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  CHAPTER 1



 

 

            Crosshatched on Yuri’s scan, the Sejiedi fighter turned for an attack run. Adrenaline flooded Yuri’s veins. The hum of his comm, crackling into life with terse orders from the Wingleaders, only emphasized the silence about him, the absolute silence that was battle. In that eternal quiet, Yuri forgot the heatrush of adrenaline, the sweat prickling his flightsuit, and entered the monozone that was fight-concentration. The Sejiedi knifed straight at him, making only slight evasive maneuvers, the merest pretense of a feint. Yuri held his stingfighter—a delta-winged shell surrounding life-support, weapons, and enormous engines—steady. The Sej would be low on energy. He had to be. It had to be infrared.

            “Come on, baby… infrared,” he murmured. There would be time, there would be time… just enough time… there! The barest sparkle on the Sejiedi’s underbelly alerted him. His fingers played a fugue on the control board at double speed, and the tiny stingfighter began to spin rapidly. The infrared hit but never landed long enough to burn.

            His squad wouldn’t like that. He shouldn’t take those kinds of risks, not even when he knew they were the best part of Sejiedi psychology. The Sej never bluffed. Neither would he. He hesitated for a moment. Maybe this was one fight where he ought to call for backups. Caution be vaporized! he thought, then opened the throttle full out for a breakneck approach. He felt his skin go taut as the a-gravs compensated for the thrust. Around him glittered the blasts of battle. Starlight and silent explosions glared off sleek, polished hulls. They were only light to him now. A faint memory told him those lights were friends and comrades, committed and struggling for their lives—as he was. Now each of those silent battles, that blue-white flare of a dying ship glancing off his portside, were only the backdrop of his own encounter. His concentration grew: he couldn’t even hear himself breathe now. The universe narrowed to that one Sejiedi ship out there. It was his.

            The Sejiedi tried the old trick of turn and dive, but Yuri was ready for it. The Sejiedi pulled that one too often for it to be a surprise. Two centuries of war on a front half a galaxy wide had taught the League that much. He knew where that ship would show up on the scope once it pulled out, if this pilot flew true to form. If it didn’t, well, then his own tactics and, quite incidentally, he himself, would be blown. Even before the Sejiedi turned up again on the scope, he fired a scatter-burst to the area where it should appear, filling it with lances of ravening light. Momentarily the lights grew ragged as the Sejiedi came around to attack position, and collided with them.

            Yuri turned to view the wreckage. It wasn’t enough just to see the ship’s death on scan. There, on the black field, motes of light danced fiercely on shards of Sejiedi hull. Clean kill. Single kill. His. Then which kill this was hit him, and he whooped in excitement.

            “That’s ten,” he yelled into the comm. “My tenth!”

            “Could have done a more elegant job,” Judith’s voice replied.

            Yuri smiled beneath the visor of his flight helmet, although Judith, assisting at a kill a thousand kilometers away, wouldn’t see it. Judith was right, of course. A really elegant kill reduced an enemy ship into a subtle fall of stardust. But he didn’t care. This was ten, his tenth kill in single combat. Ace! He could already feel the fine white silk of the scarf and hear the noises of the party where the other aces in his squad would drape it around his neck.

            “Good going!” Maryam’s voice came excitedly into his ear.

            “Too much chatter,” said Gregory, the senior pilot of the squad. But Yuri could hear the congratulations in his voice, and he practically glowed. He looked around for other ships, feeling time stretch out again, back to normal. Ace! He was hot. Well, there was one call he could make that wouldn’t be chatter. He raised his command ship.

            “Battle Op, mark it down,” Yuri said, trying to keep the excitement from his voice. “Zann? This is Yuri. Tenth kill.”

            “Good going,” said Suzannah, standing at the comm board. If Battle Op hadn’t been dark, someone might have noticed the smile that spread across her face.

            Battle Op was darker than the space surrounding the command ship. Only the dull violet and green and red lights of various boards monitoring the battle pierced it. They glowed with far less light than the laser traces of the stings and Sejiedi ships. The silence quivered with palpable concentration, far more intense than the hush of thought. There was none. There didn’t have to be. Monitoring battles was what they had done forever. The bodies of comm and security officers became human statues, took on alien, frozen dimensions as the murky light accented faces and bodies with strange, hard angles.

            Suzannah’s white uniform shimmered eerily in the multihued night of Battle Operations. She was being observed, and she knew it. Someone was always staring at White Wingers, and she—out of all of them—had had plenty of practice ignoring it. Earthers had only been part of the League—as refugees, clients tolerated for their fighting abilities and their taxes—for two centuries. Even she didn’t know how many centuries it would take for the League to accept them as full citizens… and full humans. Humans! She would have snorted if she hadn’t known her reaction would be watched and analyzed. Even the alien members of the League, who had retreated from their human allies, uninterested in and appalled at the war for human-habitable real estate, had more acceptance. She could feel the eyes on her back, stronger by far this time than the usual anger or morbid curiosity. The watcher kept well back in the shadows away from the boards, and that was proper. This was clean combat; Intelligence’s place was to skulk on the fringes till the battle was over.

