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Note

Thetitlesof Books 1, 2, 3, and 4 are derived from 17th-century ad. Earth and were a series of
commands used to bring oceanic warships of the British Navy into battle. Book 5'stitle was a semiformal
command to ship's gunners.

—AC and CRB

BOOK ONE
LINE OF BATTLE

CHAPTER ONE

The Tahn battle cruiser arced past the dying sun. Thefina course was s&t, and in afew hoursthe ship
would settle on the gray-white surface of Fundy—the magjor planetary body in the Erebus System.

Erebus would seem to be the last place that any being would want to go. Its sun was so near extinction
that it cast only afeeble padeydlow light to itsfew heavily cratered satellites. The minerds|eft on those
barren bodies would barely have supported asingle miner. Erebus was a place to give one dreams of
death.

Lady Atago listened impatiently to the radio chatter between her crew and the main port com center on
Fundy. The voices on the other end seemed lazy, uncaring, without discipline—amarked contrast to the
crisp string of words coming from her own crew. It grated her Tahn sengbilities.

The situation on Fundy had been neglected too long.

Lady Atago wasatdl woman, towering over many of her officers. At casud glance some might think that
she was exatically beautiful—long, flowing dark hair, wide black eyes, and sensuouslips. Her body was
dender, but therewas ahint of lushnessto it. At the moment it was particularly well set off in her dress
uniform: adark green cloak, red tunic, and green form-fitting trousers.

At second glance dl thoughts of beauty would vanish asachill crept up the spine. Thiswas Tahn royaty.
A nod of her head could determine any one of many fates—al of them unpleasant.

As her ship punched into landing orbit, she glanced over at her cgptain, who was monitoring the actions
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of the crew.

"Soon, my lady."
"I'll require one squad,” she said.

Her head turned away, dismissing the captain. Lady Atago was thinking of those undisciplined fools
awaiting her on Fundy.

The big ship settled to theice about half akilometer from the port center. The engines cut off, and the
ship wasingantly enveloped in gray asdeet danted in from agtiff wind.

Most of the surface of Fundy wasice and black rock. It was an unlikely place for any enterprise, much
lessthe purpose it was being put to by its present occupants.

The Tahn were preparing for war against the Emperor, and the Erebus System was the cornerstone of
their plan. In great secrecy, Erebus had been converted into a system-wide warship factory.

So distant and so undesirable was Erebus that there wasllittle likelihood that the Eternal Emperor would
discover their full-out effort to arm themsalves until it wastoo late. Thousands of shipswere being built,
or converted, or refitted.

When Lady Atago's battle cruiser entered the system, she could partidly see those efforts. Small,
powerful tugs were towing hundreds of kilometer-long strings of the shellsthat would be turned into
fighting ships and then trangported to ground for find refitting. Huge factories had been hadtily
constructed on each of the planets, and the night skies had an eerie glow from the furnaces.

The Tahn had drafted every available laborer down to the bardly skilled. The poor quality of their work
force was one of the severa reasons the Tahn had chosen to concentrate so much of their manufacturing
on planets rather than in space. Deep space required highly trained workers, and that was something that
the massive arming had stretched to the near impossible. Also, deep-space factoriesrequired an
enormous investment, and the Tahn could aready hear the coins clicking out of their treasury vaullts.

They wanted as many ships as possible, as chegply as possible. Any mafunctions, no matter how
life-threatening, would be the problem of theindividud crews.

The Tahn were awarrior race with stamped stedl spears.

Lady Atago paused at the foot of the ramp, surrounded by a heavily armed squad of her best troops.
Thiswas her persond bodyguard, chosen not only for military skills and absolute loyalty but for Sze as
wdll. Each member of the squad dwarfed even Lady Atago. The troops shuffled in the sudden, intense
cold, but Atago just stood there, not even bothering to pull her thermo cloak about her.

She looked in disgust at the distant port center. Why had they landed her so far away? The incompetent
fools. Sill, it didn't surprise her.

Lady Atago began waking determinedly through the snow; the squad followed her, their harness
creaking and their boots crunching through the icy surface. Big gravd eds groaned past, hauling parts and
supplies. On some of them, men and women clung to the sides, catching tenuous rides back and forth
from their shifts a the factories that ringed the port with smoke and towering flames.

The Lady Atago turned her head neither left nor right to observe the strange scene. She just stalked on
until they reached the center.



A sentry barked from aguard booth just outside the main door. Sheignored him, brushing past as her
sguad snapped up their weapons to end any further inquiry. Their boot-hedls clicked loudly asthey
marched down the long halway leading to the admin center.

Asthey turned acorner, asquat man came haf running toward them, hastily arranging histunic. Lady
Atago stopped when she saw that he was wearing the uniform of an admiral. The man'sface was
swesting and flushed as he reached them.

"Lady Atago," he blurted. "I'm so sorry. | didn't redlize you were arriving so soon, and—"
"Admird Dien?" shesad, sopping himin midgobble.

"Yes, my lady?"

"I will require your office," she said, and she walked on, Dien sumbling after her.

*k*

The Lady Atago sat in silence as she scanned the computer records. Two of her squad stood at the
door, wegpons ready. The others had placed themsalves strategically about the overlush offices of the
admird.

When she had firgt entered the office she had given it one quick glance. A dight curl of alip showed what
shethought of it: very un-Tahn-like.

As she scrolled through records, Dien muttered on in an endless stream of half explanations.
"There... there... you can see. The storm. Welost production for aday.

"And that item! We had to blast new landing strips to handle the freighters. The pressure was enormous,
my lady. The sky was black with them. And we had insufficient facil—"

He stopped abruptly as she palmed a switch and the computer screen went blank. She stared at it for a
long, long time. Findly, sheroseto her feet and turned to face the man.

"Admira Dien," sheintoned. "In the name of Lord Fehrle and the Tahn High Council, | relieve you of
your command.”

A painter or aphysicist would have been in awe at the shade of white the man's face became. Asshe
started out of the room, one of her squad members came forward.

"Wait, my lady. Please," Dienimplored.

She hdf turned back, one perfect eyebrow lifting dightly. Y es?!
"Would you at least dlow me... Uh, may | keep my sdearm?"

She thought for amoment. "Honor?"

"Yes, my lady. Honor."

Therewas another long wait. Then, finaly, shereplied. "No. | think not."

The Lady Atago exited, the door closing quietly behind her.



CHAPTER TWO

Sten and LisaHaines squirmed through the mass confusion of the spaceport. Asthe main port for Prime
World, Soward had dways suffered from overcrowding. But this was clotting ridiculous—it wasarm to
tendril to antennain beings.

The two became increasingly bewildered and unsettled as they pushed their way to the rented gravcar.
"What the hell isgoing on?' Sten asked, not redly expecting areply.

"I don't know," Lisasaid, "but | think I'm dready losng my tan, and if we don't get out of here, I'm gonna
besck."

"Givemeabreak," Sten said. "Homicide detectives don't get sick. It's part of the job requirement.”
"Weatchme," Lisasaid.

Sten grabbed her by the arm and steered the police captain around a staggering hulk of ayoung soldier.
"I don't think I've seen so many uniforms" he said, "snce basic training.”

They did into the gravcar, and Sten checked with local traffic control for clearance. They weretold there
would be aminimum forty-minute wait. An hour and a half later—after repeated delays blamed on
military traffic—they werefindly ableto lift away.

Things weren't much better asthey cut through the city en route to Lisas place. Fowler wasin nearly
three-dimensiond gridiock. The two hardly spoke at al until they finaly cleared the outskirts and headed
for the enormous forest where Lisa had her houseboat moored.

* k%

"Wasit dwayslikethis?' Lisaasked. "Or did | just get used to it?"

Commander Sten, formerly of the Eternd Emperor's Household Guard, didn't bother answering. The
uniforms plus the host of military vehicles and convoysthey had spotted madeit al pretty obvious.

It dmost seemed asif Prime World were bracing for an invason. That was an impossibility, Sten was
sure. But the Emperor sure as clot was mobilizing for amgor military undertaking. And, Sten knew,
anything that involved shooting was amost certainly going to require that he once again risk hisyoung ass.

"I don't think 1 even want to know—yet," he said. "Besides, we got afew daysleave lft. Let'senjoy
them.”

Lisasnuggled up to him and began softly stroking theingde of histhigh.

By thetimethey reached Lisa's houseboat, the almost heady peacefulness they'd found on their long
leaves from their respective jobs had returned.

The"boat" swung lazily on its mooring lines high above the broad expanse of pristine forest. The forest
was one of the many protected wilderness areas the Emperor had set aside on Prime World. However,
since the headquarters planet of his enormous empire was overcrowded and rents and land prices were
astronomical, people were forced to becomefairly creative about finding living space.

Lisassdary asacop was hardly overwhelming. So she and agreat many other people had taken
advantage of aloopholein the Emperor's Wilderness Act. One couldn't build in the forest, but the law



didn't say anything about over the forest.

So her landlord had leased the unsettleable land and then provided large M cL ean-powered houseboats
to anyone would could pay the freight. It was asqueeze, but Lisa made sure she could afford it.

They tied up to the side and walked across the deck to the door. Lisa pressed her thumb against the
fingerprint lock, and the door did open. Before they entered she carefully checked the interior—a cop
habit she would never lose. It was one of many things she shared in common with Sten. After hisyears of
Mantis service, it wasimpaossible for him to enter aroom without making sure that things were reasonably
asthey should be.

A few minutes|ater, they were sprawled on a couch, the windows opened wide to clear out the musty
ar.

Sten spped at hisbeer, haf hoping it would wash away the dight feding of sadnessgrowingin hisbely.
He had been in love before, had known his share of women. But he had never been alone with alady for
thislong atime, with no other requirement than to enjoy.

Lisasgueezed hishand. "Too bad it'samost over," she said softly.
Sten turned to her.
"Well, it ain't over yet," he said. He pulled her into hisarms.

Sten and Lisahad performed admirably, everyone agreed, in thwarting the high-level conspiracy against
the Emperor. Things hadn't worked out even close to perfection, of course, but one can't have
everything.

Regardless, they had both been promoted and awarded |eaves of severa months. Thanksto Sten'sold
Mantis chum, Ida, there was more than enough money to enjoy theleavein style.

So the two had bought tickets to adistant world that consisted mostly of vast ocean and thousands of
idyllicidands. They had charted an amphib and had spent week after blissful week hopping fromidand
toidand or just mooring out in the gentle seas, soaking up the sun and each other.

During those months they had purposefully avoided al news of or contact with the outside. There were
scorched nerves to soothe and futures to be vaguely considered.

Sten wasn't too sure how much he was looking forward to his own immediate future. The Emperor had
not only promoted him but had heavily advised that he switch servicesfrom the army to the Imperid
Navy. Advice from the Commander And Chief Of All He Surveys, Sten knew, wasthe samething asan
order.

So it waswith amixture of dread and some excitement that Sten contemplated what would come next.
Entering the navy, even as acommander, meant that he would have to start al over again. That meant
flight school. Sten wondered if he could get his old job back if he washed out. Clot, hed even bewilling
to go back to being anice, dumb, not-a-care-in-the-world private.

Right. And if you believe that, my boy, there's some prime swamp land available at adead bargain price
on aTahn prison planet.

Sten came dowly awake. Hefelt to one side and noted Lisas absence. She was across the large main
room of the houseboat, shuffling through her compuiter filesfor mail and phone cdls.



"Bill," she muttered. "Bill, bill, bill, letter, bill, police union dues, letter... Clot! Knock it off, you guys. I've
been on vacation.”

"Anything for me?' Sten asked lazily. Since he had no home address—nor had he since hewas
seventeen—he had | eft word for everything to be forwarded to Lisas place.

"Y eah. About fifty blegping phone cdls. All from the same guy.”

Sten sat up, anasty fedling growing dowly from his ssomach to histhroat.
"Who?'

"A Captain Hanks"

Sten walked over to her and bent over her shoulder, tapping the keysto bring up thefile. There they
were, dl right: call after call from a Captain Hanks. And Lisahadn't been exaggerating by much—there
were nearly fifty of them.

Sten tapped the key that gave him Hanks's recorded message. He was a shrill, whiny man whose voice
went from basic urgency to ten-alarm emergency. But the gist of it wasthat Sten was wanted
immediately, if not sooner. As soon as he returned he was to consider any remainder of hisleave
canceled. He wasto report to Imperid Flight Training.

"Drakh," Sten said.

He walked away from the computer and stared out the open window at the green waving forest, hisbrain
churning. Hefelt Lisagentle up behind him, her arms coming softly around hiswaist.

"| fed like crying,” shesaid. "Funny. | don't think | ever have."

"It'seasy,” Sen said. "You just squint up your eyes and think about almogt anything at all.”

Sten did not report immediately as ordered. He and Lisahad alot of good-byesto say.
CHAPTER THREE

The eternal emperor had definite ideas about apicnic.

A soft rain of five or ten minutes that ended just before the guests arrived added a sweetnessto the air.
Said rain had been ordered and delivered.

He thought that a breeze with just abit of an invigorating chill in it whetted appetites. Asthe day
progressed, the breeze should become balmy, so the picnickers could loll under the shade treesto
escape the warming sun.

Said gentle, shifting winds had aso been ordered.

Last of al, the Eternd Emperor thought a barbecue the best form of al picnics, with each dish persondly
prepared by the host.

The Eternd Emperor scanned the vast picnic grounds of Arundel with growing disgppointment as he
added afina dash of thisand splurt of that to his famous barbecue sauce. Meanwhile, dl over the picnic
grounds, fifty waldo cooks manning as many outdoor kitchen fires exactly copied his every dash and
splurt.



Hundreds of years before, the Emperor's semi-annual barbecue had begun as a nonofficia event. He
started it because he loved to cook, and to love to cook isto watch others enjoy what you have lovingly
prepared. At first, only close friendswere invited: perhaps 200 or so—anumber he could easily handle
with afew helpers. In fact, the Emperor believed there were many dishes that reached near perfection
when prepared in quantities of thissize: his barbecue sauce, for instance.

It was asmple event he could comfortably fit on asmall shaded area of the fifty-five-kilometer grounds
of hispaace.

Then he had become aware of growing jealousy among the members of his court. Beings were irked
because they fdt they were not part of anonexistent inner circle. His solution was to add to the guest
lis—which created a spreading circle of jealousy asfar out asthe most distant systems of hisempire.
Thelist grew to vast proportions.

Now, aminimum of 8,000 could be expected. There was no way the Emperor could persondly prepare
food in those proportions. The clotting thing was getting out of hand. It wasin danger of becoming an
officid event—the likes of an Empire Day.

He had been tempted to end the whole thing. But the barbecue was one of the few socia occasions he
redly enjoyed. The Eternad Emperor did not consider himsalf agood mixer.

The solution to the cooking was Smple: He had ahost of portable outdoor kitchens built and the waldo
cooksto tend them. Every motion he made, they duplicated, down to the smallest molecule of spice
dusted from his hands. The solution to the now-official socid nature of the event, however, proved
impossible. So the Eternal Emperor decided to take advantage of it.

He invited only the key peoplein hisempireto Prime World, and he used any potentia jedousy of the
uninvited to his advantage. As he once told Mahoney, "It'sahdluvaway to flush 'em out of the bush.”

The Emperor sniffed his smmering sauces Mmmm... Perfect. It was a concoction whose beginnings were
50 foul-looking and smelling that Marr and Senn, hisImperia caterers, refused to attend. They took a
holiday in some distant place every time he threw a barbecue.

The origina creation was born in aten-galon pot. He dways made it many daysin advance. He said it
wasto giveit timeto breathe. Marr and Senn substituted "breed,” but the Emperor ignored that. The ten
gdlons of base salice was used sort of like soughdough starter—all he had to do was to keep adding as
many ingredients as there were beingsto et it.

He dipped a crust of hard bread into the sauce and nibbled. It was getting better. He looked around the
picnic areaagain. All the fireswere ready. The mest was stacked in coolers, ready for the spits. The side
dishes were bubbling or chilling, and the beer was standing in barrels, ready to be tapped.

Where were the guests? He was beginning to redlize that either some of the beings he had invited were
terribly late or they had no intention of coming &t al. Already, retainers were puiting tarps on tables that
would obvioudy not be used.

Clot them! What's a picnic without afew ants? He refused to have his good time spoiled. The sauce, he
told himsdlf. Concentrate on the sauce.

The secret to the sauce was the scrap meat. It had taken the Emperor yearsto convince his butchers
what he meant by scrap. He did not want dices off the finest fillet. He needed garbage beef, so closeto
spailing that the fat was turning yellow and rancid. Thefact that he rubbed it well with garlic, rosemary,
and salt and pepper did not lessen the smell. "I you're feding squeamish,” he dwaystold Mahoney, "sniff



the garlic on your hands."

A few more gravcars did in. Guests hurried out, blinking at the smoke rising from the fires. The Emperor
noticed that they were gathering in tiny groups and talking quickly in low voices. There were many
glancesin hisdirection. The gossip was s0 thick, he could smell it over the sauce.

The sauce meat was placed in ugly piles on racks that had been stanchioned over smoky fires—at this
stage the recipe wanted little heat, but agreat dea of smoke from hardwood chips. The Emperor liked
hickory when he could get it. He constantly flipped the piles of meet so that the smoke flavor would
penetrate. In this case, the chemistry of the near-spoiled scraps aided him: They were drying and porous
and sucking at the air.

Then he—and his echoing wal does—dumped the mest into the pot, filled it with water, and et it
smmering with cloves of garlic and the following spices: three or more bay leaves, acupped padm and a
half of oregano, and a cupped pam of savory to counteract the bitterness of the oregano.

Then the sauce had to Smmer aminimum of two hours, sometimes three, depending upon the amount of
fat in the meaet—the morefat, the longer the smmer. The picnic grounds smelled like a planet with an
atmosphere composed mostly of sulfur.

The Emperor saw Tanz Sullamora arrive with an enormous retinue that easily took over two or three
tables. Sullamorawould be abooster. The merchant prince was not aman whose company the Emperor
particularly enjoyed. He didn't like the fawning clot, but he needed him. The man'sindudtria influence
was huge, and he had aso had close connections with the Tahn, prior to the current difficulties. The
Emperor hoped that when the current difficulties were settled, those connections could be reestablished.

The Eternd Emperor had experienced many difficultiesin hislife—not to mention in hisreign—but the
Tahn had to be high up there on the lost deep list.

They were an impaossible people from awarrior culture that had been steadily encroaching on hisempire.
A thousand or two years ago he could have easily solved the problem by launching hisfleetsin one
massverad. But over timethe politics of hiscommercia empire had made this an impossibility, unlesshe
were provoked—and the provocation would have to be costly. The Eternal Emperor could not strike the
first blow.

A few months earlier hed had the opportunity to begin building a diplomatic solution to hisdifficulties.
But the opportunity had been lost through betraya and blood.

Who was that young clot who had saved the Emperor's roya ass? Stregg? No, Sten. Y eah. Sten. The
Eternad Emperor prided himself on remembering names and faces. He kept them logged by the hundreds
of thousandsin his mind. Stregg, he remembered, was avicious drink that Sten had introduced him to. It
was agood thing to remember the young man by.

While he was waiting for the meat to Smmer to completion, he could drink many shots of Stregg and
prepare the next part of the sauce a hisleisure.

There were many possibilities, but the Emperor liked using ten or more large onions,
garlic-cloves—aways use too much garlic—chili peppers, green peppers, more oregano and savory, and
Worcestershire sauce. He had once tried to explain to Mahoney how Worcestershire was made, but the
big Irishman had gagged when told that the process started with well-rotted anchovies.

He sautéed al that in clarified butter. Then he dumped the mixture into another pot and set it to bubbling
with a dozen quartered tomatoes, a cup of tomato paste, four green peppers, and atwo-fingered pinch



of dry mustard.

A hedlthy glug or three of very dry red wine went into the pot. Then he added the finishing touch. He
dtirred in the smoky starter sauce that he had prepared in advance, raised the heat, and Smmered ten
minutes. The sauce was done.

He drank some more Stregg.

Two of his cooks speared an enormous side of beef on aspit and set it rotating over the fire. Meanwhile,
apig's carcass was being quartered and set turning. It wastime to start the barbecue.

By now, the Emperor redlized that al the guests who were coming were there. A quick glance at the
tables showed that afull two-thirds of hisinvitation list were busy elsawhere.

The Emperor decided to check thelist later. He would remember the names.

He got out his brush and started sopping the roasting mesat with sauce. Thefire flared with therich
drippings. A smoky perfumefilled the air dl over the picnic grounds as the waldo cooks followed his
motions. Usualy, thiswas the time when the Emperor would settle back for alazy basting: abeer for him,
abrush of sauce for the mest.

It was also atime when he pretended great indifference to the rapturous faces of his guests. His mood
blackened as he saw the sea of facestight and worried.

What were the Tahn doing, anyway? Intelligence was zilch. Mercury Corps had never been the same
since he had promoted Mahoney.

"Clotting Mahoney," he said doud. "Wherethe hdl ishewhen | need him?"
The voice came from just behind him. "Fetching you abeer, Y our Highness."

It was Mgor Generd lan Mahoney, commanding generd, First Guards Division. He clutched two mugs
overflowing with foam.

"Whét the clot are you doing here? Y ou weren't invited.”

"Arranged some leave, Sir. Perks of being your own CG. Thought you wouldn't mind."
"Hell, no. If you're gonna sneak up on aman, | dways say, do it with beer."
CHAPTER FOUR

Mahoney wiped the last of the sauce off his plate with the thick stub of garlic bread, bit into the bread,
and sighed. He took a deep honk of beer and then squeegeed the plate with the rest of the bread. He
popped it down and settled back.

The Eternal Emperor, who'd barely touched his own plate, was watching him with great interest.
"Wel?' hesad.

"Heaven," Mahoney said. He took another sip of beer. "Excuse me. Heaven, sir.”

The Emperor took asmall bite from his own plate, frowning. "Maybe a bit too much cumin thistime."

Mahoney gave adeep belch. Helooked at the Emperor inquiringly, and the man passed his nearly full



plate over to Mahoney, who shoveled in amouthful of satisfying proportions.

"No. Not too much cumin,” the Emperor said. He leaned his chair back to catch the last warm light of the
sun. The Eternal Emperor appeared to be aman much younger than Mahoney. Midthirties, perhaps.
Heavily muscled—Iike an ancient decathlon champion. He let the sun soak in, waiting to hear Mahoney's
real purpose.

Findly, Mahoney took one more swig of beer, wiped hislips, straightened histunic, and sat up in near
attentionin his sedt.

"Your Mgesty," hesaid, "1 respectfully request permission to deploy the First Guardsin the Fringe
Worlds."

"Redly," the Eternd Emperor said. "The Fringe Worlds? | suppose you're worrying about the Tahn."
Mahoney just looked at his boss. By now, he occasiondly knew when he was being toyed with.
"Yes, gr. TheTahn"

The Eternd Emperor could not help sweeping the picnic grounds with his eyes. The few guests who had
bothered to show had |&ft early, and the waiter bots were already cleaning up. In haf an hour the area
would be pristine—all broad lawns and rare azaless.

The Eterna Emperor pointed to one of the flowering bushes.

"Y ou know how many years| worked on those, Mahoney?'

"No, sr."

"Too many. Thethingslove dry climates. Aussie deserts, that kind of drakh.”
"Ausse Your Mgesty?'

"Never mind. Point is, | hate clotting flowers. Can't eat the SOBs. What's the damned use of them?1

"Exactly, Sr. What'sthe use of them?"

The Eternal Emperor plucked aflower from anearby bush and began stripping it, peta by petd.
"What do you think they're up to? The Tahn, | mean.”

"With dl due respect, Y our Mgesty, | think they're getting ready to kick our rosy red behinds.”
"No drakh. What the clot you think I've been doing?

The Emperor pulled the handle of akeg and sudsed more beer into his glass. He started to drink, then set
the glass down. He thought for awhile, making endless concentric rings that cut in on each other again
and again.

"Thetrouble, Mahoney," hefinaly said, "isthat | got aclot more to move than the Tanh. Just to hold
what | have, | have to double my fleet. For acounterattack, | need another third. For afull assault, twice
more.

"A thousand years ago or so, | swore I'd never cometo this. Silliness. Too big. Too much to protect.



"My, God, do you know how long it takes to bid out a smple ship contract nowadays?"
Mahoney, wisdy, didn't answer.

"| tried to make up for it," the Emperor continued, "by creating the best intelligence corpsthat ever...
well, that was ever.

"And what the hell do | get?1 get drakh."

"Yes, gr," Mahoney said.

"Oh, do | hear ascent of admonishment in that, General? Criticism for your promotion?”
"And trandfer, Sr."

"And transfer,” the Emperor said. "Under normd circumstances| would have said thet | need allittle
disapprova in my life. Disapprovd, properly put, keeps an Eternd Emperor on histoes.

"That's the theory, anyway. Can't really say. Don't have any other bosses of my typeto rely on.”
Mahoney had found the proper moment. "Who can you rely on, Sr?"

There was silence. The Emperor watched the plates being swabbed, the forks being scrubbed, and the
tables being put away. Besides the workers, the Emperor and Mahoney were the only two left. Mahoney
finaly tired of waiting on the Emperor's next move.

"About my request, sr. First Guards, Fringe Worlds?'

"I need to know more," the Emperor said. "I need to know enough to buy agreat ded of time.”
"Thenit'sthe First Guards, Sir?"

The Emperor pushed hisglass aside.

"No. Request refused, Generd "

Mahoney dmost bit histongue through, trying to keep back hislogica response. Silence, again, wasthe
WiSer course.

"Find out for me, Mahoney, before you tell me I've missed abet,” the Eternd Emperor said.
Mahoney did not ask how.

The Emperor rose, leaving hisnearly full glass.

"l guessthe barbecuesover," he said.

"l suppose o, Sir."

"Funny. All those no-shows. | imagine most of my aleged dlies are thinking deeply about what kind of a
dedl to make with the Tahn. In case |l lose."

The Eternal Emperor was wrong about that. Thetimefor thinking waslong past.



CHAPTER FIVE

Phase one of Imperia Hight Training was on the vacation world of Sdishan. Sten and hisfellow
pilots-to-be motlied together at areception center, broken down into thirty-being companies, and were
told to stand by for shipment to the base itsdlf.

The trainees ranged from fresh-out-of-basic men and women, to graduates of one or another of the
civilian-run preparatory schoolsthat fed into the navy, to a scattering of aready serving officersand
enlisted people. Mostly they were military virgins, Sten noted by the abbsence of decorations, the
untailored newly issued semidress uniforms, and the overly stiff bearing that the conditioning process had
ground into them.

But Sten could have been blind and known that his classmates were fresh mest.

Asthey waited for the gravded, there was excited specul ation—because they were on arec-world, this
should be easy duty. They should be able to get passesinto paradise on aregular basis. Even the base
itsdlf would be paatid.

Sten kept a straight face and looked away.

He caught an amused flash from another trainee on the other side of the throng. That man, too, knew
better.

Sten eyed the man. Helooked like every commando officer'simage of the perfect soldier: tal, rangy,
battle-scarred. His uniform was the splotched brown of a Guards unit, and he wore three rows of
decorations and a Planetary Assault Badge. He was a hard man who had seen hiswar. But he sure as
hell was not the ideamost people had of a pilot. Sten wondered what strings the man had pulled to get
into training.

A gravded grounded, and adignified-looking chief got out, holding a clipboard.

"All right," the chief said. "If you people will form aline, well check you off and take you out to join the
rest of the class.”

Five minutes |ater, after the ded had lifted and cleared the beautiful city, the chief's next command was
phrased differently. "Y ou candidates knock off the chatter! Thisisn't asewing circle!™

A basic rule of the military: Y our superior's politenessis directly proportiond to the proximity and
number of potentidly shocked civilians.

Sten, who had been through, he sometimes thought, amost al of the Empires military schoolsfrom basic,
Mantis, environmental, medical, weapons, et ceteraad ennui, also wasn't surprised that the landscape
bel ow them had become pine barrens.

In Eden, the military will build its base next to the sewage dump.

Hewas dightly surprised that the base, at least from the air, didn't look that bad. Most of it looked to be
agtandard nava base, with hangars, repair facilities, and various landing fields and hardstands.

To one side of the base was an array of three-story red brick buildings surrounded by gardens. base
headquarters.

His second surprise came as the gravded grounded in front of those buildings.



Sten, at that moment, remembered another basic law of military schooling and swore at himsdlf. Al
military courses art by grinding the student into the muck and then reforming that being into the desired
mold.

Theingructorswould illustrate this by instantly zapping some poor standout dob on arrival.
And Sten was a potentia standout.

Hastily, he unbuttoned his tunic and unpinned hisribbon bar. The decorationswere dl red, even though a
good percentage of them had been avarded for some highly classfied Mantis operations, and the citation
itself was atissue. But there were too many of them for any young commander to deserve.

The ribbon bar was jammed into a pocket just as the canopy of the gravded banged open and a
rage-faced master's mate started howling orders.

"Out, out, out! What are you dime doing just Stting there! | want to see nothing but asses and elbowd!”
New blood grabbed duffel bags and dived over the sides of the ded, and the mate kept screaming.
"You! Yes, you! You, too, cometo think! Hit that ground! Do push-ups! Do many, many push-ups!”

Oh, Lord, Sten thought as he scrambled out. I'm back in basic training. Even the clottin' words are the
same. This master's mate could be, except for sex, the duplicate of ... what was her name? Y es.
Carruthers.

"I want three ranks yesterday, people! Tdl donks on my left, midgets over there.”

Not for thefirst time, Sten was grateful that he was dight, but not so small asto qudify for the feather
merchant squad.

Eventudly the magter's mate got tired of screaming and physicd training. Sten thought he was doing all
right—in the chaos, he had only had to turn out some fifty knee bends. There were too many other and
more obvious victimsfor the mate to pick on.

"Class... ten-hup! Right hace! For'd harch.”

Sten was grateful that at least dl of them had been subjected to the barracks-bashing conditioning. He
decided that he would not like to see what happened if one of the trainees went out of step.

They were marched into the central quadrangle, brought to ahat in front of areviewing stand, and turned
tofaceit.

On cug, atdl, thin man came out of one building and paced briskly to the stand. He looked typecast for
what hewas: aone-star admiral and the school commandant. No doubt alongtime pilot who'd flown
every ship the Empirefielded in every circumstance known. Unfortunately, hisvoice didn't match the
part. It would have been more suited to an operatic tenor.

Sten waited until the commandant introduced himself—Admird Navarre—and then put most of hismind
on other topics.

Thiswas The Speech, given to every student at every military course by every commandant, and said the
samethings

Welcome. Thiswill be anintense period of training. Y ou may not like how we do things, but we have
learned what works. Those of you who learn to adjust to the system will have no troubles, the others. ..



We have drict discipline here, but if any of you fedstreated unfairly, my officeis aways open.
Ratcheta, ratcheta, ratcheta.

Phase One of flight training was Selection. The object of this phase was to determine absol utely that
every candidate was in fact qudifiedtofly.

It was aready famous throughout the Imperid military as awashout specidl.

Admird Navarre informed them that, due to the unfortunate political Situation, Phase One would be
accderated. Clotting wonderful, Sten thought.

Each student was told to remove his or her rank tabs. From that moment on, they would be referred to
only as"candidate.”

Ho, ho. Sten had afairly good idea of some of the other titles: clot, drakh, bastard, and many, many
other terms expresdy forbidden under Imperia regulations.

That was about dl that was worthy of note.

The main part of Sten's mind was reminding him that he was now a candidate. Not a hot-rod
commander, not the ex-head of the Emperor's Gurkha bodyguards, not a Mantis covert specialist.

Infact, not even an officer.
Think recruit, young Sten. Maybe you can make it that way.

Sten was sort of neutral about becoming apilot. He was here only because of persond and private
suggestions from the Emperor himself. The Emperor had told him that the next stagein Sten's career
should be atransfer to the navy—accomplished—and flight schoaol.

Wash out of flight school, however, and Sten would probably be ordered into the logistics section of the
navy.

He wondered for the hundredth time how hard it would be, if he did fail, to get back to the army and
Mantis Section.

Somewhere during Sten's ponderings Navarre had finished, walked off, and the mate had the trainees
doubling around the buildings, their duffesleft stacked in front of the reviewing stand.

Now we meet the killers, Sten thought, or whatever flight school calstheir drill sergeants, and they shall
illustrate to us how worthless we are and how they're going to destroy us for even breathing hard.

That was, more or less, how the scenario went—uwith some considerable surprises.

The class was stopped in the middle of a huge square that was ankle-deep sand. The mate dropped them
once more into push-up position, then disappeared. Minutes passed. A couple of the candidates
collgpsed into the sand. They would pay.

For Sten, the front-leaning rest position was no more than an annoyance.

A man ambled toward them, not at dl the kind of sadist that Sten was expecting. Drill ingtructors dways
looked to be better soldiers than any of their student swine could dream of becoming. This man was
heavily overweight and wore arank-tabless, somewhat soiled flight coverall. One of the pockets was
torn. The man waked up and down the line of prone candidates. He tsked once when another student



went flat, wheezing.

"Good day, beings." The man's voice was a husky drawl. "My nameis Ferrari. You will cal meMr.
Ferrari or dr, or you shal surely perish.

"l am your chief ingructor pilot.

"During this period, | shall do my best to convince you that becoming apilot isthe least desirable, most
miserable manner abeing could spend its existence.

"Like our honorable commandant, my door, too, is aways open.
"But only for one purpose.
"For you to resign.

"During the long reaches of the days and nightsthat will follow, | Sincerely want each and every one of
you to consider just how easy it would be for thistorment to stop.

"One vigt to my office, or even aword to any of the other IPs, and you can be on your way to what | am
sure would be afar superior assgnment.

"By theway. Weingtructors here in Phase One persondly fed that Sheol itself would be more favorable.

"Those of you from different cultures who don't know what Sheol is can ask afdlow student. But | am
quite sure our program will aso explain.

"Those of you who are still on your hands may stand. Those of you who collgpsed should begin crawling.
| would like you, while till on your scomachs, to crawl on lineto the edge of thisexerciseyard.

"Crawl twice around it, please.

"Thisis not an exercisein sadism, by the way. | seem to have dropped a quarter-credit piece sometime
today, and would beinfinitely grateful if one of you would recover it."

Sten, seeing the weak-armed dither past him, hoped that none of them would get cute, take acoin from
hisor her own pocket, and giveit to Ferrari in hopesthat the long crawl would be ended. Ferrari would
certainly examine the coin, declare with sorrow that there must be some mistake since the date proved
the coin not his, and pull that candidate's toenalls.

Ferrari stepped to one side.
Now comes the hands-on thug.

This man aso wore ablank flight suit, but one that was tailored and razor-creased. A long scar seamed
hisface, and the man limped dightly. His voice had the attractive rasp of awood file on metd.

"My nameisMason.

"I can't use words like Mr. Ferrari does, so I'll keep it short.
"I'velooked at dl of your files.

"Drakh. All of you.

"Thereisnot one of you qudified to fly acombat car.



"If we screw up, and let any one of you onto aflight deck, you will end up killing someone.”

He tapped the scar.

"That's how | got this. They let somebody—somebody just like one of you clowns—into my tacflight.
"Midair callision.

"Eighteen dead.

"My job now iseasy. All | haveto do is keep one of you from killing anyone but himsdlf.

"Maybe you've heard something like this from another instructor, and think I'm just talking.

"Wrong, clots.

"| personally hate each and every one of you."

Helooked up and down the formation. Sten chilled alittle. He had, indeed, heard variations on that
gpeech from Dis.

But Sten had the feding that Mason redly meant it.

"I've got one peculiarity,” Mason added. "1'm going to make sure that every one of you washesout, likel
sad.

"But every selection course, there's one person that, for some reason, | hate more than most of you trash.
"And| pick him out early.

"And he never makesit."

Again, Mason looked up and down the class.

Sten knew, moments before the snake's head stopped, whom he would be looking at.

Clat, clot, clot, Sten thought, while remaining as petrified as any chicken caught by the glare of the snake.
CHAPTER SIX

By thetime Ferrari and Mason had finished the torment they cdled "muscletoning,” it was | ate afternoon.
The master's mate—and Sten would never learn his name—took over the formation, doubled the
trainees back to the barracks they were assigned to, and dismissed them.

The exhausted candidates timidly entered the brick building through double glass doors, knowing that
insde would be another werewolf masquerading asan IP.

They also expected that the barracks, no matter how good-looking on the outside, would be polished
plasfloors, echoing squad bays, and clanging elderly lockers, just likein basic training.

They were very wrong.

Drawn up ingde the foyer, which resembled the lobby of an exclusive small hotdl, were about fifty
middle-aged beings. They looked and were dressed like the retainers Sten had known at the Imperial
palace.



One of them stepped forward.

"I would imagine you young people might like a chance to relax in the recregtion room before we show
you to your quarters. We hope you find the facilities adequate.”

He waved them through diding doorsinto alarge wood-paneed room twenty-five meterson aside. At
one end was alarge stone fireplace. Along the walls were drink and food dispensers and, between them,
computer terminas and game machines. Above them hung abstract paintings.

In the room were games tables and luxurious easy chairs and sofas.

Sten's dertness went to condition red! He saw one candidate gape an expression accentuated by the
doublerings of whitefur around his eyes. The candidate scrubbed asmall black hand over his
gray-furred chest in excitement.

"Beer! They have abeer machine!" He started forward.

"Maybe you don't want to be doing that."

Sten, aso about to say something, saw that the caution came from that scarred infantry sergeant.
"Why not?'

"Oh, maybe because they told us they were gonna be testing usfor physical dexterity and like thet, and a
hangover doesn't speed up your reaction time.

"Or maybe they're watching that machine, and anybody who uses it gets down-carded for lack of mora
fiber."

"That doesn't make sense.” That camefrom avery smal, very exquisite woman. "Every pilot I've ever
known swillsdk like it was mother's milk."

"No drakh," the sergeant agreed. "But that's after they get their wings. And maybe Sdlection iswhat
makes 'em drink that way."

Maybe the sergeant was right, or maybe he was just paranoiac. But regardless, the beer machine sat
unused throughout Selection.

Sten's quarters were a so quite interesting. They consisted of two rooms—a combined bedroonmv/study
decorated in soothing colors, and a'fresher that included not only the usual facilities, but an elaborate
Jacuzzi.

Sten had the idearthat Ferrari's muscle toning would continue throughout Selection.

Unpacking took only moments—Sten, asaprofessional, had learned to trave light. The only extraneous
gear he had in his duffel wasthe fiches he'd collected over the years, now micro/microfiched, and his
miniholoprocessor that, in off-duty hours, he used to recreate working miniatures of industrid plants.

Sten had gotten the idea that he would havelittle time to play with the holoprocessor, but decided to
hook it up regardiess.

The manufacturers were lying, he decided after afew moments. Their universal power connection wasn't
that universal, at least not universal enough to include the powerplate hookups that his room had.

Sten went out into the corridor, intending to seeif his cross-hal neighbor had adiploid plug that would



work, and also to check theterrain.

Hetapped at the door, atentative tap meant to tell whoever wasinsde that thiswas not an |P, so he/she
didn't have to conced whatever he/she might have been doing.

A sultry voice came through the annunciator, a voice as soothing as any emergency surgery nurse could
have.

Sten told the box what he wanted.

"Orbit a beat, brother, and I'll be with you."

Then the door opened, and Sten dropped into horror.
Senwasnot alot of things:

He certainly wasn't ethnocentric. The factory hellworld heldd been raised in had given him no sense of
innate culture.

He was not xenophobic. Mantis training and combat missions on a thousand worlds with athousand
different life forms had kept that from happening.

He aso was not what his contemporaries caled a shapist. He did not care what afellow being looked or
smdledlike.

Hethought.

However, when adoor is opened and someone is confronted by atwo-meter-tall hairy spider, al bets
are off.

Sten was—later—alittle proud that his only reaction was hisjaw eevatoring down past hisbelt line.
"Oh dear," the spider observed. "I'm most sorry to have surprised you."
Senredly felt like drakh.

The Situation caled for some sort of gpology. But even his century had not yet developed a satisfactory
socid gracefor atermina embarrassment. Sten was very pleased that the spider understood.

"Can | help you with something?'
"Uh... yeah," Sten improvised. "Wanted to seeif you knew what time we mess."

"About one hour," the spider said after curling up one leg that, incongruoudly, had an expensive
wrig-timer onit.

"Oh, hell. I'm sorry. My name's Sten.”
And he stuck out ahand.

The spider eyed Sten's hand, then hisface, then extended a second leg, apedipdp, laying its dightly
clawedtipin Sten'spam.

The leg waswarm, and the hair waslike silk. Sten felt the horror seep away.

"l am Sh'aarl't. Would you careto comein?”'



Sten entered—not only for politeness but because he was curious asto what sort of quarters the Empire
provided for arachnids.

There was no bed, but instead, near the high celling, abarred rack. The desk took up that unoccupied
gpace, since the desk chair was actually alarge round settee.

"What do you think—so far?’

"I think," thelovely voice said, "that | should have my carapace examined for cracks for ever wanting to
beapilot."

"If you figure out why, let me know."

The socid lubricant was starting to flow, although Sten still had to repress a shudder as Shiaarl't waved a
leg toward the settee. He sat.

"l involved mysdlf in this madness because my family has ahistory of spinning the highest webs our world
has. If you don't mind apersona question, why are you here?"

Sten knew that if hetold Sh'aarl't that the Eternal Emperor himsalf had punted him into this mess, hed be
ascribed either atotd liar or someone with too much clout to be friendly with.

"It seemed like agood idea at thetime."
"Perhaps | might ask—what isyour red rank?'
"Commeander.”

Sh'aarl't exuded air from her lungs. Of course she was fema e—even huge Araneida seem to follow the
biologicd traditions. "Should | stand at attention? am but alowly spaceman second.”

Sten found himsdf ableto laugh. "Actudly, I'd like to see it. How does somebody with eight legs stand at
atention?"'

Sh'aarl't sde-jumped to the center of the room, and Sten tried not to jump vertically. Attention, for a
spider, was with the lower leg segments vertical, the upper ones at a perfect forty-five-degree angle
toward the body.

"At full attention,” Sh'aarl't went on, "1 dso extend my fangsin amost martid attitude. Would you like to
seethem?’

"Uh... not right now."

Sh'aarl't relaxed and clapped a pedipalp againgt her carapace. Sten surmised, correctly, that this signified
amusement.

"I guess you had no trouble with the push-upstoday.”

Agantheclap.

"How serious do you think these beings are?' Shiaarl't asked, changing the subject.
"l dunno about Ferrari,” Sten said. "But that Mason scares the clot out of me.”

"| dso. But perhapsif some of us hang on and survive until others are washed out. .. Certainly they can't



throw everyone away—given what the Tahn are preparing. Am | right?"

Sten redlized that she was desperately looking for reassurance, and so modified hisanswer from "I think
these people can do anything they want” to, "Nope. There's got to be acouple of survivors. Speaking of
which—why don't we go downgtairs. Seeif this—" Sten dmost said spider-web "—tender trap they've
put usin aso feedsthe fatted lamb.”

"Excdlent idea, Commander.”

"Wrong. Candidate. Or Sten. Or you clot."

Agantheclap.

"Then shdl we descend for dining, Slen? Arminaminaminam...”
Laughing, the two went out of the room, looking for food.

Later that night, there was afinger tap at Sten'sdoor.

Outside was one of the barracks staffers. If the staff membersall looked, to Sten, like paace retainers,
this man would be the perfect butler.

After gpologiesfor disturbing Sten, the man introduced himsdlf as Pelham. He would be Sten's valet until
Sten completed Phase One.

"Complete or get flunked, you mean.”

"Oh, no, sir." Pelham appeared shocked. "1 took the liberty, sir, of looking at your file. And | must say...
perhapsthisis speaking out of schoal... my felow staff members and myself have a pool on which of the
candidatesis most likely to graduate. | assureyou, Sir, that | am not being sycophantic when | say that |
put my credits down on you with complete confidence.”

Sten stepped back from the doorway and allowed the man to enter.

"Sycophantic, huh?' Sten vaguely knew what the word meant. He went back to his desk, sat, and put his
feet up, watching Pelham sort through the hanging uniforms.

"Mr. Sten, | notice your decorations aren't on your uniform.”

"Y eah. They'rein the pocket.”

"Oh. | assumeyou'll want—"

"I will want them put in the bottom of the drawer and ignored, Pelham.”

Pelham looked a him most curioudy. "Asyou desire. But these uniforms are desperately in need of a
spot of refurbishment.”

"Y eah. They've been at the bottom of aduffel bag for acouple of months."

Pelham collected an armload of uniforms and started for the door. "Will there be anything €l se required?
Y ou know that I'm on cal twenty-four hours."

"Not right now, Pelham. Wait amoment. | have aquestion.”

"If | may hdp?'



"If | asked you who Rykor was, what'd be your reaction?’

Pelham was very damned good—the only response to Sten's mention of the walrudike being who
happened to be the Empire's most talented psychologist was arapidly hidden eyeflicker.

"None, sr. Would you explain?'

"I'll try it another way. What would you say if | suggested that you, and dl the other peopleinthis
barracks, dl of you who're so helpful and such great servants, were actualy part of Selection?”

"Of course we are, Sir. Weredlize that the candidates desperately need study time and relaxation time,
and wetry to help by taking care of the minor—"

"Not what | meant, Pelham. One more time. What would be your reectionif | said | thought that al of
you aretrained psychs, and thiswhole barracks, relaxed and gentle, isagood way to get us off guard
and find out what we'reredly like?!

"You arejoking, Sr."
"AmI|?'

"If you arenot, | must say | am very honored. To think that | have the talents to be adoctor.” Pelham
chuckled. "No, gr. | am just what | appear.”

"Y ou did answer my question. Thank you, Pelham. Good night.”
"Good night, Sr.”

Dr. W. Grenville Pelham, holder of seven degreesin various areas of psychology, applied psychology,
human stress anaysis, and military psychology, closed the door and padded down the hal. Some meters
away from Sten'sroom, he alowed himsdlf the luxury of low laughter.

CHAPTER SEVEN

The first weeks of Selection were quite Ssmple—the I Ps bashed the trainees brains out in the morning, a
noon, and in the evening. There were dso unexpected dertsin the middle of the night, dthough the
calouts were always handled by the staff. The IPs never entered the barracks.

In between the physical and mental harassment, the tests went on. To alarge extent, they duplicated the
bas c exams—reflex testing, intelligence quotient testing, and so forth. The testing standards, however,
were far higher than when abeing entered the military. Also, the testswere readministered severally and
at unexpected times.

Sten was not impressed.

He had the ideathat this duplication wouldn't have happened before the Emergency began. There must
have been better, if dower, waysto test for the same abilities.

Sten was starting to develop an active hatred for the Tahn.

Sten's belief that the testing was catch-as-catch-can turned from theory into certainty the day he was
shuttled into atiny room that had nothing morein it than alarge chair and alivie hdmet. Hisingtructions
wereto seat himsalf, put the helmet on, and wait for further developments.

Sten had been through this, way back before basic training.



Theideawasthat, through the livie helmet, he would experience certain events. His reactions would be
monitored by psychologists, and from this reexperiencing and reacting, his personality could be profiled.

When Sten had gone through the experience before, the livie tape had been that of some not very bright
but very heroic guardsman who got himsalf daughtered trying to kill atank. 1t had made Sten nearly
throw up and had, by hisreaction, disquaified him for norma infantry, but made him anided candidate
for the essentialy lone-wolf Mantis Section.

Before he sat down, he went behind the chair and checked the tape in the feed. V arious codes appeared,
then thetitle: shavala, guardsman jaime, combat/desth, assault ON DEMETER.

Possibly there could be some kind of validity for that choice—for progpective infantry types. But for
pilots?

Sten examined the helmet and found the input line. A little subverson was cdled for.

He curled hisright fingers, and the surgicaly sheathed knifein hisarm dropped into hishand. The
double-edged dagger was one of Sten's best-kept secrets. He had constructed it himsalf from an
impossbly rare crystd. It had a skeleton grip, and its blade was only 2.5 mm thick, tapering to lessthan
fifteen moleculeswide. In other words, it could cut through practicaly anything. But in this case cutting
wasn't what Sten was interested in.

He used the knife's needle point to rearrange afew tiny wiresinsde the sheath of the helmet input line.
Then he replaced the knife and, as ordered, sat down and put the helmet on.

Let'ssee. Thetape hasjust begun. | should express bewilderment. Fear. Excitement. Doubt asto my
ability. Shock on landing. Determination to accomplish the mission.

Sten's Mantis schooling had included indoctrination on the various waysto fool any sort of mental testing
machine, from the completely unreliable polygraph through the most sophisticated brainchecks of
Imperid Intelligence. The key, of course, wasto truly believe that what you were thinking or saying was
thetruth.

Thistraining worked. Coupled with a conditioned, near-eidetic memory, it made Sten mental test-proof.

Let'sseenow. .. Shavalashould have seen that clotting tank show up... Horror... seen his combat
teammates daughtered... Anger... seen thetank rumble on... More determination... doodle around the
tank getting various pieces shot off... Pain and till more determination... hell, the clot should be dead by
now. Shock and such.

Sten pulled a corner of the helmet away from his ear and heard the tape behind him click to a halt.
More shock. Pride a being part of thisImperia stupidity.

Sten decided that was enough input, took the helmet off, and stood. He set an expression of sickness and
firmness on hisface and went out of the room, artistically stumbling just beyond the door.

Sten gasped to the hilltop, then checked his compass and watch. He decided he could take four minutes
to recover.

The exercise was amodified verson of that military favorite, the Long Run or March. But, typica of
Sdection, it had atwist.



Candidates were given amap, a compass, and a rendezvous point that they were supposed to reach at a
certain time. Once that point was reached, however, there was no guarantee that the exercise was over.
Generally the candidate was merely given, by an IP, another RP and sent on hisor her way.

The exercise didn't have much to do with pilot training, but it had alot to do with tenacity and
determination. Plus, Sten grudged, it probably showed which beings had learned that their brains were
fools, telling the body to quit when the body's resources had barely begun to work.

Again, it was Smplefor Sten—Mantis teams ran these exercises as recrestion.

But it did trim the candidates. Already ten of the thirty-plus candidates in Sten's group had withered and
vanished.

Sten, flat on the ground, feet elevated, and in no-mind, heard footsteps.

He returned to redlity to see the small woman who on their first day had made the cogent observation
about pilotstrot smoothly toward him.

Instead of going flat and shutting the systems down, she dropped her pack, went flat, and began doing
EXErcises.

Sten was curious—this was an interesting way to con the mind into going one step farther. He waited
until shefinished, which added an extraminuteto histime,

The downhill side of this part of the course was rocky. Sten and the femal e candidate—Victoria—were
ableto talk asthey went.

Data exchange: She was alieutenant in the navy. She wastrained as adancer and gymnast. Successful,
Sten guessed, since sheld performed on Prime World. Sten even thought he'd heard of a couple of the
companies shed been with.

So why the service?

A military family. But dso, dancing was work. She said being aprofessond dancer waslike being afish
insand.

Sten found the breath to laugh at theline.
Plus, Victoriawent on, she had dways been interested in mathematics.

Sten shuddered. While he was competent at mathematics—any officer had to be—equations were hardly
something he joyoudy spent off-duty time splashing around in.

Sten'sinterna timer went off—it was abresk for him. Victoria kept on moving at her inexorable pace.
Sten watched her disappear in the distance and felt very good.

If there was anyone who was guaranteed to get through this guano called Selection and become apilat, it
had to be Victoria

Sten ducked asthe wall of water came green over the boat's bows and smashed against the bridge
windows.



The boat swayed, and Sten's sscomach did handstands. Shut up, body. Thisisan illusion. Shut up, head,
the answer came back. | am going to be sick. The hell with you.

Sten, puking to the Sde, had to fight to follow the instructions whispered a him.
"Thisisatwenty-meter boat. It isused to procure fish commercialy. Y ou are the captain.

"This boat has been returning to harbor, running just ahead of astorm.

"The storm has caught your boat.

"Somewhere ahead of you isthe harbor. Y ou must enter that harbor safely to complete the exercise.
"Y our radar will show you the harbor mouth. But it isafailure-prone ingtalation.

"Y ou aso know that the entrance to this harbor crosses what is called a bar—a shalowing of depth.
During storm times, this bar can prevent any ship entering the harbor.

"Good luck."

Sten had become experienced enough with the testing to instantly look at his radar screen. Ah-hah.
There... somewhat totheright... so | must direct thiscraft... and, just asimplicitly promised, the radar
set hazed green.

Sten evaluated the Stuation—the illusion he was experiencing through the helmet. Unlikethe
Shavaa-experience, in these tests any action Sten took would be "real.” If, for instance, he steered the
ship onto the rocks, he would experience awreck and, probably, since Salection people were sadistic,
dow drowning.

Simple solution. Easy, Sten thought.

All I haveto doishit the antigrav, and this boat will—

Wrong. There were only three controlsin front of Sten: alarge, spoked steering wheel and two handles.
Thiswas atwo-dimensiona boat.

There were gauges, which Sten ignored. They were probably intended to show engine performance, and
Sten, having no ideawhat kind of power train he was using, figured they were, at least at the momernt,
irrdevant.

Another wave came in, and the ship pitched sdeways. Sten, looking at his choices, threw theright handle
al theway forward, the left handle dl the way back, and turned the whed hard to theright.

The pitching subsided.
Sten equalized the two handles—I must have two engines, | guess—and held the whedl at midpoint.

Ahead of him the storm cleared, and Sten could see high rocks with surf booming over them. There was
adight bresk to the left—the harbor entrance.

Sten steered for it.
The rocks grew closer, and crosscurrentstried to spin Sten's boat.

Sten sawed at throttles and whed.



Very good. Hewaslined up.

The rain stopped, and Sten saw, bare metersin front of him, the glisten of earth as awave washed back.
Clotting bastards—that's what a bar was!

Hereversed engines.
A series of waves swept his boat over the stern. Sten ignored them.
Hegot theidea.

When awave hitsthe bar, the water gets deep. All | need to do iswait for abig wave, checking through
the rear bridge windows, and then go to full power. Use the wave's force to get into the harbor.

It worked like a shot. The huge wave Sten chose heaved the boat clear, into the harbor mouth.
Sten, triumphant, forgot to allow for sde currents, and his boat smashed into the causeway rocks.
Just as anticipated, not only did hisboat sink, Sten had the persona experience of drowning.
Sowly.

GRADE: PASSING.

By now, Sten had learned the names of hisfellow candidates.

The hard sergeant, who Sten had figured would be thrown out immediately, had managed to survive.
Survive, hell—so far he and Victoria had interchanged positions as Number One and Number Two inthe
classstandings. A specidist in ancient history would not have been surprised, knowing the man's
name—William Bishop the Forty-third.

Sten, not knowing, was astonished, as were the other candidates, who had dubbed the sergeant " Grunt,"
anickname he accepted cheerfully.

The furry would-be beer aficionado, whose name was L otor, was aval ued asset. He was the class
clown.

Since norma military relief valves such as drunkenness, passes, and such were forbidden, the candidates
tended to get very crazy in the barracks. Lotor had started the water-sack war.

Sten had been thefirst victim.

There had been an innocent knock on his door at midnight. He'd opened the door to get a plas container
of water in the face.

Sten, once held figured out who the culprit was, had retdiated by sealing Lotor in his shower with the
drain plugged. Hed relented before the water leve hit the ceiling.

Lotor, after drying hisfur, had escalated. He had decided that Sten had dlies, Sh'aarl't being one. So
he'd tucked the floor fire hose under Sh'aarl't's door and turned it on.

Sh'aarl't, awakened when her room got haf-full, had sensibly opened the door and gone back to deep.

Lotor had not considered that making a spider an enemy was a bad thing to do.



The next night, Sh'aarl't had spun her web out from her window up afloor to Lotor's room and gently
replaced his pillow with aweter bag.

Lotor, again looking for anew target, went after Grunt. He tied an explosive charge to ahuge water bag,
rolled it down the corridor, knocked on Bishop's door, and then scurried.

Grunt opened hisdoor just asthe water bag blew.

His revenge required filling Lotor's room with a huge weather baloon filled with water. Bishop, being the
combat type he was, didn't bother to figure out whether Lotor was present when he set the trap.

It took most of the barracks staff to free Lotor.

At that point, through mutua exhaustion and because no one could come up with amore clever
escalation, the watersack war ended.

The only good effect it produced wasthe linking of Lotor, Bishop, Sten, and Sh'aarl't into a vague team.

The team adopted Victoria as their mascot. She wasn't sure why but was grateful for the company. The
four never explained, but it wasjust what Sten had felt on the map exercise: One of them had to makeuit.
And Victoriawasthe mogt likely candidate.

The five had discussed their options—which al agreed were dim—and a so what those IPsredly would
turn out to be if they were required to wear uniformsinstead of the blank coverdls.

Victoria had the best dander on Ferrari. She said the doppy man must have been a Warrant-1, who
probably blackmailed his commanding officer while steding every piece of Imperid property that wasn't
bonded in place.

They had laughed, shared a cup of the guaranteed-no-side-effects herbal tea, and headed for their rooms
and the omnipresent studying.

At least most of them did.
Possibly the herbal tea had no reported effects.

Sten and Victoria bade Sh'aarl't good night at her door. Sten meant to walk Victoriato her room but
found himsdf asking her into hisown room.

Victoria accepted.

Insde, Sten gloried and dismayed. Victoria pressured the bed and plumped the pillows. Shetouched a
finger to her flight suit zip, and the coverall dropped away from her tiny, absolutely perfect bodly.

Sten had fantasized about making love to a balerina—specificadly Victoria He hadn't suggested it
because he had the rough ideathat if he suggested and she accepted, his capabilities would be exactly as
impotent as Mason daily suggested.

Tensonand dl that.

Sten may have been accurate about his own potential. But he had no idea how cregtive an
ex-professional dancer could be.

The next day both Victoriaand Sten tested very, very low on the various challenges.



They'd had less than an hour's deep.
CHAPTER EIGHT

Sdlection moved on from written or livieteststo live problems, giving Ferrari and Mason a chance for
real hands-on harassment.

Sten had the idea that the particular situation he was facing would be areal piece, since Ferrari was
beaming and even Mason had alowed his dash of amouth to cregp up on one side.

"Thisiswhat we cdl a Groupstacle,”" Ferrari explained genidly.
Group. Obstacle.

The group was Bishop, Victoria, Lotor, Sten, and six others.
The obgtaclewas:

"We're standing here," Ferrari said, "in the control room of a destroyer. Flower class, in caseyou're
curious. It looksterrible, doesit not?"

Hewaited for the chorus of agreement from the candidates.

"The reason it looks so bad is because it has crash-landed on a certain planetoid. This planetoid has
acceptable atmosphere and water. But there is nothing to eat and very little which can be madeinto
shdlter.”

Ferrari amiled.

"Any of you who are eco-trained, do not bother to explain how illogical this planetoid must be. | do not
st up these problems, | merely administer them.

"At any rate, you seethis control room we are standing in? Y es. Terribly ruined by the crash. You see
this open hatchway, exiting onto the planetoid, which is quite colorfully provided.

"Personally, | must say that | do not believe that trees can ever be purple. But | wander. Mr. Mason,
would you care to continue?"

"Thank you, Sir.

"I'll cut it short. Y ou losers have crashed. The only way you're gonnaliveis by getting your survivd kits
out. The kits are down this passageway. Y ou got two problems—the passageway is blocked.”

No kidding, Sten thought, staring down the corridor. He admired how carefully the problem had been set
up. Asthey entered the huge chamber, it did look asif half of aship was crashed into ajungle, crumpled
and battered.

Theinsde of the ship was, with some exceptions—and Sten was noting those exceptions
carefully—exactly like the flight deck and nearby passageways of a destroyer.

Sten wondered why, before the | Ps had led the group into the chamber, Mason had taken Bishop aside
and told him something—something very important from the way that Grunt had reacted.

Mason continued. " Second problem is that the power plant isin a salf-destruct mode. Y ou've got twenty
minutes until this ship blows higher'n Haman.



"If you don't get to your supplies, you fail the problem. All of you.

"If you're till working on the problem when the twenty minutes run out, you fail the problem. All of you."
"Thank you, Mr. Mason."

"Yessr."

"The problem begins... now!"

There was astammer of idees.

Victoriahad cut in—clot everything. What did they have to take out?

Grunt had said that was stupid—first they needed some kind of plan.

Lotor said that if they didn't know how deep the drakh was, how could any plan be possible?

The situation was smple. The corridor to the surviva kits was blocked by assorted ship rubble that could
be easily cleared. But x-ed across the corridor were two enormous steel beams, impossible to move
without assistance.

Two candidates proved that, straining their backs trying to wedge the beamsfree.

Lotor was standing beside amuch smaller beam in the corridor ahead of the blockage.

"This" hesaid, "might make alever. If we had afulcrum.”

"Comeon, Lotor,” Grunt put in. "We don't have any clottin' fulcrum.”

"Hell wedont," Victoriasaid. "Couple of you clowns grab that big chart chest up on theflight deck.”
"Never work," Bishop said.

Sten eyed him. What the hell was the matter with Grunt? Normally he was the first to go for new idess.
While two men shoved the map chest down toward the block, Sten did his own recon around the "ship.”

By the time he came back to the corridor, the map chest sat close to the blocking beams. The smal
beam went under one, and everybody leaned.

Thefirst beam lifted, swiveled, and crashed sdeways. The team gave aminor cheer and moved their
lever forward.

"Thisisnot going to work," Bishop said.
Another candidate stepped back. "Y ou're probably right.”

He spotted ared-painted panel in the metd corridor, clearly marked environment control inspection
point. Do not enter without Class 11 Clearance. Do not enter unless ship is deactivated.

The candidate shoved the panel open. A ductway led aong the corridor's path.
"Okay. Thisisit," the candidate announced.
"Didn't you read the panel 7" Sten asked.



"S0? This ship's about as desctivated as possible.”
"You'reright," Bishop agreed.
Again, Sten wondered.

The candidate forced himsdlf into the ductway. The pane clicked closed behind him. After five seconds,
they heard ahowl of pain.

The demons who set up the Sdlection tests had provided for that. In that ductway should have been
superheated steam. But thiswas adummy, so dl the candidate got was amild blast of hot
water—enough for firg-degree burns—and then the ductway opened and dumped him out on the other
sde of the set, where Ferrari told him he was dead and disqualified from the test.

After the"death" of the candidate, the team redoubled efforts to lever the second beam free.

Sten did hisbasic physics, said "no way," and looked for another solution. He went through the ship and
then outside, looking for anything that could become atool.

Hefoundit.

By the time he'd dragged the forty meters of control cable that must have exploded from the ship's skin
into the jungle back into the corridor, the others were panting in defest.

There was seven minutes remaining.

Sten did not bother explaining. He ran the 2-cm cable down to the beam, looped it, and wrapped a
series of half hitchesaround it. Then he dragged the cable back up to asolid port frame that had pulled
away from the ship'swalls, and back toward the beam.

Bishop stopped him. "Whet the clot are you doing?”

"I'm sending kissesto the clotting Emperor,” Sten grunted. "Gimme ahand.”

"Comeon, Sten! Y ou'rewadting time."

"Onetime. Listen up, Grunt. Were gonna block and tackle this cable and yank that beam out.”
"Sten, I'm not sure that is going to work. Why don't we talk about it?"

"Because we got five minutes™

"Right! We don't want to do anything wrong, do we?"

And Sten got it.

"Nom."

Hishand knifed out, palm up. Sten's hands could kill, maim, or coldcock any being known to the
Imperid martid arts.

The knife hand diced against Bishop's neck, just below his ear. Bishop dropped like a sack of sand.

"Shaddup,” Sten commanded against the shout of surprise. "Get this clottin' cable back around and then
we haveto pull like hell. Bishop was a sabotage factor. | saw Mason give him orders. Come on, people.
We got to get out of thisplace!”



