




Divine Visitation 
NBeloved Miranda, " came a familiar voice, as If ftom the very 

air behind her. 
"Your blessed holiness:" Vazquez replied leflexively, turning 

to the voice but aYertlng her eyes and dropping to one Ienee. 
"Rise and lift your eye5, my daughter." 
With )uita.ble reluctance, Vazquez did as bade, beholding 11 

revelation from God. Hooded Saint Graylord-hls hands and 
face shrouded, but ill towering figure all the same-stood 
between the shlmmeringlorms of two massive ilIng~ic guard­
ians, floating In lhe air 215 rainbows of light coruscated across 
their winged and radiant bodies. 

" Gracious Saint Craylord, how may I serve you?" 
"It is written," Grayklrd said, "that the day shall come w hen 

traveners arrive Irom the heavens, and s ta~ shall faU from their 
traces. Then shall kings and princes scatter, and 10, the many 
kingdoms of the earth )hall kneel before the manifested will of 
the l ord and Defender. My daughter, the day has come again 
when trave lle~ have joined us from the ~tars." 

"Yes, Your Crace . E .... en this d ay, they were led into my 
presence ." 

"Tell me," Grayl()(d said, "did you seme theIr purpose7 ~ 
"I did, Your Crace. I feellheir hearu afe true, and their cause 

is just." 
'" am plea~, '" CraylOfd replied, his pleasure reflected in the 

soft pink hue appearing In the angel's wings. "It was for your 
special insight that I made you the protector and guardian of the 
Defender' s chUlch." 

"Your Siesseo' Crace-is It pon ible that these might be the 
ones? I have seen visions of hOpe and torm ent.. .. " 

~ Be at peace, mydaughte r. ' have seen the seal of the Defender 
rising gloriously in the east. Blessed are those whose eyes do not 
see, yet believe." 

"'Your Crace, I do believe." 
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Chapter 
One 

A dab of Krylic titanium white sat pobed 01'1 the end of Coeur 
O' Espnl's palntbnnh when she caught ill motion In thl' comer of 
her eye and turned her head to study It. ANS Kukulcon, the 
system's largest defense boat, was gilding belWeen Coeur's 
wIndow and the watery globe of Aubalne depicted In her canvas. 

For an old space· hand, the 7S,OOO.lon monitor WAS not an 
unusual sight, but shIps were Coeur's life, and she admired It AS 
an architect might II weli<onstl\Jcted building_ Roughly the 
shape of II flanened hammer, flying hAndle first. the monllOfhad 
begun her life as the Imperlil/ cruiser Vowofd, but was damaged 
In the Final War and left behind when the Imperium abandoned 
Vras 80 yeal'l before . Pleased by the gift, the invading Solomanl 
then renamed the cruiser and began repairs In the hop!' that tht> 
Ship would spearhead a l'inal conquest ollhe stetor. 

Nke pion. Too b::ui ~ru~ bear you 10 it. 
Today, of course, Kukufmn didn't be!oog to either the Impe­

rium or the Soloman!. Having outlived both her maslen., lheg reat 
hulk was now trapped In the Vras ~ystem (now renllm~ Aubalne), 
her Jump drives cannibalized to equip the fledgling ReformatiOn 
Coalition fleet. It wa~ II practical necesslty-and the monitor still 
served a useful purpose, defending the ~ystem with Its long-range 
meson 9 Url-but there was nonethele1s wmething ~ about the 
great ship, likely n~r to fly In lump space again. 

Ulc~ an eagle, Coeur thought, wilh IU wings Clipped. 
80t then lhf" door Chime rang. and Cof"U( snapped out of her 

reverie. Mochas shewouldh3ve l:xed It, shewilS not aboard i1 stanhlp, 
but sitting in the rIVing room r:J II claustrophobic spacf" station 
apartment with her only camp.lnion i1 ho/ovid SCreen. its V'QIume 
turned down II)N to keep from distr3cting her as she painted. Yet even 
the hokMd reminded Coeur that she was not where she wanted to 
be, for Its live broadcast could only be hea,d close toAubollne, where 
the limited fre('dom of Coeur'~ canvas was a poor substitute for the 
genuine fr«!dam d flight among the stars. 

"That you, Crowbarr she asked. 
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"Yes, sir." 
~Please. come In," 
Answering her command, the door opened to reveal Crow­

bar, Coeur'$ bearded friend from the TKhnkal Ac;ademy. AS taU 
for a man at 188 em as Coeur Wa$ to( a woman at 175. Just 
departed from his WOfk area. he wore lhe puffy vac suit lhllt was 
his uniform, with the helmetstowedln elutk netting at the waist 

"SOrry I didn't change, Red Sun," Crowbar said, "but you 
know me. I get to woricing, and I lose all ulKk of the Ume," 

"'That'sokay." Coeur returned. hastily riSing and removing the 
apron over her bIou:w! and skirt. "11011 track 01 th<! Ume myself." 

"It 'i:l; our day off," the engIneer said, st\'PPIng t1Yough the 
apartment threshold. "lgues5we"1! entitled. Isn't lhatASS JaJAukonr 

PackIng up her paints. Coeur grInned at the )oke. When the 
finepeopleofVrashad renamed lhe{rp! imeIAubalne. no one had 
thought of the rude way the abbrevlaUon for Aubanl Space Ship 
would look In print AlJbonl Navol Smp was thus chosen as an 
altogether more pOlite alternative. 

"Sure is. Putting In for resupply, I Imagine." 
"My god, she's big. You know it takes 500 engineers JUSIIO 

man her drives?H 
'" belj~ it. What's me put oUI. about a tlUlion warur 
u Man,~ Crowbar said, shaking his head In amazemenl.. "'it's 

hard to imagine anyone cou ld e~r boJild anything that big." 
.. , don' t knQVol , I've seen bi9ger." 
"Around here?" 
'"No, I m eant back in the old days," 
"Ah," 
Coeur !.trilled at thai expre~ion of undentanding- the younger 

man's acceptance that his former captain, born on the human 
homeworld, Terra. had seen a world 01 wonde~ whose like he 
would probably not ~e in his lifetime, 

Though theywerefalrlycloseln ag~he 32, he 26--tMe dark 
and thoughtful ~es 01 Coeur, brown as the hair she wore short 
for space duty, had seen the fit'll acts d the farcical tragedy thai 
dellroyed all civilization 70 years ago, Slill, il wasn' llilce Coeur to 
keep slarlng at the stage after they'd cleared away the seu. 
Crowbilr knew she was a woman who IIwd In the present,. and 
Ihat was why they'd remained friends even after they'd cea$ed to 
be shipmates two months earlier. 

left alone for a moment as Coeur went Into the head in her 
bedroom to wash her hands, Crowbar 10uM his attention drawn 
away from the old monilor and over 10 the painting of cloud. 
banded Aubaloe Coeur had left standIng on its easel. Although 
Coeur's holovid was alw(ompt'llng lor his attention, rvnnlng an 
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unsubstantlated story about the mysterious ~SoIee Ernplre"­
suspected of having destroyed several Iree traders in Shenk 
subsector-Crowbar tuned out the ~ to focus inst£'Ad on 
COE!ur'~ artWOrk. like most of her paintings, whether of people ex 
planelS, it seemed to strike ill balMlce between meticulous detail 
and breezy energy, with a consequent sense of depth and realism 
rivaled only by holography. 

"Uke it ?" Coeut asked, coming out of her bedroom and 
putting on a veSI. 

~ It's Vl'ry good. Is it for someone?~ 

"Drop Kick, " Coeur answered. pausing beside Crowbar to 
admire her work. "He said he got hlrmelf promoted to Brigade 
Sergeant Major of the 1 1t Marine Brigade and wanb a painting 
to go with his new office." 

NWOW. So how's hI' ra ll'?" 
"He asked very nicely, " Coeur said, moving around the back 

of the easel and bringing up a protec tive /lap shl' dropped over 
the painting, Nand paid me 200 credits in advance." 

"That's my skipper. Sentimentality be damned." 
"Damn straight," COE!ur answered, p icking up II remote 

conlrol to shut off her ho\oYid, then coming around the easel to 
face Crowbar squarely. "And now, I assume I finally ge t to see 
what you did to my ship." 

"Hl'y," Crowbar protested, " Home(s my Ship now, skipper. 
Nobody twi sted your iHm 10 take Ihat new command. H 

Coeur ~mirked . 
"Yuh, soml' command . Goodwreoch says SOOr Vu'li be laid 

up ' til Reformation Day- 15 weeks." 
'"'Well, she'U be a nice ~hip-whenever Ihey get her back 

together again. H 

Coeur gave her Irlend a wicked look, Ihen steered hIm loward 
Ihe door. ~Come on, CrO\o'lbar. 11' /1 be nice 10 see a ship that's In 
one piece lor a change.~ 

From a dis t<lnce. the RCES Orbital $t<ltion appeared decep· 
tively vt"IaU and simple- a spinning inhabited ring SOD meters 
across, allached by radiating spokes to a central dock and power 
plilnt. But it was large enough 10 support 1000 wexke~ in 
contInuous residence. A coklriul coHeclion-£onstruction engi­
neers undoing the damage 01 VirUS and decades of neglect. Arses 
outfitting lor the I(ootfer, administrators purring out their hair as 
they managed a patchwoOl comm net prone to switching 
crrors----they made for J circus atmosphere bef.L1ing the official 
call sign of the stalion. Big Top. 
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"This is ridkulous," Crowbar ~id, maneuvering around II. knot of 
fr~traled nev.' arrivals at the perennialty dis.lbted bank ot elevators 
nearest Coeu('s quatten. " If they'd just fIX the elewtoo in St>ctlon 2. 
we could go directly from our quarters 10 the reP'lir yoYd,'" 

""1"0 sure I~! fix them eventually: Coeur 5.1id, matching the tall 
miVl'S pace in the wide thoroughfare beyOnd !.he elevatO"S" curving 
up gently before and behind them. " II's just not a priori!},," 

"'Yeah, but really. They've been working on It for two months, 
e¥ef since we brought Hornet back." 

Coeur resisted the urge Ie comment further. In h('( temporary 
capa<;ity as a technical iKfviser 10 ellpeditions outfitting ,H the 
station, Coeur had COMe into ccnta(t with ~edalMs who knew 
the real rea~n the Section 2 elevator repairs were behind 
schedule, but the truth was too shoCking 10 repeat- at least In A 
public walkway. Coeur, thefclore, would wait to tell Crowbar 
untH thE')' were illone and out 01 earshot of the nallon's polni(ky 
civiliam. 

"Well, you knOW'-bur ",aucracy.~ 
"Tell me aboul it II took me ~ long to gel data.dlslu fOf the 

studenl's computef1, we had 10 writ~ on paper for 11 few days." 
"ShoCking ." 
To Coeur's refief, Ihe ne3fe~1 elevator was u(I()(cupled. They 

boarded it, and Coeur at last revealed th e awful truth. 
"'You might not want IO~preacl thi$ around, CfO\....uar, but j know 

the rt'al reason the Se<:tioo 2 eli!'vatof1. are taklng '>0 long to repair.~ 
"The real reason?" 
~The real reasoo, my friend, I~ that a dormant strain of Virus is 

dug into the circuitry of those el0Jators." 
"A live main of Virus7 l oose on the sta l jon~" 
"Well, in amanner 01 speaking, ye5, but I reaUy don't think it's 

that «-rious. The way' hear it, It hasn' t animilated enough 
memory \0 become very intelligent, so the people making the 
repairs ate taking them slow and eaSy, making sure all the 
communication links into the area are cut before they ripOUI the 
bad circuits." 

Oespite himself, Crowbarlound hi~ pube racing a t the captain's 
disclosure. Thai he wasn't ashamed of-Virus had kJlled 100 
trillion people more thitn likely, and it would go on killing If they 
gave il a chance. He was surprised, however, by (he cool m.:mner 
of his colle~ue, casually dil4:u\sing the greatest evil ever un· 
~Mhed on humankind. 

UNot serious? Red Sun, that's Virus you' re talk ing about." 
·Sorry, Crowbar. 'didn'l mean to ~tal1.le you. I Just thought 

you should kno ..... what I've heard, being as you' re In 50melhing 
of a posilion 01 aulhorllyyoun.elf. More than me, really, slOcel'm 
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just a ~taH adviser until they flx my ship." 
·Sony, sir, '" Crowbar said. "Maybe t'm overreacting . But it's 

just that I've seen vehicles Infected with Virus, and man, lheyglve 
me the willies something fierce." 

Coeur paned Crowbar on the puffy fa bric over his shoulder. 
"We all have to die sometime, Crowbar. Fretting aboul it just 

waltes the lime you've got living." 
"t suppose you're right. Captain. But all the ).ame, I'd rather 

not die in a crary elevalor." 
"Oh, I don't know. I'm sure Cod lakes the people who die 

stupid deaths, too." 
The elevator doors opened, lettlng them out In a less·tra'o'f!lIed 

corridor near the outer skin of the station. Heavy bulkheads stood 
to either side of them, with Irh valves set to slam shut automat]· 
cally at any loss In pr~ure, and the conidor to left and right was 
doned with rugged airlock hatches. Unlike the Inner levels, the 
floor WIlS uncarpeted metal, so the low heels of Coeur's sllndals 
made ringing clicks as she walked behind Crowbar. 

"Homet's right up this way, skipper," Crowbar said. "8ay 43." 
"00 you want me to suit up?" Coeur asked, follOWing him to 

theappropriale halch. 
"No, don't worry aboullt/ Crowbar aruwered, funning his 

p3ss key through a security lOCk beside the hatch. HSloce It's the 
end of Ihe week, I've given the students the dayaN, ~o there won't 
be any work going on Imide. n 

"All right." 
After digesting Crowba(s security code for a moment. the 

station computer decided it wa~ safe to open the aIrlock's outer 
door and slid it aslde with a pneumatic hiss. The Arses then 
entered Ihe lock, and as soon as the out~r door was closed, the 
inner door opened to let them into the bay. 

"That's Homet1 .. Coeur asked, !>tepping JUSt ouulde the 
airlock, then coming to a hall 

"That's Hornet, all right. What do you thi"'k7" 
Coeur did not havea ready answer to sosimpleaquesllon. The 

200·ton freighter before her was H~/ all right, the ship that h.,d 
carried them both to Ra and Saultf-into the very jaWli of the 
Mercantile Guild. Nowshewasperched atop lOOOsquaremeters 
of curved deck on Vipod landing gear, but there were subtle 
differences in appearance that Coeur did nol regiller all at once. 
It look a few momenu 10 nOle them an, (om paring the ship 
before her 10 the one in her memory. 

"The main alteration is the roll bar, " Crowbarsald, moving out 
ahead of Coeur and letting his voice echo In Ihe cavernous 
hangar. "We altered the sh~pe 10 give more lift In atmosphere 
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and enlarged the electronics pallet ~ 
'" see th oll," Coeur said, "but correct me if I'm wrong-isn't 

that a Gatllnggun upabove the bridge? And aplasmagun in front 
01 the port turretl" 

"Noticed tho~e, did you?" 
"NotiCed? Hell, they make the shiplookr,ke an assaul t lander." 
~Yeah, I suppose." 
"I,nsume they're mock-ups, though.lNtlal, did you getwme 

kind of r6earch grant to design new weapons mounu?" 
C/o'wbar didn' t af\Wm at fJl"ll,. adopting a sheepish expression. 
""ho~ aren' t mock·ups, sir," he l-aid, coming back to Coeur. 

"'They're real." 
"'"What?'" 
"" know, it's weird. Sut there Is an explanation.'" 
""'m all ears." 
"Near as I can tel~ the Admiralty see! Homet as a sort of 

emergency backup for the bigger sh'ps in the fleet Theway' hear 
It, when headquarters heard we were leaving the AD to look for 
the Guild base, betswcre running80-20we'd never make it back 
alive. When we did, the Admiralty decided to let us keep 
improving the ship In C<l5e we'd ever have to take her out again." 

At a 10$$ to come up with a ben er explanation than Crowbar, 
Coeur finally shrugged ar.d returned her attention to the ship, 

"Well, anyway, it looks like a ~ensib le arrangement. I assume 
you laid out the weapons to provide overlapping fieldS of fire ." 

"S ure did. The machlnegun coveulhe approach to thecargo 
rllmp; the plasma gun (overs tne port side; and the old s~e 
comballa$er covers the starboard." 

"Okay, W who shoots oN the ftrewo(!u?" 
"The m)S5ile gunner. Snapshot always used to complain about 

having nothing to do 00 the ground, SO I put the nre control for 
the close-in weapons in hCf" old turret. -

" I'm sure V\e'd be plea~ed." 
"Whateve( happened to her and Gyro?" 
"Oh, they'redO'Nn atlhedilUide academy. I ~uested they 

be a~slgned to Suleimon Victrix with me, but as long as the Ylip 
was goIng to spend several months In the yard, they figured they 
could use the time blushing up on their ship skllls .--

"So, did anything ever develop between Snapshot and Drop 
Kick?'" 

"Oidn't ask. ~ 
"Didn't ask?" 
"Figured it wasn't my busln~." 
.. Oh .... 
"So," Coeur said, "what else have you done to my ship?" 
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"How about lhisr Crowbar said, leading her onder the 
bridge, located In the starboard hom of the shIp's pickle fork bow. 
"Seven (entimeten of eJO:triI armor around the bridge, over the 
turret hardpolnlS and around the fuel flnes. Doesn't add much 
weight to the ship, but it win stop a bolt Irom a plasma bazooka," 

"'Thar's a good )decl," 
"\ thooghl yov'd like it. I think your description of the armor 

she came with was 'pathetic.''' 
~Actually. lwas beIng generous. I'm ~11U amAZed we took that 

shIp Into space combat and ~rvlved." 

"You're amazed? Just remember who would've had to put the 
ship back together If we'd been hit." 

"That's a strange thought, from someone who's jun turned 
Hornet InlO an assault Ship." 

Crowbar shrugged. 
"\ think 01 the guns as a deterrent to vdence. With all this 

firepower, most opponenls would be Intimidated Into wrrender," 
Coeur kept her answer to herself: Keepdrtomlng, Crowbar. The 

only deterrent molt of those frontier thugs undenland Is a bullet in 
IMheod. 

"Never know," she said, diplomatically. NHopefully, you won' t 
hllVe to fmd out.~ 

The urgent beeping 01 Coeur'5 wrist communicator cut off 
further conversation. NExcuse me," Coeur said, tapping the radio 
with the fingers of her right hand; vRed Sun, go ahead." 

~ Red Sun,. this is Big Top Control. We have an urgent Oau III 
musage for you on the scrambler from Trantown. Are you free 
to receive it?" 

CoeUf ard Crowbar eJ(changed !mp'essed glances. C!as.s III 
menages Wen! of the highest ptioriry-genera/Iy rese.......ed for plan. 
eta'Y emergencles---ancl neither had ever N:'(eiw(f one directly. 

"Stand by, Big Top. Crowbar?'" 
" How about the bridge?" he offered. "That'~ pretty ~cure." 
"Yeah, that'll do." 
Since Homet slin recognized her last captain' , security key, 

Crowbar did not have 10 precedeCoeur Into the Ship. Instead. she 
activited the belly hatch behind the bfldge and climbed up Into 
the half ·Iit interior of the ship. This part of the ship, at leas ....... as 
unchanged. and ~he found her way back to the familiar pilot's 
couch she had Sit in fOf the better part of the last seven months. 

"Red Sun to Big Top. I'm b.!ck .... 
"Affirmative. Stand by for feed ." 
A brief pause followed, the time It took Big Top to tell the 

dirulde capItal Coeur ..... as (e .. dy to receive the message. 
"Red Sun, this Is Hammer. \ hope I didn't alarm you, but I 
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figu red this warranted the priority channel." 
~Commodort lathrop1 Sir, wnat's the emergel"K)'1" 
"'Frankly, I'd rather tell you In person. Busy?"' 

15 

Well, Coeur thought. not busy enough (0 Ignore Q summons 
from 1M direct(/( 01 the finO 

"No, sir." 
"Good. Then get YOUMlf down to the adminislratlvi! docks 

ASAP. I've Otdered them to put a pinnace It your disposal." 
"I assume you' re at the capital headqulrters . ~ 
"Affirmative. But don' t bother to dreu up; It's not an affair of 

SUite." 
~Underltood. I'm on my way." 
"'0h. and one more thing. On the way, stop by and pick up 

Orop Kick." 
"Orop Kid<.. slr1" 
"Yes, the Marine you took with you to Sauler."' 
"Yes, sir, I know who he is. Am I to assume he's waiting at Fort 

Brierly?" 
"Negative. When I conlacttd him a few minutes ago, he w.u 

on a commercial hovercraft off Michael's Reef. f've uploaded her 
position Into the pinnace computer." 

"Understood . 
"This mission Is top secret, Red Sun. As In your eyes only . .. 
"Roger that. sir." 
"" II be waiting. Tranlown out." 
Although she was Inclined towonder what could be 50 urgent 

In Trantown th"t it demanded an Immediate audience with the 
RCES chief, Coeur resisted the Impulse to si t and ponder the 
matter. Instead, she made Immediately for the bonom hatch. 

"Top secret stuff, huh?" Crowbar said, turning from the pltot 
tube he'd busied himself adjusting as Coeur descended from the 
belly hatch. 

"I'm afraid I'm not at liberty to discuss thai ." 
"Uh-oh. That's lOp secret all right." 
~Sorry I have to run, Crowbar. Maybe we can pick up the tour 

next weekend . ~ 

"Guess so. It's Just too bad you had to leave before I shooNed 
you the best part." 

"What's thai?" 
"The sign you recommended tor the galley: 'The captilin Is 

.""-'ays right, and mutineers will be spaced.' .. 
Coeur nodded approvingly. 
"Maybe. I plcked the wrong snip aftf'r all. So long, Crowbar." 
"So long, Red Sun." ... 
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II Coeur had con(elO~ for the casual nelS 01 her dress. they 
disappeared when she saw thecondilion 01 her companion. Drop 
Kick, d early eo;oying his inter .assignment furlough. Standing o ut 
on the aft deck of II ren ted recreaUonal hovercraft and waving to 
Coeur as she flew the pinnace In low overhead, It appe,,-red the 
best he could manage was shoru and II khaki summer shIrt with 
chevro('\$. 

Bul even Coeur, who w.u not big on romance, (ould see why 
Drop Kick d id not have parade dress along 00 the boal The clue 
came from Snapshot, thepale·sklnoedOri/l",mmen redhelld who 
was wearing even less Ih<ln the sergeant major, andwasevldenUy 
his $Ole companion. 

Ah,. Jove. 
"Come to take away my man7" Snapshot sent, over Ship-to-

ship radio . 
.. Afrllid so. That boat of youn anchored?~ 

~Roger that, Red Sun," 
"Good. lust hold her steady, then, and I'll drop II ladder down 

for Drop Kick." 
Despite the great size 01 the plnnace-Iu 2<1 ·meter wingspan 

cast a giant shadow across the hcwercraft-iU double·redundant 
flight com puters gave Coeur the confidence to park It directly 
above the fur smaller watercraft and set the contra.grav to hover 
so she couid move to the port hatch and roH out II rope ladder. 
Since the pinnace held rock study in the crystal. blue equatorial 
sky, while the hovercraft rolled erratkally on Ihe ocean waler, 
Drop I<.Icl(s greatest challenge was grabbing hold 01 the end of 
the ladder. Once he managed that without dunking hlnue!l, It 
was a simple maner to scramble up the rungs and Into the 
spacecraft's hatch. 

"Wekome aboard, s ergeanl, ~ Coeur said, oHering a hand to 
the burty tanker. 

"Thanks. Now wkat the hell is this all aboutr' 
wHell If I know. Roll up that ladder, though, and I' ll get w; 

underway." 
"Rogcr.M 

DoIng as bade, the big Marine hauled the ladder back aboard, 
then gIVe a farewell wave 10 Snapshot and shut the hatch. 8ythe 
tlme he rez.ched the Copilot's seat, the craft was already pulling 
IU wIngs In to ach\e.ve a delta configuration OVId tnmblng under 
Coeur's control, aiming for the capital 1500 kilometers away, or 
about 15 minutes at Ihelr best speed. 

WI feel bad about leaving Snapper alone lnere, " Drop Kkksaid, 
"bul8rusman Isn' t 100 III away.H 

MNol too close, either," Coeur said. wilhaqu!ckglance atner 
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companion. Descended from a line of fishermen working the 
equatorial waters of Aubair.e, Drop Kick Inherited blue eyes, skin 
that tanned deeply and asnock 01 blonde holirthat tended toward 
while when he was out in the sun, as he'd ju ~t been with 
Snap5hot. 

~Really, CapUlin. We were just out fishing." 
"Funny. I didn't 5ee any tackle in the boat." 
"You are the petceptive one, aren' t you, sir." 
" I try. Oh, by the way, "m almost fini1hed with your painting . 

Since you' re going to hang it in the unit riO. 'tried not to make 
it too good, so the officen wouldn't be envlous.-

"And I paid for that?" 
Coeur shook her head. 
~Just. kidding, Drop KiCk. ReallY, l'm sure you'll like It." 
To take iX:fvantage of hE'r high speed, Coeur soon had them 

shooting into a parabolic coune high above the troposphere, 
where drag from the de-me lower atmosphere--and the chance 
of cdlislonwith Iow.flying aircraft-would be diminished. At the 
height of their arc, the noonday sky turned a vlolet purple 
through the bridge windoW'>, lhough inertial compensalion 
prevented any real sense 01 motiOfl. 

~Soan'fNay," DropKick said, HyoumuSi have 5OmE' Idea what 
Hammer want:> with us.~ 

~ Nea(est I can figure," Coeur sp{'(ulated, "he wants clariflca· 
tion on some piece of data we brought b~k from the frontier, 
Hamel d id uncover a lOt of new 9fOund In Shenk subsector." 

"I was thinking it might be 50melhing wooe." 
"like?" 
"like maybe Virus i~ back- Hiver FOlgorex 11. ~ 
Coeur spared Drop Kick an acid look. 
~Don't even think it. One brum with that bug was enough." 
Drop Kick Shrugged. The ~ingula r achievement of Home(s 

~5ha"edown" cruise was recovery of the vaccine toHlver fO!gorex 
1/ from the Guild base on Saurer-Hi~r Folgore)( II being an 
engineered virus the Guild had hoped would exterminate the 
Hiver race and knock the supponing legs out from under the 
Coalition's table. Home(s own technical adviser, the Hiver Scis­
~r, and praclically every Hive, on the planet Ra had suffered 
ago nizing deaths from infection with the virus, W It was not a 
pleasant lhoughl to visualize yet another strain of the plague 
loose in the CoalitIon. 

~lel's hope it's \Omelhing mOte congenial," Coeur sug­
gested, "like a fleet of vampire IXIUleShips on the loose ." 

~Or perhaps the word Ihat all our suns afe going nova." 
"Yeah, something manageable." 
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The pinnac e began no~ing down toward its destination, and 
the ~pa(ers CUI ~hort (heir conversation as the austere geometry 
of Tranlol,vn hove into view. 

On a world whose surface was 98 .2% covered with water, no 
land stood out as a continent, but the isl.lnd of Trannis, horne 01 
Tran{()\Nn, was as ( Ime as it gol. 'v'VIlh 450 kilometers from north 
to south, it struck the Terran Coeur as roughly the size and shape 
of \leland, bullhere the (Omparimn ended. Pushed up from the 
sea by vokanic action, the heart of the islimd was in<K;ceuible 
rock, ringed by a coastal plateau devoted alu~rnale ly to t('"aced 
filrmlancl and rigidly structured cities. 

HadTrannis been closl'r to the equator, it mighl have been the 
world's starport as well as the (apit'" of Aubaine and the 
Coalition, but the eXira advanlage of angular momentum to 
launching starships gave tha t honor to tiny Brusman Atoll. Since 
most vhitors toAubainecamefor the thrlce.w«'kly Auction at the 
slarport,. bright and energet ic young Brusma n came first to mind 
when most off-worldefl thought of Auooine, but Trannis had 
a}se ts the sma lier island could not rivat; namely, money, k/'lO'oo'A. 
I.'dge and the ad ministrators to manage them. 

In bygone days, Tranlown was the heart of a commercial 
empileon balkanized Vras, ruling vast areas 0/ the wodd thro ugh 
a calculated blend of lorce and mercantile inducement. During 
the Collapse, il was the only state with money to lend for new 
projects, and--not coincide ntally_the choice for a capilalwhen 
Hivers contac ted the world and the planet Wa$ unified . 

~locking on Ilaffic beam, " Coeur announced, rela ><: ing in her 
seal; ~Tr antown COfltrot wi1llake us in the rest of the way ." 

MAre w e going 10 the municipal spaceporl?~ Drop Kkk asked, 
searching the order€(! grid of blocks below lor lami!iar It>a tures. 

"Roger. This bird's a lillie large to park on lOp 01 Anes HQ.M 
No\.\' flown remolely by computer, the pinnace e)(tended her 

delta wing s automatically (or additionallih and drilled al aerody­
namic sta ll "PI'ed above Ihe roo(sol waterfront warehouses .lI the 
edge 01 the spacepOtI. Though bo)(ed in by a valley of slab· like 
skyscrapers, the spacepDft m31nt1tifll~d a broad sale ty lOr.e of 
marshland and factories around Us perimeter -a prudent prec au­
tion after the 5ame port was wrecked by ctash-dlving spa(ecraft 
In/ened with Suicide straIns of VIrus 70 years befoft. 

The pinnacl'" finally ume to a rest nol a t Ihe busy public 
landing field, but at a hangar withIn an adjacent fenced-In area, 
well-patrolled by Coalition Marines and monitored by remole 
sensors. Here they left the pinnace in the care of theArse e-ng ineer 
in charge of the RC fac ility, call-sign HHalf·lraCk." 

MCood C1hernoon, )ir,H Coeur said, saluting as she and Drop 
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Kick came down the rear hatch of the pinnace.' 
'"Red Sun," the wiry Hall· IIKk returned, with a ~Iute 0( his own. 

Though fonnl!l1y a commandef In the Aubani Navy, his altitude 
toward rank wa< coosistentwith the rest ollhe Informal RCES; he wore 
a simpe jumpsuit with no slgn of rank or prior service. 

'"We understand Hammer wanu to $te us as quickly as 
possible. May we boI"row one of your vehid~7" 

"Attirmative, " Half-track answered, "right thli way. The com­
modo(e advised uS to have something ready for you." 

~ A11 righu" Drop Kk k l aid, falling in behind Coeur as she 
10llCl'oWd Half-track oul of the hangar. Aware of the haste with 
which they'd been summoned, he visualized the vehicle as some 
)()(l. 01 eXI!Cutivl' speeder-probably with IU own guard and 
chauffeur. 

The reality was somewhat more modest. 
Abattered,low-perfomlance rag·topair.rah, painted in primer 

"". "That's it?" 
Hall-track appe ared hurt by Drop Kick's question, but Coeur 

nodded knowingly . 
"To give us a lOw profile: she speculated. "Maybe thIs is a 

bigger deallhan we thought. " ... 
low profile or not, Half-track's alr·raft was nol .u feeble as It 

looked. Hisme<:hanic) had Innalled a powerful new Tl12turbine 
lo power her thru ~ters, and the strlpped-down paint reduced 
weight, giving the vehkle a top speed three times the 100 kph 
allowed in the city traHic neL 

Though Aubaine was the most advanced of the Coalition's 20 
worlds, It had been ravaged by \he Collapse all the same. 
Consequently, most of Trantown's business traHlc was not In the 
air, but on Ihe ground---e lec1rkal and muscle·powered vehicles 
being the preferenc~ for thO$!! going to and from their activities 
on this sunny summer afternoon 

"There was a time," Coeur said, over the wind In the opl'n 
cockpit. "when everybody on a world like this would have had an 
air-fah. ... 

"Conspicuous (oniumption." 
"Yeah, that was OUf motto in the Imperium. EVE"'Y'hing in 

large amounts." 
- Includ ing death ." 
"Yeah, J suppo$!! w. There's the old HQ." 
Apart hom the myriad antennae on 1lS. broad, Oat rool, the 

RCES HQ was not a di~tinguished structure. Formerly the head-



20 Paul Brunette 

quarters of the Island empire's Information minlstJy, it was only 
20 stories tall---a dwarf among the 1 SO-meter towers nearby. But 
the inherent lelecommunicallon rig and installed phone lim"s 
made it a natura l choice for the headquartersof a rapidlygrowing 
agency like the Regency Coalition Exploration Servi(:e (RCES Of 

Arses, fO( short). . 
Oisengilging the IrilHk nel 's control 01 the air.rllft, Coeur 

radioed ahead her request to land, then drifted flrNay'rom lhe 
aerial traffic sueam and !>t't down atop Ihe buHding . More 
Marines met them there, detaining them fOf retina scans in the 
~urlly shack on the edge of Ihe roof before passing them on. 

~You'd think they'd recognile us," Drop Kkk said aftefWard. 
as he and Coeur rode an elevator down 10 the dire<;tor's level, 
"what with us saving Ihe Coalition and aU." 

"You ever met the commodore?" Coeur asked. 
~No, r.ot really. Just seen h'lm at ceremonies." 
~A word 01 adviCe, then: You might want to slOw the sa tirl·. ~ 
uDoesn't go for it, huh?" 
"Well, " Coeur said, with a thoughtful expression, "a 1$0'1 like 

he doem't have a sen!>E' 01 humot. It's Just that he doesn't like 
people joking about missions in lhe fie ld--espec1.l lly ones where 
people could get killed." 

Drop Kick r.odded. 
"Point taken . Thanks." 
The elevator opened onto a COfridor ad)ac enf to S It ategic Ops, 

3tways a hub 04 activity for the Mes Inte lligence analysts and as 
busy as the rest of Trantown, evtn on what was nominally a 
weekend. The twoAnes wor~tationsclosestto the commodore's 
offke held not humNls, however, but Schal!i, hard at work on 
Virus-busting software. These streamlined aquatk creatures, the 
sentient race Indigenous to Aubalne, were hampered by their 
limited terreslrial mobility;n lhefield. But in wheeled roller-chairs 
they managed well enough in a modern city with abundant 
ramp5 and powered elevators. 

"Good afte rnoon, Red Sun, " the nearest Sc.halli said from his 
woootation, noting the arrival of the Arse and Marine at the 
commodore's office. 

"Good afternoon, Typhoon . Is the commodore in1~ 
"Affirmative. He requested me to send you 10 his office 

im mediately." 
"Very goOO. Corne on, sergeant." 
With brisk steps, Coeur and Orop Kick crossed Strategic Ops 

and came at last into the director's otflCe. Not pretentious, it was 
fronted by a simple recepllon area, whos~ doors were open and 
Iherefore invited the pi.'lir to enter. 
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NCood, you' re here," Hammer said. NCome in,'" 
Crossing the th~hold 01 the d irK lor's office, Coeur was 

stunned . ThecommodOl"ewas there 01 course, a balding, weather­
worn Nimban sailor. But aJro present were two senior aides­
Papa and Thumper. These ex-Marinei-the former a Baldur! 
lieutenant permanently grimacing from a spinal Injury, the latter 
an Orifla mmen boloball star-eum.ttooperwlth a squat body and 
outgoing demeanor-held positions 01 high authority In the 
long Range Planning Groop, coordinating hot missions Inside 
and OUUlde the AO . To see both together with Hammer was a 
sure sign something serious was up. 

~ He)', Drop lOck," Thumper said, wheeling on the tanker and 
giving him a hearty handshake. ~long time, no hear," 

"'Well. a couple months," 
"You two know each othE!fr Coeur asked. 
" He ll, yeah, " Thumper said, around a thick wad of something 

he was chewing, likely faisal root "Debriefed his tankers after they 
(arne back from Sauler. Thatwas ~ome triCk-s tuffing the lank full 
of plastiqueand blowing the living he ll out of Guild HQ, llove it!" 

"Actually," Drop Kick said, with a glance at Coeur, "that wa} 
the Captain'S Idea." 

"ReglUdless of who~e idea \t was," Hammer interrupted, "we 
have ~ome serious matters to discuss." 

"Sorry, sir," Drop Kick apologized. 
"Don't mean to be snappy: the commodore went o n, "bvt 

time i ~ short. Gentlemen, Red Sun, please sit down. ~ 
Five ~eati stood ready, two near the door lind three on the side 

of the desk opposite, so Coeur and Drop KkK took the two 
obYlOusly Intended for their use and waited as the others settled 
into ptace. Though Hammer and his staff, men wearing simple 
military ~hiru without any sign of rank, were hardly oSlenlatlous, 
there Woll nodovbting their m Uilary eHictency. Crisply, they took 
their seats, nipped open three computer nOlepads lOrefresh their 
minds on the facts lit hand, then manipuili ted (ontrols on the 
commodore'5 desk to darken the room and illuminate a side·wall 
holographic projector as the commodore returned to his feet. 

NRed Sun," he said, "you've probably guessed something big 
is up," 

"Yes, sir. I figured as much 'rom the Clau 111 meU3ge:" 
"Well, It was warranted. What we're ;,bout to tell yOU could 

have II large bearing on the fu ture at the COlllitlOn." 
Coeur raised an eyebrO'vV. 
"The future, sir?" 
"Yes, the fuiure, a~ in whether 1t11 be Just pretty rough or 

completely awfu1. Papa, load the !lrst image." 



Chapter 
Two 

The pictu re Papa pulledupwas an animated holographic mug 
~hol, ptobablyTI9 because it was grainy and rotated the 5ubfect's 
head onty 45 degrees left and right from center. The subject 
him~elf wasvClguely familiar to Coeur, a rough.featured thug with 
an eye palch over his right eye and burns on the right side 0( his 
head, ld enUfied by thecaption undefhhhead as K. WOlFOWlTZ, 
NO. 99475. 

"This is Kenjl WolfowiU, H Hammer explained. "call sign Zero. 
Re<:ognlze hIm?" 

Coeur shook her head. HAn Orinammen rnlder7" 
"Right, and one of theworSI . This mug shot was taken acouple 

of yeal'l ago, when he wa~ arres ted on Oriflamme for firing on a 
Dawn league scout SOo"I"oehow, thaug 1"1, when the Dawn ll!ague 
was replaced by the Coalition, the charges agalMt him wefe 
dropped, and he W~ released." 

·Whal?" Drop Kick cuked. 
"He's got a brad belt in brown-nosing, H the Oriflammen 

ThumPEr explained. HBribed 11 technarch magls tra te .~ 
HOh." 
~And, H Hammer went on, ~went back to his trade, waylaying 

ships from ambush. Unfortunately, we didn' t have enough proof 
0( piracy to arrest him with if, CoalitiQrl veuel. Two days ago, we 
received ren"ble intemgence that hi5 ship and C(f!WWert captured 
o n Mexit, well outside the AO.· 

HWell, good,· Drop Kick said. 
"No, bad . Papa, nexllmage." 
Since lhe hoIogr aphlc projector took up most 01 the live-meter 

wall, Papa did notremove \.he image of Zero; Instead, he reduced 
it in size and moved It Oller to the cornerot a new image. Unlike 
the f1~t, this was a 2-D monochrome still picture, but thewkkedly 
rounded geometry 01 th e oblect displayed drove a spike of fear 
right through Coeur's spine. 

A block globe generO lor. 
The metal obje<:t depk led was round, with heat radiating.fins 
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around Its middle and power conduits around Its base. Com ­
pared to the two figures ~slde it-triumphant Zero and ar.other 
raider, both in flak vests-the d evice appeared to be about three­
melelS in diameter, small, but not so small It (ouldn' t cau~ havoc 
In the wrong hands. 

Coeur thought bad: LO an ordinary day, 83 years before. 
Her seoul/courier Swift was a sensor picket, high above Muon 

Cw!. Rurnon ran that the ScIomonl offensive VtlQ"S finally petering OUt 
and that on Impffiolll«t would soon assemble here lot a counter­
aUack. When it did, CIXUf OllUmed It WOUld use /he capi/al ship 
already at Muon Gwi as its flagship--lSS Leopardeu, a mighty 
vessel of 500, 000 tons repairing minor damage In low orbit. 

Though the batUMhip 'S escort was relatively small--o light 
cruiser and squadron of destroyen-Cotut Je/t 5af~ enough. The 
baftleshlp was not so hurt [hot she could not. fight and manetJV('r 
under herown power, and Ih~ scoul shipS of the sensor piCket would 
certaln/yolen her 10 man tJotUe stations before intruding ships could 
close to firing range. 

But then It happened. One moment there were no contacll 
anywhere wilhin ] milliOll Idlonwfers, then suddenly a ship was dead 
ohrod-o /ong needJedeod in Coeur!. path. At fif""i~ sheaSJumed the 
ship wos precipitating out 01 j ump, bur they were far tOO dose to the 
planet for that. It was a Salomani cruiser, flickering lIS block globe 
stroboscopiCal/y-<Jnd II h<Jd almost cMainly jumped In hoon before 
to drift un5e('n into opflmum firing range. 

"Swift to leoparde~sl" Coeur called. ~Swift 10 leopardessl 
Enemy COn/OCI bearing one·5even-sevenl ~ 

Bul it was too lale. 19000Ing Swift,. Ihe crulserdlscharged its spinal 
meson gun, ond leopardeu rocked from Internol ellplosions. The 
stunned and scauered escort fleet struggled to engage the enemy, 
but a/ready the cruiser was moneuvffing owey tOWfJrd jump point. 
Having mode 0 short jump, it hod fuel remaining to escape and did 
so handily as the Leopardess fell ablale Into Muan Gwi's atmo­
sphere, well 011 her way to becoming a tomb for 10,000. 

"All right," Hammer said to Coeur and Drop Kick. "eilher 01 
you recognize thai?" 

Drop Kkk had to admit that he didn't,. but Coeur answered 
-confidently. 

"Yes, sir, a force field genera tQ(.~ 

~ Indeed. This one. as it happens, ha 10· l0n model. probably 
with a 10 percent nicker (ale, apparendy diKovered by Zero 00 
Mexit before the local Teddie punched his ticket. The lraderwho 
supplied us with this pklure said he purchased II from II soldier 
01 the Me:>:itan state called Soledad, where Zero was last seen." 

"If I may," Drop Kick said, "I'm a Unle fuuy on Ihil force field 
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thing--what bit?" 
~Essentially," Hammer said, ~ it' s a very aa....anced re lic device for 

creating a free electron fi eld around a Slarlhip. abSOlblng radi~tlon 
from weapons and senson and $hunting It to a capacitor. Fully 
activated. It completely conceals and defends a SlaMIp. Alck.f!red" it 
provides the SUtrShip with partial deferne; iWld nearly Nil firt'powN. ~ 

Coeur nodded grimly. Oh mono Who's gOI it? 
"Any klea if that generato r Is functional?"" 
- No way to know, .. Hammer I't'p/'Itd, "butthat's not our Immedi. 

ale problem. Red SUI'\. what do)'OU kslO\IV about !.he SoIeer 
Coeur Shrugged . "Not much, really. Just thiU Solee Is an 

aggrrnivt planet In the Wilds, beyond theAO. Th~ had several 
insu rgenciu gOing on neighboring woods, the last I heard," 

"Then you know almost as much as we do--but not quite 
enough. Papa. explain the amopolil lcal ~Iual lon." 

Papa nodde<l, then stood with a pooily hidden grimace as 
Hammer sat biKk in his !>eaL The 'Imag e 01 the force field 
generator shrank 10 join Zero and W3S replaced by II holographk 
stllf chart depleting the lower, rimward, half of Old Expanses 
seclor. This comprised an arell of 222 star systems, but o nly the 
22 systems in Coalition Space and the 50 ,ys tems In the su((ound· 
Ing Area of Operations were depicted with accurate dalA profiles. 

"A5 you know," Papa began, 8 0ur operations are largely 
restricted to the rimward·spinward corner of the sector. Now let 
me highlight the location of Solee and Mexit. ... 

On the d'isplay, two systems close to but d'lstlnctly outside the 
AO suddenly g lowed red . Immediately, Coeur and Orop kick saw 
the problem. 

"As you can see, Sotee ~ a stone's throw from Mexil-jUSI 
eight parsecs. In comparison, the closest Coali tion worlds are \4 
parsecs away. And it geu worse, Recently, our agenu have 
discovered an alarming dimensIon to the Solee menace--a 
stockpile of rel'lc Imperial and Sotom/lni naval vessels being 
restored to service. 8 

"Sig shipS?" Coeur asked. 
"Sigger than we've got., and moreof them. Obviously, they're 

a threat we need to neutral ize, but we won' t be In a position to 
challenge their lIeet lor at least /I year. If the Sol~ were to gain 
black globe technology before that point.,lt could bedis.astrous. ~ 

"forget about fleet battles," Coeur said. - JuU one sh!pwlth II 
funcfroni ng black globe could nuke a planers population be/OIl! 
the defenders even knew It Will there ," 

"Well, hell," Drop Kkk said, ~someor.e should do something 
about that~ ~ 

~Someone will, " Hammer said, gesturing to Papa that he 
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could sil, then re turning his attenlion 10 the iergeanl. ~You." 
"M e?'" Drop Kick a ~ked, and belatedly added, "Slrr 
"Both of you, and the crew of Homel . Effective Immediately, 

Red Sun, you're relurned to command of the Ship,'"' 
'"'Slr1" Coeur a~ked . 
'" know what you're going to say, lieulenant-Home(~ 100 

~mall and 100 poorly del ended lohlt Mexil. Well, you're right,. but 
unfortunately she's also the only ship we 've got. II I had my 
choice, I'd send a fully loaded dipper, or at leasl yovr Sulrimon 
ViC lrix, \o investigaTe Mexi!, butlhedippers /I re aU d eployed in (he 
field, and your command won' t be repaired for five montru. As "m rure you realize, we use what we n/lve," 

"Yes, sir. " 
"The last Intelligence we have on Mexit, from before tne 

Collapse, was Ihat lhe Solomani mainlained II siockpileol military 
hardware, conceivably including more than one of Ihese black 
globe generato~, Therefore, your mission is to inveltlgate lMe 
planet and dete rmine if the generators or any other similarly 
demuc tive eqvipment :Ire intac t on the planet. If It is, yov are 
('ilh('r to establh h friend ly relat ions with the government control· 
ling those assets or, failing that, d estroy them by demo1ition." 

"And Zero, sir?N 
NNaturally, if Zero or any 01 hi s crew are a live, 1'1/ expect yOu 

10 take appropriate measures to effecl their sale return to 
Oriflamme. However, , do not expect you to take unnecessary 
rislu toward that end.~ 

~Understood, sir. ~ 

~Anyway, II's not like we're sending you out without any 
equipment. Thumper. lell them what we've laid in . ~ 

"Right." Thumper answered, switching the Ivmp he was 
chewing from on .... cheek 10 Ihe other as he eX/lmined his notes 
again . ~ 5ince your ship's already litted for it, we're sending vp a 
drop capsule pod with 15 tubes and six capiut('s to go with Ihe 
six suiu of h('avy haUle dress we've lurned up. The rest o f the 
tubes we rtgure we' ll fiU with a mix o f decoy capsules and ext/a 
planeta(), strike and space combat miui!es." 

"Any whictes ?- Dro p Kic k .llked. 
"Y~. A (.<artier !Of ground transport and 3n Inlfepid grav tank.· 
"An Inlrepid!" Drop Kick said. ''I'm Impressed." 
"Yeah, you o ug hta be. But (emember, this is a reo/ lank, nOI 

like that support sled you took ()(I the Savler mission, 10 we're 
hoping yov won't stuN it lull 01 explo~ives and crash It into any 
buildings." 

· Yes, sir," Drop Kick said, positively beaming. 
"You mentioned heavy bailie dress,· Coeur said. "WIll a 
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Marine team be assignedr 
HAffirmative,H Hammer amweled, "Thumper'S prepared a list 

01 qualified pl'fsonnel, which we' ll give Drop Kick to n3rro.v 
down. In the meanlime, lieutenant, you'll return 10 Homet and 
get her ready fOllaunch. Fortunately, all your original crtw mem· 
bers afe still stationed in this sy1tem, so they'll be notified of 
reassignment just as soon M you're done here.H 

"\rVha1 about Physic? I heard her husband's trial begins soon." 
"This mission takl!~ precedence. Physic Is one 01 the bt'S1 

young doctors in the Ileel. so her p13ce is on Home!." 
Coeur was gratified at that- her friend Physic was the real hero 

01 the Sauter expedition, having synthesized the vaccine which 
arrested the Hiver plague, and did nOt deserve the snide insinu­
ations of the press that she should have been aware of her 
husband's (ollusion with the Guild in distributing the disease. Yet 
PhysiC had not saved the one Hiver ~he most wished she (ould, 
and that rai~ed another qut'stion lor Coeur. 

~With re~pect. ~I r, ~ :.he said, ~not all my OI'igln ll l ( rew Is here. 
We left Scissor o n Ra," 

"I've Ihooght about that Given theqwlityof your crew, )'OUVv'On' t 
need any help taking c~re of Homel's systems,. but a~ the ~me, it 
mighl help to have a Hiver lechnk lJn along for the trip. I've asked the 
Technical Academy for a recommendation. They said they'd send 
~eone along befcxt' you launch." 

Coeur nodded . 
1"hE'rE" s more data WE' can give you," HammE'r went on, "old 

data on Mexil, star ( harts, that wrt of Ihing, bul we' ll upload that 
to Homel. All we ask is that ),ou don' t lell your prop)e what the 
mission is specmcally until you' re away." 

"It's that serious?" Coeur a~ked . "The need lor secrecy?" 
"II'S that serious," Papa said . "People don' t think about it. 

because this isn' t a police slate, but there are powc>u In the world 
that would jusl as soon see this Coalition fOld up and fad e away." 

uJusi keep the talk to a minimum," Hammer said. - Bener to 
take a few precaulloman the fr ont end, than to bury your friends 
later on." 

"Amen to that, sir. " 
Amen to thor . 

On the way out of Hammer's office, Coeur knew a question 
was forming In Drop Kick's mind, II ques tion she knew he would 
gel aro und lo vok;ing as soon as he got over the high 01 having 
a Model 12.5-1 Intrepid to play with. 

"An Intrepid," Orop Kick said, as they rode the elevator back 

• 
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to the roof. ~It'~ hard \0 berleve." 
"You're a good lanker, sergeant I'm sore they IIIM)QU with It." 
~ But what aboutyau, Red? You saw how fari! Is to Mexit-do 

yOIl think they'll keep your ~eat on the Vktrix until we get back?" 
"Not a chance, Drop Kkk. They'ligive her to al'"\Otherskipper." 
"'Thars rough." 
Coeur shook her he<ld. 
~ I don't know aboulyou, Drop Kick, but I'm not In this lor my 

ego. Our re}ponslbliity to the future Is our firs! duty." 
"Sorry, 1ir-11houlo' have known belter. But there Js another 

thing I've been thinking about. Myself, I knowl need 10 beon this 
mhsion--lhere's a good chance of ground action and the 
troops' ll need coverfrom the lank~but it isn't really necess<lryfor 
Snapper to go, Is it?" 

Coeur shook her head, smiling sympathetically. 
"MQ(e than you, sergeant. Snap!>hon the beSt missile gunner 

in her class. " 
"AU the same, sir ... " 
"And I need you, 100. The best I can do is try to keep from 

assigning you to the same ground parties." 
wYes, ~r. " 

Drop Kick understood duty, of caurse---Coeur knew he'd have 
to after 12 year.; in the Aubanl Marines-and did not raise the 
Issue again. They rode the elevator silent ly up to the landing 
platform, th(>n retumed to Ihe borrowed air-nth and pursuit of 
their separate assignments. Since Drop Kick would have to 
remain on Au baine, trave ll ing to RCMC HQon the north coast to 
select his drop troops, he new the alr·raft this time, taking Coeur 
back to the pinnace and then moving o n to Fort Brierly. 

Even before Coeur returned to Homet, though, Crowbar knew 
something was up. Orders had come to prepare the ship fo r 
movement, and Coeur herself showed up In a black body 
sleeve-the ul'"\Oflicial uniform 01 space duty Anes-with 11 d uNel 
bag over her shoulder. 

'Wh,,!'s going on, sklpper7 I heard Hornet has orders to move." 
"Affirmative. Home(s been ""mlerred from the training com­

mand back to field service. Our first job is to move her over to 
Maintenanc e Say 2 so they can instatt a drop capsule pod." 

~ I knew itlln a smash_and -grab, isn't it7~ 
"Unlortunately, Crowbar, I can't tell you that." 
"What? Where the hell are we going?" 
nUke I s.aid, that's dassllied. Now come on, tet's get this lub 

movtng." 
Less than an hour later, the great bay dool"1 above Homel 

opened to lel her drift free of the station. Under Coeu r's control, 
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she hung In place until the huge doors of MJintef'ulnce Say 2 
ro lled undernc.>ath and rumbled open to admit the little freighter. 

"Going ou t to save the universe ag ain?" Ya rd Maste r 
Goodwrench asked, meeting Coeur and Crowbar at the ioweH!d 
forward cargo ramp aher lhe bay , epte~wrl2ed. 

" No questions," Crowbar answered for Coeur. - It's classifled. h 

"Whatever," Goodwrench said, turning \0 the two subordi. 
nates b eside him. "All righl, I want that drop box Installed and 
loaded inside 20. The woman'~ gal piKes to go, so let's do ill U 

True 10 his word, Goodwrench and hli grease monkey~ had 
the pod and ib 15 capMJles loaded wi thin the day- assisted by it 
gang of Crowbar's stud ents, surprised tofind that their classroom 
and teacher would soon be making 101' interstellar space. 

"At leault's a learning l'xperle nce," Coeur said. 
"Yeah, M Crowbar replied. "I Jus t hope their nex t instructor 

gives t hem some sort 01 e ... Va credit for it. ~ 

In bygone days, 70 year:; before the Hiver Technical Academy 
School of Engineering dragged her out of a Junkyard and restored 
her to lire, Homel had been a !ree-Iance merchantman. Conse­
quently, she was designed to run ef1)ciently, ~urviving hard wear 
with a minimal crew: a pilol. a navig ator, a medk/steward and an 
eng ine!'r. And 70years laler, the only required addilionwas a pair 
of gunners: Gyro and Snap}hoL 

Tipped off by Drop Kkk, the two young women were the fi rs t 
to return to Homet . Gyro, a blue-eyed, blond Aubanl as stable as 
her call-sign, and Snapshot, an opinionated Oriflammen redhead 
with intense brown eyes, they had become good fri ands during 
Ihe joum eytOSauJer. Only 21, both had bodies ideal forspaceH, 
with low centers 01 gravify and heights under 165 em. 

"Good Cod," Snapshot said, marveling at the huge vehicle 
they met a\ the top of Homet's cargo ramp. "That's an Intrepidl ~ 

"An Int repid 125-1 ," Gyro observed, noting the huge tank's 
125 Mj fuslOtl gun. ~It would pretty much blow Homer away a\ 
short range." 

"Wekome back, girls," Coeur said, meeting them and shaking 
thei r hands. "I feel safer already, just having you aboard ." 

"Well, I don't know ·1f I do," Snapshot said, "wi lh that planet 
~masher in the cargo hold. Are you su re the firing mechani~m's 
locked down?" 

"Yes, Snap5hot, the ammunition's stored separately. " 
"Captain," Gyro said, "we noticed the ~mall arms installed In 

the bow and port forward. Are those fu nctional?" 
"Oh, yes. The fire control's in Snapper's turret,. with a backup 
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In your turret." 
~Drop Kick didn't say where we were going." Snapshot said. 

~ I suppose it must be ~e sort of raid." 
"'Alrald I can't say until we launch." Coeur said. "CArry on." 
BUl lllfterCoeur ~h them, the young ArsesconUnu~ admiring 

the tank for a long moment. Eight metell long, her bow was 
stretched into a st reamlined wedge, helping give her a top spe~ 
over 700 kph in a dense atmosphere despite the weight of 
bonded super-dense armor fIVe centimeters thick O\Ierall, lind 
twice that thick on her bow and lurrellronl. 

Afkionaclos of all things demuctive, the gunners were well­
aware 01 such genl!ral information about the tank, but by far the 
most compelling part of the vehicle Will) Its gun. A staggering 
weapon half the length of the ve hicle, It had none of the range 
of a space combat laser, but would easily drive a 12 cm fusion bolt 
through one·fourth of a meter of super4erue armor at six 
kilomettm-jvsta little more than 30 times the thickness of armor 
Homel wore for protection against micrometeorites. 

"WrN-I," Snapshot said finally . "That's quite a gun, all righL" 
" I wonder," Cyro said, with a d eadpan exptession. "Do you 

suppose Drop Kick gol her to compemate 10( his lack of virility?" 
HHeyl~ 

Gyro chuckled . "Just kidding, Snapper. I'm sure he's just flne ." ... 
Early the neKtday. alter thedropca~ule pod was Installed and 

fueling was underway, most of the rest of Hornet's original 
complement came up 'rom Aubalne. WhUe Drop Kick remained 
below, interviewing his final choices for drop 1I00pi, his cavalry 
mates from the 1 SI Marine 8rigade, Mercy, BOOlO and Whiz 
Bang, (amE' up to 8ig Top aboard a shuttle with the doc lor and 
the navigator, Phy\ic and Deep Six. 

like Gyro and Snapshot. lhe cavalry soldiers paused to admire 
the Intte pid before they settled Into their quaners-and argue the 
meriu of her crew selec tion. Unlike Ihe morE' primitive four­
person support sled they'd taken to Sauler, the tank had room to( 
only two crewmen. Accordingly, Orop Kick notified his leam that 
he and Me rcy would man the tank, while Bonzo and lNhiz Bang 
would man the Infinitely leu Impnmlve C·carrier. 

" I still don' t get it," lhe squat and mUSCular Whiz Bang said, 
running a hand OVE' r his sandycrf!WCut. ""The tank's built around 
its g un, and I'm the mon qualified gtJnn~ among us.." 

Mercy, the dark and slim AFV driver, directed a glance al Whiz 
Bang, with broodi ng brOW"n eyes $0 dark they were nea rly black. 

"Perhaps," she sald, "the sergeant Is more Interested In reaching 
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the target safely than In blowing up everything on the way there," 
"She may have II point," Bonzo said. "You do have II little 

tendency to 91.'1 carried away in II firelight" 
In answer, Whi18ang made II mock. threatening fis t alBonza, 

but the Ihin man was as nimb le ZI!> he was light lind dodged out 
of punching range wilh II smirk on his face. 

Farther forward in the bay, Coeur was greeting Ph~ic and 
Oeep Six. Not normally a physically expressive pe~n, Coeur 
nevertheless gave Physic a spontaneous hug when she saw her. 
Shorter even than Gyro and Snapshot.. Physic was an anractive 
WOrrnln,. only II year younger than Coeur at 31, with II handsome 
face that Siwek the Terran Coeur as II blend of Asian and Semitic 
features. UnfOnUn(llely, the down side of being halogenic was 
having that tace featu red prominently in articles about her 
eSlranged husband, the industrialist Augu~t Delpero--presenUy 
on trial for lnter..tellar piracy and conspiracy to commit treason . 

"$0, how are you doing, Physic?" 
HI do o kay, W the declO( ~aid, "a,<; long as I iLly in the medlab. H 

HReportoo ~t ill after YOU?H Coror asked, breaklng the embrace. 
Wit' s the trial. Al long as ir~ on, they'll be after me," 
"That seerm unreasonable," Deep Six opined, hom his ro~er <hair. 

HPhysic was irutrument.al in the neutranutionof the Hiver plague, yet 
that fad ls conspicuously absent from coveli'lge in the press.N 

Physic shrug ged. 
Though his Schall i race under>tood and felt emotion, Deep $i/(. 

WiU still mystified by the :.elf-destructlve impulse in humankind. 
A deep·water Schalli, dhlingui\hed from the cOiUtal subspecies 
by the darker, dapple-gray moullng 01 his streamlined body, he 
felt no cultural or racial anenation Irom any of his a(l(lent and 
thOug htful race. That humans, who had been blessed by nature 
with far greater glflS of mobility and access to natural resources, 
were .so prone to mutual distrust and occasional episod es of 
cultural suicide was a profound mystery to all the Schalii. 

~Myway, ~ Coeur said, Nit is good 10 have you aboard-both 
of you.H 

"It will be good to re turn to the bridge," Deep Six said. NThe 
intellectual stimulation of drawing star cNrU fO( the astrography 
branch is not ~s compelling as calculating your Jump plots." 

"I heard you lVoiOwere slated to join Belbdonnds precomm~ioning 
creoN. This won't be as glamorous a posting as that" 

"It does have one IIdvantage, U Phy~ic said. ~ Belladonna won't 
~ completed until next year." 

"'You're that g lad 10 get off the planetr Coeur asked. 
"Ye\, I'm that glad." 
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Though RCES was II young service, Just over I year okj nine 
months Into 1201, the toast was already a venerable custom. At 
least once a day, the Anes of a ship or unit would gather and rahe 
their glasses In memory of the numerous dead they had lost­
predominantly very young people whO had paid the ultimate 
price for their faith In the future. 

"'To our absent ft\ends, " Coeur said, rai$lng hrr coffee cup. 
WHeat, hear," Crowbar se<:onded, with the nodding assent of 

the rest of the crcw. 
Though I-*:xnet was not large as star1h!ps went, her crew and 

pa.uenger compartmenu were relatNely Sp;Kious. befitting a ship 
d~9ned for Iong.haul cargo runs. The crew lounge was therefore 
large, an area of 30 square meten; ju~t behind the bridgl!:. It w.u 
dominated by an autogaJley (stocked with sUt monthS of concen­
trated ratiorn) and a circular table Just large enough to seal 1 O. 

Presently, the lable sat eight, al\ thl!: Arses Ind Marlne5 
assembled so far, less Gyro at anchor watch on the bridge . As 
before, the young woman had been tapped as the ship's XO and 
was glad to relammarlZe herself with the ship's systems, 

WAs soon liS OropKkkgeu back tomorrow, all of us will be bllck 
together again, ~ Physic said. 

~ Except Scissor, ~ Deep Six pointed Out, sipping from a flask of 
nonalcoholic ee'kwot. 

hYes," Physic said, ~except Scissor." 
~ It's always bothered me, ~ Coeur adm itted, "that Iwasn ' t here 

when he died." 
wThat was unavoidable," Oeep Six ot»eM!d. "You and Drop 

Kick were obliged to remain on Sal.lter. ~ 
"Does bring up a que5tion, though/ Mercy observed. "Has 

anyone heard anything about Zorn? I mean, alter she rescued you 
and Orop Kick from Saulerr 

"No, ~ Coeur said, "butlamconcemed. Noone knewshe'dlUmed 
into a pifale unlil we made our report. NON U181 they know, the 
Coa!ltlon's lmJed a warrant 10( her arrest and InterrogaUon. W 

"Wow.'" 
~I know," Coeur wenl on. ~On one hand, 1 understand the 

Coalition's positIOn-she helped distribute the Hlver plague and 
deserves tobe punished . Butshe thought what shewas doingwa5 
right-that 5he was saving us from manlpu1aflon by the Hivers.. H 

"'And that's an excu~e fo r mau murderr Crowbar 85ked. 
wNo,~ Coeur saId. " No, it ' s not." 
"So what r we fl.m into her out there In the field?" Physic asked. 

wAte we justsup~ to ask her to pull>Jer and tum he~d" In?~ 
Despite the gravllyof the question, Coeu r had to smile at the 

Image 01 Hemel trying to detain Vega Zorn's VI ft Armis. Regard. 
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less of her recen t Improvements, Homel was SUII roundly out­
classed by Zorn's .100·ton patrol cruiser. 

"I doubt we'll have to worry about it." she ~ald . "Space is a big 
haystack, and Zorn is a small needle." 

Deprived of any InfO/mallon about the coming mission, the 
other seven at the table digested that (omment lOt' possible 
meaning. Among themselves, they still had reached no consen­
sus on the coming mission's possible nature, !hough opinions (an 
the gamut from a return to Saulef 10 a de<:ap raid o n the 
troublesome planet Solee. 

"Red Sun," Gyro !.aid, breaking In on the conversation from 
the bridge, "there's a Hiver here to see you. SZoys he 's our adviser 
from the Technical Academy." 

Coeur's eyebrows rose, expressing the surprise common to 
everyone In the room. Though theyknewa r.ew ac!\i\serwas comlrog. 
memories of Scissor and its honik and untlmei)' death deflected 
them from deep refiection OIl the new acMset's po$Sibie character. 

That. and the eerie fact thatHivel"lhad noemolions as humans 
understood them. 

"Old It glve a name?" 
"Yes, sir. That would be Newton," 
"Newton. All rIght, send It Up.N 
Moments late r, an exotlc xenomorph padded Into the lounge 

through the aft hatCh, a pinkish-tan creature with six flexible 
limbs radiating outward from its domed, loW_Slung central body. 
lacking a head, and looking like nothing so much as a giant six­
armed starfish, It eXhibited a modified f adialsymmetry, with one 
raised nmb bearing 1ix eyes which extended o n stalks from 
between iu six splayed lingers. It was this unique 11mb which the 
humans instinct~y r~arded as the (realure's head. 

That prime limb had no nose, mouth or brair-thelr analogs being 
located at the top, bottom and cent.er of the centnll tx>dy--so the 
comparison to a human head was limited. Nonetheless, Ne<M.on's 
eyes offered Coeurherfirst hint of the Hlver's young age: like a young 
and curious human, it seemed fasc.lnated by everything around it­
focusing iu eyes first 01"1 one human, then another, as 't M!eklng to 
Isolate their uniquely bllarre qualities for future reference. 

"Greetings, .. !.he IUtlJraJly mute Hiwf said flMIIy, ~akr.g art1'I­
ciaRy from a translation d(>l;i(e slung under its che1t. which It l)1>ed 
texllntowith lts tail limb. "May I askwhols lhe Individual Red Sun?"' 

"I am," Coeur said. "lieutenant Coeur 0 ' Esprit, commanding 
RCS HOffll"t." 

NAn interesting call Sign,'" Newton said, "Did it arbe from a 
traumatic encou nter with a class M star?" 

"No, it came from the Scoutlnslgn la I wore when I was recOllered. N 
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~'comprl'hl'nd. You are an ImperIal remnant. No doubt you 
would halle many Intere~ting stories.~ 

"No dovbL" 
"Red Sun, I halle been di~p<ltChed to replace your dead 

crewmember,Sciuor." 
Uncomfortable expressions cro~sed the faces of several Arses 

and Marines. Emotionally aware or no .. Newton perceived that 
Its statement had aroused same SOft of adverse react ion . 

"Forgive me. Did I say something inappropriate ?" 
"No," Coeur lied, 10 get them past the awkward moment. 

"VIIe' re just tired ." 
"Right.," Crowbar ~ajd . "We're probably all jumpy from think­

ing about the minion." 
" Cl.~rify please." 
"Oh, well, ~ Crowbar extemporized, ~it's classHied, ~oonly the 

skipptr knows where we're goIng." 
.. , undersund. However, Iogic~1 conclusiom CCIn be d rawn 

from the equipment and fittings of this veuel." 
~Really. Such as?" 
~Nothing spe<: ific," Newton mused. ~Howeller, one m ust 

note the heavy ,Hms and drop capsules Im talled in a ship nol 
properly armored for a planelary a»aull, and the short notice 
belon! launch. From this, I conclude a high prObability thai our 
minion Is of high imponance to the CoalitJon government and 
includes a high statistical probability of lethal OPPOSItion." 

"As in-likely to get us all kitled?" 
Newton stared at CrowbJr a long moment before rcspondlng. 
"Is that not what I said?" 
"Newton," Coeur interrupted, "perhaps 1 should show you lo 

your quarters." 
"Yes, ~r .~ 

"Whiz Bang, Somo," Coeur said, steering Newton back 
toward {he alt hatCh, "you'lle got clean-up detail." 

"Yes, sir," the Marinel answered, as Cowr and N~on 
depaned. 

Ahl!f" the others put their aMes in the autogalley end depa~ 
with commenu on the lale hour and the need to rise early the next 
day, lMliz Sang and Boruo stayOO behind, wiping down the table and 
lIac::UUming the lounge. It wasgrubt7;WClriI. bul ~tial, /est crumbs 
and splatter lIoat free in a km of gravity and coota(t ship's circuiuy. 

"So," Whiz sang said eventually, ~what do you think about 
that de-ad Hiller crack?" 

"I don't know," Bonzo said, SlOWing the lIacuum cleaner. 
"Hillers don't really halle feelings. SCiUOf didn't. anyway." 

"Hm. So maybe Newton really is a replacement for him ." 



Chapter 
Three 

When Drop Kick finally 3lfWed at Home' the next morning. he 
brought wilh him the laH c~r90 the Ship would load belon!: 
launch, six young and eager Aubani Marines . 

"Hell, Crowbar, ~ he said to t heeng ine~r. when he brought his 
recruits into the well 'stuffed (3(go bay, " is there anything you 
didn', pad in hE'rl'r 

"Actually, I could haliE' fit a littl e more in, " Crowbar said, 
looking around at the contenu of the hold, "but if I did, we 
couldn' t roll QUI the vehiele\ in a hurry." 

Hornets greatest tegocy hom her merchan t days was the 
$pacious 50·ton cargo hold occupying one·qu,Hter of the ship's 
10lal volume. 115lXe ~('n l appearan<:e, however, wiU more akin 10 
" tightly packed garage. Two iealures im mediJ le ly d iminished 
the hold's volume. The 20·\on drop capsule pod occupied mOH 
of the starboa rd hold, and a 10-\011 col lapsible fuel modute 
e~tend ed fOfWard (rom the rear bulkhead- the la tter eIClImding 
Hemets two-parsec jump range 10 Ihre-I! at the price 0 1 an e~lra 
week in jump. The real )paCll hOg was lhe 1 ().. ton gray lank, 
lowering over the slx·too G·urrier, a fack o f six exlfa drop 
capsules and mi~cenaneous gear and ammunition st rappf'd 
down 10 padeyes set into the open floc)(, 

"Actually, it looks prellyorderly," the beefy man beside Drop 
Kick said. This fellow. who Jooked to beaboul30, was one of two 
men alTlOrlg the new arrivals with serg eant's chevrons on his 
g reen body geeve. 

nfirs l Sergeant Denikin,." Drop Kick ~aid, Introducing the man . 
"Ca ll sign, Gatter." 

Gaff er then ~illuled and shook the I.'rlgineer's hand. 
"Good morning, sir. Fine-looklng iluau lt Ship you tu,ve here." 
"Really," CrooM>al said, looking around al the other troopers, M 

~tilied as anyone by the ultimate pUf jDSe at ihegear in the hold. 
''Too bad I stin don't know what we're going 10 dowilh her." 

"Me neither. Drop Kick's been very sec retive." 
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"Ju~t until we launch," the sergeant major saId, "Is Red Sun 
aroundr 

"Roger, up on the bridge. Said she'd like to see you when you 
arrive." 

"Okay, we're o n our way, Crowbar." Jerking his thumb over 
his shoulder, he added, "The gunny's name is Red Eye. Can you 
can help him get his trOOpers seIUed?" 

Glancing again at the troopers, Crowbar recognized Red Eye 
immediately. The gunnery ~rgeant was the LQlllrooper with a 
nasty m.us of swollen blood ve1leh in the Inner comer of his right 
",e. 

"Sure thing ." 
"Good. Gaffer, let'j go meet the skipper." 
Though the crew lounge and bridge were dlreclly forward of 

the U.fgo hold, genlog there was no longer a direct walk. While 
Crowbar steered Red Eye, his two corporals and his two privates 
around the front of the tank to the port Iris "",/ve, Drop Kick led 
Galfer around the rear of the G<arrler, past the forward edge of 
the drop capsule pod and through the hatch to the unoccupied 
lounge and bridge just ahead. 

On the bridge, Pfe·llight chec!u were occupying both Coeur 
and Deep Si)(, the former concen trating on drives and hull 
integrity, Md the latter on communications and sensors. Unlike 
Coeur, who sat in an acceleralion couch al the poruide pilOt'S 
station, D~p Six had mOIled his entire roller<hal, up 10 his 
copilOt'sstation. The Schalli'squick mind more than made up lor 
dry.land immobility-In flight, he rouUnely ran communicatiOns 
with the barbels on his muule, manipuilled sen~ with his four 
ventral tentacll!5, and g round oul preliminary jump plots in his 
head. 

" Drop Kick. " Coeur nid, coming around in her seat,. "good, 
you're here." 

'"And ahead of schedule," Dl'ep She noled, wh~ling his chair 
around. 

~Gaffer," DrOpKic.k said, Nmel'l Red Sun <lnd Deep Six. captain 
and navigator of the Homer. Thil ls CaHer, In c harge ot the drop 
troop squad.'" 

~ Sir. H Gaffer said, executing '" snappy salull'. 
""Red'il bl' line," Coeur said, laking off her radio hucfsel and 

standing to walk aft, " Ale all of lhe troops aboard, Drop Kick?" 
"Roger. CrO'-'llbar laid he'd get them qUllrters." 
"Good . I Ogured this trip, we'd put all Ihe Iroopers In lhe loft, 

5ince there's plenty of 5tateroorru;." 
"How aboul the gunners?" Drop Kick .uked. 
"Yeah, they're up Ihere 100, but I don't want any funny 
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business, " Coeur said, prompting a chuckle from both sergeants. 
Obviously, Gaffer had heard about Snilpshot from Drop Kick. 

~Anyway," Coe ur went on, "Galfer, I assume Drop Kick has 
briefed you on the command ~tructu re .~ 

"Yes, sir. You're the lapdog in the air, Gyro's the XO and Drop 
Kick's the man on the ground." 

"A,ight,H Drop Kkk s<lid, "although the drop troops will 
probably manetNer as a unit, under CaHer." 

"'Whatever works," Coeur said. "That's what we do," 
"If I may. Red Sun, " Gaffer interjected, " I'd just like to say what 

an honor il ls to be on your Ship. All of uS are familiar with your 
mission \0 Sauler and what you d id fo r the Hiverl .-

"You been in the field younell ?" 
"Yes, sit. Took a sheil lar the commodore at Nicosia," 
"Really, " 
"Yes, ~ir. An autocannon took a good.sized chunk out of my 

left leg." 
"You s.eem to have recover~ pret ty well. ~ 
"Yeah, the docs grew back my lemur in a fe'N month~, T~ 

trouble was convincing 'em I was iii for field duly. ~ 

Coeur looked to Drop Kick lor clarlncahon. 
"Gaffer and Red Eye-that's Sergeant Mallng--were instructors at 

Fort Brierly, both with mtnor combat Injuries. Since they've recenUy 
been cleared for the field-and have a chesuul of medals 101' valor­
they seemed ~ke good choices to lead the 9/"OUnd pounders." 

"There is something to be sald lor experience," Coeur admit­
ted. " How about the rest of the troopeo?" 

"Oh, well, I Just aslced each sergeant to recommend his two 
best studenu." 

"Good . Delegation of responsibility. Keep that up, and they'll 
send you to OCS." 

"With respect, Red, I'd ra ther Slay an NCO. les5 hMSles." 
"My man," Gatfer seconded. 
~well, there's always the Arses," Coeur said. "We don't stand 

so much on rank." 
"Well, I don't know If I'd like that ," Crowbar said. "I worked a 

long time for these stripes." 
Coeur ~mi1ed and turn!d back 10 Oeep Sht. 
"Say, Sixer. now that the guys are aboard, how long until we 

can get in the air?" 
"I wou'ld ~y two hours, " the SchOltn said. "for a final power test 

and corrected jump plot." 
"very good. Carry on pre·flight and reques t clearance to 

launch within that window." 
"'Aye, sir." 
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"AU right, Drop Kick, let's see what kind of troopers you came 
upwith.w 

As it happened, Snapshot was in the lounge when the Marines 
and Coeur emerged from the bridge, pausing In her work tograb 
a carboslick from the autogal1ey. Obviously pleased to see her, 
but aware 01 Coeur's policy on fraternization, Drop Kick gave her 
a wink that the others, out of professional courtesy, pretended 
not to notice. 

~You must be Snapshot," Gaffer surmised. ~Drop~lck told us 
about you." 

~Oh did he?" 
"Only good things," Drop Kick ~Id . 
"Right, " Gaffer said. "I hear you're a good missileer." 
"Well, you know what they say: You're only as good as your 

next miss." 
"Yeah, that's the truth, " Gaffer said . "Anyway, I hear one of 

Red Eye's privates is very excited to be on the same ship with you. 
I guess he's working to qualify as a naval gunnery spec" 

"Who's that?" Drop Kick asked. "Badger?" 
~ Right,. the Sea Gy~y .. " 
In later days, Coeur would remember the raised" bmw that 

Drop Kick exhibited at that commenL On Aubaine, the progres­
sive capi l.a I of the Coalition and I eader of the Assembly's Federalist 
faction, there was neverthelen an old tinge of prejudice against 
the Tifelat!, or Sea Gypsies-an itinerant w hure of the southern 
hemisphere hIstorically associ aled with band itry and mischief . To 
Coeur, a resident of Aubalne for only three years, and Snapshot. 
there for even less, the term "Sea Gypsy" was only a colorful local 
term. To Drop Kick, however, It was a term loaded with venom 
and a hint of an unexpected aspect of Gaffer's character. 

"I had no Idea I was so famous, " Snapshot said. 
"He probably heard about you from one 0( hi~ instructors," 

Gaffer suggested. 
"Well, there's usually time for drill in jump space," Sna~hot 

said. "Maybe we can get in some time on the simulator pro· 
gram.¥ 

~I'm sure we can ~et that up," Drop Kick said. 
Gaffer didn't comment on this, however, for his attention 

had sudden ly shifted to a new focus-scrutiny of Snapshot's 
pale, freckled face. 

"Gaffer?'" Snapshot asked. 
"Oh, e)(cuse me. I was just noticing how different you look. Ive 

you from Brusman or Trantown originally?" 
Surprised, Snapshot shot a glance at Drop Kick. 
"Didn't you tell the sergeant where I was from?" 
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"No, ~ Drop Klcksald, shrugqing. "Didn't figure It was Important." 
"Sowhere are you from!" Gaffer asked. 
"I'm not fr om Aubaine," Snapshot said; "I was born on 

Oriflamme." 
"On," Gaffer said, appearing disappointed. 
"What? Do)lOu ha~ a problem with that?" 
"Yeah," Drop Kick said, "do you have a problem with that?" 
"'No, 00," Gaffer said, seming thai Drop Kick's Indignation 

represented Coeur as well. '" don' t have anything against Flam· 
ers.--or I mean OriOammen-per5onally. It's just the p~ne~ I 
don't care for." 

"Really, " Coeu r said . 
"Any particular reason for thatT' Snapshot asked. 
"Well, nothing worth fighting over. I just happen to think your 

pl anet Is a threat to the stabil ity of the Coalltlon," 
At this, blood draIned from Snapshot's already pale face, and 

her hands dench~ In \O 11m, an ominous warnIng to Coeur that 
the touchy gunner was anticipating an escalation 0 1 rhetoric. 

"like howr Snapshol <llked. 
"Well, for one thing, like Hying to u~e your army to build your 

own private empire on the Back Face." 
"'Yeah, well, at least my ~anet didn't convenienUy give 

citizenship to the Schalli 50 it could have exira seats in the 
Assembly." 

"Whoa-hold on," Coeur said, stepping between Snapshot 
and Gaffer. ~I think you two had better Just table this discussion 
right now." 

"Why7" Gaffer asked. "Don't you beneve In freedom of 
speechl" 

"Not if you're going to use It 10 argue about polilla. lf you've 
got trouble wlti1 tilat you (an get off my ship right now." 

Though they were both 5till glaring at each other, Gaffer and 
Snapshot nodded assent. 

"Understood, sir, ~ Gaffer said. "It won't happen again." 
"Yes, sir," Snapshot seconded. 
"Good. Drop Kkk, why don't wetakethe lift up to the loft and 

leave Snapshot to her business. " 
"'Yes, I think that would be p rudent." 
Coeur, Drop Kick and Gaffer then stepped into the 11ft cab at 

the rear o f the lounge, and the closing of the lift doon behind 
them temporarily defu~ the awkward situation. 

"Captain," Gaffer said, stopping Coeur betore she (ould palm 
tile up button, ''l'd !Ike to offer my apology for that dis~ay. Back 
on Nicosia, we had some OriOammen who wlHen't what you'd 
call 'team players.' It seems like an attitud e they're prone to." 
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"Sergeant," Coeur said, - I've never been to Orlfhlmme, but I 
Imagine they're like mo~t other peop!e-some are good, some 
aren't 50 good , It's certaInly no( fair to lump them Into a single 
group, good or bad." 

"Yes, sJr. I'll apologize to Snapshot directly." 
"M~ It would bebetterif youwall a bit,." Drop IOcksuggened. 

"VJhen she gets flred up, she can stay that ~ fO( III while." 
"Yeah, all right." Gaffer said. 
Coeurthen reached forthe up bunon. and the prompt motion 

punctuated the Incident In Coeur's mind. 
Among the peop~ of Aubaine. Coeur knew, anxiety about 

Oriflamme was not utXommOl"l--eVen among people who'd 
never met an Oriflammen. But Coeur woun't one 10 believe that 
Oriflamme and her CenuiS! allies were III serious threat to ~ 
Coa11tlon's future. Although the Centrilts wanted a centralized, 
autocratic government-the very sort that doornKl Cotur's last 
Imperium-the last Imperium had no democratic insUtutlons 
like the Assembly to allOw for public debate 01 pllky. In that 
forum, Coeur believed, the Federalist opponents or the Centrbt 
bloc would prevaliin preserving a loose federal gOllernment. 

On iii more per~alle'olel, though, thecrewmembersof Hornet 
had their own reason to appreciate Oriflamme----the number of 
times Snapshot had ~aved them with her ski ll at missile gunnery. 
Of COUr!.e, It wasn't as if Snapshot didn" h.we her faulU, but the 
gunner's key role in protecting the fragile frelghlerlncllned most 
of her mates toward, If anything, l'xcesslve posillve prejudice­
the faith that Snapshot and her missiles would always be there to 
stand belween themselves and any unfriendly contact they might 
meet in the Wlkb. 

Well, anyway, Coeur thought, musing on the last confidenllal 
mella,ge she'd received from Hammer, JUSt minutes before, if 
Goffer gollhollolhered up by meeting OM Oriflommen, J wonder 
how he'll reacf to meellng 800 millIOn o( them .... 

Big is relative. 
Compared loaglanl ~ys,temdefense "'bo.1t" likeANS Kukukon, 

or ev1H'I a front·line clipper, RCS Hamet was iii tiny ship, yet 
standing inside her midship cargo hold, one could nOt help but 
feel that one was Imide a large veuel. The reason lor thai was 
simple; Unlike /I wa~hip. whose bills were paid by an owning 
government, Home/wilU designed to make a living lor heroriginal 
owners--merchants who needed II ship small enough to fun 
lnelCperulvely, yet wilh a sufficient cargo capacity 10 tellhem eke 
out a profit after crew ~Ialies and maintenance. 
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What remaIned for humans, alter the top deck amidshIps was 
gIven to fuel and the upper and lower rear hull were given to 
drives. was (lustered IOIWard-the afea whkh gaw HOIm'I her 
di3tinctive pickle-Iork bow. The starbCWIrd horn contained the 
bridge and crew's lounge, as well as ship'S computers, Coeur's 
stateroom adjacent to the oodge and II short akaYe leading to 
Gyro's laser. Opposite this WIISlhe port hom-acce~lble only by 
awalk through thecargohold or a trek aft through englneering­
but gMng accell to Snapshot's tUHt>I, a closet·like sick bay with 
two beds, and individual staterooms fo r Physic, Deep Six and 
Newton. 

Ironically. Newlon's stateroom was more than twice the slze 
of anyone elie's--Ironlc because the emoUonleu Hlver(ouid nol 
appreciate any Inadvertent stroking of iU ego-but it was merely 
the former abode of the ship's master In ruldenc.e. Uke Scissor, 
Horrn!t's last Hlver adviser, Newton leasonably saw this as wasted 
space and therefore carried on xlssor's pracUce of u~lng only a 
tiny portion of the maHer's cabin as II personal residence. The 
remainir'lg area was thus freed to serve as it hlgh-qua!!ty electron­
k~ workshop, and lhls compartment- looking acrou to the 
bridge through a huge picture wlndow-would serve a! Newton's 
regular duty station. 

The only other large crew area was called the loft, although It 
WilS In fact the size of a small two-bedroom house. This upper 
deck S('Ction, straddling Ule ba~e of the lower deck 10Ik, held 10 
double stateroomsdiliidedinto two/ows loeltherside 01 anopen 
marshaling deck, a roomy areil with a sheltered berth for the 
ship's air-raft forward . Originally intended to house ""ylng 
plUsengeo in relative luxuf)' during the tedium of a week-long 
jump, the loft now housed somewhat less fuuy ",wellen: Crow­
bar, Gyro, Snapshot and the ship'S troops. 

When Drop Kick, Coeur and Gaffer arrived In the nft from the 
creWs lounge, the other five drop troops wert: sl1ll unlooldlng the 
gear from their packs onto t.1b1es In !he middle of the marshaling 
de<k, while Crowbar bu$led himself at the alHah forward . 

"Ten-hutl" Red Eye snapped, hustling the troopers into an 
orderly line. 

· At ease, " Orop KIck said. "Troopers, this is your skipper, 
Coeur 0 ' Espril." 

"Red Sun'sOne, ~ Coeur said, · or)wl Red. ljusilhought I'd pop 
in to ~ee how you're situated, seeing that we've got a long trip 
ahead of Ui." 

"Yes..~r,· Red Eyesald, ~justg~usa target. andwe'lIhltltforyou." 
Looking down the line of IlOopers, Coeur saw a similar levtl of 

optlmi~m reflected in the faces of the corporals and privates. 
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More typical of the Marine~ than the Arses, there was only one 
woman among them, but there weren't thaI many people of 
either ~ex who measured up to the exacting standards of the 
RCMe. Fm Coeur's pilrt, ~hewas jus t glad ~he'd h.,IIe them on her 
side in any coming combat. 

"'Welt youwoo't halle 10 be in ~u~pen~ for too much longer," 
Coeur said , ~We'li hit space in a couple of houl'1. and make jump 
point a couple hOurs after that. I'll announce our missiOn then." 

"Outstanding, ~ Gaffer said. 
~So, Crowbar," Coeur ~ajd to the engineer, looking conspicu­

ously unmilitary as he wandered OVt'r with his thumbs hooked 
through his tool belt, " the berthing arrarogemerm work OUlr 

''Chede. I figure we still want to keep the forward staterooms 
unoccupied-in case we're ever holed Ihere- so the drop troop­
ers will take the middle th.ee staterooms port. That lea~s two 
staterooms for the tanken at the rear and the rest as singles for me 
and the gunners .... 

"And the gear?" 
"AN stowed ingood ordt>r. Heavybatlk! dress, four fusion rifles. six 

g.luss rif les and sil( laser nHe!t--(>("lOugh to kick s.ome serious butt.. ... 
The tfoopers made approving gfunu, prompting Coeur to ask 

a logical question. 
"Not that it mattefl, but how manyol you haw actua lly been 

In com bat?" 
'The cessation 01 grunh revealed the amwer. 
"AClually, none," Gaffer said, "except Red Eye and myself. 

These are good [roopefl, though, and we figure they'll benefit 
from some time in the lield.H 

"Yes, sir," Red Eye s.aid, "nothing puts [he poop in your panU 
like being ~hot at. H 

8True," Coeur agrero. 
Coeurwent on to speakWlth each trooper btieHy, asking what 

part of Aubaine they were from. tlow they liked tht Corps ar.d 
su<h, with an eye toward gelling a ~nsefor them as indillidual1. 

Naturally, Coeur knl!\v there were limiu to how acquainted 
she <:outd get with lhem--only lIme wOuld te ll her which ones 
were btave be)Und reiUOn, which ones were nalural leaden and 
which ones perhaps were not- but It was still good to think of 
them as people before she flew them into danger. Ellentuallyshe 
would learn whkh two were recommended by Gaffer-the 
corporal Fubar, a tr iangular plug of a man without much neck to 
speak 01, and Gremlin, a prematurely balding private with an 
encyc Iopedk knowledge of gun~nd which were rf'(ommended 
by Red Eye-Corporal WK.lget, a female combat medic with 
placid gray eyes, and Privale Badger, the Sea Gypsy. 
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Among the trooper.., Badger was probably the least distinc­
tive-his deep tan and light hair were (ommon to many Aubani­
but Coeur was intrigued by thi1 private whom. she knew, was 
intrigued by Snapshot Before leaving lhe loll, she conl.-ived to 
speak with him apan from the o thers, dritting apart fro m 
Crowbar and the sergeanlj to sit down with Badger as he 
il'Hpected the heal/)' Ivsion 9\,,10 he would carry in banle. 

- I heard you were Inte res ted ingunnery. h that rig ht, private?~ 
"Yes, sir. I try to p ractice on sims whenever I un. ~ 
"But you Joined the Marines instead of the Navy.-
"Yeah, well, I took what I (ould get. Where I (orne from, It's 

harder to get 11'110 the Navy than the Marines: 
"Where do you come from, trooped " 
"Graves Island. You probably never heard of ie 
"That's way down south isn't it7 One of the nfelati citiesr' 
~Yes, $ir.~ 

" Flew over It once. Looked pretty ... well, bleak.-
" Ill s thaI. People say it's been that w ay ever since the southe rn 

nations raided the Isl and .~ 
"Well, you know I'm a newcomer to the planet. I don't know 

all the local history." 
"Take It from me, sir, we're not real popu lar, even today. The 

recruiting officer in New Antipode made it clear I was going to be 
a ground pounder or nothing at all." 

Coeu r ~hook her head in amazement, 
Stronge, how every culture seems to need someone to hang ils 

troubles on-even Ihe AuiXJni, 
'Well, I can't do much about th at," she said, "but I do know 

my gunners spend a lOt of jump lime running sims. Since the 
gunners bunk on th 'lS level, maybe you cou ld talk to Snapshot or 
Gyro about getting some time in later.N 

"Maybe I' ll do that." 
"Good lor you," Coeur said, slapping him on the shoulder and 

stal'lCling up, "Right now, I better go and get us in the air." 
"Say, ~kippe r; mind if I ask yOu a ques tion?" 
'What's thJt?~ 

"Well, I've never been In jump before. Will we be able to feel 
it, physically, I me!n?" 

"Hm. You mean, like nausea, vomiting, and lhe queasyleeling 
that your body's been turned inside out?" 
B~er's cheeks puHed 01,11. "Yeah, like Ihat." 
" Probably not. But if things get rough, you can always grab a 

barf bag from the autogalley." 
" Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.'" 
Coeur smiled . "Carry on. trooper. I'm sure you' ll be lint.N 



Chapter 
Four 

When lhe time came to launch. It went off very smoothly. 
Inde«1, the only difficulty was Hammer's requirementlhal Coeur 
(akulale the firs t jump plot-so th at Nomers d(>Stination would 
remain Sl'(ret-even though Deep Six was a much betternavlga. 
tor. 

Coeur kept that concern to he~etf, thOl.ogh, as she coneen· 
lJated on gellIng H()('f)ef underway. Shortly aher the ship's 
various air locks, exterior hatc.hes and 1000ard cargo ramp 
slammed shut, bay Ie<hs detached umbilici for data, power and 
waste, and the sleek little Homel }I\pped oul ol Maintenance Bay 
2 with only II fraclion of the thrust she would need to power out 
of a planet'S gravity well. 

Already being inorbllgilve Homet II halr·hour head slartoo her 
run to safe jump point b UI aillhe ~meshe(ouldonlymuster IG 
of HEPlaR thrust; under that power, the tramit to 100 planetaty 
dlametel> would still require nearly five hours. Most of the 
non/light persoor.el were strapped In at launch, Newton in its 
quarters, PhY5ic and the lankers in the lounge and the drop troops 
Inchairs around a table on the marshaling deck . The length of the 
transit and lade o f any seruallon of motion, thanks to inertial 
compensation, tended to have people going about their routine 
business well before Crowbar engaged the jump drive. For Coeur, 
aware of the uneas!neu toward jumping among the new drop 
troops, that was the best way to begin a jump: with people hardly 
aware it had happened. 

"Jump field e~tab!ished," Coeur reported 10 Deep SIl!, as 
Homer amsed Ihe sale jump Ihre~ho!d and the lump drivt 
engaged. Outside the panoramiC bridge windows, the boundless 
spattering of stars against a velvet sky was gone, replaced by 
darkness and the c rac kllng aro 01 jump flre-t'lectrical dis.c harges 
belWeen the hull and the featureless envelope of the Jump field . 

.. Affirmative, ~ the Schalli confirmed, reU(ing from scrutiny of 
his array of electronic sensors, rendere-d useless by jump space. 
"Crowbar sends primary coolant now nomina!." 



44 Paul Brunette 

~Ou~tandil".9. Looks like you sti ll have your (ouch.N 
"Thank you, sir. However, it was your pre-recorded plot that 

we used,'" 
HMaybe so, but you executed it very cleanly. I'm sure the next 

plol'lI be sharpel' with you doing !.he c.akulations." 
Out of polilenen, Deep Six did not respond LO that observa· 

tlon at first,. rOt both of them knew that Coeur was probably 
correct. While jump plot calcula tion WiIS lust a JOb skill fo r the 
human, 101 the Scha llill was an art. 

HI wouldn', say that, sir. However, Iwas able to delennine that 
our immediate objective i5 Phoebus." 

"'Vou are good. aren't you7'" 
Deep Silt fluttered his muule barbels, ill Schatri lohrug . 
"Well, tine, I've had about enough of this secret-agent HuH 

myself. Are all stations se<ured?" 
~Affirma\ive . All secliom!>end securt'd from normal space." 
"'Good. Then give me ship-wid", inlelCom ." 
A moment later, Coeur's voice .sounded throvghoutlhe ship, 

Khoing in the m arshaling dKk where Ule In/antI)' were engag­
ing in hand-to-hand combat drill and the cargo hold to whkh 
Drop Kick and his people had migrated to WOfk on their vehictes. 

"Attentlon all hands, this Is R(!d Sun. You'll be glad to know 
that we're saf(!\y secure in jump space. The fill! engineering and 
bridge watch rotation will commence in three hours. 

UBy the way, incase anyone has occ.asion to look out awindow 
and see all that ele<trkity arcing around the ship, irs really 
nothing to worry aboul. We call1hat jump fire, but it 's basically 
just electrical diSCharges between the jump field and the hull of 
the ship. In fact, the jump fire Is actually one of our friend$, 
because bywatching It we can dE.'lermine the stabilily and proper 
energy flow to the jump tieki .U 

Coeur paused for a moment, reminded of II not-so-distant 
memory by the silent lightning outside the brldgC!: wIndow. 
Seventy-eIght yeal'5 Nriier, the wildly erratic: diKharges of lump 
lire outside Coeur's Imperial Scout cruiser Alni(o~ were the flnt 
iign thaI a desperate jump ftom deep inside a gravlty wf' 11 had 
gone terribly wrong. Ake<Jdy damaged by a Solomanl ambUSh, 
Ainifole would mlsjump into open space, and unable 10 lake 00 
more jump fuel, her handful of survivors would be forced in to low 
suspension 10 preserve their meager resources. It was a horrible 
tlnw, and, though memori~ of that time no longer disturbed her 
5leep, Coevr could not help but remember il whenever she saw 
the jump fire close around a slarship. 

NNow for what you want \0 hear-what we're doIng out here. 
For reasons 01 security, I can't te ll you precise ly what our mission 
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is yet, but I can tell you that our ultimate d~l;nation Is Melllt, a 
planet in Karse subsector. As. you can see from the star map I've 
brought up o n your data terminals, Mellit Is way the hell in the 
middle of nowhere. Not just beyond the (oantlon, but five 
parsecs beyond the AD-the offICial zone our hot operations are 
restrkted to. 

"'Again, I can' t ~I you what we'll be doing there--.v.-e'll brief you 
on Ihat once we d eal" \he AO-bot I can tel)Ou at least two things. 

"One: thisll golng to be a long ttip. Using the best coursi! on 
our old charts, It's sti ll over a four·m()('lth )curney to Mexlt ooe· 
way. A long Ume to beouiol louchwlth home, true, but loaken 
the bright side-Irs imminenl danger pay all the way, 

"Two: Mexitls probably a rough pl /Ke. II )IOU g lance at the o td 
library data-and I sugg est you do--you'll see that Mexlt had a 
population of 81 billion before the Collapse, had an eltcellentlech 
level 1 5 starport, and would have been a major trade hub for the 
region. You can bet it's not that nice today. Meltl! Isin a Ught orbit 
a ro und a main sequence star, with a lalrly thin atmosphere, That 
means its year is short, itsweatheris nasty, andW probably bakes 
the d ay side If they don' t have func tioning weather control 
stations. 

"But it's not all bad news on this trip. At the behest of the C In 
C, we will be paying a diplomatic courtesy visit to Orifl amme, 
which ls on our way, From what I understand, Crowbar and 
5napshot are the only members 01 this crewwho have vlslted thai 
esteemed hubof the Ira: llng Coalition, so this should be a learning 
eKperience for the rest of u~. AI the very leasl, its climate willgtve 
us a taste of what we can expect QrI Melli\. 

~ Now, of course, I appreciate that some people on this ~hlp 
may harbor Strang opinions about Oriflamme and the Cen tris ts, 
but you're prObably also aware lIla t I don't tolerate political 
debate aboard this ship, so I'll spare you a lec ture on lIle 
differences be(Weenour S()(ietie~, let's just remember that we' re 
all members of the same Coalition . 

"'That is all . ~ 
A brief pause ensued before Sna.pshot, in the port turret 

hopped on the ship.wide intercom. 
"You're not joking, are )IOu, Red?" 
KThat's a negative, Snappf'f." 
~Well, how about that. Yoy all get to ~e my wonderlul 

homeworld," 
"Yeah," eyro said from t~ starboard turret, "'I'm sure It's 

charming." 
"Oh, it is, '' Snapshot said. "Unlike Hell, you can leave when 

you' re slck of It ." 



46 Paul Brunette 

U\ should have guessed, ~ Caffer said meanwhile, clrclir'lg 
8adger on a rolled·oul gymnastIC m~t in the loft. 

"'What, sir?" 
"The damned Oriflammen afl! probably behind this whole 

mission, H he snarled, grabbing Badger's forearm, whacking II 
agaimt hb knee to make him drop the bayonet he was hOlding. 
and then flipping him over his back to the mat. 

"Oh," Badger said, after he got his breath back. 

"Well, how about thal, " Drop Kick said to Mercy, who at the 
mom!!nt was helping him fe·attach the fasteners on a sensor pod 
alop the grav lank. "I always, figured I'd have to marry Snapper 
before I'd get 10 meet her parenu." 

"Somehow, H Mercy said, de te<ting a wrynote In the sergeant 's 
voke, "you don't w uod like you want to meet them al all." 

"Don't get me wrong-Snapper's mygirl--bul she does have 
a temper. Sometim~ I wonder ilshe got Ihal from her parenu." 

"Well, just look on the bright side, sergeant; it can't be much 
worse than being shot at." 

Coeurcould feel a real distan<;e between Gaffer's troopers and 
the restofthe crew from the very start of the voyage, even though 
Caffermanaged to keep his political leanIngs to himself. The crew 
of 17 was large---too large to comfortably fit around the lOunge 
tIIble, so the reasonable compromise was to have three meal 
s('( tions for breakfast and supper, one for Ihe moming walCh, one 
lor the afternoon and one for the night, with troopers mixed In 
where convenient. However, the disciplinarian G~ffer preferred 
10 keep his unit together at all times, so the unit took lu mess by 
itse lf without any of the regular crew. 

Or at least, almost none of the regular crew. 
Mer the first week In jump, when Hornet passed through 

blighted Phoebus, bought fuel and returned to jump space 
bound for Spires, the Hive r Newton began to visit the drop 
troops at their afternoon mw. 

~ I observe that there is room at the table, H it said, plOdding 
over 'rom the autogalley with what appeared 10 be a tray of 
strange-smelling corndog~. " May I }oln you?" 

"Pull up a chaIr, " Re-d Eye suggested. 
Newton dId Just that, using its tail to maneuver II Hlver chair 

up to the five drop troops at the table, a group missing only 
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Badger. Sh~ped somewhat nice a mushroom. the chair sup­
ported Newton's central carapace, where the Hlver's brain, 
internal organs, and closed digestive tract were located. 

"To absent friends," Caffer said, as soon as Newton was 
situated. 

"To absent friends," the other humans and Newton replied. 
"Say, Newton, aren't you supposed to be on drive watch?" 

Gaffer asked, suspiciously. 
"Negative. Physk, our doctor, has expressed CQf1cern with 

her deficit In shipboard lkills and therefore has taken over 
monitoring the power flow 10 the lump governor," 

"Oh, great." Fubar said, hunching his massive shoulders. 
"She does have some expe rience, doesn't she?'" Widget 

asked, hailing a forkful of pressed algae on the way to her 
mouth. 

"Affirmative. Dr. Takagawa has studied aU the appropriate 
manuals to my ... athfaction," 

"You know who else would be great for that )Db?" Gremlin 
said, running II hairy hand over his balding scalp. "Badger. I 
mean, he always wanted to be in the Navy anyway." 

"That's true," Red Eye sald,looking toward Gaffer. "What do 
you think?" 

Gaffer, whose scowl betrayed the answer he was about to 
give, nevertheless stopped himself when he realized that the 
young Hiver was staring at him Intently with all six of Its eyes, 

"Something the matter there, Newt?'" 
~Forg\ve me, U Newton said. "Given my lack of experience 

telling humans apart, I was attempting todetermlnewhetheror 
not you were the individual Badger being referred to." 

Gaffer Ignored the stifled 1nickers from around the table, 
With exaggerated slowness, he finished chewing his mouth· 

ful 01 'ish !lakes, set down hii forie, .loci elegantly dabbed at the 
comers o f h is mouth with his napkin, 

~Sorry," the first sergeant said, ~ I'm not the private. He's off 
training with Snapshot." 

"I understand, N Newton said, "However, I believe you were 
about to make some sort of comment." 

"Yes, I was, lwasgoing to say that Badgerls alre&dy degrading hls 
efficiency enough by dril5ng with Snapshot. He doesn't need 10 take 
on a drive walch 10 make him even mote distracted,'" 

"I believe, ~ Red Eye said to Newton, "that It's the first 
sergeant's opinion that a soldier needs to be totally focused .... 

