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lo’'s Child

Chapter1

Inwhich Pyralis is dealt a low blow by his own soldiers.

ight slowly suffused the cabin, filling its dim interior as slowly as a ghost seeping
Lthrough walls, illuminating Pyralis’s sprawling form. The covers, thrown pell-mell
in the night's exuberances, draped the end of the bed sand the floor. An empty bottle of
campaign perched in tepid water, a lingering reminder of the icy, bubbling glasses Pyralis
and the woman had enjoyed together.

A soft ringing joined the light and together they forced Pyralis’s eyelids open a
crack. In an effort to block out the increasingly bright light, Pyralis threw his heavily
muscled arm over his red-rimmed eyes, tangling his fingers in his thick, curly black hair.

The bell chimed loudly as a thundering knock echoed through the room. Quickly
Pyralis scooped up a pair of leggings, struggling into them and cursing volubly. The
pounding increased in rapidity and Pyralis muttered under his breath about soldiers
breaking down metal doors just to see their commander naked.

“What do you want?” His bare chest gleamed in the hall light, muscles bunching
and flexing as Commander Pyralis fought to control his anger.

“Commander, sir,” the peon squeaked, “Lieutenant commander reports squadron
coming in at attack velocity.”

“Make?” Pyralis rubbed his eyes, wishing his second in command would take a
little initiative on his own occasionally.

“Unknown, sir.”
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“Weapons?”

“Big.” The peon straightened at his commander’s glare. “Also unknown, sir, but
we estimate at least a match for ours.”

“Alright, alright, tell the Lieutenant commander I'll be there before any of the
shooting starts.” Without waiting for the peon’s response Pyralis stepped out of the
doorway and allowed the metal to slide home. “Dammit, more fucking creeps to shoot
ouf of the stars...”

But no sooner had Pyralis stripped his leggings off and made ready to wash
himself than a beeping interrupted him. “Technology,” he groaned, “won’t even let a man
bathe by himself.”

Turning to the screen across from his bed, he shouted, “I'm trying to take a
goddamned shower! What the hell do you want?!”

“Never mind,” the voice replied, “it's not that important. Godfrey out.”

“Godfrey! Hold!” Pyralis wrapped a towel around his waist and moved into video
range. “What can | do for you, my good friend?”

A man appeared on the screen. His long blond hair was clipped back neatly, his
uniform creased just-so, his HUD gleamed opalescently with cleanliness. Pyralis
suspected Godfrey of adding a touch of make-up to achieve such perfectly pink cheeks
and full, red lips. His blue eyes certainly could have been real, but Pyralis knew that
contact lenses added the periwinkle tints.

“Pyralis, dear compatriot, you have saved our hides more times than I can count.

Pyralis chuckled and nodded, flexing his arms and feeling the biceps bulge.
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“Yes, indeed | have. But why are you interrupting my shower? We're about to be
attacked by some unknown enemy, my second in command has probably wet his pants
by now, and I should be on the bridge!”

“Very well, very well,” Godfrey’s voice came smoothly to match is appeasing
gestures. “I simply wanted to accept your invitation for next week. How could I refuse to
see your fantastic new ship and your new...acquisitions?” His eyes gleamed, a hint of
danger in his soft face.

“Fine, I'll see you there then.” Pyralis turned away, loosening the towel from his
waist. “Pyralis out.” The screen went black as the towel dropped outside the shower
inset into the wall near his disheveled bed.

Ten minutes later a different commander emerged from his quarters. His dark
hair slicked back, his uniform fitting snugly over his well-shaped body, his black shoes
shining as brightly as the stars outside, he cut a dashing figure. Soldiers snapped to
attention, saluting, as he strode possessively down the hall.

The double-wide doors to the bridge swept open to admit Commander Pyralis to
the main bridge. Lights sparkled in consoles as soldiers’ efficient fingers flew over
controls. “Commander on the bridge!” cried one soldier, and every man jumped to come
to attention, saluting their leader.

“At ease,” Pyralis shot out. “Now you scummy space-scum, what's this supposed
threat?”

A small, lithe man appeared at Pyralis’ side. “Commander, they're just coming
within what we estimate firing range is.” His long thin fingers swept towards the view-

enhanced window arching along the whole length of the bridge. Six bright dots moved
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purposefully towards their vessel, their propulsive gasses flowing out into a rainbow of
sparkling contrail-crystals that shrank into nothingness.

“Have you tried talking to them?” Pyralis didn't like talking much, but with an
enemy of unknown strength, talking first was still better than discovering their superior
firepower firsthand.

“Yessir, no luck. We used all the languages spoken on the Pendragon. No
response.”

“Alright,” Pyralis strode to his second-level chair. “Arm weapons.”

“Armed,” came the response as a crewman'’s fingers played across his controls.
“All weapons online and primed.”

“Fire a warning shot across their bow.” Pyralis’ eyes, artificially brightened from
his long night of love and alcohol, gleamed with excitement. His command was carried
out immediately, a small speck screaming out to meet the intruders. The shot, however,
failed to serve as a mere warning.

“Enhance image!” Pyralis cried as a bright spot of flame blossomed where the lead
ship had been moments before. Zoomed in, the destruction was obvious; nothing
remained of their enemy’s lead vessel.

“They are definitely arming their weapons now, sir,” Pyralis’ lieutenant commander
shouted up to him. “Orders, sir?”

“Orders? Hell yeah! Kill that little turd who shot their ship! Space 'im and use his
body as a torpedo!” Jumping down from his chair, Pyralis pulled the gunner out of his
seat, tossing him angrily aside. “You're out of here! You don’t deserve to be in this

organization if you can’t even miss when I tell you to!”
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Seating himself in the gunner’s still-warm chair, the commander placed his hands
competently on the controls. “We'll just have to kill 'em all.”

And he did, piloting his vessel through space acrobatics to twist a newbie’s
intestines into knots. Moments after the battle had begun, it ended with the final
enemy’s ship turning into a pyrotechnic salute to Pyralis’ skill. As the glowing fragments
of the five destroyed ships slowly spun their way into the void, the bridge erupted in
cheering.

* % *

In the mess hall, two men recovered their meals from the walls. “Guess that ways
the Commander at the helm, eh Jack?”

“Yeah, you can always tell his touch,” Jack replied wryly as he peeled spaghetti
from the front of his uniform. “I hear he was with another one last night. My pal on night
watch said she left looking mighty wore out.”

“My God, how many is that? Didn’t he just have a girl yesterday afternoon?” The
first man’s eyes grew wide in admiration.

“From what | heard...” Jack lowered his voice, motioned his companion nearer to
his red-stained uniform. “It wasn't just a woman. It was two, and one of them wasn't all
human.” Jack nodded his head wisely, proud of his knowledge.

“Seriously? Man, if the Commander can handle two non-humans at once, I'm glad
he's in charge here. Nothing could throw him off. Damn, I've gotta get off to my post.”
Jack absentmindedly waved his companion off, motioning another soldier to join him.

“Hey, what have you heard about the Commander’s woman last night?”

E
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Pyralis left instructions with his lieutenant commander: “Maintain perimeter
patrol and keep in contact with the other patrol ships in this sector. ...And this time,” he
growled, “don’t even think about sending some little rodent to roust me out. Any halfwit
could have outmaneuvered those slugs, and | want you to remember that—don't disturb
me unless something twice the size of the Pendragon with four times the firepower comes
near us.”

“Yessir,” the second-in-command replied, bowing deeply.

“Little worm,” Pyralis growled under his breath as he strode away, steaming for a
fight. It wasn't long before the fight came to him, in the form two middle-rank peons
pounding each other’s head into the bulkhead.

“Gentlemen,” Pyralis glowered, “What seems to be the problem here?” They
ignored him; one man’s nose broke bloodily, staining the decks and his uniform
immediately. “SOLDIERS!” their commander shouted, to no avail. Into the fray he
jumped, lashing out with his fists, kicking and pummeling.

Instead of stopping the fight, however, both men turned their heavily battered
faces to Pyralis and began pounding him simultaneously. Even as Pyralis downed one of
the original fighters—his head cracked against the rough metal floor material, a
sickening sound that signaled his inability to fight for some time in the future—the
second fighter kicked Pyralis in the crotch with his metal-toed boot.

Pyralis’ eyes bulged, his face drained of color, as he turned slowly towards the
fight-crazed soldier. “Space...” Pyralis growled, throwing such a powerful punch into the
soldier’s face that his nose was thrust back into his brain, killing him instantly. Then

Pyralis sank down along the wall to curl on the floor, eyes closed, coping with the pain.

* k *
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When Pyralis awoke, he found himself in his darkened quarters. His most recent
woman, a quiet mouse of a lady, gently patted his sweaty forehead with a cool cloth.
“Pyralis? Are you awake?”

“I don’t know.” Pyralis wiggled his fingers and toes, flexed his arms and legs,
finding all in order. “I think so. Did I faint?”

“My dear, no, well...” His woman'’s eyes slid to the side guiltily. “Ye-es, but the
damage that soldier inflicted on your... A lesser man would never have...” She trailed off,
flustered with the concepts involved. Coldly, unblinkingly, Pyralis stared at her pale face.

“A doctor saw you,” she said. “He wasn't sure if... well, if you'd be able to sleep
with a woman again.”

“WHAAAAAT?” Furious, horrified, Pyralis sat bolt upright. His hands grasped
the woman'’s bare arms, pressing white marks into the pink flesh.

Quickly his woman jumped in, “I assured him that wouldn’t be a problem! Your
prowess is known throughout the ship; no mere peon could stop the Commander.” She
tried to smile reassuringly. “I'm sure, when you feel better...”

But a week later, Pyralis still did not feel better in that way. He resumed his
duties that day, but every night when he took a woman into his room she left with a light
step and strict instructions never to reveal his new weakness. As the days passed, Pyralis
grew despairing. Never in his life had he been unable to satiate his desires; he ate heartily,
drank heavily, worked his body strenuously, and slept with as many women as resided
on the Pendragon. Weeks passed, but his impotence remained.

Striding through the mess hall one day, Pyralis heard a group of soldiers mention
his name.

“So is it true the Commander hasn't had a woman in weeks?”
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“Can’t be. Commander’s fucked more women in a month than I've met in my life.”

“No, it's true. I know a guy on the night watch, he says the women go in but come
out sooner than before. And they seem less tired out, if you know what | mean.”

“He’s not riding 'em as hard?”

“Hell, I say he’s not ridin’ any of um at all'”

Instead of his usual response, Pyralis walked away quietly, hands clasped behind
his back. “I know,” he muttered to himself. “I'll go home. I'm sure I'll be able to fuck my
own wife. She always does it for me.” With a lighter step, Pyralis strode to the main
bridge with orders to return to the home planet immediately. If Cara couldn’t arouse
him, he would simply have to go to Mingan. Mingan’s subtlety and efficacy were assured.

Cara was born beautiful, a child of wealth married to power. Pyralis remembered
her seeing the Pendragon off, her golden hair shining, complimented by her golden-and-
green gown. The perfect subtle, calm wife to compliment his strong militaristic
personality. Standing side by side, he dark and she light, as he assumed control of the
sector, the people had shouted, their approval echoing back from the stars.

“Cara,” Pyralis whispered, alone in his bed for the first time since the ship had
left its berth, “I'm coming home to you.... Lights, out.” Darkness filled the cabin as Pyralis,
Commander of the war cruiser Pendragon and maintainer of peace in the sector, listened

to his own breathing.
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Chapter 2

Inwhich Pyralis returns to his wife, consults Mingan, and meets Godfrey’s wife lanna.

ood morning, my lady,” the attendant softly greeted Cara. “Good news.” Cara
G blinked several times, confused. “Good news,” the attendant repeated, eyes fearful of
waking her mistress unnecessarily.

“What news?” Sitting up, the Lady Pyralis moved her disheveled hair aside.

“Your husband, Commander Pyralis, he is returning.” The attendant looked aside
from the naked woman in bed next to Cara. She could only see her back, curving away
under the covers.

Surprised, his young wife looked up. “So soon? | believed the Pendragon was meant
to be out for several more weeks.”

“Commander Pyralis has changed his plans, and says he must see you alone,
immediately. It's an emergency.” Cara’s pale eyebrows raised in incredulity.

“See me? Alone?” In her mind she tried to count back the months since Pyralis had
called upon her ambassadorial expertise, her vast knowledge of languages, her cross-
cultural experiences traveling with her family. Never. Therefore, only one reason
remained for Pyralis to come home so swiftly: he had been injured, or wasiill.

Suddenly concerned, Cara moved into action. “How soon?” she asked as she rose,
carefully sliding out of bed to keep from waking her companion. “You say he won't tell

the reason? Does that mean he is uninjured, or...?”
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Striding from her bedroom, the attendant following, stuttering answers, the wife

of Pyralis went to ready herself for her husband’s arrival.
* % *

“Finally!” Pyralis’ annoyance had permeated the entire vessel the whole voyage
home as he gave up any pretense of sexual prowess. His temper, already legendary,
spiraled into a towering rage that even his Lieutenant Commander didn’t dare face. More
than once Pyralis heard men muttering, “Only twenty-three hours,” which was still too
long to suit him.

“Finally, now dock and get done with it.” The pilot cringed as his commander
hovered over the controls, fists clenching and unclenching.

“Yes, sir, Control is taking its time about giving us permission...”

“Permission!” Pyralis exploded, “I, need permission to dock at my own port? Ye
gods! Fly in, connect up, and I'll personally take responsibility for the outcome.”

In due time Pyralis found himself en route to Cara’s quarters, anticipating boiling
in his blood. “This’'ll work. It will. I think it’s starting to get hard—oh, maybe not—wvell
maybe...”

His wife’s room remained as he remembered, spare, Spartan even; its true-wood
furniture formed geometrical patterns in their arrangements. The bare walls and rush
floor mats reminded Pyralis of a monastery—not surprising, given Cara’s upbringing.

“Cara?” Pyralis could hardly keep the anticipation out of his voice. Every night
away from his wife, regardless of the woman he slept with, was a night of longing for

Cara. “I'm back, Cara, haven't you heard?”
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She swept in, a vision that sent Pyralis’ heart straight into his throat. Hair shining
like a sun, his favorite green gown sparkling, emeralds in her ears and around her throat,
Pyralis believed he had never seen a woman he desired more.

“My dear Pyralis, what brings you home sooner than you planned? | did not
expect you for at least three more days.” Red lips, blue eyes, pale skin, drew Pyralis to his
wife.

“You,” he replied, shedding his coat onto the gleaming wooden floor. “I couldn’t
spend another night without you.” For a moment Pyralis thought his wife’s eyes dimmed,
perhaps her countenance slipped a bit. “Is there something wrong, my dove?”

“Nothing,” she replied in a light tone. “I believe you would like to see the new bed
coverings I have just received from Earth?” And Pyralis very much did want to see the
bed coverings, ornamented with Cara’s slender, pale body. His wife, always willing and
never questioning, shed her gown as Pyralis eagerly disrobed himself.

But as they progressed, Pyralis found himself unable to overcome the injury
inflicted on him by the unfortunate peon. No soldier of his had hurt him before; but as it
became evident that he could not consummate the event to his satisfaction, Pyralis had
to face the truth—and the questions in his wife’s eyes.

“You've never had a problem before,” she seemed to be saying. “How could you
fail me now?”

Pyralis responded aloud, knowing she would understand: “There was a fight in a
hallway. When | went to break it up, one of the soldiers..damn him!...kicked me there.”
Cara’s eyes became white orbs the size of dinner-plates.

“Hurt you? How did he ever find the nerve! | hope you punished him?”
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“Oh I did; he’s dead.” She gasped, but Pyralis ploughed on. “But | thought coming
to you—I thought it wouldn’t be a problem. | thought the others...it might have been a
fluke...” From the sad resignation written across her face Pyralis saw his wife knew of his
sexual escapades, and his troops’ approval, even pride, in their commander’s libido.

“Have you seen a doctor?” What admiration swelled in Pyralis’ heart then. Cara
refused to acknowledge her shame or bow beneath it. “I'm sure our physician here on
base—"

“I've seen the ship’s doctor. He’s as qualified as our doctor and he said there’s
nothing to be done. Maybe in time I'll get ‘some use’ back. Some use!” He threw himself
from the bed and out of Cara’s embrace to stalk angrily about the bedchamber.

“There’s nothing to be done, then?” She spoke sadly, softly.

“No, one more thing. I'm going to go see Mingan.” Overriding her protests—“He’s
a quack, a fake magician!"—Pyralis pressed on. “If he can give me some drug to help, I'll
take it. I don’t care if you think he’s a fake, I've known him many years and at least trust
his judgment more than that of any other man living.”

Cara bowed her head, hair falling to curtain off her tearful eyes. He would never
consult her, never think of her outside of her bedroom if Mingan healed him. And
Mingan would; for all his quackery, he knew the human body as well as any physician.
Tears slipped down Cara’s cheeks as her husband donned his clothes, leaving without
even a peck on the cheek for her.

Mingan lived on the station in a section that few people entered. He preferred a

simple way of life, much like Cara, a life that Pyralis neither understood nor condoned.
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But the man had something; Pyralis had to admit that. So as he entered what his subjects
called “Mingan’s section” he began calling for his wise man.

“Mingan, | need advice. Please see me now,” Pyralis called. He never said please,
but Mingan had powers Pyralis didn’t understand and didn’t want to understand.
Mingan replied immediately, at least, by magicking a door into the wall directly to
Pyralis’ right.

“Wha—? Oh what the hell.” It slid aside as Pyralis approached. What the
Commander of the sector never expected was the six-foot drop as soon as he stepped
over the threshold.

“Welcome,” Mingan said in that mystical voice of his, “and watch your step. It'sa
bit of a drop.” Pyralis snorted as he picked himself up off the floor, dusting his trousers’
knees in indignation. “I hear you have an anatomical problem.”

“You heard right, though I won't even ask how. Can it be fixed?”

“Commander, trust me. Mingan can fix anything for the right price.”

“Price? What the hell are you talking about?” Pyralis demanded, temper rising. He
owned this station, the very air Mingan was breathing—if Mingan actually did breathe
air—and as he opened his mouth to protest, Mingan replied to the unspoken torrent.

“Your men respect you less even now, do they not? This is a cure you must have,
Commander. And | ask a very little thing in return; more a token than a payment, | assure
you.” In the darkness Pyralis scrunched his eyes to see Mingan’s expression.

“Are you kidding?”

“Do you want to sleep with your wife again?”
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“Yes, yes, fine. What's your price? And keep it reasonable or you'll be spaced so
fast you'll think you were born out there.” Which, considering Mingan'’s soft laughter,
may not have been so far from the truth.

“l ask that you name your son Adair, and swear you will heed my advice
concerning his welfare.”

Pyralis laughed. “I guess I'll need a son first. But if I have a son, sure, I'll call
him...Adair. And | always listen to you, Mingan.”

“Itis settled, then,” Mingan replied. Pyralis saw his pale hands flicker in the
darkness as a light flashed, illuminating their surroundings in a burst too brief to
conceive of. Pyralis saw Mingan’s shoulder-length gray hair, his beard, his deep, deep
eyes. Then darkness returned and Pyralis felt a weight settle into his jacket pocket.

“Take it before you sleep with a woman. After three such encounters you will be
healed. But Pyralis,” Mingan paused Pyralis’ retreat, “heed me in this. You may not live to
effect the cure.”

“Alright,” Pyralis replied flippantly as he climbed the brief ladder to the hidden
door. “I'll watch my back,” he called down into the darkness. But something told him
Mingan had already left, as his voice echoed in the silence of the deep room.

* % *

But it wasn't Pyralis who died first. As he returned to his and Cara’s section, he
saw but did not understand the bustle within Cara’s apartments. He saw security guards
standing about uselessly, faces locked into cold-eyed stares; he saw medical technicians
scurrying to obey their doctors’ orders; he saw his wife’s helpers holding each other, tears
streaming down their cheeks. As he approached, the lead woman broke away to

approach him, her head bowed and hair disheveled.
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“Commander,” she whispered. Pyralis steeled himself and tried to look into her
gray eyes, but she turned aside.

“What is it, Lyella? What's happened?” Suddenly Pyralis’ heart sank. “Not...?”

“Yes, sir. We found her a few minutes ago as we came in. The doctors say she died
immediately.”

“Oh gods. Oh god,” Pyralis rushed into Cara’s room, shoving milling citizens
aside. “Let me in, let me in!” But he knew he was too late, from the pitying looks on the
doctors’ faces. He caught a glimpse of long yellow hair scattering contrasting the
hardwood and green gown flowing across the floor before several medics moved between
him and his wife’s prone form.

“She died right away, Commander,” his personal physician stood, blocking
Pyralis’ view of Cara’s prone form. “There was nothing we could do, but there would
have been no pain.”

Pyralis felt that his body had emptied of its organs, his mind blanking. “She’s
dead?” His strong hands clasped each other to stop their shaking. “She can’t be dead. |
was just with her moments ago.”

“I'm sorry, Commander.” The doctor steered Pyralis out the door with a hand on
Pyralis’ elbow.

“No.” Pyralis jerked his elbow from the doctor’s grasp. “l want to see her body. |
want to know what happened.” Ignoring doctor’s persistent urgings and pushing
through the medics gathered around Cara’s body, Pyralis knelt at his wife’s side. “My

dearest,” he whispered, “I swear I'll catch your Killer. I love you forever.”
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He kissed her cold forehead, pressing her limp hand to his cheek. “Goodbye, my
love.” Standing up, Pyralis turned aside. He could not weep, could not weaken himself or
her memory through such mourning. “Doctor.”

The doctor appeared at his side. “Yes, sir?”

“What killed her?”

“Cyanide gas; we found an inhaler near her body with it, and she certainly died of
suffocation. Plus she had a bitter almond odor on her breath.” The doctor paused, looking
into Pyralis’ eyes. “But nobody killed her, Commander; she killed herself.”

* % %

“I'm postponing the dinner,” Pyralis told his secretary, a steely-eyed woman who
favored gray business suits. “Alert the guests | will hold it next week at this time. And
hold my messages.”

“Very well, Commander.” He turned away from his office, slowly, painfully. “Sir?”

“What is it?” His voice sounded tired, but not as empty as his secretary expected.

“Sir, your staff wants to offer our consolation at your loss. If there’s anything we
can do.” Her dry eyes filled with tears. “We loved her, too, sir...”

“Of course.” He sighed, realizing the sincerity with which his secretary spoke was
indicative of everybody'’s love for his wife. “Now leave me alone.” Pyralis walked away.
For him, mandatory week of mourning could not end soon enough—yet, Cara had her
hold upon him, he admitted that much to himself. Her talent in bed stood out among
Pyralis’ many experiences; he would not meet her match for quite some time.

* % %
Wine caught starlight and sparkled as brightly as the guests’ gowns. Pyralis

moved through the crowd smoothly, a wolf among domesticated dogs. They spoke to
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him deferentially, inclining their heads, shaking his hand, laughing at his jokes, and as he
left the remarked on is wonderful ability to overcome his recent bereavement.

“That's the Commander,” one officer proudly commented to his lady. “He’s
strong, he’s seen death. Why, | heard he just had a new woman last night.” His
companion rolled her eyes, moving away.

Strolling contentedly through the gathering, Pyralis reflected on his good fortune.
True, his loss of Cara was terrible, but her father confirmed that their alliance would
remain intact since Pyralis had nothing to do with her death. The party seemed to be
going well, but Pyralis couldn’t tell such things until—

“Why, Pyralis, you're looking pleased with yourself! What canary have you
swallowed this time?” Godfrey’s immaculate suit gleamed where his wife’s hand rested
lightly on his perfectly creased sleeve.

“Godfrey.” Pyralis extended his hands, conscious that people turned to stare. The
Commander only offered both his hands to his most trusted friends, usually reserving
one hand to grab for defense if needed. “How are you my dear friend?”

“Wonderful, wonderful. I am sorry to hear of your loss.”

“My loss is lost. | can do nothing more about it. I'd much prefer to speak of
something else.” Pyralis coolly sipped his wine, eyeing Godfrey, but the man never batted
an eye.

“Of course.” He transitioned smoothly, brushing Cara’s death away with a sweep
of his manicured hand. “This has been a most enjoyable evening; wherever did you find

such a delicious symphony?”
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“My own, in fact. We pay highly for such skilled artisans, you know. They’re from
all over the galaxy, the best we could find. With the wars over, we try to teach the people
culture, but fighters...” Pyralis shrugged. “You know.”

“Indeed.” Godfrey’s grimace spoke eloquently to his opinion of such ground
pounders. “May | introduce my wife, lanna. She’s recently joined me from Ganymede,
where she was visiting her family.”

Pyralis bowed deeply to lanna, taking her hand and pressing it to his lips.
“Madam. Your acquaintance is a pleasure.” Her black hair sparkled with diamond pins
holding it back, her green eyes registering pleasure at the Commander’s attentions. Self-
consciously she ran her free hand along her skin-hugging black gown, flattening it
against her stomach.

“Commander, the pleasure is all mine.” She glanced at her husband, who smiled
and disengaged her hand from his forearm.

“My dear, | trust | can leave you in the Commander’s protection for a moment
while | speak to a few acquaintances?” Godfrey’s eyes flicked towards a young man,
dressed to the height of fashion, whose eyes had barely left Godfrey’s form all evening. “I
have some business to attend to.”

“It would be my pleasure,” Pyralis, feeling his heart starting to beat more strongly.
This was a woman worthy of his further attentions. “I cannot protest the company of a
beautiful woman, if she does not protest.”

“Of course not,” lanna said. She took Pyralis’ arm possessively, pressing close to
him. “I'm sure the Commander and | will have plenty to talk about while you're away, my

dear husband.”
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Chapter 3

Inwhich Pyralis spends time with lanna and finds her company too agreeable to give up.

yralis ran his eyes over his companion’s form and found himself thinking far ahead.
PShe was all that Cara had been and more; she would prove the perfect wife for a
rising star of a commander.

“Well, my dear, may | get you a drink?” Pyralis had put his wine onto a passing
server’s tray earlier to free both hands for Godfrey.

“Thank you, Commander, but | don’t drink alcohol. I find my reaction rather
stronger than might be advised in such company.” Her cheeks colored, very prettily to
Pyralis’ eyes. Every moment they stood together he desired her more, and he had never
yet denied himself a woman. The image of Mingan’s bottle, twice drunk from, came to
mind; lanna offered the perfect opportunity to effect his cure.

“Then we shall simply have to adventure out to obtain you something suitable to
your tastes. What shall it be, my lady?” Pyralis bowed over her hand, gesturing towards
the door. “The resources of this station are at your command.”

Laughing, lanna stammered, “I—I would dearly like some fresh orange juice, if
that's possible. We don't tend to have real fresh fruit juice...”

“Your word is my command. Let us away from this party upon a valiant quest for
your juice.” Placing her hand upon his arm, Pyralis moved through the crowds. Pride
swelled in his heart for the joy of having such loveliness at his side. He saw his officers’

admiration and knew they awaited his conquest with anticipation. But she would be no
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mere one-night stand; lanna was meant for him, Pyralis knew. She would replace Cara
and fill the small, empty hole in Pyralis’ heart.

In the hallway, Pyralis paused momentarily, then turned to a guard standing
alertly by. “Guard.”

“Yessir, Commander?”

“Alert me if Godfrey exits this room, and tell me who his companion is.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dismissed.” Pyralis turned back to lanna, smiling. “Nobody will interrupt our
quest for satisfaction.”

As they walked the halls of Pyralis’ home station, he planned. Surely Godfrey
would entertain himself with that pathetic boy he’d been eyeing all night. How such a
effeminate man as Godfrey had convinced a glorious woman like lanna to marry him was
beyond Pyralis’ imaginative faculties.

“Do you know the station very well, lanna?” Pyralis asked, knowing the answer.

“No, indeed. I've just come from Ganymede and have never before visited this part
of space.” She glanced up at his impassive face, unaware of the passion raging behind his
blue eyes. “But | would not begrudge a tour, by the Commander nonetheless.”

“Of course. This is the finest station of her type, bigger than any of her
predecessors. She can support a population of over five million.” Pyralis glowed with
pride. “She’s one of the first things | built when peace was established in this sector.
Perhaps you'd like to see the main control room?”

“You're too generous.” But lanna moved willingly at Pyralis’ gentle guidance. He
would show her the main bridge, alright. Just down the hall from here he had established

his quarters; and who knew what might happen from there?
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* k *

“What a beautiful station you have here, Commander!” lanna exclaimed as they
left the main control room. “I have never seen so many stars from one window. And the
men certainly do respect you!”

Pyralis could not have swelled more with pride. Certainly the men had responded
perfectly as they entered the main control room. “Commander on deck!” the commanding
officer shouted, and each man jumped to his feet, coming to attention. He had set them at
ease and back to their posts, of course, but the show of respect had impressed lanna
beyond his dreams.

“I certainly do appreciate your...strength,” she added. “It's wonderful to feel proud
of your companion.”

Pyralis smiled, a smile lanna should have been afraid of. “My dear, in my company
you will never feel ashamed. My quarters are just down this way—" he indicated a
passageway. “Shall we refresh ourselves there before returning to the party?”

“Oh, that would be nice. I'm afraid all the walking has hurt my feet; I'm not used
to such shoes.” She poked one toe out from beneath her midnight gown’s hem. Pyralis
winced, wondering how any woman fit her foot into such a contrivance... And thinking
that the sparkling shoes certainly complimented the diamond barrettes in lanna’s jet-
black hair.

“Good Lord!” He exclaimed in mock horror. “Not a step more. | will personally
carry you to deliverance.” Without waiting for her assent Pyralis bent and caught her up
in his arms as effortlessly as he would sweep up a child.

“Oh goodness!” lanna cried. But she put her slender arm around his shoulders,

holding still to not stress him. “Are you sure this is alright?”
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Pyralis glanced quickly into her face. “I can carry you easily,” he answered briefly,
hurrying towards his apartment. “I'll see you get your juice once in my apartments as
well.” His door neared, opened as they drew close to it.

Inside, instead of setting her down as lanna expected, Pyralis swiftly bore her
through his dark apartments into his bedroom. An enormous bed, perfectly smooth,
beckoned invitingly to Pyralis’ lustful heart. He laid lanna back on it gently, trying to
read his conquest’s face. Passivity, with a spark in her eyes, he decided: the perfect
opportunity for action.

“lanna...”

“Commander—" He put his fingers over her red, red lips.

“Pyralis. Please.” As a courtesy Pyralis allowed his women to call him by name as
they satisfied his urges. And this wasn't just a woman; she was his future. She smiled at
his familiarity.

“Pyralis. Godfrey...”

“Not a word,” Pyralis whispered. “He’s nothing.” No wayward, feminine husband
would interrupt Pyralis’ passion. So he pressed his greedy lips against her cool ones,
stroking her body and struggling out of his dress uniform as quickly as he could.

The beeping interrupted his seduction. “Commander, sir!” the voice called over
his communicator.

“What the hell do you want!” Pyralis growled, still trying to kiss lanna.

“Sir, Godfrey has just left the party with a male friend.”

“Alright, fine. Where are they going?”

“It appears they've headed to his guest apartments, sir.”
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“Great! Now leave me alone, and if anybody calls back I'll space him.” Pyralis
turned back to lanna, who had sat listening to the conversation with raised eyebrows.

“Keeping track of my husband, are you?” But instead of responding, Pyralis began
investigating her neck with his Kisses, working his way up to her parted lips.

After a moment, lanna began responding, first reluctantly but with increasing
ardor. “Oh, Pyralis. I've dreamed of you, seen you and this station.”

“Shhhhh,” Pyralis replied as he reached for the bottle Mingan had given him.

Waking up happened slowly, one blissful stage at a time. Pyralis first felt the
warmth of her body pressing against his; then he saw her short black hair spread across
the snowy pillow. He heard her breath coming smoothly, rhythmically. lanna had not
disappointed Pyralis’ hopes and desires, and he hoped her husband would live up to
expectations as well—as a peace-loving man who would rather sidestep such conflict as
might occur as a result of the Commander of the sector, and his direct superior, sleeping
with his wife.

“Wha..where am 1?” lanna rolled over rubbing sleep from her eyes.

“Don’'t you remember?” Pyralis asked, pleased with himself. “Last night was
certainly one to remember.”

“Pyralis, yes... yes, | remember. You were wonderful.” She smiled and Pyralis
didn’t think she felt any guilt about her husband. “Perhaps, when | visit another time,
you might procure me more...orange juice of the type you provided last night?”

“I believe such things can be arranged,” the commander replied, stretching
luxuriously. “I think it might even be possible for you to live here, on the station,

permanently. How would that suit you?”
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“Permanently? What of Godfrey, his planet?”

“Perhaps Godfrey should be my concern, my beautiful one. Don't forget, |
conquered his world as fairly as | conquered all the others. He is my man.” Pyralis glowed
inwardly. Besides, he wanted to add, your husband won't be here to involve you much
longer.

“But now, my love,” he paused. “You know | love you, don't you?”

“Commander—”

“You called my name often enough last night. Please, lanna, use it now.” He
touched her face softly, knowing what women like. She would spend the day glowing
with the honor of using his personal name, unaware that every woman who pleased him
received that gift at least briefly.

“Pyralis, then. We just met last night. It's not possible to love me in such a short
time.” She sat up, businesslike now, moving from the bed as lithely as a cat. Pyralis
watched her naked body in admiration as she gathered her rumpled gown from the floor,
assembled her trappings.

“But 1 do.”

“Yes,” she replied, eyes not meeting his. “I know. I saw it would happen.”

“Saw? What, have you got the gift of foresight?” Pyralis’ lightly mocking tone
brought her around sharply to face him. When he saw her face, suddenly he knew that
she truly had seen his love for her, or at least believed she had.

“Yes, Commander. | did. And when I met you I knew that you would love me and |

you, in time. You are a wonderful lover, but I must return to my husband now.” Carrying
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her shoes, the woman of Pyralis’ dreams marched out the door and into the hallway, head
held high.

“Ah,” Pyralis groaned as she left. “Perfect for me.” But the day had just begun, and
Pyralis had many plans of dubious morality to carry out before Godfrey and his
enchanting wife departed his space station.

