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Revenge of the Damned
by Allan Cole and Chris Bunch

Note

Thetitles of the books are taken from the Earth nation of Japan, which at onetimein itsfeuda history
formdized the art of sword fighting, much asit formdized dl dse. It was cdled kenjutsu. Ma-ai isthe
threshold where the combatants meet. Suki isthe opportunity to begin thefight. Kobo-ichi describesthe
offensve and defensive engagements. Zanshin isfind domination.

—ACand CRB

BOOK ONE
MA-AI

CHAPTER ONE

Hetugged at the last piece of rabble, wincing as rough masonry bit into soft fingertips. Straining under the
weight, he lifted it to knee height, then staggered afew paces and dropped the mass onto apile.

Senior Captain (Intelligence) Lo Prek stepped back to review hiswork. Only alarge, twisted steel door
remained. The Tahn officer had |abored for hours clearing that door. Beyond it, he hoped, was the key to
the puzzle he had been fitting together for more years than he cared to remember.

He hesitated afew minutes asif afraid that he would be disappointed. Almost daintily, Prek wiped his
face with aslk handkerchief, which he then returned to his uniform deeve. For aTahn, Prek was atal
man and painfully dender. Hisbody was dl angles of jutting bone topped by along horsdlike face with
small eyes st too far apart and ashort nose that |eft him with an overly long upper lip.

Prek undipped asmall laser torch from his harness and began cutting through the door. Prek was not the
kind of man who hummed to himself while he worked or who used astring of favorite obscenities when
the task became momentarily difficult. At hisformer post, where he had worked for amost hisentire
career, he had been notorious—even among Tahn—for ingsting on absolute silence and complete
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dedication to even the smalest job. He did not alow his mind to wander when performing rote and
ingsted on the same from his underlings. The joke at hisold bureau wasthat if Prek had hisway, every
intelligence clerk would have amonitor surgicaly implanted in his brain as arequirement for employment.

Prek had heard the joke, and athough he did not see any humor in it, he acknowledged its truth. Captain
Prek knew he had an obsessive personality. He did not particularly likeit or didikeit. It wasjust so. It
was a character weakness that he had learned to use to his benefit.

There was ashriek of metal asthe door sagged under its own weight and then crashed to the floor. Prek
reclipped the torch and stepped inside the record center of the Imperia Navy's defeated 23rd Fleet. If
the Tahn had gods, Prek would have whispered a prayer. He had traveled very far and taken many
chancesto cometo this point. If Prek was correct, in thisroom he would pick up thetrail of the man who
had murdered his brother.

STEN, (NI). Commander Imperia Navy. Last known post: OIC, 23rd Divison TacDiv, asngd Imperia
23rd Fleet. Prev: Cmdr, Imperia Persona Bodyguard. Prev: Records show assigned to various Guards
units. NOTE: Intel Est these records fraudulent, prob Cat. 1. STEN actualy assigned various Imperia
Intelligence duties. GENERAL DESCRIPTION: Species: Human. Sex: Mae. Age: Unknown. Records
destroyed. Estimated first quarter of life span. Place of Birth: Unknown. Height: Slightly below Imperid
norm. Body: Wl formed, low body fat, high muscleratio. Hair: BIk. Eyes. Blk. Generd Hedth:
Excdllent. Distinguishing Marks or Characteristics: None. Family: Unknown. Interests: Unknown.
Friends: Unknown.

Prek was not dismayed when he saw the shattered ruinsinside. File vaults had been twisted into bizarre
shapes by intense hegt. There were large spots of white ash scattered uniformly about where office
dividers and furniture had once stood. As he walked, his boots stirred up afine dust that drifted upward
and clogged his nose and throat. He fitted a rebreather into place and began combing through the litter of
what had once been the 23rd Flest.

Once his heart jJumped when he found atiny scrap of microfilm lying under asted joist. Hedid it into the
dot of hisreader and then felt like crying when he saw that it was nothing more than part of abill for
generd office supplies.

Prek berated himsdlf for hisreaction. Y es, hismisson was persond. But his only hope for successwasiif
he behaved like a complete professond.

Prek reorganized himsdf. He went dl the way back to the beginning—to the outlines of what might have
been the desk of the chief clerk of the records center. He began sifting through the rubble, starting in the
middle and dowly working out to the edges. He was|ooking for much more than the chance minutiae of
one man'slife, he reminded himself. Even more valuable would be to discover the pattern of record
gorage. Prek knew that every office had itsown individua logic. Things might have changed over the
years as chief clerks came and went, but there would aways be the trace of the first being who had
recalved and filed the first and then the second and then the thousandth document.

The Tahn captain was convinced that once he had determined the procedural map, hewould find his
man.

Although they had worked in private industry, Prek's parents had also been lifelong bureaucrats. They
had been equally dull in persondity and unattractive in gppearance. True, they had both been intelligent



people, but their intelligence was what a personnd psych might have called "highly focused.” Prek was
ten years old when his brother, Thuy, was born. From the moment the infant had drawn itsfirst breath,
the family knew it was blessed with a golden boy.

Thuy was everything hisfamily was not. To begin with, he was beautiful. Blond, curly hair. Blue eyes.
And aphysique like an Adonis even as he entered puberty. He was quickwitted and consumed with

curiogity about everything. Thuy aso saw humor in nearly any Stuation. It was hard to be around him
long and not be infected by his cheery outlook on life.

Far from being jealous, Lo had loved hisyoung brother more than anything in the world. He had lavished
al hisattention on him, going so far asto strap himsdlf financidly so that the boy could have the benefit of
the very best education the Tahn System could offer.

The investment had proved to be well placed. Thuy wasinstantly snapped up by the diplomatic corps, a
Stuation that alowed him to blossom even more. The only arguments any of his superiors had ever had
concerning him was who the young Tahn's mentor really was.

And s0, when the delicate peace negotiations with the Eternal Emperor were undertaken, Thuy had
instantly been assigned to accompany Lord Kirghiz and the other Tahn representatives asajunior
diplomatic officer. It was to be a career assgnment, which everyone agreed would be just the beginning
of arich career.

The Imperid and Tahn fleets met under the blinding pulsar shadow of NG 467H. Theinitia negotiations
went quickly and well. Everyone believed that an agreement beneficid to the Tahn was only aformdity
away. The Eternal Emperor had invited the Tahn dignitaries aboard for atreaty celebration. Lord Kirghiz
had quickly picked the Tahn who would accompany them. Included among them had been Thuy.

No Tahn knew what exactly had transpired next.
Prek believed the facts spoke for themselves.

Every Tahn who had boarded the Normandie died in a horrible bloodbath as they sat a the Emperor's
banquet table.

The Eternal Emperor, through histoady judges and specia prosecutors, had claimed that the Tahn had
merely been thetragic victims of aplot againg himsdf. Asfar asany Tahn—especidly Prek—was
concerned, that was too obvious alie even to comment on. And the only answer to the lie and the
treachery was awar of vengeance. It was awar to the death, to the last ounce of air and the last drop of
blood.

It was awar that Prek believed in asintensely asdid every other Tahn. But the larger war merely
underscored his own private battle.

Prek did not remember when he had learned of his brother's death. He had been sitting in his office at
Tahn Inteligence headquarters, and his superior had entered. The next thing he knew, Lo found himsdlf
stting up in ahospita bed. Four months had passed. During that time, he wastold, he had been avirtua
catatonic. War was at hand, and so Lo had been declared "cured” and sent back to work.

It was then that his private war began. Prek examined every dot of information surrounding the deaths of
his brother and the other Tahn diplomats. And gradualy he had determined which beings had been
respongible. He had not included the Emperor. That would be pointless. To go for the Emperor would be
not only impossible but the act of an insane man. No. Go for the possible: the men who had actudly
wielded the knives or fired the guns. Sten, Prek firmly believed, was one of those men.



He had obtained a copy of Sten's military record, atissue of lies, he was sure, but at least abeginning
point in forming a profile of the man. The officid record showed aman who had held aseries of dightly
above average posts, who had won alittle more than his share of military awards and honors, and who
had been promoted regularly. Then, suddenly, for no apparent reason, his career had taken asharp
upturn. For no readily apparent reason, he had been appointed head of the Emperor's bodyguards. That
had been followed by another sudden shift from the army to the navy and a promotion to commande.

Prek believed the promotion was because of specia service to the Emperor. Sten's record was afake.
Actualy, Prek thought, Sten had been avaued intelligence agent. The shift to the navy and, ultimatdly, to
his command of four tacships had been areward for services rendered. Those services, Prek was sure,
included the murder of hisbrother.

Prek had tracked Sten forward to the final battle for Cavite City, where enormous casudties had been
suffered on both sides. Tahn records indicated that Sten had probably died in that battle, although his
remains had never been found. There had been some out-of-the-ordinary officid effort to determine
Sten'sfate because of "crimind actionsingigated by said Imperid officer” prior to the battle for Cavite.

Prek did not believe Sten was dead. His profile showed him to be aman who would do anything to
survive. Prek also did not believe that Sten was serving e sewhere. He was an officer who would always
be in theforefront of battle, and he was aso the kind of hero the Eternal Emperor liked to feed into his
propaganda machine.

No. Sten was dive. And Prek was determined to run him to the ground. He would find the man and
then... The Tahn brushed that thought from his mind. He could not alow emotion to interfere with the
hunt.

Senior Captain (Intelligence) Lo Prek wasright.

Sten was dive.

CHAPTER TWO

Two emaciated, shaven-headed men crouched, motionless, in the thigh-deep muck.

One of them had been Commander Sten, formerly commanding officer of the now-destroyed Imperid
Cruiser Svampscott. Sten had assumed command of the obsolete rust-bucket in the find retreat from
Cavite and had fought a desperate rearguard action againgt an entire Tahn fleet. One ultramodern Tahn
battleship had been destroyed by the Swvampscott's missiles and a second had been crippled beyond
repair, even as the Tahn blagts shattered the cruiser. In the fina moments, Sten had opened his com and
sent asurrender signal. He had collapsed long before the Tahn boarded the hulk that had been afighting
ship. That dmogt certainly had saved hislife.

Seconds after Sten went out, Warrant Officer Alex Kilgour, a heavy-world thug, ex-Mantis Section

n, and Sten's best friend struggled back to consciousness. He bloodily registered, on the
Swampscott's sngle functioning screen, Tahn tacships closing in. He foggily thought thet the Tahn,
barbarians, "ae th' Campbd| class,” would not properly honor the man who had destroyed the nucleus of
aTahn fleet. Morelikely, Sten would be pitched out the nearest lock into space.

"Tha dinnae be braw nor kosher," he muttered. Kilgour wove hisway to a sorawled body, unsedled the
suit, and tore away the corpse's ID tags. He checked awall-mounted pressure readout. There were sill
afew pounds of atmosphere remaining in the CIC. Sten's suit came open, air hissing out, and his D tags
were replaced. Kilgour heard/fdlt the crashing asthe Tahn blew alock open and decided that it might be
expedient for him to be unconscious aswell.



Fewer than thirty gore-spattered, shocked Imperia sailors were transferred from the wreck of the
Swampscott to the hold of a Tahn assault trangport. Among them was one Firecontrol-man 1st Class
Samud Horatio.

Sten.

Fed and watered only as an afterthought, their wounds left untreated, twenty-seven survived to be
unloaded on aswamp-world that the Tahn had grudgingly decided would be awar prisoner planet.

The Tahn believed that the highest death abeing could find wasin a battle. Cowardice or surrender were
unthinkable. According to their belief, any Imperia soldier or sailor unlucky enough to be captured
should have begged for instant death. But they were also sophiticated enough to redlize grudgingly that
other culturesft differently and that such assstance to the dishonored might be misnterpreted. And so
they let their captiveslive. For awhile.

The Tahn saw no reason why, if prisoners were a burden to the Tahn, that burden should not be repaid.
Repaid in swest: dave [abor.

Medica care: If the prisonersincluded med personnel, they had a medic. No supplies were provided.
Any Imperiad medica supplies captured were confiscated.

Shelter: Prisonerswere permitted, on their own time, using any nonessentia items permitted by the camp
officers, to build shdlter.

Working hours: At any task assigned, no limitations on hours or numbers of shifts.

Food: For humans, atasteless dab that purported to provide the necessary nutrients. Except that a
hardworking human needed about 3,600 calories per day. Prisoners were provided less than 1,000.
Similar ratios and lack of taste were followed for the ET prisoners.

Since the prisoners were shamed beings, of course their guards were adso soldiersin disgrace. Some of
them were the crafty, who reasoned that shame in aguard unit was better than degth in an assault
regiment. There were afew—a very few—guards who had previoudy been trusties on one of the Tahn's
own prison worlds.

Therulesfor prisonerswere smple: Stand at attention when any guard talksto you, evenif you werea
general and he or she was aprivate. Run to obey any order. Failure to obey: death. Failureto completea
task in the time and manner assigned: death. Minor infractions. beatings, solitary confinement, starvation.

In the Tahn POW camps, only the hard survived.

Sten and Alex had been prisonersfor over three years.
Their rulesweresmple:

Never forget that the war cannot last forever.

Never forget you are asoldier.

Always help your felow prisoner.

Always eat anything offered.

Both of them wished they had been brought up rdigious—faith in any or al gods kept prisonersaive.
They had seen what happened to other prisoners, those who had given up hope, those who thought they



could not filter through anima excrement for bits of grain, those who rebelled, and those who thought
they could lone-wolf it.

After three years, dl of them werelong dead.
Sten and Alex had survived.

Thelr previoustraining in the supersecret, survive-anything Mantis Section of the Empire's Mercury
Corps might have helped. Sten dso knew clotting well that having Alex to back his act had saved him.
Kilgour privatdy felt the same. And therewas athird item: Sten was armed.

Yearsearlier, before he had entered Imperia service, Sten had constructed aweapon—atiny knife.
Double-edged and needle-sharp, hand-formed from an exotic crysta, its edge would cut through any
known meta or mineral. The knife was sheethed in Sten's arm, its release muscle-controlled. It wasa
very deadly wespon—although, in their captivity, it had been used mostly asatool.

That night it would assist in their escape.

There had been very few escapes from the Tahn POW camps. At first those who had tried had been
executed after recapture, and recaptured they dmost dwayswere. The firgt problem—getting out of a
camp or fleeing from awork gang—was not that hard. Getting off the world itsalf was amost
insurmountable. Some had made it as ssowaways—or at |east the prisoners hoped the escapees had
succeeded. Others escaped and went to ground, living an outlaw existence only marginaly better than life
in the camps, hoping that the war would eventually end and they would be rescued.

Within the last year there had been a policy change—yprisoners attempting an escape were not
immediately murdered. Instead they were purged to amining world, aworld where, the guards glefully
told them, a prisoner's|life span was measured in hours.

Sten and Alex had made four escape attemptsin the three years they had been prisoners. Two tunnels
had been discovered in the digging, athird attempt to go over the camp wire had been aborted when
their ladder was found, and the most recent had been abandoned when no one could come up with what
to do once they were beyond the wire.

This one, however, would succeed.

There was movement in the reeds nearby. Alex pounced and came up with amuddy, squirming,
squeding rodent. Ingtantly Sten had the small box he held open, and the water animal was popped insgde
and closed into darkness. Very good.

"You two! Up!" aguard's voice boomed.
Sten and Alex came to attention.
"Making love? Soughing?"

"Nossr. Were hunting, Sir."

"Hunting? For reeks?'

"Yesr."

"We shouldakilled you dl," the guard observed, and spat accurately and automaticaly in Sten'sface.
"Formup.”



Sten didn't bother to wipe the spittle. He and Alex waded out of the paddy to the dike, into line with ten
other prisoners. The column stumbled into motion, heading back toward the camp. There were three
guards, only one of whom was carrying a projectile weapon; they knew that none of those walking dead
were athreat. Sten held the box as steady as possible and made soothing noises. He did not want his
new pet to go off beforeit wastime.

The reek—an odoriferous water anima with unusable fur, rank flesh, and spray musk glands below its
taill—wasthefind tool for their escape.

CHAPTER THREE

The prisoner-of-war camps had two command structures. The guards were the most visible. But the
camp was actudly run by the prisoners. In some camps the commanders were the strong and the brutdl.
Those anarchies were deathcamps, where a prisoner was as likely to die at the hands of hisfellows as by
aguard.

Sten's camp was till military. Heand Alex were at least partialy responsible for that.

The two had fought their way back to hedlth during long ddlirium months. Then one day Sten waswell
enough to make amagjor discovery—not only was he known by the rather clottish name of Horatio, but
Warrant Officer Kilgour outranked him. Somehow, he knew that had been carefully plotted by Alex
back in the CIC of the Svampscott.

But regardiess, rank would prevail. Those who felt the "war isover” or they "don't haveto listen to any
clottin' sojerswho got usin the drakh in the first place" were reasoned with. If that did not work, other
methods were applied. Sten might have been a skeleton, but he was one who knew many, many degrees
beyond the third. And Kilgour, from the three-gee world of Edinburgh, was still the strongest being in the
camp—even including the camp executive officer, Battery Commander (Lieutenant Colond) Virunga

The N'Ranyawere not particularly civilized-looking primates who had developed astree-dwelling
carnivores. They had recently been recognized as the Empire's preeminent artillery experts—their
ancestry had given them an ingtinctual understanding of geometry and trigonometry. Their 300-kilo-plus
body weight did not hurt their ability to handle heavy shells, either.

Colone Virunga had been badly wounded before he was captured and till hulked around the compound
with alimp and acane. Very few people who survived Sten and Alex thought it wiseto argue with the
colond's orders. The Imperial camp commander was athin, wispy woman, General Bridger, who had
reactivated herself out of retirement when her world was invaded and led the last-ditch stand. Her only
god wasto stay dive long enough to see the Imperia standard raised over the camp, and then she would
dlow hersdf todie.

At dusk, after Sten and Alex had forced down the gppalling evening ration, she and Colond Virungasaid
their good-byes.

"Mr. Kilgour, Horatio," shesaid, "I hopel shdl never see either of you again.”
Kilgour grinned. "Ah haeth' sam't dream, maam."

Virunga stepped forward. It took awhile to understand the N'Ranya speech patterns—they thought
gpeech mostly awaste of time and so verbalized only enough words to make the meaning clear.

"Hope... luck... When... free... do not forget."



They would not. Sten and Alex sauted, then began their moves.

Under orders, without explanation, other prisoners had begun what Sten called "two in, one out, onein,
threeout." In small groups they filtered toward one of the camp's few privies, onethat "coincidentally” sat
lessthan three meters from the inner perimeter. Sten and Alex joined them; the small box with the reek
inside hung around Sten's neck, concedled by aragged towel. It would be impossible for either of the
guards in the towers nearby to keep track of how many prisoners went into the privy and how many
came out.

The privy sat over adeep and dank excrement-filled pit. The building itself was a shed, with awater
trough down one side and the privy seats—circular holes cut into along dab-cut lumber box—on the
other. Sten and Alex clambered into one of those holes. On either side of the box, on theinside, they
had hammered in spikesafew days earlier.

Both of them had root fiber nose plugs stuffed in place. The plugs did no good whatsoever. Just hang on,
Sten thought. Do not faint. Do not think whether that arachnid that's crawling up your arm is poisonous.
Just hang on.

Findly the curfew siren shrieked, and the prisoner sounds subsided. Footsteps thudded, and one privy
door opened. The guards, for olfactory reasons, only checked cursorily.

It would have been best for Sten and Alex to wait until the middle of the night before moving, but they
had kilometersto travel before dawn. At full dark, they levered themsalves out of their hiding placesand
grimaced at each other.

The next step was up to Colond Virunga

It started with shouts and screams and laughter. Sten and Alex saw the searchlight sweep over the cracks
in the privy roof, toward one of the barracks. They did out the privy door.

In theory, they should not have been able to go any farther. The camp was sealed with an inner barrier of
wire, aten-meter-wide "no-go" passage, and then the outer wire.

The tower guards swept the compound with visua searchlights, far more dangerous light-amplification
scopes, and focused-noise sensors. By assignment, one guard should have been on each detector.

But the guards werelazy. Why, after al, wasit necessary for three men to work atower, especialy at
night? There was no escape from the camp. Even if one of the Imperials managed to get out, there was
nowhere for him to go—the peasants surrounding the camp were promised large rewards for the return
of any escapeesin any condition, no questions to be asked. And even if an Imperid managed to dip past
the farmers, where would he go? He was till marooned on aworld far ingde the Tahn galaxies.

And so abright guard had figured away to dave dl three sensorsto asingle unit. Only one guard was
required to monitor al three of them.

So when Virunga ordered the carefully orchestrated ruckus to start inside one of the barracks and a
guard swung his spotlight, all sensors on that tower pointed away from the two scuttling blobs of
darkness that went to the wire.

There were three strands of wireto cut before Sten and Alex could dip through into the no-go passage,
three razored strips of plas. Sten's knife would make that smple. But those dangling strands would be
spotted within afew minutes. And so, very carefully, Alex had collected over the past severd cycles
twelve metaloid spikes.



Sten'sknife nerve-twitched out of itsfleshy sheath. Very gently he punched two holesside by sdeon a
razor strip. Alex pushed the spikes through them, then used his enormous strength to force the spikesinto
the plas barrier posts. With the strip thus nailed in place, Sten cut thewire. One... two... three... dip
through the gap.... repin the wire... and they werein the no-go passageway.

Acrossthat, and again they cut and replaced the wire.
For thefirg timein three years Sten and Alex were outside the prison camp, without guards.

The temptation to leap up and run was dmost overwhel ming. But instead they crawled dowly onward,
fingersfeathering in front of them, expecting sensors and screaming aarms.

There were none.

They had escaped.

All that remained was getting offworld.

CHAPTER FOUR

"Now...wherethe hdl isthat clottin' sentry?" Sten whispered.
"Dinnabefashin' Horrie, m' lad,” Alex growled.

Horrie. Somehow Alex not only had managed to make Sten alower-rank but had found adiminutive for
Horatio.

"Youll pay."
"Aye" Alex said. "But th' repayment ae d obligation dinna be ae gay aeth' incurrin't aeit.”

Sten did not answer. He stared at the dispatch ship, Sitting less than 100 meters from their hilltop hiding
place.

Sten and Alex had discovered a potentia way off the planet when they were assigned to awork detail on
the prison world'slanding field. They had both observed and noted a small four-man dispatch ship, once
gtate of the art but now used for shuttle missions between worlds. The ship might have been obsolete, but
it had both Y ukawaand Anti-Matter Two drives. All they had to do was sted the ship.

Once Sten and Alex were beyond the camp's wire, it should have been smple for them to sneak the few
kilometers from the camp to the landing field. But it took more hours than they had allowed. Neither of
them redlized that one of the corollary effects of manutrition was night blindness.

And 50, in spite of their Mantis skills, they found themselves ssumbling through the dark asif they were
untrained civilians. Only ther reflexive abilities from Mantis on night and slence moves kept them from
being discovered as they crept past the peasant farms surrounding the prison camp.

"Whilewebehain't ae sec,” Alex said, "whidny y* belikin't Aetdlin't th' aboot th' spotted snakes?"
"If you do that, | shdl assassinate you."

"Th' lad hee nae sense @ humor,” Alex complained to the deeping reek in thetiny box in front of them.
"An' here com't thae ace boon coon.”

Below them, the sentry ambled acrossthelr field of view.



The airfield security was complex: aroving sentry, awire barricade, aclear zone patrolled by watch
animals, asecond wire barricade, and internal eectronic security.

With the sentry's passage logged and timed, Sten and Alex went forward. They crawled just to the first
wire barricade. Alex patted the small box.

"Nae, y' weet stinkard, go thou an’ earn th' rent.”

Heflipped the top open, and the reek sprang out. Fuddied by its new environment, it wandered through
thewire, into the clear zone. Then it sat, licking its fur, wondering where water would be, and waking up.
Its dow thought processes were broken by asnarl.

The caracgjou—three meters on three dimensions of fur-covered lethality—waddled forward. The skunk
bear was angry, which was the norma digposition of its species. But the crossbreeding and mutation to
which the Tahn had subjected its forebearers made the mammal even angrier. It dully reasoned that
two-legswasits only enemy, and somehow it was forced to be kindly to those two-legswho fed it yet
destroy any other two-legs. Also, it was kept from breeding and from finding its own territory.

This caracgou had spent five years of itslife walking up and down awire-defined corridor, with nothing
to rdleaseitsanxieties.

And then, suddenly, there was the reek.
The skunk bear bounded forward—according to ingtincts and generd piss-off.

The reek—also according to ingtincts and genera piss-off—whirled, curled itsworm tail over its back,
and sprayed.

The spray from itsand glands hit the caracajou on its muzzle. Ingtantly the creature rose to its hind paws,
howled, and, trying to scrub the awful smell from its nostrils, ssumbled away, one set of conditioning
saying find shdlter, the second saying find the two-legs that can help.

Thereek, satisfied, hissed and scuttled off.
"Th' stink't tool work't,” Alex whispered.

Sten was busy. Once again the barrier wire was drilled, pinned, and then, after the two crawled pas,
replaced.

The ship sat in deek blackness, lessthan fifty meters away. Nelther man went forward. Alex dowly
reached insde his ragged tunic, took out four segmented hollow tubes, each less than one centimeter in
diameter, and put them together. That made a blowpipe nearly ameter long. At itsfar end, Alex clipped
on apierced fish bladder, which wasfilled with findy pulverized metd dugt.

Kilgour put the tube to hislips, aimed the blowpipe at abush, and blew. Theinvisble dust drifted out,
collected around the bush, and settled. Both men went nose into the dirt and thought invisible. Minutes
later, the Tahn patrol charged up. Then they stopped and milled about.

Intheir initial casing of the escape, Sten and Alex had noted that insde the field's perimeter were
electronic detectors. They theorized that from a distance the detectors would be fairly smple: probably
radar-based. Thiswas, after dl, aworld far behind the front lines.

The Tahn corpord commanding the patrol lifted his com.



"Watch... thisis Rover. We are in the suspect area, clear.”

"Rover... Watch. Arethere any sgnsof intruson?'

"ThisisRover. Hold."

The overage and overweight corpora used historch to scan the ground. "Rover. Nothing."
"ThisisWatch. Areyou sure? Sensors till show presencein area.”

"Clot if I know," the corpora complained. "But there's clottin' nothing we can see.”

"Rover, thisis Watch. Maintain correct com procedure. Y our ingpection of site recorded. .. your report
logged that no intrusion has been made. Return to guard post. Watch. Over."

"Clottin' wonderful," the corpora grumbled. "'If there's nobody out here, we done something wrong. If
there's somebody out here, were gonnaget the nail. Clot. Detall ... form up.”

The Tahn guards doubled away.

Very, very good, Sten thought. The metallic spray that Alex had blown onto a bush had obvioudy
registered on the nearest sensor. An aert squad had been sent out and had found nothing. Y et the sensor
continued to show the presence of something alien. Therefore, that sensor's reports would be ignored
until arepair person fixed that sensor.

And Sten and Alex had free passage to the dispatch ship.

The port was not locked. Alex went to the rear of the ship, while Sten headed for the control room. The
unanswered question was whether he could fly it.

The controls were very, very smple.
Stenwasin the pilot's chair, touching controls, when Alex rumbled into the tiny command center.
"Thasnaefud," hesad.

Sten muttered four unmentionables and touched computer keys. Y es, there was fuel. Enough to lift them
off into space. Enough to boost them into stardrive. Enough fud to...

Hefingered keys on the navcomputer. Enough to take them out of Tahn space?
Negetive.
He dammed the control panel off and spun. "And dl of thisisfor nothing."

"Nae, nae, lad," Alex said. "Ah hae checked the fuelin't records. This ship'll gae a topoff in three days.
All we haet' do issedl it, gae back through th' wire, an’' then home, an' wait f 'r it aye beat. Can we noo
come back again?'

Go back through the wire. Go back through the paddies. Go back to the three-year-long hell of the
prison camp.

They could not.
But they did.



Sten and Alex did through the wire, through the guards, and into the camp and their barracks close to
dawn. All they wanted was to drift back among the deeping prisoners and get afew moments of deep.
Instead, they found the prisoners awake.

The explanation came quickly.

The furor that Colonel Virungahad set up to cover their escape had provoked revenge. Revengewas a
aurpriseroll cal for al prisoners, with the guards checking each Imperia by name, finger- and poreprint,
and visud recognition. There was no way for Virungaor any other prisonersto be able to cover that
intensve a check.

Of course, the guards knew, Sten and Alex could not have escaped—their check of the perimeter
proved that. But the two must be hidden somewhere, preparing to escape. Perhaps digging atunndl.

It did not matter.

Colond Virunga gave Sten and Alex the word: When they regppeared, they were to be purged. Along
with Colond Virunga—he somehow had to be connected with their nonappearance.

Sten and Alex eyed each other. They would never be able to make the second attempt to get that
dispatch ship. Their next destination would be the mining world and desth.

They were wrong—courtesy of the supreme rulers of the Tahn.
CHAPTER FIVE

The twenty-seven members of the Tahn High Council dumped in bored inattention astheir eder
secretary droned through another day's legidation.

"... HCB No. 069-387. Titled: Negative Pensions. Argumentsfor: A graduated tax on guaranteed
incomes for retirees—not to exceed 115 percent—will relieve aheavy burden on the state and result in
key military enlisments. Arguments againgt: None."

The elder secretary did not bother to look up as he asked the routine question. "Opposed?' There was
the usud slence. "Thenit's unanimous.”

"Next. HCB No. 434-102. Titled: Fud Allotments. Subsection Medical Emergencies. Argumentsfor
incresse: The commandeering of private emergency vehiclesfor military use without compensationis
proving an undue hardship on an aready overburdened civilian hedlth care system. Staff
recommendation: No increase.”

Once again the routine question. And once again silence indicated unanimity. It was the way the business
of governing had aways been done. However, the lords and ladies of the Tahn High Council were hardly
mere rubber samps for their chairman, Lord Fehrle. On the contrary, each member had very strong
opinions and powerful adlies. Otherwise, they would not have been named to the council.

Lord Fehrle wastheir chairman asthe result of adelicate balancing act. Over the years he had shored up
his position through key appointments. For instance, he had recently raised Lady Atago from associate
gatusto full member. True, shewasamilitary hero. Still, she had her detractors.

He glanced over at Colonel Pastour asthe secretary mumbled on. Sometimes he thought his decision to
support the old colond's gppointment amistake. It was not that the industriaist was outwardly difficult.
Hejust seemed to have away of asking innocent questions that were difficult to answer. More
importantly, he was, astime went by, becoming avoice Fehrle could not always depend on.



Hmmm. How to deal with Pastour? The problem was that Pastour not only was a successful indugtridi<t,
he was aso amiracle worker in finding new bodiesto hurl at the Empire. He dso carried the expenses of
many regiments out of pocket. Perhapsit would be better to live with the old man for awhile longer.

Then there was Lord Wichman. Absolutdly loya. Absolutely committed. That was his problem. He was
an absolutist who knew nothing of the art of compromise. It was afault that severd times had nearly
upset Fehrle's balancing act.

Compromise was the key to Tahn politics. All proposals were discussed in labored detail before any
mesting. All viewpoints were considered and, whenever possible, included in the eventua program under
condderation. With rare exceptions, al decisons were therefore unanimous.

Unanimity was as hecessary to the Tahn as breathing. They were awarrior race who had suffered
humiliating defest in their ancient past and had been forced to flee across eons past the fringes of the
Empireto their present home. It was a place no one wanted except for the natives, who proved reluctant
to move asde for the Tahn. Genocide convinced them of therr faulty logic.

Slowly the Tahn rebuilt themsdlves, and in the rebuilding of their warrior society they crested anew recia
purpose. They would never again flee. And someday they would revenge their humiliation. Meanwhile, it
was necessary to prove themselves.

They turned to their neighbors. First one, then another, and then more and more fell to the Tahn. They
used two skillsfor those victories: anative genius for negotiation asascreen for bloody intent, and a
resolvetowin at dl cogts. At timesther wars required a sacrifice of up to eighty percent of their military.
After each war the Tahn quickly regrouped and struck out again.

It was only amatter of time before they bumped into the Eterna Emperor. The result once again was
war.

"...HCB No. 525-117. Untitled. No arguments. Opposed?"
The silence was broken.
"Not opposed, exactly. But | do have one question.”

The other twenty-six members of the council were startled out of their boredom into absol ute shock.
Firgt, an untitled High Council bill was dways apersond proposa from acouncil member. Such abill
would not even be presented if there was the dightest controversy. Second, and even more shocking,
wastheidentity of the questioner.

It was not Pastour for once. It was Wichman. And the number 525 meant that it was Pastour's bill. All
the members of the council leaned forward, eyes glittering in anticipation of a bettle of adifferent sort.
Only Fehrle, as chairman, and Lady Atago remained aoof. Atago had asoldier's disdain for politics of
any kind.

Pastour leaned back in his seat, waiting.

"Now, as| understand the proposd,” Wichman said, "we are creating aprogram in which we will rely on
prisoners of war to build our weapons. Am | right so far?"

"Poorly put," Pastour said, "but basicaly correct. What isyour question?’

"Simply this: A soldier who surrendersisacoward. True?' Pastour nodded in agreement. "Cowardiceis
an infectiousthing. | fear we may be taking agrave risk with the morale of our own work force."



Pastour snorted. "Thereisnorisk a all,” he said. "If you had bothered to read my plan, you would not
have asked the question.”

"I read your proposa,” Wichman said flatly. "And | still askit.”

Pastour sghed. He redlized that Wichman was intentionaly putting him on the spot. He wondered what
kind of compromise he would have to offer and whether it would doom the success of his plan.

"Then you certainly deserve an answer," he said, trying and failing to keep an edge of sarcasm out of his
voice. "The problem we seek to addressis Smply described but thusfar difficult to solve.

"We have factories and materid in barely sufficient quantitiesto fight thiswar. But we have lessthan haf
of the work force required to man the machines.

"I'm mainly abusinessman. | seeaproblem, | immediately assumethereis someway tofix it. A lot of
times the solution isfound in another problem. And with luck, you can fix two things at once."

"| looked for asurplus of people. | found it in our prisoner-of-war camps. But that is only thetip of the
matter. Our worst shortages are in the technica skills. So, not just any POW would do. Whereto find
thelargest pool of untapped skills? Among the troublemakers, of course. Especidly the habitua
troublemakers.”

"Whereisthelogicinthat? A difficult prisoner equalsaskilled being?' Wichman asked.

"Thelogicisample. If these prisoners are il dive after dl thistime, then our prison officias must have
had good reason not to have them killed. Those were my ingtincts, and after study, my instincts proved
correct.

"Regardiess. I'm satisfied, and asfar as| know, my lord, so are the other members of the council.”
Wichman ignored that. " So you're guaranteeing usthat this program of yourswill solve the problem.”

"I'm not guaranteeing anything," Pastour gritted out. That was one trap he would not spring. "Firdt off, the
program isexperimentd. If it doesn't work, it affects nothing, especialy since | am paying for it out of my
own pocket.”

"Good. Very good. Y ou have answered amost dl of my questions. But | ill have one small worry.”
"Whichis?'
"The gaffing of thefirgt prison. | note alack of hard experiencein thisfied."

Hereitisat last, Pagtour thought. Wichman wanted aman in some key position. Wasit someone
Pastour's people could live with? There was no time to find out. He had to make up hismind quickly.

"Perhaps you could help in that area, my lord,” he purred.
"Ddighted," Wichman said.
There wasimmediate relaxation around the table.

"Once again,” the eder secretary said, "is anyone opposed?”



Inaninstant HCB No. 525-1717 was law. Lady Atago put another check mark on her agenda. There
were haf adozen itemsto go before it was her turn to face the Tahn High Council. Although it would be
her debut report as afull member of the body, she was not nervous at al.

Atago had alist of factsto present on thewar. It did not matter to her whether the facts underscored
gloom or optimism. The emotionsthe report icited from her colleagues was not her concern.

It was plain to her that they were quickly approaching acrucia point in thewar. And it should have been
equally clear to the othersthat the way events played out in the near future would determine the eventua
winner and loser. She was confident, however, that the plan she and Lord Fehrle had aready partialy
implemented would assurethe Tahn of find victory.

"... agpecid report from Lady Atago... I'm surewewill dl..."

Atago did not bother listening to the routine platitudes from the el der secretary. When she heard her
name, she stood.

She was an imposing figure even among agroup of beings not easily impressed, and shewaswell aware
of that fact. She was much taller than most Tahn, and she wore her hair in adark spill amost to her waist.
Her eyeswerelarge, her lips generous, and she had alush body set off perfectly by her tight-fitting
uniform.