"Damn right," Gaffer said, tucking away his napkin. "You 
lose your focus in batUe, you get whacked nke that." Which 
point the first sergeant punctuated with a sudden snapping of 
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his ftnger~, making the attentive Newton start with surprise. 
"Aren' t we suppo~ed to be able to take over any position on 

the shlp?- Widgeluked. 
Gaffer sneered derblvely. 
"'That's why we have computen, (orpOfal. The only Job they 

earn do Is down In the dirt." 
Aiterdiscernlng the probable meaning of that metaphor and 

waiUng to lee if any furthe; sudden noiles were forthcoming. 
NewlOl'l offered ill mild refuta tion. 

"Actually, fim sergeant, the modern stars hip is not very 
automated . The need to prevent Viral contamination from 
spreading Inside ill starshlp requires that every station function 
autonomously without central computer control ," 

"Yeah," Gremlin said, "and Isn't It true that you Hivers have 
warbots that can outfight human soldiers on the grou nd?" 

"I am afraid that is not my area of expertise," Newton said . 
" Hey, what Is this?" Gaffer asked, "S crew the Sergeant day?" 
"Sorry, sir," WIdget and Fubar said. 
" Machines outflghllng men, " Gaffer grumbled. "Yeah, I' ll 

belleve that when I see it." 

"Good shot. You missed your call1ng, young man ." 
In Snllpshol's missile turret, a bemused Badger smiled, the 

afterimage of a simulated e.llploslon through his !lun sight stili 
fading on his retinas. 

"Thank you, sir. I've never seen your trk.k with the whlte.out 
dauling before." 

" Probably against training safety regulations, " Snapshot 
said, from the laser turret on the opposite side of the ship. "Most 
things thilt work are against some kind of regulation." 

" More so on Aubaine thiln Oriflam me7" 
Snapshot chuck led . "You've got to be kidding-Orlflamme 

Is the original sourc e of all red tape In the universe." 
"Sounds swell." 
"Yeah, w elt, they'll get better once they Improve their 

computer technology. Ready 101 the last simulation, private1" 
-Ready as I can be," Badger said, suddenly coming back to 

crisp attention. 
"AJI right. here's the situation. Homt C has come out of Jump 

neat an asteroid belt with iI reslduillveloclty of 1001<. The bridge 
has multiple hot bogies on the port quarter, unknown heading. 
unknooNn Vee." 

"Undel'llood." 
"Stand by, then. I' m engaging the slm." 
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The aclual ~imulation, when it began, was ItS much lun ItS 
Snapshot had ever had In a turret. While Badgerslared through 
the he3ds.up~igh( 01 the missile IUfret, one hand on the missile 
release lever, one on the trac·ball controller, Snapshot ~el ec:ted 
which parts of the simul:llor program to feed him-,a program 
accurate down to digitally ~ampled and synlhesized voices of 
Coeur, Dl'ep Sill and Gyro in Badger's hl'AdseL 

Badger was an ellcellent raw talenl- thot Snapshot can· 
ceded-but he was obviou!ily nol ellperlenced . Th"'l was the 
weakne~s she targeted in this final program, throwing ill holdlul 
01 red·herrings in hi~ face while all the while a real menace 
angled lor the kill . 

HMultiple targeu bearing l1 S,~ digital. Coeur announced, 
"gunneo, lock weapons." 

"Laser standing by," digital.Gyro reported . 
"Missile conlrollocked-on," Badger seconded. 
HTime 10 intercept?" 
"Uh_two minutes." 
"Very good. Fire ready miuile~." 
"Readies awayl Running hal. smOOlh and normal. ... 
A minute pas~ed, then iii minute and II half. 
"Belay Ihat detonation'" digi tal·Deep Six said. "'Targ et 

Gamma is a Coalition lifeboat!" 
"FikJct" Badger swore, stru991ing to avoid de tonating his 

missiles near thl.' small cralt. "What aboullhe olher conlaClSr 
"O ther bogies are missile}," digital·Deep 51)1 answered, 

"maneuvering at I G." 
"What the hell? Where did they come from?" 
"'Contact astern! ~ digital.Gyro snapped, ~beariog 2751 Damn, 

I can't bear on it'" 
Sweating, Badger suddenly perceived the problem. A scout 

Ship was just now powering up 011 their port quarter aft, well 
ouulde the covered an: of Gyro's la!>er. Coeur would try to flip 
the ship over in lime to bear on it, but Horner was not a spry 
ves5el and Badger could not tell if she would make it in time. His 
only choice was to flare the eoginesof his deployed missiles and 
hope they could close to good range in time. 

''I've picked him up' - Badger said, "just give me a Ie ..... 
seconds. " 

"Target is painting us with director·band radiation," digital . 
Deep Sill said, his Implacable calm eerily like life. 

Truly lost in the simulation, Badger now viSualized his 
misslles-!.evM·tonne cylinders elllending x·ray generating 
rods Irom their warheads-dosing toward minimum firing 
range. In seconds they would be 10,000 kilometers from the 
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\Cout,. and Badger would fire off the missile's nuclear war­
head~warheads that would pump the miulles' laser rods and 
spear the liule scout with ~ealjng beams 01 x-rays. 

But he was II fractio n of /I SKOne! \00 la ll! . The scou t 
discharged it5 own laler--dead ly accurate and more than 
powerful enough \0 punch through Horner's flimsy armor. 
Badger's controls flickered, then wen! dead liS the screams of 
dying crewmembers faded In his headse\. 

NGolc ha," Snapshot said. 
Badger fell bxk in the mluile turret 's couch, exhauSied. 
"Whew I I'd say I was dose," Badger Hid, "but I kf\Ow that 

doesn't count when ii'S for real. " 
- No, but don't teel so b~d . I did <.0,\ of load up on you." 
NEver been Ihal haify?" 
" I\'S always hairier," 5n<lp\hot ~id, "when it's for real .~ 
A silenc{' I t'll /IS Badger (o.wdered that . 
·Say, private, - Snapshot said, ·We've been spending a lot of 

time in the sims these laH two weeks, Dayou suppose we should 
back off a bit? Take a break maybe?" 

" I h 3dn'tthoughl about it., si r . I knowil's Imlructive trom my 
end, bUll gue\~ I hadn' llhough abou t how mU(hwOlk it Is lor 
you. Alter all, there's Just you, Deep Sill: and Ihe 1kipper manning 
the bridge watch. " 

"Actual ly, tha n not whilt I meant. I've been talking to Drop 
Kick, 3nd he made it sound like you r sergeant was riding you a 
little bil-giving you exIra PT and making you scrub Ihe he<ld 
all the time." 

NOh, thilt's not t1i ng. Thill's luu the way the sarge 11. He 
figures if you're a grunt., you're iI grunt, ilnd that's IV 

"Geez. I know who I' m not going 10 tap;u iI reliet gunner." 
·Welt. Snapshot, you have to understand Gaffer. I hear his 

great.grandparenu emigrated to Aubaine from Promise during 
the Collapse, and they brought a military tradi tion that's a little 
a lien to the planet." 

"I don't know about that. I've seen Aubanl fight." 
"'\Nell, you know what I mean . II'S one of those families that's 

been knee-d eep in batlles all the way back 10 the RamshiKkle 
days." 

"The what? "" 
"The Ramshackle Empile. U's what Iheycalled theooe belore 

the laSl empire." 
Snapshot made a 10ft, amused snort. Fo r a boy from a 

backward Sea Gypsy City, Badger was surpri~lngly well-edu­
cated and self·motivated. 

No t, ~he thought., the kind oj boy who de~erves to get 
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walked all ovef by 10me lug with it che1tful of medals. 
"That might be $0," she $aid. H8ut someone oug ht to 

straighten him OUI ," 
"Actually," Badger Interjected, " I'd rather you did n' t. You're 

right, It' ll be better if we cut back on the drill. Say, once or twice 
a jump." 

Snapshol fumed, bUI fe ll he was right. Rig ht o r wrong. it was 
it long way 10 Me )!;il, and it was no use lo r her and Gaffer 10 be 
.n each other's lhroau befOfe they even got there. 

"You seem pretty pi'fceptive, private. Get that from your 
family?" 

"Wouldn' t know, sir. My parenU died when I was a baby, and 
I was raised by Irlends ofl he family. '" 

"Nice lriends?" 
"Negative. Kic ked me out on my bum whefl l was 17 ." 
"Gala. Sound like jerkl." 
" I find it's better not to judge. l ook ahead - that's my 

motto." 
"Well, I'll tell you one thing, Badger. You give m e a new 

appre<; iation for my pa rents." 
~On Oriflamme?" 
"Veah, A teacher and an engineer in Dobroye. Maybe you'd 

Ilke to see them when we go there." 
"What about Drop Kick?" 
"Oh, I see plenty of Drop Kick. He won't m ind if you ~g 

along." 
Badger grinned . 
"In that case, I'd very much like 10 vi~l your family. " 
"OuUtanding . Then what do you say we ca ll it a d3y?" 
"Yes, 5ir. Badger ou t. " 

A few minutes laler, Snapshot Slepped out 01 Gyro's turre t and 
walked across the adjacentcor/ldor to the nean!)! wall-mounted 
iris v.llve. Opening quietly, iU mecholnism .scr'\Jpu lou~ly mair"l­
tained by the Marine~, it admitled her inlO the cargo bay and Into 
the pre1ence of Drop Kick, s.itting alone at his. WOtk table. 

" Hey, Snapper, H DropKick said, lining up his welding goggles, 
"How's it goingr 

"Swell, " Snap~hot said, ~ipplng onto the bench beside him 
and combing her fingers through his close-aopped hair. 

"Uh-oh;' Drop KIC k said, HyoU must wanl somethIng." 
"What? Can't it girl Inspect a guy lor parasites?" she rep lied, 

grinning, m aking a fu~ over inspecting his ear. 
"Well, yeah:' he said, smiling at the t ickUng attention, " but I 
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stlll th ink you want something." 
"Well. .. yes." 
"O lolay. What do you need7 Another vOltage regulator for your 

autoloader?" 
"Actually, no, it's nothing like that. I was sort of wondering If 

you'd mind having Badger tag along when we went to visit my 
parenu." 

~I don't know. Is It likely to happen?" 
"Actually. I sort of already asked him." 
"You what?" 
"Well," Snapshot ~id. "it didn't )()und like you were mat 

excited about meet'lng my paref"1U anyway. I didn' t think you'd 
mind." 

Drop Kick's txoad chest rme and fell with I heavy sigh. 
"Denise, it's not that I don't want to meet yourparenu. It's Just 

that I' m a null! nervous about il. and I'd rather r'IOt do il wtth a 
private lagging along." 

Snapshot expelled a breath, fluttering her lips . 
"Well, fine. But Badger seems 11101.1' an okay guy, and I thought 

it would be nice to do something with him-you know, to show 
that somebody cares about him. I know I couldn't take II If my 
superior treated me the w ay his does." 

"You know, it's a little hard to comment on thaI," Drop Kick 
o bserved, "because I'm every troopers superior on this ship. But 
for what It's worth, nObodyput agun to Badger's head and made 
him join the Marines. And what's more, he doesn't seem half as 
concerned about hi s being mistreated as you a r e.~ 

"Well, at course he doesn't seem coocerned about Il He's a 
good Marine. ~ 

" Right. He follows hi5 orden without complaining about 
them." 

"So I guess what you're !.a)'ing Is I shouldn't try to get between 
B~ger and Gaffer." 

~In so many words, yes.~ 
~Well, you should be happy, then. Badger offered to cut blKk 

on our training together and \ agreed." 
Drop Kick sat back, impressed. 
"You see," ~e said, ~ rm not completely obnoxious and 

confrontational ." 
"No, you're not." 
"Well, anyway, if you don't want him tocome along, I'll go tell 

him so." Snapshot moved as if to get up. 
" Hey, Snapper," Orop Kick 1II1d, putting a hand on her 

forearm, " hold on. You know how I feel about you, and I don' t 
wllnt to be jealous of .mybody you want to be friends with. But 
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meetlng your parents Is something I'd rather do with yOu, elone. 
Thllt'~ reasonable, 15n't it?'" 

"Ye5, It Is. I was Just being self1ih.~ 
"Well, maybe Just a little." 
Again, Snapshot moved to get up, aN:! this time Drop Kkk let 

her. Before leaving, though, she leaned over and kissed Drop Kkk 
on the cheek. 

" I'll go teU him now." 
Drop Kick nodded and watched hergo. 
Oh well, ie's not Jike Deni1e 1houldn'l be friends with on~ SM 

~nlS co. 
And besides, it's 0 long \'\<Oy co M~xlt; I'm SUfe there'll be plenty 

01 time for the three of us 10 go SOf1'I(> pkXe other Ihon Or;llomme. 

By uadition, Aubani ships cro1Sing Into !,he tralnng, Centrist· 
dominated half of the Coalition tended \0 make planet1allllnd 
buy fuel whereVi!( possible, Instead of skimming their nquid 
hydrogen from Ihe IItmosphere of those systenu' gas giants. It 
was a cllkulated political movt', to be ~re, but II also had Its 
IIdvantages. Worlds Inhabited by friendly human beings lended 
to be far more congenial than gas giants, which at the very least 
featured crushing gravity and at the W()(SI were surrounded by 
maelstroms 0( planetary debris, hunicane.dwarflng storms and 
Induced radiatiOfl fields thai would lesl the hullintegrily of even 
the besl·built ship. 

Unlol1unatelyfor Homel, though, li mt'was a (onsldem\ion . As 
her sole concession 10 the Centrists, Coeur did mllke II quick 
layover al Phoebus-the only remaining vestige 01 Imperial 
nObility in the Coalition and strongly pio-Cenulst-but Ihe rest 
of the way 10 Oriflamme would be made withoul planelfall. 

~That seems to be a prudent plan.· Deep SI)( said, as Homel 
rumbled clear oj Gabriele IX, the relatively small, blue gas glanl 
In IlIr orbil 01 Spire's giant primary. - BuU believe we win be tested 
atlloga." 

"Think Novolen Is lOa much lor Us? If yoo do, you'd benet 
cOlTecl the plot belore we reach jump point. ~ 

"Neg alive, " the Sc:halli said . · You should ha~ more lhan 
sufficient technical skill to naVigate the rings of Zloga." 

" ShOuld?" 
"II is Ihe radiat ion I am concerned about. A!. you know, 

Novole-n is smal~ bUI is qulle close 10 its primary and spins very 
rapidly, so a powerful radiation field is (reated Irom acceleratIOn 
of particles In the solar wind." 

"I knew all that," Coeur said, "but somehow you have a way 



54 

of making it sOund worse," 
~Sorry." 

~ Is there a bette r cf'oOlce?" 

Paul Brunette 

~ From our point of view, no. The other two gas g\;mts are 
unusually large and would slow our traNil to jump point consld ­
erabty.~ 

"'Then it lookS like NovOlen. Either that or phmetfall on Zloga." 
"Not a good prospect," the Schalll said, Idly spiMhing the 

water in his ro~er<hairas he rellecledon\he latest news from that 
plilonel 

Not 0 good prospect is "n undemolement, Coeur thought. 
Zloga had nothing Ofjllinst Aubaine--Indeed, its relic-salvage 
partIe!; came from allover the Coafition. But a nasry dISpute had 
broken out when the democratic rulln9 counciliried to impose 
a price ceiling and e)(clse tax on all fuel sold to lIilrshlp1. In 11 way 
this was farcical-the fuel was just waler, convenlenOy stored at 
a dIrt strip for occasional visitors, and ontyvaluabie because of Its 
rarity on 11 d esert world. Bul lhe owners oIlhe fueling conce~~ion 
wefe~ojrate Ihal th~complelelydemoli~hed Ihe "s/.arpon" and 
told Ihe ruling council where It could !luH ilSeif fo r good measure. 
Nol a pankula rly profound crisi! as c.ises wen!. perhaps. but 
enough 01 a nuisance that Coeur was d isinclined 10 make Zloga 
her precipitation poin! from jump. 

~No. nOI a good p¥ospect. Keep your orlginlll p!ol, Sixer." 
~Roger that. ~ 
~ And look on th e bright side. Once we're done there, It'~ Just 

one more jump to OriOamme: 
Searching for an appropriate rejoinder, Deep Six reflected 

upontheoplnlon Physic had hod when he asked thedoctorwhat 
~he thought about going to Oriflamme. Though he was Inclined 
to think she was being lolCeliou$, hi' r WQ(ds had a ring that 
appealed to his poetic sensibilities, and he repeated them verba­
tim. 

~ Sjr, I am positJvely flush and a.quiver with elCcHement." 
"Are you, f"IO\oV?~ 
.. y~ sir.~ 
"Then I guess we'd better hurry up and gel there: 

Unlike the enuy into jump, prKlpitatlon from lump was a 
terue and exciting time for a number of reasoru. 

For one, no one really knew when a jump was aboulIa end. 
Although the elementary schoolle>!tbOOk.s said a lump took one 
week, an actual jump could end as many as 24 hours more or less 
than the 168 that we.e Uatlstlcally average. With a certain 
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abruptness, the Jump governor would signal the englnee( on 
jump watch that precipitation was Imminent, and aU hands 
would have as few as 15 minutes to make themselves re~. 

For another, no one could be certain what would await In 
normal space when the shIp emerged. Sarrlng ill Ireak pe"urba. 
Uon oIlocaJ space.U me, the Jum p drive would deposit a starshlp 
at the plotted eJ(lt point, but therewas noway to know In advance 
what local condltJolU might be at that point. Aboard a military 
ship like Hornet all hands would secure them~elves In VA< suits lIS 

insurance against ~ploslve decompresilon fro m holing, and 
battle statlons woold be manned In expectation of the worst 
unlikely contingency. 

Gyro, who had called the imminent emergence lrom her 
station lnengineetlng. walee Crowbar from his quarters In the loft 
with a blast of the ship's klaxon. then waited the two minutf;$ for 
him to arrive so she could dash forward to her starboil.rd turret 
duty station. Five minutes more saw her sealed Into the bulky 
Tll 2 ~ult she stowed In her turret, leaving only the helmet v)sor 
open toglve adear viewof the engagedlaserflrecontroJ. Outside 
her turret viewport. meanwhile, Jump f\redancedon, though she 
could almon believe she saw It Intensify In places, as If It didn' t 
quite want to let them go. 

"All hands," she heard over her suit rlldlo a moment later, ~thls 
is Red Sun. Signal se<ured for ptecipitatlon.~ 

"Engine room secure, ~ Crowbar returned, followed in tum by 
the other stations as their personnel suited up. 

"laser turret 5ecured.~ 
"Miuile turret secured. " 
" Sick bay se(ured.~ 

"Electronics wOtl<.shop is secured ." 
"Cargo bay securl'd." 
~Lofl se<ured. ~ 
Those last three were always the last to report, though with 

good reason. The ele(\roola work5hop was Newton's responsi­
bility. and even a spry Hiver took a litlle while to sluff all its limbs 
il1to II slx.legged vac su;1. The CMgO bay, meanwhile, was the 
meeting place fot Drop Kick and his cavalry, who had lalrly 
cumbe~me scout battle dress to gel Into. Once that was 
negotla ted, they had perhaps the most Important responsibili ty 
of anyone on the shlp-spaled in the G·carrler, they would listen 
forevidence that the ship had suHerl."d catastrophi(" damage atter 
precipitation and stand· by to evacuate survivors In their make­
shift "lifeboat." 

The loft. finall y, was Last to report for the best rellson of all. 
Though It held all six Marines, crbply trained and drilled for rapid 
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suiting, their heary battle dress was massIve, weighing CNer 400 
kilograms. So large were the suits that they stood In speclallzed 
racks with servomotors to help lower the top half onto the 
bottom, yet the Marines understood that they would wear these 
rigs instead of conventional soft wlu: 5houtd Homet suffer 
massive damage, their robust armQ( and enhanced strength 
might be Indispensable for pulling others out of the wre<kage. 

~Look sharp," Crowbar said, -we're comIng out of the holel 
Preclp In 10 1" 

"All hands stand byl" Coeur called out. 
"Field iscOilapsing. Precip in five .. .four ... three ... two ... cont3C\. 

Clean tnlly, all boards green." 
Suddenly. the Jump lire disappeared from Gyro's viewport. In 

its place: stars, and the oblate orange and yellow spher@ of 
Novaten. 

As per regulations, Gyro checked her station avet for Integrity. 
then sent an all-dear signal to Deep SIx. The navigator, mean­
whBe, W<:Iuld be abKlrblng data from theIr Imme-diate surround_ 
i ng~ w ith short-fange passive EMS, and unfolding the larger 
pa~ive array that would shortly give them electronic eyes as 
good as any In the Coalition fleet 

"Uh-oh," Coeur said, over the channel routinely monitored 
by flight stations. 

~What'$ lhatr Snapshot asked. 
UNot sure. D~p Six, do you see doppler motion bearing 

075, plus 201" 
075? Gyro thought suddenly, that's my comer of the Ship. 
"Engage active sensors, U Coeur said after a moment; "there ' ~ 

no threat emission in the area." 
M instant later, Gyro had cause to disagree about the threat. 

Streaking across the stars ouuide-ro fast she wasn't qulte sure 
she saw it at aU-<ame a silent missile, dark and all but invisible 
to sensors. 

Aimed right at HOffler. 

"Look ouW 
Coeur heard the shouted warning from Gyro--abruptJy cuI 

off a moment later-an instant befQ(e the one-tonne meteoroId 
struck. A chunk of Iron coated In volcanic j,()()\ from a nearby 
moon, It was freakishly dlfficullto Ifack on passive sensors, but 
deadly enough to a thin-skInned freighter. 

Though her hands were 011 the control colum n, Coeur felt 
the ship sL!ddenly spin out from under her control, rattled by /II 
shuddering blast above and astern. Through the panoramIc 
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bridge canopy, stan then began to wheel crazily about as 
primary power went dead and Hornet was tramformed Into an 
inert hunk of metal, tumbling end over end, 

"Emergency power!" Coeur yelled to Crowbar , " Damn it , 
Crowbar, emerger.cy power!" 

"Crowbar \s not responding," Deep Six amwered matter-of_ 
faclly, meanwhile fight ing to keep from blacking out in his 
Schalli-form suit. "Automatic re~erve power is al$O fa lling to 
respond." 

Damn it, Coeur thought, feeling the G·bladders In her body 
sleeve's legs and abdomen puff up to keep the blood In her 
head, spinning fO:;1 withoul inertial compensation. We can't keep 
this up for tong. 

Still keeping her hanch on the dead ~tick and throttle, 
though, Coeur chinned her ~uit's short .range radio. 

"Drop Kickl Come In, Drop KicW 
"Urr," ~he heard the se rgeant grunt, "what'~ happening?" 
"We're spinning arod we need emergency pawed" 
"What-<,m I do?" 
"Emergency battery power-junction box 2-throw i t! " 
"Roged" 
Though ilseemed like an eternity, Orop Kick came through 

for Coeur as she knew he would. Straining against the centrifu· 
gal pseudo,gravity, but w engthened by the servomotors of his 
suit, he clambNt'd to the (ear 01 the hold where the emplyspare 
tu e1 bladder sa t and pried up a floor plale to manu al(y discharge 
the high-voltage power cells below the deck. 

The eHeet was we lcome and imm<!diate-inerti al compensa­
tion and g ravity displaced the tunnel .... ision creeping up on 
Coeur and let her slump back in her couch to eyeball the 
reactivating helm. The Ship wa5 out of (ontrol-~pinning on 
three axej-but the ballefles energized the HE PlaR thrusters 
well enough to let her lock down the rotation, on e axisata time. 

~Wen done," Deep Six ~aid, after the work of ~eve ral minutes 
had them merely adrift. To (Omerve battery power with the 
power plant d isabled, Coeur shut the thrusters off after that. 

"Well done, my a,s. Drop Kick, have you found Crowbar?" 
Physic amwered for him. 
"Yeah, we fo und him, but he'5notgood.lookslikeoneofthe 

power plant capa( ito JS blew and gave hIm o ne helluva shock." 
"Oh heU-I~ he alive?" 
"B,uely. Su it probably ~aved him. But, good Gaia, Ihe engin e 

room i5 wrecked!" 
"How abou t that, Drop Kic k? " 
"Can't say for sure. We've got a lmosphere here, but I can't 
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g et to the top deck. It looks like it's open to space." 
"ThiltCQuld bewhere the impact was, ~ Deep Six speculated. 
"I thought I he ard Gyro scream, " Coeur said, "so I thought 

she took the hit:' 
Gyro dispelled that ill thought by hopping on the Ilne. 
"Negative, negative. I'm all rig hI." 
"Thank God,· COeur said. "How about you, Snapper?" 
"Hanging on. ~ 
"Gaffer?" 
"Shaken vp II bit," the lirH sergeant replied, " but nothing 

serious. " 
"I am a l ~o fit," New ton reported. "Proceeding aft to assist 

with damage controL" 
Ah, Newton, Coeur thought. Unflappable as ever. 
Coeur herself could hardly relax. Though lhe damage to her 

~hip a,ppeared localized, that didn't mean it was minor. 

"Th~ is the d ilncuJly, ~ Newton said, pulling up II Khemati( of 
the far trader on the Integral holographiC di5p1ay of the lounge 
table before Caffer, Orop Kick, Snapshot and Gyro. ~Areas 322A 
and 322B-which is to say, the aftermost fuel tank and power 
plant fue l pump-were struck direc tly by the meteoroid. Almost 
certainly, that caused Ihe power plant to shut down, as well as 
5horting out the auxiliary power bus." 

~Oh, great ScrewE'd by a reactor Kram, ~ Snapshot muttered . 
"You'd rather il kepi running untillhe magnetic boule failed?· 

Gyro shol back. Snapshot d idn'l repty. 
"Can we , jl( it? ~ Drop Kick asked. 
"Unknown. A visual inspection of the damage will have to be 

made." 
"Why haven't we done tha t?" Gaffer ~ked. 
"Good rea$Ons," Coeur answered. "Our ship is designed 10 

take a pretty strong dose of radia tiol'l-Ihat's what lel'; us ski m 
from a gas giant in the first plac e. However, the vac suits we 
have---even the battle dres.s-an! not designed to take long 
exposure to he:IVY radia tion, which It (Quid be eKposed to if 
there's a large hole in the top dock companmenL 

"Bul that's not Ihe hall 01 it. We don' t have powt'r to alte r 
Horner'S course very much, and imide 10 hOUrs, we're going to 
be in the dead center of one big mother of a magnetic fle\d­
surging betv-Jeen 10,000 and 100,000 tad." 

"That's bad," Snapshot said. 
"Maybe not," Gaffer said. "What's the count where we ater 
"Subnantla lly less," Newton said, "fluctuating betw"een 50 
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and sao rad." 
"All right,. then, look. Mybatlledress win take 300 tad wIthout 

any problem. Assuming somebody keeps an eye on the doslm· 
eter, I don't see any reason why I couldn't go OI.JI and eyeball the 
situation." 

" I do," Snapshot !><lid. "You m ay be a qualified combat 
englne{'(, but you're not a starshlp englnew." 

"I don't see it's a choke, Snapshot. You might know more 
about engineering than me, bUI you ~uredon't know moreabout 
handling mysuit. 8~ides, rig upa remote camera on my suit with 
a fiber opuc link, and it'n be just like you're there." 

Despite her misgivings, Coeur saw he had a point. WIth the 
best engineer in the ship-and a good hand with banle d ress 
himself_laid up in side: bill', theywould have to ImprOVise as be~t 
theycould.lf an eyeball survey found the pump could be repaired 
and the outer hull patChed, there was still a good chance they 
could manelM.'( around the hardest radiation zones of the gas 
giant and skim the fuellhey'd come lor In the first place. 

If. 
If it didn't, they would soon end up dead . 
"What about Sadger," Coeur ~ajd . ''~idn't you say h e was the 

most astronautically inclined of your men?" 
"Well, yeah." 
"01 course he is," Sna~hot said, looking at Gaffer. "He has a 

good underslanding of gunnery and power system theory, unlike 
$OO1e people here." 

"That will be enough, Snapshot," Coeur SAid. "You can secure 
that crap now, or you' re confined to quarters." 

"Yes, 5Ir." 
"NOw, Gaffer," Coeur said to Ihe first ~{'(geant. "how is Badger 

in a suit]" 
"He's a n<l tural, II Gaffer had to admit. "Beu marks: In zero.G 

maneuver." 
"That may be important, " (oeur thought aloud, "since there's 

no 9r<lvityin that section. Fine. Gaffer, I want you and Badger in 
the engine room In rIVe minutes. Newton, rig up the camera he 
mentioned." 

"What about the rest of us, sir1" Gyro a~ked . 
Coeur rellected on that a moment belOfI! an~Wt'ring . 
~ Pray," she finally suggested, ~Iike you mean it, " 

'vVhen all preparations were finally made, Newton left the two 
Marines \n the de~olate lower engine room belore the massive 
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and sllent jump drive, then retreated to the safety of the port 
gangway leading forward. Like II giNlt airlock, the entire lower 
drive de<:k would be depreHutil.ed when the voopers went out. 
but the r6 t of the ship would remain lully preliurized. That way. 
if there was II mh hap. Physic (auld quickly move the(MUalrylnto 
a pn.>ss!.J( ized adjacent (OffidOf. 

"'You gel1ing the pklure from my $uit7n Gaffer $l'nt \0 Coeur 
on the brldge. 

"Cryual clear. Ready to egressr 
~Roger that. What's the count?" 
"Dosimeter centered al 250 tad, fluctuations plus or minus 

50.-
" Could fry an egg In that, " Badger joked. 
To his surprise. Gaffer <K tually chuckled. 
"Yeah. Bridge, ready to (ycle.~ 
"Roger," Coeur said . " Cycling lower de<k Oltmosphere." 
On the bridge, Gyro and Snapshot pined Coeur at the 

ordinarily unmanned a't compuler ~lation, carefu lly sludylng the 
feed from Gaffer'~ suit camera as Ilnt he, then Badger, pulled 
themselves into the weightleu uppN chamber. 

At fIrst it seemed a hopeless shambles-bits of wire, plastiC, 
shattered met.al and electronic floated In II \i~lIe5s cloud through. 
out the area-but Badger was quick 10 see the reality of the 
sltuation. 

"Well, I'll be damned! Sergeant. polnllhe camera here 
When Gaffer Obliged, the women on the bridge saw why he 

was so elated. 
""There's hardly any damage at all. It toolu like a tiny projectile 

sheared through the pump and smashed the ele<:tronics. Dam­
IIge Is minor, though. Nodamage to Ihe 11ft fuel tank, and r.othlng 
Wuctural except the hull penetration-I' ll bet an old combat 
engineer like the sarge could Illl it in his sleep." 

On the bridge, Coeur gave Snapshot II steely look, lind the 
Oriflammen blushed. 

" j' ll jun do that," GaHer said, Clipping himself to the bulkhead 
above the disabled pump with an elastic cord and drawing a 
spanner from the colo~al tool kit he carned as an 'tncidenlalload 
at his waist. "Whydon'l you look at the hull puncture, privater 

~ '(es, sir." 
"I see why there'~ no gravity, ~ Gaffer went on, working to pi)' 

loose the damaged portIons of the pump. "The shard looks like 
it wedged in the deck and shorted out Ihe floor grid. Wanl I 
should Illl it, or leave it so you can gelle the h\JII?'" 

~Ah, leave \t for now, " B.xIger ~id, hovering at the Inward 
bulge in the ceiling, distended downward to a hole the sIze of a 
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man's fist "We should be able to 111\ this with tools on hancL" 
On the bridge, Coeur let out II heavy sigh. 
"Somebody really did pray, didn't they?" 
Ni t could have been much wo~e, ~ Gyro se<onded, "A meter 

forward, lind we might have had II luel cl<ploslon .... 
Since Coeur was looking al Gyro, she only caught the moUon 

of Snapshot's tips as they finished II Silent votive. 
Thank you, God. 
Meanwhlle, Badger had also clipped himself to the fOlWard 

bulkhead and begun hi5 own Impromptu repairs. He had to cut 
away II square meter of irreparably warped hull---and therefore 
e)(posed himself directly to the blast of energetic neutrons 
oul5ide---but Crowbar's foresight had left enough spille annor 
on hand to rep/Clee it with II temporary patch. All he had todowas 
keep a steady hand and an eye on his suit's Internal radiation 
counter. 

"Hey, Badger.~ Gaffer called up after a few minutes, ''I'm 
going belowfor a few minutes. I've fixed the pump, but I'm going 
to need some Othff pam to til( the artifICial gravity," 

"Understood," Badger said, looking down from the gaping 
hole with a IOO,kilogram sheet of slIpEr-derue plate in one 
gauntlet and a laserwelderin the other. ~ Just don't fil( it too soon; 
I WOUldn't want to drop this," 

"Roger that Be bac~ moment1Jli ly.H 
"Affirmative," 

Marveling at the skill of the Marines, Coeur finally pulled 
herself away from the screen only when Gaffer anr\Qunced lhat 
the fuel pump was repaired. Sure enough, the rugged power 
plant churned bllck to life a moment later, drawing from batteries 
at first to power Iu magnetic bottle, then switching over to 
conver;ionof liquid hydrogen 10 maintain continuous fUSion, The 
HEPlaRheal exchangers, In tum, came on·Une, and fuJI m aneuver 
power was restored to the ve~el . 

"Great work, guys: Coeur said Into her headset as she 
strapped Into the helm couch. "Power and thrust read nominal." 

"Out. .. standing," Badger said . "Almost ... done .. ," 
A strange son of huffing gasp had come into his VOice, and 

Coeur turned immediately to Deep Six. 
" fe'Ko'a PooEEI" the Schalli swore, "Radiation buildingl 

500 ... 1000 fadl'" 
'"What?" 
Hearing the report, both Gyro and Snapshot suddenly turned 

forward in their chair;. 
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"I don't underSiand. ~ Deep Six said, "'Nhat ~ causing that?" 
Coeur, however, did not walt for an expillnation. 
~Badgerl Gaffer! Come Inl" 
"Gaffer here. What's up, bridge?" 
"Gaffer, Is Badger with you?-
"NegaUve. 'went betow to get some poIlU for \he-" 
"forget about that-Badger's in troubl el We've Ju~t entered a 

high radlaUon lonel" 
"What? How nrong?" 
.. , don', know--a.<er 1000 rads, but it's failing to a ~afe levell 

Gala. gel out th~e and help him'" 
~I'm on my way!" 
Numb with $hock, Gyro and Snapshot nevertheless reUlned 

the presence of mind to remember Gaffer's camera. They, Coeur 
and Deep Six turned to regard Ib monltOl, which showed the 
)ilent IOfm 01 Sadg~, noaUng in the hole at the top 01 the ship 
with a sheet of armor still In his hand. 

"Flkk, this armor's hotl" Gaffer sent, as he closed on the body. 
" He's glowing In gammasl" 

On the b ridge, every hint of color drnined from Snapshot's face. 
"Oh shit," she said. 
"Physic," Coeur spoke Into her headset, with a strllnge, uneasy 

calm, "geldown to engineering immediately. Newton, takeover 
engineering." 

"If only he'd got the annOlln place," Gyro !>ald. 
Coeur nodded. The ship's armor was thinner than the heavy 

ballie dress shell, but it had one thing the personal armor did nOl: 
Intricately crafted polyurethane mesh laden with hydrogen 011-
oms to Irap fast neutrons. Well-deslgned for that spedal role, It 
was nevertheless fairly thiCk and expensive, and the negligible 
protection it offered against dirKI enemy lire diKouraged battle 
dress designers from seeing It as a necesSity. 

~Sir," Deep Six said wfUy, "I think l'ved1scovered what caused the 
burst Some kind of object-probably an asleroid--<rashed into the 
planet and shot a plume of particles Into the magnetosphere. Quile 
pouibty the same object that shed the meteoroid we ran inlo.M 

"Thank you, Sixer. ThaI 'S useful to know. N 

But Coeur's attention, like Gyro's and Snapshot's, was less on 
why II had happened than on that il had happened-thaI, and 
the strangely peaceful face of BOOg('l that looked up at them 
when Gaffer gOI his private onto the lower de<k and PhY11c rushed 
into the repressurized engine room with Newton. 

Strangely peaceful, and dead . 



Chapter 
Five 

Although ~t had a modem dispensary, and Physic was 
(amlnarwlth pmcedures to reduce theeffecu oflornzlng radiation 
in Ihe body, one look at Blldger was enough to tell her they were 
too late. WIth the enhanced s\tength of his own battle dres.s, 
Gaffer prled open the private's sui t \0 gel Its In !dIaled m etzll away 
from him, but PhYlk's poc:kel medical Kanner confirmed the 
WO~L 

" It look!> bad. All hi1 intI! fnal organs were cooked by radiation." 
"There must be wmething you can do," Gaffer ~Id. ~he was 

only out there II few mlnutes . ~ 

" I'm sorry, ~ Physic said, standing and pocketing her 011l9n01. 
tJc computer. ~He's dead already. SuI that ~ult of his Is pretty hot; 
I wouldn't leave It In the ship." 

"What about Badger?" Calfer said. " \s he nldloactlve]" 
"'No, not too bad---ll's the metal In his suit we have to worry 

about. Youl'lis fine, as long as you change it fOf /Iva< suit and 1tow 
It In an empty comp.ulmenl. His, I'd just as soon Uvow owr· 
board.-

~Under~tood," Gaffer said, hl1 face unreadable behind the 
lowered vlwr of his armor, but hu voice sllff and deliberately 
convofled . "" flspace the suit: Which he dkt. After he emerged 
'rom the starboard airlock, he fourod Red Eye and the remainder 
01 the drop troops. 

"HOW's he doing?'" the gunnery Rrgeant asked. 
"He didn't make It" 
"Oh God," Widget murmured. 
-look,." Gaffersald, U\look mylfmlt forthe day, but there's sllil 

a piece of huff plate that needs ~urln9Iopslde . Red E~, take a 
detail and fix It." 

"Understood," Red E~ said, raisIng a ponderous armored arm 
to salute. 

"Maybe I should look alter the sergeant. .. Wkiget SUggMled. 
""m all right-Gaffer protested. 
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"I think she should be the judge ol lhat," Red Eye countered. 
"Really, sergeant," Widget said, ~radiation 1ickness Is nothing 

to mess around with." 
"Fine--fine-" Gaffer ~Id, "juslg el up Ihere and lilt that hull! 

Badger ... Badger gave his nle for il." 
"Don't worry," Red Eye said, "we'll be done before you know 

It." 

With maneuver power res tored, Coeur made promptly away 
from the worst zone of Induced radialion and down toward 
Novolen's south pole, where super$OniC winds prevalent else­
where on the p lanet fell to a speed the little Ship could manage 
tor skimming. True to their pledge, Red Eye'swor',( gang secured 
a hull patch within minutes of beginnin9 their work, and the 
ooce-again-streamlined Nome! raced on Into the dark bowels of 
the gas giant below. 

AlOng the way, RCN fougode, one of Zloga's two s}'$ tem 
defeme boalS, began powering toward Home! from the nearest 
orbit to oHer ass iHance, but Coeur waved her off. 

"Thanks for the offer, g uys, but nonced 10 tie you down hNe, 
We're in good order and maneuvering under our own power. U 

From 20 million kilometers away, Fougode\ reply took two­
and·a·half minutes to come back. 

"Roger, Homel, underitood. We'll monitor your chann~ until 
yoo jump, though, all the same." 

"We apprKiate il. HOffl(>t OUI." 

Her positive comments \0 the 50B notwithstanding, Coeur 
was tempted to turn lhe ship away and make her best speed for 
Zloga on the fra( tional fue/remaining after jump. She d id not 
need Deep 5ix, however, to (akulale the time to a planetary 
intercept with the fuel remalniog_ eeks at ben. 

"Everybody dies sometime," Coeur lold the navigator later, as 
their ~hip raced through the lightnlng-tiddled methane-ammo­
nia murk at Novolen'~ pole. - It just shouldn't be like that.­

"Our grealest poeu often speak of tragedy like thiS, ~ Oeep Six 
~id, "allemptlng to find meaning in the lives of beings destroyed 
by ci((umstance." 

"What meaning is that?" 
'"Mostly that tifl.' is meanlngless-al least on an individual 

leveL" 
"That helps." 
Deep Silt paused a moment b(!lore bringing up a sensitive 

issue that custom demanded addressIng. 
"Sir, it occurs to me that the privale had no family, and 
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requested burial in space II the circumstance arose. Mayl aswme 
Ihat we will hold such II ceremony on the way to lump point?" 

"Yes. II's eight hours to jump poinl from here, sowe'U do It at 
the start of the morning watc h," 

"If it will hel p, sir, I cou ki look up an appropriate theological 
observation for you to delive(," 

Coeur smiled, lor the first time in houf5. 
"That's okay, Sixer.I'm sure I'll think of somethIng to say." 

When Vega Zorn- Ihen, as now, wanted by the Coalition­
had returned Coeur and Drop Kick to the Coalltion f\(>el at Rllrwo 
months earlier, she was disinclined to stay and chat. InSlead, she 
put the Arse and Marine in the emergency low berth of a three· 
ton life-raft and stayed ir'Hystem juSllong enough to dump them 
overboard and hurry b~k to jump space on her fuel reservt. 

Fortunately for Coeur and Drop KiCk, Homet herself was on 
hand to rescue and revive them, giving Crowbar an unexpected 
tOy to play with-the life·raft' ~ low berth. Umafe tocilrry regular 
passengers in, il nevertheless gave Homel the useful abi\\ty to put 
lulUre casuall ie~ ~on ic e ~ for laler treatment, and the engineer 
event ually Installed il In a starboard compartment once set aside 
for the tramport of live-but frozen-livestock. 

Given the suddenness of Badger's death, mllnyof his mates­
led by Snapshot-advoCilted laking Ilis body Ilome on Ice. Physic, 
however, Wil~ adamanllhat his body was irrevocably dead, and 
a t any I.lle hh o rgam were useless for transplantation. As per his 
wit!, he would be spilced witll full honors. 

Among the Clew, only Crowbar (In sick bay), Deep Six .lind 
Nl'Wton (at watch on the bridge and engine room) were not in 
attendance when the corpse, dres~ed in parade uniform and 
sealed In sturdy plastic. was la'ld in the port airkx:k, jun ahead of 
Snapshot's WHet. Using Dawn l eague custom as their precedent, 
they lined the corridor abah the lock in order of rank: Coeur and 
Phy'iic first, then the gunners, then the ~ergeants Drop KIck, 
Gaffer and Red Eye, and finally the rest allhe Marines. 8yaccident 
or de~ign, this mixed the three cavalry corporals in among their 
infantry counterparts far the Ii!}t time as a group, and the two 
women Me«:y and Widget found themselves diKUHing how 
tittle either of them re~lty knew about 8adger wllile the sergeants 
and Coeur went over tast·minute det~\ts togelher. 

"\ didn' t know him very well," Mercy said in a whisper, "but 
he seemed like a nice guy. Weren't you two in the same unitr' 

"The same training section, yes, led by Red Eye. Fubar and 
Cremlin were in Caffer's section. ~ 
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Mercy gave a glance at the mUKolar Fuwr and balding 
Gfemlin, Through overheard comments between Snap~hot and 
her own sergeant, Drop Kick, M~rcy suspected these two had 
enjoyed their Sergeant Gaffer's ridln<] of Badger-though loy was 
presently far-fema¥«! from the grim aspect 01 their faces . 

Snap~hot. meanwhile, showed no obvIOus emotion of any 
10:;100. Whereas Gyro stood at relaxed parade rest. legs apart and 
hands crO)$ed behind her back, Snapshot stayed at full attentlon, 
hands al her sides and eyes turned right to the open Inner door 
of the adjacent airlock. Yet, 10 a person familiar with the 
Oriflammen-that singular people who survived near-global 
extinction through sheer grit and were beholden to no man Of 

creature for that survival-there was a deeper emotion than grief 
or sorrow in Snapshot's demeanor. 

Respect. 
hActua"y, H Widget said, "none of us knew him that well. The 

skipper a~ked me what I remembered about him since we were 
In boot camp togelher, but I couldn't think of much." 

"Loner?" 
"No, not (eally. It's just that ... well...he d idn' t seem to cafe 

much about making friends, Of mowing off, or bitching about the 
DI." 

''What's leh7" 
NTralnlng, I guess. He did like the technical stuff." 
NSa what was he doing In the infanoyr Whiz Bang asked, 

bending past Bongo lind Mercy to address Vv'Idget while remain­
ing in line. 'Why didn't he join the Nary?" 

"Sea Gypsies are usually blackballed from the Nary, N Widget 
answered. "He probably figured Ship's troops was the roule to 
honors and oes .... 

Seeing the sergeants breaking away from Coeur and returning 
to their places, Mercy stifled funher comment. Since Badger had 
not enlisted In the Arses (who, Marines joked, would take anyone 
with a pulse-.and weren' t that picky about !he pulse), Mercy 
suspe<ted that space duty alone was not his objective. 

Sad, Mercy thought, thoro kid like that hal 10 die to belJealed 
with 50me dignity. 

''Fallin'" Gyro mddenty snapped, and all hands came to sharp 
<'mention in a single line. A moment later---a moment weighted 
with hea")' silence-Coeur took a step away from the line and 
tumed 180 degrees to face the crew. 

Unlike Snapshot, who betrayed no emotiOn, Of Gaffer, whose 
jaw was set inacast of hypercoolrol, Coeufwore a thoughtful and 
introspective expression, a~ if she were sliII considering what to 
say. She did r.ot, at any f2lte, have any notes to read from . 
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NDear comrades, N she said finally, liftil1g her eyes, "we are 
gathered here to pay our last respects to Private First Class Kelly 
Reyes-Badger- who gave his lile in defense of his $hip and her 
crew. 

"To be perfectly frank, no one on !hIs ship seems to have 
known Badger very well . He ptetty much did his job and left 
everyone else alone to do theirs. It is not my belief, however, that 
Badger lived an empty or meanIngless life. Those who knew him 
best attest that his abiding ambition was success as II ship's 
trooper, apparently wIth the ultimat.e objectJve of earning a 
commission. It was not an obvious goal-he dIdn't proclaIm it 
loudly or adveoise it to everyone he mel-but I believe it defines 
lhe lile and charac lerollhis man. 

"Badger was only 20. He had no famlty to speak of, and his 
home was pretty bleak. Badger's eyes, therefore, were on the 
future, and ind eed, I have never met a man who was so perfect 
a metaphor for all of us. Our past- the world my generation left 
us--is a barren wasteland, and therefore, like Badger, we tum 
away from the past and look forward to the future, with the faith 
!.hat our work will build a bener age. 

~Slnce Badger did not exprrn a religious preference, It Is not 
our place to commend his sOlJ I to any paradise or heaven of 
human conception. Nevertheleu, it is entirely fltting that we 
sustain his memoryin ourthought.s and commend his body to the 
boundless depth~ of space, as was his desire. 

~let us bow our heads a moment,. then,. to formulate our 
thoughts in silence." 

Led by Coeur's example, the Arses and Marines then bowed 
their heads, looking up only after Coeur raised her own head and 
spoke to Gyro. 

"Order." 
~Company," the executive officer boomed, "hand salutel" 
The ollsembled crewcomplied with crisp pre<:ision, and Coeur 

turned again to face the airlock and clo~e the Inner hatch. A 
second keypad imlruction then cycled the airlock to one-quarter 
pressure and shut off gravity in the chamber so that Badger's 
body wOIJld float out gently on the gush of air drawn by vacuum 
through the opened outer iris valve. 

Though II was not spoken, all understood that Badger's body 
would not drift forever in the boundless dep\h~ of space. Instead, 
it would eventually spiral Into the atmosphere of Novolen, where 
friction would incinerate lIle body more completely than any 
terrestrial cremation furna ce. 

"Ready, front.~ Gyro said after a decent Interval, "stand at 
ease," when the outer iris valve was heard to shut and the airlock 
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began to repressurize. Stili at the airlock controls, however, Coeur 
did not yet dl~mtss the company, and Mercy caught a curiou~ 
movement to her right Shihlng her ~es figh t, she caught the 
end 01 a silent statement from Snapshot to the dead Marine, 
expressed In theArulan gestural language lurned by many.Arses 
and Marines for silent line·ol-sight communication. 

"'ortweli. I hope it's beller on l~ olh4!r- side . .. 
"Amen," Red Eye seconded. 
"Company dismissed," Coeur saki. 

After the aMembly broke up, molt 01 the Marines and Arses 
re turned promptly to their duty stations-the ship was, after all, 
nil! within the g raVity well 01 a d llngerous gas glanl. A lew were 
later than others to leave, offering last·minute condolences to the 
survMng drop troops. Being ~t's captain, Coeur remained 
on hand after everyone ebeleft, Ina gesture 01 respect for Badger, 
eventually finding hef'5eif alone with the only other person 
compelled by courtesy to remaIn on hand. 

" I heard you talking to Phy:'iic," GaHer said. "It s.ounds nke 
Crowbar's going to make it." 

"Yeah, but he always was a lucky cuss. I'm almost tempted to 
think she's keeping him in bed to keep him from looking over her 
~hOulder when she stands the jump watch." 

"Are all the Jump watches cOllered1" 
"Yeah. Physic, Gyro and Newton can cover It. Physic did want 

to know if you could let Widget go, though, to keep an eye on 
Crowbar for a couple of day:'i." 

~Oh, sure. No problem .... 
ByCaffer'spemive e)(preuion, Coeu r suspected he wanted to 

uy something more, bUl wasn' l quite ready to corne to the point . 
~You know, skipper, that WM a nice eulogy you sald lOt 

Badger, short and to the point. I think he would have appre<.iated 
il." 

"Maybe he did appreciate- il." 
" His soul, you me-an?" 
Coeur nodded once-. 
"I wasn' t much on church myself, a~ a kid," Gaffer ~ald , "OOt 

I got religion the 1i~ l time we had lille fire over our head~ at boot 
cam p.'" 

"We got toskipthat at Scout school, " Coeur said, "btlt I know 
what you mean." 

"I've heard that a lot of Remnants have Ifouble with the Idea. 
of God, '" Gaffer went o n, "what wilh Virus killing pract ically 
everyone atlke---you know, good and bad." 
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"That doesn't seem fair to Cod, H Coeur $uggested. "II was 
humans who programmed Vlru~ to kil~ after all.'" 

Gaffer shN9ged. "True. Say, skipper," GaHer said, as if just 
remembering something. ''I've been thinking about the mess 
arrangemenu.1f yovdOfl't mind, I'd like tostaM having my troops 
take their mess with the crew and c~valry ~ections-for the 1ake 
of morale," 

" Sounds fine. Thought about having your people drill with 
Drop Kkk's, t001" 

'" was going to delay that until we got closer to Mex1t, but it's 
probably a good Idea to get them used to working together. You 
never know when something unexpected'S going to happen." 

"No, you don't: 
" By the way. " Gaffer said, "'would you like me to modify the 

rO~ler lor cleanup duty In the galley? You know, to include my 
lfOOperlr' 

"AClUlllly, we don', reaUy have a r~ler. We Just use fevel'Se 
alphabetical order, ~ the person closest to the end 01 the 
Alphabet cleans up the galley n~I. ~ 

~Hm. Sounds simple enough.~ 
"It started on our last voyage, when Whiz Sang suggested 

alphabelkal order with Bonzo nrst. ~ 
Gaffer grinned. 
~Funny. I suppose Badgf'rwould hlIve had (he duty la~t If he'd 

lived .~ 

'"Yeah, I suppose he would." 



Chapter 
Six 

Since I10Inet had a full complement 0116 with Gaffer's !loopS 
Included, the need to break men Into sections was even more 
paramount after C;)ffe('s troop~ stopped taking their rnl!SS sepa· 
rate!y In the loft. In the end, Red Eye and Gremlin ale with Coeur 
and Drop Klck'~ group, while Gaffer, Fubar and W'ldget pined II 
second group four hOI)~ later. 

Early In the seven.day tran~ 1 to Oriflamme. that second group 
was reinforced by ill new member-Crowbar, back on his lut 
lifter a mere two da~ In skk bay, accompanied by Vv'ldget. 

"How're you doing. Crowbar?" Gyro asked, standing up 
along with her four human mates In the lounge for breakfast. 
Deep Six and Newton, also there, were leu certain about the 
human custom 0: showing respect by standing and simply 
refrained from starting In on the ~als on their trays. 

"I'm doing fine, " the gangly englnHr said, shooing away 
Widget as slie attempted to keep a ~upportlng Nnd on his elbow. 
"Jeel., It's Mt like an engineer's not going to take allttJe Juice now 
and then." 

"A little?" Widget said. "That wII1 30,000 volts l" 
"Yeah, but at low amperage," Crowbar said, making for the 

autogalley to secure a meallrllY. ~ Belleve me, if \.he main power 
line surged, all you would 've found was II black spoton the deck." 

"Crazy old fart, " Widget mumbled,falling in behind Crowbar 
to get her own tray and join him at the table. 

~Well. I'm Jus( glad 10 ,ee you're well," Gaffer said, ~tting 
down along with the Olhe." and roli}ing his mug. "To IIbsent 
Irlends." 

"To absent friends, " Ihe lounge echoed . 
" Indeed, It is good to see you lire tully functional," Deep Sill 

said, pausing a further moment before }tartlng In on his bowl of 
krill pudding. 

"Oh, I'm flne.! un't wail 10 see what Newton and Gyro here 
have done to my engine room." 
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"You may rest secure In the knowledge thai II Is Inta<1 and 
secure," Newlon replied, eerily typing lUI Into iU ~ranslatorwlth 
one arm as It fed fermented shellfish Intolfj cloaca underthe table 
with another. Ttw cloaca, a single oriflce In the bottom of the 
Hiver's body, served many funclions-among !.hem Ingesting 
food, laying larvae and eliminating waste-but speech was not 
among its funclions. Thus, a Hiver could talk and eat slmulla· 
neously, feeding itself with one arm ar.d operating its translator 
with another, whiCh was just one small reason why humans 
viewed their Hlver comrooE!1 as being extremely weird . 

~Don't forget abool PhY5k," Gyro said . ·She took over the 
third watch," 

"Yeah, I heard," 
"Oon'tget me wrong," Gaffer Interjected. "but pel1Onally, I'll 

feel ill 101 btnerwtlen Wi! don" have: tohavt our doc!OI' watCh the 
jump drive," 

"'Why?" Newton asked. "Is her performance def'lcientl ~ 
"You have to forgive the sergeant,'" Widget !ald. '"He'!onf of 

thme whO thinks people ought 10 stay In their uslgned pllKe." 
"Well, I'm not fossilized,'" Galfer said, "l luS! think wme people 

are better suited to some things, and some people are better 
suited to ot her things.N 

NI belleve r understand," Newton said. "However, Physic Is an 
accompnshed master of quantum cakulu$ and dlfferentJal matll· 
ces.-both key to comprehension 01 the jump governor." 

The crew at the table ab:mrbed this, then looked at GaHer. 
"Okay, so maybe she's ooe of those people who are good at 

two things. of 

In~, the other humans chuckled, and Deep SUt chittered, 
exprasng the amusementlhal only Newton d"dn', ~are In. Typical 
01 its race, Newton never- appeared to be amused by anything. 

""You think that's odd," Widget said. "'Just ask him his opinion 
about women In combat." 

"Now, corporal," Gaiter !.aid, "we have gone over that My 
Opinion is not that unuwar. N 

"What Is your opinion, sergeant?" Gyro asked. 
"I happen to think, '" Gaiter said, choosing his words (arefully, 

"!haton the whOle, taken as a group, men are much better sulltd 
to the Infantry than women. Mind you, I didn't say every MOS, 
just infantsy'-

"Hmm," Gyro said. ~t about you, Fubarl" 
"I don't have any opinion," Fubar answered. "Just doesn't 

bother me one way or the other." 
"All right, sergeant,." Gyro said, "why do yOU thInk women 

aren't wiled for the Infantry?" 
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"Wel', there's the physicaldem:lf'lds alit. tor one thIng . Widget 
here's a good trooper-Vie can do the drill with any man-but 
thal's unusual. Most women don', have the upper body slIength 
to ~fVe as Infantry l(oope~.· 

'" am curious," Newlon said. "Given the b road range of 
ph)l$kal ability among human beings from different pianeU, and 
the capacity of baUiedress to magnify the wength and stamIna 
of any individual, is it legitimate to generalize about differences 
In capacity between the human sexesr 

Since Hive~ had Of'Ily one sex-indeed, they all dropped a 
larva every month whether they had (onla( 1 with o ther Hivers Of 

not-Gyro and Crowbar could only auume the concept of sex 
was as weird to them as, well, Hiven W('fe 10 humam. 

"'You rea.lIy have it In for me, don't you?" Gaf1er muttered. 
"Plr.ne clarify," Newton requested. 
~ Forget it. AriY""ay, it'~ not the only Issue. Even today, womer, 

are affected by a monthly hormone! cycle that can be disruptive 
to dixipline and good order under certain circumstances.~ 

"Indeed," ~ep SiJl; said. ""Sut is it not true that the male 
hOrmonal cycle nuc tuales daily, causing unptooictable varial ion~ 
in aggre~ion and hostility?" 

Gaffer simply glowered at the Impassive Schalli. "I wouldn't 
know about that fancy ~tuff. I only know how men fight." 

"You know, it's funny," Crowbar said. ~Back when ' was a 
lancer, we C'lme across a high. tech boneyard thal llied to deal 
with that ~ame issue. f rom the records, we plecro together thai 
they had a big problem with violent crime before the COllapse, 50 
the government put a chemical in the water suppty to suppren 
male hormones." 

" Did it 'NOrk? " Fubar asked. 
"WO!II, not exactly. Apparently, therp was a measurable de­

(teasp in violent c.rime, but then the pubtic found o ut about the 
plan and burned down the capital. Kind of make} )'Ou wonder 
how m uch biology h responsible lor aggrpssion. H 

Widget and GytO }miled, but didn't comment. 
"fine,'" Gaffersaid, "' I gi~ up. YOu believe whatever you want 

to believe." 
" It is an intr ig uing idea, " Newton said. "That by such a simple 

agency, a prime cause of violence could bp removed from human 
SOCiety." 

"I don' , like the sound 01 that." Crowbar said. "You' re not 
plotting anything, clre your 

NNegative, Crowbat, ~ Newton replied. ~ AJ. you alluded, hu­
man behavior i5 fa r too comple.ll to be amenable to such simple 
Chemkal manipulation." 
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HQuite so, H Deep Six agreed. 
lNhelher or not the nonhumans were Just being pollte to their 

human mates Crowbar couldn't tell, but he didn't pUrlue the 
que~lion an)' further, and the matter was dropped. 

Only Gaffer, mindful of the example of the boneyard, kept a 
wary eye on Newlon. 

The worst thing about being an artist, Coeur believed, was 
being a~ed fOf pi< tures by your Iriends: them, their dog, their 
best friend, elc. But Coeur had takM up ~inOng for her own 
recreation and tended to discourage such frivolous requests by 
doing what she'd done with Drop Kic:k-asklng lor appropriate 
payment up front. 

Yet Coeurwas willing to make an exception fo r aworthy cause. 
~ So, H Physlc Sil id, stepping into Coeur's stateroom, ~you said 

the picture was finished?" 
H Actually. it's been finished for a couple of hours," Coeur said, 

standing up from the chair at herde.sk, "but I figured I'd leI ildry 
fl~t. You want to see it? ~ 

~S ure I want to see it." 
"Okay, ~ Coeur said, (fo~ing OYer to her easel and liltlng up 

the protective flap over the canvas. 
"Wow, that is nice." 
Coeur shrugged, regarding her own painting with a detached 

and critical eye. A compOliUon In acrylic blue, black and sliver, it 
featured the circular man-wheel symbol of the Anes alongSide a 
Homet in flight, all above a simple inscription: 

RCS HORNET 
10161 

C.WfA(ULfM 

"Well, I've got to admit, ~ Coeur said, '"it Is a blt 01 a stretch. I 
usually do I(lndscllpes. ~ 

"Could have fooled me, ~ P¥c oHered. '" I think It's fin e," 
"Thanks. You know, I think you' re right; it's about time we had 

a unit patch. '" 
"Well, I think so, '" Physic said, '"although t'w gollo admit, I 

nI!'Vl'f lhoughtl 'd be spending Ihls much time with the Homet. 
What has it been, about a year since we fl~t clime aboard]'" 

II About that, yeah. But I su ppose there's wo(SI': places to spend 
a year." 

"Llke with my husbandr Ph~ic inked . 
~ Hey, II Coeur said, raising her hands, "I didn' t say It.'" 
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"No, you're right, " Physic said. "On bolonc#, It '5 been a good 
time . .. 

Yes, Coeurtho!J9ht. onbo/anc#. Buf whofaweighf Physk hos on 
the down side of !he balonce-all fhoU! Hivm she couldn't soY(>, 
seeing her husband go fO prilon, having kinO( die In her orms .. 

Coeur arrested that thought there, however. Hergreat regret 
from the past year WM being away from Homel when Seinor 
died- ScisIDr, the Hiver who'd offered Coeur command of 
Homel in the fif'5t place. 

"You know," Physic ~ald, moving elmer to examine the 
painting.. " there's only one thing that bothef'5 me about this 
emblem-the latln motto I chose. ~ 

" It ~ supposed to say 'beware of the sting: lso' t it7"" 
"Yeah, either that or 'beware of her 1Ung.' but unlortunately, 

It's been a w hile since we doclo~ were required to ltudy UUn." 
Coeur chuckled. 
"Well, look on the bright sld~lnce it's i dead language, 

\here won' t be any Romans to compll1ln I1bouIIL" 
"True." 
"So what's the plan from here?" Coeur I1sked, tl1king the 

canvas off its easel and handing it to Physk. 
"let's see," Physic said, taking the picture. "The fi rs t thIng I'll 

do Is take this over to Newton and have him laser scan it. After 
that, we'll load the image into a fabric emulalor and use that to 
render our patches." 

"Oh, that's too bad . I thought you were going to sew them by 
hanc!." 

Physk aimed a dubioos expression at Coeur. 
"Yeah, right." 
"Sorry, forgot you had a life . Carry Of\. doctor." 
Physic offered a courteous salute and then departed, carrying 

the painting carefully under her arm. 

Since it was 1400 hours when P~c left Coeur's stateroom, 
the doctor exp«ted the lower deck forward com partments of 
Homel to be empty. 'v'Vhile HorMt wa~ in the hole, this was the 
Ume of day when Gaffer's Marines would be drlmng In the loft. 
Drop IOc\('s people would be performing maintenance on their 
vehicles in the hold, Snapshot would be on the bridge, and Gyro 
would be in the engine room, relieving the sleeping Crowbar. 

Which is 0 pily, Physlc thought, linu ' thought up the design for 
Ihis palch and ,'d like 10 show It off. 

Considering how much work Coeur had pu t Into the painting, 
though, Physic decided not to lake a detour through engineerIng 
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or the cargo hold and ri~k damaging the Image. instead, she 
proceeded su-aight-away to the open door of Newton's dimly lit 
stateroom/wofkshop, fascinated by the jumpflre visible through 
Its ...... ndCWI. Newton preferred to keep its lighting low 10 aide in 
its viewing of the cfa<;kling spark5 o uUlde. 

~Good," Newton said, turning away from its large in-board 
window when it heard Physk knock, "I see you have the 
painting." 

"Yep," Physic said, "fresh from the captain. So, are you ready 
to scan in" 

"Actually, no. During our last communication, I neglected to 
infOfm you that the Shipboard mainlenanc e S(hedule requires me 
10 inspect the water supply at 141 S hours everyday. However, I 
~houkl be able to complete the task quIckly and return in a brief 
span of minutes to help you scan the Image:' 

"Well, I suppose I could do it myself," Phy~ic said, "except I 
can't read the ideograms on your scanner." 

"Plea~e," Newton ~a ld, interposing h~elf between iu laser 
~canner and the doctOf, "do not anempt to use It yourself. The 
last human who attempted that burned out a bank 01 resislol'$, 
and il cosl me my neSI credit for a montil to replace them." 

~Oh, well, in that case, maybe 1'II)ust wait for you. " 
"A prudent choice," Newton said. " I shall return momen­

tarily." 
And just like that, Nwwton wa~ off, not ~o much as offering the 

human a chair belore it left. Association with the Hivers accus· 
tomed Ph~ic to such behavior, however, and she invited herself 
to a seat in a lold~own human chair recessed Into the wall 
opposite the stateroom's giant window, one that Incidentally 
gave her a viewof the port fork corridor Newton had passed Into. 

WeI!, what about that? Physic thought,. noting a steaming plate 
of what appeared 10 be corndogs on a low table near her chair. 
Sm elling their deep·fried aroma, she remembered she had not 
yel had lunch. fUMY 'thaf Hiver1 have acquired 0 (aste (Of a human 
food. I wonder if he'd mind if I look one? 

She set down the painting so It wouldn't get greasy and 
reached lor one of the corndogs. AlthOugh lacking the handle 
inserted into the human versloos, It was otherwise Identical in 
smell and appearance to the carnival snackS Physk remembered 
from her youth. WI~hing for some mu~tard, the doctor bit Into the 
corndog and was pleasantly surpri~ed by the rich flavor. She 
Iook('d at the Inside 01 the COl nOOg. now cross-sectioned by her 
bite. It's liifed with cheese Of somefhing. 7hal's a nice louch. 

Feeling a little rude at having eaten Irom Newton's lunc h 
without asking permiuion, Physic bo~d down the remainder, 
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slightly burning the roof of her mouth with the cheesy fill ing that 
squ itted out. I 'NOnderif the filling WlJl a human wggesUOn ora H/vtr 
addition? Seems kind at frivoJous for lhe Hlvm to hav~ done 
themselves. /'11 hoYe 10 find our from Newton. 

The reappearance of Newton I moment later offered the 
chance of a direct answer to !hllt que.sUon, but, as Physic uw, 
Newtonwas not quite done with Its WOI'k.lhe ship'swaler supply 
was acceued through a recessed panel In the corrldor adjacent 
to Newton's stateroom, so she presumed the Hiver was adding 
some son of anlj·bOKteriologlcai agent to the water when It lifted 
11 one·liter boule to an acC65 pan lind poured Its cootenu in. 

And then she !MlW Gaffer . 
Unaware. perhaps, that Physic was watChing him from the 

darkness of Newton's room, Gaffer hunkered low behind the lip 
of the nearest bulkhead Iris valve---1 S mete~ away- training a 
small camera on the seemingly oblivious NewtOfl . Gaffer reo 
malned there only a moment, dipping back below the lip of the 
iris valve seconds after Physic Spoiled him, and the doclor was 
keen 10 think she'd been hallucinatif'.g untll Newton returned to 
his room and she asked him about it. 

~Newton," she said, "did you notice that Gaffer was out there 
taking pictures of you?" 

~Yes," Newton said, setting the empty bottle on a low table. 
"He did that yesterday, as well.~ 

"Well. isn't that kind of stranger 
"To be hOnest, doctor, the machinations r:J the mifrtary mind 

are svange to me . Doubtles5, it was part of «>me lac\kal exerche 
he was running with his lIOOps." 

"Oh, yeah, I hadn' t thought of that." 
"A trivial matlet, at any rale." Newton said. "Now let us 

proceed with the productlon of our patches." 
"Oh, wah Jusl a minute," Physic nld, puttlng out a hand 10 

stop Newton. " I was going to ask you about your comdogs. I 
know I ShOuld have a~ked befOfe I had one, bull'm curious, how 
did the Hivers wind up adding such a pecuflClrly human food 10 
their diet?" 

"Old you enjoy it?" 
"Yes, I did, th ank you." 
"How surpri$ing . Most hum ans profess 10 find lhem di~usi. 

1ng." 
"What 's In them7" 
" Nolhlng toxk, I as~ure you. It Is simply a variety of parasitiC 

segmented worm, much like yourTerfiln leeches, batter~ipped 
and fried." 

"ungh." 
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"They are qulle f IIKinaling. one of the mas I adapll .... e creatures 
I know of. Although introduced 10 wol1ds with w idely varying 
biochemistries, they are almost always able to t1nd a n!chl!' In the 
food<haln. Usually they gain entrance to large creatures through 
vulnerable areas such a~ the sensory organs, ()( digestive or 
reproductive openings. Here they creale colonies which Uve 
within open ~om,. wmelimes burrowing cJe.eper to feed on 
other organs. But when required, they life also able to !;Ub~11 1 

entirely on carrion or even excrement. And their delens~ 
abilities Ilre impressive as well." 

~No. really. that'sokay," Physic protested, waving her hand to 
stop Newton's explanation. 

"\oVhen threatened, they ~(ele a sheath 01 quIte aromatic 
mucus whIch-H 

Quite ins pite 01 herself, Physk suddenly threw upon Newton's 
floor. Immediately mortified by her response, she bent toelean it 
"po 

"Sorry." 
"That's quite all right," Newton said, keying a note Imo Its 

desktop computer with one hand while operatfng its translator 
with another. "In fact, of the six humans I have described this food 
to, you are the sixth to respond In that identical manner. 
Although It does make me wonder why the Ilhklur never react 
that way when we tell them what's In the 'corndogs:" 

"I'm glad to be of service, " Physk muttered weakly, but 
Newton did not appe~r to hear her, as it strok~ furious ly at Its 
computer input spheres. 

Perhaps J overdid if a li(/Ji!' this rime. I wonder if it was r~ porr 
about the mucus? 

Physic's incident with the corndog notwithst,mding, the 
ship's patch project proved to be a complete succen. Within a 
day, the colorful round patches were circu lated to an hand" and 
every member of the crew had afflxed one to at least one artkle 
of clothing--•• nually it vest and body sl~ve----by the time Ho((~t 
came out of jump at her next destinatJon: Orillamme . 

Beholding that ancient world for the first time, a world 
set tled so long before, Coeur could not help but think about the 
common suano' of heritage that linked lu people to her own 
homewOfld, Terra. About 1,500 years earlier, a consortium of 
Terran colonists-prlmarily Germans and RuMlans--booted the 
original inhabitanU off the planet. the perlonnel of a small VJlanl 
ootpost., and renamed it Nemyer in honor of their firstgovernor. 
Now, millennia later, empires had come and gone, but the 
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people of Nemyer remained, caNing out a Ilvlng on the hellish 
rock they renamed Qrlflamme--The Colden Flame-ln honor 
01 the founding 01 the Dawn league. 

Even from 100 dlametefl out, Coeur and Deep Six on the 
bridge of Hornet perceived the dIStinctive geography of the 
planet. Although only 41 percent of the surface was land, the 
area appeared greater since most of the land was concenlnlted 
In fou(great continentHlraddting the equator. Ina 4S.dayorblt 
around its dim orange sun, Oriflamme wu lucky not to be 
tidally locked, but even so the sea~onal hnUng and (001ln9 of 
each hemisphere sent wind and su currents whIpping through 
the straits and channels between the continents, dreulng the 
world In perpetual storm fronu and making safe travel any· 
where a dicey prospe<t at best. 

11'5 IW wonder, Coeur lhought, Ihol 90 percent 01 them wert 
killed when Virus hit. 

"Receiving the traffic beam, ~ Deep Six sald . "Dobraye 
Downport sends greetings and asks our Intentions." 

"COde 77," Coeur amwered. " Llai~n." 
Oeep Six re<ognlzed the CoalitIOn request for official contact 

and relayed It In turn. From 13 million kilometers away, a 
prompt respon~e would come In nine seconds, so a delay of 
almost five minutes suggested urgent off-ehannel communlca· 
tlons beln'g executed-the famous red tapt often alluded to by 
Snapshot. 

"Hornet, your code has been plocessed . Please dlsrtgilrd the 
general traffK beam and follow \.he beam at 120.6 megaherU 
to the lord Technarch'~ f~ld al Dobro>,e Downport." 

~Understood, Oriflamme Control. We will comply. Hornet 
out." 

Oeep Six then ~witched off the radio set. clearing the HUO 
before his nose toworkon the requhite course correction. It was 
elementary work beside the computation of a Jump plot, and he 
finished It In seconds so Coeur could p10mptlyexecute the new 
approach. 

"'The l o rd Technarch's Ilekt" Deep Six said. "I am im· 
pr~sed." 

"Are you reaily Impres.sed," Coeur asked, "or are you just 
practicing your hum"n idioms?" 

~No, I am impressed.~ 

lust aher coming down from orbit, Homel paSsed across • 
storm·wracked conlinental realm of rocb and wasteland with· 
out $0 much as a single city evidenl. 
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"That's Thron Desteufels," Snapshot said, looking at the 
same senSQ( images as Gyro and her mates on the bridge, "the 
Devll's Throne." 

"Sounds pleasant." Gyro replied. "That where you used to 
live?" 

" NO, nobody l iv~ up here. I used to live In Dobfoye. up 
ahead," 

like Auoo.ine's Brusman,. Dolxoye Starpon sat on lu world ', 
equator to give the advantage 01 rotational momentum to 
launc hing craft. That location, and a .sheltered harbor for the 
benefit of sea traHie, made the city of ]0 million a natural hub 
of commerce and government,. but it had Itl drawbackl; as well. 
Daytime temperatures routinely exceeded 60· C, and access to 
the restol West Zenlrum continent was tenuous, blocked to the 
north by a den~ rain forest and to the south by the granite 
peaks of Sredinnyy Khrebet, the Central Range . 

"Ah, home," Snapshot said, looking through her turret gun 
sight ~t th~ pr~chely ordered tr~ct.s of apartment hOUSing and 
Industrial parks that dominated the city. 

~That?'" Gyro asked. ~I always pictu red something more 
medieyal.~ 

~Just be(ause It's a feudal technocracy doesn't mean It's 
prlmitiye," Snapshot returned. 

"Yeah, I know. Sorry." 
Just then Hornet slowed for her final approach to the Lord 

Technarch's field, an area apart from the bullt.up center of the 
city but adjacent to both the starport and seaport doclu. Like 
any port area, this was heavily trafficked, but Oriflamme's Tl9 
did not yet allow mastery of HEPtaR technolOgy. Most of 
Oriflamme's alrcrah were therefore either aerodynamiC aircraft 
or helicopters of some wrt--albelt very advanced and efficient 
airplanes and helkopters. 

"You know, Gyro, on second thought, maybe It Is primitive,· 
Snapshot admitted, as Homerclrd ed ilround illow·flying squad. 
ron of burly Thunderchlcken attack helicopters lind settled to a 
landing behind the walls of her assigned berth. Ul'\like the 
regUlar commercial berths--protected by retractable tarps­
this one featured a roof 01 composite laminate armor a quarter 
of a meter thick, already rolled back to admit Horntt. 8elng 
mllny times thlcker-H less sophistk ated-lhan the armor of 
Hornet, Coeur suspected it would protect the ship I'\ot only from 
the elements but any hea'l)' artlilery shells that happ*!ned to fall 
In the area. 

-All right, Gyro,'" Coeur said, once the ship Will powered 
down and secure, '"here's the plan. Drop Kick and I will take the 
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air.raftovertoGovernment House, while you and the crew walt 
lor a shipyard crew to show up and evaluate our damage." 

"00 you think that's prudent, slr7 All we probably need is a 
permanent hu ll patch, and we could do that ourselves. ~ 

"A·hem." 
"Sorry, sir," Gyro said, recognizing the meaning of C~ur' s 

cough. " I suppose that would make it look like we don't trust 
thl."m to do some simple welding work.~ 

~Right. And that's not the impression we want to give. " 
"Understood. We'll follow the shipyard's recommendaUons." 
"Very good. But do keep an eye on them all the same .~ 
"'s shore leave authorized, then?" 
Coeur looked acros~ at Deep Six, who had dug up the 

appropriate library data on the subjec t. 
" I recommend that we remai .... on board," Deep Silo; said, 

"unless the shIp requires extensive repairs. Allhough we are 
allowed general acces~ 10 the enlire planet, local citizens are 
generally restricted to their own region, and you may be 
detained )f you are caught outside the starport wlthoul your 10 
card." 

"Well, at least the police are usua llynlce about Il," Snilpshol 
interjected. 

"That's okay," Gyro said. "We'll just stay with the ship." 

"On Orlflammen Charade' " 
(e;c(erpt from "A Vi5/tar's Guide to Oriflamme," 

published by the Coalition Infoner, Nt ' ) 
Porliculaflyil"l leeeni yeOrl, cililens of Auboifl('and her FecletOlist 

allies hove /x>(ome inorosingfYCOflCl'fned by Ori//{lmme 's seemingly 
willful self.in teres t, citing such examples as the use of Oriflammen 
Marines (umvpported oy Coo/ition partners) ro command and 
exploit stellor resources on (he BoC/c (oce 01 fhe RC 101 the benefi l 01 
Oriflommeolone. TheOrifJommen, however, lokeo different viev.'. In 
Iheif judgment, il is merely foir for them 10 be granted such 
independent license to moke up for the world 's r.echno/ogko/lag 
behind Auooine, and the genero l concentration of Coalition 015ets 
lowofd the (fOnt feKe. 

Sodologisu, 100, disogree on the issue 01 whether Oriflamme's 
society can be termed "expamionis!iC." Throughout the world's 
history, its harsh environment h05 encouraged the formation of a 
traditional comrrKlnd economy(whal is (timed feudollechfl()(rocy) 
(0 ensure thol key induwk>s ond seMct'"S are nJQinloifl('d. While 
private property ond /imileel free enlerptise do exiSf on Oriflamme, 
practically all economic activity is closely controlled by regional 
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Ie<;Morchs, responsible lor pteservalion of the lIodilionol status quo 
in production and diwiburion 01 goods. Individuol citizens do eam 
and saw money. and ewn e:>.ercise a cerloincontrol over their choice 
01 occupafion, but movement (,om one /echllOrch's domain 10 
onother is lightly controlled 10 pr(!jerve a reliable Iobor pool. The 
domains, in turn, observe lfodi/iofIQ/ customs regording imports and 
exports, with free market competition severely frowned ufX!n. 

In sum, Oriflamme is 0 very /rodi/ional world, and if is less likely 
tho/lu objective is overt expansion so much 051/ is preservation of 
iU /rodilionol r.oyol life. In Iht viewol monyOriflammrm, the high. 
mind~ Aubuni, wilh their imptO{fkol visionary schemes and /00-
great trust in the good intentions of/he mysleliOtlS Hivers, OTe poor 
candidates for leadersrnp 01 (he He. Therefore, they feel, as long as 
the RC looks to Auboine for leaderlhip, Oriflamme will be justified in 
tak ing ony steps necessary 10 pre~efYe rhe Integrity of her own 
sociery. 

Sinc.e Homer'sopen·topair-raft was stowed torward 01 the loh, 
Gaffer' ~ troopers quartered there were respon~ible tor preparing 
it lOt launch. like evc>rything thai the well-d ri lled l rooper~ were 
respoMible tor, it was done well-thealternafive being not todo 
it at all. 

~ How about that?" Coeur 5akl, settling inlO the pilot's seal 
be~de Drop Kick as the ~he ll over the air·raft bert h withdrew 
above lhem, "the tank's topped up, the turbine'~ rewing and the 
traffic net is already locked In.N 

~Yeah. Just a week training with us and already they're bette r 
Iroopel'\.~ 

~Yeah, right.~ 

Drop Kick took a deep breath 01 air then, wanting to seme its 
difference from Aubaine'~, 

~Sme ll somethingr 
"No, just wanted to feel hOw thin the air Is ," 
"It ~houldn't be that noticeable, H Coeur said, engaging the air· 

raft's contr3-grav and lihing them away from its ~rth. "We eased 
the ship dO'o ... n to 0.6 atm~pheres during the fUght." 

"Sorf)'. Force 01 habi t .... 
~Actually, it does have a unique smell, though, doe~'t it? Sort 

of fish mixed with smog , It must be great when the temperature 
maxes ou t." 

"O h, I don't know," Drop Kick ~id, ~I think a guy could g et 
used to it," 

Coeur smiled , 
"Yeah, I'll bet." 
Moments latef they were d('ar 01 Hornet, guided by Dobroye 
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Tri!lHk Controj on an automatic COUrle above the rooftops of the 
adjacent berths, allowing Coeur to relAX and look Around at the 
cfty. Although she had never ~en to Orlnamme, Coeur recog­
niZed lheir destination easily enough, towering over lesser struc­
turesln the center of the city 10 kilonwlerl away-Covernment 
House, the palace of the lord Te<:hnarch oIten featured In news 
coverage of the planet. 

"Beautiful, isn't It1" Drop Kick said_ 
'" was going to say repulsi\ft," Coeur replied. "But I gue)$ it Is 

a practical d~ign ." 

"Well, it would su~ make me sleep easIer." 
'"TOJe. ~ 

What Coeur's esthetic sense obJe<:led to was the profUSion of 
spikes and spires tl-.al seemed to nner every inch of the palace­
spiny protrusions that gave the building an aspect not unlike that 
o f a frightened porcupine, but effe<:tive enough in deterring !.he 
sort of drop assi!lult Gaffer's troopers specialized In. 

As the air-raft passed over the edge of the Lord Technarch's 
field, troops in ceramic body armorwilved to the air-raft from the 
top of a perimeter wall, signaling all·clear. 

"A lot of securIty here," Drop Kick observed. 
~ It's the rebels, probably."' 
"You don't think they'd hit the starport, do your 
Coeur looked around cautiously before answering-a need­

lell gesture of habit, sinc e they were 100 meters above the 
ground. 

"look. serg eanl, you don't want tosprei!ld thkS around, but the 
rebels aren't as quiet as you migh t think. Two month!. ago, this 
whOle port was shut dov.-n by a bomb threat." 

" It wMl" 
"A pubrrc ity stunt, I'm sure. But it could make our r«eption 

from Ihe government ffO~ty, If you know what I me!'n." 
"No, I don't know what)'Ou mean. You don' t think they think 

we have anything to dowilh the rebels, do you?" 
"Who knows. lust try not losayanything tha t makes them any 

more likely to think so.· 
Drop Kick nodded, then looked out the side 01 the air_raft. 

Scooting along at 80 kph, they were slillflve minutes from the 
palace, and Drop Kick's prolOf"lged silence led Coeur to ask about 
.some!.hing else that had been bothering her recently. 

~ Orop Kick, I've been worrying about Snapihol." 
"Why's that?'" the sergeanl asked, turning his head back. 
~It' s Badger. p.j far as' could tell, she was just aboul lhe best 

friend he had on the ship, and I'm worried that she's not more 
upset about his death.~ 
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"Oh, she's upset, all right," Drop Kick said. 
"How (an you tell?" 

Paul Brunette 

"It's II way ~he gets. Men of us-when we're upset,. we show 
It. Snapper-weU. she pac~ it away somewhere in the backo! her 
mind and unloads It later when It's not so painful. Like, take her 
last boyfriend, lor instance ... :" 

"Yes?" 
"Well, maybe I shouldn't tell you; It Is kind of personal." 
Coeur shrugged. 
"Oh, all right, .. he said, "il'5 not thai penonal. I alwa~ knew 

there was some other guy she'd been with here on Oriflamme, 
bulshe said almost nothing about him . Then, one day we get to 
ta lking about ourfuture and she just unloads on this guy-about 
how he was /I jerk and he cheated on her and so forth . Evidently, 
he's really gotten under her }kin." 

"Hm." 
"That was the only time she talked about it, though . It's likeshe 

took the emotiOn Qutafitscloset, aired It out a bit, then put It right 
back where it came from." 

"So what you' re saying, then, i~ thai I ~houldn't WOlry aboul 
her." 

Drop Kick nodded. "BaSically, yes." 
"Fine." 
MomenlS later, close to their destination, the air.raft lowered 

itself to a few meters above the ground, and the looming ~hadow 
of Govemment House passed over Coeur and Drop Kick, chilling 
them despite the balmy weather of the region. Close-defeme 
ca nnons, guided by radar, tracked them ominously as they came 
over the palace grounds, and a voice from the air-raft computer 
told Coeur to be alert that lar.ding was imminent. 

less sophisticated than Auooine's lIatflC net, Oriflamme's 
could only guide them into the area of their destination. l anding 
required Coeur to take active control a~ they powered Into an 
open bay near the base of a peripheral tower. Complcuously, 
most of the parked craft she maneuvered to avoid were not 
nalive, being rather hlgh·tech ... ~detS and g<arriers In the ~iiver 
painl 01 the lord Technarch's house. 

"Don't wOrry, we'll park Itl" an Oriflamme Marine lieutenant 
with a clipboard yelled, rushing over from the shelter of an 
equipment bay as Coeur came to a stop. 

"UeulenantD' Esprit, " Coeur w,id, stepping outol the air-raft., 
"Coalition Exploratory ServiCe." 

The lieutenant gave a cursory salute and then looked at his 
clipboard as Drop Kickstarted around the otherside of the air-raft. 

"Lt. Antonov. You are from RCS Homet, correctr 
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-Affirmative." 
"Very good. Lord Me5trovk:. has Instructed me to convey you 

to his offi<.e. This way." 
Orop KICk barely got around the air-raft before AntoncN 

wheeled about and began marching across the g raled deck 
plating of the bay. Hastening aJter him, Coeur and Drop Kick 
found therruelves brought up to an Impressive security statlorl, 
where more troo~ in body armor examined their Coalition 10 
cards and subjected them to relina scans In bOth eyes. 

"I've gol. to hand It 10 you," Drop Kick said to MtOnov 
afterward, blinking his eyes as they made for an adjacent elevator 
bank, "you are thorough." 

Antonov did not comment. Ooubllffi, Coevr reasoned, the 
government was concerned about people having new eyes 
implanted to 1001 their semors, and scanned both ¥s accord­
Ingly. 

Impressively, the elevatorwas a lastmaglevsystem, capable of 
moving into side corridors as well as up and down. The cab 
~tjvered them to a distant part 01 the palace within seconds.­
after alternately preuing them tOWltrd the back of the cab and 
down to'Nard the floor with lu acceleratIOn. 

I guess they hoven 't quite rna slered Inertial compematlon, Coeu r 
thought 

"Come," Anlonov said. 
The afea he led them into wu coruplcuously businwlike, a 

waiting area with artistically molded blackde~kscounterpolnling 
rosewood wall panels and brass fittings. Populated by a nOllf­
dozen young men and women in business dress, It gave the 
impression of nOlnlng quite ~ much as a modern corporate 
office. What was c onspkuously absent were windOM. Consistent 
with the defensive architecture of Governmen( Hou~e, Coeur 
~u~pected they were low in the center of one of the towers. 

"Office Director Ga~hugam," Antonov said to a woman wIth 
a severe haIrcut, "these are personnel from the starshlp Homet." 

"Very good. HislOldship h e>epe<ting them." 
$liH as ever, Antonov wheeled again OInd departed. 
~This way, ~ Gashugam said, standing from ner de$!< and 

escon.ing Coeur and Drop Kick inlo the office of Ihe Lord 
Technarch himself. 

~Ah, good, you're here. Shut (he door behind YOU. would you, 
Ms. GaShugam r 

She did, leaving Coeur and Drop Kick In deferential silence as 
they beheld Councilor Technarch Mestrovic. at his desk-a lead­
ing member of theCouI"ICiiofTechnarchs, the government of the 
largest planet in the Coalition. 
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The first thing Coeur noUced, when Mesttovic stood, was thai 
he was smaller than she expected-though she was told that he 
preferred to be photographed from below to make himself look 
taller. A bit shorter than herself, he was nevrnheleu a sll1klng 
man,. with high cheekbones, gray hair and flashing gray eyes thaI 
lent lhem~lves to dramatic glances when he had the benefit of 
a teleprompter during a sp«ch. Uke Iheel erlcals ouulde, he wore 
a comervatively tailored builness suit wi th noobvious adornment 
or decoration. 

"Captain Coeur 0 ' Espri t," Mestrovk said, after stepping out 
from behind his desk to shake her hand, "am I rlght 7"" 

"Yes, sir. And this Is Sergeant Mitjor Vln Escher, my tacUclan," 
Mestlollie shook his hand, too, with a demeanot much more 

polite than that of h is lieutenant. 
"Sir," Coeur said, "you must be uernendously busy. It !.his Is lin 

awkward time to see you .... .. 
"Oh, heavens 00. I wanlto talk to you about your miuion.~ 
·Our mission?" Drop Kick asked, suspiciously. 
~Well, what I assume h your m ission, Please, s!t down," 
Coeur and Drop Kick accepted the oltered seats--qulte plush, 

as It happened--and lurned to face the reseated lord Tec hnarch 
across his desk. 

"Given the use of Code 77, I assume you're here abou t the 
WoIfowiU matter." 

"Yes, sir," Coeur said. "Commodore l lllhrop ellpressed a 
desIre that we stop here along the way and make clearour mission 
objectives. " 

" Probably unnecessllry, but pioceed: 
" Es~ntially, sir, our orde(1 are twofold. Our finl prIOrity is to 

discoyer the fate of Z- ul\ Wollowiu's (rozr/Oneand hucrNl, 
and recover them if possible. Our second is to ascertain the 
likelihood that they discovered II reliC depot on Mexil, and deny 
it to enemies of the Coalillon If neceuary." 

~Oo you think that's what you' ll lind?" 
"We have reason to believe 50, yes." 
NI assume you mean the photograph of Wolfowlu and the 

black globe generato r." 
We/~ that's thot, Coeur IhOughll guess he knows as much as 

wedo. 
"Don', worry, Captain 0 ' Esprit,. .. Meslrovic ~id, "our re­

SCillrcheD couldn't make the slighlest sefUe 001 of /I blllCk globe 
generator. If you lind one, YOU'(1! welcome loll" 

"Actually, sir, our mission Isn't to recover any artJlacu. If a 
friendly govemment does control the depot, we'IIIIY 10 negoti­
ate friendly relations and leave the particulars to the d Iplomats 
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Illter. If not, well. we'll do what we have to:' 
Mewovlc nodded, but said nothing . 
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All right MesCtOYi<;, Coeur thought. whel do }OU rtal/y wont} 
"&asedon the succeuolyour expedlUon toSaul~," Mestrovlc 

said finally, "( Imagine )'Ou' ll do quite well . However, let me tell 
you somethlng of my situation here on Oriflamme. 

"I do not have ultimate authorlty on this planet. All cI the 
covndlor technarchs togethercom~ the Coonel ofT echnarch1, 
and together we share responsibility lor ruling this planet. A!. a 
repru.entative of that COIlKtM, therefOfe. I hll\le been autho­
riled to make a special request 01 you. "Under the provisions of 
the Articles 01 Confederation, Orillamme wishes to contribute 
additional penonnel to your miulon." 

Coeur first looked at Drop Kkk. then back at MeSltovic. 
"What kind of personnel?" 
"Oh, nothing major," MestroYlc »id, antlclpaUng Coeur's 

concern. "Nothing like a squad of tJooptrs, If that's what you' re 
thinking." 

"We cookfn' t cany a JqUlld anyway, " Drop KICk ob~~. 
"No room." 

"How much room do you hewer 
"Two staterooms," Coeur said. "SIngle or double occupancy." 
"That will be perfect. then. The personnel are two Junior 

technarchs. " 
"All right, your lordship," Coeur said, diplomatically, "you do 

have the authority to add personnel to a survey and reKLJe 
miulon. I'd prefer to know why I'm taking them Ill'll. though." 

"That's a little hard to explain." 
HTry me." 
"As. yoo know, WollowiU was suspected of plrllcy and was 

disliked by a good many people. However, he W in also undoubt­
edly an effective captain, and his slanhip performed a number of 
critical explofation m~slom for the C cuneil of T echnarchs before 
the Dawn league S(oul.$ subsumed that rMponsibility." 

8y "explontion, ~ Coeur suspected he meant " targeted plun­
der," but kept her expression neutral. 

"Naturally, we feel a certain loyalty 10 suchan IndMdual-.and 
a deep sense of personal responsibility lor determining what 
became 01 him." 

Yeah, I'll bel. Drop Kick thought, and )Ou probably woufdn't 
mind knowing about ony treasure he recovered eIther. 

Mental geMS were meanwhile spinning In Coeur's head-that 
an ulterior motive was In play was more \,han likely, but what was 
It? Had Zero been sent to Mexlt deliberately, perhaps to find 
something other than the black globe generator, or did the 
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Ie<hnarchs simply smell a resource pool they wanted to get their 
hands on first. befoce the Alles? 

Or was Oriflamme up to $Ornething ehe altogether? 
Po/ilia, Coeur thought. I hole poll/Io. 
" II that's a ll It Is, sir, W she said, ""m sure we can accommodate 

them." 
"Well, that's outstanding. I'U have them notified immecflately, 

so they can catch a Jet down from Honfestung." 
"Honfestung," Coeur said, "lhat's another city, Isn't It?" 
"Yes, the domain of Lord leOt'l An.Wlng. The junior technarchs 

In question are his niffe and an economist on retainer to his 
family," 

"They might not need to rush," Coeur £ald. "Our shIp has 
laken structural damage, lind I haven'l heard an estImate of \.he 
repair time. AssumIng other Ships are ahead of us, It might be 
several days ...... 

"Perish the though .. " MeWovic iald, smiling. "Myenglneel'l 
have aln.>ady begun Iheit in~J)«:tion and report !hal your ship will 
be fully repaired and refueled within the day. ~ 

In reply, Coeur ~umrnoned her most diplomatic smile. 
"That Is unexpectedly generous. Thank yau. N 

~Please, you embarrass me, Are we not allies in a common 
cause?" ... 

HS lly, Snapshot. got a mlnute?~ 

AJoneon Horne(s bridge, where she was standingwlllCh while 
repair crews started to work topside, Snllpmot started at the 
qu('Stion from an unexpected vlsilor, 

"Sergeant Gaffer, .. she $.lId, turning around in !he pilOt'S chair, 
Hwhat do you wantr 

"'Well, it doesn't have anything to do with Bildger," the 
sergeant said, sensing Snapshot's piercing stare as the aft b/idge 
hatch clOsed behind him, "And believe me, I wouldn't have 
bothered you if I didn't think you were the one person who'd 
understand my problem." 

Despite herself, Snapshot was Intrigued by that thought-that 
the big dork should actually need her help for something , 

"What's the prob!em?~ 
"Well, fint,let me get somethIng straight. Your matH tell me 

there were some bad feelings between you and the ship's last 
Hiver adviset. ls thilt right?" 

'What If It is ?" 
"Well, nke lsakl, you mightbe theonepe~whocan undemand 

my situation. Snapshot. rve gO\ concerns about NeWlOn," 



. 

To Dream of Chaos 89 

~So join the club, ~ Snapshot offered. WEverybody knows the 
Hivers afe always up to something they don' t want you to kr.ow 
abol.lt." 

~ Ye.ah. fight, manipulations. But I've gal evidence-evidence­
that Newton Is actual~ threatening a ll 01 our lives," 

weoon." 
Ufting his small (ameraout 01 its bell pouch, Caffercontinued. 

W In this, I've recorded suspicious activityfrom Newton arQund the 
~hjp') water suppty. Ilhink he's been trying to monkey with it­
maybe to OIlier our basic behavior with some kind of drug," 

"Alter our behavior?" Snapshot lIske<!. 
"'Well, hen, I don't know what he's trying 10 do ('}lact1y. but he 

is up to SOmething suspicious," 
"All right," Snapshot said, "'et's see the tape," 
Obligingly, Caffer hJn(jed over the camera, and Snapshot­

who was famil iar wi th the opera tion 0{ sU( h a d evice-activated 
its playbaCk feature. 

"Well, I've got to admit,'· Snapshot said a minute la te r, ~it is 
pec.uliar. Any idea wh<lt's in that bo ttle of his ?~ 

~No, ~ Gaffer said, "he always lockS it away in hisstateroo~ an 
equipment locker in the engine room-after he's through with it ~ 

HYeah, well, it is susplc.ious, ~ Snapshot said, handing the 
camera back to Gaffer. ~ It shouldn' t be necessary to add much of 
anything to the water supply, since It's an automated ~ystem.4 

"That's right. I asked Gyro and Crowbar about that. '" 
~ Oid you telilhem you were suspicious about Newton, toor 
~No. ~ Gaffer said. ~ I figured I'd better confIde In somebody I 

can trust." 
.. ~~uming that's me," Snapshot said, "whal's your plan?" 
"Simple. Ba~ica lly, I'm going to confr()(\t Newto n the next 

time he has the boule with him. and take the bollie to Physic i.() 

~he can analyze whan in it. I'd li lce tONlve a member of Homers 
crew with me. though, In ca~ he Ides to tun. That way. when I 
ttack him down. I won't look like a lone nutcase harassing the 
~hjp's advi~ef." 

"'Truf.'. The captain would probably lock you in the brig. H 

"Yes, there is tha t possibili ty. Sut the captain knows you belter 
than me. She'll respec t your Opinion." 

" I don't know abou t that," Snapshot said, leaning back In her 
seat. "And besides, have you conside red the other possibility­
that Newton is trying to bait you into doing JUSt what you're 
planning to do?" 

~ B ai t me? But whyr 
HI don't knO'N; I'm not a starfish . 8ullt'1i be a cOld day in hell 

when a Hiver isn't up to something sneaky." 
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"So are you willing to help me Of notr 
God, wool Q decision, Snapshot thought, remembering a ll-too­

well her ilttempts to out-think Homer'~ last adviser, Scissor. With 
eHortles~ subtlety, Scissor had achieved no less amaling a rna· 
nipuliltion than making herself and Drop Kick friends, when 
before they'd been icy imd aloor to each other. 

Which only supponed Snapshol' HOfe thesis about !.he Hivers. 
A!. master manipulators, the Hiver\ almost certainly must have a 
s.elf.serving objective in human ~pace-pe'haps to aller the 
fundamental (hariKler 01 humankind and make Snapshot's 
spe<ies into a race o f pliant sheep. 

"All righl," Smpshot said, " "II help you. Sut the queuion Is 
when to do it." 

"'HI" is very punctual," Gaffer ob~rved. "EVfry day al HI S 
hours, he visiu the water supply." 

"Yeah, well, all the same, l'd rather confront Newton soone r 
than Iilter, like this aftemoon preferably."' 

'Whyr 
"Because the skipperll be off the ship lhis aUernoon, picking 

up the junior technarchs, and Gyro will be less likely to throw us 
in the brig il you're wrong." 

Since Honfestung was well to the north 01 Dobroye, suffering 
the full force of planetary winter, the executive let laid In lor the 
use of the junior technarchs did not arrive at Dobroye's 
Blitzbeleidigen Marine Air Station until the afternoon of the next 
day after Homet landed, by whlch time the freighter was fully 
mended and certified fit loc travel. 

MGood work, ~ Coeur told Crowbar and the chief of the work 
gang f rom the shipyard. - All thal'S len "is for Drop Kick al"ld me to 
pick up the junior technarch~, and we can get underway. 
Crowbar, notify Gyro to prepare the ~hip for laUn<:h.N 

"Aye, sir," the engineer said. "PHy about Snapshot, though. 
Didn' t have any time to visi t her lolks. N 

" Well," Coeur said. "barring aCcl ta~trophe, OriUammewili ~ti1l 
be here when we get back." 

NTrue .... 
The work gang then departed, and Coeur jolne<l Drop Kick in 

a last sortie with the ~hip' s ait-ran. 
Mere mInutes after launch, Coeur and Drop Kkk negotiated 

passage through the traffic net to the lightly restricted airspace 
MOUnd the Marine b.ue. Setting down at the main gate, they 
found secu ri ty proc edures ~milar to tho~e at Government House­
with the exception that the attendant MPs here were con~ciously 
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more poIite-and the alr.raft was permitted to set down at the 
edge of the tarmac. SeeIng the Jet from Honfestung already 
taxiing to their pOsition, Coeur left the contra-grav field of the air­
raft engaged before debarkIng. allowing the cratt to remain 
floating a half a meter above the ground . 

Having seen perwnnel doulers on the two Junior te<hnarchs, 
Coeur nevertheless learned rlule from them except how to 
recognize the ir.dividuals as they descended the airplane's land­
ing ramp, SO edited wefe the documenu that they portrayed 
exclu~ivety positive Information. Lord An.Wing's niece was a 27-
year-Q!d woman named Llu An.Wing-second in line to rule 
Honefestung-a t.all and striking woman madi! even taUer and 
more Wiking by her coal black~, black shoulder length hair, 
close-fitting black tunic, culoues falling just below the knee, and 
black Hiletto pumps. 

Bela Masaryk, the young man of 26 following An-Wing down 
the ramp, was the other Junior tl!'(hnar<:h-not likely to rule any 
territory soon, bot a noted local scholar all the same, already 
infamous for a paper proposing the Institution of market reforms 
on Oriflamme. Wearing the severely LallOfed business suit and 
puffy blouse thai seemed to pass for formal wear among most o f 
the lechnar(hs male and fem ale, he appeared average In stature 
and build, with rumpled wavy brown hair sU9geuing he'd fallen 
a~leep during the night and neglected to comb it. His most 
d istinctive feat ures ~~ his eyes, though, brown and squinting 
as he ~tudied the (eadout on a bulkyTL9 hand computer woman 
his left forearm, So intent was this study that he nearly stumbled 
when he hit Ihe tarmac leaving the ramp. 

To his credi~ though, Coeur noted hewasoneof theveryfewmefl 
in the aft>a not di'ICrted by his p.lltner's distinctive appearance. 

"Captain 0' hpril, I presume?~ Art.Wing Mkl!'(!, extending a 
hand toward Coeur . 

~Yes, Your lady1hip. And this is Setgeant Majof Escher, my 
ground tacli<;s chief. H 

HCharmed, I'm sure, ~ Art.Wing said, shaking DropKick's hand 
in tum. 

~Yes, Your ladyship . ~ 
HPiease, Ms. ArI.Wing .H 
Drop Kkk nodded and lelgo 01 her hanc!. Coeur, meanwhile, 

elltended a hand to her obrlvious companion. Intent on the study 
of his computer, he only took note of Coeur aher a long moment. 

"M r. Masaryk?" 
HOh, sorry," hesa\d, shaking her hand. "You must forgive me. 

I was just notiCing some remarkable market activity-probably 
correlated to news 01 ou r ha!ity departure." 
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HMarket ilCtivlly~" Drop Kick a~ked. "Bul I thought this was a 
nonmarke! economy.~ 

"Actually, i t '~ jml a computer ~imulaUon," Miuaryk said, ·of a 
commodities eKchange market thai might develop here soon. 
lu ~t as I anticipated, the simulated cliles are buying up oillulu(e~ 
with the n!?Wi of our launch, gambling that we'll unco~r a relic 
cache and cause /I local boom In industrial production.-

- You must forgive Bela," An-Wing said. "He does lend to go 
on about his numbers." 

"Numbe~aleui ticallolhelutureof Orillamme.lIu," Masolf)'k 
re lorted, "as in the numberof crediu we should be Investing now 
in a reformed m arket economy. Unh!1S we revise our viewof land, 
labor and capital, we wiliiall behind Aubalne forever." 

Coeur coughed to Interrupt Masaryk. 
"Perhaps we should be gelling underway." she oHered. 
"Quite right," An-Wing agreed, fhhlng Slyllsh black sungl;wes 

oul 01 a purse on her hip and flipping them on a1 she turned to 
the lorklift just then driving O\Ier from the plane . 

