrims because once they reach
out and kill alifeform, they need time to recover, sometimes aslong as severd standard days.”

"What if those Pilgrims expended most of their energy on our cruisers? That would mean..."
"Yes, Karahdr. Now you are the one with the answers.”

Vukar repressed hisreaction. No sensein letting the bridge crew see his amusement over Makorshk's
compliment, perhapsthe first he had ever given. Vukar shifted to the comm station and gave the order:
"Digpatch our cruiser and destroyer. Launch dl fighters from the dreadnought to escort. Thistimethe
Caxki clanwill take her.”

The command chair felt too small, and the bulkheads seemed to inch alittle closer toward Amity Aristee.



She bolted from her sest, her breeth coming in an uneven burst. The XO, seated at the port observation
station to study atactica report, glanced back and registered his concern.

"Captain?' That from Sostur Charity, the radar officer on duty. "The Kilrathi cruiser and destroyer are
breaking ahead of the battle group. Count one-eight-seven banditsin escort.”

"How many?'
"One-eight-saven, maam. A combined force from the cruiser and dreadnought.”

Arigtee nearly lunged back to her command chair, did over the comm screen mounted on aswivel am,
and dided up the aft observation bubble. "Brotur Zimbaka?"

No response. She hit the override to engage the comm unit's camera and remote operate it from the
bridge. She panned across the wide, circular room crowned by ahemisphere of Plexi, spotted the
narrow columns of telescopic imaging components, then something told her to pan down.

Zimbaka and the nine others who had agreed to help lay on the floor, some shivering violently, some
garing off at acold tomb of horrors. Zimbakahimself sat up with hisknees pulled into his chest. Hisheed
jittered, his eyeslooked red and clouded, and his mouth hung open. Drool dripped from his chin.

"Brotur Zimbaka?"

Hetilted hishead afraction to the | eft, as though recognizing her voice, but continued to shake, to droal,
to remainlost in alabyrinth of pain.

She cdled again. No reaction.

Aristee banged off the comm unit and regarded Sostur Char-ity. “How long until the Kilrathi arein
cannon range?'

"They're accelerating to one-five-zero. ETA to cannon range, three-point-three-one minutes.”

At least the cats would only launch alimited torpedo barrage and not call upon their new Skipper missile.
They clearly intended to take the ship intact. They would, asthey just had, direct their fire toward theion
enginesto disable the ship. And without the help of Karista Mullens and the others, the cruiser might get
in close enough to deliver the crippling blow. The seventy or so Rapiersleft in Aristeg's complement
would surely be overrun by the Dralthi, even with Jamess help out there. She clutched the arm of her
command chair, closed her eyes, and groped for a solution. Groped again. Something now. ..
something...

Eyes open.

Fingers tapped hard on the comm touchpad.

"Yes, Captain,” KarigaMullens said, saring nervoudy at the camera.
"Sostur. You and | need to talk. I'm coming down."

Maniac shifted course three degrees to starboard. The targeting reticle rested squarely over the
Olympuss portsideion engine. Range: four-zero-nine meters. The computer continued to flash warnings
aong the perimeter of hisHUD, which hetrandated as, Hey, you're targeting your own ship. Sorry,
honey, but thisisnt my ship at dl . "Maniacislocked on,” hetold Blair.

"Locked mysdlf, but I'm picking up something right on the fringe. Can't get an 1D yet. Looks big, though.



Maybe we should—"

"Noway. Thisisit. I'm making the run, with or without you. And like you said, at any second the cannon
operators or other pilotswill get wise"

Blar sghed in resgnation. "All right. Thisistheright thing. Thisiswhat we haveto do."

"That'sright. Keep convincing yoursdf. I'mtelling you, it'sal going to work out. Let'sget injust a
litle—"

"Whoa, whoa, whoa," Blair cried. " Something moving into her wash. Searching... Aw, shit. It'sa Rapier,
aternating course between exhaust nodules.”

"It be the memory of a Rapier in two seconds," Maniac promised.

"Break off," Pdadin ordered, assuming an expression of unflappable cam as he piloted the fighter
shidding the Olym-puss engines.

Maniac scowled at the display. "No, Sir. Y ou break off. Otherwise I'll wax your ass. Sir ."

"Lieutenant, you won't get that chance. The big gunsll shove enough antimetter fireinto your faceto
make you burst into flames before you get off ashot. Every nervein your body will register the sensation
of being burned dive. Don't believe me? Scan the ship. Y ou're dancing in their sights.”

"Likel care, Rilgrim . I'll go out doing the right thing, not salling out to the goddamned enemy. How do
you live with yoursalf?'Y ou're supposed to be acommodore, for God's sake. All it takesis one whiff of

Rilgrim poontang?'

"Sir?' Blair cutin. "I know you've done everything you can to get Aristee to stand down. But she
obvioudy won't. It'stimeto act. And if we die now, well, we knew that could happen going in."
"Mr. Blair, thiswon't solve anything, and you'll lose your livesfor nothing.”

"But we can do thisnow," Blair implored him. "Why don't you help us? We can disable the ship and put
anendtodl of this"

"Yes, well end everything. The catswill get the ship. Well die. Wrong ending, Lieutenant.”

"What about Aristee's people, the oneswith the extrakinetic thing?' Maniac asked. "Why doesn't she just
let 'em loose on the cats?"

"Shedid. They're incapacitated now. Could be days before they recover. And gentlemen? It gets more
interesting. Seemsthat the Kilrathi have done their homework. They've redized what we threw at them,
figured out that our Pilgrims need down time, so they've launched another assault. The cruiser and the
destroyer are inbound, along with nearly two hundred fighters. We have about seventy or so Rapiersto
throw at them. The bombers have headed in to reload.” He paused to take along breath. " Still want to
dissblethe ship?’

"Maybe | do,” Maniac answered. "Maybe when Aristee knows the cats are going to take possession,
shéll blow it up. Wedie, yeah. But the Confederation wins."

Blair gifled alaugh. "Y ou're so full of shit, Maniac. Y ou love yoursdf too much. Y ou want to win and
live"

"I'm not going back to that cdll. I'm not going to St around while this ass-kisser underminesthe



Confederation and everything we believe in. Mr. Taggart? Y ou have five seconds to break off."
"Y ou do this, and maybe I'll come in behind you and wax your ass" Blair said.

Maniac gritted histeeth and snorted. "Y ou've got the aim but not the bals. Hey, Taggart? Y ou're out of
time"

AsManiac throttled up and brought the burners on line, his skin crawled as he thought about being
burned dive.

"Todd! Don't doit!" Blair unbuckled his oxygen mask and vigoroudy shook his head.

Disregarding the display, Maniac forged on, two guided missilesready to drop away from hiswingsand
ater the Olympuss destiny. He eyed the supercruiser's aftmost antimatter cannon. The second he saw it
flash, hewould thumb off the missiles.

"Listento me, Todd. We might just die anyway. All we can doistry to outrun the Kilrathi and tieup as
many of their fighters aswe can. Didn't you say that you'd rather be killed by the Kilrathi?"

Clever trick, Blair. Twisting my words. | said I'd rather get killed by the cats than by our own people, but
when | said our own people, | wasn't talking about Pilgrims. They might aswell be the Kilrathi.

"Lieutenant Marshdl, I'm locked on to your fighter, asisthe cannon above me," the commodore said.
"Evenif you get off your missiles before we smoke you, well ill have time to take them out. Y oung man,
| want you to take a deep breath and think ."

"That'sal I've been doing. Now I'm going to take a deep breath and act.”

Likeapair of yellow eyesfringed in blue, the Olympuss massveion engines sweled into view, with the
shimmering dot of the commodore's Rapier swerving like a pendulum between them.

"l am right on your six," Blair suddenly said. "L ocked on to your stubborn butt. Let's cal thisand fight the
red enemy.”

"Likel thought,” Maniac muttered. "I'm adone."
The antimatter cannon flashed.

Maniac flicked histhumb twice on the secondary wegpons trigger while using hisfree hand to flick asade
the safety and punch the gection button. Half-muffled explosions ringed the cockpit, and Maniac felt his
shoulders dam toward his chest as the pod's thrusters swept him up and away from the Rapier—

Just afew breaths before a gleaming net of antimatter fire devoured the stubby-winged fighter.
To the stern, a phosphorescent thorn of debris nearly caught Blair's Rapier before he banked to dodge it.

Maniac fixed his gaze on the antimatter cannon asit swiveled to track him. A pair of flashesto hisfour
o'clock revesled that the commodore had, in fact, intercepted the guided missles.

"I'm whedling around to get you,” Blair said. "I'll tow you back in."
But the commodore gpparently had something esein mind. " Stay whereyou are, Mr. Blair."

As Maniac stared down the barrels of the antimatter cannon and pried as much thrust as he could out of
the pod's meager engines, putting more distance between himsdlf and that cannon, he decided what he



would do if another flash came. He armed the self-destruct system, routing control to his stick. One tap
on the primary weaponstrigger would end hislife—and at least he would be the one to do that, a pilot to
the end, not wasted by traitors, his death the ultimate act of defiance. He jerked away the HUD viewer,
unbuckled his mask. The VDU remained dark. Instruments ticked, beeped, and hummed, and the pod's
thrustersissued their rhythmic burdts. It took but another second for the moment to unravel the remnants
of hisnerves. "C'mon? What are you waiting for? Firel"

"Brotur Syllian?" Paladin caled, using the genera frequency for Maniac's benefit. "1syour cannon locked
on to the pod?"

"Itis, Brotur. Awaiting your order."

"Releaselock. New target: incoming cruiser. Compute firing solution now," Paladin said tersely. "Mr.
Blair? Take Lieutenant Marshdll to the Olympus . Reload and refud, then get back in the fight.”

"Aye-aye, Sr."

"Hey, Blair,” Maniac caled, having switched to the private channd. "Now that they've let down their
guard, you can make your own run."

"Areyou drunk, dense, or deaf? The plan won't work."
"I'verevised the plan. It's now about getting Aristee to destroy the ship.”
"l know the commodore's working on a better way out of this. | just know it."

Maniac fell back hard againgt his seat asBlair'sretrieva beam clutched the pod, shifted it behind Blair's
fighter, then began towing it toward the aft flight deck's launch and landing tunnel. "Blair, when are you
going to redize that we can't trust Taggart anymore?'

"Don't write him off yet. Just give him moretime.”
"Weve been there. How much more? A year? Two? A lifetime? This'more time bullshit isjust that.”

"Well, thisisinteresting. The commodore just told me that they have another Rapier for you. It'san old
F44-A but ill functional. He wantsyou in it and out here ASAP."

"Proves my point what anidiot heis. Now he's going to put me back in another Rapier? Hell, I'll just
make another run at the engines.”

"Y ou're going to be alittle too busy for that. Check your scope. Here they come now.”

A dense band of blips crept up from the bottom of Maniac's radar display. The commodore had said that
nearly two hundred Kilrathi fighters were inbound, but the words hadn't seemed redl.

Now the radar image provided one hell of aredlity check.

"I'm sorry, Sostur, but there is no way you can make us do this. We've dready seen what it's done to
Brotur Zimbaka and the rest. We won't help under any circumstances.”

Arigtee stepped farther into Karista M ullenss meager quarters. Dozens of oil paintings of scantily-clad
Filgrim dancersleaned againgt the bulkheads, dong with asundry of homemade musica instruments,
including the Pilgrim soultom and soultar , variations on the ancient drum and guitar. Aristee nearly
tripped over astack of smaller, unframed artwork piled beside a standard issue desk chair. "'l won't
explainit again. | won't ask you again. Y ou say you and the otherswon't help under any circumstances?



Then I'll gather you up, take you to an airlock, and jettison you one by one. No, strike that. That's too
clumsy and dow. I'll take you down to the flight deck and have you stroll through an energy curtain.
That's quicker, and well have alittle audience.”

Mullens, her back pressed against a hatch leading into the latrine, seemed to expect such athreet and
gave amicroscopic nod. "Were prepared to die.”

"Maybe you are because you've met your pair and he'snot, well, he's not al that you've dreamed of. But
the others?| don't think they're ready to die—especially the younger ones—and none of you are ready
to watch your broturs and sosturslose their lives.”

"Youwon't kill us. Y ou need us."

"But if you won't help me, then you're worthless. Mogt of you lack military training. Not one of youisa
pil ot—except Blair— and he's out there. Y ou consume resources and return nothing save for your artistic
diversons. We can live without them.”

"But you won't live. None of uswill. Maybethat is Ivar Chu'swill. Maybe we shouldn't fight it."

"It'snot hiswill that we die," Aristee said, nearly tasting the bitterness and futility of the notion. "'If you
want to know hiswill, then spesk with the protur.”

"We don't recognize that man asthe protur.” Aristee held back her snicker; no sense in wasting any more
emotion on the woman. "Were finished here. Y ou and the others will be taken to the flight deck.” She
went for the exit, then halted under athought. ™Y ou've assumed a position of leadership among them. It's
not easy to watch your peopledie. I'll be sureto kill you last, so you'll understand exactly what | mean.”

Blair carefully shifted the miniature joystick on the tractor retrieva system's pand, setting down Maniac's
pod on one of the aft flight deck's circular orange pads designated for such emergency landings. With
Maniac safely grounded, Blair cut the beam and glided forward, following the deck boss's cues until he

dipped into arepair bay.

Under the shadows of two colossal durasted! braces, he kept his Rapier in ahover asaPFilgrim crew of
three performed the hazardous operation of refueling and rearming a hot fighter. He exchanged afew
words with the crew chief regarding the Rapier's satus, then gave afind admonishment to Maniac before
the pilot Ieft hisgection pod. Aristee did not have a Pilgrim Marine waiting for Maniac; instead, theflight
boss herself had elected to leave control and come down to personaly welcome back the ship's now
most infamous pilot. The woman's Pilgrim robe failed to disguise her considerable girth, and despite being
afull head shorter than Maniac, she stared up at him, seeming to curl into the folds of her body like a
rattlesnake before the strike. Blair grinned broadly as he watched Maniac flinch under the old lady's
oration.

