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Chapter 1Second First Meetings

Jenkins, Cope, the water

The Hornet pilot still hadn't said anything.

Jenkins let two waves pass beneath the raft before leaning over to touch his shoulder, having decided that this was a reasonable interval for checking on someone without making a nuisance of himself. The man hadn't complained about the previous checks, but neither had he responded to them, and Jenkins would have preferred a little irritation to the steady breathing on which he was presently basing all his medical conclusions.

“Hey,” he said, and gave the shoulder a careful shake. The pilot's head shifted against the yellow rubber, exposing a scrape at his hairline, but his eyes stayed shut. Jenkins watched his chest rise and fall, then withdrew his hand and settled back into the scant space available to him.

There was water under their boots. Each time the raft tilted, it carried a piece of orange packaging from one end to the other, where it lodged against the pilot's heel before setting off on the return journey. Jenkins had tucked it under a seam twice already; he was beginning to take its persistence personally. Beyond it, beyond the pilot's shoulder and the low yellow side of the raft, the coast was burning. Separate columns of smoke rose from places he couldn't distinguish at this distance, their dark heads spreading together until it was difficult to remember that there ought to be towns beneath them.

“You ought to have a look,” he said. “Last of the Federation. Quite a view.”

The man continued breathing, which was something, and Jenkins rubbed his face with hands that smelled of fuel. He had spent much of his life trying to get that smell out of his skin before meals, with limited success, but he would happily have put up with it now if there had been a meal at the end of the day and somewhere to wash first. Three months ago there had been both. He'd had a hangar, a desk he could never find under the paperwork, and people who came to him when they needed something fixed. Purple Magic's pilots had come particularly often, bringing faults, apologies, and elaborate explanations of why the aircraft should have been able to tolerate whatever they'd just done to it.

Bird could make an explanation last longer than the inspection it was intended to prevent. Jenkins had once kept him in the hangar while they did the inspection anyway, and remembered with considerable satisfaction how the man had run out of things to say after twenty minutes. He'd asked whether he could sit down, then whether there was any coffee, then whether Jenkins needed him to stay for the rest of it. Jenkins had fetched him a chair and kept him until lunch. They'd complained about that for weeks, but still brought him their aircraft, and at the time he'd imagined this arrangement could go on indefinitely.

“Five helicopters,” he told the pilot, holding up his fingers before remembering that the man's eyes were closed. “That's how many I've been on since July. Every time, somebody's found us a place to set up properly. Get the tools out, unload the spares, get back to work. First place, we didn't even open all the boxes.”

He braced his heel against the floor as the raft rose, letting the motion pass through him before continuing. He knew each move well enough to describe the workshops they'd been promised and the ones they'd actually received, the equipment borrowed from people who insisted they would need it back, the orders that arrived before he'd managed to return any of it. By the third retreat his crew had stopped putting things away neatly, and by the fourth he'd stopped correcting them. There were men he'd meant to speak to before they scattered at the last airfield, matters he'd been saving for a quieter moment. He tried to remember whether he'd at least told them where he was going.

“Fourth one crashed,” he said. “Walked away from that. And now this.”

He looked down at the pilot's hands, loose in his lap, and at the swelling over the knuckles of one. A bearing gave you something to listen for when it was failing. Jenkins knew how to distinguish a vibration that would bring an aircraft home from one that meant the pilot should land wherever he could, immediately, and he'd explained the difference to enough stubborn men to be confident of his judgment. Here he had only a scraped forehead and breathing that sounded all right, while the person who might have told him otherwise lay there with his eyes shut.

“Come on,” Jenkins said, touching his shoulder again. “Don't leave me doing all the talking.”

The pilot drew a deeper breath. Jenkins kept his hand where it was, hopeful for a moment, then sat back when nothing followed. “Suit yourself,” he said, although it had very little to do with anyone's preferences. He stretched one leg as far as he could, drew it in again when the raft shifted, and looked up at the clear sky above the smoke.

Somewhere, if the broadcasts could be believed, the Wings of Theve was still in it. Jenkins had thought about that pilot more than once while loading equipment onto helicopters: the victories, the escapes, the aircraft that apparently kept going through all of them. Someone had to be servicing its hydraulics and changing its tires. He'd have liked to meet the mechanic, compare notes, find out whether a famous ace could describe an intermittent fault any better than Bird. At present he'd have settled for a flypast and a radio call to someone with a boat.

“Where's your famous Wings, then?” he asked. “Could do with a little of that luck down here.”

The pilot sat up so abruptly that Jenkins caught the raft's side to keep his balance. Water sluiced around their boots, and the man's injured hand closed on the grab line with a force that must have hurt him. His eyes were wide open now, fixed on the sea beyond Jenkins, and his breathing had quickened until Jenkins could hear it over the slap of the waves.

“Easy,” he said. “We're afloat. Look at me.”

The man turned from the burning coast, glanced down at his own chest, and finally looked at Jenkins. There was something searching in the way his eyes moved over Jenkins's face, pausing at his forehead and mouth as though the scrape of a razor or a missing tooth might have settled a question. Jenkins had seen pilots frightened after crashes, and most of them tried to tell you what had happened even when you weren't the person they ought to be telling. He was preparing to listen when the man's expression changed, leaving him with the uncomfortable conviction that he'd already answered something.

“That's it,” Jenkins said. “You're all right.”

He couldn't have defended the diagnosis. The pilot looked as if he might be sick, or start crying, and Jenkins was trying to decide how to accommodate either possibility in a raft where they were already sitting on each other's feet. But he'd recognized him. Jenkins had been recognized by strangers before; his name traveled with the aircraft he'd worked on, and Purple Magic were generous about recommending him to other people's maintenance crews. Usually a pilot thanked him and supplied a tail number so they could establish what for. None of those encounters had prepared him for being looked at with this much relief.

“We've met?” he asked.

The man opened his mouth without answering. His grip eased, and he laid his other hand against the raft, fingers spread over the rubber, before looking back toward the coast. Jenkins followed his gaze. The smoke hadn't changed much; a little more of the shore was hidden, perhaps, although he couldn't have said which part. When he looked back, the pilot was watching him again, and the orderly way he seemed to be examining everything troubled Jenkins more than the panic had. He'd looked at the raft, at the land, at Jenkins himself, with the care of someone checking that things were where he'd left them.

For a moment Jenkins had the absurd impression that the man knew this particular patch of sea, that he had expected to find himself here and was still getting used to having been right. It was an impression he couldn't explain even to himself. They'd both been here the whole time, and the man had every reason to be confused after whatever blow he'd taken to the head.

“What's your—” he began, but a helicopter emerged above the smoke before he could finish.

He was on his knees waving before he'd properly heard the engines, nearly upsetting the raft in his efforts to make them visible. “Oh, you beauty,” he said, then looked down to find the pilot gazing up at the aircraft with his hands still on the rubber. “Come on. Give them a hand. Let them see there's two of us.” The man raised an arm, and Jenkins caught his shoulder as the downwash reached them, flattening the water and throwing spray into their faces. There was a crewman at the open door, with a helmet and rescue equipment and a place for them to sit behind him. Jenkins began thinking of a doctor for the pilot and dry clothes for himself, and only then allowed himself to hope for coffee.

“One more ride,” he said. The pilot looked at him quickly, but the rescue swimmer was already descending, and Jenkins had to let go of his shoulder to help.



Jenkins: The Ship

They sent the pilot up first. He followed the swimmer's instructions readily enough, although he studied the man's face with the same attention he'd given Jenkins, and caught Jenkins's sleeve when a wave came over the side. Jenkins waited while the water drained around their knees, then covered the clenched hand with his own.

“I'm coming too,” he said. The fingers loosened, and he helped settle the sling before the swimmer signaled. He watched the pilot rise toward the open door, then took his own turn, holding himself carefully upright as the raft dropped away. He couldn't remember ever having been so pleased to leave a piece of equipment behind.

Once inside, he sat opposite the pilot and accepted a headset while another crewman examined the scrape at the man's hairline. The pilot had a blanket around him and still seemed to want Jenkins in sight; each time Jenkins shifted to make room or peer through the window, his eyes followed. Jenkins gave him a thumbs-up, and decided it would be a kindness for him to stay where he could be seen. With nothing to brace against or haul himself over, he began discovering injuries he'd missed. His shoulder ached, his knees hurt, and he had apparently bitten the inside of his cheek. He was attending to these discoveries when the helicopter banked and the carrier came into view.

He'd pictured a broad empty deck with a space kept clear for them. Instead it was crowded with aircraft and vehicles, with people moving between them in colored jerseys, doing jobs he could recognize even from this height. A jet was taxiing past the island while a deckhand waved it on. Jenkins leaned toward the window and felt some tightness in his chest ease. He'd spent so long helping to take airfields apart that the sight of people still maintaining one, even an airfield that moved, made him want to get down there and ask for work.

They landed, and the crew handed them over with practiced efficiency to a black woman waiting beyond the landing spot. Her hair was cropped close and her uniform had plainly seen long service, but the fastenings were done up properly and her sleeves sat neatly at her wrists. She looked over both men while listening to the rescue crew, asked a brief question Jenkins couldn't hear over the rotors, and took them into the island before introducing herself as Commander Pike, the executive officer.

She waited until she had their attention, looked at the pilot's forehead and the wet blanket, and welcomed them aboard. Jenkins had heard those words become increasingly perfunctory over the past three months, when anyone bothered with them at all. Pike gave them the same considered attention she'd given the rescue report. She was going to have a great many matters to attend to after this one, but neither her posture nor her tone suggested that they ought to hurry through the business of being received. Jenkins found himself standing straighter. The Sotoans were taking the Federation apart ashore; aboard this ship its officers still introduced themselves, welcomed its people, and waited for an answer. He wondered how much effort it took her to keep doing that.

“Major Jenkins?” she asked.

“Yes, ma'am. Air Force maintenance.”

“I know.”

It was gratifying to discover that someone still knew who he was. Somewhere they must have a personnel list, possibly even one that hadn't yet become an evacuation manifest, and he was ready to be useful to anyone who'd managed to preserve it.

“Where do you want me?” he asked.

“We can offer you a hangar full of naval aircraft.”

“I've worked on worse.”

“We may test that,” Pike said, allowing something almost like a smile, before turning to the doctor who had come up beside the pilot.

Santos introduced herself and began with questions the man could answer by nodding. Jenkins watched her attention settle on his pupils, the scrape, and the hand he lifted toward his head. She asked when he had lost consciousness, and Jenkins found himself trying to recall what he could honestly tell her about the interval on the raft. He was about to offer it when she said that a proper assessment would be necessary before she could clear the man to pilot an aircraft.

“Can he navigate?” Pike asked, and, at the doctor's look, added, “We need a backseater. We also need him conscious.”

Santos turned back to the pilot, who had begun looking at her as intently as he'd looked at Jenkins. His hand came away from his head and closed around the blanket; Jenkins recognized the change in his expression without understanding it any better than he had before. Santos noticed something too, for her next question was gentler. She waited for an answer, and this time the nod came slowly, with the pilot's attention fixed on her face.

Pike watched the exchange before calling a sailor over. “Take Major Jenkins to the hangar. Dry clothes first, then find out what he needs.”

Jenkins could have given her a list immediately, beginning with his tools and the men he'd left on the mainland, but he asked the sailor about tool control instead. They had a system; he would be shown where everything belonged. It was a sufficiently ordinary answer to comfort him, and he turned to the pilot feeling that he could leave him now, with a doctor watching over him and someone keeping the ship in order.

“See you around,” he said. “You know where to find me.” The man held his gaze, and Jenkins waited a moment before accepting that he wasn't going to answer. He nodded to him and followed the sailor down the ladder, toward the familiar noise of tools and people disagreeing over an aircraft.



Cope: The Greeting

D.D. had reached the new man first and was making good use of the advantage. Cope could hear him from beside the aircraft, recounting the end of the evacuation and the voices still reaching them from the mainland: people asking for help, asking after one another, insisting that there was someone left to fight. D.D. spoke warmly to everyone, but particularly to people who hadn't learned to interrupt him, and this newcomer was giving him an entirely clear run. He stood in borrowed clothes, looking past D.D.'s shoulder while the explanation went on, and Cope, following his eyes, found that they had gone not to Joker's Hornets but farther along the deck, to the aircraft parked beyond them with the crown on its tail.

Queen One's jet. Kate Evans had brought it down an hour ago, and the deck crew were still crawling over it. There was nothing to look at there that couldn't be seen on any other Hornet aboard, but the newcomer looked at it the way a man looks at a lit window in a house he used to live in, and went on looking a beat longer than anyone would have looked at an aeroplane. His lips moved once. Cope didn't catch the word; it was too short to be much of one. Then D.D. said Cope's name, and the man's attention came back so promptly that Cope was left wondering whether he'd imagined it.

The immediate concern was a group of contacts beyond the horizon. They weren't identifying as friendly, and the ship had too few reconnaissance drones left to send one on the strength of an uncertain radio call. Cope would have to investigate, and Pike had provided him with a navigator from the rescue flight. He hadn't expected to receive a backseater who still looked half drowned, but there weren't many people aboard who didn't look as though they needed a week's sleep and a doctor, and it seemed unkind to hold this one's condition against him.

“Your new navigator,” D.D. said, bringing him over. He then introduced Cope in rather more detail, supplying the Wings of Theve's name, its celebrated victories, and the story of the capital's evacuation. Cope let him finish. Every attempt to shorten the introduction merely encouraged D.D. to explain why the detail he'd been asked to omit was indispensable.

The newcomer looked at Cope throughout it, and Cope had the uncomfortable feeling that he was being inspected for something the introduction wouldn't explain. He held himself still, with his hands at his sides, while D.D. listed achievements that ought to have brought a different response. Most people looked impressed, or skeptical, or determined not to show that they were impressed. This man was exhausted and visibly bruised, but his expression eased a little each time Cope moved, as if the lifting of an arm mattered more to him than anything D.D. was saying.

When there was at last an opening, Cope put his right hand briefly against his chest before extending it. He seldom noticed that part of the greeting until he'd done it; efforts to rid himself of the habit hadn't survived the first conversation in which he had something else to think about. The new man looked at his hand, hesitated, and touched his own chest in the same place.

Cope was left holding his hand out between them. A stranger could copy a gesture, of course, and there was no reason to treat it as anything more than politeness. He had just watched Cope do it. Yet there was a care in the movement, and in the way the man's eyes returned to his face afterward, that made Cope feel abruptly exposed. D.D. was still beside them, with his immaculate account of Cope's life and accomplishments; for a moment Cope wanted him to stop speaking altogether.

He took the offered hand instead. “Welcome aboard,” he said, and allowed the newcomer to hold on for longer than the greeting required. The bruised knuckles must have hurt, but he made no effort to withdraw them. Cope gave his hand a slight reassuring pressure before letting go.

“Old habit,” he added, touching his chest again as though he'd just remembered doing it. D.D. had looked down at his phone, and Cope couldn't decide whether that was a kindness or merely his attention being required elsewhere. The newcomer nodded without offering any explanation. Cope meant to ask where he'd come from, at least, but the deckhand was waiting by the ladder, the launch crew were moving into position, and the unknown contacts weren't going to postpone their business while he inquired into a handshake.

“Let's get you strapped in,” he said, turning to the aircraft. The man followed him immediately.



The man knew his way around the cockpit, which relieved Cope of a concern he'd been trying to keep out of his voice. He'd expected to explain the harness and connections, possibly more than once, but the newcomer settled into the seat and made his checks without searching for anything. He protected the bruised hand when he could and used it when he had to. Cope watched long enough to be satisfied, then asked if he could hear over the intercom. The man nodded and gave another nod when Cope told him to speak up if he needed anything.

There was no way to decide, with the engines running, whether his silence ought to worry them. Santos had her concerns, and the man had spent part of the afternoon unconscious in a raft, but he'd understood every instruction so far. Cope turned forward to complete the checks, taking some comfort in a sequence that offered a right answer to each question. He reported the systems, fuel and flight load to the air boss and received clearance.

Before they were airborne, he began undoing D.D.'s introduction. It seemed only fair.

“You should know,” he said, “that I've never shot anybody down. Not one. The ace business is D.D.'s, and the internet's, and I've let them have it because it does more good than I do. I can take off and land. I'm very good at not being hit. That's the whole act.”

He waited for the disappointment. There was a great deal to attend to on the deck, and he couldn't turn far enough to see the man's face, but nothing came over the intercom that sounded like it. If anything the silence behind him had the quality of somebody who had heard this before and was relieved to hear it again. The catapult took them, and whatever his passenger thought of him, he would now have to live with him until they came back.

“Big, isn't it,” Cope said, once they were climbing. The sea had opened out beneath them, flat and enormous in every direction, with the carrier already small enough to cover with a thumb. “People ashore think the ocean's the safe part. It's the loneliest place in the world. Nobody's coming to get you out here unless they already know where you are.” He listened. “You know what I mean?”

No answer. There was room for silence up here, with the engines filling it and the horizon offering nothing that needed saying. Cope let the question go. He'd spent enough flights with people who wanted to talk; perhaps this one would be restful, if Santos's concerns came to nothing more than exhaustion.

He pointed out the carrier to their right as the man's new home, then drew his attention to Coster in Joker 4. The other Hornet held its station so steadily that Cope could have mistaken it for something fixed to his own aircraft. There were days when he found that reassuring and days when he worried about what would happen if Coster followed him somewhere neither of them ought to go. Today he was grateful for the company. Control supplied their target's bearing and range, and he acknowledged before bringing them around.

“About D.D.,” he said. “He's not a bad man. There are people stuck on the continent who've got nothing left but the radio, and he thinks they need someone to listen for. He's probably right. So he puts me on every channel he can find.” He adjusted the trim. “And I've got my own reasons for letting him.”

That was as far as he intended to explain. His passenger had been aboard less than a day, and Cope wasn't sure what would be worse, discovering that the man was curious or that he wasn't. Behind him a hand went briefly to the man's chest, then returned to the console. Cope remembered the greeting on the deck and looked forward again, increasing altitude as they approached their contact and asking him to watch the sky.

Their contact resolved into a passenger aircraft flying steadily above the water. Its pilot called before they were close enough to join up.

“Unidentified fighters, this is Air Ixiom Flight 365. We are a charter flight carrying refugees for a human rights organization. We are non-combatants. Repeat, non-combatants.”

He said it twice more before Cope could answer, and Cope was sorry they'd left him to wonder for even that long.

“Air Ixiom 365, this is FCU Navy. Relax. We'll see you somewhere safer.”

“FCU—” A breath, very audible. “Thank you. Thank you, Navy.”

Cope began arranging the escort while checking the rest of the sky. Three contacts were approaching from the north at a speed and spacing that made their intentions reasonably clear. He could see the invitation to pursue them, and had no intention of letting the airliner accompany him.

“Coster, get that passenger plane out of here.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. Go. Less to keep track of.”

Cope waited through the brief hesitation, knowing Coster was looking between the civilian aircraft and the incoming flight. The acknowledgment came, and Coster moved. The airliner began its turn with Joker 4 beside it, while Cope brought his nose away from them, opening a stretch of sky he hoped the hostile pilots would be too interested in him to cross. His backseater had become very still, although he hadn't needed the radar display explained to him.

Shadow 22 opened the radio. Cope recognized the voice before the man had finished announcing himself.

“Wings of Theve. I was hoping it would be you. Third time, Cope. Are you going to run again?”

The Wings of Theve attracted a particular kind of pilot, and this one had a persistence Cope would have admired in almost any other line of work.

“Three times,” he said, on the intercom, not the radio. “It's like getting the coconut one in a box of chocolates three times running. You start to think somebody's doing it on purpose.” The joke gave him something to do with his irritation while he increased power. Behind it, he was watching how quickly the fighters were closing.

One fighter came around behind them, another held out to catch the turn, and the third stayed close enough to take over if either lost him. Cope watched the formation settle and assigned his passenger the flares, directing him to the side panel. The first warning sounded almost immediately.

“Break. Break. Break!”

Countermeasures were streaming behind them before he'd finished the call, and he felt the load come on as he rolled and pulled clear of the missile's approach. When he leveled out low over the water, the bridge was ahead of him, its roadway carried between massive supports that interrupted a good deal of otherwise usable sky.

He'd flown past it at a distance sufficient to admire the engineering. He hadn't intended to learn the arrangement quite this well, but the Shadows were following closely enough that it might be possible to persuade one of them to make a mistake. He banked around the first support, letting it fill the canopy before reversing through the next opening. The roadway passed beneath them, so close that he could distinguish the markings, and he was already beginning another turn when he caught the first glimpse of the gap it would have to take them through.

At this speed there was very little to correct after a decision had been made. He had to judge each opening on its approach and begin the turn while it still looked too narrow, carrying the Hornet around concrete he could no longer see once it passed beyond his shoulder. He disliked the margin he was allowing himself, and disliked the thought of asking his passenger to trust it, but the man's hands remained occupied with the countermeasures. When another warning sounded, the flares went out promptly, with no question or fumbling to distract him.

Shadow 22 ordered his wingmen to stay with him, and Cope brought them back around the span before they could establish a clean line behind him. He caught one of the fighters in the mirror as it tried to shorten the turn. Its nose was coming up to clear the next support, but it hadn't finished rolling; a wing remained below the height its pilot needed, and Cope watched it catch the top corner. The aircraft jolted, shedding pieces, then rolled away beneath the roadway. A column of smoke began rising on the other side as he took the Hornet clear of the bridge.

The remaining two followed him without allowing enough time to see whether anyone had ejected. Cope had hoped for a little disorder, an angry radio call he could make use of, but Shadow 22 held the surviving wingman in position and kept coming. Both were fast, committed to the pursuit, and expecting him to continue it. He brought the throttles back and opened the airbrake, bracing against the harness as the Hornet slowed.

He had to hold his course until they were past. They would follow him through a turn if he began it early, and his hands wanted to begin it, with both contacts closing so quickly behind him. He watched the distance diminish, let the wingman sweep ahead, and waited the extra moment for Shadow 22 before bringing the Hornet away from their line. He'd only started the turn when the other fighter's nose pitched up.

Cope knew the post-stall maneuver, but had never been well placed to watch anyone perform it. The fighter shed its speed sharply, rising into an angle at which his own aircraft would have ceased to be of much use, and went on rotating as it hung there. Its nose was coming back toward him while the surviving wingman continued ahead, still carrying the speed that had taken both Shadows past. Cope was reaching for the throttles when Shadow 22 fired during the reversal.

The missile hit the wingman. No warning had been given, and for a moment Cope was still expecting a call, something that would explain why the other man hadn't been told to get clear. The fighter broke apart ahead of them while Shadow 22 continued bringing his nose around. Behind Cope there was a sound over the intercom, the first his passenger had made, and he couldn't spare the attention to interpret it. He'd spent their speed on the overshoot and needed it back; the engines were responding, but he could feel how long they would take.

Shadow 22 fired again. Cope pulled toward the space still open to him, with the flares going out behind them, and the detonation came before he could complete the turn. Something struck his helmet as the canopy whitened, and he was trying to correct a bank he hadn't commanded when he lost his grip on the stick. There was air roaring into the cockpit, a warning he couldn't identify among the others, and someone behind him who had to get out. He tried to turn his head to say it, but couldn't keep the thought together long enough.



The Water

Cope's head fell forward against the panel.

The man in the back seat waited for it to come up again. It was a very short wait, a fraction of a second that the aircraft could not spare, and then his hands were on the controls and the Hornet's nose was coming up out of its roll. It answered him unevenly. Sometimes the jet gave him enough to level the wings and sometimes it gave him nothing at all, and he took each response as it came and spent it, bringing the nose higher while the sea filled the cracked windscreen. He put them in tail first, nose high, at a speed the manuals recommended and almost nobody ever managed to hold.

The harness drove the breath out of him. Water broke over the canopy, and for a moment after the impact the aircraft sat almost still, settling, in a quiet that held nothing but his breathing and the tick of something cooling. Cope did not move. Water was coming into the cockpit fast enough to watch, darkening the seat and the shoulders of Cope's flight suit as the nose began to go down.

“Swim,” the man said. His voice was hoarse, and it wasn't quite his own: the rhythm belonged to the man slumped in front of him, easy and patient, the voice of somebody saying a thing he had said many times before. “Get clear. Make it home.”

He stopped. He waited, as if for the next line, and Cope's helmet stayed against the panel and said nothing at all.

His bruised hand slipped on the harness release. He changed hands, freed himself on the second try, and leaned forward through the narrow space between the seats.

He put a hand on Cope's shoulder first. It was a gentle touch, much too gentle for the situation, the kind of touch that asks someone to wake up. Then the cold reached his ribs and he got an arm under Cope's chest, lifting his head while the other hand searched for the front harness. Cope was heavy and awkward in the confined space, and every adjustment let the water a little higher. The straps had to come away. The connections had to come away. Something was holding Cope's leg, and the face had to stay above the water while he found it.

The harness came loose all at once, and Cope's weight fell against his arm. He drew him backward, but the leg stayed caught. The water was at his own throat now. He braced Cope against the cockpit rim, took a breath, and went under, following the flight suit down by touch to the boot jammed against a bent fitting beside the seat.

He worked at it. Heel, then toe. The fitting gave when he pushed against it and sprang back the moment he eased off, and it cut his hand. Above him Cope's body slid away from the rim and he had to let go of the boot to catch a wrist, pull him back up, wedge his own feet against the seat, and go again. His shoulders had begun to jerk with the need to breathe. He went on anyway.

Something tore, and the boot came free.

He followed it up. He drew Cope through the cockpit and out past the broken canopy, lost him for an instant on a snagged strap, found him again, turned him to get the shoulders through. By then he had been under for a long time. He kicked toward the light, slowly, deliberately, with the aircraft sliding away beneath his feet, and came up into the air with Cope held against his chest.

He breathed, coughed it out, and breathed again, and lifted Cope's face out of the water. The flotation gear was within reach once he'd turned him, but his hands kept failing on the fastenings. A wave went over them both. He kept working at it with Cope's mouth held clear, and at last there was enough support under them to let him loosen his grip without the head going down. There was blood inside the helmet. The sea was spreading it over Cope's face faster than he could find where it was coming from.

“Cope.” He brought his face close. He shook him once, and stopped, as though afraid of what shaking might break, and went for the mask instead. He opened that fastening the way a man opens a door in his own house, without looking, and then his fingers slipped and he had to look after all, with the swell lifting and dropping them. When it came free he said the name again.

Cope coughed.

The man went very still. He bent closer, and a second cough came, and after it a breath he could barely tell apart from the water running off the helmet. He settled Cope into the position that seemed to make breathing easiest and watched his mouth, and his lips moved as he counted, until a wave broke the count. Then he started over. He kept his own body between Cope and the oncoming swell as best he could, and when Cope's eyes moved once behind their lids without opening, he said, very quietly, “Stay. Please. Stay this time,” in a voice that wouldn't have carried to anyone else, and went back to counting.

It was a long wait. He kept looking at the sky, losing the count and finding it again, and coming back to Cope's face. When the sound of rotors finally reached him he tried to raise an arm, and had to bring it down at once to keep his grip.

The swimmer arrived reaching for the injured man. The man from the back seat tried to give a report and could only produce Cope's name and the fact that he was alive, and he went on repeating it after the swimmer had checked and nodded and told him so. He did not want to give up the flotation gear. He let the other man fix the sling, but kept his own hand in place until he was told it had to come away, and then he watched Cope rise toward the door with his hand half lifted after him the whole way up.

At the door a crewman recognized him and made a kind joke about hauling the same man out of the water twice in one day. He didn't answer. Cope was on the cabin floor, with someone bent over him and another man talking into a headset, and he tried to go to him and his knees went out from under him. The crewman caught him under the arms and lowered him beside the stretcher. Someone put a blanket around his shoulders. He didn't seem to notice it. He had found a place from which he could see Cope's chest rise and fall, and he did not take his eyes off it while the helicopter turned for the ship.




Chapter 2Ray

Baxter, Jenkins

Baxter had expected Cope to look more like himself once they had washed the blood off.

It had been a foolish expectation, but he had carried it down to the infirmary nevertheless, along with Cope's watch and the three other things someone had put in a plastic bag. There was a locker key, a coin, and a receipt folded until the print was nearly worn away at the creases. Baxter had accepted them from a sailor who seemed relieved to find someone authorized to take possession, and had spent the walk considering where Cope could possibly have bought anything lately. It had been easier than considering what Santos might tell them.

Now he stood beside the bed with the bag in his hand. Cope's hair was still damp where it emerged from the dressing, and without his habitual expression of mild interest his face seemed unfamiliar. A tube was secured at his mouth. Baxter could see the rise of his chest and hear the machine that assisted it; neither gave him the reassurance he had hoped to find in seeing him breathe.

Coster had stopped just inside the doorway. He was still wearing his flight suit, with a mark on the collar where his helmet had rubbed, and kept looking from Cope to the monitor as though the latter might offer a less difficult account of what had happened. Tasha went past him and stood on the other side of the bed. She had hurried to meet them in the passageway, asking questions Baxter couldn't answer, but now that there was someone present who could, she seemed unwilling to ask.

“He's sedated,” Santos said. “He isn't going to wake up for this visit.”

“But he will wake up,” Tasha said.

Santos looked at her before answering. Baxter appreciated the care she took, even while wishing she would say something careless and comforting.

“That's what we're working toward.”

Tasha pulled a chair closer without sitting down. The noise of its feet on the deck made Coster come forward at last; he took up a position near Cope's shoulder and put a hand on the bed rail, then removed it when he saw the cables running beneath.

“Can he hear us?” he asked.

“You can talk to him.”

It wasn't quite an answer, and Coster seemed to understand that. He bent a little, studying the part of Cope's face the dressing had left visible.

“Got the airliner clear,” he said. “They're all right.”

He waited, perhaps for the acknowledgment he would have received over the radio. Baxter set the bag on a shelf and arranged it so that the watch lay face up. Cope would want his things somewhere he could find them. It seemed unreasonable that Baxter should have to make a decision about where that would be.

“He brought you back,” Tasha said.

Coster looked up. She wasn't speaking to him.

The newcomer occupied the next bed, sitting on its edge in borrowed clothes, with a blanket folded beside him and a dressing over his injured hand. Baxter had noticed him when they entered, but had allowed the ordinary courtesy of a glance to serve in place of an introduction. He regretted that now. The man had been watching them, and when Tasha turned toward him his expression changed so quickly that Baxter felt he had missed something important before it could be hidden.

“They told us,” she continued. “You got him out of the aircraft.”

The man looked down at his hand. There was a raw mark at his throat where something had rubbed against the skin, and his feet were planted carefully, as though standing would require more preparation than he wanted anyone to notice.

“Thank you,” Tasha said.

He shook his head, a small movement which might have refused the thanks or only the importance she was giving it. Then he looked at Coster, and Baxter saw the same change again: recognition, apparently, followed by an effort to make it less apparent. Coster had turned away from Cope to face him and seemed about to speak, but the man looked at Baxter before he could.

There was nothing furtive about his attention. If anything, Baxter found it difficult to meet. He had been looked at that way by former students on discovering him in a place where they had never expected their old lecturer to exist. Usually they would say his name and provide enough of their own history for him to recover the acquaintance. This man said nothing, and Baxter couldn't place him.

“Ellington Baxter,” he offered. “Joker Two.”

The newcomer nodded before he had quite finished. His gaze moved to Tasha, then back to Coster, as though Baxter had begun a list whose remaining entries he already knew.

“Have we met?”

For a moment Baxter thought he would answer. His lips parted, and he glanced at Cope; whatever he had intended to say went with the glance.

“Not much of a day for introductions,” Coster said. He pulled the unused chair around so that it faced both beds. “I'm Coster. You were in the back with him.”

The man nodded again.

“I heard some of it.” Coster rested his forearms on his knees. “After we broke off. I couldn't get back in time.”

Baxter would have preferred to speak about that elsewhere, with a recording and a map and something he could put between Coster and the conclusion he was approaching. Here he had only the bed, and Cope lying in it without the ability to tell his wingman to stop being an idiot.

“You were escorting a civilian aircraft,” he said. “On his orders.”

“I know.”

The newcomer watched Coster with an expression Baxter found harder to explain than recognition. He leaned forward, began to lift his bandaged hand, and stopped before the movement could become anything definite. Coster noticed and looked down at it.

“You ought to let them look after you, too.”

Something like a smile passed over the man's face. It wasn't there long enough to answer.

Pike appeared in the doorway with a folder under her arm. She paused to let a medical orderly pass, then came in and closed the door. Baxter had served with her long enough to notice the extra care she took with the latch. Whatever discussion she intended to have, she didn't want it carried into the passageway.

“Doctor. A moment?”

Santos crossed to her, but there was nowhere in the compartment they could talk without being heard. Baxter watched Tasha return her attention to Cope, making a deliberate effort to give them privacy. Coster remained seated.

“His condition?” Pike asked.

“Serious. For now, stable. I can't give you a recovery date.”

Pike glanced at the bed and held her folder a little closer against her side. Her uniform was as orderly as it had been when she'd met the rescue helicopter, although someone had evidently caught her in the middle of another task; there was a pen tucked through the fastening where she would never ordinarily have left it.

“And our other survivor?”

“Exhausted. Bruised. Still under assessment.”

“Can you determine whether he's fit to fly?”

Baxter turned toward her. Coster sat up, and Tasha abandoned the effort to pretend she wasn't listening.

Santos folded her arms. “I can determine whether he's medically fit. I can't tell you whether he knows what he's doing in an aircraft.”

“His qualification record arrived while you were treating Cope.” Pike shifted the folder under her arm. “The question now is whether he's well enough to use it.”

“And then we brought both of them here.” Santos looked at the newcomer. “He doesn't get another flight on the strength of surviving the last one. I'll finish examining him.”

“Of course,” Pike said. She gave the doctor a moment to accept that the agreement was real, then addressed the man on the bed. “We need your help.”

He had been listening closely since she'd entered. At those words his gaze moved toward Cope, and Baxter thought, unhappily, that he might have guessed where this was going before any of them.

“Cope will be off the flight roster for some time,” Pike continued. “His absence leaves us with a problem beyond the aircraft. People ashore are listening for the Wings of Theve. So are the Sotoans. We can't give either of them reason to believe he's been put out of action.”

“Ma'am,” Baxter said, “we haven't told them anything.”

“They'll notice when he stops flying.”

“He isn't always on the radio.”

“No. But Joker is. There will be reports of the encounter, and sooner or later someone will ask whether he came back.” She looked at Cope, giving him the same direct attention she would have given a man sitting upright and able to participate. “I'm not asking the medical staff to misrepresent his condition. The people treating him will know what they need to know. Outside that, this doesn't become a subject for discussion.”

Tasha's hand rested on the edge of the mattress. Baxter wondered whether she'd noticed where she'd put it.

“You want him to pretend,” she said, looking at the newcomer.

Pike didn't evade it. “I want the Wings of Theve to remain in the air until Cope can return.”

The machine beside the bed continued its patient work. Baxter had heard some version of this argument often enough from D.D., usually accompanied by figures for audience reach or an account of what someone had said in a shelter. It had been easier to accept while Cope could roll his eyes afterward and ask whether the navy owed him a second salary for all the extra work his imaginary self was doing.

“He's been aboard a few hours,” Baxter said. “We haven't flown with him. We don't even know what to call him.”

“We have rather more to go on than that.” Pike opened the folder and passed him a sheet. “Personnel matched the rescue intake to a surviving copy of his service record. Look at the aircraft qualifications.”

Baxter began at the top, expecting the usual progression through training aircraft into an operational type. He found it, but the list continued well beyond the point at which a pilot would ordinarily have settled into a squadron. There were aircraft he had flown himself, aircraft he had only taught people about, and others whose continued presence in the inventory generally came as an unpleasant surprise to whoever had to supply their parts. He checked the column headings to make sure he hadn't mistaken familiarization for qualification.

“These are all current?”

“Every Federation fighter and attack aircraft in service,” Pike said. “Including carrier qualifications where applicable.”

Coster came close enough to read over Baxter's shoulder. He followed the list down with a finger held just clear of the paper, then went back to an entry near the top.

“Both?” he asked.

“Both,” Pike said.

Baxter turned the sheet. Several entries on the reverse had been almost entirely blacked out. Dates remained, and the same qualification codes as on the front, but the aircraft designations and the units responsible were gone. Someone had taken particular care with a note beneath the final entry; all Baxter could establish was that it had once occupied three lines.

“There are more,” he said.

Pike took the sheet back before Coster could lean farther over it. “There are.” She addressed the newcomer. “The copy that reached me included attachments my clearance doesn't cover. They should have been removed before it was sent. I read enough to know that the qualifications aren't the result of a clerical error.”

The man's eyes moved from her face to the folder. He didn't seem surprised, which Baxter found almost as interesting as the record itself.

“I won't ask you about those postings here,” Pike continued. “We have work for you on aircraft I'm permitted to know about.”

She closed the folder, smoothing the edge of the sheet back into place with her thumb. Baxter had seen her receive replacement engines with something approaching gratitude, and once a shipment of medicine that had made her stop in the passageway to read the manifest twice. There was a little of that relief in the way she looked at the man on the bed. A single pilot couldn't repair what had happened to the Federation, but this one could apparently fly whichever serviceable aircraft Jenkins could give him. Baxter could understand why she had come down herself.

“You are something of a godsend,” she told him. “I'd prefer to explain how badly we need you when you've had some rest. Unfortunately, we need you now.”

“He's still going to need a check flight,” Baxter said.

“Arrange one as soon as the doctor clears him.”

Coster rose, leaving the chair slightly crooked. “Cope was supposed to have a backseater this afternoon. That's how short we are. If this is going to mean putting someone in his aircraft and sending him out alone—”

“He'll have your flight with him,” Pike said. “We have aircraft we can't crew and crews we can't keep rested. I can't fill the next watch with objections, however reasonable they are.”

“Baxter can lead,” Tasha said.

“I expect him to.”

That settled one question and left the more difficult one where it was. Baxter could see Tasha trying to decide how to ask it. No one wanted to point at the unconscious man and say that the legend had never depended on his ability to shoot, or that it might be safer in someone else's hands. He had defended Cope to Cruz over coffee that morning. It seemed much longer ago.

“Queen is on combat air patrol,” Pike continued. “Joker needs to do its share. We can't keep leaning on Evans's people while ours sit below.”

Baxter happened to be watching the newcomer. At the mention of Queen, the man's fingers stopped moving against the blanket, and his next breath came a little late. By the time Baxter looked at his face, he was listening to Pike with the same attention as before.

Pike was returning the folder beneath her arm. Coster had turned toward Cope, and Tasha was adjusting the chair beside his bed. Santos checked a reading on the monitor. None of them looked up.

Baxter couldn't have said what he thought he'd seen. A response to the flight's name, perhaps, or to Evans's; perhaps the man had simply found a position that hurt his hand. He had already been too ready to find recognition in the newcomer's face. There was no reason to put another question to him on the strength of a missed breath, and Baxter let Pike continue.

“Your experience gives us some options we haven't had for weeks,” she said to the man. “We'll work out how best to use it. For now, I'm asking whether you're willing to carry the name.”

The newcomer turned toward the other bed. There was nothing there to ask permission of, but he looked for a long time.

“For a little while,” Pike said, more quietly. “Until he can come back.”

Baxter wished she hadn't offered a limit none of them could yet guarantee. He could see why she had; she wanted it as much as the rest of them. For the first time since entering the compartment, she had stopped looking as though she could arrange matters into something workable simply by attending to them in the proper order.

The man nodded.

Coster rubbed his face, then let his hand fall. Tasha watched the newcomer with a troubled concentration. Baxter could almost see her weighing the thanks she'd given him against what they were asking now, and deciding that one didn't give them the right to the other.

“That doesn't settle the medical question,” Santos said.

“No,” Pike replied. “It doesn't.”

“I'll need the unrestricted part of that record,” Baxter said.

Pike inclined her head to him. “I'll have a copy sent to you. Talk to him when the doctor is finished. Work out what you'll need for the check flight.”

It was an order he could carry out. He had wanted something he could do for Cope since the sailor had handed him the bag, and disliked the fact that this was what had finally been provided.

Tasha stood properly beside the bed, smoothing a crease she'd made in the blanket. “What are we supposed to call him?”

Pike looked at her. “That's something we can—”

“It isn't Rex.”

Her voice hadn't grown loud, but Coster glanced at the door. Tasha noticed and kept going, with the determined courtesy she used when she knew everyone was about to tell her she was being impractical.

“That's Cope's call sign. He can be the Wings if he wants to, and you can tell people whatever you need to tell them. But we aren't going to sit here beside Cope and start calling someone else Rex.”

Baxter looked at Pike. She had an answer ready; he could see it in the slight movement of her mouth. Then her attention went to the bag on the shelf, where the watch lay face up with its worn strap curled beneath it.

“Choose something else, then,” she said to the newcomer.

He studied Tasha's face. She held his gaze, still a little defiant, and gradually the tension left her shoulders. Whatever she saw in him, it wasn't an intention to argue.

For a while he seemed unable to answer. Baxter had grown used to accepting the silence as part of his exhaustion, but now he could see an effort being made within it. The man looked at Cope once more, then back at the three pilots waiting beside his bed.

“Ray,” he said.

His voice was rough and quiet. Coster straightened a little at hearing it, and Santos watched with the interested expression of someone who had received a useful answer to a question she hadn't needed to ask.

Tasha tried the name under her breath. Then she nodded.

“All right, Ray.”

Baxter pulled the crooked chair closer to Cope's bed. There would be time for the service history, for qualifications and orders and the strange business of teaching a man to stand in for someone he had only just rescued. He looked at Santos.

“May we stay with him a while?”

Coster had already found another place to sit. Tasha took the chair she had first drawn up beside Cope, looking at the doctor with an attention which made it clear that the request belonged to all three of them.

“Until I need the space,” Santos said. “And keep your voices down.”

Ray watched them settle around the bed. Something in his face eased, and Baxter was considering asking whether he would like a chair himself when a knock came at the door. Pike opened it to find D.D. waiting in the passageway, with his phone put away and his tie straightened. He looked past her toward Cope, and for once seemed to have nothing ready to say.

Pike stepped out with him. Their conversation was brief, too quiet for Baxter to hear, and when they returned D.D. came to Ray's bed rather than Cope's.

“Ray,” he said, trying the name as though Pike had only just supplied it. “Major Jenkins has been asking about you. I thought we might go and reassure him in person.”

Santos gave him a look. “When I've finished here. And then the hangar and his quarters. You're not taking him on a tour.”

“The hangar and his quarters,” D.D. repeated agreeably. “I can manage that.”

Baxter doubted that the visit would be entirely social. Pike had plainly found someone to take charge of their new pilot while she returned to the work awaiting her, and D.D. had an interest in him that would grow considerably beyond showing him where to sleep. But he waited by the door without interrupting Santos, and when Ray was finally allowed to stand he offered an arm rather than a question.

Ray declined it with a small shake of his head. He stayed beside the bed for a moment, finding his balance, then looked toward Cope.

“We'll be here,” Baxter said.

Ray met his eyes and nodded. He followed D.D. out, leaving the blanket folded where he had been sitting. After the door closed, Tasha began telling Cope, in a tone which made room for the possibility that he was listening, what she thought of the arrangements being made in his absence.

Halfway through, without pausing, she reached across and turned down Coster's collar where it had folded under at the helmet mark. She smoothed it flat with two fingers and went back to the arrangements. Coster sat very still while she did it, and then went on sitting still for some time afterward, as though he'd been told not to move and hadn't yet been told he could. Neither of them said anything about it. Baxter looked at the monitor and kept his opinion to himself.



Jenkins had been given a locker, a bunk, and a collection of tools whose previous custodian had marked everything with yellow paint. He would have preferred his own tools, but the sockets were good and the inventory was accurate, and there was something deeply reassuring about a drawer in which the missing items had been recorded as missing. Someone had maintained this place through the retreat. Jenkins was beginning to learn their names, helped by a large, quiet plane captain who had taken him through the tool drawers before showing him the aircraft.

His name was Emeka Okafor, although everyone who stopped to speak to him called him Dutch. Jenkins hadn't yet asked why. He had asked about an entry in the maintenance log, and Dutch had found the relevant job sheet without having to consult the index, which interested Jenkins rather more.

He had also been given an aircraft to look over, which was a better welcome than any speech could have provided. He was comparing a maintenance entry with the work actually done when D.D. brought the pilot into the hangar.

“There you are,” Jenkins said. He put down the paperwork and went to meet them, wiping his hands on a cloth which hadn't improved much since he'd been issued it. “I was starting to think they'd found you another raft.”

The pilot's mouth moved into a faint smile. He looked better in dry clothes, although Jenkins disliked the pallor beneath the scrape and the careful way he carried his injured hand. He had seen enough pilots pretend they were perfectly fit to know that asking in front of someone else rarely produced a useful answer.

“Got a name for me this time?”

“Ray,” D.D. supplied.

Jenkins looked at the pilot, who nodded.

“Ray it is, then. How's Cope?”

“Doctor Santos is looking after him,” D.D. said.

That told Jenkins what kind of answer they had available. He glanced at Ray, whose eyes had lowered, and decided against asking anything further. The boy had been close enough to Cope when they brought him in; he didn't need Jenkins taking him back through it in the middle of the hangar.

“Well,” Jenkins said, “let's show you what we've found.”

He led them past a trolley and a pair of sailors working at an open panel. Ray watched his footing but seemed to need little help with the route, moving aside before Jenkins could warn him about the space required to get around a folded wing. D.D. kept close, looking at the aircraft with the interested expression of a man deciding which questions would make him sound informed.

“Pike tells me you've flown a little of everything,” Jenkins said. “Just as well. We're still working out what we've got enough parts to keep.”

They stopped beside the Hornet he'd been inspecting. Its wings were folded and a ladder stood beneath the open canopy. Dutch was coming around the nose with a clipboard, checking each item before he marked it off. He finished the entry he was making and came over to meet them.

“Your plane captain,” Jenkins told Ray. “Emeka Okafor.”

“Dutch, sir.”

Ray looked up at him. His good hand had begun to move before Dutch offered his own; when they shook, Ray held on a moment longer than Jenkins expected. Dutch waited without looking down at their hands, then released him gently.

“Ray,” the pilot said.

“Good to meet you, sir.”

Jenkins watched Ray's attention settle on the clipboard and the pencil secured to it by a short length of cord. He seemed easier standing here than he had when they'd asked about Cope, and Jenkins decided there was something to be said for introducing a pilot to the people who would be looking after him before discussing the equipment.

“Dutch had Cope's aircraft for the last two years,” he said. “He knows how Joker likes things done.”

“How is the commander?” Dutch asked.

“Still asleep,” Ray said quietly.

Dutch nodded, looking past him for a moment before returning his attention to the Hornet. He had accepted the news with the same care he'd given the maintenance entries, and Jenkins wondered how many people he'd asked before someone had brought him an answer.

“We'll have this ready for you,” he said to Ray.

Ray looked up at the cockpit, then along the fuselage, giving the aircraft the sustained attention Jenkins had been hoping to see.

“F/A-18C,” Jenkins said. “One seat. This is the one they're assigning you.”

He let Ray take it in before continuing. There was no reason to hurry a pilot through meeting an aircraft, particularly when the last one had left him swimming.

“I've got a few things to finish before Baxter takes you up. If that goes well and the doctor clears you for duty, she'll be yours for the first operational sortie.” He rested a hand against the ladder. “She's had a busy few months. I'm going through the records, and then I'm going through everything the records say I don't need to worry about.”

“Major Jenkins has rather exacting standards,” D.D. said.

“You'll be pleased about that if we ever put you in one.” Jenkins glanced at him, then back at Ray. “No climbing today unless the doctor said you could. We can have a look from here.”

Ray came closer to the ladder. He raised his uninjured hand to the rail and looked into the space above it, where the seat waited beneath the canopy. Jenkins had expected questions about the aircraft, or perhaps a request to see the maintenance log. Instead Ray stood quietly, with his thumb moving over a patch of paint worn smooth by the hands of other pilots.

Jenkins followed his gaze. There was less cockpit here than in the aircraft they'd lost, and no place for someone to sit behind him. He wondered whether Ray was thinking about that, and whether it would come as a relief after the afternoon he'd had.

“Anything you want to know?” he asked.

Ray looked back at him. For a moment Jenkins thought he would speak, but he only shook his head and let go of the rail.

“All right. You'll think of something later.” Jenkins picked up the maintenance log from the trolley and held it out. “Come and find me when you do. In the meantime, you might as well see what we're doing to your aircraft.”

Ray took the log and opened it carefully with his good hand. D.D. began asking about where the pilot's name would go, and Dutch showed him the canopy rail. There was enough room, he said, and he would find someone who could do the lettering properly. He listened to the additional suggestions without committing himself to them, then came back to stand beside Ray at the trolley.

Jenkins saw him turn the log a little so that Ray could hold it open without using the injured hand. Ray had found the current entry and was reading it, with the aircraft close enough that he could look up and compare what was written with what stood in front of him. Dutch waited while he did, apparently quite content to let the questions come when the pilot was ready to ask them.

Jenkins drew the trolley nearer and went through the entry with him. Ray followed readily enough, but after a few minutes he began shifting his weight from one foot to the other, and Jenkins took the log back before the effort of standing became something they would all have to pretend not to notice.

Something came round the end of the trolley at knee height and stopped.

It was a dog: big, shaggy, the colour of wet sand, with a greying muzzle and the unhurried manner of an animal that had long ago decided the ship belonged to him. Jenkins had seen him twice already that afternoon, once asleep in a coil of cable and once being fed something by a cook who was pretending not to.

“Ensign Severskaya's,” Dutch said. “Came aboard with her in July for the photographs. Got stuck here, same as the rest of us.” He looked down at the dog with mild surprise. “Doesn't usually bother with pilots.”

The dog walked past Jenkins. He walked past Dutch, who had been giving him the ends of his sandwiches for three months. He went to Ray and sat down on his boots, heavily, and leaned his whole weight against his shins, and looked up.

Ray looked down at him.

Jenkins would remember the next part. Something went across the young man's face that he hadn't seen on it all afternoon: it softened, all at once, the way ice goes on a warm day. His good hand came down toward the dog's head.

It stopped an inch short. It stayed there, not quite touching, for a long moment, as though he had reached for something on a shelf and remembered it wasn't his. Then he took the hand back.

The dog didn't move. He went on leaning, patient as a sandbag, with his eyes half shut.

“That'll keep until tomorrow,” Jenkins said, a little more gently than he'd meant to. “Go and find your bunk.”

D.D. had evidently remembered his undertaking to Santos. He put his phone away and offered to show Ray to his quarters, this time without suggesting anything else they might look at on the way. Ray thanked Jenkins, then Dutch, giving each of them the same careful attention as when he'd arrived. Dutch told him where to find them in the morning. Jenkins watched him follow D.D. between the parked aircraft and hoped someone had found him a place where he could actually sleep.

They went back to the Hornet. Dutch held the job sheet while Jenkins checked the work beneath an open panel, and for a while their conversation consisted of the brief questions and answers required to establish what remained to be done. Jenkins had just reached for a pencil when D.D. returned.

“Settled?” he asked.

“In his quarters,” D.D. said. “I left him deciding whether to take his shoes off before lying down.” He seemed faintly put out. “The dog came with us. All the way. It's lying across his door. I tried to move it, and it looked at me.”

“Good.”

D.D. came closer, looking up at the canopy, then along the wing. Dutch waited with the clipboard against his side. He seemed to have understood that there was another request coming, and was giving D.D. time to arrive at it.

“How difficult would it be to fit a camera rig?” D.D. asked him. “Something lightweight. Small cameras, a recorder. Enough to bring back footage from his flights.”

Dutch looked at the aircraft before answering. “Depends on where you want it mounted.”

“I'd like to see what he sees. And the aircraft, if we can manage it. I can show you the equipment I'm thinking of.”

“I'll need the weights and the mounting details,” Dutch said. “Major Jenkins will have to look it over.”

“Bring us what you've got,” Jenkins agreed. “We'll see where it can go.”

D.D. nodded, but didn't reach for his phone immediately. Beyond the aircraft, a trolley was being moved toward the elevator, its wheels rattling over the deck. He waited for it to pass.

“There are people listening to our broadcasts in places they can't leave,” he said. “They've seen their towns occupied. Some haven't heard from their families for weeks. When we say the Wings of Theve is still flying, they want to believe us.” He looked toward the open hangar entrance. “I'd like to give them something they can watch. The coast from up there. Our aircraft over it. Something happening that they can hope will reach them.”

Jenkins glanced at Dutch. The plane captain had lowered his eyes to the clipboard, although he wasn't reading it.

“People need hope,” D.D. said. “We have very little we can send them at the moment.”

Dutch shifted the papers beneath the clip and found a space on the sheet below. He wrote a short note, then looked back up at the Hornet, considering it from the nose to the folded wings.

“Bring the rig down,” he said. “We'll have a look.”




Chapter 3Jokers Wild

Baxter, Jenkins

Santos had the results in front of her when Baxter arrived, and she read them once more before looking up. He suspected the second reading was for Pike, who was standing beside the desk with the air of an officer whose next six decisions hung on the answer to one.

“Within normal ranges,” Santos said. “He's passed the neurological assessment.”

Ray sat across the desk with his injured hand resting on his knee. The dressing was smaller than it had been the night before, and someone had found him a flight suit that fitted. He looked up when Baxter came in, with that same disconcerting familiarity, as though Baxter were late for something they had arranged years ago. Then he turned back to the doctor.

“And the hand?” Pike asked.

“Usable. He knows what to report if that changes.” Santos closed the folder. “He's cleared.”

Baxter had taken him up at first light. He had gone prepared to teach, because that was what he did with a new pilot and because he had no other way of finding out what a man was made of. He'd asked for a turn, and got a turn. He'd asked for a slower approach, and got exactly the speed he'd named, held there as if it had been painted on the sky. Somewhere over the second circuit he had stopped asking for things and started watching, and had noticed that Ray's corrections were so small and so early that Baxter usually saw the result before he saw the movement. He'd come back with a report that said competent in three different ways, because there was no box on the form for I have never seen anyone fly like that, and I'd like to know where he learned.

“Thank you, Doctor,” Pike said. “Ray, come with me. Baxter.”

D.D. was waiting in the passageway with his phone in his hand. His face arranged itself into reassurance the moment he saw them, which Baxter had always found more alarming than worry.

“Good news?”

“Good enough to put him on the roster.” Pike opened the door of an empty compartment, waited until they were all inside, and closed it. There was no ceremony, but Baxter found himself standing straighter anyway.

“You'll take command of Joker Flight for this sortie,” she told Ray. “Lieutenant Commander Baxter will be your number two.”

Ray's eyes went to Baxter before he answered. Baxter gave him a nod. He'd been told an hour ago, and had spent the hour sorting his objections into the ones that were about the assignment and the ones that were about how little he knew of the man receiving it. The second pile was considerably taller. He thought he'd know which pile mattered by the time they landed.

“I understand you've chosen Ray,” Pike went on. “It's near enough to Cope's call sign that we can work with it. Use it consistently. D.D. will handle the introductions.”

“Delighted,” said D.D.

“Cope's condition is restricted to A-5 clearance and above. The medical staff have their instructions. As far as anyone outside that circle knows, he is on duty. You don't discuss his recovery on an open channel, or with anyone who happens to ask you in a passageway.”

Baxter thought of Dutch asking after Cope in the hangar, and of the dozen people who'd watched the rescue crew carry him below. A secret aboard Endurance would have to survive a great many passageways. Pike knew it as well as he did. What she could control was whether an officer of this ship ever confirmed it.

“There are people on the continent who haven't had good news in months,” she said. “Some of them can't leave. Some have nowhere left to go. They'll hear the Wings is still flying, and they'll listen for what he does next. Keep them in mind.”

Ray nodded. His glance went, briefly, to the bulkhead, in the direction of the infirmary.

“That's all. Baxter, a moment.”

D.D. steered Ray out. Pike waited for the latch.

“Your report?”

“He can fly the aircraft.”

“You sound as though there's more.”

“There is. I just can't write it down yet without sounding like a man who's been up since four.” He considered that, and added, “I'll stay close.”

“I'd assumed you would.”

In the passageway, D.D. had put his phone away and was talking with his hands, shaping a future that he could apparently see more clearly than anyone else on the ship.

“The public score is my concern, Ray,” he was saying. “You needn't spend a moment on it. Just concentrate on surviving the sorties.”

Ray listened with the expression of a man being told the weather would improve.

“I want the war over,” D.D. said, more quietly. “Cope does too. Someone has to keep flying until it is.” He saw Baxter, stepped aside to let two sailors pass, and gave them both a small, practical smile. “Dutch has the cameras fitted. Do try to bring those back as well.”



The camera beside Ray's canopy was hard to see once the Hornet was moving. Baxter had watched Dutch check the mounting on deck, tugging at it with a large, deliberate hand while D.D. said lightweight for the third time. Jenkins had checked everything else. Ray had stood with them through all of it, saying nothing, and before he climbed the ladder he'd put his good hand on Dutch's shoulder for a moment, the way you might touch a man you'd been glad to see again.

Now the Hornet held steady ahead, with Tasha and Coster stacked out to the right. Four aircraft. There had been a time when four aircraft together meant there were more behind them. Baxter disliked how much comfort he was taking from simply being able to see all of these.

“Joker, Four,” Coster said. “I've got the harbor frequency. Pike's asking to dock again.”

“Put it through.”

The harbormaster at Meriton spoke like a clerk returning a form with the wrong box ticked. “Endurance, I'm obliged to ask again. The former Federation territories are now independent. Which republic does your vessel represent?”

“The Federation of Central Usea,” Pike said. “Navy.”

“My ministry can't establish that such an organization exists. San Salvacion is neutral. I'm instructed that an approaching carrier is a matter for our border patrol, and they've been told to watch you.”

“Charming,” Coster said on Joker's channel.

Baxter could see the port from here: cranes, a breakwater, the white smudge of a town that had presumably had its lunch indoors at a table. He let himself picture a few hours alongside, fuel and fresh food and a floor that didn't move, and then made himself stop before the answer came back and spoiled it.

“I could see the ice cream place,” Tasha said wistfully. “There's always an ice cream place by a harbor.”

“From eight thousand feet?”

“I know what one looks like, Bax.”

“I'd have bought you one,” Coster said. There was a short pause. “All of you. I'd have bought the flight ice cream.”

“Ray too?”

“Ray too. If he wanted one. I don't know what he likes.”

“Nobody knows what Ray likes,” Tasha said. “That's the point of him.”

Ray said nothing, which was presumably also the point of him. His Hornet stayed on its heading while control came on the net.

“All Endurance aircraft, the ship will withdraw from San Salvacion waters and proceed to Deltheim. Coming to heading two-seven-five in four-zero minutes.”

“Rain check on the ice cream,” Baxter said.

“You're going to forget,” said Tasha.

“I never forget a debt. Coster's, anyway.”