... Ah, good, our luggage. Porter, deposit those in the rear of this 
ai r-eart here." 

""That's air-raft," Masarylc corrected her. 
"Whatever." 
Drop Kkk, meanwhile, studied the bulk o f the baggage wi th 

alarm-two large ches15 and a heavy packing crate-eu the 
forklift driver d eposited it in the rear of the al r· rafl 

~Good Gaia," Drop Kick ~Id, crawrlng into the cargo bed 10 
lash down the load, "what is all this stuff?~ 

"Just necessities, '" An-Wing ~)d. 
"Like a few dOlen dresses," Masaryk added. 
"You should talk. Your computer Junk takes up a whole cratt ." 
"Key, that's key equipment. ... 
'"'Well, my wardrobe i5 key, too; it 'll be keyifwe need to Impress 

50me local potentate." 
"Oh, I'm sure you'll be impreuive," Masarylc countered, 

regarding An-Wing's outfit, " if you dress nke !hal" 
Gaia, Coeur thought sighing. j m SJ.I~9/od we \0'00'"1 '1 be bunIUng on 

the same deck.. j I"It:>pi! GoHercan ket:p from shooting Iht!m. 
Eventually, Drop Kick finished securing the cargo in the al r_ 

raft. and Coeur opened her door to let the Junior technarchs 
board before he~etf. 

Although their dossiers gave no clue to their relationship. It 
WilS evk:lent toCoeur that the Junior technarchs had shared a long 
associat ion, and she p:lndered the extent of that auoclatlon as 
Drop Kick returned to his seal. 

Hyou two aren't relOlted, are your she asked over her shoulder, 
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once they were airborne. 
The Junior technarchs, seated slde-by·slde behind Coeur and 

Drop Kkk,. appeared oHended by the question . 
"I should think not.," An·Wing said. 
"But wedogo back a ways, " Masaryk added. "Lady An.Wlng 

and I were Instrumental In financing Zero's lai l ell;peditlon." 
"Wool decision I ever made,- An.Wong commented icily. 

"Cost me my position as director of frontier surveys." 
.. It cost both of Ui, iKtually. I was assured a posltlon at the 

Zentrum Polytechnlk,. if Zero returned "live." 
"Wilit a minute," Coeur lnterlected. '' ~id you say ell;pedition7 

I assumed he was out on his own." 
"There you go," Masaryk chided. -Giving away state secreU ... 
" listen, you ..... 
Since the air·raft was presently steeled by remote control, 

Coeur spared a long glance at the pair behind her. 
"About this expedition," she said. "What was it after?" 
"I'm afraid that's ... clMSified," An.Wlng said . 
"It's Just become declassined. Or you ColIn keepyovr secret and 

stay here." 
An.Wing was re luctant to answer, bu t Masaryk gave in with· 

Out further encouragement. 
N Actually, it's not that ama.zing. Uu and I correillted data from 

other expeditions and old records, suggesting t.nllt Mexlt might 
be the location of the Golden Cache.~ 

With a sympathetk grimace, Coeur turned back to her 
controls. The Golden Cache was lust the latest manifestation of 
humanity's overoctive imagination contemplati ng the unkr"lOWn: 
a SUpfX)sed hoard of magnirtcent artifacts stashed by the Impe. 
rials in antkipation of a restQ(ation ollhe old order, To Coeur II 
sounded like so much whhfulthinking-the same sort of ple.lo­
the·sky fanta~y that led her Terran forebears. to wa~tE' their 
fortunes seeking the like5 of Atlantis ilnc! The Fountain 01 Youlh, 

"And somebody put up money lor thilt?'" Coeur asked. 
"I admit it was far·fetched, " Mar.arykreplied, Moot the Council 

of Technarch~ know~ it can't compete w ith Aubaine In the long 
run. When they asked UU and 110 come up with 50me proposalS 
to rectify the situation. they rejected conversion to a mar1<et 
economy and went for a hunt lor the Golden Cache," 

" So how did you gE'tln Irouble fOf that?" Coeur asked. 
"Wet~ Crazy jane had a lo t 01 damage from her last cruise," 

M3!.l1ryk said, "so we talked several technarchs InlO footing the 
repair bill perwnally 10 avoid the Lord Technarch's red tape. 
When Crazy janewent missing. ~o did our careen." 

Pity, Coeur thought. 
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MOITlents later, the air -f aft was back 01/('( th e La rei T echnilrch' s 
field, and Coeur took back active control. Having advised the 
field of her desire for a launch within the hour, Coeur found the 
armored roof over Homet retracted and the path clear to dock 
in the freighters aif-raft benh. 

"By the way, Ms. An-V.Jing. ~ Coeur $aid, pausing between 
opening \he air-l1llt's starboard door and opening the berth hatch, 
"you might think about staying iWlay from !.he spike heels in space." 

"Why?" 
"In case we I'Ve f Imeglavity.ldidn' l seei ! myself. but I once 

heard about a noblewoman who put II g uy's eye out w hen they 
Im lgravity o n their line,, " 

"She wasn't hurt. was she?" 
Coeu r silently glared in reply. 
"Oh, I see .~ 

The point having been made, Coeur opened the Inner hatch 
and let herseltout. There she planned to help Drop Klckget the 
Oriflammen aboard, but a stern·faced Gyro in the middle of the 
loft derailed that plan. 

The moment Coeur caught sight of the sidearm on Gyro's 
hlp, Coeur knew something was amiss--even the Marines did 
not routinely wear weapons aboard ship. Meanwhile, the doors 
of the forward port and starboard stateroom s--thc ones ordl· 
narily unoccupied and intended for the Junior tK hn archs­
were guarded by the largest Marines, f uba r and Whiz Bang. 
with gauss rifles. 

"What the hell's going on herer Coeur demand ed . 
~Over here, si r, ~ Gyro answered, motioning Coeur into a 

comer as she saw the civiliam emerging from the air-raft . Drop 
Kick, meanwhile, inferred that a c ri~is had deveklped and 
e:)Corted the puuled junior technarchsdown to the k>wer deck 
through the 10ft elevator. 

"' All right, " Coeur said, after they were gone, "Explaln," 
"Well, ~ir, it ' ) a little complkaled. Snapshot and Gaffer clalm 

they caught NewlOn lrying 10 doc tor the water supply, but he 
e~aped to his stateroom before they could grab him. Since all 
lhis appeared to be getling out of hand, I went ahead and put 
everyone under detention until you got bbCk. " 

"' I see," 
"'Physic has the bonle rlgh t now-the bottle they claim 

Newton was pouring into the water supply: 
M)"$tiffed, Coeur scratchM her head, 
"Snapshot., you say?" 
"Yes, sir. But she was very good about being detained, She 

and Gaffer agreed it was reasonable,'" 
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Just then the elevator door reopened, admitting both Ph~k 
and Drop Kick Into the loft-the former holding an unlabtled 
one·llter botUe . 

..... Well, I' ll be damned: Drop Kick said. "Red Sun, you 
won't be lieve what wa~ In this bottle." 

"'Whal1" 
"As near as I c::an tel," Physic 1.IIkt, hanclng the haJ~11ed tottle to 

Coeur, "It's some sort 01 breath freshener. I ran It through the 
bio5.carw"Ier, and It c::ouldn' t find.ll tfOCe of anything VlOtlc." 

"Exolic::?" Coeur uked. "like what?" 
"And why was Newlon putting breath fre~hener in thewater 

supply?" Drop Kick added. 
" If it isn' t 100 radlc::al an Id~a," Physic suggested, "we might 

try asking.'" 
"RighI." Coeur said. "Whiz 8ang, Fubar, leI them out." 
The big m an saluted and fT'IOved briskly to open their 

rl"Spec:: live doo~. If nothing ehe, Coeur supposed, it was good 
to see one of Drop Kick'} men and one of Gaffer's cooperating 
In this uncomfortabl~ duty. 

When rel eased from the port stateroom-the one guarded 
by Fubar-Newlon naturally showed no expreHlon on what 
Coe ur Instinctively thought of as IU face, although Newton did 
rapidly shift its weight from side to side and keep four of Its six 
eyes talks In constant moUOn , GaHerand Snapshot.. on the other 
hand, wore masks of firm determination, though Snapshot 
betrayed concern for her fate with nervous glances at Drop Kkk 
whe n she thought he wun't looking . 

"First off, people," Coeur began, "I don't mind telling you 
that I'm disgusted with the behavior you Just exhibited. My first 
Impulse is to charge the lot of you with dereliction of duty and 
lock you up for the duraUon of the journey. 

"'YOUf appalling c::onduct aside, however, rm w'~ling to entertain 
thepossib:lirythat thefewas~compel'n9reasonfOf'll A5.sumlng 
lhat to be CO/l'eCI, lher\" Coeur ~ the bonle at Newlor\ .. ....t.y 
were you putting this slUn, '" the water ~pptyr 

Though It lacked emotiOns as humans undc~tood them, 
young Newton shared lu race'~ extreme lear of IIlolence and 
confrontation-a fear prelent ly expressed by the wary eyes It 
kept on the Marine's rifle) and the dis tance It kept from GaHer. 

"I believe I can explain. Some weeks ago, Corporal Widget 
expre~§ed the opinion that someone should halle (ome up with 
a wre for bad breath aher millennia 01 human ciliiDlaUon. I 
therefore endeavored todetcrmlne If I might ~lIe this problem 
by inllod uc::ing lrilc::e chemkals into the water $Yppiy In llow1y 
Increasing amounU." 
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'" knew IV Snapshot said. "A manipulation." 
"'OOeoo . Once the manipulation was effected, and bad 

breath fully n eutranzed, Iintended to Inform the crew and judge 
the success of the manlpulatioo 00 the basis of their IKceptance 
of its utility." 

"That's ll r Coeur asked. 
"Ye, Captain. Would It have made a diflerence If I said it had been 

mucus?'" The creatlKe Set'fYled lowatch Coeur eJCpectantiy. 
Huh? Coeur thought. "Built wa~n' l ?"' 
"No, II wasn'\, H 

1"hen, no, it wouldn't.· 
Newton surreptitiously keyed data into Its chest-mounted 

computer/tramlator. 
And J IOOughl5ciHOfwo5 croly. "And you two, " Coeur turned 

to Gaffer and Snapshot "What did you think he was up to?" 
"Nothing specific," Snapshot said. "We were just exerchlng 

healthy paranal ... " 
"Yes, sir," Gaffer agreed, "although I had reason to 5Wpect ... " 

"What?" Coeur asked. 
"Well, nothing. Like Snapshot said, Just healthy paranola .~ 

Coeur's eyebrows rose at that, butshe did not force the issue. 
HS ir,"' Caffer went on, Mif punishment Is to be handed out, I 

would ask for leniency on Snapshot's behalf. What we did was 
entirely my idea." 

"Well, given the Circumstances," Coeur said, NI don't think 
any punishment will be in order." 

Drop Kick, Coeur noticed, exhaled a far greater sigh of relief 
than Snapshot. 

"I might be inclined lO convene a summary court martial, 
though," Coeur said sternly, HI! anything like this ever happens 
again . With civilian government representatives aboard, best 
conduct Is our only conducl Am I understood?" 

"Indeed," Newton said. 
~Yes, }ir, ~ Caffer and Snapshot seconded. 
~very good. You're dismissed. Gyro, set space delall and 

stand by lor launch at 1400 hours."" 
The various personnel in the loft. then scanered, leaving 

Coeur alone with Omp Kick and Physic. 
"I assume yoo'li want the OriHammen seWed in," the doctor 

s.1id. ""They're In my sk k bay now, so I could handle that." 
"Very good. But here .... "" Coeur pressed the half.empty 

boUle back lntoPhysic'shands. "Oump thisout fl DL I'm sure~ 
can survive without fresh breath." 

0, m UCUI. 



Chapter 
Seven 

Six houJ1later, Hornet was in jump ~pace. bound IOf Heli<». 
and lhe Junior te<hnarchs ~re becoming acquain ted with the 
newest addi tions to their wardrobe. 

"Cap{ain,~ An,Wlng said, holding her new body sleeve out 
from hersl'if at a dhtance, "Is th is really necessary? 00 we really 
have to wear lhe~e ~illy body s/eeves?~ 

~Thal'5 funny, " Malaryk said, with his own body sleeve draped 
over his arm, "I would have thought you'd want a body sleeve, 
since it looks so much like the rest of your wardrobe-black and 
embarra~ingly tighl." 

Coeur meanwhile sm iled, leaning back In the chair at her 
stateroom's desk. 

"Actually, - she Slid, "they're really rather comfortable, once 
yOU gel used 10 wearing th£'m. But in answer to lady An.Wing's 
question, no, you don' t have \owea r yours all the time, jUl!when 
you're In space." 

"Oh," An.Wing said 10 MMary1<, ~lha r's all.~ 

"The reason we all wear body sleeves, ~ Coeur explained, '"Is 
that a ~ t anhip can suffer pfe~vre loss at any lime, and when that 
h<lppens, we're all forced intov3C sull$. Those suits are the cooling 
garment you wear under avac suit, and-in a pinch-they'll keep 
you from suffering the worst eHec.u of v3Cuum exposure white 
you look for your emergency suil." 

~Pardon me, Captain," Masaryk said, "but jliSt what are the 
worst effects of vacuum exposure?" 

"Oh, I'm svreyou're heard about Ihem- <3pil1aries explOding 
in your skin, eyes popping out, that kind of thing-but I' ll haw 
Gyro fill you in during the vacuum drill later. Basically, if you hear 
the vacuum emergency alarm, you pull your sleeve's hood a.tet 
your head, pinch your nose, squei!'le your e~s shut and dash fo< 
the nearest suit locker." 

"Well, then, howwill we be able to I1nd QlJr suil$ with our eyes 
closed?~ An.Wing asked . 
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"On, no problem," Masarykguessed, "we probably ius I grope 
around until we find them and hope our air doesn't runoutn~I . " 

Yeah, , ~hould be so luc!.y, Coeur thoughL 
"Actually, no," Coeur ~aid. "There are powerful strobe rtghLS 

on all the suit Io<ke~. ro you can find them ~en through your 
closed eyerid$.~ 

~Think of everything, don't you?~ Masaryk said . 
"We ''Y. But illhere's anything we mj~sed, we' ll to add ilia the 

lisl ." 
"Very weH, then, " An-Wing Slid. '" suppou ..... e should go try 

the}e on," 
"Oh, by the way. " Coeur sa~. calling 10 Ihe junior te<hnarchs 

as they turned 10 go, " thme body ~Ieeves will probably feel illittle 
b ulky al firs t, but you'll gel used to wearing them eventually," 

" Hmph," An·Wing sr.orted, imperiously. " ,'II bet she just 
wanu us 10 fe elloolish in lrool cllhe (few." 

Coeur did not comment, and lhe junior te<:hnarchs went on 
their way. 

Welt ofcourse l wonl.'Oufoleeiloolilh, ~he thought- turning to 
the paperwork. on her desk. If you're emborrassedaf lhe way you 
look. moybe you1J Slay in )-Qur cabins and oul 01 my hoir for 0 few 
days. 

Coeur's secret wish was nol fulfilled . The lechnarchs quickly 
be<ame adjusted 10 Ihelr suiu and comfortably took up their 
favorite preoc cupation--<1ire< ling anti. Federalist inveClive at 
anyone unfortunate enough to be in the area . 

K Captain," Gyro final ly said, after the ship began its Ilextjump. 
out of the formal borders of the RC and toward the boneyard 
l'Steich . ~ldon'lme3n to sound vndiplomatic. but frankly those 
Oriflammen are getting on my nerves." 

"Yeah, t know. lus t the other day I heard them deballng with 
Snapshot. of all people, about class warfare on OriUamme." 

HRighl. And then there was [W() days ago, when Ihe Mari~s 
chased them out 01 the loft 10( sugguting they were stooges of 
the Hive federat ion." 

"Yeah, you're right," Coeur had to admit. "They are pretty 
annoying. If it weren't for the fact that they eat thei r meals alone, 
they'd (eOllly get on everyone's nerve~ ." 

"ActuOllly, they've illready managed to do that., .. Gyro said, 
"although that's not what I'm mmt concerned abouL \r\Ihat 
bothers me is thl t they're undermining your policy IIgai05I 
political debate aboard ship.~ 

"Yeah, you got me there. I'll talk to them. ~ 
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Coeur found it e,ny to ttack down the junior technan;hs; they 
were In the galley, loudly attempting to pry Slate secreU from 
Newton. 

" ... Now, Newton, if that i11ndeed your name, what do yoo 
mean the Coalition 15(l't a manipulat ion? Isn't that what you 
Hivers do, manipulate people?~ 

"01 COOl'le we do, Ms. An-Wing. However, t regre t lhat I h,we 
no knowledgeo' iI high-level manipulation designed 10 )hape the 
destiny of the COillillon. It is an interesting Idea, though. I'll have 
to see if there'~ a topical Club respon~ible fot thaI manipulation, 
~o I can join iL" 

~lf I may int E' rrupl," Coeur said, "I need to talk to the Junior 
technarcN ." 

~ 8y all means," Newton said_ 
"I meant alone." 
~ I n your stateroom?" Ma~a~ asked Coeur. 
"Yes. After you." 
"So, what's this all abo'Jt?- An-Wing asked, afur they cro}scd 

into Coeur's stateroom adj llcent to the lounge. 
"What th is is abouI," Coeur said, "is our policy on political 

discussions aboard this ship . We don' t hilve them." 
"Which?" An-Wing askro. "Policies or discussions?" 
Coeur held her tem per, bJ.rely. "Discussions. Our porKyis tha t 

we have no ~tkal d iscussiom, " she said pleasantly and reason· 
ably. 

An-Wing e)(ploded, "You can't be serious! What about tha t 
freedom 01 speech you prize 50 much 00 Aubaine1" 

"Don't get me wrong; I value Ireedom 01 speech Just as mUCh 
as anyone. However, on this ship, we don' t have It; everybody 
keeps her opinion to herself ~oeverybodycan ~t.ay locusedon her 
work." 

"Captain, U Masal)'k said, ~are you implying that Liu and I are 
being diuu p!.ive to your ship?" 

"l et's just say the people on thIs ship don', need any more 
stress in their lives. And tet'l further say that anybody who 
aggravates thill Stfeu will probably spend the rest of the trip 
locked in her ~tate loom_" 

- Captain,- An-Wingsaicf, ~ I dobel!eveyou'rethreatening us." 
~Oh, perish the thought, ~ Coeur respOf'lded. 
"Perhap$," MMilryl<. ~d, lnteffiJptlng An-Wlng bef()(e Jhe could 

fife off a protes!,. -we should take the captain's advice to heart.. ~ 
~ 8ut-" 

"And," Masill)'k went on, keeping a wary eye on Coeur, "~top 
pestering the captain'S crew." 

"There's a thought, " Coeur said . 
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-Fine/ An·Wing said, huffily. "although it's not as If WiC"ve 
done anything wrong." 

~ts that all, Captaln?- Ma!>aryk asked. 
~Yes, you may go,-
-Thank ~." An-Wing $,)jd, with an acid expres~Ofl. 
I don " knowwhy she's upset, Coeur thought ahetWard. Ididn't 

ewn bring up the Ihird oplion- Jpocing 'hem wI/hout o sull . 

Amazingly enough. Coeur's littlE' talk sl'emed to do the trlc:k. 
Though the junior technar(hs ~re slill tempted to harangue the 
odd crewmemb('r. the vlClim would usually fl'!pond lIlal Coeur 
had banned all politkal discuS5iorn aboard ship, and add that 
he'd overheard a rumor thai Coeur would space anyone who 
didn' t agree. 

"Notice how we don't ~ee much of the junloc' te<:hn,vchs 
anymore?'" Gaffer askE.'d three weeks late r, at a morning me$S 
with Coeur, Drop Kick, Physic, Fubar and Gremlin. 

"Yeah," Fubar said, halting a healthy portion of pressed flsh­
shape.molded into a breaklont patty-on the way to his mouth. 
- Funny thing, though-they seem to have gonen the vac suit drill 
down pretty well. ~ 

-I ' ll bet I know why that is," Ph~icsald. "It's probably because 
of th.,t rumorlheyW'e'rl! going to be spaced. I mean, real ly, who'd 
stan It nasty rumor like that?" 

-Cot me, - Coeur said Innocently, when the doctor glanced at 
her. 

"\' 11 bet It was Newlon,· Caffer replied . "Probably M pan of 
some kind of manipulation." 

A sharp look fro m Coeur, however, pulled him up short. 
"Hey, - he said, "I d idn' t say he was dOing lInything wrong: 1 

jmt said it' s the sort. of thing he would do.-
fair enough, Coeur thought 
livid as she'd been at the eal1ier conduct of Caffer, Snapshot and 

Newton, Coeur had to admit !.hat allihe parties Ir'l\d.fed had since 
gone out of theirw<rj to prevent ancthe!' such embarTawnenL 

-You know what you ought to do, sarge," Gremli n sug. 
g ested, "is m ake a Refo(malion Day res.olution to make friends 
with Newton." 

Gaffer banged down his coffee mug Just hard enough 10 
register his response. 

"Or maybe not. -
"'Wow," ~ said, sitting back In her chalr, -I hadn', thought 

about that. Re4onnalion Oay h right MOUnd the comer, hn'l ilr 
"Yep," Coeur said, "about three weeks away." 
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"You know what. N Drop Kick ~uggested, "maybe we should 
have a party. I mean. it is Reformation Day." 

"Yeah, I've thought about It, " Coeur said, "but there is a 
problem. If everything goe~ according to schedule, we'll be 
coming out of jump at Moppo on Reformation Day, and that's 
just one Jump short of Mexlt-hardly a good place to have the 
crew plauered if there' s any danger In the area. W 

wOh," Physic said, "that' s right." Moppo. Who! ogreot no~. 

Whose idea was tho'? 
'"Well, what about this," Drop Kick offered. '"We could have 

the party early." 
"Yeah," PhYliC said, "why not? I mean, we' re so far from the 

rest of the Coalition, iI 's nOllike we'd meloS up anyone else's 
Khedule-." 

"Hmm,· Coeur ~Id, "that's true." 
"So how about It ~kipper? .. Drop Kick asked. 
"All right, you've talked me into It. But let's not have It until 

next week, when I announce our mission to the crew. That'll be 
after we've left Kruml, and we' ll have crossed the ouler border 
of the AO." 

Caffer nodded, thought/ully Introspective. 
"You know, U he said, aflera moment, "conside ring how new 

the Coalition is, yOu might just be starting II new tradi tion­
having a party every time you cross the AO." 

Coeur smiled. 
"Yeah, that 's right . It could be kind of like the old inltiatlon 

on Terra, whenever sailors crossed the equator the firs t time." 
"What the hell kind of custom Is thatl" Fubar asked . 
Coeur refrained from explaining in detail. Much Mshe loved 

her homeworld, some of its customs were not only strange, but 
rather silly. 

"Forget about It, .. Coeur said . HOrop KIck, ~ ince you thought 
of it, you're officially in charge of party planning ." 

"Hey," Physic prote ~ted, ''I'm the one who re membered the 
holiday: 

"Well, )'ou know, Phy~c," Coeur said, Hlhe crewmember in 
charge of party planning i~ also the crewmember in charge 01 
cleaning up the party mess." 

"He is?" Drop lOck asked . "Well, in thaI case ...... 
"Hey, lorget it," Physic laid, reSisting Drop Kick's anUclpated 

offer. ''I' ll just be the party advl~r." 

One day later, with absolute precisian. Crowbar's jump drive 
and Deep SiK's jump plot deposited HOtnf!/ 100 diameters from 
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Forcena v, just 168 hours after the 5hlp ente red Jump space. The 
innermost gas giant of the boneyard system Kruml, It was also the 
most congenial, with neither radiation ftelds nor Insidious debrls 
rings nor violent storms to thwart refue ling. Skimming, therefore, 
went without inciden t, and within 20 hours of arrival Hornet was 
back in the familiar strangeness of jump space. 

"All right, people, ~ Coeur said on ship.wide intercom, after all 
stations reported secured, "it's tIme for what you've all been 
waiting for. Hornet has lef( the Primary AO, and I am now 
authorized to tell you precise ly what we're doing out here. 

~In a nutshel!, our ml~ion Is to recover the crew and cargo of 
anOriflammen slIlrshipname-d Croly/one, which disappeared on 
Mexit ~eral months ago. Crory Jane was a 4()(}.ton Petty.dollS 
merchant, under the command of uptain KenJI ' Zero' WolfowlU. 
But she wasn't a unit of the RC f ~et. and-to be pcrle<t1yfrank­
we're not so much Interested In recovering the ship as we are In 
recoverIng what we think her crew discovered on Me;.;lt. 

"What we believe they discovered is a black gk>be generator, 
which Is ba5.lcally lhe ultimate stolrshlp defeme sy$tem-a device 
that can absorb every joole 01 ene'9Y directed at lund completely 
hide a staMip for good measure. And If thai isn' l enough, It's also 
possible that Crazy Jane found <In entire Final War depot, filled 
with God ·knows-how-much relic technology. At a conservative 
estimate, it's prObably huge, becau~e Mexit had <I very large pre· 
Collapse PopUl2ltion, had a very high tech level and was located 
on a vilal transportation route. 

"The reason we ca.e about a ll this Is !we-fold. ObviOUSly, our 
leaders could put that relic: equipment to a lot of good use-lf we 
can find it and make friendly cont.act with Its owners. But even if 
we can't., it Is Imperative that relic technology like the black globe 
not fall into the hands of our enemle~. The Solee, In particular, are 
shaping up to be a major menace in this area-wlth the relic flee t 
they're resuue<Ung. If neceHary, we will destroy the d epot rather 
than let 11 fall into thel. hands. 

"But I may be getting ahead of myself. We don' t have much 
good intelligence on Mexit. and we don't know what the 
situation is there. Zero's people may be in the custody of a 
hostile-possIbly well.armed_power, and w may the depot., for 
that matter. Therefore, the best course for all of us is to take our 
lralning and other preparauaIU very seriously. Of course, every· 
oneon lhis ship b a pl"Ofeuional, and I don't doubt yoo' ll have a 
healthy respect fa. ~nyoppolltlonwe meet. But all the ~e, It 
doesn't hurt to remember we're headIng out into the hardest of 
the \oVilds. Out here, there WOI'I't be any re~ue, or reinforce· 
ments, no matter what happens." 
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Coeur then paused, g,ulng Into the lump Ore as she prepared 
to ~gn off, when me remembered the other key piece of 
Information she'd been asked to give the crew, 

~Oh, yeah, I alm05t forgot, Drop Kkk and Physic would like 
everyone to know that the Reformation Day ~rty Is officially set 
for theath of PIKes, whkh Is twodilysfrom now, and will be held 
In the top deck loft. 

"That Is all. Bridge OUt" 
"Captain. ~ Oeep Six said then, "I don't mean to appear stow, 

but im't Reformation Day three weekS atter the 8th of Pisce11" 
"Well, yes," Coeur ~id, "bul l Ogure it'll be benet to celebrate 

eilrly, ~ the ship'!! be safely In Jump space If anybody Important 
gets plastered," 

" I take It, then." the Schalll said, ~that you' ll be opening up the 
ftquor locket ," 

At which point. Coeur under..tood what Deep Six was aiming 
at, During a jump, off·duty perwnnel could illways pull iI light 
alcoholic beverage from the locker, such as a beer, but the heavy 
stuff was kept strictly fOf serious celebrations. 

"Yes," Coeur answered, "bul II you're thinking what I think 
you're thinking, forget about Il You're not tOUChing it drop of 
ee'kwa~ or anything el~e alcoholic-not after that scare you gave 
us last tlme you touched the fermented algae." 

uOh,u Oeep Six said, sinking down In his roller-chair. 
"But don' t worry," Coeur lald, loosening het seat restraints and 

rising to stand, "Crowbar and I aren't planning to d rink either." 
"Very responsible of you, sir." 
"Yeah, well, unlikely as It Is, Hometcould suHera mlsjump and 

fall out of Jump space, and if that happened, Hammer'd probably 
like 10 know thai we had a designated d river." ... 

The ~rty, when It finally rolled araum:!, was a compl~te 
success. Newtonconl1ived a clock tha t ticked down the !te(oods 
until midnight. then shot oul sparkS and laser beams at 2400 
hours to the dertghl of the revelen . 

"Happy New Yearl ~ Drop Kick eKclaimed, 
"Damn right." Physic said. "Happy Reformation Day'" 
Even the Junior technarchs----who'd generally $tuck to them, 

selves recenl.ly---emerged from their staterooms 10 have a cup of 
strongly spiked punch and share a 10tit with Gafff!'(. 

"Well, your ladyship, " the big M:lflne said, clinking gillues 
with An-Wing. "here's to 1202." 

"Hear hear," Masal)'k seconded. 
"Yes," An·Wing said, aher downing her own glass, "perhaps 
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this year your planet will get it respomlble form of government." 
"What Wb} that?" Gaffer asked, unable to hear clearly for all the 

racket. 
"Er_,N Maiaryk saId, steering An.Wlng away from the ser­

geant. "'she said you have a wonderlullolm 01 govemmenU" 
"O h." Caffersaid, shrugging and pouring himself another cup 

of punch. 
Yel., '01 all the glad feelings, there was an undercurrent of 

»dness in the loom .n well. Snapshot. who'd half-heartedly 
supponed Orop Kick in his eHorU 10 be 1t'Sllve, presently uood 
alone at the rearolthe loft, near the elevator. and took the earrlest 
opportunity to disappear through It 

"Hey, Phy11C." Drop Kick said to his adviwr 30 minutes after 
midnight, ""ve been looking around fO( Snapper. You seen herr' 

"NO. last I saw, she was o .... er by the elevato(. H 

" elevator, right. Back In a flash." 
Drop Kickhad hoped to ask Snapshotfor adance before Coeur 

made him dean up the loft. But Snapshot was neither In the 
lounge nor In her missile turret. 

Well, this is damned Hrange, he thought. returning to the loft 
to check her stateroom and finding it, too, unoccupied. Where 
could she be? 

Then it hit him-the one place a pe~on could go If she really 
wanted to be alone. 

The hold. 
His Intuition proved correct Hearing her crying before he saw 

her, Drop Kick found Snapshot hunkered down beside the tubes 
of the drop pod, nu~lng II half·empty bottle of gin. 

"Oh r~ ~ Snapshot muttered, wip5ng her runny r.o5e. "Busted." 
"DenIse, H Drop Kick said, "what are you doing?'" 
"Well, I was trying to get pIMtered," Snapshot said, lifting her 

bonle up toward Drop Kick. ~Want somer 
"No, I don't t.hlnk so," Drop Kick repHed, although he did take 

the bottle lind sit down be~ide her. 
"Well, then you oughta give me my bottle back." 
~Maybe later, H Drop Kick said. "You know, I Wal worried about 

you . ~ 

"Sorry, H Snapshot said. " I've had this bender planned for a 
long time, though, and I rlgured I'd better make the most of It ~ 

"You ... pllll'lned to get drunk?" 
~WelL.yeah. 1 figured I'd have to walt unUl Refonnallon Day 

lor the sklpper to unlock the rellJly hard stuff, 001 then you went 
and got her to move up the ulendu by three weeks." 

Suddenly, Drop Kick understood. The tube Snapshot was 
sitting unde r was Number Three-the 001' Badger would have 
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used to drop assault if he'd lived. 
~It's BlIdger, isn't Itr 
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~Oh, that poor flkk, ~ Sl'\iI.pshol said, confirming Drop Kick's 
guess by d rawing her knees up to her chest. wrapping her arms 
aro und her knees and burying her face In the hollow thus crealed. 

·Yeah, I shoold have guessed," Drop Kkk said quietly. '"You 
really miss him, don' t your' 
~Well," a shuddering Snapshot !.aiel, liltln9 her head from her 

arms, " that's a pretty stupid thing 10 say, now, bn' l it? Of course 
r milS him." 

" Sorry," Drop Kick said, startle(! by her anger. 
lrutilntly, though, Snapshot realized she'd hurt him. 
"No, I'm the one who should be sorry. You're Important to me, 

and I ~hould have shared my fee lings with you earrler." 
"Well,'"' Drop Kick offered, ")'OU can share them now." 
Snapshotlmlled, although In her condition Illooked nke more 

of a grimace. 
"Well, for one thing. Vln, you know I never had the hoU fo r 

Badger O( anything-he was just a friend. But all the same, there 
was wmething about him ... something so sad ... " 

"Something like you?" 
"What do you mean?" 
"I mean," Drop Kick said gently, "he was a 101 more like you 

than maybe you Ihink, I mean really, unlil the skipper saw YOUI 
good side, you were about one demerit shy of being expelled 
from the TechniCal Academy." 

"Who told you that?" 
MThe skipper. You know, she's my friend, 100." 
"Oh, yeah, right." 
"Really, Sn3pper, I'm no shrink, but it seems to me that you 

and Badger had a lot In CQmmOf"l. Until you met Red Sun, yov 
really d idn ' t have anyone on your side at the acadl!my, and unlit 
Boo'ger met you, he didn' l lea!!y have anyone on his side either." 

A5 it toprove hewa$right, Snapshot suddenly c lenched he r left 
hand into a list and swung it backward against the empty drop 
lube behind her. 

~ Damn il n she said, "damn it, w hy dots It alw.,~ have to be 
people like him who die out here-people nobody gave a damn 
about anyway?" 

. " ~ey, Snapper, come on: Drop Kick uid. "You cared about 
hIm. 

~Oh Cod, Vtn,n Snapshot said, roUing into his side and 
pressing her crying face into his shoulder. "I feel like such an idiot. 
I've never been this worked up about anyOne beIOl'e." 

"Oh, shush," Drop Ki(k said, twinging his closer arm vpto hold 
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her and bru}hing a IOO}(' red hair out 01 he'¥$. ""m sure you're 
the be~t friend he ever had." 

~you know, ~ Snap}hot said, after a long moment, ~ I think I 
owe you a dance.~ 

- Feel up to it ?" Drop Kick Mlted. 
"Well, sure," Snapshot said, moving to stand up. Under the 

influence o f two pinu 01 Old 811gewaler, hOWeller, she didn't 
quite mllke it and (oIlap~ back 01'110 her butt. 

"Or maybe nol." she wid . - Man, this is embarrassing . Now 
how am I gonna get back to my }tateroom7" 

"Well, I could carry you through the party, ~ Drop Kick said, 
"but people might IIVOndf'f . How about you sleep on the cot in 
the G.(~rrier instead?-

"That's a plan." 
"Come 00," Drop Kick said, helping SnapshOt up wi th Ii hand 

under her shoulder, "I'll help you ewer." 
"Well. thaI's mighty nic.e 01 you," Snap~ot obseM'd. "You 

know, you'd probably make a nice girl a good husband." 
.... yeah, but do you kr.ow <lny nice girls?" Drop Kick asked, 

leaslngly. 
"Snapshot looked up al him, smiling. ~ I think so, but ask me 

agaln when I'm ~ober. I'd hale to make anycommitmenu when 
I'm drunk ..... 

uYes, well, I'm ~ure that goes for both of us," Drop Kick 
(esponded, helping Snapshol through the re /l r hatch of the G­
carrier, tucking her into the (ot in the rear compartment. \.hen 
departing to clean up the mess he wa5 sure the (few had tett for 
him in the Iott. 



Chapter 
Eight 

To cross (he space between the AO and Me)! )! required four 
weeks-as unsettling a span of lime M Coeur had eVff had at 
Horne(s helm. Deep In the Wilds-and In a IragUe freighter to 
boot-her only oplion wa1 to regard every long range sensor 
bHp as a potential enemy and lleer a wide path around It. Coeur 
was familiar with steallh. however-she'd had to be to \UNM 
behind the Solomanl Jines In a tiny Imperial scout ship. So Hornet 
kept the Iow~t poulble profile. laying off her aclive seruors, 
fuellng from outer orbit gas glanU and planetoid belts, lind 
eventually pre<ipilating from iump in the founh orbit of Melti! 
~y~tem-at a small gas giant well outward from lhe malnworld 
In orbit O. 

Ra\hersmall and blue, with two large moomand II small ring 
system, Opaco IV was a (old and quielgas giant" the fanhest 
from her dim red primary Opaco . Unlike Zloga's Novolen, 
therefore, it prom~ed to be em uneventful fueling ~top . 

~AI1 ~tatjons (epo" se(urefrom jump," OeepSlx announced. 
" Short.range passive ~ensors read dear." 

" Roger that," Coeur iakf, studytng he!" own duplicate of the 
Schalli's sensor panel. 

"Some background chatter, though. lOoks like Mexit may 
have radio." 

" How about TV?R Coeur a~ked . 
" Unlikely. The \lH~ frequencies are too lOW." 
"~ai( enough . Figure I t'~ sale to deploy the passive array?" 
"Affirmative. " 
Coeur was glad LO hear that Though HOtnelhad" vetygood 

computer, the passive sensor array Integral to her hull was 
simply too small to see muchdelail beyond 100,000 kilometers. 
Good rewlution any further out- beyond a million kilome­
ters-would demand the folding paSSive anay. 11 Will either !.hat 
or fire up the active sensors and give away their position to 
anyone in the area. 
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"Deploying array," Coeur reported. 
"Betay thaW Deep Six said. " Hot contac t bearing 11 7' '" 
Instantly, Coeur shut down the motors unfolding the array. 
'" can't lell how big she h, "the navigalorwent on, ·she's too 

far for our integral passive M'nsors. She is maneuvering, how· 
ever, and using aClive sensors." 

"Whllt's her course?" 
'" DiffICult to say. I'll need to process more signal."' 
"Fikk," Coeur swore under her breath. Still, she kMW she it 

CQuld be ~e: The anlerma of Horners folding IInaywas 126 
meters across, and III deployment would suddenly make the 
tiny ship-43 melt'rs long-a huge targellO active semon. 

" Course solution fill:ed," Deep Six Slid II minute later. "Targ et 
is powering iOlO II dose Olbit above the gas gianl. Since she has 
not hailed us, or begun evasive burns, I suspect we have not 
been detected.'" 

NGood, let's keep it that way. Whar's our time to the cloud 
tops on residual velocity?­

"lust over 30 hours. H 

Coeur thought a moment. 
"Slxer?" 
"Sir?'" 
Tan you plot us a spiral approach course to that gas giant? 

I want to slay on opposite sides ollhe planet from that ship as 
much as posSible. We will milke ma)(imum milneuver burns 
while he's below the hori zon, then shut down and present him 
with a cold, fro ntal aspect when he'son our side. By the lime we 
get within half a light·second of him, I'd like to h,Ne thilt planet 
between us at aU limes. Can you do it?-

"Yes sir. It wlll only tilke a moment. However, this aHumes 
that he does not alter his o rblt.~ 

"Right. So work out as many alternate spirals and Insertion 
vectors as you can, and keep an (lye out for the first sign that he 
has changed orbit. Advise Clowbar thai we'll be skimming 
tomorrow but that In thE' meanllme I wilnlshort, Intense burns 
so the thrust bells can coot down when we're In view of the 
target." 

"Roger, Captain. Understood." ... 
Since she knew she might still have to fight or ru~and 

therefore evacuate the hull to plevent expk)slvc decompt~­
slon-Coeur sti ll hadn't lei anyone take off Iheir vac suit helmets 
20 minutes after Deep Six fln.t conlacted the bogey. That was 
time enough to determine the oblivious }talusof the (ontact,. but 
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It seemed a vin.ual et.ernity La the Marines and junior technarchs, 
who had no immediilte duties, no reill sense of what WAS going 
on outside, and no company except the rhythmic hw.ing 01 their 
own breath in their banle dreu and VoK suit hel~U. But Coeur 
w/l:sn'tabout to take the chilnce that the bogey's senK)( operators 
weren't sharper than they seemed. Predictably, An.lNlng was the 
first to call the bridge and complain when Coeur announced all 
hands would remain suIted unOI fun.her noller, 

"'Captain 0' Esprit,. I must Insist that you clarify our situation! 
Are we In some kind 01 danger?" 

"We're not certain, Ms. An.Wing, Anolher space<raft Is in the 
area, and we' re uncenain 01 her intentions. -

... Another spacecraft? Could it be Crary JcM1' 
"Nollikely," Coeur answered, "bul anyway, I'm nol going to 

find OUI unlil we've gOI some jump fuel In U5 .-
Masaryll, In the stateroom oppoille An,Wing's, hopped on the 

line before Coeur could sign 011. 
"'Captain, Is there ~mething we should be doing? You know, 

to prepare for an emergency?" 
"You're dOing it by staying suited up and In your cabin, Bridge 

out" 
Coeur then shook her head, shutting off the shlpwlde Inler, 

com. Oeep Six, meanwhile, searched hls lexicon of human idiom 
for an appropriate rem.uk. 

"Civilian~.-
"You said It, Sixer. Get me Snapshot" 
"Snapshot here, skipper." 
"Snapper, what's your SLl(uS? Don'( you have a probe in )'OUr 

launcherr 
"That's aHirmative," the missile gunner answered. "I've got 

one nuke and o ne probe In the can." 
"How aboullhe mis.~il es in the drop pod? They nominal?" 
"Affirmative; they all read green. YOIJ can have six nukes any 

time you want them." 
Coeur nodded, though Snap~hot cOlJldn't see the gesture. 

Thanks to the l'xtta capacity 01 the drop pod, she had more ready 
misslles than an enemy would expect from a ship of Horne(s size. 

"I'll remember that, Snapper. A( the moment, though, I'd Just 
like you to launch the probe, Sheer will deliver you a conttaorbit.al 
plot in a few minutes." 

"Contraorbital, sirr 
'"Roger, Into the cou~e 01 our bogqo. With any luck., we'll get 

a look at her before she gets a look at us: .. · 
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If Badger had been alive to see it, Coeur was certain I'll' would 
hiM! been proud of his gunnerytUIOr. After reaching an orbit that 
would Jetl! intercept the bogey, Snapshot's probe followed her 
instructions to tumble IlkI.' II (hunk 0' planetary debris and 
subseq uently pas.sed within 1000 kilometers 01 U.s objective 
without being spotted. The passive images It recorded were 
therefore of the highest quality, and astonished bot" Coeur and 
Oeep Six when the probe was. tree to download IU data to Homel 
on the far side of Ii'll' gas giant. 

"Good Gaia, ~ Coeur said, "how dose did that probe getr 
~A minimum of 700 kin, " Deep Six said. "That much Is 

IIpparem from the resolution o f the video Image. I re<ognize this 
configurcuJon as a A'inunir-class colonial cruiser," 

Indeffi She is, Coeur thought. Too small 10 light with tht big 
boyl, but more than big enough I\:l TlJIn OUf day. 

At 1250 \oos di~placement. the (alooial cruiser was Indeed a 
giant compared to HOfT/f!l, with original firepower comparable to 
that of the CoaUtion's fro nt·llne dippers. Before the Collapse, 
Coeur had heard Imperial Navy offl<ell make dlsparllglng reo 
marks about the cla~s, oot the cOlonial cruiser nevl'r really was 
intended to ftghtln the lint' of battle. Rather, the Kinunir was an 
Intimidation machine, deligned to keep smaller planets In line 
with Imperial policy through the threat of bombardment with 
heavy lase~ and ml~1i les, backed up by a platoon of Imperial 
Marinel. If the ostemlble purpose of the de~gn was piracy 
suppr(':tSion, Coeur knew belter. The design proliferated Just as 
rebellion flowered In the Last Imperium, when the loyalty of 
border wOllds was at a premium. 

"'Thatloolu like a name on her spine," Coeur said. "Can you 
mak(' It out?" 

"AHlrmative," Deep Six said, feeding the cLarlned Imllge to 
Coeur's stalion aher afewseconds 01 proctsllng. "As you can )('1", 

the lene~ are human Anglk." 
"PleMant name-RO)OI Vengeonu. Could she be Solee?" 
"There is II shadowed Image on the vertical tall that might be 

an insignia. I shall attempt to enhance It." 
Containing her anticipation, COl'ur waited patiently for Deep 

Six to complete this second Llsk. 
"This Is Interesting," he said. "Examine pixel elements 2244 by 

1 3S0, which I have magnified." 
"Damn, It's the Solee crest all right." 
"Affirmative. Reliable Nerwortc: reporu correlate thli symbol­

the Greek helmet on a red circle--wilh So!ee fleet activity." 
"This Is bad, Sixer, It means they got here first." 
Deep Six answered this with a moment 01 reflective silence M 
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his vlK-suUed body bobbed In the water of his roller-chaJr. 
·Slr, that may not be a IeglUmate conjecture. Rfmember thaI 

Wf /lrl! In thf fourth orbit of the Mexll system, I'\Ot In the orbll of 
lhf mainworid." 

"'Yeah. you're right. Continue to anilyze this data,. and down­
load Ihe drtve and emls,slon partkullirs to the gunnefl..OO 

"'Yes, slr." 

Surprisingly, the Solee madf no auempts to adjust thelrcoune 
and single-mlndedly kfpt Ihflr active EMS Nimmerlng lit the 
murky cloud deck of the gas giant. 

"They'ne looking lor wmethlng.." Cot'ur mused, watching the 
animated track lhal (fpresented the pro)e<led Solee coune on 
the bridge's tactical display, "but what7" 

"Their original course suggested a punult but I detected no 
other bodies.· Deep Six oUered. 

"'Yeah. Maybe they spottfd someonf about to skim, or just 
completing skimming. and forced them Into the atmosphere to 
take (over." Clod it's nor me. "That ship's large fnough to have 
small craft. • Coeur noted. "Any sign 01 thate1'" 

"Negativf.~ Defp Six answered. "Nor Is there evidence of 
drone or miSSile activity. Just the one stanhlp executlng a loud, 
and-If I may say-m-concelved search. Vwels within gM glolnt 
atm<»phere~ are notoriously difficult to locate." 

"You may say so," Coeur said, "but don't think Illtdoesn'tpay 
to underestimate your adversarie~ . " 

OO Pt'I.haps you' re right sir." 
"Perhaps? / •. rr'f'Nay, itcould be a ruselor all we know-blasting 

away noisily to draw somebody else Into the open. Sinet Homers 
In no Immediate danger, we'll keep spiraling In qUietly. But for 
God's sake, whoever has the sensor watch, keep a sharp eye out 
for sudden chllnge~ in their search pllttem." 

Coeur and Oeep Six surrendered the bridge to Newton and 
Mercy twice In the coming hOUIS, so Coeur and Deep Six could 
rest and be fresh for skimming. A1llhe watches went unevent· 
fvlly-~e for griping from the Junior technarch.s at the random 
vacuum d rillS Cowr had ordered . At last, Coeur and Deep Six 
came to take the bridge Just one diameter, or )0,000 kin, from 
the blue lace of Opaco IV. lust below and ahead of !.he ship, 
meanwhile, hung the planet 's gray-while ring, reaching like a 
vast highway of ice and rock around the far side of the world. 

HNice ring." Coeur commented, settling Into her chair. 
"Yes, j ( Is atuactive," Oeep Six agreed, rolling up tohis staUon 

and locking his wheels In place on the deck. Mbut the particles are 
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of substantial mass. Be su re you steer clearol the shepherd moons 
on the Inner and outer limbs of ll"Ie rlng.~ 

'" see 'em." 
"The danger is mInimal. We are welt above the ring and will 

cross Its span in less than a minute: 
Coeur nodded, but didn't answer. until they were across the 

ring. she wasn' t about to L1ke her anenUon away from the 
navigation sen~ollrack, or her hands off her joystICk and throWe. 

·Captaln, incoming Signal." 
'What7" Coeur snapped, intent on her flyirog. 
"Nothing coherent," Oeep Shl aru~red, "Just repeating 

pulses from a laser communICator. It was. ho~er. definitely 
directed at us." 

"Old you fix the poliucm?" 
"Affirmative, bearing 275-from the ring." 
"Could i\ be a code?" 
" Possibly. Let me run the ~9nal through p'Uern recognltJon." 
An anxious moment passed as Homet saared oYef the Inner 

edge of the ring. 
"Pattern Isolated . It Is I Terran telegraphic code repeatJng the 

leOeo; V, Z. V, E, A" 
~V, Z. v, E, A1 What In the world Is that?" 
"Unknown; it doesn't conform to any kl'lOwn cOfltact sig­

naL .. " 
Oeep Six was a skilled code breaker, however, and divined the 

meaning e\len ilS hil voice trailed off. Coeur, not nearly M gifted 
at pattern analysis, but not stupid either, got It II moment later, 
saying It aloud at the same time as Deep Six. 

"Vega Zorn, Vi Ec Altnis." 
"That must be It," Deep Six said. "The correlation Is prKile." 
Though amazed by this unlike1ydevelopmtnt-meetlng Zorn 

bot chance In the Wilds-Coeur noneth~6S maintaIned enough 
composure to examine theprojKted track of the Solee cruiser. It 
would not rise above the west limb of the planet lor another 20 
minutes. 

"Engine room," 1he snapped, "Crowbar, uand by main 
thrusters. Sixer, set COUrle 275 ." ... 

Although the cryptic mes.sage WAS brlet, Its fOCu~ nature let 
Deep Six wo.1< aut an approximate source point falrtyqulckly, and 
soon Homet had altered course to steer toward It. Maldng lor thAt 
SOUtee point,. on the Inner edge of the ring, Coeur then took the 
unusual step of eng~ing the ship's densllomew, neutrino and 
neur.!ll activity senSO(S, despIte the If very short effective range, Just 

• 
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to halle more eyes on the lOOkout. In any ellent Hamel nearly 
overran her wen-<amoufl~@d objective, sponlng her only by 
f.lint Iraces of neullina radiation from her fusion plant. Par1<ed on 
a small shepherd moon, just 50 km tong, th is wa~ VI ft Armis, the 
4oo·lon patrol cruiser of the pirate vega Zorn. 

Hanging jun m eters above the corsair, Homets IloodlighU 
found d ear evidence of ~erious damage-laser scoring and spou 
01 \wi5led' metal In her drille sectlon-yet theft was no way to be 
certain the grounded lIenel wasn't laying a trap. Gyro, therefore, 
kept Hornets 150.Mj la~r turre t trained on the ship even as Deep 
Six t>Stablished' a tight·beam laser (ommuniclltiolU link. 

"Well, Red Sun, I see you got our mtuage.-
"You're a ballsy woman, Zorn. How'd you know It was usr 
"Easy. W ho ehe would fly II lar lIader this deep in the Wildsr 
.. few rf(>sperote ffee trader'i and myself, Coeu r thought. 
~Good poin t, " Coeur said. ~ I assume the big dog upstairs is on 

your traiL" 
"That's aHirma\ive. Seems the SoSe(' p icked' up (hI.' same hot 

tip about Mexit that WI.' did." 
"What hot tip wa~ that?" 
"I' ll bet you can 9UI.')5." 
"Yeah, I'll be t I could too, bu t why don' t you spell II ou t.­
"Fair enough. We heard Ihe corsair Zero was after some kind 

o f Ueawre here, so we ngured we'd get the jump on him ," 
This prompted COet1( to make an expression part way be· 

tween a smil e and agrimace. Though Zorn was a pirate, and had 
killed 20 score Hivers on Ra witha Hivet.spedflc virus, she had also 
collaborated wi th Coeur o n the plan to destroy the Mercantile 
Guild's Sauler headquarlen, and Coeur knew It wiUIl't like Zorn 
to threaten hUffiiln agentsof the Coalition when she had a choice. 

Welt fdon 'tcOl'ewhotonyworronLwys, Coeur thought. Zorn's 
os much a po/frOCOS she/so Hiver·hofet, ond (don'c fhin/( sht'dgo 
ofler lero unlen 5~ figured he WOl a real Jlimebolf. I'll hove to 
remember to as.\: her Oboul /hol oller 'Nt folie Mr into custody. 

"Understood, n Coeur ~id. "Bul we can talk about that la ter. 
Do you require anhtanc:e?" 

- Not immedialety, no. Our jump drive is wrecked, though, 
and our thruste~ won' t stand up to ellasive m aneuvers." 

"Yeah.. I believe it. How's your hutt tnlegrily7" 
-ShOo'ed up. The fotWMd sections are ~Ure." 
"All right, then. Alert your crew 10 stand by; I' m going to put 

do .... n and send a party aboard.-
"Glad to hear it. Armis oul ." 
The inslant Coeur shut oH the communicator, Deep Six 

pointed oul the obvious. 
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hThis (ould be II dencale matter, Captliin. Zorn ls II wanted 
cr'lminal in the Coalition, and it may be difficult to justify helping 
her," 

"One problem at ~ lime, SiJler. We're going down." 

The Ilnle rock Homi!I set down on was 1oCilrte1y large enough 
to m U51er surface gravity-oj 0.01 C, but it was wbstanlial enough 
to be mentionedin the computer'S Imperial wrveydata as Opaco 
IV lb. This indicated that little Ib had exiHed In II uable orbit for 
at \east 100 yeal>, and gave Coeur ~me reaSSUfat'lCe as she 
floated Home! down to II landing b~ide Vi El Armis In an Impact 
crater just large eJlOUgh to ~heller the sleek, 60 meIer hull of the 
tatterve5set. lest both mips would laler have to take oft in II hurry, 
Homer (ame down with her bow pointed (()\Nard Vi ft Almir 
5tem--.an arrangement tha t would diminish the chance 01 II 
collision <11 launch. 

A «>lli5;00 Coeur would have more trouble avoiding was one 
between Phy!.ic and Zorn. 

"SaydO{," Coeur said to Ph~ic, whOm she found alone In the 
sick bay, M I'~ been thinking about whether or not you should 
come along on this boarding party .... 

"Well, it is your preroga tive, sir, ~ Physic uid, grurfly throwing 
drugs into her med kit. "But you said ArmiS didn't have any 
c iHualties." 

"That's right. So maybe it would be bener if you stay here." 
''That might be prudent, sir," Physic said, avoiding a direct 

glance at Coeur, "given the way I'm feellng right now." 
~Kinda like to rearrange he( feature s, would your 
~Damn fight I would, and without any aneslhetlc." 
~ Because 01 Scis~r 
"' Hell, yes, because of SciS1Ol't" Physic said. turning toward 

Co.ur. "Coeur, what she did to that Hivel-what she did 10 all 
lho~e Hivers-U's beyond contemplib~.'" 

... , know, Physic," Coeur sa\dcalmly. "II you' ll remember. I w~ 
there.~ 

Aware, perhaps, of the fine line She Wal treading with Insub­
ordination, Physic took ~ver aldeep breaths tocalm herself down 
before re!ponding. 

"With respe<t. Coeur. you may have been there itt Ra, but you 
weren't with us when Scissor died . You were"..;th Zorn: 

"Ye~," Coeur said, moving over to Physic'S diagnostic table 
and ~ttin9 on I\. '" was." 

from Coeu(s pained el(pressior\ Physic realized that thi~ was 
a sore point. and :!.he Immediately regretted It. 
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"Sorry, Red, 1 didn't mean It 10 sound like that. I krlO'N If It 
weren't for you and Drop Kickgolngoff with Zorn, none of us ever 
would have gotten off Sauler, and the vaccine never would have 
gotten back to the Coalition, H 

"Maybe so," Coeur said, thoughtfully, "but It bothers me to 
think about it-Scissor dying here on the Hornel, and my not 
twlng here with him. The way you tell It, he was a real hero." 

"Yes," Physic. saId, remembering thegrlslyspe<tade, "'he was. 
He ~uppres~ed the viral symptoms w the Sauler autnOlhies 
wouldn't be suspicious, but he could only do that for SO long. Just 
after we lifted off, his tissue practically disintegrated In my hands." 

"Yes, you said that, too." 
"My point, "Physic said, "Is that Zorn kliled him, and she ought 

to pay for It-even if she is your friend." 
"Well," Coeur 5aid, getting up off the table, "I don't know If 

I'd call her my friend, so mUCh as I'd call her an ally of nece.ssity. 
We needed her at Saule r. AndGodkno~we might need her help 
hefe, too, if we're going to sort out what's happening on MexiL 
But one way Of another, ttwre will be JU50ce for what she did to 
the Hlvers," 

"Yes, sir." 
" In Ihe meantime, though, I' ll expect you to keep your 

personal feelings in check when-and If-Zorn and her crew 
need your services." 

"Yes, sir:' 
"Now," Coeur ~id, glancing at her watch, "I'd better go get 

the boarding pany together," 
~Say, Red, " Physic said, halting Coeur on the way to Ihe sick 

bay hatch, "that wasn't being Imubordinate, was It, what I said 
about you and Zorn?" 

"Hard to say," Coeur ~mi led . " Insubordination Is In the eye of 
the beholder, and I guess I didn't behind any. But don't get 
cocky.H 

Fifteen minutes later, Coeur a~~embl~ the. minimal boarding 
party ~ne felt adequate for the ta5k 0( Inspecting VI El Armis: 
herself, Drop Kick, Crowbar and Bonl.O. Getting off Hometwould 
Involve one more minor obstacle, however-junlor tec:hnarchs 
convinced that Coeur had come to Ib as part of som e prearranged 
plan. Indeed, the Orinammen made a point of Interposing 
themselves between Coeur and Crowbar, waiting at the airlock 
in their vz,c suits, and the Marines Orop Kkk and Bonzo, coming 
back 'rom the cargo bay in light battle dre~ , 

"Captain 0 ' Esprit. we really muu Insin that you tell us what's 
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going on." 
" I whh I knew, Mr. Muaryk. I can anure you of thl~ much, 

though: You'll be ~afest here on the ship." 
An.Wing, standing beside her colleague before HOfM(S polt 

airlOck. crossed her arnu In disgust,. though the gesture was 
ungainly In her awkwardly bulky va<: sullo 

"This is just typical," An.YVlng huffed; "you Aubllnl ptobably 
alrendy have a Se(ret base here and didn', bother to tell tI5 about 
it." 

"AClually. I' m not AubanV' Coeur said. ''I'm Terran," 
" Really. Bela." An·Wingwent on, ignoring Coeur's comment. 

"isn't tha t lust like the Aubani? First they bribe the Hivers Into 
putting the Academy on their workt. then they set production 
standards to TL 1 0 so Orillammen can't compete lo r contracts. 
Admit It, Captain; this is just part 0 1 a deliberate plan for Aubaine 
10 dominate known space." 

Through heroic self-control, Coeur refrained from drawing her 
gauss pinOI and ordering the junior technarchs to ~tand adde. 
Instead, she nodded to Drop Kkk and Bonzo, who effortle~~y 
Ofted the Oriflammen and set them out of the way. 

"S tay, ~ Drop Kkk said. 
Orop Kick's injunction was clearly unnecessary, though, for 

the graphiC demonstration of the casual strength Inherent In 
battle dress persuaded the Oriflammen to remain riveted In place 
as the troopers marched into the airlock before Coeur and the 
doctor. lest they come unrlveted lind do something foolish, 
Gaffer-following behind the cavalry troopers-tromped up to 
the airlock In his even more intimidating heavy batlle dress. 

~ Don' t worry, Captain. I'll keep an eye on them .~ 
~No hard feelings, An . ........,.,ng." Coeur nid, holding her hand 

owr the inner airlock controls, "but these are potentially danger. 
ous pirates we're dealing with." 

"lust the kind of people I'd expKt to iIo!.Soc:iate with Au baine, ~ 
An.Wing mumbled. 

"'Oh,. put a sock in it,. " Masaryk said. 
Coeur pretended not tonatlce and shut the Inner alnock door. 

For safety'S ~e, the two Arses and two Marines then pa.lred up 
to che<k l!ach others' suit seals. 

"Say, sklppef, v Crowbar said. " \ u nderstand why I'm going on 
this party-that ship looks ttashed--but shouldn't Physic go 
along, too?" 

" NegaUve," Coeur told the engineer, paning hls suit to 
indicate it was secure. " lom reported herCAWlI.lt ie' at! minor." 

" Besides," Orop Kick added, "if we brought Physic aboard, 
lhey might not slay that way. That Hlver maullcre is still pretty 
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fresh for her." 
"Bull thoughl wt'd settled thaI.," Bonzo said. "Zorn was Ju~t 

a stooge of the Gulld." 
Coeur shrugged. "It's probably a little easier for us to be 

dlsp.uslonate about Aa; we weren't up to our armplu In dead 
Hillen, like Physk In the infirmary. Everybody secure?" 

The Marines and Crowbar lif'ted their arms In a "thumbs up." 
"AU right. I'm cycling the airlock." 
Moments later, the airlock chamber evacuated, and the outer 

hatch opened to hard vacuum. A ladder had meanwhile ex­
tended from the hull for their conV1!nlence, but res\dUill kinetic 
energy made thelrfll'St steps from the ship's 1 G to Ib's 0.01 G sail 
well past the rungs of the ladder and plant them several meters 
from the freighter. Competent though all of them were In Iow-G 
maneuven., the effect of their InlUal stumbling landings was 
hIlarious to Snapshot. watching their backs from her missile turret 
adjacent to the airlock. 

Were this a conventional boarding of a hostile enemy, Coeur 
would certainly havt landed with Gyro's I S0-Mj heavy laser 
fadng the target,. but she and Zorn had parted on relativelygood 
terms, and sht elected not to make such an aggressive gesture. 
Instead, she settled lor the lesser cover provided by the 12-M) 
plasma gun under Snapshot's control. 

Not like /I molCetl, Coeur thought. At lhisronge, thepkJsmogun 
will punch her orl11Of jUi t as well os !he loser would. 

Up close, the members 01 the ground party saw what they 
could only assume from adistance : The pirate's TL' 5 chameleon 
hull was programmed to mimiC the shading of the surrounding 
rock. The efficacy of that tactic against a d irect sensor scan was 
dubious, b ut it did beat dragging a camouflage tarp across the 
entif!~_ hull. 

"Which hatch?" Drop Kick a~ked Coeur with Anslan hand 
gestures. like most A..rses and Marines, he cultivated the healthy 
habH of radio silence whenever pmslble. 

" Forward, behind the bridge," 
"Should I just knock? " 
"Yes," Coeur signed back, "we'll cover you." 
Drop Kick shrugged, an imperctptible gesture in battle dress, 

and bounded over to the hull of the warship, kicking up dust 
cloud$ with every long hopping w ide. His three comrades, 
meanwhile, tried not to look too much like they were ready to 
start blasting away with their laser and gauss rifles as Drop Kick 
reached up to the hull and kno<ked three times. 

The airiock opened a moment bIer, and a man in a rell( black 
tailored vac suit stuck his head out to wave the Coalition space~ 
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aboard while a ladder lowered from the ship for their conve­
nience. 

NLet's go, N Coeur signaled, uepping onto the ladder, 
Coeur and Drop Kick had, of course, been spirited away from 

Sauterln the ViEt Armis, soboth were thoroughly tllmiliarwllh her 
Interior arrangement. Even before they entered her port airlock. 
Coeur was associating the damage )he'd seen with Interior 
locations she rememberM, and recalling the Vega Zorn who 
mastered the ship. 

Vega Zorn was born an Aurora and was already a 30-year-old 
lieutenant commander when that world's space fleet became the 
hub of the Dawn League's unofficial nail)' in 11 97, Even mo.-e so 
than Aubaine, Aurora was aggreuively FederaBst, and lorn was 
a perfect mirror of lucharacter. In her personnel fire, Coeur rebd 
that the charlsmlllk, black-haired woman had an easy rapport 
with competent en~sted spacers, Just as she had a career­
threatening disdain for career desk jockeys whom she felt were 
unqualified to ~rve a~ her superiOrs. 

Alilhe same, Zorn was on a fast promotion track in 1200-
pilot of, and probably next In line 10 command, Ii"\(' exploration 
crui~er Taylorfhe Bruce. A vampire ship de~troyed Taylor the Bruce, 
however, leaving only Zorn and the ship's Hiver advi~er allve. 
Already distrustful of the manipulative Hlver race, Zorn came to 
believe thaI the Hiver adviser actually engineered the encounter 
as part at a scheme La Infe<l the Coalition's computers with 
Virus---and in tum help extinguish the violent and dangerous 
human race thai Hlvers were only pretending to help. In OlSgust. 
she res igned her commi~ion and turned 10 a life of piracy to 
support herself. 

When Coeur met Zorn a year and a half later, she was already 
a well-known pirate, having pic ked up both VI ft Armis and a 
cutlass scar acrou her right eye, complementing the fearful effect 
01 her black n 14 vac sui t and crew..cul hair. What few people 
real1zed---<)uUide Coeur and Drop Kick_as how m uch the 
pirate act was Just that--<ln act. Her preferred targets were Guild 
ships and Teddie naval vesse~, and Coeur earnestly believed she 
would no sooner fire on a Coalition ~tar>hlp than she'd lop off her 
own arm . 

~Hey, Red Sun, Drop Kick, ~ the man In the black suit said, 
taking off his helmet after Ihe airlock had cycled and he had led 
the spacers inlo the corsair's interior. A rough-wrinkled man. he 
neverthele~l WOre a personable smile, and was Instantlyrecognlz­
able to Coeur and Drop Kick. 

"Well, if It isn' t Vink," Coeur said. 
"Zorn's engineer," Drop Kkk explained 10 CrQ\."{bar and 
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Bonzo. 
"'So," Coeur went on, "Is Zorn around?"' 
"'Right here," Zorn said a moment later, a tall woman In a 

tailored azure Vol( suit stepping through a bulkhead hatch 
forward. "'Glad you could get hefe so qukkly."' 

Both Coeur and Drop Kkk paused a moment, however, before 
shaking the hand the pirate offered, not quite certain If It really 
was Zorn. VJhile Vink was certainly familiar, Zom looked quite 
different than they remembered. f()( one thing, her face was 
fuller, with only a hint of Its old scar, and her hair was grown out 
nearly 10 shoulder length-now blonde, and far leu severe than 
the butch crew cut they remembered. Indeed, with her tallote<l 
black vac suit exchanged forone tinted blue, It appeared that only 
her pale blue eyes were comp!etely unchanged. 

"Vega. "' Coeursald flnally, accepting the offered hand, "you've 
changed." 

"Really11 !.hought I was the same SW1!el gitil always was." 
"Uh-huh. No, your appearance. I aslume you changed It to 

throw ott the odd cootract killer." 
"You assume cOfrectly." 
"Plastic surgery?" 
"Actually, no, " Zorn said. "Tl15 mkrobots. You dr1nk 'em In 

solution, they resculpl your features, then you piss 'em out when 
they're done.~ 

"Sounds pretty nifty-whal, you pkk those up at the local 
drugstore] '" 

"Actually, no. I grabbed I CMe of them from Saulet before we 
blew the place." 

~Oh. " 

Vink, meanwhile, took Crowbar and BonlO aside. 
"You must be Crowbar," Vink said. " Rt'd Sun talked about 

you." 
"What did she say?" Crowbar Isked. 
"Nol much. Just that you had a beard." 
Crowbar looked at Coeur curiously. 
"That's a 1lrange thing to tell !oOmeone, sJcipper." 
"Well," Coeur said, .. they're rare in the Anes-you know, to 

keep a good seal around your face whrn you pull thr hood of your 
body sleeve up." 

Now that he could look more closely, Crowbar saw thai Vlnk 
also had a fair amount 01 facial hair, though It w<u light and hard 
to dhUngulsh against his wrinkles. 

HOn the other hand." Corur went on. "a 101 of Zorn's crew 
have beards, because they have advanced space suits and don't 
need to wear body sleev~ under them." 
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"It ~It 01 advertises their affluence, ~ Drop KIck added. 
NOh, I don't know about that. " Zorn said, stroking her chin. "I 

hav~'1 been able to grow one." 
"Ate you an engineer loo?" Vink asked Bonlo. 
~ Aft er a fa~hion." the Marine sa:d. ~ I do most 01 the mainte­

nance on o ur vehlele senwrs and computers. H 

"Well, then, the~e two ale the ones I want to see, H Vink sakf, 
turning fro m CrOwbar and BonlO to Zorn, Coeur and Drop lCick. 
"Mind if I take them aft ?" 

"Is that acceptable?" Zorn asked Coeur. 
"ThaI'S why I bfought them. In the meantime, you (an tell 

Drop Kick and me what you' re dOing in this sys tem." 
Zorn IlOdded. 
"All right. Come fOlW<:Ird with me. 
The Homet party then separated, with Vink leaolng Crowbar 

and Bonzo aft toward the badly damaged engine compartment. 
Zorn, meanwhile, look Coeur and Drop Kick afe ..... meters forward 
to the bridge. In a ship that was m~Uy drives and fuel, this was 
the only open area forward of the drive compartment, but It was 
fairly large, with seven woriutations. The only thing that kept the 
area from looking large was the arrangement of the worksta­
tJon~fivewere lined up ina row behind the pilot's and copilot's 
workstations, the only way they could fit in the narrow neckof the 
Ship . 

~So, Nik," Zorn said to the lone occupant of the bridge, a man 
with a ~o ldering kit conducting repairs on an overhead panel, 
~any luck?~ 

"Yeah, 11 ' 11 hold together-at least until we take another hit." 
HGood enough. Why don't you go aft and help shore up the 

port gangway." 
"Aye, sir." 
The young mal'l then packed up hi~ tools and left, leaving Zorn 

alone with her gues ts. 
"So, I don't suppose you'd believe it's a coincidence that we're 

bolh here al Me..:it," Zorn H id, after ~ining in her pilot's chair and 
turning around to Ia<e Coeur and Drop Kkk, whom she had 
sealed in the closest workstaliom aslem. 

"Well, I don't lhlnk It's ilny accident you're here,H Coeur 
answered. " Space Is too big for coincidences. And anyway, you 
said you came looking lor Zero." 

"That's righl A couple of months bat k-after we dropped you 
two off-wt pulll!d inlo Kmak and ran into a rumor about him. H 

"Let me g~u; someone sold you II plctun! of him they got 
from the Netwotk.." 

"Something likl' that. yeah. I al~ady knew Zero was a p:etty 
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scummy ch;uaCler- 1 knew he'd fired on Dawn Leag ue freighters 
when he thought he could get away with It-so I Ilgured it 
wouldn't hurt the Coalition much if I bushwhacked him and took 
the black globe lor myself." 

bOld you aCluaUy get 10 Mexil ?'" 
""'Well, sort oLl senl a leam down to Ih(' ~urlace and then cam e 

out here to refuel. ThaI was WhM the Solee Jumped us." 
~Those Solee must be pretty good," Drop Kkk said, "If they 

got the Jump on you." 
"Thanks, ~ Zorn ~aid, "but I think it was mostly bad luck. The 

Soleecaught us climbing OUI ollhegasgiant. and we didn't have 
much chance to maneuver. ~ 

"AU light. "Coeur asked, wilh eame~t curi01ity, "so why aren' t 
yoo dead?" 

"Good que~tion . Near is I can figure, the Soie(' captain Im't 
very good, because he ope n('d up at very long rang!! and then let 
us slip away by powering down and reducing our ~Ignatu re. I 
droppe-d a decoy drone and had il vel)' (onspi(uou~1y maneuver 
back down into Ihe atm<npherl!." 

Vltlooks like lhey bought it." Coeur observed. 
"Like I said, thelre not very good." 
Coeur chewed on that for a moment . "You said earlier you 

tho ught the SoleI' picked up the same tip abou t Zero IhalYo u did. 
Is it poHible they actually tracked you here?" 

HI doubt it." Zorn said, with a wI)' grima<e. "given the skill 01 
her skipper. The way I figure it, since Kmak's a pretty popular 
watering hole fo r the Solee 100, they must have picked up lhe 
~ame rumOf that we did there, and it's just 11 coincidence we got 
here about the same l ime.~ 

~Do you ~now if the Solee put any men down on Mexitr 
vOon't know. In been ill week si(1ce we were al the planeL H 

"And you haven't conUlcled your ground party," Coeur 
\urmised, ubecause 01 the 50Iee . ~ 

HJUghl." 
uWho d id you ~end down?" Drop Kick asked. "Anybodywe'd 

remember?" 
"Oh ye-th. Remember V-Ma.xr 
bYeah, sure. Your navigator, right?" 
"Right. He's down in Soledad, the old slarport cily, wIth the 

ship'~ boat uew.R 

HKau:el and Cal i ?~ Coeur asked, remembering the man and 
woman who were the youngest memb~ of ZOf n's crew. 

"Rig ht. We left them with the ship'S boil tandwentoffto scout 
the rest of the system. That's the last we HIW of them before we 
got jumped here at the giant. h 
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" I see. So V.Mal( might have some good Intl!lIigence on (hE' 

planeL" 
·Veah, or he might be dead lor all I know. A3 long as lhilol 

cruiser's up there, I can't litt off to find out. H 

"Well, w e'll just have 10 l ix (hat," Coeur said. "One way or 
another, we'll hil'\le to lake him OUI," 

"Good luck," lOtn said . "That's a 12oo·IOn Ctulserl" 
",\Vell, size Isn't everything. We got a pro~ pretty close to him 

eartier, and the lact tha t he Il' t you gel lfWay while you were in 
firing range suggests he's got p.-elty bad sensors. Eithef that or a 
greener crew than I'd take Into space ," 

Zorn shook he r head sympathetically. 
"I don'! knQ'N, Re<:I . lfyou tangle with him, wt'li probably end 

up with two junked ships. even if the skipper Is a boob." 
"Tell ml' this," Coeur ~jd. "ift elln get you off this rock, will you 

help uS gel in toyeh with V.Max?" 
'" don't see why not, .. Zorn said. "Wilh the jump drive ~t,. 

we (an'l leave the system anyway:" 
Tho!I¥OSgood, Coeu r thought,. flO! somu<.hlorVi Et Armis, bu! 

for hersell and who! she wos IegcllyobJigoled 10 pOinl oot. 
~Ther e' s also the matlero( a Coalition warrant for your arrest, ~ 

Coeur said. ~ It it 's within my power. I hal/e to lake you In.'' 
Zorn smiled, m aking the <ha9rined expreHiOn of a woman 

whose oplions were limited. 
- Te ll me about this warrant, Red. IS it just for me, or all my 

«(ewr 
-Slrk Uy speaking, it' s juU for yoo.~ 

lorn was si!ent for a mOrY\\?nt. apparently thinkIng. Then she 
le t out her b reath in a long sign. ~ All right, then." she uld. ~Yau 
help sowe my people, and I'" iurtender myself when your mMion 
ii over." 

"Good enough,· Coeur said. "Can you patch me through to 
my ship?" 

~Sure, ~ ZOIn said, turning around to (.lee her com m panel. 
~You gOI a plan?" 

-Maybe, - Coeur said, picking up Ihe nearest heoosel and 
puning it on. "Deep Six, put me throu9h 10 SnapShot " 



Chapter 
Nine 

"'let me get this straight, sir. You want to tzoke down a colonial 
(rwher with six missiles?'" 

HYeah, I know, Snapper, it's a long shot. Sut Just think about 
this-your probe got within 1000 kilometers of that cruiser-a 
helluva lot closer than a missile has 10 get to fire IU LHers," 

"True, th~ should'yt- flagged it. But remember what you 
always used to say In cI<lss: Never ..... 

" ... underestlmate your opponent, yeah. But you shouldn't 
overeUimate him either. Can yPU plO9ram a flight of our missiles 
so they'll detonate remotely and hit that crulserr 

"You mean use them like mines. Sure, but that assumes he'l) 
maintain the Hlm e OI'bit. If he changes it at aU, the missiles will go 
off on time, but they'll hit empty space. He'll know someone's 
here, and we won't gel another chance. " 

Coeur stood silent for a moment, weighing her options. 
"Or how about this, H Snapshot offered. MWe put the missiles 

up like you suggested, aimed at the spot we ·expect him to pass 
through, but Instead of putting them on a timet, we watch 
through the drone. If he passes lhrovgh on time, I bounce the fire 
command 011 the drone, and they fire as planned. " the drone 
shows a neworbit, we lellhe missiles lay low, and maneuver them 
later to try ag ain." 

HCan you do that?" 
''I'll have to fiddle with the missi'e~ to accept a llmpll:~ 9Olno­

go pulse, but that shouldn't be a problem. It 's been done before. 
Except..." 

~ Except what?" 
"There will be a lag, a fraction of a second, for the image of the 

cruiser to get from the drone to me, and for lhe fire command to 
get back to the missiles. If he suspects anything in that lag and 
thrusts even a lin le, It win be enough to miss him." 

Coeur slowly breathed In once, then out. "Yeah, bu t we'll take 
that chance. Get Newton's help for that fiddling stuff." 
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"Don't want me to flunk this l'Jl:3m, huh?H 
To be sure, it was a flat.out desperate gamble. Zorn's combat 

eltpefier.ce with Royal VrngtOflCetOld her thallhe big ship had at 
least six functioning lasers-one for each mi~sile. Under the 
direction of a competent sensor chief, that ought to be more than 
enough firepower to take clown the night 01 missiles. 

While Royal Vl!'ngeoncl!' was safely overOpaclllV's horizon from 
HeJI'm'r s hiding plac e on moonlel Ib, Snapshot carefu Ily launched 
and maneuvered her formalion of missiles into an orbit precisely 
opposite that of the cruiser, 1 5,000 kl\omete~ out from the gas 
giant. From lhenan, Iheyhad only to lollowlhe IneKapable laws 
of physics to coast to their violenl appointment. 

Meanwhilt>. Snapsnot moved the sensor drone oul lo a point 
in direct line-Of-sighlof both Iiofnef and the ambYsh zone. There 
was nothing le-h to do but wait. 

When Deep Six'seven voicec.ameover her headset, Snapshot 
started, so inll'nt was sheon the telemelly lrom the sensor drone. 

"Tilrget expected to brtak horizon in fIVe, four, three, two, 
ont, MARK" 

Snapshot looked for the telltale signs that the target wa~ 
coming as expected. 

~ Do you see hlm?~ Coeur called to the miss\\e gunner. 
~Not yl't, but there's a lot of high.altitude crud that murk5 up 

contacts right on the horlzon. Hello ... I've got ~omethlng . Yeah, 
it's him all right. On course and on time." 

"How long to Intertept?n 
"About five minutes." 
Although the tension was 3(ute while waiting to see if the 

cruiser would maneuver to /I new orbit, the end was almost 
anticlimactic. Ro~1 Vengooll((O appeared not to pick oul the 
missiles as they popped .. ~ the horizon ahead, Its active 
sensors intent on probing the roiling cloud deck below. 

At 30,000 kilometers, when clear of the horizon. the mi5.Siles 
extended their taser.generating rod~ and, each energized by a 
SOO·kiloton fusion explosion, generated bundles of high·energy 
x·rays that would sear through 70 centimeters 0 ' bonded super· 
derne armor. 

"Got him. .. Snapshot exclaimed in her turret. watching her 
warheads lIare like lusian bI~~ms In the im~e lrom the seOSQ( 

drone. "I think they all went off ." 
" Not intercepted?" Coeur asked, trom Homt(s brldge. 
"Negative. I register six ellptosions." 
"Maybe one is the cru lser exploding. N Gyro offered hopefully, 

from her laser turret. 
wHMd to say," Snap~hot answered. wThere's too much Inter· 
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ference from the detonations .... 
"Well, It's no use thinking about what we can't see." Coeur 

said. "Snapper, keep an eye on telemetry from that probe, and 
send me the fint dear picturt you get We're moving out to 
Investigate." 

lust on the off chance Newton was right-and Royal Ven­
geance had wrvived unscathed, Coeur transferred the Junior 
tKhnarcru, Gaffer lind the Infantry aboard the grounded VI fr 
Annis, with Olden to complete the Mexlt mission lhemselve!. II 
necessary. 

" Sir," Snapshot said 20minutes later. iU Homelcrawled acroll 
the broad face of Opac<l IV at cloud top level. "I'w got iI C~i!l r 
picture for you. ~ 

"Good," Coeur said, " send It up." 
Good Cod, Coeur thought II moment liller, when the Image 

ilppeared at her worknation. / rhlnk we' got her, 
Though the 51111 Image was grainy and streaked through with 

static-SnapshOt's probe had recorded It from 60,000 kilometers 
through a fI~ld of r ~loactNe interlerence--lU effect WAl \tbgger­
ing. Ro~/Vengeonct>. once aline·looklng wiSrmip, now appeared 
is crippled wreck, Korched all over her hull and trailing a long line 
of debris. 

"Covt? Aculem Is right," Gyro said, quoting Homet's new motto, 
"you stung her good, Snapper, ~ 

"Yeah." the missile gunner agreed, " that \hlp's toast." 
"'Well, let 's not be hAlly," Coeur said, "half a /(Jnunlr's sllll more 

than a match for the Homt'l. " 

"So," Deep Six said, "do you think we snould refrain from 
moving closer?" 

"No," Coeur said, "I want you to plot an intercept course, ~ 
~ can inspect her at close range." 

"Salhy," CrowbaroHered,lInening in from the englf'\e room, 
"Yeah, I know," Coeur agreed , "Gyro, the minute we break the 

hOrizon, "II want you to lock yourMFDonto Vtogtonu, Snapper, 
go ahead and deploy your next two ready missiles," 

"Yes, sir," Snapper said. 
"'lake;1 a silent approach IS oul, then," Gyro said , 
"Yeah, I'm nOI going to monkey with passive senso~ , If that 

ship so much as twitclws, we'll blast her," 
"Yes, sir," 
Homet nreaked above the cloud dec"- furloU!Jy bumlng 

reacUon mass for a high-speed Intercept. 
"Uh-oh," Snapshot said, watching the cru~er via the hlgh­

orbiUng probe, "Target's hot. " 
"Clarify," Coeur said to Deep Si.Ic. ""Mlat's going on out there?" 
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"If "m interpreting these readings correctly," the Schalll said, 
"Vengeance is attempting to power up her maneuver drive. 
However, the ship is not moving appreciably." 

"Cou ld be damage to her power plant," Cyro speculated. 
"She might not be able to run her HfPlaR at full power." 

Suddenly, an awful reanZatlon came Into Coeur's mind. 
A!; large 3$ Royol Vmgoonce was, most of her power would 

normally go Into running her maneuver drive-HEPlaR thnJstel"l 
being notorious powerguWef\.lf the cruiSer's \XM'er plant were 
heavily damaged, then,. she might not be able to get)() much as 
1 G out of her maneuver drive, although there might well be 
enough power remaining 10 power ~ondary systems .... 

U/(e sensors and weapons. 
"Skipper," Snapshot called, "They're lighting up the drone," 
"Get It out of there! Take evasive action'" 
"Already doing that-whoa, they're opening fire on the 

droner" 
"Oamager Coeur asked. 
That was stupkJ, Coeur reminded he!;elf, I'm Sioring ot the 

drone's teed to my own station. 
"Nothing yel~ 
"'Well keep it moving." 
"Will do. They're firing again ... no hits. Man, they're )erious 

about this." 
Then It hit Coeur. Of coursel They're Idlotsl 
"Snapshot, they think your drone is an enemy shipl Theycan't 

tell the difference! Release your ready mlssile~. ShIer, plot me a 
divergent course so we can approach the cruiser on a course 
perpendicular to those missiles we just droppe-d. Crowbar, pre­
pare for maneuver burns." 

"On your display, sir," Deep Six informed her only momenu 
later. 

"We're going to make them see al least Ihree different threats. 
They'll have to divide their fI(e, which should give us a chance. ~ 

We'R need ir. 
Coeur threw HDmet around hard, spinning the ship so her 

thrust chamben could blast them onto a new course, a dog-leg 
that would place them on a converging coul1e with Snap$hot's 
last missiles. A convetglng coune that Intersected OIl Ro}Ol 
Vffi9oonce. 

"We will break the horizon In two minutes, sit,· Deep Six 
announced. 

"Roger. Gyro, fire 015 soon as you get a solution, and don't 
stop." 

"Aye aye, sir." 
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And don't mJss. 
"How long untll the mlulles clear the honzon, Slxer?" 
"Assuming they are looking. they should spot them 20 

s«onds btfore we IIppear." 
Thol should be about tight 
'11o,,",s the d rone, Snapper?" 
"Stili untouched. They're pretty b<KI shots, ~Ipper. Either we 

fried them good, orlheydon'( knowwhat they're doing. I unSet 
our miuiles coming up behind them now. They ought to spot 
them soon." 

"Slayfoc:used on your mlul1es, Snapper. I'll hive ~p Six take 
over the d rone feed." 

"Roger." 
"Captain," Deep Six announced In hl$ calm voice, "the target 

appears to have picked up the missiles . They are maneuvering to 
bring motl! batterIes to bear on them,-

"Snapper, call)'Ou firer" 
"Not yet. I need II dear shot through hard vaCuum. These )t. 

rays don't propagate well through the trace high almosphere, ­
I taughl herthat, Coeurlhought with II brief surge of pride, but 

the thought was quickly brushed from her mind. 
"Target in flneoOl -sight, " Oeep Six announced. 
Coeur spotted the signature on her diSplay, low on the 

horizon, Intermittently d istorted by the Int~eni"9 cloud tops. 
"Commencing lire," Gyro announce<! steadily. 
Remember 10 alfow for dif(roc lion and blooming, Coeur thought 

to her. 
"A hltl~ shouted the normally calm Deep Six . 
Cood girll 
Coeurcould see the criJiserbeginnir'\gto maneuver to respond 

to this new threat. 
"How much Iongef, Snappefr' 
"Any second; compiling fin at solution now." 
lust don't hit us. 
"Captain," Oeep Six called, "I'm pkking up a lafge power 

surge Irom the target." 
Huh? 
Coeur looked at her tactical d isplay and recognized the 

distlnctive "unravenng" effect playing about the now Indistinct 
signature of the Salee cruiser. 

They'~ lumping oull My GOd, from only holl a dlomelyl And 
then, from somewhere deep Inside herself, Coeur lelt lhe follow. 
Ing words burst oul: "Snappef, check fire, save those missiles," 

And suddenly, where there had b~n 12,000 tannes of 
stanhip, there w<u nothing. 
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Coeur ~a99 &1 into he.- couch, spent. Dh, you poor; ltupid 
ba~!otds. You poor. stupid ooHordS. 

"No problem, skipper . I lost my t rack anyway. Too much 
interference from the jump 9radient." 

"AAY other targets, Slxer1" Coeur asked, weakly. 
"Negative. We look ( Iellr all the way Mound:' 
Cood. 
Coeur closed her eyes to see rapid images flash past AlnllGk. 

Clirlyle VII. A five-dlameter des.peration jump. 40 surviving crew. 
A bank of low berths, oIwhkhonly 17 worked. Berth 16,In which 
she laid down to sleep, and berth 2], from which she rose up to 
live. And Darien, always Darien, sleepingfOfevef indead berth 16. 

Please, God, let fhem make Ie. I was /tying 10 k/U them, but now, 
oh, please God, let them moke it 

Outside of Coeur's reverie, Hornet's intercom began tocrackle 
with relieved conversation . 

"Weillhat wasn't very sporting. was In" SnapShot cracked. 
~Don' t even joke about that." Gyro retumed. 'We ought to be 

dead. '" 
""Yeah, well,l bet they won't be in any hony IOCome back here.'" 
Coeur roused hersel f to respond. "Actually, I disagree. If they 

make it ho me, they'll be back, but with the whole damn Solee 
fleeL" 

As Coeur expected, no witty rejoinders met this remark. 
"Deep Six, how long should It take that ship to get back to 

Sol~1 Assume the polllblllty of a mlsjump, and give me a besl 
case and woDI case." 

The Schalh bent over his navigation board. "Is best case our 
best case or their best u ser 

Coeur smiled. ~ Make It thel r~," she said, feeling a little more 
cheerful. 

"Absolute best case, one week, If they mlsjump dlrecUy to 
Solee. Absolute worst case, neveL" 

"Okay, throw out the high and low esUmales. Give me a more 
likely best case." 

"' likely best case usumes that they have not misjumped. 
retain Jump-3 or bette' ptrformance, and are able to repair their 
maneuver drive while In !umpspace. Three weeks at best to reach 
Solee Itself. However, several possible mls)umps would allow 
them to return to Solee In two weeks." 

"BulU'le fleet would still take three weeks to get back, and we 
can probably allow a week to assemble the forc e. So," Coeur 
announc!!d, "the soonest they can l1!allsUcally be back Is six weeks 
round trip." 

P/(m for lhe \>\>Oflt; hope for Iht best 
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"Yeah, bot that assu~ they have togo all thewayback 10 Solee 
i!.Self, and don't hilve ships al a base closer by, ~ Gyro cauUoned. 

~Right. bot we can balance that against additional Orne they 
might need to repair their drives. and th@ much gfuter chance 
that mlsjumps will not be in their liJVO(." 

"Grea~ ~ Snapshot said dejectedly, ~so all we accompliShed 
was to set a limit on the time we have fOf this mission." 

Thor's nght. Coeur thought., wev,p pul o~t$ on 0 cJock. And 
I've maybe c1oonIro a bunch 01 people I fIt!Vef mel fO 0 lote I wouldn 'I 
wishonof1)Ofll>. Good9l¥, bodguys.lmperio/, Sobmoni, Coolil.ion, 
Solee. rher~ but for !he grace 01 God go we. 

"Tholl still leaves u~ a lot 01 tim~, and we're alive and welt. Deep 
Six, p lOt us a course back 10 Armis, ASAP . The dCXk is running .~ 

Oh, }Ou poor stupid bastards. Toke)'OUt' limt! coming boc~ but 
please, God, let them make if. 

Despite hi\ comiderable knowledge 01 starship drives, Crow­
bar knew Vi Et Armi, could not be repaired with parts aboard 
het'lelf Of Homel. Indeed, il was questionable whether the Jury· 
rigged thrusters woukl stand more than a few minutes of hard 
evasive burm. 

"I think she'll make 1 G, " Crowbar told Coeur in a relatively quil>t 
comer 01 his engine room, as Homef po.vef1!d low~ a rendezvous 
with Vi EI Armis in orbit about Opaca IV, "but forget about combat" 

"Acl:Ually,lhar'snot r'le<.es~fily a bad tNng. ZOO'I'smen are pretty 
loyal, and if she changes her mind about cooperating. I'd hate 10 see 
!hem cruising a(Qund in something tMt can olllmilineuver liS. " 

Crowbar sr.or ted inllOluntarily. 
" Don' t worry aboullhat, skipper. As atOlis date, Armis is no 

match for a garbage barge, let alone Ihe HOI"fH! !." 
"Well, all right, bUI whal about noncombat travel? Do you 

think ~he'l1 make Mexit?" 
~She ~hoold. Vink sa~ he'll (Ion his finger.. ... 
Coeur smiled. 
~Whatl'm more worried about are those jun10r Il!(hnar(hs," 

Crowbar said. '"Have you had any word if ZOfn's k1l1ed them yet?" 
"Actually," Cowr said, "iI'S funny you menlion that The 

impreuion 'getlS thatlom i~ get ling alOng pretty well with the 
technarchs and the Marines ." 

"ThaI's odd. lOfn doein't ieem like much of a Centrist" 
"She isn't-she hates Centrists. But she ha les Hivers worse." 
"Hm," Crowbar 5<li<f, comprehE'nding. 
It was a tac il opinion of many Orlflammen-inc1udlng Snap­

shot-that thE' Hiver FedE'ratioo had overslAyed its welcome In 
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human space. To an extent, this stemmed Irom the Impression 
that they'd been snubbed In the ~elKtion 01 Aublline as the site 
of the Hiver Te<:hnkal Academy, but in it broader sense, it 
reflected the Oriflammendistrustof alilhings alien and the semI' 
that Oriflamme was being exduded by the members 01 the 
Coalition's " Federali st·Hiver~ axis . 

Need!e~ to ~. most Federah~ had I~ patience lor such 
~\Simislic HivPr.bWling. noting the obvious bent!filSof Hive' tech. 
noIogy/or eo.<etymemberol the Coalition. but ZornwM an excepOon. 

"You know," Crowbar said, alter a further momenl's contem· 
plation, "it's pouible that Zorn has an ulterior motive \n being 
friendly with the le<hnarcN. K 

.. , thought about thaI," Coeur said. '" wouldn't be surprised 
if Oriflamme gave her amnesty juu to spite Aubaine," 

"Thai would be pretly funny, WOlJldn't itl" 
"SomehcW, I doo't think 'fumy' is theword they'd use for itln the 

MSembly, ~ Coeur replied. ~But at lealt there'd be one good thing 
about it-'Ne'd have Zom on Oriflamme's side lrutead of Zero," 

Sure enoug h, when Homet extended her po rt docking collar 
to mate with Vj f! Armis, Coeur found 11 spirit of le i lows hip and 
goodwill rife among her re turning penonnel-and no t just 
because o f H()IT)i'(s victory over the Royal VeflgMtl(e. 

~S tri ctJy off the record, ~ GaNer told Coeur and Drop lOck, stepping 
out 01 the wayri theheavily armored troopers debarklng behind him. 
'" thinlc Zom'sgot somegoodldeas. Somebodyought tofind!he real 
Guild headquart~ and destn:1)' It once and for a11.~ 

~Or Solee, a t least," Red Eye add«l, coming up alongside 
Gaffer and saluting Coeur and Drop Kick. H Zorn sa)'3 tNlcolOnial 
cruiser was one of the smaller ships In their lIeet. ~ 

"'Before you get too Chummy with Zorn, '" Crop Kick enjoined 
h is juniorsergeanu, "yoo should remember there's a warrant on 
her head, and you might have to ~lI!fVe it if she doesn' t surrender 
pe3cefully." 

"Yeah, if we have to," Gaffer ~id. 
"Understood, ~ Red Eye added. 
"Very good. Carry on." 
Following on the heels of lhe Marlne~, however, were the 

junior techlVlrchs, who were even more effusive In their estlma. 
tion of Zorn. 

"Captain 0' Esprit, your friend i) an impressive woman. It may 
have been unjust to accuse her as we have .'" 

Coeur was mildly stunned. It was probably the firs t kind word 
she'd ever heard An.Wing S3Y about anyone . 
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"I'm inclined toagree with Uu," Masarylc~ld. "We agree with 
Zom that the Ume has come for a full accounting of the Hlvers' 
Intentiom to the (oalillon." 

"A fine Idea,." Coe-ur said. "I'll be sure to pass It along .u soon 
as the mission's over." 

"Sir," Masaryk went 00, "Uu and I would like to make a 
requeSL We would like to remain on the V; Er Armis." 

"I ' m afraid I'U have to refuse." 
"But whyr An.Wing exploded. "You we~ perfKllywiliing to 

trust her with us and the Marines just yesterday,,, 
"'That Ms. An.Wlng. was when Hornet was In Imminent 

dangt'f . Now that Homet Is out of imminent danger, this is the 
safest place for you to be." 

"Stitl," Masaryk said, "It could be risky leaving Zom alone. If 
she gets away somehow, the Coalition won't be very happy." 

"I'U take the risk, " Coeur said. "'Rlght now, It's more Important 
that Zorn's people see we aren't treating her like a fugili ve, so 
they'll cooperate with us." 

"Good point .. Masaryk admined. 
"But. Captain," An'''''''ng NmecI, "'W lom ~a11y k all the criminal 

you make herootlO be, somebody ought to keep an eye on her." 
"'Don't worry, " Coeur said. "Even If Annis tried to slip away, she 

couldn't outrun Homet in her present condition. Besides, since 
my first responsibility i5. the .s.afety of you clvillam, I covldn 't leiNe 
you alone on that ship." 

"'Verywel~ " Afl.Wing conceded, '"'bot Bela Is correct Zom l"eJ)ff-­

~nts an opnion that is not given adequate respect bytheCoa~tion . ~ 

"Point taken . Now, ifyou 'U e)(cuse us, Drop Kick and I need to 
go talk with Zorn oursel .... es ... 

The technarCN nodded, then moved on Into the Intenor of 
Hornec, smoothly carrying on the perpttulIl argument that seemed 
to be their standard dis.course. 

" ... Bela, I can' t believe you actually agreed with Red Sun. 
Remember, we ~Id ~how solldarity.N 

"Oh, ~ure, as long as it's solidarity with your opiniOn ...... 
'"'Don' t they Mr shut up?" Drop Kk:k asked Coeur. aher the 

Orltlammen had piWed out of e;vshot. 
~ Probably when they sleep, ~ Coeur suggested . 
"You know, the Secretary Ceneral bener look out, .. Drop Kick 

.laked ... A5 popular as Zorn~, she' ll probably take up politics aher 
$he gelS out of prison. H 

'"'I wouldn' t say she's popular with everyone," Coeur coun· 
tered, walking toward the airlock with Orop Kick, oot pausing just 
ouulde the hull of VI Et ArmiJ.. 

HPhyslc, you melln 1" 
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~ Actually, I was thinking about Newton. They say Hive~ don', 
have emotlO(lS, but I could swear he's been lying low as long as 
Zorn's been around.~ 

"Yeah, I gues.s he has, now that you mention It. ft 

"Well, mi'lybe he's just I:x>en busy, ft Coeur 1<11d, stepping back 
from her anthropomorphism. -Come on, let's go find Zorn ." 

Just a few steplo to their right, Coeur and Drop Kkk came again 
to Vi EI Armir bridge, unlocked but now staffed by Its full 
complement 01 sevt>n spacers. The~ men and wome~ostJy 
Coalition citizens, sharing Zorn's dhtaste for the Hivers' inllu ­
encl'----I'e<ognized Coeur and Drop Kick from their earlier months 
on the (orsair and made friendly greetings. Hearing these, Zom 
separated herself from her pilot's couch and headed ah to meet 
her visitors at the btidgl' hatch. 

"Well, congratulat ions," Zorn welcomed them, guiding Coeur 
and Orop Kick back to the relalive quiel 01 Ih~ starboard gang· 
way. " ' I ~nd~ lik~ you taught those SoIe~ a thing 01 two." 

"We-II. I don' t know about that," CO£'U( returned. "The Solee 
crew might have been green, but they dk1 have the presence of 
mind to jump away and probably go get reinforcements." 

"Which means," Orop Kick added, "thatwe don't have much 
time to find Zero's people and the depot.~ 

NYeah, I get the picture,N Zorn ~aid. "We need to jam," 
uBasically,U Coeur agreed, "ye5. We've brought Snapmol's 

drone ruck aboard and laid In a fairly fast cou","e to Mexit-aboul 
four days, assuming you can make 20 C·hou"," of thrust." 

"Unde~tood. That ~houldn't be a problem." 
"We (auld take it ea~ier, say 10 G·hours, but then there 's 

another consideratiOn, too. I' d just a~ soon not leave V-Mu and 
his people alone arYj longer than neces~I)'." 

"Very thoughtful," Zorn said. 
"More like ptagmalk," Drop Kick corrected. '" If anything 

happens 10 V.Max, we' ll have to start from the ground up." 
"Well, V.Max b pretty sharp," Zorn said. "I'm sure he had Carl 

and Katzel hide the ship's boat before they went scouting." 
"let's hope," Coeur said. " A) for us, we' ll keep In touch with 

a tight·beam maser, ;ust so Me:dt doesn' t hear us coming." 
"Check. AJ far as we could tell, Mo.lt doesn't have any kind of 

fl eet. so we sho uldn't have to worry about that And her moon is 
very small, so it probably doesn't support any klnd 01 base," 

"What I' m worried about more are planetal)' defenses. ~ Coeur 
said. " PDMs and deep meson .sltes. That world was PfE'tty big. 
and it had to have elaborate defense!.~ 

"No doubt," Zom agreed, ~bul nothing actJve ever lOcked 
onto us. Not Ihat we could detect anyway," 
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"'Could be the old ¥temswere forgotten, ~ Deep Kick sugg~ted . 
"Want to trust your drop troops to that intuition?" Coevr asked . 
.. Negative .... 
'"That's another reason ~ need to run silent, then . But that's 

only one problem we need to deal with. Zorn, to be froank. I'm 
worried about leaving you unsuperviSed ." 

Zorn's eyebrows rose. 
"Why? Think I' ll misbehave?" 
"You know w~t I mean, Zom. To tx! frank. I don't want an 

armed confrontation between our crews.-be<ause God knOWi 
you've got some pretty heavy weapons of your own on board­
but eventually I'lt have to po~t $Ome $Ott 01 guard to keep an eye 
on you. The way I see it, that time will be after we sort out the 
situation on Mexit and fi nd a safe place 10 repair your ship." 

Zom sighed. 
"'That's the Jaw, huhr 
"No, the law is that I put yoo and your crew under arrest and 

put a prize crew aboard Armis, bull'm willing to delay that on the 
basis of your character." 

"I understand. I'll find a way to break It to the crew that they'll 
be seeing more of your troops Iilter ," 

"Very welt, " Coeur agreed, lhaklng hands with Zorn. "Good 
luck with your drives. H 

"'Thanks.-
"And don't forget. " Crop Kk k added, "if we get ambushKi, 

let Homer do the flghting : 
" Don't worry," Zorn said. "If we get ambushed by anyone, 

we'll be sure to hide behind your Ship." 
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As. Inhabited w()(ldswent, Ml!Xlt was somewhat small--<Iose 
In diameter and mll~ to the ~I/lr wor!d Mill'}. This gaye It the 
advanUlg! of fairly Iowgravity, about O. 7G-handy for engineers 
and ~rchltects accustomed to heavlerworlds.-and both surlKe 
water and minerals existed In quantlUes sufficient to luslaln an 
advanced culture. HOW'ever, Mexit'sdisadvllntages far outweighed 
iu advantages. like Oriftamme, it orbited close to its sun, com· 
pleting one orbit In 48 days and therefore renll/lng II vklous 
battering as air currents whipped IHound the planet. propelled by 
pressure dfHerences between the rapidly heated and chilled polar 
regions . With TL 15 wealher control, the entire planet had once 
been inhabitable, but it had since regressed 10 TL6, so that day 
was long gone. Virus had ~n 10 thal. 

~So basically, Deep Si ll, what you're saying Is It's not II fun 
place to be." 

"That would be an accur~te asseument,. Caplolin. Without 
weather control, the planet has insufficient Olone, and with 
InsuffICient 010("1e, anyor-.e oot in the daylight risks serious UV 
damage." 

Uttering tha t statement in Homet'5 loungt. Deep Sb elicited 
groam from several of the humans arrayed around him. In 
addition IOCOE'ur, there wt!re Physic, New'!OtI, Gaffer, the cavalry 
tIooper~ Drop Kick, Whil Bang and BOfl~O, and the pirale1 Zorn 
andV,nk-an e(lectk gfoupgathered from Iiomtl and Vi HAnnis 
for a first million to Mexit. Since the-ships were par'oted side by side 
on the back side of Eloj~Mexit's IitUe mQOn with II diameter of 
SOO km-they were safe from any kind of planetary ~ensors, but 
they were not safe from the preclllUon of their own imaginations. 

"Well, 00 the plus sid!," Zom ~aid, "'at leMt we gO{ back in 
conl.act with V·Max. The trouble will be linking up wi th him." 