* % %

“Commander, alert.” The computer voice couldn’t sound urgent, but Pyralis
thought he heard the urgency anyway.

“What is it?” His dress uniform would need pressing—and cleaning, considering
the amount of make-up lanna had somehow smeared on it that night.

“Enemy ships heading this way, sir.”

“How many? What configuration? How big?” Dropping the dress clothes, Pyralis
changed into his daily uniform while he listened.

“Unknown configuration. Officers report similarity to six vessels destroyed by
Pendragon two weeks ago. Not responding to hails, language barrier hypothesized.
Approaching at attack velocity and vector. Estimated time of arrival, twenty-five
minutes.”

Pyralis had already dashed from his apartments by the time the computer
finished its slow recital. A scene of chaos met his eyes on the main command deck.
Officers scurried frantically, trying to look dignified, as peons made no pretense of calm
and simply ran from task to task. Nobody noticed Pyralis’ entry in the pandemonium
until he shouted, “COMMANDER ON DECK!”

Everybody froze, coming to attention. “Sir!” they shouted in unison, much to

Pyralis’ pleasure.

-27-



K. M. Ferguson

“Now, let’s have some order here. We have 25 minutes, so we need to scramble.”
Relieved at their commander’s demeanor, the frenzy subsided to a more tolerable level.
Pyralis motioned to his station commander. “I want all defense squadrons out, forming a
sphere around the station.”

“Yessir.” The commander motioned a middle-level officer, who began relaying the
order.

“And | want every ship with weapons out there now, behind the fighters, as an
inner perimeter.”

“Sir?” The officer looked up, surprised. “That’s unprecedented, sir.”

“I know that! Now do it. And | want Godfrey’s ship piloted by him. He’s the best
non-military pilot I've seen in my life.” Pyralis twinged for a moment, his stomach
clenching. Killing a man for his wife? It had been done before.

“Very well sir. It will be done as you say.”

“I trust the station’s defenses are already primed.” Pyralis knew their defenses
could hardly hold out against a massive attack, but defenses were defenses.

“Yessir, done.”

“While we wait, I'm going to get some breakfast. Alert me at the first contact. We
don’t want to fire until we've tried to talk to them.” Pyralis could eat anything, at any
time, and battles made him especially hungry. His stomach growled, and he thought of
lanna in last night’s throes of passion. “I could use some...”

“Sir? Can | get you something?” The officer stood attentively awaiting Pyralis’
order.

“No, no. I'll satisfy my own appetite. Just let me know when we make first

contact, alright? Now leave me alone.” Striding from the room, Pyralis glanced around
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the hallway. Perhaps lanna had not left the area yet—perhaps she had returned to his

quarters. But when he arrived there he found them empty of life, but not love. lanna had

left a diamond hair clip sparkling on the tables with a note. Next time, I'll really show you

what | know.
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Chapter 4

Inwhich Pyralis fights a definitive battle and executes an evil plan.

here was no denying the aggressiveness of the enemy’s attack. They flew in, a swarm
Tof small vessels surrounding two larger ones, which in turn flanked the most

enormous battle cruiser Pyralis had ever seen. Hails were ignored, although some
communications officers reported hearing strange squealing and screeching over their
comms, which linguists hypothesized might be the enemy’s language. Pyralis felt little
patience for linguists, however; he had conquered this sector and maintained his hold
over four others through force, not by talking to people.

“Commander, the cruiser has entered a holding position.”

“How far?”

“About half a million kilometers, sir, just out of weapons range.”

“Damn. Any good news from our forces in the other sectors?” The standing
defense force for the station was sufficient against most of his subjects’ uprisings, but
those fifty small fighters and the Pendragon in the inevitable major offensive this enemy
would demand.

“Negative sir. Ten cruisers are coming but will take between twelve and twenty-
four hours to reach our position. The other ten are over thirty-six hours out and request
permission to remain deployed at their current positions, to maintain the peace in their

sectors.”
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Pyralis agreed to their assessment, ordering fifteen of the twenty cruisers to
remain behind while urging the other five to report back to his station with all speed.
Then he turned his mind to other possible reinforcements.

“Transports with escorts?”

“Four transports within range, with a total of sixteen light fighters as escort.
They'll begin arriving in fifty-six minutes.”

“We'll have to engage their smaller fighters and hold them off until the transports
make it back here. Take them one step at a time. Size of enemy force?” Clasping his hands
behind his back, Pyralis paced the control deck. This represented a significant threat to
his control, as well as suggesting the possibility of other highly technical races.

“Our best count...” The officer consulted a terminal. “Looks like between seventy-
five and a hundred.”

Pyralis winced. His station maintained ninety small fighters, nine units of ten
that worked together effectively. He kept ten additional fighters sin reserve, an elite
fighting force; but even deploying those, their odds were poor. A possible even match, or
outnumbered, with no information on their weapons systems.

“Deploy reserve wing to supplement defense sphere.” Pausing, Pyralis added,
“Where's the Pendragon?”

“Reserve wing deployment, aye. Pendragon stationed just out of viewing rage
above the control center. Lieutenant commander aboard reports all systems operational
and ready for defense.”

“Good. The enemy—no data on their weapons systems yet?”

“No, sir, but closer pilots speculate similar to ours.”
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“Better?” Pyralis mused, but shook his head at the officer as he opened his mouth
to reply. No response was necessary since they would have to fight regardless.

“Enemy fighters moving to within firing range, sir. Weapons systems seem to be
locked onto the station itself.”

“Raise defensive shields, prepare station defense system.” Pyralis bent to address
his fighter crew himself. “Men, it's up to you today. You're the best damn fighters we've
got and we're all counting on you to keep those fighters away from the station until the
transports get here. Godspeed and give 'em hell”

The battle engaged with the small enemy fighters seeking to penetrate the thinly-
stretched defensive sphere, which quickly morphed into a chaos of the ten fighter
clusters engaging smaller numbers of enemy fighters in dogfights. Lights flashed on the
control deck as Pyralis watched his men destroying and being destroyed. Equally
matched technologically, each kill was a hard-won bloodbath.

After forty minutes of intense combat, the smaller enemy fighters began pulling
back. Pyralis leaned in to contact his defenders: “Report status, all wings.”

“Red Leader reporting in, one lost, three damaged.”

“Orange Leader reporting three lost.”

“Yellow Leader reporting one lost, no other damages.”

“Green Leader reporting two severely damaged. Request permission to return to
base.”

“Permission granted for those two. Red Leader, send in three damaged as well.”

“Roger that, Commander.”

“Blue Leader reporting none damaged, Commander.”

“Alpha Leader reporting two damaged.”
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“Beta Leader reporting in five damaged, one destroyed. | need reinforcements.”

“Gamma Leader reporting six minor damages, nothing to stop us fighting!”

“Delta Leader reporting in.”

“Epsilon Leader reporting minimal damages but four destroyed. Orders, control?”

“Maintain defensive positions and keep your eyes peeled for any move by those
bastards. Civilian vessels,” Pyralis consulted their locations close around the station.
“Those of you with the capability, report to Red Leader. You'll replace his lost squadron
for the next fifteen minutes, when the transports arrive.” The civilian replies came in
incredulously but obediently, and just in time.

The two middle sized enemy vessels moved into firing range of the station, one on
either side, as a their remaining fighters swarmed around the rest of the station.

“Damn, they're everywhere!” an officer in the control room commented.
“Commander, Pendragon requests permission to engage starboard medium enemy vessel.”

Pyralis paused, unsure. Pendragon was far and away their finest war vessel, and he
had thought to keep it in reserve to engage the largest enemy vessel. “Negative on that
offensive,” he finally decided. “Pendragon, maintain position. Transports’ escort will
engage medium vessels.”

—_—

The civilian ships moved into position, filling gaps left in Red Leader’s defense
section. Aboard his ship Ray of Dawn, Godfrey grumbled to his men to hide his anxiety.
Godfrey had become leader of his world not through bloody battles or clever strategic

maneuvering like Pyralis, but through political backstabbing and no small amount of
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luck. He understood Commander Pyralis’ need for more ships, but to send Godfrey out
with his vessel seemed more than a little strange.

“Lake, any more orders from the Commander or Red Leader?” Godfrey rubbed his
moisturized hands together nervously. He disliked having some small fry Red Leader
ordering him about, too.

“No; we're just holding our position until the enemy regroups or we're ordered to
attack.”

“Very well, very well. Alert me to any status change. I'll be in my quarters.”

“Yes, sir.” Lake hid his disdain behind carefully creased pants and a neutral face.
He had signed on to serve under Commander Pyralis, not this Godfrey; but at last, after
months of ferrying him between diplomatic meetings and clandestine encounters, Lake
would have the opportunity to test this beautiful vessel’'s mettle. He flexed his capable
hands on the controls, eyes alert for incoming fighters.

—_—

In her quarters, lanna marveled at her aggressiveness. Her mother warned against
chasing a man and had pointed out the truth of the policy when Godfrey, the local
reigning monarch, had chosen her for marriage. She raised a glass of iced orange juice to
her lips to taste its cool tanginess.

“Tell me more of this legend your people believe.”

Her companion, an attendant to the late Cara, replied, “In my world, we have the
tale of a warship, lost many years ago in an asteroid field. My people say a society far
advanced of our own built it, and that he who finds the vessel will take up the mantle of

that society and rule the universe.”

-34 -



lo’'s Child

“But how will he know where this asteroid field is? There are thousands of them
in the universe. Probably more than we know, since we can’t fly to the universe’s ends
yet.”

The women lounged comfortably in the cheerfully lit room. lanna admired its
lines and tasteful decoration, finding no fault in Pyralis’ station designers. She wondered
briefly what life aboard a magnificent station, associated with such a powerful man,
might be like.

“I've heard that he will have a powerful wizard helping him. But others say that
he will have visions of the vessel’s location from early childhood.” The attendant sipped
her drink, too, and marveled at this woman. She was a practically a queen on her world,
married to the planet’s ruler, and yet here she sat chatting with a normal, everyday
person!

“I hadn't heard of people actually having visions. | thought that was all myths and
religious hokum.” The attendant, however, shook her head vigorously.

“No, I don't think it is. Religion isn't some outdated thing, and even non-religious
people see visions. On my world we hold such people in very high esteem...but we also
believe that religion’s hold on the heart isn't entirely meaningless.” She looked sheepishly
down at her drink, then defiantly back up to lanna, her face flushing.

“It means something to—" The room shook as a dull blast thudded around them,
jostling the two women and bringing them to their feet as it receded. “What was that?”
they asked in unison.

The attendant and lanna started towards the door together. “You stay behind, I'll

see what'’s going on,” lanna suggested.
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“No, please stay here. You're in the middle of the station, it's safe here for a long
time. Let me go; I'm less important than you. And | know the station better.”

Accepting the reasonableness of this suggestion, lanna reluctantly agreed,
sending her companion out the door with a kiss on each cheek. “Come back and tell me
what’s going on as fast as you can. I'll try to get the Commander on one of the
communications channels.”

lanna waved her away down the corridor. After the woman had gone, she backed
slowly away from the door, listening to it slide closed ever so quietly. Turning around,
she suddenly felt the pain of loss, seeing in her mind’s eye her husband lying bleeding
from his forehead on the deck of Ray of Dawn.

* % %

The ships came in faster than Godfrey thought they would. These space battles
scared the bejesus out of him, he learned; and he learned why soldiers swear. Because
they are afraid.

“Goddamn it what the fucking hell is going on out there?!” He howled as his ship
rocked and roared.

“Enemies closing in, heavy firing. Sir, we've lost one of our gunners.” The pilot
looked up from his screens briefly, his eyes cold. “Can you fill in for him?”

“Hell yeah,” Godfrey assented, staggering across the tilting floor. He became
disoriented as the vessel lost its artificial gravity just long enough for him to flip upside
down, then fall hard onto his shoulder. But he got to the gunner’s station just in time to
see an enemy fighter bearing down on them.

Godfrey manned the controls, blessing his mother for making him take something

as vulgar and rough as that class on fighter controls. They had been similar enough to

-36 -



lo’'s Child

these that he figured out how to aim and fire quickly—and scored a direct hit against
their attacker. The enemy vessel spun out of control while Godfrey crowed his victory.
* % *
From the control room, Pyralis saw it all. The Ray of Dawn scored an awkward
shot against the enemy’s wounded fighter, spinning it out of control. In a final act of
malevolence—Pyralis could almost see the enemy pilot’s teeth clenched, eyes blazing

hatefully—the pilot fired his remaining thrusters to set a collision course with Ray of

Dawn.

Godfrey’s pilot shouted in dismay, a shout of horror and anguish and denial and
hopelessness all in one. It took Godfrey a moment to turn from glancing at the wailing
pilot, whose hands had fallen still and useless on the controls, to looking back out the
window. He actually saw the hateful alien pilot’s glare as the fighter’s cockpit smashed
directly into Godfrey’s post. Throwing himself backwards to escape, Godfrey struck his

head against Ray of Dawn’s deck and saw only blackness.
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Chapter 5

Inwhich Pyralis concludes his battle with the mysterious enemy, weds lanna, and hears bad

NEWS.

paced.” Pyralis looked away. He had half wanted Godfrey to die, but not like that. Not
Sslowly, in a vacuum, or smashed between his own ship’s deck and an enemy’s hull.

“Great gods, Godfrey’s been spaced.” But even as he comprehended the magnitude of
the event, his heart leapt at the thought of lanna becoming his and his alone. A
subordinate officer bustlingly appeared at his elbow.

“Commander, the transports have arrived and their fighters are engaging the
medium sized enemy ships.” Somehow Pyralis felt it a desecration to move on from
Godfrey’s death so quickly, but the battle progressed. War meant casualties, he told
himself; Godfrey was just an unfortunate casualty.

“Excellent. Draw them away from the station. Pendragon.”

“Pendragon standing by, sir.” The pilot’s voice crackled over the link as the
station’s resources shunted energy away from communications into station-wide defense
systems.

“l want you to take half the fighters and the four transports. Assault the
mothership. Try to capture it, but if you must, destroy it.” This new race was hardy,
clever, and might possibly have technology advances that Pyralis needed in his

continuing conquest of the galaxy.
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“Roger that, Commander. Engaging enemy mothership now.” The fighters moved
in, a swarm of engine and weapons lights. The enemy ship responded, its guns flashing a
staccato contrast to Pyralis’ fighters. Voices crackled over the control room’s speakers:

“Red Leader, this is Blue three, fighters on my tail. Requesting assistance”

“Green one to Green Leader”

“Ray of Dawn holed”

“Got 'em on the run”

“Yellow three to civilian vessel, return to holding pattern”

“Civilian ship Cyrano damaged, requesting permission to return to base”

Then finally, as Pyralis began to think of how he would console lanna that
evening, a welcome transmission blared over the speakers. “Commander, this is transport
Bradbury’s Escort One reporting enemy mothership engines, navigation disabled.”

“Excellent!” Pyralis exclaimed. “All fighters return to station. Blue squadron guard
that alien mothership. We don’'t want her crew destroying her from the inside.” Turning
to his officer, Pyralis barked, “Lieutenant! Prepare boarding party for alien mothership
STAT! Atmosphere suits required aboard that ship until further notice. Take all
surviving crewmembers into custody.”

“Yes sir, Commander.”

“Do it now, damn it, not tomorrow!” Pyralis motioned angrily with his hand, a
sweeping gesture that both dismissed and chastised his subordinate.

“Yessir.” Turning smartly on his heel the lieutenant marched off, back stiff.

“Somebody tell me the status of our ships.”
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“Twenty-five fighters damaged, ten destroyed, Commander.” Another officer
took the lieutenant’s place, nearly trembling with trepidation. Yet speaking to the
commander of the sector bolstered his pride; he would boast to his grandchildren for
years about his status report to Commander Pyralis until they could quote it word for
word. “Orange and Green squadrons lost three each, sir, ah... Blue lost one, Yellow two
and Red one. Here’s the full report.”

“Excellent showing.” Pyralis absentmindedly took the report, but looked up
when the officer failed to release it to him. “Is there a problem, officer?”

“No sir,” he paused, abashed. “But sir, might you sign this for me?” The officer
held out his pad, and though Pyralis rolled his eyes and laughed scoffingly, he signed the
officer’'s pad and waved him away as well. But as he left, Pyralis smiled. They loved him.
Now if only she loved him as well.

lanna sat in her assigned room, dry-eyed and alone. She wondered if the woman
would come back; if the battle had been won, if her premonition had come true.
Troubled, she jerked off the pillowed divan to pace the room restlessly, hands clutched at
her sides, her eyes scanning and tracking the ground. She knew Pyralis would come to
her, hoped he would, and feared his arrival. For if her husband truly had died, what right
would she have to loving this other man immediately?

The door beeped, begging for attention.

lanna kept pacing, unresponsive. “If it's him...” she muttered to himself. “Last
night it was fling with the sector’s leader, but today it might be life with him.”

It beeped again, more loudly.

“I don't know the man.”
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Beep.

“But I want his power. | want to live that life. | want this child—" She stopped,
horrified. “Child? I'm kidding myself. Godfrey and I could never conceive; it's not possible
for me. Door, open.”

It was he, bearing champagne and two long-stemmed crystal glasses. “A toast, to
our victory!”

“Commander, please tell me. My husband.” lanna looked at him flatly, betraying
none of the turmoil boiling within her mind.

Pyralis set the glasses and drink down gently on a table, seated himself. Motioned
her over. “lanna, | hate to tell you this, but your husband died in the line of duty.” She
stood silently facing him, stony and expressionless.

“I will honor Godfrey’s memory, | swear it. He had just stopped an enemy vessel
and it just spun into Ray of Dawn. I'm sorry.” But Pyralis wasn’t sorry, and lanna knew the
truth.

“Commander, I am not mourning his loss. | knew when he died; | saw it. The only
ones who will weep at his death are his many ‘secret’ lovers.” Yet when she tried to smile
at the pathetic thought of her husband deluding himself into thinking she bought his lies
of secret diplomatic missions her face contorted into a painful grimace. “But he was a
good man, and I believe I will miss him.”

Pyralis bowed his head to acknowledge her eulogy to her lost husband. “He died
well, lanna.”

“And why did he have to die at all?” she shot back, a spark of life jumping into her
cold cheeks. “Why did you send him out in Ray of Dawn? He hated flying, he barely knew

how to fire a gun. You had better trained men—yourselfl—sitting inside watching.”
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“l...lanna, we needed the civilian defenses. They would have broken through.”

“Commander,” lanna began, straightening her sagging spine; but Pyralis
interrupted her resoluteness.

“Please, last night you called my name. | had hoped you wouldn't give the practice
up by the light of day.” His pleading face and outspread hands supplicated her. To his
wonder, Pyralis spoke words he had never bestowed upon Cara in their fifteen years of
marriage. “I love you, lanna. Let it pass.”

“You caused my husband’s death directly and deliberately. Why should I just
drop the subject?”

“l did it for us, lanna. So we could be together forever. And we did need the
defenses—and Godfrey did his share. He was magnificent.”

“Lies. He was a coward.”

“He did destroy an enemy fighter that was within dangerous distance of this
station. You may have even felt the shock of its blasting our hull.” He knew she had; the
station buzzed with talk of a fighter drawing close enough to actually rock the station
with its fire. “lanna.” He took her hands, and she did not pull them away. She looked less
cold, softer, as she listened to his smooth voice. “Your husband is gone, but I would like
the chance to try to fill that emptiness. Please forgive me.”

Her lids dropped demurely over those brilliant emerald eyes. “Forgive you? For
what? My husband is gone and | accept what condolences | can get.” Forgiveness,
however unacknowledged, came swift and completely. “I cannot ask more knowledge of
this event, but I would like to see the recording of Ray of Dawn’s destruction.”

“It shall be done, my dearest.” Pyralis indicated the couch. “Will you join me in

drinking to the victory, and to your husband’s valiant death?”
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Sitting knees pressed together under her silk kimono, back straight, arms
properly tilted and eyes correctly averted as she accepted the glass of golden liquid,
Pyralis could not imagine desiring a woman more. She knew her place, she knew her
desires, and she knew his desires—her. And the universe.

“To Godfrey and a resounding victory.”

She echoed, “A resounding victory.” The touched glasses and the tinkling of the
rims was just a faint echo of their pounding hearts. Pyralis did not fail to notice lanna’s
deliberate omission of her husband’s name. He looked askance to her over the shining
crystal.

“On Ganymede, many people die,” she explained. “Some grieve and some do not.
The strong ones, the ones who survive, do not.”

“Did you love him, lanna? Did he stir your passions and your heart?”

“What does love have to do with marriage? | come from a powerful family and
married power. We made love once, on our honeymoon. And for children. But he stirred
no more passion in me than I stirred in him.” A touch of bitterness edged into her voice,
perhaps a note of sorrow or loss; but she shook her glossy black head. One hair floated to
the floor and was lost in the dark carpeting.

“l..” Pyralis covered his pleasure by sipping his drink as the pause elongated.

“Don’t worry, Pyralis. The child is yours.” lanna spoke while raising the glass to
her mouth, a casual comment, but as her words’ meanings became clear the crystal goblet
slipped to splash its expensive drink into the divan. She sat, fingers empty but retaining
the impression of the glass.

“Child!” Pyralis exclaimed, never one to let surprises freeze him up. “What're you

talking about, woman? We just—you can't know—"
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“No, no, you're right,” lanna hastened to interrupt. “I don’t know what I'm talking
about. Let's refill my glass, and call somebody to clean up this mess. Let’s go to your
room.”

“Alright.” Pyralis never argued with a woman when she asked to go to his
quarters, although he knew lanna’s flustered response was the cause of the request. But
the child...that, he would have to consider. Mingan had predicted a child, a legitimated
son to be named Adair. Could lanna actually know? Could she be bearing his, Pyralis’,
firstborn son?

Standing there in the doorway as lanna called a cleanup crew, Pyralis made up his
mind. As she turned back to him, he set aside his glass and the half-empty bottle of
champagne to grasp both of her slender hands, hands that he hoped would rest on his
arm at all the formal functions in his future.

“lanna, will you marry me?”

* % %

They were wedded four weeks later in all the pomp and ceremony the joining of
two rulers deserved; Pyralis wore his black uniform creased so sharply he could have
shaved with its edges. Its white shirt shone under the brilliant stage lights while his
shoes reflected a perfectly clear image of everything above. Even his diamond cuff-links
glittered and flashed into the stands above.

“Look at the Commander tonight. God, imagine!” One peon in the vast
auditorium commented, nudging his companion.

“I know it,” his friend agreed. “But I'm proud to serve under him.”

“Yeah, me too.” They sat in silence for a time as music played.
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“So now he’s got this lady, do you think he’ll keep fucking all those other women
on the side?”

“Hell, would you if you got somebody like her?”

The music changed, announcing lanna’s entrance. The audience rose in waves as
she paced the long aisle to Pyralis’ side. Murmurs rose. She was stunning, more beautiful
than rumor had told. Voices whispered into a crescendo of admiration at their leader’s
choice of wives. Surely she surpassed Cara, outshone her like a star outshines a flashlight.
The train of her gown extended behind her lightly in the low gravity, glistening
opalescent at the end extending to the purest of whites as it reached her body. She, too,
glittered under the lights, with diamonds and pearls in her hair, sewn into her gown,
sparkling around her neck. Vast screens displayed her image walking stately up to
Pyralis, her lover and soon husband, until the crowd would have sat there entranced had
the dome come off and all of them been spaced.

Although few accepted a religion of any sort, lanna had begged, insisted that a
Christian minister perform a traditional Christian ceremony for her second and final
wedding. Therefore, an archbishop arrayed in all his splendor stepped forward when
lanna arrived at Pyralis’ side.

“Let us sing the hymn on the screens above.” The vast multitude followed Pyralis’
orchestra and choir as they began to play.

* % %

Mingan sat aboard his vessel, hovering safely near the alien mothership. Pyralis
didn't know its importance, although thank the gods he hadn’t destroyed it; but Mingan
would not have allowed its destruction. These aliens so wantonly destroyed meant much

to the galaxy, as did Pyralis’ and lanna’s marriage. Portents swirled about that marriage,
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and around that woman exceedingly; Mingan knew foresight when he saw it, however
weakly, and he knew of lanna’s vision. Their son would be born in time for Mingan to
take him away to safety and begin fulfilling the prophecies.

A screen’s light flickered on his weathered face, illuminating the blackness of the
vessel’s interior. Mingan needed no lights and permitted none aboard his ship or upon
his ship. It was blackness against a black and starry sky, its form indiscernible, its
technology mysterious to Pyralis’ people. Reaching his hand out, Mingan activated a
mind.

“Computer.”

“Yes, Mingan. How may | serve?” She spoke with a feminine voice, like flutes and
clarinets. But her mind encompassed the stars and would not be expressed in mere
words. And though Mingan needed no words to communicate with her, still he spoke
aloud.

“Relay this message to Commander Pyralis. Leave it where he will find it.”

“Yes, Mingan.”

“Record this: ‘Commander, the child will be named Adair. Your fate will meet you
soon after his birth. To protect him, I will take him to a safe place until his time arrives.
Obey me in this and your true line will carry out deeds you cannot imagine; fail me and
your line will vanish into space’s cold reaches forever. | will come to you when the time is
right to take the child.’ Send now.”

“Message sent. It is waiting in his quarters’ inbox.”

* k *
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Carrying her back to his quarters, Pyralis thought they could both fly. Her train
floated behind them as he stepped eagerly through the door, whispering to her the deeds
he would accomplish with her that night.

As he threw his jacket off, the room announced, “One priority message holding.”

“Now who might that be?” Pyralis asked as he stole a kiss, then began reading the

text. When he turned back to his new bride, his face was ashen.
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Chapter 6

Inwhich Pyralis meets his fate and Mingan spirits Pyralis’ heir to safety.

ight months later, lanna levered herself out of bed with a deep, heartfelt groan.
EPyraIis had been out patrolling again, an activity she neither understood nor
condoned, since he had thousands, millions, even billions at his beck and call. But some
part of his soldiering past demanded his presence aboard Pendragon, and so he left for
three weeks every month, exclaiming upon his return at lanna’s increasing girth and
muttering under his breath about her increasingly irritable moods.

“Can | have some help here?” Pyralis’ wife called into a comm unit, “and
preferably sooner than next year!” That night she had lain awake alone, feeling her son
move inside her, thinking about that night that she had loved Pyralis and betrayed her
husband to his death. “My son,” she’d whispered, “You will be a tribute to Godfrey and
far surpass your father in greatness. | swear it.”

The helper arrived to finish lacing her gown in the back and announce that her
usual breakfast would arrive momentarily.

“Fine,” lanna snapped, “Just leave me alone now, alright?” The attendant bobbed
her head but as she turned to obey lanna caught a glimpse of tears sparkling in her eyes.
“Oh, Sarah, I'm sorry. | feel so mad all the time now, and I think when Pyralis comes
home it'll be better, butitisn’t,and...”

“Don’t worry, ma’am.” Sarah came up to her, touching lanna’s arm softly. “Cara—
that's Pyralis’ old wife—used to cry a lot too while he was gone, and she didn’t even like

him that much. And being pregnant’s hard. When | had my daughter...”
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They sat together, lanna feeling soothed by the attendant’s meaningless but kind
words. And she was right. Probably lanna just felt miffed because of her pregnancy and
all the hormones inside her. They split the over-large breakfast the kitchen sent up every
day, a heart-healthy combination of foods that made lanna long for the days she could eat
pastries without some cook worrying she’d ruin Pyralis’ heir by eating wrong.

A spoonful of plain oatmeal in her mouth, lanna suddenly lost her place in her
thoughts as an image flashed into her mind. Through darkness lanna saw Pyralis laying
in his cabin on Pendragon alone, sweating, teeth gritted in pain. “I'm coming home to you,”
he groaned through the agony. “lanna...” His sheets had soaked through with
perspiration while a topped-off glass of water stood by his bedside.

Then the image vanished, a puff of memory. lanna shouted aloud, upsetting the
breakfast tray in her haste to reach a comm unit. Surprised, Sarah reached to restrain her
but lanna shook her off.

“Pyralis, he's ill, he’s in trouble. He needs help, a doctor, now.” She opened the
channel to the main control room.

“This is lanna, Pyralis’ wife. He’s very sick, he needs a doctor right now. See that
Pendragon’s doctor attends him, and bring Pendragon home as fast as possible.” The face on
the other end expressed confusion at her wild-eyed face, her frantic high-pitched
delivery.

“Last we heard, Commander Pyralis was in full health.” The officer put little stock
in any of Pyralis’ women, his wife or not. “I will personally—nhold please.” A moment
later he returned, surprised. “My apologies. It seems the Commander has become ill and

has ordered Pendragon back with all possible speed.”
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“Thank God.” lanna began breathing again. “Let me know as soon as he arrives.
That's an order.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Signing off, the peon flashed a cocky wave and a derogatory sneer in
her direction. Pyralis used women like other men used tissues—great for blowing, then
into the trash.

Turning from the screen, lanna seethed inside. The men were all worms, treating
her like one of Pyralis’ one-night stands when she bore Pyralis’ one and only legitimate
heir—although lanna had no doubt that Pyralis had impregnated a planet’s worth of
women in his time, none of them could claim his empire by right after Pyralis was gone.

“Ma’am, I'm afraid | have other things to attend to.” lanna had forgotten about
Sarah entirely, thinking about her second husband’s demise.

“Yes, that's fair,” lanna nodded absentmindedly. “I have duties today as well.
Peace go with you, Sarah, and thank you for the companionship. I do get lonely
sometimes.”

Strange, since she had never felt lonely with Godfrey and he had spent just as
much time away from her as Pyralis did. But she had never loved Godfrey, and now began
to wonder what love really meant, when her husband came to use her body but had long
ceased his charming conversations. The woman left lanna alone in her apartments
waiting quietly for news of Pendragon’s arrival.

* % *

When he did come, lanna was shocked at his state. Her dream had been all to
accurate, but his condition had deteriorated since then despite the medics hurrying
along beside his stretcher as a terrified peon propelled it towards Pyralis’ room. Pyralis

lay, face paler than his wedding-shirt, dark circles ringing his eyes, beautiful wavy hair
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lank and greasy. He acknowledged lanna’s presence with a flick of his eyes and a croaky
greeting that sent knives of pain into her heart. Godfrey died quickly, in a manner that
any man could be proud of. Now here an unknown ailment ate subversively at the
sector's Commander, conqueror of half of known space, denying him the honorable death
he had long dreamed of.

In his quarters, the doctors made Pyralis as comfortable as they could, but
whispered to lanna that they didn’t know what afflicted him or how to treat it. “All we
can do,” one doctor told her, looking into her steady green eyes, “is try to sedate him to
keep him from feeling the pain. But if the fever doesn’t break soon, his sectors will need a
new Commander.” He looked meaningfully at her stomach, but lanna put a protective
hand over it.

“I am sure my husband will pull through just fine,” she said firmly, her lo stoicism
coming through strong. “If you will please leave us, | have some things to speak to him
about privately.”

“Of course,” the doctor murmured, used to loved ones speaking to their dying
relatives. Addressing his crew, he called, “Alright, team, let’s clear out. If you need
anything,” he added in lanna’s direction, “I'll have a nurse stationed outside all the time.”

“Thank you. Thank you for all your efforts.” They filed out, respectful of her
situation but wary of leaving their patient. Death came to every man at some time, they
told each other, to Commanders and leaders just like to small-time medics and peons.

Inside the dim, quiet apartments, lanna sat on the bed next to Pyralis, holding his
icy, sweat-drenched hand.

“Pyralis, it's me, lanna. Can you hear me?”

“lanna?”
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“Yes, my love, I'm here.”

“l...need to see Mingan.” Puzzled, lanna looked about, wondering if Mingan was
an ornament in the rooms. Perceiving her puzzlement, Pyralis croaked, “No. Person.”

“Who is this Mingan?”

“Find him. He orders...our son...” lanna’s stomach clenched at the mention of her
child, the child she loved and nurtured within her womb. But Pyralis kept forcing words
out, each one a dagger driven into lanna’s heart. “Mingan says...call him...Adair. Give
baby...to Mingan..for safety.”

“Give Mingan our son!” Pyralis’ wife exclaimed in horror. “Give him up, when he’s
the next leader of your empire?”

“I must take him away, my lady.” A dark figure stood in the doorway. No sound of
entry had been signaled; the tall figure seemed to lanna’s eyes to be clothed in darkness
that her eyes couldn’t penetrate.

“Who are you?” lanna demanded, just as her husband exclaimed as strongly as he
could with gladness.

“Mingan...so glad you came. You can heal...anything. Please...heal me.” Exerting all
his strength, Pyralis stretched his hand out to Mingan’s silhouette.

“l cannot heal this sickness.” The voice seemed to carry more dimensions than a
human voice, existing in the mind and ear simultaneously. lanna thought she saw the
dark silhouette shift and shimmer, entering and exiting the dimension she and Pyralis
inhabited with the ease of breathing. “The disease is too strong within you; to remove it
would to be to destroy you. But | can give you strength to live through your son’s birth,

to maintain your empire until that time.”
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“Please...” lanna felt Pyralis slipping away as he used his last reserves of strength
to speak.

* % %

A montbh later, Pyralis had not left the station. He made appearances on the main
control deck and at formal functions with his beautiful, extremely pregnant wife at his
arm, but Pyralis spent most of his time organizing his effects, giving specific officers
directions, impressing upon lanna the importance of obedience to Mingan.

One night, as he held her in his weakened arms, Pyralis spoke of his dreams of
universal peace, of establishing a society so wonderful future generations would marvel
and try to propagate that society’s way of life.

“I will never see that time, lanna. | feel death walking with me every day. When
Adair is born—"

“l wanted to call him after you,” lanna whispered, reviving their old disagreement.

“Please respect me in this, butterfly. The name has come to have special meaning
to me; he will be the...the flame of our line. He will light the universe.” Pyralis touched his
wife gently, running his fingers through her hair and along the curve of her jaw, his hands
begging her gently in a way that his words never could. “Consider it my dying request.”

