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INTERSERVICE MEMO

From: Sirian Confederate Military HQ
To: All Military Personnel, all services
Date: 11 October, 0239 (PCC)

Effective this date, any officer or enlisted
person who shall kill, capture, or otherwise
neutralize the following individual shall, upon
verification of such action, receive a cash re-
ward of ten million (10,000,000) sirios, tax
free. In the event of capture, the prisoner shall
also be awarded to the captor as a personal
slave when interrogation procedures have
been concluded. The individual to be killed,
captured, or otherwise neutralized:

Major Onja Kvoorik
United Solar Federation Fleet
Fighter Squadron ZF-111
(see attached holo)

By order of General Field Marshal Martin
Vaughn
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"So you would execute them instead? I'm
an old man, Major. | won't live that many
more years anyway. Scorn, | might die in the
next bombing raid."”

"Yew still have a wife. We can make yew
talk."

Pedersen met his eyes, but didn't reply for
twenty seconds. In his euphoria he'd forgot
about Inga. He had a responsibility to her as
well. A wave of regret washed over him; he'd
hoped it would never come to this, but he
really had no choice now. He lowered his
head.

"If you'll let me see those holos again, I'll
think about it.”

* * %

May-July, 0240 (PCC) — Luna Base 1, Luna

Fortunately for Johnny Lincoln I1, although
Major Dunn was in command of the training
squadron, he wasn't the only instructor. As
Advanced Flight Training continued and the
ranks thinned, Dunn worked with other train-
ees and left Johnny to one of his
subordinates, Capt. Jerome Carver. Carver
was about thirty, had lost an arm at Beta Cen-
tauri, and was transferred out of combat
permanently. His arm had been replaced
through bio-regeneration and he was as good
in the cockpit as ever.

Johnny liked him, and the feeling was mu-
tual.



"Don't get in a hurry, kid,"” Carver said one
afternoon as the two of them were taking a
break. "Combat may seem glamorous, but it
isn't. Trust me, you don't need to be in a hurry
to get shot at.”

Johnny sighed. "It's just that this part is
boring, sir,” he said. "Almost everything I've
been taught here | already know."

Carver nodded his agreement.

"No argument there,” he said. "You can
handle a ship better than most veterans. But if
you keep your eyes open you just might pick
up the one thing that will save your ass some
day. Keep that in mind."

"Yes, sir."

The weeks dragged by. The forty-one can-
didates were reduced through attrition to
nineteen, and the final weeks of training
would be spent flying missions with gunners
on board.

The gunners were also trainees, just finish-
ing their final month of G-class gunnery. The
youthful pilots were excited, and a little ap-
prehensive. These would not necessarily be
permanent assignments, but aside from cleri-
cal personnel, they were the first girls the men
had seen in months.

The big meeting occurred on neutral
ground, in a ballroom at Luna 1. Nineteen pi-
lots, nineteen gunners. A couple of the girls
were real beauties, and the rest were attrac-
tive enough. For thirty minutes they were



allowed to mingle, telling lies and trying to
impress each other. Then the pilots made the
girls offers, which were accepted or rejected.

Johnny picked a pretty brunette whose
spiky hair reminded him of Aunt Onja. He
spent the entire thirty minutes with her,
learned she was from Nova Scotia and had
scored Expert in the simulators. When he told
her his name her eyes widened in surprise.

"Johnny Lincoln?" she gasped. "Is that a
coincidence, or what?"

"Is what a coincidence?" he asked inno-
cently.

"The most famous fighter pilot of the war
was named Johnny Lincoln,” she said. "Are
you related to him?"

"Oh, you mean my dad," he said carelessly.

"Oh, my god! Are you kidding?"

When he offered her a place in his gun tur-
ret, her response was automatic — she
accepted.

Her name was Joanne Lewis.

For a week they practiced open-space com-
bat, spent another week flying atmospheric
maneuvers, and moved on to ground support
strikes — which, given the current state of the
war and the dwindling size of the Sirian com-
bat fleet, was more realistic. Joanne was as
good as advertised, and together she and
Johnny compiled the best training scores in
the squadron.



Johnny decided to make Joanne a perma-
nent offer when they graduated.

Only one week to go ...

* % %

The squadron sat in the classroom while
Dunn explained the day's mission, a close
ground support flight that would pit them
against simulated ground to air missiles,
simulated small arms fire, and very unsimu-
lated rough terrain. Dunn pointed at a
hologram of the target area.

"The enemy positions are down in this can-
yon," he said. "You'll have to proceed single
file because there isn't room for more than
one fighter at a time — the canyon walls are
only a hundred yards apart, so you'll be flying
a very narrow corridor. The GAMs are here,
here, here, here, and here." He turned to face
them. "Plus a surprise or two. Be very alert
down there, because this will be the hardest
mission you've flown yet. In order to get in
and out without getting hit, you'll need to stay
above Mach 1, or very close to it."

Johnny frowned at the holo, wondering if
whoever had planned this one was mad.

"No missiles on this one,” Dunn said. "The
exhaust will queer your vision and you won't
have room to maneuver. So you'll be releasing
grav bombs, five hundred kilos each. The tar-
gets are automated, so no one on the ground
will be hurt. Any questions?”



"Sir!" Johnny was on his feet, as they were
expected to do. "What about crosswinds, sir?"

Dunn scowled as he always did when hit by
a question.

"Negligible,” he said.

Johnny stared at the holo and remained
standing.

"Sir, begging the major's pardon, sir, but —
that's desert terrain, sir. It's spring there right
now, and ..."

Dunn was in his face before he could finish.

"What is your problem, Lincoln!" he bel-
lowed. "I said the winds were negligible! Are
you calling me a liar?"

"Sir, no, sir! But ..."

"ARE YOU CALLING ME A LIAR,
LINCOLN!

Johnny flushed, his blood pressure soaring
off the chart.

"Sir, no, sir!"”

"Sit down, Lincoln! And shut the fuck up!"

Johnny remained standing. Dunn had
turned away, but now whirled on him again.

"WHAT IS YOUR GODDAMN PROBLEM,
MISTER!"

"Sir, begging ..."

"What — is — your — problem?"

"Sir, exactly what does the major mean by
'negligible’, sir!™

Dunn's face changed colors twice. "Get a
dictionary!" he snarled.

"Sir, how many knots, sir?"



"Negligible, goddammit! Look it up!"

"Sir, is that one knot, sir? Two knots, sir?
Tenkn.."

Dunn slammed his pointer to the floor.

"That's it, Lincoln! You're grounded! Re-
turn to quarters immediately! Do not leave
your quarters until | send for you! I'm filing
charges of insubordination. | won't have you
guestioning my judgment! Do you hear me?
Get out!"

Johnny stood his ground for one more
heartbeat, then spun on his heel and left the
classroom. He'd barely reached his quarters
when Joanne Lewis arrived, staring at him in
wonder.

"What was that all about?" she asked.

"You heard him." Johnny was shaking.
"That was all bullshit! I'm willing to bet the
winds across that canyon are hitting forty or
fifty knots this time of year. That strike will be
suicide if we go in there thinking it's a balmy
day."

"How do you know?" she asked, sitting
down beside him.

"l don't,” he admitted. "Not for sure. But I
learned to fly in the American Southwest. |
know what the desert is like, and how the
winds act in the springtime. If you aren't
ready for it, they'll carry you away."

She sat silent for several seconds.

"So what happens now?" she asked finally.



"For you, nothing. Looks like I'm facing a
star-court."

* % %

Capt. Carver took the mission down to
Terra while Dunn began the datawork neces-
sary to get Johnny Lincoln Il out of his
squadron. Barely two hours after the squad-
ron departed, Dunn came for Johnny and led
him to the office of the Judge Advocate Gen-
eral. A board had been convened and things
moved swiftly. Johnny was advised of his
rights, referred to counsel, and spent thirty
minutes explaining the situation to the lawyer
who would defend him. She was a tiny Japa-
nese woman named Otari, and didn't seem
terribly sympathetic.

"l think Major Dunn has something against
me," Johnny told her. "It seems to be per-
sonal.”

She gave him a flat stare. "If that's your de-
fense, you'll be going home in about thirty
minutes. They simply will not buy it."

He shrugged. "Then I guess I'm screwed."

"Before you give up so easily, why don't you
tell me what happened?*

Johnny wondered if this would mean the
end of his Space Force career, or if he would
simply receive disciplinary action.

Either way, Dunn would be out of his life.

The board reconvened and Dunn put on his
case. It took him only a few minutes to ex-
plain that Johnny had been a maverick from



the beginning, that he'd resisted Dunn's best
efforts to teach him the safe and proper way
to fly, and that today he'd overstepped all
bounds of propriety.

"Why don't you simply wash him out?"
asked a member of the board when Dunn had
finished. "Isn't a star-court a bit drastic under
the circumstances?"

"No, sir,” Dunn said smoothly. "In Lincoln's
case, it's a matter of extreme insubordination.
His arrogance is a danger to other pilots, and
the only proper course, in my view, is to com-
pletely expel him from the service. Frankly,
I'm surprised he survived boot camp."”

Otari was allowed to cross-examine Dunn
and she produced computer files that sug-
gested Johnny was an exceptional pilot. How
did he explain that?

"l don't dispute that he is a skilled pilot,”
Dunn said. "I do dispute the notion of letting
him fly in combat when other men depend on
him for their safety. He might be adequate in
civilian life, but he is unfit for combat and un-
fit for the Fighter Service. I've worked with
him for several weeks and | simply cannot get
through to him. His insubordination today
proves that."

"Major Dunn,"” Otari said, "do you or do you
not know what wind conditions are over the
target today?"



"The winds are negligible,” Dunn replied.
"We've struck that target numerous times in
the past, with minimal wind."

"l appreciate that,” she said. "But do you
have a weather report for today?"

Dunn stared at her a moment, then shook
his head.

"No, I do not.”

With Dunn's case complete, Otari took over
and called Johnny to the witness stand.

"Pilot Trainee Lincoln,"” Otari asked, "have
you at any time been insubordinate to Major
Dunn or any of his training officers?"

"No, Ma'am."

"Have you ever disobeyed an order?"

"No, Ma'am."

"Have you ever refused an order?"

"No, Ma‘'am."

"Have you ever been disrespectful to Major
Dunn or any of his training officers?"

"No, Ma'am."

Otari walked away for a moment and con-
sulted some documents at the defense table.
She turned back to face Johnny.

"Pilot Trainee Lincoln, why were you reluc-
tant to accept Major Dunn's assurance that
winds over the target area were negligible?"

"I've been flying aircraft since I was twelve
years old, and spacecraft since | was fifteen. |
simply needed more information, Ma'am."

"What kind of information?”



"A weather report if one was available. If
not, then at least an estimated wind speed
and direction, ambient temperatures, which
can affect thermals — that sort of thing."

