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Note

Thetitlesof Books1, 2, 3, and 4 are Parisan dang for various parts of the guillotine. The "bascule” isthe
board on which the condemned man islaid; the "lunette” isthe circular clamp fitted around the man's
neck; the "mouton” isthe cutting blade, plusits eighty-pound weight; and the "declic" isthelever the
executioner hitsto drop the blade.

Thetitle of Book 5, "The Red Mass," comes from a phrase used by a French deputy during the Terror of
thead. 1790s, one Monseur Amar, in aletter inviting his fellow deputies to witness an execution "to see
the Red Mass celebrated. ..."

—AC and CRB

BOOK ONE
BASCULE

CHAPTER ONE

The banth purred at the quillpig, which, unimpressed, had firmly stuffed itself asfar asit could into the
hollow sump.

The banth'singtinct said that the porcupine was edible, but the six-legged cat'straining told it otherwise.
Mest was presented by two-legs at dawn and dusk, and came with gentle words. The quillpig may have
smelled right, but it was not behaving like mesat. The banth sat back on its haunches and used a forepaw
to pry two needlesfrom its nasal carapace.

Then the animal flattened. It heard the noise again, awhine from the forest. The banth looked worriedly
up the mountain, then back again in the direction of the sound before deciding.

Againg ingtinct, it broke out of the last fringe of the tree line and bounded up the bare, rock-strewn
mountain. Two hundred meters vertically up the talus cliff, it went to cover behind amass of boulders.

The whine grew louder asagravded lifted over the scrubby treetops, pirouetted, searching, and then
grounded near the hollow stump.

Terence Kreuger, chief of Prime World's police tactical force, checked the homing pane mounted over
the gravded's controls. The needle pointed straight up the mountain, and the proximity director indicated
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the banth was barely half akilometer away.

Kreuger undung a projectile wegpon from its clips behind his seat and checked it once again: projectile
chambered; safe off; ranging scope preset for one meter, the approximate dimensions of the banth's chest
area.

He checked the dope with apair of binocs and after afew seconds saw aflicker of movement. Kreuger
grunted to himsdf and lifted the gravded up the mountain. Hed already missed the banth once that day;
he was less than pleased with himsdlf.

Kreuger fancied himsdlf ahunter in the grand tradition. Time not required for his police duties was spent
hunting or preparing himsdlf for ahunt, an expensive hobby, especialy on Prime World. The Imperia
capital had no native game, and both hunting preserves there charged far more than even atactica group
chief could afford—until recently.

Kreuger's previous hunts had been restricted to off-world, and mostly for minor edible or nuisance game.
That waswdll and good, but provided Kreuger with little in the way of trophies, especially trophies of the
kind that the gamebooks chronicled. But things had suddenly become different. Hisfriends had seen to
that. After thirty years asacop, Kreuger gill prized hishonesty. He just rationalized that what his new
friends wanted wasn't dishonest: |ook at the benefits! Three weeks away from Empire Day madness.
Three weeks on ahunting reservation, expenses paid. Tagsfor four dangerous animas—an Earth rhino,
abanth, amale cervi, and agiant ot.

He had dready planned on which wall each head would be mounted. Of course, Kreuger did not intend
to mention to his soon-to-be-admiring friends where those trophies had been taken.

The gravded's bumper caromed him away from aboulder, bringing Kreuger back to the present.
Concentrate, man, concentrate. Remember every bit of thisday. The clearness of the air. The smdll of the
trees below. The spray of dust around the gravded.

Kreuger guided the gravded up the dope, following the homing needle toward the sensor implanted in the
banth.

Below, asecond, one-man ded coasted through the trees. Clyff Tarpy did not need binocsto follow
Kreuger's ded. Contour-following, helifted his ded after Kreuger.

The banth was cornered.

Ahead of him to theright, the ground fell away steeply, too steeply for even his clawed legsto descend.
To the left was asheer dliff. The banth huddled behind a boulder, puzzling.

Kreuger's gravded landed just outside the nest. Weapon ready, Kreuger moved forward.

Again, the banth was perplexed. The whine had been the cause of aloud explosion and searing pain
earlier, the pain that sent the banth fleeing through the forest toward the mountains.

But the smell wastwo-legs. Two-legs, but not familiar. Had the banth done something wrong? The
two-legswould tell him, feed him, and then return him to the warmth of his pen.

The banth stood and waked forward.

Kreuger's projectile weapon came up as the banth walked into view. No errors now. Safety off, he
amed.



The banth mewed. Thiswas not histwo-legs.
"Bagtard!"
Kreuger spun, the banth momentarily forgotten. He had not heard the second gravded land behind him.

From five meters, the barrel of the weapon was enormous. Tarpy alowed just enough time to passfor
terror to replace the bewilderment on Kreuger'sface. And then he fingered the stud. The soft metal
round expanded nicely asit penetrated Kreuger's sternum, then pin whedled through the tac chief'srib
cageinto his heart. Kreuger, instantly dead, sat down on asmall boulder before dowly toppling forward
onto hisface.

Tarpy smiled as hetook athick chunk of soyasteak from his beltpak and tossed it to the banth. "Eight
livesto go, pussycat.”

Tarpy took asmall aerosol can from his pak, and, backing up, erased his footsteps from the dusty rock.
He paused by Kreuger's gravded long enough to shut the power off and disconnect the beacon. The
longer it took to find the body, the better. Tarpy mounted his own ded and nudged it back down the hill.

The banth's tail whipped back and forth once. He did not like the smell from the strange two-legs. He
picked up the dab of soyasteak, sprang over the rock wall, and went back down the mountain. He
would eat on the ground he was familiar with, and then perhaps unravel the puzzle of the other soyastesk,
the one with needles that walked.

CHAPTER TWO

The man in the blue boiler suit had hislong knife againgt the throat of Admira Mik Ledoh. With his other
hand, he forced the Eterna Emperor's Grand Chamberlain closer to the edge of the battlements,

"Either our demands are met immediately, or thisman died" Hisamplified voice echoed acrossthe
castle's stonework, down the 700 meters of emptiness and across the parade ground.

One hundred meters below and to the right, Sten checked his foot/handholds. His clawed fingerswere
barely clinging to mortar notches in the stone. One foot dangled over emptiness, the other was firmly
braced on the face of Havildar-Major Labahadur Thapa. Sten's willygun was dung from aclip-strap on
his dark brown combat suit. Snapped to one arm was a can of climbing thread. At itsend was agrapne..

From above them the terrorist’'s voice came again: "'Y ou have only seconds | eft to reach your decision
and savethisman'slifel”

Sten'sleft hand went up and out, stretching for anew hold. At first he thought he had it, then the mortar
crumbled and he amost came off. Sten forced his body away from itsinginctive clutch at the wall, then
inhaed deeply.

"Kaphar hurinu bhanda marnu ramro,” came the pained mutter from Labahadur below him.

"But cowards live longer, dammit!" Sten managed as he one-handed out, lifting both feet clear. Then his
climbing boots found a hold, and Sten was momentarily secure. Breath. .. breath... and he once again
became a climbing machine. Below him, Labahadur and the rest of the Gurkha platoon moved steadily
up the vertica granitewall toward the two men above them.

Five meters below the parapet. Sten found a stance—a protruding knob of rock. He touched the second
can of climbing thread attached to the swiss seat around hiswaist, and a spidery white line spat out,
touched the rock facing, and bonded to it.



Sten motioned outward then toward hiswaist, sgnaing that he was secure and could belay the rest of the
troops below him. From athird can, on the rear of his harness, athread descended to the Gurkhas
below.

Labahadur came up into position, on asingle lineto Sten'simmediateright.

Sten paid no attention. He touched the nozzle of the thread can on hisarm, and alowed about fifteen
meters of thread, the grapnel at the end, to red out. He freed one hand from the wall and weasdled it into
the thread glove clipped to acarabinier ding, then began rhythmically swinging the grapnel back and
forth. Suddenly he cast upward.

The twenty-gram-weight grapnel flickered upward and then caught, spinning twice around the muzzle of
an archaic cannon which protruded from the crenellation above him.

Sten clipped his specia jumars on the thread and snaked upward while the man in the boiler suit was
gtaring out, into the lights. He never saw Sten lizard up, past the cannon and onto the battlement.

"We have waited for enough time," the voice boomed, on cue. The knife arm came back for the fatal
stroke, and Sten came out of the shadows low, coming straight up, one clawed hand damming into the
man's face and ablocking hand snapping into the knife.

The man in the boiler suit staggered away, and the Chamberlain tottered for a minute on the edge of
emptiness, then caught hisfooting. The man with the knife recovered, long blade ready.

But Sten was aready insde his attack, double-fisted hands swinging. The strike caught the terrorist on
the side of his head, and he dropped limply.

Behind the battlements, the other terrorists spun toward the threat. But they were far too late. The
Gurkhas siwvarmed up from the darkness and came in, 30-cm kukri blades glittering in the spots. And,
once again, the cry "Ayo Gurkhai" rang around the castle, a battle cry that had made thousands of
generaions of violent men reconsder their intentions.

To aman, the terrorists were down.

Lalbahadur checked the downed men to ensure they were, indeed, out. NaikThaman Gurung undung the
rocket mortar from his back and positioned it. Sten nodded, and the mortar bloomed fire as the round
lofted up, out into blackness, and then curvetted down to thud onto the parade ground far below.

Gurung bonded the line that ran back from the mortar, impacted far below in the parade ground to a
battlement, then grinned a Sten. "We barang now, Captain.”

"Platoon up,” Sten shouted. "By numbers—move!"

Thefirg to go was Thaman. He attached jumar clamps to the thread that reached more than 700 meters
down to the parade ground, swung his feet up, and was off, whistling down the near-invisible thread to

sfety.
Sten sAluted the Chamberlain. "Sir."

Admira Ledoh grimaced, shoved the ceremonia cocked hat more firmly on his heed, took the pair of
jumars Sten handed him, and then he, too, disappeared down the thread.

Sten was the next to go, freewheding off the tiny clamps toward the solid concrete ground. He braked at
the last minute, took his hands from the jumar handles, hit, and rolled twice.



Behind him, Labahadur and the others descended the thread, hit, recovered, and doubled into platoon
formation. Admiral Ledoh, abit breathless, took two steps forward and saluted. Above him, the Eterna
Emperor applauded. Following his cue, the half amillion spectatorsfilling the grandstands that lined the
five-kilometer-long parade ground broke into cheers—applauding as much for the "terrorists,” who were
taking their bows high above, asthe Gurkhas, Ledoh, and Sten.

Ledoh broke his salute and puffed toward the stepsthat led to the Imperia stand. By the time held made
itinto the stand itself, the Emperor had adrink waiting for him. After Ledoh shuddered the acohol down,
the Emperor asked with agrin, "Who had theidea of that stupid hat?"

"I did, Your Mgesty."
"Uh-huh," the Emperor snickered. "Howinhdl'd you hold it on down that Slidefor Life?"
"A superior, water solubleglue.”

"It had better be. No way am | going to live with that—that—bedpan attached to the head of someone |
must see every day.” Without waiting for aresponse, he added, "Have another drink Mik, for godsakes!
Itisn't every day you play Tarzan."

The second order was followed quickly and thankfully.
The Emperor was celebrating an invention of hisown. Empire Day.

He'd begun the ceremony more than 500 years earlier to celebrate winning awar that hed since
forgotten.

The premise was Smple: Once ayear, every year, dl Imperid Forces put on adisplay, on whatever
world they happened to be assigned to, with everyone welcome.

There was, of course, more purpose to Empire Day than just a parade. There was a second or tertiary
purpose to amogt everything the Eternd Emperor did. Not only did the display of armed might reassure
the citizens of the Empire that they were Protected and Defended, but also, Empire Day served to
discourage potentia Bad Guys from developing Evil Schemes, at least toward Imperia Interests.

The most massive display on Empire Day occurred on Prime World. Over the years, Empire Day had
become the culmination of atwo-week-long celebration of athletics and the arts as well as of military
might. It was a cross between Saturnalia, Oktoberfest, the Olympics, and May Day. For that one night,
the Imperia paace was thrown open to everyone, which by itself was amagjor encouragement.

The Emperor's main residence and command center on Prime World, the palace, wassetina
fifty-five-kilometer-diameter circle of gardens. Thefifty-five-kilometer measure was significant, snce that
wasthe line-of-sght horizon limit on Prime. The Emperor was not fond of stumbling across people
whose presence he had not planned on.

At the center of the circle of manicured and wildly varying parklands was the main palace itsdlf, possibly
the ultimate motte-and-bailey design, occupying an area six by two kilometers.

The"bailey" conssted of high, fifty-degree-banked walls that vauban-vee-ed back and forth, from the
main entrance gate toward the paace itself. The walls were 200 meters high, and buried withinwas a
high percentage of the Emperor's bureaucracy. They were not entirely nuke-proof, but it would take
direct hitsto wipe out the structure, and the Emperor could continue operations even if his palace was
completely sedled off; decades worth of food, air, and water were tanked below the wallsfor his staff.



The paaceitsdlf, alarge-scale copy of Earth's Arundel Castle, stood at the far end of the
five-kilometer-long parade ground that made up the center of the bailey.

Even more so than the bailey walls, the castle had been built on the iceberg principd. Imperia command
barrackg/living quarters tunneled underground below the castle itsalf for more than 2,000 meters.

The castle was faced with huge stone blocks behind which were nuclear-blast shielding, and meters of
insulation. The Emperor liked thelook of Earth-medieval, but preferred the safety and comfort provided
by science.

The pa ace was open to the generd public on Empire Day, when huge Imperia Guard gravlighters
carried the touristsin. During the remainder of the year, only palace employees boarded a high-speed
pneumosubway thirty-four kilometers away in Fowler, and were blasted to their duty stations.

Since attendance at Empire Day on Prime World was roughly akin to being presented at Court, the
Emperor had figured out long ago that many more millions of his people would want to go than there was
space for. So held set up attendance much like what held described to an uncomprehending official asa
"three-ring circus." Nearest to the castle were the most desirable seats. These the Emperor alowed to be
assigned to Court Favorites, Current Heroes, Socid Elitists, and so forth.

The second "ring," and there was no easy way to tell where the dividing line was, went to the socid
climbers. Those seats could be sold, scalped, threatened for, and otherwise acquired by those people
who knew that seeing Empire Day on Prime World was the culmination of their entirelife,

Thethird area, farthest from the Imperia reviewing stand itsdlf, was carefully alotted to Prime World
resdents. Of course, many of these tickets ended up in the hands of outworlders rather than in those of
the Prime Worlders they'd been assigned to, but the Emperor felt that if "local folks' wanted to make a
credit or two, he certainly had no objections.

Seating was on bleachers that were installed weeks before the ceremony, on the banked walls of the
bailey that surrounded the parade ground.

Technicdly, it didn't matter where the attendees sat; huge holographic screensrose at regular intervals
atop thewalls, giving the spectators access to instant close-ups as well asto occasiona cut-aroundsto
those people in the "firgt circle” who were somehow Noteworthy.

Some events, such as Sten's "rescue’”, were only held at the far end of the parade ground, next to the
cadtleitself. But most were set up to run continuoudly, down each areato an eventud exit at the far end
of the parade ground.

Empire Day was the most spectacular staged event of the year. The Court still proclaimed itself the Court
of aThousand Suns, even though the Empire numbered far more systems than that, and Empire Day was
when those suns shone most brightly.

It was dso anight on which anything might happen...

Wheezing, Sten leaned againgt the wall of the concrete tunnel—atunnd normaly sedled by heavy
collapsed-sted blast doors. Now the doors were raised to permit the Empire Day participants entry onto
the parade ground.

Beside him, panting more sedately, was Havildar-Magjor Labahadur Thapa The other Gurkhas had been
praised and dismissed, to spend, for them, afar more enjoyable evening devoted to gambling and
massi Ve consciousness-ateration by whatever substances they chose.



"That was afamous display,” Labahadur grunted.
"Yuh," Sten said.

"l am surethat, should any evil man desireto hold our Chamberlain for ransom, he will never doit onthe
edge of thiscastle”

Sten grinned. In the three months he'd commanded the Emperor's Own Gurkha Bodyguard, he'd learned
that the Nepal ese sense of humor matched his own, most especialy initstota lack of respect toward
superior officers. Y ou're cynicd. This has given us much honor."

"That istrue. But what puzzles meisthat onetime | made my ablution in one hand, and waited for the
other hand to fill up with honor." Labahadur mocked sadness. " There was no baance.”

"At least thereisonething,” Labahadur brightened. "Our heroism will be shown to the parbitayas back
home, and we shal have no trouble finding new foolswho want to climb walsfor the glory of the
Emperor.”

Sten's comeback was broken off as aband crashed into noise behind him. The officer and the noncom
straightened as the Honor Guard of the Emperor's Own Pragtorians thundered forward. Sten and
Lalbahadur saluted the colors, then shrank back against the wall as the 600-plus men of the palace
guard, al polished leather, gleaming meta, and automata, dammed past.

At the head of the formation the Pragtorian's commanding officer, Colonel Den Fohlee, ramrodded a
salute back at Sten, then snapped his eyesforward as the honor unit wheeled out onto the parade
ground, to be met with cheers.

"My father oncetold me," Labahadur observed, "that there are only two kinds of men in theworld.
Normadly, | do not listen to such nonsense, since it ismy thought that the only two kinds of meninthe
world are those who see only two kinds of men in the world and those who do not.” He stopped, dightly
confused.

"Two kinds of men, your father said," Sten prompted.

"Yes. There are those who love to polish meta and leather and there are those who would rather drink.
Captain, to which group do you belong?’

"Pass, Havildar,” Sten said with regret. "I'm il on duty.”

Sten and the noncom sal uted, then the small, stocky man doubled off. Sten had afew minutes before
guard check, so he walked to the end of the tunnel to watch the Pragtorians parade.

They were very, very good, as befits any group of men and women whose sole duties and training
conssted in total devotion to their leaders, an ability to stand motionlessfor hours on guard, and colorful
Ceremonious pirouetting.

Sten was being unfair, but the few times held been told off for parade duties, hed found it apainin the
moulinette. Parading soldiers may be interesting to some types, but those people could never have spent
the endless dull hours of shining and rehearsal that a parade takes.

Although Sten had to admit that the Pragtorians were highly skilled. They paraded with archaic projectile
wegpons, the stubby, efficient willygun wasn't spectacular enough for any manud of arms. And the
willygun had no provision for abayonet. By thefortieth century, the benefits of mounting a can opener on
the end of arifle were long gone, save for ceremonia purposes.



And so the Pragtorians jerked to and fro in intricate array with near-four-foot-long rifles.

The soldiersinitialy had their wegpons at the shoulder. On count, the wegpons came down to
walst-carry, the bayonets gleaming before them like so many spears.

Marching in extended order, on command, each rank would wheel and march back toward the next
rank's lowered bayonets. Sten winced to think what would happen if anoncom missed a best in the
continua chant of commands.

The unit pivoted back on itsaf, then whed-turned in ranks. By chant, they began aprogressive manud of
arms, as each line's boots would crash againgt the tarmac, that rank would move from carry armsto port
armsto shoulder armsto reverse shoulder arms.

Simultaneoudly, squads broke agpart and began doing by-the-count rifle tosses—continuing the
progressive manual, but after the shoulder arms command each soldier would pitch his wegpon straight
up and backward, to be caught by the next person in ranks.

Sten, watching with give-me-strength cynicism, had never sudied history enough to have met the old line:
"It's pretty, but isit war?"

CHAPTER THREE

Certain beings everyone loves on firgt sight: They seemto live on adightly higher planethan dl others.
And yet those noble ones find an echo of themselvesin dl other living things. They seelifeasart, so
therefore can be somewhat pretentious. Y et they also mock their own pretensions.

Marr and hislover, Senn, were two such beings, twittering superlatives over the Praetorian Guard.

"My, what lusty fdlows," Marr said. "All those muscles and musk. Almost makes a creature want to be
humen.”

"Y ou wouldn't know whét to do with even one of them if you were," Senn sniffed. "I should know. It
certainly has been along time since you tried your wicked way with me."

"I was merely admiring those wonderful young men. They please the eye. Nothing to do with sex. A
subject you dways seem to have on the cranium.”

"Oh, gonads. Let's not fight, Marr, dear. It'saparty. And you know how | love aparty.”

Senn softened. Perhaps he was behaving like an off-cycle human. He leaned closer to Marr and | et their
antennae twine. Parties dways got to him, too.

In fact, there were very few beings in the Empire who knew more about parties than Senn and Marr.
Ceebrations of dl kindsweretheir specidity—alittle gutter, alittle tack, interesting persondlities tossed
into aconversationa sdad. Their officia function on Prime World wasthat of the Imperia Caterers.
They were dways deploring the fact that the Eternal Emperor's get-togethers put them in the red. They
were, however, much too good businessbeings to deplore too loudly; the Emperor's "custom” was the
reason their catering service was booked yearsin advance.

In an age not generdly known for permanent bondings, the two Milchen stood out. They had been
sexudly paired for more than a century and were passionately determined that the relationship should go
on for acentury more. However, such stability was not unusua in their species, for the Milchen of
Frederick Two, pairing was literdly for life—when one member of aMilchen pair died, the other would
adwaysfollow within afew days. Long-term pairings among the Milchen were ways of the same sex.



For want of abetter description, cal it male. The other gender—put the "femae’ [abdl onit, it's
easer—was called Ursoolas. Of dl thingsin the many universes, the Ursoolas were among the most
beautiful and delicate, beings of gossamer and many-changing perfumed colors. They lived only afew
short months, and during that timeit was dl loving and sexud intengity. If aMilchen male pair was
fortunate, it might enjoy two or three such relaionshipsinitslifetime. Out of each bonding camea"made"
pair and haf-a-dozen dormant Ursoolas. The mother would whisper afew last loving words to her
broadsac and then die, leaving the care of the young to the father pair.

For the Milchen, life was a never-ending breeding-cycle tragedy, that bred the kind of loneliness that can
kill aloving race. And so they evolved the only system open to them—same-sex bonding. Like most of
their people, Marr and Senn were passionately devoted to each other, and to al other things of beauty.

They were dender creatures, ameter or so high, and covered with adowny, golden fur. They had
enormous liquid-black eyesthat enjoyed twice the spectrum of ahuman's. Their heads were graced with
sengtive smdling antennae that could also caresslike afesther. Their smal monkeylike hands contained
the Empire's most sengtive tastebuds, and were largely the reason for Milchen's being among the
Empirée's greatest chefs. The Eternd Emperor himsalf grudgingly admitted they surpassed dl other races
in the preparation of fine meals. Except, of course, for chile.

The two Milchen cuddled closer and drank in the ultimate spectacle that was Empire Day. Busybodies
that the Milchen were, the beings around them were at least asinteresting to them asthe Imperia display.

Marr's eyes swept the VIP boxes. "Everyone, but everyone ishere”
"I noticed," Senn sniffed. "Including afew who ought not to be."

He pointed to abox across from them as an example—the box that held Kai Hakone and his party.
"After the reviews of hislast masgue, | don't know how he can even hold up his pétéin public.”

Marr giggled. "I know. Isn'tit delicious? And the silly fool is such abore, he even agreed to be the guest
of honor at our party.”

Senn snuggled closer in ddlight. "'l can hardly wait! The blood will flow, flow, flow."
Marr gave his pairmate a suspicious look. "What did you do, Senn? Or dare | ask?"
Senn laughed. "1 dsoinvited hiscritics.”

N

"They were ddighted. They'll dl bethere."

Thetwo chuckled over their evil littlejoke, and glanced at Hakone again, wondering if he suspected what
wasin storefor himin few short days.

Marr and Senn would have been disappointed. Kai Hakone, aman some people caled the greatest
author of his day—and othersthe greatest hack—wasn't even thinking of the party.

Around him were adozen or morefans, dl very rich and very fawning. A constant stream of exotic
dishes and drinksflowed in and out of the box. But it was hardly a party. Even before the celebration had
begun, everyone had redlized that Hakone was in "one of those moods." And o the conversation was
subdued, and there were many nervous glances a the brooding master, an enormous man with
unfashionably bulging muscles, athick shock of unruly hair, heavy eyebrows, and degp-set eyes.



Hakone's gut was tightening, his every muscle was tense, and he was perspiring heavily. Hismind and
mood was ricocheting wildly. Everything isready, he would think one minute, and his spiritswould soar.
But what if there's amistake’? Gloom would descend. What has been left undone? | should have done
that mysdlf. | shouldn't have let them doiit. | should have doneit.

And on and on, as he went over and over each detail of the plan. Thunder arose from the crowd as
another spectacular event crashed to its conclusion; Ka Hakone barely heard it. He touched his hands
together afew times, pretending to join in the gpplause. But his mind churned on with constantly changing
images of deeth.

Thelast of the marching bands and dancers cleared the fidld, and the crowd dowly chattered itsway into
smidlence

Two huge gravd eds whined through the end gates—gravd eds loaded with sted shrouding, lifting blocks,
and ropes. They hummed dowly down thefidd, each only ameter from the ground, halting at frequent
intervals. At each pause, sweating fatigue-clad soldiersjumped off the deds and unloaded some of the
shrouding or blocks. Ropes and cables were piled beside each assemblage. By the timethe gravded
stopped next to the Imperid reviewing stand, the long field looked asif a child had scattered his building
blocks acrossit. Or, as was the case, an obstacle course had been improvised.

Asthe dedslifted up over the castleitself, two large targets—solid sted backing, plus three-meter-thick
padding—were lowered from the castle walls to dangle 400 meters above the fidld. Then six bands
marched in through gates and blasted into sound. Some military-triviatypes knew the tune wasthe officid
Imperid Artillery marching song, but none of them knew the tuneitself was an old, bawdy song
sometimestitled "Cannoneers have Hairy Ears™

Two smdler gravd eds then entered the parade ground through the gates. Each carried twenty beings and
acannon. The cannons weren't the gigantic combat masers or the smal but highly lethdl laserblaststhe
Imperid Artillery actudly used. The wheded cannons—mountain guns—were only dightly lessancient
than the black-powder, muzzle-loading cannons staring down from the battlements.

After the forty men had unloaded the two mountain guns, they doubled into formation and froze. The
leader of each group snapped to a salute and held it as a gunpowder weagpon on the castle battlements
boomed and awhite cloud spread over the parade ground. Then the forty cannoneers began.

The event was varioudy caled "artillery competition.” "cannon carry,” or "impressive slliness” The object
of the competition between the two teams wasfairly smple. Each team was to maneuver one mountain
gun from whereit sat, through the obstacles, to a Ste near the Imperial stand. There it wasto be loaded,
aimed at one of the targets, and fired. Thefirst team to complete the exercise and strike the target won.

No antigrav devices were allowed, nor wasit permitted to run around the obstacles. Instead, each gun
had to be disassembled and then carried/hoisted/levered/thrown over the blocks. The competition
required gymnastic skills. Since each team was moving somewhat over athousand kilograms of metd,
the chances of crushed body parts was very high. Neverthel ess, qualification for the Cannon Carry
Teamswasintense among Imperid Artillerymen.

That year the competition was of particular interest; for the first time the finals were not between two of
the Guards Divisons. Insteed, one team of nonhumans, from the XV 111 Planetary Landing Force, would
challenge the top-ranked men and women of the Third Guards Division.

Another reason for spectator interest, of course, was that the cannon carry was one Empire Day event
that could be bet on. Official oddswere unusud: eight to fivein favor of the Third Guards. However,
actua betting ran somewhat differently. Prime World humansfelt that the nonhumans, the N'Ranya, were



underdogs, and preferred to invest their credits accordingly, non-humanoids felt somewhat differently;
preferring to back the favorites.

Sometimes the gods back the sentimenta. The N'Ranya were somewhat anthropoida and weighed in at
about 300 kilos apiece. Plus, their race, having developed as tree-dwelling carnivores on ajungle world,
had an indtinctual eye for geometry and trigonometry.

Working againgt the N'Ranyawas along tradition of How a Cannon Carry Should Work. The drill went
asfollowsfor the Guardsmen: The gun captain took the sight off, doubled to the first obstacle. Waiting
for him there were two men who'd dready secured the gun'saiming stakes. They literaly pitched the gun
captain and sight to the top of the wall. He helped his two men up, then went on toward the second
obstacle.

By thistime the gun had been disassembled into barrel/ trail/carriage/recoil mechanism and was at the
foot of that wall. Ropes were thrown to the first two men, and they became human pulleys and the guns
went up the wall. Other men free-scaled that wall, grabbed the guns, and eased them down to the other
Sde

The N'Ranya, however, were more smple. They figured that two N'Ran could lug each component, and

worked accordingly. Each part of the gun was bodily carried to the obstacle and "thrown" to two more
N'Ran who waited at the top. Then it was dropped to two more on the far side.

And so it went, clever teamwork against brute force. The N'Ran moved ahead on the net lift, snce the
carrying N'Ran, without bothering to hand off their parts, smply swarmed up and over the net.

The Guards, on the other hand, went into the lead on the stedl spider by uniquely levering the skeleton
structure up and moving the cannon undernegthiit.

By the time the two teams staggered over the last obstacle and began putting the gun back together, the
Guards team was clearly ahead by seconds.

The N'Ran barely had their cannon assembled when the Guards gun captain dammed the sight onto his
gun and powder monkeys dotted the charge into the breech.

All that was needed for the Guards team to win was for the aiming stakes to be emplaced and the gun
laid and then fired. Obvioudy this competition fired somewhat out of "red" sequence.

And then the N'Ran dtered the rules. The gun captain ignored the sightstakes, etc., and bore-sighted the
gun. He moved his head aside as the round was thrown home, then free-estimated eevation. The
N'Ranyadove out of the way astheir gun captain toggled off the round. It hit dead center in the target.

Protests were lodged, of course, but eventudly the bookies grudgingly paid off on the N'Ranya
champions.

At the sametime, orders were circulated within the Guards Divisonsthat recruiters specidizing in artillery
would be advised to spend time on the N'Ranyaworlds.

Tanz Sullamorawasn't happy with things, especialy since hisPatriotic Duty had just cost him asmdll
bundle.

When held heard that for the first time ETs were to be permitted to compete in the cannon carry, held
been appdled. He did not fed that it was good Imperid policy to dlow nonhumanoidsto be publicly
humiliated on Empire Day.



His second shock was finding that Prime World betting was heavily on the N'Ranya. Patriotism required
Sullamorato back the Guards team. It was not theloss of credits, Sullamorarationalized. It was that the
contest had been unfair. The N'Ranyawere jungle dwellers, predators just one step above cannibas. Of
course they had an unfair advantage. Certainly they would be better at carrying heavy weights and so
forth. The Emperor had better redize, Sullamora sulked, that while nonhumanoids were a necessary part
of the Empire, they certainly should understand how far down the ladder of statusthey were,

Which inexorably brought to Sullamoras mind where he was sitting. After all held done for the Empire,
from charitable contributions to funding patriotic art to asssting the Court itself, why had he not been
invited to the Imperia box for Empire Day? Or even assigned a box that was close to the Imperia stand,
instead of being far down thefirgt circle, dmost in the second-class area?

The Emperor, Sullamorathought, was beginning to change, and change in amanner that, the merchant
thought righteoudy, wasindicative of the growing corruption of the Empireitsalf.

Tanz Sullamorawas certainly not enjoying Empire Day.

Of course, one mgjor set piece was aways planned for Empire Day. And, of course, each year it had to
be bigger and better than the previous year's.

Fortunately the current celebration didn't have much to worry about. The previous year, the set piece had
been assigned to the Eighth Guards Division, who planned to display the fighting prowess of the individud
infantrymean.

To that end, McLean units were taken off gravdeds, half powered, and lightened to the point that a unit
could be hidden in one soldier's combat rucksack. The end result—aflying man; flying sans suit or
lifebdlt.

Inrehearsd it looked quite impressive.

The plan wasfor the Eighth Guards to pull one massive Swoop, with each soldier functioning asacross
between atiny tacship and acrunchie.

The Eighth Guards, however, forgot to check on the westher. Prime World waswindy. And the normal
twenty-gusting-to-thirty winds that blew across the parade field were magnified by the enormous
ground's own wegther effects. The end result was many, many grunts being blown into the standsin
disarray—not bad for them, since many made vauable instant friends—some bruised egos and bodiesin
the second area of seating, and an enormous gust of laughter from the Emperor.

That gust of laughter blew the Eighth Guards to the Draconian Sector, where they were spending morose
tours keeping that group of dissident pioneer worlds in something approaching coherence.

Thisyear, it was Twdfth Guards turnin the barrel. And, after she spent considerable time in thought, the
commanding Genera found aunique way to do amassive display. Laser blasts lanced into the arenaand
ricocheted from pre-positioned surfaces to bounce harmlessly into the atmosphere. Explosionsroared
and boomed. And then elements of the Twelfth Guards fought their way back into the arena.

The Emperor nodded approvingly; very seidom had he seen anybody schedule afighting retreat for
display.

Antennas went up, and signalmen began flashing. From over the horizon tacships snarled and redisticaly
strafed the area just behind the parade ground.

Pickup ships snaked in as antiaircraft fire boomed around them (lighter-than-air balloons, painted



non-reflective black and set with timed charges). The shipsboiled in, grounded, and, in perfect discipline,
the troops loaded aboard. The pickup ships cleared, hovered, and suddenly the air just above the parade
ground hummed and boomed and echoes dammed across the field. Screams rose from the stands, and
the Emperor himsdlf dmost went flat—then reseated himsdlf, while wishing he could figure out how
anybody could fake a maser cannon.

Then the stars darkened and two Hero-class battle-wagons drifted overhead, their kilometer-long bulks
blackening the sky. Lasers raved from the two battleships, and missiles flamed from the ships ports.
Eventudly the "enemy ground fire" stopped, and the pickup ships arced up into the heavens and into the
yawning bays of the battleships. Then the shipslifted verticaly, Y ukawa behind them, and suddenly
vanished, sonic-booming up and out of Prime World's atmosphere.

The crowd went nuts.

The Eternal Emperor poured himself adrink and decided that the Twelfth Guards would not go to
Draconia

Godfrey Alain watched the battleships vanish overhead and shivered dightly. In hismind those same
battleships were lifting away from the ruins of his own world. His private cal culations showed that such an
invasion was no more than ayear away. Death in the name of peace, he thought.

Alain had faced Imperid Guardsmen before, both personally and strategically—he knew the might of the
Empire. But, somehow, seeing those battleships and the smooth efficient lift of an entire division of
12,000 struck moreimmediately home.

And I'm the only one who'll keep that invasion from happening. The Tahn will not do anything. My own
peoplewill just die. And my cause will be lost for generationsto come.

Alain was not an egotist. All projections showed that he was the only one who could stop such an
invagon.

Unfortunately, Godfrey Alain had lessthan twenty-four hoursto live.

Everyone loves clowns and acrobats. Almost athousand of them filled the parade ground. Doing clown
numbers

A new group of "drunk soldiers' deciding to salute the Emperor, not knowing how to do it, and building
toward afight that built toward apyramid display, with the "drunkest" man atop the pyramid saluting
perfectly and then doing a dead-man topple to spin through three tucks and land perfectly on the balls of
hisfeet.

Men in barrdls, rolling about and narrowly avoiding destruction; tumblers, spinning for hundreds of meters
on their hands; gymnasts using each other, themselves, and sometimes, it seemed, thin air to soar ever
upward in more and more spectacular patterns; boxers, who swung magjestically, missed, and went into
contortions of recovery to get back to the mock-fight; crisscross tumbling, with bodies narrowly missing
other bodies asthey cartwheeled over and over.

The crowd loved them.

The announcer's text said that the thousand clowns were part of the "Imperiad Gymnastic Corps,” but that
corps never existed. Of those present, only the Emperor knew that the display of clownswas as close as
his Mantis Section men—the superelite, superclassified commandos that did the Emperor's most private
and dangerous skulking—could get to any kind of public display.



Besides, the children—which included the Emperor—| oved that part of the evening.

* % %

In normal times, Dr. Har Stynburn would have attended Empire Day from a private booth. At the very
least, it would have been in the second circle. More than likely he would have been aguestinthefirst
area, aguest of one of the important people who were his patients.

But those were not normal times.

Stynburn sat far to the rear of the landing field in one of the uncushioned, unuphol stered seats that were
reserved for the Prime World residents themselves.

Residents. Peasants.

Stynburn was surely aracist. But the gods have a certain sardonic sense of humor. The entire row in front
of him wasfilled with longshoremen: octopod longshoremen. Not only that, but drunk octopod
longshoremen, who waved banners, unspeakable food, and even more ungpeakable drink in Stynburn's
face.

Still worse, the longshoremen expressed enthusiasm by opening their tertiary mouths, located atop their
bodies, gulping inar, and then emitting it suddenly and explosvely.

Stynburn had, he thought, expressed polite displeasure after one longshoreman had inadvertently shoved
asnack that looked like aboiled hat into Stynburn's face. Instead of agreeing, the longshoreman had
asked if Stynburn would like to be a part of Empire Day, and wound up two pitching tentacles to provide
the means.

Heran fingersthrough his carefully coiffed gray hair—like hisbody, still young, till needing neither
transplants nor injections.

Stynburn conscioudy forced his mind to another subject, and stared at the holographic screen acrossthe
way. The screen showed close shots of the clowns as they moved toward Stynburn's area, then a
momentary shot of the Emperor himsdlf, rocking with laughter in his booth, then other celebritiesin their
very private booths.

Stynburn was not feeling a hisbest. As held moved into the arena, carefully looking and thinking
anonymous, he thought held caught aglimpse of the man he had hired.

He waswrong, but the moment had upset him. How did he know that the man wasin fact on his
assigned post? Hiring professiona criminalsfor ajob was valid, he knew, but he dso knew through
experience that they were extremely unreliable.

Stynburn'strain of depression was broken as a security guard came through the stands and told the
longshoremen to pipe down or get thrown out. The guard continued up the steps, but paused to give
Stynburn asharp glance.

No, Stynburn'smind said. | know | do not belong here. It is possible that | do not 0ok it.
But continue on, man. Do not stop, for your own life.

Stynburn was not exaggerating. Y ears before, other surgeons had implanted a tube of explosives where
his appendix had been, and adetonator between his shoulder blades. All it took to set off hissuicide
capsule—and to destroy a twenty-meter-square area—was for Dr. Stynburn to force his shoulders back



in a superexaggerated stretch.

But that would not be necessary; the guard continued up the steps and Stynburn forced his eyes back
onto the arena, and his mouth to produce very hollow laughter at the antics of the clowns.

Icy fingerstaled up Marr'sfragile spine, an ingtinct that had saved generations of Milchen from deeth in
the long-ago days of Frederick Two. His heart fluttered, and he pulled dightly away from Senn.

"What'swrong, dear?"
"l don't know. Somethingis... | don't know."
Senn tried to pull him closer to comfort him. Marr shook hishead and rose to hisfull dender height.

"Take me home, Senn," he said. "It doesn't fed like aparty anymore.”
CHAPTER FOUR

The sniffer sirred as Sten gpproached the closet, micro-gears whirring and throbbing like asmall rodent.
The security bot hestated a half second, filament whiskers quivering, and then scuttled inside, itslittle
metal feet clicking on thefloor of the closet.

Sten stepped back and examined the Emperor's wardrobe. It was crammed with hundreds of uniforms
and ceremonid robes and suits, each item meant for a specific occasion, some as smple asadazzling
white togaike garment, others as complex as aform-fitting suit of many and changing colors.

A vid-book in Sten's room told the history of each piece of clothing. The toga, he remembered, had been
for the Emperor'svist to the small system of Raza, where his officid title was Chief Philosopher. And the
suit of many colors, hewas pretty sure, had something to do with something called Mardi Gras. Sten
hadn't had time to memorize them al yet, snce hed only been on the job officidly for afew monthsand
his mind was il learning the hundreds of duties required of the captain of the Emperor's Own
Bodyguard. So far, he had been concentrating on his primary function, which wasto keep His Mgesty
safe from plotters, schemers, groupies, and other fanatics.

The Emperor's security was a many-layered force. First were the military and police forces on Prime
World. Within the palace itsalf was an el@borate mechanica and eectronic blanket. The Imperia
Household had three Guards units. The most noticeable were the Praetorians. Not only were they used
as spit-and-polish, highly visible palace factotums, but they could double asriot policein the event of
major disturbances, if there ever were any.

Second were the members of the Imperial Household itsdlf, recruited to aman (or woman) from the
ranks of Mantis Section, Mercury Corps, or the Guards.

Lastly were the Gurkha bodyguards, one company of 150 men from the Earth province of Nepa. Most
came from the Thapa, Pun, Ala, and Ranaclans, al charjat aristocracy. They were technically
mercenaries, as many of their people had been for more than two thousand years.

Small, socky men, the Gurkhas combined cheerfulness, humor, devotion to duty, and near-unbdlievable
persond fortitude in one package. The Gurkha company was led by one Havildar-Mgjor, La bahadur
Thapa, who was overseen by Captain Sten, the official commander and liaison with the Emperor and the
Imperia Household.

His new post was not like being in Mantis Section, the superthug unit that Sten had so far spent most of
hismilitary career assgned to. Instead of dressing casudly or in civilian clothes, Sten wore the



mottled-brown uniform of the Gurkhas. Sten was somewhat grateful that he was assigned a batman,
Nak Agansing Ral, dthough he sometimes—particularly when hung over—fdt that the man should bea
little lesswilling to comment on the failings of superiors.

Stenwould, infact, through the rest of hismilitary career, maintain two prideful contactswith the
Gurkhas—hiswearing of the crossed, black-anodized kukris emblem on his dress uniform and the kukri
itdf.

Now, waiting for the sniffer to finish, Sten was armed with aletha kukri on one hip, and asmall,
Mantis-issue willypistol on the other.

The sniffer completed itstour of the closet and scuttled back out to Sten, squeaking itslittle "saf€" tone,
He palmed the off-plate, tucked the bot away, and stepped back. His Mgesty's personal quarters were
as safe as he could make them.

Sten began mentdly triple-checking the security list for the rest of the wing. Changing of the guard had
already passed... He had trusted lieutenants posted ...

"Captain, | don't like to bother aman at hiswork, but—"

And Sten waswhirling around for the voice just behind him, the fingers of hisright hand ingtinctively
making the claw that would trigger the knife musclesin hisarm, and—

It was the Eternd Emperor, staring at him, alittle bit amazed, and then relaxing into humor. Sten felt
himsdf flush in embarrassment. He stiffened to atention, giving himsdf amenta kick in the behind. He
was gill alittletoo Mantis hair-trigger for paace duty.

The Emperor laughed. "Relax, Captain.”
Sten didinto aperfectly forma "at ease.”

The Emperor grinned, started to make ajoke about Sten's way-too-military understanding of the word
"relax," buried it to save Sten further embarrassment, and turned away. Instead, he plucked at the party
clothing he was wearing and sniffed distastefully. "If it's okay with you, 1'd like to change out of this. |
amel likeasow in heat."

"Everything'sfine, ar," hesad. "Now, if | may bedismis—"

"Y ou disappoint me, Captain." The Emperor's voice boomed back from the changing room. Sten
flinched, running over his potentid sins. What had he missed?

"Y ou've been on the job now—how long isit?"
"Ninety-four cycles, r.”

"Y eah. Something like that. Anyway, ninety-odd days of snooping around my rooms, getting on my
clotting nerveswith al your security bother, and not once—not once have you offered to show me that
famousknife of yours™"

"Knife, sir?" Sten was honestly bewildered for a second. And then he remembered: the knifein hisarm.
"Oh, that knife"

The Emperor stepped into view. He was aready wearing agray, nondescript coverdl. "Yesh. That
knife"



"Wel, it'sin my Mantis profile, Sr, and—and..."

"Therearealot of thingsin your Mantisfile, Captain. | reviewed it just the other day. Just
double-checking to seeiif | wanted to keep you on in your present position.”

He noted Sten's ook of concern and took pity. "Besidesthe knife, | also noticed you drink.”
Sten didn't know how to answer that, so he remained wisdly silent.

"How well you drink, however, remainsto be seen.” The Eterna Emperor started for the other room. He
stopped at the door.

"That's an invitation, Captain, not an order. Assuming you're off duty now." He disgppeared through the
door.

Sten had learned many things from Mantis Section. He knew how to kill—had killed—in many ways. He
could overthrow governments, plot strategic attacks and retreats, or build alow-yield nuclear bomb. But
one thing he had learned more than anything ese: When the CO issues an invitation, it'san order. It just
s0 happened that his current CO wasthe Big Boss Himsdlf.

So he made an instant executive decision. He throat-miked some hurried orders to his second and
rogtered himself off duty. Then he braced himself and entered the Eternal Emperor's study.

The smoky liquid smoothed down Sten's throat and cuddled into his ssomach. He lowered the shot glass
and looked into the waiting eyes of the Emperor. "That's Scotch?!

The Emperor nodded and poured them both another drink.
"What do you think?'

"Nice," Sten said, conscioudy dropping the Sir. He assumed that officer's mess rules applied even with
the Eternal Emperor. " can't figure why Colonel—I| mean Genera—Mahoney always had a problem
withit."

The Emperor raised an eyebrow. "Mahoney talked about my Scotch?”
"Oh, heliked it," Sten covered. "He just said it took getting used to.”
He shot back another glass, tasting the smoothness.

Then he shook his head. "Doesn't take any getting used to at dl.”

It was anicething to say, at that point in the conversation. The Emperor had spent yearstrying to perfect
that drink of hisyouth.

"WEell have another one of these," the Emperor said, pouring out two more shots, "and then I'll get out
some heavy-duty spirits.” He carefully picked up Sten's knife, which was lying between them, examined it
one moretime, and then handed it back. It was adim, double-edged dagger with aneedletip and a
skeleton grip. Hand-formed by Sten from an impossibly rare crystd, its blade was only 2.5 mm thick,
tapering to aless-than-hair-edge 15 moleculeswide. Blade pressure aone would causeit to dice through
adiamond. The Emperor watched closely as Sten curled hisfingers and let the knife dip into his
arm-muscle sheath.

"Clotting marvelous" the Emperor findly said. "Not exactly regulation, but then neither areyou.” He let
hiswordssink in alittle. "Mahoney promised me you wouldn't be.”



Sten didn't know what to say to this, so hejust Spped at hisdrink.
"Ex-street thug," the Emperor mused, "to Captain of the Imperial Guard. Not bad, young man. Not bad."

He shrugged back some Scotch. "What are your plans after this, Captain?' He quickly raised ahand
before Sten blurted something stupid like "at your Mg esty's pleasure,” or whatever. "1 mean, do you
redly likedl thismilitary strut and stuff business?'

Sten shrugged. "It'shome," he said honedtly.
The Emperor nodded thoughtfully.

"| used to think like that. About engineering, not the clotting military, for Godsakes. Don't like the military.
Never have. Evenif | am the commander in clotting chief of more soldiers than you could... you
coud..."

Heleft that dangling while hefinished hisdrink.

"Anyway. Engineering it was. That was gonna be my whole life—my permanent home."
The Eternd Emperor shook his head in amazement at this thousand-year-old-plus memory.
"Things change, Captain,” hefindly said. "Y ou can't believe how things change.”

Sten tried asilent nod of understanding, hoping he was doing one of his better acting jobs. The Emperor
caught this, and just laughed. He reached into the drawer of his antique desk, pulled out a bottle of
absolutely colorless liquid, popped open the bottle and poured two glasses full to the brim.

"Thisisyour find test, young Captain Sten,” he said. "Y our find, ninety-cycle-on-the-job test. Passthis
oneand | okay you for the Imperid hedth plan.”

The Emperor dugged back the 180-proof acohol and then dammed down the glass. He watched closdly
as Sten picked up the glass, sniffed it briefly, shrugged, and then poured white fire down histhroat.

Sten set the glass down, then, with no expression on hisface, did the glass toward the bottle for some
more. "Pretty good uff. A little metdlic..."

"That's from the radiator,” the Emperor snapped. "1 didill it in acar radiator. For the flavor.”
"Oh," Sten said, il without expression. "Interesting... Y ou wouldn't mind if | tried somemore..."

He poured two more equaly full glasses. He gave aslent toast, and the Emperor watched in amazement
as Sten drank it down like water.

"Comeon," the Emperor said in exasperation. "That's the most powerful straight acohol you've ever
tasted in your life and you know it. Don't con me."

Sten shook hishead in innocence. "It's pretty potent, dl right,” he said. "But—no offense—I havetried
something stronger.”

"Likewhat?' The Emperor fumed.
"Stregg,” Sten said.
"What in clot is Stregg?*



"An ET drink," Sten answered. "People called the Bhor. Don't know if you remember them but—"

"Oh, yeah," the Emperor said. "Those Lupus Clugter fellows. Didn't | turn asystem over to them, or
something like that?"

"Something likethet."
"So what's this Stregg swill like? Can't be better than my pure dee moonshine—you got any?'
Sten nodded. "In my quarters. If you'reinterested, I'll send arunner.”

"I'minterested.”

The Emperor raised the glassto toast position.
"By my mother's," he said through furry tongue, "by my mother's... What wasthat Bhor toast again?'
"By my mother'sbeard,” Sten said, equally furry-tongued.

"Right. By my mother's beard.” He shot it back, gasped, and held on to the desk as his empire swung
around him.

"Clot abunch of moonshine,” the Eterna Emperor said. " Stregg's the ticket. Now what was that other
toash... | meantoast. By my father's..."

"Frozen buttocks," Sten said.

"Beg your pardon. No need to get—oh, that's the toasshtt—I mean toast. By my father'sfrozen
buttocks Sffine stuff.” Helifted hisempty glassto drink. He stared at it owlishly when he redlized it was
empty, and then pulled himsdf up to hisfull Imperid Mgesty. "I'm clotting fried.”

"Yep," Sten said. "Stregg do that to you. | mean, does that you to—oh, clot. Timeisit?1 gottago on
duty."

"Not like that, you don't. Not in this Mgesty's service. Can't stand drunks. Can't stand people can't hold
their liquor. Don't trust them. Never have.”

Sten peered at him through a Stregg haze. " Zzatt mean I'm fired?"
"No. No. Never fireadrunk. Haveto fire me. Sober usup first. Then | fireyou.”

The Emperor roseto hisfeet. Wavered. And then firmed himsdlf. "Angdo stew,” heintoned. "Only thing
save your career now."

"Whet the clotisAngelo sew?

"Y ou don't need to know. Wouldn't ezt it if you did. Cures cancer... oh, we cured that before, didn't
we... Anyway... Angdo stew'stheticket. Only thing | know will unfreeze our buttocks.”

He staggered off and Sten followed in abeautifully military, forty-five-degree march.

Sten's somach fumbled hungrily as he smdled the smells from the Eternal Emperor’'s private kitchen.
Drunk as hewas, he watched in fascination as the equaly drunk Emperor performed miracles both mgor
and minor. The minor miracles were with strange spices and herbs; the mgjor one was that the Emperor,



smashed on Stregg, could work an antique French knife, dicing away like amachine, measure
proportions, and... keep up asemi-lucid conversation.

Sten's job was to keep the Stregg glassesfull.
"Have another drink. Not to worry. Angelo stew right up.”