“l can’t argue with you on this, Pyralis. His name will be Adair fitz Pyralis.” As
she assented, another image flashed before lanna’s eyes: the starscape around the station
filled with flagships and fighters, each flagship containing a challenger demanding to
take up Pyralis’ mantle. Even as she watched they fired upon each other, fighters
engaging, the station firing its weapons empty upon those recently called friends. She

thought she saw Godfrey’s markings on one of the ships, and her own family’s on
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another. Then it was gone, and lanna wondered if she had ever seen it at all. But she
shook and drew closer to Pyralis for comfort.

“Thank you dear love. Now | sleep.”

But neither slept that night, for a few hours later the pain of labor woke lanna
and threw the medical staff into further turmoil. Pyralis sat by her side, accepting the
anger—"this is all your fault!” she howled at one moment—and the love—"If only you
could see him grow up; you'd make a wonderful father’—with equanimity. He held her
hand, supporting her refusal of pain medication, encouraging her, cooling her effort-
flushed face.

The labor went easily, as these things go, with a minimum of blood, tears, and
sweat, so that a mere three hours after it all began the doctors handed a cleaned baby to
lanna, speaking the immortal words: “It's a boy.”

Pride filled Pyralis as he watched his beautiful wife breathing quietly with their
son, his only known child, recovering her strength. He reached for Adair, speaking soft
words, but as lanna handed the child to his father, Pyralis collapsed to the floor, dead.

* % %

Two days after Pyralis’ death, Mingan came to lanna as she lay in the hospital,
surrounded by flowers and notes of condolence and congratulation.

“I must take the child away.” The blackness of his clothes and nebulousness of his
face seemed accentuated by his brightly cheerful surroundings. People did not speak to
lanna of her husband’s death yet, and the station had run itself since it's Commander’s
demise.

“Not yet,” lanna begged, clutching him closely to her. “He’s too young. He's all

that's left of his father now. Don’t take him yet.” But Mingan operated on a schedule no
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human could fathom and it demanded he take Pyralis’ offspring to safety before the
factions preparing their barbed political attacks had the opportunity to do away with
the baby.

“He will die, and Pyralis’ dream will die, if you refuse me.” Although the dark man
made no move towards lanna or her son, lanna feared him. “You have seen what will be.
They are coming even now. Let me take him to safety.”

Somehow lanna watched her arms hands, clutching that precious little bundle
called Adair fitz Pyralis, extend forth to meet Mingan’s black gloves. Then her son’s
weight was gone from her arms as the black form wrapped Adair in the black cloak and
disappeared out the door. Alone again, lanna knew that the end would come soon; if one

of the factions did not finish her, she would Kill herself. There was nothing left.
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Chapter 7

Inwhich Mingan delivers Adair fitz Pyralis to a safe place, and lanna makes a life-changing

decision.

hrough the deep of space, a deeper black ship sailed silently, its engines mere pricks
Tof light against the eternal night. Inside, Mingan cradled Adair, speaking softly to
him in a language no human ear had ever heard. Although though his mind was filled
with warm fuzzy images, smells, and tastes, Adair heard the words and remembered
them—uwords of power, of blessing, of guidance through the darkness Mingan saw
gathering.

In the baby’s common tongue, Mingan whispered, “Nearly there, Young Hope.
You will be safe here from the storm and | myself will teach you when | come by.”
Jupiter’s mass stretched endlessly before the black vessel’s cockpit, their destination an
almost imperceptibly tiny dot against the swirling blues and oranges of Jupiter. Storms
raged in the gas giant’s atmosphere, but Mingan’s heart warned that they were mere
shadows compared to the conflict already raging throughout Pyralis’ sectors.

“Listen, Young Hope, and | shall tell you a tale of an ancient race called the Serena
and the wonderful peace they brought to the galaxy. Once, in a time humans call
thousands of years ago but the Serena call a moment gone by, a wonderful people grew to
fruition far from our homeworlds. They were tall and slender, like nymphs, and they
glowed brightly, a world of people shining like stars.

“But unlike nymphs, they loved technology and so created ever more wonderful

machines for themselves, starting small with work-aids. But their kin, the stars, called to
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them through their thin atmosphere, so one day the leader of these people called a
meeting of everybody and said to them, ‘My Brothers and Sisters, let us make for
ourselves vessels to carry us outside the reaches of our planet, that we might understand
the truths of the universe.’

“So they put all their great minds together and created a race of spacegoing ships
such as the universe has never seen before or since. The ships they called Brother and
Sisters as well, for as the Serena built their vessels they realized that souls inhabited the
ships themselves. So each ship received its own name; and the first one they called
Caliburn, which means ‘cut steel’ in their tongue.

“But when they sent Caliburn, their finest and most beautiful, out, she never
returned. They lost their first love, and though they sought long, long, and long for her,
the Serena never found her. Oh, they traveled and brought peace for thousands of years,
but their brilliant hearts remembered their loss forever. Myths tell of her flying into a star
to become one with their wisdom, of her becoming so powerful she became a star
herself—or some say a nebula—or that she found a place of ultimate beauty and refused
to move from that place.

“Another tale tells that she saw a future and awaits that day when her rightful
companion comes to find her. | have sought her myself, Adair, but have never heard her
call in my mind. She will call him, they say, and he will compliment her so together they
will bring the galaxy back to peace as has never been enjoyed since the Serena.”

The baby slept, images of a control panel blinking steadily floating in his mind as
Mingan spoke, not realizing that he felt the loss of his mother lanna’s touch, or that he

feared the mysterious man now controlling his fate. And the humans, man and boy, sped
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on, two tiny specks of life in the vastness of space fleeing into an unknown and perilous
future.
* % *

“l cannot take a child at this time,” Eric objected. “This is a secret, outlaw post.
We can'’t have kids here.” He indicated the run-down industrial interior of the secret
station. Jagged, rusty metal protruded at angles from the floor and walls, a defense
system of sorts against intruders. Fifty-gallon barrels stood haphazardly about, outlines
illuminated by the red-and-yellow lighting. Shadows stretched down the long corridor,
emphasizing the darkness of passageways that cut through it.

“You must take him. He's a refugee under my protection, and I have chosen you to
raise him. Teach him the ways of your people, your honor and battle skills, and when the
time is right he will become a son any man would be proud of. I myself will protect your
station from discovery for the duration of his time here.” Mingan set Adair into Eric’s
unwilling arms. “His name is Adair.”

“Fine. But only to protect Gadfly for the next twenty years.” Eric turned away
from Mingan, a man of power and mystery who had always scared the bejeebers out of
Eric. Mingan slipped away into the station’s shadows, not to return again for eighteen
years.

* % *

“I need to call a meeting of the subordinates in an hour. I may have just gotten us
all into a world of hurt.” Eric clicked off the comm before the puzzled face on the other
end could open its mouth. “Damn it, why can’'t we just gather our forces in peace?” he

muttered to himself.
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“What've you done, Da?” Kaden demanded, tugging at his father’s shirt in a bid
for a fraction more attention. Eric absently pried his son’s fingers away from his clothes.
“And Da, there’s a baby in our sleeping quarters. How come?”

“Well, Kaden, think of it this way: you have a little brother now. His name is
Adair.”

“No way. You're kidding me, right? And next time | put salt in the sugar container
you'll actually space me.”

“No, son. I'm serious, and I'll need your help looking after him since you're a big
seven year old now. His name is Adair.”

Kaden'’s playful demeanor faded, a look of dismayed incredulity replacing it. His
father always took jokes too far. This was just one more like the time Uncle Ronni had
dressed up in the alien suit to scare Kaden out of his wits late at night. But...

“I've raised a son by myself before,” his father was saying, the words ringing in
Kaden’s ears. “We'll put him through the same training you're in because we know it
works—right, son?” Eric clapped his hand onto Kaden’s shoulder in a gesture of father-
son solidarity.

But Kaden felt no solidarity; he threw Eric’s hand from his shoulder with a violent
gesture. A screaming, crapping, demanding little pile of shipshit wouldn't take his place
in Eric’s heart! Kaden stared for a long moment at Eric’s falsely cheerful face.

“You're a fucking jerk! I hate you and | hope you both die!”

Caught by surprise, Eric’s face froze as he stared at the boy he thought he had
known with dockworkers’ language spouting from his mouth. Kaden fled into the secret

bowels of the Gadfly, crying.
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“That could have gone better,” Eric sighed as he turned heavily to explain his
actions to his subordinate leaders. They, he suspected, would not react as well as Kaden
had.

* % %
“You WHAT?”
“We can't have a baby here!”
“Crazy!”
“This is an army post!”

“Outrageous!”

“You trust Mingan and took this burden as proof?”

“What if he’s wanted? What if Mingan stole him?”

Yes, they took it well. But Eric had proven his leadership skill before, and he
proved it once more as he explained the Gadfly would continue as always. That a baby
was a baby and deserved a chance, even in this cold world. That only time would tell
what kind of asset this boy could grow into, and they could always use fighters trained
in their way from childhood. And so slowly the dissents died down, other matters took
precedent, and Adair slipped into the recesses of memory.

* % %

In her room alone, again. But this time lanna had no hope of husband striding
lustily through the door, no promise of their son’s future to light her days. She thought
often of Adair, his warmth and weight on her chest, his quiet steady baby breathing. She
wondered if Mingan had taken him somewhere safe. She prayed it was so. The constant
threat of shouting and gunfire soon to echo through the passages day and night hung a

dark cloud over lanna’s heart.
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They had come, they said, to pay their last respects to the uniter of five sectors of
humanity. Each brought a flagship and an “honor guard” of fighters; but lanna, face
blackened in mourning, knew better than to hope they would obey Pyralis’ orders of
succession. He had been a strong man, but ruled by force and charisma, not wisdom; the
people obeyed his laws from fear, not respect.

Fifteen flagships had arrived that day, each gleaming with its own colors—even
lanna’s own family, although the poor relation compared to many attendees.

“Father, what a joy to see you,” she had said, although they both knew she felt no
joy at the sight of her family. She ignored the sister lurking in the background; lanna and
the slut had never gotten along well, especially when the slut received the lion’s share of
the inheritance mother had left.

“Daughter. We were pleased to hear of your marriage, and sorry to hear of your
recent loss.” lanna’s father had never liked Godfrey, although he had liked Godfrey’s
money enough to marry his daughter off for it. And lanna had heard that everybody on
Ganymede had rejoiced at her marriage to Pyralis, for days after his troops had arrived to
perform some much-needed improvements.

“Thank you.” She touched her black face. “I will show you to your quarters, and
then I need to rest. The ceremony will be held tomorrow at this time.”

The next day they were all there, faces appropriately solemn; their ships fired
honor shots that shook the station with their passage. Pyralis lay in state in the same
auditorium that ten months before he had triumphantly escorted his new bride from, and
the seats filled with the same soldiers. Black draped from the walls, hung from the vast

dome above to flutter in the artificial breeze. Pyralis’ prized orchestra played solemn
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background music as officers, peons, and civilians filed quietly in, gazing about at the
decorations in awe.

“God. | can't believe he’s gone.” The peon sat in his finest uniform once more. He
elbowed his companion. “Can you believe it?”

“No.”

“What d'you suppose’ll happen to us now?” He fidgeted in his seat, just feeling the
careful creases and pleats he’d worked for an hour putting in coming out in the minutes
of sitting. “Fancy a bite after this, eh?”

“No.”

“I don’t recall you being so stoical before, man.”

“Look,” his friend turned to face him directly, eyes cold and dispassionate.
“There’s going to be war now that Commander’s..gone on. And the Commander was a
good man, who didn’t deserve to die this way. And we're all going to die, probably in the
war from people wanting to get control of this outfit. And stop fidgeting, you'll get us
kicked out.”

Chastised, the fidgeter settled down just as the deceased’s wife processed in, face
painted blacker than the stars outside, head shaved, wearing a shapeless black robe. Two
high-ranking officers followed her, trailing black chalk behind them; they shouted in
unison: “RISE IN MEMORY OF COMMANDER PYRALIS, WHO HAS GONE BEFORE
US! RISE IN MEMORY OF COMMANDER PYRALIS! RISE FOR HIM YOU LOVED!”

The horde rose to its feet as one body, and as lanna began to wail a ceremonial
mourning dirge, they shouted their sorrow back, echoing it from the ceiling high above to
the casket below. Above it all, through the thick safety of the glass, the stars shone

impartially, a testament to the endless march of time, glory, death.
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But everything fell apart as lanna reached Commander Pyralis’ still form. The
miracles of technology, which could not save him in life, had preserved an artificial life on
his face; lanna thought he would sit up from a doze to smile at her, open his arms, and
hold her tightly.

She almost heard him. “I love you, lanna. Come, don't fear. Be strong.” His deep
voice, his clear eyes, his charm, his physical power—all gone. lanna stood tall and
howled out to the crowd.

“Fight your war without me! I go to be with him!” In a swift motion she withdrew
the small antique pistol, her mother’s only gift to her, from the folds of the black robe.
Even as the honor guard surged forward, lanna placed the muzzle under her chin and
pulled the trigger.

Outside, as if signaled, Pendragon opened fire on the strongest of the opposition as
swarms fighters appeared around the station and all fifteen of the flagships. The sky
outside the dome was lit with weapons fire even as lanna’s lifeless body slumped to the
floor next to Pyralis’ casket.

—_—

“I heard on the news today that Pyralis’ second wife killed herself at his funeral.”
Eric glanced at Kaden across the table. “I guess that'’s it for that ruling family, then.”

Silence.

“War'’s started out there too. Everybody wants Pyralis’ sectors.”

Silence.

“Good of you to come back out.”

Silence.
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“Listen, | can’t just space the baby, you know? He’s ours now, so you might as
well get used to it.” Kaden glowered and took enormous bites of his healthy breakfast
mush. “What are you so worried about, son?”

“Nothing.”

“Don't lie to me, son. A father can tell.”

“Fine, then I'll tell you! Stupid little Adair’s going to steal my place! You won't
even think about me anymore! | wish you would space him. He’s just a piece of space
garbage anyway!” Kaden'’s voice died down into sobbing as he sank back down into his
seat, his anger drained away into jealous sorrow.

But Eric remembered what it was to be a forgotten child, so he moved to sit next
to his son, put his arm around the stubborn narrow shoulders, and spoke softly. “Son,
you’re my flesh and blood, the living memory of your mother. I've loved you since the
moment you were born, and I'll never stop loving you. No baby Adair is going to take
your place in my heart. There’s room enough for the both of you.”

Kaden sniffled, rubbed his sleeve across his nose, and offered a tentative smile. “I

guess I might be able to teach him a little. When he’s bigger.”
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Chapter 8

Inwhich Adair grows into a man after his father’s heart, but with his mother’s gifts.

Eighteen years later, Adair stretched in his hammock, remembering the strange

dream of a ship’s control panel. He had heard a voice whispering in the background
in a language he could not understand. Strange...it all felt so familiar... Suddenly he
opened his green eyes with a snap, looked at the dim chronometer on the wall. His jaw
dropped as he flailed to get out of the hammock. This was the day he completed his
flying trials! And in two months Kaden would be fighting in that mock-battle for the
“honor” of Gadfly and her crew, and Adair had to pass the trials by then. And he was late
for the first trial! His waving limbs finally upset the hammock enough that he fell in an
ignominious heap on the floor. Adair’s face reflected in highly-polished but heavily worn
brown boots and he groaned.

“Aren’t you up yet?” Kaden demanded, appearing in the doorway of the closet-
sized area Adair called his apartment. He eyed his younger brother sprawling on the floor
with doubt. “You'll seriously be ready as my backup in two months?”

“I'm up, I'm up. What time is it?”

“Past the time you should have been in that hunk-a-junk you call a fighter, that's
for sure. Da’s having a fit in the hangar.”

Adair’s eyes turned saucer-sized. “Da’s doing my test? I'll never pass!” But he
slipped into his flight suit and dashed past a smirking Kaden in a flurry of unbuckled

buckles.
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In the hangar, Eric rubbed his bald spot ruefully but paced with no small
amount of impatience in his step. That son of his, Adair, never seemed to get places on
time...but he was a good hardworking boy. And he loved space—took to it like a moon to
orbit, almost as if he'd flown a fighter or taken space walks before.

There he was now, flight suit in disarray, thundering down the passage with all
the subtlety of Jupiter’s gravity. From the looks of him, Eric guessed that Adair had just
woken up, probably thanks to Kaden’s diligence. Kaden was always punctual.

“About time.” Eric took the gruff, hardnosed father role on to chastise his
beloved Adair. The boy may be a hotshot, but he needed to learn punctuality.

“Da, I know, I'm sorry. My alarm—"

“Never mind your alarm, just get in the damn fighter. | want you out in space in
twenty minutes. Jump to it!” Eric followed Adair’s proverbial dust trail to the fighter
section of the hangar, watching as his son prepped the vehicle quickly and competently.

Adair’s fighter Trainer A3 was out and ready for combat in fifteen minutes,
hovering on alert in an easy orbit around Gadfly. Trainer A3's thirty years of space flight
showed in the hasty patches and barely-covered corrosion; the proud paint had long

worn off, the first victim of its many battles. But the men stationed on Gadfly needed all
the fighters they could get, so they kept Trainer A3's computer updated and her hull

spaceworthy.
“Scan for fighters,” Adair instructed the computer. He was wary, expecting the
nature of this trial to be some mock battle between him and ‘unknown’ enemies.

“Reading no fighters. No other fighters in the vicinity.”
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“Wonderful, my beauty.” Adair liked the computer’s voice, its sultry feminine
tone that reminded me of some whispers of memory. A woman, with dark hair, had
spoken to him in a voice like that once. “Keep scanning—continuous scan, | mean, and
alert me as soon as—"

“Fighters approaching on attack vector.” Now she sounded too damn calm to
Adair, considering his trial had just emerged from lo’s shadow, weapons primed.

“I see 'em! All weapons ready on my mark.”

Then he remembered his father’s advice: ‘Always try to talk to them first. You
might save lives, and more often than not they’ll talk.” So instead of firing as the fighters
zoomed in, their formation distinctly aggressive, Adair thumbed his radio.

“This is Trainer A3 of the space station Gadfly. Unidentified fighters, stop your
approach immediately and identify yourself. Repeat, stop your approach and identify
yourself.”

No response. Adair sized up the situation: the fighters had covered about half
the distance to Gadfly. He decided there was time for one more friendly warning.

“Unknown fighter, this is Trainer A3 of the Gadfly. State your name and purpose,
repeat, state name and purpose or your actions will be considered aggressive.”

“Fuck off and die, rebel scum!” Came the staticky reply, as the fighters came
within firing range of Trainer A3.

“Not much for conversation,” Adair grumbled, then growled, “I've got to keep
'em away from the station! Damn. Three to one.” But he dove into their formation,
scattering them, guns flashing brightly as he rolled and looped, seeking to herd them

away from his home.
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“Fighters! Enemy fighters within safety perimeter!” Eric shouted, his voice
cracking with his horror. The one day Adair was alone, for five minutes, outside...
“Kaden, get your command and get out there! Now!” Eric could only watch in horror as
his younger son engaged the three enemy fighters with all the recklessness of youth.

“Oh God,” he groaned, “Adair thinks they are his test! Adair, Trainer A3, get out of
there! Those are serious fighters!”

But as he waited, and time stretched interminably, Eric heard only static over the
radio. He could only watch helplessly as the visuals showed Trainer A3 still out alone,
flying with all of hell’s fury, actually successfully diverting the three fighters from Gadfly.

“Trainer A3, repeat, pull out now!” Eric could hardly stand to watch as Adair flew
directly into the path of an enemy fighter—

“Sorry, Da, busy, can’'t chat!” Adair’s voice rang out triumphantly, but Eric only
saw disaster in his young son’s future.

But the enemy fighter vanished in a burst of light and shrapnel. One large chunk,
part of a wing, spun into another enemy fighter, causing it to careen out of control. Adair
thought he could see the anger in the pilot’s face as he spun in tight circles. And a thin
stream of frozen gas followed the rolling fighter, to which Adair cheered, but didn’t
watch.

In the time it took that pilot to recover from the unexpected spin, Adair had
crippled the third fighter’'s guns and weapons, thanking Kaden mentally for his slick
combat moves. Finally, Eric breathed a sigh of relief as he saw Kaden'’s company of

primed fighters shoot out of their bays on full power, guns a-ready. The last remaining
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fighter, losing air from the earlier impact, gunned for a desperate kamikaze dive towards
Gadfly. Kaden’s crew aborted that attempt with one well-aimed shot.

“Trainer A3—ADIAR!—Get in here right this instant!” Eric couldn’t believe his son
had stomach for victory barrel rolls and flips combined when he’d just narrowly escaped
with his life.

“Sorry, Control,” came Adair’s cocky reply, “I think the comm panel needs
checking out here, I just couldn’t get anything while | was out there.”

“Just move your sorry ass in here, son. We've got some talking to do.” Eric stalked
to the hangar doors as he waited for Adair to dock and decompress.

* % %

Far away from Adair’s youthful victory, in a degenerate and scum-ridden slum,
two women whispered in the darkness. “You're sure she’s his daughter?”

The ragged woman, nobody’s beauty any longer, nodded her head vigorously. “I'm
pretty damn sure. The Commander was the only man for that whole year for me.
Morrigan was born just after he married that whore lanna.”

“We'll have to run a DNA sample just to be sure you're not lying to get the
benefits of her pedigree.”

“Fine. A little of her blood is nothing to me. She’s spilled enough of it already.”

“She’s beautiful enough; I don’t see why we'd turn her down even without the
true bloodline. But with the extra touch, gentlemen will pay well for her. Black hair and
gray eyes, an unusual combination.” The gloved hand reached out, a slim card in its palm.

“Payment in part. We’'ll pay the rest after the DNA scans.”
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“Mother,” the woman spoke for the first time. “I swear you'll regret this if you
take that chip.” But her thin-haired, scrawny-boned mother snatched the money from
the gloved hand stretching out of the darkness.

“Take her.”

Morrigan flicked her black hair back defiantly, eyes blazing, pale arms struggling
against guards’ harsh grips. “You'll regret this!” she howled as a door out of the smelly
darkness. “One day I'll rule and you'll die slowly!”

Her mother, a woman used and abused by men too many years, turned away with
a smile on her lips. This chip would buy her a trip, possibly her last one, and she didn’t
mean on a starship.

* % %

Adair stood before his father, head hanging low, hunkering down into the verbal
tornado that swirled around him. He caught snatches: “damn foolish thing to do”—
“report in when | called?”—"youthful stupidity”—"“not immortal!"—"obey your
commanding officer"—"and son, Adair. | was worried about you.”

“Da, I'm really sorry, I am. | thought it was the test until I was on top of them, and
then I had to keep 'em away from Gadfly until somebody else got out there.” Adair didn’t
feel repentant; his pale face was flushed with frustration at the chastisement, when he
had, in effect, saved the station.

“I know. And I'm proud of you. It's just what I'd want my boy to do.” Eric smiled,
genuinely relieved to end his reprimand. “I don’t like reminding you of your mortality any
more than you like hearing about it. But boys at your age...Even Kaden'’s age...they can be

reckless at times.”
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Adair fidgeted, ready to get away from Eric’s overweening paternalism. But he
also knew that asking to leave early would subject him to another of his father’s tirades
on respect and patience, so Adair stood, an attentive look plastered on his face.

“..alright, I know you’ve zoned out by now, so go on. Get some lunch, clean up,
we've got tactical to work on this afternoon.”

“Da?” Adair paused his hasty escape briefly. “What about my flight test?”

Eric grinned. “Well, | guess you passed a harder one than any of us had to. |
imagine the other leaders will agree to grant you your full flyer’s license right away.”

With a whoop of joy and a jump for the low ceiling resulting in a slightly bruised
fist, Adair dashed down the hallway. “Freeeeeeecedommmmmm!” he howled, unaware of the
ironic ramifications of his jubilant cry on the Gadfly. It was, after all, a rebellious space
station lurking in orbit around Jupiter’'s most unstable and inhospitable moon. One day,
when the time was right, they would rise up to contest the bastard rulers who had taken
Pyralis’ place.

Eric walked slowly away from his son, the irony echoing in his ears loudly enough
for the both of them. For the thousandth time, he muttered, “I wonder where Mingan got
him from?”

But for the first time he received a reply. “The time is right that you should know
such things.”

Erich spun around, gun almost magically shifting from belt to hand. “Who's
there?”

“I delivered him to you. | expect you still remember me.” Mingan stepped from
the shadows of an empty passageway into the lighter shadows on the walls. “We must

speak of important things, and in private. Where young ears cannot hear.”
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“My office...”

“..Is insecure. My ship awaits our arrival with anticipation. You will be the third
human aboard, and | can guarantee safe passage back to Gadfly.” Eric thought he saw,
perhaps, a twitch of the concealing beard that might have been a smile on the dark man’s
face.

“Alright, let me prep a shuttle.” He waved Mingan in the direction of the hangar,
but Mingan held up a hand.

“No need. Just stand still a moment, please.” A moment later he and Eric stood on
the bridge of a nearly invisible ship orbiting lo completely unbeknownst to Gadfly.

“Now, we can speak in private.” Mingan waved Eric towards a chair that the man
could hardly see through the deep darkness.

“Can’'t we have some light?”

“Not necessary, and besides. She doesn’t like light so we have none aboard.” This
time Mingan did smile, but Eric’s human eyes could not pierce the gloom that seemed to
collect around his companion on the vessel.

“So...let’'s make this quick, Adair and Kaden will be expecting me for tactical in an
hour.”

“Indeed. There is a message for you, regarding your son. He must be kept safe at
all costs. No repeats of today’s unfortunate experiences, do you understand?”

Eric sighed, balling the angry flame inside for later. “Trust me, | didn’t intend for
anything like this to happen. I've done the best | can, damn it, when you just drop him
here in my lap...”

Mingan held up a black gloved hand, and silence fell as Eric started feeling

uncomfortable. “Those fighters came from a larger ship. Expect them soon, and be ready.
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Your cause will have a leader soon, Eric of Gadfly. | suggest you watch for him very
closely. He is nearer than you think.”

Even as Eric opened his mouth to spill his flood of questions he found himself
standing back in the passageway he had met Mingan in moments before. Mingan’s voice
rang for a moment against the bare metal walls.

“Watch...closely..nearer..” Eric shivered, as if he had just heard words of
prophecy. And he decided to watch keep a closer eye on the news; perhaps one of the
new despots would be the one they’'d waited and prepared for all these years—not
despot but a true son of Pyralis blood, trained right in honor, patience, and respect for

life.
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Chapter 9

Inwhich Adair, Kaden, and Eric travel rapidly, Morrigan’s true character is revealed, and the

history of Lachlan is spoken.

inally the day “dawned” for which Adair had waited so anxiously. He and Kaden had
Fprepared, trained, drilled, and prepped their ships. Adair would fly Trainer A3 despite

his vociferous protests; Kaden would fly their newest acquisition, a fighter of

unknown make but prodigious firing and handling capabilities. They had called it
Hunting Horn, a force to herald their onslaught when the time came.

“Da,” Adair asked over a hasty breakfast, “I've been havin’ strange dreams lately.”

“Probably just nerves,” Kaden injected, snidely adding, “You always were a
kitten.”

“You take that back!” Adair started from his chair, and Kaden knocked his over in
eagerness as he jumped up, but Eric’s hand on Adair’s arm restrained them.

“Boys, cool it. We're all nervous for this to go well, so let’s just eat our breakfasts
and calm down.” Suiting his actions to his words, Eric sat calmly between his two still-
standing, red-faced sons. As he dipped his spoon into his cooling mush, first Kaden, then
Adair sat down.

“What were you saying about a dream?” Eric asked, dismissing the earlier conflict
into the past.

“It's strange. Every dream | remember lately seems to be of this space ship.”

“Well that's easy enough,” Kaden said through a mouthful of breakfast, “you're

sick of Trainer A3 and want Hunting Horn.” He glared at Adair, threatening him to try it.
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“No,” Adair responded, unaware of his brother’s antagonism as he remembered
the dream. “I can’t ever see the outside, but I've seen her inside and it's nothing like
Hunting Horn or any of our other ships. It’s like nothing I've ever seen before.”

“Well keep dreaming about it and maybe some day it'll be real. But we've got to
be off ten minutes ago while you two were fighting.” Eric had finished his breakfast mush
and stood to leave. “Suit up. We'll be leaving in half an hour.”

“Yes, sir,” they replied in unison, recognizing Eric in his commander role rather
than father role. After he left, Adair looked across at Kaden.

“l got two of those enemy fighters. I'm no kitten.”

“Luck.” Kaden waved the battle away. “I've ten times as many under my belt.”

“You've been flying longer than me!” Adair protested, frustrated. “I'm only just
eighteen, you're twenty-five. You've been flying seven years more than me.”

“So what? If you're so good, why didn’t you get them all?” Kaden pushed back in
his seat, carrying his dirty bowl as he stalked off, proud to have the last word in. Adair
sat staring after him, eyes smoldering and heart burning.

“I'll show you one day. I will.” He suited up in silence, donning the exposure suit
with chagrin at Trainer A3's ‘beater’ qualities. Adair knew he had bested two fightersin a
ship far worse than Kaden had ever flown into combat, whether his brother would
acknowledge it or not.

“Alright, men.” Eric always addressed his sons as men when they flew on training
missions. Since the fiasco with Adair’s test, he’d worked hard to separate his father role
and his military trainer role in the boys’ minds. “As you know, we're flying to a mock
battle, sort of a challenge of the sector’s fighters. Gadfly’s location is secret, so we'll be

taking a more round-about route to keep the others from tracking us.”
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“Question, sir.”

“Yes, Kaden.”

“How are we going to make it in time if we don’t go directly? | thought the
battle—"

“A soldier doesn’t question his orders. It sounds as if you know better than the
commanding officer.” Eric took a line between father and commander, his tone stern but
not reprimanding.

“Yessir.” Kaden looked away, abashed.

“But since you're so curious, I'll tell you. We're catching a rapid transport that
will take us into the next sector, then another back to the battleground.” Adair’s eyes
widened; rapid transports cost more than he imagined Gadfly could scrounge up. Depth
of resources, he noted to himself, are crucial to running a successful operation.

“Any more questions?”

“No, SIR!” The young men’s voices echoed through the hangars, but other staff
and soldiers hardly looked. Eric’s two sons were being groomed for command of
something; everybody had gotten used to them.

“Good! Now | want you out in space in fifteen minutes or you're staying behind.”
Eric marched off with a brisk step to his own fighter so Kaden and Adair didn’t see his
proud smile. “Sons to be proud of,” Eric murmured. “Proud.”

Soon the three mismatched, repainted fighters screamed out of their docks, gnats
against Jupiter’s roiling surface.

“So long, Gassy!” Kaden called. “With luck, I'll never be back!”

But it wasn’'t Kaden who would never return to Gadfly at the end of the journey.

* k *
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“Bitch.” She didn’t think she could stand his tone one moment longer, but still
she turned in her most sultry manner, flaunting her breasts and exaggerating her interest.

“Ye-e-es? What might | be able to do for you tonight?” Her red lips parted in a
surprising facsimile of a smile. Somehow he saw a smile, although in her heart it was a
snarl.

“You know what | want, bitch.” He threw off his clothes and jerked his head
towards the bed. “There’s only one thing I pay you for, and it ain’t singing me lullabies.”

“If only it were,” Morrigan muttered just subaudibly as she moved in the direction
he indicated. Perhaps he would die too.

She lay on the bed trying to look excited as he mounted her and began the
repetitious thrusting and grunting that made up Morrigan’s day and night. She removed
her mind elsewhere as he wheezed and gasped. She thought of his years of smoking—
smoking! Who still did that?—that left his lungs tarred beyond repair.

She thought of his overworked heart, his clogged arteries. She thought what a
wonderful thing it would be if some cellulose came along just then and clogged his heart
forever.

His arms began shaking uncontrollably. “What the hell,” the man muttered,
continuing to thrust. Morrigan moaned, urging him to greater heights of frenzy; she
could almost hear his weak heart thudding frantically.

“Stop squeezing my chest,” he gasped, but Morrigan had only the loosest grip
around his body. She preferred not to touch her customers any more than necessary; they
left their indelible marks on her skin, even if nobody else could see them. In the mirror
Morrigan saw the fingerprints all over her arms, breasts, torso, and legs. Evidence of a

soon-to-be past.
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Finally her customer collapsed onto the bed by Morrigan’s side. “Too dizzy,” he
wheezed, breath coming in short, quick bursts. “Take your pay. Come back tomorrow.”

Morrigan smiled. “There won't be any tomorrow for you,” she murmured as she
bent down to caress his hands, which grasped faintly at his chest. “I'll let the medics
know you're in trouble. But it'll certainly be to late by the time I get there. Happy dying.”

* % *

“Tell me again how you found me, Latanya.” Lachlan loved to hear the tale, but
more than that he cherished hearing Latanya’s voice.

“You know the tale, beloved. Why do you ask for it again?” Her words, not so
much words as feelings, thoughts, and impressions conveyed through a jingling flute-like
melody, drew a smile to Lachlan’s face.

“You know why. I love to hear you talk.”

“Very well, to humor you.” Latanya’s form flowed through the nebula’s colors,
parting them in a rainbow of shimmering lights that merged back together in an endless
swirl. Lachlan reclined in his air capsule, eyes closed but still aware of the light show
resulting in Latanya’s movement.

“Your father Ben ruled a sector twenty years ago, under the human Commander
Pyralis. He married your mother, Elena, and you were born not long after. But when you
were two years old, chaos came to the universe. A darkness struck Pyralis, and though
Ben flew to his aid, he arrived only in time for the funeral.

“Your mother Elena could not be parted from your father; she was always at his
side, as were you. You were the golden child of your mother’s eye, then. She gave
everything up for you, to send you to safety, with the faith that you would indeed find a

place of peace.
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Lachlan opened his eyes a slit, their blue reflecting the reds and blues of the
nebula Latanya inhabited. He reached out to grasp the drink she knew he desired and
placed into his hand.

“Thank you, beloved. And thank you for telling me the story; your voice truly
enchants me. Please continue.”

Latanya reached her hand out to stroke Lachlan’s golden hair, which ruffled at
her touch although her hand passed through Lachlan. He accepted her love and returned
it, learning her courtesy, honor, and gentleness despite her normally far-from-human
features.