Behind them, aragged line of people under the scrutiny of four Pilgrim Marineswaked dong the
catwak. The Pilgrimsforged on toward the twenty-meter-high maintenance curtain, descended the
gtaircase to the runway level, then paused at the red line marking the field's four-meter safety zone. A blur
of white from the catwalk signaled the entrance of Amity Aristee. She beat aquick two-four rhythm
down the stairs, paced as though inspecting the group, then spoke.



"What's up with them?" Blair asked his chief.
"Don't know."

One of the women in the group turned her head, and goose-flesh ran a marathon across Blair's shoulders
and arms. Karista Mullens. His pair. But why was she here? Hadn't Aristee convinced her and therest to
bring down the two cruisers? Shouldn't they al be recovering? Blair swore over the fact that he couldn't
get out and ask. Maybe they had dready recovered and were getting ready for the next battle? That
would be good news to the poor souls Sitting in Rapiers who probably stared dack-jawed at the angry
horde of Kilrathi fighters barreling toward them.

A wave of something passed through the group. Wasisit shock? Fear? Some of the Pilgrims clutched
each other. A chubby blond boy no more than ten or twelve gripped Karistas waist and began to cry.

Theflight deck trembled a second as a Broadsword passed through the energy curtain like afinger
through gdlatin. Once the ship roared clear, a short, gray-haired man with dightly hunched shoulders
detached himself from the group. Under the vigilance of the nearest Marine guard, the old man crossed
the red line and shambled toward the fluctuating field. Blair's pulse raced as the man lifted hisarms, giving
himsdf to the unthinking, unfeding wal of energy.

"What's he—" The crew chief broke off.
Blair engaged the externa microphone, even asthe old man shrieked and stepped into the curtain.

Onevoicein Blair'shead implored him to turn away. But another, more powerful voice appealedto his
dark fascination for things horrific. The old man's head melted into shoulders as they melted into his chest
inaswirling, hissing mixture of pale white, blue, and wine-dark red. Hisarmsflailed amoment before
they peeled back like apair of lit matches. He shrank into alumpy puddle that swelled acrossthe flight
deck and into the vacuum on the other side of the curtain. Out there, sseaming goo stretched and broke
goart like taffy and began floating away.

The man's desth, or, more precisday, his execution, made Blair realize what was happening. Some
Rilgrims had obvioudy helped Aristee—but not these. Those who had hel ped were now recovering.
Those who had refused would now be sent into the curtain.

One of the Marines near the rear came forward, seized the boy by the back of the neck, tugged him off
of Karista, and drove him toward thered line.

Blair hit the canopy release.

The crew chief'svoice buzzed loudly in his headset. "Hey! What are you doing? Y ou haveto stay in the
pit and monitor the flow."

"What'sit look like I'm doing?" Blair tore off hismask and helmet, unbuckled only one sde of his
harness, then wrenched himsdlf free. The canopy chinked into place behind him, and the overpowering
din of histhrugters pressed on him like thick pillows. He stood on his seet, levered himself out of the
cockpit, then dropped two meters to the deck.

"Come back here, Brotur!"

But Blair had aready bounded away from the fighter. It would take much more than acommand from a
Pilgrim crew chief to stop him. He sprinted onto the runway, inspiring achorus of shouting from the rest

of hiscrew and the techsworking thearea. A hollow drumming resonated from the energy curtain to his
left, and he cocked his head as another Broadsword bomber injected itsalf into the bay, sweeping just a



meter above the deck. The bomber's blunt, durastedl nose came headlong a him—
Even asthe reflex to duck sent him belly-flopping to the deck.

The bomber rumbled over as he dapped palms over his ears and pressed his cheek to the cold metdl.
Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw the aft, portsde landing skid cleaving toward him with just a quarter
meter gap between it and the deck. With pams gtill glued to hisears, herolled |ft, onto his elbow, asthe
skid scraped adong his chest and findly moved clear.

The bellow of thrusters faded behind him, and he removed his hands from his ears—but ancother sound
even more painful erupted ahead.

"No! | can't!" shrieked the boy. "I'm sorry! | don't want to die!”

Heavy boots thudded on the catwalk above. Blair didn't bother to look. That would be deck security,
out to apprehend him. He sprang to hisfeet and charged toward the Marine strong-arming the boy.
Othersin the group shouted and bawled as the boy svung wildly at the Maring's chest plate.

"Let him go!" Blair ordered, reaching reflexively to hiship for his C-244 pistol. Of course, the Pilgrims
had not issued him asidearm or utility knife.

"Blair?' That shout from Karista

Ashe camewithin afew meters of the Marine, the guy craned hishead, svung up hisrifle. "Right there,
miger."

Blair whirled to face Aristee. "What isthis?"

"None of your concern, Brotur. Get back to your fighter"— she tipped her head toward the Marine—"or
hell shoot you where you stand.”

"Y ourekilling them because they won't help? That it? Pilgrim fascism at itsfinest, eh?”

"Get back to your fighter! Now!"

"No." He gave her amoment to let that sink in, then added, "1 won't let you do it. Y ou'll have to shoot.”
Karista scuffled toward him, her eyesringed in shadows and doused pink. "Don't get involved in this.™
"Youregoing to let her kill dl of you?'

"Wewon't help. Wewon't break the edict. And if thisis our fate, then—"

"Break the goddamned edict!"

"We can't. Don't you understand? We just can't.”

"l don't understand. How could you stand by and watch that old man die? How can you watch thiskid
die? How can you do that?*

"Because she's stubborn. And foolish,” said Aristee. "And mostly because she's sefish. All of them are
sefish. For centuries parents have let their sick children die because their religious convictions would not
alow them to seek medical trestment. AsPilgrims, | thought we were beyond that kind of irrationdl
devation. | thought we were rewriting the laws here, establishing astronger bond, astronger community
than we've ever had before. But some of usrefuseto let go of the old ways. Some of uswould rather die



than do s0." She gave an exaggerated nod as her gaze passed over the group and findly settled on Blair.
"Last warning. Get back to your fighter."

A howl from above plit the air. Blair jerked to spot Maniac launching himsalf from atop the catwalk
railing to plunge four meters down, colliding with the Marine guard holding the boy. All threedammed to
the deck.

Maniac got his hands on the Maringstifle, toreit free, then rolled up, dternating his aim between the
guard and Aristee.

The boy whimpered and crawled afew meters away, then rose and scampered to Karista.

With agroan, the Marine sat up and dowly raised hispalms. A black grin curled hislipsasatrio of
beeps resounded from the rear.

The three other guards had armed their rifles and now trained them on Maniac, who eyed the jarheads
and sad, "Guesswere all pretty good shots here. I'll take out the captain, you take me. Y ou get your kill.
Butsodol."

A chill in Blair's neck announced the gpproach of something el se, something that panned out asthe flight
deck shook under thefirst strike of Kilrathi cannons belting out rounds from long range.

"Wedon't havetimefor thislittle sandoff," Aristee sad.

"Migter, what isit, Marshal?Y ou have ahabit of getting yoursdf into no-win stuations. Bravo. You've
doneit again."

"Captain," Blair cdled, stepping in front of Maniac. "I'll help you. I'm not that good at manipulating the
fiddsyet, but I'll help.”

"Y ou bastard,” Maniac shouted. "Y ou Filgrim bastard. | knew you'd sell out—just like your goddamned
buddy. Now that | think about it, you've had the power to kill her al aong.”

"I'm not sdling out," Blair snapped. "And killing her isn't going to stop this. The XO, the protur,
McDanie, or someone else would carry on.”

"Thenkill themal."

"Right. And have no oneleft to monitor the ship's systems or direct this battle. Forget it. The priority right
now isstaying dive." He softened his expression as he addressed the group. "Listen to me. All of you.
What good are your lawsif all they get you is dead? Aren't they supposed to enhance and give order to
your lives? Y our laws obvioudy don't gpply here. Anybody who wantsto live can join me. Pretty
ample”

Wiping away histears, the boy stepped cautioudy toward Blair, then took up aposition beside him. A
middle-aged woman found a place beside the boy. Then ayoung man with shoulder-length black hair
circled around and set apalm on the boy's shoulder.

"Blair, you can't do this" Karistasaid.
It hurt to face her. "I'm sorry."
Two more of the sixteen Pilgrims defected to hisside.

"Hey, Karista? Maybe we should start our own team,” Maniac said. "L ookslike you, me, and the



captain are the only onesloyd to our beliefs'—he turned amalicious gaze on Blair— "which are worth
dyingfor."

Blair mirrored the look but clung to hisslence.

Arisgtee brightened and turned to the group assembling behind Blair. "I'll have you escorted to the aft
observation bubble. And if you want to believe in something right now, believein your right to live.”

"I'm going with them,” Blair told Maniac. "My fighter'samost reedy. Takeit."

"No, | think Mr. Marshall will be heading to the brig," Aris-tee corrected.

"Y ou think wrong." Maniac adjusted his grip on therifle. ™Y ou need pilots."

She nodded. "Pilots who don't point weapons at their superiors. Filots without plans for sabotage.”

"Tried that. Failed. But I'll eventudly bring you down. In the meantime, | need to be out there. | can't stay
inthat cell and wait to die. Can't do it. Won't." Maniac could not wait for her reply, either. He threw the
rifle back to the Marine, then pounded off toward the runway.

The Marinestrained their wegpons on him and waited for Aristegssignal.
She sared at Maniac for afew seconds, wearing theinkling of asmile. "Let him go."

Blair crossed to Karista and grabbed her wrist. "Comewith us," he whispered. "Y ou don't have to help.
Just come.”

"l can't.”

"Forget about her. Do thisfor me."
"l just..." Shelowered her chin.
"Hlease.”

AsBlair stepped into the aft observation bubble, he felt astrong sense of dgjavu. He knew he had never
been to this part of the ship, and he dowly redlized that the brilliant night sky seen through the Plexi
reminded him of the sky over hisunclesfarm on Nephee. The farm stood four hundred kilometers away
from the nearest metroplex, thusthe light pollution that too often robbed the stars of their luster had never
been aproblem there. He could easily pick our starslike Mylon, Tyr, Kurasawa, Gimle, and even
K'n'Rek, part of the Kilrathi empire. Though the stars were somewhat different here, their clarity and
brilliance suggested something innocent and untainted by humans. Sadly, they had come to shed blood
across the heavens, and Karigta's face registered that grim fact.

She had lied to the captain, had saved her life, but she wouldn't help. Of course Aristee could never be
certain whether or not Karista actually engaged in the killing unless one of the othersrevealed that fact.
Blair figured that if they survived the Kilrathi attack, Aristee would have Karigtakilled anyway. Every
other Filgrim in the group had agreed to help, and if they, too, decided to back out at the last minute, then
the Kilrathi would surely take the ship. Blair considered reminding them of the consequences, but they
knew the facts and had watched the old man die. He had to believe that they wouldn't change their

minds

They joined hands to form acircle that wasn't necessary or traditional but seemed to ease everyone's
nerves. Karistas hand felt cold and clammy. He glanced at her a second, then at the middle-aged woman



to hisright who squeezed his hand tightly astheir eyes met. "Thank you," she said softly. "I fed terrible
about this, but you're right. We deserveto live."

He amiled tightly, then stared beyond the faces of those in front of him to the commencing battle. Laser
bolts from the far-off destroyer and cruiser collected into twin conduits that riddled the supercruiser's aft
shields. Like low-lying nimbus clouds auguring astorm, the Kilrathi fighters sprang ahead of the cap
ships, following the bolts fiery lanes. The eight squadrons of Rapiersthat vectored toward them looked
like adiminutive force of foolhardy or suicida pilots. And only now did the first squadron of Broadsword
bombers launch from the &ft flight deck, their torpedoes hastily loaded, their damage inspections even
more hagtily completed. Blarr tried to comfort himsdf with the reminder that although the Filgrimswere
outnumbered, they were superior navigators. During the battle over McDaniel, Blair had witnessed some
of the sharpest, most reactionary piloting he had ever seen. Maybe sheer numberswould actualy work
againg the cats. Maybe.

Blair looked again to Karista. She stood there, biting her lower lip, eyes brimming with tears. He urged
her on with his gaze, figuring shewould at least tell the otherswhat to do. She opened her mouth, and the
wordsfinally came out with sober resgnation.

"People. Thismay hurt some of you as much asit hurtsthem. All | can say istry to remember that you're
not alone. And you won't die. Well come together as one and move swiftly, athief in the night robbing of
them their lives. It hurt alittle more with each one. Y ou'll fed the need to let go and wander off. Dontt.
Stay with your broturs and sosturs. Try to keep them warm. Y ou'll know whenit'sover. Trust me. Youll
know. Close your eyes."

Night turned into the familiar, mottled darkness within himsalf. The woman beside Blair released an
involuntary whimper that sent ashudder through him. Others gasped or murmured their trepidation.

Y es, they were afrai d—despite their experience with delving into the quantum level, with manipulating the
fidds, with thrusting themsel ves into the continuum, the universe. Blair's experience had been limited. Any
more consderation of that would buckle hisknees. No, he wasn't completely green. The others had
never killed likethis, ether.

Heimagined himsdf standing with the group, holding hands, then soaring up and leading them through the
Plexi bubble and out into space. They glided with ease and grace, aflock of angels casting not asingle
shadow over the Rapiers and Broadswords below them. Their scripts were now joined in aquilt of
thought through which any one of them could converse, learn, enlighten, even love. He felt everything they
felt, thought everything they did, and doubted that he was capable of so much sensation. He found
himsalf suddenly preoccupied with thelink itself. He wound hisway through the dark, braided corridors
of the quilt, asking othersif they had seen KarisaMullens.