Out to the right, Tasha had drifted a little closer to Joker Four than the book liked. Baxter considered mentioning it, decided she was keeping perfectly good station on Coster rather than on him, and that this was a distinction only a former lecturer would bother to draw. He let it go.

“Endurance, Dealer. Slow movers, bearing one-four-zero, low. Look like reconnaissance drones.”

Ray's Hornet was already turning. Baxter hadn't found them on his display yet.

“Joker Flight,” said Pike, “splash those drones. They don't report our position.”

“Joker Two, copy. One, two contacts, still outside range.” He gave Ray the distance and caught himself halfway through offering the heading as well. It was very hard to stop being a teacher when there was a new man beside you, even when the new man had spent the morning demonstrating that he didn't need anyone to explain a Hornet to him. “Dealer, whose are they?”

“Can't confirm the operator. The make says one of the separatist outfits.”

“Of course it does,” Baxter said, more sharply than he'd meant. Men who had worn the same uniform six months ago, helping the Sotoans hunt for whatever was left of it. They'd chosen new names for themselves, and he supposed that made it easier.

The drones came on as drones did, blind and incurious. Baxter began the sequence out of pure habit, select, lock, and Ray's first missile was already gone, the second a beat behind it. There was exactly enough space between the launches for each to belong to its own target and not a fraction more.

The first drone came apart while Baxter was still watching the second missile. Tasha whooped.

“Two more beyond them,” Dealer said. “Dealer to Joker 1. A little advice.”

Ray's nose moved through a correction so shallow Baxter would have missed it if he hadn't been staring. A missile left the rail.

“First time poker players tend to play it too safe.”

The second missile followed. Baxter could see now, too late to be useful, the order in which the two drones would come into Ray's approach, and understood that his lead had arranged that order before they'd been close enough for Baxter to notice there was one.

“They never raise—”

The second drone broke up. Dealer stopped talking.

The silence on the net went on long enough that Baxter could hear his own oxygen.

“Uh,” Dealer said eventually. “All four down. Never mind.”

“Nice work, One,” Baxter said.

“Ray!” Tasha said, as if he'd done a card trick at a party. “That was amazing.”

Ray didn't answer her, but his Hornet rocked its wings, once.

“Did he just—” Coster said.

“He did,” said Baxter, and found he was smiling.



“Er, Joker Flight? Got some bad news.”

Baxter was still close enough to Ray to see his Hornet against the drifting smoke from the drones. “Just give us the lowdown.”

“Copy. We've got new bogeys inbound. Looks like recon planes with multiple escorts.”

A gap. Then Tasha's voice, small enough that Baxter checked his volume before he understood that nothing had changed at his end.

“Manned?”

Nobody answered her. She knew the answer. She could identify the aircraft as well as he could. She had only needed to say it aloud, and to hear what it sounded like.

“We can't let them report our position,” Dealer said. “Intercept them.”

Ray was already turning onto the bearing.

Baxter went with him and gave the Hornet room. He had a sentence ready, something about the difference between drones and men, a way of letting the new pilot ask for help without having to start the conversation himself. There was no gap to put it in. Ray's turn was as smooth as it had been for the drones. The altitude adjustment came the moment the heading settled. Nothing in the Hornet's flying recorded that there were now people at the other end of it.

Whatever it had cost Ray to fire on a man for the first time, he'd paid it a long while ago and somewhere else. It was on the back of that qualification sheet, presumably, under the black ink. Baxter found he was no longer curious about the units. He was curious about how many times.

“Tasha,” Coster said. “You're with me.”

“I know.”

“I'm only saying it so you know I know.”

“That doesn't make any sense, Will.”

“It made sense in my head.”

“Four, intercepted traffic,” Baxter said, mostly to give Coster something to do with his mouth.

Coster patched it through. Two voices on the enemy frequency. The first had found four aircraft, Federation types, and was drawing the obvious conclusion about a carrier nearby. The second was objecting to his phrasing, which apparently sounded Sotoan.

“They're our allies now,” said the first. “Get used to it.”

It was the tone that bothered Baxter: two men bickering like a ready room. He could imagine their coffee.

“Where's Queen Flight?” he asked.

“Out of range,” Dealer said. “Small group, older aircraft. Joker can handle it.”

Baxter hadn't asked because he doubted the missiles. MiGs killed people as efficiently as anything else. He let it go. There was no point in asking twice until someone mistook a question for an objection.

The A-50 was resolving now, beyond its pair of escorts: broad wings, the saucer riding the fuselage. Baxter had studied that shape on recognition charts for most of his career without ever having to think about the people sitting under the disc, drinking from thermoses and saying things to one another. On the enemy frequency they'd moved on to how long they needed to keep Joker busy.

“One, escorts at eleven and one o'clock, the A-50 behind.” He waited for the split. He had the speed and the position to take the nearer MiG while Ray took the other, and then they could cover each other onto the big aircraft. It was the right way to do it. It was how he'd have taught it.

Ray didn't give him either fighter.

“Bax?” Tasha said. “Ray? You both all right?”

“We're fine. Stay with Four.”

“Recon aircraft is the priority,” Dealer reminded them.

“Understood.” Baxter looked across at the Hornet ahead of him and made a decision that had been coming since the drones. “I'll stick with Number 1.”

“Roger that, Teach.” Tasha sounded steadier with an instruction to hold on to. “Where did they even come from? The separatists. Who are they?”

“Former friends, mostly,” Baxter said. “That's all anyone's established.”

The MiGs began to separate. The nearer pilot gave up a little height to improve his angle on Ray; the other held wide. It was a sensible defense. It should have made Joker choose.

Ray let the gap open. Then he moved his line, barely. Baxter saw the near MiG turn in and the far one start closing the distance, and understood with a peculiar chill that each pilot now believed Ray had left an opening for the other. They were both coming into the same piece of sky in front of the Hornet, and they were doing it because he'd asked them to without saying a word.

The first missile left while Baxter was still deciding whether to call the near MiG's turn. The second was away before he could have finished the sentence.

One fighter began to break. Baxter saw its angle change and watched for flares, and for a moment the man in that cockpit still seemed to have sky left to use. Then he didn't. The other MiG was already rolling when it was hit, and kept rolling through a shape that was no longer an aircraft.

Ray flew between them. Baxter followed with his weapons live and nothing to point them at. Thirty seconds ago he'd been preparing to kill one of those men. Now he was checking that the wreckage wouldn't drift across Tasha and Coster as they came through behind.

“Debris left of you, Four.”

“Got it. Tasha, right a little.”

“I see it, Will.”

The A-50 filled more of the windscreen. Ray was low against it, and Baxter thought he understood: under the belly, where the crew couldn't see what was about to happen to them. With the escorts gone there was nothing to stop him. The big aircraft had begun a turn, ponderous next to the Hornet.

Ray adjusted to follow it. Then his nose kept coming up, past the line Baxter expected, until they were climbing toward the tail instead of sliding under the fuselage. For a second Baxter wondered whether he'd misread the approach. Then he caught the glint of the camera beside Ray's canopy.

Being seen was part of the job. Pike had said so. D.D. had said very little else. Perhaps Ray had just remembered it. Perhaps that was all. Nothing in his flying said one way or the other. The Hornet rose until the crew of the A-50 couldn't fail to see it coming, and held there while the distance closed.

Baxter could make out panels now, markings, the line of windows. He couldn't see faces. On the intercepted frequency someone was calling for a response and not getting one.

The gun fired as Ray came over the tail.

Baxter saw the first strikes and then the line of them walking forward along the top of the fuselage. He'd expected a burst and a correction, maybe a second try on another pass. Ray kept firing, making the small adjustments needed to carry the stream the whole length of the aircraft as his position changed over it. He wasn't trying for a kill. He'd decided on one before he started.

The enemy voice went up half an octave.

“It's him— that's the emblem, it's the Wings— the Wings of Theve is here, do you copy, the Wings of Theve—”

Other voices broke over him. Baxter never learned whether anyone acknowledged. He heard the man say it a third time, the way you might hold a door shut, and knew he'd be hearing it long after the recording became something people discussed across a desk.

Ray cleared the nose. The gun stopped. Baxter followed him into open air and looked back in time to see fire go through the length of the A-50 at once, the way it had been cut. The cockpit was visible for a second. Then it wasn't.

“Recon aircraft destroyed,” Dealer said. “Escorts destroyed.”

Baxter checked his flight. Coster was where he should be. Tasha was beside him.

“Three?”

“I'm here.” Her voice was level, and there was nothing in it at all. He was grateful she'd found a voice for it.

He looked ahead. Ray's Hornet was already clear, its next correction made before Baxter had settled from the last. Two escorts and the aircraft they were escorting, in one pass. Nobody else had fired. Nobody else had been given anything to do but follow him and watch the parts of the sky he wasn't looking at.

“This guy's no Cope,” Coster said.

Baxter should have told him to keep it off the radio. He thought about it, and found that he couldn't think of a single better thing to say in its place.



“New contact, inland,” Dealer said. “Single fighter, fast. Mirage 2000-5. He's picked you out.”

The Mirage had height and speed and was clearly hoping to reach Joker while they were still untidy after the interception. Ray turned to meet him.

“Four, keep Three clear of this.”

“Already on it. Tasha, come right with me.”

“I'm coming. Contact, two o'clock high, Bax.”

“Thank you, Tasha.” Baxter swung back to his lead and found the Hornet accelerating.

He assumed Ray wanted to close fast, fire, and break away before the Mirage could turn it into a longer fight. That made sense. Baxter would cover the separation if the missile missed. But the range came and went, Ray was still accelerating, and nothing left the rails.

Baxter pushed his own throttles to the stops and still lost ground. Ray was taking everything the Hornet had to give. There was no sign that he meant to trade any of it for a turn.

“One, he's coming round—”

The Mirage's delta tilted as its nose began to come onto Ray's line. Its pilot had seen the speed and reacted to it, and was plainly expecting some answer in return: a turn, a break, a moment of caution. Ray made one correction, so slight that Baxter only saw it because he was looking for it, and kept the power in.

He was going to use the gun.

At that closure there would be nothing left of the moment once it arrived. Baxter wanted to say something. There wasn't time to choose what. He had the range and the angle and his own need to stay out of the way, and he was dealing with the last of those when Ray fired.

The burst was very short. At that speed it had to be. The Mirage was ahead of the Hornet, then beside it, and pieces were lifting from its forward fuselage before Baxter had properly heard the gun. Ray went straight through the space the enemy had been trying to occupy, without slowing, and kept going.

Baxter pulled clear. The Mirage went under him, rolling in a way its pilot had never intended, shedding parts as the nose fell toward the sea. He looked for a parachute. He looked again when he had room. There was only the line of wreckage on the water.

“Enemy fighter destroyed,” Dealer said. “Intercept had him as GIGAS. One of their aces.”

“Was,” Coster said.

Ray's Hornet was still accelerating out of the pass. Only now did it begin to ease, coming back down toward a speed Tasha and Coster could join without effort.

Every pilot tried to know where the other aircraft would be when the rounds arrived. Every pilot Baxter had ever taught had tried, and some of them had got close, and he'd been proud of them. He'd never seen anyone succeed so completely that a second attempt simply didn't come into it. He found it frightening, and was ashamed of finding it frightening, and was more ashamed of the other thing he felt underneath. He had spent years explaining flight to people, and he had just watched something he had no words for. He wanted badly to see it again.

The Hornet slid into position off his wing. The helmet turned toward him. For an unreasonable moment Baxter had the impression that Ray was waiting to be told he'd done something wrong.

“Flight's together,” Baxter said. “Ready to return.”

Two clicks.

“Joker, Dealer. Head home. Queen's coming out to relieve you.”

They came round toward the carrier. A few minutes later Queen appeared on the scope, four contacts coming out in good order. As the flights passed, Baxter heard Kate's voice on the common channel, crisp, putting her people into their sectors.

“Joker, Queen One. Anything we should know?”

“Four drones, an A-50, three fighters,” Baxter said. “All down. Course may be compromised; they got a transmission off.”

There was a pause.

“All of that?”

“All of that.”

“We'll keep our eyes open.”

Joker turned for home. Ray didn't. For a few seconds his Hornet held its heading, out on the edge of the formation, as Queen went past beneath them. Baxter saw his helmet turn to follow the lead aircraft, the one with the crown on its tail, and stay turned until Queen One had gone well beyond them toward the coast.

The common channel clicked open. Baxter waited for the two clicks, or for anything at all, since it was the first time all day Ray had opened a channel he wasn't obliged to. Nothing came. The channel stayed open for two seconds, then three, carrying only the hiss of the set and someone breathing in a mask, and Kate's voice was the last thing that had been on it. Then it closed.

Baxter had seen students do that at the end of a lecture: come up to the desk with a question, stand there with it, and leave without asking, as though the asking would cost more than they had on them.

Ray came back to the flight without a word.

“One?” Baxter said.

Two clicks.

Baxter decided that was a question for another day, and that he'd need rather more than a day to work out how to ask it.



Pike listened to the account without interrupting. Baxter had expected questions about the Mirage pass, or the decision to take the A-50 with the gun. She let him finish, and then asked only what mattered to her.

“The reconnaissance crew transmitted?”

“Yes, ma'am. We heard them call the Wings.”

“Then we'll assume someone heard them.” She wrote something down. “The aircraft are gone, but the course may not be ours any longer. Plan the next watch on that basis.”

Ray sat beside Baxter with his hands loose on his knees. He had looked at each speaker in turn and answered when asked, and volunteered nothing. Tasha and Coster were on his other side. The quiet among the four of them wasn't the quiet of the infirmary. Baxter hadn't yet decided whether it was better.

“You brought your flight back,” Pike told Ray, “and you stopped the search. Good work.”

Ray nodded.

“Baxter. Your assessment?”

“He can do the job.”

“And the Wings?”

He'd watched Cope keep two fighters busy for a quarter of an hour while somebody else finished the fight. Today he'd watched Ray make it unnecessary for anyone else to take part at all. Neither account would fit on a poster without leaving out nearly everything the people in it would think mattered.

“He might,” he said. “Joker will have some adjusting to do.”

Pike looked from him to Coster, and then to Tasha. “I expect you'll manage it.”

She dismissed them with the next watch already on her face. In the passageway Tasha asked whether they could go down and see Cope. Ray turned toward her so quickly that Baxter was glad she'd said it before anyone had time to find a reason not to.

“Together, then,” he said.

Coster fell in beside Tasha. Halfway down the ladder he put his hand out flat behind her, not touching, the way you might steady someone on a moving deck. The ship wasn't moving much. Tasha didn't notice. Baxter decided it wasn't any of his business, and went down after them.



Dutch had started his walkaround before D.D. came down. Jenkins stood under the wing with the expenditure sheet, comparing what the aircraft had brought back against what the pilot said he'd used. There wasn't much to argue over. The empty rails accounted for the missiles. The gun had used enough rounds that Jenkins wanted to see the recording before he asked any questions about it.

D.D. hovered while Dutch went over the camera mount. The plane captain ran his thumb along the fitting, checked each fastener, and only then began removing the recorder. He handed it over with both hands.

“Any trouble?” D.D. asked.

“Pilot didn't report any.” Dutch looked at Jenkins, who shook his head. “We'll go over the mount again before the next flight.”

D.D. set the little screen on the trolley and started it. Jenkins heard the radio first, Baxter's voice and the girl's, then the gun, and looked round in time to see the A-50 sliding under the camera's view. The recording gave him no time at all to understand what he was looking at before the Hornet had passed over it.

“Again,” Dutch said.

D.D. ran it back. This time Jenkins watched the reticle. The aircraft came up under the tail, steady as a train on its rails, and the rounds walked forward along the spine of the A-50 while the Hornet went over it. The camera shook with the gun and never stopped shaking until the nose went past.

D.D. stopped it on a frame with the coast in the background and the reconnaissance aircraft just starting to burn. Then he played the audio. The voice on the enemy frequency tried three times to tell somebody that the Wings of Theve was there.

Nobody said anything.

“They'll have heard that,” D.D. said finally.

“Pike thinks so,” said Jenkins.

“Show me the Mirage,” said Dutch.

D.D. found it. The Mirage was a speck, then a shape, then it was the whole screen. The gun fired for less time than it took to blink. The shape went past on the left in pieces, and the horizon didn't even tilt.

Dutch bent closer. He stayed there a long moment with his hands on his knees.

“He didn't slow down,” he said.

“Is that unusual?” D.D. asked.

Dutch straightened, slowly, the way a big man did everything. “Sir, I've had Commander Cope's aircraft for two years. I've had others before that. Everybody slows down.” He nodded at the frozen screen. “You come in that fast, you get one look. If you're wrong, you're in the sea, or you're in him. He knew he wasn't going to be wrong.”

D.D. looked at the screen as though it had changed while he wasn't watching.

“I want the cameras to stay on,” he said.

“They're drag on the airframe,” said Dutch. “And another thing for the crew to check.”

“I know. I'm still asking.”

Dutch looked at the Hornet. He looked at it for some time.

“People should see that,” D.D. said. He laughed, short and not very happily. “God help us. People should see that. The ones in the shelters. I've been telling them for three months that the Wings is still flying, and half of them think I'm reading them a bedtime story. Look at it.” He didn't sound like a man looking at good news. He sounded like a man who had asked for a lion and been given one, and was now standing in the same room with it.

“He made it look easy,” Jenkins said.

“That's what I mean.” D.D. ran the A-50 again, and stopped it before the fire. “It shouldn't look easy. Should it?”

Nobody answered that.

Dutch took the pencil from its cord on his clipboard and made a short note on the turnaround sheet. Then he put the clipboard down on the trolley and rested one hand flat on the Hornet's nose, just under the camera, as if he were checking for heat.

“I'll keep them fitted,” he said. “I'll check the mounts every turnaround.”

“Thank you, Dutch.”

Jenkins looked once more at the paused image. Beyond the Hornet's nose the shore was clear, all roads and the pale shapes of towns he couldn't name from that angle. Someone down there might recognize them. Someone might watch this in a cellar on a borrowed screen and find out that a Federation aircraft had been close enough to see where they still lived.

He could see why D.D. wanted it. He was glad, all the same, that the man who'd made it had gone below with the others to sit with Cope, and wasn't standing here while the three of them decided which parts of his morning people needed to see.

When Jenkins went below an hour later, the dog was lying in the passageway outside the infirmary hatch with his chin on his paws, waiting for somebody who was inside. It wasn't Cope he was waiting for. The dog had never once waited outside that door for Cope.




Chapter 4Nomad

Coster, Baxter, Pike

Coster found Dutch with the recorder in his hand and D.D. looking over his shoulder.

“Have you got the last one?” he asked.

“The Mirage?” D.D. moved aside. “Come and look.”

Coster had watched the pass from his own cockpit. On the little screen it seemed even shorter. The Mirage came toward the camera, the gun fired, and then the aircraft was behind them. D.D. stopped the recording and moved it back.

“He doesn't slow down,” Coster said.

“No,” Dutch said.

“Not even to get the shot.”

Dutch played it again. Coster leaned closer, waiting for the movement he'd missed the first time. He saw the correction now, immediately before the burst, a twitch of the nose so small the camera barely registered it, and let out a quiet breath.

“That's clean.”

“Is that a musical opinion?” D.D. asked.

“That's a flying opinion.” Coster looked at Dutch. “I've never seen anybody do that.”

“Neither have I.”

Dutch said it the way he said everything, as a fact to be written on a job sheet, and that made it worse somehow. He had looked after Cope's aircraft for two years. He had seen a great many pilots climb down from a great many cockpits pleased with themselves.

D.D. took the recorder while Dutch returned to Ray's Hornet. Jenkins was waiting beneath the wing with a job sheet, and the two of them resumed a discussion about the ammunition feed which sounded as though it had begun before lunch and would outlast dinner. Coster watched them for a moment, then looked back at the frozen image.

“Are you going to put that out?”

“Some of it,” D.D. said. “Not the whole recording. We can't show where we are.”

“Does Ray know?”

“He knows why the cameras are there.”

Coster nodded, although that wasn't quite what he'd meant, and went to find something to eat before the next patrol.

In the passageway he met two sailors carrying a box between them. He stepped aside, then caught the bottom corner when one of them had to change his grip.

“Thanks, sir.” The sailor shifted the box against his hip. “Any idea where they want this?”

“What is it?”

“Pump spares. From Stalwart. Chief said bring them aboard, and the fellow at the transfer point said take them up here.”

Coster looked at the label. “One deck down. I'll show you.”

They introduced themselves on the ladder. One was named Bell; the other had been aboard Stalwart since before the war and knew everyone involved in the transfer except the man who'd sent them the wrong way, about whom he had several theories.

“Our chief says you lot need these more than we do,” Bell said as they set the box down at the workshop. “He'll want the packing case back, though.”

“Tell him we'll try not to lose it.”

“He said you'd say that.”

Coster smiled. At the hatch, Bell looked back.

“You fly with the Wings, don't you?”

“Yes.”

“How is he?”

Coster thought of Cope's bed, then of the gun pass on the recorder.

“He'll be up this afternoon.”

“Good.” Bell hesitated, then seemed to decide Coster was the kind of officer you could say it to. “There's a lot of talk on our mess deck. Somebody heard the Sotoans on the radio after the recon plane went down. Said they were screaming his name before they'd even seen him properly. My mate reckons he can't be hit.”

“Your mate's never seen him land,” said the other sailor. “That's what I'd want to see. How a man like that lands.”

“Same as anybody,” Coster said. “Wheels first.”

They laughed. Bell pushed his cap back.

“Tell him we're glad he's still here,” he said.



At 1629, Baxter could see Deltheim beyond the carrier's bow. He loosened his grip on the stick while control cleared Joker One to land. There was time for food before the debrief, provided nobody wanted to spend half an hour arguing over the patrol report. He had very little to put in it. Water, more water, and Coster asking whether anyone else could hear the rattle in his cockpit.

“It's your seat,” Tasha had told him, an hour ago.

“It's not my seat.”

“It's your seat. You bounce your knee.”

“I do not bounce my knee.”

“You bounce it in the ready room. I can feel it through the floor.”

Coster had gone quiet for long enough that Baxter assumed he was checking. The rattle had not come up again.

Ahead, Ray's Hornet settled toward the deck with its gear and hook down. Baxter checked his spacing and reached for his own landing checklist.

“Cancel the landing!”

He looked up. Four aircraft were coming across the approach, low over the water: two Intruders, two Phantoms. He'd seen them a moment earlier and taken them for traffic around the port.

“Power on! Power! Power! Power!”

Baxter pushed his throttle forward and started to call the escorts. Gunfire crossed his view before he got the words out. The first Intruder broke apart, the second flew into the next burst, and a Phantom came through the wreckage with fire running back from its cockpit. He searched for the fourth aircraft and found it falling.

Ray's Hornet was still on its approach heading, and Baxter could see daylight through the gap between a main wheel and the fuselage. The gear was down. He'd been watching four aircraft fall and hadn't thought to look until now, because nobody would take that shot before cleaning up the aircraft. Only beyond the bow did those wheels begin folding away.

“Main guns, open fire!” Pike ordered.

The guns fired briefly, at nothing that still needed them. Baxter counted the splashes, checked his scope, and counted again.

“Tasha?”

“I'm here.”

“Coster?”

“Here.”

“Did he have his gear down?” Baxter asked.

“Yes,” Coster said.

“For all four?”

“I was watching the wheels. Thought he'd forgotten them.”

Baxter looked from Ray's Hornet to the four patches of wreckage. He'd flown with men who would cheerfully try a gun pass in the middle of a wave-off, given half a chance, but they'd at least have wanted their wheels up. Ray hadn't even turned. He had simply shot down everything in front of him on the way to the deck, as though the attack were an obstruction on the approach path that someone had neglected to clear.

“Christ,” he said. “He was still lined up to land.”

Dealer's channel remained open without a word coming over it.

“New contacts,” Dealer said at last. “Northwest and northeast. Four in each group.”

That gave him something to do. He brought his nose up, found Ray's Hornet ahead and to his left, and passed the first bearing.

“Two attack aircraft, two escorts. Coster, take Tasha northeast. Watch for anything getting through.”

“Joker Four.”

“Joker Three.”

From the bridge net came the helm command: “Come about to port! Brace to roll!”

Endurance's wake began to curve. Baxter watched the bow shift and wished, as he had several times that week, that the damaged screw were something Jenkins could fix with a hammer. The incoming aircraft were going to have very little trouble finding her.

He selected a Phantom. Before the seeker settled, four missile trails opened ahead of him, spreading from Ray's Hornet toward four separate targets.

“Joker One, you've got—” Dealer broke off.

Baxter checked the symbols on his own display. He knew the controls well enough to work them without looking: select, designate, move to the next. By the time the screen confirmed the change, he could make the next selection. Whoever was in that cockpit had done the whole sequence before the first confirmation could have appeared.

His selected target vanished. So did the other three.

“Four down,” Dealer said.

Baxter released the trigger he'd been preparing to press.

“Coster, status?”

“They're splitting. Escorts coming toward us.”

“Keep them off Tasha.”

“I've got her.”

“He's got me,” Tasha agreed, as though someone had suggested otherwise.

He rolled northeast. One Phantom was turning across Ray's nose, the other climbing to get behind it. Baxter chose the climber and began pulling toward a firing position. A burst crossed beneath him; the nearer Intruder tipped over, and the Phantom he was tracking lost a wing just as the tone steadied in his headset.

He let go of the trigger again.

“Attack aircraft turning away,” Tasha reported.

Baxter caught the flash of stores dropping into the water. The remaining Intruder was lightening itself for a turn it never completed.

“Nice maneuvers, Ray,” Tasha said.

“Don't do anything reckless, Rex.” The old name came out before Baxter caught it. He looked ahead, expecting Ray's Hornet to turn back toward them, but it was carrying north in a broad arc.

“Ray,” he corrected. “We've still got the ship to cover.”

Two clicks answered him.

“Four more attack aircraft,” Dealer said. “Behind the northeast group. Low.”

Baxter banked toward the water and found them. He was in a better position this time; they were crossing his nose, still loaded, still committed to the carrier. He took the lead aircraft and waited for the tone.

A flash made him blink. His target broke up, and he moved to the next while Dealer called the kill. That one disappeared too.

“Oh, come on,” Coster said.

Baxter glanced toward him. “Something wrong?”

“No.”

The last two contacts vanished before either of them fired. Baxter kept his turn going until he could see the water behind the group. No aircraft had slipped past. The ship's guns were following falling wreckage.

“Joker Three, you clear?”

“Yes. Checking south.”

“Four?”

“Clear.” After a moment Coster added, “You got anything off?”

“No.”

“Right.”

Baxter looked toward Ray's Hornet. He'd seen good pilots make an engagement look easy, usually while the rest of the flight did enough work to let them. This was something else. He had brought a full load of weapons back from Meriton. At this rate he would be bringing it back again, and the armourers would start asking whether he'd forgotten where the trigger was.

“Additional contact, north-northeast,” Dealer said. “A-6E.”

The intercepted channel carried a pilot calling for his flight. Dealer passed along the call sign, CREMATIO, and Baxter searched beyond Ray's Hornet for him. He found the Intruder low over the water, coming almost head-on.

“Joker One, single attack aircraft ahead.”

The Intruder was still a speck beyond Joker One. Baxter checked the range, expecting a missile launch while he closed enough to identify it by eye. Instead he caught the flicker of Ray's cannon.

“You're too far out,” he said, and was still holding the transmit switch when fire flashed around the Intruder's cockpit. Its nose dropped toward the water.

He checked the range again.

“Dealer, was that guns?”

“Guns. Target destroyed.”

“From there?”

He looked across at Coster, who had turned his helmet toward the falling aircraft. At that distance Baxter would have been pleased to put a burst anywhere on an Intruder, given enough ammunition to walk it in. There'd been one short flicker from Ray's Hornet, then the long, absurd interval it took the rounds to get there, and CREMATIO was going into the sea.

It was the kind of shot people described in bars and nobody believed. Baxter had been there and he wasn't sure he believed it.

“Rex, how the hell did you—” He let go of the switch. Ray's Hornet was already coming back toward them.

“Joker Four. Northeast clear.”

“South clear,” Tasha said.

“Keep looking,” Baxter told them. “Dealer, what's left?”



Six Bears and twelve Tomcats, coming from the east.

Baxter repeated the count to make sure he'd heard it properly. Through the canopy he could already pick out the bombers, their escorts spreading ahead of them. There was enough there to keep all four of Joker occupied, and considerably more than he wanted reaching the carrier.

“Forward attack,” Ray said.

It was the first full sentence Baxter had heard from him in the air, and it was two words long.

“Three and Four, stay together,” Baxter added. “Call anything getting around us.”

He turned with Joker One and opened the throttle. Two Tomcats came down toward them while the rest widened their screen. He picked the left-hand fighter, found its nose turning toward him, and began calculating how long he had before he'd need to break.

Both fighters exploded.

Baxter flew between the falling pieces with his missile still on its rail. Beyond them, a Bear was burning. He reached for another target, but Ray's Hornet was already crossing his sightline, and he held fire rather than send a missile through its path.

“Joker One, clear my nose.”

By the time he'd said it, the second bomber was falling. The third rolled out of formation trailing flame, and the Tomcats turned after Ray's Hornet toward the other group.

“That's the first group gone,” Coster said.

Baxter looked past the smoke for the bomber he must have missed. He hadn't even reached them. Three Bears, with six fighters between them and the attack, and he was still trying to get his nose clear for a shot.

“All three?”

“All three.”

“Coster, Tasha, fighters crossing east. Stay outside them.”

“We see them,” Coster said.

Baxter moved to cover the rear of the attack. He had four escorts ahead of him and six more beyond them, all trying to reach the same aircraft. Several were near enough to fire. He called the closest, then the pair coming in high, keeping his voice level as the tracks began overlapping on his display.

Two clicks came back.

He could see the other bombers through a gap in the fighters. Missile trails reached into their formation before it closed. One Bear pitched down, and the next disappeared behind a spreading cloud of smoke. He waited for the third to emerge, then realized the burning shape below it was the third.

“Bombers destroyed,” Dealer reported. “All six.”

“Any weapons away?” Baxter asked.

“Negative.”

“Already?” The word escaped before Baxter could stop it.

“All six confirmed, Joker Two.”

He looked down at his weapons display, then back through the canopy. He'd expected to make several passes, break for the escorts, come around again while the others pressed the attack. He was still on his first approach, carrying every missile he'd brought, and there wasn't a bomber left.

“I didn't get a shot,” Coster said.

“Neither did I.” Baxter checked the carrier's bearing and made himself turn back toward the fighters. “Stay sharp. We've still got ten Tomcats.”

He'd lost sight of Joker One among them.

“Tasha, where's One?”

“Below you. Slowing.”

He looked down and found it, nose high, with two fighters coming over the top.

“Joker One, two above you.”

The nearer Tomcat rolled toward it. Baxter pulled across to cover, watching the distance shrink until he was certain they would hit. Ray's Hornet reversed beneath the fighter; the Tomcat pulled after it, and its nose kept coming around while the rest of the aircraft fell away from the turn.

“I'm spinning. I can't get—”

Baxter held his own bank and watched for the canopy. The Tomcat went round again, almost level, falling fast. He'd been told the D-model had dealt with that problem. Ray had found it anyway, as though he'd known exactly where in the envelope it was still hiding and had simply led the other man there by the hand.

Nothing came out before it hit the water.

“Joker Two, right!” Coster called.

Baxter rolled away. A fighter passed where his nose had been, then came apart under gunfire. He hadn't even seen Ray's Hornet come through. Ahead, two more Tomcats were converging on its turn; he started to warn them, absurdly, before their wings met.

He pulled clear of the debris and checked his instruments. Too low. He brought the nose up, took a breath, and found Tasha beside Coster.

“Three, Four, status.”

“Fine,” Coster said. “You?”

“Fine. Tasha?”

“I'm all right.”

“Stay with Four.”

“We haven't moved,” she said. “He won't let me. Every time I drift, he drifts with me. It's like flying with a very anxious shadow.”

“I'm being a good wingman,” Coster said.

“You're being a barnacle.”

“Barnacles don't fly.”

“Neither do you, apparently, unless I go first.”

Baxter almost laughed. He'd spent half the engagement asking where everyone was and the other half arriving too late to help, and the two of them had spent it bickering about barnacles. He decided this was very healthy and he would not be mentioning it. There were still fighters on the scope; he chose the nearest that was heading toward Endurance and made himself attend to it.

“Joker Two, engaging southbound.”

“Target destroyed,” Dealer said.

Baxter stared at the empty patch of sky. “The one I just called?”

“Affirmative.”

“All right.” He checked again. “Any others south?”

“Negative. Two remaining, east.”

Coster began to call one of them. A kill confirmation cut across him, followed by another. Baxter looked down at his weapons display and found the same inventory he'd started with.

For a while nobody in Joker said anything.

“Come on man, use your radio!” Dealer said.

Two clicks answered.

Baxter rubbed his thumb along the throttle grip. He ought to have something to say to that, but all he could think of was asking whether Ray had meant to leave them any work. With Tasha on the channel, he wasn't going to ask it.

“Joker, form up,” he said instead. “Let's get aboard.”



On the way back, Coster drew close enough for Baxter to see him look across at the weapons still hanging beneath his wings.

“You too?”

“Yes.”

“Dutch'll be pleased. Less work.”

“Don't tell him that.”

Tasha joined on the other side. Baxter checked her position, then Ray's Hornet farther ahead. Beyond it, Stalwart was moving back toward Endurance, ready to shepherd them through the last of the approach. He could see men at her weapons stations as he passed, and several of them were not looking at their weapons. They were looking up, shading their eyes, following the lead aircraft across the sky.

Control cleared Joker One. Ray continued beyond the landing circuit.

“Joker One, confirm recovery.”

No answer.

Baxter waited, watching for a turn that would bring it back. Instead it kept going until it was outside Stalwart, then began a broad circuit there.

“Ray, have you got a problem?”

Coster came on the channel. “I can't see anything wrong.”

“Neither can I. One, fuel state?”

The reply came after a pause, a number that gave him plenty of time. Baxter checked his own. He could wait too, but Tasha and Coster had been expecting to land, and there was no reason for all four of them to keep circling the ship.

“Joker One,” Pike said. “Your flight is returning. Is there a reason you're staying up?”

Baxter waited through the silence with her.

“Request recovery for Two, Three and Four,” he said at last.

“Approved.”

He took the deck first. By the time the crew had him parked and his engines were winding down, Tasha was coming in behind him. He stayed in the cockpit with his headset on, listening to her landing call and then Coster's. Beyond the edge of the deck, Ray's Hornet was still making its circuit, as patient and as regular as a dog walking the boundary of a yard.

Coster's voice came over the net. “Maybe he likes the view.”

“Four,” Baxter said.

“I know.”

A crewman climbed beside his cockpit and signaled him to disconnect. Baxter held up a hand as control called new contacts.

Three of them, low and fast.

He turned toward Stalwart. The escort's launcher was moving, and farther out he could see Ray's Hornet heading away from the ships. It had begun to turn before control finished the call. Baxter would think about that later, at some length.

“MQ-19s,” control reported.

“Stalwart, engage,” Pike ordered. “All stations, stand by.”

Baxter reached for the throttle before remembering where he was. His engines were stopped, there was a man beside the canopy, and Tasha's aircraft blocked the way back to the catapult.

“Two, you're secured,” the crewman said.

“I know. Give me a moment.”

The first kill confirmation came. He strained to see beyond the escort, caught a flash against the water, and heard the second. Stalwart's launcher stopped moving.

“Third target destroyed.”

“Any launches?” Pike asked.

“Negative, ma'am. No weapons away.”

The crewman looked out toward the escort with him.

“That's all of them?”

“Yes,” Baxter said.

“Good.” He tapped the side of the cockpit. “Can I have the aircraft now?”

Baxter disconnected and passed down the headset. On the deck, Tasha was standing beside her ladder with her helmet under her arm, watching Ray's Hornet come around for its approach. Coster joined them as control cleared it to land. There was a red mark across his cheek where the mask had pressed, and Tasha looked at it, then at him.

“You've got a line.”

“Where?”

She pointed. He rubbed the wrong side. She sighed, reached up and rubbed the right side with her thumb, briskly, as she might have cleaned a smudge off a canopy, and went back to watching the approach. Coster stood very still for a moment afterward and then also watched the approach, with great attention.

Baxter, who had seen a great many young people in a great many lecture halls, looked at the sky.

“How long was he out there?” Coster asked.

“Not long,” Baxter said.

“But he went straight to them.”

“Yes.”

Tasha looked toward Stalwart. “Those are the men you met?”

“Some of them,” Coster said. “Bell. He thinks Ray can't be hit.”

“Can he?”

None of them answered that.

Ray's Hornet came round onto the approach. Out over the water, before it straightened, the helmet turned: to the escort, to the carrier's island, to the three parked Hornets with their canopies up. Baxter had seen it from the air a dozen times by now and had taken it for ordinary care. From the deck it looked like something else.

“He counts us,” Tasha said.

Coster glanced at her. “Bax counts us.”

“Bax counts because it's his job. You can hear him do it. Three, Four, status.” She didn't take her eyes off the approaching aircraft. “Ray counts like he's expecting to come up short.”

Baxter would have liked to tell her she was imagining it. He'd known men like that, though. Not many. A man who'd been the only aircraft to come home, once, and spent the rest of his career flying as if he could make up the difference by never letting it happen again. They counted too.

“Who'd he lose?” Coster asked.

“I don't know,” Baxter said.

“But he lost somebody.”

Tasha answered before he could. “Everybody,” she said. “Look at him.”

Ray's Hornet caught a wire. The deck crew moved in, and Baxter watched several of them stop what they were doing, for just a second, to look at the man climbing down. Then he started toward it. Pike would want him to bring Ray to the bridge, and he would have to decide what to tell her before they got there.



Pike watched the flight deck until all four aircraft were secured.

“Ask Baxter to bring Joker One to me,” she said.

“Yes, ma'am.”

Stalwart's captain came on the fleet channel to thank Joker. Pike acknowledged and told him they were proceeding into port. She could hear activity behind his voice, the ordinary business of a ship whose crew had been prepared to fight and now had to put things away again. Somebody near his microphone was cheering, and he didn't tell them to stop.

The harbor pilot was waiting. Endurance moved toward the entrance with Stalwart beside her, slowly enough that Pike could begin picking out people along the waterfront. A tug came out to meet them. Farther in, someone was waving a vehicle toward the berth they had been assigned.

The officer of the deck asked for her confirmation of the approach arrangements. Pike checked them and gave it. There would be fuel, stores, repairs, and questions about how long they could stay. Santos might be able to bring equipment aboard that she hadn't had available for Cope.

Baxter arrived with Ray, both still carrying their helmets. She drew them aside far enough to keep the conversation out of the helm's way.

“Those drones,” she said. “You were well placed to intercept them.”

Ray waited.

“That was fortunate. Was it only fortunate?”

“I had fuel left.”

“So did Baxter. He landed when he was cleared.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“What were you waiting for?”

He looked past her toward Stalwart, then back.

“I wanted everyone tied up before I got down.”

“You can't stay airborne every time someone might still be in danger.”

“I could this time.”

Pike glanced at Baxter, who gave her nothing to help with that. She'd read enough of Ray's file to trust his judgment in a fight. It hadn't told her whether he could ever be persuaded that a fight was over, or whether leaving anyone exposed felt to him like leaving them to die.

An odd fear to have survived everything they'd already lost. She looked toward the escort again and found herself counting the men she could see on deck.

“Next time, answer when I ask why you're staying up,” she said.

“Yes, ma'am.”

“Get something to eat. Both of you.”

“Stalwart is asking whether we still need those pump spares,” the communications officer said.

Pike looked back toward the escort, where men had begun preparing lines.

“We do,” she said. “Tell them we'll return the packing case.”




Chapter 5Purple Magic Takes Flight

Baxter, Kate

Kate found them in the ready room before the briefing, with Coster trying to persuade Baxter to describe the second Phantom again.

“I wasn't looking at the second Phantom,” Baxter said. “I was looking for the first one.”

“That was the second one.”

“Then I wasn't looking at the first.”

“How did Deltheim go?” Kate asked.

Coster looked up. “We're here.”

“So's Stalwart. Cruz heard the last bit on the net.” She pulled out a chair beside Baxter. “How many?”

“I don't know the final count.”

“Between you three.”

“None,” Coster said.

Kate looked at Baxter, waiting for him to correct it. Everson, coming in behind her, stopped with his hand on the back of a chair.

“None?”

“None,” Baxter said.

“Well, if he's taking everything you line up—”

“He isn't,” Baxter said. “I couldn't line them up fast enough.”

Everson sat down. Kate hadn't taken her eyes off Baxter.

“You didn't fire?”

“I kept trying to. He got the first four before I'd finished the wave-off.”

“With missiles?”

“Guns,” Coster said. “Wheels down. Hook down. Still lined up for the deck.”

Kate leaned back. Baxter had meant to give her a proper account, with bearings and the order in which the attackers had appeared. It was difficult to begin one when the first thing he could say about it sounded like a story Cope would tell after losing at cards, and Cope's stories had always had the decency to be untrue.

“And the drones?” she asked.

“He stayed up after we landed. Found them before they could launch.”

“Why did he stay up?”

“He said he wanted everyone tied up.”

Kate considered that, then looked toward the doorway. Ray had come in with his helmet and was waiting while Nguyen moved a bag off a chair. He thanked him quietly and sat at the end of the row.

“That him?” Everson asked.

“Yes.”

Cruz came in behind Ray and laid a hand on Everson's shoulder as he passed. “Let the man sit down.”

“I wasn't doing anything.”

“Good. Carry on.”

Baxter opened the briefing folder. Across the room, Tasha had taken the seat beside Ray and was showing him something on the map. He leaned closer to look, giving her a small nod when she pointed toward the coast. Kate watched for another moment before turning her own map the right way up.

It was only later that Baxter noticed what he'd seen. Everyone who came into that room looked at Kate at some point; it was what happened to the person Queen arranged itself around. Nguyen had moved the bag partly so she could reach the coffee. Everson looked at her before he spoke, and Cruz after. Ray had looked at the map, at Tasha's finger, at Pike's empty chair and at the clock. He had not once looked at the end of the second row.

It was the kind of thing you only noticed about someone who was working at it.



Pike caught Santos outside the infirmary while the pilots were getting ready.

“How much do you see of Joker One?” she asked.

“When you send him to me.”

“I'd like you to see more.”

“Has something happened?”

“He wouldn't land at Deltheim. Stayed outside the escort until the drones arrived.”

“Then I'm glad he stayed outside the escort.”

“So am I. I asked him why. He wanted everyone safe before he came down.”

Santos waited.

“I told him that wasn't always going to be possible,” Pike said. “He told me it was possible that time.”

“That sounds like a pilot.”

“It does. I've also seen him stop in a passageway to let someone past, then watch until they've gone round the corner. As though he needs to know they've got there.”

“Do you want me to examine him?”

“I want someone to ask how he's managing all this. Someone who doesn't need him back in an aircraft before he's finished answering.”

“Send him down between sorties,” Santos said. “And give him time to stay.”



White Valley called while they were still on the way inland. Baxter heard the base controller between Dealer's reports, asking for cover on the southern approach and explaining why the Eagles weren't up yet. There was debris across the runway. They were shifting it as fast as they could.

He found the base beyond a shoulder of snow-covered rock, hangars and dispersal areas tucked along the valley floor. A road ran beside the river. Men were moving vehicles off the runway, small enough at that distance that he could only distinguish them when they crossed the white patches at its edge.

“Joker, take the valley,” he said. “Queen, can you cover the aircraft coming over the eastern ridge?”

“Queen copies,” Kate said. “Two, with me. Three and Four, watch the next group.”

Coster came on Joker's channel. “Teach. Did he say Purple Magic?”

“The Eagles.”

“Yes, but did he say Purple Magic?”

“Four, check your south.”

“Checking. There's a band called Purple Magic.”

“I'm familiar with them.”

“You've heard them?”

“You've played the same record in the ready room every day since I've known you.”

“That's them.”

“He plays track four twice,” Tasha said. “Every time. He thinks nobody notices.”

“Track four is the best one.”

“Track four is the slow one.”

“It's not slow, it's—” Coster stopped. “Checking south.”

“Then let's make sure they've still got a runway to leave by,” Baxter said.

The first helicopters were following the river toward the base. Baxter dropped his nose, picked the nearest and called it. He had a clear view of the Hind lifting over a bend, its weapons pointing down the road, and was preparing to fire when a line of spray rose from the water beyond it.

The helicopter broke up. He pulled a little to the right to take the next, but it had already dropped out of view behind the ridge. A flash marked where it had gone.

“Tasha, stay above the river,” he said. “Don't follow One down.”

“I'm with you.”

Coster was on her other side. Below them, Ray's Hornet appeared briefly against the water, so low its exhaust raised a smear of spray, and disappeared around the next bend. Dealer began calling helicopter kills while Baxter looked ahead for one he could still reach.

“Queen Two, engaging lead attack aircraft,” Cruz reported.

“Joker Two, next helicopter,” Baxter said.

“Target destroyed,” Dealer answered.

Baxter closed his mouth. On Queen's channel, Cruz called his own kill. A burning A-6 came down beyond the ridge, and Kate sent Everson toward the aircraft behind it.

He turned back toward the base. The vehicles on the runway were still moving. He could cover them, at least, and watch the mouth of the valley while the others dealt with the attackers. It took a deliberate effort to stop searching for something to shoot.

“Joker, valley clear,” Dealer said.

Ray's Hornet climbed out of it ahead of them. It did not come back toward Joker. It went east, toward the ridge, toward Queen.

“Queen, two more attack aircraft coming east,” Baxter called. “We'll take the northern pair.”

He selected the nearer of Joker's two targets. It was an Intruder, turning toward the base with a Mirage above it, and there was another group following far enough behind for him to distinguish the escorts from the strike aircraft.

“Coster, watch that Mirage.”

“Got it.”

Baxter heard the missile warning at almost the same moment he saw the Mirage turn. He began to break, checked where Tasha was, and found she was already coming with him. Dealer called the fighter destroyed before they completed the turn.

“Was that the one?” Coster asked.

“Affirmative.”

“Right. Next one's—”

Another confirmation interrupted him.

“Never mind.”

Below, both Intruders were falling. Baxter rolled level and looked toward Ray. His Hornet was already sliding back east, leaving Joker's sky clean behind it and going to sit on the edge of Queen's. Kate and Cruz were working their pair together. He could hear her keeping Everson off Cruz's firing line, then sending Nguyen after an attacker that had turned away.

The attacker came apart before Nguyen reached it.

“Joker One, Queen One,” she called when they were clear. “Confirm you're staying north of our line.”

Two clicks came back.

“I need a confirmation.”

“He's north,” Baxter said. “I've got him.”

“Professor, I can see him. I'm asking him.”

Baxter waited. So did Kate. Ray's Hornet passed beneath the next group of attackers, and Dealer started another string of kill reports.

Baxter had taught navigation for long enough that he couldn't stop himself drawing the plot. He drew it now, in the margin of his attention, the way he'd once drawn it on a whiteboard for students who swore the answer was obvious. Every kill Ray had made since the valley lay along a single line. At one end of it was whatever had been coming. At the other end, every time, was Queen One.

Not Queen. Queen One.

He looked at the line for a while, and then he put it away, because he had no idea what to do with it.

“Queen One,” Kate said at last. “We'll hold the east.”

Coster switched to Joker's channel. “That's what I meant.”

“About what?”

“Deltheim. You start saying something and by the time you've finished—”

“Four, check above you.”

“Checking.”

There was another Mirage coming down out of the cloud. Baxter began to point it out, then saw a missile reach it.

Coster didn't say anything. Baxter was grateful.



The runway was clear, but Purple Magic Two had engine trouble. The base controller asked them to hold a little longer. Baxter checked fuel, checked the flight, and asked Dealer for the next bearing.

For a few minutes there wasn't one.

“Coster,” he said, “which one plays the drums?”

“Keyes. Two.”

“The one with the engine problem?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe the rhythm's off.”

Tasha laughed before Coster could answer.

“I've waited four months for something better than that from you,” he said.

“You've been playing that record for longer.”

“They won the Federation show. Battle of the bands. You can't tell me that's not good.”

“I haven't said anything about the record.”

“Sounds like you want to.”

“I'd listen to it,” Tasha said. “Properly. The whole thing, start to finish. Not just track four through the wall.”

There was a short silence on the channel.

“It's not really a lending record,” Coster said.

“I didn't ask to borrow it.”

“I could play it. For you. If you wanted. In the ready room. Or wherever. Wherever there's a player.”

“The ready room has a player.”

“Right. Yes. So that's where.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow's fine. Tomorrow's good.” A pause. “It's better loud.”

“Everything's better loud,” Tasha said, as though this were well known.

Baxter smiled inside his mask and looked very carefully at the runway. An Eagle was moving at its far end, another following it out of dispersal. He watched the lead aircraft straighten, its exhaust brightening against the grey ground. He thought about the number of times he had watched two students in the third row argue about whether a navigation problem was hard, and the way they always seemed to end up arguing about it at the same table in the library, and the way neither of them had ever, to his knowledge, noticed.

“Purple Magic, rolling,” the controller said.

“Four,” Baxter said. “Look down.”

“I am.”

The Eagles lifted off one after another. Coster counted them under his breath, transmitting by accident or because he'd forgotten anybody else was listening. Baxter let him finish.

“Endurance flights, Purple Magic One. Garnett. Where do you need us?”

“Purple Magic, Joker Four,” Coster said immediately. “Noise. I—good to hear you.”

“Good to be up, Noise.”

“Your record. We've got it aboard.”

There was a short pause.

“Good,” Garnett said. “I'd hate to think we'd made it for nobody.”

Baxter heard Bird laugh. Coster tried again, got as far as the Federation show, and stopped when Dealer called bombers from the north.

Two Blackjacks. Baxter looked toward the mountains and found the contacts high beyond the base, their speed shortening the distance while he watched. The Eagles were still climbing. He brought Joker around and reached for the throttle.

“Purple Magic, we'll go north. Queen, cover the base.”

“Queen copies.”

“Joker One, where are you?”

Tasha answered. “Ahead. Left of the peak.”

He found Ray's Hornet a long way out from the valley. Baxter hadn't seen him leave the formation. He must have started north while the Eagles were getting airborne, perhaps before they had even begun their takeoff rolls, as though he had known the bombers were coming before the bombers did.

“Purple Magic One, engaging bombers,” Garnett said.

A flash showed against the cloud beyond Ray's aircraft. Baxter watched pieces spread out from the first Blackjack, still carrying its forward speed. The other tried to turn; a missile trail crossed beneath it, and fire opened along the fuselage.

Baxter looked at the distance he still had to cover.

“Dealer. Both?”

“Both bombers destroyed.”

“They only just got here.”

“Confirmed, Joker Two.”

Garnett came back on the channel. “Who got them?”

“Joker One,” Baxter said.

“The Wings?”

Coster answered that. “Yes.”

The silence that followed had a particular quality. Baxter had heard it before, in auditoriums, after someone had shown a slide that changed the shape of the problem. The Eagles had given them enough aircraft to divide the work properly. Their first assignment had lasted less time than it took Garnett to announce it.

“Well,” Bird said eventually, on what he presumably thought was his own channel. “Bloody hell.”

“There's more coming up the valley,” Dealer said. “Su-25s.”

“Purple Magic, stay over the base,” Baxter told them. “Joker has the attackers.”

He checked Tasha, then Coster, and turned south. Coster had recovered enough to ask Garnett which version of the album they'd recorded first. Baxter told him to keep the channel clear until they were through this group.

“Afterward,” Garnett said. “Ask me afterward.”

Coster's acknowledgment sounded almost cheerful. Baxter selected a Frogfoot and prepared, once again, to watch it disappear before he could fire.

It did. He moved to the aircraft behind it and found that one trailing fire too. A third contact turned away from the valley; Baxter followed it far enough to see a missile reach it, then checked the ground for anything that had slipped through.

“Joker's attackers destroyed,” Dealer reported.

“Four?” Baxter asked.

“Still haven't fired.”

“I meant, are you clear?”

“Yes. That too.”



The enemy Hornet came from the east while Joker were coming back together. Baxter saw the airframe before he could make out its markings and checked all four Joker positions on the display. Tasha was beside him, Coster beyond her, Ray farther north. This aircraft's IFF was hostile.

“Dealer, single Hornet east. Confirm bandit.”

“Confirmed. Enemy fighter.”

A voice came over the intercepted channel. RAIA. He was asking for the Wings.

Baxter passed the bearing. Ray's Hornet turned toward it, and he brought his own aircraft around to cover, keeping enough separation to stay out of the engagement.

The enemy pilot was good. His first turn put the sun behind him and forced Baxter to look away before he found the dark Hornet again. It was coming across Ray's nose at an angle that ought to have left very little time for a shot.

Gunfire caught its left wing. A small piece came away, spinning brightly, and RAIA rolled out of the pass without losing the aircraft.

Baxter expected the missile then. He was already watching for the launch. Instead the two Hornets separated, turned, and met again above the ridge.

Something had changed in the way Ray was flying. Baxter couldn't have put it in a report. All morning the lead Hornet had moved like a pencil drawing straight lines between where it was and where something needed to die. Now it rolled wider than it needed to. It let RAIA have a turn and then took it back. It went up into the sun as though it wanted to see whether the other man would follow.

The next burst took something off the right wing.

“Joker One, he's hit,” Baxter said.

Two clicks.

“I can see that,” Everson said on Queen's channel.

“Stay with me,” Kate told him.

The dark Hornet was still flying. It turned toward the valley, losing height, and Baxter watched Ray's aircraft pass through a position from which he could have put another burst into its fuselage. No gunfire came. He went past, came around, and let RAIA begin another turn.

“Ray,” Baxter said. “Finish it.”

For the first time that morning he didn't expect an acknowledgment. He had seen three chances to finish it already.

A missile left Ray's aircraft. RAIA broke toward the river and released flares. Baxter followed the turn with his eyes, waiting to see whether the missile would take the decoy, and only then noticed where Ray's nose was pointing.

The dark Hornet crossed it. A burst carried through the cockpit and into the fuselage; the aircraft came down hard against the slope beyond the river.

Baxter kept watching for a parachute. There wasn't one.

“Enemy fighter destroyed,” Dealer said.

Coster asked whether the north was clear. Tasha answered him. Kate called Queen back together, all four aircraft, checking each voice in turn.

Baxter found Ray's Hornet climbing toward them. It was flying straight again, very straight, very level, as tidy as a student on his first solo who had just been caught doing something he shouldn't. He could have asked about the first pass, the second, why there'd needed to be a third. He didn't want the answer on the common channel, and wasn't sure he wanted Ray to know he'd asked himself the question yet.

“Joker, form up,” he said.



The four MiGs reached Queen from the eastern side before the flights had finished regrouping.

“Queen, break,” Kate called. “Two, right. Three, with me.”

Baxter turned toward them. One MiG passed close to Kate, another followed Cruz out toward the ridge, and he lost the other two among the turns. Dealer identified them as Lux Lunae, the 160th. Baxter remembered the bridge and the aircraft that had come through it after Cope. These were different machines, different pilots. He checked Tasha's position anyway.

“Three and Four, stay together. Don't come through Queen.”

“Got her,” Coster said.

Kate had a missile off at one of the MiGs. Baxter saw it hit and began looking for the aircraft that had passed her. The third contact was behind her now, closing while she turned to check her wingmen.

“Queen One—” he began.

“K—Kate, break right.”

Ray's voice cut across him. Kate broke; gunfire went through the space she'd left, and the MiG that had fired it came apart behind her. Baxter caught a glimpse of Ray's Hornet passing beneath the wreckage, already turning away.

He had been well to the north when the MiGs arrived. Baxter had seen him there. He had no idea how Ray had crossed that much sky in that little time, and he was not sure Ray had been entirely in control of the decision to do it.

“Queen One, clear,” Kate said. Her voice was perfectly level, a fraction too level. “Two, status.”

“Clear. He's off me.”

Another enemy contact vanished. Baxter pulled above the fight and found the last MiG heading east. A missile reached it before it got to the ridge. This time the canopy went, followed by a dark speck that opened into a parachute against the snow.

“Pilot out,” Tasha reported.

Baxter marked the position. “Dealer, pass that to the base.”

The controller acknowledged and called the remaining airspace clear. Queen answered in order. Joker followed, Tasha steady, Coster sounding as though he'd only just remembered he was supposed to speak.

Then Kate came back.

“Joker One. Kate?”

Baxter waited. He'd heard the stumble, but hadn't known whether it was a word caught in Ray's throat or a moment of interference.

“Fewer syllables,” Ray said.

“Than Queen One?”

“Yes.”

“Use the call sign.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

Baxter looked toward her aircraft. Kate was reforming Queen, Cruz taking his place beside her. She hadn't made anything more of it. There had been very little time to give the warning, and Ray had given it in time; Baxter could tell himself that without difficulty.

He couldn't quite forget the beginning of her name. It had not sounded like a man reaching for the quickest word. It had sounded like a man who had said it before, many times, and had been trying very hard not to say it again. It had sounded, in fact, the way Baxter's father had said his mother's name across a room for forty years, without wanting anything, only to hear it. Baxter had a word for that. He didn't care for it, because it made no sense at all for a man who had been aboard a week and had never met her, and he put it away with the plot and the line and Queen One at the end of it.



Coster was waiting by the helicopter when Purple Magic came aboard. Baxter had suggested the ready room, but Coster had said he'd only be a minute and gone down to the flight deck before anybody could stop him. By the time Baxter and Tasha joined him, Queen were there as well.

Garnett came out first, carrying a bag and trying to hear the sailor directing him away from the rotor wash. Keyes followed, then Bird and Wilson. Coster started forward, stopped while a deckhand waved a tractor past, and started again.

“Noise,” he said. “Joker Four. We spoke.”

Garnett held out his hand. “We did.”

“I've got your records.”

“So you said.”

“All of them.”

“That's more than I've got,” Bird said.

Tasha laughed. Coster glanced back, and it was Tasha he glanced back at, not Baxter or Queen; then he caught Baxter smiling and turned away again before anybody could say anything helpful.

Kate laughed as well, a short, surprised laugh, as if Bird had caught her off guard. Across the deck, beside his Hornet, Ray turned at the sound the way a man turns at his own name in a crowded room. For a moment he simply stood there with one hand flat against the fuselage, looking at her. Then he turned back to Dutch and the clipboard, carefully, and didn't look again. Baxter had seen men flinch from gunfire with less in their faces.

“Come on,” he told the visitors. “I'll show you where you're going.”

“You know where we're going?” Keyes asked.

“Inside. Start with that.”

They followed him toward the island, Bird asking what they'd done to deserve a landing on a carrier and Coster already telling him which song he'd played most.

“Track four,” Tasha called after them. “He'll say it isn't, but it's track four.”

“It's not slow!”