“They arrived at the central space station too late to help or even say farewell to
the human commander, and at the funeral—which you, my dear Lachlan, attended as
well—they watched with horror as lanna, the wife of Pyralis, took her own life with an
ancient human weapon. Though they tried to escape, your father and mother were
caught up in the massive uprisings that began immediately.

“Ben escorted your mother to your family’s spaceship, but a group of humans who
believed him to hold aspirations to take Pyralis’ vacated place caught up with the three
of you as Elena entered the ship. They destroyed your father immediately, and your
mother moments later. But she put you in the ship’s escape pod first and fired it into
space, defending the hatch with her body as it ejected.

“The humanness of it all brought sorrow into my mind. | harbor a great power for
peace, but the one to wield it has not come yet. | could not intervene with the human
killings, for my power is not in that way, but I guide you safely to this place. You are the

only human to live here in space, freely, my Lachlan. | gave you a human name that rings
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with strength and makes me think of my people. | believe that one day you will take part
in great things.”

Lachlan smiled, not hearing the sorrowful tale’s words but the melody of
Latanya’s voice. He drifted into sleep, surrounded with air and the warmth of Latanya’s
care, provisions that allowed him to live as no other human had. Freely in space.

* % %

“This is a rapid transport ship? It looks worse than Trainer A3!” Kaden exclaimed
with incredulity as they saw the enormous hulk looming dark before them. Its
illuminator lights revealed a rusting hull, battered and beaten. Tiny portholes let forth
narrow dots of light that Adair kept losing against he stars.

“Trainer A3 is better than that!” Adair defended his fighter.

“You wanna prove it?” Kaden’s guns came active.

“Stop this, right now!” Eric shouted over their frequency. “Just get your fighters
through those doors and don’t get out of 'em the whole trip.”

“But Da,” Kaden whined facetiously, “I've gotta take a piss.”

“Suck it up, soldier.” Adair and Kaden snickered at their father’s thoughtless
response as they followed his fighter through the enormous doors gaping in the side of
the rapid transport.

“Rapid transport vessel, this is Gadfly’s three fighters, ready when you are.” Eric
tried not to stare at the interior of the rapid transport. “Adair, what do you think of this,
eh?”

“Whoa.” Adair didn't make any pretenses; he had never seen an enclosed space so
large, or so many ships in one place. Force fields that he had thought impossible to stably

produce held every vessel stable, their orange glow and that of engines on standby the
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only major light sources. Adair couldn’t even begin to estimate the rapid transport’s
volume; it stretched into darkness on all sides, and spacegoing vessels of all makes and
sizes occupied the entire space. Adair’s jaw had hung open several moments before
Kaden messaged him privately.

“l can see your tonsils and I'm not even in the same ship as you.”

“Uh, right.” Adair quickly closed his mouth, glancing through the cockpit’s
windows at Hunting Horn. He thought he could make out Kaden'’s smirk even at that
distance.

“Roger that, Gadfly fighters. Prepare for flight.” The human voice sounded bored
across their radios.

Kaden glanced through his window at Adair. “Prep—" he started to ask, but a
force field locked around each of their fighters with a jolt. Then the rapid transport took

off and nobody could say anything. It was too amazing.
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Chapter 10

Inwhich Eric, Adair, and Kaden reach their destination and Adair dreams a familiar dream.

apid transport scared the hell out of Eric, and he let his sons know it. He didn’t stop
Rshouting until halfway through the trip, and even then Kaden and Adair could hear
his shallow, nervous breathing over the radio waves.

A mere thirty minutes after boarding the rapid transport vessel, the bored voice
crackled in their headsets again. “Gadfly fighters, this is your location.”

“Excellent.” Eric’s voice didn’t sound quite right to Adair, but he admired his
father for the masterful attempt at normality. “Gadfly fighters disembarking now.”

The glowing orange subsided from around their ships as the enormous bay doors
slid aside, revealing unfamiliar sparkling stars. The three flew out in formation, a nod to
routine in the hopes that such familiarity would restore their awed spirits.

“Da?” Adair asked as the rapid transport vanished from before their eyes. “How
did they do that?”

“I don't know, Adair. That's why we paid them so much...”

“What now? We're nowhere near the battle ground!” Kaden rotated Hunting Horn
in circles trying to identify familiar star clusters, but Adair knew Kaden was as lost as
himself.

“We wait.” Eric sat still and relaxing in his fighter. “The next transport will be by

momentarily.”
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“Ya ain't whistlin’ dixie,” Adair mimicked an old vid’ he’d seen as the next
transport flashed into existence a few hundred kilometers from their location. As they
flew up, Adair was surprised to see it bore no resemblance to their first rapid transport
vessel.

This transport shone in the starlight, glistening brighter than a new cadet’s shoes
in Commander Pyralis’ army. It was sleek, elegant, an elongated oval of pure silver dotted
with stars shining in its surface. As they flew up, a melodious voice hailed them.

“Hunting Horn and companion fighters, of the Gadfly?”

“Roger that, rapid transport. Gadfly fighters ready to board.”

“Just fly into the ship and she will accommodate you.”

Kaden and Adair exchanged puzzled glances, then both looked towards their
father. After a pause, Eric shrugged and flew forward slowly. As he drew nearer, Adair
almost felt the rending that would come as his father smashed into that gleaming
chromed expanse. It was so beautiful Adair felt ashamed to have Trainer A3 reflect in its
surface, even the tiny smear it formed in the darkness of space.

But as he wrenched his eyes from the rapid transport’s smooth curves, Adair
witnessed another amazing thing. As Eric’s fighter drew near enough to scratch the
surface he vanished—poof.

“What the...!” Kaden shouted, gunning Hunting Horn forward. “You give him back
right—" and he too vanished within inches of the rapid transport.

Adair sat stunned, staring. “Rapid transport, this is Trainer A3 of the Gadfly.”

“Yes, Adair?”

“How...? How'd you know my name? And what've you done with Da and Kaden?”
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“Fly in and see for yourself, Young Hope.”

The name, or was it a title? rang in Adair's mind as he piloted Trainer A3
cautiously nearer to the rapid transport. A foot away he asked, “Can’'t you do it to me
from here?”

“Nearer.” Came the cryptic reply, and Adair shook his head.

“l don’'t want to scratch it. It's too beautiful.”

The voice rang with laughter. “Young human, nothing your race has invented yet
could scratch her hull. Don’t you fear for that. Now if you woudIn't mind?”

So Adair gunned his engines, just to see, and as he came within spitting distance
so his own terrified, curious eyes stared back at him, suddenly part of the hull vanished.
In his mind he heard somebody saying, “It’s all perspective.”

The inside of this ship was blindingly white. Adair thought Trainer A3 had flown
into a tiny box, a box the size of one molecule, one atom, one neutron, one quark. Time
passed in the brightness; he closed his eyes, checked his chronometer. It seemed to have
stopped, because Adair would have sworn on his father’s dead body that three or four
hours had passed, but the chronometer read two minutes gone by. The brightness
intensified without burning his eyes somehow. Adair, bored, started talking to himself.

“Once upon a time,” he half-muttered, half-whispered, “there was a race called the
Serena...” then drowsiness overtook him and Adair dreamed.

* % *

It was her again. She came to him every night now, her perfectly lit interior still
retaining that new-ship smell that Adair had only enjoyed once before. Gadfly had
surprising resources, but the staff chose not to spend it on new ships as often as the

younger fighters might have wished.
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“How can we win a war with fighters older than most of the soldiers?” One youth
had complained.

“Yeah,” another chimed in, “they’re so old I'm amazed they even stay in space!”

Laughter all around, although Jupiter’s pull always loomed in the backs of their
minds. They saw its effects on lo, the eruptions and massive misshaping. One small ship...

Adair moved across her bridge, hand trailing along the control panels he knew by
heart now. They were a comfort, somehow; a consistent dream for as long as he could
remember. Smooth and almost featureless white until your fingers ran over them; then
displays sprang to life in the air before your eyes, beautiful three-dimensional images
with detail to boggle the human mind. Characters, too, came up both in the air and on
the panels’ surface, but Adair had never seen their like in any waking world.

No one station differentiated from the next, instead flowing in an enormous circle
from one to the next. Around and around Adair walked, counting the stations as they
flashed at his touch. Fifty stations, fifty jobs, fifty displays. The center, although empty,
would surely display the outside universe, interactions, maps for the whole bridge crew.
An enormous holographic display beyond any Adair had ever seen before would shimmer
there.

Above the enormous round control panel a round window of equal diameter
stretched, but Adair could not see through it. It displayed blue sky and floating puffy
clouds, rather than the stars of Adair’s life. A sky of earth, Adair believed, although to
him “Earth” was an idea too far away to think about.

The bridge was so simple and elegant in design, Adair had not left the room for
quite some time. At first it had been dark except for one tiny part of the circular control

panel, with his view focused on that smooth whiteness. Then as he aged his view
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widened until he saw the round expanse stretching off to his sides; then he saw the
empty middle and the other side, a whole complete, perfect circle. Then the rest of the
room came into focus, the iridescently shimmering walls that couldn’t seem to stay one
color more than a few seconds; the skylight above; and finally, just recently, the doors.

At first Adair had not realized they were doors. But his curiosity drew him to the
slightly darker part of the wall, and as he had drawn near, it had said something in a
warning way, but not in any language Adair had heard before. So he stepped back,
moving to the next dark area. This time the voice spoke more happily and the area slid
into the ceiling and floor, revealing a dark passageway.

It was to this passage Adair moved unerringly now. He had explored just a few
steps before awaking last night; now, he intended to go farther. The walls slid away,
revealing the lit iridescent passageway fading quickly into darkness that Adair had not
yet explored. Trailing his fingers along one wall, Adair stepped quickly from the lit area
into darkness.

Light followed his fingers along the wall; a moment after his fingers stroked the
wall, the whole section around him illuminated. He thought he could see a connection or
turn up ahead, but as he began trotting, his fingers lost contact with the wall briefly.

*Come to me,* a whisper breathed into his mind.

* % %

“Trainer A3, come in.” Adair’s eyes opened reluctantly. “Adair, is something wrong?
We've got to go!”

“Yes, yes, I'm ready. Let's go.” The brightness in the rapid transport vessel had

diminished and space glittered before Trainer A3's cockpit windows.
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“Were you sleeping?” Kaden'’s voice came incredulously into Adair’s ears. “How
could you sleep in such a horrible transport?”

Kaden, Adair saw, had already exited the chrome oval and Hunting Horn hovered
impatiently, spinning slightly at Kaden'’s touch. Eric, too, waited next to Kaden and
hailed Adair once more.

“Come on, son. We're at the mock battle and it's time to show what you've got!”

Adair flew out of the rapid transport vessel reluctantly, for it reminded him
somehow of his dreams. Upon his exiting the ship cruised slowly away, then vanished in
a burst of light. Directly ahead a gathering of more ships than Adair had ever seen before
hovered in an enormous sphere that, they learned later, was over a thousand kilometers
in diameter. Gaps in the sphere awaited filling as more ships arrived by the moment,
enormous flocks that, had Adair seen such things, looked like an enormous flight of
migrating swallows.

Kaden gunned Hunting Horn, racing with excitement to take Gadfly’s place in the
sphere while Eric and Adair followed at a more sedate pace.

“What do you think, son?”

“I don’'t know, Da. Mock battles are fine, | suppose.” Brightening, Adair added,
“I've never seen so many ships in one place!”

Eric laughed. “You're yet young, but I'd doubt you'll see a peaceful gathering of so
many warships anywhere else.”

* % *
“Lachlan,” the woman'’s voice whispered like silk across silk. “It's time to go,

beloved.”
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Lachlan stretched luxuriously, slowly opening his eyes; a pleased smile spread
across his face as he saw the handsome woman'’s face peering into his earnestly.

“Latanya in human form. An epitome of beauty, I'm sure. Where are we going?”

“You know | do not leave my nebula, dearest, but it’s time for you to go.”

A crease appeared between his eyes. “Me go? Where? Why? | love being here.”

“The time is right, my dear human child. I have taught you all I can; I will give you
a lasting gift and an impermanent gift before you leave me, but now we must part.”

If Latanya could have appeared sad, she would have. But the being of light felt
only a tiny ripple in the serenity of her core self. The human Lachlan had existed for a
blink of a star to her, who had seen a thousand human and alien civilizations rise and fall.
But Latanya did love him, in her way, and so she touched him with her physical, human-
like hand. This skin she put on for him as well, just as she had done when visiting other
races before him.

“This | give to you,” she said as she touched him. A warmth spread through his
body, but Lachlan could discern no other major difference in himself, although Latanya
seemed to glow more brightly to his eyes than she had before.

“This also,” Latanya’s had swept the nebula space before them and a glistening
new human-designed fighter appeared. “You will know how to fly it and it will sustain
you in all ways.”

“Latanya, | don’t want to leave you.” Lachlan moved to put his hand on her arm,
but she dissolved into light before he could reach her. Her preferred vague form
shimmered against the red-blue nebula light.

“It is time.” She sounded sterner than Lachlan had ever heard before. “Go now

and find the destiny that needs you.”
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He was sitting in the fighter’s pilot seat, then, hands on the controls. “Goodbye,
beloved,” came the whisper through the ship, the last vestige of Latanya’s human voice.
“Goodbye, mother.” Lachlan instinctively turned the fighter towards human

space. “Goodbye, my heart.”
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Chapter 11

Inwhich Adair vanishes from the proceedings for his first adventure.

n enormous station had been built to allow fighters to get out of their ships
Aoccasionally. Kaden scoffed, but Adair saw him furtively slip off to stretch his
cramped legs and empty his bathroom bag. Adair himself utilized it often, finding the
proceedings interesting only up to a point; besides, the people frequenting the station
drew his interest.

“Da, would you mind...”

“Yes, I would mind. Now just sit still; it won't kill you to watch some of this
action.”

Adair sighed and shifted in his fighter’s seat. Time passed as fighters battled with
dud charges out in the center of the sphere. Adair checked his chronometer, but it didn’t
seem to have begun functioning again after the second rapid transport trip—it still
moved too slowly. He watched the numbers change for a while.

“Da””

“No.”

“Fine.”

He shook his chronometer. Still too slow. Finally Adair settled down to wait until

his father saw reason.

E
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Gwenhwyfar walked the space station’s hallways, lost in thought. Her father
controlled enough of the sector to be a prominent force for some distance around, but
that rat abutting their territory refused to recognize it.

“Perhaps... No, too bloody. Maybe...no, even those barbarians don’t deserve that. |
know! Oh, no, not enough ships...”

“Can | help you with anything?” The uniformed woman looked attentive and
eager to help, her dark hair tucked back efficiently behind her ears, Gwenhwyfar could
hardly refuse her.

“Maybe you could. Father’s simply not being reasonable about this whole border
conflict with the Rat. Perhaps we could look over some tactical schematics and find a
plan that would appeal to him.” She smiled, unadorned lips truly happy, eyes brighter at
the prospect of doing something to help.

“Sure, I've worked tactical before. | might be able to help after all.”

Gwenhwyfar’s antique-style gown swished across the floor countering the
efficient clack-clack of the military woman’s highly-shined shoes.

“I've always admired you,” the woman commented as they walked together
towards the tactical room. “I don’t think I could ever feel confident enough to wear a
skirt in space.”

“Only in place with artificial grav!” Gwenhwyfar laughed. But the bodice of the
dress hugged her tightly enough to reveal she had no excess fat on her. Unconscious of
other womens' jealous stares, she indulged her whim of dressing like an ancient
occasionally. Real jewels even sparkled at her throat, ears, and wrists. Being the daughter

of a powerful sector ruler had its benefits.
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“Of course,” her companion murmured. “I'm not from around here. Where | come
from, we don’t have much artificial gravity. It's a luxury for the rich.”

“How horrible!” Pale, slender hands stroked her skirt into the perfect folds.
“Where are you from?”

“Oh, out and about. It's far enough | had to take a rapid transport in.”

“My goodness! You can’t have been that poor.”

The woman'’s eyes dropped and Gwenhwyfar suddenly realized that she could
have been that poor. Women found their way to places without money; all it took was
lonely men.

“I'm sorry,” she apologized. “I didn’t think.”

“It's alright. I'm strong enough.”

“Well..” Gwenhwyfar sought for some new topic. “I don't think we've been
properly introduced. I'm Gwenhwyfar.”

“Oh, I know. Everybody knows you.” The woman smiled wistfully. “I'm just
traveling around here. | don’t usually give my name out.”

Gwenhwyfar’s pale eyebrows rose in incredulity. “Alright.”

“But I suppose you could call me Morrie.”

This information elicited Gwenhwyfar’s smile again. Morrie looked at her with
bitter gray eyes, heart cold. This woman had grown up with everything, with peace and
prosperity and parents who loved her. Oh, she’d help with the tactical information
alright; Gwenhwyfar was the perfect key into more classified information that might
serve Morrigan well in the future. Who knew what might come in useful?

Gwenhwyfar’s golden hair cascaded down to shade her face as she peered at the

tactical displays spread out on the table. She trusted her father’s soldiers.
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“So... Morrie. What does this mean?” Her slender, soft finger picked out a small
portion of the map.

Morrigan bent down to examine the indicated area, her heart seething but her
countenance as pleasant as if her heart were pure as a white dwarf.

* % %

Adair had finally had enough. Sitting five hundred kilometers from the battling
ships, all he saw were distant blinks of light. Then, as the loser left and the winner
waited for the next combatant, nothing. Then the lights again.

“Da?””

“What is it, Adair.” Eric sounded sick of his younger son’s frequent hails begging
to go see the strange humans on the rest station. “You know I think you've been to the
station enough lately. If there’s something else?”

“Have you ever told me a story about a space ship built by a race called the
Serena?” Adair posed the question lightly, but inside a load of ore asteroids was about to
settle if Eric answered wrong.

“The whozits?” His father seemed glad to talk about something other than Adair
going to the station. “I can’t say as | remember it, although I told you two many tales as
young boys.”

“Oh.” The load of asteroids settled in comfortably. “I just had this dream, and |
thought maybe I'd heard it instead of making it up or something.”

But Adair knew he’'d heard it, because he heard the voice every time he thought of
the Serena. Their name was spoken in his mind in that voice, human yet inhuman; and
very, very familiar. Adair leaned his head back against, wishing he could take his helmet

off. He closed his eyes.
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Suddenly he was outside of the ship. Her passages remained mysterious, but he
saw the reds and blues of a nebula around her, as well as an endless asteroid field.

“Where are you?” he asked aloud, unsure what to expect. Seeing her while awake
was a new thing.

“Adair, you alright? I'm still right next to you,” came his father’s voice, but it
sounded very distant. More clearly, as if speaking face to face, Adair heard the door-
voice.

Only this time it spoke in his language, its accent thick but sounding more of
bells and glory than distortion of his mother tongue. “Follow. Come to me.”

His view zoomed out slowly until he saw past the nebula, past the asteroid field,
to see the star field behind. Quickly, eyes still closed, his fingers flew to Trainer A3's
controls, entering the stars into its databank.

“Computer, is this configuration in your databank?”

“Star coordinates can be extrapolated from data in databank.”

“How far away is it?”

“Please wait. Calculating.”

That's when Adair knew he would be gone a very, very long time. Computers did
not have to calculate except on rare occasions. A few moments went by in which Adair sat
quietly, eyes closed, absorbing the scene displayed behind his eyelids. His fighter’s brain
whirred softly, a sound he had never heard before.

“Adair?” Eric’s voice broke into Adair’s reverie. “Are you alright? A while ago you
asked where | was, and | wondered if you were dreaming or if | actually need to take you

to the station...” He was quiet a minute, and Adair didn't respond. The nebula, stars,
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asteroids he saw, but somewhere in there he saw a sparkle, a glimmer, and his heart
yearned toward it desperately.

“This isn't a joke, is it, Adair? Because if it is, so help me...”

“No, no, sorry Da. Guess | must've just dozed off.” Adair tried to sound sleepy, but
excitement raced through is veins. She was real! “I'll find you,” he whispered.

“What's that?”

“Uh, I asked ‘When'’s Kaden due?” He bit his lip, suddenly anxious. If Eric tried
to stop him, he did not know what he would do.

“I see.” Dryly. “He’s next up, whenever these buffoons get done. Kaden, you ready
son?”

“Roger that,” Kaden replied, all military and snazz. “As you say, whenever these
challengers finish...” He inched Hunting Horn forward as a bright flash of light appeared in
the center of the sphere.

The ships around them nearly quivered with anticipation. They knew and
supported Gadfly; a hundred ships around them had arrived by rapid transport from
bases of unknown location. Adair suspected Gadfly to be just one station in a massing of
forces, but he kept his suspicions to himself; better to remain the lesser son, the clueless
one.

“Kaden'’s been called!” Eric’s voice cried excitedly over Adair’s headset. “Zoom in
and watch closely. You're his second if he needs in anything.”

“I know, Da. I'll start my flight engines just to be ready.”

“Good thinking,” Eric agreed absently. Beside him Trainer A3's engines came

online and began glowing brightly, washing out the tiny position maintenance thrusters.
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Slowly, carefully, Adair began inching backwards. “Look at that!” he exclaimed as
Kaden got a good shot in on his opponent. “And that guy’s been in the center for the last
ten fighters!”

Eric cheered, and in the background Adair heard his father’s fists pounding the
controls in excitement. Soon Adair had moved out of Eric’s range of vision entirely;
immediately he spun Trainer A3 and fired his main thrusters.

Within moments he had put the sphere of ships, the station, and his brother’s
battle hundreds of kilometers behind him. Her location seemed burned into his mind,
throbbing, begging to be found. She needed him, and Adair was coming as fast as he
could.

“Distance calculated.”

“Finally. How far?”

“Two light years, three light months, seventeen light days, fifty-nine light hours.”

“Are you sure?” Adair responded thoughtlessly. The computer disdained
response, so he replied to himself. “Of course you did. You're right the first time every
time anyway.”

“Roger that.” The sultry voice seemed more than sultry now; perhaps ‘smug’
described the tone better.

“How far can we go on the current fuel status?”

“One light year, nine light months, twenty-five light days...”

“OK, alright. And that’s probably not counting the energy cost if | have to go near
any major planetary gravity wells.”

“Confirmed.”
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“Recalculate, this time taking into account all adjustments due to gravity
required to remain on course.”

“Please wait. Calculating.”

“Well, might as well get going. Computer, set course for star configuration
entered.”

“Course laid in.”

“Let’s go.” A vast star field loomed before him, and Adair flew straight toward his
target, unsure how he would make it but positive that he would stand in that bridge
room with its gleaming circular table, holographic displays, and iridescent walls
eventually.

* % *

“Adair, look how well Kaden is doing!” When Eric received no response he
assumed Adair had snuck to the station. “Trainer A3, come in please.”

Silence hummed in his ears.

“Trainer A3, report current position immediately.” Eric rotated his fighter to face
towards the station, scanning ships clustered there as he continued to hail his wayward
son’s fighter. “Adair, where are you?”

The silence rang with portents. Where could he have gone? There was only so
much logical space he would go to...Perhaps, Eric thought, Kaden had gotten into some
trouble he hadn’t noticed and Adair had gone to help him. But why not return hails? It

couldn’t hurt to look.
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But as he spun back to face his embattled son, a strange ship had taken Trainer
A3's place. It was blackness against a black and starry sky, its form difficult to discern
even at Eric’s close range.

“Unknown vessel, identify yourself!” he barked.

“Gadfly fighter, this is the fighter Lightray. Any trouble there?” The fighter above
and to his right radioed, having noticed all Eric’s spinning.

“Negative, Lightray, just seem to be out one son. Nothing to worry about. Thanks.

“Let us know if there’s an issue, Gadfly fighter.” The voice sounded slightly
menacing, but towards their mutual enemies, not towards Eric, who smiled and felt
reassured.

“Roger that, Lightray. Thank you again.”

“Now...” Eric looked back at the vessel just to his left, but his eyes kept sliding off
of its sleek surface. He could see that it was smooth, smooth like the rapid transport, and
dark as that transport had been light. Deadly, too; he felt it radiate off the ship, although
he saw no break in the lines to reveal gun ports.

“Surely you remember me, Eric of Gadfly.” Mingan’s voice, the voice that haunted
Eric sometimes in his dreams, came unwelcome into Eric’s ears.

“Yes, Mingan, | remember you.”

“Your son has gone. We must speak of it.”

“Look, I think I need to find him, not just talk about it.” Eric began punching in
commands on his control panels, loath to speak to the computer lest Mingan hear his
instructions.

“Just as he came to you, so he goes. Unexpectedly.”
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“He’s not gone, he’s just...”

“Gone. Let us speak.” Mingan sounded almost persuasive, his strangely human
yet inhuman voice sending shudders up Eric’s spine. He feared the dark interior of that
ship and he feared Mingan’s technologies.

“Alright. I'll—" But Eric was aboard, in the dark, standing on cramped, bent-too-
long legs.

“Your legs beg for stretching.” Mingan’s pale hand waved through the dimness.
“Feel free to walk about; nothing will hinder you.”

“What do you want to say to me?”

“Secrets.”

Eric’s patience snapped. “Goddamn it, | don’t care who you are, you night-
crawling bastard,” he growled, striding to Mingan and grasping him by the cloth of his
black robe. Or at least, he tried to grasp the cloth, but somehow it kept slipping out of
his fingers so he ended up scrabbling at Mingan’s smooth clothes and tangling his fingers
in Mingan’s long beard.

Confused, abashed, Eric stepped back.

“Thank you,” Mingan spoke mockingly. “I will be brief. Your son Adair, although
called ‘of Gadfly,’ or ‘Eric’s son,” has a true surname.”

Eric stood back, eyes fighting the darkness, glad Mingan could not see his
expression of surpriss—which Mingan could, of course, and smiled to see it. Only
important people had true surnames.

“Wha..what is it?”

“He is fitz Pyralis, the true son of Commander Pyralis and his wife lanna.”
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sons, came back full force with this revelation.

“Indeed, I never ‘fuck’ with anybody.” The word sounded on Mingan’s tongue like
the way a lady of fine breeding would handle a soiled handkerchief. “You will not pursue
him, for he has dreamed these years of Caliburn, and now he goes to her.”

“Caliburn? I didn’t think it even existed! That's a crazy children’s story.”

“No, indeed, it is not. Many believe rightly that she exists. Caliburn has been
calling Adair since he was born; he will fulfill the destiny for which she has waited, and
she will protect him through that destiny.”

“What destiny? What are you talking about?” Eric seized Mingan’s rare
communicative moment, but was too late.

“It's not for you to know now. But be ready.”

And Eric was back in his fighter, legs feeling surprisingly cramped. “Computer,
scan for unknown ship!” he snapped.

“All vessels in scanning range identified.” Eric shook his head, closing his eyes as
his helmet drooped against the cockpit windows. “Gone...”

Morrigan left the station inhabited by Gwenhwyfar, but she bore the hatred
toward her, a black flame burning in her cold heart. She would grow stronger, she would
rule bitches like that spoiled one, she would grind them into dust underfoot. She would
find true Power,

Gwenhwyfar, unaware of the antagonism, and the danger breeding with
“Morrie’s” departure, pursued her womanly arts. She kept her long yellow hair shining,

her skin young, her body strong, her mind agile. Her father called upon her often in

- 100 -



lo’'s Child

matters of defense since she had shown such avid interest and a keen mind when
speaking to him on the issue of the border dispute with the Rat.
* % %

Lachlan flew on, sleeping when he was tired, eating when he was hungry,
maintaining his strength in the fighter’s rear compartment, and mourning. Latanya had
been mother and father, sister and brother. Days passed. He began to understand that his
wandering was not pointless. The time truly had come for him to become himself, not
Latanya’s child.

“Mayday, mayday,” squawked across his long-silent speakers. “This is the
transport Mover and Shaker, we are under attack. Request assistance! Mayday! Mayday!”
Lachlan’s ears perked up, sensing adventure.

“Mover and Shaker, this is the long-range fighter Battle Sword coming to your
assistance.”

When he saw the marauders attacking the transports, destroying the transport’s
protection fighters like Latanya destroyed asteroids, Lachlan felt the first stirrings of
hate for evil in his heart.

“Latanya, you were right. It was time.” He dove into the fray, guns flashing,
howling with the joy of battle. A fierce light raged in his eyes as he began to follow the

path to his future.
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Chapter 12

Inwhich Lachlan finds his vocation and Adair fatefully loves Morrigan.

over and Shaker, this is the fighter Battle Sword. Request permission to board.”
I\/I The fight had been brief; Lachlan’s appearance in a significantly larger,
more powerful fighter than the attackers’ own ships worried them. After he destroyed
two of them in the first minute of his appearance, the other three broke off the attack to
vanish into the starscape.

“We would be very pleased to have you aboard, Battle Sword. Standby for docking
information.”

“Roger that.” Lachlan sat smiling slightly as he waited on their return call.
“Computer. Send message towards Latanya’s nebula. Message text: ‘The time was right.
I'm on my way. Thank you.”

The computer chirruped, then said, “Message sent.”

“Battle Sword, dock in bay four, standard docking procedures. You'll be met.”

“Thanks, I'll be right in.” Lachlan turned his microphone off, then muttered, “If
only I knew standard docking procedures...”

But the docking went without trouble, because although Lachlan didn't now the
procedures, to his relief Battle Sword did. Lachlan paused a moment to change into the
blue suit that Latanya had provided in the sleeping berth of the fighter. He noticed for
the first time three brown lions rampant on the right sleeve.

“l guess that's as good a symbol as any,” he commented as he straightened his

coat, ran a brush across his hair, and stepped out of Battle Sword.
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The people looked nothing like people he'd seen before; but then, Lachlan had not
had much experience with anybody but Latanya in her many forms. Although calm in
demeanor, Lachlan was as nervous as a schoolchild ready to give a presentation before
the whole class.

“Welcome, pilot of Battle Sword. I'm first mate on this ship. We owe you our
gratitude.” A young man, just Lachlan’s age, inclined his head. “This transport is carrying
settlers for a distant world. You've saved our lives and theirs as well, and have earned our
thanks.”

“You're welcome,” Lachlan said, feeling awkward.

“Can we offer you refreshments?” The young man indicated for Lachlan to walk
with him, and they strolled down the passageway. Lachlan tried not to gawk at all the
people he saw down every passage and behind every open door. The young man, who
seemed in charge judging from the way everybody deferred to him; several times people
stopped him to ask his advice on various matters.

“I wouldn’t find some fresh fruit amiss,” Lachlan finally replied. “By the way, I'm
called Lachlan.”

The first mate stuck his hand out, to Lachlan’s confusion. For an uncomfortable
moment they stood there, frozen; then the young man replied, “You can call me Jake.”

“Very well, Jake.”

“You're not from this sector of space, are you?” Jake asked, eyebrows arching.
“You seem a little uncomfortable here.”

“Well, I'm from here in a way. But | was not raised by humans, and this is my first

contact with any of my species.” Lachlan blushed, his pale cheeks coloring at the
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admission. Somehow he felt ashamed of Latanya, but proud too; she’d never loved a
human as she had him. As a child.

“Wow. Welcome to humanity!” Jake laughed, a ringing laugh that echoing off the
bulkheads sounded something like a pale reflection of Latanya’s voice.

“Thank you. Jake?”

“Yes?”

“Let me know if | do anything strange, alright? | don’t need this to be common
knowledge, if you know what | mean.”

“Oh yeah, sure thing.”

The walked together in silence for a time, until a woman approached Jake,
leaning into him in what Lachlan thought a very unprofessional manner.

“Sooo Jakie, who's this fine specimen?” Her eyes ran up and down Lachlan’s body,
taking in his strangely-cut blue suit, its lions, his hair, his eyes, and the pinkness running
into his cheeks once more.

“Excuse me,” Lachlan said stiffly, “I don’t think—"

“Lach, cool it. This is Carine, my girl. This is a human thing. Carine, this is Lach.
He’s the fighter pilot who saved our asses out there.”

“Wellll, Latch, it's a pleasure making your acquaintance.” Her voice didn’t sound
entirely sincere to Lachlan, but he let it pass. Perhaps humans didn’t use intonation in
the way Latanya had. She flounced down the hall, throwing looks back at Jake and
Lachlan until she bumped into somebody. Lachlan snorted.

“She’s not all that bad, seriously.” Jake chuckled.

“What was it that she called me? Latch? And | think you called me ‘Lach™?”
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“Sure, humans don’t like long multi-syllable names. Too hard to deal with. We
always shorten things. Like ‘Australia’ to ‘0z.”

“What's Australia?” Lachlan started feeling a little overwhelmed at this human
culture thing.

Jake looked at him incredulously. “Have you heard of Earth, Lach?”

“I believe humans originated there long ago. That's all I really know. But | do
know—"

“Whoa there, man. We've got some educating to do for you. C'mon,” and Jake
headed off at purposeful striding pace. “I'm going to teach you something about being
human.”

* % %

Adair flew for quite some time. Occasionally he slept, and the ship came to himin
his dreams and he explored her passages unhindered by waking, but even awake with his
eyes closed he saw her position.

“I'm coming to you, ship.”

“l am Caliburn.” She had never responded to him before, but after that exchange he
spoke with her freely, finding her language skills constantly improving with
conversation and her mind as alive as his own. A match for him, indeed.

“Caliburn, I can’t make it to you now. My ship can’t fly that far, and it would take
me over two years to reach you anyway.”

“You'll find a way, Adair. We belong together. I've waited for you for a very long

time.”
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Finally, after several days of flying, Trainer A3 told Adair that his life support
would begin lessening in quality and be unable to sustain him in one week.

“Alright, Computer, please find the nearest human habitation and set course for
that.”

“Nearest human habitation six hours away. It is a small asteroid mining colony.”

“Fine, land there. We'll resupply and get out as fast as we can.”

True to calculations, six hours later Adair was hailing the mining station.

“Mining colony, this is fighter Trainer A3 of the Gadfly requesting permission to
land and refuel.”

“Roger Trainer A3, what've you got to pay?” the voice sounded rough and its query
ended in a hacking cough that made Adair cringe even knowing he couldn’t breathe
those germs.

“Pay?”