"Wouldn't you classify the word 'negligible’
as a valid assessment of wind conditions?"

"Yes, Ma'am, to a certain extent. I mean,
the term is used frequently in that context,
but Major Dunn told us we'd be flying the
tunnel through a narrow canyon to reach the
target. Under those conditions, a more precise
report of conditions would really help."

"Pilot Trainee Lincoln, how many flight
hours do you have?"

"I'd have to check my log, Ma'am, but I'm
getting close to six thousand."

Otari's almond eyes widened dramatically.
"Six thousand hours? Six — thousand hours
of flying time?"

"Yes, Ma'am, almost."”

"That’s ..." She quickly did the math. "Pilot
Trainee Lincoln, that's two hundred and fifty
days in a cockpit!" Otari was truly shocked.

"Yes, Ma'am. It would have been more, but
I was in school ..."

Otari stared at him a moment, then recov-
ered quickly.

"How many of those flight hours are at-
mospheric as opposed to space flight?"

"Most of them. Almost five thousand.”



"How many of those five thousand hours
were spent flying over terrain similar to the
terrain for today's mission?"

"Objection!” Major Dunn said. "Pilot
Trainee Lincoln has never seen or flown over
the coordinates of today's mission."

Otari spun around. "With the board's in-
dulgence. Major Dunn has just made an
assertion. Pilot Trainee Lincoln has almost six
thousand hours of flight time, dating back to
the age of twelve. How does Major Dunn
know where Pilot Trainee Lincoln flew during
all those hours?"

The presiding officer leveled his gaze at
Dunn.

"Major Dunn?"

Dunn looked flustered, opened his mouth
to speak, then waved his hand.

"Let me rephrase the objection. I've seen no
evidence that Lincoln has visited the target
area."

"Very well. The objection is sustained. You
may proceed, Captain."

"Pilot Trainee Lincoln,” Otari said, "have
you seen or flown over the location of today's
mission?"

"No, Ma'am."

"In that case, do you have any valid reason
to be concerned about the weather conditions
there?"

"l believe so, Ma'am. The mission briefing
suggested that it's a desert region."



"And what does that mean to you?"

"It means extreme temperatures and some-
times volatile winds."

Otari paused dramatically before her next
guestion.

"Pilot Trainee Lincoln, have you flown over
that kind of terrain before?"

"Yes, Ma'am. | live in Colorado. I learned to
fly over mountain terrain, and | ranged south
into the deserts of Arizona, New Mexico,
Texas, and west into Nevada. I've spent a lot
of time flying in those conditions.”

"Are there other considerations?"

"Yes, Ma'am. It's springtime there right
now."

"Over the target area?"

"Yes, Ma'am."

"What does that mean to you?"

"It often means high, gusting winds which
can shift direction without warning. You get
extreme highs and lows as the temperature
changes."”

"No further questions."

Otari returned to her seat. The presiding of-
ficer looked at Dunn.

"Do you wish to ask the witness any ques-
tions, Major?"

Dunn stared at Johnny for a long moment.
Clearly he wanted to say something, but ap-
parently thought better of it.

"No, sir."

"Very well. Do you have any final remarks?"



"Yes, sir. We've flown that same training
mission for years. The weather has always
been moderate and we've never had an acci-
dent. The bottom line, sir, is that trainees
need to have some faith in their training offi-
cers. We are here to teach them, to help them.
Our purpose is not to put their lives in jeop-
ardy, but to teach them survival skills. Lincoln
doesn't understand that. I submit that he has
no place in the Fighter Service.”

Dunn sat down.

"Captain Otari?"

Otari stood and faced the board.

"In my opinion,"” she said, "there is nothing
insubordinate in Pilot Trainee Lincoln's atti-
tude. It would appear that he asked a valid
guestion, based on extensive personal experi-
ence, and when the answer was
unsatisfactory, he required further details. Af-
ter all, it was his life at risk. To discipline him
would be an error. To refer him to a star-court
would be an injustice."”

That was it. The board adjourned to con-
sider the situation, and Otari took Johnny to
lunch. They were back an hour later.

The board members gazed expressionlessly
at their notes, as if they had nothing else on
their minds. Dunn glared at Johnny, but
Johnny refused to meet his eyes. Though
outwardly calm, it tortured him to think his
career could end so quickly, and for such a
stupid reason.



One board member was missing, and they
waited. He arrived ten minutes late and hast-
ily conferred with the other members. Faces
paled, eyes turned toward Dunn and Johnny,
and after a shaken moment the room was
called to order.

"I'm afraid we have a disturbing an-
nouncement to make," the presiding judge
said in an uneven voice. "Just moments ago
word was received from Captain Jerome
Carver of Training Squadron 3173." He fal-
tered, and Johnny frowned as a terrible
premonition struck him. No! Please, no!

"There has been an accident,” the chairman
said finally. "It appears ..." He consulted a
handwritten note. "... that Pilot Trainee Phil-
lip Martin was the first pilot to make a pass at
the target. Crosswinds were estimated to be in
excess of fifty knots ..."

Johnny's head dropped into both hands.
N0000000000000!

"... consequently blown into the canyon wall
and exploded. Pilot Trainee Martin and Gun-
ner Trainee Wilson died in the crash."

The chairman looked up, his eyes fixed on
Dunn.

"It would appear, Major Dunn, that Pilot
Trainee Lincoln's concern over the crosswinds
in that canyon were indeed justified. The peti-
tion for a star-court is denied."

Dunn was on his feet, confusion in his eyes.
But the chairman wasn't finished.



"However — this board hereby orders that
Major Charles Dunn be relieved of command
of Training Squadron 3173 and be placed in
custody pending a hearing to determine if
charges should be filed against him for gross
dereliction of duty, criminal negligence ..."

His composure slipped.

"... and any other goddamn thing | can
think of!" He paused, drew a deep breath, and
motioned to an officer of the court. "Take Ma-
jor Dunn into custody and deliver him
immediately to the Star Police for detention.

“This board is adjourned."



Chapter 9

Sunday, 26 July, 0240 (PCC) — Parking Orbit,
Vega 3

Vega 3 was completely blockaded, ringed by
orbiting Federation starships. Nothing had
passed through that blockade for well over a
year, and the combined armies of Vega and
Sirius were completely stranded down on the
planet. Most of the air-space opposition had
been destroyed, but the fight was far from
over.

The Fed armada was composed of hun-
dreds of ships, including six carriers, two-
dozen battlewagons, and myriad destroyers
and support ships. Perhaps more important
than the capital ships was the supply line,
which was in constant flux. Heavily escorted
convoys of merchant ships arrived and de-
parted daily, ferrying weapons and supplies to
both the Space Force and ground troops.

On 26 July a convoy dropped out of warp
and took up orbit about the planet. As their
orbit stabilized, they began making prepara-
tions for offloading supplies and troops.
Included in the convoy were four transports
carrying three divisions of Federation Infan-
try.

Onja Kvoorik sat wearily in her gun turret
as Tommy Royal climbed out of the atmos-
phere. For over a week they'd been escorting



shuttles down to the surface, but aside from
ground fire, had encountered no opposition.
It had been nearly a month since Onja had
fired a shot in anger. As they returned to or-
bit, she carried a full load of munitions. It was
her fourth and last mission of the day.

"Attent!" the Al blurted in her helmet. "En-
emy fighters inbound from two seven zero,
offset one seven eight."

Onja's heart pounded. Those coordinates
were from outside Vegan orbital space! She
quickly dialed them up on her target holos
and felt her blood chill. At least fifty fighters
were approaching the string of transports that
had just parked. The transports, unarmed and
helpless, were fully loaded with fresh troops;
four destroyers guarded them, but fifty fight-
ers could overcome those odds in a hurry.

"Tommy! Set intercept course! We've got to
try to head them off!"

"Got it, Major."

"Triple One, Fighter Queen. Lock and load!
We're going to intercept the Sirians. Squawk
your transponders so the destroyers know
you're friendly. The mission is to cover the
transports, so don't go chasing off on individ-
ual combat! Remember 131!"

Next she contacted Bush and reported her
intentions to Col. Hinds. Then she had no
more time to think.

The destroyers were already engaging the
strike force, their heavy lasers cutting through



the Sirians' shields, but the enemy pilots were
using some creative tactics to avoid the lasers.
As Tommy Royal led the 111 into battle, half a
dozen Sirians had already evaded the de-
stroyer screen and were lining up the
transports.

Onja picked them up on her optics and gave
Tommy a new heading. The Sirians were
more than five thousand miles out, but the
range was closing fast. The problem was, the
PulsarFighter was loaded with ground-
support weapons. Grav bombs and cruise
missiles were useless in this scenario. She did
have four Baby-Lance ship Killers, but they
wouldn't penetrate shields, and autocannon
was useless at this range. What she really
needed was a full load of Yin-Yangs, which
used electro-magnetic pulse (EMP) to kill an
enemy's shields before finishing it off with a
standard warhead — but she had none of
those either.

All she had was her laser, a sharp eye, a
steady hand ...

... and a design flaw in Sirian fighter tech-
nology.

Even before the war started, the engineers
at Lincoln Enterprises had developed a
method to fire a laser through the shields,
leaving the fighter protected even as it fired.
The Sirians still hadn't figured that one out,
and it gave Onja her only hope of stopping the
six Sirians approaching the transports; they



would have to drop their shields before they
fired.

But it required exact timing.

"Help me, Sophial!” she whispered as she
gazed unblinking at her target.

The only way to target the laser at such ex-
treme range was visually; the Ladar sweep
clearly showed the battle in progress, but
Onja couldn't watch it and her optics at the
same time. But she'd learned, from years of
experience and scores of battles, that a
shielded ship seemed to glimmer slightly;
when the shields dropped the glimmer faded.
The ships up ahead, bombarded by radiation
from Vega prime, were glimmering.

"Input: call off target range continuous.
Execute."

"Target range fifty-four hundred, fifty-two
hundred, forty-nine hundred —"

Onja listened tautly, her eyes beginning to
burn as she refused to blink. The range was
falling steadily; she could see all six fighters in
her field of view. Her target cursor was float-
ing over the nearest one ...

The third fighter ceased to glimmer. Onja
nudged the cursor and fired, sending a blue
streak of light across five thousand miles of
space. The Sirian fighter flashed and faded,
and she felt a rush of relief. But it was too
soon to relax.



The nearest fighter dropped shields, and
she fired again. Got him! She released a puff
of breath to bleed off tension.

"Range forty-one hundred, thirty-nine
hundred ..."

Two fighters dropped shields at once, on
opposite sides of her field of view. She quickly
nailed the first one, but the second fired on a
transport before she could get him. She felt a
surge of despair, wondering how much dam-
age he'd done to his target.

"They're changing course, Major!" Tommy
shouted in her headset. "Two fighters in-
bound! Closure rate three thousand knots per
minute!"