Tasha hurried after them. Nguyen joined her, and soon all four Queen pilots were moving in the same direction except Kate, who had stopped beside Baxter.

“Where's your lead?” she asked.

“Still with his aircraft, last I saw.”

“I thanked him after we landed.”

“What did he say?”

“That I'd have seen the MiG.”

Baxter looked at her.

“I wouldn't,” she said. “Not in time.”

“You broke quickly.”

“Yes. Apparently he knew I would.” She rested her helmet against her hip. “He looked at me when I said it. Once. The way you'd look at an aircraft after a hard landing, to see whether everything was still attached. And then he didn't look at me again. He talked to my left shoulder for the rest of it, and then he said ‘ma'am' and went back to Dutch.”

From beyond the hatch came Coster's voice, rising over Bird's as they argued about a recording.

“I've never met him, Professor,” Kate said. “I'd know. I'd remember someone who flies like that.”

“I believe you.”

“Then why does he fly as if he's met me?”

Baxter had no answer to that, and some instinct told him that the line he'd drawn in his head over the valley was not something to hand her on a flight deck.

“What's he like?” Kate asked.

Baxter could tell her what he was qualified to fly, that he checked where Tasha was, that he'd stayed outside Stalwart until the drones came. He could tell her about the pieces taken off RAIA's wings, but she had seen those herself.

“I've known him a few days,” he said.

“You've flown with him.”

“I thought that would help.”

Kate considered him for a moment, then nodded toward the hatch. “Let's rescue the band.”

They found Coster leading the visitors to D.D., who had been expecting an officer from White Valley and appeared briefly confused by the number of people arriving with him.

“Show them,” Coster said.

“Show them what?”

“The recordings.”

D.D. looked at Baxter. He nodded.

“Flight footage,” D.D. told Garnett. “It stays in here.”

“We've just been in the flight,” Garnett said.

“You haven't seen this angle.”

Dutch had brought the recorder down, and stayed beside the table while D.D. found the first Deltheim pass. Coster leaned over his shoulder. Tasha leaned over Coster's. On the screen, four attackers crossed the landing approach; the camera shuddered with the cannon, and the carrier's bow came through below them.

Keyes bent closer.

“Landing configuration?”

“Yes,” Baxter said.

Garnett asked to see it again. Bird, who had been talking almost continuously since he came aboard, put his bag down and folded his arms.

D.D. played the northern interception from White Valley next. The Blackjacks appeared ahead of the camera, grew briefly larger, and came apart. Wilson asked how much of the recording had been cut.

“Nothing between those two points,” Dutch said.

Garnett looked across at Baxter.

“We'd barely got our noses up.”

“I know.”

“I thought there must have been another flight farther north.”

“So did I, for a moment.”

Bird turned to Coster. “You fly with that every day?”

“So far.”

“And you were excited to meet us?”

Coster smiled. “He hasn't made a record.”

“Track four,” Tasha said, to nobody, and Coster elbowed her without looking and she elbowed him back, and neither of them seemed to register that they had done it.

That got the band talking again. Keyes wanted to know where the cameras were mounted, Dutch wanted him to stop touching the recorder, and Garnett had begun asking Coster which version of the album he'd meant on the radio. Baxter moved aside to let Kate see the screen. She watched the bomber interception a second time without speaking, and then asked D.D., in a perfectly ordinary voice, whether he had the MiGs.

D.D. found them. The camera showed sky, snow, a Hornet that was Kate's own in the upper corner, turning; a MiG sliding in behind it; and then the gun, and the MiG gone, and the camera swinging away so fast that the frame smeared. She watched it once. She didn't ask to see it again.

D.D. was reaching for the next recording when the telephone rang. He answered, listened, then passed it to Baxter.

“The XO. She wants to know where Joker One is.”



Ray reported to Pike with his flight suit still fastened to the throat. She asked whether he'd eaten, and he said yes; whether the aircraft needed anything, and he said Jenkins had it in hand.

“I'm arranging for you to see Santos between sorties,” she said.

He glanced toward the infirmary hatch farther down the passageway.

“Cope?”

“This is for you.”

“I'm fit to fly.”

“I have your clearance. I also have a flight roster that depends rather heavily on keeping you fit to fly.”

He waited.

“We're asking a great deal of you,” Pike said. “I'd like to know you've got what you need. The doctor can help with that, provided you give her time.”

“How much time?”

“As much as she asks for.”

He looked toward the hatch again, then nodded.

“Yes, ma'am.”

“Tomorrow morning. Get some sleep first.”

He left her to finish the roster. From the ready room, she could hear several unfamiliar voices and Coster trying to talk over all of them, and then, quite clearly, a record starting, and Tasha's voice saying, “No, from the beginning,” and the needle being lifted and put down again.


Chapter 6Not for Any Injury

Santos

Santos was finishing the morning handover when Baxter came to her office. He waited in the doorway until the orderly had gone, holding his helmet against his hip, as though he might yet decide he had only come to borrow something.

“Have you got a minute?”

“For you or for Cope?”

“For Joker One.”

“He's coming at nine.”

“I know. Pike told me.” He stayed where he was until she pointed at the chair. “There was something yesterday. The enemy Hornet.”

“The one he shot down?”

“He could have done it sooner.”

Santos put the handover sheet aside. “How much sooner?”

“On the first pass. Certainly on the second. He clipped a wing, came round and clipped the other one. Then he sent a missile after him and shot him when he broke away from it.”

“Was he having trouble getting a shot?”

“No.”

“You're sure?”

“I watched him shoot an Intruder at Deltheim from a distance at which I'd have been pleased to hit the wing. This was much closer.” Baxter looked at the edge of her desk. “I told him to finish it.”

“Did he?”

“After the missile.”

“What do you think he was doing?”

“I don't know. That's why I'm here.”

She asked him to take her through it from the beginning. He did it the way she imagined he had once taken undergraduates through a proof, starting with the enemy aircraft's arrival and the positions of both flights, where he had been, where the Hornet had gone. Twice he stopped to correct a bearing that could not possibly have mattered to her. When he reached the second pass she asked whether he'd seen a damaged aircraft trying to escape.

“He was trying to get out of the fight. He still had his aircraft under control.”

“And Ray followed him.”

“Yes.”

She wrote that down. Baxter watched the pen as if he expected it to do something to Ray.

“I'm not asking you to ground him.”

“I haven't decided what I'm asking him yet.”

“He brought us all back.”

“I know, Professor. I treated the man he brought back in his arms.”

Baxter nodded, picked up his helmet and stood. At the door he turned.

“Will you want me again?”

“Yes. After I've spoken to him.”



Pike arrived ten minutes later with a folder she didn't open.

“Baxter's been down,” Santos told her.

“About yesterday?”

“The Hornet.”

Pike set the folder on her knee. “He mentioned it to me.”

“You sent him?”

“No. I told him you were seeing Ray this morning. He drew his own conclusions.” She smoothed the folder's cover. “He generally does.”

“Tell me about Deltheim again. Did Ray refuse an order to land, or fail to answer when you asked why he hadn't?”

“He was cleared. He didn't take the approach. I asked why, and he didn't answer. After the drones, I told him to land and he did.”

“There's a difference.”

“Yes,” Pike said. “There is.”

“Did he explain afterward?”

“He wanted everyone tied up before he came down.”

Santos glanced toward the passageway, where someone was asking the orderly where to put a delivery of dressings.

“I'll ask him.”

“We're depending on him for rather more than—”

“I know how much you're depending on him. I've seen the roster. Has he had breakfast?”

“I asked whether he'd eaten yesterday.”

“And today?”

Pike looked at her, then closed the folder she hadn't opened.

“I don't know.”

“Neither do I. I'll start there.”



Ray arrived at nine exactly, carrying nothing. Santos had left the door open, and he knocked on the frame before stepping in, as if an open door were not quite the same as an invitation.

A dog had come with him as far as the door. It lay down across the threshold with a sigh and stayed there for the whole of the appointment. Santos had seen that dog asleep on half the people aboard. She had never seen it wait outside a door for anyone.

“Sit down,” she said. “Pike asked me to see you. You know that.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“This isn't another physical. I'd like to hear how you're managing aboard, and whether there's anything you need.”

“Am I grounded?”

“You're very quick to ask that.”

“There's another sortie.”

“There will be another sortie whether you answer my questions or not. I haven't reached a decision about you.”

He sat. The chair was slightly too low for him; she had been meaning to replace it for weeks, and had been told by three successive patients that it was a perfectly good chair. He settled his hands between his knees and waited.

She had read the posters on the way down. Everyone had. There was one outside the wardroom, Cope's face with the sky behind it, and somebody had already pinned a new clipping beside it from D.D.'s latest broadcast: four aircraft over Deltheim, one sentence about the Wings that had been rewritten until it sounded like scripture. The man in her chair did not look like scripture. He looked like a junior officer who had not been sleeping and who was trying to work out what she wanted from him so that he could give it to her and leave.

“What you tell me stays here unless it affects your care or your fitness to fly. I'm not preparing a story for D.D.”

He nodded.

“Have you had breakfast?”

“Yes.”

“What did you have?”

“Eggs. Toast.”

“With Joker?”

“Before them.”

“How much before?”

“The mess was opening.”

She looked at the clock. “Were you up early, or hadn't you gone to bed?”

“I'd been to bed.”

“When?”

He gave her a time, then admitted, when she asked, that he hadn't slept until considerably later. He had woken twice and got up before the alarm. The night before had been much the same.

“What wakes you?”

“Sometimes a noise.”

“And the other times?”

“Dreams.”

“Do you remember them?”

“Yes.”

She waited. He looked at the empty corner of her desk.

“Water,” he said eventually.

“From when you were rescued?”

“Sometimes.”

“Too much of it, then. Drowning.”

He shook his head, very slightly. “Not enough.”

Santos looked up. A man pulled out of the sea a week ago, who dreamed about water and said there wasn't enough of it. She waited for him to explain, and he didn't, and she noticed that while they had been talking he had drunk the whole glass she'd poured for him when he came in, and was holding the empty glass as though he'd forgotten to put it down.

She refilled it without comment. He thanked her, and drank half of that too.

She wrote down the sleep he could account for. There was less of it than she'd hoped, though she had treated men who would have been glad of that much.

“What do you do when you wake?”

“Get up.”

“And then?”

“Check the board. If there's work, I do it.”

“What work?”

“The aircraft. The next sortie. Jenkins usually has something.”

“Does Jenkins ask you to come down?”

“Not always.”

The delivery trolley rattled past the doorway. Ray turned toward it before the orderly had stopped to ask where a box belonged, and kept watching after Santos had answered, until the trolley had gone round the corner and there was nothing left to see.

“Do you need to go somewhere?” she asked.

“No.”

“You can leave them to it for twenty minutes.”

“I just want to make sure it's done properly.”

“The dressings?”

He looked at her, and for a moment she thought he might laugh. He didn't. “Everything.”

She made a note. He watched the pen, then her.

“Do you think they need your help?”

“They might.”

“They'll call me if they need me.”

“I know.”

“Then you can let them.”

He moved his hands apart on his knees. She couldn't tell whether he had accepted the suggestion or was only waiting for the next question.

“Does Jenkins need you watching his work?”

“No.”

“But you go down.”

“Yes.”

“Do you tell him what you're there to check?”

“Sometimes.”

“Try telling him the other times. He may be able to save you a trip.”



“Pike told me you stayed up at Deltheim,” Santos said.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I wanted everyone tied up.”

“Stalwart as well as Endurance.”

“Yes.”

“You were in the right place when the drones came. I'm glad you were. What would you have done if they hadn't come?”

He looked at her as though she had left a word out of the question.

“If nothing else attacked,” she said. “The ships were coming in, the others were aboard. When would you have landed?”

“Once they were safe.”

“When would that have been?”

He didn't answer.

“At the berth?”

“Perhaps.”

“You'd have run out of fuel eventually.”

“I was watching it.”

“Then you'd have landed because you had to.”

His hands came together again. “I don't know.”

She let the answer stand. It was, she thought, the first entirely honest thing he'd said since he sat down, and he seemed to dislike it as much as she did.

“Who's looking after your return?”

“The deck crew. Control.”

“While you're still flying.”

“Dealer has my position.”

“And Baxter?”

“He's doing his job.”

“Do you let him?”

Ray looked up.

“He tried to ask what you were doing at Deltheim. So did Pike. You didn't answer either of them.”

“I gave him my fuel state.”

“You knew how much you had before he asked. He was trying to find out whether you were in trouble.”

“I wasn't.”

“He couldn't know that until you told him.”

Ray looked toward the doorway again, but this time nobody was passing it.

“Next time you stay up, tell him why,” she said. “If you don't know why, you can tell him that too.”

“I'll tell him.”

She put down her pen. “Will you?”

“Yes, ma'am.”



“Baxter came to see me this morning,” she said. “About the enemy Hornet.”

Ray stopped looking at the door.

“He described three passes. Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“Could you have finished it sooner?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn't you?”

He drew a breath and let it go without using it. Santos waited. Outside, the orderly answered the telephone and lowered his voice when he saw her door was still open.

“I enjoyed it,” Ray said.

“The flying?”

“Yes.”

“What was different about it?”

“He was good.”

“Good enough that you needed three passes?”

“No.”

“Then what did being good change?”

For the first time she saw something other than wariness in his face. It came up from somewhere a long way down, quick and bright and entirely unguarded, the look of a man describing the one thing in the world that had never once disappointed him. It was gone almost before she'd recognised it.

“An enemy with teeth,” he said, and looked at his hands.

“You wanted to see what he'd do.”

“Yes.”

“After you'd damaged his aircraft.”

“Yes.”

“And on the last pass?”

“The missile made him turn.”

“Into your gun.”

He nodded.

She had heard enough pilots describe fights to recognise the moment at which the account turned into something they wanted to live through again. Ray had reached it and gone past it before he remembered who he was talking to. Now he was sitting very still, the way people sat in that chair when they had told her the thing they came in determined not to tell her.

“Did you think about the man in the aircraft?”

“Not enough.”

“Would you have fired if he'd surrendered?”

“No.”

“Or if he'd ejected?”

“No.” That came at once. “He'd be out of the fight.”

“Could you have given him that chance sooner?”

A long pause. “Yes.”

Santos picked up her pen, then decided she didn't need it yet.

“Are you sorry you shot him down?”

“He was attacking us.”

“That isn't what I asked.”

“No,” he said. “I'm not sorry I stopped him.”

“But you're sorry about how.”

“Yes.”

“Because Baxter noticed?”

He looked at her then, properly, and she wondered whether she'd pushed too far.

“No.”

“Then why?”

He turned his right hand over on his knee and studied the healing knuckles as if they belonged to someone he had been warned about.

“I'm good at it,” he said.

He did not say it the way pilots said it in the wardroom. Santos had heard that version so often she could have written it on the noticeboard: half a boast, half an apology for the boast. This was neither. He said it the way she had once heard a man in a burns unit describe what his own hands had done in a fire. It was a charge against himself, made by someone who expected to be found guilty.

“Most of the people on this ship would give a great deal to be good at it,” she said carefully.

“I know.”

“You don't think it's something to be glad of.”

He didn't answer. She hadn't expected him to.

There were other questions she could have asked, about other fights and other pilots, and about where a man learned to fly the way Baxter described before he was old enough to have learned anything. She had enough to discuss with Baxter without turning the appointment into an interrogation about a service record neither of them had been permitted to read in full.

“Was anyone else at risk while you were making those passes?”

“I had him.”

“You had one aircraft. Where were the others?”

He began to answer, stopped, and looked down again.

“Baxter was covering you,” she said. “Coster and Tasha were waiting. Queen still had work to do. If you're asking them to trust what you do in a fight, they need to know you're doing it for a reason they can rely on.”

“I know.”

“Did you know it then?”

He was slow to answer. She was glad of that, at least.

“I wasn't thinking about them.”

Santos let that sit for a while. Then she reached for the thing she had been saving.

“The XO had D.D. bring some of your recordings down to me last night,” she said. “I'm not a pilot. I won't pretend I understood half of what I was looking at.”

He waited.

“But I've seen Tasha fly. Everyone aboard has; D.D. plays her air-show reel whenever he thinks morale needs it. She flies like someone showing you something she loves. I've watched Baxter bring an aircraft aboard in weather that had the deck crew praying, and he flies like a man doing sums he's sure of. Coster flies like someone doing a job properly because somebody's counting on him to.” She turned her pen over. “You don't fly like any of them.”

“No.”

“And yours—” She stopped, because she had meant to say it carefully and found there was no careful way to say it. “Yours are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”

He didn't move.

“I don't mean the killing. I know what's at the end of every one of those passes; I'm the one who'd have to deal with it if it were one of ours. I mean the flying. There's nothing wasted in it. Not one movement. It's like watching water find its way downhill. I watched one of them three times last night, knowing exactly what it was, and I still—” She turned the pen over again. “Ask anyone on this ship. They'll tell you the same.”

He had gone still in the way he went still when someone passed the door. He wasn't flattered. It looked more like a man being told that a wound had healed beautifully, while he could feel it opening under the dressing.

“It's ugly,” he said.

“It isn't.”

“It is.” There was no arrogance in it at all. He said it as a correction of fact, the way he'd have corrected a bearing. “They don't know what they're looking at.”

“Then tell me what I'm looking at.”

“Me,” he said. “Making it ugly.”

“On purpose?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

He looked at the door. Not the passageway this time; the noticeboard, and the roster pinned to it.

“If it's ugly, I'm watching,” he said. “Where they all are. Every second.” He stopped, then made himself go on. “If I start to like it, I stop watching.”

“So what I watched three times last night—”

“Is what it looks like when I don't like it.”

Santos sat with that for longer than she meant to. A man who had ground every particle of pleasure out of the thing he did best, deliberately, every sortie, and what was left still looked to everyone else like the most beautiful thing in the world. She found herself wondering what it had looked like before, and then wishing she hadn't wondered.

“And yesterday you liked it.”

“Yes.”

She had watched that recording too. It had been different, though she couldn't have said how, any more than she could have said exactly what changes in a man's face when he forgets anyone is looking at him. The others had been beautiful the way a blade is beautiful. This one had been beautiful the way a person is. She had thought, God help her, that it was lovely, and had been ashamed of thinking it before she knew why she ought to be.

“That one was different,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And while you were enjoying it, you weren't watching the others.”

“No.”

“Nothing happened to them.”

“Not this time.”

She heard what was folded inside that. She set the pen down.

“Has it happened before? You were enjoying a fight, and somebody paid for it?”

He was quiet so long that she heard the orderly finish his telephone call and hang up. His hand had closed on his knee.

“Once,” he said.

“A good pilot. An enemy with teeth.”

“Yes.”

“And while you were—”

“Yes.”

She didn't make him finish. She didn't need him to. She thought of I'm good at it, a few minutes ago, said like a charge against himself, and understood a little more of what the charge was. It wasn't that he was good at killing. It was that once, at the wrong moment, he had loved it.

“What happened to them?”

He looked at her. It wasn't refusal, exactly. It was the look of a man standing at the edge of something with no way down, and she decided that she would not push him off it on a first appointment, however much she wanted the answer.

“So now you make it ugly,” she said instead.

“I make it ugly.”

“Every sortie.”

“Every sortie.”

“That must be exhausting.”

He looked at her as though nobody had ever suggested that it might be, and as though he had not considered it himself, and as though, now that she had said it, he could feel every one of those sorties at once.

“Yes,” he said.

“Then why yesterday?”

“He was good.” A long pause. “And I forgot.”

“Forgot what?”

“For a minute.” He turned his hand over and looked at the knuckles again. “What it costs.”

Santos wrote nothing. Some things a doctor ought to keep in her head instead, where nobody could ask to see them.

“And when you are thinking about them,” she said, “what are you thinking?”

“Where they are.”

“All of them?”

“Yes.”

“Is there anyone in particular you're afraid of losing?”

He looked at the door. There was nothing in the doorway, nobody passing, only the edge of the passageway and the noticeboard beyond it, where the morning's flight roster had been pinned beside the broadcast clipping. Both flights were listed on it.

“Everyone,” he said.

It was an answer. It might even have been true. Santos had been a doctor long enough to know that a true answer could still be standing in front of another one, and that a patient's eyes went where his mind had already gone before his mouth caught up. She wrote everyone in her notes and did not underline it.

“Is there someone at home?” she asked. “Someone waiting for you?”

“No.”

“Someone you've lost?”

He was quiet for so long that she thought he had decided not to answer, and she was preparing to let him. Then he said, “She's alive,” and it was not the way people usually said it. It was the way people said a thing they had checked that morning, and would check again tonight, and did not entirely believe in between.

Santos waited for the rest. There wasn't any. She didn't write that down at all. She thought of once, earlier, and the way he hadn't answered what had happened to them, and found that she couldn't make the two answers sit together however she turned them.

She could have left it there. She was fairly sure that a better doctor would have, on a first appointment. But she had treated the man he'd pulled out of the sea, and she had watched him on the deck at Deltheim through the infirmary porthole, flying circles round a ship that didn't need him, and she thought that if she didn't ask now he would make very certain she never got the chance.

“But you have lost people.”

“Yes.”

“Pilots?”

“Yes.”

“People you flew with.”

He nodded.

“Tell me about them.”

He opened his mouth. His eyes went to the door again, to the roster on the noticeboard beyond it with both flights listed, and stayed there. She watched him try to begin, and stop, and try again.

“Can you tell me their names?”

“No.”

“Can't, or won't?”

A long pause. “Can't.”

Santos thought of the service record Pike had described to her, with its blacked-out lines, the postings nobody aboard was cleared to read. That would explain it. A man could lose a whole flight somewhere he wasn't allowed to name and have to carry it around without a word for any of it. She didn't ask whether that was it. He looked as if he might have said yes simply to make the question stop, and she wanted the truth or nothing.

“And since then,” she said, “you've decided it isn't going to happen again.”

He didn't answer, which was an answer.

“Nobody gets to decide that. Not you, not me, not the XO. You know that.”

“I know.”

“Then what happens the day it does?”

He looked at her properly then, for the second time in the appointment, and she wished at once that she had asked something else.

“It won't,” he said.

He said it quite calmly. That was the worst of it. It was not a hope, or a boast, or the kind of thing frightened young men said to make themselves brave. It was a man telling her the terms of an agreement he had made with someone, and intended to keep whatever it cost, and had very likely never told anyone else.

Santos had said the next thing to a great many people in this chair. She said it to him because it was true, generally speaking, and because someone ought to.

“Whatever happened to them,” she said, “in a war, with people shooting at you—it isn't your fault. You know that. Survivors always think it is. It almost never—”

“What if it was?”

He didn't say it bitterly. He said it the way he'd given her his sleep, or what he'd had for breakfast: a plain account, offered because she had asked.

“Not survivors,” he said. “Not the war. Me. If I'd been where I should have been, and done what I could have done, and they'd all be alive.” He looked at his hands. “What do you tell someone then?”

Santos opened her mouth and found that she had nothing in it.

He saw her look for it and not find it. Something in his face softened. It took her a moment to recognise it, because she was used to seeing it from the other side of the desk. He was sorry for her.

“It's all right,” he said gently. “Nobody does.”

Santos put her pen down. “We'll come back to that,” she said.

“Yes, ma'am.”

She had the distinct impression that he was relieved she had stopped, and equally certain that he had no intention of letting her start again.



Near the end of the appointment, she asked when he could come back. He offered a time after the next scheduled patrol, provided it didn't run late.

“If it runs late, send word,” she said. “Don't make me come and find you.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“And eat a proper meal with the others today. You don't need to wait until everyone else has eaten.”

“Am I still cleared?”

“I need to speak to Baxter about the flying before I finish my assessment. I'll tell you and Pike when I have.”

“The next patrol—”

“Will be arranged by Pike. You have this morning free. Use some of it to rest.”

He stood when she did, then paused beside the chair.

“Cope?”

“No change overnight. He's being looked after.”

“Can I see him?”

“A short visit. If the nurse asks you to leave, you leave.”

He nodded. At the door he turned back.

“Thank you.”

She told him where to find the nurse and watched him go the right way. He stopped beside the infirmary hatch instead of going straight in, and waited there for someone to let him through, though nobody would have stopped him.

The dog had got up and gone with him. Halfway along the passageway Santos saw Ray's hand drop toward its head and stop, the way it must have stopped a dozen times already; and saw the dog, without breaking step, push its head up under the hand anyway.



Pike came down when Santos sent for her. This time she left the folder upstairs.

“Your assessment?”

“Not finished. I want another conversation with Baxter about yesterday before I decide on the next sortie.”

“How soon?”

“As soon as he's available.”

“I'll send him.”

“He's sleeping badly. He needs rest, and I'd like him back here after the next patrol if he flies it.”

Pike nodded. “Did he tell you about the drones?”

“We discussed them.”

“Does he know why he stayed up?”

“He couldn't give me a point at which he'd have been satisfied it was safe to land.”

Pike looked toward the infirmary, where the nurse had let him in to see Cope.

“Do you think he's frightened?”

Santos considered the question longer than Pike probably wanted.

“He doesn't seem to mind being in danger himself. He's much less comfortable leaving anyone else in it.” She hesitated. “And he isn't proud of what he can do. I'd expected that to be the difficulty. It's the other way round.”

“That's a difficult distinction in his job.”

“Yes.”

Pike left. Santos asked the orderly to find Baxter, and later, carrying her breakfast tray back from the office, she passed the mess.

Coster had hooked his feet around the legs of an empty chair to keep it from being carried off to another table. Tasha was sitting opposite him, explaining something with her fork.

“It's not a song if you have to be told when it's finished,” she was saying.

“It's a long song.”

“It's three songs, and the band couldn't decide which one they meant.”

“That's the point. That's the whole—” Coster spread his hands, nearly losing the chair. “It's supposed to go somewhere.”

“It goes on.”

“You didn't hear it last night. Bird talked through the whole second side.”

“I've heard it through the ready room door every day for four months. I know exactly where it goes, William. Nowhere. Very loudly.”

“Then come and listen to it properly. Without the band.”

“When?”

He opened his mouth and found he hadn't got any further than the invitation. “Whenever. After the patrol. I'll find the good pressing.”

“There's a good pressing?”

“There's a better one.”

Tasha pointed her fork at him. “If I sit through the whole thing, you're getting up for the sunrise.”

“That's not a fair trade. The record's good.”

“So is the sunrise.”

Neither of them seemed to notice that Santos had slowed. Neither of them seemed to notice anything much beyond the width of the table. She had seen that sort of argument before, between people who would have been astonished and slightly offended to hear it called anything else, and she found that it improved her opinion of the morning considerably.

Ray stopped beside them with a plate.

“Is someone sitting there?”

Coster looked down at the chair under his feet as if he had forgotten it.

“You, if you want,” he said, and moved his feet.

He had been holding it since before Tasha sat down. Santos knew, because she had seen him start doing it from the serving counter when she came up for her tray, and had seen him turn away two people who asked for it. He didn't mention that. Tasha moved her cup to make room. Ray sat.

The dog, who had been asleep under the table on Coster's feet, got up, turned round twice, and lay down on Ray's instead. Coster looked under the table. “Traitor,” he said, without any heat at all. Tasha said nothing. She watched the dog settle, and watched Ray not look down, and her face was very thoughtful.

Santos meant to go on. She stopped at the urn instead, with her back to them, and refilled a cup she didn't want.

“Ray,” Tasha was saying. “Settle it. Sunrise or a record.”

“He doesn't get a vote,” Coster said. “He's never heard the record.”

“He's seen the sunrise. Every patrol.” Tasha leaned toward him across the table. “Don't you love it? Up there, first thing, before anything happens? I used to think that was the whole reason anyone flew. Just for that. Just because it's the best feeling in the world.”

Santos heard the silence before he answered. It was not a long one. Nobody at the table would have noticed it.

“It's very beautiful,” Ray said.

“See?” said Tasha to Coster, triumphant. “Beautiful.”

“That's not the same as the record.”

“It's better than the record.”

Santos took her coffee and went on before any of them could see her face.


Chapter 7The Fall of the Numbered Fleets

Baxter, Kate

Cope had been allowed to sit up, and had immediately asked for his cards. By the time Baxter brought Tasha and Coster down, he had spread them over a tray the nurse wanted back.

“She's given me ten minutes,” he told them. “You can help.”

“You're playing patience,” Coster said.

“I've had enough of that. Sit down.”

Baxter moved a chair for Tasha and took the one nearest the door. Cope looked better than he had on their last visit, though turning toward them seemed to cost him something, and he let his head rest against the pillow while Coster inspected the cards.

“You're missing a king.”

“Under the bed.”

“How'd it get there?”

“Wasn't helping.”

Coster went down on one knee to find it. Tasha smiled, but when Cope asked how things were going she looked at Baxter.

“We saw Purple Magic,” Coster said from under the bed.

“I heard. So did everyone on this deck.”

“Bird said he'd send the live recording.”

“Then I expect we'll hear that too.”

Coster came up with the king and laid it beside the tray. Cope was watching Tasha.

“What is it?” he asked her.

“The pilot at White Valley. The enemy Hornet.”

Cope waited.

“Ray could have shot him down,” she said. “He did, in the end. But first he—” She stopped and looked at Baxter again. “You saw.”

“I saw,” he said.

“Why did he do that?”

“I don't know.”

“But you spoke to Santos.”

“About what I saw. She hasn't told me what they discussed.”

Santos had asked him back that afternoon. They'd gone over the passes again, his call to finish the engagement, where the other aircraft had been. Later Ray's name had appeared on the flight roster, with another appointment marked against it. That was everything Baxter had been given, and he had read the roster twice to make sure.

Cope moved the king onto the tray, considered it, and moved it back.

“You should ask him,” he said.

“He doesn't answer,” Tasha said.

“He might answer that.”

“You don't know either?”

“No.” Cope looked toward Baxter. “Pike tells me he can fly almost anything we've got. That's rather more than I knew when they put him in my back seat. I thought I'd been given a navigator who'd fallen in the sea.”

“Did he say much?” Coster asked.

“He'd only just come aboard. There wasn't much time.”

Tasha looked at the dressing above Cope's eye.

“He got you out.”

“Yes.”

“And he stayed up for Stalwart.”

Cope nodded.

“Then why do that to the other pilot?”

“I can't answer for him,” Cope said. “I'd like to know myself.”

The nurse came to the door, and Coster began gathering the cards. Cope protested that they were helping, and she told him he could have the tray back after dinner.

Baxter stood while Tasha gave up her chair. She touched Cope's hand before she left. He held hers a moment and asked her to come back when there was less supervision.

In the passageway she waited for Baxter.

“I'm glad he's flying with us,” she said.

“So am I.”

“That doesn't make me like what happened.”

“No,” Baxter said. “It doesn't.”



At Snider's Top, Baxter took a seat where he could see the map without leaning past Coster. They had staged ashore the previous evening, and he was still trying to persuade his shoulders that the narrow bed had been an improvement on his berth aboard Endurance.

Queen sat in the row ahead. Tasha had left her pencil with her flight gear; Kate passed one back over her shoulder without being asked and without turning round. At the far end of Joker's row Ray looked up from the target sheet at the small movement, watched the pencil change hands, and looked down again. It took no time at all. Baxter only noticed because he had begun, lately, to notice where Ray looked first when anyone moved.

Pike's voice came through the speaker on the table.

“Snider's Top is now our northern sector headquarters. Queen, you have the resource depots at Port Edwards. Joker, you have Newfield. Two expeditionary fleets are resupplying there.”

Baxter marked Anderson on the east coast, then Belta to the northwest.

“The Fifth Fleet is at Anderson, under the cruiser Cumulonimbus,” Pike went on. “The Third is at Belta, led by Falconer. Expect air cover from Allenfort. Go in low, hit both fleets, and come home before they can turn surprise into a long fight.”

He had heard enough about Newfield in the last few days to ask before she moved on.

“The aircraft defending the island. Are they all Sotoan?”

There was a pause on the line long enough to be an answer.

“No,” Pike said. “Newfield has declared independence. Its FCU squadron went over with the island. The 262nd.”

“The 262nd?” Nguyen said.

“The Sharks,” Everson said.

Cruz put his pencil down. “Why them?”

Tasha leaned toward Baxter. “You know them?”

“Yes.”

“Who'll be flying?” Kate asked.

“The unit remains under Webb,” Pike said. “Four Eagles.”

Baxter wrote Webb beside the squadron number, though he hadn't needed to. He wanted to ask who had voted for it and who hadn't, whether anyone had been allowed to leave, whether Webb had stood up in front of them and made it sound reasonable. None of those were questions Pike could answer from Endurance.

She explained the submarine project next. The Federation and Enso had been developing it at Anderson in the hope of getting through the Tonitrus Satellite's defences, and losing the port had lost them any chance of recovering it.

Baxter kept his eyes on the map until she finished. When he looked up, Ray had stopped reading and was watching him. Baxter couldn't tell what he'd made of the briefing, only that he had been listening to Baxter's part of it more closely than to the rest.

Pike's last instruction was simpler.

“You win, we get cake, so come back alive.”

Coster looked up. “Did she say cake?”

“She did,” Tasha said.

“What kind?”

“Does it matter?”

“It matters to me.”

“You'd eat it if it were made of cardboard.”

“I'd eat it,” Coster agreed. “I'd have opinions.”

They stood while Kate collected her papers. D.D. caught her beside the table and asked for a moment. She pointed at the clock, but stayed when he lowered his voice, and Baxter saw him unfold a sheet of paper and show her something on it.

“What does he want with Queen?” Coster asked.

“Probably a photograph of the cake.”

“Better get it before we do.”

Ray was the last of Joker out of the room. He waited by the door, apparently for nothing, until D.D. had finished with Kate and she had gone past him into the corridor. Then he followed the rest of them.

Baxter folded the map. Webb's name still showed through the thin paper.



“Getting sleepy, Tasha?”

“Wide awake, Bax. You don't have to handle me with kid gloves.”

They were descending toward the sea, the island still below the horizon. A pale band had opened up along the water ahead of them, the colour of weak tea.

“I always got up for this,” Tasha said. “When I was little. My mother thought something was wrong with me.”

“I'd rather watch it after breakfast,” Baxter said.

“So would I,” said Coster.

“You're both old.”

“I'm not old.”

“You own a record player.”

“So does half the ship.”

“That's what I said.”

Coster made a noise that might have been an objection. Baxter brought the flight lower. Ray was leading, far enough ahead that Baxter had to look past the reflection on his own canopy to find the Hornet against the sea, a small grey shape keeping its height above the water with a steadiness that made it look painted there.

The band of light thickened and went gold at its lower edge. For a minute nobody said anything at all.

“All right,” Coster said eventually, to no one in particular. “It's quite a good one.”

“Thank you,” said Tasha, as if she had arranged it. “Ray? Isn't it? Don't you love this part? Before anything happens, when it's just flying?”

Two clicks.

“That's not an answer.”

There wasn't another. Ahead of them the grey Hornet held its height above the gold water, perfectly level, perfectly steady, and did not so much as rock its wings. Baxter, who had seen him do that for Tasha before, noticed that he didn't do it now, and couldn't have said why it stayed with him.

Dealer reported aircraft approaching from the north of the island. Then Webb came on the open channel.

“This is Newfield airspace. Your flight is unauthorised.”

Baxter knew the voice before the sentence was finished. Tasha answered first, sharply enough that he almost warned her about the channel.

“Hello, traitors. Did the wicked get their rest?”

“Good morning to you too,” said Webb. “Lovely weather for it. But alas, if you keep on that course, we'll have to shoot you down.”

It was precisely the tone he'd have used on someone complaining about the hour he'd chosen to go fishing. Baxter found that he was smiling, and that he disliked himself for it.

“Bravo,” he said. “You make a very convincing villain.”

There was a pause.

“Wait. Is that—that's you, isn't it. Professor. Lieutenant Commander Baxter.”

“How've you been, Webb?”

“Didn't expect you lot.”

“Neither did I.”

He could see the Eagles now, four contacts resolving into aircraft as they closed. He found Webb's position in the formation without needing Dealer to tell him. Webb always flew a little high on the left, as though he wanted a better view of whatever his squadron was about to do.

“So that's it, then,” Webb said. “Different sides.”

“It appears so.”

“Could've ended up somewhere worse. Fishing's good. Still using that rig you showed me.”

“Glad it works.”

“You ought to try the mackerel.”

“Another morning.”

Baxter eased his grip on the stick. Webb was talking to him. That was something. If they could keep talking, there might be space enough for the Eagles to turn away, and time for him to ask them to stand down without making it sound like a threat.

“Why are you with them?” Tasha asked.

“I put it to the squadron,” Webb said. “Majority wanted to stay. So I stayed with them.”

There was a short silence on the channel.

“I understand staying with your friends,” Tasha said.

“You do understand,” said Webb. “Nice to talk to someone who does.”

“That doesn't mean she agrees with you,” Baxter said.

“I gathered.”

“Webb. You can let us pass.”

“I've already reported you to headquarters, Professor.”

Baxter looked past the Eagles toward the island. Dealer's display had begun showing other aircraft coming out to meet them.

“Then tell them you've lost us.”

“Bit late for that.”

Coster called the new contacts. Baxter counted six MiGs behind the Sharks, coming fast in close formation. He found Ray ahead of him.

“Joker One. The Eagles are people I know.”

Two clicks.

“Webb leads them. He's the one talking.”

Two more.

Baxter waited for something else, a question or an assurance. The Hornet was already turning toward the incoming fighters.

“Three and Four, stay clear of the MiGs,” he said. “Watch the Eagles.”



Four missiles spread ahead of Joker One.

Baxter selected the nearest MiG, saw the formation begin to open, and had time to think that they'd left it late before the missiles arrived. Four aircraft burst apart almost together. A fifth disappeared into the spreading flash; the last tried to roll clear, took debris through its wing and fell out of the group trailing fire.

“Six down,” Dealer said.

Baxter looked for anything hidden behind the wreckage, found nothing, and turned back toward the Eagles. He had barely had time to warn Ray about Webb, and Ray's Hornet was already heading for them.

“One, spare the pilots. Keep your fire away from the cockpits.”

The first Eagle began turning toward him.

“Give them room to get out,” Baxter added.

Two clicks.

He watched Ray's nose come round. Webb rolled beneath it, still trying for a shot, and Baxter had begun to call his position before he remembered whose position he was calling.

A short burst took the left engine and nothing else. Baxter would have sworn to that afterward in front of anyone who asked: not the wing root, not the spine, not the canopy a few feet forward of the damage, only the engine. The Eagle kept turning with smoke dragging behind it. Ray went beneath it and left Webb all the sky he needed to climb.

“Webb, get out,” Baxter said.

No answer. The Eagle's nose came up, dipped, came up again. He could see Webb fighting to keep it.

“Get out of it.”

The canopy went. Baxter followed the seat until it separated, and held his turn while the parachute opened.

“One chute,” Tasha said.

“I see him.”

He ought to have been watching the next aircraft. He dragged his eyes off Webb and found Darre's Eagle crossing behind Ray, firing. The Hornet reversed above it as though it had known where the rounds would go before Darre did. Darre was good. He reversed with it, and for a turn and a half the two aircraft went round each other like partners who had practised, and Baxter saw Ray's Hornet begin to loosen, the line softening, the next roll coming a fraction wider than it needed to be. He had seen that at White Valley. Then it stopped. The Hornet snapped flat and straight, as abruptly as a hand jerked back from a stove, and the next burst cut into the Eagle's rear fuselage and a piece of the tail came away, while the cockpit carried on ahead of the damage, untouched.

“Shark Two's hit,” Coster said.

The pilot ejected before the aircraft lost its turn. Tasha called the chute.

Two pilots out, two aircraft left. One was trying to reach the island. The other had stayed in the fight and was coming round toward Joker.

“Three, don't turn into him.”

“I'm clear.”

Ray passed behind the returning Eagle. Its right engine flared, and the pilot climbed out of the turn and ejected. Baxter saw the canopy lift and asked Coster about the one heading inland.

“Still got him,” Coster said. “One's behind him.”

A wingtip came off the fourth Eagle, then smoke from an engine. The pilot rolled level and held it just long enough for Baxter to hope he'd make the runway. Then the seat came out.

“Four,” Coster said. “Four chutes.”

“Confirm all four,” Baxter told Dealer.

“Confirmed. Marking positions for rescue.”

He looked back toward Webb's parachute. It was still coming down, far enough from the burning aircraft that he could keep both in view. There was a shore crew on Newfield who could reach him, provided someone was still listening.

“Webb, if your radio's working, call the island. Dealer has your position.”

No answer, but he hadn't expected one so soon. He gave Dealer the fishing pier as a landmark.

Four Eagles, flown by men who had trained alongside the best of the Federation and had been trying their hardest to kill him. Ray had taken each of them apart like a careful mechanic, one engine, one tail, one wingtip, and left the man in the middle of it alive. Baxter had heard people say surgical about air strikes in briefings for years and had always privately thought it a stupid word. He was going to have to find another one for this. He didn't think there was one.

Tasha had come back beside him.

“All of them,” she said.

“Yes.”

Ray's Hornet was ahead, climbing gently as it returned to course. Baxter pressed the transmit switch.

“Thank you, One.”

Two clicks came back.



The Fifth Fleet had begun trying to leave Anderson by the time they reached it. Boats were moving between ships still at the docks, a tug was pulling away from a cruiser, and smoke rose from a vessel whose engines had started while it was still moored.

Dealer confirmed Cumulonimbus and gave them the other ships' positions. Baxter took an outer escort and left Ray the cruiser. Coster took the vessel nearest the harbour entrance.

“Tasha, watch Allenfort. Call anything lifting off.”

“Watching.”

He turned into his run. The ship's radar found him before he had the launch position he wanted; the warning tone climbed, and a missile came up from the harbour.

Baxter fired, broke away and released countermeasures. He watched his own missile cross the water, saw tracer meet it short of the ship, and was left looking for a hit he hadn't got.

“Two, off. Their defences are awake.”

“Four, off,” Coster said. “They got mine too.”

A second warning sent Baxter farther out to sea. He caught the missile's trail, waited, then pulled hard enough to put the ship under his canopy frame. When he looked forward again he was clear, and a good deal farther from the harbour than he'd meant to be.

“Hard way to earn cake,” Coster said.

“Keep your speed up. Don't give them the same run twice.”

The intercepted channel carried a ship's officer shouting for a gangway to be cleared. Another voice said they couldn't move it. Baxter looked at the docks and saw men on the quay beside the cruiser, too many of them trying to use the same narrow space.

“Joker One, cruiser has active defences,” he called. “Recommend we take the outer escorts first.”

Ray's Hornet crossed the harbour low enough that Baxter lost it among the ships. Gunfire walked along the cruiser's upperworks. A launcher flashed, fell silent, and the next missile went into the hull beneath it.

Baxter rolled back toward the port. An escort was swinging its bow outward to bring more weapons to bear. He began setting up another run, but the ship's forward gun stopped moving and smoke rose behind its bridge.

“Four, can you take the southern ship?”

“Coming round.”

Coster had barely begun the turn when a missile struck it. The vessel settled toward the quay, mooring lines stretching between its stern and the bollards until one parted and whipped back across the water.

“Not any more,” Coster said.

Baxter picked the next intact ship. He would come in from the east this time, under the first radar, and cross its bow before it could bring its close defences round.

“Aircraft at Allenfort,” Tasha said. “Four. Su-33s.”

“Dealer, confirm launches.”

“Four Flankers airborne.”

He abandoned his run and turned toward them. Ray's aircraft came up out of the harbour beneath him, already pointing inland. Baxter began calling the lead pair, and stopped as two missile trails reached them. The others separated. One went down in the climb, and the last broke back toward the airfield before a short burst caught it.

“Air cover destroyed,” Dealer said.

Baxter turned back to Anderson. Cumulonimbus was burning at her berth. The remaining ships were sinking or so badly damaged that they had stopped trying to leave. On the fleet channel someone was asking whether the boats had room for the men still on the quay.

“Fifth Fleet neutralised,” Dealer reported.

“Joker, go northwest,” Baxter said. “Three, keep watching behind us.”

“Watching.”

He looked at the water beyond the harbour mouth once more before following Ray toward Belta.



They had a little time crossing the island. Baxter used it to check fuel and weapons, then asked Tasha which she'd have taken first, the aircraft or the ships.

“The aircraft,” she said.

“Why?”

“They can follow us when we leave.”

“And the ships?”

“Can't go uphill.”

Coster laughed out loud on the channel, a real laugh, surprised out of him. “That's the best tactical analysis I've heard all war.”

“You haven't heard much, then.”

“I've heard Bax.”

“I'm on this frequency,” Baxter said.

“We know,” said Tasha, perfectly pleasant, and Coster laughed again.

Baxter looked down at the ridge beneath them and decided not to pursue it.

“Watch the gaps between the hills,” he said. “Their radars can't see through them either.”

A contact appeared behind him as they came out over the northern coast. Tasha called it almost at once.

“Two, fighter behind you. Gripen.”

Baxter broke. The first burst went past outside his canopy, close enough that he saw the individual flashes before Dealer identified the aircraft. AUSTER. It had come through the gap at the tunnel exit while he was watching the ridge ahead.

“Two, defensive,” he said. “Four, keep Three clear.”

He tightened the turn. The Gripen stayed with him, and there was too little height to trade for speed. He checked the water, the coastline and the threat display, looking for a break that would leave him something afterward, and did not find one.

“Two missiles away,” Dealer called.

For a moment Baxter thought they were for him. He looked back and found both trails converging on the Gripen. The fighter began to roll; the first missile struck near the wing root and the second went into the breakup before there was anything left to follow.

He held the turn a moment longer, then eased off the stick. Nothing came after him.

“Two, status,” Coster said.

“Clear.” He looked at his instruments before adding, “No damage.”

Ray's Hornet passed above him and turned toward Belta. Baxter hadn't seen it arrive. He had been flying for his life inside a space perhaps half a mile across, and at no point had he seen Joker One enter it.

“One, I'm clear,” he said.

Two clicks. Baxter got his breathing under control and followed.



At Belta, the Third Fleet had had time to man its stations. Falconer was moving off the dock, her escorts trying to form round her in water too confined for the arrangement they wanted.

Baxter and Coster split for their approaches. The first missile warning came before Baxter had reached his line.

“They're covering each other,” Coster said. “Can't get an angle on the cruiser without the escort getting a shot.”

“Stay outside it. I'll draw the nearer one.”

Baxter began the turn and watched the launch come for him. He had to abandon the shot to clear it. When he looked back, Ray's Hornet was beneath the missile trail, heading into the space he'd just left.

“Cruiser, port side,” he called. “One, the escort's tracking you.”

Gunfire cut across the escort's weapons station. A missile went past it into Falconer, and an explosion hid the cruiser's stern. The escort kept turning, still trying to face the attack, until another hit stopped it in the water.

Baxter came round. Coster was off the western side of the harbour, setting up a second run on a ship whose defences had chased him off the first. Before he reached the launch point, the target began to list.

“Four, target's hit,” Dealer said.

“I can see that.”

Baxter let his nose come up and looked farther out for anything that had got away from the docks. There was one, but it was burning too. A boat had come alongside, and men were climbing down a ladder over its stern.

He watched the boat until Dealer called the Third Fleet neutralised.

“Both fleets destroyed as fighting units,” the controller said. “Joker, return to Snider's Top.”

“Joker, check in,” Baxter said.

Ray clicked.

“Three, ready to go home.”

“Four,” said Coster. “Has anybody with authority over the kitchen actually confirmed the cake?”

“I'm not asking Dealer that,” Baxter said.

“I can hear you,” Dealer told him.

“Then don't answer him.”



At 0838, Baxter was parked beside the taxiway while a ground crewman waited for him to open the canopy. Joker One had been directed farther along, and Coster was still coming in behind Tasha.

The tower called Ray again.

“Joker One, can you relaunch?”

Baxter stopped with his hand on the canopy control.

“What's happened?”

“Queen inbound. Six aircraft. Two unidentified contacts following them.”

He looked toward the runway. A crewman near the shelters had started running, and another was pointing at the air-defence positions. Farther along the apron, Ray's Hornet was already moving. Baxter hadn't heard Ray acknowledge. He hadn't heard the tower clear him. The aircraft had simply swung out of its parking slot with the canopy coming down as it turned, and was rolling back toward the runway threshold at a speed that made the marshaller beside it step smartly out of the way.

“Joker One, hold position,” the tower said. “Hold position. You are not cleared.”

The Hornet didn't stop.

Kate came on the channel before Baxter could ask for the bearing.

“Queen One. The extra two are with us. They're tankers. Keep your guns down.”

Ray's Hornet stopped.

It stopped so abruptly that the nose dipped on its strut. It sat at the edge of the taxiway, short of the runway, engines still turning, canopy still shut.

The tower demanded confirmation. Kate gave it, then explained that Majestic was beached at Port Edwards, with two unmanned tankers waiting at the airbase for transfer to the carrier. Queen had recovered them instead.

Baxter let go of the throttle.

“That's what D.D. wanted before the briefing?”

“He had the access code,” Kate said.

“Of course he did.”

The ground crewman tapped the canopy. Baxter opened it and apologised for keeping him waiting, and then didn't climb out. Across the apron, Ray's engines were still running.

Queen came in over the far end of the field. Cruz landed first, then Nguyen, then Everson. The Hornet at the edge of the taxiway did not move. Its canopy didn't open. The crewman beside Baxter's ladder followed his gaze and said something about fuel, and Baxter didn't answer.

Kate's aircraft touched down fourth. Baxter watched it roll out, slow, and turn off toward the shelters.

Ray's engines spooled down. A moment later the canopy rose.

The tankers came in behind the fighters, enormous and pilotless and slightly absurd. Baxter watched them until both were down, then climbed out and followed Tasha toward the building where Pike had promised them cake. He looked back once. Ray was still sitting in the cockpit with his helmet off, his head turned toward the shelters where Queen were parking.

D.D. was already inside, talking to the base liaison about fuel. With the tankers, Dauntless could put nine Harriers into the next operation; with Queen and Joker, that made seventeen aircraft.

Coster asked whether the Harrier pilots would be getting cake too.

“They aren't here,” D.D. said.

“Just checking.”



Kate found Baxter at the mess entrance, waiting while the kitchen staff moved a trolley through.

“Your four friends?” she asked.

“Four chutes. Dealer passed the positions for rescue.”

“All four?”

“Yes.”

She glanced across the apron, where Ray's aircraft was surrounded by ground crew.

“He did that?”

“I asked him to leave the cockpits alone. He did.”

“And Webb?”

“Out first. I haven't heard anything since.”

“We will.” She was still looking at the Hornet. “The tower said he was rolling before we called in.”

“Yes.”

“Rolling where?”

“Back to the runway.”

“With two unknown contacts behind six friendly aircraft, and the base guns already looking for something to shoot.” She said it evenly. Baxter had known her long enough to hear the edge underneath. “To do what, exactly? Rescue Queen from our own tankers?”

“I don't think he knew they were tankers.”

“No. He just assumed we'd need him.” She folded her arms. “White Valley. The Mirage he took off Victor. And now this. Your lead seems to have formed the view that Queen can't be trusted to get itself home, Professor, and I'd be grateful if somebody told him we've been doing it for five months without his help.”

“I'll mention it,” said Baxter, who had no intention of doing anything of the kind.

“Do.”

She was still looking at the Hornet across the apron, he noticed. She went on looking at it for some time after she'd finished being annoyed with it. Inside, Coster was asking which cake Pike had meant, and someone told him to take a plate and find out. Everson was already eating, with Cruz making room beside him for Nguyen and Tasha.

“Come on,” Kate said. “Before he decides you're not coming.”

Coster had claimed enough chairs for both flights. Baxter took the one beside Tasha and reached for the coffee while she pushed a plate toward him.

“That's yours.”

“Did you choose it?”

“Yes.”

“Any particular reason?”

“It's cake, Bax.”

He accepted it. Nguyen wanted to know how close they'd had to get to the cruisers, and Coster began explaining that he'd been close enough for his own purposes and rather closer than he'd have liked for theirs. Cruz asked what Ray had done about the ships' defences.

Baxter let Coster tell it. He told it well; he'd had a better view of some of it than Baxter had, and he had a habit of acting out the aircraft with his hands that made Nguyen grin.

“And then the four Flankers,” Coster said. “He took the first one in the climb—”

“The second,” said Tasha.

“The first.”

“The first two were the missiles. The climb was the third one. Then the gun on the last.”

Coster stopped, hands still in the air, and thought about it.

“Right,” he said. “Third. Then the gun.” He went on.

Baxter drank his coffee. He had heard Everson correct Coster's account of an engagement, once, in this same tone of perfect certainty, and had heard Coster spend twenty minutes proving Everson wrong with a pencil and the back of a menu. He had heard Coster dispute the order of events with Cope, with Dealer, with a tape recording. He had never heard him simply say right and carry on.

Tasha, beside him, had gone back to her cake as though nothing had happened. As far as she knew, nothing had.

There was an empty chair at the end of the table. After a while Kate asked, in a tone of the most complete indifference, whether Joker's lead intended to eat at all, or whether he ran on jet fuel like everything else he seemed to think he was responsible for.

“I told him where we'd be,” Baxter said.

“Still with Jenkins?”

“He wasn't at the aircraft when I left.”

Coster looked at the door, then went back to telling Cruz about Belta. Tasha set a clean plate in front of the empty place.

Baxter cut into his cake. When the kitchen staff began clearing the trolley, he asked them for another slice and put it on the plate she'd left.


Chapter 8Another Morning

Baxter

Tasha had been waiting for a gap in Coster's account of Belta. When Cruz asked him about the cruiser's defences, she leaned across the corner of the table toward Kate.

“He called you Kate.”

Kate looked up from her coffee. “Who?”

“Ray. At White Valley, when the MiG was behind you.”

“I remember.”

“He doesn't even use our names.”

“He uses yours,” Baxter said.

“When you tell him to check where I am. That's different.” Tasha turned back to Kate. “He started saying something else first.”

Kate set her cup down. “It's nothing. He needed me to turn.”

“He said it was fewer syllables.”

“Then he can save them somewhere else. I told him to use the call sign.”

Baxter had heard that too. He had also heard the short silence before Ray answered her, and the way she'd said his name after they landed, as though she were testing whether it was the right shape for him.

“Did you know him before?” Tasha asked.

“No.”

“You're sure?”

“I'd remember.” Kate reached for the cake plate. “Are you having that?”

Tasha pushed it across, and Kate divided the last piece between them. She did it carefully, with the edge of her fork, and then went on doing it after the job was finished, squaring off a corner that didn't need squaring, pressing the crumbs into a neat line along the rim of the plate. Baxter had watched her brief eight aircraft through a night approach without a wasted word. He had never seen her fidget.

She noticed him noticing, and put the fork down.

“He's very irritating,” she said, to nobody in particular. “Your lead. I don't know how you stand it. He doesn't talk, he doesn't sit with anyone, he won't use a call sign properly, and he flies round Queen as if we're a school trip.” She picked the fork up again. “It's good cake.”

Baxter, who had heard a great many people describe a great many things as irritating, and had learned to listen for the ones they couldn't stop describing, said nothing at all.

“It is.”

“Pike should promise it more often.”

“I'll suggest it.”

Across the table Coster had progressed from what he had seen at Belta to what he would have done if he'd been allowed to get as far as firing. Cruz was listening with his head tipped to one side. Tasha had turned back toward them in time to tell Coster that he was describing the wrong ship.

“It was the second escort.”

“It was the one with the crane.”

“They both had cranes. The second one had the crane that fell over.”

Coster considered this. “Fine. The one with the crane that fell over.”

Everson had been watching them over his cup with an expression of growing and unholy interest.

“How long have you two been married?” he asked.

Tasha looked at him blankly. “What?”

“You heard.”

“We fly together,” Coster said. “She's my wingman. I'm hers. That's how it works, Chester. You've got one.”

“Mine doesn't correct my ships.”

“Maybe yours should,” said Tasha, and turned back to Coster to establish the colour of the crane.

Everson looked at Cruz. Cruz shook his head very slightly. Everson opened his mouth, and Cruz shook it again, and Everson closed it and drank his coffee with the air of a man who had been robbed of something he was owed. Kate, beside Baxter, had laughed harder at married than anyone at the table, a real laugh, delighted, with her hand over her mouth.

“Oh, leave them alone, Chester,” she said, when she could. “They can't help it. Honestly. Some people just can't see what's in front of their noses.” And she shook her head at the two of them with enormous fondness and complete, untroubled certainty, and went back to her cake.

Cruz looked at Baxter across the table. Baxter looked at his coffee. Neither of them trusted himself to do anything else.

Baxter left them to it when a sailor from the communications office came to find him. The doctor aboard Endurance had asked him to call when he had a moment.

He carried the spare slice as far as the mess door, then went back for a cover. Tasha watched him fit it over the plate.

“Tell him we saved it.”

“I will.”

“And that it's good.”

“He can find that out.”

She followed him as far as the door, out of Queen's hearing, and stopped there with her hand on the frame. Back at the table Kate was saying something to Cruz with her fork.

“He doesn't look at her,” Tasha said.

“I'd noticed.”

“No, I mean—” She frowned, trying to get it right. “When my grandfather died, my grandmother kept his letters in a biscuit tin. She never read them. She said she couldn't. But she always knew where that tin was, in every room of the house. If you moved it to dust, she knew before you'd put it down.” She looked at the covered plate in his hands. “That's how he doesn't look at her.”

Baxter didn't answer at once. He had spent three weeks being unnerved by Ray in a great many ways, some of which he could have listed for Santos in order. It had not once occurred to him to be sorry for him.

Nor, if he was honest, had he needed Tasha to tell him what she had just told him. He'd had the word since White Valley, and had been declining to use it the way he'd decline to mark a student's answer wrong before he was sure. He was sure. The man was in love with Kate Evans. It was absurd, and impossible, and it was the only thing Baxter had seen in three weeks that explained nearly everything else.

Not everything. Love didn't account for the counting, or the circuits over Stalwart, or asking Jenkins twice who had checked Baxter's aircraft. That was the other thing, the thing Tasha had seen on the deck at Deltheim: somewhere, very likely in one of the postings with its name blacked out, Ray had lost people. Baxter would have bet his pension on it. And he had come out of it having made the kind of promise people make at gravesides, and was keeping it with every aircraft he had. Kate was simply the part of the promise he couldn't hide.

“He's only been here three weeks, Tasha.”

“I know,” she said. “That's the part I don't understand.” And she went back to the table to tell Coster he had the crane wrong again.



The communications officer gave him a small office and put the call through. He sat with the cake on a filing cabinet beside him. Santos answered after a delay, apologising because she had been washing her hands.

“You're back?”

“All four. Queen too.”

“And the cake?”

“Coster has taken charge of it.”

“I'll tell the XO her arrangements were appreciated.” Paper moved at her end. “How was the flight?”

“Did Pike give you the report?”

“She gave me the result. I'd like yours.”

Baxter looked at the closed door. “We met the Sharks.”

“I heard.”

“They were friends. Are friends, I suppose. I don't know what tense to use.”