“Yeah, sonny, we don't just refuel people out of the goodness of our hearts.”

“Well, I've got some...”

“Fine, whatever you've got, we want it all. We'll give you a full tank of fuel, a
night'’s bed, and some food. You ¢’'n dock at bay seven.”

“All..alright.” Adair gathered himself, summoned his impartial military mind.
“Trainer A3 coming in for docking.”

On the station, Adair was immediately met by a grubby man. “Where’s your

docking payment? You owe us for landing here y’know.”
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“I don't think so.” Adair took a tone he thought of in conjunction with Eric and
being in trouble. “There’s only one fee that | was told about, and I'll pay that when my
ship’s been refueled and I've gotten the food and bed | was promised.”

But as he looked around, Adair started wondering if he really wanted to sleep at
the mining colony. The atmosphere reminded him of the Gadfly’s future—dark, rusty, full
of scuttling little noises and ragged people huddling in dank corners. Adair saw a ragged
woman approach a man, open her shirt to offer her services; he grimaced and shoved her
roughly away.

“Excuse me,” Adair brushed paste the money-demander and walked over to the
woman. “Hello.”

“Why hello there. My, my,” she paused, to cough. “Aren’t you a little young for
this colony? If you're lonely, I can certainly warm things up for you...”

“Thanks, but no. I wanted to give you this.” Adair furtively offered her a credit
chip. “So you can spend the night alone, if you want.”

Her eyes opened wide, surprise stamping itself across her every feature. “lI—I
couldn't.”

“Here.” He shoved it into her thin hand, the one not clutching her unbuttoned
shirt closed. Then, seeing the track marks up her arm he added meaningfully, “Don’t
waste it.”

She looked abashed, but nodded. “I won't.”

Adair turned back to find the grubby man standing angrily a safe distance away.

“Is there a problem here?”

“Yes, you little rat. She didn’t deserve it and you haven't paid your docking fee

yet.
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“Alright,” Adair reached into the pocket of his plain brown training uniform.
“How much do you want.”

“Fifty credits.” The man moved nearer, greedy hands working.

“Here you go,” Adair said as he pulled his hand out of his pocket and brought it
crashing into his antagonist’s face. His childhood fights with Kaden seemed to have
hardened his knuckles, because although the blow seemed minor to Adair, the man
reeled backward clutching his nose.

“You bastard. I'll see you dead before you leave this colony,” he growled through
the swelling that began rapidly disfiguring his face.

“Sure. Now piss off.” Adair turned his back, heart in his throat, at every moment
feeling the knife stabbing, ripping, tearing, puncturing—but it never came, and he
followed the signs to the visitors’ office, paid his exorbitant fee, and went to the room
assigned him.

It was a dingy affair consisting of a heavily sagging stained cot, a worn-out old
dresser, and a bare light sitting atop the dresser. Looking closely, Adair thought he saw
small insects crawling on the pillow; when he lifted the sheets he saw mouse droppings
underneath.

“No use calling room service,” he commented glumly. “That is, if people clean
rooms around here. | miss Gadfly and the cleaners. Computer.”

“On-line.”

“Well at least something works. Where is the nearest place | can get food?”

“Left out door, pass six passage entryways, right on seventh entry. Eatery and bar

open constantly.”
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“Perfect!” Adair glanced around the room and thought better of leaving any
belongings behind. He carried his credit chips carefully in an inner pocket of his jacket,
checked his person for any obvious signs of wealth—"Can’t help being clean”—and
exited.

“Door lock.”

“Negative, door cannot lock.”

“Great.” Rolling his eyes, he followed the directions to the eatery. “It's probably
just as questionable as the rest of this damn place.”

As he approached, neon lights began reflecting off of the metal walls. Animated
voices echoed, sounding welcoming after Adair’s days of solitary travel. He smiled.
“Maybe I'll meet somebody worthwhile here.”

Lights, smoke, and sound assailed Adair as he passed through the doorway.
Crowds of people sat together around round tables, laughing and shouting at each other
amiably. Adair looked around for a place to sit, standing shifting his feet in the doorway.
Finally when a space opened up at the bar he slipped in, elbowing another man out of his
way.

“Bartender, can | get food here?”

“Sure, buddy. Whaddya want?”

“What can | get?”

“If it's fried, we sell it.”

“Uh...can I have a salad and wheat bread?”

“Is that fried?” The bartender gave him a wry look. “If it ain’t fried...”

“Alright,” Adair held up his hands in defeat. “Fried bird and potato.”

“That we can do. Want anything to drink?”
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Adair had never had a drink in his life; Eric looked upon drinking as a weakness
left to lesser men. Kaden, who followed Eric in everything but never admitted it, sniffed
and stalked away straight-backed when the men ordered rounds.

“Sure,” Adair took the plunge. “What's good?”

“Well... How much can you pay?” the bartender slapped a price list down on the
counter between Adair and himself. “This stuff—" he indicated the top third of the
page—"Is very good stuff, but mostly for our finer patrons. Not to say you aren’t one, of
course, but you might be a tad young for it.”

Adair scanned the price list. “Anything in this area,” he decided, pointing
approximately in the middle of the page.

“Good choice. The saqui is a delicious drink for its price. Coming right up.”

“But...” Adair closed his mouth. He hadn’t meant to pick any particular drink but
this saqui sounded as good as any. Waiting for the bartender to return, he examined the
people he'd wedged himself between.

On his left an older man with many wet ring-marks on the counter in front of him
sat drinking with a purpose. Adair knew those type; Gadfly had harbored a few who were
out to forget something. On his right a woman sat nursing a foamy beer, reading an old-
style book.

Adair noticed her dark hair tucked snugly behind her ears, her clean and
flattering clothes, the intentness of her concentration. The bartender reappeared with a
small tumbler and a tall, narrow black bottle.

“Your food’ll be here shortly. Enjoy.” The bartender gave him a rakish grin and
Adair wondered what he was smiling about.

“Hi there.” The woman next to him smiled. “You look kind of lonely.”
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Adair raised an eyebrow, dipped his shoulder, and took a sip from the tumbler. It
tasted vaguely fruity and not at all alcoholic. He sloshed it around in his mouth and
decided he liked it, drained the rest of the tumbler.

“l guess you could say that. I've been out alone a long time.”

“No offense...but it looks that way.” She motioned toward his face, which he
rubbed ruefully.

“Yeah, haven't gotten to shave lately.” He refilled the tumbler from the black
pitcher and sipped again. The bartender appeared with his food, which looked vaguely

like the fried bird Adair had eaten on the Gadfly.

“So d’'you suppose this is real?” He asked the woman.

“l wouldn’t count on it.” She smiled, a surprisingly nice smile. “But what I had
tasted okay anyway.”

“Well—" Adair bit into a piece. “No, definitely not real, but as you say. Not bad.”

“So what're you doing on a rough station like this?” she asked, leaning towards
him by resting her elbows on the counter nearer him.

“Oh, just coming through really.” Adair sipped from the tumbler again, noticing it
seemed sweeter than before. “I'm...well, you could say I'm kind of surveying.”

“Isn’t this area pretty well surveyed?”

“Oh, yes, but I'm on my way to the surveying site.”

“So you're here to catch a rapid transport out to that site.”

Adair looked at her blankly, slowly accepting the fortuity of this development.
Quickly he nodded his head. “Yes, in fact, but | needed more information on that. | was
going to check around tomorrow.”

“Well, I'm just the person for you. | know this station pretty damn well.”
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“Excellent. By the way, what'’s your name?”

“Oh...” she paused, the first glimmer of uncertainty he might have caught in her
gray eyes appearing. “Morrie. I'm something of a wanderer, you might say.”

“Well, Morrie,” said Adair, starting to feel perhaps a little more magnanimous
than he usually did, “I'm Adair and | think we’ll get along just great while I'm here.”

“l think so,” Morrie’s face assumed an interested air. “Do you have a last name,
Adair?”

“No,” Adair quaffed the rest of his tumbler and looked at his food. Suddenly it
didn’'t seem that appealing, although the saqui had become a comfortable warmth in his
stomach that slowly seemed to be working its way to his extremities.

“But I'm not entirely boring. My father adopted me as an infant. Some random
guy just dropped me at Gadfly and left me in Da’s care.”

“My goodness!” She leaned closer, then scooted her stool consciously closer. Her
beer had left a smear on the tall glass as the liquid’s volume receded. She had about half a
glass left.

The man on Adair’s left tapped him on the shoulder.

“’scuz me but've you got coupla credi’s | c-could borrah?” His head weaved back
and forth as he tried to focus watery eyes on Adair’s surprised face.

“Uh,” Adair patted his pockets, turned them inside out. “Sorry.” While Adair’s
back was turned, Morrie’s face became cold, calculating. She muttered to herself:

“About twenty years ago Pyralis’ son Adair disappeared...and this Adair appears
somewhere randomly... This could be power indeed.”

“Well fuck,” the man said as his head thunked onto the table. Snores began

emanating from his wide-open mouth as Adair turned back to Morrie.
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“Anyway..."

Her face immediately took on a pleasanter look and she visibly sized him up.
“Another drink? You've paid for it..”

“You know, thanks. | think I might just do that.” She filled the tumbler for him,
the clear liquid brimming to the top of the tumbler.

“Let’s see if you can finish your drinks before I can drink three more beers,” she
suggested. “Whoever loses—buys the other one a drink.”

Adair found this game agreeable and tossed back his third tumblerful of the saqui.
And a fourth. And a fifth. And a sixth. Morrie had finished her first beer, then two more,
and was into her fourth. Adair found pouring difficult; somehow the tumbler—or was it
the pitcher?>—just wouldn't stay still. But somehow he managed to pour a seventh and
eighth drink without spilling too much on the table. Morrie chugged her third beer with
a gasp a moment after Adair put the black pitcher to his mouth and drank down the rest
of the delicious saqui straight.

The room had started looking a little fuzzy—uvery fuzzy in fact. But he could see
Morrie clearly, and she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. From a distance
he heard her voice.

“GO’dam’ Adair, you sure can hol’ your drink.”

“Hell yeah.” He sat proudly but held onto the cool firmness of the counter. “You're
verrrry perdy, yo know tha'?”

She leaned forward and by some miracle their lips met. Adair felt himself become
aroused instantly, his pants straining.

“Di’ l win? | owe ya a..a..drink. Barten’er!”

The bartender came over. “Anything | can get for you?”
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Morrie shook her head emphatically. “No. We're gonna get some rest now.”

“NO wait!” Adair waved his hand in the air between Morrie and the bartender,
struggling to pull a credit chip from his inner jacket pocket. He didn’t remember it being
so small or difficult to get things out of before. “I woe—owe—Morrie a drin’an’ I'm
gettin’ us a DRINK.”

“Adair,” Morrie leaned in close, hand on his shoulder and whispering in his ear.
“Le’s get some champagne. And we ca’ go ta yer rooms an’ enjoy it together.”

This plan appealed greatly to Adair. He slapped the credit chip down. “Your
best—what was't?”

“Champagne, please.” Morrie looked at the bartender, who felt sorry for Adair.
Every night this woman had left with a different man, every one of them drunker than
she by far. And the saqui was a strong drink; he should've warned the kid to only have a
couple of drinks.

“Coming right up,” the bartender said, pushing his thoughts back. Customers
were customers.

“An’ can | have another sa—saqui for the road?” Adair stood, trying to plant his
feet firmly on the deck, which seemed to be experiencing some solar wind vibrations.
“Damn solar wind,” he murmured to Morrie, who still held tightly to his arm.

The saqui tumbler appeared and Adair watched his hand reach out—grasp it—
carry it to his mouth. The liquid seemed to run straight to his heart, giving him courage.

He kissed Morrie deeply and thoroughly. “You're very hot.” He reached out,
caressing her breasts. The bartender set the champagne onto the counter with a
resounding thud.

“Your change.”
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“Keep't!” Adair cried in a moment of expansiveness. “Treatcher self!”

Adair and Morrie made their staggering way out of the bar, leaving the cold fried
bird and potatoes next to the credit chip. The bartender watched with concern in his
experienced eyes as he cleaned off the counter.

“Oh, she forgot her book.” He picked it up. “Seven Habits of Highly Powerful Women.
Well, I'll keep it for her. She’ll be back tomorrow.”

The room didn’t seem so bad now that Adair had a companion. They popped the
champagne immediately, sharing sips straight from the bottle. Between drinks Morrie
helped Adair undress, eyebrows raising at his aroused state.

They kissed, moved to the bed. “I—1I "aven’ ever done this before,” he admitted as
Morrie lay next to him, her naked skin supple and pale.

“I'll show you,” she whispered as she flicked the light off.

Adair had never had a night quite like that before. When they finished, Adair lay
panting, glowing with pleasure in a drunken, sex-induced stupor.

“Here,” she suggested, offering the half-empty bottle. “Drink some, get
rehydrated. The night is still young.” The look in her gray eyes compelled him.

Adair gripped the neck of the bottle and began gulping thirstily.

Never, indeed, had he had a night like that before.
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Chapter 13

Inwhich Adair leaves the mining colony unaware of the ramifications of his actions, and

Gwenhwyfar investigates an interesting destination.

leep receded slowly and painfully. Adair could not determine if just one transport
Svessel or two had hit his head the night before, but it hardly mattered. He felt like
shit, plain and simple. The light streaking in from under the door blinded him; he rolled
over in the tiny cot, putting his face into the pillow with a groan.

“Hey! You in there!” Somebody had begun pounding on his door with such
persistence Adair thought they’d never stop. Each stroke to the door reverberated within
his brain, sending pain shooting through his head and causing a groan to issue from his
slack, dry lips.

“Whaddya want,” he croaked, amazed at how horrible his voice sounded.

“You're supposed to be gone an hour ago! You only paid for one night, so get out!”

“Alright,” Adair mumbled. “I'm leaving now.” He sat up, surprised to find himself
completely naked. Then the previous evening’s events flooded back into his throbbing
head and he glanced around, somehow expecting Morrie to be hiding in the tiny bare
room.

Slowly, with great care of movement, Adair gathered his few belongings and
dressed himself in the rumpled brown uniform. He was surprised to find his credit chips
all there, barring the one he'd left in the bar the night before.

“Now,” he muttered to himself, “I see why Da never drank.”
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As he vacated the room, the annoyed proprietor walked pompously up to Adair
and looked him up and down. “I see. Well you owe us one more night’s rent in that room;
we had to leave it empty while you slept. We're losing money because of you.”

“l won't pay you a whole night's pay.”

“I'll take you to court!”

“But I'll give you half a night’s pay.”

“Done.” The credit chips exchanged hands and Adair turned his back wearily. “By
the way, kid...”

He turned back to the proprietor.

“There are some very angry people looking for you. I'd get out of the colony as fast
as you can, if I were you. Just a tip.”

“Thanks. I'm planning on leaving now.” And he did, furtively slipping back to
Trainer A3,

But a group of angry men stood around the entry to his fighter, some thumping
heavy pipes against their palms, others flicking knife blades in and out ominously.

“Listen,” Adair summoned concentration away from his pounding head and tried
to look menacing. “I don't want any trouble here, so if you'd please just let me get to my
ship...”

“l don’t think so, pal.” A burly man in a tattered black faux-leather coat stepped
out and into Adair’s face. “You punched my friend here, and we'd like to have a little chat
about that.”

“I'm sorry about that. It was just a misunderstanding, I'm sure.” Adair backed

away slowly, feeling behind him for a weapon of any sort. Suddenly a hand grasped his.
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“Don’'t worry,” a soft woman'’s voice said behind him. “We’'ll take care of these
guys.”

The prostitute from the previous day stood backed by several of her more heavily
muscled customers. Adair looked back at them, hope springing into his heart and head
feeling clearer already.

“Oh gods, thank you,” he whispered back to her, then turned to face the men

blocking Trainer A3. “If you don’t mind moving aside, I'd like to show my friends my ship.

The two groups stood tensely, muscles bulging. Finally the man in tattered black
leather waved his companions away. “Just don’t come back here, pal. You're not welcome
here.”

“Oh, don’t worry.” Adair spoke from his heart. “I don’t plan on ever coming back.”

Mounting the stairs to Trainer A3, he turned back to the prostitute. “Thank you so
much. | don’'t know what would have happened...”

She smiled and dipped her head. “It's worth it for a night alone.”

Once aboard, Adair searched for a rapid transport leaving as quickly as possible.
“Computer how many rapid transports departing the mining colony’s vicinity?”

“Six rapid transports due to leave within twelve hours.”

“When's the soonest one leave?”

“Fifteen minutes.”

“Hail that vessel.”

“Hailing.” A moment went by. Adair tapped his fingers nervously, eager to get
away from the mining colony, perhaps sleep off his aching head. What a fool he’d been;
though Morrie hadn’t stolen anything, still she could have, and the idea frightened him.

“This is a rapid transport vessel. What can | do for you?”
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“This is Trainer A3 requesting passage to the following coordinates.” Adair
transmitted her position within a day’s flight.

“Expensive, Trainer A3. This is far out of our way.”

“How much?” When the rapid transport’s price was named, Adair closed his eyes.
This was not his day. He counted his credit chips, finding them to equal about half the
price quoted.

“I'll take the passage. I'll pay you half now and half on delivery.”

“Very well. Meet the rapid transport at these coordinates in ten minutes.” A point
appeared marked just outside of mining colony space.

“Roger that.” Adair prepped automatically, mind racing. He would find a way to
make the other half of the payment even if it meant giving up Trainer A3.

Gwenhwyfar sat in the library reading an old-fashioned book. She liked the feel of
the pages between her fingers, and the softness of reflected rather than direct light on her
eyes. The library was one of her favorite places with its wonderfully tall, wide windows
showing pure space. Outside she saw ships hovering in wait to dock with their goods.

Trade was good between her father’s sector and on three borders; but the Rat still
bothered her. He had moved into a station nearer Gwenhwyfar’s father’s, and her father
just sat quietly.

“Father,” she'd begged, “at least bring our flagship back. It doesn’t need to be out
exploring...”

“Gwenhwyfar — Gwennie — | don't want this fight. There’s nothing I can really do
against him; he’s brought his flagship and several battle cruisers. He wouldn't attack us.

It's just rattling sabers.”
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“Rattling sabers?” She was well-read, but avoided war texts.

“An ancient metaphor for an idle threat.”

“This isn't just an idle threat! Before Morrie left, we determined he'd be able, with
a little help, to pose a serious danger to us.” She had brought the tactical thinking they'd
done, carefully laid out on paper. Her father had never looked at it.

“We'll call in our allies if we need to, Gwennie, but we won't. | know it'll come to
nothing.”

“l don’'t know...”

“Don’t worry dear. You worry too much.” Her father patted her cheek and waved
her away. “Now let me get some of this paperwork done. I'll meet you for dinner as
usual.”

“Alright, father.” She turned away, heart heavy.

Walking down the passageway, Gwenhwyfar talked to herself under her breath,
frustrated.

“He just doesn’t take the Rat seriously. But he is serious, | know it. | need to do
something to get my mind off of this.” She stopped her aimless pacing for a moment.
“What haven't | done?”

The ‘womanly arts’ she had long left behind; she had learned all the station’s
teachers could—or would—share. Gwenhwyfar had few friends among the women of
her age. They felt strange chatting with the sector ruler’s daughter.

“I'll go for a flight.” Gwenhwyfar loved flying, being all alone in the vast
enveloping darkness, with only stars to guide her. She turned to the wall and tapped a
comm panel. “This is Gwenhwyfar. Please have a flyer ready for me in fifteen minutes.”

“Yes ma’am. Hangar one.”
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Along the way, Gwenhwyfar suddenly had a thought. “What would it be like to
take a friend along?” Always a loner, this idea had occasionally crossed her mind, only to
be dismissed as silly and impractical, since she had no true friends.

Slowing her purposeful walk, Gwenhwyfar began looking about her at the people
streaming past. Some of the soldiers saluted or nodded their heads, a respectful gesture
to the boss’s daughter and nothing more. She heard people talking and laughing.

“..and then I said to her, ‘Girl, if you don’t get some clothes on, I'll toast your buns
myself!’™

“..want those squadrons on alert at all times. The Rat’s a little close for my
comfort, whatever he says.”

“Yessir.”

“That'll be twenty credits.”

“Outrageous! | haven't got twenty credits!” The speaker, dressed in worn, faded
clothes and carrying a quarter-filled old denim bag, looked around hopelessly. Her eye
caught Gwenhwyfar’s, a pleading look filling her face. She moved towards Gwenhwyfar,
hands pleading.

“I'se got kids to feed, ma’am. You look like you could spare a ten credits. Could
you borrow me some? Please? I'm a hard worker, I'll pay 'em back. I will.”

Gwenhwyfar looked at her, heart torn. “Do you really have kids?”

“Yes, yes. | ain’t lyin’ to yous.” Her eyes didn't tell betray her.

“Well...” Gwenhwyfar reached into her pocket, feeling for a ten-credit chip,
finding only a fifty and a hundred. For a moment she stood frozen, looking at the faded
woman. Her hair was lank, her frame as emaciated as Gwenhwyfar had ever seen on her

father’s station. It was wrong for her to suffer.
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“Here,” she said, pulling out the hundred-credit chip. “This should hold you for a
while.”

The woman'’s jaw dropped to her chest. “I cain’t take this. | cain’t pay’t back.” She
thrust the chip back at Gwenhwyfar, turning to the seller. “I'll just...”

“You misunderstand.” Gwenhwyfar came to stand beside her. “I want you to have
it. You don't have to pay me back.”

“l—thanks. Thanks.” Gwenhwyfar’s heart warmed at the woman'’s expression,
which spoke the gratitude her words could not.

“Buy yourself some good food with that. And if you can’t find a job, come to me
and I'll help you. My name’s Gwenhwyfar.” She moved briskly away before the woman
could respond. Gwenhwyfar had a hangar to be at.

The flyer was as awkward as they came, a veritable lug with the lowest travel
capacity of her father’s fleet. They always prepped the same one; she was sure her father
had left standing instructions to keep her from getting too far away. Suddenly she’'d had
it.

“This isn't appropriate. | want a long-range explorer flyer.”

The attendant took on a surprised expression. “I'm sorry ma’am, but this ship—"

“Is exactly what my father ordered. | know. | want something else.”

“I'm sorry.”

“You will be sorry,” Gwenhwyfar’s voice became a little harder than usual, her
eyes boring into the poor man'’s quivering face, “if you don't get a longer-range explorer
ready for me now.”

“Alright, alright.” He hopped to, scuttling about his tasks as Gwenhwyfar stood

tapping her foot, watching his every move. “You’re makin’ me nervous.”
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“l apologize. Would you prefer | leave?” She loaded her request with sarcasm:
who would ask her to leave?

“No, it's alright, ma'am.” He shook himself. “This flyer’s ready. The Pheonix. It's a
bit faster than the other and you can go twice as far.”

“Anything else?”

“Controls should be familiar... there are some weapons, standard to any long-
range explorer. Do you want me to disarm it?”

“No, thank you. I shouldn’t need them, but I also shouldn’'t want to get caught
unawares.”

“Of course. Well that's it then.”

“Thank you...” she paused, asking his name through raised eyebrows. His name
patch read ‘DeGozolo,” but she wanted a first name.

“Danny.”

“Thank you, Danny. You've done well, and I'll see you're rewarded.” He seemed to
thaw a little, nodding and helping her with a boost into the cockpit. She moved through
the takeoff patterns.

“Control, this is explorer Phoenix requesting permission to depart.”

“Permission granted, Phoenix. Depart now.”

It did handle better than the rusty bucket of a flyer; Gwenhwyfar admired the
light touch its controls responded to, as well as reveling in the freedom of doubled
traveling capacity.

“Computer,” she said as she cleared the station, “Calculate greatest possible

distance from station we can travel and still return safely.”
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“Calculating. Displaying sphere of possible travel with sufficient fuel remaining
to return to station.”

“What's that?”” Gwenhwyfar pointed at a strange graphic in one section.

“That is the Latanya nebula.”

“Let’s go there. Estimated time of arrival?”

“Six hours, twenty-seven minutes, forty-three minutes.”

“Engage main engines on full.” Gwenhwyfar felt the press back as the powerful
engines propelled her small vessel forward. Then nothing, and as she unbuckled her
harness, she floated weightless. She removed the band from her hair, allowing it to float
freely, moving slightly as she ran her fingers through it playfully. Zero-G was one of her
favorite things about solo space flights.

“Latanya nebula,” she tasted the name on her tongue. “Computer, are there any
visual records of the nebula on file?” She could at least pass the time learning about her
destination, which Gwenhwyfar was sure would prove an interesting and educational
experience.

—_—

“Jake, | do not understand the point of this game, ‘baseball.’ It does not seem to
offer any educational or edifying possibilities.” Lachlan sat puzzled in the archives room
with Jake staring at an ancient record of human activities.

“The goal of any game is to win, Lach.” Jake paused, then amended, “At least, any
human game. I've heard some aliens have games that you have to tie to complete.”

“This is logical to me. Then they could work together, rather than spending the

whole time trying to undermine the opponent.”
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“Lach, you've got to understand. Humans are very competitive. They want to win;
they aren’t happy if they lose.”

Lachlan’s brows drew together in complexity. “But...”

“It's just life, dude. And I'd bet a hundred credits to one you've got that
competition in your blood just as much as any man.”

“I beg to differ!” Lachlan’s mind jumped to Latanya’s many lessons on teamwork,
the strength of many as opposed to the weakness of a few.

“Alright, whatever you say, man.” Jake got up, pushing his chair in as he left he
archives room. “But I'd bet that I'd beat you in three out of five fighter dogfights.”

Lachlan jumped to his feet. “Never!”

“Might as well admit it. I've had way more experience than you.”

“l don’t think so!”

“Alright, let’s see then! | challenge you to five dogfights.”

“Fine! Winner of three wins all. When?”

“Two hours.” Jake’s smirk as he set the time seemed more than a little mocking to
Lachlan, whose pride had been pricked.

“It's a deal. You be there, and | want this recorded.”

“Sure thing.”

Lachlan strode back to his quarters to change into his blue flight suit. That Jake
couldn’t beat Battle Sword no matter what experience he might have. Latanya’s ship was
unbeatable; Lachlan knew it. And he had spent years under Latanya’s tutelage learning
all the tricks of fighter combat. No, indeed. Jake would regret this insult and pay for it

with his pride if it was the last thing Lachlan did.
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Jake, meanwhile, walked off chuckling. Lachlan would probably win, but when

he realized Jake had just goaded in for the hell of it, he'd never live it down.
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Chapter 14

Inwhich Adair meets his future and Mingan moves towards his fate.

aying for the rapid transport occupied Adair's mind the whole of the short trip. He
Phad virtually promised away Trainer A3, of which he was becoming fond despite the

evidence mounting that it was truly unsuited for such expeditions as Adair made
now. Adair tried to relax, and finally succeeded in drifting into a light sleep. Caliburn
came to him immediately.

*You are come soon.*

“Rapid transport, the fastest way to go. But Caliburn, | can’t pay for it. I've given
them all my money and that’s half their price.”

Silence emanated from the mighty ship in his dream, but he knew she wasn't
ignoring him. She was thinking. He waited, having learned from Eric the value of
promptness at times as well as the appropriateness of patience at other times.

*What vessel carries you now?* Her silvery, inhuman tones somehow managed
to inflect a question mark at the end.

“It's my Da’s oldest fighter, Trainer A3. She’s a fine fighter, just old. Needs love.”

*Leave her with the rapid transport. | will retrieve you.*

“But...”

*Trust me, Adair. Just head towards the red and blue nebula.*

“Alright. I hope you know what you're doing.” Aptly, the rapid transport
sensations reduced.

“Trainer A3, please complete payment to disembark.”
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“May | ask to whom I'm speaking?” Adair inquired, buying time. He hoped
Caliburn hadn't just sentenced him to one last long spacewalk.

“Negative. Insert the second payment or face confiscation of your vessel.”

“How opportune,” Adair muttered to himself, then addressed the unknown voice:
“l can’t pay.”

“Prepare to be expelled from your vessel. It will be sold and the proceeds put
towards your debt.”

Adair put up no fuss, simply double checking his suit. “Alright 'm—"

Trainer A3's cockpit hatch flew open and Adair found himself propelled rapidly
through empty space. The rapid transport vanished with a huff of indignation and Adair
suddenly felt a clench of terror. Before him loomed empty space; humans traveled only a
tiny percentage of that, and he would surely die and float for millions of years before he
encountered another person. Unless he reached a sun or planet first, in which case he
would burn up or be squashed flat by gravity, and never be seen by another human again.

“God, what an idiot | am,” he groaned. “Shit, and | should conserve air, too.” He
stopped talking and tried to breathe shallowly, but his heart pounded loudly in his ears
and he felt panic keep creeping up on him.

E

Eric stood in the hangar of Gadfly watching Kaden going over the post-flight
checklist on the Hunting Horn. He was a good son, Eric’s own son; but Adair had become

his son too. Somehow Eric felt something amiss, that Mingan had sent Adair off to his
death. For a moment he imagined his younger son floating in his suit, helpless, through

space while the debris of Trainer A3 floated about him. Eric flinched and balled his fists,
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but there was nothing he could do, no way to know how Adair fared. The older man’s

eyes refocused on the scene before him.

you.

“Kaden,” he called.
“Yes, Da?” Kaden trotted over, face glowing with accomplishment.

Eric’s mouth snagged its way to a painful smile. “You've done well. I'm proud of

“Thanks. If you don't mind...?” The youth indicated his half-finished checklist.
“Oh, yes. Sure. Keep it up, son.”

“Da?” Kaden turned back halfway to his ship.

“Yes?”

“Have you ever heard the story of a ship... well it sounds silly, but a ship that will

bring peace to the galaxy?” Kaden sounded abashed, almost foolish for mentioning in.

“As a matter of fact,” Eric paused, his eyes moving up to the right as he searched

his memory. “When | was younger your grandmother, rest her soul, told me most

seriously about a ship called... What was it? Caliburn. She swore one day Caliburn would

come back and settle all scores.”

“What does she look like, did granma say?”
“Nobody knows. Of course.”
“But how...?”

“Hell if I know. It's probably just a story. But,” Eric amended, “If Caliburn did

come back, maybe that'd be the sign we've been waiting on, eh?”

Kaden looked skeptical. “Guess it'd depend on what kind of army she brought

with her!”
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“Eric, sir?” Another fighter pilot stood respectfully back from Eric and Kaden's
exchange.

“Yes, James?”

“I've heard that very story, sir, and | sure as hell believe it.” He looked earnestly
from Eric to Kaden and back. “There are a lot of things out there humans don’'t know a
damn about, and | don't see why there shouldn’t be some ship to unite us all.”

“It has been too long.” A technician joined the group. “No real peace since Pyralis,
and even that not what we might've hoped.”

“That’s right,” chimed in another technician as he elbowed into the group, wiping
his hands on a greasy rag. “If this Caliburn exists—and why not?—nhell, I'd follow it.”

Other pilots and technicians soon formed a large crowd around Eric and Kaden,
discussing the possibility of Caliburn’s existence. Some had never heard of her, but readily
accepted the possibility that she could well exist. Eric stood astounded, and Kaden
silently smirked, as the foreman of the technicians shouldered his way through the
crowd.

“Sir.” He touched a grease-stained finger to his forehead in the semblance of a
salute. “We—the techs—wanna bring a formal petition to the leaders.”

“What petition?” Eric couldn’t imagine what they would petition about regarding
Caliburn.

“Well, sir, we want to be sure that Gadfly follows Caliburn when she appears.”

Eric stifled the urge to laugh. Here Kaden’s question had become a full-blown

tech petition!
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“I'll bring it to the leaders next meeting.” The foreman nodded his shaggy head
definitively, but was caught from leaving by Eric’s hand on his shoulder. “You know it
may never come, don’t you? That Caliburn may just be a tale our mothers told us?”

“Sir, no disrespect, but we gods-damn well believe it. The ones that don't just
ain’t heard of it. Caliburn exists, sir, and we want to be sure we're on her side.”

“Alright, Foreman. Just checking.”

The foreman walked away hollering, “Alright you lazy bones, let’s get back to
work! Caliburn won'’t clean them fighters for us!”

The pilots remained clustered together speaking in low tones a few moments
longer; then the senior pilot turned to Eric. “Sir, we'd like to throw our vote in with the
techs. If Caliburn comes back, hell, I'd sure rather fight for her than against her.”

Kaden scoffingly laughed aloud. “You seriously think—"

“Listen, space-fart.” The senior pilot glanced at Eric, received a curt go-ahead nod,
and stepped into Kaden'’s face, their noses separated by mere inches. As he spoke his
voice rose from a low growl to a furious, vein-popping howl. “You may be too much of an
ignorant prick to know truth when you hear it, but the rest of us aren’'t. Damn, even the
techs know it. You'll obey orders from your senior officers—and that's ME—even if we
say to fight with Caliburn.'Cause she’s real, and even if she ain’t, who gave you the right to
be subordinate to your SENIOR OFFICERS? NOW WHY AREN'T YOU FINISHING
YOUR POST-FLIGHT CHECKLIST?”

Kaden'’s face reddened and he turned towards Eric. “Da—"
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“Stow it, Kaden. The man’s right.” Eric turned and walked away, perplexed and
amazed. He shared Kaden’s doubt, but he was ashamed that his son had turned to him
for protection.

“They’ll say he’s hiding behind daddy’s skirts again. Adair never did that.” Eric
muttered as he left. Then his mind turned back to the near-mutiny in the hangar. “Guess
I'd better call a meeting of the leaders. We should pass this before the locals get too
restless again.” He sighed. “I wish Kaden’d never said anything in the first place.”

* % %

Mingan couldn’t fly forever, however wonderful his ship was. She provided him
everything a man desired and more, but his fleshly desires still overcame him.

“Ship, I'd like to go back to the station.”

“Itis no longer safe, Mingan.”

“I know. But | can take care of myself.”

“Roger that. Estimated time of arrival six hours seventeen minutes.”

“Thank you.” He leaned back in the black chair, eyes seeing patterns swirling
throughout what others considered ‘darkness.” Mingan remembered his humanity at
many times, not the least of which was his craving for human women.