Only the very stupid were fooled by her sensuous|ooks. Lady Atago's sole passion waswar.

"My lords, my ladies," shesaid. "Y ou will have my full report before you shortly, so | won't bore you
with alengthy summary of its contents. Y ou can review the facts|ater & your leisure. Here, in brief, is
wherewefind ourselves:

"From the beginning, we have managed to dways take the war to the enemy. We have won vast areas
from the Empire.

"There are two key reasons for our success. First: We are dwayswilling to risk al. Second: The very
size of the Emperor's military machine has worked to our advantage. By thetime hisforcesreact, it has
been too late. Thisis an advantage we are about to lose.”

That got Lady Atago the full attention of the council.

"Here arethe basic reasons,” shewent on. "One. At thismoment in time, each success brings an equal
burden. Our supply lines are stretched well beyond any safety factor. We are wasting va uable resources
garrisoning new territories. Two. The Emperor'sintensive efforts to shift from a peacetimeto awartime
industriad economy are about to bear fruit. Soon we will not only be outgunned but outmaneuvered
because of the sheer ze and number of hisfleets."

She paused to let that Snk in. Then it wastimeto spell out the plan.

"Before this can happen, we need to find aplace to sink our knife. Lord Fehrle and | are confident we
havefound it."

Atago pamed a switch, and the far wall shimmered into a vidscreen. The council membersleaned
forward when they saw the starmaps. They werelooking at two systemsin relative proximity. Therewas
nothing that unusual about them—except that they were deegp insde the Empire.

Thefirst system, Lady Atago explained, was called Al-Sufi, amajor depot for Anti-Matter Two, the fuel
that powered the Empire—and the Tahn. It was not necessary for Atago to explain that the Eterna



Emperor's control of all AM2 made him the ultimate ruler.

"Obvioudy, Al-Sufi isaprimetarget,” she said. ""For some time now, we have been building up our
forcesin that area. And if we captured it, the setback to the Emperor would probably be fatal.”

"lsn't that also obviousto the Emperor?’ Pastour asked.

"We hope s0," Lady Atago said. "Because the buildup | spoke of isonly on paper. It isashadow
buildup. A fake."

"I don't understand,”" Wichman said.

"Without arousing suspicion, we have dlowed the Imperia Forcesto bdieve that we intend to attack
Al-Sufi. And we have confirmed reports that the Emperor is responding with an equal buildup at Al-Sufi.
Now, let me show you our real target!”

They saw atight view of the second system, Durer. It was aso awell-known area, asimportant to
industry and transport as Al-Sufi was to the handling and storage of AM2.

"Asyou can see, the buildup at Al-Sufi hasleft Durer exposed. It isoursfor the taking."

It was not necessary to explain to the otherswhat that would do. A warrior race could instantly see when
the enemy had been outflanked.

From Durer the Tahn High Council could see the beating red heart of the Empire. All they had to do was
give Lady Atago permission to use her dirk.

The vote was unanimous.

CHAPTER SIX

Generd lan Mahoney hobbled down the long pandled corridor, gritting histeeth in pain ashetried to
keep up with the two Gurkhas who were escorting him to the quarters of the Eternal Emperor. He
imagined he could fed the plas and metal brackets grating against the bones they were supposed to

support.

A door hissed open, and someone rushed out, dmost colliding with Mahoney. He cursed at his
clumsness as he nearly fell. 1an, hetold himsdlf, you have the gait of athree-legged horse at a
steeplechase. Mahoney recovered and moved on. He was deep in the bowels of Arundel Castle, or what
was | eft of it, anyway. Aboveground what had once been an oversize replica of agraceful Earth castle
was blackened ruins—victim of asurprise nuclear attack by the Tahn. Even now, there were still pockets
of intenseradiation.

The Tahn had hoped to wipe out the Emperor with one daring attack on Prime World. They could not
know that the castle was an e aborate fagade for the bombproof Imperia nerve center many kilometers
benegth the surface. The Emperor ground their failure in many times aday. Every news broadcast
emanating from Arunde began and ended with ashot of the ruins. Two flags fluttered bravely overhead.
One was the shining standard of the Empire. Beneeth it was the Emperor's household banner: gold, with
theletters"AM2" superimposed over the null e ement's atomic structure. Mahoney could amost imagine
the Emperor's chuckle over that far from subtle bit of propaganda.

He had mixed fedings about seeing his old boss and, he guessed, friend. Careful, Mahoney, he warned
himself. Being afriend of the Eternd Emperor was a decidedly mixed blessing. It was friendship, more
than duty, that had led him to his present rotten state of being.



The Tahn'sfind assault on Cavite had left him shattered and nearly dead. He had no ideahow he had
survived, although he expected it had something to do with his protégé, young Sten. Mahoney had come
to woozy consciousness many months later and immediately had had second thoughts about the highly
overrated business of living. Over the next few years he went under the surgeons laser scalpel more
times than any being ought to have to remember. He supposed they had performed what any casud
observer would have called amaor medical miracle, piecing him back together to asemi whole.

Despite their efforts, Mahoney felt many more years than his middle age. What was hardest to get used
to was not the nagging pain. It was hisface. One side displayed what he had once believed to be the
dignified gullies and edges of along and interesting life. The other was baby-bottom smooth. The doctors
had assured him that the plasflesh was programmed to gradualy match the elder sde. Mahoney did not
believe them—although he had to admit that four months ago hisjaw had not worked, either. Now it did,
after apanful fashion.

Mahoney did not have the faintest ideawhy the Emperor had requested his presence. He suspected they
were gtill friends enough that the Emperor might want to persondly break the newsto him that hewas
getting the old heave-ho into early retirement. What the clot, half pension for atwo-star genera was not
bad. Besides, he could aways get another job, couldn't he?

Giveit aredt, lan. Killing peopleis not considered one of the more desirable skillsin private industry.

He came back to redlity when the Gurkhas stopped in front of an unmarked door. They motioned for him
to place his thumb against the security beam. It beeped satisfaction, and the door hummed open.

Mahoney stepped into the Emperor's suite. There was no one there to greet him, just gray walls and
Spartan furniture. Mahoney figured hisfirst guess had been right. He was for the old heave-ho.

Then another door opened, and Mahoney was suddenly overwhelmed by kitchen smells and kitchen
hest. It waslike being insde an immense Irish meet pie. And there was the muscular figure of the Eterna
Emperor standing in the doorway. He looked Mahoney up and down asif measuring him for the pie. Old
soldier's habit tried to pull Mahoney's creaking bones to attention. Then the Emperor smiled.

"Mahoney," hesaid. "Y ou look like aman who could use a stiff Scotch.”

* * %

" tell you, Mahoney, this Tahn business has given me awhole new outlook on life. When | findly get
them out of my hair, things are going to be different. | don't know if you know it or not, but the job of
Eternal Emperor isnot all it's cracked up to be."

Mahoney grinned a crooked grin. "Uneasy liesthe head, and dl that," he said.

The Emperor looked up from his chopping board. "Do | detect anote of cynicism?' he asked. "Careful,
Mahoney. | have the power of Scotch.”

"Beg your pardon, boss. My most grievous error.”

They werein the Eternd Emperor's kitchen, which looked like aship'swardroom mess area. The
Emperor was not happy about that, preferring his old kitchen with its mixture of antique cooking gear and
redesigned modern equipment. But this, he had told Mahoney, was adequate for his current needs.
Besdes, he had not had much time lately to fool around with cooking.

Mahoney was Sitting at a stainless-sted table, a double shot glassin his hand. The Emperor was on the
other side, preparing adinner that he had promised Mahoney was perfectly suited to awar motif.



Hecdled it "nuked hen." Between them was a quart of the home-distilled spiritsthat the Emperor thought
might be pretty close to Scotch. The Emperor topped their glasses up and took asip before going back
to histask. As heworked, he talked, shifting back and forth between subjectswith alogic unique to him.

"I don't remember the real name of thisdish,” he said. "It was part of awhole phony Louisana cooking
fad that went back even before my time."

Mahoney guessed that L ouisianawas a province on ancient Earth.

"Apparently some people thought food wasn't food unless you burned the clot out of it. It didn't make
sense to me, but I've learned over the years not to be too quick about judging folk beliefs. So | tried a
few things™

"And it wasdl ddicious, right?' Mahoney asked.

"No. It wasdl terrible," the Emperor said. "Firg, | thought it was me. | burned everything. My granddad
would have killed meif he had seen dl the food | wasted. Finally, | worked out afew ground rules. You
just can't go around burning anything.”

"Like potatoes," Mahoney said. "A man wouldn't want to burn a potato.”
The Eternad Emperor gave Mahoney a strange look. "Who was taking about potatoes?”

Mahoney just shook hishead. Helifted his glass and worked the edge between hislips. Hetilted his head
back and drank it down. Hewas beginning to fed alot better. Herefilled hisglass.

"l wasjust being slly,” he said.

The Emperor grew slent for afew minutes, going on automatic. Using hisfingers and the hollow of his
palm as measuring spoons, he dumped the following ingredients into abowl: apinch of fresh cayenne;
two fingers of ground salt, ground pepper; apam of dried sage, and finely diced horseradish. He moved
the bowl over to hisbig black range. Already sitting beside it was a bottle of vodka, fresh-squeezed lime
juice, ahalf cup of capers, and atub of butter.

The Emperor took afat Cornish game hen out of a cold box and placed it on the metal table. He found a
dim-bladed boning knife, tested the edge, and then nodded in satisfaction. He turned the hen over, back
side up, and started hisfirst cut dongside the spine. He paused for asecond, then laid the knife down.

"L et me run something down to you, Mahoney," he said. "Seeif it comes out to you the same way it does
tome™

Mahoney leaned forward, interested. Maybe he would finaly learn why hewasredly there.
"Y ou familiar with the Al-Sufi Sysem?”

Mahoney nodded. "Big AM2 depot, among other things," he said. "We've got, what, maybe one-third of
al our AM2 stored there?!

"That'sthe place,” the Emperor said. "And latdly I've been getting reports of abig Tahn buildup in that
area. Not al at once. But areal gradud shifting of fleets from one sector to another. We're dso picking
up alot of radio chatter from supply ships.”

Mahoney nodded in professional sympathy. "Those buggersare dl alike" he said. Tahn or Imperidl.
Can't follow even the smplest rules of security.” He worked on hisdrink, thinking. " So, what'sthe



problem?1f we know they're going to hit us, then we've got the fight half-won before the first shot iseven
fired"

"That'sso," the Emperor said. Then he picked up hisknife again, leaving the whole subject hanging. Y ou
might want to watch this, lan," he said. "Boning a hen is easy when you know how, but you can chop the
clot out of it and yoursdf if you don't.”

Very carefully, the Emperor cut on either side of the spine. He pushed a finger through the dit and pulled
the bone up through the carcass. Next, helaid the hen flat, placed a hand on either side of spine, and
crunched down with hisweight.

"Seewhat | mean?' he said as he lifted the breastbone out.

"I'm impressed,” Mahoney said. "But never mind that. I've got the idea you aren't too impressed with this
intelligence you've been getting on the Tahn."

The Emperor moved over to hisrange and fired up aburner.

"You guessed right," he said. "But | don't blame my intelligence people. | think the Tahn have something
entirdy different in mind for us"

"Al-Sufi hasaneighbor. Durer.”
"I've heard of it, vaguely."

"You put adog'sleg on Al-Sufi," the Emperor said, "and you'll find Durer on abearing just about at the
dog'shigtoe.”

Mahoney remembered and grunted in surprise. "Why, that'sonly..."
"If you stood on Durer," the Emperor said, "you could just about reach here with agood hedthy spit.”
That would have been one mighty spit, but Mahoney basicaly agreed.

"Assuming you'reright,” Mahoney said, "and the Tahn are trying to make us respond to shadows, then if
they took Durer, we could kiss any forceswe have at Al-Sufi afond but regretful farewell. To say
nothing of the fact that we'd have zed between us and the Tahn."

"Interegting, isn't it?'
"What do you plan to do about it?"

"Firgt, I'm going to burn the clot out of thishen,”" the Emperor said, turning to hisrange. "The wholetrick
isgetting your pan hot enough.”

Mahoney leaned closer to watch, figuring that what was on the menu had everything to do with the
Emperor's plansfor the Tahn.

The Emperor turned the flame up as high asit would go and then dammed on aheavy cast-iron pan. Ina
few moments, the pan began to smoke, and fansin the duct above the range whirred on. A few moments
more, and the pan stopped smoking.

"Check theair just abovethefan,” the Emperor said. "It's getting wavery, right?”'



"Right."

"Asthe pan gets hotter, the air will wave faster and faster until the whole interior isasteady haze."
The haze cameright on schedule.

"Soit'sready now?' Mahoney asked.

"Almogt. But not quite. Thisisthe place most people foul up. Inaminute or two, the haze will clear and
the bottom of the pan should look like white ash.”

As so0n as the ashen look appeared, the Emperor motioned for Mahoney to duck back. Then he dipped
out abig chunk of butter, dumped it into the pan, and moved out of the way. Mahoney could seewhy as
flames flashed above the pan. As soon asthey died down, the Emperor moved swiftly forward and
poured the spices out of the bowl and into the pan. He gave the mixture afew stirsin one direction, then
the other. Next he tossed in the Cornish game hen. A column of smoke steamed upward in aroar.

"| giveit about five minutes each sde," the Emperor said. "Then | spread capersdl over it and tossthe
hen into the oven for twenty minutesor soto finishiit off.”

"| sort of get theidea," Mahoney said, "that you'rein the process of heating up apan for the Tahn."

The Emperor thought that was pretty funny. He chuckled to himself as he dumped the thoroughly
blackened hen into a baking dish. On went the capers, and into the oven it went—at 350 degrees. He
cranked the flames down on the range, shoved the pan of drippings back on thefire, and stirred in two
Imperid glugs of vodkaand aquarter glug of lime juice. He would use the mixture to glaze the hen when
it came out of the oven.

"You'reright," the Emperor findly said. "I've been playing the same game with them. On paper I've been
moving forcesfrom al over the map to the Al-Sufi region.”

"But actudly, they'll be waiting for the Tahn at Durer,” Mahoney said.

"That'sthe plan," the Emperor said.

Mahoney was silent for amoment.

"Quegtion, boss. Wheat if thereredly isaTahn buildup at Al-Sufi? What if were wrong?”

The Emperor busied himsdf with some spears of asparagus. He planned to seam them in alittle thyme
butter and dry white wine.

"I've been wrong before," he said.
"But can you afford to be wrong thistime?”
"No," the Eternd Emperor said, "I can't. That'swhy you're here.”

Hefished into his pocket and handed over asmall black jewelry case. Mahoney opened it. Inside were
two rank tabs—the rank tabs of afleet marshd.

"When the attack comes," the Emperor said, "'l want you leading my flegts.”

Mahoney just stared at the stars resting on velvet. He could not help but remember the last time he had
gotten his orders straight from the Emperor. Those had been the orders that had led him to Cavite.



"Will you do it for me?" the Emperor pressed.

Fleet Marsha 1an Mahoney had difficulty finding hisvoice. He assumed command of the fleetsat Durer
withasmple nod.

CHAPTER SEVEN

The huge Tahn prison transport ship hissed down onto Heath, the capital world of the Tahn systems.
After proper security was set, ports whined open and the prisoners debarked.

Sten and Alex marveled asthey clanked down a gangway wearing heavy, archaic, and usdlessleg and
arm irons, with weighted plas chains between them. They had expected to be unloaded onto the Tahn
mining deathworld. Instead—

"W' been here before," Alex whispered, using that motionless mouth and jaw whisper that al professona
prisonerslean.

"Yesh"

Lord Pastour's dictate might have come from the al-highest, but the Tahn bureaucrats fill found away to
take their haf kilo of flesh. A single Tahn transport was dispatched to al the prison worldsto pick up
those incorrigible war prisoners who were to be purged into the new prison. It wasadow, filthy
transport.

Therefore, when the trangport unloaded, the best and the sneakiest did not appear such asthey clanked
out, smelling like drakh, unbathed, uncombed, surly, and snarling.

The only measure of respect they had, athough none of the prisonersredlized it, was that armed Tahn
soldiers flanked their passage through the streets of Hesath at five-meter intervas. Those guards were the
combat element of an entire Tahn assault division whose deployment to acombat zone had been delayed
by three weeks merely so that amotley 1,000 scruffy men, women, and beings could be led to their new
prison.

Sten clanked forward, head down, hands down, shuffling as the chains clanked—the perfect picture of a
properly programmed prisoner. But his eyesflicked from side to Side, observing as subtly as Alex's
commentary had been delivered.

"Clottin' Heath," he whispered.

"Na" Alex whispered back. "Th' last time we bein't on thisworld thae were gladdins an' parties.”
"Try war, you clot."

And Alex observed the city with new eyes.

Thelas—and only—time they had been on Heath had been under cover, with instructionsto find a
murderer and extract him. But that had been years before, and just as Sten had suggested, war had
ground Heseth into grayness.

There were few vehiclesto be seen—fud was restricted to necessary military movements. The streets
were deserted. Shops were boarded up or, worse, had few itemsin their windows. Therare Tahn
civilian they saw ether disappeared quickly from the Streets or, seeing the soldiery, raised one ragged,
whining cheer into the cold air and then scurried on about hisor her business.



Their route led them through narrow sireets, the streets climbing upward.

Sten's psywar mind analyzed: If you have the worst enemy scum in your hands, would you not arrange a
triumphal parade? With dl your citizens spitting and cheering because we have the barbariansin our
hands? With full livie coverage? Of course you would. Why haven't the Tahn done that?

Exploratory thinking: They don't think like | do. Possible.

They can't musgter the citizens on call. Wrong—any totditarian state can do that. Maybe they don't want
to show how badly the war is hurting them if they are presenting Hegth as being the proud center of their
culture and don't want off-worldersto see the redlity. Most interesting, and worth considering—

Sten's andlysis was cut off as the column of prisoners was shouted to ahalt and screaming Tahn soldiers
ordered them to attention. Sten expected to see afloat of combat cars move across the street in front of
him. Instead, there was one cloaked officer, with flanking guards on foot, riding some kind of animal
transport.

"What'sthat?"

"Clottin' hell," Alex whispered. "A bleedin't horse."

"Horse?'

"Aye. A Earth critter, w' nae th' brains ae a Campbell, tha bitesyou an' is best used ae pet chow."

Sten was about to inquire further, but the officer in charge of the column ordered them forward again,
and for the firgt time he looked up the cobbled narrow street.

His guts clamped shut.

At the top of the rise was ahuge stone building. It sat atop the hill like agreat gray mongter, itstowering
walls reaching upward, capped by aruined octagona pinnacle that till reached some 200 meters toward
the overcast sky.

Alex, too, was staring.
"Lad," he managed. "Ah dinnae think't th' Tahn are takin' usto church. Tha bet our new home!™

CHAPTER EIGHT

Koldyeze cathedra had not been constructed by the Tahn. Their only religion was avague sort of belief,
unworshiped, inrecid identity and racia destiny.

K oldyeze had been the Vatican for thefirst settlers on Heath, monotheistic, agrarian communards. They
had spent nearly two centuries building their church atop the highest hill in their tiny capitdl.

Those settlers stood less than no chance when the first Tahn, then more roving barbarians than the
sdlf-declared culture they later became, smashed down on them. They were forcibly absorbed by the
Tahn, their language forbidden to be spoken, written, or taught, their dressridiculed, and their religion
driven underground and findly out of existence.

The Tahn might not have been religious, but they were superdtitious. No one quite knew what to do with
the looming cathedra, and so it was surrounded with barbed fencing and posted for hundreds of years.
Seventy-five years before, an out-of-control tacship had smashed off the spire's crown, and storms had



battered the ruins.
But Koldyeze Cathedrd was gtill amighty work of man.

It was cruciform in design, stretching dong itslonger axis nearly two kilometers and aong the shorter axis
one kilometer. The center of the cross was the sanctuary and, above it, the remains of the bell tower. The
shorter arms of the cross were roofed, but the longer arms held courtyardsin their centers.

Koldyeze had been built as a sdf-sufficient religious community, even though the churchmen were not a
al withdrawn from their society. When the Tahn had ordered K oldyeze abandoned, the pacifistic
communards had systematically closed it down, sedling passageways and chambers as they went.

To the Tahn, Koldyeze seemed idedlly suited to become aprison. Activating it required no drain on
scarce building materids. The power drain from Heath's grid should be minima. The assigned prisoners
would provide the work crews to make the complex livable.

The northernmost short arm, where the main entrance to Koldyeze had been located, was sealed of f
from the other wings, and the chambers around its courtyard were set up as guard and administration
quarters. The passage from the guard courtyard into the center sanctuary was set with detectors and
triple gates.

Four rows of fencing with mines and detectors between each row surrounded K ol dyeze.

Then, even though the security precautions were not complete, Koldyeze was ready for prisoners. The
outer perimeter, after dl, was sealed—and none of the Imperias could fly. Further antiescape measures
would be added astime went by.

The Tahn believed that K oldyeze was escapeproof.

The Imperia prisoners straggling through the thick stone and stedl gates looked about them and believed
that somehow, somewhere, aclever being could manage to find freedom.

And there was no reason at al why it could not be one of them.
CHAPTER NINE

Inside the courtyard, the Imperia prisoners were shouted and pummeled into aformation. Most
interesting, Sten thought, as he anayzed the guards.

They looked much as he had expected and experienced in his previous camp: overmuscled bullyboys,
semicrippled ex-combatants, and soldierstoo old or too young to be assigned to the front.

Their obscenities and threats were a so the same.

But none of them carried whips. They were armed with truncheons or stun rods—which seemed mere
pattypaw weagpons to the thoroughly brutalized prisoners. No projectile weapons were being waved
about. And no one had been dammed to the ground with arifle butt, which was the standard Tahn
request for attention.

The main shouter wore the rank tabs of a police mgor. Hewas ahulk of aman whose broad leather belt
was losing its battle with his paunch. As he roared orders, one hand kept creeping toward his holstered
pistol, then was forced away. The man's face was amazingly scarred.

"Tha be't ae screw,” Alex whispered, lips motionless, "thae hae plac'd second in awee brawl wi' ae



Eventudly the formation looked adequate, and Colonel Virungalimped to his place at itsfront. That had
been one of the few cheery notes of the long crawl through space on the prison ship: Virungawas senior
Imperia officer and would therefore be in command of the prisonersin the new camp.

Virungaeyed his command and started to bring them to attention. Then he caught himsdlf.

Standing ostentatioudy away from the prisoners was a single defiant being. He—she? it?>—was about a
meter and ahdf in height and squatted on histhick lower legsasif early in hisrace's evolution there had
been atail provided for tripodal security. His upper aamswere amost aslarge as hislower legs, endingin
enormous bone-appearing gauntlets and incongruoudy dender fingers.

The being had no neck, its shoulders flowing into atapering skull that ended in adozen pink tendrils that
Virunga guessed were its sensory organs. The being had once been fat, with deek fur. Now itsragged
pelt draped down in togalike folds over its body.

Colond Virunga had been denied access to the prisoners records aboard ship, and of course there had
not been time to meet every one of the purged prisoners. But he wondered how he had missed that one.

"Form up, troop."

"l am not atroop, and | shall not form up,” the being squeaked. "I am Lay Reader Cridtata, | ana
civilian, | endorse neither the Empire nor the Tahn, and | am being unjustly held and forced to be a part
of thismachinery of death.”

Virungagoggled. Did Cristatathink that any of them had volunteered to be POWS? Even more
wonderment: How had that paragon of resistance managed to survive in aprison camp so long?

The police mgjor trumpeted incoherently, and two guards leapt toward Cristata, batons ready. But
before they could pumme him to the ground, alarge man wearing the tatters of an infantryman's combat
coverdls grabbed Cristata by his harness and dragged him bodily into the formation. Evidently the use of
force satisfied Crigtatals objections, because he then remained meekly where planted.

"Formation... ten-hut."

Virunga about-faced, leaned on his cane, and stared up at abalcony on the third level. He could see two
faces |ooking down at him from behind the barred, clear plas doors.

Hewaited for the prisoners new lords and masters to make their appearance.

CHAPTER TEN

Police colone Derzhin was, in hisown mind, despite hisrank, neither acop nor amilitary officer. Many
years before, long before the war with the Empire, he had been ajunior lieutenant in the Tahn ranks,
assigned to a survey ship. Somehow one of the emergency oxygen containers on the ship's bridge had
exploded, killing dl four of the ranking officers and, worse, destroying the ship's navcomputer. Derzhin,
the sole surviving officer, had taken command and managed—mostly by luck, he thought—to limp to an
inhabited world.

The Tahn liviesmust have been hurting for ahero that week, because they made much of the lieutenant.
Derzhin received a couple of hero medas and apromotion, but that did not aim him toward acareer in
the military. A year |ater, after the publicity had been forgotten, Derzhin quietly bought hisway out of the
service. His meda s got him alower-management job in one of Pastour's corporations.



Dezhin was promoted rapidly as he showed arare talent for the proper utilization of personnel and
available resources. Pastour once said that Derzhin could be put on an asteroid with six anthropoids and
two hammers and, within ayear, would have a prototype ship in the sky and three variant models on the
production line.

Derzhin maintained hiscommission in theinactive reserve for the socid clout it gave himin the business
community. Hewas not, of course, antimilitary. He was a Tahn. He never questioned hisraces moral
rectitude or the lightness of thewar.

But he would rather not have been brought back into the military by the genera call-up at its beginning.
Nor was Pastour happy to lose histalents.

When Pastour redlized that avery vauable, highly trained resource—the Imperid prisoners—was being
wasted through high-principled flummery and saw aproper utilization for that resource, heimmediately
st out to get Derzhin to run the project.

He recognized that no executive, no matter how qualified, could instantly become awarden, and so he
gave Derzhin backup.

His backup was Security Maor Avrenti. Avrenti, too, was not a warden—experienced prison
adminigrators were in high demand. Avrenti was one of the Tahn Empire's most skilled countersabotage
gpecidists. Anyone who could prevent the planting of aminuscule bomb or the contamination of awar
materia or who could identify a potentia saboteur long before he became active should have had no
trouble keeping known ma contents imprisoned within aknown and heavily guarded area.

Avrenti was physicaly unremarkable. Anyone who met him casudly would forget hisface minutes after
his departure.

He would have made an excdllent spy. He was soft-spoken and nonargumentative, preferring to win
through reason and persstence. His one affectation was his wearing of archaic eyeglasses. When anyone
asked why he had never had corrective surgery, implants, or replacements, he professed adidike for
medicos. Actualy, he had vison very closeto normal. He used hisglassesasaddl, giving him timeto
congder the proper answer or policy, just as other beings used fingering devices, writing instruments, or
the careful preparation and consumption of stimulants.

The two men looked down at their charges.

"l imagine," Derzhin said findly, "that | am expected to make some kind of speech.”

"That seemsto be requisite for awarden,” Avrenti agreed.

Derzhin samiled dightly. ™Y ou know, Mgor, that part of busness requires an ability to spesk publicly.”
"One of themany reasons| preferred to remain what | am,” Avrenti said.

"Yes. | have spoken to lords and drunken roustabouts, but | cannot recollect ever having addressed war
prisoners.”

Avrenti did not comment.

"Actudly,” Derzhin mused, "it should be quite smple. All I need to do is suggest that they are hereto
work for the greater glory of the Tahn. If they perform, they shall be rewarded with seeing the next
aunrise. If they resst, or attempt to escape... even an Imperia should seethelogicin that.”



Again Avrenti wasSlent.
"Do you agree, Mg or? Isthat the correct gpproach? Y ou are more familiar with military thinking than 1.”

"| can be of little assstance,”" the mgjor said. "I do not understand the mind of asoldier who can find
himsdlf in the hands of the enemy and not seek salf-extinction at the first opportunity.”

Derzhin kept his expression and tone of voice quite neutral. "Thereisthat, of course.”

And he opened the bal cony doors and stepped out.

Police Mgor Genrikh dammed back into his quarters, wanting to feel out of control.

He held the solid wood door ready to crash closed—then caught himself. He pushed it shut softly. Then
he tore off his Sam Browne belt, intending to hurl it. Again he stopped.

He had just witnessed a nightmare.

But should he givein to it? What was the likelihood that his quarters were not bugged? None. Genrikh
would have bugged himsdif.

Instead, he carefully hung his harness over a chair, opened a cabinet, extracted a bottle, checked the
bottle to see whether itslevel had been marked, drank deeply, and sank back on his bunk.

Thiswas going to be adisaster.

Then he cheered himself. Hadn't he been warned? Hadn't he been told, first by Lord Wichman's cutout,
then when hewas duly if privately honored by a presence with thelord himsalf?

But ill.

Genrikh ground histeeth againgt his bottleneck, producing asingularly unpleasant noise. He had spent
haf alifetime as an expert penologist. He knew the way to handle the subbeings that committed crimes.
Crimeto him was anything that contradicted the Way of the Tahn, which he defined as anything that his
current superior ordered.

Genrikh's mother was awhore; his father was a question mark. He had fantasized, growing up, that his
father was arising officer whose forced marriage had made him seek happinessin other quarters. That
did not mean that he saw hismother asafairy princess—but Genrikh's dreamswere never very
coherent.

Genrikh grew up fedling himsdlf an outcast and fearing that someday he would be revealed for what he
was and scorned. He wasindeed scorned by his compatriots—scorned for being the first to toady to the
newest bully, for being thefirgt to inform on any minor offense, for being thefirst to volunteer for any
superior-suggested idea.

Hewastheided prison officid.

Genrikh, in spite of his obsessve concern with others morass, had no problem acquiring anything and
everything he could within the prison syssem. Hewasin his own dim-witted way atruly immoral being.

Needlessto say, herose rapidly in the Tahn prison system, so rapidly that he was chosen for greater
things. Before the war, the Tahn Council had seen the emergence of unions among their exploited



workers and had instantly realized the necessity to destroy anybody that did not represent their own best
interests.

Genrikh was anatura choice to head company unions or to act as astrikebreaker or an informer.

But even the embryonic unionswithin the Tahn systems had eventualy put out the word: Anyone
matching Genrikh's description was pure trouble—trouble that, if it was convenient, should be deposited
in the nearest paddy with many, many puncture wounds.

Genrikh's ultimate controller, Lord Wichman, chose not to discard histhug. Instead, he made him head of
his persona bodyguard while trying to find anew place to deploy the man. Wichman knew that Genrikh
was absolutely loyal to him. The man wasided to insert into Pastour's scheme, no matter what it really
was.

Genrikh, now calm, sipped from his bottle and considered what he would have done had he been
gppointed commandant of the prison. A good thing to think about. He smiled to himself. Because very,
very soon he would be the commandant.

Yes

You areinfront of an assemblage of not only criminas but cowards and traitors, hetold himsalf. Genrikh
thought that anyone who did not kowtow to the Tahn was atraitor.

All right. Y ou want technicians, he mused. Buit first you must bring them under contral. Y es. Bring them
into the courtyard at attention. Then select, at random, 100 of the Imperiad s—there were athousand in
that courtyard—and have them beaten to degth.

No, he corrected himself. Select that 100 and then require the others to kill them. Kill them or bekilled.
Y es. That would produce the correct attitude.

Housing? Food? Nonsense. L et them livein fields and est roots. Wasn't the clotting Empire rich with
people, none of whom would really fight until they died? The resource should be exploited like
cattle—use them until they drop, because there are many, many possible replacements.

Ah, well. Very soon Colond Derzhin would learn his error and disappear.
Magor Genrikh closed his eyes and began planning just exactly how he would be arranging his prison.
CHAPTER ELEVEN

After colonel Derzhin's speech, the prisoners were marched from the guards courtyard through the
shattered sanctuary into their own area, brought to attention, and dismissed. They exploded out into the
cathedra, exploring their new home.

For thefirst timein their long captivity, they werein a prison too large for them. The worst thing about jail
to noningtitutionalized beings was the complete lack of privacy. There was never amoment to be done.
But now 1,000 malnourished beings, quartered in acomplex intended to house 15,000 individuas,
scattered to the winds.

Sten and Alex held a conference in the courtyard.
"Mr. Kilgour?'

"Aye, Firecontrolman Home?'



"Where's the best way to get out of thistomb?"

"Ah hae nae certainty. But Ah'd hazard th' east or west wing, or aught near th' sanctuary. Best luck, th'
west wing, bein't near'st th' cliff edge.”

"Right."
And they started looking for their own quartersin the southernmost, longest arm of the cathedrd.

Escapersthey were. Experienced escapers. Experienced enough to realize that under no circumstances
did they want to have their own living quarters near the center of activities. They had once Sarted a
tunnd in their own bunkroom and learned the impossibility of peace and quiet when every twenty minutes
bags of dirt, tunnders, or guards were busting through.

After some searching, they found the place.
"Dinnaetha be bonnie?" Alex asked happily.

Sten looked around the room. It was perfect. He mentaly wrote the "For Rent” ad:

LARGE ROOM. 20 meters x 15 meters. Room to swing acat. Bring own cat. Rats provided. Formerly
office of moderate-leve religious officia of probably now-defunct order. Room includes VU, but without
intrusive searchlights a night. SECOND STORY , avoiding prospective tunnders, sports players from
floor below, yet aso two floors below roof, preventing annoyances from guards on roof, escaperson
roof, rats on roof, or rain, considering roof only semipresent. INCLUDES: Remains of four beds, which
possibly may be reconstructed into two bunks. Various dangling pieces of plas and meta. Ruins of desk.
V/thick wals, not only soundproofed but may contain interesting passageways. POWER: Single bulb
from celling, apparently wired into circuit. WATER: A close walk to nearby dispersing point. A REAL
FIXER-UPPER. Once visited, never left.

Y es, Sten thought, and stopped being cute. Now, how the clot are we gonna get out of here? Alex was
tapping the walls, checking for bugs. There were obvioudy none, and there was no way a shotgun mike
could be trained on them through the chamber's tiny windows.

"Haey' acdl, Horrie, on our wee head screw?"

"Not yet."

"Ah. Noo, thaegswhy Ah be't & warrant an'y' be't alow firecontrolman. Ah ken th' man.”
"I never argued you've got afuture career in prisons,” Sten said.

"Ah'm wee, nae dickit nae cowerin't, an Ah can ill smashy'," Alex said. "Closeth’ yap, an listen: Were
goin't't' betreated nice, aelong a we dot-an'-carry f'r th' man. Now, m' question be: Do we cooperate?’

Kilgour was suddenly serious, and Sten was no longer a firecontrolman named Horatio. And he spoke as
acommander and as Alex's CO.

"Yes" hesaid. "Theclot istalking about using usin war industry. That's the stupidest idea I've heard
lady."



"We can haefunwi' that,” Alex agreed.
"And as soon as we can, we're going out.”
IIWeI?I

"I don't know anybody here but you and Virunga. There may be doubles, there may be stoolies, there
may be agents.”

"Thae €en may be Campbells.”

"Don' bet onit. Even the Tahn have some standards.”

"Y" hae ideas on how well blow th' place?’

"That'swhat you'refor, Mr. Kilgour. That'swhy you're awarrant and I'm aclottin’ firecontrol man.”

Alex grinned, and the two fdll back into their roles just as there was a thud on the door that might have
been agorillaknock. It was just about that—and it was a so the senior officer, Colond Virunga. Both
men cameto attention.

Virunga had little time for preambles.

"Tahn have madeit... clear... cooperate. Drakh. Promise under duress... meaningless."
Sten and Alex did not need to show their agreement.

"Drakh. Drakh."

Sten's eyebrows lifted. He had never heard the N'Ranya repeat aword. He must be quite angry.
"Duty... soldier... escape. Resst. Am | correct?'

A repest—and afull sentence!

"Yessr."

"Knew... agree. Why you're now Big X."

Alex garted to say something, and Sten waved him to silence.

"Colond. You can't do thisto me!"

"Jugt did."

"Goddammit. Why?'

The chain of command in any prison was complex and often ungpoken, even in amilitary prisoner-of-war
camp. Big X was part of that secret command link. Thetitle was eons old, dating back to atime even
before the Empire. Big X wasthe head of all escape attemptsin acamp. His authority was absol ute.

Part of the hypno-training that al recruitsinto Imperia service received was "how to behaveif you are
cgptured.” That conditioning included the obvious. Reved nothing of military vaue until physicaly or
mentally forced; do not volunteer services unless ordered; remember that dthough you are a prisoner you
are dill a war and are expected to continue to fight by any means available,

Continueto fight.