            She wore two comm plugs in her ears: one for the general frequencies that everyone in Battle Op monitored; the other a frequency restricted to the White Wing. She was the only one who wore the unrelieved white of the Earther Wing in this assembly. The bleeding tints of the boards only stressed how alien she was among these others, who outwardly looked so much like herself.

            Humans. But not Earth-humans. They had homes, even a homeworld. Zann didn’t. No Earther had, not for two hundred years, since the Sejiedi blasted Earth and its orphans joined the League of Known Worlds on sufferance. As always, she spared an instant to wonder just why the planet-hungry Sej had destroyed Earth. After all, they’d annexed all the other planets that had fallen to them in the early decades of the war. But that information had a higher classified status than anything they’d ever let her access. One of these days, I’II find out, she promised herself as she did every few months. She was an eidetic, and she was in Intelligence; data deprivation was like taking away food or water—and more infuriating. Then she shook herself back to total concentration. She had her Wing and her Wing’s honor. They were more than enough.

            “Yuri got one, and I’m going to get myself one, too.” Maryam’s voice came clearly over the comm and pierced into her brain.

            Suzannah’s heart froze. Oh no, not now. Not Maryam. Not this time. The darkness in Battle Op was complete enough that no one noticed the tension twisting her face. Not Maryam. Maryam always took too many risks. She flew for the love of it, and the danger alone. And she had no caution at all. Tau-void was what other pilots called it. Their stings had no trans-light capability. As they reached the sightless, timeless barrier between normal space and the faster-than-light blankness of tau, they strained, then blew. All pilots dumped tau, taking risks that non-pilots regarded as insane. But a tau-void pilot was practically a flying suicide until that inevitable moment when he (or she, Zann thought with a shudder) became a statistic. Tau-void? Sense-void was the way Suzannah defined it for herself. Maryam was still alive only because she was so very, very good. She had made her ace’s rating, her tenth ship-to-ship kill in single combat, only three years out of training. That alone was enough to make everyone in the Wing worry. Every time Maryam flew, Zann felt her stomach clench. And this time.…

            Zann took a deep breath to settle herself. Words tumbled through her head. “We cry for Your unfailing Grace for those in peril deep in space,” she mouthed silently, and shuddered. Then rationality returned. Maryam was a fine pilot. And she, Zann, was a comm officer, she was Intelligence, and she was on duty. She could hide her fear in any one of those things—couldn’t she?

            “I’m going in to cover,” came Gregory’s voice, seemingly cool and unconcerned. “Judith, fly wing for me. Yuri, get back in formation. Sibs, could you close up for us?”

            Zann knew the squad all too well, knew that Gregory’s voice was too light and too controlled. He was shaky, probably cursing under his breath so she couldn’t hear it, his hands stone steady on the instrument board. His hands were always unnaturally still when there was trouble.

            It was Judith he had taken out with him, the best team pilot in the whole Wing, just about. Judith didn’t go in for theatrics and single kills. She only took credit for getting more pilots back alive than anyone else. Knowing that, at least, was some relief. And Yuri was safely flying with the formation. Smart of Gregory to order it that way. Yuri was too high, too hot, right now. He would do something rash, and then—

            Zann’s fingers tightened convulsively. No, she thought, no. Maryam’s flown dozens of tasks, she’s an ace. Not this time. Please let it not be this time.

            It had been almost a year since the Mercy had happened. Not to Maryam, that time, although that idea gave the whole squad nightmares. Not that, above all, not that. Judith would fly her out of it. Judith had flown more pilots out of the Mercy than from under Sejiedi cruisers.

            She could feel the eyes again, boring into her neck. Damn, damn, damn! What kind of sadistic Intelligence Director would pick now to spring a new Intelligence chief on her? Another test? Zann wanted to bare her teeth at Security’s passion for testing its own operatives… White Wingers especially. The war was crammed with watchers. One of them, Federico Hashrahh Kroeger, half-Earther, half not, was watching her right now. With an act of will, she relaxed her jaw muscles. No one was going to see a White Winger go tense. Maryam was flying solo, glory-high, tau-void… pure energy. Gregory was chasing her, but Maryam was far ahead. There was little chance that he and Judith could catch her before she did something stupid and maybe wonderful. But there were outsiders here, who weren’t Wing. They would never see.

            She carefully composed her features and stretched to keep her muscles from locking. But she never took her eyes from the tracking holos. In two hundred years, since Earth died, the honor of the Wing had never been broken, not by a capture, not by so little as a concerned look. Zann was White Wing. It wasn’t the Colors’ place, those smug other Wings, to see her fear for the chase they were all watching.

            “Yummy. A nice, fat Sejiedi cruiser just sitting there… mine…” Maryam sounded hushed and hungry, poised for the kill. Zann could see her face, flushed red and glowing, her eyes wide and her fingers tensed against the control board. Maryam always smiled when she closed in for a fight, the delighted smile of a precocious child, innocent and alert. Maryam only came alive when there was danger, when she was flying and fighting. It was all she could do. It was what she was.