“Who?”

“Webb leads them. I've flown with him. Gone fishing with him. He was talking about the fishing while we were coming in.”

“Trying to persuade you to turn back?”

“He'd already reported us. He said it was too late to let us through.” Baxter rested his elbow on the desk. “I thought if I kept him talking, he might find a reason to do it anyway.”

“Did he?”

“No. There were six MiGs behind them. Ray took those first.”

“And the Sharks?”

“I asked him to keep his fire away from the cockpits.”

She let him describe the first Eagle: the damage to its engine, the room left for Webb to climb, the canopy coming away. He found he could give her the order of the four ejections more easily than the order of the ships at Belta.

“All four got out,” he finished. “Tasha and Coster counted them too. Dealer passed the positions.”

“Have you heard whether they've been picked up?”

“Not yet.”

“Then ask for the report when it comes in.”

“I have.” He moved the receiver to his other hand. “I wanted you to know. After what I brought you about White Valley.”

“I'm glad you did.”

“He didn't take them apart to see what they could do. He put them out of the fight and let them go.”

“Was it a more difficult engagement?”

“For me.”

“I meant for him.”

“Webb's good. So are the others. They were still firing after the first Eagle went down. Ray had to stay clear of them, keep us clear, and hit something on each aircraft that would make the man get out without killing him. In a turning fight. Four times.” He heard his own voice and stopped. “I don't know anyone else who could have done it. I don't know anyone else who'd have tried.”

“Did you have to ask twice?”

“No.”

“Did he answer?”

“Clicks. The usual. But he did what I asked.”

Someone came to Santos's door. She asked them to leave a folder on her desk and came back to the phone.

“Do you think he'd have done it if you hadn't asked?”

“I don't know.”

“Would you have asked if you hadn't known them?”

He looked down at the desk. There was a telephone directory under his forearm, open at a page of local extensions.

“No,” he said. “Probably not.”

“All right.”

“It isn't an order I could give every time we meet a fighter. I know that.”

“You gave it this time.”

“And he could do it. That's what I keep coming back to. It wasn't luck that four men got out.” He turned the directory away from him. “I've been trying to put that next to the Hornet at White Valley.”

“You don't have to make one account replace the other.”

“I'd rather like it to.”

“I know.”

He leaned back. Through the wall he could hear the communications officer asking someone to repeat a number.

“Can you tell me anything?”

“About my appointment with him?”

“Yes.”

“No, Professor. What do you need to know?”

“Whether I can rely on him.”

“Pike has his clearance and the arrangements for his next appointment. I can tell her what she needs to put him on the roster. I can't give you a guarantee about every decision he'll make.”

“I wasn't asking for one.”

“What would an answer change?”

He began to say that it would change a great deal, then stopped. He would still go out with Ray at the next briefing. Tasha would still be beside him, and Coster would still be asking how much work Joker One meant to leave them.

“I'd like to know what to watch for.”

“Keep telling him when something concerns you. You did at White Valley, and you did today. Don't save it for when we talk afterward.”

“I told him to finish the Hornet.”

“Yes. You told me.”

“He finished it his own way.”

“And today he listened.”

Baxter rubbed a mark on the desktop with his thumb. “Very literally.”

“Is that what troubled you about the Eagles?”

“No. Nothing troubled me about the Eagles once I saw the chutes.”

“Then you can tell him that as well.”



Santos asked about the rest of the sortie. Baxter gave her Anderson, the tunnel, Belta, and the alarm at the end, when Queen's recovered tankers had nearly sent them all back up.

“Ray was rolling before the tower had finished asking,” he said. “Back toward the runway, canopy coming down. They told him to hold and he didn't. Then Queen One came on and said the contacts were tankers, and he stopped dead.” He thought about it. “He didn't shut down, though. He sat there with his engines running until Queen were on the ground.”

There was a short silence on the line.

“All of Queen?” Santos asked.

“Until the last one landed.”

“Which one was last?”

He had to think. “Kate. Queen One.”

“I see,” Santos said, and he heard her pen move, and then stop.

“Is that significant?”

“It's a fact you've given me. I'm writing it down.” Her voice didn't change. “Go on.”

He went on. He was explaining what the base liaison had said about fuel when she interrupted.

“You've missed something.”

“What?”

“The fighter that came after you.”

“Pike told you?”

“She mentioned it. You didn't.”

“A Gripen. I didn't see him until he'd fired.”

“How close?”

“Close enough.”

“Baxter.”

He took his hand off the desk. “Outside the canopy. I saw the rounds. He stayed with me when I broke, and I was too low to do much except keep turning.”

“Did you call for help?”

“Tasha called him out. I was busy.”

“And Ray?”

“Two missiles. Nearly together. I thought they were coming for me at first.” He paused. “I never saw him get there. I was looking everywhere, and I never saw him get there.”

“Did you say anything to him afterward?”

“I told him I was clear.”

“Was that all?”

“Yes.”

She left a silence long enough for him to hear how that sounded, then asked whether he'd thanked him.

“No. Not yet.”

“Are you hurt?”

“No damage to the aircraft. Nothing hit me.”

“That wasn't quite what I asked.”

He flexed his shoulder, which had been stiff since he'd climbed out. “A bit sore. Nothing I haven't had before.”

“There's a doctor at the base. See them if it doesn't ease.”

“I will.”

“And how are you otherwise?”

Baxter looked at the cake on the cabinet. “I've just had coffee with both flights. Everyone's back. Four men I thought we might have to kill are still alive, as far as I know. I'm doing rather well.”

“Good. I'm glad. You can also have had a bad few minutes.”

“It wasn't minutes.”

“Long enough, then.”

He laughed a little, without quite meaning to. “It seemed it.”

“Have you eaten anything besides cake?”

“Not since we got back.”

“Try something with less icing. Then get some rest before you start on tomorrow's problems.”

“I've still got today's.”

“Which?”

“Thanking my lead, apparently.”

“That one will keep until you've had lunch.”



He didn't go straight back across the apron.

He meant to. He came out of the communications office with the covered plate in his hand and turned toward the shelters, and then found that he had turned the other way instead, down the line of huts behind the operations building, toward the one at the end with a small wooden cross over the door that somebody had made out of two pieces of packing case.

Baxter was not a churchgoer. He had been one as a boy, in the way that boys in Theve were, because his mother went. He had stopped at university, without any particular crisis, the way you stop wearing a coat in spring. He couldn't have said what he was doing at the door of a Nissen hut chapel at Snider's Top with a slice of cake in his hand, except that he had been carrying something since Anderson and had not yet found anywhere to put it down.

The chapel was empty except for the chaplain.

Father Tóth had come ashore with the air group, the way he went everywhere the air group went, on the grounds, he said, that God was unlikely to stay aboard a carrier when all the interesting sinners had gone ashore. He was a thin, grey, stooped man with reading glasses on a cord and the faint careful vowels of somewhere a long way east of Theve. He was sitting at a folding table at the front of the hut, under a window, writing a letter. He looked up when Baxter came in and took off his glasses, and didn't seem surprised.

“Commander Baxter.”

“Father.” Baxter stood just inside the door. “I'm not sure why I'm here.”

“Nobody ever is.” Tóth gestured at the rows of folding chairs. “Sit anywhere. They're all equally uncomfortable. That's the Army's contribution to theology.”

Baxter sat in the back row. He put the covered plate on the chair beside him. Tóth didn't get up, and didn't come closer. He folded his glasses and waited, in the way Santos waited, and yet not in the same way at all.

“We met the Sharks this morning,” Baxter said.

“I heard. Four parachutes.”

“Four parachutes.” Baxter looked at the plate. “Webb leads them. I've known him six years. We used to fish off the end of the pier at Newfield on Sunday mornings, when we were posted there. I showed him how to rig a line. He told me this morning he's still using it. And this morning, when they turned to meet us, I asked my lead to keep his fire away from the cockpits. And he did. All four of them.” He stopped. “I've just been telling Doctor Santos how grateful I am.”

“And are you?”

“Yes.”

Tóth waited.

“Then we went on to Anderson,” said Baxter.

He told it badly. He hadn't put it into words before, and it came out in pieces. The cruiser at her berth with smoke rising behind her bridge. Men on the quay, too many, all trying to use one gangway, and an officer on the intercept shouting for it to be cleared, and another voice saying they couldn't move it. A ship settling against the dock with her mooring lines parting one after another, the last one whipping back across the water. At Belta, a burning ship that had almost got away, and a boat alongside it, and men climbing down a ladder over the stern. He had watched the boat until Dealer called the fleet neutralised. He didn't know whether it had got clear. He hadn't looked again.

“Webb is alive,” Baxter said, “because six years ago I showed him how to tie a knot. And the men on that gangway didn't know anybody on this ship. Nobody asked for them. I didn't even think of it.” He looked at his hands. “Doctor Santos asked me whether I'd have asked my lead to spare the Sharks if I hadn't known them. I said probably not. I said it as if it were a fair answer.”

“Isn't it?”

“It's an honest answer. It isn't fair.” Baxter heard his voice rise and brought it down again. “Same war. Same morning. Same aircraft. Four men in the water with their chutes open and two hundred on a quay with no one to ask, and the only difference between them was whether one of them had ever been fishing with me.”

The chapel was very quiet. Somewhere outside, an engine was running up on the line.

Tóth turned his glasses over in his fingers.

“I'm not going to tell you it was all right,” he said at last. “You'd know I was lying, and you'd be right.”

“Thank you.”

“And I'm not going to tell you it was your fault either. You didn't send the Fifth Fleet to Anderson.” He set the glasses down on the letter. “What I'll tell you is what I've seen on four ships in two wars, Commander, which is that mercy always goes to the faces we can see. It always has. A man will walk through fire for his friend and step over a stranger in the street on the way home, and both of those things will be true of him on the same day.” He looked at Baxter steadily. “It isn't fair. It's only human. The work of a whole life, if you want my professional opinion, is learning to see more faces. That's all. Not fewer friends. More faces.”

Baxter didn't say anything.

“You saw some of them today,” said Tóth. “The ones on the quay. You're here, with a slice of cake going stale, because you saw them. A great many men in your position would have flown home and eaten the cake.” He paused. “That's a start.”

“It doesn't help them.”

“No,” Tóth agreed. “It helps the next ones.”

Baxter sat with that for a while. Tóth let him. He picked up his pen and went back to his letter, as if Baxter were no more unusual a fixture in the back row than the folding chairs. He wrote slowly, in a small upright hand, and Baxter understood after a moment, from the way he paused between lines, that he was writing to a family.

“Can I ask you something, Father?”

“You can ask.”

“My lead.” Baxter didn't know how to put it. “He didn't hesitate at Anderson. Not once. He took the cruiser, and the escorts, and the air cover, and he didn't—” He stopped. “He spared four men because I asked him to. And then he went straight on to the next thing as if the two were the same job. I don't know what he thinks about it. I don't know if he thinks about it at all.”

Tóth didn't look up from the letter.

“There's a young man who comes in here sometimes,” he said. “Aboard Endurance, mostly, late, after taps. He came in here last night, the night before you flew. He sits in the back row, where you're sitting. He doesn't kneel. He doesn't speak to me, and I don't speak to him. He stays about an hour and then he goes.” The pen moved on. “I've sat with a good many men in a good many back rows, Commander. Usually you can tell what they've come to put down. Grief has a shape. So does guilt. So does fear.”

“And him?”

Tóth stopped writing.

“I had the impression,” he said slowly, “that he was counting.”

Baxter sat very still.

“I don't know what,” said Tóth. “I didn't ask. I've no business asking. But it took him the whole hour, whatever it was, and when he got up to go he looked like a man who'd come to the end of a column and found it was the same length it always is.” He picked the pen up again. “Whether he thinks about it, I couldn't tell you. I'd be very surprised if he thinks about anything else.”

Baxter looked at the covered plate on the chair beside him. He thought of a man at the end of a runway with his engines still running, waiting for a flight to come home. Of two missiles nearly together, at a Gripen he hadn't seen.

He stood up.

“Thank you, Father.”

“I didn't do anything.” Tóth didn't look up. “You can come back, you know. It's very quiet in here. Almost nobody comes.” He turned a page. “And Commander. Take him the cake. Whatever else he's counting, it'll do him no harm to have it.”

Baxter picked up the plate, and went out into the cold.



Ray wasn't at the aircraft when Baxter went back across the apron. Jenkins was, bent over a panel with a ground crewman holding a lamp for him. He looked up when Baxter asked.

“Went to check the next roster. Anything wrong?”

“No.”

“You sure? He's asked twice about your aircraft.”

“What about it?”

“Whether we found anything after that Gripen had a go. I told him they'd checked yours. He came back and asked who'd done it.” Jenkins put the tool in his hand back in its case. “So I found the man for him. Then he asked about Tasha's. Then Coster's. Then he stood over by the shelters for a while looking at Queen's, which aren't mine to answer for, and I told him so.” Jenkins frowned at the case. “Funny thing. Day he came aboard, he asked me what we put in the seat survival kits. I told him. Day after, he asked if we could double the water. Every seat, not just his.”

“Can we?”

“Did it. Took the stores officer a week to forgive me.” Jenkins shut the case. “He asked about Queen's kits too. Twice. Queen One's first.”

Baxter looked toward the operations building.

“Thanks.”

“Tell him mine's still here if he wants one to worry about.”

He found Ray outside the briefing room, reading the board. It wasn't until he came up beside him that Baxter saw what was behind it: a window onto the mess, and through it, at the near end, the long table where both flights were still sitting. Cruz was gesturing with a fork. Tasha was laughing at something. Kate had her chin on her hand. The empty chair with the clean plate in front of it was in plain view.

Ray had been standing here, Baxter realised, the whole time they'd been eating. Close enough to see her laugh, and on the wrong side of the glass.

Ray turned before Baxter reached him and looked at the covered plate.

“Tasha saved you some cake.”

Ray took it when Baxter held it out. “Thank you.”

“Thank her, when you see her. I owe you one.”

“For what?”

“The Gripen, to begin with.”

“You were clear?”

“Yes. The aircraft's been checked. So have I, as far as Jenkins can manage without a medical degree.”

Ray glanced toward the apron, then back at him.

“And Webb,” Baxter said. “All four of them. Thank you for listening.”

“You asked.”

“I did. It mattered to me.”

Ray lowered his eyes to the plate. Baxter let him keep them there. He hadn't come to make him explain anything with people walking past to the briefing room.

“We're getting lunch,” he said. “Come along if you're finished.”

Ray looked at the board again. There was nothing new on it that Baxter could see.

“Jenkins is still working.”

“He knows where the mess is. He'll come when he's ready.”

For a moment Baxter expected him to go back across the apron. Then Ray stepped away from the board, holding Tasha's cake level in both hands, and came with him.


Chapter 9Retaking of Theve

Baxter, Venn

Coster was telling Cruz about the fourth Eagle for what Baxter estimated was the third time that day. Everson put down his coffee.

“Four parachutes?”

“That's what I said.”

“I thought Webb was the only one.”

“All four,” Tasha said. “Bax asked him to spare them.”

“And he did,” Baxter said.

Kate, seated beside Cruz, hadn't interrupted. She had heard it at Snider's Top, from Coster, at length. Nguyen was in the doorway, losing an argument with the fastening on his flight bag.

“Webb must be thrilled,” he said.

“Better than the alternative,” Coster said.

“Depends how much explaining he has to do.”

Baxter held out his hand. Nguyen surrendered the bag, and Baxter freed the strap folded under the fastening and gave it back. It was the most useful thing he'd done since breakfast.

“Your lead coming?” Cruz asked.

“Jenkins has him.”

“Does Jenkins know we've got enough aircraft now to cover our own lead?” Everson said. “Somebody ought to tell Ray.”

Kate looked at him. “He got the MiG off me. You can stop complaining about it.”

“I'm not complaining about the MiG.”

“Then what?”

Everson turned his cup a quarter turn on the table. “He's watching you.”

There was a short silence. Coster, who had been about to begin the fourth Eagle again, closed his mouth.

“He watches everyone,” Tasha said.

“He watches you lot when Professor tells him to,” Everson said. “Nobody has to tell him to watch her.”

Kate put her cup down.

“He's watching Queen,” she said, “because he's decided Queen can't look after itself. He did it at White Valley. He did it at Snider's Top, when he came rolling back down the runway to save us from our own tankers.” She said it with perfect, reasonable calm, and Baxter watched Cruz close his eyes. “It's not personal, Chester. It's a professional opinion. It's a wrong professional opinion, and I intend to correct it, but it isn't personal.”

There was a pause.

“Right,” said Everson. “Yes. That's definitely what it is.”

“Chester,” Cruz said.

“I'm agreeing with her.”

“You're agreeing with her loudly.”

“I'm only saying where he's looking. If he's coming through our fight, somebody needs to call it. That's all.”

“That's all I want too,” Cruz said, more mildly. “We need to know where he's going.”

“I've told him,” Baxter said.

“Has he answered?”

“Sometimes.”

Coster made a small movement with his thumb, two presses of an imaginary transmit switch. Nguyen laughed, then stopped when Kate reached for the briefing folder.

“We'll settle the boundaries before takeoff,” she said. “If he comes across mine, I'll tell him.”

“I'd like to hear what he says back,” Everson said.

“So would I.”

She said it lightly, and opened the folder, and did not look toward the door. Baxter noticed that because everyone else in Queen did. Cruz had made room for her papers without being asked. Nguyen had put his bag where she wouldn't have to step over it. Queen had always arranged themselves around her, so naturally that Baxter had stopped seeing it. He saw it now because someone from outside Queen had started doing it too, and doing it from a mile away at four hundred knots.

A pilot from Dauntless appeared in the doorway with a target map twice the size of theirs.

“Is this the Long Shot briefing?”

“Not yet,” Kate said. “Come in.”

“There's another eight behind me.”

Coster looked at the chairs. “We'd better move.”



Lieutenant Mara Venn stood beside the landing-craft chart while Pike took them through the air plan. She commanded the second LCAC and would coordinate all eight on the approach, and she had the look of someone who had already rehearsed every way the night could go wrong and resented having to sit through other people discovering them. When a Harrier pilot asked how much room she needed between craft, she came forward and moved two of the markers herself.

“Enough that the man behind can turn if I have to stop,” she said. “Don't treat the drawing as a promise. We'll have spray, darkness and people trying to kill us.”

“Which craft carries the command element?” Baxter asked.

“Mine. Every crew has the same route and rally points. If Two can't talk, One takes over.”

He wrote that beside the recovery channel. Venn went back to the wall, leaving Pike the map of Theve.

The city was still occupied. They were to clear the landing lanes and get the force ashore. The Harriers would suppress the heavy shore positions while Queen and Joker covered against aircraft coming for the boats. Once the air threats were contained, Baxter and Coster would work the smaller batteries on Joker's side, and Tasha would stay above them, watching the approach and calling anything they missed in the cloud.

Kate asked about the eastern air cover. Cruz asked where exactly Queen's area met Joker's, and looked down the row at Ray when Pike drew the line. Pike answered both, then took questions from the Harrier leads about the guns above the waterfront.

Ray had come in during the first part and sat beside Baxter. He was reading the landing chart, not the target sheet.

“If they have to come off,” he said, “what's the withdrawal plan?”

It was the longest sentence Baxter had heard him volunteer in a briefing. Venn turned and looked at him properly.

“Turn seaward. Same lanes if they're clear, alternate route south if they aren't. We haven't got another eight boats waiting to collect them.”

“Who calls it?” Baxter asked.

“I do,” Pike said. “Venn handles the craft once the order is given. You'll cover them all the way out.”

Ray put the chart down and nodded, as though that had been the only question on the sheet.

The Harrier pilot beside Coster asked whether the landing force wanted more time on the holding line. Venn said she'd rather wait in open water than arrive at a beach with guns still working. They settled the last boundaries, and Pike sent them to their aircraft.

On the way out, Baxter stopped beside Venn.

“Professor. Joker Two. I'll be on your channel.”

“I know who you are.”

“Then you know I ask questions.”

“Ask them before we get shot at.”

“I'll try.”



Theve came up through the cloud as a line of lights broken by long dark stretches along the waterfront. Baxter had flown this approach before the war, on a clear evening, with nothing more urgent on his mind than dinner. He could find the river mouth without the display. The cranes and warehouses were where he remembered them; the pattern of lit and unlit windows wasn't.

Below him the craft drew white wakes across black water. He counted four, lost one under a scrap of cloud, and found three more beyond it. Dealer had all eight on the net.

“Two, approaching holding line,” Venn said. “Air, how's the shore?”

“Working it,” the Harrier lead said. “Don't come in yet.”

A flash went up inland, then another farther along the coast. Baxter's first battery was still firing. He began turning toward it when Coster called low aircraft from the east.

“Can't pick them out against the water. Dealer, give me that bearing again—”

“Below the cloud,” Tasha said. “Left of the outer craft.”

“Thanks, Three.”

“You'd have found them.”

“Eventually,” Coster said.

Baxter looked down and found the Mirages, dark against darker water, low and fast and pointed at the boats. He had begun to select the nearer one when Ray's Hornet crossed beneath him.

“One, two low. They're going for the boats.”

The first Mirage came apart under gunfire. The second broke away from the landing lane, and Baxter followed its turn just long enough to see another burst catch it. Ray climbed through the space between the two falling trails and went on toward the next pair, without, so far as Baxter could see, any interval at all between one decision and the next.

“Three, stay with Four. I'll take the battery.”

“I've got her,” Coster said.

“He means I've got him,” Tasha said.

Baxter left them to settle it and turned onto the shore target. It was easy to find now that it was firing; the muzzle flashes showed through dark trees above the waterfront. He released, pulled away and looked back. The battery stopped. Dealer confirmed it while Coster called his own run farther south.

“Four, attacking the guns beside the road.”

“Keep off the crane line,” Tasha said. “Something's firing from there.”

“I see it. Thank you.”

“You didn't see it.”

“I see it now.”

Another Mirage appeared beyond Queen, angling for the lanes. Cruz called it. Kate rolled to cover him, and Dealer announced it destroyed before either of them had finished the turn. Baxter caught a glimpse of the grey Hornet going away beneath the wreckage. It had come across a mile of sky to get there. Ray could have taken three other aircraft closer to hand, and had taken that one.

“Joker One,” Kate said. “That's on our side.”

Two clicks answered her.

“Call before you cross.”

Ray's Hornet turned back over the water. Its cannon flashed at an aircraft Baxter had barely separated from the cloud. He made himself watch Coster's attack instead of following Ray through another kill. Following Ray was becoming a habit, and an expensive one.

“Battery hit,” Coster said. “That other gun's still up.”

Baxter came around toward the cranes. He had the position now, but the firing stopped before he reached his run. Ray's aircraft went between the waterfront and the cloud base with its gun running into the emplacement, so low that Baxter lost it against the dark warehouses until it came out the far side.

“Shore threat destroyed,” Dealer reported.

“Two, holding line,” Venn said. “Can we proceed?”

Pike cleared them in. The wakes straightened toward the city.

Baxter looked at his own weapons, then at Ray's wings as the Hornet passed above him. Ray had fired nothing but the cannon since they'd arrived. Not at the Mirages, not at the shore gun, where a missile would have let him stand off. Jenkins must have loaded enough ammunition to make the armourers weep. Baxter found his next target and tried, without much hope, to leave him something to do.



Venn had the city ahead of her, the other seven craft on her display, and a sergeant at the cockpit door asking whether she could tell his people they were nearly there.

“They can see it,” she said.

“They'd like to hear it from someone who knows.”

“We're nearly there. Tell them to keep sitting down.”

He went back into the troop compartment. Her navigator pointed out One's wake ahead, then the lights along the waterfront. The near artillery had stopped. Farther inland she could still see flashes where the aircraft were working.

“Two, all craft maintaining,” she reported.

An aircraft burst into flame ahead of them, low over the landing lane. The debris struck the water far enough off that she didn't need to turn. A grey Hornet went through above the fire and on toward the city, and the shape of it against the burning wreck stayed on her eyes a moment after it had gone.

The sergeant was back.

“Was that ours?”

“The one still flying.”

“The Wings?”

“Go and sit down.”

He grinned at her before he went. The navigator was grinning too. Venn kept her eyes on One's wake. She had been on the receiving end of a great deal of air cover in four months, and most of it had been somewhere else when she needed it. She had no intention of getting used to this.

“Craft Two. Left. Now.”

It was a quiet voice, and it didn't say why. Nothing was firing at her. The lane to the left was clear, the lane ahead was clear, and the waterfront was dark and silent. Venn would think about that afterward, for longer than she liked. She took the turn anyway, because of the way he'd said now, calling it as the craft slewed out of line. The navigator grabbed the edge of his console. Spray covered the window.

Then, and only then, she heard the shell.

The water rose where they had been heading: a white column, high and close enough to blot out the city, collapsing into the place where her craft would have been if she had asked a single question.

“Two turning,” she reported. Her voice came out steadier than she felt. “Incoming fire. That wasn't a shore battery.”

The navigator was staring at her.

“How did he—”

“Watch One,” Venn said.



Baxter had been looking for the gun that fired. The nearest batteries were silent. He searched the waterfront, then farther inland, and found a white flash well beyond the line on his chart that marked the limit of the battleship's reach.

“Dealer, source is beyond the expected range.”

“Confirming.”

“Confirm it quickly,” Venn said. “Are we continuing?”

Another impact lifted the water beside the approach. The craft were close to shore now, close enough for Baxter to see the empty landing lane between them and the docks. No ramp had gone down.

Pike ordered them out.

“All landing craft, withdraw. Venn, turn them seaward. All aircraft, cover the return.”

Venn began calling the turns. One went first, then Two. Three had to slow while Four crossed ahead of it, and Five held its course a little longer to leave room behind.

“Craft Five, right,” Ray said. “Keep going right.”

“Five turning.”

Baxter looked inland. Through a break in the cloud he could see the land battleship beyond the last buildings, moving across the marsh on its immense tracks like a piece of the city that had decided to leave. The long guns were turning toward the water. Ray's Hornet had gone inland while the boats began their withdrawal. It was close enough to the upper hull that Baxter could see its bank against the armour, and absurdly small beside it.

“One, don't attack the ship. We've got to cover the craft.”

A missile left Ray's aircraft and struck beside one of the great barrels. The gun stopped turning. Its neighbour traversed a little farther, then stopped too, when a second missile hit the mounting beneath it.

Baxter waited for the explosion that would mean something. Smoke drifted across the upperworks. The battleship kept moving, and after a while the first gun began to shift again.

“Main guns temporarily silent,” Dealer said.

Then Baxter understood what he had been looking at all night. The missiles had stayed under Ray's wings through the Mirages, the attacker on Queen's side and the shore gun. Every aircraft had been a cannon kill. Ray had taken the emplacement among the cranes with a gun pass when a missile would have kept him out of its reach.

He had brought the missiles here. He had brought them all the way here, before the briefing had told anyone this gun could reach the boats. He had asked what the withdrawal plan was.

“Coster,” Baxter said. “He's kept his whole load for the guns.”

“For this?”

Baxter looked at the battleship, and then at the craft turning beneath him.

“That's what it's for. Three, give me the boats.”

Tasha gave them to him in order, quickly and cleanly. One and Two were going seaward with Six behind them. Three was still slowed by Four, Five had room now to finish its turn, and Seven and Eight were coming round outside the group. She didn't apologize for any of it or ask whether she'd got it right. She simply counted.

“Three, keep south until Four's clear,” Baxter told Venn. “Don't bring them together.”

“Copy. Three, you heard him.”

A gun on the battleship began following that patch of water. Ray's Hornet banked until its canopy faced the turret, as if he wanted to see down the barrel, then changed its line.

“Craft Four. More left.”

Four answered. Baxter watched it swing away from Three's path, leaving both boats room to accelerate. The gun kept moving toward them.

Ray launched again. The barrel stopped short of its new bearing.

“Three and Four clear of each other,” Tasha said.

Eight craft, all still moving. Baxter had enough to do checking their paths without asking how Ray had known, hours ago and miles away, that he would need those missiles. He would ask later. He suspected he wouldn't get an answer, and he was beginning to suspect that was because he wouldn't believe it.



The next attackers came low from the west. Queen called the first group. Kate sent Nguyen toward the craft while Cruz covered her turn, and she was still rolling out when the attacker nearest her exploded. Ray's Hornet came through the smoke from the direction of the battleship. It had crossed the whole of the withdrawal to be there.

“Joker One, stay on the guns,” Kate said. “We have these.”

Baxter had heard her give a great many instructions over the radio. She said this one too sharply, the way she'd have said it to a new wingman who'd crossed her line without calling, and then left a fraction of silence after it, as though she had heard herself and didn't know which part of it she meant.

There was no answer. The second attacker rolled away from the boats, came across Ray's nose, and went down trailing flame. Only then did the Hornet turn back inland.

“Queen One, west clear,” Dealer said.

“Queen copies,” Kate said, and nothing else.

Baxter looked back toward the marsh. The battleship's undamaged weapons were still tracking the lanes. The heavy guns had recovered from the first hits, but the craft had made distance while they were stopped.

“Five, hold your turn,” Ray said. “Two, go south of One.”

Venn passed it to the lead craft. Baxter watched a gun traverse toward the gap between One and Two. From where he was he couldn't tell which boat the barrel would stop on. Ray was farther inland, banking toward the upperworks again.

“One, he's moving the guns,” Coster said.

“I see it.”

Another missile struck the mounting. Smoke hid the barrel, and Dealer called the pause while Baxter found Eight, the outermost craft, still turning away from the coast.

Tasha called Seven clear of its neighbour and began giving Eight's position. A single Frogfoot came round from the west behind her, late, after the rest of its group had died.

“Three, break left!” Coster called.

Baxter turned toward her. “Tasha, with Four. Don't come inland.”

She broke as the Frogfoot's nose came up. Dealer caught an enemy transmission and passed the call sign, CUSTOS. Baxter already had it selected. It was closer to Tasha than he wanted anything to be. He reached for the trigger as she cleared his line.

Gunfire crossed behind her. The Frogfoot came apart before the tone had steadied in Baxter's headset.

There had been no second pass. No turning to see what CUSTOS might do, the way there had been with the Hornet at White Valley. Ray had come out of the smoke over the battleship, killed it and gone back, all in the time it had taken Baxter to begin pressing a trigger. Whatever had kept him circling RAIA, he didn't spend it where Joker or Queen were in reach.

“Three?” Baxter asked.

“Clear. No hit.”

“Tasha.” That was Coster, not on the flight call. “You all right?”

“I said. No hit.”

“Right. Good.” He said it far too fast, and then, after a moment, in an entirely different voice: “Four, with her.”

Baxter, who had spent twenty years watching students think nobody could hear them, said nothing at all.

Ray's Hornet passed above them and turned inland again. Baxter followed it with his eyes long enough to see the next missile leave, then went back to the boats. Tasha was flying beside Coster, keeping Eight in view while she gave its bearing to Venn.

“Two, all craft moving seaward,” Venn said. “No damage reported.”

“Keep them moving,” Pike said. “Don't stop for anything left ashore.”

A voice from one of the craft asked whether that meant they were leaving Theve.

“It means you're bringing your people home,” Pike said. “Confirm your route.”

The pilot confirmed it. Baxter found the battleship's guns again. They were moving, but slowly; Ray's last hit had bought another stretch of water. The ship itself looked scarcely touched. Its tracks carried it on through the marsh, and another barrel lifted toward the coast.

“Craft Eight, continue your turn,” Ray said.

“Eight continuing.”

The barrel reached its bearing. Ray's aircraft banked away from it with its cannon flashing at a smaller weapons station that had opened up on him, and the heavy gun stopped again in the smoke of another missile. Eight's wake curved farther out to sea.

“Eight clear,” Tasha said. “He has room.”

The next shot landed behind the boats.



Venn checked the reports herself. One intact. Three, Four and Five had no injuries, no damage and all troops aboard. Six and Seven answered while she was checking her own compartment, and the sergeant came forward to tell her everybody was where she'd left them, though several had questions about the return trip.

“Tell them it's the same one,” she said. “Backwards.”

Eight answered last; its navigator had been changing channels.

“All eight accounted for,” Venn reported. “No casualties. Continuing to the recovery point.”

The crewman at the helm looked back toward Theve. They had almost had the shore under the bow. He'd been able to see a road between the warehouses, clear enough to picture bringing the craft up beside it.

“Next time,” he said.

Venn checked the water ahead. Then, because nobody was watching her, she looked up.

Two fighters were going seaward. A third held its place between the craft and the city, and stayed there while the guns went on firing. She could no longer make out the emblem, and didn't need to. She'd tell her own people tomorrow that it was the Wings of Theve. She would not tell them that he'd turned her before the shell was fired, because she couldn't explain it, and she had no intention of becoming one of those people who told stories about him.

“Watch One,” she said, and the helmsman turned forward.



Baxter waited for Eight's report before he counted his own. Queen answered four aircraft, no damage. The Harrier leads accounted for all nine. Tasha and Coster were beside him with enough fuel for the return. Ray was still farther in, outside the departing craft.

Baxter didn't ask why. He was learning which questions were for the radio.

“One, boats are clear. Three and Four returning with me.”

Two clicks. He gave Dealer their recovery bearing and let the nose come up toward the cloud.

The guns fired again as Theve dropped behind him. He checked the impacts against the craft positions. None came close. Another enemy aircraft came out after the retreat and then wasn't on the scope any more; Dealer confirmed the kill a moment later, in the tone of a man reading the weather.

Ray's Hornet joined them after the last boat crossed the range line.

Baxter looked across at it. The wings were lighter now, and there was a dark stain behind the cannon port that he could see whenever Ray came close enough. He held his own aircraft steady until Tasha and Coster were in place and then called the formation set.

Pike acknowledged. On the craft channel Venn was telling someone that all eight would need their own recovery slots and that she wasn't interested in combining loads to save time.

Coster asked whether the Harriers had heard her tell the man not to rearrange her boats. One of their pilots said they'd heard every word and were frightened of her.

“Good,” Tasha said.

Baxter was glad they were talking. He had the city behind him, the flight beside him, and a target map he'd have to unfold again at the debrief and explain to people who hadn't seen any of it.



Cope had a radio beside his bed. He turned it down when Baxter came in, though there was nothing left on the channel but recovery calls and requests for fuel.

“How many?”

“Eight craft. Seventeen aircraft. Everybody back.”

“I heard that part.”

“That's the part worth hearing twice.”

Cope moved the cards along the shelf to make room for Baxter's helmet. “They didn't land.”

“No.”

“The guns?”

“Reached farther than the map said. We were almost at the waterfront when they opened up.”

Cope looked at the radio, then at Baxter.

“I heard him calling the turns.”

“He was watching the barrels.”

“From over the water?”

“He went inland. Near enough to put missiles into the mountings.”

“And that worked?”

“For a while each time. A gun would start moving again and he'd hit the next one. He kept the boats out from under them in between.”

Cope asked where Ray had been and how the craft had turned. Baxter spread the landing chart on the blanket, clear of Cope's leg, and showed him Three and Four, the gap between One and Two, and Eight turning late on the outside.

“He hadn't used a missile until then. Every aircraft with the gun. Shore guns too.”

“Keeping them for that.”

“Yes.”

“Did he tell you?”

“No.”

Cope held the chart flat with his good hand. “Did you ask?”

“Not in the middle of it.”

“And at the briefing?”

Baxter thought about the one question Ray had asked at the briefing. “He wanted to know the withdrawal plan.”

Cope looked at him for a while. He had flown with a great many pilots and had a reputation, among people who knew him rather than the posters, for being hard to impress.

“Before anyone knew they'd need one,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Huh,” said Cope, and let the chart go.

There was a knock at the frame. D.D. came in with his tablet, saw the map and asked whether he was interrupting.

“Come in,” Cope said. “Professor's explaining why I haven't got my city back.”

D.D. sat at the foot of the bed, careful of the dressing. He had the first footage. Baxter watched Venn's turn on the little screen, the water lifting where the craft had been, and then the view swinging inland toward the gun. The battleship filled the frame. The Hornet went straight at it.

“Can we use this?” D.D. asked.

“Pike will have to clear it.”

“I mean the withdrawal.”

“It's what happened.”

“I know. They were waiting to hear we'd landed.”

Cope looked at the frame D.D. had stopped on. A landing craft was turning across the bottom of it, whole, its wake bright on black water.

“Tell them the boats came back,” he said.

“All eight,” Baxter said. “And tell them why we couldn't stay.”

D.D. ran the recording forward until the last craft was clear, then watched it a second time before he set the tablet down.

Ray came to the doorway while they were still talking. His flight suit was clean and his hair was damp. He asked whether Cope wanted visitors, and Cope told him he was collecting them.

“Professor says you stopped the guns.”

“For a while.”

“Long enough, apparently.”

Ray glanced at the chart on the blanket. D.D. picked up the tablet to give him room to sit.

The dog had come in at his heels. It sat beside Ray's chair and, after a moment, put its chin on his knee and left it there. Baxter watched Ray's hand lift from the arm of the chair and hover, and come down at last, very lightly, as though the dog might mind. It didn't. It shut its eyes.

“I'm putting something out about the craft,” D.D. told him. “The withdrawal. People need to hear what happened.”

Ray nodded.

“It isn't what they were hoping for.”

“No.”

“I'll give them the turn, though. The boats.” D.D. turned the tablet in his hands. “People love that part. They write in about it. I had a letter last week from a girl in Anderson who wants to be a pilot. She says you can tell from the footage how much he loves it up there. The Wings. That it's the only place he's ever really happy.” He smiled a little. “I didn't have the heart to tell her it's a camera bolted to a fuselage.”

Ray had gone very still. Baxter saw it only because he was sitting at the right angle: not a flinch, nothing so large, just a stopping, the way a man stops on a staircase when he isn't sure the next step is there.

“Tell her to learn to land first,” Cope said. “Everything else is showing off.”

D.D. laughed and said he would. Ray's hands, Baxter noticed, had found each other in his lap and were holding on.

Cope folded the chart and handed it back to Baxter. “We'll have to go again.”

“We'll be back,” Ray said.

He said it the way Baxter might have said the sun would come up: not a promise, just a fact he was passing on. D.D. looked up.

“Can I use that?”

Ray considered him, then nodded.

“With the eight boats,” Baxter said.

“With the eight boats,” D.D. agreed.

“Kate came down this afternoon,” Cope said. “Before the briefing. Sat where you're sitting and told me off for an hour for being in bed.”

Ray went still.

“How is she?” he said.

Baxter had flown beside him for nearly a month. In all that time he could not remember Ray asking a question that wasn't about an aircraft, a boat, or a fuel state. He watched Cope hear it too. Cope looked at Ray for a long moment, the way he looked at a hand of cards he hadn't expected to be dealt, and then over Ray's head at Baxter, and Baxter understood that he wasn't the only one in the room who knew.

“Tired,” Cope said, more gently than Baxter had ever heard him say anything. “Cross with me. Didn't like the guns tonight, I should think. She'll be all right.”

Ray nodded as though that were the only news anyone could have given him, and it was enough, and he would make it last.

Cope reached for the cards and asked Baxter to leave him his chair. Baxter took his helmet and made room for Ray. D.D. went out beside him, already scrolling back to the place where the last craft turned for home.


Chapter 10Four Chairs

Kate, Cruz

Kate found her gloves under Everson's flight bag. He had carried both into the wardroom without noticing, and was now holding her left glove up by the cuff as though he hoped she might explain it.

“You put them on the chair,” he said.

“I was sitting in it.”

“You'd gone.”

“To get coffee.”

Cruz moved his own bag off the fourth chair. Nguyen already had the place against the bulkhead, with the approach chart folded beside his cup. Kate took her gloves back and sat down. The coffee was still hot, which felt like a considerable achievement given how long the gloves had taken.

She hadn't poured it. It had been standing by the urn when she got there, milk and no sugar, filled to exactly the right distance from the rim, as though someone had made it and then thought better of drinking it. Ray had been going out by the other door as she came in. She'd taken the cup because it was there and it was how she liked it. Behind the counter, a very young galley hand with a tray of clean mugs had watched her pick it up, opened his mouth as if to say something, looked at the door Ray had just gone out of, and shut it again with an expression of deep confusion. Kate had assumed he was worried about the washing up. Only now, sitting down, did it occur to her to wonder whose it had been. Then Everson said something else about the gloves, and she forgot.

For a few minutes they talked about the debrief. Nguyen wanted the new range estimate before he went to bed. Everson wanted the old one sent back to whoever had supplied it, along with an invitation to make the next approach in a landing craft. Cruz asked whether the bombardment had damaged the boats.

“All eight intact,” Kate said. “Venn's report came in before we left.”

“And the people?”

“No casualties.”

Everson rubbed his hands over his face. “How?”

“You were there.”

“I was keeping the Harriers out of our way. I heard the calls. I didn't see how he did it.”

“He went in close enough to watch the guns,” Nguyen said. “Then kept going back.”

“Close enough.” Everson looked across the table. “Did you see him?”

“Once,” Kate said. “I was turning away when he went in.”

She had seen it for perhaps two seconds: a grey Hornet banking against the armour of a thing the size of a city block, so close that she'd taken it at first for a piece of the ship. Then she had rolled away to cover Cruz, and when she looked again the gun had stopped.

“Missiles against that armour,” Everson said.

“Against the guns. He wasn't trying to sink it.”

“I gathered that when it kept firing.”

Cruz reached for the chart. Nguyen unfolded it as far as the coast, and Cruz put a finger on the withdrawal lane.

“Professor was checking the boats here. One at a time. He wouldn't let Dealer close the list until the last one answered.”

“Neither would I,” Kate said.

“No. But by that point he's usually checking where Cope is.”

She looked up. Cruz kept his finger where it was.

“Or where Cope's persuaded someone to follow him,” he said.

Everson gave a short laugh. “We used to get the followers.”

“And you complained about them,” Nguyen said.

“I was right to complain. They were shooting at us.”

“They were shooting at him first.”

“Very generous of him.”

Kate drank her coffee while Cruz folded the chart back along its creases. She could remember more than one sortie ending with Joker One calling cheerfully from somewhere that obliged Queen to change course. Cope would drag an enemy fighter round the edge of their engagement, still attached and still dangerous, and ask whether anyone had a moment to help him with it. It had been maddening, and she missed it so much that for a moment she couldn't swallow.

Tonight Cruz had called a Mirage beyond Queen. By the time she'd finished turning to cover him, Dealer was reporting it destroyed.

“We didn't get much to complain about tonight,” she said.

“I'd settle for a little notice,” Everson said. “I selected one twice. Both times I was waiting for it to come round, and both times it stopped being an aircraft.”

“Don't wait next time,” Cruz said.

“For him to fire across me?”

“He didn't fire across you.”

“He could have.”

Kate set her cup down. “Did he?”

“No.”

“Did you have to break for him?”

“No.”

“Then we put the handover in the next brief. If we want him to leave us a contact, we tell him which one.”

Everson looked at Cruz. “That sounds familiar.”

“Professor said much the same when you complained about Cope.”

“Cope wouldn't shoot. This one won't stop. We're allowed to notice the difference.”

“You've noticed it,” Kate said. “Now we can do something about it.”

She thought that would be the end of it. She was wrong.



Cruz went to refill their cups. While he was away, Nguyen turned the chart over and pointed to the block where he had written up both flights' assignments.

“Professor and Coster stayed over the shore targets. They didn't follow him.”

“They had work,” Kate said.

“They had work at Deltheim too. According to Coster, he spent most of that trying to find something still flying.”

“Coster told you that?”

“He told everyone. This afternoon he showed me which battery he was going to take.”

Everson leaned over. “Did he get it?”

“The one beside the road. Professor got the first one. Ray took the position by the cranes afterward.”

“He'll be showing everyone that tomorrow.”

“He should,” Kate said. “It was firing on the boats.”

“Professor worked out the missiles when the battleship opened up,” Nguyen said. “He told you at the debrief.”

“Ray hadn't spent one until then.”

Everson looked at the chart. “Not one?”

“No.”

“Not even on the aircraft?”

“No.”

Cruz came back with the coffee and a spoon borrowed from another table. He put the spoon between Kate and Everson.

“One between you. Don't lose it.”

“He kept the whole load for the guns,” Everson told him.

“I heard.” Cruz sat down. “And used it to stop them firing.”

“Did he say that was why?” Nguyen asked.

“Professor didn't ask.”

“I'd have liked to know before he started,” Everson said. “We could have done some of it.”

“So would Professor,” Kate said. “He was busy getting the boats out.”

Nguyen folded the chart. “That's what I mean. Joker have stopped trying to catch up with him. Coster calls positions, Tasha watches the craft, Professor keeps the withdrawal clear. They've found work he isn't doing while he's busy with the barrels.”

“And when he isn't busy with the barrels,” Cruz said, “he's on our side.”

“There were aircraft on our side.”

“There were aircraft everywhere. There were aircraft on Joker's side, round the boats, out by the Harriers. He came across a mile of sky for the one near you.” Cruz picked up his cup and didn't drink from it. “Twice.”

Kate pulled the spoon toward her and stirred her coffee. “He got the Mirage you called.”

“After I called it. He was moving before I called it.” Cruz shrugged. “I was watching.”

“He covered you as well.”

“He covered me when I was next to you.”

Nobody said anything. Kate passed the spoon to Everson. He took it without looking away from her.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

“Good.”

Nguyen, who rarely volunteered anything he hadn't already checked twice, said quietly, “It isn't Queen he's covering, Kate.”

“No,” said Kate. “I know.”

All three of them went very still.

“It's me,” she said. She said it with the calm of someone who had worked a problem through and arrived at an answer she didn't like but could defend. “Obviously. White Valley. I didn't see the MiG. He did. And he's decided on the strength of that one engagement that Queen's lead can't see what's behind her, and he's been flying round me ever since like a nanny with a pram.” She stirred her coffee. “It's insulting, frankly. I've been leading this flight for five months.”

There was a silence of a very particular quality.

Everson made a sound into his cup that might have been a cough.

“That's,” said Cruz carefully, “one reading.”

“It's the only reading. What else would it be?”

Nobody answered that. Nguyen looked at the chart. Cruz looked at the ceiling. Everson looked at Cruz with the expression of a man who has just been handed a gift so large he doesn't know where to put it down.

“I'm not accusing you of anything,” Everson said, when he could. “I just think somebody should know why a man we've had aboard for a month is flying like you're the only thing in the sky.”

“Because he thinks I can't fly, Chester. I've just explained.”

“Right.”

“And I don't know him,” Kate went on, because Everson's face was doing something she didn't care for. “Before you start. Everson said it at the briefing; now you're all looking at me like it. I don't know him. I'd never heard his voice before White Valley.” She put her hands flat on the table. “If any of you are waiting for me to remember something, you'll have a long wait. There's nothing to remember.”

“I believe you,” Cruz said, and did.

Nguyen reached into the breast pocket of his flight suit and took out a stopwatch. A small cheap one, from a navigation kit, with a scratched face. He set it on the table between the cups.

Kate looked at it. “What's that?”

“Eighty-seven seconds,” said Nguyen.

“What?”

“On patrol. How often your head turns toward Joker's sector. I started timing it at Snider's Top, because I thought I was imagining it.” He didn't look up from the chart. “Eighty-seven. Ninety-two. Eighty-nine. Ninety-one. You never miss.”

Kate stared at the stopwatch.

Then she laughed. It was a real laugh, warm and slightly exasperated, the laugh she used on her wingmen when they'd done something endearingly stupid.

“Loc,” she said. “I'm Queen lead. I watch the sky. That's the whole job.”

“You watch one bit of it.”

“I watch the most valuable aircraft on this ship.” She pushed the stopwatch back across the table toward him with one finger. “He's a squadron asset. He's the reason we got eight boats home. Of course I keep an eye on where he is. It's professional.”

Nguyen picked up the stopwatch and put it back in his pocket without another word. Cruz had put his hand over his eyes. Everson had gone a strange colour from holding something in.

“It's professional,” said Kate again, a little more firmly, to the table in general.

“Yes, Lead,” said all three of them.

Kate looked down at the chart. She would put a note on it: a handover line, a calling convention, a box marked Queen with a boundary drawn round it in pencil, so that Joker One could see in black and white exactly where Queen ended and his opinion of Queen's lead was not required. It would help with Cruz turning through someone's path. It would help, she was sure, with all of it.

“I'll speak to Professor,” she said. “About the handover.”

“That's all I'm asking,” Cruz said.

It wasn't, and they both knew it. He let her have it anyway.



“Tasha sounded better,” Cruz said after a while.

Kate looked at him. “On the approach?”

“On the way back. Counting boats. She made Venn repeat Seven's position.”

“She'd lost him behind the spray,” Nguyen said.

“And got him back, and went straight on to Eight.” Cruz turned his cup on the table. “She used to apologize for asking.”

Everson started to say something, thought better of it, and reached for the spoon. Cruz slid it out of reach.

“You can finish that sentence.”

“I wasn't going to say anything about her shooting.”

“Good.”

“I was going to say she was useful.”

“She was useful before.”

“Yes, Victor. I know.” Everson sat back. “I was going to say I'd rather have someone counting those boats than three more of us trying to put a missile into a battleship. We didn't need another aircraft down there. We needed to know whether everyone was out.”

Cruz pushed the spoon back toward him.

“Thank you,” Everson said. “Very gracious.”

“Don't make me regret it.”

“And then the Frogfoot,” Nguyen said.

Kate had heard it: Coster's call, Tasha breaking, the gunfire crossing behind her before anyone else had turned.

“Coster got the call out first,” Everson said. “Before Dealer. Before Professor. He must have been watching her the whole time.”

“He's her wingman,” Kate said.

“He's her wingman,” Everson agreed, in a tone Kate didn't care for. “And afterward. Did you hear him afterward?”

Cruz put down his cup. Nguyen became very interested in the chart.

“Tasha, you all right?” Everson said, in a fair imitation of Coster trying to sound like a flight lead. “I said, no hit. Right. Good.” He pressed a hand to his chest. “Good. He said it like she'd handed him a medal.”

“Chester,” Kate said.

“I'm only reporting what was on the net.”

“Half the fleet was on the net.”

“Then half the fleet knows,” Everson said, delighted.

Nguyen looked up from the chart. “Does she know?”

They considered that. Kate thought of Tasha at Snider's Top, correcting Coster's account of the Flankers while he sat there and let her, which Kate had never seen him allow anyone else to do. She thought of Coster, who could tell you the B-side of every record Purple Magic had ever made and had not, in four months, noticed that Tasha asked for the same one every time.

“No,” she said. “Neither of them.” She shook her head, fond and baffled. “Honestly. You'd think two people who fly that close together would notice.”

Nguyen's hand drifted toward the pocket with the stopwatch in it, and stopped. Cruz kicked Everson under the table before Everson could open his mouth, and kept his foot there.

“Should we tell them?” Nguyen asked.

“Absolutely not,” said Cruz.

“Absolutely not,” said Kate, at the same moment.

Everson looked wounded. “I wasn't going to tell them.”

“You were going to hint,” Cruz said. “At breakfast. Loudly.”

“I'm a subtle man.”

“You did an impression of him just now.”

“For you. Not for them.” Everson retrieved the spoon while Cruz was laughing. “Somebody on this ship ought to be having a nice time.”

Kate laughed too, and found she meant it, and felt a little of the weight go off the table. It was easier to talk about two people who didn't know what they were doing than about one who seemed to know exactly what he was doing and wouldn't say.



Nguyen put his empty cup aside.

“There's one more thing I don't like,” he said. “About the Frogfoot.”

Kate waited.

“How quickly I expected him to deal with it.”

None of them answered at once. At the next table someone was arguing about whether the galley was still serving anything. A sailor went to find out, taking two cups and somebody else's plate with him.

“We were all watching the boats,” Everson said.

“We were,” Nguyen agreed. “And next time he might be watching something else.”

He didn't look at Kate when he said it. Nobody did. She found that worse.

She opened the chart again, found the block of assignments and added a note under Queen's, then another at the withdrawal lane.

“We'll put it in the brief,” she said. “He can cover us. We still cover each other.”

Cruz leaned over to read what she'd written. “And Joker?”

“Joker too.”

“Professor won't argue.”

“I'd like him to, if he thinks we've missed something.”

“He will,” Cruz said. “He used to bring a book to the wardroom. I think he hoped we'd leave him alone.”

“How did that go?” Nguyen asked.

“We didn't.”

Everson grinned. “We were improving his education.”

Kate folded the chart and picked up her gloves. The note was there in pencil. It would make the next brief tidier, and that was all it would do.

“Then you can continue at breakfast,” she said. “Ask them to sit with us.”

“All four?” Everson asked.

“All four.”

“Ray as well.”

She heard the question under it. “He's one of the four, Chester.”

“And Tasha and Coster can sit together,” Everson said. “Purely for operational reasons.”

“You will say nothing.”

“Not a word.”

Cruz stood with the cups. “I'll ask Professor. He's been down seeing Cope.”

“Ask what time Cope's allowed visitors,” Kate said. “We can go afterward.”

Everson gathered his bag and checked under it for anything else he might have acquired. Nguyen took the chart when Kate offered it and promised to bring the corrected range sheet in the morning.

At the door, Cruz turned back.

“Should I tell them to bring anything?”

“Themselves,” Kate said. “And you can return the spoon.”

When they had gone she sat a while longer with the last of the coffee. She tried to remember the voice on the radio at White Valley, the first time, before he'd caught himself. K— It hadn't sounded like a man who had needed fewer syllables. It had sounded like a man who'd said her name a great many times before.

That was impossible. It was also, she decided, extremely irritating, and she was not going to lie awake over a man who thought she couldn't see a MiG. She finished her coffee and went to bed, and lay awake.



Cruz had the spoon in his pocket and every intention of returning it, and had got as far as the ladder when Coster came up it two rungs at a time.

“Have you seen D.D.?”

“Not since the debrief.”

“He's got Theve.” Coster had a flat case under his arm, the kind Dutch kept the camera cards in, and the look of a man who'd been given permission by somebody not entirely entitled to give it. “Dutch says the second card's off the rig. My battery's on it.”

“Your battery,” Everson said, arriving behind Cruz with Nguyen.

“The one by the road. Ray goes past it on the way to the cranes.” Coster shifted the case. “You can see it go up. Well. You can see where it went up.”

“Are you telling us,” Nguyen said, “that you're in the Wings' home movies?”

“In the background.”

Everson looked at Cruz. Cruz looked at the case. He had been going to ask Professor about breakfast, and he had meant it quite sincerely.

“Is D.D. going to let you show it?”

“He let Purple Magic.”

“Purple Magic were guests.”

“So are you, if you come,” Coster said, and went off down the passageway as though that settled it. It turned out that it did.



D.D. worked out of a compartment behind the communications spaces that had once held a photocopier and still smelled faintly of one. He had fitted it with a desk, two monitors and a shelf of camera cards labelled in small upright capitals with dates and nothing else. He stood when he saw how many of them there were.

“Ah,” he said.

“They want to see my battery,” Coster said.

“I'm sure they do.” D.D. looked at the three Queen pilots like a man counting chairs he didn't have. “It stays in this room. All of it. The XO hasn't cleared a frame of Theve yet.”

“Understood,” said Cruz.

“Lieutenant Everson?”

“Why does everyone look at me?”

“Because you're the one who'll talk about it,” Nguyen said.

D.D. sighed and put the card in.

Cruz had expected gun-camera film, the grainy kind they'd shown at the school to illustrate what not to do. It wasn't like that. The picture was wide and clear and perfectly steady, and the steadiness turned out to be the worst of it. The camera was fixed to the aircraft, so the aircraft never moved. The world did. Theve came up out of the dark at the bottom of the frame and swung across it like a record on a turntable, the waterfront lights tipping over and righting themselves, cloud tearing past close enough to touch. Through all of it the canopy bow sat quite still across the top of the picture, with the green edge of the head-up display glowing in one corner.

Under the radio calls, very faintly, they could hear him breathing.

“There,” Coster said. “Wait. There.”

A flash among the dark trees above the road, low in the frame, gone almost before Cruz found it.

“That's a smudge,” Everson said.

“That's my smudge.”

“It's a very good smudge,” said Nguyen, and Coster looked so pleased that Cruz let it stand.

Then the Mirages came in over the boats, and nobody said anything about smudges for a while.

The first one slid into the picture from the left. The frame didn't chase it. It drifted to the middle of the screen as though somebody were pulling it there on a string, the picture shivered with the gun, and the Mirage came apart where it sat. The frame was already turning away before the pieces began to fall. The second went the same way, from a different angle, at a different range, and Cruz realised he had been waiting for a correction. There wasn't one. There hadn't been one on the first either.

It was beautiful. Cruz hadn't expected that. He had expected it to be impressive, the way the stories were impressive, and it was, but that wasn't the word that came. There was no flourish in it anywhere, no roll that wasn't needed, nothing done for show, and somehow that made it worse: every line was so clean it looked inevitable, as though the sky had been shaped for it in advance. He had been flying for eleven years. He had never seen anything so beautiful in his life, and he was watching a man die in the middle of it.

“Again,” Everson said.

D.D. ran it back without being asked twice. He had the air of a man who'd done a lot of running back.

“He isn't aiming at it,” Cruz said.

“Everybody leads a target.”

“He's not leading it. He's waiting for it.” Cruz watched the Mirage drift into the middle of the frame again, obliging, as though it had an appointment there. “He puts the nose somewhere, and it goes there.”

Nguyen had found the time counter in the corner of the screen and was watching that instead of the picture. Cruz had flown with him long enough to know what that meant: Nguyen was frightened and had decided to be frightened accurately.

“Can you go to the withdrawal?” Nguyen asked.

D.D. went to the withdrawal.

The battleship filled the screen. Cruz had seen it from two miles off and thought it big. From over Ray's shoulder it wasn't big. It was a place. There were lights moving on it, and stairs, and a barrel the length of a street turning slowly toward the water, and the Hornet was banking so close to the upper hull that Cruz could see rivet lines in the armour go past. He heard Everson draw a breath through his teeth. The breathing on the cockpit microphone didn't change at all.

“Back,” Nguyen said. “Before this. When Venn turned.”

D.D. found it. The frame was pointing inland, over the dark marsh beyond the city, at nothing. There was nothing to see. Cruz looked for a light, a movement, anything at all.

“Craft Two. Left. Now.”

The picture held on the dark. One second. Two. Nguyen's lips were moving. Three. Four.

A white flash bloomed on the horizon in the exact centre of the frame.

“Four seconds,” Nguyen said. “He called it four seconds before they fired.”

“He saw something,” Everson said. “A light. A crew on a gun deck. Something.”

“At that range? In the dark?”

“Then how—”

Nobody answered him. D.D. stopped the picture on the flash and left it there, a white blot in the middle of the screen with the canopy bow above it.

“I've watched that eleven times,” D.D. said. He didn't seem to be speaking to anyone in particular. “I've timed it with a stopwatch. I keep thinking I'll find what he was looking at.”



After that it was Everson who asked for White Valley. D.D. hesitated, and Coster said, “Purple Magic saw it,” as though that were an argument, and D.D. put in another card.