The boy Maniac had saved rounded a black column that Blair sensed had been woven of purefear. The
boy picked his nose a second, gazed sheepishly as he spotted Blair, then touched the materia as though
it were hot. "They said you're looking for Karista. She won't come here.”

"How can we convince her?"
"Shelovesyou. She'syour pair. That's your job." He winked and got stitched back into the fabric.
"My job?"

Suddenly, aterrific wind knocked over the black column and pierced Blair with atrillion icy blades. He
spun away from the wind to lock gazes with aKilrathi pilot who banged his melon-like head repeatedly
on his cockpit seat. The cat's eyes bulged a moment before he reached up, extended his claws, and tore



out those eyes amid torrents of blood.

Blair turned his head afraction to the left, where the captain of the Kilrathi cruiser sat in acommand
chair. Five bridge officers behind him lay on the deck, writhing spasmodicaly in pools of blood
ornamented by massive eyeballs. Blair felt himsdlf linked to the others asthey coiled through the gravitic
fields surrounding the captain's arms and drove them against the man's flesh. Unableto resst, the captain
brought thick pawsto hisface, and the serrated claws went to work.

Though Blair had focused on those two particular deaths, he knew that he and the others had aready
caused many more, but something prevented him from experiencing dl of them smultaneoudy. He could
select each moment, one a time, Sft through them as though they resided in memory files, but he felt
denied of the true experience. He needed to know just how cold it would get.

Heturned again, saw the captain of the destroyer bring himsdlf up to afull three meters, raise hislong
armstoward the overhead, then shriek as blood gushed through the seamsin hisarmor. Blair and the
others had shifted the gravitic field within his body and were squeezing hisinterna organs as though they
were citrus. Blair craned his head afew inches more and now watched from about a half kilometer out as
the destroyer tacked to starboard, putting it on an intercept course with the cruiser.

/ can seethis. But let meseeit dl. Fed it dl. | want to know whol am ...

Bresking into a sprint, he threaded hisway farther through the quilt, sumbling over Kilrathi corpsesand
ducking asrubblefdl likeflaming hail. A tingling sensation rose up through hislegs as he neared what he
thought was the center of the quilt. Maybe there he could experience dl of it at once and shake off this
force on his back.

Out of bregth, he staggered into a zone that resembled billions of illuminated fibers, abizarre kind of
interchange that spun into and formed a glistening white cone stretching up to touch the stars. He crossed
to the base of the cone, which now throbbed and seemed to enlarge by the second.

An old man whispered in hisear, "Y ou'll get your answer at thetop.”

He gripped thefirgt fibrous tube, no wider than ameter, and began his ascent. The air grew colder ashe
climbed, and theimages of Kilrathi steering their fightersinto each other or exploding or imploding at their
stations aboard the cap ships grew more frequent, more vivid, the stench of them voiding themsalves now
eventighter in hisnodtrils. The higher he got, the more exaggerated his progress became. He would reach
up to the next tube, and suddenly find himsdlf athousand meters higher, find himsdf saring into the pae,
wrinkled, bewhiskered face of another dying abomination. He shivered uncontrollably and held hisjaw
tight to prevent histeeth from chattering. He forged on, driven by much more than curiogity. The answer
to who heredly waslay just ahead. One hundred meters. Fifty. Twenty. His hand struck asmooth, frigid
surface. He pulled himsdlf alittle higher and tried to remove the hand. Hisflesh remained locked. He
yanked again, and the pain snaked up his arm. He swore aloud, having come so far only to be stopped
by something so ridiculous ass—

"Don't go any farther, Blair." Karistastood beside him, shifting in and out of the illuminated mountain as
though it were her dress, adress made of rushing water. She held hishand in her own, their fingers
interlaced.

"Y ou've decided to help us," he said excitedly.

"No. I've been here. Hiding. Waiting. Knowing you would do something likethis. Y ou can't experienceit
al”



"lean! It'smy choice!™
"Thenyoull fdl. Likethe others.

Heripped hishand away. "Sorry. | have to know.” She cried out for him to stop, but he thought her
away. She darkened into dust quickly dispersed by the gale. He hauled himself to the top and stood on a
plain of black that reflected the stars. Images of the battle struck successive blows, knocking him back
like aboxer whose glory days had dipped by. Kilrathi wailed. Kilrathi died. The destroyer's bow caught
the cruiser amidshipsin aglittering string of detonations that abruptly congedled into asingle,
debris-strewn globe. The explosion struck Blair's ankles, surged up hislegs, then swalowed himin light
for ablink before vanishing. Trangparent thunderheads grumbled above, and he lifted his gazeto the
traceries of lightning that joined the stars and discharged around him. He lifted his arms and surrendered
to the knowledge—the history—ddivered on bolts from the vacuum.

He saw Pilgrimsliving aboard ring sations, felt their fear and anxiety, lived their liveswith and for them:
he saw embryos with horrible mutations and sensed the warmth of their mothers wombs, he saw Ivar
Chu speaking in thunderous words to a crowd of millions, then spoke the words for Chu himself and
heard cries of ecstatic joy in return; he gasped for acrid-smelling air as he died with hundreds of
thousands aboard doships attacked by Confederation destroyers. He saw it dl at once, and it kept
coming, faster and colder—

"I can change your path!™ awoman cried. "l can ." Hisbody shook, and the collar of hisflight suit dug
into hisneck. A single countenance seeped through the trillions of images and sensations: the face of his
mother, her cheeks red and tear-stained, her eyes brightening into twin novae. She took form, gripped his
flight suit, tried to shake him to attention.

Helooked at her uncomprehendingly for a second, then uttered, "Don't.”

"Christopher. | can't let you do this" His hands found her wrigts, pulled them off— And the effort forced
him back. He lost hisfooting, felt the summit's edge drag across his boots.

Then hefdl, thewind fluttering through hisflight suit, the mountain of radiant thought wiping by below, the
tangled surface of the quilt hurtling mercilessy toward him. He remembered his mother's warning when he
had first encountered her in the continuum. He thought of how Karista had spoken the same words. Then
you'l fal. Like the others . He thrust out his palms and tried to scream, but nothing would come. Now a
fedling from the core of his being told him he could not save himself. He had tapped too deeply into the
continuum, into the scripts, into a quantum level that was the blood of the universe.

He struck the quilt, felt hisbody spread across its surface and dough off acloak of darkness. Then he
frozeinto asolid, flat mass cupped by something warm. The quilt ft different, harder, smoother, with the
trace of avibration moving steadily over its surface. Secondsticked by, with only adark drape of
nothingness before him. Then alight appeared, enlarged, focused into aglassy sheen of stars
haf-eclipsed by afamiliar face. "Blair?’

Hislips and tongue felt numb. But hiseyes, yes, hiseyestook Karistain with gratitude, with a softness
that said he was sorry, but one she did not recognize.

"I'm getting you to sick bay. But don't worry. It'sover. It's over now."



'Message forwarded from the Barnicket Light , sir. The destroyer Windmar intercepted adistresssigna
from Aloysius Prime during standard patrol. They now have thirteen Rilgrim pilotsin custody, dong with
twenty-one mercenaries and five troopships registered to the CS Olympus . They've interrogated the
prisoners and forward the recordings.”

Commaodore Richard Bellegarde shook afigt. "Yes! We have atrail "

Comm Officer Wilkswent on, picking up on Bellegarde's excitement and pouring someinto hisown
youthful voice. "The Windmar tracked ion emissons and found the remains of three Fralthi-class cruisers
and a Ralari-class destroyer. The emissions continue on past the battl€'s coordinates, and the Windmar's
skipper believesthat at least two Kilrathi capital shipsarein pursuit of the Olympus.”

"Contact Admira Tolwyn," Bellegarde said, then hurried acrossthe bridge toward thelift. "Tel himto
meet mein the map room.”

"Should | dert Space Marsha Gregarov aswdll?!
"Not yet."
"But gr, sheingructed that—"

"I'm aware of her ingtructions. And | wouldn't want you to disobey orders. Just give me and the admird
about ten minutes." Wilks grinned hisunderstanding. "Aye-aye, Sr."

Bellegarde had dready pulled up the holographic map of Robert's Quadrant by the time Tolwyn arrived.
The systems of Baird's Star, Tartarus, Dakota, K'rissth, and Freyaglinted in three dimensionswithin a
rectangular box comprised of hundreds of green cubes. The porta system of Port Hedland stood just
outside the box, and asolid red line marking Aristeg's last known trgjectory curved from a point between
Tartarus and Freya and headed on toward Port Hedland, where the line became dotted to indicate
Bdlegarde's projection.

"What do we have, Richard?"

He spoke rapidly, redizing that he should calm down—but the news represented their first real break in
fifteen days. After hefinished relaying the datato Tolwyn, he turned to a communications monitor and
activated an audio-video recording. A muscular black man appeared, hisface swesty, hiseyeslike heavy
gray sacks. Bellegarde thumbed down the volume and said, "1 just glanced at afew of these
interrogations before you arrived, and this one seemed particularly interesting. Man's nameis Doug
Henrick. Says he was taken by force and ordered to fly. Says the others were as well—that's why they
sent off adistresssignd instead of trying to hide from the Windmar ."

"Or they werejust disabled, knew they couldn't make it back to the ship, and figured they'd lie so we
wouldn't execute them for treason,” Tolwyn said. "No, they willingly joined Aristee'sforce. They were
either left behind or had second thoughts and went AWOL.."

"I agree. Anyway, this guy thinks Aristee intercepted one of our comm drones near Aloysius. Hedso
saysthat she plans on modifying her hopper drive so that it'll creste amuch larger gravity well. He says
that by one-four-eight, maybe sooner, shell haveit ready. Her next stop? Earth.”

"Convenient timing. Ten days shy of our deadline. But what if Mr. Henrick alowed himsdlf to be
captured to feed us misinformation? I'm sure he hasn't submitted to a cerebral scan—and even those can
be fooled with the right training. I'm dubious because he knows too much for apilot.”



"| thought the same, until | learned that he's had contact with Christopher Blair. They went to Blair for
help in getting close to Paladin. He says the Situation got too complicated and he and afew others
decided to make arun when the cats attacked. They |eft behind William Santyana Namering abe1?"

"Brilliant test pilot. Retired too young. | see Aristee's conscripted only the best.”

" Santyana wants out as well—but Aristee has hisfamily on board. Heésworking with Blair and Paadin.”
Bellegarde paused to consider the tone he would use to deliver his next bit of news. He smply had to say
it. "Sir, Henrick also saysthat there's some doubt asto Paladin'sloyalty.”

"I'm not surprised.”
"| guessyou were worried about him. Why?"
"WEell leaveit there. For now, well haveto trust him. Paadin hasrarely let me down.”

Bellegarde shut off the recording, then eyed the holograph. " Sir, | know that last week we sent the Tiger
Claw and Fosubius battle group to Earth, but | respectfully suggest that we join them to strengthen our
presence, whether Henrick islying or not. We can't afford to ignore this. Aristee can jump to Vegaand
follow the Ulysses corridor right back to Sol."

"That would be the long route, Richard. With her hopper drive, she might be able to jump directly from
Port Hedland. In fact, she doesn't even need to reach that jump point. If our information istrue, then right
now she'sremaining within interstellar space and buying hersdf time until her driveisready. Troubleis,
she'sgot the Kilrathi on her tail."

"But she managed to take out three cruisers and a destroyer— with no evidence that she used the hopper
driveto do so. Considering that she has only one ship, | find that unbelievable. Or has sheformed a
battle group? But where would she get the ships and the resources? All of our vessels are accounted for."

"'She has another wegpon, Richard. Access the datanet when you get a chance. Search for Pilgrims,
extrakiness or hypersensory perception. You'l find it interesting.”

"l found it interesting when 1 studied it as acadet. But there were only afew Filgrims with that power,
and using it to kill was againgt their edicts, so most of them stayed out of thewar. | thought we wiped out
the oneswho fought.”

"A lot more fought than history records. And we didn't kill them dl. The escapees have had children by
now. If welook at the Windmar's analysis of the debris, well find Kilrathi bodies with crushed organs,
missing eyes, and other evidence of gravitic manipulation.”

"And they're powerful enough to destroy four Kilrathi capital ships?My God "

"During the war, they were even stronger. But the power drains them. That's when we struck.”

"Soif Arigee arrivesin Earth orbit with her hopper drive online, she can use her peopleto stdl uslong
enough to engage the drive and draw Earth into the well."

"Clever woman. Her plan would've been even more effectiveif Bill Wilson'stiming had been better. He
should have delayed his deal with the Kilrathi. They shouldn't have attacked Pegasus until Aristee's
hopper drive was modified. That way if Wilson failed, Aristee could movein quickly and take out Earth.
I'm speculating here, but | think the cats wouldn't wait, and Wilson got cocky enough to take on the
whole misson himself. Hefalled, and Aristee was | ft ill-prepared to accept the baton. But she'srunning
with it now."



"The Halstov battle group is at Port Hedland right now," Bel-legarde said, pointing to a cluster of blue
orbs on the holograph. "L et'smoveit to intercept. Between us and the cats, well take her out.”

"Y ou're forgetting our order to recover that ship intact." He took a deep breath. "Now Richard, what I'm
about to tell you ishighly confidential and could get me court-martialed , but the time has come for you to
know. Just after Aristee attacked Mylon Three, the space marshal persuaded thejoint chiefsto recover
the hopper driveat al costs. | mean at adl costs. Aristee's targets were considered expendable. | viewed
the holo of Gregarov's meeting with the joint chefs, and her fervor was, in aword, unsettling. So I've
been doing alittle digging since thisal began. Cdled in afavor at Confed Intelligence, and my source just
came through." Tolwyn took a step closer and lowered his voice. "For the past three years Ms. Gregarov
has been receiving her-eyes-only intelligence reports regarding the Pilgrims construction of the hopper
drive. The system's components were assembled on dl five of the enclaves and on McDanid. Pilgrim
engineersworked in isolation, and only one group knew how to assemble the drive. That groupison
board the Olympus . Most of the other Pilgrims who worked on the components have been taken into

"So Gregarov stood by and did nothing while the Pilgrims assembled the drive?"