"Down their throats, Tommy! Don't devi-
atel"

She shifted in her seat, blood racing. This
was much better! They'd given up on the
transports. She could handle them face-to-
face.

But her wingman opened fire, lighting up
one of the Sirians with a spectacular display of
laser against his shields. Two more Triple One
fighters did the same to the other one, and the
Sirians turned again, sliding off to her right at
an oblique tangent, trying to escape the lasers
that would wear down their shield generators
if they continued to hit.

Onja sank back in her hydrocushion, pant-
ing with relief.



"Let 'em go, Tommy! Stick by the trans-
ports!"

Another squadron arrived and joined the
fight, picking off some the destroyers had
missed, but some thirty Sirian fighters sur-
vived the attack, pulled a slingshot maneuver
against the Vegan atmosphere, and re-
bounded toward deep space. Moments later
they disappeared into hyperspace.

"Where the hell did they come from?"
Tommy asked.

"Looks like the Sirians have brought in a
carrier,” Onja suggested. "They're lying in
wait a few light minutes from here. We can
expect more attacks before long, unless some-
one can take them out."

They stuck by the transports for several
minutes, but two more squadrons arrived,
fresh off their carriers, and Bush ordered the
Triple One home.

"Triple One, Fighter Queen. Good job, peo-
ple. Return to base."

UFF Bush was several thousand miles be-
hind them. It would take nearly an hour to
circle the planet and catch up to her, or they
could reverse course and be there in twenty
minutes. Onja opted for the latter. Tommy
began the slow, difficult process of turning a
fighter traveling at several thousand knots,
the squadron following. He'd just completed
the turn when ...

"Attent! Enemy warheads inbound!"



The coordinates followed, and again they
came from out in space. ETA was less than a
minute; the targets were the transports.
Onja’'s heart sank. There was no way to stop
all the torpedoes in the time available. But
they had to try.

"Triple One, Fighter Queen! Target in-
bound torps and give 'em all you've got! Fire
at will!™

Targeting individual torpedoes was difficult
at best, even for the artificial intelligence;
some torpedoes carried steering jets that en-
abled them to jink erratically, even as they
pursued a direct course. But the seventeen
fighters of ZF-111 poured a stream of laser and
cannon fire into the path of the warheads, and
eight or nine detonated. Only a handful re-
mained, closing fast on the transports.

"Can we get in front of them, Tommy?"
Onja demanded.

"We can try."

Tommy rotated and fired rockets to angle
in the direction of the torpedoes, but before
he could intercept, the first three weapons hit
the transports with a brilliant nuclear light.
Onja jerked in pain as her optics magnified
the flash. As she clawed at her eyes, she heard
radiation sensors shrilling, and realized at
least one of the torpedoes had carried an EMP
warhead. They were designed only to destroy
the shields, not the ship.



"The transports are naked, Major!" Tommy
reported. "Three of them have lost shields."
The PulsarFighter, designed to convert EMP
energy to shield energy, was still shielded.

"l can't see anything, Tommy! How many
torps are still coming?"

"Only one."

"Get in front of it! We have to take it on our
shields.”

"Major? Are you serious?"

"If it's EMP it won't hurt us. If it's a stan-
dard warhead, we can survive it. Get in front
of it!"

Onja’s vision slowly cleared, though spots
still danced across her retina. Her breath
came in heavy gasps as Tommy poured on
rocket power, and her weight multiplied un-
der the extra G's. She grabbed the overhead
bar and held on, praying they could save
whichever transport the torpedo had targeted
— and praying she hadn't overestimated their
chances of survival.

The impact slammed her cruelly against the
side of the turret, although her harness spared
her its full violence. Her ears rang, and for a
moment she was unable to catch a breath.
Her headset exploded with voices, Spec-
traWav transmissions from her squadron, but
she was unable to reply.

"Major? Major! You okay back there?"
Tommy's voice sounded guttural, as if he were
strangling on his own spit.



"I'm okay, Tommy!" she gasped. "Report!"

"Threat board is clear. Nothing else in-
bound. Shields are down to fifteen percent,
but we're still under power."

Onja pulled herself back onto her hydro-
cushion, adjusted her harness, and sat
breathing hard for a moment.

"What about the transports?"

"No damage. Looks like they all survived."

She closed her eyes and offered a silent
prayer of thanks.

"Take us home, Tommy."

* * *

UFF George Bush, Parking Orbit, Vega 3

Col. Jack Hinds sat in on the debrief and
watched the blonde with narrowed eyes as the
story unfolded. She said little except in re-
sponse to direct questions, but Lt. Royal and
the other pilots of Triple One said plenty.
Hinds had already received a report from the
transport’s captain, which served to verify the
story, and knew one thing for certain — this
action, which occurred on a very routine day
of the war and would otherwise have received
little attention, was destined for the history
chips. Onja Kvoorik was already a hero, but
now she would become a legend.

As the fighter crews filed out after the de-
brief, Hinds caught up with her.

"Major, I'd like to have dinner with you this
evening. My quarters in two hours."



She stared back at him with wide, skeptical
blue eyes.

"What's the occasion, Colonel?"

"Just a quiet dinner. | was planning to ask
you anyway, and after today — we have a lot
to talk about.”

She hesitated a heartbeat longer than nec-
essary, then nodded briefly.

"Very well, sir."”

* * %

The meal was the same shipboard food
served in the officer's mess, and quite good.
Hinds had procured a bottle of wine and his
steward had set up a small table with a pair of
candles and a linen cloth covering. With the
lights turned down it was quite intimate.

A little too intimate for Onja's comfort.

"Is this a date?" she asked when she ar-
rived, dropping all pretense of rank and
subservience to authority.

"You can call it anything you like,"” Hinds
replied. "But put your fears to rest. | have no
ulterior motives."

"l wasn't born in a test tube, Jack."

They ate in virtual silence. The wine was
excellent, a lightly chilled Pinot Grigiot,
slightly fruity. Onja felt a warm glow spread
through her bloodstream after her first glass.

"So what do we need to talk about?" she
asked after the steward had removed the table
and dishes.



Hinds led her to a sofa and they took seats
at opposite ends. He poured the last of the
wine and raised his glass in a toast.

"To the Fighter Queen,” he said. "May you
die of old age.”

Onja sipped the wine, eyeing him closely,
waiting for him to tip his hand.

"I'm putting you in for the Medal, Onja," he
said quietly. "What you did today was big. You
saved ten or twenty thousand lives."”

"l already have the Medal," she said.

"So? You'll become the first person in his-
tory to win it twice. And Lieutenant Royal gets
the Fighter Cross."

"That one I'll approve,” she told him. "He
didn't hesitate." The Cross was the second
highest award for Fighter Service personnel.

"But you gave the order."

She lowered her eyes modestly. "What did
you really want to talk about, Jack? It wasn't
the Medal, was it?"

He managed a grin. "You can see right
through me, can't you?"

"l had a lot of practice."”

"First of all, trust me when | say you're my
best squadron commander. Kills have been up
and losses down since you took command."

She made no reply. Hinds dipped his head.

"Okay, | admit | asked you over for other
reasons. One is that | just like being in the
same room with you. You're the most stun-
ning woman I've ever met."”



"Ursula wasn't exactly a cow,"” she re-
minded him. Ursula Negus had been his
gunner at one time.

"Ursula was a looker, but she also had an
attitude.”

"And | don't?" She almost smiled. "Since
when?"

"You had an attitude, too, but that was
pretty much my fault. | gave you some head-
aches in the beginning.”

Onja nodded. In her first combat posting,
Hinds had stood in the way of her getting into
action, going so far as to accuse her of being
an enemy agent because of her Vegan birth

"I'm older now, Onja," he said quietly. "I'm
no angel, but I've matured a little since then."

"Are you telling me you've mellowed,
Jack?"

"No. | probably haven't mellowed at all. But
I think I've gained a little wisdom in the last
twenty years."

"As we all have. What are you getting at?"

"I'd like to have a relationship with you. It
doesn't have to be intimate, but I'd like to at
least be friends. Later, if you decide I'm not
still the son of a bitch you remember, we
might move on to something more. But if not,
at least we wouldn't still be enemies."

Maybe it was the wine, or maybe it was her
brush with death only hours earlier. Onja
gazed into his green eyes and, for perhaps the
first time ever, decided he was truly sincere.



The ice around her heart melted just a frac-
tion.

"It would be nice," she said, "not to have to
watch my back every time you're around.”

He nodded, his lips curling slightly. "There
you go," he said. "It's a start, isn't it?"

"But,” she added, "I still sleep with my pi-
lot.”

"Royal's a nice kid. Are you in love with
him?"

"No. I've only been in love with two men in
my life."

"Landon and Lincoln."

"That's right."”

"I'm sorry about them. I really am. Landon
was the best CO | ever had, and Lincoln was
the best fighter pilot who ever lived."

"Yes, he was." Without warning, she
yawned. Then, setting her wine glass down,
she stood. "I'm beat, Jack. It's been a really
long day."

"Get some rest. I'm taking your squadron
offline tomorrow. You'll stay aboard in re-
serve. Tell your crews to sleep in."

"Thank you, Colonel. They'll appreciate it."

He walked her to the door, then laid a hand
on her shoulder before she stepped through.

"I'm glad we had this conversation,” he said
gently. "I have a lot to make up to you."

He was standing next to her, looming over
her, which at other times and places would
have made her angry. But now, lulled by the



wine and her own fatigue, she felt vaguely
comforted by his presence.

"Good night, Major,"” he said. And his head
tilted as his lips closed over hers.

She didn't resist.



Chapter 10

Saturday, 1 August, 0240 (PCC) — Camp Hope,
Missibama, Sirius 1

Four of the barracks at Camp Hope, situ-
ated in the center of the compound for easy
access by male prisoners, were reserved for
women only. Most of the slave women lived in
these four buildings, although a scattered few
lived with individual prisoners. Men congre-
gated here for both social and sexual
intercourse, or to while away the otherwise
boring hours of Sirian Summer.

Sirian Summer was in full phase, and very
little moved in the compound until it was
over. During Sirian Summer, one of the suns
was always in the sky, and any time one of
them disappeared over the horizon, the re-
sulting low pressure caused near-cyclonic
winds to spring up for several hours each day.

Col. Robert Landon ducked his head
against the blistering wind and stepped into
the cool interior of Barrack 3W, took a deep
breath, and brushed the dust off himself. He
heard laughter and music from a common
room at the other end of the building, but this
end was subdivided into quarters. He strode
down the corridor until he found the door he
wanted, and knocked.

"It's open."



Landon stepped inside and softly closed the
door. Two women looked up from the loveseat
against the wall and one smiled.

"Colonel Landon! What a surprise. You've
never been here before."

"Hello, Lana. How's it going?"

"It could be worse. Sirius could be winning
the war."