            “You’re in range,” Gregory informed her, as if Maryam’s comp wouldn’t be spitting out the same information, with an alarm added. From the quiet of his voice, Zann knew that he was at least as distressed as she herself was, probably more so. They’d flown together for years.

            The last time Maryam had flown against the Sejiedi in an engagement of this size, she had taken out two in single combat and at least four more in assists. And all six of them had been well in the danger zone, certainly at least as close as she was now. Helplessness washed over Zann like the bloody lights of Battle Op. Judith and Gregory were out there, tiny white lights steady on her screens, while all she could do was watch.

            They were coming around now, Judith glued to her position just a little behind and to the left of Gregory. They began to arc out in a cutting sweep. Zann plotted their course, her eidetic brain racing the computers to reach its verdict: no intercept possible. Maryam was way out there, and the Sejiedi she was hunting was no lone fighter but a cruiser.

            How many times Zann had heard the pilots talking about taking out a Sejiedi cruiser. It had happened once or twice, as much from blind stupidity and sheer luck as from brilliant tactics, no matter what they said. It was rare that pilots came back from a cruiser-kill, but when they did, there was no glory like it. The Wing would celebrate for weeks, would earn even harder stares and more cold anger from the other Colors. The joy of it, she remembered Maryam saying, her eyes bright. But Maryam had only been talking the way they all talked, even Judith, drawing diagrams, overloading their wristcomps as they calculated probabilities and speculated on tactics that could bring the numbers down to something an ace might risk—and survive. But how could a sting take out a cruiser?

            Maryam was coming out from under and behind at an angle, the holoboards showed clearly. That was the only possible approach, Zann remembered the pilots declaring, before they got too high on the idea to do more than daydream. Her hands froze on the board. Then she recognized the pattern, and she wanted to shake. It was her curse to recognize such patterns seconds before anyone else in Battle Op. Maryam was just mad enough, tau-void enough, to try it. There wasn’t a pilot in the White Wing who hadn’t speculated on the best way to try it, in the same spirit that Valentina, her squad’s comp-hacker, played with conjectures, for the sheer intellectual challenge. Suzannah’s own fascination with math had almost drawn her into the net of this ultimate, preposterous risk. She’d helped calculate odds. But only Maryam, their own Maryam, would have the idiocy to try it.

            Both of Zann’s earplugs went silent. She felt a warmth start about her, and flashed a glare around. The entire staff of Battle Op had gathered around the flashing red, white, and green of her board. Some silent alarm, even perhaps the silence itself, had drawn them all to that single, focal fight. They wanted to be in at the kill.

            “The sheer courage of…” someone whispered. Zann didn’t turn. It sounded admiring, but she knew better. The other Colors watched to see what the White Wing would do. She didn’t want to know which one of the scavengers had said it.

            The general-frequency plug went from empty noise to opacity in her ear, then switched off. Zann knew that the fight was being piped into the room. Everyone would want to hear what was going on out there. She removed the useless plug, and left the Wing communications gear in place. There was no chatter out there, and knowing the pilots involved, there wasn’t going to be any.

            The small white sting was closing in on the Sejiedi cruiser. Maryam positioned her sting so that its main forward lasers would be perfectly aligned to blast the cruiser’s central power ganglia. Zann cursed herself for having helped the pilots obtain engineering specs on the latest Sejiedi craft. And to think she’d enjoyed doing it, a gift for Maryam and all the other crazy pilots of her Wing. One good bolt into just the right place, and the cruiser would cease to function. It wouldn’t be an elegant kill, but this was a cruiser. It was big. The tiny stingfighter barely showed a disk against the bulk of that hull.

            Maryam’s ship corrected minutely. She was drawing into position. Back in Battle Op, the holo spewed out a deep violet field, surging out to engulf the tiny white fleck of Maryam’s ship. Violet tractor-emissions.

            The silence around Suzannah yawned deeper than the eternity of space. She could see Gregory’s sting closing in, Judith at his side, hopeless. Zann felt despair wash through her. She realized that she had forgotten to breathe, and inhaled raggedly, burying the pain of that breath somewhere deep in her mind with the stiffness and the fear and all the other pains. All there was now was Maryam and the cruiser, married by the violent incandescence deepening between them.

            “They got her,” someone said. Zann turned and stared hard at the speaker, who lowered his eyes. Red Wing. The eight people who crowded around Zann’s board ignored her studiously. They knew, they all knew. The White Wing took no prisoners. And they were never taken in battle. Never. Not one capture in two hundred years. Anger merged with grief in Zann until the lights on her board blurred. Those Colors around her, in their blue and yellow and green and red and orange, what did they know? When Earth’s orphaned fighters had come into the League, they’d been handed their no-color—League-wide, the color of mourning—and ordered to make the best of it. They’d turned it into a glory. So now, after all these years, did the Colors actually think that they would actually get to watch the first capture of a White Wing ship? Contempt for them filled her, and she made the lights around her focus again. Nothing had changed. Only seconds had elapsed.

            “I’ve tried auxiliary power.” Maryam’s light voice, controlled now, piped into Battle Op. “I’ve tried manual override, I’ve tried laser reroute. Power’s below critical.”