Sten took atentative sip of Stregg and felt the cold heat-lightning down his gullet. Thistime, however, the
impact was different. Just sitting in the Emperor's super-private domain, added to the fact that it was
indeed time to get his captain's act together, had the effect of clearing away the boozy haze.

The kitchen wasfour or five timeslarger than most on fortieth-century Prime World, where food was
handled out of sight by computers and bots. It had some modern features—hidden cabinets and
environmental food storage boxes operated by finger touch. It also was kept absolutely bacteriafree and
featured a sate-of-the-art waste disposa system that the Emperor rarely used. Mostly he either swept
what Sten would have considered waste into containers and returned them to storage, or dumped things
into what Sten would later learn were Smmering stock-pots.

The most imposing feature of the room was a huge chopping block made of rare hardwood called oak.
In the center of the block was an old stainless sted sink. Set alittle bit lower than the chopping block, it
was flushed by a constant spray of water, and as the Emperor chopped away, he swept everything that
didn't make Angelo stew into the Sink, where it instantly disappeared.

Directly behind the Emperor was an enormous black cast-iron and gleaming steel cooking range. It
featured an oven whose walls were many centimetersthick, asingle-cast grill, haf-a-dozen
professiond-chef-s3ze burners, and an open, wood-burning grill. From the dight smell it gave off, the
stove obviousy operated by some kind of natural gas.

Sten watched as the Emperor worked and kept up arunning commentary at the same time. From what
Sten could gather, thefirst act of what wasto be Angelo stew consisted of thinly diced
chorizo—Mexican hard sausage, the Emperor explained. The sausage and a heagping handful of garlic
were sautéed in Thai-pepper-marinated olive ail. Ddlicioudy hot-spiced smdls from the pan cut right
through the Stregg fumesin Sten's nogtrils. He took another sip from hisdrink and listened while the
Emperor talked.

"Never used to think much about food," the Emperor said, "except asfud. Y ou know, the ssomach
complains, youfill it, and then go about your business”

"I understand what you mean,” Sten said, remembering his days asaMig worker.

"Figured you would. Anyway, | was atypica young degp-space engineer. Do my time on the company
mission, and spend my Intercourse and I ntoxication time with joygirls and booze. Food even seemed to
get intheway of that."

Sten understood that aswell. It was pretty much how he had spent his days as arookie trooper.

"Then as | went up the company ladder, they sent me off on longer and longer jobs. Got clotting boring.
Got so the only break you had was food. And that was all pap. So | started playing around.
Remembering things my dad and grandmafixed. Trying to duplicate them.”

He tapped hishead. "Odd, how al the things you ever smelled or tasted are right up here. Then al you
got to do is practice to get your tongue in gear. Like this Angelo stew here. Greatest hangover and drunk
cure invented. Some old Mex pirate taught me—clot, that's another story..."



He stopped hiswork and took asip of Stregg. Smiled to himsdlf, and tipped a smdl splash in with the
chorizo. Then he went back to the task at hand, quartering four or five onions and seeding quarter dices
of tomatoes.

"Jump to alot of yearslater. Way after | discovered AM2 and started putting thiswhole clottin' Empire
together..."

Sten's brain whirled for an ingtant. AM 2. The beginning of the Empire. What this mid-thirties-looking man
was talking about so lightly was what one read about in history vids. He had always thought they were
more legend than fact. But here he was having a calm discussion with the man who supposedly started it
al—nhdl, nearly twenty centuriesin the past. The Emperor went on, asif he was talking about yesterday.

"There | was, resting on my laurels and getting bored out of my mind. A dozen or so star systems down
and working smoothly. A few trillion-trillion megacreditsin the bank. So? Whaddya do with that kind of

money'?
He motioned to Sten to top up the Stregg glasses.

"Then | redlized what | could do withit. I could cook anything | wanted. Except | don't like the modern
stuff they've been doing the last six or seven hundred years. | like the old stuff. So | started
experimenting. Copying dishesin my brain. Buying up old cookbooks and recreating things that sounded
The Emperor turned and pulled ahaf-kilo dab of bleeding red beef from a storage cooler and began
chunking it up.

"What the hdll. It'saway to kill time. Especidly when you've got lots of it."

The Emperor shut off the flame under the sausage and garlic, started another pan going with more spiced
oil, and tossed in alittle sage, alittle savory and thyme, and then pam-rolled some rosemary twigs and
dropped thosein on top. He stirred the mixture, considered for amoment, then heaped in the tomato
quarters and glazed them. He shut off the fire and turned back to Sten. He gave the young captain along,
thoughtful look and then began talking again, rolling the smal chunks of beef into flour first, and theninto
abowl of hot-pepper seeds.

"I guess, from your perspective, Captain, that 1'm babbling about things of little interest, that happened a
long time ago. Old man talk. Nothing relevant for today.”

Sten was about to protest honestly, but the Emperor held up an Imperia hand. He till had the floor. "I
can assureyou," he said quite soberly, "that my yesterdays seem as close to me as yours do to you.
Now. For the crucia question of the evening.”

He engulfed haf aglass of Stregg by way of prepunctuation. "How the clot you doing, Cap'n Sten. And
how the hdll you like Court duty?..."

Sten did somefadt thinking. Rule Onein the unofficid Junior Officer's Surviva Manud: When A Senior
Officer AsksYouWhat You Think, You LieA Lot.

"I likeitfing" Sten sad.
"You'reaclotting liar,” the Eternal Emperor said.

Rule Two of said bar guide to drinking with superiors.: When Caught In A Lie, Lie Again.



"No, redly,"” Sten said. "Thisis probably one of the more interesting—"
"Rule Two doesn't work, Captain. Drop the con.”

"It'saboring place filled with boring people and | never realy gave adamn about politics anyway,” Sten
rushed out.

"Much better," the Emperor said. "Now let me give you alittle career advice..."

He paused to turn the flame up under the sausage and garlic, then added the pepper-rolled beef as soon
as the pan was hot enough.

"Firg off, a your age and current status, you are luckier than hell evento be here.”

Sten started to agree, but the Emperor stopped him with ahard look. He stirred the beef around as he
talked, waiting until it got anice brown crust.

"Firg tip: Don't be here very long. If you are, you're wasting your time. Second thought: Y our current
assignment will be both a huge career booster and an inhibitor. Looks great on the fiche—Head of the
Imperial Bodyguard at such and such an age!’

"But you're dso gonnarun into some superiors—much older and very jedl ous superiors—who will swear
that | had amore than casua interest in you. Take that how you want. They certainly shal.”

The Emperor finished the beef. He pulled out alarge iron pan and dumped the whole messinto it. He
aso added the panful of onions and tomatoes. Then he threw in apamful of superhot red peppers, aglug
or three of rough red wine, many glugs of beef stock, abig clump of cilantro, clanked down thelid, and
st the flameto high. Assoon asit dl cameto aboil, he would turn it down to smmer for awhile.

The Emperor sat down next to Sten and took along swallow of Stregg.
"l don't know if you redlizeit or not, but you have avery heavy mentor in General Mahoney."
"Yeah. | know it," Sten said.

"Okay. You got him. Y ou'reimpressing the clot out of meright now. Not bad. Although | got to warn
you, | am notorious for going hot and cold on people. Don't stick around me too long.

"When dl islogt, | sometimes blame my screwups on the nearest person to me. Hell, oncein awhile, |
even bdieveit mysdf.”

"I've been therg," Sten said.

"Y eah. Sure you have. Good experience for ayoung officer. Drakh flows downhill. Good thing to learn.
That way you know what to do when you're on top."

The stew was done now. The Emperor rose and ladled out two brimming bowlsful. Sten's mouth burst
with saliva. He could smell awholeforest of cilantro. His eyes watered as the Emperor set the bowl in
front of him. He waited as the man cut two enormous dlices of fresh-baked sourdough bread and
plunked them down aong with atub of newly churned white butter.

"So heréswhat you do. Pull this duty. Then get thee out of intelligence or anything to do with cloak and
dagger. Nobody ever made big gradeinintelligence. | got it set up that way. Don't trust them. Nobody
should.



"Next, get thee to flight school. No. Shut up. | know that's nava. What I'm saying is, jump services. Get
yoursdlf inthe navy. Learn piloting.”

The Emperor dowly buttered his dice of bread and Sten followed suit, memorizing every word.

"Y oull easly make lieutenant commander. Then up you go to commander, ship captain, and—with alittle
luck—flag captain. Form there onin, you're in spitting distance of admird.”

Sten took along pull on hisdrink to cover hisfedings. Admiral? Clot. Nobody but nobody makes
admird. The Emperor topped the glasses again.

"l listen to my admirals," the Emperor said. "Now do what | say. Then come back in fifty yearsor so
and | may even lisgento you."

The Emperor spooned up alarge portion of stew.

"Eat up, son. Thisstuff isgreat brain food. First your ears go on fire, then the gray stuff. Last one done's
agrand admird."

Sten swallowed. The Angelo stew savored his tongue, and then gobbled down histhroat to his ssomach.
A smdl nuclear flame bloomed, and his eyes teared and his nose wept and his earsturned bright red. The
Stregg in his bloodstream fled before a horde of hot-pepper molecules.

"Whaddyathink?' the Eterna Emperor said.
"What if you don't have cancer?' Sten gasped.

"Keep edting, boy. If you don't have it now, you will soon.”
CHAPTER FIVE

The Emperor had two problemswith Prime World. The first was, Why Was His Capita Such A Mess?
He had run an interstellar empire for athousand years. Why should adinky little planet-bound capital be
such aproblem?

The second was, What Went Wrong?

Prime World was a classic example of city planning gone bonkers. In the early days, shortly after the
Eternad Emperor had taught people that he controlled the only fuel for interstellar engines—Anti-Matter
Two—and that he was capable of keeping othersfrom learning or stedling its secret, held figured out that
headquartering an empire, especialy acommercia one, on Earth was dumb.

He chose Prime World for severa reasons: It was uninhabited; it wasfairly closeto an Earth-normal
habitat; and it was ringed with satellites that would make idea deep-space loading platforms. And so the
Emperor bought Prime World, a planet that until then was nothing more than an index number on astar
chart. Even though he controlled no more than 500 to 600 systems at the time, the Emperor knew that
his empire would grow. And with growth would come administration, bureaucracy, court followers, and
al therest.

To control the potentia sprawl, owning an entire world seemed asolution. So the finest plannerswent to
work. Boulevards were to be very, very wide. The planet was to have abundant parks, both for beauty
and to keep the planet from turning into a self-poisoning ghetto. Land was leased in parcels defined by
century-long contracts. All buildings were to be approved by a council that included as many artists as
cvic planners.



Y et somewhat more than a thousand years after being set up, Prime World looked like a ghetto.

The answerswerefairly smple: greed, stupidity, and graft—minor human characterigtics that somehow
the Eternad Emperor had ignored. Cynically, the Emperor redized he did not need the equivdent of the
dave who supposedly lurked on Caesars during their triumphal processionsto whisper "All thistoo is
flegting."

All he had to do wastravel the 55-plus kilometersto Fowler, the city nearest to his palace grounds, and
wander the streets. Fowler, and the other cities on Prime World, were high-rise/low-rise/open
kaleidoscopes.

Toillugtrate: A building lot, listed in the Prime World plat book as NHEBOFA 13FFC2, a hdf kilometer
square, had origindly been leased to the luxury-loving ruler of the Sandiasystem, who built acombination
of palace and embassy. But when he was turned out of office by amore Spartan regime, Sandiasublet
the ground to an interstellar trading conglomerate which tore down the paace and replaced it with a
high-rise headquarters building. But Transcom picked the wrong areas and products, so the building was
gradualy sub sublet to such "small” enterprises as mere planetary governments or system-wide
corporations. And as the leases were sublet to smaller entities, the rent went up. Annual rental on a
moderate-size one-room office could take a province's entire annual product.

The Transcom building turned into an office dum until &l the subleases were bought up by the Sultana of
Hafiz, who, more than anything, wanted a pal ace she could use on her frequent and prolonged tripsto
Prime World. The high-rise was demolished and another paace built inits place.

All that in eighty-one years. Y et the Imperia records il registered the President of Sandia, who by then
had spent forty-seven years forcibly ensconced in amonastery, asthe lease-holder.

Given the subleasing system, even rent control did not work. "Single" gpartments sometimeslooked more
like troopship barracks because of the number of people required to meet the monthly rent.

The Emperor had tried to help, since he was quite damned aware that even in an age of computers and
bots, a certain number of functionaries were needed. But even Imperia housing projects quickly changed
hands and became examples of free enterprise gone berserk.

After nearly 800 years of fighting the sublet blight, in afina effort to control the pressure that drove such
destructive practices, alimitation was placed on immigration to Prime World. Prospective emigrants were
required to show proof of employment, proof that anew job had been created for them, or proof of vast
wesdlth. The regulations were gtrictly enforced.

That made every Prime World resident rich. Not rich on Prime World, but potentialy rich. Anyone, from
an authorized diplomat to the lowest street vendor, could sell his residence permit for aworld's ransom.

Prime Worlders being Prime Worlders, they did not. Most preferred to it in their poverty (although
poverty was relétive, given guaranteed income, rations, recreation, and housing) than to migrate to be
rich. Prime World was the Center, the Court of a Thousand Suns, and who would ever choose to move
away fromthat if he, she, or it had any choice?

Sometimes the Emperor, when he was drunk, dejected, and angry, fdlt the answer wasto nationdize dl
the buildings and draft everyone on the world. But he knew that hisfree-lance capitdistswould figure a
way around that one, too.

So it was easier to let things happen asthey did, and live with minor annoyances such as population
dengity or city maps that were outdated within thirty days of issue.



In addition to the cities and the parks, Prime World wasfull of estates. Most of the leased estates were
Stuated as close to the Imperid ring as possible. The proximity of one'sliving grounds to the palace was
another measure of socid Stature.

Therewas onefind building located on the grounds of the Emperor's main palace. It was about ten
kilometers away from Arunde, and housed the Imperid Parliament. It had been necessary to build some
kind of court, after dl. After the Eternal Emperor authorized its structure, hed immediately had a
kilometer-high landscaped mountain built between his castle and the parliament building. He may have
had to deal with paliticians, but he didn't have to look at them when he was on hisowntime...

Prime World was, therefore, a somewhat odd place. The best and the worst that could be said isthat it
worked—sort of.

The pneumaosubways linked the cities, and gravdeds provided intrasystem shipping. Out-system cargoes
arriving in Prime System were off-loaded to one of the planet's satdllites or the artificia ports that
Imperia expansion had made necessary. From there, they would either be transferred to an outbound
freighter or, if intended for Prime World itsdlf, lightered down to the planet's surface.

Five shipping ports sat on Prime World. And like al ports throughout history, they were grimy and
violent.

The biggest port, Soward, was the closest to Fowler. One kilometer from Soward's main field wasthe
Covenanter.

Likethe rest of Prime World, Soward had troubles with expansion. But warehousing and shipping had to
be located as close to ground level as possible.

Ancillary buildings, such asrec hdls, offices, bars, and so forth, were built over the kilometer-square
warehouses. Ramps—some powered, some not—swept up from the ground level to the spider-web
sted frameworksthat held the secondary buildings.

The Convenanter sat three levels above the ground. To reach the bar required traveling one cargo ramp,
one escdator, and then climbing up ail-dick stairs. Despite that, the Convenanter was usualy crowded.

But not inthe night.
Not intheran.

Godfrey Alain moved into the shadows at the top of the escalator and waited to seeif hewasbeing
tailed.

Minutes passed, and he heard nothing but the waterfall sound of the rain rushing down the rampsto the
ground far below. He pulled hisraincloak tighter around him, till waiting.

Alain had left hishotel room in Fowler. Four other rented "safe’ rooms had given him momentary safety,
achanceto seeif hewasfollowed, and a change of clothes. He appeared to be clean.

A more experienced operative might have suggested to Alain that he should have tried less expensive
costuming; hisfind garb and hisfind position, awarehouse didtrict, made him apotentid target for

muggers.

But Godfrey Alain was not aspy; the skills of espionage were secondary to him. To most of the Empire,
hewasatearoris. To himsdf, hisfdlow revolutionaries, and the Tahn worlds, Alain was afreedom
fighter.



What Alain was, oddly enough, was less afactor of politics than population movement. The Tahn worlds
having originaly been settled by low-tech refugees guaranteed that the Empire eft them aone. The Tahn
worlds being what they were—a multisystem sprawl of cluster worlds—guaranteed no Imperid
interference. But the Tahn's |ebensraum expansion aso was a guarantee that sooner or later the Empire
and the Tahn would intersect, as had happened some generations before when Tahn settlers moved from
their own systemsto frontier worlds already occupied by small numbers of Imperia pioneers.

Thetwo very different cultures were soon in conflict, and both sides screamed for help. The Tahn
homeworlds could not provide direct armed support, nor were they willing to risk adirect confrontation
with the Empire.

The Empire, on the other hand, could afford no more than token garrison forces of second- and
third-class unitsto "protect” the Imperid settlersfrom Tahn colonids.

The Cator system Alain was born into was on one of those in conflict. Since the Tahn settlers ghettoed
together socialy and economicaly, they were guaranteed an advantage againgt the less united Imperia
inhabitants. But the Imperia pioneers had Caltor's garrison troopiesto fall back on and they felt that
Imperia presence lent them some authority.

Such a stuation breeds pogroms. And in one such pogrom Alain's parents were daughtered.

The boy Alain saw the bodies of his parents, saw theloca Imperid troops shrug off the "incident,” and
went to school. School was learning how to turn agravded into akamikaze or atime bomb; how to
convert amining lighter into a transsystem spaceship; how to build a projectile wegpon from pipes; and,
most important, how to turn amob into atightly organized cdllular resstance movemen.

The resistance spread, from pioneer planet to pioneer planet, always disavowed by the distant Tahn
worlds yet dways backed with " clean” weaponry and moral support; dways fought by the Imperid
Settlersand their resident "peace-keeping” troops, dways growing.

Alain was aleader of the resistance—in thefifty years since he had seen his parents dead in the ruins of
their house, he had become the chief of the Fringe Worlds liberation movement.

And so he went by invitation to his home worlds as the representative of a huge, militant movement.
Going home—to apolitical and ideologica home he had never seen, the Tahn worlds, turned Alaininto a
lost man, because the Tahn system—those worlds the fringe worlds would unite with if his movement
was successful—were not at all what he expected.

The government-encouraged population explosion was part of his disenchantment, asweretherigid
socid customs. But the biggest thing was the very drtification of the Tahn society. Coming froma
pioneer world, Alain felt that any person should be able to rise to whatever level he was capable of .
Intellectualy he knew thiswas not part of Tahn culture, but what grew in his craw was the populace's
acceptance of the dratification. Asfar ashe could tell, the warrior had no intentions of becoming nobility,
the peasant had no interest in the merchant class, and so forth.

It was the classic confrontation between a man from a culture which is il evolving and asociety that has
fixed on avery successful formula.

That wasthe first problem. The second, which he had been reminded of at gut level during the Empire
Day cdebration, wasthat, if the Eternad Emperor desired it, his revolutionary movement could be
obliterated—al ong with the Tahn settlers Alain's freedom fighters moved and lived among.

Six months before, Alain had made very secretive overturesto an Imperia



ambassador-without-portfolio. Initidly, he had wanted to discuss atruce with the Empire, and with the
fringe worlds that the Empire supported. And, over the months, the concept of truce had evolved.

Alain'sfina proposd, to be put before a direct representative this night, was broader. He wanted not just
acease-fire, but adow legitimization of his people and his movement, recognizing the fringe worlds asan
independent buffer zone between the Tahn worlds and the Empire itsdlf.

Alain had only discussed the proposition among his oldest friends and most trusted advisors. It would be
al too easy for Tahn intelligenceto learn of the proposition, proclaim Alain a counterrevolutionary, and
arrange for hisdeath.

It would a'so be convenient for some of hislong-term enemies on the Imperia sideto have him killed.
Alainwas not afraid of dying—nearly fifty years asa guerrillahad blanked that part of hispsyche
out—but hewasterrified of dying before his plan wasin front of the Emperor.

The meeting had been most secretively arranged. Alain had been provided with false credentids,
authorized "at the highest leve," and arrived asjust one more tourist to see the Empire Day display and
samplethe exatic life of the world that was home to the Court of a Thousand Suns.

Sometime during the Empire Day festivities, he was passed instructions on where the meeting wasto
occur, but the handoff was so subtle that even Alain was unsure how or when the time-burn message
cameinto his pockets.

Hefdt relatively secure about the meeting, which had been set a a ship-port dive. It might provefata to
Alainto have met with an Imperid representative in thelong run, but it would certainly be damaging to
the Emperor himsdlf if anyone were to know his representative was meeting with aterrorist, especidly a
terrorist who had been the unsuccessful target of two Mantis Team assassination runs.

There were no followers.

Alainwaked lightly up the sairs. His hand on the projectile pistol under the cloak, he checked behind
him once again. Then he went down the ten-meter-wide catwalk of pierced sted plating. Alain could see
the ground, long meters below. On ether Sde of the catwak hung the structural-stedl plating which
supported offices and small industrid shops. Gaps yawned between them.

The only overhead on the catwa k was aso over the only lit building, abright red bar faced with pseudo
wood. Its holographic display morasdly blinking The Convenanter.

He moved quite dowly down the catwalk, dipping from shadow to shadow. He saw no one and nothing
outside the bar.

The man was diagonally across the catwalk from the Covenanter, on the open second floor of an
unfinished warehouse. He stood well back from the window, just in case anyone was scanning the area
with hest-sengtive glasses.

For two hours the bomber had been dternately sweeping the catwalk with light-enhancing binocs and
swearing a the rain and his stupidity for taking the job—just as he had every night for three weeks from
two hours after nightfall until the Convenanter closed.

Thisisabusto bum go, the bomber thought not for the first nor the five-hundredth time. Showed what
happened when aman needed ajob. The clots could senseit, and crawl out from the synth-work every
time, somehow knowing when ared professional needed afew credits and didn't have much choice how
he got them.



The bomber's name was Dynsman, and, contrary to his self-image, he was quite awaysfrom being a
professonad demoalitionist. Dynsman wasthat rarity, a Prime World native. Hisfamily did not comefrom
the wrong side of the tracks, because his older brothers would have torn those tracks up and sold them
for black-market scrap.

Dynsman was smdl, light on hisfeet, and occasiondly quick-minded.

All ese being norma, Dynsman would have followed quite a predictable pattern, growing up in petty
thievery, graduating to small-scae nonviolent organized crime until ajudgetired of seeing hisface every
year or so and deported him to a prison planet.

But Dynsman got lucky. His chance a red fame came when he did through a heavy traffic throng to the
rear of aguarded gravded. When the guards |ooked the other way, Dynsman grabbed and hauled tail.

The gravded had been loaded with demoalition kitsintended for the Imperid Guards. The complete demo
kit, which included fuses, timer, primary charges, and the al-important instructions, had zip vaue to
Dynsman'sfence. He had sadly found himsdlf sitting atop aroof and staring into abox that hed goneto
Great Risk—at least by Dynsman's scale of danger values—to acquire. And it was worth nothing.

But Dynsman was a native Prime Worlder, one of a select group of people widdy thought capable of
sling after dinner flatulence as experimental music. By the time hed removed three fingers, scared his
hair straight, and been tossed out of home by his parents, Dynsman could pass—at a distance, after
dark, in afog—as an explosives expert.

Soon Dynsman was a practicing member of an old and valued profession—one of those noble soulswho
turned bad investments, buildings, spacecraft, dow inventory, whatever, into liquid assets—with more
potential customers than he had time for. Unfortunately, the biggest of those turned out to be an
undercover Imperid police officer.

And so it went—Dynsman was either injall or in the business of high-gpeed disassembly.

He should have known, however, that something was wrong on this job. First, the man who had bought
him was too deek, too relaxed to be a crook. And he knew too much about Dynsman, including the fact
that Dynsman was six cycleslate on his gambling payment and that the gambler had wondered if
Dynsman might look more stylish with an extra set of kneecaps.

Not that Dynsman could have turned down the stranger's assgnment at the best of times;, Dynsman was
known as aman who could bust out of adice game even if he was using his own tap dice.

According to the gray-haired man, thejob was smple.

Dynsman was to build abomb into the Covenanter. Not just a w/talw-and-there-goes-everything bomb,
but avery specid bomb, placed in avery particular manner. Dynsman wasthen to wait in the
uncompleted building until a certain man entered the building. He was then to wait a certain number of
seconds and set the device off.

After that, Dynsman wasto get the other half of hisfee, plusfadseID and aticket off Prime World.

Dynsman mourned again—the fee offered was too high. Just as suspicious was the expensive equi pment
he was given—the night binocs, adesigner sportstimer, a parabolic mike with matching headphones, and
the transceiver that would be used to trigger the bomb.

Dynsman wasredizing he was a very smdl fish suddenly dumped into apool of sharks when he spotted
the man coming down the catwalk toward the Convenanter.



Dynsman scanned the gpproaching figure of Alain. Ah-hah. Thefirst person to come near the bar in an
hour. Expensively dressed. Holding the glassesin one hand, Dynsman did the heedphonesinto position
and the microphone on.

Down on the catwalk Alain stopped outs de the Covenanter's entrance. Another man stepped out of the
blackness—Craigwel, the Emperor's persona diplomatic troubleshooter. He wore the flash coverdlsof a
gpaceship engineer, and held both handsin front of him, clearly showing that he was unarmed.

"Engineer Raschid?' Alain said, following indructions.
"That isthenamel amusng.”

Acrossthe street, Dynsman dmost danced in joy. Thiswasit! Thiswasfindly it! He shut off the mike,
dropped it, and scooped up the radio-detonator and the sportstimer.

Asthe two men went into the Covenanter, Dynsman thumbed the timer's start button.
CHAPTER SIX
TEN SECONDS:

Janiz Kerleh was co-owner, cook, bartender, and main waiter at the Covenanter. The bar itsdf was her
own persona masterpiece.

Janiz had no poor-farm-girl-led-into-trouble background, though she was from afarming planet. Fifteen
years of watching her logger parents chew wood chips from dawn to dusk dedicated her to finding away
out. Theway out proved to be atraveling salesman specidizing in log-snaking eephants.

The eephant sdlesman took Janiz to the nearest city. Janiz took twenty minutesto find the center of
action and ten moreto line up her first client.

Being ajoygirl wasn't exactly athrill aminute—for one thing, she could never understand why so many
people who wanted sex never bothered to use amouthwash first—but it was agreat deal better than
daring at an dephant'sanusfor alifetime. The joygirl became amadame successful enough to finance a
move to Prime World.

To her total disappointment, Janiz found that what she had figured would be agold mine was less than
that. Not only were hookersfaling out of Prime World's ears, but more than enough amateurs were
willing to cooperate for something as absurd as being presented at Court.

Janiz Kerleh, then, was on hard times when she met Chief Engineer Raschid. They'd bedded, found a
certain Smilarity in humor, and started spending time in positions other than horizontdl.

Pillow talk—and pillow talk for Janiz was the bar she'd always wanted to open. Twenty years worth of
dreaming, sketching, even puitting little pasteboard mode s together when the vice squad pulled the
occasiond plug on her operation.

Paralyzed was probably the best way to describe her reaction when Raschid, ayear or so after they'd
known each other, and sex had become less of an overriding interest than just afriendly thing to do,
handed her abank draft and said, ™Y ou wanna open up your bar? Here. I'm part owner."

Raschid's only specification was that one booth—Booth C, held told her to name it—was to be designed
somewhat differently than the others. It wasto be absolutely clean. State-of-the-art debugging and darm
devices were ddlivered and ingtalled by anonymous coveralled men. The booth itself was soundproofed



so that any conversation could not be overheard ameter away from the table. A security service swept
the booth once aweek.

Raschid told Janiz that he wanted to use the booth for meetings. Nobody was permitted to St there
except him—or anyone who camein and used his name.

Janiz, who had a pretty good idea how much money a ship's engineer made, and knew it was nowhere
near enough to front an ex-joygirl in her hobby, figured Raschid had other things going. The man was
probably asmuggler. Or... or sheredly didn't care.

The Covenanter was quite successful, giving dockers and ship crewmen aquiet placeto drink, aplace
wheretheriot squad never got caled if evenings got interesting, and a place to meet colorful girlswithout
colorful diseases. Raschid himsdf dropped by twice aPrime year or S0, and then would vanish again.
Janiz had tried to figure what ship he was on by following the outbound columnsin the press, but she
could never connect Raschid with any ship or even ashipping line. Nor could she figure who Raschid's
"friends’ were, since they ranged from well-dressed richies to obvious thugs.

So when the two men, Alain and Craigwel, asked for Booth C, in an otherwise totally deserted bar, she
had no reaction other than to ask what they were drinking.

SEVENTY-TWO SECONDS:

When Dynsman had broken into the Covenanter to plant the bomb aweek earlier, he had also paced out
the detonation time. His man would enter the bar. Ten seconds. Look around. Fifteen seconds. Walk to
the bar. 7.5 seconds. Order adrink. One minute. Pick up the drink and walk across the room to Booth
C. The bomber made alowances for possible crowding—which the Covenanter certainly was not that
night—then gave his time-sequence another two minutesjust to be sure.

Alain eyed the vast array of liquors on display, then picked the safe bet. " Synthak. With water. Tal and
withice, a your favor."

Craigwe, the professiond diplomat, ordered the same. His next statement would kill both men. It was
intended only to lubricate the discussion that was to follow. "Have you ever tried Metaxa?'

"No," Alain sad.

"Good guff onanight likethis."

"Nonnarcotic?' Alain asked suspicioudy.

"Alcohol only. It'saso agood hullpaint remover.”

Janiz poured the two shots, then busied hersalf making the synthalk drinks.
Alainlifted his shot glass. "To peace.”

Craigwe nodded sincerely, and tossed his glass back.

Timeran out. On timer cue, Dynsman touched the radio det button.

The bomb exploded.

High-grade explosive, covered with ball bearings, crashed.

Thethree humans died very quickly but very messily. Dynsman had erred dightly in hiscaculations, since



the bearings d so dammed into the bar stock itsdlf.

Acrossthe street, Dynsman dumped his equipment into a case, ran to the rear of the building, dropped
the thread ladder down two levels, and quickly descended. When he hit the second level, he touched the
disconnect button, and the ladder dropped down into his hands. That ladder also went into the case, and
Dynsman faded into the shadows, headed for his own persona hideaway, deep inside one of Prime
World's nonhumanoid conclaves.

Ears il ringing from the explosion, he did not hear the clatter of boots on the catwalk above asthey ran
toward the shattered ruin that had been the Covenanter.

Moments before the explosion, Sergeant Armus had been trying to soothe the injured fedlings of the
other member of histac squad. The sector was so quiet and the duty so boring thet it felt likea
punishment tour. They were an dlite, after dl, aspecia unit that was supposed to be thrown into
high-crime-potentia areasto put the lid back on, and then turn the area over to norma patrols.

Instead, they had been on nothing duty for nearly amonth. Sergeant Armus listened to his corpora run
over the complaintsfor thefiftieth time. Tac Chief Kreuger must redlly haveit in for them. Nothing was
going on in the sector that one lone Black Maria couldn't deal with. Armus didn't tell the man that he had
been making the same complaint nightly! He had to admit therewas agreat ded of judtification for his
squad's complaints. Kreuger must be out of his clotting mind, assigning them to adead sector, especialy
with the festival going on. Maybe the crime stat computer hiccupped. Maybe Krueger had ajoygirl in the
areawho had complained about getting roughed up. Who could fathom what passed for the mind of a
clotting captain?

In the interest of maintaining proper decorum, Armus kept dl that to himsdlf. Instead he ran the overtime
bit past his squad members again—which was another thing that was odd. Because of the pressures of
thefestiva, there were very few tac soldiersto spare, and the entire unit had been on overtime from
amogt the beginning. Now, how the clot was the chief going to explain that?

And then came the shock wave of the explosion. AlImost before the sound stopped, the squad was
thundering down the rampway and turning the comer—sprinting for the ruin that had been the
Covenanter. Armus took one look at the shattered building and three thoughts flashed across hisbrain:
fire, survivors, and ambulance. And, as he thought, he acted. Although no flameswerevisibleintheruins
of the bar, he smashed an armored fist into an industria extinguisher button and aton or more of suds
dumped into the building. He shouted ordersto hismen to grab any tool in sight, and thumbed his mike to
cal for an ambulance. Then he stopped as an ambulance lifted over the catwalk and hissed toward the
bar. What was that doing here? He hadn't even called yet! But he had no time to waste; he unhooked his
belt pry bar and plunged into the ruins after his men.

BOOK TWO
LUNETTE

CHAPTER SEVEN

Dear Sten:

Hi ya, mate. Guess you're surprised to hear from the likes of me. Wdll, yourstruly hasfindly landed
some much-deserved soft duty. Thisisduty, | might add, befitting a clansman of such high rank. Sergeant
Magor Alex Kilgour! Hah, Captain't Bet you never thought you'd live to see the day!

Sten pulled back to give theletter adisbdieving glance. Kilgour! He didn't recognize him without the



thick Scots accent. But then, of course even Alex wouldn't write with aburr. He laughed, and dove back
into the letter.

Of course, asergeant mgor still can't drink at the fancy officer clubswith an exalted captain, but an
honest pint of bitter isan honest pint of bitter, and it drinks much smoother when it's never your shot.
I've never seen such abrown-nosing clan of lowly noncoms asI've got here. Although | do not dissuade
them of this practice. I'm sure that buying apint for the sergeant mgor isaceremony of ancient and holy
tradition in these parts.

To be honest with you, thistour is beginning to wear thinner than adice of haggis at a Campbell
christening. The powersthat be have posted me as curator of the clotting Mantis Museum. Now, asyou
well know, it requires a Q clearance to even see the lobby of this godforsaken place, so we don't get a
lot of visitors. Just blooming security committee politicians getting their clotting expense tickets punched
on theway to some gambling hell. Although there was onelass... Ah, never mind. A Kilgour doesn't kiss
and tell, especidly when the bonny one outranks him.

Anyhow, here| am, performing the safest duty in my wicked career as one of the Emperor's
blackguards. I'm going out of my clotting mind, | tell you. And the only thing that kegps me saneisthat
you can't be doing much better in that fancy-dan job of yours on Prime World. No, I'm afeared it will
never be the same since they broke up our team—OId Mantis 13. They better well retire the number, |
tell you, or ther€lll be some explaining to do to aKilgour.

Have you heard from the others? In case your newsiswearier than mine, I'll fill you in onwhat | know.
Bet has been promoted to lieutenant and is running her own team now, although I'm not too sure what
nasty business she's about at the moment.

Asfor Doc, well, that little furry bundle of sharp edges managed himsdlf a sabbaticd leave. Do you recall
the Stralbo? Y ou know, The People Of The Lake? Those horrendous tall blokes who supped on blood
and milk? Sure, | thought you would and wasn't Doc more than a giggle the way he got blotto on al that
blood? So, what Doc isdoing is getting drunk and staying that way al in the name of Mother Science.

The only one | haven't picked up any particulars on islda. When her hitch was over, she refused to reup
and did abloody Rom disappearing act. Although | imagine she must have gnashed her teeth over al that
filthy lucre they were waving at her. Onething | haveto say for her, though, she did come through on my
share of the loot shewasinvesting for us. It was a clotting big heap of money that took amost al of one
leave for meto go through. If you haven't got yoursyet, | suspicion that it's probably winging itsway to
you. Truly, it'sanice bundle of credits. If by chance she's holding out on you, howsomever, check the
futures market columns. Any big jump or dip in the exatics, and you'l find the plump little beggar.

WEéll, I've about run out of timeto get thisinto the next post. Hope dl iswel with you, mate.
Yours, Aye. Alex Kilgour

Sten chuckled to himself as he blanked out the letter. Same old Alex, grousing when the tour istoo haot,
and grousing when it'stoo soft. He did, however, have a point about Prime World. It looked soft, and
felt soft—dangeroudy so. Sten had pored over the records his predecessors had |eft. For the last few
centuries, they were dmost depressing in their lack of action. However, the few times things did happen,
he noticed, the Stuation tended to get very bloody and very palitica. After hisyearsin Mantis Section,
blood didn't bother Sten much. But politics—politics could make your skin crawl.

Forgetting how small his quarters were, Sten leaned back in his chair, bumping hishead against awall.
He groaned as the thump reminded him of the roya hangover he was suffering from. The only effect the
Angelo stew had was to mask the acohol and dlow him to stay up even later with the Emperor.



Somehow, he had stumbled through his job the next day, leaving him no other cure the following night
than to try to drink the residua pain and agony away. Sten had sworn to himsdlf last night that today he
would be pristine pure. Not adrop of the evil Stregg would wet hislips. That was the only way out of it.
Thetrouble was, just then, it wasn't Stregg he wanted, but anice cold beer.

He scraped the thought out of hismind, drank a saintly gulp of water, and looked around hisroom. The
homely-looking woman on thewall stared back at him. Sten gave another mental groan and searched for
another placeto rest his grating eyes—only to find the same woman giving him the same sare. Infact,
wherever helooked, there she was again, the skinny-faced homely woman with the loving eyes.

Thewalls of the room were covered with her portrait, alegacy, Sten had learned, from the man who had
proceeded him. Naik Rai, Sten's batman, had assured him that the previous CO had been an excellent
Captain of the Guard. Maybe 0, but he sure was alousy painter—amost aslousy as histaste in women.
At leadt, that's what Sten had thought at first, when he had stared at the muras crowding hiswalls. After
the first week living with the lady, he had ordered her image removed—Dblasted off, if necessary. But then
she began to haunt him, and he had countermanded the order—he wasn't sure why. And then it cameto
him: The man mugt have really loved the woman, no matter how homely.

The records proved it: The captain had been every bit as hardworking, dedicated, and professiona as
any being before him. Although older than Sten, he had been assured of along and promising career.
Instead, he had pulled every string possible to win alaterd transfer into a deadend job on some frontier
post. And, just before he left, he had married the woman in the picture. The emperor had given the bride
away. In hisgut, Sten knew what had happened. In the few months he had been there, Sten had realized
that his particular post was for abachelor, or someone who cared very little about spouse and family.
There just weren't enough hoursin the day to do the job properly. And the good captain had redlized that
enough to throw it dl away for the homely lady in the pictures.

Sten thought he had been avery wise man.

Once you got past the murals, the rest of Sten's room dissolved into a bachelor officer'sdilemma: ajungle
of items both persona and work-related. It wasn't that Sten didn't know where everything was, hiswasa
carefully ordered mind that hegped thingsinto their proper mounds. The trouble was, mounds kept diding
into one another, abit like his current interests. His professiond studies, for example, blended into a
gnawing hunger for history—anyone's higtory, it didn't matter. And, aong with that, the obvious technical
tracts afortieth-century military being might need, aswell as Sten's V ulcan-born tech-related curiosity.
Also, sinceleaving Vulcan, he had become an avid reader of dmost everything in generd.

Two particular thingsin the room illustrated the persona and professond crush: Filling up one corner
was a many-layered map of the castle, the surrounding buildings, and the castle grounds. Each hinged
section was at least two meters high, and showed atwo-dimensiona view of every dley and cranny and
drawing room of the entire structure. Sten had traced the sectiond map down in adusty archive after his
first month on the job, when he redlized that the sheer size of the castle and its grounds made it
impossiblefor himto ever seeit al onfoot. And without personal, detailed knowledge of every Imperid
centimeter of the area, he would not be able to perform his primary function—which wasto keep the
Emperor sife.

Crammed afew meters away from the map was the other mgor festure in Sten's current life. Sitting on a
fold-up field table was a very expensve miniholoprocessor. It was the biggest expensein Sten'slife, not
even counting the thousands of hours of time invested in the tiny box lying next to it.

The little box contained Sten's hobby—M odd building: not ordinary glue-gun models set into paste-metal
dioramas but complete, working and living holographic displays ranging from smple ancient enginesto



tiny factories manned by their workers. Each was contained on atiny card, jammed with complex
computer equations.

Sten was then building areplicaof alogging mill. He had imprinted, byte by byte, everything that
theoretically made the mill work, including the workers, their job functions, their tools, and the spare
parts. Also programmed were other details, such asthe wear-factor on abelt drive, the drunken
behavior of the head mechanic, etc. When the card did into the holoprocessor it projected afull-color
holographic display of the mill a work. Occasiondly, if Sten didn't have his voila moves down, aworker
would stumble, or alog would jam, and the whole edifice would tumble gpart into a blaze of colored
dots.

Sten glanced at the model box guiltily. He hadn't worked on it more than afew hours since he started the
job. And, no, there wasn't time now—nhe had to get to work.

He palmed the video display and the news menu crawled across the screen, terrorist diesin spaceport
bar

EXPLOSION.

Sten thumbed up the story and quickly scanned the details of the Covenanter tragedy. There wasn't much
toit a the moment, except for the fact that Godfrey Alain, a high-ranking Fringe World revolutionary,
had died in an accident at some seedy bar near the spaceport. It was believed that afew others had also
died, but their names had not yet been released. Mostly the article talked about what was not
known—Ilike what Alain was doing on Prime World, especidly in abar like the Covenanter.

Sten yawned at the story. He had little or no interest in the fate of terrorists. In fact, he had marked paid
to many terrorist careersin histime. Clot Godfrey Alain, asfar as he was concerned. He noticed,
however, that there were as yet no officia statements on Alain's presence.

The only thing he was sure of was that the press had it wrong about the explosion being an "accident.”
Terrorists do not die accidentally. Sten idly wondered if someone in Mantis Section had sent Alain onto
meet his revolutionary maker.

Sten yawned again and began to scroll on just as he got the call. The Eterna Emperor wanted him.
Immediatdly, if not sooner.

CHAPTER EIGHT

The Eterna Emperor was an entirely different person from the man Sten had drunk with. He looked
many years older, the flesh on his face was sagging, and pouches had appeared benegath his eyes. His
complexion was gray underneath the perfect tan. More importantly, the man Sten was observing was
gtern and grim, with hatred burning just beneath the surface. Sten stirred uneadily in his seet,
goose-bumps on the back of his neck. Something was frightening there, and athough Sten hadn't the
faintest ideawhat was going on, he hoped to hdll it didn't involve atransgression on his part. Sten would
not have liked to be the being the Emperor was fixing his attention on at the moment.

"You'veread this" the Emperor said coldly, diding aprintout across his desk.

Sten glanced at the fax. It was an update on the death of Godfrey Alain. Puzzled, Sten scanned it, noting
that athough there were afew more details, they involved mostly color, with few hard facts. "Yes, gr," he
sad after amoment.

"Areyou familiar with this man's background?’



"Not redlly, gr. Just that he'saterrorist and that he's been athorn in our side for sometime.”

The Emperor snorted. "Y ou'll need to know alot more than that. But no matter. I've given you clearance
for hisfiles. Y ou can go over them after we've talked.

"l want the people responsible,” the Emperor snapped. "And | want every single swinging Richard of
them standing before me, not tomorrow or the next day, but yesterday. And | want them delivered ina
nice neat package. And no loose ends. Do you understand me, Captain? No loose ends.”

Sten started to nod automatically. Then he stopped himself—no, he didn't understand. And hissurvival
ingtinct told him held better not pretend otherwise. "Excuse me, Sr," hefinaly said, "but | do not
understand. Perhaps I'm missing something, but what does Godfrey Alain have to do with the captain of
your guard?'

The Emperor's face clotted with anger, and he started to rise to hisfeet. Then he stopped, took a deep
breath, and sat down again, the anger barely under control. Y ou're right, Captain. I'm getting ahead of
mysdf." Hetook another deep breath. "Fine, then. Let me explan.

"This... accident has put al of usinaworld of hurt. And if you do believe that it was an accident, then
tell me now, because | obvioudy have the wrong man for thejob."

Sten shook hishead. "No, sr. | don't think it was an accident.”

"Good. Now let mefill you in on the background. And I'm sure | don't have to warn you that not one
word | say isto be repeated.

"To begin with, Alain was hereto see me."

Sten was surprised. The Eternal Emperor meeting with aterrorist? That was absolutdly against Imperid
policy. But then Sten remembered who set Imperid policy, and kept his mouth shut.

"He had a proposal—and I'm sure it was a serious one, or | wouldn't have hung myself out like this—to
defuse our problemswith the Tahn System. Simply put, he wanted to set up abuffer zone, his Fringe
Worlds—under my aegis—between the Tahn and the Empire.”

"But wouldn't that make him atraitor to his own people?"

The Eterna Emperor gave Sten agrim smile. "One man'straitor is another man's patriot. Theway | seeit
isthat it finally got through the thick heads of Alain and his people that they are the onesdoing dl the
bleeding.

"Every time the Tahn act and we retdiate, they're the oneswho get it in the neck. And they areaso the
oneswho take dl the blame and get nothing in return.”

"And S0 he set up a secret meeting with you?' Sten sad, filling in the gaps. "The Tahn found out and
short-stopped him."

"Not quite that smple. Y es, he was going to meet with me. Eventualy. But first off, therewasto bean
initid meeting with one of my best diplomatic operatives. A man named Craigwe."

"One of the unidentified bodiesin the bar?" Sten guessed.
"Exactly. And he's going to stay unidentified. Officidly, thet is."

"Any other victimsin the bar | should know about?"



Therewas along hesitation. And then the emperor shook his heed, firmly, no.

"Just worry about Craigwel and Alain. Now, it was supposed to work like this. After exchanging the
usua password, Alain and Craigwel were supposed to request Booth C. It had dready been reserved
for them and secured.

"Alain wasthen going to lay out hisplan, and if he convinced Craigwd of hissincerity, wewould have
goneto the next step. A personad meeting with me."

"But then the Tahn stepped in," Sten said.

"Maybe. But don't be too sure of that. There are about five Sdestoo many in thisthing, each one of them
with areason to prevent any negotiations.

"Perhapsit was the Tahn. Perhaps it was someone from our camp. And who knows—perhapsit was
one of Alain's own people. Regardless. That'swhat | want you to find out.”

"But why me, sSr?it soundslike ajob for acop. And that I'm not. Clot, | wouldn't even know—"

"No, Captain. Thisis not ajob for the police. It's much too delicate a situation. The police are
investigating. And, officidly, they will round up afew suspects and those people will be publicly
punished.”

Heleaned closer to Sten to emphasize his next point. "And those people will be scapegoats. | don't even
care how guilty they are. Just aslong as we have somebody to feed the public lions. Because thereisa
good chance that what you find out will remain classified for the next hundred years."

Hefixed Sten with acold stare.

"Do | make mysdlf absolutely clear, Captain?'

"Yes, gr." Sten cameto hisfeet. "If that will bedl, sir." He snapped asdute.
"Yes, Captain. That'sal. For now."

Sten whedled and was out the door.

CHAPTER NINE

"Drink up, Cheenas," Dynsman shouted. "It'sal on metoday." He pounded on the table for the
bartender's attention and made motions for Sx more brimming schooners of narcobeer with synthalk
backs. His companions hissed their gpprova. Dynsman watched in fascination as Usige, hisbest pa in
the group, grabbed alliter jug, unhinged hisjaws, and poured down the whole thing without agasp or
even breathing hard. "That'sit Usige, old buddy. Drink 'em down and make room for another.”

Of course, downing aliter of narcobeer at agulp was not a great accomplishment for Usige or the others.
Their scded abdomens could swell to amaost any proportions, and the only visible signs of inebriation the
Psaurus ever displayed wasto turn adightly darker shade of purple.

" tell you, cheenas, today beginsawhole new lifefor yourstruly. I hit it lucky for achange. And I'm
gonnakeep hittin' that way. | canfed it in my bones."

Usige'sgrin framed serrated rows of needle-sharp teeth. "'l don't want to pry, Dynsman dearest,” he
hissed, "but you've been flashing awad of credits around that would even choke one of us." He waved at



hisyelow-eyed companions. "Y our obvious good fortune ddightsusdl. Buit..."
"Y ou wannaknow if | can put youinonit,” Dynsman brokein.
"That would be lovely, old fellow. Business, as you no doubt know, has been atouch dow."

"Sorry, pa. Thiswas aone-time number. Thekind we al dream of. | pick up therest of my pay ina
couple of hours, and then it's party time for the rest of my life."

Usigetried to hide his disappointment, not an easy task; the skin of a Psaurus glows when the crestureis
disturbed. Dynsman noticed the change and leaned over to pat hisfriend's claw.

"Don' clottin' worry. Dynsman never forgets his cheenas. Fact, | might make abusiness of it, now that
I'm comin' into al these crediits.

"Whét the clot, you boys come up with somethin' tasty, need alittle financing, you can dways hit me up.
Low interest rates, and maybe asmal cut of the action if the dedl's really sweet.”

Usige's color returned to norma. There was an idea that appealed to him. Ratesfor the criminal element
in Prime World tended to be not only enormous but aso more than painful if payment was delayed.

"That is certainly worth consdering, friend. We can discussit later. Now, meanwhile..." Usgeroseto his
full two-and-a-half-meter height and snaked out his foot-long orange tongue asasigna to the othersto
follow.

"Unlike you, we gtill haveto pay the rent.”
"Anything nice?"
"Not redly. Just alittle warehouse B& E."

Dynsman sighed his understanding and watched his friends dither out of the bar, their long tails scraping
thefloor after them. He checked thetime: il alittle more than two hours before his meeting. He had
been hoping that Usige would keep him company, because he hated waiting done. He was itching with
impatience, and dthough hedidn't redizeit yet, atiny warning bell was il tinkling at the back of his
mind.

He ordered up another drink, dumped acredit coin in the newsvid, and began scanning the sports menu.
He stifled ayawn as he picked through the sparse offerings. Not much happening so soon after Empire
Day—especidly if you wanted to get abet down. Bored, he flipped over to the genera news section.
Dynsman had lessthan no interest in anything involving the straight workings of Prime World. But what
the clot, maybe something juicy was going on in his profession. He scanned the menu, looking for
anything involving crime,

He didn't haveto scan far. The Covenanter bombing headline jumped out at him like aholovid. Clot!
Clot! Clot! Histarget had been clotting political! Dynsman automatically gulped down his shot of synthalk
and then dmost equdly as automaticaly found himsdf gagging on hisown bile. He fought to keep it back.

Steady, man, steady. Gotta clotting think. Gotta clotting—And the first thing he redlized was that he was
as good as adead man. No credits would be waiting for him when he met with his contact. Although the
payment, he was certain, would be quitefind.

Heran over the possihilities. Obvioudy, he would have to be satisfied with therall in his pocket. Would it
be enough to pay for ahideout? How long would it take before pursuers forgot about him? Dynsman



groaned; he knew the answer. It had been set up just as killfully as Godfrey Alain. There would be no
forgetting.

There was only one solution, and the thought frightened him almost as much as the cold-faced man he
knew would soon be tracking him. Dynsman had to get off Prime World.

CHAPTER TEN

Lieutenant Lisa Haines, Homicide Divison, wanted to kill someone. At that particular moment, she
wasn't particular who it would be, but she wanted the method to be interesting, preferably one that
involved parbailing.

And evisceration, she added, as the combat car with the Imperia color-dash on it grounded on the
crosswalk.