The block-and-tackled pulley yanked the beam free, and the team had its supplies out of the storage
room and were clear of the "ship" agood minute before time ran out.

Bishop, after recovering consciousness, told Sten he was right—M ason had told him to be a saboteur.
Ferrari grudged that they were one of the few teamsto successfully complete thetest in five years.
GRADE: OUTSTANDING.

CHAPTER NINE

STEN WASHAVING PROBLEMS.

It wasn't that he was quite amathematical idiot—no onein the Imperia Forces above spear-carrier
second class was—but he did not have the ingtinctive understanding of numbersthat he did, for example,
of objects. Nor could he, in the navigational basic courses Phase One shoved at them, trandate numbers
into the redity of shipsor planets.

And so he got coaching.

From Victoria, there was no problem, since everyone knew that she was the only guaranteed graduate.
But Bishop?

Math geniuses are supposed to be short and skinny, talk in high voices, and have surgicaly corrected
optics.

So much for stereotypes, Sten thought glumly as Bishop's thick fingers tabbed at computer keys, touched
numbers on the screen, and, with the precision and patience of a pedant, tried to help Sten redlize that
pure numbers more exactly described a universe than even apicture or words, no matter how poeticaly
or OEDIy chosen.

Sten looked at the screen again and found no trandation.
"Clottin' hell," Bishop grunted to Victoria. "Get the fire ax. Something's got to get through to him.”
Victoriafound the solution.

It took less than one evening to crosspatch Sten's mini-holoprocessor into the computer. When he input
numbers, the holoprocessor produced atiny three-dimensiona star-map.

Eventudly, after many many problems, Sten glimmered toward an understanding.
Hisgrade:
MATHEMATICAL PERCEPTIONS: NEED IMPROVEMENT.

For some unknown reason, amost every school Sten had been punted into tested for gravitation
sEngtivity.

Sten could understand why it would be necessary to know how many gees someone could withstand or
how many times one could ater the direction of afield before the subject threw up—but once that was
found out, why was retesting necessary?

Sten knew that he persondlly could function as a soldier, without benefit of agravsuit, at up to 3.6
E-gravs. He could work, seated, under a continuous 11.6 E-gravs. He would black out under a brief



force of 76.1 E-gravs or anearly instantaneous shock of 103 E-gravs.
All thiswasin hismedfiche.
So why retest?

Sten decided that it was just part of the applied sadism that every school he had attended, back to the
factory world of VVulcan, had put him through.

But of dl the test methods he hated, a centrifuge was the worst. His brain knew that there was no way his
body could tell it was being spun in acircle to produce gravitic acceleration. But hisbody said "bet me"
and heaved.

Of course Phase One used a centrifuge.

Sten curled alip at the stainless sted machinery craning above him in the huge room.

"Y ou look worried, Candidate Sten.” It was Mason.

Sten hit the exaggerated position that the IPs called attention. "Nossir. Not worried, Sir.”
"Areyou scared, Candidate?"

Grest roaring clichés. Sten wished that Alex was with him. He knew the chubby heavy-worlder would
have found a response—yprobably smacking Mason.

Sten remembered, however, that Kilgour had dready gone through flight school. Since Sten hadn't heard
anything, he assumed that Alex had graduated—without killing Mason.

Sten decided that Kilgour must have been sent to another Phase One than this one, made a noncommittal
reply to Mason, and clambered up the steps into one of the centrifuge's capsules.

Later that night, Sten's sSsomach had resested itsalf enough to fed mild hunger.

Heleft hisroom, il feeling most tottery, and went for the rec room. One of the food machineswould,
no doubt, have something resembling thin grudl.

Sh'aarl't, Bishop, and Lotor sat at one of the game tablesin complete silence. Sten took hisfull cup from
the dot and sat down beside them. Lotor gave him the news.

"They washed Victoriatoday.”

Sten jumped, and the soup splashed, unheeded, in hislap.

Bishop answered the unasked question. " Shefailed the gee-test.”
"Noway," Sten said. "Shewas aclotting gymnast. A dancer.”
"Evidently," Shaarl't sad, "vertigo is not uncommon—even in athletes.”
"How many gees?'

"Twelve point something,” Bishop said.

"Clot," Sten swore. Even mild combat maneuversin a ship with the McL ean generators shut down could
pull more than that.



Heredlized that al of them spoke of Victoriain the past tense. Phase One may have been sadisticin
some ways, but when a candidate was disqudified, he wasimmediately removed. Sten was alittle
surprised that the three had any idea at al on what had flunked the woman.

He a0 redlized that with Victoria, their talisman for possible graduation to the next phase, gone, none of
them felt any hope of making it.

CHAPTER TEN

The bulletin display in the barracks [obby was known, not ingppropriately, as"The Tablet of Doom."
Sten read the latest directive asit flashed for his attention: 1600 hours, this day, al candidates were
directed to assemble in the centra quadrangle. He wondered what new form of mass torment the | Ps had
devised. There were, after dl, only afew days|eft in Phase One, and there were till survivorsinthe
program, including Sh'aarl't, Bishop, and Lotor. Then he caught the kicker.

DRESS UNIFORM.

Sten wasin aworld of trouble. He had been quite correct hiding his ribbons upon entering the school. He
noticed that those with more decorations or rank than the IPsfelt appropriate seemed to get far more
than their share of attention and harassment. Thusfar, in spite of Mason's evident personal hatred, Sten
had managed to run somewhat silent and somewhat deep.

Oh, well. All good things seize their bearings eventudly.
"My, don't welook pretty, Candidate,” Mason crooned. "All those ribbons and bows."

Sten had considered not putting the medals on. But he knew that under the current circumstancesit was
an offense of basic regulationsfor asoldier not to wear the decorations to which he was entitled. It would
bejust like the IPsto look up everyone's record jacket, then check chests or sashes for exactitude and
use any difference to bust another candidate out.

Sten yessired Mason while marveling a Chief Ingtructor Pilot Ferrari. So much for the theory that fat
dobsonly get promoted to warrant officer. That might be his current serving rank, but Ferrari was now
wearing the stars of afleet admiral, with decorations banked amost to his epaul ettes.

Sten noticed, in spite of his awe, that there appeared to be a soup stain just above Ferrari's belt line.

"If I'd known you had al those hero buttons, Candidate,” Mason went on, "I would have given you more
attention. But we dill havetime.”

Fine. Sten was doomed. He wondered how Mason would nuke him.
Minuteslater, he found out.

Ferrari had cdled the classto attention and congratulated them. The forma testing was complete. Any of
them till standing was successful. All that remained wasthe find test.

"Do not bother," Ferrari said, "going through your notes and memoriesin preparation. The end test we
are quite proud of, not the least because it has everything yet nothing to do with what has gone before.
Y ou have twenty-four hoursto consider what such an examination might be. Wefind that suspenseis
good for the soul. Thetest, by theway, will be administered singly. Each instructor pilot will choose
candidates, and it ishisresponshility at that point.”

And now Sten knew how Mason was going to get him.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

The aircraft—at least Sten guessed it was an aircraft—was the most clotting impossible collection of
scrap metal he had ever seen. It consisted of aflat metal platform about two metersin diameter, with two
sedts, two sets of what Sten thought to be controls, and awindscreen. The platform sat atop two metal
skids. Behind it was some sort of power plant and then along spidered-metd girder that ended ina
sde-facing fan blade. Above the platform was another fan, horizonta to the ground, with twin blades
each about Sx meterslong. The device sat in the middle of awide, completely flat landing ground. Two
hundred metersin front of the aircraft, a series of pylons sprouted.

Sten and Mason were the only two beings on the landing field. Sten turned a blank but—he
hoped—enthusiastic face toward Mason.

"We got atheory hereinflight school,” Mason said. "We know there are natura pilots—none of you
clowns qudify, of course—and also alot of people have flown alot of things.

"No sense testing someone for basic ability if we put them on their favorite toy, isthere? So what we
came up with is something that, as far as we know, nobody has flown for athousand years or so. This
pile of drakh was cdled ahelicopter. Sinceit killed awhole group of pilotsin its day, when antigrav came
around they couldn't scrap-heap these guys fast enough.

"You're gonnafly it, Candidate. Or €lse you're gonnalook for anew job category. | hear they're
recruiting planetary meteorologists for the Pioneer Sectors.”

"Yes, ar."

"Not that we're unfair. We're gonna give you some help. First you get two facts: Fact number oneisthat
this helicopter, unlike anything ese I've ever heard of, really doesn't want to fly at dl. It won't lift without
bitching, it glideslike arock, and it lands about the sameif you don't know what you're doing. Fact
number two isit'seasy tofly if you're the kind of person who can pat his head and rub his scomach at the
sametime”

Sten wondered if Mason was making his notion of ajoke. Impossible—the man was humorless.

"Next, you and me are gonnastrap in, and I'm gonna show you how the controls work. Then you'l take
over, and follow my ingructions. I'll gart smple.”

Right, smple. Ostensibly, the few controls were easy. The stick in front controlled the angle of the
individua fan blades—the airfoil surface—asthey rotated. This stick could be moved to any sde and,
Mason explained, could make the helicopter maneuver. A second lever, to the side, moved up and
down, and, with atwist grip, rotated to give engine speed and, therefore, rotor speed. Two rudder
pedas controlled thetiny fan at the ship's rear, which kept the helicopter from following the naturd
torque reaction of the blades and spinning wildly.

Thefirst test wasto hover the ship.

Mason lifted it, lowered it, then lifted it again. It seemed easy.
"All you got to do iskeep it ameter off the ground.”

Hetold Sten to take the controls.

The hdlicopter then devel oped a different persondity and, in spite of Sten's sawing, dipped, bounced the
front end of the skids on thefield, then, following Sten's over-controlling, reared back. .. then forward. ..



and Mason had to grab the controls.

"Youwant totry it again?'

Sten nodded.

He did better—but not much. Power ... keep that collectivein place... rea gentle with that stick.
Sten didn't prang it thistime, but the required meter dtitude varied up to about three.
Sten'sflight suit was soaked with swedt.

Agan.

The variable came down to plus or minus ameter.

Mason was looking a Sten. "All right. Next we're going to move forward.”

Mason moved the helicopter forward about fifty meters, turned, and flew back, then repeated the whole
maneuver.

"I want you to hold two meters dtitude and just fly down therein agtraight line. I'll tell you when to stop.”

The helicopter porpoised off. He scraped his skidstwice, and hisflight toward those distant pylonswas a
sdewinder's path. Mason took over and put Sten through the same routine three more times. Sten had
no ideaif he was about to be trained as a pilot or aweatherman.

The next stage took the helicopter al the way down to the pylons and S-curved through them. Thefirst
time Sten tried it, he discovered he had straight and leve flight somehow memorized—the helicopter
clipped every single pole asit went down the course. By the fourth try, Sten managed to hit no more than
four or five of them.

Mason was looking a him. Then Mason signaled—he had it.
Sten sat back and, per orders, put hishandsin hislap.

Mason landed the ship back where it had started, shut down, and unbuckled. Sten followed, stepping off
the platform and ducking under the rotors as they dowed.

Mason was standing, stone-faced, about thirty meters away from the helicopter. "That's dl, Candidate.
Report to your quarters. Y ou'll beinformed asto your satus.”

Sten saluted. Clot. So much for the Emperor'sideas about Sten.
"Candidate!"

Sten stopped and turned.

"Did you ever fly one of these things before?!

And Sten, through his honest denid, felt asmal glint of hope.
CHAPTER TWELVE

A day later, Sten's name, aswell as Bishop's, Sh'aarl't's, and Lotor's, went on the list: Phase One.
Accepted. Assigned to Imperial Flight Training, Phase Two.



In Phase Two, they would learn how tofly.

There should have been some kind of party. But everyone was too tired to get bashed. Of the 500
candidates, fewer than forty had been selected.

According to the clichés, graduation should have been announced by the IPslugging in cases of dk and
wel coming the candidates to the thin, whatever-colored line. Instead, Sh'aarl't, Sten, and Bishop split a
flask of herba teawhile they packed. All they wanted was away.

Waiting near the deds that would take the candidates to their ships were Ferrari and Mason.

Again according to clichés there should now have been understanding on one hand and acceptance on
the other. But Mason's expression was exactly that of the first day—he looked asif he was sorry that any
of them had made it. And he turned an even harder stare on Sten.

Sten returned it.

Clot forgiveness and understanding—he wanted to meet Mason in an dley behind a hangar sometime
and give him a scar to maich thefirst one. Preferably acrossthe throat. ..

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The label "the Fringe Worlds' suggests some sort of geographica or political cohesivenessto the
gpattered cluster that occupied space between the Empire and the Tahn System. There was amost none.

The cluster had been dowly settled by Imperia pioneers. They were not the radicals or the adventurers
who had explored, for instance, the Lupus Cluster. They were people wanting thingsto be alittle more
smple and peaceful. A large percentage of them were retired military or civil servants starting a second,
or even third, career. Others wanted a chance to establish themsalvesin comfort as small manufacturers
or business people.

But if there were no hero pioneers, there a so were none of the villains that pioneering creates. Not, at
least, until the expang on from the Tahn empire brought new, and somewhat different, immigrants.

What government there was in the Fringe Worlds mirrored the settlers themsalves. Whether confined to a
sngleworld or including ahaf dozen or so systems, it was generaly some species of parliamentarianism,
ranging from mildly libera to mildly authoritarian. Since prospective tyrants went e sewhere, what armed
forces existed were somewhere between customs police and coastal guards. The only unifying political
force the cluster had was an economic summit that met to iron out modern problems every five years or
0. It was a backwater cluster, content to remain asit was.

Until the Tahn.

The Tahn who immigrated into the Fringe Worlds were financialy backed by their leaders, asthe Tahn
birth rate and political ambitions clamored for Lebensraum. These were true pioneers, looking for more.
Sincetheir culture encouraged communa economics, they naturaly had an advantage over the
ex-Imperidists. And so the Situation escalated into violence—riots and pogroms.

The Imperia settlerswere there first, so they had a chance to modify the government. Tahn were not
permitted extensive freeholds. They were excluded from voting. They were physicaly ghettoized into
enclaves ether rura or urban.



The Tahn sttlers resentment was fed by the Tahn Empireitself, which wanted the cluster added to its
holdings

The revolutionary movement was not only popular but well backed by the Tahn. And the Empire had
donelittle to solve the problem. After al, backwater areas with minor problems—riots, no matter how
bloody, are not as bad as active genocide—get minor attention.

The Imperid garrisons assigned to the Tahn worldswere fat and lazy. Instead of being peacekeepers, the
officers and men tended to agree with the settlers. The Tahn, after all, were different—which meant "not
asgood as.”

There had been abrief time, not long before, when the confrontation between the Empire itself and the
Tahn might have been prevented. Some of the more farsighted Tahn revol utionaries had recognized that if
the confrontation occurred, they were liable to be crushed in the middle. Very secretly they had sent the
head of the organization to Prime World. Godfrey Alain had been murdered in aplot that was aimed
againg the Emperor himself. Find negotiations between the Empire and the peace faction of the Tahn
Council had aso ended in blood.

Thewar drumswere not even dightly muted, especialy on the Fringe Worlds.

But no onein the cluster seemed to know how close Empire wide war was.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE dusty gravcar sputtered feebly over acountry lane. It was an elderly design: long, boxy, with an
extended rear cargo area. And the way it was balking, it was plain that it had been under constant and
varied lease sinceit had |eft the factory.

The sdlesman hunched over the controls seemed as weathered and as old as the vehicle. Hewas alarge
man with a broad, friendly face and bulky shouldersthat strained at his years-out-of-date coverdls. The
man hummed peacefully to himsalf in an off-key voice timed to the sputtering McLean drive engine. As
he drove in gpparent complete ease and relaxation, his eyes swiveled like apredator's, drinking in every
detail of the landscape.

Thiswas poor land, pocked with rocks and wind-bowed clumps of trees. It seemed to be one dry gale
away from becoming a permanent dust bowl.

During the course of the day, the salesman had skimmed past a haf adozen sharecropper farms tended
by afew hollow-eyed Tahn immigrants. He had hesitated at each place, noted the extreme poverty, and
gone on. None of them were places where anormal being would have even asked for afriendly glass of
water. Not because of the hostility—which was real and more than apparent—but because if it had been
given, it might have been the last few ounces of water left on the farm.

In the distance he spotted a sudden shot of green. He shifted course and soon came upon alarge farm.
The earth seemed comparatively rich—not loam, but not rock either—and was heavily diked with
irrigation ditches. In the middle of the spread were big shambling buildings surrounding asmal artesan
pond. Thiswould be the source of wedlth. Severa people were working the field with rusted, cresking
mechinery.

Still humming, the man eased the gravded to a stop next to a cattle guard. He pretended not to notice the
instant freezing of the peoplein thefield. He casudly got out under their burning stares, stepped over
behind abush, and relieved his bladder. Then he struck a smoke, gazed lazily about, and walked over to
the fencerailing. He peered with mild interest at the men and women in the field—one pro judging the



work of others. He gave aloud snort. If he had had amustache, the honk would have blown it up to his
bushy eyebrows. The snort seemed to be both anervous habit and a comment on the state of things.

"Niceplace" hefinaly said. Hisvoice hit that perfect raised pitch that afarmer usesto communicateto a
companion many rows avay.

The group drew back dightly as a middle-aged Tahn, nearly the sdlesman's size, strode forward. The
sdesman smiled broadly at him, pointedly ignoring the others who were picking up weapons and
Spreading dowly out to thesde.

"Wouldn't think you could grow kale cropsin these parts,” the salesman said as the Tahn drew closer.
He looked more closdly at thefields. " 'Course they do look alittle yellow-eyed and peaked.”

The man stopped in front of him, just on the other side of the fence. Meanwhile, his sons and daughters
had half ringed the sdlesman in. He heard the snicks of safeties switching off.

"Next town's about forty klicks down theroad,” the farmer said. It was an invitation to get the clot back
in the gravcar and get out.

The elderly sdesman snorted again. "Y eah. | noted that on the comp-map. Didn't seem like much of a
town."

"Itaint,” the Tahn said. "Next Imperia place gotta be two, maybe two and ahalf days go.”

The sdlesman laughed. " Spotted me, huh? What the hell, | ain't ashamed. Besides, being afarmer isthe
only citizenship| daim.”

Theman stared a him. "If you'reafarmer,”" he said, "what you doin' off your soread?’

"Gaveit up after eighty years," the sdlesman said. 'Y ou might say I'm retired. Except that wouldn't be
right. Actudly, I'm on my second career.”

The farmer's eyes shifted, checking the positions of his brood. He ingpected the horizon for any possible
Imperid reinforcements. "That 07"

Degth was whispering in the sdlesman's ear.

"Yeah," he sad, unconcerned. "That's so. Sdll fertilizer gizmos now. My own design. Maybe you'd be
interested in one."

He pulled out amuch-used kerchief and honked into it. Then helooked at the kale fields again. He noted
some blackened areasin the distance; thiswas just one of many Tahn farms, he understood, that had
been hit by roving gangs of Imperia settlers.

"Wouldn't help with the withering, but one of my fdllas sure as hell would takethe yellow out.”
"Miger," thefarmer said, "you're either adamn fool, or—"

The sdlesman laughed. "At my age," he said, "'I've gotten used to alot worse things than being cdled a
foal."

"Listen, old man," the farmer said. Y ou're Imperia. Don't you know better than to come near aTahn
place?

The sdlesman snorted. "Pish, man. You'retakin' politics. Never gave adamn about politics. Only thing |



got in common with politiciansiswhat | sell. Matter of fact, fertilizer'salot more useful. And my stuff
don't stick to your boots, either.”

He turned to the cargo compartment of hisgravded. Ingtantly wegpons came up. The sdlesman just
pulled severa small bottles out of acarton. He held one out for the farmer, hisface total innocence.

"My cdling card," hesad.

Cautioudy, the Tahn farmer reached over the fence and took one of the bottles. He looked at the printing
on the 9de. The salesman figured that the time was ripe for introductions.

"lan. Mahoney," he said. "Fine cider and fertilizer... Go ahead. Try it. Whipped that batch up mysdlf. A
littleraw, butitll do thejob."

The farmer opened the bottle and sniffed. The sweet smell of gpples drifted out. And underlying it, there
was the sharp odor of acohal.

"It's nothing serious,” Mahoney said. "Maybe seventy-five proof or so. Take ashot.”

The farmer sipped, then sucked in his bregth. 1t was good stuff dl right. Without hesitation, he chugged
down the rest of the bottle.

"That'sdamn fine cider," he said.

Mahoney snorted. "Y ou oughta see my fertilizer. Nothing clotting organicinit. All pure, sweet-smelling
chemicals. Grest for the plants, and you don't have to worry about the kids getting ringworm—Ilong as
you keep 'em away from your cettle.”

The farmer laughed. Mahoney noted the weapons being lowered. Then, with somerelief, he saw the
Tahn wave hishulking children over to himin afriendly gesture.

"Say, migter," thefarmer said. ™Y ou got any more of that cider?"
"Surething."”

And with ahonk of hisnose, agrin, and ascratch of hisbehind, Mgor Genera 1an Mahoney,
commander of the Imperid First Guards Division, reached into the back of his gravcar to buy the boysa
drink.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

It was a country inn—Ilarge, gleaming white, with exposed stained beams of expensive wood. The
gravcarslined up outside were dl reasonably new and worth many, many credits. For kilometers around,
the farmland was deek and water-proud. The name of the place wasthe Imperid ArmsInn.

Bloody figures, Mahoney thought as he reached for the door.
He heard voices shouting from within in heated debate.
"Clottin’ low-life Tahn. Up to me, policed clear out every one of them."

"Clot the police. We gotta take care of our own business. A being oughtakill his own snakes. | say we
al get together one night and—"

Mahoney was spotted instantly as hewaked indgde. A church-hal hush fell over the room. Mahoney



automaticaly honked into his handkerchief—curaing mentaly to himself that he had ever dreamed up that
touch—and strolled over to the bar.

He eased hisbulk into astool. "Shot and a beer, friend," he told the bartender.

All around him, every person was listening intently to each word he said. The bartender filled up amug
and placed it before him. A second later, ashot glass chinked besideit.

"Traveling through?' the bartender asked, sounding way too casual.

"Suream,” Mahoney said. "But red dowly, today. Hell of ahangover.”

Hetook asip of hisbeer and chased it with the full shot. The bartender refilled it.
"Party too hard, huh?"'

Mahoney groaned. "Y ou don't know the haf of it," he said. "I happened by the McGregor place,
yesterday. Y ou know the spread—maybe thirty klicks out?"

The bartender nodded, as did the rest of the room. Everyone knew the McGregors.

"They just married off their last kid," Mahoney said. That wasfar from newsto the crowd intheinn. "I
showed up just a reception time. Hit it right off with those nice people. They made me stay and filled me
right up with al | could eat and drink.” He snorted through hisincreasingly reddening nose. " ‘Course,
they didn't haveto twist my arm much.”

Mahoney fdt the room relax. A moment later it was dl a-babble again. The bartender even bought him
the next shot. Mahoney sipped at it and peered about the bar, just one friendly face looking for another.

A well-dressed, overstuffed man strolled over to him, carrying hisdrink. He sat down beside Mahoney.
"Y ou look like you might bein sales” the man said.

Mahoney laughed. "Hell, doesit change afellow that quick? Farmed two-thirds of my life. Now I'minto
sdes. Sorta”

"What do you mean by sorta?"
Mahoney instantly warmed to the man. He began dragging out circulars and brochures.

"Fertilizer plantsismy game," he said. "L ook at these boys. Small, chegp, and you get an output for
anything from akitchen garden to abig sucker of afarm.”

The man seemed genuinely interested. "' Say, maybe we could use something like that."

Mahoney peered at him through his old man's bushy eyebrows. "No offense, but you don't seem the
farmin' type."

"No offense taken,” the man said. "I'm into hardware. Got thirty-two stores and growing.”

"Say, you are afind. Let metdl you about theselittle guys.” And Mahoney went into what he called his
dancing-bear act. It took many drinks and the good part of an hour. Other men joined the conversation.
And soon Mahoney was handing out bottles of his"cdling card.”

By now his mission had taken him to eeven or more Fringe World planetsin nearly that many systems.



He had his cover story fine-tuned. Now he waswinding up on the Empire's capital world for the Fringe
Sysem: Cavite.

Mahoney was passing himsdf off asan elderly farmer who had spent most of hislifetending alarge, rich
gpread on one of the key Imperia agricultural systems. He was aso a habitual tinkerer, constantly
inventing little devicesto solve problemstheat irritated him.

Fertilizer was one of his big bugaboos. Mahoney could go on for hours about the rotten quality and
expense of the average fertilize—and he frequently did, to the dismay of casua dinner guests. Anyway,
Mahoney the farmer had invented the dandly little fertilizer plant, then put his own money up to found a
amdl company.

Presently, he was acting as his own advance man, touring agricultural areasto brag about hiswares. The
fact that he wasn't asking for any money out front but was merely asking peopleif one of his salesmen
could visit inamonth or so eased the suspicions of even the overly hostile settlers of the Fringe Worlds.

Mahoney a so thought his homemade cider was anice touch, aswas his old man's chatter, with his
knowledge of farming triviaand the ability to bore just about anyone. His only regret was the snort he
had adopted to go with the act. Now he couldn't stop, and he was wondering if he would ever be able to
cure himsdf of the self-made habit. He was a so bemoaning the fact that his constant snorting was turning
his nose bright red.

"Sounds greet to me," the hardware man said. "' Government give you any trouble in the licenang?"

Mahoney snorted a particularly snotty blagt. "Licenses? Government? What kind of fool you think | am?
Clot, dedt with the damned government dl my life. Do everything they can to wreck afarm, if you let
them.”

There were angry mutters of agreement from the gathered farmers.

"Besides, | only got maybe thirty years or morein me. Time| got through those licensing butt bungs, 1'd
belong dead.”

Thelogic was ancient and irrefutable.
"What about shipping? They givin' you any trouble about that?"

"Well, | ain't shippin' just yet. Right now, I'm gettin' to know people, show off my plants. Why?Y ou
think I'll have any trouble in these parts?”

The hardware man exploded. "Clottin' right! | got orders stacked al over the place. Cash orders. And
with al thisbusiness of the Tahn going on, I'm about ready to go broke.”

He went into along litany of complaints, which were added to and spiced up by comments from adowly
growing crowd with Mahoney at its center.

They told him about the sneaky, lazy Tahn, about the attacks on their property and their counterattacks.
They told him about an economy that was almost paralyzed, and about incompetent cops and worse than
incompetent Imperid garrison troops.

They went on about their suspicions: mysterious lights over Tahn enclaves, probable stockpiling of
wegpons, and professona Tahn troops dipping in to reinforce their filthy brethren.

The Imperia settlers, of course, were blameless. They had tried so hard to bear up under the burden.



Everyonein the bar had made a persond sacrifice, hadn't he? Why, they had even dipped deep into their
bank accounts to buy weaponsto protect their farms and Imperia property.

Throughit dl, Mahoney alowed hisface to become grimmer and grimmer in agreement. Herarely
interrupted, except to snort or to buy another round of drinks.

By the time the night was over, he could havefilled an entire fiche with hisreport.

He was a'so beginning to redize that the situation with the Mercury Corps was even worse than he had
told the Emperor. Theintelligence he was getting was at complete odds with what the Emperor had been
hearing. In the Fringe Worlds, the corps had been pierced, corrupted, and broken.

It was enough to swear agood Irishman off drink.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

"... sothen wetold this Imperia piece of drakh to put his back taxes where the star don't shine and get
the clot out of our county.”

The big Tahn woman howled with laughter at Mahoney's story and pounded him on the back.

"Only way to dedl with them," she said. She gave a huge beery belch and peered out into the night. "Turn
here"

Mahoney did as directed, and soon he was topping arise. Just before them was the glow of the Tahn
communa farm that his companion was headwoman of. Mahoney had met her at alocd watering hole.
Frehda was a big middle-aged woman who had spent most of her years managing the fortunes of alarge
Tahn enclave. Over vast quantities of beer, chased by a dozen bottles of his cider, they had become fast
friends,

Mahoney had readily accepted her invitation to spend afew days at her enclave "to see how we do
thingsin these parts." She assured him it would be an education. Mahoney had other reasonsto believe
her; little prickles of rumor and bar talk had led him in this direction.

Even a night the enclave was impressive. Asthey gpproached, Mahoney could see many large sted!
barracks surrounded by what seemed to be afairly sophisticated security system and nasty razor-wire
fencing. As he gpproached the gated main entrance, the figures of two heavily armed Tahn farmers
loomed out.

Frehda shouted afew friendly obscenities at them by way of greeting.
"Who'sthefella, boss?' one of them wanted to know.
"Salesman pd," Frehdasaid. "Good man. Drink anybody ‘cept maybe me under the table.”

There were chuckles at this. Mahoney gathered that alcohol consumption wasjust one of many things
Frehdawas noted for. He had secretly used up nearly hdf of hisready supply of sobriety pills during the
evening to keep even vagudly sraight.

"Il put him up & my place," Frehdawent on. "Maybe one of you can give him alook-see around in the
ayem."

"Anything in particular you wanna see, mister?' one of the Tahn asked. Mahoney caught an undertone of
suspicion. Frehda might be the boss lady, but she was way too drunk for someone to take her at her



word on a stranger.
"Got any pigs?' he asked.
" 'Course we got pigs. What do you think we are, sharecroppers?’

Mahoney snorted. "No," he said. "Just thet | got a soft spot for pigs. Been studying dl my life. | could
write volumes on pigs”

"He can talk them, too," Frehda said. "Just about wore my ear out till I got him drunk enough to go onto
somethin' dse”

The two Tahn guards relaxed. They chuckled among themsalves and waved the gravcar through.

Mahoney came awake to blinding sunlight piercing the barred windows of hisroom, and loud, barked
shouts. His head was thumping from last night's excess—he hadn't been able to get away from bending
elbows with Frehdafor hours.

There were more shouts. They had a peculiar quaity to them. Like commands? Giving an automatic snort
that burned his delicate nose membranes, Mahoney got out of his cot and started dressing. L et us see,
lan, what we can see.

Mahoney blinked out of Frehda's portion of the barracks. And the first thing he noted surprised even
him.

Severa men were putting twenty or more teenage Tahn through what seemed to be avery militarylike
obstacle course. Ho, ho, Mahoney, me lad. Ho, clotting ho. He wandered over by one of the men and
watched thekids go at it. Whenever any of them dowed or got tangled in an obstacle, there were
immediate shouts of derision from the adullts.

"Whatchagot here, friend?’
The man looked a him. "Oh, you the sdlesman guy staying with Frehda, right?"
Mahoney snorted an affirmative.

"To answer your question, mister, we'rejust givin' thekidsalittle physicd training. Whittle off some of
the baby fat."

Riiight, Mahoney thought.

"Good ideg," Mahoney said. "Kidsthese days are lazy little devils. Gotta keep the boot up.”
Helooked over at a coiled barbed-wire fence that alarge farm boy was vaulting over.
"What'sthat contraption?" he asked.

"Oh, that's a hedgehog. About the same size asdl the fencing around here.”

Mahoney had to grab himsdlf by the throat to keep from reacting in some obviousway. So, you call it a
hedgehog, do you, mate? Mahoney knew that the man standing next to him was no poor Tahn farmhand.
Hewas aprofessona soldier sent out by the Tahn military to train young mest for the daughter to come.



"Must be hell on the britches," Mahoney joked, rubbing an imaginary sore spot on his behind.
The man thought thiswas pretty funny. "Least you can sew up pants,” he said.

Mahoney spent the next two days lazily touring the farm—which was well off even by Imperid settler
sandards—making casud talk and casud friends and wolfing down the enormous med s the commund
farm kitchen shoveled out.

Except for that first obvious soldier he had met and possibly one or two others, everyone seemed to be
exactly as he appeared. What he had here were several hundred hardworking Tahn farmers who had
gotten tired of the poverty imposed on them by the Imperid mgority. So they had pooled their talent and
fundsto makealifeof it.

From some of the stories he heard over the table, their success had not set well with the local gentry and
rich Imperid farmers. There had been many attacks, some of them quite nasty.

Mahoney could understand why the farmers had fallen so easily for the infiltrating soldier boys. Now they
could protect themselves. Also, from their comments, Mahoney redized that they saw thisasonly a
temporary solution. Sooner or later, unless eventsintervened, the commune would fall. Mahoney got the
ideathat the Tahn soldiers were promising an eventua rescue by their empire system. Tahn warships
would someday come screaming in over the horizon, and the settlerswould all rise up in support of their
genetic friends of the cradle.

Mahoney knew from experience that in redity dl those kids and their fathers and mothers would be used
asabloody shield for the pros.

Hadn't he done it himself back in his Mantis Section days?

Thefarmers had given him free rein. He was alowed to go anywhere he wanted—except one place.
Every time he had come near it, he had been edged away. About half aklick from the pig crecheswasa
large, fairly modern—for the Fringe Worlds—grain silo. It was prefab, but ill, it was an expensive thing
to import and then to build.

At first Mahoney expressed interest iniit, just to keep up hisrole. Actudly hedidn't giveaclot.

"Oh, that," hisguide had said. "Just asilo. Y ou seen better. Always clottin' up on us one way or the
other. You ain't interested in that. Now, let me show you the incubators.

"Bet you never seen so many chicks crackin' shdlsin your life"

Thiswas not a chick ranch. The birdswere used only for local consumption. Therefore, the incubator
was far from amachineto delight atired old farmer's eyes.

So, what was with the silo? Mahoney casualy brought it up. And each time he was guided away. lan, he
told himsdlf, it'stime you risked your swest Irish ass.

He dipped out the last night of his stay, ghosting across the farm past the obstacle run and then the grunts
of the pigs. It was easy. He picked up one of the soldiers snoring away in his hidey-hole on the path to
the silo. Rotten discipline.

He circled the position, and soon he wasingdethe silo. A primitive sniffer was the only security, and he
quickly bypassed it before he entered.

The slo was suspicioudy empty. There were only afew tons of grain. Considering the bulging storage



areas spotted about the farm, the space was much needed.

A Mantis rookie could have found the arms cache in afew minutes. Mahoney caught it dmost as soon as
he peeped his flashbeam around the insde of the structure.

In one corner was alarge, busted-down bailer. One doesn't bail grain, and thiswas hardly the place to
put atemporary mechanic's shop. The bailer was arust bucket, except for the joint of one leg, which was
shiny with lubricant. Mahoney gave a couple of test twists and pulls and then had to jump back asa
section of the floor hissed aside.

Benesth the bailer was aroom nearly the size of the silo floor. Carefully stacked in sedled crateswere
every kind of weapon that asoldier could need. About half of them were things that no farmer with the
kind of training Mahoney guessed these people were getting could use. This stuff wasfor pros.

He caught the dight sound of asmall rodent just behind him and to hisleft. Rodent? In amodern silo?

Mahoney back-flipped to hisright as ahammer blow just grazed the sde of hishead. He half rolled to his
|eft, then rolled to the right, hearing the chunk of something terribly heavy and sharp smash down.

Ashe cameto hisfedt, he could sense alarge blackness rushing at him. Hefingertipped out atiny bester
stun grenade, hurled it, and then dropped to the floor, burying hishead in hisarms. His shoulders tensed
for the blow, and then there was an dmost X-ray flash through his hands.

It took Mahoney many shaky seconds to come up again. He woozily tried to figure out what had
happened.

The bester grenade produced atime blast that erased very recent memory and time to come for some
hours. As near as Mahoney could figure, he was missing only afew seconds.

He peeped his beam to the dark shape dumped near him. Oh, yes. It was the soldier who had been
deeping on duty. There must be some other darm system besides the one he had dismantled.

Mahoney found it and disarmed it. He dragged his peacefully snoring opponent out and tucked him back
into his bushes where he belonged. Then he rearmed both systems and did back to hisroom.

He made loud, cheery good-byesto his new Tahn friends the next day, passing out presents, jokes, and
kisses where kisses belonged.

Mahoney gave the snoozing sentry afew extrabottles of cider, and the man beamed broadly at him,
clapped him on the back, and told him to be sure to stop by if hewas ever in the areaagain.

Theinvitation was sSincere.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

"I could tell you how to solve your Tahn problem,” the farmer said, "and we don't need the damned
government todo it!"

The farmer was ashort man with an expansive waistline and soft hands. His spread was many times
larger than the Tahn communa farm Mahoney had recently visited, and from what lan could gather, the
Imperia settler spent his days tapping in figures on his computer or huddled with his bankers.

Mahoney beetled his browsin deep interest. He was seated at the dinner table with the man, his tubby
pink-cheeked wife, and their large brood of obnoxious children.



One of the snotty so-and-soswas trying to get his attention, tapping his deeve with aspoon dripping with
gravy.

"A moment, son," Mahoney soothed, "while | hear what your father hasto say.” Little clot, he thought, I'll
wring your bloody neck if you touch me with that thing again.

"Goon," hetold thefarmer. "Thisisasubject that concernsal of us.”
"Clottin’ right," the farmer said. "The Tahn arelower than drakh and bleeding usdl.”

"Please, dear," hiswife admonished. "The children." Sheturned to Mahoney. "I hope you'll forgive my
husband's language.”

Mahoney gave an understanding smile. "I've heard worse."

The woman giggled back. "So havel. Still... If you had to live with these Tahn, you'd understand why
my husband becomes so heated. They redlly are—" Sheleaned closer to Mahoney to make her point. "
Different, you know."

"l canimagine," Mahoney said. He settled back with their good after-dinner port to listen to the farmer
expand on his subject. It was enough to chill the blood of atyrant.

Mahoney was absolutely sure what was going to be in his report to the Eternal Emperor. But he had
decidedly mixed fedings aout it. Like, who were the heroes and who were the villains?

"Yes, please" he said. "Another gplash of port would go down just fine."
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Imperia flight school, Stage or Phase Two, began in deep space. Sten and the othersin his class, now
referred to as "migter," regardless of sex or whether they were even human, started with pressurized
Spitkits—space taxis.

Learn... learninyour guts... which direction to apply force. Understand when to brake. Learn how to
caculate abasic orbit from point A to (radar-seen) point B. Then do it again.

Once they were competent, the next step put them in actual ships. Moretime passed asthey learned, ill
in space, the use of the secondary—Y ukawa—drive.

Asthey grew proficient, the navigational bashing intensfied. A ship under AM2 drive, of course, could
hardly find its"course" under any but mathematica conditions.

Sten, in spite of hisworries about calculating, was getting by. He still needed occasiona offshift coaching
from Bishop, but things were coming more eesily.

Onething that helped, Sten thought, was that he was hardly araw recruit. During histimein Mantis, he
had gone through agreat deal of real combat, from mass landings to solo insertionsto ship-to-ship
combat. There was alarge mentd file based on persond experience backlog that made it easier for Sten
to trandate raw numbersinto a clotting great asteroid that he would rather not intersect orbits with.

On the other hand, Sten's experience also made it hard for him to keep his mouth shut on occasion.

Phase Two of flight training differed from Phase Onein that the | Ps seemed asiif they wanted all the
studentsto graduate. But it was far from being perfect.



Too much of the tactics was theoreticad, taught by 1Pswho had never flown combat in their lives or who
were reservists called back as part of mobilization.

A lot of what was taught, Sten knew from experience, was agreat way to suicide. He wondered about
the teachings he didn't have areference point on—were they equdly fallacious?

It was agreat subject for B.S. But only Bishop and he could redlly debate the point; with the othersit
quickly became agreat excuse to dander whichever IPwas on the "Mogt Hated" list for the week.

Training progressed. All the sudents were rated as at |east acceptable in degp space.

Then the hard part started: landings, takeoffs, maneuvers on worlds with various atmospheres, wesather,
and gravitation. Thusfar training had washed out only adozen cadets and killed just three.

But then it got dangerous.
Lotor had one bad habit—and it killed him.

A somewhat talented pilot, he stood above midpoint in the class standings. Hisfailing, Sten learned | ater,
was not uncommon.

Lotor felt that aflight was over and done with when he had his ship within close proximity of itslanding
Stuation. Sh'aarl't had told him repeatedly the old cliché that no flight is complete until oneisstting at the
bar on one's second round.

Lotor's oversight couldn't be considered very dangerousin atime when antigravity existed. He probably
could have flown privately or even commerciadly through severd lifetimeswithout problems.

The Empiretrained for emergencies, however.

Situation: A combat team wasto be inserted on a near-vacuum world. The ground was silicate dust
pooled as much as twenty meters deep. Sharp boulders knifed out of the dust bowls.

Reguirement: The combat team had to be inserted without discovery; alanding on Y ukawadrive would
stir up enough dust to produce a huge cloud that would hang for hours and surdly give the team away.
Als0, the ship had to be landed in such a manner asto leave no lasting imprint in the dust.

Solution: Hang the ship vertically about fifty meters above the surface. Cut Y ukawa drive and back down
on the McLean generators. Hold centimeters above the surface long enough for the mythical combat
team to unload, then take off.

The IP gave the Situation to Lotor, who analyzed it and found the correct solution.

Thetwo of them were in a Connors-class delta-winged light assault ship. Flight training not only taught

emergency Stuations but, very correctly, sometimes used unsuitable ships. Sten agreed with that—hed
spent enough time in combat to know that when one desperately needed awrench, sometimesa pair of
plierswould have to make do.

But the wide wings were thefind nail.

Lotor nosed up and reduced Y ukawa drive. The ship dropped a meter or so, and he caught it on the
McL ean generators. He dowly reduced power, and the ship smoothed toward the dust below.

Thetrap of an antigravity screen, of course, isthat "down" istoward the generator and bears no
relaionship to where "red" vertical should be.



The ship was three meters high and, to Lotor's senses, descending quite vertically. Close enough, he must
have decided, and he did the generator potsto zero.

The ship dropped a meter, and one wing hit aprotruding boulder. The ship toppled.

According to the remote flight recorder, at that moment the I P hit the McLean controls a the same
ingtant that Lotor figured out that something was very wrong.

Lotor kicked in the Y ukawa drive. By the time he had power, the ship had dready falen to near
horizonta. The blast of power, coupled with the McLean push, pin wheeled the ship.

Cycloning dust hid most of the end. All that the cameras recorded was a possible red blast that would
have been produced as the cabin opened like atin and the ship's atmosphere exploded.

It took most of the planet day for the dust to subside. Rescue crews felt their way in, looking for the
bodies. Neither the corpse of Lotor nor the P was ever recovered.

Sten, Sh'aarl't, and Bishop held their own wake and attempted to sample al the beersthat Lotor had not
gotten around to trying before his desth.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Othersin the class were killed, some stupidly, some unavoidably. The survivors learned what Sten
aready knew: No amount of mourning would revive them. Life—and flight school—goes on.

The barracks at Imperiad Flight Training were not as luxurious as the psychologically booby-trapped ones
in Phase One. But passes were available, and the pressure was lightened enough for cadets to have some
time for consciousness ateration—and for talk.

A favorite topic was What Happens Next. Sten's classmates were fascinated with the topic. Each
individua was assuming, of course, that he would successfully get his pilot'swings.

They were especidly interested in What Happens Next for Sten. Most of the cadets were either new to
the service or rankers—they would be commissioned, on graduation, as either warrant officers or
lieutenants. Sten was one of the few who was not only aready an officer but a medium-high-ranking one.
The topic then became what would the navy do with an ex-army type with rank.

"Our Stenisintrouble,” Sh'aarl't opined. "A commander should command at least adestroyer. But a
destroyer skipper must be ahighly skilled flier. Not achance for our Sten.”

Sten, instead of replying, took one of Sh'aarl't'sfangsin hand and used it asapry top for his next beer.

"It'sambition,” Bishop put in. "Captain Sten heard somewhere that admiras get better jobs on retirement
than busted-up crunchies, which was dl the future he could see. So he switched.

"Too bad, Commander. | can seeyou now. You'll bethe only flight-quaified base nursery officer inthe
Empire”

Sten blew foam. "Keep talking, you two. | dways believe junior officers should have a chance to speak
for themsdves.

"Just remember ... on graduation day, | want to see those salutes snap! With al eight legd™



Sten discovered he had an ability he did not even know existed, although he had cometo redlize that 1da,
the Mantis Section's pilot, must have had agreat dedl of it. The ability might be described asas
mechanical spatia awareness. The same unconscious perceptions that kept Sten from banging into tables
as he walked extended to the ships he was learning to fly. Somehow he "felt" where the ship'snose was,
and how far to ether sdetheairfails, if any, extended.

Sten never scraped the Sides of an entry port on launch or landing. But there was the day that he learned
hisnew ability had definite limits

The class had just begun flying heavy assault trangports, the huge assemblagesthat carried the
cone-and-capsule launchers used in a planetary attack. Aestheticaly, the transport looked like a
merchantman with termina bloats. Sten hated the brute. The Situation wasn't improved by the fact that the
control room of the ship was buried in the transport's midsection. But Sten hid his didike and wallowed
the barge around obediently.

At the end of the day the students were ordered to dock their ships. The maneuver was very smple: lift
the ship on antigrav, reverse the Y ukawa drive, and move the transport into its equally monstrous hangar.
There were more than adequate rear-vision screens, and arobot followme sat on tracks to mark the
center of the hangar.

But somehow Sten lost his bearings—and the Empire lost a hangar.

Very dowly and mgesticaly the transport ground into one hangar wall. Equally mgedticaly, the hangar
roof crumpled on top of the ship.

There was no damage to the heavily armored transport. But Sten had to St for six hours while they
cleared the rubble off the ship, listening to along dissertation from the instructor pilot about hisflying
abilities. And hisfdlow trainees made sure it was avery long time before Sten was dlowed to forget.

CHAPTER TWENTY
Sten loved the brutd little tacships. He wasin the distinct minority.

The tacships, which varied from single- to twenty-man crews were multiple-mission craft, used for
short-range scouting, lightning single-strike attacks, ground strikes, and, in the event of amgjor action, as
the fleet'sfirst wave of skirmishers—much the same missionsthat Sten the soldier was most comfortable
with.

That did not logicdly justify liking them. They were overpowered, highly maneuverable—to the point of
being skittish—wegpons platforms.

A ship may be designed with many thingsin mind, but eventualy compromises must be made. Since no
compromises were made for speed/maneuvering/hitting, that also meant that comfort and armor were
nonexistent in atacship.

Sten loved bringing a ship in-atmosphere, hands and feet dancing on the control as he went from AM2to
Y ukawa, bringing the ship out of its howling dive close enough to the surface to experience ground-rush,
nap-of-the-earth flying under eectronic horizons. He loved being able to hang in space and dowly
maneuver in on ahulking battleship without being observed, to touch the launch button and see the
battlewagon "explode’ on his screen asthe smulator recorded and trand ated the mock attack into
"experience." He delighted in being able to tuck atacship into dmost any shelter, hiding from aflight of
searching destroyers.



His classmates thought that while dl thiswasfun, it was aso away to guarantee avery short, if possbly
glorious, military career.

"Whyinhel do you think | got into flight school anyway?* Bishop told Sten. " About the third landing |
made with the Guard | figured out those bastards were trying to kill me. And | mean the oneson my side.
Y ou're adow study, Commander. No wonder they made you aclottin’ officer."

Sten, however, may have loved the tacshipstoo well. A few weeks before graduation, he was
interviewed by the school's commandant and half adozen of the senior ingtructors. Halfway through the
interview, Sten got the idea that they were interested in Sten becoming an instructor.

Sten turned green. He wanted arear echelon job like he wanted a genital transplant. And being an IP
was too damned dangerous, between the reservigts, the archaic, and the inexperienced. But it did not
appear asif Sten would be consulted.

For once Sh'aarl't and Bishop honestly commiserated with Sten instead of harassing him. Being an IP
was afate—not worse than death but pretty smilar.

Sten'sfears were correct. He had been salected to remain at Flight Training School as an instructor.
Orders had even been cut at naval personndl.

But somehow those orders were canceled before they reached Sten. Other, quite specific orders were
dictated—from, asthe covering fax to the school's commandant said, "highest levels”

The commandant protested—until someone advised him that those "highest levels' were on Prime World
itsdf!

*k*

The biggest difference between the army and the navy, Sten thought, was that the navy was alot more
polite.

Army orders bluntly grabbed a crunchie and told him where to be and what to do and when to do it. Or
dse

Naval orders, on the other hand...

You, Commander Sen, are requested and ordered, at the pleasure of the Eternal Emperor, to take
charge of Tac-Div Y47L, now being commissioned at the Imperial Port of Soward.

You are further requested and ordered to proceed with TacDiv Y47L for duties which shall be
assigned to you in and around the Caltor System.

You will report to and serve under Fleet Admiral X. R. van Doorman, 23rd Fleet.
More detailed instructions will be provided you at a later date.
Saved. Saved by the God of Many Names.

Sten paused only long enough to find out that the Cator System was part of the Fringe Worlds, which
would put him very close to the Tahn and where the action would start, before he whooped in joy and
went looking for hisfriends

Hewas going to kiss Sh'aarl't.



Hell, he felt good enough to kiss Bishop.
Graduation from Phase Two was very different from thelast day in Selection.

The graduates threw the chief 1P into the school's fountain. When the school commandant protested
mildly, they threw himinaswdll.

The two elderly officers sat in the armpit-deep purple-dyed water and watched the cavorting around
them. Findly the commandant turned to his chief.

"Y ou would think, after al these years, that they could find something more origind to do than just pitch
ushereagan."

The chief IPwas busily wringing out his hat and didn't answer.

Sh'aarl't, Bishop, and Sten bade leaky farewells, vowing to write, to get together once ayear, and dl the
rest of the bushwa service people promise and never do.

Sh'aarl't was till awaiting orders. Bishop's orders were exactly what he wanted—pushing alarge,
unarmed transport around the sky from one unknown and therefore peaceful system to another.

Sten wondered if hewould ever see éther of them again.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

There was no pomp and there was carefully no ceremony when Lady Atago transferred her command
from the battleship Forez to theinfinitdly smdler Zhenya.

Admira Deska had spent agood portion of hismilitary career studying his superior. She despised the
frillsand displays of military recognition. All that she required was that one do exactly as sheindicated
without hesitation. She became very thoughtful about any icing upon that requirement.

Despite their size, the Zhenya and her sisterships were amagjor tech miracle for the Tahn. The design and
development of the shipswould have cost even the Imperid nava R& D dtaff agood percentage of its
budget.

The Zhenya was intended for mine warfare of the most sophisticated kind, atype of combat that the
Imperia Navy had given little attention.

It had been avery long time since the Empire had fought awar with an equa. Even the brutal Mudller
Warswere, ultimately, alimited uprisng. Mineswere used in positiona warfare to deny passageto the
enemy or to provide stationary security for one's own positions. They could aso belaid to interdict the
enemy's own ship lanes. Mines smply hadn't seemed relevant to the navy strategists.

The other reason for the navy'slack of interest in mine warfare wasits unromantic nature. A minewasa
heavy clunk of metd that just sat there until something made it go bang, generdly long after the minelayer
had departed. Mine experts didn't wear long white scarves or get many hero medal's, even though mines,
in space, on land, or in water, were one of the most deadly and cost-efficient ways of destroying the

enemy.

The Tahn were lessinterested in glamour than in any and every method of winning awar. The Zhenya
was one of the keysto ther future.

Sophigticated space mines, of akind never seen before, could be laid with impossible speed by the



Zhenya. Each mine was basically an atomic torpedo that wasimmediately aerted to any shipinits
vicinity. A "friendly” ship would be transmitting on its I dentification-Friend or Foe com line, and themine
would read the code and ignore that ship. An enemy ship or one not transmitting the current code to the
minewould find avery different reaction. The mine—and any other mineswithin range—would activate
and home on the enemy ship. With thousands of minesin any onefidd, even the most heavily armed
Imperial battleship would be doomed.

The Tahn had a so solved another problem. Space warfare, even one with established battle lines, was
very mobile and its conditions changed rapidly. Retreating or attacking through one's own minefield could
belethd, evenif the mine had identified the oncoming ship asfriendly. It till wasalarge chunk of debris
to encounter a speed. And if battle conditions changed, the minefield might have to be abandoned—it
took alot of time and caution to sweep afield and thenre-lay it.

The Zhenya could retrieve and redeploy minesamost asfast asit could lay them. It was an interesting
way to be ableto create, define, or modify the field that the enemy would be forced to fight on—in
theory.

The Zhenya-class ships had yet to be proved. In the Tahn's haste to add the shipsto their combat fleets,
there had been many failures—all ending with the degeths of the entire crew.

Deskawas confident that al the problemswith the Zhenya and her sister ships had been solved, but not
so confident that he felt safe risking the Lady Atago'slife. He explained thisto her, and she listened with
seeming interest. She thought for amoment.

"Assemblethecrew,” shesad findly.

Although it wasasmall crew, gathered together they filled the Zhenya's messhdl. The Lady Atago
waited quietly until everyone was available and then began to spesk.

"Our task today,” she said, "isto prove the worth of the Zhenya. On our success, much is dependent.
Y ou understand this, do you not?"

No one said aword. The audience barely breathed. But there was astiffening of attention.

"Previoustrids have ended in disappointment,” she continued. "Thisiswhy | am with you today. If you
dig | die Itistherefore required that every one of you perform hisindividud task to his supreme
abilities"

She swept the room with her never changing eyes of absolute zero.

"It goeswithout saying," she hammered home, "that if thereisafailure today, it would be best for any of
you not to be among the few survivors.”

She dropped her eyes and flicked at acrumb left on the otherwise spotless messtable in front of her. The
crew was dismissed.

The drone tacship drove toward the Zhenya at full power. Between the robot and the minelayer hung a
cluster of the newly developed mines. Lady Atago stood behind the mine control screen, watching
closly.

"Report.”
"All minesreport incoming ship asfriendly.”



"Change the recognition code.”

Sweat beaded one tech's forehead. It was at this point that the accidents had occurred. All too often,
when the | FF code was changed, the mine either refused to attack a no-longer-friendly—according to
the recognition code—ship or launched on every ship within range, including the minelayer.

Thistime the control board barely had time to report the change in status and register that the mine was
reporting an enemy ship before Sx mine-missileslaunched.

The drone tacship fired back with antiship missles. Two of the mines were exploded.

The third mine hit the robot and tore out its hull. Less than a second later, a score more were hunting the
debris. The rest made note of thekill and returned to gtation.

"Did the mines show any response to the drone's e ectronic countermeasures?’ Atago asked.

The tech consulted anearby screen. "Negative. All transmissions from the enemy wereignored once it
hed been identified."

The Lady Atago turned her attention from the screen to Admiral Deska. She alowed one perfect
eyebrow to raiseamillimeter.

"Y ou may inform the council, Admira," she said, "that wewill begin full production.”

A hdf hour later the flagship was once again the Forez.

Lady Atago went quietly back to her maps and battle plans.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Sten landed on Cavite, centra world of the Cator System, as a commander without afleet.

Among the other shortcomings of the tacships was that their tiny supply holds limited their range. Their
ddicate engines dso required far more frequent maintenance intervals than did most Imperid craft. So the
four tacships that were to be Sten's command had been berthed in afreighter and now were somewhere
between Soward and Cavite.

Sten made the long haul from Primeto Cavite asaliner passenger. He spent the voyage going through
pictures, sketches, abstracts, and envel ope projections, as besotted with his new assgnment asany first
lover.

Part of the time he devoted to aquick but thorough study of what was going to be his base planet. Cavite
was about two-thirds the size of Prime World and sparsely settled. There waslittle industry on
Cavite—modtly it was an agriculture-based economy, with alittle fishing and lumbering. The climate was
aso amilar to Prime—fairly temperate, with atendency to snow abit more than on Prime.

Therest of thetime Sten pored over detailsinvolving hisships. It did not matter that at present his
command consisted only of four brand-new Bulkeley-class vessdls and himsdlf. He was to man his ship
on arriva on Cavite.

Under separate covers, afax had goneto Admiral Doorman, requesting full cooperation.

Sten had arrived on Soward just before hisfour shipswere "launched.” There wasn't agreat ded of
ceremony—the hull builder had signed the ships over to a secondary yard, atransporter gantry had



picked up the ships, complete less armament, e ectronics, controls, and crew compartment, and had
lugged them across the huge plant.

Incomplete asthey were, Sten wasin love the first time he had seen the deek alloy needles sitting on thelr
chocks. To him, the entry in the new Jane's update fiche was poetry:

6406.795 TACTICAL ASSAULT CRAFT

Congtruction of anew class of tactical ship by the Empire has
been rumored, but asthis cannot be confirmed at present, this
entry must be consdered tentative. Intelligence suggests that
these ships are designed to replace and upgrade severd current
classes now considered obsolescent.

It has been suggested that these shipswill bear the generic class
of BULKELEY . Development of thisclassis considered to be
under congtruction, with no information as to the number of
ships contracted for, commissioning dates, or deployment dates.

To repeat, All information must be considered quite tentative.

Sten figured that the editor of Jane's was practicing the age-old CY A, since the rest of the datawas
entirely too clotting accurate for his comfort:

CHARACTERISTICS:

TYPE: Fleet patrol craft

LENGTH: 90 metersest. (actudly 97 meters)
D: Approx. 14001l.

CREW: Unknown

ARMAMENT: Unknown, but theorized to be far heavier than any other shipsin this category.

Therest of the entry was along string of unknowns. Sten could havefilled in the details.

Each ship carried acrew of twelve: three officers—CO, wegpons/X O, engineering—and nine enlisted
men.

And they were heavily armed.



For close-in fighting, there were two chainguns. Medium-range combat would be handled by eight
launchersfiring Goblin VI missiles, now upgraded with better "brains' and a 10-kt capacity. There were
three Goblinsfor each launcher.

For defense there was alimited countermissile capability—five Fox-class missiles—but avery eaborate
€lectronic countermeasure suite.

Bulkeley shipswere intended ether to sneak in unnoticed or to cut and run if hit. But the Bulkeley class
craft were designed as ship killers.

Main armament was the Kai—a heavy, 60-megaton missile that was almost twenty meters long. Packed
insde the missile's bulbous skin was acomputer nearly as smart as aship's and an exotic ECM setup.
The missile was launched in atube that extended down the ship's axis. Three backup missleswere
racked around the launch tube.

Crew space, given al thisartillery and the monstrous engines, was laughable. The captain's cabin was
about the size of awall closet, with pull-down desk and bunk. 1t was the mogt private compartment on
the ship, actually having adraw curtain to separate the CO from the rest of the men. The other two
officers bunked together, in a cabin exactly the size of the captain’s. The crew bunks were ranked on
either de of the ship'slargest compartment, which doubled as rec room, mess hdl, and kitchen.

The only cat that could have been swung insde the ship would have been aManx—aManx kitten.

Big ded. If Sten had wanted luxury, he would have opted for Bishop's plan and flown BUCs,
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Standard obscenity procedure: When an officer arrives at his new duty station, he reportsto his new
commeanding officer.

In the Guard this had meant that one was to show up at the unit's orderly room in semidress uniform.
Officer and his new fearlessleader would size each other up; the newcomer would be given his new
responsibilities and whatever trick tips the old man chose to pass on and set in motion.

The navy, Sten had learned, was dightly more formal.

The"invitation" to meet Admira van Doorman had been hand ddlivered. And was printed. Onred
paper. That, Sten figured, meant full-dress uniform. Whites. Gloves. Clot, even ahaircut.

By scurrying and bribing, Sten had gotten the batman assigned to histemporary bachelor officer's
quartersto electrostat-press his uniform and borrow or stedl apair of white glovesfrom someone. The
haircut was easy, since Sten kept his hair about two centimeters from shaven.

The card requested the pleasure of his company at 1400 hours. Sten gave himsdf an extra hour for the
civilian grav-car to wind through the packed streets of Cavite City. Even then, he arrived a the main
entrance to the naval base with only twenty minutesto spare.

His mouth dropped when the sentry at the gate checked only Sten's 1D, then in a bored manner waved
the gravcar forward.

Nice, Sten thought. Here we are on the edge of everything, and thetaxi drivers can go anywhere they
want. Great security.

He paid the driver at dockside, got out, and then goggled.



Theflagship of 23rd Fleet was the Imperia Cruiser Svampscott. Sten had looked the ship up and found
out thet it had been built nearly seventy-five years previoudy; it was periodicdly upgraded instead of
being scrapped. The description gave no inkling of just how awesome the Svampscott hed
become—awesomein the sense of atrocious.

The cruiser evidently had been built to the then limits of hull design, power, and armament. Upgrading
had started by cutting the ship in half and adding another 500 meters to the midsection. The next stage
had added bulgesto the hull.

After that, the redesigners must have been desperate to meet the additions, since the Svampscott could
now be described as a chubby cruiser that had run, very hard, into asolid object without destruction.

Asagrand finde, there were twin structures atop the hull, structures that would be familiar to any
Chinese Emperor of the T'ang Dynasty of ancient Earth.

Since the Swampscott had never fought awar, these excrescences did not matter. The ship, polished
until it glowed, was used for ceremonia show-the-flag visits. It would settle down in-atmospherein as
stately amanner as any dowager queen going down stepsin abal gown. If aplanetary assault had ever
been required, the Swampscott would either have spun out of control or wallowed uncontrollably. Ina
wind tunnel, amode of the Svampscott might have been described as having al the aerodynamicsof a
chanddier.

Sten recovered, checked the time, and hurried into the lift tube.

Exiting, he saw not one but four full-dress sentries and one very bored, but very full-dressed, officer of
the deck.

He saluted the nonexistent and unseen " colors'—toward the stern—and the OOD, then gave the
lieutenant a copy of theinvitation and hisID card.

"Oh, Lord," the lieutenant said. "Commander, you made areal mistake.”

"o

"Yessr. Admira Doorman's headquarters are downtown.” .

Downtown?What was that navalese for?"Isn't thisthe flagship?'

"Yessr. But Admird Doorman prefersthe Carlton Hotel. He saysit gives him more room to think."
Sten and the lieutenant looked at each other.

"Sir, youregoing to bevery late. Let me get agravded out. Admiral Doorman’'s most insistent about
punctudity.”

Thiswas agreat way to start a new assgnment, Sten thought.

Admiral Doorman may have indgsted on punctudity, but it applied only to his subordinates.

Sten had arrived at the hotel in a swesty panic, nearly twenty minutes late. He had been escorted to the
lower of Doorman's three hotel suites, reported to the snotty flag secretary at the desk, and been told to
gt down.



And hewaited.

He was not bored, however. Awful amazement would have been a better description of Sten's emotional
state as he eavesdropped on the various conversations as officers came and went in the huge
antechamber:

"Of courseI'll try to explain to the admird that anodizing takes agreat ded of work to remove. But you
know how he lovesthe shine of brass," afat staff officer said to aworried ship captain.

"Fine. We have aded. Y ou give me Jrak for the boxing, and I'll let you have my drum and bugle team."
The conversation was between two commanders.

"I do not care about that exercise, Lieutenant. Y ou've dready exceeded your training missile alocation
for thisquarter.”

"But gr, haf my crew's brand-new, and |—"
"Lieutenant, | learned to follow orders. Isn't it time you learn the same?"
Real amazement came as two people spilled out of alift tube. They were just beautiful.

The ship captain was young, dashing, tall, handsome, and blond-haired. His undress whites gloved his
statuesque body and molded his muscles.

His companion, equaly blond, wore game shorts.
They werelaughing, enjoying thefreelife.
Sten hated their guts on sight.

Chattering away, the two sauntered past Sten, down a corridor. The woman suddenly made some
excuse, stopped, put her foot upon a chair arm, and adjusted the fastener on her sports shoe. And her
eyesvery camly itemized Sten. Then she laughed, took her companion's arm, and disappeared. She had
afigurethat madeit nearly impossible not to Sare after. So Sten stared.

"That's definitely off limits, Commander,” the flag secretary said.
Not that he cared, but Sten raised a questioning eyebrow.
"Thelady isthe admird's daughter.”

Sten wanted to say something sarcagtic, but he was saved by the buzzing of the annunciator. He was
escorted into the admird's office.