            “Have you tried atmospheric thrusters?” some anonymous pilot asked.

            A moment of silence. “Affirmative. No response.”

            “Hard-fuel boosters?” came from another pilot. Zann understood. Maryam was asking anyone, everyone, for help. They were all trying. She didn’t recognize the voices. Some must be pilots from other Colors. Regardless of Wing color, they were all pilots, and Zann had the urge to kiss the whole insane lot of them. Her heart ached for Maryam, for her stupidity and her bravery. She sounded as calm as if she were discussing the weather.

            “Copy,” Maryam said. There was a pause. “No response.”

            “Abandon ship!” came a cry.

            “No response from the ejectors.”

            “Have you tried the self-destruct?” Gregory suggested it as evenly as if he were commenting on the food in the wardroom.

            “No response.”

            The violet staining the holo crept out farther and deepened. The white fleck appeared to move slightly, to sink into it. Tractor beams might be notoriously slow, but they were impossible to break once they drained a ship’s power. Zann felt as if this Sejiedi cruiser were sitting on her chest.

            The blood thundered in Zann’s ears. She felt as if the entire staff of Battle Op could hear it pound, and she wanted to curse it for giving her Wing away. Almost imperceptibly, the staff of Battle Op shifted position, without even the echo of a scuffle. Zann found herself shifting with them. They were all standing at attention. It was the least honor they could give. Zann could feel terror and exhilaration flowing from the people who crowded around that fatal holo display.

            “Battle Op, record. This is Maryam of White Wing, to Gregory, squad leader. I request the privilege of the Mercy of the Wing.”

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER 2



 

 

            Numbly, Suzannah analyzed the numbers flying by underneath the holoboard. She could see it, see Gregory, the lines around his mouth hardening as he switched to manual control. He would be in visual contact with Maryam’s sting and the bulk of the Sejiedi cruiser. One sequence would lock power into the main forward lasers; simultaneously his left hand would activate the targeting scope. He knew every millimeter of the sting’s shell, every board and circuit lying beneath its skin: Beneath the twin thrusters just aft of the fuel tanks was the central power converter. It would be clean.

            Gregory’s eyes would be fixed on target, unblinking.

            His long fingers would unconsciously caress the weapons console, and Maryam’s tiny, vulnerable fighter would remain precisely positioned in the scope’s bull’s-eye. Then, so rapidly that an observer might miss it, he would activate the three heat-sensitive keys.

            Brilliant frequencies from the visible into ultraviolet surged forward into one narrow beam to flare hungrily through the sting’s titanium hull, into the heart of his squadmate’s sting.

            Violet light flared against the purple haze of the tractor beam on Suzannah’s board. When it died, the white fleck that had been Maryam’s ship was gone. Zann shut her eyes briefly, a luxury she could allow herself for the instant that the others, mesmerized by the lethal choreography, were blinded by the flash of the Mercy.

            Good-bye, Maryam.

            Suzannah activated scanners to check that area. Radiation, a few stray metallic atoms: Gregory’s aim had been flawless.

            “Elegant, indeed,” she whispered to herself. Maryam was gone. What a damned rotten waste. And the worst of it was that Zann wasn’t the least bit surprised. Since the moment Maryam had joined the squad, they had anticipated this day, dreaded it. But Maryam had been worth it, she decided, as she had decided every time the pilots went out.

            “We’re finishing out the scramble,” came Judith’s voice as calmly as if she hadn’t just watched Maryam die. Zann shook herself. She had been too far away, in the cockpit of a stingfighter with her helmet’s blastshield blocking out most of the laser’s glare, savage as the core of a star. How had Gregory described the perfect kill? Just a tease of a starlight, a red glow shifting over a spray of dust.

            Zann could hear the mutters starting up again behind her back. The eyes started burning into her again. She replaced her earplug, grateful to have two: one for her own Wing, the other for general frequencies—and right now, both for a merciful deafness. In a moment, she could slip into a trance of decryption, reading the pulse of cipher the way other people scanned printouts. She could escape into the serenity of mathematics the way, half a system distant, Gregory, Judith, and Yuri would slip into the monozone of fighting concentration.

            The Wing was flying tight formation, the sibs keeping Yuri well covered, Zann observed. He hadn’t gotten to enjoy being an ace for long.

            “Why don’t they come in?” she heard a young commtech from Red Wing whisper despite the earplugs.

            Gregory and Judith were wheeling, diving like needles below the ecliptic to escape the scatter of Sejiedi ships as they rejoined their Wing.

            Zann opened the in-ship frequencies. “Life-support?”

            There were others to notify.

            “Life-support, aye.”

            “Joao?” She could visualize her two squadmates down there: Valentina, monitoring her screens on her wristcomp if nothing better were available; Joao, the squad’s comfortingly huge, solid medic, awaiting the summons to the flight deck just in case there were casualties. Usually there weren’t. Either people were vaped or they made it back whole.

            “Here, Suzannah,” came Joao’s imperturbable voice.

            “Maryam,” she said quietly. “Gregory gave her the Mercy.”

            “On my way to flight deck.”