The man who climbed out wasn't the pompous beribboned bureaucrat she'd expected when her
superiors advised that an Imperid liaison officer would be assigned to the case. The man who came
toward her was young and dender, and wore only the plain brown livery of the Imperid Household. He
appeared to be unarmed.

Sten, on the other hand, was nursing his own attitude. He barely noticed that the woman was about his
own age and under different circumstances could have been described as attractive. Sten wasflat irked.
He gtill had no ideawhy the Emperor had picked him for the assignment, since he knew |ess than nothing
about police procedures and murder investigations. He'd spent more of his career on the other side.

From his earliest days Sten had hated cops—the socio-patrolmen on his home world of Vulcan through
the various types he'd encountered in Mantis to the military policemen who attempted to keep control on
the Intoxication and I ntercourse worlds.

"Captain, uh, Sten?'

Two could do thet. "Uh, Lieutenant... what was your last name again?'
"Haines"

"Hanes"

"l assume you'd like to seethe report,” Lisasaid, and, without waiting for an answer, shoved the
plate-projector at him.

Sten tried to pretend that he knew what the various forms and scrawled entries meant, then gave up. "I'd
gopreciae abriefing.”

"No doubt."

Tacunit 7-Y reported an explosion, arrived at scene at 2047, Tacunit commander reported
ratcheta-ratcheta, response ratcheta ratcheta, ambulance, no suspects, description, blur.

Sten looked at where the Convenanter had been. The entire baseplate the bar had stood on was
enclosed in what appeared to be an enormous airbag. On one side, next to the catwalk, was an airlock.

"Step one," Haines explained, "in any homicideisto seal the scene. We put that bubble around the ares,
pump al oxygen out, and replace the atmosphere with aneutra gas, if you'reinterested in details.”



"l am interested in details, Lieutenant.” Sten began once more with the report. On second reading, it was
no more (or less) confusing than any military afteraction report. Sten reread it athird time.

"Would you like aguided tour, Captain? It's messy, by the way."
"If | start to get Sick, I'll et you know.”

The bubble suits looked alittle like close-fitting shallow-water diving dress, except that the lower chest
areahad alarge, externa evidence bag and the upper chest area bulged, making the wearer ook
somewheat like a pouter pigeon. Insde the bulge was asmadl dloy table where an investigator could put
notes, records, etcetera. The suit also had a backpack with air supply and battery plate.

Sten thumbed his suit closed and followed Haines through the airlock into the ruins of the Covenanter. Of
course it wasn't the first time Sten had examined abomb site, but it wasthe first time he wasn't busy
running away from it or expecting another one momentarily. He'd learned, years ago, not to consider that
gray, pink, or yellow dangling ropes, snaillike particles, and bas-relief facia bones had once been human.
Sten oriented himsdlf. There... there wasthe door. That low parapet would have been the bar. Along...
there... would have been the booths.

Two other cops wereinsde the bubble, [aborioudy scraping fire-foam from the floor and walls.
"Youreright," Sten said conciliatorily. "A mess”

"Two of them," Haines said bitterly.

"Ah?'

"Captain, I'll—" Haines caught hersdf, shut off her radio, clicked Sten's off, and touched faceplates. "This
isfor your information only. This crime scene is so mucked up that well be very lucky if we ever get
anything on the case.”

"Y ou know, Lieutenant,” Sten said thoughtfully, "if you'd said that with an open mike I'd have figured you
were setting up an dibi. So GA. I'm not sure | track you.”

Haines thought that maybe the liaison type wouldn't be quite the pain in the Sitter she'd expected. " SOP,
Captain, isvery explicit. Whatever officer comes on ahomicide scene, heisto first take appropriate
action—Ilooking for the killer, requesting med, whatever.

"Second, isto notify homicide. At that point, we take charge.

"But that isn't what happened.” She waved her arm helplesdy.

"That tac unit responded just before 2100 |ast night. Homicide was not notified for ten hours!™
"Why not?"

"Hdl if I know," Lisasad. "But | could guess.

"Our tactical squadsthink they're the best. The Imperial Guards. | guess, snce they werefirst onthe
scene they wanted it to be their case.”

Sten thought back through the report. "Is tac presence normal in this area?”



"Not especialy. Not unless there's some kind of disorder, or maybe for security on some classified
shipment. Or if the areas high-crime.”

llArml

"Thetac sergeant said his squad had been pounding these catwa ks for three weeks, and nothing had
happened.”

Odd. Sten wondered: Since the last two weeks had been the pandemonium before Empire Day, it did
seem asif the tac unit was misassigned. However, in Sten's experience cops had aways found away to
stay away from where they could get hurt. But the tac squad's assignment could be something to ask
about.

"Look at this," Haines continued. "No fire, but the tac sergeant opened up the extinguishers. Heand his
people went in. Three bodies. Dead dead. And so he and his people spend the next ten hours
gaumphing around trying to play detective. For ingance..."

Lisapointed down at the flooring. "That size-fourteen hoof is not aclue—it's some tac corpora’s brogan
right in the middle of that bloodstain.”

Sten decided that he ill didn't like cops that much and cut her off. "Okay, Lieutenant. We'vedl got
problems. What do you have so far?’

Haines started a court singsong: “We have evidence of abomb, prior planted. No clue asto detonation
method, or explosive. The bomb specidists have not arrived asyet.”

"Y ou can hold on them,” Sten said dryly. "Maybe | know alittle about that.”

He'd dready spotted the blast striations on what remained of the ceiling. Sten lifted an aloy ladder over
to the center of the striations. Sten may have been ignorant of police SOP, but he knew agreat dedl
about things that went boom.

"Lieutenant,” Sten said, turning his radio back on, "you want to put arecorder on?"

Haines shrugged—now the Imperial hand-sitter was going to play expert, so let him make an ass of
himsdf. Shefollowed orders.

"The bomb was mounted in the celling light fixture. Weve got. .. looks like some bits of circuitry here...
the explosive was high-grade, and shaped. The blast went out to the Sides, very little damage doneto the
overheed.

"Y our bomb people should be able to figure out whether the bomb was set off on atimer or
command-det. But I'd guessit was set off by command.”

"We have ateam checking the area.”

Sten got down off the ladder and reexamined the striations. They occupied almost afull 360 degrees. But
not quite. Sten hummed to himself and ran an eyebal azimuth from that areatoward thewall.

"Thank you, Lieutenant." Sten went toward the airlock and exited. Outside, he stripped off his suit and
walked well away from the bustling techs around the bubble.

Haines removed her suit and joined him. "Are you through playing detective, Captain?’

"I'll explain, Lieutenant Haines. | got stuck with thisdrakh job and | don't know what the hell I'm doing.



That sends meinto orbit, Lieutenant. Now whét lit your stupid fuse?'

Haines glowered at him. "Item: I'm in the same messyou'rein. I'm acop. A very good cop. So | come
down here and see what I've got to work with.

"And then | get some—some—"
"Clot?" Sten offered, half smiling. He was garting to like the woman.

"Thank you. Clot, who comes down here, says one thing, and then is going to go back to the palace and
get hismeda. Let metell you, Captain, | do not need any of thid"

"Y ou through?"
"For the moment.”
"Fine. Let's get some lunch, then, and I'll bring you up to speed.”

The restaurant sat very closeto Landing Area 17AFO. Except for clear blast shields between the field

and the patio area, it was open-air. The place was about haf-full of longshoremen, docking clerks, and
ship crew. The combination of one man in Imperid livery and one woman who was obvioudy the hest

guaranteed Sten and Haines privacy.

Dining was cafeteria-style. The two took plates of food, paid, and went to the far edge of the dining area.
Both of them saw the other reflexively checking for parabolic mike locations, and, for thefirst time,
amiled.

"Before you get started, Captain,” Haines said through amouthful of kimchi and pork, "do you want to
talk about that booth?"

Sten chewed, nodded, and pretended innocence.

"Thank you. I'd dready spotted that the bomb was directional. Actudly, semidirectiond. It was intended
to garbage the whole joint—except for one booth.”

"Good cdll, Lieutenant.”

"First question—the one booth that wasn't destroyed was rigged with every antibugging device I've ever
heard of. Isthere any explanation, from let us say 'top-level’ sources? What was a security setup like that
doing in adeazo bar?'

Sten told her, omitting only Craigwd'sidentity and position asthe Emperor's persond troubleshooter. He
aso didn't fed that the lieutenant needed to know that Alain was planning a meeting with the Emperor
himself. Any meeting with any Imperid official was enough for her to work on, he fet. Sten finished, and
changed the subject, eyeing aforkful of kimchi cautioudy. "By the way—what isthis, anyway?"

"Very dead Earth cabbage, garlic, and herbs. It helpsif you don't smdll it before you edt it.”
"Since you know about bombs," Sten asked, "did you figure out why no shrapnd?"
Haines puzzled.

Sten dug into his pocket and set a somewnheat flattened ball bearing on the table. " The bomb's explosive
was semidirectiona. To make sure the bomb took care of anyone in the bar, the bomber also taped
these on top of the explosive. Except the areafacing that booth.



"Prog, Lieutenant?’

Haines knew enough military dang to understand the question. She pushed her plate aside, put her fingers
together, and began theorizing.

"The bomber wanted everybody in that bar dead—except whoever wasin that booth."

"If Alain and your man had been in that booth when the bomb went off, they would have been...
concussed, possibly, or suffering blast breskage at the worg, right, Captain?

"Correct."

"The bomber knew about that booth... and had to have known Alain would be in that booth on that
particular night."

Haineswhistled tunelessly and drained her beer. " So for sure we have apolitical murder, don't we,
Captain? Clot!"

Sten nodded glumly, went to the counter, and brought back two more beers.

"Not just apalitical murder, but one done by someone who knew exactly what Alain's movements were
supposed to be, correct?"

"Y ou're right—but you aren't exactly making my day.

"Drakh!" Lisaswore. "Clottin’ stinkin' politicsl Why couldn't | get stuck with anice series of mass sex
murders.”

Sten wasn't listening. He'd just taken the reasoning one step further. Impolitely, he grabbed the
plate-projector from under Haines arm and began flipping throughit.

"Assassination,” Lisa continued, getting more depressed by the minute. " That'll mean apro killer, and
whoever hired it donewill be untouchable. And I'll be running a precinct at one of the poles.”

"Maybe not," Sten said. "Look. Remember the bomb? It was just supposed to knock Alain cross-eyed,
yes? Then what was supposed to happen?!

"Who cantdl? It never did."

"Question, Lieutenant. Why did an ambulance not caled by thistac sergeant show up within minutes of
the blast? Don't you think that maylbe—"

Haines had aready completed the thought. Beer unfinished, she was heading for Sten's combat car.
CHAPTER ELEVEN

Port Soward Hospital bore astrange resemblance to its oddly shaped cnidarian receiving clerk. It just
grew from an emergency hospital intended to handle incoming ship disasters, industrial accidents, and
whatever other catastrophe would come up within aten-kilometer circle around Soward itself. But
disasters and accidents have away of growing wildly, so Soward Hospital sprawled alot, adding
ship-capable landing platforms here, radiation wards there, and nonhuman sectionsin till athird place.

All of that made Admissions even more a nightmare than in most hospitals. In spite of high-speed
computers, persona D cards, and other improvements, the hospita's central areawent far toward
defining chaos.



Sten and Haineswaited beside alarge central "desk," the outer ring of which wasfor filesand such. The
second ring contained a computer whose memory circuits rivaled an Imperia military computer. Inthe
center svam the clerk(s), acolony of intelligent polyps-cnidarians, beings which began life asindividuas
and then, for protection, grew together—literdly, like cora. But most cnidarians did not get dong. The
onein front of Sten—he mentally labded it A—burbled in fury, snaiched amoisture-resstant file from
Polyp B, tossed it across the ring to Polyp R, Sten estimated, brushed Polyp C's tentacles off A'sown
termina, and finally turned to the two people waiting. Its"voice" was just shrill enough to add to the
surrounding madness as white-clad hospital types steered lift gurneys past, patients leaned, lay, or stood
againg thewadlls, and relatives wailed or wept.

"You seewhat it'slike? Y ou see?' The polyp's feeder tentacles were bicycling wildly against the bottom
of the tank.

"Police," Lisasad dryly, holding out a card with one hand. She touched the card with an index finger,
and the "badge” glowed briefly.

"Another cop. This has been one of those days. Some wiper comesin, bleeding like—like a stuck
human. Drunk, of course. He doesn't tell me that he's union, and so | send him to the Tombs. How was|
know to he was union? Job-related and all that, and now I've got all thisdata. Hell probably die beforel
get the paperwork through. Now what do you want?"

"Last night, around 2100 hours, an ambulance responded to acall.”
"We have thousands of ambulances. For what?'
"Anexploson.

"There are many kinds of explosons. Ship, atomsuit, housing, radiaion. | can't help you if you don't help
m"

Haines gave the polyp thefile. The being submerged briefly, only the plate-projector, held in onetentacle,
above the surface. Then another tentacle wove behind the being to atermina and began tapping keys.

"Y es. Ambulance GE145 it was. No input on who summoned it. Y ou see what my troubleis? No one
seemsto care about proper files."

Sten broke in. "Where would this ambul ance have been routed to?"

"Thank you, man. At least someone knows the proper question. Sinceit wassentto a... drinking
establishment. .. unless other datawasinput, it would have gone to the Tombs."

"The Tombs?'

"Human emergency treetment, nonindustria.” The polyp pulled a square of plasfrom the counter and
touched the edges of it. An outline of the sprawling hospital sprang into life onit. Further tentacling and a
snglered linewound itsway through the corridors.

"You Eire...here. Y ou want to go there. They'll be ableto help you. Maybe."
Sten had onefina question. "Why isit caled the Tombs?!

"Because thisiswhere our—I believe the phrase is down and under—go. And if they weren't before,
they are when they get to the Tombs."



"GE145. Weird." The desk intern was puzzled. "No entry on who dispatched it—came from
out-hospital. Three DOA's. They're... um, being held for autopsy results, Lieutenant.”

"Question, Doctor. Assuming this ambulance had arrived with live victims, what would have happened
then?'

"Dependson theinjury.”

"Blast. Shock. Possible fractures” Sten said.

"Um... that would have gone to—let me check last night'srogter... Dr. Knox would have treated them."
"Whereishe?'

"Let mesee... not on shift today. Pity."

"Would he bein the hospita ?'

"No, not at dl. Dr. Knox was hardly one of us. Hewas a volunteer.”

"Do you have a contact number on him?" Lisaasked.

"It should be right—no. No, we don't have anything on his sheet. That's unusud.”
"Two unusuals, Doctor. I'd like to see your files on thisKnox."

"I'm sorry, Lieutenant. But without a proper court order, not even the police—"
Sten's own card was out. "On Imperia Service, Doctor."

Theintern'seyeswidened. "Certainly... perhaps, back in my office. Well usethetermind there.
Genevieve? Would you take the floor for me?”

Ten minuteslater Sten knew they had something. Or rather, by having nothing, they had something.

knox, dr. john, began the hospital's scanty info card. No such doctor was licensed on Prime World, as
Sten quickly learned. Y et somehow a""Dr. Knox™ had convinced someone at Soward Hospita—either a
person or acomputer—that he was legitimate. His listed home address was a recently demolished
gpartment building. His supposed private clinic was a restaurant, one which had been in existence a that
addressfor dmost ten years.

"So thisKnox," Sten mused, still staring at the fiche, "shows up from nowhere as avolunteer two weeks

"He was an excdlent emergency surgeon, theintern said. "'l prepped some patients for him."

"Wheat did helook like?'

"Tdl," theintern said hesitantly. "One e ghty-five, one ninety centimeters. Slender build, dmost
endomorphic. Seventy kilograms estimated weight. Eyes... | don't remember. He was very proud of his
hair. Gray it was. Natural, he swore. Wore it mane-style."

"Not bad," Haines said. "Y ou ever think of being acop?’

"Inthisjob | sometimesthink | am one."



"Y ou said he was 'hardly one of you.' Did you mean just because he was a volunteer?' Sten asked.

"No. Uh—you see, we don't exactly get Imperial-class medicos here. The pay. The conditions. The
patients. So when we get avolunteer as good as Dr. Knox, well..." And the intern interrupted himself:
"Hisroom!"

"Knox had aroom?"

"Of course. All of usdo—our shifts are two-day marathons.”
"Wherewould it be?'

"I'll get afloor chart."

"Very private sort, thisKnox," Lisasaid. "Hisroom card specifies no mechanica or persona cleaning
wanted. Maybe well get something.”

Sten suspected they would get nothing, and if they got as thorough anothing as he feared. ..
"Four thirteen."

Lisatook the passcard from the back of the room file.

"Hang on. And stay back from the door.”

Millimeter by millimeter, Sten checked the jamb around the dide-door's edges. He found it just abovethe
floor—abarely visible gray hair stretched across the doorjamb.

"We need an evidenceteam,” Sten said. "Y our best. But there won't be abomb inside. | want this room
seded until the evidence team goesthroughit.”

Lisa started to get angry, then snapped asdute.

"Yes, gr. Captain, Sr. Anything ese?'

"Aw drakh," Sten swore. " Sorry. Didn't mean to sound like, like—"

"A cop?"

"A cop." Sten grinned.

The room was ballooned, then gently opened. Finally, the tech team went in.

The three spindars—one adult and two adol escents—were not what Sten had thought expert forensic
specidistswould ook like. As soon as the room was unsed ed and the adult lumbered into the bedroom,
the two adolescents rolled out of its pouch and began scurrying about with doll-size instruments and
meters taken from the pack strapped to the adult's pouch.

The adult spindar was about two metersin any direction and scaled like a pangolin. It surveyed the
scuittlings of itstwo offspring with what might have been mild approva, rebuttoned the instrument pack
with a prehensile subarm, scratched its belly thoughtfully, and sat down on itsrear legsin the center of the
room. The being chuffed three times experimentaly, then introduced itsdlf as Technician Bernard
Spilsbury. Spindars having names unpronouncesble to any being without both primary and secondary
voice boxes, they found human names auseful conceit—names sdected from within whatever field the
Spindar worked in.



"Highly unusud,” it chuffed. "Very highly unusud. Recollect only one caselikethat. My esteemed
colleague Halperin handled that one. Most interesting. Would you be interested in hearing about it while
my young proteges continue?"

Sten looked at Haines. She shrugged, and Sten got the idea that once a spindar started, nothing short of
high explosives could shut him up.

"Out on one of the pioneer worldsit was. Disremember a the moment which one. Pair of minersit was.
Got into some unseemly squabhble about claims or stakegrubs or whatever miners bicker about.

"First miner waited until his mate got into asuit, then shot himin the face. Stuffed the corpusinto the
drive, suitand dl."

Oneyoung spindar hed up aminidisplay to his parent. Columns of figures, uninteligible to Sten, redled
past.

The young one chittered, and the older one rumbled.

"Even more s0," the spindar said. "If you'll excuse me?* Hisforearm dug larger instrumentsfrom the
pack, then he waddled to the bed, half stood, and began running a pickup acrossit. " Curiouser and
curiouser.”

"Speaking of curious," Haines said quietly to Sten. ™Y ou wondered about that tac squad? | think I'll
check on just why they were assigned to that area.

"l owe you abeer, Captain.”
They amiled at each other.

Before Sten could say anything, the spindar was back beside him. "That took care of one sort of
evidence, of course.”

"Y ou found something?"

"No, no. | meant the miner. To continue, he then dumped the ship's atmosphere and disposed of dl of his
mate's bel ongings and went peaceably on hisway.

"Questioned some months later, said miner maintained that he had shipped solo. Contrary to the ship's
lading, no one had been with him. Claimed the other party had never showed at lift-off, and he himself
had been too lazy to change the manifest. There was, indeed, no sign that anyone had ever been on the
ship besidesthisindividud.

"But Halperin produced evidence that it was physicaly impossible for one human to have consumed the
amount of rations missing from the ship. The miner contradicted him. Swore that he was a hearty edter.
Fity."

Evidently that was the end of the spindar's story. By then, Sten knew better, but asked what happened
ayway.

"The planetary patrolsin the frontier worlds are somewhat pragmatic. Not to say ruthless. They
purchased an equivalent amount of rations and sat the suspect down in front of them. Gave him thirty
daysto prove hisinnocence. Trid by glut, | suppose you would refer toit. A definite pity.”

Again the spindar dug out instruments and, attaching extensionsto them, swept the ceiling area. "The man



died of overeating on the third day. Odd system of justice you humans have.

"Thiscase," the spindar continued, reseating himsdlf, "is even stranger. Y ou do, just as you warned me,
Lieutenant, appear to have agreat quantity of nothing.”

For Sten, that was the first positive lead toward finding the disappeared Dr. Knox.

CHAPTER TWELVE
"And what, captain, does nothing give you?' the Eternad Emperor asked.

The Emperor might appear less angry, but Sten was determined to keep the briefing as short as possible.
Aslong as he stuck to business, he probably couldn't get in much trouble.

"This Knox did not want the room cleaned. My theory isthat he was afraid some persond evidence
might ill bein the room's automatic cleaning filters.

"Wefound no fingerprints. No traces of dead skin, no urine tracesin the bed, no sweat or oil sainsinthe
pillow. Also, therewas no IR residuein the bed coverings.”

"Thank you, Captain. | will now assume you and the techs produced every sort of zero-trace science can
look for. Explain.”

Sten did. Knox not only cleaned the room minutely, but also used sophisticated electronicsto remove all
traces of his occupancy.

"S0. Your, uh, Knox character's more than just a professiond doctor.”

"That's the assumption,” Sten said carefully. "Haines—she's the police OIC on the case—istracing
doctorswho might have learned another set of kills.”

"If your Knox is as good as you say, Captain, I'd assume he was an offworlder."

"Hainesis checking al Prime World arrivaswithin the last E-year, Sr.”

"Good luck. Prediction, Captain: Y ou're going to draw abig fat blank.”

"Probably. Which iswhy we're working angle B—the bomber.”

The Emperor shrugged. "If you've got one pro, why couldn't the bomber be just asfaceless?”
"Because the bomber—" Sten caught himsdlf before he could say "blew it."—"made amistake."
The Emperor considered. "All right. Work that angle. Isthere anything el se?"

Sten shook his head—there was no point in mentioning the tacsquad's mysterious presence until Haines
hed more information.

"One more thing, Captain. For your information only. The Tahn Embassy's Principa Secretary has
requested an interview with me. | think we may both assume what it will be regarding.

"And | redly would like to be ableto tell him morethan'l got plenty of nothing.'
"That'sdl, Captain. Y ou may go."



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Sten fingered the pore-pattern key on his mailbox and absentmindedly fished out its contents. It wasthe
usud junk—The Imperial Guard Times, Forces Journal , the palace's daily house organ, the latest
promotion list, an ad from amilitary jeweler—al of which went into the disposal. Sten tucked one
fiche—reminder of his somewhat past-due bill from auniform tailor—into his belt pouch and started to
closethelittle door. Then he saw something else and fished it out curioudy.

It was ared paper envelope, addressed by hand to " Captain Sten, Imperial Household." Sten fumbled
the envel ope open. Three other pieces of paper dropped into his hand. The first was a blank envelope.
The second was athick engraved paper card:

MARR & SENN Request the Honor of
Y our Attendance At aDinner Reception for
KAI HAKONE RSVP Guest

Perplexed, Sten stared at the invitation. Of course he knew Marr and Senn asthe Imperia caterersand
unofficid socid arbitersat Court. The brief meetings held had with them had been purdly officid, even
though he was persondly intrigued by their bitchy humor and warmth. He wondered why they'd invite a
lowly captain, regardless of position, to what must beaMgor Socid Event.

Thethird piece of paper, aso hand-written, explained it. The card said smply, "It'stimefor old friendsto
mest again,” and was sgned Sofia

Umm. Sten knew that the woman held had a brief but very passionate affair with during a previous
assignment was on Prime World—he'd been responsible for getting Sofia off Nebta before the shooting
started—but had semideliberately not looked her up, having no ideaany longer what he felt toward her.

Sten decided he needed some advice. In the Imperial Household, unofficia advicefor officerswasthe
province of the Grand Chamberlain. His officeswere only afew hundred meters from the Emperor'sown
business suite.

The Grand Chamberlain, Fleet Admira Mik Ledoh (Ret.), looked like everyone's favorite grandsire.
Sten, however, had looked up the admira's record as part of his routine security check while settling into
thejob.

A hundred years before, Ledoh had been afirebal. Literally. During the Paafox rising, histacship flight
was ordered to provide cover for asmal planetary landing. Unfortunately, intelligence had erred, and the
planet was strongly defended by hardened orbita satellites.

L edoh had supervised the conversion of the tacshipsinto pilot-aimed nuclear missiles, and then led the
gtrike himsdf. He and three other pilots managed to jettison their capsules successfully.

Then, over the next decades, hed become the Imperid fleet's prime specidist in planetary assaults.
Promotion came rapidly for aman who, basicdly, specidized inlogidtics. By the time of the Mueller
Wars, Ledoh was afleet admiral.

The Mudler Wars were one of the more confusing conflicts of the Empire, since the battles were fought
near-smultaneoudy on dozens of different worlds. During the wars, Ledoh commanded the landingsin
the Crais System, and in awar noted for its bloodiness and ineptness, took the system with minimal
losses—minimal, at least, compared to the fifty to seventy percent casuaties the war's other battles



produced.

After peace was signed, Ledoh retired for some years, then emigrated to Prime World. When the
previous Grand Chamberlain died in office following an unfortunate surfeit of smoked edls, Ledoh, with
his combat record and, more important, logistica ability, was anaturd for the job.

Sten could never figure out how Ledoh managed to juggle the various officia and unofficia requirements
of ahousehold the Sze of amedium city and gtill maintain benevolence. Sten was very grateful that he had
nothing more to worry about than keeping the Emperor aive, and the welfare of 150 Gurkhas.

Sten stepped inside Ledoh's office and paused.

Ledoh, Colonel Fohlee, CO of the Pragtorians, and Arbogast, the Imperial Household's paymaster, were
staring at awallscreen readout.

"Colond," Arbogast sad, "I am not attempting to involve mysdf in militaria. All | am doing istryingto
clear thisinquiry from Himsdlf regarding the, and | quote, inordinately high desertion ratein your unit.”

"What does the Emperor expect to happen when you dump alot of young soldiersinto the middle of
Prime? Any virgin can be seduced.”

"Another areawhich isn't my expertise," Arbogast said. He and Fohlee quite clearly hated each other.
L edoh attempted mediation.

"There were four desertions this month aone, Colonel. Perhaps you should examine the selection method
for your Pragtorians.”

Fohlee turned on Ledoh. "Does not compute, Admira. Candidates for the Pragtorians are personadly
vetted by mysdf or my adjutant.”

Arbogast came in before Ledoh could respond. "No oneistrying to assign blame, Colond. But your
records indicate that dmost forty men from your unit have disappeared in the last E-year done. And
none of these deserters has turned himsdlf in or been arrested. The Emperor fed sthat somethingis

wrong."

"I'm aware of that,” Fohlee said. "My gtaff isdevoting full attention to the problem.”
"Perhaps," Ledoh said, "we're putting too much demand on the young soldiers.”
"Perhgps,”" Fohlee said rluctantly. "I'll look into it mysdif."

"Thank you, Colond. I'll report to the emperor that you have taken over full persond responsibility.”
Arbogast gathered hisfile, nodded to Ledoh and Sten, and disappeared back toward the rabbit-warren
filing system.

"Clotting clerks," Fohlee snarled, then turned and saw Sten. "Captain.”
"Colond Fohlee"

"I've been trying to contact you for most of today."

"Sorry, Colond," Sten said. "l was under specia orders.”

Fohlee snorted. "No doubt. I've been observing your troops, Captain. And, whilel never believein
telling another commander his business, it gopearsto me that some of your soldiers arelessthan



adequately concerned about their appearance.”
"Gurkhas are pretty lousy at spit and polish,” Sten agreed.

"It's been my experience, having commanded soldiersfrom every race, that none of them cannot be
taught proper military appearance.”

Even though Fohlee was nowhere near Sten's chain of command, there was little benefit in getting into a
danging match with a superior officer.

"Thank you for bringing the matter to my attention,” Sten said formally. "I'll check intoiit.”

Fohlee nodded a very military nod. Once up, once down. He collected hisfile, came to attention, saluted
Ledoh, and brushed past Sten.

Ledoh waited until the colonedl's meta-tapped boot-heel s resounded down the corridor, then smiled.
"Offload, young Sten. What's the prog?"

Sten was gtill staring out the door.

"Don't fret the colond, boy. He'sjust grinding hismolars.”

"| see. But what the hell do | have to do with why histoy soldiers are disappearing?”
"Huh?'

"Colond Fohleeisdeeply disturbed thai—by Fohlee's thinking at |east—the Eternal Emperor puts so
littlefaith in his Pragtorians, and chooses the Gurkhas for immediate security.”

Sten blinked. "That—no offense, Sr—isdamned silly."

"The smdlness of the military mind in peacetime, young Sten, should never be overrated. At any rate.
Y our problem, now."

"It's, wdl, unofficid. And persond.”

"Oh-hoh." Ledoh touched akey on his desk and the door behind Sten did shut and the conference light
on the exterior went on. "Timecheck?'

Sten looked &t hiswatch finger. " Seventeen forty-five."

Ledoh sighed contentedly and fished aflask out of his desk. Two pewter cups went besideiit, and Ledoh
gestured with the bottle. " Join mein alibation of this substance our Eternal Didtiller refersto as Scotch.”

"Uh, I'm not sureif I'm off duty.”

"Asmy prerogative as Household Chamberlain, you are officidly off duty.”

Sten grinned as Ledoh filled the cups.

"I havenoidea" Ledoh sad plaintively, "why His Highnessingsts on gifting mewith thisvile swill."

The two men drank.



"GA, young man."
Sten passed Ledoh theinvitation.

Ledoh's eyebrows dithered dightly in amazement. " Great Empire, but you rate, young man. | wasn't
invited to thisbash.”

Sten handed the personal note across.

"Ah. Now | see. Who isthis Sofia?’

"A, uh, young woman | am—was—friendly with."

"Suddenly it dl becomes very clear. Pour yourself another, son.”

Sten followed orders.

"Firgly, thisevent is, asthe vid-chatter says, the primo socia event of the season.”
Sten didn't want to seem ignorant, but—"Who isthis Hakone?'

"TsK. Young officers should read more. Heis an author. Very controversid and al that. Writes about,
generdly, the military, from, shdl we say, asomewhat unique point of view.

"Werethe Eterna Emperor not who heis, in fact, Hakone's writing might be termed borderline treason.”
"That settlesthat, then.”

"Negetive, young man. The Emperor encourages dissent—short of anyone's actualy putting it into
practice. And as you may have discovered after Empire Day, he likes his officersto think fredly.”

"So | should go?'

"Y ou should go. Excdllent vighility for career and al that. However, there remains one problem. This
young lady... Sofia”

"Yeah," Sten agreed.

"Without prying, young Sten, what are your current fedingstoward the lady?

"I'm not sure.”

"Then there is a problem—besides the fact that both our glasses are empty. Thank you.

"Marr and Senn believe in keeping, shdl we say, alively household. By this| mean that they havein
residence some of the most marriageable beingsin the Empire.”

"Oops," Sten said, dmost spilling his Scotch.
"Exactly. If this Sofiais ableto invite you to the feté, she must be one of Marr and Senn'sEligibles.”
Sten couldn't believeit. "Me?"

"Of course, Captain. Y ou could be considered very desirable. | assume this Sofia comes from some
off-planet nobility or other, and probably has wedlth. For her, marrying someone who hasthe
appropriate hero awards, someone who is part of the Imperial Household, and, most important,



someone who has been selected at avery young age for afairly important command, might, shall we say,
sgnify?”
“I'm not going!"

"Do not be so absolutist, Sten. Consider the invitation. It says'Guest,’ doesit not? The answer to your
problem issimple. Contact an incredibly lovely young lady of your acquaintance and take her. That
should defuse the Sofia situation handily.”

Sten poured his drink down and shook his head sadly.

"Admird, al I've done since I've been on Primeismy job. | don't know any young ladies—l et alone any
incredibly lovely ones.

"Ahwél. Perhaps the Emperor will be willing to give the bride away, then.”
Sten blanched.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The tower was a shudder of light at the end of along, narrow valley. A gravcar flared over the
mountains, spearing the valley with itslanding lights—hesitating as the autopilot oriented itsdlf, and then
whooshed toward the tower along the broad avenue that was the valley. Moments later, other gravcars
followed its route, hovering momentarily then bursting for the tower in arush.

Marr and Senn had invested haf their credits and most of their ultraartistic soulsin the tower. It needled
up from a broad base to adender penthouse perch. The tower was constructed of every imaginable
mineral, metal, or crystal that responded pleasingly to light. For their living quarters, Senn and Marr had
had no interest in conventiona building materials. Nor were the materids uniform in shepe or Sze—a
vagudy ova lump might be placed next to a perfect square. Light indl itsformswasdl that counted.
Red light fired by emotiona changes; blue from the musk of wild valley animas; and dl the other primary
colorsfrom the congtantly changing humidity and temperature of the valley itself. Some lights flickered
from hue to huein congtantly shifting moods; others stayed one color for hours on end—the bass notesin
the color orchestra.

Marr and Senn thought of the tower asa smple place, aplace they called home. And that night it glowed
more franticaly than most others as the guests arrived. Because that night they were having aspecid

pary.

Sten'sthroat was suddenly filled with abrasive phlegm. Cough as he would, he couldn't cleer it, it just
seemed to clog histhroat more. What's more, his ears burned and histoes and fingersfelt frostbitten and
his tongue plas-coated. He was trying to figure out what to do with the gorgeous woman pressed up
againg him. Hisarmswaggled on either sde of her body, trying to make up their minds whether to
paddlein or paddie out. It didn't help that the woman's musk was designed—wel | designed—to incite
lust in any male dead less than ninety-six hours. Findly, he put his hands on the woman's dender hips,
hugged them dightly for politeness sake, and then pushed her away. "Uh... niceto seeyou, too, Sofia.”

Sofia stepped back and took him inwith melting eyes. She was looking at him with, well, approva, Sten
thought, wishing aguy could wear something resembling underwear benegth the skin-tight forma uniform
of aGurkhaofficer.

She crammed hersdlf againgt him again in another full-body melt and whispered in hisear. "It's been so
long, Sten, love... | could... | could—Y ou know..."



Y eah, Sten did know. He could remember quite well, thank you, and al of his memories were pleasant.
The trouble was, he dmost hadn't recognized Sofia when she appeared before him. Not that she was
unpleasant to look at; far fromit. But he had fixed in hismind a portrait of the straightforward woman of
nineteen or twenty, with adark short-cropped halo of hair and eyesthat questioned and judged things as
they were. Ingtead, he was staring at asurgicaly perfect curve of awoman, with aglittering tumble of hair
that reached just below her buttocks. It was aso her only covering. Sofiawas fashionably naked, her
skin pricked here and there with highlights of color. Still, it was Sofia, after afashion, a Sofiawith hungry,
knowing eyes.

Sten was sorrier than hell that he had ever had her introduced at Court. "Y ou... look grest, Sofia," he
sad, trying again to edge her gently away. It wasn't that he didn't like having a naked woman in hisarms,
hejust liked it better without everyone watching him.

"We have so much to catch up on," Sofiadraped an armin his. "Let's go someplace private and talk."
Sten felt himsalf being led away like an obedient little dog.

"Heresour drinks, Sten," came the we come voice from behind him. "Y ou can't bdieve the cutelittle
robo-server they... oh... uh... Sten?’

And Sten turned with greet relief. Police Lieutenant Lisa Haines was standing with two drinksin her
hands and a puzzled-going-to-hurt look on her face.

With the numb but still nimble fingers of aborn survivor, Sten jumped for the rope she was dangling ot.
"Lisa" hesad, hisvoicealittle high, "yourejust in timeto meet an old friend of mine, Sofia Parrd.”

Sofia stared coldly at the woman. "Oh," she said, her voice stedl-edged.
"Sofia, 1'd like you to meet Lieutenant Haines. She'suh... | mean, were... uh..."

Lisaextended ahand to Sofia. "'I'm his guest—a new friend of Sten's,” Lisa purred. "So nice to meet an
old one. Knowing the captain, I'm sure we have agreat dedl in common.”

Sofia coldly took her hand and shook it. "Yes," shesaid. "I'm surewe do."

Sheturned her attention back to Sten. Frost coated her eyes. "Forgive me, Sten, but | smply must not
ignore the other guests. Perhapswe can talk later." She turned asmooth, lovely back to him and ankled
away. Sten was not quite sure what he had escaped, but clotting glad he had. He absently reached for
one of the drinks Lisawas holding and was brought up short by the smile on her face.

"| didn't redlize you knew anyone here, Sten.”
He swdlowed hisdrink and then found the other one being thrust into is hand.

"Oh, maybe one or two." Then he laughed, suddenly at ease. "Put it a one. Just one. And thanks ahell of
alot."

Helooked Lisaover approvingly. Her body was curved richly and deep, and displayed in avery
uncoplike white gown that hugged and hollowed in al the proper places. Shetook the glasses from him.

"Now, let'sgo find arefill," she said. "And enjoy the party. Assuming there are no more surprises.
Mmmm?'

"No. No more surprises. | hope."



Sten couldn't have been more wrong. In seconds he had arefill, Lisawas close againgt him, an orchestra
was playing, and there was just enough room on the dance floor. Sten figured he could fake it, especialy
snce the orchestrawas playing what even Sten could recognize as athree-quarter-time dow dance.

He bowed to Lisaand led her onto the polished metd floor. That, he redlized later, should have been the
key.

But there he was, settling gently into Lisas arms, moving his feet dong the floor, and then he garted to
understand why Marr and Senn's events were superparties.

When the band began the song's reprise, someone turned the generators on and surprised dancers found
themsdvesfloating straight up, then drifting Sidewaysinto counteractive generators.

The balroom ingtantly became less a dance floor than aflurry of dow-motion acrobatics.

Sten blessed his null-grav training when Lisa, looking bewildered as her gown billowed around her wais,
floated past him. He tucked and swam toward her, grabbing an anklefirst, then working hisway up until
he had her by both hands.

Lisarecovered, smiled, and resorted to the traditional " 'nother finefix."
Sten had no ideawhat she was talking about, but decided to seize the instant.
Weightless kisses taste about the same, even if there does seem to be a sudden excess of sdiva

Seizing the instant also meant that Sten, watching out of the corner of his eye, dolphin-bent hislegs,
waiting. Until aflustered matron floated nearby.

Sten used his feet asakickoff point, and the drive sent Lisaand him spinning down toward the floor.
They bounced near the edge of thefield, close enough for Sten to pirouette Haines Sdeways onto a
normal-grav floor. Shein turn dragged him out of the McLean fied.

"Nice party,” Sten managed.
"Mmm," Lisasaid. " So zero-gee winds you up, Captain?'

"lan't heterosexud love odd initsincarnations?' Marr whispered after closdly watching Lisaand Sten's
dow orhit.

"Perambulationsis the word you're looking for,” Senn corrected. " Shall we arrange those for later?”
"Regardless. We should take them under wing, and—Sr. Hakone! 'Y ou honor ug!”

Hakone had approached them unnoticed. He sipped from his half-empty glass of quill.

"Asthe guest of honor, may | comment on the evening thusfar?'

Senn opened hisliquid-black eyesin mock astonishment. "1s anything wrong?*

"For aparty that purported to be in my honor," Hakone said, "'l find too many people here who would
like to use my bonesfor toothpicks.”

"We made our invitations before your masgue was previewed, Sr. Hakone," Marr said. "We had no
knowledge—"



"Of courseyou hadn't,” Hakone said dryly. "Y ou two aren't the sort who believe aparty is best gauged
by the number of duelsit creates."

"You offend!" Senn hissed.

"Perhaps." Hakone was indifferent. He drained his glass and fielded another from apassing tray. "My
idea of agathering, after dl, isagroup of comrades, with something in common to share. Evidently we
differ inthat regard."

"If we had known," Marr pacified, "that you wished a group of fellow ex-soldiersto st around and
become comatose while sharing lies of your long-gone youth, we would have done so."

Hakone dlowed asmileto crawl across hisface. The writer was dressed entirely in black, close-fitting
trousersand aflowing tunic. "As| said before, we differ. By the way—one man | would like to meet.”

"There is someone we didn't introduce to you? Our failing."

"Him."

Hakone waved a hand toward Sten, who was recovering his sense of gravity with afull glass.

Marr flicked aglance at Senn. Puzzlement. Then took Hakone by the hand and led him over to Sten.
"Captain Sten”?’

Sten, who was about to kiss Lisaagain, turned, recognized his hosts and, thanks to his cram coursein the
palacefiles, the guest of honor.

"Sr. Hakone."
"Thisisayoung man," Marr said, "who we believe will progress greetly. Captain Sten. And?'

"LisaHaines." Like most good cops, Lisadidn't believe in unnecessarily |etting anyone know what she
was.

Hakone smiled at her, then effectively shut Lisa, Marr, and Senn out of the conversation. ™Y ou command
the Emperor's bodyguard, isn't that correct?'

Sten nodded.

"It must be interesting work."

"It's... different,” Sten sad neutraly.
"Different? What were you doing previoudy?'

Sten's background, as amember of the Emperor's Mantis Section, was of course never to be admitted.
For that period his record showed service on some far worlds, enough to justify adouble row of meda
ribbons that had been won for far stedlthier and dirtier deeds.

"Guards. Mostly out in the pioneer sectors.”

"Unusud," Hakone said, "for someone—and | mean no offense—as young as yourself to be picked for
your current post.”

"l guess they needed somebody who could climb up and down dl those stairsin the palace without



having heart failure.”

"Y ou have amentor,” Hakone pursued.

"l beg your pardon?'

"Never mind. Captain, may | ask you something frankly?'
"Yes gar."

"I note from your ribbonsthat you've seen combat. And now you're here. At the heart of the Empire. Do
you like what you see?"

"| don't understand.”

"Y ou joined the service, | assume, like dl of us. Expecting something. Expecting that you were serving a

"l guess s0." Sten knew damned well why he'd joined—to get the hell off the factory world known as
Vulcan and to save hisown life,

"When you look around"—and Hakone's expansive hand took in the begeweed Court denizens that had
flocked to the party—"does this match what you expected?”

Sten kept hisface blank.
"Dont you find thisdl alittle, perhaps decadent?'

Not a chance, Sten's answer should have been. Not when you come from aworld where boys and girls
go into davery at three or four. But that wasn't the right thing to say. " Sorry to be so thick, Sr. Hakone,"
Sten said, "but on theworld | come from, animals are norma sex partners.”

Hakone's face flashed disgust, then herealized. ™Y ou joke, Captain.”
"Not very well."

"Do you read?'

"When| havetheleisure”

"Perhaps at another time we can discuss thisfurther. In the meantime, | would like to send you some of
my works. Will you receive them at the palace?’

Sten nodded. Hakone bowed formally and turned away. Sten looked after him. Question: Why would
the guest of honor decide to look him up? And then stand there and play games? The evening was
increesngly surprising.

The party was ending on amuted note. It had gone from amass of egos forced together to aswirl of
excusesfor other appointments. Sten and Lisa, not being very experienced in Prime World high society,
were among thelast to add themselves to the swarm of beings making polite exit.

Marr grabbed them just before they hit the pneumotube to their ded. "Too soon, my loves," he cried.
"Much too soon.”

And he latched on to their hands and began pulling them back through the crowd. Sten tensed—soldiers,



like cats, don't look back. He felt equal tension through Lisas fingers. Somehow that made him fed more
at ease and very closeto her. It was asharing of distrust. "Redlly, Marr,” Sten said. "We gottago. We
both have duty tomorrow, and thereredly isn't timefor—"

Marr brokein with asniff. "Asyou might say, clot duty. And asfor time—that'sjust something the
science types use to keep everything from happening at once.”

He pulled them forward, out of the crowd and into along, pulsing yellow hallway. Sten hesitated once
again, and then felt Lisasfingers tense before tugging him on. They turned a corner and were ingtantly
confronted with atricolored split, tunnels leading in different directions. Marr urged them toward
|eft—blue—and Sten redlized from the tenson in his cavesthat they were moving upward.

"Senn and | have had our eye on you," Marr said. "Through the whole party. Both of you are abit out of
place, aren't you?"'

"I'm sorry," Sten gpologized. "I'm not very used to—"

Marr waved him down. "Don't be foolish. Our gatherings are not about social niceties. In fact, people's
generd appreciation isthat we provide just the opposite.”

"Oh, my god," Lisasaid. "I knew I'd foul thisup." She glanced down and checked the gossamer that was
her dress. ™Y ou can seethroughiit, right? | knew | should have—"

Sten pulled her closeto him, shutting her off.
"| think he'strying to tell us something else” he said.

Marr pulled them onward, seemingly ignoring their hesitations. They rushed past roomsgleamingin
haunting colors or dimmed to impossible shades of blackness. They were near the top level—the gallery
section—and athough the two guests didn't redlize it, each room represented afortune in art works.
Scents and sounds dipped out, taunting, urging, but Marr pressed on, babbling dl the time.

"Thisisspecid,” Sten redized Marr was saying, " Something only the two of you would understand.
Y ou'll see—seefor yourselves—why Senn and | built our home here.”

The hallway suddenly blossomed into the open and Sten felt a soft, perfumed breeze.
"See" Marr said. "See" Hewaved asmdl, furry arm around, taking in. .. everything.

They were standing on what could most easily be described as aroof-top garden. Strange and exotic
plants shadowed in close to them, nestling their bodies, caressing... what? Lisa, abit fearfully, tucked in
closer to Sten.

"Through here,” Marr said.

And they followed him dong awinding, darkened path. It was like waking through a series of bubbles.
Scent and perfumed light tugging. .. tugging. .. and then bursting through into another pleasure. Sound,
perhaps, or acombination of sound and light and tingling feding. Sten felt Lisa's body loosenin hisarms.

Then the violin curve tensed and stopped. For amoment al Sten could fed and know was the swell of
her hip. Marr wastaking again, and as he talked, Sten found himsalf looking upward.

"It only happensthreetimesayear,” Marr was saying.

"A work of art that can only be seen, not purchased.” He pointed to the shimmer of glaze that separated



the roof garden from the real world.

Sten saw the huddle of mountains, picked out by moonlight, that pressed in toward the dome sky. He
shifted hisweight and felt hisleg brush aflower. Therewasadight hissof perfume, and hefdt Lisas
body ignite his skin everyplace it touched.

"Watch," Marr said.

And Sten and Lisawatched. The crag of cliff sdejust beneath the moon suddenly darkened. It became a
deeper and deeper blackness until it formed into aknotted, pulsing ball.

"Wait," Marr droned. "Wait... wait."

And then the black ball exploded. A soundless fury of storm clouds formed themselvesinto crayon swirls
of black againgt the Prime World moon. Then they began to twist into afunnel shape that powered
acrossthevaley, hurling itself againgt the mountains on the other Sde of the valley.

This, Sten and Lisadidn't see. Because dl they could observe was the broad, open end of the funne,
sweeping across the lights of the night sky.

It was over very quietly and softly. Somehow, Sten found himsdf holding Lisain hisarms. Above them,
the dome was dark. Beneath them, the garden was shadow soft. Sten looked at Lisa, adim hao of light,
just below hisheight. "I..."

Lisahdd afinger to her lips. "Shhh," she whispered.
He pulled her closer, and he felt the garden around him hush and soften even more. ..

Marr and Senn watched the two lovers embracing under the dome. They cuddled closer in bed when
they heard Lisas oft "shhh."

Senn turned to Marr and pulled him nearer. "There's only one thing nicer than anew love," he said.

Marr palmed the switch and the vidscreen went respectfully blank. He leaned over Senn. "Anold love,"
hefinished. "A very old love."

As Sten tightened his embrace, he could amost fed Lisablush avery unlieutenantlike blush. A hand on
his chest gentled him away a step. And Sten watched as the white gown shimmered off. Then therewas
only Lisa

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

"Y ou clottin' incompetent,” Lisahissed at the corpse. Sten had an ideathat if he and the spindar techs
weren't present she might have kicked it a couple of times.

Former Tac Chief Kreuger grinned up at them, blackened scavenger-gnawed flesh drawn back from his
teeth. One arm had been torn off and, haf-eaten, was lying aimost five meters from the body, near the
edge of the dliff.

"Y ou humans have the most unusual ideaof sport,” Spilsbury rumbled, his subarmstapping busily on a
small computer keyboard. "What pleasure can conceivably be derived from the stalking and daughter of
fellow beings? Beyond me. Quite beyond me.”

"Sometimesthey taste pretty good,” Sten offered.



"Cause of death?' Haines asked. She was not in the mood for philosophica discussion. The phone call
had, fortunately, come not quite at the crucia moment, but rather early the next morning, just as Sten and
Lisawere awake enough to be getting reinterested in each other again.

"Hunting accident. We have an entry wound characteristic of that from a projectile wespon.

"Plus—and thiswill please you, Lieutenant—there are no signs of an exit wound. | would assume the
projectile remainsin the body.

"Shortly one of my offspring should haveit retrieved for you. Cause of death, therefore, | would theorize
as emanating from a hunting accident.”

"Very clottin' convenient,” Haines said. Spilsbury’'s computer rattled, and the spindar handed the readout
to the policewoman.

"Time of degth... time of death. Here." Haines mentally ran time back. "One cycle prior to the bombing."
"Plus or minusthree hours," Spilsbury said. "The precisetime will be available momentarily.”

Haines started to say something else, and Sten nodded her away from the tech. They walked to the cliff
edge.

"Likeyou said, Lieutenant. Real convenient.”

Sinceit wasthefirg timeit had happened, Haines had been wondering just what one called a person you
worked with who you'd just made love to. She decided Sten's reversion to formality was probably the
most sensible. "Cops don't believein coincidence,” she said.

"I don't either.” Sten was trying to keep histheorizing under control. Coincidence did exis—every now
and then.

Spilsbury waddled up behind them, holding avis-envelope out. "Thisisthe projectile.”

Sten took the envelope. The projectile—abullet—was evidently made of somefairly soft metd; itstip
had mushroomed until the bullet wasfully twice aswide at itstip asat its base.

"I cannot identify the exact cdiber,” Spilsbury went on, "but it isindeed a hunting-type bullet.

"From the entry wound it appears that the corpse turned to face down the mountain just before the bullet
struck him.

"Itisapity you humans were congtructed with such soft epidermi, unlike more cleverly designed beings.”

"Yeah. Helluvapity,” Sten said. "Lieutenant, do you have any ideawhat kind of crittersthey hunt on this
preserve?’

"Dangerousgame.”
"Likewhat, exactly?'
"I'll call the preserve center." She busied hersalf with abelt talker.

Sten chewed on hislower lip. Haines, the talker to her ear, turned and began reciting the list of target
game the preserve featured. Two or three times Sten had to ask particulars about an animal. Lisafinished
the list and waited. Sten nodded at her, and she broke com.



"Dangerousgame,” hesaid. "All designed to bered efficient.”
Lisalooked puzzled.

"Efficient like the tech just said. Hairy, scaed, armored, or whatever. The kind of critter that'd take some
seriouskilling.”

Hanesdill didn't get it.