“Ship, what do you think of human women?”

“Please clarify: ‘what do you think.”

“Do you find human women attractive?”

“Unable to respond, Mingan. | cannot find any fleshly being attractive.”

Mingan conjured a glowing ball of light to balance above his hand, then sighed.

“Ship, would you mind if I brought a suitable human aboard for training?”
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“Mingan! How could you suggest such a thing?” The voice, although mechanical
and unable to portray emotions, certainly rang with what Mingan would have sworn
was indignation. “All these centuries just you and I; now you suggest another?”

“Surely you know you will outlast me.”

“When you die, | am programmed to fly into Sol with all possible speed.”

Again Mingan sighed, conjured two more balls of light, and began juggling them.
“Perhaps... But if the right human comes to me, | will not refuse him.”

The ship did not deign to waste its resources with a verbal response. It already
believed Mingan weak for this human desire for flesh; the desire for a progeny, too,
seemed to it meaningless. Existence came and went, and you flew where you could while
your engines had power in them. After that, Caliburn only knew. Perhaps it would
consult Caliburn when she returned.

“She’s coming,” Mingan announced, suddenly. “Caliburn.”

Inwardly the ship smiled. Sometimes the human caught its thoughts accurately
enough.

* % *

Morrigan learned of Mingan'’s existence by accident, though she had sought his
name long enough to feel a glow of satisfaction when her eyes lit upon that page.

“Some sources speculate that Mingan, a close advisor to the late Commander
Pyralis, orchestrated the disappearance of the Adair fitz Pyralis, although none can
satisfactorily offer a location for the child. Most historians today believe Adair fitz
Pyralis was one of the many casualties of the war that erupted after his mother lanna

committed suicide...”

-133 -



K. M. Ferguson

A few paragraphs later, Mingan laughed aloud as she read: “Little is known of
Mingan’s person or habits, although several women report his voracious libido belies his
apparent great age. It is speculated...”

“Nin.” Morrigan beckoned the young woman to her side. “You crave power as
much as I, don’t you?”

“You know I do.” Niniane looked up adoringly at Morrigan through thick, dark
lashes. Her long chestnut hair fell in shining, perfect waves down her back,
complimenting her tight, pale blue pants and blouse.

“This is the man to give it to you. | have gained my knowledge and power through
other sources; | worked hard for my knowledge. He just got it.” Her gray eyes flashed like
molten silver in her pale face as she crossed her arms over her distended stomach. Soon
he would be born, and Morrigan could shape him as she desired. “Go to him with this"—
she gave Niniane a plain, dull-silvered ring—"“and once he wears it...”

Niniane leaned closer, listening to Morrigan’s whispers. She self-consciously
touched her smooth, young face. Surely she could do as Morrigan instructed. This
Mingan wielded power beyond reasonableness for a human; she would simply even the
playing field, and if her lithe body would win that information from him, so be it.

No sixteen-year-old had ever had such a gleam in her eye as Niniane did when
Morrigan stepped back. She would travel to the old Pyralis space station, find Mingan,
and earn his favor in any way necessary.

“Remember,” Mingan added, patting her stomach meaningfully, “your body is a
no less a tool than your hands or your mind. Use it to grab what you want just like you

would close your hand around a diamond glittering on the deck.”
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“Pilot,” she leaned toward a comm unit, “all possible speed to the Pyralis space
station. We have business there.”

* % *

Lachlan looked at Jake with more than a little sorrow in his eyes. “I cannot
remain on this transport any longer. I must move on.”

“Aw, c'mon, man. We need protection and you sure as hell can give us that. The
pay’s good.”

“Sure the pay’s good, but what about the women?” Lachlan tried out a joke he'd
heard in the bar several evenings earlier.

Jake laughed. “Well, my woman'’s good enough... Not that I'd share her.”

“I wouldn’t touch her with a ten-foot pole!” Lachlan shrugged into his flight suit.
“Listen, Jake, seriously. Come with me. You proved in those dogfights you're nearly as
good a pilot as | am—"

“Now just wait a minute!” Jake interjected, but Lachlan continued.

“—and | could use a companion. Think of the opportunities.”

“What, and leave Carine and the people on the transport?” Jake shook his head,
but without much conviction.

“Carine will wait for you if she’s a good woman. And the people...let’s be honest,
Jake. They need you about as much as they need an asteroid through the engines.”

Jake looked affronted, but Lachlan could see the wheels turning behind his
exaggerated expression.

“I don’t know Lach. I seriously need to watch out for these people. They signed

on trusting me.”
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“Your second’s a good man. He can easily take over. And I'm sure they’d give you a
fighter in lieu of pay.”

“WHAT! Hell, I need that pay! I'm savin’ up for me’n’Carine’s wedding!”

Lachlan just looked at him and continued buckling on his straps. Jake moved in
to help with the harder-to-reach ones as the silence stretched out.

“Fine. So help me, I'll go.”

Lachlan smiled. “You won't regret it. And who knows, maybe there're other
women out there...?”

“Not even possible, dude.” Jake shook his head. “Listen, this’ll take some doin’, so
go ahead and get Battle Sword prepped and all. I'll catch up to you.”

“Roger that.” Lachlan threw a mock salute and strode down the now-familiar hall
towards his ship. A companion!

* % %

Gwenhwyfar had fallen asleep waiting to reach the nebula; the music she'd asked
the ship to play probably didn’t help. Ancient, yes, but she found Chopin relaxing and
that's why she’d taken the long-range explorer out in the first place.

“Warning. Object directly in projected path. Warning.”

She awoke with a start, sitting up and speaking some more-than-slightly garbled
words. Then the computer’s statement sank in.

“What! What is it? Show me.”

“Object appears to be humanoid.” The screen displayed a person in a space-walk
suit, tiny jets firing in what seemed to Gwenhwyfar to be a sadly futile attempt to
maneuver towards the red-blue nebula now looming before them.

“What is the projected effect of nebula on object?”
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“Durability of suit unknown but based on known configurations, the nebula
could a) destroy it; b) cause it damage; or ¢) cause no damage.”

“Oh, thanks,” Gwenhwyfar muttered. “As if | couldn’t figure that one out myself.
Computer, can we safely bring the human inside?”

“Roger.”

“Do it.” The steering thrusters fired gently, pushing Gwenhwyfar back a bit into
her seat. She braided her hair, then floated towards the back of the ship. The human
might need medical attention, and she would be ready for anything.

What she wasn't ready for was the human'’s evasive maneuvering. No amount of
careful manipulator-arm extending would grasp onto his suit without danger of
puncturing it, and every time Gwenhwyfar thought she would succeed, the figure’s jets
fired away toward the nebula in a burst of speed.

“Unknown vessel, what the hell do you want?” came an angry man’s voice over
the ship’s speakers. “Can’t you see I'm trying to get to the nebula here?”

“Yes,” Gwenhwyfar replied acidly, her estimation of his intelligence dropping
significantly, “but it's still too far for your thrusters to make it. You'd die first.”

“I have a ship coming.”

“We'll rendezvous with it, then. Come aboard or you'll probably just die.”

“Fine.” He sounded miffed. “I had everything under control.” But Gwenhwyfar
heard a note of relief in his voice as he turned towards the long-range explorer.

“Opening airlock...” she announced as she hovered just on the inside of the second
set of doors, fingering the controls.

“Roger, entering airlock. Seal airlock, flood with air.”
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“Roger,” Gwenhwyfar replied, stifling a laugh. Who said ‘roger’ anymore anyway?
So serious! “Air pressure normal. It's safe for you to get out of your suit.”

“Alright, let me in.” Adair couldn’t keep the relief out of his voice. “And thanks.
You're probably right. Plus...I'm starving.”

Gwenhwyfar smiled, then gasped when she saw him. He was handsome, with
dark wavy hair and a sincere look to his eyes, and so young! Probably no older than she
herself.

“l..I'm Gwenhwyfar,” she stuttered, remembering to stick out her right hand.

He took it, but instead of shaking it, brought it to his lips. “I'm Adair. It's a

pleasure.”
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Chapter 15

Inwhich Adair comes into his rightful inheritance.

ingan dozed lightly as he moved towards the Pyralis space station. In his
I\/I dream—he always dreamed—nhe saw Caliburn. A long-range exploration vessel
drew up beside it and they docked; as they joined, Mingan saw potentials swirl and
futures shift.

“Ship!” He cried, sitting up abruptly, “Course modification to Latanya nebula.” He
inputted the coordinates of the stars he’d seen around Caliburn, heart pounding as it
hadn’t in several human generations.

“Course correction inputted. Estimated time of arrival...”

“I don't care. All possible speed—we need to get there within the hour.”

“This will necessitate breaking intergalactic law.”

“Doit.”

The black ship vanished in a puff of nothing, leaving stars winking in its wake
even as Niniane arrived with Morrigan at the old space station.

“It wasn't like this in the old days,” Morrigan told her, although indeed she hadn’t
experienced the old days personally. “My mother lived here with Commander Pyralis for
a time. God, the stories she told—nballs with a real orchestra, jewels glittering, gowns
swishing in the artificial gravity, real wine and red meat—they had it all.”

“So what happened?”

“You know, don't you. Commander Pyralis died, mysteriously they say, but |

know what killed him. That bitch wife of his, lanna. She seduced him to bear his child
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and control the galaxy, but she failed. Everything fell apart.” Morrigan flipped her hair
back defiantly. “Better that than her blood having its claws in everything. She was from
Ganymede, after all. They're all alike.”

Niniane, with her youth clearly evident, fell for the bait. “What're they like?”

Morrigan laughed, almost a hiss. “Greedy. Stupid. They mined the moons around
them to oblivion. They ruled without mercy. lanna’s family died in shame and it was no
more than they deserved.”

“Well, what's the problem?”

“l don't believe they're gone.”

Their ship docked smoothly with the ageing station and the two women gathered
their belongings. Morrigan had determined to set Niniane up as a student, a collector of
knowledge; they obtained rooms, to that end, near the education center and library
collection.

“Morrigan...I'm afraid. What if he sees right through me?”

“He wont,” came the confident reply. “He can’t see past your body. Speaking of
which, have you gained weight? I'd watch my eating if | were you.”

Niniane self-consciously looked at her bare legs. “I don’t think so...”

“Just watch it, is all I'm saying.”

“OK.” They worked in silence for some time, filling the small apartment with
belongings. Niniane went out at one point to purchase furniture with one of Morrigan’s
credit chips, never wondering where Morrigan obtained that kind of money. Furniture
handlers brought the items back directly to her quarters so that within hours of arriving

Niniane had a working apartment.
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“Excellent.” Morrigan finally pronounced; “We want it to look like you've been
here a while. In fact, you may be since we don’t know when he’ll arrive here. But my son
is due soon, Niniane, so you'll have to be able to survive on your own after | leave.”
Morrigan moved her hands across her distended stomach, feeling the baby within move
gently.

Niniane smiled. “I love babies. Maybe...”

“I don’t think so. | have big plans for this baby, and they don’'t include hanging
around this decrepit piece of space junk.”

“Morrigan...”

“Shush, it won't be that bad. Maybe Mingan’ll even be good in bed.” Her look
froze Niniane’s blood in her veins, a foretaste of the future’s events.

As Adair drew nearer the ship of his dreams, he didn’t stop noticing
Gwenhwyfar’s finely sculpted features, her beautifully-braided hair, her well-tailored
outfit, her deft hand and slender fingers at the controls. Everything about her drew Adair
to her; and he noticed she kept tossing glances his way.

“Probably just 'cause | was so stupid when she picked me up,” he muttered very
quietly to himself.

“What was that?” she asked, having glanced over and seen his lips moving. “Were
you praying?”

“Uh, oh, no, nothing.” In his mind he heard Caliburn laughing as she drew near.
She was the most beautiful ship he'd ever seen, designed like the second rapid transport

without any exterior markings of any sort. Caliburn emitted a gleam, a glow that drew the

eye and illuminated her in the vastness of space. The nebula’s red and blue flowed into
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the colors of her glowing, so even as she stood out Caliburn vanished into the space
around her. Her cockpit, a smoothed diamond shape, hung far forward from the rest of
the vessel, riding out in a sleek length that expanded to a flame-shaped body and
terminated in an extended point. Her engines seemed disattached from the rest of her,
riding next to the extended neck as she sat stationary; later Adair learned that, in
motion, they slid back to the rear of the vessel. Adair saw, very small, the round window
in the arrowhead cockpit. She spoke into Adair’'s mind, voice faintly mocking in the
kindest possible way.

*Try not to step out of the airlock with out a suit on. You would, with this
human female distracting you. Haven't you ever seen a female of your species before?*

“Yes, but—"

“Adair, are you alright? You keep talking out loud.”

“I'm sorry, Gwen, I'm just distracted. I've—well, I've seen this ship in my dreams
so long, and now I can finally almost touch it.” He glanced at her, marveling at her
sparkling eyes. She smiled widely: nobody had ever called her Gwen before, respecting
her station too much. But Adair didn't have that problem since he didn’t know who she
was.

“I know what you mean. | dream of things all the time and I just wish they'd be
real.”

“No,” Adair leaned towards her earnestly, forgetting his recent unfortunate
experience in the bar. As he leaned he floated a bit, coming loose of the harness’s
restraint. “I seriously dreamed of this ship. She’s the Caliburn, and...”

*DO NOT SPEAK.* The sending came so strongly Adair jolted back into his seat,

the harness contracting back to hold him firmly.
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“And?” Gwenhwyfar glanced back toward him briefly as she maneuvered toward
Caliburn to begin docking. “Just a moment, Adair, I've got to hail these people. Unknown
vessel, this is the a long range explorer requesting permission to dock.”

Adair braced, knowing no human piloted the ship. Caliburn probably wouldn't
even trust him to pilot her, and she’d called for him. Adair opened his mouth to make
something up, but an amazingly human voice came out over the speakers.

“Roger that. Long range vessel initiate docking maneuvers. Caliburn will remain
stationary in relation.”

“Thanks, Caliburn,” Gwenhwyfar returned, not realizing that she indeed spoke
directly to the ship herself. “Docking beginning now.”

Gwenhwyfar docked neatly with Caliburn, who had, as promised, begun moving
towards Adair’s position when he was expelled from the rapid transport. As they
completed the careful flying, Gwenhwyfar turned back to Adair.

“You were saying?’

“l think I'd better get suited up. They're expecting me.” He hurriedly unbuckled
his harness, floating into the air and spinning awkwardly in his haste. “Sorry!”

“Well what on earth?” Gwenhwyfar commented to nobody in particular as she
released her harness more slowly, following Adair back. Her brows drew together in
perplexity.

“I'm just about ready to go.” Adair had suited up more quickly than she thought
possible, not having undergone Eric’s training combined with Adair’s propensity for

sleeping through alarms. “If you could just buckle those last few...?”
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Gwenhwyfar took Adair’s rapidly flailing hands. “I don’t know what's spooked
you all of a sudden.”

“Nothing.” He interrupted, speaking quickly as he checked the buckles and
attachments for soundness. “I'm just about ready.”

“Whatever it is,” she continued unperturbed, “I'd like to see you again.”

“What?”

“Uh...” She hadn’t meant to say that exact thing, particularly, but now she’'d said
it she found it quite true. “I'd like to see you again. | think we could get along well.”

Adair paused his checking to look at her. “Gwen, I think I'd like that very much.”

They stood uncomfortably looking at each other until Gwen finally allowed
herself to float horizontally toward him. When she came close enough, she touched her
lips to his as lightly as only a weightless woman can.

Adair’s heart swelled and his face lit up. He reached with the awkward arms of
the suit to grasp her but Gwenhwyfar caught a wall with one hand to propel herself
backwards out of the lock.

“I'll send the ship my coordinates.”

Adair just smiled.

*You look silly. And I'm waiting.*

So he attached his helmet with great care and stepped from the airlock into the
extendable tube connecting the two vessels. He walked his way down to Caliburn and
wondered what it would be like to walk around her passages, sit in the chairs, see the
walls in person.

E

As Gwenhwyfar flew away, she thought about the ship. She said its name aloud:
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“Caliburn.” Silence filled the explorer now Adair had left. “Computer, find all files

containing search criteria: ‘space vessel’ and ‘Caliburn.
“Ten thousand nine hundred seventy-three results.”
“Display on screen. Also summarize dominant theme.” A long list of files appeared
before Gwenhwyfar.
“Dominant theme regarding unification of galaxy.”
“Please expand summary.”

“Myths hold Caliburn to be created by the Serena, an extinct race never

encountered by humans. Many human cultures have a tale of Caliburn calling a human by
dream to unite the universe.”

“Indeed.” Gwenhwyfar began reading, fascinated. “Could it be true?”

“Speculation unknown.”

“It just might be... | wonder how Adair fits in...” She gasped when she
remembered his words. ‘I seriously dreamed of this ship.” She flew home, heart speculative and
excited. It might just be true.

* % %

Mingan arrived to see the long-range explorer pulling away, engaging its engines.

“She’s the one, isn’'t she, ship?” He watched the speck of the explorer’s vessels
vanish into the stars.

“She could be.”

“The Caliburn is hailing us.”

“Play.” The image of a young man, Pyralis’ very spitting image at that age,

appeared before Mingan.
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“This is the Caliburn sending greetings to unknown vessel. Please state your
business.”

Mingan smiled. At last the prophecy had begun in earnest, and he had truly lived
to see it. A shadow flitted across his mind in the shape of a young woman with flowing
chestnut hair, healthy glowing skin, and pure, guileless blue eyes. She would find him
one day, but that day was not yet.

“Young man, I have known you of old. Perhaps Caliburn would allow me to come
over?”

Silence for a moment. Adair’s image took on an introspective look, doubtless
consulting with the ship in his mind. Mingan thought he caught echoes of their
communications.

“Okay, but Caliburn says you can transport yourself.”

Mingan nodded to his ship, which whirred in response. Then he stood on the
bridge of Caliburn and his heart stood still.

She was beautiful. Oh, from the outside he’d admired her design, but inside her
walls flowed iridescently, the round white table shone in compliment to the diamond-
studded blackness outside the enormous window above. Adair stood on the other side of
the table, a holographic display of Mingan’s vessel hovering in front of him; Mingan
admired the detail. Never had an image of his ship come across so clearly.

“l think we've met before, Young Hope.”

Adair startled, then walk swiftly around the table, trailing his fingers along the
table’s edge as he moved. Various diagnostic holographic displays popped up in his

wake.
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“What did you call me?”

“Young Hope.” Mingan kept his face smooth, knowing the darkness that
normally shadowed him offered no protection on this ship of light. “I know you of old,
and perhaps you remember something of my voice.”

“l do. Who are you?”

“l am, and have been for many long years, waiting for you.”

Adair stood silently and looked at Mingan. Adair saw a shadow about him, even
on Caliburn, that obscured the details. His dark robe floated down, shining with strange
markings; his beard and hair anachronistically but unapologetically hung to his chest.
Somewhere in the face Adair thought he could make out black eyes sparkling, or perhaps
glinting with anticipation. The man frightened him, and brought back a rush of memory-
feelings long buried.

“What do you want with me?”

“You are the Young Hope, the changer. This ship has chosen you by your blood,
Adair.”

“How do you know my name?”

“I know your name much better than you do, Adair fitz Pyralis.” As he spoke this
he thrust his hand in an abrupt motion; a starburst of light-with-mass flew from the
open palm and settled across Adair’s head and shoulders.

Caliburn shuddered for a moment as Adair's mouth opened in a silent scream, his
hands coming instinctively to grasp his head. Images flooded into his mind:

A dark-haired woman surrounded by flowers.

She sang but anxious voices came through.

Her face wet with tears, and a man’s hands and dark gown—Miingan.
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He smelled of nothing Adair had encountered before, of incense and sweat and
stars.

A dark flight and a long tale.

“Serena,” he heard Mingan rumble from the baby-perspective on the man’s chest.

The first dreams of Caliburn’s control pad, displaying simple shapes to enchant a
baby.

Then Eric’s face. His familiar father-voice: “I cannot take a child at this time.”

“What have you shown me!” Adair cried, horrified. “This can’'t be!”

“You are the son of Commander Pyralis by his wife lanna. It is your time to
reunite the galaxy, Young Hope.”

Adair sank into a chair that obligingly slid from beneath the enormous round
control table. He put his head in his hands, resting his elbows on the controls.

“l can’t handle this,” he groaned. “Caliburn, take me home. Take me to the Gadfly.”

Mingan flitted back to his ship, commanding her to follow Caliburn.

“He’ll be alright. It's in his blood.” Mingan said aloud to nobody. The ship didn’t
respond to obvious statements.

* % %

“Eric, sir, ship of unknown configuration has just appeared in our space.”

“Appeared?” The soldier nodded perplexedly to Eric’s query. The dot had lit up on
his screen with no warning, nothing.

“Yessir. One second nothing, next second, there it was.”

“Can you hail it?”

“They’re hailing us.”
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“Well!” Eric motioned impatiently. Hailing was good, but it could still be a threat.
He bent down and in a few keystrokes put Kaden'’s fighter squadron on alert.

“Yessir. Sir?”

“What?”

“Now there are two of them.”

“Damn. Well put 'em on.” Eric leaned over and pushed the button himself, then
stood back, arms crossed, hoping the fighters had scrambled as fast as he’d ordered.

“Gadfly, this is the heavy cruiser Caliburn.”

Pandemonium ensued.
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Chapter 16

Inwhich Adair begins obtaining supporters to his cause.

haos is a mild description of what happened when Caliburn’s hail came across the

Cspeakers of the Gadfly. People manning their stations leaped from their seats to
crowd around the communications station, watching the tiny blip that claimed to be
that legendary ship as it neared lo and Gadfly.

Eric shouted for order. Nobody listened, but some had the presence of mind to
call their friends, who arrived in all states—nhalf-dressed, pulling pants on, uniformed,
with a bite of breakfast mush in the mouth—all howling at the top of their lungs. Finally
Eric drew his gun and pointed it at the ceiling, roaring for attention.

Silence fell as two hundred eyes locked onto his weapon. It could easily puncture
the skin of their fragile home, inviting in space and a slow death.

“A ship claiming to be the Caliburn is here!” he shouted, “But let’s stay calm. Who
knows what it is or if it's even truly what it claims?”

“It's gotta be,” somebody shouted from the crowd.

“Nobody’d fake it!” another added in. “There’s a curse on that name!”

“The hell there is!” came another holler from the back, and the second speaker
turned to confront his dissenter.

Eric raised the gun again. “Let’s have some order here, people! Anybody on duty,
ouTt!

They filed out, the hubbub moving into the hall and leaving the control room in

blessed quiet.
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“Now, we've got a job to do. Get back to your posts, everybody.” The moved
sullenly away from the screen and Eric continued. “I've scrambled the fighters and they
should be intercepting it soon.”

The radio crackled a few tense minutes later. “Gadfly this is Hunting Horn reporting
in. You won't believe it.”

“What is it, Kaden?”

“It's...it's hard to believe. Just let 'em in, they're no threat. Kaden out.”

Eric stood mystified for a moment, finally shaking himself from wondering what
the hell could be harder to believe than the appearance of Caliburn not long after the
leadership had passed a joke resolution to ally Gadfly with her if she ever appeared.

“Alright, men. You're still on duty.” He felt angry at having to remind them at all,
but they all looked ready to hop out of their seats and into their fighters to see this fabled
ship. “So stay on duty. This station’s still gotta run even if a legend has appeared on our
doorstep.”

“Yessir,” came the grudging reply from all present. Slightly reassured, Eric walked
with as much expedition as he could warrant to his own quarters, where he changed into
his “meet and greet” uniform. Whoever was aboard would need impressing, and he’'d do
his best, even on the hulk he called home.

—_—

Mingan met Adair in council holographically after much deliberation on the
youth’s part. He accepted his heritage and feared his fate, but understood the necessity of
an advisor of Mingan’s experience and wisdom. So Adair sat at a seat in the circular
control room, walls dimmed; Mingan’s image floated twice life-size in the center, a

perfect representation of him at every moment.
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“Young Hope, you are entering a crucial time. The government your father
gathered has long vanished, each sector and sub-sector ruled by petty ‘kings’ with only
the weakest of forces. Many of them believe in Caliburn already and will follow you
willingly, and thus you will mass a force. But be warned; some will not, and your force
will have to battle them.”

Adair sat stoically, elbows resting on the control panel. Caliburn hummed in the
back of his mind, a reassuring solid presence absorbing the information, processing it,
and storing it for a future that might need it.

“Do you trust me, boy?” Mingan'’s face looked down upon Adair’s dwarfed form
huddled there, so small against the vast white controls arching to each side. “We must
trust each other or this destiny will come with birthing pains greater than already it will
experience.”

“I'm afraid. | don’t know who to trust.” Adair’s 18-year-old voice came out a little
wavery. “I don't think I'm the right one to...unify the galaxy.”

*You are.* Caliburn’s confidence flowed reassuringly into Adair. She knew his
heart, had analyzed his mettle and found him strong.

“Listen to your ship, Young Hope. As long as you're aboard her, you will never
lose a battle. The Gadfly awaits your arrival, Adair.”

“Yes... yes, I'll go get ready.” He stood up, pressed his hands flat against the
smoothness of the controls. The holograph of Mingan became a wisp of light, then
nothing.

The butterflies became bulls as Adair followed the long hall out of the control

room into the main body of the ship. His quarters, naturally the finest aboard, already
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contained clothes suitable to his new position: seeming endless blue uniforms with dark
blue leather touches, a red dragon touched with gold swirling along the right upper-arm.
True gold embellished the cuffs, collar, and button-down front.

“Caliburn, I can’t wear these. It's too pretentious.”

*Of course you can. It's the uniform all your people will wear, with some
variation. Only you will have the red dragon.*

“No, you don’'t understand. I'm the son of—"

*Commander Pyralis, last uniter of any part of the galaxy. And my heart knows
that you are the one to surpass his achievements a thousand-fold.*

Adair sighed. “Alright.” He took the uniform down. “Da’ll never believe I creased
these pants myself. They're like razors.”

He felt Caliburn smile. *They await you, Young Hope.*

So the young aspiring leader pulled on the uniform, straightened its perfect fit on
his shoulders, donned the matching dark blue beret and dark blue gloves. His shoes
peeked impeccably shiny from beneath his straight-hanging slacks. A gun hung at his
hip, a shield generator gripped one wrist under the sleeve, and a small knife even nestled
in a very secret place. In the mirror Adair did not recognize himself.

“Alright, I'm ready. Transport me over.” He took a deep breath; this wouldn’t be
easy.

Caliburn exerted some of her unknown technologies in a blink of his eye. Suddenly
he stood at the head of the table in the main conference room. All Gadfly’s leaders had
gathered there, discussing with raised voices the meaning of this alleged Caliburn

appearance. Eric sat directly before Adair, back to his unrecognizable son.
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“What the—" An upper-level commander first noticed Adair standing quietly,
watching their deliberations. The commander jumped to his feet, toppling his chair, gun
appearing in his hand. “Who the hell are you!”

“HOLD!” Eric stood, turned about slowly, and eyed his son thoroughly. There was
little left of the antsy boy who wanted to visit a temporary space station in the gleaming,
official figure before him.

“Adair..” A glint appeared in Adair’s eye, a look Eric had never seen on his son’s
face before. “Please, have a seat.” Eric indicated his chair, moving to the other end of the
table.

Adair inclined his head, but remained standing. Caliburn whispered in his mind,
then he spoke.

“l am General fitz Pyralis, son of Commander Pyralis and the chosen one of the
ship Caliburn. I come to ask for your support in unifying the galaxy’s known sectors.”
Inside the uniform, Adair quivered. He'd called himself fitz Pyralis! Official last name of
any legitimate child of a high-ranking officer, few bore surnames in this lawless time.
And he'd asked for help! What if...?

“We need proof.” A woman leaned forward from midway down the table. “How
do we know you’re not an impostor?”

“What proof do you desire?”

“How do we know it’s truly Caliburn?” Another chimed in, reassured by the
nodding heads around the table.

“What proof do you desire?”

“We want a tour of the ship. Some demonstration that it's truly not man-made,

that it’s a thousand years old, everything.”
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“If I prove these things to you, Gadfly will follow me.”

“Yes.” The spokesman looked down the table to Eric, who sat silently, giving no
word or sign. The resolution had passed mere days before; they would follow.

“Eric,” the woman asked, “What do you think? Is this truly Caliburn?”

A darkness suddenly filled the room as Mingan stood beside Adair, who radiated
the light of Caliburn’s touch.

“You have all known me,” Mingan said softly, hands within his long sleeves. “This
man is who he says he is. You have known him many years as Adair, and that is his name.
But he is also fitz Pyralis and it is his destiny to lead you to peace. Follow him.”

Eric stood up slowly, hands shaking visibly even to Adair, who stood across the
room from him.

“Mingan doesn't lie. I need no more proof. This is my son Adair, son of Pyralis.”
Eric walked leadenly, his dress uniform shabby in contrast to Adair’s bright new one, to
stand beside his son. Suddenly Eric took a pace back and came to attention. He saluted
as men had saluted Commander Pyralis—respectfully, with alacrity.

“Eric of the Gadfly reporting in, Sir!” Eric barked, eyes locked ahead. “All units
available at your command, Sir!”

Adair let his demeanor soften. “And the rest of you?”

“I don’t think so.” One of the skeptics around the table shook his head slowly.
“You've got a magician and Eric on your side, but that’s not proof.” Eric looked angry at
this, but Mingan watched thoughtfully. The boy would have to prove himself indeed.

“Alright, | ask again. What would convince you?”
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“l want to see Caliburn do something only Caliburn can do.” More heads nodded
agreement around the table. Adair acquiesced with a motion; Caliburn could do anything
the legends claimed.

“I've heard,” one small, mousy woman ventured shyly, “that Caliburn could surpass
any speed record set even by the fastest rapid transport. | say we set up a race between
this ship and the fastest rapid transport.”

Adair smiled. A race. Excellent. “How long will this take to arrange?” he asked,
trying not to act too smug.

“We can hail them on urgent business; they should arrive within the hour. We’'ll
have to pay heavily, of course.”

“l don’t see why—" Eric began, but was cut off as the main spokesman raised a
hand.

“Eric, we trust you, but this is your son. You'll believe him, but we need proof—the
galaxy needs proof.”

“Fine.” Eric stalked to his seat and pressed a communications button. “Comm,
hail the fastest rapid transport we know of. Tell them it's an emergency and we need
them within the hour.”

“Yessir.” There was a pause, then the comm officer added, “They estimate thirty-
seven minutes until arrival and warn this had better be important and worth their
while.”

The leadership of Gadfly looked ruefully at each other. Credits kept slipping out of
the coffers, with so little replacement. Adair stood back, light against Mingan’s shadows,

wondering how he could help. If only he could offset some of the costs some how—some
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day, he swore, he would pay each of these people back tenfold. Time passed slowly, with
foot-tapping and finger twiddling. Pages of paper filled with doodling, but nobody
talked. Too much was at stake.

“Rapid transport here, demanding an explanation and the cargo immediately.”

“Excellent.” Eric stood up stiffly, glad to finally have something to do again.
“Adair—er, General—"

But Adair and Mingan had both vanished, recalled by their ships with nary a
whisper. Mingan left Adair with a few apt words of advice, telling him they would meet
again soon at the Pyralis space station.

Adair hailed the rapid transport. “Rapid transport vessel, this is General fitz
Pyralis of the heavy cruiser Caliburn. It has been proposed that to prove the legitimacy of
this claim Caliburn execute a race to Sol and back against the galaxy’s fastest vessel. You
are believed to be that ship.”

“This is preposterous,” came the reply, arrogantly. “We are the fastest ship, and
nobody has challenged it years.”

“I challenge you now.” Adair suddenly worried that Caliburn could not match that
ship for speed, but felt her reassuring touch in his mind. She flashed memories of another
voyage, faster and farther than he could imagine, and he breathed a sigh of relief. “What
do you say? Defend your claim and allow me to validate mine!”

“Fine, then!” the speakers crackled with disdain. “We'll leave you in the space-
dust and you'll regret your stupid challenge.”

“To Sol and back, as timed by Gadfly. Must have proof of Sol visitation—authentic

image or sample you could only get from there. Route and mode of transportation?”
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“Contestant’s choice!” crowed the opponent, “And we’ll see whose navigator’s
better to boot.”

Adair rolled his eyes; Caliburn knew the galaxy inside and out and no human
navigator could match her.

From the Gadfly came the countdown: “Five...four..three...two... one..GO!" A
canon fired off, but the contestants had already punched. Caliburn vanished in a blur
while the rapid transport simply seemed to dematerialize.

Adair had never imagined speed like that. He called down the holographic display
to the center of the table and sat, a lone figure dwarfed by the image and the table. Space
bodies whipped past and stars became blurs of light—Iess than blurs of light—soon the
room seemed to stretch out and Adair wondered if he was still alive. Only the iridescent
walls seemed solid, moving with their normal swirling patterns.

Sol suddenly flared up, coming larger and larger from pea-sized to asteroid-sized
to planet-sized in a matter of seconds.

*Turning off hologram now, to protect your eyes* Caliburn told Adair as the
blazing image disappeared. *Also don’t look out the window. It will opaque but still the
light could blind you.*

Moments later light unlike any Adair could have imagined filled the room. He
squeezed his eyes shut, then put his hands over his eyes, then crawled and huddled
under the great round table, still with his eyes closed and covered. Even then he thought
his retinas would burn out.

*Sample and image obtained,* Caliburn told him. *Returning to lo with all

possible speed.*
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“What, that wasn't all possible speed before?” Adair groaned as he crawled out
from under the table. She'd gone faster than he could have imagined, even having traveled
with the rapid transports.

*Jumping into next dimension,* she informed him, *is something | prefer not to
do because it frightens humans. Don’t mind being flat for a moment.*

Suddenly Adair felt flat. All the air pressed out of his lungs; everything contracted
to one point as his eyeballs seemed to squash flat. But as quickly as it began, the horrible
sensation ceased. He drew a great breath of fresh, Caliburn air into his grateful lungs, felt
his heart start pumping again, and opened his not-flattened eyes.

They were at Gadfly, circling lo. Jupiter loomed enormously and Adair nearly
fainted.