Landon grinned and straddled a narrow
wooden chair.

"I'll bet you didn't come here for sex, did
you?" Lana asked.

"No. | was hoping to talk to you."

"Alone?"

"Not necessarily. How are you, Julia?"

The second woman nodded briefly and re-
turned to a paper magazine in her lap. Both
women were close to fifty, the oldest slaves in
the camp. They'd begun life as Sirian citizens,
but had been born into a religion that was
later outlawed. As teenagers they'd been
stripped of citizenship and forced into slavery.
Neither had ever married, and both had every
right to be bitter about their plight. Lana had
dealt with her fate better than Julia.

"What's on your mind, Colonel?"

"This is confidential, Lana. That's very im-
portant.”

"l have no problem with that.”

"l understand that Captain Easton visits
you from time to time?"



Lana smiled in irony. "He says he likes
blondes, but I think it's because | look like his
mother.” Lana was still very firm and attrac-
tive at her age, and one of the few white
women in the camp.

Landon couldn't suppress a grin.

"I'll leave the psychoanalysis to you," he
said.

"It's just a suspicion,” she said. "The cap-
tain definitely has issues."

"Does he ever confide in you?"

"Sure. He loves to talk. I know all about
what a great company commander he was,
and | can tell you the details of every Sirian he
ever killed in combat."”

"What about current events? Does he ever
talk about life here in the camp?"

Julia looked up in surprise, then exchanged
glances with Lana.

"Would you be more specific?" Lana asked.

"No."

She stared at him for a moment, then
glanced at Julia again.

"l don't think I know what you're asking,
Colonel.” Her voice had gone flat, tense.

Landon leaned forward. "l think you do.
Both of you reacted just now. What's being
planned, Lana?"

"l can't talk about it. These buildings may
be bugged.”



"If they were, and anything important was
discussed here, | wouldn't need to be asking.
Krieger would already know."

Both women were silent for a moment. It
was Julia who spoke next.

"Just suppose,” she said, "that we did know
something you might be interested in. Would
you tell Krieger?"

"No. | would never betray a Federation
fighting man to the enemy. If anything is go-
ing on that needs action, I'll take care of it
myself."

"What kind of action?"

"That's yet to be determined, and you don't
need to worry about it. My priority is keeping
these prisoners safe until liberation."

Neither woman spoke for half a minute.
Then Lana shrugged.

"You can't ever tell Captain Easton you
talked to me."

"Agreed."”

"He's planning an escape."

"I've heard that. Do you know when?"

"He hasn't set a date. But soon."

"How's he going to do it?"

"He didn't say. But he's sure he can pull it
off.”

"Where does he plan to go? The Sirians will
mobilize and surround this whole region."

"There's a place south of here, about fifteen
hundred miles, called the Outback."



"It's a desert region,” Julia put in. "Almost
nobody lives there, except a few prospectors
and geologists. There's very little water down
there, which is why it was never settled.”

"It's wild country,” Lana added. "Some
small, really rugged mountains, and lots of
caves and dry washes. Criminals go there
sometimes, when the law is after them, but
very few actually survive."

Landon frowned. "Fifteen hundred miles?
How does Easton plan to get there?"

"The camp has a few hovervans and some
staff cars."

"He won't get a hundred miles. The Sirian
Space Fleet will be all over him."

The women only shrugged.

"Anything else?"

"Only that ... | don't think he plans to take
everyone. Just his own men."

Landon nodded. It sounded like Easton. He
had perhaps a hundred Infantry who'd been
under his command. He could order them to
follow him, and from what Landon had seen
they would obey. Even if it was suicidal.

Landon stood suddenly. "Thank you,” he
said. "Both of you."

Lana smiled weakly. "Come back and see us
again, Colonel. It would be nice, once in a
while, to go to bed with a man closer to my
own age."

* % %



UFF George Bush, Parking Orbit, Vega 3

3/Lt. Wendy Smith knocked once on the
Wing Commander's door and stepped into his
office. She stood rigidly at attention, more
than a little intimidated by the summons that
had brought her here. What in the galaxy
could the Wing Commander want with her?

"Lieutenant Smith reporting as ordered,
sirl"

Col. Hinds glanced up from his desk, glared
at her for a moment, then nodded to a chair.

"Take a seat. Be with you in a minute."”

He returned to his datawork while the
nervous young gunner slipped onto the edge
of a chair, her back straight as a ramrod.
Hinds fiddled with his terminal for five min-
utes, giving her ample time to feel her heart
beating. Finally he looked up, tossed his sty-
lus down, and leaned back in his chair. He
looked mightily pissed off, she thought —
what could she have possibly done?

"How long have you been in the service,
Lieutenant?" he growled.

"Eleven months, sir."

"This your first combat posting?"

"Yes, sir." Like most new gunners arriving
in a combat area, Wendy Smith hadn't yet
been assigned to a squadron. She was living
with forty other girls in a common dormitory
known as the Gunnery Pool, irreverently re-
ferred to as the "Beaver Pond".



"So you haven't seen any action?"

"Not yet, sir."

"Looking forward to it?"

"Yes, sir. | signed up to fight.”

"Good." Hinds nodded approvingly. "That's
good."

He seemed lost in thought for a moment,
and the young woman watched him with
wide, vulnerable eyes.

"The way things are going right now,"
Hinds told her, "it might be several months
before you get assigned to a pilot. Some of the
girls in the pool have been there since Janu-
ary. Did anyone tell you that?"

She gulped. "No, sir."

"It's going to be pretty boring for you.
Mundane duty. Polishing this, swabbing that,
cleaning heads, doing PT. Not very glamor-
ous, is it?"

"No, sir."”

Hinds studied her a minute, taking in her
fresh good looks, her long brown hair, her
narrow waist and the swell of her breasts. He
stirred, as if coming to a decision.

"I'm looking for a personal assistant, Lieu-
tenant,” he said. "Someone to run errands for
me, help with datawork, things like that. If
you're interested, you'd be relieved of the te-
dious routine you're experiencing right now.
You'd have the run of the ship. You'd also get
bumped up a grade to second lieutenant, with
an automatic raise in pay. And you'd keep



your place in the rotation; as soon as a slot
opened up, you'd still get assigned to a pilot."

He gave her five seconds to digest that in-
formation.

"Interested?"

Her blood pressure eased a little, and her
lips parted, her sexy dark eyes never leaving
his face.

"You'd also get your own private quarters,”
he added. "No longer living in a zoo with fifty
other girls."

She blinked, and for the first time she
smiled.

"When do | start, sir?"

Hinds curled his lip in the approximation of
asmile.

"Effective immediately. Go pack your gear."

* * *

Sunday, 9 August, 0240 (PCC) — UFF George
Bush, Parking Orbit, Vega 3

Onja Kvoorik stood at the observation win-
dow of her shipboard office and stared down
at the planet below. Her mind wandered
briefly as she thought back to her childhood,
of the big house at the end of the street where
she'd spent her first twelve years, of the muni-
tions factory her father owned, of the good
times she'd spent as a child, of the Temple of
Sophia where she'd been baptized, where
she'd made her vow.



She wondered how much of it was still
standing. The Federation had been conduct-
ing space strikes for over a year, and the
damage had to be horrific.

She wondered about her father, Adam
Pedersen. Was he still alive? Had the Sirians
discovered his deception when he sent her
away, and executed him? Would she find a
frail old man down there, or just a grave?
She'd waited twenty-seven years to find out,
and within a few months, she would have her
answer.

Someone rapped sharply on her door and
stepped through. She turned to see Lt. Smith,
Hinds's new assistant. The girl was flushed
and breathless, urgency in her eyes.

"Major Kvoorik! Come quick!"

Onja’s eyes widened in alarm. "What is it?"

"The ready room, Ma'am! The pilots are
fighting! It's a real brawl!!"

Onja lunged for the door, following Smith
into the companionway.

"Where the hell is Colonel Hinds?" she de-
manded.

"l don't know, Ma'am! That's why | came to
find you!"

The two women raced the length of the
companionway, made a left turn, and dashed
another ten yards to the ready room hatch.
Onja gripped the hatch and jerked it open,
then stopped in confusion. The room was
dark and silent. She glanced at Lt. Smith, who



looked just as surprised. The younger woman
spread her hands in confusion.

Onja stepped into the room and took half a
dozen steps.

"Lights on!" she commanded, and brilliant
light bathed the room.

"SURPRISE!!"

Fifty people leaped out of hiding, filling the
room with the single exclamation. Someone
blew a party whistle, and several people threw
a cascade of confetti into the air. Onja stood
stunned. As one, the crews began singing
Happy Birthday.

Well before they finished, Onja’'s iron exte-
rior melted; she blushed crimson, and
covered her face with her hands. By the time
they crowded around her, cheering and clap-
ping, tears of joy streamed down her face.
Tommy Royal stepped up and took her into
his arms, kissing her firmly.

"Happy birthday, Major,"” he said.

"Tommy!" Onja wiped her eyes, laughing
and crying at the same time, and began hug-
ging each and every member of her squadron.
By the time she got to the end, Jack Hinds
was there, a little smile on his hard-bitten
face. Onja hugged him, too.

"Speech!" someone called.

Onja shook her head helplessly, held up her
hand for quiet, and wiped her eyes again.



"It's a good thing we don't have a mission
today," she said. "l don't think I could hit a
Sirian in the ass with my fist."”

Laughter.

"Thank you, each and every one. | didn't
even realize today was my birthday."

"Nine August,” Hinds said. "You can thank
Lieutenant Smith. She's the one who noticed
your DOB and set it up.”

Onja turned to the young woman who'd
called her to the ready room. Wendy was
laughing hysterically as Onja approached her.

"I'm sorry, Major," she giggled. "It was just
too good to pass up!”

Onja gave her a hug and a kiss on the
cheek.

"Thank you, Lieutenant. 1 haven't had a
surprise party since | was nine years old."

The galley had prepared a birthday cake
and a bowl! of punch. The party lasted about
an hour, everyone milling about and enjoying
their break from the war. Gradually, the vari-
ous fighter crews began to drift away, until
only a handful remained. Lt. Smith set about
cleaning up the area, aided by galley stewards,
and Hinds cornered Onja off to one side.

"If you'd like to stop by my quarters later,"”
he said, "we can have a more private celebra-
tion. | have a bottle of champagne that was
liberated somewhere or other."

Onja was still glowing from the pleasant
surprise, and Hinds had been much more



human in recent weeks. But old instincts die
hard, and her warning flags rose to at least
half-mast.

"I think I'll pass, Jack," she said quietly. "I
know where you're headed with this, and I'm
not saying you won't ever get there. But don't
push it. Okay?"

He dipped his head in acquiescence.

"Be a shame to waste that champagne,” he
said.

"Save it for the end of the war."

She walked away, stopped and looked back.

"Thanks for the party, Jack."