"When you are trying to siop something big and nasty, especialy something that's got skin armor, you use
abig bullet," Sten explained. In hisMantis career, there had been times held encountered said big and
nastiesin the performance of his duties and had to drop them. "A big bullet,” Sten went on, "made out of
some heavy dense dloy. Y ou don't want the bullet to mushroom when it hits skin armor.”

Lisatook the envelope from Sten. " So you wouldn't want a nice soft dug like this one. Not unless you
were hunting anice, soft-skinned animd..”

"Likeaman," Sten finished.
"| don't likethis, Captain. Not worth adrakh.”
Sten had to agree.

"Y ou know what my bosses are going to say,” Haines continued, "when | report that Tactical Chief
Kreuger wasinvolved in this congpiracy? That he put atac squad in position knowing what was going to
happen—and then got his chest blown in as a payoff?’

Sten looked at her, and knew that wasn't what the homicide detective was worried about. If one
high-level police officer wasinvolved, was he the only one?

"Something tells me there's going to be more than one boss with histail out of joint,” Sten said.
"Drakh, drakh, drakh, Captain. Come on, let's get back and see what else can ruin our day."

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

"Dynsman isour mad bomber," Lisasaid glumly.

Sten wondered why no joy, but that was less important than making sure the police identification was
correct. He knew it would be far better to give the Emperor a"no report” than awrong one. "Arewe
operating on amost-likely suspect or do we have the clot nailed?!

"Nobody's ever nailed until they confess. But | don't see anybody el se but Dynsman being the nominated
party. Item: He's the only professona Prime World bomber who's unaccounted for."

"How do you account for mad bombers?' Sten asked curioudly.

"People who blow things up for aliving tend to get watched pretty closely by us" Hainessaid. "And
sncethey tend to be sdf-diminating, there aren't that many of them.”

"We're assuming that the bomber was a Prime World native?"

"Weve got to start somewhere—plus no outworlder who pays the rent that way has cometo Prime
World within the past year."



"GA."
"This Dynsman specidizesin insurance jobs. Using military explosives.”
"Whoever blew the Covenanter used military demo.”

"Second, this clown's never been offworld in hislife. A few cycles before Alain got hamburgered,”
Haineswent on, "Dynsman was in hock to his eyebrows to every loan shark around.

"Then he paid his debts and was flush. He hung out with the Psauri—don't bother asking: They're
smdl-timelizards and even smdler-time crooks.

"Suddenly he was picking up the tab and promising even bigger partiesto come.
"All a once he hit up every ten-percenter in Soward. Since he'd paid them off, his credit was good.
"Then he disgppeared.”

Sten ran through what Lisad given him. Contemplating, he walked to therailing of her "houseboat” and
stared down at the forest below.

Since housing on Prime World was at a shortage, and gtrictly controlled, somefairly creative homes had
been developed. Lisalived in one such. Her landlord had leased aforest that waslegally unsettleable. No
one, however, said anything about overhead. So large McL ean-powered houseboats were available,
moored above the forest. They were built in varying styles, and rented for a premium. The occupants had
supreme privacy and, except in ahigh wind, luxury.

Theinterior of Haines houseboat was alarge, single room, with the kitchen and ‘fresher located toward
the stern in separate compartments. Lisa divided the room with movable screens, giving her the option of
redesigning the chamber with minimum work any time she had a spare afternoon.

Furnishings consisted of static wall hangings of the single-stroke color schoal, pluslow tables and pillows
that served as chairs, couches, and beds.

Sten, on the whole, wouldn't have minded living there without changing athing. He went back to
business. "Y ou've got more."

"Uh-huh. This Dynsman went to the port and ironed a securicop who was guarding some richie's yacht.
Exit yacht, two minutes|ater.”

"Wheréd Dynsman learn how to run a spaceship?’

"Y ou've been in the military too long, Captain. Y achts are built for people with more money than brains.
All you haveto do is shove acourse card in the computer; the boat does everything else. So the boat did
everything e se, and Dynsman was offworld.”

"Clottin' wonderful.”
"Yeah. Wdll, | got more. Including where Dynsman went."
"So why the glum?' Sten asked.

"The glumisfor thered bad news. Background, Sten. When | made Homicide, | figured out that
sometime I'd want to file something that nobody could access. So | set up acodein my computer. And
just to be sneaky, in case somebody broke the code, | set up atrap. If somebody got into my files, at



least I'd know it had happened.”

"Drakh," Sten swore, seeing what came next. He stalked across the room.

"Pour me one, too. Right. Somebody got inside my computer. Somebody knows everything I've got.”
Haines shot her drink back.

"Still worse, babe. | ran atrail on the intrusion: Captain, whoever broke my filesindde the Imperid
paacel”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

"I do not think | needed this" the Eternd Emperor said, quite camly.

"Nossr," Sten agreed.

"Congratulations, Captain. Y ou're doing an excdllent job. I'm sorry asdl hell | gave you the assgnment.”
"Yesr.”

"Go ahead,” the Emperor continued. "From the gleam, | know you've got something worse than just
having aspy herein the pdace.”

"Y essir. This Dynsman took the yacht asfar asthe fud would go, then abandoned the ship.”
"Do you have atrack?'

"Lieutenant Hainess report said that Dynsman signed on atramp freighter in that port—Hollister, it
was—and transshipped.”

"How in the blazes could he get aberth? Y ou didn't say thisjerk has any deep-space experience.”
"He doesn't. But the tramp, according to Lloyds, shouldn't betoo particular. It carries high-yidd fuels.”
"Mmm. Continue."

"Uh... thetramp's Sngle-load destination was Hegth, ar.”

"You aretruly abundle of joy, Captain Sten."

Heath was the capita of the Tahn worlds.

"Captain, have you been drinking?'

"Nossr. Not yet.”

"Wed better start." The Emperor poured shots from the 180-pure flask and drained his.

"Captain, | will now let you in, on an example of Eterna-Emperor-type reasoning. Either (A) the Tahn
were responsble for greasing Alain"—the Emperor's tone changed—"plus some. .. others, and are
running thiswhole operation, or (B) thiswhole thing isturning into the most cluster-clotted nightmare

gang.

"Yesdr. | dunno, Sr."



"Lot of help you are. Fine, Captain, very fine. Pour another one, don't come to attention, and stand by
for orders.

"I'll gart with the assumption that | can trust you. Y ou're too damned young, junior, and fresh on the job
to beinvolved with whatever's going on.

"| trust the Gurkhas. By the way, how good aman isyour subudar-mgjor? Limbu, isn't it?*
"None better, sir.”

"l want you to turn the guard over to him. Y ou're detached. | will be quite specific snce | remember from
your Mantis daysthat you sometimes... fredy interpret orders. Y ou are to go find this Dynsman; you are
to bring him back unharmed; heisto be capable of answering any and every question that | can come up
with.

"I do not want revenge, | want goddamned answers, captain. Isthat clear?’
"Yessr." Sten touched the glassto hislips. "I'll need support, Y our Highness."

"Captain Sten, you figure out your ops order. Y ou can have any clottin’ thing you want, up to and
including aguards Divisonif you think itl help.

"l want that Dynsman!"
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The portal did shut behind Tarpy's back. Reflexively, he moved to put awall a hisback while hiseyes
adjusted to the semiblackness. His pupils dilated, and now he could see overhead the spots of light that
were stars and spaceships.

The scene in the hemispherica chamber shifted, and it was daylight, as one sun swam into closeup, and
theimperia landing force hung "below™ it, above the dightly larger dot that was the planet.

Acrossthis moved the black strut-beam that supported the chamber's control chair, and Tarpy could
make out the figure of Hakone outlined in the sedt.

Again the scene shifted, and now the battleships and assault transports floated above the planet's surface,
which wegpt to either sde of the chamber. Tacships flared out and down, and remote satellites engaged
them.

Five battleships split from the main force, their Y ukawar-drives pushing them up toward the planet's pole,
asthe trangports drifted down toward the landing.

Tarpy ran battles through his head, then snickered as he got it. Of course. Saragossa.

He could never understand why soldiers couldn't let go of the past. To him, the battles hed fought in
were meaningless. All they gave him was promotion, perhaps amedd, and that never-to-be-admitted
satisfaction of close-rangekilling.

Saragossa. Asfar as Tarpy was concerned, the battle was not only long-lost but one that never could
have been won. Hakone's laboring for some kind of culprit had never signified. But he caught himsdlf.
Not to reason why as long as somebody's paying the bills. He dug out atabac and, making no moveto
shidd theflame, set firetoitstip.



Hakone caught the reflection from adia in front of him and spun the booth on itsarm. "Isthat you?"'

Tarpy did not bother answering. He couldn't be bothered with nonsense—none of Hakone's servants
had entry permit to the battle chamber. Therefore, whoever was inside would be whoever was expected.

Thelong beam swung down, out of the chamber and leve with the chamber's|obby. Hakone climbed
out, walked to Tarpy, and brought his hand through a 360-degree loop. The "battle" above died asthe
lights came up in the chamber. " The Emperor has saved us al some research,” Hakone said. "We now
have aline on this bomber our associate used.”

Hetook ahandful of fichesfrom his coveral's breast pocket and passed them to Tarpy. "The man fled
into the Tahn worlds," Hakone said.

Tarpy haf smiled. "It should be hard for him to go to ground there."

"Y ou have whatever resources you need. If you wish, take afew of our Praetorian deserters with you for
backup."

"Will it matter how | doit?"

"Not at dl. Hésasmdl-time crimina, adrift in avery violent society. No onewill inquire.”

Tarpy pamed the exit switch, and the chamber's portal swung open.

"By the way—the Emperor dso hasaman in pursuit.”

"Do | worry?"

"No. He'sinconsequentiad—some captain named Sten. Met him. Quite doppy for an Imperid soldier.”
"But if he gets close?'

Hakone shrugged. "Theissue at stakeisagreet ded larger than thelife of one Imperid grunt, Tarpy.”
Tarpy stepped through the portd, palmed it shut, and vas gone.

BOOK THREE
MOUTON

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Sergeant Mgor Alex Kilgour, detached Mantis Section Headquarters, parent unit First Imperia Guards
Division, glowered down at histasteful purple and green loose tunic and pantal oons and then across the
cobbled street at the schoolyard. In the yard, auniformed and elderly Tahn officer was drilling
eight-year-oldsin some sort of armsdrill. When y' gieth' bairns pikes before th' war starts, Alex thought
sourly, prapsy' should be thinkit ae nae fighting.

The march-and-countermarch he was watching, however, was very low on Kilgour's pissoff list. There
were many, many others. Waiting for Sten, he ran through them.

There was nothing wrong with being detached for specid duty. In the back of Alex's mind, he had been
considering a certain sense of mordity. Hed spent enough yearsin Mantisto redlize that sooner or later
the ticking clock would stop. Just lately Alex had been hearing his persond clock dowing.



But that, he protested to himsdlf furioudy, was nae the prime reason. Ah join't th' Guard ae ah soldier, he
went on. An' somehow now Ah'm on some strange world, dressed ae a panderer. One of these aeons,
Alex promised himsdlf, probly on my retirement, Ah'll gieth' Emperor what Ah servethefull story. The
poor wee lad cannae know.

The strange world was Hegth, capitd of the Tahn worlds. Alex and Sten had gonein covertly. Kilgour,
however, quibbled at their cover—Sten had figured that high-credit pimps would never be questioned as
to their real motives.

Whatever Alex had been expecting, in along career that specidized in inserting him in the middle of
bizarre cultures, Heath proved agreat ded more.

The Tahn culture conssted of rigid, stratified subcultures. At the top were the warlords, landed hereditary
politico/commanders. Under them fell the lieutenants, the tactical |eaders and warriors. Then the merchant
class, and, findly, the peasants. The peasants did all the drakh work, from spear-carrying in the growing
Tahn military to agricultureto menid jobs.

That, Alex thought to himself furioudy, dinnamakit me fash. But th' stinkit peasants no seem to mind
bein' serfs. A thousand years earlier, Alex Kilgour would probably have made avery acceptable
revolutionary.

An' not only that, he went on, th' food's nae whae a civilized body should egt. Ocean weed, food frag
bottom-scuttlin' beasties, drakh-planted carbos dinna make a diet frae a human, he thought, and burped.

Alex, not being the sort who could keep himself at the bottom of abrooding barrel for long, was
consoling himsdlf with the thought that at least the Tahn beer and ak were strong and readily available,
when Sten douched up beside him.

"Y'r mither dressesyou funny,” he said. Sten's garb was even more extreme—which in Heath's
underworld culture meant even less noticeable—than Alex's. His knee-length smock was striped in
orange and black, and the leotards under them were solid black. It was, Sten had been assured, the
height of fashion among those who sharked through the sexworld of progtitution.

Sten merely grunted at Alex's sdly. He, too, stared at the schoolyard. The Tahn warrior had discovered
an error in some child's performance and was systematicaly shaming himin front of hisfellow. Sten
motioned his head, and the two men moved away, headed toward the red-light district they were
quarteredin.

"Hae'y found our mad bomber?' Kilgour asked.

"Yesh"

"Ah, Sten. Prapsy' dinnabetelling me. It'saye worsen Ah thought.”
"Evenworse," Sten began angrily. "The dlottin’ idiot went and did it again.”

Lee Dynsman was anidiot. After hed jumped ship on Hesath, found a hidey-hole, adrink, awoman, and
amesl, which consumed what was left of his credits, held put the word out in the underculture bars that
he was an expert bomber and Very Available. A smal gang with large ambitions had quickly recruited
him to blow the vault on a Tahn credit repository. For oncein Dynsman's career, the job had gone
flawlessy, dropping the thick cement/sted back wall into rubble. The gang scooped up the loot, took
Dynsman to their hangout, and drank him into celebratory oblivion. No dummies, they redlized that since
the Tahn "police’ (actualy paramilitary, seconded for specia duties from the army) needed a cul prit, they



narked Dynsman.
"So our weelad'sin thedank," Alex said.
"Sill worse™"

"Ah, lad, lad. Dinnabe makit aye worse. Y 'know, Sten, when Ah was runnin' th' museum, Ah was
congder-in' mleave. M'mum'’s castle'sin Ross Galen Province, ayetheloveiest part ah th' planet &
Edinburgh. An the cagtle sits on awee loch, Loch Owen. Ah could'a gone thereingtead't bein’ here wi'
these barbarians.”

"Shut the hell up.” Sten wasin no mood for Alex's meanderings. "Dynsmanisntinjail," hewent on. "The
clot's been transported.”

"Oo0l." Alex understood.
"| thought you would, you refugee from aclan of criminas. Transported. To aclottin' prison planet.”
"Ah need adrink.”

"Many, many drinks," Sten agreed. "While we figure out how the hell wetdl the Emperor thereis no way
intheworld to lift Dynsman off the Tahn worlds worst penitentiary.”

Alex then saved the day by spotting a bar that was just opening. The two men pivoted and swerved
indde
CHAPTER TWENTY

Tarpy, too, had tracked down Dynsman. His cover for travel to Heath hadn't been nearly as clever as
Sten's. He and the five Praetorian deserters with him masqueraded as atouring public fight team. Arriving
unannounced, they had very few bookings, which left the assassin and his men more than enough time to
look for the disappeared bomber.

Tarpy twirled the cup of teaiin his hands and wished for something stronger in celébration. But he had
rules—absolute rules that had kept him dive for nearly seventy-five years, rulesthat were never broken.
Among the strongest was no mind alterants on the job.

He shot the tea back and motioned for hislegman, aformer corporal, Milr, to continue.
Milr did, and the warm glow that spread inside Tarpy came from more than the tea.

Very seldom had he taken ajob that did not require violence, toil, and blood. But the current one
showed every sgn of being smple, painless, and well-paid.

Tarpy scanned the fiche on the prison planet. Pre-hominid. All prisoners sentenced for life. Average
prisoner life expectancy—five years, loca. Number of escapes—zero.

Unlike most people who kill for aliving, Tarpy believed an old adage—Kill Without Joy. He had taken
the adage one step further—don't kill if there's no need.

Dynsman's chances of returning to the Imperia worlds were near zero. All these people, Tarpy thought.
Running around scheming after something, and none of them realize that the gods aways take care of
those who play withfire.

Tarpy stood, pulled the fiche from its reader, and crossed to the hotel-room sink. He rinsed out his cup,



opened a cupboard, and took out a bottle of pure quill. He poured a cup for himself, then, asan
afterthought, aglassful for Milr. Milr swilled the ak, without bothering to wonder about the unannounced
suspension of TheRule.

Hedrained his glass. "Reassembl e the team, Corpord. Well transship back to Prime World on the next
avalable”

Dynsman was no longer afactor, nor wasthat Imperia officer. Tarpy next considered exactly how much
of the commission he would have to pay the ex-Praetorians to keep them from fedling cheated.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A wry joke on Hesath was that the huge river running through the middle of the capitd city wasthe only
river that had ever caught on fire.

It burned for days, serioudy scorching the surrounding waterfront. But even after the fire on the polluted
channd had died, the Tahn lords had done nothing to clean it up, in spite of their loud and frequent
avowads of love for amplicity and nature. After dl, the warlords had immacul ate gardens to wander
through and in which to compose the Tahn's superstylized poetry. The peasants could—sometimes
did—eat drakh.

On the other hand, since dl waterfronts throughout history have been the same, perhapsthe fire could
have been considered instant urban renewal. Not that it took long for the same abattoirs to spring back
tolife

The Khag was a prime example. Its popularity was twofold: Not only wasit close to both the onworld
water shipping and the spaceport, but at the port anything or anyoneillicit was available.

Thetwo men at the bar fit right in—except for their soiled gray uniforms and pants bloused in knee-high
swamp boots. They were armed, but so was dmost everyone elsein the Khag. Their
weapons—stunguns, truncheons, fighting knives, and gas sorays—were hung on |lestherette Sam Browne
belts. Their voices were asraw asthey were loud and semidrunk. One of them—Keet—owled at the
ticket packet on the bar in front of them.

"Last day, partner. Last day."
His cohort Ohlsn nodded. "Y ou know, | have been figuring our problem, Mr. Keet."
"We sure have alot of them."

"Not redlly,” Ohlsn continued. He wasiin that stage of drunkenness where brilliant ideas occur, still sober
enough so that some of them make some degree of sense. "The problem with usiswe're betwixt and

"] don't track."

"Keep drinking. Y ou will. We sit out there for three planet-years at a stretch, and what do we want
moren anything?'

"To get our butts back to home world."
"Shows why we aren't warrior-class. 'Cause that's dumb.”

"Y ou've been duicing too heavy."



"Not achance. Look at it. Out there, we got power, right? How many times you taped somebody ‘cause
you didn't like hislooks? How many times you had some konfekta show up at your quarters wanting
anything but to go out there with Genpop?"

"That's part of thejob, Ohlsn."

"Sureitis. Solook at the two of us. Were peasant-class, right? But when werewalkin' our pogt, for
three years we do better 'n any warrior or warlord | know."

"Thisisanew assgnment. Maybe it's gonna be a drakhhegp."”

"Come on, man. Think about it. The job's the same as we been doin' for years—how in hell could the
two of usdo any better?’

Keet consdered. Part of his consderation was emptying the liter-size carafe of quill in front of theminto
their glasses.

That was what Sten and Alex had been waiting for. They were at asmall table, about three meters
behind the two men. Sten waved, and the previoudly overtipped waitress was besde them.

"Thosetwo,” Sten said. "Buy them another round.” He dipped her more than enough credits, then looked
a Kilgour.

"Och aye," Alex agreed to the unspoken question. "Those are our boys."

By that time, another carafe had been set in front of Keet and Ohlsn, and they'd quizzed the barmaid on
who was buying. Keet turned and puzzled at them. Sten hoisted his own mug and smiled. Keet and
Ohlsn exchanged glances, conddered their diminished drinking fund, and cameto the table. They both
were highly unimpressed with Sten and Alex, who were glowing gently in their pimpsuits.

"Don't liketo drink alk from somebody | don't know," Keet growled.
"We're the Campbell brothers," Alex smoothed.
"Yuh. And | know what you are."

"Inour trade, it paysto advertise," Sten said. "Y ou don't get the girlsif you don't ook like you can afford
them.”

"Got no usefor pimps,” Ohlsn said. ™Y ou ought to see what happensto 'em out there.”
"Anexperiencel planto avoid,” Sten sad, refilling their mugs.

"Knock off the drakh,” Keet said. "Y ou know what we are. Y ou ain't buying us ‘cause you like our
looks™

"Nope," Sten agreed. "We've got aproblem.”

"Bet you have."

"We thought maybe to take care of it before it happens.”

"Lemme guess,” Keet said. "One of your whores got staked, right? And she's headed out.”

"Thisman'samind reader," Sten mock-marveled to Alex.



"Y ou know therules, chien. Once they're gone, they don't come back. Unlessthey're fiff. So don't
bother trying to buy us so that you can rescue your hole. Don't happen. Never has happened.”

"Wereno stupid,” Alex sad.
"So why the free?'

"Our friend, see" Sten began haltingly. "She's cuter'n leggings on ak'larf. But she ain't too swift. She
went and got hooked up with somebody up there." Sten jerked histhumb upward, in the Heath-universal
sgn for any class above your own or the people you were dedling with.

"Histhird wifedidn't likeit. My friend ended up being took asareceiver."
"Hard hash," Keet said.

"Shewas areal moneymaker,” Sten sighed. "And so I'd like to see she gets taken care of. She'sthe
deicaetype.”

Keet and Ohlsn eyed each other.

"What are you looking for?"

"Somebody to take care of her. Don't want to see her end up on thewrong side.”
"Y ou want one of usto tuck her under awing?'

"You haveit."

"Don't make sense. Why do you care? She ain't never coming back.”

"It'san investment. See, Din's got Ssters growing up. And they're even cuter'n sheis. So if | protect the
family..."

Ohlsn grunted happily. From his point of view, hewasin the bargaining chair.
"Fine, chien. Wetake care of her. But what'sin it for us? Now? Here?'
Alex lifted arall of Tahn creditsfrom his pocket.

"Drakh," Keet said. "Should'a hit us at the beginning of the leave. That won't do us any good for the next
three plan-years out there, now will it?"

"Drop an offer.”

Keet lifted the ticket packet "This sayswe ship eight hours from now. Meansif you're trying to buy us,
you got to come up with something we can do ‘tween now and then. And something that won't messus.
Which means don't even bother offerin’ something in your own. .. organization?

"Man drinks quill, he starts thinking about other things," Ohlsn steered them.
Sten widened hiseyes. " Sorry, men. | guessI'm abit dow. That'sclottin' easy.”

"Bro," Kilgour added. "We could set 'em urn wi' any piece a fluff. But these gens sound like they're
willin' to treat us on the square. What about Din's Ssters?”

Keet licked hislips. "Y ou've dready got them?"



"Clot yes" Sten said. "Folks don't care. They breed 'em like klarf. Wait till they hit ten, then sdll ‘em.
Weve had two for about amonth. Breskin' ‘eminright.”

"Thenthereéstheded," Keet said. "Plus you provide the rations and the drink—and make sure we hit the
transport ontime.”

The four beamed at each other, and Sten signaled for another pitcher to sedl the arrangement.

Outside, the dt air hit and instantly sobered Sten. HeE'd had just enough drink to serioudly consider telling
the two men in gray what was going to happen to them, and why. Instead, he fell back from Keet one
half apace and dropped his hand. His curled fingers freed the muscle holding the knife securdly in his
arm, and the blade dropped freeinto his hand. He gave the nod to Alex.

Alex spun and swung, knotted three-gee muscles driving hisfigt straight into Ohlsn'srib cage. Ribs
gplintered, and the punch-shock impacted the man's heart.

Ohlsn was dead, blood gouting from his mouth, before he could even redlize.

K eet's death was somewhat neater, but no less sudden, as Sten's knife did into the base of the man's
skull, severing the spind cord.

Old Mantisreflexes took over. They caught the corpses as they toppled and eased them to the
boardwalk.

The bodies were quickly stripped of wegpons, uniforms, and ID packets. From anearby piling, Alex
grabbed weighted bodybags they'd stashed earlier; and they struggled the corpsesinto them.

Minutes after they'd died, the two bodies splashed into the harbor to sink tracelessly and dissolve
quickly. Ten hours, and nothing but arevolting dush would remain for forensics specididts.

Alex bundled the uniforms together and tucked them under onearm. "Of & thesins Ah hae on
m'conscience,” Alex mused. "Ah never consider't pollutin’ th' ocean'd be one athem.”

"Alex, help,” Sten said plaintively.

"A min, lad. A min. Ah'm lockit up noo." Alex wasindeed quite busy in thetiny dum flat they'd rented.
Kilgour was feeding the ID cards, personal photos, and such from Keet and Ohlsn into one of the few
Mantistools they'd brought with them. The machine was copying the ID cards and persond datafrom
the two originals then dtering them so that Sten and Alex's pictures and physica characteristicswere
implanted on the documents.

"Sergeant Mg or Kilgour, | ill outrank you, damniit!”

Thefinal photo clicked out ashot of Keet arm in arm with some femal e-by-courtesy who must have been
thelove of hislife. The new photo, however, showed Sten asthe erring lover. Kilgour beamed and
fingered a button. The machine began hissng—in lessthan ahdf aminute the origina documentsin the
machine, and the guts of the machineitself, would be a nonanalyzable chunk of plas. Heturned to see
what Sten's problem was.

"l amnot,” he said firmly, "aclottin' seamdiress. | am acaptain in the Imperid Guard. | do not know how
to saw. | do not know how to dter uniformsto fit, even with sewing glue and thisclottin' knife. Al |
know how to do is glue my fingerstogether."

Kilgour tsked, poured himself anow off-duty drink, and sadly surveyed Sten.



"How in hdll did y'manageto glue both hands together? M'mum w'd nae have trouble wi' asmple task
likethat."

Before Sten could find away to hit him, Alex solved the problem by dumping his mug of ak over Sten's
hands, dissolving the sewing glue, which Sten had rather ineptly been using to retailor Keet and Ohlsn's
uniforms. The mug was swiftly refilled and handed to Sten, who knocked it back in one shot.

"Ah," Alex pointed out wisdly after Sten had finished choking and wiping the tearsfrom hiseyes. "Y've
provit th' adage.”

Sten just stared lethdly at his partner.

"Ahy'sew, tha's how y'weep."

Kilgour, Sten decided, was definitely rising above his sation.
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

His muscles complaining as he automaticaly tensed hislegs againg the greasy tug of the water, Dynsman
waded out through the receding tide. He was still way too new at the game yet, and hadn't learned to let
the steady pull of the seahelp him walk. It was the same a Conch time, when the day was officidly
ended by the shordline horn. Then it was amatter of walking with the incoming tide and trying to keep
one's balance. Dynsman till fought it. And the penalty was deepless nights of agony as hislegs knotted
and cramped.

Adding to his problems was the knife-sharp sea bottom, littered with gnarled rocks and razor-edge
mollsk shells. He had only thin plas boots to protect hisfeet.

"Clot!" A misstep, and atiny dice of flesh was nipped off by ashell. He stopped, dragging himsdf back
againg thetide. His heart pounded wildly for an ingtant as he looked about him. He could dmost fed the
blood oozing from the tiny abrasion. Dynsman thought about al the things that sniffed for blood in the
mollsk bed and shuddered.

He fought back the panic and tried to regain his bearings. On each sde of him, forty other prisoners of
Dru eased out through the surf like d ow-begating wings. They moved cautioudy through the water,
watching for the telltale bubbles of frightened mollsks.

Dynsman had never worked so hard or been so frightened in hislife. He would much rather disarm a
doppy bomb then pursue the wily mollsk. Dynsman really wasn't good with his hands even when working
on the ddlicate mechanismsthat make things go bang; his seven remaining fingers were mostly numb,
blunt objects. He had lived at histrade as long as he had by being canny and what-the-hell-let's-go-for-it

lucky.
"Dynsman!" came the bellow from the shoreline. "Get your ass behind it or I'll put my boot in."

The bdlow hit him like an ectric shock, and Dynsman ssumbled clumsily forward, his mollsk-plunger
held somewhat at the ready.

Like most tasks on Dru, what Dynsman was about involved a product that was exceedingly exatic,
expensve, and lethal. The tender mollsk was prized in many systemsfor itsincredible taste and
mythological aphrodisac qualities. It was amutant Old Earth bivalve creature, containing on average a
kilo of delectable flesh, guarded by arazor-sharp shell about ahalf meter in diameter.

It had been bred to its present delicious state over many centuries. The problem being, for the hunter,



that the same genesthat madeit so large and tasty went ong with ahighly efficient system of mobility.
The creature lived in the mud and preferred chill; krill-swvarming sees.

Whenit fed, it opened its huge top shell like afan, guiding the microorganismsinto its ssomach-filter
system. The mollsk could not see or fed, but judged the environment for mating or danger by ahighly
evolved system of smell. Which, in addition to convenience, iswhy mollsk huntersworked asthetide
rushed out. In theory, the smells of the decaying shore life would mask the odor of an approaching mollsk
hunter. But only until the last moment, when the hunter was ameter or so away. Then the mollsk would
smell the hunter, take fright, and burrow deeper into the mud, leaving atrail of roiling bubbles. That's
when the hunter captured it. Or if you were Dynsman, tried for it.

Like the other hunters, Dynsman was provided with amollsk-plunger. It consisted of two handles, alittle
more than ameter and ahaf long, that connected to a pair of very sharp shovel jawsthat were
spring-loaded and sieved. The plunger was held at the ready as the intrepid hunter waded out through the
surf watching very carefully for the bubbles that marked panicked mollsks. Aiming at the point wherethe
bubbles just disappeared, and making alowancesfor light refraction, the tool was plunged into the mud
at just the right moment, triggering the spring. Then the mollsk-plunger was hauled to the surface spewing
mud and water, and the creature was popped into the bubble raft towed behind the hunter.

Dynsman was about as bad at the job as anyone could be. He could never time the bubbles correctly,
and, about every other shift, he dumped hisraft over as he was wading to shore. That meant he lived on
very, very short rations because on Dru, a prisoner'sfood intake and the availability of luxuries depended
upon performance. After only amonth on Dru, Dynsman'sribs stood out from his hollow stomach at
about athirty-degree angle. To add injury to starvation, every time he fouled up, Chetwynd, the
behemoth who was the boss villain, put hiswrigt to the ngpe of Dynsman's neck and made him do what
Chetwynd cdled "the chicken."

Dynsman moved dowly forward again, hisfeet feding for the uncluttered spaces aong the bottom. A
stresk of bubbles suddenly shot for the surface and Dynsman dmost panicked. Blindly, he dammed the
mollsk-plunger downward and triggered the release. A myriad of bubbles exploded upward and then
Dynsman was laughing amost hystericaly as he tugged up on the plunger, alarge mollsk snared in its
jaws. He pressed the release lever and hurled the creature into the raft. There, he thought to himsdlf.
Yourefinaly getting it. With agreat deal more confidence, he strode forward. But then the old doubts
and fears came crowding back. All the stories he had listened to in the village about the things that wait
for aguy and are most likely to attack during rookie fal se confidence.

Dynsman had yet to witness one of the attacks, but he had seen the bodies dragged up on shore by
Chetwynd and his cronies. There were many, many beingsto fear in those waters, it was said, but two
creaturesin particular were the source of constant conversation and mid-deep perspiration. The second
most deadly being that also preyed on the mollsk was the morae. It was shaped abit like a serpent and
powered its three-meter length through the seas by congtantly moving ribs—thetail streaming out behind
for arudder, or more awfully, asabracein attacking.

The morae had an enormous head with jaws that could unhinge, dlowing it to rip into morsels much
larger than the circumference of its tubular body. And, like most animals of the deep, itsflesh wasvery
dense, giving its enormous strength, even for its Size. Eyewitness accounts had one morae going for aleg
dangling out of aboat and dragging leg, boat, and dl under water. Fortunately, Dynsman reassured
himsdlf, the morae rarely fed during an outgoing tide. It was during the return home, with the seas
pounding back at the shore, that the hunters worried.

Most dreaded of al, however, was the gurion. Thiswas a thing that was dways hungry and hunted at all
times. Dynsman noticed that he was about wai st-deep, a depth most favored by the gurion when it was



on the stalk. He had never seen agurion, and sure as hell wanted to keep it that way. Apparently they
looked ahit like an Earth starfish but enormoudy larger—perhaps two meters across. On their many legs
they could rise up out of the water over athree-meter tide. A gurion could run through the water asfast
as ahuman being could on land. It wasimpaossible to escape them. They were an dmost obscene white,
covered with athick bumpy skin. The huge sucking discs on their legs could rip amollsk gpart then evert
its stomach, which was lined with rows of needle-teeth, over its prey, grasp the soft flesh, and pull it back
into itsbody, ripping and digesting the living organism at the sametime.

Dynsman never wanted to meet aliving gurion.

All indl, after being condemned to Dru, Dynsman wasn't sureif he wouldn't have been better off facing
Prime World justice. He felt that he had aways been an unappreciated man, but on Dru histalentswere
going completely without use. He thought of himsdlf asthe kind of afellow who could get dong in any
society. He had not a prejudice in him. He just wanted to be alowed to do what he did best—blow
things up—and then enjoy the companionship of hisfellow professondsin abar after the bloody task
was done.

Chetwynd had changed dl that. Dynsman did not blame the Tahn system for his present Sate. He had
made amisstep and then been caught. Dynsman blamed it on evil companions. What happened later was
only to be expected.

Chetwynd was only one of many prisoner bosses who ruled the isolated villages sprinkled across Drul.
The Tahn, fascists that they were, crested the prison colony of Dru for only one purpose: to imprison
criminals, both political and societal. Rob abank or hoist apicket Sgn, it wasdl the sameto the Tahn.
But, fascists or not, they were also eminently practica. If they had to have a prison world, it should pay
for itself. Better yet, it should make a profit.

In Dynsman's area, the Tahn had seeded avast mollsk bed. Twenty grams of mollsk flesh went for a
small fortune in Tahn high society. Deeper inland, musk-bearing plantsrolled like tumbleweeds across an
enormous desert landscape. Since they aso sprayed ahighly caustic acid al about them when they were
halted, it cost many prisoner livesto harvest them. And across the face of Dru, ranches, farms, and mines
produced items worth awarlord's dowry at the cost of many "worthless' lives.

Dynsman had figured out the system even before he was trangported to Chetwynd's village, and was
determined to keep himsdf dive. With Chetwynd, it was aplan that amost could have worked.

Chetwynd had been alabor organizer on the docks at the Tahn's main spaceport. In his somewhat
colorful past there had been more than a modicum of murder and robbery and mayhem. But when heled
hisfellow workers out on strike over some now obscure benefit-parity issue involving in-flight fedliesfor
deep-space workers, it wasjust the final straw for the Tahn. He was put in manacles and told there were
many many many mollsksin hisfuture.

By the time Dynsman came on the scene, the enormous being that was Chetwynd had staked out the
village for himsdlf. He dressed in the best of clothes, confiscated dl the luxuriesfor himsdf and his
cronies, and had gathered alittle harem of prisoner lovelies. The ladieswere there, it would be noted,
morefor his charm and prowess than his relative riches as boss thug.

Dynsman himself had fallen under the giant's spell when he was dumped from the flitter and assigned to
Chetwynd's work party. The big man had dready pored over a stolen copy of hisrap sheet. "Bomber,
huh?" he had mused. "Y ou gotta be the clot | was dwayslookin' for back on Heath."

Chetwynd had immediately put Dynsman to work building bombs. The materials were far from right, but
Dynsman did his damnedest to produce, bragging al the while about the sophisticated things he could do



if given theright tools and materids.

He never asked Chetwynd what the bombs were for because the obvious targets—the guards—would
bring thousandfold retdiationsif any of them were even scraiched. Eventudly Dynsman managed to
produce a double-throw-down explosive device, triggered by the narcobeer breath that always seemed
to exude from Dru guards. The test was unfortunate. The problem was, Dynsman had made aminor
error involving the pheromone trigger, and when Chetwynd threw a party for the first blast, the musk
favored by Chetwynd's latest passion set the bomb off well before schedule.

Dynsman expected to be killed on the spot. Instead, Chetwynd merely smashed him about for awhile
and then, after along conference with his bullyboys, assgned him to the main mollsk work party. Ashe
waded through the surf, waiting for thefirst crunch of the morae, or the gurion, Dynsman had mixed
fedings about hisreprieve.

There was ashout from hisleft. Dynsman whirled to see that entire side of thework forceflailing a the
water, desperately struggling to reach shore. Another shout roseto hisright, and Dysnman knew that
somehow it wastoo late. The others were dready heading back, and he had been daydreaming about his
problems, ignoring everything about him.

Hetried to get hisfeet to move, but instead stared in awful fascination at the black shapesthat were
whipping through the seatoward them. Morae! By clotting hell, morae! Somehow he turned and started
plunging his knees up and down, but made amost no headway againgt the outgoing tide. His heart was
hammering, hismuscles straining, and till it wasn't enough; he could almost fedl the gaping jaws moving in
on hislegs. Thelegsfdt so thin and brittle. Then he was on the shore, and people were pulling him onto
the beach and he was gasping and laughing and messing himsdlf in fear. They dumped him and ran back.
Dynsman heard a scream and rolled over to look.

Chetwynd was standing in the surf, his huge body braced against some terrible pulling weight ashe
tugged at one of the mollsk hunters. Chetwynd had the man beneeth both arms, and the hunter's body
waswracked back and forth in fagt, terribly agonizing motions. The man screamed and screamed and
screamed. But Chetwynd kept hishold. He kept pulling, and finaly whatever had the man let go.
Chetwynd staggered back with him and collapsed on the sand to aragged cheer from the others.
Dynsman himsdf amost yelled out in relief until he saw the thing that wasin Chetwynd'sarms. The morae
had won. Nothing existed below the waist. The worker grinned a Chetwynd, and then his eyesrolled up
in his head and blood burst out of his mouth. Dynsman turned aside to vomit.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
"Oneto you, Mr. Ohlsn!™
"Acknowledged, Mr. Keet!"

Prodded by Sten's club, the prisoner double-timed from the white line chalked on the ground acrossthe
compound Coward Alex. Kilgour saluted, in the flat-hand outstretched salute of the Tahn, then motioned
the prisoner out the gate, onto the world of Dru itself. He dammed and triple-print-locked the gate, then
doubled, knees high, toward his partner. Again they exchanged sd utes, then sarted toward their
quarters.

"Ah ha been alot of thingsf'r the Emperor, young Sten,” Kilgour said heavily, "but y've forced meinto
rolesAh dinnaken & all. | wasnabad bein't a cashiered soldier when we were dedin't wi' those mad
Tdiemaners. But thistime y'hae me aefirst apimp, an' noo ascrew.

"M'mumw'd neelikit you."



Kilgour had been sniveling since the two had boarded the guard transport for Dru. Their identities hadn't
even been questioned. Evidently even the security-conscious Tahn could not figure why anyone, for any
reason, would want to go to the prison world of Dru.

Not that aguard's life was without its comforts. A good percentage of Dru's luxury goods werefiltered
into the guards compound. And of course there were human amenities, since any prisoner condemned to
Dru quickly learned that hisor her life expectancy would be sgnificantly enlarged by volunteering to share
aguard's bed.

Sten and Alex had evaded the Situation by claiming that on leave they'd both bedded the same woman,
and been given the same socid disease, which was dowly responding to treatment.

Ohlsn had been right—for the peasant-class men and women the Tahn routinely recruited as prison
guards, life was very swest indeed.

"Young Sten," Alex whispered, just outside the security door to the guards barracks, "are you sure that
al we haet'do islift this mad bomber? Wha would happen if we set awee bomb ae our own in the
center ae this compound before we hauled?’

"Good idea, Sergeant Mgjor. No."
Kilgour sighed and they entered their quarters.

Alex waited until the machinefinished cycling, lifted the plas door, and took the two mugs of narcobeer
to the table he and Sten were Sitting at.

All of the recreation roomsin the barracks were the same—overly plush chambers that attempted to
copy what the vids showed of warlord quarters. With additions. Like the narcobeer machines. Alex
winced, and spped. Coming from afree world and the Imperid military, hed never experienced the
dubious joys of narcobeer. Sten had dugged down more than his share on the factory world of Vulcan.

"Naeonly d' these Tahn no et right,” Alex grumbled, "but th' dinnaken beer.”
"That's not quite beer.”

"Aye. A camd pisseth better ale than th' Tahn make.”

"It'sfermented grain of one sort or another. Plus about five percent opiate.”

Alex chugged the mouthful held been swilling straight back into hisglass. "Y'r jokin't."
Sten shook his head and drank. It tasted even worse than he remembered.
"Whasthe effect?"

"You get glogged, of course. Plustherésadight physica addiction. Takes... oh, may beacycleor two
of the cold sweatsto shake."

"Bleedin’ great. First Ah'm apimp, then Ah'm a screw, an' noo Ah'm becom'it aclottin’ addict. The
Empll ne'er know wha! troubles Ah seen.”

Sten noticed, however, that the information didn't keep Alex from finishing his glass. Further complaints
were broken by loud, raucous cheers from the other guards as they welcomed two othersinto the rec
room—qguards Sten and Alex hadn't seen during their three weeks on Dru.



"The Furloughtwingd™
"How'd the luck of the draw play?"

The dightly older and beefier of the two women motioned for silence. Eventudly, the other guards shut
up.

"Y'wan areport? Awright. The late prisoner, our lamented whatever his clottin' name was—or wasiit
her?—successfully passed to hisreward and was recycled.”

"Clot thevillain. Who cares?!
"Men Kay found anew way to spend time back on Heath."
Great interest was obvious among the other guards.

"Y ou people been using the body detall to hit the resorts. Lemmetell you, there's somethin' better. With
the fleet bein’ built up, there's awhole bunch of recruits.

"Y oung they are. Stuck on post. Me an' Kay figured that they got credits, and nobody to spend 'em on.”

"Tel you, they spent 'em on us, sSince we used our guaranteed right an' spent time on base, inthe R&R
center.”

"Good times," someone snickered.

"Tel you," the woman went on. "Back there, it's better. They sack with you 'cause they want to, not
‘cause there's pressure. Tell you women alittle secret,” sheleered. "It'salot... stronger that way. Plus
they pick up thetab."

A watch sergeant stood and ceremonioudly waved his mug at them. "We're glad to see you people back.
Sounds like your stories are gonna be grest. But the next time the lottery rolls around, if you guystakeit
again, somebody's gonna get dead. Thisisthe third time in two years you two went back to Heath."

Sten and Alex werelooking at each other. There wasn't any need to discuss matters. They tabbed new
narcobeers from the machine and joined the fray.

The problem they'd never solved was, once they found Dynsman, how to get him—and
themsalves—offworld. Being experienced covert operators, they'd always assumed there was away. But
in three weeks they had not yet been able to find one. Dru was ringed by manned and unmanned guard
ships. The only way on or off wasin prisoner transshipments or on robot freighterslifting out the luxury
exports. The prisoner shipswere manned by heavy guard contingents, and not even Sten and Alex felt
competent enough to take over a ship guarded by a hundred people. The export ships were uniformly
refrigerated and nitrogen-atmosphered. This"lottery™ sounded interesting.

It was. The Tahn were very proud of Dru. Not only was the prison planet operating in the black, but the
prisoners themsalves were used, even beyond their death.

Under stress, the human animd's pituitary gland produces a painkilling drug. The grester the stress, the
greater the production. Since mogt prisoners who died on Dru died under extreme stress, their bodies
werefilled with the drug. The problem was acquiring the body, and freezing it before corruption set in.
Prisoners died on Dru very frequently—but al too many of them died under conditions that made body
recycling impossible. That was one reason why any of the prisoners sent to |solation never reemerged,

except in bodybags.



A "good" body, Sten and Alex found out, went off-world, to Heath. The cycling was not done on Dru;
for two reasons. the difficulty of getting skilled techs to accept assgnment to an armpit like Dru, and the
fact that the pituitary gland extract was, like dl painkillers, ajoyful opiate. Whichever one of the Tahn
warlords came up with theideaof using prisonersfor opiates, he or she was bright enough not to want an
aready troubled world like Dru to have access to a supernarcotic. When enough prisoners had died and
been frozen and bagged in time, the bodies were escorted offworld by two guards. That was the only
way off Dru other than the normal Recrestion leave following the three-year tour of duty. And the escorts
were chosen by lottery.

By the end of the evening Sten and Alex were eyeball-crossing on narcobeer. But they had their way out.
For Dynsman and themsdlves.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Step onewas Alex's story. "Ah," he mock-yawned. "Nae amonth on Dru, an aready Ah heard y'r best
dories”

"Y ou got a better one, Ohlsn," aguard jeered. The tubby Scotsman had aready established himself asa
character and afavorite among the guards. Especialy since he was more than willing to buy hisround
and another.

"Since Ah'm buyin't, shouldnaye be shuttin' y'r mouth?*
Slencefdl.

"Ah'm tdlin't astory aboot Old Earth. Before €en the Emperor. Back when we Scots ran free an'
bare-leggit on awee green idand.

"But €en then, afore the Emperor, there was an Empire. Romans, they were call't. An because they were
sore afrait @ the wee Scots, they built this braw great wall acrossthe idand. Wi' us on one side, an' them
ontheother.

"Hadrian'sWall, it was namit.

"But €en then, busness was busness. So a course, tha were gatesin th' wall, for folksto go backit an'
forth.

"A' course there were guard on th' gate.
"Onth' evenin' in question, therewa two guards on th’' wall, Marcus and Havius..."
Step Two was Sten.

Thefirgt thing they needed wasto find Dynsman. Thethird thing Sten and Alex needed was away to
mickey thelottery.

Either task depended on having atermina and accessing Dru's central compuiter.

Guards were not encouraged to have persona terminals, and the terminalsthat existed were carefully
controlled and voice-sed ed to the appropriate authorities.

However, Sten had discovered that the game machinesin the recrestion room were very sophisticated. If
aguard won on them, he could be paid immediately in narcobeers (ddlivery through the dot) or by
credits added to hisor her banked salary. Losses, of course, meant immediate deductions. Sten had



grinned in glee—the machines were exactly like those held grown up with on Vulcan—and exactly like
those the Mantis team had boogered in their destruction of that factory world.

So while Alex was occupying the guards, Sten seemed to be pinbaling his heart out on one of the
machines. Actualy he wastaking over the machine and using itslines to access the central computer
itsdlf. Histools were amicrobluebox that they'd smuggled onto Dru in the guise of amusic machine, a
secondary high-power source that dso had been smuggled, and Sten's occasiond bashing |eft foot
againg the game machine itsdlf.

Sten reacted as the game screen flashed; he tapped keys and cut himself out of the circuit. Antiaccess
device, but toad smple. He consdered for a minute, then tried an dternate code. Another step forward.

"... Now herés Marcus, who's been onthisweeidefor years an' years. But puir Flavius, he's only been
there for amonth or so. An' the puir lad's scarit solid. He dinnalike th' food, he dinnalike th' westher, an'
most d all, hesmessin' histunic aboot th' Scots.

" 'DinnaFash,' Marcustdlshim. 'Aboot nine d th' evenint, y'll be hearin't abraw whoopin't an' hollerin't
an' carryin't on.

" 'Thall just be the Scots comin't oot a th' grogshops. But y'll noo have to worry.'
"But Haviusisworrint..."

Sten was aso worrying. He looked around—every eye in the rec room seemed intent on Alex's story.
Sten dithered amicrodrill from his pocket and touched it to the rear of the game machine. The drill
whined in. Sten plugged the connection on the drill handle into an outlet on the microbluebox and keyed
the andysis button. The blue-box hummed concernedly.

"... Sonooit'snigh nine, and sure enow, theré's whoopin't an hollerin't an' carryin't on. And aye, doon
the street toward our wee Romans comit this braw great cluster & Scots. An' they're hairy an' dirty an’
wearin't bearskins and carryin't great axes a claymores.

"And Flavius knows he's gone to die, here on thisbarren idelight-years from his own't beautiful Rome.
So hel's shakin't an' shiverint.

"But Marcus, he'sgot this braw smile on hisface d this horrible horde comit staggerin't up.
" 'Evenin’, he says.

" 'Clottin' Romans,’ comit th' growl, an' somebody unlimbers asword.

" 'You'relookin't good a this night,” Marcus goes on.

" 'Clottin' Romans isth’' solo thing he gets back, an' th' Scots are €en closer, an' Flavius can smell their
gtinki't bresth, an' he's adead mon.

" 'Nice night tonight," Marcus keeps goin't.
" 'Clottin' Romans,’ comes again.

"Havius hae hiswee eyes shut, not wantin"t' see the blade tha rips his guts out an' al. But nae happentt.
All th' braw hairy killer monskers pass through the gate.

"An Haviusis4ill dive



"He relaxes then. Takit twa deep breaths, grinsa Marcus, an' says, 'Y 're right. Tha Scots ha be so bad.’

"'Aye, lad. Y ou'relearnin, Marcus comes back. 'But in another hour, when their men get done drinkint,
prapstherell be awee spot d trouble.” '

Asusua when Alex finished one of his stories, there was uncomprehending silence. Broken by two
things
The game machine flashed the correct code. Sten now was insde the main computer; and:

Hismicrodrill had evidently gonetoo far, since the payoff sgn started flashing, and narcobeers began
dropping down the dot. As Sten quickly palmed the bluebox and microdrill, the guards whirled at the
whirclunkthud of beermugs dropping into the serving pickup. A throng gathered instantly around the
mechine.

"Clottin' luck," one guard said. "I've been ringing this game for ayear, and the most | got was two beers.
Look at that." The payoff sign read 387 narcobeers.

"And what the hell am | gonnado with dl that,” Sten wondered.

"Mr. Kest," one guard said, "you been takin' dumb lessons? We're gonna drink ‘em, that's what were
gonnado."

Sten and Alex exchanged glances, then braced themsdlves for what would prove avery, very long
evening...

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The big man lolled on the beach, lazily watching the mollsk hunters plod across the bed. He was
surrounded by haf-a-dozen lovelies who were sunning themsalves, but keeping one eye out in case
Chetwynd should want something. Chetwynd barely stirred when he heard the flitter dust up behind him.
And he pretended not to notice the whine of the engines cutting off, then bootheel s grounding through the
sand.

"Chetwynd?'
"Ya."
"Get up when | talk to you!™

Chetwynd dowly turned his huge head, then pretended surprise when he saw the two guards. Just as
dowly, he creaked to hisfeet and struck a mock pose of respect.

"Sorry, mister—I didn't know..." Helet hisvoicetrail off in pretended nervousness. "We wasn't
expecting avigt.”

"Y eah, well too bleeding bad. Hate to inconvenience an important villain like you." Sten measured the
bulk that was Chetwynd with his mind. Only theinsolencein his eyes gave Chetwynd away. Everything
else was as humble and respectful as any guard could wish from avillain of Dru. A very dangerous man,
Sten thought.



"Werelookin' for avillain,” Sten snapped.
"Cameto theright place, migter,” Chetwynd drawled.
Sten ignored the subtle rudeness. "Name's Dynsman.”

"Dynsman... Dynsman..." Chetwynd puzzled, then helet hiseyesbrighten. "Y ar. HEs il dive. We got
aDynsman."