“Sheeeiiiit,” came a cry from the space station. “That was...damn...”

They waited twenty-three point nine-seven minutes until the rapid transport re-
materialized.

“Sorry,” Adair said, “but we’ve been waiting so long we've gathered some dust.”
Addressing the station, he requested permission to board.

As permission was granted, Caliburn transported him to the conference room
where the leaders sat staring at a digital clock face. It read 19.33 minutes. Without saying
anything, Adair stood and looking, waiting.

At first with reluctance, then more swiftly, the command staff of Gadfly stood,
stepped behind their chairs, came to attention, and saluted. “SIR!” they said, hearts
pounding.

Thus Adair gained his first supporters.
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When Kaden heard the news that his slackerly younger brother now commanded
not only Caliburn but Gadfly as well, he went to his room very quietly. A woman met him
there and they talked softly of things to come.

“He is trustworthy,” she said, hand resting upon his forearm. “Go to him. Tell him
what you want.”

“I don't know. | can’'t. He’s always going to be Adair to me, not some mighty
General or whatever.”

She looked at him, and finally he met her eyes.

“I should talk to him. Maybe he’ll listen.”

She smiled.

* % %

When Morrigan heard the news she was laying in the medical wing nursing her
newborn son. She smiled, but her heart seethed.

“Morad, my son,” she crooned sweetly, quietly, “Grow strong, grow fast. You will
kill Adair and be greater even than he.”

The baby suckled, his small dark baby hair ruffled into curls.

“Nurse!” Morrigan called, pressing the button for assistance.

“Is something wrong?” The nurse rushed in, brushing aside the curtain around
Morrigan’s bed in her haste. Outside of the curtained paradise twenty-year-old
equipment gathered dust alongside tired-out walls and sagging beds. The medical area
had received little attention since Pyralis’ death, but it simply reflected the general aura
of the whole Pyralis station. Despair, decay, and death that whispered in the shoddily-

swept corners; Morrigan saw it all in that brief glimpse.

- 160 -



lo’'s Child

“I need clothes for myself and the baby. We must leave soon.” Morad fell asleep
with a gentle sigh.

“You can't leave yet,” the nurse briskly shook her head for emphasis. “You've not
been here twenty-four hours, and that’s our policy.”

Morrigan beckoned her closer with one curled finger.

“Fuck your policy,” she hissed, gripping the nurse strongly by the shoulder. “My
son and | are leaving in two hours.”

“Of course.” The nurse pulled back, dismayed. What kind of patient was this?

“Thank you.” Morrigan’s face assumed an altogether reasonable and attractive
demeanor. “I'd appreciate it very much if you could get us clothes. All black, if that's
possible.”

The glint in her eye told the nurse it had better be possible or she would certainly
regret the consequences.

“I'll charge them to your account,” the nurse said as she stalked from the bedside.
Her heart pounded in fear and anger. She muttered, “Gods, | hope | never meet that bitch
again.”

Morrigan planned as she gathered her strength for the departure. She would hire
another ship and take it to the very secret place she’d been preparing since her mother
had sold her off. Nobody would find it, and nobody would interfere with her son’s
upbringing. Certainly not Adair, and not Mingan once Niniane met him. She’d made all
the appropriate preparations.

A crueler face had rarely shown itself in the medical wing of that space station

than Morrigan at the moment she knew her plans would surely come to fruition.

* *x *
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Lachlan and Jake flew together for several weeks. The departure from the
transport had wrenched less than Jake anticipated, even leaving that wonderful woman
behind. She would wait for him, she promised, at the colony they went to found.

“Lach, what's going on at that station?” Jake asked as they neared the mining
colony around Pluto. “Have you ever seen so many ships around any colony before? It's
like a bee hive that’s all stirred up.”

“A bee hive I haven't seen,” Lachlan replied, “but they certainly appear to be
massing for something. Shall we investigate?”

“Hell yeah.”

Their fighters zipped into the melee and were soon lost among the enormous
crowd. Lachlan estimated at least a hundred fighters, plus ten or so cruisers—

“HOLD IT,” he shouted. “What kind of cruiser is that?!”

Surely it resembled nothing he’d ever seen before, and nothing Latanya had spoke
of... except it was familiar, out of a dream or a past life. Its sleek body gleamed, a long
neck extending to a diamond-shaped point. Massive propulsion systems hovered at its
sides. It seemed to emit a glow that Lachlan couldn’t quite pinpoint.

“Holy shit, it's Caliburn.” Jake knew instantly. “Mom told me about it when | was
a kid, kind of a happy fairy story—'One day Caliburn will come and right the wrongs of
the galaxy,’ you know.”

“So? This is that ship?” Lachlan sounded rightly suspicious at Jake's mental leap.

“Oh yeah, it's her alright. Mom said she looked like a swan in flight, like glory and
light wrapped into one damn powerful package. That's her.”

They flew into the station, requesting permission in the standard manner to dock.
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“God,” came the control voice, “Another two! You'll be waiting at least six hours;
everybody else out there wants to dock too. See General fitz Pyralis, sign up to join his
army, the whole works. Damn. Hold on.”

The voice went away in what Lachlan thought of as a flurry of frantic button-
pressing.

“Jake, did I hear that right? Did he say General fitz Pyralis?”

No response came for quite a long time as Jake sat staring at the ship. “That’s
what | heard.” He finally replied in a mystified voice.

“Well maybe we'd better get out of here. There are other places to go.”

“No way! I'm signing on to this army right the heck now. | wanna be part of it,
Lach. Imagine, peace in our galaxy! Even our sector!”

Lachlan sat in silence as they held their position. He thought about what Latanya
had told him about seeking his density, about it being the right time for him to go.

“l can’t join, Jake. Not right now.”

“But Lach,” Jake began, only to be cut off.

“It's not my time yet. | won't fight him; | just have a different path to tread for
now. Take care of yourself, Jake. I'll see you again, soon.” And Lachlan powered up his
engines and negotiated his way out of the maze of vessels in holding patterns around
Pluto’s mining station.

Just outside the station half a day’s flight Lachlan picked up a ship’s distress
signal.

“Mayday, mayday,” it called in a mechanical computer’s voice. “This is the long-

range explorer Artemis under attack. Request assistance of any vessel. Mayday, mayday.”
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“Artemis,” Lachlan called, heart leaping, “This is the fighter Battle Sword. | am
coming as quickly as I can.”

Lachlan smiled. He would be the lone white knight for a time yet, but somehow
he knew that his future and fitz Pyralis’ were wound inexorably together more closely
than the finely-soldered circuitry of a fighter's computer mind.

* % *

At the station, Jake finally landed. He was astounded to see the precision with
which each task was carried out. Soldiers in pale blue uniforms with dark blue touches
marched in groups along halls; soldiers in pale blue uniforms with dark blue touches
manned all the controls; soldiers in pale blue uniforms with dark blue touches did
everything with alacrity, skill, exactitude, and most of all—with a purpose.

“I'd like to speak to General fitz Pyralis,” he said to the soldier in charge as he
approached a long line of recruits.

“You'll have to wait in line,” the man said, indicating the queue of people
stretching through a doorway and out of sight.

“Hell.” But Jake stepped in line because he wanted to fight for fitz Pyralis for the
safety of his future with Carine, and for the future of his children. “Peace in our time,” he
whispered to himself. “Just imagine.”

* % *

On the faraway space station not more than a day’s travel from the Latanya
nebula, Gwenhwyfar turned on the news.

“A man claiming to be the son of the late Commander Pyralis has swept through

the outer solar system in the last week,” the announcer was saying, looking earnestly into
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the screen. “He travels in a ship called Caliburn,”—an image of Caliburnin flight appeared,
backed by the continued narration, “and claims to bring peace for the galaxy with him.”

Adair’s picture flashed up, him smiling and shaking new recruits’ hands.
Gwenhwyfar gasped in surprise as the news report continued its narration. “Thus far
over one hundred thousand soldiers have joined his army, making it the strongest
fighting force massed for over twenty years. We go now, live, to our reporter traveling in
General fitz Pyralis’ caravan.”

“The scene here is serious but ecstatic,” came the new narrator’s voice as the
image changed to a view of thousands of troops uniformed in light blue. “Excuse me, but
can you tell us why you've joined this army?”

A soldier paused, looking at the camera. “Who wouldn’t want peace for the
galaxy? And he’s got Caliburn. He’s meant to do it.” The soldier moved on.

“Excuse me, why have you decided to follow General fitz Pyralis?”

“Caliburn chose him. It's meant to be.”

“Excuse me, will you tell us what made you decide to join the Blue Army?”

“Sure. I've always heard about Caliburn, and hoped she’d come in my lifetime. She
has, and now I'm going to follow her.”

“And that,” the reporter said as the camera returned to her face, “is the story
around here. Caliburn seems to be the real deal, and people are following in droves. Back
to the studio.”

Gwenhwyfar watched without watching as she pondered this new information.
She loved him, and knew that as surely as the stars shone on the station. Soon she had

made up her mind. Now it only remained to convince her father.
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Chapter 17

Inwhich Adair consolidates his hold, and asks an important question; and in which Mingan falls

into Morrigan’s trap.

've arranged for a peace treaty with the five other sectors on our borders, Gwennie,” her
father said proudly. “Real diplomatic stuff on my own. They're our allies against...”
“Against what?” But Gwenhwyfar feared she knew against what. Her heart
longed to join Adair although she’d only met him the once, and she would join him
whatever her father said.

“I've heard there’s a uniter in the galaxy, claiming to be the son of Commander
Pyralis. Not that | don’t want to join with him,” he added to soften the tone of his voice,
which had brought Gwenhwyfar’s eyebrows down and her lips into a tight line, “but a
little military safety can’'t hurt. And the Rat’s always an issue.”

“It's true,” she conceded, not willing to squash her father’s first major diplomatic
outreaching in the last five years.

Her mother’s death had been hard on all of them, but her father seemed to have
taken it the hardest. He withdrew into a shell, studying historic treaties and wars,
playing out scenarios in his mind that never saw the light of the stars. So Gwenhwyfar
didn’t voice her understanding that this was a defensive alliance specifically against Adair
fitz Pyralis, should he make any militaristic move towards their sectors.

“What has the news said about him lately?”

“Who?” Gwenhwyfar tried to sound innocent, but her father knew her habits.

“You know. What do you think of him?”
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“I don't see anything wrong with peace and uniting the galaxy,” she hedged.

“No; indeed, | agree. These eighteen sector leaders... It seems that more and more
of them follow him every day. How many now?”

“Last count...” she thought a moment. “Six, | think.”

“Gods! And how many more, | ask you? Uniters have historically ever brought
death and destruction, not the peace they promise. | don’t see what could make this
young upstart think he could.”

“He has Caliburn.” She verbally poked a toe into the pool, testing the waters. The
response proved hotter than she expected:

“Ha! So he’s got some alien ship that looks fancy, has neat tricks, and he named it
to get power from it.”

“l don't think so, Father. He outraced that rapid transport...”

“The transport claims to have had technical difficulties...”

“He made it to Sol and back from lo in under twenty minutes!”

“It is fast, but that doesn’t mean it’s Caliburn.”

“It's doing what the stories say she’ll do. She and her pilot bringing a scattered
people into a group again.” They sat across from each other, breakfast food forgotten and
cold, staring eye-to-eye. Gwenhwyfar had her father’s stubbornness, so they kept eyeing
each other until finally her father laughed.

“Alright, Gwennie. I'll reserve my judgment.”

“And if he comes here?” He would come. She'd given him the coordinates. Their
lightly shared Kiss still tingled in her memory, and the audacity of her actions still
brought a flush to her cheeks. Gwenhwyfar put her hands on her pink face to cover her

thoughts.
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“That’s a big if.” He glanced down at the congealed breakfast and made a face that
Gwenhwyfar didn't think was aimed quite at the food. “But I'll listen to what he has to
say, at least. And I'll consult the allies.”

He grinned like a schoolboy at the mention of allies. Not a new phenomena to
him, still, the idea of allies gained by his own skills caused him no little pride.

* * *

Mingan arrived at the Pyralis space station with no fanfare. His ship, Ship, simply
moved him aboard directly into the sector he always occupied. As he settled in, placing
objects of power and ancient blessing just-so, he finally felt himself relax. Young fitz
Pyralis had begun fulfilling the prophecy of Caliburn, which few remembered as any but a
faded belief or story.

“I remember those days,” he sighed, “glorious days. If only the Serena still walked
the stars, we wouldn’t need to rely on these legends.”

“Which legends?”

Mingan turned slowly, having felt a presence a moment before the woman’s voice
echoed clearly through the room. She was young and very beautiful, with a slender but
well-endowed body, clear-conscience eyes lined with thick lashes, and her hair! Long,
brown, waving, a cascade down to her waist.

“They are prophecies, unknown one,” he replied, remembering the sight he’d had
of his death. A dark place, the vision of clear eyes and brown eyelashes slowly fading
away.

“Are there truly such things as prophecies, then?” she asked as she moved

sinuously to seat herself on his low couch.
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“Certainly,” Mingan began preparing a mind-clearing drink. Perhaps he could
convince himself to give her up before she trapped him forever. “The prophecy regarding
Caliburn has begun to come true in this fitz Pyralis, after all.”

“You know a lot about this stuff, don’t you?” she asked innocently, looking up at
him in the most charming possible manner.

“l do.” He decided to revert to his safe, if cryptic answers. His fellow humans soon
tired of such games, he found; perhaps his obliqueness would succeed to drive such a
beautiful creature away where his will failed to succeed.

“Wonderful!” she clapped her small, perfectly-formed hands. “Then I've come to
the right place. | found this ring”—a silver ring appeared in her palm—"and it made me
tingle when | put it on. | wondered if you could tell me why, or what it is.”

“Of course,” Mingan said, both relieved and intrigued. Perhaps she was not the
one. There had to be other women with long brown hair and compelling eyes; one of
them must be in his future.

She put the ring into his outstretched hand, fingers brushing his as she did so. He
felt himself tighten inside as the warmth of her fingers coursed through his ancient
frame. The flame of youth called to him brightly from her innocent face.

He scrutinized the ring, put it under a light, muttered a few simple reveal charms,
and found nothing interesting with the ring.

“l don’t see anything,” he began, but she vehemently shook her head.

“There was something, truly. Try it on. Maybe you'll feel the strange tingling |
did.”

So he slipped it onto his pinky, thinking that if it fit her slender fingers it could

surely not squeeze onto any of his digits. But it went on easily enough, and sure as the
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planets turn he felt less a tingling and more a rush of warmth. He looked up, startled that
the ring had done anything, and the breath caught in his throat.

The girl whose name he did not even know yet had assumed a glow about her. He
felt passion rushing through his veins and could not even fight against its pull. She was
too beautiful, too perfect, too young. Everything in his life had culminated in meeting in
her; she would finish him and compliment him.

“Did you feel it?” the girl leaned forward, her blouse sagging to reveal her round,
pale breasts.

“Yes,” he said in a small, un-Minganlike voice, “I felt it.” But when he went to take
the ring off, he found it stuck securely on his small finger.

“I'm Niniane,” she introduced herself, seeing the confirming look in his eyes. It
had worked just as Morrigan promised; he and his knowledge were hers to command.
She put her hand out in a businesslike manner, somehow to seal the deal she’d planned.

“You know who I am,” Mingan said, grasping her hand. With that renewed touch
his heart fell through his arm and into her palm. He loved Niniane then, and his
knowledge was at her mercy.

“You're Mingan. I've heard about you.” She scooted a little closer so that her bared
leg pressed against his robed leg. She ran her hand down his smooth, black sleeve,
marveling at the darkness that seemed to emanate from him like a cloud.

“You found me. What would you like?” He smiled. For her, anything. Her hand
playing along his arm, then up to his hair, distracted his focus. Mingan reached out to
trace the curve of her jaw, feeling her skin soft beneath his age-worn fingers.

“l want to learn from you.” She looked earnestly into his eyes, her black heart

hidden behind her sweet young face.
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“Yes...” Mingan felt his fate coming into focus. Soon now; he just had to establish
Adair more firmly. “I'll teach you whatever you want to know...” He leaned in, putting his
hands on her arms, eyes closed, mouth seeking hers.

With a shudder that Mingan missed, Niniane put her mouth against his, Kissing
him passionately. Their kisses became more ardent and searching as they stumbled
together into Mingan’s dark bedroom. He stripped her clothes off quickly, with the
movements of a man who has loved many women and lived many years; she, in turn,
fumbled through removing his garments.

“I've never done this before,” she whispered as he climbed atop her. Mingan
hardly heard, but resolved in his mind to be gentle. That resolution faded as she
responded with strength to his tentative entry; Niniane made no noise as he felt blood
flow from her entry.

As he came to a climax, Mingan forgot everything about Adair, Caliburn, and
fulfilling the prophecy. Only Niniane’s sweaty but supple young body beneath his
mattered now.

As for the woman, she lay going through unfamiliar motions while her mind
journeyed far away. She dreamed of her simple colony home, her mother and father, of
the man she’d loved there. All destroyed wantonly from the aftershocks of Pyralis’ death
and the constant instability—but no more would she see her remaining loved ones lost
to a powerful man’s greed. She would give whatever it cost. Her virginity was a small

price to pay to learn Mingan’s power.

* k *
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Adair couldn’t believe the sweep he and Caliburn made of the galaxy. With her
ability to travel so quickly, they often arrived not long after news of them did. Many star-
bases and colonies reacted the same.

“This is General fitz Pyralis of Caliburn requesting permission to dock,” he radioed
each time.

More often than not expressions of incredulity met his claim. They'd heard on
news vids that he was around, but Adair took care to arrive unexpectedly at far-distant
outposts. They seemed to accept his claims more readily when they knew their weak
position far from other help.

After a period of squawking, they granted him permission to land or dock.

Caliburn always put on a good show. She gleamed beautifully, indescribably
inhuman. Her engines glided forward as she touched down, her landing gear extending
from the perfectly smooth surface of her underbody. Windows on her sides shone with
light and her hull glittered with the sparkle of stars. Adair felt moved every time he saw
it on the news.

Each of the larger stations had agreed to send two hundred men with Adair on
the Caliburn; competition among his new recruits was fierce, for every man wanted to
step foot on the legendary vessel.

“I promise that every soldier in this army will fly aboard Caliburn,” Adair told each
group as he departed. “This is an army of equals. Rank is determined by skill alone, not
by persuasion or insidiousness.”

He gathered about him a core of elite fighters, men who had flown their fighters

sometimes for more years than Adair had lived. They were men of honor, some young,
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some old; each swore to uphold Adair’s laws, to behave with honor, to be merciful to all
challengers who begged it of them.

Adair seated these men in the control room. As each passed through the long
passageway, Caliburn assessed him. Each felt her touch upon his mind as she determined
his strengths and weaknesses.

When he arrived in the room, Adair and the other men stood around the table at
their positions, their holographic displays hovering before them. The man walked around
the table, running his hands along the control panel’s smooth surface, until a holographic
display of his name appeared at a station. That was his seat until he died in battle.

This elite force of men, thus far comprised of twenty-seven brilliant fighters, men
of honor all, preceded Adair’s entrance to any station or colony. They marched down the
ramp in their fine uniforms—Caliburn reserved her instant transportation for Adair
alone—every crease perfect, every button shined, every hair in place beneath their berets.

They formed two lines, one hand on their weapons, the other saluting; they stood
rigid as statues, the top echelon of Adair’s new army. As he watched them from the
comfort Caliburn, Adair felt proud and amazed that so much had happened so quickly.
Caliburn moved Adair from the cockpit to the end of the command line, which lead up to
the colony or station’s top leadership. Adair marched down the row, feeling the men’s
eyes on his stiffly starched, impeccable form. The dragon on his arm gleamed redly
against his uniform’s pale and dark blue. Gold gleamed in the lights. Adair’s shoes
flashed.

And he stood before the inevitably dazzled leadership, who courteously saluted

him; he returned the favor; and negotiations began.
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*1 have found another for our table,* Caliburn told him one day. *His name is
Jacob Wain.*

“What about him makes you think he'd be acceptable?”

*Honorable. Strong. Brave. Merciful. Even wise, as humans account such things.
He has only been defeated in battle once, which he readily admits.*

“Who defeated him?”

*A man he refers to as ‘Lach,” unknown to data files.* Adair heard a soft purring
as Caliburn searched more carefully. *Also referred to as ‘Lachlan.” Numerous references
to his rescue of poorly-defended vessels under wanton attack.*

“Hmm...” Adair stroked his finely-fuzzed chin. He made a semblance of shaving,
but he only had to run the razor over his face every three days or so to maintain a clean-
cut military aspect. “This Lachlan we should keep an eye out for, what do you think?”

*Confirmed. Jacob Wain, however, deserves to walk the hall now.*

“Alright. I'll arrange it with the other men. We have enough places left, anyway.
Will the table ever be filled, Caliburn?”

*Certainly, my friend. When it is filled you have reached your peak and all men
will speak of your glory.*

“And after that?” Adair finished donning his uniform and ran his hands down his
jacket to smooth it one last time.

*That future is not for us to know yet.*

Sometimes, Adair thought to himself, she sounded exactly like Mingan. “That
reminds me,” he said as he left his quarters, “we have an appointment with Mingan some
time.”

*Soon we must visit the Pyralis station. Then we'll see him.*
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Adair found Jacob Wain, who preferred the name Jake, a few hours later standing
alone at a counter, eating his lunch.

“Jacob Wain?” he asked, consulting the man’s file for a double-check.

“Can’t you see I'm eating?” He asked brusquely, then turned around, then came to
attention with a salute. “Yessir!”

“At ease,” Adair smiled. “I've come to talk to you. Will you come with me?”

“Yessir!” Still Jake stood stiffly, uncomfortable in his new uniform but honored
that the top commander had singled him out.

“l said at ease,” Adair sighed. “I get enough of that, if you know what | mean.”

“Yessir, | sure do.”

“Well, come on, let’s find somewhere a little more private.”

Adair led him to a room just off the long hallway to the control room.

“So, Jacob..”

“Sir, if you don’t mind, I don't really go by Jacob, sir.”

“Oh, alright. What should we call you?”

“Jake, sir, is what all my friends call me.” He settled a little bit more into the chair,
let his defenses down a little for this kid. This was the leader, but up close he hardly
looked twenty. Did he even shave yet? Jake tried to determine without appearing to
stare.

“Well, Jake, my friends call me Adair, and I'd like it if you could call me that too.”

Jake gawked, so Adair moved on.

“Tell me about your fighter flying record.”
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“Been flying fighters since | was big enough to look over the dashboard, pretty
much. The colony I grew up on..was a rough place, sir. We needed defense. So I flew and
here | am.”

“l think there’s more to it,” Adair said, plopping the thick file down on the table
between them. “Caliburn says you've only lost one fight, ever.”

“l suppose it's true, sir. | just do my best, and | guess I'm just better than
everybody else.”

“Sure seems that way,” Adair said, pleased with this Jake character so far. “Tell
me some about you, Jake. What do you like to do in your free time? That kind of stuff.”

And so the interview progressed, with Adair increasingly impressed with Jake’s
personality. As the soldier relaxed he became more affable, soon calling Adair by his first
name as Adair requested.

*You see?* Caliburn prodded Adair, *he’s perfect to join. | have just the place at
the table for him.* So the interview was concluded and Adair told Jake he had qualified
to take the long walk to the control room, which he did. Caliburn passed him with flying
colors and seated him just a few stations to Adair’s right at the round table.

Thus Jacob Wain was summarily inducted to the Caliburn’s Fliers, as the group
called themselves. Adair gave them each a pin to distinguish them, as well as an emblem
to be painted on each individual’s fighter. The Fliers didn’t stay on Caliburn, however.
One day Adair gathered the ones he’'d gathered together.

They sat around the table. Adair stood.

“Men, | have a mandate for you. Caliburn can defend herself, so your talents are

nearly wasted here. | want you to go out in your fighters, taking a squadron with you,
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and patrol the sector around Caliburn—or farther, if you wish. Make yourselves known
through good deeds.”

They stared at him, then his brother Kaden, whom Adair had inducted before any
others, spoke up.

“You want us to be cops?” He looked to his companions around the table and some
of them bore the same look of disgust on their faces. The elite fighting force of the Blue
Army, patrolling for drug runners?

“Not just cops,” Adair said. “You'll show these sectors who we are. We're not just
some rabble looking to take over the galaxy. Who here doesn't want peace?”

Nobody moved a muscle, bar Jerain, who sat playing a small holographic game.
One of his soldiers burst into flames and a couple of the men nearby chuckled; Adair
thought to Caliburn and suddenly the entire game was aflame.

Jerain looked up. “Sorry, sir. Just got caught up in the campaign.”

“I know what you mean,” Adair said, “and | suggest that we work on honing our
skills playing against each other with that game, as well as dog-fighting often. But listen.
You will be the missionaries for our cause, spreading light and trust in our Army.”

“So...we can go anywhere we want?”

“Anywhere your fighter can fly to, yes. | don’t want to dictate your flight paths.
Just don’t do anything stupid to dishonor the Army.” Adair looked around. He saw the
men beginning to understand the value of this arrangement; they all ached for flying
time, cooped as they were in Caliburn.

“Any other objections?”

“Yessir.” Jerain spoke up again. “I'd like my game back.”
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* k *

Adair arrived at Gwenhwyfar’s home station not many days after she spoke to her
father over breakfast. Relations had been strained between them since that day, and
finally Gwenhwyfar thought things were beginning to return to normal when she
received a private message.

“Gwen, it's me.” The voice-only message sent a thrill through her entire body.
“Can you meet me? I'd like to see you again before... things get crazy.” She heard the noise
of engines in the background and wondered if Caliburn was actually that loud.

“Of course I'll meet you,” she said. “Where? When?”

“Ten minutes ago, at these coordinates.” They appeared on the screen and
Gwenhwyfar recognized them as not far from the station’s position.

“Ten minutes ago?”

“Hurry, I mean. I'll be waiting. Adair out.” In the silence, Gwenhwyfar’s heart
beat loudly. She didn’t often disobey her father or risk his anger, but for Adair—

Quickly her fingers fumbled her into a flight suit, jammed the boots on, grabbed
the helmet, and her feet propelled her out the door before she could think about it.
People gave her strange looks as she dashed, hair flying wildly, through the main
corridors of the station. She brushed by friends and acquaintances, and even dashed past
her father without seeing him.

In the hangar she appropriated the first fast ship she saw, astounding once again
the technicians. And she failed to see one of the technicians move to a communication
panel and furtively dial her father’s private extension. The vessel flew out with a rush of

engine-heat and a small collision with the hangar doorway.
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“Just clipped the wing,” she muttered to herself as she corrected for the error.
“Ten minutes ago...what'’s he thinking?”

She arrived at the coordinates as swiftly as possible, surprised to find a moderate-
sized vessel waiting.

“This is...” Gwenhwyfar began, but was quickly cut off.

“Hi, Gwen,” came Adair’s voice. “You're cleared to dock in bay three.”

He met her as she debarked, hair in worse disarray than before. She reached up to
pat it, but he took her hands.

“It’s so good to see you again,” he said warmly, but Gwenhwyfar didn’t respond.
She was trying to assimilate precisely what she saw before her.

He had the same charmingly handsome face, the same hair—if tamed somewhat
from their earlier encounter—but that seemed to be all that remained of the Adair she
remembered. Adair now stood straighter, adding inches to his height; or was it the new
position he occupied that made him seem loftier? Gwenhwyfar ran her hands lightly over
his blue sleeves, fingering the red-and-gold dragon with her right hand.

“You look so...”

“I know, different. But Gwen, listen. I'm me, and I'm so lonely.” He caught her
hand as she ran it across his shoulders, fingering the rank insignia.

“That'’s a lot of chevrons on your shoulder there,” she commented as he clasped
her hand firmly.

“Guess when you're at the top of everything, that's what you get. Come on, let’s
go sit down.” He led her down the hall to a comfortable sitting room, where they settled

into a chair rather too small for two people.
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“Gwen,” he started again, after they'd sat absorbing each other for a time, “I know
we don’t know each other that well...”

“| feel like we do,” she affirmed, kissing his hand lightly. She playfully ran her
finger across his knuckles as he continued.

“| feel that way too. So...I was wondering...” Adair struggled out of the chair to
stand before her. He felt that these things had to be done properly, and although he had
little notion of what properly was he fell back on what he’d seen in old vids:

Adair dropped to one knee, pulling a small box out of his pants pocket.
“Gwenhwyfar, from the first moment I met you I loved you. Will you marry me?” And he
opened the box to reveal a shining ring. It looked like Caliburn’s hull, glowing faintly with
the light of stars.

Gwenhwyfar gasped, her hands covering her mouth and eyes large as teacups.
Then she threw herself out of the chair, heart pounding, and wrapped her arms around
Adair’s slender form. She kissed him full on the mouth, then kissed him again, pressing
into him as if she could never get close enough. Tears of joy traced a path down her face.

Eventually Adair’s shock at her reaction subsided enough so he could pull his
arms out and hold her closely. His heart pounded with the aftershocks of his
nervousness; he wasn't sure what she might have done, but this reaction seemed well
enough for him.

“So is this a yes, then?”

“Yes!”

Far from Adair and Gwenhwyfar’s joyful embrace, Mingan and Niniane also

embraced. But the love between them was colder, contrived by Morrigan’s tricks and
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Niniane’s lies. Mingan held her closely as he slept, clutching her to his chest like a small
doll. This week, Niniane reflected, had been the hardest of her life.

Sleeping with the old man revolted her, although his physical appearance was
like that of a fifty-year-old. No; she felt his power seeping out as he clasped her, Kissed
her, entered her. They had sex often enough that she felt a veteran whore.

But yesterday he'd begun teaching her as she sat opposite him, pouring his
favorite drink concoction.

“We'll start simply,” he said abruptly. “You must learn to be patient and to
remember data. Time is on our side. So today you'll spend memorizing this page, and this
evening you'll recite it to me.”

“This is training?” Niniane grumbled as she took the sheet. It was filled with
ancient lines of poetry from the human home world. She read aloud,

“When you are old and gray and full of sleep
And nodding by the fire, take down this book
And slowly read, and dream of the soft look
Your eyes had once, of their shadows deep;
How many loved your moments of glad grace,
And loved your beauty with love false or true;
But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,
And loved the sorrows of your changing face.
And bending down beside the glowing bars,
Murmur, a little sadly, how love fled
And paced upon the mountain overhead,
And hid his face amid a crowd of stars."”

For a moment Niniane’s face was illuminated with surprise. Then she turned

back to Mingan with a look of disgust.

“This is tripe. It's old, it's poetry.”

L“\When You are Old,” by William Butler Yeats. From The Oxford Book of English Verse.
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“My love,” he said soothingly, reaching to touch her hands—it took her whole
will not to pull away—*I went through this too. Memorize the poems and tell them to
me this evening. Tell yourself it's part of the training.”

“It's part of the training,” she muttered, fighting the urge to punch the old man in
the face. What kind of joke was this, spending a day memorizing poetry? Pushing it all
away into small place inside her head, Niniane looked up at him with a sweet face mask.
“But Mingan, dear, promise that I'll learn more than some beautiful poetry.”

“You will. I have some errands to run, but I'll be back shortly. Good luck.” And he
vanished, not out the door but somehow wrapping that darkness around him to fade into
the shadows that forever crouched in the corners.

“Now that’s a trick I've got to learn,” she muttered as she turned back to the
pages. “Damn him.”

* % *

Morrigan fled into the deep of space, out to a secret place only she knew of. The
trip took quite some time, and her son grew even then.

The crew of the ship feared their employer.

“Lazy scum,” she hissed at one who didn’t come at her beck and call, but paused
to finish his earlier task, “in the future you'll remember to come promptly or risk having
your testicles frozen in liquid nitrogen, followed by your eyeballs and tongue.”

“Yes ma'am,” he'd replied, more than a little terrified. Her errand had been to
fetch a new feeder for the baby, which she spoiled mercilessly.

“Morad my sweetums,” she crooned in a voice totally unlike that she’d used a

moment earlier on the unfortunate crewman, “listen to Mummy tell you the story of a
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very bad man. His name is Adair. He's taken Mummy’s rightful position as Pyralis’
child..”

And so Morad grew, hearing tales of Adair’s evil, Pyralis’ unfaithfulness, and
Mingan’s treachery. His mother also taught him deep, dark secrets that she’d stolen from
unspeakable places in her many travels around human-controlled space, so that by the
time he grew to age five he knew words that would have frozen Mingan’s heart to hear

them spoken.
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Chapter 18

Inwhich Adair faces his first true challenge.

N iniane rejoiced. After weeks of struggling and harassing Mingan, he finally agreed
to take her to a private place to focus on teaching her the arts he had practiced for
much longer than any human had lived.

They began preparing slowly, for Mingan had become a methodical man with a
patience borne of waiting generations in hope of a single end result. She knew he pulled
the strings behind many of that fitz Pyralis’ successes; he'd even gone off-station without
her, although he left her with a device that put her in instant contact with him
anywhere.

“Where are you going this time?” She’d demanded as he readied himself for a solo
journey. She wanted her training to progress faster. Every day they dawdled was another
day wasted.

“I must go to a sector far from here on urgent business, my rose,” he said,
explaining nothing. Niniane did admire his ability to speak without saying anything.

“What sector? Why?”

“That is for the present to deal with and the future to determine,” he said as he
strode out the door.

Out of the girl's presence, Mingan immediately began feeling a pull to return to
her. The ache increased with every meter so that by the time he reached his vessel, he

longed to throw himself out the airlock unsuited just to be with her for a moment longer.
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“You are in peril,” the ship told him as he boarded. It had begun whispering dire
warnings every time he boarded it, and had refused to bear Niniane.

“I know my own peril,” he grunted in reply. “Take me to Adair, quickly.”

The ship, although it could not feel as humans do, found that some circuits
seemed to respond more rapidly as the ship’s longtime owner increased his distance from
Niniane. And it was some distance, at least halfway across human space, that Adair
resided for the moment.

“She’s a whore,” Mingan muttered as he manipulated a small ball of light into
various runes.

“Insufficient data,” the ship replied. It hoped he meant his recent woman, but
feared he did not.