Escape.

Big X's orders, within the very narrow confines of escape attempts, superseded al others, including those
of the senior Imperia officer. And once he was appointed, his authority was absolute. Big X, the head of

the escape committee in any camp, could be any rank, private to fleet marshd. It was adubious honor. If
Big X was reved ed to the captors, of course he would be skedded for immediate death, brainburn, or, at
the very least, transport to a death-camp.

That was not Sten's objection.

Thereal objection wasthat Big X was normally picked because he or she was the most accomplished
escaper or resister in acamp. But because all escape attempts had to be registered with his committee,
he or she was honor-bound not to personally participate in any escape.

Colond Virunga, by appointing Sten, had aso ensured that he was doomed to be a POW until the end of
thewar. Or until the Tahn discovered theidentity of Big X and had him killed.

Virungaanswered Sten's question. "Because. .. trust. Known quantity. These others? Unknown.”

There was no possible argument. Virunga saluted once more and left. Sten and Alex looked at each
other. Nether of them could find any obscenities sufficient to the occasion, and neither of them felt that
tears would be appreciated.

Very well, Sten thought. If | can't be apersonal pain in the butt to the Tahn, I'm going to create me 999
surrogates that'll give the Tahn arough way to go.

Nine hundred and ninety-eight, he corrected himsdlf, looking at Alex. If I'm gonna be stuck herein this
clottin’ ruin for the rest of the war, I'm gonnahave at least one other clot for company.

CHAPTER TWELVE
Senior Captain (Intelligence) Lo Prek stared at the battered mail fiche on his desk.
A normal human being might have cheered, exulted at closing on hisenemy, or snarled in happy rage.

But to Prek, the mail fiche merely verified what he had known: Commander Sten was not only il dive
but within Prek's reech.

He had come up with a unique method to check his theory, amethod that did not require elther approval
from his superiors or any out-of-the-ordinary efforts from Intelligence. He had merely prepared aletter.

The |etter was packeted in aroutine drop to one of the Tahn deep-cover agents within the Empire. The
agent was ingtructed to deposit the letter normally and use a return address of one of his safe houses.

The agent followed orders.
The letter purported to be from one Mik Davis. It was quite a chatty missive.

Davis, according to the letter, had gone through basic training with Sten. "Of course you don't remember
me," the | etter began.

| got washed real quick and never got to the Guards. Instead they made me a baker. Guess, probably,
they wereright.

Anyway, nothing much happened to me. | served my term, making dough, and got out before the war



Sarted.

Got married—got three ankle-biters now—and started my own business. Guess what it is—prog you
do—abakery.

Compute you're laughing—»but I'm making acredit or Sx. Guess| can't kick on what bennies| got from
the sarvice.

Anyway, herel am out in nowhere and | saw this old fiche, talking about some captain named Sten
who's up there running the Imperid bodyguards. | always knew you were gonnariseto thetop like yeast.

| told my lady, and she thought | was blowing smokewhen | said | knew you back when. | decided I'd
drop aline, and maybe you'd have time to get back to me.

Do meared favor, if youwould. Just scribble out amininote so my lady doesn't think I'm acomplete
liar.

No way | can do paybacks, unless you show up on Ulthor-13, and welll take you out for the best feed
thisplanet'sgot. But I'd redlly appreciateit.

Yoursfrom alongtimeback, Mik Davis

That letter put Prek in ano-lose stuation. If the letter was answered, he knew that Sten was till in the
ranks of the Empire. If it went unanswered, he knew the same. It would have been delivered at least.
Prek had afar greater faith in the Empires mail system than did any of itscitizens.

Instead, the mail fiche bounced, being returned to the Tahn agent in a packet with avery somber, very
officid, and very forma note.

Dear Citizen Davis
Unfortunately your persona letter to Commander Sten isundeliverable.

Imperial records show that Commander Sten iscarried on Imperid Navy records as Missng in Action,
during Engagementsin the Fringe Worlds.

If you desire any further information, please communicate with...

Sympathetically...

Captain Prek fdt that he had begun his self-assigned mission in an adequate manner.

Sten was not only dive but within reach.

A prisoner.

Prek refused to admit that Sten could have died of wounds or been killed in captivity. Hewas ill dive.
He must Hill bedive.

Prek keyed his computer to begin adirectory search for the records of al Imperia prisoners of war
captured in the conquest of the Fringe Worlds. He felt he was getting very closeto the murderer of his
brother.



BOOK TWO
SUKI

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Thefirst escape attempt was go-for-broke.

Captain Michele St. Clair had watched closdly for two weeks asthe first working parties were formed,
assigned tasks, and marched down into Heath. She thought she saw a possibility.

The procedure wasrigid: After morning roll call, Mgor Genrikh would order X number of prisonersfor
Y number of outside duties. They would be broken down into gangs inside the prisoners courtyard, and
Tahn guards would take charge. Each detail would have, on the average, one noncom per ten prisoners
and three guards per five POWSs. The Tahn were being very careful.

The ethics of thework gangs were still being debated by the prisoners, a debate that St. Clair took no
part in. The debate ran asfollows. Participation, even unwillingly, contributed to the enemy.
Nonparticipation, on the other hand, could contribute to the prisoner's own death. S. Clair thought both
points nonsense—she knew that the eventual boredom of being in the prison would make people
volunteer for any detail that was not actualy pulling atrigger. And personally shewasadl in favor of the
outside gangs. Once outside the cathedrd, the possibilities of successful escape would be... she did not
try to work out the exact odds, but she did not have to.

Michde St. Clair had grown up with an ingtinctive gppreciation for the odds and was quite content with
the comfortable, if somewhat hazardous, living a"gambler's share' gave her.

. Clair, very young, had considered the various careers available on her native world, one of the
Empire's main transshipment centers. Whoring or crewing on a spacecraft she saw asamug's game, and
running abar kept one from being amoving target. . Clair had been aprofessona gambler from the
time she was tall enough to shove abet acrossto a croupier.

She learned how to play astraight game against the suckers and how to shave the oddsif shewas
playing with cheaters. She knew when to get her money down, when to cut her losses, when to fold a bet
and get offworld, and, maybe most importantly, when to stay out of the gameitself. She was broke many
times and rich many more. But the credits themsel ves were meaningless to her, asto other professonds.
They were just markers on how well she was doing.

She had a hundred names on a thousand worlds, and nicknames, aswell. All of them related her to the
same sort of animal—a deek, good-looking minor predator.

But for some years the odds had been coming back on her.

Since she preferred to gamble with the wedthy, she maintained a host of identities, al of them well-to-do
if alittle mysterious. She was very fond of one of them—that of a purchasing agent for the Imperial Navy.
Since she had acertain respect for the laws of the Empire, she actually was an officer in the Empire.
Standby reserve, of course.

Unfortunatdly, . Clair paid no attention to politics. When war broke out, she was systematically
cleaning out an upper-classtourist world in her military role, atourist world with amedium-size garrison
onit. &. Clair grudgingly admitted that she might have done too good ajob setting up her various
identities as unblowable, because no one would believe that she was not actualy afirst lieutenant,
Imperia Navy. Her cover was so well constructed that three months later she was promoted to captain



and reassigned as executive officer on atransport.

The convoy her ship was part of was ambushed by a Tahn deep-strike destroyer force, and Michele St.
Clair found herself a prisoner of war.

Fortunately, St. Clair was, like dl gamblers, an inveterate optimist. In the first prison camp she started
running the odds again. What were the odds of surviving asaPOW? She saw agravded carrying awvay
bodies, shuddered, and estimated ninety-ten against.

What were the odds of improving her lot by collaborating?

Two other caculations were required: Could the Tahn win the war? Sixty-two-thirty-eight—againgt. The
Empire: sixty-forty—in favor. Now, collaboration: seventy-three-twenty-seven—againg.

Option: Escape.

. Clair did not run odds on the likelihood of her getting free. That would have meant factoring in the
failed escape attempts of others, and she knew damned well that she was superior to any of those other
clots. Proof: They were soldiers or sailors, and she was not.

Michele . Clair found anew career. And anew nickname—the Lucky Edl. She had made more than
twenty attemptsto escape, dmost dl of them solo. And while she had never succeeded in being free
longer than four days, she also had never been executed. Somehow the commandant was fedling kindly,
she had a convincing excuse for not being where she should have been, or she managed to get away from
the chaos before the sorting out Sarted.

Captain St. Clair was ready for her twenty-first attempt.

Observing the work details, she had noticed an absolute consstency to their actions. Buried in the middle
of athirty-man work gang, she hummed happily to hersdf, watching that routine play out once more.

Shuffle... shuffle... then wait as each work gang was singly processed through each of the three gatesin
the center sanctuary, being swept and counted at each gate. Then each detall moved across the guards
courtyard to the outer gate and waited until that gate came open.

Her gang started through the process. Asthey were herded acrosstheinner courtyard, &t. Clair worked
her way to the outside of the knot of prisoners.

The outer gate was opened, and the gang went through. 1t wastime.

S. Clair had noticed that as each gang exited the cathedral, the Tahn guards would turn, come to
attention, and saute the colors hanging on either sde of the Koldyeze's entrance.

Five seconds of inattention.
More than enough.

Asthe guards saluted, St. Clair elbowed a prisoner aside and darted for the edge of the path that wound
downward toward the city. Six to three, she had thought, they won't see me. Five to two therell bean
incline| can scramble down. Eight to one, evenif it'sadliff | can spot aledge or something | can drop to
and get out of theline of fire.

One meter short of the edge, St. Clair realized that she had made another sucker bet and did to a stop.

The edge of the path dropped straight down for more than 100 meters. All the outcroppings she could



see were obvioudy rotten. St. Clair had no interest in ostentatious suicide.

There were shouts behind her, and a projectile snap-CRACK-D past her head. St. Clair put her hands
straight up, turned around, and looked at the guards hurtling toward her.

"And sixteen to three I'll never learn how to fly," she managed before arifle butt drove into her somach
and sent her down.

Sweat beading on hisforehead, Alex fiddled at the lock, trying for what seemed the hundredth timeto
coax the strange-looking eyehook key his people had fashioned over the little nipple of meta he could
fed insgde. He had aready turned three whedl gears, and according to theory he had just one moreto go.

The key dipped, and it was al Alex could do to bury an amighty great shout of "Clot!" Instead, he wiped
the sweat sting out of his eyes, bent his creaking spine, and eased the key back insde.

Behind him, histwo companions chatted on, presumably critiquing Alex's efforts. He did not know that
for sure, because the entire conversation was taking place in silence.

"Patience, lads" Alex said, dthough he had not heard anyone complaining. "Ah'm aweetickle avay."
"Not to worry," the big blond man said aloud. "Kraulshavn and | aren't the hurrying kind.”

Kraulshavn looked up at hislargish friend, Sorensen, waiting for atrandation. Sorensen's fingers signed
swiftly, and Kraulshavn nodded his head in vigorous agreement. Alex shifted his attention momentarily
from thelock to Kraulshavn. There was more finger wagging.

"Whae's he sayin?"
"That if you are even close to being correct about the contents of the room, the wait will bewell worth it."
Alex grunted his answer and tickled on with his eyehook key.

Kraulshavn and Sorensen were hands down the strangest pair that Alex and Sten had thus far roped into
their growing organization.

Sorensen was the epitome of a corn-fed farm boy, with dabs of muscle, pale skin that flushed at the least
effort, and agrammar-book way of speaking. He aso did not appear to be blessed with agreat deal of
native brightness. But Alex knew from his daysin Mantis how sirange a breed Sorensen was. Beingslike
him had made up avauable part of several Mantisteams Alex and Sten had been on. They wereliving
battle computers. Their innocent looks and surface 9 owness concerning immediate things about them hid
amassive caculating brain. In fact, Alex strongly suspected that Sorensen was asurviving member of a
blown Mantis Team or maybe till active on adeep-cover run. There was no sense in asking, because
Sorensen would not answer. Even more nagging than that was the fact that if Sorensen was Mantisand
Alex knew the being's private code word, they would have themsdves the damnedest walking, talking
battle computer. Which might help on the odds a bit. He shot Sorensen another sizing-up look.

Like hisbrothers and ssters, Sorensen knew zip about hisfellow beings. His people were perfect marks
for any con man or traveling carny. In fact, the Imperia governor-genera of their homeworld had been
forced to pass gtrict laws forbidding carnivas, circuses, or anything even vaguely connected with hustle
artigts. On the other hand, if Sorensen was shown a distance point, he could instantly calculate the range,
trgjectory, wind speed, and relative gravitationa tug that any projectile might encounter on itsway to its
target.



Those taents made Sorensen avauable find. Doubling his vaue was the man's friendship with
Kraulshavn.

Alex fdt the eyehook catch. Gently he twisted and felt the gear whed diding smoothly until it clicked into
place with its gearmates. Inside, the gears should have been lined up, exposing the pie-shaped wedge cut
into them. Quickly, Alex pulled out the eyehook and inserted a heavy bar key. A few minor fumblesand
the gearsfel back with aheavy thunk. On the other side of the door Alex could hear a counterweight
shift, and he stepped back to let the door creak open on its heavy hinges.

Kraulshavn sgned what Alex took to be a"congratulations' a him. A little dip at the end by the being's
nimble fingers, however, looked suspicioudy like"dummy." Alex shot Sorensen aglance. The big man
was looking blandly innocent.

"Ah'm sussin' aweejoker fraey'r mate," Alex said.
"There was not one singlejokein anything he said, Mr. Kilgour," Sorensen protested.

Heturned to Kraulshavn, spelling out Alex's comments. Kraulshavn's mouth opened in around merry O.
He covered it with addicate furry hand, hiding hisslent giggle. Alex had to grin.

"Na He'snae ajoker. Noo our Kraulshavn. 'Kay. Waggle thae d th' lad. In yon room thae may be't a
wee haunt.”

"Ghosts?' Even Sorensen was incredulous at that. Kraulshavn signed back what was a blatant suggestion
where Alex could put his"wee haunt."

Alex just shrugged. "Aye. Y e bet doubters. But th' Tahn hae talesthaell kink y'r curlies”

With that, he walked insde. Despite their strongly expressed doubts, Sorensen and Kraulshavn hesitated
along moment before they followed.

Kraulshavn had particular reason to hesitate.

Like any reasonable and sophisticated adult Struth, Kraulshavn viewed stories of the spirit world with
imperious amusement, as something to look down one's beak at. Even so, ghost storieswere an
important and ancient sSigning tradition in his society. Nestlings barely able to put afew symbols together
weretold smpletdes of ghastly eegance. In the deep past, fear of the unknown had been ava uable tool
for ahen to keep her featherless, spindly hatchlings safe.

The Struth had originated on a barren and hostile world that to a nervous observer might have seemed to
be entirely populated by creatures with fangs and claws and talons and sharp beaks. That wasjust true
enough to require some fairly tricky skillsto avoid being on someone else's menul.

In Struth prehistory, they had once been aspeciesfacing extinction. Originaly beings of the air, they were
alittle bit too large to hide and too small to defend themsalves. The Struth were a so handicapped by
poor hearing—Ilimited to the ultrafrequency sounds the leaders and guards of the rookeries used to guide
their brothers and sisters. The advantage of that was they could not be heard by any potential enemies.
Unfortunately, that meant the Struth so could not hear said enemies approaching.

The Struth were down to afew great rookeries when they finally fled to asmall subcontinent. It wasa
place of smdl animaswith sweet flesh, luscious fruits, and no natural enemies at al—a Struth paradise.
And as contented Struth generations passed, they became much larger and heavier and lost the ability to
fly. Their small wing dlaws developed into graceful feathered "hands," good for mutua grooming, plucking
fruit, widlding alarge stick or rock to fell game, and, more importantly, speaking.



Paradise, however, could not last forever. Maintaining alarge rookery in their new homeland became
quickly impaossible as the sheer size of the Struth suggested a brighter future in small cooperative groups
that would put far less stress on the food supply. That dso meant that a sophisticated communication
system was essentid.

Signing was born. At firgt it waslimited to afew basics Tasty creature under rock. You lift. | take. We
share. Soon, however, it became a swift and complex language. A superior Sgner had greater Satusthan
a Struth with abeautiful tail-feather display. Eventudly, a Struth philosopher could collapse the most
intricate ideainto afew symbols of great smplicity. The gentle Struth were on the verge of evolving their
sgning language into written form when disaster struck.

A land bridge had formed between their paradise and amuch greater landmass. At first only afew
weaker animasfled acrossit. They were soon followed by atrickle and then aflood of grazing crestures.
The carnivores were right behind. The Strum were easy prey. After thousands of years of relative sfety,
they were atop-of-the-menu item again. Once again they faced extinction.

But that time they had greater resourcesto fal back on. The two key talents they had developed post
migration were cooperation and language. The Struth split into even smaller groups. They learned to build
their nestsin the mogt difficult terrain. They formed two-Struth teams to gather food. That proved to be
an ideal number with which to ded with any enemy. One Struth would aways be at watch while the other
worked. If escape wasimpossible, the two of them together could kill the attacker.

Smdller rookeries, however, meant that the hatchlings had to be left unguarded for long periods. The
guestion was how to keep the young in their safe nests. The answer was smple: Scare the clot out of
them. The ghost story was invented. Struth tales of the spirit world aways involved ayoung hatchling
who ignored the warnings of his parents and more cautious siblings and ventured out of the nest. He was
aways eaten. A favorite villain was the Talon Thing that swooped out of the Sky and carried away the
little Struth to its own nest, where smdler Taon Things waited to et thelittle Struth dive. Another was
Big Fang. That beadt, it was said, hid in the brush al day, waiting for groups of disobedient Struth young.
Big Fang would catch them at play, quickly eating hisfill and then hamstringing the others so they could
not run away. Big Fang could then seek out his pack mates and return for afeast.

The ghost storiesworked. The hatchlings stayed in their nests until they were old enough to bond with
other Struth. Eventudly the Struth grew tired of hiding in rocky hillsfrom crestures they had redized were
not nearly as bright asthemsalves. The Struth came out of the hills and began killing the carnivores. They
killed them until there were no more left. Then they crossed the land bridge and began killing al over
again. In two centuries, the Struth were kings of their smal planet. Unlike many other races on countless
other worlds, when the Struth had run out of common enemies, they did not begin seeing areplacement
among their own numbers. Instead, they returned to being the peaceful Struth again, whose greatest joy
was in the degant symbols—both written and sgned—that they used to communicate with.

When they were finaly discovered by the Empire, the Struth language had reached the giddy heights of
the purest of pure maths. Their computer hardware, for instance, was primitive compared with Imperia
standards. But the programs they wrote were so smple that they barely taxed the capacity of the most
dim-witted Struth machine.

As software artists, they were ingtant hits, commanding premium salaries and the most luxurious perks.
There was one requirement, however, written into every Struth contract with the outside. They must
aways be hired in twos. Otherwise, they would have no one e se to sign with. Struth had been known to
dieof loneliness.

Kraulshavn was not near death when Sorensen found him at their previous prison camp. But day by day



he was wasting away. Kraulshavn had been working asacivilian on an Imperia military contract when
the Tahn had invaded. His companion waskilled in the first fighting. Somehow Kraulshavn had survived.

Sorensen thought the little Struth was the most mournful being he had ever met. Sorensen's great
caculating brain and Kraulshavn's degant way of thinking made them naturd friends. It was easy for a
being like Sorensen to learn the Signing language, and soon he was wagging away with Kraulshavn likea
native Struth. Kraulshavn began eating again and taking an interest in life.

They soon teamed up permanently and made one nearly successful attempt to escape. They werejust
getting ready for another when they were transported to Koldyeze.

When Kilgour found them, he knew ingtantly that they were the solution to a seemingly impossible
problem. What the organization needed more than anything else was a computer capable of reducing
endlessyears of caculating drudgery to afew hours. With such acompuiter, the chances of escape would
soar geometricaly.

Sorensen and Kraulshavn had assured him that the solution was smple. All they had to accomplish was
two things. Step one: Reinvent the chip. With that, they could build atiny-brained computer. Step two:
Invent alanguage that said little brain could dedl with without blowing its circuits.

When Alex ssumbled upon the large room with the tricky diding gear lock, he was pretty sure that among
its contents was the answer to step one.

When the creators of Koldyeze had considered the early plansfor the cathedral, they had paid particular
attention to the stained-glass windows that would grace the structure. They quickly discovered thet it was
an art form that had been lost thousands of years before. Y es, they could create adequate stained glass
with modern scientific techniques. But no matter how much they experimented, what they produced
paled when compared with the great works of the past.

So it wasto the ancient past that the monks of Koldyeze went to find their answer, and find it they did in
the writings of agoldsmith named Rugerus. They carefully copied every detail of the methodology. They
disdained modern glass-cutting lasers for atool of heated iron. To smooth the edges of the glass designs,
they used anotched tool called agrazing iron. For color, they included in their palette gold and silver sdts
and precious gems ground to dust.

The room to which Alex had led Sorensen and Kraulshavn was one of the workshops the monks of
Koldyeze had labored in for many generations. It was cloaked in dust and cluttered with hundreds of
bewildering objects and substances. But little by little they began to pick them out.

Kraulshavn wagged hisfingers excitedly when he pulled aside atarp and reved ed neetly stacked sheets
of thick glass. He pulled one sheet from astack and kept pushing it in Kilgour's face. Alex gently brushed
him aside.

"Thae be glass. Ah've peeped glass afore. Why'sth' feathery one dl flutter, young Sorensen?’
"He says glassiswhat the Struth used in some of their early computers.”
Alex consdered that for amoment. "Aye. Thaell be a decent breadboard. Tisadart.”

Asthe other two beings continued their search, he wondered how they could etch the glassto hold the
circuitry. He would have to get the scroungers busy coming up with a decent glass-esting caudtic.

There was sudden excited motion from Kraulshavn. Kilgour found him trying to tug asmall barrel from
benesth a teetering mess of other barrels. Alex added alittle heavy-world weight, and they soon had it



out. They popped the lid, and Alex's mouth gaped. Inside was what had to be flakes of pure gold.

"Clottin' figures. Shake down awee monk, and yell find gold about.” Kilgour had always been an
ingtinctive anticleric. He was even more so after his and Sten's dealings with the three pontiffs of the
Lupus Clugter.

Kraulshavn signed at the flakes and then pointed to the glass. Alex had to chortle. They had found their
crcuitry.

When they were done, they might have adull wit for acomputer, but it surely was going to be aclotting
vauable dullwit.

But before they could scrabble through the mounds of dust and debristo see what other treasures they
could find, what seemed like every darm on Heeth went off.

By thetime Alex joined Sten on a battlement overlooking the prisoners yard, he had managed to retrieve
his ssomach and somewhat untangle his nerves. Sten motioned him over, and he saw what al the shooting
and shouting had been abouit.

Thetwo of them watched as the bloody and limp figure of St. Clair was dragged through the three gates
and toward the areathat the Tahn had dready designated as a " punishment chamber.”

"Whoisit?" Sten asked.

"Dunno. Ahll find out. Shelookst' be dtill dive.”

Neither of them paid much attention to the prisoner. They were waiting for the next whiplash.
It was not long in coming.

The prison speakers crackled. "All prisoners! Y our immediate attention. Thisis Colonel Derzhin. One of
your number has attempted to escape. She was completely unsuccessful. As| guaranteed when | spoke
before, this attempt shal not go unpunished.”

Sten held his breath.

"The prisoner shdl be kept inisolation for thirty days. Diet shal be minimd.
"But thisisnot sufficient.”

"Now'sth' clanger,” Alex said.

"All prisoners are ordered lockdown in their cells for twenty-four hours. Since no work can be
performed in that time, no rations shal beissued. Y ou have ten minutesto return to your cells. At theend
of that time, any prisoners outsde their cdlls shal be fired upon.”

The speaker went dead.
Sten and Alex looked at each other.
"Clattin hdl," Alex marveled. " A bleedin' philanthropist.”

"Yeah," Sten agreed as the two men doubled toward their chamber. "All the same. | want the word out.



The next hero that tries acowboy run like that won't have legsto run on.”

"Ah'l see thag's nae mistrandation, Skipper.”
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

But there had to be more to Sten's plans than just ordering, "Back off, Buckwheet." Because if he did not
get the camp's escape efforts organi zed very soon, the provable craziesin the cathedra would ignore his
orders.

Escaping as an art form—and given the nature of Koldyeze, any escape would have to be pretty
arty—required agreat deal more than punching aholein the ground or lashing aladder together. It
required aformidable conspiracy.

Drawn out, an escape organi zation would resemble two equilatera triangles set point to point. At the top
of thefirst were the watchers and security people. Then alesser number of carpenters, tinbashers, and so
forth. After them, atill smaler number of artists and specidids.

Probably none of them would be among the escapers.

All their work would go to Big X—the escape organization's head. He would filter materid down through
the ranks of the actual escapersto the tunndlers or the people working on the physical escape.

And security had to be perfect. Not only did each level have to be protected from exposure, the manner
of escape itself had to be atotal secret to dmost everyone.

AsAlex put it: "Fy' ken me grollin’ aboot th' compound wearin' a purple chemise wi' alight standard
stick't oot m' arse, Ah dinnae wan' to hear anybody say aught but how bonny the westher is.”

The biggest problem was not with the Tahn guards—Sten had dready allowed for their presence. The
danger lay in those prisoners who were unknown. Having ameasure of respect for Tahn Intelligence,
Sten was absolutely sure there would be at least one double among the prisoners. Probably more. But
he—or they—must be found quickly and disappeared. The Imperia prisoners would define that death as
execution for treason—the Tahn would cdl it murder and make reprisals. Sten was forced to use Alex
and his hooligans as a cutout, even though there was agood possibility that he might be putting hisfriend
very decidedly into harm'sway. But he had to start recruiting.

Another problem: There would be prisoners who for their own reasons would want nothing to do with
whatever Sten planned as the main escape attempt: claustrophobes, solitaries, or smply prisonerswho
had figured out a single-person way to get out. All those attempts had to be registered to make sure
escapers did not cross each other's routes and destroy two or more plans a once. Sten thought he would
be lucky if he heard about half the plans—he was just as unknown and suspect to the other prisoners as
they wereto him.

Sten was glooming over evening rationsin their cell and was very glad to hear the shuffle at the door that
interrupted him. He was not so glad when he turned and saw who it was.

Lay Reader Crigtata crouched in the doorway.

Crigtata, sncethat initia formation, had not become any less of apain in the fundament. At every
formation he ingsted he was acivilian and did not belong in the prison, and at every formation he had to
be plopped into place. He refused any work detail; any task assigned by a uniformed person was
asssting thewar effort. Naturally, he refused to salute any Tahn guard asrequired. So far he had not



ended up inisolation, but sooner or later... Not that Cristata was didiked. The squat being wasthe first
to volunteer to mess-cook. He set up the ludicrous assemblage of medica gear available as adispensary.
He had no objection to latrine cleaning whatsoever. Any sick prisoner would have Cristata hovering over
him or her night and day.

Sten wondered what he wanted. Probably he had just discovered their rations were issued in uniform
packs and fdt that was military. But why was he not ruining Colond Virungas med?

"y e
"May | enter?"

Sten waved himin. Cristata closed the door behind him.

"l understand you are the individua in charge'—Cristata shuddered a bit—"of the escape attempts.”
Sten mumbled neutraly. Could Cristata be a Tahn agent? Not a chance.

"My beings have decided that | should be the oneto reserve an area.”

"You want to escape?’

"Why not? How else can | remove mysdf from this abhorrence of uniforms and regulaions? There are
four of uswho plan to depart this place of testing for freedom.”

"How?'
"Weare congructing atunnel.”
"A tunnd?' Sten looked at Crigtatals dender, delicate fingers.

Crigtata caught his glance. He extended the armor gauntlet of hiswrist, and muscles bulged—uvery hefty
muscles, Sten noted. The fingers retracted, and thick claws did out.

"In my necesstiesin deding with the materid world,” Crigatasaid, "l function asamining engineer.”
Sten grinned. "The Tahn don't know that, of course,”

"| thought, since they forced meto obey their ludicrous orders, there waslittle sin in not disclosing my
mammon-profession and the excavating implements the Great One gave my race.”

"Where are you planning to go out?'

"We have removed a section of paving from the ground level of the east wing. We plan to dig directly out
fromthere"

Sten mentally pictured Koldyeze. "That isgoing to be avery long tunnel. That's just about the farthest
point from the cliff edge.”

"That isaso our observation. We estimate, and have prayed for guidance to be correct, the location
gives usaplace unlikely to be examined too closdy.”

"How long until you go?"

"Soon, | think. The digging has been easy, and since we are tunneling under the foundation of the
cathedral most of the way, not much shoring has been necessary. At the moment | estimate we are



nearing theinner wal."

Sten wasjolted. The progresswas incredible. "Clotting great! "
"I wish you would not use obscenitiesin my presence.”
"Right. Sorry. What support do you need?’

"None."

"None? Assuming that you get out, what comes next? 'Y ou aren't exactly—no offense—alook-aike for
any TahnI'veseen.”

"We shdl proceed directly into open country. There we propose to dig a shelter and dowly make the
fanners of the area aware of our presence.”

"What makes you think they won't dump you for the reward?”’

"You must havefaith,” Cristatasaid. "Now... may | return to my dedications? We have four new sick
onesinthe bay."

"Sure. Let usknow if you'll need adiversion or anything.”
"I doubt it."

"Oh. Yeah. May your, uh, Great One be with you."
"Heis"

And Cristataambled out.

Platoon Sergeant |bn Bakr was perfect, Kilgour thought, especialy considering the still-underfed state of
the prisoners. He marveled at the infantryman's bulk and repressed the urge to check the man'steeth asiif
he were buying a Percheron or to look at his pads to make sure he could support the full weight of a
howdah. 1bn Bakr could, Alex thought, havefit into any combet livie as the ultimate hero/crunchie, or
maybe the hero'sfirst sergeant.

"Mr. Kilgour," the bulk said.

Clottin' hell. H' can €en tak.

"l want to volunteer for the committee.”

Theword "escape,” of course, was never spoken by anyone unnecessarily under threat of bashing.

"An' we accept, lad," Alex said heartily. He had fond dreams of maybe finding three more like the
sergeant, and they would just rip the old pinnacle off the cathedral and use it as a battering ram through
the gates. All the gates. "WEell be needin't abraw tank like you. Digging. .. carrying... holding up the
world."

"Umm... Mr. Kilgour, that wasn't what | wanted to do."

Alex'sdreamswisped away. "Aye?'



"l assume,” 1bn Bakr went on, "that well be dtering uniformsto look like civvies, screwsuits and that,
right?'

"Y ou want to be aclottin' seamstress!"
"Isthere something wrong with that?' The ham that hung at the end of 1bn Bakr's arm knotted into afist.

Kilgour, deciding the sergeant might be a handful even for aheavy-worlder like himsdlf, regrouped. "Nae
adl, needdl."”

"I can do neediepoint, knitting, crewel, petit point, cross-stitch, festherwork, lace, Carrickmacross,
quillwork, broidery anglaise—"

"Thall do, Sergeant. Ah'm appalled—tha's nae th' word—o'erwhelmed ae thae talents. Be standin't bye,
an' well hae materidsf'r yein awee bit."

The sergeant saluted and | ft.

Kilgour stared after him and sighed mightily.

The evening formation stunned the Imperid prisoners. They had assembled at the siren blast, counted,
and stood warily, staring at afive-meter-high stack of plas crates nearby and wondering what new Tahn
screwing the crates presaged.

Camp Commandant Derzhin had taken the count from Colonel Virungaand said hehad an
announcement. It was short and shocking.

"Prisoners, the Tahn find your work to be acceptable.”
Clot, Sten thought. We'd better step up the sabotage program.

"Asareward, | have authorized the issuance of your Prisoner's Aid parcels. That isal. Colond Virunga,
take charge of your men."

Virungasaluted like abeing in atrance.
The prisoners were equally amazed.
"I din" know there was parcels" somebody muttered ungrammaticaly.

Sten knew what they were; in the three-plus years of captivity, a softhearted camp office—who had
been quickly shipped off to acombat unit—had issued the boxes once.

Prisoner's Aid was aneutral society, overseen by the ostensibly neutral Manabi and intended to give
POWSs on both sides somerights, some method of appeal, and most importantly support. The Tahn
ignored thefirst two goals of the society but encouraged the latter. Each parcel contained supplementary
rations, vitamins, minerals, and replacement clothing for ten prisoners. Sten wondered if the kindly little
old ladies—that was how he pictured them—ever redlized that those scarves, gloves, and tidbitsin the
parcels almost never reached the prisonersthey were meant for. If the parcels were not sidetracked by
the Tahn supply system itsdlf, the prisoner guards would ensure that the prisoners never saw them. The
one parcel that Sten had seen had been most thoroughly picked through long before it was sent into the
gates.



"Food," someone whispered.

The formation swayed forward alittle.

Virungablinked back to awareness only seconds before his military formation turned into afood riot.
"Formation! Ten-hut!"

Military discipline took over—at least for amoment.

"Three volunteers... break down... parcels. Cristata. .. Kilgour... Horatio!"

Lay Reader Cristata muttered but evidently decided that task was alowable and waddled forward, Sten
and Alex behind him.

"Sir," Sen said. "Request that—"
Virungainterrupted him. "Quiteright... forgot... task. One more being! Sarn't Mgjor 1sby!"

The supply specidist swung out on his crutches toward Virunga. In an age when few injurieswere
permanent, 1sby was aman with only oneleg. That he had logt it through medical inattention was one
atrocity to be chalked up to the Tahn. But it could be explained away as an excusable oversight during
wartime. There could be no explanation for not providing him with anew one. The only war crimetrias
the Tahn were counting on would be overseen by them.

"Red... dismissed! Didribute parcels... two hours.”

The formation broke up, but none of the prisoners|eft the courtyard. They intended to watch—very
closdy—just how the parcelswere divided. At least dl three of the "volunteers' were trusted by the
prisoners—more or less.

Sten glanced at Alex, who nodded. Alex would take Colond Virungaasde and give him avery
interesting piece of information that had been learned during his and Sten's pre-Tahn War Mantistraining.
If that bit of information still gpplied, those Prisoner's Aid parcels might prove very useful.

Sten, thinking hopeful thoughts about the continuity of sneakiness, sdluted Virungaand hurried away. He
did indeed have another task.

Thetwo guards snarled at Sten. He kept well back. They unlocked the cell door and snarled once more.
A moment later St. Clair walked out, squinting at the light—walked, not tottered or sumbled. During the
month of isolation, her bruises had mostly healed. She was even skinnier than before—hdf rationpaks
and water had done that—but, Sten noted, must have maintained some kind of exercise regimen in the
cramped isolation cell.

"Next timg" the Tahn said, "it'll beworse"

"Therewon't beanext time," . Clair said. The guard pushed her away, down the corridor, and banged
the cell door closed.

St. Clair stopped in front of Sten. "My welcoming committee.”
"Cdl it that,” Sten said.

"What's been happening in the big wide world?'



"Not much worth talking about.”
"So thewar's ill not over. And by the way, why aren't you caling me by my rank, Firecontrolman.”

"Sorry. Captain.”

"Forget it. I'm just up to here with clottin' screws. Thanks for the welcome. Now | want to seeif the
freshersareon yet.”

They were in a deserted section of the corridor.

"We have something to talk about first,” Sten said.

"You tried to get out solo. A real cowboy move."

o

"No more. Any escape attempt's gotta be registered and approved by the committee.”

"Not ming," St. Clair said. "Committees screw things up. Committees start war. | like my own company.”
"Thisisn't adebate, Captain. It'san order.”

. Clair leaned back againgt thewall. "Y oure Big X?"

"You haveit."

"Nice mesting you. But as| said—"

"Listen to me, Captain. Read my lips. | don't give adamn if you want to try asingle run. Anybody who's
got any way out of this coffin has my blessings. But | am going to know about it and approve it—before
yougo."

S. Clair dlowed hersdlf six deep breaths before she said anything. She smiled. "Again, my gpologies. I'll
follow orders. Of course. Whatever you and your committee want."

"Cute, Captain . Clair. And | think you're blowing smoke at me. Those are my orders. Y ou will follow
them!”

"Andif | don't?"

Sten spoke very quietly. "Then I'll kill you."

. Clair'sface wasimpassive.

"One morething, Captain. Just to keep you out of trouble, I'm appointing you my chief scrounger.”
"Scrounger? I'm not familiar—"

"Thief."

S. Clair bristled. "I am agambler. Not aclotting burglar!™

"] don't seethe difference.”