"Right," Drop Kick agreed. " II wegodown in the daytime, we 
risk getting baked, but on the other hand, If we go down at night, 
thai's wh{'n everybody will be moving around ." 
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NIt's it pity he couldn't have ~tayed with the ~hlp' s boat." 
Bonlo sald. ''There's a meson communicator aboard It, rlght7 So 
we could communicate with him directly from Annis." 

"Unfortunately," Zorn said, "no, wecouldn't. Annis' set Is very 
short range, and the ship's boat set 11 a recel'leronly. We only use 
the system In dire emergencies." 

Thlnldng about thh, and the conditions on Mexlt, Coeur 
rapped her pen on the lounge table several Umes, then dropped 
It. Almost ImperceptJbly, Its fall was slower than normal, llnce 
ship's gravity was set to O.7G, acclimating her personnel to the 
gravity of Mexlt. 

"All right," she said, ~ Iet's look at it map. Where was V·Max 
when we contacted hlmr 

After a certain amount of fiddling with a recessed control 
panel, Newton activated the lounge table's holographic display 
and pulled up a relic survey image of Soledad Oty, 200 km on a 
edge. Altered to remove cloud cover, the Image was wall.to·wall 
metropolis, so thICk with urbanization thai litlle contl:asi of 
regiON. could be discerned. 

"just about here, " Newton said, pointing a fingert ip at the 
center of the map. "From a church here In Albegar DbtrlcV 

"A church?" Gaffer asked. 
~St Elva's Chapel, H Zom said. "It belongs to the Church of 

Grace and Light. " 
"Do we know anything about themr Drop Kick asked. 
"V says It's a hxal religion," lom explained. 
"local as In planetary?" 
"It would seem so," Deep Si;..: said . "I've been studying the 

planet's radio traffiC through Snapshot's orbital probe, and the 
Cells mentioned in many broadcasts." 

"Positively mentioned?" Physic asked. 
"Some limes. Moreonen 11 isan obJe<1 of scorn by local tY" lints. 

For Instance, the Emperor Brak-Soledad's ruler-has promised 
to hang the CGl's Cardinal V/Ilquez if he ever gets his hands on 
her." 

"Sounds like V-Max picked the wrong place to stay," Whiz 
Bang quipped. 

"Not nece~rily, ~ Coeur corre<ted. "Thh CGl could be a 
potential ally. But go on, Newton; where's the ship's boat?'" 

"It should be here, ~ Newton said, poinUng at an area 20 
kilom eters southwest 01 the chapel, "in the lomarica Hills." 

"Boy, that Is one cluttered map," Whiz 8ang observed. "[ 
mean it's all urban-lt must be a jungle to pass through." 

~Well, you've got to rMlember that that's an BO-year-Old 
map," Zorn said; ~ it'S not q uite that bullt.up today." 
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" Indeed," Newton said. "Observe." 
Through digital wizardry, Newton alU'rM the old Image of 

Soledad, replacing i t with a scan of the Identkal area recovered 
from Snapshot's probe that very d ay. Even those who'd seen the 
sensor comparison earlier Weft stunned-where or.ce a city 
sprawled, now stood .II wane land 01 farmland and rubble. Only 
around the great River Tam, and the old Calildo Highway, was 
senlement-no more than a tenth of the old city. 

Ihe 20 kilometers between the lomarici Hills and the chapel 
are primarily fa rmland, and spar1t'ty populated," 

"Newton's right. .. Zom said. "We (ovid probably put down 
n~t to the boat and fly in UnobsefVed on broonuucks," 

" Indeed," Newton said. " I would ilgree with the capUlin 's 
estimation," 

That enclted a smile from Coeur; it was the fll"ll time Newton 
and Zorn had actually acknowledged each other. 

"So I guess we go In at night then," Drop Kick laid . 
.. AtfItmative," Coeur said. "Emperor Brak might have some re!lc 

equipment ard some night vi~1on sensors, but he can't watch every 
part of that city. Deep Sbc, notify V-Max we'll be land~ at local 
midnight Hopefully, he'l be able to I"!'Ieet u~ ilt his boat" 

"Undel'ltood, sir. M 

"Six hours," Drop Kid no ted, g lancing at his watch. 
"R.ight, six hours, ~o you better get your re~t We' ll as~emble 

at the C<arrier at 1900 hours planetary. Deep Six, you and 
Merey'li take us In .'' 

"Not Gyro, slr?~ the Schalll a~ked. "She Is the XO." 
"No, Mercy's the better pilot. If combat comes up--neaven 

fOfhid-that'li maner." 
Deep Six fluttered his barbels In the Schaln equivalent of a 

shrug. acknowledging the point. Gyro, at any rate, preferred to 
command the ship from her laser turret 

"Anyway," Coeur laid, "there's one thing I want u~ all to 
remember: We'll go in armed, but we' re very definitely I'IOt going 
to attract attentJon to ourselves." 

"Right., " Ph~k laid, aiming a stare al lorn. "LeiS kUling Is 
good." 

Zom took the Jibe without response. 
"Oh, the re might be kilnng eventually, " CQe\Jr told herdoctor, 

ri~ing to signify the end 01 the meetJng . "But If It happens, It'll be 
on our timetable . Now get your rest peopje . 'fou' li need it" 

Although she w.u Jus t a Marine corporal, Mercy was easily the 
second-best pilot on Homet, with an Instinctive knack fo r atmo-
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sphene flight that impressed the 001 pilot-her skipper. Theonly 
advice Coeur Imparted to the Marine WilS LO remember that 
Homet was not a tank, so if she got shot al, bug out. 

" DOll'! worry, skipper, " Mercy said. ~Sill er and I' ll get you to 
the DZ, all right. H 

Of co urse, merely flying InlO the atmosphere 01 MeIIlt was not 
the challenge-it was reacting to any defenses that weren't 
immediately obvious. 

"So,· Mercy said to Oeep SIM., glancing Out the broad bridge 
canopy at an angry ocean of storm clovd~ suffwlng the northern 
hemisphere of MtJlit. ~you said all thai down there's uninhabited, 
right?" 

"We can't be certain of that," the Schalll replied . "Only that 
winter temperalure~ beyond )0" of latitude are consistently 
below _300 C, and wind speeds routinl'1y l'lIceed 300 kph.H 

"Nasty." 
"Ye5, and uncongenial fOf seulement atTl6. My estimation is 

that o nly remnant facilities could survive in the nonequatorial 
lOO6. " 

"Hm, H Mercy grunted, keeping her dark eyes focused on the 
flight InSlruments. Crossing into the nlghl side of Melli!., Mercy 
lost sight of the northern ~torms 300 km below and kept 
especially alert for the lights of SOl edad. Given the calmerwea ther 
over the equator, she expected that Valt field of lights would give 
the first evidence that they were approaching the d ro p lone. 

"Any sign we're being tracked?" Mercy asked. 
"Neg,)tive--nOI with active sensors." 
"How abou t s atellite~ ?~ 
"None delect('d. The civililations appeared uninterested In a 

return to space. H 

"Good torlhem. Ah, Ihere it is.~ 
Soledad. Once, the luminescence of II city of S bilnon would 

have illuminated the horizon well before the cily itselt bKame 
visible, but tv('n today i t was not unspectacular. if only bKause 
ot its sheer size. Soon Homet would have to dive Into the 
atmosphere and lose ils panoramic view of the entire city, but for 
a brief insunt Mercy could clearly identify the four surviving 
seeton of the cily--eastern Marina Di~tric t beside the ocean, 
Senega DislrlCl to the north, the fedtfat Dim!c! In Ihecent~r and 
Albegar DiSlr icl to the south-.lre.u separalt'd by stretches of 
wasteland )0 kilometer.. wide and therefore appearing to be less 
a single city than four cities linked by a single power grid. 

What made itclear they were asingl(' city. however, were spots 
of IR radiation Snapshot's probe dete<: ted In the wMleland­
telltale traces of huma.n beings eking 001 a living in the ruins . 
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"BeginnIng desct'nt,-
"Affirmative. Approac h track is gfeen.~ 
"I see something on the II.DF-what's that?" 
"Nothing ~erious," Deep Six said, studying the r.sdar directIOn 

flr.der as Hornet shuddered Into Muirs upper atmosphere. 
"'stray radiation from radllr over the Federal DistricL I doubt very 
much their U)('ful fling!! extends thb far ." 

"Oh, good." 
A moment later the shuddering SlOPped as Horne(s flight 

computer took oYer manbgement of her atmospheric (ontlar 
naps. Plum meting like a 1900-lonne rock. Homet could not get 
good aerodynamic lift from the planet's thin atmosphere until 
she was Just rIVe kilometers above the surface, bot with her conti /I. 
gray negating the ship's gravitatIonal ve<lor, this was not II 
problem. M ercy had no fearVie could eject the 1kipper's C-unter 
safely. 

""'ICe entry'," Deep Six said. "Thelomaric:1I OZ iscnemlnule 
downrange." 

"Any contacts]" 
~Affirmative-two helicopters bearing 320, range 60 km." 
HI see 'em. Not headed our direction, though." 
"Neg ative. They seem to be patrol ling over Albegar." 
"Well, le t's hOpe V.Max got back to the ship's boat., H Mercy 

said, flipping on the comm channel to Coeur with her thumb. 
"Captain, we're approaching the OZ. Are you ready?" 

"Roger, bridge. We're go." 
"Sland by." 
Mercy powt'red Homel back from 1000 kph to Just under 

2()()......-slow enough for the G-<arrier to powt'r out through 
Home(s forward <argo ramp. A backward.pointing ramp would 
haveallo~ her todump thegravvehkle at much higher speed, 
bu t Crowbar hadn' t received enough funding for everything he 
wanted. 

"Skipper, you are go for launch: 
"G-canier away," Deep Six reported, as the dark shape of the 

craft flashed past Mercy's se~t. beIWl'en the horns of Homds split 
bow. 

A moment later, Mercy angled Homers nose at the sky and 
pulled back her thronle levers, rocketing the ~hip back toward 
space. Still fiv e ki lometers above the surface, she would be nO 
more than a fleeting rumble of thunder to anyone di rectly 
below-if she was heard a t ill!. 

"Remember to hail us if you reqUire a~ i s tance," Deep Sill sent 
to the G-carrier by laser. 

"Roger lhal, H Coeur sent back. nYou' li be he:l ring from us." 
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Although Coeur wanted her party to look civilian (with the 
exception of the Marines In battle dress, Intended to offer 
protection from afar), ~he re<:ommended that her people ( on­
tlnue to wear their body il~s under their dhguises. They 
covered themselves In loose robes and hooded capes intended to 
make them resemble a crew ollree tJiIode~, complemented by 
WSV goggles that would let them see deep night as day. 
Primarily, thb; was to retain the dc/ense Inherent In the body 
sleeve' ballistk material, but !.he G_bladden In their legs also 
came In handy when Coeur threw the boxy G<arrler Into a 
howling dive from ru Initial altitude of five kllometen. 

"the HI) G-earrlerwefl!n't suchaba~ic design (some would 
say ( hellp and nasty), it might have had inertial compensation, 
but il didn't, so the pa~senge~ were obliged to grit thel r leeth as 
thelr seat bellS dug into their flesh, stJalnlng against the vehicle's 
negative-gee acceleratlon. Eve n Newton, whO had neither teeth 
nor discernible emotion, wrapped iU six legs lightly around its 
seatlrame to augment the protecUon offered by a sturdy l o~o 
harneu . 

"Everybody ali right back there?" Coeur asked, over her 
shoulder. 

~Oh, yeah," Physic answered, through her teeth. 
"Gtlld we didn' t eat first ," Vink added, hoping they would 

soon level out so his stomach covld get oul 01 his chest . 
"Hell, " Physksaid, "after this ride, I don't think I'll want to eat 

anything for a while.~ 

Up on the bridge, meanwhile, Coeur smiled. Although Physic 
had nothing but disdain for 10m, thllt feeling didn' t seem to 
extend to Zorn's crew, and Coeur believed thai the (onflkt­
hating doctor would avoid open "rapping with the pi rate 
captain. Indeed, all the ground personnel sat together peaceably 
in the two rom of lour seals clt»e~t to the bridge, and Coeur lelt 
vindication in her dechion to laid down the two rearmOSI rO\ .... s 
for extra <.argo spa<e. 

Itwa~n ' l as if anyone In the pas~enger~tJonwould have any 
mind lor personal sparring. though, after the rocketing d escent. 
Even Drop Kick, Gaffer and Bonzo-behind Physic, Newton, Vink 
and Zorn-were compelled to keep their minds on their guts as 
Coeur leveled out Of her 500 kph dive at 500 mete~ lind gently 
coasted to landfall In a de~olate valley of the Lomarica hills, her 
flight path only slig htly thrown olf by swIrling c:rou windi. 
Following the plot laid in byDeep Six put them within )OOmeters 
0 1 the nigh.lnvisible ship's boat, hidden under an IR shroud with 
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camouflage netting. 
"See anything?" Coeur ilskedWhlz Bang, manning the topside 

plasma gun's remote controls from the cockpit seat beside hers. 
"No," the beefy MiHine answered, swinging the gun and Its 

pa~ive EMS sight all the way around, "just the ship's boat, and 
a hell of a breeze blowing the trees around," 

"Yeah, I see that, M Coeur saki, watching the wind whip nearby 
scrub trees back and forth through the agency of her low-lighl 
goggles, "but keep your eyes open all the same. I'm going to try 
to reach the ship's boat." 

Behind them, at length, came the sounds of the nonarmored 
party rising from its seats to assemble its equipment: weapons, 
sensor';, med kits and communicators. From the cargo area 
astrIde the aft hatch, meanwhile, the Marines pulled out two 200 
kg crates to begin assembling the ultralight grav vehicles imide. 
Informally called broomsticks, they were driven by dueted fans 
instead of plasma thrust and were therefore liS quiet as anything 
in the air. 

"V-Max, N Coeur said, aiming her comm faser at the ship's 
boat, "this is Red Sun. Do you copy?" 

"Roger, Red Sun, this is V·Max. Did you bring Captain Zom?" 
"Thai's affirmative," Zorn answered, bending over the back of 

Coeur's seat. "I'm right here." 
"Come on over, then. I've got aguest in the boat and a pot of 

coffee brewing." 
Coeur and Zorn exchanged curious looks. 
"Confirm, V·Max," Coeur said. "Did you say 'a guest'?" 
"Affirmative: Brother Anthony of the CGL. He can't wait to 

meet you two." 
"Understood, V·Max. We'll be over momentarily." 
Coeur then shut off the laser. 
"What do you make of that?" Coeur asked Zorn. 
"I don't know. V didn't mention bringing anybody along last 

time we talked." 
"It could be a trap," Coeur mused. "Brak might h,we c~ptured 

V and forced him to lure us here." 
"As hostages?" 
"Teddies have done it before," Coeur said. "And Brak does 

know about the Coalition, if he captured CralY Jone." 
"All the same, I know V, and he doesn't sound like he's under 

duress." 
"True, but there's no reason to take a risk. We'll send Gaffer in 

first. " 
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far from being offendro by hIs po'lit'lon as point, Caffer took 
it as a due acknowledgment of his special position as prolectorof 
Ihe g roup. While II was true that Drop Kk.k'~ vehicle crews also 
wore armor, the defensive va/ul.' 01 their 200 kg suiU paled beside 
that of Gaffl'f"'s 400 kg hea\/)' battle dre~toot enough to 
delle<t a 30 mm affilor.pil.'King shell. Very few types of h~nd· 
held W("apon could faze a trooper in heavy banle dress at all, save 
a well·aimed anti·lilnk grenade, or iI bolt from a high.energy 
plasma or fusiOn rille. 

That in mind, Gafler walkt'd up tothe starboard forward hatch 
of V.Max's ship's boat with his own 1.2 MJ fu~ion rif le-a 
feilrwmeweapon that could quickly immolate PVerything in the 
vehiCle if nece~sary. Drop Kick, meanwhite, covert'd his rear with 
a gauss rine and affi:xed RAM grenadl'-Ihe l.ltter mOte than 
powerlul enough to blow a substantial hole In the hull of the ship's 
boat if necessary. 

"Hey, V·Max'" Gaffer said, knocking on the hatch, ~open upl~ 
NCive the code word,· a man\ voice came, from Ihe control 

panel speaker beside Ihe hiltch. 
"Sic femper ryronnis,'" GaHer (I.' turned, quoting the motto of 

Aur()(a. 
Obligingly, the halch's double iris valve opened. 
"Fikkl" V·Max said, reeling back from the baHe! Gaff",( pointed 

at him. 
NGet o ul," Gaffer said, "and you. 100." 
"' II '~ all righi, V, " Drop Ki ck ~aid, rai~i"9 his barrel to a 

nonthreatening ang le as Gaffer pushed V.Max and Brother 
Anlhany inlo the biling, whipping chill of the mWnight wind. 
"'He's with me." 

"Drop Kick?~ V·Max asked, pulling his windbreaker close 
agaiNI Ihe chill. 

"Affirmative, ~ the sergeant major responded. "I hope you 
don ' t mind, but Red and Zorn insisted we go ovt'r yovr boat to 
make sure it's ~fe." 

~Cood thinking, actually, " Brother Anthony said. "Yoo never 
can be too 51111.' where Brak's concetned." 

Brother AI"Ilhony, Drop Kicknoted through thelow.r.ght capacity 
of his synthetic vision, was a rather liIl man, easi~.a head taller than 
the stocky pirate V·Max. Yet what was t'\Il'n more striking w.-u the 
beattlC expression on his long and youthful f.xe, quileopposite the 
aspect ofV-MM, whose bushy-browed black eyesdrlled nto Drop 
Kickwith irritZlted m patience as he bundled himself agalnst the cold. 
Notably, Brother Anthony's hooded priesUy robes seemed far benet 
In~ulating than V·Max'~ jacket and jumpwil. since he weat~ the 
wind with only minor shivering. 
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"Well, I'm glad you can be philowphical about it, · V.Mou said. 
'" I' m l'iklcln freezing'" 

Gaffer, however, emerged from ltle aft hatch a momentlater, 
signing Hall clear.~ 

" Roger," Drop Kkk ~igned back, before switching to audible 
spee<h. ~Now hi!Jc 'em .... 

Before hehad lime lobeoulraged. V·Malt found himself being 
palled down by Gaiter's armOled hands-an initially frightening 
prospe<t given !he power 01 batlle dreu's (llsual strength to 
break Ix>r.eJ and bNise fle~h . Bul Gaffer was dexterous in battle 
dren- aoother reMOn Drop Kick chO~e him for this miuion--.:md 
he didn't appear to hurt eithf>,r man. When the search was CNer, 
the first sergeanlfollnd nOlhing more lelhal on AnthOny's person 
than a trlangula, amulet and a vial 01 water, and only II 9 mm 
pistol In V ·Max's coat. The vial lind the gun Gal1er look for I urther 
study, though not before flf'St inquiring inlo the nalure of thE' 
amulet. 

"What's that supposl?d to be?" Gaffe-r askro, pointing at thE' 
symbolic fire in the middle of the charm. 

"The ~pjrit of the Holy Defender," Anthony said. 
~Hm, w Gi'ifer acknow1E'dged, nexlexamlningAnthony'svial. The 

colorless nquld inside etkited no response when Gaffer rerT"oO'Yed the 
lid and pas5ed it over hi~ suit's integral chemical warfare sniffer. 

"How about th'I~? Some kind of hOly wMer?" 
~Ye1, It has been blessed." 
Gaff er looked at Drop Kick. 
N Ah, give it oo.ck to him, " Drop Kic k ~id . 
-rhankyou, " Mthonysaid politely, taking back his vial. Gaffer 

then focuSt'd his anention on the pistol of V.Max, popping out 
thE' clip and e"amlnlng the ammunition. 

"'loolu like 9 mm 0011," hE' said. handing the p istol and 
ammunition 10 Drop Kick. 

DRlghl, nOlhing E'xotic," Dfop Kick agreed, taking the pistol 
and m agazine to examine them himself. He then popped the 
magazine back inlO the piSlol and returned 1110 Zorn's navigator. 

"Here, you can ha~ thil back," 
"Thanks, " V·Max s.aid, SolrcaSlically. 
By now, IhoU9h, Drop Kick could see the ten!>ion receding in 

the pilale's body. From his time aboafd Vi El Armis. Drop Kick 
knew the navigator ",,!a1 fie rcely loyal 10 his captain. and he 
seemed to relax. as he realizE'd that the activities of the Mannes 
were partly for her protec tion. 

"All Clear," Drop Kick fin ally sl9ned to the G.c arrle r. "Come on 
avef." 
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As soon as Drop Kick and Giloffer escorted Coeul and Zorn 
safely to the ship's boat. Coeur returned them to their original 
assignment. which Whiz Bang and Bonzo began executingwhen 
the wind died down enough to lei them fly their broomsticks 
safely-a thorough patrol of the l omarlca Hills. 

~ Stri ct radio silence?" Drop Kick askPd. 
~ Ab1olutely. You see anything Slrange, you ny badr. to Physic 

and report i t ~ 
· Understood.- Whereupon the twosergeanu took to the air, 

and the two captains ",cepled the hospitality of V·Max in the 
Ship's boal. 

fi Good coffee: Zorn said, helping he~lj to a second mug 
from the pot in the bridge of the ship's boat. 

"Thanks, " V·Max said, re tiring back toward the pasS('nger 
se<lIon with three more mugs, 0(1(' for himself and !heothers for 
Brother Anthony and Coeur. 

Thoug h a crafl of 30 Ions displacement. a lhip'S boat still 
seem ed small since ill vOlume was stretched out through a 30-
meter cylinder just five meters in diameter, But for the volume of 
the cargo hold visible through the aft hatch, the cockpit and slx­
~eat passenger se< lion ~emed ~af(ely larger than that of the G· 
carrier. 

"I hope the troops did n' t shake you up 100 mu<: h," Coeur said, 
accepting her mug and turning her chait to face V·Max as he sat 
down. 

"01'1. thal's all rig ht. 8elieveme, I've seen people trealedwo~e 
on this planet-

"'Your people?" 
~No," V·Max amwered, ·we've kepI out of vouble. Right 

now, Can and Kauel are down in Brother Anthony's chapel, 
a tx >ut 20 klic.ks across the 'iver." 

"Another priest of our churth, SiSler Anna, is with them: 
Brother Anthony r!'potted, antiCipating Zorn's logical next ques­
tion. 

" I see your broomstick there in lhe hold," Zorn said to the 
cleric, coming back 10 take a seat 01 her own. MIs that how you got 
up here1" 

"Sure i1. The peasants do their h arvesting at night. right 
around Ih!.'$l! hill s, wi th bright spoUights, ~ It 's hard to move 
around und l.' tected.~ 

-MOSt people lind broormticks alittle frightening. .. Coeur said 
to Anthony, ~alleasllhe 1In.1 time . How was it for you?" 

"Rather peaceful, actually," the priest answered. "As if I were 
flying with the angels." 

"Tell us about your retigion,n Zom saId. "Is It soml.' sari of 
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Terran faith-some denomination of Christi anity or Islam or 
somethingr 

"Quite !he con"'d')'," Anthony laid, hi ~ plaCid blue eyes 
belJaying no insult taken. "The Chuf(h of Crace and light aro~e 
on Me)(il many thousands of years ago. White we respec t our 
bt'othen and sisters 0/ other faiths, It h our benet that we were 
selected by God for a sp«ial miuioo.· 

"Which is?v 
"To await the return 01 our Savior, the l ord Defender," 
'" hope this isn' t an insulting question," Coeur said, pursuing 

the discussion, "but is your Lord Oelender human or divine?" 
8rothef Anthony chuckled good-naturedly. 
"Neither," he said, "and OOlh. It is a difficult thing to explain . 

It is ourbeliellhal the lord Defender is re~UHE<loo , orrebom, in 
limes o f g reat crisis. The first crisis occurred 3,000 yean ago, 
w hen the early colonisU were Ihll.>a tened with extinction, until 
the Prime Cardinal gave hi\ Me in sacriliu lor our sins and quieted 
the wind. of destruction . Since then, he has come again in many 
fo rms, whenever a gre~1 catastrophe ha5lhreatened our people. ~ 

" f see,M Zorn l~id . 
"We realile it may .eem a quaint belief," Anthony s.aid, "b!Jt 

our faith hal sustained us through the centuries. Today, it is our 
I\rm belief that Sai nt Kilalt will rise agai n to herilld the birth of 
the Defender and deliver US from the ellils 01 this world .u 

80th Coeur and lorn frOWf'led at this, thinking thE' same 
thing. lithe membersol the Cel believed that a holy savior was 
coming to rex ue them, they might not provide much world ly 
help to their missio n. 

On the other hond, Coeur thought. a religion doesn't s/,JfVive 
centuries just by titting on Its duff, and tMle prople have gouen 
Brok 's goal. Maybe V·Mox did link up with the right people. 

"Actually," V·Max said. ~irs not all pie.in .\he·~y·and·wai\. 
for-the.apocalypse. The eel is involved ina lot of work Empero r 
Brak doun'l appreciate." 

"like what?- Zom asked . 
~like teaChing the peasant children how 10 read . 8rak frowns 

on that, sinc e it gels peopte worked up about freedom of 
thought.'" 

~ Really." 

"And Ihen there's the rebels. I doubtlhey could operate very 
well In the cily if It w-eren' t for the church." 

Good, Cowr thought. trying tohide lo s at i ~tied ~ look. V.Mox 
did fink up with the fight peopl~. 

"Our o nly concern is ju~ ttc e, ~ 810ther Anthony \aid. "That 
Cod's will be done.~ 

• 



To Dream of Chaos 145 

"Well, BrOlher Anthony," Coeur said, "I don't know much 
about God's will, but I can tell you ' rppresenta govemment that 
respects human dignity and freedom. If you can help us, my 
government might be of a mind to help you." 

Anthony spread his hands, inviting Coeur to go on. 
- How much do you know about the Coalition, Srother 

Anthony?" 
'Very linle, save what V·MII:>: has told me. He gave me to 

understand that the prisoners executed six months ago were 
probably from that state.· 

·Zero's (rew?· 
V·Max nodded his head . 
"So, all his crew are dead?· 
"Alas," Anthonysaid, "y~. Ourcaldlnallrled topeBuade the 

rebels to rescue them, but the capital Is too well defended. I. 
myself, heard the execution broadcast OYer state radlO, and 
several members of my (hur(h (onfessed to witnessing it in 
person.'" 

. , see: Coeur said. "Well, even if thars so, I stili have II 
mission to perform. I must flnd Zero's slarship, or any record left 
by his party." 

As if predk ting Anthony's rl'sponse, V·Max drew an appre­
hensive breath through gritted teeth. 

"That (ould be very dangeroos, " Anthony cautloned. " If 
they had a space veS5el, it is almost certainly stored In the docks 
of Ihe old starpon depot, in the very center of Brak's power." 

"Depot. you say?" 
"The old name of the region. Today, il is a fortress." 
Pleased by this turn 01 evenu-If'adsof some kind, at least-

Coeur had raised a forefinger to ask another question when 
beeping interrupted her, coming hom the comm panel on the 
bridge. 

- I'll get It.- V·Max said, rushing forward . 
A mom ent laler, he turned back to Coeur wilh his comm 

headset in hand . 
.. It's for you, Red Sun. Physi( ." 
Immedlalely. Coeur ro~e to put on the headset. 
"Red Sun here. Go ahead.· 
- Captain, D(op Kkk's Just come back with a report.. He says 

they spotted helicopters firing on a church on the SOuth side of 
the rive(." 

"A church?" 
wAffirmative. He says he didn't know if it was B(other 

Anthony's, but he ngU(ed he'd better check It outJuU In case. ~ 
Fikk. Coeur thought. 
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~Roger that, Ph.Y$lc. Stand by your luer rig . Red Sun oul." 
Coeur rlp~ oft the headset and turned to v-Max. 
~V. do you kr.ow the shortest way to the 10Uth ridger 
"Yeah, it's that way ... ... 
"Here," Coeur said, palming open the hatch. "Show me," 

Seeing Coeur and V-Max hauen out the hatCh, Zorn and 
Brother Anthony exchanged a quicilook and then rose as one 
to dash afler them, leaving the ship's boat airlock to lock 
automatically behind them. Since 8rother Anthony lacked Ihe 
WSV goggles of his companions, he lagged ill bit behind Zorn 
as she scrambled up Ihe steep slope of rocks i!lnd weeds 
immediately to port of the vehicle. Over 3S years of nlghUy 
activity gave him gOOd night vislon, however, and he ,,,me to 
the lOp of the 20·me!er ridge just seconds behind the othe~. 

"O h my, " he gasped, seeing what the others alrelldy beheld. 
From 500 meters above sea level, the hitlslde ga .... e an 

e.llcellenl vlew of all the Albegar Oistrlct, oul 10 the unlit horilon 
50 ki lometers away. Beyond the rocky hillside, sloping steeply 
down toculU .... ated farmiand-tliled e .... en at this hour byban~ol 
peasanu marching abreast the \f.xlo~ tha t III their WOfk-,llnd 
beyond the River Lora, five kilometers away, lay the buildings at 
the edge 01 the city. A handful of those buildings now burned, 
periodlcallydisgorg!ng fireballs that Illuminated the \aty water of 
the ri .... er and two sets of helicopter blades in the sky abo .... e . 

.. Anack helicoptel'1," Coeur said, studying the scene through 
PRIS binoculars. ~Probably the same ones Mercy spotted on the 
way In.'' 

~ Is that your church?'" Zorn asked Anthony, spotting a build· 
Ing in the middle of the conflagration wIth a Iriangutar symbol on 
iu roo very similar 10 Ihe blather) amulet. 

"Yes," the nok priest replied. "'ThaI is my church. I only hope 
Sister Anna and the young spacers esClIped ...... 

"Oh God," V-Max said meanwhile, numb 'Nith shock. "they 
must have picked up our radio traffIC ...... 

"Yes," Coeur agreed, lowering the PRIS and handing It to 
Zom. "They must have triangulated the position with their own 
radio dircc\lon linden." 

"Damn: V·Max mumbled . · How could t ha .... e been so 
stupid .... " 

"000'\ b~meyourself, V," Zorn said. "You're a navigator, not 
a secret agent" 

"Sut Carl and Kauel-they'r! just klchl~ 
"They mlght've gotten away, · Coeur .... entured. though she 

• 
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doubted It very much. Bombs had set not only the woodm 
chapel alight, but rna",! adJacent lttuclures, and there WAf no 
evlden(e of a flre-rtg hling battaUon anywhere In slght. 

'" don't know about that," Zorn said, handing the binoculars 
back. to CoeIJr, "but have a look at bearing 310," 

"Good looiJ That's i1J1 lmper1al Marine: APeI" 
"'Yeah," Zorn said. '" thought It was a lnJckunUl1 sawlUIft off. 

It was parked on a side street near the chapel." 
'"They can' t have very many 01 those," Coeur said, watchIng 

the streamlined, relk (raft fly off toward the north. "Can they?" 
"'The fly1ng tankS, you meanr Anthony asked . "No, very few. 

And none ever come this far south ," 
"Hm," Zom said , 
"It maybe," Anlhooy went on. "that your friends are not de1ld. 

The Cuard may have realized they were oH-WOtIders and come to 
capture them before they destroyed the chapel." 

"But why?" Coeur lUked. "You said Bfa\( ue(uted Zero's 
people." 

"The rumor ls," Anlhonysald, "that Zero'scrrwwas given the 
opportunity 10 cooperate before they weft k111~o tell what 
treasure they were seeking o n thIs world," 

"'I see," Zorn said . "So Brak might have a usefQ( the kids." 
Nln his own evU way, yes." 
Well, Ph~k, Coeur thought. lowering her PRIS, maybe I was 

wrong, MayiX' tM timetable lor Ie/Ring will have to be moved up, 
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"'Think Ihi1 is a good idea, sergeant major?" 
-Maybe not," Drop Kick said from his broomstick's front seat.. 

s~akin9 to GaHN behind him through a hard·wired link, "bUll 
want to get closer to that churc.h and ~ee if Cari and Katze) are 
around.~ 

" All righ t," Caffer said, Nbut walch out for the APC's fu}lon 
gun. A clo~ miu from that could shoot us down." 

"Hell," DropKick ~id, lighting the gusting wind and updrafts 
trom firQs on the ground .)!i he steered closer to the burning 
church, "a kid with a )lin9~hot(ould knock usoul of the air. Just 
hang on ," 

Though it WM impmsible to get very dose to the church­
owing to the choppers overhead and the APe grounded on a 
nearby street-Drop Kick and Caffer did come dose enough to 
pick up good detail through thelr enhanced synthelk vision. 
Three unarmored human forms were In the area of the church, 
being hu~tJed and carried up the rear halch of the pJ>C by troopers 
in heavy ootlie dres~ . One was a woman dressed like Brother 
Anthony, but b:ood;e<f and apparenlly<fead. Theother two Drop 
Kick clearly recog nized as Carl and KUzel ~nged but mobile 
under their own power. 

"Damn those streetlights, ~ Gaffer said, speaking to Drop Kick 
in the front seat through a hard·wired link In the broomstick 
frame. ",f it weren't for them we could get a lot closer." 

"It's all rlghl/ Drop Kick said, circling the grounded APC al II 
height of 500 metm. "Jus t keep your eye~ open fO( any more 
armO(. " 

More 8rmor was not in sight, hOW'ever. EvidMtly, Emperor 
Brak felt two attack choppers and II gray APe were sufflc.lent to 
shoot up a church. 

"Hey, ~ Gaffer said, ~she's taking off. Wi'H'lt to follow?~ 
"Yeah, we're following all right. Fluh it to Red Sun." 
GaNer didn't bother to argue, Though Coeur had ordered 
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radio silence, Ihe heart of Soledad was over SO kilomet ers away, 
and if they followed Ihe APe there, 1\ would put them bf)'Ond 
renable radio range of the base camp. Galfer sent the briefest 
possible mess<lge. 

"'Ga"er 10 Red Sun. Pursuing APe." 
Coeur's answer came back a moment later as two buf'lLS of 

SLltiC. the previously established signal for message understood . 
The pursuit 01 theAPC was hardlyaslmple maRer, though. For 

one thing, the APe was well. streamlined and soon left iu fan 
hf'llcopler escort Slrai l"lirog to keep pace. Even after twisting his 
handlebar throt tles to fuJllhl\lSt, Drop Kick found him~Jf hilling 
behind the Soledad night as It roared high InlO the Windy nlghL 

An unexpected break came, however, In the unlit region 
between Albegar and the Federal District-utterly unexpected 
arcs of tracer rounds from anliaircrah !InUItI)' reaching up toward 
the Soledad night. Such fire would surely ping off the svper-dense 
armor of the APC, but not so the alrlrllmes 01 the thin-skInned 
choppm. which probably wore no armor at aiL Consequently, 
they went quICkly to the de<:k, fol lowed by the APC--clis.gorglng 
covering fire from its small turret- and the broomstick o( the 
tra iling ~rgeants. 

"Cood Gaial" Gaffer said. "Who's Orjng that trlple-A?~ 

"U nknown," Drop Kick a nswered, HRebels, I guess. It sure 
~Iowed the Teddies down, thOugh." 

Aided by the inteevention 01 some unknown ally, Drop Kick 
found himself able to tail the Soledad flight.. now flyIng nape-of­
the-earth. Wilh the III"Itiaircraft guns n(JW quiet behInd them, the 
aircraft roared across the blasted wasteland at 200 kph, jinklng 
o((asionally but making the lighted ouukirU of the Federal 
District within 15 minutes. 

" look sharp," Gaffer ~id . Hl've got aircraft at 2 and 10 ." 
nl see 'em. Support sledS." 
"Shou kjn 't we bleak olf?" Gllffer asked, acutely aware o f the 

sroarch llghts popping up 'rom the cenler 01 the ciry ahead. 
"Negative . t don' t think we've been sponed." 
MAIl right. But I don' t need to tell you wh il t'li happf' n I'we get 

hit." 
No, )OUdon'l,. Drop Kick thought, continuing to tail the APe 

at a discrete distance of one kilometer. He knew Jus t as well as 
Gaffer that the first hit the broomstick took from al most lIl"Iy 
weapon .......ould be Its I.»t. 

Yet, realiZing this, a strange calm overtook the sergeants. 
Aware th <!t they were indeed unspotted, they relax~ enough to 
take careful notice 01 the Federal Distrlcl'j layout-key details of 
w hiCh Gaffer captured in hiS suit's integral camera. 
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Un/Ike Albegar, which seemed a male of wooden huts and 
crumbling masonry buildings, the Federal District appeared 
well lald-oul,. with broad avenues radiating outward hom the 
ancient star port. Also, unlike AJbegar, most people seemed 
involved In industrial, rather than agricultural, pursuits, in 
smoke-spewing factories of the o uter distrIct . 

"That'S interesting ... " Gaffer said . 
"Whatr Drop Kick asked, concentrating on his flying. 
"011 to the north, there's a troop of track-laying APCs." 
UReallyr 
~Yeah, with regular Iroopers-}'OU know, rilles and steel 

helmelS. u 

uYeah, I see 'em.H 
"Maybe than what most of Brak's forces are-Iow-t~h 

regulars." 
"It would be nice," Drop Kkk ~Id. Sure, Coeur wanted to 

nnd the hidden depot, but Drop Kick would lust as soon have 
the hidden depot be conspicuouslY/licking In grav tanks, battle 
dress and energy weapons-if 8rak did Indeed have his hands 
on It. 

Presently, though, the Soledad IIIght began losing altitude, 
and Drop Kick focused all his attentJon on avoiding detectJon. 
The two support sleds they saw earlier had since moved off In 
what appeared a routine patrol pa nem, but the city center was 
thick with entfencheddefenses, among them rooftop autocan­
nons and SAtvI sites. 

"Oh man, N Gaffer said, "look at all that air defense." 
"'Yeah, I see iL Soledad must have enemies that have 

aircraft ." 
USergeant Major, I don't mean to sound alarmlsr, but I think 

we're way out of our league here. Maybe we ~ho\Jld bug out 
while we still can ." 

~No, ~ Drop Kick said, ~not yet. We've got to find out where 
they're taking Cad and Kauel." 

"Can and Kauel? Man, lho~e aren' t even our peoplel" 
"Maybe not, Gaffer, but they are Zorn's people, and-as 

long as Red Sun's cooperating with them-that makes 'em our 
people." 

"O kay, " Gafferreturned, though he could aimosl feel thenre 
control radar from a myriad ground statJons locking onto them. 

The broomstick would not be shot down, however. Ab.!In· 
doning a high flight prome as too perilous, Drop Kick took to 
flying low around the city's rooftops, gambling that the Tl6 
radar would have trouble locking onto such a small, low-flying 
target. 
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"Camn," Gaffer said, amazed, "we're still alive," 
"For the moment anyw"'y. Hey look" the APe's landing." 
"Sure Is. Looks like it's going Into some sort of bunker under 

that building-probably a headquarters." 
" It's II big building ~nyway; I' ll try to edge us In doser." 
8\g. In the present context, would jlf'O'n a 9'ou undentate· 

nlent. for no other sUlnding sttucture In So/edMi was anywhere 
near as tall as this bloc.k1sh granite tcMce . Clearly II bulldlr'\9 of 
some importat'loCe, not only was iu roof sprinkled with electronic: 
equipment,. but one enUre face-a 50· meier stretch of window· 
leu wall--was painted with II gigantic rendering of a man the 
Marines could only presume to be the ruler 01 the City. 

"FigUie that's Emperor Brak?" G<tffer asked . 
"That' s where my money Is," Drop Kick replied, lowering the 

broorrutick Into an arrey between two adjacent office buildingS. 
"We're right smack dab In the middle of the region he oughla 
control," 

Whether the reoderingwas accurate o r not theydidn't know, 
but the image on the side of the building portrayed Its subject as 
a veritable man of muscie-a squa re-jawed man with ~ ikk black 
hair, II thick black m ustache and a steely gray-eyro exprullon. Hi s 
fine conditionIng and muscle lone shov.'ed clearly through hh 
mHitary tunic and trousers_ k; It was the flrst image of Brak they'd 
seen, Gaffer duly recorded It with hIs camera before Drop Kick 
moved out 01 the alley and began orbiting the broomstick a round 
toward the far side of the buildiflg. 

-You get that portta.i t7~ 

wAtt"irmative," Gaffet" wid. ~I'm recOfding the roohop now." 
"Good thinking." 
"That is one helluva lot 01 radomes and antennas on that roof. 

Suppose It could be the defense ministry?" 
wpossibly," Drop Kick said. "AA'ff"irf. Irs obviously an Impor­

tant building. l ock this poslUon Into yout Inertial navigato r." 
"Roger." Gaffei' J.II1d, lhuttlng off the camera and then chin­

ning the helme.t bunon that would record thtlr posit ion in the 
sulr s Inertial navlgatlon s~tem-datll thai would $OOn be added 
to all their party's Soledad maps. 

"Cot It,. .. he said II moment later. "We could drop t1ghton top 
o f thi~ position If we had to ." 

" Hopefuliy, lhatwon' , be neceuary. " D(opKlck~d, i p lnnlng 
the broomstiCk and ~tlng away from the center of the dty. "A 
man with a head that big should have the brains not to tangle 
with the RCMC." .. . 
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Although their position Win we1l<oncealed, in a cleft in the 
side of the lomarica Hills, Coeur knew a vehicle like thegrav APC 
Drop Kick and Gaffer had followed could easHy fly overhead on 
a silent reto nnaissance Hight. Thus, she ordered Physic, Newton 
and Vink to drag an fR shroud and camouflage net over the G· 
carrier, just as V-Max had done with the ship's boat. No further 
fIlghts appeared near the hills, howeytr---even after the chapel 
fire kad burned out an entire block and petered out-for a reason 
that Brother Anthony made plain when he and the captains 
returned to the ship'S boat, leaving V.Max up on the ridge with 
the PRIS binocutan. 

"The emperor's men are deathly afraid of the~ wild areas, 
Captain D' Esprit. Even his Guard in its flying taniu only ventures 
Into dark ilreas In IOtce," 

"The reb<!ls are thai strong?" Coeur asked. 
"Not the rebels, Captain. The night jacks. " 
"Nightjaclu?" Zorn asked. "What are those?" 
"Oemom," AnthonY!>aId, "creatiomol Hel1. Even I would have 

feared to come here, were it not for my faith in the Defender and 
the strong armor of this craft." 

BOlh Coeur and Zorn aimed concerned loolu at the priest. 
"I assume nightjack5 are ~ome sort of mythological beast." 

Zorn said, 
"Would that they were," Anthony replied, making the triangu­

lar holy sign 01 the CGl on his chest; "bul l have seen the tom 
bodIes of their victims." 

"Well, then, maybe it'~ some sort of native predator," Zorn 
speculated. ~ II it's afraid 01 light. maybe we mould turn on our 
floodligh ts-as long as V-Max Is out alone." 

"I don't know about that," Coeur said. "It would have to be a 
pretty nasty predatOt to be war$e than the artiltetywe'd get il we; 
were ~potted." 

"Does V·Max know about Vlese nightjacksr Zorn .uked. 
"Yes," Anthony said, "but you should temper your concern, I 

have b!e~d him with holy walef thaI wards an demons. " 
"Oh good," Zorn replied. 
Just then the comm panel beeped, and Coeur went forward 

to amwe( it 
"Red Sun, thi~ is Physic. The tw'o broomsticks have returned, 

and Drop Kick says he thinks Zorn'5 people are alive." 
"Thank God," Coeur said. "Tell the Marines we'll be right 

over ." 
"Roger lhat, skipplu. But there's something else ... " 
"Yes?" 
~Drop KiCk says he saw a woman's body removed from the 
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A1begar chapel. and he thlnk.S II was SiSler Anna.· 
Coeur grimaced. 
·Understo(Xl . ,'U let Brother Anthony know," 
"I suppose it coold have been !>Omebody else; he did ~t her 

from a dhtllnce.-
'"Yes, well. something teUs me respKI fOf human ure bn' t a 

high ptioritywllh this government. Out anyway, do you stlll have 
someone p::lsted to the plMma gun?" 

.. AffIrmative. It was Vink. but Whiz Bang' s taken o ver now thlt 
he's back." 

"Good. We've heard there's some kind 01 "'~tlve predator 
roaming around dar1< ilreas like !,his, so )I!t thaI It stays manned." 

"Understood." 
"Red Sun o ut." 
" Brother Anthony, " Coeur said, putting up the headset. ""ve 

gol bad news. Orop Kick thinks your associate, SiSler Anna. was 
killed." 

For Coeur_ho was beginning \0 wonder If loving accep­
tance was etched on the face oI lhe priest-it was almos t a relief 
to see his reaction. Staggered, he reached backward for the 
neares t ~eat and fell In to It. 

" 0,", my.'" He bowed his head, rapidly murmuring an Invoca-
tion, and several times drew his laH h's triangular sign In the air. 

.. Ne you all rlghW lorn aSked, ~lttlng down In the next chair. 
Anthony nodded his head, wiping lhe cornef3 of his eyes. 
~Yes, I'm fine. It's the risk we accept when we take our vows. 

Her soul will be at r!?it " 
"Maybe we should give him a Hltle while alone," Coeur 

whispered to l om. 
" No," Anlhonysaid, get ting back 10 his feet . "No, I'm all right. 

Is there anything else your men dlKo\lered?" 
"Yes," Coe ur said. "Cari and Katzel might still be alive." 
"Well, Ihank God fo r Ihal," lorn said. 
"Yes, we should," Anthony agreed . 
" Pefh aps," Coeur said, "bul alii know Is that two 01 our people 

have been captured, and I wantlhem back." 
Zomnodded, gratified to ht'ar that. Tt'(hnically, Coeur had no 

obligation to Cari and K~tlel, but apparently Coeur didn't look at 
Ihings that way. 

"Perhaps," Anthony saId, "it Is tim e you met the rebels." 
"'Could you arrange that?" 
"I could tty. But It's agooddistance to the neareSI camp, In the 

wasteland on the far side of Albpgar. We could root walk thallar 
before d awn ." 

"You're forgetting the broomsticks, ~ ZOIn iald. "With V's, we 
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have three---Enough for six people. " 
"Can they fly that far?~ Anthony asked. "They seem ralher .... " 
"Fragiler Coeur a!Joed. 
"Yes." 
"They are. Brother Anthony, bu t they've got long leg s. You 

could fly one all the way out 10 Ihe ocean and back If you had to." 
"Goodness," Anthony said, boggled by the prospe<t of such 

a 200-kilometer flight . So impressed was he, in fac t, that he 
re movM the vial of holy water from his vestments and sprinkled 
a genefOus portion o n Coeur, ZOIn, V-Max'~ broomnick In the 
hold and him~e lf. Zor", for her part,. was amused by the blessing, 
but Coeur took It with respectful equani mity. 

What tilt> hell, she though!. /I's not like I don't proyl'Yery lime I 
tum on the ;umpdrive_ ... 

Back in the g rav APC with the resl of her crew, when Coeur 
JearnM the exlent of Orop Kick's brava~ai1ing the APC all 
the way to the bunker-her fi rst Impulse was to give him a good 
stiff kkk in the butt . A moment'S refleclion put her off that tack, 
though, as she realized 1he would have done the same thing In 
his place. 

We don't leave people behind, Coeur thought, remembering 
the Ane's motto, but if we do, we get them bock. 

"Really, Drop Kick," Zorn said, back In the G<arner with v­
Max, Brothe r An thony, Coeur and therem alnderofthe personnel 
Coeur had brought down to the surface, "you don't have to take 
tho~e kinds o f risks lor my people." 

~Nah, it'~ all right, ~ Drop Kick said, having flipped up his visor 
to access the strawof a box of high ca rbohydrate punch. "We got 
good secondary intelligence, like the layout 01 the ( ity, and the 
lac t that they're not real sharp with their 1enso~." 

"Fond of Russ ian roulette, are you, Drop Kick?" Physk asked. 
"Please clarify your meaning," Newton jumped In, baffled by 

the expressiOn . 
.. , think what she meam, ~ Gaffer ~aid, ·ls that we'd die if !.hey 

had good sensors, and wouldn't If they didn't. Actua lly, though, 
those odds are a lot worse than Russian roulette .... " 

· Whic.h Ii?" 
· Spinning the cylinder of a revolver with one round In it, 

pointing it at your head and pulling the trigger. 
" I am confused," Newton announced. ~What purpose WOuld 

that s,clV('r 
"Well," Gaffer said, " it's a sort of a gam e--you know, a g tlm e 

of (hance--except wllh higher stakes." 
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"Oh, I comprehend. When you ~y you point the gun at your 
'head: you actually m(!an you pointil at your brain," 

CafferdJdn'l know quite what to make 01 this. 
"Well, yeah. lNhat else?" 
"As. it happens," Newton explained, "oor brains art' nOI 

lOcated in our ' head, ' but in our torso. But aboutlhe revolv(!r­
how many chambers muSl It have to present a SlaUStka lly 
acceptable rbk to the players?" 

Before he could g ..... e an .mswer, GafferclIught himself, recog· 
nlzing that no matter what he said, the bizarre human motivation 
to play suicidal games of chance would doubllw remain Inscru­
table to the Hiver. 

"Forget about it." Caffer said. "It 's Just another way of saying 
that the flight into Soledad was dangerous." 

"You can say that again, " Physic admonished, staring at the 
Marines wi th her arms croned. 

"AnywaY,N Coeur said, d irecting her people's attention back 
to herself, "'it's time we sortied. lorn, you' re with m e. Brother 
Anthony, you11 ride with V-Max. Drop Kick, you and GaHer will 
cover us from a discreet distance." 

"How discreet?" Drop Kick asked. 
"As discreet as possible. You work It out. Layoff the radio unless 

It's Ufe or death .H 
"Understood." 
"What about guns?" Zom asked. 
"Well, Drop Kick and Gafterwifl certainly carry their weapons," 

Coeur ~id, " but I don' t think the rest 01 us should . It probably 
wouldn' t g ive a good lint impression." 

"If I may interject, .. 8folher Anthony said. ~ ! think that would 
be ,m errO(. Provocative as gum art', they may be your only 
defense against the night;acKs il we meet them ." 

"WlKlt do you mean 'your'?" lorn .l!sked. 
" Oh, wen, I don't need a weapon. Nlghtjac~ng evil 

creatiom--sek::lom anack priests." 
Coeur was dublousof that, but accepted the wisdom of laking 

along some marginal protection. She strapped on agauu pbtol 
whIle Zom and V·Max setlled for pel'IDnal delen5e lasers. 

"All right;' Vlnk said. "Nowwhal about us?" 
"Oh, don' t worry," Zorn~ld . "Red's got a speclal)obforyou." 
"Ohr 
"Yes, " Coeur said. "We have to A»l}me that- strong or weak 

as they might be-Cari and KaUei coutdreveal this lOcation under 
torture . It's your mission, mere/ore, to move the vehicles to 
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another spot about 20 kilometers north and re@stabllsh the 
camp," 

"Oh great,." burtyWhil Bang complained. "Now we have 10 
set the camouflage up all over again." 

"And like it, trooper," Drop Kkk ,ald. 
"'Ye, sergeant major," 
"May we auume that thh posltJon has been previously 

surveyed, Captalnr' Newton asked. 
"Affirmative. It was m clpped from orbit, ~ I' ll show you the 

poSition. I' ll want you to gtl lhere and set up quickly, lhough, k) 

yoo can continue monitoring Soledad's radio traffic for meuages 
about the prisoners." 

'"MesQges7'" Newton Mked. 
"Ransom demands, requests for parley, that kind of thing. If 

we're lucky, the kids were taken as bargaining chips loget to their 
captain. If we're unlucky ...... 

8ut Coeur didn' t have to spelllt QUI. The Anes might always 
tty to get th~r people out, but often as not, those people wert 
dead well before a reKue party cauld arrive to help them. 

Although they knew their hours of nighttime were limited (the 
sun would rise around 0600, in five hours), the three broomstlck 
teams followed to make sure the G-arrier and ship's boat 
relocated safely before mO'Jing on . HEPlaR lhr~ters were fA1I1y 
nOiSY, so Coeur was concerned at first that the peasants and 
tractor bosses below might hear them and alert the Soledad 
armed forces to Investigate. but a moment of reflee tIon reminded 
her that the prevailing wulherly winds would cany the k~ning 
of the engines away from the people below. Arryway, the 
relocation went without incident 

As Coeur intended, the new site hlld all the advanlages of the 
old (N"It'--4')ame1y, that It WM we41<oncealed lit the base 01 II 
ravine and close to a slope overlooking farmlllnd below and the 
River loro and Albegar beyond. Once ~enled Into this new niche 
farther north In the same lomarlCa hills, the SpliCers In the G· 
carrier and ship's boat promptly spliled out to repillce their IR 
shrouds and caMOUflage neu, and Coeur WIIS satl1fied that they 
were now as safe as they could be. 

"Okay; " she signaled by Ans1an 10 V·Max on the lead txoqm. 
slICk, "move oul. " 

The choice of V-Max as point was bllsed on simple reasonlng­
he'd been on the planet the longest and was canylng 8 rother 
Anthony, their guide. Under Anthony's direction, the I!neofthree 
broomsllcks--wilh Coeur and Zorn .\econd and the sergellnu far 
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to the rear-swung out over Albegar and headed toward the 
wasteland beyond. 

Since they were now flying Into a southerly head wind, the 
very right broomsticits(ould not reach their top speed, and Drop 
Kick and Gaffer were given ill slower, mo~ detailed view of 
A1begar than they'd had earlier that night. Now they saw what 
they had not seen befOfe-gangs of peuant laborers marching 
through the streets to the fJekh. watched over by armed tractor 
boues and the odd Soledad track.laylng APCln the mIddle of the 
broomstick. flig ht. Coeur and lom saw lh15, too. 

-You know what It probably Isr Zom saJd to Coeur, through 
the broomstick's hard·wlred Intercom link betwHn their head · 
seU. ~A feudal society. Uke Oriflamme, only more primitive," 

"Somehow, I don' tlhink Oriflamme 'WOUld like the (omparl. 
~." Coeur replied, noting the app~(aUon of nightsticks to WOn.: 
gang stragglers. "Those people don't look like they have any 
choice of occupation,· 

"True, but neIther do KMTle Odnammen." 
Given the sorry Slate of the populllllon----t3nered, shuffling 

men, women and chlldren--Coeur $uspKted that their condi· 
tlon was far from a new tiling. That and the relatively light force 
available to keep them In IIne-a handful of TL6 troops and 
vchkle; watchIng over coun{leSl thousands of pellsants-sug· 
geSled a TED, a technologicll ily elevated dktatorshlp, long 
passed Into the status of an institution. 

I've only been Mre a few houri, Coeur lhooghl, and already I 
hote rim Bro/r. ButI'll have to v.utch lhot emotion and /reep II In 
check. Killing Broi is not OUf mission objtcUve. 

Onpite herself, though, Coeur found henelf thinking llbout 
Cllrland Kauel even as the lead broomstkkofY·Maxand Brother 
Anthony sailed over a (fumbling monorail abutment and Into 
the darkness beyond the City. Her eyes continued to scan tor 
movement all around them, In the Iow·llght panorama per· 
cetved through her goggles, but .. t the same tlme she remem· 
bered two sIngular young spacers from her time on Zorn' s 
patrol (ruiser .... 

Coeur learned fhlrlr names Joon af!" VI Et Armis It'll Sauler, 
ofter the pirate went inlo jump jlll l ahead 01 a flight 01 angry SDBs. 
The crtw wt:H slill eIoled a full doyinfO jump space, asthtyreallltd 
thtyhadcheoteddeath, blown up 1m Guild's offlUJ and mode off 
with a megoaedJt In gold bullion (ironically, rhe Guild's poynYnt 
for kiHing rhe Hivers 01 Raj. 

However, no one was qui'eo} happy os tM ((two! the !.hlp's 
boot. whom Coeur and Drop Kid mel wMn 10m led them down 
to the boot bay during their fin' (our 01 the shJp. Quite )OUng, Carl 
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and Kotu!, lemo/e and mole first (Qusins from Nilt.e Nimbus, were 
bolh 21 and ell.hibl/ed a youthful vigor thot was dl$linctlyor adds 
with the hard-edged gravity in Iheexpressions of their older mates. 

"Hey there, skipper, " Korze! 50id, lifting his wrench to salute 
Zorn. 

"'Hey," Cori ser.onded, "how's il going, sIr'" 
"Quite well, " lorn soid, " thonks to Red Sun and Drop Kick 

here. " 
"Wow. 50 you're Ihe people who helped us blow up Souler 

Downpon. " KO/lel iold /0 tM Arseond Marine. "Cool. '" 
" Well, not the whole port, ., Drop Kick said, "Just the part 

authority. " 
"Yeah, • Zorn said, "and the,,! I was, all set to nuke the whole 

city, but Red here lolked me out of that." 
Katzelleaned back, Impressed. 
"You must be preUy convincing," Katlel said (0 Coeur. "The 

skipper never lis tens 10 me. N 

"Yeah, me neither, '" Carl rejoined. "You'd think she'd be owed 
by our breadth of experience. " 

"{)Qn't worry, " lorn said, smiling indulgently. "'I'll let you /'V.oo 
gel some dirt ·side duly one of thne ooys." 

"Thot's what she alway> says, " Kotlel soid In a Sloge whisper, 
leaning toword Coeur. 

"'Be coreful what you OJ/( lot, '" Coror replied, conspiratorially. 
"'You might gel it. Of 

"We can handle it, " Katlei shot bock proudly. 
Walking away, C04!urond Zorn smiled at the enthusiasm of the 

young crewmembers. 
"You've known them for a while?" Coeur asked. 
"Yeah, friends of the family. I took 'em aboard as a lavor to their 

parents. " 
'"Too be pirates? How thoughtful." 
"Hey, piracy is in the eye of /he beholder, Star Vlk.ing." 
Coeur bristled. At least I don't spread piaguesl But under the 

circumstances, she thought better of InsuWng hN hosts. 
~Yeoh, sOmt'people think so, "Coeur mUSed. "Bul kids ore atwoys 

In such a hurry to glOw up." 
"Yeah, thot or get killed, " lorn replied, her smile fading. "ThaI's 

too ea5Y to doOUI here. Their lime will come soon enough. SOOner 
than il oughl /0.'-

Presently, V-Max's broomstkk began to drop toward the 
rubble, and Coeur concentrated all her attention on maintaining 
stability In the southerly wind as ~ lost speed following V-MaJI 
dOwn toward the ground. 

Although the terrain below seemed nothing but unlnter-
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ruPled rubble, Coeur's wide-spectrum goggles '!lught occa­
sional spots of heat from the lfacks and bodies of living organ­
Ism!>--fats, dogs, cats and people. Clven the silence 01 W 
broomsticks, Coeur doubted the people on the ground wou!d 
have any impul$e to glance upward when the spacers passw 
overhead, and besides, the broomsUck.s were so~ma\l they would 
p robably not be spotted against the starry sky. E .... en so, she WaJ 
mindful of her pistol's weight as they came down out of the sky 
10 land atop a weed-strewn hilI. 

As per their Instructions, Drop Kkk and Gaffer did nOI come 
down, but Coeur was sun reaslured they ~re up there, circling 
11400 melers. The spol8rolher Anthony had chmen was rather 
exposed, and very windy. with only a ruln@d rectangle of slone 
to mark the perimeter 01 a long-extinct structure. 

-This wa3. a church," Anthony tlCplalned, after the two lead 
broomsticks were on the ground together. ~ It ilo sometimes used 
as a meeting place by the rebel~ .~ 

~ I :rure don't see &fly here,H V.Max said, connrmlng the view 
of the women. 

"One cannot be certain," the priest replied. "Glve them II few 
mlnute1." 

Anthony then wandered off a short dlstance, to the pedestal 
of what might once have been an altar, mumbling what sounded 
Ilke lin IncantatJon . 

The ~pacers looked 011, completely nonplussed. 
~Oefender." Anthony pronounced, taislng the pra~r to an 

audible level, .. $OfI and daughter 01 God, prote<tor of Heaven and 
Earth, 

"Hear my prayer. 
~Grant us: 
"'The grace to forgive our ttarugressors, 
"The sttength to forebear our fortune, 
"'The wisdom to Kcept your prcMdence, 
~Until death, and the reunlon of souls." 
Sounds prettymfddle-O!.!M·rood, 0$ proym go, Coeur thought. 

but where are the rebelsl 
"They aren' t here." Anthony said, after a long moment "\Ne 

must tty another location." 
Minutes later, they relocated to atIOther hill stVeral kllometen 

to the north-also the Iocatlon of a demolished church-and 
Invoked the presence of the rebels. But ctgllln, they did no.t show. 

"Maybe they )wtdon'l want to be found," Zom suggested. 
"\Ne must tIy again." Anthony suggested. "We cannot tIy In 

the dllytlme." 
Coeur shrugged. and they moved 011. 
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Not until three stops later did they find Ihelr quarry. 
Brother Anthony was notlceably reticenl about !.uggesting 

this last location, but thallaclln and of itsell prompled Coeur to 
want to see it.ln a region called the ImponsNo Dlstrlct.. It was well 
outside the power grid bUI near II number of standing structures 
that loomed with exaggerated size In the darkness. Most were 
empty apartment buildings, rendered In a blo<ky style perhaps 
chic at one time, but the true giants were warehousts, some 
aglow with fires of huddled camps and all riddled with divots 
blOYIn out of their lerroconcrete shells by the impact 01 energy 
artillery. 

In short, Coeur thought, a bouJeground. 
The chapel Anthony ~Iected Ihis time was among the ware­

houses, amazingly retaining Its overlll! structure Ihoogh the rool 
and raflers had long since collapsed. Bits of debris and dangling 
metal, shifted by the wind, banged and skIttered nOisily In 
adjacent slI'uctufes, confusing Coeur's ears M she strained to hear 
the motion of other feel in the rubble. 

As before, Anthony prayed alone for several minutes, eventu­
ally building toa volume thilt could be easily heard, then stopped. 

And si lence fell on the chapel. 
Then the chilling sound of rille bolts---<.lozens-danered 

down on them from every direction. Zorn, who reached to draw 
her g un, was slayed by a warding hand from Coeur, 

"All right, people,~ ordered a disembodied voice, "on your 
faces 011 the ground, hanc15 behInd your ba<iul YOU 100, brOlherl ~ 

An armed force of squad strength then )warmed lnlo the 
building, enforcing lhe voice's win bybayonel point. V-Max was 
the only 5pacer to be hurt, when he protested Zorn's being forced 
to the ground and got a butt stock in the kidneys for his trouble. 

Who/fU(k, Coeur thought wryly, feeling gl1lvel pressed inlo 
her cheek as wange finger1lied her hands behind her back and 
rel\eved her of her gun. Our first night on Mexil" and a/ready we 're 
making friends /01 the Coali/ion. 



Chapter 
12 

Halling ..... itnessed firsthand the cruelty of more than one TED, 
Coeur was understanding of hercaplors. even as they tied /I rope 
around her hands, look her weapon and her communicator, 
repl.w:ed her night.vislon goggles with II bUndfokl and hauled her 
upright for II thorough frisking . AJ. a potential spy, she deserved 
no better. 

What she fervently hoped was not that she would be treated 
better, but thaI their captors would lake better tire of the 
broomsticks Iheywpre dragglng along behind the prisoners, and 
that Drop Kick would have the rest rainllO refraIn 'rom a rescue 
attempt. 

Well, or leost unol (hey actually lIY /0 execute us. 
Brother Anthonywas given bettertreatment, and Coeur heard 

hIm explain their objective even as they were le ad away from the 
chapel. 

"We told you only to come here alone, Brother Anthony." 
~ I koowthal, commander, but the mi~~ionof my companions 

is important" 
"What? Killing us all ?"" 
"'These aren't enemies, commander. They'V(! come to help 

you.~ 

wHOw so?w 
"'They are irom the Coafition, !.Ir. Just as V·Mall saId they 

would, his com rades ha~ come.~ 
Oh,9000, Coeur thought . AI ItaU V·MoK hod 1M pr~ncp rI 

mind to soy he wos wilh us, not ° bond d intmlei/or pirotes . 
., hope so, fO( your sake. I'd really hate to have to Shool a 

Pf\est~ 

"I doubt very much the Cardinal would appreciate that, after 
the help we've given you." 

"Well, you're in luck, " the commander said with acid INlneer­
ity. "She's here, so you can eIC plain i[ to her youflelf." 

"What?'" Anthony asked, shocked. "The cardinal is here?" 
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"'Y~. ~ 

"Howcould I be so foolish? 1 hi\d noldea .. .1 neVff wovld have 
come III had known .... " 

"I 'm sure she'lI be touched by your devotion.~ 
W~ Coeurthoughl., lhIscouJdbeUwbretlkWl! net!d«J .... lt·,J too 

bod Wt' smelllik.r on overlkYwlflt) loutM 10 thrsr peopIr. 
Coeor and her companIOns were 11!d over a variety of terrlln, 

around the comersof several buildings and nnallydeposlled In an 
enclosed chamber without Brother Anthony. Shushed by Zorn­
and his aching kldneys.--V-MAll kept his grumbling al a low level, 
lhough It wcu lOme time before Inyooe came In to look after 
them . The people who eventua.lly camewere a man and woman 
who removed both the restraints and blindfolds of the party 
preparatory for movement elsewhere. 

"'Where are we being taken?~ Coeur asked. 
,he card inat" Ihe woman amwered. "May the Defender 

prote<t us ,'" 
Not surprisingly, the cell they were held In had no light of any 

kind, bot dauling light overcame them when tney were led 
outside-onto the concrete floor 01 a vast and high-ceilinged 
wart'hou~. VoIhile the ct'iling remainl!d In half-lit shadow, lht' 
floor was amply lit through torche~ and hooded light bulbs 
feeding off a thrumming alcohol generator. The same power 
plant. off in the far end of the warehouse, was also connec ted to 
an Impressive bane!)' of hea",), machlnery-dr1l1s, },Itws and 
presses-that made an echoing racket as they labored under the 
supeNillon of their hUman masters. 

Munilkms, 1'/1 be/. 
The light. of course, was only daaling by comparison to the 

darkness they had been held In, and Cowr soon discerned an 
amazing thing. While many 01 the rubble-dweUeni were scarcely 
clothed at all. a wb$tantlal numberWt're sheathed In IR-damplng 
ponchos, with Ilghtwe!ght body armor and well'ponshed weap-
005 that seemed a malch (Of SoIedild's nonpower~ regular 
troops. 

Though they we re no IollSer bound, the spacM were under 
close SUNe illance by a number of gunmen with su bmachlneguns, 
led by a man whom Coeur took to be ~the commander. ~ Scan 
colored the weathered features 01 the blue.eyed man, who was 
shorter than Coeur would have thought. but cast from the SAme 
mold as many serious soldIers she had known-<:risp in d iscourse 
and wary of danger. 

Where he led the off-world p<lrty, eventually. was Into a side 
chambertnat once might have betn theofftCe of tnewarehouse's 
foreman. Sener lit than the main floor. It gille up a substantial 
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aroma of Incense even before the spacers entered and found 
themselves back in the presence of Brother Anthony. 

And Her esllmab!e Holiness, Cardinal Miranda Vazquez. 
Whether or nOI thai was its purpose, the long. windowless 

office resembled II chapel, with burning (IIndles, holy triangles 
and hanging devotional paintings, depicUng what Coeur as­
sumed to be saints, or perhaps incamallons 01 the Defender, 
surrounded as they were by II supernatural glow about their 
heads. Th~ gave an entirely applopllate backgrCMJnd for the 
shOrt but commanding cardInal, w~ veslmenU rMembled 
Brother Anthony's. but with the additIOn o f a golden collar, red 
sash and seams embroidered in gothic Anglic Knpl 

With slTtaks 019 ray in her shoulder .Iength black hair and deep 
wrinkles about her eyes, she might have been anywhere btlWeen 
40and 60, but the hard lifeal peoplein lheWildskeptCoeurfrom 
narrowi ng herguess any lurther. '-Nhat was absolutely certain was 
the high esteem the nath'e~ held her in, marked by the si lence of 
Brothe( Anthony, the commander, the rebel troops and two 
ecdesia511cal bodyguard~n dressed like priests but Sporting 
submachinegvftS slung over their shouldefl. 

"Your Holiness," the commander said, " thl'se are the prisoners 
captured with Brother Anthony." 

"Very good, Ceneral Lemos. You may go." 
Though clearly reluctant, General Lemos, the weathered 

"'commander,'" bowed and withdrew with his troops. 
"Come," Vazquez said to the spacer1, "sit down." 
Accepting the offef, they and Anthony followed the sweep 01 

her hand toward a dais in the far end 01 the windowless chamber, 
supporting a single high-backed chair and I hatf-dolen lesser­
bJtcomfortable looklng---<halrs In a semlClrtll'. Since the hlghl's! 
chair was clearly for the cardinal, the )pacM m~e certain that 
she seated herself before Llklng the other ~als prof1e~ to thMl 
and Anthony. 

'"Thank you" Coeur said, aware 01 the rarity of any fu rniture in 
)uc h an area. 

Vazquez accepted the comment with a gracious nod, even as 
her bodyguard took up po~tion behind her chllr. 

"I understand," Vazquez said to V·MiU, "that you are the 
Individual V·Max, who ha~ been dwetnng In Brother Anthony's 
Chapel."' 

"Yes, Your Holiness." 
.. Andyou," the cardinal said to Coeur and lom. "I understand 

that you are his senior 01[1((>r1." 

'"That's f"IOt..preci~ty correct," Coeur said. 
"Oh? Are you not citizens of the Inte~te ll a r Coalition?" 



To Dream of Chaos 165 

"Actually, that's 'RefofffilltiOn Coalltlon: Your HoIine$.S. Yes, 
we are all ciUzens of that ~tate, but only I am a representati .... e of 
Its government Zorn and V-Max are mercenaries, a$.Slstlng my 
mhslon here." 

"And what ~ your mlS5lon, Captain ..... 
· 0 ' Esprit. Coeur D' Esprit" 
" .. . Captaln Coeur D' Esprit?" 
"'Well, for a start. Your Holiness, It's not mercenary. My 

govemment has commls:sloned me to discover the fatc of one of 
our citizens, 'Zero' WoIlowiu. and a dangerous weapon we 
believe he found here." 

Vazquez raised an eyebrow. 
"One of your citizens, you say1" 
"Yes, Your HoIlnt$s. Zero and his crrwwere from Oriflamme, 

a member world of our Coalition ." 
"I see. Yes, I know of this indivldual, Zero. He approached the 

Holy Church for help during an earlier visit to Mexlt. before his 
last,. more recent expedition." 

'" wasn't aware there was an earlif!( .... Isit. " Coeur !.aId, looking 
At V _Max and Brother Anlhony. Theinhaking heads revealed lhey 
hadn't heard that either. 

~Oh, yes. At one point during the earlier vblt, he found he 
would have some difficulty sli pping past Soledad's sensors to 
escape the city in haste, so he approached one of our priests for 
help. What he wanted was beyond our CllpaClly-<onvincing the 
rebels 10 disable the emperor's planetary defense mluiles." 

"Understandable. They're probilbly wel1-defencled." 
"Zero wasn't so congenial. lNhen the rebels refused the 

request. Zorn expressed his displeasure by stealing a Palabra, the 
holy gospel of the Oefendf!f, from that brolher's<hurch. Needleu 
to say, the btother's coog~ation ..... as dt"la~taled ." 

Oh, Gaia, Coeur thought,. shaking herhe acl . Howdidltnowhe 
would do something lib !hot? 

"That's pretty twisted, " Zorn said. '"I've never stolen anythi ng 
from a church." 

"Yel you say he was your countryman, " vazquez said to Coeur. 
"Y~, he was:' Coeur said . ~8ul I'm not going to make any 

('J(cuses fOf his behavior. If good evidence exists thal he abused 
a local population, our go .... ernment will make him pay for ito" 

Vazquez ~miled, brleny. 
"Oun is not a per1ecl world, Captain 0 ' Esprit But tell me: Are 

you citizen of the world Orinamme, as Zero ..... a s?~ 
"No, Your Holiness, I am a. clll l.en of Aubalne." 
"Your nati .... e world?" 
Now Coeur smiled. 
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"No, I was born on TMa," 
"Terra," Vazquez ~id, lhoughrtully. "My grandfather wu 

born on Terra before coming to thll world,· 
Coeur's eyebrows rose in reaction to the rem.!lrk. "Indeed," 
"Y~," Vazquez went on, ~he wa5 originally from Roswell 

Arcology.'" 
"'You don't ~y .• 
"Oh yes. Have yOIJ heard of It1" 
"'Yes," Coeur said, conjurIng the Image 01 her home In her 

mind, "Roswell was Jm! across the desert from Phoenix Arcology. 
whl're I was born," 

"How remartable," Vazquez said. '" remember Grandfather 
saying that it was very beautiful ," 

"'Yeah," Coeur said with II grimace, '" suppose it was ." 
"Was, captain?" 
'" hallen't ~en Tena (Of almost 90 years, Your Holiness," 
Now It was VAzquez" turn 10 be surprised. 
"'You .....til excuse my (urknlty. Captain. bot how Is that 

JX>1Slble? You hardly look a day over 20," 
Coeur smiled at the e~timate. but then remembered thai on 

Mexlt-where the environment was very han~a peMn prob­
ably aged qUICkly. 

"Actually, Your Holiness, I'm what we call II remnant-l was 
bom over 100 years ago, but slept through the Collapse In 
suspended animation." 

"Suspended animation ... r 
~ Irs kind of lechnlcal," Coeur explained, rKQ9n1tlng the 

cardinal's unfamiliarity with high technology. 
" I see," the cMdlnal said, turning to lace Zorn. "AJtd wtlat of 

you, Captain Zorn? Ale you a ' remnant' u well~· 
"No, ma'am. I was born and (al1ed on Aurora." 
" Likewise," V-Max said. "Sic ~mpt!f tyronnls." 
-rhus ever to tyrantsr Vazquez asked. 
"That's the motto on Aurora's lIag." Zom Vlplalned. 
A sltent pause followed, during which time Coeur wondered 

where this wu he~ed. True, Vazquez was a comfortable person 
to be around, but If .shedidn't bflleve they were on the level, Drop 
Kick's ftKUe miuion would bKome very urgent Indeed. 

"/wumlng that It isn't too technical: Vazquez said finally, 
"why don't you tell me about this weapon Zero was after.­

"WelL .. " Coeur began, ~It Is pretty technical. 00 you know 
what a starship Lsr 

"Ohyes, I've read aooutthem.1 M5umeyou u~ed one to travel 
here from your Coalltlon.~ 

~Rlght. Well, anyway, what Zero was alter was a dlt-llce called 
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II black globe generator. It lin'l really so much II weapon M It Is 
II very sophisticated defense system for II starshlp. To be hone$t, 
It wouldn't be much use to anyone hereon the planet. but Itcould 
give II rtarshlp II blg advantage In space combat" 

"And you want It." 
"Yes I do," Coeur said, ~w I can keep II out of oor enemies' 

hands:" 
"Ills a nasty gadget. "Zorn agreed,looklng to supponCoeur. 

"WIth II black globe Installed, II starU'llp could uslly sUp past ... 
defending neel and bomb a planet to rubble." 

"Right,." Coeur said, "and that's something we don't want 
happening lO us. or anyone else, for that matter." 

Vazquez nodded, but said nothing for a long moment. 
"I can !>erne your PU(~." she said nnally. "but I ~all need 

a shon Urne (0 meditate on what you'w said. Brother Anthony. 
you will stay with these people In the Interim." 

"'Yes, Your Holiness." 
The cardinal then made to rise, though she lei the spacers 

follow Brother Anthony's le~ and stand nnl Without further 
word, the cardinal then left through the chamber'~ only oblAous 
exit with her bodygUArds In tIlIln. Ooubtleu to ensure they didn't 
do anything uniowArd--like damaging the holy firtlngs of the 
chapel-two rebel troopen stepped In to keep An eye on them. 

"That was very odd," Zo m whi!opered to Coeur. 
"Yes," Coeur agreed. -It WlIS AlmOit too polite."" 
"You should not undelestimate Her Holiness,"" Anthony said. 

"She is really quite intuitlve." 
Not quite daring to aik the question aloud, Zom took Coeur 

aside and signed A question to her In Andan. 
"'s she psJonk.r' 
'" don't Icnow. If she Ii, It's 0 good thing ~ told the l/lIth . .. 

Since Physic knew the danger 01 using radio to communicate 
with Snapshot's dlone----soch tfaffk had certainly lei the radio 
direction finders of Soledad zero Inon Brother Anthony's church­
Newton advised her that the lasercommun!cator aboard their G· 
camerwould let themcommunkate, undetected, with Snapshot's 
orbital probe. Physic, therefore, relayed a message through the 
probe to Homet, detalilng their progre1S. 

"Have you heard 'rom Red Sun yeU " Gyro asked, after 
receiving the report. 

"Negative," Physk answered, "but It's only 0300 hours here, 
so they haven't been gone too long. You should let Armis know 
about Carl and KaUel, though." 
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"Understood. Anything else?" 
"'Well, there Is one other Ihlng . Have you been monltonng 

nldio tlaffic from the planet1~ 

"Yes, It's SIXer'1 new hobby. As far 1$ he can teU, it's been 
mosUy martial music and propaganda from Soledad," 

"Well, all the same, you might keep )'Our Ur1 open for 
anything about the pirate cousins, Ph~k out" 

"Understood. CyrOOUI," ... 
After Circling the rebel warehouse for (]V!!r an hour al ill 

conservative height and distance of 500 meters, Drop Kkk 
realized that any more fllghl time wouJd cut Into the battery 
power he and Caffer would netd 10 gel back to the C-earrier. 

"I don't like this, " Gaffer said . "Our people could be In danger, 
and we aren't dOing anything abOut It. ~ 

"Thank you, I'm aware of our situation," Drop Kkk said. "But 
we haven't heard anyshoU or seen anycornmoUon, so I'm wliling 
to bet they're sUIl alive," 

"I sure hOpe you're right." 
~ Actually, we might have to put down pretty.soon any.vay. We 

don't have enough power to loiter here for more than a few more 
minutes, so we either stay here or go. back: to the carrier." 

~Well, If we do land, be careful," Caffer said, pointing down 
at the dark ground, "there're a Iolof heat $Ignalures down there." 

And that W/U the problerr-the rebels. Although only a 
handful or the Signatures showed the Irregular thermal ghosting 
that betrayed IR $hroudS, the rebels populated the area around 
the warehou~ In what must becompany strength, so puttJng the 
broomstick down to rut Its batteries would put the Marines at 
considerable risk. Armored as they were, they weren't Immune to 
damage-particularly from antl·llehkle mines or anti. tank gre· 
nades. 

~Of cou~e, if you'd like, ~ Gafferwenl on, ~I could divert ~ 
power from my battle dreu; I've stili got four kl!owan-hour1 
stored.'" 

"No, that's all right AJI that would give us Is another few 
minutes, and you with a dead suit" 

Yet Drop Kick stil! had the decision to make. Either he could fly 
back to Lomarlca when he reached bingo charge, or put down 
and risk a violent el"lCounter with the rebels-both uncongenial 
options with Coeur and the others taken captive and In obvious 
perll. 

Then, with mere minutes to spare, a familiar 1I00ce crackled 
over Drop KIck and Gaffer'S radios . 

. 
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HOrop Kkk, this is Red Sun. Can you see me?H 
"There she is," Gaffer iaid, tapping Drop Kitk on the shoulder 

and pointing . Sure enough, Coeur wou there In II lit side door of 
the rebel ware howe, without blindfold 01" restlalnl,. but also 
without her sidearm OI"W5V g09gles. A pair 01 armed rebels wefe 
h er companions. 

After a moment's p.ause, Drop Kick ans ..... ered with two short 
bursts of static. 

HGood," Coeur said, switChing to sign language. HCome o n 
down." 

"Think it'lo a trap?" Gaffer asked Drop Kick. 
~ell, If it h," Drop Kkk answered, "we' re pre ttywe)1 dressed 

for it. )'m going down." 
HI hope you're right about this." 
In any event it was Co~r's companions who almost leapt out 

of their skin with shock when the Marines landed before them. 
"Oefender Pl"Ote<l usl" a young rebel exclaimed. "Srak's 

armor!" 
" Easy, soldie r, " said anokler, scarred man with tha bearing of 

a senior officer. "'That's not 8rak's armor. The Guard uses a 
different design." 

"Right, H Coeur said. "Those afe my men." 
"Do all your men have batt le dress?N the young rebel asked . 
"Just a few. But probably enough for what we have in mind." 
"What's going on here?" Drop Kick said, stepping off the 

grounded broomstiCk with Gaffer. "Have you con tacted a rebel 
unit?" 

"Oh, I'd say so. Dro pKick. m eet Ceneral Le mo~ comm:tnder 
of the Imponsero Phalanx." 

"General," Drop Kick said, 11Ipping up his visO/" and saluting . 
~ General , these are Sergeanu Escher and Denikin, my ground 

tactln chief and drop troop leader." 
"Genllemen,~ Lemos said. 
~ A5 1 said, thes t' are the men )'01.1'11 need to talk to if ~'re9oing 

to make the plan work." 
nExc use me, skipper," GaHer said, not yet elE'( ling to lilt his 

viwr and w speaking through ~u i t spt'akers. "Did you say pl."ln?~ 
"Yes. Cardinal Vazquez of the CGl has convinced th e general 

we' re on the level, so we're going to c.ooperate on a little 
miuion-springing Zorn's people and a few doze" rebels Irom a 
prison in t~ basement of the d efense minhtry.H 

Oh crap, fIO/lhat ploct!, Caffer thought, visualizing a bloody 
assault on the imposing structure and anticipating the next 
comment fro m Drop Kick. 

"150' t this a bit sudden?" the sergeant m apr asked. "We've just 
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been here a few hou!l," 
~We're not going \0 ru!oh out and do 1\ tomorrOW',~ Coeur 

(eplled. 
~Good." 

'"Sut the soonerwe start collaborating, the bener. Now come 
o n, guys; W("v£' got work to do." 

When Deep Six detKled the sudden activation of 11 new radiO 
channel from Soledad, broadcasting on II UHF frequency well 
above that of conventional radio on the planet. he switched 
immediately from monitoring the martial music on Radlo Soledad 
to monitoring the new signili. Double-<hecking the computer to 
be sure it WiU re<ordinglhe transmiuJoo, the Schalli settled back 
in the Iilnk of his roller.chalr and abwrbed Its chililng meaning . 

.. A.ttention, people of ~pace. This i~ Ii'l l' Empl'ror Bral(, lord and 
Ruler of Soledad, whO has impri~oned your peoonnel, Carina 
8e<:ker and Kallel Hughes. lor Ilagrant violation of the tertitorlal 
integrity of this land. 

~Be ad\liu'(1 that y04Jf personnel will be publicly executed at 
2000 hours, tomOfrow midnight, unle5~ a rep ly is received on this 
chJnnel from your commanding officer.-

The message then repeated and went ~ilent. prompting 
fasplng blasts of air from Deep Si;w;;'s blowholei--a Schalli e;w;;pres· 
~ion of disgust. 

"Gyro," he said, ~did you monitor that meuage?" 
"Affirmative, ~ the XO said, from her lilS~rlUrret . ~Snapper tOld 

me the moment she detected the new frequency. I wonder if 
Physic did, too.· 

"Affirmative, sir. Physic just si9na'~ that Newtondetec ted the 
message as well." 

~WCffl," Snapshot ~id, from her own turret. "Do you think we 
should respondr 

"NI'9Zotive," Gyro said. ~We Ylook:ln't W'(ond.guess the Skip­
pet. Continue to manito( all freq uencies and record anything 
slgninc::ant." 

And so, Gym rl9ur~, Ina' WGJ thol. 
But it was not. The meuage had al}() been picked up by the 

junior technarchs An .Wing ancl Masaryk, wno now wanted a 
piKe 01 the action. 

"Gyro," An-Wing called, after insistently knocking on the 
hatch of Gyro's turret until she opened it "'We need to talk. Al a 
d uly a!.Signed representative of Qrillamme, appointed to Investi· 
gate the situation on Me.l!, I am shocked allhe way Bela and I 
have been systematically Ignored in your planning ." 
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"Yeah, lOr' 
An-Wing made ;:10 exasperated sigh. "Gyro, think ~boot that 

I~l meUlIge_ Clearly, what you need on the ground Is not an 
anned party-to provoke 8l11k-but seasoned negotlatonowlth a 
background In politics and economlcs_" 

"You mean you?" 
"Yes_ .. 
"lady An-Wing. I'm afraId I can't make that kind of arrange­

ment. Until I hear otherwise from Red Sun heBe", we'll carry Oul 
her last orden to stay here and lie low_" 

"'Well, coutdn't you get my suggestion to her 50mehov.l7 LIke 
when she does communicate wIth us?'" 

'"FIne, '" Gyro said. '" I'll pass along thl! me)Sbge.'" 
-Very well," An-Wing replied. ~ I shall return to my stateroom 

and awaIt her response.~ 
"You do that." Gyro saId, lettlng her Iris valve begin to shut 

before An-Wing was quIte done talking. Gyro then called Deep 
Six on the bridge. 

~Sll\er, how did the technarchs hear that last meuage from 
Brak?'" 

"The same as you, sIr. Red Sun made no special request to deny 
them radIO access." 

Gyro growled, deep In her throat. 
"Well, it's denied now. My authorlty_" 
"Yes, sir." 

Ironically, Liu An-Wing and 8ela Masaryk were on Coeur's 
mInd al that very moment. Having heard a detailed description 
of Brak's forces In the rebel headquarters, she had become 
increlUingly aware of the contribution that diplom<llcy-a t least 
as a ruse or distriKtion-mlght make to her strategy. Protected 
by an army of brigade strength, Brak simply could not be 
reached with II corwenUonal fron tal assaul t. 

liKking a pot1able laser uplink, whkh she had left behind for 
fear of Its being captured, and out 01 radio contact with 
lomarica, Coeur had nOI heard Emperor 8fllk's radio pfO­
nouncement concerning Zorn's p(lSOne~. Nevertheleu, 1ne 
was keen togo C3Uliouslyin her planning with the rebels, for the 
last thing she needed was 10 ri1k a 101 of valuable Coalhion 
equipment in open combat when her only obJe<llve was 
recovery of Ihe prisoners and Crazy JOM_ 

Thanks to his spies, largely hou~e serv/lnU of the ruling class 
of the Federal Di~lIict, G~nefat Lemos knew C(ozy jane to be 
more or leu intact, held In a warehouse somewhere In the 
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derelict old starport. On the up side, the vast starpon was fairly 
close to the prison, j u~ t a few hundred met!'r! acros~ an open 
park. On the down side, Brak hId an impressive me<hanlzed 
force to guard his capital and pre .... ent acCMS to both the­
Oelense Minhlry and the starporl. 

Among Olher asseu, the Soledad army Included oolen Ihan 
a platoon of 20 troopers In heavy battle dreu, a dozen Tll) 
Pyrmus support sleds, fIVe TL 15 gray APes of the type that 
raided Srother Anthony's church and (wo Tll S h~avy gray 
tanks. 

,hat's a prellyodd mil(, ~ Gaffer nOled . "Solomani suppotl 
stem and Impfrlal auault vehic les all jumbled together?" 

-Yeah, it is pe<una r. ~ Coeur agreed, -'oo t the Imperials 
probably left a 101 of the'lf heavy equipmenllying around when 
they bU9ged oul and the Solomanl moved In. ~ 

Gaffer shrugged. 
~ Forget the ancient hist0'Y, ~ Coeur said. " Drop Kkk, what 

do you know about those Imperial vehicles7" 
~Well, they're pretty nasty, ~ Drop Kick uld, seated on an 

upturn~ steel drum and studying the rebel map of the Federal 
Distric t befOre him self and his comrades. "8pecially those 
heavy grav tanks. They're twke the sile of our Intrepid, better 
armored, and may have a better gun." 

"Yeah, that's nasty all righI," Coeur agreed . "However, I 
doub t any 01 their tank commanders are as good as ours is.­

Drop Kick accepted the compliment with a wrygrim:H:e. Oh, 
fine, jus/gee me killed. 

"You know what I'm Curious about," Zorn ~Id, "is artll~ry. 
I see thl'y've got a battalion of self.propelled howlUers, but I 
don' t ~e any MRLs or meson guos ...... 

"What's a meson gun?'" General Lemos asked. 
The spac ers around the brieling table glanced around, 

invlling each other to try tackling that question. Coeur, at 
lenglh, took up the challenge. 

'" Lhink you'd remember II if Ihey had one," she ~aid . 
" Basically, ii' s a gun Ihal can shoot Ihrough solid obJecu, like 
m ountains and buildings and w fonh, but without dam&ging 
them. Plus, the target area gell pretty much ftattened and 
vaporlled .-

"No, " Lemos said, " they don' t have any1hing like that" 
~Good," Gaffer said. 
"I am concerned about air defenses, though," C~ur said. 

""Nhat can you tell us about toose?" 
- Because we don' t have aircraft, we don't worry about their 

air defe nses much, - Lemos said, Hbu\ they are: impressive. Our 
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estimate h that as m any as 50 SAM sites are positioned around 
the Federal District, and God-knows-how-many PDMs In sHos In 
the starport. ~ 

Cardinal Vazquez shifted in Ihe comfortable chair beside 
Lemos' tooS-box seat and coughed, rMllndlng the general of his 
bI,uphemy. 

"Forgive me, Your Holiness.~ 

"Well, those missiles could be a problem fo r my drop 
troops," GaHer said, "Any ldea where their Ore control Is 
located?" 

"U nfortu nately," Lemos said, "no." 
-Wel~ that settles it." DropKicksaid. "'We' ll have to (Kon the 

area 10 pinpoint the Ore cool1ol centen." 
"Yeah," Gaffer agreed . "It's eUher that or we go In on the 

ground." 
-rhat could be awkward," Lemos uld. "The outskirts 01 the 

Feeleral Ohlricl are heavily mined, and il will cause delays If we 
have to assemble forces for a direct assault on Ihe prison." 

Coeur understood the dilemma. On the one hand, the rebels 
had enough force near Ihe elty to support a drop raid, but If the 
air defense was very thick, a drop raid could not get in. On the 
other hand, If they delayed long enough to survey the city 
defenses andlor assemble a large force, Zorn's people mig ht 
end up executed O .... !. 

"I've got an idea, " she said, finally . "'What we need Is a 
second-diplomatlc-front." 

"Hey now, Red, '" Drop Kick said, giving Coeur iii wary lOOk, 
"you' re nOI thinking of m eeUng with B(ak yountlf, are you1" 

"Actually," Coeur said, '" was thinking of the junIor 
lechnarchs." 

~O h, N Drop Kkk reprled, surprised. Then, smiting wiCkedly, 
added, "Sounds beller already," 

"What I was thinking. ,. Coeur explained, polnledly Ignoring 
Drop Kick's unkind sentiment, "was thal we might have the 
technarchs try lo con Brak Into thinking they' re pan of a private 
Oriflammen mission-a follow·up to Zero maybe." 

~Good idea;" V-Max said. "It might make him lower his 
guard .... 

"Every little bil help~.~ Coeur agreed. "Gene"" , Ilhlnk we've 
gone over the j>(eliminOlries preny W('II, 1-0 I'd like to get my 
people back to camp before ~nrhe." 

NYes, tt1at \o\'Ould be wise." 
"As a show of good fai th, I'm prepared to stay here, of course,. 

while my people are away." 
Coeur's comrades were disturbed by that gesture-unex-
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peeled as It was-bot relaxed when Lemos waved off the offer. 
-Unwise. Better that a (ommander h with her troops. Natu-

rally, it would be good to have a liaison offICer, though ...... 
- I'I! stay,"' V-Max volunteered . 
"Are you sure you want t01" lorn asked her friend . 
"Abso\ut21y." 
"Praise be to the Defender," Vazquez replled. ~enyou shall 

keep Brother Anlhony with you." 
"I suppose that's Kceplable," Cc>elJr ~k1, "\f It's alt right with 

the general. He might prefer someone of II more military na­
ture ....... 

"On the cooltary,"lemos iald . "Brother Arllhonywlll bea fine 
liaison." 

""Yes," Vazquez agreed. - It shall be II slg" 01 our devotion to the 
Holy Defender." 

Somewhat before dawn, the space~, less V-Max, returned to 
the air after two houn in the headquartoo of the Imponsero 
Phalanx. Last of all, Coeur told the general shewould send a lasel 
communicator Qut to the rebels so they could communicate 
direcUy with lomarica. base via Snapshot's probe. Then the 
spacer1were away, leavIng a rebel community both excited and 
urxertalrl 0( the future. Even before the broomstlclu croued Into 
Albegar, rumon had spread to the underground ~elten 01 th.­
figh ten' families that a momentous time hild come. 

Cardinal Vazquez Wa!i suangely quiet, though, reflecting 
upon recent visions of mayhem and bloocbhed. Though certaIn 
her In tuition was co lTee t---(hat the sua ngel'1 were to be trusted­
herlntui!ion also gave her a ~el1Se of foreboding. and she prayed 
foe the guidance of her special patron, the holy Saint Ctaylord. 

Of (ourse, Vazquez was not so presumptuous that she 
sought a manifesution of the 1alnl- merely <Iarlty of Insight 
a rod punty of purpose . So when the saini returned her pl1lyer­
his holy presence revealed by a familiar elKulc. tlngle In her 
neck- she was stunned. 

Sut relieved. 
Over the protestations of hel bodygullrd prlesu, Vazquel 

re tired alone to a wooded patch ouulde the warehouse--­
ostensibly to pray- Ihen stlpped ilway Into the rubble with her 
well.preserved agi lity. ~ usual, her palron was calling In the 
twilight hour- before the sun's most lethal Intensity, but aher 
wiu~ peopledeparte-cllndoon; and underground to bed. Vazquel 
knew her faith was no defense against the myriad mines and 
booby traps stlewn among the rubble. Wary of them, she 
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advanced with deliberllte caution to II sheltered stream bed 
where once II concrete storm drain had stood. 

"Beloved MIranda," ,,,me II famlilar voice, as If from the very 
air behind her. 

"Your bleued hollne~ ... Vazq uez replied reflexively, wrnlng 
to the voice but avertlng her eyes and dropping to one knee. 

"Rise and 11ft your eyes, my daughter," 
VVlth suitable reluctance. Vazq uez did as bade, beholding II 

revelation from God. Hooded Saint Graylord--hls hands and 
face shrouded, but II towering figure all the same-stood 
between the shimmering forms of two mas.slve angelic guard. 
lans, floating In the air as rainbows of light corLGcated across 
their winged and radiant bodies. 

" Gracious Saint Graylord, how may I serve you?" 
"It Is written, os Graylord said, "that the day shall come when 

travellers arrive from the heavens, and stars shall fall trom their 
traces. Then shall kings and princes scatter, and la, the many 
klngdoms of the earth shall kneel before the manifested will of 
the Lord and Defender." 

varquez, of course, was familiar with the pas~e, but 
remained sl1ent. 

"My daughter, the day has come again when travellet'\ have 
Joined us from the stars." 

"Yes, Your Grnce. EYen this day, they were led Into my 
p4"esence." 

''Tell me, " Graylord said, "did you sense their purpose7" 
"I did, Your Grace. I feel their hearts are true, and their cause 

Is Just." 
" I am pleawd," Graylord replied, his pleasure reflected in the 

soft pink hue appearing in the angel's wings. Hit was for your 
special insight that I made you the protector and guardian of the 
Defel'\Cler's church." 

"Your Blessed Grace--}s It possible that these might be the 
ones? I have seen visions of hope and torment. .. :' 

"Be at peace, my daughter. I have seen the seal elthe Defender 
rising glOriously In the east. Blessed are those whose eyes do not 
see, yet believe." 

"Your Grace, I do belleve." 
"And so your esteem is great In Heaven," Graylord !>IIId, 

whereupon he spread his atms and lifted his mrouded head 
toward the sky. "May the blessings of the Defender watch over 
and keep you. FarewelL" 

Overcome with emotiOn, Vazquez could not respond- c.nly 
look on with stunned alll/llement as her patron lifted Into the air 
with his angelk guardians i!lnd rose on ashaftof light Into the early 
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morning ~ky. Dauled by the !xightnm of the light. she thought 
she ~awthemc limbln9 toward II (o~e·colored (1000, but then the 
holy triad wa~ gone. 

As the trio dlS<lppeared from sight, Vllzquez1urrendered to the 
forces battling within her and fell to the ground, sobbIng with an 
incom pre hensible combination of hu mllity and exaltation, of fear 
and IO~Of her patron saint. and the pu~e he represented. 

WOOt is this feeling? Howcon I rontoln Ihese beautiful. terrifying 
forces without beIng destroyed? And then w remembered the 
ancient word s. Whol is this whlch gleams through mt and smites my 
heott without woulXiing 117 I om boll! o-shudder and o.g!o.v. A· 
shudder, in so for as I am unlilr.e it. o-glow In so far as 10m ne It. 

She did not know how 101'19 she laid there, but she eventually 
SlOpped trembling and not iced that sunrise wulmminent. Rising 
up and galherlng her robes about her, ~e scrambled baCk 
through the rubble to safeI}'. 

That so humble" servant o! Ishould ~ ChoSM to bear thll duty, 
Vazquez thought, her heart pounding hard In her chest. Pralse/)e 
ro 1he Defend~1 
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13 

When Coeur arrived at the G-<arrier at 0600 hours, she was 
flalUlally pleiUed to hear that she and the junior tec:hnarchs were 
on the same page-as least as far as negotliltlng with Brak was 
concerned . Unfortunately, the Oriflammen wanted morE' than 
just an active role-they wanted their active role to be on the 
ground. Initially Coeur resisted, thinking 01 their ~fety. 

Yet there was al<Nays the poS$ibility that Brak 'NOuld Insist on a f ace­
to-face meeting, and that, oIcouf'!oe, wou!d require the te<:hnarcru on 
the ground. With lhis is mind, Coeur tempered her di!>aPPfOVai. 

~Maybeyou're right. An-Wng, ~ Coeurcoruented, afterNErNton 
('jr.ab~5hed a link with Homet "Maybe It could be useful to have you 
down hen.!. I just hope you rea!ile hem dangerous lhi) planet is.~ 

nCaptain," An.Wing replied, "we appreciate your concern. 
However, it is our countrymen lhat were lost dOwn there,H 

"And, H Coeursurmisffi, "your government will be dispbi!ased 
if you aren' t down here:" 

"Yes, Captain. Quite displeased." 
Coeur sighed, looking Out a darkened side c.oCkpil window. 

long before the morning sun hOld cr~ted the e;utern ridge, 
Bonzo and Whiz Bang-behind Coeur at the c.ockplt controls.-­
had darkened alt the INind~ I()( their own protection, and relied 
primarily on sen~r data to watch the h·llIside camp. 

~ All right, An·Wing, tell me this. Do you know how to use II 
p.lrac:hut(']" 

"A parachute?" An-Wing asked, quizzically. 
~ I didn't think so. Is Mercy therer 
"Right here, skipper." 
" Mercy, I've got a questiOn for you. Could you Ilt Ih(~ people 

in your tank? For a short trip, I mean?-
Mercy whistled. 
"Jeel, Idon' t know-lhat would be a tight fiL But I suppose: it coukt 

be done, if one petX>rl WM small and ~I Ofl the other one's lap.­
"All right. then, " Coeur said. "An-Wing, you and Masaryk can 
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~It's either that, or you hop Qut of Home/In a par"chule.~ 

~In that case, I gu~s we'll go in the tank." 
~Fine . Mercy, you and Drop Kkk alert us whenever you're 

ready to '.lunch. I'd rather you came down al night, but it sounds 
like Buk's impatient toslat'( lopping olfheads, and I'd rather have 
t~ lechnarchs make their fi rs.t contact down here-al they're 
willing to take the risk," 

~No problem,'" Mercy said. "There's ill largl! marsh due west 
of your posilion. If Gyro and Sixet drop us off !here, over the 
horizon, we can fly on in NOE." 

"Sounds like ill good plan, - Coeur said. "Let', do It," 

As x>on as Deep Six completed the communication with 
Coeur, Gyro notified Vi ft Anni.iof Homer's Imminenllaunch. In 
return, the pirate produced an unexpected bit of news. 

~We (ould (over you if you'd like, Homel," said Boomer, the 
man who was Gyro's opposile number on the pavol cruiser­
acting commander and chief of gunnery. "Ou r drive ~ have 
restored power to our lasers." 

"Outstarx:ling, " Gyro said. ''But I'd just as soon haveyou stay here." 
"Hey, our people are down there, too." 
~TflJ e. but 50 are a whole 10\ of deep-slle mc~ guns ." 
"We don't know thai for certain. Gyro ." 
"Well, we do know this: We knOw there used to be deep-si te 

me50n guns, and wedon' l knowwhere they a~ rt::1N. That's agood 
enough reason to keep your ship~fe here on the back side of El0j0." 

"Well, you know, " Boomer said, "as long a~ we' re being 
paranoid, we might as well consider the possibility that some of 
the meson gunr-and their fire control sensors-are hidden on 
this moon . If that's the case, then we're no JIIfer here than we'd 
be in orbit around MeKil .~ 

"Point taken, Armis. However, we haven' , seen a lick of 
evidence that f lojo's anything but a dead rock. Therefore, I'm 
going to assume that any guns and fi re control sensors that I!KiU 
are on the planet. Ilnd you're going 10 stay put on the back side 
of this moon Ilnd monitor telemeuy from Snapper's satellite. If 
you see anything happen to us, you can come running It\en.'' 

" All right" 
"Of course," Snapshot said, jumping on the lir-.e, "If you Sfe us 

vaporiled for no apparent reason, then you'll know there \s 
definitely a meson gun down there." 

"Right;." C}-1"osaid. "So don't !>aywe~rdld IInything foryoo ." 
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"Roger, Homet. We'Ustay put. Godspeed. Afmis out," 
A few minutes IMer, Home! launched tor ill second VIp Into 

Me)(lt's atmosphere-though thi~ time with Gyro In the pilot's 
couch and Red Eye In the lasetturret. Aslured by his performance 
In earlier gunnery simulations, Gyro was (ertaln the Marine 
gunny would be the 1econd be~t choice 10 take OYer her gun­
the beSI being Snap1hol at the pon. ml}slle turreL 

Coming down in morning twilight,. Homer sailed o .... er the 
eastern edge of the Agu;a Prieta Mountains, 500 kilometers west 
01 Soledad, at an alntude of 10 kilometers, then quiCkly dipped 
to five kilometen above the lakes and swamps al the loot of the 
mountains. Though her hull doublless gti11ened in the Ilghlfrom 
Opaco, Homet attracted n!'ither obvious anent/on r'IOr fire, and 
slowed to a s.(ant 200 kph to leI the mighty Intrepid gra .... tank exit. 