Cruz had flown that fight. He knew where everyone had been. He hadn't known where Ray had been looking, and now he did.

The frame kept coming back to one aircraft. It lost her in a turn and swung back, searching, across the snow and the ridge and a burning Intruder that went past at the edge of the picture almost by accident, until it found her again: a Hornet with a crown on its tail, small and far off, turning hard. Kills happened at the edges. The frame went back to her. Cruz saw himself go by once, a grey shape at the bottom of the screen, and understood that he was in the picture only because he had been flying next to her.

“Oh,” said Nguyen softly.

The MiG slid into the frame behind her, and the frame was already on it.

On the cockpit microphone, the breathing stopped.

“K—Kate, break right.”

The picture shook with the gun. The MiG came apart behind Queen One, who was already breaking, and the frame stayed on her through the whole roll, all the way round, until she came out of it level and whole. Only then did the breathing start again, and it was the only time in all of it that Cruz heard it unsteady.

Cruz knew that sound. He had made it himself, his first year on Kate's wing, the day a SAM came up under her and he watched it all the way into her flares. He'd breathed exactly like that afterward, into his mask, where he'd thought nobody could hear. It wasn't the sound of a man watching somebody. It was the sound of a man who had been afraid for them, purely and helplessly afraid, and had just been let off.

He found he would rather it had been the other thing. He knew what to do about a man who frightened him. He had no idea what to do about one who was frightened for her.

“Joker One. Kate?”

A pause on the recording.

“Fewer syllables.”

The transmit tone ended. The radio went quiet. And on the cockpit microphone, which he must have known was there and had forgotten, a voice said very quietly, to no one at all, “Kate.”

Just that. Not a call. Not loud enough to be one. It was the way a man says a name in an empty room to remind himself what it sounds like.

D.D. reached out and turned the volume down, which was the only time Cruz ever saw him embarrassed by his own footage.

None of them laughed.

“Is there more?” Everson said eventually. His voice had gone odd. “The Hornet. The one he played with.”

“No,” said D.D.

It was the first time Cruz had heard him refuse anything.

“The XO's seen that one,” D.D. said. “Doctor Santos has seen that one. That one stays on the shelf.”

“Why?”

D.D. didn't answer. Coster had been quiet since White Valley. He was looking at the shelf of cards.

“Show them,” he said. “They should know what he's like. All of it.”

D.D. looked at him for a long moment, then found the card.

It was different, which was the problem. Cruz couldn't have said how, at first; it was beautiful too, but the others had been beautiful the way a blade is, and this was something else. The dark Hornet turned against the sun and the frame turned with it, unhurried, almost lazy, the world wheeling slowly round the canopy bow. The gun touched a wingtip and stopped. The frame drifted wide, let the enemy go, and came round again like someone strolling back to a conversation. Cruz had been in a great many fights and had never seen one flown like that. It looked like a man dancing.

On the second pass, as the dark Hornet lost the other wingtip, there was a sound on the cockpit microphone. It was short and low. It might have been a cough. It might have been a breath let out through the nose in the way a man might breathe out at a good joke.

“Go back,” Nguyen said.

“No,” said D.D., and stopped it.

He took the card out and put it back on the shelf, in its place between the others, and squared it with one finger.

“I've listened to it enough times,” he said, “to know that I don't know what it is.”



For a while nobody moved. The monitor showed a blue screen. Somewhere aft, a pump came on.

“He got Webb out,” Coster said. “All four of them. Bax asked, and he did it. One engine, one tail, one wingtip. He got the boats out. He got Tasha out from under that Frogfoot before I'd finished the call.” He didn't sound defensive. He sounded as though he were reading items off a list he'd been keeping for some time. “That's in there too.”

“I know,” said Everson.

“You fly next to that,” Nguyen said. “Every day.”

“Every day.”

“Doesn't it—”

“Yes,” Coster said. “And then he gets Tasha out from under a Frogfoot, and it doesn't.”

D.D. thanked them for coming in the tone of a man who wished they hadn't, and reminded them that none of it left the room. Coster picked up his case. At the door he stopped.

“You didn't see my battery properly,” he said. “The second time. You were watching the Mirages.”

“Show me tomorrow,” Cruz said, and Coster nodded and went off toward Joker's berthing, a little faster than walking.

The three of them went the other way. Nobody suggested finding Professor.

“We don't tell her,” Nguyen said at the foot of the ladder.

Everson stopped. “Tell her which part?”

“Any of it.”

Cruz thought about Kate at the wardroom table with her hands flat in front of her, saying I don't know him to the three people who had never once had reason to doubt her. She'd meant it. He'd watched her mean it. And on a card on D.D.'s shelf there was a man who had held his breath through her whole roll and only let it go when she came out level. Whatever that was, it wasn't theirs to hand her across a wardroom table.

“No,” he said. “We don't.”

Everson, for once in his life, didn't argue.

On the way back Cruz found the table the spoon had come from and put it back where it belonged. She had asked him to. It was the only thing that night he had known how to put right.


Chapter 11Attack on the Drinwich Airfield

Baxter, Halloran, Coster, Kate, Pike

Jenkins had a pencil behind each ear and a third in his hand, which Baxter had learned to read as arithmetic.

“Don't,” Jenkins said, without looking up, “ask me how it's going.”

“How's it going?”

“Badly. Sit down. Not there, that's a torque wrench.”

Baxter moved the torque wrench and sat on the edge of the trolley. Jenkins had a stores ledger open across his knees and a sheet of figures beside it, columns of them, some crossed out and rewritten in a hand that grew smaller and angrier as it went down the page. Above them Ray's Hornet stood with its panels open, and from somewhere beneath its left wing came the steady sound of Dutch doing something methodical to it.

“I'm working out what we spend,” Jenkins said. “Per sortie. Fuel, missiles, rounds, parts, the lot. Pike wants a figure for the people at Snider's Top so they understand why we keep asking them for things they haven't got.” He tapped the bottom of the page with the pencil. “That's Joker One. On his own.”

Baxter looked at the figure. He looked at it for some time.

“That's every sortie?”

“That's an average. Theve was worse. Deltheim was worse. He goes through gun ammunition like a man trying to empty the sea with a bucket.” Jenkins wrote something else down. “I'm not complaining. I'm just saying somebody's got to make the bucket.”

“Cheaper per kill than anyone else aboard,” said Dutch, from under the wing.

Jenkins took the pencil out of his mouth. “That's not the comfort you think it is.”

“Wasn't meant as comfort, Major. Just arithmetic.”

“Everything's arithmetic till it isn't.” Jenkins turned a page in the ledger, frowned at it, and turned it back. Then he looked at Baxter over the top of it with an expression Baxter had seen on him once before, when a landing-gear strut had come back from an inspection with nothing wrong with it at all and Jenkins had refused to believe it for two days.

“He was down here at half five,” he said.

“Ray?”

“Who else. Asked me to change his load for this afternoon. More rounds, as many as I could get in. And he wanted two of the short-range jobs on the outboard stations instead of the bombs. The little ones. The ones you'd use for something small and slow.” Jenkins put the ledger down. “I asked him what for. You know what he said?”

“I can guess how many words.”

“One.” Jenkins held up a finger. “Drones.”

Baxter waited for the rest of it. Under the wing, Dutch had stopped working.

“Nobody's said anything about drones,” Jenkins said. “Intelligence hasn't. Pike hasn't. Briefing's not till two. I went and checked the threat summary, in case I'd missed something, and I hadn't. There's nothing in it about drones. Not one word.”

“Did you load them?”

“Course I loaded them.” Jenkins looked at the pencil in his hand as though it had let him down. “You learn.”

Dutch came out from under the wing, wiping his hands. He was a big man and moved slowly, the way big men often did on a ship, as if he'd long ago measured every hatch aboard and come to terms with them. He folded the rag and put it in his pocket.

“He checked the seat kits again,” he said.

Jenkins sighed. “Again?”

“Every seat. Same as every morning there's a sortie. Counted the water.” Dutch said it the way he'd have reported a tyre pressure. “Queen's as well. He did Queen One's first.”

Nobody said anything to that. Jenkins went back to his figures. Baxter found that he was looking at the open panels on Ray's aircraft without seeing them, and made himself stop.

He was saved by Tasha, who came across the hangar with a record held flat against her chest in both arms, the way people carried things they had been told were valuable.

“Bax. Have you seen Will?”

“Not since breakfast. Is that his?”

“He left it in the ready room.”

“He didn't leave it,” said Coster, arriving behind her from the other direction with the slightly hunted look of a man who had been searching for something for some time. “I put it down.”

“On the chair.”

“On my chair.”

“It's not your chair. It's the ready room. Nobody owns the chairs.” Tasha held the record out to him, then didn't quite let go of it. “I listened to it.”

Coster stopped looking hunted. He tried, briefly, to look offended instead, and couldn't manage it.

“Which side?”

“Both.”

“And?”

“Track four is still slow.”

“It isn't slow. It's patient.”

“It's slow, William.” She let go of the record. “The second side's good, though. The one after track four. I liked that one.”

Coster held the record as if she had handed him something else entirely. Jenkins, who had looked up at the word patient, met Baxter's eyes over the ledger with an expression of deep and silent enquiry. Baxter returned it blankly and got up.

“Briefing at two,” he said. “Both of you. And—” He lowered his voice, though there was nobody to hear but Jenkins and Dutch, who had both heard it already. “If you see anything this afternoon that looks like a drone, anything at all, call it at once. Don't wait to be sure.”

“Drones?” Coster said. “Nobody's said anything about drones.”

“No,” said Baxter. “Nobody has.”



Pike said intact five times in the first ten minutes of the briefing, and Baxter stopped counting after that because it was clearly going to be the theme.

Drinwich had been a Federation supply base before the war, tucked into a high valley in the Rigley Mountains where the road came over from the coast. The Sotoans had taken it in the first month and had been using it since. Its magazines were still full. So were its fuel bunkers. Long Shot had drawn every surviving FCU unit within reach toward Snider's Top, and every one of them had arrived with more people than weapons.

“So we are not going to Drinwich to destroy anything,” Pike said. “We are going to Drinwich to collect it.”

She put the map up. Two helicopter groups, Spread One and Spread Two, would come in by the northern and southern routes, carrying Humvee units that would deploy at the airfield and take it building by building. Joker would cover Spread One on the northern route. Queen had Spread Two in the south. The Harriers from Dauntless would work the outer defences.

“The stores are marked.” She tapped them, one after another: the magazines along the eastern side of the field, the fuel bunkers to the north, the hangars between. “If any of those go up, we lose what we came for and probably the people standing next to it. Guns and missiles inside the perimeter. Bombs outside it, or not at all.”

The weapons officer took them through loadouts after her. Most of the wing would carry bombs for the approach routes, he said, and he reminded them about landing weight, apologetically, as though it were his fault. Anything they didn't drop would have to come home with them, and a carrier would only take so much aircraft back aboard. Anything over the limit went into the sea.

“We are short of bombs,” he said. “Please don't throw them away unless you have to.”

Baxter marked the stores on his own map and then marked where the ground force would be at each phase, which was the part he actually cared about. He raised his hand when Pike paused.

“When we're called in on a target near the magazines, who confirms where the Humvees are?”

“The ground commander, through Dealer. Captain Lund.” Pike made a note. “I'll make sure he knows you'll ask.”

“He will,” said Everson, not quite quietly enough, and Cruz kicked his chair.

Pike went through the threats. SAMs on the approaches, MiG-29s out of an airstrip to the west, armour around the base, the usual. Then she put her pen down.

“There's nothing in the summary about drones,” she said, “so we don't expect them. If you see anything unusual on the field, call it.”

Baxter didn't look at Ray. He didn't need to. He looked at Kate instead, because something made him, and found that she had already turned her head along the table toward the far end where Joker One sat with the target sheet in his hands.

Everyone else in the room had looked faintly puzzled at the mention of drones, the way people look at a thing they hadn't been thinking about. Ray hadn't. He hadn't looked up at all.

Kate looked at him for a moment longer than Baxter would have expected. Then she turned back to her map, and made a small mark on it, and Baxter would have given a good deal to know what it was.

At the Queen end of the table, Nguyen glanced down at his wristwatch, and then, with the expression of a man adding a figure to a column, back up at his lead.



The tankers came up out of the haze over the foothills at 1540, two of them, broad and slow and pale against the afternoon. They had been Majestic's once. Queen had stolen them back out of Port Edwards with D.D.'s access code and a great deal of nerve, and now they flew themselves, patient and uncomplaining, in a long racetrack over the mountains while the strike lined up behind them.

The order put Queen on the first tanker and Joker on the second, which ought to have been the end of it. Then Queen Three's probe wouldn't extend, and the order shuffled, and Baxter, coming up behind, saw that Ray was now sitting directly behind Queen One.

Fifty feet. Perhaps a little less. Kate's Hornet hung on the drogue in front of him, rising and falling a few feet with the air, and Ray's Hornet rose and fell with it as if the two aircraft were tied together, holding his place behind her with a steadiness that made Baxter's own station-keeping feel like an argument.

It took three minutes for her to take on fuel. Three minutes was a long time to hold an aircraft that still. Baxter watched him do it. He watched him not look anywhere else. There was nowhere else to look, of course; that was the point of the position. But Baxter had sat behind a tanker himself a great many times, and he knew that you looked at your instruments, at the tanker, at your own hands, at the sky, at anything, because three minutes of looking at the same aircraft was a long time.

Ray's helmet didn't move once.

“This is my favourite part,” Tasha said on Joker's channel. She was sitting off Coster's wing, waiting her turn, and sounded entirely content. “Isn't it? Everything slows down. Everyone's close, and quiet, and careful. You're four hundred knots over a mountain and it feels like sitting in a kitchen.”

“You'd have very strange kitchens,” said Coster.

“I think it's the most beautiful thing in aviation.”

“More than sunrise?”

She considered. “Equal.”

Nobody else answered her. Ahead, Ray's Hornet held its place.

Then Kate came on the common channel, mildly, as though she were remarking on the weather.

“Joker One, Queen One. You can breathe, you know.”

There was a pause. Baxter heard it go on a little longer than a pause ought to. He thought, absurdly, of the open channel on the way home from Meriton, and the three seconds of nothing.

“Thank you, Queen One,” Ray said.

It was quiet and perfectly level, and it went out to everyone. Baxter heard the tiny click of somebody in Queen keying a microphone and then thinking better of it. On Joker's channel Coster drew a breath and didn't use it.

It was, Baxter realised, the first time Ray had ever said her call sign without being told to. He had said it the way Baxter had once heard a man in a church say a name in a list of the dead: carefully, so as not to drop it.

Somewhere on the common channel, very faintly, someone in Queen laughed and turned it into a cough.

“It was unnerving,” said Kate, to nobody, in the voice of a woman making a professional observation. “Holding station like that. Like a statue. Somebody ought to tell him.”

Nobody told her that somebody just had.

Kate came off the drogue and slid clear. Ray moved up into the space she'd left. His helmet stayed exactly where it was.



In nineteen years Chief Warrant Officer Pat Halloran had never once trusted a fighter pilot.

It wasn't personal. It was arithmetic. A fighter pilot flew at four hundred knots, three miles up, and saw the war as a map with coloured pins in it. A helicopter pilot flew at a hundred and twenty knots, fifty feet off the ground, and saw it as a valley full of people trying to kill her. They weren't in the same war. When the fast movers said we'll cover you, what they meant was we'll be somewhere above you, doing something more interesting, and in nineteen years she had never once been given reason to think otherwise.

So when the planning cell at Snider's Top said the Drinwich lift would have Navy cover off the Endurance, she'd nodded and not believed a word of it. Then she'd gone out to her aircraft and told Sergeant Pruitt to load every flare they owned.

She had seen D.D.'s post about Theve, the one with the eight boats. She'd read it twice. It had struck her as the first honest thing the Navy had put out in months, precisely because it admitted they hadn't got ashore. She liked people who could say they'd failed. It made her more inclined to believe them when they said they hadn't.

It didn't make her believe in the Wings of Theve. Nobody at Snider's Top believed in the Wings of Theve. He was a poster.

Spread One came up the northern valley at 1612, eight helicopters in a long staggered line with the river beneath them and the slopes going up on either side into rock and old snow. The light was already going gold on the high ridges. Down where Halloran was, it was mostly shadow.

The first launcher was dug in on the left-hand slope, two miles short of the bend. She knew it was there because the warning tone went in her headset and she was already calling the break, already reaching for the flares, when the slope where it had been opened up in a long orange gout of fire and simply stopped being a launcher.

She didn't see the jet. She felt it. Something went over her rotor disc so low that the whole aircraft shook in its wake, and was gone up the valley ahead of her before she could turn her head.

The next position was half a mile on, a gun in a notch of the right-hand ridge. It died before it fired. So did the one after. She saw that one go: a grey shape coming down the valley wall at her own height, below the ridge line, so low she could see the shadow of it moving on the rock beside it, and a burst of gunfire that seemed to start before the jet had even turned toward the target.

“North route, Joker Two,” said a calm, dry voice in her headset. “You're clear to the bend. Keep coming.”

Halloran keyed her microphone. “Joker, North Lead. Who the hell is your lead?”

A short pause.

“That,” said Joker Two, “is the Wings of Theve.”

She didn't answer. She was watching him.

She would try to describe it afterward, more than once, to people who hadn't been there, and she never managed it. It wasn't the speed, though he was fast, or the shooting, though she'd never seen shooting like it. It was the way the jet moved through the valley, as though the valley had been cut for it. He never flew above them. He flew down in the shadow with them, at their height, along their route, and every turn he made was the only turn there could possibly have been, so clean that it looked like something that had always been going to happen. She had watched display teams. She had watched birds. She had never in her life seen anything so beautiful as that grey jet going up the valley ahead of her in the last of the light, killing everything that might have killed her before it knew she was there.

Beside her, Sergeant Pruitt, who had been her crew chief for six years and had never once said anything good about a fast mover, keyed the intercom.

“Chief,” he said, in a voice of quiet wonder. “I think I'm in love.”

“Get in line,” said her co-pilot.

The valley turned north. Up ahead, two more jets were working the positions on the high ground, steadily and carefully, and a third was keeping station above the line of helicopters, weaving gently over them like a dog walking beside a flock. Their voices came and went on the net.

“Three, launch, left side, the scree slope.”

“I see it. Four, can you—”

“Got it. You're clear.”

“Thank you.”

“You don't have to say thank you every time.”

“I'll say thank you if I want to.”

“Fine. You're welcome.”

“Thank you.”

Halloran listened to three more exchanges of this kind. Then, because nineteen years had to be good for something, she keyed her microphone.

“Joker, North Lead. Are those two always like that?”

“Like what?” said Three and Four, at exactly the same moment.

Joker Two didn't answer at all, which Halloran thought was probably answer enough.



The MiG-29s came over the western ridge at 1620, four of them, fast and low and well flown. Baxter called them and turned to cover the helicopters. He had a surface position in front of him and a launcher beyond that, and he took the first while Coster went for the second, and above them Ray went up to meet the MiGs.

The first pair died almost together. The third broke away. The fourth was good.

Baxter saw it in the corner of his attention while he came off his own target. The MiG pilot knew his aircraft and knew the valley, and when Ray turned on him he didn't run. He turned too, hard and tight, using the slope, and for a moment the two aircraft went round each other above the ridge like a pair of swifts. Baxter saw the Hornet's line begin to change. It was nothing anyone else would have noticed, a roll a fraction wider than it needed to be, a turn that went on a little longer than the geometry required. It was the thing he had seen at White Valley, and again over Newfield with Darre, and he felt his stomach tighten.

Then Spread Two came up on the common net, from far away in the south, a helicopter pilot calling a launch and Kate's voice behind him, steady, answering.

The Hornet snapped straight. It happened as abruptly as a man stepping back from the edge of a platform. The next turn was the only turn there could have been, and the MiG died at the end of it.

Baxter brought his eyes back to the ground. He had a line of helicopters under him and a scree slope full of people with launchers, and he was the one who was supposed to be watching them.

“Spread One, Joker Two. You're clear past the bend. Next threat's the cut on the right, I'm on it.”

“North Lead copies,” Halloran said. “Joker Two, your lead's a lunatic.”

“Yes,” said Baxter. “I know.”



The first call from the south came at 1626.

“Joker, Queen One.” Kate's voice was clipped and quick. “Spread Two has a launcher we can't see. It's under the trees on the eastern slope and it's tracking our lead helicopter. We need eyes on it from above the ridge. Can you spare one?”

Baxter looked at his own valley. Spread One was through the worst of it. He had Coster and Tasha with him, and Halloran's line was moving well.

“Joker One, south,” he said. “I'll keep Three and Four with Spread One.”

He needn't have said it. Ray's Hornet was already gone over the ridge.

The launcher died ninety seconds later. Kate called it, briefly, and thanked Joker, and Ray came back over the ridge and took up his place above Spread One again as though he had never left it. Baxter watched him go and come back, and noticed that he came back more slowly than he went.

The second call came at 1641, and it didn't come at all, really. It never got that far.

“Joker, Queen One, fighters inbound on Spread Two from the southwest, we're going to need—”

Ray was moving before she reached fighters. Baxter saw it on his display and then out of the canopy, the Hornet already rolling out over the southern ridge and accelerating, already gone, while Kate was still in the middle of the sentence. As though he had known Spread Two was about to need him before Spread Two did.

“Joker One,” Baxter said. “Confirm you're south.”

He expected the two clicks. He was already composing the position report he'd have to give Queen on Ray's behalf.

“Moving,” Ray said.

One word, to Kate, on the common channel. Baxter heard what was in it. He couldn't have explained it to anyone, but he had flown beside this man for a little over a month and had heard him say perhaps forty words in all that time, and he knew what it cost him to make that one. It was the sound of a man reaching for a door handle he had promised himself he wouldn't touch.

“Queen One copies,” Kate said, and there was a fractional pause in it that wasn't there before.

Ray arrived over Spread Two early. He took the handover exactly as Queen had written it into the brief after Theve, the boundary to the letter, the targets Queen gave him and not one more. Baxter could follow it on the net: Kate's calls, Cruz's, a fighter dying on the far side of the line where it had been assigned, and Ray going no further than he'd been asked. Nobody could have faulted him.

“Well,” said Cruz on the common channel, very dry. “He's learned to knock.”

Then Kate's voice again, lightly, the way she'd said you can breathe at the tanker.

“Professor, does your lead ever arrive late for anything?”

Baxter opened his mouth to answer. Cruz got there first.

“No,” said Cruz.

That was all he said. It wasn't a joke, and it wasn't quite an answer to her question. Baxter heard the silence afterward, and he heard Kate hear it, and he knew that she had noticed. Kate noticed everything about her own flight. It was one of the reasons they would have followed her into the sea.

And knowing Kate, he thought, she had already worked out exactly what Cruz's silence meant, and got it completely wrong. She would decide Victor disapproved of Joker One. She would probably have words with him about professional courtesy between flights. Baxter found, rather to his own surprise, that he was smiling inside his mask, in the middle of an assault on a defended airfield, and made himself stop.

He didn't hear what she said next on Queen's own channel. He had his own problem. A pair of Su-25s had come down the northern valley behind Ray's departure, low over the river, and one of them was turning toward Halloran's line while the other went for the Humvee column forming up beyond the bend.

He couldn't have both.

He looked at the helicopters, and at the column, and at Coster and Tasha off to his left, and made his choice.

“Four, the one on the helicopters, it's yours. Three, stay with Four. I'm taking the column.”

“Four.”

“Three.”

He took the Frogfoot over the column with a missile, cleanly, and saw Coster's go down beyond the helicopters a moment later, and Spread One went on up the valley with nothing touching it. It was a small thing. Nobody would remember it. But Baxter had made the call and it had been the right one, and for a few seconds he let himself have that.



Coster heard FLAMMA before he saw him.

A new voice on the open channel, Sotoan, young and quick and amused. He was talking to somebody, or to nobody, or perhaps just to the sky: telling it he was coming, telling it what he was going to do to the helicopters in the south. Then Dealer came over the top of him, sharper than Coster had ever heard him.

“Single bandit, high, very fast, out of the north. MiG-31. It's an ace. FLAMMA. He's diving on Spread Two.”

Coster looked south. He couldn't see the MiG. He could see the line of helicopters far away over the southern route, small as gnats, and above them the four specks of Queen, and he knew at once that he was too far away to do anything at all. He turned anyway. Everybody did.

Then he saw the MiG: a long dark shape coming down out of the high cold sky at a speed that didn't look survivable, nose down, straight for the helicopters. He'd heard about pilots like that. Interceptor pilots, made for one thing, going straight in and straight out, too fast to catch. The kind of pilot who would have given Ray exactly the fight Ray had found at White Valley. The kind he'd liked.

Ray was already there.

He came across the MiG's dive from below and to the side, at the one angle that gave a fast aircraft nothing to do but keep going, and there was no turning fight, no circling, no moment where anybody watched to see what anybody else would do. FLAMMA saw him at the last second and tried to pull out. He was good. Coster would give him that. He was very good.

One burst.

The MiG came apart in the air a mile and a half short of the helicopters and fell, burning, into a field on the valley floor that was already black. One of the launchers Ray had killed half an hour earlier had gone up there, and the grass had burned off around it, and there was nothing in that field now but scorched ground and the wreck of the launcher. Nothing left to hurt.

The open channel went quiet.

Coster flew back to his own valley slowly and thought about it.

He thought about the MiGs Ray had killed today, and the Frogfoots, and the launchers on the slopes, and where every one of them had come down. The scree. The river. The burned field. Open ground, every time. Not one near a road, a vehicle, a helicopter, a marked store. It wasn't luck. You couldn't be that lucky all afternoon. It was choosing. Choosing where each one would fall before it fell, and then killing it there.

He's not just good at killing, Coster thought. He's good at where.

He didn't know why that frightened him more than everything else he'd seen. Perhaps because it meant there was never a moment when Ray wasn't thinking about everything at once, every helicopter, every aircraft, every person on the ground, all the time, without rest. Perhaps because he couldn't imagine what it would be like to live inside a head like that.

He looked for Tasha and found her off his wing, exactly where she ought to be.

“You all right?” he said.

“Yes. Why?”

“No reason.”

“You've gone quiet.”

“I'm allowed to go quiet.”

“You never go quiet. You've been talking about track four since Christmas.”

“It isn't Christmas yet.”

“Exactly,” Tasha said, and Coster found, a little to his own surprise, that he felt better.



Baxter heard about FLAMMA from Dealer and saw the end of it from twelve miles away, a speck of fire falling into the southern valley, and he made himself think about it as he would have thought about an experiment.

White Valley: RAIA, three passes, a man taking his time.

Newfield: Darre, a turn and a half, and the jerk back.

The MiG-29 this afternoon. The same thing, and the same jerk, at the moment Kate's voice came on the net.

And now FLAMMA, who had been fast and good and confident and exactly the sort of opponent that seemed to draw something out of Ray that Baxter didn't have a name for, and Ray had killed him in one pass without the least hesitation because FLAMMA had been diving on Queen.

He only lets himself go, Baxter thought, when there's nobody he cares about anywhere near.

He couldn't decide whether that was the most reassuring thing he'd learned about Ray or the most frightening. He suspected, from long experience of data, that it was both, and that he was going to spend some time deciding which mattered more.



At 1652 both transport groups reached their deployment points, and the ground units began moving into the base.

From above, Drinwich looked like something on a model railway: the long runway in the valley floor, the hangars along it, the grey blocks of the magazines on the eastern side, the fuel bunkers to the north under their mounded earth. The Humvees came in from both ends in long lines, small and brave, and the Sotoans came out to meet them with everything they had left.

Ray took the air. That had been agreed, and he kept to it. Attack helicopters came up from behind the hangars and died. A pair of Su-25s came down the valley and died. Queen took the ones on their own side, and the line between them held. Baxter and Coster went to work on the ground.

It was slow, careful, frustrating work. There were tanks among the hangars and APCs behind the barracks and an anti-aircraft gun dug in beside the control tower, and every one of them was close to something Pike wanted back. Baxter went down to look before every attack. He called Lund before every pass. Where are your people. Can they move. Thirty seconds.

There was a Humvee pinned behind a low wall on the northern side of the field, close to the fuel bunkers, with an APC firing at it from two hundred yards away. Baxter could see the crew behind the wall, four of them, flat on the ground. He couldn't hit the APC without putting a missile within fifty yards of them.

“Lund, Joker Two. Your vehicle behind the wall by the north bunker. I need them to move left, toward the runway, fifty yards. Can they move?”

A pause. Then a new voice, close and breathless, a radio held too near somebody's mouth.

“Joker, this is Two-Six behind the wall. You want us to move toward the runway?”

“Fifty yards. Then get down again.”

“There's nothing there.”

“There will be in a minute. I need you out of the way of it.”

Another pause. Baxter watched four small figures get up from behind the wall and run, bent double, across fifty yards of open concrete, and throw themselves down again.

“Clear,” said Two-Six.

Baxter took the APC with one missile, from the side that put the wreckage against the wall and away from them. When the smoke cleared the four figures were still lying where he'd asked them to lie. One of them sat up and waved both arms over his head.

“Joker,” said Two-Six, “I would like to buy you a drink.”

“Join the queue,” said Halloran on the net, who had apparently been listening. “It goes round the block.”



Halloran's aircraft took its hits at 1658, putting her line down on the northern edge of the field.

It wasn't much. A burst of small-arms fire from somewhere in the barracks, a sound like gravel thrown at a tin roof, a warning light, and then a second warning light, and the aircraft's handling going from good to bad in the space of about four seconds. She put it down anyway, hard, on the grass beside the perimeter fence, with the others coming in around her, and held it there while the infantry came out of the back and ran.

When the last of them was out she sat with her hands on the controls and the rotors winding down and her heart going like a drum, and looked up.

The grey jet came round over the field in a long low turn. So low she could see the emblem on its tail, and the dark helmet in the cockpit. As it went over her line of helicopters the helmet turned toward them, and moved, slowly, along the line, from the first aircraft to the last.

She'd swear for the rest of her life that it was counting them.

Then it went on, toward the south end of the field, where Queen's helicopters were still coming in.

“Chief,” said Pruitt, after a while.

“Don't.”

“I was only going to say—”

“I know what you were going to say. Get out and look at the tail rotor.”



The attacker came out from behind the eastern hangars at 1704, a single Frogfoot low and fast and loaded, and it went straight for the nearest magazine.

Baxter saw it at once. He saw where it was going and he saw the line he'd have to take to get it, and he saw that the line ended with the Frogfoot coming down on the magazine roof with everything it was carrying. He didn't take the shot. He held it, which was the hardest thing he'd done all afternoon, and looked for another line.

There was one. If the Frogfoot was hit from the south, from slightly below, it would roll left as it went, and the roll would carry it over the magazine and into the empty ground beyond the perimeter fence. But it had to be hit from the south, and in the next fifteen seconds, and Baxter was in the wrong place.

“Joker One, attacker over the eastern magazines. Don't hit him from the north, he'll come down on the roof. Hit him from the south, low, and he'll roll clear over the fence. From the south.”

Two clicks.

The grey Hornet was already coming up from the south, low, on the line.

Baxter watched it. It was exactly the line he had described, so exactly that he could have laid a ruler along it, and the burst came, and the Frogfoot rolled left as it died, and went over the magazine roof with ten feet to spare, and came down in the empty ground beyond the fence in a long rolling cloud of fire with nothing around it.

He let his breath out.

Then he thought, quite clearly and without wanting to: he was already there.

He'd been on that line before Baxter had finished speaking. He might have been on it before Baxter had started. Baxter had been a teacher for a long time. He had stood in front of a great many students who already knew the answer, and some of them had let him give it to them anyway, out of kindness, because they could see that it mattered to him to be the one who said it. He had always been rather touched by that, and had never once been on the receiving end of it.

He didn't know if that was what had just happened. He never would. Ray had followed the line because it was a good line, and the Frogfoot was down, and the magazine was intact, and Baxter decided that was all he was entitled to know.

Below him, at the western end of the field, two transports were rolling for the runway, trying to get out before the Humvees reached them. Dealer called them as optional targets. Ray's Hornet went past them low and fast, close enough that they must have felt it, and didn't fire, and didn't turn back. The transports lifted off and went away west, over the mountains, and Ray let them go.

Baxter watched them out of sight. He found that he was glad.



The drones came up at 1711.

“Joker, Dealer. Contacts lifting off the field. Small. Four of them. Off the hardstanding behind the eastern hangars. They're—” A pause. “They're drones. Quadcopters. Heavy. Carrying something.”

On Joker's channel, nobody said anything for one long second. Then Coster said, very quietly, “Oh, you have got to be joking.”

Baxter looked. Four of them, squat and grey, rising slowly from behind the hangars with something slung under each belly. They rose in a ragged cluster, and he understood what they were for at about the same moment he saw where they were. They were close to the eastern magazines, very close, and climbing, and when they were high enough they would turn and go into the magazines and the fuel bunkers and everything Pike had said intact about, and Drinwich would go up in a fireball that would be seen from the coast.

The Sotoans couldn't hold the field. So nobody else would have it either.

And you couldn't hit them from the side. If you hit one from the flank it would tumble sideways, still loaded, into whatever it was next to. The only clean way was along the runway, straight down its length, so that whatever fell, fell on concrete.

“Joker One,” Baxter said. “Drones, behind the eastern hangars. Don't hit them from the side. Take them along the runway, west to east, so they fall on the concrete. Nowhere else.”

Ray was already at the western threshold.

He was lined up on the centreline so precisely that Baxter could have drawn it, low over the concrete, wheels up, coming east. The two small missiles that Jenkins had loaded at half past five that morning, on the word of a man who had said only drones, came off the outboard stations one after the other. The first took the lead drone nose-on as it cleared the hangar roofs, and the drone stopped climbing and dropped straight down onto the runway and lay there. The second took the next the same way.

Then the gun. The third drone was higher and beginning to tip toward the magazines when the burst reached it, and it went straight down, onto the concrete apron, a hundred yards short of the nearest store.

“Three down,” Tasha said. Her voice had gone strange and very calm. “Bax, there's a fourth. It's behind him. It went the other way.”

Baxter found it. The fourth drone hadn't followed the others. It had lifted from the far side of the hardstanding and was going west, low and slow, toward the fuel bunkers on the northern edge of the field. Toward the north bunker and the low wall where Two-Six and his crew were still lying flat.

And Ray was at the eastern end of the runway, going away from it, at the end of his pass.

Baxter opened his mouth. There wasn't time to say anything.

The grey Hornet rolled. It went over onto its back a hundred feet above the eastern threshold and pulled, and the nose came round and down and through, in a manoeuvre Baxter had never seen anyone fly that low and wasn't sure he'd have tried with an hour's notice and a simulator. Half a loop, inverted, a hundred feet over concrete, until the jet was coming back down the runway the wrong way, upside down, its nose pointed along the centreline at the fourth drone from the far end of the field.

It fired upside down. One burst.

The drone was over the edge of the runway. It should have fallen onto the grass beside it, toward the bunker. It didn't. The rounds took it from directly along the runway's line, and it tipped toward the concrete as it fell, away from the bunker, away from the wall, and hit the edge of the runway nose first and lay there.

Nothing exploded.

The grey Hornet rolled upright at the western end of the field and climbed away as though nothing at all had happened.

“Four down,” Tasha said. Then, after a moment, she keyed again, and her voice was very small. “Captain Lund, is the area safe?”

It was a long time before the ground commander answered. When he did, he sounded like a man who had been holding his breath.

“Drinwich secured,” he said. “All marked structures intact. Magazines, bunkers, hangars. All intact.” A pause. “Somebody tell your pilot I've never seen anything like that in my life.”

Nobody told him. Baxter thought, looking down at the four grey shapes lying on the concrete in the gathering dusk, that Ray had probably heard.



They came aboard after dark.

The recovery was heavy. Half the wing had flown over a field it wasn't allowed to bomb, and was coming home with the bombs still hanging under its wings, and Baxter, coming round in the pattern, could hear the landing signal officer working harder than he'd ever heard her work. One of the Harriers had jettisoned into the sea on the way back to get under weight. A Queen aircraft boltered, went round and came in again, sinking and nose-high, and caught the one wire with a noise Baxter felt in his teeth.

His own aircraft was heavy too. He'd used his missiles and most of his rounds, but he'd brought back both bombs, and the Hornet came over the round-down like an overloaded van.

Ray came aboard last. He always did.

Baxter was out of his own aircraft by then, standing by the island with his helmet under his arm, and he watched the grey Hornet come round the stern under the deck lights. It sat high on the approach, light and clean, without any of the sinking heaviness of the aircraft that had come in before it. He looked at the pylons as it went past. There was nothing on them. Not a bomb, not a missile, not a tank. It caught the three wire, which was the one you were meant to catch, and came to a stop as gently as if it had been set down by hand.

He waited by the ladder while Ray climbed out. The deck crew were already swarming the aircraft; Dutch was coming across from the island with his clipboard. Ray stood at the bottom of the ladder for a moment with his hand flat against the fuselage, as he often did, and then saw Baxter waiting and came over.

“Good work,” Baxter said.

Ray nodded.

“What do you need for the next sortie?”

“Ammunition.”

“I meant food,” Baxter said. “And sleep.”

Ray looked at him. Baxter held the look. He had found, over the last month, that this was more or less the only thing that worked: not asking twice, not explaining, just standing there with the question until Ray decided to pick it up.

“Those too,” Ray said.

It was the first time Baxter had heard him concede anything for himself. It was hardly anything. It was two words. Baxter would have given a great deal to know how long it had been since the last time.

“Galley's open,” he said. “Coster and Tasha will be in there already.”

They were. Coster had been slow off the deck, having been held up by the plane captain about a hydraulic leak, and by the time he got to the galley the line was long and Tasha was already at a table with two trays.

“That's not mine,” Coster said, when she pushed one across.

“I picked up two by mistake.”

“You picked up two.”

“By mistake. I wasn't paying attention. You can have it or I'll give it to Bax.”

Coster looked at the tray. It did have the potatoes he liked, and not the ones he didn't. He sat down without another word and began to eat.



Kate went up to the flight deck after the debrief because she couldn't sleep yet, and because she always went to look at the aircraft after a hard day. It was a habit she'd had since flight school, and she'd never been able to explain it to anyone. Cope had called it saying goodnight to the horses.

The deck was mostly dark, a few work lights on, the sea black and enormous beyond the edge. Most of the aircraft had already gone below. Joker One's Hornet was still up, wings folded, parked near the bow, and Dutch was finishing his walk-round with a torch. Tasha's dog was lying under the nose of it with his chin on his paws, the way Kate had once seen him lie outside the infirmary.

She didn't mean to go over. She found she had. The dog lifted his head as she came, looked at her, and put it down again, as though she were not the person he was waiting for, but would do to be going on with.

“Lieutenant Commander,” he said.

“Dutch.” She looked at the aircraft. In the torchlight she could see the pylons under the folded wings. All bare. Every one. “He came back clean.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“The rest of us came back like delivery vans.”

“Yes, ma'am. I heard the deck.” Dutch played the torch slowly along the underside of the wing, checking something she couldn't see. “He always does. Never brings anything back. Not since he came aboard.”

“Is that a problem?”

Dutch didn't answer at once. He was a careful man; she'd known him for two years, since he'd taken over Cope's aircraft, and she had never once heard him say anything he hadn't thought about first.

“No, ma'am,” he said. “Not a problem.” He put his hand flat on the side of the jet, the way she'd seen Ray do it. “Commander Cope used to bring half his load home. Every sortie. I'd ask him why, and he'd say, got to keep something for the way home, Dutch. Every time. Like a superstition.” The torch stopped moving. “This one doesn't keep anything for the way home, ma'am. Not ever. Not one round.”

Kate stood looking at the bare pylons for a long time.

She thought about the briefing room that afternoon, Pike saying drones and everyone looking puzzled except one man, who hadn't looked up at all. She thought about the tanker, three minutes of an aircraft holding so still behind her it might have been painted there, and a voice saying thank you, Queen One as if it were handling something that might break. She thought about moving. One word. He had been over the ridge before she'd finished her sentence. She thought about Cruz saying no on the common channel in that voice, and then nothing else, and how she had known at once that he was keeping something from her, and that Victor Cruz had never kept anything from her in his life.

She didn't know Ray. She had said so to Cruz, and to Everson, and to Nguyen, and to Tasha over cake, and she had meant it every time. She still meant it. She had never met him before White Valley and there was nothing to remember.

She found, standing on the dark deck looking at a jet with nothing left under its wings, that for the first time she wanted to.

For professional reasons. Obviously.

He was an operational problem. That was all. Joker's lead flew across other people's engagements and arrived before he was called and brought home nothing, not one round, and Queen had to fly beside that every day. It was her job, as Queen's lead, to understand it. A good lead understood every aircraft in her airspace. She would have wanted to understand the fuel management of any pilot who flew like that. She would have stood on a dark deck at ten o'clock at night looking at anyone's empty pylons.

The dog, under the nose of the jet, lifted his head and looked at her in a way she did not care for at all.

“It's curiosity,” Kate informed him. “Operational curiosity.”

The dog put his chin back on his paws.

She told herself so again on the way down the ladder, and again in the passageway, and again when she passed the door of Joker's berthing and didn't stop. Then she realised she had walked the length of a passageway she had no reason to be in, to pass a door she had no reason to pass, and stood very still for a moment in the red night lighting, and decided she was more tired than she'd thought, and went to bed.



The signals came in to Pike in the CDC a little after 2000.

The first was from the ground commander at Drinwich. DRINWICH SECURED. ALL MARKED STRUCTURES INTACT. MAGAZINES, FUEL BUNKERS, HANGARS, CONTROL COMPLEX UNDAMAGED. FRIENDLY CASUALTIES: NIL. Then, at the bottom, a line in no format Pike had ever seen in a military signal: TELL JOKER THANK YOU. TELL JOKER TWO THAT TWO-SIX IS STILL BUYING.

She read that one twice.

The second was from the Army's forward base, from a helicopter pilot, a chief warrant officer called Halloran, and it was addressed, irregularly and in defiance of every rule of military correspondence Pike had ever been taught, to JOKER 1, PERSONAL.

She read it before she passed it on. It was her ship.

NINETEEN YEARS I NEVER TRUSTED A FAST MOVER. YOU OWE ME A NEW OPINION. ALSO MY CREW CHIEF WANTS TO MARRY YOU. ALSO WHATEVER IS GOING ON WITH THREE AND FOUR, GOOD LUCK TO THEM. HALLORAN.

Pike stood at the plotting table for a moment. Then she found, to her own considerable surprise, that she was laughing, quietly, alone in the half-dark of the CDC with the screens glowing around her.

She had planned Redouble expecting to lose something. She had never told anyone that. She had written a version of the after-action report in her head before the operation launched, with spaces left for the numbers. She had told Snider's Top they would get Drinwich. She had not told them they would get it whole, because she had not believed it herself.

She sat down and wrote the report. It was short and factual, as her reports always were. Drinwich secured intact. Friendly casualties nil. An enemy ace destroyed before reaching the southern transports. Four drones destroyed without detonation. She hesitated over the fourth drone, of which the ground commander's account had been several paragraphs long, somewhat incoherent, and involved the words upside down more than once. In the end she wrote only that it had been destroyed by Joker 1 from the reciprocal direction, and left Command to draw its own conclusions.

Then she sat with the pen in her hand for a long time.

She thought about Santos's reports, three of them now, each one shorter than the last. Fit to fly. Not sleeping. Will not discuss. She thought about Jenkins's figures, the column for Joker One on its own. She thought about a young man in the passageway outside her office, stopping to let someone past and then watching until they had gone round the corner, as though he needed to know they'd got there. About the drones he had asked for at half past five in the morning, when nobody had said anything about drones.

She had the best pilot in the history of the Federation on her ship. She had an airfield, whole, that the Army had said could only be taken as a crater. She had a landing force alive that should have died off Theve, and eight helicopter crews tonight who had come home without losing a man.

She had a pilot who never brought anything back.

Under Remarks, she wrote a line, and looked at it for a long time, and didn't cross it out.

Joker 1 to be granted forty-eight hours' stand-down at the earliest operational opportunity. Not at his request.

She knew, even as she wrote it, that there would not be an earliest operational opportunity. There never was, in this war. And she knew that he would never ask.

She signed it anyway.


Chapter 12Forty-Eight Hours

Santos, Pike, Halloran, Tasha, Kate

Santos had started pouring the water before he arrived. She noticed this on the fourth morning after Drinwich, standing at her desk with the jug in her hand and the glass already full, and Ray not due for another ten minutes. She looked at the glass for a while. Then she left it where it was.

He came at nine exactly and knocked on the frame of the open door, as he always did. He sat in the chair that was still too low for him. He drank the water without being asked and without, she thought, noticing that he had, and set the empty glass on the corner of her desk, and waited. Outside, across the threshold, the dog had lain down to wait for him, as it did now at every appointment. Santos had stopped remarking on it.

She refilled it.

“Last time,” she said, “you told me it won't happen again. That nobody will be lost.”

“Yes.”

“I said we'd come back to that. I'd like to talk about the day it does.”

He didn't answer. He looked at the door.

“I know you don't want to,” Santos said. “I'm not asking you to want to. I'm asking you to try. Just for a minute. Imagine you come back from a sortie and somebody doesn't. What do you do?”

He went very still. It was not the stillness of a man refusing a hypothetical. She had seen that often enough, the polite blankness of people who would not let themselves picture the thing. This was something else. His hands had come together between his knees and were holding on, and his eyes had gone to the noticeboard beyond the door, to the roster with both flights on it, and stayed there. He looked like a man who had been asked to describe a room and was standing in it.

“It won't,” he said, very quietly.

Santos understood then, with a coldness that started at the back of her neck, that for him it was not a place he refused to go. It was a place he had already been, and had come back from, and would do anything at all not to go again.

She didn't say so. She let the silence go on until it had stopped being about the question.

“Last time you said you couldn't tell me their names,” she said. “The people you lost. Is that still true?”

“Yes.”

“Because you're not allowed to?”

A long pause.

“Because they wouldn't—” He stopped. She watched him stop. It wasn't the stop of a man catching himself on the edge of a secret. It looked more like someone who had walked into a door in the dark. “Because I can't.”

They wouldn't. Wouldn't what? Wouldn't want him to? Wouldn't know? Santos turned it over and couldn't make it fit any of the shapes she had. It wasn't about classification, she was nearly sure of that. Nobody said they wouldn't about a blacked-out line in a service record.

She let him off. She had a feeling that if she didn't, he would find a way never to sit in this chair again.

Instead she opened her desk drawer and took out a notebook. It was plain, with a grey card cover, the kind the stores officer bought by the box. She kept a few for patients who couldn't talk, or who could talk perfectly well about everything except the one thing.

“If you can't say them,” she said, “write them down. Or don't write. Draw. Make a list. Anything you like. Nobody reads it. Not me, not the XO, not Baxter. It's yours. I won't ask to see it, and if you leave it in here by accident I'll give it back to you without opening it.”

He took it from her. He held it the way she had seen him hold Tasha's cake on the apron at Snider's Top, level, in both hands, as if it might spill.

“Thank you,” he said.

“You're welcome.” She held out a pencil. “Would you humour me? Draw someone. Now, here. Anyone you like. I only want to see whether it's any use to you, or whether I'm wasting stationery.”

She expected him to refuse. She half expected a stick figure, something a man draws to get a doctor off his back. He looked at the pencil for a moment, then took it, opened the notebook on his knee and bent over it.

He didn't hesitate. That was the first thing she noticed. The pencil moved quickly and lightly, without stopping, the way his aircraft moved in D.D.'s recordings: no correction, no second attempt, every line arriving where it meant to go. She watched his face while he worked. For a few minutes the watchfulness went out of it. He wasn't looking at the door.

After perhaps five minutes he turned the notebook round and held it out to her.

Santos had sat on a hospital arts committee for three years, in another life, and had been made to look at a great deal of art. She knew immediately that she was looking at something extraordinary. It was a girl, or a very young woman, standing in a doorway with a tray in her hands: a teapot, two cups, a little dish of something. She had just looked up, as if somebody had come in. There was a crease at the corner of her mouth that wasn't quite a smile, and you could tell from the way she held the tray that it was heavy and that she had carried it a long way and would carry it again tomorrow. The whole thing was a few dozen lines. It was more alive than most photographs Santos had seen.

She had no idea who it was.

“That's remarkable,” she said, and meant it more than she could easily say. “Who is she?”

He took the notebook back and looked at the drawing for a long time.

“She made tea,” he said.

“For you?”

“For someone.” A pause. “Someone I flew against.”

Santos waited. He didn't add anything. He closed the notebook over the drawing, gently, as if it might smudge, and held it on his knee in both hands.

An enemy pilot's tea, drawn by a man who couldn't tell her the names of his own dead. She added it to the list she kept in her head, and the list was getting long.

She picked up the other piece of paper on her desk, the one she had been looking at before he came in. “And there's something else. The XO wanted me to tell you, because she thought you'd take it better from me. I think she's wrong about that, but she outranks me.”

He looked at the paper.

“You're stood down,” Santos said. “Forty-eight hours from tomorrow morning. Off the ship.”

She watched it land. She had expected him to argue. He didn't. He went still again, in the other way, the way a man goes still when he's told he's being sent a long way off and isn't sure he'll be let back.

“All of Joker?” he said.

“All of Joker.”

“And Queen?”

“Queen has the alert.”

Something crossed his face. It was quick and it was gone, and Santos couldn't have named it if her licence had depended on it. She wrote nothing down. She had found, over the last few weeks, that there was a growing list of things about this patient she kept in her head instead of her notes.



The earliest operational opportunity came, against every expectation Pike had, four days after Drinwich.

It came as a signal from Snider's Top. Squeeze was delayed. The Army needed time to move fuel and armour up through Drinwich, and the Navy needed to wait for them. There would be two days, perhaps three, when Endurance wasn't needed for anything but keeping her pilots current. Use the time, the signal said, to rest your people.

Below that was a second paragraph, which Pike read three times. Captain Lund's people, inventorying the hangars at Drinwich, had opened the long storage building on the northern apron and found it full. The Federation had staged a squadron's worth of aircraft there before the base fell, preserved and sealed, and the Sotoans had either not known what they had or not had the people to make use of it. Fourteen F/A-18 Super Hornets, E and F models. One EA-18G Growler. All recoverable. Snider's Top wanted to know whether Endurance could crew them.

Pike went down to the hangar deck and gave the signal to Jenkins, because she wanted to see his face.

He read it. He read it again. Then he took off his cap, which she had never seen him do, and held it against his chest like a man at a funeral.

“Fourteen,” he said.

“And the Growler.”

“And the Growler.” He put the cap back on. “Ma'am, I'd like to go to Drinwich.”

“You'll be going to Drinwich. So will Joker. They're stood down.”

“All of them?”

“All of them. Including the one you're about to ask me about.”

Jenkins looked across the hangar to where Dutch was working on Joker One's Hornet. The old aircraft, the one Cope had flown for two years and Ray for five weeks. Dutch had his hand flat on the side of it.

“He'll want to keep that one,” Jenkins said quietly. “Dutch. He'll want it kept.”

“For what?”

“For when the commander flies again.”

Pike looked at the aircraft for a moment. Then she nodded.



She sent for Joker One that afternoon. He came to her cabin in a clean flight suit and stood just inside the door, as if he were trying not to take up room. He looked worse than he had at Deltheim. Not tired; Pike had seen tired. He looked worn, the way a stair rail goes smooth and pale in the one place where everybody's hand has been.

“Sit down.”

He sat.

“Doctor Santos has told you,” she said. “Forty-eight hours, from 0800. Off the ship. That's an order.”

“Ma'am, I don't need—”

“I didn't ask what you need. I told you what you're getting.” She softened her voice, very slightly. “Drinwich. The Army has offered beds and hot water and a mess that doesn't move. A chief warrant officer called Halloran has been making a considerable nuisance of herself on the Army net about the chance to buy you a drink. And Jenkins is going to be there with a ferrying team, because it appears that Captain Lund has found us fourteen Super Hornets.”

He didn't seem surprised. She noticed that. She noticed it the way she had begun noticing several things about him, and filed it with them.

“And Commander Cope is going,” she said. “Doctor Santos took him out of the frame on Tuesday. He's in the chair still, but she's agreed to forty-eight hours, as long as Baxter takes responsibility for the knee. He asked to go. He said, and I'm quoting, somebody has to make sure the kid doesn't spend two days counting the runway lights.”

That one landed. Something went across his face, too quick to name.

“He's out of the frame?”

“As of Tuesday. Santos says he'll be on crutches within days, if he does what he's told. Which he won't, so probably sooner.”

He sat with that for a moment. Then he said, very quietly, the thing she had known he would say from the moment he came in.

“And if something happens? While we're stood down?”

Pike had thought about that. She had lain awake over it.

“Then Queen handles it,” she said. “Evans has handled four months of this war, and she has never lost a pilot. Not one. She can handle forty-eight hours. If something happens Queen can't handle, I'll recall you. You'll be thirty minutes away. You have my word.”

She had meant it as reassurance. She saw it go into him like something else. He looked at her for a long time, and she had the strangest feeling that he was doing a calculation she couldn't see, with numbers she didn't have, and that one of the numbers was four.

Then he nodded. “Yes, ma'am.”

At the door he stopped, as she'd been told he always did. A last thing at the door, without turning round.

“Thank you.”

He went before she could answer. Pike sat looking at the closed door for some time. She had given orders to a great many pilots. She had never once had one thank her for being made to stop.



Halloran flew out to fetch them herself. Nobody had asked her to. She simply turned up on the Army net at 0600 and announced she was taking a transport out to Endurance to collect the Navy's guests, and dared anyone to stop her. Nobody did.

She put down on the carrier's deck at 0758 and sat with the rotors turning, watching them come across. The tall one with the unhurried walk would be Baxter, the dry voice from the radio. A quiet lieutenant with a record under his arm, held flat, the way you'd carry something you'd been told was valuable. A young woman beside him, talking with her hands about the record. A man in a wheelchair with one leg out straight in front of him, being pushed by a very large plane captain and complaining at length about the wind. A big shaggy dog the colour of wet sand.

And one at the back, a little apart, in a plain flight jacket, with a grey notebook in his hand. The dog had dropped back to walk beside him, pressed against his leg.

She'd have known him anywhere. She'd watched him for twenty minutes through her canopy, at fifty feet, in the last of the light.

He was smaller than she'd expected. Younger. She had half thought, God help her, that he'd look like the poster. He looked like a junior engineer who hadn't slept in a month.

In the cabin door, Sergeant Pruitt went red to the ears.

“Not one word,” Halloran said on the intercom.

“Chief, I wasn't going to—”

“Not one.”

She flew them back up the northern valley. She hadn't planned the route; it was simply the route. But halfway along she glanced back into the cabin and saw him at the window, looking down at the slopes as they went past. The black scar on the scree where the first launcher had been. The notch in the right-hand ridge. And at the last ridge, where she could see down into the southern valley, a field on its floor, burned twice over now, with the twisted wreck of a MiG-31 lying in it.

He looked at each of them in turn, quite still, as if he were checking them off. She didn't know what he was thinking. She didn't ask.



The mess at Drinwich had been the Sotoan officers' club five days ago, and still smelled faintly of somebody else's cigarettes, but it had a long bar and a floor that stayed where you put it, and by seven in the evening there were more soldiers packed into it than Halloran had seen in one room since the war began.

Word had got round. Word always did.

When he came through the door, the whole room stood up. Two hundred soldiers, more or less, rising with a scrape of chairs and then a silence so complete she could hear the generator outside.

She watched his face. She'd remember it.

It wasn't pride, or embarrassment, or the polite, pleased discomfort she'd seen on decorated pilots at a hundred mess dinners. It was much closer to panic. He stopped dead in the doorway with two hundred faces turned toward him, and for a second she thought he was going to turn round and walk out into the dark.

Then Cope, in his wheelchair at his elbow, said very loudly, “Oh, for God's sake. Sit down. He's off duty.”

Halloran was on a chair before she'd thought about it. “You heard the man. Sit down, you lot. He's not here to be looked at. He's here to get drunk and be left alone. First round's on me.”

They sat down, with a roar, and the room became a bar again. It took a few minutes, but it went. She saw him let out a breath he had probably been holding since the helicopter.

She got him a beer. He held it for an hour and drank perhaps a third of it. She sat beside him at the end of the bar, with Cope on his other side already dealing cards to three infantry sergeants and losing to all of them with enormous good humour.

“I owe you a new opinion,” Halloran said. “I put it in the signal. I wanted to say it to your face.”

He looked at her.

“Nineteen years. Never trusted a fast mover. You fly up there with the map and we fly down here with the people, and we're never in the same war.” She drank. “You flew ours. At fifty feet. I've never seen that.”

He was quiet for a moment, turning the bottle in his hands.

“You held the line,” he said. “Eight aircraft. You never let it break. Not at the launcher, not at the guns. Your number five wanted to go left at the bend in the river, and you called him back in.” He set the bottle down. “I just went where you were going.”

Halloran stared at him.

She had forgotten number five. She had forgotten the bend in the river, and calling him back. It had been one second in a long afternoon, and she'd forgotten it before she landed.

He hadn't.

“Nobody's ever said that,” she said.

“Somebody should,” he said, and drank some of the beer.

A little later a young Army pilot, a lieutenant who couldn't have been more than twenty-two, worked his way down the bar and stood beside them gathering his nerve. He had the look of somebody who had been dared.

“Sir,” he said. “I just wanted to say. I watched you, on the north route. I was in number six.” He swallowed. “It must be the best feeling in the world. Flying like that. For somebody like you, I mean. It must be—” He ran out of words and made a shape with his hands instead, wide and soaring, that somehow conveyed everything he meant.

There was a pause before the answer. Halloran saw it. It was very short. The boy didn't notice it at all.

“It's a beautiful thing,” the Wings of Theve said.

The boy went away glowing. Halloran watched the man beside her look down at the bottle in his hands, and she didn't know what she had just seen, only that she had seen something, and that she didn't like it.

Pruitt came over at about ten, red to the ears again, with his cap in his hands and a pen, stammering something about a signature. Halloran opened her mouth to send him away.

He took the cap and wrote something on the inside of the brim, short, and handed it back. Pruitt read it and went redder still and fled. Halloran got it off him later by threatening his leave. It said: For the crew chief who loaded every flare. Thank you.

At midnight she went out for air and found him on the edge of the apron, alone, looking along the line of her helicopters under the floodlights. His lips were moving. She watched him for a while before she understood what he was doing. He was counting. From the first aircraft to the last, and back again, and then again. The big sand-coloured dog was sitting against his leg, very upright, facing the same way, as if he were counting too. Or as if he had decided that nobody should have to do it alone.

She left him to it.

At breakfast she told Baxter. He looked into his coffee for a long moment.

“He does that,” he said. “Every night.”



He spent the whole of the first day trying to find somewhere quiet, and failing.