Agan S. Clair buried her anger. "Isthere anything e se, Firecontrolman?"
"Not right now."

"Thenyoure dismissed!”

Sten came to attention and saluted her.

. Clair waited until Sten had rounded a corner, then gave hersdlf the luxury of aslent snarl of rage.
Then her face pokered, and she started |ooking for her long-overdue shower.

Outsidein the courtyard, the distribution of the Prisoner's Aid parcels was under way. Sten noticed that
as each crate was opened Alex would remove one or maybe two packs and set them unobtrusively
aside. Good. Then he saw, leaning against one of the half-ruined columns, what had to be the Empire's
oldest warrant officer. The man looked like the grandfather Sten had never known. He was holding a
small pack of what Sten guessed were biscuits and an equaly tiny pack of fruit spread. Part of his share
from the parcals. The man was crying.

Sten shuddered.

It wastimethey al went home.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Big X wasflexing hismuscles.

Through his cutouts, Sten had deployed the surveyors. The surveyors were rel uctant prisoners who were
given improvised metric rules and told to measure everything and anything. Sten was trying to find out
what he had to work with and work from. Since there were no plansthat he could find or steal for
Koldyeze, he would make his own.

The details reported back. A hallway measured so many meterswide, long, and tall. The rooms
branching off that halway measured B meterswide, long, and tal. Thewing itself measured C meters
wide, long, and tall. And none of the figures matched in Sten's mind. He wished desperately that Alex
and histeam could move alittle faster on the computer. What the clot! Probably wouldn't work, anyway.

Sten tossed aside the bits of paper he had been figuring on. Later for that drakh. In the meantime, which
meant on the morrow, he was on awork detail.

Thework detail was commanded by someone who seemed to be the first of the Tahn quidings.

Chief Warrant Officer Rinaldi Hernandes seemed to call everyone " my friend"—except the Tahn guards,
whom he referred to, with a completely obsequious bow, as"honorable sirs.”

"My friends," he cgoled. "Come, now. Lift together. We can do this."

"Doing this' was muscling a huge generator that should have had aMcLean ded to raiseit up arampinto
acargo ship.

"You aren't trying, my friends," he said. "l am disappointed that | shall haveto report you to our
commandant when we return. Remember, we are being given afair day'sration, and we should be
prepared to ddliver afair day'swork."



Sten grunted, aong with twenty others, and dowly the generator groaned up the ramp into place. He, like
the others on the work crew, hated Hernandes. Suddenly Sten redlized that in spite of the constant threst,
no one assigned to Mr. Hernandes's work crews had ever been reported for anything.

Interesting.

The generator |oaded, the prisoners sagged in exhaustion. Hernandes walked among them, patting,
joking, and ignoring the muttered obscenities he heard.

"That wasn't bad, my friends. Come on. The shift'sbarely begun. Come on. We've got to show our
honorable masters we're as good asthey are.”

The prisoners groaned to their feet. The next task was smpler: loading crates into another offbound ship.

Sten redlized he was spending | ess time watching Hernandes than watching Heeth's spaceport. Which
ship could be stowed away on? Which ship was outbound for where? What were the security measures
taken once a ship was loaded?

He humped a crate up aladdered ramp. Hernandes was standing at the ship's cargo door in histypicaly
baggy overszed coverdls.

"Hi-diddle-diddle," the officer chanted. "Right up the middle, friend. Weve got to get this ship loaded and
offworld.”

Definitely, Sten thought, atraitor. But isn't he alittle obviousto be an agent?

"There are troops freezing on an arctic world," Hernandes went on. "Weve got to make sure they have
what they need.”

Sten glowered at the warrant officer and continued on, part of the antlike procession, into the ship's hold,
where he dumped the crate he was carrying. And then he stared at the loading dip onitsside: Uniforms,
tropical, working dress.

He quickly scanned some dips on other crates. Recreational equipment, E-normal environment
(low-caloric); Rations, beasts of burden (not for Tahn Consumption); Livies, medical, educational,
avoidance of social diseases; Livies, counselatory, what to do when your mate leaves; Spores,
seedable, rock garden, for issue to general officers and above.

That should have had an interesting effect on any Tahn crunchie—on whatever frozen world the ship was
bound for—who had to unload or consume any of the crates.

As he made hisway back toward the ramp, Sten looked at Mr. Hernandes a bit differently. To make
sure, he bumped against him. Mr. Hernandes's coveralls clanked.

"Careful of what you're doing, my friend,” the grandfatherly warrant officer cautioned.
"See metonight,” Sten ordered in alow voice.

"| beg your pardon?'

"Big X," Sten said. What the clot. If he was blown, he was now thoroughly blown.

* % %

Hewas not.



In case Hernandes was wired, Sten had him strip searched and then, finding he was clean, took him for a
long and aimlesswalk down one of thewing's corridors.

Rinadi Hernandes was a building tradesman, agenera contractor who had been amaster plumber,
carpenter, plas-man, ceramic specidist, and so forth, who had joined the service at the beginning of the
conflict. He had been assigned to the Imperid construction units—for once the grinding bureaucracy that
was the military had put a square peg into a square hole.

Hernandes desperately hated the Tahn. His only grandchild had been killed at the beginning of thewar.
Then Hernandes himself had been captured. He had survived and, during the years of his captivity,
ressted—ressted in waysthat would keep him dive until the time came when he had awegpon in his
hands and could kill.

"Although, my friend,” he said sheepishly, "snce I've never killed anyonein my life, | redlly don't know
what | would do."

In the meantime, he had |earned the Tahn worlds and sent shipmentsintended for garrisonsto the front,
and vice versa. He had stolen and then destroyed any protruding bits of military hardware that he could.
He had surreptitioudy tugged connections loose wherever he could when he was permitted aboard any
Tahn ship.

Hernandes hated the Tahn so thoroughly that he was willing to sacrifice the opinion of hisfellow
prisoners. So they believed he was aquiding, atraitor, adouble. Perhgpsthey might even kill him. That
wastherisk that Hernandes was willing to take. In the meantime, he was astrusted by the Tahn asany
Imperial prisoner could be. He often wondered, he told Sten, how many—if any—Tahn he had killed.
He had never seen any of them die.

Maybe he was not really accomplishing anything.

Sten thought that perhaps Mr. Rinaldi Hernandes had killed more Tahn than any Imperid battleship.
And now he had hisjack-of-al-trades.

Big clottin' dedl, Sten thought. I'm assembling al these troopies. Giving them amisson.

But so far | haven't come up with any misson.
CHAPTER SIXTEEN

L'n thumbed back on thejoystick. There was a soft whirr asthe feeder machine cameto life and then
two sharp clicks as the tubes dropped into the dotsin front of her. She gave a quick double-check
glance to make sure there was a pos and neg symbol on each of them, then toggled the joystick forward.
Thetubes did dowly toward each other, then gave a quick jump as they mated.

She bent closer to look at the sedl. 1t was so apparently perfect that she could barely see the nth of a
hairline where the tubes joined.

All those movements were accomplished in nearly absolute darkness. In fact, it was so dark in the testing
room that any other being would have started fedling like a claustrophobe after afew minutes. He would
have felt completely cut off from therest of the world, sensing only the form of hisown body. To L'nit
wasalittle bit better than twilight.

Shetoggled left to apply stressto the sedl, pressing down to activate an eectric fidd. Outwardly the
seam was still apparently perfect, but L'n's light-actinic eyes could see adark red stain. The seam was



badly flawed. L'n giggled and toggled right to drop the tubesinto the discard bin. After only afew hours
on shift, the bin was nearly full of rgects. So much for the Tahn's boasts of superefficiency.

L'n liked to think that someday far in the future aredly bright historian would trace the Tahn's eventua
defeat at the hands of the Emperor right back to the discard bin under her worktable. For the hundredth
timeL'n amiled at her little private joke, then toggled back to cal for the next two pipes. Her small,
ddicatdy pointed left ear turned to catch the sound of the machine whirring into life. Instead, therewasa
loud shout just outside the room. Her ear curled back on itself in pain. What the clot? The shouting went
on. It was Cloric, the Tahn work boss. She could not hear what was being said, but somebody was
definitely getting it. If Cloric held to form—and she had no reason to believe that he would not—the
shoutswould eventualy lapse into incoherence, followed by heavy blows.

Whoever it was, L'n felt very sorry for him. Still, what could she do about it? She turned back to her
work, trying to push the sounds outside her mind. It was a process that seemed to be getting easier every
day. That frightened L'n more than anything else—more than Cloric, or the other Tahn, or the war itsdlf.
Because until afew years before, violence had not even been aword in L'n'svocabulary.

It was not that L'n came from arace of pacifists. On the contrary, on a scae of amoebic jely to outright
beedts, the Kerrsrated fairly high on thefierce sde. They were adender, soft-furred folk with large,
limpid eyes, ddicate, highly senstive ears; and along, agile balancing tail. The Kerrs origind homeworld
was mostly covered by denseforests. They inhabited the middie levels, where light was as scarce asthe
food supply onthetop tier.

Like many forest beings, L'n'sforebearerswere intensely jealous of their privacy. The only timeaKerr
experienced afeding even close to londiness was during estrus. It was atrait that would stay with them
through the ages, just like their passion for light.

An artist, L'n had been nearing the height of her powers when she decided to emigrate from her home
system. It was avery bold—or foolish—thing for aKerr to do. She was abandoning the warmth of
persond privacy for what seemed to her friends and family ahogtile and patently ugly life on the outside.
But the artist Sde of L'n knew—as sure as she knew the conceptua beauty of polarized light—that the
price of continued privacy wastoo high. To reach the next level in her art, she needed knowledge, a
knowledge that could be found only in the great "outside.”

L'n thought shewasjust on the verge of finding her way, when the Tahn struck. Shewasin her biaxia
period, and her strange light paintings were beginning to find awider audience.

Audience. That was a strange word. There was no equivaent in the Kerr language. It made a being think
of large, smdly crowds, pushingin, closer and closer... L'n learned to dedl with audiences. In fact, she
was even garting to like being the center of one.

She had also made her firgt "outside” friend. His name was Hansen. Lance Corpora Hansen, avery large
and, at firdt, very frightening human. When she had met him and Hansen had grasped her small handsin
hisand grunted on in his ugly low-toned human voice about her light paintings, it was al she could do to
keep hersdf from taking a shrieking legp for the studio's rafters. But she had stedled hersdlf, listened as
politely as she could, and then ushered him out the door. L'n had spent hours that night trying to comb the
smdl of him out of her fur.

Months|ater, it was one of the things she liked about him the most. He was with her every minute he
could spare, admiring her work, criticizing it in ways that turned out to be helpful, and hovering over her
when she had a showing—keeping the crowds at amore comfortable distance.

When the Tahn had invaded, Hansen had fought hisway to her studio, dragged her from it, and then



fought hisway back to hislines. They reached safety only moments before the battle-shocked Imperia
Forces surrendered. Even then, the Tahn had kept their missiles thundering in.

Hansen and L'n were caught in one such explosion. Sometime later, L'n cameto. How very odd. She
was barely wounded—while Hansen was messily dead.

L'n had learned many things since she had |eft her home system. One of them waslying. The Tahn had
mistaken her for amember of the Imperia Forces. L'n did not correct them. Out on the streets she could
hear them killing the civilians.

Thelast thing she learned was after Hansen died. L'n learned what it was like to be londly.

The seam on the next pair of tubes glowed afaint orange. Adequate. Clot! Shetoggled it to the
appropriate bin.

Outside, the shouting had stopped. Instead of heavy blows, she could hear muttering. What was going
on?

Chetwynd had heard the brouhaha clear across the hangar-sized factory. He quickly checked his guards
and their work parties. Everything seemed okay. Wait. Something or someone was missing.

He maneuvered his enormous bulk around a chattering machine and took off at adead run. Chetwynd
dodged the waving jaws of aforklift, skittered around a corner, and cameto astop. It was
Cloric—again. The man's face was flushed with anger, and his eyes were bulging out from the intensity of
his shouting. It was amost orgasmic. The object of his affection, Chetwynd noticed, was amuch smaller
man—an Imperia prisoner of war. The reason for Cloric's anger was instantly apparent. The two men
were standing in the middle of alarge jumbled pile of hydraulic tubing that spilled acrossthe floor. Behind
them was the bank of doorsto the test labs. On onelab ared light burned, showing that it wasin use.

Chetwynd assumed a casua pose and strolled over. Whether he intervened would depend on only afew
smple factors. On the one hand, the prisoner might have done something wrong or, even worse, sneaky.
In which case Chetwynd would shrug his shoulders and abandon the prisoner to hisfate. On the other
hand, Cloric had a reputation even among the most callous of the guards as a person who lashed out for
no apparent reason. Not that anyone really cared; it wasjust consdered unprofessiond. Chetwynd had a
more important reason to be concerned. As he was the shift commander, the prisoners were ultimately
his responsbility. And the word had come strongly down that there was a severe shortage of [abor, and
therefore the prisoners had suddenly gained value. They were not to be wasted. If Cloric were alowed

to run amok, they would quickly run out of people for the work parties.

There was one other reason. Chetwynd knew firsthand what it was like to be a prisoner.
Cloricfindly spotted him and went on the defensive without a pause.

"l can handle this, Chetwynd."

"Snarl a me once more, Cloric, and I'll show you what | can handle.”

Cloric took in the mastodon that was Chetwynd. Cloric was big but not that big. Chetwynd had at least
fifty kiloson him, agreat ded of which was muscle. And although as the boss of the work gangs he was
not Cloric'simmediate superior, Chetwynd had agreat ded of clout, even with the muckity-mucks of
factory security. The source of the clout was abit of amystery, athough talk was that Chetwynd was a
dispenser of many favors. Asfor what he got in return, even Cloric was not dumb enough to ask.



All those thoughtstook agreat dedl of timeto lumber through the man's mind. Chetwynd waited patiently
and was rewarded with adump of shoulders and a stubborn but still hangdog expression.

"Hewastryin' somethin'," Cloric muttered, waving at the prisoner and the jumble of tubing. "See. He's
got dl the good ones mixed up with the bad ones.”

Chetwynd did not bother letting Cloric finish explaining. It would take much too long and consist mostly
of lies. The prisoner, he was sure, would be much more creative. He turned to the man, who had been
looking back and forth asthey talked, obvioudy wondering what was going to happen to him. The
prisoner was Sten.

"What do you haveto say for yoursdf?' Chetwynd asked.

"It was sort of an accident,” Sten said. " See, | was moving the reject bin out of the way, and the officer
grabbed my shoulder. Scared the clot out of me, | can tell you. Knocked over that bin and the other—"

"That'salie" Cloric protested. "l waswatchin' him the whole time. He was gonnamix 'em together. |
could tell."

"But gr," Sten said. "Did you actudly see me doing anything like that? Where were you standing?!

Cloric was so confused by Chetwynd's presence that he found himself actudly discussing the matter with
the prisoner instead of smacking him for hisinsolence. He pointed to a position about twenty meters
away; he had obvioudy been lurking behind a gravlift. Sten studied the indicated spot with great
seriousness. After amoment, he shook his head.

"No, gr. | hate to disagree with you, but | don't think you could have seen much over there. Those
plascrates would have been in the way.”

"They were at first," Cloric said, "but | moved some, see?' He pointed at agap in alarge stack of crates
waiting for shipment.

"Gee, Sr. That ispretty good,” Sten reluctantly admitted. "But wouldn't my back have been turned to
you, Sr?"

Chetwynd waved them both to silence. The discussion was not getting them anywhere. Besides, there
was something e se preying on hismind. The prisoner looked very familiar. He could not quite put his
finger on it, but he was sure he knew the man from someplace. And that someplace was cop!

"Don't | know you?' he asked.

Sten peered up a him. He, too, saw avague kind of familiarity, but he kept it hidden. "No, sir. The
prisoner doesn't believe so, Sr.”

Chetwynd looked closer. He could not shake the feding that somewhere, sometime he had seen the man
inthe uniform of a Tahn cop. But what was he doing there acting like an Imperid prisoner? If Chetwynd
was right, then the man was a snoop, and he and Cloric could find themselves in deep drakh.

"What'syour name?"'
"The prisoner'snameisHoratio, Sr," Sten said.

Hewasworried. Chetwynd's face had finally clicked into position. It was when he and Alex had been on
thetrall of that little bomber, Dynsman. Sten remembered clearly the attack of the gurion. The thing had



rushed through the surf at them onits Six legs, its tooth-lined stomach reaching out of its body at them.
And the whole time, the man in front of him had |olled laughing on the beach, surrounded by a score of
lovely femae prisoners. Sten and Alex had been posing as Tahn prison guards, so they redlly could not
blame Chetwynd for hislack of concern for their fate. He wondered how Chetwynd had ever gotten off
the prison planet. More importantly, how in the clot had he gone from prisoner to boss guard?

Wars produced strange things, Sten had noticed. He had aso noticed that those things were rarely funny.
"Okay, Horatio. WEll let thisgo. Thistime. Next time your butt is ground mest!"

"Thank you, Sr," Sten said with some amazemen.

Before Cloric could protest, Chetwynd raised a hand to silence him.

"Get these partsloaded,” he told Sten. "Well ran ‘em back through again.”

"Yessr. Right away, sr.”

Sten was a blur of eager motion as he began picking up the scattered tubing as Chetwynd and Cloric
walked away.

"Whyn't you let me thump him?* Cloric asked. "He deserved it.”

"Probably," Chetwynd said. "But do us both afavor. Keep your eye on him. But your hands off. Got
me?'

Cloric nodded. He did not know what was going on, and he was pretty sure he did not want to find out.
Asfor Chetwynd, he still thought he recognized Sten. But the cop business was probably pure
foolishness. Probably. Still, he was not taking any chances.

L'n went at her rote tasks with new interest. She even hummed aKerr [ullaby to hersdlf as she worked.
She had been gtartled and badly frightened when the man Horatio had dipped into her [ab. She dmost
had not flipped on the smal bluelight that was just barely comfortable to her eyes but would have
allowed Horatio to see. For amoment she had dmost let him bump around in the dark while shefound a
placeto hide.

But the man had stayed perfectly till and whispered her name. Findly, she had responded. Without
hestation, the man waked directly to her, asif he could seein the dark aswell as she could.

Horatio seemed to understand her right away: He made soothing noises at her and talked about things
that interested her, like the geometric pattern and colors produced when light was refracted in a certain,
special way. He said he had heard about her art, dthough he had not actually ever seen one of her light
paintings. He promised to help her set up astudio at the prison.

He had a so asked her for help. Not in return for any favors he would do. Of that she was quite sure.
L'n had the idea that Horatio would provide the studio no matter what she did.

Why did she trust him? Well, he had trusted her, hadn't he?

He had confessed that he was Big X. That information a one was a death warrant in her hands. And the
things that he had asked her to do aso depended on his absolute trust in her.

She would betheforger. Shewould use her many skills as an artist to produce fake Tahn documents and



ID cards and ahost of other things the prisoners would need when and if they escaped.

L'n had only one hesitation. There was no way she could escape with them. In the Tahn sunlight, shewas
blind.

Hansen had said—No. Not Hansen, she corrected herself. Silly me. Horatio had said that as Big X he
could not escape, either. So they would work together and help the others.

L'nliked that. She dso liked the second thing he had asked her. It aso involved danger, but not as much.
He wanted her to do alittle sabotage, to approve as many sections of flawed tubing as she could. That
would be a pleasure. In fact, she had thought about it before but had been afraid to try it.

Since she had met Horatio, she was not afraid anymore.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Thethird gate in the center sanctuary opened, and Security Mgor Avrenti staked into the prisoners
courtyard.

The base of the triangle—the support for the escapers—went into operation.

Sergeant Mgor 1sby leaned on his stool and lifted the bandage away from the sump of hislegto get a
little more of the dim sun above.

Lance Corpora Morrison, on the second-level balcony, dropped his propaganda | esfet.

Magjor Frella, at the far end of the prisoners courtyard, curled one tentacle under—another Tahn
recorded as entering—and, with her second brain, continued puzzling over whether that unusua archaic
Earth tune written by someone named Welll could be polyphonicaly hummed using six of her eight lungs.

Technician Blevens yel ped—supposedly at the heat of the caldron he had just touched—and dropped
the caldron on the floor of the prisoners kitchen.

The klang rang through the courtyard.

And the word was oui.

"Great One protect us," Crigtatasaid. "And now it istimeto go."

Instantly Markiewicz dropped her improvised spade and began dithering backward, away from the face
of thetunndl. She, like any sengble tunneler who might have to passingpection at amoment's notice,
worked naked.

Crigtata grabbed her legs and helped yank her back toward the nearest way station. He looked at her
body, interestedly. He was wondering why some, of the religious humans he had met saw shameina
body without covering. And suddenly he had aflash. Of course. They redlized that their bodies should
have been fur rather than pae flesh. They were ashamed of what they should have been instead of what
they were.

Crigtata, finding that thought worthy of his next meditation with the Great One and thanking the Gresat
One for one more enlightenment, scurried back up the shaft after Markiewicz.

Markiewicz tugged on her coverdl, and then they burst out of the tunnel, into the courtyard, asthe paving



stones did away and then closed. Two soldiers dropped avery smelly basket of lichens over the stones
and busied themsdves pedling them for the evening medl.

Sorensen was lowering the eighteenth plate of glassinto position, with Kraulshavn waggling find
instructions when the boot thudded against the door. The plate came back up and went hastily down
onto the table beside them while Kraulshavn signed frantically for clues.

Tahn. They're approaching.
Clots!

Kraulshavn pulled at the cord hanging close to him, and the ties of amattress cover, fastened to the
rafters above them, came open. Dust clouded down around them.

All the pieces they had worked on that day would have to be laborioudy cleaned and Sterilized before
the project could continue.

Sorensen swore as the two beings did out the door of the workshop, into the corridor, and closed the
door behind them. Their waiting watchman relocked the door, then covered it with more dust blown from
asmal belows. Hetook onefind precaution: Just in case the Tahn checked the corridor with heat
detectors, he drooped alength of live lighting wire from the overhead so that it dangled acrossthe cell
door. Burn marks had aready been artistically painted on the door, and the wire occasionally spit sparks.
Any hest pickup would, everyone hoped, be attributed to that continuing short.

The watchman wondered what the clot the two beings were doing inside that workshop. But as Mr.
Kilgour had reminded him, that was na hist' fash aboot. He headed for the courtyard.

What was going on inside the workshop was the dow, laborious congtruction of the computer that Sten
needed.

Dreamers often wondered what would happen if they could appear in another, earlier time and build
some sort of common tool that would make them gods, or even kings. The problem they never
conddered wasthat dmogt al technology required six steps of tooling before that trick item showed up.

And so Sten's computer had to begin with achip—a series of chips.

No one would have recognized what Sorensen and Kraulshavn were constructing as acomputer chip,
however.

Their "chips' were cubes, dmost athird of ameter to any side. For smplicity's sake, they had decided to
use abasic design of atwenty-four-layer chip. Each layer wasadab of glass. Each dab had the circuitry
scratched on its surface and then acid-etched. Where each resister, diode, or whatever belonged, an
open space was | eft. Full-scale components were either built or stolen by the working parties. The
circuitry was then "wired" as molten silver was poured into the acid etching. The chips connecting legs
were hand constructed of gold and wired in. Twenty-four of those plates made up each chip.

They had twelve chips ready and were about athird of the way through their task.

Both Sorensen and Kraulshavn wondered where Alex planned to put together their computer. He had
not told them, and they recognized that as yet they had no need to know. They aso wondered what
Kilgour was planning to usefor astorage facility. Another impossibility—but somehow they thought that
there would be, when the time wasright, an answer.



Security Mgor Avrenti paced through the prison corridors. He growled at the prisoners, ignoring
greetings and the obligatory shouts as the Imperias ordered themsel ves to attention as he entered each
chamber.

Heimagined himself apsychic octopus, each strand of his being wisping out, trying to get thefed of his
charges.

Werethey hostile—indications of apotentia riot? Were they smug, hiding a secret joke—indications of
an escape in the planning? Were they sullen—hope abandoned? Avrenti continued histour.

Kilgour watched the Tahn stroll down a corridor and stepped back out of sight.
"What's he doing?' one of his cohorts whispered.

"Ahdinnaeken," Alex replied. "Haey' ayereclect tha any aeth' Tahn be psychic?'
"Clottin' hope not."

"WEell dinnae take th' chance," Alex decided.

Avrenti finished hisingpection and exited the prisoners quartersinto their courtyard. He paused a
moment, waiting for some kind of impression. Then he saw, in the courtyard's center, a
medium-sized—each way—Imperia painting the courtyard. His paint had been made from wallplaster
soaked in water. His brush was a knotted rag. He was painting what appeared to be astar.

Avrenti walked up to him.

The Imperid—Avrenti searched his menta fiche and remembered him as one Kaguard or Kilgour, a
minor, unimportant being—seemed obliviousto the Tahn.

"What are you doing?"'

The Imperid bolted to attention, whitewash splattering.

Avrenti frowned—some of the droplets had landed on histunic.
"Ah'polgize" Kilgour sammered. "Ah dinnaekeny' creep.”

Avrenti barely understood whét the Imperia was saying but took it as an gpology. "Whét are you doing?"
"Kegpin't th' Campbells off."

"The Campbels?"

"Aye"

"What, may | ask, arethey? Or it?"

"Thaelll weird, dread six-leggit beasties whae live on treacheries an' soup.”
"Nonsense," Avrenti snorted. "I've never seen anything like that.”

"Aye," Kilgour agreed. "M’ sar's ae worker, ain' it?"



Avrenti looked closely at the Imperid. There was not atrace of asmile on the prisoner'sface. "Yes.
Carry on."

"Aye, gr."

Kilgour went back to painting his star, and Avrenti went out through the three gates, hismind intent on
whether he should dert Commandant Derzhin to the possibility that some of the Imperias might need
psychiatric care.

Alex finished his paint job, walked three times around it, then started back for his quarters. Very well, he
thought. Tha Avrenti's noo psychic. He'sjust most intent. HEl hae two watchers on him when'ever he
com' through th' gates frae noo on.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Tanz Sullamorawas at hisrepose. He sat confidently in the anteroom to the Emperor's suite, waiting
patiently and confidently to be summoned. Back straight, legs crossed, brow furrowed in thought, he was
the definite portrait of agreat industrial baron. A man to be reckoned with. A man who had the ear of the

mighty.

The Eterna Emperor strode into the room and, without even glancing at Sullamora, walked over to the
small service bar and pulled out a bottle and two glasses.

"Tanz, old friend," the Emperor said. ™Y ou need adrink."

Sullamorawas artled. Hefelt his careful pose starting to collgpse about him. He had sworn to himsalf
that he would set the tone of the meeting. Sullamora had definite ideas about what congtituted Imperia
behavior. Unfortunately, the Emperor did not go dong with him.

"Uh... no. | mean, no, thank you. It'salittle early.”

"Trust me, Tanz. When | say you need adrink, | mean it."

Numbly, Sullamoratook the glass. "Isthere some, ah, difficulty?’

" 'Difficulty’ isn't theword | had in mind. 'Disaster’ would be better. Ship production hasgonedl to hell.”

Sullamora sat up even straighten That was aserious charge. He had been put in charge of al shipbuilding
in the Empirefor the duration of the war.

"But that isn't 0," he sputtered. "I mean—uh, the latest figures, Y our Mgesty, uh..."

"Bull. | say ship production is dangeroudly off. And it's no wonder. All that labor unrest at the six plantsin
the Cairenes. Slowdowns. Wildcat strikes. | tell you they're endangering the progress of the war, and it
hasto stop!"

That redlly startled Sullamora. The factories of the Cairenes were hismost efficient. He started to protest,
but the Emperor waved him to silence.

"I'm not blaming you, Tanz. My lord, no one could expect one man—even aman as efficient as you—to
keep abreast of all the developments. And | plan to say so a the livie news conference tomorrow."

"News conference? What news conference? | wasn't informed—that isto say..." Sullamorastumbled
into muteness.



He choked down hisdrink, al his confidence gone. Maybe the Emperor was right. But how could he
have missed something like that? The Cairenes. Labor unrest. Wildcat strikes. Slowdowns. Profitsin
peril. It was a capitalist's grestest nightmare.

Watching him closdly, the Emperor refilled the man's glass. Helet Sullamoratorture himsdf just alittle
longer. There was absolutely nothing the Eternd Emperor did not know about the military-indugtria
establishment and how to keep it under his very heavy thumb. "Y ou gotta keep them off baance," he had
oncetold Mahoney. 'To them, cost overrun isjust another word for paradise.”

Finaly he took pity on the man—but just alittle bit. He started laughing. Sullamoralooked up at him,
totally bewildered and unmanned.

"Don't you get it, Tanz? Thisisjust one of my little ploys”
"You mean it'sajoke?" Sullamora sputtered.

"No joke. I've never been more serious. Look. | lay this out at the news conference. Announce that I've
cdled for an investigation by the Imperia Labor Commission.”

"What labor commisson?'

"Clot, you're thick sometimes. There's no such animd. I'm just saying thereis. Like the labor unrest and
declining shipbuilding figure suff. By the time the Tahn figure out that I'm lying through my teeth, you
should be able to crank out minimum twelve more ships that they won't be aware of "

Sullamoralifted his eyebrows. "Ah, now | understand.” It had something to do with the rumored buildup,
he redlized. Where, no one was sure. Although, now that he thought of it, maybe the rumorswere aso
part of the Emperor's unroyalike and very dippery planning.

"Theré's something coming, isn't there, Sir?" he asked. " Something big. Isit anything you can tell me
about?'

"No offense, Tanz, but that's a negative. I've got to play these cards really closeto my chest. If the Tahn
get even ahint, werein aworld of drakh."

That was something Sullamorafinaly could understand. He was an old hand at playing shadow games
with busnessrivas, dthough rarely did those games result in more than alittle bloodshed.

"Thismuch | cantdl you," the Emperor continued. "If thisworks out, the war will be over in four years.
Fivetops. If I can smack them, and smack them good, they may never redlly recover.

"Oh, they can keep fighting for awhile. But it'll be dl over but find surrender. On my terms.”

Even Sullamorasfrigid soul had to shudder at that thought. He would hate to be on the recelving end of a
contract dictated by the Emperor.

"Of course, | do expect afew immediate benefits. Such asthe signd that will be sent to any of my
wavering dliesand thefence sitters.”

After amoment he added in anear whisper, "l think it'sthe fence sittersthat irritate me the mogt.”

Sullamorafdt his mouth go dry. He felt he should say something, but for some reason he was suddenly
afraid. And then the moment passed. The Emperor took Sullamora's glass and put it and the bottle away.
Sullamorawas being dismissed.



"Plan on afive-minute speech tomorrow, Tanz," the Emperor said. "My flack can get together with your
flack tonight. Put what | want you to say in your own words."

Sullamorarose. He started to say his good-byes, then paused. With some amusement, the Emperor
watched the other man screw up his courage to speak. He kept silent, deciding not to help him.

"I've, uh... Ah. Your Mgesty, I've been wondering," Sullamorafinaly got out.

"Y es?' The Emperor's voice wasflat; hewas till not helping.

"After thewar, uh... What do you plan to do?"

"Get very drunk," the Emperor said. "It'sagood habit to get into before you count the dead.”

"No, gr. That's not what | meant... uh, Sir. See, I've been talking to the other members of the privy
council, and... What | meanto say is... What do you intend to do with us?'

The Emperor had created the privy council just after the outbreak of war. On it he had placed Sullamora
and severa other beingsimportant to his cause. In theory they were supposed to advise him. The Eterna
Emperor had never meant to listen to them. It wasjust hisway of making them fed important and
keeping them out of hishair. Likethe Imperia Parliament. The Eternd Emperor was agreet believer in
the trappings of democracy. It was one of the essentia underpinnings of an absolute monarchy.

He pretended to consider Sullamora's question.
"l don't know," he said. "Disband the council, | guess. Why?'

"Well, we think that if we've been of useto you during war, then think what we can do during peace. |
mean, there are certain concernswe have, Y our Mgesty, that it would be impossible for you to be
awareof."

Riigght, the Emperor thought. I'll bet you'd just love that. No way was he going to have an advisory body
with any kind of officid recognition. But why tell Sullamorathat? He a so tucked aside the man's
comment that the privy council members had even been suggesting such athing among themselves.
Perhaps he had better start keeping closer track of them.

The Eternal Emperor smiled hismost charming smile. "Thet is athought, Tanz," he said. "I'll be sureto
keepitinmind.”

He wore the smile until Sullamorahad exited. The amile disgppeared when the door closed.
CHAPTER NINETEEN

The Tahn had unwittingly provided the prisoners of Koldyeze with theided hiding placefor their
reinvented computer: the generd -purpose sanitation facility. The Tahn had gpproached the problem of
sanitation for so many prisonerswith typical sngle-minded efficiency. Thirteen cells had been turned into
one huge room by the smple application of dedgehammersto thewalls. One areawas devoted to
lavatory facilities. Another contained half adozen gigantic and ancient industrid washing machines. A
third was to be used for showering. And on another were nearly 100 washbasins. Above those were an
equal number of large mirrors sunk into the sonewall.

Alex had replaced thirty-six of them with the mirror-surfaced chips that made up the computer. They
swung out on hinges designed by Hernandes after pictures he recalled from a course he had taken on
"Ancient Engineers’ in his student days. They were linked together by cryogenic wire scavenged by St.



Clair from the motor coils of abandoned gravdeds.

Next problem: software. Despite the sSize of the computer, it was abasic peabrain. It would not be able
to handle too many facts at atime, much less compare and andyze them against amounting pile of data
being gathered by Sten's surveyors, scavengers, and work-party spies.

The solution required two very different but equally elegant minds: Sorensen and Kraulshavn. The big
farm boy boiled everything down to the smalest possible level of expression. That reduced everything by
about eighty percent. Still too much. Then Kraulshavn performed theimpossible. He created a symbol
language in which a single squiggle might represent a hundred screens of data. The written language of the
ancient Chinese was amere glimmer of Kraulshavn's art.

Next camethe difficult problem of communication with the eectronic moron. In such primitive conditions,
how did one send and receive symbols? Oddly enough, the answer came rather smply. Why not a spark
transmitter? Sten had asked. Alex had just gaped a him amoment and then put hislittle team to work on
it. They quickly broke Kraulshavn's symbol language down into dots and dashes. A smple key—a pring
device manipulated by hand—was used to transmit. A tiny speaker was used to receive the computer's
buzzing response.

The memory banks had created the biggest problem. No one had been ableto offer even asilly
suggestion for storing the data. Alex had lied to Kraulshavn and Sorensen, telling them that he had the
solution in mind and urging them to press on with the computer. Asthe on-line date grew closer and
closer, Alex found himsdf growing increasingly frustrated.

Ibn Bakr gave him the answer. The big tailor needed to age cloth to make Tahn peasant costumes. He
used amild caudtic in near-boiling-temperature water and washed the cloth over and over again in one of
the huge industrid washing machines. One day Alex found himsdlf considering the problem ashe stood in
front of the machine, hypnotized by the twin agitators chugging back and forth. Hisjaw dropped as he
redized he was staring at the answer. If he played with the gearing.... spooled wire from one spindleto
another... reversed the polarity of thewire... then fed the data from the computer to the wire... Voila
After severa thousand years, Kilgour had reinvented the wire recorder.

Findly the big moment had come. Sten and Alex hovered over Sorensen and Kraulshavn asthey got
ready to fire up the computer. Sorensen wagged hisfingersfor Kraulshavn to start. The being shook its
head. No. Finger wagging came back.

"Wheat's the problem?" Sten asked.
"He saysit needsaname." Sorensen laughed. " Otherwise it won't know who we're talking to.”

Sten buried agroan of impatience. It was obvioudy important to Kraulshavn. Thelast thing he needed
was abig pouting bird for a programmer.

"How about Brainerd?' Sten suggested. "Wasn't he the guy way back when who got usdl into this
computer mess?'

Sorensen ran it through for Kraulshavn. No problem. Brainerd it was. Feathered appendages
manipulated the key. Tiny sparks began rhythmically leaping between the gap. Sten imagined the
dot-dash symbols flowing aong the wire. Unconscioudy he found himsdlf leaning over the small speeker,
waiting for the crackling response of the computer.

Nothing. Moreflying ringers. More sparks.



"Comeon, you little clot,” Sten breathed. "Wakethe hell up... Comeon... Comeon... Spesk to us..."
Therewas a crackling stutter. Then silence.