Theterm "office" was a consderable understatement. The only chambersthat Sten had seen more
palatia were some of the ceremonia roomsin the Imperia palace. Alwaysthe cynic, hewondered if the
suite had been furnished with Doorman's private funds or if he had fiddled something.

Fleet Admira Xavier Rijn van Doorman was equally spectacular. Thiswas aman whose very presence,
from hiswhite coiffed maneto his unwavering eyesto hisfirm chin to hisimpressive chest, shouted
command leadership. Thiswas aleader men would follow into the very gates of hell. After ten minutes of
conversation, Sten had afairly decent ideathat was where most of them would end up.



It could have been said about van Doorman, asit had been about ancther officer centuries earlier, that he
never dlowed an origind thought to ruin his day.

But till, hewas the very image of aleader: fit to address any parliament, soothe any worried politician,
address any banquet, or show any banner—and totally incompetent to command afleet that Sten knew
might be only days from being thefirst line of defensein awar.

Van Doorman was avery polite man, and very skilled in the minefidlds of socid inquisition. He must have
scanned Sten'sfiche before Sten had entered the room. Certainly he was most curious about Sten's
previous assgnment—at the Imperia padaceitsdlf, as CO of the Emperor's Gurkha bodyguard.

Van Doorman was proud that he had managed to attend several Empire Days and had once been
presented to the Emperor himsdlf as part of amass awards ceremony.

"I'm sure, Commander,” Doorman said, "that you'll be able to bring us up to speed on the new socia
niceties. The Fringe Worlds are somewhat behind the times.”

"Sir, I'll try... but | didn't spend much time at ceremonid functions.
"Ah, well. I'm sure my wife and daughter will help you redize you know more than you think."
Clotting great. | am gong to have to be polite to the whole family.

"Youl'l find that duty out hereis most interesting, Commander. Because of the climate, and the fact that
al of usare so desperately far from home, we make allowancesin the duty schedule.”

llgrl?l

"You will find that most of your duties can be accomplished in the first watches. Since | don't want my
officersfinding this station boring—and boredom does create work for idle hands—I make sure that
qudified officers are avail able for those necessary diplomatic functions.”

"I'm not sure | understand.”

"Oh, there are bdlls... appearances on some of the minor worlds... we have our own sports teams that
compete most successfully against the best our settlers can field. | also believe that al duty makes Jack a
very dull officer. | approve of my officerstaking long leaves—some of the native creatures are excellent
for the hunt. We provide loca support for anyone interested in these pursuits.”

"Uh... gr, ancel've got brand-new ships, where am | going to find the time for those kinds of things?"

"I've recelved arequest to provide as complete cooperation as possible to you. That goes without saying.
I'll ensure that you have afew competent chiefswho'll keep everything Bristol fashion.”

Sten, at this point, should have expressed gratitude and agreement. But as aways, his mouth followed its
owndiscipline.

"Thank you, ir. But I'll still haveto pass. I'm afraid I'll be too busy with the boats."
Seeing van Doorman's expression ice up, Sten cursed himself.

Doorman picked up afiche and dropped it into aviewer. "Yes. The boats. I'll be quite frank,
Commander. | have always been opposed to the theory of tactical ships.”

HSrl?l



"For anumber of reasons. Firdt, they are very costly to run. Second, it requires avery skilled officer and
crew to operate them. These two conditions mean that men who should be serving on larger ships
volunteer for these speed-craft. Thisisunfair to commanders of possibly less romantic craft, because
men who should become mates and chiefsremain as ordinaries. It isaso unfair to these volunteers, snce
they will not receive proper atention or promotion. Also, thereistheissue of safety. Thereisnoway |
can be convinced that service on one of your, umm, mosquito boats could be as safe as atour on the
Swvampscott .

"I didn't know we joined the service to be safe and comfortable, Sir.” Sten was angry.

And so, even though it showed only asadight reddening around his distinguished temples, wasvan
Doorman. "We differ, Commander." He stood. "Thank you for taking the time to see me, Commander
Sten. I've found this conversation most interesting.”

Interesting? Conversation? Sten got up and cameto attention. "A question, Sir?"

"Certainly, young man." Doorman'stonewas solid ice.

"How will I go about crewing my ships, Sr? | assume you have some SOP | should follow?"
"Thank you. All too many of you younger men lack an understanding of the socia lubrication.

"You'll be permitted to advertise your needsin the fleet bulletin. Any officer or enlisted man who chooses
to volunteer will be permitted—after concurrence from his division head and commanding officer, of
course.”

Clot. Clot. Clot.
Sten saluted, did a perfect about-face, and went out.

Van Doorman's last, when trandated, meant that Sten could recruit hislittle heart out. But what officer in
his right mind would alow a competent underling to volunteer for the boats?

Sten knew held get the unfit, the troublemakers, and the square pegs. He desperately hoped that the
23rd Fleet had awholelot of them.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Spaceis not black. Nor can spaceships cregp aong. Nevertheless, that was what Commander Lavonne
visudized his ship, the Imperid Destroyer San Jacinto, doing asit moved into the Erebus System.

Hewasa sy, dithering dowly through the night.

The DesRon commander had detailed the San Jacinto for thismisson. The navy prided itself on never
volunteering for, but never rgjecting, amission, no matter how absurd or suiciddl.

Officially, the assgnment was not that out of the ordinary. Imperia destroyers were designed for scouting
cgpabilities.

But only under wartime conditions. And not when, according to every bit of club poop that Lavonne had
heard, every single specialy designed spy ship that had entered the Tahn sectors disappeared tracelesdly.

Orders, however, are orders.

Lavonne had spent some time planning his tactics before he plotted a course. Thisincluded shutting down



every possible machine that could possibly be picked up by an enemy sensor—from air conditioning to
the caffmachinesin the mess. He theorized that the spy ships had been discovered because their course
had originated from Imperial or Fringe worlds. So he'd selected a course that first sent the San Jacinto
toward an arm of the Tahn Empire. The course then moved from the second point of origin farther into

solidly Tahn-controlled clusters. His third course sent the destroyer back "out," closing with the Erebus
System he had been directed to recon.

On agdactic and null-time scope, the San Jacinto's course could be plotted as a hesitation forward.

For short periods of time the ship would enter AM2 drive. Then it would drop out and hold in place.
During that holding, every norma sensor, plusthe specidly ingtaled systems provided, was used to see if
the San Jacinto might have been detected.

Lavonne knew that Imperia sensorswere superior to anything the Tahn had. Since no Tahn ship had
been detected by his screens, he felt he was till hidden in the shadows.

The San Jacinto hestated toward the dying sun of Erebus.
And hefound what he was looking for.

Input flooded. The system was a huge building yard and harbor. There were more Tahn shipsin thisone
sector than intelligence estimates provided for the entire Tahn Empire.

Lavonne, at this point, should have closed down the sensors and scooted. He had far more data than any
other infiltrating Imperid ship had gotten. Possibly, if he had fled, his ship could have survived.

Instead, Lavonne, hypnotized by what he was seeing, crept onward. After al, Imperia forceshad a
secret—AM?2, the single power source for stardrive, provided only by the Empire, was modified before
being sold to other systems. On the San Jacinto's screens, Lavonne knew, any Tahn ship's drive would
show purple.

Lavonne did not know that certain Tahn ships had their drive baffled. The power |oss was more than
compensated for by their indetectability.

So when the screens went red and every alarm went off, the San Jacinto wasfar too close.

Lavonne dammed into the control room as the GQ siren howled and read the Stuation ingtantly: To their
"right” flank, aminefield had been detected; ahead lay the centra Erebusworlds; and coming in from the
"left," at full drive, was a Tahn battleship, schooled by cruisers and destroyers.

At full power, Lavonne spun the San Jacinto into anew orbit. Their only chance wasflight—and
Lavonne's canniness. The emergency escape pattern led not out of the Erebus System toward the Fringe
Worlds but rather toward the center of the Tahn Empire. Once helost his pursuers, he could reset his
course toward home.

Lavonne had afew minutes of hope—anew Imperia destroyer such asthe San Jacinto should be able
to outdistance any battleship or cruiser. The worst that Lavonne should face would be the Tahn
destroyers.

Those few minutes ended as an andyst reported in properly flat tones that the battleship was
outdistancing its own escorts and closing on the San Jacinto. Within five hours and some minutes, he
continued, the battleship, of aprevioudy unknown type, would be within combat range of the San
Jacinto.



The battleship wasthe Forez. Admira Deska paced the control room as his huge ship closed on the
destroyer. He, too, was computing atime sequence.

Could the Forez come within range of the Imperid destroyer before it could conceivably escape?

If the Imperid spy ship survived, dl of the aborate Tahn plans, from improved ship desgn to
construction to obvious strategy, would be blown.

He considered the ticking clock. There would be no problems. The Imperia ship was doomed.
At four hours and forty minutes, Commander Lavonne redlized theinevitable.
There was one possible chance.

Lavonne ordered the ship out of AM2 drive, hoping that the Tahn battleship would sweep past. Thelr
response was instantaneous.

Very wel, then. Lavonne sent his ship directly at the Forez.
Sometimes the lgpdog can take on the madtiff.

Lavonne ordered flares and secondary armamentsfired at will. He hoped that the explosions, and
whatever clutter hisECM apparatus could provide, might be some kind of smoke screen.

Lavonne knew that the San Jacinto was doomed. All he could hope was that his ship might inflict some
damage on the huge Tahn battlewagon now filling the missile Sation'ssghts,

He was only light-seconds from coming into range when the Forez launched its main bettery.

Six Tahn misslesintersected with the San Jacinto's orbit as Lavonnées finger hovered over the red firing
key.

And there was nothing remaining of the San Jacinto except awidening sextuplicate bubble of gas and
radioactivity.

BOOK TWO
LET ALL DRAW

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Throughout their history, the Tahn were dways a bloody accident waiting to happen to anyone
unfortunate enough to passtheir way. It wasacivilization born in disaster and nurtured by many battles.

Even the Eternal Emperor could barely remember the feud that had started it al. The origins of the Tahn
lay in ahuge civil war occurring in acluster far from their present homelands. Two mighty forceslined up
on opposing sides and went at it for acentury and ahaf. The cluster in question was so periphera to the
Emperor that it was more than convenient for him to ignore the whole thing and let them settle it
themsdves

Eventudly, the people who were to become the Tahn suffered afind crushing defeat. The winners gave
the survivors two choices. genocide or mass migration. The Tahn choseflight, an episode in ther history
that they never forgot. Cowardice, then, becamether races origind sin. It wasthefirst and last timethe
Tahn ever choselife over even certain deeth.



Almost the entire first wave of the massive migration was composed of warriors and their families. This
made the Tahn agroup of people unwelcomein any settled society they approached. No one wasfoolish
enough to invite them to share his hearth. Thiswas another factor in the Tahn racial memory. They
considered themsalves permanent outcasts, and from then on they would treet any stranger in kind.

The areathey findly settled was one of the most unwanted sectors of the Empire. The Tahn put down
roots in adesolate pocket surrounded by dightly richer neighbors and began to creete their
sngle-purpose society. Since it was military-based, it was no wonder that it was so sharply dratified:
from the peasant classto the ruling military council was as distant asthe farthest sun.

The greatest weakness of the Tahn, however, became their greatest strength. They prospered and
expanded. Their neighbors became edgy as the Tahn neared the various borders. Most of them tried to
negotiate. In each case, the Tahn used negotiation only asatool to gain time. Then they would attack
with no warning. They would throw their entire effort into the fray, ignoring casudties that would have
given pause to dmost any other being.

The Tahn fought continually for over three hundred years. In the end they had eliminated their neighbors
and carved out an empire. It was no matter that they had lost nearly eighty percent of their populationin
doing so0. They had rebuilt before, and they could do it again.

The Eternal Emperor was now facing arevitalized Tahn Empire many many timesitsorigind sze. The
explosive growth had created ahost of problemsfor the Tahn: there were more dissidents than ever
before, and frequent and bloody ousters from the Tahn High Council were increasingly common.

Unwittingly, the Emperor had solved thisfor them. The Tahn were once again united in purpose and in
their bitter world view.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEX

A few weeks later, Sten was no longer acommander without afleet. Hisfour Imperia tacships, the
Claggett, Gamble, Kelly, and Richards, had been off-loaded and lifted into temporary fitting-out dips
inthe huge Cavite naval yard.

But he remained acommander without acrew. The aftermath of the interview with Admira van Doorman
had produced exactly what Sten antici pated—zero qudified volunteers showed up.

But the 23rd Fleet did haveits share of ma contents and such. After twenty interviews, Sten thought of
the punch line from along-forgotten joke of Alex's. "Great Empire, not that shaggy.”

If Sten had been put in command of adestroyer, he might have been able to fit those gpplicant-losersinto
ship's divisons without problems. But not with four twelveman ships plus a skeleton maintenance staff.

Timewas running short. On three occasions hed had a"friendly” visit from one of van Doorman's aides.

The man had sympathized with Sten over his problems and had promised he would do everything
possible to keep things from van Doorman's attention—just afavor from one officer to another. Sten
surmised that the aide couldn't get his gravcar back to van Doorman quickly enough to report how deep
in drakh thisyoung misfit was.

Or maybe Sten was getting paranoid. It was quite conceivable—all histime was spent on the tacships.
When he remembered to eat, he opened a pack of something or other, heated it, and ate
absentmindedly, his mind and fingerstracing circuitry, hydraulics, and plumbing acrass the ships blueprint
fiches



This particular day he had climbed out of the greasy boiler suit he had been livingin, pulled ona
semidress uniform, and set out to do war with the 23rd Fleet'slogigtics division.

Every military has atable of organizations and equipment giving exactly how many people of what rank
are authorized in each command and what items of equipment, from battleshipsto forks, are dso
alowable. The organization with too many or too much can get gigged just as badly as one that's short of
gedr.

Sten had found out that the 23rd Log authorized one day's basic load for ammunition and missiles—that
being the amount of firgpower aship, in combat, would use up a maximum. Resupply intime of war for
Sten's tacships would mean breaking off their patrol routine and returning to Cavite's enormous supply
dumps.

Sten had tried to reason with the officer, starting with the logical point that the aborting of patrols when
the weagpons ran dry was hardly efficient and ending with the possibly illogica point that maybe, in time of
war, those supply dumps might just get themselves bombed flat.

The officer didn't want to hear about patrol problems, shook hishead inirritation at the mere mention of
possible hodtilities, and laughed aoud at the idea that Cavite couldn't destroy any attacker long before it
had timeto launch.

It was shaping up to be one of those days.

Sten st his ded down outside the security fence surrounding the fitting-out dips and absently returned the
sentry's salute at the gate.

" Afternoon, Commander." The sentry liked Sten. He and hisfellow guards had a private pool asto when
van Doorman would relieve the commander and send him back to Prime for reassgnment. It would be a
pity, but on the other hand, the sentry's guess was only a couple of days away, and drink money was far
more important than the fate of any officer.

"Afternoon.”

"Sir, your wegpons officer is already onboard.”

Sten wasin motion. "Troop, | want the guard out. Now."
"BUE"

"Move, boy. | don't have awegpons officer!"

The guard thumbed the silent darm, and within moments there were five sentries around Sten, nervoudy
fingering their loaded willyguns.

Sten took out the miniwillygun he always carried in the small of hisback and started for the Claggett, the
only ship with an entry port yawning.

A saboteur? Spy? Or just anosy Parker? It didn't matter. Sten put his six men on either side of the port
and went slently up the ladder.

He stopped, listening, just at the mouth of the ship'stiny lock. There were clatters, thumps, and mutters
sounding from forward. Sten was about to wave the guards up after him when the mutter became
diginguisheble



"C'mon, y' wee clottin’ beagtie. Dinnae be tellin't me Ah cannae launch twaa once.”

Sten stuck hishead out the port. " Sorry, gentlemen. | screwed up. | guess| do have aweapons officer.
I'll file acorrection with the OOD."

The puzzled sentries saluted, shrugged, and walked away.
Sten went forward.

"Mr. Kilgour!" he snapped &t the hatch into the control room, and had the pleasure of seeing a head bang
in surprise into a computer screen. "Don't you know how to report properly?!

Warrant Officer Alex Kilgour looked aggrieved, rubbing hisforehead. "Lad, Ah figured y'd be off playint
polowi y'r admird."

Alex Kilgour was astocky heavy-worlder from the planet of Edinburgh. Hed been Sten's team sergeant
in Mantis Section, and then Sten had gotten him reassigned to the palace when Sten commanded the
guard. Kilgour had made the mistake of faling in love and applying for amarriage certificate, and the
Emperor had shipped him off to flight school months ahead of Sten, dso commissioning him in warrant
ranks.

Sten had no idea how or why Kilgour was on Cavite—but he was very clotting glad to see him,
regardless.

"It wasn't much of atask't' be assigned to y'r squadron, young Sten,” Kilgour explained over two mugs of
caff in the closet that passed for the Claggett's wardroom.

"Firgt, Ah kept tabs, knowin't y'd be runnin' into braw problemsy' c'd no handle. Then aword here, a
charmin't smile there, an’ whiff, Kilgour's on hisway. But enow & young love. Clottin' brief me,
Commander. Where'sth' bonny crew?"

Sten ran through the problems. Alex heard him out, then patted Sten's shoulder in sympathy, driving the
deck plates down afew centimeters.

"Nooy' canrelax, wi Kilgour here. Y'r problem, son, isy' dinnae be lookin't for volunteersin theright
places.

"Like hdl! I've been recruiting everyplace but the cemeteries.”

"It'll no get's bad well hae to assign the livin't dead, Commander. Y ou hae nae worries now. Just trust
rre.ll

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
"Dinnae they be afine bunch,” Kilgour said proudly.

Sten looked askance at the thirty-odd beings glowering at him, then behind him at the firmly sedled
portals of the prison. "How many murderers?”

"Nae one. Twamandaughterswa the best Ah could do. Th' rest—"

Sten cut Kilgour off. He would have time later to agonize over the fiches. Suddenly the prisonersin front
of him gppeared as—at |east potentidly—shining examples of sallorly virtue. The problem wasthat Sten,
never adept at ingpiring speeches, wastrying to figure out whét to say to these beings to convince them



that they did not want to remain in the 23rd Fleet's safe, sane stockade.

Alex leaned closer to him to whisper. "Ah could warm'em up, if yalike, lad. Tell ‘em ajoke or three."
"No jokes" Sten said firmly.

Alex'sresponse wasimmediate gloom.

"No even the one about the spotted snakes? Tha's perfect for abraw crew such asthis."

"Youwill especially avoid the one about the spotted snakes. Kilgour, there are laws about cruel and
unusua punishment. And if you even dream spotted snakes, I'll have you keelhauled.”

Stll glaring, Sten turned his attention to the task at hand. The glare must have had agreat dedl of heat
behind it, because the men ingtantly stopped their shuffling and shifting.

Oh, well. At least he had their attention. Now al he had to do was some fancy convincing. Basic
gpeechmaking—alwaystalk to acrowd asif it were one person and choose one being in that crowd to
addressdirectly.

Sten picked out one man who looked alittle less dirty, battered, and shifty than the others and walked up
tohim.

"My namée's Sten. I'm commissioning four tacships. And | need acrew.”
"Y' comin' here, you're scrapin' the bottom,” another prisoner said.
"Sr."

The prisoner spat on the ground. Sten stared at him. The man's eyesturned away. "Sir," he grunted
reluctantly.

"No offense, sir." That was the prisoner whom Sten had picked asthe centerpiece. "But what'sin it for
l'gl

"You'reout. Your recordsll get reviewed. | can wipe your charge sheetsif | want. If you work out.”
"What 'bout rank?" yet another prisoner asked.

"You qudify for agtripe, you'l get it."

"What'll we be doing?'

"Running patrols. Out there.”

"Toward the Tahn?'

"Asclose aswe can get.”

"Soundslike aclottin' great way to get dead.”

"Itisthat," Sten agreed. "Plusthe quartersll make your cells herelook like mansions, the food would gag
agarbage worm, and my officersll bedl over you like adirty ship-suit. Oh, yeah. Y ou'll be lucky to get
liberty onceacycle. And if you do, it'll probably be on some planetoid where the biggest thing going is
watching metd oxidize"



"Doesn't sound liketherésmuchinit.”
"Sure doesn't, Sir." Thiswas afourth prisoner. "Can | ask you something? Persona ?*
"Why are you doin' it? Tacship people are dl volunteers. Y ou lookin' for some kind of medd?"

"Clot medds," Sten said honestly. Then he thought about what he was going to say. ™Y ou could probably
get my assinading if you told anybody this—but | think that we're getting real closeto aclottin’ war."

"With the Tahn." Sten's target nodded.

"Uh huh. And I'd alot rather be out there moving around when it happens than sitting on my butt here on
Cavite. Or, cometo think about it, dtting herein this pen.”

" till think any of usd be clottin' foolsto volunteer.”

"Just what I'm looking for. Clotting fool volunteers. I'll bein the head screw's—sorry, warden's—office
until 1600 if any of you fed foolish.”

To hisastonishment, Sten got seventeen volunteers. He never redized that the final convincement was his
dip of the tongue—only somebody who had been ajailbird or on the wrong side of the law would call
the warden ascrew.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

"How many generations has your family been warriors, Lieutenant Sekka?' Sten asked with some
incredulity.

"For at least two hundred,” the man across from him said. "But that was after the Sonko clan emigrated
from Earth. Before that, we Mandingos, at least according to legend, had been fighting men for another
hundred generations. That's not to say thet al of us have been just warriors. We have been military
scholars, diplomats, paliticians. .. there was even one of uswho was an actor. We do not often discuss
him, even though he was reputedly excdllent.” Sekkalaughed. His baritone chortle wasjust as pleasing to
the ear as the man's perfect voice,

Sten looked again at Sekkas fiche. It looked very good—there were just enough reprimands and
cautions from superior officersto match the | etters of merit and decorations.

"Y ou like taking chances, don't you?'

"Not at al," Sekkasaid. "Any course of action should be calculated, and if the potential for disaster is
lessthan that for success, the choiceis obvious.”

Sten put the fiche back in its envel ope and shoved ahand across the tiny folding desk. "Lieutenant,
welcome the hell aboard. Y ou'll skipper the Kelly. Second ship on the left.”

Sekka cameto attention, amost cracking his skull on the overhead. "Thank you, Sir. Two questions.
Who are my other officers?

"None, yet. You'rethefirst onel've sgned up.”

"Mmm. Crew?"'



"Y ou have four yardbirds and one eager innocent. Assign them asyou wish."

"Yessr."

"Lieutenant Sekka? | have a question. How'd you hear about this posting?’

Sekkallifted an eyebrow. "Why from the admira’s note in the current fleet proceedings, sir.”

Sten covered. "Right. Not thinking. Thank you, Lieutenant. That'sal. On your way out, would you ask
Mr. Kilgour if hewould report to me at his convenience?!

"Kilgour. You didn't."

"Ahdid."

"Hon?"

"The typsettin' plant th' shitepokes who run tha lyin't publication hae nain th' way ae security."”
"So you blueboxed into it, and phonied the admird's own column?’

"Istha nae aye harsh way't' put it?'

Alex, ever aince his scam back on Hawkthorne and later with the prisoners, fancied himself quite the
recruiter.

Sten changed the subject. "Isthere any way he could trace who did it?"
"Trace me, lad? Th' man wha solved a conspiracy again’ our own Emperor?"

Sten put hishead in his hands. "Mr. Kilgour. | know the navy isdry. But would there, by some odd
chance..."

"By an odd chance, thereis. Ah'l fetch the flask.”
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Alex liked somerain, like the nearly constant gray drizzle of hishomeworld. But the tropical buckets that
came down on Cavitetried his patience sorely. He counted unmarked a coves down the narrow
aleyway, found the correct one, and tapped on the barred door. From the inside his tapping probably
sounded like a 9 edgehammer warming up.

"What isthe word?" a synth-voice whispered.

"It'saye wet oot here, an Ah am lackit th' patience," Alex complained. Not particularly angry, he stepped
back and rammed a metal-shod boothedl into the door.

The door splitin haf, and Alex pulled the two haves out of hisway and entered.

He had time to notice that the inside of the brothel was quite nice, if one fancied red velvet and dark
paintings, before the first guard came down the corridor at him. Alex batted him into the wall with one of
the door haves. His mate came dashing toward Alex, was picked up, and went back up the corridor, in
the air, somewheat faster than he had come down.



"Ah'm looki't for aMister Willie Sutton," he announced.
"Do you have awarrant?"' the synth-voice asked.

"No."

"Areyou armed?"'

"What kind of ae clot y' thinkit Ah am? A course.

"Please keep your handsin plain sght. There are sensors covering you. Any dectronic emisson whichis
detected will be responded to. Y ou will be congtantly in thefield of fire from automaticdly triggered
weapons. Any hostile act will be responded to before you could complete such an action.”

Alex sort of wanted to test hisreflexes againgt the robot guns, but he was trying to be peaceful.

"Y ou will continue down to the end of the corridor, past the entrance to the establishment proper. At the
end of the corridor, you will find stairs. Continue up them, and then down the hall to the second door.
Enter that room and wait, while we determine whether a Willie Sutton is known to anyone on the
premises.”

Alex followed ingtructions. As he walked past, he looked into the whorehouse's reception area, fdll in
love twice, smiled politey at those two women, but continued on.

Kilgour was on duty.

The room was more red velvet and more ederly paintings, dimly lit by glass-beaded lamps. The furniture
was unusua, consisting of three or four wide, heavily braced hassocks. Kilgour stood with his back close
to onewall and waited.

The door on the other side of the room opened.
"Would my thoughts be correct in assuming you are interested in gpplying for work as my bodyguard?'

"Willie Sutton" waddled into the room. It was aspindar, alarge—two meters, choose any
direction—scaed creature that |ooked like an oversize scaly pangolin with extraarms. Since spindars
own names were not pronouncesble by the Homo sapien tongue, they generally took on a human name,
aname prominent in whatever field the spindar choseto excd in.

Kilgour had no ideawho Willie Sutton had been, but he wasfairly sure that the human had not been a
philanthropigt.

"Warrant Officer Alex Kilgour," heidentified himsdlf, not answering the question.
"You, then, are adeserter, as| am?’
"Na, Chief Sutton. But Ah hae consider't it.”

"Y ou are not from the military police. Certainly not, from your grimace. How might my establishment and
myself be of serviceto you?| am assuming, for the sake of argument, that you mean me no harm.”

"Wewant you to come back."

The spindar chuffed and sat back onitstail. "To the fleet? Hardly likely. During the years | served, |
experienced enough courts-martid to find the experienceirritatingly redundant.”



Sutton was telling the truth. There probably had been no supply specidigt in the Imperial Navy who had
been tried so many times, dmost away's on the same offense: misappropriation of imperia suppliesand

equipment.

There a so probably had been no supply specidist who had been promoted back up from the ranks so
many times, again dmogt aways for the same accomplishment: Due to the outstanding performance and
support of (insert rank a time) Sutton, (insert unit or ship name) accomplished its misson well within the
assgned limitsin an exemplary fashion.

"We need athief,” Kilgour said.
The spindar chuffed twice more. Alex explained the problemsthat he and Sten faced.

The spindar, thinking, extruded claws from aforearm and raked part of the carpet beside him into
shreds. Alex noted that the carpet was torn up in other parts of the room.

"What about the present chargesthat, shal we say, made it desirable for me to absent mysdlf from my
last duty Setion?”

Kilgour took two fiches from inside his shirt and handed them to Sutton. "Thafirs'sy'r red service
record. Thaorigina. Consider thaa present.”

The spindar scratched himself.

"Tha second's anew record, which, dinnae wish't' be't braggin't, Ah helped create. Couldnae be cleaner.
Y ou report back, and Ah'll hae thain th' records in minutes.”

"An entirdy fresh beginning,” the spindar marveled.

"M'boss say't theré'sadight condition. If y' thinkit y' could be worryin't th' same scam on us, bad things
c'd happen. About those, Ah'll say nae more.”

"The mechanics of pandering and progtitution,” the spindar said, dmost to himself, ""have become most
predictable. Y ou humans have such alimited sexud imagination. Return to duty.” He chuffed. "What a
peculiar propogition.” Chuff. "Tell your commander | shall provide an answer by this hour tomorrow."

CHAPTER THIRTY

Stenlolled back in hischair. Hisfeet were stretched out lazily, crossed at the ankles, measuring the width
of hisdesk. Inade hewastense, coiled, waiting for the hammer to fall. Outside he was doing his best to
gppear to be the cooal, uninvolved navy commanding officer.

Persondly, Sten thought he probably looked like adamned fool. All he needed right now was a knock of
urgency on his door to spoil the entire persona.

The door was knocked upon. The raps were urgent; equally urgently, the door dammed open. Sten
nearly compacted his knees getting hisfeet off the desk. Wildly, he thought for an ingtant which face he
should present—bored CO indifference or cam CO concern. There was no stop-action camerathere,
or timeto show the twistsin hisface as Alex and the spindar, Sutton, burstin.

"What seems to bethe—" Sten started.
"Sir!" Sutton blurted. "Weve been taken!”



Sten reflexively glanced about. Was the Gamble being boarded? Was Cavite being invaded? The
admiral’'s daughter violated? Taken? By whom? Sten skipped the why and where and assumed the now.

Mostly, what Sten was redlly worrying about was how he was going to untangle hisfeet and legp into
position. Alex saved his behind by sort of explaining.

"Wha Mr. Sutton, here, is sayin't, Commander, iswe been busted. | dinnae caret’ guesswhafor, but we
been pushin't the motive awee bit d late."

Sten buried alaugh. He had a pretty good ideawhat was going on. But Alex had been running on his
luck agreet dedl. It wastime for Sten to run it back. He placed alook of great concern on hisface. He
amog harummphed. With as much dignity as could be mustered in athree by two-meter space, Sten
roseto hisfest.

"What, gentlemen, could possibly be the problem?' His voice was very casua and cool.
"Weretrying to tdll you, Sir,” Sutton said. "We're being invaded by the cops!”
Sten dlowed himsdlf to be drawn out the door.

At dockside, drawn up before the Gamble, was a phdanx of Black Marias with five police gravd eds per
Side and two cops per vehicle.

"l told you, Sir," Sutton said. "We've been taken." He turned to Alex with accusation in hiseyesand an
angry quiver inhisvoice. "You turned mein."

"You? Who th' clottin' hell are you? Dinnae hae reference of grandeur, lad. They're bleedin’ bustin' us
al!" Alex gave Sten aglance. "l dinnae suppose we hae good graces here. But, if w' do, Ah'd be serious
usin' them now, Sten!™

Sten maintained his superiority of slence. Oddly enough, it did seem to have an effect on the two beings
next to him. There was an agonizing moment, then a hiss from the lead ded in the column. The driver's
door opened, and an enormous member of the Cavite police force unreeled himsdlf out. There was
another moment for brushing of tunic and flicking at stray hairs. Then measured boothed s advanced
toward Sten. Therewas an officia piece of paper held in histhrust-out hand.

"A warrant, Ahll ween," Alex whispered.
Sten was slent.

The cop marched up to Sten, tossed him a smart salute, and handed him the document. Alex peered over
at it, hisface breaking into amazement.

"You dinnae?' he said.
"I did," Sten said. "Thank you, Constable Foss," he said formally.

"With pleasure, Sir," Foss said. "Now, begging your pardon, sir, but we're all on Ten-Seven. Can you
process twenty recruitsin less than an hour? Or should some of us come back?"

Alex findly came through. "Twenty of you, aye? Comein, comein, said the cider to thefly.”
Moments later, he and Sutton were lining up the cops.

"So, thae be what it's come to, then?' he whispered to Sten. "Recruitin’ clottin’ fuzz."



Sten gave Alex hisbest and most practiced CO look. "Ain't war hell?"

Firg Lieutenant Ned Etill was amiracle captured in amber. He looked sharp! Sounded sharp! Was
sharp! And hisrésumé was as crisp and clean as his dress whites. He snapped Sten aknife-edged salute,
hedsclicking likeashat.

"If thet will bedl, Sr!"

Sten had rarely been confronted with such perfection. Estill wasthe kind of officer who made even a
commander fed the grime around his collar. The comparison was especidly pertinent because Sten and
Alex were dressed infilthy engineer's coverals. Estill'sinterview had been impromptu—an interruption of
agreasegun's-eye tour of the ship. Sten had as much difficulty in dismissng the man asheand Alex had in
quizzing him. How do you dedl with anava recruiting poster?

"WEell be gettin' back to you, Lieutenant,” Alex said, solving Sten'simmediate gape. Sten dmost had to
physicaly hold up hisjaw as E<till whedled 180 perfect degrees and clicked—not waked—down the

gangweay.
Sten sagged back againgt the hull in relief.

"Who sent him?" Sten wanted to know. "He's gotta be a spy, or something. Nobody, but nobody that
good would ever volunteer for our dinky little boats.”

"Henaebeaspy,” Alex said, "dto’ he be aDoorman lad hiswhole career. The wee spindar checked him

"Okay," Sten said, "but look at his record. Honors, awards, medals, prized exploration assgnments.
Personal commendations from every superior officer."

"All peacetime, lad," Alex reminded. " Also, nae one good word from his ultimate superior—Doorman
himsdf."

"Edill'stoo good,” Sten said. "I don't trust him."
"We got crew enough for thefour ships™" Alex said, "but we're still lackin' two captains.”

Sten mulled that over for abit, wondering if Lieutenant Estill was an answer to his prayers or the seeding
bed for future nightmares. Besides, did Edtill have...

"Luck, Ahwonder if thelad hasluck?" Alex said, completing Sten's thought. "How desperate are we?"
"If | could put agood first mate with him...." Sten mused.

There was athrumming of engines overhead, and aloud voice crackled through a hailer acrossthe
docks. "Hey, you swabbies get off your butts and give alady ahand!"

Sten and Alex looked up to see arust bucket of atow-ship hovering overhead. The tow pilot aready
had one ship dangling from its cradle and was moving into position over the Gamble. Long, dender robo
arms snaked out and started unfastening the dock lines.

"What in the clot do you think you're doing?' Sten yelled up.

The woman's voice crackled out again. "What's it look like? Moving your ship to the engine test stands.



Y ou are on the schedule, aren't you? Or doesn't your captain keep the ranks informed of what's going
on?'

"Y ou can't move two ships a oncel" Sten shouted back.
"Wannaclottin' bet? Hell, on agood day | can pull three. Now, get cracking with that line, mister!”

A bit bemused, the two men did what the woman said. And then they watched in awe as she
maneuvered Gambl e into ading below thefirg ship in afew secondsflat. The tow enginesroared to full
power, and she started away.

"That lassis some pilot, young Sten,” Alex said. "Ah'verardy seen thelikes of her."

But Sten was paying him no mind; he was dready running aong the docks after the tow asit wound its
way toward the test stands. By the time he reached the yard, the pilot was dready transferring the
Gamble over into the work berth.

"Hey, I'm comin’ aboard!" Sten yelled, and without waiting for permission he svarmed up the netting to
the towship.

A little later, hefound himsdlf squeezed into thetiny pilot's cabin. In person, the woman was even more
stunning than her ocbviousflying talents. She was dender and tall, with enormous dark eyes and long
black hair tucked into her pilot's cap. She was looking Sten over, speculatively and abit amused.

"If thisisyour way of asking alady out for abeer,” shesaid, "I admirethe clot out of your gal. | get off in
two hours.”

"That isn't what | had in mind," Sten said.
"Oh, yeah? Say, what kind of asallor are you, anyway?"'
"A commander typesalor,” Sten said dryly.

The woman gave him a startled ook, then groaned. "Oh, no. Me and my big ensign yap. Wdll, guess
there goes my job. Ah, what the clot! | waslookin' for onewhen | found thisgig.”

"Inthat case," Sten said, "report to me tomorrow at 0800 hours. | got an opening for first mate."
"Y ou gotta be kidding." The woman wasin shock.

"Negdtive. Interested?’

"Just likethat, huh? First mate?'

"Yep. Just like that. Except from now on you gottacall me'sir'!”

She chewed that over, then nodded. "1 guess| could get used to that.”

"Sir," Sten reminded.

"Sr," shesad.

"By theway, what's your name?"

"Luz, Luz Tapia Oh, clot, | mean Luz Tepia, or."



With one shot, Sten had solved the problem of the Richards and his doubts about Estill.

Only the problem of a skipper for the Claggett remained. But so far thelast hurdle seemed
insurmountable. Alex and Sten gloomed over the few remaining names on therr list.

"What asorry lot," Alex said. "Ah wouldnae make ae of these clots cap'n aeagravded.”

Sten had to agree. To make matters worse, he was quickly running out of time. And Doorman hadn't
been making things easy for him. His aides had been swamping Sten with regular cals asking for status
reportsand issuing thinly velled threets.

For one of thefew timesin hislife, Sten found himself sumped.

Therewas aloud scratching at the door.

"In" Sten shouted.

There was a pause, and then the scratching came again, louder than before,

Sten jumped to hisfeet. "Who the clottin hell..." He dapped at the button, and the door hissed open.
Sheer horror looked him in the face. Sten whooped with delight.

"What the clot are you doing here?' heyelled.
"Heard you were looking for acaptain,” the horror replied.

And Sten fdl into Sh'aarl't'sarms and arms and arms.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Even as he walked under the baroque gates into the officer's club grounds, Sten began calling himsalf
severa kinds of adumb clot. Acrossthe vast pampered garden—uwhich Sten was sure was tended by
poor swabbies pressed into service by their superiors—he could see the palatid and sprawling building
that housed the club.

Even by Prime World standards it would be considered posh. The building was many-columned and
purewhite. It waslit by constantly playing lights. The central structure had a copper-yellow dome that
looked suspicioudy asif it had been gold-leafed. Sten gritted histeeth as he thought how many ships
could have been ouitfitted at the obvious cogt.

He could hear the sounds of his partying brother and sister officers. Somehow the laughter seemed alittle
too loud, the howls of enjoyment alittle too shrill.

Sten aimost turned back. Then he thought, To hell with it. He had come here to celebrate with aby-God
decent medal and afew too many drinks. He walked on, determined to have agood time. Besides,
everybody on van Doorman's taff couldn't be clots, could they? There were sure to be afew interesting
beings, right?

Just to hisleft was alarge tree, cloaked in darkness. As he passed it, afigure came out of the shadows
toward him. Sten pivoted, hisknife diding into his pam. The figure seemed to lunge for him, and just as
Sten was about to strike, he smelled a strange mixture of strong alcohol and heady perfume. Instead of
griking, he caught—and his arms were suddenly filled with surprising softness.



The young woman bleared up a him and then gave adightly twisted grin of faint recognition. "Oh, Sit's
you," shegiggled. "Cometo give meacuddle, hun?'

It was Brijit van Doorman. The admird's daughter. And she was quite drunk.

Sten desperatdly tried to push her upright and away—doing his best, but failing, to keep from touching
places he ought not to touch. Visions of firing squads danced in his head.

"Wasameatter?' Brijit protested. "Din't yaever seeagirl get atiddielittle, | mean alittle tiddly, before?”
"Please, Ms. van Doorman..." Sten fumbled.

She collagpsed againgt him; as Sten clutched at her, she did out of hisarms asif she were greased and
tumbled to the lawn. She was suddenly stricken by amixture of laughter and hiccups.

"Had a hic con—con—contest. Drinking con—hic—test. | won.”
"So| see" Sten said.

"Hedidn't likeit."

"Who'she?' Sten asked.

Brijit became very formd. " He ismy fiancé. Old whatis-bod. Rey. Right, Rey Hall—uh, Halldor. My true
truetruelove”

The firing squad disappeared from Sten's mind to be replaced by asmall figure being kedhauled. The
figurelooked very much like Sten.

"Why don't | go get Rey?" Sten said.
"No, no, no. He'swith Daddy. Daddy doesn't like meto drink either.”

Thiswasdl just as clotting wonderful asit could get. At least that was what Sten thought until Brijit
started to cry. Not nice, soft little ladylike sobs either, but aloud bawl. Sten saw severa people peering
curioudy out the window.

"L et metake you home," Sten said.

She sopped crying immediately. She gave him alittle conspiratoria look. "Right. Home. Then nobody
will ever know."

"Absolutdy,” Sten said. "No one will know. Okay, up we go, now."

It took him agood five minutesto get her to her feet. But that didn't do much good, as she kept sagging
toward the ground each time. Findly, Sten picked her up and carried back aong the path and through
the gatesto hisgravcar.

He had barely cleared the ground when she lapsed into total unconsciousness. Sten was about ready to
explode. Of dl thedatting little... Ah, what the hell. Hed find the way. He punched her nameinto the
gravcar's directory, found her address, and set the autopilot.

Asthey swept through the city, he took agood look at her. Except for adight flush in her featuresand a
bruised look about her mouth, no one could tell she had aload on.



What the hey, so she got aload on? Sten imagined that it wasn't very pleasant being related to van
Doorman. So she wanted to kick her heds up alittle? She had aright to, didn't she?

Adeep, Brijit seemed very peaceful, little-girl-innocent and... and... Get ahold of yoursdf, Sten. So
she's aknockout. She's also the admira's daughter, remember? Do not think those thoughts. Do not
think themat dl.

Brijit never woke up when they reached her house, and Sten had to carry her in and tuck her into bed.
He pamed aswitch to turn off thelights, sghed, and let himsdlf out.

He found afurious blond man waiting for him at hisgravded. The man wasin uniform and worethe
inggniaof acommander. The last time Sten had seen him had been outside van Doorman's office—he'd
been wearing shorts and accompanying Brijit. It did not require much of Sten's deductive powersto
figure out who the man was.

"So, there you are, you clot! I'll teach you to—"

The man swung at Sten, starting at his knees and coming straight up. Sten stepped back lightly, and the
man dmogt fell from the force of the swing.

"You must be Rey Haldor," Sten said. "Brijit'sfiancé."
"Youredotting right | am,” Haldor said, swinging again.

Sten ducked, holding out both hands, trying to make peace. "Listen, Haldor. | didn't have anything to do
with it. She got drunk. | found her. | took her home. Period. That'sit. Nothing el se happened.”

Haldor charged, windmilling. Sten tried to dance aside, but one of the blows caught hisear. It hurt like
hell.

"Okay, you clot,” Sten said.

Oneam dtiffened. A hand connected, and the man found himsdf lying on his back, looking foolishly up
a Sten.

"You... you hit me," said an astonished Haldor.

"You'reclattin'right | hit you, Commander,” Sten said. "And if you get up, that'snot dl I'll do.”
"I want your name. Now, you clot.”

"The clot you are speaking to is Commander Sten, a your service.”

"Thisisn't theend of it,” Halldor said.

"Right."

Sten vaulted into his gravcar. He amost broke the control pane punching in the code that would take him
home.

| just love how you meet people, young Sten. Isan't it just wonderful how you got dl the rough edges
polished off on Prime World?



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
"Hey, chief. | think | got something,” Fosssaid.

Warrant Officer Kilgour, in spite of hisyears with the less-than-militarily-correct Mantis teams, was
offended. "Theterm is Commander or Sten, son. And that is not the way to report.”

Sten, amused, didn't bother to wait for Fossto rejargon. He was instantly across the Gamble's
command deck—easily done, sinceit measured four meters on a side—and was staring at the screen.

"Wadl," he said, waiting for the ship's computer to give him a better anadysisthan ablip, sector, and
proximity, "we have something. | guessit an't birds."

Foss flushed.
Sten'sflotillawas on its third week of shakedown. It had not been athrill aminute.

Combine hardened fdons with anava background with policemen with no military background with
eager volunteerswith fairly virginal officers, then add to that four state-of-the-art patrolcraft. State of the
art iscorrectly redefined by any engineer or technician with field service as: It will promise you everything
and deliver you very little. Under stress or when you redlly need it, it will break. The Bulkeley-class
tacshipsfulfilled these requirements very exactly.

Sten and Alex had managed twenty hours of deep each since the Gamble, Claggett, Kelly, and
Richards had launched from Cavite Base. The launch, intended to be a smooth soaring out of
atmosphere, had been alimp toward space. The AM2 drive on Sh'aarl't's ship, the Claggett, had
refused to kick in on command, and the formation had crawled into aholding orbit on Y ukawadrive. It
took hours of circuit running before they discovered that someone at the builder's yard had left his
lunchtime tabloid—headline: "Emperor to Finaly Wed? Escorts Beauty from Nirvanato Ball"—between
two filter screens.

Sten's comment about birds was not ajoke—the ship's screens had identified one of Cavite's moons as
aguatic waterfowls, and the identification had been confirmed by the ship's Jane's. Still worse, the
suggested response from the weapons computer had been bows and arrows. Of course, the
professionally paranoid recruits from Cavite's police department saw signs of sabotage and Tahn
sympathies among the builders. Sten knew better—over the years hed learned that the more
sophisticated a computer was, the more likdly it was to independently develop what in humanswould be
caled asense of black humor. Foss had managed to find the glitch and recircuit it within aday.

Eric Fosswasararefind. If he hadn't been theinitial source of recruitment from the police, Sten and
Alex might have passed him over. Hewas alarge, red-faced young man just barely old enough to join
the military, much lessthe police. Hed spent hisfew short months on the Cavite force as atraffic officer.

Despite his bulk, the young man was so quiet, so calm, that he dmost seemed adeep. But histest scores
on communications of al kinds were avesome and not to be believed. Sten had personally tested him
again—and the scores had improved. If Sten had been a supergtitious man, he might have thought Fossa
sengtive. But ingtead, he put him in charge of flotillacommunications.

Shakedown had continued, dways interesting in amorbid sort of way. The fire-system nozzles had been
misaigned and filled the wegpons compartments with foams; fuel-feed passages were warped; the gdley
stoves took a Ph.D. to understand, and the refreshers were worse.

On the other hand, &l of the ships had power beyond the manufacturer's specs, target acquisition was



superfadt, and the missile-firing testswent flawlesdy.

Unexpectedly, the crewmen and women managed to meld fairly painlesdy. The only incident had been
one of the ex-cons pulling aknife on an ex-policeman in an argument over the last piece of soyastesk.
But the ex-cop had broken the man'sarm in six places, snapped the knife in two, and told the officer of
the watch that the other poor fellow must have tripped over something.

Even the command ranks were working into shape. Sh'aarl't, on the Claggett, wasjust as good as Sten
had anticipated. Lamine Sekka, on the Kelly, was awesome, and Sten understood how the man's family
had survived al those generations aswarriors. Lieutenant Estill, backed by Ensign Tapia on the Richards
, was coming dong. He dill had atendency to follow davishly on its anticipation every order, but Sten
had hopes.

At least no one had fed himsdlf into the power chamber, and no one had rammed anything. Both Sten
and Alex, maintaining their public air of "not quiteright, guys, try it again,” were pleased.

But deep was becoming an increasingly attractive future.

Seven more ship-days, Sten had promised himself. Then we are going to practice landing and
concealment on the prettiest and most deserted world we can find and practice deep Zen bresthing.

At that point, the contact darm went off. The screen changed from ablip to ablur of words:

OBJECT IDENTIFIED ASNON-NATURAL. OBJECT IDENTIFIED AS AM2-POWERED
SPACECRAFT. OBJECT ON PROJECTED ORBIT... (NONCOLLISION)... NO JANE'S
ENTRY CONGRUENT WITH SHIP PROFILE... SHIPOUTPUTTING ON NO RECEIVABLE
WAVELENGTH... SHIP TENTATIVE... TENTATIVE. .. OPERATING UNDER SILENT
RUNNING CONDITIONS...

The words became an outline of the oncoming ship. Sten and Alex eyed the screen.
"Ugly clot, wha€er shebe,” Alex sad.

"Almogt asugly asthe Cienfuegos,” Sten said, referring to a spy ship, camouflaged asamining explorer,
on which they had dmaost managed to get themsalves killed during their Mantis days.

Alex got it. "Wee Foss, gie her abuzz on the distressfreak."
Before Foss could key the frequency, the screen changed again:

ANALY SISCOMPLETE OF DRIVE EMISSION—DRIVE CODING SUGGESTS SHIP FROM
TAHN WORLDS.

Sten keyed the mike. "Unknown ship....unknown ship... thisisthe Imperia Tactica Ship Gamble. You
are operating in aclosed sector. | repesat, you are operating in aclosed sector. Prepare for ingpection.”

Without waiting for aresponse, he reached over Foss's shoulder and keyed the com to the "talk between
ships' dircuit. " Clagett, Kelly, Richards, thisis Gamble. All ships, generd quarters. All weapons
systemson full readiness. All shipsdave-link to my flight pattern. All commanders stand by for
independent action. Thismay not beadrill. If fired on, return fire. | say again, thismay not be adrill.
Gamble out."

A speaker bleated. "Imperid Ship Gamble, thisisthe Baka. Do not understand your last, over."



There was another frequency change. " Baka, thisis Gamble. | say again my last. Stand by for boarding
and ingpection.”

"Thisis Baka. We wish to protest. We are acivilian exploration ship under correct charter. If there has
been any error in our course, we will accept escort out of the restricted sector. We do not wish to be
boarded.”

"Thisis Gamble. We arewarping parale orbit. Y ou will be boarded within... eight E-minutes. Any
attempt to evade boarding or resistance will be met with the appropriate countermeasures. Thisis
Gamble. Out."

Stenturned to Alex. "Mr. Kilgour. You... me... Sdearms. Four men with willyguns. Move!™

Sten's crew may not have been fully trained as sailors, but they werefairly skilled at breaking and
entering. Breaking was not necessary—the Baka had itslock extended and ready. The entrance did
open. Two men were on ether Sde of the tube, willyguns held—not quite—leveled. The other two
flanked Sten and Alex. They started down the tube, and their somachs jumped alittle asthey crossed
fromtheir own artificid gravity field to that of the Baka.

The Baka's inner port opened.
Sten expected to be met with fuming and shouts. Instead there was quiet outrage.

The ship's CO introduced himself as Captain Deska. He was aman of control—but a man who was
most angry. "Captain... Sten, thisistotally unwarranted. | shal lodge a protest with my government
immediatdly.”

"Onwhat grounds?' Sten asked mildly.

"We have been hijacked merely because we are Tahn. Thisisrank discrimination—my company has
nothing to do with palitics.”

My company? A ship's captain working for someone would hardly have said "my." Sten decided that this
Deskawasn't terribly good at fraud, ™Y ou arein aforbidden sector,” he said.

"You areincorrect. We have the correct clearances and permission. In my cabin.”
Sten amiled politely. He would be most interested in ingpecting said clearances.

Deskaled the way to his cabin. The ship corridors, unlike those of anormd exploration ship, were
immaculate and freshly anodized. The crew members were a so unusua—not the bearded loners and
technicians that normally made up along-cruise explorer but clean-shaven, cropped-haired, and wearing
identical coverdls.

It did not take Sten long to peruse the clearances. He snapped the fiche off and stood up from the small
console in Deska's Spartan quarters.

"You see," Deskasaid. "That permission was persondly requested and cleared by your own Tanz
Sullamora. If you have not heard of the man—"

"I know who heis. One of our Imperid biggies" Sten said. "Asamatter of fact, | know him personaly.”
Wasthere adight flicker from Deska?
"Excdlent," Deskasaid heartily.



"Interesting ship you have here,” Sten went on. "Very clean.”
"Thereisno excuse for lack of cleanliness.”

"That's my theory, too. Of course, I'm not acivilian..." Sten changed the subject. ™Y our crew's sharper
than mine. Y ou run ataut ship, Captain.”

"Thank you, Commander."

"I don't think you want to feel too grateful. This ship, under my authority as an officer of the Empire, is
under custody. Any attempt at resistance or disregard of my orderswill be countered, if necessary, by
force of arms. Y ou are instructed and ordered to proceed, under my command, to the nearest Imperial
base, in this case Cavite, a which time you are entitled to al protection and recourse available under
Imperid law."

"Butwhy?"

Sten touched buttons on two small cased pouches on hisbelt. "Do you really want to know, Captain
Deka?'

"l do."

"Fine. By theway, | just shut off my recorder and turned on ablock. | assume you have thisroom
monitored. Nothing else we say will be picked up, | can guarantee you.

"Captain, you are busted because | think you're aspy ship. No, Captain. Y ou asked me, and I'm gonna
tell you. Every one of your men looks like an officer—and you do, too. Tahn officers. If | were a sneaky
type, I'd guessthat you are some kind of high-level commander. And you came out here, with a pretty
good forgery to cover yoursdlf, to check out the approachesto Cavite. Just in case the balloon goes up.
Am | wrong, Captain?'

"Thisisan outrage!"

"Sureis. But you're il busted. And by the way, even if you manage to convince Cavite you are
innocent, innocent, innocent, al the hot poop your scanners have been picking up will be wiped before
werdeaseyou.”

Admira Deska, second-in-command of Lady Atago's combined flegt, just looked at Sten. "Y ou are
very, very wrong, Commander. And | shall remember you for avery, very long time."

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

"You did what?" Sten blurted. He did not even notice that he had forgotten to say "sr." Not that van
Doorman needed an excuse to get angry.

"I did not ask you for acomment, Commander. | merely took the courtesy of informing you asto my
decison. Sinceyou are dightly deef, | shall repest it:

"After consderable investigation by my staff, supervised by mysdf, we have determined that the boarding
of the Tahn Scientific Ship Baka wasin error. Admittedly, they had accidentally entered a proscribed
area of space, but their commanding officer, a Captain Deska, told methat their charts were out of date
andinerror."

"Sir, did you personaly examine those charts?"



"Commander, be silent! Captain Deskais a gentleman. | saw no reason to question hisword.”
Sten, hedlslocked, stared glumly down at Doorman's desk.

"l aso personally commend an apology to his superiors and to his company headquarters on Hesth,
whichisthe capitd of the Tahn Sysem.”

Sten, once again, did not know when to keep his mouth shut. "Sir. One question. Did you at least have
techs wipe the ship'srecorder systems?’

"I did not. How could he have navigated homeif | did?’
"Thank you, Sr."

"Onefurther point. Y ou should consder yoursdlf lucky.”
Gy

"Sinceit would prove an embarrassment to the officers and men of the 23rd Fleet if Imperid
headquarters were to hear of this debacle, of course there is no way that | can place the correct letter of
reprimand in your persond fiche"

Trandation: van Doorman hadn't reported the incident to Prime World.

"| shdl tell you something else, young man. When you werefirst assigned to my command, | had my
doubts.

"The navy isaproud and noble service. A service composed of gentlebeings. Y ou, on the other hand,
were formed by the army. Necessary types, certainly. But hardly correct from the navy point of view.

"I hoped that you would change your ways from the examples you would see around you, here on
Cavite. | wasmost incorrect. Y ou not only have isolated yourself from your peers, but have chosen to
associate with, and | am not exaggerating, scum from the lowest circles of our society.

"So beit. Y ou came from the gutter... and chooseto swiminit. At my first opportunity, thefirst timeyou
make the most minor error, | shall break you, Commander Sten. | shdl dissolve your entire unit, have
you court-martialed, and, | most earnestly hope, send you to apena planetinirons. That isal!"

Sten saluted, pivoted, and marched out of van Doorman's office, out of the hotel, and deep into the
grounds—where, behind atree, he laughed himself back into sanity. Admira van Doorman probably
believed he had stuck Sten's guts on a pole and waved them high overhead. He really should have taken
lessons from the most polite Mantisingtructor.

Scum Sten headed back for his ships. Not only did he want a drink, he wanted to find out—Alex would
know—what the clot "irons" were.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
"Boss, you look like you could use adrink.”
"Many," the Emperor said. "Drag up apew and a bottle, Mahoney."

Building drinks was smple—it consisted of grabbing abottle of what the Emperor called scotch from the
old roll-top desk and haf filling two glasses.



"What," Mahoney asked after dugging down hisdrink and getting arefill, "is burning Sullamoras tubes?
He's somping around the anteroom like you just nationaized his mother."

"Clot," the Emperor swore. "1 told him | know he'sinnocent six times already. Of course the Baka's
papers were forged. | went and told him very clear, | went and shouted in hisear.”

Mahoney just gave him a puzzled look.

The Emperor sighed. "Never mind. | guesswhen you leave I'll haveto pat his poo-poo again.”

"Speeking of that, ar.”
"Yesgh. | know."

The matter at hand was the boarding and subsequent release of the Baka. VVan Doorman may not have
filed areport, but one of Mahoney's agents, put in place in the days when Mahoney had run Imperid
Intelligence—Mercury Corps—had.

"Firgt thing we've got to do, sir, is bust that clotting Doorman down to brig rat third class.”

"I've never been ableto figure out if beings become soldiers because they're smple, or whether wearing a
uniform makes them that way," the Emperor said. He paused and drank. "V an Doorman has got
sx—count them, six—of my idiot members of parliament who think he'sthe most brilliant siwabbie since
Nelson."

"You'rejust going to leave him running amok with the 23rd Heet?'

"Of course not. | am going to amass, most carefully, avery large stone bucket. At the appropriate time,
I'll run some of my pet politicos out to the Fringe Worlds on afact-finding mission. They'll come back
and tel me how terrible things are. After that, I'll be reluctantly forced to give Doorman another star and
put him in charge of iceberg watching somewhere.”

"Sir, | don't think we have that kind of time. Both my agent and Sten agree that every swinging Richard
on the Baka was a Tahn officer. They are getting ready to hit us."

"Forget Doormat for aminute, refill my goddamned glass, and tell me what you want to do. And no, | am
not going to authorize a preemptive first strike on Heeth."

"That," Generd Mahoney said, following orders, "was going to be one of my options.”
"Remember, lan. | don't start wars. | just finish them.”

Mahoney held up ahand. He had heard time and again the Emperor's belief that no onewinsinawar
and that the more wars that are fought, the weaker the structure of the society fighting them becomes.
"What about this one, Sr? What about—"

"Y ou tried that one before, General. And | am till not going to redeploy your First Guards on the Fringe
Worlds. We are, right now, about one millimeter from going to war with the Tahn. | am doing everything
| goddamned know to keep that from happening. | plonk your thugs out there, and that would beit.”

Mahoney framed his sentence very carefully. The Emperor may have considered Mahoney a confidant
and even maybe afriend—but he sill wasthe Eterna Emperor, and one step over the line could put
General Mahoney out there looking for icebergs with Doorman. "No offense, Sir. But supposing you can't
stop the Tahn? Meaning no disrespect.”



The Emperor growled, started to snap, and decided to finish hisdrink instead. He got up and stared out
the window at the palace gardensbelow. "Thereisthat,” he said findly. "Maybe I'm getting too set in my
ways."

"Then| can—"

"Negative, Generd. No Guards." The Emperor considered for another moment. "How long hasit been
sincethe First Guards went through jungle refresher training?"

"Sx months, gr."
"Way too long. I'm ashamed of you, Mahoney, for letting your unit get fat and doppy.”
Mahoney didn't even bother to protest—the Emperor had his scheming look about him.

"Seemsto mel own some kind of armpit swamp out in that part of the universe. Used to be a staging
base back inthe Mudler Wars."

Mahoney crossed to one of the Emperor's computer terminas and searched. "Y essir. Isby XIII.
Unoccupied now except by what the fiche says are some redl nasty primordials and a caretaker staff on
the main base. And you'reright. It's very closeto the Fringe Worlds. It'd take me... maybe aweek to
transship from there."

"Would you stop worrying about the Fringe Worlds? The solution with those gentle and lovable Tahn will
be diplomatic. The only reason I'm punting you out there isto see whether mosguitoes like Mick blood.”
Then the Emperor turned serious. "Christ, Mahoney. That'sthe best | can think of. Right now, I'm
gtarting to run out of Emperor moves."

And Mgor Generd lan Mahoney wondered if maybe held better make sure his own life insurance policy
was current.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

The twenty-seven members of the Tahn Council sat in various attitudes of attention as Lady Atago
detailed the progress on Erebus. Even on screen her chilly efficiency cut acrossthe light-years separating
her from the Tahn home world of Hegth. If there was any deference in her manner to her superiors, it
was only to her mentor, Lord Fehrle, the most powerful member of the council.

"... And s0, my lordsand ladies" shewas saying, "in summeétion, the fleet isat Sxty percent strength; fuel
and other supplies, forty-three percent; wegpons and ammunition, seventy-one percent.”

Fehrleraised afinger for attention. ""One question, my lady," he said. "Some of the members have
expressed concern about crewing. What isthe status, if you please?"

"It digoleases meto say, my lord,” Atago said, "that | can only give you an estimate. To befrank, training
has not yet come up to Tahn standards.”

"An esimatewill do," Fehrle said.

"Inthat case, | would say we have enough manpower to place a skeleton crew aboard dl currently
operationa ships. There would be gapsin key positions, of course, but | believe these deficiencies could
be overcome."

"l have aquestion, if you please, my lady." Thiswasfrom Colone Pastour, the newest member of the



council. Fehrle buried agroan of impatience and shot aglance a Lord Wichman, who just gave adight
shake of his head.

"Yes, my lord?"
"How long before we can be at full strength?!
"Two years, minimum," Lady Atago said without hesitation.

"Inthat case," Pastour continued, " perhaps the other members would benefit from your counsdl. Do you
advise usto proceed with the action under discusson?’

"Itisnot my placeto say, my lord."
"Come, come. Y ou must at least have an opinion.”

Lady Atago's glare bored through him. Good, Fehrle thought. She's not going to be caught out by
Pastour's seemingly innocent question.

"I'm sorry, my lord. | do not. My duty isto follow your orders, not to second-guess the thinking of the
counal.”

But Pastour would not give up so easily. "Very admirable, my lady. However, asthe fleet commander,
you must have some estimate of our chances for successif we act immediatdly.”

"Adequate, my lord."
"Only adequate?"
"lan't adequate enough for any Tahn, my lord?”

Pastour flushed, and there were murmur of agreement from around the table. Fehrle decided to break in.
Although the old colond made him uneasy in hiswavering, it was not good to threaten the unanimity of
the council.

"| think that will bedl for now, my lady," he said. "Now, if you will excuse us, we will be back to you
within the hour with our decision.”

"Thank you, my lord."
Fehrle pamed a button, and the screen image of Lady Atago vanished.

"I must say, my lord," Wichman said, "that I'm sure that | echo the sentiments of the other members of the
council by expressing my pleasurein your choice of Lady Atago to command the fleet.”

There were more murmur of agreement, except from Pastour, who had recovered and merely gave a
chuckle.

"Right you are," he said. "Except if | wereyou, Lord Fehrle, I'd keep awesther eye on that woman.
She'sjust abit too good for comfort.”

Fehrleignored him. Pastour sometimes had away of saying the oddest things. And a the moment, Fehrle
was questioning his own decision to raise the man to the council. Well, no use worrying about that now.
The fact was that Pastour was one of the key indugtridistsin the Tahn Empire. He aso had the uncanny
ability to raiselarge guard units—all of which he financed from his own pocket—where seemingly there



had been few warm bodies available.

Also, Lord Wichman's supreme militancy—even for a Tahn—served as a counterbaance to Pastour.
Wichman was one of Fehrle's master strokes. He was a man who had risen through the ranks of the
military and could boast nearly every award for heroism that the Tahn Empire had to offer. More
importantly, he had away with the masses, and in hisrole as minister of the people, he seemed to be able
to get any kind of sacrifice necessary from the working class. How he got that cooperation, no one cared
to know.

In another time, the Tahn Council would have been most closely compared to a politburo system of
government. Each member represented key areas of society. The various viewpoints were discussed and
whenever poss ble added to the political stewpot. All decisionswere unanimous and find. There was
never avote, never any public dissension. Each matter was thoroughly discussed in private, compromises
made whenever necessary, and the plan agreed upon. A mesting of the council itsdlf was amere formdity
for the record.

And o it waswith no trepidation at al that Fehrle addressed hisfellow lords and ladies.
"Then, | assumewe are al agreed,” he said. "We proceed with the attack on the Emperor as planned?”
There were nods al around—except one.

"I'mnot sure,”" Pastour said. "l till wonder if maybe we ought to wait until we are a full readiness. Intwo
years, well have the Empirein the pam of our hand.”