* % %

Camp Hope, Missibama, Sirius 1

Camp Hope had been designed to hold two
thousand prisoners, but was less than half
full. Aside from an occasional fighter pilot, no
sizeable number of prisoners had arrived in
over four years. The population had varied
little since then; seven men had died from
various causes, and a handful had been trans-
ferred in and out from other camps. To
Landon, rumors notwithstanding, this was
ample enough evidence that Sirius was losing
the war.

The problem now, as he saw it, was to keep
the inmates intact until liberation arrived.

Jeremiah Krieger pushed a bottle of clear
liquid across the desk at him and smiled.



"Happy birthday, Colonel. Don't drink it
down all at once."

Landon looked at the bottle as if it were
poison. "What is it?"

"Sirian Lightning. 1 hope you have an iron
stomach."

Landon turned the bottle slightly; it looked
like vodka, but the label clearly said "White
Lightning"”, and gave the name of the distill-
ery. He placed it on the floor beside his chair.

"Thank you, Major."

"So, Colonel. What shall we talk about to-
day?"

"You can surrender your command to me.
Your men will be well treated.”

Krieger nodded and smiled. "Perhaps an-
other time."

"How long is this goddamned weather go-
ing to last? It's setting my men’'s nerves on
edge.” It was a rhetorical question — Landon
had lived through a number of Sirian Sum-
mers.

"My men as well. None of us enjoy it. Don't
you have anything like this on Terra?"

"Not where | live. We only have a single
sun."

"Lucky you. So tell me, when is this great
escape going to take place?"

Landon was electrified, but tried to keep
any trace of surprise off his face.

"Great escape?"



"Surely you know about it. You're the high-
est-ranking prisoner in the camp. Was it your
idea?"

"l assure you, if there's an escape planned, |
didn't plan it."

"Come, Colonel, weren't you taught that a
soldier's first duty if captured is to escape?
That's basic military doctrine."

"Yes, | was. But | don't see the wisdom of
escaping unless there's a reasonable chance of
returning to your own lines. Where the hell
would we go if we broke out of here? The
whole planet is an enemy home world."

"Quite true. So you are tellin' me that this
has been planned without your knowledge?"

Landon sat mute for a moment, calculating
his answer. He preferred not to lie to Krieger
— the man had his duty to perform, and was
the most even-handed commandant Landon
had met since his capture — yet he was reluc-
tant to admit too much.

"lI've heard some rumors. But whatever is
going on doesn't have my blessing."

"l can trust you to take care of it, then?"

"That would require a lot of trust on your
part,” Landon said frankly.

"l do trust you, Colonel, while keeping in
mind that you wear the enemy's uniform. And
be assured, | am quite prepared to deal with
the situation myself if necessary. But it would
be much cleaner all around if you could, shall
we say, keep it in the family."



Landon nodded slowly. "I'm working on it,"
he said.

"Good! Then I will leave it to you. But don't
fail me. I have the authority to use whatever
force necessary to prevent such an event, and
while I may be reluctant to do so, | will not
hesitate to fulfill my duty."”

* k% %

2/Lt. Wendy Smith's new job was going
well. Col. Hinds was a hard-ass, but it was just
his personality; sometimes he growled and
sometimes he teased her. It was nothing per-
sonal. He certainly kept her busy, sending her
on errands to all parts of the ship, which was
exciting all by itself, certainly more exciting
than remaining in the gunnery pool. Today's
surprise party had been especially fun.

Her private quarters were tiny, just a small
box wedged between a storage bay and the
flight deck; barely enough room for a sleeping
rack and a head, but it was private. One thing
she'd disliked about military life was the lack
of personal privacy, and she had plenty of that
here. The colonel's quarters were only twenty
yards away.

She was sleeping soundly in her quarters,
exhausted after a long day. She woke sud-
denly when a hand closed over her mouth,
and her heart seized with fear. She tried to sit
upright, but a strong hand held her flat on her
back.



"Don't be afraid,” he said quietly, "it's just
me."

He removed his hand and she lay gasping
with relief. Her arms tingled with excess
adrenaline.

"Colonel? What ... what are you doing
here?"

"l needed to see you," he said.

Her chest heaved. "Did | do something
wrong?"

He settled heavily on the edge of her rack,
his left hand on her shoulder, the other brac-
ing himself against the bulkhead.

"No. This has nothing to do with duty."

Wendy felt a sudden wave of uncertainty;
what was this about?

"l-1 don't understand, sir."

"Do you remember, in training, when they
talked about the sex policy?"

"Yes, sir.” Numbly.

"Didn't they tell you that pilots and gunners
are expected to take care of each other?"

"Yes, sir."

He said nothing for a moment. She couldn't
even see him in the darkness, but felt his heat.
His breathing seemed labored.

"l need you, Wendy," he said. "I know I'm
your boss, but I'm still a man. | have physical
needs just like anyone else."

Wendy felt physically ill. This couldn't be
happening!

"Colonel ..."



"l know it isn't fair to spring it on you like
this. But I swear I'll make it up to you. | can
probably get you moved up in the gunner ro-
tation."”

A weight settled onto her chest. He wasn't a
bad looking man, really, but he was more than
twice her age. Hell, he was older than her fa-
ther!

"I-1'm sorry, Colonel," she whispered shak-
ily. "But I don't feel that way about you."

"Of course you don't. Why should you? I'm
not asking for your love, just a few minutes of
physical contact. You have nothing to worry
about. You can't get pregnant, and I've been
known to make some women very happy.”

She felt tears rising to the surface.

"Please, Colonel! | don't want to."”

He leaned over and kissed her, sucking
lightly at her full lips, his left hand gripping
her shoulder. His other hand found her left
breast and began to knead it gently.

"Don't be too quick to refuse,” he told her a
moment later. "My last assistant was reluc-
tant at first, too. But she gave it a chance, and
we were very good together."”

"Colonel ..."

"Don't you expect to have sex with your pi-
lot when you get assigned to one?"

"Yes, sir. Probably. But you aren't my pilot."

He kissed her again, sliding his tongue into
her mouth. His right hand moved down be-
tween her thighs and began rubbing her,



making her squirm. She broke the kiss and
turned her head, tears spilling down her
cheeks. Hinds wiped her face with his left
hand.

"Hey, what are these tears all about?" he
asked softly. "Am I that ugly?"

"N-No, sir."

"I've already given you a promotion. I've
rescued you from months of drudgery. | can
do a lot more for you, Wendy. All you have to
do is be nice to me once in a while."

If he'd made her nervous before, now she
was literally afraid of him. But what could she
do? He was a very big man, a physically pow-
erful man, and even with her combat training
she knew she was no match for him if it came
to that.

She groped for something to say, but he
wasn't waiting for that. He was already tug-
ging her panties off, and when he climbed
onto the rack she discovered he'd removed his
pants before he woke her.

"Please don't order me to do this, Colonel!"
she sobbed.

"l won't. I can't order you to do this against
your will." He settled his body down onto
hers, effectively pinning her under his weight.
"It has to be voluntary. All I'm asking is that
you keep an open mind."

He sucked her ear into his mouth, then
walked his lips down her neck, stopping at the
hollow of her throat, where he sucked gently.



Wendy stared blindly into the darkness, sobs
wracking her chest.

"Colonel — I'm still a virgin!™

Hinds stopped and raised his head, holding
perfectly still for ten seconds.

"In that case,” he said, "this is truly your
lucky day."



Chapter 11

Saturday, 15 August, 0240 (PCC) — UFF George
Bush, Parking Orbit, Vega 3

The Sophia Alps stretched across Vega like
the spine of a prehistoric animal, effectively
splitting the continent in two. The Southern
Plain and all points south were now in Fed-
eration hands, but the densely populated
north was still a hornet's nest of hostile de-
fenders. The Alps themselves bristled with
Vegan mountain troops, making it extremely
difficult to cross them without making air-
drops in the north.

The Sirians had faced the same problem in
0195, and elected to fight their way through
the Alps rather than split their forces. They
had badly underestimated the Vegan Guard,
however, and paid the price in blood. The
Federation had no intention of repeating that
mistake. With fresh transports arriving al-
most daily, a massive landing was planned
north of the Alps. Those holding the moun-
tains would be isolated and starved out.

ZF-111 flew close ground support for several
days prior to the landings, attacking ground
to air missile (GAM) sites and disrupting the
flow of supplies. It was dangerous, dirty work,
but necessary. Onja lost two pilots and two
gunners to ground fire, and was lucky at that
— other squadrons fared worse.



Onja stepped down from her gun turret at
the end of the final mission of the day and
sagged against Tommy Royal. He slipped an
arm around her as they walked toward the
exit from the hangar deck.

"Long day, Major."

"They keep getting longer, Tommy."

Debrief was numbing, and Onja got away as
quickly as possible. She showered, changed
into a fresh uniform, and reported to her of-
fice. She was several days behind on
datawork. It was nice to be the CO, but life
had been much simpler when she had nothing
to do but eat, sleep, and fly missions.

She'd barely settled behind her desk when a
knock came at the door, and Lt. Wendy Smith
stepped inside. Onja looked up.

"Colonel Hinds sends his compliments to
the Major," she said woodenly, "and requests
the pleasure of her company for dinner at
1900 hours."

Onja stared at the young woman a moment
and her eyes narrowed.

"Front and center, Lieutenant,” she said
quietly.

Lt. Smith stepped forward and came to at-
tention.

"At ease.”

Wendy Smith looked like a shell of the girl
who, six days ago, had been bubbly and gig-
gling at Onja's birthday party. Dark rings
under her eyes left the impression she'd been



ill for months, and her listless expression
screamed that something was wrong.

"What's the matter, Lieutenant?"

"Ma'am?" Wendy Smith's eyes looked sud-
denly fearful.

"You look like hell,” Onja said. "Are you
feeling all right?"

"Yes, Ma'am. | feel fine. Thank you for ask-
ing."

Onja regarded her for a moment, then
leaned back in her chair.

"Sit down."

"Ma'am, Colonel Hinds is expecting me to

"Sit down, Wendy. I'll cover for you with
the colonel.”

The girl settled onto the edge of a chair, her
body rigid. Onja saw her tremble slightly.
Whatever was bothering her, she was barely
holding it together.

"Talk to me, Wendy. Something is seriously
wrong. What is it?"

"It's nothing, Major. I'm ... I-l mean..."

"Something has happened to you. And
you're scared. What is it?"

The girl closed her eyes and swallowed.

"Ma'am, I r-really can't t-talk about it."

Onja leaned forward, her hands flat on her
desk.

"Yes you can. There's no one here but you
and me, and you can trust me completely.”



Tears slid down Wendy Smith's cheeks, and
she blinked them away. Onja saw misery in
her eyes. Her lips parted, her chin trembled,
and she began to sob. It took her a moment to
regain control, and when she did she gazed
into Onja’s eyes again.