"Clot! What the hell'swrong with it?"

"Patience, young Horrie," Alex said. "Maybe the wee beadtie is afeared to wake up.”

After dl thetime and energy invested, Sten failed to see any humor in the Stuation. Hewasal for putting
the boot into it—and he did not mean the eectronic variety. A big, heavy leather boot was more aong
hisline of thinking.

The one-sided conversation continued for many more long minutes. Finally, Kraulshavn leaned back.
There was some finger wagging, silent quizzing from Sorensen, then more finger wagging.

"What's he saying?' Sten asked.

"It doesn't likeits name,” Sorensen said. "He sayswe should try something else.”

"l don't clotting care what we clotting cal it,” Sten gritted out.

The big washing machine/wire recorder gaaronked its agreement in the background.
"Cdl it anything you like. Cal it gaaronk-gaaronk for dl | giveaclot!"

Sorensen nodded quite serioudy. Fingerstrandated. Kraulshavn responded.

"Wel?' Senfindly asked.

"Kraulshavn thinks one Gaaronk will be sufficient,” Sorensen said.

And before Sten could kill someone, the sparking started again. Almost ingtantly therewas areturn
crackle. It was hesitant at firgt, and then there was one long stream of crackling. Kraulshavn bent his
head to the speaker, listening. Then hisfingersflashed a Sorensen. The big farm boy turned hisinnocent
faceto Sten.

"Itsawake" hesad. "It likes Gaaronk just fine!"
CHAPTER TWENTY

Crigtata had passed the word that he wished to see Big X after the last roll call—which meant after al
prisoners were securely locked into their cells.

Sten pulled on the tatters of adark coverdl and picked the lock on hiscell. By that time, the lock
tumblers were so used to being picked that a sharp smack on the doorjamb probably would have sprung
the lock. He ran down the corridors and stairs toward the ground without worrying about guards—the
few patrolsthat the Tahn ran inside Koldyeze's wings at night were large and noisy.

He picked thelock that led out into the courtyard and waited. He was following instructions.

Crigtatas emissary had told him to wait until the large search beam—the one that was dightly
blue—swegpt across the courtyard. He was to count six, because there was an amplified light beam
behind it. "Then walk—do not run—walk twenty-six paces toward 1430 hours, assuming that the search
beamisat twelve"



He paced the requisite number of paces, then stood, dightly hidden behind a ruined column, feeling stupid
and waiting for the search beam to pick him up on its next sweep. Instead, the paving stones next to his
feet did away, and Crigtata's tendrils probed out.

"If youwish," he said, "you could jump down besde me."
Sten wished—and jumped.

Hefound himsdlf in anarrow pit next to the furry being. The paving sones—Sten redlized they were a
very clever trgpdoor—did noisdesdy closed above him.

After amoment there was a spark, and then there waslight. The lamp Cristataheld was a small pannier
with what looked a great dedl like one of the prisoners standard rations floating in its center, surrounded

by liquid.

Crigtata explained that the lamp was just what Sten thought it to be—they had boiled extrarationpaks
until they yielded fat, then used the fat for fuel and the packs themsaves aswicks.

"But that is not what | wished to show you. Comewith me."

Crigtata, without waiting for aresponse, dropped down into a narrower pit that Sten had not noticed and
disappeared.

Sten followed.

The pit dropped about two meters and then, Sten could see, opened into atunnel. The tunnd was
completely boarded and reinforced, top, bottom, and sides.

Crawling through it was hardly claustrophobic—it was more like moving down asmall but perfectly
engineered corridor that led dowly but certainly downward.

At what Sten estimated were twenty-five-meter intervals, the passageway opened up into small but
equaly well built way gations.

It was, Sten thought, something that would take humans five years to engineer—or longer. But there was
no onein thetunne except the flailing fur-covered rump of Cristatamoving ahead of him. Then thelay
reader's rump wiggled and then vanished.

Sten crawled on and found himsdlf at thelip of alarger, rocky chamber.

Init were Cristata and three humans. Sten vaguely recognized them asfellow prisoners. He levered
himself over the edge and settled onto a granite boulder. There was complete silence except for the
hissng of thefat lamp.

"Well, sr?What do you think?"

The question was asked by awoman wearing the stripes of alance bombardie—Markiewicz, Sten
remembered. He answered honestly.

"I've dug sometunnels” he said. "But thisisthe best one I've ever seen. Y ou've done a clot—sorry. An
excellent job."

"In the spirit of the Great One," Crigtataintoned. "By hisleave only.”

"In the spirit of the Great One," the other three said. What the hell, Sten thought. So Cristatawas



converting the masses. If believing in whatever Cristata did could produce atunnel like that, Sten was
ready to be baptized himself.

"I'mimpressed, as| said,” Sten said. "But I've dready said that you people can have any help we can
give. Why'd you decide to show it to me?”

Crigatasfacid tendrilswiggled. "Because," he said, "we appear to have aproblem.” Histendrils
indicated. Sten looked: The large rocky chamber, he redlized, was composed on three sides of roughly
cemented chunks of rock—what must have been the cathedral's foundations. But directly in front was
onevery large, very solid piece of stone, like unto awall.

Sten figured out why Cristata had brought him down there. 1t was not pride. They needed help.

If Sten had not been Big X, he might have been more cooperative. But he had severa thousand other
people to consider, and so he put on his blandest face.

"Y ou need help in getting through that clotting—beg pardon—rock?*
"Wedo," Markewiecz said.

"I could have more diggerscomein,” Sten said. "But it'd still take about athousand yearsto chisel
through that beast. And blagting, I'm thinking, is contraindicated.”

The humans dumped. But Crigtata had no reaction.
"But | mink we might be ableto help,” Sten went on.

Crigtata's tendrils wriggled once more. "When amore senior reader offered to deliver what might be
consdered the lessinteresting—forgive me, Great One—portions of the lesson, portions which were my
duty under norma circumstances, normaly there were what | have heard cdlled tradesiesinvolved.”

"Thereare" Sten said.
"Weareligening."

We, Sten wondered, far underground. We meaning Cristata and his converts, or we and his Great One?
Sten considered the tons of rock, earth, and stone above his head and decided this was not die place to
be terribly agnostic.

Sten was not offering a pigless poke.

Kraulshavn and Sorensen's computer had aready begun gaaronking through the surveyors figures. And
yes, indeed, there were big missing spaces between what the measurements produced and what
Koldyeze looked like.

Mogt interesting were the cheapjack echosondes the surveyors had run. Some of Avrenti's supersensitive
antitunneling microphones had somehow ended up in the hands of Kilgour's thieves. Those had then been
implanted in the stone courtyard, and an impulse had been introduced. The impulse was generdly a
somewhat unconnected chunk of stone atop the cathedra's battlements. When said chunk of stone came
crashing down, of course asaresult of natural causes, the crash was recorded at various points and fed
through Gaaronk.

The crashes did not match—and showed that, mysterioudly, there was alot of unknown there undernegth
Koldyeze. Empty unknown there.



Cdlars.
That was Sten's oinker in the sack.

"If," he began, "I can show you away around or through this rock, your tunnel isno longer going to be
exdusve"

Thethree humans growled.

"Continue," Crigtatasaid.

"I would like to use the tunnel to take more escapers out.”
"How many?

"I don't know. But you four would be the first. And you would have al the assistance my organization
could provide."

"We have dl the aid we need from the Great One," Cristata said. His converts nodded in agreement.

Sten felt dightly sorry for what he was doing, but as yet there was no other viable escape plan in motion.
And Sten remembered once again that warrant officer crying over hisparcdl.

"WEell give you more diggers. Diggers working under your direction. And nothing will be done without
your knowledge and approva.”

"Do we have any choice?"
Sten did not bother to answer.

Markiewicz glanced at Cristata and answered for the four of them. "It appears asif the Great One wishes
this"

It was unanimous.
Sten sort of hated to give them what |ooked to be the answer, because it was smple.
Dig down.

Disbelieving—except for Cristata, who reasoned that somehow the Great One was speaking through
Sten—they did.

Many days later, they broke through into the cellars of Koldyeze.
And that, for Cristata, created an even larger problem.

Once again Sten went out and down late a night, then shinnied down from that small rocky chamber into
caverns. High stone-cellinged cavernsthat led on into darkness. Cavernsthat were flagstone-floored,
with pillars retching up. Cavernsthat, Cristata pointed out, held dl the temptations of Xanadu.

Sten took aquick torchlight inventory, whistled, and agreed. Evidently the smple, monothel stic agrarian
communards who had origindly built Koldyeze had planned for some very rainy days. And they had
planned on spending those rainy days in more than ascetic meditation. There were chamberswith large
barrels. Sten thumped them, and they appeared to sill have liquid in them. Heran hisfinger along the
barrel staves and tasted alcohal.



Other chambers held foodpaks; il others, clothing.

"And we have not fully explored these chambers" Cristatawent on gloomily. "But it would appear that
whoever stored these substances enjoyed life."

Sten eyed the foodpaks hungrily—and stopped thinking about what amea composed of real food could
do for him. Instead, he made plans.

Crigtata—ypersonally—would make afull survey of the cdlars. What wasin them would betold to
Colond Virungaand Mr. Hernandes only. The last thing Sten needed was for that tunndl, which looked
to be their only savation, to get blown because abunch of tunndlers started looking fat, well dressed,
and—worgt case—drunk. The assigned tunnelers from the X organization would be conducted into the
rocky chamber blindfolded and then taken through the cellars to the working face. Only Cristataand his
convertswould know what those cdllars of plenty held. They would be kept secret for emergency rations
and to help the escapers get into shape. And Sten hoped most sincerely that none of Crigtatastrue
believerswould suffer algpse of faith and a subsequent big mouth.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Senior Captain Lo Prek sat nervoudy on the edge of his bunk, trying to decipher the radio chatter
between the freighter captain and traffic control. The mysteries of nava patter were beyond him, but he
could tell from the tone of the captain's voice that al did not bode well.

Prek had wrangled passage on aship carrying low-priority materias for the Tahn factories. Already the
ship'sflight had been interrupted or rerouted half a dozen times since he had started his journey many
cyclesbefore. And from the captain's whining, he was sure it was about to happen again.

He squirmed impatiently on the bunk, almost welcoming the bite of the metdl edge into his skinny
haunches. He felt hel pless. There was nothing he could do or say to hurry thejourney. He had aready
caled in thefew favorsthat were owed him to get the short amount of leave that had been approved.
And he had amost begged to get permission to travel on the puny freighter. Permission had been granted

grudgingly—ypossibly out of guilt.

Prek knew that he was not aman anyone liked. He was superefficient. Superobedient. Single-minded at
hiswork. Never asking for any rewardsfor ajob well done. Being non-compstitive, he had also never
harmed anyonein hislife. Still, he was not liked. There was something about him. .. and Prek knew and
accepted it, just as he accepted the guilt that caused in hisfellow officers. For achange, he had used that
guilt. Acting completely out of character, he had molded it to his own advantage. Normaly, even the
thought of something like that would have disgusted Prek.

But not thistime. Because this time he was sure he had found Sten—or, at least, where Sten was hiding.

There was anew prisoner-of-war camp. For troublemakers. For survivors. It was on Hesth at a place
cdled Koldyeze.

Prek listened to the resignation in the freighter captain's voice. There would be another delay. Another
reprievefor hisenemy.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The prisoner work detail, surrounded by their Tahn guards, clattered back toward Koldyeze. Just in front
of them the cobbled street wound upward toward the prison.



"I'mwaiting,” Sten said.

"Shut up. You'll see” . Clair whispered.

"Deee-ail... hdt," Chetwynd bellowed.

The prisoners clumped to a stop. On either side of the road rose abandoned dum apartments.
"Fveminutes. Rest. Be grateful "

Sten goggled as dl the guards, including Chetwynd, ostentatioudy turned their backs and the detall
dissolved, scampering into the buildings like so many rodents.

"What inthe—"

"Comeon," . Clair urged, nearly dragging Sten into adoorway.
"Didn't | say | had asurprise?' she went on.

"GA, Captain. And quick.”

"Don't give me orders. Look. Y ou know how to search aroom?’
"l do," Sten said.

"Okay. We're going upstairs. You look for things. I'll talk.”

They went up therickety stairs, and Sten followed her ingtructions.
"What am | looking for?'

"Anything we can use. And anything the Tahn can sall. We got oursdves abusiness going, Big X."
Indeed they did.

The dum quarters had never been that well populated—the gpartments were entirely too closeto
Koldyeze. And the periodic draft sweepsthe Tahn made for their military started, of course, in the poor
sections of Hesth.

. Clair had followed orders—if she was to be the scrounger, she would be a clotting good one. And
the way to get thingswas, of course, on the outside. In spite of her total loathing for anything resembling
manua labor, she had volunteered for every work gang going. She did not know exactly what to look
for, but she knew there was something out there.

What was out there were the guards. And St. Clair knew that any being who was willing to batten on the
miseries of others was corruptible. She had tested her theory—and her teeth—when she had found a
jewded tunic pinin sometrash.

She had offered it to the nearest and—by estimate from body wel ght—greediest guard. He had snatched
and examined it.

"Arethere others?' he had asked.

"l guess0," St. Clair said innocently, waving ahand around at the multistory buildings. "It'd be interesting
to look.



"Wouldn't it?"
The guard grinned. "Whyn't you an' the others go have alook?!

Within minutes, Captain St. Clair had the rest of the detail worming through the nearest apartment. That
looked asif it could develop into something. Within two days shefelt less like a corrupter and more like
the corrupted. The "looting bresk™ became an ingtant ritual for most of the work details on their way back
to Koldyeze.

. Clair stopped her explanation and marveled at Sten. He was listening intently while quartering the
room like abloodhound. He started at the far wall and quartered outward. Each piece of broken
furniture was picked up or tapped for hidden compartments. The rags that had been clothes were swiftly
patted down, then held up to seeif they still could be used. The ripped mattress was kneaded for any
interesting lumps. There were two pictureslying on thefloor in their broken frames. Both of them were
torn gpart. Then Sten set to work knuckle rapping on thewalls.

"| said to look for things," she said.
"That'swhat I'm doing."
"Pretty clottin' thorough, mister. What were you when you were acivilian? Somekind of burglar?”

"No," Sten said. He certainly had no intention of explaining to anyone, least of dl to S. Clair, whom he
trusted about as much asa Tahn, that his search was the product of thorough Mantistraining. "Here we
go," hesad.

St. Clair stared—it looked asif Sten had pulled adiver of metal from hisarm and then knifed through a
wall switch. The diver disgppeared, and Sten's fingers emerged with awad of credits. St. Clair inhaled
sharply.

"Money. Tahn money."

"Right. Now, go on out, Captain.”

"What are you—"

"That'san order! Move!"

St. Clair found hersdlf outside the broken door. A moment later, Sten stepped out beside her.

"Very good, Captain,”" he said. "Now. Herésthe drill. Anything the guards want—play-pretties, ak,
drugs—qgiveittothem.”

"Give?'
"Give. Money goesto me.”
"Niceracket," St. Clair said cynicaly.

Sten paused. ™Y ou know, troop—you got a bad attitude. Y ou keep alog. Report what you bring in to
Colond Virunga. Or don't you trust him, either?”’

"l trust him," St. Clair said grudgingly.

"Fine. | dso want civilian clothes. Anything eectronic. Wire. Tape. If you find any wegpons—" Sten



stopped and thought. A prisoner found with awegpon on him would be for the high jump—aswould,
most likely, the entire work detail. ""Weapons—you stash them. Report to me, and well arrange to get
theminthegate”

"Detall! Reassemblel”

"Let'sgo.”

Sten clattered back down the steps. St. Clair followed, looking at his back and wondering several things.
Chetwynd was waiting in the Street outside.

"You"

Sten snapped to attention. " Sir!™

"What was your name again?"

"Hordio, Sr."

"Y ou sure you don't remember me?"

"Nossr!"

"Before the war, | worked the ports,” Chetwynd went on. "Maybe you used to be amerchant sailor?’
"Nosdr! | was never offworld beforel joined up, Sr.”

Chetwynd scratched his chin. "Clot. | dunno. Maybe you got atwin brother somewhere. Y ou two got
anything?'

. Clair felt Sten'sfingers touch her hand. As an experienced gambler, she palmed the object, then held
it out.

"Credits," Chetwynd said. "Very good. Very good, indeed. Maybe next time I'm in charge of the detall,
and you two want to go off and..." He snickered. "I can make it along enough rest break."

. Clair thought fondly of how she could thank Chetwynd as she smiled and ran back toward the detail.
Drawing and quartering, she decided, was far too easy. Bed Sten? She would rather make loveto a
mark.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The supersecret of the Prisoner's Aid parcels was that they were neither quite whally dtruistic nor
neutrd.

Mercury Corps—Intelligence—field operatives, which of course included Mantis, flag officers, and
skippers of long-range penetration units or ships were given the secret oraly when amission suggested
they might be captured.

A few itemsin each crate were loaded. For instance:

One key item to look for was any foodstuff that supposedly had been produced by a paterndly named
firm, such as Grandfather's Caff, Dronemagter's Rlrx, Packguru's Scented Tofu, and so forth. All the
firmswere quite legitimate, but the foodstuffs packaged were designed to be as close to inedible asthe



Emperor's most devious chemists could make them. Even a prison guard should have had little interest in
them.

There was nothing out of the ordinary in their contents, but each of those cans contained something
potentially useful for an escaper. Microwire sawswere buried in the rim of the pak. Needle-size
engraving toolswere in others. Still other paks had miniature printed circuit boards sealed in the double
layer that made up the pak's base. It would take a cursing prisoner two daysto break the sedl
gpart—but that might also prevent discovery even with athorough inspection. There were other
interesting devicesin other cans. All the materials used would never show up on detectors.

All metals—such asthe pins and needlesin the archaic sewing kits—were magnetized and could be used
in compasses.

The clothes themsalves were inddibly marked with a black-white X on the front and rear. There was no
reason for a prison officid to object to issuing them—they certainly could never be used for any kind of
escape. The X'swere actually almost inddlible. Each parcel contained small sngle-use artificia
swesetener packs, artificia sweetener that wasin fact tasteless. The sweetener was intended to be
dissolved in water, and the clothing soaked init. Four hourslater, the X'swould vanish and the POW
would be left with agarment that, given enough tailoring skill, might be converted into an acceptable
civilian-looking garment for his escape.

No one outside Imperia Intelligence knew about that—certainly not the gentle Manabi. It wasaviolation
of every POW convention and any civilized ethos. And, of course, it had been the personal scheme of
Fleet Marsha lan Mahoney in the days when he had headed Imperid Intelligence.

Even the legitimate itemsin the aid parcels had their own, nonlegitimate purposes.
For one thing, the foodpaks were very useful for one of Kilgour'sintelligence schemes.

This one he had mentaly dubbed " Seduction of the Innocent/Reward for the Wicked (Wee Free
Divison)."

By that point he had sdlected the agentsfor the operation, choosing the friendliest and most open
prisoners he could find. Each of them was ordered to choose aguard or two, then try to make friends
with that screw.

To accomplish that, the " seducers’ were given access to anything any of the prisoners had. If aguard
fancied aring, somehow hewould be given it. If aguard needed someoneto talk to, there would dways
be a sympathetic ear or auditory gpparatus the seducer could provide. The only limit was sexua
involvement—not because Kilgour had any particular moral qualms but because he was an experienced
enough spy-master to redize that pillow talk usualy was not significant and that there was the congtant
danger of the seducer eventualy becoming the seducee. There werefive primary goals:

1. Can thisguard be corrupted?
2. Can thisguard be blackmailed?

3. Discover everything about camp security, from the persondities of the guards to the location of
sensorsto shift assgnments.

4. Find out everything and anything about Heath, from what can be ordered in arestaurant (escapers,
unaware of civilian shortages, have been blown ordering anonexistent item) through travel redtrictions
and requirementsto current dang and civilian dress.



5. Aretherewaysto get offplanet? If o, what arethey, and what are the problems?
There were aso other requirements.

There was atap on the door to Alex and Sten's cell. Kilgour beamed and bellowed, " Thag's noo need't’
best, Sr. Werrea home."

The door opened, and Mr. N'chlos peered in.

Sten and Alex shot to attention, as prison orders required.

"No, no," the young man said shyly. "Y ou don't have to do that around me."
"Just showin' awee note ae respect, Sir.”

Kilgour was most proud of hiswork so far.

The heavy-worlder had noticed N'chlos watching him when he was on awork party. Kilgour wasfairly
sure the interest was not romantic. He was more sure after he had single-lifted achunk of concrete rubble
away dfter three other prisoners had struggled unsuccessfully to move it. He had aso seen that the guard
was undermuscled, even for aman trying to grow on the Tahn guard rations. Alex was absolutely sure
after hearing a couple of guards make sarcastic comments about N'chlos and his weakness.

Alex had waited until he and N'chlos were away from the rest of the detail, then heaved amonstrous
beam out of the roadway the crew was clearing. Apropos of nothing and seemingly talking to thin air, he
had said, "Thag'sabit ae d trick there."

His guard had asked, and Kilgour had shown him just abit about body leverage: lifting from the legs, not
the back, putting the entire force of one's shouldersinto an effort, and so forth. N'chlos had never learned
any of that.

Kilgour had generoudy offered to show him some other tricks yet had never suggested that N'chloswas
anything other than afinefigure of a Tahn. N'chlosfdl into the habit of dropping by Kilgour's cel when
he was on walking patrol inside the prisoners quarters.

The young man had quite ataste for caff, heavily sweetened with Earth sugar. Kilgour then had an
unlimited draw from the aid parcels.

Sten had never before been permitted in the cell when N'chlos visited. There was areason, Kilgour had
told him. He said he might need adigtraction.

"A brew, lad," Alex sad, lighting asmdl fat stove and putting on the blackened, hammered-out tin they
used to cook with. N'chlos sat down on one of the stools Alex had constructed.

" 'N how goesth' war?" Alex asked.

"They just cut the ration points again,” N'chlos gloomed. "Even for us."
"Shameful," Kilgour said. "An' curioust' boaot."

"'Something about those who fight the hardest deserve the mogt."

"Speakin't frank, Ah considerstha abit of ae error. Meanin' no criticism. Dinnaeth lords ken th' folks on
th' home front be fightin't thae own way ae war?'



N'chlos shifted and unbuttoned the top button of histunic. Damned right, Sten thought. He, too, was
swdltering. Inthe cell below theirsthree men were stoking a plas-fed jerry-rigged furnace.

"Bleedin't hot," Kilgour said sympatheticdly. "Canney' take off thae tunic?'
"It'sagaing orders.”

"Clot," Alex swore. "A wee soldier should know whae orders are to be followed an' when. Mak't
comfortable, ar. I' thae lead-booted sergeant comes, welll hear hisclumpintintime.”

N'chlostook off his combat belt and holstered his stun rod and his tunic-jacket after looking doubtfully at
Sten, who was carefully positioned across the room. He looked for someplace to hang the jacket and
spotted a peg—the only peg—driven into the cell wall very closeto the door.

"C'mon, lad, Ah mean, sir. Caff'son.”

N'chlos hung up the tunic and reseated himsdlf.

"Y' were sayin't afore Ah interrupted?”

"Oh. Yes. Sometimes | think | should put infor atransfer. To aline unit.”

"Sir, once't Ah thought th' same, an nelever harked't' m' poor crippl't brother. War dinnae be bonnie, Sir.
Lookit th' spot Ah'min noo.”

"I wouldn't want to be a POW," N'chlos said frankly.

"True. An' thag's nae th’ worst thae can happen.” Kilgour paused. "E'en when y'hae no fightin't, thae's
littlejoy. Fr instance, dinnae Ah tell you ae the spotted snakes?"

"l don't think s0."

Kilgour spared aminismilefor Sten, and Sten glowered back. The clot had trapped him, well and truly.
"| was ae Earth. Aeaweeide called Borneo."

"Y ou've been to Earth!" N'chlos was astonished.

"Aye, lad. Th' service broadin't thae background. At any rate, an't' go on, Ah'd jus taken' o'er awee
detachment ae troops.”

"l didn't know Imperia warrant officersdid that.”

"Specid circumstances,” Alex went on. "An' so Ah calsth’ sarn't mgjor in, an Ah asks, 'Sarn't Mgjor,
whag's thae worst problem?

"An' he say't, 'Spotted snakes!’
"An' Ah says, 'Spotted snakes?
"An' he says, 'Spotted snakes, sir.™

At that point the cell door opened silently, and an arm—3t. Clair's arm—snaked in. Her hand lifted
N'chlosstunic off the peg, and tunic and arm vanished.

"Heresth' caff, sir. Anyhoot, Ah'm looki't ae th' fiche on m' new unit, an' it'sawful. Thag's desertion,



thae's a crime sheet thae long, thag's socid diseases up th' gumpstump—m' command's awreck!

"So, Ah call't th' unitt'gether an' questions m' men on whag'sth' problem. "An' they chorus, 'Aesth’
gpotted snakes, Sir.'

" 'Spotted snakes? Ah asks.
"'Aye, Sir. Spotted snakes, they chorus.

"An' thae explain't thag's dl these spotted snakesin th' jungle. Ah did say th' detachment wae in th' center
ae abraw jungle, dinnae Ah?'

Outside, Sten hoped, N'chlos's tunic was being searched. His soldier book and any other papers were
tossed to the prison's fastest runner, who darted downstairs to acell where L'n waited.

His papers were scrutinized and memorized by her artistically eidetic memory, to be reproduced | ater.

The tunic was measured, and al uniform buttons had wax impressions made, aso for reproduction. The
stun rod's measurements were taken just in case someone heeded to build a phony weapon.

Within minutes the escgpe committee would have dl the essentials on the off chance that an escaper
might want or need to look like aguard. Or maybe to use N'chlos as a cover identity.

Unless, of course, N'chlos turned around, realized his uniform was missing, and shouted an dert.
But in the meantime Sten squirmed under Alex's story.

"An' aye," Kilgour went on. "Thae wee spotted snakes. All over th' place. Weefierce ladsw' abraw
deadly poison. Crawl inth' fightin' positions an' bites, crawl inth' tentsan'’ bites, crawl in the messan'
bites. Awful creatures. Som'at hae be done.

"So Ah considers an' then orders up aye formation. An' comit out, an th' men gasp, seeint Ah'm holdin’ a
spotted snake.

"An' Ah say, 'Listen't up, men. Ah hae here a spotted snake, aye?
"An' th" men chorus back, 'Aye sir, ae spotted snake.

" 'Now, Ah'm goin't't' show you th' solution to thae spotted snakes. A€'s by th' numbers. Wi' th' count ae
one, y' securit th' snake wi' your right hand. Wi' th' count ae two, y' secure th' snake wi' your left hand as
wdl. Wi' th' count ae three, y' did't y'r right hand up't' its wee head, an pop, on th' count ae four, y'
snappit th' snake's head of f wi' y'r thumb!”

"An' th' men's eyes goggle, an then they go't' war.

"Fr th' next two weeks, thag's al y' hear around th' detachment. Pop...pop...pop...pop. Thaeswee
snake headslyin't dl around.

"Anth' morale picks up, an' thae's noo more deserters, an' thae's nae crime sheet, an' €en the pox rate
drops anotch.

"M' problem's solved. An' then, one day, Ah'm visitin' th' dispensary.
"An' thag's one puir lad lying't thae, an' he's swathed in bandages. Head't' foot. Bandages.



"An' Ah ask't 'Whae happen?

"An' he croakit, 'Spotted snakes, sir!’
"'Spotted snakes,' Ah says.

"'Aye, Sir. Spotted snakes.'
"Gonlad,' Ah says”"

Alex waslooking alittle worried—then the door opened again, and the same silent arm replaced the
tunic and weapons belt. Alex hesitated, then put his story—if that was what it was—back on track. Sten
was trying to remember just what the most painful and dowest method of execution he knew of was and
was determined to apply it to hiswarrant officer.

"'Sir, th' lad in bandages goes on. "Y' know how y' told us how't' ded wi' th' spotted snakes?
" 'Aye, spotted snakes. But Ah dinnae ken—'

"'Ah'mtryintt tel you. A'minm’ fightin' postion ae sand-to th' other night. An' thae wee furrit object
wi' spotsdidesinm' hole. An' just likey' ordered, Mr. Kilgour, on th' count ae one Ah grabsit wi' m'
right hand, on th' count ae two Ah grabsit wi' m' left hand, on th' count ae three Ah didesm' hand up, an’
on th' count ae four Ah pop... an' s, can y' fancy m' sittin' thae wi' m' thumb up atiger's arse?"

There was dead, complete silence.
Findly N'chlos spoke. "That isthe worst clotting joke | have ever heard.”
And for thefirgt and only time, Sten found himsdf in complete agreement with a Tahn.

St. Clair peered into the gloom, watching her strange roommate begin sketching—working from memory
only—the Tahn identification card directly onto a photosensitive plate. She had wanted to object when
Sten had ordered her to pair up with the shy Kerr, but she had swallowed her protest. She did not want
to give the clot the satisfaction of knowing her objections. It had nothing to do with the fact that L'n was
not human. . Clair just preferred to be alone. She had always been solo, had aways depended on her
own wits, with never the thought of responsibility for another being to hold her back. St. Clair survived
by taking chances, by not hesitating. And L'n wasthe kind of being that made those cold fedings difficult.

Also, therewas somelogic to the pairing. As the main scrounger, it was better for her to dedl directly
with thelittle Kerr artist. But it took some getting used to. L'n needed darkness to be comfortable, and
outsde the cdll shewas amost helplessin the bright Tahn sun. Gradudly S. Clair had found herself
automaticaly helping L'n with little things: guiding her to mess; finding toolslogt in the glare of thelate
afternoon sun; pulling her back to redity when she became hypnotized by some freak manifestation of

light.

Inshort, &. Clair found hersdf liking another living being. L'n was becoming that strangest of all
animals—afriend.

It took some work, especidly the way L'n went on about that bastard Horatio, who was so full of his
own authority. Theway L'n talked, the man was practically asaint. And then St. Clair heard the story
about Lance Corpora Hansen, and she understood Hansen and Sten had become one person—an
interchangesable hero. It was dl L'n could do to hold on to her sanity living in the squaor and dense
crowding of the prison camp. She yearned for the peaceful forests of her homeworld. L'n spent longer
and longer periods of timelost in those memories. And the hard redlity of the camp was becoming more



and more difficult. Without Sten—or at least the idea of Sten—L'n would eventuadly cross over into slent
madness.

. Clair had made hersdf a promiseto change that. If it was the last thing she did before she escaped,
shewould coax L'n into standing on her own.

"Tdl me L'n," shesad. "Youreinterested in light. Have you ever seen that famous light tower on Prime
World?"

L'n stopped in midsketch. ™Y ou mean the one built by those two Milchens? Marr and Senn, | think
they'recaled.”

"Yesh"
"Just pictures,” shesaid. "Not in person.”
"Oh. Y ou've never been to Prime World. When thisis over, maybe we can go see it together.”

"Oh, I've been to Prime World before. In fact, when | wasthere, | heard there was going to be abig
party at the tower. Now, that would have been something to see!™

"Why didn't you go?" St. Clair asked.
"l wasnt invited."

S. Clair wasincredulous. "Why the clot not? Y ou couldacrashed it easy. | did it acouple of times! Ata
Man and Senn party, nobody could possibly know if you're legit or not."

L'nsighed, alittle hopeless, atinge jedous. "Crash aparty. .. I've dreamed of doing something like that.
Y ou know, the new L'n. Bold. Determined. Daring. Sweeping into aparty likel owned it. Making
everybody think I've just got to be somebody famous because of theway | carry mysdf. But afraid to
ask and show their ignorance." She shook her head. "Not a chance. They'd take onelook at these big
ugly eyes of mine and know right off I'm anobody.”

S. Clair was stunned. "What are you talking about? Ugly eyes?"
L'n shrugged. It was ashrug of someone resigned to an uncomfortable truth.

"I'mtelling you, girl,” St. Clair findly said. "You and | have got alot of work to do. And were going to
gart with your notions of ugly and work right up to party crashing.”

L'ngiggled asif St. Clair had just made ajoke. But St. Clair knew better. She had just made a promise.
And St. Clair was awoman of her word.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

"Count complete,” Virunga announced, echoing Isby's report. Then he pivoted, saluted Genrikh, and
bellowed, "All prisoners present.” He paused just abest. "Sir."

Even Genrikh could not find areason to prolong the afternoon roll call. He nodded and stalked toward
the administration area. Virunga saluted his absence, about-faced and shouted again: "Unit...
dismissed!”

The semirabble became a babble of conversation, and the prisoners headed toward their quarters, mess
kits, and the evening medl.



Sten, who had more important plans, did toward the stairs and Virunga's chambers—and, head ina
tunne, he nearly waked into Chetwynd, who was waiting and smiling down at him.

"Prisoner Horatio."

"gri"

"That's not your name.”

"Pardon, sr. My mother would be surprised.”

"Not too bad. | just remembered where | saw you before. Dru.”
"Blessyou.”

"Knock off the drakh. | don't have alot of time. Dru. Prison world. | was running a happy knot of
villains, harvesting mollusks. And you and that tub Kilgour showed up in screw suits. To harvest some
wessd named... hdl, what wasit? Dungan. .. no. Dyntsman.”

Chetwynd's memory was excellent. Good enough to kill him.
"Sir. No offense, sir. But how could I—"

"How could you be a Tahn screw then and aPOW now? Try this. Y ou're Imperid Intelligence. When
the war started, you got caught up in the net. Maybe your cover was firecontrolman. Maybe you
grabbed it out of the hat when the drakh came down. Hell if | know."

Sten cdculated. Could hekill Chetwynd now? Here? Negative. He could disappear before the body was
found, but there would be reprisas. Second question: Could he stall Chetwynd from reporting this
interesting piece of information to Avrenti long enough to arrange some species of fata accident,
preferably outside Koldyezeswalls? Possibly.

"Speak up, prisoner.”
"l can't, dr. Anything | say'd get metossed into solitary.”

"Very good," Chetwynd said gpprovingly. "If you'd started burbling that | wasaflip case, | would've had
to smash you afew times and toss you in the cells. And might've started wondering about whether my
mind'sfindly going. But..." Chetwynd smiled. "Now dl | haveto do isfigure how to play the card. Or
whether toplay it at all.”

"The prisoner does not understand.”

"The prisoner surer'n hell does understand. I'm a screw right now. But my sentence's still on remand.
These clottin’ Tahn can yank my privileges and have me back on Dru—or off to one of the
deathworlds—for any reason or no reason &t al.

"So | got to figure this some more.

"And, just S0 you don't Sart trying to arrange some kindaincident that'd go and change my lovely body,
I'll give you afurther piece of my thinking. | like to back winners."

Chetwynd was afar more subtle man than he appeared, Sten realized.

"Thewar isn't going well?'



"Thewar'sgoin' just fine, So far." Chetwynd said. "We—clot. I'm even startin' to talk like ascrew. The
Tahn are poundin' you Imperialslike you're drums. Question | got ishow long. | go out the gate an' | see
gravdeds grounded ‘cause fuel'srationed. | see us scroungin' through the rubble for recyclables. | got to
figureif the drakh'slike this here on Heath, what's it like on the other worlds?

"Y ou like my figuring? Maybe | shoulda been an analyst, huh? My thinkin' goes on—if the Tahn dont win
some kindaflat-out battle real quick, the grinder's gonnago on. And theres more of you than thereis of
us

"So maybe the war don't go like the lords and ladies want it. And maybe—sooprise—Heath's got alittle
different system of government. Like maybe we're payin' our taxesto Prime World.

"I'm thinkin'—in a case like that—Mr. Chetwynd might not get alittle gold star by havin' set up some
hero intelligence type to get his brain scanned and then burned. Might end up bein' some kind of war
crimind.

"Wouldn't likethat at all.

"Likel said, | back winners. So... least till things change, and | can get a better idea on what game were
playin', and with whose deck... I'm planning on doing just what | been doing about you. Nothing.

"That'sdl, prisoner.”
* % %
Sten was about to make a decision he hated.

Even in escaping, there was strategy and there was tactics. Tactics—find possible escape route, build
possible escape route, equip escapers—was very easy.

The strategy was the agony.

A POW'sduties did not end with his or her capture. He or she was gill acombatant. The war still had to
be fought—even insde a POW camp. Everyonein Koldyeze not only had been hypno-conditioned
during training but had accepted that with his continued resistance.

Part of that resistance was escape.