There was an instant hush in the room. Everyone looked a Fehrle to see how he would react.

Fehrle did his best to keep the impatience out of hisvoice. "Thishas dl been discussed before, my lord,”
he said. "The longer we wait, the longer the Emperor has to build more ships. We cannot win a
manufacturing war with the Eternal Emperor. Y ou of al people should know that.”

"Yes, yes. But what if this operation doesn't succeed? We arerisking our entire fleet! Where will we beif
we lose that? Back under the Emperor's thumb, that's where, | tell you!"

Wichman ingantly shot to hisfeet, hiseyesbulging and hisface scarlet with anger. "1 will not say inthe
same room with acoward!" he shouted.

The room erupted as Wichman began to stalk out. Fehrle dammed his hand down on the table. Wichman
froze in midstep. Silence reigned again in the room.

"My lords! My ladies! Do you forget where you are?!

Fehrle glared around a each member. They dl squirmed in their seats uncomfortably. Then heturned to
Pastour and gave him afrosty smile.

"I'm sure the good colonel misspoke. We dl know from his reputation that heis no coward.” He glanced
over a Wichman. "Don't you agree, my lord?"

Wichman's shoulders dumped, and he walked silently back to his seat. "I gpologize for my rudeness,” he
said to Pastour.

"And | for mine. Y ou must forgive me. | have agreat deal moreto learn about the workings of the
counal.”



Thetension crept away, and Lord Fehrle brought the meeting back to order.
"It's settled, then. We attack immediatey!”

Everyone shouted in agreement. Pastour's voice was the loudest of al.
CHAPTER THIRTY-SK

"MR. Kilgour," Foss said, wistfully looking &t the display in front of him, "can | ask you something?”

"GA, lad." Kilgour checked the time. There was an hour and a half to go before the shift changed—and a
little inconsequentia conversation might help kill the boredom.

"Look at al thosefat freighters down there. When you were young, did you ever want to be apirate?’

Kilgour chuckled. "Lad, Ah haeinput f' ye. When Ah waswee, Ah was apirate. Comefraealong lined
rogues, Ah do."

Foss glanced at Kilgour. He was il not sure when his XO was extending his mandible. He turned back
to the screen.

Sten'sfour ships had been assigned escort duty. Even though the increasing tension with the Tahn had
reduced merchant traffic through the Fringe Worlds, there were still certain shipmentsthat had to be
routed through the area. The ships were now dispatched in convoys and given integral escort. In addition,
during passage near the Tahn sector, Imperia ships were attached for support. Hanging "below” Sten's
ships werefive tubby merchants from Tanz Sullamoras flet, one container link with four tugs, two hastily
armed auxiliary cruisers, and one archaic destroyer, the Neosho, from van Doorman's fleet.

Sten couldn't figure out van Doorman's thinking—if, indeed, the admira was ever guilty of that. He
seemed more interested in keeping his ships on the ground than in space. Possibly, Sten hazarded, the
admira wasworried that he would forget them if they weren't in plain Sight. Van Doorman was, even
though the term's origins were long-lost, a perfect bean counter.

Thisdidn't gpply to Sten'stiny flotilla. Van Doorman proved true to hisword. He wanted Sten's buitt on
toast. He evidently thought the best way to crucify Sten wasto keep him busy. The Claggett, Gamble,
Kelly, and Richards were used as everything from dispatch runnersto chartmakersto the present
duty—high escort on this merchant run. Sten didn't think much of van Doorman's plot—if Sten had
wanted to ruin someone's career, he would have kept the person underfoot at dl times. Sten was a so not
upset that his ships were kept on the run—he was still shaking his somewhat motley crew down.

The only problem was the wear and tear factor on the delicate engines. If it weren't for Sutton's brilliance
in conniving far more parts and even pare engines than authorized, al four tacships would have been
redlined by now.

And so the four ships dozed on high escort. The skipper of the Neosho had cheerfully agreed with Sten's
plan to keep hisflotillaabove the convoy proper, enabling the Bulkel ey-classs superior eectronicsto
umbrellathe convoy. He had promptly stuck the Neosho at proud point and, asfar as Sten could tell
from intership transmissons, was spending most of histime on the lead merchantman.

Sten was dightly envious—rumor had it that Sullamorals ships were most plush, and their crews didn't
believe in Spartan thinking—but not very.

Sten kept his crews on minima watch—with one exception. The € ectronics suite was fully manned and
watching. There had been entirely too many nonreports from ships passing through this sector. There



were many possible explanations. Merchant ships were notorioudy doppy for transmitting sector-exit
reports, accidents did happen; pirates; or Question Mark.

Pirates made no sense. In spite of the liviefantasies, it wasimpossible for aprivate individud, given the
Imperia control of AM2, to operate araider for very long. It was the Question Mark that intrigued Sten
and Alex.

Four daysinto the assgnment, their question was answered.

Generd quarters clanged Sten from his cubicle, where he wasfilling out another of van Doorman's
interminable status reports, to the command deck.

The convoy was below and ahead of his ships—Sten noticed that, as dways, one freighter waslagging to
the rear of the formation. But on the monitor three unknown shipswere coming in from "low rear.” Sten
checked the prediction screen. Their path would intersect that rear freighter in minutes.

Electronics does not necessarily smplify command: Sten, nearly smultaneoudy, ordered al weapons
systemns on the Gambl e to standby; aerted his other three ships; cut to the supposedly open command
link between ComEscort and ComConvoy, though he got no answer; braced himsdlf and cut onto the
assigned transmission band to al convoy ships; and turned away from the convoy screen.

"Below" him wasingant chaos. The Neosho and the Commander/Escort's lead merchantman continued,
unhearing—Sten guessed it must be ahelluva party. Two freightersimmediately took evasive action and
amost collided. A third freighter sought an orbit directly away from the convoy. The container link began
lumping like agiant inchworm, asif dl of the tug skippers had suddenly decided to go their ownway. The
lagging merchantman suddenly and uselessy went to full power, and the two auxiliary cruisers began
bleating questions.

Sten was too busy to worry about them.

"All tacships, thisis Gamble. Switch to independent command. Acquire targets. Please monitor my
attempts to communicate with unknown ships. Permission to fire a commander's discretion, over."

He made another switch to the sector's emergency band, which, in theory, every ship should be
monitoring.

"Unknown ships... thisisthe Imperia Ship Gamble. Identify yourselves... alter trgjectory... or prepare
to be attacked."

The com screen stayed blank. Kilgour pointed at another screen, which showed violet haze from al three
ships
"Firg th' wee Baka. .. noo thag clowns. Ah thinkit tha Tahn be playin't games."

Another screen had acomputer projection of the threeincoming raiders.

"Spitkits," Kilgour murmured. "Ah'll hazard tha raiders be converted patrol craft. Raiders wi' enough to
blast acivilian an' aprize crew for boardin.”

Foss, at the control board, eyed Kilgour. Maybe the man from Edinburgh had been a pirate.
"Tacships," Sten ordered, "engage and destroy incoming ships™

Kilgour had the Gamble on an intersection orbit, coming "down™ on theincoming ships. Evidently they



were intent on the merchantman. "Weapons selection, Sr?"
"Wewon't waste aKdi. Give mefiring prox on aGoblin."

Kilgour had the control helmet on. "And six... andfive... andfour... and three... and one. Goblin on th'
way, mae."

Thefirst raider never knew what happened. 1t smply vanished. The second and third split
formation—one ship 180-ing on areturn orbit at full power. Sten checked an indicator—the raider'stop
speed was less than two-thirds of that of any of the tacships.

Thethird ship, perhapswith a brighter skipper, tried another tactic. It launched two ship-to-ship missiles
and, aso at full power, tried an evasion orbit, one that would lead it within afew light-seconds of the
lagging merchantman. Perhapsthe raider thought he could lose himsdlf in the clutter around the freighter.

"Clagget... Kely... Richards," Sten ordered. "Y ou want to nail the one that's homeward bound for me?
I'll take the snesky guy.”

"Roger, Gamble," came the cultured voice of Sekka. "But you do appear to be alowing yoursdf dl the
fun"

"Negative, Kelly. While you're at it, maybe you could snag me a prisoner or two? And maybe try to get
aback projection on where these guys came from?”

“Well try. Kelly out."

While Sten was talking, Alex had already deployed three Fox countermissiles and produced two
satisfactory explosions from the raider's own launch.

"Clogng... dosng... closng..." came the monotone from Foss.
"Unknown ship, thisisthe Imperid Ship Gamble. Cut power immediately!"
Nothing showed onscreen.

"Puir lad,” Alex observed. "Puir stupid clot. Wha he should'a don whalaunch on yon freighter an' hopit
we're soft-hearted enough to look for survivors... Goblin launched. Ah'll try't' takit just the weeidiot's
drivetubes... clognt... hit... ahwdl." Theraider became another expanding ball of gas.

"Gamble, thisis Claggett. Raider exploded. No survivors observed.”
"All tacships, thisis Gamble. Resume previous orbit.”
"Gamble, thisis Neosho. What isgoing on, over?' The query wasrather plaintive.

Foss correctly left the transmission unanswered while Sten and Kilgour figured out a response that
wouldn't get them court-martiaded when they returned to Cavite.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Sten cleared off the small surface that served as his desk, turned on the pinlight/magnifiers, and eased his
chair closer. He had determined that this was going to be a perfect evening—one of the rare nights he
had absolutely alone to pursue his hobby.

He had given the crews of his ships twelve-hour passes, leaving him relatively free of responsibility. He



poured himsdlf atumbler of Stregg, swirled the crystd liquid around in the glass, and sipped. Thefirelit
down to histoes.

He sighed in anticipated pleasure, then lifted out the tiny black case and snapped it open. It contained a
dozen or moretiny cards, each jammed with computer equations. Sten's passion was holographic models
of ancient factories and scenes. One card, for instance, contained in its micro-circuits acomplete
early-twentieth-century Earth lumber mill, with working saws and gears and belts. Every machinein the
mill was controlled by aminiature worker, who went about hisindividual tasks—as best as Sten could
research them—exactly as he had many centuries ago. Sten had completed the mill during hislast
assgnment on Prime World.

He had started hislatest model during flight schoal. It was one of his more difficult moving holographic
displays. He did the card into its dot and pamed the computer on. Smal figuresworking in asprawling
field legpt out onto the desk. What Sten was recreating was an ancient British hopsfield. From his
research he knew that hops—used in the beer-brewing process—were grown on towering tripod poles.
When harvest time came each year, men and women were recruited from al over the country. The plants
were so tall, with the fruited vines at the very top, that the workers strode through the fields on stiltsto
pick them.

Thusfar, Sten's display consisted of the fields of hops, most of the workers, and the ox-drawn carts used
to haul out the harvest. Months of work lay ahead of him before he could complete therest of the
gprawling farm. Hetickled afew keys on his computer to cal up an incomplete ox cart. Then he got out
hislight pen to sart sketching in afew more details.

There was atentative scratching at his cabin door. Sten felt the anger rise. For clot's sake, he had given
grict ordersto beleft done. Ah, well. "In!" he caled.

The door hissed open, reveding a badly frightened sentry. "Begging your pardon, Sir, but..." Theman
garted sumbling over hiswords. "But... uh, therésalady.”

"I don't careif it'sthe Queen of—oh, never mind. Who isit?"
"| think it'sthe admira's daughter, Sr."
Clot! That was just what he needed. A drunk for company. "Tel her I'm not here.”

The sentry started to back out, hesitated, and then pushed something forward. It wasasingleroseand a
small gift-wrapped package.

"Shesaid to giveyou this, sr," the sentry plunged on. "Said it wasto say shewas sorry. Uh... uh... |
think shed know | waslying, gr, if | told her what you said.”

Sten took pity on the man, accepted the gifts, and waved him out. "I'll be with her inaminute.”

He placed the rose to one side, took a hefty snort of his Stregg for courage, and dit open the package.
Therewasasmall computer card indde—identical to the ones he used in holography. What in the
world... Hedid it into one of the drives. A three-dimensional model of atower jumped out on his desk.
It was a perfect replica of one of the barns used by the ancient hop farmers! How had she known?

No matter how onelooked at it, thiswas one hell of away to apologize.

They had amidnight picnic-style dinner a one of the most fashionable restaurants on Cavite. Brijit van



Doorman ingsted on buying.

Sten dmost hadn't recogni zed the woman when he had met her on deck. The last time he had seen her,
she had been beautiful but drunk, with aspoiled pout on her lips. Thistime there was no pout, just large
anxious eyes and anervouslittle smile,

"I dmost hoped you weren't here," she said in a soft voice. "I'm not very good at saying
sorry—especidly in person.”

"I'd say you're very good & it," Sten said.

"Oh, you mean thelittle barn." She dismissed the gift with awave. "That was easy. | just asked your
friend, Alex. Weve spoken on and off for days,”

So that was why the tubby heavy-worlder had gone out this evening, with mysterious chuckles at no
apparent jokes and pokesinto the ribs of the others.

"I assume he dso said I'd be onboard tonight.”
Brijit laughed. "Isthat such abetrayd?' she asked.
Sten looked at the long, flowing hair and the equally flowing body. "No. | don't think so."

Somehow, the stroll back to her gravcar led to alingering talk that neither seemed to want to cut off with
athank you and good-bye. Which led to the dinner invitation. Which took them to the restaurant that
Sten was sure even Marr and Senn would envy back on Prime World.

It was an exotic outdoor caf€ perched on the end of a private landing strip. The center was a beer
garden, where the patrons could gather and drink and converse asthe late-night picnic baskets were
packed with their orders. Surrounding the beer garden were many small opague bubblecraft. Each craft
was large enough to comfortably fit the basket and two people.

Sten was not surprised that Brijit had made reservations. They waited about an hour in the quiet garden,
talking, Spping & their drinks, and watching the bubbles slently drift off into the night to swirl around and
around the restaurant in darting orbits, like so many fireflies.

Sten told her about himself as best he could, skipping with hidden embarrassment over his Mantis
Section years. Strange that he should fed that way. Thelieswere so drilled in and part of him that
normally they seemed almost redl. Perhaps his discomfort was just a product of the warm night and the
chilledwine.

Brijit chattered on about hersdf and her navy-brat upbringing, which had involved jumping from system
to system as her father rose through the ranks. Although unstated, Sten got the idea that she was
uncomfortable about the pomp that van Doorman liked to dress his command with. Uncomfortable, but
guilty about her discomfort.

Eventudly they were summoned to their own private bubblecraft. They boarded, the gull-wing port
closed softly in on them, and they lifted away.

There must have been more than a hundred itemsin the basket, dl bite-sized, with no flavor exactly the
sameasthelas.

Brijit told Sten the rest of her story over brandy. Of course, there had been alover.



"| think he was about the handsomest man I've ever met,” she said. "Don't get me wrong. He wasn't the
big-musclestype. Kind of dight. Wiry dight. And dark.” She paused. "Hewasa Tahn."

It all came together then for Sten. The admird's daughter and her Tahn lover. Sten could imagine how
van Doorman would handle astuation like that. It would be very painful for both parties. It would also
be something van Doorman would never let his daughter forget.

"l only have one question," Sten said.
"Oh, you mean Rey?"'
"Yeah, Rey. | understand you two are engaged.”

"Rey thinks we're engaged. Father knows we're engaged. But asfar as I'm concerned—" She broke off,
garing down at the lights of Cavite.

IIYS?I
Brijit laughed. "1 think Rey isaclot!"
"So, what do you plan on doing?"

Brijit leaned back on the soft couch that spanned one side of the bubble. "Oh, | don't know. Play the
game, | guess. Until something better comesaong.”

Sten had heard tones of something like thisbefore. " Aren't white knights alittle out of fashion?'

Brijit came up from the couch and snuggled hersdlf under one of hisarms. She peered up a himwith a
mock batting of largeliquid eyes. "Oh, gr," she said softly, lifting up her lips. "'l don't believe in white
knightset dl."

A moment later they were kissing, and Brijit wasfaling back on the couch. Her dressdid up, reveding
smooth ivory flesh covered only by awisp of silk between her thighsthat was held in place by adender
gold chain about her waist.

Sten brushed hislips across the softness of her belly. Then he unclasped the chain.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

"Thisisimperid Tacship Gamble. Request landing clearance.

Therewas no visua onscreen, but Sten could feel the controller down on the planetoid below goggle.
"ThisisRomney. Say again your last."

"Thisisthe Gamble," Sten repeated patiently. "I want to land on your crooked little world."

"Stand by."

Therewasavery long sllence.

"Ahthink, young Sten, y're givin't these smugglers more dack'n's warrantable.”

"Maybe"

At last the tranamitter crackled. "Imperial ship... thisis Jon Wild. | understand you want landing



instructions.”

"Correct."

"'Since when does the Empire knock on doors like ours?'

Kilgour relaxed. "Y ou were right, lad. Now were gettin't somewheres.”
"Thisisthe Gamble. When we want to trade."

"Trade? Theresjust one ship up there.”

"Correct, Sr. Wild."

"Clear to land. Follow the GCA beam down. | wish | could make some kind of threet if you'relying to
me. However... thisconversation is being recorded, | know, and | have aright to counsd, legal advice,
and such..." Thevoiceturned mildly plaintive.

"It would beinteresting if you'retdling the truth,” Wild continued. "' A vehicle shal be waiting to transport
you to my quarters. Romney. Out."

*k*

Jon Wild was a piece of work—as was his planetoid. Romney was a planetoid hanging just outside
anyone's known jurisdiction. It had been domed generations earlier asatransmission relay point. But
technology had made the relay station obsolete, and it was abandoned.

It had taken Sten sometimeto find Romney. Actualy, the wholeidea had been Kilgour's.

"Lad, widy vet mthinkin't," he had begun. "Wheny' hae ae dictatorship ae th' Tahn, y* hae violators,
human nature bein't wha it is. Correct?"

"We saw enough of that when we were on Hesth," Sten agreed.
"Glad y' concur. If y' hae pimps ae thieves an tha, dinnae it be possiblet’ hae smugglers?’

Sten got it ingtantly and put Kilgour in motion. The tac-ships had gone out beyond the Fringe sectors and
hung in space, slently monitoring single-ship movements. None of these reports had gone to 23rd Fleet
Intelligence—Sten knew that there would be an immediate order to investigate. Eventualy there had been
enough datato run progs. Y es, there were smugglers, moving in and out of the Tahn worlds. Y es, they
did have abase—actudly, less a base than atransfer point for goods coming from Imperia worlds
intended for import to the Tahn.

But there are smugglers and smugglers. Sten had swooped on anumber of ships heading for Romney,
checked cargoes, and interrogated crews. Satisfied, he had marooned, on a conveniently outlying planet
sans communications, the smugglersand surviva supplies.

He had enough to discuss the state of the galaxy with whoever led or spoke for the smugglers. Evidently
that person was Jon Wild. Sten had conjured many pictures of what a master smuggler might look like,
from agrosdy overdressed and overfed sybarite to adender fop. He did not expect aman who looked
asif hewould be most satisfied working in Imperia Long-dead Statistics.

Nor had he expected that Wild's headquarters would resemble a dispatch center. From appearances, the
smuggler chief would have been amost satisfactory number two for Tanz Sullamoras trading empire.



Wild had offered alk to Sten and Alex and seemed unsurprised when it was refused. He sipped what
Sten surmised to be water, taking histimein hisevauation.

"Youwishtotrade" hefindly sad. "For what?'
"You saw my ship."

"Indeed. It appeared most efficient.”

"Efficient, but not very comfortable.”

"Doesn't Admiral van Doorman supply you properly?' Wild asked with buried amusement. Sten did not
bother answering.

"What gives you theimpression," Wild continued, "that | might be of help?’

Sten wasn't interested in fencing. He handed over the manifest riches from the smuggling ships he had
seized. Wild put them into aviewer, then took his time responding.

"Let usassumethat | had something to do with these shipments,” Wild said. "And let usfurther assume
that in some manner | could provide equivaent resupply for your ships, Commander. Briefly—how much
of arake-off are you looking for?'

Kilgour bristled. Sten put ahand on hisarm.
"Wrong, Wild. | don't give adamn about your smuggling.”
"Uhoh."

"My turn now. I've seized your cargoes just to make sure you weren't moving arms or AM2 into the
Tahnworlds. You arent.”

Wild seemed honestly shocked. "Onething | am most proud of, commander. | have no truck with war or
itstrappings. But if | can manage to provide, for people who have the meansto pay for it, some small
itemsthat make life more convenient, without forcing my customers through the absurdity of cusomsand
thou-shalt-nats... | will pursue the matter.”

"Thank you, Sr. Wild. Well be equaly frank with you."

Sten and Alex's plot wasfairly smple. They had monitored the smugglers movements|ong enough to
show that the same ships were coming in and out. Therefore, these smugglers had orbits plotted that did
not intersect the intense Tahn patrols. Since they were not trading in guns or fud, Sten wasn't
bothered—obvioudy the Tahn would be forced to pay with hard credits, credits that would not be spent
on their own worlds. Slight though it probably was, this might marginally unsettle the Tahn currency base.

Sten's proposa was most smple—he would like any military information that Wild's men and women
came up with. In exchange, so long asthey held to the no-war-stuff policy, he would leave them
completely done.

Wild shook his head and poured himsdlf another glass of weter. "I dont likeit," he said.
"Why not?'

"Nobody's that honest."



Sten grinned. "I said weld like to trade for good things, Sr. Wild. | didn't say that wed strike an honest
bargan.”

Wild rdlaxed inrdlief. ", of course, will haveto discussthiswith my captains.”
"Best y' bedoin'tit w' subtlety, Wild," Kilgour said. "If y' leak to the Tahn, an' we get ambushed...”

"Y ou may assume subtlety, Warrant Officer,” Wild said. "I have been smuggling for haf acentury, and,
thus far, no one has gotten closer to my operation than you two." He stood. "1 do not foresee any
difficultiesfrom my officers™ hefinished. "Now, would you care to examine my orbit plots so we may
determine the most logical meeting places?'

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

"Ah think were awee hit logt, young Sten."

"Thisisclottin' ridiculous. We both aced navigation school. How can we be lost three klicks outside the
base? Lemmelook at the map again.”

Sten and Alex pored over the map of Cavite City one more time. The other members of the Claggett's
crew hovered nearby, trying not to laugh too obvioudy at their superiors.

"Okay, onemoretime,” Sten said. "South on Imperia Boulevard.”
"We donetha."

"Left a Desder."

"Check."

"Thenright at Garret.”

"We bloody donetha too."

"Now we should see a skoshie little dleyway about hafway down Garret. The aley cuts Sraight through
to Burns Avenue. That'sthe theory, anyway."

"Thabeit arotten theory. Tha's nae such street!”

The problem they were having was that Cavite's street system was as much of awarren as ancient
Tokyo. To compound their difficulties, haf the street signs had been obliterated or ripped out by roving
Street gangs.

Their journey had started out innocently enough. Sten had decided to reward his people for al their hard
work by treating them al to abig bash of adinner. He had told them to pick out any place at dl, and
hang the expense. He was mildly surprised when the vote came in. Almost every crew member had
elected to chow down at a Tahn restaurant. In particular, they picked the Rain Forest. It was an
out-of-the-way little spot that boasted the spiciest Tahn food in the city.

Sten had no objection, but he was curious. "Why Tahn food? What's wrong with the native stuff?"

He was greeted with a chorus of "bleahs," which he took to mean that the best of the native fare boarded
on bland greasy. So, the Rain Forest restaurant it was. Sten and his crew had some last-minute refitting
to do aboard the Gamble, so the plan was for the others to go ahead, to be met at the restaurant | ater.



Sten was shocked when they reached the center of the city. Imperial started out as abroad, clean street
that wound past high-class shops, hotels, and gleaming busi ness offices. Then it became what could best
be described as awar zone. The Street itself was pitted with gaping holes.

Half the shops were either boarded up or burned out. The hulks of abandoned vehicleslined either side
of the street. The few people they saw—except for the seven-man squads of copsin full riot gear—were
furtive things that scurried into dark corners when they spotted the Gambl€'s crew.

"What the clot's going on here?" Sten wanted to know.

Foss, who had been out on the streets of Cavite agreat deal more, explained. When the Tahn had
started beeting their war drums, it had made the locals as nervous as hell. First afew, then aflood began
fleeing, leaving their bus nesses and homes abandoned. Unemployment had become fierce, which had led
to abooming membership in street gangs. The Tahn section of the city, moreover, had become an
embattled dum ghetto, at the mercy of Tahn-bashing gangs.

"Y ou mean that's where this restaurant is? Smack dab in the middle of ariot area?’
"Something likethat, ar.”
"Clotting wonderful. Next time we est bland and greasy."

But there was nothing else to do but press on, following the map that the security guard at the base gate
had said was AM 2 bulletproof. Sten was now thinking fondly of what strings he could pull to bust that
clotting guard down to spaceman second.

Sten shoved the map back at Alex. "We must have taken awrong turn,” he said. "There's only onething
we can do. Go al theway back to Desder and start again.”

Everyone groaned.

"They'll have eaten dl thefood by the time we get there," Foss said. Then he remembered himself.
"Begging your pardon, Sr."

"What other choice do we have?'
"Ah could dw'ystdl thaspotted snake story,” Kilgour offered. " Just ta keep our spiritsup, like."

Before Sten could strangle Alex, ajoygirl came around the corner. She was dressed in one of the dirtiest,
most revedling costumes Sten had ever seen. Also, unlike the other people they had seen so far that night,
shedidn't seem to have adrop of fear in her blood. Her walk was cool and casual. Shewas aso
wearing, Sten noted, an enormous pistol around her wais.

"Uh, excuse me, miss?'

Thejoygirl looked Sten up and down. Then she glanced over at the other crew members. ™Y ou gotta be
kidding," shesaid. "I'm not taking all you swabbies on. I'd be out of work for aweek."

"No, no,"” Sten said. "Y ou got mewrong. | just need alittle help.”
"I'll bet you do."

Stenfindly got her atention by waving ahandful of credits a her. He explained the problem. The lady
shook her head in disgust at their stupidity and pointed at a sagging gate half-hidden by arusted-out
gravded.



"Right through there,” she said. "Theniit's|eft, left, and then it'll fall on your thick skulls.”

Two minutes later they were hoisting foaming mugs at the Rain Forest, doing their best to catch up with
their shipmates.

The restaurant was aptly named. Hidden under its small dome was aforest. Tables were scattered
among trees and beside gentle waterfals. There was a soft breeze coming from somewhere. Colorful
birds and huge insects with lacy wingsflitted over the diners. The owner wasone . Tige, an elderly,
gentle Tahn who seemed honestly to enjoy watching the delight on his patrons faces when they dug into
hisfood.

The menu was as exoatic as the atmosphere, with more than thirty items offered. The food ranged from
mild-hot to burn-your-sca p-off and was meant to be washed down with big mugs of adelicate Tahn
beer. Most of the disheswere served family style in huge crockery bowls.

Sten groaned, patted the smal swell at his belt, and leaned back into his seet.
"Onemorebite" hesaid, "and | turn into ahot-air vehicle."

"What's the matter, Commander? Out of training?" Luz grinned at him and began spooning out another
mound on her plate.

"Where do you put it?" Sten wasn't joking. He couldn't believe the enormous quantities of food she had
piled into that dender figure.

"Would you believe awooden leg, Sir?"

Luz wasin civviestonight, and she was wearing a hater top that just covered her small, shapdly breasts
and the shortest pair of pure white shortsthis side of Prime World. Her legs were long and tawny and
smooth. Sten glanced down at her legs—he couldn't help but admire them—and shook his head.

"No. Wood | definitely don't believe!™

Then he caught himsdlf and flushed. Watch it, Sten, he thought. Y ou can't be doing what you'd love to be
doing! Luz saw the blush and smiled. She knew what he was thinking. She gave his hand agentle pat and
then politely turned away and began chattering nonsense to Sekka. Sten redlized that in some odd way
he had just been rescued. He loved her for it.

There was a crashing sound and loud shouts. Startled, Sten looked up to see aterrified young couple
quivering just insde the door. The man's face was bloodied, and the woman's clothing had been ripped.
The man was Tahn. There was a splintering of plas as aheavy weight struck adoor.

People outsde were shouting. "Throw him out. .. clottin’ Tahn fooling with our women..."

Sr. Tige pointed to aback door, and the couple started running for it. But just then the main door
crashed open, and four bully boysburst in. They spotted the couple, howled in glee, and rushed toward
them. Sr. Tige put up an arm to stop them, but one man smashed him to the floor. The others, led by a
hulking thug swinging an equdly large club, advanced on the pair.

"Firgt you, you piece of filth," he said to the young Tahn. "Then your dut.”
"You'redisturbin' our med, lad," came a soft Scot voice.

The bully boys turned to see Alex and Sten standing just behind them.



"After you pay the damages,” Sten said, "you can go."

The man with the club gave abooming laugh. "More Tahn lovers™ he said.

Acrosstheroom, Sten saw his crew members coming to their feet, but he waved them back.
"| think he'strying to insult us," Sten said to Alex.

"Aye. Hewa brung up bloody rude, thislad.”

Without warning, the big man swung the club at Alex with dl his strength. Alex didn't even bother
ducking or stepping aside. He caught the club in midswing and plucked it away asif from achild. The
force of the swing, however, carried the big man toward Alex. The heavy-worlder grabbed an elbow,
spun him around, and booted him toward the door. The kick lifted the man from the floor, and he
crashed headfirg into awall. He dumped to the ground.

Enraged, the other three charged. Sten dipped under aknife thrust and |eft that man howling on the floor
with abroken wrist; he struck out with three fingers at another, catching him in the throat. At thelast split
ingtant he pulled the punch just enough to avoid crushing the larynx. He spun on one hed to ded with the
other man. But that was unnecessary. Alex had the man suspended from the floor by his belt buckle and
wastaking soothingly.

"Now, Ah know ye belit all drunked up, lad. So we will nae hold it again' ye. Hand over the credits and
you can go, peaceful like."

The man was too frightened to respond. Alex was getting impatient, so he upended him, gavehim a
shake, and credits crashed out to the ground. Then, quite casualy, he lofted the man out the door. He
and Sten frisked the others, relieved them of their money, and booted them out.

Sten walked over to S. Tige, who was comforting the couple. He handed the creditsto the old Tahn.

"If thisisn't enough, Sir," he said, "my crew and | would be glad to take up a collection to make up the
difference”

"Many, many thanks, young man,” he said. "But you must leave, quickly. Before they come back with
others.”

Sten shrugged. "So. | think we've got more than enough forces to handle them and their crowd.”
The old man shook his head. "No. No. Y ou don't know how itishere..."

From outside there was an angry rumbling sound. Sten rushed over to the door. Now he knew what the
old Tahn was talking abouit.

In the short time that had elapsed, amob of over ahundred Imperia settlers had gathered outside. They
were screaming for blood. Down the street Sten could see many more pouring around the corner. The
oddest part of the whole scene was the big Black Mariajust on the outskirts of the growing crowd.
There were ahdf a dozen cops standing there, jeering and egging the mob on.

Stenfdt atug at his shoulder.
"l know how to dedl with this" the old man told him.

A switch to one side of the main door brought thick stedl grating crashing down to lock into drilled holes
inthe floor. Around the dome there was the sound of more clanging sted asgrating did into close up the



windows.

"Out. Out, please," the man said. "We will be safe here. But if you stay, you will be arrested.”
Numbly, Sten found himself cregping out the back door with his crew.

"You know, lad," Alex said in alow voice. "Ah'm not too sure we chosit the correct sde."

Sten had not one word of reply.
CHAPTER FORTY

The next few weeks for Sten and the others were paradoxica. They knew that the war was moments

away. Each report from Wild's smugglers verified their fedings—Tahn ships were being commissioned
and assigned to battlefleets daily. The civilians on Hesth had aready become accustomed to regul ated
hours and ration chips.

Cavite was the exact opposite. It seemed to Sten that Admiral van Doorman, his officers, and hismen
retreated further and further into afantasy world. To the officers, van Doorman's parties became steadily
more lavish. To Sten's enlisted men, the other sailors of the fleet grew more and more doppy and less
concerned.

But the times, even in retrospect, appeared golden.
Perhaps, for Sten, an eement was hislove affair with Brijit. But that was only one e ement.

Perhaps the linkup with Wild was another part of it. The smuggler was very conscious of hisend of the
bargain. Sten decided that he and the others were eating better than when he had been assigned to the
Emperor's own court. In fact, he was, for thefirst timein hislife, wondering if maybe he was getting fat.

Another factor might have been that there were none of the troubles that Sten and Alex had expected
from their pickup crew. Even Lieutenant Etill seemed to befitting in perfectly. What few problems came
up were handled quickly by afat lip applied sengitively by Mr. Kilgour, who had taken on the personal
role of flotillamaster-at-arms.

But the real reason was that the four tacships, and the people who volunteered for them, were doing
exactly asthey wanted and as they were supposed to—without anyone shooting at them.

Sten kept his ships off Cavite as much as possible. Even for amgor teardown his ground crewswould
be sardined into the ship they would be tearing down and taken to a completely deserted beach world.
Major ingpections were regarded as nightmares, and no one in Cavite's yard could understand why the
engine and hull specidists were coming back with tans and happy smiles.

Sten was an ingtinctud flie—but the sensation that had struck him was that of speed, of flying low-level
with some rel atabl e objects veering up and past him. Now, on those long dow watches, he found another

joy.

The tacships spent long shifts just observing, hanging above a planetary system's ecliptic, possibly
correcting starcharts, possibly monitoring Tahn ship movements, possibly evauating those worlds as
Tahn outposts. Sten should have been bored.

He never was. Alex had modified one of the Gamble's Goblin missles, removing the warhead and
replacing it with extrafud cdls.



It was Sten's joy, offwatch, to put on aspare control helmet and float "his' Goblin out into deep space.
He knew that the perceptions of astar being "above" or aplanet "below™ him were the fase and ogues
provided by computer. He dso knew that hisfedings of hest from anearby sun, or cold from an
iceplanet, were completdly subjective. But he fill reveled in them. To him, this was the ultimate form of
the human dream of flight. It was even better, because he knew that if anything happened, he wasredly
safely on board the Gambl e.

The shiftsand days drifted past. Sten frequently had to check patrol time by the ship'slog. If the supplies
would have held out, Sten thought he might have remained in space forever, beyond human reach or

response.

It was after such afugue that Sten encountered the Forez for thefirst time, and Admira Deskafor the
second.

The Kelly and the Gamble had been attempting to plot a meteor stream'strack. Lieutenant Sekka had
inssted that the meteors came from asingle exploded planet. Sten had argued that merely because the
boulders were somewhat oversize didn't necessarily indicate anything. But, in amusement, he had
authorized a backplot on those rocks.

Every darm dren in the universe brought the fun and gamesto an end. Alex and Sten, on the Gamble's
command deck, and Lieutenant Sekka, on the Kelly, stared at the screen.

"Wha we hae here,” Kilgour findly said, "isthe biggest clottin' battlewagon Ah hae ever seen. Imperid or
Tahn. An' thasnaeentry in Jane's frit."

"Stand by, emergency power," Sten said. He checked their pogition. They were supposedly in aneutral
sector, dthough Sten had afair ideathat if the Tahn were feding feisty, that wouldn't help.

There was acom blast that sent the readings into the red. "Foreign ship. Identify or be blasted.”
"Impoliteclots” Kilgour muttered.

Sten went to the closed circuit to Sekka. " Kdly, if the shooting starts, get out of it."

BUE"

"Orders”

He changed channels.

"Imperia Tacship Gamble receiving.”

The screen cleared. It took Sten a moment to recognize the Tahn officer, in full-dress uniform, standing
behind the communi cations specidist. But he did.

"Captain Deska. Y ou've gotten a promotion.”

Deska, too, was puzzled—and then he remembered. He did not seem pleased at the memory. He
covered nicdy. "Imperia ship... weare not recaiving your transmissions. Thisisthe Tahn Battleship
Forez. Y ou haveintruded into a Tahn sector. Stand by to be boarded. Y ou are subject to internment.”

"l wish," Sten said to Alex, "we had Idawith us."

Alex grinned. Their gypsy pilot in Mantis Section had once hoisted her skirts, with nothing undernegth,
after hearing asimilar command.



Sten, not being good at repartee, shut down communication. " Kelly. Return to Cavite at full power. Full
report. Keep it under sedl for forty-eight E-hours or until my return, whichever comesfirgt.”

"I did not accept command in order to—yessir.”

That got oneworry out of the way—the Kelly was severd light-minutes behind Sten's ship, and Sten
figured there was no way that Sekka could get caught.

He thought for amoment. "Mr. Kilgour."

"Sr"

"l would like acollison course st for this Forez."
"Sr"

"Three-quarters power."

Someone on the Forez must have computed Sten'strgjectory. The emergency circuit yammered at him.
Stenignoredit.

"Lad, thae hae agreat ploy. But haey' consider't we may be ae war dready? Tha Tahn'd know afore
wedid."

Sten, asamatter of fact, had not. It was alittle late to add that into the equation, however.
"New orbit... get me alight-minute away from that clot... on count... three... two... now!"
An observer with systemwide vision would have seen the Gamble veer.

"Tahn ship appears to have wegpons systems tracking,” Foss said.

"Far clottin' out. Foss, | want that random orbit of yours... on count... two... one... now!"

Foss had come up with a random-choice attack pattern that Sten had used to train the Fox antimissile
crews. Foss sworeit wasimpossible for anyone, even linked to a supercomputer, to track amissile using
such an orbit.

There were two considerations. The Gamble, no matter how agile, could not compareto amissile. Also,
its effects on the crew, despite the McLean generators, were unsettling.

Sten took it aslong as he could. Then he had adight inspiration. "New trgectory... sand by...I want a
boarding trgectory!”

"Sr."

"Goddammit, you heerd me!"

"Boarding trgectory. Aye, Sr."

The two ships bore toward each other again.

"Mr. Kilgour, what honors do you render a Tahn ship?”

"Clot if Ah know't, Skipper. Stab 'em in tha back ae tha be a Campbell?"



Sten swore to himsdlf. It would have been agreat jape. He had never worried about the Forez. At least
not that much. First, he thought that if war had been declared—or had even begun sans
declaration—Admiral Deskawould have ground Sten's nose in it. Second, he assumed that the Forez's
missileswere probably larger than the Gamble hersalf. And third, tacships do not attack, let aone
reattack, battleships.

The Forez and the Gamble passed each other barely three light-seconds gpart. It was not close enough,
in pite of Kilgour's clams, to chip the antipickup anodizing on the Gambl€'s hul.

A shipin space, with its McL ean generators on, had no true up or down, so the Forez's response to the
close pass would have been known only to the officers and men on its bridge and navcenter. But Sten,
watching in arear screen, was most pleased to see the huge Tahn battleship end-over-end-over-end
three times before it recovered.

"Emergency power, Mr. Kilgour," he said, and was unashamed of abit of smugness.

"Lad," Alex managed. "Y rethinki't y're entirdy too cutet' be one ae us humans.”

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Sten, hedslocked and fingers correctly curled at the seams of his uniform, wondered which of his
multifarious sns van Doorman had discovered. For some reason, however, van Doorman seemed amost
cheerful. Sten guessed that it was caused by the maze of painters and carpenters he had threaded hisway
through entering the admird’s suite at the Carlton Hotdl.

"Commander, | redize that ceremony evidently meanslittle to you. But are you aware that Empire Day is
less than seventy-two hours from now?"

Sten was. Empire Day was a persond cregtion of the Eternal Emperor. Once every E-year, al Imperid
Forces not engaged in combat threw an open house. It was a combination of public relations and away
of showing thelethality of the usually sheathed Imperid saber. "l am, ar."

"And | am mildly surprised. | wanted to issueingtructions for the proper display of your ships and men.”
"Digolay, 9r?'

"Of course," van Doorman said, atraceirritably. "The entire 23rd Feet will be open to vigitors, asusua.”
"Uh... I'm sorry, sr. Wecantdoit.”

Van Doorman scowled, then brightened. Perhaps this might be the excuse he needed to gulag Sten. "That
was not arequest. Commander. Y ou may take it asadirect order.”

"Sir, that'san order | can't obey." Sten sort of wanted to see how purple his admira would get before he
explained but thought better of it. "Sir, according to Imperia Order R-278-XN-FICHE: BULKELEY,
al of my shipsare under a security edict. From Prime World, Sr. Therésacopy in your operationsfiles,
gr." Sten was making up the order number—but such an order did exist.

Van Doorman sat back in his chair after probably rejecting severa comebacks. " So you and your crew
of thugswill just frowst about on Empire Day. Most convenient.”

And then Sten had hisidea, inspired by the thought of Empire Day—and the Emperor, who loved a
double-blind plan. "Nossir. Weld rather not, sir, unlessthat's your orders.”



Before van Doorman could answer, Sten went on. "Actuadly, Admird, | had planned to set an
gppointment with your flag secretary today, to offer a suggestion.”

Van Doorman waited.

"Sir, while we can't dlow anyone close to our ships, there's no reason that they can't be seen. Everyone
on Cavitée's seen ustake off and land.”

"You have anidea," van Doorman said.

"Yesdr. Isthere any reason that we could not do aflyby? Perhaps after you deliver the opening
remarks?'

"Hmm," van Doorman mused. "1 have watched your operations. Quite spectacular—although as | have
sad before, | seelittle combat value in your craft. But they are very, very showy.”

"Yessr. And my officers are very experienced in in-atmosphere aerobetics.”

Van Doorman actually smiled. "Perhgps, Commander, | have been judging you too harshly. | felt that you
redly did not have the interests of our navy at heart. | could have been mistaken.”

"Thank you, Sr. But I'm not quite finished.”
"Go ahead.”

"If you would be willing to issue authorization, we could provide quite afireworks display as part of the

flyby."
"Freworks aren't exactly part of our ordnance.”

"I know that, sir. But we could draw blanks for the chainguns and remove the warheads on some of the
obsolete missleswe havein storage.”

"Y ou arethinking. That would be very exciting. And it would enable usto get rid of some of those
clunkers, before we get gigged for having them at the next 1G."

Sten redlized that van Doorman was making ajoke. He laughed.

"Very well. Very wel indeed. I'll issue the authorization today. Commander, | think you and | are starting
to think inthe samelines.”

God help meif we are, Sten thought. "' One more thing, Sir."
"Another ides?"

"Nossir. A question. You said the entire fleet will be on display?!
"Outside of two picket boats—that is my custom.”

Sten sdluted and | eft.

Thewar council conssted of Sten, Alex, Sh'aarl't, Estill, Sekka, and Sutton and was held in one of the
flotillasengineyards.



"Thisisto be regarded asinformation-only, people,” Sten started. He relayed what had happened at the
meeting with van Doorman. The other officerstook aminute to absorb things, then put on their
what-a-dumb-cl ottin'-idea-but-you're-the-skipper expressions.

"Maybe there's madness to my method. | got to thinking that if | wereaTahn, and | wanted atimeto
gtart things off with abang, | could do ahelluvalot worse than pick Empire Day.

"Every clotting ship our wonderful admira hasis gonnabe sitting on line. Security will be two tacships
and shore patrolmen on foot."

"Thasnoo bad thinkin'," Alex said. "Th' Tahn dinna appear to me 'tbet standin't on ceremony like
declarations of war or like that."

"Andif they hit us" Sh'aarl't added, "I'd just as soon not be sitting on the ground waiting."

"Maybe I'm dow, Commander,” Edtill said. "But say you're right. And we're airborne when—and
if—they comein. But with, pardon me, dotting fireworks?"

Alex looked at the lieutenant with admiration. It may have been thefirst time he had used the word "clot”
since being commissioned. Being in the mosquito fleet was proving sdutary for Edtill's character.

"Exactly, Lieutenant,” Sten said. "We're going to have greeat fireworks. Goblin fireworks, Fox fireworks,
and Kdi fireworks. Van Doorman's given us permission to loot his armory—and we're going to take
advantage.”

Tapialaughed. "What happensif you're wrong—and ol' Doormat callsfor hisfireworks?'
"It'd beadlottin' mgor display, and well all belooking for new jobs. Vote?'

Van Doorman would probably have relieved Sten on the spot just for running hisflotillawith even a
breeth of democracy.

Kilgour, of course, was dl for it. Aswas Tapia. Sekkaand Sh'aarl't gave it amoment of thought, then
concurred. Estill smiled. "Paranoiacs together,” he said, and raised his hand.

"Fine. Get work crews together, Mr. Sutton, and some gravdeds.”

"Yes, dr. By theway, would you have any objectionsif some of my boys happen to beterrible at
mathemati cs and acquire some extra wegponry?'

"Mr. Sutton, | mysdlf could never count above ten without taking my boots off. Now, move 'em out.”
CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Sr. Ecu floated just above the sand, which had been sifted to a prism white—awhite even purer than the
minuscule sensors that whiskered from hiswings. He settled closer to the garden floor, shuddered in
disgust, and gave afaint flap to awinglet. A puff of dust rose from the sand, and hewasin position again.

Lord Fehrle had kept him waiting for nearly two hours. The impatience he felt now had little to do with
the length of the waiting. Sr. Ecu was a member of arace that treasured the subtle Stretchings of time. But
not now, and not in this environmen.

He supposed that he had been ushered into the sand garden because the Lord Fehrle wanted to impress
him with his sense of art and understanding. Besides patience, the Manabi were noted for their sensitivity



tovisud gimulation.

The sand garden was a perfect bowl with aradius of about ahalf akilometer. Inthisareawerelaid
exactly ten stones, ranging in size from five meters down to athird of ameter. Each ssonewasof a
different color: earth colors varying from deep black to atinge of orange. They had al been
mathematically placed the proper distance apart. It was the coldest work of art that Sr. Ecu had seeniin
his hundred-plus years. During the two hours of waiting he had considered what may have beenin Lord
Fehrlés mind when he created it.

The thinking was not comfortable. If one stone had been ever so dightly out of place or if a patch of sand
had not been as perfect asthe rest, he would have felt much better.

He had tried to change the shape of it al with his own presence.

Sr. Ecu's body was black with ahint of red just under the wing tips. Histail snaked out three meters,
narrowing to a point that had once held asting in hisrace's ancestral past. He had tried moving himself
around from point to point, hovering for long minutes as he tried physicaly to break up the cold
perfection that was the garden. Somehow he kept finding himsalf back in the same place. If nothing more,
his physica presencein the perfect spot added to the psychologica ugliness of the place.

Even for aTahn, on ascale of oneto ten, Lord Fehrle rated below zero asadiplomat. Thiswas an
estimation that Sr. Ecu could make with authority. His own race was noted for its diplomatic
bearing—which was the reason Fehrle had requested his presence.

In any other circumstances Sr. Ecu would have left in adiplomatic huff after thefirst haf hour. Anger at
insult can be avaduabletool inintrasystem relations. But not in these circumstances. He was not sure that
the Manabi could preservether traditiona neutraity, much lessafuture, if the Tahn and the Empire
continued on their collison course.

So hewould wait and talk and see in this obscenity of a garden that perfectly illustrated the Tahn mind.

It was another half hour before Lord Fehrle gppeared. He was polite but abrupt, acting asif he had been
kept waiting instead of the Manabi. Fehrle had sketched in the current status of relations between the
Empire and the Tahn. All of this, except for smaler details, the Manabi knew. He dared Fehrle's

impatience by saying so.

"Thisisatextbook summetion of the Situation, my lord,” he said. "Most admirable. Almost degant iniits
sparseness. But | fail to seemy role”

"To befrank," Fehrle said, "weintend to launch afull-out attack.”

All three of Sr. Ecu's ssomachs lurched. Their linings had been sorely tested in the past, to the point
where he had been sure he would never be able to digest hisfavorite microorganisms again. This,
however, was true disaster.

"l beg you to reconsider, my lord," he said. "Are your positionsredly so far apart?Isit really too late to
tak? In my experience..."

"That'swhy | asked you here," Fehrle said. "Thereisaway out. A way to avoid total war."

Sr. Ecu knew the man was lying through his gleaming teeth. However, he could hardly say so. "I'm
dedlighted to hear that," he said. "1 suppose you have some new demands. Compromises, perhaps? Areas
of concern to be traded for firm agreements?”’



Fehrle snorted. "Not at al,” he said. "Wewill settle for nothing less than totdl capitulation.”
"If I may say S0, that isnot avery good way to resume negotiations, my lord,” Sr. Ecu murmured.

"But that iswhere | intend to begin, just the same," Fehrle said. "'l have afiche outlining our position. It
will be ddivered to you before you leave for Prime World."

"And how much time shdl | tell the Emperor's emissaries they have to repond?”
"Seventy-two E-hours" Lord Fehrle said flatly, dmost in amonotone.

"But, my lord, that'simpossible. It would take amiracle for meto even reach Prime World in that time,
much lessto set up the proper channdls.”

"It's seventy-two hours just the same.”
"Y ou must lislen to reason, my lord!"
"Thenyou refuse?’

Now Sr. Ecu understood. Fehrle wanted arefusal. Later he could say that he had done his best to avert
full war but that the Manabi would not undertake the mission. He had to admire the plan, asinaway he
admired how perfectly ugly the man's garden was. Because there was no way in hisrace's codathat Sr.
Ecu could undertake the mission.

"Yes, my lord. I'm afraid | must refuse.”
"Very wdl, then."

Lord Fehrle turned without another word and stalked off across the white sand. Sr. Ecu rippled hiswings
and in amoment was soaring away, his own sdf-esteem and hisrace's neutrality shattered.

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

The weather report for Empire Day was disappointing: overcast with occasiond rain, heavy e times.
Rotten wegther for a holiday—but it would save the lives of saverad thousands of beings on Cavite and,
perhaps, be responsible for Sten's surviva on that day.

Sten had redtricted his crews to the flotilla area twenty-four hours beforehand. There had been
grumbles—Empire Day for the 23rd Fleet was not only show-and-tell day but arationale for some
serious partying. Not that there was much time for bitching—they were too busy loading and resupplying
the ships. And quickly the crew members, seeing live missiles and ammunition being not only loaded but
racked and mounted, figured that something very much out of the ordinary was going on.

The shipswere ready to launch a 1900 hours. Sten was amused to see that the final load actualy was
fireworks, acquired by Sutton from some of his black-market contacts. Sten put everyone under light
hypno deep and tried for alittle rest himsa f—without result.

Wearing adicker against the occasiona spatters of rain, he spent the middie hours of the night pacing
around his ships and wondering why he had ever wanted to be the man in charge of anything.

He roused his people at 0100.

The Kelly, Claggett, Gamble, and Richards lifted near-slently on Y ukawadrive at 0230. Dawn would
be at 0445. Admiral van Doorman would open the ceremonies at 0800.



The Tahn, too, had their timetable. It was based around that of the 23rd Heet.

A month earlier, a Tahn working insde fleet headquarters had copied the Empire Day schedule fiche, and
it had been immediately relayed offworld. The fiche occupied asmall screen on one side of the Forez's
bridge. Neither Lady Atago nor Admiral Deska needed to consult it.

Nearby hung a second, newly completed battl eship—the Kiso—of the same class asthe Forez. The
Tahn battlefleet waited just on the edge of Cavite's stellar system. Nearly numberless cruisers,
destroyers, attack ships, and troopshipsfilled out the fleet.

Other battlefl eets, equally massive, had been assigned other targetsin the Fringe Worlds. Lady Atago
was to destroy the 23rd Fleet and its base on Cavite.

Onthetick, Atago ordered the attack.

Remote sensors scattered offworld were destroyed, jammed, or given false data to transmit. To make
sure there was no aert, at 0500 five squads of commando Tahn, some of whom had been trained on
Frehdasfarm, hit the 23rd Fleet's Sigint center. Other Tahn, correctly uniformed as Imperid sailors, took
over the center.

At 0730, the main dements of Atago's battlefleet were just out-atmosphere. The two picket boats, their
crew members hung over and their screens focused, againgt orders, on the display field below, barely
had time to see the incoming Tahn destroyers before they were destroyed.

Onthefield, Admirad van Doorman, flanked by Brijit and hiswife, checked the time—ten minutes—and
then started up the steps of the reviewing stand.

Staff officersand civilian dignitaries were dready waiting.

In theionosphere, the Tahn assault ship opened its bays, and small attack craft spewed downward.

Sten's problem, after lift, was where to hide. If he was correct and Cavite was about to be hit, it would
be hit hard. He had full confidencein histacships—but not in an orbital Stuation where he might befacing
abattleship or six.

Nor was the cloud cover the answer, as any ship attacking from offworld would be using eectronics. The
clouds wouldn't even show up on most shipscreens.

Sten's best solution wasto take hisflotilla out over the ocean, some twenty kilometers away from Cavite,
and hold at fifty meters over the sea. Hefigured that he would probably be buried in ground clutter and
very hard to pick up.

Fosswasthefirgt to pick up the attacking ships.
"All ships" Sten ordered. "Independent attacks. Conserve munitions and watch your tails. Were at war!™
Kilgour had the Gamble at full power, headed back for Cavite.

Thefirgst V-wing of Tahn launched air-to-ground metal-seeking missiles at 1000 meters, pulled
momentarily level, and scattered frag bombs down the length of thefield.



The parade ground became ahell of explosions.

Van Doorman had time enough to see the missiles, gape once, and throw himself on top of hiswife and
daughter before dl thought vanished and sanity became trying to hold on to the pitching ground under
him.

The Tahn shipslifted, banked, and came back on astrafing pass. Most of the dignitaries and staff officers
not killed by the bombs were shattered with chaingun bursts.

Van Doorman lifted his head and saw, through blood, the ships coming back in. That wasdl he
remembered.

Hedidn't see the Richards and Claggett comein on theflank, their own chaingunsraving, or thethinly
armored Tahn ships cartwhed into the field, their pin whedling wreckage doing as much damage to the
23rd Fleet's ships asthe missiles had.

Seaing the Richards and Claggett pull ahead of him, Sten changed his mind and histactics. He ordered
the Kdly into wingman's dot and climbed for space.

The Tahn assault ship was not expecting any response from the maglstrom below and was an easy target.
The Gamble's wegpons systems clicked through Kai choice to Gablin, and Kilgour fired.

The hull of the ship gaped, and red flame seared ouit.

Inthe Kelly, Sekka had taken away hisweapons officer's control helmet—he was the warrior of
generations. The chant he was muttering went back 2,000 years as his Sights crossed and settled on the
huge bulk of the Forez. Without orders, he launched the Kali.

Even under full AM2 power, the Kelly jolted asthe huge missile chuffed out the center launch tube, and
itsown AM2 drive launched it.

For Sekka, there was nothing but the growing bulk of the Tahn battleship in his eyes as he became the
Kdli.

The missilewaswdl named. It struck the Forez on aweapons deck. Two-hundred-fifty Tahn crewmen
died intheinitia explosion, and more werekilled in the blast of secondary explosions.

Sekkadlowed himsdlf atight smile as he pulled off the hamet, seeing, onscreen, four attacking Tahn
destroyers. That was nothing. And if they killed him, what was degth to aMandingo warrior?

It was possible that the two Tahn cruisers did not ever expect attack from a ship as small asthe Gamble.
Certainly they seemed to take no sgnificant evasve action and launched only a handful of countermissiles
before Kilgour had Goblins at full power, targetslocked.

Sten knew that the Goblins could injure acruiser, but he did not expect the nearly smultaneous
explosons; seeing the screen begin flashing no target under acquisition, Alex lifted hisweapons hemet.

"Lad, whasth' matter wi' their blawdy cruisers?’

Sten, seeing apack of destroyers coming in, too late to save their charges, was busy with evasive action.



Lady Atago, on the bridge of the Forez, braced hersdlf as the battleship shuddered under another
explosion. Part of her brain was pleased—in spite of catastrophe, the men and women she had trained
were responding efficiently and without panic.

"Your orders?'

Atago considered the choices. There was only one. "Admira Deska, canced the landing on Cavite. We
cannot proceed with only one capita ship. The other landings on the secondary systems may proceed.
You and | shdl transfer our flagsto the Kiso. Order the Forez to proceed to aforward repair base.”

"Your orders, milady."
Sten saw the Tahn fleet begin itswithdrawal as he and his ships returned to base.

It wasn't much of avictory. Below on Cavite, the 23rd FHeet, the only Imperia forcesin the Fringe
Worlds, was dmost completely destroyed.

The Tahn war had just begun.

BOOK THREE
ON THE WIND

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

The attack on the Caltor System and Cavite was not the actud beginning of the war. That had occurred
one E-hour earlier in an attack against Prime World and the Emperor himsdlf.

Nearly smultaneoudy, thousands of Tahn ships savaged the Empire. Missonsvaried from invasion to
base reduction to fleet battles. At the end of theinitial phase, the Tahn estimated their success at better
than elghty-five percent. It was one of the blackest daysin the Empireéshistory.

The attack coordination had been exceedingly complex, since the Tahn wanted to regp the maximum
benefits possible from Empire Day. Technicaly the minute of vengeance—what more prosaic cultures
might call D-day—was at the sametick of the ammonium maser clock that each fleet commander had on
hisor her bridge.

Actudly, of course, there were adjustments, since each of the Imperia worlds used its own time zoning.
There dso were readjustments to keep the attacks within a close enough time frame to prevent the
Empirefrom coming to full aert.

Almost more important to the Tahn wasa"mora” readjustment. Somehow the Tahn felt it perfectly
legitimate to begin awar without the usua roundelay of escaating diplomatic threets but dishonorable to
not strike at—their phrase—the throat of thetiger.

PrimeWorld.
The Eternad Emperor.

The choice of Empire day to begin the war was made for severd reasons. The Tahn correctly assumed
the Imperid military would be collected and relaxed; there would be, if the attacks were successful, an
inevitable lowering of Imperia morae; and, findly, because thiswas the one day of the year when
everyone knew where the Emperor was—at home, expecting visitors.



Home was a oversize duplicate of the Earth castle Arundd, with asix- by two-kilometer bailey in front,
surrounded by fifty-five kilometers of parkland. Housed in the bailey's V -banked walls were the most
important e ements of the Empire's administration. The castleitself contained not only the Emperor, his
bodyguards, and considerable staff but the command and control center for the entire Empire. Most of
the necessary technology was buried far under Arundd, dong with enough air/water/food to withstand a
century-long Sege.

The visitors the Emperor was expecting were his subjects. Once ayear the normally closed-off castle
was opened up for asuperspectacle of bands, military displays, and games. To be invited or somehow to
wangle aticket to Empire Day at the palace was an indication of signal achievement or purchase.

It had taken four years for the Tahn to prepare for their attack on Arundd. The only possible assault that
could be made was asurgical strike—there was no way that the Tahn could dip afleet or evena
squadron of destroyers through the Empire's offworld security patrols.

Except for Empire Day, the airgpace over Arundel was sedled. All aerid traffic on Prime World was
monitored, and any deviation from the flight pattern put the paaces AA sectionson dert. Anintrusion
into the palace's airgpace was e ectronicaly chalenged once and then attacked. It was equally impossible
to approach the palace on the ground—the only connection between Arundel and the nearest city,
Fowler, was by high-speed pneumosubway .

Except for Empire Day ...

On Empire Day huge troop-carrying gravlighters were used to move tourists from Fowler to the pdace.
The security precautions were minimal—all passengers were, of course, vetted and searched. The
lighters themselves were given afixed flight pattern and time, in addition to being equipped with a

| FF—I dentification-Friend or Foe—box linked to the palace's aerial security section.

These precautions were ludicroudy easy to subvert.

Oddly enough, the Tahn may have felt it dishonorable not to attack the Emperor—but, on the other hand,
they preferred to do the dirty work through a cutout. "Honor™ in amilitaristic society is most often
Rabdasian: "Do what thou wilt shdt be thewhole of the law."

Three highly committed Tahn immigrants—revolutionariesfrom the late Godfrey Alain's Fringe World
movement—had been chosen and moved into position by Tahn intelligence two years previoudy. One
was ingtructed to find aminor job at Fowler's port, Soward. A second found employment as a barkeep.
Thethird was hired as a gardener by the occupants of one of the luxurious estates that ringed the Imperial
grounds. He was an excellent gardener—the merchant prince who employed him swore he had never
had a harder or more conscientious worker.

The method of attack would be by missile, arather specialy desgned missile. The Tahn surmised
correctly that Arunde was faced with nuclear shielding, so aconventiona nuke within practica limits
would not provide complete destruction. Thefinal missile looked most odd. It was gpproximately ten
meterslong and was configured to provide avery specific sensor profile, aprofile closely matching that
of amuch larger Guard gravlighter.

Insideit were two nuclear devices. Tahn science had figured out how to utilize the ancient shaped-charge
effect—the Munro effect—with atomics. For shrouding and cone they used imperium, the shielding
normally used to handle Anti-Matter Two, the Empire's primary power source. Behind thefirst device
was the guidance mechanism, and back of that was the second device. The missile's nose was sharply
pointed, lessfor aerodynamics than for blast effect.



Besides the guidance system, the missile also contained a duplicate of the IFF box that would be used by
the grav-lighters on Empire Day.

The missile had been smuggled, in three sections, onto Prime World some months previoudly, transported
to aleased warehouse, assembled, and set initslaunch rack by ateam of Tahn scientists.

The three Tahn from the Fringe Worlds were never told the location of the missile; they were merely
ingtructed to be in certain locations with certain equipment at acertain time.

Two days before Empire Day, the Tahn who was aramp rat at Soward installed a small timer-equipped
devicein aspecified gravlighter's McL ean generator.

One day before Empire Day, the controller for the three men boarded an offworld flight and
disappeared.

At 1100 on Empire Day, the three men werein place.

The gardener sat ready behind the controls of one of his employer's gravdeds. No onein the mansion
would notice—two canisters of abinary blood gas had seen to that.

The other two were atop abuilding in Soward, near the launch site, one watching atimer, the other
counting grav-lighters asthey lifted off toward Arundel.

Number seven was "thars."

Onthefield, the pilot of the sabotaged gravlighter applied power. The lighter raised, bel ched smoke, and
clanked down. The field's dispatcher swore and ordered a standby unit up to cross-load the passengers.

On the building, the timer touched zero, and the first man fingered aswitch on his control box. At the
warehouse, explosive charges blew aragged hole in the roof. McLean-assist takeoff unitslifted the
missileinto the air, then dropped away asthe Y ukawadrive cut in and the missile smashed forward at full

power.

Kilometers away, the third man aso went into action. At the commanded time, he lifted the gravded
graight up. His mouth was very dry as he hoped that the palace's aerid sensorswould be alittle dow.

His own control pand beeped at him—the missle was within range. He focused theriflelike device
toward Arunde, dim in the morning haze, and touched a switch. A low-power laser illuminated Arundd's
gateway. A second beep informed him that the missile had acquired the target.

For the three Tahn, their mission was accomplished.

Now their orders were to evade capture and make their way to a given rendezvous point outside
Soward. Of course, Tahn intelligence had no intention either of making apickup or of leaving atrail. Both
the launch and the aiming control boxes contained secondary timers and explosive charges. Seconds after
the missile sgnded, they went off.

No one saw the explosion that vaporized the Tahn asthey scurried toward aladder, but awatch officer
at Arundel saw the gravded bal into flame and pinwhed down. His hand was hdfway to an dert button
when the automatic sensors correctly interpreted that the gravlighter headed for the palace was moving at
agpeed far beyond reason and screamed warning.

The Eternad Emperor wasin his gpartments aternately cursing to the head of his Gurkha bodyguards
about the necessity to wear full-dress uniform and pinning on various decorations. Captain Chittahang



Limbu was haf listening and smiling agreeably. Limbu was till somewhat in awe of his current position.
Formerly a Subadar major, he had been promoted to Sten's old job as head of the Emperor's
bodyguard. Thiswas the highest position a Gurkhahad ever held in Imperia history.

Hewasfondly remembering the celebration his home village had thrown for him on hislast leave, when
the overhead aarm bansheed itswarning.

The Emperor jumped, sticking himsdlf with ameda pin. Limbu was astocky brown blur, dapping a
switch on the pand a hiswaist and then manhandling the Emperor forward, toward a suddenly gaping
holein thewall.