            “Not now,” Zann told him. “They’re finishing out the fight.”

            She broke contact and turned her attention back to the holo. Gregory and Judith had rejoined the Wing. The sib squads hovered protectively around them.

            “Let me clear!” Gregory ordered, and reluctantly they made a way for him. His stingfighter leapt forward, Judith and Yuri flying point for him, guarding one another.

            With agonized approval, Zann watched them wheel to starboard and “up,” heading for where the fighting was most vicious, where the White Wing always fought. There were no theatrics now, no glory-riding. Even Yuri was flying by the book, carefully calibrating his cover-fire, assisting kills.

            Close-packed diamonds and colored triangles—red, yellow, blue—began to pull away, arcing back to their base cruisers. Only the white lights still pressed forward, the rearguard, vaporizing Sejiedi ships too damaged to flee them.

            “Animals!” Zann heard someone say in the darkness of Battle Op. She smiled thinly as the cub was hushed. The White Wing took no prisoners. They had a battle to clean up after, picking off crippled Sejiedi ships. Their cruisers would only abandon them anyway. Actually, the Wing was doing the Sejiedi a favor, giving them a death almost as clean as the Mercy. But you couldn’t expect the Colors to understand that.

            She wondered if the Sejiedi did. Her own operatives had brought in reports that emphasized their fanatic obsession with honor, with duty. They even seemed to have a military caste. Maybe the Wing was fighting on the wrong… she turned her thoughts away from that idea once again and recited the litany of wrongs that all White Wingers learned from their first days in the training schools. The Sejiedi had destroyed Earth, they took slaves, they tortured prisoners, they grew rich off drugs that leached whole planets of vital resources, then tried to seize the planets of the League. The human-habitable planets. Easier to steal them than to find them. And, given the Sej, easier to get appropriations for military action than for exploration. Her memory conjured up pictures, memories of data glowing on-screen, actual printouts.

            She had been well into her teens before she realized that very few people shared her ability to recall so perfectly. The psychtechs had a word for it: Suzannah was eidetic. It was cause for jubilation. And so the tall, skinny girl, who’d dreamed, like all her year, of becoming a pilot, even an ace (but who was prepared to settle for being the best comm officer in the Wing) was tapped for Intelligence. It was hard; it meant more contact with the Colors than any Winger really liked. And now she had to work with a man whose eyes took in her every move, every flash of the holoboard, every pulse of life-support. Her new chief… what a time to have to meet him!

            The holos went dark as the League ships and the Sejiedi disengaged totally. The battle was over. Now the only lights that shone were the ruddy back-glow of the Battle Op panels, flecked with tiny white gems, each of them a White Wing ship coming home. They wheeled and dived in formation, stunning catenary curves that brought them closer and closer to the League cruisers. At the perigee of their dives, they pulled out fast. You could almost see the parabolas the maneuver defined.

            She bet her new chief could tell precisely what equation would describe that dive. The aliens who had trained him had done their job well, she knew from the man’s dossier. Federico Hashrahh Kroeger. Three names. Odd. Hashrahh—that was no human name. She supposed he’d chosen it when he completed training, just as she had chosen her own adult name. Suzannah—an odd change from the endless Sallies and Valentinas, the Svetlanas and Judiths so many women in the Wing selected. Most people chose names borne by old Earth fliers. Zann hadn’t. It was just as well, seeing that she wasn’t a pilot. Maryam’s had been exotic. Like the woman herself, Zann thought. The others—Yuri and Judith, Gregory, Valentina… even Joao was no more than a variant on the name John. Many White Wingers chose that name in memory of one of Earth’s first orbital fliers.

            Zann shut down her board. Her watch was over. The White Wing would be last in, as it had been first out. She hoped that the sibs had already landed. She was going to have to go down there and greet her squad with all those hostile eyes from every Color searing into her. The only thing that could matter was that they would think she didn’t care.

            That was the illusion she had to create. She was White Wing, and the Wing didn’t plead for sympathy, didn’t walk naked amid enemies all the more bitter for bearing the name of ally. Ally! Sure, the Earthers had been allowed into the Wings. Sure, the League had granted them a Color. The Blues were from Arthan-controlled worlds, rich in water; the Purples—as rotten fighters as they were—drew their color from the gems that were their system’s prized export; and the Reds, with typical bravado, equated their color with courage. The entire Fleet was alive with that kind of garish heraldry. Even though Zann’s Wing had been tossed white more because it was about the only shade left than because it was a color of mourning, now it was a saying throughout the Fleet that even, after two hundred years, the Wing still hadn’t put off wearing it for their dead world. It was the sort of respect you might give a tame predator that served you well—from a distance. White Wingers were refugees, not quite citizens, never quite equals, and never allowed to forget it. Ha! The Colors had been proud enough to adopt the White Wing’s tradition of ten single kills making an ace and the long white silk scarf that aces traditionally wore.

            Zann stood up and walked over to her new chief. He was a tall man, lean, somehow seeming dried out, as if his soul had been left to blow in a high hot wind for too long. Parched, that was the word. He wore the gray of civilian service and was almost perfectly nondescript until you looked at his eyes. Those eyes gleamed with the enthusiasm of the eidetic, for whom perception meant more than life itself.