"I'm sorry, Major. It's just ... I'm so terribly
afraid!"

Onja didn't bother to knock on Hinds's
door — she just walked in. He was at his desk,
and looked up. He hid his surprise with a
small grin.

"Onja! Did Lieutenant Smith find you? I
sent her with message."

"She found me, Jack. Dinner at 1900?"

"Yes, if you feel up to it. | thought you could
use a relaxing evening."

Onja nodded, her posture stiff. She was
standing at parade rest.

"l could use a relaxing evening," she said.

Hinds nodded, then glanced around her at
the doorway.

"Did you happen to see which way Wendy
went when she left your office? She was due
back here thirty minutes ago."

"She's resting in sickbay, Jack. She won't be
coming back today."

His brow knitted and his eyes narrowed.

"What's wrong with her?"

"Aside from the fact that you've raped her
six nights in a row, she's doing quite well."



"Raped her?" He grimaced. "Is that what
she told you?"

"That's what the physical exam concluded,”
Onja said. "Severe vaginal bruising and lac-
erations, severe physical exhaustion, severe
emotional distress.” Onja's blue eyes flashed
dangerously. "Anything to say, Jack?"

Hinds stood up, rising to his full six feet
two.

"l think it's time you called me ‘colonel’,”" he
said. "I smell disrespect in the air.”

"You got that right!" she said angrily.
"We're back to square one, Jack. Just like we
were nineteen years ago. You're still the son of
a bitch I remember."

"Now what the fuck are you talking about?
You and | have been getting along great!"

"Yes, we have. | was willing to give you the
benefit of the doubt, because even the Fighter
Queen can make a mistake. You didn't deny
that you wanted to get into my pants, but I
even overlooked that. I was even thinking
about giving you what you want, but you
couldn't wait, could you? You went and
jumped a nineteen year-old rookie gunner! A
virgin, no less!"

"Listen, Onja ..."

"Goddammit, Jack! What goes on in your
fucking head? There are Pink Ladies on this
ship! Use them!"

Hinds took the time to draw a deep breath
to suffuse his anger.



"You're making some serious allegations
here,"” he said. "What are you planning to do
with them?"

Onja took a step forward, up against his
desk.

"Think back to the first time we met at 131,"
she said. "You remember?"

"Of course | remember."

"You were suspicious of my simulator
scores, you were suspicious of my Vegan heri-
tage, you even called me an enemy agent.
Remember?"

He nodded. "So?"

"Do you remember asking me about the
drill instructor 1 killed? I told you I'd been
cleared of that."

"l remember! Get to the point!"

"He was a lot like you, Jack. I killed him be-
cause he was raping female recruits. | put a
bayonet straight through his fucking heart!"

Hinds's eyes widened marginally. "You ad-
mit you murdered him?"

"l admit nothing! The case is closed, it was
a training accident."”

"You just told me you killed him on pur-
pose."

"Prove it. You repeat it, I'll deny it. And
who do you think they're going to believe?
Some two-bit pussy colonel or the Fighter
Queen?"

Hinds's face slowly turned crimson. He
only glared at her.



"Lieutenant Smith doesn't want to press
charges,” Onja said. "She wants a transfer to
another carrier, and if I were you, I'd give it to
her.”

He frowned, then shrugged. "Okay, fine."

"And if | ever hear that you've raped an-
other girl, or even pressured her into going to
bed with you, I will personally stick a bayonet
through your fucking heart!"

Onja turned and walked to the door, then
looked back.

"As you were!"
* % %

Sunday, 16 August, 0240 (PCC) — Camp Hope,
Missibama, Sirius 1

The barrack room was filled with tobacco
smoke; fifteen soldiers sat or lounged around
in various states of undress. A naked slave girl
lay on a nearby bunk, resting on her elbow as
she watched a crap game in progress. Capt.
Easton had the dice, shook them vigorously,
and tossed them against the wall. A shout
went up from some of the men, a groan from
others, and money changed hands.

Landon stepped through the doorway with
a bottle of Lightning in his hand, and stood
silently. The noise began to abate as the infan-
trymen noticed him, and finally Easton
twisted around to look over his shoulder.

"Private party?" Landon asked casually.



Easton glanced about the room. "Well,
there goes the neighborhood!"

The men laughed uneasily. Easton met
Landon's eyes.

"Are you expecting me to salute, Colonel?
I'm a little busy right now."

"Actually, I was more interested in having a
drink.” Landon held up the bottle so all the
men could see. Several pairs of eyes glazed in
anticipation of a shot of alcohol.

"Well, goddamn!" Easton rose to his feet,
pushed a soldier off a chair, and turned it
around for Landon. "Welcome to the party,
Colonel! Rodriguez, go see if you can rustle up
some cups. Is there enough for everyone,
Colonel?"

"It's a full quart,” Landon said. "Enough for
a shot, anyway."

Rodriguez returned a moment later with a
stack of paper cups and passed them out.
Landon dutifully splashed a little liquor into
each man's cup, including a double shot for
Easton.

"Compliments of the Fighter Service," he
said.

Easton held up his cup in a toast. "To the
flyboys!" he said, and everyone drank.

Landon handed the bottle to Easton. "For
later,” he said.

"So, where'd you get the bottle, Colonel?
From Krieger?"

"As a matter of fact, yes."”



Easton's eyes widened. "No shit? You two
must be pretty good buds!"

"We have a similar perspective on a lot of
things."”

The two men regarded each other for a
moment. Easton spoke first.

"Well, thanks for the drink. It's been a long
time for all of us."”

Landon eyed Easton narrowly.

"Krieger knows about your planned es-
cape,” he said without preamble.

The room went absolutely still. Fifteen men
exchanged glances, then watched Easton for
his reaction. The captain never took his eyes
off Landon.

"How'd he find out? You tell him?"

"How the hell could I tell him? You never
told me."”

"Maybe some of those fucking jarheads told
you."

"Maybe they did. But you should have told
me yourself, Captain. You shouldn't keep your
CO in the dark."

Easton shook his head slowly. "You ain't my
CO, Colonel. I already told you that."”

"You're going to get your people killed,
Easton. Every last one of them."

"They're my men. My responsibility is to
them, not to you."

"As the ranking prisoner in this camp, I'll
be held accountable after liberation if you lead
them into a slaughter.”



"I'll give you a letter to cover your ass."

"Which will only prove that I knew your in-
tentions. Won't fly."”

"Then I'll testify at your star-court."”

"You won't be alive at my star-court. Your
bones will be scattered all over the Outback."

"That's your opinion. We'll make it."

"You'll have space fighters all over you.
They'll shoot the shit out of you before you get
within a thousand miles of the Outback.”
Landon stood and looked at the men around
the room. "Listen to me, all of you. Your cap-
tain means well, but this is suicide."

"We gotta get out of here, Colonel!” a pri-
vate said. "When liberation comes, how do we
know the Sirians won't kill us?"

"Why would they keep you alive this long
just to kill you? We haven't been treated that
badly. Hell, they feed us, they house us, they
even give us women. The only thing they ask
in return is a little farm labor a few months
out of the year, and even that isn't excessive."

"Colonel," Easton sneered, "you sound like
a commercial for the Confederacy! You gone
over to the other side?"

Landon pinned him with a cold stare. "I'll
pretend you didn't say that," he said.

The silence stretched for several seconds,
tense and strained.

"You can come with us, Colonel. You and all
the jarheads. There's enough men in the camp



to make up a full battalion. We could operate
as guerillas, disrupt the enemy a little."

"You're dreaming,” Landon insisted.
"How're you going to arm even a hundred
men? Where will you get supplies? The Out-
back is a wasteland, from what I've heard. No
cities down there, no supply depots. Just a
few scattered prospectors and scientists. Who,
incidentally, will sound the alarm if they spot
you."

"It's every soldier's duty to escape if cap-
tured," Easton said.

"Granted. If you want to escape after the
fleet arrives, then I might be persuaded. But
not until there's some chance of making con-
tact with friendly forces."”

"Hell, that might take years!"

"It's my understanding that we're on Vega
right now. The whole system is cut off. Half
the planet is in our hands already, so I'm will-
ing to bet we'll start seeing space strikes here
in another year."

"We've been here four years, Colonel!" a
corporal complained.

"The Star Marines have been here eight,”
Landon told him. "I've been here ten, and
other camps before this. Nineteen years in
all.”

The corporal’s eyes widened in wonder.

"We can wait one more year," Landon told
him. "Even two."

"And what if you're wrong?" Easton asked.



"Then your men will be bored, but alive.”

Easton seemed to waver, but shook his
head slowly. His men were watching, and he
dared not show any weakness.

"We've been planning this for some time,"
he said. "We're almost ready to go."

"Then put the plans on ice. We can still use
them, when the time is right."”

"I dunno ..."

A movement at the door pushed a soldier
aside, and two Star Marines stepped through.

"Look at it this way, Captain,” Rocky Yama-
guchi said, "there's six hundred Star Marines
in this camp, and we ain't gonna let you go."

Easton's eyes narrowed. "You think the In-
fantry cares what you guys think?"

"We outnumber you,” Kevin Willis told
him. "Six to one. | was you, sir, I wouldn't
want to test those odds. After all, we're sup-
posed to be on the same side."”

"It won't do no harm to wait,” Yamaguchi
added.

"So how about it, Captain?" Landon said.
"Can | count on you to postpone your plans?"

Easton looked angry, but after a moment's
thought, he simply shrugged.

"One year," he said. "After that, all bets are
off."”



Book Three: Conquest



Chapter 12

Monday, 15 February, 0241 (PCC) — UFF
George Bush, Parking Orbit, Vega 3

Onja Kvoorik knocked once on Col. Hinds's
door and stepped inside. He was standing at
the observation port, gazing down at the
planet, his hands clasped behind his back. He
turned as she entered and a cloud passed over
his face. They'd had little to say to each other
since the Wendy Smith incident, and then
only in the line of duty. Onja was certain
Hinds now hated her more than she hated
him, which was a relief in its own way.

"Permission to speak to the Colonel,” she
said crisply, standing at parade rest.

"What is it?"

"Sir, I'd like to request some time off."

Hinds peered suspiciously at her, his ex-
pression close to a scowl.

"We're in the middle of a war, Major. Your
squadron isn't scheduled for R & R for several
months yet."”

"I'm aware of that sir. But | need to make
planetfall.”

He strolled over to his desk and settled into
his chair, his fingers steepled.

"For what purpose?"

"As you are aware, sir, | was born on Vega
3. I still have family down there. I'd like to see
if I can locate them."



Hinds shook his head. "I thought your fam-
ily were taken as slaves."

Onja’s eyes widened fractionally. "How did
you know that? I never told you."

"l believe Ursula mentioned it. Years ago.
In any case, if you have any family, 1 would
expect you to be looking for them on Sirius,
when we get there."

"1 will be. But my father is still on Vega."