Mas.sing more than 250 1ennes, Ihe tank WM tremendously 
densefor iu 1 Odisplacement tons, and plummeted toward Me)(it 
like a ~tone belOfe iU HEPtaR Ihrusters fired to control its descent. 
Within seconds, Mercy had the tank well under contrOl, leveling 
out just meters above the scattered swamps. 
T~n another problem arose. 8ela Masaryk-who knew he 

might have trouble with motiorl sickness-was close to nausea 
even though his .... iew of the sensor displays of their dluylng 
maneuvers were partly blocked by An.Wing on his lap. 

~Oh my god, ~ Masaryk said. ~ I think I'm going to be sick." 
"Ieel, lIY to hold it, would you?" An-Wing snapped, looking 

back with concern . 
"Yeah, you'd better try to hold it, .. Mercy said, giving a quick 

glance at the junior technarchs across the central autoloader. 
"Drop Kick'lI really hate it jf you barf on his control~ " 

Masarylc eventually mastered his motion ~kne». and the tank 
arrived at the lomarica campwilhout incident. There Gaffer helped 
AnWing and the 'NObbly Masaryi:; Into the G<all1er, while Orop Kick 
and MeKY dragged )l('t another IR shroud and colmouflage net 0>I'fY 

their tank, matching the protection of the 0(1\er two vehic::les. 
"Cood, you' re here, ~ Coeur greeted them. 
"WhO's th~?" An-Wing asked, noting the robed figure o f 

Brother Anthony. 
"A representative from the Church of Grace and light, " Coeur 

said. "Brother Anthony, let me to introduce you to liu An .\rVing 
and Bel a M~aryk, representatives of the Council of Technarchs 
of OriHamme."' 

"Thalsounds Yeryimponant," Anthony exclaimed, shaking their 
h""" . 
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~They're from the iilmeworld as Zero, N lorn said, wIth a wry 
smirk, "but they' re a liWe better behaved." 

Having yel to hl'af the stOlY of Zero's slo~ relics, the Junior 
te<hnarchs were puuled at the priest's wary regard . 

"I'll explain later," Coeur told them. HNow lersgo forward so 
you can see our commo setup . Newton, after you.n 

"Certainly, Captain," Ne'Nton said, padding fOrNard to Its 
Slation In the cockpi t wIth Coeur and the junior te<:hnarchs In 
train. "You will observe that I have all outgOing frequencies from 
Soledad mooilored, includ ing the UHF frequency Homers drone 
monllor~ at ano hours, so we /lfe rearooably certain thaI 
Emperor Brait. has not made any more statements regard ing the 
priwners." 

"Can we rea<:h Brak from here?H Masary\< asked . 
"And more to the point," An-Wing added, "(an we rell,h him 

without his knowing we're here?" 
"I believe so. Since our maser uplink 10 the geosynchronous 

drone Is unlikely to be inte;'cepled, we willlJ5e thaI as an origin 
point for a return signal to 8rak o n his own radio Irequeocy." 

"Who kllOM," Vink ~id, from behind them In the passenger 
hold, where he was soldering an electronic component, " they 
might even think the origin point i~ an orbiting starshlp-if their 
main sensors really are Just local rad~r and direction finders." 

"That's a hopeful thought." Coeur said, retiring with the junior 
technarchs to the pas.s.enger section so they would have a chance to 
collect their thoughts beloregoing 00 the air. An-Wu19 was e<tgef' \.0 
get ~tarted. though, and soon sat down at the comm panel with 
Nev¥ton at her side: and Coeur and Masaryk at her back. 

"Go," Newton said. ~You have the frequency." 
"Anention, " M .Wlng said, authoritatively, "Emperor Srak of 

Soledad, this Is the Starship Technarch, in orbit above your 
world .. " 

Amused, Coeur smiled .11 the improvised Ship nllme . 
"We have re<eived your signal concerning OUf crewmembers, 

and await word 01 your terms for their release." 
An-Wing then Shutoff the transmitter and glanced at Newton, 

who was studying Its monitors for evidence of a return Signal. 
"Anythingr Coeur asked. 
"Negative." 
"All righI, then. Continue monitoring, and cycle L\u's message 

every rIVe minutes." 
"Hm," An·Wlng mumbled, nodding. 
"'What?" Coeur asked. 
"That's the first time you called me Uu," An-Wing replJed, 

looking over her shoulder. 
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"Too famlllar7" 
'"No. Ju st wondering If I can ~top calling you CapUlin 0' E5pt1t 

and call you Red?" 
"Sure," Coeur saki. "Get our people back, and you can call me 

anything you like." ... 
Two ar.d a half hours lal!!:r, An-WIng's meuage had yet to 

receive an answer, and many of the spacers--cooped up together 
in the G<arrlerfor protection from the harsh noondaysutl---were 
beginning to doubt that an aruwer ever would come. 

Ouulde, the dry air had reached 3S"C-(lol quite the Inferno 
of Oriflamme's equaLOr at noon, but stllilnlense under a harsh sun 
shining through a thin atmosphere. Sitting in the G-carrier's 
cockpit, Coeur could only imagine how unpleasant It would be 
for 8onzo-presenUy si lting In a camouflaged nest 200 metel'l 
above the spacer camp--if he had to stand his watch without the 
benefit of battle dreu. 

"How's It look out there]" Coeur asked Bonzo, speaking 
through a headset m icrophone. 

~Very quiet, " the corporal IInswered, his voice carried crisply 
over the laser link they were using. "I can' t see anybody moving 
around In the City." 

"Very quiet's good. But stay Sharp. If 8r/lk's got ~nwthing up 
his sleew, you'lt be the firs t to see Il" 

"Yes, sir." 
"Red Su n out. " 
Coeur turned to stUdy a computer map of Soledad, hoping to 

put some of her tlmeto good use planning the night's broomstick 
recon nights. Moments later, the leads in Newton's radio crack­
led, and all the spacers came to attention as the Hive r pulled in a 
special broadcast fro m the Federal DI)lri( t. 

~Personnel of the 1la~hlp Technorch, this Is Empero( Brak 
speaking. Your message has been re<eived, but you must under_ 
stand that the terms of your personnel's release may not be 
discuSjed in this manner. Your captain must come to a place of 
my choo~ing, alone, p(epa(ed to di!>ClISs the mission of your last 
starship, Crazy Jane. 11 you value the lives of you r crewmembel'l, 
you will respond immediately.~ 

l est an a ttack should come at the (amp, Coeur had dist ributed 
her personnel among the vehicles, w Mercy was aboard the tank, 
and the other Mar\~rop Kick, Gllffer and 60nzo-wert 
aboard the ship's boat,. which they took over as their base of 
operations. All heard the message, though, and dropped their 
other work to hear An.Wing's response. 
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"Vour me~e h received," An-Wing said. "However, be 
advtsed !,hat we wIll not make any ;arrangements while the 5.afety 
of our personnel Is In question.~ 

"That would seem lObe In the natureo! IIdernand, Technatth." 
"Merely II statement of poslUon, Soledad . Our minImal rt­

quirement is the allUranc!! that our ptlWflnel /lfe sale and well." 
Abruptly, Brak's slgnal cut oH. 
And an urgent message from 801'120 sounded in Coeur's 

headset. 
"SkIpper, trouble. I see II mluile launching over the horiZon, 

bearing 04 4 de13n!es." 
"Typical!" Coeur fumed . "A PDMr 
"Affirmative. It's big and fMI, on II high ballistic traJe<:lory." 
"Understood, nand by." 
-what Is 1t1'" lorn /lsked, In the brief time It took Coeur to 

switch her comm chaMel from Bonzo's to the one Homel WA5 
monitoring. 

"A PDM launching," Cowrexplalned . .. Homet, this Is Red Sun. 
Do you copy?" 

"'Roger, Captain," Deep Six said, after II br1ellag while lhe 
signal was processed through Snapshot's sate/lite, "Co ahead," 

"Sixer, It looks like a derense mls.slte's been Iliunched from the 
surface, po.\..'iibly at the sale tille," 

"'That's lIffi rmatlve," the Sch<1l\i Zlnswered, "The satellite's 
picked up the signature, We are moving 'It to a higher orbit" 

"Very good, Homet. AdviS(' if successfut." 
8ehind An-WIng. Vink, Physic, Anthony and Masaryk elC· 

changed troubled looks, 
"Was It something I ~id7" An-lNlng asked, 
The answer came several minutes IZi ter, whrn the various 

passive EMS sensors of the camp detected a nuclear detonatioo 
200 kilometers ovemead, 

"'That bastard WiU trying to shoot down your probe," Zom 
exclllimed, 

"Well, let's hope he didn't, .. Coeur ,aid, I'IOtlng that hercomm 
panel was blinking with a message from Hamet. Thb tlme, Coeur 
switched the tJaffIc to the C<arrler's speakefl so everyone could 
hear. 

.. Hometto Red Sun," Deep Six said, ~areyou recelvlngl0vtr," 
"Roger, Homel, go ahead," 
"Skipper, since you're receiving !.hil, you' ll have surml~ that 

Snapsl"lot'l drone Is Intact, The PDM appearl to have been 
boosted by a conventional rocket and was unable to climb to the 
satellite's orolt It detonated welt short of \he target" 

"Good'Mll'\ guys.. Advise r:J. anychange In the sat.elite's status." 



To Dream of Chaos 183 

"Understood. Homer out" 
"A convenUonal rocket?" ZOI'n said. "But that meaM-oo 
"'That means hI! ben weapons artn't that Impressive," Coeur 

finished. "Y\Jhlch might not be entirely good.­
"How can that not be goodl" Physk asked. 
"Because we've been thinking he got hl5 relk gear out r:i the 

depot. But If he doesn' t have advanced missiles, or seruor$, he 
might not control the depot at all ." 

"Then .. . wno doe51'" Zom asked . 
... , don't know. Sut I'll bet Zero knew, before he died." 
A long silence followed, broken by the beeping of Newton's 

comm pane' announcing 8rak's follow.up mes$/lge. 
"I trust, stal""5hlp Technarch, that you are stili there." 
"Yes. We maneuvtred out of the way.-
"I'm so glad, You may consider that .. statement 01 our 

position." 
"We ... undersund." 
"Excellent. Then underltand th4: Your captain will appear at 

the corner of Coronado and Enea streets tomorrow noon, before 
the Defense Minlst/)" Of one of the prisoners will be killed In as 
painful II manner as can be relayed r:Ner the radio." 

"Understood. We will consider your offer." 
"Soledad out." 
An.Wing shut off the frequency. 
"Talk about a guy who needs his ticket punched," lam said. 

"Srother Anthony. how long has Brak ruled thiS place?'" 
"Just a few years, I believe," the priest said, thoughtfully. "Of 

cou~, the emperor he killed to take r:Ner wasn't that much 
bener." 

"I don't know if we need to overreact., .. ArI-Wlng said, tumlng 
away from the comm panel. ""Just because he talks tough doesn't 
mean he can't be reasoned with,'" 

"Uu,"" Masaryk $/lid, ~the man shot a nuclear mlnlle al you." 
"No, he shot a missile at an orbiUog $/Ilelllte." 
'" rather doubt he appreciated the distInction, " Newton 

pointed out. 
Just then, Drop KIck ha iled the G-carner from the ship's boat. 
"\Ne he,ud the conveoation, Red Sun. Yoo iUk me, I think 

tonlghrs a good time for a decap raid." 
~II may come to that," Coeur admined, ~bul not yet. This 

evening, I want a couple of broomsticks taken out for recon 
p<ltrols with recording equipment . When the time comes lor a 
raid, we' ll need the poSition of all their command and control 
centen zeroed." 

"'Understood. Drop Kick out." 
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"As foryou, " Coeursald tOM-Wing. ~you may be right about Brak.. 
Someone ooght to go out 10 thlll meeting. If just to buy us Ume." 

"Quite reasonilble, " An-Wing agreed . "I' .... e flown II grav bike 
before, so I !.hould be able to handle one 01 your broomsUck$." 

'" meant me," Coeur said. 
Physk::'s reaction was ~t as strong IIfId Immediate at An­

WinQ's. "Ate)lOU out do your mlnd?" she said. "The man's Insane'" 
"Captain," An.Wing exclaimed, "I mU~1 protest! You broug h t 

us down--r'" 
"Cut it." Coeur ordered sharply. 
Both women ltlfled their com menU. 
"Llu." Coeur ~nt 0(1, "I brought you down to negotiate with 

Brall if It Wlli realOnably safe, but It <:ertalnly isn' t that, 9lven his 
behavior. As. for you, doctor, you shou ld kl"lOW that' don't have 
II death wish. The Marines' li keep an ~e 011 me from II dlstance. 
and I'll arrange to have Homef overhead flrlt " 

"8all5y." Zom said. 
"Hardly. If I'm grabbed. Hometwlll take out Brail's fire control 

!.ensol'l and drop the Marines for a re5(ue." 
~May the Defender preseNe YOu," Anthony said, "blJt I fear 

the doctor Ii right The Emperor Brak Is not a rational man .~ 

"Yeah," lorn said, "ptus there's the meson gura.Wf. don't know 
where they are, and they could really fikk up any ~ue plan." 

Coeur nodded her head. "I undentand that. Vega. but even 
If those guns are ~llil intact, I don't think Brllk controls them. "he 
did, I'm sure he woold have used Ihempn the rebebbynow, and 
a meson gun would have done a much better lob of brfnglng 
down our satellite than a TL6 rocket would. 

"And besides, we. dorI 't have time to cover every itngle wflh 
human lives at slake. If Brak's as much of a nut iU everyone says, 
there's no teffing how long the boat crew--or the rebel p'Is.on­
ers-might have before they're kllled." 

1heycouldalreadybe:dead," M;uatyk pointed out 'Wouldn't 
it really be bener to send Uu and me]" 

"Negatlve." 
"'Well, In fairness, thoSE' are my people being held," Zom said. 

"Maybe It would be bener If I went.. ... 
"Hey," Coeur warned, "don't you start." 
"SOfry," 1000n said. ~ov go." 

Not far from the spacer camp, In II deft In the rock of another 
hill. II wlltcher hid and surve~d the cIty 01 Soledad. 

Humans, 11 knew, would be asleep In the dty, In bitnered brkk 
apartmen1 blocks and sheet-metallean·tos. But the creature In 
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the rocks did not hide from the sun and was not subject 10 the 
weakneue10f human fle~h, among them the need to re~t 

Instead, it lay baking unconcerned among the rocks of its 
hillside, perfect in camouflage as it waited for the night. At night 
the humans would emerge from their ~helte( and become its 
prey. Human vi~ion-so reliable in daylight-would nOI p en­
etrate the night,. lind the human nose would not sense what 
~talked In the darkness. 

Yet the humans had a cl.'rtalncourage, and, in number>, could 
resist the watcher. It was bener, then, to stalk the loolirn human 
who trave lled alone in the night. Hewould rabe no alarm, and his 
comrades would not risk the ir liYes to investigate hi!; loss. 

Night ot last, it thoug ht. when the sun finally began to set 
beyond Ihe hi11s at its back. 

nme to hunt. 
And so It did, rising from its perch and gliding sUently across 

the rocb. The larrnerswould beclimbing up the slope~ of the hitts 
soon, to reach their fil'lds, and perhaps one or two would prove 
foolish thi s night, dawdling too far Irom the protecting fold of his 
mates. The watcher had not preyed on lhe~e particular farmer.; 
for some ~elG now, and their priesu peihaps would have told 
them the demons had been driven away. 

II so, thllt Judgment would won prove In error. 

Accustomed as Ihey were 10 longer day cycles, the spacers at 
thl.' lomarica camp found the 20-hour d ay 01 Me)(i t startlingly 
short. Only six hours alter noon, the evening twillght had fallen 
into darkness, and the four Mari nes launched on their evening 
recon sorties of the Federal District. 

For the s;Jke of the camp's prolKtion. iu best gUnnef-Wnil 
Bang--remained behind in the Jnllepld, leaving Mercy and Bonzo to 
lorm one recon team, and Drop Kick and Gaffer to fOffil the other. 
Putting pride aside, Drop KiCk gave hlmsetf the auxiliary task of 
delivering a laser uplink to the Imponsero Phalanx, knowing that 
nei ther he 0()( wiler was quill' as ~ with ~ as Bonzo. 

The hilltop lookou t nest was occupied at night by the watch 
Coeur believed to have the best eye-.-hersl.'lf, Zorn and Newton. 
SineI.' they took their watches in four .hoUl shitu bl'ginnlng at 
~undown, it was Zorn who manned the pmt at midnight- when 
a variety of Ihing5 happene-d. 

first was the nighljack. 
Shortly after the sun weill down, hundre-ds of farmers from 

Soledad came shuHling out 01 the city wilh their escort of tractor 
bosses-the latter lew In number but key to the nighttime 
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operation. Ugh! from the tractors-blazing in the otherwise pltch 
black beyond the cil)'-both illuminated the flelds to lei them be 
worked and illuminated the peasanu to make wrt' they didn't 
wander away or slack off. 

Plul, Zorn observed, peering through her PR1S binoculars at 
the peaSilnu 200 meters below her, they make if a Jot etHier/or me 
to see what's going OIl down there. 

Vel watching peasants till the fields wasn't the most compel. 
ling activity in the world, and lorn was positively bored by the 
lime something finally happened two hours laler. Although she 
couldn' t be certain why, a young pea~nt boy, perhaps IOor II , 
among the hillside harveilen wandered away from the lights of 
the escor1ing trac. IOfS and Into a ravine 100 meters below ZOin's 
posit ion. This prompted alarm in Zorn, who was Irankly disgusted 
that such young child ren were being lakenout Into the night But 
then ~he spotted an adult male peHant going after the boy and 
~ecretly wished him luck. 

Thoe's it. friend, l orn thought, watching as theman put hi~ hoe 
over his shoulder and closed on the child. Just a litt~ forther. 

Thechild did not appear intent on cooperating, however, and 
dashed deeper into the ravine, behind a barrier blocking Zorn's 
wide-wavelength vision. Apparently Irighter.ed of the ravine, the 
man pa used atit5edge bc:forelollowing, but then summoned his 
strengt h and went in. 

Cood man. 
Seeing nothing happen. lorn rl'slsled the impulse to wave her 

binoculars around tOOking lor the pair. Instead, she calmly 
lowered the zoom to 11 wider angle. And registered a stlangll'!d 
scre<1m. FlU! 

Dropping the PRIS, Zorn pulled up her laser rille and trained 
its high-powered sight on the ravine instead. Stili nothing hap. 
pened for several seconds. Then the child emerged, frightened 
sen~leu as he ran inlO the arms of the startled adults nearby. 

The man, however, did not t'mer~. 
Clearly terriOI'd, the peasants did nOI move to Investigate, 

leaving that t~k insteadtothemen whodrove thelIlIclors. Two, 
armed with pump-action shotguns, eventually advanced slowly 
on the ravine with powerful flashnghU, talking eNef hand·held 
radios to the other tractor crews. Some moments later they 
emerged, carrying the peasant man's ho~snapped In tw~ 
and a scrap of clothing. 

Clad the chWd was ~fe, Zom glanced at \J'Ie pocket computer 
me'd brought with her, 51udyW"1g ol topographICal map of the 
Lomaricll region rendered from thedrone'$orbital images. A $tellithy 
(reature, she noted, could hIM! eKaped lathe rearo' the hil unsetl\ 
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so she wheeled about and trained her PRIS In thilt d irection. 
Nothing. 
Realizing that what she'd seen conlOfmed-at least outwardl)­

to BrotherAnthony'sdescripiion of anighqack, Zomdeclded thiswas 
II potentially dangerous situation and activated her ~ r~\c with 
NI!.'ItM in the dane G<arrier behir.d and below her. 

~Newtoo. this is Zorn. Come in.­
"Newton here, Captain. Go ahead. ~ 
" Is Red there?"' 
"Affirmative. The captain Is fesung in the passenger seclion. 

Shalli llwaken her?" 
"Maybe you should." 
"S tand by.-
A few seconds later, Coeur came to the m aser link. 
" Red Su n here. Go ahead." 
"Just moughtyou'd like lokr.owwmethlng I saw, Roo. Seems 

something grabbed ooe of the pea~nu II lew minutes ago and 
dhappeared wlthout anyone seeing It-including me." 

"Oh, hell." 
"Of courst', it do('sn' l look like it stopped the farming. The 

tractor bosses have got the pell\anu moving again." 
" Real COo1s1derate, " Coeur \ald . ~ Hey, hold on a moment .... ~ 
Hearing the line go dead, Zorn ellpected the delay would be 

momentary. But when It ran to several seconds, she began to 
suspect that something was up. 

~Zorn. I'm back. There's trouble." 
"What?~ 

"We can' t find the lechnarch~ . I asked Brother Anlho ny and 
Vinl\. but t hey were asleep, too. ~ 

~Oh crap. What about Physicr 
~She 's (;Ner In the ship'S boat- she didn' t see anything." 
"All right. Hold on a minute, and l'Ulook around your camp." 
It look leu than a minute for ZOf'n to fiOO!.he technarchs. Just 

as she tumed towa(d the camp, a silent shape Hashed past behind 
her--<ausing her to taU back around and tl ain her PRI S o n it . It wu 
a broomstick • .loci both o f the junior technarchs were aboard . 

"Red? I think Iio und 'em." 
"'What ? Where1" 
" It looks like they're on a broormtick and m aking like ho ly he ll 

for the center 01 the City," 
The pause In CoeLK's respor1$1!, Zom suppo6td. wal amost 

certalnly Coeurverifying that theone broomstkk aboard was m~ng. 
"Damn Iti l knew I shouldn't have let t hose two down herel" 
"I think it's a linle lale for thaI. " Zorn i.i)\cl. "If one of the Marine 

teams doesn't stop them, they're going downtown." 



Chapter 
14 

Bela Masaryk had known alx>ut this contingency for months­
the posslbillty that he and An-Wing would ha~ to separalt~ from 
the Aubani on Me;o:lt and meet wIth the gOYtmment them · 
selves-but he wasn't entIrely sure this was the right time to do 
it. Quite apart from the fact that he disliked the prospect ot a long 
ride OIl a broomstick, Masaryk was concemed thllt Uu An.Wing 
had gravely miscakulated the wisdom of nnhing to negollate 
wIth the unstable Emperor 8rak . 

" Really, Bela," An.Wlng said, from the front seAt of their high. 
flying broomstick, "I thought we'd gone over all this. We can't 
trust the motives of Aubalne, rightr 

"Right." 
"And il was our citizens who were lost here, rlghtr 
"Well, ye!, 001.... .... 
~ But wtlat? I'm sick of these Aubanl thinking they 1\1(\ they ffiUre 

Coolitlon, getting all the breaks and pushing us aside iU a second-class 
planet. It'~ about time we took matten into our cmn hands." 

Masaryk pau~ed before answering . Given hIs discomfon with 
air traVEl, he found hl~ breath coming shall()\o\l whenever he 
glanced below the bfOonutick at the Interminent lights 01 
Albf'9i'1r rOIling PiUll 00 melers below, and II didn ' t help thai the 
broomuidc pitched vJolentJy whenever it ran lnlo turbulence In 
the chili air (Ner Soledad . 

"You all right. Bela?" 
~Oh, sure," Ma:.aryk replied, unconvinclngly. 
"Tty looking at my bKk imteiKI of the ground ." 
"Check." 
Amazingly, that worked pren)' wel l. 
~ Bener?" 
H8eneL .. 
~Sowhenwe get to the Federal District we'll Pf~enl A unified 

front?" 
"Of course, Liu. Jt'S JuU that-I think we should have left a 
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messllge for Red Sun, something to tell her where we're going." 
"We couldn't risk that,. 8ela. Red Sun would Just have made us 

stay there.~ 
"But,. Uu, how can you be so sure this Brak fellow Is really 

sane?~ 

"Oh, Bela,. don't be so naive. It's an itet. see? Brak probably Just 
iKls crazy to Ihrow his opponents off baliVlce. But I' ll wager he 
kn~ where the depot Ii, and he's JUst waiting lor the best 
po~ible offer for its contents." 

"How do you explain Zero, then?· 
"Zero was never a good bargainer," An-Wing said. NHealways 

WiU too9reedy." 
"And we're notr 
"Not greedy. Bela--praclical. Oriflamme needs that depot, 

and we're going to get It for her." 
Presently, they flew into the darkness beyond A1begar and lost 

the spirit for (onvef'lation. Silent minutes followed where their 
thoughts turned Inward and unknOYm to each other, 

Then, at last, the glowing edge of the Federal Oistrkt shone 
ahead. A short time later, as she steered toward the center of the 
city, An-Wing spotted a patrolling grZlv vehkle th~t she took for 
a tank (although It was actually a light support sled) and moved 
into plain view of its forward sensors. 

uAh ... helio there," An-Wing said, hailing the vehicle on the 
Coalition distress frequency. uYou in the tank, are you receiving 
usr 

Implacably, the tank continued closing. 
~Damn it,. ~ An-Wing said to Masaryk, "I'm using the dlslrfss 

frequency, so why doesn't he answerr 
"Actually, they might use a different distress frequency here," 

Masary1<. said, sweating from his fOfehead desplle the chili air. 
"Maybe we should just leave .... ~ 

The support sled cut that option off a moment laler, with the 
datterof ill; turret-mounted coaxial machlnegun. Ducking from 
its tf.lCen--'>praying W'ithoot apparent aim overhead-An-Wing 
unwittingly threw the broomstlck into a spin that she barely 
recovered from a few meten; above the corrugated steel of a 
fac tOl'y root. 

The support sled followed them down, and its commander 
threw open Its to p hatch when he saw thai roth An_WIng and 
Masaryk had their hands up. 

"Attention, arlen craft! '" the blaCk-jackeled man announced, 
with the aid of a bullhom. "You will land Immediately or be 
destroyedl~ 

The commander then looked on W'ith s.atlsfaction as An -Wing 
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offered her ptofuse apologies and landed hastily on a nearby 
sidewalk. 

Contact had been made. 

Having studied Coalillon briefings about various nos In the 
Wilds, An.Wlng fully ~pe<:trd that a period 01 Indeterminate 
Inc arceration would follow their landing Inside the Federal Dis­
trict.. She was also iLlSt as certain that the Incarceratlonwould end 
when she established her knowledge 01 Zero and explained Just 
how profitable It would be to give Oriflamme's Councli of 
TechnarchS exclusive access to tm: depot 

Seemingly verifying this wisdom, then, An-VYIng and Masaryk 
were only briefly held in detentJon. Two unarmored soldiers soon 
came to eS(ort them outof acell on theground fIoorof the Utan!c 
defeme ministry and up through II maglev elevator to an audi­
ence chamber adorned In gold and marble nttlngs. 

Given the presence of a dais, throne and various hanging flags, 
the Junior IKhnarchs realized that this was likely the chamber of 
Brak hlm.se" and stood al attention before Iheir guards had 11 

chance to order them lodoso. Soon, the thunder of armored feet 
In adjoining corridors told them of powered troopers approach. 
lng, and An.'vVlng began to formulate her best pitch. 

First onto the dais, however, was a man whom An·Wing look 
fo r some sort of ministtf bKauseof his formal dress and red SMh. 
Carrylng 11 compuler under his arm, he spoke in a loud and 
booming voke without looking directly at the Orlflammen. 

"All kneel before His Mml EJlalted Highneu, Emperor Brak the 
F1~U~ 

The Oriflammen knelt and, taking a cue Irom their g uardS, 
looked humbly al the floor. 

"Arhe. w 
• 

Uftingtheirheads, theysawat last what theyhadcomefor,lhe 
resplendent figure of Emperor Brak, whom they recognized from 
his portrait on the side of this and various other buildings. An 
imposing f.gute, the mustached and block.Jawed man wore 
nothing so simple as robes Of ill military tunic, striding into the 
chamber insteiKf In unhelmeted gold and silver bIotlle dreu, 
g leaming brightly beside two escorts In helmeted, fl at·black 
armor. 

Resplendent as Brak was, though, there was subtle evidence 
that he and his followers had dIffICulty maIntaining their equip­
ment. The stlVOS In their relic battle dress wheeled and groaned 
noisily In pro ten at the loads they labored under, andlrom time 
to time the battle drl.'il limbs would fruze In awlo.ward posi. 
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liom-surely 11 Ilability In combat. 
But then It couldn't be too much of a liabili ty, An-\rVIng 

reasoned, since Brak was still all .... e. 
~I take it. ~ Srak rumbled, with lhe same Imperious tone he 

used on the radio, Nlha t you are {rom Ofjf1 amme.~ 

8Yes, your highness, N An-W1ngukI. "'Myname is Uu An-Wtog, 
and this Is my associate, Bela Masaryk. We representative the 
Council of Technarchs of Oriflamme.· 

"The same Oriflamme that the crew of Crazy Jonewas from?" 
"That Is correct, Your Highne~ . " 

"Were you not Informed, ~ Brak said, "'of the proper time and 
ptace for 11 meetlng?" 

"'Well. yes, but we felt \I would be bener to come here 
beforehand, to avoid the awkward confrontation that probably 
would have hllppened If you met with our captain tomorrow." 

''What? Are you not the captain of the Technarch1" 
"Ah---no. Actually, Junior Technarch Masaryk and I are from 

Oriflamme, but we came to thi~ world aboard another starship, 
the Homel, from Aubalne. But Aubaine ~ a greedy, self15h littl e 
planet that you really shouldn' t worry yourself about They came 
he re W'lth the Intention of taking your depot for themsetves, but 
we came ahead of them to warn you and bid for 1!(Cess to the 
depot at a fair price." 

Upon hearing this, Brak grew Ilvld with rage and Wode down 
the steps of the dais with surpr1slng ~peed and agil ity. 

"'Blel?" he thundered, gfiuplng MotiCIryk by his right forearm 
and shaking him like a IIUfe (hlkt. "'Bldl What kind dldlol do}'Ou 
take me for?'" 

Caught between confusion and concern for Masaryk. An­
Wing elected not to answer. This only seemed to enrage Brak 
further, however, and he crushed the bonesof Masal)'k's forearm 
in his steel grip. 

Likely Inured 10 such casual viOlence, the unpowered guards 
moved to blOck An-Wing's possible escape---an Increasingly 
attractive option as Brak kept the w IncIng Masaryk In his grip for 
a k>ng momenL At length, he turned Masaryk loose, and An­
Wing went to hIm as he crumpled to the floor. 

"'1 am not a vIolent man," Brak said, In answer to the mix of 
shock and confusion on the Junior technarchs' faces, "but 'grow 
ImpatJent wlth the ru~es and deceptions of your people. Nowtell 
me where the depot lsi'" 

"Tell )IOU?" An·Wing said. 
"Yes. Now .... 
"I don't know what you're talking about! I ;mumed you 

controlled the depot .... " 
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Brak growled deep In his throat, making An-Wing shrink back 
with MMaryk, but the emperor stopped shortof another (>JIhibl· 
Uon of torture. Instead, he COIlK led himself and ~trode back to 
lhe dais. 

"Ms. An.Wing. I (an see that we are not communi<:aUng 
deady, soyou' ll just have to spend some time in ourprison to help 
you refresh your memory. For you and yourfriend'ssake, I hope 
it helps." 

Al though Masafyk was clearly In agony-barelyable to stumble 
toward the elevator bank with An.Wing's help, An·Wing's exhor. 
lations (01' medical aid met only with rigid refusal. Emperor Brak, 
they were tofd, would nol allow it. 

"Will you at least get me a splint for his arm, thenr An.Wing 
snapped, stopping herlel! and MM.:'Iryk shOl'"t of their destination 
elevator and apparently warding off ~ butt stock beatJng by the 
sheer strength of her voice. 

The ptivate-the younger of the two men-finally relented 
after a hesi tant moment, walking down the hallway to a small 
dispensary. When he returned some seconds later, he brought a 
curved slab of pl.ntlc expressly designed 101'" use as a brac('. 

"Thank you, ~ An.Wlng S3k:!, grateful for the gesture but stiU 
unable to keep the bile completely out of her voice. 

Impatient with both An.Wing and the private, the older 
~ergeant abruptly pushed the junior technarc hs inlO the nearest 
eJevatorcab, delayingAn.Wing's eHort to helpM.naryk untl lafter 
they were imide. There An-Wing summoned enough of her 
memories of flTlt aId cl as~es in the Junior PathflndeTl to sit Masaryk 
on the elevator lloor and ~ecure the sprint to hIs arm with strips 
01 materia/lorn from her vest lining before using the vest itself as 
a sling. Since her pockets had been emptied earlier in a thorough 
searc h., the dothe~ on her back were literally .lit she had towo(k 
with, but she did a good enough job to at least let M3saryk stand 
unaided . 

"Oh, Bela, ~ An·Wing whispered, ''I'm so }()f(y-l didn' t think 
this was going to happen." 

"It's all right, h Bela answered. wincing. "You didn' t twiSt my 
arm 10 come.~ 

No, An.Wing thought, I juS! gol it broken. 
Sl'(onds later, the elevator arrived in the very boweb of the 

building- the lowermost of three basement levels where the 
prison was housed . Well below the street level cell where the 
junior Ie<hnarchs were held before, it was a cold and fo rbidding 
place that inSlantlyquashed any hope that An.Wing might have 
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held out tor rescue or escape. After checking In at 11 wlre-<age 
~urily station staff~ by dour men and women, the private and 
sergeant ~ubjected the lunior Oriflammen to another rigorous 
search and then lead them down a silent concrete corridor lit by 
caged electric bulbs and partitioned by steel doors doubtless 
wired to llam shut at any alarm or cui in power. 

Since the clatler of the guards' heavy boots attracted hootlng 
and cal (alb from cerlain 01 the windowles~, sleel·dOOfed cells, 
An.Wing surmised Iilal those might hold the rebel ptisoners that 
CoeurwiU keen to spring, but shewa) ata loss to see howltcootd 
be managed. When the door of the unnumbered (tlltha! was 
their destination was unloc\(!.'d by the old sergeant. An.Wing saw 
that both the door and the wall Wi"!! over a half·meter lhkk. 

While the older guard was unlocking the door, however, a 
strange thing happened. The )'O'Jnger guard, with a wary glance 
at hl}companion. dropped Xlmething in10 a pocket of ArI-'Mng's 
colones, just belore pu~hlng her and Masary\< into the poorly III 
cell. 

Wary that a camera might be inside the cell, An.'Mng resisted 
the urge to look into her pocket Immediately. Innead, she 
focused her attention on the Pfironer illready in the cell. Even as 
the door slammed, that other priwner-.a vaguely I amiliar blonde 
womlln of perhaps 2G--<ame forward to help Masary!< to the 
cell's other cot. Despite the bruises and burn marks on her face 
and arms, her ell:Pfession W~ ~mpalhelic, and thai keyed An_ 
Wing's recognition 01 the WOman a moment later . 

"Oh my God . You're Can Beckerf" 
~Sure am," Zorn's boat pilol said . ~Afrald I don't k()()Yv' you 

1\\10, though." 
MWetl, we haven't met," An-Wing said, helping Cad senle 

Masaryll into a more-or-less (omfOOabie sinlng position against 
the wall, "but we've seen your pkture . Your ClIptain Zorn gllV(! 
it to us to study." 

-Zorn?" Cari aSked, pouring waler from a corroded tap IntO a 
cup for Masaryk and then returning to her col . 

"Ohyes," An-Wing said, sitting nurMas.!Iryk on the olhercot. 
"She's flnked up with our ell:peditlon from the Coalition and 
helped set up 1I base camp in the lomarica Hills. " 

Suddenly, Can grilled her lei'th and made an e)(jnperatl'd 
growl. 

"Whlltr An.Wing IIskf'd. 
~you should be careful what you talk about, gin . Th!s room is 

probably wired for sound. ~ 
~Makes sens~," Ma!>ai)'k gasped. "lNhy el~1' would they put us 

together, e)(cepl 10 (lltch SOnl('thing we're hiding?" 
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"Exactly," Carl ~a;d. 
"Well, excuse me, .. An .YVlng said icily. "It'j not like I've had an 

eMy day m~If." 
An.Wlng'S weary and haggard companions didn't dig nify that 

with an answer. 
"What?" An-Wing chaUenged them. 
" ForgeUt, " Can conceded. "You're right. We've all had a hard 

time of it." 
"Yeah," An·Wing munered, "a hard lime. We give this back. 

water buffOOl'l Brak a fair business proposition, and he throws U5 

In II dungeon for our trouble." 
" l et me guess," Can said. "All he wanted to know was whe<e 

the depot was." 
"That's right. H An-Wing ~id . 'We thought he controlled It. 

but when I tried to ask him about It., he went nuts." 
"I think that's all because of Zero. They asked ... they asked 

Katzel a lot of questions about him." 
"Your cousin, " An-Wing said. 
"Yes, my cousin." 
"'s he in another cell?" 
"No, KaUells dead. He died yesterday, after his last beating . ~ 
Involuntarily, An.Wing gasped. 
And Masaryk threw up. 
"I'm sorry," he said afterward, trying to wIpe ott his mouth 

with his good left arm. "I just don' t want to gel hurt any more." 
"Oh, Bela," An.Wingcrooned, moving up to crad le a comfo rt­

ing arm around Masarylc's back. 
Who! hove' done.' 
An.Wing then remembered the mysterious thing In her pocket 

and reaChed her Ir~ right hand down (0 fi~h it out. 
Well, 17lbedamned, An-Wing thought, rellecUng on!.he plastic 

cylinder in her cupped N nd and the label alerting her to lu 
contents.. 

"What do you have there?" Cari asked. 
· Oh, nothing." An·Wing said, wary of alerting anyone Ii~teo· 

iog In. She did, however, show the bottle to an amaz~ Carl. 
A bof{/~ 01 morphine tablets. 

Although An-Wing had hoped Carl 's burns and bruises were 
from the church fire, nollrom torture, that WaS not the (ase. 
Though the Emperor 8rak relralned from having his thugs 
bludgeon women, his sense at gallantly did not exclude the 
application of electric shock, with voltages calcu lal~ to Inflict 
paIn without inducing unconsciousness, 
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Nearly three d ays 01 this treatment had reduced Carl 10 the 
point of permanent exhaustion, and she collapsed Into lidul sleep 
not klng after the junior te<hnarchs arrived-a \Ieep made easier 
by one of An.Wing's proHtred pills. 

-, realty shouldn't, ~ Cari had said, moving her lips to make the 
words but nol uueting the sounds. "They'll know." 

"Take it.- An-Wing ,epRed. " How many breaks do you get 
here1" 

Ironically. Masaryk agreed with Carl, but the magnitude of 
their discomfort was such that bolhwere fuily per1uaded 10 take 
the' piUs. Not long ah.erward. both were- Mleep, and An-Wing was 
left alone with her guilL 

Yet An·Wing w<l$ not one- to endleuly tOfment hellelf lor a 
mistake, and she began to fo rmulate a strategy for dealing with 
the Soledad TED. 

She would teU 8rak what he wanted to knO'N. 
Some hou~ later-it WM difficult to leU how many without 

windows or a clock-two new guards came to unlOck the cell 
door, and as An-Wing expe<;ted, she was Ihe one they chose to 
take with them. Ma!.aryk groggily took nole of this and moved to 
get up and prolest, but only got a nlghutick In the gUI for hi) 
lIouble. 

LIke the soldiers who broughtAn-Wlng and Masaryk down to 
the prison, these guaroswore uniforms 01 the Soledad Army, but 
added the forbidding touch of helmeU with diHk-tinted vbors 
and metal cages topro lecllhe lace. Worn wilh paddiog over lhe 
neck, lOrn> and grOin, it doubt!e~ served a protective purpose, 
but A(1.Wing suspected its prime value was psychological-In the 
di~tance it put between the guards a(1d their charges. 

Opposite the direction ihe'd ~en brought In, An.'II\Ilng was 
led to a side corridor and an ominous door labeled POLmCAl 
CORRECTION. Unlocked by Ihe keys of both guards-Joserled 
simultaneousty Into two Ioclts-its openIng released a gust of 
musty odor. An-Wing's ultimate de~tinatlon was II few meters on 
through yet another-unmarked-door. 

Strangely, theroom almost re~embled a doclor'seKamlnaUon 
room at first glance, wllha swiveling couch, anE!JCamlnalion table 
and "'aficus cabinets. Upon doser inspection, though, she saw 
that the chair arms featured heavy metal arm and leg rt!'stralnts, 
and that a pair of i~ulated gloves salon a tray by the wall, 
together wilh variou~ electrodes and spool~ 01 ptastic-shrouded 
cable . 

Oh hell. 
Though An-Wing had never felt an e~tric shock, she edged 

away from the roomlnstincUvely, prompting the guards to seize 
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her by her arms and plant her roughly In the swiveling chair. They 
then clapped shut the resualntl owr her wristl and ankl~, and 
locked them to hold her securely In place. 

"You know, guys, Ihb Isn't really necessary; I've decided to 
talk .... " 

"Oh have you now?" 
That voice came from behInd her, from a man who hlld lust 

entered the room. Wearing rubber garmentl h"om heitd 10 toe, 
he actually squeaked when he walked around to face her, agaunt 
embodiment of clinICal detachmenl with eyes Ihe colot of night 

"Er .. . yes." 
"Somehow," the rubber man said, pulling on his insulated 

gloves, "you don't sound corwindng." 
"Hey, look, you want to knO'Nwl"Iere the depot is, right? I can 

Iell you!" 
The n,obber m<l.n nodded M head appreciatively, but ended 

those nods with iI larger nod to the guards, who undentood it 
was lime to roll up An.Wing's sleeves and pull back the hair over 
her temples. 

" Hey, stop that," An·Wing ~ld, as elecuodes were applied to 
her head and arms. '" said ' know where the depot lsi" 

" I'm g lad," the rubber man said. "So tell me." 
"I will . But flnt you have to tel l me what will happen to my 

friends if 1 do." 
By way of a resporne, An.Wing received a $Urge of electrlc 

(!J((en!. She jumped In reflex, feeling f!\Iery muscle In her body 
spasm simultaneously, thoug" the aftermath was worse: Jangled 
nerves left her quivering and na~sly d"lSOriented, unable a t 
first either to think or artlcula te speech. 

"That was Just' 20 amps at 200 VOltl, Ms. AA.Wing-Ol mere 
tline of the power I can generate. Consider It a warning that all 
arrangements "";11 be made on our t!rms." 

Aware of 5pittle running down her chin. An.Wing nodded 
understanding. 

-Now tell me: Where is Zero's d!potr 
"Angel De La Guarda, " An-Wlng gMped. 
A.\tonlshed, the rubber man rai)ed his blOW). 
"AAgel De La Guarda, Ms. An.W1ng1 That's "alfv.lay across the 

COfonado Sea .... 
~I know ... but that's where It is." 
"'Where e::.;actlyr 
"I don't know where e::.;actly." 
The rubber man moved toward his power mitch. 
"It's the truth! I swear, Idon't know wiK'rt' itls, Jus t what it looks 

Ilkel" 
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"Goon.'" 
"It's under a round hJll by the coast, but hell, I'm no navIga-

tor-I'd have to show you In pelWn." 
The rubber man's reaction to this WAS utterly unexpected. 
He laughed . 
"O h, Ms. An-Wing, you rea!Jy aren' t a 'ieI)' good liar. The 

depot Isn't in the sea; It's on this continent .. 
'VJhat?" 
"We don't know where, of coone, but we know that much. 

Apparently, Zero and one 01 ~ d rivel"$ wert! the only members 
of hi!; crew who knew exiKtlywhere \he depot was, but lhey had 
the unfortunate luck lO be killed in battJe when their Pllp was 
captured . All Zero's crew (ould tell us was that It was )Omew'here 
In the mountaIns." 

''But. .. buL .. whydld you execute them?" 
·Oh, It's thewlU of the emperor. Uke you, they utedto lie and 

Invent loc atlons for the depot to avoid torture, but unfortunately 
His Imperial Majesty frowns on that sort 01 de<eptlon." 

Suddenly, An.Wing felt her heart sink heavily In her chest 
"You're a bunch olldioU," ~he si11d. "If you'd left Zero's crew 

alive, there's f"\O teUing what other Information you could h~ve 
gotten from them." 

"Yes, I suppose that may be true. ~t(, the only Informa­
tion ovr leader Is interested In Is the rocation of the depot." 

Whereupon the rubber man paused for a thoughtful moment 
"Of course, .. hesaid, "that means you'll! probably going to be 

executed soon . 8utin the meantime,let me acquaint youwith the 
vpperlevels oflJOltage I can coax trom my beautiful generator .... " 
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Chapter 
15 

A1thooghshewasannoyedbyl.henlghtofIheJunloftKhnarchs, 
Coeur knew the same danger exuted roN as when Carl and 
KaUd were laken---that interrogaUon 01 the Orlllammen would 
reveal the location 0( the Lomarica camp. AJthough she could not 
know that the junior technardu had been captured, the ~aletyof 
all Coeur's people made her first priOrity-after recovering the 
two Marine reconnaissance teanu.-to move the camp &gain, this 
time Into the heart ellhe ~outhern wasteland where the Imponsero 
Phalanx kept Its headquarters. 

Though Coeur alerted the rebels to the Imminent arrival of her 
force beforehand by liI5er, the ap~arance of her vehicles In the 
early morning twilight-the G<amer, grav tank ar.d ship's 
boat-atvacted more than a little awestruck attenUon from the 
rebel community a~ the craft landed In an empty lot beside 
General Lemos' warehouse. Awe was preclle1y what Coeur 
hoped to arouse, however, for the time to ral1y he.- a111es had 
come. 

'" hope Wt' ha~n' l Inconvenienced you," Coeur u.id to 
Lemos, whom she found gawXing at the grounded Intrepid, 
"since we came at such short nolke," 

~Oh, It was no trouble," Lemos ~aid, pulling himself away from 
admiration of the tank'sgun. '" amamaze<l, though, that you can 
carry anything that big through sp,ace ." 

Despite herself, Coeur got ill chuckle out of thal The age-Old 
lament of stanhlp ifchite<ts every.vhere was too much mission,. 
too link hull. 

'"Yeah, It's pretty amazing. But didn', you tell V-Max you'd 
come up with a fI()()( plan of the defen~ minbtry7" 

"I don't know If I'd calill a floor plan, Captain. Actually, It's 
more/ike !.he reco/!ectionof oneofour men named Colletta, who 
deserted from Brak's army." 

"Anything will help, general .... 
"You think the tlme's come to hIt the capital?" 
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"Well, not quite yet Unfortunately, I don' t know where the 
Junior tKhnarchs are, and I'd rather know If they're In the prison 
before we hit It. ~ 

General Lemos ~k his head. 
~ I can't believe those te<hn",rcns (an off nke that," Lemos slIld . 

"I hopeyou'll forg~ me for saying ~, buill they were my people, 
I'd almost have a mind to let Brak ellKute them." 

"Yes, we~much as I'd like that. it's not anoptJon. YlIgiv\! 8m until 
tomorrON to gWe some sol1 01 sign they're alive, then we move." 

Following Coeur's ImlrucUons. Deep Sht tiled at hourly Inter­
vals to reach Emperor 8rak for word about the junior technarchs, 
but the emperor's UHF frequency remained rigidly silent unW Just 
after 1000 hours--planetary noon. 

"Peoples of space,N Brak said, in a re<:orded statement, "be 
advised that your crlminal "genu, Cari Becker, Llu An-Wing And 
8ela Mas.aryk, wi ll be exe<uted in the common square 01 the 
Federal Distri<:t tomorrow evening . 8e further advIsed that your 
feeble protestations will have no bearIng on thIs proceedIng, as 
the (ourse of JUHice has been ~et. Do not anempt 10 lnterlerl! .M 

"That's lt7" Coeur asked, 'rom her C-carrier. "Just the record­
Ing7~ 

"Affirmative," the Schall! answered. · Soledad has 1'101 an­
~wered any of our other me~ages . ~ 

"Well, if you WIll'll to look on the bright side," Drop Kick }ald, 
~ at leall we know they're alive." 

"You mean most of them .ve alive," Zorn countered . "He 
didn' t mentlon !<aUe\." 

"It m'lght have been an oversight," Physic ventured, though 
wIthout much convic tion. 

"Yeah," Coeur fumed . "Well, I've had III much of this 8tak iU 
I'm going to take. Gyro, you there?-

.. Afflrmative." 
"Gyro, alert. the drop ltoops 10 stand by lor as~ult . The 

mlulon code name is Jailbreak: 
"'Understood, sir: 
"Red Sun oul .. 
Coeur then shut off the radio and turned to her comrades, 

crowded In cl~e around her 11'1 the confines of the G-carrler. 
"leI's 1'101 stand around, people. We've gol wOI'k to do." .. . 
The first c lue thai An.Wlng. Maloll')'k and Can had that 

somethi ng was up camE' when the nght In their cell flickered t!lnd 
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went out. Though they hadn' t been subjected to any "political 
corre(tioo· \hi)! day, their stash of morphine had been found and 
taken away, leaving all three spacer1lying discomolately on their 
backs-An-Wing and Cari on one bunk, Milsaryk on the other­
staring at the light when it went dark. 

~ looks like our bulb bumed out,. wAn_Wing obselVed. 
WMaybe not., • Cari said. ~ II might be time lor IIg hu.out· 
This was no! the case, however, lor the light flickered back on 

a moment later, ~uggestlng perhaps that power from the city g rid 
had been shut off and replaced by power from 011 building 
generator. Having almost abandoned the possibility of resc ue, 
the spaceI'} lay absolutely still after that, Straining their ears to 
catch any possible sound of consequence through the massive 
concrete walls of thejr cell. 

When that sound fin ally came, several minutes tater, they need 
not have str;)ined to hear it A titanic rumbling-fess heard than 
lell through the floor and wall~ of the bollsemenl prlson­
re!oOunded suddenly like thunder ovC(head, setting Iheoverhead 
lighlto flkketing again and cau~in9 all Ihlee spacers to iump 10 
a sitting posi tion . 

"What the hell was that?~ An-Wing said . 
"A planetary strike missile," Cari re layed, "or a blockbuster 

bomb." 
~Are you serious?" Masaryk asked, the pain In his arm fo rgol. 

ten. 
~Wel1, something big anyway. II sure w,nn't anybodys car 

backfiring. ~ 
" Shouldn' t we do !>OmNhing?" An-Wing asked, full of sudden 

nervous en ergy. "You know, prepare ~omehow?' 
" I don' t think there's much we can do," Cari feplled. though 

sudden, leuer rumblings quickened her voice as well, ~ excep t sit 
here and hope." 

"Hoper M.uaryk questioned. 
· Yes. Hope the glMrd~ don'tltart ~hootin9 prisoners If Ihis 

place is overrun.~ 

The rumbles that shook the prisoners were, in fact. the 
concu ssion from detonating planetary strike missiles, juU ~ ColO 
had surmised-the first salvoes 01 Operation Jailbreak. 

Or at le ast the firs t ones felt. Momenu before, the lasers of Vi 
EI Armis- jus I ahead of Homel in a low orbllal path over Soledad­
discharged with quiet efficiency, dj~bling every fire control 
sensor in the heart of the Federal Di ~ trict and disabling the main 
transformer relays outside Soledad's nuclear ~r stallon for 
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good meMUIe. Shocked and blinded, So!edl)(l ' ~ armed fOlCes 
wefe then 5ubjected to the hammer blow 01 four sireaking strike 
missiles from Home/, Nch armed with a .sOO.kllogram warhead. 

Given the excellent quality of Homer~ master fire d"irector, 
Snapshot had no difficulty dile<ting two ollhese missiles dire<;tly 
onto their ta'geu.-the rool of the Soledad Oefense Ministry, and 
the barracks. of lhe Soledad 1 st BriglKle Kr~s the street-but she 
needed help to be Hilt of a hi! on two (ar.mo~ .i nl lmidaling 

targeu.-lhe Impetial heavy gray tanlu p,:uked together in a 
nearby starpon berth. 

Over the ob)ecoon of her subordinates, Coeur herself took the 
assignment of illuminating the tanlu w1th a lase."' rille, but she 
didn' t pt'rtorm the miuion without help. Even as she sat In the 
front seal of a broomstick, hovering over the dark ruins of the 
starport. the Hiver Newton ck.mg with four limbs to the rear seat 
behind her, u~ing its prime limb \0 hold and monitor a portable 
EMS )ensor. 

"Anybody onto us?" Coeur a~ked, In [he seconds before the 
first miHiles hit. 

~Negiltjve, " Newton replied, "We are not being lIIctively 
tracked." 

"How about your Coeur went 00, keeping her laser trained 
on the ~ide of an unmanned tank'~ turrel. "You all right back 
there?"' 

"To be perfectly frank, OO. h 

~Rather be somewhere s3fe?" 
"Yes.'" 
Well, ot leaH he's honeH, Coeur thought, recognizing the fear 

of conflict legendary among Hivers. VVherever there was warfare, 
that was the last place any Hiver wa nted to be . 

-Well. jmt ho!d on a few more se<:ond~, and then we'll be out 
of here. "' 

Sure enough, Snapshot's first two missi les appeared just 
moments laler, first shattering the roo ollhe Oefeme Mlnistly in 
a rumbling blast, then blowing apart themiddleo f Ihe 1 st Brigade 
barracks as chunh of Ihe defense ministry rool came raining 
down on Enea Allenue. Then-a 1e<Ond movement In the 
overtureol c\eos\ruction-the tank .killing missiles appeared, spac ed 
at five·second intervals to give Coeur time to paint the second 
vehicle after the fill! w,u hit. 

So great was the force of these impacts--bone.ranJlng con­
cuS5lons thaI ~hook the hovering spacell though they were a 
kilometer away-that Coeur was almost certain the tanks Wf1e 
completely demolished, shrouded as they were In douds offlame 
and flying debrIs. 
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"All right, Newton, we're out of here.-
Later in~p€<tion would reveal that the armored shells of the 

400-tonne tanks had, infact,. survived substanliallylntact,. thoogh 
fire had torched their Interior compartments, and sheer concus­
~ve force had both wrecked the works of their fearsome 175 Mj 
fu~lon guns and slaughtered their crews relaxing nearby. One 
wayor another, though, !.he tanks were outof actlon, and the rest 
of the operation was free to proceed. 

Nominally, Coeur ~et Ial lbn!ak's objective as the liberation of 
all rebel and spacer prisoners from the Defense Ministry prison, 
but very early on it became apparent that It would develop a 
momentum and direction of Its own. DhOfiented by the bomb­
ing of their barracks and the loss of the city's electric lighting, 
those Soledad troopers who managed to take up arms soon 
found themselves falling back In retreat between two Jaws 01 /In 
unyielding pincef"l.--two full companle.s of rebels to the west and 
the Coalition's grav tank and G<arrier to the south. 

Yet, in the mkbtof all-out retreat, the Soledad forces might stlll 
have held, If only the Imperial Guard had taken better care of its 
equipment. Led by Emperor Brak hlrmelf, this 12·man force 
assembled on the ground floor of the Defense Ministry to lay /In 
ambush lor the oncoming rebel force. Ch/lrging the ground floor 
of the MiniStry en ~se, the rebels suddenly found themse~s 
w/llklng Inloclose.range fire from massed relkfuslon rifles.lylJhole 
squ/lds went up In flames, and the rebel attack would almost 
certainly have broke~xcepl that none of the fusion guns 
would function for more than a few minutes. StUI game, the rebels 
formed up and advanced again with anti·armor rocket gunners 
in the lead. Shonly thereafter, the Cuard took Its first two 
casualties, and, though he still relained II formidable firepower in 
his unit's relic gauss rifles, Brak elected to wlthdraw. 

And the center was broken. 
"That's it," Lemos told Drop Kick, (Nt!' the radio. "We've got 

Brak on the runl" 
"Good job," the sergeant major replied, "but don't let your 

men get carried away. There'5 slill plenty of armor in the area." 
"Understood. We'll walt for you to tlush 'em out." 
That Drop Kick didn't reply was II testament to his respect for 

relic IInYlor. In the hands 01 trained troops, using good tactics, the 
remaining support sleds MId APO of the Soledad Anny could still 
easily outfight a ~ngle Intrepid. 

Sut these weren', good troops, and they weren't using good 
tactics. 

Operating without 1:oordlnation, the vehicles were picked off 
one byone In the southern approaches to Enea Avenue. Brave as 
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the tankersof the 1 st CUilrdsAtmored Companywere--ittempt. 
log to protect the trooper.; s1\U holding out In the burning 1 n 
Brigade barracks--14 of their 21 relic armored vehicles were set 
ablaze by Drop Kick and Mercy in less than 10 mlnutl!S. prompt· 
ing the remainder of the force to flee across the River loro toward 
the residence d Emperor Brak. 

Dl!moraliud by this sight. the regular soldier.; of Soledad 
rapidly lost the will to fight, and most of the those in the area 
surrendered on the spot. Theonly exceptions were the soldier> in 
the upper floors of the Defense Ministry_ho were unaware that 
Brak had abandoned them-and the survivors in the 1st Brigade 
barracks, who failed to heed rebel advice 10 su(rende(~ered 
from long distance by bullhom. They Instead burrowed deeper 
inlO the unrubbled portions of their building . In retrospect, the 
decision of the latter group would prove unwise. 

ThIrty minutes after the assault began, the drop troopi from 
Hamel flnally I1rrived in a public park to the west of the Defense 
Ministry, gilding in by parachute a"er rocketing through the 
upper atmosphere in breakaway heat.reSistant sheili. Outfhted in 
heavy banle dreiS, they naturally territled the soIdieri anemptlng 
to flee in that direction, but their prime effect o n the banJe 
occurred a short time later, when four of their decoy capsules­
stuffed with hundred~ of 2S0.kllogram high explO51ve bombs­
plOYw"ed into the 1 st Brigade barracks, bursting the eardrums of 
many II lOyalist who wasn't killed outright. and blowing the 
windows out of buildings a.s much as a kilometer away. 

The barraclu lue" was completely annihilated, blasted iO 
thoroughly Into rubble that the holdouts in the upper/Ioars of the 
Defense Ministry quickly recOfl~dered the meriU 01 resistance 
and surrendered with a prolusion 01 waving white nags. 

Had this not been the ca!.e, the spa<:ers would have pressed on 
with a dlrect assault on the prison, explOltlng a fll lle·used )treet· 
level entrance revE'aled by the rebel CoUello. How~r, It was the 
prison guards who availed them)elves 01 this e.xit to s,utTender to 
Homers G<anier, flown by a )ubilantZom and Vlnk. Whiz Bang, 
BonlO and V·Mall, togelherwilh seven rebel~ stuffed Into the G· 
carrier for the aMault. emerged with bayonel$ fIXed to their rines 
to accept the surrender, and gathefed key.. that ~rtiy emptied 
the prison of iu hobbled and haggj)rd denizens. 

"Captain," Physic reported a few minUle~ later, when she 
found An.Wlng, Masaryk and Carl among the libefllted masses, 
"we got our people b;lCk. KaUe\'s lhe only one who didn't make 
il. He WM killed a couple days ago" 

"Oamn," Coeu r answered, from herbroomsllck patrolling the 
battlefield perimeter. Hf was hoping we were wrong about him 
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being dead." 
"'Well, at least the othe~ are alive. Bela's got a nasty fracture 

of the radius, but their InJurles look minor otherwise." 
"'Well, thank God for that. Asly other casualtJu down there?" 
"Gala be bless~, ~t among our people .. 
"Unbelievable." 
"I'll say," Physk agre~. "S kipper, It looks Rke somebody up 

there lik~ us." ... 
One of Hammel Lathrop' s more memorable quotations, 

though It came In early 1202 and therefore out of Coeur's 
earshot, was offered in response to a Journalist's question about 
what soft of commandel'1 he wanted in the field. His answer. "'-he 
sUnglest bastards I can find." 

Far from a one-Off comment. that statement summed up the 
commodore's entire philOsophy toward hot opera tlOns--that his 
commanden ~hoold lake the utmost care that their personnel 
and equipment not be wasted unnecessarily. Cons.clous of that 
philosophy, Coeur made quite sure that the forces of Soledad 
would not get up off the carpet once the shooting started. 

"All the same. I'd like to know why our people risked their lives 
lor you, " Coeur said to An.Wlng, who tried to avoid her when she 
and Newton landed at the G<.mier. "So teU me, why did you go 
to Srak. Uu7" 

Aslticlpating the eventual need to answer that question, An· 
Wing thought to lie, then thought benerofl! when her eyes mel 
with those of MMaryk-whose Injury was being looked to by 
Physic in the back of the G-carrier--.1nd steeled henelf for the 
truth. 

"It was my intention to make an independent arrangement 
with Brak on Oriflamme's behalf, · she said, "for access to the 
depot." 

~ I take it," Coeur saki, - that this was yO\jr own, independent 
Initiative." 

~Yes, Captain. Bela and l-welt mostly I-<onttlved the plan 
to re<oup our lo~es for backing Zero. ~ 

"I s~," Coeur said . "Sut I a~~ume Bnk refused the offer." 
"Yes, he did-but we did learn something useful from Il Srak 

thought we had the ~cret of the dl"pot's locaUon, so he could 
hardly have c:onuol of it himself.-

Coeur nodded, accepting what could poSSibly be a useful bit 
01 information. Certainly, the old stMport WillS in great dlsrl"palr 
and couk:! scarcejy be the locatIon of the fabled depot-unleu It 
was deep underground in weJi<oncealed bunkers. 
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Iu for An-Wing, Coeur felt her urge to slug the junior technarch 
beginning to subside. 0' all the v1nue1 Coeur respected, honesty 
was foremost among them. Whlle 11 would have been better to 
know the young woman's motives beforehand, she was glad at 
Ia~t to have some plausible accounting of the Oriflammen', 
business here. 

"At least we got you o ut before you were kitred. But if you tty 
a stunt like that again, you can bet you probably 'M:)Il'r be 
rescued," 

~Yes, sir." 
"'All righl. that's all . Why don' t you go look Ifter Carl now." 
'"Yes, ~r. "II do that" 
Having suffered lar more grll!\loos burns than An-Wing, Cart 

rested on a folded-down bunk inside Ole G<afrier. eased by 
Physic's medicaUons. Physk busIed herself putting a cast on 
Masaryk's reset arm, conscious thai her disdain for any kind of 
kitling--even of a resisting enemy_as oot a popular sentiment 
at the moment Nevertheles.s, when Zorn and Coeur happened 
to be c lOse lit hand, she let them know her opinion of the recent 
bombing of the 1st Brigade barrllckl, which now lay ill flllming 
rubble around the comer of the DefensI! Ministry. 

"Doo't you think all those bombs wI!re al\ttle bit of overk1ll1" 
"OVerklll, hell," Zorn said. "We gave them a chance to 

surrender." 
"Well," Coeur s.aid, '" lust hope Lemos' men knew the 

tlmetable. I'd hate to hear any of them were caught waulting the 
building:" 

"O h, no, they backed off in time, ~ Zom said. "WhIch you 'd 
think would've made the Soledad5Oldlen; know It was tlme to get 
out themselves." 

1heydid seem pretty poorly led," Coeurot>1el"'ol'td. "From our 
v",ntage point. we never )aW them fo rm up anywhere In good 
order.-

"Well, let that be a le$SOn to you. If you ever become a petty 
tyrant. Invest more money In officer training ." 

Any more grim banter was cut off by Newt.oll, who had 
hastened to get back Into the cover of the C<arner AS soon as 
possible. He called fO( Coeur to come fo rward to the commo 
panel. 

"What is It, Newtonr 
"A new report from Drop kick. Captain. He Indicates that the 

rebels are advllnclng unsupported on the remainder of Brale's 
army around hb residence." 

"What the hell? Rkk-glve me that headset" 
A moment later, Coeur got through to her ground force 
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commander. 
"Drop Kick. this 11 Red Sun. Conflrm that the rebels lie 

attacking acros.s the rlver.~ 
"That's alflrmaUve, skIpper, ..,d boy Is It a mess. "'Ie heard 

reports that the leading rebels were cul down by a couple of 
AbomlnaUoru." 

Coeurwlrxe<i at Ulat The Abomination. she knew, was an ~d 
TL9 Solomanl design, not Intended for use AS a main battle tank 
but rather as a slege machine. Nevertheless. It was quite Intimi­
dating. as big as a house and armored all over with composite 
laminates thick enough to deflect any hal"ld.neld weapon. tu 
mmtfear1Omefeaturewascertalnlyasl.l·barreled, tlJrret-mounted 
120 mm autocannon that weighed as much as a Io~cd air-raft 
all by Itself. Indeed, the 1loo-lonne venlcle was so massive that 
a nuclear fISSIon reactor was the only pra<:tJcal way to drive Its 
P'lvement<runchlng treads at any kind of reASOnable speed. 

"Sounds bad," Coeur said. ~I thought we had an undentand-
109 with Generallemos that our operaUoru would be restricted 
to the area south of the river. ~ 

"What can I say?" Orop Kick answered . "Gaffer's troopers and 
Mercy and I pulled up ~hort of the river, but when the govern_ 
ment troops broke at the bridges, they Just went off after them." 

8ack In the G<anier, Coeur grit her teeth and shook herhead . 
Though she knew the shock of the InlUal aUliult on the Soledad 
army would be considerable, Coeur assumed that an army with 
any kind of ieader1hip would form a defensible perimeter on the 
north side of the River loro and restrict the Col!Utlon·rebel 
operation lo a simple (albeit materially devastatlng) rescue 
mls.slon. That kind of mission Coeur could certainly Justify to the 
RCB Admiralty, · but direct assistance In the overthrowing II 
sovereign government was another matter. 

Should the sPKen hold back now, they could certainly claim 
fv1f1l1ment of a narrow mlulon objective. but they would also risk 
alienation of the likely fulure ruler1 of Soledad as their men were 
chewed up assaultlng lu Ilkely roon·to-be-deposed leader. 

Wouldn 't you.now It? Coeur thought 1M OM scmorio they 
hod to leave out 01 (he manual, ond me not ~n 0 lieutenant 
commander yet. Boy will Ritter be pil1ed. 

"Th«e is another comlderation," Orop IQck abSeNed. -I've 
heard that the rebell have overrun Ihe artillery battery at the 
starport and begun setting up the guns to fire at 8rak's troops." 

· Great Do the rebeh even know how to handle heavy 
artillery?" 

"They might know how to Ore I~" Drop Kkk SOlid, "but I doubt 
they un cooroinate II verywell. and I don't need 10 tell you what'll 
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happen If uncoordinated 3111Ue')' open1 up." 
~No, you don't. They'll probably hit everything except theIr 

larget. " 
NRight Andslnce there'3 a whole Iotof apllrtmenlS and houses 

north of the river, that'll giw us a whole lona dead cMllaru.-not 
to mention p~d-Otf rIVe ones," 

"All rlght. " Coe'>Jr ~id. "you don't need to lpeillt out. Drop 
Kkk. you and Gaffer coordinate with the auaulting troops. 111 tty 
to get II hold 01 Lemos and keep those howltzefl quiet," 

"Yes, sir," OlOpKlc.k said, notquiteconceililng his l'nt/'luslasm. 
" Drop Kick out." 

len than an hour later the banle was over, although It was a 
bloody affaIr. 

1.$ It happened, one 01 !.he two Abominalions In Brak', service 
had a flamethrower in place of it,s giant autoc:annon and caused 
great havoc In the center of the rebel advance unUlII WiU flnally 
silenced by Drop Kick 's cannon.ltl male, meanwhile, attempted 
tomaneuver toward a potentially lelha! stde shot on the Intrepid, 
but lacked the agility to oudlght a grav tank. Drop Kick blew lu 
heavy turret dean off with a penetrlltlng fusion round to the rear 
(a diHlcult shot, to be sure, but Drop Klckdared not shoot directly 
at the Abomlnatlon's hull, whkh might very well shower the 
battlefield with radioacUve fuel if II were to t'Kplode). 

What was left of the Soledad Guards collapsed rapidly after 
that,. as the rebel} concenlrated on 8rale's residence from two 
directions, and the remaIning Soledad gra ... vehldes surrendered 
to Drop Klc k. Put ung perhaps more faith In his Abominations than 
he should, 8rak and a handful of powered troopefl did not 
abandon his residence until I! was too late--when re~ mortars 
began blowing it a~rt. Though armed with fu~on nnes and 
sheathed In heavy battle dress, Brakand his men were unceremo· 
nlously biasted Into oblivion by Gaffer, R~ Eye, Fubar, Widget 
and Gremlin, firing their own rusk)n rilles and rifle grenades from 
concealed posilloru; acros.s the street 

SoledbCI, It -appeared, was won. 
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Since thl' main transmitter d Radio Soledad was located atop 
the Defense Miniwy, it went off the air as soon as the roof of the 
building was hit. Of COUllI.', without power from the City grid, the 
local radio receiver.; pos.sessed by fac tories, apartment block 
lupervisors and trac tor boues wot.dd nol funct ion . SUI Coeur 
knew perfectly well that every hour without light or news was 
another hour in whICh the danger of clvil unrest was magnined . 
Therefore, ,,"yen befOfe the charred tOISO of Emperor Srak was 
po~ltively Identified, Coeur Instructed Vink and Bonzo to help the 
city engineen repair their power station transformers, while 
Newton prepared to resume radio broadcasts with /I spare 
Coalition transmitter erected atop the Oelerue Ministry. 

What came \0 be broadcast, though, was not the voke 01 
Coeur or even Generallemos. Ralher, il was Cardinal Vazquez, 
whom Zorn had r<Ked soulh 10 retrieve In Ihe G<arrier. Evidently 
prepared for this contingency, Vazquez actually boarded Ihe G· 
carrier with a (runk fuU of religious music to play when power was 
restored and a hanily p('flned speech to re.:td CHer the air. Thu5 
ptepare-d, Vazquez was eK()( ted lmo the abandoned }tudio of 
Radio Soledad on the Se<:ond 11001 of the Defense Ministry by 
Zom and Coeur, and led before a microphone to make her 
addrfiS. 

Pre<eded by a popular hymn, Vazquez" addrel} was as char. 
octt'rCotically unpte(ent ioU$ a~ the cardinal henell . 

"People of Soledad, ~ me began. "I am (he Cardinal Miranda 
Vazquel, speaking to you from the Defense Minislfy 01 o ur capital 
and bringing a clarification 10 the evenu 01 this nighL The 
Oefender be prai5ed, your former flJler Emperor 8rak is dead, and 
(onllolol Ihis city has passed inlO the hands 01 a new (onsortlum 
between the people, the ~ldiersolthe re~utiOll and the Church 
01 Grace 01 light. 

"In the yean and months previous, I know you have heard the 
chJ.raclerof the revolutionaries, as weI! as the name and character 
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01 myse\! and my church, disparaged. But this Is not a time for 
rellibution or r(>Crimination. Tho~e of you who are officers of the 
Soledad Army, or agenu of the old o rder, are invited to lay down 
your arms and report to the provisional governme nt, und erstand­
ing thai no reprisals will be made against you or your men if you 
rep:)ft promptly under a flag of surrender, 

"A general curlew will, meanwhile, be In effect for all civilians 
during this nighl, not as a limitationollibeny but to ensure your 
own protection. N soon as It is safe to emerge in the night hours, 
you will be advised, and the nOfmal commerce and industry of 
our nation will resume. 

NSe at peace with the knowledge thai our fair and ancient eil)' 
has not been struck a mortal blow this night. Rather, it Is newly 
born alive and brilliant in il5 future through the promise of 
yourselves and your children. God bless you and keep yov in His 
Mercy." 

Down on the Weet, Physic happened to be treating casual­
ties-rebel and loyalist a like--at her hastily erected aid station 
when the radio mes>age was heard over a small Coalition radio. 
Thus, she was the first 01 the Coali tion spacers to hear an opinion 
soon to be p/Oven as fact . 

"Consortium, hell, ~ a loyalist private mumbled. "She's the 
new ruler 01 this city." 

And indeed she was. Surpri5·lng almost everyone except 
Cardinal VlIlquez, the 816,OOOinhabitanlSof municipal Soledad 
(a figure verified by captured records) proved to have a great 
majority of secret eGl f.,ilhful among them, far greater than the 
number who 3clivelyor tacitly gave aide and comfort to the rebel 
cause. Furthermore, many of the eGl faith fu l were the very army 
commanders and tJacloroosseswhom Vazquez had addrcssed­
men and women who had secretly kept their failh and now 
offered their loyalty to Vazquez directly when they (arne to 
surrender their arms. Nofool, Cenerallemosquickly realized that 
the cardinal was the only reasonable cholc:e to head the govern­
ment-provided arrangemenU be made for demOCfatic elec­
tions at some point in the future. 

"Oh yes, " Vazquez agreed, meeting wllh Lemos and Coeur In 
11'11' Defeme Minist!)' as dawn Ixoke Over the CIty. "Our Lord and 
Defender has. no! given us our liberty so that we may impose a 
n~dictatorship. When St. Kilalt relurns, we shall have a strong 
and vigorous cily to give him and the Defender." 

Not particUlatly pious~xcept when her jump drive was on 
the fritz-Coeur accepted this limply as a vivtd religious meta-
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ph()( and let it pass in order to addreu other luues. 
"Your holiness and General Lemos, .. Coeur ~id, "we're 

certainly a"KiouS to give you any assistance we can . h there any 
immediate need we can help you with?" 

Vazquez and Lemos (')(Changed long thoughtful glances 
before answering. 

'" should think the seMces 01 your DocLOr Takagawa and her 
hospital will be appreciated," Lemos offered. 

"Yes, surely: Vazquez seconded, "although we should steer 
ourselves against depenamg too heavily on oulSlde ,esources. 
Otherwise, what sort 01 ally should we be to our friends from the 
Coalitionr 

Surprised by the comment, Coeur accepted It with a nod. Self. 
suffICiency was indeed an objeclive 01 boout.rap operations 
throughout the officially desl9nated AO for that very purpose-­
to give the Coalition strong allies In its quest for the ultimate 
reconstruction and unif iCation of a ll human worlds. 

"Rather, " Vazquez went on, ·we ~hould ask what help we can 
pfOvide you. Is it not true that your origirnll aim 00 Mexlt was to 
find !>Ome sort of lost depot?" 

"Yes," Coeur said, brought back 10 the baJe pvrpo~ of her 
mls~ion. "Yes, and as a matter of fact, you could help u~ there. 
SOmewhere in the Federal Dislrkl there must be effe<u left by 
Zero's party-personill equipment, papers, maybe even his 
~ip-~ we'd like permission to lOOk around lor them." 

"8y all means, ~ Vazquez said. 
"Yes," Lemos agre-ed, " and my men will keep a lookout as 

weH." 
"Of course, it wooid be nice if we could find the remains of 

lefO, lOo-JUSI to b~ cenainwhat became 01 him- but I doubt 
thai's pmsible. Mo(e than likely, he was ki lled when 8rak's men 
attacked ( rOLY 101li'. and who knows where hh body might be." 

" Ooubtle5S," Vazquez said, " the Defender will reveal that 
kno'NIedge to us in His course." 

Vel, Coeur thought, doubll~s. 
" Oh," she said, " there is one other thing. We may need tolead 

an expedition ouUide at Soledad---cusuming we ever do find 
where the depot was-and that's another possibility we have to 
dl~uss." 

~Why?" Vazquez asked. 
" I think I understand, " Lemos said. "V·Max told us the depot 

might be very large, and full of ancient ~apons that could 
conceivably destabili ze a primitive planet." 

"Well," Coeur s.aid, " I wouldn't call Mexit primitive. However, 
you've certainly hit the nail on the head-if thi! depot exists and 
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is fOUnd, its contents could easlty destabilize the entire power 
~tl'\Jctureof lhiiplanel and o ther planelS be~ides. Certain entitles 
in space might come here to take it by force If they found out 
about it." 

At Ihi), the faeeso! both MelCitans grew tense, though Coeur 
knew lhey couldo' t even begin to grasp the great evil she won 
describing. Vv'hile the Solee and Gulld were at least human, there 
w<u also the possibility thai /lvamp;re fleet might come 10(onlfOl 
the depot. and that was II nightmare she didn ' t want to begin to 
think about. 

~What afe you proposing, then?- Vazquez aSked. 
"Just this. II we do flne! the depot-and it is inside the 

lIacfltional territcwyof greater Soledold-l'd like you to entertain 
the thought of destroying It, if there's /lny poSSiblllry at /II! It 
couldn' t be kepI safe .~ 

" Couldn't your people keep it 5afe?" lemos asked. 
"Unfortunately, no. " it's an~here neliT as large as I think. a 

Marine fire team Isn't going to do the }ob." 
"'What about the other poulbllity1" Vazquez asked . "The 

possiblli ty thllt the depot Is far away In another part of the world?" 
"That depends, ~ Coeur said . "If the people there are rational 

and level-headed like you, It might be poSSible to negotiate an 
arrangemenl. If not. well, I'll JUSt b low It up myself." ... 

Protected as they were by battle dress. Homers Marinn 
remained active even after the full Ught 01 momlng illuminated 
the smoldering center of the federal District. Therefore, two of 
their number-Whiz Bang and Bonzo-were the first to flod 
Croq Jane. 

Or at least what was left of her. 
Stored in a starport warehouse near the charred heavy gray 

tanks, the 400-100 subsidized merchant was still In one plece after 
being hauled there on a pair 01 super.hea\/)' freight lIactOB. But 
her cynndrical hull was burned an over, and colos.sal chunks were 
blown out of her bow and stem, suggesting the application of 
considerable vplosive for ce. 

"What the hell could have happe-ned to her]" Bonzo asked, 
shining his flashlight into the gaping two.(leck cavity where the 
ship's bridge and bow doors had once been. 

HI think I've got an Idea," Whiz Bang said, drawing on hl5 
experience as a heavy energy gunner. ~look at the way this 
superdense alloy has bubbled and puffed up Ilround the edge of 
thecavity. That's from the alloy bonds splitting under a fusion gun 
hit." 
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"Go on. What fusIOn guns an! that powertuJ7" 
"The OntS on those tanks nellt door, Bonzo." 
"Oh, yeah, I forgot about tho~." 
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"Yeah, wen, whoever shot It was a little too good a shot-the 
computers and logs must be completely blown away." 

"Care to g\JelS what Red'!! thInk about mat?'" 
"No doubt about It. She'll be mad enough to chew lead and 

sp!tout oollel5." 
Coeur, In fact, wasn't quite that irrItated, mough she was 

certainly fru strated when ~he gal the news. 
"Okay, I get it, BonlO. The ship's totaled." 
"Well, fore and aft anyway. The mldship~ looks torched, but 

Inlact" 
"That's something, I suppose. Stand by there, and I'll send 

Vlnk and Newton over In the G<arrier." 
"Affirmative." 
Momenl5 Jater, Vink and Newton arrived-parking their craft 

directly inside CrOlyjoMs hangar to avoid eKposure to the sun-­
though it would soon appear that their haste was unwarranted. 
Though the human and the Hiver were thoroughly familiar wIth 
the architecture of the standard subsidized merchant design, 
three hours of careful prodding and poking through the upper 
deck crew quarte~ and lower deck cargo section revealed little 
more than empty spaces. The only exception was a charred arc 
of bone and teeth that Newton pried out of the top deck forward 
and nonchalantly began to study In the mIdst of the humans. 

-Newton," Whiz Bang said, "what the hell 15 that?" 
"Justa piece ot human skull booe," Newton said, pausing in 

the comparison of his fragmenlto dental records stored in his 
personal computer. "I found it in the wreckage of the bridge." 

"Newton, that's disgustin9.~ 
All six 01 Newton's eyes fixed on the Marine and blinked twice. 
"Why?" 
"Well, you don't ju st go around casually Inspecting body 

parts! A person's remains should ~ell, you know-treated 
with respect." 

"Oh, I~," Newton said, discreetly slipping the fragment into 
an equipmen t pouch . "Please forgive the offense of human 
custom. t was going to tell you who the bone fragment belonged 
to, but I see that such an announ(cment would be a breach of 
propriety." 

~Whoa-hold on there," Vink said. "You say you know who 
the bone fugment belongs to~" 

"Indeed." 
"WeUr 
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~What?" 

"Welt, ar@n' t yougOlnglotellus?" 
"TeU you what?" 
"Who it isr 
~6u t I thought.. .... 
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"Okay, Newton, you've made your point Ius! tell us who it Is . 
Or was, I mean.'" 

"'Verywetl. The skeletal ',agrr.ent atmostct'rtalnly belonged 10 
Captain 'Zero' Wolfo ..... Hz ... 

"'That's zeror Bonzo asked, polntlng at Newton's equipment 
pouch. 

"More than likely. yes. APPilrenti}', he was blown to biu." 
"Well, I'll bedamned," Vink !aid . .. Atleastlhal's something we 

got out of this ship," 
"'t's disgus ting is what it is. .. Whiz 8.109 said. 
'"Well, alilhe same," Yink saId, "maybe yOU ought to report It 

to your caplaln. That. and the lact thai we haven't found 
anythIng suspk10us aboard the lone," 

"Are you giving up, lhenr 80nlO asked. 
"Well, obvIously, I can'lg'vt' you people orders, but I don' t set' 

that there's IIny point of looking any further, unless .... " 
"Unless-what?" 
Suddenly, Vink slapped his own forehead. 
"Gaia.," he said, !.lapping his forehead. "I can'l believe how 

stupid I've been." 
"Please clarify your meaning," Newton requested. 
"Well, Zero was a pirate. We haven' t thought about smug­

gling holds," 
"Indeed," Newton said . "And whe re, as a pirate, would you 

locate such a holdr 
Vmk-who tended to think of himself <u more of radical 

Federalist than a plrate---was inclined to take umbr;,ge at that 
remarl,(,. but then he remembered the emotionless qualityot the 
Hlver Intellect and let It pass. 

"WeW. you coold start with the ohYlous places, like false compart­
ment!. In thefuel cel~and thede<k, but if theywete really adventurous 
they might have hoIoowe:j out portlons of the frame." 

"Adventurous1'" 
"Wetl, I wouldn't uy it with old ArmIs. The way Zorn throws her 

around In hlgh-C maneuvers, cutt.lng sections out of the frame 
isn' t a good idea." 

.. , comprehend. However, Croll' jaM was not designed for 
hlgh-C maneuvers." 

"No, she wasn't, "Vinksald, thoughtfully. "Come on, let's start 
looking again." 
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Sure enOl..lgh, two houn.later, Vlnk'S inlultlon came through. 

In a secUon of keel frame near the vaponzed drive scctJOrl­
accessed by prying up floor plates of tht cargo hold-he and 
Newton found a hollow a~a cleveny contrived to appear 
untampered with. So cleverly was It crafted that Vlnk neany 
mi~sed Its slightly off ring under h~ rapping wrench,. though he 
stopped long enough to Investlgate .. md pry loose II thin coverol 
pr~ steel perhaps 40 centimetet'1 sqUllre. Another panel 
belOw thh was ~urtd with four heavy bolli, however, so a look 
undetneath waited until Bonzo and WhIZ Bang came over with 
power wrenches to unscrew them. 

"'So what's in there1" Bonlo asked afterwllrd, while Vlnk 
\hln~ alight Into the hole . 

"Hard to teU," Vlnk said, reaching his hand Into the dHP well 
of the compartment;. -Looks like II bol( maybe. No, II'S II booII," 

"A bookr Whiz Bang asked. 
"Yep, It's a book all righV Vink said, pulling it up and out of 

the hole. Rather old, with heavy binding and gold Inlaid decora· 
tion, It was clearly nothing as simple as a persona/log . 

"Maybe It's a Bible or Koran.." Bonzo ~ugge5ted, observing the 
fine pr1nl and fancy gold lIIumlnallon when Vlnk thumbed 
through it. 

-No, I don't think so,'" Vlnksald, clOSing the book and looking 
at Its CCHer. uLook at this writing : Lo Polobro Del Defensot. What 
do you suppme It means?"" 

"/ believe I comprehend, U Newton ~ald. abruptly. "That Is the 
holy book of the Church of Grace and light Literally, The Word 
of the Defender. ~ 

"01"1, yes," Bonzo said,. " the Palabril. Brother Anthony has 
one." 

".imagine alotol people here have them. " Vlnk said, "butwhy 
Zero? He never believed In anything but hlrruelf." 

" If I may," Newton said, aiking for thl! Pa/abra . 
"01"1, yes, here," 
fOr several seconds, the Hlver examined the book closely, 

making no tell-tale humming al a human might-for it had no 
voiceboll.-but (aKinaled all the same by something II found In 
the pages ta.vard the end ot the book, 

"You gOI something there, Newton?" 
- Possibly. May I keep this (or furth~ str.x:lyr 
The three humans looked at tilch other and Shrugged . 
"Yeah," Vlnk said, '" suppose. But what Islt1" 
"Omerve," Newtonsald, holding o~n a pl»Qe toward the end 

0( the Palabra, marked In various places wi th circled letters and 
underlined words. 
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" I hadn't notked that. .. Vlnk said. "It looks like some sort of 
code,-

"Indeed It does," Ne'N'ton said, closlr.g the book and snpplng 
It Into the equipment harness on its bKk. ''But what one mind 
concel\rel, another c;m dhcover, so I shilll retire to the C<lIlTler 
and reflect on its meaning." ... 

During the assault on the Federal Dlslrict. Homet had (ollowed 
Vi it Armis In /I vert close orbll at Soledad, juSI 190 kllometers 
above the equator. so their I/lse~ could fire with muimum 
accuracy and Homers drop troops would have as short II trip to 
the surface as pracUc:al. Of necessity, !hough, this pul the ships 
over the city only three times an hour, ~ Homet orbited out to II 
higher geosynchronous ofbit after her troops wefe aWlJY. and 
there at 18,000 kilometers ~e would remain well after the battle 
was dOt'le. 

Still wary of m~n guns that might exist In other parts of the 
pI,met. Coeur and Zorn thought tit first to return VI Er Armis to the 
bKk face of EloJo, but at length the relative stability 01 Soledad 
after the battle Inclined them to decide otherwise. Though a 
loyali1t battalionstiU held out jn Soledad'sMatlna District,. the old 
starport appeared secure enough, and Zorn'l stanhlp was finally 
brought to Mexit's surface two nighU after the batUe so her 
repair:s (ould be (ondocted in II !wlfet environment than hard 
vacuum. 

"How about you?" COeur a~ed Oeep Six, that same night,. 
"You holding up?" 

~Affirmative. 11t, " the SchaUl aru~~, bobbing genUy In his 
rolter-chalr al he wrveyed II myrl.Jd at lalse<oIor )e(UOIlmages 
at MeKit,. pulled introm Hornets unfolded passive EMS sensor and 
Snapshot's probe, now rotated 10 Morblt opposite the freighter's. 
" AllIs well. ~ 

""m"Qine it must be lonely up there, lhough." 
"loflety, lit1" 
-Well, with everybody down on the 1Urface, I mean." 
.. Ah. yes. I would not wy It Is lonely, though. Rather, I 'NOIJld 

say ills comfortingly quit!,. poOO'lco, 1(000.0 Itw'IR . .. 
What's tha tl" 
"Oh, a phrase by SeeEEka Echo, one of our poeu. lt descrlbes 

the sonic wall of sIlence somelimM heard as one swims between 
thermocnnes." 

.. A.ha,· Coeur said, pausing for a moment. "'You haven' t been 
drinkIng any of that fermented ee'kwat again, have youl" 

"Nl!gative, ~l(. You know !hal access to the liquor closet Is 
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re1tricted to jump space." 
"Sorry, Silter. I didn't mean to offend .... 
"No offense perceived, sir. However, the Clew will be Inter­

estl!d to kf"lOY'o' about the ~ucces$ 01 your research. Didn't you say 
the Palabra you discovered was stolen from a 1(X1I1 church7" 

"'Yes. but Vazquez 00 given us permission to studyl\, so long 
as we give It back when we're done with It ! ' 

"Indeed. And has Newton made any progress on the clphe( he 
discovered7" 

"He doesn't really show any emotion," Coeur said. "so lu hard 
to tell when he's making progress and when he Isn'L We did find 
where Crazy Jone's c,ew is buried. though, and some 01 their 
eHecU." 

"Anything P((x:!ucliYe?" 
"'Thal depends on what you call producti~ . Now that Phys,ic's 

had a look at Crazy lane, and confirmed that Zero and one of his 
crew males died there, we've gOI alilhe ship's crew accounted 
fo r, and thal'~ something. What's bad Is that they didn't leave 
behind many perwnal eHecU to tell what happened to them, just 
money, ill few trinkets and some weapons." 

"So, then, your kno\oVledgc of the time before lheirdeath must 
be- limited." 

"Well, more limited than I'd like. MosI of what we' .... e got Is 
from the otticial recQfds of Blak's regime. Apparel\Uy, Zero 
park~ Crazy jcneup in the lomarica Hills above Soledad-Just 
likewe did-sometime after his people found the depot, but then 
he fo und oul his conlra-grav was busted and ~ent some people 
Into the Soledad starport to look for spale parts. Those people got 
captured and told enough abou t the depot loge IS, ak inleresled, 
and he sent his tanks off to shoot up tht ship." 

~ I see," Deep Six said. "Then why didn't 6rak find Ihe depot?~ 
"Well. that's a IiIlJetuuy. App.uenlly, Zero and his alr·raft pilot 

were the only ones who knew the course and distance to fly to get 
there, bul they got blown up with Ihe ship. ~ for the black globe 
Itself, Zero prObably left it at the depot and planned to pick it up 
later." 

" Remarkable." 
" I think 'frustra ting' is mOl'e the word I'd piCk," Coeur said, 

"'but we'" keep looking around . Red Sun out ." 
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Deipitt Ihe considerable challenge 01 deciphering a: code in 
the flowery prose 01 normative AAgtic, Newton requln'd lust onli! 
week to glean the meaning of the dpher hidden In the last 
chapler of Ihe Palabra. 

~Ol course, r wouldn't have been able to decrypt the meuage 
without Brother Anthony's help, ~ Newton told Coeur, in her 
temporary office in the lormer Oefense Ministry building. 

"Actually, my contJihutionwas minor, " Arllhonysaidhumbly. 
"I simply helped Newton identify the symbollc meaning of 
certain pauages.~ 

~Wen, whoeverfl9ured itoot, come sildownand lell me abou l 
it . This Is the fir.;t good news I've had In days." 

"What do you mean, Caplaln?" Anthony asked, lollowing 
Newlon 10 a bench at Ihe side 01 the offl(l!. "001'0" tell me the 
loyalists are gaining ground?" 

"Far from it," Coeur said, turning her chair to face them. 
MPresidenl Vazquez seems loget more popular everyday. But I've 
had to 1i~len to envoys from every country on Mexit wanting to 
know if we've come here to take O'Jer the planet, Of, if we didn't, 
if they could hire us to eliminate their own enemies. M 

MI take it your reply to those ovenurts ii nega livt, M Newton 
said, curnrog III unllSed limb~ under its body. 

~Yes, ~ Coeur said, Mbut I ~uppose' shouldn't complaIn; at least 
they're talkIng 10 u~. Now tell me about this code." 

" hs.enlially, ~ir, it'~ ramer simple. In the last chapter of !.he 
Palabra, whkh deSCrlb~ Ihe nfe 01 51. Kllalt ar.d was purportedly 
writlen by oneol his dhciples, is a Clue 10 his actual bvrlal ~ile ." 

Coeur WJ~ puuled. 
~ But \ thought the tomb of St. Kllall was In that country across 

the mountains--Callida Fornax. Isn't that where alilhe pilgrims 
go, Brother Anlhony?" 

"Ohyes, 1,'s a ~ryfarnous shrine. Ho.Never, Newton has found it 
phrase in an anc:il.'nl language indkatlog the tNe 1hrine's kxation." 
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"Yes," N~on said, "a ph(;u! in Vilani." 
HViJani ?H 
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"Affirmative," New{onwenl on, freeing twoof ttl limbs to put! 
Zero'~ Pilillbra from iU eqUipment pack. It then laid the book on 
iu oock and bent its prime limb backward to read II pasuge 
5poken through the voder under iu chest. 

'" .•. and so the cardinal fell gravely III and ret.lred to his bed, 
never to fise again. Yet, with his last breath, he was heard to say. 
'I see the seal of the Defender riling gloriously in the ('asl, inviting 
my soul unto Heaven. Yet do nOlcryfor me, but rather, rest eMily 
In the knowledge that I have preceded you into Heaven, and bury 
me in the little chapel o f 5t. Elena, In the s.hadow of Mt. Amar, 
LUnood doonmik 90 en muromrid khil, Jen, deood, Ion . .., 

"That ' ~ Vilanl a11 right, ~ Coeur said, leaning forward In her 
chair, " but I'm a Ilnle rusty. WNen'l those laSl words numbers?'" 

"'ndeed. The Vilanl reoKls: 'but this h not the true Ioclltlon, 
three, frve, ~even: H 

"Hmmm ." 
"Indeed. The numbe~, I therefotereasoned, might be acode key, 

although it was another matter todeterminewhat code it Wlu the key 
to. Eventually, I re~rted lO 5Canning the entire text Inla my personal 
computer and writ ing a progtam to search lor unurualgrouplngs of 
words and letters in patterns of 3s, S5 and 7s." 

"Goon.~ 

"Aft er the fact I dls.covered that It wMn' t that complkated. 
Taking the third, fifth and seventh letter at the beginning of each 
verw, and continuing that cy<le, reveals another phrMt written 
in Vilani--(lne that Zero appears to have identified, based on the 
marks in his text . It reads 'Urudigf! on iir iliru eShkj, mi(}()igo, 'or, 
literally, 'go to the haven of angels: -

'" Is there slIch a place on Mexitr 
"Yes there is, ~ Anthony ~id. "Angel's Haven lsa valley In the 

Agula Prieta Mountains. , once visited I/le vi llagers there .u a 
mi1Sl0nary. '" 

"Fancy tha t," Coeur said . '" How far] " 
"Approximately 1,100 kilometers, - Newton said, "based on 

the survey map 01 Deep Six." 
"Harsh r Coeur ~ed. 
"Exceedingly,'" Anthony replied. "'The wind blows hard from 

the high peaks, and the only people up there are a handful 01 gaba 
herder!>.. .. 

"' take il lhal 'S some sort ~ animal," Coeur said. 
'"A bit like iI goat, yes. The wild gabas are about the only things 

that can get Into the higher rocks, eltcept, I suppose, for your 
flying craft." 
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Yeoh, Coeur thought., howaboullhol. 
'10 a word," Coeur said, "remote," 
"Yes, I suppose it is," 
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Thoughtful, Coeur fell back in herseat "This does (aisea whole 
lot of qUMtions, " she ~id . "Uke for one thing. why does the 
Palabra have a Vitoml phrase in it? Nobody heft spew Vilanl do 
they?" 

"Not that I know of," Anthony said. " I'd never even heard of 
the language until Newton told me about II." 

"And besides, " Coeur went on, "what in the world could 11 
p:mibly have to do with the depot?" 

" 't ~ true that capLlin Zero was an acquisitive IMlvidual," 
NewlOf'l said, "so pemaps this Is the (Iue to another treasure's 
location, other than the depol" 

"Possibly," Coeur said. 
"More curious is the fact that Zero deciphered the code at all. 

It is {.llhN esoteric for a man 01 Zero's avocation ." 
"Well, I'd be templed to agree with you there," Coeur said, 

"but we've found some Interrogatfon records thlll verify the 
carOln al's recol lection that JOIl(! blew through here before a 
coup~ of years back. That might have been e nough time for Zero 
10 puu le oullhe riddle.N 

Newton, who preferred to avoid g roundless speculation, 
remained silent. 

~Oh Well" Coeur said, ~who knows how he came across the 
code-maybe we'll never ~now. Whal mllners is its dala, and II 
might be significant, so I'~ have Homet loom in on the area. If 
there's anything up there 10 see, she'll s~ It , ~ 

No t an hour laler, Snapshot-who happened to be standing 
the bridge watch-dellvered the report on the Angers Haven. 

- Pay dirt. skipper. There's something up there all right.." 
"Any klea what II i51" 
~Looks tilce a structure of ~me kind-lgE't spe<tro~opk traces 

of type C wperderue armor In a high mountain gorgE'. Damn~ 
if I'd Iryto nyanything in there, though. ThE' cliH walls lirE' 1Ilmos\ 
venic al, and there's awind blowing Ihrough there like )Ouwould 
not believe--guSls to 100 kph." 

"Sourds nasty all right.. Why don't you go aheold lind down· 
load that to my compuler so I can ha~ a look at It ." 

"Thinking of going up there, skipper?" 
"Unless we get a better lead, we might have to, Snapper. Red 

Sun ou\." 
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Although the late Emperor Srale and i(>Vtral of his aUlO(ratlc 
forebears had persecuted the Churchef Grace and Ugh! and even 
destroyed many of Its churches, the Church 01 the Holy Sacristy 
was I notable exception to that rampage. A stone pyramid with 
onE' waU made all 01 thkk J.t.alned gla.u. capped by a thin iteepl~. 
It was such a center 01 p<Jbl lc devotion \hilt even 8rak didn' t dare 
raze It, though It sal at the corner of a block not tar from his 
residence. 

Now, a week after Brak's death. the church was beginning to 
regain a measure 01 its former glory. ~r the boards na11ing the 
dooll shut were pried loose, the eGl began moving hidden 
lteasures back Ins\de. and President Vazquez eYen found Urne to 
celebrate a midnight mau thefe>-i mass that filled the 100 
available pew1 and then spilled out onlO the stteel 

Calching part of the mas.s by radio In her office, Coeur­
planning the details of the coming e:JI:pedltlOn with Drop Kick and 
Zorn-was Impressed by the even.handed tone 01 Vuquer 
sermon, the way the president urged the faithful to "have 
tolerance for other opinIons" and sleel themselves fOr the hard· 
ships of democracy. "A democl'K}'," £he observed, "must nKes· 
sarily entertain unpopular minority vi~, Of II Is nol a democ· 
racy." 

"Mighty plOgresslve," Coeur said, "'Of the matriarch of an 
anclenl religion." 

"Yeah," Drop K'lCk replied, "maybe too progressive." 
"Whal do you mean?" Zorn asked. 
"Well, I don't know if! shou!d repeat this, H the sergeant ma}or 

said, "but earlier today Cenerallemos told me he had concerns 
aboul Va.zquez. and whether she could be trusted lU a rer.g!ous 
and a politkalleader." 

"Ah, that'S Just a rebel talking, " Zorn said. "Some people are 
Just ~ used to f'9hling they can'l ever SlOp, even when they've 
won." 

Coeur smUed. "Funny," v.e said, "sounds like you're describ­
Ing somebody I know." 

.. Ah," lom answered, '" but I never won my fight." 
"'Well, anyway," Coeur sakf, turning off her radio, "maybe we 

should get back to business. We know something's In that 
mountaIn gorge, 10 now It's just a matter 0 1 howwe get there." 

"The wind's a problem," Drop Kick noted, "but the G<arrler 
should make it all right. IOgure the best plan's to par\( It in Pesta. 
be<:ause the people there know Brother Anthony, and walk In 
from there, It doesn't look like more than 10 kilOmeters." 

CoeYrnodded. "All right," sheuid, "but now the questiOn of 
who to Lake. You game, ZOrn?" 
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~l didn't know if you'd a~. I am 11 'wanted pirate: aher all." 
"Putting that aSide for Ihe moment, you and V·Max are pretty 

resourceful; I'd like 10 have you along." 
"What the hell," Zorn said, "V-Max ilnd I can't lIy .Armis white 

Vink') taking her apart." 
"All right. that leaves nine other spaces. AssumIng J fly and 

Whiz Sang mans the gun, that 'U leave room for Physic, Newton 
and the drop troops for muscle. 01'1, and Brother Anthony, 01 
course, since the cardinal ~ald we could take him M II guide." 

"What about Sonzo?" lOin asked. 
"No, " Coeur said, "I f.gured he (ould stay behind and help 

Vlnk with your repairs: 
"01'1. Mighty thoughtful." 
~A-hem," Orop Kick coughed. ~I think yOu forgot me. ~ 
"No I didn' t," Coeur said. "I want you to stay hell' ." 
"Now walt just 01 minute-" Drop Kick began to prateR 
"It's nothIng per!oOnal, sergeanl.II's just Ihall want somebody 

responsible here in the city to look after things while we're aWfJy. 
Plus, I'd like 10 know you and Mercy are baCking us up If 
something does go wrong." 

-Oh, well, If you pul it that WfJy .... " 
"There's probably plenty of danger to go around on this 

planet, H Coeur said, "regardless of where you are." 
"Especially as long ill we don't know about those meson 

guns," Zorn said. - I've got another question, though, Red. If we 
do find something up lhere-~ke the depot_III It belong to 
Soledadr 

'Tvegone over that with vazquez, H Cotursald. "As. far as she's 
concerned, Soledad only elCtl'nds to the fOOthillS of the moun· 
taim. and I undemand a similar situation goes to( Canida FornalC 
on the far side 01 the range. That means If we find anything, It 
probably belongs to us. n 

~Or maybe the gaba herders," Drop lOck added. 
"True," Coeur ~Id. "You ~r know who might stake a 

claim." 

Among 8ra\(s cronies, Or. Hayman PiaU-the "rubber man" 
of the Defense Ministry prlSO~ill conspicuous AS one of the 
few offklals on hand to prosecute after the Federal Dls\ri(t was 
~ell.ed. Caught In the midst 01 interrogating a rebel prlsol'\er 
during the anack. Platz anempled 10 avail himself of a secret 
tunnel to ~fety on the north side of the River Lora, b1Jt only 
emerged among the forces of the Imponsero Phataru and was 
promptly arrested. 

Charged with \.he torture and murderof hundreds of men and 
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women, and tremendou~ly unpopular among the common folk 
of the city, Platz clearly had nttle hope of escaping executloo. 
Consistent with the legal traditions of Soledad, PiaU was given 
neither a defending attorney nor the opponunlty 10 cross­
examine the dozeRS of wltnesse~ brought A9alnst hlm-lnclud­
lng Clin lind An-Wlng-so the verdict of the three-Judge tribunal 
was a foregone conclusion; Just a week after he W2ll captured, he 
was found guilty and sentenced to death. 

Yet, befOtl! lhlsexec:ution-scheduled tooccur the lame night 
Homet's G<amer would launch-fllatz was given the opportu­
nity to mllke ill st/ltement In his own behalf. 

It Will characterl~tic:aUy eerie. 
"Cenllemen of the tribunal, I wou!d only ask that, If I am to be 

ekeculed, It be through ele<trocution. " I'm not, then I may be 
tempted to come back to life M /I t"lghljack /lnd ripyoo /III 10 little 
pieces." 

Needless to say, this did not go over well with the tribunal, and 
Dr. PiaU was Immediately led bc!fore a firing 1qUild-not the 
elecl/ic chair, /U he had wished. 

"A real skko," An-Wing said afterward, ~peaking with Coeur 
In the hangarwnere the G<arrier sat parked and ready for launch. 