Tasha watched it happen. Every time he settled anywhere, somebody recognised him. A cook. A pair of mechanics. A whole platoon of infantry eating lunch on the steps of the barracks, who stood up as one man when he came round the corner. He was polite to all of them. He shook every hand that was offered. Then he moved on, and found another corner, and someone found him there.

“He's hiding,” said Coster, at about three in the afternoon, watching him disappear round the back of the control tower.

“From whom?” said Tasha.

“From the Wings of Theve,” said Baxter, and nobody laughed.

On the second afternoon they found him.

They had been sitting outside the mess with Cope, who had graduated that morning from the chair to a pair of crutches and was making everyone suffer for it. He refused to sit down. He refused to let Dutch carry anything. He had been explaining for twenty minutes, to anyone who would listen, that a man who had been shot down by a Sotoan ace and pulled out of the sea by a stranger was not going to be bullied by two pieces of aluminium, when Jenkins came across the apron from the long storage building at a pace that wasn't quite a run.

Jenkins had spent both days in that building in a state Tasha could only describe as rapture, going from one sealed aircraft to the next with a clipboard and a torch and the expression of a child at a fair. He stopped in front of them now and said, low, “Your lead's in six. Asleep. Go quietly.”

Cope was on his crutches before anyone could tell him not to be.

“It's three hundred yards, sir,” said Dutch.

“Then I'll be slow,” said Cope. “He's waited for me often enough.”

It took them ten minutes. Cope did the whole of it on the crutches, sweating and swearing under his breath, with Dutch a pace behind him with his hands half out, ready, not touching, and the rest of them pretending not to match his speed.

Hangar six was the end of the storage building, where the light came in through a high row of dirty windows and lay across the concrete in long gold bars. The Super Hornets stood in rows under their dust covers, wings folded, and at the far end, by itself, was an aircraft that looked like the others and wasn't. Strange pods hung under its wings. Somebody had written on the fuselage below the cockpit, in chalk, in Jenkins's square capitals: JOKER 3.

Ray was asleep against the wall beside it, with Tasha's dog asleep across his boots like a draught excluder.

He was sitting on the floor in a bar of sunlight with his back to the corrugated wall and his head tipped against it, and his hand lay open on his knee over a grey notebook. A pencil had rolled a little way across the concrete.

None of them had ever seen him asleep.

Tasha stopped walking. Without the stillness, without the attention that never let go of anything, his face was impossibly young. She had thought of him as older than her. Older than all of them, somehow. Asleep, he looked about her own age.

“How old is he?” she whispered.

Baxter didn't answer at once.

“I don't know,” he said. “I've never asked. I don't think anyone has.”

Cope had stopped beside her, leaning on the crutches, breathing hard. He was looking at the sleeping man with an expression Tasha couldn't read at all.

Tasha looked past him, at the chalk on the fuselage. JOKER 3.

“What's that?” she said. “Bax. What's that aircraft?”

Jenkins had come in behind them, quietly, as he'd asked them to.

“That's a Growler,” he said, very low. “Electronic attack. It jams radars. Blinds missiles. Puts a hole in the other side's picture so everyone else can get through it.” He looked at the chalk, and then at the man asleep beside it. “He came in here yesterday when he was supposed to be resting, which I'll be telling Pike about, and asked me for it. For you.”

Tasha didn't say anything. She couldn't, quite.

“I asked him why,” Jenkins said. “I thought he'd give me one word, like with the drones.” He rubbed his jaw. “He said, It doesn't have to kill anyone. That was it. Most I've ever heard him say at once.”

She had told them all, a long time ago, why she wouldn't shoot. She had told Cope first, and then Cruz, and then everybody, and most of them had been kind about it and some of them, like Everson, had been tired about it. She had never told Ray. He had never asked. She had not thought he'd ever needed to know.

She stood in the gold light looking at an aircraft that could fight a whole war without killing anyone in it, with her call sign chalked under the canopy, and found that her eyes had gone hot, and that Coster had moved, very slightly, so that his shoulder was against hers. Beside her, Cope reached out with one hand, still gripping the crutch, and touched her arm once and let go.

Coster bent and picked up the pencil, because it was the sort of thing he did, and turned to put it back beside the notebook. Then he stopped.

The notebook had fallen open. It wasn't names.

It was drawings, in pencil, small and quick and very good. Coster listening to his record with his eyes shut. Tasha laughing at something, her head thrown back. Tasha asleep at a briefing table with her cheek on her arm, which she had no memory of doing and was suddenly certain she had done. The three of them at a mess table, Coster talking, Tasha pointing her fork at him, Baxter looking at them both over his coffee. Page after page of ordinary minutes, drawn as though every one of them had to be got down before it could disappear.

There were none of him.

There were a great many of Baxter. Baxter at the briefing table with his glasses pushed up on his forehead. Baxter reading in the wardroom. Baxter in his cockpit, seen from a little way off, turning his head to check on someone. More of Baxter than of anyone. Baxter, looking over Coster's shoulder, didn't know what to make of that, and found he didn't want to try.

Coster turned a page without meaning to, and then another. Dutch, with his hand flat on the side of the old Hornet; Dutch, behind them, made a small sound and was quiet. Jenkins under a wing. Cope asleep in the infirmary bed with his cards spread across the tray. Cope looked at that one for a long time.

The dog, over and over. More often than anyone but Baxter. Curled in a coil of cable; sprawled across a passageway; sitting very upright at the end of the deck at night, looking out to sea. Drawn with a tenderness that was almost hard to look at, as if the dog were the one thing in the book he let himself keep.

Then Queen. Cruz, turning his cup on a table. Everson holding up a glove by its cuff, as if he hoped someone would explain it. Nguyen bent over a chart. Each of them drawn with the same care as Joker, as though they mattered exactly as much. Coster hadn't known Ray had ever looked at Queen long enough to draw them.

Then the four of Purple Magic, laughing on the flight deck at White Valley with their bags at their feet. Ray had met them for perhaps an hour.

And then people none of them knew at all.

An old woman at a kitchen table with her sleeves rolled up. Two children asleep under one blanket. A man with a beard holding a lamp in a doorway. A farmhouse with a low roof, drawn from outside, with smoke going up from the chimney and a dog lying in front of the door. The faces were drawn as carefully as Tasha's, as Baxter's, as Cope's. Whoever they were, he had looked at them long enough to know them.

“Who are they?” Coster whispered.

Nobody answered. Baxter thought of the blacked-out lines on the back of a service record, and of a flight lost somewhere nobody was allowed to name. He thought: these are them. These are the ones he lost. He thought it so firmly that he never once considered it might be anything else.

It took Coster a little while to notice the stubs, because they had been torn so carefully.

There was one near the front, between a drawing of Coster and a drawing of the four of them forming up over the sea, taken out along the stitching so cleanly that you would only know it was gone if you looked. Then he looked, and found another. And another. Once he had seen them he couldn't stop seeing them: narrow ragged edges all through the book, between Tasha laughing and Baxter at the briefing table, between Dutch and Jenkins, three together after the drawing of Cruz and Everson and Nguyen. They were thickest around Queen. Every page with a Queen pilot on it had a stub beside it, or two.

Coster counted them, without meaning to, the way you count stairs in the dark. He stopped at twenty. There were more.

More pages had been torn out of the notebook than had been left in it.

“What did he tear out?” he said. He didn't understand. He turned the stubs over with one finger as though they might tell him. “Why would he draw all those and then—”

Baxter understood immediately and completely, and said nothing at all.

He knew what was missing. Not the faces; he'd never see those. But he knew whose they were, and he knew why they were gone, the way he'd have known a missing term in an equation from the shape of the space around it. Somebody had sat in this hangar, or in his bunk at night, or wherever he did this, and drawn one face over and over, and torn each one out, carefully, along the stitching, because he could not let himself keep them. And then drawn it again.

He felt Cope, beside him, looking at the stubs too, and then at him. He didn't turn his head. He knew Cope had understood it as well.

Then Coster turned one more page, and Baxter took his glasses off.

It was himself, asleep in the chair beside Cope's bed in the infirmary. It must have been one of the nights in the first week, when he had sat there long after visiting hours because he couldn't think what else to do. He hadn't known anyone else was in the room. He had been very sure, at the time, that he was alone.

He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes and kept them there.

“He loves us,” Tasha said. It came out barely above a breath. She was looking at the drawing of herself laughing. “He's been drawing us so he'd still have us. Even if he—” She stopped.

Even if he lost us, she thought. Like the people in the farmhouse. Whoever they were.

Coster began to close the notebook.

“Wait,” said Cope.

He said it quietly, but there was something in his voice that made Coster stop with the cover half shut. Cope had shifted his weight onto one crutch and was holding out his other hand.

“The back,” he said. “There's more at the back. I saw it when you turned.”

Coster opened the notebook from the other end.

There were only two more drawings, on facing pages. They were drawn with the same care as all the others. That was the first thing that was wrong.

On the left-hand page was a man in a flight suit with the zip pulled halfway down, sitting sideways in a chair with one arm over the back of it and a cup in his hand. He was laughing at something off the page, his head turned, his eyes half shut with it. A lean, handsome, careless face, a little older than Cope's. It was drawn the way Ray had drawn Coster with his record, and Tasha laughing: as something precious, got down before it could disappear.

On the right-hand page was a woman at a window, with her hands round a cup, looking out at something a long way off. She was sitting in a wheelchair, though not any kind Tasha had seen before: a sleek, powered thing with a high back and two slender jointed arms folded at its sides, like a sleeping animal's. She looked very tired. Behind her, in the doorway, small and half finished, was the girl with the tea tray.

Tasha didn't know either of them. Nor did Coster. Baxter stood with his glasses in his hand and looked at the laughing man, and felt something prick at the back of his memory and couldn't find it.

Cope knew them both.

Tasha watched it happen in his face. She had seen Cope frightened once, a long time ago, in the first week of the war, when a missile had come close enough to take paint off his canopy. This wasn't like that. This was something slower and colder, as if the floor of the hangar were tilting very gently and he was the only one who could feel it.

“That's Toprak,” he said.

Nobody answered. He took a breath.

“Girish Toprak. Shadow 22.” He lifted one hand off the crutch and gestured, a little helplessly, at his own leg. “Lux Lunae. The Sotoans put his face on their broadcasts every week. Their Wings of Theve. D.D. used to get very jealous about it.” He looked at the drawing. “He's chased me across half the coast. He's the one who shot me down. He's the one who put us both in the sea.”

He looked at the right-hand page.

“And that's Carmille Tewy. Selene. She commands Lux Lunae. She's on their news every night.” His voice had gone very flat and very careful. “She's the one who sends him.”

“She was a pilot,” Tasha said.

They all looked at her. She hadn't moved. She was staring at the woman in the chair, and her face had gone a colour Baxter had never seen on it, a kind of grey under the sunburn.

“Before,” Tasha said. “Before she commanded anybody. She flew. She was one of the best they had.” Her voice was very steady and very far away. “Then she was shot down, over the border, years ago. She lived. She never walked again.”

“How do you know that?” Coster said gently.

Tasha didn't take her eyes off the drawing.

“Because my mother shot her down,” she said.

Nobody said anything.

“She never talked about it. She never talked about any of it. I found out from a book, when I was twelve.” Tasha swallowed. “She had a photograph of her. Of Tewy. In a drawer. Not a newspaper picture. A real one, from before, that somebody must have given her. I don't know why she kept it. I asked her once and she just—” She stopped. “She kept it.”

Coster's shoulder was against hers again. Tasha didn't seem to notice.

The hangar was very quiet. Somewhere at the far end a dust cover moved in a draught.

The man who had pulled Cope out of the sinking Hornet had drawn the man who put him there. Not as an enemy. Not from a broadcast, not from a photograph. He had drawn him laughing in a chair with his zip undone and a cup in his hand, the way you'd draw a friend you'd sat with a hundred times, from a few feet away. And the woman who sent him, tired at a window, in the chair Tasha's mother had put her in, with her tea girl in the door behind her.

He had drawn them the way he drew Joker. As people he could not bear to lose.

“How?” Coster whispered. “How would he— Cope, how would he even know—”

“I don't know,” said Cope.

Baxter thought of the blacked-out lines on the back of the service record, and the attachments Pike wasn't cleared to read. Of Can't, said to Santos. Of a handshake on the flight deck, and a hand going to a chest. Of a man looking at all of them, in the infirmary, that first day, as though they were a list whose remaining entries he already knew. He thought of every explanation he had built for any of it over the last five weeks, and felt each one of them give way beneath his weight, one after another, like rotten boards.

He looked at the sleeping man against the wall in the gold light. Who was very young, and had drawn them all, and had asked for an aircraft that didn't have to kill anyone, and had pulled Cope out of the sea.

“Close it,” said Cope.

Coster closed it. He put it back under the open hand, exactly as it had been, with the pencil beside it, so carefully that the hand didn't stir.

The dog opened one eye, looked at Coster, and closed it again. It shifted its weight a little further across Ray's boots, as if to make sure of him.

“Nobody says a word about this,” Cope said. “Not to Pike. Not to D.D. Not to Santos. Not to him. Not a word. Do you understand me?”

“Cope—” said Baxter.

“He pulled me out of the sea, Ellington.” Cope didn't take his eyes off the sleeping man. “I don't know who he is. I don't think I want to know who he is. I know what he did. That'll do me for now.” He shifted on the crutches. “Let him sleep.”

They went and sat in the hangar doorway. Nobody said they were going to; they just did. They sat on the step in the sun with their backs to the building, Cope on an ammunition crate that Dutch found for him, with the crutches across his knees. For three hours, whenever anyone came across the apron toward hangar six, a mechanic, a sergeant, a pair of curious infantry, one of them got up and said quietly, “Sorry. This hangar's closed.”

Nobody talked much. Tasha didn't know, for a long time, what they were doing there: whether they were guarding him, or watching him. She decided in the end that it was the first. She decided it on purpose, and held on to it.

He loves us, she thought. Whoever he is. Then we'd better make sure he never has to use the drawings.

At some point in the long afternoon she found that she was sitting with her shoulder against Coster's, and that she had been for some time, and that she didn't want to move. Coster didn't seem to notice. Baxter noticed. He said nothing. It was that kind of afternoon, and he had other things to think about, and some things you let people find out for themselves.



Queen flew the alert for forty-eight hours, and nothing happened.

Nothing at all. Not a contact, not a scramble, not so much as a fishing boat in the wrong place. Kate flew four patrols in two days and spent all of them wound as tight as a spring. On the third, Chester asked her on Queen's channel whether something was wrong, and she told him she was simply being thorough, because Joker was the most valuable asset in the fleet and if anything came at Drinwich while it was stood down she would never hear the end of it from Pike. She'd have felt exactly the same about anybody's flight. It was professional.

“Mm,” said Chester.

“What does mm mean?”

“It means mm, Lead.”

On the fourth patrol Loc flew her wing in silence for an hour, and once, when she turned her head to look west toward Drinwich for no reason she could have given, she caught him looking at his wristwatch, and then writing something on his kneeboard. She asked what he was writing. He said fuel figures. She had no reason to doubt him and didn't.

On the second evening Pike cleared Queen to recover at Drinwich and refuel, to prove the runway worked. Kate brought them in under the floodlights and taxied past four dark marks on the concrete where the drones had fallen: two on the centreline, one on the apron short of the magazines, and one at the very edge of the runway. She looked at that last one as she went past. It was a long way from the bunker. It was a very long way from the wall.

She told herself she was going to find Joker's lead because she was Queen's lead, and it was her job to know how he was. She had almost believed it by the time she found him.

He was at the end of the helicopter line, under the floodlights, alone. He turned when he heard her, which he didn't usually do, and for a moment she thought he was going to look at her. He didn't. He looked past her, at the four Queen jets standing on the apron where she'd left them.

She watched him count them. One, two, three, four. Back again. Four, three, two, one. She didn't think he knew he was doing it.

“What are you counting?” she said.

He seemed to come back from a long way off. “Making sure.”

“That they're all there?”

“Yes.”

She didn't ask what happened when they weren't. She saw his hand close on nothing, at his side, and open again.

She didn't know why she said the next thing. It wasn't something she had planned. It came out matter-of-factly, lead to lead, the way she'd have given a position report.

“Queen's four,” she said. “All four. Nothing happened. Two days of absolutely nothing.”

It was, she realised as she said it, the first time she had given him anything.

He looked at her then. Only for a moment, and then away, at the jets again. But for that moment she saw his face properly, in the hard white light, and she would remember afterward that he had looked at her the way a man looks at a letter he has waited a very long time to receive, and is afraid to open. She would spend a good deal of that night deciding it had been the floodlights.

“All four,” he said, so quietly she almost didn't hear it. He wasn't saying it to her. He was saying it the way you'd say a thing to make it true, or to check that it still was.

Then: “Thank you, Queen One.”

She had been about to tell him that Kate was fine. Off duty. She heard the words arrive in her mouth and didn't know where they had come from, and didn't say them.

She walked back toward the mess with her hands in her jacket pockets, appalled. Kate's fine? She had never in nine years invited a pilot from another flight to use her first name. Not once. Victor had taken six months. She had nearly said it to a man who talked to her shoulder and thought Queen needed watching like a class on a school trip.

It was the floodlights, she decided. And the fuel fumes on the apron. And two days of patrols. Possibly she had a mild concussion she hadn't noticed. She would ask Santos. She was annoyed with herself, and couldn't work out what for, and decided it was tiredness, and believed it most of the way to the door.

Baxter was outside the mess, finishing a cigarette he would have denied smoking.

“He's asleep,” he said, before she could ask. “Properly. I looked.”

“I didn't ask.”

“No,” said Baxter. “You didn't.”



At 0800 the forty-eight hours ended.

They flew back to Endurance in the new aircraft, because Jenkins had spent two days making sure they could and would not hear otherwise. Joker in Super Hornets, Queen in Super Hornets, Tasha in the Growler with JOKER 3 painted over the chalk, flying it alone as if she'd been flying it for years. Jenkins had grumbled that it was built for two. Tasha had pointed out that she'd spent half her life flying a display jet with a smoke switch and a camera and a commentary feed, and that a jammer couldn't be harder than a commentary feed. Jenkins had looked at her for a long moment and said that was very probably true.

Dutch flew back in the helicopter with Cope and the dog, who sulked the whole way, Dutch reported, with his nose pressed to the window on the side the aircraft were, and the old Hornet stayed in hangar six under a cover, with a tag on the nose in Dutch's careful hand. Reserved. Cdr. Cope.

They came over the carrier in formation, eight aircraft, Queen on Joker's wing. Baxter, in Joker Two, looked across at the new aircraft holding station all around him. He looked at Joker One out in front, steady as if painted there. He thought about a grey notebook full of strangers, and all the pages torn carefully out along its stitching, and the one face that wasn't in it anywhere.

Pike was waiting in the ready room when they came down, with a folder under her arm.

“Welcome back,” she said. “I hope you rested. Operation Squeeze.”


Chapter 13A Lifeline in the Desert

Baxter, Dealer, Farzan, Coster, Kate

Pike put the photograph up first, so they would know what it was for.

It had been taken from very high up and very far away, and it was grainy, but nobody in the ready room needed it explained. A long dark shape on a flat plain, with the great guns along its back and the tracks like the tracks of something that had been walking since the beginning of the world. Baxter had last seen it across the marsh behind Theve, with its barrels turning toward eight small boats.

“Land Battleship Number One,” Pike said. “Xanthos. Our friend from Theve.”

Nobody said anything. On Baxter's left, Ray had gone still in the particular way he went still in briefings, which was hardly distinguishable from the way he sat in them anyway, unless you had been sitting beside him for six weeks.

“It has a reactor,” Pike went on. “It will never run out of fuel. But everything else it uses has to come from somewhere. Shells for the main guns. Missiles. Spare parts for those tracks. And for the last two months, almost all of that has come from here.”

The next photograph. A valley in the desert, long and pale, with a dry riverbed down the middle of it and the marks of people all along its floor. Rail sidings. Tanks. A field of mirrors in the northwest, glittering. A refinery to the south, smoking. Bunkers, a row of them, cut into the valley side. An airstrip in the west.

“Faith Park,” said Pike. “Squeeze is the operation to cut it.”

She took them through it. Four clusters: the solar plant, the airbase, the refinery, the ammunition bunkers in the centre. Fifteen minutes over the target before the Sotoans could get enough aircraft in to make the valley unhealthy.

Command had set a threshold, a level of damage at which the network would be assessed beyond repair, and if they reached it the operation was a success. There were two return lines for rearming: one along the north, and a second to the west that would open once the airbase was cleared.

“The bunkers must be attacked from the front,” she said. “Low. They're built into the rock, and anything coming down from above will skip off. The refinery has two Land Aegis on rails, moving between the tanks. Queen, the solar plant. Joker, the airbase and the bunkers. Harriers on the sidings.”

She turned to intelligence for the threat picture. SAMs on the ridges, the usual. Fighters off the airstrip. An electronic-warfare aircraft that had been seen in the area, call sign unknown. And one more thing.

“There's been radio traffic out of the airstrip for two weeks under the call sign Fuscus,” the intelligence officer said. “Fuscus One and Fuscus Two. We think it's a heavy flight. Possibly bombers; possibly something else. We don't know what they're doing there. Command's rules of engagement are clear that strategic assets at Faith Park are not a priority. If they come up, don't divert from the primary objective to chase them.”

He wrote it on the board. FUSCUS 1. FUSCUS 2. One under the other.

When he asked for questions, Ray got up.

Baxter watched him go to the board. Everyone watched him; he so rarely moved in a briefing that the movement itself was an event. He picked up the grease pencil. Baxter expected him to change something on the route, the way he had in his first briefing.

He drew a circle around FUSCUS 2.

Not around Fuscus One, the lead, the one anybody would have thought mattered. Around the wingman. One clean circle. Then he put the pencil down and went back to his seat.

The ready room was very quiet.

“Joker One,” said the intelligence officer slowly. “Do you have additional information about Fuscus?”

Ray looked at him.

The intelligence officer waited. Nothing else came. He had briefed Joker for six weeks, and he had learned what everyone else had learned: you didn't get explanations out of this man. You got results.

“Noted,” he said, and moved on.

Baxter looked along the table. At the Queen end, Kate had turned in her chair and was looking at the circle on the board, frowning slightly, the way she frowned at a navigation problem she hadn't solved yet. She looked at it for a long time. Then she looked at Ray. Then back at the board. Baxter saw her write something on the corner of her map.

Pike put up the ingress. It came in from the north at altitude, the whole strike together, with Tasha's Growler out in front jamming the ridge radars as they came. It was a sensible plan. Baxter had flown a dozen like it.

“No,” said Ray.

The room turned. Pike looked at him over the top of the map.

“Joker One?”

“Low.” He was looking at the map, not at her. He got up, which was the second time in one briefing, and went to it, and put his finger on the dry riverbed that ran into Faith Park from the north, and drew it down the channel all the way to the last ridge before the valley. “Down here. Under the ridges. A hundred feet. Pop up over the last one.”

“That riverbed is forty miles long,” said Pike. “And narrow.”

“Yes.”

“The Growler can blind their radars from altitude.”

“After they've seen us coming.” He took his finger off the map. Baxter had never heard him string so many words together in a briefing.

He seemed to be forcing each one out, as if each word cost him something.

“Hornets aren't stealthy. Not the old ones, not the new ones. If we come in high, the valley knows we're coming for ten minutes before we get there. Ten minutes is enough to get things off the ground. Things we want on the ground.” He looked at the board, at the two lines in grease pencil, one of them circled. “If we come in low, they don't know until we're over the last ridge.”

“Through a canyon,” Cruz said, “at a hundred feet, in aircraft we've had for two days.”

“Yes.”

There was a silence. Kate was looking at Ray with her head slightly on one side.

Baxter knew that look. He had seen it across a great many lecture theatres over twenty years, on a great many young women, usually aimed at whichever young man in the second row had just said something unexpected. He had never once known any of them to be aware they were doing it.

“Have you flown it?” she asked.

He paused. Baxter would think about that pause for a long time afterward. It went on a fraction too long for the question, the way it had at the tanker.

“Something like it,” Ray said.

Pike looked at the map for a long time. Then she looked round the room.

Baxter looked at the riverbed. Forty miles of narrow channel, white with salt, with ridges on either side and no room anywhere for a mistake. He thought about doing it at four hundred knots in an aircraft he had flown for two days. He thought about it honestly, which was the least he owed anybody in that room, and found that he couldn't. He could see that Ray was right. He could not see himself at the bottom of that canyon.

Nobody else could either. He watched it go round the room: Cruz shaking his head, very slightly; Everson with his arms folded; Nguyen looking at the contour lines on the map and going pale; the Harrier leads exchanging glances that said not a chance. Even Kate, who would have flown into the sea if she'd thought it was necessary, was frowning at the map as if it had insulted her.

“I'm not sending eight aircraft down a canyon,” Pike said at last. “I'm sorry, Joker One. I take the point. But I'm not doing it.”

“One,” said Ray.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Not eight. One.” He was still standing at the map. “Me. Fifteen minutes ahead of the strike. The rest come in high, as planned. They'll see you ten minutes out. By then I'll be there.”

The room had gone very quiet.

“Alone,” said Pike.

“Yes.”

“For what? What's so important at Faith Park that it can't wait ten minutes for the rest of us?”

He didn't answer. His eyes went to the board, to the circle. Pike followed them there, and Baxter watched her look at it and decide, visibly, not to ask a question she suspected she wouldn't get an answer to.

“I'll go with him,” Baxter heard himself say.

He hadn't meant to. He had looked at that canyon thirty seconds ago and known he couldn't. But he said it, and found that he meant it, and that he would go.

“No,” said Ray.

It came very fast and very flat, and Baxter had never heard that tone from him before. Ray had turned from the map and was looking at him, and for a moment there was something in his face so fierce that Baxter felt it like heat.

“No,” Ray said again, more quietly. “You come in high. With Three and Four.”

Baxter closed his mouth. Pike looked from one of them to the other.

“Fifteen minutes,” she said finally. “You go down the riverbed alone, and the strike follows high. Tasha jams on the way in, as planned.” She looked at Ray for a long moment. “If you hit a canyon wall, Joker One, I'm going to be extremely angry with you.”

“Yes, ma'am,” said Ray, and went back to his seat.

Then she put up a third picture, which was a map, and on the map a line had been drawn in red pencil from where Xanthos was now to somewhere a long way north.

“This is where it was heading when Faith Park started feeding it,” she said. “I'm not cleared to tell you why. I'm cleared to tell you that it's White Valley.”

Baxter didn't look round. He didn't need to. He felt Coster go still at the far end of the row, the way you can feel a change in an engine through the seat before you hear it.

“There's something there the Sotoans want very badly,” Pike said. “I don't know what it is. I know that if Xanthos reaches it with full magazines, they'll have it. Cut the valley, and sooner or later it runs out of things to shoot.”

Pike had one more thing, which was the question nobody else had asked.

From Joker's row, Ray said, “The return line. How long to rearm?”

Pike checked her notes. “Four minutes, if the crews are good.”

He nodded once, as though he were doing a sum.

Kate glanced at him again. Baxter saw her do it, and saw her not know she'd done it. Two seats along from her, Nguyen looked at his watch.



Jenkins had doubled the water in every seat kit for the desert. He said so in the passageway, to anyone who would listen, and everybody agreed it was very sensible, because it was a desert. Dutch, standing by the ladder with his clipboard, listened to them all agree, and said nothing, and Baxter saw him look at Ray's aircraft and then at the floor.

It wasn't new. Nobody else noticed it wasn't new.

Coster had a letter in his breast pocket. Baxter knew because Coster had been touching it all through the briefing, the way people touch a sore tooth with their tongue. It was from Bird. It had arrived on the mail helicopter the day before, and Coster had read it at breakfast with his face going slowly still, and folded it up very small.

Tasha knew which pocket it was in. Baxter saw her look at it when Pike said White Valley.



The new aircraft were a revelation, and Baxter disliked how much he was enjoying it.

He had flown the old Hornet for four years and had thought of it as a reliable, stubborn friend. The Super Hornet was a different animal: bigger, stronger, longer-legged, with more of everything and a way of answering that made him feel as though he'd spent four years shouting at the old one.

Ray launched at 1120, alone, and Baxter stood on the deck and watched him go until the grey Super Hornet was a dot over the sea, and then nothing.

The rest of them launched at 1135. They came over the desert from the north at twenty-five thousand feet with the sun straight overhead, so that the aircraft threw no shadows and the ground had none either. Below them the land was pale and wrinkled and enormous. Baxter could see the dry riverbed from up here, a thin white thread winding south between the ridges toward Faith Park, with the smaller dry channels running into it from both sides like the veins in a leaf. It looked about as wide as a hair.

Somewhere down in that hair was Ray.

Dealer had lost him at 1131, ten minutes after he crossed the coast and went down into the riverbed. “Joker One, Dealer. I've lost you in the ground clutter.” Two clicks, faint, the last thing anybody heard from him. Since then nothing at all. Baxter had looked at the empty patch of display where Joker One ought to be perhaps two hundred times.

“Oh,” Tasha said on Joker's channel. “Oh, look at it.”

She was off Coster's wing in the Growler, which she had been flying for two days and already flew as though she'd been born in it. Baxter had watched her take off from the carrier that morning and had felt, absurdly, a kind of pride, as though he'd had anything to do with it.

“It's like the sea stopped moving,” she said. “All of it, all at once. Isn't it the most beautiful thing you've ever seen?”

“It's sand, Tasha,” said Coster.

“It's beautiful sand.” A pause. “Do you think he's all right? Down there?”

Nobody answered her. Baxter looked down at the thin white thread of the riverbed and thought about a hundred feet, and walls of rock, and forty miles.

At 1150, Dealer said, “All Joker, Dealer. They've seen us. Search radars active, Faith Park. Ten minutes.”

Then, a moment later, in a different voice: “Stand by. Contact. Single contact over Faith Park, north end, very low. Where did he— Joker One. That's Joker One.”



Dealer got Joker One back on his plot the moment he came up over the last ridge, and for a few seconds he simply sat and looked at it.

Nineteen minutes of nothing. Forty miles of riverbed, and not one blip. Then a single aircraft standing up out of the ground over the north end of Faith Park, as if it had climbed out of the earth, with every radar in the valley still pointed the other way at the strike coming in high. He had never seen anything like it. He suspected the people in Faith Park hadn't either.

Then a contact came up at the western end of the runway that made him sit forward.

It was big and accelerating hard. He knew the signature before the computer did. A Ladon: the big swept-wing strategic bomber, the fast one. He had only ever seen one on a plot twice before.

Intelligence would tell him afterward that it had been due to leave Faith Park at noon, that its crew had been taxiing out for an ordinary departure when the search radars picked up the Federation strike coming in high from the north, ten minutes out. They had done exactly what any crew would do. They had firewalled the throttles and gone for the runway, to be airborne and away over the mountains long before any of those aircraft arrived. They would have made it with minutes to spare. They hadn't known there was anything already in the valley.

Its call sign came up from the intercept people a second later. Fuscus 2.

Dealer looked at it. He thought of the board in the ready room that morning and a circle drawn round one line. He hadn't been in the room. He had heard about it on the net, the way everybody heard everything on this ship, and he had thought, odd, and nothing more.

He looked at his orders on the second screen. Strategic bomber assets observed at Faith Park are not a priority. Do not divert from the primary objective to pursue. You couldn't catch a Ladon once it was in the air. Everybody knew that. Chasing one was a waste of fuel and missiles, and the strike hadn't even arrived.

He keyed his microphone. It was the correct call. It was the call in the orders.

“All Joker, Dealer. Fast mover rolling, west runway. That's a Ladon, Fuscus Two. It's not a threat to the operation. Let it go. Do not pursue. Repeat—”

He never finished it.

He saw it on the plot. Then, because Queen Two's strike camera was up on his third screen, he saw it in the picture too, and he would watch that footage many times afterward and still not quite believe it.

The Ladon was halfway down the runway with its nose coming up, four engines at full power, a long shimmer of heat behind it, accelerating faster than anything that size had any right to.

The grey jet came in behind it from the west, very low, along the length of the runway. It wasn't chasing. You couldn't chase a Ladon. It was simply there, at the one moment when the bomber was committed to its takeoff and not yet flying. Too slow to escape. Too fast to stop. It had turned for the runway before the Ladon had started its roll. It had turned, Dealer worked out later from the plot, at the top of the pop-up, in the same second it cleared the ridge. Fifteen minutes ahead of everyone. Exactly fifteen.

One burst, into the engines, at the instant the main wheels left the concrete.

The bomber's nose dropped. It came back down onto the last hundred metres of runway and went off the end into the desert, and the desert went up in a rolling ball of fire a kilometre long.

Nobody got out of it. Dealer never learned who had been flying it. Nobody aboard Endurance ever did.

It was 1151. The strike was still nine minutes out. Not one bomb had fallen on Faith Park, and the only aircraft over it was Joker One.

The grey jet pulled up through the smoke and turned, without a pause, for the SAM sites on the northern approach, the ones the strike would have to come in over, as though the thing it had actually come for was done and the rest was only work. By the time Baxter and the others came over the ridge at noon, three of those sites were already burning, and the lane in was clear.

On the AWACS channel nobody said anything for a long time.

Dealer had been doing this for sixteen years. He'd have said luck if he'd seen anybody else do it. He had been watching this one for six weeks. He had stopped being able to say luck about anything he did.



At noon the strike came over the northern ridge into a valley already burning at one end, and the SAM sites on the eastern ridge, which Ray hadn't had time for, woke up and reached for them, and there was no time for anything.

“Three,” Baxter said. “Your turn.”

“Going,” said Tasha, and the Growler went forward and up, and the valley went blind.

He had never seen anything like it. One after another the radars on the ridges simply lost them. The warning tones in his headset rose, faltered and fell silent. A launcher on the eastern ridge fired at nothing, a missile going straight up into the white sky and wandering off like a lost dog. Tasha was talking quietly to herself on the channel, frequencies and bearings, the way she must once have talked herself through a display routine. Baxter heard her say got you to a radar he couldn't see, very softly, like someone catching a moth.

“Three,” said Coster, after a while, in a voice Baxter had never heard him use. “That's—you're—that's brilliant.”

“I know,” Tasha said, proudly. Then, in a smaller voice: “Is it? Really?”

“Really.”

Baxter looked at the ridges, where not one radar could see them, and thought about an aircraft with JOKER 3 chalked on its side, and a man asleep against the wall beside it. It doesn't have to kill anyone.



The electronic-warfare aircraft came up from the airstrip at 1204.

Dealer saw it first, as a smear. A whole sector of his picture to the west went to snow, contacts blurring and doubling and vanishing.

“All Joker, Dealer. I'm losing the western picture. Jammer, west field. I can't give you—”

A cool voice on the open channel, Sotoan: “Orcus up. Let's see how they fight in the dark.”

Baxter's display went to soup. He'd never seen it so bad. Somewhere out there was an EA-6B, an old Prowler with four seats and no guns and nothing in it but radios and very clever people, and it was eating the sky.

“I've got him,” Tasha said. Her voice had changed. It had gone very calm and very fast. “I've got him, I've got his frequencies, he's good, he's really good, give me—”

The snow on Baxter's display began to thin. Not much. In patches. Tasha was pushing back, the Growler against the Prowler, two aircraft fighting a war nobody could see, and for a few seconds Baxter could make out shapes again in the mess.

It was enough. In one of those clear patches he saw the Prowler's symbol, just off the western runway and climbing slowly. Then he saw Ray's symbol cross it.

The snow cleared all at once, the way fog goes when a door opens.

Ray had been over the airstrip on his way to the refinery. He had simply turned, in the hole Tasha had made, and killed the Prowler on the way past, without slowing down, and gone on toward the refinery. Orcus had been in the air for forty seconds. Dealer never finished his sentence.

“Three,” Baxter said, when he could. “Thank you.”

There was a pause.

“I didn't hit him,” Tasha said.

“No. You found him.”

Another pause. Then, very quietly, so quietly that Baxter wasn't sure she'd meant to transmit it: “Oh.”



Major Kaveh Farzan of the Sotoan Army Logistics Corps had built Faith Park out of nothing in eleven weeks, and he was prouder of it than of anything he had done in his life.

He wasn't a fighting soldier. He had been a railway engineer before the war, in the dry country in the south of Sotoa where the wells were failing, and he had spent fifteen years building lines that carried water to towns that would otherwise have died. When the Army called him up, it gave him a major's rank and a map and a single instruction. Keep it moving.

So he had. He had taken a dead cargo field and a flooded rail siding and a refinery somebody had abandoned half built, and made them into the heart of the war in the north. Every shell the land battleship fired had passed through his valley. He kept the numbers in a ledger on his desk, in his own neat hand, and he checked them every night before he slept.

The sirens went at 1150, when the search radars picked up a raid coming in high from the north, ten minutes out.

Ten minutes was a long time.

It was time to get planes up in the air, and to get men into shelters, and Farzan had been walking, not running, toward the refinery when a single grey jet came over the northern ridge as though it had climbed up out of the ground, where nobody had seen it and nothing should have been, and went straight for the western runway.

The first thing he saw, turning at the sound, was the Ladon - that big, beautiful jet that he had only heard his son excitedly talk about in hushed tones, from rumors on social media, about how it would give Sotoa total air dominance - going off the end of the concrete into the desert in a ball of fire, nine minutes before the raid arrived.

Then he ran for the shelter by the pump house. He was fifty-one years old and heavy, and had never run anywhere in his life.

From the shelter doorway he watched it happen.

The other jets were doing what he had expected jets to do. Four of them were hitting the solar field in the northwest, and the mirrors went up in great glittering bursts like a sea breaking. Two were working along the bunkers in the centre of the valley, coming in low and straight at the doors, one at a time, with a patience that frightened him. Harriers were on the sidings. That was terrible. But it was a kind of terrible he understood. It was a raid.

The grey jet with the old emblem on its tail wasn't raiding. It was taking his valley apart.

He saw it come over the refinery and go for the Land Aegis. There were two of them, great armoured things on rails, moving between the storage tanks with their missile racks turning. Farzan had watched them shoot down a Federation reconnaissance aircraft only last week. They were the best defended things in the valley.

The jet didn't attack them. It waited.

It circled out over the desert, wide and patient, while the first Land Aegis rolled along its rails between the tanks. Farzan didn't understand what it was waiting for. Then the Land Aegis reached the point where the rails ran past the big crude tanks on the eastern side, the ones he had begged three times for steel to reinforce and never got. The jet came in, one missile, and the Land Aegis and three tanks went up together in a single pillar of fire that rose higher than the ridge.

The second Land Aegis was on the far side of the refinery. The jet went round once, the same wide patient circle, and waited for it to reach the western tanks. It did. Same missile. Same pillar.

It had taken perhaps ninety seconds, and it had looked, Farzan thought, almost easy. As though the jet had known exactly where those rails would take them, and when, and had simply arrived to meet them there.

And then it began on the rest.

Not the big things. Not what burned best. The main pumping station. The pipeline junction where the refinery fed the sidings. The transformer yard he had begged for three times. A small concrete building at the end of the sidings that held the only signal relay in the valley, which he would have bet his life nobody in the Federation knew existed. Each of them was hit once, cleanly, and never twice.

It was what Farzan would have done if he had been told to destroy his own work so that it could never be rebuilt. You didn't just break a supply network. You found the pieces that couldn't be replaced, and took every one.

He was being dismantled by someone who understood his valley better than he did.

And God help him, it was beautiful.

He was an engineer; he knew what elegance was, the shortest line, the fewest moving parts, the thing that does exactly what it must and nothing more. He had spent his life trying to build things like that. He stood in a shelter doorway with his work burning around him and watched a man fly the most elegant line he had ever seen, from the pumping station to the junction to the relay, without a single wasted turn, and he couldn't stop watching. He hated that he couldn't.

Then the jet came round toward the parts workshop, and Farzan's heart stopped, because there was a whole section of engineers in there who wouldn't have heard the sirens over the machines.

A new voice on the Federation channel, which his radio operator had been monitoring and had left playing in the shelter because nobody had remembered to turn it off. A young woman's voice, quick and clear.

“One, the workshop, there are people inside, they're coming out the west door, there's—six, seven, more coming—”

The jet didn't fire.

Farzan saw it. It was lined up on the workshop, and he saw it simply not fire, for two seconds, three, while his engineers came pouring out of the west door and ran across the yard into the scrub. It was the only time in fifteen minutes he saw it wait for anything.

“Clear,” said the young woman's voice. “They're clear. Thank you.”

Then the workshop went. *

Coster flew on Tasha's wing, the way he always did now, and thought about Bird's letter.

It was in his breast pocket, folded small. He had read it at breakfast. It was mostly about the band, about Keyes falling off a stage in the officers' mess and Wilson trying to learn the drums from Keyes while Keyes was in a sling. Then, at the end, in Bird's untidy hand: something's going on up here, Noise. They've doubled the guard on the north hangars and nobody'll say why. People are saying a battleship. Have you heard anything? I don't want to be dramatic. Bird.

He hadn't heard anything. He hadn't heard anything until this morning, when Pike had drawn a red line from Xanthos to White Valley.

Dealer called the threshold at 1209. Threshold achieved. Supply network assessed beyond repair. Nine minutes. Coster felt something in his chest unclench. They'd done it. They could go home.

Ray went west.

Coster watched him go, out over the airstrip, which was burning now, toward the second return line that Pike had said would open once the airbase was cleared. He'd cleared it. He went west over the ridge, and was gone.

He came back at 1213, with a full load.

Four minutes, Coster thought. Four minutes, if the crews are good. He'd asked in the briefing. He'd done the sum. He had known at nine in the morning that he'd be going back across that ridge after the threshold, and how long it would take.

Coster came alongside him over the western ridge. He didn't know why. He wasn't sure he was allowed to.

“One, Four,” he said. “You don't have to do all of it. We passed the threshold. Command's got what it wanted.”

A pause. He expected two clicks. He'd have put money on two clicks.

“It's not enough,” Ray said.

He said it in words. Coster sat in his cockpit with the desert going past beneath him and heard it, and thought about Bird. Bird and Garnett and Keyes and Wilson, and a red line on a map. He had never told Ray about the letters. He had never told Ray about Purple Magic at all, except that he liked the record, and everybody knew that. He hadn't told anybody what Bird had written last night.

Ray knew anyway. He was making sure Xanthos never reached White Valley at all. Not slowed down; never. He was taking every last thing the battleship could ever use out of this valley, so that it would never be able to fire on four people Coster loved and Ray had met for an hour on a flight deck.

Coster didn't know how he knew. He decided, very firmly, that he didn't want to know how.

Two fighters came up off what was left of the airstrip at 1214, MiGs, and one of them was good.

Ray turned on them. The first died at once. The second turned with him, hard, using the heat-shimmer and the ridge, and for a turn and a half the two aircraft went round each other above the valley and Coster saw the Hornet's line begin to change. A roll a fraction wider than it needed to be. A turn that went on a beat too long. He had seen that before, at White Valley, and with Darre, and he felt his stomach go cold.

Then there was a third aircraft behind Coster, and he didn't know.

“Will, behind you!”

Tasha's voice, sharp as a slap. Coster broke without thinking, and the burst went through the air where he had been. At the same instant, across the valley, the grey Super Hornet snapped flat and straight, as abruptly as a hand jerked back from a stove, and the MiG died on the next pass. A second later the aircraft behind Coster died too, a single burst from somewhere he couldn't see. Ray had come across the whole valley.

“Four, status,” said Baxter.

“Fine,” Coster said. His hands were shaking. “Fine. Thanks, Three.”

“Don't,” said Tasha.

“I'll say thanks if I want to.”

Baxter didn't say anything on the channel. Coster was quite certain, though he couldn't have said how, that Baxter was smiling.



Dealer kept score. It was what AWACS controllers did, and he had never minded it. Somebody had to keep the books, and Dealer liked books. He liked the way a tally told you the shape of a fight, if you knew how to read it.

Over Faith Park, the tally told him a shape he had never seen.

Joker and Queen together had passed the threshold at 1209. He had called it, the way he'd been told to. He had half expected the strike to wind down after that; pilots did, once the box was ticked, and nobody blamed them. The tally didn't wind down. One column of it kept climbing.

At 1215 the strike finally turned for home, and the valley behind it was burning from end to end. Dealer pulled up the final tally for Faith Park and looked at it.

Command's threshold at 1209. Six minutes after it, one column of the tally had grown by nearly as much again as Joker and Queen together had managed in the first nine. Every cluster. Both Land Aegis. Every target intelligence had counted, and thirty-eight it hadn't. An electronic-warfare ace forty seconds after takeoff. A strategic bomber that couldn't be caught, caught on the runway nine minutes before the rest of the strike arrived, by one aircraft that had come forty miles up a dry riverbed alone.

He had kept score on a great many fights. He had never seen one with nothing left on the board.

He keyed the microphone one last time.

“Joker One, Dealer. Faith Park complete. Every target. Every one.” He hesitated. “That's the cleanest board I've seen in sixteen years.”

A long pause.

Two clicks. Nothing else. No thanks, no pride, no relief. The acknowledgement you'd give a fuel state.

Dealer took his headset off and sat with it in his lap.

He had told the kid once, on his very first sortie, that first-time poker players play it too safe. He'd been wrong about that, as it turned out, but not in the way he'd expected. The kid didn't play safe. He didn't take risks either. He didn't gamble at all.

He just took the whole pot, every hand, and never once sounded happy about it.



Ray came aboard last. He always did. His pylons were bare.

Baxter, waiting by the island, watched him come down the ladder slowly, and saw something he hadn't seen before: Ray sat in the cockpit for a while after the engines stopped. A minute, perhaps more. Dutch went up the ladder and leaned in, and said something Baxter couldn't hear, and stayed there, close, with one hand on the canopy rail. After a while Ray nodded. Dutch came down. Ray came down after him.

His hands were steady by the time he reached the deck. Baxter noticed that Dutch was standing between him and the rest of the deck crew, the way a big man stands when he doesn't want anyone to see something, and that Dutch's face was very carefully blank.

Somebody handed Ray a bottle of water. He drank all of it without stopping, standing at the foot of the ladder with his head back.

Baxter had seen men do that after a desert sortie. Everybody was thirsty after the desert.

The dog had come out of the island hatch the moment the Super Hornet caught the wire, as he always did now, and was leaning against Ray's legs, hard, with the whole weight of him. Ray didn't look down. But his free hand had found the dog's head and stayed there, and Baxter noticed that it was holding on.



Kate got to the debrief early, because she always did, and found Ray already there, because apparently he always did too. They were the only two in the room. He was sitting at the end of the table with his helmet on the chair beside him, looking at nothing.

She sat down two chairs away. She hadn't planned to say anything. She found she had.

“Four minutes,” she said.

He looked up.

“The return line. You asked Pike how long it took to rearm.” She turned her pen over on the table. “You'd already worked it out before the briefing ended, hadn't you. That you'd go back. After the threshold.”

“Yes.”

“And the circle.”

He didn't answer that. He looked at the table.

She hadn't meant to ask the next thing either. It came out quietly, almost curiously, the way she might have asked Nguyen how he'd known the weather would turn.

“What else have you worked out?”

He looked at her.

It was the first time he'd looked at her properly since White Valley. She knew that because she'd been noticing, for some time now, the way he didn't, the way he talked to her shoulder or to the aircraft or to the space beside her. This time he didn't. He looked straight at her, and she saw his face for perhaps two seconds, and in those two seconds there was something in it so enormous and so carefully held that she felt it like a change in air pressure.

Then he looked away.

“Not enough,” he said.

Cruz came in, and Nguyen behind him, talking about the solar field, and the room filled up, and the moment was gone. Kate sat through the debrief and gave her account clearly and in order, as she always did. Afterward she couldn't remember a word of it.

Not enough. She turned it over all through the debrief and all the way back to the Queen ready room, and by the time she got there she had decided exactly what it meant. He had been being cryptic at her. Deliberately. She'd asked him a perfectly reasonable professional question, lead to lead, and he had looked at her as though she'd said something unbearable and then given her two words, like a man handing a child a sweet to make it go away.

“He's impossible,” she told Queen, dropping into her chair.

Victor and Chester exchanged a look.

“Who is?” said Chester, innocently.

“Joker's lead. I asked him a straight question about the return line, and he—” She stopped. “He looks at you as though you've said something terrible. Have you noticed that? And then he won't answer.”

“I've noticed he looks at you,” said Chester.

“That's what I just said.”

“Yes, Lead.”

Loc, at the chart table, wrote something down.

She filed it with the others, as a professional grievance.

She was beginning to need a bigger file.

She was quite sure it was the kind you kept on difficult colleagues.



Coster wrote back to Bird that night, at the table in Joker's berthing, with Tasha on the bunk opposite pretending to read and actually watching him chew the end of his pen.

He wrote about the Super Hornets, because Bird would want to know. He wrote that Tasha had a new aircraft and had blinded an entire valley in it and then said oh in a very small voice, and that he'd tell Bird the rest when he saw him. He did not write about the red line on the map, because he couldn't, and because Pike would have his head.

At the end he sat for a long time with the pen over the paper.

Then he wrote: Don't worry about the battleship. I can't tell you why. But you've got a friend out here who isn't going to let anything reach you.

He looked at it. He didn't know, quite, whether he meant himself.

“What are you smiling at?” Tasha said.

“Nothing.”

“You're smiling at your letter.”

“I'm allowed to smile at my letter.”

She considered this from the bunk with the book open on her chest.

“Tell Bird I said hello,” she said. “And tell him track four is slow.”

Coster added a postscript. Tasha says hello. She also says track four is slow. She's wrong, but she's been very brave today, so I'm letting her have it.

He folded the letter and put it in his breast pocket, where the other one had been, and didn't notice that she had seen exactly which pocket.

Down the passageway the dog was lying across Ray's door again. Tasha had stepped over him on her way back from the washroom.

“He used to sleep on my bunk,” she said to the ceiling.

Coster looked up from the letter. “Do you mind?”

She thought about it honestly. He could see her doing it.

“No,” she said. “He always knew who needed him most. At home he used to sleep outside my mother's door, on the bad nights.” She turned a page she wasn't reading. “He's not wrong.”


Chapter 14Front Row

Baxter, Lena

The joint debrief for Faith Park was held in Endurance's main briefing room at ten the next morning, and it was fuller than Baxter had ever seen it.

The Harrier leads had come across from Dauntless by helicopter at nine. The official reason was the debrief. The real reason was the party Endurance had laid on in the hangar bay for the afternoon, because for the third operation running there had been no Federation casualties at all.

Nobody had said so out loud since the strike came home. It was the kind of thing you didn't say, the way nobody at a card table mentions that the deck seems to be running their way.

Baxter took his seat at Joker's end of the table and looked round the room the way he always did, counting faces without meaning to. Queen in their row, Kate at the end of it with her notes squared in front of her. Pike at the board. Dealer, gray and rumpled, in a corner by the projector, looking as if he hadn't been to bed, which Baxter suspected he hadn't. And against the back wall, because there weren't enough chairs, four Marines in flight suits with the 777th's patch on the shoulder.

He noticed them without much interest. Two of them were identical: the same square face, the same close-cropped black hair, the same breadth across the shoulders, as though somebody had made a very good Marine and then, pleased with it, made another. Baxter looked twice, as everybody did, and then took care not to look a third time. Beside the twins stood a tall fair woman with her arms folded, and beside her a girl, or a very young woman, with her cap tucked under one arm.

The young one wasn't looking at the board. She was looking down the length of the table at Joker One, the way Baxter's students used to look at a visiting speaker. Not the bored ones. The ones who had read the speaker's book.

Pike ran the debrief briskly. Queen reported first. Kate gave the solar field in four sentences, the sequence and the timing and the result, without a wasted word, and sat down. Joker's turn came, and Pike looked at the end of the table.

Ray sat with his hands loose on the table and the dog lying across his feet.

“Joker,” he said. “Assigned targets negated. No damage.”

That was all of it.

Pike waited. The room waited with her. Baxter watched it happen along the rows: Cruz glancing at Everson, the Harrier leads at the back wall shifting, Dealer in his corner lifting his head.

Nothing about the riverbed. Nothing about forty miles of canyon at a hundred feet, or a Ladon that had died at the end of its runway nine minutes before the strike arrived, or the thirty-eight targets in that valley that nobody had assigned him and that weren't there any more.

Ray looked at the table. Pike looked at Baxter.

Baxter cleared his throat and gave them the rest, the times and the numbers, because somebody had to and he had been there. He did it as plainly as he could. He found, halfway through, that he was doing it in Ray's voice, and that it didn't sound strange in his own mouth at all.

It took him somewhere he hadn't been in years.

When he was a boy, there had been a shelf at the back of the town library where somebody had put the old flight-test reports, and later the reports from the space program, in blue cloth binders that nobody but Baxter ever took down. He had read all of them, some of them twice.

Later still, when he was teaching, he had put photocopies of them in front of his students and asked what they noticed.

The good students noticed the voice. Men who had just ridden something that very nearly killed them, writing it up afterward in exactly the voice you'd use for the weather. Some vibration noted. Systems nominal. Objectives achieved. It wasn't modesty, he had told his students. It was discipline. It was the habit of men who had learned that if you let the feeling into the report, you would never fly the next one.

He had wanted to be one of them once. That was a long time ago. He had been told, very kindly, that he would make an excellent instructor, and he had.

Ray talked like that. But he talked like a man who had filed a great many reports, about a great many flights, and had stopped expecting anybody to read them.

Pike thanked him and turned to the back wall.

One of the twins came off it and stood at attention. It was the still one, Baxter thought, though he couldn't have said how he knew there was a still one. “Jackpot,” he said. “Nine launched. Nine recovered.”

At the end of the table, Ray looked up.

Not at the twin. Past him, at the back wall, at the Marines standing against it, and for a second too long. Then he looked down again at his hands, and the dog shifted its weight across his boots, and Pike went on to the intelligence summary.

Baxter didn't know what that had been. He thought about it through the rest of the summary and didn't know at the end of it either.



Captain Lena Haugen of the 777th Marine Attack Squadron had been in the Corps for eleven years, and in that time she had formed a low opinion of parties, a lower one of the Navy, and no opinion at all of Endurance, which she had known for six weeks only as a set of voices on the net.

She had come across for the debrief because Cris was the lead and Cris was going, and she was Seven, and where the lead went to be talked at by the Navy, it was Seven's job to stand behind him and look as if she had no opinions. Seb had come because it was a party. Seb would have cross-decked to a party on a garbage scow. Betty had come because she had volunteered, very promptly, the moment Cris asked who else wanted to go, with a face of such innocent professional interest that Lena had nearly laughed in it.

Lena knew precisely why Betty had volunteered. She hadn't said so. That was the kind of thing an element lead was for.

The twins stood beside her against the back wall, and the Navy, as the Navy always did, looked at them twice. Cristóbal and Sebastián Perez were identical, and in their early thirties, and built along the lines of a well-made door. They had the same square face and the same black hair cropped close to the skull.

You told them apart by which one was talking.

Cris, older by four minutes and in his own opinion by a good deal more, was the still one. He stood with his hands behind his back as though he were on parade, listened with his whole face, and spoke last.

Seb was never still at all. He had been growing a mustache since Drinwich, for a bet, and the mustache was losing. He had an opinion on everything a little before he had heard what it was about.

Strangers mixed them up exactly once. Seb enjoyed it. Cris corrected it.

Lena watched the room the way she watched a valley before a run, and the room, she thought, was strange.

It was the run of it. Jackpot had flown with Endurance since the tankers: the waterfront at Theve, Drinwich, and now Faith Park. They had flown every one of them, and come home nine of nine every time, and every night Cris wrote 9/9 on the board in the ready room, slowly, in capitals, like a man who expected the number to change. A Marine squadron wasn't used to that. Lena wasn't sure she trusted it. Luck like that, in her experience, wasn't luck. It was being saved for something, the way the Navy saved its good coffee.

Betty stood at her shoulder with her cap under her arm and her hair in the regulation knot Lena had put up for her on the helicopter, because Betty could do Lena's hair and Lena could do nothing whatever with Betty's, and they had arranged it between them long ago so that neither of them had to say so. Lena's spare gloves were in Betty's flight bag. Betty's spare everything was in Lena's. Second Lieutenant Betty Tan was twenty-three years old, the most naturally gifted pilot in the squadron, and by some distance the worst at hiding what she was looking at. She was looking at it now.

Lena looked at it too, because she was fair.

She had heard Endurance on the net for six weeks, and she had formed, from the net alone, a fairly complete picture of the ship. Now she put faces to the voices, one after another, and sized each of them up the way a Marine sizes up a unit she will have to fight beside.

Coster, Joker Four, who told jokes on the net in the long dull legs of a patrol, turned out to be a quiet, rather soulful young man, much quieter in person than on the radio. There was something careful in the way he held his coffee. Baxter, Joker Two, was obviously a father to all of them. He watched Joker the way Cris watched Jackpot, counting them without seeming to. Lena liked him at once and trusted him a little less than she liked him, because men like that will do anything at all for their own.

And then Joker Three, the Growler pilot, whose voice on the net was light and amused and never stopped, and who saw every radar from here to the border and described them all as though she were pointing out the view from a train. She was a slight young woman with a Yuktobanian accent and, of all things, a white jacket, worn over her flight suit as if she had come aboard for an afternoon and simply never left. A visitor's patch was still stuck to the breast of it, on Velcro, half peeled away at one corner and wrong side up. Nobody, apparently, had ever told her, or she had decided not to care, and Lena couldn't tell which and suspected it was both.

She was sitting next to Coster. She was sitting a good deal closer to Coster than there was any need to, given the number of empty inches on her other side, and neither of them seemed to have the faintest idea. When he shifted, she shifted. When she leaned over to read something off his kneeboard, she stayed leaned.

Lena looked at the two of them, and then at the patch, and thought: that's trouble.

Queen were at the front, in a row. Cruz, Everson, Nguyen. They weren't related to their lead or to each other, and they were plainly, ferociously her little brothers. Lena watched them close up round her without seeming to, Everson saying something that made Evans roll her eyes, Nguyen moving her coffee an inch out of range of her elbow. She recognized it at once. It was how she was about Betty.

And Queen One wasn't looking at Joker One, and Joker One wasn't looking at Queen One, and everybody else in the room was looking at both of them. Lena had heard it on the net weeks ago. Kowalczyk, back aboard Dauntless with his cards and his ledger, had called it from the radio alone. She was going to have to tell him he was right, and he was going to be unbearable.

Then there was Joker One himself.

He said almost nothing. He sat at the end of the table with a big shaggy sand-colored dog lying across his feet and looked at the table, or at the board, or at nothing. Lena had heard that voice on the net calling breaks that had saved lives, and she kept waiting for the man to match it, and he never quite did. He was smaller than the legend, and somehow heavier. And he was, Lena noted, with a Marine's flat honesty and a certain amount of irritation, extremely good-looking. He did nothing whatever about it and quite possibly didn't know: it was the kind of face recruiting posters are built around, worn by a man who would plainly never look at a camera if he could help it.