Escape did far more than get the poor sorry prisoner to home base and, hopefully, returned to war—it
continued the war while it was being carried out. Each prisoner who was apain in the butt to his captors
took one or more potentia enemy soldiers away from the lines and made them into guards. The bigger
the pain in the butt, the more he or she decreased the available fighting strength. Thefinelineto walk, of
course, was gauging a what point the enemy would decide that a bullet was more economicaly feasible.

Thusfar, the prisoners of Koldyeze had done an excellent job of continuing the war and their own lives.
Crigtatas tunnel might change dl that.

That was Sten's decision, onethat Colond Virungagave his opinion on and then qualified it.
Oncethetunnel punched out beyond the walls, there were two choices for escape—mass or planned.
A mass atempt would mean that everyone who could fit down that hole would burst out onto Hesth.

The end result?



Certainly al troops and auxiliaries on Heath would be yanked from their normal dutiesto hunt down the
escapers. Other units, headed for battle, could well be diverted onto Heath. The end result would be that
mogt, if not all, of the escapers would be rounded up.

And then murdered.
It was ds0 very likely that the entire POW complement of Koldyeze would be daughtered in reprisal.

That was Virungas recommended option. Go for broke. We are al soldiers—and we al accept the
rsks.

Sten chose the second option, even though at best he was condemning people who had worked long
hours on the tunnel to staying in captivity, denying them even the dightest possibility of making it to
freedom.

The second option wasto filter out ahandful of completely prepared escapers, given every bit of kit the
X organization could provide, from forged papersto money.

Sten did not reach his decision for any humanitarian reasons. Or, at least, S0 hetold himsdf.

There had been almost no successful escapes by prisoners of the Tahn—at least very few that he had
heard of. If Koldyeze broke out en masse—and the escapers were captured, given ashow trid, and
executed—that would effectively dampen any resistance, |et alone further escape attempts from any of
the other camps scattered through the Tahn worlds.

Better that one escaper make his or her home run al the way from the heart of the Tahn Empire—and
the success be promoted.

Virungagrunted in displeasure. "'l delegated... your decison. Now. Who goes?’
Painful strategy turned into more painful tactics. Sten would have to play God.

It was easier to start with the exclusions. Virunga, of course. He could not—and would not
cond der—abandon the beingsin his charge.

Sten and Alex—Big X was banned.
Other beings who could not blend into the essentidly human population of Hesth. The crippled.

Who could make an attempt—and probably get killed in the process? Sten had only the original
thousand prisoners, plus the various additions, to choose among.

Cristata and his three converts. It was their plan. Sten hoped to force the four into accepting some
assistance and aplan more rationd than flinging themsalves on the mercy of country peasants.

[bn Bakr and his partner.

Sten grimaced. St. Clair. He liked her about as much as she reciprocated. But if there was to be one solo
attempt, he thought she probably had the best chance of anyone.

Hernandes. If anybody deserved to go out, it was he. Also, Sten figured that Hemandes's continuing
sabotage operations were due to get blown, and Hernandes due for the high jump.

Completely unsure whether he had made the right decision, or even if he had made the correct choices,
Sten left Virungas room to begin the laying on of hands.



Naturally enough, nothing worked out as Sten had thought.

"My friend," Hernandes said dowly. "Thank you. Buit... | shdl not be going out through the tunndl. |
didike enclosed spaces.”

Sten, having more than abit of atendency toward claustrophobia, understood that. But Hernandes
continued.

"Probably what you've said is correct. Probably I've run the game about asfar as| can. But | don't know
that. Do you understand?’

No. Sten did not.

"I'll try it another way. Assume that | manage to wiggle down that tunne without making an exhibition of
myself. Further assumethat | am able to disappear into the unwashed of Heath and, using your—I am
sure—most clever plan, return to the Empire. That isdl very well and good.

"But what then would happen to me? | assumethat | would be pridefully exhibited acrossthe Empire as
someone who managed to—capital letters please—Find Freedom.

"I would be far too valuable to ever get assigned to combat once more. Isn't that probably correct?!
"You assume ahdluvalot in how far you'd get," Sten said. "But you'reright.”

"My granddaughter died. As| told you. And | am not convinced that afull repayment has been made.
"Now do you understand?’

Sten did. There had been more than a couple of timeswhen Imperial orders and duty had falen second
to personal vengeance.

And s0 he made apologies to CWO Hernandes—and made menta alowances that when Hernandes
was caught by the Tahn, none of Koldyeze's secrets would be exposed.

Similarly, Sten went zero for zero with Lay Reader Cristata.

He had come up with—he thought—a severdly clever plan for the three humans and one nonhumanoid.
Rather than vanish into a guaranteed-hostile countryside, they should, Sten proposed, stay insde the
capitd city of Heath. Crigtata should present himself as an absol ute convert to the cause of the Tahn. He
should become a street preacher, loudly espousing how, in seeing the way his own world had been
"liberated," he had come to know the true evil of the Empire.

It would take along time, Sten knew, for people to question atrue believer if that true believer wastdling
them that everything they did was correct.

"But that would be alie," Cristata pointed out, and his acolytes nodded.
Sten practiced jaw clenching and unclenching as a subgtitute for answering.

"The Great One would withdraw his support if we taught such alie" Cristatawent on. "Also, | do not
see what good we could do by remaining within this city, within this place of regimentation and uniforms.”



"You could stay dive," Sten offered.
"Lifeisgiven and taken away by the Great One. It matterslittle which isthe gift."
Morejaw clenching.

"Also, you havefailed to understand the teachings of the Great One. Only those who live closeto the
earth, who have avoided false mammon-professions and have redlized that the duty of usal isto feed
and help others, could understand and give us shelter.”

Sten, remembering along-ago time when he and his Mantis Team had been chased cross-country for
severd days by some supposedly uninvolved peasants, did not respond.

"I had hopes, Horatio," Crigtatafinished sadly, "that you were understanding my message and would
become one of us. You did not.

"But we can il pray that those who will take advantage of what the Great One has given uswill find
truth within their own hearts and, once they return to freedom, will preach thelight.”

The best that Sten could hope for as he excused himsalf was that Cristataand his three friends would be
sufficiently obviousto take the hesat off the real escapers and find an easy and clean deeth.

St Clair waited until the door closed behind Sten before she looked at L'n. Even in the dimness, she
could seeL'n's"hands" twitching.

"But you must go," L'n started without preamble.

Yes, S. Clair thought. | must go. I'm starting to go mad here. Thiswould be escape number twenty-two?
Or was it twenty-four? She had set the previous attempts at twenty-one but really did not want to know
if she had tried more and failed in more.

This one had to succeed.

Because otherwise St. Clair could see hersdlf, quite coldly and calmly, doing arun at the wire during
assembly and getting killed.

Thusfar she had avoided forcing hersdlf to play in arigged game because it was the only onein town.
But the odds on staying cold and waiting until the numbers were right were becoming more and more
dender.

AndL'n?
At least shewould have Sten to fall back on. Shewould survive, St. Clair told hersdlf.

Besides, she was not an orphan. Shewasthe Edl. A lone survivor and gambler. She needed no one and
nothing.

Didn't she?
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Thebrilliance of Lady Atago wasthe same asthat of the Tahn—and that of their failure.



Inwar, their planswere carefully worked out down to the last detall. If those planswent awry in
midbattle, the Tahn were dso geniuses at improvisation. They could—and did—cobble together units
made up of the most disparate e ements, pitch them into the front lines, and win.

The culturaly programmed willingness of their warriorsto diein place rather than yield did not hurt, of
course. But what the Tahn lacked was the ability to modify aplan once the sedl of approva wasonit.

And so Lady Atago paced a battle chamber, her boothed s clicking against the emptiness.

She should have been busy briefing the twelve battlefleet commanders, giving fina and full detailsfor the
attack on Durer, step by step. The battle chamber was fully equipped to show, on its hemispheric domed
screen, any detail from the overal strategic advance to the disposition of the lowliest patrol craft.

Instead Atago had been informed, in the highest code, to postpone that meeting and stand by.

Further orders—eyes only—said that the head of the Tahn Council, Lord Fehrle, requested the privilege
of conferring with the commander of the fleets a her convenience.

Atago did not bother sending anything other than aroutine confirmation. Nor did she arrange to be
waiting when Fehrl€'s battleship broke out of AM2 drive and warped dongside.

The side people and staff officers could provide the panoply. Atago was worried. Something was about
to go very, very wrong.

Shewas very correct.

Fehrle entered the chamber, greeted Atago with al the formality her office required, and then dismissed
hisaides.

Lady Atago, maintaining propriety, asked if Lord Fehrle wished the honor of seeing her plansfor the
upcoming engagemern.

"No," Fehrlesaid. "I am well aware, and certainly approve of them.”

Then why are you here? Atago thought.

"The council has met, and is committed to the grand plan. In fact, they wish to increase its Strategic
impact.”

Atago smedled a—no, severd reeks. Reflexively she pamed a switch, and the projection of the attack
againg the Durer System sprang across the night galaxy smulation of the chamber above them. But
neither Tahn looked at it.

"Perhaps | don't understand,” Lady Atago said flatly.

"We have redlized, through your brilliant planning and analysis" Fehrle went on, "that your attack should
be implemented massvey.”

He turned to the screen and picked up the control.

"Here" he said. "Twelve battlefleets shall attack through emptinesstoward the Durer System. Over here,
the feint againgt the Al-Sufi System will engage the Imperia Forcesin the cluster until far too late.”

Atago did not even bother responding.



"The gtrike, aswe have dl agreed, isfor the heart of the Empire. Therefore, after full andysisand
discussion, we of the council have agreed that we should expand this plan, both because of its brilliance
and because of its perfection to the Tahn ided.”

"Which means?"

"Wefed that those fleets which have been kept in reserve could be better committed to the full battle.
We shdl not worry about our flanks but rather practice apolicy of leapfrogging ahead. Any ship, unit, or
fleet which becomes engaged shall drop out of the main thrust. Other unitswill drive through or around
them, toward the main god.."

"Themain god, Lord," Atago said, "wasto secure the Durer systems and use them as a springboard for
thefind assault.”

"An easly achieved objective," Lord Fehrle said. "One which could conceivably require usto dow and
regroup. The council has decided to legpfrog Durer and make the fina assault.”

Go for broke.

"Suppose,” Atago said, looking at the display overhead, "that the Imperid Forcesthat will flank us, in and
around Al-Sufi, succeed in breaking free? And then attacking the main thrust toward Prime World?'

"That will not happen,” Fehrle said with anote of impatience. "We are confident that your plan of
deception will make them defend the nongod until far, far too late. Also—" He paused. "We have a
further reinforcement of that deception.”

"Goon."

"Thereisanother reason,” Fehrle said. "Lady Atago, thiswar has gone on far beyond our most
pessmigtic projections. We smply do not have the AM2 resources to luxuriate in any battle pause.”

Lady Atago, a that moment in time, could conceivably have provided reasons why Fehrle's battle
plan—she knew better than to think it was the crestion of the council—was an ill-conceived one, aroll of
the dice when the dice could very well be loaded toward the house.

But she was a Tahn—and kept silent.

"There are two other modificationsto your plan,” Fehrle said. "The diversion which you have cleverly
created againgt Al-Sufi. Thereis only one thing lacking. That force must be commanded by someone that
the Empirefeglsto be our absolute best. Our most feared strategist.”

Lady Atago felt her cheeks redden, her hand move toward her personal weapon, and fought to keep
hersalf under control.

" am honored," she managed, and was surprised that her voice was not shaking. "But if | anto
command the diversonary attack—who then will take charge of my twelve fleets—correction, my
twelve, and those additiona eements the council has decided to add to the attack?"

"Sincethisisan al-out effort,” Lord Fehrle said, "we that command the attack should seamlesdy
represent the force of our Empire.”

Lady Atago managed the formal bow to the Will of the Tahn, the forma salute to her replacement, Lord
Fehrle, and then she broke.



Somehow she was out of the battle chamber and in her own quarters before she exploded into rage and
words that even a Tahn dockwal loper would have admired.

She camed.
She took out her personal weapon.

Y es, her honor was besmirched. But not, she realized, by her own doing. Injustice had been done. That
was the way. Such things had happened. She had risen above many wrongs. Just as her race had.
Beyond those was victory. Very well, she would accept orders. She would command that deception
fleet. She would do more, far more, than any timeserver would have accomplished. And she would stand

by, ready to assist.

Because she knew that her plan would work—even with the idiot modifications of Lord Fehrle. But after
Durer was obliterated, as the combined Tahn fleets struck toward Prime, Lord Fehrle would discover
just how hard it wasto truly lead rather than merely replace the battle leader and become alast-minute
figurehead.

For thefind victory, she knew Fehrle would need her help.

And she planned to make him, pay most dearly for that, after the defeat of the Empire.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

One-third of ameter to go. Sten could amost fedl the cold blackness of the Tahn night just beyond the
skim of earth on the other sde of thetunnd. It pulled a him relentlessly, like animmense moon &t the high
tide of freedom. All he had to do was scrape away alittle more dirt and he would be out. Hislong years
asaTahn prisoner would be over—leaving only his own surviva to worry about.

He turned back, choking on the acrid air thick with fat-lamp smoke. It bit into his eyes, making them tear.
He wiped the tears away with adeeve and surveyed histroops, the men, women, and beings he had
handpicked for the escape.

"Motley" was adigtinct compliment. Some, like Crisgtataand histhree converts, were dressed in the
rough pale green and brown of Tahn peasants. 1bn Bakr had put dl his sewing talentsinto his uniform and
that of his partner, atiny woman whose name Sten vaguely recalled as Alis. Bakr was dressed in what
appeared to be the guttter of afull admird. Alissuniform wasjust dightly less so.

Actudly, they were posing asthe stationmaster of agrav-train and his assistant. They had identification
and papers showing that they were on an ingpection tour of al the main hub stations of Heath. Sten had
laughed when Ibn Bakr had first shown him the sketches of what he and Aliswould wear. Hewas
ingtantly sorry when he saw 1bn Bakr's hangdog expressi on—there was nothing so mournful asagiant
with his chops dragging on the ground. And then 1bn Bakr had explained about the Tahn love of uniforms
and how the lowliest office tended to have some of the most glittering clothes.

"Y ou should see the head garbage collector,” 1bn Bakr said.
Sten closed his eyes againgt the glare and decided that was something he would just as soon skip.

The other members of the escape team were dressed somewhere in between Cristata and 1bn Bakr,
ranging from fannersto shopkeepersto grunts to medium-and low-level Tahn officers.

One other stlandout was St. Clair. She was dressed in boots and a camo cloth jumpsuit so form-fitting
that Sten found himsalf waver between lust and didike. She had asmall matching bag dung over her



shoulder. Tucked into it were achange of clothing and the superlightweight camping gear favored by
wedthy Tahn sportsmen and women. What . Clair was relying on was that twice ayear avery rare and
very tasty tuber appeared in the ground on Hesth. The tubers were so prized that only the nobility and
the very rich were permitted to gather them. So twice ayear the sportsworld turned out to comb the
forests and meadows of Hegth for those tubers. The locations where they could be found were as
jealoudy guarded as the trout streams the Eternal Emperor had restocked on Earth.

St. Clair was posing as one of those hunters. She was convinced she could go to ground with ease and
wait for just the right opportunity to get off Heath. Sten was not too sure. Still, he had turned down S.
Clair's bet—even though the odds she offered werefairly juicy.

Sten observed it dl in semisilence, waiting for the lay reader and hisfollowersto finish their prayersfor
"the Great One" to look with favor on their efforts. The only words Sten could make out were the
"ahhhmens' sghed by the three each time Crigtata paused. Findly he finished and waddled over to Sten,
plucking at die dirt clogging hisfur. Every centimeter of his squat form was purposeful and somber. Only
the sengtive tendrilsringing his nose squirmed with what Sten was sure was excitement.

"The spirit of the Great Oneiswith us" Cristatasaid. "Hetold usit was nearly timeto go."

Sten buried any sarcastic remarks that came to mind. After many thousands of tons of digging and
shoring, who was heto criticize another being's beliefs? Besides, maybe it was some kind of "Great One"
who had given Sten anutbal like Crigtatain thefirgt place. Would he have ever found the cdlars that
honeycomb K oldyeze otherwise? As far as Sten was concerned, it the Great One wanted the credit, he
could clottin' haveit.

So, ingtead, Sten grinned aweak grin and said, "Fine. Uh... Next timeyoutak... uh, tel him, or it, or
whatever, | said thanks."

Crigtatatook no offense at dl. He understood that Sten meant none.

There was arumbling sound from the far end, and everyone pressed up againg either side of the tunnédl
as Alex came around a corner hauling an enormous load of supplies on three trained-together carts, the
same carts that had been used to move rubble back from the tunndl's face. The heavy-worlder moved
with ease, asif hewere pulling afew totsin awagon. When awooden whed stuck in arut, he smply
lifted the front end of the train up and shifted it to an easier path. He was hauling at least aton and a hdf
of gear.

"Thae bethelast of it, Home, lad," he said, stepping away as afew of the others began unloading his
cargo and stacking the supplies at one point of the hollowed-out eye that was the tunnel'sface. He
glanced around at the facesin the smdl crowd, nodding pleasantly—aman without a nervous bonein his
body. Then he casualy moved over to Sten and leaned close to whisper.

"Ahdinnaelikethis, lad," he said. "Thae dl appear dead't’ me. Noo, ae we could only teach afew
Mantistricks... Aye. Thae they'd hae ahope."

Sten shook his head. "This dress rehearsal went as smooth as anyone could want,” he said. "And asfor
teaching them any tricks... All they'd doislearn enough to be confident amateurs. Clot! Might aswell kill
them all right there, save the Tahn the pleasure.”

"Stll, lad. Ah'd fed bonnier aethey kenned afew moreweetricks aeth’ craft.”

"Bdieveme, Alex," Sten said. "They're better off thisway. It'ssort of like astyle of fighting | read aboui.
A few thousand years ago, they used to pile troopsinto these big clumsy aircraft. They'd load ‘em down



with maybe fifty kilos of gear, strap thisbig silk bag around them, and kick 'em out the door when they
were maybe two three klicks up.”

Alex looked at Sten in shocked disbelief. "Th' puir wee lads. Mustahad Campbellsf'r officers. Atrocity
committin' Huns! Pushin't boys oot't' squash 'em ae thae be't bloody bugs.”

"Wedlll... That wasn't their intention. See, the silk bags were supposed to open, and the soldiers were
supposed to float gently to the ground.

"Anyway, they used to train these airborne troopers for the jJumps. Some of the toughest training of that
ea"

"Ah should hope s0," Alex said, il alittle shocked.

"Funny thing is" Sten pressed on, "when the drakh redlly hit the fan, sometimes they used to just grab any
old grunt, put asack on him, and toss him out just like the fully trained types. And you know what? There
was no differencein the casudty rate. Just as many trained troopies ate it as the grunts who were still wet

behind the ears.”

"Ahdinneebdieveit," Alex sad.

Sten surveyed the nervous beings jammed into the tunnd and thought about wheat terrible things surdly
awaited them once they crawled out of the safety of Koldyeze.

"l want to," hesaid. "They go out in two nights.”

Virunga put the word out during the morning mess. He wanted to see Sten. Urgently. Sten moved
casudly acrossthe crowded centrd yard, weaving hisway through small garden plots and exercising
prisoners. He stopped here and there to chat, to laugh at the right moments, and to scowl and shake his
head in dishdlief a others.

It was an elaborate and congtantly changing ritua he had to perform, €lse a Tahn stoolie might start taking
note of how often alowly firecontrolman visited the camp CO.

All thewhile, hismind churned with possibilities. Some news of how the war was going? Badly for the
Tahn, he hoped. With agreat stretch of luck, Virungamight be caling himin to report the greatest
successin Koldyeze so far. Maybe, just maybe, they had managed to plant what Alex caled "the Golden
Worm."

They had spent an enormous amount of time and effort figuring out away to suborn a petty bureaucrat
named Fahgtr. She was the middle-aged chief clerk in charge of pay vouchers. Every Tahn feared her.
Even Derzhin, the camp commandant, walked softly around her. At the dightest insult, apay voucher
could be lost forever. And it would take another three small foreversto get it back. What was worsg, if
shefdt particularly nasty, she would misinterpret the coding, and a Tahn victim might find himself docked
awhopping chunk for back taxes—whether he owed any or not.

The problem was that Fahstr was seemingly incorruptible. No matter how hard they leaned on N'chlos
and their other tame guards, they could not find asingle weakness. The woman was fat—but did not
particularly favor any type of food. She was obvioudy sexless, which Alex had remarked was a good
thing, because he did not want to be the man who asked for volunteers. She seemed torevel inliving a
Spartan life, so money was out. How to get to her? It wasimportant, because Fahstr was the key to
planting the Golden Worm.



St. Clair sumbled onto the answer. She had gotten herself assigned to ajanitorid shift at the payroll
office, figuring that awoman of her experience certainly ought to be able to spot another's weaknesses. |
nothing else, she might be able to scrounge afew cleaning fluids that might be put to more interesting use.

St. Clair had bumped around the office for half a day before she saw it. Asthe other clerks kept their
eyes glued to their duties, afraid even to lift their heads and be seen not working, Fahstr had spent the
entire morning enjoying hersdlf.

It was an emotion that was difficult to recognize right off. Because to Fahstr, enjoyment seemed to be
damming away at her computer board and gritting out along string of obscenities that dmost made S.
Clair blush, interspersed with occasiond screams of what seemed to be victory. S. Clair finaly sidled
over to the computer to see what was going on. A bewildering stream of figures swirled on the screen,
then firmed. Shouts of disgust came from Fahstr to be followed by more hammering at the keyboard.
Morefigures. More cursing. Then it dowly dawned on . Clair. The figures on the screen were
agorithms. There was agame going on. And the game was bridge.

St. Clair had not just found aweakness. She had found a gaping wound.

"Typicd bridgefreek," she had told Sten later. "Including her charming disposition. Thereisnt athingin
this universe the woman cares for except bridge. She hates people. But to enjoy bridge, you gotta have

people”

"She's got her computer,” Sten said. "It can give her any kind of game she wants. At any level.”

"You surearen't acardplayer,” St. Clair had said. "To enjoy cards you have to see your opponent
squirm. Especidly bridge-type cardplayers. Y ou can't see blood when you besat the bejesus out of a
computer.”

"So you hinted broadly that you might know something about this—uh, what wasit caled?”

"Bridge. And asfor hinting broadly, clot that. | told her right off that | had been watching her. Couldn't
help mysdf, | sad.”

"And she didn't get ticked? | would have figured sheld have cut you off at the kneesfor even daring to
talk to her."

"Noway," St. Clair said. "Bridge players can't help themselves. She understood right off. Especidly
when | told her | wasfleet champ.”

"Heet what? Of what? There's no such thing!"

"S0? She doesn't know that. Or care. Especidly sincel alowed that athough she might be good, | could
wipe the ground with her.”

Grudgingly, Sten had to admire that. From what he could gather, there was no way the type of fanatic St.
Clair was describing could turn down such achalenge.

"Okay, you get tight with her. Win afew games. Lose afew to keep her interested. Then you find out
what it takesto get her over on our sde.”

"Don't needto." . Clair sniffed! "We're programming the computer to partner up with each of us. | got
complete accessto that thing any time you want."

Sten had ingtantly put Kraulshavn and Sorensen to work on the Golden Worm. They had completed it a



week before and, with St. Clair's expertise, had coded it into a cutthroat north-south pair of hands.

All &. Clair had been waiting for was the chance to plant it. The problem was that time was running oui.
She was going out the next night. If she did not succeed in planting it immediatdy, they would haveto
dart dl over again. But after the escape, the bloody reprisals might make the whole thing pointless.
Because the Golden Worm was their only hope to keep the Tahn from cutting al their throats.

Sten walked into Virunga's cell. There was only the old man to greet him. From the dark, solemn look on
hisface, Sten knew mere was something very wrong. He assumed it had to do with failure. And that
failureinvolved the Golden Worm.

"They caught her," he said flatly, meaning . Clair.

"No," Virungasaid. "She... was successful. But... thereisanother... matter.”
Sten decided to quit guessing and let Virungatdl it.

"Asyou know... . Clair has complete... access. To the computer.”

Sten nodded. Fahstr pretty much let St. Clair noodle at will on the Tahn computer in her sparetime. To
have an opponent of any worth, St. Clair needed time to toy with new bridge strategies. But that had not
seemed important to Sten.

The only records in there were the mundane details of Koldyeze life: Tahn payroll and personnd and the
basic files of the prisoner. Sten could seelittle vaue in snooping and pooping in that area.

"S. Clair has... noticed something,” Virungasaid, interrupting Sten's thoughts.

Hewent on to explain: As . Clair logged in and out of the computer, using Fahstr's code name, she had
become familiar with the other people who used the same system and with how frequently they used it.
Then another code name had popped up recently. It not only did not seem to belong to anyonein the
camp, it was searching through the records with a regular one-plus-one-plus-one pattern that was dower
than clot but guaranteed not to missasingle detail.

St. Clair had become curious about who that person was and what he or she was|ooking for.
"And did shefind out?' Sten findly asked.

"Not the... seeker,” Virungasaid. "Only what was... sought.”

"Okay. So what was the person looking for?"

"You," Virungasad.

That rocked Sten back. "But how..."

Virungatold him therest of it. The unknown person was searching the records for someone matching
Sten's description. It was amethodical search designed to see through any disguise or assumed identity.
It was only amatter of time before Sten's file popped up.

Virunga assumed—uwith very good reason—that whoever was looking for Sten did not plan on throwing
hisor her arms around him and greeting him with a shower of giftsand kisses.

Bottomline



"You... and Kilgour mugt... go!"

There was no argument from Sten. He and Alex would go out with the others. All he had to do was get
his escape team together one last time and fill them in on what he hoped wasthefind hitchin their plans.

The news was greeted with silence by the others. They took a quick look into the rolesthey were
supposed to play, checked to see how Alex and Sten would affect them, saw there was no problem, and
just shrugged. The more, the merrier.

Then S. Clair stood up and announced there would be one other change in plans. She was no longer
going out solo. Shewastaking L'n with her.

"That's the stupidest idea | ever heard of," Sten blurted out before Alex could dig an elbow into hisribs
and suggest amore diplomatic way of dedling with &. Clair. Later on, Alex explained that Sten should
have hesitated first—then told the woman she was around the bend.

"Just the same," St. Clair responded. "That's the way it'sgoing to be."
Before Sten could do something so foolish astry to forbid St. Clair, she played her ace.

"Don't bother trying to stop me. Were both going out tomorrow night—one way or another. Through the
tunndl with therest of you. Or under thewire."

Sten had no choice but to givein. If St. Clair did another cowboy run, she would blow whatever chance
the tunnelers had—and Sten was pretty sure that nothing he could come up with short of murder would
stop her. But he dways wondered why St. Clair had decided on that course of action. Asfar ashewas
concerned, it wasway out of character—because with L'n dong, St. Clair would certainly get caught. He
wondered what St. Clair thought she would get out of it—because persond gain could be her only
reason.

He was wrong on both counts. For oncein her life St. Clair was not being selfish. She knew what the
news of Sten's escape would do to L'n. Without the crutch of her ided, L'n was doomed. Second,
athough S. Clair could not know it, L'n's presence would save both their lives.

Sten curled hisfingers, and the knife legpt into his hand. He smoothly cut through the dirt, carefully easing
it away at firgt and then clawing at it with growing impatience. Then the night air bit through, chilling them
all to the bone, drying the sweat, and clearing the smoke-laden air.

Sten found himsdlf tumbling through. He cameto hisfest—numb and alittle in shock. Below Koldyeze
he could see the dim outline of the city with the blackout lights gleaming here and mere. And then he felt
Alex come out from behind him, grabbing him around the shoulders and pushing him on.

They werefree.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Durer wasamgor victory.

The genera history fiche, to which al Imperia worlds subscribing to the Imperia education scheme
subjected their secondary-level students, portrayed the battlein afew, sweeping arrow strokes.

At thistime, the attack was made. .. here. A red arrow, moving across systems. It was backed by a



secondary attack... here. It wasmet... here. A blue arrow.
Theresultswere... this.

The more curious might acquire a speciaty fiche and, given access to a battle chamber, project more
detalls of the battle.

At that point, the bewilderment would begin.

First, Durer was varioudly called the Durer-Al-Sufi Battles, the First Imperial Counterattack, the Second
Tahn Offensive, Fleet Encounters of the Midstages of the Tahn War, and so forth, into degenerative and
confusing accounts of the shipsinvolved.

Still more confusing for the eager student were the accounts of anyone and everyone involved in that
battle.

The battle(s) became afavorite study of both amateurs and professionass, al of them seeking a
perspective that would enable them to understand what had happened during those weeks and, possibly
more important to historians, to see some grandness in what otherwise gppeared to be a bloody,
blindfolded brawl in which severa million people had died.

They would look for that understanding and perspectivein vain.
Because that perspective never existed.

A Mantis Section captain named Bet sat in a spacesuit, watching what looked like the entire Tahn Navy
float toward her, and wished that Vulcan had given her agod or six to pray for.

The Emperor had coppered his bets. Y es, he believed that the real attack would be made on Durer.
Al-Sufi would be nothing more than afeint. He had so dlocated hisforces under Fleet Marshal lan
Mahoney.

But 4ill...

Light-years beyond Durer drifted what appeared to be the ruined hulks of some Tahn destroyers. A
completeflotillathereof.

They werejust exactly that.

What the Tahn did not know was that the flotillahad been ambushed many, many months earlier in an
entirdy different gdaxy by an Imperid bettleflegt. Their screamsfor help had been blanketed and had
never been received on any Tahn world. To the Tahn, theflotillahad smply disappeared, probably doing
something or other terribly heroic.

The hulks had been recovered, and strong-stomached salvors had cleaned out the ship interiors. Then
those destroyers had been given shielded power sources, sophisticated sensors, and shielded com beams
and positioned in place, beyond Durer.

They had been crewed with Mantisteams and given ordersto it and wait.

Bet and her team, and other teams, had done just that, fighting against boredom and the fedling that they
were being stuck in nowhere for ameaningless mission.



All the teams viewed the assgnment as aglory run and swore at the head of Mantis Section for the
medal- and obituary-winning idea. Why hadn't far more sophisticated and unmanned sensors been used?

The head of Mantiswas not to blame. The ideawas completely that of the Eternal Emperor and Fleet
Marshal lan Mahoney. Certainly those zoot capri sensors could have been scattered in front of where
they felt the Tahn forces would make their real attack. But suppose one of those sensors was found?
Would the Tahn not concelvably guessthat the Imperid Forces were waiting?

Insteed, it appeared far lesslogica for the Empire to have some dumb troops inhabiting hulks. Plus,
cynically, Mahoney pointed out that it would be very unlikely for any Mantistroopie to surrender and be
deprogrammable, unlike the average machine.

Curang, smdling, and swesting, the teams waited.
And then the sensorslit.

More Tahn fleets than even Bet's high-leve briefing had suggested swam through space toward her
hulks.

Bet burgt-transmitted the information, then shut down. Her view of the battle—if there was going to be
one—was complete. All she had to do was hope that none of the Tahn battleships or destroyers
passing—amost within visual range—bothered to investigate her wreck for survivors.

The Eternd Emperor sat aboard the Normandie, his persona yacht/command ship. The ship was asfar
forward—and three more light-years—as he could logicaly go without potentialy becoming involvedin
his own battle. His battle chamber was st to give full and complete reports of any and al intelligence
forthcoming.

The Emperor figured that Mahoney would very rapidly becomeinvolved in the grind of the battle. The
Emperor hoped to be able to stand off and help if Mahoney lost track of the grand Strategy.

Hewas earnestly lying to himsalf when he said that he had no intention of stepping in. He had done
everything possble.

The Tahn were moving into histrap quite nicely, the preliminary intelligence reports saild—athough he
was astonished that somehow, somewhere, the anticipated twelve attacking fleets had become more than
twenty. He had them cold. On toast. This, he thought to himsdlf, isthe beginning of the end. Or, his
nonlinear dter ego whispered, the end of the beginning at least.

Bet me, Engineer H. E. Raschid thought. Supposeit'sthe end of the end?
And so he stood ready to save Mahoney's—and his own—cookies.

Unfortunately robot Tahn ships, intended only to blank off transmissions between the Al-Sufi and Durer
systems, dipped through the Imperid perimeter, and the Eternd Emperor found himsdf Stting in the most
sophigticated war andysis room ever installed on a spaceship, listening to static and watching pixels of
misinformation interspersed with scattered burgts that showed either the Tahn or the Empire victorious
and advancing or defeated and retreating on all fronts.

Durer, for the handful of Imperial tacships and destroyers assigned to hold and defend the system, wasa



very short battle.

Therewould be seven survivors of the eighty-nine ships that moved againgt the attacking Tahn fleets.
Thelr orders were to stop the Tahn attack, to prevent landings on Durer, and findly to exert the maximum
number of casualties possble.

They were, unknowingly, asuicideforce.

The shipsthat had been assigned to Durer had been mainline attack units—neither obsolete nor state of
the art. The Empire planned to maintain aslong as possible the deception that Durer was underguarded
and not expecting an attack.

The Emperor had therefore made the correct assgnments, knowing he was sending peopleto their
deaths.

"The Price of Empire," it might have been cdled if the Eternd Emperor had not been severa centuries
beyond believing such grandiose statements. Those were for the rubes, not the rulers. Besides, thiswas
not the first time, the most murderoustime, or certainly thelast. ..

The Durer units tactics were well-planned. Oneflotilla of destroyers camein on the same plane asthe
incoming Tahn. Two other flotillas waited above the system ecliptic until the forward elements of the Tahn
were engaged. Then they dived "down" for the heart of the enemy. Shortly afterward, six wings of
tacships came up from "below," each tacship under independent command with ordersto find targets of

opportunity.

All the sailors had done afast head count of the enemy, redlized they were doomed, and—at least for the
most part—determined to make their dying quite expensive.

Very noble.
Unfortunately, such noble determination worked very seldom, and mostly inlivies.

When the enemy had total numerical superiority, dl thetacticsin the world would not let the attacker get
within killing range.

So it waswith the shipsfrom Durer.

The obviousflatillavanished in long-range missle blasts from the incoming Tahn cruiserslong out of their
engagement range.

The two high flatillas got in among the fold—but for only seconds. Those thirty-two destroyers barely
had time to acquire targets and make first launches before they, too, vanished. Results. Destroyed, four
Tahn destroyers, five Tahn logistical support craft. Damaged: two Tahn cruisers, three Tahn logships.

On abattle chamber, or from agrand fleet projection, that |eft the space beyond Durer cluttered with
trash, which the deadly little tacships would have been able to swim through unobserved and deal desth.

Battle chambers and grand projections crunched light-yearsinto centimeters. The redlity wasthat the
destruction of the Durer ships|eft whirling wreckage across some twenty light-years. A destroyer's
screen, particularly one that was programmed to ignore destroyed targets, showed something different.

A raider, aguerrilla, apirate—and that was what the tacships were—could not exist on a battlefield.

Perhaps the tacship commanders were overeager. Perhaps the Tahn were expecting an attack from



"below.” Perhapsthey had bad luck.
No one would ever know.
There were no survivors from those ships.

The Imperid propaganda made much of their doomed attack and made severd posthumous awards of
the highest degree. Propaganda aso said how effective they were: Two Tahn battleships had been
destroyed, and one crippled. One Tahn cruiser destroyed, two crippled. Four Tahn destroyers crippled.

Postwar analysis. One destroyer smashed. One cruiser lightly damaged.

But by then no one wanted to be reminded of the war, |et done the fact that some of their dead heroes
had died trying to be heroic instead of succeeding.

Lady Atago's original strategy had been for one fleet to bombard Durer, asecond to invade, and athird
to be kept in reserve.

Command on Durer expected something smilar.

Ready for the last grand stand, they were surprised when the Tahn fleets sivept through the system, well
outs de engagement range.

And maybe they were alittle disappointed, at least at first. After dl, when someone screwed his courage
to the sticking point only to find it not needed, it took awhile for the supidity and the adrendineto
subside.

But the disappointment did not last very long asthe Imperia Forces on Durer redlized that they were
dive, that they were likely to stay dive for awhile, that the battle was being fought without them, and that
they werein ringside seatsfor it.

That was perhaps why so many of the personal memoirs of the Durer-Al-Sufi battle(s) were done by
Imperia troops on Durer.

They lived to dictate them.

Lord Fehrle admired perfection on the bridge of his command ship asthefirst four fleets swept, most
unopposed, out of the Durer System. Ahead of them wererich industrial worlds and then the heart of the
Empire. And thusfar, the Tahn casudties had been inggnificant.