" She wanted them to build it. Filgrims were the origind engineers, and the unit often requiresaPFilgrim to
asss in the operation. She figured she'd take possession before they could useit. Troubleis, the Pilgrims
redized there was aleak and fed misnformation to Intell. Aristee got the drive online before Gregarov
could react.”

The magnitude of what the space marshal had done sent Bel-legarde toward the bulkhead. He raised his
figt, thought better of damming it on the durasted. " She sat there in the wardroom and tried to blame us
for civilian degths. The blood's on her hands. Did she know about Bill Wilson aswell?"

"I'm not sure. In any event, you and | have new ordersfor which | take full responsibility. If we can't
confiscate that drive, then no one ese can haveit." Tolwyn looked sadly to the deck. "And if that means
destroying the ship and losing two of our own, then so beit."

The hatch suddenly opened, and Space Marsha Gregarov carried her glare into the map room.
"Lieutenant Wilks just summoned me here. When | asked him to report, he provided me with alengthy
description of amessage forwarded from the Barnicket Light . Why wasn't | informed sooner?”

She had directed her question to Tolwyn, but Bellegarde jumped all over it. "Why weren't we informed
of your decison to alow the Pilgrimsto build ahopper drive?

"Richard, thisis neither the time nor the—"

"I think itis," Bellegarde boldly corrected. "I think the space marshal owes us an explanation—and an

Gregarov lifted aderisvegrin. "I heard you weren't much of adiplomat, Mr. Bellegarde. | got ataste of
that in the wardroom, but now | really see what they mean. Guess the bottle can do that.”

He opened his mouth to launch aretort.

"You can't blamethiscrisson me," shewent on. "But you have no conception of the forces at work
I,He.ll

"Then educate me."

"I'm sorry, but I'm not at liberty to divulge that information.”



"Maam?' Tolwyn said, dipping between them. "It'shighly likely that Aristee will get that drive modified
and head back to Earth to create a gravity well that will consume planet. The Tiger Claw and the
Fosubius battle group are dready standing by there. I've left the Oregon and Mitchell Hammock at
Nether-anya. Well join the Claw and post our battle group here to maintain the no-fly zone."

Gregarov siwung her head toward the holograph gleaming above them. "When you look at the sarslike
this, they seem... | don't know... deceptive. Y ou don't redize that billions of people are out there living
on those dots." Shefaced Tolwyn, her eyeswelling up. "geoff, you haveto believe mewhen | say | didn't
know so many would die. None of usdid."

"Y ou gambled. You lost. Now the bill's come due." Tolwyn raised abrow, then hustled toward the
hatch.

"Next time gamble with your own life" Belegarde didn't wait for her reply. He double-timed into
Tolwyn's shadow, leaving Gregarov done with her remorse.

Which wouldn't change adamned thing now.

Never before had Admira Vukar watched so many brave warriors plummet to their deaths. The Rilgrims
had squeezed their organs or had forced them to gouge out their eyes or even their hearts. The mutated
apes had dishonored him and his clan on a scale once unimaginable. A single dreadnought escorted his
flagship now, asingle dreadnought depleted of itsfighters.

They continued pursuing the supercruiser, and Tactica Officer Makorshk had twice during the past
fourteen standard days led ateam charged with lightening their load and increasing their velocity. Perhaps
they could narrow the gap enough to make one last assault on the supercruiser. Still, during their last
grike, they had thought that the Pilgrims with tel ekinetic-like powers would be recovering from
destroying the cruisers; he and Makorshk had not figured that more Pilgrims waited in reserve, and those
fanatical apes had effortlesdy plucked hislast cruiser and the destroyer from the sky.

At the moment, more Pilgrims could be standing by, waiting for them to make amove. No, VVukar would
not recklesdy throw away hiswarriors lives, despite the honor of dying in battle and the hesat of the
blood frenzy that left him tense and sweeting at the end of each day. There had to be away to disable
that lone ship and take possess on without springing the enemy's trap.

"Kdrdahr?'

Vukar irred in his meditation chair, then reached to the comm display's control pandl. Makorshk stared
back at him, thefolds of hisfaceloose and forming an expression of despair. "Weve jettisoned the last
from engineering and crew's quarters, but we've only brought velocity up to one-two-nine KPS. The
drive's beginning to superheat. The Kot'Akri reports the same. Our prey continuesto lead by nearly one
hundred and eighty thousand kilometers. lon emissonsremain stable. We have adidtinct trall.”

"But we won't get close enough to launch another ship-to-ship assault. It isaphysicd impossibility.”

"Y es, but we do have two weapons | eft. Our fighters and our Skipper missles. We've given the Pilgrims
too much time dready. They'll jump soon. We're a maximum velocity and as close aswell get. Thetime
has come.”

Vukar drew nutrient gas through his broad nogtrils and exhaled in aburdt. "'If we send fighters, they'll
samply kill our pilotswith their minds. And if we launch Skipper missiles, we won't disable the ship—well
destroy it. Perhaps no oneis meant to have that drive."



"It may take afew hours, but we can replace the warheads in our Skippers with low-level explosvesand
program them to lock on to ion engines. The photon cloaks should help to get them close enough. Fighter
interdiction will bethe Pilgrims only way to stop them.”

"What makes you believe our Skippers can evade their counter-assault?”

"We can launch our fightersto keep theirs busy. We outnumber them nearly three-to-one. But most of
our pilotswon't make it back. They'll either run out of fud or exceed the ten-hour life support limit."

"Or have their hearts crushed, their eyestorn out.”

"We have no defense againgt that, but we cannot shame ourselves and our clan. If we die, we diewith
honor. Perhaps you believe that you've dready sent too many of the hrai to their deaths. But Kardahr,
not asingle life was wasted—all fought with honor until the end. So should we."

"Y ou sound more like an eder than atactica officer,” Vukar mused. "It ssemsyou've found your way in
achanging universe. And you remind me of my own."

"Kdraahr, | knew that one day we would embrace in desth. Whether it be here or on the challenge
ground hardly matters. Know that I've despised you to the core. But you have done something no other
officer would: you let me speak, and you listened. For that, | owe you my life, and thereisno one ese
more worthy to receiveit.”

Vukar scrutinized the young warrior, probing for ingncerity but discovering only a stalwart commitment
to thewords. Makorshk had come along way, and Vukar felt even morejustified in delaying the
chalenge. "Givethe order. Modify our Skipper missiles. Prepare our fightersfor launch. I'll be hereor in
my quarters. Alert me when thetime comes."

Makorshk bowed and reached to end the link. Leaning back in his meditation chair, Vukar consdered
what hewould doif thisfind assault failed. Any other kardahr would not entertain the possibility of life
after such adisgrace. Vukar's duty would be to return home and commit zu'kara before the clan elders.
But Makorshk's sense of independence had become infectious, and V ukar suddenly believed that failure
should not cogt him hislife...

"After dl of this, after dl that's happened, weve changed nothing.”

Blair sat on the edge of the cot and glanced idly around the sick bay. He had spent the past two weeks
recovering with the othersin the long room lined with too many bunks and filled with too many nasty
smédlls. His body temperature had dropped five degrees and hadn't risen for nearly ten days. A
non-Pilgrim might have died from such along period at hypothermic levels, but Blair's physiology had
kept him dive. Barely. Hefindly turned to Karista, who sat next to him and stared blankly acrossthe
room. "Did you hear what | said?'

She nodded. " Sounds like you've given up.”

"What else can we do? She's getting her hopper drive ready as we speak. How are we supposed to stop
that while we're under guard?' Heraised his head toward the two Marines posted just outside the open
hetch.

"I don't know." She stood with asigh of frustration. " Today they're moving you back to the brig. Our
esteemed captain gave me the honor of escorting you. | amost wish she had killed me. Maybe she
dready has. Theguilt... itsadow poison. | tossed away everything | believed in.”

"No, you didn't."



"The others needed me during the attack. While | was helping you, | was aso back in. Some of them
were like you—they wanted to fed too much. They wouldve died.”

"Why did you wait so long to tell me?”
"It'smy problem, not yours. But I'm weak. | guess| need your help now."
"Y ou don't need me, and you didn't do anything wrong."

"I did exactly what she wanted. | sold out." Karista crossed to the opposite cot and sat with a huff. |
don't even know who | am anymore.”

Blair closed hiseyes, and, reaching out with hismind, he moved beside her, did an arm of gravity over
her shoulders, and held her close. Y ou're someone amazing. And | am honored to have you as my pair.”

Murmurs came from near the hatch, followed quickly by two distinct rounds of conventiona gunfire that
echoed violently through the bay. Blair opened his eyes as the two Marine guards S umped to the deck,
wearing bloody jewels on their foreheads. William Santyana stepped over them, turning his pistol ona
medic seated at abank of monitors near the hatch.

"Please," the medic said, raising her hands.
"Get back," Santyana ordered, waving his pistol toward the rear of the bay.
The medic had no trouble complying.

"What are you doing?' Blair asked Santyana. "Thisisn't going to work. We dready played thisout. We
get to the flight deck, launch, and they shoot us down.”

"We're not going to theflight deck, Mr. Blair. The hopper driveisamost ready. Well be jumping to Sol
within the hour. Look, | never wanted thisjob in thefirst place. And I'm supposed to be retired. But Il
be damned if | sit around and let thisbitch kill more people. Were going down to engineering. | want you
and Karista to keep those engineers busy—give them a mental itch they can't scratch. I'll take care of the
drive"

Blair looked for Karista's reaction. She looked impassive but did get to her feet.
"What are you waiting for?" Santyanaasked him. "Should have your sealegs back by now."

"Yeah," Blair moaned, then tightened the sash on his Pilgrim robe, did into his sandals, and sarted for the
hatch to retrieve one of the Marines rifles. He scooped up the weapon and turned to encounter a

familiar, cocky grin.

"Long time, no see, Ace. Looks like push has come to shove, and welll redlly see where your loyaty's
a." Maniac jabbed the muzzle of hisrifleinto Blair'schest. "Don't et meinfluence you in any way."

" won't,” Blair said, then dapped the barrd away. ™Y ou look like shit.”

Maniac rubbed the blond stubble on his chin. "It's called being locked in a supply room for two
weeks—my reward for racking up adozen kills. They let me out to shit and shower. That'sit. Believeit
or not, | asked about you. They wouldn't tell me jack. | should have went back to my cell.” He crossed
to pick up the second Maringsrifle. He thrust it toward Karista, who kept her arms at her sides. "C'mon,
sweetheart. Y ou need some firepower. Or are you going to usethat..." Hefluttered hisfingers near his
temple.



She sneered and pushed past him.

"What'd | say?'

Blair shook hishead in disgugt. " She's not some carniva fresk.”
"With an asslike that? Of course not."

Santyana, who had skulked along the corridor to reach the first intersection, waved them forward.
Maniac shouldered the second rifle and charged ahead of Blair.

"We haveto get by the torpedo launch bays, pilots quarters, environmenta controls, and the aft storage
area," Santyanasaid. "Well drop anyone who getsin the way. Do not hesitate. Understood?”

Blair glanced back to Karista. "Y ou don't have to—"
"It'sdl right," she said firmly, perhaps morefor her own benefit than his.

"Coffee break's over,” Maniac said. "It's not like no one else heard those shots or that medic's not going
to cal for hep. Let's haul butt."

Santyanatook point, with Blair and Maniac two meters back in flanking positions. Karista kept tightly
behind Blair, and he felt the necessity of protecting her tighten his muscles. They reached astairwell
without incident and ventured down into the torpedo launch bays. Massive conduits stretched overhead,
with the multicolored tubes and the loaders themsdlves off to their right. A young specidigt lifted his head
from aloader's diplay pandl.

Hislast act.

The poor boy took a 2.3mm caseless projectile the hard way, and Santyana did not bat an eye. Four
other specidists raised their hands from touchpads as the quartet jogged by. Maniac fired around into
one of the control units, which reacted with asizzle and abrief puff of smoke. The speciaist nesr it
shrieked and shined the deck with her rump.

They forged on through the bay, nearly dipping on afreshly scrubbed floor and winding through narrow
passages made even narrower by the intestine-like rubber ducts mounted to the bulkheads. Somewhere
behind them, a klaxon rang out and wound Blair's nerves alittle tighter. Another hatch leadingto a
gtairwell came up quickly. They filed into it, beat a chaotic rhythm on the durasted, then findly emerged
into acorridor lined on both sdeswith hatches: the pilots quarters.

"Here'swhere we catch abreak," Maniac said. "This shouldn't be a secured area.”
But he had spoken too soon.
Three Rlgrim Marines rounded the corner of an intersecting passage, their movementstight, deliberate.

Santyana and Maniac dove for the bulkhead to their |eft, while Blair dropped to one knee. "Down," he
indructed Karista.

"Hold your firel" Maniac shouted. "We surrender.”

The three Marines spread out and cautioudy advanced, their knees dightly bent, their riflesheld high and
fixed on Santyana,

Maniac, and Blair. "Wegpons to the deck. Now," the lead Marine instructed, her face growing more



flush by the second. Barely moving hislips, Blair whispered, "Karista, we have
"Shhh. | know. Close your eyes.”

Heleft himsdlf crouching on thefloor, and in histhoughts glided up to the Marineswith Karia at his
sde. She glanced at him, the pain and resignation renewed in her eyes. "We don't haveto kill them.
Watch." She shifted up to the lead Marine and placed a hand on the woman's chest plate. The Marine
gasped, dropped her weapon, and reached for her throat even as Karista shifted to the next and
repeated.

Blair went to the third Marine and touched the armor, imagining aforce that would partialy congtrict the
Pilgrim'sairway. The guy's breath camein aweird crackle, he tugged at his collar, then fell back toward
the bulkhead.