Whatever was happening, his orders were clear and in no way alowed for the Gurkhas love of combat.

The misslesimpact point was dmost perfect. The thin nose squashed as designed, alowing the missileto
hang in place for amicrasecond. Thefirst nuke blew, anditsdirectiona blast tore through the shielding.
The missile continued to crumple, and then the second bomb exploded.

And Arundel, heart of the Empire, vanished into the center of anewborn sun.
CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Sten itemized chaos as he dowly steered his combat car over the rubble that had been Cavite City'smain
street. Thiswas not thefirst city or world that he had been on when the talking stopped and the shooting
started. But this appeared to be the first time he had been in on the ground floor of a Empirewide war.

Experienceisvauable, he reminded himsdlf, which avoided hisworry about Brijit.

Sten had brought his miraculoudy undamaged ships down onto Cavite Base a nightfal. Sometimes
dishonesty pays—he had located his supply basein a disused warehouse in the test yards. Asaresult,
the weaponry and suppliesthat Sutton had acquired had not been touched by the Tahn attack.

He ordered hisboats to resupply and return to low orbit immediately. He would try to find out from fleet
headquarters how bad thingsredly were.

Cavite Base was aboil and confusion of smoke and flame.

Sten commandeered a combat car and headed for the Carlton Hotdl. If it ill stood, he assumed that
what remained of van Doorman's command staff would bethere.

Cavite City hadn't suffered major damage, Sten estimated. Imperia Boulevard—the central street—had
absorbed some incendiary and AP bombs or rockets, but most of the buildings still stood. There weren't
any civilians on the night-hung streets other than rescue workers and fire-fighting teams. Contrary to
legend, disaster generally made people pull together or retreat into their homes—rioting in the streets had
aways been amyth.

Sten veered the combat car aside as agravded, hastily painted with red crosses on the landing pads,
whistled past. In the distance, he could hear the sounds of combat. That was the ssorming of the Sigint
center—since the Tahn had not been able to land, those revol utionaries who had occupied the center had
died to the last man.

Sten did not know, or much care, what the shooting signified—the Stuation was bad enough right now
for him. He grounded the combat car outside the Carlton and started for the entrance.

Security, he noted wryly, had improved—three sets of SP men checked him before he hit the main



doors. But some things did not change. The two dress-uniformed patrolmen still snapped their willyguns
to saute as he came up the steps. Sten wondered if either of them redlized that their uniforms were now
gpattered with muck, blood, and what appeared to be vomit.

If Cavite City was chaos, Admira van Doorman's headquarters was worse. Sten desperately needed to
know how bad the damage was and what his orders should be. He started at the fleet operations office.
It was dark and deserted. Only the computer terminas flashed and analyzed the disaster of the day. A
passing tech told him that &l operations personnel appeared to have died in the attack.

Fine. Hewould try fleet intelligence.

Sten should have known what was going on when he saw that the door to the intelligence center yawned
wide, with no sentries.

Insde, he found madness—quite literally.

Ship Captain Ladidaw sat behind aterminal, programming and reprogramming. He greeted Sten happily
and then showed him what dispositions would be made on the morrow, moving the gradated dots that
were the ships of the 23rd Fleet across the starchart covering onewall.

The Tahn would be repelled handily, he said. Sten knew that most of the ships he was chessboarding
around were broken and smoking on the landing field at the base.

He smiled, agreed with Ladidaw, then stepped behind him, one-handed a sopor injection from his belt
medpak, and shot it into the base of the ship captain's spine. Ladidaw folded instantly across his printout
of impossibilities, and Sten headed for van Doorman's office.

Admira Xavier Rijn van Doorman was quite calm and quite collected. His command center was an oasis
of peace.

Sten saw Birijit peering in from the half-open door that led to van Doorman's quarters and thanked
Someonethat shewas dill dive.

Van Doorman was studying the status board over his desk. Sten glanced at it and winced—the Situation
was even worse than he had anticipated. For all intents and purposes, the 23rd Fleet had ceased to exit.

At dawn that morning, the 23rd Feet strength consisted of one heavy cruiser, the Svampscott, two light
cruisers, some thirteen destroyers, fifty-six assorted obsolete patrol-craft, minelayer/sveepers, Sten's
TacDiv, one hospitd ship, and the usua gaggle of supply and maintenance craft.

The status readout showed one light cruiser destroyed, and one heavily damaged. Six destroyerswere
out of action, aswere about half of the light combat ships and support eements.

The oddness was that the Svampscott was untouched. It had survived because of Sten's attack on the
Forez. The Svampscott had been one of Atago's self-assigned targets.

Sten's orders were s mple—to keep histacshipsin space. VVan Doorman would provide any support
necessary until the Stuation straightened itsdlf out. Sten was given complete freedom of command. Any
assistance Intelligence or Operations could provide was his for the asking—one madman, and corpses.

Just wonderful, Sten thought.

Yessr, Admird.



His snappy salute was returned with equal fervor. He saw the blanknessin van Doorman's eyes and
wondered.

In the corridor, Brijit wasin hisarms and explaining. Her mother had died in the attack. Therewas
nothing left. Nothing at all.

Probably Sten should have stayed with her that night. But the coldness that was Sten's shegth, the
coldness that had come from the death of his parents years before on Vulcan, the coldness that had seen
too many drinking friends die, stopped him. Instead there was a hug, and he was hurrying toward the
com center. He wanted the Gamble in for apickup.

Asthe Gamble flared in, settling in the middle of the boulevard outside the Carlton, Sten found time to
be amazed at van Doorman's ability to control himself.

That was another cipher. But one to watch very carefully, Sten thought, as the Gambl€'s port yawned
and heran toward it.

He had dready forgotten van Doorman, Brijit, and the likelihood that he and his people would die in the
Cdltor System.

His mind was hearing only "independent command..."
CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

The eternal emperor spotted something and waddled, bulky in his radiation suit, through the nuclear ruin
that had been one of hisrose gardens. Behind him, willyguns ready, moved two suited
Gurkhas—Captain Limbu and anaik. Above and to their rear floated acombat car, guns sweeping the
grounds.

Limbu had been successful in shoving the Emperor into the M cLean-controlled dide tube that led 2,000
metersinto the underground sanctuary and control center under the castle, then had dived after him.
Radiation-proof air locks had dammed closed asthey fell.

Very few others aboveground had lived—there were only a handful of Gurkhas, less than one platoon of
the newly reformed Praetorian guard, and fewer than adozen members of the Imperia household staff.
Arundd and itsimmediate grounds were leveled. The outer layer of the bailey walls had been pedled, but
there had been little damage to the administrative officesinsde them.

The only structure till standing inside the palace grounds was the Imperia Parliament building, someten
kilometersfrom ground zero. Thiswasironic, becauseits survival was owed to the fact that the Emperor,
not wishing to look at his paliticians headquarters, had built a kilometer-high mountain between the

pa ace and the Parliament building, amountain that successfully diverted the blast from the twinned
bombs.

Civilian casudties on the planet were very dight, most of the destruction having been restricted to the
Emperor's own fifty-five-kilometer paace grounds.

The Emperor bent, awkwardly picked something up from the ground, and held it out for the Gurkhas
admiration. Somehow, one solitary rose had been burnt to instant ash yet had held together. The Gurkhas
looked at the rose, faces express onless through their face shields, then spun, hearing the whine of a

McL ean generator. Their gunswere up aming.

"No!" the Emperor exclaimed, and the guns were lowered.



Floating toward the Emperor was ateardrop. Through its transparent nose, the Emperor recognized the
black and tinted-red body of a Manabi. Given the circumstances, it could only be Sr. Ecu.

The teardrop hovered a diplomatic three meters away.
"Youlive" The observation was made camly.

"I live" the Emperor agreed.

"My sorrows. Arunde was very beautiful "

"Palaces are easy to rebuild,” the Emperor said flatly.
The teardrop shifted dightly in abreeze.

"Areyou speaking for the Tahn?" the Emperor asked.

"That would have been their desire. | declined. They wished meto deliver an ultimatum—abut without
alowing me sufficient timeto travel from Hegth to Prime.”

"That soundslikether style”
"l now spesk both for the Manabi. And for mysdlf.”

Most interesting, the Emperor thought. The Manabi amost never spoke asasingle culture. "May | ask
some quedtionsfirg?!

"You may ask. | may declineto answer."

"Of course.”

Ecu shifted his suit so that he appeared to be looking at the Gurkhas.

"Never mind," the Emperor assured him. "They won't talk any more than you will."

That was most true—neither a Gurkhanor aManabi would rel ease any information unless specificaly
ordered. And both races were imperviousto torture, drugs, or psychological interrogation.

"I havejust arrived on Prime. What are your estimates of the Stuation?"

"Lousy," the Emperor said frankly. "I'velost at least haf adozen fleet dements; forty systems, minimum,
have either fallen to the Tahn or are going to; my Guard divisions are being decimated; and it'sgoing to
get alot worse"

Ecu conddered. "And your dlies?

"They are,”" the Emperor said dryly, "still conferring about the Stuation. My estimates are that less than
half of my supposed friendswill declare war on the Tahn. The rest'll wait to see how things shake out.”

"Wheat are your ultimate predictions?’
The Emperor considered the ashen rose for long moments. "That question | shall not answer."

"I see. | now speak," Ecu said formally, "for my grand-sres, my fellows, and for those generations yet to
be concelved and hatched.”



The Emperor blinked. Ecu wasindeed spesking for the entire Manabi.

"We are not awarlike species. However, in this struggle, we declare our support for the forces of the
Empire. We shdl gtrive to maintain an gppearance of neutraity, but you shall be permitted accessto any
information we have gathered or shdl gather.”

The Emperor dmost smiled. Thiswasthe only good newsin an otherwise tragic universe.
"Why?' heasked. "It lookslike the Tahn will win."

"Impossible,” Ecu said flatly. "May we spesk under the rose?"

"| dready said—"

"I repeat my request.”

The Emperor nodded. A metalloid rod did from Sr. Ecu's suit—the Emperor again motioned down the
Gurkhas weapons—and touched the Emperor's helmet.

"| think," Ecu's voice echoed, "that even your most faithful should not hear the following.

"Would you agree that the Tahn believe that Anti-Matter Two is duplicatable or that, given aTahn
victory, they could learn the location of its source?’

Again there was|ong silence. Where and how AM2 had come into being was the most closdaly held
secret of the Empire, since only AM2 held the Empire together, no matter how tenuoudly.

"That may bewhét they're thinking," the Emperor findly admitted.

"They are wrong. Do not bother responding. We believe that the only—and | mean only—source of
AM2 isyoursdf. We have no knowledge or intelligence how this occurs, but thisis our synthess.

"For this reason, we predict there can only be two results from thiswar: either you shall be victorious, or
the Tahn shdl win. And their victory will mean thetotal destruction of what low leve of civilization exigs.”

The probe collapsed, and its tip brushed the edge of therose.
Dry, powdery ash dusted the Emperor's gauntl et.

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

"How completely are you willing to interpret Admira van Doorman's orders, Commander?*

Sten waited for Sutton to elaborate. The four tacship skippers, plus Sutton and Kilgour, were attempting
to plot their tactics for the weeks to come, although none of them believed the Tahn had any intentions of
letting the ruins of the 23rd Heet survive that long.

They were gathered in the crammed supply warehouse that Sutton had cozened for storing the division's
supplies.

"l am... humph... growing most fond of these ships of ours" the spindar continued. "They remind medl
too much of my species own offspring. Even after they are no longer biologically connected to the
pouch, they must remain within close range of it, or perish.”

Sten caught the andlogy. Histacships, dueto their cramped quarters and limited ammunition/food/air



supplies, were most short-ranged.

"The Tahn'll be hitting Cavite again," Sh'aarl't said. "Maybe just carpet bombing, maybeinvasion. I'd
rather not have our suppliesjust sitting here waiting.”

"Not to mention,” Sekka added, looking around at the mad assemblage of explosives, munitions, rations,
and spare parts, "what would happen if one mite of abomb happened to come through the roof.”

"Quite exactly my point,” the spindar chuffed. " Cavite Base is not my idea of aburrow/haven.”

"Firgt problem,” Sten said. "No way will van Doorman approve us moving the boats, the supplies, and
your support people offworld.”

"Doyou planontdling him?'
"l don't think hed even notice," Edtill putin.

"Agreed. Second problem—how can we move al this drakh? We don't have enough cargo areaasit is
on the boats."

" foresaw our dilemma," Sutton said. "It would seem that thereis a certain civilian who owes me afavor.
A very enormousfavor.”

"Of course he hasaship.”

"Of course.”

"How," Sh'aarl't asked skepticaly, "has he been able to keep it from being requisitioned?”
"The ship in question is, harrumph, used to transport waste.”

"A garbage scow?"!

"Somewhat worse than that. Human waste."

Sten whistled tundlesdy. "The swabbies are gonnalove it when they find out they're traveling via
crapper.”

"Thall dinnamind, Skipper,” Kilgour said. "Congderint thabdiev't tharein't aready."
"Very funny, Mr. Kilgour. I'll et you pass the word down."

"No problem, lad. One wee point. Does any hae an ideawhere well be hiein' twa?"

"Poor being," Sh'aarl't sympathized, patting Alex on the shoulder with a pedipap. The heavy-worlder
was S0 used to her by now that he didn't even flinch. "Where e se would we go but among common
thieves?'

"Ahll becurat! Y'r right, Sh'aarl't. M mind'sgon't.”
"Romney!" Sten exclamed.

"Exactly,” Sh'aarl't said. "If anybody's ableto stay invishbleto the Tahn, it'll be the smugglers.™



"Wild must've zigged when zaggin' wae th' answer," Alex said soberly.

Sten didn't answer. He was bringing the Gamble closer to Romney's shattered dome. The other three
ships and the transporter waited a planetary diameter out.

"Negative dint, Sir," Foss reported.

If the Tahn were waiting in ambush, Fosss instruments would have picked something up. Sten reduced
Y ukawa drive power, and the Gamble dropped dowly through the tear in the dome.

Romney was agraveyard.

Sten counted six—no, seven—smashed ships around the landing field. Where Wild's heedquarters had
been was only acrater. The other buildings—com, living quarters, hangars, and the enormous storage
warehouses—were blasted ruins.

"Bring the other shipsin,” he ordered. "I want them dispersed around the field. | want al hands suited up
and infront of that first hangar in one hour.”

"Gather around, people,” Sten said.

The formation broke and formed a ragged semicircle around their CO.

"Foss... Kilgour. What'd you find?"

"It looks," the eectronicstech said cautioudy, "like Wild and his smugglers did get hit by surprise.”
"An' by th' Tahn," Alex added. "W' found' it three unblown't project’les.”

"Bodies?"

"Na, there'd be th' weirdness. Noo aone. An th' warehouses be't emptied flat."

"Couldn't the Tahn have landed and looted the place?

"Wi'oot takin't Wild's wegponry wi' 'em?" Kilgour pointed to where aseemingly untouched SA missile
battery sat abandoned. Sten nodded. Foss's dectronics analysis and Kilgour's Mantis-trained estimate
agreed with hisown.

"Fine. Troops, thisisgoing to be our home away from home. Mr. Sutton, | want that transport unloaded
ASAP. All hands. Second, full power back to Cavite. Y ou'll have the Richards for escort. | want you to
scrounge al the bubbleshdters you can find. Foss, let Mr. Sutton know what you'll need to set up a
detection station from Cavite, and how much of Wild's electronics you can salvage.

"Heresthe plan, friends. Thisisstill going to be our forward base. Well move bubbles insde the hangars
and warehouses. Well move some of those smdler buildings around, wreck 'em up a bit, and use them
for overhead cover. Even if the Tahn decide to recheck Romney, they're till going to find adead world."

Assuming, Sten continued mentaly as he dismissed his unit, they go by visuas and sdf-confidence only. If
they put sniffers or heat sensorsinside the dome—that'll be al she scrolled.

But it was il better odds than they had on Cavite.



CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

The biggest question the beings of the 23rd Fleet kept asking themsalves was why the Tahn hadn't hit
Caviteagain.

The damage done by Sten's tacships—the destruction of two cruisers and assorted in-atmosphere ships,
plus the damage to the Forez and an assault ship—was hardly enough to discourage the Tahn. Probably
only complete obliteration of Lady Atago's entire fleet would have done thét.

Certainly the 23rd was no longer athreat. With the exception of Sten's tacdivision, van Doorman's
shattered force was mainly impotent.

The same question was being asked by Atago's crew members aswell.

The outsystem landings had been very successful. Atago and Admira Deska had been restructuring their
invasion plansfor Cavite when orders arrived. Lady Atago was to report to the Tahn Council a once for
further ingtructions. Her fleet was ordered to consolidate existing gains but to make no mgjor attacks on
Imperid forces.

Admira Deska spent the time waiting for Atago's return driving the repair crewsworking on the Forez
even harder and staring at awallscreen that showed the extent of the Tahn victories—at least, those
either the Empire or the Tahn had chosen to report.

On the screen Deska had assigned orange to the Tahn gaaxies, blue to the Empire, and red for the Tahn
conquests. On atime-sweep, it was most impressive, as the Tahn spread red tentacles out and out,
sweeping deeply into Imperia space. Only ahandful of systems gtill showed cerulean, and those at the
base of Deska's screen—worlds yet to be attacked.

The blue glimmer that represented the Caltor System was shameful to Deska. He had failed. And the
Tahn did not welcome falure of any sort.

A cursory examination of their language was adequate proof, aswell asbeing anillustration of the
problemsthat any nonmilitaristic culture faced in trying to ded with the Tahn. Since the Tahn "race” or
"culture’ was an assemblage of various warrior societies, their language was equaly an assemblage of
soldierly jargon and buzzwords. Still worse—the first Tahn Council had decided that their race needed a
properly martial manner of communication. So skilled linguists had created what was known asa
semivance tongue, in which the same word had multiple definitions. In this manner, an emotiond
connation was automatically given.

Threeexamples:

The verb akomita meant both "to surrender” and "to cease to exist"; the verb meltah was both "to
destroy" and "to succeed”; the verb verlach was defined as "to conquer” and "to shame.”

There was an excellent chance, Admira Deskaknew, that Lady Atago, in spite of Lord Fehrle's
protection, might be ordered to expiate the disgrace of her fleet with ritual suicide. He doubted, given her
rank, that any worse penalty could be assessed. In that event, Deska knew, he would share her fate.

Heforced himsdlf into afourth-level dhyana state, no-mind, no-fear, no-doubt, as he waited for the battle
cruiser that bore either Lady Atago or his new fleet commander to couple locks with the Kiso.

Thelock irised, and Lady Atago boarded the Kiso.

Deska dlowed himsalf amoment of hope. He enlarged the monitor pickup until Atago'sfacefilled his



screen. Of course there was no expression on her classic mask features. Deska snapped the monitor off.
In her own time, Atago would tell him.

Andin her owntime, Atago did.

Indeed, the Tahn Council was not pleased with the failure. Other admiralswho had failed to fully
complete their ingtructions had aready been cashiered, demoted, or removed. Atago, Deska surmised,
had a so been scheduled for relief. But the continued existence of the Imperia presence on the Caltor
worlds suggested an aternative plan. Deskawas surprised that the plan came not from Lord Fehrle,
Atago's protector, but from Lord Pastour.

"Thisisnot aswe expected,” the industriaist had said, though Lady Atago did not report the
conversation to Admira Deska, "'but there may be harvest budsin thisweed.”

"Continue"

"I would think," Pastour went on, staring at the wall-screen that was alarger and more up-to-date
version of what Deska had projected for himself, "that this Caltor System shines as much for the Emperor
asfor us”

"Probably," Lord Fehrle agreed.

"We agree that one of the biggest factors for our eventua successisthat the Emperor makes his
assessments as much through emotion aslogic?!

"Y ou are rechewing old meat. Of course.”

"Bear with me. Not being a senior member of the council, not as skilled as yet in decison making of this
scope, sometimes | must reason aoud.

"So we have agreed on one fact. Now, fact B isthat the Emperor might be seeking some kind of success
to convince those beings who have not yet cast in with usto remain faithful .

"We shall accept that asafact,” Lord Wichman said.

"Given these two facts, | would suggest that we allow at least three—no, correction, four—réiable
intelligence sources to lesk to the Empire that the reason for the failure in the Cator System was dueto
inept command and the use of second-line forces."

"Ah." Wichman nodded.

"Y es. Perhaps we might convince the Emperor to commit more forces than this shabbiness of afleet that
we have aready demolished. Once these reinforcements are landed—we close the net.”

"Thereis soundnessto your idea," Lord Fehrle said. "Another fact. We know that the—" he touched a
mem-code button "—23rd Fleet is poorly led and hasfiled speciousintelligence in the past. So of course
we must make no changesin our own forces that might cause this van Doorman to sound an darm. The
planisexcdlent. | admire Lord Pastour for his battle cunning.”

His eyes swept the other twenty-seven members. There was no need for avote.

"I will make one addition,” Lord Wichman added. "Might we not be advised to reinforce Lady Atago
with one of our reserve landing fleets? Thusthe Imperia forces shal not smply be defeated, but
completely annihilated." He glanced across the chamber for Lord Fehrle€'s approval.



"So ordered. And sealed,” Fehrle said. He turned to the screen showing Lady Atago. "That isall, Lady
Atago. A full operations order shal be couriered to you when you return to your fleet.”

Her screen blanked. Fehrle stared at the smooth gray-ness. And you had better have the luck of battles
with you thistime, he thought. Becauseif you fail once more, there shal be noway | can protect you.

Orders went out before Atago's battle cruiser could take off from Heasth—three full Tahn landing forces,
with supply, support, and attack craft, would be committed to her flegt, and the intelligence plantswould
be made at once.

None of thiswas necessary. The Eternal Emperor had aready ordered Mg or Genera 1an Mahoney and
his First Guards to establish aforward operating base on the world of Cavite.

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

The only hope of surviva that Sten and his four tacships had was never to be where or when they were
anticipated. Even a Tahn corvette, forewarned, had more than enough armament to obliterate any of the
Bulkeley-class ships. Sten's constant counsel was for them to think like aminnow in aschool of sharks.

The next stage after finding a semihidden base of operations wasto pick atarget that the ships could hit
and get out of with some expectation of surviva.

The three systems nearest to Caltor swarmed with Tahn ships, dl on congtant dert and looking for glory.
What Sten's people had to do was to hit where they weren't expected—and to hit where the maximum
damage could be done.

That meant the Tahn supply route.

Of course the Tahn would have their supply lines more heavily guarded near the Caltor System. But what
about farther out, closer to their own systems? It seemed unlikely that the Tahn would waste fuel, ships,
or men, sincethe only Imperia forces within reach were the remnants of van Doorman'sfleet. And they
must think that the tacships that had worked over the Cavite landing force were far too short-ranged to
reach deep into their own empire.

Indeed, the tacships were short-ranged—in terms of rations and armament, not fuel. Each of them had
onboard enough AM2 to fue their drivesfor haf ayear.

Sten hoped the Tahn were aslogica ashewas.

And so the four tacships became paradites. A survey ship whose drive mechanisms had been destroyed
inthe Tahn'sfirgt attack was borrowed, lifted off Cavite by the tacships—Tapias tug experience was
most valuable—and packed with supplies on Romney. Then, with Sten's own boats ill linked to the
survey ship, they took off.

Their initial course took them far to one side of the worlds now occupied by the Tahn. Somewhere
between nowhere and |logt, they reset their course toward the heart of the Tahn worlds.

They advanced very dowly, their sensors reaching out, hour after hour, keeping watch-on, watch-off.
They knew—semi-knew/hoped like hell—that any Tahn ship could be picked up by them before they
showed up on the Tahn screens. They were not searching blindly. Sten had assumed that at least one

supply route would lead from Hesath, the Tahn capital world, toward the newly occupied systems near
Cavite. He projected that route as aline, and other, unknown routes coming toward those worlds.

Two weeks out, they made their final resupply from the survey ship, stuck it into atight orbit around an



uninhabited world, and crept on. By then, the small, overworked air recyclersin the tacships were
groaning for relief, leaving the ships and crew smelling like very used socks. Sten wondered why none of
thewar livies ever pointed out that soldiers stink: stink from fear, stink from fatigue, stink from
uncleanliness.

And then dua darms shrilled. The four shipswent to generd quarters and waited for orders.

Four transports lined across one of Sten's screens. Their driveswere, of course, unshielded, so the
purpleflare from the shipstold Sten instantly that they were Tahn. But more interesting were a series of
tiny flickers from another screen.

"Shall wetake them?' Sh'aarl't asked from the Claggett.
"Negative. Stand by."

Sten, Kilgour, and Foss studied those flickers.

"Too weet' bet ships" Alex sad.

"Navaids," Foss suggested.

"Not thisfar out,” Sten said. "Arethey broadcasting?'

Foss checked hisboard. "Negative, sr. We're picking up some kind of low-power static. Maybe
activating receivers on standby?"

"Some kind of transponder? Or a superantenna?”
"Bloomin’ unlikdy," Kilgour sad.

Sten wanted a closer look. He did behind Kilgour's wegpon's console and put on a control helmet. "1
want aFox launch. Keep the warhead on safe.”

Kilgour reached over his shoulder and tapped akey.

Sten, "seeing" space through the countermissile's radar, moved it toward the light flicker, keeping the
missile bardly above minimum speed. Theflickers grew, and his perspective changed as his"vision™ went
to radar. He perceived dozens of the objects, now solid blips. Sten reversed the missile and applied
power until he was no longer approaching the objects, then re-reversed and waited for some kind of
andysisfrom his ship, which now seemed to be far behind him, even though he il sat motionlesdy at the
console.

"There's no interconnection between them,” Foss said. "Physical or dectronic. At least not in its present
date”

"What it lookslike" Sten said dowly, "isaminefidd.”

"Y're bonkers, lad. E'en th' Tahn whidna put out minesin th' void on th' zip chance some wee
unfortunated wander into it."

"Do mines haveto be passive?’
"Mmm. Strong point.”

Sten lifted the helmet off and turned to the other two on the command deck. Foss was thinking, tapping



hisfingernailsagaing histeeth.

"Maybe that gatic isfrom their receivers. Y ou know, it wouldn't be too hard to set up. Sure. Y ou could
build it on a breadboard.”

Electronicsjargon hadn't changed dl that much over the centuries... and still managed to leave Sten and
Kilgour blank.

"I meant, g, it'd be easy to jury-rig. Y ou put amissile out there, with arecelver-tranamitter. Y our own
ships have some kind of 1FF, so the missle knows not to go after them. Anybody else comeswithin
range, the missle activates and goes after them. If you wanted to get tricky, you could even program
your missilesto move around or sweep themsalvesif you wanted to. Probably the circuit'd look
something likethis..." Foss blanked a screen and picked up alight pen.

"Later wi' the schematics, lad,” Kilgour said. "The question is, What are we going to do about them?"
"Maybe they're not set to go after something as small asatacship,” Sten said.

"Will y' b’ willintt' bet on that?'

"My mommadidn't raise no fools."

"Which means we cannae go down agin’ th' convoyslike asheep aeth' fold, then.”

"Not necessarily. And maybe we don't even need to. Mr. Kilgour, have the mate break out three
shipsuits”

"A lad could get killed doin't this," Kilgour growled. The three men hung inches away from one of the
Tahnmines

Once Sten, Foss, and Kilgour had exited the Gamble, turning the deck over to Engineer Hawkins, they
had used an unarmed Goblin and its AM 2 drive to bring them closer to the mine. Sten wasfairly surethe
small Goblin wouldn't present enough massto activate the mine. Fairly sure, he reminded himsdlf, could
get onefairly dead.

Half akilometer away from one of the mines, Sten parked the Goblin, and the three used their suit drives
toclosein,

The mine was about five meterslong and cylindricd, with drivetubes at one end. It was nested ingdeits
launch/ monitor/control, a doughnut-holed ring with adiameter of about Six meters.

The three orbited the mine until they were sure they saw no obvious booby traps, then moved in toward
what they hoped was an ingpection panel. Foss undipped a stud drive from his suit's belt.

"Okay totry it, Sr?"
"Why not?'

Sten opened his mike to the Gambl e and started a running description of what was happening. If Foss
erred and the mine went off, the next team to try it—if there was a next team—wouldn't make the same
mistake.

Foss touched the drive to astud and applied power.



"We're pulling thefirst stud, lower |eft Side, now... it looks standard. Any resstance? Thefirst sudis
out. Second stud, upper right. It'sfree. Third stud, lower left, aso out. All studs removed. The pandl is
free. We are moving it out two centimeters. There are no connections between the pand and the mine."

All three men peered through the narrow access port while Foss probed the interior with his helmet spot.
"What do we have?'

"Soppy work, gr.”

"Foss, you aren't grading an electronics class!™

"Sorry, ar. If wereright... the way they've got the platesrigged. .. yeah. Pretty smple.”

"Thisis Sten. Going off for amoment. Clear." Sten shut down the tight beam to the Gamble and
motioned the other two away from the mine. "Can we disarm these brutes, Foss?'

"Easy. Cut any of three boards | spotted out, and al thesell be good for is ornamenta wastebaskets.”

"So dl we haveto figureiswhat kind of range the mines have, defuse enough so we've got operating
room, and we're back in business"

Kilgour clonked a heavy arm three times on Sten's helmet. The clonks, evidently intended as sympathetic
pats on the head, sent them pirouetting in circles. They ended staring upside down at each other.

"Puir lad," Alex sympathized. "It's aye the pressure cooker a8 command. T' be't so young an' so
brainburned.”

"Y ou have a better idea?"

"Ahdo. An evil plan. Worthy ae a Campbell. Best ae dll, it means we dinnae €en hae't' be around't’ be
causin't braw deeth an' destruction.”

"If y* buy't, can Ahtell the lads ae th' wee spotted snakes?”
"Not evenif your plot'll win the war sngle-handed. Come on, Kilgour. Stop being cute and talk to us."
Kilgour did.

The Tahn convoy was made up of eight troop transports, each carrying an elite battalion landing force,
intended to augment the Tahn Council's planned trap in the Caltor System, plus three armament shipsand
asingle escort. The escort wasasmall patrol craft intended to be more a guide than protection.

Their course led them within light-seconds of a certain minefield. The convoy commander, arecently
recaled reservigt, was very uncomfortable.

Asamerchant service captain, he had become convinced years ago that machinery was out to get him.
The bigger the machine, the more homicida itsintentions. He tried to keep machines with explosives
ingdethemwdl clear of hisnightmares.

That tiny superdtitious part of him was not surprised when alookout reported activity in the minefield.



And then the reports cascaded in—the mines had activated themsalves and were closing in.

Convinced that his Identification-Friend or Foe was dysfunctiona, the convoy commander ordered his
ship to be closed up with another.

The move had no effect.

He screamed for condition red on the all-ships channel. Crews raced for action quarters stations, and
collison panels closed on the transports.

The missiles hammered toward the convoy, their speed increasing by the second.

Fifteen of them impacted on the eeven trangports. The mine-missiles were designed to be able to
sardine-can awarship, and so the thin-skinned transports Smply became flame, then gas, and then
nothing except expanding energy.

What Sten's crew had done, working under the diabolism of Kilgour and Foss, was not Smply to defuse
the mines. Instead, Foss had analyzed what the | FF broadcast from the Tahn shipswould be, then
reprogrammed the minesto use that asafiring and homing signd.

The convoy had vanished, except for the tiny patrol-craft. Sten had not needed to be so cautious; the
mineswere, indeed, set to ignore small craft.

Six missiles had been launched that did not find their targetsin time. They orbited aimlesdy, without
indructions.

The captain of the patrolcraft would have been best advised to put on full power and get out to report.
Instead, he opened fire on one of the missiles—which activated a secondary program: if fired on by any
ship of any size, seek out that target.

Therewas afind exploson—and the beginnings of amystery. How could aconvoy entirdly vanishina
perfectly secure and guarded sector?

Sailorsdo not like mysteries but love to talk about them. Very shortly, the word was out—the Fringe
Worlds werejinxed. Better not ship out with that destination, friend.

The convoy disappearance also forced the Tahn to divert badly needed escorts from the forward areas
both for escort duty and to hunt for what the council theorized was some kind of Q-ship, an Imperid
raider masquerading asa Tahn vessd.

Sten countermined four more fields before he ordered the tacships back to Romney.
They had begun to fight back.

CHAPTER FIFTY

"Commander Sten," Admira van Doorman said, turning away from the screen that showed Sten's
after-action report, "my congratulaions.”

"Thank you, Sr."

"Y ou know," van Doorman said, as he stood and paced toward one of the screened windowsin his
command suite, 'l am afraid that it's just too easy in this navy to adopt a particular mind-set. One
becomes sat in hisways. Y ou decide that there is only one group of standards. Y ou think that the smaler



the ship, the less capableit is. Y ou think that ashow of forceisal that's needed to maintain Imperia
security. Y ou think—hell, you think al manner of things. And then one day you find that you are wrong.”

That, Sten thought, was afairly honest and accurate summation and indictment of the admiral. Maybe
add in alove for bumf and spit and polish, and a stresk of stubborn stupidity. Now will this make van
Doorman do something sensible, like resign, or maybe take poison like the Tahn do when they custer the
works? Ha. Ha

"I have decided to award you the Distinguished Service Order, and authorize you to award four Imperia
Meddsto any members of your division whose actions you deem outstanding.”

"Thank you, sir." Sten would rather have had two spare engines for histacships and afull resupply of
missles.

"I would like you and whichever four you choose back at this headquarters by 1400 hours. Dress
uniform.”

"Yessr. May | ask why?"

"For the award ceremony. I'll arrangeto havefull livie coverage. And a conference afterward for the
media”

"Sir... I, uh, don't think that's agood idea."

"Don't be modest, Commander! Y ou have won avictory. And right now Cavite—not just Cavite but the
entire Empire—needs some good news."

"I am not being modest, gir. Sir.... there are four more booby-trapped minefields out there. If we put the
word out on what happened... sir, that'd foul up the whole operation.”

Van Doorman actualy considered what Sten had said. He reseated himself at his desk and rubbed his
chin inthought. "Would it be possible that a, shdl we say, different explanation of the action be
provided?' Trandation: Canwelie?

"Possibly, sr. But... won't the livie people want to talk to my crew? | don't think they could carry it off.
They aren't trained in dignformation.”

Kilgour would daughter Sten if he knew he had said that—Alex was one of the best liarsin theline of
duty whom Sten had ever met.

"It would be chancy," van Doorman agreed. "Perhaps youreright. I'll postpone the media conference for
the moment.” He changed the subject. "Commander, one further thing. | don't wish to change your
orders—you're doing admirably as an independent. But I'd like you to consider amore immediate focus
for your future actions."

"Whenever possible, | would appreciate your division hitting the closer Tahn-occupied systems.”
"That could be difficult, Sir. Their cover ispretty tight."
"Thisismog important.”

"A question, sr. Why the change?'



"| am preparing to mount an operation within the next few weeks that will need full fleet support.
Unfortunately, | can't be more specific at present—we're operating under total security.”

So much for van Doorman's brief flash of redlity. Sten could have mentioned that he probably had a
higher security clearance than anyonein the 23rd Flest, including itsadmird. Or that it was clottin' hard to
support an attack—a retreat?—if one didn't know what was going on. Or that total security for the
clotpoles on van Doorman's staff probably meant that it was dl over the officer's club by now.

"Yesdr," Sten said. "My staff and | will prepare some possible scenarios for you.”
"Excellent, Commander. And again, my congratulations.”

Sten highballed the admiral and |eft. He was wondering if van Doorman was contagious. Scenario? And
staff? That would congist of four officers, one warrant officer, and a pindar plotting over abottle. He
darted looking for Brijit.

Sten hoped to find her in some romantic setting—jperhapsin aflowered glen out of sight and sound of the
war. He aso hoped that Brijit would have recovered from her mother's death enough to have a bit of lust
in her heart.

Hefound her ninety feet underground, wearing a blood-spattered set of coverals and maneuvering a
gurney past arockchewer.

Someone on van Doorman's saff had an eement of brains and cunning. The Empire Day attack had
packed Cavite's hospitas solidly, and this unknown planner evidently knew enough about the Tahn
method of waging war to redlize that putting the ancient red cross on a hospita roof provided an excellent
aming point. So the base hospital had gone underground into solid rock. It was dso directly under the
building that had been, years before, the Tahn consulate for the Fringe Worlds.

Sten helped Brijit dip the casudty into an 1C machine, then asked when she got off shift. Brijit smiled
tiredly and told him tomorrow. Sten would be long offworld by then. So much for romance.

Brijit managed another smile, one with some empathy. She had afairly good ideawhat Sten had in mind.
Instead, she took him to the crowded staff mess hall and fed him a perfectly vile cup of caff.

She had volunteered for the hospital the day after her mother's funeral. The prewar world of whites,
boredom, and garden parties was burnt away.

Sten was most impressed and was about to say something, when he started redly listening to Brijit's
exhausted chatter.

It was Dr. Morrison this and Dr. Morrison that, and how hard Dr. Morrison was working, and how
many lives had been saved. Brijit, Sten gathered, was Dr. Morrison's main OR nurse. And he realized
that even if he werein that flowered glade with Brijit, al that would happen was that she would possibly
ask him to make agarland for Dr. Morrison.

Oh, well. Sten couldn't honestly evaluate himsdlf as being anyone'sideal main squeeze, even ignoring the
fact that atacship commander'slife spanis measured in mayflies.

Brijit's features suddenly softened and then brightened. Sten remembered that she had looked that way at
him not too long ago.



"There sheisnow! Dr. Morrison! Over here."

Commander Ellen Morrison, Imperial Medica Corps, was, Sten had to admit, almost as beautiful as
Brijit. She greeted Sten coally, asif he were a prospective patient, and sat down. Brijit, almost
reflexively, took Morrison's hand.

Sten talked for afew more minutes about inconsequentidities, finished his caff, made his excuses, and
|€ft.

War changes everything it touches. Sometimes even for the better.

A few dayslater, van Doorman got hisfamous victory, courtesy of the Imperial Tacship Richards,
Lieutenant Etill, and Ensign Tapia Or at |east everyone except Tapiathought he did.

They were aweek out of Cavite when they got their target. It was one of the monstrous Tahn assault
shipsthat were the launch base for the in-atmosphere attack craft. The ship, according to the Jane's
fiche, would be lightly armored and, if hit before the bulkheads that subdivided the hangar deck could be
closed, should become an ingtantly satisfactory torch.

The problem was that the ship was escorted by one cruiser and half a dozen destroyers, and no one on
the Richards wasin aparticularly suicidal mood that watch.

Tapialet Estill run up and knock down half a dozen attacks on the computer before she made her
suggestion. Even though it was extremdly irregular, E<till waslearning from histimein the TacDiv. He
turned the deck over to her and announced that if her ideaworked, he would "fly" the Kai on the attack.

At full power the Richards sped ahead of the Tahn ships, made adight correction in course, and then
went "dead” in space, directly intersecting what Tapia calculated the Tahn ships courseto be. She shut
down dl power, including the McL ean atificid-gravity generator. Then anything that wasn't armament
was pitched out a port—chairs, rations, metalloid foil configured to provide excellent radar reflection,
and even the two spare shipsuits.

Then they waited. With even the recirculators off, the ar got thick very quickly.
Their passive detectors picked up the Tahn sensing beams.
They continued to wait.

A single Tahn destroyer flashed out from the pack and figure-eighted, its computer obvioudy analyzing
just what was dead ahead.

"Thisll beinteresting,” Tapiawhispered unnecessarily to Etill.

I nteresting was one way to put it. If their camouflage as awreck didn't work, they would be staring at
that destroyer on an attack run. Tapiadidn't know if either their reflexes or the Richards power would
get them away intime.

The Richards passive screens went dead, and Tapia started breathing again. If the ruse had failed, the
screens would have told her that aranging computer was on the tacship. "Any time you're ready,
Lieutenant.”

Estill nodded. Tapiafed power to hisboard. Etill put out a narrow ranging beam to the Tahn assault



ghip. Closing... dosng... inrange.

Tapiadammed her power board on... buzzed the engineer, who did the same.... and the Richards came
dive. Two secondslater, E<till launched hisKali.

Alarms blared on the Tahn ships. The destroyers went into an attack pattern, and the cruiser
full-powered to protect her charge. The assault ship went to an emergency evasive pattern.

Tapiawas too busy to see what was going on. She had full power on the Richards, an eccentric evasion
orbit fed in, and was now interested in survival.

The Kdi was only afew seconds from strike when the Tahn assault ship fired its forward bank of
antimissiles.

They should have been usdess.

Standard doctrine for any weapons officer using the control helmet on amissile wasto stay with the bird

through contact. But somehow to Etill this meant akind of death. At the last moment he hit thefiring
contact and jerked the helmet away.

The explosion blanked the rear screens of the Richards.

"Wegot it!" Etill shouted. The hemet went back on, and he launched aflight of Goblinsto track to their
rear.

Tapiaread aproximity indicator—there were Tahn missiles coming at them. Closing. .. negative. The
Richards was outrunning them.

Tapiahad only amoment to check the main screen for ablink. And that blink showed her the same
number of Tahn blips as had been there ten minutes before.

No one believed her—except the Tahn. The Kai had indeed detonated on an antimissle. Four main
frames of the assault craft were warped, but the forward Tahn repair yards would have the assault ship
back in commisson within days.

Tapiatried—but no one wanted to hear the truth.

Lieutenant Ned Etill was an instant hero. Van Doorman awarded him the Galactic Cross, even though
technically the meda could be given only on direct Imperid authority. Thelivie people went
berserk—L ieutenant Estill could not have been more of ahero if they had been able to custom design
one. Hisface and deeds were blazoned Empire wide within hours.

Tapiaprivately reported to Sten what she thought had actualy happened. Sten considered, then told her
to forget it. He didn't give adamn about medals, the Empire could do with afew hero types, and Etill
honestly believed that he had destroyed the assault ship.

Hedid order, though, that al officers and weapons specidists renew their capabilitiesin asimulator.
Oncewas an error. If E<till made the same mistake again, he could end up very dead.

And Sten couldn't afford to lose the Richards.

Lieutenant Lamine Sekka <till seethed. The conversation with Sten had started in acrimony and gotten
intense from there. What made it worse was that the original idea had been Sekka's.



Sten had attempted to follow van Doorman's vague ingtructionsto harry the nearby worlds as much as
possible. Harrying required intelligence. Specific—such as which worlds were occupied by what forces
inwhich conditions.

The tacdiv spent too many hours as spy ships before anyone could start determining targets.
Sekka had found one of the juiciet,

A digtinguishing feature of one planet was ariver many thousands of kilometerslong. Aboveits mouth,
which looked morelike an estuary, was ahuge dluvid plan. It was a perfect infantry staging base for the
Tahn. They had put an estimated two divisions of troops on the floodplain, using it as atemporary base
until the landing in the Caltor System.

Sekka had even been able to determine where the divisions headquarters were most likely sited.
Sten was congratulatory. "Now. Go kill them, Lieutenant.”

G

Sten was very tired and alittle snappish. "I said—take ship. Put armament on ship. Destroy Tahn."
"l am not achild, Commander!"

Sten took a deep breath. " Sorry, Lamine. But what's the problem? Y ou found yoursalf acluster of bad
people. Take care of them.”

"Maybe I'm not sure what—exactly—you want meto do.”

"Let'ssee” Sten ran through hisarsenal mentdly. "Heréswhat I'd suggest. First yank your Goblin
launchers. Put eight more chaingunsin their dots. Get rid of dl but two of the Fox countermissiles. Y oulll
need extracanisters of projectiles.

"Take the Kali out. There's a busted-up close-support ship over in the boneyard. It should still have a
belt-fed Y -launcher. Turn that around and mount it nose first down the Kdi tube.

"Y ou'll want to use two-, maybe three-kt mininukes. When you comein, I'd suggest you put the launcher
on afive-second interval."

"Isthere anything else, Commander?' Sekkas voice was shaking.

"If I knew where we could get some nice, persistent penetrating nerve gas... but | don't. | guessthat's
al." Sten was ddliberately not noticing Sekka's reactions, hoping he would not be required to respond.
He waswrong.

Sekkawas on hisfeet. "Commander, | am not amurderer!”

Sten, too, was up. "Lieutenant Sekka, | want you at attention. | want your ears open and your mouth
shut.

"Yes. You areamurderer. Your job isto kill enemy soldiers and sailors—any way you can. That means
strangling them at birth if somebody would invent atime machine! Who the hdll do you think operates
those ships you've been shooting at? Robots?!

"Thet's different.”



"l said shut up, Lieutenant! The hdl itisl What did you expect meto tell you to do? Wait until those
troops|oad into their tin cans and then hit them? Would that make things more legitimate? Or maybe wait
until they land here on Cavite?

"Maybe your family has been living on legend too many generations, Lieutenant Sekka Y ou had best
redizethat if it wasn't for war, every warrior would be tossed in the letha chambersfor premeditated
homicide.

"That'sal. Y ou have your orders. | want you offplanet in forty E-hours. Dismissed!”

"May | say something, Sir?"

"Y ou may not! | said dismissed!”

Sekka brought up a perfect salute, pivoted, and went out. Sten did back down into his chair. He heard a
low chuckle from the other entrance to Gamble's messhdl.

Alex waked in and found another chair.

"Puir tyke," Alex sympathized. "Next helll be thinkin't thabe rulesa war. Prapsit'd cheer y' lad, if Ah
told th' story ae th' spotted snakes again.”

Sten grinned. "I'd keelhaul you, Alex. If | had akedl. Come on. Let's go put our Rover Scouts to bed."

Sekka had followed orders and lifted off. Hisinsertion plan had worked perfectly—and its perfection
tasted like ashes. He had brought the Kelly in-atmosphere at night and under cover of astorm, far below
the horizon, at sea. He had submarined his tacship into the river's mouth and then carefully navigated
upriver until his ship sat on the bottom, directly next to the Tahn base. The Tahn did not bother to run any
seaor river patrols on theworld, which wasin ahighly primitive stage of evolution.

His crew memberswere as grim and quiet ashewas.

Sekka had decided that what he had been ordered to do was wrong—but he would do it as perfectly as
he knew how. Remembering his own daysin training, he decided that the most vulnerable time any army
hasis about an hour after dawn. Even if the unit practices dawn and dusk stand-tos, an hour later
everyoneis busy with personal cleanup, breakfast, and evading whatever noncoms are looking for drakh
detalls.

At thetime click he brought the Kelly out of the water and, at full Y ukawadrive, on azigzag pattern
crossing directly over the headquarters areas. He had the ship set for contour flying a four meters.

When he crossed the perimeter, he ordered the crew members manning the additiona chainguns to open
fire. He persondly triggered the Y -launcher and saw the small nuclear bombs arc thousands of feet into
the air before they started their descent. By the time they hit and exploded, he would be many kilometers

away.

Sekkahad dl rear screens turned off. He was a murderer. Possibly Commander Sten was right and all
warriors were murderers. But he did not need to be awitness.

The attack, by one small ship, lasted for twenty minutes. At its end, when the Kelly climbed for space
and went to AM2 drive, one divisona headquarters was completely destroyed and the second had
taken forty percent casudties. Of the 25,000-plus Tahn soldiers, nearly 11,000 were dead or criticaly



wounded. Both divisions had ceased to exist as combat formations.

Lieutenant Lamine Sekkarefused a proffered medal, requested athree-day pass, and stayed catatonic
on drugs and alcohoal for the full three days.

Then he treated his hangover, shaved, showered, and went back to duty.

Sh'aarl't had found hersalf agreat target. The problem was that no one could figure out how to destroy it
without getting blown out of the sky in the process.

It was a Tahn armaments dump. The Tahn had found awide dliff-ringed valey. They had sudded therim
of thevalley with antiaircraft missiles and lasers and maintained overhead patrols aswell as an armed
satdlite in a synchronous orbit just out-atmosphere. To make the Situation worse, the
world—OQOragent—was under amost complete and constant cloud cover.

Sh'aarl't had tracked Tahn resupply shipsto the world and figured out their approximate landing point.
There had been more than enough traffic to arouse her interest. She assumed some kind of supply dump,
since very few of the shipslanding or taking off from Oragent were combat craft.

To narrow the field further, she stalked a single unescorted ship, bounced it, and launched asingle
missile, carefully steered to just remove the ship's power train. Then she had planned to dissect the ship
with Fox missiles until shefound out what it was carrying.

The missile exploded—and the Tahn ship was obliterated.
"We may theorize," Sh'aarl't told her wegpons officer, "that barge wasn't carrying rations.”
"Dunno, maam. The Tahn liketheir food spicy.”

"Bad joke, mister. Since you're being bright today, how are we going to snoop and poop into that arms
depot?

It was agood question. Finding out what was under those clouds by manned recon could well have been
fata. Any other intdlligence gathering would have to be done without derting the Tahn.

Sh'aarl't put the Claggett down on one of Oragent's moons and thought about the problem.

Step one wasto set up a stabilized camerawith avery long lens. Infrared techniques and computer
enhancement helped alittle. She now could see the vaguely circular areathat was the depot. She
chanced afew laser-ranging shots and got enough input to suggest that the depot wasinavalley. A series
of infrared exposures, taken over time, aso showed blotches of heat emanation from one area of the
vdley floor—what probably was the landing field—and occasiond spattersfrom the diff wals. AA

lasers, most likely.

At that point, she returned to Romney and consulted with Sten and Kilgour.

It was pretty easy to determine what couldn't be done. Dumping amissile straight down at the dump
wasn't very likely to be successful. Even aMIRVed Kai—and nobody was sure that the missile could be
so0 modified—wouldn't get past the satellite, let donethering of AA batteries.

Possibly a specidized Wild Weasd ship might be able to suppress the target acquisition systemslong
enough for araid—but Wild Weaselswere just one of the many craft the 23rd Fleet was fresh out of.



"The problemis" Shaarl't said, "therésnoway in."

"Correction, lass" Alex said. "Thas noo high-tech way in. An' Ah'll wager th' Tahn are thinkit th' same ae
you."

Sten got Alex'shint. "Maybe," he said doubtfully. "But first | don't think Doorknob's gonnaloan us any of
his marines for alanding force. And even if he does, you want to bet they're any more ept than the rest of
his people?!

"Ah was noo thinki't aboot borrowin't misery when there's need for but twaof us."
"Us," Sh'aarl't snorted. "Who isus?'

"Why, me an' Fearless Commander Sten, ae course.”

"I'll assume you aren't trying another bad joke."

"Nope. Ah'm bein't dead straight.”

"That's drakh, Mr. Kilgour,” Sh'aarl't said. "Y ou two aren't supercommandos. | don't know what you did
before, Kilgour, but our death-defying leader was just a straight old Guards officer. Remember?”

Y es. Well, that was the cover that both Sten and Alex had on their service record to hide their yearsin
Mantis.

"Y're noo hesitatin', are y'? Worri't aboot keepin't up wi' an old clot like me, Commander? Or p'rapsy're
fedin't soft. Ah hae noticed your wee paunch & late."

To Sh'aarl't, thiswas rank insubordination. She waited for the thunder. Instead, Sten looked injured.
"l am not getting fat, Kilgour."

"Ah, you'reright, lad. It's naught but the hangin' aey'r coveral.”

"You two are serious!”

"Maybeit'sthe only way to do it,” Sten said.

"Y ou know that Imperia regulations has an article saying that an officer hasthe duty to relieve his
commander in, and | quote, 'instances of incapacitating injury, fallure to perform the ordered mission,
or—my emphasis—'menta injury,’ end quote?'

"Inthisfleet aeth’ damnt, lost, crazy, an' brainburnt, Lieutenant, who'd be th' judge?”

"All right. One moretry. There's no way that two swabhbies can take out an entire arms depot. That only
happensinthelivies

Sten and Alex looked, at each other. A clotting arms depot? Hell, there were severa system
governments that had found Sudden Change thrust upon them courtesy of a couple of Mantis operatives.

"| assumethat you've got a plot more than just going in cuttin' and thrusting?' Sten asked.
"Ahdinnae haeaplot a yet," Alex admitted. "But som'at'll cometo mind.”

"Dinnae fash, Mr. Kilgour. A thought has occurred to me."



"Thinkit, noo. Werein th' crapper for sure.”
"On your way out, would you ask Fossto haul his butt in here?

Sh'aarl't looked at them analyticaly. She was not stupid. "Very interesting,” she observed. "Either both of
you have gone bonkers—or somebody's lying to me."

"Pardon?'

"I remember somebody told me once that when somebody gets scooped up by the Imperid sneskies,
their service record gets phonied up. Any comments?”

"Great gory, Sh'aarl't. Well haveto talk about it sometime. Well, Mr. Kilgour? Times awagtin'."

The implementation of Sten's plan would be low-tech, but the method of attack was exceedingly
technica. Or possbly antitechnica.

Sten would not have known what a petard was if one had been set off in hisair lock—but he, aong with
Hamlet, hoped that it would indeed be great sport to hoist the Tahn by their own.

The possible solution lay in the sophistication of current fire-control and antiaircraft systems.

The days of brave, keen-sighted gunners crouched behind their weaponry and opening up on overhead
arcraft werelong gone. A missile launch site or laser blast would be remoted to a central, fixed operation
fire-control center. This center—Sten theorized it would be located in the valley's center—would have a
current sitrep on aeridl traffic, fed in by radar, the orbitdl satellite, and other air- or ground-based
Sensors.

If the controlled airspace was intruded on, the fire-control system would evauate the threat, bring the
antiaircraft complex to dert if necessary, alocate targets to the various wegpons, and open fire,

Theindividua wegpons might or might not have the capability of loca control in the event of the center's
destruction. But the maximum crew the individua gunswould have could be agunner or two, certainly a
couple of servicetechs, and possibly afew guardsfor ground security.

Since the wegpons would be remotely aimed and fired, positioning them required abit more work than
just exact geographic siting. It was aso necessary to program each gun with ano-fire zone, so that
regardless of what an attacking aircraft might be doing, it would be impossible for any guntofire, for
ingtance, acrossthe valley if another wegpon wasinitsline of fire. Also, Sncethe guns overlooked a
highly explosive ammo dump, under no circumstances would it be possible for any weapon to fire down
intothevaley.

Sten proposed to alter those circumstances.

Blueboxing alocd fire-control system was, Foss said, as easy as going to deep listening to one of
Kilgour's stories. The problem would be hooking it up.

Fortunately, not al of the Tahn ships shot down on Cavite on Empire Day had been completely
destroyed. Sten and Foss grubbed through the wreckage, carefully examining all possible connectionsthe
Tahn used. They aso examined the abandoned weaponry—Sten assumed it would have come from
Tahn sources—on Romney.



Fortunately, there were no more than a dozen options. Foss also assumed that there would be a certain
number of smilarities between Imperia weapons controls and those of the Tahn.

Thefind device, dubbed by Fossa"fiendish thingie," consisted of one control box, anodized the same
color as the e ectronic boxes found in the wreckage, dangling cables, and a separate power source. They
fit into two backpacks and weighed about twenty-five kilos each.

Sutton managed to find in some storehouse two sets of the phototropic Mantis-issue camouflage uniforms
that semifit Alex and Sten. A combat car was given aradar-absorbing anodizing and fitted with a
sensor-reflecting overhead cover. Neither of them would work perfectly, but Sten was working from
Alex'sorigind supposition—that the Tahn wouldn't be looking that hard in his direction. He hoped.

Sh'aarl't ingsted that the Claggett make the insertion—she had found the target, and even if she wasn't
going to mount the attack, it was still her eggsac. Sten couldn't tell whether her ruffed hair meant that she
was angry, convinced that her CO was mad, or worried.

She brought the Claggett in-atmosphere on the far Sde of the satdllite, then contour flew until the
tacship's sensors began picking up the signas from the Tahn depot. Again, she assumed the superiority of
the Imperia sensors.

Sten and Alex unloaded and broke the combat car out of the dung cargo capsule below the Claggett.
Their pickup point would be the same, two planetary days away.

Shiaarl't waved amournful mandible, thelock hissed closed, and the Claggett hissed away.

Sten and Alex boarded the car and, very dowly, floated, barely ameter above the ground, in the genera
direction of the arms depot. Their course was not plotted as adirect line but zigged toward the v ley. If
the unknown object that was their combat car was picked up by the Tahn, possibly aroute that didn't
point directly at the valley could be disarming.

Both men were lightly armed—if the drakh came down, their only plan would be to throw down a base
of fire and then go to ground.

They had miniwillyguns and four bester grenades. Sten and Alex both carried kukris—the curved fighting
knife they had learned to use and admire while serving with the Gurkhas—and Sten had hisown tiny
knife buried in the sheath under the skin of hisforearm.

Sten landed the combat car when they were about ten kilometers away from the valley and waited for
darkness. Through the twilight, he could see the mountain ring surrounding the valley. The view through
binocs suggested that the valley might be an old volcanic crater. Certainly the mountain wals around it
were very steeply doped. That was dl to the good—maybe no one would expect visitors from that
direction.

At full dark, Sten crept the car forward, grounding it finaly at the base of thewalls. They pulled on hoods
fitted with light-enhancing goggles, shouldered their packs, and started up.

The climb was ahard scramble, but they didn't need to rope up. The biggest problem wastheloose shae
underfoot. A dip not only would send them broaddiding back down but probably would set off darm
devices. Their pre-plotted course led them up toward one of the laser blasts near the canyon mouth.

It seemed asif Kilgour'stactica thinking was correct—no one would be looking for some stupid foot
soldierstotry aninsertion.

Thefirst darm waswholly primitive—a smple beam break set about a meter above the ground.



Whatever smdler creaturesinhabited the world could pass under the beam and not disturb any guard's
somnolence.

Sten and Alex became smaller creatures and did the same.

The second line of defense might have taken abit longer to circumvent, conssting of aseries of smal
hemispherica sensorsintended, most likely, to pick up an intruder of acertain physical type—it could be
preset to go off when it picked up something moving of a certain size, a certain body temperature, or
even by light ground disturbances set off by body weight. Kilgour was ready to subvert that sensor with a
standard-issue Mantis bluebox, the so-called Invisible Thug transmitter. That proved to be
unnecessary—the system wasn't even turned on. But just to make sure it wouldn't be turned on after they
passed, Sten did hisknife out of hisarm, dit the sensor's metalloid housing open, and stirred its electronic
gutsvigoroudy.

So far, the misson was very standard—arecruit hafway through basic Guard training could have
infiltrated the Site.

Next should have been a contact alarm set of wires. It was, and was carefully stepped through by the
two men.

They shut the power down on their see-in-the-dark hoods, lay on their somachsinside that wire, and
gtarted looking for the sentry. Ahead of them wasthe cliff rim, and bulking above it thelaser gun, and
beside it two mobile vans that would house the crew.

Sten scanned the areawith his binocs st for light amplification, passive mode. If someone esewasusing
ascope, the binocswould pick it up first. Negative. He switched to active mode.

He found the guard. He was Sitting on the steps of one of the vans, his projectile gun leaning against the
van walls. His attention seemed to be focused on the ground between his boots.

Sten could imagine Alex mentaly purring "No puh-roblem.” They turned their hoods back on and did
forward the laser.

Kilgour found the fire-control center input leadsto the laser and, after making sure they weren't
aarm-rigged, disconnected them. They sorted through the octopus of leads on their own bluebox. Luck
wasin session—one of Fosssleadsfit perfectly.

The new lead was fed down the gun and under its base plate. Bluebox and backup power sourceswere
then bonded to the base plate. Alex loosened the lock on the bluebox's one externa readout, and it
glowed dimly. If everyone was right, they were go, and the petard was hissing.

Sten and Alex became part of the night again and dithered downdope to the combat car. Sten knew this
would not work—nothing that sneaky ever performed vaguely up to expectations.

The next stage, after and if they were picked up by the Claggett, might be interesting.

The Clagget's command deck was armpit to elbow, since both Sten and Alex had insisted on witnessing
thereaults, if any, of their greet ploy.

Sh'aarl't had brought her tacship in-atmosphere at a distance carefully caculated to be just within the
range of the Tahn satellite's sensors, then dived for the ground.

That, they hoped, would put the antiaircraft sysemson full dert.



Then Sh'aarl't launched two remote pilot vehicles that had been modified to give sensor returns matching
the tacship. Sh'aarl't and her weapons officer each wore control helmets—Sh'aarl't'slooked more like a
figure-eight safety mask that sat just above her eyes—and sent the RPV s streaking for the valley.

Four kilometersdistance... Sh'aarl't murmured, "They have us'... three kilometers... and the fire-control
system ordered all tracking weaponsto open fire.

One of those tracking weapons, of course, was the laser that Sten and Alex had boogered. It swung, not
away from the valley but toward its center. Its bell depressed, unnoticed, toward the valey'sfloor. The
RPVsweretwo kilometers away from the valley when the cliff walls exploded into flame and violet light,
as did a seventy-five-meter-high by 200-kilometer-square stack of ship-to-ship missile containers. The
firebdl rolled across the flatland, and two other dumps went up.

Thefire-control system wasn't concerned with what was happening insde the valey. It continued firing.
One RPV was hit by two laser blasts and three missiles. It vanished, and Sh'aarl't, back in the Claggett,
swore and pulled her control helmet off.

An andysis computer—part of the fire-control system's backup—redlized that one laser gun was
dysfunctiona and cut it out of circuit. That triggered the bluebox's own power source and activated a
second program. On quickfire, the laser pulsed light beams back and forth acrossthe vdley.

Alarmsin the gun's mobile vans clanged up and down. The techs darted out and saw that their gun was
systematically destroying what it had been intended to protect.

They ran toward the override controls just as the second RPV, dmost insde the valley's mouth, veered in
flamesinto acliff wal, and the entire arms depot blew.

Sh'aarl't had the Claggett screaming for space, one set of eyes scanning screensfor any Tahn
interceptions but most of her attention focused on the screen that showed a boil of flame and smoke on
the horizon, blasting dmost to the fringes of the atmosphere.

Sten and Alex looked at each other.

"It worked," Sten said in some surprise.

"Aye. When dinnae a ploy ae mine ever migfire?"
"Of yours?'

"Ah, leave us no be't choosy. A plan't ours.”

"Well," Sten said resignedly. "'l guess| should be glad he's giving me some of the credit.”
CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Fleet admird Xavier Rijn van Doorman's battle plan was ready to implement. He'd dubbed it "Operation
Ripogte." Sten might have named it "L astgasp,” but he guessed it wasn't gproposto disilluson one's
heroes before they trundled into the valey of death.

Not that van Doorman had been particularly optimistic when the briefing began.

There had been eight beingsin the room: van Doorman; Sten'singtant enemy, Commander Rey Halldor;
four captains; two lieutenants, and Sten. The captains were destroyer skippers; the two lieutenants
helmed minesweepers.



Van Doorman had introduced everyone, then said that hisinitial appreciation was not to go beyond the
briefing room under any circumstances. Probably quite correctly, snce what he said was completely
depressing. Most accurate, but still depressing.

The Tahn, he had begun, must be only days away from mounting a second invasion attempt on Cavite. If
such an assault was made, van Doorman admitted frankly that the 23rd Fleet would be unable to stop it.

But it wasintolerableto just sit and wait to be hit.

Van Doorman's strategy was not unlike Sten's operations—he wanted to hit the Tahn now and get them
off guard. It was possible that what was | eft of the 23rd Fleet might be able to keep the Tahn off guard
until the Empire could support Cavite, and then drive the Tahn off the Fringe Worlds.

From the intelligence operations Sten had seen, the Empire might be along time in doing thet.

But a least van Doorman had a plan, Sten had to admit. It was not, surprisingly, al that bad—at least in
the briefing.

"| propose,” van Doorman began, "to detach four of my destroyersto be the main striking €l ement of
what | have named Task Force Halldor." He nodded at the commander beside him. " Commander
Halldor will bein direct charge of the combat maneuvering. Commander Sten and histactical divison
have determined that the Tahn are moving planetary assault forcesto the following systems.” A
wallscreen lit up, showing the immediate space around Cavite. Four systems gleamed. "The Tahn are
taking no chances—they're moving their troop and assault shipsin system, using the system eclipticsfor
screens, and moving close to the planets themsalves, thereby utilizing them for cover. Whilethey are
providing heavy escort for these convoys, Commander Sten reports escort dements are very light
between the convoys and the planets themselves. Gentle-beings, that gave me the plan.”