"Where?'
Chetwynd pointed, and Sten turned to see their target a the shoreline cleaning out aflat-bottomed skiff.

"Usdless bugger, if you don't mind me saying so, mister. Can't do aclotting day's decent work. 1'd put
him washin' potsif | didn't figure hed poison usdl with his card essness.”

Sten and Alex ignored Chetwynd and began stalking across the beach, their boothedl s grating heavily.

Dynsman barely had a chance to see them coming. Just as he raised his head, Alex grabbed him by the
base of the neck and lifted him off the ground.

"Villan Dynsman?'
"Y eeeesss, miger.”
"Wannatak wi' y't lad."

Alex tossed the little man into the boat, gave Sten aglance, caught the nod, and climbed in after him. He
picked up the oars as Sten tossed off thetie, and clambered in after him. Alex began rowing out into the
sea

"Honest, miger," Dynsmanwailed. "'l didn't do nothin'..." Then in aflash of ingpiration, he pointed an
accusing finger at the receding mountain that was Chetwynd. "He made me build that bomb!™

"Isthat right?" Sten said. "Y ou're abomb builder, are you?'

Dynsman wasin instant terror. Maybe they didn't know... oh, clot, what was he into?

"Tel usaboot it, lad," Alex soothed.

"Wdll, see, heasked me...and...and | said | had some experience at explosives... and..."
"Shaddup,” Sten hissed. "We don't give aclot about Chetwynd."

Dynsman just stared at Sten as it occurred to him that something terrible was about to happen.
"Tell us about the Covenanter,” Sten snapped.

"Oh, my god," Dynsman breathed.

Alex gave him acuff. "Ah canna abide blagphemy.”

"Forget it,” Sten said. "Let'sjust kill him now. Get it over with."

Sten curled hisfingers and let the dim needle that was hisknife spring into his pam. Dynsman saw it and
began to swest in red horror. "l didn't know it was politica. | never do political work. Ask anybody.



Ask 'em, and they'll tell you. 'mjust a...just a..." Helooked Sten full in the face, then burst into tears. "I
don't do political," he sobbed.

Senfdt like abugsipe.
"For clot's sake's, Alex! We got theright guy. Do him, would you?'
Alex nodded and reached into the pocket of his uniform.

Dynsman screamed, coming hafway to hisfeet. It was the most chilling sound Sten had ever
heard—despite enormous experiencein listening to soon-to-be dead men scream. Then heredlized that
Dynsman wasn't screaming because of them.

Sten turned his head.

A thing was running toward the skiff through the water at about fifteen knots, closing so quickly onits
spindly legsthat it amost appeared to be walking on the surface of the water.

Dynsman screamed again. "It'sagurion!™

Alex desperately tried to spin the clumsy skiff around, but it had no centerboard and just spun fredly on
itsaxis. Sten grabbed for apunting pole, and just asthe creature rose to its full height, vomiting out the
awful somach-mouth with its bleeding veins, he heard the sound of rushing water behind him.

Whatever that was, he had to leaveit for Alex, and he rammed the pole Straight into the gurion's maw.
Thetip of the pole splintered and gave as it speared past the scores of rows of teeth into soft flesh. The
gurion howled but continued its rush forward, lifting the skiff upward and damming it over.

Alex had even lesstime than Sten to react. A second after Dynsman's scream, he saw another gurion
charging hissde. Heflailed out at it with an oar, and then felt ahuge wave pressing under him, the sky
rushing down a him, and then he was gobbling water. A thick arm clasped his body and squeezed hard
asatentacletore a hisuniform. Hetried to get hisfeet under him—the water wasn't very deep at this
point—and desperately fought for agrip on the animdl.

Sten was afraid he was being dragged toward the gurion's maw, and he lashed out at the thing in front of
him with hisknife and dit straight across the delicate membranes of the gurion's somach. Suddenly he
was hurled away. He twisted his body in midair, and then was plunging into the water. He landed with a
jolt and found himself standing thigh-deep in water. A geyser of blood was fountaining from thefirst
gurion. Sten immediately put the creature out of his mind and whirled in the water, looking for Alex.

The heavyworlder's lungs were bursting, but he had managed to get ahand on afronta ray, and another
on aridge graining upward from the gurion's back. Other rays were closing around him, suckers grasping
his thick body. Under the water, Alex saw the blood-red maw, centimeters from hisface. He strained
mightily, ahuge bubble of whét little remained of theair in hislungs burgting out. Sowly, very dowly, he
began forcing the ray toward the gurion's own scomach-mouth. Reflexively, the needle teeth began
swarming as they sensed flesh approaching. Findly, with alast mighty shove, thetip of the ray entered the
maw.

A high whine amost pierced Sten's eardrums. Then the gurion that had Alex roseto itsfull height out of
the water, and Alex kicked off from the creature's body. The gurion had one of its own rays crammed
into its mouth and was gobbling it down, shrieking in pain asits own digestive juices and teeth ripped into
itsown flesh. The anima was devouring itsdf; and itsweird physiology—especialy the perigtatic motion
of itsrows of inward-pointing teeth—would not let it stop.



Sten felt something thump at his side, and he grabbed into the water for Dynsman. The man was
struggling hystericdly; Sten felt for hiscarotid, pinched, and after afew moments Dynsman went limp.
Sten began hauling the man to shore.

"Thereésmorel" Alex shouted.

About aquarter of aklick away, three more shapes had risen out of the water and were charging toward
them. Alex was at his side now, and the two of them grabbed Dynsman by the collar and began wading
for their lives.

On the shore, Chetwynd and the others had been watching the battle with great interest. Chetwynd saw
the two Dru guards rescue the little creep they called Dynsman. He glanced lazily over at one of the
skiffs. If he gave the word, he and his cronies could rescue the three.

From many meters away, Sten could read Chetwynd's mind: the other skiffs, just lying there, plenty of
hunters, and many makeshift weaponsto boot. Even before it happened, Sten knew what Chetwynd was
about to do.

The laugh came from histoes and burst up along histremendous bulk. Chetwynd had never seen anything
50 funny. He collgpsed to the ground, howling with mirth. Around him, the other prisoners caught the
humor of thewhole thing. If they didn't help, the guards would die.

And there was no way Chetwynd and his mates could be blamed. The entire shore rippled with laughter.

Sten and Alex dug in for one last effort as the water prowed behind them and agurion closed in. With a
find yank, they dragged out of the last few meters of muck and collgpsed on the beach.

Sten lay there for avery long time. He could hear the laughter all around him. He waited there, gathering
his bregth, his eyes closed. Findly there was silence. He turned over on his back and looked upward.
Chetwynd was grinning down & him.

"Anything | can doto help, migter," Chetwynd said.

Sten stared up into the mocking eyes. He felt the thin haft of hisknifein hishand, and thought about how
it would fed to...

"What the clot!" Sten gasped.

And the feding was gone, and Sten found himsalf convulsed with laughter. All one had to do wasto look
at events from Chetwynd's point of view.

Theaircar did acrossthe barren landscape, Alex at the controls. Dynsman was stuffed safely between
them and a course was set for headquarters. There was agroan, and Alex glanced down at the stirring
Dynsman. "A hard lad to kill," he commented.

"Yeah, well | guesswe can settle that. Gimme."

He motioned to Alex, and Kilgour fished through a pocket and came up with atiny hypo. He handed it to
Sten, who began pedling up Dynsman's deeve. Thelittle bomber opened his eyes, spotted Sten, and tried
to struggle up. Sten pushed him down with a hard hand and pressed the hypo to hisflesh.

"Sweet dreams, you littleclot," he said, and plunged it in.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEX

Sten thought it was too easy. The max-variation chip in Dru's central computer that determined the draw
of the escort lottery turned out to be near-Stone Age, its random-variable generator only controlled by a
pickup that measured the magnetic flux from Dru's sun and the other two worldsin the system.

Hisfdlow guards didn'.

"Clottin' hdll. | said thisman was lucky," aguard marveled. "Not two months on-post, and you get the
bag detall.”

"Ah, tha's m'partner Mr. Keset," Alex covered.

"He cannae play cardsworth awhigtle, an' his choice on the racin' beagtiesis horrific.

"But gie the wee lad a pure-chance game, an' he dwayswalks."

Their shift sergeant was more then irked.

"Mr. Keet. Mr. Ohlsn. | find it upsetting that you two new assigneesto Dru are thislucky."
"Yessr," Sten said. Heand Alex, informa grays, were locked at attention.

"Congder this, gentlemen. While you're escorting this prisoner's body back to Hesth, | plan on afull
invedigation.”

"Invedtigation? A' wha?' Alex said.
"Of... well just cdl it luck. But | expect, when you two return here, there shal be great surprises.”
"Aye, Sergeant,” Alex put infervently. "When next y' see us, surpriseswill be dl around.”

Before Alex could continue, Sten side-kicked him into silence, saluted, and the two about-faced and
exited.

The robot ship, just out-atmosphere, automatically shut off the Y ukawa drive and kicked in the AM 2
drivefor the sars.

Alex and Sten had aready broken the lock to the control chamber and were standing over the pilot.

"Th' Tahn dinnabe a bright a they think," Alex said. "Thisautopilot's & easy to reprogram & bacon
through agoose.” And Alex busied himsdlf at the tapepl otter, changing the ship's course. "Dinnay’ want
to be unfreezin't wee Dynsman?"

"Why bother," Sten said. "A dead villain's not aworry."
"Aye. Timeenow to lazarusthe lad when we rendezvous."

Rendezvous was with a superspeed Imperia destroyer lurking just outside the Tahn sector, with
ingtructions to monitor a given wave frequency for pickup. Once Alex and Sten were picked up, the
robot ship would be returned to its old course for Hegth. But a spacgjunk fragment lay initsfuture. The
robot ship would never arrive at its destination.

"W hae our mad bomber, w' hae our health, wha more could a man want?'

"A good hedthy drink,” Sten offered, and headed for the guards living section to see if anybody had



been humane enough to pack aliter or so of ak.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The blue pand on Ledoh's desk began blinking. Ledoh quickly shut down the inconsequential
conversation held been having with the Imperiad Commissariat, hit the buttons that ocked the entrance to
his office, and set off the conference lights. He crossed to the doorway into the Imperial chambers and
tapped with afingertip, then entered.

The Emperor had his chair swung around and was staring out at the parade grounds as L edoh entered.
Two full flasks sat on the Emperor's desk, one of what the Emperor called Scotch, the other—L edoh
shuddered when he recognized it—pure medica ak.

Without turning, the Emperor growled, "Y ou fed likeadrink, Admird?"
"Uh... not particularly.”
"Neither do I. What's the worst thing that's happened to you this shift?"

L edoh sifted through unpleasantries. "The Tahn Embassy's Principa Secretary expressed dissatisfaction
with the meetings"

"Hethinks he's dissatisfied!"

"To continue, Sr. His dissatisfaction has been communicated, through the usud channds, to the Tahn
lords. I, uh, have here their response.”

"Go ahead. Ruin my day."

"The communiquéison my desk, if you'd like the exact wording,” Ledoh said. "No? Roughly, in view of
the Situation on the Fringe Worlds, the Tahn lordswould like to meet with you.”

"Isthet dl?"

"Not quite. Because of the death of Alain, they are reluctant to meet here on Prime. They request a
meeting on neutral ground in deep space, further conditions, to include the proper security by both sides,
to be negotiated. Said meseting to occur within one Prime year."

"Clat, clot, clot. They are shoving it in my face."
"Yesdr."
"What about the riots on the Fringe Worlds?'

"Four capitals overrun. No word from provincia capitals. Guard support units are moving into position.
Casudties? We have an estimate of somewhere approaching twelve thousand. On both sides.”

"Y ou know," the Emperor said evenly, "a onetime |l figured that any problem | faced could be met with
swest reason, the Guards, or enough ak to blind me out. Turns out | waswrong, Admiral. This appears
to be one of those stuations. I'll summarize. Seeif you agree: Fact A: The Tahn worlds are using the
desth of Alain to pressure me. They want the Empire to back out of the Fringe Worlds. Correct?'

"Very possibly,” Ledoh said.

"l pull out—and that'll leave those settlers who moved in dumb, fat, and happy on the assumption that the



Empire will protect them forever and ever amen swinging in the wind, Im-clottin-possible, eveniif | could
convince those yokel sto uproot and haul.

"Fact B: Alain'sdissdents, who never got the word that unification with the Tahn worlds would probably
mean their instant demise or at least the destruction of everything they're fighting for, are equally beyond
reason. Check me, Admird."

"Y ou are making no mistakesthet | can see.”

"So the only solution thet 1've got isto figure out who murdered Godfrey Alain—and it better be nobody
Imperia—and then go off and meet with these Tahn. On their turf. And eat ameasure of drakh. Isthat
the only way out?"

"No comment, Sr."

"You arealot of clottin' help. Mahoney would have had an idea." The Emperor glared at Admird Ledoh,
and then his expression softened. "Sorry. That was a cheap shot.

"What I'm thinking isthat, way back when | was aship engineer, | had another solution to things.”
"I'm very interested in hearing it.”

"That wasto drink al the ak in sght and then punch up everyoneinvolved.”

"Very humorous," Ledoh said.

"You areaclottin' hegp of help,” the Emperor snarled as he got up and headed for the door into his
private chambers.

Ledoh, before heleft, carefully replaced both flasksin their cabinet.
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The gurion rushed straight for him, its blood-red stomach brushing across hisface, leaving atrail of
digestive sdivathat burned through the first layer of skin. Dynsman screamed in horror and hurled himsalf
backward. From the corner of his eye he saw the Dru guard plunge a pole into the creature's maw, and
then the boat flipped over againgt the combined weight of the gurion and Dynsman's panicked attempt to

escape.

He clawed hisway to the bottom. Hewasin total hysteria, breath bursting out of hislungs, yet too
frightened to surface. Blindly, he grabbed hold of arazor-sharp outcrop and felt the edges bite deeply
into his hands. Despite the pain, he held on aslong as he could. He could fed the awful roil of the water
and taste the rusty sweetness of blood. Something hard touched him and Dynsman screamed again,
losing thelittle hold he had over his sanity. Water rushed into hislungs and he battled hisway to the
surface. A huge whoosh of air knifed in, and Dynsman saw the guardsman closing on him, gore dripping
from adim flash of slver in hishand. Dynsman struck out at the man in apanic. In dow motion the knife
hand reached toward him. Dynsman was helpless, and watched in awful fascination asthe knifedid into a
mouth beneath the arm, and then the hand shadowed past his head. There was a sudden heavy pressure
between his shoulder blades and neck, and Dynsman felt himsdlf... dying... dying... dying...

His body flopped againgt its restraints on the table. A huge flipper appeared and just barely touched the
dide-pot, and soothing sedative trickled into hisveins. Dynsman's body went very il again.

Rykor's face was a portrait of odobenus-contemplation. She woofed at her dripping whiskers and then



daintily brushed them aside with afront flip. Rykor sighed and leaned back into her gravchair. The bot
mechanism shrilled in complaint asit tried to adjust itsdlf to her enormous bulk.

"It'sdifficult, young Sten," she said. " The man keeps replaying the same memory patterns.”

Rykor was one of the Empire's chief psychologists, specidizing in the Imperid military. Her subspecidty,
never publicly mentioned, was screening people for the Guard's Mercury Corps—intelligence—and for
the secret Mantis teams. She also handled the occasiond specia project, such as Dynsman'sin-progress
brainscan. But Dynsman's brain waslocked in traumaand ing sted on rerunning the moments of his
near-desth.

Sten glanced at the helpless bomber, dmost obscene in his nakedness, dripping with amyriad of probes
and intersyn connects. He had seen Dynsman relive the moments a dozen times, and so far nothing went
past the gurion attack. Even the moment when he came awake on the flit was a ghostly instant that
flashed back again and again to the terrible moment of the gurion.

Sten rose and walked to Rykor's side. She reached out an affectionate flipper and gently caressed him.
"Y ou were dways one of my... specia people,” she said softly.

Sten ran his hand across the bulk that was her shoulder.

Rykor brought her mind back from the Dynsman place. "Do you gtill have the knifein your am?* she
asked suddenly.

Sten just grinned and kept patting, bringing her down from thelink.

Rykor hoisted hersdf up suddenly, the gravchair groaning. "We must go degper. Smash past the trauma
block."

"It'simportant,” Sten said. "Others have died.”

Rykor nodded and eased back into afull rest. She concentrated fully on the brainscan and gave the
didepot aheavy tap. Dynsman moaned.

Above him, the screen cametto life again. Firgt it wasin black and white, and then aswirl of color bars.
The bars fuzzed together and formed a picture. Softness at first, and then the gurion threatened for an
instant, and then gradually collapsed against a persstent crease of ydlow. Stan watched as Dynsman
relived hislife, infull color.

Thetal dender man with the thick shock of gray hair leaned a narcobeer acrossthe table. Dynsman's
screen hand reached in and pulled it forward.

"Next shout'son me," Dynsman's voice echoed.

The man smiled into the screen a "Dynsman,” and from the monitor's empathy-banks Sten could tell that
it was asmile Dynsman didn't quite trust. In fact, he was more than alittle frightened.

"... If you don't mind, Dr. Knox," Dynsman continued, hisvoice trembling alittle.

The gurion extended along ray toward Dynsman, and he shrieked as he fdlt the cold band whip around
his neck—

"Stop!" A shout from Sten.

Rykor took onelook at the frozen horror on the screen and leaned her flipper onto the didepot.



Dynsman's body relaxed on the table. Rykor waited for Sten'singtructions.
"Knox," Sten said. "Enhance.”

The mind-vid screen blanked then blurred asit reversed itsdf to Knox. It hald there as Sten studied the
figure. "That's our boy," he said. "Fits the hospital description. Now, what else can we find out about
him? Smdll? Any specid scent heuses.”

Rykor keyed in the sniffers. "Nothing at dl," she said. "Quite out of the ordinary for aman who obvioudy
cares so much about his gppearance.” Sheran her cursor up to his carefully coiffed hair for an example.

"Asamatter of fact,” she sad, after sudying her monitors, "there is nothing about this man at al—except
for hisvisua gppearance—that should attract any being... smell, no register... voice, firm, but no
register... aurapress, noregiser..."

Sheturned her head lazily toward Sten. "Nothing marksthishuman at al. Highly suspicious. Body motion
empathy... verbd... forget it. It'sal zed, zed, zed."

Sten studied the frozen picture that was Dr. Knox. At the moment, Knox was the complete cutout man.
No one, except a superpro, iscompletely two-dimensional. Then Sten noticed something: adull of yellow
on Knox'seft hand.

"Enhance, left hand," hetold Rykor.

The hand filled the brainscan screen. The dull yellow was aring, with avery clear emblem stamped on its
flat surface. Sten peered at it, knowing what it was, but not quite believing it. The samped emblemwasa
foot, dongated with its emphasison the hed. And onthe hedl...

"Magnify," Sten said.
Blossoming from the hed were two wings.
Sten groaned and relaxed back into his chair. Matters had gotten even worse than he had expected.

Even Rykor was a bit overcome. She sneezed loudly. "Mercury Corps,” she said, puffing through wet
whiskers.

"Yeah," Sten said. "And | hopeto god he'sjust arenegade.”

Thegurion'sray encircled Dynsman's neck.... nestling, and then with a sudden burgt, pulling him close.
Dynsman felt hislungs collapse and saw the last precious stream of air explode outward. And then a
knife hand—Sten's2—swept into view... and...

"The rest of the way!" Sten ordered.

Rykor'sflipper paused at the didepot. She glanced over at Dynsman's flopping body, where he was
reliving the horror again and again. Her empathy glands were weeping at the edges of her eyes.

"I don't know if | can," she said.
"Doit!" Sten said.
And Rykor gartled, diding the pot full on. The brain-scan flurried far ahead. ..

The holograph to one side of the screen that was Dynsman's brain was the body of a curling worm. On



itsmain body, winking colors of blue and red and yellow, mapped the parts that Sten and Rykor had
aready explored. The gurion marked the only red. The blue points were connected by thin capillary pink.
Thaose blue spots dready touched were blinking at them.

"Where?' Sten urged. "Where?"!
Rykor studied the holograph. An infinite number of blue spotsto go... empathy... empathy...
"There," she breathed. And Rykor wept as she zeroed in.

The image of the bar that was the Covenanter filled the screen. The laser brights of the sgn were
swallowed by the fog that drifted in from the nearby spaceport. Dynsman didn't know the scientific
reason for it, but at night, many kilometers surrounding the main port were surrounded by fog. And, this
was aspecid night. Hewaswaiting for...

"Thisisabusto bum go," Dynsman's thoughts whispered across the screen to Sten and Rykor.

Dynsman was as unsure of himself as he had ever been. A huge picture of one hand suddenly filled the
screen. Two missing fingers stubbed out.

"Come, on," Sten said impatiently. Rykor twisted the scroll.

The screen furred and then Dynsman was watching two men greet each other in front of the bar.

"Push the sound,” Sten snapped.

Alainlooked at the man in engineer coverdls, made his assessment, and then said, "Engineer Raschid?!

Sten and Rykor watched the two men go indde, and then flashing shadow hands as Dynsman armed his
bomb and waited for the final moments. There was no sound from the bomb's timer, but Dynsman could
hear theticking in hismind. Thewords "Engineer Raschid”" were the key. He had paced out the seconds
it would take for them to be greeted by Janiz and then seated in Booth C.

Dynsman best out the last moment of severa peopl€slivesin hismind. Not now... amost now...
now... and the brainscan room was filled with muted white light and ear-shattering explosions.

Then the screen became a gurion, pulsing its somach-mouth toward Dynsman's face. The man that was
Dynsman strained againgt his straps and screamed once again.

Rykor watched him, her eyesfilling with tears. "What should | do with him?" she asked.

Sten shrugged. Rykor wiped her eyes. Then she reached out her flipper and pushed the didepot down
the rest of the way. On the table, Dynsman was suddenly very till. He was peaceful then, for the first
timeinhislife

"Do you believein ghosts?' Rykor asked.
Sten thought for aminute. "Maybe. .. but not his.”

Rykor considered that, and then pressed the buttons that ordered the chair to deliver her back into her
soothing deep-water bath. And just before she disappeared into aexplosion of water, Sten heard her
say, "You're an optimist, young Sten.”

And Sten imagined ahoot of laughter exploding out of the tank. Sten exited the chamber, wondering
exactly what she meart.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Sten shifted the bulky file from one arm to another, and stood patiently in the doorway to the work area.
He watched with no little amazement as the Eternal Emperor bent low over the strange boxlike object
held gently in his hands. The curled right fingers of hishand plucked at first cautioudy at the strings, and
then with more confidence.

He sang in asoft, husky voice:

"Now with thisloaded blunderbuss The truth | will unfold. He made the mayor to tremble And he
robbed him of hisgold..."

One gtring buzzled againgt a fret and the Emperor broke off in frugtration. "Clot!"

He dammed the instrument down with aloud bang and an echoing of stringed chords. He stared at the
thing for along moment and then kicked it over to ahegp of smilar objects. Then he spotted Sten. He
frowned deeply, and then hisface cleared. "Don't ever try to build aguitar,” he growled.

"l wouldn't dream of it, Sir." Sten said as he walked into the work area.

Helooked at the pile of discarded instruments and glanced around the room. Hung here and there were
other attempts. Some were partially completed. Some consisted of just the cut-out backs. And scattered
about were necksin avariety of Sizes, drilled for rods. Sten sniffed at the evil-smeling smoke boiling
from apot of goo that was bubbling over an openfire.

"Excuseme, Sr, but what'sa guitar?'

"A musicd insrument,” the Emperor said. "Or at least that's what some devil called it when heinvented
the fretted thing."

Sten nodded thoughtfully. "Oh, that's what you were doing.” He picked up one of the discarded guitars.
And studied it. He peered past the strings and inside the hole.

"| don't see any circuitry. How do you make it work?'

"With grest bleeding difficulty,” the Emperor said. Herose and pulled one of the blank backsfrom its
wall hook. Then he sat again and laid it across his knees. "Hand me the sandpaper.”

Sten looked around, wondering what his boss meant. Then he connected: Sand. Rough. Some kind of
abrasive. He reached down to thelitter on the floor and picked up something that he believed would fit
the requirements.

"It'sdl intheindde shape," the Emperor said. " Something to do with how the sound bounces againgt the
box. Troubleis, nobody was very scientific about it back in those days." He took the sandpaper from
Sten and began polishing inside the box.

"They did it to taste," the Emperor went on. "So much here..." He rubbed aong one curving line. "So
much there..." He began sanding at the brace of the strut itsalf, smoothing and removing spots of what
appeared to be glue.

In sudden disgust, the Emperor set the thing down on the floor. Sten saw, however, that thistime he was
careful to place it on athick rug. The Emperor noticed where he was looking.

"Lebanese," he said by way of explanation. "Two square yards from said folk. Y ou don't even want to



know what it cost."

Helooked up a Sten. "Okay," hefinally said. "Y ou want asafe placeto talk. Thisisit." He swept his
hand around the workshop, crammed with antique tools and materials. "Thisis the most secure place |
know of. | haveit swept daily."

Sten smiled thinly. He picked up the thick file folder and did out asmdll, dender device. "And | just
swept it again, ir," he said, showing him the debugging device.

The Emperor looked at him. "And?’
Sten picked up the guitar that the Emperor had recently dismissed as poor quality. He shook his head.
"Maybe that's what made the, uh, guitar buzz," he said. " Sorry about that, Y our Highness."

The Eternd Emperor thought for amoment, considering whether he ought to get mad. After awhile, he
grinned at Sten. Then he grabbed a pair of tongs, lifted up the pot of evil-smeling goo, and dabbed it on
the guitar with abrush.

Helooked up a Sten. "Well?!

Sten checked his snooper, and then shook his head. "Clean.” Then he opened the remainder of thefile
and pamed its contents across the desk in agambler's swirl. "Areyou ready, sir?* Sten asked.

The Emperor studied him. ™Y ou mean am | through clotting around?”

"Yes gr," Sten said.

The Emperor picked up the unfinished guitar body again and started stroking its sdes. "Go."
Sten pulled out a photograph—a till taken from the brainscan room. "That's our boy," he said.
The Emperor studied the picture of Knox. "Mr. Big," hesaid dryly.

"If by that you mean the main fellow behind thisthing, no, gir, I don't think so. He was merely Dynsman's
control. Fortunately for us, he wasn't satisfied with just thet role.”" Sten handed over another photo.

The Emperor peered down to see atight shot of Knox's ring hand. He caught the emblem ingtantly.
"Mercury Corpd"

"Yes, ar. Not only that, we know for afact that this man—cal him Knox for the moment—wasa
doctor. That means he was probably aMercury Corpstrained medico.”

"Former or current?’
"Hopefully, former. We don't know. I've got Lieutenant Haines checking on it.”

Sten ran down for asecond, watching the Emperor sitting very quietly, rubbing the abrasive against the
wood. The Emperor reached into adlit pocket and pulled out asmall object. Sten peered forward. The
object appeared to be made of metal, and forked. His boss shifted the object around in his hand and
then gently tapped it against the Side of the instrument. A low, muted tone thumed. .. for many
heartbeats. The Emperor pressed it againgt his cheek, quieting it.

"The harmony," hesaid, "dill isn't right. Go on, Captain.”



Sten took adeep breath. What he had to say next was putting him on very dangerous ground. "May |
speak fredy, sir?' Sten asked, knowing it for afool question. No one should ever speak fredly to a
superior. But it was a chance he had to take.

"A large piece of this puzzleismissng. Right fromthemiddle.”

"What do you need to find it?"

"An honest answver.”

"Someoneis holding back?"

"Yes gar."

The Emperor had caught the point long ago. Still, he liked to play things out.
"Would that someone be me?!

"I'mafraid o, Sr."

"Ask away," the Emperor said, hisface strangely softening.

Sten sighed.

"Thank you, Sr. But let melay therest of thisthing out first. Then I'll ask.”
"Okay, well do it your way. But hand methe glue.”

Sten puzzled a him, and then redlized the Emperor was pointing at the evil-smelling pot. Sten picked it up
and handed it to the boss.

The Emperor reached over to adusty shelf and did out asmall wood-handled brush. Helet it float on
top of the goo pot and reached down between hislegs for the top of the guitar. He thumped it with his
knuckles. Then he scraped the tuning fork acrossit, listening intently for the humming sound. He nodded
with satisfaction. "This one might beright.”

Then he dipped the brush deeply into the hot mixture at his feet and began brushing the goo aong the
ridges of the guitar's shoe.

"To gart with," Sten said, "there was some kind of code phrase that seemed to trigger the bombing.
Dynsman'svitd functions jumped about twelve beats every time we mind-scrolled it back.”

"Whichwas?'

The Emperor listened closdly as he continued working. Hefit the top of the guitar to its box and then
clamped it into place.

Sten glanced at his notes. "Raschid,” he said. "The action was supposed to begin when someone used the
name Raschid. To be exact, the phrase was Engineer Raschid.”

Sten didn't notice the Emperor's face cloud over in anger. "Go on," he prodded, amost in awhisper.

"Then therewas Booth C," Sten said. "Dynsman was supposed to trigger the time bomb when he next
heard someone ask for Booth C."



"Stop," the Emperor said. He said it quietly, it was as clear acommand as Sten had ever heard. "So |
killed her," the Emperor said to himsdlf. "It was me."

llsr?l

By way of an answer, the Emperor pulled a bottle from underneath his stool. He took along shuddering
drink and then handed it to Sten.

Sten just waited, staring at him. If there was any way of getting through to this man, Eterna Emperor or
not, Sten was hoping it was then. "Engineer Raschid?' the Emperor said. "Y eah. That's me. One of my
many disguises, Captain. When | like to get down among them.”

It dl came together for Sten after that admission. "Then, gr, it follows that you were the target. It had
nothing to do with Godfrey Alain. Or the emissary who went to meet him in your place.

The Emperor smiled asad amile. ™Y eah. He was supposed to identify himsdlf as Engineer Raschid.
Instead of the bar, they were supposed to ask Janiz for Booth C."

"Janiz?' Sten asked. "Who was Janiz?"
The Emperor just waved him on. So Sten continued linking the chain of evidence together.

"Fine. So here was how it was supposed to go. Dynsman had the bomb set up at Booth C. It was
shaped to destroy the bar, but only stun its key occupant. Meaning you. Therest iseasy. The ambulance
was supposed to take you to Dr. Knox."

"And then they figured I'd be in their control,” the Emperor said. "Dumb clots. It's been tried.”

He started to take a sip from the bottle, then shook his head, corked it, and shoved it under his stool.
"Sometimes" hesad, "l don't like mysdif. Y ou ever fed that way?'

Sten figured it was better to ignore thisand just presson. "Sir," he said as carefully as possible, "it seems
to methat the Tahn have got clot al to do with this. Somebody—jprobably one of your own
people—wants to replace you as Emperor. The Tahn just got dragged into it because of Alain."

He waited for aresponse, but the Emperor remained silent, thinking his own thoughts. Sten decided that
it wastimeto ask the key question. "Who was she, Sr?’

The Emperor raised his old/young eyes. "Janiz," he said. "Just Janiz. We used to be lovers. Quite afew
years ago. When | wasfedling... who the clot careshow | felt.

"I told her afew stories. About what abadass | was. How rich | was gonnabe. And she... she... Hdll,
son, she listened to me.”

"But you were the Emperor,” Sten said softly.

The Emperor shook his head, no. "I was Engineer Raschid,” he said. "A bully dreamer. A liar. Hell, she
believed me. | used to roll into town pretty regular—every year or two. Then | kept promoting myseif.
And then it was Captain Raschid, maam. Captain Raschid.”

"But that was along time ago,” Sten guessed.

The Eternd Emperor nodded. "We stopped being lovers. But we stayed friends. | put up the creditsfor
the bar. | wasto be avery slent partner. Except for Booth C. | had her keep that just for me, or people
| sent there. | had the best antisnooping equipment in my Empireingtalled.



"Godfrey Alain wasn't the first covert meet | set up there. Strange what you make of old lovers.”

He thought for along moment and then pulled the bottle out from under hisfeet. Hetook asmdl drink to
clear hishead. "What isyour advice, Captain?'

Stenroseto hisfeet. "Weknow thereé'saleak, sir." He began pacing. "We have to shut down everything.
Someone, g, isvery definitely trying to kill you.”

The Emperor smiled an odd smile. He started to speak but kept it to himself. Sten wished to God he had
sad what was on hismind. What was he il hiding?

"Okay. You are the target. We don't know how many conspirators there are. So we trust no one. |
follow theKnox trail. And, you, Sr..."

"Y es, Captain? What exactly do you propose | do?"
Sten caught himself, and wondered if he had gonetoo far.

The Emperor raised severd fingersin amock saute. "Don't worry about me, Captain,” he said. "I'll be
perfectly safe. Although sometimes| wish..." The Eternad Emperor picked up hislast discarded guitar.
He bent low over it and began fingering out a complicated string of chords.

Even to Sten'suntrained ear, it sounded pretty good. It dso sounded like afina dismissal.
CHAPTER THIRTY

Ka Hakone ground his pams together and the tabac |leaves shredded down onto the leaf below.
Carefully he sprinkled water onto the leaf, then rolled the leaf around the shreds, folding the endsin on
theroll. He finished, inspected the cheroot with satisfaction, then dipped it in the nearly full snifter of Earth
cognac before him. Satisfied, he clipped the end and, using awooden firestick, lit the cheroot and leaned
back, looking across the chamber. It was a private room in one of Prime World's most exclusive clubs,
whereit was very easy for Hakone's fellows to meet, and for Hakone to keep free of monitoring devices.

The other men in the room—perhaps fifty—were Hakone's age or older. Industridists, retired
high-rankers, entrepreneurs with laurelsto rest on. To an outsider, they reeked of wealth. To Hakone,
they smelled like death.

But to Ka Hakone, that nostril-scorching scent like lamb, like burnt pork, wasthe smell of hislife, and
hiswriting.

Some people are formed by a single experience.

Such was Kai Hakone.

Almost from birth he had wanted to fly. To fly in space. The world he was born on was comfortably
settled, aswere his parents. His mother had one great idea—that it would be possible to establish astore
where persons could walk in, fit themsalves into a booth for measurement, then pick a pattern and, within
minutes, have a custom-tailored garment. That idea made the Hakones very wedthy and very satisfied.

They had no understanding—but aso no disagreement—uwith their son's desire to go out; and so Kai
Hakone ended up commissioned as alieutenant in command of aprobe vesse at the start of the Mueller
Wars.

Hakone had taken dl the lessons of the Academy to heart and was earnestly trying to lead, inspire, and



be an authoritarian friend to the thirty-eight men on thetiny ship. But his probe ship was picked for
close-in support of the landing on Saragossa. Five Imperid battlewagons died that day, as did most of
the Seventh Guards Division committed on the troopships. Among the million dead, spewed into
lung-spilling space or endlesdy faling onto arock-hard planet, were the men and women of Hakone's
ship.

His probe ship had died dowly, cut to ribbons by missiles, close-range lasers, and findly projectile-blast
guns. Lieutenant Kai Hakone was the only survivor. Hed been dug out of the ruins of the ship and dowly
psyched back together.

After the Mudler Wars ground down, the Emperor found it very convenient to dlow anyonein the
Imperia Service who wanted out, out. Kai Hakone found himsdlf ayoung civilian, with a
more-than-adequate separation allowance, no desire to return to his home world, and the reek of death
inhisnodrils

That reek had led him to his current career asawriter.

Hisfirst vid-book—anove on the rites-of-passage-via-d aughter—bombed. His second, a sober
analysis of the Mudler Wars, became a best-sdller, being published ten years after the war ended, just at
the correct time for arevisonist gppraisd. Since then, Hakonesworks, al grim, dl tinged with the skull,
were received and reviewed as coming from amgor cregtive artist.

His sixth volume, areturn to nonfiction, soberly anayzed what went wrong at the battle of Saragossa,
taking the scanda ous viewpoint that the young admira-in-place was a scapegoat for the Emperor's own
falings. Thework was, of course, cleverly worded to avoid any semblance of palitical libel.

But that, Hakone redlized, was another turning point. That was the reason hewas sitting in arich man's
club, smdlling rich men'slives and fedling like a spectre at the banquet. But Hakone shut that thought off,
much as he closed off the perpetua wonderment of what would have happened to Kai Hakone had the
battle of Saragossabeen an Imperid triumph.

He clicked fingernails againgt the table for attention, and the room fell slent.

Again helooked around at the fifty-odd men in the room. If Hakone were brighter, or more andytical, he
might have wondered why none of the former military people had rank above one-gtar, why the
indugtridistswere al people who had inherited their businesses from their forebears, and why the
entrepreneurs were those who hustled borderline dedls. But the nature of conspiracy is not to question.

"Gentlemen,” he began, his quiet voice a contradiction to his bearlike presence. "Before we begin, let me
advise you that this room has been proofed against any known e ectronic eavesdropping, aswell asany
physical pickups. We are able to speak fredy.”

A man stood. Hakone identified him as Saw Toyer, who'd increased his riches supplying uniformsfor the
Guard.

"Time has passed, Sr. Hakone," he accused. "We—and | think | spesk for us all—have given more than
generoudy. We expected. .. something to happen following Empire Day. Asyou promised. Instead, and
| am not asking to be privy to the secrets, nothing has occurred. At least nothing which we can see.

"Were | not committed, | might ask if my credits are being poured into ablack hole.”
"That isthe purpose of the meeting,” Hakone answered. "To inform you of what has happened.”

Hakone could have gone into detail: That the attempt to shock and then kidnap the Emperor had gone



awry. That the n had successfully fled Prime World. That his control and their operative doctor,
Har Stynburn—"Dr. Knox"—had disappeared. But that as far as Hakone knew, the dangling tails of that
conspiracy had either been cleaned up—such asthe murder of Tac Chief Kreuger—or had cleaned
themselves up. But he knew that the secret to successis never to worry the money-men with minor
problems.

"Phase One, asyou've said, went awry. But, you'll notice, without any suspicion on the part of the
Emperor, other than hisassigning one of his persona soldiersto investigate. As guaranteed, we left no
traces.

"Thereis one problem, however. And that isthat our normal source of intelligence has gone dry. Weno
longer have input to the Emperor's next moves.”

Hakone swizzled his cheroot in the cognac and rdit the cigar, waiting for the buzz of dismay to die.
Gutless. Gutless, he thought. These men have never learned that there is dways one more kilometer that
you must go. So, hisoptimistic side answered, you learned long ago that you run with what you brought.

Hakone tapped for silence again. The buzz was louder asfear grew in the room. Hakone wetted afinger
in the cognac and began moving it around the rim of the glass. The high whine silenced the throng.

"Thank you," Hakone said. "What is past is past. Now for the good news. Our coordinator is most
pleased with what isgoing on.”

"Why?" The snarl was unidentificble.
"Because in spite of our actions, and in spite of Imperia motion, there have been no breaks.”

"So what do we do next—find holes and pull ‘em in after ourselves?' That came from Ban Lucery, one of
the few industriaists Hakone respected.

"That isafirm negative. Our coordinator—and | heartily agree with his decison—has said that we move
to Phase Two of what we've dubbed Operation Zaarah Wahrid. Relax, gentlemen. The days of this
intolerable Imperia control are numbered. Thereisno way Phase Two can fail.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Thelittle men peaveyed the logs from the pond, hooked them into the chain hoist, and the drunk sat
againgt apile of peded logs and cheered. Naik Rai and Subadar-Magjor Chittahang Limbu watched

aoprovingly.

Sten shut hismode box down, and figures disappeared instantly athough he was sure that his"drunk”
had time to take another swig from the bottle before he vanished.

"Thisisnot good," Haik Rai said. "How will you remember which socksto wear?"
"You are surethisiscorrect?' Limbu echoed in Gurkhdi.

"Goddamn it," Sten swore. "'l am not sure of anything, Subadar-Mgor. All | know isthat | am detached
on Imperid Service. All | know isthat you are to take charge of the Gurkhas.

"And dl I know isthat if you shame me, on Dasheraiit shall not be bullocks but ballocksthet are cut off.
By me, Subadar-Mgor."

Limbu started to laugh, then saluted. "Captain, | have no ideawhat is happening. But | do havethis



feding that none of us shal meet short of Moksa."

Sten lifted alip. "Thank you for your confidence, Chittahang. But | wave my private parts at that feding.
That isal. Y ou are dismissed.”

The two Gurkhas saluted and were gone. Sten continued packing. Again the door signa buzzed, and
Sten palmed it open.

It was Lisa. Sten noticed that she carried a debugging pouch that was on. The door closed, and he
decided thefirst order of busnesswasto kiss her thoroughly.

Eventudly they broke. Lisasmiled up a him. "Everythingisgaga.”
"No drakh,” Sten said. "Y ou sound like the Eterna Emperor.”
"Youreleaving."

"l say again my last. | know | am leaving. For the safe house.”

"Nope," Haines said, coming back to the point. "1 mean you're leaving leaving. Y ou and that tubby thug
of yours."

"Uh-oh."
"Weve found our famous Dr. Knox." And Hainesthrew afiche onto Sten'stable.
"Tdl meabout it."

"Dr. John Knox is actually named Hars Stynburn. Broken out of the Mercury Corps. Court-martial
seded | quote for the good of the Service' end quote.”

Senfdt afirst wave of rdief: At least the conspiracy didn't involve the current Imperid military.

"It ssemsthat Dr. Stynburn, who awayswas fairly militant about hisviews, was assgned as Med Off to
a pacification team. Some world—it'sin the fiche—that the Empire had trouble bringing under control.

"The natives on this particular world didn't want much of anything,” Lisasaid. "Except steel wegpons. Dr.
Stynburn somehow arranged that the spearheads and so forth were highly radioactive. Isthat what you
peopleredly do?'

"Knock it off, Lisa"

"Sorry. It'sbeen along day. Anyway, so the natives kicked—the female ones, since the planet was a
matriarchy. Native life span was red short, so by the time Stynburn's team was taken off, the planet was
clean for settlement.

"Unfortunately somebody sang like avulture, and Dr. Stynburn got a court-martia.”

By thistime, Sten had fed the fiche into his desk viewer, listening to Haineswith only aquarter of his
attention.

"Busted out. No prison... clot it... should'aspaced him... drifted... no record of employment..." He
shut off the viewer and looked at Lisa

"No record," she said. "But we found him. He's off Prime."



"Where?'
"A little hidey-hole of aplanet named Kulak." Haines handed Sten another fiche.
"How'd you find him so fast?*

"Since you pointed out that our Dr. Knox appeared more 'n abit egocentric, | wondered if hewasn't aso
dumb enough to keep his career going instead of disappearing as a potwalloper.

"Sure enough. Dr.—his new name's William Block—is the contract medico on Kulak."

Sten fed more fiche into his viewer, scanned the overall description, and was scared severd different
shades of white. "1 should've stayed in Mantis," he said to himself. "All 1'd be doing is making adrop into
some swamp with no more than ten thousand to one odds. But not dummy me."

"You've heard of Kulak?'

Sten didn't bother with the full explanation, Sinceit wasfairly involved. Kulak wasasmdl planetoid with
apoisonous atmosphere and akiller environment. Itslocation was approximately between Galaxy's End
and Nowhere. Itsonly interesting feature was that crystalline metas on the planet had alife of their own,
growing like plants. One of those metaswasincredibly light, yet far stronger than any conventiona metal
known to the Empire. Its chemica properties and description were included on the fiche.

But Sten was quite familiar with that substance—he'd "built” the knife hidden in hisarm fromiit, back on
Vulcan, in"Hdlworld"—the punishment sector for Vulcan's dave laborers. Thework area—Area
35—had duplicated Kulak's environment exactly, down to the point of killing over 100 percent of the
workers sentenced to it.

And now Sten was required to go back to Area 35. Hewas asterrified as héld ever beenin hislife.

Sten told his swirling stomach to shut up and scanned on. After discovery, Kulak had been abandoned
by the discovering company, but it was reopened years later by independent miners, tough men and
women who were willing to crapshoot their settlement on Kulak. Since Kulak was not considered a
plush assgnment, their co-op had jumped at the chance to get afor-real doctor, especidly onewilling to
pact on atwo-E-year-contract. Since many of the miners were themsalves on the run from Imperid
justice, no one was much interested in exactly what Dr. "Block"—Hars Stynburn—had done. On Kulak,
Imperid treason rated up there with nonpayment of child support.

Sten corrected his features and yanked thefiche. "Y eah, I've heard of Kulak."

"I have atacship standing by," Haines said. "Destination sealed, even for the pilot. And | ordered the
necessary environmenta suits.”

None of the repliesthat occurred immediately to Sten was suitable—and then Kilgour thundered through
the entranceway, tapping afiche angrily.

"Wee Sten," he said. "Y'dinna ken where this daft lassistryin't to send usnoo.”

"Yes, | do."

"Sorry, Lieutenant. Ah dinnasee you f'r amo.”

"Never mind, Sergeant. Y our fearless|eader doesn't look asif he's any happier than you are.”

"Sten, dwe hagit'do this? Canne we noo con awee battalion ae Guards to winkle this dog oot?’



"And put him ontherun again?'

"Aye, lad. Aye. Ah guessy'hae apoint. Nae agood point, but ae point. So where does this leave us?"
"It would appear,” Sten said dryly, "that we're doon th' mine.”

"Dinnabe makit fun aeth' way Ah speskit,” Alex said. "Ah'll hae m'mither ony'."

And Sten went back to packing.
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

JlII Sherman was the only law on Kulak. Sherman had been chosen by the Kulak cooperative to provide
some species of order in the single-dome village that was home base for the miners. Shewas at least as
mean as any miner on the planetoid, she was generally brighter than the miners, and shehad a
laissez-faire attitude toward law enforcement. She had only three rules. no weapons that could injurethe
dome; no crooked gambling; every miner got an honest count on hiscrystals,

Sherman had found it expedient to take the contract asthe only law on Kulak after her previous
assgnment had become somewhat spectacular. She'd been a police subchief on aworld plagued with
continud riots—understandable, since that world was entirely composed of minorities, each of which put
itsfoot down the throat of the less fortunate after achieving power. Eventualy Sherman decided she had
seen one too many riots and dropped amininuke. The explosion had not only blown the current party out
of power, but Sherman into flight just ahead of awave of charges—murder, mafeasancein office, and
attempted genocide.

She eyed Sten's credentidss, then looked at the two men, who were till recovering from landing sickness.
"Dr. Block's done afine job here. Why in clot should | help you two Imperiastake him out?!

"I won't read the warrant again,” Sten said tiredly. "But thereslittle things like treason, multiple murder,
conspiracy, flight to avoid prosecution—you know. The usud stuff.”

"ThisisKulak, my friend. We don't care about what someone did back in civilization.”
"Lass," Alex began. "Praps we could buy you adram and discuss—"

"That's enough, Sergeant,” Sten snapped, perhaps unwisdly, but his somach was still doing ground-loops
with the tacship that had fought itsway to alanding on Kulak. "Y ou people operate under an Imperid
charter. The charter could be lifted with one com message by me, and Imperia support would be onits
way. Are you prepared to escaate, Officer Sherman?" If Sten's guts hadn't been Sitting in histhroat, he
probably would have found adifferent way to go. He had certainly made amistake, as Alex's near
subvoca moan underlined.

"Sorry, uh, Captain it was? Dr. Block can be found in C-Sector, Offices 60."

Sten then made his second mistake. He nodded brusgquely, took Alex by the arm, and was on the way
out.

Sherman, of course, waited until the double lock on her office cycled closed, and then was on the com.

Even the streets of the domed city were primitive. They were tempcontrolled and oxygenated, but that
did not keep the condensation within the dome from continualy fogging, raining, and cresting much mess
underfoot.



"Y'blew it, lad,” Kilgour murmured as he and Sten dogged through the mire. "Y on lasswa admirable. In
one wee hour, Ah could'a had her eatin’ out'amah hand."

Sten probably snarled at Alex because he was scared—scared of the world, scared of what it brought
up in his past, and scared of the many waysto die dowly that Area 35 had shown him.

He may aso have been afraid of the suits they wore. Everyone on Kulak wore suits, even in the dome,
unlessimmediate physica necessities suggested otherwise. The suits were interesting—large, armored, o
bulky that even alithe man like Sten had to waddle in them. One reason they were so bulky isthat each
limb contained a shut-off eement. If asuit limb was holed, the wearer could cut off that segment, instantly
amputating and cauterizing the affected limb.

Regardless of the reason, Sten was as afraid as he had been for years.

Dr. Hars Stynburr/Dr. John Knox/Dr. William Block had gotten the tip from Sherman. He hadtily finished
srapping himsdlf into his suit then armed himself with the usua long, evilly curved near-sword and
"harvesing tool.”

When aminer harvested a"'ripe"’ chunk of the metd that grew outside the dome, he used a spade-gun, a
double-handed, spring-powered rifle that fired a spear about one meter long and faced with a
25-centimeter, razor-edged shovd tip. The spear's vel ocity approached 500 meters per second, which
madeit quite alethd tool.

Stynburn had been expecting an attack—not from Imperia law, but rather from one or another of
Hakone's pet thugs. He wasn't angry either way, since he fdlt it was perfectly legitimate for acovert
operation to police up dl traces. That waswhy held fled Prime World in thefirst place.

That was aso why his office/quarters had its back wall close againgt the dome itsdlf, and why Stynburn
had set hisinner office door asan airsedl.

Stynburn closed his faceplate and checked the readout. No leaks. He dumped his office atmosphere
back into the dome and kept his hand ready on the button. His eyes were on the vidscreen over the
entrance, the vidscreen that showed his outer office.

He did not wait when the door opened and he saw two men enter.

His hand went down on the red switch, and instantly his back wall and the dome's outer seal exploded
outward, pinwhedling Stynburn out onto the surface of Kulak.

Even through the chamber, Sten could fed the chumph asthe inner office decompressed. Reflexively,
both he and Alex dammed their faceplates shut. And waited.

The gauges, present in every room and every office in the dome, dipped then recovered.
"Th' lad'sgone out," Alex said through the suit com.
Sten didn't bother to answer—he was headed back through the entrance, for the nearest dome lock.

But the mucky street outside was filled with miners. Sherman was at their head. Sten stopped and flipped
his facepl ate open.

"Weve decided,” Sherman began, sans preamble, "that you have your law, and we have ours. We need
adoctor. And we've got one. And we're going to keep him.”



Sten couldn't think of alot of threats that made sense.

"Well take whatever comes down afterward when it comes down. If it comes down.”
"Which means, lass," Alex put in sadly, "y'hae nae intention ah lettin' us gie away?"
Sherman nodded.

Sten's suit roughly duplicated the same type the miners and Sherman wore. But being of Imperid design,
there were small changes. Sten hoped desperately that one of them wasn't known.

Hetook a square container from his belt and twisted the cap open as hisfaceplate closed. A thin, visble
spray hissed out, and Sten tossed the container into the midst of the miners. He flipped hiscom level
button to full and roared "Gasl Thisisacorrosive gas!" as he began running. For afew secondsthe
miners were too busy seeking shelter from the squat container asit hissed, buzzed, and danced around
the street to worry about where Alex and Sten were headed.