"C'mon, asshole"

Who said that ? Blair blinked hard and focused on Maniac, who had grabbed hiswrist and now yanked
him to hisfeet. The three Marineslay on the floor, contorted and barely able to breathe. Karista stood
garing a themin atrance that sent Blair toward her. He touched her shoulder. "You al right?’

She shivered. "l guess so."

"Hey, lovers" Maniac called out. "Thisis great. Y ou got 'em flapping likefish, so let'sgo. Blair, you can
give her that tongue bath later.” He hustled off toward Santyana, who had hunkered down at the
intersection.

"Sorry about him," Blair said. "He hasafew psych problems. Can't hep himsalf. It'sdl in hisprofile. You
canread it yoursdlf."

She didn't buy that and began to say something, but the sudden pounding of boots from the stairwell sent
them dashing toward Santyana, who suddenly sprang into the intersection and pumped automatic fireinto
the passage to their right. He reached the other side, took up a position behind the corner, then sent of
another salvo of suppressing fire. "Five comin' a us," he cried.

"And more back here," Blair rlayed, hazarding alook over his shoulder at the Marines bounding from
the stairwell.

Santyana ducked back and turned hisweapon on the nearest hatch control. A triplet of fire rendered the
pand asmoking piece of tattered metd, but the hatch did not open. " Only worksin the movies," he said
with asnort, then waved them over. "Come on!"

Maniac bolted across the intersection, opening up on the Marines advancing from the right. He reached
the other side and jogged on toward Santyana.

"Takemy hand," Karigtatold Blair. "Drag me over there. I'll dow them down." Shelifted her head
toward the Marines Maniac had evaded.

"But what about them?' Blair asked, gesturing to the group coming up hard to the rear.
"There's, just too many. WEll try to outrun them.”

With anod, he seized her wrist and pulled her toward the intersection. Asthey crossed into the open, he
spotted twin lines of Marineslying on their somachs dong the passage. The first two soldiersin each row
rolled onto their backs and clutched their throats.



"Were across," hetold Karista, then tightened his grip on her wrist. Her eyes refocused, and it took but
afew seconds more for them to break into a sprint.

They jogged straight for about fifty meters, the Marines behind them thankfully holding their fire.
Conventiond rounds fired within the ship could cause serious damage—not that Maniac and Santyana
cared about that. It aso seemed likely that the jarheads had been ordered to take them alive.

The corridor dead-ended at a sed ed hatch whose control panel flashed the usual authorized personnel
only warning.

"Hey, you can't pick locks with that little power, can you?' Maniac asked Karista
"No, but | can shut mouths.”

Maniac's lips sealed, his eyes bugged out, and he began to groan under Karistas gravitic gag. Shelet him
suffer afew sec-onds more, then freed him. "Hey, honey," he said, hislips and tongue moving spasticaly.
"Tekeit easy.”

"Everybody back," Santyanacried, the satuslight on hisrifle's underdung grenade launcher flashing red.
"Let'smakethisaquick bang,” Maniac warned. "Hunting party'sjust down the hal."

They retreated about eight meters from the hatch, and even before Blair could find a spot against the
bulkhead, Santyana rang the doorbell with his concussion grenade. A terrific thunderclap reverberated
through the corridor, succeeded by amuffled burst as the hatch blew inward.

"l dwaysliketo make an entrance,” Maniac mumbled as he followed Santyanainto the risng smoke.

Blair put his hand on Karistals shoulder and ushered her in behind Maniac. Shoutsto halt echoed from
behind them, and Blair smiled over asudden idea. He thought himself in front of them and moved swiftly
through the ranks, tripping one, two, three, afourth Marine. Thefive or six others behind them collided
into the hegp of tangled limbs. Too easy. Too funny .

Then hetook himsdlf back, his eyes now watering from the smoke. They passed onto thefirst catwalk of
the environmental control bay. Scores of monitorswalled in the rectangular room, and &t its center lay the
fifteen massve, drum-shaped air recy-clersthat rose five metersto the overhead.

Weasting only the few secondsit took to appraise the surroundings, they darted across the catwalk and
took a stairway down to the operationslevel. The five techs assigned to the station had already gathered
near thefirst drum to regard them with curiosity and a hedthy measure of respect.

"You're not authorized to bein thisarea," agray-haired tech, probably the department head, shouted.

"Very good,” Maniac returned. ™Y ou got any more keen observations before | pick your nose with a
round?'

The Marinesin pursuit reached the catwalk, and atrio made it to the stairs much sooner than Blair would
have liked. He spotted the next hatch that would take them into the aft storage area.

Once again, they would have to stal the Marines so they could blast themsalves acourse.

Damnit, if we only had accessto the security network, we could open the hatch before we even get to
it.

Wait aminute. Maybewe do . "Merlin. Activate.”



Blair had to grin asthe old holographic assi stant jogged next to him on acourse of air about shoulder
height. "Y ou redize you're killing me, don't you, Christopher?”

Why Merlin had chosen to jog was beyond Blair, and he hardly had the time for an explanation. "Get into
the security network and open that hatch.”

"Y ou makeit sound so smple.”

"Jugt doit!"

"What isthat?' Karista asked.

"My holographic assigtant. | would've introduced you to him earlier, but he tends to embarrass me."
"Helies, Ms. Mullens. Oh, how helies"

Santyana reached the hatch, and as he glanced at the control panel, a string of lights switched from white
to green. He faced them, confused.

Blair winked a the holograph. "Very smooth, Merlin.”

"You kidding?1 didn't do anything. I'm till trying to bresk into the net.”
"Then who opened the hatch?!

"I'll trace the command. Well, | can't. I'm blocked."

"Who careswho opened it,” Maniac called back. "Well thank them later." He followed Santyanainto the
next passage.

Karistadowed as she reached the hatchway. " Are you thinking what I'm thinking?'
"| thought you didn't need to ask. But yeah, | am. Just be ready.”

Blair remembered the aft storage areafrom thefirst time he had passed through it, on hisway to view the
hopper drive. The polymeric barsthat fenced in literaly thousands of storage containers reminded him of
the brig: one of two possible homesfor himif they failed. The second lay out there, somewhere, inthe
continuum. He guessed his script would live on, as hismother'sdid, but to die, to end in the physical
sense... better not to think about it.

Ahead and behind the bars, a crew of threeran asmall loader with ahydraulic claw secured to its
tapered nose. They shifted acolumn of containers toward the starboard bulkhead. Consumed in their
work and deafened by the whine of the loader's engine, the techsfailed to notice Santyanaand Maniac
asthetwo hauled by. Even as the tech nearest Blair and Karistaturned his head and spotted them, a
voice boomed loudly from the shipwide intercom:

"Thisisthe captain. Broturs and sosturs? The time has come. Report to jump stations. Well reach
interphase point in six minutes. Captain out.”



"Theresthe hatch,”" Santyana said, pointing ahead to the oval-shaped barrier.

"Where are the guards?" Blair asked. " Supposed to be a couple of guards.”

"And the door's unlocked,” Maniac said, eyeing the control pandl.

Santyana broke out of hisjog and stood at the door, panting. "They're waiting for usin there.”

"Sowe go in shooting.” Maniac grimaced and shook hisrifle, demongtrating how he would punch holesin
the next contingent of Marines.

"Blair? Karista? When | open the hatch, you reach in therefirgt,” Santyanasaid. " See what you can do.”
He thumbed the touchpad.

And Blair surrendered to that other place ingde him. He and Karista stepped gingerly onto the circular
catwak overlooking the coliseum-like drive chamber. A score of Marines had strung themsalves dong
thewalk at three-meter intervals and leaned over therail, sweeping the room with their rifles. The two
jar-heads nearest the hatch rushed forward, though everyone kept hidden in the corridor outside—a
position good for only another few seconds.

Moving with the fluid grace of abreaker, Karistareached the first Marine, raised her hand—and froze.
Shelooked at Blair, shocked. "I can't.”

A tal black man materidized next to her. He had aready seized one of her wrists and now grabbed the
other and forced her back. "No, Sostur. There's nothing you can do here.”

Blair dove toward the man, but apam of force held him in midair. He fought againgt the gravitic barrier,
againgt an impossibly strong mind, then suddenly dropped to the deck.

Gunfire reverberated nearby. Hetried to stand but couldn't againgt the riptide.

Then he opened hiseyesto find himsalf back in the corridor with the others, rifles pointed at their heads.
Santyana and Maniac had shot three more Marines before being overrun. The Marines confiscated their
rifles and eyed them with a vengeance clearly restrained by an order from Aristee.

"Ingde," onejarhead said, shifting his position to drive them back toward the hatch.
"Well, what a supreme waste of time this has been,” Maniac said. "Like we had a chance—"

"If you don't shut your hole, you're going to suddenly hate me even more," said the Marine guarding
Maniac.

"What happens now?' Blair asked.
"Guesswereintimefor the show," Santyanaanswered. "Look."

Paadin, Aristee, and Frotur McDanid stood on the lower deck, at a U-shaped control pand positioned
near the foot of the hopper drive. Four drive officers sat at their stations near the bulkhead behind
Arigtee, and three other Pilgrims now gathered near the control pandl, one of whom Blair recognized as
the black man who had seized Karista. A rhythmic churning sound came from the drive itsdlf, asthough
the thing were some curving beast consuming shadows and whipping itself up into afrenzy.

"There heis," Maniac muttered. "Our goddamned hero. Pin ameda on hisass." He cocked his head to
Blair. "What do you think now, Ace? Look to you like the commodore's trying to stop her?



Blair swallowed back hisreply as he gripped the staircase's railing. They descended to the lower deck as
Arigtee |eft the control pandl, probably on her way to gloat over their capture.

But as she came forward, her face tightened in a curious expression of grief. "Y ou think | like doing this?
Y ou think | don't relize how many people are going to die? We didn't ask for any of this. We werefirst.
We were meant for the stars. No war will ever murder that truth." She regarded the Marines. "Return to
your posts. Keep them in your sights.”

Asthe Marines dispersed, Maniac dipped afew steps away and swung his glare on Pdadin. Y ou
goddamned traitor!”

The accusation hardly struck ablow as Paladin continued watching the monitor before him.
"Sr?' Blair cried.

Paladin would not look up.

"Sr?lsittrue?"

Arigtee closed in, blocking Blair's view. "Commodore Taggart was a Pilgrim first, Mr. Blair. He can't
changethat. No one can. Follow hisexample. Y ou've assmilated your Pilgrim side even morethan |

thought you would, and you're not finished. And you," she began, twisting her lip at Karista. "Maybe
you'll cometo seethetruth in our new order. Changeisawaysdifficult. I'll give you time.”

"Trying to keep your enemies close?' Karista said with caninesfully exposed.

"We're the same—determined, stubborn, in touch with what burnsinside us. That'swhy we're so
powerful. That'swhy | want you close."

"Captain,” Pdadin said, raising hisvoice. "Brotur Vyson reports multiple bogiesinbound. Had them on
the scope for amoment, then lost them.”

Aristee stormed to the control panel and worked the touch-pad. "Give me the XO."

Blair moved in with others, ever wary of the Marines above. He spotted the grim-looking XO ona
comm monitor, with bridge officers darting behind him.

"Maam," the XO began curtly. "First contact bearing three-two-four by five-one-nine. Desgnate Alpha
three-one, Kilrathi Skipper missile. Range: two-zero-one-five-two Ks. Ve ocity: three-seven-nine KPS
and holding. Five smilar contacts, designated Alpha three-two through six inbound, with headingsand
velocities marked. We've lost them again.”

"How much time?"
"Missleswill impact in forty-nine second... mark.”

"Brotur Hawthorne?' Aristee cried, spinning toward one of the drive control officers. "We need to jump
inthirty seconds.”

"Captain," the XO caled. "Count one-eight-seven bandits closing. Range: two-one-two-seven three Ks.
Veocity: three-eight-nineKPS, Drdthi fighters. ETA: fifty-four seconds. .. mark."

"They've sent in their fightersto tie up ours, so we can't interdict the missiles,” Pdadin said. "We couldn't
scramble enough fightersin time anyway."



"And theré's no way we can jump in thirty seconds,”" Drive Officer Hawthorne said, tearing fingers
through his shaggy hair. "The containment field is only operating at ninety percent. If we jump now, we
run the risk of an antimatter |leak that would destroy the ship.”

"Brotur Zimbaka?" Aristee said to the black man who had stopped Karista. " Can you reinforce the
containment fidd?'

"Wecan."

"Very well. Do s0." Aristee rushed over to McDaniel and placed an affectionate hand on the old man's
shoulder. "Frotur, are you ready to input jump coordinates?'

McDaniel regarded the panel. " Compuiter, ready to receive NAVCOM coordinates for hopper drive
jump?'

"Ready," camethe NAVCOM's even voice. "Jump interphase point reached.”
"Brotur Hawthorne?' Arisee sad. "Engagethe drive.”

Asthe syslem'swhirring turned into ariot of booms and bellows, Blair turned burning eyes on Paadin.
How could aman whom he admired so much resort to something as heinous as this? What had
happened to him?

Frotur McDanid gesticulated wildly as he recited strings of coordinates as though they were songs,
holding hisvibrato on the last number in each st.

"Report on the field?" Aristee said to Hawthorne.
"Up to ninety-six percent, with no signs of leskage.”

Blair looked to Zimbaka and the other two pilgrims. All winced and leaned back on the bulkhead, using
their extrakinetic ability on an inanimate object. They would pay the price for their actions. Blair shivered
as he remembered moving his cot and the sensation that effort had produced.

"Hey, Ace," Maniac said, edging closer to Blair. "Get ready to shield the jewels.”
"Don't try—"

But Maniac was dready halfway to the control pand, with fire from above tracking his steps and
ricocheting off the deck. Blair dropped to his stomach but continued to watch as Maniac sprinted up
behind Aristee, did hisarm around her neck, then turned to face the Marines as he dapped a pam on the
sde of the woman's head. "I'll break her neck," he shouted. "1 learned the same way asyou." Then
Maniac cocked his head to Drive Officer Hawthorne. " Shut it down.”