            “Request permission to report to the flight deck, sir,” she said crisply. Kroeger was silent, letting the silence drag out until Zann felt her words echo in Battle Op as if she’d screamed them. He was observing her, perhaps trying to goad her into a response that would mean more data for him. She would bet her life that he had been assigned as much to watch the Wing as to coordinate Intelligence activity in this sector.

            Zann was not naive. Intelligence work had taken care of that long ago. She knew the rumors, and more than rumors, about the recent capture of an enemy agent in the civ section of Yellow Wing. The agent had died before he had said much. Something about that triggered a warning in Zann. Definitely, this was not business as usual.

            A loud buzz came over the Battle Op speakers, indicating that the airlocks were opening off the flight deck. Now they would all be coming in. Zann fumed silently. She had to get down there. She couldn’t leave Gregory, Yuri, and Judith to face that barrage of hateful eyes alone. What would convince this gray chief that she was as duty-bound and heartless as he?

            “I have to debrief the squad and get Gregory’s report for Wing archives,” she told him.

            “I shall accompany you,” the Intelligence chief decided.

            Zann inclined her head. “Sir,” she said, and stood aside so he could precede her. The doors of Battle Op whispered open, counterpoint to the susurrus of shocked whispers that attended their exit.

            Red glare from the panels swept across Suzannah’s tall, white-suited body, staining it with bloody light. Federico Hashrahh Kroeger slitted his eyes against the increasing brightness of the passage leading toward the tubes. He felt an unusual urge to shudder at the sight of the White Wing officer, imperturbable in the stain. He shrugged it off, striving to equal the woman’s cold-blooded hauteur. She was, after all, White Wing. Half-Earth though he was, a sterile outcast from the gene pools that had spawned him, he didn’t wholly understand the Wing. That was an admission he rarely had to make. He had hoped that this new task would give him another line of sight, more data on the enigma. He knew that Comm Officer Suzannah was an eidetic like himself. But what had he expected? Someone to play n-dimensional chess with? That was preposterous. Eidetics were solitary, and she was a White Winger besides.

            He had started out inhumanly bright, and the alien training of his intelligence and temperament had completed his estrangement. The White Wing had a point: fight, fight hard and clean, and forget to feel. There was the intersection. They had their ships, and he had his databanks and his files of emotionless memory kept at absolute zero and filling far too rapidly with alarming indications of Sejiedi espionage. The Service was riddled with it, he was certain. He had been present at Astun Koda’s interrogation, the only person able to understand when the man broke and began babbling in Sej. Before they’d finished brainstripping him, he had given them two Sejiedi names: Bikmat and Aglo. The prospect of unwinding the whole rotten skein appealed to him, and he had two names to work from.

            In the end, it hadn’t been Kroeger’s operatives who had killed Koda. Triggers in the Sejiedi conditioning had been responsible. Kroeger had regretted it. Even though Koda had held only a minor civ post in Yellow Wing, his death had robbed Kroeger of precious data. That was almost as bad as his treachery.

            The tube’s panel slid aside for them. Suzannah stayed to his left and three steps behind, punctilious, deferential, unknowable. Was it possible, he wondered, that she and her Wing shared the taint of the others? Very likely. According to some of the civilians with political contacts and expensively equipped lobbies, the White Wing was the source of the sabotage, the security leaks, and the bleeding away of Force morale. As much as he deplored amateurs meddling in Intelligence, those people knew people who controlled appropriations, so he had to listen to them. And in any case, even after two hundred years, White Wingers were still strangers in the League. That alone could make them alienated and dissatisfied.

            Were they dissatisfied enough to turn traitor? That was the question Federico Hashrahh Kroeger had to answer for himself, a question important and intricate enough to fill him with an emotion as close to joy as he ever got. Between the White Wing and the clues from Astun Koda, he was facing the first real challenge in his professional life, and he relished it.

            Perhaps if there hadn’t been a White Wing, if Earthers had assimilated totally into League culture… he broke off that line of thought. There had been a time when he too had dreamed of the Wing, but his half-Earther blood wasn’t enough. He was a League citizen, as his father had become by taking the prerogative offered him upon his marriage to a citizen. Earth Standard was not Kroeger’s mother tongue. He was as alien in the Earther enclaves as he had been among the Sikkahhad.

            It wasn’t everyone who got to study with the Sikkahhad.

            It wasn’t everyone who wanted to. Ever since the Sejiedi had encroached into League space, the aliens in the League had held aloof. The planets that the Sejiedi wanted were of little interest to them, save that they belonged to human allies who could definitely defend themselves. The League had gotten far more help from the White Wing it despised than from its civilized alien brothers.

            Spies, dissension on the League’s capital worlds, and on the White Wing’s base, impenetrable by tradition and treaty, who knew? Federico Hashrahh Kroeger meant to. The Mercy that had staggered Battle Op with its clean ruthlessness, the dignity of the woman beside him, and what lay ahead on the flight deck were all raw data to him.