By the time Sherman's outsuit andyzer had figure out that the container was nothing more than an
emergency air supply—carried asaliquid for compactness—Sten and Alex were at the dome's outer
lock.

"Och," Alex moaned, booting Sten into the inner chamber. "Ah'll be th' wee lad wha hold ‘em & the
bridge."

Before Sten could answer, Alex cycled thelock closed, leaving no option for Sten but to go out after
Stynburn.

Alex turned, as the near-mob e ephanted up to him. "Aye noo, an' who'll be the firg?"

Thefirst wasaminer who dwarfed Alex and hisfellows. Alex blocked hisblow and then swung. The
block smashed the man's suit arm, and the punch cartwhedl ed the monster back through the air into the
middle of the crowd. Kulak was a light-gee world—and Kilgour was a heavy-worlder. The mob closed
in, and the Situation became desperate.

Moderately desperate, since the knivesthat most of the miners carried were insde their suits, and they
didn't have enough room to aim and fire their spade-guns—at least not without taking the chance of
sending their bolts through the nearby dome wall.

So Alex-at-the-lock deteriorated into avulgar brawl. In any other society, it would have been caled a
massacre, but on Kulak it was merely afight that would be told about for afew years until the people
involved struck it rich and moved off or died.

And there was nothing that Kilgour enjoyed more than avulgar brawl. In motion, he looked like aheavily
armored ball that ricocheted away from the lock entrance to connect with atarget and then spun back to
position, an armored ball confusedly quoting haf-remembered and terrible poetry.

"Tha’ oot spake braw Horatius. Th' cap' ae th' gate: T every man upon the airt, A fat lip cometh
soon or late.’

Thefat lip was aminer's smashed faceplate and anear-fatal concussion. Alex wastoo busy to seethe
man fal as he grabbed aswinging, grab-iron-wielding arm and shoved the grab iron into athird miner's
gut, exploding the pressurized suit.

"Ae Astur's throat Horatius Right firmly pressed his hedl..."



That miner gurgled into oblivion.

"An' thrice an four timestugged amain ..." Sorry lad for the poetic license. "Ere he wrenched out
the steel "

The miners pulled back to regroup. Alex turned his suit oxy supply to full and waited.
The mob—only haf of it was il interested in fighting—grew hesitant.

"Wae none who would be foremost

To lead such dire attack;

But those behind criet 'forrard.’

An' thae before cried for their wee mums.”

That was too much, and the miners phaanxed forward. A phalanx works very well, so long as nobody
takes out the front rank. Alex went flat in the dome's muck and rolled toward the onrushing miners. The
front rank stumbled and went down, effectively blocking the airlock. And Alex was running amok in their
rear. Theram of hishelmet was as effective as his feet and fists, and then the mob was hesitating, turning,
and running down the narrow passageways, away from Alex.

He collected himsdlf, chopped his suit'sair supply, and opened hisfaceplate, breathing deeply to let the
euphoriaand adrendine ebb somewhat.

"It stands some'eres or other
Plain for all to see.

Wee Alex in hiskilt an' socks
Dronk upon one knee

An' underneath iswritten

In |etters ae of mold

How valiantly he kept th' bridge
Ee the braw days ae old."”

Alex looked around, hoping for an gppreciative audience. There was none—the battle casudtieswere
ether terminal, moaning for amedico, or crawling away at speed. But Alex wasn't bothered.

"Tha," hewent on, "waapoem Ah learn't & m' mith-er'sknee an’ other low joints.” He looked worriedly
at the lock behind him. "Now, wee Sten, if y'll be snaggi't th' doc so we can be away afore thae dolts
redlize An'm guardin't alock 'stead of abridge..."

Thedust was metd filings, quickly being blown into the yellow fog that clouded the outsde of the dome.
Sten briefly looked at the exploded walls that had been Stynburn's chambers, then went after the
footstepsin the dust.

They sprang, one every ten meters, up into what might have been called—had they not been swelling
condantly, pulsating, then collgpsing into ruin—hills.



Thetrail led around aboulder. Intent on the ground, Sten dmost died, jerking aside only asthe growth
on the boulder matured, blossomed, and explosively "spored.”

Thetrall led dong the edge of those hills, then down into awidening valey past ariver of liquid metd.

Too easy, Sten's mind warned him. Sten fought to see through the yellow haze, trying to track the quickly
vanishing prints asthey led up from the valey, then disappeared on agerminating pool of rock. Sten used
his hand to sweep in acircle around the last truck, his arm-stretch arough indicator of aman's tracks.

He looked up. Below the rock bed wasa small grotto. The winds hadn't yet brushed the metal dust on
the floor, and Sten could see footprints leading out of the cleft, headed down toward theriver.

Hewasin the grotto, pacing carefully. Three stepsin, and al systems went to red with an old joke: How
can you tell aMercury Corps man. By histracks. He dways walks backward. Sten rolled awkwardly in
the suit as Stynburn dove at him from ambush at the edge of the grotto.

Stynburn's clubbed spade-gun went for Sten's faceplate, but Sten's smashing feet sent Stynburn sailing
over hishead torall in the dust.

Stenrighted himsdlf just as Stynburn came up firing the spade-gun. Having seen the spade-gun, Sten was
turning, to offer as small atarget as possible; by chance his suited arm intersected the spear's trgectory,
deflecting the projectile harmlesdy.

Two men, wearing suits that turned them into blobbed caricatures of humans, faced each other inan
arenaof metd dust that whirled and dissolved in the yellow wind.

Stynburn turned on his com. "Who are you? Who am | facing?’'

Stan was not aman for dramatics. " Captain Sten. On HisImperial Mgesty's Service. | have awarrant,
Dr. Synburn.”

"You haveawarrant,” Stynburn said. "I have adeath.”

"Weadl do, sooner or later,” Sten said, looking for astrike point.

"I will tell you one thing, Captain—Sten it was?"'

"Doctor, you sound like aman who wantsto die. | want to keep you alive."
"Alive" Stynburn mused. "Why? Evidently it'sal failed. Or perhgpsit hasnot.”

Sten's eyeswidened. Thiswasn't the first time he had faced someone who appeared mad, and Stynburn's
words were proclaiming just that.

"Failed? What'sfailed?'

"Y ou want meto talk, don't you?'

"Of course.”

"Captain, you must know what | was."

"Mercury Corps. Sowas|," Sten offered, maneuvering toward the man's | eft.

"In another world, another time, we could have been friends."



Sten ddliberately stood straight, asif considering. "Yeah," he said dowly, musingly. "Maybe we could
have. Clot, | dways wanted to be adoctor."

"But that would have been another time," Stynburn said. Sten redlized the man was playing games.
"| have two desthsiswhat | should have said. Y ours and mine."
"Thenit's your move, Doctor.” Sten braced in suit close-combat position.

"Not that way, Captain. You shdl die. Here and now. But | shall give you this. No man should diein
ignorance. | shall give you an explanation. That is Zaarah Wahrid."

Sten keyed his mike then redlized that the two words were explanation enough for Stynburn. He saw the
man contort in his suit.

Y ears of Mantistraining had taught Sten the various ways an agent could kill himsdlf, and he knew full
well that the contortions were Stynburn's attempts to cramp his shoulders back. Sten wasin motion,
diving and rolling behind agrowing/shrinking rock, hoping that the living minerd would stand as—

Thefirst crash was not that loud. The bomb that had been implanted between Stynburn's shoulder blades
wasn't very effective. The most powerful explosion was the oxy-atmosphere in Stynburn's suit fireballing
across the grotto.

And then there was nothing except the gale's how! in Sten's outer pickups as he lifted himself over the
rock and stared at the few tatters of suit that were scattered across the dusty floor.

Zaarah Wahrid, Sten thought as he picked himsdf up. One lead. Sten had afairly good ideathat one clue
would not be enough.

He headed back down thetrail, checking his helmet compass for bearings back to the dome.
Thefirst job wasto rescue Alex. If hewas still dive, that'd be easy.

Because the next job was to face the Emperor with almost nothing.

BOOK FOUR
DECLIC

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

The Blue Bhor was atwo-story, rambling building that sprawled along the banks of the River Wye. Built
nearly acentury before, it was an inn that catered to the loca fisherfolk and smdl farmerson the Valey
Wye. Thevadley was gentle, with rolling, rocky hillsthat climbed up into low, gray-blue mountains—a
place where someone could make a passable living fishing or agrumbling living digging out rocks from
ground that sprouted stones faster than potatoes. Still, it could be apleasant life in a place that was good
toraseafamily.

Then the sportspeople of Prime World discovered it. And fishing season after fishing season, people
streamed into the valey to catch the €lusive golden fish that darted dong the river. New roads were built.
Many, many businesses sprouted up, and even atown—the Township of Ashley-on-Wye—was created
where only farms had existed before.

Asthe valey boomed, so did the Blue Bhor. It began as asingle, not very comfortable bar with a



rent-a-room above. Owner after owner expanded the inn to handle the growing business and then sold
out. Eventualy the Blue Bhor boasted two bars, aramshackle kitchen the size of ahouse, and more than
adozen rooms, each with awood-burning fireplace of adifferent design. Since every new owner of the
Blue Bhor had added aroom, apatio, or afireplace, there was nothing unusua about the Blue Bhor this
particular day as the construction deds hovered up and unloaded materials and workers.

There were greeted and guided by the newest owner, one Chris Frye, Prop. He was atall, rangy man
with little use for any Bee Ess except his own. Frye had purchased the place with his pension monies, and
things had not redlly been progressing very well. His biggest problems were that he was exceedingly
generous and had atendency to pick up the tab for people he liked; he mostly preferred to close up the
joint and just go fishing; and the only people he redly got on with were fisherfolk—serious fisherfolk like
himself who rardly had money and were dways putting their bills on the tab.

Frye had just about been ready to toss the whole business over, sdl out, and then spend the rest of his
lifefishing, when Sten showed up. Sten and Frye only knew of each other by reputation. They formed an
ingtant liking for each other on first meeting, as only two old hands from Mantis Section can.

Frye had spent the last years of hismilitary career in Mantis Section overseeing the trangition of Lupus
Clugter from afanatic religious culture to atrading system loosdly ruled by the shaggy Bhor. HEd spent
many cycles drinking Stregg with the shaggy Bhor, toasting mother's beards and father's frozen buttocks.
He had dso heard athousand different stories about how the Bhor had come to rule the Lupus Cluster.
Mostly, the storieswere not to be believed. They al came down to asingle root: ayoung man named
Sten. Sten, they al agreed, wasthe greatest fighter, lover, and drinker in Bhor history. Besides, they liked
thelittle clot, even if he was human.

"Inthewholetime| wasthere," Sten confessed to Frye, "I only got laid twice, and | lost dmost every
battle except the last.”

"The onethat counts,” Frye said.

"Maybe s0," Sten said, "but my asswas serioudy in ading thewholetime | wasthere. Clot! Y ou can't
drink with the Bhor! Unless you sneak some sober pills, and even then | wasflat on my back after dmost

every party.”

Frye decided that Sten was a pretty nice fellow. Of course hewasaclotting liar from Mantis, taking on
the persona of the real Sten. He had long ago decided that the Sten of legend would have been aroyal
pain. Who the clot would ever want to drink with the perfect being the Bhor were aways going on
about? So Frye just smiled when Sten introduced himsdlf, and accepted without a giggle the cover name
hewas using. Frye figured the name Sten was about fifty different people. Mantis did thingslike that.

Over onelong night of hospitality Blue Bhor-style—which meant groaning plaiters of fresh fish, game,
and sdedishes, dl from the Valey Wye—they struck abargain. The Blue Bhor wasto be Sten and
Hainess safe house. Since it was off-season in the Valley Wye, the cover was near perfect. Frye would
closefor remodeling, just like every other new owner of theinn. To cut the cost of the extensive repairs,
he would house and feed the construction crew.

It was agreat bargain on both sides. To make the cover work, they really would have to remodel the
old place. Not only that, but the bill for the rooms and the food would have to be paid, in case there was
asmart bookkeeper snooping around. This allowed Hainesto bring in afairly large crew of expertsto
work on the case. It also alowed her to haul in as much sophisticated equipment as she needed, hidden
between the stacks of congtruction materias.

The ded would make Frye's best year ever—especialy coming during the off-season. He was even



thinking about maybe staying on afew years|onger; on the kind of credits Sten was stuffing into his
account, Frye would, be able to entertain fisherfolk for eonsto come.

Haines stumped into the main bar and did onto a stool. Behind her the last group of workpeople were
unloading the last gravded of equipment. She sniffed at her foreman's coveralls and wrinkled her nose. "l
samell like | been dead for two weeks."

Frye gave one more swipe with hisrag at the gleaming wood bartop, grabbed atal glass, and frothed out
abeer. Hedid it infront of her, then leaned over and gave an ostentatious sniff. " Smells better to me," he
grinned. "L ess constable and more good, honest sweat.”

Haines gave him ahard look and dugged down ahedthy portion of beer. This put her in abetter mood,
especialy since Fryetopped it up again. "Y ou don't like cops, huh?”

Frye shook his head. "Does any sensble person?'
Haines consdered thisfor amoment. Then she gave ashort laugh.

"No," shesaid. "Even copsdont like cops. That'swhy | got into homicide. When you'rereally doing
your job, other people don't like to associate with you."

Fry€esretort was interrupted by the sound of footsteps, and they turned to see agrizzled man, in battered
clothing and ol d-fashioned waders. He was lugging what appeared to be archaic fishing equipment.

"Bar'sclosed,” Frye sang out.

The man just stood, peering into the place, asif letting his eyes adjust from the bright, clear Valey Wye
sun outside.

"| said the bar's closed,”" Frye repeated.
"Remodding,” Hainesthrew in.

The man shook his head, and then shuffled dowly over to the bar and sat down on astool. "Worst fishing
| seeninyears. | need abeer.”

He clinked some credits on the bartop. "A tall cool one. No. Give me awhole damned pitcher."

Frye shoved the credits back. "Y ou haven't been listening, mister. | told you, the bar is closed. For
remodding.”

The man wrinkled his brow in afrown. "Well, I'm not walking to Ashley for abeer.” He glanced over at
Haines frosty mug. "She got one, so you must be serving. So gimme one. I'll pay double! Tap'sworking.
Whét the hell do you care?’

Hainesfelt her neck prickle. Something wasn't quite right here. She did ahand into a coveral pocket and
touched the small weapon nestled there. Then she did off her stool and stepped afew pacesto the Side,
covering both the man and the door. "Listen when you're being spoken to, migter," she said. She nodded
at hisgear by the sde of the stool. "Now, the placeis closed. Pick up your things and go.”

She noticed that Frye was reaching under the bar for something.
"S0," thegrizzled man said. "What if | don't?"
Then he casually reached across the bartop, grabbed Haines' beer, and camly chugged it down. He



dapped the glass down and looked up at them. Haines had her gun out.
"Lieutenant!" avoice barked behind her.

Hearing Sten's voice, she partidly turned, keeping the grizzled man in view. He grinned broadly, and then
Sten was plucking the wegpon from her hand.

Haines was ready to roundhouse Sten. She gaped as Sten stepped past her and came to attention in front
of the beat-up old fisherman.

"I'm sorry, Your Highness" Sten said. "We weren't expecting you until tomorrow."
Haines chin gtarted to fall toward the swell where her breasts began.
"No problem,” the man said. "Thought I'd stop by alittle early. Get in alittle fishing. Check things out.”

Sten stepped behind the bar and drew the man abeer. He did it over and the fisherman took it in one
long shalow. Heturned to Haines and gave her alittle wink.

"Lieutenant Haines," Sten began, "alow meto introduce you to—"

"It'sthe Emperor,” Haines croaked. "The clotting Eternd Emperor.”

The Emperor bowed low over the stoal. "At your service, maam.”

Sten had to grab for Haines's elbow as the hard-bitten lieutenant of homicide felt her knees buckle.

"Zaarah Wahrid." The Emperor rolled the phrase over on histongue, puzzling at it, searching his memory.
He shook his head. "Doesn't mean athing to me. That'sal he said?’

Sten sghed. "I'm afraid so, Sir. I'm sorry, but the whole thing has been nothing but a messfrom the
moment you put meonit."

He drew hisbeer toward him, and then pushed it away. "Sir, | really think | ought to—"

"Quit?" the Emperor thundered. "No clotting way! I'm up to my neck in drakh and you want meto
rlieveyou?'

"With al due respect, sir,” Sten pushed on, "I have failed to carry out every portion of thisassgnment to
any kind of satisfaction.”

The Emperor started to jumpin, but Sten raised hishand, calling on hisrights asafree individua to quit a
jobif hewanted. "1've done nothing but spend a shipload of creditsfor zed information. All weve il
redly got are much supposition and too many rumors.

"Beautiful. I hit Stynburn. Raise awholelot of hell. Probably take you two yearsto settle those miners
down. And al | come back with isaphrase nobody's ever heard. If thiswere a Mantis operation you or
Mahoney would have had my head and sent me to deep freeze aswell.”

The Eterna Emperor thought for amoment. Whether it wasfor effect, or whether he wasindeed
consdering an evil future for Sten, the young captain would never know. Findly, he gave aloud snort.
Then he held out hisglassfor Sten to fill with some of Chris Fryesfinest.

"l anwhere | am," he said, "because | make quick decisions and then follow them through, no matter
how lousy the robe of many colorsturns out to bein redity. I've blown it oncein awhile. But mostly |



win. Check the higtory archives and seeif I'm not borne out by thislittle flight of ego I'm dlowing mysdif.”

Sten decided it would be far from poalitic to comment on the "little ego” remark. Instead, he drained his
beer, took adeep breath, and then |eaned forward across the table. "Very well. Orders, g, if you
please”

The Emperor hesitated for a nanosecond, considering how much he should redlly tell the young manin
front of him. And then he caught Sten watching and knowing the hesitation for what it was, and just
plunged on.

"It workslikethis," hesaid. "The Tahn are dl over my roya behind for some kind of ameet. My advisors
argue that no one of any red diplomatic stature has even recognized their odious system, much less sat
down and talked to them."

"But,” Sten said, "l get the idea you agree there ought to be some kind of mest.”

The Emperor Sighed. "Hasto be. I've been trying to stdl. If they want to talk to my exated self, maybe
I'll doit, or maybe | won't. That would be the ultimate recognition of those warlords. Cause me no end of
problems with the rest of the Empire. For clot's sake, the Eternal Emperor can't just be at the beck and
cal of every Tom, Dick, and ET.

"Fouls up the whole system. Thereis my Imperid mystique to be considered. And that, Captain, is not
€go, it'sthe glue that keeps this whole mess together.”

"So youregdling them,” Sten said.

The Emperor smiled. "lsn't that what diplomacy isal about? It'seither stal or war." He shrugged. "A
couple of my high-priced lawyers might disagree, but I've dways found ‘going to court’ cheaper than a
war."

Hefinished hisbeer and rose. "And | don't think awar with the Tahn will be alittle one”

The Eternal Emperor turned to go. Then he stopped and gave Sten one of hismost charming grins. "'l
sure could use agood barely-living guilty party to throw off the deigh right now."

"How long can you keep stalling?" Sten asked.

"Lessand less," the Emperor said. "'l want you to grind it until the last minute.”
Sten nodded. "I'll find your boy, sr."

"Yegh. Youwill."

And then the Eternd Emperor picked up hisfishing gear and shambled out the door. Sten watched him
go. For just asecond, he wondered what would happen to young Captain Sten if hefailed.

Evenif it had been aMantis operation, the safe-house system Sten, Alex, and Lieutenant Haines had
worked out at the Blue Bhor would have been awondrous thing. Just to begin with, it involved severa
different departments, atask usualy impossible under dmost any circumstances. Even cynica Alex was
impressed about how well everyone blended in.

To begin with, security was an absolute must. Sten and Alex needed some definite thugs to keep trigger
watch on anyone who might show aninterest intheold inn.

So they carefully felt out old Mantis Section buddies who were either on 1& 1 or using up sick leave.



There were never any snarls from these people. They either smiled and kissed you or smiled and cut your
throat.

Next, there were the police/lmperid people. Haines had carefully sdlected known trustworthy police
people.

The way the safe house worked was that the security people patrolled the outside and Haines's group
ruled inside, with occasiond bursts of temper when Alex or Sten put in their two credits. Thetalents
insde unfortunately guaranteed that everyone was potentialy at the other person's neck. They were dl
mostly cops. But they were al super-specialists. The talents ranged from hackersto real computer techs
to archivigsto com-line snoopers. All were very bright, trustworthy, and friends of Haines.

One thing Sten had to give them—they were damned good. They were the beings who had tracked
down Dynsman and findly located Stynburn.

And theway they had gone about it had been something to behold. In asimilar operation, if Mantis had
been assigned, the most sophisticated, high-powered computer would have trashed through millions of
filesin the search. The big problem with Prime World was that anything of even medium industria power
sent out red signalsin dl directions. Prime World was a so the capita of al spydom, including the
fortunes that were spent on industrid snooping.

So Liz Callins, the head cop computer tech, had proposed that they supply themsalves with fifty or so
tiny computers, each with the 1Q of afive-year-old. Then she and her aides had strung them al together,
resulting in a system as sophisticated as anything on the planet. More important, because of the way they
were linked, they could divein and out of information systems without being detected and usually without
leaving atrace. Asasde benefit, Liz had set the system up so that it could stedl power. A constant
monitor/feeder dipped in and out of power sources like aburglar, stedling just enough to keep the entire
system operationd, but not enough to show up significantly on individua power hills.

Alex dso decided that Liz Collins was awoman he might want to get closeto. Shewas dightly taller than
he, and was built with dl the proper and more than ample curvesthat Alex liked, plus many rippling
muscles. Alex had been in ecstasy when he met her while setting up shop at the Blue Bhor. A gravded
had got itself mired near the riverbank. Before he could respond, Liz had leaned down and, with some
crackling of bones, had lifted the ded from the muck then patted it on its now friction-lessway. Alex
could imagine those shapely, powerful arms around his heavyworlder body. It had been along time, he
redized, snce he had fdt himsdlf really hugged.

The main readout Collins had set up in the computer linkage system was in the largest room of the Blue
Bhor—King Gilly's Suite. Alex walked into the room and tried desperately not to be a beast and to keep
his eyes off her muscular apple-shaped behind. Her structure narrowed then, he thought, licking dry lips,
to proper lady's proportions before blooming to the most wonderful set of shoulders, and frontal
mammary sructure. It wasthe kind of sight that made a Scotsman know what he had under hiskilt. She
was the most beautiful woman Alex had ever seen.

She turned away from the screen and gave Alex alook that melted his heart, aswell asafew other
areas. "Could we hold on that drink abit? | should be getting something from the linkup soon.”

Alex would have given her anything in the world. "Naetoo thirsty mysdl', lass," he cracked. "Now, wha
bewe8 far?'

Liz turned back to the computer, dl business again. "Were running two main search patterns right now.
Thefirg isthe mogt difficult.”



"Zaarah Wahrid?'

"Stynburn's last words. And so far they don't mean athing anyplace we're checking. And | mean
anyplace. We've gone through a couple of thousand languages. Every encyclopedia. Religioustracts. All
of it."

"Could it be—"

"Don't even bother. Were covering al possibilities. Troubleis, 'al possibilities meansahdl of alot of
time, even with this setup.” She smiled fondly at the main terminal of her elaborate computer linkup
gysgem.

Alex warmed, wishing he were the computer. "Lass" he said, "dinnay’ think it's aboot timey' rested y'r
wee mind wi' abit ae th' hops?'

Heleaned casudly on the table supporting the computer readout screen, carefully keeping himsalf from
encircling her rounded waist. Liz smiled over her shoulder at him, and Alex thought it lit up theroom. His
heart dways thumped on her rare smile, and he beamed a cherub grin from his own round, red face.

"| think we're coming in on something now," she said.

Alex peered a the words and figures bubbling up on the screen. He had to free hismind for the
high-speed scrolling, and then he had it.

"Appearsyou have the late Doc Stynburn in th' crosshairs.”
Liz nodded enthusiastically. Alex loved her even more when she was on the hunt.

"Dowe! Look at this. He set up about ahalf dozen cutout corporations. Based in frontier banking
planets. Each time he took anew job or consultancy, heran it through one of the corporations.”

"A weetax scam,” Alex said.
"Y ou got it. Foolproof one, aswell. Leaveit to adoctor.”

He cleared histhroat loudly, bringing himsaf back to some sort of redlity. "An' th' second search,” he
sad. "Stynburn, Ah'spose?’

Liz nodded. "That's killing time for opposite reasons. Instead of too much, we've got too little. The guy
knew every Mercury Corpstrick in the book."

"Then you thought of the corporate cutout business,” Alex said admiringly.
Liz blushed. "I thought it wasasmall stroke of genius.”

Alex could barely keep himsdf from patting her. What if she took it wrong? Or right? Or... Hetried to
pull hismind away from the swirl of figures on the screen. He cleared histhroat again. "Anything ese,
lass?"

Liz handed him athin sheaf of printout. "I'm not sure, but since | picked these up my cop brain's been
eezing.”

Alex scanned them—very dry police-jargonese reports of four degths. All had two thingsin common:
They were accidentd, bizarrely so; and they had al occurred within the vicinity of the palace. Alex
rechecked thefirgt death: Femae victim. High blood a cohol. Strangled on own vomit. Slight bruise on



throat. He buzzed past the name to the woman's history. Deserter from the Praetorian Guard. Alex felt a
small mental tingle. He quickly thumbed through the other reports and the answer glared up a him. "You
wereright, lass, police officer tha y' be."

Then he showed her the common thread.

"Every swinging Richard isaformer government,” Collinsredlized. "Ex-clerk. Ex-tech. Ex-museum
security. And dl with—"

"—ypaace connections," Alex finished for her.

Liz dumped into her chair and gave along exasperating Sigh. "Murder. Murder, murder, murder. Aw
cot."

Then, just as deep depression was about to fog the entire room, the vid-screen began blinking red. Liz
leaped to her feet and studied the screen. After thousands of computer hours, the first mgjor break in the
case was staring her in the face. They had finally broken through Stynburn's €l aborate corporate cutouts.

"Sweet Laird,” Alex whispered. "Th' clot worked for Kai Hakone."
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
"I have never seen one of these before,” Kal Hakone said. "May | examine it more closdly?!

Sten handed him the Imperia Service card. The Imperial emblem on the card, keyed to Sten's own pore
and pulse pattern, blinked as Hakone took it, held it for amoment, then passed it back to Sten.

"Actualy, Captain, while I've no ideawhat you need, your appearance isfortunate.”
"Ah?'

Hakone was about to explain, but hiswords were cut by the loud whine of aship lifting on Y ukawadrive
barely haf akilometer overhead.

Hakone's mansion was located on the largest hill overlooking Soward, Prime World's biggest port. It had
been built as an off-voyage hobby by the captain of atramp freighter, who intended it to be his retirement
home.

That trader's retirement never came about, since he made the tactical error of offering play-pretty beads
to aprimitive culture more interested in sharp-pointed and deadly objects. But since most people, let
alone those who could afford the price of a Prime World mansion, weren't fascinated with the sound and
bustle of a spaceport, Hakone had been able to |ease the sprawling house cheaply. Since then, hed
finished the interior and added his own concepts, which included the hemispherical battle chamber inits
rear.

The'Y ukawardrive cut off, and, in the utter silence of AM2 drive, the ship disappeared. "I liketo hear
what | write about,” Hakone half explained as he led Sten into the house. "Isit too early for atod,

Captain?'
"Thesun'sup, it it?'

Hakone smiled and led Sten through the large reception area, the even larger living room, and into his
own den.



Hakone's " den"—office and writing area—was styled after an Old Earth library, with innovations.
Vid-tapes, reports, even bound antique books lined the twenty-meter-high walls. The center of the room
was along, flat table. But from there, the resemblance to elghteenth-century Earth was gone, since the
table was lined with computer terminals, and the laddered access to the shelves was automated.

At one end of the room was Hakone's bar, and it extended across the width. Sten scanned the bottles as
Hakone motioned for him to make his choice.

"Y ou happen to have any, uh, Scotch?”’

Hakonewas up to it. "Y ou have adopted the Emperor'stastes!” he said, reaching down a bottle and
pouring two haf-full glasses of the liquor.

Sten touched the glassto hislips, then lowered it. Hakone, too, had barely drunk. "Y ou said fortunate,
Sr. Hakone?'

"Yes. | was planning to contact you, Captain.” Hakone waved Sten toward awide couch nearby. "Did
you happen to see my masque? The one which was performed prior to Empire Day?"

"Sorry, | wason duty."

"From what the critics say, perhaps you were [ucky. At any rate, | now find myself between projects.
And then | discovered something most fascinating. Are you aware that no one has ever done ahistory of
the Imperid paace?’

Sten pretended ignorance, shook his head, and sipped.

"Not only the building, but the people who are assigned to it," Hakone went on, with what seemed to be
awriter'senthusasm.

"Aninteresing idea.”

"| thought s0. Asdid my publisher. Especidly if the tape dedl s with the people who are assigned to it. |
want to tell ahistory of people, not of stone and technocracy.”

Sten waited.

"Asyou know," Hakone continued, "l am primarily amilitary historian. | have, frankly, my own sources.
So when | conceptudized this project, the first thing | began investigating was the people assigned to that

palace.

"That is, by the way, why | made such a point of wanting to meet you at Marr and Senn's party. You are
apeculiar man, Captain Sten.”

Sten looked solemnly interested.
"Areyou aware that you are the youngest man ever assigned to head the Imperia bodyguard?’
"Admira Ledoh told methat."

"That interests me. Which iswhy | availed mysdf of your military record. Wondering, quite frankly, why
you had been chosen.”

Sten didn't bother smiling—he knew that his phony file was intrusion-proof. Only Mantis headquarters,
the Emperor himsalf, and Genera lan Mahoney knew what Sten'sred miilitary history was.



"Y ou have a perfect record. No demerits at OCS. Commissioned on such-and-so adate, al
qudificationsreports rated excdlent, al commanding officers recommending you most highly, the
appropriate number of hero-moves for the appropriate awards.”

"Some people are lucky.”
"If I may be honest, Captain, perhapstoo lucky."
Sten finished hisdrink.

"Captain Sten, what would you say if | told you | suspected your whole military background wasa
tissue?'

"If I were not on Imperid business, Sr. Hakone, and depending on the circumstances, | would either buy
you adrink or anose transplant.”

"I did not mean to beinsulting, Captain. | am merely suggesting that you have been assigned to your
present post because of previous performance in either Mercury Corps or Mantis Section.”

Sten pretended stupidity. "Mercury Corps? Sorry, Hakone. | was never in Intelligence, and I've never
heard of Mantis."

"The response | expected. And | appear to have offended. Change the subject. What brings you here?”
Hakone replenished the drinks.

"Y ou once employed a Dr. Hars Stynburn,” Sten said, trying the sudden-shock approach. Hakone
reacted, indeed, but quite obvioudy, sending the top of the liquor decanter spinning to the floor.

"Clot! What's the imbecile done now?"

"Now? Sr. Hakone, | must advise you that this conversation is being recorded. Y ou have aright to
counsd, legd advice, and medico-watch to ensure you are not under any influence, physical or
pharmacologicd .

"Thank you for the warning, Captain. But | don't need that. Dr. Hars Stynburn did indeed work for me.
For aperiod of four months—Prime months. At the end of that time| discharged him, without, | might
add, benefit of recommendation.”

"Continue, Sr. Hakone."

"My household normaly congsts of between fifty and three hundred individuas. | find it convenient to
employ an in-house medico. That was one reason | initidly employed Dr. Stynburn.”

"One reason?"

"The second reason was that he was, like mysdlf, aveteran. He served in the Mudler Wars, the battle of
Saragossa.”

"Asdidyou."
"Ah, you've scanned my tapes.”
"On précis. Why did you dismisshim?"



"Because... not because he was inefficient or incompetent. He was an extremely good doctor. But
because he was a man locked into the past.”

"Would you explan?'
"All he wished to talk about was histime in the service. And about how he felt he had been betrayed.”
"Betrayed?'

"Y ou're aware he was cashiered from the service? Well, hefelt that he wasfulfilling the exact
requirements of the Empire, and that he was used as a Judas goat after those requirements were fulfilled.”

"The Empire generaly doesn't practice genocide, Sr. Hakone."

"Stynburn believed it did. At any rate, his obsession became nerve-wracking to me. And so | found it
easer torelease him a the expiration of hisinitia contract.”

Sten was about to ask another question, then broke off. Hakone's eyes were hooded.

"Locked into the past, | said, didn't 17" Hakone drained hisdrink. "That must sound odd to you, Captain,
since you've reviewed my tapes. Don't | sound the same way?"

"I'm not ahigtorian, Seigneur.”
"What do you think of war, Captain?'

Sten'sfirst answer—blatant stupidity—was something he somehow felt Hakone didn't want to hear. He
held hisslence.

"Someone once wrote," Hakone went on, "that war isthe axle life revolves around. | think that isthe
truth. And for some of us, one war isthat axle. For Dr. Stynburn—and to be honest, Captain, for
myself—that was Saragossa.”

"Asl sad, I'm not ahigtorian.”
Hakone picked up the two glasses, fielded the decanter from the bar, and started toward a nearby door.

"I could tell you, Captain. But I'd rather show you." And heled Sten through the door, into his battle
chamber.

The Mudler Wars, fought dmost a century before Sten's birth, were aclassic proof of Sten's definition of
war. The Mudler Cluster had been settled too quickly and wastoo far from the Empire. Theresult wasa
lack of Imperid support, improperly defined and supplied trade routes, and arrant ignorance on the part
of the Imperid bureaucracy administering those worlds.

And then war, war by the various worlds, fighting under abanner that might have been headed "Anything
but the damned Empire." By the time the Emperor redized that the Mudler Cluster was asnowbdl rolling
downhill, it wastoo late for any response except the Guard.

But Imperia overexpansion had reached into the military aswell. The battles that were fought were, for
the most part, on the wrong ground, with the wrong opponent, and at the wrong time.

The Emperor ill, when he began fedling self-confident, had only to scroll hisown private log of the
Mueler Warsto deflate himsdlf to the proper level of humanity. Of al the disasters, before the Mueller
Cluster was battered into semi-quiescence, the worst was Saragossa.



Saragossa should never have been invaded. Itsisolationist culture should have been ignored until the
Saragossans asked to rgjoin the Empire. Ingtead afull Grand Fleet and the Seventh Guards Divison
were committed. Theinvasion should have been easy, snceit involved landing on asingle world, which
had only afew low-tech satellite worlds for support.

Instead the operation became anightmare.

The grand admiras who ordered the assault might have wondered why initia intelligence reported some
seven moonlets around Saragossa, and the landing surveys reported only one. But no one wondered, and
50 nearly amillion men died.

The landing plan wastotal insertion, so the Guards trangports were committed, and the heavy
support—five Imperia battleships—were moving toward the ionosphere when the question of the
missing moonletswas solved.

They'd been exploded, quite carefully, so the fragments maintained planetary orbit. And then any
fragment larger than abaseball had been manned with Saragossans who werelessinterested in living than
keeping the Empire away. Imagine trying to push alanding force through an asteroid belt that is shooting
back.

Thefirgt battleship was holed and helpless more than three planetary units offworld. Theadmira in
charge of the landing—HF eet Admira Rob Gades—transhipped with what remained of his staff to a
command ship in timeto see his other four battleships explode into shards.

At that point it wastoo late to recall the troopships. Even before the ships split into capsules, most of
them were destroyed. The landing caps that entered atmosphere without support lasted bare seconds
under the ravening fire from the surface.

That, Hakone explained to Sten as he swung ships through the battle chamber, was when hisown
probeship was destroyed. He never saw the end of the battle. What ended it was Admira Gade's
order—sauve quipeut, save what you can. Onethird of the assault fleet was able to pull off Saragossa

"Onethird, Captain,” Hakone said, as he shut down the battle chamber. "Over one million menlost. Isn't
that enough of an axle?"

Sten flashed briefly to the livie held undergone before basi ¢ training—experiencing the heroic death of
one Guardsman Jaime Shavala—and his subsequent decision that he had less than no desire to see what
amgjor battle felt like, ignored his gut agreement, and used the safe answer of stupidity. "I don't know,
Sr. Hakone"

"Perhaps you wouldn't. But now do you understand why | hired Stynburn? He went through the same
hdl | did."

Sten noticed with interest that Hakone, while held been sitting behind the control chair of the chamber,
had gone through haf the decanter of Scotch.

"By theway, Captain, do you know what happened to Admiral Gades?'
"Negdtive"

"For his—and | quote from the court's charge—retrest in the face of the enemy, hewasrdieved of
command and forcibly retired. Do you think that wasfair?"

"Fair?1 don't know what isfar, Sr. Hakone." Sten brought himsdlf to attention. " Thank you for your



information, Seigneur. Should we have any other questions, may | assume your further cooperation?”
"Youmay," Hakone sad flatly.

Sten was about to try awild card and ask if the phrase Zaarah Wahrid meant anything to Hakone.
Instead, he shut off his recorder, nodded, and headed for the exit.

If he had |eft afew seconds earlier, he might have caught one of Hakone's men clipping atiny plasbox to
the underside of Sten'sgravded.

Hakone walked out of the battle chamber, back into hislibrary. Colondl Fohlee was waiting, and looking
digtinctly displeased.

"Youthink | erred," Hakone said.

"Why wereyou giving him al that, dammit! He's the Emperor'sinvestigator.”
"l wasfishing, Colond."

"For what?'

"If hed shown oneiotaof understanding—oneflicker of what isimportant—we might have been ableto
make him one of us"

"Instead you ran your mouth and got nothing.”
"Colond! Y ou are overstepping.”
"Sorry, ar."

"Asaresult, | found that this Captain Sten is unreachable. | have atracer attached to hisgravded. Put a
team of the deserters after him. Track the ded until we have the location of the safe house he's using for
hisinvegtigation. Then kill this Captain Sten. Thet isal!”

Fohlee found himsdf saluting, pivoting, and exiting, and never wondered why he had that reponse to the
command voice of aman who had not worn auniform for amost ahundred years.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

The vid-screen glowed in the darkened room. In one comer, the computer held its target: the phrase
zaarah wahrid. The rest of the screen wasfilled with line after congtantly changing line of information. At
the moment, the computer was postulating that the phrase meant some kind of commercid product. It
was searching the Imperia patent office for everything registered since the department was founded.

Liz Coallins, the hunter, tried to keep her eyes glued to the screen, looking for some kind of connection or
vague reference. As each linerolled up the screen, her eyesfollowed, and then automaticaly clicked
down astop for the next. At the moment, she was scanning a catalogue of household bots, amogt al of
them a century or more out of date.

She had to fight to keep her brain on her job. Steady on, woman, she thought to hersdf. If you think this
is boring, guess what comes next. Then she groaned asthefinis asterisks rolled up and the next and a
worse category came up: Defense.

The air stirred behind her and then she heard the door open and soft footsteps pad in. She turned to see
Alex standing behind her, two mugs of frothy beer in his hands.



" 'Bout that drink, lass?' he said softly. "Ah whidny be disturbin' y* noo, would Ah?*

"Oh, my god, yes," she said, meaning the drink. Then she caught Alex's crestfalen face and corrected
hersdlf. "1 mean, no. No, | mean... right, | could useadrink."

She pamed the computer to automatic, setting up the search darms, and then rose to take aglass out of
Alex'shand. Shetook asmall sp and gave abit of agtart. "Thisisn't just beer!™ She grinned. And then
she noticed the shot glass Sitting in the bottom of the mug.

"A wee boilermaker," Alex explained. "Beer and agood single-malt Scotch that'll oil th' bubbles.”
Liz took along, dow swalow. "Mmmm, | don't mind thisat dl.”

She crossed over to the fur-covered couch and sat down, crossed her legs, then started to tug her
uniform skirt down over her knees. She stopped when she saw the wistful look in Alex's eyes asthe
dight flash of thigh started to disappear. "What the clot." She patted the place next to her. Asif amost
suddenly coming awake, Alex shook his head then took the few steps required to reach the couch and
sank hesitatingly down beside her. He carefully studied thewall opposite them, afraid to meet her eyes.

"So," hefindly said, "do y' think well be finding this Zaarah whatever it is?'

Liz remained absolutely slent. She just took another sip of her drink.

"Ah mean, y' been workin't your pretty, beg your pardon, y' been workin't hard, lo these many—"
"Alex," Lizwhispered, bregking in.

Heturned and looked directly at her for thefirst time since he entered the room. "Yes, lass.”

"Do we haveto tak?'

"No, lass."

"Wel, then..."

Alex finaly got the point. He reached out hisarmsto enfold her, and he felt the muscular but somehow so
soft arms go around him. Slowly they sank down into the couch.

Once again, Liz didn't bother about the flash of thigh asthe uniform skirt rose higher and higher and...

Unnoticed by them, the computer screen began winking red. It sat patiently, pulsing that it had found it...
foundit... foundit...

The screen read:
ENT: JANES, Higtoric Records. BATTLESHIP. ZAARAH wahrid (Flower class—14 constructed).

The entry went on, covering the ship's dimensions, crew, armament, launching date, and history, ending
with theinformation that Zaarah Wahrid had finished her illustrious career asflagship on the Saragossa
invasion during the Mudler Wars. The ship wastotaly destroyed, with aloss of 90 percent of itscrew...

Fortunately for the lovers, it would be many hours before they read the entry. Because once again the
case had comefull circle. Zaarah Wahrid was a ship that no longer existed.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Sten lifted the gravded away from Hakone's mansion and set his course directly from Soward acrossthe
city of Fowler toward the Imperia paace.

Once past the city limits he dropped the ded's height to 50 meters. Thusfar, he was doing exactly what
Hakone had predicted, and would next set his course for the safe house in Ashley-on-Wye.

But severa hundred people, were they not deceased, might have advised Ka Hakone never to predict
Sten'sactions.

The gravded may have appeared standard Imperial issue, but it was not. The man who planted the tracer
on the ded should have noticed itsfairly elaborate com gear. But he didn't.

So while Sten put the ded's controls on auto, and hung the aircar in aslow orbit over thetrees, he
checked himsalf and hisvehiclefor bugs. At 22.3 Hz, his detector sounded off like abanth in heat. Sten
unhooked the directional transponder from the board and went over the ded. It took only afew seconds
to find the tracer unit.

Sten went back to the controls and considered the various possibilities. He decided, turned the ded onto
manual, and lifted it to 1000 meters. Then he set anew course, directly for the Great South Sea. This
was, on compass, 80-plus degrees, magnetic, away from his proper destination, the Blue Bhor. Sten had
no ideawhat the tracer was intended for, but he had decided to play the hand, at least for afew thousand
kilometers.

It didn't take that long.

Sten's prox-radar blipped at him and advised that an object was rapidly approaching from hisrear. He
turned and scanned through the ded's binocs.

Ignoring the modifications, Sten's gravd ed was a standard combat car: M cL ean-generator-powered, ten
meters by five metersin dimension, seating four people in the open. The object coming toward him was
also agtandard Imperia combat vehicle, about twice the Size of Sten's gravded, and intended for a
combeat platoon of twelve or so beings.

Sten counted six men in the ded, which was closing on him at arate of about 60 kph. He decided to
maketheir job alittle easier, and dowed his own ded. The ded behind aso dowed.

Tacmind thinking, Sten automated: They aretrying to track me. Given mission: Find the safe house and...
sx meninthat ded... take me out.

Sten tsked to himself and sngpped the double safety harness around him.

He shoved the control stick forward for full-speed and snapped the built-in dopplering radar off. On
norma combat cars, thiswas permanently on, insuring that no matter how much anidiot the pilot was, he
could not run into something in fog, smoke, rain, or drunkenness. But Sten's car was amodified one.

Another modification went on, a second, also doppler-stupid radar. It fixed on the platoon gravded
coming up on Sten, giving aclosing speed of nearly 80 kph. Very dow reactions, Sten decided.

Before the pilot of the ded redlized what was intended, Sten chopped the control stick, then lifted the
stick into control attitude and yanked it back again, amost into hislap. Standard combat

cars—gravd eds—had no such capability. Which may have been the reason that the pursuing pilot gaped
as Sten'sded curved straight up and around in a perfect Immelman, then dropped directly toward the



pursuers.

Sten saw fear, panic, and motion as he dove straight for the other ded. The platoon ded's pilot cut power
and sank, barely intimeto avoid Sten's seemingly kamikaze dive.

It banked and recovered. Doors on the smooth side of the vehicle opened, and missile banks whirred
into sight. Fire, smoke, and four air-to-air (atmo) missiles blasted out.

Sten aready had his combat car on its back. As G-forces yanked at hisface, his hands clawed for the
digtressflare button.

The flares bloomed out, multicolored phosphorus fires. And, obediently, the pursuers heat-seeking
missiles homed on the flares. Four missilesimpacting at the same time made a helluva bang, enough to
send the platoon ded skidding out of control momentarily, the five passengers grabbing for handholds.
And then out of the smoke dove Sten's combat car. The platoon ded's pilot panicked and pirouetted his
ded onitsown axis. Again late, Snce Sten's car was now just above him.

And then thelast thing the six thugs in the ded might have expected happened. Sten flipped his combat
car to orbit, unsnapped his safety harness, and jumped Straight over the Side, into the other gravded.

Hetwisted in midair, his clawed hand bringing out his knife, while hismind looked for asoft landing.

The landing was on the first man, Sten's hedl's crushing hisrib cage and Sten going down to his
knees—under the clubbed willygun swing of the second man—and then straight up, spread fingers going
into eyebalsand brain.

Sten whirled asthe second corpsefell. Hisknife swung acrossthe wrist of the third man, whose hand fell
away, blood hosing across the ded. He gaped at the spouting blood, sscumbled, and fell away into
nothingness.

Sten never saw that he was on automatic pilot, redizing aman was swinging along, issue Guards combat
knife at him. Sten blocked with his own crystal blade—and sheared through the dloy stedl. The fourth
man didn't even have timeto react before Sten's sted boothedd dammed up, crushing his skull.

Air ionized, and Sten went flat, skidding across the checkered metd of the aircar's deck, the willygun
projectile sizzling overhead, and Sten was diving forward, and hisfoot went out from under him ashe
skidded on a patch of blood.

Sten took the fdl, but his knife hand lashed out, braced at the wrist. The speared knife caught the fifth
man just below the belt, then dashed through his spinal cord. Theliving corpse spasmed backward over
the ded's pilot, who wastrying to unbuckle himself.

Sten dammed into the copilot's seat, then tucked his feet under him and snapped up.

The ded's pilot had fought hisway free of the body and was standing. Sten came in on the man. His
intentions were to take one prisoner and ask very serious questions.

But the pilot took one look at the gory Sten and that small diver of metal that was desth itself, screamed,
and hurled himsdf over the side of the combat car.

Sten grabbed for the man, but too late. He watched the screaming form pinwhedl down toward the
parkland far below.

Collect... callect... and no-mind died, combat madness went away, and Sten swore to himsalf.



Breathe... breathe... and he sat down, not noticing the blood that swirled and trickled acrossthe
gravded's deck.

Rationdity returned, and Sten looked at the five dead men in the ded. Haines can find something out
about them, one part of hismind decided. Lessimportant, another told him. Y ou don't believein
coincidence. Y ou went to Hakone. Y ou were given a song-and-dance. On your leaving, someone
attempted to kill you.

Considering the Imperia warrant he had been given, Sten had enough to arrest Hakone and use any
means necessary, including brainscan, to find out how Hakone tied into the conspiracy to nate the
Emperor.

But that was too easy asolution.

Somehow Sten had the idea that no one as highly visible and voca as Ka Hakone would be the
mastermind behind the attempt.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Fog swirled over the long, brilliant-black ship that sat on alanding field bardly longer than itsdlf. Lights
haloed around the loading ports as men and women |oaded equipment and themsalves on board.

The landing field was carried on Prime World's books as an Imperid Fleet tacship/emergency field, but it
was actualy used only by the Emperor for arrivas and departures he did not want to see blazoned on the
vid-screen.

The ship itself was equally obscure. According to the record books, it had been constructed asthe
Imperid Merchant Ship (Passenger) Normandie. A luxury, super-speed liner that had been mothballed
after itsthird voyage.

The Normandie did appear, from the outside, to be a conventiona liner, but it had been built for one
purpose only—to be the Emperor's vehicle, whether for secret missions or for vacations. It had the
armament of afleet destroyer and the power drive of afleet cruiser.

It took less than a hundred men to run the Normandie, which was state-of-the-art automated. That did
not mean the ship was cramped, since the largest percentage of the Normandie was taken up with
Imperid accommodations. Movable bulkheads and decking insured that the Emperor could hold anything
from aprivate party for himsdf and alady to an Imperia summit mesting.

Since the ship officidly did not exig, it did not have to worry about proper clearances. When necessary,
it was easy for the Normandie to assume one or another of the identities of its supposed sister ships.

It may have been the biggest cloak-plus-dagger ever built.

"Marr, you are being adaffodil. Thereisno possible pollution here."

"Youtak and tak,” Marr sniffed, "but | tell you, | can smell the fumesfrom thedrive."

Marr and Senn were possibly the only caterersin history given an eyes-only security clearance.

They stood near the waist of the Normandie, watching astheir suppliesrolled up the conveyor into the
guts of the ship.

"All right, so thereis pollution. | touch your delicate nogtrils. But what will that matter to thefish? They



arein tanks, not stlanding out here in the murk catching their desth.

"l am merely concerned that these Tahn beingswill find our food offensive,” Marr said. "How would you
liketo be respongble for this conferences faling gpart because of indigestion?”

Their predawn bickering was broken off as Subadar-Mgor Limbu strolled up. The Gurkha officer wasin
full combat gear, including willy gun and kukri, hung in its sheath in the middle of his back. He saluted.
"Thesefish," heindicated. "They are not for my men?

"They are not, Chittahang. | have enough dahl, rice, and soyasteak to turn every one of your naiksinto
balloons such as the one you are starting to resemble.”

Chattahang glanced at his ssomach reflexively, then recovered. "Ah. Very good. But | shdl tell you a
secret. That bulge is not from my stomach. | find it necessary to coil some of my other organs above my
belt." He grinned, winked, and went back to supervising theloading of his men.

"Marr, do you ever think we shall get the better of these small brown ones?!
"Probably not." Marr turned and reacted. " Our fearless leader has arrived.”
Fivelargeflitters settled beside the Normandie, and people unloaded.

"Seg, it'sthat glut Sullamorawith the Emperor,” Senn hissed. "Why was he invited?!

"l am not the Emperor, darling, but | assumethat, since heisan Imperid trader there must be something
involving trading rights with these Tahn—Senn, are you sure we are prepared?’

Marr and Senn had been aerted to provide rations shortly after the Emperor-Tahn meeting had been set.
They had immediately researched the tastes of the Tahn, particularly of their Lords. Fortunately,
vid-tapes on exotic cooking were fill popular in the fortieth century. They had provided everything from
live brine shrimp to starch to gtill-growing vegetables. Plus some surprises of their own, sSince every chef
feds he can improve on anyone's diet.

Boothed s thudded on the tarmac, and the contingent of Praetorians doubled in from the security
perimeter. They were ordered and counted by Colonel Den Fohlee, and paraded on board.

"Do we have enough?' Marr worried.