The man lifted shaking hands.

"Lieutenant, do | need to point out the obvious?' Paladin asked.
"It endshere" Maniac said.

"Frotur?' Aristee gasped. "Frotur!"

McDanid touched athin line of blood that trickled down from adark, gaping hole near histemple. He
turned his head abit, an expression of helplessness and horror beginning to form before he suddenly
sumped to the deck.



"Not him," Karistawailed. Oblivious of the Marines above, she bolted to the frotur's side and rolled him
onto hisback. She shut her eyes, placed ahand on hiswound, then wrenched away as though shocked.
"It'stoolate. | can't hep him."

"Thewd isopen,” Hawthorne cut in. "Jump in eight seconds.”

"Brotur Taggart,” the XO beckoned from the comm monitor. " Second bearing on the missles. They're
moving into our gravitic field. Lead missile has aready increased vel ocity by twenty percent.”

"Launch countermeasures,” Pdadin ordered. "Rig the ship for impact.”

"Belay that," Maniac said. "And abort the jump. Or she dies.” Hetightened hisgrip on Aristee's neck and
dragged her toward Pdadin.

The commodore nodded coolly. "Y ou'll haveto kill her, Mr. Marshal.”

"l got aclean shot on him," one of the Marines exclaimed from the catwal k. " Just give me theword,

Captain.”

Shudders muscled through the bulkheads as the ship neared the gravity well. One of the monitors
mirrored an image from the radar officer's station and showed the inverted V formation of red blips
closngin, with athrong of smdler dotsin tow. Blair fdt the desire to act surge through him. But what to
do? Stop Paladin? Maniac?

"Point of No Return velocity infive, four, three, two—"
A shot drowned out the drive officer's countdown.

And acurious look came over Maniac's face. He grasped his neck, then released Aristee and fell onto
hisrump. "Ah, shit."

Blair closed hiseyes and took himself up to the catwalk. He glided behind the first Marine and shoved
the woman over therail. She hollered and fdll headfirst onto the deck. As he threw himsdlf onto the next
jarhead, Santyanadove for the first Marinesrifle and rolled up with it. Under heavy fire from the
remaining Marines, he scurried behind the main control panel, then popped up a second later to send a
flurry of rounds streaming across the catwalk.

AsBlair lifted the next Marine, amassive explosion wrenched him away from the catwak and back into
himself. Even as he opened his eyes, the deck dropped nearly ameter, and he crashed onto hisside. The
impact continued to reverberate as he struggled to Sit up.

"Weve been hit!" the XO said from the comm monitor. "Port ion engine offline! Hang on. Here comes
the—"

Bulkheads thundered so loudly that they overpowered the XO, the drive, and the gunfire traded between
Santyana and the Marines.

Then every sensation got locked insde that trillion-year second of the jump:
Karista hovered over Frotur McDanidl, her face like aplate of shattered glass.

The flash from Santyanas muzzle hung like aslk blossom, and around floated just a meter away from
the gun. With ruddy cheeks and bulging eyes, he had begun to shout something.

Maniac gaped at the blood on hisfingers. More blood had streamed down from his neck and onto the



callar of hisPilgrim robe.

Although Aristee had been freed, she had only made it hafway to the control panel, had felt the
oncoming jump, and had reached out in vain before the drive rooted her to the deck.

Zimbakaand the other two Pilgrims had sought cover behind the curving back of the pand. They
huddled together, eyes closed, heads tucked tightly into their shoulders.

While the drive officers had remained at their Sations, al four had attempted to lift their legs and squeeze
themsalves into the padded confines of their chairs.

Then there was Pdadin, who had assumed McDanid's place at the drive's control panel and wore his
mask of quiet intengity as he gripped his Pilgrim cross.

A key suddenly turned, the chest of the moment yawned open, and chaos escaped as though held under
pressure.

"Weve taken another hit to the port engine," the XO said over the comm monitor. "But the jump was
successful, Brotur Taggart.”

As Santyana cut |oose another volley at the Marines above, Blair crawled on his elbows toward him.

Karigta darted to Maniac, dung hisarm over her shoulder, then hauled him to the relative cover of the
hopper drive's massive pedestal.

"Hold your fire" Aristeeroared. "Hold your firel"

Rounds best in triplets off the catwalk's railing as Santyana drove the Marines back toward the corridor.
That accomplished, he straightened and swung hisrifle at Aristee.

In the meantime, Blair glanced at the Marine he had tossed over therailing. While Santyana had
confiscated her rifle, her pistol remained holstered at her side. Blair kept hunched over and stole hisway
to the unconscious soldier, withdrew her sidearm, then, two-handing the weapon, he dinked back behind
the panel and stood beside Santyana.

"Brotur Vyson," Aristee said, directing her voice to the monitor and ignoring the wegpons trained on her.
"Report.”

"We're five minutes from Earth orbit. Picking up massve € ectromagnetic sgnatures. Hold aminute,
Contactsidentified asthe Strike carrier Tiger Claw and the supercruiser Fosubius with her standard
two-by-one escort.”

"l was hoping for asmaler reception,” Aristee muttered.

"Those pilots on Aloysius must've been picked up and tipped off Tolwyn," Paladin said. "But it doesn't
matter. We can open the well now and take them al out. Compuiter. Initiate pre-jump sequence.”

"Initiated.”

"Don't doit, Sr,” Blair said, following Santyana around the control pand. Santyanabrokeright to closein
on Aristee, while Blair continued on toward Paadin.

"Look up," Aristee said. "We have you covered again. Y ou shoot. They shoot. So we're back to our
Sandoff."



She hadn't lied. The Marines had once more fanned out along the catwalk, though Blair counted only
Seven now.

"Shoot her, for God's sake," Maniac cried. "And cap him, too, the scumbag traitor.”
Blair closed his eyes and took himsdf toward Paladin—

But Zimbaka suddenly appeared and bent hiskneesin abattle stance. Blair didn't know which form of
martia arts the man practiced, but he did know he was about to find out. "I don't think so, Brotur.”

A hand fell on Blair's shoulder. "The containment field is operating at one hundred percent,” Karistasaid.
"Brotur Zimbakaand hisfriends are free to sop us. And they can. Forget it, Blair."

"But we have to do something.”

After word had reached Captain Gerad of the Olympus's jump into Sol, he had decided that Angdl's
sguadron would be designated Alert One and held in reserve to escort the Tiger Claw . Before the
launch, Angel had gone to his ready room to dispute that decision.

"Don't question my judgment,” Gerald had warned.
"You think my prgjudicewill falter out there?"
"Of courseit will."

"We don't even know if Taggart and Blair are still on board that ship. I've been at thistoo long to let
emotions get in theway. Y ou know that."

"The admira has ordered usto take the ship intact. If that's not possible, we will destroy it. To be honest,
Commander, | don't think you're up to the task. Y ou weren't particularly aggressive over Triune, and one
of your peoplelost a Rapier because of that."

"But as| recdl, | wasn't the one with doubts, sir "

"Y ou have your orders.”

"We're point squadron. Keep usin the rear and you're wasting resources.”
"Thank you for that unsolicited opinion, Commander. Y ou're dismissed.”

She had considered pounding out of Gerald's ready room; instead, she had lifted acrisp salute, spun on
her hed, and exited. Any display of anger at that point would have reveded that her emotionsdid get in
theway.

But it hurt so badly to bury her fedingsfor Blair. Shefdt guilty, felt asthough she were betraying hersdf.

Now, as she hovered with the rest of the squadron off the Claw's portside, she wondered if she could
muster enough control to stand by and watch nearly five hundred Rapiers and a hundred Broadsword
bombers—a combined force from the Claw and the Fosubius battle group—attack that lone
supercruiser. Then again, maybe Gerald had done her squadron afavor. If the cruiser opened agravity
wdll, the battle over Lethe would repeat itself but on a much more devastating scae.

Dozens of thrusters speckled the night like sapphires and joined into necklaces that twisted back to the
Fosubius and her escorts.



"Well, mates, there they go," Hunter said, transmitting on the squadron’'s general frequency. "And herewe
day."

"Yeah," Bishop groaned. "Our first red shot at payback, and we're benched. Typicd."
"At least we got good seetsfor the show," Gangstasaid, her spirits only dightly higher than theirs.

"Hey, don't want to sound, well, scared, but | kindalikeit where we are," Cheddarboy confessed.
"Beats being flushed. Y ou just know they'll open awdll.”

"Commander?' Hunter cdled. "Any ideawhy the captain held us back?'
Angd hestated. "Ladies, itsmy fault."
"Y our fault?' Hunter asked. "Y ou pisshim off or what?'

"That's nice of you, Captain, but you know damned well why we're back here. Y ou can't tell meyou
haven't heard the rumors about me and Lieutenant Blair.”

"I, uh, didn't want to bring that up, maam.”
"Well, thereitis" Angd sad.

"Maybe Gerdd thinks we won't fight aggressively either, since one of our own might be on that ship,”
Bishop added.

"Y ou peopletolerate Mr. Blair, but you wouldn't disobey ordersto save hislife. Gerad knowsthat. But
me? Maybe | would." Angel pressed her head into her seat and shut her eyes. "Maybe | would.”

"What are you talking about?' Gangsta cried. "He pulled us out of that well over Lethe. We owe him.
And if we get a chance to save him now, then we should.”

"Hey, | need thisjob," Bishop said. "And holy shit, peoplel They're opening awd|!"

The voice of the Olympuss NAVCOM Al resounded over the ship-wide intercom: " Attention.
Attention. Jump interphase complete. Jump sequence engaged. Ship will reach Point of No Return
Véocity in nine-point-zero-three minutes. All systems locked out. Ship iscommitted to thejump.”

"Oh my god," Blair rasped, holding shaky aim on the commodore. "What have you done!”

"He's created thewedl," Maniac shouted from his seat on the deck. "Y ou should've killed him!" With a
shriek, Maniac jerked himsalf up and started for Paladin.

But a shot from the Marines glanced off the deck in front of Maniac, and he turned into a mannequin of
himself, shifting just onceto catch hisbaance.

Santyana siwung hisrifle toward the catwak and sprayed the Marine who had fired. The jarhead
staggered back as several rounds blasted off hisarmor. He dropped hisrifle and collapsed.

Aristeg's gaze swept across abank of monitors, then something she saw there drained the confidence
from her expression. She stared accusingly at Paladin. "A standard well? Five hundred meters? This
won't..." She yanked the Pilgrim cross from her chain and fingered the center button. With aswish, the
crossslong blade telescoped from its bottom. She drew back the cross, knife-end sticking from the
bottom of her fist, and went for him. ™Y ou bastard!"



As Pdadin raised an arm, the NAVCOM boomed again over asudden squawking of darms. "Warning.
Error in second set jump coordinates. Suggest course correction immediately.”

Arigteg's blade came down on Paladin, but he deftly blocked her forearm with his own and seized the
cross. "I've just opened awdl that'll consume this ship.”

"But | love you. We're paired. Y ou told me you understood. Y ou told meit was time to create ahome.”
"Warning. Error in second set jump coordinates,” the NAVCOM droned on.
Arigtee gianced to the drive control panel. "Input the coordinates. At least et usjump.”

"I'm sorry." He threw her crossto the deck, shoved her back, then touched acomm control. "All hands,
thisis Brotur Taggart. I'vejust sent off an automatic message relaying our surrender. | suggest that al of
you immediately abandon ship. We won't reach the gravity well's PNR for another eight minutes. That's
al thetimeyou have. I'll direct the NAVCOM to issue automatic clock reports.” He paused, never
looking more grim. " Save yoursdves"

"They won't doit,” Aristee said. "Not unlessthey hear it from me."
His hand shot out, locking her neck inthe vice of hisgrip. “Then give the order.”

"I won't. They pledged their livesto this rebellion. Now they'll make the sacrifice. And maybe that's our
satement.” He held her amoment more, then twisted away.

"Blair? Maniac? Mr. Santyana? Round up as many as you can and abandon ship.”
"Findly an order that makes sense," Maniac grumbled, hispam still pressed firmly on his neck.

Aristee went to the main drive panel and stood there, once awoman who had gathered power and
grength from the night, now awoman whaose night had turned againgt her. For asecond, Blair left himsalf
and tried to touch her thoughts. Towers of fire and ice stood in hisway. He did sense that she had no
intention of leaving the ship, not only because she wasiits captain but because the well would embrace
her in martyrdom.

Blair returned to himsdf and rushed up behind Pdadin. "Sir?"
The commodore would not turn. "What isit?'
"Let'sgo.”

"I'll meet you on the flight deck,” he answered alittle too quickly. "But here..." Heremoved hisFilgrim
cross, then turned and proffered it to Blair. "In case | don't makeit back.”

"l can't."
Pdadin tossed the cross, and Blair could not help but catch it. Y ou're my anchor, Mr. Blair."
"That why you took me dong?'

"Y ou've been pressing me about Filgrim culture and history. So you got alook." He glanced to Karista,
who had once more moved to brace Maniac. "And you met your pair. Now evacuate thisarea. That's an
order." The commodore suddenly looked very old, very lost, sure of nothing.

Blair hoisted a painful salute and mumbled, "Aye-aye, Sr."



"Lookslike our Marine buddies know what's good for them,” Santyana said, scanning the empty
cawak. "Maniac, can you move?'

"It'sjust alittle hickey. Hurts like amother, though. Let'sthrottle up.”

After dipping Paadin's cross over his neck, Blair joined Santyana, Karista, and Maniac as they mounted
the stairs. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Brotur Zimbaka scrutinizing them as he spoke with
Arigtee. Her gaze found Blair's for a second, then she regarded Zimbaka and shook her head.

"Our fighters are breaking off," Bishop noticed. "Can you say: What ?'