"If he's still alive, you mean.”

"Yes, sir. That's what I need to find out.”

Hinds sighed. "Well, you picked a piss-poor
time for it. We still have the Washboard
Mountains to clean out and | need your
squadron for ground support.”

"Captain Najarian is more than capable of
handling the squadron in my absence. I've al-
ready discussed it with him."

"How much time do you need?"

"l don't know exactly. A few days, maybe a
week. We've captured Reina, and that was my
home."

Hinds spun his chair to stare out at the
planet again, his expression guarded.

"How long since you've seen him?"

"Almost twenty-seven years."

"He'd be an old man by now."

"Yes, sir."

"And we've been bombing the shit out of
Reina for nearly two years. Even if he was
alive when we started, he could have been
Killed."



Onja felt heat on her cheeks and her eyes
narrowed with anger.

"Have a heart, Jack. For god's sake, if it was
your father you'd want to know!"

"Yes, | would. I'm not unsympathetic, Onja.
I'm just pointing out that the odds are against
your finding him. And if he is alive — well, as
you said, we have Reina now, so he should be
perfectly safe for a few more months.”

"What difference does it make to you if I go
now or three months from now? For Christ
sake, my squadron is nearly full strength, and
I'll only be taking Lieutenant Royal with me.
One fucking week!"

"Permission denied,"” he said flatly.

Onja took two steps forward and placed her
hands flat on his desk, leaning into his face.

"Is this revenge? For breaking up your little
love tryst with Lieutenant Smith?"

"No. This is leverage. If you want to go look
for your daddy you know exactly what | want
in return.”

She straightened slowly, her heart throb-
bing with rage. Trembling, she breathed
deeply for several seconds.

"Fuck you, Hinds!"

She turned and walked out the door.

Hinds watched it close behind her.

"If it's the last thing you ever do," he mur-
mured.

* k% %



Wednesday, 17 February, 0241 (PCC) — Jeffer-
son Fleet Base, Missibama, Sirius 1

Ursula Negus lay shackled to her rack in a
starcrete barrack, one wrist attached to the
frame by an E-cuff. She was exhausted, but
sleep wouldn't come. Her body was sore, her
mind numb; there'd been nine today, hard
young men whose idea of a good time was to
brutalize a woman chained to a bed. It was
the same every day. She'd been here almost
four years, with very few days off.

Sleep was her only escape.

Ursula had gone through a period of ex-
treme self-pity after her capture, which
gradually gave way to a burning hatred. That
bastard Hinds was responsible for where she
was today. She'd served him faithfully for
eleven years, putting up with his insufferable
bullshit, giving him all the sex he wanted, any
way he wanted it, believing him when he
promised to take her with him on his climb to
the top.

Ursula wasn't ambitious, but she didn't
want to spend her entire career in a gun tur-
ret, either. She was no Onja Kvoorik, and had
looked forward to a day when she could let
her thirty-something body relax in the relative
safety of a rear area. But when Hinds finally
got that next promotion his promise had
meant nothing. He told her he had no say in
the matter, but she knew better — he could at
least have requested her as his aide.



Hinds had used her to his own ends, caus-
ing her to make enemies of those she would
rather have had as friends. Because she was
his enforcer, everyone had hated her.

It was Johnny Lincoln who'd pulled the
plug on her bitterness. One night on the han-
gar deck of Sadat he'd proved that some men
could accept her as a person without trying to
get her pants down. Afterward she tried to
salvage what she could, and managed to make
amends with Johnny's gunner. Once she real-
ized what made Onja tick, she couldn't bear to
have her as an enemy.

They were, after all, both Vegan.

But Onja had requested a transfer upon her
return from medical leave, and Ursula saw
little of her after that. She wondered if Onja
was still alive, still killing Sirians.

She hoped so.

* % %

The Sophia Alps, Vega 3

The towering, jagged peak of Mt. Sophia
stabbed straight up into the frigid blue sky for
forty-three thousand feet as the PulsarFighter
banked left and skirted it to the north, keep-
ing ten miles of clearance to avoid the
powerful winds that stormed the peak even in
summertime. Other, lesser peaks stood like
sentinels guarding the magnificent pinnacle,
some soaring over thirty thousand feet, higher
than anything on Terra. Between them dipped



valleys and chasms filled with snow and ice.
These were the Sophia Alps, the most famous
mountain range on Vega.

Onja Kvoorik stared at them through the
Solarglas windows of the top gun turret with a
bursting heart, drinking in their beauty as
Tommy Royal skillfully wound his way be-
tween the towering crags.

"Down there,” she said, "that valley on the
right. The one that runs southeast?"

"l see it, Major."

"That's Royal Meadows. It used to be called
the Slaughter Pen. Back in '96 the Vegan
Guard trapped four Sirian divisions in there
and wiped them out. It took two days, but
they killed over fifty thousand men."

"Jesus! Sounds like the Guard was a tough
outfit.”

"They were the best,” Onja said sadly.
"They had heart."”

She stared at the rugged country below for
a moment. "My aunt was killed somewhere
down there."

"Your aunt?"

"She was in the Guard. A lot of girls fought.
She was twenty years old."

"So how come they lost?"

Onja compressed her lips in a flash of re-
sentment, then sighed.

"They were outnumbered, outgunned, out-
supplied — and nobody came to help."

"Damn shame."



"Tommy, if the Federation had done the
right thing back then, you and | wouldn't be
here doing the job now."

There was a moment of silence.

"Well, that's too bad, Major. But if that
were the case, | would never have met you. So
itain't all bad."

Onja allowed herself a thin smile. She'd
been flying with Tommy Royal for eighteen
months now, and he was madly in love with
her. He made no secret of that, and though he
knew as much of her history as she'd chosen
to tell him, he still hoped in vain that some
day she would feel the same.

"Keep your eyes on the road, Lieutenant.
What's our ETA?"

"About nineteen minutes."

She tore her eyes away from the view out-
side and studied her combat holos again. The
sky around them was clear, nothing for sev-
eral hundred miles, and she left the Al to
watch for trouble as she leaned back in her
harness and tried to still her heart. The mo-
ment she had awaited for twenty-seven years
had arrived.

Vega was almost defeated. Two million
Federation troops were on the ground, seven-
tenths of the planet had been liberated, and
the rest would follow in a matter of weeks.
Sirius itself was under constant attack from
Federation spacecraft, day and night. The
Confederacy was digging in for a final,



last-ditch defense, but military analysts be-
lieved the war would be over in three years or
less.

It had only taken twenty years. Onja smiled
grimly as she remembered standing in the pa-
rade ground at AB-131 so long ago, a
wide-eyed cherry, listening to Major Landon
tell them it would take a lifetime.

Major Landon — dead.

Johnny Lincoln — dead.

David Coffey — dead.

Steven Langley — disabled.

Mark Brown — dead.

Dennis Penn — battle fatigue.

Rodney McLeod — best forgotten

Good men. Solid pilots who weren't afraid
to get in close. There'd only been one Johnny
Lincoln, of course. No other man alive or dead
could handle a Lincoln fighter like the heir to
the Lincoln fortune. Not even Tommy Royal,
who came closest.

How could Tommy possibly expect her to
fall in love with him? With her record of kill-
ing off pilots, she'd have to be a fool.

She closed her eyes as memory flooded her.
It was nineteen years since Johnny Lincoln
had ejected her in the heat of battle against
the Sirian carrier. The pain of his loss had
faded, but never completely left. To this day
she still loved him, and knew she dared never
let herself love another man. The old heads
had been right when they said only a fool fell



in love with her pilot. She'd done it twice, and
it brought her nothing but pain.
She didn't need any more pain.

* % %

Reina, Vega 3

It was a mild spring afternoon in Reina,
Vega’'s capital city. The sky was clear, the
weather cool, humidity low. The Pulsar-
Fighter touched down on the runway and
turned onto a taxiway that led to a parking
apron near a temporary building erected by
the Federation Star Marines. After shutting
down all systems, Lt. Royal and Onja Kvoorik
climbed down from their fighter and stood on
the tarplast, stretching their limbs and
breathing deeply of the cool air.

Onja looked carefully in all directions, tak-
ing note of the destruction that had preceded
the spaceport's capture. On all sides stood
gutted hangars and repair shops, and at least
half the main terminal lay in ruins. Wrecked
air and spacecraft had been dozed into a heap
a few hundred yards away. Only the runways
appeared undamaged, but of course they had
been repaired.

"Looks like our people did a number on this
place,” Tommy Royal remarked, and Onja
nodded, her steady blue stare recording eve-
rything.



"l was afraid it would be like this. Too bad
the damn Sirians couldn't have just left things
intact and surrendered.”

"They'll never surrender. We'll have to kill
them all.”

"This is the same spaceport | left from,"”
Onja told him quietly. "Twenty-seven years

ago."

"It probably changed a lot in twenty-seven
years."

"l don’t know. I was just a kid, and it was
night."

Tommy looked uncomfortable, as he always
did when she talked about her past. She'd
learned over the years that talking about it
was healthier than suppressing it, so he'd
heard far more than he wanted to.

"Where do we go from here?" he asked.

She led the way into the temporary head-
qguarters, returning the salutes of two Star
Marines who guarded the entrance. A staff
sergeant at a desk looked up at her with ques-
tions in his eyes.

"I'm Major Kvoorik," she said. "I have an
appointment with General Nash."

The sergeant rang the general's office,
spoke briefly, then led the way toward the
back of the building. He knocked once on the
general's door, then opened it and ushered
them inside. Onja and Tommy stopped in
front of General Nash and saluted. He waved
them to chairs.



"So you're the famous Major Kvoorik,"
Nash said with a pleasant smile. "I've heard of
you for years. It's nice to meet you at last.”

"Thank you, General."”

Nash was a slender man in his late fifties —
weathered face, thinning hair. Onja had heard
of him, too. He'd commanded the initial inva-
sion of Vega and through use of some brilliant
tactics had cut off vast numbers of enemy
troops and forced their surrender, saving
countless lives and shortening the ground war
by as much as a year. He was a man Onja
could respect.

"Your request came to me yesterday from
General Osato," Nash told her. "I have to tell
you it's the most unusual request I've had yet.
I knew we had a few Vegan nationals in our
armies, but | certainly never dreamed that
you were from here."”

"Yes, sir."”

"l want to cooperate with you in whatever
way | can. Unfortunately, we're overburdened
with military matters, and | don't have any
staff to spare. But you're welcome to conduct
whatever search you would care to, as long as
you stay within the operational area. The
shooting hasn't all stopped yet, and there are
still a few pockets of resistance out there. Is
this the first time you've made planetfall?"

"Yes, sir."”

"Well, I know these are your people — or
they used to be — but not all Vegans are



happy to see us. This is a different generation
than the one you knew, Major. They're more
Sirian than Vegan, so watch your step. I'm go-
ing to assign you a couple of Marines as
bodyguards. A little extra firepower can't hurt
if you should run into trouble."