Once again he pointed out to himself the necessity for an overseer. No matter how inspired, the man or
woman who was in charge of atask needed someone over him or her, someone who could step back,
uninvolved, and see whether that task was destined to be a success, afailure, or, Fehrle thought, able to
be taken beyond its humbler goals.

Lady Atago ismogt brilliant, he thought. But thanks to our system, there will lways be someone beyond
those brilliant leadersin the field, those who can think, those who can say: Here. Here is the grandness
you have overlooked.

Fehrle was basking in that grandness when the Kai missile blew his command ship in half.



Fleet Marsha lan Mahoney was not at al surprised when the robot Tahn ships sent hisbig picture
communicationsinto la-laland. He had sort of expected something like that to happen.

In spite of the frownings and suggestions from his highly trained and educated specidists, Mahoney had
ingsted on setting up a series of links—locked and tight—with specific shipsin each of the fleets under
his command. Each broadcast came into a separate receiver, manned by an individua tech who was
trained to report, not to interpret.

Probably, Mahoney thought, he was being an imbecile and trying to maintain theillusion that hewas dill a
hands-on field officer. Probably dl this drakh was going to confuse the hdll out of him, make him get
obsessed with triviaand |ose whatever half-assed strategy he had to fight their battle.

On first contact, that was exactly what was going on.

And then the battle chamber became a kaleidoscope, dl his computers started recycling previous
information, and hisinterpreters found themsda ves with nothing to interpret.

Mahoney told them to keep interpreting, shut off the com links, and arted listening to the field reports.

It was astupid way to try to win.

The Tahn had opened the battle believing that they were masters of deception, without alowing
themsalves much of amargin for error. That was the single biggest error.

But there were many other mistakes that they made.

One of the largest—uncredited by historians because there were no visible heroes—was the failure of the
Tahn autometic minefieds

The Tahn, unlike the Empire, had spent many, many man-centuries devel oping those unglamorous
objectsthat just sat and lurked until something made them explode. But once they had devel oped mines
that could not only be rgpidly deployed but had the sophistication to distinguish friendly from enemy
targets and maneuver en masse by command, they had relaxed.

Some years eaxlier, ayoung tacship commander named Sten had discovered afairly nasty way to subvert
those mines. The Tahn, who were in the middle of other worries, never redized that. Sten had routinely
sent areport through on his discovery.

That discovery, made by someone who was dowly crawling down the intermittently floodlit dope of a
Tahn prison camp, was criticd.

The Tahn had liberaly sowed their mines between Al-Sun and Durer, expecting them to serve not only as
ablock againgt the inevitable counterattack but as an early warning system.

Imperia destroyers, part of the fleets lurking in emptiness between and beyond the Al-Sufi and Durer
systemns, had long ago seen the minelayers seeding their deadliness, registered the mine fields, and then
rendered them completely harmless, one by one. The effort was massive and successful. Any specidists
who had made asmall mistake defusing the devices would not be recognized until after the battle.

To the Tahn, the Imperia fleetslanced out of nowhere. Their battle computers, however, quickly



anayzed the attack. Conventional. Tacships were screening the attack, with cruiser antiship killersin the
forward screen. Behind them came destroyers and then a conventiond structure—destroyers, cruisers,
battleships, and tacship carriers.

The computers provided the proper response, and the Tahn admirals complied.
The Imperia Forces, however, were not what they had expected.

Mahoney knew good and well that he was alittle untrained for grand strategy. Maybe he could have
come up with some kind of superplan. He had done alittle private research before leaving Prime on what
kinds of things grand strategists did to make ther living.

Therecord waskind of grim.

The one-roll-of-the-dice generals had as great afailure rate as success, from Dariusto Phillip to von
Schlieffen to Gigp to M'Kheeto PraT'ong. Mahoney, figuring he was not even in their class, decided to
run war the way he knew how—uwhich wasto keep it smple and keep it unexpected.

The tacships were what they appeared onscreen. Mahoney figured that with the confusion he planned
behind them, they would have agood chance not only of surviva but of wreaking some damage.

Those cruiserswerein fact lumbering, unmanned trangports with false eectronic sgnatures. Their missiles
were set up on alaunch-and-forget basis—and were so primitive that they had best be forgotten unless
some complete incompetent ssumbled into their trgjectory.

The destroyers were aso false. They were phony-signatured Kai missiles, modified for long range.
After them camethered warriors.

The battle opened.

The tacships swarmed.

The"cruisers' were quickly converted into gas clouds, and the Tahn felt reinforced asto their superiority.
Their acquisition gear turned to the destroyers just asthose "destroyers' went to full drive and homed on

capita ships.
Warriors generdly made an assumption: Someone who was attacking behaved in a certain manner.

When adangerous swordsman turned into a berserker, or abomber into akamikaze, it took awhileto
readjust.

The readjustment cost the Tahn most of their cover destroyers and threw the lead three fleets battle
array into disorder.

That was not adisaster. Admiral Priser, who had automatically assumed overadl command of the battle
when Lord Fehrles ship fdll out of communication, ordered the three stdled fleetsto engage and the
banked fleets behind them to attack through.

The arrow sped onward.

Lord Fehrle glummed inside his suit helmet as technicians swarmed around the control chamber of the
crippled command ship.



Go here and do this, he thought. He could order, he redlized, any of the people around him to breathe
gpace on generd principles. Or he could program commands for the fleets he commanded.

Neither of those options would change his Situation—the battle was out of his hands, he was getting
absolutely no information asto what was going on, and his ship was spinning in emptiness far behind the
lines of battle.

The fact that there was agood possibility that the ship would explode in hours or become avanished
derdict was hardly important to histhinking.

Lady Atago's shipsdove in againgt the Al-Sufi worlds almost unopposed.
Six outbound convoysloaded with AM2 were cut out and seized. Their escorts were quickly smashed.

Lady Atago, following orders, had determined that the feint against Al-Sufi would be as deadly and
determined as she could makeit.

Her attack ships swept destruction across storage worlds, creating havoc and hell that would take
generationsto rebuild.

Then, inthe midst of abattle of triumph, Lady Atago redized what had happened.

She was wreaking havoc not because of her brilliance but because Al-Sufi was nearly undefended. Her
success was merely that the Imperias had made no plansfor any Tahn attack against the systems.

Which could only mean that her grand plan against Durer had been found out. The Tahn flestswere
advancing into atrap.

Lady Atago had no heditations at dl. Less of aperson, less of a Tahn, would have let Lord Fehrle and
the never-to-be-sufficiently-damned civilians take the blame as they would have taken the credit.

Instead, she diverted and drove her swiftest battleships toward the Durer systems, broadcasting an darm
ondl frequencies.

It was, by then, quite too late.

The man's name was Mason. And, from his no-rank-tabbed flight coveral to the scar seaming hisface,
he looked to be akiller.

He had been that—a highly decorated tacship commander, seconded after a crippling injury to flight
school, and more recently Sten's nemesis. His injuries prevented him from ever skippering atacship
again. But the war had promoted Mason. He was a one-star admiral, commanding afast light-destroyer
squadron.

Heran it ashe had run histacship flotilla. His crews hated him. He insisted on obedience, dedication, and
origindity. An error of omission or oversight produced avery rapid court-martial.

The story was that one of his destroyers had bounced a Tahn ship that turned out to befilled with
Imperia prisoners. One of Mason's bosuns had seen the cheering rescued ex-prisoners streaming
through the air lock and then bellowed " Get back, clots Don't you know when you're well off?"



Mason was permitted to be in command for only one reason. Hisflotillahad the highest kill ratio of any
equivaent unitin any of the Imperid fleets.

Now heled hisdestroyers, scattered in fingers-four formation, into the rear of the Tahn fleets.

Eleven Imperia fleets had been hidden far beyond Durer, with ordersto attack only after the Tahn were
initidly engaged.

A surprise.

More of asurprise was their makeup. Sullamoras shipyards in the Cairenes, supposedly shattered with
labor problems, had done very well. The Emperor had expected twel ve more battleships to be ready.

Instead, thirty heavies attacked the Tahn—ships that were not leaky botch jobs but supersophi sticated
engines of destruction, completely unknown to the Tahn.

The daughter began.

Evenif, somehow, an dl-bands receiver could have listened in on the battles, coherency would have
been ajoke:

"Samsun, Samsun... | haveatarget... damagereport as... incoming observed... six Tahn ships now
without power and... launch, you clortin' bagtard... Samsun, are you receiving... units, stand by for...
change orbit, Eight, you're acquired... | have alaunch from... Samsun, thisis Whitway. Do you receive
thisgation... thisisan al-stations broadcast... Nostrand units, redeploy to Sectors one by thirteen...
squaawk... Allah give us strength... Samsun, Samsun... Kee-ngt, did you seethat onego up?... All
units, thisis... Samsun, Samsun... do you receive..."

Four broadcasts, dl set en clair:

To Heet Marsha 1an Mahoney:

"Comm One, Comm One, thisis Liberty Seven. There ain't nothin' |eft to shoot at..."
To Lady Atago:

"Unknown gpproaching units... thisisthe Tahn battleship H'rcana. We have you ID'd asfriendly. Do
not continue your present orbit, over. Request you stand by for recovery assistance.”

To Lord Fehrle—unreceived:

"Command... Command... thisis Priser. Plan Heart-strike canceled. Plan W'mon activated.”
Todl Tahn ships.

"All units. All units. Begin retirement. Support, if possible, friendly unitsunder drive."

In eyes-only code, Fleet Marshd lan Mahoney to the Eternal Emperor:

"Tahn seared. Repeet, al Tahn seared. Question—how to serve? Second question—what wine?'



Confused though it might have been from its nameto its step-by-step execution, there were some
completely obvious conclusions from the battle(s) of Durer-Al-Sufi:

The Tahn had been smashed.
Their mgjor war-winning offensve had been blunted and turned back.

The nearly-total destruction of the Tahn's finest units meant that it would be years before they could
mount another such offensive.

The Emperor hoped—and knew hewas full of hops—that those conclusions were equally evident to the
Tahn.

It might have been the beginning of the end—but getting there was still going to be along, bloody, and
certainly not foreordained process.

And the Eternal Emperor could afford to make no other mistakes.

BOOK THREE
KOBO-ICHI

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The Tahn redled back from the awful blow of Durer like aman struck in the somach with a
lead-weighted bat. They were |eft doubled over, mouth gaping, lungs emptied of air and blood
hammering at the temples, threatening to hemorrhage at the ears.

They were caught in that long, frozen moment in history that even casud studentswould point at eons
later and say, "Here was the turning point. Here was where priorities needed to be reexamined, strategy
revamped, scenarios rethought.”

Because, as an ancient philosopher once said, "It ain't over till it'sover." Or asthe Eterna Emperor might
have put it; steding from one of hisfavorite palitica thinkers, "Winning isn't everything. But losng isnt
anything."

Durer-Al-Sufi was lost. That was atired fact dmost as soon asit was over. But not the war. Another
tired fact, visceraly understood by the Tahn. Thetrick was to make the mind understand what the gut
was thinking without ripping open the gut and spreading out the entrails. History was a blackened
landscape of great kingdoms that murdered the oracle to seek the message. That was amistake the Tahn
could not and did not make.

They turned inward, fighting every ingtinct to find fault, to point the blame. They turned inward to find
strength but were confronted with the frozen poles of their culture: anorth where defeat could not even
be contemplated, and a south where every facet of Tahn life had to be controlled and molded to official
will—dal spinning on an axis of hatred for anything un-Tahn. And they had no Shackleton or Perry to lead
theway. Only Lord Fehrle—the man who had presided over the second greatest defeat of their history.

Fehrle was no coward. After the defeat, he did not commit ritual suicide. Instead, he returned to Heath,
fully expecting to be stripped of dl honors, executed, his name excised from Tahn higtory. If his people
needed to work out their rage on his quivering corpse, then so beit.

Instead, hewas seen in hisusua pogtion of prominence—with the other members of the Tahn High
Council lined up exactly around him as before—during a news broadcast covering the gppointment of a



governor-general to anewly won Tahn territory. It was an event noted with interest by every skilled Tahn
watcher who knew about Durer. The Eternal Emperor—the most skilled of them all—grunted to himself
when hereviewed the fiche. Fehrles surviva was not something he had expected.

When he had learned that the Tahn lord had personadly led the expedition, he had thought the man's
political destruction would be an added bonusto al that twisted metal and those blasted bodies. Still,
there was an advantage to press for there and the Eternal Emperor went dl out for it.

When the Emperor struck out and connected with that loaded bat, the only thought his enemy had ashe
reeled back from the blow, was that no one could know about Durer. Even that old cynic, Pastour,
redized that it was not the time for recriminations or politica infighting. When he had heard the news, he
had vomited, wiped hislips, then hurried to the emergency High Council meseting, determined to keep his
colleagues from removing Fehrle and then committing bureaucracide in the resultant fight over who would
lead the council.

Evenin normal times there were too many factions with too many self-serving interests to declare aclear
winner. Given time, a consensus might be hammered out the way a cooper formed the hoops of an
enormous barrel whose contents could not be contained under the normal laws of volume.

Pastour had aglimmering, even at that moment, that the only concelvable choice would have to be Lady
Atago, as much as he didiked the woman. When the day came to replace Fehrle, she would be the only
knight in white armor |eft. Because dthough Durer had permanently blackened Fehrle, it would have the
opposite effect on Atago. To survive as a coherent people, the Tahn needed their heroes—like the
ancient Persans needed the myth of Jamshid. Pastour went to the meeting armed with every diplomatic
and politica skill he could command.

Surprisingly, it did not take much argument. The others were as stunned and gasping as he was. All of
them knew, without coaxing, that if news of Durer |eaked out to the populace, the war with the Empire
waslogt. Thefirst order issued wasfor atotal clampdown on anything and anyone involved with Durer.

Even in asociety where newswas not just controlled but rationed, the order was carried out on an
unprecedented scale. An enormous amount of credits, energy, and manpower was hurled at the task. It
was agag order with no journdigtic equivaent. Scholars, looking for descriptive comparisons, would
have to turn to human-wave assault battles—like Thermopylae, the Russan Summer offensive of 1943,
the Yalu, or the Imperid disaster of Saragossaduring the Mudller Wars.

The destroyed ships and personndl were removed from dl filesand logs. All survivorswere seized and
incarcerated, as were the friends and families of the dead and wounded. Behind-the-lines suppliers found
themsdaves mysterioudy reassgned to barren regions. Even minor officidswere visited at night and grilled
for any speck of information that might be damaging. Then the interrogators themsaves were grilled. On
and on it went as the Tahn searched out and purged every kink and crook in the line of the vast plumbing
system that was the Tahn bureaucracy.

The Tahn even launched a crash Manhattan-style program to develop and fix in place the grestest
jamming system ever concelved. And even that leaked as the Eternal Emperor turned up the volume of
propaganda.

If the Tahn blackout effort had no known historical precedent, neither did the Emperor's effort to
broadcast it. With hisright hand, the Emperor directed his fleets and armies to take instant advantage of
the vacuum left by the Tahn. With hisleft, he orchestrated a massive propaganda machine. He turned the
equivaent of smal sunsinto radio beacons, herdding to the many galaxies the news of the great Tahn
defeat.



The Emperor attacked with information asif it were the spearhead of an invasion force of thousands of
ships and millions of troops. And the more he turned up the volume, the more desperately the Tahn
fought to shut it out. He pushed them to the point that, even for their barren souls, so many civil liberties
were suspended that life was nearly intolerable.

The grim, bitter mood spread downward from the High Council to the lowest subdtern and petty officid.
No one knew what had happened, but everyone feared for himsalf. Even the smplest of decisonswas
left unmade in case it might disturb asuperior. In actud fact, that was awise way of behaving. Because
the smalest change would upset asuperior, who was equally in fear for his own hide. Added to that
were increasing shortages. All the empty warehouses seemed even emptier after Durer. And asfor AM2,
there just was none available for any purpose other than military, and even there, each use was carefully
judged and the proper formsfiled with the appropriate signatures willing to take the blamein case of
error.

Y es, the Tahn had turned inward after Durer. And it was the Eternd Emperor's officia policy to shove
their heads up until "they gag on the hair at the back of their throats.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Police Mgor Genrikh's heart jumped when he heard the hunters hooting in the woods. Their quarry had
been flushed. He whisper/prayed to himself that it would not be afalse darm. Ever since the escape,
Genrikh and his men had been rushed from one tiny rut in the road to another, responding to even vague
rumors that a POW had been spotted. Asfar as Genrikh was concerned, the entire effort to bring the
prisoners to ground had been hamstrung by his superiors insistence on atotal blackout of the news of the

escape.

Normdly, any matter requiring secrecy would be second nature to Genrikh. But he and the other teams
of hunters had been handed the messiest end of the stick. The blackout meant that it was nearly

impossibleto pick any real locusto start from and then connect the dots until the quarry could be found,
circled, and then flushed into waiting Tahn guns. There had been afew successes, but not nearly enough.

The only part of his ordersthat he liked was that any prisoner found was to be killed on the spot. There
was to be no szing up or interrogation, just a heavy-caliber projectile in the back of the head. That this
shut down the possibility of onefind leading to another did not bother Genrikh at al. He was not aman
who enjoyed the confusion of many flavors.

The hooting from histracking team grew louder. Genrikh took adeep breath, loosening hisgrip on his
wespon. He did not haveto turn to seeif hismen werein place. He could fed the tension drawing them
tighter to him. Genrikh prepared himsdlf for disappointment.

The odds were that when the quarry broke the tredline, it would turn out to just be somelost farm animal,
walleyed with fear. Then al they would be left with to satisfy their frustration was to gun the animal into a

bloody pulp.

Hisweapon came up at the same time he saw motion just inside the trees. Around him he could hear the
others doing the same, sounding like arustlein adry wind. There! Over therel

Two figures shadowed away from the brush, hesitated, then started shambling runs across the meadow
for the other side. In two heartbeats his mind registered that they were (&) human, (b) onetall, one short,
(©) prisoners. He squeezed the trigger, and then all hell erupted as his men aso opened up. The
combined fire caught the prisoners only five or Sx steps from the trees. They gave massive, loose-limbed
joltsand then were hurled aside asif swept away by afire hose. There was echoing silence and then



another swift brrrp of fire, and the bodies jerked and jumped on the ground.

There was a clash of magazines changing, and then Genrikh and his men were on their feet, sprinting for
the large splash of red and white gore. He dmost lost hisfooting in blood-dick grass as he skidded up to
the first body. It was the big man. He kicked the corpse over. The features were twisted but clear—Ibn
Bakr. Then the smdler prisoner—Alis.

Genrikh turned to congratul ate his team of killers. He was greeted by beaming faces with shy, dmost
childlike grins. Except for one.

Lo Prek looked down at Ibn Bakr'sface and cursed his soul for not being the man he wanted to see lying
there. Once again Sten had dipped the net.

Virungasat in adatted metd chair designed for discomfort. Every aching joint in his crippled legstold
him that he had been kept waiting outside the commandant's office for days. From the sounds of the
prisoners shuffling through the courtyard outside, he knew it could have been no more than four hours.
Virunga had spent too many years as a prisoner of the Tahn not to know the game Derzhin was playing.
Thewait was aroutine softening-up process. Still, being familiar with the game did not make it any easer

to play.

From the moment he had been summoned, the old self-doubts had come rushing in. Could he stand up to
torture? He had before, hadn't he? Y es. But could he do it again? All right. Let's get past the torture part.
(I can't. Please, | can't. Shut up! Y ou have to.) What about the mind gaming? He had never gone one on
onewith Avrenti, Derzhin's expert in black work. But he had measured him. The man would be good.
Virungathought he was better. (Clot! There you go with anegative again! Eliminate "thought.” Substitute
"knew." Yes. That's better.) Try anew tack. A course with fresher breezes.

Y ou have questions, Virunga. Put it on them. Make them answer. Don't give them time to gain the upper
ground. Hit them with your questions. Questions, like... After the escape... why were there no reprisals?

Virungaand Sten had factored reprisals into the escape equation. There was nothing they could do about
the immediate actions of the Tahn. In thefirgt red flash of anger, there were sureto be victims, beatings,
rations cut off, and persona bel ongings ripped to shredsin the search for the escape hatch. Therewas
nothing they could do about that. But amoment later, when cooler heads prevailed, the planning would
pay off. There were too many careers at stake in Koldyeze. Too many questionswould trigger ahunt for
scapegoats—careless guards, officers with questionable loyalties. The Tahn would be cautious, knowing
that it would give enemies an opening to pin blame on the blameless. And there would be the ultimate
threat that the crisswould spill over, flooding out the gates and catching the politicianswho had put al
the rotten eggsin therickety basket that was Koldyeze.

Just to make sure, Sten and Virunga had stacked the deck, dipped afifth acein the cards. Thefifth ace
was the Golden Worm St. Clair had planted in the Koldyeze computer. It was avirusthat day by day
would monkey with the production figures. A decimal point dipped. A minusturned to aplus. And, voila
K oldyeze would be able to boast far higher successes than even the most optimistic Tahn could dream
of. Derzhin would have absolute proof that the POW camp was an experiment that was working.

There weretoo many lists of failures on the Tahn Empire's date to ignore such aglowing success. The
virus had a second function built into it. Astime went by, it was eating away key areas of memory in the
computer. In time, no Tahn would know up from down at Koldyeze—just that everything looked redly
good aslong as one did not look that hard.



The expected firgt rash of reprisals came the ingtant the Tahn realized there were POWSs suddenly among
the missing. They had shut down the camp with amailed glove. There were interrogations, beatings, and
afew deaths. But the Tahn never found the secret of the catacombs and the tunndl that led to the hill
outside. And then, almost as quickly asit had begun, the interrogations came to a hdlt.

It wasjust aswell. Virungawas at the point of breaking out the ancient weapons he and Sten had found
in one of the catacomb vaults. Such an action would have been suicidd. But briefly satisfying.

Virunga's goons reported the comings and goings of the camp hierarchy. There were many hushed
meetings and whisperings to other, faceless Tahn over comlines. Virunga could fed somekind of criss
mounting. And then it stopped, just a the moment when he expected the pustule to burst. A sudden
gloom engulfed the camp, affecting every Tahn from the top on down. The prisonerswere surprised by a
loosening up of atitudes. It wasif they weredl being handled alittle gingerly, with just ahint of fearful
respect. Something had happened, of that Virungawas certain. Some huge event that he would read
about in the history books—assuming he survived. But no one had the dightest ideawhat it was.
Especidly the Tahn.

Virunga started to attention as the door to the commandant's office swung open. A cold-faced guard
nodded to histwo fellows standing on either side of the prisoner. A hard object jammed into his side, and
Virunga caught his breath from the pain. He pushed the annoyance from his mind, positioned his crutches,
and creaked up on his haunches. He shifted position, jammed the crutches forward, and leaned into them
with hismassve weight. He swung his body at the door asif the guard were not there. It was not physica
strength but the sheer force of Virungasimmense dignity that made the guard step aside.

The atmospherein the room was forcedly mild. Avrenti was dumped in achair in acorner, seemingly
riffling through some minor papers. The commandant, Derzhin, was standing &t the window, his back to
Virunga, gazing outsde asif withessing something of mild interest. Virungacameto ahat in the middle of
theroom. He did not look Ieft or right or hint for achair to hold his crippled body. He just stood there,
leaning into his crutches, waiting silently for the gameto begin.

After avery long time, Derzhin turned away from the window. He seemed to note Virungas presence for
thefirg time.

"Ah, Colond. Thank you for coming."

Virungadid not give him the pleasure of responding. But Derzhin did not seem to notice. He crossed to
his desk and sat down. He picked up a printout, studied it, then replaced it. He tapped hisfingers on his
desk asif trying to remember why he had called Virunga

"l have someinformation about the... uh... shal we say lost members of your command.”

Despite himsdlf, Virunga stiffened. It was asif an arctic wind had suddenly cut through the thick fur
guarding hisspine. "Yes?'

Hedid not trust himself to say more.

"Forgive me, Colond, but | am forced to bear grim news. From your point of view, that is. They've been
caught. Every sngleone.”

Virungasighed, alittle relieved. It was over, then. Okay, they were captured. Now he would have to
make sure of their treatment.

"l... wishto... seethem. At once. To assure... they are... treated in accordance. .. with thelaws... of



watime"

Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw Avrenti sneer.

"I'm afraid that will beimpossible, Colond," Derzhin said.

"You... refuse?'

"No. | wouldn't be so rude. Thefact of the matter is, thereislittleto see. All of them are dead.”

Virungafound himself gasping. Histwin hearts thundered. His ears rang from the sudden pressure.
"What? Dead? How could—"

Shouts came from the courtyard outside. At first it was just afew voices. Thenit grew in size and panic
and anger. Derzhin smiled at him and waved him forward. Somehow, Virungafound himsdf leaning on
his crutches, staring out the window. At first al he saw was acrowd of prisoners swarming around
something in the center of the courtyard. Then he saw an old flatbed truck with ateam of horses hitched
to the front. On the truck was a contingent of Tahn guards. And Genrikh. They seemed to be unloading
something—or somethings—pulling whatever it was from dripping gunny sacks and hurling it to the
ground.

Andthenitwasasif Virungahad suddenly acquired telescopic sght. He saw what they were unloading.
Arms... and legs... and heads. The butchered bodies of 1bn Bakr and Alis.

CHAPTER THIRTY

Chetwynd, spaceport/waterfront thug, labor organizer, convicted felon, politica prisoner, and now
somewhere between atrusty and a pardoned guard at Koldyeze, contemplated the angles as he
bulldozed his way down the dockside toward a needed and, he fdlt, richly deserved double quill.

Chetwynd had matured beyond the hustler who knew he knew what was going on—which was what had
put him on a prison planet in thefirst place—into ahustler who knew he did not know what was

happening.

Not that the change had produced much difference in Chetwynd's behavior.

What should have happened after the mass break from Koldyeze was suitabl e retributions. Derzhin
should have been lowered by a head, Avrenti should have been transferred to a pena battalion, Genrikh
should have been given command of the prison, and draconian measures should have been meted out.

Chetwynd had aready sounded out connections for another assignment—anything to avoid being sent
back to Dru and being chased by gurions. Instead, nothing happened.

Nothing much, at any rate.
Two escapees had been nailed, dragged back, and blasted. But the others?
Nothing. Even through the guards rumor mill.

More important than those vanished POWs was the fact that little had changed at Koldyeze. Thingsand
people continued in their measured course. Chetwynd cursed in an aside at hiswasted credits supplying
that worm Genrikh's seemingly inexhaugtible pit with alk to create anote of sympathy when the drakh
came down.

Another angle that he had not figured out was what had happened to hisrichly beloved government, out



there beyond somewhere. Chetwynd had been thinking aloud when he had told Sten that the Tahn
needed afadt, vast victory. But, heredlized later, it was so.

Something, out there in the far beyond—and Chetwynd was not sure where or what—had happened.
Something that the Tahn were not pleased with.

His union might have been smashed when Chetwynd was convicted and sentenced to a prison world, but
his contacts were not. There were il friends around. Friends. .. acquaintances... enemies... people he
had knocked over gravdedswith asaboy. The labels did not matter—growing up on the wrong side of
the power structure of Heeth created alifelong aliance. Us againgt Them. At least so long asit was
profitable.

Heath was suddenly the transshipment point for strange cargoes—materids, tools, and shipwrights—to
the previoudy unheard of Erebus System, and medical supplies and personne by the kiloton to other
worlds where Tahn hospitals were not based.

Thefar beyond, which meant the Empire, had not been kind to the Tahn, Chetwynd reasoned. That was
another card he did not know how to play yet.

He stopped just outside the entrance to the Knag, the prime bar on Heeth if one wanted anything illegd,
immora, unavailable, or beyond priorities—and his headquarters. Filled with his cronies.

Chetwynd put on a brave leader face and entered.

He bought around for hisboyos.

He sipped the shot he wanted to slug down.

He held court, awarded and withheld approval, granted or withheld favors—and told the latest joke:
"A miger findly getsthevid. Hésonthelist. Through priorities. Hisgravded isfin'ly available.
"He goes bug. '‘Bout time. Paid for it Six years ago. When ishe gonna get it?

"Salesclot says four years down. Whitd-cycle. Fourth day.

"Migter asksthat be in the morning or afternoon?

"Sdesman says, 'Midter, that be four years away! Why do you careif it'smorning or night?
"'Cause| got the plumber coming in the morning.’

During the laughter he blasted down the rest of the shot and waved for another.

Court business over with, his cronies drifted away to let the grest man be done with histhoughts.
Chetwynd, rerunning the angles, was not pleased to have his concentration broken by two boiler-suited,
drakh-reeking dock scrapers diding into his booth. He was about to summon ancillary thugs for the
daughter when he recognized them and sprayed his mouthful of quill acrossthe booth.

Alex amiled a himin sympathy. "Dinnae be wadtin' thae lifewater, lad. Thall come aetimewheny' regret
it"

Sten was mationing for the barmaid. "Chien," he said, "you look like you need acarafe.”

Chetwynd did. "I thought al of you'd be heading for the woods," he managed, proud of not having asked



any of the usua boring questions or made any of the expected responses.

"Can't speak for the others,” Sten said. "But I'm a city boy. Scared of the dark, out therein the bushes.”
"The bully patrols check in hereregular,” Chetwynd said.

"Ah hae nae problem,” Kilgour said. "Were sittin' wi' our respect'd friend. Kickin't thae gong around.”

Chetwynd grudged defeat. He could shout and scream—and the two escapees would be taken. He
would be digible for somekind of reward. However, he thought, if the officia word isthat al these clots
were shot attempting to escape, how would my masters explain two suddenly dive Imperids?

"Besides," Sten said, reading Chetwynd's thinking, "we'd both be up for brain scan—and both of us have
been spending five minutes aday thinking about how much we love you."

Chetwynd did not believe that—he did not figure that anyone, even these obvioudy talented Imperia
Intelligence types, could precondition themsdlves to provide faseinformation to the Tahn torturers. The
problem was, hisbelly rumbled, he did not think the Tahn believed that.

"Excellent, cheenas. There are back rooms. There are 'freshers. Y ou two stink. But firs—what are you
looking for?!

Sten explained. They had did out the prison and gone to ground with no escape route or anything other
than the most superficid false ID. They wanted identification—not false. They wanted to become regl
citizens of Heath. Sten—correctly—assumed that as the manpower barrel drained, the Tahn were
drafting the young, the out of work, the criminal, and the dissdent—all of which sounded asif they could
be friends of Chetwynd.

Sten and Alex planned to replace any two of Chetwynd's cronies who were up for the high jump. They
then would volunteer for the Tahn military. Certainly no one would look for two Imperiasin the service.
Chetwynd's cohorts could then go on about their business. "Ah'm assumin't,” Alex added, "thaey' noo
hae problems giein abein’ another name.”

Onceinthe military Sten and Alex knew they could go through training easily, volunteer for acombat
assgnment, and then dither through the lines, ground or spatid, to make their home run.

At that point, Chetwynd started gurgling. Not in protest, Sten realized, but in laughter.
"Cheenas, cheenas" hefinaly said. "Now | seewhy you Imperias ended up in thiswar in thefirst place.”
He stood waving—and Sten'sknife did out of hisarm. Two barmaids bounced up.

"My friends,” Chetwynd said, "need dmost everything. They want aquiet room. Baths. Two baths. Each.
Food. From my private supplies. Any ak they order. And someoneto rub their backs." He turned back
to Sten and Alex. "Women satisfactory?'

There was no dissent—Kilgour and Sten were gaping.
"Clean ones. And another pitcher now."
Chetwynd sat back down. For thefirst timein days, his angles coincided, and he knew what to do next.

"Y ou want meto do dl that, in the vague hopes that you two orphans can get home? Cheenas, let metell
you. All of my people are o safe from thiswar, it isdisgusting. Y our dedl istheworst I've heard of late.



"Caorrection. The only worse one | can think of isif | recaptured you two clots.
"Now. Shall | tell you what is going to happen?

"There are chambers below this hellhole. Y ou will disappear into them. Y ou will be fattened and
battened, dighted and knighted until a certain date.

"When | order, you shal be moved quietly through the streets to a certain place, where | shdl introduce
you to acharming man named Wild. Jon Wild."

Chetwynd was most surprised when first Sten and then Alex started laughing. Jon Wild was the urbane
smuggler they had carefully cultivated years ago, before the beginning of the war. Sten had promised
Wild to leave his operation aone provided that Wild smuggled no war goods into the Tahn Empire and
was willing to provide intelligence. When the war had started, Wild's home base of Romney had been
destroyed, and Sten assumed that Wild and his people had stuck around alittle too long even though the
warehouses were empty and there were no baddiesin the ruins.

Maybe he had spent too long being one of the emperor's cafe society toughs in Mantis Section—but
Sten was privately delighted that Wild and his operation were surviving comfortably.

"Weknow him," Sten said. "Go ahead."

Sails somewhat sagging, Chetwynd finished. Wild would take them out of the Tahn sysems and deliver
them to aneutra world. They would be provided with whatever money and identity they needed to get to
an Imperid world from there.

"I'll finish," Sten broke in. " Since you obvioudy assume that we are connected, you would like alittle gold
carat in your fiche, so that when the Empire lands on Hegth you don't get stuck in my old cell on
Koldyeze"

"Of course"

And Chetwynd never realized how much that response meant to men who had spent years hearing of
defeat and desath.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Tanz Sullamora had congtructed hisfishing retrest in atime when he not only still believed in heroes but
imagined the Eternal Emperor astheleader of any laughing band of handsome devils. It was built out of
his desire to emulate the Emperor in every way.

The Emperor loved cooking, so Sullamora davishly copied hisrecipes and presented them at elaborate
banquetsfor hisfriends. Except that everything tasted like drakh—which Sullamora, having no paate, did
not know, and he was too rich and powerful abusinessman for hisfriendsto tell him.

Then there was fishing. The Emperor loved fishing to such a point that he had invested over 300 years of
effort and alarge fortune to re-create a fishing camp on the banks of the Umpqua River in the ancient
region of Oregon on the planet Earth. Sullamora built his own camp—on avastly smdler scdle—many
kilometers upstream from the Emperor. He threw himself into fishing with great enthusiasm and no talent
adl.

For severd years he would celebrate the end of any difficult business negotiations by taking off—with
great fanfare—to the wilds of Oregon to relax on the banks of hisretreat. After asuitable period he
would return, boasting to everyone within hearing distance about how relaxed he was and about how a



being could not redly know his own inner nature until he had tested himsdlf against acanny salmon
fighting to escape his hook. What he did not admit to anyone, much less himsdlf, was that he hated
everything to do with fishing. After hisfirgt trip he hired gilliesto catch the sdmon for him, and after
another trip he even refused to eat his catch and fed the fish to his servants and aides instead.

Not only that, he found himsalf going quietly mad in the sllence of the Oregon forest. He began hating
every minute he spent at his rustic retreat—which, like the Emperor's, at first conssted of only afew
rough-board buildings that blended into the environment. There was nothing to see but green, nothing to
hear but the bubbling of the river. And to him the air was disgusting, with its smells of ripe river mud,
decaying plants, and too-virile pollen. Sullamora missed the bustle of the dedl and the sharp smdlls of
adrenaine and fear.

But the fishing retreat was not something he could just let go of. He could not just sell or abandon it.
Somehow, he was sure, there would be agreat deal of whispering, secret smiles, and aloss of face.
Sullamora compensated by inviting more and more of his friends and business acquaintancesto his camp
by the banks of the Umpqua.

The rough-board structures were replaced by larger and larger gleaming metd buildingsfilled with
humming machinery. The small landing pad became alarge private port that could handie nearly a
hundred vehicles. And the quiet timesin between deastook on aloud, festive air, with more and more
€laborate entertainments.

Thefina step took Sullamoraand theretreat full circle. Ashishero worship of the Emperor diminished
and disenchantment set in, the camp became once again aquiet place. A place where odd aliances could
be made and deals could be struck in secret. A place where the art of fishing took on awhole different
meaning.

Sullamora used the excuse of aloose boot tab to stop and let his five companions stroll on through the
trees. He glanced up at them, listening, measuring. The conversation was quiet and light. But Sullamora
could sense the underlying tension, asif each being were waiting for someone to declare himsdlf, to speak
first about mattersthat concerned them al—and their solution. And the longer it took, the more wary
each became.