"So, did you watch the execution?" 
"No.1 was actually looking forward to It,. but Carl pointed out 

that was rather morbid ." 
"Well, good lor you." 
"Still, II Is kind of spooky, what he said before he died ." 
"I think I'd say It was more psychoUc than spooky, L\u." 
hWhat I meant, " An-W1ng salo', "is what he said Zlboutcomlng 

back as a night jack." 
Coeur gave An-Wing c'l sidelong glZlnce_ 
"You don't think he'll turn 1010 A lomble, do )'Ou1" 
An-Wing slghe-d. crossing her arms Kross her chest. 
"No, I don' t think he'll turn into a zombie. I am curious, 

however, about the nighljacks.--like why is It nobody see m~ 10 
know what they are, or where they come from." 

lust then Coeur reallzed An-Wing was Shaking lIightly, per­
haP50 because of the chill it" the nlghl Air, or perhaps Piau had 
affected her more than she was letting on. 

"Well. I don't know, Uu_ The church ~ms to think they're 
d(>monsol some sort. but th(>y're probably Ju~1 some son of local 
predalor-very cunning and lethal." 

"You're forgetting the third pou1blllty, Captain .... 
"'The third possiblillyr 
"Yes. That the night jacks are some sort 01 relic machinery left 

over from your l ast Impel1um." 
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"Wen," Coeur iald, hoping flOt to sound too offensively 
d'lsmlsslve, ~that's an Interesting theOf}', Uu, but I'd rather not 
leap to a conclusion like that without stronger evidence.'" 

"What. do you think I'm paranoid?" 
"On the contrary, lIu. I Just don' t have the resources to follow 

up every investigation I'd like," 
"So what if I'm right? What If the nightJacks are some kind of 

relic machinery, and they're a feal danger to all of us?" 
"Well, Uu, If that's the case, then I'll offer you the same advice 

I'd offer toyou anyway~st.ay aboard ViE{ Armis, and tell Drop Kick 
If you see anything 5usplclous," 

"Any other advice?" 
"Try not to Instigate any coup d'ilar while I'm away, either .... 
"Very hmny, captain," An-Wing said . "'I'll do my best," 

An hour later. at 1900 hours, thewell·stuffed G<arrler launched 
Into the early evening twilight of Soledad with Coeur at Its 
controls. Already' 38 standard days had pa}.Sed since Hamel left 
Aubaine, and only now did Coeur have the sematlon that some 
slight progress was being made 0/'\ her prime objective: discovery 
of the Mexlt depot 

As. a practical expedient, the drop troops wore their heavy 
battle dress to save space for supplies, but the gunner Whiz 
Bang_ho might have to take over the controls from Coeur In 
an emergency----elected to keep his off for flexibility. 

Besides, he d idn't think they'd be gone long enough to bother 
wWng up. 

~Come on. skipper," he said sofUy, as the G-carrier powered 
o~r the dark swampland east 01 Soledad. "You don't rea!1y think 
we' re going to find anything in some goat herder village, do 
you 7" 

"A.ctually, It's a gaba herder village," Coeur said, "and no, I'm 
not certain we'll find anything. We've turned Soledad starpott 
upside down, though, and \t doesn't look like there's anythIng 
there-just empty bunkers and warehOuses." 

" In falmess," Newton said, turnIng from Its comm station at 
the rear of the cockpit, "there Is another possibility regarding the 
depot Its contents might have been removed from the starport 
area long ago by plunder, leavIng only the single black globe for 
Zero to dl~over.'" 

"'Yeah," Whiz. Bang said. "How do we know?'" 
"We don't," Coeur answertd. "8ul we're nol leaving this 

mISSion hanging as long as there 's loose threads to !>eW up." 
"Understood, sir .... 
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"Good. Now keep an eye on your !>Cope, corporal. I don't wam 
anything surplising US." 

Of course, the possibility that anything would surprise them 
was Iow--at lust before they got 10 Pesta-fO( Coeur had no 
intention of flying dire<:11y Inlo the hard weather of the northem 
winter. Rather, she waited unlilthey were past the swamps and 
over the foothl1ls of the mountalm.-where blUSll'ry winds al · 
rudy playe<l havoc with a grav vehk:1e roughly the shape of /I 

shoe box- II/'Id then powered up above Ihe weather al hl' r top 
spei"d of 500 kph, fast enough logel them there two hourl before 
local midnlghl. 

"Ah, there she is," Coeur said, three hours later, "Pesta Pass. 
Everybody se<:ure ba<:k there?" 

"We're there already?" lorn asked, waking up from /I nap. 
"Sure are, and it looks nasty. Better check your straps." 
"Oh my, ~ Brother Anthony said, making the triangle of the 

Defender on his chest. 
"Oh, don'l worry, ~ Physic replied, In the seat beside his. "Red 

eats. lhis kind o f sluff up." 
"Yeah," V-Max said, ~it;s Just like turbulence in II gas giant ." 
~Well, maybe," Zorn }<lid, "except when you skim from a gas 

giant, there's usually no surface waiting to smack you If you screw 
up." 

So warned, the 12 per~nnel in the C·catrier braced for 
landing . Sure enough. shearing wind currenu grabbed at the 
litlle crah just seconds later. pmmptlng automatic alarms to 
sound as it pitched like a liny boat on a slormy sea. 

"No problem, " Coeur said, switching off Ike alarm~ with hl'r 
left hand as ~he handtl'd the sUck with her right. "Just (he 
automatic pitch·yaw alarm, nothing 10 watry about." 

~Oh my gOodness," Anthony moaned, clOSing his eyes tight. 
In (etrospect, that appeared to be a good Idea. Although 

Coeur never Imt conllol of the G-<:arrier, iU boxy ~hape was not 
~uited lor handling rough W'i'ather, and Ihl' craft spun nl'arly all 
the way around several times before Coeur finally wreJUl>d it to 
the ground, yielding dizzying viHas lhrough the forward win. 
dow. 

"Nice flying.." Zorn said af terward, unbuckling her1elf. 
"Thanks, ~ Coeur said, not sure how slncere the pirate'S remark 

Wlli. "By the way, il lookS like we're in tuck; it's ~rcasl up abo~, 
but pretty calm down here on the deck. There's Just II misty rain 
between uS and the village." 

NDon't tell me you pul us down in sight of the village," Zorn 
said, coming forward to look allhe EMS image of the nighnime 
village Just 200 meters away. ~That really was 50rne nifty flying." 
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This time Coeur glanced at Zorn before answering . "Thanks," 
*'e said. ~Broth~r Anthony, is that Pesta?" 

"just a minute, pleaM>, ~ Anthony tald, mopping his forehud 
with the sleeve of his vestmen t before fumb ling with !he lOck 01 
his ~ea t belL Sensing his diffICUlty, Physic finally rele~ed the 
re£trainl 'or him and helped him fOfward. 

~you must forgive me, Captain," he said, looking at the 
scanner. "!' m sure your flying was very skillful. Hmm ... Oh yes, 
that's Pesta all right. That's Old Mim Blanco's hut off to the lett ." 

" Know himr Coeur asked. 
"Yes, my mission stayed with him a while ," 
"How aboot you, Whiz Bang r Coeur asked !.he gunner . "See 

anythingr 
" Not much, Captain," WhiI. Bang Inswered, wheeling his gun 

sight around to scan the broad valley they'd landed in, '" see some 
of those gaba creatures walking arou nd, bvl not any people." 

"Hell, that 's not surprhing," Caffer said, rising tohis impreuive 
futl armOfoo height, "comidering we probably scared Ih~ crap 
oul of these poople when we came down." 

"True, " CQ(>ur said, riSing and reac hing for her parka. "The 
eng ines are pretty Iovd . Gaffer, you and Brother Anthony are with 
me." 

"Master Blanco," Brolhe.-- Anlhony ca ll ed, knockIng on the 
wooden door of Ihe Slone hut, "open up pleasel" 

"Brother Anthony?" an old man's YOke answered from wi!hin 
the windowless structure. A moment idler, itS door swung open. 

And just as quickly shut again. 
"I knew III You've bl'ought the ralden with you'" 
"Perhaps Zero's men were here," Anthony noted 
"Yes," CQ(>ur nodded, glancing back at Gaffer, "Zero's crew 

had at least a couple of suils of battle dress ," 
"Master Blancol " Anthony said, returning his attention to the 

Ooor, "don't be afraid! I have come with fr~nd5 who helped to 
liberate the nation of So ledadl" 

"Soledad is liberated?" the old man asked from behind the 
door. H8rak is dead?" 

"Yes, Ihe Oelender be praised. and depa rted to his judgment 
In Heaven! Cardinal Vazquez now wles In his place!" 

Thal, evidently, was good enough news to penuadeOId Man 
Blanco 10 crack the door open again. "You wouldn't deceive a 
poor old gaba herder. would you?" 

"No, of course not. My friends hllYe only come to establilh a 
camp and explore the high ravine to the north: 
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"The Gutter of Blood7 Surely you're J oklng .~ 
"I'm afraid not Dangerous as It may be, It Is a mission of no 

srnallimportance." 
Wrinkling a forehead alre~y creas~ by exposure to the 

elements., Blanco appeared dubious. As with Cardinal Vuquez 
and all denl~en$ of the Wilds, Coeurwas cauOous about a.<.(riblng 
an age to him, but It was clear that he was a good deal older than 
herself and that his eyes had seen their share of hardship. 

"Well, they' re )'Our lives to risk," he S.IIid aher a moment. "You 
and the woman may come In, but the metal man must stay 
ouUlde." 

"Sorry:' Coeur said to Caffer. 
"'Than all right," he said. "The rain doesn't bother me. I' ll Just 

stay out here aocl reconnoiter." 
"Actually, sergeant, if you're going to reconnoiter, I'd rather 

)'Ou didn' t do it alone." 
"Well, okay. I'll get Fubar and Cremlin to help me set up 

perimeter sensors around the G<arrier." 
" Fine. You do thaL ~ 
Gaffer then saluted and began tromping off toward the G· 

carrier, the whine of his leg servos lingering even after he'd 
dl5appeilred Into the dark mist. 

"Come," Blanco invited. 
The hut, Coeur observed, smelled strongly of strzrw and 

animalS, and It w.11larger on the Inside than the ouulde, owing 
to the lact that Its ncor was cut directly out of the hard-pack~ 
earthol the pass. Looking about. she saw that smelly young gabas 
were indeed shellering in a corner of the hut. which they 
evidently sh.1red wilh no less than a doZen memben of Blanco's 
family, ranging from elderly adull5to very young children. 

" I imagine you' re accustomed to richer surroundings," Blanco 
Mlid to Co~ur. 

~ActuaUy, it looks very comfortable," Coeur returned. ""My 
name is Coeur 0' Esprit. by the way, of the Reformation CoaU · 
tion." 

"Not Oriflamme]" 
"Au baine, actually: Coeur said, conscious of myriad fright. 

ened eyes fixed upon her, '"although Orifla mme is one of our 
worlds. Is that where the 'raiders' were from]" 

"That they were," 81anco said. "Said so themselves. Right 
ruffians, they were, trying to bribe us Into being theirguldes, then 
shootlng up the place when we refu}ed ." 

"I can assure you that won', be the case with Captain O' 
Esprit.. ~ Anthony said, bringing out a parchment from his robe 
and unroJling It. "This Is an official edict Irom Her Holiness, 
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Cardinal Vazquez, !>anctionlnglhls miuionon behalf of Soledad." 
"A lot of good Ihal j~, " 8lancocounlered. · You're 1,000 klk ks 

beyond the Soledad frontier. And be~ides, none of us can read 
anyway." 

"SO," Anthony ~ald, rolling the parchment back up again, " I 
lake it you' re unwilling to guide us up there?" 

"I certainly am, blother, and I'll wager thaI goes lor the rest of 
the village as well. WIth the nightjack.s the way they are, ii's Just 
too dangerous." 

"They're bad up hert, the nighljaclu7'" 
" YOu should know it. b rothel. Thai GUItf.'f 'S where they live, It 

Is. ButI'm nolgolng up there to prove il. Old Salvado(s ~n got 
nabbed just last mon th, and I don't mean to join him," 

"'f it's that bad, why don' t you leaye?" 
"And where would we go?" an old woman plpt'd up--a 

wom:m Coeur preum~ was Blanco's wite . "There's no fodder 
for the gabas within a week's walk of here." 

" 'f you won't go with us, .. Coeur said to Blanco, "will you at 
le~1 help us find a sate route togo byr 

" I suppose I could do that. 00 you have a map?" 
"Sure do," Coeur said, reaching into a pocket of her parka and 

pulling out a pocket computer. She then brought the d isplay 
around so Blanco could see it. That he WaJ. Impressed by the 
Kreen was obvious, but he WiH po~l tlvely flabbergasted when 
Coeur zoomed in from an area map of the continent to a tight 
locus on Pesta and the sutrounding 1,000 square kilometers. 

~What a remarkable li nle 00)1," he said. 
" It'S called a computer, Now anyway, this blinking dot here is 

us, and this blinking dot here is where we want to go, al the end 
of the--ah--Gutter 01 Blood." 

"Can you make a paper map with that?" Blanco asked . 
"Sure: Coeursaid. pressing the compuler's print bunon and 

di~o(ginga high.resolutioncopyof the S(feenon sturdy, ploutic. 
fibefpaper. 

"Well le t's see," Blanco ~id, moving to sit at the single table 
in hiS hut, and, coincidentally, a l1raCling agaggleofchiidren who 
clvsle red around for a look. "Going walght.away Is right out. 
owing tOlhts cut in the rock,s.-see how il lust drops off Into a sheer 
cliff here?" 

"Right." Coeur answered. 
"Thal's a path for gaba~. sure, bul nol for people. No, Captain, 

I'd cut throogh Ihi~ side paHage here to the ea~t-II that'lo really 
where you aim to go." 

. ,\ is. Thank you.· 
"'Well, good IlKk. 00 you wanl your map backr 
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"NO, you keep It." 
"'Why, thank you." 
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"One other thlrog. That land out there INhere we landed looks as 
dosetoyourhulas anyOOdyelse's. Do)'Ou mind If we camp there?" 

"It's not reaUy my land anymore than anybody else's, Captain, 
but sure, I suppo~ it's o kay-just ~ long as you let me know 
when you plan to blast off again. Your air-ship spooked the gabas 
something fierce when you landed-not to mention all the 
people in the village. u 

"All right,." Coeor said wi th a smile, making a note of that In 
her compoter before putting It away. "I'll do that." 

Oot ofcourtesy, Coeor and Anlhonyvlslled several other Pesta 
huts before tumlng back toward the G<arner. AJI told, Coe ur 
doubted there could be more than 100 people In the entire 
village-.a far ext/eme from populous Soledad. But the inhabit­
ants were generally polite enough when Anthony made their 
Introductions, and Coeurfound it difficu lt to resist the urge toglve 
them a few Kruytercorp gold coins-specially laid In at Aubalne 
as widely acceptable currency-for confirming the wisdom of 
Btanco's cou(!,e. 

Brother Anthony explained, ... Asl said, Captain, that would be 
considered Impolite here. The mountain folk dan', like to be paid 
unl~s they render some tangible servke." 

"But what about the map 'gave Blanco? Wasn't that payment?" 
"Well, that's different. None of the people up here really need 

maps, so it was probably more fOf the children," 
"Oh." 
"At any rate, Blanco couk:! n't trade It for anything valuable, so 

It hao; no tangible value." 
"All the same." Coeur said, ul'd say he gave us a tangible 

:servke by pointing us toward thedepol,. but I'm glad yoo told me 
about the local money custom. I'd hale to follow up Zero's first 
impression with a worse one. u 

"That is wise. U 

The sudden beeping of Coeur's pocket communicator Inter­
rupted the conversation, and they stopped so she could answer 
it. Having passed all the way to the tar side of the village, theywere 
now Oller a kilometel from the G-Calrier, hidden behind the 
village huts. 

"Red Su n here. What's up?" 
"Cllptain, someth1ng has ... happened to ... Fubar and Gremlin ... " 
"Whan lhat? ~ Coeur asked, trying to clean up the sudden stalk 

between herself and Nevvton. "Newt041, repeat your message, (Ner." 
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Newton's second auempt at communkation was even more 
garbled than the first, however, and Coeur was ultimately left 
with static on her end. 

- Damn'" she !><lid, shoving the communk:.ator back In her 
pocket and starting toward the G<arrier at a run-mist and 
darkness dIsregarded for the moment 

"Caplaln, walt'" Anthony yelled. ~hutf1lng along as btsl he 
could In his robes. "Remember the danger from nlghtjaclGl" 

"Damn the nighl]acksl" Coeururted back tohim. "Comeonl" 
" I'm coming I I'm coming'" 
Anthony's warning did slow Coeur down II bit, less oot of 

concern for her own sa!ety than Anthony's. With gauss pistol 
drawn, Coeur slowed enough to escort Anthony, though both 
got back to the C·ord!!r within leu than 10 minutes. 

There they found t'very Marine I!J(cepl Fubar lind GremUn­
namely. the sergeanl! Caffer and Red Eye, the medic Widget, and 
Whiz Sang sons banledreu.----arrayed In a Ughtgroup around the 
aM hlltch with their hUvie}t available weapons. 

"Thank God," Whiz Bang 1ald; "at least you'rt safe." 
~Sure, we're safe," Coeursald . "Now lell mewhal happened." 
""Wecan't be certan. .. Red Eye sald through Ills suit speakers, "but 

the oottom rlf"oe b that Fubar and CrM'ollndi~ppeared a few mlnu~ 
ago while they were senlng out the last two perimeter s.ef\$Ol'I." 

"It's my fault. sir," Gaffer said, "I lei them go out Individually 
in opposite directions Instead of u a pair." 

"Well, we can worry llbout whose 'ault It Is later, " Coeur said, 
hauling out her radio and finding the static diminished, The 
Marlne troopers' channel remalnt'd silent. 

- Damn," she swore. "Where ~e they, exactly?" 
"Alias! report, " Gaffer said, pointing with the barrel 01 his 

fusion rifle, "Fubar was over there, and ..... 
He turned to point in the other direction . 
..... Gremlin was over there, both about 100 melers off." 
"But." Coeur said, " that's In plain sight of the G<arrierl Didn't 

the sensors spot anythingr 
"No, sir: 'NhIlBangsald, *and Newton was manning them." 
"F1kkl" Coeur snapped. "Gaffe.', did you look their last Ioca­

Llonsoverr 
"A quick Iook,~. We didn' t see anything." 
""WeU,lookagaln. You and 'v'Iniz Bang, go after Fubar. Red Eye, 

you and Widget look for Gremlin ," 
"Yes, sir," the sergeants answered. 
"All of you keep an eye on the carrier homing signal. though. 

If it lades, you come back here." 
"Understood." 
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His there anything i can do?" Anthony asked. 
"'Yes. Get Inside." 
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Anthony accepted the order without argument However, as the 
armored reardooropenOO toadmit him. and the Mar1nesrl'lOllEd df, 
two other figum came out d. the G<amer. ~ and Zom. 

"Any word on the men?" PhysIC uked. 
"Negative." Coeur answered. sweeping her PRIS binoculars 

arOund to cover ea<h team altemately, then lowering them. 
"Really, I suppose all of us $oould get under cover, but with 
everyone under cover when FubiJf and Gremlin dls.appeared, 
nobody saw what happened lothem. Tell you what; Zom. do)'Ou 
have your PRIS?" 

"Right here: she said, patUng her own parka's pocket. 
"Good. Then tell you what-you keep an eye o n Gaffer and 

Whiz Bang whHe I watch Red Eye and Widget. Physic, you watch 
all the other directions." 

"Gol(ha." Physic sald, dlilwlng her personal defense laur and 
poppIng a chemical cartrtdge Into Its magazine slot 

Some minutes later, Coeur called off the search when the team 
found not so much as foo!Jteps leadIng away from FublH and 
Gremlin's deactivated remote EMS sensors. They did, however, 
find dis turbing evtden(e that something very vlolent had hap­
pened to both tJoopers. 

"Take a look at this," Red Eye 1ald, shOWing Coeur a weighty, 
curved slab ot superdense metal. "That's the shoulder guard from 
a suit of heavy battle dre~s, tom clean off at the weldS." 

"Gala'" Physic exclaimed. 
"It gets wolle," GaH'e rsaid, returning withW'hiz Bang from the 

other directlon. "Have a look at thls.~ 
"Good taro," Coeur said, running her glcwed lett hand across 

i sickeningly fami liar chunk of eqUipment in Gaffer's hands-the 
forearm and right hand from a suitot heavy battle dress. Probably 
weighing over 20 kilograms by Itself, the armor didn ' t appear to 
contaIn a severed Bmb, though pieces of the elbow servo did 
hang by rings of twisted metal trom Its open end. 

"This left a pretty deep furrow where It landed," Whiz Sang 
ometVed, "which means it might have been dropped from a 
great height.'" 

"'Which means, ~ Caffer said, " that whatever g rabbed this 
trooper probably flew off with him before he ripped the arm aH­
a good reason we didn' t hear anything." 

" just as a wild gues~," Physic sald', "that '~ not the kind of thlr.g 
one trooper in battle dress could do to another trooper, Is It?" 

~Not damn likely," Gaffer said, shaking 1he forearm at Physic., 
"this Is heavy battle dressl" 
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"Take it easy. sergeant," Coeur ordered. 
"SIr." 
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"All right." Coeur went on, ";1 clearly Isn't s.ale out here. 
Eve f)'body, gel in the C-urrler double.qulCk," ... 

II took Coeur JUst II I~ ~econds of contemplation to reali ze 
what her next COtHle mu~ 1 be, but It wasn' t Immediately well 
(ecrived by her mates. 

"All right." Coeur announced, "here's the plan . Phy~ic:, Gaffer 
and I are going oul to inve~tlg"te. Red Eye, you'll k~pe ... erybody 
else here. " 

"Yes, sir," the gunnery sergeant said, saluting. "Sut how long 
will you want us to wait bef()("e we come lifter your 

" You wfll not come after us," Coeur said, pulling II 9'1US1 rifle 
from the G<arrier's gun rack and beginning to load HEAP 
grenades into Its under·barrellauncher. "You will wait here for 12 
hours. If you haven't heard from us by then, you will get the hell 
out 01 here and repan to Drop Kick:' 

" Yes, sIr," 
Zorn. however, was not so accepHng of the sltuaUon. 
"Red, look, thi) Is erazyllf you go out there, you'll be killed." 
"Maybe," Coeur said, "or maybe nOI. There's ~me kind of 

rene material up in thllt Gutter of Blood-Homers scan telk us 
that much-and I can't let lear of these night jacks keep us from 
Investigatlng It." 

"But why? 'Mly Is It so jmportant1~ 
"Because It might be part of the depot, Vega., or contain a clue 

to Its location. In case you've forgotten, the RO'(OI Vengeolk""t 
6Caped this system, and b probably on her way to SoleI.' right 
now 10 pkk up relnforcemenU. If those arrive, and the SoleI.' get 
their hands on the ck>pot Instead 01 us, then the Coalition's 
screwed. 

"And besides," CQ4!ur went on, checking her rifle's magaz.lne 
and then slinging the weapon over her shoulder, ·we make a 
prombe to aU our people when they enU~t-that they won't be 
left behind In the field . I don't Intend to break thai prombe to 
Gremnn and Fubar." 

"'With respec:t,. ~," Gaffer said, "I thlnk Zorn's right-al least to a 
degree. I thln\(you're loo impotUnl torWI In anopentUon like iNs, so 
why don't you let me Just take out a teanl of MaMes Indeadr" 

Coeur shook her head. "NegatJve, sergunt I'm the only 
person here who knows the specs on Zero's blll(k globe gener.­
tor and can po~tJvely Identify It. And Ilndlng thlll geneB.tor will 
be good evidence that we've fo und the depot luelf." 
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"Yes, ~r." 
~ BesJdes, we've already ~I two Marines in batUe dreiS, so I 

don't know how much pro t~tion a large group of troopers 
would give us from the night jacks. Better to take the minimum-­
myself, PhysiC lotreat anyc,uualties, and one eKperlenced soldIer 
as an escort." 

Gaffer accepted !,he complement with a sngM nod. 
~Hmm," Physic sald, "you put ilihalway, and' almost fee4safe." 
Coeur lmiled. glancing at the friend she would KlOn be taking 

into mortal danger. 
II's funny, Coeur lhought, f can still remember how excited VIe 

was when J offered her' 0 chance /0 get off Aubo/~ on fhe Hornet· 
if 's 0 faif bef she 'NOsn', eICpec6ng (his. 

Ye t Coeur had been an officer long enough not to second 
gues~ he~elf . 1l was always lhe hardesldutyol anyoffiCef to Older 
her friends inlO danger--but Coeur had chosen the m'lnimum 
necessary IOfce to accomplish her mission, and would do her besl 
to $('1.' that all 01 her people returned safe and Intact. 

"Well, I guess that 's it, then," Zorn said a fe w minutes later, 
coming to sharp atlentiOfl and delivering Coeur a crhp salute as 
her team assembled at the rear hatch. "Good luck, Captain ." 

"Thanks," Coeur said. 
"Funny," Zorn said, leaning in close 10 Coeur, "you notice how 

everybody's bac k here to watch you go e.x.cept NeWlonr 
Coeur had indeed noticed, but didn't commenL 
"Probably afraid you'd lake him aJong," Zorn offered, "if he 

didn' t hide in the coc kpit .~ 

"I'd probably hide 100 if I were him . Take It easy, Zorn." 
Brolher Anthony interrupted Coeur, however, belore shE': 

could open the hatch. 
~ Captain, would yOU wait a minute?-
~Nm\l, Brolher Anthony, don'llen me you want 10 go." 
"Er--no. I would tikI.' your permiHion in II slight indulgence, 

though. Would you let me bless you be fore you go?" 
Coeur eJ(changed ~hrug~ with PhysiC . "Sure." 
Quickly, then, Anthony removed his vial of holy water 'rom his 

VeHfnenl - the same o ne he had used 10 bleu Coeur and Zorn 
before their tir..t ftight to meet the re~s-and dou5ed Coeur and 
Physic with it. Gaffer raised a hand to decline the offer. 

" /I would just make me super.. titious," he 1,1ld . " I'd rather rely 
on my reHexes." 

"If only that were enough against nighljacks,H Anthony said. 
"We' ll be all right, " Coeur said to Anthony, opening the reAr 

hatch into the chill of the black night; "now come on, guys, we've 
got work 10 do." 



Chapter 
18 

Although the air at Pesta was relatively Slilllhat night. Coeur 
knew from Homet'5 analysis of the area that she (ould not count 
on the Si)me condition in the Cutter of Blood . Almost as if by 
design, the kilometer.long gutter channeled air from the higher 
pealu through il5lengthlikeagi301 wind tunnel, soany approach 
by a (raft as light as a broomsti(k was ruled OU\ from the start. 

Fortunately, the wind was fairly Ilgh! on the floor 01 the 
chasm-the area Copur, Physic and Garler entered after paSSing 
Ihrough the ~idl! channl'1 pointed Qut by 8lanco. fuMer, wea r jog 
their wide.spe<lrum goggles, Coeur and Physk had lillie diffi· 
culty following Gaffer, so the party rea(hed the gutter in only 
three hours.-Ies.s than the four Coeur expected. 

"Sui/here's nothing here, NPhp,k signed in Amlan, when alias! 
they slepped Into the high.walled stone channel. "lus t rock. " 

NNo, · Caffersignedback, asshtedby the magnifying power o f 
his synthetic vision . H I see something at the end of the cha~m, 600 
meters ahead." 

"AB right H Coe-ur signed, "'en move Qui ... 
All too (omcious of their luck so lar- the parly hadn't en(oun­

tered so much as an ime<t In the rociu, let alOne a night)ack­
Coeur pressed on With the firm rewlutlon of a woman with a 
higher purpose than the mere e .... aslon of her own fear . 

Though her prime purpose must be the pursui t of her lost 
men, that concern held only slightly more weight than the driving 
need to find the depot. Almost IOSl10 the others as their original 
reason for eaming here, it nevertheless remained foremost in Ihe 
mind ol theremnanl Coeur-a woman who had seen atfiflthand 
Ihe horrific efle<U at Ihe super-weapom the lMt Imperium 
unleashed before its dcwnfall. 

There's just too much at stoke, (oeur thought. I milS! not be 
afraid. Do >"UU heor me, nighljocks? I am nor afraid 01 you! 

Thallhoughl fou nd expression In Coeu r's mind through her 
re<:ognition of the ouUide poulbltily thill the nighIJlIctu-what-

" 
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ever they were-mlght have p~lon1c abllitles. Some Droyne, she 
knew, had the "bllity to appear lnvi51ble as well as the ability to 
read minds, so why mig ht such an ability not exIs t in wild 
creatures as well...? 

Unle by litlle, then, the tno advanced on the curious sliver of 
Infrared light Gaffer had identified at the end of the chasm, where 
iU Ooor suddenly sloped up sharply into the wrrounding rock. 

Oh my god, Coeur thought, there is $omething there .... 
That something was a rcctangular patch of r<xk-strewn wIth 

pebbles like the rest of the floor, but SlighUy hotter In Infrared. 
About as wide as the gutter at that point,. perhaps 50 mete"', it 
WiU certainly nothing anybody with normal vision would ever 
notiCe. 

" What is il?"Gaffer sIgned, when atlas! they stood atop the 
a rea. 

" Unknown, "Coeur replied . .. Physk and I will look oround. Cover 
us. " 

"Roger. '"' 
'What are we looking for?" Phys iC whispered. 
"Shh. Sign language." 
"What are Wi look.ing for?" 
"Unknown. Anything unVluof. " 
"Roger. " 
Amazingly, something unusual wasn' t long In coming. Shuf­

Hing through the pebbles, Physic tripped over what seemed to be 
a long barol metal. Bending down to pick it up, she found it was 
rooted firmly in the earth. 

"What the hellr Coeur muttered, coming over to he lp 
examine the bar. 

"I thought you said to use sign language." 
"The order'~ revoked. Look, I found a comer here .. .. " 
uYeah, U Physic said, kicking granular pebbles lIWay from the 

other end of the bar with her boot, uhere too. Do you suppose it 
could be some kInd Of hatch?" 

"Don' t know. Keep brushing. H 
T we minutes later, the women cleared away enolJ9h pebbles 

to ~ee that PhysIC was corrcct: The meta! wa~ the fluted edge of 
a door set right in the lioer of the gutter. AHempts to budge the 
door met only with back strain, however, and the pair went on to 
brush the earth back several meters In every direction, looking for 
some sort of control panel. Though fruitless, thIs effort In turn led 
to another discovery. 

"Waw/ Physic said , "it'$ all metal." 
"Yeah, ~ Coeur answered, "this must be the area Snapper saw 

from orbit: 
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"A lot of good that doe~ us; there 's no door handle." 
"Well, we shouldn't leap to conclusions-It might not even be 

a door. But I' ll get Gaffer, anyway and see If he can make II 
budge ," 

True to his mission as their escort, Gaffer had avolded paying 
too much attention to what the women were doing. so he Wc'H 

nalUraJly amazed when he saw the seeming trap door set In the 
middle oI lhe deared-off area. 

"We could l1y to burn through," he suggested . "My fusion 
gun will cut through 13 millimete~ofbonded wperdense atloy." 

"'That might not be such il. good idea, " Coeur said, "especially 
if il'5 booby trapped. I wa~ thinking you might just tIy to pry It 
1O<»e." 

"All right." 
Strangely enough, thai simple expedient actually wor1l:ed. 

Alter jamming his bayonet into the seam a! the edgeof the square 
and exertlng the force of his suit's strength-enhancing servomo· 
tors, the door suddenly sunk and slid backward under the 
surroundirog metal. Caught off guard, Gaffer almost fell into the 
black space he now knelt b(>fore, but caught his 500 kg mass and 
pu~hed himself back from the brink. 

"Well, I guess that's it," he gasped . "It's a door all right.N 
"Sure is, " Coeur said, shining a flashlight down into the hole, 

"and with stairs, too." 
'" l adies Orst?" Caffpr askPd, gpWng back to his fpet 
"'I wouldn't think of It." Coeur said. "You first N 

The 1tai~1I illuminated under Coeur's flashlight drscended 
1 Ometers to a landing. but beyond lhat her party members could 
not see, so they began to descend the stail1 to investigate first 
hand. Befortg0in9 too far, though, they stop~ loexamine the 
door 'rom the other side--<ferivlng lOme comfort from a familiar 
electronic control pad. 

Sut not 100 much comfort. 
Set into what woold be the roof of the: underground facility, 

the device appeared to be a ~mple nlne-d'lQlt keypad with a 
computer display, pr~tly programmed to open the dool when 
sufficient force (approaching the ~evera\ hundred kllograrru per 
square centimeter supplied by Gaffer) was applied. Below this, 
however, was a symbol an·too familiar to the Imperial remnant 
Coeur: the drde-and<ros.shalrs symbol of the Solomanl Confed­
eration. 

"The Solomanl," Coeur whispered. 
"lsn'l that who controlled this depot we're looking fo r1· 
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Physic alked. 
'"Indeed," Coeur ~aid. "'Mexit was on the edge of their 

territory-their border with the Imperium." 
To Physic and Gaffer, who were citizens ollhe New Era. and 

cared not a lick for the conflicts of the dead pasr.. this was not 
nearty the loaded slatement that It was for C~ur. In her youU1. 
CC>e'I,lr WAS taught to fear the SOIomani ethos-the simple faith 
that Solomanl humam were superior to all other forms of life­
and be rt~y to ftgh t agalNt it wtu~f'llt motivated the Confedera­
tioo to war. Resisting Solomanllnvaslon, Indeed, was the missIOn 
of the Imperial nee! Coeur served with when other c)r(umstances 
detoured her from certain death In thecatadysm of the Collapse, 
and into a new life In the New Era. 

Ironically, all the present Reformation Coalition ell: isted within 
territory conquered by the Solomani before the Collapse, yet this 
grand cooquen was less than meaningleu to Its chl1dren, Physic 
and Gaffer. So immaterial was that dlstant past to their lives that 
they simply didn' t Ihink about 11 as a fact of any conSl!quence at 
a ll. 

"'00 you suppose we should close the door?" Gaffer asked, 
holding his hand over Ihe control panel. 

~ No, ~ Coeur said, "I don' t trust relic maChinery. Just Jam your 
bayonet Into one of the door's guide raUs to hold It open," 

"Roger." 
Amoment laler, the deed was done, though not without some 

echoing report as Gaffer hammered the bayonet tightly Into 
ptace with his clenched armor<tad Fist. To Coeur thIs was 
acceptable, though, given her suspicion that anybody occupying 
this facllilywould a'r~adyhavt' been a'ert~d 10 !he door opening, 

"Good enough," Coeur said quie tly. "Now t"ke the point 
iigaln." 

50 ordered, C"tter returned to the head of the party and began 
downward wi th only his low-light vision to guide the way, 
Similarly aided by their goggles, Cowr and PhysIc followed dose 
behind, taking note of the pebbles crunching under Catfer's 
ht>avy feet, evidence that someone had preceded them down the 
steps after the facility wal hidden und~r the earth, but scarcely 
noticing the deep darknes.\ all around them when they reached 
the "'nding. 

"Il turns and goes down. " Gaffe, signed. 
" Roger, .. Coeur returned , "Corry on . .. 
A II!'W minutes later, CaNe, and Ihe Ats6 came 10 the fool of 

the stairs, where another ordinary control panel sat. 
HCoukJ be a booby I.rIJp, .. he signed, "Sland bode a ways: while 

Ilry fhe lock. " 
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Neither Coeur not PhY1ic offered any argument,. bcx:klng up 
the stairs and kneeling down with their backs turned to Gaffer. 
That precaution seemed over-e:JIcesslve a moment later, when 
\he dOQ( befQ(e Gaffer opened without K> much ill asking fOf a 
pass code or securtty key. The cavl!rTIOlIs space on the other side 
of the door then Illuminated automatically. spilling brlmant light 
lOla the stalrwell-llght that would have daz.z\ed the spacers wtre 
it not for the automatic filters of their synthetic ... ilion. 

"Looks aU right. skipper. You can come on down." 
'"Anything down there1" Coeur a~ed. standing back up, 

flh.lng up her goggles and starting down with Physic. 
"','d say so. Have a look." 
"Holy Gala," Physic said, arriving besIde Gaffer. "'That looks 

like ...... 
"It is," Coeur said, nshing her (omputer out of Its pocket and 

raising It up to access a picture of the very piece of machinery that 
now sa l before them. "Zero's black globe generator. ~ 

To people who didn't have much personal eKperlence with 
force field generators, one ~uch de .... lce pretty much looked like 
any other one. Technical archt .... hU, howt .... er, knew tI'le unique 
conngurallons of many models In pre-Collllpse service, and ga .... e 
Coeur a checklist of fealures unique 10 the Imperial Astmted'l 
FEFG Mk I-Zero's black globe-and some routine dlagnosllc 
guidelines to determine if II was funct.lorlal. Her flnt task. after 
letting her pulse settle to a manageable le .... el, WAS to enter the 
room before her and eKamlne the three_metet-diameter sphere 
Inside, by far iU largest occupant, at close range. 

"'This is damn strange, ~ Gaffer said, looking around the rest of 
the 1 OO-!quare-metet<hamber, linered wlth wpplycrates_ "There 
don't seem to be any other doors ,~ 

"Well, except for that one," Physic obst1Ved, polnUng at the 
celling 20 meters overhead. There, ringed by the high-tech light 
strip that illuminated the entire chilmber, was the corrugated 
uode~de of a double door deartydesigned to pennll acc eSl from 
above. " But check those out, up on the wall," 

"Yeah," Gaffer said, observing a pair of Inert hoIographk 
CIImeras gazing down at the floor from mounung brackeU 'OUf 
meitH'S up on opposite walls of the chamber. "'Survelliance 
cameras .... 

"Suppose they're still working ?" 
"Probably not, "Gaffer said. "They look Uke they' .... e \;)ten shot 

up by small arms." 
"Yeah, I guess you're right, ~ Physic said, ~t.ooplng lO pick up 



To Dream of Chaos 2.39 

a handful at shell casings. 
"Look Uke 9mm p~lo! ammo," Gaffer observed, "although It'~ 

strange that 1()mebody could fire off a pistol 01 submachine-gun 
wllhout having somebody here nolke, or at least come to flx the 
cameras." 

"Yeah, !.halls odd . Maybe this Is Just an automated statlon.~ 
'""'Nell whatever It Is," Gaffer said. "I don't think this one 

chamber alone qualifies as a depot. ~ 
"Maybe nOl, ~ Coeur said, stepping away from the force field 

generator, seton a heavytrlpod and trailing conduIts forconnec · 
tion to a ship's capacltors, "but this Is certainly the device Zero 
discovered ." 

"'Now," Physic said. "I guess he never get around toremovlng 
It." 

~Actually, he might have left It here on purpose . At lea$t he 
would if he knew anything about black g'obe generators." 

"'What do you mean?" Gaffer asked. 
!his one's seriously damaged," Coeur explllined. "'lloos.en~ 

an access plate to get a look Inside, and It lookS like the whole 
core's burnt up, as If It absorbed too mLKh energy and couldn't 
shunt It" 

"You mean It's a piece of junk?" PhysIC asked. 
"Hardly Junk,." Coeur said. "It certainly has value as hlgh·tech 

scrap. But as far as installing It on a starshlp goes-forgel about 
It." 

"Wen," Gaffer said, ", ' 11 be damned." 
"Actually, It's good news for us, since It means this particular 

globe won't be Installed on any of our enemies' ~hlps . · 
"Yeah." PhysIC said, "but what about the depoW 
Coeur smirked, looking around at the blank walls of the 

chamber.M Gaffer and Physic had observed, there were noother 
ell:iu ellcept the cel11ng and the hatch they'd come In thfough, 
and there was nothing on the lloor except the generatot and a 
handful of ~intered equipmentCfates. 

Yel, Coeur thought, what about lhe depot? Ail tM di'lanc~ 
and two /oS! men-lO find OUf fhal1m> hod the- wrong loca6Otl In 
the nm place. 

Damnl 
'Well," Coeur said, Nwherever It h, this dOfin ' t seem to be It. 

But let's take a few minutes before we leave to uamlne those 
supply crates anyway-just so we'll know what's In them." 

Mindful 01 the need to get back to the surface and report. 
Coeur didn't press her people to catalog the Items Inside the 
chamber once it became clear that the criltes were packed wlth 
Tl14·1 5 cIrcuit boards and machine parts. Sut at the same time 
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she couldn't escape the suspidon that soml! ptrslstent intelll. 
gence occupied parts of the facility hidden from view, and that 
~e'd better get as much intelligence about the black globe 
chamber liS she could befofesomeone showed up toforclbly evkt 
them. 

But they did remain long enough lor Physic to find something 
rathetunusual in aCOI'nerof the chamber. Resembllng II transpar. 
ent spherical rlShbowl, it might have been the helmet of avac suit. 
vccept that the hole in the bottom was far too narrow for any 
hum!!n being to put his head Into. 

"What the hell is thall'" Gaffer 15ked. 
-, don't knQlo'll,· Physic said, cradnng the globe In her arms. 

"Sut It's got a (rack here In the side, like somebody threw II up 
agalNt the wall. You have any klea, Red?W 

"Yes I do," Coeur said, smiling. "'t's a hoIoball." 
"A holo-what?" Ph~ asked. 
"Well, basically, ~ Coeur said, "i\'s /I gadget for projectlng free· 

standing holograms. They used to be fairly common before the 
Collapse. " 

"Do you mean Iree·~tanding, like In mid-air1" 
"No, not quite. See this lump on the bottom here, opposite 

the hole? That eJects a mlstol ~ Into the globe, Ind alaseru$f!s 
that as a holographic medium." 

"So what's the hole for"7" 
"That's what you put your hand Into. Sen~rs Inside detKI 

where your fingers are and let you manipulate the Image Inside. 
You could even draw Inside the gas cloUd, If you wanted to." 

"Sounds interesting. ~ Gaffer said. "What'l. It for?" 
"It's a toy, mostly." 
"MOSUy?'" PhysiC asked , 
"A few of them did have other uses. Here. let me set It" 
Physk handed over the globe, and Coeur took It with casual 

famllianty. AJ/ilough the plastlc shell WAS crllCked, that damage 
was evidently cosmetic, for Coeur managed to summon an 
image without too much difficulty, 

"Neat." Gaffer said. "So whal does It dO?"' 
"It's a key," Coeur said. "A key tountocksome hidden facility," 
What she meant wasn'llmmediately apparent 10 the others. 

Inside the globe was only a fairly wmple image--three blue 
women opposite three red water wells-proJected on the side of 
the ball. Oarlfying the purpose of this Image, though, was II 
legend suspended In mid·air above the globe: 

CONNECT EACH WOMAN TO EACH WEll IN SUCH A 
MANNER THAT THEIR PATHS DO NOT CROSS 
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"So whal'~ the big deaP" GaHer asked. 
"Wel~ I know this much," Phylic said, "that's an impoiSlble 

puule. You can't connect aU three women to a/l three wells 
without having the palhs eros'i. ai /nil once." 

"Ah," Coeur said, "but you don't knOw the trick." 
"'The trickr 
"Yeah. Watch. " 
Cradllng the globe in the crook of her left arm, Coeur then 

Inserted her right hand into the apenure. A tickling semalion 
played across her skin---the dhc:harge of gas replacing that lost 
through the aperture--but she eltpected that and brought the tip 
of ht'r lorefingerinto contact with one of the stylil.ed women. She 
then traced a line 'rom that woman to the nearest well, dragging 
an illuminated line behind her finger that remained in place after 
the two ('9ures were conne<ted. 

"Nifty, " GaHer said. 
Coeur meanwhile preSled on, systematlcally connectIng the 

women to their wells until eight glowing lines, $Orne long and 
con\lOluted to avoid crossing the olhers, decorated the interior 
surface of the holOOall . ~ Physi<: pte-dlcted, though, the ninth 
line-the one that WOUld complete the puUIe-<ould not be 
drawn. 

"See?" Physic said. "You can't sojve the puule." 
"No," Coeur said, "it can still be ~Ived. The secret Is to draw 

the last line any.vay-by leaving the surface of the holoball .... 
"But." Physic protested, "thafs Cheating." 
"Well, yes and no," Coeur ~Id, "not really. You !>ee, whallhis 

holobal/ was originally dellgned for was to keep your local 
citil.ens--you know, the odd peasant wande/ing around the 
countryside--from gening too deep inlo an abandoned, un· 
guarded fa cili ty. People like Ihat-f)eop4'e who weren' t familiar 
with holography--would almost never think to cheat and draw 
the last line throlJgh the air inside the ball." 

"Oh, I get it." GaHer said. "You'd put a hoIoball in an 
ante<:hamber or airlock, and connect it to the lock mechanism," 

"Right." 
~ But there's nothing like tha I in here," 
"No." Coeur said, "'so this device;) ptobably Just something 

somebody left lying around uninstalled." 
"Well, "II bedamned, " Gaffer ...ald, "and Ihal aC tually worked?" 
"Moreohen than you'd think," Coeursald. "Unleu you r,..,ein 

an advanced wciety, wilh holographic displa)'1, you get use-d to 
thinking in two dimemions." 

"Yeah," Gaffer said, "bul wasn't Me)Cil a high-tech world 
before the Collapse? Wouldn'llhe a~rage bumpkin have been 
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lamilia( wi th holography?" 
Coeur shrugged . 
"\l's hlud to say. juSI because a world was high tech didn't 

mean every las t citizen got the ben efi t 01 that tect1('oOlogy-and 
even if they d id, a world in a war lone Illce this could get pretty 
worked over. I doubt there wefe many people living al tech level 
1 S by the lime the Collapse rOiled around," 

"Even so," Physic observed, "what's to keep somebody "om 
accidentally drawing the last line to the lUI well and triggering 
the)ock that way?" 

"The people who designed the ptluJe thought about that. 
100. You have to Irace the l.ulline loor time1, or the compute-/' 
won't unlock whatt'ver the puzzle'S IIttached to ." 

Coeur paused a moment., loolcing al the cracked Quler Shell o f 
the holoball. 

"As a matter allaCl," she said, smiling. " tha t's probably how 
this crack got In the holOba\1. Zero probably tried to solve the 
puu le and threw it ~gaimt the wall when he couldn', figur~ it 
out ." 

~Then I suppose he shot oUllne hotocam~ras, ~ Gaffer spe<u· 
lated. 

~Yeah," Coeur said, " that wund~ like him. He didn't g~1 his 
call~lgn for nothing." 

"Okay, Red," Physic: ~id, · 'e t'Htopwaiting lo r you todtop the 
other shoe. Why don't you go ahead and draw the las t nne. " 

"Okay." 
Coeur connected the last woman to the last well, confirming 

her ancient knowledge when thc ninth line appelred ofter it was 
drawn invisibly four times. 

SUCCESS. the globe announced. 
Then, the ~ide hatch leading to the stairwell slammed shut. 
And the floor began to drop. 
~Uh.ah," Ph)'loic said . 
"Oh 'ikk, ~ Caeur said, sening the globe down and daShing lar 

the one available exit with Gaffer. It held las t~en against the 
first sergeant's de termined wength-and rapidly passed oul of 
reach as the enlire floor descended down what must be the shaft 
ol II gigantic elevator. 

'Well, I gueu I was wrong," Coeur said, turning helples!oly to 
her comradl!S. "I guess the lock was connected." 

Although Ole black globe generator wasn't very large, lust 
three mete~ across, Coeur kni'W the F~FG Mk t maned at least 
1 3S tonnes, and that kind of masscauld not be borne by ordinary 
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noonng. It stood to reil$On, therefore, thai the descending floot 
was part of a heavy equip.<nenllifl, probably inlended 10 shuttle 
such massive objecu as the black globe generator up 10 the 
~urlace. 

But shuttle them up from whete? 
"Ally idea howdeepwe are?~ Physic said, after 20 seconds had 

passed and the floor still hadn' t stopped. Now deep in the tift 
shaft, she and the others were only d imly lit by the ring 01 IIg"t 
at Its top, though leuer rings of light )et into the walls of the shaft 
at 10 meter intelVals lei Coeur and Phys\c continue to leave t"elr 
WSV 909gles off . 

"looks like about 150 meters: Gaffer said, aiming his arm 
with Its integrall.uel rangefinder at Ihedouble dOOfS nowdisunl 
above and taking a readIng. 

"B ut we're slill dropping, " PhysiC said. "How deep could It 
gor 

"'t's probably some sort of maglev system," Coeur said, 
"which means this pad could be the only m(Wing part." 

"So it mIght go a 101Ianher," GaHer observed, bringing his 
lu~ion gun up in a caut ionary stance. 

" I wouldn't be surpriSed," Coeur answered, se<retly remem­
bering shafts like Ihis Iha! she'd ~en sunk over a kilometer inlO 
the earth. 

This shaft didn't go quite that far, however. lust 30 se(onds 
later----.al II depth of 300 metel'$--the lift slowed to a gentle stop 
before a colossal, cross·braced metal door spanning one entire 
sid e of the shah.. Nearby were an ordinary electronic control panel 
and an emergency door rel ease, the latter In the form of a pull­
out handle re<essecl into the wall. 

" This where we ger off'" Physic asked, cauOously revertIng 10 
Amlan . 

.. Loo«s/ike it, " Coeur said, bringing her gauss ,ifle off her back, 
"bur you'd beller draw your piSfol, doc. Coo~dond try fMdoor, 
Gaffer ... 

"Oleoy." 
To no one's ~u'l)fhe, the <ontrol panel did not function, but 

the eme,gency relea~e did', and Gaffer dashed behind the black 
globe with the A~es fo r cover M the gigantiC door lifted ponder­
ously into its hidden frame. 

"Remember, ~ he whispered to the others, as illumination from 
beyond t~ door began lolload the lift, '"if there's any l're, I' ll take 
anyone in /lrmor '" 

"I' ll keep It under advisement, " Physic whispered back, per­
fectly aware that her very deadly polnt-delense laser would be 
perfectly u~les~ ag ainst anyone wearing full rigid armor, 
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The ne<esslty!or tacUulfOfffiulation receded, howevt'r, as the 
door raised to its /vII helght and exposed the cavernou3 volume 
beyond . 

"Fikk." Gaffer said. 
"Yeah," Physic seconded, " 'hars ... big." 
Under a ceiling that stood 40 mete~ high, supported by 

beams that would have dwarfed a Tenaf'l redwood, stood racks 
and racks of military haroware-bombs in SIKks, APCs in tJd y 
rows, and even complete SOBs-parked In glistening. prbline 
perfection beneath over a square kIlometer of light panels. 

"Well, it may be big, .. Coeur ~ald finally. stlnding up from her 
cautious ((ouch and walking around the front of the black glObe 
generator, "but ir~ .111m our only way out of this Shalt,. so let's 
move out.~ 

Before doing anything else, Coeur checked the control panel 
on the othersideof the lih door, although snecould predict what 
she would find. 

"It's act\vated," she said, "but II needs a security pau key." 
"'Co figure," Physic mumbled. 
"'What about you, Gaffer? You ~ee anythin9r 
"Affirmative. I see hum ans-well, human·slzed ta rgets, any· 

way-about 500 meters ahead, down this big aisle ahead 01 U1. H 

""Yeah," Coeur said, re1houldering her rine and lifting her PAIS 
back up to her eyes, "those look like humans all right. Maybe 
mechanks, Judging by those jumpsuIU." 

" Suppo~e they could have missed seeing that door open?" 
Physic asked. 

"Probably not," Coeur said, lowering the PRIS, "but we are a 
long way off, and they might have thought It was a routine 
movement." 

"Well, hell," Gaffer sate!, pointing at amirrored hemi1phereon 
the nearest wall, "it ' s oot like they don' t have SKurlty sen.sors. 
They mu~t know we're here ." 

"Good point," Coeur agreed . " But all the~ame, Jet'smo\'tout 
and try to make contact." 

ru before, the party advanced with GaNer in the lead, !.hough 
this time the women walked side.by.side behind him, trying to 
look as harmless as possible with their weapons slung and 
holSlered. 

"Damn, but that bdttle dress i$ loud: Physic whispered, 
consciously aware for the first time of the ~OO kg suit's whining 
seNOS and thudding footsteps. 

"What do you want, " Gaffer ~Id, "that I should take It ott?" 
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"No, tharsall right, "Phy..icsaid, warily@)'eingthearmamenu 
all around them. "You keep it on." 

As they beglll1 lO pass the first aisles of ~tacked equipment, Coeur 
asked, "'Do)'O'J see those people off to the left and the right1~ 

"Yeah, " Physlc said . "None of them ~eem to notke us." 
" I doubtlr's going to stay that way for long. Gaffer, do you 

have your rKorder rolllng?" 
· Oh. damn, I forgoU ThankS for reminding me." 
Considering the diuance to the peop!e ahead, Coeur knew 

there'd be Ume enough to make re<:ordings before they so much 
as got within shouting dis tance. 

TMrealqueUi"Of'"I, Coeur thought, IJ whetherwe?lewr ~r those 
recordlng5 out 01 rhi5 ploce. 

Fot her own part. Coeur took careful note of the contenu of 
the facillty, committing to memory her e5t1male of equipment 
numbers: so many AFVs, so many bombs and mlulles, 50 many 
spinal energy W1!apons, but no more black globe generators. 

Thank God for smell fovof3. Thi5 place could already supply the 
whoJt 50Iee lleet as it is .... 

Cakulatlon of the depot's a~eu clime to a sudden halt when 
publiC address horns suddenly blarM out II triple tone, synchro­
nized with flickering of the ceiling lighlS. The various people 00 

the depot Hoor, until then oblivious to Coeur and her party, 
seemed to come to attention as a mass, discern the presence of 
Intrudef3 and run away as quiCkly as poSllble . 

"Uh-oh," PhYSiC said. 
"Uh-oh's right," Coeur agreed, stopping with the others. "I 

think we've been spotted. " 
"Maybe we ~uld take cover," Gaffer suggested. 
"No, t don't think~, " Coeur said . "Those afe ""palm bombs 

off to the right, and chemical munitiOns ott to the left- not ideal 
cover." 

"It's always ~rnething." 
The spacen stood their ground, even when the rights over­

head focused into an intense ~potlight d irKted at them, and the 
surrounding floor darkened proportionately. 

Then. seemingly out of nowhere, three beams of light d~ 
scended from the ceiling perhaps 100 meters ahead, illumInating 
figures of bluing britliance. One, In the center, was a hooded 
lonn with hands and lace cloaked, but Its escorts were angelic In 
beauty, with flowing white gowns, beatlrlC fllces and shimmering 
wings. 

Coeur thought, t./la/ 's not Jomelhlng you see f!ViNy day. 
"Greetings," the ceOlral figure suddenly said, settling to the 

ground while hls escort remained airborne . ... , am the CardInal 
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Graylord, and I have come to welcome you to the tomb of our 
most beloved Saint IWalt." 

"Er, .. yeah," Coeur said. 
"In the Interest of your own safety," Graylord went 01\ "we 

must now ask that you wm ~u(fender your weapons." 
"The hell I willi" Gaffer said, -whO the hell are your 
"WIth all due respect." Graylord said, "you will find your 

W1!apon d angeroos only to yourself , It Is unlikely you have the 
agility to strike and harm 111. " 

"Gaffer," Coeur said, "maybe you should lowtr your gun. "," 
"No, walt a minute, " Gaffer prote!.ted, '" want to know what 

these things are belore we surrender 10 IhC!'m." 
"That may be a difficult matter to ellplaln," Graylord said. 

"However, reS! assured that we have the power to subdue you, 
Just as we had the powtr to subdue your men 01"1 the surface." 

"What I" Gaffer stormed. "You took my men]" 
Oh flu.. Coeur thought,. her gut suddenly tuming with the 

awarenes..s of Imminent danger. 
"'Yes we did, and carried them ioto a better life." 
"'fou son of a bitch, " Gaffer snar/ed. With a howl of fUSing 

hydrogen, hts rifle discharged In the direcllon of Craylord. 
The hooded flgure ducked with Inhuman agility, allowing 

Gaffers beam to sail over It and splash explosively against the 
armor of II parked tank . Thls,ln lurn, sent blobs of liquid slag Into 
the air, though those seemed to bother the angels not In the lea.sl 
As if by some arcane magic, they altered before the sp lICen' gale 
Into black monslIOslties, with talon..(lolIWs, batwings and glaring 
red eyes focused intently on Gaffer. 

Coeur did not realize until tater precisely what she did next. 
Perhaps it was the sense of someone who'd been In flreflghts 
before, or perhaps ttwasltJstdumbluck. but forwhalever reason, 
Coeur grabbed Physic by her coat sleeve and flung both herself 
and Ph~lc behind the nearest (over )Cant moments before twin 
beams of blinding destruction caught Gaffer In his head and 
torso . 

"What the hell?'" Physic said, ,i) seared debrls splatter hlss.ed , / -­
agalmt their cover. "I thought you uid to sUlY In the openl" 

Coeur nodded back toward theID'lolderlog arms and legs that 
were all that remained of Gaffer. "I don't think that would haw: 
been a very good Idea.· 

Coeur knew that. by an probab11lty. they would soon be dead, 
there was always the possibility that Craylord was on the level, so 
she threw her gauss rifle and Its spare clips Into the aisle. PhysIC 
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then to~ed her own POL ou t as well, realizing wllh Coeur that 
their best chance for 11 firepower solution was probably the 
Intrepid park.ed ba<k in Soledad l,200 kilom eters lfoNlIy. 

" S/oy down, " Coeur signed, after rising up to her knees. "I'm 
going to !ty to iUlrender. " 

"But_ H 

"QUiet. If rheyg€1 me, fun. ~ 
Reluct<lntly, Physic nodded, and Coeur went out In to the aisle 

with her hands up. 
"All right. H Coeur said, dellbe1ately avertlng her eyes from 

Gaffer's rE'rnalrn and focusing on his kfllefl Instebd, "you made 
your point" 

"You need not be afraid," GrayJord said, Mwstandlng before 
his escorts--whkh had retumed to angeBc form-as tf to block 
them from further violence. HMartlilo and Yunque are powerful, 
but they will only anaek to defend themselves.'" 

~ Martil lo and Yunq uer 
"Yes, N Graylord said, Indicating his escorts, "my ni ght)acks. ~ 
• Those are nightJacks?· 
"Yes, they are, b\Jtyou will learn more about that la ter. Now 

put your hands dO'Nl\ for we can see that you are unarmed." 
"For such soft talken," Coeur said, consciously aVOiding 

looking at Gaffer as she lowered her hands, "you r friends pack 
some big sticks." 

"It Is not their preference to we them. If your friend were not 
so formidably armed, we would have appeared closer, and the 
nightJacks cculd have used Incapacitating weapons Instead of 
their fusion guns: 

Graylord then turned to Physlc, who was peeking around the 
comer. 

"But perhaps you should Invite your friend out, before the 
night jacks become suspklous." 

'"Come o n out. dOCIOf, " Coeur saki. 
Although steeled by Coeur, PhySiC came out into the aisle 

trembling, her disbelieving gaze focused on Gaffers remains. 
"What Cfe you people]" Physic asked, echoing the eartie r 

question of the sergeant "Are you living creaturesl" 
"'Perhaps: not living, as you understand It. '" Graylord slIid, 

beginni ng to walk <loser. When he was no more than five meters 
away, towering over the Ane5 with his two-meter height, he 
rai~d up his hand~elr f1rujers strangely long and pale-and 
pulled back the cowl of his cloak, reveal ing the ghastly ~erof 
a sklnleS$ metal skull. 

'"Robots, " Coeur said. 
"Quite so," Graylord agreed, enunciating through a vader in 
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his neck. ~However. we are not mindless automatons. By the 
grace and mercy of our lord, the Defender, we have bun given 
fi fe and reason, that we might wait through the years for the 
corning 01 the travellers who would herald the resuf(e(tion ol our 
beloved St KHa1!." 

Oh my God, Coeur thoughl.!1 thor possible? Roboll infec ltd by 
Virvs thot don', know lhey'u infKrtd by Virus? 

In fact.. now that the nlghtjaclu Martillo and Yuoque were 
clos.er, Coeur could Clear1ydisct'rn both the natureot their bodies 
and the $.()urce of their metamorphic magic. Hovering o n what 
must be contla-9rav lift,. the three·meter-tan, anthropomorphic 
machines were a remnant deJign that Coeur had seen fairly often 
BO years before, working III heavy cargo handters in TlI S 
starporu. Their ang elic and demOl"llc fealures, though, were a 
later addltioo, eff ('( teel by a combination of clever technologies­
revactable panels and frelHtanding holograms, projected Into II 
constanUy refreshed aerosol medium surrounding each chassi1. 

As fO( their tusion guns, \heir me<han'lsm~ almosl certainly lay 
behind me YnOking holes in their txoad barrel chesl!. 

"What about tho~e other ... beings ... we ~aw In herer Coeur 
asked. "Are those robot5 too?" 

"Oh, heavem no, " CraylOfd said . "Those are humans like 
yourself. ~ 

- Humamr Phy~i< asked. 
"Yes, collected by the nlghtjilcks. But have nolear. Their minds 

have been modified to (ecognize the holy purpo~e and beauty 01 
their lives here .~ 

Everywhere )'Ou go, Coeur relleete<!, OSSholel . 

"Jted," Phy~iC whispered, ~it was nice knowing you.~ 
~Yeah, H Coeur whispered bilCk, Hlikewise." 
"'Please," GtaylOfd laid, registering the low-volume conve~a­

tionwith his audio senwrs, "there is no need to be co ncerned. We 
have not come to make you ~efVants, but to bring you into the 
presence of our beloved patron al his rClurrectJon. " 

"Rt'~urrcction?" 
~Yes. Behold." 
Rather alarmingly-glven the ~p(>ed with which they had ~ain 

Gaffer-MartiUo pluc ked a small gravitic cargo sled from a 
harne!oS behind i15 back. Hardly the 1IIfest way to travel, since it 
had no pilo t's controls or jOyJtick, it nevertheless sported tour 
lolded seau in a line, and hovered under iuown power when the 
nigh~ack dexlerously set it on the ground and aCtivated it5 
batterieJ. 

"It you will lake your seats, ~ Graylord ~ld, wi th an inviting 
sweep of his right hand 10 the sled, "this humble conveyance will 
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conduct you into his p resence ," 
"After you, ~ Coeur laid to Physic. 
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'"Thankl," Ihe doc lor said gnmly, laking the ~at farthest from 
the front and buckru"19 herself in. Coeur, also expecting that 
Graylordwould ride wi th them, then took the sell! befOfe Physic's 
to ket'p a space belWeen herself and the IOlWard seat, bul 
GraylOrd appeared to have another muns of travel. Even as the 
sled '~e. afmml cfrtainly under radio command from ()(Ie of the 
robots, the tlie of robots also rose, aU but silent under impetus 
from veclored fans in their backs. 

All of which might have been very fascinating to a delached 
inteU!gencl!, but Coeur (Ovid nOl help but til( her gale on the sad 
remains ~ her vaUant first S('(geanl as they liftro off-~ much 
me<hanical and biological scrap where once had been a man. 

Perhaps weve foond Hell itself, she Ihougl'1t, distantly register­
ing the fact thai nQ(mal ~lumln3tion had returned \0 th~ depot 
floor and th~t the faraway figures 01 jumpsuitoo humans were 
returnir.g to their business as il nothing had happened. 

l eu fearful 01 heighU than Physic, Coeur found the spect.1cle 
of an overhead view oIlhe depot rather leu frighte ning than the 
doctor did, and it provkl ed another opportunity 10 catCllog 11.5 
contents. Bul Ihe view was brief, cut olf Cl~ they paucd through 
a portal in Ihe celling, the same one through whk h the robeU has 
arrived sevNal long minutes earlier. The portal led to a wide 
underground thoroughfare, b ranching off jntovarlou~ sidecar­
rkio(l conspicuousty devoid of human habItation. Here, 40 
meters above the depotlloor, only robots-nightJaclu and their 
le1Ser kin-appeared to have any business. 

~ Do you suppose this could have been an Imperial facility?" 
Physic asked Coeur, leaning up to whisper in her ear. 

"Hard to s.a.y," Coeur answered. "'The gear's Imperial and 
Solomani." 

"Not loeill?-
Coeur smirked. "NO, not local." 
Some seconds later, the sled and Its ew:ort passed out of the 

large corridor and into the reslricllvoe confines of a personnel 
elevator ~haft Doubtless, the rebeu had used their Integral radios 
10 instruct any eleval()( cabs In the complex to avoid that man. 
but the possIbility of II co/lis/on sUlI ~renced the Ane's conversa­
tion and kept \t silent until they emerged at their ultimate 
deslination. 

The tomb of St. Kilalt. 
far from the religious ~hrlne that Coeur ellpected, the tom b 
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was coldly imperiona!. a stainless steel, hemispherical chamber 
chilled to freezing, and centered on a convrmtlonll1--1f omately 
decorated-reclining cryogenic capsule. Accessed by a conven­
tionallrls valve that locked behind the sled and the robots, the 
vaul ted chamber was actually rather small, no tnOfe than 10 
mete~ acroSl, but was dominated by the mysterious figure 
clearly visible in the IO'N berth--clearly visible, but obscured 
behind the frost on tti tfansparent door. 

A groundhog, Coeur thought. Kila/l'.s a damn groundh09. 
"Praise, " Graylord said to the women, "prilise to the Defender, 

that our unfortunate world should see the dawning 01 a new age 
of hope and unity in the person of our beloved patron. Pleau rise 
and come forward .'" 

Obligingly, the women unbuckled their seat bells and stood 
up, glad for their parkas In the chilly air. 

"Thus saith the scripture: 'In a time of .strife, when children are 
torn from their mothers' breast. and nations are pulled down to 
destruction, 10, travellers shall come from beyond the stars, and 
the dead VIall rise trom their graves to proclaim the glorious 
resurrection of the blessed st. Kilalt, herald of our l ord and 
Defender.' Thus saith the Word of the Defender.N 

"Amen," the nighljacks thundered, startling the Ar.ies with 
voclers they did not knovv the giant machines possessed. 

Graylord, meanvmlle, had moved over to the low berth 
contfols and begun the delicate process of awakenIng Its occu­
pant. Almost by force 01 hilblt, the phy~icJan Physic ral~ a hand 
as if to offer her assistance, but a stern look from Coeur made her 
retract Ihe offer. 

If Colfer's murderers wont to reWffeCt their leoda, lheycon jolly 
well do it without our help. 

"The Defender be praised, he is responding," Graylord saId, 
still minding the control. "Brainwaves and metabolic respome 
are normal." 

Creal, Coeur thought. 
"However, it will be some time before he Is fully conscious and 

possessed of his facullies. Martl/Ie, Yunque, take our guests into 
the adjacent chamber and make them comfortable in the In­
terim." 

Comfortable, In the realm of the depot, was apparently very 
comfortable, lor the Arses were led Into a three·room suite with 
a two huge beds, a sunken lounge and a dinIng room served by 
an automated galley. 

#It's like a sulte In a luxury l1Mr," Coeur said . 
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NI don' t know, H Physic replied. N August didn' t have any rooms 
this hJ)(u tious in hi~ man~ioo." 

"I'm afra'id even your hu~band was a sl'n<IU·time conspicuous 
consumer be~ide some of the rich men 01 the lm~tium . " 

"I'll have to tell him you said that, whenever I get visiting 
(ighU." 

Coeur smlled. Strange as It seemed, just a few months earHer, 
the d anger that PhySiC would be wrongly linked to the c riminal 
~tivlties of her finlln<;ler husband was thegreatest problem In the 
young doctor's hIe. Now that seemed almost trivial. 

"It's a funny thing about aU This opulel'lCe/ Physk: said. "It's 
not what I'd expect from a saint," 

"Somehow, Ph~ic. 1 think a salnlls a last penon we're going 
to meet in thIs place." 

"Hm, " Physic said, dropping into a plush lounge couch. 
"What?" Coeur asked, coming over to join her after trying the 

front door and finding it kKked. 
"J wu just thinking . It might be wrong to judge this Kllalt 

prematurely. If he is a remnant, he might no t even be responsible 
fo r what happened here." 

Coeur was about to respond, but then thought better 0( It., 
Since she knew the room could very easily be buggoo--and the 
night jacks had some pretty itchy trigger flngerl. Otherwise, she 
would have pointed out to PhysiC that someone had to planl the 
clue to this facility'~ location, very probably Kilalt himself, and 
someone had to arrange lor Kililll to remain Inside a hidden 
anenl'1 01 very d l?i(able high-tech weapons-also, very prob­
ably, Kilall 

Which, Coeur thought. ;$(1'1 mV(h 01 0 saim in my book. 
But lest she give their captors too much to be<:ome inflamed 

by, Coeur kept her feelings to herself. 
"Yeah," me said. "It's hard to say." 
NShou/cf we cut fhi? chalter?" Physk !Jgned. 
Coeur nodded . 
~So, how llbout thaI Brl.tSman boIO!>..ll1 team?n 
Oespite herwlt, Coeur smiled. "I don't know. They have a 

winning recordY 
#Oh, hell jf I know. J just ~ke to watch thill cenLer of theirs .. . what's 

his namE!?" 
~Yug . Benjamin Yug. # 

"Yeah, him. He's so well pul together I think he might bE! iln 
android. Man, what a body.# 

"Doclor, you're shameless." 
NHeyl You' re It'll' One who knew h is name." 
And so the women spent the bE!tter part 01 30 mInutes, 
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rambling from sports and weather to the arcane details of Physic's 
more exotic medICal cases--reveallng precisely nothing about 
their relit purpose on Mexlt or how !.hey Intended to Kcompllsh 
It. 

When one of the nlghtjaclu appeared at the dOOf, the Mes 
were confident that they h~n' t revealed much to any secret 
listenef-Ynless, of course, the listener wu a skilled telepath, In 
which case mere small talk might not be enough defense anyway. 

"Come, ~ it said. 
"You Marutlo or Yunque7" Coeur asked, ri~ng with Phyolic to 

answer the summons. 
'" 11m Yunque," the nlghtjiKk ansWffed, as they entered the 

corridor ouulde the apartment 
"How can we tell you apan7" Physic asked. 
"You cannot,." the hovering robolsald, railing In behind them 

and direcUng them to advance down the corridor. 
The distance to be travelled was not lar. Around a corner and 

through an airlock, the women were conducted Into an Impres· 
sive command room, re~mbljng the circular bridge of a large 
starship, but monitoring Instead the myriad areas and subsystems 
of this one stationary depot Not unllk.e a technological cathedral, 
iu walls were covered wi!.h large holographic dlspillYS resembling 
animated stained glass wlndoWlo, all pouring their dauling 
Illumination On two singular Ogures: Graylord, standing. and St 
Kllall, Sitting. 

"Ah, captain D' Esprit and Or. Takagawa," the latter 1Olcf. 
"Greetings. You wllliorgive me 11 I don't get up. The suspension 
proceu can be rather draining." 

Immediately, Coeur was nruck by two pe<uliaritles. for one 
thing. Kilalt was tar younger than !.he elderiy St Kllalt piCtured In 
devotional paintings In Soledad, though his fU9ged, ~uale law 
and gray·sped<led blue eye~ were very m uch the same. Further, 
he wore a co stume very much like that of Vazquez. with a broad 
hood thrown back across the ~oulder\, though the IddltJon or 
II close.fltting communiClUons cap-perhaps to let him commu· 
nicate with his robou----did suggest h~ origin in an earlier time. 

Whllt was even stranger-at least to Coevr- was that Kltalt 
knew both herown and Physic's leal names, though they had not 
been offered to anyone in the complex. 

"You'll forgive my curiosity," Coeur said, "but you look 
yoonger than' expe<ted." 

Kllalt chuckled. "I'm not surprised. Saints are almost alw.!lYS 
painted old, to enhance Iheirwiwam." 

"You'll also forgive my curiosity at your knowing our names." 
"Ah, now that I can help you with. My friend here, GraylOfd, 
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has had II great deal of contact wi th Soledad through the years, 
while 1 was asleep. ApparenUy, the pre1ent cardinal of the eGl 
knoWl most of your friends' names. and supplied them to me, 
together with your images." 

"Vazquez," Physic said . 
Yes, Coeur thought, VOzql1el. 
However, she resisted the urge to give In to her sense 01 

bellayal. In their angelic disguise, matefianzlng from the very air 
on beams of light. St GraylOl"d and his nlghljaclu might appear 
more than II little supernatural to II suggestible cardinal steeped 
In eel mythology. 

Or then again, Vazquez mlght well be II fully briefed mem~( 
of whatever conspiratorial power was In control of the depot But 
at least Coeur (ooldg;"'e her the benefit 01 her doubt. 

-Yes," KHat! i.3Id, " that's her name, Miranda Vatquel. I 
under.>tand she even has II modest pskmk potential." 

"She doesr Coeur asked. 
"'Yes," CraylOfd said, 1peaklng fO(!.he O~t time, "although Ihe 

talent i1 rather limited. It tends toward a capacity 10 perceive Ihe 
truth in the hearts of othe~.H 

uGood lord," Coeur mused. "That must be how she knew she 
could trust us .... 

" II you're referring to her flr>1 interview with you,U Graylord 
said, " I ralhefdQubt that Since I lack any psionic potentialmy!>elf, 
I could only train her in the most rudlmenlarytechnlques. By far, 
her mo5t potent asset Is her Innate Intllitlon." 

· Hm, ~ Coeur said, lOOking at Kilalt. "$0 what about you? 00 
you have telepalhic powe~?· 

The flashing ~0w1 on Kilalt's face told Coeur that he almost 
certainly did not-that and the fact that hermlodwasn'\ riven by 
a spike of mental energy. Indeed, a rather perturbed expression 
was building on Kilalt's face the whole Ume Vazquez was being 
discussed. 

"I think that will be quite enough, Graylord," Klfalt said. -You 
are dismissed." 

-Your mmt graCious holiness," Graylord said, beginning to 
leave. 

"Leave Martitlo here, though." 
"Sir," Graylord said, at the d()()(, "this Is Yunque." 
"Whatever.'" 
"Sir." 
A moment later, when Graylord had passed through to the 

door and it had closed behind him, Kli/lil hauled himself quickly 
to hi~ feet. perhaps discontented with the relative lack of status 
conferred by his silting position. 
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"Camn these robots," ICiiait said. "I'd Almost swear they were 
IntelllgenL" 

Startled, the Arses exchanged meaningful glances, though 
they didn't hold them )() long that they were conspicuous. 

My God, Coeur thoughT. Jj /I poslltW he dotsn"l know his OM) 

robots O~ seff -owore 7 
Well, 01 ClXJfSe It fs--lf ~ Wf'nl 10 Sitep befen the COllop~, he 

might nor fNM U!ow abour \11M .... 
And thor could be useJul. 
"'They do s«m rather ... peKepllve," Physic said. 
"Yes," Kilall $.ald. "But the conUKIorl told me the~ was a rlsk 

In putting too high a percentage of synaptic circuits Inlo an 
android, so I suppose I shou!d ha\le expected giliches." 

",ust what Is Craylotd dt'llgned 10r1'" Coeur asked . 
"Oh, a very noble purpose . He's a repository of legal and 

ecclesiastical lore-sort 01 a mechanlcllilawyer. He was actually 
a fairty hand)()me ' man' before his artificial skin WOte off and 
made a good presentation In court." 

" I see .... 
"But. of course, that's all secondary to his prer.ent purpose­

maintaining !.hIs depot. PleselVlng my memory to the people and 
awakeni ng me when you arrived ." 

"Us?" 
"You, In the sense 01 people 'rom space. I assume you're lrom 

either the Imperium or the Solomllnl CoofederaUon-although 
I'd tend to lean toward the latter, since they always seemed to 
prefer black uniforms." 

"I' m sonytodi!>appolnl you," Coeu( said, "but we' re not from 
either. 80th of those governments were destroyed over 70yean 
ago. ~ 

"DewOYl.'d1" Ki lalt s.11d, genuinely shaken. "I hadn', expected 
that. De\las tallon, certainly, but not de-s ll\Jcllon." 

~ l was surptued"mysell, '" Coeur s/lid, "when they woke me up. 
But It'5 the trvth-there's nothing but wasteland everywhere 
we'\Ie looked." 

"You said 'we:" 
"'The Reformation Coafition, ~ir . The government we repre­

sent" 
"I take it that's not some inflated name for a bandof hoodlums, 

or a bunch 01 pirate starmeru." 
"No sir. We' re larger than that" 
"How much larger?" 
"'I'm afraid that's (Iasslfied, sir." 
"Well," Kltal' said, gesturing !Of Yunque to move in closer to 

the women, "you might (anslder unclas.slfylng It It's either that 
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or I'll have to kill you." 
~Over thaW Physic asked, conscious 01 the looming machine 

suddenly looking down at her from behind. "The size of our 
government?" 

"Well, of courser Why do you think I arranged to prest"'e this 
depotr 

"'Probably not to set up an arm~ museum," Coeur ventured. 
~No,'" Graylord said. "" aUiJnged it to make the maKlmum 

income for Mexi\,. selling arms to the wurlog naUomof space. But 
jf your nallan Is too ~mil ll to afford thai service, then I'm afraid I'll 
have to kin you and wall 'Of somebody who can," 

"Just how blg Is big enough?'" Coeur asked. 
"VVell, that depends. Do you control a subsector7'" 
"More than thaI.," Coeur admitted. 
"A sector'!" 
"No, not quite thai mUCh." 
"Well, t SUppo5t that would be a stretch, ~ soon after the 

complete deSlruction of civilizillOn. But a subseoctor will do­
especially if you have other rivals to drive up the price," 

Yes, Coeur thought, I WO$ afraid yov'd soy that 

Although St. K\\alt had few redeeming qualltles, he did at least 
have two tralu that Coeur was grateful fOt . First, he was utterly 
confident, and therefore perlecUy wilUng to explain every detail 
of his plans. Andsecond, hewas nola IKhnlclan, meaning ~dld 
not entirt!ly grasp the purpose or function of the many dISplays 
around him. 

Importantly, one display gave the particulars of a fragment of 
the planetary defense 1)'1!em lUll very much lntact-a single very 
large deep-slle meson gun below the Aguja Prieta Mountains.. 
Reduced from the dozen deep sites that once protected Mull 
(I"IO'W registering as unpowered and unmanned on a planetary 
map), it nevertheleu reprtsented the foremost challenge to any 
direct ~ult on Killl!.. and COi!U( ~ $Orne small comfort In the 
facl thallI utilized a single battery of targel acqubltkm sensors. 
located very near the depot atop ML Altus, the hlghMI mountain 
overtooklng Pesta. 

Irx:redulous that Klllit would let her see sLKh data, Coeur 
nevertheless knew her duty and made a point cI memortllng the 
latitude and longitude of the sensor battery down to hundredths 
01 adegree. ln the moments when Kllalt took his gaze away from 
he<_ 

Nc1w, she thought, If only I could get ChI, dora 10 Drop K/cL . 
..... And so, H Kilalt droned on, "" made the final arrangement 
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with lhe Soloman!. Knowing they needed my church's help to 
control the population of Mexit, and knowing they needed Mexlt 
as a staging area to assault the Imperium, they accepted mydeal 
to lea~e them the cavern for use as lhelr arm) depol." 

"Fascinating," Coeur said, moving slowly closer to a commu· 
nicaOons comole and leaning back against It. "But surely the 
Solomani didn ' t expect you take the depot over yourself. ~ 

"Well, that was lhe delicate bIt. r knew the Solomanl pjanned 
to delay their offensive and only stockpile weapons here, so it was 
a calculated gamble that their whole government strvcture 
would collapse before any offensive was launched. My only 
miscalculation-assuming your intelligence is correct-was as­
suming that the collapse would be temporary." 

~Aclvany, it's a clever Idea, ~ Physic said, realizIng that Coeur 
was up to something, and hoping to distract Kilalt by moving to 
the other side of the room. "And now I suppose you'll expect us 
to take your catalog back to our capital so our government can 
make ou t a shopp"lng list." 

"Not quite," Ki lalt said. "From Graylord, I understand that a 
colleague of yours, Vega Zorn, has a disabled starship in Soledad. 
After I assume power, Iwm have that ship seized and repaired, and 
Graylord will take it-and you-back to your government wilh 
my offet." 

~ And what make~ you think our government will want your 
service?" 

"If it has rivals, it will. If it doesn't, then Graylord will find 
!.Omeone el~ who im't ~ finicky." 

. / don't know, · Physic ~id. "You seem a.v.-1vl1y confident. INhat 
makes you think you can just walk into Soledad and take over?" 

"My dear doc (or," Kilalt ~aid, "\hat will be the easiest part of 
my plan. If GraylOrd was even half as effective as I think he was al 
1ust~ining my legacy, the poople of Soledad will hall me as the 
prophet of the Defender." 

"Ah, but not fheDE'fender.~ 
Sympathetically, Kita" chuckled. 
~Oh, well, I ~ee that you don't understand the nature of our 

faith. When these primitive peopje see the mIracles I am capable 
of, I will become the ~fender won enough.~ 

At this. finally, Physic was stunned. Though hardly religioui, 
neither was she one to trample roughshod over anybody's most 
deeply held beliefs. Alien as the faith of the Mexitans might be, 
whal Kilall was proposing wa~ no len repulsive than a Charlatan 
would be to a Terran Chrl~llan or Moslem, pretending 10 be Jesus 
or Mohammed . 

"You've got balls, m ister.N 
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M¥es, I suppo~e I do.M 

Just then, a sudden movement diSlraClro both Physic and 
Ki!a!t- the motion of Yunque rushing across the room to seize 
Cowr. 

wOuch'" Coeur exclaImed. feeling herself restrained by the 
gripollWOgiant hands holding twr arms to her sides. Yunquewas 
dearly going eawon her, though, since 1\ Md the demomtrated 
ability to wrench chunks 01 armor Ioo~ from heavy batlle dreu. 

MWhat is the meaning of this?" KJlalt ask!d. 
~For91ve me, your holiness,. M Yunque ~Id. "'Interrupted this 

Individual in the proces.s o f 1ending a transmlulon ,N 
"Damn'" Kllall exclaimed, brushing pail the resllained Coeur 

to look at the communicaUons console she had been manlpulat. 
ing behind herbCKk. Unfamiliarwith its partICular programming, 
how('ve(, he CQuid not It'll what-if an)1hlng-Coe<Jr had done. 

"All righ"" he ~aid 10 Yunque. "What did she dor 
"That is not wllhin my area of knowledge, Your Holiness."' 
~ Bul you noticed what she was dolngl-
"If I may be so bold, sir, the intelligence nec~ary to observe 

suspicious behavior Is not the same in the Skill 10 unde~tand IL" 
Despite himself-and his dlKomfort wIth such an articulate 

statement from a modified cargo robot-Kilalt had to concede 
that Yunque wa~ right. 

~Craylord,"' Kilalt mapped, into a personal communicator, 
"gel biKk In here." 

Mere seconds later, the androkf returned, brlnglng lhe other 
nightJack as a precaution and ellhlblting a haste that suggested 
he had oat gone r ar when di~missed . 

"Sir, you called?'" 
"Yes. Yunque says the (aplain here was tampe:rlng wi th a 

communications panel. Did she actually send a message?" 
"'Indeed she did ,"' Grayk>rd said, aher only a fleeting glance at 

the communkalions panel. "She used our r<tdlo transmitter, on 
the surface, \0 sendoul a semaphore menage reDding ' R·S·K.''' 

"R·S· K? What does Ihll t meanr 
"Unknown. Perhaps It is a code. -
-All right. H Kili'lll said, wheeling on Coeur. "What does it 

mean? Qrwould you rather that Yunque ripped your arms off?" 
"No," Coeur said, "Graylord's right. It's my Initials and the 

lener 'K'-the (oalilion general emergency )'Snal." 
"' I see. Then It must have a counterslgna!." 
" No sir. Signal K cannOt be countermandKl ."' 
~AJI right." Kilalt snarled. ~KiU her." 
Whoops, Coeur thought, watching ;uMartillo moved 10 block 

a startled Physic. 
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"'If I may,"' Graylord 1ald, "'Sllen analysis of her voice sugges~ 
t!uthfulne~~. It maybelll-advlsed to kUl herwhlte she yt' t Can yield 
useful informaUon.~ 

In re~ponse, KHait growled In his throat, but at last relented_ 
.. Ah-hell. l et her go .... 

"Yes, Your HoIine!oS," Yunque said, releA~lng Coeur with as 
much ease as it might have broken her In two. 

More than a little comdous of that. Coeur stumbled on 
wobbly knees for II moment as Physic came over to support her. 
But then she regained her composure, aware lhat-lOfwhatever 
reason-Craylord had s.aved her life, and she glanced very q uk kly 
in hb direction. hopIng to catch some telltale expression on his 
skull-like metal face . 

The face of Craylord was Implacable, though-the very vl!tllge 
of a d ead man. 



Chapter 
19 

Though II was brief-fepeated only a dOlen times befOte it 
lerminated-every ~pacer near a radio receiver heard the signal 
R.S-K, clearty amplified as it was by Mell i! Depot's powerful 20-
megawatt transminer. 

'What does thaI mean?" BrolherAnthony icl::ed s~pi1yln the G­
carrier, prodded from his sleep by the urgent beeping of the radio. 

~ltmearu we're du~ling ott is what,. H Red E~ said, rushing to 
check the re<;eiver Newton wal mOfliloriog. "Zorn, Whiz Sang. 
get us out of here," 

''But what about Red Sunr lorn asked from the pllors )4!al 
"That was from Red Sun . Signal K means there's Imminent 

danger, and we're to relocate 10 a safe position," 
"Sir," Newton ob~Ned, "lhlS signal Is from a very speclflc 

above-ground localion. ThaI maymean thecaplBln's party;s alw 
near the surface, awaiting reKue." 

"Negative," Red Eye said. "Shewouldn' l have sent that sig nal 
If that were the case." 

"I don't know about th!1," V·Mall said. ·V .. /hat gives you the 
authority to make a decision like that?" 

"These," Red Eye said, pointing to the gunnery sergeant's 
chevrons on his arm. "Now IIQO( it. Zom. We need to make 
contact with Drop Kick-assuming he's sU11 alive." 

Drop Kick, at thllt moment, was alive but not with his tank. 
Instead, he was In the hotel room (;(!nerallem~ had comm an­
deered <u his Federal D~trict headquarte~, Ilstenir.g to the 
general's complaints about the new re-glme. 

HSurely you can see the danger, sergeanL jUSlloday. lou(of 
my men were IIrre~ted before the. Defense Min61Jy 'Of" carrying 
weaponsl can you believe that- the very loOldiers who brought 
Vazquez to powerr" 

"Well .... " 
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~But that's not aiL lint yesterday she began rearming the 1 st 
8rigade and restoring Its old officers 10 their commandslldiocyl" 

"Well." Drop Kick tried again, this lime breaking into the 
general's tirade, ~It might help to look at this from the president's 
position, True, your men are brave and skillful fighters. But from 
a publlc,relations poInt 0 1 view, the public may prefer 10 see a 
more ... ah ... obviously organized unit defending them," 

"But this 1 st Brigade Is a legion of butcheTlI She kno~ thatl" 
Orop Kick countered,. "On the other hand, you have lOadmit most 

of the 1 st Bngade's worn offic:ers were k1 led Of Imprtsoned." 
Lemos d15missed that with a snort and spun around to face the 

polarIzed window of his room, behind which the nrst glimmer of 
dawn w as beginning to show. After a moment there, he spun 
back, opening hi} mouth 10 respond. 

"Ex.cuse me a minute, " Orop Kick said, if'lterruptlng the 
general to answer Ihe beeping communkatoron his wrist . "Drop 
Kick here. Go ahead." 

"Drop KIck, this 'IS Men:y. We've gOI an emergency. signal K." 
"'Oh hell. From the sklpperr 
"Affirmative. Oeep SIx. confirms that it ()(Iglnated In the 

mountains near the G<arrler's OZ ." 
"Understood. I' ll be there ASAP. Drop Kick ouL" 
"Pardon me for asking," Lemos said, "but what Is signal K?'" 
"Ageneml emergency," Drop Klck said, matching uphis field cap 

and making forthedoof. " It meanswe11 have Iodigoutand relocate." 
Before Drop Kick could reach the door, Lemos stopped him 

with a hand on his shoulder. 
"Sergeant, will you be teillng Vazquez where you',e goingr 
" Negative. That could compromise our se<:urity.~ 
~Well, sergeant, think about this. What I was abOut to tell you 

is that I'm going to move my men out of the city and Into the ruins 
to the north. Why don't you co me with us?'" 

Drop Kickdidn'( answer immediately, mulling over instead the 
merits of the offer. 

"J'm afraid I can't, general--at ielUt not until I know more 
about the emergency." 

"You don't think we're the cause of the emergency, do you?" 
"I haven't the fain test idea. But I'll tell you what-keep your 

laser uplink with you when you go. That way I'll be able to get In 
louch wilh you if I have to. ~ 

"All right." Lemos said, accepting the offer. " But mark my 
words--whatever crisis your ca ptain di~covered, I'll bel it has 
something to do with Vazquez." 

" Consider them marked," Orop KiCk said, saluting and reach· 
ing lor Ihe dooc ''I'll probably be in IOlJCh.u 
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last among the spacers to comprehend the slgnlfkanCI! of 
signal K were the personnel aboard VI ft ArmJ.s, though not 
because of any dencit In their communications rig. Rather, they 
weren' t prl\l)l to Coeur') code book, so Boomer, the acting 
commander, was Obliged to ~ek out Bonzo fo r a translation. 

"Uh-oh," the Marine corporal said, when brought to the 
bridge. " that's bad . Signal K means all units are to abandon their 
jl(esent positions. for safer cover," 

"That's It?" Boomer aJ.ked. 
"Well, I admit It is /I bit vague," Bonzo said, "but Red Sun must 

have meant all d us are in danger, or she wouldn't have sent Il" 
"But we can' t leave here, " lorn ~ld. "Vink hill our drive 

components scanered all over the berth." 
"That's I/ue, but signal K slill means there's a dire emergency. 

Imminent peril." 
-M"Ybe~." Boomer s.:.ld, "but Zom is still our )kipper. I' llwalt 

for her ordel'S belore we abandon Y"oip. ~ 
IU 11 by some magic of coincidence, lhat very order came 

through the c0f5air's radio Just a moment later. 
HBoomer, this Is Zorn, with Homers C-carrler. Listen up: I'm 

going to need you to abandon ~hlp." 
"Abandon ship, sir?~ 
"That's right-get everybody Into our two alr.!afu as quldly 

as possible and lock the ship up agalmllntruslon." 
uAIly Idea where we should gol" 
-Affhmative. Do you have a standard milp avall/)ble7" 
-Right here," Boomer said, punching up Deep S\JI:'s world 

survey data on the adjacent navigation display. 
"Good, then listen close.lwant you to load everybody Into the 

ship's boat and proceed to map coordinates 3112·2526-but 
don't ten anyone ouUide the ship where you're going." 

"Understood. Will you be in touch laler?" 
"Affirmative. But don'llIy 10 reach me; I'll meet you later at 

those coordinates." 
Boomet knew what that meant. 
Don't ask questions. Ius/ folfow )'OUr damn orders. 
"Roger, on our way." 
-lom out." ... 
Despite the urgency Inherent In Coeur's signal, frustratingly 

nttle happened at fi~t that ~ugge.sled an Impending crbls to tne 
crew of Homet. After retumlng the freighter to the back face of 
Elojo, Deep Six monitored the broadcasts of the resurrected 
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Soledad RadIo conUnuously, but nothing more drama,Uc than 
hourly news updates on agricultural production and various 
Items of community news filler IntelTupted the patriotlc mix of 
hymns and popular music. 

~ Somehow, ~ Snap~hot said to Deep Six., during their fifth shlh­
change since Coeur's ligna!, "it doesn't sound Ilke a crnls 
atmosphere." 

"No, I should say not, "the navigator agreed, roiling backfrom 
his station. "It has been 18 hours since thetrall$mlsslon.. and your 
satellite stl11 ha~'t dete< led any evidence of wart are or ma.ss troop 
movements on the surface .... 

snapshot shrugged, sliding a human chair up In place of the 
Schalll's roller -(hair and sitting down In It. Outside the pa,nor a,mlc 
bridge window, the Jagged lip of an EIoJo crater contlnued to look 
down on the landed Homer-a lip that dMded the vlslble horiZon 
between the velvet sky and Elolo's lifeless sun-~ked surface. 

"Of course, I am exaggeratlng to a degree," Deep Silt S1Iid, 
pausing In transit 10 the aft hatch. "The migration of the rebels 
may be of some significance." 

"I don't know about that," Snapshot said, turning her chair 
around to face Deep Six. "Drop KICk made it $Cunei more like II 
polltlCal tiff." 

Deep Six bobbed In his tank, Imitating a human shl\lg. 
"KaEE fr, po ka AX Jr." 
"'What's that mean?" 
"From small shocks, large waves grow." 
Just then, though, the comm panel behind Snapshot beeped, 

and she spun back around to respond to It. 
"A nE!W transmlssionr Deep 51)( asked. 
"No, a power Increase. Soledad Radlo h~ increased IU trans-

mission strength by 150 per<ent." 
"Wny don't you put the transmission on audlo.~ 
"Rogel ," 
Snapshot picked up the intensified transmission part way 

through a radIO announcer's lead-in. 
~ ... People of Soledad, this is an Important IIMouncement No, 

check that-It h the most Important melisage you will ever hear. 
1 give yau President Vazquez." 

A silent pau se followed, pr~nant with anticipation even 
aboard Home~ during which tltn(! the president was probably 
coliecUng her thoughts. 

"People of Soledad, this Is Miranda Vazquez. coming before 
you not as your president. nor even as your card inal but rather 
as an ordinary clllzen of ourworid, prostrate before the glory and 
majesty of our Lord and Defender. SIHSed be the iaints, and the 
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heralds and the prophelS ollhe Palabra-St. Kilalt has risenl 
"All work and publi( celebrations are therefore canceled unut 

further notice. Plea~e stand by your radio for further announce· 
ments of consequence to this dlvln(! and holy miracle. 

"Gcxl be praised.~ 
The Ira~mlss\on then blasted Into a Irlumphant choral hymn, 

underscoring Vazquez' theme. 
"Did you hear thilt down In englneerlngr Snapshot asked 

afterward. 
"011 yeah," Crowbar said. "We heard it." 
"Any orders?" Snapshot asked . 
"'No, N Gyro said, after II moment's renectlort. "ContJnue to 

manito( the situation," 
" Do you think this could be Red Sun's emergency?" 
" I don't know about !.hat." Gyro said, "but j've never seen II 

saint come back from the dead, and I have heard about plenty 01 
groundhogs pretending to be something they're not.. so keep 
your ears open. Red Sun may Just need our help before long." 

To call the tnll)' of Sl Kilalt merely majestic would be doing 
It a gross InJustice. Obscenely lurid, Coeur ben~ed, 'N'Outd be 
closer to the mark. 

\VIth Physic, Coeur viewed the arrival In Soledad through a silt 
In the lower cargo level of Kliall's two-Ievel gf"8V barge-an 
Ignomlnious chamber Into which they were locked during the 
enUre two-hour transit from the depot lhe barge luelf Wa$ a SO· 
ton colossus, bedecked In gold and Ivory <lppliqui!s. and rather 
resembled a flying ark. The magic of projected holograms made 
It appear to ride In iu own Illuminated Cloud, wl'lile slmulta· 
neously Showering beams at multicolored light on the nt';lngl'ly 
silent (rowd lining nighttime Ene", AlI'Mue before the Oeferue 
Minisuy. 

Coeur's will to (oncentrate on that gaudy speClbCle Wa5 

limited, A5 she remembered a leuerspectacle at MexitDepot; The 
depot hospital. 

Coocemed that the Arle.s were worrying unduly about the 
welfare 01 their absent comrades Fubar and Gremlin. Cray10rd 
took CQ(>ur and Physk to an observation room nur SL KUalt's 
command room. This appeared to be a (lIcula( operaUnglheater. 
but the transparent floor looked down not upon a surgical 
procedure, but upon the naked and manacled bodies of the two 
Mannes, who Jay on a palrofgume~ with curious black helmeU 
over their heads and a profusion of needles leading Into their 
bodies. 
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- What the hell are)OU dofng to themr COt!Uf hOd asked. 
'" am proving to you fhot ~ men how fIOt been harmed, " 

Groyford sold. "Surely, }'Ou con see from the monifors thai their 
fTIf!/obolism, heart role and r~piration Ofe normal." 

'" CGn see lhar. .. Physk 10kS, "but their brain waves ore all 
distortM. Whot are you doing to them!" 

"Only what mvu be done for their happiness here, Their braIns 
are oong conditioned for instrtion of prefrontal control modules next 
week . .. 

"Red, " Physic said, '" think I'm going to U sick . .. 
"Sut )tOO should be happy, ,. Groylord said, leading fhe WQmt>nouc 

oJ the theater ..... Your friends wiH be Sf!Nlng !he wondrous ptJrpolf'S 
of our beloved Defender . .. 

" With mind control, ,. CoelJf obse,...ec/. 
'" assure you, il is only 0 temporary ellpedient. Most of our 

servanU are Jn~entlyawM by the honorol setving f(I/o/t Bul for the 
rart! o/f·worlder we recroit, more drastk fflNSVfeS ore temporarily 
employed-unlil /he mind becomes accustomed 10 Its new JUfround· 
ings. ,. 

M/ ossume you 'recruited' our Marines because 01 their martial 
/raining, .. CQeV( Wid. 

"Yes, "Groy/ord amwered. "It will hove obvious usefu/nl!$s here. " 
" What about us,'" Physic asked. " /s that going 10 happen to us 

too?" 
"/ shouJdhopenot. YounemfikerrosOfIOblepeople, and I believe 

/ con trust you /0 help me voivntGrily in my next fask ." 
"Which is ?" Coeur a~ked. 
"Ah, but (hot must wait," Gray/oro said, "vn /il we trovel (0 

SoItdod. H 

""Damn, bul lhal is ~ird," Ph~i< exclaimed, bringing Coeur 
back to Ih~ present. "'The crowd's not making any soond al illi. M 

~Well. it is the second coming, " Coeur poinled out. " I guess 
I'd be awestruck 100.· 

The main street of Soledad wa~ 1M from silent. though, as the 
holy barge descended from the sky. The squadron of nighljacks. 
eKoning Kl latl (Coeur counted at leau eight) nOI only appe..red 
in the: gui~ of angels, but also produced an uneartnly chorus of 
musica l sound tnrough their voders, voluminous enough to echo 
through all the side streeLS and avenues of the Federal Olstrlc t. 

MI{"'s 10010; like we're landing now. I ( an see Vazquel.M 

~Pretty happy.looking isn't she?· 
"Now, now, doctor," Coeur soothed. "We still don't know her 

part In all this." 
And well they might not. but it was difficult to see how 

Vazquez couldn't have known this wovld happen beforehand . 
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Far from stupefted-as most of the people were In So~ad­
Vazquez appeared supremely contented, with a benign smUt on 
her face as she watched the barge settle to the ground and 
disgorge it!; holy passenger, St. Kilalt. before her. 

~ I can't believe it," Ph~ic said. "He's gO\ a halol" 
"Yeah, sure does. I guess modesty im'\ in Kllalt's vocabulary." 
The laH thing Coeur and Ph~ic got to set was an embrace 

between Vazqu ez and Kilalt, for the barge began to rhe again 
almost as soon as it sel down. Uncerti!oin what to make oIlhis, the 
Mes exchanged curious glances, but soon enough they saw 
where they were golng-toward the dane bertm and warehouses 
of the starport- well away from the throng ing crowds a kilometer 
away. There, the barge came to a stop Inside the very berth where 
Vi ft Armis was parked. 

"C amn," Ph~ic said, "that's Zorn's ship! Do yov suppose her 
people got your signal and got out?" 

~Dunno, ~ Coeur aruwered. ~ I hope so, for their sake." 
The top hatch then slid back, revealing the form of Graylord 

staring down at them. 
~You can come out now," he said. 
HGee, thanks, H Coeur answered, lelling Physic climboutof the 

hold before her. CoeurfoHowed behind, up into the sumptuous 
parlor that had carried Kilalt just momenU before . Doubtless, the 
big picture windows that formed the walls of the parlor had 
afforded a spectacular in-flight view of the city, but now they only 
revealed the lonely, unlit hulk of the plrate cruiser, her drive 
section in disarray from her interrupted repairs. 

uSo," Coeur said, resisting the urge to appear over-anxious 
about Zorn's ship, HI suppmeyour master will be Installed now as 
ruler of Soiedad. H 

~ No, not yet. More than likely, that will (orne some Urne in the 
future." 

" I don't suppose we' ll be allowed to meet Vazquez, then, wUI 
we?" Physic asked. 

" Of course you will, as soon as it is con~lent for her." 
- Sut what if we told her what we know r 
"What you know about what?" Graylord asked . 
· A.bout the de.oot, Graylord," Coeur said, " and the kind of 

crass, self-serving jerir. your so-<alled saint Is! 
Graylord chlXkled. 
"O h, Captain, how little you understand . SI. Kilail is not God, 

but rather an agent of God. Cardinal Vazquez knows that if he 
treats you roughly, it Is to test both your fa ith and hers." 

"You gona admit, " Ph~c said to Coeur, " he's got ali the 
angles covered." 
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"Well," Coeur 5ald to Graylord, "maybe now you can tell us 
why you brought us here with you, Instead of leaving us at the 
depot." 

'"Yes, the time has come for that. Rather awkwardly, I have 
learned that all your personnel kaye abandoned Soledad ." 

" Pity, " Coeur said . 
'"Yel>, doubtless an effe<t of your warning llgnal. However, It 

Is my benef that you and thedoctOfCln help me accomplish our 
nellt mlulon for St. KJlalt." 

"Which: Coeur saki, ~ I assume, is helping you get Vi Et Armis 
ready for space." 

"Precisely. A!. soon as that is accomplished, the word of our 
belOved Defender will know no limits In the universe." 

~ I can't wait. And if we ref~?" 

" I'm afraid that won' t be acceptabte," Craylord said, opening 
the side boarding hatch, and revealing the hovering forms of two 
demonic night jacks. "Martillo and Yunque would certainty take 
It as a personal affront to them." 

" I see your point,." Coeur admitted, remembering the deadly 
grip of Yunque as she stepped down the boarding ramp beside 
Physic. 

"Good, " Craylord said, following behind the Arses and then 
waving to the barge's human slave pilot to let him lift oft. It did 
so-reengaging III spK lal effect!. holograms lest any common 
citizen mould happen 10 see It from afar-then ro~e up Into the 
s~rry night as the all·weather tarp began to retr.lct over the 
"'rth. 