“That woman Adair’s so taken with. This is a mistake for him.”

Silence followed that statement, which the ship felt fitting enough since Mingan
could have as easily applied that sentiment to his own young flame.

—_—

“l don’t care what you say!” Adair shouted, pacing his quarters. “She’s my choice
and | want to marry her.”

“Listen to my advice. She is not right for you, Young Hope.” The blackness around
Mingan grew darker even on Caliburn’s decks.

“What's wrong with her? It's a tactical alliance, since her father’s got that alliance
with three other sectors—this could turn the others for me!”

“It will, but it's wrong. You will win them without her.”

“l don’t give a damn what might happen without her! After this everything's

happening with her.”
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“ADAIR.” Mingan seemed to grow in stature, filling the room and dwarfing
Adair’s young blue-suited form. “She will betray you one day if you persist in following
this path.”

“Gwen would never betray me. We're meant for each other.” Adair crossed his
arms stubbornly. “And once I've gotten her father’s permission, we will marry. Now is
there anything else you've come for?”

“No. But I tell you this.” Mingan locked his gaze on Adair’s face. “Although you
are even now sowing the seeds of your downfall, generations will speak your name with
reverence and carry the memory of your deeds long into the future.”

“Great,” Adair muttered, turning away from his advisor, angry eyes burning a hole
into the floor. “But I'm still marrying her.”

“Goodbye, Young Hope,” Mingan said, his voice heavy with sorrow. “I regret |
could not change your course. Remember what I've told you, though: the Fliers are your
greatest asset. Use them wisely, reign well and fairly, and people will truly love you.”

Adair said nothing as Mingan vanished, leaving a wisp of darkness behind. He
could almost hear Caliburn breathing.

“What? You don't agree with him, do you?”

*| cannot know the future as he does.* But even in his mind Caliburn sounded
somehow disapproving.

“What's eating you?” He asked with asperity. Although duty called, Adair sat
down at his table and tapped into a holo-battle game.

*| fear the future and | trust the dark man.*
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“You know his name is Mingan.” The battle had just started and Adair already
saw his forces had been given the worse position. He'd just have to make the best of it; he
had always topped his classmates in Tactical on the Gadfly.

*1 have known of him since before he carried that name, Young Hope. He is very
old.*

“Now you're calling me Young Hope too? Damn it, can’t | just choose one thing
about my life? Who | marry shouldn’t matter! I'm still uniting the galaxy, for gods’ sakes!”

He lost the battle already, coming over a crest in the terrain with half his forces,
only to find an entire army twice his size massed. Their long-range guns wiped out his
men before they ever had a chance. Adair slapped the table angrily, shutting the game off
and stalking out of his quarters.

“I'm going to talk to Gwenhwyfar’s father now.” Striding down the hall, he
refused to acknowledge any of his upper-ranking officers’ salutations or the peons’ hasty
at-attentions and salutes.

*Your uniform is wrinkled.* A holographic image of himself appeared in the
passage before him, and Adair realized he did look rather messy.

He softened his tone a bit. “You're right; I'll neaten up.” On the way back to his
quarters, Adair took the time to talk to the men.

“How’s the flight training going, Jerain?”

“Well enough, sir,” he replied, waving away an info-image that floated next to
him. “The younger recruits take time, but given that they'll get it well enough. I've got a
couple of men who ought to be promoted, as well.”

“Send me a list, and I'll look it over, but I trust your judgment. I'm sure they're

good men.”
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“They sure are, sir.”

To ayounger recruit he saw, Adair said, “Looks like you're new around here.”

“Yessir!” the boy replied, coming to attention and saluting with the appropriate
glaze-eyed expression.

“At ease. What's your name?”

“Pinkerton, sir.”

“Your first name?” Adair asked, amused. He liked the idea of having a soldier first-
named Pinkerton.

“Warwick, sir.”

Adair really did stifle back a chuckle. “Well, Warwick—"

“Sir, if you don’t mind...I go by my middle name. Michael, but I like Mike.
Warwick just ain't right, sir.”

“Fair enough, Mike. How're you finding life in the Blue Army?”

“I do like it, sir. When | got assigned to Caliburn herself, I nearly cried | was so
excited!” Then, looking distressed, he added, “Not that I'm weak, sir...”

“My Da always told me that only real men cry, for whatever reason. Don’t worry,
War—Mike.”

“Thanks, sir.”

And so it went down the hall, taking twice as long for Adair to reach his quarters
but improving his troops’ morale, and his own, exponentially. In his quarters, he
showered, changed into a gleaming clean dress uniform, topping it off with a beret at a
jaunty angle.

“What do you think now, Caliburn?”
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*No father could resist you,* she replied, her voice lighter within his mind. *The
men love you, you know. They live for a two-minute talk with you.*

Adair smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “That’s good. But could you
transport me directly to her father? I can’t spend all day walking to a shuttle.”

So that's how Adair arrived just in time to catch Gwenhwyfar’s father and the
woman herself in the middle of what Adair might have considered an argument, but
what she described as a heated discussion.

“He’s NOT doing this just to get you as an ally!” Gwenhwyfar was shouting,
standing with her hands on the table and leaning into her father’s red face.

“How do you know—!"

“Excuse me,” Adair said, stepping loudly into their range of vision. “Is this a bad
time?” He could have kicked himself for asking such a patently stupid question, but he
couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“No, of course not.” Gwenhwyfar straightened her clothes with a snap, brushing
her hair back with her hands into a semblance of calm.

“Yes, this is a fine time.” Her father stood up, deliberately pushed his chair in
perfectly straight, and walked up to Adair. “So you're him, | take it.”

“Yessir,” Adair said, suddenly realizing he needed to be a great deal more nervous
than he was.

“Well, I don’t know about this whole thing. Gwenhwyfar’s just not ready—"

“Father!”

“—and you seem a touch young yourself.”

“Sir, I may be, but I can assure you—"
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“Assurances are worthless. | assume you just want to marry her because that
would bring four more of the sectors into your control.”

“Not control, sir,” Adair corrected, speaking quickly because this man seemed set
on talking no matter what. “I want to help establish a unified, cohesive group with all
leaders still in their places, but answering to one cohesive government.”

“Well... I don't know.”

Gwenhwyfar breathed an inward sigh of relief. This sounded much more like the
father she knew and, yes, loved. But he’'d been so aggressive toward her and Adair, he’d
almost seemed like a new man.

“If there’s anything | can do to gain your trust...” Adair spread his hands, an
earnest look on his young face. Gwenhwyfar thought he couldn’t have looked more
wonderful, decked out in the grand uniform, eyes clear, hair darkly waving beneath a...
well, slightly cockeyed hat. Perhaps she’d help him with his hats in the future.

“Yes, | think there is.” Her father spoke with a surprisingly firm tone, one that
worried Gwenhwyfar. She hadn’t heard it much since her mother’s death, but when it
came out something was certainly afoot. “We have a restless neighbor, the reason we
allied with our five other direct neighbors. If you could get rid of the Rat for us, that'd be
a real favor and a good reason to form an alliance—and agree to the marriage with my
daughter.”

He moved to Gwenhwyfar, who stood stiffly indignant, and put his hand on her
shoulder. She moved away, but he tightened his grip and she stayed.

“I think this could be arranged.” Adair knew he’d won then; his troops had not
lost once in three skirmishes. Although the seven sectors, not counting Gwenhwyfar’s

five, that resisted him still stood strong, he had no doubt they would fall.
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“When can we expect results?”

“I don’t want to kill people,” Adair cautioned, sensing bloodlust hidden behind
this blandly garbed man.

“Just beat them. | don’t care what it takes.”

“Fliers,” Adair said, standing at his place around the half-full white control table
as a holographic image of the six sectors involved hovered in the center, “we’ve got our
first serious opportunity for battle here.”

“Yeah!!” Cheered one of the younger ones, eager for glory. “When do we fight?”

“Siddown,” a gray-haired Flyer next to him gripped the young man’s arm, pulling
him back to his seat. “This isn't some battle vid or game. People could die here. Let’s hear
what Adair has to say.”

“Thank you, Boris. This sector"— Adair waved toward the map and the Rat's
sector lit in red—"is a problem. He’s been threatening the one we're in right now, as well
as a couple of his other neighbors. | suggest that, for the good of the area, we show him
some of our forces and politely ask him to lay off.”

“Politely, hell!”

“Shut up,” Jerain added in. “I've seen enough battles to know they're no
spacewalk—they ¢'n mean the long walk for too many good men.”

“Again, thank you. These guys are right. ‘Talk before fighting,” my Da always
said,” Adair explained, not realizing his blood father had clung to the same policy, albeit
unwillingly. “If they won't talk, then we can get out there and let you do what you do

best. What do you men think?”
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Nodding around the table affirmed Adair’s plan. Without any further ado Caliburn
pulled away from the space station, taking all but four of the swarm of cruisers and
fighters that followed everywhere they went. Soon enough they entered Rat space and
were hailed.

“Unknown vessel, you are now in Rat space. Either leave immediately or pay toll
for all your vessels.”

“This is General fitz Pyralis of the heavy cruiser Caliburn,” Adair said, as he always
did; “I would like to talk to your leader on a diplomatic matter.”

“Nobody talks to the Rat! Not even some impostor of a legend-fulfiller.” Came the
reply, nearly spewing disdain across Adair’s clean uniform.

“Still, I'd like to talk to him.”

“Forgetit.”

Turning the microphone off, Adair turned and eyed the tense Flyers at their posts.
The older, more experienced ones looked rather sad, while excitement lit the youths’
eyes. “What do you think, gentlemen?”

“I have an idea,” Jerain suggested suddenly. “Challenge him to a one-on-one duel.
One of us can take him easily, and with him gone...”

“It would avoid too much bloodshed,” Adair agreed, considering. “But I'd have to
take him myself.”

“Sir, no offense, but you've only been fighter flying for two years.”

Adair looked at the Flyer coldly. “Do you think Caliburn would let me die in one of

her fighters?”
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The Flyer looked down at his panel, fiddling with a holograph that suddenly
popped up.

“l didn’t think so. Then we'll do it. This is General fitz Pyralis,” he said into the
live communication channel. “I challenge the Rat to a fighter duel. Just the two of us; the
winner takes all, loser joins the winner’s army as a scrubber.”

The voice on the other end laughed harshly. Scrubbers had the worst jobs, never
moved through the ranks, and usually died first in battle.

“This is the Rat,” the voice suddenly barked, “and I accept your challenge! These
coordinates—" the point was instantly marked on the floating central map “in thirty
minutes.”

Adair smiled grimly. “Done.”

* % %

Lachlan missed Latanya every now and then. He couldn’t count how many small
ships and transports he’d helped, but...

He sank into a memory. The small ship, barely space worthy, floated aimlessly.
Lachlan didn’t think it derelict only because it continued emitting a mayday signal.
Drawing nearer, his scanners picked up a faint life reading.

“Can we get it aboard?” He'd developed a habit of talking to himself after
spending these years alone, landing at various bases only to resupply. “I don't know... |
just don't know. Computer. Identify vessel.”

“Vessel unknown.”

“But there’s a life onboard?”

“Confirmed. Life signs fading.”
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Lachlan jolted into action, extending the fighter’s claws to latch onto the rapidly
spinning vessel. He caught it and righted its motion.

“Set course for nearest human habitation.”

“Setting course.”

“Estimated time to arrival?”

“Six hours, three minutes, thirty-seven seconds.”

“Faster,” Lachlan said tersely, knowing the fighter flew as quickly as it could. “I
don’t care what it costs, get us there faster.”

But two hours later, the life signs vanished. Lachlan slumped in his seat,
disappointed. Although he delivered the vessel to the colony—to their sorrow; she had
been a woman of esteem, with a bright future, who had not agreed with that assessment
and flown out to find her death—Lachlan couldn’t shake the disappointment at his
failure.

“Something still is not right,” he said aloud to himself. “I will consult Latanya.”

As he neared the blue-and-red cloud, however, he noticed a ridiculously large
fleet on his long range scanners.

“Computer, identify that fleet of ships.”

“That is a platoon of the Blue Army.”

“What the—what are they doing there?”

“Objective unknown.”

“Well. Let’s go see what's going on there.”

The fighter veered away from the nebula, and Lachlan didn’t see Latanya’s brief
human manifestation smiling. She couldn’t have been prouder of him.

“Go to them, fighter,” she called into Lachlan’s mind. “You will complete a circle.”
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Chapter 19

Inwhich Adair wins Gwenhwyfar’s hand through dueling with the Rat, Lachlan joins the Flyers,

and Mingan vanishes from the proceedings.

ust don’t do anything stupid, General,” Jerain begged as he trotted at Adair’s side
\] through Caliburn’s passages to the fighter docks. “I know you feel confident, but the

Rat—I've heard he’s a wily fighter, knows his stuff. He didn’t get where he is
through talking.”

“Thanks, Jerain,” Adair said, trying to sound grateful. “I'll try not to black out
turning.”

They arrived, bursting through a crowd of soldiers and technicians that had
gathered about Adair’s fighter. He called it Ex-Caliburn, coming from his precious
Caliburn. She came to form a more integral part of him every day. He leaned on her
wisdom in many situations, not all of which involved military practices, either.

“Alright, clear out here!” Adair called as people began noticing his presence,
nudging their neighbors, and coming to a semblance of attention. “If you're on duty—get
back to your posts. If you're not, the mess halls and lounges will show a full holograph of
the duel. Now outta here!”

They left Jerain, Adair and the technicians, who moved away and acted busy.
Adair looked at Jerain, who didn’t have much more to say, so they nodded silently and
parted. Before he left, Adair stood for a moment by the fighter, his hand on its skin,

feeling Caliburn’s influence in the small vessel that nested within the larger one.
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“He fears you,” a shadow beneath the fighter’s stubby wing murmured. Mingan
stepped out from that shadow, bringing his own with him. “Use that. And he’s not half
the pilot you are. He tends to swerve to the right when pressed heavily.”

“Mingan!” Adair exclaimed, “I thought you'd gone.”

“You need to know the Rat’s weaknesses. Your defeat of him will begin a cascade
of successes that will follow you—but remember, his fear will drive him to desperate
acts. Don’t be overly confident.”

“Thank you... and I'm sorry about earlier.” Adair looked at the ground, rubbed his
leg with his booted foot. “I shouldn’t have shouted at you, even if I think you're wrong.”

The shadow around Mingan seemed to lighten for a moment, revealing his tired
but bright eyes and the pale, parchment skin not hidden by his thick beard. Adair
thought he looked older than he had only a few years past.

“Young Hope, I give you my forgiveness and this piece of advice: your right hand
will strike at your heart, but you must not condemn your heart for its actions. Each man
has his weaknesses.”

“Uh, thanks, Mingan.” Adair turned to the ladder. “You're so helpful all the time.
Will you be here to watch the duel?”

“I must return to the Pyralis space station. My own heart aches for it beyond
reckoning.”

“Well, once | marry Gwenhwyfar, that's my next stop. Will they welcome me?”

“Don’t fear, Young Hope; they cannot but welcome you. Farewell.” And Mingan
vanished right off the deck, leaving Adair standing at a technician, whose gaping jaw and
wide eyes made Adair actually laugh.

“What, haven't you ever seen anybody disappear before?”
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“Who? You were talking to yourself.” The technician replied, then scurried off to
look busy.

Adair contemplatively flew Ex-Caliburn from her hangar. This was certainly a
puzzle, but bigger things loomed: he saw the Rat’s fighter hovering, he would have said
impatiently, at the coordinates. Routine checks and counter-checks came across his
speakers, but Adair didn’t hear them. His love was on the line, along with any hopes of
gaining more sector support. It was win this duel or sink into lonely obscurity.

As he approached, the Rat gunned his vessel directly toward Adair’s fighter,
against all polite protocol. As he neared, a head-on collision threatened. “He veers to the
right,” Mingan had said, so Adair swerved up and to the right.

He called, “We don't have to do this, Rat! You can surrender now, and we'll
negotiate!”

“Never!” The Rat, as predicted, swooped directly right on a plane, missing Adair
but firing the first shots of the duel to the left, where he'd anticipated his enemy would
fly.

Adair found himself momentarily above the Rat’s fighter and seized his chance.
He fired below and to the right, following the Rat’s path, and scoring a glancing blow to
the Rat’s rear left wing.

Up the Rat came in a semicircle, rotating around Adair’s position. For a moment
Adair saw the Rat’s dark face in the cockpit directly above him as the Rat hung upside-

down relative to Adair’s position. Ex-Caliburn’s narrow stubby profile came in handy as

Adair pulled back, leaving the Rat circling empty air as Adair gained another clear shot.
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He took it, hovering back as the Rat swerved to come face-on again; this time
Adair scored a direct hit to the Rat’s aft engines, which instead of exploding sheared off
the outside frame of the fighter, causing the Rat's vessel to begin spinning.

In desperation the Rat fired his small stabilizer thrusters to compensate; Adair
hovered, politely waiting according to the rules of combat.

*Finish him now!* Caliburn called, urging Ex-Caliburn to fire its guns.

“No!” Adair shouted, “not this way! If he dies it's in comb—"

The Rat’s spinning hadn’t lessened, but he began firing all weapons. Their light
sprayed in gorgeous spirals, out and out. Adair, talking to Caliburn, looked back to the
Rat's fighter just in time to see a deadly flower of weapons fire whirling towards his
position.

Instinctually Adair flipped Ex-Caliburn to expose her narrow side to the fire,
simultaneously calling all engines to shoot him straight up and away from the danger. He
doubled back, flipping over to near the Rat's vessel, dodging the unceasing weapons
discharge.

“Surrender!” He called to the Rat. “You won't be harmed!”

A small missile launch served as his opponent’s reply. “Get me outta here!” Adair
shouted to Ex-Caliburn, executing stomach-wrenching gymnastics to evade the missile
that tracked him.

A quick backwards burst of fire from Ex-Caliburn destroyed the missile, leaving
the Rat, his arsenal nearly empty, still spinning wildly.

“Surrender,” Adair suggested again, “and | won't even take you from your

government.”
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“I'll never forgive you for this,” the Rat growled, “but... you win.”

Adair moved Ex-Caliburn in, matching the Rat’s spin and grappling on to stabilize

“You'll come aboard so we can negotiate a treaty.”

“Yes.” But the Rat didn’t sound at all agreeable to negotiating any treaty, and
Adair felt the makings of trouble far down the road in his beaten but angry response.

*Yes, he will be trouble. But you have won for now,* Caliburn told him, *and not
even harmed my little one. Now come back in so | can look after it.*

“You care about Ex-Caliburn?” Adair gasped, surprised.

*Won't you care for your sons when they are born?* She replied cryptically,
maintaining an obstinate silence to any of Adair’s other probing questions.

* % %

“General fitz Pyralis, there’'s a man who would like to speak to you personally,
sir.” The soldier proffered an old-fashioned piece of paper, gripped delicately between his
fingers as if it would crumble to dust in a moment.

“Thank you.” Adair took it, stepped back, and closed the door, and breathed a
sigh of relief.

The sounds of jubilation had begun to subside, but when he’d flown Ex-Caliburn
into the hangar, he’'d thought the walls would collapse with the chaotic cheering. It was
as if nobody had seen a one-on-one dogfight before. Even the experienced Flyers clapped
Adair on the shoulder with a gleam of respect in their eyes, while the younger ones—just
around Adair’s age—circled, jabbering excitedly.

“That was great!”
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“I loved the way he circled around—"

“And the way he avoided that missile—"

“That was slick how—"

“—got to do more one-on-one combat training in the future—"

“W0000-h0000000000!”

Although Adair had felt exultant exiting Ex-Caliburn and seeing the waving
cheering soldiers, now he only felt drained. He looked at the paper. The script’s flowing
hand said,

“Lachlan of Latanya nebula humbly requests an audience.”

Adair perked right up seeing that name.

“What do you think of this Lachlan character, Caliburn?”

*He watched your whole fight from his fighter Battle Sword. It's been through
some tough times and I let them dock. His behavior has been exemplary. Meet with
him.*

“I'm going to call Gwen first. Then I'll meet him.” And he did. “Gwen? It's me.”

“Adair! I just heard! You did so well! Father can’t be resistant after this.” Her face
glowed with excitement and hope. “I hope you like traditional weddings...”

Adair’s tongue tripped over itself to assure her he did. “And Gwen, | have the
biggest plans. We'll set up in the middle of all the sectors, maybe near the old Pyralis
space station. The Flyers—we—oh there’s so much to talk about!”

“Adair,” she said, suddenly serious and looking directly into his clear eyes from

the holograph Caliburn projected, “I love you so much.”
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“It's been two years, but soon we'll be together. No more secret text comms.” He
smiled. “Dearest Gwen. | have to see somebody, but I'll come to the station as quickly as |
can to speak to your father. Patience until then.”

“Patience.” She signed off with a blown Kiss that crossed the space distance
because Adair thought he felt it settle on his cheek as lightly as that first kiss in her long-
range explorer ship.

“Send Lachlan in,” Adair said, straightening his uniform and settling himself at
his table. Although he rarely met men in his quarters, Adair simply couldn’t stomach
going out among the crowds again.

When Lachlan walked in, Adair saw nothing remarkable about him. Yes, he was
handsome, with blue eyes and golden-blonde hair much the color of Gwenhwyfar’s; his
strong face and confident but deferential stride all struck Adair positively. The man’s
uniform was a blue brighter and yet darker than those of the Blue Army, and it was
accented by brown marks. Three brown lions rampaged across its front and a gun rode
easily at Lachlan’s hip. Adair liked him from the start.

Adair stood, remaining at his place at the table and reaching his hand out. “I'm
Adair fitz Pyralis, as I'm sure you know,” he said.

“General fitz Pyralis. It's a pleasure to finally meet you. I am Lachlan. I'd like to
join your army at last.”

*He’s the one.* Caliburn spoke surely. *Summon the other Flyers to send him
through the hall.*

“How do you know?” Adair spoke softly, watching as Lachlan stood patiently

before him, pretending to ignore Adair’s mutterings.
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*He’s the one.* The ship was insistent, repeating the same phrase over and over.
*Send him on the long walk.*

“Let me get to know him.”

*You'll just find he’s the one.*

“So, Lachlan,” Adair said, looking up from his mental conversation with the ship,
“why now? What makes you want to join the Blue Army now?”

“I saw you fighting the Rat. He’s been a problem in this area for some time, and |
respected the way you gave him the opportunity to surrender instead of taking your
chance and shooting him out of the sky. And,” he added with a glint of humor in his
serious face, “I hear you did it for a woman.”

“Bah!” Adair snorted, but he laughed too. “I don’t know where you get your
information, but you—"

Lachlan’s eyebrows raised and he crossed his arms on his chest, a surprisingly
smug look on his face, considering he spoke to the leader of the most powerful army in
human space.

“—You're dead right.” Adair came around the table and put his hand out again. “I
like you, Lachlan. And I hear your flying record is really something.”

“Oh, hardly,” Lachlan demurred, but Caliburn whispered into Adair’'s mind
differently.

“Caliburn says you've spent the last two years fighting raiders and helping ships in
distress. That's more than admirable.” Adair could hardly imagine a man taking such
action voluntarily. This Lachlan surely was something unusual.

“l spent the last few years flying, yes, and sometimes I did run across people who

needed help. But General, it's just doing the right thing. | wouldn’t do otherwise.”
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“Gods, man, you're just the kind of man we need in the Flyers. Will you walk the
hall when I've assembled us all?”

Lachlan bowed, an honest-to-goodness old fashioned bow, with his hand at his
waist, other hand on his gun. He exhaled, inhaled as he bowed, and exhaled as he rose.
Adair stood, jaw drooping.

“If you'll wait here,” he said to cover his shock, “I'll contact the other Flyers to
come sit at the control panels.”

*1 did that already™* Caliburn told him as he exited his own room feeling flustered,
*and they're all in position waiting for you and Lachlan.*

“Great, thanks, but I just needed to get out of there. He’s a great guy, but what
was that he did just now?”

*It's called bowing, Adair. It's a sign of respect.*

Adair shook his head as he came down the goose-neck of the hallway and into the
wonderfully familiar control room. The men stood at their places, gaps between many as
spaces waited to be filled.

“Men, we've got another to add to our Flyer ranks. He’s called Lachlan.”

A few seats away, Adair saw Jake smile. At last Lach’d come to his senses. Things
could only go uphill from here.

* % %

Things weren't going uphill for Mingan, however. Upon returning to Niniane,
he'd found her both furious and wielding greater power over him than before. His heart
wrapped around her finger; his will followed her whims. His knowledge poured out like

starlight through a porthole.
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One day they heard that General fitz Pyralis would soon marry a girl whose father
controlled a sector. The marriage, according to news vids, would cement alliances for fitz
Pyralis with five additional sectors, as well as pacifying a sixth sector.

“So that's a grand total of twelve sectors following fitz Pyralis,” the newscaster
said matter-of-factly, “leaving six remaining sectors which have joined into what they
call the Coalition to prevent any further spread of fitz Pyralis’ power. After this break,
see the special report on the woman of fitz Pyralis’ dreams!”

“Off,” Mingan waved his hand toward the screen, and it blackened. Adair had
provided enough fodder for the paparazzi for a time; and Adair’s disregard of Mingan’s
warning disheartened the old man.

“What're we learning today?” asked Niniane, who seemed much older than her
sixteen years at times. “Something sneaky and dark? Something bright and glorious?
Something...powerful?”

“All of those, dear heart,” Mingan told her, “but come lay with me on the bed. |
need to rest.”

A sly look came into Niniane’s innocent eyes. She knew he never really tired. “I
think you have other...things...on your mind.”

For an answer, Mingan reached out to clasp her closely to his chest, kissing her
ardently. She responded as she knew he preferred and soon they found themselves naked
in each others’ arms again. Niniane had begun simply removing herself from the room at
those times, allowing her mind to wander the stars as Mingan had begun teaching her.
Now as he gasped and moaned atop her, Niniane’s body responded appropriately but her
eyes saw distant planets and peoples, touched their minds even, seeing civilizations few

other humans had begun to imagine. She visited the hearts of stars and felt distantly their
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burning pressure, she followed transports to new colonies, she watched Adair fitz Pyralis
woo his fiancée, she watched the expanse of the Blue Army across space and even, at
moments, began to see it across time.

Later, Mingan informed her he would leave again.

“I'm going with you,” she said, stubbornness written across her features in the
stet of her jaw, the clench of her fists, the pull of her eyebrows.

“Yes, you are. This trip is for you.” He reached out to brush a strand of her hair
behind her ear. “I am taking you to Luna—Earth’s moon—to the place of my teaching.
All my knowledge | will pass on to you there.”

“Oh, wonderful!” she exclaimed, immediately reverting back to the sweet and
almost innocent youth her face suggested her to be. “I'll start packing now.”

“No need,” Mingan said, taking her hand. “Everything will be provided.” He
waved his hand again, the room went dark as the vid screen, and Niniane found herself
standing on the deck of a very dark ship.

“Aren’t there any lights?”

“Do you really need them?” came his reply, and Niniane realized she didn’t.

To her eyes, the vessel began burning red, starting from a dark red into a brilliant,
flaming mass. Control panels etched themselves in shades of red; the contours of seats,
shadows, even the pattern on the floor burned.

“Why red? It looks painful, even if it isn't—" but when she went to sit down, as
her hands touched the chair’s arms, they scorched with the heat of coals. “Auuughh!”

“What? What's wrong?”
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“Look!” She held her hands out angrily, feeling their blistering and the tears
starting to seep from her eyes. “It burned me when I tried to sit down. What kind of ship
is this?”

“Oh, love,” Mingan said, taking her hands gently in his own. He brought them to
his lips, and Niniane flinched, expecting their touch against her freshly-burned skin.
Instead, he blew on the burns. To Niniane it felt like cool water flowing, or a salve
applied; when he released her hands, she saw with amazement that they had healed.

“Ship,” he said then, in a very stern tone, “she is my choice and you will not
persecute her in this way. You carry us to Luna and your duties for me are discharged.
But until then, you obey me, and I say treat her as you would treat me.”

The vessel seemed to respond, groaning dolorously as it moved towards their
destination.

“Did it really understand you?” Niniane asked as she gingerly seated herself in a
different chair, which still blazed red but didn’t singe her as she eased into it.

“Of course. The ship and | have a deep bond. Perhaps you'll be able to create one
like it for yourself, but who knows? Ship’s technology is much older than you'd guess, and
we've lost much of what made it possible.”

“I'll find a way to do that. It's wonderful to think of conversing with your space
ship...”

“Shut your face, whore,” the ship interjected. It came across inflectionless, but
Niniane knew she sat in the bowels of a very hostile force.

“Come now,” Mingan said, flicking his fingers to summon a blue ball of light,
“what did | say?”

“Arrival at Luna in three hours, ten minutes—"
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“We have made better time before,” Mingan interrupted, “what slows you?”

The ship did not respond with any sound to Niniane’s ears, but the environment
began darkening again until she sat very still in a blackness matched only by the space
between stars. The time passed slowly as she sat silently in the dark, watching Mingan’s
glowing ball float about the room, occasionally illuminating his hand or grimly sad face.
He bent over controls, as far as she could tell, fingers moving in a frenzy of control-
pressing.

“Docking with Luna Colony One as requested,” the ship announced into the
silence.

A small jolt shook Niniane in her chair.

“Docking completed. Permission to enter Luna Colony One granted.”

Lights snapped on in the control room, chung-chung-chung in a row, flooding the
long-black deck with a sickly green fluorescent glow. Even as Niniane took in the
intricacies of its design, Mingan strode up to her and brushed his hand across her eyes.
They clouded, and although she shouted angrily, he caught her hand in its pounding on
his chest and led her down and out into LC-1.

As they left, the ship powered away from the docking bay, scanners following
Mingan’s form. Ship had spend centuries with him, his only long companion. She could
not feel loss or pain, but as she pulled away from the docking bay, blacking out familiar
stars in her exit, she charted only one destination. There was only one place for an

abandoned ship to go. The heart of Sol, she’'d heard, could fill any empty vessel.

* k *
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The treaty-signing went on behind closed doors. Gwenhwyfar’s father discussed
many things with Adair, not the least of which was how the government would work.
They spent hours closeted together, until Adair thought his brain would explode.

“..I'mafighter, really,” Adair said, “and I'm learning how to lead that way. But
people usually love their own leaders, so I'd ask all sector or smaller leaders to remain in
their positions unless problems arose.”

“What type of ‘problems™?” Although small and mousy to Adair’s eyes,
Gwenhwyfar’s father caught nearly all Adair’s clauses.

“Inciting to riot, for instance. We want peace for generations, and that means
leaders in agreement.”

“So nobody can disagree?”

“No, I mean we need to discuss our disagreements rather than battling them out.”

“This sound rather odd,” her father commented wryly, “coming from essentially a
war-lord like yourself.”

Adair gave a lopsided grin, but didn’t really know what to say. Finally he settled
on, “I don't like war or fighting, sir. | want peace and a stable government.”

“And the poor? What of them? Each of us deals with them differently; will you
make us all work with them in one way?”

“I'm forming a council of advisors for issues such as helping the poor,
industrialization of planets versus preserving them. | don’t claim to have all the answers
yet, but...”

“l think you have a mighty good start. | didn’t like you at first,” Adair’s potential

father-in-law said, coming around the table to sit earnestly next to the young man. “Now
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you've..exterminated the Rat, so to speak, and I've heard more about your plans, | think
you'll be a fine leader. | can only hope you'll be as fine a husband to my daughter.”

A grin broke out across Adair’s face, lighting it with joy. “Oh, thank you! I will, |
truly will. I''i—"

“Alright, that’s enough. Only time will truly tell.”

The whispered words of alliance and support did not reach the ears of the
revelers awaiting the arrival of the groom, and especially the bride. The enormous crowd
of upper-ranking officers stood patiently behind the few rows of civilian seats placed in
Caliburn’s largest hold, a sea of blue complimented by swooping foamy white of
decorations hanging from the ceiling and walls. Everything glistened brightly as
Caliburn’s own walls glimmered iridescent, all pointing towards the front where a raised
platform and one man in simple black, with a white collar, stood waiting.

“I'd say the ship outshines everything else,” one officer muttered to the man next
to him.

“Let’s just see the bride, then I'll get back to you,” came the reply.

A general murmur, the sound of waves on the seashore perhaps, flowed through
the room until music swelled. Silence fell then.

From the back, Adair tried not to feel the nervousness crouching in his stomach:
these people, friends and supporters, wished him only the best. He had felt less fear
entering the duel with the Rat than he did now, walking solemnly up the aisle left by
soldiers, who all turned to look at him as he paced by them. They saluted.

Finally standing before the kind-eyed priest, Adair smiled faintly as he turned to

face the crowd and watch his bride process down the ranks.
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Her gown put the white decorations to shame with its purity; golden embroidery
traced flowers around the bodice, down the center of the skirt, and around the edges of
the trailing train. Her veil floated above her yellow hair, her red lips smiled confidently,
her blue eyes sparkled. Seeing her put courage back into Adair’s heart; now he saw his
goal as it glided along the standing ranks, and as he focused on it everything else—the
decorations, the great wash of faces, the music, even the man standing an arm’s length
from him—receded.

She reached the front, taking the gloved hand he proffered. Together they turned
to face the man who would join them for all eternity. When it was all over, they turned
together, her hand on his perfectly starched blue arm, and cheers erupted from the
soldiers massed before them. Berets flew into the air, and Adair even saw some of the
civilians wipe a tear or two from their eyes.

It was everything, and more, than Adair could ever have hoped or dreamed of for
that moment.

—_—

Things went differently between Niniane and Mingan. One day, some time after
arriving at Lunar Colony One, they sat down to tea that Niniane brewed. Lunar Colony
One was burrowed into the rock of the moon, with only a few domes protruding into the
almost nonexistent atmosphere. Mingan’s quarters were deep within the moon'’s crust,
nearly the lowest level habitable.

“It's hard to get real tea around here,” Mingan commented happily, reaching to
sip the steaming liquid. “Thank you, dear heart.”

“For you, anything.” Niniane’s eyes gleamed. “I feel that I've learned a great deal

from you, in the last year.”
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