            The tube slowed. Used to its shifts in pressure and its tricky gravity, he swallowed and bent his knees, automatically compensating. It opened onto the gleaming sweep of the flight deck. Deck Nineteen, populated by squads of all the Colors, was a pointillist’s paradise. Here all the Colors of the Service intermingled, relieved and accented lightly by a few white silk scarves that invariably fell to the wearers’ knees. These were the ace pilots, focal points on deck. Clusters converged around them and regrouped in obscure patterns. The deck was crowded. The fliers loitered about, waiting for the last ships to arrive, waiting to see the pilots emerge from their stings wearing their no-color.

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER 3



 

 

            Stings and shuttles still moved from the airlocks into docking bays. Mechanics and pilots of all Colors swarmed over the ships, checking for damage to the fighters as they shimmered under the bright lights. Squads huddled together, surrounded by squads from different Wings, offering comfort until the medics could carry out all the fighters suffering from burns and broken bones or those shaking with reaction.

            It had been a rough fight. Many ships had not come back. Two squads had lost fliers to the Sejiedi tractor beams; the people on deck clustered most thickly about those people. What did the Sejiedi do to prisoners? Kroeger knew what the League did, had participated in many interrogations. Sejiedi treatment of prisoners was worse, he knew. How much worse? That was classified. If people knew for sure, they might think that the White Wing had some justification for the Mercy. As it was, however…

            A rattling and a buzz accompanied by lights flashing across the flight deck indicated that the airlock was cycling again. An entire wall slid aside to reveal silent, glistening stings, patterned with the markings of various squads, flights, and Wings. In the last rank stood a neat row of stings whose winglights glowed as the ships powered down and were the only colors about them.

            One by one the white stings came to full rest. Eight hoods opened and the crowd of pilots drifted forward, self-righteous indignation masking their curiosity. Kroeger didn’t understand why they felt the need to conceal it. They knew what they would see. Some of them had even been present at this scavengers’ ritual before. He could guess that the younger, the less experienced of them were hoping it wasn’t true; for the others, it was what they had lingered for. They had come to see.

            “Damn them all,” said a short woman in a purple jumpsuit. She wore the white ace’s scarf, its fringes just brushing her calves. Canopies swung back from eight of the ships, and the fliers hauled themselves out, moving with easy grace despite the strain of battle and the long, cramped hours in the tiny cockpits. With a casualness Federico mistrusted, they ranged themselves between the onlookers from the other Colors and the three ships that had not yet cracked their hatches. They were clad in unrelieved white, with no marks of rank or honor, no patches or tags, no namebands printed neatly on the left breast, to break the hard, glacial monotony. There had to be aces among them, though they wore no scarves. Their faces, bearing all the colors and features of a dead world, were identical masks: smooth skin; hard, impenetrable eyes; firmly set mouths. Those masks and their slightly aggressive stance were all they needed. No one had ever seen a White Winger look any different.

            In a wardroom or a bar, or somewhere on a base ship between victory and defeat, they invariably looked that way. Occasionally they smiled at a joke, but their smiles touched only their lips. And their eyes remained opaque.

            The comm officer beside Federico walked toward the eight, lengthening her stride to cover the broad expanse of flight deck. Two more White Wingers entered the area from a small, human-sized door. She nodded at them: an immensely tall man with the copper skin of a, yes, the Earther word was mestizo, he remembered with satisfaction. The other was tiny, a woman whose ebony face was so lovely that he could scarcely believe that she was not the creation of some sculptor who had had a lucky image of perfection. The other members of Suzannah’s squad, these must be, he concluded. Joao and Valentina, medical and computer officers.

            Federico could hear mutters rippling out like rocks flung into a dark pool. “The Mercy.” “They kill each other off as easily as they kill the Sejiedi.” “Butchers… robots.” He catalogued each response. It would be interesting if the other Colors turned on them. It would indicate just how bad matters had become.

            Several White Wingers turned aside and flickered their eyes contemptuously over the Colored figures. An edge of aggression, a sort of quiet menace charged them, heightened by their very anonymity.

            Like the three White Wingers who now accompanied him, his eyes never left the sealed stings.

            The three remaining pilots climbed out of their ships.

            Now it was time to see, if there were anything to see.

            Kroeger heard a snatch of conversation coming from his left.

            “That tall, blond one is the squad leader. He’s the one who did it,” said an even taller man clad in blue and wearing an ace’s scarf to a younger pilot. “And that one who looks like Genshiro Taki, who owns the art gallery in the Earther quarter back home, that’s Yuri. He won his scarf today.”

            “But the big one, the one who killed his squadmate, he doesn’t even look like, well, like anything. I mean, look at his face. He could have just come from a lecture at the War College.”

            The older pilot nodded. “You’ve never flown with the White Wing before, have you?” He spat out his words with contempt. “They’re savages.”

            “I’d like to go and…” replied another voice.

            “Don’t even think it,” warned a pilot in white.

            “Neil,” Suzannah said quietly, identifying the man for Kroeger’s benefit. “He’s a senior pilot. He and Gregory were in flight test together.” Kroeger scanned the man’s face, pale skin under black hair, close-cropped to fit under the white, visored helmet.