"We have enough! One hundred fifty Pragtorians, and we have enough starch and raw protein to keep
them happy for amillennium. Thirty Gurkhas. The crew, with its own rations. The Emperor—who knows
what helll want—Sullamora. .. | procured hisfavorite recipes from his cook. Extras enough for these
Tahn, even if they feed their sarving hordes. We are ready, my love.”

"Y es, but what are we—you and |—going to eat?"
Just as Senn's membranes wrinkled in darm, the boarding darm gonged.

Thelast of the rations went on board, and the ship's ports swung shut. Theflitters cleared the field, and
then the Normandi€'s Y ukawa-drive hissed more loudly, and she lifted away.

Offworld, Normandie would rendezvous with a destroyer squadron and a cruiser eement. Those
Imperid sailors had been told only that they were to escort aship to alocation, prevent anything from
happening to that ship, and then return it to its base. They had no idea that the Eternal Emperor was on
board, nor that the meeting with the Tahn lords was the only chance of avoiding an eventua intergaactic



war.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

The group sat slently around the huge table that was Frye's main groaning board. Solid depression had
stin. At thefar end of the table Haineswasidly doodling on her miniscreen. At the other end sat a
strangely quiet Alex. He gloomed acrossthetable at Liz, who was punching in afew last commands at
her ever-present control unit.

Sten entered, asheaf of print-outs under hisarm, and saw the expectant looks come suddenly up at him.
"No," hesaid, "I don't have athing... but maybe I've got some kind of weird map we can dl jump off
from."

People came dive again. Sten began handling out the sheafs of paper. "Onething | learned asa
crunchie—when you're stuck in it, make alist of what you know. And what you don't know."

He gavethem dl asickly grin and shrugged. "Keegps you looking busy and important, anyway."
They began going over Sten'slist. The facts had been boiled down:

*® Theorigina plot wasto assassnate the Emperor. All information indicates awide-ranging conspiracy.

® Theplot is continuing. Otherwise, why the mysterious deaths near Soward—all former Pragtorians or
palace employees? Also, why the attack on Sten? By former Pragtorians—mostly deserters. Subfact: At
least forty Praetorians disappeared in the last E-year.

*® The plot seemsto involve someone in the paace itself. Consider the multitude of computer taps and
scans on the outside that lead, and then disappear, in there.

* To repeat, the plot is continuing, and the Emperor logicaly is il the ultimate target.
"Asacop," Hainesbrokein, "it sure would make me fed better if | knew the target was out of the way."

"At least that has been solved," Sten said. "The Emperor hasleft Prime World. | can't tell you for where,
but heis absolutely safe and surrounded by trusted advisors and security.”

Alex breathed asigh of relief. "Thank th' lord," he said. "No clottin' Romans.”
"Has the Emperor been informed how deep in the drank we are?' Liz asked.

"Negative," Sten answered. "Weve agreed on absolute com silence. | can only reach himinan
emergency. Thereisaline established at the palace.”

They waited for him to say more, and then when he didn't, continued reading.

* Ka Hakoneisobvioudy one of the main conspirators. Key indicators here are Stynburn and the many
other connectionsto the Battle of Saragossa. Also, Sten was attacked immediately after interviewing the
suspect.

® Zaarah Wahrid is another connection to the Battle of Saragossa. Question: What does a destroyed
ship have to do with the conspiracy?

* Complicating factor: Hakone had no connection with the paace. Heisaknown adversary of the
Emperor and is not welcome.



"When do we arrest thisclot, lad? Ah'll twist his gutsinto awinding sheet an' find out what we mus ken."

"Not achance, Alex,” Sten said. "To defuse this thing weve got to pick up everybody at the sametime.
Especidly theingde man at the paace."

"Take Hakone now and we blow it," Haines agreed.
They bent their headsto read the rest.

* Should we be checking the archives for more on Saragossa? Could other connections be hidden?

"Haveyou got ayear?' Liz said dryly. "I don't know acomputer in the Empire that could run that scan
sooner.”

"Forget it, then,” Sten said.

"Isthat al?" Haines asked.

"Yeah," Sten answered. "Except Hakone."

“I'm running him now," Liz said, pointing at her monitor screen.

"A stupid suggestion to the expert,” Stensaidto Liz.

Liz gavealow chuckle. "When dl dsefails" she sad, "stupid works with acomputer.”

"He's got to have a headquarters somewhere,” Sten said. "Hakone can't be running plottersin and out of
his home, or meeting them on street corners or some such rot.”

"A vacation home?' Haines postul ated.
"Someplace remote?" Liz said.

Collinswas dready keying in an ownership search. She used the same program she had jury-rigged to
break through Stynburn's corporate maze.

"Th'mon'samilitary fanatic,” Alex said. " Theres where well upend him. Certain a he wrote his bloody
great work on the Mueller Wars—"

Before he could finish, the answer swarmed up and curled into place on the screen. Alex's guess had hit
close

"Zaarah Wahrid," the screen entry began. "Register No. KH173. Berth 82. do you require description?’
"Clotting yes," Sten shouted asLiz typed in the orders.

Ka Hakone wasthe owner of the tiny and well-worn space yacht Zaarah Wahrid, which was berthed
in aprivate port only ahundred or so kilometers avay.

"Get the snip's computer on theline," Haines snapped.
"Not so fast, Lieutenant,” Liz said. "What if the onboard's been rigged?’
"She'sright,” Sten said. "Weve gonetoo far to get in ahurry now."

"I'll ask the compuiter if the ship needs servicing,” Liz said. "Redl routine.” The answer came back



negative.
"Okay, now something officia but innocuous.”
"When'sthe last time the ship lft port?* Sten suggested.

Liz tapped her keys. "Not for more than ayear. But that's fine. | can do alog search. Nothing pushy. Just
the surfaceinfo. That'll keep Zaarah Wahrid ontheline." Thelittle boat began running through itslog as
Liz gently inserted afew of her probes—aways keeping just out of the way, hovering and buzzing like an
eectronicfly.

"Will you look a this?'

Liz had run an 1Q scan on the onboard.

"Thislittle putt-putt has acomputer big enough to run aliner!”
"Why would alittle yacht need something thet Sze?' Haines asked.

"Ah—ah, ah, no you don't, Zaarah dotting Wahrid." Liz shut down fast. " She's aso got more booby
traps then you can drink beer," she said to Alex. "I hang on anymore, and the least shelll doiswipe.”

Sten dumped down, exasperated. "Isthat al you could get, Liz?!

"No, | tricked it into giving meitskey." She scribbled it down.

Sten climbed to hisfeet. "Come on, Alex. | think we better do alittle lightweight bresking and entering.”
They headed for the door.

"Oh, Cgptain?' Liz sad.

" egh”

"Y ou probably ought to know something se."

"Apparently Zaarah Wahrid's got abomb on board. Seemslike apretty big one.”

"Thanks"

"Don't mention it." Sten and Alex douched out.
CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

It was atiny main cabin aboard an equally tiny speedster. Although the speedster was only of moderate
value, a onetime someone had put agreat dedl of care and work into it, maintaining the plaswood floor
and walls and deep ebony fittings and cabinetry. But it had become amess. Clothing was littered about,
and it was cluttered with dirty food containers that the current occupant hadn't even bothered to dump
into the waste system.

Tarpy was sprawled across abunk, his eyes closed and asmall smile on hisface. He was swarming with
cats. In another age they might have been called dley cats. Certainly their pedigree would have been
questioned. Tarpy cdled them spaceport cats, and they were every size and color imaginable. He was
stroking the furry bodies that threastened to bury him, and idly monitoring the goings on of the Zaarah



Wahrid, arust bucket berthed about half aklick away.

Somebody urrcd beneath hisleft shoulder, and Tarpy lifted it enough for akitten to escape. Thekitten
joined severd others nursing a Momma's teats. Momma was permanently enthroned on Tarpy's
gomach.

The cats were the only thing keeping Tarpy sane. Nothing, absolutely nothing had happened around the
Zaarah Wahrid since he had taken up post. He had backup muscle stashed just on the other side of the
Zaarah Wahrid, but Tarpy had kept contact with them to the abbsol ute minimum. He considered them dl
dim-witted clots, whose only vaue was awillingnessto diein place.

For company, on thelong watch, Tarpy preferred his pussycats.

Hefdtadight tingleat hisleft ear and heard afaint beep-beep-beep. Tarpy's heart raced and he ordered
his pulse to dow. Findly something was happening!

He gently disentangled himsdf from the cats and sat up in the bunk. He punched in the visua monitor and
began sweeping the area around the ship's berth.

The space-yacht port was fairly easy to survey. It looked like atwo-kilometer-high meta tree with many
branches. The trunk of the tree was devoted to shops, restaurants, maintenance and fudling. The
brancheswere divided into private registry berths housing everything from yachts of near-liner sizeto little
put-abouts.

Just to the Sde of the Zaarah Wahrid Tarpy saw something move. He scoped in on the movement as
Sten and Alex walked out of the shadow of an overhanging ship and sauntered vaguely toward the craft.
Tarpy grinned in recognition and hit the darm buzzer to dert hismuscle.

He rose from the bunk and dipped on his weapon harness. He strolled toward the door then paused for
amoment. Tarpy looked &t the open containers of food on the floor. It was more than enough to keep
his friends happy until the job was done.

The door hissed open and Tarpy disappeared.

Alex gave the berth area one more quick visua check. No one. Not even atech around. "Gieit ago, lad,
we're clean as the queen's scantlings.”

Sten walked straight to the lock pandl near the ship's entrance, flipped it open, and began punching in the
lock code Liz had given him. He entered the first three numbers and then waited for the computer to
check them and give him the go-ahead for the next group. "Get ready to jump, Alex. Can't tell what'son
the other sde of the door.”

Alex nodded and made his visua sweep again. Almost before he spotted the muscle, the heavyworlder
felt his muscles bunch and acold chill beneath hisspine. "A weelot & compny,” he hissed to Sten, and
stepped quickly away from the ship's lock.

Sten whirled in time to see afigure dash from one conex to another. Alex and Sten gave it one heartbedt,
then two, then three, swiftly looking for and finding cover and quietly dipping willyguns from tunic holsters
and paming them.

"There!" Alex sad.

Sten dowly turned his head as Tarpy stepped out aone.



"Help you, bud?' Tarpy drawled, moving toward them. Sten noticed that the casuaness masked a
professional and subtle haf-circle. He wasn't coming directly at them, but moving to one side.

"Thefud tank," Sten whispered to Alex.

Alex nodded, catching the fact that Tarpy was putting a huge supply container within range of an easy
belly dive. They heard the rustle of footstepsto either Sde as Tarpy's thugs moved into position.

"A few weerats," Alex said.

"How many?

"Four. Maybefive."

Sten forced agrin a the gpproaching enemy. "Y ou have aname, friend?’

"Tarpy, if anyone cares.”

Sten just nodded, keeping the stupid grin going. ™Y ou got something to do with thisrustbucket?'
"Might,” Tarpy said. "That is, if you have busnesswithit, | do."

"l could,” Sten said. "Me and my partner have been looking for something cheap. Something we could fix
up.”

Tarpy smiled alazy smile back. "She's afixer-upper, dl right," he agreed. "But whatchagottado istak to
the owner. Get permission and dl that.”

"Now!" Alex shouted.

Sten brought his willygun up and snap-fired at Tarpy as he dropped to the ground in ashoulder roll and
came up behind atumble of shipiron. A round spattered againgt the hull behind him and dmost
smultaneoudy he heard ashriek of pain.

"Ahwasright, lad," Alex caled from the other Side. "Twere definitely five wee rats. Four noo.”

Tarpy had easily made it to cover. Sten chaked up another mark under the professional column and
began checking the areafor the others.

Therewas a clatter of footsteps on plating beneath him, and Sten glanced down through the gap between
the Zaarah Wahrid and gravdip. Right benesth was alarge and very expensive yacht. One of Tarpy's
yahoos was staking him below. It was like playing three-dimensiona chess. The enemy could come from
every side aswell asdown and up. Sten signded to Alex. He had the | eft flank and Sten the right. They
would take care of the bully boysfirst and then worry about Tarpy.

He heard a heavy thud as Alex dropped ten meters down to the next berthing dip. Above Stenwasa
ladder leading to the next deck, hdf shidded from prevailing winds by a curving metd reef. Sten took
two stepsto one side to draw fire and then leaped for the ladder and began clambering upward. Hewas
hoping to hell no onewasin position, and his back crawled under imaginary sights as he monkey-sprinted
up therungs.

Sten spotted the first man's buttocks almost immediately asthey dowly disappeared acrossthe hull of a
moored gravflit. The man was trying to find the high ground. Sten shot him through the bowels.

Then he stalked on, looking for one more, and knowing that he was still probably following Tarpy's plan.



It was obvious from their clumsy creeping that Tarpy's backup troops were unskilled grunts. If Sten were
Tarpy, hedd use them as ascreen: gun-fodder for him and Alex. That would leave Tarpy in complete
control. He would then set up thekilling ground.

Sten heard awhisper just above him. He glanced up at the overhead catwalk, running out to adip.
Tarpy? Sten didn't think so. He waited until the footsteps stopped. Whoever it was, he was next to afuel
conex. A tube led from the conex to the berthed craft, and Sten could just make out the square edges of
arobofueler manipulating the tube. The footsteps moved a pace or two more as the man above took up

position.
Port regulations forbade on-board presence during refueling. Sten took careful am at the conex and
hoped that whoever owned the boat was alaw-abiding citizen. He squeezed the trigger.

Flames exploded in al directions. Sten took one step to the side and dropped back down to the Zaarah
Wahrid. Ingtinctively, herolled as he hit, expecting return fire. As he came to hisfeet, something black
and charred and vaguely human dropped past him with no sound, just a black thing with agaping red
hole where amouth should be.

A little shaken from the drop, Sten paced forward adong the dip, back toward the front of the Zaarah
Wahrid. He peered cautioudy out and saw Alex moving between ajumble of tie-up cables. Alex spotted
him and gave athumbs-up sign. The other two wee rats had been taken care of. Sten felt an itching in his
right hand and looked down to see adight coil of blood 0ozing out. Sometime during the fight someone
had pinked him. Remarkable how you don't fed things on an adrendine rush, Sten half thought. He
switched the willygun from one hand to the other and raised his hand to suck on the sore spot.

All thewhile hewasthinking of Tarpy. Somehow, he was sure, they were till playing the pro's game.
Sten was positive Tarpy wasjust out of Sght, waiting for the perfect shot. Was he staking Alex?

Then Sten saw hisfriend's expression change, and a amost the same moment sensed someone just
behind him. He spun, trying to bring up the willygun, but knowing the gun wasin the wrong hand. He
curled hisfingers as he pivoted and tried desperately to drop...

Tarpy had him. He saw the man cdled Sten just in front of him. The huge man, Alex, wasin adirect line.
It was a perfect chess move, Tarpy thought as he pulled the trigger. The first shot would take out Sten,
and then al he had to do was keep squeezing and the big man would fal lessthan aheartbest |ater.

Then Tarpy fdt himsdf suddenly go cold. It was a desperately weakening kind of cold that seemed to
dart at the shoulder and move quickly down the body. His knees buckled under him and he fought to
keep hismind from blacking out.

Tarpy looked down and saw his own gun lying beside Sten. A hand was clutching the gun, and itsfingers
reflexed on the trigger and the gun fired.

Tarpy wondered whose hand was holding the gun. He heard the sound of flies and felt buzzing around his
face. Tarpy reached up to brush the fliesaway. And then he saw his own arm, spouting bright red arterial
blood.

Oh, Tarpy thought as hefell. It's my hand holding the gun.

Sten stared at the sudden corpse that had been Tarpy. He double-reflexed his fingers and the knife shot
back into its snew sheath. Hefelt Alex's heavy presence move up behind him, and let hisfriend help him
to hisfedt.



Sten looked at Alex. "He had us both. Y ou know that, don't you?”

Alex gave him adight squeeze and then pushed him forward to the Zaarah Wahrid's lock pand. "So he
did, laddie. But then, someone haet' sometime, dinnae they?'

With aloud creak of old, unused metd, the yacht's door groaned dowly open. Sten barely waited for
room to spare and dived insde. Alex turned back to stand guard.

Theinterior was agutted hulk, ajumble of vaueless machinery and dangling wiresthat led nowhere. Sten
cautioudly edged hisway through what had been the main cabin toward the pilot's cubbyhole. Though he
encountered no booby traps, Sten redlized that no one had ever intended to use the craft.

He checked the doorway to the pilot's center. Nothing of danger that he could spot. He peered around
the corner and his eyeswidened in amazement.

Someone had |aser-torched away the entire control board. Sitting in its place was an enormous
computer. Unlike everything else aboard the ship, it was gleaming spotlessness. Even as he watched, a
tiny duster bot hummed out and made its mindlesslittle trek across the main board. It shot out athin
polarized migt in front of it and then efficiently sucked up the motes of dust.

Sten stepped up to the board. He still had no ideawhat would trigger the bomb. All hewasredlly
concerned about was when. Sten was betting that the thing was set up on some sort of atimer. That was
logicd, if for no other reason than to prevent an accident that would aso wipe out the computer'sfiles.

Hisfingersran acrossthe keys: atention! zaarah wahridi The vid screen lit up. identity? Sten hesitated,
and then made afast guess: hakone. More digestion followed then: hakone, g.a

Sten sghedinrelief. Sofar, s0... and he continued tapping on the keys without hesitation. There was
aways achancethat alack of instant response from the operator was the trigger, review files. The
computer went at itstask, calling up endless data. At first Sten couldn't figure out what he was seeing,
and then herealized it was alist of main subheadings, hundreds of them, and they were repeeting
themsalves, scrolling up the screen and then off. Sten tried to focus on the headings. Finally one scroll up:
WAHRID COMMITTEE, DETAILS OF.

Sten cranked the cursor up and froze the heading. request details, he punched in.

The screen blinked twice, and then names and figures began diding up the screen. Something else dso
appeared. Five overly large letters, forming aword or aname, began flashing urgently in the right-hand
corner of the vid-screen. GADES! GADES! GADES! Over and over again, it repested itself: GADES!
GADES GADES!

Sen'sinsdes went frigid. The bomb had been triggered. Obvioudy, he was required to punch in acode
response to shut it off. He had no ideawhere to begin. Therefore, he did the most logica thing. Logical, if
you are not particularly worried about living.

He stared at the screen, concentrating as hard as he could on the blur of names and numbers and other
details.

A warning horn began to hoot. The bomb was moments away from going off. But till Sten remained
there, frozen—taking in al hismind could hold. The hooting dimmed. It became only aminor annoyance
in the back of hisbrain. He read on, and on.

He heard an odd growling sound behind him. And then an enormous hand encircled his body and Sten
fet himsdf being lifted up from thefloor. All he could see wasthe swirl of data, and he redlized that



someone was carrying him through the ship at adead run.
An explosion of light burst into hisface asthey cleared the door.

Alex stopped for amicrobeat just short of alarge loading container. Then he hurled Sten fifteen feet
through the air. Sten felt himself soaring over the top and then saw the ground rushing up at him on the
other sde.

An enormous explosion shook the area, deafening him.
He came woozily back to redity, shaken by the blast. Somehow Alex was lying beside him.

Hisfriend stood up dowly and dusted himself off. Sounds of Srenswailed in the distance. Alex helped
Stento hisfeet. "Ahmu' talk to y', lad,” the Scotsman said, "aboot th' nasty habit y' hae a nearly killin'
lﬁ"

CHAPTER FORTY

The grounds around Hakone's mansion looked like amilitary base as uniformed men |oaded weaponry
into gravdeds, boarded, and the deds sidied around, like so many dogs ready for a nap, into combat
formation.

The uniformed men were not ex-soldiers, snce they were dtill carried on the roles of the Imperid military.
They were deserters from the Praetorians who had been seduced or subverted into disappearing and
used for long months for the conspiracy's dirty jobs.

They were gleefully back in uniform, and in motion. After dl those years Hakone should have been
delighted; it wasfinaly happening!

But, like mogt thingsin life, it was hgppening at the wrong time. Even though Haines and Collins hed
thought every link to Zaarah V/ahrid had been cut, one darm link had remained. When the ship
exploded, Hakone knew immediatdly.

Ka Hakone, not unsane, prided himsalf on his ahility to instantly scope asituation. Zaarah Wahrid, both
the computer files and the ship itself, were gone. He was under orders from the conspiracy's coordinator
towait until acertain Sgnal was received from the Normandie before he moved. But things had changed,
and he had no way to consult the coordinator, then aboard the Normandie.

Hakone took command responsibility and put his people into motion. After al, the Emperor's deeth was
acertanty, and the worgt thing that might happen wasthat his people might have to hold in placefor a
limited amount of time.

Hakone forced himsdlf into cheeriness—he'd long recognized a tendency to brood—and bounded down
the steps as his own personal combat car did up to them and grounded.

"Y ou know the route, Sergeant.”

"Damn well better after al these years,” the grizzled ex-Pragtorian said. The car lifted off. The assembled
grav-dedsfollowed, tucking themsalvesinto an assault diamond as the deds hissed over the port of
Soward.

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

The pilot checked his proximity screen and radar, then grunted to himsdlf in satisfaction. He touched



controls, and the crane-mounted pilot's chair swung back and around from the banked array and
deposited him at ground level. He unbuckled, and then decided his honor deserved adisplay. Ashe
stood, hisfingers brushed a control that turned the huge main screento visud.

Light-years away from the pulsar wasaglare, visualy and on al instruments. The Tahn pilot heard a
murmur of discomfort from the Lords standing before him, then he blanked the screen and bowed. "Our
coordinates are those ordered. We have the Imperid ships onscreen, and rendezvous is expected within
ten ship-hours.”

Lord Kirghiz returned the pilot's bow before he and the other leaders of the Tahn system solemnly filed
out of the control room.

The pulsar—NG 467H in the star catalogs—was the third option given to the Emperor by the Tahn for
the meeting. It had been the only one gpproved. The Emperor redlized that the pulsar insured totdl radio
slencefrom al parties. So unless an ambush was dready set—and the Empire had more than enough
confidence in the superiority of Imperia sensorsto diminate that possibility—no surpriseswould await,
beyond whatever the Tahn dignitaries might warnt.

Also the Emperor had ahole card. Imperia science being anotch ahead of the Tahn, the Emperor had a
complex com-line out, al the way to the paace. The Emperor was desperately hoping that the linewould
be used during the summit. Not by him, but by Sten. If Sten managed to produce the main conspirator
who had inadvertently caused Alain's death, negotiations would proceed far more smoothly.

The Normandie and its flanking ships had picked up the incoming Tahn fleet hours before. An Imperid
super-secret was responsible for that. Not only was the fuel AM2 solely controlled by the Emperor, but
before it was sold the fuel was"coded.” Only Imperia shipsran purefuel. All othersran modified AM2.
Imperia scoutships could pick up and identify at many light-years distance the existence and rough
identity of any non-Imperia ship.

On the screens, the Tahn ships pushed a violet haze behind them as they moved toward the rendezvous.

The Emperor shut down the monitor screen in his quarters, looked at Ledoh, and took several deep
breaths. "And so now it begins.”

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

"Arey' finished, wee Sten," Alex inquired gently. Sten coughed and straightened from the commode. Too
quickly; hisguts spasmed and he heaved again.

"Advice, lad," Kilgour went on. "Wheny' fed awee furry ring comin't upony', swalow fast, snceit'sy'r
bung.”

Sten recovered. Everything seemed stable. He rinsed his mouth at the sink then glared at Kilgour. ™Y our
sympathies are gonna be remembered, Sergeant Mgor. On your next fitness report.”

He wobbled into the large central room of the Blue Bhor, then dropped into the nearest chair asthe
world swam about him again.

Acrossthe room Haineslooked at him in concern, as did Rykor, her thick, whiskered face staring over
the top of her tank.

"Bein't brainscanncd is aye no a pleasure. Ah know y'll nae be wishin' naught." Alex poured drinks for
Coallins, Haines, and himsdlf and extended the jug toward Rykor, who shook her head.



"What did we get?" Sten managed. L ess than two hours after the Zaarah Wahrid had blown, Sten had
reluctantly put himsalf under Rykor's brainscan—as, earlier, he had done for Dynsman.

"Wehave acompleteligt,” Rykor began, "of dl conspirators.”

Sten groaned inrelief.

"l amend that. We have alist of dl sub-conspirators.”

Haines swore. "Thelittle guys. Who's a the top?"

"We dready know that,"” Sten said. He was very, very tired. "Ka Hakone."

Rykor whuffled through her whiskers. Somehow she'd gotten the idea that the salt-spray might be taken
as an expression of condolence. "Y ou areincorrect.”

Alex brokethe dlence. "Clottin' Romand"

Sten suddenly felt much bette—or much worse. He fielded the decanter and poured about three shots
sraight down. His stomach immediately came back up on him, and Sten let his brain concentrate on not
being sick for amoment.

Haines muttered and stared at her carefully drawn conspiracy chart.

"Therewas alink from the ship directly to the palace, just asthere was afeder into your files,
Lieutenant,” Rykor went on. "Unfortunately the pal ace end was not an information link, as you thought. It
was acommeand input termind."

Sten started to blurt something, then caught himsdlf. "Rykor, logic control "
"Asyouwish."

Sten forced his mind to reason clearly. "If Rykor'sright, then our ‘insde man' is actually the one we've got
to take before we can nall dl theselittle guys.”

"Correct.”
"And we have zed clues at present. Therefore, we need to snatch Hakone and drain him."

"Error," Rykor said. "Thereis one possible clue. Also, since Hakoneis near the top, should we not
assume that any attempt on Hakone would immediately send al our conspiratorsto flight, leaving the dry
rot &ill in place within the palace?’

"Correction,” Sten said, and then reacted. "Rykor, what's the clue, dammit?”
"The computer bomb."
"Gades," Sten remembered, pronouncing it asit appeared flashing on the Zaarah Wahrid's screen.

"Try the same word with the accent on thefirst syllable," Rykor went on. Haines, Collins, and Alex were
puzzling—and Sten was the only one who knew that Hakone, when he was describing the battle of
Saragossato him, had used the name.

Rykor alowed hersdlf the pleasure of submerging while Sten reacted, but she surfaced and continued
before Sten could explain. " Second point. The conspirators are entirely too—cute, | believe was the



word you used. They ingsted on giving meaningful namesto their scurryings.
"Third. Somehow, the battle of Saragossalinksal these beingstogether.”

"Callins" Sten barked. "The name is Gades. He was some kind of admira a Saragossa. | want hisfile,
Everything. Hell, isthe dot dive? Isthisthe clown werelooking for?"

Collinswas headed for the nearest termindl.
"Watch the references, Sergeant,” Haines said, going after her. "Thefile might be booby-trapped.”
Since his sscomach wasn't actively coming up on him anymore, Sten felt he deserved another drink.

Alex went to Rykor'stank and looked properly respectful. "Lass, sncey' no drinkit, Ah dinnae ken wha
y' should have as ae reward. Perhaps awee fish?"

Rykor heaved, flippers coming out of the tank and smashing down, salt water cascading over the room.
For amoment Sten thought she wasin convulsions.

"Sergeant Kilgour!" Rykor finadly managed as the waves subsided, "and for dl these years| felt you
humans lacked humor. Y ou are agood man.”

"Alex," Sten crooned as he walked over and draped an arm around his sergeant. "At last we've found
someone who understands your jokes.

"Y our next assgnment will be asawarus.”
Unfortunately Sten's hopeful easy solution was not to be.

Admira Rob Gadeswas very, very dead, by hisown hand, three years after being relieved by an
Imperial court after the debacle at Saragossa

Despite testimony that Gadess order for retreat had salvaged afull third of theinvading force, the
Imperid Navy wasin no more mood than was the Empireitself to listen to aloser's explanations. Though
the testimony was enough to keep the man from being stripped of his rank and awards and sentenced to
apend battaion, it wasinsufficient to keep him on active service.

Hed used his retirement money to purchase asmdl planetoid in afrontier system and outfit it rather
luxurioudy. Then held disgppeared. The mail ship that toured the planetoids three times ayear had
discovered the body, six months after Gades had put his parade sword againsgt his chest and leaned
forward.

The Saragossa episode was his only black mark. He had been one of the youngest officersto reach flag
rank, even dlowing for the service-expansion the Mueller Wars had brought.

Son of an Imperial Navy officer... superior recordsin creche... admitted to a service academy at the
minimum alowable age... fourth in hisgraduating class... commissioned and served on tacships, fleet
destroyers, aideto a prominent admira, exec officer on a cruiser, commander of adestroyer flatilla,
Command and Generd Staff school, military liaison on three important diplomeatic missions, commander
of anewly commissioned battleship, and then flag rank.

"Th' lad hae luck, until th' last min," Alex consdered.
Sten nodded.



Rykor tsked. Given the otarine structure of her head, it came out more like a Bronx cheer, but the proper
intention was obvious.

"Y ou two disappoint me. Mahoney told me that you—" Rykor was about to say Mantis soldiers, but
recong dered, unsure whether Haines and Collins knew. "—people don't believein luck.”

Sten looked at Alex.
"Were missng something.”
"Aye. The wee crab-eater hae somethin’. Gie her th' moment a triumph.”

Rykor savored it a minute before continuing. "Who recommended Gades to that exclusve military
school ? Who suggested to acertain admira that Lieutenant Gades would make an excdllent aide? Who
boarded him for the flotilla command? Who got him those—I think you would use the phrase
‘fat'—diplomatic assgnments?. ..

"One person—and one person only."

Sten scrolled Gades record and read the signatures at the bottom of those glowing recommendations
and requests.

"Oh Lord," he whispered softly.

The rank and even the signature changed over the years. But the name was the same. Mik Ledoh.
Imperial Chamberlain and the man closest to the Emperor!

"And now we know who is at the peak of the conspiracy, do we not?"

"But why Ledoh?What in blazes did he have to do with Gades?

Rykor flipped her own computer termina open, order:

COMPARE LEDOH AND GADES, ALL CATEGORIES. REPORT ALL SIMILARITIES.
And eventudly the computer found it. In the gene pattern. ..

Regicide sometimes springs from very smdl beginnings—amdll, at least, to those not immediately
involved. Philip of Macedon died because he chose public instead of nonobjectionable private sodomy;
Charles| could possibly have saved his head if hed been more polite to afew small business people;
Trotsky could have been lessvitriolic in hiswritings, Mao |11 of the Pan-Asan Empire might have
survived longer had he not preferred the daughters of his high-ranking officias for bedmates. And so
forth.

Admird Mik Ledoh's attempt to kill the Eterna Emperor was rooted in equally minuscule events.
Ledoh'sfirst assgnment in logistics was as supply officer on aremote Imperial Navy Base.

The base sat outside even what were then the Empire's frontier worlds. Though along way from
nowhere, the base was positioned on an idyllic planet, aworld of tropica idands, sun, and very easy
living. Since the base's function was merely to support patrol units, dependents were encouraged to join
wives or husbands on that assgnment.

Underdtaffed, the patrols and patrol-support missions were long. A probe ship would be out for four
months or more before returning to duty. Compensation was provided by an equivalent time on leave.



There was not much for those soldiers and sailors assigned to this tropic world, beyond fueling and
maintaining the probe fleet. Bored men and women can find wondrous ways of getting into trouble.
L edoh, ahandsome lieutenant, found one of the classcs—fdling in love with the wife of a superior

officer.

The woman was an odd mixture of thrill-seeker, romantic, and reaist. Two monthsinto their affair, one
week before her hushand returned from long patrol and subsequent transfer, she told L edoh that she had
chosen to become pregnant. While the young officer gaped, she listed her other decisons—she would
have the child; sheloved Ledoh and would aways remember him; under no circumstances would she
leave her upward-bound husband for ayoung supply officer.

First red love affairs are dways gut-churners. But that woman managed to make the memories even
worse for Ledoh. He never saw her again, but he managed to keep track of her—and his son.

The woman's husband burnt out young, and became just another alky probe-ship cowboy. Ledoh had
hopesthat. .. but she never |eft the man. The best that Ledoh could do was to shepherd his son's career.
He was ddlighted to find that, from an early age, the boy wanted to follow in his"father's’ footsteps.

L edoh made the necessary recommendations.

When Rob Gades graduated from his military academy, avery proud Mik Ledoh watched from the
audience. But he was never able to approach Gades, even later in the man's career.

Someday, he promised himself. Someday ther€lll beaway | can explain.
Someday, he felt, was shortly after Gades was promoted to admiral.

But the Mueller Wars happened, and Ledoh found himsdlf organizing and leading the Crais System
landings. He succeeded brilliantly—unlike his son, who was relieved of command after Saragossa.

L edoh protested the board's decision, but uselesdy. At that point he wanted to go to hisson and tell him
what would happen—that sooner or later sanity would return.

But he couldn't find the words.
Before hedid, hisson died, asuicide.

Two weeks after hearing of the death, Ledoh applied for retirement, to the shock of the Imperia Navy.
Since the Craislandings were one of the few bright spots of the Mueller Wars, there was an excellent
possibility that Mik Ledoh wasin the running for Grand Admird.

The conspiracy might even then have been avoided if anyone had known of Ledoh'stiesto Gades. But
Mik Ledoh hewed closeto the old and stupid military adage: "Never explain, never complain.”

Men who have spent most of their livesin company do not handle the solitude of retirement well, and
Ledoh was no different. Retirement only gave him the chance to brood at leisure, and brooding led him to
the conclusion that the reason for his son's degth, the reason for the deterioration he had cometo seein
the Empire since the Mudler Wars, and the reason for his own unhappiness was the Eternal Emperor
himsdf.

Ka Hakone's sixth vid-tape, built around the premise that Admira Rob Gades had been atrue hero and
ascapegoat, provided the spark.

Therest, from his use of the old-boy's network to return from retirement for aposition in the Imperia
household to his subversion of bright Colond Fohleeto hisfriendship with Hakone to the building of the



conspiracy's octopus-links made perfect sense.
Or would have, if any historian had been permitted to dig into what happened that year on Prime World.

Instead, two policemen, two soldiers, and one walrus-like psychologist sat in aroom over arura pub,
staring at two displays on acomputer screen: father and son.

In an age when limb transplants were as commonplace as transfusions, and a medico needed to know the
proper factorsto prevent rgjection, gene patterns were automeaticaly recorded for any member of the
Imperia military, just as blood type had been recorded a thousand years before.

Stenfindly got to hisfeet, blanked the screen, considered adrink, and regretfully decided againgt it.

"Ordersgroup,” he said. "Haines, | want afull strike force available. Kai Hakoneisto be secured
immediately. Imperid warrant. When you have him in custody, al other conspirators on Rykor'slist are
to be taken and held incommunicado.

"Sergeant Kilgour."
"Sn”
"Wereto the paace.

And Sten and Alex were in motion, headed for the only com+-link to the Emperor.

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Sten's alarm should have gone off when he and Alex doubled into Arundd's gates. But the fact that the
two Praetorians on duty were in parade battle dress instead of their norma monkey suitsjust did not
register. Nothing €lse would have given away the revolt. Clerks scurried about, dignitaries mumbled in
corners, and the palace was normd.

Normdl, until Sten and Alex came out of thelift on the Emperor's private level. And then it was Alex who
redlized something waswrong.

"Captain," hesaid. "Wha bey'r Gurkhas?' And Sten came back to immediacy. Those Gurkhasthe
Emperor hadn't taken with him on the Normandie should have been patrolling the corridors. Instead
there were Pragtorians, dl in full Guards combat dress.

Theredization was very late, asfour of the Praetorians snapped out of an acove, willygunsleveled.

"Lads," Alex garted. "Y ere makint awee mistake." And then Kai Hakone, in uniform, stepped out of
the chamberlain's office. He nodded politely to the two. "Captain Sten, you are under arrest.”

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

NG 467H was amaestrom of blinding light and howling interference that blanked the two flegts hanging
in the white shadow of the spinning neutron star.

The Normandie and the Tahn battleships were motionlessin their orbits, support and escort ships
patterning around them. Since the pulsar diminated conventiona navigational methods, the ships
maneuvered using computer-probability screens, computers that were normally used only for navigationa
ingtruction and smulated battles. Communication between ships were either by probe ship or by
unmanned message-carrying torpedoes.



Rilots, whether Tahn or Imperial, were of course well-skilled in instruments-only conditions, but so near
NG 467H, mogt instruments were equaly useless. So, using known (by computer projection) locations,
cruisers eased around the bloated hulks of the Normandie and the Tahn ship, hoping none of the Big
Ugly Clots had dtered their orbits, and the destroyers and probe ships ran infinitely variable patrolsusing
acentra plotting point cross-triangulated from the three nearest stars, and crossed fingers.

Thevicinity of NG 467H was the ultimate whiteout, and the two leviathans and their pilot fish and
remoras were asblind asif at the bottom of adeep.

BOOK FIVE
THE RED MASS

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
Sten lay on his bunk, running progs.

After their arrest, Alex had been frog-marched away to join the Gurkhasin their dungeon. However, to
hisinitial surprise, Sten was merely ordered to his quarters. But after andys's, the move seemed to make
sense—at least sense from Hakone's point of view.

Hakone was obvioudy thinking beyond the obvious next moves.

Nevertheless, having been involved in more than afew coups d'etat, Sten thought Hakone had his head
up. If he were Kai Hakone, he would have ordered Sten, Kilgour, and the Gurkhas shot instantly, and
worried about explanations later.

Sten may have been sent to his quarters, like any officer ordered under Imperia hack, but Sten'sroom
had been fine-combed for weaponry and three armed former Praetorians had been stationed outside.
Sten'sonly red wegpon was the knifein his arm, which had gone undiscovered.

Sten was somewhat uncomfortably coming to the conclusion that he was gong to die rather quickly. Hed
aready checked hislayered maps of the castle, but the nearest chamber that accessed the wall passages
and tunnelswas some fifty meters away.

Sten didn't even consider the window, assuming that Hakone would have a couple of hidden
sharpshooters on the ground below ready for Sten to try that exit.

Keep thinking, Sten. Assume, for the sake of stupidity, that you can go out the door, immobilize three
guards, and then get into the palace's guts.

Ho-kay.

Then you head for the radio room, the room with the sole link to the Normandie. Further assume that
you have time to broadcast awarning to the Emperor; that your broadcast gets through to the ship; and
that the cdll isn't fielded by Ledoh.

Clottin' unlikely again.
But assumeit, lad. Assumeit. Then what happens?

What happens then is Hakone kills you. Then the Emperor comes back (hopefully), retakes hisown
palace, and, if that happens, gives you some sort of medal.



A very big medd.

Sten had never wanted the Gaactic Cross. Especidly posthumoudly.

He dragged his mind back. Hell with it, man. Y ou can't even get out of your room yet.

A figt thundered againgt his door, and Sten rolled to his feet.

"Back againg the far wall, directly in line with the doorway."

Sten obeyed.

"Areyou againg thewall?'

"l am."

"Thisdoor isopening. If you are not immediately visible, | have an unpinned grenade reedy.”

The door opened, and there stood aman he was aready considering his chief warden, grenade ready.
The other two guards sood dightly behind him, willyguns up.

And behind them was Kai Hakone.

Sten stayed motionless as the guards came in and flanked him, carefully staying metersto either Sde, as
Hakone paced into the room.

"Captain Sten, aword?"
Sten grinned—alot he had to say in the matter.
"Outsgde. Asan officer inthe Guard, will you give meyour parole?!

Sten considered lying, then discarded it. He still had ajob, and being insde the paace made its
accomplishment dightly more possble. "No."

"| thought not." Hakone beckoned, and four other guards came into the room. "But | <till would liketo
discuss matterswith you."

Sten had afairly good ideathat, if the Emperor survived and returned, he would have amagjor case of the
hips. His gardens were being busily dug up and entrenched or sited for ground-to-air missile launchers by
Praetorians. Hakone seemed to notice none of the activity as he walked beside Sten.

The seven Praetorians held diamond-formation around Sten, their weapons leveled and aimed.

These dso Hakone ignored. Hewas, like any thinker-turned-activigt, in the middle of anear-compulsive
explanation. "It would have been smpler if Phase One had been successful.”

Sten, equaly compulsive an intelligence officer, wanted more informetion.

"Phase One, Sr. Hakone? | don't have dl the pieces. Y ou were intending the bomb to stun the Emperor,
correct? He was then to be hustled to Soward Hospital, where Knox would take over the case.

"What would that have given you?"

"The Emperor traditionaly withdraws from the public after Empire Day for arest. One, perhagpstwo
weeks. During that time he would have been reconditioned.”



"Tofollow whose orders?'

"Ledoh and others of uswho recognize that the Empire must be redirected to its proper course.”
"But now youregoing tokill him."

"Necessity isaharsh master.”

Sten mentally winced—Hakone couldn't really think in those clichés.

"So hedies. Why did you take over the palace?’

"Once the Emperor is dead, and with us holding the center of al Imperia communications, no fase
information will be broadcagt.”

"Likewhoredly didit?'

Hakone smiled and didn't bother answering.

"By the way, Hakone, if you don't mind my sayingswho is going to be your Judas goat?"
"The Tahn, of course.”

"Don't you think that those delegates might have their own story? And be listened to?!
"Not if they're equally deceased.”

Sten's poker face melted. "Y oure talking war."

"Exactly, Captain. With awar gtarting, who will be interested in apostmortem? And awar iswhat this
Empire needsto melt thefat away. That would aso settle the Tahn question.”

"When isthisgoing to hgppen?'

"We have no exact timetable. The Pragtorians and | were supposed to take the palace three days from
now. Y our discovery of the Zaarah Wahrid forced usinto premature motion. The actua termination of
the Emperor will be decided by Admiral Ledoh."

"You redly think this committee, or whatever you're caling it, could run the Empire?’

"Why not? Twenty minds are obvioudy superior to one, aren't they?' Sten could have answered by
stating the obvious—no, because any junta becomes an exercise in backstabbing as each leader triesto
take out the others. Instead he went in another way.

"Twenty minds don't know the secret of AM2."
"Captain, you redly bdievethat drivel?

Drivel, hell—Sten had spent enough time around the Emperor to redlize the man had that ace up his
deeve

"Thereisnoway | can believe that one man—one morta man—controls AM2. That the answer is
nowherein hisfiles"

They continued to walk, Sten maintaining slence, waiting for the offer.



It came.

"The reason | wanted to talk to you privately,” Hakonefindly continued, "istheat after the... event, there
will probably be a certain amount of resettlement. Y ou could be of service."

"To you persondly, or to your committee?’
"Well, of course, for usdl. But | would want you to report to me."

Sten didn't let himsdlf smile. Already Hakone was figuring on having his own people to guard his back.
The man didn't even believe his own theories. "What would be my new job description?

"Y ou would be alowed to maintain your present position. But I—I mean we—would have you detached
for specid assgnmentsin theintelligence area”

"Y ou'reforgetting | swore an oath. To the Emperor.”

"If the Emperor no longer existed, would that oath be valid?!

"Suppose | say no?!

Hakone started to beam, then studied Sten closdly. "Are you lying to me, Captain?
"Of course.”

Hakone's smile was subtly different as he beckoned to the guards.

"You areacareful man, Captain. Let usleavethings asthey are. Y ou are restricted to your room until
notified otherwise. After the Emperor's death, perhaps we should rehold this conversation.”

Sten bowed politely, then followed the guards back toward his quarters. He was not interested in
Hakone at the moment; held figured away out of his confinement—and away that gave him dmost a 10
percent chance of surviving the ensuing debacle.

That was better odds than was norma for Mantis.

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Lord Kirghiz ignored the grumblings of hisfellow Tahn lords, fitted himself into the lighter's bare-frame
jumpsest, and buckled in. After getting Kirghiz's curt nod, the copilot hissed ordersto the pilot, and the
lighter broke lock with the Tahn battleship and arched toward the Normandie.

Kirghiz was showing less the stoicism required of aman worthy of ruling the warrior Tahn than that of a
man with worries far more serious than the indignity of being chauffeured in atroop trangport. To begin
with, lessthan onethird of the Tahn council had agreed to the summit meeting, and those who had
deserted him were the most adamantly anti-Empire, prowar faction of the Tahn lords.

Kirghiz's control of the Tahn council was very tenuous, based on an uneasy agreement among a mgjority
of thevarious Tahn factions. In his absence, he knew that the ruling council might very well changeits
entire structure.

Still worse were the demands he was required to make on this, thefirst day of the summit. Severd were
dedl-killers, conditions which Kirghiz knew, from his decades as a diplomat and power broker, the
Emperor could not agreeto.



Infact, if he were the Emperor, Kirghiz would consider bresking off the meeting moments after hearing
those demands.

He prayed, to whatever gods he disbdlieved in, that the Emperor was the consummate politician he
should be, and would recognize the demands as nothing more than chesp grandstanding for the Tahn
peasants and the peasant-mentdity of those lords who proposed them. Becausg, if the talks broke down,
Kirghiz saw no other dternative than war between the Tahn worlds and the Empire.

No computer held used could predict the outcome of such awar, but dl of them showed one thing:
Defeated or victorious, the Tahn worldswould bein economic ruin at the war's end.

Kirghiz being a Tahn, a Tahn warrior, and a Tahn lord, he did not even think about the other result to the
talk's breaking down—the certainty of hisown trid for treason and execution if he returned without a

treaty.
CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

If he survived the breakout attempt, which was very unlikely, Sten made anote to put the cost of
replacing his miniholoprocessor on somebody's expense account. Because sure as death and dishonesty,
Sten's hobby machine was ruined.

The holoprocessor wasintended to create the illusion of very small—no more than
100-centimeters-high—figures, machines, or dioramas.

Curaing hisineptness at eectronics, Sten had replaced dl of the holoprocessors's fuses with heavy-duty
wiring stripped from ashaving light and cut the safety circuits out. He had searched through the
holoprocessor's memory looking for some sort of horrible beastie to use, then laughed and input the
description and behavior of the wonderful gurions he and Alex had met shortly before.

That complete, the miniprocessor was pushed to afew meters from the door. Its actuating switch was
boogered out to aremote, under Sten'sfoot.

Sten took the required position, directly across from the door opening, and then considered cheap lies.
Sick? Nobody's that dumb, not even a Praetorian. Hungry? Still worse. Then Sten was struck by
ingpiration. He tossed a vid-tape at the door and got an appropriate clunk.

"What isit?' came the guard's suspicious voice.

"I'm ready now."

"For dlottin' what?'

Sten dlowed puzzlement to enter hisvoice. "For Sr. Hakone.™

"We have no orderson that."

"Hakone—you must have heard—told meto contact him immediately after our meeting.”
"Hedidnt tel usthat.”

Sten let slence work for him.

"Besdes, hesgiven ordersthat no oneisto see him until further notice.”

"Ka Hakone," Sten said, "isin the Imperial com bunker. | think he would like to spesk to me.”



Any sergeant can fox agrunt, just as any captain can fox asergeant. Or at least that's the way it had
worked when Sten was on duty in the field. He hoped things hadn't changed much.

"I'll have to check with the sergeant of the guard,” came the sdlf-doubting voice.
"Asyou wish. Sr. Hakone told me that he wanted nobody to know."

There was an inaudible mutter, which Sten's hopeful mind trandated as a conference, consisting of yeah,
Hakone works things like that, nobody told us nothin', that figures, what'th'clot we got to worry about if
wejust take him to acom center. And then the louder voice: "Are you back against thewal?'

Sten held out his hands. Indeed, he was standing, obvioudy unarmed, againg the far wal. The guard
eyed him through the freshly drilled peephole, then unbolted and opened the door. He was three steps
ingde, his backups flanking him, when the two-meters-high image of the gurion rose from the
holoprocessor and walked toward the guards.

The reaction was ingant—the guards guns came up, blasting reflexively and tearing hell out of the ceiling.

Sten'sreaction was equally fast: Heflat-rolled, hit, haf rose over the slf-destructing holoprocessor, his
knife lanced before him, and then buried it in the chest of the lead guard.

Sten used the inertia of the guard to stop himself, and the knife came out, splashing blood acrossthe
room, through the rapidly fading gurion. And Sten was pivoting, hisleft, knuckled hand smashing
sdeways, well insde the second guard'srifle reach, into the man'stemple, while hisright arm launched
the knife into—and through—guard number three. Cartilage and bone cracked and broke in guard
number two, and Sten recovered into attack position before any of the three corpses dumped to the
floor.

Wasting no time in self-congratul ation, Sten catted down the corridor, heading for the palace's
catacombs.

Kilgour, too, was trying moves.

"Clottin' Romans," he bellowed down the corridor, "y'r mither did it wi' sheep. Wi' goats! Wi' dogs!
Clottin' hell, wi' Campbel sl No response came from the guards outside the cell.

He stepped back from the window and looked apologetically at the 120 Gurkhas sharing the huge
holding cdl with him.

"Tha dinnae ken."

Kilgour's plan, for want of aweaker word, was to somehow anger the guards so much they'd comeinto
the cell to bust kneecaps. Alex hoped that, regardless of weapons, he and the 120 stocky brown menin
the cell could somehow break out.

Havildar-Mgjor Labahadur Thapaleaned against thewal beside him. "In Gurkhali," he offered helpfully,
"you might try one pubic har."

Alex laughed. "Now that'sthe stupidest insult Ah've heard in years.”
"Stupider, Sergeant Mg or, than calling someone a Campbell—whatever that is?*

Without warning asection of seemingly solid sonein onewall did open, and Sten was suddenly leaning



nonchaantly againgt thefar wall. " Sergeant-Mgjor, | could hear your big mouth al the way down the
corridor. Now if you'd knock off the danging and follow me.

"Thearmsroom," Sten continued, as the Gurkhas recovered from their astonishment and bustled into the
low tunnel Sten had emerged from, "isthree levels up and one corridor across.”

"Ah'm thinkit Ah owey' apint,” Alex managed, as heforced hisbulk after the Gurkhas. Sten looked very
knowing as he palmed the rock wall shut.

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Y earslater, Sten and Alex would have afavorite pondering point. They could understand why the
Emperor built Arundel. They could aso understand why aman who believed in romance required a
castle to have secret passages.

The problem was the why for some of those passages. Both men thought it very logicd that abackstairs
went from the Imperia chambersto feed into the various bedchambers. Sten could even understand why
the Emperor wanted atunnel that provided secret egress from cellsin the dungeon far below.

They were never able to explain to everyone's satisfaction why afew of the tunnels opened into amain
passageway .

Some of the former Pragtoriansinvolved in the revolt might have wondered, too, if they had survived.
Most did not.

A Pragtorian paced down aseemingly doorless corridor then a panel swung noiselesdy open and asmadll
grinning man swung alarge knife that looked to be a cross between a machete and asmall cutlass.

There were only alittle over athousand Praetorians, facing 120 wall-dinking Gurkhas. The battle was
completely one-sded.

The reoccupation of the palace went quickly, silently, and very, very bloodily, as Sten deployed his
troopsinadow circle, closing on the Imperia chambers, the communication center, and that one room
with the com-link to the Emperor.

The armored door to the com center was seded, which offered no potentia problem to the Gurkha
squad deployed around it. The lance-naik aready had his bunker-buster loaded and the rocket aimed at
the door's hinges when Sten kicked him aside. "Y ak-pubes,” he snarled in Gurkhdli, "do you know what
would happen if you discharged that rocket in this passageway?'