"Thank you, sir."

"Do you have any idea how you want to
proceed?"

Onja nodded.

"This was my hometown, sir. | thought I
would try to locate my old neighborhood, see
if there are any survivors who knew my fam-
ily. It's a long shot, but I think it's worth a try.
Also, | would appreciate access to any data-
bases you may have captured.”

"Absolutely. We're still going through them,
of course. There are mountains of data to look
at, and it may take months. But we can run
searches for you. The family name was
Kvoorik?"

"No, sir. Pedersen.” She spelled it for him.
“My father's first name was Adam."

"I'lll put my people on it. Should have
something to report by the time you get back."”

"Thank you, sir."

Nash rose and shook hands.

"Not at all, Major. I wish you success in
your mission."

They went back outside to find two wiry
young men in Star Marine fatigues waiting for
them. Neither was older than twenty, but each



had the grim look of men who'd been in com-
bat. Both carried laser weapons and one had a
machinegun slung over his shoulder. Their
fatigues were clean, but their helmets were
battered and dusty; Onja could only guess at
what they'd been through.

They stood beside a military command
hover, a four-seater with a heavy-calibre ma-
chinegun mounted on a tripod in the center.
When the general said bodyguards, he hadn't
been kidding.

As Onja and Tommy came out of the build-
ing and approached the two Marines, Onja
saw them look in her direction. Their eyes
widened perceptibly.

"Jesus!" one whispered.

"Are you Major Kvoorik?" the other asked
when Onja reached him.

"Yes."

"Major, I'm Corporal Lansing and this is
Private Ferrier. We've been assigned to escort
you on your mission."

"Thank you, Corporal. This is my pilot,
Lieutenant Royal. Did anyone tell you what
we're doing?"

"No, Ma'am. Our orders are to keep you
safe. Anywhere you want to go, as long as it's
within the OA."

"Very good. We're ready when you are."

The two Marines mounted the hover, Fer-
rier taking the controls. Onja sat beside him
in the front and Tommy climbed in the back



with Lansing. Onja gave Ferrier the name of a
street, he looked it up on his map display, and
they set out.

Reina had been badly mauled by the war,
and in some places entire city blocks were
nothing but heaps of rubble. Ferrier seemed
to know the city layout — he found streets
that were open, skirting the devastation as
much as possible. He took them toward the
river, then paralleled it as he wound his way
through what had once been a lovely and pic-
turesque city.

Onja looked for familiar landmarks, but
finding them was difficult. Reina had once
been open and spacious, but Sirian influence
had transformed it into a snarl of teeming
buildings and confusing streets, and the face
of the city was badly scarred by recent fight-
ing. Once, against the skyline, she spotted the
Queen's Clock Tower, a famous tourist attrac-
tion that had fascinated her as a child. It was
still standing, though part of it had been shot
away. A little later they passed the Temple of
Sophia; its roof was blown off, but Onja could
see the goddess standing in the center behind
the broken columns that fronted the struc-
ture.

She had no head.



Chapter 13

Jefferson Fleet Base, Missibama, Sirius 1

Ursula Negus moaned in ecstasy as the
young Sirian had his way with her. Her arms
around his neck, she dug her heels into his
back and kept time with him, drenched in his
sweat and hating it, but compelled by her
hypno-conditioning to milk him for every
ounce of pleasure she could get.

That was the worst part — actually enjoying
the rape. She hated herself for it, but had no
choice in the matter. And it was every day, all
day long. One man every hour, sometimes
two, until at the end she was so sore she could
barely walk.

The dormitory held twenty-four racks.
Fourteen were occupied, but Ursula was the
only Vegan and thus attracted more attention
than the others. If she ever got out of here
alive, she swore to herself nine times each
day, she would never have sex again.

Ever.

The soldier climaxed, shuddering like a dy-
ing man, then lowered himself to her and lay
gasping. Ursula continued working him,
struggling for her own release, but he pulled
back before she got it. She lay panting in frus-
tration, her dark eyes blazing at him.

"Travers, you prick! I didn't finish yet!"



"Fuck yew, Feddie!" Travers laughed. "If |
leave yew a little hungry yew'll be wantin' me
again."”

"You bastard!"

Travers wasn't the worst of them. Only
nineteen, he was assigned to guard the slaves
and take care of their needs. He wasn't one of
the regular customers, but helped himself af-
ter the office staff had left. Though she was
more than twice his age, Ursula was his favor-
ite.

He climbed off the rack and slipped into his
utilities. Ursula sat up and wiped herself
down with a towel, still angry and frustrated.
As soon as he had his belt attached, Travers
reached for the E-cuff and prepared to
shackle Ursula to the bed again.

"Yew need anything before | put this on?"
he asked.

"Yeah. | need to visit the head."

"Speak now, or forever hold yewr water," he
grinned.

He led the way down the hall and stood
guard in the doorway while she took care of
business. Ursula finished and was washing
up, Travers studying her body, when the laser
batteries two hundred yards away suddenly
opened up. The air became electric; Ursula
could feel the hairs on her skin prickle with
static. She glanced at Travers in alarm. He
was looking at the ceiling, his mouth open.

"What's happening?" she asked.



The laser thrummed again, the floor shiver-
ing ever so slightly; the air charged again with
static. Travers glanced at her with fear in his
eyes.

"Must be a strike," he said. "Come on, let's
get you back."

He hustled her back down the hallway to
the dorm. They could hear explosions now,
and the whoosh of GAMS as the ASC batteries
opened up.

They reached the dorm and had just
stepped inside when an enormous explosion
rocked the barrack, throwing Ursula to the
floor and Travers against the wall. The other
women screamed in terror.

Travers recovered quickly enough, but his
hands were shaking and Ursula realized he
was close to panic.

"Travers, you've got to release the girls!”
she said urgently. "You can't leave us shackled
here to die! At least give us a fighting chance!"

"l can't!" he panted, holding in his fear with
an effort. "I have no orders to do that!"

"Fuck your orders!" Ursula shouted. "Dead
women won't do the soldiers any good!"

Travers shoved her back toward the rack,
and was about to fasten the E-cuff over her
wrist when another explosion, this one even
closer, threw them both off their feet. Women
shrieked in panic and jerked frantically at
their E-cuffs in spite of the electric jolts that
sent agony down their arms.



Ursula recovered before Travers did, and as
he sat up, groggy, her right heel smashed into
his face with all the energy she could muster.
His nose exploded and blood squirted across
his uniform as he collapsed backward. She
bent over and retrieved his E-key, then took
his laser pistol as well.

The overhead lights went out, leaving the
room in total darkness. Because of its bun-
ker-like characteristics, the barrack had no
windows, and Ursula had to feel her way from
rack to rack, releasing each woman in turn.
They were all terrified, some were hysterical,
and she had to shout to quiet them.

"All right, listen to me!" she cried. "We can't
leave here right now, because the base is un-
der attack. If we go outside we'll all die for
sure. But when the attack is over we'll try to
slip away. Everything will be in confusion,
and there's a chance no one will notice us."

"If we stay here and the building is hit we'll
all die!" one of the women, a Centauri slave,
wept.

"We're going into the hallway," Ursula said,
"and no farther. You hear me? The hallways
are the safest place to be. So follow me, but
stay close! No one will have a chance outside
until the attack is over."

Ursula was the only military woman in the
group, and they responded to the authority in
her voice. When she opened the door and
looked out, the hallway was lit by emergency



lights. The others followed her, huddled like
frightened children. It was late afternoon and
the day staff had left; Ursula led them to the
center of the hall where they all crouched on
the floor, shaking with fear.

The sound of explosions was constant now.
Mingled with the rush and roar of exploding
ordnance was the indescribable scream of
high-speed spacecraft, as if someone were
ripping the air with a lasersaw, followed by
the multi-layered sonic crash as it closed
again in their wake.

She sat quietly, shaking with adrenaline, as
the attack continued for twenty minutes. The
laser pistol in her hand was somehow com-
forting, though it was useless at the moment.

By accident or design, the barrack housing
the Domestic Relief girls wasn't hit. When the
attack finally ended, Ursula got carefully to
her feet and explored the hallway, looking out
into a larger room. Although nothing had
penetrated the building, the blast and concus-
sion had made a mess of furniture and
equipment.

"What do we do now?" asked a black teen-
ager named Lisa. She stood against the older
woman with wide, frightened eyes, and
Ursula felt a motherly pity for her. Lisa had
been held here since she was fifteen.

"We have two choices,” Ursula replied. "We
can go back to our room and act like nothing
has happened, or we can try to run for it."



"What are you going to do?" the qgirl
pleaded.

"l think I Kkilled Travers. I'm gonna run for
it.” She looked at the rest of the women.
"Anybody else want to go?"

"They'll kill us if they catch us!" another
woman offered.

"They may Kkill us anyway,” Ursula re-
sponded. "I don't know about you, but I'm
tired of being fucked for free."”

It was unanimous — they all elected to go.
Outside, the sounds of the attack were over,
but sirens wailed and they could hear the roar
of raging fires. Ursula led her small group
down several hallways. They found the exit to
the building, but faced another obstacle —
they were all dressed in lingerie. Raid or no
raid, fourteen nearly naked women would be
noticed.

For ten minutes they rummaged through
offices, restrooms, and closets, finding
enough miscellaneous garments to at least
cover themselves, and enough full uniforms to
make at least some of them look like sol-
diers...as long as no one looked too closely.

When they left the building the heat, dry
and scorching, washed over them. Fires raged
near and far, the sky boiled with acrid black
smoke, making the day look like dusk. To the
west, Sirius A hung low on the horizon, but
Sirius B blazed hot overhead, both taking on a
reddish cast in the haze of smoke. Air,



ground, and hover traffic whipped by all
around them, but no one was looking as they
made their way in a calm, determined parade
down the front steps of the building and
around the corner.

To Ursula's amazement, sitting unattended
ten yards away was a military hover vehicle,
apparently undamaged by the attack — com-
plete with a small-calibre machinegun
perched on its hood. It was built for only six
people, but they squeezed aboard and by dou-
bling up managed to get everyone in. Ursula
started the turbines, praying the thing would
work.

"Any of you girls know how to handle this
thing?" she asked as the turbines began wind-
ing up to speed.

"l can." Lisa slid under the controls as
Ursula seated herself behind the machinegun,
checked its loads, and grunted with satisfac-
tion.

"Okay, head for the main gate, nice and
easy. Don't make it look like we're running
away."

Multiple explosions a half-mile away bat-
tered them with concussion as a GAM battery
cooked off, fresh roils of black smoke, rouged
by orange flame, leaping into the sky. There
should be enough excitement for a little while
to keep the enemy occupied, Ursula hoped. If
they could just get out that main gate ...

* % %
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