The plan wasfor the task force to lurk just out-atmaosphere of one of the planets that lay on the Tahn
convoy route. There should be enough screen clutter to prevent the task force from being detected by the
oncoming Tahn escorts.

"Thiswill be," van Doorman went on, "the attack configuration to be used.”
Another screenllit.

The two minesweeperswould bein front of the destroyers, which would be spaced out in finger-four
formation. This, van Doorman admitted, was not theidedl attack configuration. But with only six
destroyers il intact, and having committed four of them to the task force, he was very unwilling to lose
any of themto a Tahn minefied.

Sten's tacships would provide flank security for the destroyers. Van Doorman hoped that the task force
could get insde the escort screen before they were discovered.

"If wearelucky," he said, "such will be the case. In that event, Commander Sten, you are additionally
tasked with giving the dert when the Tahn ships do attack.”

At least, Sten thought, he hadn't been ordered to stop the Tahn. A Tahn destroyer could obliterate a
tacship with its secondary armament and without thinking. Heavier ships... Sten decided he didn't want
to compute that event.

The destroyers were ordered to go for the trangports and to avoid battle with combat ships.

"Get inamong 'em," van Doorman said, anote of excitement oozing into hisorders. "Like axypacain the



poultry.”

The destroyers were to make two passes through the convoy, then retreat. Sten's tacships were then to
take advantage of any targets of opportunity before withdrawing. Sten wasinstructed to plot the
retreating destroyers courses and avoid them in his own retrest—the minesweepers would be laying eggs
inthat pattern.

"Findly," van Doorman said, "'l shdl be waiting one AU beyond the area of engagement with the
Swampscott to provide cover. | would prefer to accompany the attack. But the Svampscott—" He
stopped. Sten finished mentaly: couldn't get out of its own way; had never been in afleet engagement;
had spidersin the missle launch tubes, would conceivably blow up if full battle power was gpplied. At
least no one could say van Doorman lacked courage.

Van Doorman finished his briefing and passed out fiches of the operations order. Then, very emaotionadly,
he drew himsdlf to attention and saluted his officers.

"Good hunting," he said. "And may you return with your prey."
Prey. Sten had the same pronunciation if not the same spelling.

He stopped Halldor in the corridor. "When you attack,” he started diplomatically, "what plotswill you be
using?'
"I'll provide your divison with my intentions," Halldor said, most coolly.

Grest, Sten thought. Brijit'sin the arms of Morrison, both of us arelosers, and you can't let it go. "That
wasn't going to be my question,” he went on. "Since my boatsl| be out there on the flanks, and | guess
you'l belaunching missilesin dl directions, | wanted to make sure none of my people get intheway of a

big bang."

Haldor thought. ™Y ou could put your IFFson whenwegoin... and I'll have your pattern programmed
into the missles™

"Won't work, Commander. Were squashable enough when the big boys play. Holding aflareintheair
won't make us any moreinvisible. Maybe you could feed asizefilter into them. So they won't want to
play tag with usteenies.”

Halldor looked Sten up and down. "Y ou're very cautious, aren't you, Commander?”

Prod, prod, Commander. How would you like a prod in the eye? Sten just smiled. "Not cautious,
Commander Halldor. Cowardly.”

He saluted Halldor and went back to brief his people.

The battle off the planet of Badung might possibly have goneinto Imperid history and fleet instructiona
fiches as aclassic mosguito action.

That wasn't what happened.

Napoleon supposedly said, when one of his generaswas up for amarshd's baton, after listening to ared
of theman'svictories, "The hel with hisqudifications Ishelucky?'

And whatever van Doorman's other attributes were, being lucky was not among them.



The battle began perfectly. The task force was able to position itsalf close to Badung without discovery.

A Tahn convoy did appear—five fat and happy transports escorted by six destroyers, acruiser, and
assorted light patrol craft.

Halldor ordered the attack.
And things went wrong.

Halldor's own destroyer was hit by something—a mine, space junk, never determined—in the weapons
gpace and holed. He remoted command to a second destroyer while his own ship limped toward the
cover of the Svampscott. The other three destroyers continued the attack.

Sten winced, staring at the main screen on the Gamble. He didn't need to look at the battle computer to
see what had happened and what was—or in this case was not—going to happen.

The three destroyers launched their shipkillers a extreme range. The reasons were many—with the
exception of Sten's people, none of the 23rd Fleet's weaponeers had seen much combat. In peacetime
they would perhaps be permitted to live-fire one missile per year, and despite manufacturer's claims,
smulators do not properly smulate.

Another reason might have been the rumors about the Tahn's own antiship missiles. Supposedly they had
heavier warheads, superior guidance, and speed greater than that of most commissioned warships. None
of those storieswere true, dthough the Tahn shipkillerswere very, very fast. The Tahn shipswere letha
smply because their men and women had been thoroughly trained for years before the war started.

A third reason was the rgpidly spreading rumor that there was something very wrong with the Imperia
missiles. They did not go where directed, they did not compute as programmed, and they did not
explode when or where they should. That rumor was absolutely true.

Thethree Imperid destroyerstherefore siwept only halfway through the Tahn convoy before reversing
their action. Seconds later another destroyer was hit and destroyed. The after-action report claimed that
the destroyer had been hit by an antiship missile launched by the cruiser. Sten, however, from aposition
of vantage, had seen the flare of a short-range missile from one of the transports. Evidently the Imperia
cruiser's ECM crew wasn't paying attention or wasn't fast enough to acquire the target.

Two down.

The remaining two destroyers went to full power, retreating. Asthey fled toward the barely comforting
umbrelathat the Svampscott would provide, they launched three missiles each—untargeted asfar as
the computers on Sten's tacships could determine.

Later, they claimed hits. According to their reports, one Tahn destroyer was obliterated, the cruiser took
amgor hit, two transports were destroyed, and another Tahn destroyer was lightly hit. Five hitsfor six
launches.

Unfortunady, dl clamswerewrong.

None of the Imperid officers or sailors reporting hits were lying—they saw missile explosions on their
screens, near or fairly near the blips of Tahn ships, and assumed the best. That has always been the case
in battle—people see what they want to believe.

Therewas only one hit.



Possibly Halldor had failed to relay the ordersto put a size screen on the missiles, dthough he clamed
otherwise. Or possibly the missleitsdf lost the program.

But that single missile hit perfectly, directly amidshipsonthe Kelly.

Lieutenant Lamine Sekka, warrior of 200 generations, died with dl his crew before his spear had been
more than bloodied, ong with two officersand nine salors.

A quarter of Sten's command was gone in that one blinding flash.
CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

The return to Cavite was aglum limp. Not only had the task force gone zero-zero, Sten knew, but his
crewswere dill in shock. Tacship service was not unlike the Mantis teams—normaly they took very light
casudties, being specidigsin getting out of theway of the heavy artillery. But inevitably the numbers
caught up, and when they did, very few friendswould makeit to the wake.

Thetask force limped home because, moments after the surviving ships rendezvoused with the
Swampscott and the withdrawal started, Svampy had blown out one of her aged drivetubes. The
tacships and the destroyers ended up escorting the cruiser back to Cavite.

To their surprise, Cavite was aboil of spacecraft. Huge ships—transports, assault landing craft, combat
fleets—filled the skies and packed the fleet's landing grounds. Two battleships hung on the outer reaches
of the atmosphere.

For amoment Sten thought that the Tahn had pulled an end run and landed on Cavite while the Imperia
forceswere staking the convoy. And then his computer growled a him and began IDing the ships.

Therewasafull Imperid fleet pluslanding and support shipsfor an entire Guards division.

Sten and Alex exchanged glances. They didn't say anything—Foss and his ears were on the command
deck. But the thought was mutua—perhaps they weren't al doomed. Maybe thiswar was not going as
badly asthey thought. With these reinforcements, they might be able at least to hold the Tahn.

Theicing on the cake was finding out that the unit was the First Guards, perhaps the best of the Imperia
elite, headed by Genera Mahoney, Sten and Alex's old bossin Mantis.

They landed and ordered Sutton and the ground crews to get the three boats fueled, supplied, and armed
for immediate takeoff. Kilgour made adight change. Ground crews dwaysfelt as much apart of their
assigned craft as any combat crew person. And Alex knew that the support teams of the Kelly would not
only be mourning but endlesdy wondering if something they had done quickly or maybe not exactly could
have contributed to the ship's destruction. The Kelly's ground crews were taken off duty and given six

hoursliberty.

Liberty in shattered Cavite City wasn't much. Large portions of the city, still occupied by Tahn settlers,
were off limits and most chancy to enter with anything other than an armored gravded. Half of the stores
owned by Imperia immigrants were shuttered or burnt out, and their proprietors had fled.

Passage price on any of the merchant ships that were daring enough to make the passage to Cavite and
skillful enough to evade the Tahn patrols was smply set—How much do you own in liquid assets? Only
the quite rich need apply for acorner spacein astinking cargo hold.

Sten filed hisimmediate after-action report. Then he and Kilgour freshened up, put on their least tired
sets of coverdls, and started looking for Guards headquarters.



They found General Mahoney in a cacophony of underlings. Divison heedquarterswas set upina
collection of armored carriers half akilometer from the landing field. Sten wondered why Mahoney
wasn't working out of his command assault ship.

Mahoney spotted them standing outside his persona carrier. Four gesturesin sign language: Stand by .
Ten minutes. I'min the drakh.

It took twenty minutes before the last officer had his orders and was scurrying away. And then Mahoney
brought them up to speed.

There may have beenicing, but there wasn't any cake, the generd informed them rather grimly.
"Quiteaflegt," he said, indicating amonitor screen.

"Admireit red fast, gentlemen. Because it's only going to be around for another fourteen hours or so. |
don't know what they nomenclature thiskind of operation in Staff College, but I'd call it Dump and

Depart.”
"An' theré'sareason?' Alex asked. "Or isthe wee navy afeard a gettin' their tunics messed?

"Clot yes, therésareason,” Mahoney said. "And if | didn't have agtaff conferencein... twenty minutes,
I'd pull up abottle and give you dl the gory detalls. But I'll give you an overdl.

"First of all, the Empiresup againgt it. Bad. | assume you two thugs have accessed van Doorman's
'Eyes-only’ strepsfrom Prime?”

They had—Sten through a computer tap and Alex by making friendswith asemilovely cipher clerk on
the Swampscott. The reports were uniformly disastrous.

"Thered statusiseven worse," Mahoney said. "This big chubby fleet that's dl around us? Maybeit'd
giveyou agtart if somebody said it'sthe only Hill-intact strike force for aquarter of this galaxy?!

Sten blinked.

Mahoney smiled grimly. "The Tahn, and dl their new dlieswho're scrambling aboard, haven't missed
much. Two things you might find interesting—so far we haven't been able to mount one single offensive.
Not against Tahn systems, not even to recover any of the sysemsweve lost. The fleet gave my
trangports cover—and as soon as we're of f-loaded, they're going to load up every dependent and any
Imperid settler whose got brains enough to evacuate. Then everything except afew of the assault ships
and patrol boats haul assfor safety.”

Sten grimaced.

"There aren't awhole clottin' lot of other options,” Mahoney said. "The Empire can't take the chance of
logng thisflea.”

"It'snone of my business, Sir. But why're you here? Seemsto me," Sten said, "like dl that's going to
happen isthe First Guardsll go down the sewer pipe with the rest of us."

"Your CO'sacheery sort,” Mahoney commented.
"Aye, dr. He's thinkit tha's a sewer pipeto go doon.”

"Okay. This—likethe rest of the drakh I've said—is classified. We're supposed to hold Cavite. Sooner
or later what goes around'll come around. And the Empire will need a springboard to strike back from.”



"Wheat brainburn came up with that ?'
"Y our ex-boss," Mahoney said.

Sten backwatered—even though thiswas most informd, he didn't think it quite bright to be insulting the
Eternd Emperor. "Sorry, Sr. But | still don't think it's going to work."

Even though there was no one e sein the carrier, Mahoney lowered hisvoice. "l don't ether,
Commander. | think the Emperor il thinks that he's got time to play with. Because sooner or later,
we're going to win. He's putting his chips on sooner.”

"Persond question, Sir. What's your opinion?”

"| think that you and | and the Guards and van Doorman's fleet are going to end up providing some
top-qudity martyrsfor Imperia recruiting,” Mahoney said frankly. "Oh, wdl," hefinished. "I guessthings
arent going to get much worse."

Mahoney waswrong.

Three hours later, even before the fleet had finished offloading Mahoney's supplies, two Tahn destroyers
hit Cavite Base. Missileskilled one of them, and the second was battered into retreat by one of the
battlewagons.

But the fleet admira had absolute orders. If the Tahn made any attack, he was to abort and withdraw at
once, regardless of mission status on Cavite.

Ports hissed shut, and the Imperia fleet whined into the air and vanished into AM2 drive, leaving the
skies of Cavite as bare as they had been before—leaving more than 7,000 Imperid civilians abandoned.

Two days after that, Tahn bombs thundered down on Cavite. The invasion bombardment had begun.
CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Thefirst attack was successful. Too successful.

Forty nonnuclear bombs had been skip-launched by Tahn ships, darting into the upper reaches of
Cavite'sionosphere and then away. All of them had smilar targets—Imperia communication and/or
computer centers. Thirty-one of them hit on target, or close enough to cause significant damage. Six more
sent the com centers offline for at least an hour. Two were destroyed by avery dert Guards
surface-to-air missile team, and the last was blown out of the sky by apatrol boat.

Of course the bombs had to have been guided. Mahoney and his superskilled Guard technicians had less
than three hoursto make their analysis.

Could the bombs have been remote-flown by operatorsin the Tahn ships? Highly unlikely, because not
only were the fixed centers of the 23rd Fleet hit—including two strikes on the critical Sigint center—but
three of Mahoney's semimobile siteswere hit aswell. It would be dmost impossible for any human
operator to have reflexes fast enough to spot the antenna array and significantly divert a
downward-plunging bomb quickly enough to make ahit.

Also, none of Mahoney's ECM experts had picked up any transmission on any band aimed at the
bombs.

Van Doorman, whose e ectronics ability stopped just short of understanding how dectrica currentina



cable can dternate and still work, had his own theory: The Tahn had devel oped a secret weapon.

Unsurprisingly, dl estimates from fleet technicians echoed histheory. They knew on which sdether
circuit boards were buttered.

Mahoney listened to the admird's theory politely, made noncommita noises, and got off the com. He
aready had his own ideas—and teams—in motion.

Any military isajuggernaut in more ways than the amount of forceit can exert. It also tendsto stick with
any plan that has worked once or twice until it is proved that the enemy isontoit. That trandatesto
friendly casuaties, sometimes appallingly high, and sometimes even then thelesson is not learned.

For instance, during one of Earth's periodic wars, Earth Date a.d. 1914-1918, the military Situation
sdemated itsdf into trench warfare, with both sides fighting from fixed positions dug into the earth. The
commander on one Side, a certain Haig, ordered histroops to attack frontally and in parade-ground lines.
Sixty thousand men werekilled on hissidein thefirst day done.

After that, anyone not entirely gormlesswould have ether relieved himsdlf for termina stupidity or ese
found adifferent set of tactics. But with only afew exceptions, that same battle plan was used until the
war ground to an exhausted halt—each time with acasudty rate amost as catastrophic.

The Tahn were guilty of thismental lazinessaswell. Their system of using an agent in place to laser-guide
either abomb or amissile had worked extraordinarily well previoudy on a hundred or more worlds.
There was no need to come up with adifferent method for theinitial bombardment of Cavite that would
precede the invasion. Especialy when there were Tahn agentsin place and many trained and eager
members of the various Tahn revol utionary organizations available, despite the losses taken after the
fallure of Empire Day.

Habit was certainly part of Lady Atago and Admira Deska's decision to use amed bombs. A second
factor may have been their quite justified contempt for the Imperid forces. But there was avast
difference between the doths and recruits of the 23rd Fleet and the hard men of the First Guards. The
Empire might not have fought amajor war for many years—but the First Guards were very experienced
asthe Empire'sfire brigade. Most of the men of the Guard were careerists, and amost half of them had
more than twenty years of combat experience, off and on.

Among their specidtieswere city fighting and security sweeps. There were more than fifty bomb
controllersin place around Cavite City, hidden in attics or unused buildings or operating from long-set-up
mole holesin offices or gpartments.

Two battalions of Guards were deployed. They worked in five-person teams, five-finger machines. The
first man knocked or rang on the door, standing to its side. Two more crouched, weapons ready to either
gde. Thelast two were back and to either side to provide covering fire or to keep anyone from sniping
out awindow. Any resistance, or refusal to answer, and the door came down. Any supposition that
Generd Mahoney had atendency to disregard civil liberties when it was expedient was most correct.
Besdes, any investigating commission would be set up only if they held Cavite, and only after the war
was won.

Direction-finder gravd eds swept down the streets and over the buildings themselves.

Before the next wave of Tahn tacships camein for the launch, forty-seven guidance sites had been found;
ether the Steswere diminated along with their operators, or the Tahn fled, leaving their gear behind. The
dozen or so |eft were | Ded and removed after they attempted to illuminate the bomb targets.



The bombs scattered across the city. Harmlesdy, if looked at from the military sense—only three
significant targets were damaged. But they shattered Cavite City. There were 6,000 civilian casudties.
Themilitary definesitsterms mogt sdifishly.

The Tahn, however, did not escape unscathed. Sten's three tacships and aflight of patrolcraft were
waiting on an anticipated orbit pattern. Twelve Tahn tacships were destroyed. The Tahn, expecting that
their attacks would disrupt Cavite's air defenses, had sent in second- and third-class ships.

Three more waves camein, again at the Tahn-dictated interva of three hours. All three attacks were
decimated.

All three bombing missionswent wild. And more citizens, both Imperia and Tahn, died.
Then Lady Atago changed her tactics.

So did Sten.

"She'sgonetill her father's garden,

And pu'd an apple, red and green;

Twosd to wyle him, sweet Sir Hugh,

Andtoenticehimin.”

Alex stopped muttering and looked at Foss. "What'rey' gawkin't &, swab?'

"Didn't know you spoke any foreign languages, sir."

"Dinna be makin't fun aeth’ way Ah speak. Ah hae yet't' makit up thae fitness report.”

"So? Therell be no promotion/This side of the ocean/So cheer up my lads/Clot 'em dll," Fossaso
quoted. "Sir."

The person to be wiled was of course not Sir Hugh, but the Tahn commander. And Sten was not
planning to use an apple, either green or red. Instead, hung under each of the three tacshipswas along,
streamlined pod. It contained afull, destroyer-intended ECM suite, far more powerful if not as
sophisticated as the countermeasure equipment on the Bulkeley-class tacships. Signds were fed from the
pods and the tacships own dectronics down a half-kilometer-long cable to strange and wonderfully
configured polyhedrons below. The tacships hung about 200 meters above the main landing field.

"D'y' redlly thinkit thisll go?' Alex asked.

"Why wouldnt it?' Sten said.

"Ah. Try adifferen’ way. Supposin't it works aye too well ?*

"We go boom."

"Ah no mind bein't expendable—but thag's no joy in bein't expungeable.”

Sten had figured that when the operator-guided bombing missionsfailed, the next approach would be
more conventiond.

It was. Four Tahn destroyers multiple-fired operator-guided missiles from in-atmosphere, 1000 meters



above the ground and about 400 kilometers away from Cavite City.

"I havealaunch... | havemultiples..." Foss suddenly announced in amonotone, hiseyespinnedto a
screen.

Equd reports chattered in from the Claggett and the Richards.
"All ships... stand by," Sten ordered. "On my order, activate...now!"
Foss touched a switch, and the electronic countermeasure pod hummed into life,

The Tahn operators were navigating their missleswith both radar and visual sensing fed into their control
helmets. The visua range was extraordinarily easy to jam. Without excitement, the Tahn controllers put
full attention on their radar guidance.

Their sensors punched through the clutter that was Cavite looking for their targets: large metallic objects.
This gtrike was after what was | eft of the 23rd Fleet and the few ships Mahoney had remaining.

The skilled Tahn controllers found targets. .. their wegpons computers kept al missilesfrom homing ona
sngle ship... and the targets grew in the operators radar eyes.

Narrow beams kept any of them from seeing those stationary ships move.
"Half speed,” Sten ordered.

The tacships climbed.

"Do you have them?'

"Uhh... that'san affirmative. All missileshoming as projected.”

"Full power... now! Drive power... now!

The tacships bolted into space.

The missleswere very closeto the Imperia ships—or so the operators thought. What they were closing
on were the radar-spoofing polyhedronsinstead of the 23rd's grounded ships. Almogt dl of the missiles
had their own automatic homing mechanisms active and, therefore, tried to follow the ships.

Stahilizing guidance systems tumbled, and the missiles spun out of control. A few, still under operator
control, lost their targets and kept on keeping on while the controllerstried to figure out what had
happened. A warship cannot vanish tracelesdy.

Six of the missles managed to track the fase targets for afew moments until their fud ran out and the
missiles salf-destructed.

A few AUs out, Sten ordered power cut, counted noses, and reglized that they had gotten away withiit.
But that, he knew, would be a one-time-only gimmick.

He wondered what would happen next.
CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Time became ablur for Sten and his crews. Their clocks and calendars were events haf-remembered in
mumbled exhaustion: That was the day we ran that recon patrol. No. We were escorting the sweepers



then. Remember, that's when the Sampson blew up? Y ou're full of drakh. We were out on adoggo
ambush then.

No one knew for sure. Any of them would have traded their chances on an afterlife for two shifts of
uninterrupted deep, ameal that wasn't gobbled cold from a pak, or—don't even whisper it—abath.

The ships stank dmost as much asthe sailors did, smelling of fear, fud fumes, ozone, sweat, and
overheated insulation. They were also sarting to wear out. The Kali launcher on the Richards was kaput.
That did not matter too much—there were only three of the giant missiles|eft. Both chainguns on the
Claggett were capable of only intermittent fire, and itstell-me-thrice battle computer had lost alobe.
Sten's own ship, the Gamble, had only six Goblin launchersthat il tracked.

All of the Y ukawa drive units needed teardown—they were many, many hours outside the regul ated
saviceintervas. The AM2 drives il functioned, unsurprisingly since they had approximeately as many
moving parts asabrick.

But the navcomputers were al causing problems—iprojected courses had to be run four times and
averaged. When there wastime, at least.

And the Tahn forces kept getting stronger and bolder. Sten dmost hoped for the day of invasion to
come.

In the meantime, there were the missions. Escort X ships... patrol Y sector... escort Guard Unit Z and
provide cover until itsforward firebase is secure. ..

Routinemissons

It was on one such "routing" mission that they encountered the ghost ship.

A dationary sensor had reported an inbound transport following ahighly abnormal course. The transport
did not respond to any communication attempts, nor did its |FF give the correct automeatic responses for

the assigned time period. Both radar and aflash visua identified the ship, however, as astandard-design
Imperid fleet tender.

Sten assumed some sort of Tahn trap.

He positioned the Gamble and the Claggett at an intersection point on the transport's orbit and waited.
The Richards was grounded, partialy torn-down on Romney. Sutton and his crew were sure that this
time they had figured out what was wrong with the Y ukawa drives and promised a quick fix.

The trangport broke the detector screens afew hours later. The two tacships waited. Sten expected that
acouple of Tahn destroyers would be lurking somewhere behind the tender. But there was nothing. The
Gambl€'s Jane's fiche identified the transport as an Atrek-class tender, the IFT Galkin.

Sten chanced challenging the transport. The automeatic | FF response was weeks out of date. Foss could
not get any sort of response other than that, nor was the transport broadcasting on any wavelength that
could be received by the Gamble.

Sten launched his eye-modified Goblin to have a closer look. Possbly the transport was a dummy.
There was no response.

Sten matched orbits with the transport, put arecorder on, and circumnavigated the ship. Both locks and
all cargo ports were seded. There was no sign that any of the life-ships had been launched. Finaly Sten



brought the Goblin in until one fin touched the outer lock door. If the transport was a booby trap, that
should st it off.

The detectors till reported no other ships onscreen. Still, Sten had a crawling fegling that the Galkin
might be the bait for anasty Tahn surprise.

He opened the tight beam to the Claggett to discuss the Situation with Sh'aarl't. She wasin complete
agreement with him. It smelled very much like atrap. There was only one way to find out. Someone had
to board the ship.

"Sh'aarl't... Kilgour and | are boarding. | want you about alight-second off, on the transport's back
orbit."

Sh'aarl't came back at him ingtantly. "That doesn't sound too wiseto me, Sten,” shesaid. "If we are
jumped, the Claggett would be outgunned by dmost anything the Tahn threw at us—practicaly down to
alifeboat.”

She had a strong point. Sh'aarl't and her weagpons officer, Ensign Dejean, would check things out. The
Gamble would play rear guard. Kilgour moved the ship into position and they both watched the screen
asthe Claggett's AM2 driveflared. A few moments later, the Claggett was docking with the Galkin.

Even a close range, there was nothing strange noted visualy by either Shaarl't or Dgjean. Their suit
sensors dso showed nothing beyond the normal. Sh'aarl't keyed her mike. "We're boarding.”

Sten buried the ingtinct to say something stupid, like "be careful.” Instead, he bent his head closer to the
monitor, listening to the crackle of the two voices.

Degean, expecting abalt of lightning to leap from the ship to his suit glove, touched the outer lock control.
It obediently irised open. Sh'aarl't and Dejean hesitated, then entered. Sh'aarl't's perceptions swung as
the Galkin's McLean gravity generators provided anew "down" for them. Their boots touched the inside
of the lock—again there was no sudden explosion.

"My suit shows normd atmosphere,”" Degjean reported. "But | have no intention of trusting it.”
They kept their suit faceplates sedled. Sh'aarl't touched the inner lock contral. It, too, opened.

Sheincreased transmitter output power enough to punch through the ship's atmosphere and outer hulll.
They rhinoceros waddled in their armored combat suitsinto the Galkin.

They found nothing. The ship, from machinery spaces to the engine room, was completely deserted.
None of the lifeships had been launched. All spacesuits, from surviva type to the smal, two-person work
capsules, were racked.

Both beings found it more comforting to continue the search with wegpons ready. Sh'aarl't turned on a
recorder at her waist and fed the information back to the Gamble.

They checked the crew quarters. Not only were they deserted, the lockers that should have held the
crew's personal effects were empty.

Dejean checked the ship's stores. They were bare, asif the Galkin had never been supplied beforeiit
took off.

Sh'aarl't ignored the crawl of fear down her back spine and went to the control room. She found the
ship'slog and ran it back. The Imperial Fleet Tender Galkin, Captain Ali Remo in command, had taken



off from the planet of Mehr some six cycles previoudy. Complement forty-two officers, 453 enlisted.
Captain Remo carefully noted they were six officers, thirty-four men under authorized complement.

The Galkin had been ordered to reinforce the 23rd Fleet on Cavite.

She key jumped to the log's last entry:

IMPERIAL DATE...SHIPDATE 22, THIRD WATCH. OFFICER OF THE WATCH: LT. MURIEL
ERNDS, SECOND OFFICER ENSIGN GORSHA, ENGINE ROOM CHIEF ARTIFICER
MILLIKEN. COURSE AS SET, NO UNPLOTTED OBJECTS DETECTED. 2240 SHIPSHOURS
GENERAL QUARTERSDRILL ORDERED PER CAPTAIN'SINSTRUCTIONS. TIME TO FULL
READINESS 7 MINUTES, 23 SECONDS. STAND DOWN FROM DRILL ORDERED, 2256
SHIPSHOURS. 2300 STANDARD REPORT INPUT

... and thelog automatically recorded the readout monitoring the Galkin's condition.
Sten paced the control room of the Gamble, ligening intently to everything Sh'aarl't said.

"It al looks perfectly normd," she reported. "Except for the fact that sometime after 2300 hours, every
man, woman, and being on the Galkin decided to vanish.”

Sten looked at Alex. The stocky Edinburghian looked very unhappy.

"Ahnoo believe heghogts," hesad, "but—"

"Wait aminute! | think we got something!" Sh'aarl't's voice crackled excitedly over the monitor.

Sten waited much longer than aminute. He became impatient. "Report, Sh'aarl't! What have you got?"
"Well, according to thelog—"

There was an eerie slence as her voice stopped in mid-sentence. It wasif the Gamble's com system had
gone dead. Before Sten could say aword, Foss sat bolt up in hischair.

"Skipper! | don't understand it! They're gone!”

Sten rushed to his side and looked at the screen. The large blips that had represented the Claggett and
the Galkin had disappeared.

"It's gotta be some kind of mafunction with the system," Sten said, knowing even ashe said it that it
wasn't so.

"Not achance, sir," Foss said, hisvoice cracking.

It wasn't necessary to give any orders—within bare moments, the Gamble was at battle stations, the
drive a ingtant readiness. Fossran every test and every eectronic search pattern in the book, plus afew
more he had invented.

Once again: nothing.

There was nothing on the radar, nothing on the intermediate or deep sensors, and no directiona pickup



on any broadcast frequency, including emergency. At one light-second, the two docked ships should
have been on visud. But the screenswere blank.

"Quarter power," Sten ordered. "Bring us up over that ship real dow."

All inputs remained negative.

"Back-plot the orbit. Mr. Kilgour, | want afigure-eight search pattern. Half speed.”
"Aye gr."

They searched in agradualy widening moving globe pattern for three full E-days. But the Claggett,
Shiaarl't, her two officers, and nine enlisted had vanished aong with the Galkin.

There was no explanation. And there never would be one.

CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
Three hours out of Romney, the com began yammering onscreen, the message sent en clair:

ALL SHIPS... ALL SHIPS... CAVITEUNDER ATTACK. INVASION BY TAHN UNDER WAY .
ALL SHIPSRETURN TO HOME BASE. ATTACK, REPEAT ATTACK.

Foss dready had the fiche in the navcompurter.
"On command,” Sten said. "Commit.”
"Attack repest attack,” Alex snorted. "Tha dinnae be acommand! Thae'san invitet' Culloden.”

Kilgour wasright. No Claggett... no Kely... Sten assumed the Richards was getting dapped back
together on Romney. Sten had no intentions of plummeting his very thin-skinned tacship—or, cometo
think about it, his own rather thin-skinned body—into the middle of afleet melee.

He turned the intercom on and reed the broadcast from Cavite to his crew without alowing any emotion
to enter hisvoice. Then he said equdly flatly, "If anyone's got an idea on what we do when we hit Cavite,
input, please.”

Alex reached across and kept hisfinger on the intercom button. " A wee modification aswha our
commander's sayin'. Ideas tha dinnae win ae of us medals what be posthumous. Mr. Kilgour's mum
dinnae be boastin' as her [ad comes home ae abox."

There weren't any idess.
"Grest," Sten muttered. "We're about asthick in the tactics department as van Doorman.”

"Dinnaefash. Well do flash fakint it."

Lady Atago and Admird Deska had made very sure that there was no possibility of theinvasion faling a
second time. More than 500 ships swarmed the Cator System. The Imperia 23rd Fleet wasn't
outmanned so much as buried.

Mahoney had stationed Guard detachments on every world and moonlet of the system. Each detachment
was given as sophisticated a sensing system as possible. That was not much, even though every detector



that could be found had been stripped out of downed or civilian ships, and emplaced. The strike-back
weaponry was equdly jury-rigged.

Everything from missilesto private yachts to out-atmosphere runabouts to obsol ete ships had been hung
in space and linked to the improvised guidance systems. Even Ensign Tapias tug had been roboticized,
its control room a deserted spaghetti of wiring.

Most of these improvised missiles were ether destroyed long before they found atarget or went wonky
and missed completely.

But some of them got through.

"Go for the transports,” Mahoney had told his guardsmen. They tried. Troopships were ripped open,
sardine-spilling Tahn soldiersinto space or sending them pinwheding and igniting like meteoritesinto
atmosphere.

But the Tahn were too strong.

Mahoney watched from his new headquarters, burrowed a hundred metersinto ahillock near Cavite
Field as, one by one, his com teamslost contact with the off-Cavite detachments. Mahoney's face was
quiteimpassve.

A tech glared down at her general from a.com set on one of the bal conies above the centra floor. Solid
imperium, shethought in fury. The clot doesn't even care.

In actudity, Mahoney was trying to analyze what he felt. Not one report, he thought with approva, of
any of my people breaking. What about you, lan? Y ou've taken....let's see, about twenty-five percent
casudties. What does that fed like? Not too bad, he thought. No worse, say, than getting your right arm
amputated without anaesthetic. Don't fed sorry for yoursdlf, Generd. If you do something dumb like
crying or swearing, your whole division could bresk.

Wheat arrogance, he marveled. And what would it matter if they did? Thisisthe last time around, isn't it?
Thereisn't going to be enough left of the First Guard to compose a suicide note.

Like you told Sten, he thought. All we're doing is building martyrsfor the cause. And enough of that, lan.
Y ou have work to do.

Mahoney pointed to an operator and was instantly linked to al surviving detachment commanders.
"They're sill coming in, people. Get your reserves out of their holes and ready to go."

The ground around Mahoney shuddered suddenly, and the lights flashed twice before finding a
functioning emergency dircuit.

The Tahn were hitting Caviteitsdlf.

The lead elements of Tahn ships were unmanned strafers. As ordered, the naval and Guard antiaircraft
teams held ther fire. Ammunition and missile reserves were dmost nonexistent. Wait, they had been told,
for the real targets: manned ships. That was expected to be the second wave.

But Atago'stactics were different.

The second € ement was made up of twenty small assault transports. The transports broke up, and from
each ship, sSix troop capsules dropped toward the city below. In each capsule was ateam of Tahn
commandaos.



Unlike the larger Imperia troop capsule that used wings and tear-away chutes for braking, these capsules
werefitted only with retrorockets, set to fire when the capsule was pointed downward and very closeto
the ground.

Some of them never corrected, and the rockets sent the capsules pinwhedling before they crashed &t full
Speed.

Even the onesthat functioned correctly only dowed the capsules down to approximately 50 kph. The
interna shock bracing was supposed to provide the rest of the cushioning—of asort. Thirty percent of
the commandos were able to stumble out of their wrecked capsules, form up, and head for their assigned
objectives.

That was quite satisfactory—L ady Atago had anticipated and alowed for an eighty percent losson
landing. The Tahn cynicism had gone till further—none of the assigned objectives were expected to be
taken. This had not been told to the commandos at their briefing. Nor was their real mission reveded—to
pinprick the Imperia defenders, to distract them from the main force landings.

Oneteam of commandos did reach its objective—the Carlton Hotel that Atago had theorized might till
be used by the 23rd Fleet headquarters. But it had been abandoned weeks ago—van Doorman had
returned to the Swvampscott, which was Sitting in the deep revetment near Cavite Fidd. And the
commandos were distracting, but only to the Guard teams who had been ordered to maintain street
patrols. The Tahn commandosfailed, but in failing they caused casudties and ammunition expenditures.
The Empire could afford neither.

The third wave was the heaviest. Four battleships, including the now-repaired Forez, Atago and Deska's
flagship; twenty cruisers, and ahorde of destroyers raved fire at the planet. In the center of the formation
were seventy-five fat-bellied assault transports.

Previoudy hidden Imperid missilelaunchers rose from bare ground, out of buildings and sheds, and even,
in the case of one particular inspired team, from an abandoned double-decked transport gravded. It was
amost impossibleto miss.

But it was equaly impossbleto hit dl of the Tahn ships. Sixty-three of the transports grounded in aring
some 400 kilometers outside Cavite City, and their sides clamshelled and Tahn assault troops stormed
out.

Lady Atago dlowed hersdlf asmile of satisfaction. To her, dl that remained was mopping up.

CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

The Gamble hung in space, hopefully hidden from the Tahn forceslanding on Cavite by one of the
world's moons. Sten's entire crew, less Foss, who was minding the sensors, was crammed onto the tiny
mess deck reviewing the options.

The problem was that neither Sten nor Kilgour could figure out an attack plan against the Tahn that did
not include their own destruction. As Alex pointed out, "Asfar ae Ah can ken, th' job description dinnae
ken kazikami, or wha€'er th' word is."

Sten might have accepted the military necessity of asuicide mission, given agrategic target that might
stop the Tahn. But every ideathat was suggested and run up on the battle computer showed that the
Gamble had a ninety-nine-point-more-nine's chance of never getting through the Tahn outer destroyer
screen; setting up and making an attack run on one of the Tahn heavies|ooked to beimpossible.



"What about dingshotting?' Contreras, ex-cop, now the Gamble's bosun's mate, asked. "Full power
around this moon, then around Cavite and hit ‘em when we come back through.”

"Won't work," Sten said. "The Tahn'l pick us up the minute we come out from shadow. Thet'll give them
more than enough time to set up aprog and nail uson theway in."

Contrerastugged at her ear and sank back into thought.
"We can'tjust St here, ar." McCoy said. An ex-jailbird, he was now master's mate, engine room.
"Do we have any ideawhat's | ft of our fleet?"

"We're still picking up broadcasts that Foss says are from the Svampscott. And there seemto bea
couple destroyers till intheair.”

"Maybe we do wait," McCoy tried. " Sooner or later, somebody down on Cavite's gonnatry one. We hit
the Tahn from the other side when they do."

Sten gnawed afingernail. "Crappy plan,” he said findly. "Anybody got a better one?!
There were negative head shakes dl around.
"Okay, McCoy. WEll giveit ashot. Everybody not on watch get their heads down."”

Hypno-conditioning let any of them go ingtantly to deep and return to full aertness at command. But the
ship's detector darmswent off before any of them had madeit to their bunks.

Sten sprinted to the command deck. Fossindicated one screen with asolitary blip to one side.
"That'sthe Richards, sir. Correct | FF response. And that..."

Sten didn't need an explanation—the second screen showed another, larger indication. Tahn, of course.
Probably a heavy destroyer.

Foss touched keys and moved the two images onto the larger center screen. "It's closing on the Richards

Sten had the mike open and broadcast power at full, breaking com silence. The Tahn ship would
certainly pick up hisbroadcast, but he might be able to save the Richards now and worry about hisown
skin later.

"Richards... Richards... thisis Gamble. Bogey on intersection orbit. Closing on you. Bogey location—"
The Richards cutin. " Gamble... we have him. | shackle... X-ray delta... Two. Unshackle. Over."

Lieutenant Estill—Sten noted that his voice stayed quite cm—was using asmple voice code. X-ray:
main engine. Delta: damaged. Two: fifty-percent power loss.

"Thisis Gamble. Heading yours, over."

Sten hit the GQ aarm. "I want an interception course, Mr. Foss. Engines!”
"Ready, Sr."

"Primary drive full emergency. Secondary drive full sandby."”



'Sr.”

"All weapons stations report launch readiness.”
"All live gationsready, gr."

"Mr. Foss. What do we have?'

Therewas now athird blip on the main screen. A red line threaded from the third blip—Sten's
ship—toward the Tahn destroyer and the Gamble. Suddenly the dot on the screen that wasthe
Richards shimmered, coming out of AM2 drive.

"Gamble... thisis Richards. Status now | shackle X-Ray ddtafour. | say again four, over."
Main drive out completely.

"AM2 drives can't break down," Foss said.

"Th' hell they can't,” Alex said. "Thas one that did. Now shut up and mind your screens.”
"Thisis Gamble. | shackle Y ankee afaone break Mike tango echo, over.”

Y ankee: secondary—Y ukawadrive. Alfa engage. One: full power. Mike: maneuver. Tango: toward.
Echo: enemy.

"ThisisRichards. | shackle. Yankee dso delta. Three."
Sutton hadn't been able to repair the Richards, or hisrepairs hadn't worked for long.

There were three points of view: To the Tahn destroyer, the Richards appeared to cometo ahat asthe
destroyer closed. To Sten, both ships moved across hismain screen. A stationary observer, hanging in
space, would not have menta reactions fast enough to perceive any of the three ships asthey went past

a many times light-speed.

Foss superimposed two time ticks on the main screen. The left was the estimated number of seconds
before the Tahn ship would come within launch range of the Richards. Theright showed time before
Sten could attack the destroyer. The seven-second differential could doom the Richards.

"Kdi. Stand by."

"Ah'm ready.”

"Foss. Digtress flares ready to launch.”
"Didress... yessr. Ready."

"Hares... firel Kdi! Launch!”

The huge missiledid out of the Gambl€e's nose just astwo distress flares bloomed, radiating through
broadcadt, radar, and visua wavelengths.

One second later the Tahn ship launched two antiship missles at the Richards.
"Alex... don't worry about what I'm doing. Get that destroyer.”
"Lad, Ah'minaworld ah m' own. Dinnafash.”



"Didressggnasagan. .. launch!”

Sten was hoping that the flares would shake up the Tahn. Maybe the destroyer's weaponeers would
divert their missilestoward the Gamble. They didn't. The Richards wasfar too Stting a quacker to
ignore.

But the failure wasn't complete. Possibly the controllers attention was broken for acritical quarter
second. Because the first missile missed the Richards completely—not too hard, since the tacship wasn't
that much bigger than the missle was. The second missile went off close enough to the Richards to blank
its blip on Sten's screen.

Clear screen—and the Richards was till there!
"Ah now th" worm'll turn,” Kilgour murmured—and triggered the Kali.

Sixty megatons blew the Tahn ship in two. One-third of the destroyer—its midsection—ceased to exist
except asraw energy. Some of the stern, pouring sparks and aflash of flame, pin wheeled on. The
remnants of the bow started on atangented orbit toward Sten.

"Richards... Richards... thisis Gamble. Over."
Dead air.
"Thisis Gamble. Areyou receiving me?'

Foss saw an ancillary meter flicker. "Sir... therésa'cast from asuit radio on the Richards. Stand by."
He added another frequency.

"...thisisthe Richards. | say again, thisisthe Richards." It was Tapidsvoice.
"Thisisthe Gamble. The destroyer'skilled. Give status, over."

"Richards. Seven dead. Three wounded. XO in command.”

"Thisis Gamble. Were matching orbit. Stand by for pickup.”

"Negative on that," Tapiasaid. "Themain lock's crushed. We can't reach the emergency. And our
secondary drive is going any second now. Stand clear, Gamble." Tapias voice was a monotone.

"Richards... thisis Gamble. Are survivorsin suits?'

"Thet'saffirmative”

"Can you reach the Kdi ingpection hatch?'

With the Richards's Kdi launcher down, the tacship's centerline launch tube was empty.
"We can. Can you open the outer hatch? We have no weapons.”

"The can opener ison theway, over.” Sten closed the com. "Alex?"

Alex diverted control to aFox countermissile and launched. The small missile sped far beyond the
Richards at full launch speed before Alex could cut its power and bring it looping back toward them.

"WEell try quarter speed,” he said—and sent the Fox into the Richards. Even with the warhead on sefe,
the Fox il ripped nearly ameter off the tacship's nose.



"Ahwould'amade abraw surgeon,” he said proudly.
Sten reopened the com. "Come on out.”

Five suited figures oozed out of the launcher and drifted through space. It took only seconds for Sten to
maneuver the Gamble alongsde. McCoy was dready suited and out of the lock. A magnetic line lassoed
the survivors of the Richards.

Sten sent the Gamble away from the Richards.

How long it was and how far away they were when the Richards's Y ukawaunitsblew varied in the later
telling, depending on the audience's credulity and how many dkstheteller wasinto the evening.

Thefive survivors were pulled onboard and trested. Sten personally unsuited Ensign Tapiaand half
carried her to his own bunk. He was being solicitous, he told himself, because she was avery capable
officer and afriend aswell. Not even his conscious mind believed that rationalization. But again, there
wasn't time,

He had to return to Cavite. Without his main armament, there wasllittle good he could do in space.

So al he had to do was dip through the Tahn net off Cavite, maneuver through the attacking forces, find
asafelanding at Cavite Base, and then scuttle for abomb shelter.

No problem, he desperately hoped. We're alucky ship.

The Gamble's luck ran out eight miles high above Cavite. A six-ship flight of interceptors jumped the
Gamble. Sten tried to climb for space—but the battle computer showed three destroyers that could

intercept.

The interceptors had speed and maneuverability on the Gamble. Sten sent his ship at speed toward the
ground, zigging in arandom pattern.

Kilgour sent three Fox countermissiles to the rear. Two interceptors sharded, and then the rest of the
flight wasin range. Sten saw thetiny Slver flickers of light under the interceptors main airfoils.

"l have seven... no... observed launches," Foss said, hisvoice starting to crack. "Intercept time..."

And three of the missiles hit the Gamble. Sten heard the hammer blows, saw flame flare from the control
pand, noted the mist-hung mountains below filling the frozen main screen, and felt the manua controls go
dead.

The Tahn interceptor flight commander pulled out of his dive and haf rolled. He watched the
smoke-pluming Imperia tacship vanish into the mist, then ordered his squadron to return to the mother
ship.

It had been avery good day for him. Five... no, thiswould be the sixth Imperia hisflight had downed.
He determined to order an issue of spiritsasareward.

BOOK FOUR



TAKE EVERY MAN HISBIRD
CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

The eternal emperor considered what would adequately describe his current mood. Angry—no. Far
beyond that. Enraged. Not that—he wasn't showing any emotion. At least so he hoped. Standard
Gdacticawasn't hel ping much. He ran through some of the more exotic languages learned from equaly
unusud beings

Y es. The Matan word "k'loor" applied, which could be loosdly trand ated as a state compounded equaly
of worry, unhappiness, hatred, and anger, astate whose existence, though, allowed extreme clarity of
thought and an ability to instantly reach and act on aconcluson.

Sdf-description didn't, however, improve the Imperid mood.

A lot of hisirewas self-directed. He had miscalculated seriadly on when the Tahn would be ready to fight,
the state of his own armed forces, and how weasdly some of his most trusted dlieswould prove.

Add to that the fact that he was pacing back and forth outside a sports palace, in front of a stern-faced
and geriatic guard armed with a huge, studded club that he had trouble lifting. Time was wasting.

Once again, the delay was his own faullt.

The Eternd Emperor had set himsdlf up with many falback postions. Eveniif, for ingtance, the entire
command center under Arundel had been destroyed, duplicate centers existed on adozen worlds. There
were also three secret centers known only to the Emperor.

He had dlowed for other secondary centers, personnel, and instructionsfor the other elements of his
adminigration. He had missed only one.

Perhaps hopefully, perhaps cynically, he had established no secondary hall for his Parliament. Possibly he
had hoped that if the building were destroyed, it would contain the legidators whose presence he found
mostly abhorrent. But the building on the other side of the mountain wasintact, if somewhét radioactive.
And only ahandful of parliamentarians had been in it when the Tahn missile sruck.

Until the building was decontaminated, one of Prime World's sports centers had been commandeered.
That did not explain the Emperor's wait outside its doors. But that, too, was of his own making.

The Eternd Emperor felt that his people should get some flash and filigree with their government. So he
had stolen a ceremony from one or another ancient Earth government.

In theory he was alowed to attend Parliament only at the indulgence of the mgjority. That meant that
ceremonia guardswould bar his entrance, he would insst on hisright to enter as Emperor, and he would
be refused. He would then ingst on hisright to enter with force of arms. Again hewould be refused. Only
on the third, humbly worded polite request would he be dlowed in. All of the above drakh was done
with flowery speech and equaly absurd pirouettings.

The Emperor had been proud of this. He thought ceremony an idletide of pomp and avoided it as much
aspossible. Entering Parliament was necessary only a couple of timesayear for carefully choreographed
occasions. Therea work of governing was done at the palace, in committee meetings or by carefully
negotiated edict.

But now, when he was forced by emergency to address Parliament, he was faced with this—this



foofaraw of hisown invention.

Helooked behind him at Captain Limbu and his second Gurkha bodyguard, daring them to show adight
glint of humor. The Emperor waswell aware that the Nepa ese found dmost everything funny, especidly
if it involved a superior and embarrassment. Their faces were mahogany. The Emperor grunted and
turned back to the front. Probably, he thought, just before the doors siwung open and the ancient guard
saluted with the mace, dmost dropping it in the process, probably they were angry because they had
been forced to disarm.

Again he waswrong. The Gurkhas merely had excellent poker faces. And the loss of their normal
willyguns, grenades, and the kukri knife wasn't important—both men had tiny mini willygunsin their
tunics, gunsthat Imperia Intelligence guaranteed would pass through any ingpection other than a
complete shakedown.

The Emperor waited outside the semicircle of seats while the prime minister ceremonioudy wel comed
him, assured him of the undying support of his subjects, and then invited him to enlighten them with his
wisdom.

Undying support, the Emperor thought as he walked down the aide. Lessthan half of the legidators were
present. Entire galaxies that had been loud in their prewar support had now declared their neutraity and
withdrawn from the government or announced for the Tahn.

The Emperor wore a plain white uniform with the five stars and awreath on each epaul ette that
designated him commander in chief/naval forces. He could have worn athousand different uniforms of the
various Imperid forces hewas CIC of but chose, again, smplicity.

There was asingle decoration on hisleft chest—the emblem of aqualified ship'sengineer. Of dl the
awards that had been made, this, he once told Mahoney, was the one he was proudest of. It was, he
continued, the only one that he had earned instead of being bribed with.

The Emperor spoke, looking straight at the audience—not &t the Parliament but at the red light on the
livie camera mounted above and beyond the legidators. That was the real audience. His speech would be
transmitted within minutes Empire wide, sm-trandated into half amillion different languages.

"One cycleago," he began without preamble, "our Empire was knifed in the back by those whom we
treated honorably as equals. The Tahn struck without cause, without warning, and without mercy. These
are beings who worship their own gods with bloody hands—gods of disease, destruction, and chaos.

"I will not lieto you, my fellow citizens. They struck for our vitals. Not without success. They should
welcome this brief candle. Because their successwill be brief, indeed.

"War isthe ultimate evil. But sometimes it must be fought. And even those wars fought for the most
sdfish of godsare given noble reasons. The most brutal tyrant will find, somewhere, a gpark of decency
in hisheart, aspark that justifies his daughter.

"But not the Tahn. Some of you may have seen their pirate propaganda 'casts. What do they want?
"They want the overthrow of our Empire.

"They want my destruction.

"But what do they offer? What do they promise?

"According to the Tahn, their victory will dlow dl beings an equd sharein glory. What isthisglory they



promise? It isnot morefood. It isnot greater security. It is not the knowledge that generations yet unborn
will not be subject to the perils of thistime. No. None of that is spoken of.

"Just thisglory. Sometimesthey cdl it the destiny of civilization. They mean their cvilization.

"Those worlds and those peoples that have fallen to the Tahn and groan without hope or witness under
their lash could tell uswhat this destiny brings.

"Despair. Degradation. And findly degth. Degth that isthe only boon that the Tahn really grant, because
only death will grant freedom from their tyranny.

"I said before that the Tahn have had their victories. | dso said that these victories should be savored by
them in haste. Because now thetideis on theturn.

"I speak now to those peoples subjugated by the Tahn. Be of good heart. Y ou are not forgotten. The
Tahnwill be driven out. Peace will return.

"Now | wish to turn my attention to those who have listened to the blandishments of the Tahn, like dogs
drawn to the sweetness of putrefaction. Consider the Tahn and their ways. Before thiswar, any aliances
they made were shattered as soon as it became convenient. The only aliance the Tahn recognize isthat
between master and dave.

"Study their past. And think of an ancient saying: 'He who wishesto sup with the Devil should bring a
very long spoon.’

"Next, | wish to spesk directly to the enemy.

"You are very loud in your boasts of your strength. Y ou blazon your winnings. Y ou babble of the
closeness of victory.

"Boast as you wish. But you shdl find, as you reach out for thisfina conquest, thet it shall recede and
recede again from your grasp.

"Y our soldiersand sallorswill find nothing but deeth in dl its unpleasantries. They will face not just an
enemy armed and terriblein hisarmor in the battle lines, but the deadly anger of those they have outraged
inther arrogance. The plight of your noncombatants will be great. They shal never seetheir young
return. And, intime, their own skieswill be flames.

"The Empire will return, with fire and sword.

"And finaly, | am spesking to the warlords of the Tahn, whose ears are probably sedled in disdain from
my words. Y ou sowed thiswind. Now you shal reap the whirlwind.

"Those who know me know | do not promise what | cannot fulfill. Therefore, today, | make but one
promise. One generation from now, theword Tahn' shal be meaningless, except for historians walking
the dark corridors of the past.

"Y ou began thiswar. | shdl finishit. The Tahn, with dl your might and circumstance, shdl lieforgottenin
the dugt!”

The Eterna Emperor pivoted and stalked from the podium.
He knew it was a good speech when he had written it.

He had upgraded it—the entire |egidature was up and applauding. They'd clottin' better, he thought. And



then he noticed that even the livie techs, the most jaded of observers, were shouting, their recorders
abandoned.

Now all the Eterna Emperor had to do was find away to keep his promise.
CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

The Gamble's damage-control computer found a semi-damaged redundant circuit, and Sten felt the
ship's controls come vagudly back to life.

The tacship was|ess than 1,500 meters above the ground, ground quite invisible through the hanging fog
that the ship was plummeting through. Sten's hands blurred over the control board. Nose thrusters—full
emergency. Main Y ukawadrive—full emergency.

Various blaring darms and flashing indicators suggested to Sten that the controls life span would be
mayfly brief. He had timeto kick the McL ean generatorsto full power before the Gamble's board went
dead again. The problem to be pondered was. If the Gamble's plummet was hdted before it crashed, the
ship would blast straight back up, into the probably waiting sights of the Tahn interceptors. If not, the
possibilitieswere variousin their unpleasantries. Sten dammed the impact lock on his control chair's
safety harness and braced.

The Gamble was dmogst vertical when it struck.

Ship luck had returned for one find moment. Given the probabilities of hitting amountainous crag, a
glacier, or ascreefidd, the Gamble did, tail firt, into a high-piled snowfield. The snow compressed and
melted, braking the Gamble's speed.

Another pand clanged into red life, drive tubes blocking was the centrd catastrophe. Sten's hand was
poised over the emergency power cutoff breaker when the ship's computer decided that it might be dying
but preferred something less Wagnerian than what would happen, and beat Sten to it.

Ail power cut, and the Gamble shuddered to a halt.

There was very complete sillence, except for the dim hissing as the hot shipskin was cooled by the melting
snow around it.

In blackness, Sten fumbled toward a cupboard and found a batterypak light. Pearly light illuminated the
battered control deck.

"All compartments—report." That was another virtue of aship assmal asthe Gamble—Sten's shout
could be heard in most compartments and was quickly passed to even the stern drive station. Sten
unsnapped his harness and started to hisfeet. Suddenly there was arumble, and Sten staggered. The
rumble grew louder, and then the Gamble shuddered and pitched afew more degrees to the side.

There was darm from crew members, then silence again.
"What the hell wasthat?" Sten asked.

"Ahdinnae ken,” Alex said. "Prog someat nae good, though.”
Sten waited for something else to happen.

It did not. The Gamble was evidently initsfind resting place.



Sten took stock.

Things were not good. One of the wounded sailors from the Richards had been killed in the crash. Of
Sten's own crew, McCoy, the engine master's mate, had been el ectrocuted when one of hisengine
monitor boards short-circuited. Two other sailors were dead, and Sten had two sailors with major
injuries. Everyone € se had bangs, bruises, or minor bresks.

The ship was dead. The only transceivers functiond were the shipsuits and the tiny individua rescue units,
and Sten was not about to use them. First of all, he assumed that whatever was left of the Imperial
Forceswould be somewhat busy at the moment, and he also would rather not have any Tahn units
homing on any broadcas.

They would have to rescue themsdlves.

Sten told Kilgour to break out the emergency gear while he and Tapia, who was now semifunctiond,
attempted to figure out how much rescuing they would need.

It looked to be considerable. The main lock was crushed history. Sten managed to muscle the emergency
lock open dightly, then swore asicy water jetted into the ship.

They weren't trapped, at least. They could put on space-suits, put the casudtiesin bubblepaks, and get
out of the Gamble. Which would leave them in very cold water—not a problem in spacesuits—but the
water must be refreezing rapidly.

"Soweswvimout," Sten said.
"Lookslikeit, gr."
"And we better full-driveit. | don't think any of us except for Kilgour can bash through anice cube.”

Sten and Tapiafound Kilgour in abashing mood. He had just finished going through the ship's emergency
supplies. For some reason, sailors never believe they may actudly have to abandon ship. And so their
emergency kitstend to be maintained perfunctorily and sometimes raided for necessties. The sailors of
the Gamble were no different.

"Well worry about that when we get to the surface,” Sten said, "Move them out.”

With everyone in the shipsuits and the casualties bubble-pakked, the emergency port was opened fully.
Water flooded the compartment. Sten and the others had degth grips on anything sturdy. The current
boiled around them, and then the water rose over the sailors heads into the next level.

Kilgour wasthefirg to exit the ship. He held one of the two cutting torches from the Gamble's tiny
machine shop. He set it at full power, amed it up, and cut in his suit'srockets. He started dowly upward
through the solidifying dudge of the rgpidly freezing lake around the Gamble. A line was snap-linked
from his suit to the other crew members.

Sten wasthe last man out. He hung in the black water outside the port for amoment. Thiswasthe end of
hisfirst command. At leest, he told himsealf, we went out fighting, didn't we, lady?

Then the line went taut, and Sten started upward. There was something wrong with hissuit'scycler. His
vison wasabit blurred. That was the explanation. No rationa being becomes sentimental over inanimate
metal, of course. Definitely something had gone wonky with the environmenta controls.

Kilgour's suit rockets, intended for use offworld, gave him just enough power to overcome the



gpacesvit's neutral buoyancy and drift him toward the surface.

"Beamo," hisvoice suddenly crackled in Sten's headphones. "The situation's clottin’ strange. Ah seem't
to'vehitar. But... Skipper, Ah'd like awee consultation.”

Sten undipped from the line and put more power on his suit rockets. He broke through afew centimeters
of ice, surfaced beside Alex, and shone his suit light around.

The scene was strange. They floated in asmall, rapidly freezing lake crested from the water melted by
the Gambl€'s drive and skin heat. Next to them was the battered nose of the Gamble, protruding about
half ameter above theice scum.

That donewas not too strange—but just a couple of meters overhead arced alow, icy celling.
"Thismakesno sense at dl," Sten thought out loud.
Tapiasurfaced beside him. "Maybeit does,” she said. "Do you know anything about snow, Sir?"

That wasn't one of Sten's specidities—most of his experience with the stuff came from the snowscape
mura that his mother had hocked six months of her lifefor, back on VVulcan. There had been a couple of
Mantis assignments on frozen worlds, but the weather had been just another obstacle, not worth
andyzing.

"Not aclottin' lot," he admitted. "Asfar as|'m concerned, it'sjust retarded rain.”

"That rumble we heard? Maybe that was an avalanche.”

"So now we're really buried?’

"Lookslikeit."

Tapiawas exactly right. What had happened was that the Gamble had buried itself in the deep,
perpetua snowfidd. Its nose was within afew meters of the surface. But 500 meters abovethevaley,
the ship's driveshock had weakened a snowy cornice. It broke free, and a thousand cubic meters of
snow and rock avalanched down and acrossthe v ley.

The wreckage of the Gamble was buried more than forty meters below the snowfield. When they had
opened the emergency port, the water pouring into the ship had lowered the level of the minilake around
the Gamble. Theicethat had formed at the base of the snow dide now formed the roof of the dome
above them.

"Th' problem then," Alex said, "ishow we melt on up. Th' suits dinnae hae power enow to gie us
airborne. An' tha snow up there dinnae be load-bearin't.”

There was a solution—one that had dl the neatness of amelee.

They paddled clumsily, towing the bubblepaks toward the edges of the under-snow lake. Paddling
became crawling atop theice, breaking through, crawling on again, until eventualy the surface was solid
enough to hold them.

From there, dl they had to do wastunnel.

Being in spacesuits, they fortunately didn't have to worry about smothering. Kilgour haf forced, half
melted hisway, curving upward. "Y' dinnae ken Ah wae aminer in m' youth," he said, burning a
particularly artigtic hairpin bend in the snow.



"Areyou surewe're headed up?' Sten asked.

"It dinnae matter, lad. Ae were goin't up, well hit air an' be safe. Aewe're goin't doon, well hit sheol an'
bewarm an' in our rightful place.

Sten scraped snow from where it wasicing up on one of his suit's expansion deeves and didn't answer.
Then he noticed something. Therewaslight. Not just light from their suit beams or Kilgour's cutting torch
but a sourcelessglow dl around them.

Seconds later, they broke free onto the surface of Cavite.

Sten unsealed hisfaceplate. The ar tasted strange. Then heredized that he had not breathed unfiltered,
unrecycled air for... heredized he couldn't remember.

Helluvaway to fight awar, he thought.

And speaking of war, the next step would be finding their way down out of the mountains. And the
question was, Would their suit power last long enough for them to hit the warm flatlands? An unpowered
suit was as useless asthe Gamble, ruined in theice below them.

One catastrophe at atime, he told himsdlf. Probably his sailors, who had less than no experience at
ground combat, would get jumped and massacred by a Tahn patrol firs.

It would bewarm, at least. Sten turned back to his people and started organizing them for the long
march.

CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

On the third day after the Cavite landings began, Lady Atago transferred her flag from the Forezto a
mobile command post on the planet itsalf. Her headquarters were in amonstrous armored combat
command vehicle—dubbed Chilo class by Imperid Intelligence. The huge—amost fifty meterswide by
150 meterslong—segmented ACCYV traveled on forty triad-mounted three-meter-high rolligons, cleated,
low-pressure pillow whedlsthat gave the vehicle amphibious capabilities aswell. Any obgtacle the
rolligons couldn't pad their way over caused the triad mount to rotate, bringing another whed! into use
atop that obstacle. Also, the ACCV was segmented and could twist both vertically and laterdly.

It rumbled forward, escorted by afull squadron of tanks and armored ground-to-air missile launchers
only afew kilometers behind thefighting lines.

Thefew Imperid ships il arworthy would never be able to penetrate the AA umbrela—but Atago
chose to take no chances. The site she had chosen for her next CP location had severa advantages—it
was very closeto the most promising salient that had been punched through the Tahn lines, there were
open areas for ship landings nearby, and there was no need for eaborate camouflage.

The camouflage would be provided by avery large building. It had formerly been auniversity library in
one of Cavite City's satellite towns. And under the new Tahn rule, neither repositories of Imperia
propaganda nor education would be necessary.

Six McLean-powered gravdeds were positioned just under the building's eaves, and then the ACCV
reversed into the building. Threefloors crunched and fell around the vehicle's mushroom dome, but the
building held. From the air, Atago's command post was invisible. She was sure that her support ECM
units would successfully spoof Imperia detectors.

Also, the tacship division that had plagued the Tahn had been destroyed. Lady Atago was mildly sorry



that the division commander, Sten, had not been captured. A show trial could have been arranged, with a
suitable punishment broadcast over Imperial com channds. That might have served to discourage some
of the more aggressive officers fill ressting the Tahn.

But still, Lady Atago was not particularly pleased with the course of theinvasion.

The Tahn did have the main Imperia fighting units sedled in the perimeter around Cavite City and were
dowly closing the noose. The perimeter had shrunk to less than 200 square kilometers. There were
scattered Imperid forces fill ressting esewhere on Cavite, but their destruction would be accomplished
within afew days.

The Imperia areanow enclosed just Cavite City—and Tahn penetration patrols were dready reaching
the outskirts of the city—the naval base, and the heights beyond it. Tahn subagua units had dready
interdicted any possible retreat by sea.

But the cost was Pyrrhic.

Three complete Tahn landing forces—about the equivaent of four Imperid Guard divisons—had been
landed, together with their support units.