            Seeing their comm officer, the three pilots moved into a lead-and-point formation and stood at ease as she walked over to them. The other two, Joao and Valentina, simply took up guard positions around them.

            Suzannah turned to Kroeger and came to attention. “Sir, may I present the pilots of my squad?”

            At his nod, they stepped forward, ranked precisely enough to satisfy any drillmaster. They stood at attention, each holding a helmet in the crook of the arm.

            “Senior Pilot Gregory.” Tallest and oldest, this was the man who had killed his companion. Wisps of sandy hair stuck to his brow and his pale blue eyes gazed beyond Federico to his squadmate. Many years an ace, he lacked the scarf that the other Wings’ fliers wore proudly into each scramble. The White Wing reserved them for dress occasions. The man nodded sharply at Kroeger, half-bow, half-salute.

            “Yuri.” The new ace. Slighter than Gregory and sallow under the violet-tinged lights; with an epicanthic fold to the heavy lids of his dark eyes, he had a look of taut nerves about him.

            “Judith.” She had to be the most unlikely flier he had ever seen. A little under average height but with the figure of a much taller, riper woman, she had fine features which gave away no more than those of her colleagues. The incongruous vanity of her hair, dark and heavy, coiled into a crown of braids, framing that callous face, was something Federico stored away.

            “This is my superior, Federico Hashrahh Kroeger,” Suzannah said.

            The three came to attention and saluted crisply. Federico quickly concealed his surprise.

            “Because of the… irregularity today,” Suzannah continued in a businesslike fashion, “it will be necessary for you to report at length, Gregory. Are you prepared?”

            Her voice was low, but in the hush of watchful, hostile people, it echoed across the flight deck.

            “I am.” Gregory’s words fell evenly.

            A knot of fliers from Yellow Wing pushed forward, to be confronted by several silent figures in white. Neil and two other pilots, one a woman whose name Federico had never heard, jerked their chins at yellow-clad figures with clusters indicating senior rank on their high collars. The gesture was a rebuke, and the rankers flushed, hastening to restrain their subordinates.

            “White Winger or not,” Kroeger heard one woman grumble, “that Maryam was a sweet kid. It’s a bleeding shame she had to pick icicles like these to fly with.”

            There were mutters of agreement which Suzannah and her squad ignored. She nodded a brief thanks, it seemed, at the other White Wingers. Without a backward glance, she pivoted in precise, military style and returned to the door, flanked by her squadmates. Despite her composure, she moved so swiftly that Federico all but had to break into an awkward lope to catch up. They paused at the battered metal desk next to the door as Gregory, with perfect calm, picked up the hard-copy log and thumbprinted it. Behind them, other white-clad figures watched them go and, by the force of their own calm, compelled the onlookers’ restraint.

* * *

            Fliers were gaudy, quick to laugh, quick to anger, Federico had always assumed. It came, they said, of having such brief lives… half-lives, they called them. Like that Maryam. Federico had heard of her before. She had been unusual in many ways, apparently, including her popularity with other Wings. Federico, following the squad out, found his scalp prickling with tension and resented it. Who were these people, from the same stock as he, with their dignity and their arrogance, their single names and their stubborn refusal to claim rank? They seemed like some legendary religious order, anonymous in their whites, lacking family, lacking friends, their only identity their Wing and their squads. Damn them for that inflexible aloofness and sheer arrogant skill that had made them the focus of systems-wide jealousy and suspicion.

            Federico remembered a pilot talking too much in a bar once. The man had been drunk enough that he would willingly talk to a civ about how his Wing, the Red, loved and hated to fly with them. And despised them. “Damn them,” the Red Winger had mumbled. “They fight like demons out of hell. Who d’they think they are, anyway? No one… no one’s going to avenge a whole world or take out a fleet, but you think they believe it?” Kroeger remembered how the man’s eyes had lit with awe and anger. Then they filled with tears. Like Maryam’s courage, the White Wing’s nerve was admired and even a little loved. The Red Winger had told him that he’d have been able to put up with a Wing that produced more heroes, more aces, and more kills than any other, even if they were mere refugees. “If those damned frozen-faces would only look at us!” the man had said, running fingers through wildly disheveled hair. Federico, as always, remembered it correctly. “They don’t even talk to us!”

            The coldness and isolation—that was what people hated.

            That, and the pride of a people who should know their place, who should express their gratitude for the charity that had given them any place at all.

            Perhaps if the Wing weren’t so conspicuous, he too might have been able to fade away into pure research, instead of the lovely ambivalences of safeguarding the very people among whom he had never felt at home. They were a cipher he had never cracked.

            He too had been called cold-blooded, but he wouldn’t allow himself any reaction that might bias his perceptions. There were the data, only the data, which formed enticing, intricate patterns, challenging him, forming his life.

            The Wing, the silent squad he walked with, even the act he had witnessed not long before—these were data, too. As was the hiss he heard before the doors of the flight deck slid shut behind him.

            “White Wingers? Might as well call them Death-Wingers. They’ve got vacuum in their veins.”
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