It explained a great deal about Betty. It explained nothing about anything else.

When he gave his report, Lena very nearly laughed out loud. Assigned targets negated. She had been on the sidings at Faith Park, low and slow under everybody, the way Harriers always were. From there she had watched him take the valley apart. She had watched the column of smoke stand up at the far end of it before any of them were even over the ridge. If that was negated, she'd hate to see destroyed.

Then Cris gave Jackpot's numbers, nine launched, nine recovered, and Joker One looked up.

People looked at the twins. Lena was used to that; she knew the look, the double take and the faint smile. This wasn't it. He looked past Cris at the back wall, at the four of them standing against it, and his eyes stopped for a second too long on someone. Lena couldn't have said who. Then he looked down again.



Endurance's party was held in the hangar bay, between the folded wings of two Super Hornets, and it was a better party than Lena had expected. The galley had made a cake, a vast flat thing the size of a hatch cover with FAITH PARK across it in blue icing, slightly smudged at the K. Somebody had strung lights along the overhead. Deck crew and pilots from both ships stood in knots between the aircraft with paper cups, and somebody's speaker was playing something with a great deal of guitar in it.

Betty was enjoying herself enormously and trying not to look as if she were looking for anyone. Lena stood beside her with a cup of punch she had no intention of drinking and watched the room.

Joker One wasn't there. Lena had known he wouldn't be. Neither, after twenty minutes, was Queen One, which Lena noted and didn't know what to do with.

The speaker, on the other hand, was very much there, and so was Joker Four, who had commandeered it. He had a record player beside it, an old portable thing, and was defending his choice of record to Joker Three, who stood in her white jacket with her arms folded and her chin up and her patch still wrong side up.

“It's slow,” the girl was saying.

“It's patient.”

“It's track four, and it's slow, and you've played it twice.”

“It's a party. I'm allowed.”

“You're allowed to play it once.”

They were standing about four inches closer together than either of them seemed to be aware of. It had been about six inches at the debrief. Lena, who had been right about this sort of thing her whole life, revised her opinion upward. Not trouble. A great deal of trouble. The Growler pilot's dog, the same shaggy animal, had apparently given up on Joker One for the afternoon and lay across Coster's feet instead, which he seemed to take as support.

Betty watched them over the rim of her cup with deep satisfaction.

“Those two,” she said.

“Kowalczyk's got them at evens,” said Lena.

“Do they know?”

“God, no.”

Betty sighed happily. It was a small thing and Lena put it away. Betty could see it plainly in other people. That was how it usually went. Lena could see it in everyone, which was not the same thing as being wise, and was a good deal less comfortable.

At three, Betty said she wanted some air, and slipped out of the hangar bay into the passageway. Lena went after her, because Lena always did.

The passageway was cooler and quieter, and painted the same gray as everything else on a warship, and Betty was walking backward along it with her cup, laughing about the cake, and saying that if Dauntless's galley ever produced anything like that she would personally—

Joker One was coming the other way.

He was alone. The dog wasn't with him. He had his head down and was walking the way he seemed to do everything, without any waste in it. And at the sound of Betty's voice, laughing, he stopped dead.

Not slowed. Stopped, the way a man stops when he hears his own name called in a crowd.

He looked at her face. He looked at it for what felt to Lena like a long time, and then down, at the name tape on her flight suit, as if the name were a word he had heard once a long time ago and had been trying ever since to remember.

“Tan,” he said, very quietly. "It's good to see you."

Then he went on past them and round the corner and was gone.

Betty didn't breathe until he had turned it. Lena heard her not breathing. Then she let it all out at once and turned to Lena with her face lit up like a runway.

“He knows my name.”

Lena said something. She didn't remember afterward what it was.

She had moved. That was what she remembered. Before she had thought about it at all, before he had even spoken, she had taken a half step forward and to the side, so that her shoulder was between Betty and the man in the passageway. It was the step you take when something comes toward your wingman too fast. She didn't know why she had done it.

He hadn't looked like a man who had learned somebody's name. Lena had seen that look on a great many men, and it was nothing like this. He had looked like a man who had been told someone was dead, a long time ago, and had just heard her laughing in a corridor.



The helicopter back to Dauntless wasn't until five. Cris took Betty off to the galley, where Endurance was still handing out cake to anyone who could hold a plate, and Lena went looking for the information officer.

She told herself she was doing it for Betty, who would have died before she asked. That was true. She was also doing it because she wanted a proper look at the face that had looked at Betty like that, and she was honest enough to know it, and not quite honest enough to say so.

She was lost within two ladders. Endurance was a far bigger ship than Dauntless, and laid out, so far as Lena could tell, by someone who had never intended to walk around in it. She stood at a junction of three identical passageways and read the deck markings, and the deck markings told her where she was with great precision and no use whatever.

“You look lost, Captain.”

The man who had come up the ladder behind her was nobody she would have looked at twice. Middle-aged, gray, tired, in a rumpled flight suit, with a computer disk in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. Then he spoke again, and she knew him instantly, though she had never seen his face in her life.

It was the voice. She had heard it on the net on every mission since the tankers: dry, unhurried, every consonant in its proper place, the voice of a man reading the shipping forecast at the end of the world. Nobody else on either ship sounded like that.

“Dealer,” she said.

He inclined his head, as if she had said something mildly clever.

He had been at the debrief, she realized. In the corner by the projector. She had looked straight at him for an hour and not seen him at all.

He looked nothing like his voice. That was what struck her. She had imagined, without ever deciding to, someone tall and calm and silver, the kind of man who would sound like that. He was a perfectly ordinary man who had been awake for twenty hours and was not, by the look of him, intending to sleep any time soon. He was going to D.D.'s office himself, he said. He had the Faith Park plot on the disk and wanted to lay it beside the camera footage. He'd take her.

They went down a ladder and along a passageway Lena would never have found. She asked him, because every Harrier pilot on Dauntless had been asking it since yesterday afternoon, and she wanted the answer from somebody who would know: “Where was he?”

Dealer didn't pretend not to understand.

“In the riverbed,” he said. “He went down into it at eleven thirty-one, ten minutes after he crossed the coast, and I lost him in the ground clutter. I called it. Two clicks, very faint. That was the last I heard.” He walked a few steps. “Nineteen minutes. Forty miles. I sat over the strike with my heart in my mouth and looked at the empty place on my display where the symbol ought to be. I had the rescue frequency up. I thought he'd flown into a wall.”

“And then?”

“And then a single contact stood up out of the ground over the north end of Faith Park, as if it had climbed out of the earth. It turned for the end of a runway that I'm fairly sure he couldn't yet see.” Dealer drank some of his coffee. “There was a Ladon on the end of that runway. I told him to let it go. On the net. Not a threat to the operation, let it go, do not pursue.” He was quiet for a moment. “He didn't even change his breathing.”

Lena thought about that.

“From the sidings,” she said, “you couldn't see anything. Just the ridge in front of us. And then there was this column of smoke standing up at the far end of the valley, a mile high, straight up. Before any of us were over the ridge. Before we'd fired a shot.” She shook her head. “Ibarra said on the net, what the hell is that. And Cris said, that's ours.”

Dealer didn't answer for a while. Lena saw that it had landed somewhere. He had only ever seen it as symbols, she realized, a little square that went out and came back. He had never seen the smoke.

“I gave him some advice once,” he said at last. “But he's not the kind of man who needs advice, is he?” He looked into his coffee. “I've learned that much, since flying with him.”

Lena found that she liked him very much.

D.D.'s office was a converted space the size of a large cupboard on the gallery deck. It held a desk, two chairs, a photocopier, three monitors, an extraordinary quantity of cable, and D.D. himself, who was delighted to see them.

He was delighted, it emerged, to see anybody. He was especially delighted to see someone who was not Navy, and he told Lena so, and told her a good deal else besides, all at once and without apparently needing to breathe.

He was a handsome man in a suit that had cost more than Lena's first car, with hair that had been arranged with great care that morning and had stayed exactly where it was put. He looked her up and down within the first minute.

It wasn't the look Lena had expected. She had expected the usual one, and she would have known what to do about it. It was a different look altogether, swift and expert and entirely impersonal, and she realized after a moment that he was deciding whether she would photograph well, and what she would be for. He would have been the worst kind of shipboard lothario, Lena thought, if he had been anything like as interested in women as he was in pictures.

Dealer gave him the disk. D.D. ran the riverbed for him, because Dealer asked.

Lena watched it over their shoulders. Red rock on both sides of the canopy, close enough to touch. The pale floor of the riverbed pouring away under the nose. Every bend arriving exactly when the nose was ready for it, as though the canyon had been cut to fit the aircraft and not the other way around. She had flown low for a living for eleven years, and she had to make herself keep watching.

Dealer didn't move. He sat in D.D.'s second chair with his coffee going cold and watched the screen, and Lena knew, without being told, that he was watching the place where on his display there had been nothing at all.

“Christ,” he said, very quietly.

D.D. stopped the tape. Nobody said anything for a moment.

Then Lena said what she had come for, because she had never seen the point of going round a thing when you could go through it. “I'd like a photograph of Joker One.”

Dealer raised an eyebrow and said nothing at all, which Lena appreciated.

D.D. went a little pink.

“Ah,” he said. “Well. Officially, there aren't any.”

“There's a poster of Cope in every ready room in the fleet.”

“There is. I made it. I'm very proud of it.” D.D. turned a pen over in his fingers. “But Joker One says no. To everything. Every time. I've asked him four times. Santos has asked him. Commander Baxter has asked him. The XO has asked him, very nicely, which I didn't know she could do.” He looked at the pen. “He just says no. Not rudely. He just says it, and that's the end of it.”

“Officially,” said Lena.

D.D. looked at her for a moment. Then he looked at Dealer, who was examining the ceiling with great attention. Then he sighed, and opened a drawer in his desk, and took out a flat gray folder.

“I'm a professional,” he said, with dignity. “I have a long lens. I've taken a few frames from the island. Without asking.” He paused. “I'm not proud of it.” He paused again. “I'm a bit proud of it.”

He opened the folder and slid out a print and put it on the desk in front of her.

Lena looked at it, and Dealer leaned in to look over her shoulder, and for a while neither of them said anything.

It was Joker One, sitting alone on the edge of the flight deck beside his aircraft, at first light. His helmet was on the deck beside him. The dog was leaning against his leg. He was looking out at something beyond the edge of the frame, and the whole gray sea lay behind him, and the light was coming in low across the water and catching the side of his face. He had no idea anyone was there. You could see that. He wasn't arranged. He wasn't anything. He was just a man sitting by himself at the end of the world in the cold, with a dog, looking at the sea as if he were waiting for something to come up out of it.

It was the most private photograph Lena had ever seen.

“That's a poster,” she said.

“I know,” said D.D., with real anguish. “He keeps saying no.”

She looked at it a while longer. Then she looked up at D.D., and D.D. looked back at her, and sighed again, and went to the drawer, and came back with a smaller print of the same frame. No number on the back. No mark of any kind.

“It doesn't exist,” he said. “You never say where it came from. Not to anybody. Not ever.”

“Agreed.”

He held it out. He didn't ask who it was for. He was quite good at not asking, Lena thought, for a man who asked everybody everything.



Jackpot's ready room aboard Dauntless was a third the size of anything on Endurance and smelled permanently of coffee and hydraulic fluid and Seb's cigarettes, which he did not smoke in it, he said, and which nevertheless smelled. By eight that evening most of the squadron was in it. Kowalczyk had the cards out. Whitlock was asleep in a chair with her boots on the table. Cris was at the board.

Lena came in and crossed the room and put the print into Betty's hands without a word. She did it the way you'd hand somebody a speeding ticket, face down, and kept walking, and sat down in her own chair and picked up a manual.

Betty turned it over.

She looked at it for a long time. Lena watched her over the top of the manual and didn't pretend not to. Then Betty looked up, and Lena would remember the expression on her face for a long time. It wasn't giddy. Not yet. It was stunned, the way you would look at somebody who had handed you something you had never known you were allowed to have.

Seb, at the card table, had seen it too.

“Hey,” he said, delighted. “Hey, Nine's got a boyfr—”

Lena looked at him.

It was not a long look. It was flat and complete and entirely without heat: the look a captain gives a lieutenant in the field when the lieutenant has started to say something that will get somebody killed. Lena didn't use it often. She didn't have to.

Seb, who had a twin and knew exactly what that look meant, held up both hands and went back to his cards. Kowalczyk, opposite him, very carefully did not write anything in his ledger. Only Lena was allowed to tease Betty. Everybody in Jackpot knew that, and Seb had known it too. He had just, for a moment, been Seb.

At the board, Cris uncapped the marker and wrote 9/9 in slow capitals under yesterday's date, and gave every appearance of having seen nothing at all.



By eleven the others had gone to their racks, and Betty got giddy, and Lena let her.

It came all at once, as it always did with Betty, like a pressure door letting go. First she wanted to show Lena her collection, which Lena had seen in pieces over a year and never all at once. It lived inside her locker door. Cope's poster from before the war, the famous one, with the corners gone soft from being moved from ship to ship. Newsreel stills. A page torn out of a magazine, a grainy aerial shot of a gray Super Hornet low over a coast. The still from D.D.'s Faith Park release, the mirrors going up in the northwest like a sea breaking, which Betty had taped up only that morning before the helicopter.

And now this, which could go in none of those places, because it didn't exist.

“You know what it is?” Betty said. She was sitting on the table with her feet on a chair, holding the print in both hands, very carefully, by the edges. “It's not the poster thing. Everyone thinks it's the poster thing. It's that we see him from underneath.”

She explained it the way only a Harrier pilot could. Jackpot flew low and slow, under everybody, she said. Under the fighters, under the strike, under the whole war. So they had seen him from below since the very first day at Theve. The guns on the waterfront going quiet one after another, before Jackpot could get to them. Drinwich. That column of smoke at the far end of Faith Park, before any of them were over the ridge. She hand-flew it as she talked, the way pilots do, her free hand banking and rolling in the lamplight.

“He's never left anybody,” she said. “That's the thing. Not once. Not in any of it. Everybody he's ever flown with has come home.”

Lena had heard all of it before, in pieces, on patrols and in the mess and in the helicopter. Tonight she let her tell it from start to finish.

And then Betty, because she was giddy and twenty-three and it was eleven at night, stopped talking about his flying, and Lena let her get there too.

The face. Betty had cataloged it with the thoroughness of a pilot doing a walk-round. Dark hair, a little longer than regulation, as though nobody aboard Endurance had the nerve to tell him. Dark eyes, very steady, that looked at you as if they were memorizing you. Good bones. A mouth that never smiled, not once, not even at the party, she'd been watching. A pale scar at the hairline, just there, on the left. The way he moved, which was like his flying, economical, nothing wasted. His hands.

Betty on the subject of his hands went on for some time.

Lena threw a glove at her.

“He's beautiful, Lena,” said Betty, catching it. “He's actually beautiful. Nobody tells you that, because there aren't any posters.”

“He's all right,” said Lena, grudgingly, because she wasn't blind.

“He's all right?”

“He's very all right. Go to sleep.”

Betty didn't go to sleep. She looked at the print again, holding it up to the lamp.

“He doesn't even wave,” Lena said, gently, once. It was the only time she teased her all night.

“He said my name.”

Lena had nothing to say to that, so she didn't.

Then, because it had been in her mind all evening and she was a coward about very few things, she said lightly, as if it were nothing: “Kowalczyk's got a column for Joker One and Queen One.”

“Oh, that.” Betty waved it away. “They don't even talk. She can't stand him. You heard her on the net. She says Joker One like it's a swear word. And he doesn't look at her.”

Lena had heard exactly the same net, every day for six weeks, and drawn exactly the opposite conclusion. He doesn't look at her. No. He didn't. He didn't look at her in the way that a man doesn't look at the sun.

She let Betty have it. She could see everything in everyone, and for once she decided not to say.

She was worried about it, privately. She was worried the way you worry about a little sister who has fallen for someone who will never look at her. And she was a little relieved, too, if she was honest. A crush on a man on another ship, who didn't even wave, was a safe place to put your heart in a war. Safer than most.

Then she thought of the passageway, and his face, and wasn't sure any more that it was safe at all.

Betty didn't put the print in her locker with the others. When she finally climbed down off the table, she put it into the breast pocket of her flight suit, the one over her heart, and buttoned the pocket.

Lena pretended not to see.



It was past one when Lena woke and knew, without looking, that Betty's rack was empty.

She found her where she had thought she would, in the ready room, which was dark except for the lamp over the board and 9/9 in Cris's capitals under it. Betty was on the floor with her back against the lockers and her knees drawn up and her phone in her hand. Scrolling. The screen lit her face from underneath. The print was still buttoned in her pocket.

Lena had seen her like this before, on other nights. She had never asked. She sat down on the floor beside her, without asking now either, and put her own back against the lockers, and looked at the phone rather than at Betty.

She had known since July.

The night of Expo City, half of Dauntless had crowded into the wardroom to watch it, because there was nothing else on any channel and nobody could stop watching. Lena remembered the woman on the roof exactly. An older Asian woman, small, straight-backed, in a good jacket, with her newsreader's make-up still perfect and not a hair out of place, and the whole city burning behind her. Her voice had been perfectly level. She had been as poised on a rooftop at the end of the world as she had ever been behind a desk at six o'clock, and only her eyes had given her away. Lena had watched her say my daughter is a pilot, and something about the set of the woman's jaw had been familiar in a way Lena couldn't place, and she had turned round in her chair to look for Betty.

Betty wasn't in the room any more. She had walked out before it got that far.

Tan was her father's name. Lena had worked that out in the next few days, quietly, without asking anybody. Betty had enlisted under it so as not to be Madison Haskell's girl in a Marine ready room. Lena had never said a word about it, and as far as she knew, Betty had no idea she knew.

“She's Madison Haskell,” Lena said. “Isn't she.”

She said it the way you'd mention the weather, without any weight on it at all, looking at the phone.

Betty didn't look up. Her thumb stopped.

“How long have you known?”

“July.”

That was all. Betty nodded, slowly, and her thumb started moving again. Lena waited. After a while, without looking up, Betty began to talk.

It came out the way things do at one in the morning on a warship: quietly, in no particular order, as if it had been waiting a long time just behind her teeth. Because Lena knew already, Betty could talk about her, really talk, for what Lena guessed was the first time since July. Maybe the first time since long before that.

She had grown up watching her mother read the news at six o'clock on XTB. Telling the whole country the truth every night, in a good jacket, in that voice. She had done her homework on the studio floor under the anchor desk, she said, because there was nobody at home to watch her, and the floor manager used to bring her juice. She had learned to keep perfectly still and perfectly quiet while the red light was on, before she had learned to read. At home her mother had practiced her sign-off in the kitchen while she cooked, over and over, the same two sentences, until they were exactly right.

“She could tell the whole country anything,” Betty said. “Anything. And she couldn't once tell me she was proud of me.”

Lena sat very still and said nothing. She knew that wasn't true any more. She had watched it stop being true.

Her mother hadn't wanted her to fly. That was the fight. Not flying at all, at first, and then not the Harriers, and then not the Marines, each fight worse than the one before, until the last one, when Betty had said things she could still hear.

“Things you can't,” she said. “You know. The kind you can't take back. I said she'd never once been on my side in my life. I said she only cared about me when there was a camera on.” Her thumb moved on the screen. “Then eleven months of nothing.”

“From her?”

“From both of us.” Betty was quiet for a moment. “I kept it going just as much as she did. Longer, probably. Because I was right about the Harriers, and I wanted her to say so first.”

She tilted the phone so that Lena could see it. It was the first time Lena had seen the thread.

There wasn't much of it. Eleven months of nothing, which on a phone looks like nothing at all: one message, and above it a date and a gap. The message was Betty's. She had sent it after the first strike on Expo City. Mom get to a shelter. Now. Please. Underneath it, in small gray letters, it said Read.

Nothing had come back. Then the second strike. Then nothing at all, ever since.

Betty scrolled up, past the gap, past eleven months of nothing, to the last thing her mother had sent before the fight, which Lena couldn't read and didn't try to. Then she scrolled back down to the one message, and Read, and stopped.

“I do this every night,” she said.

“I know.”

Betty looked at her then, briefly, and away again.

“I could have had eleven months,” she said. “My birthday. Christmas. I could have gone home at Christmas. I could have just been wrong, about one stupid thing, and had eleven months.” She swallowed. “I don't even know if that's the last thing I'll ever say to her. That. Get to a shelter. I don't know if she's alive. And when I sent it, I didn't know it might be the last thing. You never do, do you? You never know it's the last time.”

Lena didn't answer that, because there wasn't an answer.

“I've never watched it,” Betty said. “The roof.”

“I know.”

“Everybody's seen it. It's on every screen in the Federation. People talk about it in the mess, and I go out.” She looked down at the phone. “If I watch it, that's the last of her. That's it. There won't be anything after it. So I don't.”

Lena had watched it. She knew exactly what was in it. She knew what Madison Haskell had said on that roof, with the city burning behind her, looking straight down the camera as if she could see through it: I'm proud of you, Betty. She had the words in her mouth. She very nearly said them.

She didn't, because they weren't hers to say. They ought to come in her mother's voice, when Betty was ready to hear them. Lena sat on the floor of the ready room with them inside her and hated it.

After a while, because it was the only thing she had to offer, she offered her own.

“I write home every Sunday,” she said. “Have done for eleven years. Dull letters. The weather. The food. What the censor lets me say, which is nothing. My father writes back in two lines and draws a fish at the bottom. Every time. I don't know why. He's never fished in his life. And my mother adds a postscript.” She thought about it. “I've never once written love at the end of one. Not once, in eleven years. It's not a thing we say, at home.”

She heard herself saying it, and realized that she had never thought about it before. Not once.

Betty was looking at her.

“You don't know it's the last time,” Lena said. “That's the thing. Nobody ever does. Don't go deciding it was the last time before you know it.”

She held out her hand for the phone. After a moment Betty gave it to her.

She couldn't send anything. Nobody could. The task group was under emissions control: no personal transmissions from any ship, phones locked down, nothing radiating that a Sotoan receiver could find. The only link out of the whole group was D.D.'s, aboard Endurance, through Enso's strange private satellite, which nobody quite understood and everybody was grateful for, and pilots didn't get to use it.

So Lena opened a new message under the old one and gave the phone back, and Betty sat for a long time with her thumbs over it.

Then she wrote: Mom. I'm alive. I'm sorry.

She saved it as a draft. It sat on the screen under Read, gray and unsent. Betty looked at it, and then put the phone face down in her lap, and laid her head back against the lockers.

She fell asleep against Lena's shoulder about twenty minutes later, with the phone in her lap and one hand over the buttoned pocket.



Lena sat there until the deck watch changed, so as not to wake her. Then she got Betty up, mostly asleep and protesting, and into her rack, and put the phone on the shelf beside her where she'd find it. Then she went to her own rack, and sat on it, and wrote her Sunday letter a day early.

The weather, which was cold. The food, which was terrible. As much of Faith Park as the censor would let through, which would be the word successful and possibly the date. A line about Seb's mustache, for her father, who would draw a fish.

At the bottom, before her name, for the first time in eleven years, she wrote love.

She looked at it for a long time.

Then she sealed the envelope and put it in the mail sack by the hatch, and went back to her rack, and lay down, and went to sleep.


Chapter 15Clean Sheet

Pike, Santos

The casualty block was the fourth box on the second page, and Pike had typed it before she noticed she was typing it.

FRIENDLY CASUALTIES: NIL.

She took her hands off the keyboard and looked at it. It was correct. She had the returns from every unit that had flown or fought at Faith Park, the Army's and the Marines' and Dauntless's and her own, and she had checked every one of them that afternoon against the muster, and the answer was nil. It had been nil after Theve. It had been nil after Drinwich. It was nil now. Aircrew lost since the bridge: nil, on a separate line, because Command had begun asking for that figure separately in November, and had never said why.

None of that was the trouble. The trouble was that her hands had known the answer before she'd looked.

She deleted the word, opened the Faith Park returns again, and went down them one unit at a time. Then she typed it again. NIL. It looked the same the second time. She printed the report, put it in a folder, and took it up to the admiral.



Vice Admiral John Gordon's day cabin was on the gallery deck, directly over the hangar bay, and the party was still going on underneath it. The Harriers had gone back to Dauntless at five. Endurance had kept going without them. A bass line came up through the deck plates and into the soles of Pike's shoes, somebody's record, played loud, and from time to time a shout of laughter came up with it, as though the ship had been told a joke.

Gordon was at his desk with a paper plate in front of him.

He was a long, lean man in his sixties, and the length had all gone to bone. He had a long face, a long jaw, and ears that stood out from his head as if they'd been fitted for a bigger man. His hair had retreated a good way back from his forehead and gone thin on top, and he kept what was left of it cropped so close that it was hard to say what color it had been. The lines ran deep from his nose to the corners of his mouth. His brows were heavy and his eyes were pale and set well back under them. His mouth, at rest, was a straight thin line.

It was a hard face. It looked like the face of a man who had never forgiven anybody anything. People who had served under him for a week learned that this was a lie the face told, and people who had served under him for a year learned which parts of it weren't.

He sat at the desk in his working jacket, open at the neck over a white undershirt, as he did every evening once the door was shut. The three stars on the collar points had gone dull from never being taken off. His reading glasses were in his breast pocket, where they always were, and he used them about half as often as he needed to.

There was cake on his plate. There was a second plate on the corner of the desk with a second slice on it, under a paper napkin.

“That's yours,” he said. “Sit down.”

“I've brought Faith Park, sir.”

“I know what you've brought. Sit down anyway.”

She sat. He held his hand out for the folder, and she gave it to him, and he opened it at the last page and signed it. He hadn't turned a page. She watched him do it, and he looked up and saw her watching.

“It says nil,” he said. “Doesn't it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then I've read it.” He closed the folder and set it on top of the cake plate, which was the only clear space on the desk. He had a voice that had been built for the far end of a flight deck in a crosswind, and he had never learned to turn it down for a cabin. He had commanded Endurance for three years on the understanding, shared by everyone at Command, that he would be the last man to do it. The ship was the oldest carrier in the service. There had been a museum interested in her since before the war. Command had sent her an admiral at the end of his career to see her out, gently, and the admiral had been looking forward to it.

Then Sotoa had come across the sea in July, and by the end of the summer most of the Usean navy was at the bottom of it, and the senior officer afloat in the theater was a man who had been waiting to cut a ribbon.

He had found that funny for about a week. Pike knew roughly when he'd stopped, because that was when he'd started walking the ship at night. She would come into the CDC at 0300 and find him already there, standing behind the radar operators with his hands in his jacket pockets, saying nothing, reading the plot. He had the magazine doors checked twice a watch. He had the escorts' stations moved every night, on no pattern anyone could find, and he wouldn't say who'd drawn up the list. He read every signal that came aboard before she did. That was why he didn't read the reports. He'd already read everything in them.

“You went down?” she said.

“For an hour. Somebody had to.” He nodded at the deck. “Dauntless's Harrier people are all right. The tall one with the mustache tried to get me to bet on a card game. Queen's teaching them some kind of poker with the jokers left in.”

“Were you winning?”

“I didn't play. I'm an admiral. I watched Lieutenant Nguyen take forty dollars off a Marine major and then give it back, and I came up here before anyone could ask me to sing.” He pushed the second plate an inch toward her. “Eat that.”

“After the report, sir.”

“The report's done. I signed it.” He leaned back in his chair and stretched out his legs under the desk. “Three operations, Commander. Theve, Drinwich, Faith Park. Nobody dead. Not a pilot, not a Marine, not a kid on the deck. You know how many times I've signed one of those?”

“Yes, sir. I typed them.”

“Three times in thirty-one years,” said Gordon. “And all three this autumn.” He put his finger on the folder. “I want to know what we're doing right. Because the day we stop doing it, I want to know why before the Sotoans do.”

Pike looked at the second plate. It was a corner piece, with most of the icing.

“You know what we're doing right,” she said.

“I know who.” He didn't wait for her to argue. “The Federation's got its Wings of Theve back, that's what. Old one's in a wheelchair in your sickbay telling the doctor how to run it. New one won't sit still for a photograph. I've had Command on the phone twice this week about that. The information people want a face for the posters. I told them to take it up with the young man himself, and they said they had, and I said then they had their answer.” He shook his head. “Wings, plural, that's what we've got now. Fourteen new Super Hornets sitting in a shed at Drinwich. If we can find the bodies to put in them.”

“Snider's Top has sent six names,” said Pike. “Two of them have flown off a carrier.”

“Two's a start.”

“Two's a training program, sir. I'll have numbers for you on Thursday.”

“Shame it was Hornets.” Gordon scraped up the last of his icing. “If that shed had been full of F-35Bs, we could've sent them over to Dauntless and given those Harrier kids an upgrade. They've earned one. They've been flying museum pieces longer than we have.”

“Dauntless couldn't take them, sir.”

“Why not? They're jump jets. That's the point of them.”

“The B's exhaust runs a great deal hotter than a Harrier's,” said Pike. “Straight down, on the landing spot, every recovery. Dauntless's deck was never specced for it. It would blister the nonskid and cook whatever's underneath it. She'd need new coating on every spot before she landed the first one, and she can't come off the line long enough to get it.”

For the first time that evening, Gordon looked pleased.

“Commander,” he said, “we've got so many airplanes we're arguing about which deck can't hold them. You know how long it's been since this navy had that problem?” He pointed his fork at her. “That's a good problem to have.” Then he put the fork down, and the pleasure went out of his face as if somebody had shut a hatch on it. “It's the only good problem I've got. You want to hear the rest?”

“Yes, sir.”

“This is the last deck the Federation's got that can launch a Hornet,” he said. “The last one. Everything else that could is on the bottom between here and the Sotoan coast. I lie in that rack every night and I do the arithmetic. I watched two Sotoan fleets go to pieces in one morning off Anderson. Cruisers. Good captains. Air cover. Gone before lunch, because one flight came over the hills low and found them. That's how fast a ship dies now. One flight. One bad morning. One Sotoan in the right place with the right missile, and that's the end of this ship, and that's the end of the Navy in this war, and after that it's the end of Theve.” He rubbed his face with both hands. “Four thousand people. I can count, Commander. And every morning I count, and every morning it comes out the same. It comes out to one.”

“Theve was the landing force,” said Pike. “Lieutenant Venn's craft—”

“Came home eight out of eight because somebody called every railgun shot on the common net four seconds early. Who was that?”

Pike looked at the cake.

“Drinwich,” said Gordon, “the Army said would be a crater. It isn't. Who did that? Faith Park. A circle on your whiteboard around a call sign nobody had heard of, before the brief told anyone what it was. Who drew the circle?”

“The deck crews have had—”

“The deck crews are the best I've ever had, and I'll put them all in for something. And Dealer. And Queen.” He held up a hand before she could go on. “I'm not insulting anybody. I'm telling you where the weight's sitting. We owe that boy everything, Commander. Every one of those nils. Every kid on this ship who's going to go home at the end of this and bore his grandchildren. Everything. You don't find what he's got twice, and if we lose him, we don't find it again.”

Pike picked up the plastic fork from the second plate and turned it over in her fingers, and put it down again.

“That's what I want to talk to you about,” she said.

Gordon folded his hands on the folder and waited. She noticed that he'd been expecting it, and had let her get there herself.

“Go on.”

“How did he know about the second Fuscus?”

“Intelligence had two call signs.”

“Intelligence had two call signs and thought they were a heavy flight. He circled one of them before the brief got to it. How did he know?”

“You asked him?”

“I asked him. He said he'd guessed.” She kept her eyes on the admiral. “How does a lieutenant his age come to be qualified on every fighter and attack aircraft the Federation has in service, carrier qualifications included? Who blacked out the back of that sheet, and why did it reach me with attachments I'm not cleared to read? Why did he ask for the drones at Drinwich at half past five in the morning, when nobody had said anything about drones?”

“You've made a list.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. So have I. Mine's longer.” Gordon looked at her across the desk. The pale eyes under the heavy brows were steady and clever, and people who forgot about them generally did so once. “Are you asking me to send the man who's keeping my crew alive to counterintelligence, Commander?”

“No, sir.”

“Then what are you asking?”

“Whether you've asked yourself.”

“Every night,” said Gordon. “Somewhere around the second time round the hangar. And every night I come to the same place. Counterintelligence would take him off my deck for six weeks to find out, and I can't spare him for six hours. If the Devil himself came aboard and flew wing for Queen and brought them all home, I'd find him a bunk, horns or no. And I'd post a sentry on it. For his sake, not mine.”

“He has a bunk.”

“I know he does. I've walked past it.” Gordon tapped the folder. “Light's on at two in the morning, most nights. Did you know that?”

Pike hadn't. She didn't say so.

“When did anyone last make sure that boy's all right?” said Gordon. “Not fit. All right.”

“Santos saw him.”

“And what did she say?”

“Fit to fly. Not sleeping. Will not discuss.” She knew the report by heart. “He had forty-eight hours' stand-down after Drinwich.”

“Fit to fly's what I need,” said Gordon. “It's not what I asked.” Below them the record ended, and there was a cheer, and somebody put on another. Gordon listened to it, his head a little on one side. “You hear that? That's a ship that's forgotten how to be scared. I've watched it happen. The arresting gear crew are taking bets. Queen are flying lines they wouldn't have touched in September. Everybody on this ship has stopped being afraid except the one man doing the work, and he's up at two in the morning with the light on.” He looked back at her. “That's the whole war, Commander, sitting in one rack. Somebody had better be looking after it. You make sure he's okay. That's an order.”

“Sir, I can't order a man to be—”

“I didn't say order him. I said make sure.”

Pike took a breath and let it go. She took a sheet of paper out of the folder instead.

“The Army's salvage list from Faith Park,” she said. “They went through the railhead this morning. Page three.”

Gordon took it and held it at arm's length, then gave up and found his glasses in his shirt pocket.

“Missiles,” he said.

“A Sotoan air-to-air missile, damaged, recovered from the sidings. They broke it down for intelligence. Line fourteen is the seeker assembly.” She didn't need to look. “The lot number on the seeker is in Enso's format. The prefix, the date code, the inspector's stamp. It's the same format as the seekers in our own magazine. I sign for those, sir. Every month. I know what they look like.”

Gordon read line fourteen twice. Then he took off his glasses and put them back in his pocket, and sat for a moment looking at the paper.

“Everybody buys from them,” he said at last. “That's what they're for. They built half the Anderson project with us before the war, and I don't doubt they've built a few things for Sotoa since. That's a business. It's not a crime.” He didn't sound as if it comforted him. “I don't like it. I don't like anything I can't put a missile into. But I can't put a missile into a lot number.”

“No, sir.”

“You're not satisfied.”

She thought about the question, which was the only one she had that she couldn't turn into an order.

“Then who's winning?” she said.

Gordon was quiet for a moment.

“Nobody yet,” he said. “Whoever's still afloat in the spring. You make sure it's us.”

She took the list back and put it in the folder.

The seeker was only the one piece of the whole business she could hold in her hand. A navy that had put half the Federation's fleet on the bottom of the sea by the end of the summer now lost every fight it picked with a carrier that should have been a museum. Sotoa had come across the water in July with everything going its way, and had kept everything going its way for four months, and then had stopped, all at once, as though somebody had changed their mind. She did not believe in luck. Luck was what people called the things they hadn't troubled to understand, and she had not yet troubled to understand this, and she didn't like it.

“There was an electronic-warfare aircraft working over Faith Park for a week before Squeeze,” she said. “Call sign unknown. As though somebody expected us. But they didn't know about the storage building at Drinwich, and that was in their own hands for a month. They knew to watch Faith Park and they didn't know what was in their own shed. They know some things, sir, and not others.”

Gordon didn't wave it away. She had half expected him to. He sat forward instead, and lowered his voice, which she had never once heard him do.

“Who've you told?”

“You, sir.”

“Keep it that way.” He looked at the door, and then back at her. “If somebody's talking, I don't want them to know we've noticed. Not until we know who. Not Dealer, not intelligence, not your pilots. Write nothing down.”

“Sir.”

“I mean it, Commander. Nothing.” He sat back, and then he said, in an ordinary voice, as if he were asking about the weather: “What do you make of our information officer?”

Pike had known him three years. She knew that voice. It was the one he used for the question he'd called her up here to ask.

“D.D.?”

“Mr. Doniphan. Executive advisor to the carrier Endurance, on loan from the Enso Order, with Command's compliments.” Gordon took his glasses out of his pocket again and turned them over in his fingers. “I didn't ask for him. He arrived with a letter on Enso paper and four cases of camera equipment and three suits, and he's been in every briefing since. He's got the run of the CDC. He knows the strike plan before the pilots do. Every week a pouch goes off this ship with his film in it, and the only link this task group has to the outside world is his, through their satellite.”

“I read his pouches, sir.”

“I know you do. What's in them?”

“Film. Captions. Letters to his office ashore. Once, a letter to his tailor.”

“And what do you make of him?”

Pike considered it. She had considered it before, on a number of evenings, and had never come out anywhere she liked.

“I don't trust him,” she said.

“Why not?”

“He's too smooth by half, sir.” She heard how thin it sounded, and went on anyway. “I ask him a question and he answers a better one. He's never once been caught without an answer. He's never once been caught at all. He's charming to the deck crews and charming to Queen and charming to me, and I've never seen him charm anybody without wanting something, and I've never found out what he wants.” She paused. “And he's Enso's.” She didn't look at the salvage list. “He's never made any secret of it, and the whole ship stopped seeing it months ago. So did I, sir. Until line fourteen.”

Gordon nodded slowly. He didn't look surprised. He looked like a man who'd had a number confirmed.

“Keep reading his pouches,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“And if you find anything, you bring it to me before you do anything about it. I know you, Commander.”

“If he's selling us, sir,” said Pike, “I'll find out.”

“I know you will. That's what worries me.” He put his glasses away. “Now eat your cake.”

She picked up the fork.



He let her get halfway through it before he told her. She thought afterward that he'd planned that too.

“Command wants me ashore,” he said. “After Theve.”

Pike put the fork down.

“They want a fleet staff,” said Gordon. “They've got about a third of a fleet and no staff at all, and somebody's noticed I'm the only flag officer in the theater who's still got a ship under him. So they want the ship out from under me, and me behind a desk in some basement at Snider's Top drawing up plans for carriers they haven't got.” His thumb was working at the edge of the folder. “I've told them yes. After Theve, not before. I'm not leaving in the middle.”

“Who's getting the ship?”

“I'm recommending you.”

“No, sir.”

“That's not up to you.”

“Not yet,” said Pike. “Sir. Not before—” She stopped, because the end of the sentence was not before I know what's holding it up, and she couldn't say that to him, not after the last ten minutes.

Gordon watched her not say it. Then he leaned down, grunting, and opened the bottom drawer of his desk, and took out a cardboard box and put it on top of everything else.

It was a stores box, plain brown, with the Navy's label across the lid and the tape across the label. The tape had never been cut. Pike knew what it was without reading it. Every captain had one.

“Next-of-kin forms,” said Gordon. “Fifty. Came aboard with me three years ago, and they gave me a new one in July in case the first was out of date. Every captain I ever served under opened his inside the first month of a war. I had a man on the Lindqvist, back when you were in school, opened his the first morning and filled in three before lunch.” He put his hand on the lid. “I never opened mine.”

Pike looked at the box.

“We lost people in the summer,” said Gordon. “You know we did. I wrote to their families on my own paper, by hand, because I was damned if I'd open that box for them. Then the bridge.” He looked at the lid. “I haven't needed my own paper since. I'm not fool enough to think that'll last. Every night I think, tomorrow. Tomorrow I'll need the paper.” He took his hand off it. “When it's yours, don't you open it either. Not while there's anything left you can do instead.”

He put the box back in the drawer and shut it.

“Finish your cake,” he said.

She ate it. It was very good cake. She told him so, which seemed to please him more than anything else she had said that evening.



At 2130 she sat down at her own desk and opened the report again.

It had been signed. It didn't need anything. She went to the last page anyway, to the box headed REMARKS, which she had left blank, and sat with her hands on the keyboard.

She typed: Seeker assembly recovered at Faith Park railhead (Army salvage list, p. 3, line 14) carries manufacturer's lot markings identical in format to those of Federation stock. Recommend

She stopped there, because she didn't know what she recommended. She didn't know what you recommended about a lot number. You could not send a fleet against a prefix and a date code. And the admiral had said write nothing down.

She deleted it, a word at a time, back to the empty box, and typed Nil, and saved the report, and sent it.

Then she went down to sickbay.

The quickest way was through the hangar bay. The party was thinning out. There were paper streamers trodden into the deck, and the vast flat cake had been reduced to a few square feet of crumbs, and Queen had taken over a fuel trolley for a card table and were still at it. Nobody noticed the executive officer passing along the edge of it, which was as it should be.

At the far end, past the last Hornet, the deck-edge opening was a long dark rectangle of sky. There was somebody sitting at the edge of it with a dog, with his back to the party.

Pike didn't stop.



Santos was still in her office, with the desk lamp on and a stack of charts in front of her. She looked up when Pike knocked on the frame of the open door, and then at the clock, and then back at Pike.

“Who's hurt?”

“Nobody.” Pike came in and shut the door behind her. Santos noticed that too. “I want Joker One re-evaluated.”

Santos put her pen down.

“Re-evaluated for what?”

“For everything. Not fitness. Not whether he can fly. How he is.” Pike stayed standing. “The admiral's asked. So am I.”

“The admiral,” said Santos. “Has something happened?”

“His light's on at two in the morning. Most nights.”

“I know.” Santos didn't look away. “I've known since October. I'm his doctor, Commander. You think I don't know when he sleeps?”

“Then why isn't it in your reports?”

“It is. Not sleeping. Two words. I'd have written more, but he gave me nothing else to write.” Santos leaned back in her chair. “What do you want me to do? Call him down tomorrow and ask him how he is? I ask him every week. He comes at nine, exactly. He sits in that chair. He drinks the water. He answers every question I put to him, and he tells me nothing at all, and he's very good at it. Better than anyone I've ever had in that chair.” She shook her head. “He'll refuse.”

“He can't refuse a medical evaluation.”

“He can't refuse to come. He can refuse everything else, and he will. He'll be polite about it. He'll sit there for an hour and say I'm fine, Doctor, and I'll have nothing I can write that isn't fit to fly, because he is. That's the trouble. He's fit to fly. He'll be fit to fly the day he—” She stopped.

Pike waited.

“Ordering him in won't do it,” said Santos, more quietly. “It'll make it worse. He'll know why he's there, and he'll close the door, and I'll lose the little I've got.”

“Then don't order him,” said Pike. “Find another way.”

“What other way?”

“I don't know. You're the doctor.” Pike put her hand on the door. “I've been ordered to make sure he's all right, Doctor. I can't do it. I don't know how. So I'm ordering you.”

Santos looked at her for a moment. Then she nodded, and Pike left the room behind her.

When the door had shut, Santos sat for a while with her hands on the desk. Then she tore a clean sheet off the pad she used for referrals, and uncapped her pen, and wrote one word at the top of it, and drew a line under it.

She looked at it. Then she put it in the drawer, under the blotter, and turned off the lamp.


Chapter 16Second Opinion

Santos, Baxter

At four in the afternoon, standing in front of the mirror in her cabin, Adelina Santos discovered that she didn't know how to ask anyone for anything.

It was the XO's fault. Pike had stood in her doorway on the night of the party, with icing on her sleeve, and said I can't do it. I don't know how. So I'm ordering you, which was as close as Jessica Pike had ever come to asking for help. Santos had spent three days looking for any answer but the one she'd written on a referral sheet that night. This morning she had taken the sheet out from under the blotter again. It still said Baxter.

She was a doctor. People came to her, for god's sake. They came with blisters and fractures and things they couldn't sleep for, and sat in the low chair, and she told them what she could do and what they would have to do themselves. She had been doing that since she was twenty-five, and she couldn't remember asking anyone for anything that wasn't a lab result or a bed.

She had only come in to change her shirt. She took out the newer one, which fit better at the shoulders, and found a crease straight across the chest like a surgical scar. She hung it in the shower and ran the hot water at it for ten minutes, on the principle that steam was steam, and put it on damp.

Then she took the pins out of her hair, meaning to put it back more neatly, and two of them went down the drain of the sink, which she watched happen as if from a great distance. There was a gray hair at her left temple. She pulled it out. There was another one behind it. She decided, with dignity, that she had not seen that one.

It took her three attempts to put it up again. The second looked like a woman caught in a helicopter downdraft. The third was loose and low on her neck, and looked as though somebody had chosen to put it there. She held her breath in case it heard her and fell down.

In the bottom of her leave bag there was a dark red lipstick she had bought in Theve in the spring, on the last leave anyone had before the war, and never worn. The woman at the counter had said it suited her; Santos had bought it just to get away from the interaction. She put it on, and looked like a woman who had been eating a patient. She wiped it off and put it on again with the concentration she gave a suture, and this time it was fine. Her pulse, she noted, was perhaps ninety.

This is ridiculous, she told herself. You are thirty-three years old. You are a lieutenant commander in the Medical Corps. You are going to ask a man to do you a favor.

She tried it out loud, to the mirror.

“Professor, I wonder if I might have a word.” That sounded like a summons to a disciplinary hearing. It also sounded like office hours, which was worse.

“Lieutenant Commander, I have a—” That sounded like a diagnosis.

“Baxter. Hello.” That sounded like nothing at all, and also like a woman talking to a mirror, which somebody in the next cabin seemed to agree with, because they knocked twice on the bulkhead.

Some part of her had decided that if she had to go and ask, she would go looking as though she had a right to.

She put a little scent on her wrists, from a bottle so old the label had worn off. The atomizer stuck, and then unstuck all at once, and she spent the next five minutes with the hatch open, flapping a towel at the passageway, while an orderly walking past slowed down, sniffed, looked at her, and very wisely kept walking.

Then there was the offering. Between sick call and lunch she had found herself in the medical stores, signing for a box of twelve red felt-tip pens, which she had seen him go through in the ready room the way other men went through cigarettes. She had written departmental use on the chit: the first lie she had told on a stores form in eight years. She had wrapped the box in the only paper she had, which was a sterile drape, and taped it with surgical tape, and it looked exactly like what it was.

She took it anyway.

Then she put her white coat on over all of it, because she was a doctor and she was going to see a colleague. Then she took it off, because it looked as if she were hiding.

Then she put it back on, because she was.

She went to find him.



Baxter was in the wardroom, at the end table under the clock, with a stack of paper and a red pen.

There was still a paper streamer from the Faith Park party caught in the vent above the coffee urn, which nobody in three days had been able to reach, and it lifted and settled every time the fans came around, like something breathing. The room was almost empty. Two supply officers were playing chess at the far end in a silence so intense it amounted to a third player.

He was writing a quiz for Tasha. Navigation, mostly; she had a habit of finding her way home by following Coster, which worked beautifully right up until the day it didn't, and he had decided to cure her of it before that day came. He had got as far as question six, which involved a tanker, a crosswind and a deliberately misleading compass, and was enjoying himself rather more than was dignified, when somebody sat down across the table from him without asking.

He looked up, and said “Doctor,” and then stopped.

She put a small parcel on top of question six. It was wrapped in what he was fairly sure was a sterile drape, and taped shut with surgical tape, very neatly, in the manner of someone closing an incision.

“That's for you,” she said.

He opened it. It took some time; the tape had been applied by a professional. Inside was a box of twelve red felt-tip pens, the good ones, the ones the sickbay used for charts and nobody else could get.

Baxter looked at them. He had been rationing his last two since November. He found that he was absurdly, disproportionately moved.

“Doctor,” he said, “these are wonderful. Where on earth did you—” And then he looked up from the pens, properly, for the first time, and lost the end of the sentence.

The hair was different. It was still up, but it was softer, lower, with a piece at the temple that had come loose and been allowed to stay loose. She was wearing lipstick. He was nearly sure he had never seen her in lipstick. There was a scent, faint, something warm and old-fashioned that he couldn't have named under oath. Under the coat, her shirt was new, and creased, and, unless he was much mistaken, slightly damp.

He formed two hypotheses, quickly, out of long habit. In the first, she was going somewhere else afterward, and had stopped for him on the way. In the second, she was not going anywhere else.

There was nowhere else to go. They were at sea.

“You've done something,” he said. He heard himself say it and decided, since it was out, to commit to it. “Your hair. And, if I may say so, the rest. It looks very nice. I noticed. I thought I ought to say that I'd noticed, since you'd plainly gone to some trouble, and it seemed a pity for it to go unrecorded.”

Santos went pink. He had not known she could.

“I changed my shirt,” she said.

“Yes,” said Baxter. “I noticed that too.”

She put both hands flat on the table and looked at them. Then she looked up again, and he saw her gather herself, the way he had seen her gather herself in the doorway of the infirmary before going in to tell somebody something.

“I need to ask you something,” she said. “It isn't official.”

She was lovely. The thought arrived fully formed, and Baxter, who was a scientist, examined it and found nothing wrong with it. He had thought her a handsome woman in a general sort of way since the day he met her, and had filed it, because she was the medical officer and he was a pilot with a flight to run, and that was what a sensible man of his age did with such thoughts.

He had never seen her like this.

And from twenty years off, with the clarity of a proof falling into place, came Desmond, at a barbecue the summer before flight school, a beer in one hand and the other on Baxter's shoulder. A word of advice, Ellington. Beware of pretty Latinas bearing gifts.

“Beware of pretty Latinas bearing gifts,” said Baxter.

He heard it a fraction of a second after it left him.

Santos stared at him. She had only just stopped being pink. Now she went red, properly, scarlet; it started at her collar and went all the way up to her hairline, and kept going, as far as he could tell, into her hair, and she looked down at the table, at the pens, as if she would have liked to climb into the box and close the lid.

“Pretty,” she said, to the pens.

“That—I mean—that wasn't meant to be out loud.” He took his glasses off. There was nothing wrong with them. He began, helplessly, to clean them on his shirt. “I—sorry about that.”

At the far end of the room, one of the chess players moved a bishop with enormous care, and did not look round.

Baxter put his glasses back on. They were no cleaner. He took them off again.



He was blushing. Santos watched it happen with an interest that was only partly professional. It went up from his collar exactly the way hers had, and darkened his face to the ears, and he could do nothing about it at all; he sat there polishing perfectly clean glasses on his shirt, a lieutenant commander, a professor of twenty years' standing, a man who had flown in space, and he could not look at her.

It was, she thought, the most endearing thing she had seen in a year.

She ought to have been offended. She knew the sort of men who said that sort of thing, and she had heard a great deal worse in her time, in hospitals and wardrooms and once from a surgeon general. She waited for the offense to arrive and it did not. What arrived instead was the knowledge, clear as a test result, that Ellington Baxter had looked up from a box of pens and called her pretty without meaning to, and knew it, and was now dying of it in front of two supply officers and a chessboard.

Her own face was still hot. She found she didn't mind.

She looked at him properly, then, while he couldn't look back. She had his flight physical in a drawer two decks down and could have recited most of it. Forty years old. Resting heart rate in the fifties. Blood pressure a cardiologist would frame. She had never before put the numbers together with the man, and she did it now, at a wardroom table, with the honesty she would have expected of a first-year resident presenting a case.

He was a very good-looking man. There was no use pretending otherwise; she had eyes, and they had been working the whole time, and she had simply declined to read the results.

He had a broad, calm face, and close-cropped hair just beginning to go gray above the ears, and a mouth that looked as though it spent most of its time trying not to smile at something.

Without the glasses his eyes were dark and unguarded, with the faintest suggestion of laughter.

His sleeves were rolled to the elbow, as a pilot's always were by evening, and his forearms were the forearms of a man who still did what the flight surgeon told him. His shoulders filled the khaki in a way she had noticed in her office and refused to write down.

His hands, turning the glasses over and over, were long and steady and careful, and she thought about the things a pair of hands like that might be careful with, and then about the rest of him, the considerable height and breadth of him, and she had a sudden, vivid and entirely unclinical picture of herself climbing him like a tree.

She did not say so. She would sooner have died. But she felt it go up her face all the same, a great slow scarlet tide from her collar to her hairline, worse than the first, and there was nothing whatever she could do about it but sit there and burn.

It was a mercy he was still looking at his glasses.

“Professor,” she said. It came out lower than she had meant it to. Oh, no, she thought. Not again.

“Doctor.” He didn't look up from the glasses.

“The glasses are clean.”

“Are they?” He looked at them as though he had never seen them before, and put them on. “So they are.”

Marlow came out of the pantry with two cups of coffee, which nobody had asked for, and put one in front of each of them, and went back into the pantry without a word, which everyone in the room took as confirmation of something.

Santos wrapped both hands around her cup and took a large, steadying swallow, and it was scalding, and she held it in her mouth with her eyes watering and swallowed it anyway rather than let him see. Then she put the cup down.

“I want you to keep an eye on him,” she said. “On Ray. Off the books. Not as his flight lead and not for me. I can't put it in his file, and I can't order you to, and I wouldn't if I could.”

Baxter's face changed. The color didn't go, but the man behind it came back, all at once, as if somebody had called his number over a radio. He put the coffee down.

“I've been keeping an eye on him since the day he came aboard,” he said. “It's rather the job.”

“I know. I don't mean the job.”

“Then what do you mean?” He leaned forward. “Why? Why now? What's happened?”

She thought about how much to tell him. She thought about the low chair and the water, and the things Ray had said in it, which were his and not hers to give away. And she thought about the XO in her doorway, the night of the party, saying I can't do it. I don't know how.

“Nothing's happened,” she said. “That's the point. Nothing's happened, and something is going to.”

He waited. He was good at waiting; she had noticed that in her office. He waited like a man who expected the answer to be worth it.

“He comes to me every week, you know,” Santos said. “He's never been late. He's lost weight since October, too. Not a great deal. Enough. He doesn't sleep. His light's on at two in the morning; the admiral's seen it. He answers every question I ask him, and he's polite, and he's patient, and he tells me nothing. I've had men in that chair who wouldn't talk. This isn't that. He's not hiding something from me. He's holding something up.”

“Holding what up?”

“Everything.” She turned the cup a quarter turn on the table. “I asked him once, a few weeks ago, to imagine coming back from a sortie when somebody didn't. Just to imagine it. It's a standard question. Most people go blank. They won't let themselves picture it.” She looked at Baxter. “He didn't go blank. I watched his face, and he wasn't imagining it. He was remembering it. He'd been there. Whatever it was, wherever it was, under all that black ink, he's already lost people. And he's built himself back up around one idea, and the idea is that it won't happen again. Not might not. Won't.”

Baxter didn't move.

“When I was a resident,” said Santos, “I had a man carry people out of a burning building for four days on a broken ankle. He didn't know it was broken until he sat down.” She was quiet a moment. “Your lead hasn't sat down since October. He's fit to fly. He'll be fit to fly right up until the day somebody doesn't come back, and then I don't think there's a doctor in the Navy who could put him back together.”

Baxter took his glasses off again, and this time he didn't clean them. He just held them.

“And you want me to see it coming,” he said.

“I want somebody to. I can't. I see him for an hour a week, in a room with the door open, and he's had two months to learn what my face looks like when I'm worried.” She shook her head. “You fly with him. You eat with him, when he eats. You're the one he'll let near. I want to know if he stops eating. If he stops drawing. If he starts sleeping, because that would mean something too. If he looks at anyone on this ship the way he looked at that roster in my office.” She stopped. “And I want you to tell me before you tell anyone else. Not the XO. Me.”

“Before the XO?”

“The XO will act on it. I want to think first.”

Baxter looked at her for a moment over the coffee, with the glasses in his hand and his face still faintly warm. Then he nodded, once, the way she had seen him nod at Ray on the deck before a launch.

“All right,” he said. “Off the books.” He put the glasses on. “I'll need to compare notes with you. Regularly. For the patient's sake.”

“For the patient's sake,” Santos agreed.

“Weekly, I'd have thought.”

“Weekly would be sensible.”

“Here?”

“Here's fine.”

He picked up the red pen, and looked at question six, and put the pen down again.

“Doctor,” he said. “I don't believe I know your first name.”

“Adelina.”

He nodded slowly.

“Good night, Adelina,” he said.

Nobody had called her that in two years. Now Ellington Baxter said her name once, in that unhurried lecture-hall voice, as though he were putting it down somewhere safe, and something in her chest turned over like a patient waking.

She hated how much it pleased her. She hated it with real professional fury. She was thirty-three years old, she had done amputations by lamplight, and a man had said four syllables across a wardroom table and she wanted to hear him say them again.

So she did the only thing she could think of to take the advantage back.

“Good night, Ellington,” she said.

It was a mistake. She knew it as soon as it was out. His name was long and old-fashioned and a little absurd, and it sat in her mouth like something warm, and she liked the shape of it far too much, and then she watched it land on him. He went still, the way a man goes still when he's been touched somewhere he didn't expect, and the color came back up into his face, and his mouth did the thing it had been trying not to do all evening.

That was worse. That was a great deal worse. She had meant to even the score, and instead she had found out exactly how much she enjoyed watching him hear his own name from her, and there was no taking that back either.

She left him with the quiz and the coffee and the streamer breathing in the vent. In the passageway outside she stopped, and put her hand to her face, and found it was burning, and stood there with her back against the bulkhead until it wasn't.

Then she went back to her office, and took the referral sheet out from under the blotter, and under Baxter, in her own small hand, she wrote: Second opinion obtained.

She looked at it. Then, because the sheet was hers and nobody else would ever read it, she wrote a second line underneath, about the consultant and not the patient, and read it over, and crossed it out so thoroughly that not even she could have said afterward what it had been.


Chapter 17In His Name

D.D., Toprak

The Sotoan papers came down from the intercept office at nine in the morning, in a cardboard folder with a rubber band around it, and D.D. had not been to bed.

He had meant to. He had meant to every night since Faith Park, and every night something had prevented him, and the something was always the same. It was lying on his desk now, under the edge of the keyboard, where he had put it at four o'clock that morning so that he would stop picking it up.

It was a photograph of Joker One, sitting alone on the edge of the flight deck at first light with his helmet beside him and the dog leaning against his leg, looking out at the sea. D.D. had taken it from the island with a long lens, without asking, and it was the best photograph he had ever taken, and he could not use it.

He had other things he could use. He had the long cut of Faith Park, eleven minutes he was holding back from the first release because he couldn't bear to spend them all at once: a canyon so close you could count the strata, and a runway, and a bomber that couldn't be caught being caught, and a board with nothing left on it. He had the best footage of the war. He was fairly sure he had the best footage of any war. If he did nothing else for the rest of his life, he had that.

And none of it had a face in it, because the man in it would not give him one! Not even one.

D.D. bore this, on the whole, with good grace.

He would have liked it understood that he bore it with good grace, because in a smaller man it might have curdled into something else.

He spent forty minutes every morning on his hair. He owned three suits that had each cost more than his first car, and he wore them aboard a warship, in the face of a good deal of comment, because somebody had to. He knew which side of his own face the light ought to come from, and he had known it since he was fourteen. He had worked hard, for a long time, to look as though he had not worked at all.