They had been decimated. No, Lady Atago corrected hersalf. The casudties were far greater than onein
ten. The spearhead force had driven hard toward Cavite City—and had smashed into the Guard
defenses. Four assaults had been mounted and then shattered. In such an event, the Empire would have
pulled the unit from combat and held it in reserve until reinforcements had brought it back to combat
readiness.

The Tahn were more pragmatic. Their units, once committed to battle, were never withdrawn until they
were victorious. Otherwise, they continued in the front lines until taking at least seventy percent
casudties. Thefew survivorswould be used to reinforce other formations; the unit itsalf wasretired and
completdy reformed from scratch.

That had been the fate of the spearhead landing force.

The second landing force had been ordered to attack through the survivors. They, too, had been
destroyed.

The Tahn had fought too many battles against the unprepared or the unskilled.

The Firg Guards Division were neither. They fortified every advantageous position. When they were hit,
they held until the last minute. Then they fell back—into previoudy prepared locations. The Tahn, thinking
they had won the objective, set about consolidating. And then the Guard assault eements
counterattacked.

At thevery leadt, they caused another ten percent casudties. But mostly they retook the pogition. It was
expengvefor the Guards, of course. But far more expensive for the Tahn.

Still worse were the battles in towns. The Guard had every position defended, with supporting crossfire.

Battle into one house—and the Guard would retreat. The house would be taken under crossfire from
two other linking positions.

There was never amoment when a Tahn commander could say that his position was secure.

Night wastheworst time.



lan Mahoney had trained histroopsto double-think. They held and fought every position that the Tahn
wanted. But they never considered afixed position vital. At night, they sent company-size patrols beyond
the front, patrolsthat hit every target of opportunity.

Night attacks by the Tahn were a perplexity. Recon patrols would report that the Imperid lineswere
lightly held. An attack would be made—and be destroyed.

Contrary to conventiona military thought, the First Guards held their lines very lightly. Therewasno
attempt to completely garrison the front. Tahn patrols could probe and reprobe, finding nothing. Once the
Tahn soldiers had broken through, they would be hit from al sides by carefully husbanded reserves,
griking from hidden strongpaints.

But the Tahn, by sheer strength of numbers, were winning.

Lady Atago was very sure of that—so sure that, Stting in the privacy of her compartment, she was
planning the surrender of the Guards.

A livieteam had aready been requested from Heath and was standing by. She had full-dress uniforms
ready for hersaf and for the Tahn guard of honor that would escort her.

Admira van Doorman—if hewas gtill aive—would not be worthy to grant the surrender. But this

Mahoney might.

Y es, she decided. It would be avery picturesque ceremony—perfect propagandafor the Tahn war
machine. The surrender would be made on the main field at Cavite Base. Thelivie crewswould show the
wrecks and damage of that field.

Drawn up would be the ragged remnants of the Imperia Forces. On cue, Generad Mahoney would
advance to meet Lady Atago.

Did he possess a sword? It did not matter, Lady Atago decided. He would have some sort of sidearm.
Lady Atago would accept the sidearm and promise graceful trestment to those surrendered soldiers.

Of course that would not be granted—L ady Atago knew that none of those soldiers would appreciate
such trestment. Death could be the only award for anyone who was unfortunate enough not to diein
battle. But they would be killed in an honorable manner. By the sword.

That also would be recorded by the livie crews. Perhaps, after the Tahn victory over the Empire, those
records would be beneficid to future soldiers of the Tahn.

Lady Atago's future wasfully planned.
And after thefdl of Cavite, shewould attack the heart of the Empireitsalf.
Her mentor, Lord Fehrle, would be pleased.

Or possibly not, she thought, smiling dightly. She had not been impressed with Fehrle of late. Perhaps he
would not be the man who would lead the Tahn to final victory.

Perhaps someone € se might be more qualified. Someone who had hersdf seen the heart of combat.

Lady Atago dlowed hersdf to chuckle. The future at that moment reached very bright and very bloody
toher...



CHAPTER SIXTY

Salorsand airmen have at least one commondity: they think that somewherein their Universal Rights
they're guaranteed No Walking. Sten's people bitched thoroughly enough for afull company of gruntson
being told they were going to Hike Oui.

The bitching lasted only about seven kilometers. By then no one had enough staminaleft for anything
beyond lifting foot from snow, pushing leg forward, putting foot down, lifting other foot from snow...
and, every haf an hour, relieving one of the sailors carrying the bubblepak stretchers.

The spacesuits were even more usdess than Sten had originally estimated. Never intended for useona
planetary surface, their pseudo-muscul ature compensated for less than half of the suit'sweight. So
walking was a herculean chore.

Sten wished they had powered bunnysuits. Or fur coats. If you are wishing, he thought, why not a new
tacship?

If the suits had been less heavy or the weight could have been compensated for with McLean generators,
they could have floated over the drifts. Or €lse improvised snowshoes from tree branches. Instead, they
waded doggedly onward.

Asnight dropped down, Sten looked for abivvy Site. At the edge of the valley they were following, there
was a huge tree with snow banked up to its lower limbs. Sten remembered abit of triviafrom aMantis
survival course and ordered his people to burrow toward the treg's trunk. The snow had not completely
filled the area around the trunk, and therewas asmall, circular cave. By rolling about, they compressed
the snow, enlarging the cave.

Kilgour checked the wounded. Sten was most grateful for Mantis cross-training, snce his TO didn't
include amedic. Alex was most competent—M antis emergency med school would have qudified him as
acivilian surgeon very easily. Not that there was much that could be done—their medpak was limited.
Kilgour changed burn and stasis dressings and narcoed the injured. One of the wounded would die
during the next few hours.

They settled in for the night. None of the sailors believed Tapiaor Sten when they were told that they
wouldn't need the suit heaters at al, until they saw the exhaed heat from their bodies mdlt the snow
around them to water, which quickly became ice. The temperature in the cave made the space dmost
livable. Sten widened the hole around the tree's trunk for an air passage.

And so the night crawled into day. The mortaly wounded soldier had died during the night. They found a
rocky cleft, interred the corpse in its bubblepak, and used three willygun roundsto sedl the crevice. Then
they started out again.

The next day was aconstant trade. Walking with facepl ate shut made one warm—warm, and rapidly
drained the suit'sair supply. If the faceplate was opened and atmosphere breathed, the suit's heater went
full on, depleting the powerpak and increasing the chance of facia frogthite.

The skies cleared about noon, and Cavite's sun blazed down. That made matters worse—Contreras
went temporarily snowblind; she had to close her faceplate and set it for full polarization. And the snow
melted.

There was also the increased chance of being spotted by a Tahn ship, dthough Sten couldn't figure why



any Tahn would bother to patrol thiswhite wasteland.

The second night was arepetition of the first, except with less shelter. Alex used thelast of the cutter's
power to burn atrench in the snow that would at least get them out of the direct blast of the wind.

That night passed hazily. One sailor was constantly on watch. At first light, they swallowed the last of
their suits liquid rations and moved out again.

Sten was somewhat disgusted at himsdlf. He was starting to wheeze allittle around the edges. Fedling
exhaugtion after only two days on the march? That would have been enough to get him returned to unit
immediately back in the Mantis Section days. Sten was starting to understand why so many navy types
were lardbutted.

Kilgour didn't make it any easier. Hishome world of Edinburgh was three-gee, and Cavite was
E-normal. And somehow, even though he resembled an anthropomorphized beer keg, he had managed
to keep in condition. He tanked through the snow asif it weren't there, asif he weren't wearing a shipsuit,
and asif heweren't laden down with the front end of a bubblepak and carrying amedpak and two

weapons,

Also, he kept making jokes—or trying to. Sten had to threaten him with close arrest to keep him from
telling the awesomely imbecilic spotted snake story—Sten had heard it once back during Mantis
training—three times too many. Kilgour had other stories that were almost as bad.

"Ha Ah giey' aboot in' time Ah were tourin't th' estate," he began cheerily to Ensign Tapia
"What's an estate?" she growled as she dmodt fell facefirst into adrift.

"Ah, wee Sten, pardon, Commander Sten, hae dinnae spoke th' Ah'm th' rightful Laird Kilgour ae
Kilgour?'

"I have no ideawhat you're talking about.”
"Ah'mtryintt tel y' boot th' pig.”
lng?l

"Aye. A great mound ae swineflesh, aewere. A’ any rate, th' first Ah €er saw aetha pig wae when Ah
wa tourin't th' estate. An' Ah seeit thae great porker. An' it gtrikit me, for it hae awooden leg. Threelegs

an' aye, apeg.”
"A three-legged pig,” Foss put in suspicioudy, having waded up close enough to Tapiato hear the story.

"Aye. A wonderment. So thag's thiswee farmer standin't nigh hisfence. An' | begin't an say, "Thd pig,
miger.’

"An' he speskit, an say, 'Aye, aye. Thag'sapig ae marvel. Three year ago, m' weelad fadl't down. Intath'
pond. Tha dinnae be anyone around, an' m' heir'sadrown't.

"'Doon plung't th' pig, an' pull him out."
"An' Ah'mligent, an' Ah say't, Thasae marvel. But—'

"An oncet 'gain he cuts me off. "'Two year gone, m' gran'sin th' gravded, an' the controls go. An' the
gravded liftsan' 'tis headed for yon viaduct.™



"Viaduct?' Tapiaasked.

"Noo, tha'safair question, lass. Ah'll answer inabit. T' continue. | agree wi' m' wee tenant. 'Aye, tha'sa
pig tha'sawonder. But about'... an' ag'in he chops me.

"'Oneyear padt, 'tisadeep winter. Y' clect, Laird Kilgour." An Ah says, 'Aye, Ah remember’

"An he says, 'M' croft catchesfire. An' we're al adeep ae' th' dead. But this pig, he storm't ae th' hoose
an' wakit usall. Savin't our lives!'

"Aetha point, Ah hae enough. 'Be holdin't tha speech, man,' Ahroars. ‘Ah 'gree. 'Tisamarvelous hog.
Wha Ah want to know is, Why th' clottin' wooden leg!?

"Anth' crofter look't ae me, an' say, "Why, mon, you dinnae eat ae pig likethae dl at once!™

Tapiaand Foss, both thinking indictable thoughts about premeditated murder, continued wading through
the snow. That was Alex on the march.

But possibly hisworst trait was the inveterate cheeriness—the congtant chants of " Only five moreklicks,
Skipper" grew wearisome. Epecidly since they were now plowing through snow that was turning to
dush.

Slush? Sten looked ahead and redized there weren't any more peaksin front of them. Thevaley
widened out toward foothills. There were now patches of bare rock in the valey center.

They had madeit.

Now al Sten had to worry about was getting his noninfantry deckwipes through the Tahn front lines, into
Cavite City.

A piece of cake.
CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

When the ground stayed flat for seventy-five meters and the temperature went above 15°C, they
unpeded. Kilgour choked politely.

"Th' universe smdl't mightily & feet," he observed. "Th' Tahn'l track us by the reek.”

He wasn't exaggerating—they collectively stank like a cesspit. But that lasted only until they ran across
thefirst cattle tank. Kilgour shooed off the three scrawny bovines and charged into the water, tearing off
his coveralls as he waded. The others were close behind him.

Sten gave them an hour to scrape off the worst before continuing the march. Now they needed rations
and a secure place to plan just how they were going to return to friendly lines.

Navigation was easy—they marched toward the columns of smoke on the horizon that marked the
battleground around Cavite City. The land was dry, poor grazing country, spotted here and there with
ramshackle farms, most of which were deserted. Sten skirted the few that showed signs of
occupation—they didn't look to have enough for their owners et aone be able to resupply Sten.

Then they hit prosperity: green fields and, in the distance, farm buildings. But 2,000 metersfrom the main
building, prosperity showed itself astragedy. The fields around the farm were deserted.

Sten spread his people out and advanced very cautioudy. At 500 meters, he put hissailorsinto a



defensive linein one of the many now-empty irrigation ditches that had made the land arable.
He and Alex went forward.

In the center of the farm was asmall artesian pond. Scattered dong its banks were fifteen or so bodies.
Sten and Alex crouched behind a shed and waited.

A door banged from the main building. Sten thumbed his safety off. The door banged again. And again. It
wasthewind.

They legpfrogged forward to thefirst of the bodies. Kilgour sniffed.
"Three. Prapsfour daysnow," he said. "Ah wonder if they had atrid first."

The people had not been killed in combat—each of the men and women had his hands wired behind him
or her.

Sten rolled abody over. Therewasaglint of gold visible around the bloated neck of the corpse. Sten
used hisgun barrd to pry it free. The glint was aneck emblem.

"They were Tahn," Sten identified. " Settlers, by the way they're dressed.”
"Wonder who butchered them?"
Sten shrugged. "Imperid vigilantes. Tahn troops. Doesit matter?!

"M'" morbid curiosty, Commander. Let'stumble the house.”

They brought the othersinto the farmyard. A couple of sailors saw the bodies and threw up. Get used to
it, people, Sten thought. From here on out, we won't be fighting along-distance war.

He, Tapia, and Kilgour went through the main house. It looked asif the building had been picked up,
turned upside down, shaken, and then replaced on its foundations. Everything that could be broken was.
Anything that could be spoiled was befoul ed.

"Ah hae atheory. Twas no Imperidsdid this—four days ago, they'd be scuffin' toward Cavite. Tahn
soldiers whidny hae taken th' time to be't ae thorough.” As he spoke, he was stuffing unbroken
rationpaksinto aplas sack. "My theory," he went on, "saystha these weefolk weretryint't' walk the
fence before th' war. Which dinnae set well wi' other Tahn. When th' Tahn landed, their bro' farmers
settled accounts, an—"

Kilgour stopped and picked up atiny bottle from where it had rolled next to a sideboard. He tossed the
bottle to Sten.

Sten read the labdl: "Mahoney Cider & Fertilizer Works. Fine Fruit and Poop for 130 Y ears.”
"WEell bewdkin't in th' path ae th' master," Alex said mock solemnly.

Tapiacouldn't understand why, in the middle of this desth, her two superiors suddenly started laughing.

From then, they moved only by night.



And they moved very dowly, not only from caution but because of the sailors inexperience. Sten had a
permanent set of toothmarksin histongue, trying to keep from exploding in anger.

These people were not Mantis. They weren't Guards. Clot, they weren't even infantry recruits. Shut up,
Commander, and quit expecting supersoldiers. But at thisrate, the war might be over before they
reached Cavite City. So? Areyou in some specid hurry to get back under siege and get killed,
Commander? Shut up and keep moving.

On the fourth night, Contreras stumbled onto Frehdas farm—literally, going sprawling acrossa
concertinaed stretch of razor wire. Fortunately, her coverals kept the wire from inflicting severe cuts. The
others unwound her, pulled back to the shelter of aclump of brush, and considered.

Once again Sten and Alex went forward, going through the layers of wire and sensors without being
discovered. They lay atop the hill looking down onto the rows of barracks and discussed the matter,
using the sign language that Mantis had devel oped for Stuationslikethis. It wasavery smple one.
Spread hands, for instance, meant "What isthis?'

Mime T—Tahn. Fingers on collar tabs—military? Shake the head. It was obvious—Tahn soldierswould
have had far more elaborate security, and probably wouldn't be showing lights.

Sten pointed toward the floodlit barracks and signed a compl ete question: "Then what're al those clots
with gunsand gravdeds doing?' He redlized he knew the answer—thiswas a Tahn revol utionary
Settlement.

Almost certainly there would be afew Tahn troops down there. He figured that the Tahn would be using
those revolutionaries for behind-the-lines security, police duties, and so forth. The "so forth" probably
included dedling with any of the settlers, elther Imperia or Tahn, who weren't firmly committed to the
cause.

Sten fdt that he had afairly good idea of who had murdered that Tahn family—and also how to get back
to Cavite City.

Kilgour had the same plan. By the time Sten looked back at him, Alex had histwo hands held, pams
together, next to his cheek and his head dumped against them.

Right. Now they needed a sentry.

They found one about seventy-five metersfarther dong the wire. He was walking his post and staying out
of thefloodlight glare, his eyes siweeping the darkness behind. They modified their plan dightly.

Kilgour crept forward until he was within four meters of the sentry.

Sten, also snakeflat, went around inside of the man, toward the barracks, then crept back. Hisfingers
curled, and the knife did into his hand.

Breathe... breathe... eyesdown... Sten'slegs curled under him, and he was up. Three steps, and one
hand curled around the sentry's chin, snapping the man's head back and to one side. The knife, held ice
pick fashion, went straight down into the subclavian artery. The man was unconscious in two seconds,
dead in three and a half.

That gave them their prop for the degping sentry trap. It was based on the assumption that in al armies
degping on guard duty is consdered as grave asin as committing an unnatural act on one's commanding
officer.



They dragged the body against apost, pulled its cap over itseyes, and let it relax. Sten and Alex took
flanking positions to either side of the body, ten meters away into the darkness, and waited.

Sooner or later, the commander of the guard should check his posts. And sooner or later, he did.

A combat car hummed up from the barracks and wove its way along the perimeter. Sten and Alex were
prone, assuming that both occupants would be wearing light-enhancing goggles.

They were—but they were looking for their sentry, not for two thugsin the deep grass.

The guard commander saw his"deeping” sentry. Evidently he decided the man needed alesson, because
the car grounded about ten meters away.

Sten dunk toward the combat car.

The Tahn guard officer—one of Frehda's " advisers'—ypadded toward his sinning sentry. Next he would
bend over the man and bellow. Assuming the sentry survived theinitia shock, magjor punishment would
follow. The guard officer looked forward to it—he fdlt that these Tahn farmers were getting mostly dack,
merdly because the real fighting forceswerewinning.

He bent—and Alex's hand crashed out of the night in a teisho-zuki palm strike againgt hisforehead. The
blow, delivered by anorma man, would have stunned. With the full force of Kilgour's three-gee muscles
behind it, the commander's skull crushed asif it had imploded under pressure.

Kilgour removed the weapons belts from the two men and ran toward the combat car.

Sten wiped the blade of his knife on the late driver's tunic and got behind the ded's controls. He pulled
the driver'sgoggles over his eyes and lifted the car three metersinto the air, turned it, and drove it at full
power toward where his sailors waited.

They weremobile again.
CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

The Tahn combat car gave Sten and his deck apes not only mobility but a cover aswell. Sten assumed
somelogic from the Tahn: dl civilian vehicleswould be elther grounded or impounded, and dl Imperid
gravdedswould beinsde the Cavite City perimeter. Ergo, anything traveling openly must be Tahn.

Sten did cover himsdlf dightly—after heloaded his people, he found the dustiest road around and made
three passes down it within centimeters of the surface. Then helifted for Cavite City, one more harassed
combeat car driver trying to get his dusty troops toward the lines.

The only potential problem might be police checkpointsjust behind the lines—but they'd be checking the
trip tickets and I Ds of those headed away from combat, not toward the sound of guns.

Then they got even luckier. Sten was waved down by a Tahn road security man asapriority convoy of
heavy lifters hurtled through. The convoy was keeping lousy interval, with hundreds of meters between its
gravdeds. It was smplefor Sten to tuck himsalf into line near the convoy's end and equally smpleto
bank down a side street once they hit the outskirts of the city.

The Imperid perimeter had gotten much smaler. The Tahn, vastly outnumbering the Empiresforces,
were closing the ring. Sten managed to evade three Tahn Street patrols before he decided held pushed
their luck far enough.



Two kilometersfrom the lines, Sten tucked the combat car into the third story of a shattered building and
thought tacticdly. From this point, the danger would be steadily greater—the Tahn units would be
looking for penetration patrolsin their own lines, and the no-man's-land between the lines would be even
more hazardous.

Findly, there could well be the problem of being shot by their own troops—Sten had no ideawhat
passwords or sgnaswerein use.

The answer to their problem was awhite-uniformed security patrolman.

White uniforms, Sten mused. In acombat zone?

"W haerank an' idle ceremony,” Kilgour observed, lowering hisbinocs. "Cannae we be usnt tha?'
"You'rejust looking for an excuse to gash another screw, Kilgour.”

"True. But dinnaeit be braw?"

It was.

Again, Sten and Alex reconned the Situation, going from rooftop to rooftop until they had that security
patrolman in plain sight. A second patrolman stood on the other side of what had been acity street and
now was aless-rubbled section of ruins.

Behind the two military cops were two double chaingun positions. Further to the rear were tanks and
missile launchers, positioned around a cluster of tracks. These were obvioudy command vehicles—they
sprouted more antennae than anest of young brine shrimp. 1t was the command post of the armored
brigade supporting the Tahn landing forces. And it lay directly between Sten and the Imperid lines.

"Shall w' ring ae second goin' aeth' guard?”’
They could—and did.

L ess experienced—or less cynical—soldiers might have skirted the CP. But to Sten and Alex, thiswas
opportunity.

Intelligence, either personaly observed by the two men or taught them in Mantistraining: headquarters
units had massive security. The security eements may have been sdected for their efficiency at first but
inevitably would turn into spit-and-polish orderlies. They would be commanded, most likely, by
ambitious or well-connected young officers. Their formations would dowly, and amost imperceptibly,
trangition from combat-based to parade-oriented.

The troopersin such aunit would be promoted and commended for the gloss on their boots and the
shine on their buttons. After hours of such bianco drill, such aman had a certain reluctance to wade
through the muck just because he had heard a possibly strange sound.

And findly there was the factor of arrogance—who would dare attack the powerful ?
Sten and Alex proposed to exploit that arrogance.

Tourists goggle when the military changes guards. It's donein front of palaces, with dress uniforms, en
masse, a predictable times, and with much clanging of weaponry—preferably chromed and antique. That
isn't theway it should work when there may be bad guys around—but tradition istradition, eveniif it's
only aweek or so old.



Sten and hissailorstook full advantage of that.

The changing of the Tahn generd's guard consisted of severa platoons marching in close order up to
each guard post, where, amid shouts and clatter, the old guard would be inspected and relieved by the
guard commander. On relief, he would clang the butt of his wegpons a couple of times and march to the
rear of that platoon. The new guard would be positioned, and the platoons would stomp on to the next

post.
Naturally, that guard changing was done on the clock, by the clock.

Sten knew that the lowest point in the human soul isfour hours after midnight.
And that iswhen he moved.

Clangs... clatters... shouted orders... and Sten'sthirteen people dipped silently past the newly posted
and yawning guard, straight toward the heart of Atago's command post.

Marching in plain sght, in formation—Sten desperately hoped that his swabbies were kegping somekind
of march sep—they went in unchalenged.

Step one—complete. Step two—find ahidey-hole.

Kilgour picked an armoured supply gravded, grounded about 150 meters from the command tracks. He
dipped through the undogged entry hatch, kukri ready. Sten waited outside as backup.

He heard only one dying gurgle before Kilgour's head peered back out. The kukri was unbloodied. Not
bad, Sten thought. The lad till has hismoves.

Hewaved the deven sailorsinside. And they waited for dawn.

Sten, Foss, Kilgour, and Tapia kept watch on the track's screens. At this point, the plan deteriorated into
opportunity. Sooner or later, sometime around nightfall, Sten thought, there should be some sort of troop
movement forward. More chaos. No one would question a group of soldiers moving from acommand
post toward the front lines. He hoped.

They would movein Tahn uniforms. At first, Sten thought that every man-jill would be so outfitted—one
of the bargeswas full of sedled pakslabeled "Uniforms, Issue, Mk. 113." But there was further
trandation: "Full Dress, Temperate Climate (White)."

Sten thought that if he put his swabbies into those uniforms, they'd probably get out of the CP'slines
smoothly—but just might have trouble when they encountered their first Tahn combet troopie.

But there would be another option.

In the early afternoon, Sten thought he'd found it. Combat cars hissed in from the lines, and Tahn officers
dismounted.

A command conference, Sten guessed. When this breaks up, we should be able to get up and go.

Then there was arumble, and alarge troop-carrying gravded hissed toward the command center. A
thousand meters above it whined two Tahn battle cruisers.

"Clottin' hell," Alex observed. He had been watching the screen over Sten's shoulder. "Th' brass ae
surfacint.”



The gravded grounded, and aramp dropped. A line of combat-uniformed Tahn soldiers doubled down
it.

"Ah dianne ken th' Tahn beraisin't Goliathd"

The soldiers were very tall. And very broad.

The giantsformed two lines on either side of the ramp.

And Sten knew what was going to happen next.

He turned away from the screen and looked at Alex. The heavy-worlder's face was pale.
"W' dinnae hae ae choice, do we, lad?' he whispered.

No, Sten thought. We do not.

He picked up the willygun leaning next to the screen's control pandl and checked its sights and load. Then
he moved toward the entry port and cautioudy eased it open.

Stenwasasurvivor.
He was a0 an officer of the Empire.

Situation posited: Formally dressed bodyguardsin plain view. Waiting. As are assembled high-ranking
officers.

Deduction: Someone of high rank will make an gppearance.
Question: Who isthat someone?

Answer: Lady Atago. Or Deska.

Question: Isthe desth of Deska desirable—regardless of sacrifice?
Answer: Probably.

Question: Isthe death of Lady Atago desirable?

Answer: Absolutely.

Regardless of the cost, Commander Sten?

Regardless of the cost.

Sten took a hasty ding around his arm, braced against the supply ded's port, and aimed, making sure that
the muzzle of hiswillygun didn't protrude into plain Sght.

If Atago came down that ramp, shewould die.

And shortly afterward, so would Sten and the sailors he had so carefully tried to keep alive.
Kilgour was moving behind him, shaking people into dertness and whispering.

About 150 meters away, the bodyguards and the Tahn officers snapped to rigid attention.
And Lady Atago started down the ramp.



Aim carefully, Sten, he thought. If it'sstupid to dig, it's even stupider to get killed after you miss.

The cross hairs of hissight moved across Atago's red cloak and stopped on the center of her green tunic.
The Anti-Matter Two round would blow afist-szed holein that green.

Sten inhaed, then exhded half the breeth. Hisfinger took up the dack in thetrigger.

And then Atago's bodyguards moved, as swiftly and skillfully asacorps de bdlet, closng around their
charge.

All Sten could see was the white of their uniformsinstead of green.
He swore, then lifted his eyes.

Atago was till surrounded. And then, still in phaanx, the circle of white giants marched into one of the
commandtracks, the Tahn officers straggling behind them.

Sten lowered hiswillygun.

He was breathing as deeply asif he had just run five kilometers or had sex. And the part of his brain that
was and always would be a street crimina was reading him theriot act. Y ou. Y ou're disappointed
because you're dill dive? What the hell is the matter with you? And then that surviva brain chortled.
Sorry, cheena. | didn't redize you held fire to make sure you wouldn't get blasted. Didn't mean to get
critical.

That thought made it worse.
Maybe he had. Maybe he had.
Sten was very quiet and very thoughtful for the remainder of the day.

Kilgour took over. He stripped uniforms off the bodies of the Tahn crewmen held killed and ordered five
of the sallorsto get into them.

Near dusk, the Tahn conference broke up. Lady Atago returned to her gravded completely shielded by
her bodyguards. There was never aminute when Sten could have tried again.

Shbet, asthe Jann would have said. Now to worry about the future—and staying dive.

It was very smple, in the whine and hiss of departing officers and scurrying troops, to move straight out
from the perimeter, unchalenged, toward the lines.

Kilgour found ashell crater, where they waited until full dark.

He did up to Sten. "L ad, dinnae fash. Well hae achance again,” he whispered.

Sten grunted.

"A wee thing more, Skipper. Ah dinnae how to say—but Ah been haglin't troubleswi' m' bowels.”
"S0?7" Sten managed.

"Those baes ae white uniforms?”

"GA,”



"They nae be white n' more."
Sten came back to redlity and managed asmile.
Now for the last worry—getting killed by their own troops.

If he were commanding aMantis section, Sten thought, the first time the Imperid troops would redize
they had been penetrated was when Sten and his people lined up for morning rations.

But thesewere sailors.

Hefound ashdter for his people in some ruins and went forward on hisown. Alex lifted abushy
eyebrow, but Sten shook his head.

He moved forward like aweasd from patch to patch of darkness. Hisringersfound atripflare, and his
body lifted over thewire. A booby mine—avoided.

There—atwo-man outpost, both men dert, gun barrels questioning the dark.
He went past them.
Then there was the bunker—the reaction element. No. Too trigger-happy. Sten continued on.

A Guard patrol, coming in from thelines, crept past him. Sten followed them at a discreet distance. One
hundred meters farther on, there was agleam of light asthe patrol entered their command post to report.

Sten counted: ten seconds for welcome; ten seconds for the patrol to dump their weapons; another ten as
they poured caff.

He went down the bunker steps and dipped sideways through the blackout curtain—atorn
blanket—before any of the Imperia guardsmen could react. Then, ddiberately casud, he said, "I'm
Commander Sten. Imperia Navy. I've got some people outside thewireto bringin.”

And they were home.
CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

Genera Mahoney and Admiral van Doorman were glowering at a holographic Stuation map that filled
most of Mahoney's command track when Sten reported in.

"What took you so long?" was Mahoney's sole reaction. Oh, well. Sten hadn't expected exactly the
chubby calf trestment—M ahoney's highest compliment when he had been running Mercury Corps had
been "duty performed adequately.”

Then he saw Mahoney hide agrin and felt better.
He scanned the map and felt worse—the Empire was between arock and ahard place.

Mahoney touched a control, and the overall battlefield vanished, to be replaced with a projection of one
segmen.

"What'sleft of your command is holding asection of theline—" Mahoney's pointing finger went through a
miniscule half-ruined boulevard. "—just here." For some reason, Sten thought the arealooked familiar.

"Since we have a, uh, certain surplus of ramp rats without any shipsto service, your people became



infantry. | put your senior warrant—aMr. Sutton, | believe—in charge. He's got your unit, plus|
scavenged up another seventy-five clerks, chaplain's assistants, PO types, and so forth.”

Sten kept his poker face. Great, he thought. Not only do my combat people get destroyed, but al my
wrenches are dead, too.

"Oddly enough,” Mahoney continued, "they've done an exceptiond job of holding their positions. For
some reason the Tahn have only hit them hard a couple of times."

"The navy knows how to fight," van Doorman put in.
Mahoney would not respond to that, especidly in front of alower-ranking officer.

"But since you've decided to rgoin theliving," he continued, "1'm going to pull your detachment back. |
want you to take over this position.”

Again, the table showed another part of Cavite City: alow, bare hillock, not many kilometersfrom the
navy base, surrounded by destroyed housing complexes.

"We thought thiswas just a park. But one of my G-2 typesfound out it'san old fort.

"One hundred fifty years ago or thereabouts, whoever was running the 23rd FHeet decided that the base
needed additional security. | guessthe Imperia appropriations were fat that year. About ten years later
the money must've run out, because they abandoned it and let the grass grow. But we think it's il
active”

Mahoney turned to another screen and keyed up a projection. Thiswas acutaway of the hill itself. There
were vertica passages leading to flush-mounted turrets and four horizonta levels below them.

"Typical passive defense,” Mahoney commented. He hit another button and got avertica schematic of
thefort. "Four AA chaincannon here... here. Theturrets are popup, and the cannon can be swiveled
down to fifteen degrees below horizontal. Each of the main turrets has antipersonnel projectile guns.
There aretwelve missile silos, but you don't want to get near them. These two little mounts have quad
projectile mounts. And that's going to be your new domicile. Any questions?'

"Yesdgr. Firg, you said you think it'sdefensble?!

"Hope could be better. Asfar asthe records show, the fort was kept as areserve strongpoint. So it il
should have rations, fue for the gun mounts, and ammunition. | said don't worry about the
missiles—they'll be ungtable asdl hell by now. If there's no ammunition for the gunsin the fort, youre
drakh out of luck—all the calibers are as obsol ete as the Svampscott .

Van Doorman harrumphed but didn't say anything.
"Anything ds?'
"Why didn't you move my people out there before?!

"Wed," Mahoney said, "therésadight problem. Seemsthisfort is about three kilometersinside the Tahn
lines. | didn't think your OIC would be ared swiftie at snoop and poop.

"Once you get positioned, give me afull satusreport. Y ou'll coordinate through this command asto
when you begin operations. I'm sure you won't have any trouble finding targets of opportunity.”

"Thank you, sir." Sten saluted. So whatever remained of his people was going to be used asafire



brigade.

"One thing more, Commander. I'll et you pick acal sign.”
Sten thought aminute.

"Strongpoint Sh'aarl't,” he decided.

"That'sal."

Thefirgt order of business, Sten thought, was finding out how badly the Tahn had savaged his crew of
innocent technicians.

He expected a disaster.

Sten and Alex flattened as a Tahn rocket screamed in, scattering multiple warheads across what had
been acomplex of shops. Shock waves hammered at them, and then the ground decided to stabilize for
amoment.

Cavite City lay in ruins, ruins sticking up toward the sky like so many hollow, rotten teeth. The Streets
were amost unusable for ground traffic, blocked by shattered buildings. And in the city there were only
two kinds of people—the dead and the moles. The dead had been ether 1eft entombed by the blasts that
killed them, or hadtily cremated when they had fallen. But the city stank of degth.

Everything living was underground. Deep trenches had been dug and roofed against overhead blasts.
There was no such thing as acivilian anymore—the Imperid seitlers and the few Tahn who had decided
to stay loyd to the Empire were now indistinguishable from the fighting troops. They served as medics,
cooks, and even fought from the same bunkers as the Guardsmen. And they died—the Tahn were very
nondiscriminatory about who was and who was not a combatant.

Anyone with no immediate assgnment discovered anew fondnessfor digging. The shelters got deeper
and deeper asthe Sege lengthened.

Sten thought he saw Brijit vanish into an unmarked trench entrance as he and his twelve people worked
their way forward, but he wasn't sure. If the trench housed a hospitd, it would not have been
marked—the eons-old Red Cross provided the Tahn with an excellent aiming point.

The closer they cameto thelines, the worse it became. Sten was prepared for his own persond
catastrophe.

Instead he got thefirst pleasant surprise since.... hell, since Brijit had gone to bed with him. Thiswar was
becoming burdensome, he thought.

Actually, there was a series of pleasant surprises.

Now Sten saw why he had vaguely recognized the area his support people had been assigned to. It was
at the dum end of Burns Avenue. Mr. Sutton had established his command pogt in the till fairly
undamaged Rain Forest restaurant. Still better was the fact that two of Sr. Tige's sons had stayed with
their businesshome. The old man had disappeared on the third day after the landing. The sons preferred
not to speculate but concentrated on cooking.

Even though the dome was shattered, the birds and insects were either dead or had fled, and the



waterfalls were now stagnant green pools, there was still the food. Tige's sons managed to make even the
issue rations more than paatable.

Mr. Sutton chuffed three timesin succession when he saw the thirteen people who had been given up for
lost. He went emotionally overboard and patted Alex on the shoulder once—the equivaent, for spindars,
of hygericd joy.

And then he reported.

Sten had expected decimation among the motley crew of technicians and chairborne troopers, most of
whom were probably dightly unsure of which end of awillygun was hostile and were surdly unaware of
certain infantry subtleties, like kegping one's head out of theline of fire.

Instead: six dead, fourteen wounded.

"The Tahn mounted—I believe that isthe correct phrase—amost determined attack on our second day,”
Sutton said. "Their tactics were most foolish. They sent three waves of soldiersat us. We did not find it
necessary to am carefully. Their casudties were appaling, Commander. Just appaling.

"A day or s0 later, they attempted us again. Mogt hafheartedly. Since then, we have seen very little
action. They appear to beterrified of us."

Sten raised an eyebrow—the Tahn were afraid of nothing. But there had to be some explanation.

A Guards sergeant commanding an attached support rocket battery provided it. "Our prog's that the
Tahn figured your kiddiesd be awalkover, no offense, sir. They come in dumb, and got dead. Next time,
they wasjust pro-bin'. Then—zipburp. We got curious, so | took out a couple of my people and lifted a
prisoner. That's aterrible thing to happen to a Tahn, you maybe know. He says the reason your people
didn't get wiped is'cause everybody figuresthey're dite. Or decoys.”

"Say whet?'

"Put it to you like this, Commander. Y our people go out on patrol. Nobody told ‘em you're supposed to
blackface. Or you ain't supposed to be showin' lights or smoking herb. Th' Tahn thought they were gettin'
set up. Progged that your swabs had big backup. Plus, this Tahn told us, they couldn't believe any line
animalsd build such clottin' poor positions. Hadda be some kind of trap. Guess they got somebody over
there guilty of thinkin', huh?"

Sten laughed. And made anote to give the real skinny to whoever took over his section of theling; he
wondered how the man would take the basic instruction—remember, tell your peopleto act rea stupid.
But in the meantime, he had to figure out how he was going to move his merry marauders back through
the enemy linesto this probably non-existent fort.

Whatever he did, hefigured it would get pretty interesting.
CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR
Asfar as Strongpoint Sh'aarl't went, getting there was not half the fun.

It took five full nightsfor Sten's troopies to reach the long-abandoned fort. It Sarted with the small
problem that his sailors thought they were minor heroesinstead of lucky sods. They had agroup
name—Sutton's Sinister Swabbies—which had been created by alivie journdist who had reported on
the Battling Bastards of the Bridgehead. That, of course, had made the Empirewide ‘casts—there was
very littlein theway of good newsthose days.



Alex and Sten privately dubbed their cocky swabsthe Clotting Klutzes of Cavite.

Actualy, either labd would have fit. Through good fortune, they hadn't gotten instantly wiped out. And so
they had survived long enough to learn combat tacticsinginctually. Proof—they were still mostly dive.

Sten hoped to keep them that way.

He moved his detachment to the friendly point closest to this possibly mythica fort. They were ordered
to delouse, drakh, and degrease.

Once again, Sten and Alex went point.

Sten was very tired of being the first man into danger, but he saw no other option. Fortunatdly, Kilgour
felt the same and didn't bother complaining. But both of them would have traded their chanceson
sdvation for eight uninterrupted hours on a feather mattress.

They did through the Tahn front lineswithout problems, two floating ghogts. Finding that hilltop of the
hidden fort was equally easy. Mahoney had sent an op-aimed missile onto its crest, amissile whose
warhead area carried a nav-beacon.

There were, according to the fiche, severa entrywaysto the fort. Sten picked the least obvious—a
supposedly gtill-standing power line maintenance shed.

The monitor panel was hinged and counterweighted. It lifted away without complaint. Sten alowed
himself to hope that thiswould be painless.

It waan't.

He and Alex dropped into the underground passage with a splash. They were in thigh-degp muck. One
of the filtering pumps must have stopped operation some years earlier. So had the vector killers.

Therewere vermin in the tunnd, vermin that thought thiswastheir turf and resented theintruding
two-legs. They bit. Sten wished that the livie tandard, an areablaster, actudly existed. Destroying the
multiple-legged waste eaters one a atime with AM2 blasts from their willyguns would have taken an
eon. Not to mention that the echoing explosionswould have left them quite deaf.

Kilgour had the solution. He pitched bester grenades ahead of him asthey waded toward thefort. Time
losswasn't ordinarily lethd, but it was when the air-breathing victims collapsed into water and drowned.

Eventudly the tunnd climbed upward, and they waded out of mire. Sten found the master control room
and, obeying the TF for the fort, turned the power on.

Lightsflickered, and machinery hummed.

That was al Sten needed for the moment—the fort was mannable. The next step wasto manit. They
returned through the lines and dept through the day.

The second night was spent in a detailed recon of the least perilous route to Strongpoint Sh'aarl't. Sten
and Alex broke that route down into 300-meter segments. That was more than enough.

On thethird night, they positioned their guides. Sten knew that his befuddled sailors, regardless of their
sdlf-opinion, couldn't line-cross without discovery. Hisideawasto take the sailors held walked out of the
hillswith and use them as route guides. Each guide would be responsible for meters of travel. At theend
of hisor her route, he or she would pass people on to the next guide.



Almost anyone can learn to traverse—blind and quietly—300 meters of terrain in one night. Riiiight!

Sten had a'so |oaded the odds on his side. For two nights now Imperid artillery had brought in crashing
barrages exactly a midnight dong the route to the fort. He figured the Tahn would be chortling at the
Empire's predictability and, equally predictably, diving into their shellproofs a midnight.

On thefourth and fifth nights, he moved his sailors forward. The barrages were till mounted but, for
those two nights, aimed to either side of the corridor that Sten and his people would move aong.

Too elaborate, hed told himself. Too true, held aso thought. But you got a better option?

Neither he nor Alex could come up with anything cuter. And so, at midnight of night four, three-person
teams moved out beyond the Empire's perimeter, to be met and hand-held onward by guides.

Sten was betting that forty percent of his people would reach the fort before the Tahn discovered them. If
twenty percent made it from there and if most of the archaic wegponsin the fort worked, he might be
ableto hold the position. Anything else was pure gravy.

Sten, by 0400 hours of thefifth night, was gloating.

Every sngle sailor had madeit to Strongpoint Sh'aarl't’. Sten was starting to believe in them. By silent
consent, he and Alex retired their private nickname for the swabbies.

"A'er tha," asKilgour pointed out. "Ee tha want to christen th'selvesth’ Kilgour-Killin't Campbels, Ah'll
dinnaefash.”

The next task was to find out how much of awhite ephant they were fighting from—and how big afight
it would be.

CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

The fort was more of acement-gray eephant than white, and it wasn't even that much of an elephant.
The beings who had mothballed the structure had done afairly decent job.

Sten found the fort's command center on the second level and sent teams out to investigate the rest of his
base.

Fosswas staring at the fire and control computer. "Lord Harry," he marveled. "They actudly expected
peopleto shoot using this beast? Clottin' thing looks like it should have akick Sarter.”

He pulled an insulated glove on and touched power switches. According to the specs, the sensor
antennae were grid-buried in the fort's armor, so no bedsprings should jump out of the park's grassand

givethingsaway.

Theair stank of singed insulation—but the computer cameto life. Foss unfolded amodern hand-held
computer, did the screen out, and started creating a glossary. The computer worked—but the symbols
and readouts were those of along-forgotten age.

Sten had the environment controls on standby. When they went into action, he would turn them on. But
until then, he didn't want vent fans showing above the ground. He and his people would just havetolive
with the odor. The entire fort smelled musty, like along-ignored clothes closet.

About haf of the visua sensor screenswere dive. Sten, once again, didn't use any of the controls that
would swivd the pickups.



Okay, hetold himsdif. | can aim at something—I think.
Let'sseeif there's anything working in the bang department.

He went up into the top-level ready rooms. His squad |eaders were aready assigning troops to them.
Sten let them go about their business. He was busy studying the TO boards. Among the missing pieces of
dataon the fort had been the list of personnel required to man the base. As Sten had suspected, there
were supposed to be far more soldiers than he had in his approximately 125-strong detachment.

Sten juggled bodies around. He wouldn't need to worry about the missile crewmen—that helped alot.
Cooks, bakers, and so forth—his people could rustle their own rations. Instead of three shifts, he would
run watch on/watch off.

Hewas still about 400 people short.

Sten continued hisingpection, going up the laddersinto each of the turrets. Three of the four chaincannon
looked asif they would work, and one of the quad projectile mounts would be online.

The maintenance machines had done their work—the cannon gleamed in dust-free, oily darkness. Tapia
was studying the guns, trying to figure out exactly how each of them worked. Idedlly, they would be
automatically loaded, aimed, and fired. But if the command center was hit or the F-and-C computer went
down, each turret would have to be capable of independent action.

Tapiawas pretty sure that she could test the shell hoiststhat led from the fourth-level ammo dump up into
the turrets without the turrets popping up. Sten told her to run them.

Machinery moaned and hissed. Monitor panels came semidive, informed Tapiathey did not like the way
the machinery was behaving, then shut up aslubricant hissed through long-disused channels and the
hoi st/l oaders showed normd operating conditions.

Tapiaglanced around. She and Sten were alone in the turret's command capsule.
"How do | get aclottin' transfer out of this clottin’ henhouse outfit?' she asked.
"Problems?’

"Hell, yes. | don't like having to just Sit here and wait to get hit. Clottin' better bein® amoving target. And
it saysred clear on my recordsthat | got claustrophobia. And,” she added, scratching thoughtfully at her
neck, "l think | got fleas, too, off that clottin’ bunker | was stuck in."

Having blown steam, she went back to her on-the-job training. Sten admired the turn of her buttocks
under the combat suit, thought a couple of unmilitary thoughts, and continued on his rounds.

Sutton had found the kitchens and brought them to life. He was assisted by two others—the sons of Sr.
Tige. Thetwo Tahn explained that they saw no futurein Sitting around the ruins of the restaurant waiting
to get shelled. Besides, none of Sten's troops could cook their way out of a rationpak. Sten should have
figured out some way to send them back through the lines.

They were civiliansand if captured by the Tahn would be quite legaly executed. But then, on the other
hand, if Cavite City fell, they would be executed as collaborators, even though everyone on Cavite was
supposedly an Imperid citizen. If Cavite City fell? Sten wondered if he was getting sick—there was no
reason for any sort of optimism. When Cavite City fell.

What the clot—the Tiges were probably in no worse shape with him than anywhere e se.



Besides, there was business. Sutton ran down the supply station.

The spindar had persondly lumbered down the rows of ammunition on the bottom level. The pumps had
kept the dump from flooding, and the rack sprays had lubricated the stored rounds at intervals.

Bedding? Mr. Sutton lifted arear leg and scratched the back of his neck. Forget bedding—the
dehumidifiers on the third level were wonky. The living spaces themsalves were dmost uninhabitable.

That wasn't a problem. The troops could doss down in the ready rooms.
Water? Again, no problem. The rain collectorswere in perfect condition, as were the purifiers.
Retions?

Sutton was outraged. "I am preparing afull report, Commander. Cha-chuff. Whoever wasthe
guartermaster was on the dropsy! An out-and-out crook!"

Sten smiled. Sutton was getting moralistic on him.

"Examinethis" Sutton growled, and pointed to acomputer screen. "Imperia regulations specify that each
serving trooper isto be afforded abaanced, interesting diet. Am | correct?”’

"Imperid regulations specify alot of thingsthat get conveniently lost in the shuffle.”

Sutton ignored Sten's reference to his past. "Baanced, interesting, with full provision for nonhumanoid or
specid diets.”

"GA,”

"Look at what this unspeakable person did! All that we have warehoused here are paked legumes and
freeze-dried herbivore flesh! How can | feed my people on thingslike this? How can the Tiges manage to
keep the rations interesting? We might aswell hook ourselves up to amass converter and be done with
ith"

"Welive on nothing but beans and beef for afew days," Sten comforted, "well dl be our own mass
converters”

"Not humorous.”
"Besides,” Sten continued, "The Tahn are going to wipe us out before we get bored.”
"Commander, I'm gppalled. Y ou have been associating with that Kilgour for entirely too long.”

Sten nodded agreement and went back to the command center. It wastime to get in touch with Mahoney
and tell him that Strongpoint Sh'aarl't was ready for war.

Genera Mahoney wanted to make very sure that his new fort would remain undiscovered until exactly
the right moment. His com line with Sten was viaa ground-cable ULF transmitter. Sten responded with
previoudy coded single-dit signals. Other than that, the fort remained completely passive.

It took Mahoney four daysto prepare hismgjor offensive.

A battle can have many objectives—to gain territory, to mask a second attack, etc. Mahoney's attack



was designed to kill Tahn soldiers.

He explained his battle plan very carefully to Admira van Doorman. Once van Doorman understood the
plan, he was ecstatic. He was sure that the battle would shatter the Tahn and force them to withdraw
from Cavite—or at least to retreat into defensive quarters.

lan Mahoney wondered how van Doorman had managed to spend so many yearsin the service and still
believe there was a pony in there somewhere.

The most that could happen was that the Tahn juggernaut might be thrown back and stalled for awhile,
Mahoney saw no other strategy than the one he had begun with—to try to keep fighting until Cavite
could be reinforced. Thiswas apossibility that he viewed asincreasingly unlikely. But in the meantime, he
could make victory increasingly expensvefor Lady Atago and the Tahn.

And so, expecting nothing, the Empire attacked.

The Tahn, of course, had air supremacy around the perimeter. Their constantly patrolling tacships made
sure that any men or vehicles moving near the lines stood an odds-on chance of being hit.

Farther back, closer to Cavite Base, Mahoney till had enough functioning AA launchersto keep off dl
but magor Tahn air strikes. Under cover of darkness, he moved haf of hisavailable launchersforward
and positioned them just inside the perimeter sector near Strongpoint Sh'aarl't.

Van Doorman had very few warships | eft besides the carefully hidden Svampscott. But one of them was
the destroyer commanded by Halldor, the Husha.

The Tahn normally kept their tacships grounded during darkness, maintaining air superiority with
destroyers equipped with warning sensors some kilometers beyond the lines. A night sortie by Imperia
shipswould bring an instant response, but the Tahn ground-support craft would not be worn out by
congtant patrolling.

At sunrise, the Tahn tacships lifted from their forward bases toward the lines.

At sunrise plus fifteen minutes, the Husha bellowed out of its underground hanger and, at full Y ukawa
drive, swept toward and then across the perimeter. Wegpons yammering, the Husha shattered theflotilla
of Tahn ships patrolling that sector. By the time the Tahn had cruisers and destroyers over that part of the
perimeter, the Husha was aready grounded and safe.

Lady Atago and Admira Deska asked why an Imperiad ship would have made the sweep. The answer
was obvious—van Doorman proposed an attack.

They reinforced their aerid e ements and sent them forward over thelines.

The Tahn ships were easy targets as the Empire's AA tracks threw off their camouflage and launched.
More Tahn ships, including one cruiser, were killed. The Tahn infantry was put on full dert.

And the Imperia Forces made their assaullt.

Atago was surprised—the first wave wasn't made up of Guard forces. Instead, ragtag soldiers of the
naval provisona battalions went forward.

For the Tahn landing forces, they were easy targets.



The nava battalions held briefly, then regled back, back beyond their original positions.

Thiswasthe weak point that Atago had been waiting for. Thiswas a chance to drive a spearhead
through the Empiréeslines and possibly take Cavite Base itsdlf.

Thetimewas doseto nightfall.
Atago ordered her forcesto consolidate their sdlient. At dawn, they would attack once more.

Four hourslater, both Elilnt and Sigint told Atago that Mahoney was reinforcing the defensive positions
with armor. What few assault tracks were undamaged appeared, indeed, to be moving toward the
perimeter.

Very good, Lady Atago thought. Her own heavy equipment outnumbered the Imperid tracks by ten to
one. Now was the chance to completely smash the Imperia Forces on Cavite. She stripped her own
units bare, sending armor forward, organized by hastily established combat commands.

The plan, she knew, would be that at dawn she would attack. General Mahoney would counterattack
with histanks. And her own mailed fist would rumble forward.

There were three hours until dawn.
Lady Atago dept the deep of aheroine.
Generd lan Mahoney, on the other hand, durped caff and snarled.

From hissde of thelines, things were very different. The attack by the Husha had been very ddliberate,
intended to destroy not only Tahn tacships but their reinforcements. That assault had indeed been made
by navd battalions, but battaions commanded by officers from the First Guards, who had carefully
choreographed the events. Attack... and then fall back beyond the lines.

The Tahn counterattack reached positions predetermined by Mahoney, positionsthat were actualy
indefengble.

The backup armor that Mahoney had moved forward was mostly gravd eds equipped with noise
samulators. They broadcast using call sgns of the Guards armor and on Guards armor wavelengths.

Only sixteen Guard assault tracks were on the front lines. At dawn, they went forward—and were
obliterated.

It was adisaster. But none of the Tahn investigated those smoking hulks and found out that they were
remote-controlled. Not a single Guardsman died in those tracks.

Atago sent her armor in to attack through the salient.

The com grid hummed, and outside the Imperid perimeter, hydraulics hissed into motion and gun turrets
ripped through turf, their cannon seeking and then locking onto their targets.

Strongpoint Sh'aarl't was dive.
Aliveandkilling.



CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

No oneingdethefort was entirely sure that the chaincannon, even though they looked functiond,
wouldn't blow up when the first round went down the tubes. Sten had ordered the crews out of the
turrets and the flash doors sedled before he gave the firing command.

The three cannon roared, sounding like, as Tapia somewhat indelicately put it, "dragons with diarrhea.”
With arate of fire of 2,000 rounds per minute, the sound was awall of solid explosions.

The chaincannon had been intended for defense against high-speed aerid attackers. So although the
computer may have been primitive by Foss's standards, its ability to acquire the low-speed targets that
werethe Tahn tankswasinfalible.

The shellswere supposed to be incendiary, but only about athird of them went off. It didn't matter—the
solid sheet of metal Smply can-openered the armor.

Sten heard asquedl of "1t works! 1t works!"—probably from Tapia—as he ordered the gun crews back
into the turrets.

Strongpoint Sh'aarl't worked very well indeed.

Thefirst wave of tankswas aready rumbling through what had been the Imperia outer perimeter when
Mahoney ordered the fort to open up. Meanwhile, three-man Guards teams armed with hunter/killer
missiles came out of their spider holes and daughtered the Tahn tracks within minutes.

Sten had more than enough targets in the three kilometers between the fort and the perimeter.

Lady Atago was holding the bulk of her armor back to reinforce the spearhead. Since the Tahn knew
they had air superiority and were out of line-of-sight of the perimeter, they had the tanks stacked up
along the approach routes bow to stern.

Sten, or rather, Foss—or rather the fort's computer—Iet the chaincannon follow those jammed rubbled
roads. The computer tabbed sixty tanks hit and destroyed, and then a series of sympathetic explosions
sent firebals boiling down the streets. The computer, alittle sulkily, told Fossthat it had lost count.

A red light gleamed—the quad projectile turret, Alex in charge, wasin action. The Tahn infantry had
recovered from the shock of being hit from the rear and were attacking toward the hill. Aslong asthe
antipersonnel chaingun kept firing, it would keep the gruntswell out of effective range. Nothing hand-held
could punch through the fort's armor—or so the archai c pecifications promised.

"All turrets. You'reon loca control. Find your own targets.”

Finaly Tapiahad some power. She sat in the command capsule on the gunlayer's Sght. 1t looked not
unlike a padded bicycle sans whedls, with ahood atop its handlebars. The handlebars, backed by the
turret's own computer, were daved to the cannon.

Four tanks blew apart before the attacking column was able to reverse out of sight behind a building. Out
of sght—but not safe. Tapia shouted for the cannon's rate-of -fire control to maximum and chattered a
long burst dong the ruin's base. The building toppled, crushing the tanks.

Tapiaexperimented. If shekept firing her gun at maximum rate, the fort would run dry—agauge showed
that the ammo lockers for the gun were aready down to eighty percent capacity. She learned how to
consarve. Set the cannon'srate of fire to minimum (about 750 rpm) and tap the firing key. Exit one tank.



Thiswasinteresting, Tapiathought. She spotted six armored fighting vehicles crossing into the open, spun
her sights, but wastoo late as another turret blew them into scrap metal. Tapia swore and looked around
the battlefield again.

The fort was surrounded by the hulks of burning tanks. Smoke plumed up into asolid column around the
strong-point. Tapiaswitched her sights from opticd to infrared and found something interesting.

A track—and it ain't shooting a me. Very interesting. The track was in fact acommand track housing the
Tahn armored brigade commander. Since the CT had required an el aborate communications setup yet its
designers hardly wanted the track to be readily identifiable as the brains behind an attack, the main gun
had been replaced by adummy. Tapia chortled, amed carefully, and...

And the fort shook and her ears clanged in spite of the protective muffsal of the saillorswore.

In the command center, Sten hit ared control, and al of the turrets popped down, leaving nothing but a
featureless hilltop for the now-positioned Tahn artillery to shoot a. The environmental system had
finished venting the fort and had stored air in backup tanks. If Atago deployed anuke or chemicals, Sten
was ready to switch the fort into its own environment.

Sten doubted that would happen—Lady Atago needed thisrea estate to attack through. And only inthe
war liviesdid soldiers choose to fight in the balky, uncomfortable, and dangerousfighting suitsif there
was any other option.

"All combat tations. Report.”

"Turret A. All green.”

"Turret C. Werefine. Noiser'n hell, Skipper." That was Tapia, of course.

"Turret D. They're knocking up some dust. No damage.”

"No puh-roblems from the shotgun squad, boss," Kilgour reported from the antipersonnel turret.

Sten was garting to be alittle impressed with whoever had built thisfort, regardiess of their obvioudy
moronic ingpiration.

A screenlit. It was Mahoney. With the fort in the open, he had reverted to a standard com link with
Sen.

"Report!" Mahoney, in midoperation, was dl efficiency.

"Strongpoint Shaarl't,” Sten said, equaly formaly, "at full combat readiness. Expended wegponry
filed...now! No casudties reported. Awaiting orders.”

Mahoney cracked asmile. "Adequate, Commander. Stand by. They'll be hitting you full-strength next.”
"Understood. Sh'aarl't. Out."
The Tahn assault tracks were pulled back out of range of the fort's cannon. Atago tried air strikes.

Sten, not expecting any red results, switched the fire and control computer for agriad targets. Now on
fully automatic, the guns devated, whined, and spat fire.

Tahn tacships were sharded out of the skies. This should not be happening, Sten told himself. | am
manning an archaic wegpons system. Hasn't technology progressed?



Foss had the explanation. Archaic, wasit? The gunswere tracking, and the projectiles proximity fuses
were detonating on, long-abandoned frequencies. None of the Tahn ships had ECM sets broadcasting
on those frequencies.

Sten was starting to fedl acertain fondness for hisancient gray € ephant.

"Shall we abandon the attack, Lady?"
Atago ran yet another prog on the computer. "Negative."
Deskatried not to show surprise. " The attrition rate from that one fort is unacceptable.”

"Thisistrue. However, consder this. That fort is quite effective. The Imperial Forces are weak.
Therefore, if that fort can be destroyed, we should be able to punch completdly through their lines. And
al that is necessary isto change our tactics. Which | have dready done. Thefirst stlage shall commence
within moments.”

It was fortunate for the Tahn that Lady Atago had tried to prepare for any eventudity when she
structured her battle plans. She hit Strongpoint Sh'aarl't with monitors.

Monitors should not have been part of the Tahn fleet for the Cavite operation, since there would be no
conceivable use for the single-purpose behemoths.

Monitorswere large, bulky warships. They were heavily armored and carried light secondary antimissile
armament. Their only weapon was a single monstrous launch tube located aong the ship's centerling,
much asthe Kali launch tubes on the Bulke ey-class tacships were located, but enormoudy larger. The
missile—projectile—fired by the monitors was, in fact, somewhat larger than atacship.

A monitor was aminiature spacecraft powered by AM2 engines. It was guided by asingle operator into
itstarget, and was intended for offplanet warfare, to be used againg fortified moonlets or planetoids only.

Tahn intelligence had told Atago that no such space forts existed in the Fringe Worlds. Atago decided,
however, to add two to her flegt, just in case. Now those two monitors were deployed against Sten's
fort.

One monitor hovered, nose down, just outside Cavite's atmosphere, and fire belched from itsnose. The
missile flashed downward.

The reason that monitors weren't used against close-range targets became obvious. At full AM2 drive, it
isamost impossible for the operator to acquire histarget and home the missile in. Automatic homing was
aso, of course, too dow. The vast standoff distances of space warfare were vital for success, especidly
sincethe cost of each missile wasjust about that of a manned tacship.

Atago was not concerned with any of that—if Cavitesfal was ddayed much longer, Atago's own fall
would be guaranteed.

Still accdlerating, the first missle missed the fort by only 500 meters—its operator was very skilled. The
shock wave flattened what ruins were ill standing near Strongpoint Sh'aarl't for dmost akilometer.

Sten was getting out of his command chair when the missile landed. He found himsdlf sprawled flat



againgt awall two meters away, in blackness. A generator hummed, and secondary lighting went on. Sten
was seeing double. Dust motes hung inthe air.

He stumbled back to the board. "All stations. Report!™
And, amazingly, they did.

Theimpact, of course, had been even more severe up in the turrets. Tapia was bleeding from the nose
and ears. But her cannon was still battle-worthy, aswere Turrets A and D. The video to Kilgour's
antipersonnd turret was out, but there was till an audio link to the center.

By the time Sten had his status, Foss had analyzed what had hit them.

"Very nice" Sten sad. Ears il ringing, he and everyone e sein the fort were talking very loudly. "What
happensif they hit usdirect?

"No prog available," Foss said.
"Very niceindeed. Can you give us any warning?'

"Not when they launch. But they'll be bringing those two monitors on and off station to fire. 1t'll take'em
sometimeto reload. As soon asthey get on-gtation, I'll hit the buzzer.

" Speaking of which," Foss said, looking at a screen, "that other clot's getting ready to try hisluck.”

Sten had timeto order all turret crews down into the ready rooms before the second missile hit. Thisone
missed by dmost afull kilometer, and the shock was no worse than, Sten estimated, getting punched by
Alex.

The gun crews recovered and clattered back up the laddersinto the turrets. There were targets waiting
for them. Atago had started the second stage, sending assault units forward just when she saw thefort's
turretsturtle up. Behind the tracks moved waves of assault infantry.

But her plan became abloody stalemate. The monitor's rounds did drive Sten's sailors from their guns.
But they also destroyed anything around the fort that could have been used as cover for the tracks.

And the monitorstook avery long timeto reload and fire. There was not time enough for the tracksto
close on thefort after the missle exploded before Strongpoint Sh'aarl't was blasting back.

They had reached astalemate. It wasn't livable ingde the fort, but it was survivable. And then two things
occurred:

The seventh round from amonitor hit about 175 meters from the fort. The blast was enough to smash the
lock on the second, unmanned and inoperable, antipersonnd quad projectile turret. The turret popped
up—and stayed up.

And on Sten's central control board, no warning light went on.

The second thing was that Tahn Superior Private Heebner got lost.
CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

Private heebner would never be used on arecruiting poster. He was short—barely within the Tahn
minimum-height requirements—somewhat bowlegged, and had a bit of apotbelly. Not only thet, his
attitude wasn't very heroic, ether.



Heebner had been conscripted from hisfather's orchards most reluctantly. But he knew better than to
express that rel uctance to the recruiting officer—the Tahn had Draconian pendtiesfor and loose
interpretations of draft resistance. He became even more reluctant when the classification clerk &t the
induction center informed Heebner that the military had no equivdent for "Fruit, Tree, Manua Gatherer
of" and promptly made him a prospective infantryman.

Heebner endured the physica and mental batterings of training quietly in the rear rank. Since he expected
nothing, he wasn't as disappointed as some other recruits who discovered that an active duty battalion
wasrun just as brutdly as basic training. All Hegbner wanted was to do the minimum necessary to keep
his squad sergeant from striking him, to stay dive, and to go home.

The private was dightly proud of himsdf for having survived this much of the war. He had an eyefor
good cover, excdllent fear reactions, and an unwillingness to volunteer—mostly. Heebner had made a
brilliant discovery during training. Volunteer duties were mostly in two categories—

the extremely hazardous and the extremely dirty. Dirty frequently meant safe.

Heebner speciaized in getting on those kind of details—digging holesfor any purpose, bringing rations up
through the muck, unloading gravdeds, and so forth, since he had learned that they generdly werentt
done under fire. And so he had survived.

Hiswillingness to accept the drakh details even got him promoted one notch. Heebner now had to be
wary—if he continued doing well, they might make him anoncommissioned officer. Which meant, to
Heebner, abigger target. He was contempl ating whether he should commit some minor offense—enough
to get him reduced in rank but not enough to earn a beating from his sergeant.

That morning the company his squad was part of had been ordered into the attack against the cursed
Imperid fort. The Tahn infantry had nicknamed it AshHome: atacking thefort wasavirtua certainty that
one's cremated remains would be sent out on the next ship—assuming that one's remains were
recovered. Many Tahn bodies lay unrescued in the mire around the fort, buried and then resurrected by
exploding rounds.

Superior Private Heegbner waslagging just behind the line of advancing troops when Tapia opened fireon
the two assault tracks supporting his company. He dived for cover, heard shouts from his sergeant to
keep moving, picked himself up—and around from the monitor dammed in. Heebner went down again,
stunned. He was il out when his squad advanced—straight into aburst from Alex's antipersonnel quad
mounts.