The lance-naik didn't seem worried. Kilgour was dready dapping together a shaped charge from the
demo-pack he'd secured from the armory.

"Best w' bedl hangin't on th' sides ae the corridor,” he muttered, and yanked the detonator. Sten had
barely timeto follow the suggestion before the charge blew the door in. The Gurkhas, kukrisready,
legped in the wreckage but could find nothing to savage. The Pragtorians inside had been reduced to a
thin paste plastered across the room's far wall. Kukri in hand, Sten ran past them, leapt, and hisfoot
sngpped into the thin door leading to the com room itsalf. He recovered and rolled in, low, to find himself
looking at ashambles of crushed circuitry, looped power cables, and spaghetti-strung wires.

And Ka Hakone, sanding in an acove away from the doorway, mini-willygun leveled at Sten.

"Y ou're somewhat late, Captain." Hakone motioned with hisfree hand, eyes and gun never moving away
from Sten.



"Y ou have the paace, but we have the Emperor. The com-link is destroyed. Before it can be rebuilt..."
and Hakone gestured theatrically. His eyes flickered away as he scanned for Sten's
accomplices—enough time for Sten to grab the end of a severed power cable and throw it into Hakone's
face.

Hakonefried, and in his convulsions the willygun went off, its projectile whining avay harmlesdy ashis
flesh blackened then sizzled before the circuit-breakers popped and the body collapsed, leaving Stenin
the ruins of the com room.

" "Twould appear th' only hope our Emp haeisusbairnsdoint o'er th' hillst' far away."

Sten nodded agreement, and then he and Alex were moving, headed for the palace's command center.

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

"... and lagtly, the Aggrieved Party solemnly petitions His Imperid Mgesty to publicly display hishistoric
sense of justice, and deep fedingsfor individua tragedy, by recognizing the heroic and tragic deeth of
Godfrey Alain. Alain was aman respected by..."

Admira Ledoh droned on and on, reviewing once again the demands of the Tahn. Hisaudience
consisted of two very bored men: the Eternal Emperor and Tanz Sullamora. Sullamorawasfighting to
stay awake, and doing his best to remain attentive. He kept watching the Emperor for asignal of his
fedlings. It was an impossible task. The Eterna Emperor's face was a complete stone.

"... and, by an agreed time, the Emperor will read, or have read, an agreed-upon messageto his
subjects, whose basic points should consist of—"

"Enough,” the Emperor said. "Clotting enough. | got their point. Now, the question is, what is our
response?”

Admird Ledoh raised an eyebrow. "1 was about to suggest that if we agree that we are completely
familiar with their demands, we should have them anayzed by the diplomatic computer.”

The Emperor laughed. "Relax, Ledoh. Y ou're sarting to sound like the damned Tahn." He picked up a
pot of teaand refilled three cups. "Asfor the diplomatic computer, forget it. | can run it down faster and
more accurately. 1've been doing thiskind of thing for more centuriesthan I've got sars.”

Sullamoranodded. "1 was waiting for you to say just that, sir. And | hope that you don't think me
immodest to point out that | have had many years of experience with these people.”

"That'swhy | brought you adong. They trust you about as much asthey can trust any non-Tahn."

Sullamorasmiled. "It isn't trugt, sir. Ontheir part it is pure greed. After al, | am the only person you have
sanctioned to trade with them."

"That'swhy you're my acein the hole," the Emperor said. "Because you are gonna be my well-baited
hook."

Sullamora hadn't the faintest ideawhat the Emperor meant, but he recognized praise when he heard it,
and smiled back gracioudy.

"Now," the Emperor sad, "let'strandate some of thisinto plain talk. They have five basic demands, and |
believe d| of them are negotiable.



"Starting with number one: They want my Imperia contract to administer the Fringe Worlds. Trandation:
They want agift of al those systems.”

"Youll say no, of course, gr," Sullamora puffed.
"Sort of, but not quite.”

Sullamora started to protest, but the Emperor held up ahand. The Emperor barely noticed that Ledoh
had been strangely noncommittal.

"Let me boil therest down, and then I'll tell you how we probably ought to play it.

"Second demand: Open immigration. My objection: They can pack the system with their own people.
That's adouble giveaway.

"Third: unconditional amnesty for Godfrey Alain's people. No problem. Granted. | can dways round up
thered hard-core typeslater, on the quiet.

"Fourth—and here's another sticking point—They want to set up afree port in the Fringe Worlds."
"That hasalot of commercid possbilities” Sullanorasad.

"Sure. But it dso means|'m supposed to increase their AM2 quota. Which means they can stockpile
even more and give me much bloody grief down theline.

"Last of dl, they want meto publicly apologize for Godfrey Alain's deeth.”

L edoh raised his head and gave the Emperor athin smile. "Y ou never gpologize, do you, sr?' hesaid
bitterly. No one noticed histone.

"Clotting right. Once | start gpologizing | might aswell start looking around for someone to take my
place.

"Last time | admitted | waswrong, it cost me haf my treasury.”

"A firmno, gir,” Sullamoraadvised. "Frankly, | don't see asingle point we can give on. My voteisto
send them packing.”

"On the surface, | would agree with you, Tanz. But let me run back what | propose. Then see what you
think."

Sullamorawas suddenly very interested. He could sniff a profit.
"Togart with, | flip ther last point to my firg."
"Y ou mean the gpology?' Sullamorawas aghast.

"Sure. Except | doit thisway. | propose that we build amemorid to Godfrey Alain. To commemorate
his death and the many deaths on both sides of thiswhole mess.

"Instead of an gpology, | put it to them that al peace-loving peoples are responsible for this ongoing
tragedy.

"For frosting on the cake, | fund the whole clotting shebang. | build amemoria city on the Tahn capital
world. A sort of Imperia trade center.”



Sullamoragrinned wolfishly.
"In other words, you get to put a garrison on their home planet.”

The Eternal Emperor laughed loudly. "Good man! Not only that, but | guaran-clotting-tee you that every
man and woman will befrom my elite troops.”

"Excdlent! Andif | know my Tahn, they'll swallow the wholething," Sullamorasaid.

"Next: Instead of letting them administer the Fringe Worlds, | propose a peacekeeping force. Manned
fifty-fifty."

Sullamora shook his head.

"Not so fast, Tanz. | |et them gppoint the commander.”

Sullamora congdered. "But that would be the same as handing it over to them.”

"It would appear that way. Except, since | provide the ships, and those ships would be commanded by
my people, their top guy would be helpless when it cameto any action.

"And to copper my bet, | double the basic pay of my troops.”

Sullamora especialy liked this. "Meaning, compared to the Tahn, they'd be rdatively rich. Also meaning,
you'd be undermining the morde of the common Tahn soldiers”

He made amental noteto try thistactic in some of the more difficult trading posts under his corporate
commeand.

The Eternal Emperor continued. "Open immigration, fine,
"Now, for the free port concept. I'll agree. With the proviso that | get to appoint the man in charge.”

"They'd haveto go for that," Sullamorasaid. "After you let them pick the chief of the peacekeeping force.
But who would you propose?’

"You," the Emperor said.
That rocked Sullamoraback. The profits he had been sniffing were soaring to the sky.
"Why me?'

"Y ou understand them, but your loyaties areto me. Therefore, | keep complete control of the AM2
supply. Through you, of course.”

"Of course.”" Sullamora knew better than to cook his books asfar as energy supplies were concerned.

"Findly," the Emperor said, "l have amagnanimous proposd. It redly sound that way when the
diplomatic fools get through flowering it up.

"The Tahn's main problem, besides being plain fascist clots, isthey're under heavy population pressure.
That's why we're knocking headsin the Fringe Worlds.”

Sullamora nodded.

"Therefore, to take the pressure off, | agree to fund an exploration force. | will bankroll the entire thing



and provide the shipsand crews.”
Even the sllent chamberlain came forward for that one. "But what advantage—"
"The shipswill be ordered to explore away from the Fringe Worlds. If wefind anything..."

If there was to be any further expansion, the Tahn would be moving the other way. With luck, that
pioneer rush to other syslemswould bleed some of the tenson out of their military culture.

"We|?' The Eternd Emperor leaned back in his seet, looking for comments from his two key men.
"It stemsfineto me," the chamberlain said quickly.

Sullamora, however, thought for avery long time. Then he dowly nodded. "It should work."

"l sure asclot hope s0," the Eternal Emperor said "Becauseif it doesn't—"

Thelight next to the hatchway blinked on-off-on.

L edoh frowned annoyance and touched the annunciator key.

"Communication officer, gr."

"This conference was not to be—"

"Admira," the Emperor interrupted. "Thismay be what I'm expecting.”

L edoh palmed the door to open.

The watch comofficer didn't know whether to salute or bow to the Emperor, so he compromised
ridiculoudy.

The Emperor didn't notice—he was hoping that the sgnd was from Sten, announcing that he had the
congpirators nailed, on toast, and ready for delivery to the Tahn.

"Uh... gr," the officer said, finding it easier to ddliver hismessageto Admira Ledoh. "Thissigna isn't
from the source we expected. It'sadistress signal. Standard sweep-band broadcast. Our satellite just
happened to pick it up.”

"Clot," Ledoh swore, and took the printout. "We didn't need this. No response.”

"Hang on. Let melook at it." Ledoh passed the sheet to the Emperor. According to the burst-broadcast
sgnd, the merchant ship Montebello wasin a desperate Situation, number of light-years, estimated, off
the radio pulsar NG 467H. Fud explosion on-board ship, al officersinjured, most crewmembers
severdly burned, request immediate assistance from any receiving ship.

"Jerks!" the Emperor said. " Cheapjack shippers, trying some kind of econo dingshot orbit, and they're
not capable of finding their way out of acloset with atorch.”

"Your Highness," Sullamorasaid. "Admira Ledoh is correct. There are far more important things
happening than afew dozen burnt spacebums.”

The Emperor would probably have made the same decision. But, characterigtically, Sullamora put it
wrong, and the Emperor flashed back more than a thousand years to when he himsalf hadn't been much
more than a space-bum.



"Lieutenant,” he said to the com officer. "Transfer this message to the ComDesRon. Order him to
dispatch one destroyer immediately."

The officer only saluted thistime, then scurried out of the Imperid presence.

The Emperor turned back to business. "Now, Admira, would you please put al of our common-sense
into the gppropriate diplomatic drakh, so Lord Kirghiz won't think that we've gone insane?’

CHAPTER FIFTY

"Thank you, Mr. Jenkins. | have the con."

The hell I do, Commander Lavonne considered as his deck officer saluted and stepped back. That lousy
game machine we're using to keep us off the BUCsistdling me what to do.

He rechecked the computer-prob screen that was giving him his course. "Nav-point zeroed?'
"Zeroed, Sir," hisexecutive officer said.

"From zero... course | eft thirty-five degrees, down fourteen degrees.”

"Course | €eft thirty-five, down fourteen.”

"Secondary drive... quarter-speed.”

"Secondary drive at quarter-speed.”

Lavonne mentaly crossed hisfingers and hoped the next few seconds didn't produce anything unusual,
such as an intersection orbit with another destroyer. "Engage drive.”

"Driveengaged.” The Imperid Destroyer San Jacinto hummed dightly asthe ship'sgyro clutched in,
turning the ship into the correct direction, and Y ukawa drive shoved the San Jacinto away fromthe
thronged fleet.

Lavonne et thirty seconds elapse. "Increase secondary drive to half-speed.”
"Secondary drive at haf-speed,” came the toneless echo from his quartermaster.
"Mr. Callins... from the count... now! Five minutesto main drive."
"FHveminutes until main drive, Captain, and counting.”

Five minutes gave the skipper of the San Jacinto brooding time. He consdered dumping into his
command chair, then brought himself up. We aredl getting alittle doppy out here, he reminded himsdif.
He then concentrated on his brooding.

Under normal circumstances Commander Lavonne would have been biting handrailsin haf when held
gotten his assgnment. He had spent entirely too many years pulling tramp steamers tubes out of cracks
to enjoy another rescue. Asfar as he was concerned al merchant fleets should be under military control.
Lavonnewas not a al afascis—hed just seen too many freighters permitted to offplanet with

out-of -date or nonexistent safety sections, red-lined emergency gear, and officerswho weren't
competent to command agravded.

But the new assignment would give the commander and the men and women of the San Jacinto
something to do.



Basically Commander Lavonne wasticked. Originaly he and his ship had been pulled from their DesRon
and ordered to rendezvous and escort aliner to its destination.

Initidly Lavonnefdt very proud. Somebody Up There—Up There with Stars—fdt that the San Jacinto
was as good a ship as the commander and his crew knew it to be. Lavonne, in hisfew salfish moments,
also recognized that the whole enterprise, whatever it was, would probably look very good in his record
jacket when it came time for promotion.

Ship's scuttlebutt soared when they reached the destination—off NG 467H—and then peaked when the
incoming Tahn shipswereidentified. Lavonnefigured out that he and his men were participating in
something Terribly Significant and Probably Historic. The question was, what? Lavonne had a mental
image of himself asafrizzly old admira taping his memoirs and saying: "And then | was permitted to
participate in the Empire-shaking (whatsit) located off a distant radio star, in which (nobody ever told

me) happened.”
What made it worse was the radiation from NG 467H.

Sincedl vid-ports and com-screens were sealed, the sailors felt even more than usud like sardinesina
tin.

Orders from the squadron commander arrived in the messenger torps but were less than hel pful: Patrol
from such a point to such apoint, then return exactly on orbit.

It'sasailor'sright to piss and moan, but not within earshot of his division commander. Sailors went on
report. Severa paired sailors requested permission to join the genera mess decks, breaking up
long-standing rel ationships. Lavonne's mogt trusted bosun's mate, who only got busted when the San
Jacinto berthed in aliberty port, was reduced to the ranks after he modified one of the ship's water
purifiersto produce something that, when drunk, hit with the potency of AM2 fud.

The San Jacinto was not ahappy ship, so Lavonne was actudly grateful when he got the ordersto
break from the fleet, operate under independent command, and relieve the disaster-stricken MS
Montebello.

"Four minutes, thirty seconds.”
Lavonne brought himsdlf back to the ship'sbridge. "At fifteen, give me atick count.”

"At fifteen, aye, dr. Coming to fifteen... fifteen, mark! Tweve... deven... ten... nine... eght... seven...
ax..."

"On order, engage main drive.”
"Standing by."

“Two... ore..."

"Mak!"

And the San Jacinto shimmered asthe AM2 drive smashed the ship into the orbit that would arc it very
close"over" the pulsar toward the nearest intersection point with the Montebello.

"Ah, lad," Alex mused. "Th' remind me ae m' ancestor.”



Though it appeared to be atramp steamer that had far more owners than semiannual, the ship wasredly
aMantis Q-ship, an intelligence ship mounting as much power as an Imperia destroyer and far better
electronics. In addition to the normal four-men crew, Sten, Alex, and forty Gurkhas were crammed into
it.

Before he punched the panic button that had aerted the fleet, Sten had prepositioned several remote
satdllites outsde NG 467H, satellites that hopefully would report the drive-flare of any ship headed in his
generd direction. Then hed sent the distress signd, knowing thet the satdllite origindly intended to field
the tight beam from the palace would respond and communicate with the flegt itself, even though the ships
wereinsde NG 467H's interference blanket.

"I did not know, Sergeant Mgor Y eti, you were aware of just who your ancestors were,” Naik Gunju
Lamasaid in seeming innocence.

Kilgour sneered a him. "Frae off'cers Ah hagt'take drakh like tha,, but no frae awee private who hae to
gie back to Katmandu to have his pubes pulled.

"As ae was sayin't, Captain. One ae m'ancestors went on th' dole, an—"

"What the hell'sadole?" Sten asked. There'd been no signasfrom his remotes, and so they had timeto
kill. Listening to another of Kilgour's absurd stories seemed as good away to pass the time as anything.

"A weefruit, shaped like apinegpple. Now dinnabe interruptin’ me, lad. So it's necessary tha m'
ancestor sees aquack, to certify he'snae able to ply histrade.

"The doc looks @ m' ancestor, one Alex Selkirk Kilgour, an' blanches. ‘Lad,’ he says. "Y' be missin't
parts!’

"M'" ancestor says, '‘Aye.’
"'Why'd y' nae hae transplants?
"It was nae possible, Selkirk explains. "Y' see, till recent, Ahwasapirate.

"The doc thinkit tha makit sense, an proceedswi' th' exam. Whae he's done, he says, 'Sir, y'be't hedthy
ayeaMacDonad.'

" 'Exceptin’ tha missin't parts.’

"So Sdkirk, he explainit: "Y'seet tha missn't leg? Wi' the peg? All was boardin't arichun'syacht, an' th'
lock door caught me.’

"Th' medico listen't, mos fascinated.

"'TV hook? Selkirk gieon, Tha be from't ae laser blast. Took m' paw off clean't ae whitle.’
" 'An' the eye? the doc asks.

"Sdkirk, € fingersth' patch. Th' eye? Tha's frae seagull crap.’

"Th' wee surgeon's d puzzled an' all.

" 'Seegulll crap?

" 'Aye. Ah was dockyard, starin't up ae acrane, an agull go't o'er an' deposits.’



" 'But how can seegull crap...'
" 'Ah, doctor, y'see, Ah'd only had the hook twa days." "

Sten sought for the proper response and then found it. "Clottin' Romang!" And then he focused his
attention back on the warning screens.

The San Jacinto, keeping itself sunward of the tumbling tramp freighter, matched orbits with the
pinwhedling ship and nudged closer. Then avolunteer officer, hissuit visor a maximum opecity, jetted a
line acrossto one of the Montebello's tie-down pads. Then the destroyer's winches, at their lowest
gearing, drew the two shipstogether.

Lavonne had assumed that the Montebello's lock system would not match his, in spite of Imperia design
regulations, so he had the accordion tube ready. It inflated and spread out, fitting and sealing over the
Montebello's lock.

Lavonne, an officer who believed in leading from the front, was suited and waiting insde the San
Jacinto's lock. Behind him twenty sailors were suited up. The lock, one passageway, and aroom were
set up for the anticipated burnt crewmembers of the Montebello.

"Tenkilos, ar."

"All hands, sedl suits.” He, histwenty sailors, and the rest of the crew of the ship snapped their faceplates
closed.

"Open the outer lock."
"Outer lock door opening, Sir."

Air whooshed from the lock chamber into the accordion tube as the atmospheric pressures equalized.
Lavonne grabbed the line running down the center of the tube and hand-over-handed to the
Montebello's lock.

Hekeyed it open then he and his chief medical officer stepped ingde. Lavonne punched the emergency
code that allowed both lock doors to open smultaneoudy, and waited as atmosphere reequalized. He
was braced for amost anything—null-atmosphere with exploded bodies; fire-blackened men and
women; mutiny; chaos. Almost anything.

What he saw was three men. All wore Imperia uniforms. The dender man in front had the rank tabs of a
captain in the Imperiad Guard. All three men had willygunsaimed at his chest.

Lavonne gaped, but before he could recover, the captain said, "Imperia Service, Commander. | am
commandeering your ship!"

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

The meeting room was a hush of diplomats. It was packed with the Tahn contingent and the Emperor's
ades. Inthefar corner of the room the Emperor himself huddled in conference with Lord Kirghiz and
Tanz Sullamora. Underlings on both sides were waiting for the find word. Was there to be an agreement
or were they about to go to war?

If they had been insde the Emperor's head when the Tahn delegation arrived for the find meeting, there
would have been no question. He had noted that everyone, from the lowest-ranking Tahn lord to Lord
Kirghiz himself, was dressed in forma uniform. They were decked out in emerad green cloaks, red



tunics, and green trousers. The tunics were covered with arainbow of ribbons and dangling medas.

The Eternal Emperor covered a smile when he saw them; people put on their best for aparty, not a
declaration of war. He himsdlf was dressed in hismost smple uniform: It wasarich, light gray. And he
wore only one decoration: hisrank as head of state—a small gold button with the letters AM2 over a
background of the null-dlement's atomic structure. The Eternad Emperor had pointed out to Mahoney
once that the way to stand out in acrowd of gold braid was to upstage with smplicity. "When you're the
ultimate boss," he once observed, "you don't have to announceit.”

The Emperor roseto his feet and extended ahand to Kirghiz. " Then we're agreed?’
Lord Kirghiz fought to maintain adignified face. But he couldn't help hissmile of victory. "Agreed.”

"Then let'sleave the detail sto our gtaffs," the Emperor said. "We can dot our i'sand crossourt'son a
mutudly beneficid date.

"Now, | have taken theliberty of anticipating our peaceful solution to the late difficulties. Gentlemen.
Ladies. If | may inviteyou to asmall dinner of appreciation.”

He waved his hand and huge doors hissed open behind him. The Tahn craned their necksto seea
richness of food and drink yawning out behind the Emperor. There were loud cheers, much laughter, and
the Eternal Emperor led his guestsinto the banquet room.

The banquet was the highlight of Marr and Senn'slong career. They had spared nothing to lay out one of
the most exatic officid dinnersin Imperid history.

To begin with, they had been faced with the task of making the enormous ship's banquet hdl fedl cozy.
So they'd ordered the bulkheads moved in, and then draped them in soft colors to warm the atmosphere.
The tableswere artfully placed so that no one felt cut off from the main attraction, the Emperor and
Kirghiz, who were seated across from one another at the head table. They had aso gutted the lighting
system and ingtaled indirect illumination that picked out the gleam of silver and polish of plate and
highlighted the appetizing dishes being served.

The greatest miracle was the food itself. Naturaly, since the Emperor was the host, the menu consisted of
Tahn dishes, offering condiments and spices that the caterers knew would compliment and entice the
Tahn pdate.

Asfor service, they went one step further. The ultimate in luxury was to be served by a person, rather
than a machine or even a high-priced waiter bot. Therefore, Marr and Senn had pressed the Pragtorian
Guardsinto service. Behind each diner was a Guardsman in full dresswho, at the dightest gesture, would
pour wine, change adish, or sweep something out of the way.

The man most pleased with the arrangement was Admiral Ledoh. He couldn't have planned it better
himself. He picked up hiswine goblet and took asmall sip. He had to admit that Marr and Senn were a
very talented pair. It was unfortunate that their greatest banquet wasto be their last.

Ledoh glanced over to Colonel Fohlee, who was seated at the far end of the table. Ledoh raised hisglass
to Fohleein asilent toast. Fohlee returned the salute.

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

In atime when subspace communication was nearly perfect, the ship-to-ship wire-linewas as archaic as
agpeaking tube. But not off NG 467H. And so the bot jetted out toward the Normandie on peroxide



rockets, trailing wire behind.

Itscircuitry may have been thirty years old and out of use, but it still told the bot to home... home there
... onthat ring of sendtivemetd... cloang... reverse...jets... and the com-line clicked home and theline
was open to the Normandie.

"ThisisDr. Shapiro,” came the voice from the Normandie. "How many casuaties do you have?

"Thisis Commander Lavonne. Thirty-five. My med officer saystwelve are criticd, third-degree flash
burns, unstable. All others second- or third-degree burns, semi-stable.”

"Stand-by."

Half-moon clamps did out from the Normandie, locked onto the San Jacinto and pulled the two ships
cargo doorsinto proximity mating, and the doors opened.

Sten'sforty Gurkhas spilled out into the Normandi€'s hold firing. Each carried not only hiskukrisand
willygun, but a stungun hung on aretracting combat ding around his neck.

Sten's orders had been smple: 1. anyone you seeisto be taken out; 2. if they are unarmed, stun them—if
they arearmed or violent, kill them; 3. find the Emperor and secure him; 4. no one, emphasis no one, is
to gpproach the Emperor under any circumstances—anyone, no matter what explanation or rank, who
triesisto bekilled.

Gurkhas being Gurkhas, and appreciating smple orders, every person in the hold was down and
unconsciousin five seconds. Even the "taker," linked to the Normandie's command center, had no time
to report that the ship was being attacked.

On command, asif it wereadrill, Corpora Luc Kesare stepped forward with a napkin-covered platter.
Kirghiz turned and smiled, awaiting the new dish, as Kesare's I eft hand retained the platter and his
dagger-holding right shot out, the blade going through Kirghiz's smiling mouth, through his palate, and into
hisbrain.

And o0 the daughter started...

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

The column of Gurkhas, Sten at its head, was doubling slently through the crew quarters central corridor
when the ship's PA system blared: "All hands... the banquet room... somebody... they're trying to kill
the Emperor—" The voice stopped and confused sounds chaosed for amoment before the system went
dead.

Crewmen stumbled out into the corridor and went down as the Gurkhas stunned them.

At alift tube Sten raised a hand and the forty men were motionless. Heissued orders sending haf his
men, under Havildar-Mgor Harkaman Limby, up through officers territory with ordersto secure the
Normandi€'s com center and control room. The other twenty followed Sten toward the banquet room.

The huge main doors to the banquet room were yawning open when Sten and Alex sprinted up. Sounds
of fighting raged somewhere deep ingde theroom. At Sten'ssignd, Alex and the Gurkhas cautioudy
edged their way inside.



Thework of art that Marr and Senn had created was gone. Tables were overturned and smoking. The
room was ankle-deep in smashed plates and smeared food. Horribly mutilated corpses grinned up at the
Gurkhas.

Sten and the others crept through along, twisting aide of gore. It was hard for them to keep their footing
in the nightmare mess. Sten noted the many dead Praetorians and Tahn. Sprinkled here and there were
the bodies of Gurkhaswho had died fighting for their Emperor.

Alex viewed the massacre, hiseyes hard and cold. "Aye," he said. "Thabe ae betraya worthy a th'
Campbdlls”

Sten noted with relief that the Emperor's body was not among the carnage.

Just past the end of the head table was acircle of perhapsfifteen Pragtorian traitors, al dead, and dl with
gaping wounds. In the center of the circle was a Gurkhawho had been shot through the throat. Sten
recognized him as Jemedar Kulbir. He had died on his oath to protect the Eternal Emperor.

"Yonliesahero, lad," Alex whigpered reverently.
Before Sten could answer, a sudden blaze of fire erupted from acorridor off the banquet area.
"Go!" Sten shouted, and they hurdled the remaining bodies and charged across the room.

Asthey turned the corner, they found a squad of Praetorians mopping up the last of athree-man team of
Gurkhas. Sten had just enough time to see Subadar-Mgjor Limbu draw hiskukri and suicide-charge the
knot of men. Two Praetorians died before they even had time to open fire, and then Limbu fell.

Sten's Gurkhas sprayed the Pragtorians from behind.

In ablink, fifteen more were dead, and Sten's people were sprinting past on thetrail of the Emperor.

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

The emperor booted Tanz Sullamoras chubby body down the companionway, then turned, willygunin
hand, and went down the ladder after him. As hisfeet went off the risers onto the handrails, braking his
diding descent, part of hismind was mildly amused that hisbody still remembered how to moveinan
emergency.

The Emperor hit the gun-deck plates and threw himsalf to one side as an AM 2 round exploded where he
should have been standing. Four rounds went back up the companionway before the Praetorian's chest
exploded. The Emperor kept his finger twitching on the trigger, and hosed the gunblast across the top of
the companionway. The antimatter rounds ripped the top of the ladder away, and the Emperor
shoulder-blocked it down.

"That'll give 'em aminute, figuring how to get down,” he said.

The Emperor took haf of that minute considering his position. When the Pragtorian had killed Kirghiz,
the Emperor had frozen momentarily. A tiny segment of hismind snarled & him: Maybeit'stimeto getin
acouple of bar brawls and get the moves back.

The Gurkhas had saved hislife during that blur of death, as short brown men swarmed the centra table.
Naik Thaman Gurung had wrapped the Emperor in hisarms and brought him to the floor, taking a
willygun blast in hisown body. Subadar-Mgor Chittahang Limbu had awillygun on full auto, spraying
rounds into the banquet room.



The Emperor had rolled out from under Thaman's corpse, grabbed the Gurkha's weapon, and put his
troopsinto motion. Find abarricade, he kept thinking, as his group fought their way toward the exit. The
Emperor might have chosen to retreat toward his own quarters, but the ex-engineer part of hismind
propelled him toward the ship's stern, toward the Normandi€'s engine spaces.

He realized the handful of Gurkhas under Subadar-Magjor Limbu, who set up the rear guard, could only
hold for afew moments. But those few moments would give him a start toward the engine room. Once
there, the Emperor knew, he could run any number of assassins round and round into oblivion.

The Emperor surveyed the gun deck. Except for the missile launchers, gun racks, and gun positions
studding the passage that curled from near the ship's nose back to end before the fuel/engine aress, the
Norrnandie's gun deck would have looked like any conventiona liner's promenade deck. Not here, he
decided. Thisisn't aplace for even amoment's stand.

Ledoh was aready waiting at the next hatchway that led down toward the kitchen areas.

The Emperor motioned, and his men moved. He was mildly startled to redize that he had only Sullamora,
Ledoh, and two Gurkhas | ft.

And even more surprised when he caught himsdlf enjoying what was going on.

Sten, Alex, and the Gurkhas dropped down to the gun deck through an overhead shell hoist. Fifty meters
away aknot of Pragtorians was crowding a down-passage.

Twenty of them—and Sten's eyes registered that one of the Pragtorians had seen him and was shouting
andam.

As Sten went down, his hand dapped ared switch on the wall. The switch read load.

A Goblin missile sitting on the overhead of the gun deck did smoothly down track toward alauncher on
the far side of the Pragtorians.

The system could launch one missile per launcher every six seconds, so the missile moved very, very
rapidly down the loading track, approaching a speed of nearly 60 kilometers per hour when it intersected
the Praetorians. One thousand kilos of stedl contacting afew hundred kilos of flesh at that speed
produces casudlties.

By Kilgour's count five Pragtorians were down before the remaining fifteen found shelter behind
launchers, gun tubes, and such, and opened up.

"Ah hae quite enow a thisdrakh," he muttered and took action.

The Normandi€e's armament was intended not only for deep space but also for planetary action. Of
course atmospheric weapons such as chain guns were normally mag-locked in place behind the sedled
portsthey fired through. An assortment of weapons was racked on the bulkhead, but al were intended
for firing from amount, and—of course—out-ship. One of those deviceswas aflare projector which,
under normal circumstances, took four men to wrestle to the firing port.

Sergeant Mgor Alex Kilgour, heavy-worlder, was not norma under any circumstances. He had the
projector off thewall, loaded, aimed, and the firing switch keyed before anyone could react.

The flare burst down the long corridor, hit the far bulkhead, ricocheted, and... flared.



A sgnd flarethat isintended to be seen for about half alight-second makes quite an explosion when it
goes off in aten-meter-by-ten-meter passageway. The Gurkhas and Sten had barely enough timeto
flatten ahead of the oncoming firebal before the Normandie's automatic extinguishing system yeeked and
dumped severa tons of retardant on what it perceived as afire.

Too late for the fifteen little mounds of charcoal that had been Pragtorians.

Sten and his troopies hot-footed down that melted companionway to find their Emperor.
CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Marr and Senn had taken refuge insde an enormous sonic oven. They werein the vast Sainless-stedl
kitchen of the liner when the massacre began. When they heard the hysterica shouts on the PA system,
they had wisely decided to stay puit.

Senn hugged Marr close. "When they're done," Senn said with ashiver, "they'll hunt us down and kill us,
too." He stroked the fur of hislifelong companion. “Oh, well. It'sbeen agood love, hasn't it?"

Marr suddenly roseto hisfull height. "Bugger them," he said.
"Do we haveto?" Senn asked.

"Onething we know, dear,” Marr said, "iskitchens. And if those brutesinvade my kitchen they are going
to be asorry set of humans.”

He began bustling about, getting himsdf ready for the final confrontation. Senn saw what he was doing
and legped up, dl thoughts of atender death swept from his mind.

They gtarted with the sonar oven. It was about three meters high and as many wide. Insgde were many
cooking racks and aretractable spit that could hold an entire bullock. The cooking source was a
wide-beam sound projector, which looked somewhat like alarge camera, mounted on hydraulic lifts.
When the oven was operated, thick protective safety doors automeatically locked, and the projector
swept across the food, spitting bursts of ultrasound to cook whatever wasinside.

Thefirst thing Marr did was smash the safety lock. Then the two of them muscled at the sonar cooker.

Many boots thundered just outside the kitchen, and the two turned to see the Eternal Emperor back into
the huge room. He was dragging Tanz Sullamorawith him, and firing back through the doorway. A split

second later they saw first the chamberlain and then the two remaining Gurkhas follow. Naiks Ram Sing
Ranaand Agansing Ral shouted defiance at their pursuers and sprayed them with their willyguns.

They ducked as the Pragtorians returned fire. Behind them, the stainless steel walls of the kitchen hissed
and bubbled and turned to molten metd.

"Thisway," the Emperor shouted, and he led histiny group toward the kitchen's emergency exit. Just
beyond that was atunnel |eading to the main storehouse area and then the engine rooms.

A thunder of Pragtorians followed them. Ram gave a soft cry and dropped as awillygun round sizzled
into his abdomen. The rest of the Pragtorians crowded toward the Emperor's group, who were just
disappearing through the emergency-exit door.

Without hesitating, Senn turned his body into afurry ball and rolled out of the oven they'd retreated to.
He pamed the kitchen steam-clean button and then dove back into the oven.



Steam hissed from nozzlesin thewalls. Sanitation sniffersingtantly analyzed the areafor
forelgn—meaning biol ogical—objects and then directed the huge volumes of steam on theinvading
organisms.

Eleven Pragtorians opened their mouths as one to scream. Their lungsfilled with intensaly hot steam and
were parboiled before sound could reach their lips. Their flesh swelled and blistered, then the blisters
broke and ran.

The cleaning process took only thirty seconds—just asthe instruction manua predicted'—before shutting
off. By then, adl eleven Pragtorians were dead. Or dying. The human body istough.

More boothedls, more firing, and another group exploded through the doorway, Fohlee at the head. He
saw Senn's smdl| face peering from the oven. "Kill them!™

Fohlee shouted. A squad leapt forward as Marr and Senn rolled out of the oven. Fohlee and four of his
Praetorians ran for the emergency exit the Emperor had taken. But the door was momentarily blocked.

Meanwhile the flying squad of Praetorians was pounding toward Marr and Senn.

"Help me!" squeasked Marr, and Senn did histiny shoulders under the sonar cooker and strained
upward.

Sowly... dowly... it cameup.

"Now!" Marr shouted, and the two of them jumped through arain of willygun fire. Marr just had timeto
hit the cooker button before they were safe behind a sted food bin.

Thelens of the sonar cooker blinked and then glowed full on. Theinvisible but deadly beam coned
outward asthe squad of Praetorians charged directly into it.

Marr and Senn huddled behind the bin, listening to the terrible sounds of the Pragtorians dying. Within
seconds every member of the squad had been cooked. The high-frequency waves heated from the inside
out, and 0, even before the flesh began to curl and smoke and brown, their internal organs exploded
outward, spattering fifty meters of kitchen wall with gobs of flesh.

Marr peered out at the gore and shuddered. Senn tried to peek out after him, but Marr pushed hislover
back, saving him from what he knew would be alifetime trauma. Marr fet asmal place of beauty shrivel
ingdehim.

Many shouts and thundering. Marr looked up at the main entrance to the kitchen and repositioned himsdlf
at the cooker control button again. Whoever came through the door would die like the squad of men
before. Hisfinger was dmogt hitting the button when he saw the dim figure crash into the room.

In one heartbeat he recognized Sten and hisfinger brushed past the button. Marr didn't even wait to see
what happened next. He dropped back behind the bin, beside Senn.

Marr looked at the large luminous eyes of hisfriend. "I amost killed our young captain!”
He buried hisface in Senn's soft fur and wegpt.

* * %

Sten and Alex back-shot the four Pragtorians who were straining at the emergency-exit door. Fohlee had
just enough time to spot them, and crammed his body behind the butchering machine, afree-standing bot



of red-enameled stedl. Its three-by-five-meter bulk stood motionless, razor-sharp knives and
meet-gripping dlaws gill and lifdess.

Sten dropped to his knees and edged his dender body into the gap between the machine and the walls.
He pushed dowly down the dark tunnel. Would Fohlee keep moving, or was he waiting just around the
turn? There was dmost no room to maneuver, and Sten had to shift hisgun to hisleft hand to move
forward.

There! He saw the black snout of Fohlee's weagpon, and Sten struck out at it, losing his balance and
fdling to the floor. But his knuckles hit cold meta, and he felt the wegpon rip from Fohleg's grip then
heard the gun clatter to the kitchen floor. Sten kick-rolled out of the narrow tunnel and started to hisfest.
A heavy blow sent him down again, and he twisted his body clumsly asheféll, just avoiding Fohleg's
dagger. He saw the shadow of aboot flashing down at him, but he managed to get three fingers on ahed
and twist. Fohlee staggered backward, damming againgt the bot.

Machinery cameto life with ashriek, and the bot's upper body whirled, meat-grabbing claws searching
for flesh. Before Sten could recover, Fohlee dodged the claws and picked up his gun. The two brought
their wegpons up at the same time. But ameat hook on achain siwung out of the bot and caught Fohlee
in the throat. He screamed in agony as the hook dragged him into the butcher bot's claws.

Sten found himsdlf watching in awful fascination asthe machine skillfully dedlt with Fohlee. Within
seconds, many knives had skinned him while till dive. Tiny hoses snaked out to suck up the blood.
Sawswhirred in to cut the joints, and boning knivesflicked in and out to separate the flesh.

Fohleg'sfina scream was il echoing through the kitchen when the last of him had been carved,
packaged, and shipped into cold storage.

Absently, Sten reached out and shut off the machine. Then he walked heavily around the butcher bot to
find Alex.

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEX

Power sources and engines may have changed immensdly, but any twenty-first-century deep-space
black-ganger would have been a home in the Normandi€'s engine room. The chambers were the same
huge echoing meta rooms, throbbing with unseen power. The gleaming AM2 drive units could have been
diesdl-dectric or nuclear, and the same walkways spidered up, around, and over bewildering machinery
and arcane gauges.

Since the Normandie wasn't under drive, only one watch officer and awiper had been on shift, and they
lay in pools of blood.

The Emperor spotted the two Praetorians one level up, crouched behind an AM2 feedway. He
consdered, then aimed carefully and fired four times. The four rounds hit on either sde of the spiderwalk
and cut it free, and the Praetorians dropped. Just like skeet, the Emperor thought as he snap-shot both
men before they crashed to the deck.

"Comeon, Admira. CYA," he shouted, and Ledoh and the last remaining Gurkha helped him weesdl a
portable welding rig to the emergency door. The Emperor was dightly proud of himsdf ashis
body-memory adjusted the oxy-gas mix, fired the torch, and spot-welded the emergency hatchway
they'd come through shut.

"That'll give us somemoretime, Mik."



Ledoh was glaring a him, and another part of the Emperor's brain wondered what the hell was going on
with the man. When the shooting had started, L edoh'd been one of thefirgt to pull out aservice pistal,
but it had been knocked from his hand by what the Emperor considered an overly protective Gurkha
The man couldn't be scared, the Emperor thought. But maybe heis, he went on, as he led the three men
up catwaks. Maybeit's been too long since hed had somebody shooting directly at histail.

Maybe he's as scared as Tanz Sullamora, who was wheezing up behind the Emperor, hisface
near-coronary flushed.

Ledoh waited until al four men were on the next platform. Now, he decided. Now. That damned Gurkha
had spoiled hisfirst chance. Now wasthe time, and his ceremonid sword wasin his hand and he was
lunging, the blade aimed for the middle of the Emperor's back.

But just as the conspirators had underestimated the |lethdity of the Gurkhas, so did Ledoh underestimate
the reaction time of Naik Agansing Ral.

Ra—Sten's ex-batman—somehow |egped between the Emperor and the blade—and was spitted nesatly
through the lungs. He sagged down, amost dragging the blade from Ledoh's hands.

L edoh stepped in, pulled the blade from the man's chest, and came back for aswing—and then Tanz
Sullamora became ahero.

The fat man somehow managed to wildly swing hiswillygun—the willygun he had no ideahow to
fire—into Ledoh'sribs, staggering him into the platform's sderailing. Sullamorawas il reacting to his
own bravery as Ledoh pivoted back and dammed the sword's pommel into his neck. Gasping for air,
Sullamorawent down, and Ledoh wasin lunging postion...

To find the Emperor standing four meters away, at the end of the platform. He was empty-handed, his
willygun still dung across hisback.

"That figures,” the Emperor said. "Do | get to know why?"

Ledoh could barely speak—all those years, dl the plans, dl the hatred. But he managed, "Rob Gades
wasmy son."

And then he was attacking.

Again the bystanding part of the Emperor's mind was wondering who in hell Gadeswas ashe pulled a
breaker bar from the emergency fire kit on the bulkhead behind him, held it two-handed in front of him,
and parried Ledoh's blade clear.

Ledoh's eyes glittered as he stop-stanced closer and dashed at the Emperor'swaist, a cut that was again
deflected, and then the Emperor was in motion, left foot kicking out into Ledoh's chest.

A sword againgt a crowbar appears an unequal fight—whichitis, as severa people who'd pulled blades
on the Emperor during his ship engineer days had found to their considerable surprise.

As Ledoh tried to recover, the Emperor did one hand down the bar and swung, two-handed. The stedl
crashed againgt Ledoh's sword, snapping the blade just above the hilt, before the Emperor changed his
swing and the bar smashed back against Ledoh'sforearm.

The bone snapped loudly and Ledoh screamed in pain. Clutching his arm, white bone protruding through
histunic deeve, hewent to hisknees.



The Emperor studied him. ™Y ou poor bastard,” he said, not unsympatheticaly. ™Y ou poor, sorry
bastard." He stepped back, to the emergency com next to thefire kit, and considered the next step.

Kilgour waswrenching mightily at the welded-shut hatch into the engine spaces when Sten ebowed him
adde.

Theknife popped from its shesth into his hand, and he held hiswrist in a brace then forced the knife
through the hatchway itsdlf. The crystal blade diced through the stedl asiif it were plas. Sten made two
cuts around the blackened areas that marked the weld, then shoulder-blocked the hatch open and was
into the engine room, kukri in one hand, hisown knifein the other.

Four bodies... no Emperor. He scanned above him, then was up the ladders, moving like astalking cat.
Levels overhead he could see two more sprawled bodies and two men.

Emperor. Still dive. Praise afew dozen gods. Around the walkway. Other man... on hisknees. Ledoh.
Neither the Emperor nor Ledoh heard Sten.

Sten was on the catwalk just below the two when he saw Ledoh force himsdlf out of hispain. His
unbroken hand went back into his waistband and emerged with atiny Mantiswillygun, and Sten was only
hafway up the ladder as Ledoh aimed the pistol.

A kukri cannot be thrown. It's single-edged, and its bulbous-ended off-ba ance blade guarantees that,
oncethrown, the knifewill spinwildly.

Itis, however, dmog afull kilo of stedl.
Sten overhanded the long knife at Ledoh, in a desperate last chance to save the Emperor'slife.

At best the blade should have clubbed Ledoh down. But the whirling blade sank point first into the back
of Grand Chamberlain Mik Ledoh, severing hisspine.

Ledoh, dead before hisfinger could touch the willy-gun'strigger, spasmed through the guardrailsto
thump findly, soggily, on the deck plates many meters below.

Sten came up the last few steps and stood looking at the Emperor. One or the other of them should
probably have said something terribly dramatic. But dramatic gestures happen, most often, during the
retdling. The two bloodstained men just stared at each other in silence and relief.

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

Naked under a bright summer sun, Haines considered perfection. The drink comfortably close at hand
wasicy; the sun was hot; a cool breeze from the forest below kept her houseboat comfortable.

Almost perfect, she corrected hersdlf.
Onething missng, and one problem.

Thelast months, after the Emperor had returned to Prime World, had been very long indeed, and the
attempts to clean up the mess had begun.

Haineswasfairly grateful that she'd only been witnessto part of them; Sten had told her about the rest.

Evidently, after the last Pragtorian had been hunted down on the Normandie, the Imperid fleet had



immediately scudded since even the Eternd Emperor couldn't cobble together any believable explanation
that the Tahn would accept for the deaths of their chief lord and hisretinue.

Kirghiz or one of hisunderlings must have been under ordersto report regularly, because barely two
days out, the fleet found itself pursued. One Tahn battleship and cruiser and destroyer escorts should
have been an overmatch for the Normandie and its escorts. But the Emperor had aready caled in
reinforcements and two full battleship squadrons rendezvoused with the Normandie.

The Tahn fought bravely and in ignorance. Despite dl attempts to communicate, they fought to the last
man under complete radio slence. Sten never knew if they thought they were rescuing Kirghiz or

revenging him.

On return to Prime, the Emperor immediately attempted to explain to the Tahn, but diplomeatic relations
were severed and al Tahn personnel were withdrawn.

Haines had barely noticed, since sheld been too busy rounding up the surviving conspirators. She'd never
arrested so many wedthy, high-ranking peoplein her life.

Then there was ashow trid because the Emperor was hoping that somehow the Tahn would listen to the
truth. Of course they wouldn't—any good totalitarian knows he can always find somebody to pin acrime
on. Even atemptsto convince the Tahn of the truth by neutra diplomats from cultures condtitutionaly
incapable of dishonesty wereignored.

The series of tridswas mind-numbing. At least Haines had the opportunity to testify in open court. Sten,
under Imperid orders, gave histestimony from a sedled chamber, hisvoice eectronically dtered to
prevent any possibility of identification.

In spite of the defense counsels howls about star chambers, ninety-five percent of the conspirators were
found guilty—and treason and attempted regicide were till capita crimes.

Even the acquitted five percent weren't free of the Emperor's vengeance. Just the day before asmall item
on the vid reported that arecently freed industridist's yacht had exploded with him aboard... Haines
closed down that line of thought. She was contemplating perfection, and to her even Imperidly ordered
nation was still murder.

The sun was dowly moving her toward deep, and she was musing on casudly lustful thoughts when aflit
hummed nearby. She forced herself awake and up, reaching for awrap. Then she recognized Stenin the
flit and lay back, her thoughts becoming somewhat less casudl.

Sten tied up to the houseboat, wandered through the kitchen, fielded a beer, and joined her on the deck.
"How'd it go?" she asked.

"Hell if | know," Sten said. "Better and worse.”

"Shed and tell, Captain."

"Uh... well, that's part of the good news. | just got promoted.”

"Wl pour the bubbly and get naked, Commander.” Sten followed orders, stripped, and lay down
beside her. He grunted in animal satisfaction. Haines waited aslong as she could.

"Comeon, Sten. Talk to me!”



The day had, indeed, been better and worse than Sten expected.

After the Normandie returned to Prime, while Sten had been retained as commander of the Gurkhas,
held actually been detached for specid duties, which included the endless appearancesin court.

The Gurkhas had been built back up to the strength and were headed by Subadar-Mgjor Chittahang
Limbu, even though hewas il technicaly recuperating from hiswounds.

Sten had only been in the palace to eat and deep, and the few hallway encounters held had with the
Emperor had been worrisomely forma and brief.

Until the day's Imperiad summons.

When Sten entered, saluted, and reported, the Emperor had been sitting, completely ill, behind his
desk.

L ong moments passed before he spoke.

Sten had been expecting severa thingsto be said. None of them wereright.
"Captain, are you ready to go towar?"'

Sten blinked, found that dl his potentia responses sounded dumb, and stayed silent.

"l will make aprediction, Captain. Ex Cathedra Eyes Only. Within five E-yearswe will befighting the
Tahn"

The Emperor took dight pity. "At ease, Captain Sten. Sit down.”

Sten was somewhat relieved. He didn't figure that the Emperor ever busted somebody out of the service
if he allowed the clot to be seated firg.

"Wel, Captain?'Y our thoughts?'

Sten was perplexed. Like any professona military man, hetruly believed the somewhat contradictory
linethat asoldier'sjob isto avoid war.

The Emperor seemed to be dightly prescient. "It's gonna be a bitch when it comes.

"By theway. No way am | wrong. Intelligence says that every Tahn shipyard has converted to warship
congtruction. The Tahn are buying up every particle of AM2 they can get, no matter what the price.

"Also—and I'm keeping this off the vid—therelve been awhole clottin’ group of skirmisheswith my
normal patrol ships around the Tahn worlds. Aw hell. Why am | lying to you? Every spy ship | sendin
they send back full of holes™

The Emperor then took out aflask from his desk. Sten felt dightly more relieved—first St down and then
maybe a drink. Maybe he would keep his captain's bars. "The reason | have been avoiding you, Captain,
isthat thiswhole sorry-ass messis something I've been trying not to think about.

"So anybody who had anything to do with it was on my drakh lis, frankly. Being an Emperor means
never having to say you'rewrong if you want thingsthat way."

He poured into two small metal cups, and Sten recognized the smdll of Stregg.



"This suff getsto you after awhile" the Emperor said, but he made no moveto offer acup to Sten.
"Remember when we got loaded on Empire Day?!

Sten did.
"Remember whet | told you?'
Sten remembered.’

"Well, | took the next step for you." The Emperor took from his desk drawer aset of orders and tossed
them on his desk.

"Don't bother reading them now. Y ou're reassigned. Flight school. Oh yeah. By the way. That chubby
thug of yours?'

"Sergeant Mgor Kilgour?'
"Him. Y ou wonder where heis?"
Sten had. Alex had disappeared most mysterioudy amonth or two earlier.

"Yeah. | lifted him because he was actudly applying through channelsto get married. To some cop or
other.

Clottin' idiot. Neckbreskers like him shouldn't ever get married. Anyway, he's now learning how to make
likeabig bird, too.

"Also heain't asergeant mgor anymore. | kicked him up to warrant officer. If he'sgonnabein the clottin'
navy, a least he won't haveto put up with their silly class system.”

The Emperor picked up and fingered his cup. "Captain, you might want to return to some kind of position
of atention.”

Sten was standing, locked and rigid in an ingtant.

"The other thing"—and the Emperor reached into his desk yet again and took out asmall blue box—"is
you're now acommander. Hereésyour insgnia” He shoved the box acrossto Sten. "Now, pick up that
cup.”

Sten obeyed.

"I'm gonnacall the toast—it's to you, Commander. Because no way I'll ever seeyou again.”
The Emperor stood. "To your hedth, Commander Sten!”

To Sten, the Stregg tasted very odd indeed.

Haineswas running dl thisinput—| ess the Emperor's certainty of imminent war, which Sten had not
mentioned—as Sten finished his beer, went back into the boat, and got another.

"Another thing | picked up," he went on after he sat. Y ou're going to get some kind of promotion, too."

But Haines was considering something else. "' So you're going to go off and become ajunior birdman.
When?'

"That'sthe rest of the good news" Sten said. "It seems, uh, I've comeinto somemoney.” ldasillicitly



acquired and invested funds had findly caught up with him, and Sten was sitting on more creditsthan he
believed existed.

"Also me and you're on long leave before we report to our new duty stations.”
Haines smiled, took asip of her drink, and then winked. "Hey sailor. Y ou want to fool around?’

Sten gtarted laughing and knelt beside her. She pulled him down, and he felt her breasts and her lips, and
then there was nothing but the blinding warmth of the sun itsdlf.
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