Joker One rolled out of a cockpit after nine hours in a flight suit gone dark with sweat, with his hair flattened to his skull by the helmet and the red crease of the mask still printed across his cheek, and looked like a recruiting poster. He did it without trying. He did it, as far as D.D. could tell, without knowing, without ever having looked in a mirror long enough to find out, and D.D. found it deeply and professionally offensive.

It was unfair.

It was a waste.

He would have liked, just once, to see the man photographed badly, and he had tried. He had two hundred frames from the island by now, taken over a month, in every kind of light the sea could produce.

In some of them Ray was eating.

In one he was sneezing.

They were all, every one of them, entirely usable, and D.D. was not allowed to use any of them.

Yesterday afternoon a Marine captain he had never met had come into his office, looked at the photograph on the desk for perhaps three seconds, and said, That's a poster.

He had known that for weeks. He had simply never had a hero before who refused to be seen.

He took the rubber band off the folder and spread the papers out beside the keyboard. Clippings, mostly. Transcripts of Sotoan broadcasts, translated by somebody in the intercept office with an orderly mind and no sense of humor. A photograph of a wall in a Sotoan city with something painted on it in red.

He read them all. It didn't take long. They all said the same thing.

THE GHOST OF THEVE. That was the headline of the first one, over a cartoon of a gray Hornet with a skull in the cockpit. The Federation's dead man flies again.

The second: Where is Jan Cope? The puppet the Federation calls its Wings has not been seen on the ground since October. What are they hiding?

A broadcast transcript: Federation pilots say the Wings of Theve does not speak, does not land in daylight, does not show his face. Our pilots know why. Our pilots shot him down over the bridge on the thirty-first of October, and they know a dead man when they fly against one.

And the painted wall, which the orderly translator had rendered without comment: HOW MANY TIMES CAN YOU KILL A GHOST.

D.D. sat back.

None of it was new, exactly. The Sotoans had been saying it for a month. He'd been putting the clippings in a drawer and not thinking about them, because the footage was so good, and the footage spoke for itself.

But clipped to the back of the folder there was a second sheet, and it wasn't Sotoan. It was a summary from the Federation's information office ashore, three paragraphs long, marked for D.D.'s attention, and it said that in the past two weeks the same rumors had begun to turn up inside the Federation.

In the cities still in Federation hands. In the camps. In the factories.

People were saying the Wings was dead.

People were saying the Navy had put somebody else in the aircraft in October and kept the name on it because it didn't know what else to do, and had been lying about it ever since.

People were saying, the summary noted drily, that if the Navy would lie about the Wings it would lie about anything.

Recommend, said the last line, that the Endurance information officer consider measures to address public confidence in the Wings of Theve.

D.D. read it three times.

Then he looked at the wall over his desk, where he had pinned, a long time ago, the first poster. The one he was proudest of. Jan Cope in his flight jacket on the deck of Endurance at dawn, helmet under his arm, grinning at something out of the frame, the way he'd grinned when D.D. told him to stop looking at the camera. THE WINGS OF THEVE, it said across the bottom, in letters D.D. had drawn himself. It had gone up on every wall in the Federation. He'd seen a child in a newsreel holding a copy so big she could barely lift it.

He got Cope's service file out of the cabinet, looking for something he could use, and turned past the flight records, which he knew by heart, to the pages he'd never had a reason to read. Cope's birth registration was on the fourth one. It was Sotoan.

He sat with the file open on his knee for most of an hour.

He looked at the poster, and at the folder, and at the summary from ashore, and he understood all at once, the way you understand the shape of a piece of film the moment before you cut it, what he was going to have to do.

Where is Jan Cope? If the Sotoans ever put it together—Sotoan-born, and alive, and in a sickbay bed aboard Endurance, while the Federation went on selling him as its hero—then Jan Cope was the most valuable target in the war, and his face was on every wall in the Federation, and D.D. had put it there.

A hero you couldn't see was a hero people stopped believing in. He'd known that his whole career.

He stood up. He took the poster off the wall, very carefully, easing out each pin with his thumbnail so as not to tear the corners, and rolled it, and put it on the shelf beside the tapes.

Then he went to find Pike.



“He won't do it,” said Pike.

She was at the plotting table in the CDC with the morning's reports, and she didn't look up when D.D. had finished. He had given it to her straight, the way she liked things: the clippings, the summary from ashore, the measures to address public confidence. He had left out the birth registration. That had never been his to give.

Once, when he got to the Endurance information officer, she did look up: at him, not at the summary, for about the length of a slow exposure. Then she went back to the reports. D.D. had no idea what he'd said.

“Then I'll ask him,” said D.D.

Pike looked up.

“You have asked him,” she said. “Four times, by my count. Santos has been trying since October. Baxter has been trying since the day he came aboard.” A pause. “I asked him myself, because you put me up to it, and I have not yet forgiven you. He answers or he doesn't, D.D., and on this he doesn't.” She put down her pen. “What exactly are you proposing?”

“His face,” said D.D. “That's all. One photograph. Not his name. God knows I couldn't tell anyone anything about him if I tried. Just his face, and something under it that tells the truth without telling all of it.” He spread his hands. “Cope was hurt saving the Federation. Somebody took up his name so it wouldn't fall. Here he is. That's the whole story, and it's true, and it's better than the one the Sotoans are telling.”

She looked down at the folder he had put on the plotting table, at the cartoon on top: the gray Hornet with the skull in the cockpit. Where is Jan Cope?

She kept looking at it. D.D. had the strong impression, watching her, that she was thinking about something he couldn't see. Pike had a way of looking at a thing as if it were a chess position and she had seen four moves further into it than anybody else in the room, and was too polite to say so.

“Ask him,” she said at last. “If he says no, it's no. I won't have him pushed.” She picked up the pen again. “And D.D.”

“Ma'am?”

“If he says yes,” said Pike, “I'd like to know why. I've never once known him to do anything for the reason anybody else would.”



He didn't go to Ray first. He went to Cope.

He hadn't planned to. He came out of the CDC meaning to go straight to the hangar, and found that his feet had taken him the other way, down two ladders and along to sickbay, and he understood, standing in the doorway, that he couldn't take a man's face off every wall in the Federation without telling him why.

Cope was in his corner, the way he always was. The bed with the steel frame rigged over one end of it, and the leg in the frame, and the crutches against the wall that he wasn't supposed to use yet and used anyway when Santos wasn't looking. A tray across his knees, with a hand of patience laid out on it in rows. He was holding a card up between his first and second fingers, about to lay it down, the wrong way around, the way nobody held a card.

He looked up when D.D. came in, and grinned.

“D.D. Come to film me losing to myself?”

“Not today,” said D.D.

He sat down on the end of the bed. Cope's grin faded a little, watching him do it. D.D. did not sit on the ends of people's beds, as a rule. He hovered in doorways with his phone.

Cope laid down the card he was holding, and picked up another, and looked at D.D. over it.

“Something's happened,” said Cope.

“Not yet,” said D.D. “I'd like to stop it happening.” He looked at the cards on the tray, and then, because there wasn't any way to do this that wasn't this, he looked up at Cope. “Jan. I know you're Sotoan.”

Cope didn't move.

“I found it this morning,” said D.D. His voice came out quiet, and apologetic, as though he had broken something of Cope's and was owning up to it. “In your file. Your birth registration.” He swallowed. “I haven't told anybody. Not Pike. Not Command. Nobody.”

Cope sat in the bed, with the leg in its frame and the card in his fingers.

He had waited fifteen years for somebody to say those words to him. D.D. could see that. He could see it in the stillness, and in the way the color went out of Cope's face and then came back. He had imagined it, D.D. thought, a hundred different ways. An officer at a desk. A journalist at a door. A Sotoan voice on a radio. He had braced for it every morning for fifteen years.

He had never once, D.D. was quite sure, imagined it would be the information officer, on the end of his bed, sounding sorry.

Cope put the card down on the tray, face down, very carefully.

“Why now?” he said.

D.D. told him. The folder. The cartoon. Where is Jan Cope? The rumors at home, the summary, the measures to address public confidence. And then the thing he had worked out at nine o'clock that morning with the poster in front of him: what would happen to a Sotoan-born Federation hero, alive in a sickbay bed, if the wrong people ever put the two things together.

“Your face is on every wall in the Federation,” said D.D. “Every one. I put it there. And every day it stays there, somebody on the other side is looking at it and asking where you are.” He took a breath. “I want to take it down. I want to put his up instead. His face. So that they stop looking for you.”

Cope looked at him.

“His,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Does he know?” said Cope. “About me?”

D.D. opened his mouth, and shut it again.

“I don't know,” he said. “I don't know what he knows. I don't think anybody does.”

And Cope, who had been holding himself very still the whole time, laughed. It came out of him all at once, a short helpless sound, and he put his hand over his eyes.

“No,” he said, behind the hand. “No. Nobody does.” He took it away. He was still half laughing, and his eyes were wet. “He pulled me out of the sea, D.D. He held my head out of the water till the helicopter came. He's never once asked me a single question about where I'm from. Not one.” He shook his head slowly. “I've sometimes thought he knows more about me than I do.”

He wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand.

“Ask him,” he said. “Go and ask him. Tell him I said it's all right.” He paused. “Tell him I'd rather it was his face than mine. Tell him—” He stopped. “No. Just tell him I said it's all right. He'll understand the rest. He usually does.”

“Jan—”

“And D.D.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you,” said Cope. “For coming to me first.” He looked at D.D. steadily. “Keep not telling them. Please. For a while longer. I'll do it myself, when I'm ready. If I'm ever ready.”

“I promise,” said D.D.

“Good.” Cope picked up a card, considered it, and put it back. “And make him look better than you made me. It won't be hard.”

Then he lifted his right hand off the tray, and before he held it out he laid it flat against his own chest, just below the collarbone, over the heart, and kept it there for a moment. Then he held it out.

D.D. had seen him do that a thousand times. On the flight deck, in the wardroom, with every new pilot and every visiting officer and every journalist. He had filmed it. He had cut it out of three different pieces of footage, because it looked odd on camera, a little hitch before the handshake, and he had always meant to ask Cope what it was and never had.

He understood it now. He couldn't have said how.

He took the hand.



Queen's walk-around took about eleven minutes. Ray let himself have that much: dusk, the deck by the island, the wind too cold for anyone else to want it.

Four aircraft at the far end of the line, chained down, with the last of the light on them. He counted them anyway. Four.

She was walking around the nearest one with her plane captain, with her hand out along the leading edge of the wing, feeling for what the eye would miss. The wind was pulling her hair loose, and she pushed it back with her wrist without looking up from the wing. The last of the light was on one side of her face.

She was beautiful. He had never found a better word for it than that one, and he had looked.

He could have drawn her from here in four lines. He had never managed it in fewer than forty. There was nothing in her he could bear to leave out.

She had walked around her aircraft like that the first time too. Same ship, same deck. He had stood about here and watched her do it, and thought there was all the time in the world.

There hadn't been. He knew exactly how much there had been, to the day.

This time he wasn't going to be anything to her. That was the price. He had sworn it to himself, and as prices went it was cheap: four aircraft at dusk, all of them coming home.

Everson had his head out of the cockpit of the next aircraft and was shouting something at her across the wind. Ray couldn't hear what. He saw Kate stop at the wingtip and tip her head back and laugh.

He had lost that. He hadn't known until now. He remembered nearly everything about the first time, the worst of it best; her face at the end he had drawn so often he could do it without looking. But somewhere he had lost the sound of her laughing, and here it was, coming down two hundred feet of cold deck on the wind, the whole of it, as if it had never been gone.

Ray stood very still until it was over.

Somebody came up beside him and stopped. D.D., by the hair, which had something in it out of a bottle and was losing to the wind.

Ray didn't look around. There was a minute left.



He found Ray on the flight deck at dusk.

Not in the hangar, where he usually was at that hour with Dutch and the aircraft, and not in the ready room. On the deck, by the island, in the cold, with the sun going down red behind the ship and the wind coming down the deck hard enough to make D.D.'s eyes water. He was standing with his hands at his sides, not doing anything at all.

D.D. came up beside him and stopped.

Ray didn't look around. He was looking across the deck toward the far end of the line, where Queen's four aircraft were chained down in a row with the last of the light on them.

D.D. was thinking about the light.

It was extraordinary light. Red and low and coming in flat across the deck from behind the ship, so that every aircraft on the line had a long shadow and a bright edge, and so did the man beside him: the side of his face lit red and the rest in shadow, and an expression on it, looking down the deck, that D.D. had spent six weeks trying to catch on camera and never once managed.

He watched it the way he watched anything he wanted to shoot, which was to say very closely and entirely for the wrong reasons.

The dog had come up the deck from somewhere and sat down against Ray's boots. It looked up at him, and then down the deck where he was looking, and then up at him again, with its ears flat in the wind, and leaned its whole weight against his shins. Ray didn't look down. One hand found the dog's head without needing to look for it, and stayed there.

If I had a camera, D.D. thought, with a pang so professional it was almost physical. If I had a camera, right now, that's the poster.

He stood beside Ray for nearly a minute, framing it in his head. Ray didn't seem to know he was there.

Then, at the end of the minute, Ray turned his head.

“D.D.”

“Evening,” said D.D. He cleared his throat. “Have you got a minute? I've got something I'd like to ask you. You can say no.”

Ray looked at him.

D.D. told him. He told it the way he had told Pike, plainly: the folder, the cartoon, the summary from ashore. He said public confidence, and heard how it sounded, and went on anyway. He said one photograph, and not your name, and something under it that tells the truth without telling all of it. He was, he knew, at his most earnest. He had been told that it was his best quality and his worst, often by the same people.

Ray listened to all of it without moving.

“No,” he said.

D.D. had expected that. He opened his mouth to go on.

“Nobody wants to see my face,” said Ray.

D.D. shut his mouth again.

It was, by a distance, the most words he'd had out of the man in a month that weren't a callsign or a heading. Ray said it quite simply, the way he might have said that the wind was from the north: as a fact about the world, long since established, of no particular interest to anyone.

D.D. had been waiting for this. He hadn't known it, but he had been waiting for it since yesterday afternoon, when a Marine captain in a white jacket had looked at a print on his desk for three seconds and asked for one, and he found that he had his answer ready, the way you have your hand ready on a door you know is about to open.

“Actually,” he said, “I've had requests.”

Ray looked at him.

D.D. didn't say who. He didn't mention the drawer in his desk, either, or what was in it, or how many copies of it there now were in the world. He only waited.

He had thought it wouldn't move Ray, and it didn't. But it landed somewhere. For a second, in the red light, Ray looked at him with an expression D.D. had never seen on him before and would not have predicted: plain, open bafflement, as if D.D. had told him something in a language he had not known D.D. spoke. As if it had never once occurred to him, in his whole life, that he might be someone people looked at.

The wind came down the deck. It did a number of things to D.D.'s hair, which had taken forty minutes that morning and was holding up under the circumstances. It lifted Ray's, which had not been touched by anything but a helmet since breakfast, and dropped it again across his forehead, and improved it.

He really doesn't know, D.D. thought. And then, with real feeling:  howabsurd.

He tried again. He talked about the camps, and the factories, and about Theve, where people sat behind blackout curtains under the occupation with the sound turned down and listened to the Federation's broadcasts for news of him. He talked about morale, which was a word he hated and used anyway. He talked about the children. He had seen, in a newsreel from one of the camps, a whole wall covered with children's drawings of a gray aircraft over the sea, a hundred of them, all slightly wrong, because nobody had ever shown the children what the man inside it looked like. A hero you can't see, said D.D., is a hero people stop believing in.

“No,” said Ray.

He said it quite gently. He wasn't angry. He simply didn't seem to think there was anything to discuss.

D.D. stood in the cold with his hands in his pockets and the wind in his face, and felt the whole thing slipping away from him, and heard himself say the one thing he hadn't meant to. The thing that wasn't his.

“They're looking for Cope.”

Ray went still.

D.D. had seen him go still before, from a distance, in briefings, on footage. He had never seen it this close. It was like standing next to an engine when it stops: you don't notice the noise until it isn't there.

“The Sotoans,” said D.D. He kept his voice low, though there was nobody within fifty feet of them. “Every paper. Every broadcast. Where is Jan Cope? They know the man flying isn't him. They want to know where he is.” He swallowed. “And his face is on every wall in the Federation.” A pause. “I put it there.”

Ray didn't move. D.D. couldn't see his face properly in what was left of the light. He could only see the stillness.

“I asked him,” said D.D. “This afternoon. Before I came to you. It's his face; I couldn't do it without asking.” He looked at Ray. “He said to tell you it's all right. He said you'd understand the rest.”

Down the deck, Kate had finished her walk-around and was standing at the wingtip of her aircraft with her helmet under her arm, saying something to Cruz. The light was almost gone.

“If they've got my face,” said Ray at last, slowly, “they stop looking at his.”

“Yes,” said D.D.

Ray was quiet a moment longer.

“One photograph,” he said. “Not the cockpit. Not close.”

D.D. would have agreed to anything. He would have agreed to a photograph taken from the island through a fog bank. He nodded, fast, not trusting his voice.

Ray looked at him. Then he looked back down the deck, once, briefly, toward the far end of the line, and away again, and went past D.D. to the island door without another word.

D.D. stayed on the deck in the dark after he'd gone.

He thought about Pike. If he says yes, I'd like to know why.

He thought he knew. It was for Cope. It was obviously for Cope. He had seen Ray's face go still at the name, and that was the reason, and it was a good one, and it was true.

And tomorrow, if the light held, he'd have his poster.



He took it the next evening, at the same hour, from the same place by the island.

He had thought about it all day. Where to put him, what to have him wearing, what to have behind him. He had drawn small diagrams on the back of a signal form, and crossed them out, and drawn more. He had thought about the deck at dawn, the way he'd done Cope, and decided against it, because dawn was Cope's, and this needed to be something else.

In the end he used none of it. He went up at dusk with one camera and no plan, and found Ray standing by his aircraft near the island with his helmet under his arm, waiting, the way a man waits for a dentist. And D.D. looked at him standing there, at the gray Super Hornet behind him, at the last of the red light on the deck and the sea going dark beyond it, and put the camera up, and said, “Just stand there. Don't look at me. Look at whatever you like.”

Ray didn't look at him. He turned his head, very slightly, toward the sea. Toward the far end of the deck.

D.D. took one frame.

He knew it was the one before he had lowered the camera. He had known that perhaps five times in his life. For six weeks he had been trying to catch the thing everybody saw in the flying, the thing in the canyon and on the runway and over the board with nothing left on it, and he had never once got it, because it wasn't in the aircraft. It was here. A young man standing by a gray jet at dusk with his helmet under his arm, half turned toward the sea, his face in profile and partly in shadow, looking at something a long way off. As if he had been looking for it for years. As if he had found it, and couldn't go to it.

He thought it was the sea. He thought, afterward, looking at it on the monitor in his little office, that it was the most beautiful photograph of the sea he had ever taken.

At the far end of the deck, out of the frame, Kate Evans was standing at the wingtip of her aircraft with her helmet under her arm, turning to say something to Cruz.

It was not the photograph in his drawer. He put the two side by side on the desk that night, out of honesty, and looked at them.

They ought to have been the same photograph. The same man, the same deck, the same sea; he was looking out at it in both. But in the one from the drawer, at first light, with the dog against his leg, he was looking at it the way you look at a door you have been told someone will come through: not hopefully, exactly, but as if he had been sitting there a long time and meant to go on sitting there whether or not they ever did. It was the loneliest photograph D.D. had ever taken, and he had taken it of a man surrounded by five thousand people.

In this one the waiting was over. That was the difference, and once D.D. had seen it he could not stop seeing it. Whatever the man had been watching for at first light, he was looking at it now.

It was the sea, D.D. decided. Or it was what the sea was for: the coast beyond it, and the camps, and the country, and the man in sickbay whose name was going under the photograph.

A man looking at the thing he would die for.

D.D. thought that was exactly right, and that it was what a poster ought to be, and that he would never in his life manage to light a face like that on purpose.

He had no difficulty choosing between the photos, in the end.



He wrote the caption at two in the morning.

He wrote a great many. THE WINGS OF THEVE. He took up the name so it would not fall. Too long. THE WINGS OF THEVE. The name lives. Too much like a gravestone. THE WINGS OF THEVE. Still flying. That was the Sotoans' joke turned around, and it was good, and it wasn't enough.

He sat with the print in front of him and the pen in his hand.

Then he wrote it, and knew.

THE WINGS OF THEVE. Onward, in his name.

He looked at it. Four words under the title.

You could read them as a caption: this is the man who flies on in Cope's name.

Or you could read them the other way, as an exhortation, the kind of thing you would shout down a line of men before they went over the top: onward, in his name.

He had meant both. He found he couldn't have said which he meant more.

His. Lowercase. He thought about capitalizing it, and didn't.

Whose name? Cope's, of course. A man who had been hurt saving the Federation, and a man who had taken up his name so that it wouldn't fall. That was what D.D. meant by it. That was the true story.

But you could read it other ways. You could read his as the Federation's, the country's name, carried onward. You could read it, if you were the kind of person who did, and there were a great many of those in the camps, as something larger than a country. D.D. sat with the pen over the page and thought about capitalizing it, and thought about the children's drawings on the wall in the newsreel, and the old women in the factories, and left it exactly as it was.

People would read it the way they needed to. Whether they heard the his with a capital letter was in the ear of the beholder.

He thought it was the best thing he had ever written. He thought it might be the only true thing he had written since the war began.

He went to bed at four and slept for the first time since Faith Park.



It went out the next day with the long cut of Faith Park, on every frequency the Federation had and a good many it didn't, and across the lines.

In the cities still in Federation hands it went up on the walls by evening, over the old posters, so that in some streets you could see the edge of Jan Cope's grin still showing underneath, at the corner, where the paste hadn't quite covered it. In the camps they passed it from tent to tent. In a newsreel a child held a copy so big she could barely lift it, and looked at the face for a while, and said to the camera, very seriously, he's sad, and the newsreel cut away.

Aboard Endurance, somebody pinned a copy up in the wardroom, beside the urn. Nobody ever found out who. Marlow, everyone assumed. Marlow said nothing, which everyone took as confirmation.

Kate Evans came in for coffee at six that evening and stopped in front of it.

She looked at it for exactly as long as she would have looked at anyone's photograph. Perhaps a little less. Then she poured her coffee and took it to Queen's table and sat down, very upright, and drank it, and said to nobody in particular that it was a perfectly adequate photograph and she didn't see what all the fuss was about.

Everson looked up from his plate with an expression of perfect innocence.

“You could probably get it signed, Lead,” he said. “If you asked.”

“Personally inscribed,” he went on, warming to it. “To Kate. Watching your six. Always.”

Cruz hid a smile in his cup. Nguyen said nothing. He looked at his coffee.

Kate didn't look up from the stack of maintenance cards in front of her. “He'd have to look at me first,” she said briskly, and initialed the top card, and turned it over, and went on to the next, with the air of a woman who has disposed of a thing entirely.

The three of them looked at each other over the top of her head.

At the end of the table, there was a very small click from Nguyen's breast pocket.

Ray never looked at it. Not once. He came in and out of the wardroom every day for a month with the photograph on the wall beside the urn, and walked past it every time with his eyes on something else, as if it were a picture of a man he had never met.

It could not go up on the walls in Theve. It went into Theve anyway, the way things did: folded small, in a coat lining, in the bottom of a basket under the vegetables, passed hand to hand in occupied streets where the Wings of Theve was a name you did not say aloud. On the third night somebody pasted one to the wall of the old post office in the square. A Sotoan patrol had it down by morning. The next night it was back.

In Sotoa it was in the papers by the next morning.



On the other side of the war, on the evening the papers came, Girish Toprak sat in the back of a staff car on the gravel outside Lux Lunae's headquarters and didn't get out.

It was late. The headquarters was a big cold administrative block on the edge of the main field, built for a wing three times the size of the one that used it now, and at this hour it was dark from end to end except for one window on the second floor. Behind the car the flight line was lit and empty, the dark aircraft standing in their rows under the floodlights with the white moons on their tails, and no one walking around them.

Serdar had driven him back from the line. Serdar Qusa, Shadow 23, who had flown on Toprak's wing since the border war and had a face like a closed door and gray in his hair that he claimed was entirely Toprak's fault. He had switched the engine off and was sitting in the driver's seat with his hands on the wheel, waiting, the way he had waited on Toprak for fifteen years.

Toprak was looking up at the lit window.

He could see her in it. A shape against the lamp: Carmille in her chair, at the window, not moving. There was something in her lap. He couldn't see what it was from here. He knew.

The papers had been in the mess all afternoon. The intercept people had sent copies across from the Federation side, the way they sent everything, and somebody had pinned one to the board by the bar, as a joke. Their new ghost. A gray Hornet at dusk. A young man with his helmet under his arm, half turned away, with a face nobody in the mess had ever seen. And underneath, in the Federation's careful lettering: Onward, in his name.

Toprak hadn't looked at the face. He had read the caption, and turned around, and walked out of the mess, and sent for the car. Behind him, somebody had laughed. He would remember who.

He knew what she would read in it, because he had read it too, standing in front of the board by the bar. In his name, the way you put a dead man's name on a ship, or a school.

It meant that the Federation had stopped pretending.

Jan Cope was dead, and they had handed his name to some boy in a gray Hornet, like a flight jacket that would do for the next man. Toprak had gone after that name three times. He had taken it over a bridge, through the flares, and it had cost him Serkan Bulut, and Ali Rıza's flying. He hadn't expected them to pass it on.

He had been killing Federation pilots since the first morning of the war. He had a number, and he knew it exactly, and nobody else in the wing was within half of it. The sky belonged to whoever was strongest in it, as it should. It was the only place left where nobody could argue with that, or vote on it, or print it on a poster.

A name could be passed on. Flying couldn't. Somewhere on that carrier was a boy who'd been told he was the Wings of Theve, and had perhaps begun to believe it, and Toprak found that he was looking forward, quite a lot, to correcting him.

She had been saying it for a month. Every night, in the wood-paneled room, in front of every Federation broadcast: It isn't him. It doesn't fly like him. They're lying. He's dead. She had said it the way you argue with someone: angry, flat, certain. As if, by being certain enough, she could make them admit it and be done.

They had admitted it. And now she was sitting at her window with the paper in her lap, and the lamp on, and everyone else gone home.

“She knows,” said Toprak.

Serdar didn't answer.

Toprak sat looking at the window. He knew what she would say, if anyone asked her. He knew it the way he knew the sound of her chair in a corridor. She'd say it in her formal careful Usean, or her plain frontier Sotoan, and she'd mean it, or try to.

It was war. The Federation's best pilot had merited nothing less than an order from her own wing, signed in her own hand: to find the Wings of Theve and bring him down.

It had been a good order, the best she ever gave: her best pilot against theirs. He had done it, and it was the finest thing he had ever done in the air, and he would not pretend otherwise to her or to anyone.

She knew all of that. She would never once, he thought, say otherwise. Not to him. Not to anyone.

“She'll never forgive me for killing him,” said Toprak.

He said it quietly. He didn't take his eyes off the window.

Serdar was a long time answering. In the dark of the car Toprak could hear him breathing, slow and even, the way he breathed on a long patrol.

“She doesn't blame you, Colonel,” said Serdar at last. “She gave the order.”

“I know,” said Toprak.

He watched the shape in the window. It hadn't moved.

“That's why,” he said.

He sat a while longer. Then he opened the door, and got out into the cold, and went in. Past the night sentry, who came to attention and was ignored, and up the stairs two at a time, and along the dark corridor to the door with the light under it.

She was at the window. She didn't turn around when he came in. The paper was in her lap, folded so that the photograph was on top, and beside her on the sill her tea had gone cold with a skin on it.

He didn't look at the photograph. He looked at her.

He didn't say anything about it. Neither did she.

He took the cold cup off the sill and went out with it, down the corridor to the little galley at the end where the duty clerks made their tea, and made a fresh pot the way she liked it, with too much sugar, and brought it back on a tray with the day's patrol reports tucked under the teapot. He set the cup on the sill beside her. He put the reports on her desk.

“General,” he said.

“Colonel.” She didn't turn around. Her voice was level; it was the voice she used in briefings. “Is that tomorrow's line?”

“Tomorrow's line. And the 55th's fuel figures, which are a disgrace, and a signal from Fatsia about the council escort that you're going to want to throw out of the window.”

“Leave them.” A pause. “No. Sit down. We'll do them now.”

He sat in the hard chair across the desk from her, where he always sat. Before she turned her chair from the window, she folded the paper. She did it slowly, with great care, along its own creases, so that the photograph was on the inside and the caption was hidden, and smoothed it flat with the side of her hand, and laid it in the top drawer of her desk, and closed the drawer.

They did the patrol line. They did the fuel figures, which were a disgrace, and which would go on being a disgrace for some time. The refinery at Faith Park had fed the whole northern front, and the depot beside it had fed the refinery, and there was neither now; and the 55th's MiG-31s, which were the thirstiest aircraft in the wing, felt it first. Toprak had never thought much of the 55th. They flew the fastest aircraft in the wing in straight lines, as if speed were a kind of skill. Toprak had already cut their patrol hours by a third. He would have to cut them again by the end of the week, and he said so, and she agreed, and initialed the order. Neither of them said aloud whose doing it was.

They did the signal from Fatsia, and she did not, quite, throw it out of the window, though she read the last paragraph aloud in a voice that made him laugh once in spite of himself. She drank the tea. He watched her drink it, all of it, and said nothing.

They worked until a little after midnight. Neither of them mentioned the photograph, or the caption, or the bridge, or the name. The drawer stayed shut the whole time, a hand's breadth from her elbow.

At the end she signed the last of the reports and pushed it across to him, and he took it, and stood up.

“Goodnight, Colonel,” she said.

“Goodnight, General.”

At the door he stopped, with his hand on the frame. There were things a man might say at a door like that. Toprak had killed the best pilot in the Federation on her order, and was not sorry, and would not insult either of them by pretending.

He went down the stairs, past the sentry, out into the cold. Serdar had the engine running before he reached the car.

“Home, Colonel?”

“Home,” said Toprak.

He didn't look back at the window. He knew she would be sitting at it for a long time yet, with the lamp on and the drawer open, and that she would not want anyone, least of all him, to see her do it.


Chapter 18Retaking of Theve II

Coster, Jenkins, Baxter, Venn

Queen had been happy for ten days, and it was beginning to get on Coster's nerves.

He didn't begrudge them. He would have liked to say that clearly, to anyone who asked: he didn't begrudge them in the least. Faith Park had been the best day the ship had had since the war began. The valley was ash, the battleship's supply line was cut, nobody had so much as a scratch, and the whole of Endurance had spent ten days walking around as if somebody had let the sun in. The galley had produced a second cake without being asked. Jenkins had been seen to smile. D.D. had put out the solar-field footage, the mirrors going up one after another in long glittering bursts, and somebody had pinned a still of it in the wardroom with QUEEN DID THIS written underneath in Everson's handwriting.

So it was only natural that Queen should be in the Joker ready room after supper, with their boots on the table, being insufferable.

“Forty miles,” Everson was saying. “Forty miles of canyon. On his own.”

“We know, Chester,” said Cruz.

“At a hundred feet.”

“Fifty in places,” said Nguyen, who had heard it from Jenkins and had been waiting all day to say so.

“Fifty in places.” Everson put his hands behind his head and gazed at the ceiling with an expression of great contentment. “And the Ladon. Going off the end of the runway. I didn't even know there was a Ladon. Did you know there was a Ladon?”

“Nobody knew there was a Ladon,” said Cruz.

“He knew there was a Ladon.”

“He circled it on the board,” said Cruz. “I was there. One circle. Didn't say a word.”

“Didn't say a word,” Everson agreed happily. “That's the thing. God, I'd love to see it. I'd give a month's pay to see that canyon from the cockpit.” He sat up and swung around in his chair toward the corner, where Coster was sitting with a cold cup of coffee and his brother's record player on the table in front of him, not playing anything. “Noise. You've been down to D.D.'s. Everybody says. Have you seen the tape?”

Coster looked at his coffee.

He had seen the tape. He had seen it at half past one in the morning in a room the size of a closet, and he had watched forty miles of red rock go past a canopy at fifty feet. He had watched the frame loosen over the western ridge like somebody breathing out, and snap straight again at the sound of Tasha's voice. He had watched himself, small and whole on the far side of a valley, and heard the breath let out afterward by the man who had crossed that valley to keep him that way.

And before that, though nobody in this room knew it, he had sat in a hangar at Drinwich and turned the pages of a gray notebook until he came to a laughing man with a cup, and a tired woman in a wheelchair.

“Yeah,” he said.

“And?” said Everson. “Worth seeing?”

They were all looking at him now. Cruz with his feet on the table. Nguyen with his chart. Everson leaning forward, bright-eyed, like a kid outside a movie theater. They had seen the White Valley footage, and some of Theve. Cruz had told him once, in a passageway, in a voice Coster hadn't understood at the time, that they'd come out of D.D.'s office that night looking as if they'd seen a ghost. And here they were, wanting more. People were like that. The dreadful things wore off and the wonderful things stayed, and that was probably how anyone got through a war at all.

“Yeah,” Coster said. His voice didn't come out right. He tried again. “The canyon. You won't believe it. I didn't.” He tapped the cup twice, off the beat. “Most beautiful thing I've ever seen.”

That was true. It was all true. He just couldn't make it sound the way it should.

Everson beamed. Cruz looked at him a moment longer than the others did.

Across the room, Tasha had looked up from the Growler manual she'd been pretending to read. She just watched him, with her head a little on one side, the way she watched a radar she didn't trust.

“And the rest?” said Nguyen.

Coster opened his mouth, and didn't know what was going to come out of it, and was saved by the door.

It was Pike. She had a folder under her arm and the particular stillness she brought into rooms when there was going to be an operation. Queen took their boots off the table. Everson sat up straight. Pike looked around at all of them, and at Coster in his corner, and for a moment, Coster thought afterward, she looked at him longer than at anyone else.

“Good,” she said. “You're all here. Saves me a walk.” She put the folder on the table. “Operation Gut Shot. We're going back to Theve.”



The plan, when she had finished explaining it, was simple, and Coster hated every word of it.

Xanthos was sitting in a frozen river valley forty miles south of White Valley. It had been sitting there for weeks, waiting for the supplies from Faith Park that hadn't come and now never would. And as long as it sat there, its gun could reach Theve. Theve couldn't be retaken with that gun on the horizon. Everybody on Endurance had learned that on a black beach, with eight boats turning for home.

So it had to be moved. And there was one thing in the north that Sotoa wanted more than it wanted to sit on Theve.

“At Faith Park I told you there was something at White Valley the Sotoans wanted very badly,” Pike said. “As of this morning I'm cleared to tell you what. There's a cannery up there, as some of you know."

"What you don't know is, that cannery is a weapons factory, and it has been building a weapon to kill land battleships.” She let that sit. “It's nearly finished. Sotoa knows. As of last night Xanthos is moving north to destroy it before it's ready.”

Coster thought of Purple Magic, up at White Valley.

“And that means that for the first time since the summer,” said Pike, “the capital is out of range of its gun.”

“The landing goes in the moment it's committed,” she said. “At night. There's cloud forecast down to two thousand feet, and we'll take all of it.”

She put up the map: Theve, the river, the waterfront, two arrows coming in from the sea.

Further in, between the heads of the arrows and the beach, there were five red marks in a cross: one out in front, one on either side, one astern, and a big one in the middle. Pike didn't touch them. “Two ground groups. The Marines from Stalwart take the waterfront and push for the regional headquarters. The Army goes in up the river and holds the bridges. Eight landing craft, the same eight. Lieutenant Venn has them again.”

Somebody at the Queen end let out a breath.

“Queen has the boats. Joker has everything that wants to stop them. Jackpot will be in under you from Dauntless.” Pike's finger moved east along the shore, to a block of gray outlined in red. “And this you leave alone. That's Enso's research complex. It's neutral ground, by treaty, and it's lit up like a hotel, and you will not put so much as a cannon round inside the line. If anything shoots at you from in there, you call it, and you go round.”

“Is anything likely to?” said Baxter.

“Command says not.” Pike's voice didn't change. “Command has been wrong before.”

She turned the page.

“And somebody has to keep Xanthos busy when it gets to White Valley. Keep it shooting at White Valley, instead of thinking about where it's just come from.” She looked down at the order. She read it in the voice she used for things she would rather not be reading. “Purple Magic will engage Land Battleship Number One on its approach to White Valley. Purple Magic will delay the enemy's advance by all means available, until relieved or until the Theve objective is secured.”

By all means available.

Coster had been a pilot for nine years. He knew what by all means available meant, in an operation order. It meant we don't expect them back.

Nobody looked at him. It was the kindest thing they could have done, and they all did it at once, Queen and Joker together, the way a flight breaks on a single call. Everson, who five minutes ago had been gazing at the ceiling, was studying the table. Cruz had his hands clasped between his knees. Tasha had put the manual down.

Ray was standing just inside the door. Coster hadn't seen him come in. He must have come in behind Pike. He wasn't looking at the order, or at Pike. He was looking at Coster.

“Questions,” said Pike.

There were questions. Times, frequencies, tanker tracks, the cloud. Nobody asked about the five red marks off the beach. Nobody asked what happened if Xanthos didn't stay at White Valley. Coster noticed that afterward, going over it. The whole plan rested on a battleship staying busy at White Valley for long enough, and nobody in the room asked what happened when it was finished there.

Ray didn't ask either. But when Pike had finished, and the room began to empty, he was still standing inside the door. And he was still looking at Coster.



Coster read the order again at three in the morning, alone, in the Joker ready room. He read it three times. Then he sat with it in his lap.

Four Eagles against a thing the size of a town. A railgun that had taken the top off a ridge at Theve from twenty miles away. Missile batteries, flak, and the four of them told to keep it busy for as long as it took.

He had a new letter from Bird in his breast pocket, two days old. It said they've doubled the guard again, and nobody tells us anything, which, fine, we're a rock band, nobody's ever told us anything, and if you hear something, Noise, tell me.

He had heard something. He couldn't tell him.

At half past three he gave up and went looking for Ray.

He tried Ray's cabin first, then the wardroom. It took him twenty minutes to think of the hangar deck. Ray was down there under the work lights, sitting on the deck beneath the nose of his Super Hornet with his head back against the nosewheel, staring at the jet parked next to his. It was Queen One's. The handlers parked jets wherever there was room, so that was probably a coincidence. Probably. The dog was asleep against his leg.

Ray didn't look around. Coster stood there for a while, and then he cleared his throat.

Ray's head came around. The dog woke, got up, considered Coster, and came over and lay down across his boots, heavily, and stayed there. Coster bent and put a hand on it without deciding to.

“Couldn't sleep,” said Coster.

Ray's eyes went to the order in his hand, and then, for a second, back to Queen One's jet, as if he'd been caught at something. Then he waited.

“Faith Park,” Coster said. “The return line. It's not enough, you said.” He turned the paper over. “Were you thinking about this? Then?”

Ray took a while to answer.

“It's been waiting for supplies for a month,” he said. “It hasn't had any. Every shell it fires tonight is one it can't replace.” A pause. “It came out of that valley with less than it needs.”

“How do you know?”

Ray didn't answer that.

“How long?” said Coster. “Before it runs dry. How long do they have to hold it?”

Ray looked at him. Coster had never seen his face like that, with something underneath it, held very hard, pulling at the edges.

“Not as long as it thinks,” he said.

It wasn't an answer either. Coster knew it wasn't. But it was the closest thing to hope he'd been given since Pike put the folder on the table, and he held on to it with both hands.



Jenkins was not, as a rule, a man who laughed at pilots. He'd spent too long fixing what they did to his aircraft to find them funny.

He laughed at this one. He couldn't help it.

“How many?”

Ray told him again.

Jenkins stopped laughing. Ray was standing at the foot of the Super Hornet with his helmet under his arm and the dog at his heel, at seven in the morning, eighteen hours before launch, and he wasn't joking. Ray never joked. Jenkins wasn't sure he knew how.

“Lieutenant,” he said, “that airplane won't carry that. You want twelve Mavericks, and your full air-to-air, and two bags of gas? On one jet? There isn't a station left on it. She's a Super Hornet, not a pickup truck. She has limits. They're written down. I have them in a binder.”

Ray looked at the aircraft. Then at Jenkins. He waited.

Dutch had come out from under the wing. He stood with a rag in his hands, looking at the pylons, and Jenkins saw his eyes going from station to station. Counting.

“Racks,” said Dutch.

“No,” said Jenkins. “Don't say racks.”

“Drinwich had racks, Major. Triple racks, crated, from before the war. Came over with the Hornets.” Dutch didn't take his eyes off the pylons. “Four stations, three apiece. Tanks inboard. His air-to-air where it always goes.”

“Those racks are older than you are.”

“Still in the grease.”

“She'll be two tons over catapult weight. Two tons, Dutch. Near enough. I'd want that in writing. I'd want it in writing from God.”

“Then he goes off near dry,” said Dutch, “and goes straight to the tanker.”

He said it the way another man might have suggested putting the coffee on. Jenkins had worked beside Dutch for seven weeks, since the day he'd come aboard off a raft, and in seven weeks he had heard Dutch say no to plenty of people. To Jenkins, most days. To a commander who wanted to borrow his tow tractor. Once, at some length for Dutch, to the dog.

He had never once heard him say no to Ray.

He looked at Dutch. He looked at the aircraft. He looked at the man standing beside it.

“What's it for?” Jenkins said.

Ray looked at him.

“Trust me,” said Ray. And then, more quietly, in a voice Jenkins had never heard him use: “Please.”

Jenkins found he didn't have it in him to say no to that word either. He didn't think anybody on the ship would have.

“That's a two-day job,” he said, to nobody. “Thirty hours. Minimum.”

“Fourteen,” said Dutch. He was already pulling the first rack out of its crate.

It took fourteen. It took fourteen hours and two arguments with the weapons officer, and Jenkins complained through every one of them, and Dutch's entire contribution to the conversation was, once, “Torque wrench,” and once, to the dog, something Jenkins didn't catch. The catapult officer, a lieutenant commander called Ferris, looked at the figure on the weight sheet for a full minute and then signed for the launch without a word, and on his way out of the hangar he said, for the Wings of Theve, as if it were a password. Jenkins took the sheet and folded it into his breast pocket, because it was in writing, and it wasn't from God, but it would have to do.

At nine that night Jenkins stood back and looked at the Super Hornet sitting on its wheels under the hangar lights, hung with something on every station from wingtip to wingtip, and three on four of them, and felt something between pride and terror.

“If this airframe so much as creaks,” he said, and didn't finish.

“Won't creak,” said Dutch.

“How do you know?”

Dutch put his hand flat on the side of the aircraft, the way Jenkins had seen him do a hundred times, the way you'd put it on a horse, and didn't answer.



Joker went off the bow at 0040, into cloud so thick that Baxter lost the sea before his gear was up.

He hated night launches. He had hated them for twenty years, and in a lecture hall he had explained to a great many students exactly why the inner ear was not to be trusted at night, and none of that knowledge helped. The catapult flung you into nothing, and for four seconds your body insisted you were climbing like a rocket, and the instruments insisted you weren't, and you had to choose the instruments, every time, against everything that you were.

He chose the instruments. He came up through the cloud at four thousand feet into a sky so full of stars it looked spilled.

Ray had gone off ahead of him. Baxter had watched him go, from the next catapult: the gray jet sitting low on its gear under that load, the deck crew stepping back from it as if it might go off, the long shudder down the track and the jet going off the end and sinking, dropping out of sight below the deck edge for a second that went on and on, and then coming back up out of the dark over the water, climbing, slowly, slowly, on two columns of fire.

He'd launched with almost nothing in his tanks, and the two drop tanks under his wings empty. Baxter had heard Jenkins say so, in a voice like a man describing a car accident. Now he was on the tanker, a dark shape against the stars with the drogue streaming behind it, and Baxter flew up alongside in time to watch him take on fuel till the drop tanks were full and drop off and roll away, and fall in at the head of the flight as if he'd been there all along.

“Joker, Dealer. Push.”

They pushed, and twenty miles out they caught the package up. The boats first: eight long white wakes on the black sea, in two lines, with the spray standing up behind them. A hundred and forty Marines in each. Joker settled in behind them, low, at the back of everything. High on the right, Jackpot, the Harriers from Dauntless, their lights blinking. High on the left, Queen, four dark shapes against the stars.

Forty minutes to Theve. Baxter checked his fuel, and checked it again, and then looked across at Ray's jet in the starlight and did the arithmetic for him, because somebody had to.

Ray never kept anything back. At Faith Park he'd gone back across the return line on fumes and come home on less. And tonight he'd launched near dry, under a load that was burning fuel just by being carried.

“Look at them all,” said Tasha on the common, and she sounded about twelve. “They must have pulled in everyone for this! Never expected to have so many friends…”

Baxter looked round at it: the wakes below, the lights on either side, everything Command had left in the north, strung out over the sea in the dark.

“Despite the odds,” he said, “we all made it here together.”

Then Dealer, in exactly the same voice he used for everything else:

“All aircraft, Dealer. LCACs are moving on the landing sites. But enemy ships are blocking them.” Then, to Joker: “Surface contacts, twelve miles ahead of the boats. Five ships. One large.”

“Attackers inbound,” said Kate on the common, level, the way she said everything in the air. “Let's take them out before the LCACs land.”

“Protect the ground forces,” said Dealer.

Ahead of Baxter, Ray rocked his wings.

Baxter saw it in the starlight: the gray jet dipping left, then right, then left. The old signal. Follow me. He'd seen it once before, on another night, over this same water, on the way to this same beach.

Then his afterburners lit, two long blue-white flames.

Baxter's hand was already on the throttles. He took them all the way forward, through the detent, and felt the burners kick him in the back.

“Three, Four, follow us in,” he said on Joker's channel, and then there was no time to say anything else.

They went through the package together, Ray and Baxter, down low, over the top of the boats, between Jackpot on the left and Queen on the right, so close over the landing craft that Baxter saw the spray blow sideways in their wake. Then the boats were gone behind them, and there was nothing ahead but the dark between the boats and the beach.

Baxter looked for the ships. At first there was only the dark, and the cloud breaking up ahead, and under the edge of it a strip of sea gone silver where the moon had got in. He thought of the five red marks on Pike's map, between the arrows and the beach, and Pike's finger not touching them.

Then the ships came out into the moonlight with their lights out. A destroyer in front. A cruiser on either beam, and a third astern. And between them, long and flat and enormous, with its island standing up against the water like a building that had put to sea: a carrier.

“Ignis,” said Dealer. “Sotoan Navy. Fleet carrier. With Inundatio, Scissum, Marea, and one more cruiser, unidentified.” A pause. “She's turning into the wind.”

Turning into the wind. Launching. Baxter saw it happen: the long hull swinging, the deck lights coming on along her length all at once, so that for a second she was lit up in the dark like a runway. On her bow, an aircraft was already moving.

And behind him, coming on at forty knots straight for her, were the boats.

“Joker One, Two,” Baxter said. He kept his voice level. He was proud of that, afterward, for as long as he could be proud of anything about that night. “The ships. Do we take the ships first?”

Ray didn't answer.

He didn't need to. The gray jet was already going down, toward the water, toward the carrier, so low that Baxter, following, saw its wake on the sea.

Baxter would remember that, after. That there wasn't a pause. Not even the beat Ray always left before an answer, the one breath you could hear on the net. He'd been going for those ships since he rocked his wings. Since the briefing, Baxter thought later: since five red marks on a map that nobody had asked about.

Baxter went down after him, feeling like a man following somebody into a burning building.

He kept waiting for Ray's tanks to come off. Anybody's would, going into a fight like this one: you cleaned the jet up, you got your turn back. The tanks stayed where they were.

“Joker One, Two,” he said. “You've still got your tanks on. For a man who never asks for anything, that's a lot of luggage. You planning on carrying all that home?”



Kate was at eight thousand feet, high on the left of the boats, with Victor on her wing and Chester and Loc stepped up behind. A minute earlier Joker's lead pair had come through underneath her on full burner, so low over the landing craft that she'd seen the spray go up behind them, Joker One in front and Baxter behind him, already a little further behind than he'd started.

“Somebody's late for dinner,” Chester had said on Queen's channel.

“Two's dropping back,” said Loc. “Half a mile. Six-tenths.”

From up here she could see the whole of it now. The eight wakes below her. Jackpot's lights on the far side. Two pairs of blue sparks going away low over the black water ahead of the boats, the second pair still losing ground, and beyond them, under the edge of the cloud, the carrier swinging into the wind with her deck lit up.

Kate knew what a carrier turning into the wind meant. For three months it had been the whole of her job. Queen had flown fleet defense over Endurance while Cope was off being Cope, and Kate had spent those months high over her own ship, counting inbound, being the last thing between some other ship's deck and hers.

She had never once been allowed to go and hit an enemy deck itself. You didn't, with four Super Hornets and no escort. You waited for them to come to you.

The cruisers saw the two jets. The sea lit up around them: tracer from the close-in guns, a long string of it coming up off Scissum's deck, the white flash of a missile leaving Marea and curling the wrong way into the dark, because Tasha had found its radar and filled it with noise. The lead pair of sparks went straight through it, down the line of the ships, between the two beam cruisers. At six miles Joker One answered.

Four Mavericks came off his wings together and went away low across the water, and Kate watched the fires split: three for the destroyer out in front, one going on past it to the carrier.

Then four more joined it. Then four more, out past her, for the cruiser astern.

She did the arithmetic while the missiles were still in the air.

Three for a destroyer, by the book.

Four for a cruiser.

Five for the carrier, and a deck full of fueled aircraft to do the rest.

Twelve Mavericks, though. She had watched that load go past her on the deck at half past midnight, with Jenkins walking beside it like a man at a funeral, and had thought it was showing off.

The lead jet pulled up, hard, standing on its tail, tanks and all, and climbed away into the dark.

Inundatio went first. Three hits along her side, close together, and her guns stopped, and she began to roll.

Then Ignis: below the island, along her waterline aft, and then the rest of it, onto a flight deck lit up like a runway, with aircraft on it fueled and armed for launch. The one on the bow had just started its run. It never finished it.

The carrier blew up in stages, from aft forward, each explosion lifting the next, fuel and ordnance going off down the length of her hangar in a long rolling wave of fire, until the whole island stood up against a sheet of flame and leaned, and went on leaning. An aircraft that had got off the deck a minute before, a Su-33 that had been climbing out to meet them, came apart in the air above her, caught in the blast of its own ship. And astern of her, Marea took her four, and a moment later her magazine went too.

Kate had seen ships hit before. She had never seen a carrier die.

The fireball came up off the hangar deck and kept coming, past a thousand feet, past two, a column of fire standing on the sea taller than anything in Theve, and the light of it came in through her canopy and lit her instruments and her gloves. Then the shock reached her, six miles off and eight thousand feet up: one hard flat blow through the airframe, like a door slammed somewhere in the ship.

Sixty thousand tons. Every other ship on that sea had been placed to keep that one alive, a destroyer out in front and a cruiser on every side, the way you'd post a guard on the colors.

She knew how she'd have done it, if she'd been told to. Stand off. Call Jackpot in. Take the escorts apart from the outside, one at a time, with room to turn, and the carrier would have launched everything she had while Queen was doing it.

Joker One had gone in at a hundred feet, straight down the guns, between two cruisers that were both shooting at him, and held his jet as steady as a table for the seconds it took twelve seekers to lock. With his tanks on. With nothing to turn with if he'd needed to turn, and he had never meant to turn. He had gone through the guard into the middle of their fleet and torn its heart out with one pass.

She found she was gripping the stick hard enough to hurt. She wanted, badly and without any decency at all, to have been the one who had done it.

It was almost as if he'd done it for her. A knight riding out alone against the whole host with his lady's favor at his wrist, cutting his way to the heart of them, tearing it out and lifting it high, still burning, so that she, up in her tower at eight thousand feet, would know whose it was.

Which was ridiculous! Patently ridiculous. She had never given him so much as a ribbon, and surely he had never looked even once, to see whether she was watching.

It was nevertheless a very fine attack, and she would say so at the debrief, in those words. She would also say it was reckless beyond anything she had ever seen, and that nobody in Queen was to try it, ever, and she would mean both.

On every net she could hear, Federation and Sotoan, there were five or six seconds of nothing at all. The shore guns stopped. The tracer coming up off Scissum stopped. Kate would put that in her report, in a sentence the staff would cut: for five or six seconds the war stopped and looked.

Then the guns on the two beam cruisers started again, and the war went on.



Venn had eight craft on her display and a hundred and forty Marines in her troop compartment, and she could hear them over the lift fans.

It was a low noise, steady, the sound of men checking weapons they had already checked three times. Somebody was beating time on the deck with a rifle butt. Doyle, her sergeant, a big freckled man who had been aboard Craft Two the first time, stood at the cockpit door with his back to her and didn't tell anyone to stop.

They had been here before. They had sat in this compartment in the dark, under a railgun, a mile off that beach, close enough to see the waterfront, and been turned around and taken home. Every one of them brought back alive, and not one of them had thanked anybody for it. Theve was their capital. Some of them had family behind that waterfront. They had come within a mile of it and been sent away, and they'd had a long time since to think about that.

So had Venn.

One of them had the poster. She had seen it at embarkation, folded into eighths and tucked into the band of his helmet: a man by a gray aircraft at dusk, with his face half in shadow. THE WINGS OF THEVE. Onward, in his name. Half the Marines on Stalwart had one. The other half had wanted one and got there too late.

Venn didn't have a poster. The men could have their Wings. Venn had eight craft, and spray, and dark, and a beach that would be shooting at her in eleven minutes, and a score to settle on it.

She checked her boats. One, on her left, close. Three, Four and Five in line behind. Six and Seven. Eight lagging, as Eight always lagged; she'd have words with Eight's craftmaster later, if there was a later.

“Here they come,” said a woman's voice on the common.

Two jets came over the top of them from behind, very low, on afterburner, so close that the spray blew sideways off her bow, and were gone toward the coast before the noise had caught up with them. Two more came after, behind. And then the coast lit up ahead of them, the whole long dark line of it, gun flashes and the slow red climb of tracer, all of it reaching for the boats.

Then the light came.

It came from nearer than the coast. Through the spray on the windscreen she saw a carrier that had been a red mark on a chart that afternoon burning from end to end on a moonlit sea, off her right bow, between her boats and the beach, so bright it threw shadows across her cockpit.

She counted. It was what she did. Eight craft on the display, all moving. Queen high on her right, four. Three fires where ships had been. Two ships still there, still firing. Something going down into the sea on the far side of the carrier, small and burning, that had been an aircraft.

In the troop compartment, a hundred and forty Marines saw it through the ports, and roared.

The Wings, somebody was shouting. The Wings, the Wings, and somebody had the folded poster out of his helmet band and was holding it up toward the fire as if it could see. Doyle had turned around to face them, and he was roaring too.

Venn looked at the carrier burning.

There were men in the water out there. She could see them in the light of the fire, small dark shapes in the burning sea, and some of them were swimming. She watched them swim and found she had nothing for them. She'd left all of that a mile off this beach the first time, sitting in the dark with her boats turned for home.

Good, she thought. Now you know.

“Watch One,” she said, and the helmsman turned his eyes forward. “Eleven minutes. Let's go take our city back.”

The men cheered.



The flares went up from the two cruisers a minute later, white and hanging, lighting up the sea for a mile around the carrier so that the escorts she had left could find her people. Baxter wished they hadn't.

He saw the oil first, burning in long bright patches on the water. Then the shapes in it. Some of them were moving. Most of them weren't. There was a boat in the water already, one of the carrier's own, half full, and men swimming toward it through the fire, and men not swimming toward it.

And there were voices.

On guard. On the international distress frequency every set in the world was built to monitor, the one nobody could turn off. Sotoan voices, a great many of them, all at once. Somebody calling a name, over and over. Somebody giving a position in a voice that kept breaking. Somebody screaming, and the scream going on, and on, and stopping. Baxter didn't speak Sotoan. It made no difference.

He looked across for Ray.

The gray jet had come round in a long climbing turn above the burning sea and was flying level, alone, in the light of the flares. Baxter came up alongside and saw into the cockpit by the light of the fire: the dark helmet, facing forward, not moving.

On Joker's channel, Coster's voice, flat as a weather report.

“Never saw someone kill a carrier before. Feels like shooting somebody's mom.”

With Coster you could never tell if it was a joke. Nobody answered him. Then, after a moment: two clicks. Ray's. Acknowledged. As if he'd been given a fuel state.

Baxter had never in his life wanted so badly to say something and had less idea what.

He said none of it; he'd learned that much.

“Joker, Two,” he said instead, in his lecture voice, the one he used when the room had gone wrong and needed something to hold on to. “We're not done. Two cruisers, and they're still shooting at our LCACs.”

Two clicks from Ray. A copy from Tasha, steady. And Kate on the common, crisp: “Queen has the one on the right.”

“Four,” from Coster, and nothing else.



Coster rolled in on Scissum behind Baxter and put two missiles into her, and pulled off and around, clean, on the count, and the cruiser's forward guns went quiet.

The carrier was a fire behind him now. Below him the landing craft were nearly at the beach, with Queen over them. The Marines would be ashore in four minutes.

He came off the pass with his nose pointed north, toward White Valley, where there was nothing to see but cloud. Somewhere under it Purple Magic would be going to meet Xanthos. Four Eagles.

“Joker Four,” said Tasha, on Joker's channel. “Will.”

“Four.”

“You keep looking north.”

“Copy,” said Coster.

“One more pass,” Tasha said. “Then the boats are clear. That's all. That's the whole job.” A pause. “And I'm jamming. They can't see. You could do it in your sleep.”

He looked north anyway.

“Dealer, Joker Four,” he said. “Request the common.”

A pause, very short. Then Dealer's voice, flat, the voice of a man reading a plot.

“Joker Four, Dealer. You have the common.”

Coster breathed out.

He took his hands off the stick, put his knees against it and held it there, and the Super Hornet flew on straight and level over the burning water.

He got his music player out of his leg pocket, and his thumb found the switch.

A quarter of a mile off his wing, Tasha's Growler held steady in the dark, jamming, watching him.

He sat there for a second with his thumb on it, looking north.

He pressed it.

For half a second there was only the hiss of the open channel. Then the first notes went out, thin through the little player and the cable he'd made, and then louder, as somewhere behind him in the dark Dealer turned something up and gave them the whole frequency.

It went out over everything. Over the boats and the beach, and the dark shapes in the water, and the city with its lights out. Over Queen and Jackpot and a gray jet flying alone with its helmet facing forward. North, over the cloud, to White Valley, and four Eagles going to meet a battleship.

_I'm breathing shallow and my tongue is dry_

_Become a shadow as my thoughts slip by_

_Last one in the sun_

_And still the first to see morning light..._
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