"'Yes, good," Graylord repeated, ~for VIEt Armis awaits and wilt 
be your home untll5he is repaired ." 



Chapter 
20 

While Coeur and Ph~ic could hal'dly call their lltuation Ideal, 
they did ha~ooe factor ln the'lt favor. Vink's Inarguable capacity 
to make II mess. Though il wasdoubllessOtdered in the engineer's 
mlr.d, the scattered parts cI Vi Er Armis' drive se<:Uor-damag@d 
parts removed from the Ship and salvaged parts Intended for 
installation-auld lake days 10 50rt oul, let alOne the time it 
would take to set the heavier componenu Inlo place. 

Hyou may leave the manhandllng to me," Gray\ord said, 
addressing the AIWS under the retracted larp of VI fI Armis' berth. 
"Your Immediate purpose shall be to catalog these parts In and 
around the vessel. u 

Pursuant to whiCh, the android handed over computer 
notepads to each WOnlCln. 

"Are you sure you trust usr Coeur asked. 
UNo. However, l have a falrdegree of e.xperiencewith s~~hlp 

engineering lind will probably detect any subterfuge: 
Graylord paused a moment, presumably thlnlring to himself, 

bEfore conlinuing . 
"And, 01 course, there is \he motNation of self·lnterest Both 

you and I shatl be part of this ~hip' ~ ( rew when she Is real· 
~ emb red." 

"What was that you were ~aying. Physic?" Coeur asked the 
doctor, "about h~ having aU the angles covered~" 

"Please cease your pfocra~lln"lion and begin your WOI'k." 
Graylo rd ordered. '" shall go inside the veiSel and twgln Ihe 
calaloguing there. " 

"Welt .. PhySiC ~ai d, wary of Martllto and Yunque stan(flOg 
nearby, KI wouldn't know a l lJ(hai crystal if you threw one at me. 
What say I take t"e electronk paru, and you take the heavy 
machinery." 

"Sound~ like a plan, ~ Coeur agreed, resignedly. 
As their work day began. the women realized they h~ 

become accustomed to sleeping during the daytime. like natlve 
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Multans, they saw the day as a Ume to refrain from '<'YOrk, and 
could not help but feel forlorn as the distant hum of massed 
humanity died off with the coming of the morning Ilght filtering 
through the canvas fabric of the overhead tarp. 

Crowd noise was the last thing on the minds of the women, 
though, astheywentabout theiraulgned t~_ Trying not to look 
to obvious about It, they found their way to every hangar door 
and maintenance hatch they covld, testlng the1e while the 
n\ghtj~ks weren' t watching. Unfortunately, none of them were 
unlocked, and no convenient handholds offered the jlfospect of 
dimh\ng up the steepwalll of the bel'1.h to escape under the loose 
edgel of the coverif'19 tarp, but that dldn' t keep either woman 
from visualizing ways they might arrange to escape. 

Six hout'i Into their I I-hour day, therefore, the 'NOITIen 
contrived to meet alone and unsupervised, after the hall_hour 
break they were given for lunch In Arml1 galley. Hoping Craytord 
wasn't as briefed On human reStroom habits III he was on 
seemingly every other sobjecc. Physic contrived to Rush the toilet 
in the head-so that It would sound all' she was done-and then 
waited for Coeur to come In and )oln her. 

Here, at very close quarte~, the limitations of Anslan lor 
complex conversation diminished substantially. Though neither 
Arse posses5.ed great ski ll in the gestural language, at a meter 
apart, they could easily use lip reading to fill in the blanks. They 
q uickly launched into a silent conversation almost as fas t as 
regular speech. 

~ Think he 's suspic/OI.J!'.'" PhysIC a~ked. 
"Of COUf'Se he 's suspkloUJ," C~ur answered. 
"Ilhink J might haw foundawoyou l. The vtnlilotion shoft by/he 

starboard wing is only held an tr( 0 couple 01 SCIt'W$. " 
'" know. We'll hoyt 10 ddoy our /?$ca~ allempll, though.· 
" Whoa Vfhy? " 
"Becouse I need roreach Drop Kkkond lheolhers. ond the meson 

communicator /0 do thol wllh is hidden on Ihis ship. " 
"COOlact them? Whyl" 
" / know the roanJinol~s 01 the depot meson gun s~nsor. and , 

have to get it to them IllheYVoOnt to get Into the depot. lher'j hove 
10 destray thot sfmsor." 

"Understood. " 
" fust don't fTyanythlng slupkJ, "Coeur advised, "a t kent until ' 

send the menage. " 
~You know where the communicOlor Isr 
"You forget-l !'Pffll two months on /hil ship. 8ullcon't bf! too 

obvious obout il" Of CroylonJ wi!1 know lor sure. ,. 
"Undemood. " 
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Coeurthen flushed the toile t as well and opened the stall door 
to find Gfaylord waiting outside . 

~lnlere1ting.." he said . ~ Do you olten relieve yourselves II)­
gelher1" 

"Oh, no, of cou~ not." Coeur elCtemporiled. '" was JUSt 
.liking Physic about my ... ah ... l.an." 

"That's right. .. the dark-<omplected Ph)'$lc saId . '" WAS con· 
cerned about that. since Mexlt has such a thin avnosphere." 

" But you're working Inside." 
"You can never be 100 cautious where malignant melanomas 

are concerned," the doClor saki. "'eul then, I suppose, being a 
machine, you wouldn't know much about that." 

"No, I don't suppose I would. Carry on, ladies," 

True to h~ word, Gnlylord obliged the Alses to sleep .lboard 
Vi Et Armis that night. though their separate rooms wert locked 
to prevent nighttIme wanderings . 

Accustomed to the Melti! cy<le of nlghtllme activity and 
daytime rest, theyfound It difficult toget lO sleep and even harder 
to get up the next morning, though Coeur believed she under· 
stood why the change in work pattern had been Instituted, 

50 we'll be up when Soledad Is asleep, and our friends will bt up 
when we're asleep. 

Yel Coeur could not let he~elf dwell on what she couldn't 
control. The hidden communicator was her singu lar objective, 
and Y'le would be patient awaiting the opportunity \0 use it. 

"Captain, doctor," Graylord greeted them, at that momlng's 
breakftil. '" nr.d that your effkiency dimlnbhed substantially 
toward the end of yesterday's wor)( period. Today, therefore, I 
shall have Radio Soledad piped lnlo the berth to make you mort 
relaxed and productive," 

.. Ooch." Physic said, underwhelmf'd. "Hymns," 
~Come now, doctor," Coeur replltd. "'You should be more 

thanldul." 
"Oh. bot I am." 
"So," Coeur said to Grilylord, "will we be worldng Inside 

today1" 
"Neglltive. Today you will help me remove Ihe mllne~r 

drive cowling so thallomorrowwe may begin replacement oIlhe 
ignition (hamberi." 

.. Anyldea how long unlllwe'llgettowork on the Jumpdriver 
"Four days, I should think. Bul why an! you so curious, 

Caplllln] Just tvvoda~ago. you upre.ssed gn!atskeptklsm about 
the holy purpose of St Klia lt II 
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-Just curious," Coeur said. 
Fourdoys. Four damn days un/J' con ~f to thot communlcotor . . . . 
Frustrating as the delay was, It was also Instf\Jctlw. Over the 

coune of that short span of tlme, Coeur heard the proud city of 
Soledad reduced to madneu-thanlu to the 0010. 

However K1lalthad (ome to be a priest and a cardinal In the tint 
piKe, Coeur couldn't gum, but he ceiUlnly didn't seem to have 
11 knack for poRUcal comproml1e-a fact that became clear u the 
week wore on. 

The flnt day the radio was on. neM breaks <fucuued In gleeful 
terms the miracle of KJ1alt's arrival, with bIow.by·blow accounts 
of h is miraculous gel'\frosity--produclng food to feed thoU1andS 
and healing hOfTlhle cases of skin cancer while sJmultaneousJy 
dispensing pkJus wisdom derived from his pe~al relationship 
with the Defender. 

'''Low thy neighbor as thyself. '" Kllalt said In a news bite, 
pausing sanctlmonlously asl! he~re theflnllohave saldlL "l'he 
Defender taught me that" 

The bad news started coming soon after that. 
On the $econd day, a humiliated Vazquez admitted that 

members of her own provisional cabinet had been caught 
'perlormlng the work of the devll .' Kllalt himself took on a stem 
tone, admonishing the people of Soledad to beware that devils 
lurked evel)Where In the city, ar.d Advising the common folk to 
report blasphemous conduct to their local constabularles. 

Yellt became WOl'le ~t1I1 , 
vazquezceased to be heard on the radio at all on the third day, 

doubtless riven with fear by reports of common blasphemers 
being hung In publIC squares without trial, to the accompani­
ment of public Cheering. That cheering quieted on the fourth 
night, though. when captured rtbe!s were publicly bumed to 
death as a Ie.uon In Impiety. 

" This Is rnodneu' " Physk signed the fOllowing aftemoon. 
meeting Coeur again in the ptlvacy of the galley head. "Hawean 
r~ people accept itr 

'" don 't know," Coeur answered, reading Physic's lips and 
answering with her own mix of llgns and unyok ed words. "Sut 
it is hard to argue with God." 

"What I doni get is CrayfOrd. I'd $weror he seems almost shaken 
whenever we hear about the t'A't'CutKlns." 

"'But not shaken enough 10 do anything about !hem." 
Hive got a theoryabout /hat. "Physic said, slowing her signing 

to let COfur follow this complex thought. "Groy/ofd probably 
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wosn't self·aware until after Kiloll was In s/Jspemlon-when VlIUS 
Infected Graytlrd-so he might not have any fro/ knowledge 01 chI' 
mon--fU}t beliefs formed aher M came to stnUenct . .. 

"You meon, ~ doesn't WOn! to bdievt (fw reol KjIoJr Isn't t~ 
some as the Idea/one In hl3 heodr 

"E.xocrJy ... 
"MayiN, " Coeur .s.ald. " Think)'OU con U~ that 0$ 0 W'tOpot1? " 
"Ah. .. no ... 
" Me neither, so we11go oheodwi!h my pion." 
"You'vt found the communicator?" 
"Roger-if'S u/likr rhe!loot pJor~ we're ripping up around the 

jump drive." 
"Howcon I helprPhy1ic a)ked. 
"Oisb'oc/ GroY*Jrd wmehow. 111 need 0/ /rosl five minulti oJone 

here. " 
"DistroCf him? Howl'" 
"'W.ootever worts, doctor. , 'm lUll' youlllhlnlc 01 something." ... 
What Physic cam e up wl th Will a painful 'sprain' of her left 

ankle, a sprain that threatened to develop Into a genuine bmlcen 
leg as she somersaulted dramaUul1y down the aft boarding ramp 
In front of Craytord and the night jacks. 

" Doctor, are you aU right]" 
"Dam n'" Physic said, rolnng around on the lloor of the berth, 

grasping her ~g, ~ I don't think sol~ 
~Plea$e lie still, doctor. I have bask medkal tralning.~ 
"You-unh--do?"' 
"Yes. Although doubtless inferior to your own, It telb me you 

should be $tlll, Iest)'Ou aggravate your injury." 
~RJght. " 
~Now tell me where It hurts .... • 
Astoundingly, the lull examinatIon took 10mlnut.er-larmore 

time than Coeur needed, and Indeed Coeur came troWng down 
the aft ramp scartely con(ea~ ng a look 01 smug satisfaction. 

"Oh mygoodnw,· Coeur said, catching ~htol the bandage 
Craylord was wrapping around P~Ic's left ankle, ·whatt"ller 
happened to you, Physk1" 

Unaware that Physk actually hod manitgoo to hurt hersetf, 
Coeur gave this queitJon a light enough tone to Invi te a glower. 
Ing i tar! from thedcxwr, who had gone above and beyond the 
(in of duty In carrying out her ordel'l. 

"'The docto( appea~ to have twisted her ankle on the foot of 
the cargo ramp, ~ Craylord said, "'but I beUeve the Injury Is minor, 
and will heal in two or three days."' 
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"-wo or three da~r C(leUr asked. 
HVes, " Graylord said, ~which mean~ that the doctor w!U have 

to stay oft her feet for that time." 
"Pity," the ~Iight doc lor iaid, with a Utangely happy expres­

sIOn .• , guess I won' t be abte tohe!p)'Ou manhandle lhose jump 
governor housings Into pi.!lce." 

"Yeah,· Coeur mumbled, "'unny how that woriIs oul-
The dO(. tor's mhhap was hardly anything 10 smile about. 

though. Onewayor anothe1", GraylOrd would soon find out about 
lhe message she'd Just sent. and then Physic would very much 
wish she had two good It'gs to run with. 

Forty kilometet1 to the northwc!.t. Boomer stepped out 01 the 
parked ship'sboat \hat washis ~$Ib1fity and ranover 10 Zomwilh 
the rep:rt he had jun received on his vehicle's m~ receiver. 

The pla<e where all of the spacers eventulIlly congregated, 
was, in fact. alongside General lemos' rebels, in the profoundly 
rubbled remains of western Senega Dislrlcl After dropping off 
Brother Anthony In the outskirts of the Federal Olslrk~ Zorn and 
the G-<lIrrier crew came 10 )oln Ihelr males in what once was a 
forest of concrele buildings, a region now offering especially rich 
opportuni ties for camoufl age and concealment. Soon, almost all 
the spacer vehicles-the Intrepid, the G-carrier and the ship's 
boat, everything except Vi ft Armis and Homet-were clustered 
together in Ihe underground parking garage of II collapsed 
skysc.raper, so Boomer dkf not have far \0 go to find Zorn 
conferring with Drop Kick and Mercy. 

"!ll'Qgir.g your pardon, sir," 800mer said, salutJng his skipper 
and handing over a computer notl'pad, - but we just rece ..... ed this 
over the meson set." 

"Good Caia," Zorn gasped, turning the notepad so Drop Kick 
and Mercy could see it "Take a look at that: 

In Coeur's typiCally laconic style, the message read: 

A.TTENTION VZlDK 
MESON GUN SENSORS 
15.43 deg W. 9.81 deg N 
RS 

- It wunds like Red Sun: Drop Ki(k said. "Short. and to the 
point. But what does she mean! Could all the meson guns on the 
planet h.!lve one sensor cluster?" 

"Probably," Mercy said . "Or $he wouldn' t have sent the 
message." 
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"Huh," Drop Kick ~" id. thoughtfvlly. "'This reaily changes 
everything. Up until now we've known ptac tlca lly no thing about 
what's Inside Angel'1 Haven, excepll hal Red and Ph~icwefe 1m ! 
there, and that it has a big radio t ransmitte r. But \f this report h 
accu rate, Angel's Haven (Quid very well be the depot- the one 
we came here to dewoy.~ 

~ I don't follow you." 800mer said . 
~ I do," Zorn said. "Tho!>e cOOfdinates Red sent are almml 

direc tly on lOp of thai GuUer 01 Blood she went inlO," 
"Right," Mercy said, jinding the lOcation on the map In her 

personal computer and expanding the jm~e. "Those coordi­
nates afe on top of Ml. Altus, whiCh must be the tallest mountain 
In the whole range." 

"Which," Drop Kkk n.id, "strongly suggesu Ihallhe depot is 
down underneath that mountain . There's probably no location 
that would be better guarded againu aerial bombardment. 

"'Yeah, this changes things all right. If Red went to that much 
trou ble to send us a specific clue, it must mean she ..... ants us to 
do ~mething about il. I think that means ..... e have to mount an 
1I\\ lIult on Angel's Haven-take oullhe mtM)n gun semQ(S li~t. 
then shoot our way into the Gutter ol 8100d to rescue her and the 
others ." 

"Well," Zom said, "before ..... e go that far, there Is another 
possibility. Red could have sent the message lrom my Ship." 

~V1 EI Armii?~ Mercy asked . "Co on.~ 
" Zo rn had asecret meson Iransmitter on the Ann]), " Drop Kick 

said, "one she mowed Red and me while we were on the Ship." 
"Th<lt's right, ~ Zom agreed. -kid it would l1ave been a 101 eMier 

for f1.ed to send the message from there, slnce that transmiUer was 
already set up to communkate with ovr ship's boaL-

"SuI why would Captain 0 ' Esprit be on the ArmiJ?" Boomer 
asked. "Surely, whoever captured her wouldn' t return her to the 
heart 01 Soledad." 

" Hm," Drop Kick said . "We could try to call Annis oock, with 
you r ship's boat set if it weren't just a receiver." 

"Sorry," Zom said. 
"Well, damn." 
"Hey, I never intend ed it to be a p!' imary communications 

system . It's just a last-ditch system, lo r sending short .range 
emergency meuag6." 

"So what do we do, boss?" Mercy asked. 
"Well," Drop Kick said, "I'm going to take ill chance that Red 

Sun gave us those coordinates for a reason-be<;ause she ..... an ted 
those meSOll gum silenced. Bull want you 10 cneck oull he Armis 
angle, too, lom." 



J 

To Dream o f Chaos 275 

"Right. ~ Zorn said, clearly happy for an excuse to return to her 
ship. "('II lake the G·carrier, and as many Mar1nes a~ you can 
spare. " 

"'You can take all olU"lem, H Drop Kick 1a\d, "bul don'llaunch 
u ntil an hOur from now." 

"VI/hy?~ 

" Because I don't want ellher of us to Up oft lhc depot, or Kilalt., 
or whoever's hOlding Red and the other prisoner!., thaI we're up 
to anything. That's why we need to coordinale our mls.sions to 
lake place simultaneously." 

"I see." 
"At any late, neither mission will be easy. You' tt need to 

penetrate downtown Soledad at dusk. and we'll need to lie low 
under the cover of the foothills SO tht' meson gun sensors don't 
spot us befOle we're In range 10 fire:" 

Usually q uick with a comebaCk, Zorn decided 001 to joke 
about trading places. Heavy meson 9un~like the oncs almost 
certainly blJ{ied inside Mexit-were designed to engage maraud· 
ing capital warships, ships many hundreds of times larger than Vi 
£1 Armis or Home!. Engaging a 10· ton tank was child's play In 
comparl~n . 

"Well, you'd better gel going, then, ~ Zorn said. 
"Yeah," Drop Kick agreed, less than enthusiastically. 
" I'd pray for you, N Zorn offered, "but I don't know that Cod 

listens much to plrate~ and criminals in gent' ral." 
~Hm," Mercy mused, starting \0 climb up toward her driver's 

hatch. "1 wonder if KHait kl"l()\oVS that7" 

Getting Physic senled (omlottably into her cabin took the 
better part of half an heyr, but Coeur knew that soon enough she 
and Gray/ord would get back to work In Vi Er IvmiI' engine room, 
and inevitably the percepOve android would discover the half ·Ion 
meson transmitter beneath the d eck plate~ they were working 
around. 
C~ur visualized how it might go. 
~ This Is Jnteresllng, D' 8prit . A ~on communkator hidden In 

the keel oI!he ship." 
"'Yeah, how about thot GroyfOtd . .. 
"It does occur to mf.', O'£sprit fhal)'OU had tlitopportunity louU' 

thi5 communicator eorlier, while the doc/or was injured. " 
"'Ah, bul who would I coff? Peopk dOfl '1 just cony meson 

communlCotors oround in their pock.i!I5." 
"Perhaps . Bull have been watching }OU, 0' 8prit. You've been 

more t'nthusiaslk to work In this porI of the Ship than ~ should~. 
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Therefore, J find I shall hove no choice but torefurn you and lhedoctor 
fa the dl!pot and hove mind control fmplonu Instolled. You under­
ltand, of course, it'$ for your own good. N 

Or someothet such equally horrible variat ion . Having heard of 
the prevatenceof p3l'3noia among Viral computers, Coeurwouidn't 
be at all !>urprised if Craylord simply had Coeur and Physic killed 
as II precaution. 

No, Coeur thought, il il (omes 10 tho~ 111 mou sure Physic 
~sn'( tolee any 01 the blome. f Se'nf 1M message, $0 iI's my 
rl!'Sponsibiljty. 

Given all this contemplation of Graylord'~ probable IIcUom, 
Coeur was surprised by what actually did happtn. Ni nety minutes 
after Physic's accident, as dusk began to bJI on Soledad, Craylord 
came acrcm the meson communicatOl, In tile keel of the ship 
under the jump drive, and was simply mystified by It. 

"This Is curious," Graylord said, squeezing his large frame Into 
thl! small crawl space where Coeur herself had lain, mere hours 
before, to manipulate the secretcommunicalor. "'It appears 10 be 
a short·range meson communicator, disconnected from the 
main computer." 

"Wel1/ Coeur saki, " I'll be damned." 
"It does appear to be funciionlll, " Graylcxd announced, "but 

I don't know how usefu l a device it would be. With a range of 300-
ki lometers, it wou ld hardly be practlcal for long-range communi­
cations in space." 

"Well, it's there," Coeur said, attempting to sound noncha­
lant, "so lom must have used it for wmethlng ." 

"Perhaps it's Just Junk," Graylord decided eventually, ripping 
loose the power cablt's to the communicator, but leaving it 
otherwise intacL "The engineer of this vessel did seem to have a 
proclivity/or incorporatfng random pieces 01 equipment Into the 
Ship without comideratlon for their efficiency or prac:tJCallty," 

" 15 that your only criteria for II good design, CrayJord? 
Efficiency and practk:ality1" 

"Certainly, you would agree that those are important consid­
eratioN in a staMip." 

"What about cr1!lltiYlty and spontaneity1 Do you appreciate 
those, or /lfe you still an unfeenng machine, nke when you were 
bunW 

"I am surprised at you, Captain. Apetty anempt toprollOke an 
emotional response." 

"'Well, the question stili stands. Were you created with emo­
tions?" 

"I do not rernembc!r the process of my manufacture, Captain, 
If that's what you mean. I only krlOW that I W~ Imbued w'lth 
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intelllgence by the holy Defender. that I might ...... 
"That you might what?" 
"Serve the noble purpose of my ma~ter, St. KlIalt" 
"Your noble malter, who terrorizes Soledad and bum$innO­

cent people In the slleet1" 
In response to this, GrayiOfd fixed Coeur with his unblinking 

gaze. 
"'You afe trying to provoke me, Captain. Why?" 
"8e<ause you have a mind, Graylord, and presumably a 

conscience:. 1 can't Imagine any other reason why you saved me 
from Yunque at the depot." 

"You "re a useful asset. What other reason could there be?" 
"I think you know something you're not telnng anyone, 

Graytord. I think you contrOl the night jacks yourself, and the 
whole depot. and you could stop Kllall'S reign of terror like that­
~ Coeur snapped her right thumb and forefinger, .. --U you 
wanted," 

Having be9undown this dangerously provocative path, Coeur 
wasn't at all certain where it would lead, but she was completely 
unprepared for what Graylord did next. Meeting a human 
gesture, he turned away from Coeur In lhought. and faced a 
comer of the engine room for a long moment 

"If only I could," he said softly. 
"Whatl" 
"You art wrong, Captain, ~ Craytorcl said, turning back i'lround . 

" I do not control the depot. nor all of the nlghtJaCIG-Just those 
Closest to me. A greater Intelilger.ce controls all of us and the 
depot." 

"You mean Cod?" 
"No, nOICed. Asynthetlc Intelilger.ce,like myself, butgreater." 
Oh my God, Coeur thought. 
"The d epot compute(," she gUes5ed. 
"Yes," Graylord said. "Thai'S it It is only recently ... only since 

51. Kilall wa~ resurrected ... that I have begun to understand that 
I am only a subordinate machine, programmed as a meuenger 
and ambassador of a higher Intelligence." 

"But. " Coeur said, suddenly empathetlcwlth the android, but 
also strangely afraid, "but you aren't a slave. You have free will. 
You con resist." 

Whether he could resist or nOI became moot a moment laTer. 
Beginning 10 answer that comment. Craylord frole suddenly­
as If riven by a powerful shock-and fell off-balance to the deck. 
bouncing heavilyoff a fuel p ump and landing heavllyon the floor, 
as rigid as a department slexe mannequin. 

Oh, fikkl Coeur thought, anxiously. Coeur, what did you do? 
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A clue lowhalst\e did (3me is momenllater. when oneof the 
nightja<:ks-slooping to fit Inside VI £t Armls----apptared at lhe 
rear of the l'ngine room, sprouting holOgraphk names from iu 
vaguely demonIc form . 

Coeurdidn'teven Ihil\k about staying where she was. Instead, 
she leapt in is single lump fOf the fOlWard engine room hatch and 
slammed shut the manual hatch behind her. 

"PhySIc!" Coeur ye lled, running forward toward the Siale­
room where she'd left her friend, · Physlc. damn It, get upr~ 

"'What Is it?" Physic yeUed back, 'rom behind her stateroom 
door. 

"Oamn ii , your door's Iockedl Hold on, I'll find somethIng to 
open the door withl" 

Thai effort would come up short. however, for mere seconds 
later the entire engine room halch--secured with heavy titanium 
alloy bollS-<ame off Its hinges, ripped free by the pursuing 
nightJack. 

NUh oh, N Coeur sald. temporarily giving up the attempt to free 
Physic ~ she could reln!at toward the bridge. An Intervening 
bulkhead hatch was locked, however, and Coeur could nolpus. 

Goddomn, Coeu r thought. turning around and beholding the 
night jack just meters away, how e/ost don hI! need to be (0 Jdll me? 

"You might not want to get any ' loser,'" Coeur warned the 
closing giant NAt th is tange, fu sion ~plashback can be pretty 
nasty, even to a fobot.~ 

" fear not," the night jack said, Slopping just two melenaway, 
"you will not be killed unle~ you re5ist-

"So, It's going to be the neural rifle, huhr Coeur asked, 
standing up to the machine and resisting her powerful Inner urge 
lO beg fOf" mercy. " AJI right Get on with It ." 

The night jack didn' t quite get lhe ,hance to fire, however. 
Even as Coellr closed her ~ anticipating the numbing shock 
01 the neural rine scrambling he r brain waves, a howl like 100 
thunderctaps filled the conidor, and the night jack fell a flaming 
ruin to the deck. 

"Okay, Red, _ a familiar voice said, "you can open your eyes 
now." 

"Zorn?" Coeur asked, 5qulntlng open her eyes.. 
"In the flesh." lOIn confirmed, advancing down the corridor 

between the armored lorms 01 Red Eye and Widget. whose 
smoklng fusion guns had presumilbly done In the hapless slayer 
of their First Sergeant Caffer---a fact they did not yet 1tnQy.I. 

"Look after Physk, " Coeur gasped, letting he rself slump 
eKhaustedty to the deck. -She's In Stateroom 3." 

'"Roger, " the Marines said, peeling of! from lorn to fOKe the 
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doctor's door with their enhanced strength. Zom meanwhile, 
continued on to Coeur and oftered a hand to help her up. 

"Is Gafter here?" Zom asked, helping Coeur bM:k to her feet 
"No, he didn' t make It," 
"Ohhell." 
"Yeah. He d\ed flghUng.. though. ~ 
"I'd have gueued thal, W Zomsald. WBut anyway, I think we'd 

better go quiCk before more 01 thc»e nlghtJaclu lhow up. We 
toasted another one outside, but there's more In the area." 

"Undentood," Coeur said, giving the puulKf Physk her arm 
for support when the physk::lan Wa) released from her stateroom. 

"Hey, Zorn," Physic $aid, "you come to our rescuer' 
"S ure d id," Zom replied, leading the waytorward behind the 

Marines. 
" let me gueSl, " Coeur ventured. "You traced the meson 

communicator?" 
"Affirmative. I nearly torgot that I had that communkator, 

though--lt's been awhile since I was desperate enough to use It .. 
"Caia, Zom, " Coeur said, "you'll be the death of me yet" 
"No,1 already tried thal," Zorn said, leading them back toward 

the engine rOOm, "when I dropped tho~c atom bombs on you at 
Ra." 

"Yeah, H Coeur managed to quip, "and I thought I was in 
trouble then. You all right., Physic?" 

"HangIng In there," the doctor said, Ilmplng along as best she 
could. At the engine room bulkhead, however, she needed Zorn 
lind Coeu"'~ help. to step through, and this gave Coeur an 
unexpected moment to nx her gAle on the strange, sad form 01 
Gray1ord, lying rigidly In a comer 01 the engine room like an 
overturned Hatue. 

Or, pemaps mo re iKcufately, like a dlSCIrded tool. 

Since VinJ} had MsenUal1y d estroyed all of civilization at the 
end oflhe Final War, when it was released as the ultimate Black 
War weapon, citIZens of the blMted Wilds could not be faulted for 
a less than clinical detachment when regarding their ancient foe. 
Virus had mutated from ear1y Suicidal strains Into a profusion of 
more stable forms-£mpire Builders thai nerworked v.ut lleets of 
Infected ships together, Cod sttains th.llt rulKl their human 
subjecu through fear, Mother strains that assis ted their human 
dependents with companion, and even HobbylsU, whose minds 
fluted on self-absorbing obsessIons. ThaI. nonetheless, was 
Incidental to the overwhelming belief about Virur--thatlt was evil 
and must be extinguished. 
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Consistent with this belief, Zorn's finl cooslderallon atter 
rescuing Coeur and Zom was getting Ole bodies of Graylord and 
Yunqueoutof her ship andonla the ftooro' the berth. where the 
Mannes could bum them down :i<llely. 

"Walt,. " Coeur said, me-ther Mannes h;,d dragged the bodies 
outl.ide, "we don't have time for that . We've gal to get going.. 
remember?" 

"But they're Infected with VIrus," Zorn » id. "I dOO'1 want 
them Intact neat my ship." 

"Vega, " Coeur said, putting II hand on her friend's ~ulder, 
" thtYve alre.xly been In contact with your ship 101 II week. Let it 
go." 

Grudgingly, l orn ;x:cepted Coeur') reuoning and settled for 
heaving the robolS Into a trash blnwllh a steel bar through Its lock 
hasp. Zorn. Coeur, Phy~c and the Marine); then relrf:ated to the 
hovering G-earrier waiting In a nearby alley. 

Notably. Zorn's rescue miuion WAS suffed almost@xcluslvely 
by Marlner-wilh Whll8ang and Bonzo flying the G<amer, and 
Red Eye and Widget on the groo nd with energy rifles and Ilte 
mlnUe launchers. Just as Coeur would prefer, Zorn kept the party 
restricted to ground combat specialists . 

~So, where to, bon?~ Bonzo asked Coeur. 
"We've setupacamplnthenewrebel base, ~ Zom told Coeur. 

"'INe figured we'd go back there and walt for word from Drop 
Kick:' 

MDrop Kkk?" 
"He went off with Mercy 10 take oul your meson gun semor," 
"Oh." 
"'That Is what you wanted, wasn' t It?" 
"Yes," Coeur said, helping Ph~k: Into a u~at neat the front 01 

the vehicle. "I just didn't know- he'd be so qukk about It." 
"He ~hould have gotten there iI few minutes ago," Widget 

1aid, flipping up her viwr as she sat down, "uwmlng nothing 
happened on the way.-

Thatcould bea big aswmptJon. Coeur knew. Moreso evtn than 
her mates, the remnant knew the power 01 heavy meson arti llery. 

"'The rebel base sounds good," Coeur )il ld to Bonzo. -whlz 
Bang. shoot any nlghtJi)(~ you see." 

"Amen to that," the beety gunner saId, as Bonzo lifted them 
back into the air. 

No sooner had the G<arrll!( cleared the surrounding build­
Ings, though. than Coeur saw 1M evidence of a city In chaos. 
Though dusk was failing. and Radio Soledad suggeued crowds 
would be forming for a rally belore the Defeme Mlnlltly, only a 
Soledad army patrol now stood before the building on Enea 
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Avenue, strangely ant-like below a ma.ssive pOllet of 5t. !(jlalt 
hanging dO'Wn from the side of the Defense Ministry-Its lower 
edge$ singed with burns from Molotov cocktails whose glass 
bottles lay shattered in the stleet. 

"We've been II linle out 01 touch, ~ Coeur SIIikf, catching theSe 
details ttvough PRJS blnoc~an as the C<arrier SW\Jng around In that 
~rection. ~It doesn't look nke St. ICiIa:t IS as populiii' as I thought. ~ 

'Welt he was popolar/ Zorn said, "but that wort' off ptetty 
quic:kIy. See that smokeoff 10 lhenorth1 ThafsYotlertthe 1 sl Brigade 
ll. fighting with the Marina miitia. Artj O'v'tr there to the east-that's 
smoke from an apartment block the n1ghqac.ks gutted." 

"Good Gaia," Physic said, frunral ed by her inability to get a 
good view from her ~eat. "Kilait sounds worse than Brak' " 

"Lemos thinks he is," Zorn said. "According to his people In 
this distrkt, Kilalt's even put Vazquez under house arrest in the 
Church of the HOly 5acrlsly, he's so paranoid about oppOlitiOO." 

'"What aloon,"WhII Bang said, Slannglhroughhls gun sight. 
"How did he ever get to be a saint?" 

That, of course, was the ultimate unanswerable question, b\Jt 
Coeur had a theory. The Church of Glace and Light had once 
been a gigantic bureaucracy, ill fact given wltneu by the ruins of 
gigantiC churches and the hierarchical order that survived even 
the Collapse In the form of Cardini'll Vazquez: and her priests. 
Sefo re lheCollapse, therefore, the CGL muu have needed purely 
administrative offtClaIS-lawyers, accountanU and such-with 
only a tangential relatlomhlp to the prime mission olthe church. 
KUail Coeur berleVed, was almost Certainly such a man-an 
administrator who saw the writing on the wall when civilization 
began to crumble and arranged to set himself up IOU a god in the 
aftermath . 

It's j l/Sl (00 bod, Coeur thought. thol he didni tnowoboullM 
VIrus. Now the mon who {JURed the slring$ is probably having his 
Wings pulled by thot depot computer. 

Bul whot does 1M depol Com{JUt~f wont? 
"Somo," Coeur said suddenly, "belay that earner order. 

Change coone to the Church of the Holy Sacristy." 
"What7~ Zom asked. "Why?'" 
Sonzo, too, was curiou~ about this change of orden, though 

he e.llecuted the course change crisply. 
"Secause I've got ahunch," Coeur said, " that there'~one mQfe 

person we need to rescue in Soledad: Cardinilf Vaz:quez." 

As Zorn o~",ed, "house arrest" didn't necessarily mean 
Vazquez would be under guard, but when the G<.arner arrived 
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at the Church of the Holy Sacristy, It found the gU<l.rd to be fairly 
heavy. Ademonic nighljack and two squadi of Soledad lrOopers 
aboard jeeps with a pair 01 hea...y machinegum blocked the! front 
entrance to the church. 

HBlow 'emaway." Coeur said. 'We don', have time tobewbtJe.~ 
"That'~ my ~kipper, n Whiz Sang boasted, drawing deadly aim 

on the njgh~ack from 200 metef'li and ~earing it with a lance of 
pta~a fi re. Agile asil might be at evading hand·held weapon5, 
the nighlja<k was not X) agile lhat it (ould elude a stabilized gun 
in the hands of a (lac k ~hot . II was flung back against the bolted 
church door by the force 01 fire that incinerated iU torso brain 
cavity. The soldiers prudently ned a moment later, under strong 
motivation from thE' G<arrier's (oa)Cial machlnegun. 

The field hailing thus been cleared, the G<imier swung 
around In lront of the church and planted its real hlllCh befo re the 
locked doors 01 the stn,JClure. 

MEasy ..... ith that front door: Coeur ildvised Red Eye and 
Wklget as they piled out the back of the vchkle. HWe don' t ..... ant 
to damage the church." 

"No problem," the gunnery sergeant repUed, putting jJ slug 
from his gauH rifle throvgh the padlOCk securing chains 10 the 
front door handles. Rendered a~ Ineffective as thc night jack 
~prawled oul on the front steps, the lock then came Ileewith a tug 
from Widget, and both Mil(ine~ haulKlI~ chains out from the 
door handles preparatory to flinging the dool1 open. Thb they 
accomplished gingelly--ea<:h taking one o f the double door's 
handles and standing back behind the cover of the building lest 
anyone ins'lde should open up with a heavy weapon when the 
00011 were opened. 

"We 1 urrender! ~ however, wa11he cry Irom imide, when the 
doors were lIung open. Both CalC:f1nal vazquez and Brother 
Anthony, the Marines saw, were !; tanding jusl lmide Ihe doorway 
with their hands up. 

"Vazquel, get in here'" Coeur yelled, standing up from the C­
cilnier chair she'd been uiing lor cover. 

~We're coming." lhecardinal said, hurrying 0 1.11 of the church 
beside hl'l 1uoordinate, both 01 whom were still keeping their 
hands up. 

"All right, vazquez." Coeur u id, "you can pul your hands 
down. We didn 't come to take you p risoner." 

"Oh," Vazquez said, putting her hands down. 
"We weren't sure if you knew ~bOut the house arrest order, H 

Anthony explainKi . 'We thought you mIg ht have come wIth 
General Lemos 10 kill us." 

uYeah, we're with General Lemos," Zorn silld, "but we didn't 
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come to kill you. Any more 01 your people Inside?" 
"No, " Vazquez said. "Just Brother Anthony and me." 
~Sir," Bonzo said, turning around in !he pilot's chair, ~ 1 'vt gOI 

stveral targeu clo~ing fast from the ~outh." 
~Get usoutol here, then. ~ Coeur yelled fOlWard , helping Zorn 

dose the rear door as the Marines lumped back aboard. "Whiz 
Bang. shoot anything suspicious," 

"Yes, sll1" 
That, Coeur rearLled belatedly, was probably toomU(h rICense 

for lhegun-happycorpotat but Ilwasbettl'f to be safe than dead. 
Momentarily, the street outlide echoed wllh the report of the G­
carrier's machinegun as the vehicte rockeled back Into the air. 

~Oearly, you've exposed youn;elf to SOfTM' danger coming 
here, ~ Vazquez said, when Coeur came to sit beside her and 
Anthony. "Why did you do it?" 

" like I told Zorn," Coeur said, glancing fOtWard at the pirate, 
who had deftly slipped past BOI'lzo to take over the controls, "a 
hunch. Correct me If I'm wrong, but you and St. kila!1 haven't 
been getting along very well, have you?" 

At the magnitude of this understatement, Anthony let out an 
inadvertent snort. 

"No," vazquez said, "we haven't. Rather loa late I have come 
10 see that he Is a Tormentor, a devil in Ihe guise of a hOly 
prophet," 

"Right," Coeur said. "Weli, Physic and I have had a IInleof h~ 
hospitality ou~elves. How would you like to help us fight him?" 

VazquezsmiJed. "If only I could. I would goon Radio Soledad 
to rally the people against Kilalt, but I'm illraid they'd never leI me 
inlo the Defeme Minlstry .~ 

thaI,. Coeur knew, Wa!. almost a me bel The paranoid Kialt had 
wrely filled his center of power with Ictyal troops and nighljiXlcs. 

~Granted . SUi Radio Soledad doesn' t have the most powerful 
ltilnsminN in thls city. We do. w 

"You don't mean ... you'd leI me use your radlol" 
'" wte will. Of course, It's actua1ly Zorn's radlo--aboard her 

shIp 's bQat-bul I'm wre she WOUldn't mind USing it to bkm 
Radio Soledad off the air- would you, Zorn7" 

"Nope, ~ Zorn called back from lhepllot'schair, ~surewouldn' t." 

"All right,." Vazquezsald, PUtting her hDnd on Coeur's, "", do it." 
"Good." 
A. c.lose shOCk rocked the G-cafTier II momenltaler, though, 

temporarily dimming the cabin lights to the level of the darkness 
outside. 

~ b::cuse me II moment," Coeur said to Vazquez, rising to head 
forward. 
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"Trouble?" ihe asked Zorn. 
~A little:" Zorn said. "Two choppers and a nlghtJack on our 

butt like a 01 on II raw recruIt." 
"Carn you get them with the plasma gunl" Coeur asked. 
"Not yet." Whiz Sling said, firing as qukkty as he could, but 

hampered by the plasma gun's five·1eCOnd purge cy<le. 
"No problem," Zom sald. "We've got II nttle wtprise In st()(1'! 

for them." 
~Wllat?" Coeur asked. 
"look," Zorn said. pointing at lheC-earrier's forward-lOokIng 

EMS display. There, deZid aheoKf 01 the Iow.flytng vehlcte, was II 
fast-approaChing hIghway overpass, an overpass that appeared 
unoccupied until four Individui!lswlth shoulder -fired SAM launch· 
i'!rl stood up In un'6on behInd its (oncrete side wan, 

luckily, their target was not the C-earrier. Thai they let pass, 
and fired Instead on the pul1uing forces from Soledad. caught 
quIte by surprise, helicopters and robot alike plowed headlong 
Into the warheads coming In tnell direction-warheads that 
e.xploded with flowering brightness on the G<lIrrler'~ aft EMS 
scan and sent the crippled pursuers tumbling In flames to the 
rubbled slIeeu of Senega Oistrtct. 

"Nice assist. " Zorn said through her radio headset to the rebels 
on the overpass. 

"Any time, H they (ailed back. 
"You planned tha17" Coeur asked. 
"Sure did," Zorn ~aid, wtth lIi.(oncealed pride . "Almost as 

sharp as you people in the Arses, ain' t W 
"Yeah," Coeur said, patting Zorn on her should er. "Almost." 
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"'TIme to targen" Drop Kick asked. 
"Target in Hve," Mercy answered. 
"'Contacts?" 
-No contacts, sergeant majO(. Approach \.rack Is clear .... 
Approach track is door, Drop KIck thought suddenly, gazing 

through the sight of his fu~ion gun at Images of nighttime 
terrain-jagged rocks and granite cliff sldes-raclng pan below 
and ~kje them. Cleot, tJlCeplloro bonetyol deep Ji!n waiting to 
punch OUt fickf .... 

How big the deep-site mewn guns reallywere, ofcourse, Drop 
Kick Couldn't know, although he knew enough about re lic 
models to gueu at thelrslze and firepower. They would be huge, 
for one thlng-l 00 meters long at leasl-aod powerful to boot, 
probably drawing enough power COllectively to operate the 
whole RC fleet. But what was more, they would be hidden­
buri ed 50 deep in the earth thai no sensor could see them, and 
no weapon-~ve another meson gUrl--<ould answer their 
devastating fire. 

And Drop Kick didn' t have another meson gun. 
lust a tank. and one good Shol at the meson gun's sensors. 
'"'Target In two," Mercy said curtly, "'steering 285," 
"Roger," Drop KIck repned. · Engaglng fire con(rol semon.· 
"'Think I'm too cI~?" Mercy asked a IT'IOtn!nt later, when 

collision ~enW(s flashed at ill close brush with rock lust below the 
hull. 

" ~lItive," Drop Kick said, "keep us as low.uyoucan. Those 
sensors can't even have a peek at us or we're toasl." 

"Understood. Target In one. " 
Still taking covering behind the adjoining mountains, the 

Intrepid couldn't see its ultl mate objective-the EM S sensorl atop 
Mt. Altus. Drop Kkk, therefore, had I'IOldea what precisely would 
await him althe end 01 one mInute, when Mercywould come to 
the end of her attack fun and exe<ute II one<hance pop-up 
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maneuver. The best Homet's survey data could reveal was the 
presence of three semOf dome~ alop the mountain, but the 
image was of low r~oIulion and gave no hint of entfenchecl 
defen~e5. 

And 11 those entrenched defenses flred back-if they spoiled 
Drop Kick's aim and let even one sen}ordome remain intact-the 
Intrepid was dead. 

Slopj~ D(Qp Kick ordered himself. Slop thinking like /hat You're 
In on In/.Tepld. for Cod's sokt>---.sCftW entrenlhed defmSl!S. 

Yet Drop KIck could not es.cape Ole obvious In hk thoughts­
even without its sensors, a deep-site gun wouldn't need a bull's· 
eye to knock them out. 

"TIme," Drop Kick said. 
~Forty seconds. ~ 
"Mercy," Drop \<;ick said, "new orders. If I miss with anyof my 

shQU, you're to begin evasive maneuvers and bug out immedl. 
ate\y. ~ 

"You sure about that, sir?" Mercy asked, keeping her eye on 
her sensors as they closed rapidly on the pop-up point "'You sure 
you wouldn't want me to drop down and come around the 
mountain'or another p,ns7" 

" Negative, ~ Drop Kick said. ""The blast radius of lhose guns win 
be too big-they won't even need to come close to get us If we 
stay in the area." 

"Then you'll only get one ~hot. H 

"That's affirmative, corpora!." 
Mercy had no lime fOf II re}oinder, for the end of the attack run 

had come. 
"Slowing forward acceleration," she said, gritting her teeth, 

~and popping up." 
And suddenly, there it was-Mt. Altus. Emerg ing from behind 

the ~elf of rock th~t had been the grav tank's covet, three sensor 
dome5o--Camouflaged to match the m ow and Ice of the peak­
stood a lonely sentinel against the dark and cloudy sky not 500 
mete/'! from the end of Drop Kick's fusion gun barrel. 

Company came an Instant later In the form of three howling 
discharges from the 125 MJ gun. One-two--three, the sensors 
peeled open and e)(ploded under the force of the fwloo boll 
Impacts. 

"Got himl ~ Drop Kick exclaimed. "let's get the flkk ouna 
herel" 

"You got that rtght, ~ Mercy said, dropping the Intrepid back 
behind iU protectlve ~elf 01 rock and then powering up her 

·HEPlaR thrusl 10 dive screaming Into the nearest gorge below. 
~ Nothlng on sensol"5," Drop Kkk S<lid, taking over the Job of 



To Dream of Olaos 287 

watching the senson now that his m/lln Job Wa1 over, "no blasts 
or explosloru. ... 

"Maybe the meson guns take some tlme to set up," Mercy 
offered, powering Into another deep ralline. "They /Ire pretty big 
artilJel)' pieces." 

"All the 5ame," Drop Kick coun~red, "I'd expe<:t at least one 
to be sel upailihe tlrne--:lust 10 keep people from doing what we 
lu~t did." 

"Don't know. Want me to keep ftylng south?" 
"'YNh, do that, until I tell you to stop." 
Mercy kept Hying at her NOE velocity 01175 kph lor over 10 

minutH, finally travenlng 2<1 kllometef"5 01 winding mount.l.ln 
passages before Drop KIck gave the order to come to a halt. 

"Th~ Is strange," Drop KIck ~ald . "'There's been no ellidenceof 
any return fire at all." 

"Well, you know, ~lr," Mercy observed, "Irs pos~lble that there 
never were any meson guns.. " 

At fin!, Drop KIck thought 10 dismiss that as dangerous 
thinking, but then he reallled that she might be rI~hl After all, 
ellen II the meson guns did work, there sUIl wouldn I be anyway 
to know. 

" I don', know," Drop Kick said. "Somehow 1 don't think Red 
Sun would hllll'e sent that message unles.s she knew there was reilll 
danger from the guru." 

"True." 
"Tell you what. Use the contJa"9r.t llto lift uS oller the nearest 

peaks so I can geta look at SOledad. 01'1, and tsy to see if you can 
keep oneol thedoserpeak:s between us And Ml Altus, Just In case 
there's suH )omebody there. " 

"Roger." 
Whether or not the cauUon was warranled, the maneuver 

revealed very IInle eN.cept !holt far.flung Soledad-partly con­
cealed to the north bthlnd the Lomarlca Hills.-was completely 
~fe and intact 

"Well, I'll be damned," Orop KIck said. "' I thought maybe the 
meson gum would have fired on the city instead just to spite us." 

"l ooks quIet to me." 
"Yeah, me too. All righl.. corporal. tine . leI'S go home ." 

... 
Although Drop Kick and Mercy knew Zom', rescue mission 

would go off at the same time as their mission, neither tanker 
dared antklpate how successful Zorn would be. To expect that 
Zorn would safely recover not only Coeu r, but Phy~)c and Gaffer 
as well In a single rilld Wii5 perhap5 wishful thinking. 
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When the Intrepid landed back at the rebel camp after 
mIdnight, the tankers were dellghted to set Coeur and Physic 
waltlng to g reet them. 

"Hey, Caplalnl- Dlop kk k exclaimed, clambering downlrom 
the Intrepid's turret hatch and jogging over to Coeur and the 
doctor In his battle dr~$, followed a moment later by Mercy. 

"Drop KIck," Coeur said. "Mercy, Il'sgood to see you're back." 
"You too, sir. But doctOl', what happened to you1" 
"01'1," Physic said, glancing down at the crutches under her 

shoulder1, '"Ilrlpped on Zom'llandlng (limp." 
"We took a harder cMually lmn that. though," Coeur sald. 

"Garter was IcIl1ed, back In the depot" 
"'Oh no," Mercy said . "And Fubar and GremJlnr 
"We're not so sure about them," PhySIC said . "INe saw them 

alive back in lhedepot, but theydidn'llook like lheywere in any 
condition to t1 ave!." 

"So," Drop Kick observed, "from the way you're ulklng. you 
must have found the main depot-the ont we're looking for .... 

"Yes, we did," Coeur said, ~bul Kllal\'s machines stopped us 
before we could look around much.~ 

"So," Drop Kick a!Jced, "was il nlghtjack,s that gol Gafferr" 
Coeur nodded. "Yes, two of 'em In fac t. But lom and the 

troopers got those two when they came to rescue us." 
The Marines nodded grim satisfaction. 
" But anyway," Coeur went on, ~I want to hur about this 

mission of yours. Old you manage 10 lake out aU the senson on 
Mt. AIIUl?" 

"We sure did, sir. But the tunny thing was the m~ guru 
didn' t shoot back at us, the way I thought they would." 

"Yeah," Coeur agreed, "thaI Is odd . 'wVIlh /I 200·meter blast 
radius, th~ wouldn' l even need to come clore to hit you .... 

"Could It be that all the guru are disabled?'" Mercy asked. 
"That's what I figured." 

'" suppose It's possl b~ . Butl saw II display panel lnslde the 
depot that Indicated al least one 200-glgajoule deep site was stili 
functional:" 

"'Displays can be wrong. .. Orop Kick offered . 
~Maybe. but It's no use worrying abOut that now-we'l\ lust 

assume the meson guru are Ir'lCapacltated f01 some reason and 
leave It at that. AlTyway, we've got bigger problems right here In 
the camp." 

~Don't tell me the rebels are fighting each other ..... Mercy 
began. 

"No," Coeur said, "the rebeb an! nghOng with the church. 
When Zom sprung Phystc and me, she also picked up Cardinal 
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Vazquez. and now Lemo~ and Vazquez aft' reaUygolng at Ilover 
how to get rid of Kilillt.~ 

Drop kick drew back, ~urprised. 
"The cardinal Is herer he asJced. 
"She sure Is," Coeur said, · and now I've got to S~ il I can 

SlTaighten her and Lemos oul. Care to tag along?" 
~Sure thing." Drop KiCk said, following Mercy as she In turn 

fo llowed Coeur and Physl< toward lhe large canvas tent that 
served as Lemos' headquanefl. "Maybe we can talk SOIl\e sense 
Into them." 

Yeah, Coeur thought. "m SUfe the powered armor will help us 
sound a fur more COIlvifl(ing. 

As it happened, Lemos and Vazquez had decided to take a 
break in their discussiOns when Coeur and Physic retumee! to the 
tent-a lact made obviOus by the \ack of vociferous n3me<aiUng 
overheard from a distance. The general and cardinal had gotten 
poinU nailed down while Coeur and Physic were away, how­
~er-polnn that Vega Zorn Iilled CO('llr in on ju~t oulSlde the 
entrance to the tent. 

"Basically, " Zorn said, 4Lemo~ wan~ to rush the Defense 
Ministry with his men and !till everyone In sight-" 

"Hm," Phy~k quipped, "sounds like one 01 your proposals." 
"Physic," Coeur warned, "let her finish ."' 
"Sorry." 
"Right." Zom ~id, with a quick sour g lance at the doctor. 

"Lemos wants to rush the bui lding. but Va2quez is afraid he'd kill 
100 many civiliaru.---and priest.s-il he did that. She figures it 
would be bener to use the ~hip' s boat radio tr lln~miner lind 
appeal directly to the peop~ to overthrow Kilalt. M 

"That Wil5 my idea, M Coeur said, "but there's a Cllteh f didn' t 
reill i1e earlier, Kila lt has better radio-;ammlng equipment than I 
expected . To be effective, Vazquez wouk;f have to broadcast (rom 
right in the middle of the Fedf'ral Distr ict. and drown o ut his 
signal.-

·While," Drop Kick obserwd, "coming under fire from the 
army loyalists and the nighljacks. Not fun." 

"No, not fun at alt." 
The sudden arrival of Ne-. .... ton inteuupted funher comment. 

Mindful of the need to stay off the radio, and therefore keep the 
rebel position (oncealed Irom the nightjadts, Newton had pad­
ded over from the G-(arrier in preference to calling Coeur on her 
(ommunicatar. 

"Begging )'Our pardon, Red Sun, but there is amessagf'fOfYOU 
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from Gyro. She hi)} expreSled the deSire to speak with you at your 
convenience," 

"Doem', sound like much of a cris\s.~ 
~t'm afra id that I can't speak to that, sir. She didn' t elaborate." 
"A1I /igh!., ~ CoetIr said, glancing Into the lent and seeing thai 

things weren' t gelling back under way yet. "I'll go carr her back 
on the lawrcom. The resl of you Slay here, though, andtrytocalm 
them down If they start to kill eilch other." 

"Yes, ~Ir, M Drop Kick said, lIe:o:ing a mighty ~elVO-drlV1!n arm. 
" Bul without breaking any arms or skulls.~ 
"Yes, sir," 
Thirty sf'«()(1ds later, Coeur was back Inside the G< arri er with 

NewtOt'l and pull ing up a chair to the Hivef"s communlcatiOf'ls 
station. 

" Red Sun to Homer. Come in, please." 
"Red Sun, !hb is Hamel, '" Gyro relumed. "You must have 

gonen my messag e.'" 
"Roger thaI; what's up?" 
H$ir, I've been thinking . Newton JUSt informed us that Drop 

Kick's mi~slOf1 was ~ucces s ful, and that must mean the meson g un 
seruors havt been di~bled. If that'~ true, then, sir, I wonder if It 
might not be lime to have Hornet lift off the ba<k face 01 Elo)o and 
make some kind of positive conll ibution to your work down 
there." 

"Yeah, I thoughl about thal" Coeur said. ~ l dOf1'lseewhynol 
now that there's leiS chance you'll be blown away." 

"Very good, si r. You kl'lOW what we were thInking, Crowbar 
and Snapshot and Si)(er and me, was that we've got a pretty 
poweriul radio up here 00 Homet, probably powerful enough to 
jam Radio Soledad, or SDmething like thaI." 

Coeur sat suddenly upright, astonished . 
"Oamn," she said, "'why didn'll think 01 that?" 
"Sir7" 
"Your Idea about the radio-It's Just what we need. With 

Homl:'toverhead, we could broadcastV.:u:quez' radio mellages all 
over the city and say to he ll with Ki lalt's lamming .... 

" I don't knowiflfoUow all thaI, Sir," Gyro said, "bullt'~ sounds 
do·able. Should we lift off, sir?" 

"Roger that, as soon as possible." 
A pause followed , durlng which Coeur thought about signi ng 

off, but didn' t. 
"Say, Gyro," ~e said, "you haven'! been hiding /lny secret 

te lepathk powers from us, have your 
"No, sir. Must be a cOi ncidence us both thinking about the 

radio." 
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"Yuh, probably. Anyway, It'$ just as well.· 
"'Why'S that, sir?" 
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"Because there are no psioniC lrutitutes left fO( you to study at 
They all got blown up." 

"Oh, right" 
"Anyway, I wonder If you could patch me through to Deep Six; 

there's a little project ]'d like him to work on while you're moving 
Into orbit. ..... . .. 

Although Miranda Vazquez was presenUy distanced from the 
power 01 the spiritual offICI! Ki1alt had usurped, she retained a 
perwnaJ magnetism and aura of authority that even General 
Lemos was forced to respect. Heedless 01 the general'5 superi()( 
numberl, ~e stood alone on the wength 01 moral argument­
an argument thatappea\ed toincreaslng numbel'lof Lem<»' men 
and threatened to incite a mInor cMI war within the Imponsero 
Phalanx. 

And thot's ju~t what ~ don't fIffd-..<J rift between our two best 
oJIIn, Cowr thought as the meeting In CMeral Lemos' tent 
reconvened. She took a seat in one 01 the few chairl avai lable to 
the rebels. Chairs had also been provIded for General Lemos, his 
two seniOr aides, Zorn, Physic and Drop Kick-though the latter 
elected to remain standIng lest hu armor crush his chair. Cardinal 
Vazquez al~ chose to remain standing, offering her chair to 
Brother Anthony, and she became the meeting's Centl'( of 
attention as she stood in her gntlering ecclesiastical robes. 

"Look, Your HoIine~," Lemos began, "I don't want to sound 
uncooperative. but your plan is ridiculous. I can' t ollord to detail 
the men It would take to guard you and the spacer rAdio If you 
took it downtown Soledadl" 

"Nevertheless," Vazquez replied, "you will, If you have any 
feeling for how the future wiU remember us. and any sense of 
responsibility for the lives you would otherwise throwaway in a 
frontal assault on the Minhtry .... 

"This Is ridiculous .... Lemos said. slapping his thighs and 
boklng at his aides. "Why am I sitting here listening to this 
nonsense?'" 

" ff I m'lght interrupt. .. Coeur said, rTIO'Ylng forward on her 
chair. "I think I may have a solution to this problem." 

UOh?" Vazquez asked. 
"Yes. General Lemos, we know thai the power of KJlalt Is 

~lIpping away in the city, yet he retains the loyalty of no les.s than 
a dozen night}acks and at least a battalion of troops. If the people 
of the City-and I mean the entire cIty, not just downtown 
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Soledad-cooid be made to hear thecardlnal's voice, then $urely 
the majority of (hI.' populalion that '>till supporu her would lise up 
in torce agaimt l<iI31t." 

"Well, of course, H Lemos said, "but you've said yourself that 
the radio lacks that kind of power. ~ 

"The ship's boat radio, yes. But not the radio of my starshlp 
Home!," 

"But I thought your Homel Win hidlng behifld the moon," 
Lemos said skeptically. " hiding from the gun that shoou through 
I'O(k," 

"Not any more," Coeur said, activating her personal commu­
ni(atOl. "Homer. Ihh is Red Sun. Are you receiving?" 

"Right here," Deep Six rt'pIINt. "We've moved Into a geosta-
tionary orbit above your posUion." 

"Good. Stand by." 
Coeur lhen shut off her communicator and looked al Lemos. 
"Now, general, I've got a little demonstration . Could some· 

body get us Radio Soledad on a local receiver?" 
Lemos nodded, jelling one of his aides switCh on a battered 

old radio set. Whistling ~ ta lic and pops issued from the speakers. 
but eventually the soldl!"r dialed in by far the mon powerlullocal 
signal . 

" ... People of the city are advised to remaIn indoors for their 
own safety, since His Most Sacred HO!iness, SaInt Kilall, has 
informed u~ thata host of demons has beset the city In opposition 
to his coming. Further, all inter-<iistrict travel will be banned until 
funher notice, and factory workers are advised that all Federal 
Dis trict plants wllt remain closed untlt further notice, due to 
demonic infeslation ... ~ 

listening to this rambling monologue clearly upset General 
lemos, and Ci!,USed both Vazquez and Brother Anthony to make 
the triangular sign of the Oefender on their chests. But the ntany 
came 10 a sudden stop a moment later, replaced fin t by loud 
Halic, then by a hymn. and a message from Cardlnal Vazquez. 
ctebrly recorded eartier. 

NPeoples of Soledad, I greet you In the name of Cod, the Holy 
Spirit lind the Holy Defender. Recently, we have been \foubled by 
a great evil, whkh from the time 01 its. ancient origin has 
threatened to for~er divide us from each other. II Is not the will 
of the Blessed Defender, hOwever, that we should harbor ancient 
enmities In our breast We are the people of the City of the 
Defender, and we must remember thaI no enemy will drtve us 
away from unity In His body. 

4Praise be 10 the Defender." 
"Why, that's me," Vazquez said, astonished, as the m~ge 
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ended and statJ<: retumed to the radio. 
"Yel, ~ Coeur uld, liftlng up her communicator again. .. ~ 

corded before Kilalt came to pov.'l!f . Thank you, Sixer. You can 
shut off the EMS Jammer now. Red Sun out." 

"Very good, sir. Homel0ut " 
A moment later, the uatic subsided, letting the original 

program of Radio Soled~ come bKk on the air . 
.. .• .1 don' t know what that was, but my engineer assures me It 

was probably !>OfTle son 01 freak almmpheric eHKt-a low· 
pressure cell or something . Sut bbck to the news. His Most Sacred 
Holiness, Sa;nt IGlalt, has found the soub of sewral crlmlnals 
captured on Enea Avenue 10 be pouessed by demonic spirit. and 
therefort scheduled theIr publ1c Immolation for 0500 this morn· 
Ing .. .... 

" EOO\Jgh, " General Lemos uld. "Shut that off." 
The aide closest to the radio qu1ckly obliged. 
"So," Lemos then said to Coeur, " that was your ship that did 

that N 

"Yes, sir. And you can be iWured that It knocked RadloSolcdad 
off the air all over the dty-from the Lomarlc.a Hills to the Manna 
District-and replaced it with that recorded signal from Cardinal 
Vazquez. Sut of course, that could lust easily be a Il~ broadcast 
from the cardinal, or anything else we want" 

"All right. .. Le~sald, leaning back ln his chair, "all right. I can 
see that you're correc t, Captain. It's time for ValqUel and I to 
cooperate more closely." 

Vazquez nodded pontely. 
Lemos contlnued, "So where cIo we start?" 
"Thewayl see It, " Coeur an1Wered, "we've got two problerru. 

KlIalt will have to be brought to justlce, and the depot will have 
to be destJOyed, both to take away ICllalt'i baie of power and to 
prevent it.sweapons from falling into unfriendlyhandi. Ideally, I'd 
like these two missions to go off simultaneously-tomorrow 
night If pouib!e--so that'll limit who's ava)lable (or each task. My 
people, and Zom's, can probably handfe the depot, bulas far as 
Kilalt 90('$, I think you'" have to take the lead on that one." 

"Absolute ly, " Lemos said. "That's be.st, since we' ll have the 
authority to dedare a new government aher we take down 
)Cilalt." 

"Actually," Coeur said, "I was hoping you and Cardinal 
Va;::quez would cooperate In forming that new government" 

" Of course, " Lemos said. "I'm sure that would be the willo! the 
people." 

"For my pan., ~ Vazquez offe~d, "I must admit that I allowed 
too much distance to come between the general and m)'1ell 
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during my earner time in office. This UrnI.', I'll see that thar doe~n't 
happen." 

Coeur nodded. "01 course," Coeur said to Lemos, '" I don't 
think we'll ne<e.uarlly have to take all our troops to the depot 
Since you nlll have night jacks to deal with, I don' t think It would 
hurt to \eave at leMt /II cou ple of Mannes herewith fusion rifles." 

"Whatever you think Is approprlate," Lemos sald. "We'll 
certainly make use of whatever you can spare." 

"Agreed," Vazquez said. "'Yet I can't help but wonder about 
something. Even if I do manage to rally the people on the radio, 
and the general successfully leads an as.sault on the mlnl~tJy. 
what' s to keep Kllall from simply escaping the city In one of his 
Hying vehkle1?" 

Yeah, Coeur thought. sighing, thol is 0 problem. But, fortu­
nately. she'd already g iven It some thought . 

"Actually, " she said, "I've thought about that Theway I figure 
it,. what we nee<:lls some sort of lure to keep Kllalt tied to the City." 

"A lure, Captain?", 
"Yes, specifically the junior lechnarchs." 
Suddenly, Physk wheeled on Coeur. 
~"'e you kidding ? After the way they disobeyed your orders 

before?" 
U Actually, that's what I'm counting on. Practically everyone In 

the city knows , trust them about M far as t could throw them. 
which Is why nobody'd ever suspect I'd sent them on a mission 
myself." 

"True. But even so, self-sa crifice Isn', exactly what I'd caU 
typical ~haYior from the technarchs . How'd you talk them Into 
It?" 

"Actually," Coeur admitted, "I haven't. But they're sensible 
people. I'm sure they'll see reason." ... 

"Captain D' Esprit,. you've got to be klddingll refuse to have 
anything to do with this planl" 

"Hold on a minute, Llu. You haven't let me explain .... " 
"Oh no," An-Wing replied, ~I've heard enough. This Is prob­

ably jusl a hartbralned scheme to get us killed once and for all." 
In the small tentlhat Zomhik:! secured fOt IheJuniof technarchs, 

Coeur stood patiently beside the central pole, deliberately lleer­
ing herself against an eS(alationin rhelom: . Sitting on II single cot,. 
the Junior technarchs pruented a strange palr---Qn the one hand 
An.Wlng II lenseyoung woman In her tattered tunic and culottes, 
and on the other hand M,llaryk, a dIsheveled young man with 
one arm In a Sling and a distracted expression suggesting more 
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than anything the desire to be an~here else. YetCoeurcould not 
afford to think of them as eccentrics any more. Now they might 
very well be vital to the SUCCe!l of the entire RC enterprise on 
MoxIL 

"I don't kr.ow, Uu," Ma.saryk said. "I'm sure the captain 
wouldn' t have made the suggestlon unle1S she thought It was. 
Important. N 

"Oh. right,." An.vv1ng !>aid, "just agree with hert" 
"Actually," Coeur observed, "Bela 'j correct. 1 wouldn't have 

made the suggestlon unless I felt It was ImporUllt Somebody has 
to go to Kllalt and convince him that he has a good reason to stay 
In the city-somebody that he, or at least his itdvlsotS. can believe 
Is opposed to me," 

"All rlght, then." An-Wing said, "JUlt suppose we went along 
with this crazy Idea. What would we have to offer Kllalt?" 

"I don't know-whateller seems reaSOllable. You could tell 
him there's another Or\l lammen ~Ip coming to Mt-klt,. and he 
could escZlpe the planet, or tell him Oriflamme would like to 
support him in II bid to take over the planet. It doesn't really 
matter, as long a) he buys It ," 

"'Well, now," Masatyk said, lifting his good hand, " lhat seems 
re&onable, l1u. After all, we did Inconvenience the captain ear1ler 
when we went to see Brak. Maybe we OW~ her one." 

~I don't know about that, Bela. If you do this, I don' t want It 
to be bKause you owe me One. I want you to do It because It's 
lhe right thIng to do for the Mure of the Coalilion. ~ 

The Junior technarchs were silent for a moment. thinking. 
"Give us a moment/ An.Wlng said flnally. "I'd Ilke to talk this 

over with ~Ia myself." 
"Very well," Coeur agreed, ba<:king through the tent flap and 

returning to the dar1o:ness of night In the camp. 
Given her eJlperience with the technarchs' feistiness, Coeur 

expected a loud argument would shortly Issue from the tent. SO 
she moved a polite d istance away 10 let them have their p!'lvacy. 
No ~ch commotIOn ensued however, and An-Wing popped her 
head out of the tent a moment later to summon Coeur bllck 
Inside. 

"That WM quick," Coeur $.ald. "Have you made a deds\on7" 
"Yes we have," An-Wing said, "although Belli Isn't entlrely 

happy with it" 
"What's that?" Coeur asked, noting Masaryk's dour expres.­

sion. 
"I shall go on this mission," An-Wing s.ald, "but Mlisaryt< will 

not Both you and he are correct that this mission is Important to 
all the Coalition-Including Oriflamme-but it would be irre-
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spomible to (Isk any further Inlury 10 him." 
Coeur W~l stunned, but managed to Keep her expression 

neutral. This was not at all the sort of self-sacrince she expected 
from An-Wing-though neither could she deny that An-Wing 
was full of surprise}. 

KI hadn't visualized getting you two Into any unnecessary 
danger," Coeur sakJ. "We figured we'd plant a wire on you and 
use that to warn you when an atla(k was Imminent, so you could 
take (over." 

~Neverthe less:' An-Wing said, "it's this way or no way." 
Coeur glanced at Masaryk. "You sure you're all right with 

lhis1'" 
" I've got to admit that I'm not. but if 1t'111 choice between 

running the minion wi th L1u or not running ilal all, I think you'd 
better take the fOrlTler. " 

"All right, then," Coeur said, offering a hand to An-Wing . 
"There'l( be a planning meetlng In a couple of hours, before 
daybreak. We'll work out the detaih then.~ 

UVery good," An-Wing replied, acceptlng Coeur's handshake. 
""II be there.~ 

Coeur d id not press An-Wing lo r more of an explanation. 
Is jt loyalty to Oriflamme or Bt/o, IDe wondered, walking out of 

the tent and back to her mates In the C-earrle(. Ordoes she fl9ure 
sheowesmeone?Oh well, whoknol'4. It's IikeMestrov/csaid-we 're 
all on the same side. 

Maybo? sht'~ Just figured IhOt out. 

Twelve houll later, the camp of the Imponsero Phalanll 
swarmed with activity, although most of Its soldiell had already 
departed. Infiltrated into the Federal Distrkt during the daytime, 
when most of the city was a~leep, they had lett behind only the 
headquarters staff 10 guard the children and noncombatant 
civilians associated wlth the phalaf\)(. Mo~t acUvity focused, 
therefore, on Coeur and the ship's boalshe had)wt brought back 
from orbit. Indeed, almost every spacer In the (amp clustered 
around to have a look at it, with the exceptlan of An-'llling and 
Masaryk-who was helping get An-Wing ready for her own 
million. 

~Sothis is your~ret weapon. hit?" Vink asked, cl1mblng into 
the ship's boat calgo bay to admire a cytlndrkal tube supported 
by a heavy metal cradle. 

''Yeah,'' Coeur said, uthat's a 1 OO-kiloton demolition charge. 
I figure it'll do the job. u 

"Klnda funny, that.," Zorn said, "after all the trOuble you made 
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me go through not to nuke Sauler Downport ~ 
Physic shook her head sadly. 
"Boy, you still don't get It, do you lorn?~ 
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~Hey, II was just a Joke. I knO'o\' we're going to set this thing off 
underground." 

"Sut what about the people In the depot., si r?" Drop Kkk 
ask{'(f, "Are we Just going to let them get to~ted? '" 

"'No," Coeur answered, "we're nol I don't know ha.v we're 
going to convince 200$laves togetoulof that pla(C~ before It goes 
up-pal'1lcularly since they and the nightJacb will probably be 
~hooting al us;,t the lime-but ~ have to try. Otherwise, aU our 
high-handed rhetoric about r~p~tlng life wi1J sound pretty 
hollow." 

N Amen to that, .. Physic responded, wa!Chlng Zorn. 
"Actually," V·Max said, "I still think we' ll be lucky If we get tilal 

far. What if that meson gun of Red's Is active and doe:s decide to 
~Iart firing on us when we enter the depot1~ 

"Igue~s we'll all be dead then, won't we?" Zorn said. '" mean, 
really, whal's a better place to die, here ~el'Vlng your country or 
back home in front of a firing squ ad?" 

"Thanks for the pel'1p~tive, ~ipper.'" 
The firepower of a 200.gigajoule mMon gun w~, of course, 

nothing to joke about, but Coeur forgave the remarks from 
pirates who would, indeed, liKe Ihelrown)ustice onceallthiswas 
over. 

Vet Coeur h:ld rea~on 10 believe that they might be sale from 
the meson gun, even if it were int!Ct. Since the depot was a relic: 
faCility, built by the SolOmani, It almmt cM ainly had an Integra' 
meson screen and a I all·safe circuil that would prevent that screen 
from ever being lowered when the planet'~ meson guru were 
firing. Otherwise, an incorrect fire solution from one ot the guns 
could V('ry well lei il annihilate the better pol'1ion of the depot 
with a ~ing'e shot. 

·lel'~ worry about that when we get to It, .. Coeur said. "Now, 
has anybody seen liur 

"Righi here," An·Wing called from behind the crovvd. 
ul et her through," Coeur said. 
Coeur didn't need to give Ihal order, though, for theArse5 and 

pirates alike lell a~ide when they 5lIW how remarkably An·Wing 
had fixed herself up. Followed by Mas" r)' k. she appeared in 
wmething altogether lighter and breI.' l ier than her usual depreu­
lng black-a green silk dress with gold apprtque design and a red 
sash. 

"Cood Gaia," Zorn said, "where In the world did you get 
thalr 
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~Oh.~ An.Wing said modestly, ·il'~ j~t /I IInle somethIng I 
brought down from o rbit ." 

"Hm," Coeur remarked. ,. , thought Mercy put /I stric t weight 
limit on what you could bring down in the tank," 

"O f course ~he did: Ar'\.W!ng replied. " That's wily t only 
brought essentials, like thls. ~ 

" Hm," Physk said, givIng An-Wing a on(e~ver lOOk. " I think 
it 's the s~ng ·bJck pumps that do II for me," 

"All right, all righl." Coeur ~id , "'enough with the fashion 
di«:ussion. Liu, do you understand your miuion?" 

" Roger, "m 10 make contact with Kilah. p!'omise him the wn. 
themoon and allthe starsin Ihe sec lor, and hold him in place until 
I get word to dUck," 

"Good enough, " Coeur Solid. We've fed !Glall radio menages 
suggl'Uingyou'd try to makecontKt with hIm, so at !hevery least 
he shouldn't be surprised at your coming. Now, Physk, did you 
get the wire implanted?-

"Yes, Sir," Physic said. "It'S ~ubculaneolJS, ~o nobody'lispol it 
Of eour\e, 1 could have implanted a transminer, too, but I figured 
that would be too obvious on lin x· ray ~an." 

" I'm sure i t' ll be fin(' . Just remember to lislen fo' Ihe warning 
from General lemos . His troops will begin their assault In two 
hours, Just about the same time we hit the depot, and that'll be 
the lime for you to take cover. N 

"Und~tood," An.Wlng nodded. 
"Good luck. Uu, - Masatyk offefed, hls face /I rigid mask. 
"lhanlu, Bela. " the other junior tecnnareh said, though her 

face had likewise become a mask 01 convol. 
" AU right, then, let's let the lady go. She's gOI Important work 

to do .'" 
"Thank you, Captain," An.Wu,g saki, dlmblng aboard a 

hovering broomstick that Red Eye held in plac e for her. She then 
powered up the impeller lans and steered the loosed broomnlck 
up into the expansive canopy of star.spe<kled night. 

'That's phase one," Coeur said . "Now it's our tum. 8ela, Red 
Eye, Newton and V-Max are going to n ay here with the rebel 
camp. The rest of us, it's time \0 hit that depot" 

"'You know it's funny," V-Max said to Red Eye, off io one side 
of the camp. " I haven' t seen Newton all day. Suppose he's 
hiding ?· 

-Of course he'~ h'ld'lng," the fi~t ~ergeant said . "Sut then, he 
wouldn't be much 04 /I Hiver if he wanted \0 volunteer for a 
fireHgh\. " 

"True." 
"You heard the woman," Drop Kick said meanwhile, hustling 
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his own people and Zom's awaylrom Coeur and her bomb. ~let's 
get movlngl WhLz Bang's team-Sonzo, Widget. Zorn--lnto the 
G<arrier. All the rest of Zom's people, Into the ship's boat with 
Red Sun and Physic! Hurry up, people. we don't have all nlghtl" 

The Arses and pirates scrambled quickly aboard the two 
transport craft, leaving Orop Kkk lust a moment to check for 
stragglers before SlIluting Red Eye and dashing for the Inlrepki 
with Mercy. 

"Say, Red," Zorn said to Cowr via maser, fro m the C<arrier 
ihe'd been assigned to Uy, '" wonder howyou'd feel about a Unle 
wager.~ 

"What's thatl" 
"How about this; II the base really isn't protecled by a fail·safe 

meson screen and we all gel blasted, V.Max and I sunender 
ovnelves IOf prosecution. But H there is a meson screen and we 
gel 10 safely. then you let us go free." 

Coeur laughed. 
"Nice sucker bet,. ZOrn . follow OropKkkoul when he llfuotf." 
"Y~, sir." 
With that the operation was on. Following the Intrcpld'$\ud, 

the G<arrier and ~hip'~ boat engaged their contra-grav 10 float 
free of the ground, then powered their whining pla$ma thrusters 
to follow the tank off Into the night. 

Dllwn-and the proof of theIr success or failure-was eight 
hours away. 



Chapter 
22 

Standing in an opulent, but otherwise empty, apartment, a 
lone man with a gaunt face stared down Into the broad expanse 
of Enea Avenue-ablaze with scattered flres and echoing with the 
sound of dl~tan t gunflre-----.and marveled. 

Within his fortre~ the flames iV'Id gunfire could not touch him. 
In the dlst.!ln<:e hecouk:l see crowd~ of tiny people rushing back 

and forth, swept like piles 01 leaves before a gusting wind . lNhat 
did those people think they could accomplish? 

What did )'00 rrofIy ~pect d me olwr my 90 yeoo 01 patience? How 
....wld}(lu know what it 13 (l1<e to feel;our fife sJip CTW'OylnlocoIdness, with 
no guoronlN d a future except the powerol }'OUf own wiD? Wh::Jt {lIIure 
do ;ou deserve If)-OU cannot concei<le of such on oct? 

What did you Imagine I dreamed while I slept away thedecodes7 
Did you think I dreamt of grace? Of light? This church 01 yours was 
nothing but 0 circus for"youramusement, and I have brought you Ihe 
greatest show 01 all: fjfe, drolh, darkneu, fire. 

Yl'11 droomro, and lhisis what /dfeomedol. You moyco/Iit choos, 
bUll stand oboYe It and know lhat whatever)Oil mayco/J it, it is miM. 

Anempting to lower himself to the level 01 such creatures was 
an effort for Kilall, however, and he withdrewfrom his bulletproof 
windowtosettJe into a relic onoman and reflect upon the process 
that had brought him here. 

Though no one in the city knew It,. Kilalt was not the real 
Cardinal Kilalt-uther, he was an aide of the cardinal, who had 
uken his nam e after murdering him . The real KYait probably was 
a saini_ if lhe word had any meaning at all-a man who hoped 
to use the technology In the depot to Soave Mexit trom the dark 
age he was certain was coming. But he lacked cunning and the 
sense to see that Mexit Depot could serve other purposes. His 
most senior aide, however, knew better-that the weapOns of 
Mexlt Depot could as easily make a man Into God as they could 
rebuild a world. He killed Saint K'~a ll before he could undergo 
suspension. 
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Awakening from suspen~on, though, the false Kllalt uperi­
enced a strange and frightful dream, Screaming al mobs of 
people who would not hear him, he tried to Impress them with 
the arsenal of weapons in the depot. but even when he killed 
them by U1e thousand~ they would nollistlYl. Rather, they stood 
by unmO'l/ed ItS 11 gre~t hand deKended from the heavens and 
crushed him in IU grip. 

Could ' I have~, Kllall wondered, thor the Delender h;m~ 
was speokir19 Co me In my rireonu? 

K1lall d"lSmb~ that with an Involuntary rMping 01 his lips. 
No, rhoc's nonsens.e. There Is no Ddenderln Heaven, OfIfy myseff. 

I mvsr not forget rhot--l am the only 90d these people must fear. 
The beeping of an Intercom panel on the wall Inte rrupted 

Kilalt's thoughts. 
"Yes, " he s.aid impatiently, "what is It1" 
"Your Most Sacred Holiness," a fearful pfl~t answered, "we 

have an update on the rebel advance. Our perimeter guard 
report> it has been thrown back from the area of lhe Church of 
the Holy Sacrlsty, lUSl II kilometer from here." 

"Yes. And?'" 
"And, perha~, sir, you might be thinking of moving to 

another iocalion." 
Kllalt only chuckled al this. 
"You panic too easily, Brother PalJlck. Art the nlghtjaclu still 

Intact?" 
"Yes, Your HoilneiS." 
"'Then they will protect us. Trouble me no more." 
"Yes, Your Holiness." 
And besides, Kilalt thought, fhete 's oJwo~ lheholychofiol upon 

the fOol II Ihing} get 100 lough. 
ANj indeed, the rifle fir e that was heard earlier, seemingly SO 

close to the Defense Mlnl\try, died away after a lew minutes, 
suggestJng thaI the rebel assauithad met the nighqacks (elnforc­
ing the 1 st Soledad Brigade and fanen back. Doubtless, the brave 
rabble would continuetheif assaulu until they ranoutol men, but 
Kilalt doubted there would be any breakthrough tonight. 

II only lhose damned meson guns weren 'l 01/ dlsobled./ust one 01 
those would end cms whole slupid fnwrre<tion in OM night. 

for whatever reason, though, the meson guns didn ' t work, 
and now that Graylord had gone missing, the IIkellhood of 
finding out why was rather low. But alt the same, there were Slill 
old·fashioned melhods available to suppress II popular uprising . 
First Kilalt would intimidate the public with swift eJl(Kution of 
di\:lidenu. And then-when the rebels were deprived 01 popular 
support-he would hunt them down and kin them /III. 
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Well, anyway, If It was good enough for LlJ(orl and the SoIomo~, 
II's good enough (Of me. 

Anc1enthlstory notwlUutandlng, Kilal! was notsocertainof hIs 
safety that he didn't admit the possibility of defeat. The refore, he 
had risen from hlsottoman to begin coJ\ecling villu able~alnJy 
tewe1ry and gem~ kept as portable we"llh-when another urgent 
(aU came from Brother Patrick a few minutes later. 

"'This had bener be Important" Kil31t said. -I told you not to 
disturb me." 

"Forgive me, Your Holines.s.--I wouldn' t disturbyou If I didn' t 
think you'd want to hear this yourJelf. A. woman has been 
captured by o ur night jacks who claims to be a ~presenlatJve of 
Oriflamme." 

"Orillamme, you say? Could thai be the same woman who 
tried to reach us earlIer todayr 

"INe believe so, Your Holiness. She claims to hilvt called us on 
thaI same frequeocy, and matches the physical descriptlon of Uu 
An-Wing-an Oriflammen who had some e~rl:er dl~b9reemenU 
with Captain 0 ' updt.~ 

~Indl.'ed. But did she $ily what she wanted?~ 
"Sir. she claims to represent the plantt Oriflamme iuelf. a.s 

opposed to the entire Coalition, and lhe says her planet Is 
Interested in bargaining for exclusive access to something she 
calls 'the depot.' ~ 

Oh really? 
"You're right, Brother Patrick, this could be )lgnlficanl Have 

her brought up to my ch~pellmmedlately," 
'"Yes, Your Most Sacred Ho llnes.s." 
Abruptly, IWait put the colle<tion of valuables on hold and 

wallr.ed qulclr./y to his apartment's front door, which opened 
directly into the Chapel of Blessed Providence. 

Occupying all 01 the top floor of lhe building not occupied by 
Kilatrs apllrtment, the chapel wa) a massive )tructure, yel not as 
large as the saint would have preferred. With only' 200 square 
meters of floor space to work -...1lt\ there was only room to write 
SAINT KllALT, BfLOVED OF GOO once In three-meler.hlgh 
letters Ina ring around the room. and barely enough room tont 
/I. twice life-sized statue at hinuell--orved by the nlgh~ack'$ 
integral plaima tocches--above the golden, Jewtl -encrusted 
~ltar. 

All in all, though, standing In the vast chamber d id g ive Kllalt 
a warm and safely Impervious feeling . At any rate, there weren 't 
any windows Inside to admit a view of the city burnlng-ar.d all 
tho~ ledlous peasants outside. 

"Your Most Sacred Holiness," a nlghtJack announced a mOo 
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ment later, arriving through II side elevator with ill tall, black­
haired woman In a green silk dren, whOm It held loosely b)' the 
arm with one massive hand, "the representative from Oriflamme." 

'"You know," the 'NOman said, "I'm not going to run away." 
"Quite right .. K1lalt said. "(teleMe her, Resguardo.'" 
The robot obliged, and IU prboner stepped away. 
"You must forgive my friends," Kllalt saki . "They art rather 

zealous In my protf!oCUOn." 
"Yellh. I can see thai," the woman said, smoothing out her 

dress, "but yoOJ needn't worry about that wtth me. You can see 
I don't have any place to keep a concealed weapon." 

"Well then. what are you heft lorl" 
'"Your Hoflne.u, I'm here as II representative of the Oriflamme 

Council of Technarchs. In Its behalf I'd nke to talk to you about 
acceu to your depot Oh, my name Is Uu An.Wing, by the way, 
lord technarch of Hoofestung." 

An.Wlng offered her hand. 
" If you don't mind my saying. .. Klialt said, shaking her hand, 

"that ~ems like a large title for such a young woman," 
"You know what they say: Cream rises to the top." 
"You'll also forgive me," he said, maintaining his grip and 

squeezing hard, "If I point out that you came here with Coeur D' 
Esprit, as part of her crew." 

"Well, you see-" An·Wing .said, PlYing her hand loose, "­
there's an explanation fo r that. Coming with her was th e only way 
to beat her planet to the depot." 

'"You don't say." 
"I do say. That's why I attempted to meet Lord Brak, alone, 

before you were defrosted. He was an obtuse Idiot, however­
and he didn't grasp how profitable an alliance with my planet 
could be." 

"And)'Ou think r do." 
"Well, maybe not. .1 ~uppoie than your prerogative. But a 

st.arship from my planet 1s due to arrive at this planet tomorrow 
to pick me up, and I'm SUfI! her captain would Uke to know if I've 
made any corutl\Jctive contact with a local rul~ . " 

Kllalr's eyebrows rose at this. pushing up the edge of his 
communications cap. 

"A )ta~hlp, you say." 
"Yes, and a rathef large one, too. Larger than Homet or VI' fl 

Armis, at any rate." 
"An armed ship, too, Ilmagint'." 
"OoubUw. Most of our ships carry at least Il platoon of 

powered troopers, to mop up whatever they can't vaporize with 
theIr missiles and melOn guns." 
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"I see." 
"And those troops mIght even see theirway to helpIng you out 

here, if I put In a good word for you. ~ 
" I'm cunous, lady An-WIng. What makes you think I might 

need thelr helpr 
An·Wlng deliberately mppre~sed II temptation to roll her eyes . 
"You forget, Your HolineSS, until recently I've been forced to 

hole up with the Aubani and theIr rebel frlends. Before I got away, 
I overheatd a reliable report that the whole rebel army's planning 
to hit this district IWO da~ trom now-I 000 men suong at least. 
with artillery." 

Now It waJ time for IOla!t to suppress an emotion--lear. An· 
WIng's estimate was uncannily close to the worst<ase estimate 
of his own planners. 

"Plus, " An.Wing went on, "lherl!' J \.hat last Pf'etender to the 
rule of Soledad, Miranda Vazquez. As long as Hamet Slays up there 
In orbit-putting her messages out and blowing your Radio 
Soledad off the air-she's going to be II nuisance thai you can't 
Ignore," 

" I SUo And your ship could do something about that?N 
"Hell yes, we could. We could blow the linle punkoul of ~pl(e 

lind kill Homet and Vazquez In one shot.H 

Kllal! smlied, visualiZIng the scenario In his mind. 
"Yes," hesald after a moment, ~well, I'm sure the situation on 

lheground Is nothlngourfon::escouldn' thandle, but aillhe same 
It might be nice 10 let your troops have II shot at ttw rebel~, JUSI 
10 establish a friendly rapport between our natJons.H 

"Yes, Your Hohne.u. My thinking exactly." 
"Perhaps we should d&:uss this in a morl!' congenial setting . 

M y study is well·slocked wl th creature comforts. Alter you .... 
FoIkH.ing the sweepof Kilalrs arm, An.Wing sawthrough a door 

the upholstered opulence ol the "study" and moved to precede hm 
In that direction. Not about to let II stranger tIy anything OUI d Its 
5ight, ~, Resguatdo a:so follo.Yed close behind. 

"Thal'sokay, Resguardo," Kllall )ald. "Youdon'tne~ lo come 
along." 

If Resgullrdo heard, it didn't give any indication. Rather, It 
tloated ,1Iently behind the humans on Its contraij rav and reo 
sumed following them when they started walking again. 

"Resguardo, " KUait tald again, '" uld you can go." 
"Negative," Resgullrdo said. "The friendly status 01 this Indl· 

vidual has not been estabnshed." 
Frustrated, K\lalt thought about storming at the robot, but he 

knew It WOIJId do no good. A half· tonne 0( Implacable metal, It 
would only move when ilS programming al lowed It 10. 
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"Damn these machines," Kllalt said. "Sometimes I think they 
have a mind of their own." 

"Well," An-Wing replied, '" couldn't really spE'3k tothaL Back 
on Oriflamme, we smnhed up all our (oboU a long time ago." 

"I think I can see why. Oh well, corne on, we'll just ptetend he'~ 
nOlli~tening .... ~ 

HVfrlCJn$. Oomn (hem and IMit interferencel 
Deep below the Gutter 01 8100d, the Viral intelligence inside 

Mexl t Depot was not happy. LitUe by liltlf>, a good plan was going 
awry, and this latest mhhap-the loss of iu exterior sensors to a 
spacer tank, one day earlier-was evidence that the surface 
dweller!>, at last. were aware of the depot's location . A full anault 
from the surfa<e, therefore, could not be far behind . 

The depot'i muon gun, of course, could no longer be aimed 
without iU semors, but even so it might still have neutralized any 
anackers-it might have, had the original desJgnm 01 the depot 
nol shouldered It with a tail-sate burden: Impenetrable me50n 
screens. Blastaway as il mi9ht at attackers on iUdoOfSlep-in the 
Gutter of Blood-those ,lUacken would be shielded by the 
depot's very deJerues and suffer no injury. 

The irony of this si/uaUOn is clear, the depot cogitated. I keep fhe 
locI lhol one 01 Ihe me10tlguns is lun(tioningasecfE'1 from Ki/alr.. $0 
that I will have a check on his power, )'E't flOW lhat vel)' wE'opon Is 
U1f'!6S to defend 1M. 

So think.-how elsE' may the ollocken bE'dE'feo/ed? 
Extemive computation then followed, la~t;og nt~ally 0f"Ie ten­

thousandth of a second. 
A !rap. Yes, lhey wi" be lured info their own deslIVCtJon. 
ArId so it would be, when the depot computer detected the 

prl'S('nc(' of inlluden at iU ~oulhern cargo elevator. Cunningly, 
It leI a crowd of hum.:ms march onto the elevatorfl()Oj", then let 
them ac tivate the elevator no(mally, bringing them inlo iu 
depths. 

Unfortunately, the Oriflammen idlot Z('ro-Itu~uatt'd by his 
inability to $OIve the sImple puule that locked the elevator-had 
shot out bOlh of the halocameras in that arE'a, but even so th(' 
depot computer could feel the mass of Ihe humans on the 
elevator-there were no more Ihan 10, with only a handful in 
battle dress and no V(lhicles. It set up its trap accordingly. 

On the floor of the depot befOfe the elevator doono, It 
mustered an overpowering force, appropriate for the slaughter of 
Inf.lOlly. A full platoon 01 Imperial security robou, sheathed in 
combat armor and armed wjlh fusion guns, fanned out before the 
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doors, together with a squad of nighl)acks and even a contraband 
Hiver warbot--.ll 1 O·tonne behemoth miming more lhan alllhe 
nlghlj[lck$ put together. In sum, they represented virtually the 
entire defense fOfce of the depot. 

~yOU( imlru(tlom, ~ lhe depot notified lu force, as they waited 
lor me heavy door of the freight elevator to lift. ~are to kill every 
intruder and lake no priSO(\ers." 

However, the robotic legion would not have the opportunity 
(0 execute juorde~. Instead 01 a ptatoon o f human targets, Ihey 
found lherruelve~ faCing II. single Int repid lank, hovering above 
the elevator 11001. Th{' humans were also there, of cou(~e, but 
behind and below the tank. so thallhe first ...olley of the roboU' 
(ire splanered ineffe<lively against the bow and turret of Ihe tank. 

It was the only volley the robots WOIJld gel . 
Ro tating fu gun with ruthless precision, the tank began 

returning fire, hurl ing iU irr e~l slj bJe fusion lances with withering 
speed-diigorging one almost every other second. Every shot hi! 
a robol-and ~melimcs twO or three--and every robOt that wa~ 
hit was bl asted to mo lten ~crap. Wi thin secorods, every sembla nce 
of organization among the robou was lost., 3nd those that 
re mained were soon mowed down by the t<lnk's accompanying 
infantry, dashing out fro m undE'r the cover of the tank wi 1M fusion 
guns and grenade launchel'l as the tank iUelf moved Oul onto the 
fkX>r of the d epot. 

/I may be, Mexlt Depot then adm itted to iuelf, {hal I hove 
m;~ofculoled. 

/ wonder if iI'S 100 !ale (or diplomacy 10 be effective? 

At Ihefool 01 the elevator Shall. OroplOck was a nervous man. 
Although all immediate oppmllion in the dep ot had been 
suppresst'd, he was still concerned by the cargo he WM obliged 
to (affY on the baCk of his tank-Coeur's 1 OO-ki loton dt'molitk:ln 
charge. 

~So, Red Sun," DropKick said nervously, "you rt'ady toget that 
bomb off my rear eM?-

"We're taking It off now, - Coeur said. ~J us t give us a few more 
minutes." 

"That's what you said rIVe minutes ago." 
~I'm sony, Drop Kick. It 's just that all of us are In vac suits out 

here, so we're a lillIe slowed down. All, there, we've gOI it." 
The reason why evel)'One outside was wl1'iVing va< lulU, or in 

the case of the three Marines, battte dress, was apparent wherever 
one looked Inside the depot. Prf'dlctably. the sIde effect of the 
eMlierfirelight with the robolS had been energy volleys that sailed 
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wid e of thelr marks, and manyol these In tu rn struck the various 
mun'ltiom and explosives stored in nearby areas of the depot. 
Soon thereafter, manyo' the5e 3reasbegan not only to bum but 
to explode, starting a chain reaction of deUruClion thai spread 
outward from the spacers ' perimeter at the freight elevator and 
filled the entJre chamber with a toxk ha~e of combustion by. 
products. Coeur, Physic, Zorn and Zorn's 11 shipmates wore vae 
suits primarily to avoid breathing that mess. 

"So, Captain," Widget said, u~ng her enhanced strength to 
help lower the bomb to the lloor, ~do you st'11l want us to set the 
timer to go off In an hour, even if you don'learne back before 
then?" 

~Wldget, if we're not back In an hour, yoo can 3S5ume we're 
dead . All right, Physic, Zorn, Bonzo, you ready to go topside7" 

~ Affirmatlve," all three responded, standing by the three 
broomsticks that Drop Kick had also brought down on the back 
of his tank. 

"Good, then let's go g et our people. Drop Kick, you're in 
command if we don' t come back." 

"Thanks," the tanker said. HBut I've got a qUeltion for you, sir. 
Now that we've set the depot onfire, Idon't see how~'re going 
to talk any of the slaves into evacuating w ith us. Are we still going 
to tty to talk them Into leaving before we set off the bomb?" 

"Absolutely," Coeur answered. "Irwe don't come back, you're 
going to have to find someway to drive the slaves out there to the 
surface. Under no circumstance win you detonate the bomb 
while slaves are stiJilJapped inside. ~ 

"Very good, sir." 
~ All right, sir," Bonzo said, checking h\i fuskm ri fle and 1cK 

mlsslle launcher as he hovered on his broomstick beside Coeur's 
and Zorn's. "We ready to go?" 

"Almost." Coeur said, reaching into a leg pocket of hervac suit 
to get something. "There's just one more thing we need .... " 

"That some kind 01 seCret weapon?" Zorn asked. 
"Well, after a fashion," Coeur said, bOnging a ~aI191as.s vial 

Inlo view. 
"You're kidding . HOly water?" 
"Actually, It's a good idea, H Ph~k said, from her seat behind 

Bo nzo. "Newton and I analyzed It yesterday, and we think It 
contains a special dye activated by an ultraviolet spotlight on the 
nlghljacks. That's probably how the nlghljacks keep from grab­
bing priests by mistake." 

"Right,. " Coeur said. 
'Well, hel~ .. Bonzo conceded. "then splash some on me." 
"Yeah, I' ll take some of that,. 100, " lam said. 
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"You never know," Coeur said, splashing an equal portion on 
herself and her mates. She then handed the rest to Carina 
Becker-sufficiently recovered from her prison Injuries to Join 
Zom's tloops-and led her little broomstick squadron Into the air. 

Having a good sen~ for navigation from memory, Coeur 
maneuvered directly through clouds of flre·~uppr~nt ~pray_ 
anemptlng 10exUnguish the spreadit"lg flres on lhelloor-and on 
toward the portal in the cei1lng thai she knew led to the control 
room and hospital. The vast )Cale of the depot made this a long 
ttlp of several seconds, howeve."', and Coeur had time to behold 
a vivid spectacle of human luttering In the deeper parts of U1e 
depol Manyol the human lIaves, terrified byflres and ellploslom 
marching toward the far end of the depot floor, were Kurrylng 
for elevaton pr~umably leading uptothe surface, buto!.hers, like 
frightened animals afraid to move without their master's permlS. 
slon, were clustered in knots dangerously clo~e to being sur, 
rounded and cut off by the advancing flam~ . 

ThoSe5l0ve5, Coeurthoughl Cod, It'so pbgewng themoutolhere. 
But even il it came to PlIJhing the slaves along at bayonet 

point, that was what the spacers would do . WhUe It was true that 
Slfay nlghtJaclu ~UU might haunt some areas of the depot. there 
was no partlcuiar need \0 rush the demolition of the depot. and 
therefore as many Innocent lives as po53lb1e would have to be 
saved . The altematlve for Coeur was to abandon both her 
per.;onal values and whalevervalues separated the RC from evef)' 
pe:ny dictatorship In the Wilds. 

~All right, people, put down,'" Coeur )ald, after the broom· 
sticks eme rged 1010 the upper level 01 the depot. which they 
found seemingly deserted. 

"What'} up, skipper?" BonlO asked. 
"Achangeofplan. lom, you hopon my stick. Boozo, you IlIke 

Zom's." 
"All right." Phy$ic said, taking over her bf'oomsti(1c's (ontro~, 

"I give up. What's going on?" 
"Zom and I are 90ing to the controtcenter,· Coeur said. "'Thal 

11, of course, if you're game, Zom." 
"Whatever you say, Red, " Zorn replied, climbing onto the 

back seat o f Coeur's broomstick. "You're the generaJ .~ 
"But Coeur, ~ Physk: cautioned, using Coeur's real name for 

force, HI don't think that'S prudent. It's bound to be guarded." 
,hat's why we brought these," Zorn said, Indicating the 

Integral grenade launcher of her rifle. 
"Don' t worry. doctor," CDe'ur said, "we'll be careful. Sut 

there's a Jot of peQple on the noordown there who look afraid to 
run, and I aim to persuade them." 
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"Per1uade them? How?" 
~ Hopefully, by getting on the stallon imercom and telling 

them to move if they know what's good for them . Now go on. 
If you find our men In the hospital, gel 'em out. Uyou don't, IU~1 
get oul to the others. We'll link up with you later," 

~UndersloOd, ~ Bonzo and Physic said, rising back Into the air 
and mOVing off down a side co"idor low-ard lIle hospital. 

"You ready?n Coeur asked Zorn. 
"Roger." 
"Good. We're moving out," 
Some minute5 later, still unopposed, Coeur flew through 

familiar tunnels and coaidol1 to the very control room where fi~l 
she'd met St. KiWI. There they finally mel opposition: a lone 
nightjack. 

Fortunately, Brother Anthony's hOly wolter seemed towor1< as 
advertised. Seemingly confused by something odd about the 
women, the night jack paused long enough questioning the 
dismounted Coeur to lellorn sneak around \0 one side and cave 
In ill torso with an arrnor-pl~cing grenade. 

~ Pretty stupid robot," Zorn said, as she and Coeur walked Into 
the circular main cool1Ol room. 

"Yeah, welt, good help Is hard to 'ind, " the voice of Mexll 
Depot said, vocalizing from a console speaker. That being the nflt 
Ume Coeur had heard the voice, she was lIS startled as ZOfn--Out 
only for a mOment. 

"Well, hello, Depot." Coeur said, making stralght.awlIY for the 
communications panel she remembered . " I guess you know 
we've come here to blow you up." 

"I was hoping to talk to yoy about \hilt" ~ the computer said, 
as Zorn wandered oil to another pottioo oIlhe contlol room. 

"Sort of bargain for your life, huhr 
"Something like that. Being the shrewd commander you are, 

surely you mu~t realize that my Inventory Is worth a 9rell1 deal. I 
could make a wealthy peoon out of you." 

"U\(e St. Kilalt?" Coeur asked. 
"Forget Kilall He WM so naflOW -mInded he didn't even realize 

I' m setf-il.ware. But you're a woman I un won.. with." 
"Hmm," Coeur » id, ttylng fruitleilly to activate the station 

Intercom. "'Co on, you said you ~re going to make a ~allhy 
woman out 01 me." 

"01'1, yes. But forget weahh--a woman with your coo rage and 
lIudacityde~erves iI position to matCh, so think 01 it-'empreuof 
the subse<:tor.' How's that grab you7" 

'Why think ~ small7" Coeur said, stiU tJying to coax a resporue 
from the panel. "Wt-ry not 'empres.s of the Retorecf Impertumr· 
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"Please forgive me, ~ Meltit Depot said fawningly. " I had no 
Idea hOw superior a being I was dealing with." 

"You don't know the half 01 It. " Coeur said. "But before we talk 
about that. why don't we talk about restoring power to this 
comm panel1" 

" I'd be more than happy to restore power to that panel: the 
computer said, "as soon as I have some assurance that you're 
wilnng to entertain my proposal." 

Oomn. Coeur thought. Howdid I mow ht'd soy lhol? 
8efore Coeur could amwer, however, Zorn made an abrupt 

announcement 
" Say, Red, I've been looking at this diagram on the wall over 

here, and it looks like the computer's main memory Is In the next 
room ovet there." 

"Really. WtYy don' t you take ill look. then1" 
" Hey, now walt a minute-" Meltlt Depot protested. 
The protest fell unheeded, however, as Zom croued the 

control room to ill side door ma.rked CAUTION-HIGH VOLTAGE 
and shot iu lock off. 

"Welt what do you know about that.," Zom said, gazing 
through Ihe door at a room roughly the size 01 a starshlp double 
stateroom, filled floor to ceillng with racks of Tl14 parallel 
processor boards. " I'd bet a few grenades could blow up the 
whole works." 

Zorn then began emptying armOf' .pierclng grenades oul from 
her rille's launcher and replacing them with high.eltplo$lve 
rounds, better suited to the obOleraUon 01 fragile circuitry. 

"All right,. all right,. " the comp!Jter said. "You win. You can 
have power b3(k to the comm panel.~ 

"Cood," Coeur said, " but I'd like a lillie more than anactlvated 
comm panel if I'm going to spare)'OUr life." 