If Angel had not heard the order hersdlf, she would have had as much trouble believing it asthe rest of
her squadron. But Gerald had spoken the words himself, and Angel assumed that the Fosubius's skipper
had done likewise. " Commodore Taggart just relayed a message of the Pilgrims unconditional surrender.
It'sover, ladies," Angel muted her headset's mike and breathed atremendous sigh of relief. At least
Pdadin had survived, and if he waslooking out for Blair, then maybe, just maybe. ..

But did be wait for me? Probably not.
But you didn't want him to wait.
Youlied.

It had been along time since Angel had seen so many sarfighters operating in asingle Area of
Operations, and it had been even longer since she had seen SO many engage in asynchronous

withdrawa . Rapiers by the dozens banked or whedled or looped back, away from the undulating target
of darkness off the supercruiser's bow. Bombing groups broke into lazy turnsto streak across the moon's
pale white brilliance. The cap ships themselves framed this spectacle; the Fosubius stood a kilometer of f
to starboard, with its escorts spread out like the buoys of afishing net, and the Tiger Claw lay to port,

her tubes ready to open for alittle cap-to-cap combat.

"Hey, mates, if they're surrendering, then why are they launching fighters?* Hunter asked.
"Maybe they're abandoning ship,” suggested Gangsta.
"But what about that gravity well?" Cheddarboy asked. "That ship's going to jump.”

Pilgrim Rapiers continued rocketing from the Olympuss aft flight deck and forming into squadrons. They
dowed asthey grouped up, making it clear that they would not pursue the retreating Confederation
fighters and bombers.

Then an unprovoked squadron of Confed Rapiers near the rear and closest to the Pilgrims turned tail,
broke box formation, and vectored toward the enemy.

"Hello," Angel muttered. She quickly dialed up the Claw and had Gerald within seconds. "Got a
squadron from the Fos-ubius—"

"We see them, Commander. They have no authorization to attack. That squadron commander is
operaing on hisown."

"Sir?' Radar Officer Falk caled in the background. " Second squadron joining in the attack.”
"What's going on?" Angdl demanded. " Those people have surrendered.”

Neutron fire glittered in the distance, then two Rapiers, either Confederation or Pilgrim, exploded in a



one-two punch, signaling the start of the battle.

A haf dozen more Confederation squadronstook their cue and swung around toward their comrades.
Angd scanned her communications menu, then touched to monitor the point squadrons generd
frequency. Masked faces flashed on her VDU:

"They smoked Sly Honey!"

"Ladies and gentlemen, thisis payback one-oh-one. Today we're going to teach you eight sllent waysto
toast aFilgrim.”

"Order to recal comingin."
"Weve been provoked. Y ou will ignore that order and defend yourselves at dl costs.”

Angd selected the squadron commander's private channel. The guy went by the moniker of "Tyrant,” and
if hehad hdf abrain, hewould listen. "Angel to Tyrant, copy?'

A web of scarslay over the man's cheeks and brow. He had been badly burned and probably couldn't
afford anew face. At least his oxygen mask covered most of it. "Tyrant here. What do you want,
Commander?'

"Break off your atack."

"Attack? Were on the defensive.”

"Break off your attack!"

"Y ou know the rules of engagement.”

"I know 'em, and you broke 'em. They've surrendered.”

"They had uslocked on. We were targets.”

"Of course they had you locked. Standard precaution. They didn't—"
"Look, lady, | don't haveto judtify thisto you. Tyrant out.”

"Son of abitch,” she whispered, then threw back her head.

"Mdam?' Sinatra sounded over her private channel. "Gettin' hairy out there. What say we drift over and
pop usafew Rlgrims?'

"Shut up,” sheyelled. "Just shut the hell up!™

"It'll take a couple of minutesto get everything online," Blair said as he tapped in acode on the Diligent's
ramp control pand. "But we can makeit."

"Inthis bucket?' Maniac asked as he watched the ramp lower into place. "Wherés my Rapier?' He
pulled away from Karistaand had retreated not more than afew steps when ahalf dozen Pilgrims whose



sashesidentified them as ordnance specidists shoved their way around him. They ignored Maniac's
cursing, focusing intently on the troopships across the bay.

Blair looked past Maniac to asurred image of blistering panic. Though many of the Filgrims on board
remained at their Sations, there had to be two, maybe three hundred people screaming and crowding the
ramps of those eight troopships, and Blair imagined asimilar riot on the Olym-pus's forward flight deck.
The frenetic atmosphere |eft Blair fedling as panicked asthe others. Somewhere across the bay, gunfire
tore holes of silence in the commotion. More screams. And the chaos returned, mounting steadily toward
acrescendo.

Just clear your head. Do thejob. Fly them out.

"Mogt of them won't makeit," Karista shouted, blinking to hold back the tears. "How many canwe
take?'

"Ten, fifteen & the mogt,” Blair said. "But we have to save room for Santyana, hisfamily, and the
commodore.”

"If they don't get their asses here soon, 1'd go without 'em,” Maniac said as he surveyed the svarm of
Rilgrimsfor a second, then shook his head and headed back for the Diligent .

"Hey!" ayoung woman cried, clutching aboy of two or three. "Are you getting out? Can you take us?'

"Attention," camethe NAVCOM Al's disembodied voice. "Ship will reach PNR velocity in four
minutes”

Blair tensed as he studied the woman. "Get in."
"Thank you, Brotur. Thank you." She hustled past him.

"Whét're you gonnado, Blair? Make ustoo heavy to escape thewe|?' Maniac snarled. "Give methigl”
He ripped the pistol from Blair's hand, then cocked his head toward the hold. " Get this bitch pre-flighted.
I'm guarding the hatch."

Redlizing that an argument would only waste time, Blair staved off hisanger and shifted indde. "Karista?'
he cdled back. "1 need your help.”

After making sure that the woman and child had found the crew cabin jump sets, Blair nervoudly tripped
and banged hisway to the bridge, where histrembling fingers drummed on touchpads at the helm and
navigation stations. He swiveled apair of screens closer and watched data bars flood and scroll with
ship's status reports. Emergency warm-up and pre-flight in progress.

"What do want meto do?' Karisasad, staring at the foreign landscape of flashing displays.

"Just get in that seet,” Blair said, gesturing to the copilot's chair to starboard. "Pandl there marked life
support. Activate, select diagnodtic, vitd systemsonly.”

She sat, lifted ahand. "Uh, okay."
"Hey, Merlin. | need you, too."

The old man cod esced from the flash of his activation and paced aong the top of the navigation console.
" Now | know how it is, Christopher. Y ou only call when you want meto pick locks or when you're
about to be atomized. Y ou wouldn't just like to hang out some time and, as they say, shoot the breeze?



No. I'm just atool, a holographic helot.”

"A what? Forget it. Well talk about thislater. Right now | need you to link to ship's systems. Monitor
diagnogtics and give the commands for emergency repairs as needed.”

"Why do you need mefor that?'Y ou can—"

Blair sorang from his seat.

"Where areyou going?' Karistaasked.

"Thismeansalot to him," Blair said, holding up Paladin's cross. "He's not coming back.”
"And neither will you if you go after him."

"l owehim."

He ducked and wound hisway toward the hold, feding a definite rumble pass through al one hundred
tonnes of the old errant.

"Attention. Ship will reach PNIR velocity in three minutes™

An amost deafening discord filtered in from the open hatch. Troopship turbineswarbled over the cursing,
the shouting, the moans. AsBlair drew closer, he saw that Maniac had backed himself up to the
hatchway and now waved hispistol at awall of fifty, Sxty, maybe seventy-five Rilgrims, their faces
burnished an angry red. "Let me out,” Blair said.

Maniac ignored him, his attention commanded by the maob. * | will shoot !"

"Let uson, you bastard!" someone clamored. ™Y ou've got more room on this errant! The troopships are
fulll Don't let usdie herel™

A round ricocheted off the hull, missing Maniac's shoulder by afinger'slength.

"That'sit," Maniac said, then ducked back into the hold and dapped his hand on the interior ramp
control.

Seven or eight Rilgrims jumped onto the gangway as it angled up, hydraulics groaning under the added
weight.

"Get off," Blair shouted. "It crush you."

A teenage boy and a heavyset woman of forty or so managed to pull their arms and legs completely onto
the ramp and came diding into the ship. Three more rioters dipped off and fell back into the crowd.
Another two met the same fate, but the last man, amuscular blonde of about twenty, got his hands caught
inthe ramp asit began to sed into the hull. Blair looked away asthe Pilgrim shrieked, bones crunched,
and the severed appendages thumped to the deck.

Maniac jammed his pistol into the teenage boy's head. "Y ou're going back out.” Then he amed &t the
lady. "So areyou."

"Captain's quarters are back there," Blair told the two Filgrims. "Get in and strgp down.”

"We got no reason to save them,” Maniac said, so enraged that he nearly foamed at the mouth. He
turned the pistol on Blair.



And for amoment, Blair felt the same. Here they were, saving four strangers, when Santyanaand his
family and the commodore were till out there. But how would those two get past the mob? Maybe
Pdadin could escape on the captain's launch. Maybe Santyana could catch alift on one of the troopships
in the forward deck.

That won't happen. Y ou know that. Y ou just want to make yoursalf fedl better about abandoning them.
Y ou are abandoning them. And maybe it was fate that these four strangers got on board. Don't question
it. Just go. Do thejob.

More gunfire pinged off the sedled hatch. Footsteps rattled from the overhead.

"Christopher?' Merlin called, perched on the ramp's control. "Pre-flight is complete. Diagnogtics
complete. Impulse engines answering to commands. We're good to go, but | count nineteen RPilgrims on
our hull. Two aretrying to destroy our communications array. | should aso point out that thereisno
response from the flight control officer; therefore, thereisno flight order, and I've failed to locate the
deck boss."

"Attention. Ship will reach PNR ve ocity in two minutes™
"So what about these two?' Maniac asked, leering at the boy and woman.
"Wedon't havetimeto lose them.”

"You bagtards are lucky. That'sal | can say." Maniac spun back toward the corridor and small hatchway
leading to the bridge. "Two minutes. Shit. Blair?'Y ou coming or what?"

"Go grap in,” Blair repested to their new passengers, then bounded after Maniac.
Saveyoursdf.
Maybe | don't even want to anymore,

Santyana... Paadin... they're going to lose their lives. And for what? Does Aristee realy know what
she's done here? So many people have died... will die. It doesn't seemredl.

Back on the bridge, Blair settled in at the helm and engaged the engines. Maniac had replaced Karigtain
the copilot's chair, and Blair motioned that she strap in at the navigator's seat behind them.

After the usud jolt, the Diligent rose off her landing skids, and Blair brought her around. The flight deck's
environmenta maintenance field panned into view.

"Mogt of the Pilgrims on our hull are jumping off," said Merlin, now standing atop Blair's console and
facing the forward viewport. "But the two near the comm array are till up there.”

"Let 'em Say there,” Maniac said. "The energy fied will waste'em.”

Two Broadsword bombers nearly collided asthey flew abreast and blasted through the curtain. Three
Rapiers bucked wildly from their berths and chopped their way through the bombers turbulence. Two of
those fighters swept through the field, but the third dipped too low and crashed nose-on into the angle
where curtain met deck. Fud ignited. Orange flames baled and erupted toward the overhead, flanked by
seesof swirling black smoke— even as another pair of fighters plunged through the fire and escaped.

Resigned to the fact that no other ship would yidld, Blair increased thrust, steered them onto the runway,
then punched the bank of afterburnersfor launch.



Twin gtreaks of durasted stole into view as two more Rapiers fled the deck, their pilots giving Maniac
some competition for recklessflying.

Fifty meters. Twenty. Ten. The energy curtain abruptly wrapped the merchantman in an opague blanket
that asrapidly yielded to the gray, rectangular launch tunndl.

"Christopher?
"Wait, Melin!”

They cleared the tunnel, and never in hislife had Blair been more glad to see an unremarkable field of
dars. Hefdt suddenly cradled in their light—

Until the well extended one of its gravitic tentacles and dgpped it on the merchantman. The engines
quaked againgt the force, the bulkheads broke into their creaks of protest, and the velocity gauge began
racing backward.

"C'mon, honey, you've donethisbefore," Blair muttered. He glanced at an aft cameradisplay showing
the Olympus encompassed by the black pool. Small explosions blotted her port ion engine, and still more
fightersfled from her bowds.

"If we can't escape thewdl, can you jump it?' Maniac asked. "Can you do your Pilgrim thing?'
"l don't know."

"Christopher?* Merlin cried, thistime sounding more urgent.

"For God's sake, what isit?"

" think we're going to—"

Everyonefel forward.

"—Dbresk free of thewell."

Maniac howled in triumph.

"Did we makeit?' Karista asked.

"Not yet," answered Melin. "First we have to—"

"Take down the six bandits on our ass," Maniac finished. "Bearing four-four-one by three-three-five.
Didn't the old man tell ‘'em we surrendered?’ He rechecked the radar scope. "Great. Six moreriding the
rear."

"Get uptotheiongun,” Blar sad. "Merlin? Seeif you can get them on the comm. And try to hall
Commodore Taggart. Maybe he got out.”

Even as Maniac threw off his straps and stood, neutron fire raked its way from amidships to the bow,
and Blair watched the shidld level indicators drop into the red.

"Wadl, I've haled those Rapiers three times," Merlin reported. "No response. And it's clear that every
vess that leavesthe Olympusisatarget. Our registration and Confederation 1D code lack vaidity since
this ship might have been captured by Filgrims."



"Then contact the Tiger Claw . Get usan assigt.”
"Christopher, you're assuming these fighters aren't from the Claw .
"Well, arethey?"

"Asamatter of fact they're from the Fosubius battle group. But | don't think that makes a difference

"Just contact the Claw ."