Heebner staggered back to consciousness and his feet. Behind him the tracks billowed greasy smoke.
Therewas no sign of his squad or company. Most of them were dead. Heebner's mind told him that
there was no point continuing the attack if everyone ese had given up. He should return to hisown lines.

He waded through the mire, concentrating on not falling down again. Cannon rounds splattered nearby,
and Heebner ate dirt.

Not dirt, he corrected himsdlf. Hewas lying against meta. But no one was shooting a him. And there
were no cascades of mud falling on him from exploding shells.

Heebner took stock—and moaned in horror. Somehow he had gotten turned around. Instead of finding
hisway back to hisown lines, the Tahn private was lying on the low mound that was the Imperid fort.
Next to him wasthe shiny, if dented, barrel of agun turret. Heebner considered prayer. But there were
no bullets dashing a him. He waslying next to the unmanned antipersonnd turret, the one that the
monitor's seventh round had blown open.



Very well. He could just wait here until night and then escape. And then he remembered that greet
gpaceship somewhere up there. One of those shellswould spread him like oil over the fort's carapace.
Another redlization—nhe could see agap between the four muzzles sticking out of the turret and the turret
itself. He crawled toward it. The blast had bent back the guns bullet shield.

Sheer panic impelled Heebner to take the next step. He did through and thunked down onto concrete.
Ashelanded, his brain began working again. Y ou just entered thisfort. Where there are Imperialswho
probably have fangsthe size of pruning hooks?

And then another round from the monitor dammed in, and Heebner was out for close to an hour.

He camefuzzily awake, surprised that he was il alive and not resident in one of the Empire's cooking
pots. Heebner, like most of the uneducated Tahn soldiers, believed that the Imperia troops ceremonially
atetheir enemies,

But hewasdive. Uninjured.
And thirsty. He drank from his canteen.
Hewas hungry, too. His company had attacked carrying only ammunition.

Heebner looked around the insgde of the turret. There were lockers againg the turret. He explored them.
Gas auits... radiation suits... and emergency rations. Heebner fumbled a pak open and sampled. He
smiled. Mest. It was something that a Tahn of his classwould be permitted only once or twice ayesr.
The next pak was aso met. It joined its brother in his ssomach. The third was beans. Heebner sniffed at
them, then set the pak aside. Other cans went into his combat pack.

What now?

More of hisbrain, possibly stimulated by the beef, woke up. They told usthisfort was full of soldiers.
Why, then, isthis postion not manned? Wasit hit?

There were no sgns of damageto thewalls.

Heebner found that he had two choices—either he could remain where hewas, or he could flee. If he
gtayed in the turret, eventudly that monstrous cannon would kill him.

If he fled back toward the Tahn lines, there would be questions. Why was he the only survivor of his
squad? Had he hid? Had he avoided the attack? The penalties for cowardice under fire were most
barbaric.

Wait. If he came back with some vauable information, they might not punish him. Such as?

Of course. Fellow soldiers could use this gap in the turret to take the fort! But wait. If dl you return with
isaway into the fort, won't your officers expect you to guide the assault formation?

Heebner grimaced. That could be an excellent way to become dead. He brightened. If he returned with
some very interesting piece of information, they would send him up to higher heedquarterswith it, while
other unfortunates made the attack.

What could he bring back?

The hatchway leading down into the bowels of the fort was nearby. Heebner undogged it and climbed
downward.



Theladder ended in alarge room with bunks. Heebner looked wigtfully at one of them. Even though it
amdled, it was il better than anything he had dept on since he had landed on Cavite.

A largeroom with bunks... alarge, deserted room? How many Imperidsarein thisfort, he wondered?
He found the courage to investigate.

Heebner went out of the ready room into a central passageway. Seconds later, another shell from the
monitor earthquaked down. It must have missed by a considerable distance. Heebner heard the clatter of
feet and peered out. A group of Imperiasran out of another ready room and climbed up into one of the
main turrets. Heebner counted. Only ten? How many people were there, anyway?

Weasit possible that there were only ahandful of Imperias holding back the Tahn? So it would appesr.

That was enough for Hegbner. Thiswould be vauable information. Enough to kegp him from being sent
forward again. The intelligence might be va uable enough, he hoped, for him to report to company
headquartersinstead of to his platoon leader. If his company commander il lived. Thiscould be an
excedlent way to stay out of the assaullt.

Superior Private Heebner made hisway out of the fort, made the nightmare journey back to hisown
lines, and reported.

And found himsdf standing in front of Lady Atago, more terrified than he had been ingdethe fort. He
was not required to make the fina assault on Strongpoint Sh'aarl't. Instead, he was promoted to fire team
leader, given amedd, and reassigned to the rear.

Heebner was safe. That was enough. It did not matter to him that he wasn't mentioned in the livies
trumpeting the reduction of the Imperid fort.

That honor went to Tahn Assault Captain Santol, afar more heroic-looking Tahn. And if it was an honor,
he earned it.

CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

Sten wondered what would come next when the monitors shdllfire stopped. He wondered if they would
run out of projectiles but rather dully hoped that both ships had chamber explosions.

Worry about what comes next when it comes next, he said, and ordered dinner—breakfast? lunch?—up
for his people. Herotated athird of the crews down to the mess hdll to eat. After everyonewasfed, he
planned to go to fifty percent dert and let at least some of his sailors deep.

It didn't work that way.

Contreras stepped off the ladder from the command leve to the ready room and burped. A full belly led
her to consider other luxuries. Seep... abath... aclean uniform... hell, shetold hersdf, why not wish for
everything. Like adischarge, spending her accumulated pay on atourist world where the most primitive
machinewas abicycle, and faling in love with a handsome officer. Officer? She caught hersdf. Too long
in the service, woman. Clot the military. A rich civilian.

A smile crept across her lipsjust asthe Tahn projectile blew most of her chest avay.

The Tahn assault teams had managed to approach the fort without being seen. Since the fort's computer
still showed the jammed antipersonnd carrier as being housed, the warning sensors showed no
movement in that sector. Actudly the beams were being returned—bouncing—off the turret, returning to
the transmitter and being automaticaly disregarded as part of ground clutter.



Lady Atago's analysis from Private Heebner's report was very correct, giving about an eighty-five
percent chance that the area beyond that jammed turret would be in adead zone.

Captain Santol's navigation had been exact—the assault e ements closed in on the fort dong that sector,
no more than two abreast. Between the shiftsfor eating and the sailors exhaustion, the Tahn weren't
noticed on any of the visual screensdill active.

Onceinddetheturret, Captain Santol put two trusted sergeants in front, armed with riot weapons.
Behind them were grenadiers and one tripod-mounted heavy projectile wegpon, and then Captain Santol
and his senior sergeant behind them.

Contreraswasn't the firgt to die—two sailors had been jumped from the rear and garrotted. But she was
thefirst to be shot.

The explosion clanged down the corridors of the fort.

Sten bolted up, and his plate spattered beans and beef across the deck. Accidenta discharge... like hell,
he redlized, as he saw Tahn soldiers scuttling forward on one of the command center'sinternal screens.

He dammed the darm and opened a mike.

"All personnel." Hisvoice was quite cdm. "There are Tahn troops ingde the fort. All personnd, secure
entry to your areas. Alex?'

"Sir?' Even on the com there was a bit of abrogue.
"Can you see how these clotsgot in?"
There was a pause. "Thas naught on the screens, sir. Ah'll bet thall hae comein frag aturret.”

That |eft two possibilities: Either of the two inoperable turrets—one, the second antipersonnd quad
projectile turret; two, the second Turret B—could be breached. But the computer showed both secure.

"Turret C," Sten ordered. "Local control. Target—Tahn infantry approaching thefort. Fireat will."
He switched to another channdl.

"Turrets A and D. Send five troops down to secure your ready rooms. There are no friendlies moving.
Kilgour. If you've got anybody loose, get them to the command center.”

"Onth way. Wat."

Alex should have stayed at the antipersonnel turret. But it took only one person to fire the quad projectile
weapon. Heleft that one and, with six others, went looking for blood.

Sixteen sailors manning Turret A went out of their turret, headed toward the Tahn. The two forces met in
acorridor. The battle was very quick—and very letha. The AM2 rounds from the willyguns mostly
missed. But hitting the concrete walls of the corridor, they exploded, sending concrete shrapnel
shotgunning into the Tahn.

Captain Santol lost two squads before he could get a crew-served weapon firing. And then the Sixteen
sailors went down in aswelter of gore as projectiles whined and ricocheted.

Santol waved a squad forward, over the bodies and up into the turret. The rest of the sailors assigned to
Turret A died there.



A second maneuver dement of the Tahn tore into the element from Turret D. The sailors fought
bravely—but weren't amatch for the experienced Tahn soldiers.

Sten swore as he watched on a screen.

The Tahn were between his command center and the still-fighting Turret C. Sten had Foss and three
computer clerksfor an assault eement. Thiswould be stupidity, not nobility. But again—he had no
options.

The Tahn assault company was spread out through the fort's corridors. They were good, Sten had to
admit. Their tactic wasto spray fire around a corner, send one man diving across the corridor for
Security, put two men in place as guards, and move on. And still another Tahn company wasfiling in
through the damaged personndl turret.

Then the counterattack hit.

Thiswas not Kilgour's pathetic strike force of saven, which was till moving down the long tube that led
to the fort's center. This attack came from underneath—from the storage spaces.

There were five humans, including the two Tahn brothers. They were led by the spindar, Mr. Willie
Sutton. They were pushing in front of them asmall gravpalet. On it there werefifteen or so tall metal
cylinders. Emergency oxygen tanks.

The counterattack came out of an unnoticed hatchway, hafway down acorridor. At thefar end was
Captain Santol and his command group.

Sutton was bellowing like aberserk siren as he rumbled forward.
" Shoot them! Shoot them down,” Santol shouted, and projectiles crashed down the corridor.

The six Imperid sailorswere cut down in the blast. The gravpallet drifted on another ten meters before it
dowed to a stop.

Santol ran toward the bodies, areaction team behind him. There would be more Imperias coming out of
that hatch.

He did around the gravded. .. and Sutton reared up in front of him. Scales were ripped away, and ichor
oozed from his wounds and mouth. The spindar loomed to hisfull height over the Tahn officer.

Santol's pistol was coming up, but late, too late, as claws sprang out of Sutton's forearm and bludgeoned
forward, ripping away most of the Tahn'sface. Santol screamed and went down.

His soldierswerefiring. Sutton staggered back, against the wall, then forward again. From somewhere,
he pulled aminiwillygun, brought it up, and fired—not at the Tahn but behind them, at the gravpallet. The
round tore a cylinder open. Oxygen hissed, and then aricocheting round sparked.

The corridor exploded, catching the Tahn in aminiature firestorm creeted by the exploding oxygen. Half
of Santol's company died along with their commander. The disoriented survivorsfdl back toward the
entrance.

Kilgour waswaiting at across-tube. Again, the Tahn were not expecting an ambush. They fdl back ill
farther.

It was the best chance Sten would have.



Hefound the nearest wall com. "All ations. All sations. Thisis Sten. Evac to entry. | say again. Evacto
e,]trylll

He and hisfour people linked up with Alex's crew and the one troop that had been left in the AP turret,
and set up arear guard.

It was not necessary. The CO of the second Tahn assault company had ordered most of the soldiers out
of thefort. They would regroup and counterattack.

By thetimethey did, Tapidsentire crew had madeit to the fort's exit.

They went back down the underground passage |eading to the flattened maintenance shed, splashing
through the deep muck. The shed was gone, but the hatch still operated.

Sten stood by it, taking ahead count as his surviving sailors wearily climbed out. There were thirty-two
|€ft.

He formed them up and started across the flattened wastes toward the Imperid perimeter. Haf a
kilometer away, Sten took asmall transmitter from his belt, snapped off the two safety locks, and
pressed a switch.

Three minutes later, det charges would go, and Strong-point Sh'aarl't—or Sutton, or Tige, or
whoever—was going to be alarge crater in the ground.

The Tahn could have the privilege of naming it.
CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

Two hours before dawn, Tanz Sullamora's shielded gravded was cleared to land in the ruins of Arundel
Cadlle.

There were only two man-made objects above ground. One was atransportable shielded landing dome,
very common on radioactive mining planets but most incongruous in the heart of the Empire. The second
wasavery tal flagpole. At its pesk hung two flags—the gleaming standard of the Empire and, below it,
the Emperor's house banner, gold with the letters"AM 2" superimposed over the negative element's
atomic structure.

All Imperia broadcasts showed the ruins and the flag as their opening and closing shots. The symbol may
have been obvious—but it Sgnified. The Emperor, like the Empireitself, may have been hard-hit, but he
was gtill ganding fast and fighting.

Rad-suited guardsmen led Sullamora, aso in antiradiation gear, from his ship through decon showersand
into one of the drop shafts leading down toward the Imperial command center below the paace ruins.

At the shaft base, Sullamora clambered out of his suit, was decontaminated once more, and was ushered
into the center. Two Gurkhas escorted the merchant prince down long paneled corridorsthat, even at
this hour, werefilled with scurrying officers and techs. Sullamora caught tantalizing glimpses, through
portalsthat did open and shut, of prog boards, huge computer screens, and war rooms.

He did not know that his route led through what the Emperor called adog and pony show. The work
wasred, and the staff beings were busy—but everything he saw was nonvita standard procedures such
asrecruiting, training status, finance, and so forth.

The Emperor's own suite had a so been carefully decorated to leave visitorswith certain impressions.



There were many anterooms, cgpable of holding any delegation or delegate isolated until the Emperor
was ready to meet. The walls were gray, and the furniture was two shades above Spartan. Wallscreens
showed mysterious, unexplained maps and projections that would be replaced periodicaly with equaly
unknown charts and graphs. The Emperor's quirky sense of humor had decided that some of them were
battle plans from wars fought thousands of years previoudy. Thusfar, no one had found him out.

The Emperor's own quarters were alarge bedroom, akitchen that resembled awarship's mess areg, a
conference room, amonstrous computer center/briefing room, and a persond library. These were dso
fairly amply furnished, not so much to continue the command center image but because the Emperor had
little redl interest in the tide of pomp and thrice-gorgeous ceremony.

The wallscreens normally showed scenes from the windows of one or another of the Emperor's vacation
homes. But now three images formed amotif throughout hisrooms: the ruins of Arundel above him, a
shot from space showing the Tahn home world of Heeth, and atill of the twenty-seven-member ruling
Tahn Council. The threeimages, he explained, helped focus his attention.

Sullamora spent only afew minutesin an anteroom before being escorted into the Emperor'slibrary.

The Emperor looked and was very tired. He indicated a Sdeboard that held refreshments. Sullamora
declined. The Emperor started, without preamble. "Tanz, I've just requisitioned ten of your high-speed
liners”

Sullamora’s eyes widened, but the capitalist managed to bury any other reaction. The Emperor, after all,
had cdled him by hisfirst name.

"Sir, any of my resources are yours. Y ou have only to ask."

"No drakh," the Emperor agreed. Then he asked, seemingly irrelevantly, "How long have you been
arming your merchant ships?'

"Pardon, Y our Mgesty? Almost al of my ships carry wegpons.”

"Come on, Sullamora. It'sbeen along night, and I'd like to get my head down before dawn. Y ou've got
some ships booming around out there that're armed better'n my frigates.”

"l did," Sullamora admitted, "take the liberty of increasing the wegponry on some of my vessals. Those,
you understand, that were routed near any of the Tahn galaxies.”

"Good thinking," the Emperor said, and Sullamorardaxed. "And that's why I'm grabbing ten of them. I'll
tell you why shortly. The other reason | wanted this meeting isthat I'm requisitioning you."

Sullamoras response was anot particularly intdlectud. "Heh?!

"From twenty minutes ago, you're now my minister of ship production. Y ou'll have aseat on my private
cabinet.”

Sullamorawas gartled. He hadn't even known that the Emperor had a private cabinet.

"I want you to build shipsfor me. | don't care which contractors build them or how. Y our orderswill be
A-Plus category. Y ou have Priority One on any raw materials or personne you need. | need more
warships. Yesterday. | don't havetimefor dl thisbidding, bitching, and backbiting that's been going on.
Pour yoursdlf adrink. I'll have sometea"

Sullamorafollowed orders.



"Weare hurting," the Emperor continued to Sullamora’s back. "The Tahn are taking out my fleetsfaster
than | can commission them. Y ou're going to change al that.”

"Thank you for the honor, Y our Mgesty. What kind of adminigtration do | have?"

"I don't care. Bring in dl those hucksters and sharpies from your own companiesif you want."
"What will my budget be?'

"Y ou tell mewhen you're running out of credits, and I'll get you some more.”

"What about the accounting oversight?'

"Therewont be any. But if | catch you stedling too much from me, or buying junk, I'll kill you.
Persondly.”

The Emperor was not amiling at dl.
Sullamora changed the subject dightly. "Sir. May | ask you something?”'
"Y ou said you'd explain why you need ten of my liners.”

"l shall. Thisisears-only, Tanz." He paused. "I made a bunch of mistakes when thiswar started. One of
them was thinking that my people out in the Fringe Worlds were better than they were."

"But, gr... you sent the First Guards out there.”
"l did. And they'remy best."
"And they'rewinning."

"Theclot they are. They're getting their asswhipped. The Guard—what's |&ft of it—ishangingonto a
teeny little perimeter of one world. About aweek from now, they'll be overrun and destroyed.”

Sullamora swallowed. Thiswas not what the livies had been telling him.

"I put the Guard out there to hold the Caltor System, because sooner or later things are going to change,
and I'm going to need ajumping-off point to invade the Tahn systems.

"I blew it. | thought that I'd get more backup from my dliesthan | have. | aso didn't know the Tahn were
stamping out fleets of warshipslike chegp plastoys. Mistakes. Now I've got to savewhat | can.

"Theresawhole bunch of Imperid civilians on the capita world of Caltor, Cavite. | want your linersin to
get them out. Get them out—and some other people I'll need.”

The Emperor read Sullamoras face and smiled grimly. "Thingslook different when you're on theinside,
Tanz. Y ou're going to see alot more ruin and damnation in the next few days."

Sullamorarecovered. And asked the big question. "Are we going to win thiswar?"
The Emperor Sghed. Thiswas aquestion he was getting alittletired of. "Y es. Eventualy.”

Eventudly, Sullamorathought. He took that to mean that the Emperor was very unsure of things. "When
wedo..."



"When wedo, | shal make very damned sure that the Tahn systems have avery different form of
government. | do not ever want them to return to haunt me.”

Sullamora amiled. "War to the knife, and that to the hilt!"

"That wasn't what | was saying. | want the way the Tahn run their government changed. | don't have any
quarrd with their people. I'm going to try to win thiswar without dusting any planets, without carpet
bombing, or any of the rest. People don't start wars—governments do."

Sullamoralooked at the Emperor. He thought himsdlf to be ahistorian. And just as he collected heroic
art, he admired heroic history. He sort of remembered a statement a heroic Earth seaadmira had made:
"Moderaion in war isabsurdity.”

Hewholly agreed with that. Of course, he wasn't enough of ahistorian to know that the admird in
question had never commanded hisfleet in anything other than aminor skirmish, or that by thetime the
next war occurred both he and the superships he had ordered built had been obsolete and retired.

"l see, Your Highness," he said coldly.

The Emperor did not understand Sullamoras frigidity. "When thewar is over, youll be given the
appropriate awards. | assume some sort of regency appointment might bein order, covering the entire
Tahn aress™

Sullamora suddenly felt that he and the Emperor were speaking entirely separate languages.

He stood, leaving hisdrink barely tasted, and bowed deeply, formally. "1 thank you, Y our Highness. |
shall be prepared to assume my new position within the week."

He wheeled and exited.

The Emperor stared after him. Then he stood, walked around his desk, picked up Sullamoras drink, and
Spped at it thoughtfully. Possibly, he thought, Sr. Sullamoraand | may not be communicating on the same
wavelength.

So?

He set the drink back down, went back to his desk, and keyed the com on for the latest disaster reports.
Hewasworried about his Empire. If he held it together—and in spite of his bluffness, the Eterna
Emperor was starting to wonder—he could worry about individual people later.

Thehdl hecould, heredized.

He put the com on hold and activated a very specia computer. There was oneindividual he had to talk
to. Even though that conversation would be one-sided.

CHAPTER SEVENTY
Genera 1an Mahoney looked at hisreflection in the shattered bits of mirror and considered.

Contrary to what two of the Emperor's favorite and long-dead doggerelisss—Mahoney vaguely
remembered their names as Silbert and Gullivan—there were two models of amodern mgor generd.
Onewasthat of the generd, immaculate in full-dress uniform, posing, three-quarter profile, some sort of
harvesting cutter in hand, in front of hisassembled troops, dl of them dripping medals. The second would
be the same generd, in combat coverdls, willygun smoking—they did that only in the livies—grenades



hanging from his harness, cheering his men forward into some sort of breach or other, in the face of
onrushing hordes of Evil Sorts.

Magor Generd lan Mahoney was neither.

He was wearing combat coverdls, and he did have awillygun dung over one shoulder. But the seet of his
coveralswasripped out; hiswillygun, thanks beto his security, hadn't been fired—yet; and his coveralls
were stained in mud, pink, and mauve.

The Tahn had findly run cross-|ocations on the command transmissions, found Mahoney's command
center, and sent in an obliteration air Strike,

Tahn tacships had either suppressed the few antiaircraft launchers around Mahoney's headquarters or
absorbed the few missiles|eft in their launch racks. Mahoney's headquarters was | eft naked.

Mahoney had been bodily yanked from his command track seconds before a Tahn missile hit it. He had
gone down—into the muck of the street. That accounted for the mud.

Asthe second wave of Tahn tacships camein, he had pelted for shelter—any shelter. He had found it,
diving facefirgt into a semiruined women's emporium. Into, specificaly, the shatter of the makeup
department. That explained the pink and mauve.

The emporium had a huge basement, which Mahoney found convenient for his new headquarters.
Backup com links were brought in, and Mahoney went back to fighting hiswar, morosely scowling at his
reflection in the shatter of amirror lying nearby.

A tech clattered into the room. "Two messages sir. From ImpCen. And your G4 said you'd need this."

ImpCen: Imperid central headquarters. Prime World. And the case the tech held contained one of
Mahoney's most hated security tools.

Helooked at the messages. Thefirst was a conventiona fiche. What was unconventiona about it was the
case that the tech had brought in with him. That case, set to afingerprint lock, contained single-use code
pads. These were pads that the encipher wrote his message onto, and the receiver would decipher using
aduplicate of that same pad. After one use, both sheets of that pad would be destroyed. It was avery
old, but still completely unbreskable, code system.

And Mahoney hated coding amost as much as he loathed formal parades.

The other message had been transcribed onto arather different receptacle. Mahoney's signa branch had
only half adozen of them; they were the ultimate in security, reception fiches sealed into asmall plas box.
Whatever had been transmitted onto that fiche could be seen only by Mahoney himsdlf. Therewasa
single indentation on the box, keyed to Mahoney's thumb poreprints. Once Mahoney put histhumb in the
notch, whatever was on the fiche would begin broadcasting. If he removed it, or thirty seconds after the
message ended—whichever came firss—the fiche would self-destruct.

Mahoney knew that these messages were important—and amost certainly catastrophic. Thefirgt,
encoded onto the single-use pad, would most likely be a set of orders. Heignored it for the moment and
instead jabbed his thumb down onto the plas box.

Suddenly, in the cdllar, standing on a pile of haf-burnt dresses, stood the Eterna Emperor. It wasa
holographic projection, of course.

"lan," the cast began, "we'rein aworld of hurt. I know you've thumbed this before you've decoded your



orders, 0 I'll giveit to you fast.
"I can't back you up.
"I don't have the ships, and | don't have the troopsto send forward.

"I guess you've probably aready figured that as apossibility. Hell, a probability—since there haven't
been any good guysin your skiesfor quiteawhile.

"Red brief, hereswhat your ordersare: | want the First Guards to hold on to Cavite until the last bullet.
Only when dl possible means of resistance have been exhausted do you have my permission to
surrender. Any elements of the Guards that can evade, escape, and continue the struggle as guerrillas
have permission to carry on the fight. | may not be able to keep the clottin' Tahn from treating them as
partisans, but I'll do my best. Y ou probably expected that.

"I'm sending in ten fast linersto pick up the civiliansthat are till on Cavite. Get them out. And | want you
out with them.

"Thisisthe hard part for you, lan. I'm going to have to sacrifice your division. But | am not going to
sacrificewhat the First Guardsredly is.

"Y ou've got probably six E-days until the liners show up, from the time you've received this. | want you
to pull out acadre. Y our best noncoms, officers, and specidists are to be on those liners. The First
Guards Divison will die on Cavite. But there will be anew First Guards. Well reform the divison on
Prime World, and send it out to fight again.

"l sad'we,' and | meant ‘we." Y ou will be the commander of the new First Guards. Which meansthat |
want you on one of thoseliners.

"That isan order, Generd Mahoney. | don't expect you to likeit, or to like me. But that iswhat isgoing
to happen. And | expect you to follow orders.”

The holograph whirled about itself and disappeared. Mahoney stared at the open space where it had
been.

Then he opened his code case and took out the single-use pad—actualy a small computer that
self-destructed its programming asit went.

Sorry, Your Eternal Emperorship, he thought. I'll follow orders. All of them except the last one.
If you're going to let my Guards die, thereisno way in hell | won't be with them.

CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

Sten and the remnants of his command made it back into the dubious safety of the Imperial perimeter
without incident.

He faced afuture that was without options. Sten knew that his ragtag band would be resupplied,
rearmed, and fed back into the meat grinder as the Tahn continued their attacks. He was morosely
wondering who would be the last to die. That was the future—to be killed, wounded, or captured.

Sten was as unused to defeat asthe Empireitself. But there were no options.

Hewas only mildly surprised when the officer in charge of the repple-depple gave him unexpected



orders. His detachment was ordered to turn in al weaponry except their individua arms and stand by for
aspecid assgnmen.

Sten himsdf was to report to Mahoney's tactical operations center. Before reporting, he managed to
scrounge afew liters of water for ashave and ajoygirl's bath, and found afairly clean combat suit that
was pretty closeto hissize.

The TOC was till in the basement of the emporium. Mahoney finished briefing ahandful of officers, adl of
whom looked as battered astheir generd, and motioned Sten into asmall office that had been the
emporium's dipatch room.

Waiting for them was Admird van Doorman.

Mahoney tersdy brought Sten current. Theten liners were inbound to pick up the Imperid civilians and
"selected eements’ of the First Guards. They were escorted by four destroyers—all that could be
spared—and were, so far, undetected by any Tahn patrol. Their ETA was four days away.

Suddenly the 23rd Feet needed its technicians again. There were only four ships still spaceworthy: two
destroyers, including Haldor's ship, the Husha; one ederly picket ship; and the Svampscott.

They were to be made as combat-worthy as possible, immediately. Sten's surviving techs, highly
experienced at improvisation, would be assigned to the Svampscott.

Just assigned the cruiser, Sten wondered? And he al'so wondered if he would get an explanation.

Mahoney was abouit to give him one, when van Doorman spoke for thefirst time. "Generd, thisman is
gill under my command. I'd prefer..."

Mahoney stared at the haggard nava officer, then nodded and exited.

Van Doorman |leaned againgt the side of adesk, staring into emptiness. His voice was nearly a monotone.
"The problem we all seem to face, Commander, isthat the older we get, the lesswe like things to

change’
Sten thought he was beyond surprise—but he was wrong.

"l was very proud of my fleet. | knew that we didn't have the most modern equipment, and that because
we were S0 far from the Empire we didn't dways get the finest sallors. But | knew that we were astrong
fighting force.

"Yes," van Doorman mused. "It's obvious| thought alot of things. So when ayoung flash shows up and
tellsmethat dl | have are spit-and-polish marionettes, and my command structureisrigid, bureaucratic,
obsolete, and blind, | did not take kindly to that officer.”

"Sir, | never said—"

"Just your presence was sufficient,” van Doorman said, adight note of anger entering hisvoice. "l have
made it arule to never apologize, Commander. And | do not proposeto dter that rule. However. The
reason | want you, and whatever's left of your command, assigned to the Svampscott isthat | know the
Tahn will hit us hard when we attempt to withdraw with those liners. | assume heavy casudties. Very
likely induding mysdif."

A safe assumption, Sten thought.



"l have gppointed you as weapons officer of the Svampscott. According to the conventiona chain of
command, you would befourth in charge, under the XO, the navigating officer, and the engineering
officer. Thisisnot atimefor convention,” van Doorman went on, hisvoice flat once more. "'l have
informed al appropriate officersthat, in the event of my being incapacitated, you are to assume command
of the Svampscott.

"Very good, Commander. | waswondering if | would be able to penetrate your poker face.

"Thereason isthat | no longer have any faith whatsoever in those officers| chose to promote to their
present position. | think | selected them morefor their socia compatibility and sycophancy than
command ability. And | am not sure that any of them can handle crisis adequately. Do you understand?’

"Yes3r."

"I have dso informed Commander Halldor that, even though he has a certain amount of timein grade
over you, if | become acasuaty you are to assume command of my fledt.

"My fleet," van Doorman said in mild wonderment. "Two DDs, one museum piece, and ahulk.

"Those are your orders, Commander. | assumeif | survivethewithdrawal, | shall face agenerd
court-martial. Very well. Perhapsit iswarranted. But | am not going to end my career with total defest.
Make sure the Svampscott isfought like acombat ship, and not sometired old man's private toy.” Van
Doorman's voice broke, and he turned his back on Sten.

Sten came to attention, the interview evidently ended.
"Oh, Commander. One more thing. Persond. My daughter sends her grestings.”
"Thank you, Sr. How is Brijit doing?"

"Sheisdill hedthy. Still working with her new... friend." His next words were nearly inaudible. " Another
thing | shdl never understand.”

Sten, with nothing to say, saluted the old man's back and got out.
CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

The four shipsthat were now the 23rd FHeet had gone underground aong with the troops and the
civilians. The two destroyers were hidden about two kilometers gpart in awidened subway tunnel. The
picket ship was camouflaged in aruined hangar. But the ponderous Swampscott had been more difficult
to hide.

Sten wondered if the engineer who had come up with the Svampscott's eventud hiding place was il
dive. Hewould like to have bought the man abeer or six—if therewas till any beer in Cavite City.

Two of the massive bomb craters from the Tahn attack on Empire Day had been widened, deepened,
concrete-floored, and connected. Under cover of night, electronic masking, and a probe by a Guards
battalion, the Svampscott was moved into those craters. The hole was then roofed with lightweight
beams, and a skin was sprayed over them. Plas was then poured and configured to exactly resemble the
craters. None of the Tahn surveillance satdllites or overflights by their spy ships spotted the change.

Sten figured that he would probably have carte blanche when he reported to the Svampscott. Hewas
right. Hisimmediate superiors, van Doorman's appointees, surmised that Sten was the new man and, true
benders and scrapers, believed that his every thought was agenerd order.



Sten carefully scattered the survivors of his own command through every department of the Swampscott.
If the drakh came down—and Sten agreed with van Doorman that it would—at |east there would be one
or two reliable beings he could depend on in every section.

He moved the combat information center, which was aso the secondary command location and his duty
gtation, from itslocation in the second, rearmost "pagoda.” He buried it degp in the guts of the ship,
finding acertain amount of satisfaction in taking over what had previoudy been the Svampscott's
officers dining room.

He a s0 suggested—which became an order—to van Doorman's executive officer that perhaps the ship
might be stripped for combat. Somehow, the Swvampscott gill had its beautiful wooden paneling,
ruminant-hide upholstery, and fine and flammable dining gear in officers country.

Theloudest objections, of course, came not from the officers but from their flunkies. Sten glegfully
reassigned the waiters, bartenders, and batmen from their lead-swinging positions to the undermanned
gun Stes.

Thiswasagresat deal of fun for Sten—until he remembered that sooner or later this hulk would have to
go into combat. He estimated that the Swvampscott would last for four secondsin battle against aTahn
cruiser. Half that, if they were unfortunate enough to face the Forez or Kiso.

But he had to take his satisfactions where he could get them.

Sten had, a General Mahoney's request, detached Kilgour and put him as coordinator of civilian
movement.

When—and if—the liners showed up, they would have only moments on the ground to load the refugees.
And both Mahoney and van Doorman agreed that in this area, there was no room for either ego or
proper precedent.

Therefore, Kilgour was ordered into civilian clothes and officidly given the rank of deputy mayor of
Cavite City. Whoever had held that post previoudy had either died or disappeared, as had the mayor
himsdlf.

Kilgour wondered why he had so much support—certain officers and noncoms of the First Guards had
been put under his command. Neither he nor anyone e se in the Guards—beyond Mahoney's own chief
of staff and the heads of his G-sections—knew that Mahoney was systematically stripping his best out of
the division to be sent to safety as cadres for the new unit.

And no one except lan Mahoney knew that their command genera was about to violate orders from the
Emperor and stay behind on Cavite to die with the remnants of hisdivision.

At firgt Kilgour thought it would be a hoot to have vastly higher-ranked officers under his command. The
hoot was there, but a very minor part of hisjob.

Alex Kilgour got very little deep asthe civilians were winkled out of their shelters, broken down into
hundred-person loading elements, and assigned cargo orders. Each of them was permitted what he, she,
or it wore. No more—including toilet articles.

Kilgour stood in one of the assembly areas. There were two scared children hanging onto either leg and a
very adorable baby in hisarms—ababy, Kilgour redized, that was piddling on his carefully looted
expensve tweeds. And hewastrying to listen to, regulate, and order from severa conversations.

"... my Deirdre hasn't shown up, and I'm very..."



"... Mr. Kilgour, we need to discuss which city records should be removed with..."
"... I wan'my mommie..."

"...your behavior is smply incomprehensible, and | want to know the name of your superior,
immediady..."

"... dncey' bet th' boss, isthere anything me an' some of my mates can do to help with..."

"... dnceyou'e our representative, | would like to protest the heartlessway that those soldiers..."
"... when wereach safety, my lawyerswill be mogt interested in the fact that..."
"WherésMommie?’

Kilgour rather desperately wanted to be somewhere safe, like on the front lines facing a Tahn human
wave assault.

The blurt transmission came through—the rescue force was twelve hours avay from Cavite,

Sten was in the engine room of the Swampscott, trying to figure out why the ship's second drive unit was
not delivering full power.

He was crouched under one of the drive tubes, listening to the monotonous swearing of the second
engineer—who was not avan Doorman appointee and who was competent—trying to meter unmetered
feed lineswhen he redlized that he had been due at acommand conference five minutes before.

He dithered out and ran for aport. There would be no time to change out of his grease-soaked coverdls.

Outside, on the concrete, he looked around for the gravded that was supposedly assigned just to him.
The driver had taken abreak and was grabbing aquick medl. It took Sten another ten minutesto hunt
the woman down.

Sten was very late by the time the ded lifted and hissed down acommunications trench toward
Mahoney's TOC. Very late—but il dive.

The Tahn misslewas ablind launch.

The Tahn knew, of course, that the Imperia Forcesinsde Cavite City had gone underground. But they
had little hard intelligence on exactly wherethe vital centerswere.

Sincethey had a plethoraand ahdf of available weaponry, they fired into the perimeter at random. The
Imperiad stronghold was narrow enough so that amost anything would do some damage.

Assembled under the ruined emporium were the top-ranking Imperid officers. Mahoney knew the
dangers of having most command eementsin one place—but it was necessary for himto give afina
face-to-face briefing.

The Tahn missile was sent in, nap of the earth, across the front lines. It was not detected by any of the



Guards countermissile batteries. Two kilometersinsde the lines, following its programming, it lifted and
looked for atarget.

There wasn't much. The missle might have gone random, reverting to its basic ingructions, and smashed
in somewhere close to the perimeter's center if its receivers hadn't picked up a broadcast fragment.

The broadcast came from one of Mahoney's brigade officers, who had sent a " Received-Acknowledged"
signa on his belt transponder before entering the TOC.

But that was enough for the missleto target.

Mahoney was beginning. "Six hours from now, most of you will be on your way out. Heréswhat's going
to happen—"

And then the hardened rocket smashed through the upper floors of the emporium, through the shielding
atop the basement, and exploded, centimeters above the basement itself.

Sten arrived to acharnel house.

The emporium was a smoking disaster. One of Mahoney's bodyguards stumbled toward him, leaking
blood and muttering incoherently. Sten burst past him, down into the basement.

Hefound desth and dying. Mgor Generd lan Mahoney lay on hisside, hisjaw smashed, hisface
covered in gore, dowly strangling.

Sten'sfingers curled, and hisknife did out of hisarm and into his hand, as he rolled Mahoney onto his
back. Very carefully, hisknife V-incisoned into Mahoney's throat, cutting through the windpipe about
three centimeters. He made another cut, Vd to meet the firgt, then thumbed the tissue out of the
tracheotomy.

Mahoney was bresthing again, with agargle and bubble of blood.

Sten grabbed a power cord, cut it through, and ripped the center wires out of the cover. That hollow
cover was forced into Mahoney's windpipe, and then Sten covered the incision with the outer foil cover,
adressing sedlant from Mahoney's own aidpak.

Mahoney would live—if his other wounds were trested.

He would live. Ironicaly, snce Mahoney had planned to stay and die with his Guardsmen. Instead, he
would be evacuated as a casualty on theliners.

Sten stood as med people ran into the building.
Hetook stock.
Fleet Admird Xavier Rijn van Doorman grinned down & him.

Sten thought that the admira redlly didn't have that much to smile about, sincethe top of hisbrain case
was missing, and gray tissue—amost matching the late admird's hair color—was legking out. Also, van
Doorman was missing certain components, such ashisright arm, hisleft hand, and, more importantly, his
body from therib cage downward. What little was | eft of his body was strung on aruptured pipe.

| suppose | have aship, Sten thought to himself. Now let's see if van Doorman's flunkies follow their
orders.



Hedidn't have to worry about that—the X O, nav officer, and chief engineer were aso dead in theruins.
Commander Sten was now in charge of the 23rd Fest.

Two hours later, the rescue liners signaled that they were gpproaching Cavite.
CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

For three daysthe air around Cavite City somewhat resembled gray noodle soup. It was part of the
deception plan for the evacuation. Not only did the liners have to dip through the Tahn patrols beyond
the Fringe Worlds—which they had successfully done—but then they had to land and remain undetected
long enough to load the evacuees.

The Tahntotd air superiority helped dightly. Since there were seldom any Imperid shipsintheair, the
Tahn agrid monitors and scanners were only cursorily checked.

The boil of smoke and haze over the Empire's perimeter radicaly reduced visua observation, and the
"noodle soup” blanked amost al other detectors.

The"soup™" was chaff, an invention that even predated the Emperor himself. Chaff origindly had been thin
grips of duminum, designed to block radar screens. It was cut in lengths one-hdf that of the wavelength
it wasintended to interfere with and was dropped from aircraft. On a detector screen the chaff showed
up asasolid, impermeable cloud.

This chaff was far more sophigticated, capable of blocking not only radar but infrared and laser sensors.
And it was nearly invisible—many thousands of the strips could be fed through the eye of aneedle.

Blasted into the upper atmosphere, the canisters exploded, and the strands drifted dowly down toward
Cavite City. They may have been dmogt invisible, but they did not make bresthing any more of a
plessure.

The Tahn had goneto full aert when their sensors suddenly became inactive, but astime passed, they
decided that thislatest tactic was merely aploy to dow down the inevitable fina assault on the city. They
certainly did not need sensors—they knew where the Empire's troops were. And so the chaff clouds
became nothing more than an annoyance.

And then other darmswent off.

Offplanet patrols suddenly reported enemy forces. The screens showed, unbelievably, that two full
Imperid fleets were heading toward Cavite, fleetsthat Tahn strategic intelligence said could not exist.

The Tahn shipswent to generd quarters and lifted for space.

Intelligence was quite correct—the only Imperial squadron in that sector of space was being heldin
reserve. The Tahn were being "attacked" by the four destroyersthat had escorted the linersinto the
Fringe Worlds. Four destroyers and nearly athousand small, unmanned drones.

The drones were Spoof missiles packed with éectronicsthat gave them the signature in every range
except visud of full-szewarships.

And for once the Empire was lucky.

Atago brought her shipsinto battle formation and moved in for the attack.



And the linersroared down toward Cavite City.

They were, of course, immediately seen and reported by Tahn infantrymen, but by the time the reports
reached Atago, she was six hours off Cavite. And she had worriesfar more serious than what she
thought were transports reinforcing the Empire's ground forces.

Shewould not discover what the Imperial attack fleets actually were for another hour.
Seven hoursto evacuate aworld...

The blunt torpedoes that were Sullamora's commandeered liners settled down onto Cavite Base, their
bulk crushing the debris under them.

Then Kilgour's evac scheme went into motion. He had organized the civiliansinto fifty-person groups,
each group salted with guardsmen and women that would be part of the new, to-be-formed division.
Civilians—Kilgour had dubbed them evaks—brought only what they could carry in small daypaks, which
were no more than sandbags equipped with dings. In the last few hours, the civilians had been staged
forward to any shelter closeto Cavite City'sfield. The shelters were mostly improvised—and many
noncombatants died under the periodic Tahn bombardments.

Sten paced on the bridge of the Svampscott. All screenswere active, showing the scurry toward the
liners and the sky above that might lead them to safety.

Sten felt naked on that bridge—it was one of the two pagodas on the Svampscott that stood outside the
ship'sarmor. It felt more like astage set for alivie than acommand center. It stretched two storiestall,
with huge screens on dl sides. Foss, whom Sten had field-commissioned and put in charge of the ship's
C3 s=ction, was more than twenty meters away from him.

Sten watched the swarm and prayed to agod still unknown to him that somehow everyone would board
before the Tahn came in. He aso found spacein his prayers that Alex would be one of those on board as
he watched the inexorabl e tickdown on a chronometer that told him when the Svampscott, and the
liners, must lift.

And while hewas a it, he made another request to the heavens—that Brijit would be among the civilians.
He had seen Genera Mahoney, unconsciousin his bubble pakked stretcher, loaded onto aliner.

The timer moved down through find seconds.

The screens showed Cavite Field, bare and empty, gray under drifting smoke clouds, with flashes of fire
from incoming Tahn rockets.

Warrant officer Alex Kilgour stood beside him. "Ah hae them, lad. Thag'sal 'boardt."
Sten touched the com switch on his chest. "All ships. Thisisthe Svampscott. Lift!"
Dust boiled across the shattered concrete as the liners took off on Y ukawadrive.

"On command... maindrive... three... two... one... Mark!"

And the liners and the four ships remaining of the 23rd Fleet vanished.

Beow them, the Tahn find assault began.

Fewer than 2,000 soldiers of the First Guards held the thin perimeter. Their best had, under orders, been
evacuated on the liners. They were commanded by Mahoney's chief of staff, who, violating the same



orders that Mahoney had planned to break, had remained behind with his soldiers.
The Tahn assaulted in wave attacks.

And were daughtered.

TheFirst Guards died on Cavite.

But they fulfilled the prophecy that Sten'sfirgt training sergeant had made years exlier: "I've fought for the
Empire on ahundred different worlds, and I'll fight on a hundred more before some skeek burns me
down... But I'll be the most expensive piece of mesat he ever butchered.”

Three Tahn landing forces had invaded Cavite. One had aready been shattered. The other two made the
final assault on Cavite City.

They won.
But they aso ceased to exist asfighting units.
Brijit van Doorman was not among the evacuees.

Supreme triage had been done with the casudties, and those who were dying or, more cruelly, could
never be restructured enough to befit for combat were | eft behind.

And someone had to stay behind to keep them alive. Dr. Morrison volunteered.
Asdid Brijit.

The firgt Tahn shock grenade shattered two orderlies who were posted near the entry to the underground
hospital. Then the door exploded inward, and a Tahn combat squad burgt into the ward.

Dr. Morrison, her empty hands spread, stood in front of them. "These are wounded people,”" she said
dowly and camly. "They need help. They are not soldiers.”

"Stand aside," ordered the Tahn captain commanding the squad. He lifted hisweapon.
"These are not combat soldiers,” Morrison started. "There are no resstants or ams—"
The burgt from the Tahn officer's gun blew Morrison nearly in half.

Brijit screamed and hurtled at the captain.

He hip-swiveed and fired again.

Three rounds cut Brijit in haf.

The officer lowered hiswesgpon and turned to anoncom. "The Imperial whore said thereis no one here
capable of bearing arms. They are not necessary for us.”

The sergeant saluted and raised his flamer.
CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

Lady Atago, athough not abeliever in ceremony, had positioned things very nicely. Shewas not ableto
take the surrender from Generd Mahoney as planned. That really did not matter. She thought that her
livie 'cast to Heath would be equdly dramatic.



Atago stood in front of the Forez, grounded in the center of Cavite Field. To one side, guards chivvied
endlesslines of surrendered Imperia soldiers.

She expected the 'cast to be sent directly to the Tahn Council. Instead, her broadcast was intercepted by
Lord Fehrle. He stood in formal robes, very smal on her monitor.

Lady Atago covered her surprise and reported.
"My congratulations,” theimage of Fehrle said. "But thisis not enough.”
"| gpologize," she said. "What more could be required?’

"Y ou have won avictory, lady. But the Empire has made much of their warriors on Cavite. Herdding
them as martyrs and signposts of the eventua victory, and so forth.”

"| am aware of their propaganda 'casts.”

"Then | am surprised that you have not aready made the appropriate response,” Fehrle said. "There must
be noiotaof victory in this defeat. The forces on Cavite must be shown astotaly destroyed.”

"They are, Lord."

"They arenot," Fehrle corrected. "If one single Imperid soldier returnsto the Empire, somehow their
information specidigtswill find away to turn that into an accomplishment.”

"L et them. We dtill hold the Fringe Worlds.”

"Do not dictate policy to me, Lady Atago. Here are your orders. Pursue those ships that evacuated the
Imperia survivors. And destroy them. Only if there are no—I repeet, no—survivorswill the Emperor be
properly shamed.”

Atago started to speak, then rethought. "Very well. | shal follow your orders.”

The monitor screen went blank, and Lady Atago strode toward her battleship. She would follow
orders—but soon, sheredlized, there must come areckoning with those rulers of the Tahn who were
more interested in paper achievementsthanin red victories,

CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

Two of the Empire's destroyers survived the spoof attack, broke contact, and set a deceptive orbit that
rendezvoused them with the escaping liners.

Fact—thefast linerswere moving a many multiples of light-goeed. But to Stenit felt asif they werein
one of hisleast favorite nightmares, fleeing some unknown monstrosity through waist-deep mud. Another
illogical perception he had was that the Tahn ships were coming after them, even though there was no
particularly valid military reason for them to pursue the shattered e ements under Sten's command.

The firgt casuaty—of sorts—was the underpowered picket ship. Less than two hours off Cavite, it was
dready fdtering far to therear.

If there had been room or time for humanity, Sten would have ordered one of histwo destroyersto take
off the picket ship's crew and blow it up. But he was sadly lacking in either department.

Hefound himself with the very cold-blooded thought that the picket ship, limping farther and farther to
the rear, Still might be of use. If the Tahn were &fter him, the rust bucket might provide an early warning.



Cold-blooded—but there were too many corpses from the past few months. All Sten could do wastry
to kegp theliving dive.

He put the two modern Imperia destroyersin front of the liners, Y -ed to either side of the three columns
of ships. There were more Tahn ships potentialy to worry about than the ones that might be coming up
onthetail end of the convoy.

Commander Halldor's Husha and the other 23rd Fleet destroyer were positioned as rear guards.

The Swampscott flew two-thirds back and above the liners. Sten was very grateful that Sullamora had
very experienced crews on the liners—at least he didn't have to concern himself with proper station
keeping. He had more than enough troubles of hisown.

Spaceshipsin stardrive, being relatively nonstressed, did not creak.
The Swampscott creaked.
They dso did not fed asif they were about to tear themsalves apart.

Every frame on the Svampscott shuddered asif alargish giant outside was working out with a
dedgehammer.

"And we're only at full power," Tapiagrowled. She touched the large red lever controlling engine power.
It was marked quarter, half, and full speed. Then there was amanua safety lock. If that waslifted, the
Swampscott would, at least in theory, go to war emergency power, guaranteed to strain and destroy its
enginesif gpplied for longer than minutes.

Sten, Kilgour, and Tapiawere in the Svampscott's main engine control room. Sten had immediately
promoted the ship's second engineer to chief and assigned Tapiato him. He semitrusted the man but had
privately told Tapiathat if the man broke, shewasto relieve him at once.

"Andif hegivesmelip?'
Sten had looked pointedly at the miniwillygun holstered on her hip and said nothing.

Warrant Officer Kilgour would run the centra weapons station in the Svamjpscott's second pagoda. Just
below his gtation was the cruiser's CIC and second control room. The rest of the men and women from
Sten'stacshi ps were scattered throughout the ship.

Sten had decided to promote Foss to ensign. He had a o told Kilgour that warrant rank or not, the Scot
was to assume command of the Swampscott if Sten waskilled or disabled. He guessed he had the
authority. If not, that was something to hasde about when and if they reached safety.

For the moment, there didn't seem to be anything for him to do. The crew was at genera
quarters—modified. Half of them were permitted to deep or eat. The food was mainly sandwiches and
caff brought to the stations. Those who chose to deep curled up beside their positions.

Sten turned the bridge over to Foss—the ship was on a preset plot—while he and Kilgour made the
rounds.

The engine room was hot and greasy and smelled. Thelate van Doorman probably would have fainted
seeing his carefully polished metalwork smeared, the gleaming white walls scarred and spattered. But
spit-shining was something e se there wasn't time for. Just keeping the Swampscott's engines running was
herculean.



Sten looked around the engine spaces. Tapiaand the engineer had everything running as smoothly as
possible. He started toward a companionway.

"Commander," Tapiasaid, rather avkwardly. "Can | ask you something?'
"Uhh..."
Kilgour took the hint and went up the steps to the deck above. Sten waited.

"Y ou remember—back at the fort—when | said | wanted atransfer? | was being funny then. Now I'm
serious. When we park this clotting rust bucket, | want reassgnment.”

Sten wondered—was Tapiastarting to crack?

"Enggn," hesaid. "If we get thistime bomb back, al of usll get reassgned. Hard to run atacdiv when
you don't have ships. My turn. Why?'

"| just checked Imperid regs.”

N

"And they said you get your assin acrack if you go to bed with your commanding officer.”
"Oh," Sten managed.

Tapiagrinned, kissed him, and disappeared down a corridor.

Sten thoughtfully went up the ladder and joined Alex.

"Teh," Alex dlucked. "Hold ill, lad.”

He swabbed Sten's chin with an arm of hiscoverdl. "Th' lads dinnae need't' ken th' old man's been flirtin't
wi'th' hdp.”

"Mr. Kilgour. Y ou're being insubordinate.

"Hush, youngster. Or Ah'll bussy' mysdf.”

The com overhead snarled into life.

"Captain to the bridge. Captain to the bridge. We have contact!"

Sten and Alex ran for their battle Sations.

Contact was not the correct description.

The skipper of the picket ship had seconds to goggle at the screen, and then the Tahn were on him.
Two destroyers launched at the picket ship without atering course.

The ship's captain snapped the com open.

"Svampscott... Svampscott... thisisthe Dean. Two Tahn—"

And the missiles obliterated the picket ship.



The Tahn fleet knew they were closing on the liners. They spread out into attack formation and moved in.

Commander Rey Hdldor may have been aclot, but he knew how and, more importantly, whento die.
Without waiting for orders, he sent the Husha and its Sister ship arcing up and back, toward the
oncoming Tahn.

The Tahn were in a crescent formation, screening destroyersin front and to the sides. Just behind were
seven heavy cruisers and then the two battleships, the Forez and the Kiso.

Halldor's second destroyer died at once.
But the Husha, incredibly, broke through the Tahn screen.

Halldor ordered all missilesto be launched and the racks to be set on automatic load launch. The Husha
gpat rockets from every tube, rockets that were set on fire-and-forget mode.

The Husha spun wildly asit took itsfirst hit near the stern. A Tahn shipkilling missile targeted the Husha
and homed. It struck the Husha amidships, blowing it gpart. Probably Halldor and his men were aready
quite dead before they got their revenge.

Two Tahn destroyerstook hitsin areas vital enough to send them leaking out of battle. And then three of
Hdldor'smisslesfound aheavy cruiser.

For aningtant it looked asif the Tahn ship's outer skin was transparent, then it turned flame-red asthe
cruiser was racked by explosions. And then there was absol utely nothing where the ship had been.

The 23rd Hest Hill had teeth in itsfind moments of life,

Sten thought he could still see the blips where his destroyers had been on the screen, even though the
ships had died seconds earlier.

Probably an afterimage, he thought.

Sten had wondered what gave people the guts to throw themsalves at degth, to give the suicidal orders
instead of running. And he dso wondered, if that Stuation ever came up, whether he would have enough
cojones to do it himsdlf.

But he never formally made the Big Decison. There were too many other ordersto blurt out.
"Navigation. Interception orbit."

"Aye, sr. Computed.”

"Mark! Engines”

"Engineroom, Sir."

"Full emergency power. Now! Mr. Foss. Everyoneinto suits.”

"Yessr."

"Wegpons... clot that. Give meal hands.”

Foss turned the com onto the shipwide circuit.

"Thisisthe captain. We're going in. All weapons stations, prepareto revert to individua control.”



Foss had Sten's suit in front of him. Sten forced hislegsin and dragged the shoulders and headpiece on.

"We are now attacking,”" he said, choosing hiswords carefully, "a Tahn battleflegt. There are at least two
battleships with the fleet. We are going to kill them." He should have found something nobleto end his
‘cast with, but his mind refused to come up with an "England Expects,” and he snapped the com link off.
"Foss. | want the CO of the destroyers.”

A screen brightened, showing the bridge of one of the Imperid ships.

"Captain,” Sten began without preamble, "the convoy's yours. Were going to try to dow down the bad
quys”

"Sir, | request—"
"Negative. Y ou have your orders. Stay with the liners. Svampscott, out. Fossl Damage control.”

"Thisis damage control, Skipper,” came the drawl. "What do you need?" Sten found amoment to regret
not knowing that officer—anybody who could sound that relaxed would be vauable.

"Dumptheair.”
"It'sgone.”

The suits would make the men more awkward, but the vacuum would lessen the damage from a potential
hit.

"Wegpons! Arewein range?'
"A wee bit longer, Commander."
And the Svampscott went into its firsd—and fina—battle.

Possibly the Tahn had become cocky. Or, more likdly, they found it impossible to take serioudy the
bloated hulk that was charging at them.

The Swvampscott may have been adisaster of space architecture and a ship long overdue for the
boneyard—but it was very heavily armed. It had a Bell laser system forward, Goblin launchersfore and
aft, secondary laser stations scattered around the ship, and chainguns running the length of those
horrible-looking hull bulges. The ship's main armament consisted of long-obsolete Vydd antiship missiles.
There were two of them, mounted amidships, between the pagodas that were the command centers.

Kilgour watched the three blips representing Tahn destroyers arc toward him and thumb-activated the
Bell assault laser in the ship'snose. The laser was as obsolete as the ship it was mounted on, being not
only robot-guided but equipped with verba responses.

"Enemy shipinrange," the toneless synthesized voice said. Kilgour touched the engage key.

The laser blast ravened the length of the Tahn destroyer, and the weapons system decided that the target
was no longer in existence. Without consulting Kilgour, it switched to asecond destroyer and opened up.

"Target destroyed. .. second target under attack," the voice said, dmogt as an afterthought.
The laser ripped most of that second destroyer's power room into fragments.

"Second target injured... am correcting am.”



Kilgour dammed the override and new target keys. The destroyer was out of battle, and that was
enough.

Possibly miffed at being told what to do by ahuman, the laser switched to stutter mode and lacerated the
length of the third destroyer before reporting.

Three down, Alex thought. No moren azillion to go.
The Swampscott was through the destroyer screen, headed for the heart of the Tahn fleet.

There were three weapons not controlled by Kilgour. They were the huge Kai missiles designed for
Sten'stac-ships. There had been three of them |eft in the tac division's armory, and Foss and Kilgour had
jury-rigged rack mounts for them on the Svampscott. Foss had sworn there was no way to run the
control circuitry into the weapons control center—it would be easier for him to set up a control
helmet/center on the bridge itsdlf.

Sten wasfairly sure that Fosswas lying, wanting to actually shoot back instead of just being a
behind-the-scenes e ectronics wizard. But he didn't care. Alex would have more than enough hasde
trying to make some sense of the elderly and frequently contradictory weapons-control systems aready
mounted.

Foss had the control helmet plug rigged into his space-suit. Sten stared at the central screen and
blanched. The monstrous Kiso filled the screen, and Sten thought they were about to collide before he
redlized that Foss had the screen at full magnification.

"Sir," Fosssad. "l haveaKali on standby. Target... target... target acquired.”
"Launch,” Sten ordered, with no expectations.

The Kdi wobbled away from the Svampscott without theinitia guidance the proper launch tube would
have provided. Then it Sraightened, went to full power, and dived toward the Kiso.

And the Svampscott took itsfirgt hit.

The Tahn missile tore through the skin of the bridge, went out of control, and then exploded |ess than fifty
meters away from the ship. The blast was close enough to smash the entire bridge.

All that Sten knew was astunning impact, finding himsdf hurled through the air to dam againgt aconsole
and staring straight up a what should have been stedl to see—see, without sensors—the Tahn
destroyer's noselight asit fired a second missile.

His headphones crackled.
"Stand by." It was Kilgour. "We have an incoming... target acquired... ha-ho. Gotcha."

A Fox missiletook out the Tahn rocket. Directly behind it, Kilgour had sent a Goblin. The Goblin
scattered fragments of the Tahn ship across awide area of space.

Sten wovetto hisfeet and looked around the ruins of the bridge. Everyone was dead, down, or hurled
out into space.

He recovered and keyed hismike. "Thisisthe captain. Switching command to CIC. Damage contral...
sedl thebridge.”

He stumbled toward a hatch, undogged, and went throughit.



Outside, in space, the Kali missle circled amlesdy. It had been given itsaim point, but the operator had
not completed his procedure. The Kai waited for further orders.

The bridge was adtill life—"Technocracy, with Corpses'—for amoment, and then afigure moved.
It was Foss.

He looked down at the scrap metal where hislegs had been. His suit had dready sedled itsdlf, surgicaly
amputating the few bits of ligament and flesh.

Fossfet no pain.

He dragged himsdlf on his hands toward the control pand. It was still semidive. He switched to a
gtill-undamaged tertiary system and became his missle once more.

The Kadi surged toward the Kiso.

The Tahn antimissile officer had seen the hit on the Svampscott, seen the Kai begin itsaimless orbiting,
and told the Kiso's target acquisition systemsto ignore the now-harmless missile.

TheKdi came divel The Tahn officer's hand was moving toward his computer's controlswhen it hit.

The missle struck the Kiso initsdrivetubes, ripping agpart the AM2 fudl storage and sending the
antimatter cascading toward the ship's bow.

The Kiso vanished in one hellish, soundless explosion.

Foss had time to see the flash light the inside of the bridge, to watch it turn red, and to redize that the red
was his own blood, spraying across his suit's facepl ate, before his eyes looked beyond anything and he
sagged forward onto his controls.

Before Sten reached the CIC, his new command center, the Svampscott, took three more hits.
Sten struggled on, praying there would still be something left to command.

Most unusud, he thought, seeing one of the corridorstwist and warp in front of him. | am hallucinating.
But I am not wounded.

He was not hallucinating. One of the Tahn rockets had hit near one of the ship's mainframes, and the
Swampscott was bent and twisted.

Sten forced hisway through the warped stedl tube. His mind recorded observations as his ship rocked
around him and explosions sent shock waves through the hull:

Here was a casudty clearing station. Shock blast had killed everyone insdeit but left them frozen. Here
was one of Sten'smed officers, hisarms gtill in the access holes of asurgica bubblepak. Behind him
were his corpsmen standing ready. And the casudty insde the pak.

All dead.

Here was an antifire-foam-flooded compartment, where the sensors had evidently gone wild and dumped
foam on afirethat could not exist. Sten saw three suited forms struggling toward the exit through the
foam but had no time to help them.

A temporary damage-control station, where an officer—Sten recogni zed the black-anodized suit arms



that were used to denote command rank—was calmly ordering damage teamsinto action. Sten
wondered if that was the drawling, unruffleable control officer he had been on the com with earlier.

And then he found the hatchway into the CIC, undogged the two hatches, and returned to command of
the Swvampscott.

Coms chattered at him, and specidiststried to keep the chaos in some sort of order:
"Forward Goblin launchers do not respond to inquiry. No verba reports from stations.”
"Secondary engine room reports damage now under control.”

"All controlsto forward laser sation fail to respond.”

There wasn't much left of the Svampscott to command. But ill, filling a screen—and not amagnified
view thistime—wasthe bulk of the Forez. Lady Atago'sflagship.

The battleship was vomiting fire, firing everything—anything—to stop the Swampscott.

There was an extremely unauthorized broadcast: "Ah haey' noo, lass." The chortle came from the
wegpons station on the deck above. Then Kilgour launched two Vydds, one daved to the missile under
his control, and sent them surely homing into the Forez.

Firefed on oxygen, and flame and explosion mushroomed down the corridors of the Forez. The
exploson toreawall chart from abulkhead and sent it pinwheding into Admiral Deska. His eviscerated
corpse spun back into Lady Atago, smashing her helmet into a control pandl.

She would not return to awareness until long after the battle ended. But command switched smoothly to
the Forez's own CO. The battle continued.

The next gtrike was on the Svampscott.

It was deadly, crashing through the armor plating into the ship's main engine room before the wegpons
officer commanding it touched the det switch.

A hdl of sudden firefilled the engine room and then disappeared.

Tapia had been swearing at the engine temperature gauges, praying that they were lying and knowing
they were not, when the rocket exploded. A tiny bit of shrapnel cut through a superpressure hydraulic
line. Hydraulic fluid razored out a more than 10,000 feet per second.

Thefluid cut Tegpiain half asnegtly asasurgica saw.
The Swampscott went dead in space, still holding its original speed and course.

The two ships, the Forez and the Svampscott, did toward each other. None of the Tahn warships could
chance firing—the odds of amissile hitting the wrong target were too greet.

The battleship loomed up toward the Svampscott.
And the cruiser's chaingunners found atarget.

The chaingunsthat lined the two hideous midships bulges were useful only against ground troops or
close-range in-atmosphere targets. But now, in deep space, the gunners had atarget.



They held therr firing keys down; their shells yammered toward the Forez and tore the battleship's sides
open asif they weretinfail.

Sten stood on his command deck wordlesdy. There was nothing left for him to order.
Another explosion rocked the Svampscott, and Sten fought to stay on hisfeet.

A hatch dammed open, and Kilgour dropped down into the CIC. "Thas nae |ft f'r me to do ae there,"
he explained. "Shal we b’ boardin't th' clot?' He still sounded unconcerned.

A larger blast shattered around them, and Sten was down, losing consciousness for bare seconds. He
recovered groggily and got back to hisfest.

Where was his CIC officer?
Oh. There. Lying with asplinter of stedl through hisfaceplate.

Sten numbly saw that there were il two screensaive in the CIC. One showed the fast-vanishing drives
of the convoy, the other, the gutted hulk of the Forez, ill vomiting firea him.

Where was Alex? He might know what to do.

Sten stumbled over asuit. Kilgour lay sprawled at hisfeet. Sten bent and touched monitors. All showed
zexo.

Sten wove toward a gill-functioning com pand. His gloved fingers found a switch, and he began
broadcasting.

Y. XL YL

The universa signa for surrender.

And would they never ssop? And would they never receive?
The Forez ceased fire,

Sten dumped down on the deck and waited for the Tahn boarding party. Maybe they wouldn't board.
Maybe they would just stand off and obliterate his ship.

And Sten did not care what they did.

Hewasvery tired of thekilling.
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