"Nam~ it.. 
"How about this. In you r own voIce, teU the llaves, on the 

depot floor and in their quarters, to evacuate \.he station." 
" I don't know" if I wolInt to do thof, Captoin .... • 
"All righl." CQ(>ur told Zorn, "blow him away." 
"WaltJ Walt,. hold on! I'll do it" 
"Good. Now make It snappy." 
True to his word, a moment later the entlre depot echoed with 

the Klund 01 iU mastel's godlike, booming voice, urging all 
MservantsM to eviKuolte to the surfaCe ~Iemporarily" during the 
present "minor" crisis. 

"Good work," Coeur said, confirming the success of the 
evacuation order with a look at another panel the computer had 
obligingly reacUvated, displaying the view from various security 



312 Paul Brunette 

cameras on the depot floor and In the slave quarters. Colnclden· 
tally, these caught a glimpse of Bonzo and Physk as well, flying 
back toward the spacer perimeter with a pair of human form} 
slumped o~r their broomukks' pa~senger seats. 

Thank G04 CoelK thoughl f full hope fuborond CmnIlnore o/}.{('. 
"So," Mexlt Depot said. "Now that 'hol 'S .111 over with, I 

as.sume you'l! want some !.womble terms for acce1S to the 
surviving depot harcfy.oare .N 

HNo, H Coeur !>aid, "I ju~twantyou dead. Pull his plug, Zorn.'" 
HWith pleasure, " Zom said, pumping no I~ than three 

grenades Into the computer's brain before the machine could 
f"/I:ise any last, compelling objection. Detonating with shattering. 
concussive force, they nOI only obliterated the heart of Me)!it 
Depot's intelligence, but /liso shllUered several holographic 
dhplay panels in the adjacent control room as well, showering 
Coeur and Zorn with debris as they dove for cOVl~( on the floor. 

A single thought" hOwever, flickered In the comclousness 01 
Mexit depot before It laded out entirely. 

It seNes me right, It thought, 101 trosling 0 human. 

After the room explcx:led, Coeur and Zorn lay a long moment 
below the debris, w altlng In the sudden darkness to see If the 
room Itself would colillpse on them. The command room ap­
peared to be solidly built, though, and Zorn flnally ventured lO 
whisper a question. 

"Think I got him?-
"Yeah," Coeur said, pulling hel'\elf up 0010 her knees and 

drawing a rtghtslick hom a leg pouch, HI think you got him . Now 
let's see If any of the 1ystems ate sUlI on fine." 

" I don' t see how they could be," Zom said, drawing her own 
lightstkk and rising to her feet /liong with Coeur. "According to 
the circuit diagrams In here, the main computer was linked Into 
everything." 

"Yeah, maybe,~ Coeur ~aid, checking ban~ after bank of 
instruments, now dead. "But there's Just one thing that botherJ 
me. 'Nhy would this staUon only have one computer?" 

'What do you meanr Zom asked. ~It's not a spaceship. It's 
nollike It's going to crash "if it doesn't have a computer." 

"WeH, okay, 111 tell you why. If the people who built this facility 
went to all the ([ouble to Install a meson screen---wtllch lhC$e 
schematics say they did- then they should have installed a back· 
up computer as well Just to make SUit' the screen never went 
down." 

"An overSight, maybe?~ 
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"Maybe. Or maybe there i$ another computer that doesn't 
have Its w iring di~played in this room." 

" Possible. What say I go check back with Drop Kkk and see If 
power's out throughout the depot?" 

"Right, but 1'1/ go with you . I dofl' \ want people moving 
around alone in here." 

A few minutes later, the womM returned to the main hatch 
leading back to the depot Ooor, "Iter pa!>Slng through myriad 
co rridors gone comple tely dark 

"Well, I' ll be damned, " Zom said from the rear seat of the 
broomstiCk. when they Ilew through the hatch and found 
themselves hovering high above the main depot floor, illumi­
nated only by the flames of burning ordnance. "We must have 
shut down all the slation's power when we shut oft the (om­
puter." 

"Well. good," Coeur said, activating her sui t's integral radio 
with a forear m switch. "Orop Kick, do you read me?" 

"loud and clear, skipper. But boy, you had us worried when 
a ll the lights went oul. " 

"SOfry about tha I. Are the people still evacuating?" 
"Roger thaI. They were leaving by elevatoo: befOfe the power 

went out. but ()(YW it looks like they've swi tched to leaving by 
hidden maintenan(eshatts. Whiz8ang and Widget noticed tha t 
w hen I sent them to Kout around ." 

"Good job. They have any Idea how long it 'll lake fo r the slaves 
to reach the surface?" 

Widget herself hopped on the rlne to answer thal. 
"Hard to say, ~r; but based on the dis tance 10 the surface, I'd 

have to g uess a couple of hou~." 
"Outstanding, - Coeur said . -Slick close to VY"hiz Bang, corpo­

ral. Some of these people may still be unfriendly." 
" I don't knowabou lthat, ~Ir-mos t ty they 1eem confu se-d. Bu t 

I'll Slick dose to Whiz Bang, like you say.­
-Roger that. Red Sun oot ." 
~So, " Zorn said, " think we can go now?-
"Affirmative," Coeur said, pushing the broomslick back into 

motion and diving toward the distant spacers at the far end of Ihe 
depot floor . "The sooner we get oul of this place, the happier I'll 
be." 

~ Hey. sldpper!" Vink (ailed to Zorn when she and Coeur sailed 
in gently to a soft landing. "We about ready to leave?" 

~Almost. Vlnk. \rVhat do you think, Red, abou t an hou r?" 
~ llhink so. If we give the slaves a one·hou r head start, then se t 

the bomb for a four·hour delay, tha t should be plenty of Orne 10 
le t th em get out.· 
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"\ hope we'rE' not going to Ju~ assume lila! evt>rybody gets oul, .. 
~i( ~d, rising 'rom tIw prone form~ of Fubar and c"emlin. 

"Actually, Phy5k,~ Coeur said, "it's gOing to be a problem 
checking all the iC)'Wcr IMng quarte~, because that fire down 
there's blocking all the acceu pom to the 1000er noars. But W1!'1I 
check all the MeeS!; IUnne ls to the surfac e bef()(e the bomb goes 
0" ailihe ~ame." 

" All righL" 
PhYSic's pleasure wilh the Pfesent Slate of affairs would last no 

more than aoother 15 seconds, howeve" Tha t was when red 
emergency lighting bl inked on overhead, alld II u rangely laconic 
voic e boomed out over the depot IOlJchpeakers. 

"Space5hip commander .. .1 requi re Ihat you remain within the 
safe area .... You have not neutrali zed me .... My ordnance is 
operational, and I have d isplaced my ... operat1oru eenler to II 
preregistered location W IhJt you can not Interdict my mis_ 
sions .... Your maneuvers and countermecuures are Ineffective .... 
My range and /Irea of elfect allow me 10 counler your opera· 
tiom .... Observe the efl ecU jf you fall 10 support. and coord ·ln/lle 
wllh mymissiom .... 1 am equipped with Ihe power of destruction 
and no-fire (Wer alitargeLS within this defended ~here .... Ob· 
serve ... . " 

NOh crap," Zorn said, "Red Sun, you were right! There was II 
backup." 

"Hm, ~ Bonzo mused. ~The way Its speech has ch~nged , It 
must have mewed to some s~lem with smaller and more 
specialized language abilities." 

Ul<e a fire conlfof campvltr, Coeur thought. Oh God, don't lei it 
bt a fire control compult!f. 

"Fikk, ~ Coeur swore under her blUth, rushing to the elevAtOr 
shah so she could a clear lfansmlulon to the ship 's boat and C· 
carrier above. "Boomer, you read me?· 

"Hell, yes, Caplain 0 ' Esprit. and you won' t guess what I just 
picked uponthe ship 's boatsensors.-a huge mother of a meson 
b last o\ler in Soledad I" 

Damn ill Coeur thought Damn ii, wtlydidn 'r I know l.hif WOf 
going 10 happen? 

"Understood, Boomer. Continue monitOring the situation. 
Red Sun out." 

"'Oh fillk. " Zorn said, speaking for the knot of both her O"Nn and 
CoeUr'3 people that had suddenly formed around the elevator 
door. "What are we going to do? It would take us hours to find 
the hidden entrance to Ihat me:iOn gun\" 

"Maybe we could try reMOnlng with the computer," PhysIc 
offered . 
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"Yeah, right," Orop Kkk offered, from his open turret hatch. 
"Our people are probably getUng nuked right now In the city. I 
don't think the depot computer's In any mood to negotiate." 

"No," Coeur said abruptly, "there's only one thing we can do. 
That bKlcupcomput.er has gollobe parto! this!adllty, so we're 
going to haW!: to nuke the depoL" 

"But what about the slaves?" Physk asked. "We can't just 
them be pulverized In those maintenance shafts when the bomb 
goes offl" 

"Filck that," Vink said. "Even ilthat meson gun only fi res once 
every couple of minutes, it could kill everyone In the city by the 
time all the s1ave~ get 10 the svrlace." 

"Bvt not," Coeursakl, "if we huny them along. All right, here's 
the plat"I--We've allgolguns, 10 Whiz Dang <lnd Widget are going 
to showuswherealltheexit passages are, and we're going tosplit 
up ar.d cover every passage the $Iaves are In. Shoot at 'em, kick 
at 'em, do whatever It take~ to get 'em up to the surface faster." 

Addled, perhaps, by the magnitude of the task, neither the 
Anes nor the pir<ltes moved for a moment . 

"Coddammil, what do)'OU wanl me 10 do, draw you II map7 
Move 'It'" 

That snapped the spacers out of their confusion. Coeur, Zorn 
and the spacers closest to Widget followed her toward the north 
wall of the depot, and the spacers closest to Whiz Sang followed 
him 10 the south wall, leaving only Physic behind to begin 
preparing the two stretchers that would hang from the side of the 
Intrepid for the transport of the comatose Marines. 

God, I hope thi~ works, Coeur thought, Imagining Ihedestruc­
Oon just one meson blast could cause, bt'couse I sure don', wont 
to !Fade 800,000 lives in SoIed<Jd for 200 in fhls depot ... 



Chapter 
23 

According to the plan agreed on earlier, An.Wing should 
expec t 10 hear me warning to lake (over from the rebel he<tdquar. 
lers about an hour after sht> gal to the ~efense MlniilrY. She 
therefo re reasoned thai the rehel anaul\ was slU! ill half ·hour away 
when Resguardo the nighljack finally d!(lded \0 $lOp taking 
orders .:Il!ogether. 

By thl~ lime the d"tsctruion betwetf\ An-'vVing and Klatt, both 
rednlng on leather ottomans.----had turned from vague talk of 
Oriliammen·Mexilan alliance to parti<lJIar detaIlS of an Onnammen 
Invasion of Aubalne, supported by weapons from KiI.1II's depot. 

Yeah, An.Wing thought, I con just Imagine whor the captain 
would think if sne heard us discUHing Iholldeo. 

Ohwel~ she lold me to do whotl!Vt'(i/ fokes 10 keep him listening. 
I just hope the rebels 110ft tMlrossouJt soon, b«ouJe sooner oriOUr 
I'm going to run out 01 as to sell this guy. 

Eflhet /hot. or ht!'l gonna get /ired 0/1/ and VoOnf to see .$(I(Ilt' ptOO/. 
"lady An-Vling, U Kilall said, " I really must admit you ale a 

refreshing peorson. You really seem to have agraspof lhe meanlng 
of power." 

"'Perhaps. But it will be much easier lo r bolh of us to eJlcrcise 
our p:>wer when Aubalne Is neutraliled . H 

'" I lhink lhat caUs lor a dlin k, H Kil3lt said. HResgualdo, fe tch uS 
a bottle of one of the better vintages. H 

"Yes, Your Hotines.s," the nlghtJack ~id, moving o ver to a 
mauive wine cabinet and drawing a bo ttle from it . "Wilt this 
81anco E.splno~ 11 23 be ~ti1fiKlory 7'" 

·Yes, quite. But pop the cork,. too, R~uardo.-
VoIhetheror not this was one command tOO manyforResguardo 

An.Wing co uldn't guell, but for whatever rellsOI"'Ilhe night jack 
abruptly stopped and dropped the wine bottle . 

- Heyl - Kilalt exclaimed, jumping sideways from his seat to 
e~ape the glass of the shattering bottle. "What the hell 's the 
matter with you?" 
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The nlghtjack did not answer. It merely stood mule, frozen In 
place. 

"Your Holiness," An-Wing said, also sliding ott of her ~eat to 
take cOYer behind it. ~ I think you need to haw somebody look at 
you r robou. " 

"Yes, they do seem to be acting up a bit lately." 
"Is It poS,Slbie that they're having their command signals 

lammed somehow? from Homet maybe?" 
"No, that's Impossible. Graylord assured me the micrO\l'iave 

transmitters between here and the depol are too powerful to be 
Jammed." 

Ah, SO these machines oren 't aufOt'lOmOU1, An·Wlng thought. 
Good. Then maybe this one being frozen means Red Sun's nuked 
that depot 

Neither An-Wing nor Kilalt was sa confident of the silent 
machine's state that they d ared to move, though, ~ both were 
stlll frozen In piKe II minute later when Resguardo spoke again. 

"Anention ... thls bullding ... has been targeted ... for demoli­
tion. Do noL.aUempt..to escape." 

"Oh fIkk," both An-Wlng and KiLatt gasped, reaUzing simulta· 
neously th1lt!helr only hope was to dash for the door. Closer to the 
door, An-W.ng got through It til'll. malimeters ahead of the grasping 
hand of Resguardo. Kilalt wa-; not so !uclcy, being grasped acroiS the 
collarbone and forced to hh knees by the robot 

"An-Wlngl" Kllalt cried, through the open dOOlWIIY, "Help 
mel" 

But something suddenly filired in the windO'N behind Kilalt 
and Resguaroo, a blazing flash In the dire<tion of the old starport 
M) bright it turned the nlghtfOf a second into day, then shook the 
entire Defense Ministry with iu propagallng shock wave. 

The meson gun, An-Wing thought in a moment of blind paniC, 
oh my Cod, the meson gun does wor* ... 1 

But An.Wing didn't slaod there long enough to see the goulS 
of "ame rising from the berths of Ihe starport. or the abject terror 
in the face of Kilalt as he clawed helple~ly at the metal arm thai 
still pinned him to the floor of his apartment. 

Instead, she ran-her heels clacking across the m arble tiles 
spelling OUI Kilalt's name-lor the elevator she'd come up In, 
hoping I! sti ll worked and further hoping that the holygrav barge 
was still berthed on the roof. 

Good Gala, she thought, COllapsing against the inner wall ot 
the elevator when she got It moving. I'm nf!Ver volunteering for 
onything ever again .... 
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Twenty kllome\ers away, Red Eyefelt the same rumbling blast 
from the area of the old starpol1 ar.d Immediately d,uhed outef 
Lemos' headquaners tent wlth the general, Mlisaryk, V-Max and 
a gang of rebel offICer... 

"Defender preserve us," Lemos gasped, watching a tower of 
flame rise up 'fom just Oller the horizon, "what the hell is thal1" 

"Could it be a nuke?" a junior officer asked. 
"No," Red Eye said. "The blast afea is large, but the flrebal!'s 

not intense enough . That's a meson gun blast." 
"A meson gun?" Lemos asked. "But I thought that was 

knocked ouLl ~ 

"Apparently It's not, " Newton said, stepping out of the 
cOmmunications tent with Cardinal Vazquez. -We just received 
a sig nal from the rebels preparing to auaul! KiI~lt. Th ey say that 
blast was in the vkinlty of the Vi Ef Armls .~ 

"'Whatl" V-M ax exclaimed. NWhywould anybody target herr 
-Unknown," Red Eye said, "but you clln be 5ure of one thing­

thefe's probably nothing but a black !pot where that ~hlp used 
to be." 

Unerly demOfalized, V-Max staggered a few steps In the 
direction of the blast and then 1tapped, too stunned to say any 
more. 

"Well, whatever it's targeting," Lemos said, ~I don't like that 
it'~ going off so close to my men. I'm going to cancel the assault." 

"General, _ Vuquez said, -do you think thllt's wise? This might 
be our best chance to defeat KJIaIt,. while the young lady has him 
detained in the building." 

"That may be true, Your Hofrneu, " Lemos said, "o!Ind I don' t 
want to sound like I don't believe that the Defender Is watc hing 
over us, but we have no idea what's being targ eted out there. Our 
men will have to take cover .... 

Vazquez reluctanUy conceded the point with a nod, lind 
Lemos hurried bll(k \0 the radio tent with Newton. 

'" sU11 don't gel it,. " Masaryk said to Red Eye. "Why would 
anybody target a perfectly good starShlp? J mean, il wasn' t as if 
it could escape with lu drives an torn out." 

" I don't know: Red Eye said, turning to the most senior of 
Lemos' aides, "but I think we'd better watch our own buns out 
here. MaiOr Badillo, we've got to m<'lke ~ure no nightjac~ even so 
much as gel at look althis place. They could be directing f1re, and 
even a close miu from that gun couid destroy this whole camp. -

MajOl' Badillo, a bearded Unle stump of a man, didn't h ave to 
be told twice. He had \Wochlldren al'ld awifeamong the civilians 
at the camp, hidden In and among the area's rubble. 

"Right I'll ~ that the perimeter guard b doubled Irnmediatety.H 
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Badlilo then ran off toward his talk, dragging along a couple 
of rebel sergeants to help him gather up more forces. 

"V-Max. ~ Red Eye said abruplly, "snap out of It I need your 
help.­

"For W'hat r' 
"To keep these people alive, damn It I Now move." 
"All right, all right, what do you need?" 
" I n«d you to nyaneal the broomsUcks for me. We're going 

up huntlng for nlght)acks." 
Perceiving, perhaps, thaI this was a way todo wmethlng other 

than mourn lor his lost ship. V-Mu. quiCkly followed Red Eye to 
the one broomstick not alrl!ady In use. 

"You Jc:r'\Ow, of course," V·M.u said, piloting the broomsUck 
Into the air from Its front leat, "those night jacks are masters of 
omouflag e.1 don' t think we11 spot one il it wanu to slay hidden." 

"You just let me worry about that," Red Eye said, checking the 
magllZlne at his fmiOn rlne and commencing a careful scan of the 
base's perimeter with his suit's synthetic vlsW::ln. 

He man"Qed to scan about a quarter of the camp's perimeter 
when the next meson blast hlt-not a kilometer away from the 
camp. 

Neither Red Eye or V·Max knew what had happened at first . 
The shOck wave from the blast-less forceful than the ~upermn\c 
hammer of 11 nuclear explosion, but powerful all the same-­
slammed into the front of lhe broomsUck. snapped its central 
!funk and nung both riders headlong Into the ground, 

Walloped Into unconsciousness by hard contact with a col· 
lapsed concrete wall, Red Eye nevertheless recovered quickly, 
thanks to the incredible stn!nglh 01 hh baWe d,tU, and rol led 
over as soon as he discerned that none of his molt critlc.al parU 
were broken. 

Oh, mon-thank God ond rhe 9u~ whO mode this armor. 
Red Eye's relief evaporated, however, when he saw the 

naming detonation at the edge of the camp"- meson detona· 
tion-and its effeclon his ~urroundingi . 80th the headquarters 
and communic atiOns tenu ~trained against their guy wire~ as a 
steady wind howled across the camp, and chunlu of churned..up 
deoos pelted both Red Eye and V.Max, who lay Inert on the 
rubble nearby. 

"Hey, V·Malt, - Red Eye said, crawling up to get a doser look 
at his pilot . "V·Max,. snap out of it" 

V·Max would not snap o ut 01 his Jl(esent condition, however. 
Atdoser range, Red Eye saw that hll nl!(kwas broken, and his eyes 
were rolled up lifeless In his skull. 

Poor fil<Jc, Red Eye thought, pulling off one of his armored 
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gloves tofeel for apulse al the pirate's neck and wrIst. Flnt ~ lose 
your ship. then)oOU lOse ~tK Nfe. 

Well, don't wony. pol. /11 get the basfard who did ChIs . 
Red Eye then pulled his glove back on and, rblng back to his 

feet. found his fusion rifle lying a few mete~ ~a'l. The broom­
stick, he saw, was snapped clean in two, ~ he: ga .... e up any hope 
of repairing It. Instead, he hefted the battered rifle-whlch was at 
least In one piece-and moved off to find the meson gun's 
spotter. 

Not having a way to get airborne. Red Eye knew, was a clear 
disadvantage. N"!ghljacks were not only masters of camouflage. 
but fair flyers in well, and (ould qulc'dy elude a pursuer. 

So wherP could he ~l Red Eye thought,. walking closer to the 
me)On gun's beaten l one, where no other human appeared to 
remain . I can't let him get ~ ~mp on~, or ht71 kill me ondwl/ 
In iNtn more accurate fire. 

Red Eye hadn't made gunnery sergeant by being IndecIsIve. 
Respectful as he was of a nighljock's slealth and nrepower, II was 
still a machine, and he was a man. II would employ pndktable 
t.xtics, and he could anllclpate them. 

Thot fint shot wasn 't lnocwro~, Red Eye suddenly realized. It 
was aimed right at lhecenlerof the perlmeterdefenus. Thot m«Jns 
the nlghrjack must hallt taken them oul to get on unopposed look 
ar the ctnter of the camp Itself. 

Which, Red Eye rtaloned, meant the nlghlJack would be 
moving through the very area II had just called meson fire Into. 

Welt. it 'sanlce lheoryon}WOy, Red Eye thought,. kneeUngdown 
behind a broken wall at the edgeol the beaten zone and bringing 
up his weapon. Now let 'l In if I'm rlghl. 

If he WAS wrong. he knew he was dead . If he didn't catch the 
night jack, ltwould call In asecond shot,. and everybody In the area 
would die-lemos, Vazquez,. Masaryk, aU the rtbel:s, ali their 
children .... 

And Newton. IfOflK thOr. Since he SHmtd to fh/nk. this was the 
serest ploce to be. 

But Red Eyewas not wrong. Not 30 seconds after he set up hls 
ambush, a looming shape materialized In the mklst of the swirling 
smoke and flame before hlm-perhaps 100 meters away, three 
meters tall and obligingly oblivious to the sergeant's presence. 

Soy cheese, }OO homkldol bastard. You're toas/. 
ArId a moment later the nlghlJIKk exptoded, seared through 

Its gigantic che~t by a bolt 01 fusion fire . Its fuel storage tanks 
detonated lmtantaneouily, and the entire robot blew apart In a 
nery hydrogen fireball nlnglng debrb KroU a wide area. 

Aware that the~ might be even more nlghtlacks around, Red 
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Eye remained behind his wall, scanning carefunyln all directions, 
but no more came, and there were no more detonatlons at the 
camp. But far off in the direction of the Federal Distrkt, Red Eye 
q uite clearly heard the distant thunder of a meson detonation a 
few seconds later-almost cM.ainly the fire order that would have 
annihi lated the rebel base, shifted to another target. 

Well, Red Eye thought I jure hope fhot wasn't Letn)s' soldiers 
being targeted. 

As it hap pened, the target of thai partkular volley wasn' t 
Lemos' ~oldie~. 

It was the Defense Ministry, 

Although they had seen the first meson blast a few minutes before, 
overin the old starport.. the men of General lemos' chiefsutxxdinate, 
Colonel Caldffon, did not lully graspwhalit was, and protested the 
general'S orders to hO!d back lrom an azault on the Defense MinlstJy. 
Six minutes later, they owed the generall1"leir lives. 

Hiding in buildings all around the Ministry, careful not to be 
seen by the hand/ul of night jacks sti ll at large in the city, 
Calderon's men were first-h and witnesses to the destructlon of 
the Defense Ministry. 

One instant the building stood befOfe them as a titanic 
fortre5S. The nel(l instant, the entire lOwer half 01 the mauive 
building disintegrated . Tons ofconcrete, masonry and steel burst 
outward in a cataclysmic cloud of flame, smoke and debris, the 
result of an explo\ion within the building, but below ground level, 
In one of the basemenl!;. The topmost lloors of the building hung 
unsupported above the explo~ion for a moment, then felllnlO the 
roiling cloud and were lo~t from view, their cra5h merging with 
the continuing roar of the :lrst explm lon. 

"Good God and Defenderl " II rebel soldier e1;claimed, from 
the cover of a building facing Enea Avenue. "What was that?" 

"Hell on earth, " Colonel Calderon saki simply. "The devil 
himself b loose among us." 

"Sir," another ~Id ier said, Hwhat about the spacer woman? 
She was still in therel" 

"I'm aware of that., mldier. ~ 

" But sir, shouldn' t we ... wel!, go look lot her?" 
Calderon merely shook his head. 
"Where would we look? No, absolutely not. Stay undercover, 

like the general ordered." 
"Yes, sir," 
"All we can do is pray, " the colonel said. "Pray and keep our 

heads down." 
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A ~udden flashollight on the horiron, bright against the night,. 
seemed to (Onfirm tha t wbdom. 

Bit by bit,. it seemed, Soledad was being erased from the face 
01 (!ealion. 

Jogging alone through seemingly endless twisting stone 
passages, with a pistol in one hand and a lighUlkk In the other, 
Coeur realized that-for aU she knew-Soledad might wen be 
destroyed by the lime she got back In contac t whh her people. 
Un;:tble to u~e her va<: Suit communicator through all the rock. 
there WoU simply noway to know, and Ihe weight WOff: upon her 
as ~e viSUilli2ed lhe un(heded power 01 a meson gun. 

Drawing maJoCimum power, the biggest meson guns could fire 
as often as three times a minute, blastlng holes hundreds of 
meter> wide in their targets. Laid dOW'n in an effkient pattern, 
such fire could annihi late the hE'artof any(ity~venone the size 
o f Soledad---in minute~. 

But let's think, Coeur. That gun, and iOp<:JWergenera lor, must ~ 
01 least 70 years old and beallo crap. SUlely it can't maintain Its 
rTIQ)(imum fire fate after all thell! yean. 

Bul then again, there's Q depot rl9ht around the coml!r with 0/1 
the spore parts they'd ~ef need, and a compuler thot could train 
new /echnkians and diagnose any leuU. 

AIIrighl, Iok~ running. 'r'ou90l1a make Jure INs passa9eway'S 
cleor. 

Whether by luck 01 grace of God, the passageway was clear, 
and after 30 minutes o llrantic running and stair climbing, she 
emerged on the south face of Mt. Altus-together with II dozen 
frightened slaves. 

"Defender protect u~l ~ an exhausted woman exclaimed, 
holding two children close to he!'l;elf. ~A demon from the 
sulfacel'" 

" Hey, easy there, ~ Coeur said, llipping up her faceplate and 
putting her hands up, though keeping the pistol In her right 
hand. "' I'm a perwn, see? Flesh and blOOd." 

In the darkness of a moonle~ nighl, the slaves did not appear 
keen to believe their eyes too quiCkly, but neither did they 
withdraw any further from Coeur, and after a tense moment she 
rehol stered her gun . 

"There. A fri end, see?~ 
"You are /101 one of us, though," an old man said. "We 5NII 

be cuned, for having come in contact with you." 
"Yes, well, you maybecul'\ed, but at leMt you're alive. II won' t 

be safe to go back inside the mountain." 
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"How do you know that?" 
""rv~t me, I do," 
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C~nclng around, COOUf realized something e}ltraordlnary­
she and the slaves were on an outcrop of rock a~e the Cutter 
of Blood, not far 'rom where rhe ~hip's boot and C<anier were 
parlee<:!. 

"Boomer, come In," she sak:1. activating her communICator. 
"'This Is Red Sun." 

"Roger, Red Sun. Go ahead," 
" Boomer, listen, j'm on the outside at the mountain. 00 you 

have idea hQo..y much prog ress the festol our people have mader 
"Actually, Red, it looks like most of them on are on the ouUlde 

of the mountain, lust like you." 
"O utstanding. Who hasn' t cl"'«ked in yet]" 
"Two of our people, Rhodes and Van Celder.~ 
"All right, then, here's the plan . Tell all our people who are 

already outside to stay oulSlde, and contac t me the minute you 
heilt from Rhodes and Van Gelder," 

"Er ... actualty. they Just called In. It looks like everybody') out, 
Caplain," 

"Excellent. Then patch me through lO Drop KiCk.~ 
Stalk Issued from Coeur's hal met speakers for a moment,. then 

Orop Kick came on the line. 
HOrop Kick here, sir .~ 
HSergeant, I was just talking to Boomer, and it sovrocu like 

we've flushed the depot. Can you confirm1~ 
"'Nel, I'll tell you this much--! don'lthlnkanybody could be al'lVe 

'n the deeper levels withOut a VB( wit-the l'lre's 100 nlense." 
~ All right, then, it's lime'or you to light the undle and gel the 

hell out of there. How lOng you think it' ll take 10gE't up the )haft?" 
"Well, if It was Just us, probably a minute. BUI we've got men 

hanging off the side, and Physic's gonna ride on top of the tank, 
so I'd have to say at least five minutes." 

"fine . Then have PhySiC set the bomb timer for 1 Omlnutes and 
then get the hell 01,11 ot there." 

"Understood. Catch you on the surface." 
-Roger Ihat. Red Sun out." 
So lhal 's ii, Coeur though!., shulting off the communiCator. 

Ten minutes. 
Commotion among the slaves brought Coeur's focus back to 

them. Ayoung boy was edging btlck toward the entrance to the 
shaft, and his mother was warily moving after him, prObabjy 
unsure of how Coeur would react. 

"Hey, you, get away from there," Coeur s;'lid to the child . "It's 
not safe." 
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The boy drew baCk, abruptly, Into his mother's arms. 
"I don' , know what I was thinking," Coeur said, mO~illy 10 

herself, "leaving this door open. I'd better shut IL" 
"Sut. .. buL." a man stammered, as Coeur reached for the 

hZondle of the mas5\ve hinged door ~e Wa.5 only barely able to 
budge. 

"V.J'hatr Coeur asked. 
'"When you dose the door," a m~n said, "there's noway ba<k 

In. I know-it was my job to look after these hatches." 
"Well, good," Coeur $aid, finishing the effort of hauling the 

heavy metal door shut. " Became]n a few minutes, therewoo't be 
anything down there to go back to," 

"Then it is true'" is woman cried. "you are a demon'" 
"Yeah, well, you'll have to ask my friends about that. In the 

meanUme, I recommend we all brace ourselves, 'cause this 
mountain's gonna start shaking prl'tty quick here." 
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Although Gyro had never been in a batUe where meson gur'\S 
were Involved, Coeur, her gunnery insuuctor at the Technical 
Academy, had Impressed upon her the need to respect such 
weapons. Therefore, Gyro did not h~ltate when Oeep Six 
detected the flrit meson detonatioN In Soledad-~e immedi­
ately shut off the ship's radio and EMS Jammers lest any ground 
spotter Should use those to glean the little freighter'S position for 
a targeting wluUon. 

"This Is so frustrating," Snapshot said, from her mlssl1e turret 
"Soledad Is being blown away, and there's nothing we can do 
about It ~ 

~No," Gyro replied, from the pllot'~ station on the bridge. 
"we're doing what we can. We're staying arwl! sowe'li still be here 
when lhe skipper needs us." 

"Yeah, I ruppo~ you're right. But all the same, we need to 
think about what we're going to do if Vln and the skipper can't 
knock out that gun.~ 

Gyro supposed ~he knew what Snap1hot meanL Since Coeur 
knew the apprOximate location of the meson 9un-about two 
kilometers below iI vaUey In the Aguja Prieta MounLlIM-Snap. 
shot could always bludgeon the valley with nuclear warheads, 
hoping the lrammi~sion of ~eismlc shock would disrupt the 
machinery of the gun. Such 11 plan was de1perate, though, and 
quite contrary to Af'>e5 policy. 

"II you mean nuking the surl"a,e," Oeep Sill uid, like Cyro, 
divining Snapshot's meaning, " I might point out that the Coali. 
tion frowns upon such indis(riminate destruction 01 planelary 
environments. It also h')s a very low probability of success." 

"'Yeah, right." Snapshot replied . " I'll bet if lhose 'planning 
groups' had more people from Ihe field In them, we wouldn't 
have so many idiotic memos 00 what's morally objectionable and 
what's noL" 

"Be that as it may," Gyrosaid, Tm the commanderol this ship 
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In Red Sun's absence, and I'liiollow my own council on whethe-r 
to use the nukes. ~ 

"Yes, si r," Snapshot said . 
"Jus t keep up your scanning of the mountains, ., Gyro told 

Deep Six ... , want 10 knowwhen that bomba! the captaln'sgoes 
off, so we (an see If It has any eHect on the meson fire. " 

"Ye.s, si r .... 
The agonizing wait for that signal was 39 minutes, during 

which time no less than 1 3 m~n detonations were recorded In 
the variou ~ districts of Soledad . 

Then Hornet's unfolded passive array detected astrong seismic 
shOCk under Mt. Altus, and at loUt the meson blasts came to an 
. nd . 

"The ci ty appears quiet." Deep $1)( said 1 0 minutes later, "and 
we afe r1!celvlng a tlansmission from MI. A111.n." 

" Put It through," Gyro said. 
"Ho~f." a wea'Y.§()unding Coeur Hlid, " this is Red Sun. Do 

you copy?" 
"Affirmative, Captain, this is Gyro. Co ahead." 
"Gyro, I think we need your help. The depot's t0a5t, but now 

I've got a whole mountain covered wlth locals, and they're all 
going to freeze to death if we don't do something. We don't have 
enough transport down here to save them all. Figure you can 
bring Hornet down?" 

"Yes, sir. We're in good order and have taken no damage." 
Instant ly, Gyro realized how sUly that sounded. The big meson 

gun on Mexit would not have damaged Hornet if it had hit her­
It would have blown her to oblivion. But Coeur was polite, or 
tired, enough not to mention thal. 

"E.xcellent..I've put acallthrough 10N(>WIon, and it !iOundslike 
it'~ !.afe to take the depot 1urvivors there." 

'We iZlwa mt'SOO hit In that area, sir, but we weren't certain 
how dose It was to our people. You say they're att rightr 

HMosUy," Coeur said, ·thanks to Red Eye. But we dk:l take 
some hits. V-Max didn' t make It, and we're not sure what became 
of lIu; she disappeared when the Mlnlsuy went Up.H 

"Oh no.H 
"Yeah. Well, they wouldn't ca ll It the Wilds if it wasn't 

dangerous. As far as Zorn goes, though, It's hard to iZly how upset 
she was about losing V-Max, sin{e she was already pretty upset 
about hearing that the Armis was blown up ....... 

HWaH a minute, sir; did you say VI Er Armis was blown upr 
"That's right.. Didn' t you know thll!?" 
"Well, we saw something blow up In the starport. but we 

weren't sure w hat It was. We weren' t sure who might lock onto 
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our uansmls.slons to get a targeting fix, so we didn't use the radio 
after the meson gun started firlng.-

"Good thlnklng. ~ Coeur said, "You did what you had to do. 
You're al ive; that's what counts." 

"Yes, sir. We'll be along momentarily. Homer out." ... 
Coeur and her aew moved among Ole slaves cowering on the 

wlnd·scoured slopes of Mount Altus, trying to move them down 
toward Ole Gutte, of 61ood. Although they wtre disoriented 
before, they became terrified once the bomb went off deep 
below their feet, d~troylog the home they had known as 
"Heaven,· shearing sheets of rock off the mountainside and 
showering a CaKade of rubble on the frightened herds of gabas 
belOw. Now It took the attention 01 almost aU the spacers to tty 
to keep the refugees moving down to whet't they could be 
rtKued . 

Only Physic, tending to the unconKlous Fubar and Cremnn, 
remained inside the G-earrler. 

H50 how are they dolngr Coeur asked the dOdor over the 
communicator. 

"Pretty good," Physic said, "considering . ~ far as I can make 
out, their brain chemlstry ha~ been IIllCred slightly, but no 
Implanl.s have been Inserted. They'll be up aM around Inside II 
couple 01 weeks." 

"How about you? Your ankle didn't seem to be bothering 
you .... 

"Actu ally, It h. I Just keep shooting it with cortisone to get 
through the day." 

"Keep It up. I've gal to get back to wor1<. Red Sun OUL" 
Having the protection 01 her vac suit against the cold wind and 

sudden driving rain. Coeur nonetheless empathiZed with the 
miserable condition ollhe homeless silves-men, womM, and 
children In nothing more than Jumpsulu-and hOped very much 
that Homet would arrive ~n. 

"is anyone here a leader?" Coeur shouted InlO the wind. 
Several slaves poInled. "RileM:, the Old One," one said, 

Indkating an old man, 
"You're the Old One1" Coeur wed . 
"1·I'm 61 ," he said through chattering teeth, "!.here's no one 

older." 
"you scared ?" 
"'No. Just cold." 
" Ever been ou~lde of Heaven ?" 
"Not sInce I was a boy, ma'am." 
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"Well don't you worry. Help's on it'S wa'l'~ 
"We know no fear, ma'am. The Defender guides us," 
"Right. NO'vV can you help me lead these people down Into 

that gully?" 
Poor people, Coeur thoughl The odjuslmenllO 5oJtdod won't 

be ea5y. 
However, a sudden Iransmiuioo broke into Coeur's lhoughu. 
"Captain, this. is Ph~ic. Homet is overhead,-
"Roger. H Coeur ~jd happily. "Thank you." 
A moment lalet the "eighter appear~, her noodlights cutting 

through the mist and driving rain. Huge and loud, with her 
landing thrusters roaring, her appearance frightened the already 
overwrought slaves and functioned to clear out a safe landing 
area. 

"Here we are, skipper, " Gyro's voice came to Coeur over her 
headset,. but Coeur could see herwavtng from the pilors seat on 
the bridge. 

"Good work, Gyro, now get that ramp down so we can get 
these people out of this weather .... 

Snapshot, in the meantime, appeared beneath the bridge 
canopy, having come down the Cfew ladder. There she met Drop 
Kick with a quick embrace before Drop Kick led her back to help 
organize the refugees for departure. 

But the formerslaveswould not move. Having alreadysuffered 
fires, evacuation, earthquakes and lands lld e~, the appearance of 
the starshlp was the last straw, and they began recOInng away 
from the spacers with cries of fear . 

Could someone have loki them abOul slavers? Coeu r wondered. 
What the hell do we do now? 

At that moment, ~t'5 broad Cllrgo ramp opened up, 
spilling the warm yellow glav.' of tM cargo hold, and el(po~lng 
three figu res In silhouette, Gyro, Crowbar, and ... 

Cardinal Vazquez? COE'ur thought, disbellevlng h er eyel. 
But Indeed it was the cardinal, moving out to urge, cajole and 

guide the miserable slaves Into the ahen confines 01 the freighter. 
Slowly but insistenlly, the cry arose, "The Cardinal Is herel" 

Having herd her office for at least a decade, she was known to 
IThIny of the slaves, and these began to surge forward with relief 
and conrldence, bringing their comrad~ with them. But even 
those who did IlOt knew her were rapidly won over by her 
graceful bearirlg and gentle manner. Po!, COe\Jr watched, the job 
of senllng 200 strangers into a starshlp, which should have taken 
over an hour, was completed In 20 minutes. 

HSowho says there's no such thing as mlracle$1- Coeur said to 
Drop Kick, standing beside her. 
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"Don't look at me." 
"Your Holiness," Coeur said, having mOOe her way to stand by 

the <ald1na', "what IIre)'OU doing here?" 
"Your Ensign Gyro thoughl 1 couid help," said Vazquez. 

breathing heavily In her soaked clerical robes. 
"Shewas right. Now let me get you Inside where you can dry 

off and warm up. ~ 
~No," Vazquez said, ~not until everyone has gonen in. They 

need someone to show them that their Gves come finC" 
Coeur sighed. 
" All right, .. she agreed. nawyelnng ~Crowbarcould heather 

as well, bbut let Crowbar gt>t you!tOffie dry clothes, okay?" 
"'Gal it covered, Red," Crowbar yelled from the cargo ramp. 

" ,'II take good care of her." 
You'd beUer, Coeur thought, as she headed Mound the 

starboard boom to enter the bridge by the crew ladder. A plantt 
onIygeu so morryluClIy bleoJr.s, ond 1M'S OMoI thebeSl 0nt'"S Mexit 's 
gol. 

'We!(ome aboard, Captain," Deep Six greeted her M she 
~tood by the pilot's seat, remO'-ling pieces of wet vac suIt. 

"Yeah. It's nice to have some place to come home to. 1 feel 
wrry lor those people back there," she saId, tossing her head to 
indicate the cargo hold. "We blew up the only home most of 
them have ever known--<Iean, safe, and healthy-and now 
we're transplanting them into a bombed-out city that Just gal 
blown inlo even smaller ple<fi." 

-Aclually, sir," Deep Six said, turning sidewaY" In his roller­
chair to face Coeur, ~I did some checking on that on the way 
down. Thedamage 10 the cllyis rea lly much leu serious than you 
might expe<l." 

"Sut I thought the elly got pounded pre tty hard." 
"Indeed. However, apart from the Deferue Ministry and the hit 

on the rebel camp, every ather shotlandf'd on lopal pre.Collapse 
military targeu-targets that were alfeadydestroyed in the Final 
War.~ 

"Well, I'll be damned," Coeur said, buckling her seats re­
straints . "'When the depot computer tram/erred its intelligence 
into the fire control computer, it must have found only pre­
Colla~e d ata on targets of military slgniOcance." 

"Right. " Gyro said, "and ()(\(e It losllu forward observen, it 
mu~t have switched to those lafgets 11$ logical alternatives." 

"Still. " (){,ep Six said, "il does make one wonder why such a 
devious computer would switch to a pattern of pure desll'Uction. " 

The answer to that question, Co(!ursupposed, WII$ unknown, 
but she had a theory. 
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~II'~ pos~lble: y,e ventured, "that II didn't have enough 
memory capacity In the (ile control compyt£'r to hold aU iu 
original mind. I mean, lor Instance, down In the depot we heard 
iU vocabulary change completely, 115 If It didn't have enough 
space to download its language rout ines and $WItched to the 
smaller vocabulary of Ihe spe<.ialist machine Instead. 

"So maybe, U Coeur went on, ~ it didn' t have enough of its 
original mind left to be subtle. It jusl did wha t a lot of the simpler 
Virus strains would do-lt look O>Iel the primary purpose 01 the 
machine i\ inhabited and started kHling ," 

"Or perhaps," Oeep Sb. said, "it was just aogl)' thai you 'd 
defeated It." 

-Well, yeah, that too." 
Down below Ihe bridge canopy, Coeur caught a wave from 

Crowbar signaling that all the slaves wele aboard, and cut short 
the di!'.(ussion. 

"Okay, that's it people. let'£ gel ready to launch.-
'"Yes, sir, " Gyro said, retreating aft toward her '~l'r turre t. 
Coeur then paused a moment, thoughtfully looking aCross the 

Gunerof Blood al the G<iHrier, :.hip's boat and Intrepid, likewise 
standing by 10 l.lunch. 

*Slxer, put me through to Zorn. She Should be at the conn of 
the ship's boat. " 

"Aye, sir." 
"Zorn here, " the pirate captain answered a moment later, 

lhough with a voice dearly hoarser than usual. 
"Hey Vega, you all right over there? You think you can fly?" 
"Yes, Coeur," Zorn replied, "I can fly . Just because I 101t my 

ship and mybesl fdenddoesn' t mean IgO\ nupid all of a sudden." 
Touche, Coeur thought, although ~e knew Zorn realty was 

worked up over the loss of V·Max and Vi ft Armis. Having lost a 
ship, and a best friend, herself, she <ould empathize with lom. 

But now was no time to think about Darien. 
And there was ~till wOlk to do on Mexit 
"Well, then, jf you think you' re up lO It, lhefe' l still one more 

mission I'd like you and the gU}'1lo take on. Do you remember 
the map in the control room that showed the approximate 
Iocatlon of the lasl meson gun-the gun \hal was firing." 

"Yes, I recorded it on video, In fact." 
"Cood . 8e<.ause I want you and the rest 0' our«ew to take It 

out. Find the entrance and pull whatever slaw c.rew Is Inside out 
of there. I doubt they have the Initiallve to start firing again 
without orders from the depot, but all the same In better to be 
safe \han SO(ry. ~ 

*Underltood. " 
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"Of course," Coeur pointed out, "Orop Klck will be In charge 
of the mls,sion, but I doubt ~ can fly his tank Into the meson gun 
chamber." 

"Understood. I' ll make sure nobody gets hurt Inside." 
"'Well, try anyway. Red Sun out." 

The assault on !.he mes.on gun proved to be antlcllmactlc. The 
hidden entrance. In the floor of a desolate mountain vaUey, was 
unguarded. Once Inside, Drop Kick's Marlnel and Zorn's pirates 
found powered elevators obligingly wailing to serve them . These, 
in turn, took the spacers down two kilomete~ to the last of 
Mexll'S lune tioning mesooguns, and the 250 technlciaru huddled 
fearfully around !.he perimeler of IU cavernous JOO·meler<1!am· 
eler cavity. The handful of nlghti8cks they found were In a stale 
of electronic ca~tonla and were easily neutrafized. 

Frightened by the extinction of the depot Intelligence that had 
so long ruled their lives, the technicIans offered no resistance and 
were peacefully herded to the surface. In shifts, the G<affler, 
$hip's boat. and Ihen Homel heMlf-after unloading Its own 
payload Into the arms of Cardinal Vazquez-began transferring 
these people to shelter in the city. 

"Well, that is some gun," Coeur said later In the afternoon, 
lOOking up at the w@aponwlth Red E.ye, whom ~he'd brought 
back from Soledad to take charge of It. 

"Yeah," the sergeant .wid, staring at It through a gallery 
window, ~ I'd have to give you that. What 15 she, SO,OOO tonnes?" 

"Actually, 70,000 lonnes.~ Coeur said, ~wllh a discharge 
energy of 200,000 megajoules and Innnite travel1e." 

"And you want me to ta~e charge of It" 
"As far as you can, yes. When Homel goes back to the 

Coalition, I'm going to take Drop Kick with me. so there'll be no 
excuse that I didn't have a guard 00 Zorn . You and the res t of the 
Marines I'm going to leave here, though, to get this gun In 
wor1clng Ofder." 

Red Eye stood quietly, regardIng the huge w@apon. 
HSir, b that really practical? II would lake 111 leall 1,000 men to 

run this facility properly-to get the power plant back to full 
power and gel proper maintMance going." 

He paused to lake a breath. 
"In addition to which, I'm not a commissioned offICer. Surely 

the Coalitloo won't approve 0( lellvir.g II gunnery sergeant In 
charge of a planet ~masher like that" 

"Wd, we can f1.x that," Coeur said, touching cootrols on her 
forearm to activate the audio recording functlon of her V3C soil's 
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computer. -Ship's log, Res Hornet: At. 01 this date, the 2nd ofTal.lM, 
1202, GurYlel)fSoergeanl Vorgi Maliog. call sign "Red E~." tw been 
given lie!d promotion to the rank at 2nd Lieutenant In the RCMe, with 
~ righU and privileges pertaining IheleIO," 

Coeur then ~hut off the recorder. 
"Wait a minute, " Red Eye said, "can you do that?" 
'Wel~ I just did. I ~uppose i l '~ another mailer whether or nOI 

the Marine Corps command will accept It. but I think they will if 
they have any sense. After all, a commissioned offICer should be 
In charge of Mellit Station," 

Again, Red Eye Wal ~ilenl . 
"Wai t a minute, ~r-aren'twe gelling ahe&dofoursetves?Thls 

isn' t really our property, is it r 
"Actually, yes it Is. 1 talked v.ith Vazqvez eadier al the Church 

of the Holy Sacr~ty-she's moved the capital there, for the 
Interim-and she's agreed to loan us the gu n in e.xchange for 
technical assi1tance." 

"Oh, right. like we won't be busy enough trying to keep the 
gun runnlng.~ 

~Oh, don't worry. We've gol a handle on the manpower 
problem. Physic says Gremlin and Fubar should recover com· 
pletely imide a week,. In addillon to thaI, you'U have all the rest 
of Zorn's crew to help you look alter the gun and train new 
gunnery technicians 'rom the ( Ity.~ 

Red Eye laughed . ~Okay, sir, I'll stop argUing . Ally other 
Impossible things you want to assign me be/ore you go?~ 

~ No, that ought to do It, lieutenant." 
"In case anyone aW, what Is theslatusof Zorn's o ld crew? Ale 

they ~tl\l covered by the charges agaimt her, or afe you summarily 
dismissing them?" 

~By the powenvested In ml', I don't know. But they won' t be 
going anywhere. Keep an eye on them until an oHklal COlIlit ion 
vessel shows up with instructions. Some (ourt somewhere will 
decide, but those peop~ lire needed right here and I"IOW", and not 
on Ra jml to be afraigned.~ 

"Yes sir: 
* Anyway, don' t worry about legalities. This whole situation's 

so weird there are no regs for it anyway. Just make sure you get 
this gun running, and don' t be alralel to use it on any unlriendly 
poWefi Ih,)t Iry to assault Meltit It you can do thaI. nlne'1I get)'Ou 
10 the Assembly will authorize consttu(lion 01 a fo rward naval 
base here, and (hen you" have mOIl' help than '101.1'\1 know what 
to do with ." 

"Pie in (he Sky, sir," Red Eye said, ~by_and_by.w 
~Yes, ~ Coeur chuckled, ~ I suppose that's gettIng ahead of 
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ourselWs. Right noN, why don' t you go find Whiz Sang and start 
a survey of the gun to see what's beat up and needs servicing. 
$naplihot. Newton and Crowbar should be getUng to work on a 
battery 01 sensor drones In the meantime, and we'11 see that those 
get linked up to the depot's micrOW/lve comm net before we 
leiJI/e so you'U have some direct-fire capacity." 

"Yes, sir, " Red Eye said, saluting and then walking off to find 
Whiz Bang. 

Coeur remained behind, looking up at the fearsome gun. 
A)'lng (Wer the clty earlier, In HOfT/tt, she'd seen the ctaten the 
weapon had left In the clty-some aswlde as <100 meters, full 01 
rubble and soH melted inlO glau . 

Md /Ild!kd Uu. she thought. remembering the partICularly dense 
wrecka~ she'd seen in the (mil!!" ~ the Defense Ministry, wreckage 
that rescue worke" were st~1 ~ through In the dangelOWy 
inte~ sun~ght at the afternoon. They'll probably (/"'9 her out oIlho! 
mess before Che ~ning. and then we71 have (J swell nigh/. 

Since Zorn wanted to bury V·Max this evening, right In the 
(amp where he'd died--and which the spacers were stili using as 
their own base-people would alreody be In a somber mood. 
Finding An.Wing, Coevr supposed, would only make it worse. 

Yes, well, they wouldn'l call it lhe Wilds if 11 weren'l dangerous. 
AI leas( now this gun will be doing ~Ihing construcUve. 

Coeur's pensive though!; '#ere Interrupted, however, when 
she heard the clatter of armored feet running toward her from the 
opposite direction Red Eye had gone. It was Widget, and she was 
excited . 

"Sir," ~he puffed, "news. An-Wlng's 1IIive." 
"What 1 How?" 
"Didn' t get all the details, sir, but I thought you'd want to 

know .usoon a.s weheard. Ph),slc'sgot her light now_ at the same 
hospita.l with Fubar and Gremlin." 

Shocked by the news, Coeur didn' t take the time to discuss It 
fun her. 

"Right,." she said. "I'll take the G<arrler." 
"Yes, si r, It's already warmed up." 
Coeur spared one Illst glance at the meson gun . Dwarfing the 

destructive powerof the godS that the menofhetownwof1d had 
Imagined millennia before, perhaps It was more \hlln a god of 
destruction. 

Pe.-haps it could be merciful as well. 

The storywas~unbelievab'e Coeur still d idn' t belieV1! it when 
she'd heard It twice. But the prool WAS there, before Coeur, 
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Ph~t. Widget and Masaryk. Pkked up from the rebel camp, In 
a bed 01 old Sl 8emac1lne'~ HOSpital, was Uu An -Wing. with no 
more seriou~ Injury than a fractured collarbone and a broken reg. 

" let me get this straight." Coeur said . "You didn' t know how 
to fly the holy grav barge, but you managed to talk the pilot Into 
turning on the contra.grav a split se<:ond btfore the building blew 
up." 

"J told yoy I'm good," All.Wlng replied. a trifle Y"t'Iugly, 
propped up comfortably in her bed. "The field lei uS drift down 
gently, but then It cut Qut a few melen above the ground, and 
we crashed Into the crater." 

"lucky girl," Masaryk said . " "II bel yoo juS! wanted to gel II 
nitty ann-~nng to match mine," 

"Hmph," An-Wing sald, looking down at the sling on herown 
r'tght arm. MBut mine 'NIII be black,. .. she chided, with the hint of 
/II smUt. "Someone has to light the way for you fashion-<hal · 
lenged. I'm curious about ~methlng. th<l'Jgh. Old the search 
parties ever find KHalt?" 

"Ye~," PhYSiC ~ald, "as a matter of fact they dId . Found a 
nlghtJack too, clamped onto hli shoulder, but they were both 
dead." 

"Good," An-Wing said. "Because you wouldn't believe ~e 
of the things I had to tell him to keep him there In the building ..... 

· Uke whaO" 
"Oh. I!ke ..... An·Wing began. but then thought better of Il 

Appreciative of the sudden feelings of the Aubani, she supposed 
they might not take kindly to the story she'd cooked up about 
O rlflamme invading them. 

~ ... Oh, let's just say things that people who know me well 
know I really doo't mean. But It was hard work, belleve me." 

"And much appreciated, ~ Coeur said. "What you did was 
selfleu and heroic." Coeur moved c\()jer to the bed to oHer An-
'NIr.g her hand. "Thank you." . 

"Well, leri not get too ~nllment.al," An·Wlng said, thought 
she did accept the handshake. "I sUlI think Otiflamme has the 
most right to this planeL .. 

"Sure," Coeur u/d. "And If the Assemblyag~ to that.. then 
more power 10 you ." 

Politely, An-WIng nodded. 
"You know, there's Just one thing 1 wonder aboul, .. Widget 

said . "What happened to GraylOrd, Kl!alt's lIeutenant7" 
"Wasn't he blO'Nn up with VI ft Armis?" Masaryk asked. "I 

thought he was In a ttash bin In her berth." 
"He was," Widget said, "but some of Zom's men found the 

trash bln--thrown clear by the: exploslon-and Graylord wasn't 



To Dream of Chaos 335 

Inlt The hasp was btoken, too, as lflthadbunfOfudopen from 
the Inside .... 

"'WC7N." An-Wing mused, warming to the allure of further 
conspiracy. "you don't suppose he could have gotten away1 
CAptain, that could be dangerous. II key lieutenant of Kllalt's Ioos.e 
In thectty .... " 

"That's enough," Coeur said, resting a hand on An-Wlng's 
good shoulder. "One cloak Of dagger at a Ume. All you nm to 
worry about now 15 g etting bener," 

.. Bul .... 
"'Tn.ast me, there wll1 be plentyof lntrlgue left when you're back 

up and around. Anyway. even If he WA! IIJ autonomousrnKhlne. 
he' s twometen taU and lookstlke a ~eleton . If, by some chance, 
he did survive the blast, he prob.lbly couldn't mCN!! IIf"OUnd 
unnoticed ," 

An-WIng nodded, and a ~lIence fell upon the room, now 
turning yellow with Ihe glow of )unset through polarized gins. 

"Say, Captain," PhysiC said, "Im't V-Max's tuneraigolng to be 
500nr 

"That's right,. " Coeursald, glancing at the chronometer on her 
\lac suit'l forearm. "Widget. Sela, we'd beuer get going If we're 
goIng to be there. " 

~ Right," they agre~. 
"I suppose I'll have to stay here,~ An-WIng saId. 
"Yes, you will," PhysiC agreed, "u wllll.~ 
-You SUn! about that,. docto,1'" Coeur ASk~. "'Someone could 

cover for you." 
" If It's all the same, ~rr, '" the doctor said, ~ I'd rather stlly." 
And from !.he look In Physle's eye, Coeur knew ......nat she 

meant. V_Max and Zom were lhe twO people In Amlis' crewwho 
knew-from the outlet_hat effect the HF II virus would have 
on Ra. In Physic's mind, they were both man murderers.­
regardless 01 the patriotic motives behInd the slaughtef at the 
Hi-w-el'S, or the heroic deeds they had performed since on the 
Coalition's behalf. It was not surprisIng thllt PhysIC would want to 
skip V-Max's funeral. 

"You know what you ha\ll! to do," Coeur ~icl. ''I'll see you 
later. ~ 

Physic nodded, and Coeur departed with her group. 
Makes me wonder if f should skip it myself, Coeur thought But 

a life Is a life. and jf people should respectthl J;"'~ 01 Hivm, /hen I 
should fnpect V-MeA' 'so Hegcvp II up (01 nls comrades and 1M people 
of this world, and I can oc/mow/edge that, no mDtttl' what other 
mlslokes M mode. How do f ~ybe he was ewn lIyfng /0 
make up for what he did. It 's not my place /0 judge. 
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Not far from the tent city that had been set up for the forme r 
depot slaves at thE' edge of Ihe re~1 camp was the place wh~e 
V-Max had died, and this was the place lorn (h~ to bury her 
friend and comrade-ln·a...-ms. 

AJ. Coeur expected, the funeral wasn'l pleasant,. but at least1! 
was brief. Given Zorn's relationship to V.Max-Coeur and Drop 
kid! knew f rom thf'ir earlier Orne aboard VI Ef Arm/J that the (W() 

pirates were intimate-Zorn thought better of delivering the 
eulogy and left that to Ylnk Instead . 

..... What II a ll boils down to," Vink said, "is that we u me oul 
here with Zom for ill reason, to get our freedom from a govern­
ment weIth was coming underloomuch Influence {rom forflgn 
powers. Of COUfSe, thatalso meantwe hael (o leave the friendship 
of our countrymen behind, bvt that dIdn' t mean we didn' t care 
enough about our country to risk ou r nves for It Pete Heron 
here-V·Max-mlced hl1 1i1e for that cause wherever we went, 
and It Is be~t that we remember he died In the service of that 
(ause, so this city that's rubble today could II lIe on and be free 
tomorrow. 

"And than all I'lle got to uy .... 
NCompany," Zorn said, Nsalule." 
Theolher 1) pirates eltecute<l a criSp salute which WIU marred 

o nly ~n9htly by the wallerin9 of Carl Becker, who was Crying 
openly. The body of her (ousln was as yet unrecOliered from the 
ruins of the Defense Minlsuy. l om engaged the winch that 
lowered mesheet metalcasketol V·M.u Inla the earth. The Atses 
and Marlnes, meanwhile, stood II few meters b~k In mpectful 
~Ience--<>ut of their environment suits and back Into regular 
body sleeveos-lhough they did not salute. 

"All right. guys, " Zorn said aftefWard, when the usket hit 
bottom, "let's go ahead and cover him up." 

. That the pirates d'Id, wllh qulck shovels of dirt. and the 
ceremony was offklally concluded. Zorn went down on one knee 
at the side of her friend, and rather than remain close by, the rest 
of the prates and most 01 the AAI!.S d rtfte<llfNay with cautiously 
soft steps. 

"I m ust admit, .. Newton said to Coeur, IU the others walked 
away, "I 've a\w;)ys found funerals rather confusing. Would It not 
be more illlalUng to place hIm out In a cultivated neld w he might 
contribute to the nillogen cycler' 

"Er ... some people think SO, yeah," Coeur said, hoping Zom 
didn't hear that. ~bot maybe yOU'd better move along, Newtoo." 

"Very good, sir. I will retum to working on the sensor drones 
wIth Crowbar. W 
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Coeur remained beNnet however, after Newton padded away. 
"Would you like me to leaver Coeur a~ked Zorn, sohly. 
"No," Zorn saId, drawIng a deep brea th and (Bing back to her 

fe~t "Stay. You've lost a friend like this yourself,l know.~ 
Coeur supposed Zom meant Oarien. 
NYes, ~ Coeur said, walking closer, "although I don't think 

Darien and I wefe as close as)'Ou and V." 
"'don', knowaboutthat,~ Zomobserved. "He did give his life 

for you." 
"That's true, he did," Coeur m.lpped, surprising herself with 

the bltteme~s 01 her reply. She momentarily thought to apolog 11e 
for the vehemence ot her response, but decided to let It go. 

81 noticed," Zom said, switchIng to another thought, "that 
your doc cor wasn't here." 

"No, Physlc had other dulies.~ 
"Maybe she was I~t being polite," Zorn offered. "It prob<lbly 

would've been hard for her to keep from spitting on his grave." 
"Wel~" Coeur said, after a thoughtful pause, "you did hurt her 

pretty bad. You hurt all of U5, in fac t, when you killed all those 
Hivers-and Scissor. He was a member of my crew, just like 
Badger and Gafler, or Katzel and V·Max." Or Darien. But Coeur 
cut off the lho09hl there. foo much unfinilhro business. 

"So what do you want I shovld do?" Zorn asked. "I<UI myself In 
Iroolof hef?v and I did what.....e thought we had r.o-and novv I'~ pay 
for It But I'll pily that debt to the CoolitiOl\ not to Dr. Takagawa." 

Coeur merely blinked, ~aying nothing. 
"Oh. forget It, " Zorn said. ~Forget I said that. She's got a tight 

to be angry, you've got a right to be angry-we've all got a right 
to be angry. At least V'sdead now, and hedoe~n'l hav~ anyof this 
crap to worry about." 

"Zom.look, fOlv.Ala1 it'sworth. rmnot happy that Vsdead. What 
yoo did at Ra was wrong. but 1 dorI't think you orV·MaJe was t'o'il. YOU 
tv.'O had a belief, and ~u went a litt le 100 far standing up for it." 

A1i1/Ie/cofor, yeah, Coeur thought, Rstening 10 lhe understal~ 
men! in her own word~, as in moss murder and Oflf!mpled 
genocide. But 111 leave 1M court on Ro 10 th1Dlh that oul. 

""You're right. Maybe I should just enjoy a linle 'reedom while 
, stilt have it." 

"Wel~ to be 'air," Coeur said, "I wasn't planning to lock you 
in your stateroom for the whole trip. It '/I be enough, r thInk, to 
havt': Orop Kkkguard you, and Physic Implant a homing (meet in 
you in case you try to run away." 

"How about that," Zam s.aid. " (I be a regUlar Napoleon at 800." 
" Well, sort of, " Coeur~ald, "except you're not going to escape 

from this Elba." 
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~ Perlsh the thought, " l orn said. 
"And, H Coeurwenl o n, ~ Ihe accommodations are probably II 

little nic.ef than Elba . Aside from you and me and Drop Kick, all 
there'" be are the gunnerl and Ph~ic, Sixer and Crowbar, which 
means Ihere'll be a lot more room and ~upplie:s per person." 

"Sound~ swell. Fatten me up lor the firing squad," 
Cot'U( gave Zorn a sharp look. 
"lorn, you don't knowwhat'$ gonna happen. The (ourt could 

be lenient. given the w<tj you helped U~ here and at Sauler, and 
your surrendering peacefuUy.~ 

But Zorn only ~k her head. 
"No, I don'llhink so. Maybe on your wodel, Red, but not on 

Ra. The law there's pretty sttkt." 
To !.his, Coeur couldn't ,eally give much of a rebuttaL She'd 

seen the way R/I hKl manhandled Ph~ic' $ ex·husband, August 
Delpl'r~lding him without a wril 01 habeas corpus and 
grilling him without an attorney present-and he was only an 
ac:ceiSOry to Zorn's crimes, and not a pirate, to boot. 

-Yeah, M Zom went on, "V·Ma..: caught a break, all,ighL Al 
least he died here, fighting tor something wonhwhile, Instead of 
in front of /I firing squad." 

Well, perhaps, Coeur thought. though th~dl5(lillion was taking a 
tum toward the morbid, and she ele<led nollO respond. Instead, she 
turned her head sl"l9ht1y to look off to the east, opposite thesunseL Up 
there, she wasgratified to Set, was Orion, the gr~at old constellation 
she remembered from heryouth, not sod1fferent in appearance than 
it had been in the summer sky above the Alizona dl..>sert so long ago. 
Even90years later, and 60parsecs awayfromhom~, the corutellaOOn 
wa.s still very much the ~e, with its anTIs onIyslighlly bent byCoeur's 
change in penped.iYe. 

"The Hunt~r, n lorn said after a moment, tu rni ng in the 
direclk>n 01 Cceul's g aze . 

"Yeah. I wasjmt thinking about how far awayl l is. They say the 
be lt Slars lire 400 parsen from the Coalition ." 

"'Thai' s a ways, all right" 
"A ways, yeah. It's w far away, I'll bet I' ll neve ' see it from 

another angle. ~ 
"' I suppo~ ii'S kind of like a guardian angel, then," Zorn 

mused. "It was there when you were born, and It'll still be there 
when you die .'" 

"Hopefult}'," Coeur said, picking up the Idea, " it is a guardian 
angel--ag uard ian angel lor all 01 us. There's still a lot of WI Ids Oul 
there to explore.'" 

"Fo r wme of us, you mean. For some 0' us, the journey 1tOPS 
a bit short." 
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The Hunter, Coeur thoughl/f 'fOU'reOUfguord'lOnange/, ....not does 
that tell us about our mission? The hunt af...oys erds In death, yet we're 
supposed toflnd rherighl and ~ lnoDo/that. The S%fronJ iI1'orIded 
meinspx2wfth J9friefldsand' J chance tolNe. Tfwyweremyenemies", 
and I /hought I was better rhon them. Then I did iheSlJmet/'Mg to Royal 
Vengeance thot IheSobmonididloAlnltak. fomthWmemy, and$11I 
I think I'm better than they Oft. If wt'ft all hunlen. v.1".Ior rnaJces lIS 

dilfffi!Jl17 How do I fhJf\Ic Island for something betral/f}OU are 01.1 
guordion. !}Utie us to thor onswer. 

'Yeah," Coeur sa\d, remembering not only V.Max, bYt her 
own k>~t comrades from this mi.nion. "I suppose It does." 

Precisely 28 days later, the great meson gun below the Aguja 
Prieta Mountains thNmmed back to lile-and scarcely aday too 
$000. Manned by Red Eye, his Mafint~, Zom's pirates and SOO 
volunteers from Soledad, the giant weapon delivered an accurate 
full.power volley into open space Just 40 hours before a fleet 01 
SoIee warships suddenly appeared at the planet,. c(\Ji~n9Inward 
from the outer system. 

On the filee of it, the Solee clearly seemed 10 outclau any 
defense Mexit might muster-two MiduAgosllaam-C:lass de~lroy­
ers and a kinunir-class colonial cruiser, anyone of whk h could 
extinguish Homet with a single u lvo. But they had clearly 
discounted the possibility of deep defenses. since they were 
maneuvering In a leisurely manner with all actlve sensors en· 
gaged. Mexil's new SE'"nwr net picked them up easily at lhe limit 
of lu extreme range, and the Solee woufd pay accordingly. 

"That looks like Royal Vengeance, " Red Eye said to Coeur, who 
was standing beside him down in the meson gun's fire conllol 
center. "The drive emissions are the same .u the ones Snapshot 
rKorded earl ier." 

Coeur's heart leapt reflexively- They mode ill-then sank lust 
as quickly. And now Ylegel 10 kill !hem again. You fXJOI bastord!. 
Why 'd}'OU have 10 Com.? bock.' 

"Sack wilh $ome friends," Coeur said with d isappointment, 
"to finish us off and lake the plane\. Or die trying." 

Red Eye heard the sadness in her voice and looked at her. "Shall 
we open fire?" 

This Is my jOb. If I d()fl'( do mine, fhey'll do lhein ami lelll me. 
'No, let them get into your effective range first." 
"Yes, sir. All pe~onnel. stand by." 
"'Solee target!. are closing to opumum range, Captain," Whiz 

8ang reported a few minutes later, " 300,000 kilometers." 
"Think your weapon can handle Intensive fire?" Coeur asked 
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Red Eye. 
" It should. It's as ready as It's gonna get" 
"All righi, then. TargPI the big deilloyers rinl, .. Coeur 0(­

dered. "l et 'em have it-maximum rate of fire, " 
If the Solee had any inkUng of their fate, they didn't show It. 

MoYing <II high speed, 001 without ('vasivemaneyvers, they were 
already close enough to dete<t Homer parked in the ouUklru 01 
Soledad, but )he was a target they would never engage . 

Get our 01 herE', ~ idioU/ Coeur called in her mind. 
"Taking fi~llarge l under fife," Red Eye announced calmly. 
The destroyer was no malch lor the baUleshlp-slzed meson 

gun. It blew apart In a blossom at pluma and glowing debris. 
Get out of herel 
In the holographic sensor tank, Ihe two remaining blips began 

tracing erratic courses--evasive maneuvers--but kept coming. 
"Taking second target under fire: 
Get oul of herel 
The blip rep,~enllng the second de1troyer glew larger, 

became diffuse and faded away. 
HShifting to the last target, sir.~ 
Coeur nodded, but suddenly alarrru and kla)(ons blared in the 

control center. 
HThe homopolar generator bearings are heating upl" Whiz 

Sang called out. 
"'How mlKh longer can you keep them going7" 
HI can'tslr-they're just too old. They're going to seize If I don't 

shut down!" 
"All right. " Red Eye answered, "pull the plug." 
At that moment, the brlp representing Royal Vengeonu flick­

ered and 'Winked out. Coeur smiled . 
Still hove on itchy jump-burton finge'? Well good fOf )00(1 . And 

don" come bock. 
Mexlt W<l.S ~re . 

" It' s hard to Imagine," Cardinal Valquez said two days later, 
glancing up through a stained 91a1$ window to &Ie nighttime~, 
"how a banle of such .... iolence could be fought in the sky, and not 
be felt below. But I shall I lake your word for it, Captain ." 

Coeur smiled. 
"You might have had more proof than you wanted If thilt last 

destroyer hadn't withdrawn. But we ga .... e the Solee a. prettygood 
sting-l don' t think they'U be back any Ume soon:" 

" 50 then, it's time for you to leave?" 
"I'm afraid so, Your Honness.1 wanted to~t\ck around until the 
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me50ngun'! live fire 16t-and, of cootie, we saw that It WO(ked. 
Now that the binding bearings have been replaced, I'm sure the 
gun'll do a fine )ob of proteocting you here." 

"Is It really so nece1Saryforyou to leave now71f you stayed, you 
co uld help us unify the naOons 01 Mexlt once and lor all." 

"Somehow, Your HoIln~,H Coeur said, ~I think you underes­
timate yourself. You're alar bener d iplomat than I' ll ever be. And 
besldes, we'~ leaving the G<arrier and the ship's boat here, so 
It shouldn' t be a problem 101 you to get your shuttle diplomacy 
moving along quid dy." 

Plus, Coeur thought, we 're koving !he tonk Mre, too. JUSI 
knowing that's around should make some of 1M petty dictolOfJ tr~t 
Vazquez wi(h respect. 

Coeur went o n, "There's also the-crewof spa<ers we'releaYing 
herewith you. Considering the skills and experience they possess, 
I doubt there's much the crfNII 01 Homel covld add." 

"Perhaps I should be a gracious host, then, and stop begging 
you to Slay." 

"Well, It's not like I want to leave,~ Coeur said. "This Is 11 
beautiful planet, with fine people. Bull do hiM!: lOge! Zom back 
to Ra, and more important, J need to get my reporu back to 
Aubaine so the fl eet can send more people out here." 

Vazquez nodded. 
"Yes, I suppose you musl. II's juS! difficult for me to imagine 

how a petion could want to hurl herse lf across the S!ars the way 
you do, w hen "ve alwa~ lived under U1h one sky, and I've never 
known any other." 

Coeunrnlled. "Actually, !.hat's 3Pfe«yhealthy anltude. Themore 
1 travel, the more I see !.he advantages 01 illlying In 0I"\t" place." 

~ Indeed? '" 

"You aren't as likely to be hurt if you stay in one SPOL" 
Given the cardinal's capacity to sense another person's t>mo-

tioru direCl1y-through psionic empathy-Coeur suspected 
vazquez would know what she meant. 1here were 3 great many 
deep SoCars Coeur had col!ected in her travels. 

And thell there were the de3\.hs.---nol ju.it Badger and Gaffer, 
who were at least nearby when they d ied-but also her parents, 
and Darien and SciS~OI, wllowere lar away In space Olnd time, and 
she'd never had,) chance 10 ~y good.by~. 

50 why trove!, Coeur thought, illt hurts so much? 
Hlndeed," Vazquez said. "Why do you travel, If it huM.$ you so 

much?" 
"Be<:ause," Coeur answered, looking up at the glant sign of \.he 

Defender above the cathedral's altar. "You' lI never sec how far 
you could have gone, If you stay In one place.'" 
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"P1:!rhaps I should let yougo, then, ~ Vazquez SAid, offering her 
hand to Coeur. 

"Yes," Coeur said, turning back to the cardinal and accepting 
the handshake. "Good tuck, Cardinal Vazquez:" 

"And God's speed to you, Captain 0 ' Esprit." 
God's speed. 
Coeur then tumed to go, walkIng out 01 the front doors 01 the 

church and Into the COI"Opany of Gyro, waiting In the pilot's seat 
of ~t's hovering alr.raft 

"So," Coeur said to Gyro. sliding In lO the forward passenger 
seat; "you clear up that probtem with the )unlor technarch11" 

-Yes, sir. I told them you'd moot them if they tried to stay hefe." 
.. Gyro ...... 
"Sorry. sir, Just kidding. They' re safely secured aboard-them 

and Zorn," 
"Good," Coeur ~a!d, buckling her ~at belt. "I wouldn't mind 

leaving the te<hnarchs here, bYt Ilhlnk Mexll's svtfered enough 
d isasters already." 

"I'd have to agree with you, Captain. So, we ready to go horne?" 
"Lord, I hope ~o," Coeur said, leaning back In her seat and 

looking up at the stars. "let's move out.~ 
"Yes, sir," Gyro replied, firing up the alr· raft's thruste~ and 

steering them back toward Homl?t . . . . 
Not an hour later, Homers flaring plasma thruster1 wou ld be 

~een for the last time In the lky above SOledad, lifting the Ottle 
freighter sk).ward In a streaking blue arc across the stars. The 
ship 's WOfk at Mexlt w.u done, and her captain could not foresee 
any circumstance under which she would retum . 

Yet other Ships would come toMeJl:II-S(out shipsal nrst. then 
larger war~ips with men and ~upplies, and nnatry commercial 
lIaruports taking (over beneath the umbrella of her melOn gun . 
Though It would be months before tha t YaWl(. would begin, 
evenlUi'llylt would fill the skies of MeJl:it day and night. and eye.s 
now as tonilhed by the upward falling meteor of HQm#twould no 
longer spare anysta.nhl~n the most magnlflcentol the~ 
so much .u a second glance. 

One particular mind Icnew that very well-thr nind behind .a pair 
01 eyes that never closed and never ~pL Cazlng up Into the star­
spedcled night from the Ionety seaside road he walked, he w.tlChed 
the pinpoint speck that was Hemet even after lesser human eyes had 
lOst all resolution of the Image-and he knew the change It heralded. 

God bless )'OO, bro~ SfXJcm, St. Graylord thought. and may/he 
OefMder'ipeed .,ou on )<lU' way. 



~or tht COtIV8'1ienc:e 01 readen who rNy not be fMn1liar with COWs 
Tr~eller unlvene. the foSowlng glowry Is provided for ternu M\d 
concepts re~red to In the tut. 

Air-Rift: (noun) A small 
conlta-grav (ef) VEt-

hiela , usually op(ln- ~~ 
topped in design, 01- ~' . 
IEtn carried as a small ,~~~.~~~~~.~. ~g~~?~~~ .. craft by larger vessels _-----===: ~===~ 
8I'1ddistinguished Irom 
Ihe speedGr (e~ by a 
lower maximum 
speed_ 

Anlglthle: (noun) A rwv arod extremely expensive drug which, taken 
in regular doses ollElr time , can iYamatically slOw the aging p~SI, 
When u~ improperly, anagalhies have UV6t9 side etfects, 

Anglle: (noun) ShOo'1 lor Galanglie, !he mO$! common language in itla 
Last Imperium (el), and st~1 tho mosl common language among its 
former mambefW()rlds. 

AO: (noun) Abbreviation tor Araa 01 Op&ralions, designating a lona 
58V9I'I parsecs deep to OOffIWsrd (cf) Md spinward (cO of !he 
Retormalion Coa~lion, defining Nt government's present area ot 
official oporati()(ls In the Wilds (eI) , 

Ars.. : (noun) I , Co!lective term for tna members ot the Rotormarion 
Coahiori E~pIoralory Service (derived from the agoncy Inilials: 
ACES). 2. The RCES org8l'1izatiOtl ilSOII (used primarily by mem­
bers 04 the organization), 

Allembly of World.: (noun) The ruling body 0111'18 Re, with propor­
lional repros9ntatioo by popuiariOtl 01 all mem~, Givan !he 
loose naMe ollhe Coa~tian, lhe Assembly has ri ltle authority over 
the actions of indillidual wOl1ds and OOf'IC9ntrates on Ihe manaoe­
mont olasse!s jointly held by lhfl Coalilion e,larva Tho Assembly 
resides in me Hall of Worlds, on Aubaine, 

Blttl. Dr ••• : (noun) The ultimate Jorm of personal prolection, bal/JQ 
dress consists 01 a powered exo&k.OIo\On whh Slr9nglh-Gnhaneing 
features 10 increaselhe Ioad-carrying abi~tyof an indjvidual soldier, 
AlthOugh battle dress is quite formidable--even the mOIl lightly 
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81'morod vers~s ofIor 8JlCeltont proto<> 
tion again st shrapnel and proj&etile& from 
smar.ef firearms--{lls nOI indestructible. It 
suffers from lhedlsadvSJItage thalli lend. 
10 impair ils w&ar8l"s physicalagiity. This 
dsadvantage f\Otwilhslanang, howev9f, 
battle dre" is routi'lBly iswad in heavy 
and light versions 10 bonl-lino IrOOps and 
raiding torcas 01 the Relonnalion Coalition 
(ct) . 

Body Slee .... : (noun) A. 
&tandDrd oarmonl wom 
by RCES members. II is 
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actually a slandaid coverall undotgarment In· 
lElndod lor wear benaath vac wits (d~. However, 
ool:ause of ils dvrabiHty and bY1IeH'esistant quali· 
tes, it is typieally wom as a St8/11:latd casual 
ooliorm by RC pet'somel. 
Boneyerd: (noun, adj.) A world which lost aM its 

\ ; populalion n Ih& Collnp$e (et) . Also known as 8 
;, \ comelery WOfId 
\-:...~ Boal,lr. p: (noun, adj .) Designolion lor afI Ae 

technical support program k'I tho W~d, (ell. 
Bogl. : (novo) A targel detoctad on 'GIlson, OJrrandy un\donlirlSd as 

10 wheltler il i, a friend or 100. 
Broom. tlc«: (noun) A very 

ighlconra-gnlv (cf)rnn~ 
poi100rt5isling os~'Wy 
01 rwogravbell (d)CCIOIJ'ao 
gray mOOules \inked by a 
cen!18l rail wiVI tandem 
sealS and landing skid$. 
l.ika a gravboll iI is po.oI' 
erad by WcIad po-opeI\erS 
and is akroost ~e:ely dent. and t-ereklre pre/emtd lOt' U'ort-rang9 
covert operatOrli.. 

Cenlrt.t: (aq.) Term describing one ollWc major voting blocs in 1M 
A,uemb/y 01 Worlds (ell, led by Oriflamme and oedicated to 'I1le 
pu(suit 01 a &lJoog oonlJal gO\lemment" ideally along Itoe ~nes 01 a 
feudlll technocrncy (el). 

Collap'" The: (noUl'l) The period olome follOWing 1M release oltha 
AI VIl'US (d), during which interste'lar oilliuation was essentially 
OOS!1oyoo in the area 01 !he last Impen.,m (cf), 

Con trl-GrIY; (noun, ad j,/, Utter technology llsod in high·tltChnolOgy 
·oreY· vehiclos, also ro Quad to as "CG,· Con!1a1)faYlilt9rs negate 
the gravitatior\li klrca acting on an object. alowing illO be buoyant 
in most atmo$pheros , Cootra-grav catlnOI provide thnJst. h.oW8ver. 
This must be provided by jets 01 HEPleR (et) IhnJsto", 

CoreWlld: (adj.) OI1e 01 \tie four eardinaJ u rrographic d"ections, 
toward !he center of the galaJr)' (and Ihorefore !tie opposil8 01 
nmwardl. Stafldard maps 1il9l'lera~ place th is direction 81 the top, 
makjru~ it analogous 10 naM on planetary maps. 
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Ollwn LlIIlIgua: (noun) A loOse in!e($teILat trading consortium in the 
rilfHpinward eomero1lhe Old E.pan"~s sector. aeatecfwlth Hiver 
(cl) lechnical assistance 11'1 1197: tatl)( reolganil.~ BS Lhe Relorma· 
lion Coali~ on. 

Drop Trooper : (noun) Term relerrin9 to s 50ldier llained to aS$BlAt a 
planetary targel from orbit. urivlf19 tU !he 1&'991 in a specially 
deSigned one· person drop capsule. 

OZ: (notJn) Abbteviationlol (I "duSilone: or land~ Brea. 
EMS Sansor: (noun) A sansor wl"lich uses tho full breadth of the 

eleclroma\jnetic spectrum (EMS). as opposed 10 01'11)' specifIC parts 
0/ it. There ue IWO types 01 EMS SGnsors. GClivo and passiva. 
Active EMS sen SOl S ara af"l&logoos 10 radat and ladar in thallhey 
lune-Iion by emlltlng radiation and thon mea&u.ing thsreltKn which 
bounces back 110m the largel. Unlika radar and !adat, activo EMS 
does r'IO( limil ilsell merely 10 radio or Yi$lblQ ~ght bands, bulUWS the 
infrared. viSible light, radio and portions of the 5p&CtnJm . 
Passive EMS sonser SUIles passively co.eel elecllomagnotic mdia­
tion in the lorm 01 visibl& light (teloseopes). inirar-eel rndialiOll 
(passive thermal sensors). , acflO waves (radio and radar djrectiCN'l 
finders) , etc .. andinlegrale ilalilagethcr to 101m a composite picture 
01 the sUflounOtnQ picture. 
The advanlage 01 passive EMS over active EMS is 11"1011 il does not 
giw ilsell away 10 possible enemies by puning OUI its own radiation 
:oignature, and ilfunctions be11er al vert long ranges. The atjvanlage 
of OCU\19 EMS is that it IS mole prooso, ospecially 01 short rangGs 
and when tuno is cntlcal, as passille EMS s.ensors often te.ke a long 
Lime to assembLe a Iarget solution from all 01 the ~nlG bits of passill9 
da .. 

Far Trader; (noun) A 
standard typo 01 small. 
commGrcial slarshl p 
distinguished "01' Jump 
drives (cl)wi3l IW<>-par­
se<: perfOfmance and 
man(luver drives allow­
Ino lG accetera~on . 
This desiown has a dis­
Ilnctiv6 bl lurcaled 

F .,do:;; ::, ;;; ~"d i:r ~,,:;;;:';;;;ii;;.9.,"". "'IWO major voting blocs in the 

':;;';'_j;:';;',; Aubaina antj dedicaled 10 the 
~ government 

Feudal Technocracy: (nOUn) A sys18m 01 go'ltH"nmont in which 
specil lc II"Idividuals govern on lhe behalf of lhoso who consent to be 
I\Jled, and po~tica l relationships are based upon the performance ot 
technical tasks Ihal are mulual1y beneficial. 

Flnat W&r :(nounJThe warwhiCh lasl9d lrom 111 710 I 130afldended 
Wilh the release of ViI\JS lei). It caused the 10tal oostnJcliorl 01 the 
las I Imperium (cf) and mos I 01 its inttllstellar noiohbors. precipitated 
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tile Co~apse (e!) and laid the foundation for tho Now Ere (eI). 
Flammer: (noun) Slang term for a nativa of tha Coalition world 

Oriflamme. generally pronooncccl "llamGr' when used W'le dorogt.l· 
101)' manner. 

Free Tradar: (novn) fn tarsle!la l merchanl$ who own !heir own Jhips 
and are not beholdan 10 any planelal)' gowmment (I( (l(ganilation. 
This lerm is specirlca/Iy used to ' efQ( to iole15lo!la l Iraclers who are 
no. membars 01 the Guild (el) 

Cu GI.IlnI: (notln) A large. primarily ~$&OIJI world, useful as a source 
01 h)'drogen '01 refueling starsl'lips (e proces s known as skimming). 

Guild. The : (!'IOun) All al~anca Oillaclefs in IhG Wilds (et) cIodco.ted \0 
mainta ining a monopoly on inlEll5lailar lIod9. Also ki'oOwn as tho 
Mercantile Gu~d Ot Marchants' Guild. 

Grev Bell: (noun) An indwidual l ransportalion davice consisting ala 
conb'a.grav modulo Jar lih and vec1(1(od lans IOf ttU\lSI. SUch 
clevic:es. lhoOgh limited in lange and 5P9Od, a le favored lor covert 
operations because 01 their vil1V8lly silant opemticn. 

Groundhog: (nO\.ln) Slang torm lor individuals who inland 10 wail out 
difficult times b)' entering susPOnded animation in klw berths. Th6 
mosl sophistiro led of these aro completely hiddon and u $(I IYs terns 
01 automaled SElmors 10 wake thEim al an opportune mcmanl 

HEPIIR: (oooni Acronym 101 high-otflClOflCY plasma reoombu stion, 
the preferred ,hn,l$1 agency f(l( spacecrah aooglav vehicles above 
TL 10. HEPIaR consists 01 a high·efficiency heal e.chal'lgOf finod 10 
the crah's exisling power planl which heals liquid hydlogon roaetion 
mass (the same luel used lor fUSion planls and jump drivos (cl)) \0 
a hlgh-energ)' plasma whtch prO\lldlU thl1lsl. 

Hlver : (noun) A member of an inle~igenl startaring speQeS oliginating 
on the plaoel Guaran aTld desee rodad lrom omnivOfe gll th9fQrf 
scaVOng&rs. Hivers have ladially , \mmOlrical six-limbed bodies, 
are mule and have only one gender. heirmosl exol ic ieerums from 
a human perspective are choir instinc~\le pr&etiee 01 manipulation, 
leal of vioiGntcoolronlatiot'l,lack 01 emotion 800 8 pecul iar parontal 
inSlinc. lhal even eXlends 10 
olher species. Their lacK 01 a 
spoken languCfgeob!iges tham 
10 ado?, spoken names !of 
Ihomselvas when dealingwuh 
tallUng moos, suchas humans 
Although Ihe Hivers ale 
genderless , .helr freQuenl 
adoption 01 human male QI'Id 
lemalo namos means thai the '\Jt3",&! 
pl"onotKlS "he' and ·slla" are ~ 
sometimes used lor- Hil/{N's, 
though "l1" l$ lechnica.ly ao::u-
(ale. ::,.,.=:C<:; 

Hive Fedof8l1on : (noun)Alalge. 
in ters lelar government cultur­
all)' dominaled by Iho Hive", 
but including numerous otMr 
races. Although dQvastated by 
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contact with the Virus (c{), the Fe<lerecion fOCCverOO with relalively 
9feat speocl due ta the ,ophis'ieation of Hivllf computer science 
(whictl devised various oIfoclive count&fmeasures against Virul). 

IFF: (nOUf"l) IO&ntiflC81ion. Friandor Foe. An elecb"onic system consist­
ing of olectronic challengos and verifiealiOll cocIes to establish !he 
ioonlity of uolulown ,argots . 

"hkJu r : {novn) A broad1y humanOiOmemberr8ceof the HivOl F9d&ra­
lion, physicatly powerful andinSlinclivoty violent, but guided toward 
8 stable at"ICI ccnstruCli\lO cul turo by the Hivers. Gill$o lhe Hive( 
aversion 10 physicalviolenoo. hhlwr klrm tho backbone o f tha Hiver 
Federation's gtound forces. 

Jump Drive: (noun) The standatd Interstellar drive in Charted Space , 
capable of spanning distances trom one to sb ptlrSOCS with a 1Javel 
lima 01 approKimaw!y oneweek regardless 01 distance. First avail­
able 81 Tl9. the jump drive is an il"Ki'ispensab1o kay 10 inlOfst&1Iat 
civili13Doo. btJI itdoes have cSemanOs. Among them are Ihe fact that 
the jump drive consumes vasl qulll"llities of liquid hydrogon coolant. 
which genera!;y musl be replenished aheroaCh jump. and the need 
Jar vigilant englfl&ers 10 maintain the Ilow 01 power 10 the jump field 
in flight. 

JUmp Point: (noun) The poinl at whch a starsNpenlGf"S jumpspacewM 
its jump dtTYe, generally plotted betorehMcl by its navigator. Sale jump 
points are a minimum 01 100 diamel8rs trom 8I'f'I COIosIiai body. 

Jump Space: (noun) Colloctivo term lor the higher climonsjons 
ontored by use 01 a jump cIri\lO. Ships in jump space havo no contaci 
whatsoever with normal spa~ or any ot/l()r objocts in jump space . 

Last Imperium: (noun) A v8Sl _nIOf$~tol om· 
pile Oominaled by Solomani and Vi lani hu ­
mans (el) trom th& periO<t 0001 la 113001 its 
own caJandar. II e~londod ovor atmoS! 20 
complete $8CtOrs and OOlltain&d avo' \ 1.000 
worlds . At its peak. it dominaleO Chartecl 
Space bofore tile Collapse. II was knawn to 
Us members as tho Third Imperium. Its sym­
bol was the Imperial $un\)o(st. 

Mason Commun lc.lor: (noon). An advanced communic:alions 00-
vice, first available aT TLIS, whldl uses Qn operating principle 
slmi!ar to thai of the meson gun (ell. bul at much low&!" eoofV)' levels , 
to allow direct communicaTiOn through 1liiy intofV9f'ling barrier 
o~cept a meson screan. AI currently achievablo tech I9l1$ls, tho 
meson eommunic:a1Qf is 100 bulky 10 be praclieal as a personal 
communicalOl". 

MasonGun :(novn)Ahigh-lech hoavywea,pon, first availableatTL 1', 
favored for both space and planell1ry combat rotc s bocauso of ils 
capacity 10 fire through phySIcal btlm9fS ano delivol massive ~ r 8 
clirectly inlO ils latget. 
The meson Iluo essentially consists 01 \INO paired partide acoo!er8-
tors whoso Intersecting particle slleam$ genOfate a carelully se­
leaod species 01 meson-a subatomic paniciG-which Ooes no! 
interact substant ially wi!h othol lypes 01 ma"or. These mesons are 
01&0 inh01"ently stlon-h'-ed and unstable, but carefu l modification of 
the cc t~ ding partida accel&ralot $/foams CtoDKtS mesons with 
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relativistic s.poods sufficieol to 101 them roach distant targets and 
IIlGn disintegrate e~p!osively wilhin !hem. 
Since tho meson gun is unalleclod by either armor or intervening 
terrain-the only dohlnS9 being 8 sophiSIK4100 meson screan­
ils tactical applications 8,0 obvious Relativoly smill! veuion! 
ala Olton used by high·tech armies as ar1 i!!e~ woapons, and 
very large versions, similar 10 lhose used as 5pin31 mounts (eI) 
on (arga warships, are ollen buried deep below the surface of a 
world as so-called deep-site insta llations. Thos8, though expen­
sive. are all but impossible 10 locale by 8118ckinplorcas andean 
dativer dovasI8ting dlreet lila 85 long as thai I abova'Oloum:! 
r.enSOfS remain intact. 

NAS; (noun) Naural Activity Senlol, A passive sensor which can 
detoct and classify lile forms by !he aleC1roehemicaJ activity!n their 
blain,.. The sensor IS of only l imjtetlut~iry becausaol the vory short 
rango over whtch this is possible . 

Now era: (noun) RC coIloquialtarm referring to tho period attor 1200, 
Ihe fGVllding oltha CoaJ.~on . Datos are olton gijV1ln in Lhe New Era 
(NE)bydl"oppi rog lheli,stthroodigi ,sol thelmperialyear. Thus 120t 
by IhG Imperial c.alondar b9c0mes Ne 1. 

NOE: (noon. adj.) Abbfovl3oon lor -nope of tho oor1h: used to 
d&$Clibe ~ low. high·speod V$hicular 'light 

Parsec: (noun) A Un!! of dlslar"ICa equal to 3.26 tight-years. Tho term 
IS a OOf"ll1action 01 -paralla)( ISecond: showing lhe unirs origin ., 
ancienl TOfran aslfonomy II is appro)(irnatoly 9QtI3I Io the aV(l(8ga 
distance 01 a jump-I displacemont. a.nd is rhus used as tho baS IC 
unit of in1(lrSlefiar dlslarooEi in Charted Spaco. 

PDM : (noun) Abbr9via· 
tion tor -planelal)' cI&­
fanse missilo.-deslgnat· 
ing any 01 vanous types 
01 planet-based missiles 
delignede)(prossly to in­
tercept orbiting star. 
shi~ . 
PRIS : (noun. &elj.) Ab­
braviatoll lor -portable 
radiatiOll imaging sys­
tam: roferring to a 50-
phi.fieeted por lonal 
sensor lint ."aAable til 
1L 1 2. Aesemb~ngtlpair 
01 Dinoct/!ars, the PRIS 
&Onsor C8Il be 601 to da· 
ted and mognify radia-

tion sources across a speclnJm 01 frequencies lrom infrared to 
gamma ra~s . It inciudes n01 only 8 iaS9f rongafindor but a gyrocom­
pass and gyrostaDitizer for Image stability. 

RCES : (noun) Abbreviation tor Rclormalion CoaUon E)(plOfototy 
Sorvice. the exploration and diplomatic oonlaCl arm of tho Reforma­
lion Coalition. often Iialtling woU·armod rBltling loroos lor SAG 
missions (el) against unfriendly 518tes ;n the 140 (d). 
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R.IonnIUoneo.IlUon : lnoun)M~19rIUIIIar 
aJIanoe of 22 WCI1dc in !he Cld Exp&nJl9S 
$8dDr. Q1l8~by ~IIonQf lheewlir 
DSiWfl1.9sgut (cf) h 1200. lis name deriws 
from i!5 Itxpicil goal of ~ Inten.a&r 
ciWlzruioninMareoolNlalllmperium(cf). 
Ra.llc : (nOUl'l, adj.) Equipment OII9Chnol­
ogy leh ovor tram the pre-collapse Itra lei), 
often 01 hightr tech level lhan goods .vaA­
able a/tar !he Collapse and Itlerefore ac>-
01 the New Era. 

who has su"';'IiKI /orm !he 
firsl-ha.nd 

I 

" ... 

1:~~~.~~~~~~~.~~{ L."~ ____ ""CC"~:-CO"--CJ ; i app&aranoalo 18"8" dol· 
phins. bUltheite)'9S aromounted on 
mob~8 stalks. and four manipulative 
alms extend from Iheir chesls. Four 
barbels 8)(t8(Iding from !heir "bo11ie­
nose" muzzles seNe as sensors in 
Iheirnative 9t .... iroomeol bulare also 
used as highly dextrous "fingers.' 
The Seham are 8Xper1 na\'ioators 
8IId asltogarors, and also have It 

pronounced tacility for electronic sys· 
tems. especially SOMors, oompul8fS 
and ViNS countermeasures. 
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Seelor: (noun) An area of ,pace measuring 32 parsecs spinward· 
uailing by 40parsecs ooreward·nmwatd, composed of 16 ,mailer 
subseclors (el). 

Soloman!: (adj .. rooun) The branchol human· 
ity thai developed to interstellar society on , "" 
its Original homeworld 01 TBn'a. Although , 
vinualy indiStinguishable on a biochemical 
lavel Irom the olher transplanted branchf)S 
01 humanity. theSolamafll are OJltura/ly and ... ~ 
8[~bJcioal~distioctl(om the othorbo:w:hes "'" .I 
of humant)'o most nOUlb/y the IWO olhet 
major branches, the Vilani and Zl'Iodani. 

Solomanl Conl.deretlon: (noun) A tighly C$ntralized rival govern· 
ment of the Ulst Imperium (el). predlcatad upon the superiooty 01 
nvmans do~dad {rom TetTa overa~oIher sonlienl spocios. Most 
01 Ihe wol1ds 01 the RC WGf8 !«merly within !he borders 01 tnt 
SolomaN Confederalionwho,.. i'tW85 daSlJoyocl by !he Coliapu. (d). 

Spe*'er: (ooun) A light, high-speod contm.grav (et) vohic:le. Heavily 
armed and armored models ("allBck speedors') are the otten tho 
backbone 01 higl1-t&d'I lell9\ eir 101ceS, 

Spinal Moun! : (ooun, adj.) The largnt pouible weapon Olal can be 
installed in a spacecralt, ~terdy torming the s~ine 01 8 yessel. In 
Charted Space. these weapons ere either parttcle accelerators or 
meson guns (d), since 100 p9f1Ofmaoce ot sven weapons is direcdy 
rolated to Nir length. Certain VIlusual spinal mounts do exis!. 
however, maIda not oocupy lhe length 01 e vOSliol . Among me~ are 
the so-called Janus mounts (tore and alt.firing weapons installed 
back 10 bae\( in a snip's spine). patallol m~nts (two or more 
weapons parsllello lhe spine of a ship), and Ihe radial mounlS 01 
spherical warships. wnich olton have soYoral"spinal" mounts point" 
ng outward from looi( oenler ot mass. 

Splnward: (adj.) One of the lour cardinal asltognaphie directions. In 
tho difecDon of tile spin ollhe galaxy (and therefore Iho opposito 01 
D'ai~ng). Standard maps generally place this direction on the lon, 
malWtg it analogous 10 wesl on planetary maps. 

St., Viking: (ooun) Term de~bin9 a member ollhe RC Irontier 
sorvices, onginaled by the Guild (d) as a mOllnl ol8l0using leat. 

Sub MelO r: (noun) A subdivision 01 a lector m8asur\()Q eight parsees 
lpinward-trailng by 10 parsec. oorowarO-rimward. 

l ec:h Level: (novo) A unilollTl measure ollechnolo;icel sophistJcation 
in Chartad Space. Toch le~' dewibe achievllmenl in vaOoul 
erNs (banspo".ation, weapon'Y. me<fcal science, oiC,), but a key 
klatIJre 01 increamg l&Ch levels is irtCl"6aSing efficiency oleootgy 
prodJetion. Tl9 is thel0W95t ledlleveletVrihichjump drivel (el) and 
practical fusion powor plants can be produood, and i.therefore the 
IoWGSI I9Ch 101191 al whi;h starlaring civilit8~on can be 8lfic9nd~ 
maintained. 8y OOmpari500, 11"19 busllocally pfQduced equipmen! of 
the RC is TL 12, and !he highesl common tech level 01 the Last 
Imperium (et) was lL 15. 

lED: ("0Utl) Abbrevia~on lor "t&ehnoloolooRy eillyaled cictalor,' des' 
ignating any of !he various planetary warlords sceneted throughout 
the Wilds (eI) and relying upon relic (ef) waapons to conD'ot thair 
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populations, TEDs (also called 'Teddios' 01 '111&0001'&" by Fie 
personnel) ara olten xenophobic, Jince inlOfSiellar conlact catI 
cbt'Upt the small advantage thal8llCienl woaponry gives them Ovel 
theil populations . 

Terr. : (noun) Former capilal 011he Sdoma."Ii COIlledoration (eI) and 
homeworld of !he $olomani. Earlior name: Ea.1h. 

TL: (noun) Abbreviation for I8Ch 1811&1 (ct). 
Trilling : (sq,) Doe at t'le flu eardnal ~ drect'ons, opposite 

Ihe draction of !he spin o! Ihe gaJa;ry (and tKMltforo !he 099QW 01 
spill'Wardj. Standard maps genera»y pIac:o this dir9<:tion an Iho right. 
making it anaJogovs to easl on,Pl<W1eta1y maps. 

V.c Suit: (noun) A protectivo suit Ie' use in vacuum: a 'spaco suil: 
V. mpl,. Ship : (noun) A star,hip thlt is rulty infected with Vlrvs (c,> Ifl(I' 

therefOle an independent lhinking organism under the control 01 itl 
inlectod COn'IpUlers. Sinoa starships r~jre consldorablo manIC, 
nance, vampire ships oflero use 0...el1 Ihreats and COOfcion 10 gain 
and keep the human crows necessary 10 Ie! them runct ion. 

Vllanl: (adj, noun) The btanch 01 humaniry Ihal was ll'ansplanted by an 
apparent prehisloric eXperimentlo the wglld Viand, where the V~ani 
developed into an inlelsl(IJlar civilization, eventually recontacting 
ether transplanD:! branches 01 humanity in their explorations. 
6iQchemicaly virtu&lly id&fltical to !he olher branches, !tI& Vllani 
have dlstincrive C\.Iltural traits that distinguilh !tIem from other 
branches 01 humaniry. 

Vlru.: (noun) The anificially inteligont computOT vitvs that Will cl&vltl, 
oped as a Bladl Wat(cf) weapon and reJeued in 1130, causing the 
CoILaple (cf}. Early Vrrus strains WflIlI 50<&.&<1 Suicide,., pro' 
grammed to inlact olhef computEtrs with oopiel of Itlomselves and 
then kill rMmselves and as many people as possible, but tOO"' 
strains natur&lly tended 10 die oulquidl~ , Mutant scra.:Os eXill6ntJn 
the Wilds (cf) of !he New Era (ei) have lhus gen9l"any 10h betlind their 
sell-desrructive instnct. The only lactor ~miring the Virus' infection 
01 now compvt9r systems is the need for a large memory &lea, but 
aven smalt Stand-a\onecompul&fS can conlajn Viral 'ltWs' !hat wil 
develop fu~ jn~l~gence when ~nked up with lalger COmpul9f SY$' 
~"". 

Wild,; (/'IOUn) Thews! interstellar areas of !he luttmperium (et) and 
ils neighbors sDipped of inl8ul9l1ar civilization in the Colaps.e (et). 

WSV: (noun, adj.)Abbl"eviation for "Wide spectrum visual,' referring to 
a TltO saf'lsor sysl9m includnQ both tight intensification and 
!hermal viewing capacities_ WSV ..,f)W1tfS usudy r .. ambla binooJ' 
Ian: 01' goggles worn on the head, but are aJ~ often included with 
batUo dt(Jss as SlMdard eQUipment. 

XO: (noun) Abbreviation lor 'executive officer: Ihe second in com­
mand aboard a stal'$hip 01' in a militalY unit 
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