With thet, Blair seized the control whed and drove it toward the console, diving twenty, thirty, forty-five
degrees as Maniac, up in the gunner's net, hurled back thefirgt of their retdiatory volleys. Four of the
Rapiers buzzed overhead, their thrusters flickering as they looped back to begin another strafe.

Blair knew the math, and the math sucked. The Diligent's maximum velocity peaked out at one hundred
and fifty KPS, while the Rapier pilots could propel themsdlves up to three times asfast, and the fighters
were, of course, more maneuverable and better armed.

He suddenly remembered aline Pdadin wasfond of, aline from astory caled "The Open Boat," written
sx centuries ago by afellow named Stephen Crane: "When it occurs to aman that nature does not
regard him asimportant, and that she fedls she would not maim the universe by disposing of him, he at
first wishesto throw bricks at the temple, and he hates deeply the fact that there are no bricks and no
temples”

"Request denied, Commander. Y our squadron will maintain position. Y ou will not engage. Gerald out.”
Itsal about politicsnow , Angd thought.

Gerdd couldn't order her to attack other Confederation fighters. Never mind the fact that those pilots
were killing Pilgrimstrying to surrender. Never mind the fact that those pilots had provoked the Filgrims
into battle. Never mind the fact that Paladin and Blair could be on any one of those fleeing ships...

"Got a Proxima Errant on my scope,” Bishop reported. "L ooks like the Diligent , Commander. She's
under attack.”

Sorry, Mr. Gerad. Court-martial me later . "We're out of here, ladies. Fluid four to the Diligent . Break
and attack on my mark, clearing zone and faling in to escort postions.”

"Uh, maam, are you asking usto fire upon Confederation pilots?' Cheddarboy asked.
Bishop guffawed. "No, boy, she'saskin' us out to lunch.”

"Commodore Taggart may very well be aboard that merchantman,” Angd told Cheddarboy. "Those
pilots don't seem to care about that."

"Yes maam."
"Burn on my mark," sheingtructed. "Three, two, one. Burn!"

Hurled forward by full afterburners, Angel braced herself and skimmed each of her displays. Gerald's
wonderful mug snapped on the left VDU, which she summarily sngpped off, imagining his
you're-abandoni ng-your-post-and-if-you-do-not-return-blah-blah-blah rant that meant absolutely nothing
to her a the moment.

She led the other five pilots toward that merchantman, opening her mouth alittle as she saw it dive and



fall under the reentless cannon fire of adozen trailing fighters. Someone manned theion gun, swivelingin
an abortive effort to track the attackers. The operator finally got off a shot that sheered off a Rapier's
wing and punched it into aspiraing climb.

"Herewe go, ladies," she began, then kissed her career goodbye. "Break and attack!"”
Bishop and Hunter responded immediately, peding away and booting off guided missles.

Although Cheddarboy and Gangsta hesitated a second, they pledged themselvesto Angel by showering
two of the Rapiers with concentrated blasts of neutron fire.

The veteran Sinatra banked hard and came around on the Diligent's six o'clock to smultaneoudy launch
two dumbfire missiles at nearly point-blank range. No, he hadn't directed hisfire at the merchantman, but
at two Rapiers whose pilots were obvioudy too intent on their strafe. They flew in atight pair, just a
couple of meters off each other'swings.

"Ouch," Sinatrasaid dryly asthe two fighters vaporized in arolling carpet of contiguous explosons.

Another Rapier diced across Angd's cone of fire, and she banked on awall of vacuum to follow. A
guided missile veered after the Rapier, accelerated at the last second, then jammed itself up thefighter's
port exhaust cone. She grimaced as sophisticated machinery became scorched scrap metd. Then the
strange absence of blips on her radar scope drew her attention. Six blue dots appeared on the display,
with aquartet of enemy contacts shifting off to port.

"Therest are buggin’," Gangstasaid. "Descending to escort position.”

"All of you shift to escort." Angd turned on awing and thundered off to catch up with the merchantman.
She opened acomm channel, generd frequency. "Angd to Diligent , copy.”

Blair appeared on her Visud Display Unit, and suddenly his absence felt more like years than weeks. He
looked somewhat |eaner, hisface more haggard, more lined, his hair alittle longer than she preferred.
What was with that robe? And hadn't he lost his Pilgrim cross?" Commander,” he said tiffly. "Lieutenant
Marshdl and | havefivecivilianson board.”

"Marshdl'sdive?'

The blond jock shoved Blair away from the camera. "'Lieutenant Todd 'Maniac' Marshdl back from the
dead, maam!"

"Y ou would've liked your memoria service, Maniac. Lot of women were there. What did you do? Score
with hdf the crew?'

"Those days are behind me."

"Redly."

"IsZaryawith you?| can't find her private channd."

"Commander?' Bishop said, breaking into the link. "Check out the supercruiser.”

Angd looked to starboard, where nearly akilometer away the grand capital ship seemed to cower
before the facel ess black head of the well.

"Hey, Commander? | asked you aquestion,” Maniac said. "Is Zaryawith you?"



Blair pulled up atelescopic image of the supercruiser. He held his breath as she soared at Point of No
Return velocity toward a gravitic winter ssorm consuming thousands of metalic leaves. Its power ghadtly,
bresthtaking, even beautiful, the gravity well marked an ebony dimplein asheet of space otherwise
illumined by Earth's pae blue glow.

"She cut the transmission,” Maniac cried, scowling from the copilot's chair. Y ou believe that? | think
something's happened to Zarya."

"The Olympus has reached the jump point,” Merlin said. "In about five secondsit'll tear apart just like that
Snakeir we baited into Scylla. And gtill no word from Commodore Taggart. I'm continuing to hail on all
frequencies." He cocked athumb back at the viewport. "Our capita ships are opening tubes. If the well
doesn't get the Olympus, the torpedoes will."

Scores of white lines stretched from the string of Confederation ships and crossed each other's
trgjectoriesin apatchwork of residue that needled on toward the supercruiser. So startling was the image
of the well, the fleeing ship, and the horde of pursuing torpedoesthat Blair had trouble watching.

Paladin's not on board. HE'S not.

The Olympus began pul sating with light, as though waves of gravity lapped at her bending and
coruscating hull. Her wedge-shaped bow seemed to tuck itself in, and her mountainous superstructure
began to flatten toward her antimatter guns, as though she shied from the enormity of her fate,

And then...

... with ablinding flare that enveloped her from bow to stern...

She jumped the well and vanished. Blair stared dumbstruck at hisdisplay. "They jumped.”
"They what?' Maniac asked.

"They jumped. They weren't torn apart. They jumped the goddamned well."

"Son of abitch! Taggart lied to usl The bastard lied!"

Blair and Maniac stood at parade rest in the Concordia's wardroom. They had been debriefed by
Captain Gerdd back on the Tiger Claw , had submitted their After Action Reportsto Admirad Tolwyn
only afew hours prior, and had just completed averba defense of those reportsto the admird, to
Commodore Bellegarde, and to Space Marsha Gregarov. The questions had been probing, and many
had concerned Paladin. Blair had repeatedly felt the need to quaify hisanswers, but Belle-garde or
Gregarov would lean forward in their chairs and cut him off before he could fully explain. It seemed that
at least two of hisinquisitors had aready condemned the commodore. As had Maniac.

Blair had inssted that his wingman remain as unbiased as possible and only report the facts—which
Maniac had done until the concluding paragraph of hisreport, wherein he offered his own scathing
critique of Paladin's actions. Worse still, Maniac had refused to show Blair the report before submitting it,
and only during the meeting had Blair learned of theincendiary notes. Blair decided that once they were
outsdein the corridor, hewould throttle Maniac to within a heartbest of hislife, then tear him that new



bresathing hole he had promised while back on the Olympus.

"WEell, then, lieutenants. Do you have anything to add?" Tol-wyn's gray eyeswore anoticeable sheen,
and whilethe admird had carefully guarded histone during most of the meeting, hiswords now rang
ullenly.

"No, sr," Maniac replied.

Blair cleared histhroat. "Sir, snce you have accepted Lieutenant Marsha l's report, which contains his
opinion of Commodore Taggart's character, | respectfully request amoment to offer my own
observations."

"We're concerned with the facts, Mr. Blair. Nothing more.”

"I know that, Sir. And | understand that you might consider my opinion biased because I'm half Pilgrim,
but | deserve an opportunity to speak."”

Gregarov raised ahand a Tolwyn. "Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

"l haven't known the commodore for very long, but I've never met aman more loya or one with aclearer
sense of misson. Whatever happened out there, I'm certain that it'sin the best interests of the
Confederation. Y ou can't ignore the commodore's reputation for reliability—and loyaty. Don't condemn
him before you redlly know what happened. That'sal.”

The admird fixed Blair with ahard gaze. "'Lieutenant, according to your own report, Commodore
Taggart was the only one who could've programmed that hopper drive. He had locked everyone else out
of the system. His orders were to seize control of that vessel and return it to the Confederation. By
feeding in those jump coordinates, the commodore committed an act of treason—one for which he will
be executed.”

"Sir, you don't know if that was an act of treason.”

"He had the opportunity to diver the ship to us," Gregarov said with araised finger. "He could have shut
down the drive. He did not. We have no choice but to regard him as atraitor and fugitive.”

"But you don't know the whole tory."

Tolwyn stood. "Thank you for those thoughts, Mr. Blair. Well need to meet with you again in the next
few days. You'll betaken off your roster until our inquiry iscomplete. Dismissed.”

Blair waited until he and Maniac were about twenty meters from the wardroom hatch, then he whirled,
took Maniac's neck in his grip, dug athumb into the bandage covering Maniac's flesh wound, then drove
the skinny jock into the bulkhead. " Do you know what you just did?’

"Let... go!" Even with both handslocked around Blair's wrist, Maniac could not bresk free
"When they find him, they're going to execute him."

"Good," Maniac wheezed.

Tearing his hand away, Blair swore then pounded down the corridor.

"Hey, Chris? He chose the Rilgrims. Ded with it."

"We don't know that."



"Y ou mean you don't have any doubts? Comeon..."

Blair rounded a corne—and nearly raninto Angd. "'l got tired of waiting around that hatch, so | went
and got something to eat," she explained.

"It'syour time. Y ou didn't have to come." He leaned on the bulkhead and lowered his head. "They've
made up their minds."

"They're doing what they haveto do, but | know. I know." She reached to touch his chin but suddenly
withdrew. "We should get back, otherwise you'll miss saying good-byeto Karista."

"Nothing happened between us."

"Why do you keep saying that?'

"| just want you to know."

"It'sdl right. | didn't want you to wait for me."
"But| did."

She shifted away and tossed her hair back. "They're going to interrogate Karistalike you wouldn't
believe. Then they'll ship her off to an interment camp. Y ou okay with that?'

"Weé're talking about us."
"Youtwo arepaired.”
"Whoa," he said, recoiling, then backhanding sweet from hisbrow. "Y ou two comparing notes or what?"

"I could sense there was a connection between you two, so | asked her. She didn't want to tell me, but
shedid."

"It doesn't matter.”
"Yes, it does"

Blair closed his eyes and touched Angd's cheek with his thoughts. He moved down to her neck, feeling
her bow into histouch. Then in one eager motion, he took her into hisarms and kissed her deeply, fully,
gently. Hefindly pulled back, let their lips linger amoment, then opened hiseyes. "Y ou don't know me.
Not redlly. Give me achanceto show you."

When he opened his eyes he found her pale and astonished. "How did you—"

"The spaces between us mean nothing,” he said, closing her lipswith afinger. "Were fighters. Let'sfight
for this"

"Oh, God," Maniac said, suddenly behind them. "Why don't you two get aroom?’
Angd glared. "How long have you been standing there, Lieutenant?'

He tapped his chest: Me ?"Enough lollygagging. | gotta get back to see Tibby in the quartermaster's
office. HE's picked up alittle something for Zaryathat might cheer her up. She's still bummed out. It's not
like no one's ever logt afighter before. So shelost one on her first tour. So what. Shel'sdive, right?”

"She got lucky over Triune. But her luck won't hold. It never does," Angel said. "Shelll be off the duty



roster for another week. And she won't be back in a Rapier until she proves herself on the smulator.”
"With me as her ingtructor? No problemo.”

Blair snickered. "I got afeding your lessonswon't involveflying.”

Maniac winked. "She'saquick study. Just likeyou."

Amity Aristee forced hersdf up, out of her command chair. "Brotur Vyson?'

Heread her expression. "Aye, Captain. | have the con." Sheleft the Olympus's bridge with a deep sense
of dread that dowed her pace. She barely acknowledged othersin thelift and corridors as she steered
hersdf toward her quarters. There, she regarded the hatch control as though it were awarning sign and
lazily keyed in the code. The door hissed aside, and shefelt her way through the shadows toward a
flickering light that outlined her bedroom hatch. She took a deep breath, braced herself, then pushed in
the door.

James Taggart sat up in her bed and leaned back on an ornate trioak headboard. Wereit not for his
scowl, he would appear dmost angelic, framed by the leafy designs carved into the rare wood. A lone
blue candle asthick ashiswrist sat on an equaly ornate nightstand, and in that poor light he had been
reading hard copies of ancient star charts which now littered the deck and sheets. He acknowledged her
presence with ameager glance.

"James, you've been in this bed for two days. Y ou have to get up. Y ou have to eat something.”
“No."

"Y ou're brooding like achild. Y ou made your choice. Y ou chose blood. Just like your father did. Now
it'stimeto move on." She stepped toward the bed, then toed off her sandals.

"Moveon? To what? Weve lost nearly half the crew and were operating on oneion engine. It'sonly a
matter time before we make awrong jump.”

"If you're so certain that were going to get caught, then why did you change your mind?"
Hejust looked at her, asthough he didn't know himsdlf.

She shook her head, undid her sash, and let her robe dink to the floor. She did naked into bed and
rested her head on his chest. "We can't get caught,” she whispered, tracing his navel with apearly
fingernall. "And we can't die... because thereéstoo much war left to fight.”
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