Sullamora swallowed at the knot of fear in histhroat. It was becoming increasingly apparent that it might
be Sullamorawho had to speak up first. And if he did so, and he was wrong about his companions, he
would be very quickly humiliated, crushed, and then...

The Emperor's privy council was like aman who suffered from obesity: bloated with dl the rich meals but
terrified that the next banquet was about to be canceled.

For most beingsin the Empire, the war with the Tahn had created hardships of historic proportions. But
for the six members of the council, it had been atime of historic profits and opportunity. And after the
stunning Imperid victory at Durer they were faced with not only an end to the enormous profits but huge
losses as the Emperor looked about for the meansto pay the butcher'shill.

And at the moment, it appeared thefirgt place the Emperor would look was at his six lords of industry:
V olmer—mass media; Ma perin—agriculture, chemicals, and pharmaceuticas, Lovett—banking; the
Kraatwins—mines, mills, and foundries, Kyes—artificid intelligence; and finaly, Sullamora—shipsand
trade.

Sullamorahad approached his duties as amember of the Emperor's private cabinet with agreat deal of
reluctance and cynicism. Until the moment the Emperor had gppointed him to the council—in achilling
and, for Sullamora, revealing conversation—he had not even been aware of its existence. And the



appointment had been made in a hafhearted way when Sullamora had questioned the Emperor's strategy
in deding with the Tahn if and when they were defeated.

The Emperor was planning to remove the government and diminate dl vestiges of the Tahn culture, then
to follow up with a massive rebuilding program. Sullamora saw that as pure weskness and foolishness.
All Tahn should have to suffer for what they had wrought. Besides, the beings who had loyally supported
the Emperor from the very beginning would therefore have to forgo vast potentia profits. That did not
make sense, and Sullamora said so—athough he put it as a carefully worded suggestion, not acriticism.

When he had first met with his colleagues of the privy council, Sullamorahad kept al that to himsdf.
Groping for direction, he had bided histime until he had taken each member's pulse a hundred times and
had their profiles drawn and redrawn as many times more by key peoplein his psych divison.

Looked at from afar—something Tanz was not capable of doing—the privy council presented a strange
but accurate portrait of the Empireitsalf: an odd kind of blend of vigorous entrepreneurism and dynastic
capitalism. Seen up close, it was aconfusing puzzle of wildly different interestsand gods. Little by little,
however, Sullamora gradually uncovered acommon note.

Volmer was the most vocal of the group. Usudly, when the others danced about apoint, it was Volmer
who tended to be openly and harshly critical of thelatest Imperia policy they were deploring. That did
not mean that anyone—much less Sullamora—trusted him.

As head of one of the oldest family dynastiesin the Empire aswell asthe chieftain of the largest
news-gathering, polit-prop, and advertisng companiesin the many systems that made up the Empire,
Volmer wasthe least vulnerable of the six. He dso had a private reputation among the various companies
that made up his barony as abit of awaffler, aman who would encourage his underlings to take hard
gandswhen it suited him and then leave them hanging if the wind switched direction. Still, asthewar
dragged on and when even an idiot could see what a hollow shell the privy council in fact was, Sullamora
was sure Volmer was moving out of the sivamp of his own indecision onto the firmer ground shared by
his colleagues.

It was the raw, open greed of the Kraatwins that made Sullamora put them in his potentia allies column.
They had a deserved reputation as the most corrupt, vicious, self-serving beingsin the brutal world of
high-stakes business. The two women were second-generation megarich. Their father had been awildcat
miner who had parlayed aminor fortunein Imperium X into avirtua empire congsting of mineras, exotic
and common, and whole systems whose sole occupetion was the milling and smelting of the same. Their
father had been a canny man whose word had been hisrdigion.

Upon hisdesth, the twins had ingtantly dissolved the religion and sent his high priests howling into the
wilderness, where they then had their economic ns hunt them down one by one. The Kraatwins
ddighted in nasty plots and wild schemesthat took their fortunes on wild roller coaster rides from treble
profitsto near bankruptcy and back again. Although they had been born identical twins, fifty years of
indulgent living had stamped out two entirely different-looking beings. One was gross and banded with
bulge after bulge of greasy fat. The other could best be described as anorexic—bonesjutting nearly
through pasty, unhedthy flesh. But appearance was the only difference. In everything e se they thought
and acted as one, seemingly taking turns as the dominant twin. Sullamora noted with minor interest their
first names and then wisdly forgot them. To think of them as anything but one was afatd mistake too
many others had made.

It wasto Sullamoras credit that he saw the Kraa twins as the easiest members of the council to
manipulate. With the Kraas, one only had to hoist the carrot and they would follow. If they did not, they
had more than enough vulnerable spotsto probe. And one did not have to be subtle about it.



Malperin, on the other hand, had only one area of vulnerability. She was awoman with an exterior and
interior of ten-point stedl. She was the ultimate chief operating officer, armed with academic degrees and
hands-on management experience that stretched for three small forevers. It did not matter what kind of
company she was called upon to manage, beit toy widgets or sophisticated electronics. In her case, it
was an ability that was atwo-headed coin. Because her viewpoint was necessarily fixed on the upper
level, she had no feding or gut instincts about specifics. That dmost meant she had no loydtiesto things,
only to procedures.

It was for that reason that the Emperor had tapped her to head up ACP, one of the most bizarre but vital
megacorporations going. Even an industrid historian's eyes would glaze over tracing the hydrahead back
to itsbeginnings. Sufficeit to say that in abewildering series of smal fish somehow swalowing big fish
swallowing whole schools of other fish actions, ACP came tentatively into being. It wasa
tacked-together conglomerate that operated millions upon millions of kilometers of farms and ranches,
oversaw massive vats of brewing chemicas and gases of every nature, and also produced most of the
basic important drugs and medicinesin the Empire. It was acompany born of businesswarfare, and it
never got better after that. Each division was bred and educated to hate and distrust the others. The
Situation had been threatening to spin out of control when the Tahn war broke out. At any other time the
Eternal Emperor would have et matters take their course. ACP was a dinosaur doomed to extinction.
But there was no way that he could alow evolution to take its course while fighting awar. The only
solution was to suggest strongly—read "you'd clottin' better or die'—that the various boards of directors
go outside ACP for achief operating officer.

After agreat ded of squabbling and threatening, Maperin was picked. To firm up her position, the
Emperor aso named her to his private cabinet. That would give her temporary prestige. But asthe war
seemed to be winding down, Malperin was beginning to redlize that her overlong honeymoon at ACP
was as good as over. She would aso have to be stupid not to redlize that at any moment the Emperor
could and would withdraw his support and let economic gravity settle the rest. M perin was not stupid.
Shedid not look upon her future gladly.

The next to last member of the privy council wasthe money man, Lovett. Like Volmer, hewasfroma
great family dynasty. There were Lovetts who had acted asfinancia go-betweensin some of the Eterna
Emperor's earliest business dedlings. The newest Lovett scion was handsome, dashing, and daring.

Tragicaly, through a series of misfortunes, he wasthe last member of his clan, and he had taken over the
helm of the banking empire upon his mother's death. He was dso the wildest of wild cards, who refused
to ligten to his advisers and had a habit of taking large and unnecessary risks. Some said it was out of
remembered gratitude to the L ovetts that the Emperor had stepped in. Others said that it was because
the Lovett banks were too integral to the Emperor's plans to be allowed to collapse and that it had been
purely in self-interest that the Emperor had reacted. Both were right. And so history would someday
record that on such and such a date L ovett became the youngest being ever to head up the Imperid
Monetary Foundation, a nonprofit organization whose charter wasto play banker to the poorest systems
inthe Empire. In short, it was aposition of extreme glitter and no substance a al. Sullamoragrinned to
himsdlf, knowing that Lovett had just figured that out. Tanz Sullamorasaw Lovett asthe easiest one of all
to manipulate.

If Lovett was paper, Kyes was stone. Kyes was a Grb'chev, one of the saddest creations of the gods of
madness. Hewas atal, dender, vaguely humanoid being of immense dignity, just entering his121< year.
His coloring was slver leaning toward white, except for atriangular dash of scarlet that rode across his
bony skull. When he spoke, his limbswere animated and his eyesflashed with impatient intelligence. But
in repose, the face dackened, the eyes went blank, and the great splash of red pulsed like an infection
that had reached crisis. Kyes was two separate beings with one dominant will and awesker, genetically



suicida other. The Grb'chev were the result of an odd form of symbiotic bonding. Before the bonding,
when the Grb'chev were merdly tall and dender and very white, with no red "birthmark” on their skulls,
there was nothing to distinguish the race except for their great Supidity and even grester genetic luck.
They had brains that were no more than alarge pimple on the end of aspina stalk. They favored a
particular type of fruit that was edible only when the pollen was most active. The pollen was deadly
poison to anything, including the Grb'chev. The Grb'chev developed an exotic system of nasdl filters
topped by superefficient snusesthat gradually bulged out their heads until they were oversize.

They dso developed an immune system that was impenetrable to any form of virus and bacteriaon their
homeworld. Left on their own, the Grb'chev would have spun out their destinies of exceedingly stupid,
exceedingly lucky beingswho spent most of their waking hours gaping, scratching, and egting fruit. But
athough stupid did not bother nature one bit, happy seemed to give it problems. Enter, sageright, a
lowly viruslooking for ahome. It was avirusthat had only one ability to brag about: 1t could mutateits
protein sheeth to pierce any genetic structure, no matter how invulnerable. Usualy that meant the instant
infection and dmost asingtant extinction of any living formsit encountered. It was a closed-end dedl, so
that athough the virus could giggle oninto virus paradise, it could never be anything more than what it
was, awolf with changeable clothing.

It encountered something different in the Grb'chev. Asquickly asit cast off its sheath and fitted on
another, the Grb'chev'simmune system threw up ancther shidd. The virusfinadly found its homein the
snuses, the most recent addition to what made a Grb'chev a Grb'chev. The mutating virus met cellsin the
middle of their own trangition. They met and formed an entity conssting entirely of brain cells, nerves, and
nerve receptors, an entity operating with—but separately from—the bodily parts and functions. The brain
cdlswere dso far stronger and more durable than any main body cells. The closest cells one could
compare them with were cancer cells. In short, they wereimmortal.

Next came awareness. And after that, despair. Because the Grb'chev came complete: an efficient fuel
and wagte-digposal system. Smooth locomotion. An ability to easily duplicate the Grb'chev structure as
many times as necessary. And a perfect time clock that pelled out beginning, middle, along senility, and
an end. When Kyes entered his 121t year, he knew he had no more than five more years of awareness
before the agonizingly dow deterioration of intelligence led to his ending up as a vegetable that gaped,
bubbled, and then died.

In his hundred-plus years of adult-active life, Kyes believed that he had eiminated dl the seven deadly
snsfrom his system one by one. Ninety years before, he had rolled out of a prestigious ingtitution armed
with adegreein artificid intelligence, asheaf of job offers, and a double sheaf of ideas. Heignored the
job offers and struck out on his own. Twenty-five years|ater he was richer than any being's wildest
dreams. He was aso famous for the hundreds of vita patents he personally owned and the lean-mean
company he had created that could identify and exploit any fad in the most faddish of fields years before
his competitors. Ryes was good. And he was arrogant—as he had every right to be.

Then the big boys got together, kicked sand in hisface, and took his company, wedlth, and arrogance
away from him. Kyes disappeared for fifteen years. But when he returned, he was aremade being. He
had spent every second of every waking day studying hisold foes. As he learned their weaknesses, he
eliminated weaknesses of hisown. He came on stage again quietly. Hewas il creetive and inventive,
but he buried hisinventionsin masses of partnerships and cutout companies. Just before his hundredth
birthday, Kyes found himsdf the master of the greatest computer, robotic, and artificid intelligence
conglomerate ever known. He was famous again, sought after for hisviews and ingghts. He even met the
Eternal Emperor and had reason to believe that he had met him on as nearly an equal level aspossible.
Had not Kyes been one of thefirst beings the Emperor had cometo for advice in his dedings with the
mechanics of the Tahn conflict? And was he not one of the first gppointeesto the privy council?



And then, little by little, Kyes began to believe that he was being used. After that, he began noticing that
his firm was becoming more and more dependent on the Emperor's contracts. He had enjoyed enormous
expansion in the past few years, but he was beginning to redlize just how ddlicate the expanson was. A
frown from the emperor would mean starting al over again. Except that with only five yearsleft, to sart
again would beimpossble.

Kyes became obsessed with newly realized vulnerability. He could see no way of stopping it. It seemed
asinevitable as the winding down of hisbiologica clock. Then he began thinking about the Emperor.
The Eternal Emperor. And he redlized there was nothing empty about either word in thetitle.

Kyes met envy face-to-face. And it wasjust about then that Tanz Sullamora began whispering in his ear.

After Durer, the whispering was replaced by louder and louder mutterings of discontent. At first,
Sullamora just complained about how the Emperor's busy schedule prevented him from consulting his
privy council for their thoughts on how to dedl with the depression that was sure to follow after thewar.
The others not only agreed but became encouraged to complain that the few timesthey had been
consulted, their advice had been ignored.

"Takeme, for ingtance,” Volmer had said. "Thelast time | spoke with the Emperor | strongly suggested
that we had to start planning for the future right now. A good propaganda campaign isn't created
overnight.

"Weve got to come up with our message. Target our audience. Tailor the message for the various target
groups. And then deliver it in acarefully orchestrated way."

The message, as Volmer saw it, was. "Hope through sacrifice. Each of usisgoing to be called upon to
sacrificefor the good of the Empire. And of our children. And our children's children.”

"I likeit," Lovett had said, immediately thinking about some ideas he had concerning interest rates pegged
to inflation, with ahigh floor to take care of any unexpected deflation. "What did he say?"

Volmer frowned. "He asked mewhat | was planning to sacrifice. He said for amessage like that to
work, people would want to see their leaders do alittle suffering. .. Suffering, what a negative word!
Sacrificeismuch easier to sdl... Anyway, | told him flat out that was an insaneidea. Why, if people see
us hurting"—he waved, including his colleagues in—"what would they have to hopefor? Destroysthe
whole concept.”

He found no disagreement in that.

Each of the other members had smilar horror stories. M perin wanted wage controls but no ceiling on
prices. The Kraas wanted "more enlightened” pollution and safety laws.

Sullamorawanted a one-sided tariff arrangement to shield his merchant empire. And asfor Kyes, well,
Kyesdid not say anything for sometime. The otherswondered at that for awhile, disturbed that the
Grb'chev was not reaching in for his share of the pie. What they did not know was that Kyes, with one
huge exception, aready had dl that he wanted. And he figured that if he ever thought of anything else, he
was quite capable of getting it on his own, without the benefit of Imperid intervention. Still, there was the

exception...

Severa meetings went by before he moved hisfirst pawn. He opened on the king's bishop side. And
when he spoke, everyone was respectfully silent, waiting for him to findly declare himsalf. They were not
disappointed.



"Perhaps we are doing our Emperor adissarvice" he said dowly, asif he werethinking out loud. Every
member of the council knew better. "From his point of view, perhapswe arefiring ideas & him from al
directions. He has so much on hismind now. How can he pick here and there when he can see no
whole?'

His colleagues nodded wisdly, merdly to mark time until Kyes got the rest of it out.

"Let's make things smpler for him," Kyes said. "We need to speak as one. To present a coherent view.
And then have the authority to enact the needed reforms. With the Emperor's concurrence, of course,” he
added quickly.

"Emperor's concurrence. .. of course," everyone muttered.

What Kyes proposed was deceptively smple. The privy council would cal upon the Parliament and then
the Emperor to create a quasi-public agency—consisting of members of the Sitting council, to tart
with—that could act independently of the whims and fads and pressure of any specia-interest group.

Said agency would take the long view of the economy, carefully managing the AM2 pump to control the
strength of the Imperia credit, keep aclose eye on vita industrial and agricultura supplies, make sure
that the government aways spoke with one voice, and serve as amuch needed check and balance
between the competing views of business and the public good.

There was no disagreement. Sullamora, the man with the most direct clout with Parliament, would take
point. Thefirst step would be approached cautiously. The skeleton of the proposed agency would be
buried in a"sense of Parliament” resolution which, once enacted, would be difficult for the Emperor to
shoot down without causing avery loud fuss. Thetrick was to keep anyone—especidly the Emperor's
back-bench toadies—from even guessing that something was up. The privy council decided to praise
Caesar rather than to damn him. The praise took the form of alengthy document profusely congratulating
the Emperor for hisvictory over the Tahn at Durer and calling for Empirewide support of the Emperor to
carry thevictory forward to afina surrender and then beyond. Even on the surface, it was not an empty
document. It was worded in such away to make even the fence sitters who had been the bane of the
emperor for some time to back his act. If approved, and Sullamora’s people went out and twisted every
arm and tentacle available to assure its passage, the resol ution would break the back of the neutrals.

Sullamoraknew that would ensure the Emperor's support. He aso had his experts put together a
swampland section that committed Parliament to "render every assstance” to the Emperor in his"brave
and lonely struggle.” The independent agency was the gator hiding in the swamp.

Sullamoras anaysts pored over the document and finally agreed that there was no way anyone could
ever spot the gator amid obfuscations no one would bother to read. As one patriarch of the Parliament
once put it, "If everyone knew what they're voting on, weld never get out of here." When the big moment
came, Sullamora personally planned to present the resolution in a gpeech punched up to the nth degree
by ateam provided by Volmer. It was pure-dee guaranteed to be wel comed with thunderous applause.

Sullamora paced back and forth in the small anteroom, waiting to be called to the speaker's rostrum. As
he paced, he rehearsed the speech in his head, punching out at the air with hisright hand to mark the
rhythms. A door hissed open behind him, and Sullamoraturned, mildly surprised. The call wasfive
minutes early. But instead of seeing the hugejolly figure of the Parliament's sergeant & arms, he found
himsdf gaping down at asmdl, dark man with alarge curved knife hanging from hisuniform belt. It wasa
Gurkha, one of the Emperor's personad bodyguards. The Gurkhagave him asmall, barely polite bow and
handed him amessage. It was asummons. The Eterna Emperor had spotted the gator.



The Emperor was a study in casua ness, feet propped up on his antique desk, adrink before him, another
infront of Tanz Sullamora, and a bottle between them. He even picked up hisdrink frequently ashe
talked, seeming to take a sip and then replace the glass on the desk. Sullamora noted that the level never
went down.

"... | appreciate your good intentions, Tanz," the Emperor was saying. "And | plan to persondly thank
each member of my cabinet for going to al thisthought and effort. But..."

Helet the word git there for amoment while he took another sip of hisdrink. From that moment on,
Sullamoraknew the conversation would be one he would take to his grave—aor, at least, to hismemairs.

"I don't go for thisindependent agency concept,” the Emperor finally said. Heraised apolite hand asiif
Sullamorawould protest—not that he would ever dare to. "1 know you may think I'm being shortsighted,
but these kinds of things have away of taking on alife of their own. Thefact of the matter is, I'ma
one-man show. Always have been. Hope to dways be. Y ou fellows are talking about taking the long
view. Well, | haveto tell you, from where| sit, thereisno way your view can belong enough.”

He waited, encouraging comment from Sullamora

"There was no disrespect intended,” Sullamorasaid. "But we just can't see how one person—no matter
how good—can handle everything himsdf. What we're offering here, ar, isachancefor you to take
advantage of the experience of some of the best minds under your rule.”

The Emperor pretended to think about that for amoment. Then he nodded to Sullamora

"Okay. Let'srun through thisand see if maybe I'm wrong. | suppose we al agree on what we're facing
oncethisisover. Oncethe Tahn agree to my terms, we turn off the war machine. And then we
immediately face one holy mother of adepression. | doubt there has ever been a depression the potentia
sze of what we're talking about.

"All your shipbuilding factories, for instance. They'll cometo ahdt. Weve got enough ships of theline
now for ten long lifetimes. The same goesfor every other area of the economy. The torque will be
tremendous. A wholelot of great big axles churning away, with no placeto go."

"Weve got ideas that specificaly—"

"I've heard of them," the Emperor snapped. "And they don't wash. Y ou want meto raisethe AM2 tax
from two millsto three or maybe four. But what you can't seem to get through your headsisthat if you
take money out of people's pockets, there's no way they can buy what little you'll be able to produce.

"It'snot war that has destroyed the great empires of history. It'smoney, or the mishandling of same.
When the soldiers job is over, you've got this big whopping bill. And you've got interest running on that
big mother of abill. And you better not make the mistake of not paying it off. Otherwise, next timeyou
need to fight, the money people will drag their feet and jack up the interest on whet little they will lend
you. Same with thelittle guy whose life we put on the line. If he comes home to misery, he's not gonnabe
too thrilled abouit fighting for you next time out, no matter how worthy you tell him the causeis.

"Persondly, I'm thinking about pulling in my horns. Reducing the tax to peacetimelevels. One mill. No
more. And maybe after awhile atemporary decrease to two-thirds of amill. That way the loca
governments can pop on aquarter-mill tax of their own to pay back their share of what this stupid war



Sullamoragasped at that idea. "At least we can increase the AM2 output,” he said. "That'll bring in more
taxes. Besides making it chegper for usdl to operate.”

"Sureit will," the Eternd Emperor said. "It will dso kick hell out of the vaue of the credit. People will be
walking around with whedlbarrows of the stuff to buy aglassof beer.”

Sullamoradid not know what awheelbarrow was, but he got the genera drift. Y ou mentioned beer,” he
said. "Now, there'saway to make money nobody can object to. A tax on beer. A tax on narcotics. A
tax on joy—"

"Used to becaled asintax,” the Emperor said dryly. "Another dumb idea. Between me and the Tahn,
we have killed and mutilated more beingsthan | liketo think about. What we're left with is a pretty
miserable group.

"Now, the beingsin this group may not agree on alot. But if welet them, misery will be the first hammer
they'll pick up. And they'll hit uswith it, Tanz. | guarantee you that.

"No. Thisisatimeto start encouraging alittle more sin, if anything. Lots of spectacle. And ascloseto
freeasdammit.”

That made no sense at dl to Sullamora The Emperor pretended not to notice and moved on.

"And spesking of keeping people happy,” he said. "Y ou redlize that were al talking about some magjor
increasesin wages, don't you? And if you want to sal anything, amgor decrease in prices.

"Infact, sncealot of my felow capitaists are usudly pretty dow to get the drift of these kinds of things,
I'm considering some pretty heavy-duty legidation on the subject.”

"How—how can you possibly seethat?' Sullamora sputtered ot.

"Simple. Fewer people to work equas higher wages. Lower prices means more productivity providing
things those people can now afford. And lots of chegp materid to build those things from. For anyone
withvison, that is. Take dl those ships of yours, Tanz," the Emperor said, dipping the dirk between
Sullamorasribs. Sullamoraredlized that the Emperor planned on sticking him with alot of those
soon-to-be-usdess warships. "With alittle creative retooling, you'll have plenty of scrap of just about any
kind of materiad going to build some useful products.”

"Likewhat?" Sullamoraasked in abare whigper.

The Eternal Emperor shrugged. "Beatsthe clot out of me. Y ou've got R& D geniuses. Put ‘em to work
making some new things to cook food with instead of frying people. Should be easy.

"Hell, Tanz. Themore | think about it, weretalking about real opportunity here. Almost makes mewish
| didn't have this stupid job. A guy with alittle brains, abit of money, and alot energy could make himsdlf
agreat big pile out of dl this"

Sullamora had to ask the question. "Do you redly believe that?!

"Surel do," the Emperor said. "At least | know | could, athough you probably think that'sjust big talk.
Fact is, most emperorsthink the same way. There was aqueen, way back when, who used to say pretty
much the same thing to her advisers.

"She used to tell them that if somehow she were plucked from her throne and dropped in nothing but her
petticoats on any desolate coadt, it wouldn't take her long to be running things again. Some of her



advisers used to laugh about that behind her back.
"Her name was Elizabeth. Elizabeth the First. Ever hear of her?"
Tanz Sullamorashook his head, knowing his audience was coming to aclose.

"She must have been realy something,” the Emperor mused on. " Some historians think she wasthe
greatest ruler ever. Maybe they'reright.”

A smal wild thought crossed Sullamoras mind. He wondered what had happened to the advisers. The
oneswho laughed. Had they ever thought about. ..

"Of course, shewas pretty quick with the ax," the Eternal Emperor said, and it was dmost asif he were
reading Sullamoras mind. The ship baron rose quickly to hisfeet, nearly knocking over hisdrink.

"Excuseme, dr," he tammered. "But | think..."

"Areyou dl right?" the Emperor asked, giving Sullamoraasirange, puzzled look. But maybe Tanz was
just imagining that. He made an excuse about feding dightly ill and, after being dismissed, hurried for the
door. Just asit hissed open, the Emperor called his name. Sullamoraforced himsdlf to turn back.

"Yes gr?'
"No more surprises, okay, Tanz?' the Emperor said. "l don't like surprises.”

Tanz Sullamora gasped out a promise and hurried away, vowing to break that promise the first chance he
had.

He spoke uninterrupted for afull hour. The members of the privy council listened in cold silence ashe
related in complete detal his conversation with the Emperor. Sullamoradid not color hisaccount in any
way or attempt to paint himself as being larger or bolder than he had in fact been. These were
businessheings who had no patience for hyperbole. Just the facts was what they wanted, and just the
facts waswhat they got.

The silence went on after he had finished. It seemed like an eternity as each onerilled in the blanks and
thought over the personal consequences of what the Eternal Emperor was planning to do.

Volmer wasthefirst to bresk. "But—but—we're looking at disaster here. Doesn't he understand... My
God! Weve got to stop him!™

And then the impact of what he had just said hit him like a padded club, and he flushed and Suttered
back into slence. After an appropriate pause, Tanz Sullamoramade asuggestion. He said that maybe
they could al benefit from awak in the woods.

"A wak inthewoods' was an ancient political phrase that had originally meant "to seek ameeting of the
minds,” for arepresentative of one camp to convince another that both had to swallow some very
evil-tasting medicine. It meant amethod of reaching adifficult decison without the pressures of the
outsde world.

Tanz Sullamorameant something Smilar when he proposed the walk. Except, in his case, there was
obvioudy aready amesting of the minds. He was sure they all knew what had to be done but were



afraid to bethefirst to suggest it. Sullamorawas ninety percent correct.

The members of the council walked many kilometers, weaving through the trees and pausing here and
there to sniff theair or listen to abird's song. Pretending interest. Pretending pleasure in the smplethings.
Inside, each being's gutsroiled with acid. Findly, it was Kyes who broached the subject.

"Volmer wasright," he said. "'l see no other solution. Perhapsit'sjust aswell. The man isobvioudy out of
touch with redlity.”

Everyone nodded, relieved that it had finally been said. Everyone except VVolmer. The man was shocked,
frightened. To him, hisblurted remark was being twisted and turned into something he was not willing to
ded with. Volmer might have thought regicide, might even have blurted regicide. But it was being tossed
back at him as bloody-handed treason.

"What are you saying? My God, | don't want any... Look, we'red| under alot of pressure. We're not
thinking clearly. Let'sal just take our lumps like beings and get back to it. Okay? It'stime to go home,
right? Get back to business?"

Sullamoracamein like asnake. He draped a soothing arm over Volmer's shoulder. He patted his back,
ruffled hishair, and steered him dightly away from the others. " A misunderstanding. .. not what he
meant. .. Speaking metaphoricdly..." And onand on. Volmer was grabbing at his phraseslikea
drowning man, agreeing, subsiding, and becoming cam again.

As Sullamora ushered the man through the door of the main building, he looked back at the others. They
were dl staring after him. The bargain had been struck, the deal made.

Sullamoralaughed a some week joke Volmer had made and pounded his back in manly
gppreciation—thinking, as hedid it, that that was the first place the knife would have to fall.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Therest of Sten and Alex's escape was not the stuff livies were made from. Trueto his word, Chetwynd
tucked the pair away in the lap of luxury, which consisted of an oversize bed with sheets and unlimited
timeto spend in it—alone and adeep.

It dlso meant being vermin-free for thefirst timein years. Being able to bathe in clean water any time they
wanted. And therewas food! Caories and glutinous calories of it! At first the foodswere smple, so as
not to stresstheir battered digestive systems. And finally there was the ecstasy of being able to walk
away from amed leaving food gill on the plate.

The variousjoygirls and boys who offered other services might have been disappointed at the lack of
response, but as Kilgour explained for the both of them, "Ah'd need a splint, but thanks f'r thinki't ah me."

Chetwynd left them aone. He knew how long it took for a prisoner to reglize he was more than a
stubborn surviva machine.

Eventualy the two were moved out of Hegth, hidden below aton and ahaf of metal scrap stacked on an
ancient, bailing-wire-maintained gravded onto, Sten guessed, the private estate of some Tahn muckety.
Chetwynd declined to provide information, of course.

Thetiny smuggling ship hovered, Y ukawa drive humming. Sten and Alex were bundled aboard, and the
ship lifted off-world and vanished into AM2 drive.

Somewhere the ship rendezvoused with its mother transport, and Sr. Jon Wild greeted them.



He had, he told them, gotten off Romney just in time. The fedling that expert crooks get that the heat was
breathing down their necks had prickled his spine—and Wild had ordered an evacuation. He had lost
seven shipsand hisbase, but al of his people and, more importantly, his goods were saved. And anyone,
he explained, rubbing hisfingers together meaningfully, "can acquire aship and aplaceto land it.”

He was most delighted to be able to move them to safety, he explained. He owed Sten.

Sometime before, asmdl convoy of his had gotten jumped inside the Imperia sector. The next stage
would have been confiscation of shipsand cargo and appropriate measures for the crew and Wild.

"There was some mention of prison planets,”" he went on. "Or for those of us considered rehabilitatable
they offered some horror called pend battdions. | did not ask for details."

Sten had been Wild's ace. In honest bewilderment he wondered to his captors why they would interfere
with an Imperid Intelligence operation. He had been met with loud laughter.

"| suggested they check with their own G, S, or whatever |etter they use for the section. Shortly
thereafter, to some surprise, the spyboys reported that | was a gentleman born to the colors.

"l am very grateful that you filed the proper paperwork, young man."

With grudging gpologies, Wild and his people were freed and continued on about their own, quite
profitable business providing Tahn luxuriesfor rich Imperids, and vice versa.

"l estimatethat if thiswar continues another... oh, giveit ten years, | should be ableto go legitimate.”
Wild shuddered dightly at the concept. " So indeed, Commander, or whatever your rank is, you shall be
treated, during this passage, asif you weretheillegitimate son of the Emperor himsalf."

Theremainder of the voyage was marked by asow, steady increase in their waistbands, some
occasional sweaty moments as patrols, either Tahn or Imperia, were evaded, and more deep.

Sten figured they were returning to something closeto normal after seeing Alex duck into acabin with
one of Wild's more shapely officers.

By thetimethey were landed on an Imperia base that coincidentaly wasin asystem where Wild "had
someinteresting people to mest," both ex-POWswould have made lousy propagandafodder. They
should have been bearded. Haggard. Emaciated. Scarred. Ready to testify to the monstrous inhumanity
of the Tahn and the ability to tough it out that brave Imperia soldiers had.

The propaganda mills were not even derted.

Both men knew far too much to alow the public prints near them. They were shuttled to Prime World,
and the Empires most skilled debriefers worked them over using every skill and technique they had short
of mindprobe. Sten had been there once, thank you, and would rather not repesat the experience.

By the time Intelligence grudgingly decided that whatever else of value wasingde their now-bruised and
exhausted brain cdls, Sten and Kilgour felt asif they had been crucified by Tahn torturers.

And then the red surprises began.

Both Sten and Alex expected various medals. Not because they necessarily thought they had done
anything particularly heroic in captivity, except getting the clot out of it—for which accomplishment they
would have chearfully accepted free dk for the rest of their lifetime instead of a gong—hbut because when
any war got nasty, the survivors tended to collect bits of tin asthey survived.



Thosethey received.

Both of them expected promotions—and had theorized on the long run back whether they would be
kicked up one or more grades.

Those they did not receive—yet.
Their orderswere quite smilar:

STEN (NI) (WITHHELD) Ordered to (WITHHELD) following (WITHHELD) leave time, authorized
travel to (WITHHELD). Upon return to duty, you will report to (WITHHELD) for further orders.
Conditions of reporting for further duty will be communicated to you by (WITHHELD) date.

KILGOUR, ALEX (WITHHELD) Ordered to (WITHHELD) following (WITHHELD) leavetime,
authorized travel to planet of EDINBURGH and other systems as desired. Upon return to duty, you will
report to (WITHHELD) for further orders. Conditions of reporting for further duty will be communicated
to you by (WITHHELD) date.

Sten and Alex looked at each other. Somebody up there had plansfor their future. Probability:
unpleasant. But there wasllittle that could be done about it short of deserting. And both of them had spent
enough timeon therun.

The second step was to collect their back pay, which would amount to asmall fortune.

One of thefew productive pastimes the Tahn POWs had was figuring out how much money they were
due and how they would spend it.

The Empire paid its military somewhat differently than had governments of the past. A soldier's paycheck
was ether given to him in cash on pay period or banked in acivilian bank and alowed to draw whatever
interest or noninterest it paid, bank to be determined by individual.

That was not done because of any particular kindness the Emperor felt toward each grunt. There were
three very smple reasonsthat, one drunken evening eons before, the emperor had outlined for Mahoney:

1. Thisisacapitdist Empire. | think. Therefore, money in circulation is hedthier than money dtting in
anybody's vaullt.

2. | understand alot of things. | can sketch you out, if you're interested, the mathematical correlation of
the nine basic forces of the universe. | don't understand economics, and nobody el se does, either.
Therefore, | an't gonna get involved.

3. Bankswhat get my troopies money are very, very rationa people. Which meansthey dowhat |
clottin' tell them, when | tell them, or else suddenly they're on the "Not Recommended For Military

Deposit" ligt.
And s0, when Sten and Alex paraded into the Prime World bank that for years had been favored, for

some lost reason, by Mercury Corps and Mantis Section operatives, they expected to be greeted
politely, asif they were stockholders.

They did not expect to be ushered into the office of the bank president and informed they were now
majority stockholders. And if it would please the gentlemen, now that they were... ahem, available,
would they beinterested in advising the current members of the board on future investment possibilities?

Sten gurgled.



Kilgour, however, rose to the occasion. He reached for a cheroot—real tobacco, it would appear—from
ahumidor, struck it on the president's desk, leaving scars across what looked like rea wood, and
inhaled. He managed to bury the subsequent coughing spasm and caled for a printout on both of their
accounts.

They were not just well-to-do.
They wererich.

Both of them had significant holdingsin the most formidable corporations of the Empire. Plusa
percentage in exotic metals. Plus a percentage in war bonds. Plus...

Sten goggled at about page thirty-six of the printout. He was most grateful that the bank president had
excused himsdf.

"Uh... Kilgour. | own aworld."

Kilgour was equally bemused. "Ah nae haethae... but it appears Ah'll hae therichest estate ae
Edinburgh. Ah can afford to r'store th' family castle.”

"You haveacadle?
"Noo Ahdo."

And both of them understood, just as the fawning banker returned with the contents of a certain safety
deposit box, which, he said, wasto be given to them persondly and privately. Again, he withdrew.

They opened the box, found afiche, and booted it up.
Gypsy ldaslessthan conventionaly lovely face appeared onscreen.

|dawas aformer member of Sten and Alex's Mantis Team. She was ahustler, an investor, and one of
the best pilots Sten had ever flown beside.

She had disappeared from the service years before but as she was |eaving she had somehow tapped into
her ex-teammeates bank accounts and invested, invested, invested—Ieaving them most comfortable.

The sound cut on: "Y't clots, you know. Howinhel'd you two ever manage to get captured? Kilgour,
you're asdumb asyou arefat. Sten, why'd you listen to the clot?

"Anyway.

"| accessed your creditswhen | heard you were missing. Knew there weren't any Tahn smart enough to
wadte you on sght, and figured that you'd live.

"Hope now that you're listening to thisand it ain't your heirs and assignees and the war's over.
"| started filtering al those credits you had sitting there and took care of you two clots.

"Near as| canfigure, there ain't nothing that can go wrong, unless maybe the Emperor surrendered—an'
by the way, you got holdingsin the Tahn worldsif that happened—that can keep you from being richrich.

"Reason I'm puitting this on fiche, instead of bein' there when you see how good care | took care of you,
is... aw, drakh, | went and listened to somebody, and, well, they want me to go do something out there
somewhere.



"Sothat'stheway itis.
"| guess'cause I'm dumb | missthe old days."

Idasimagefdl slent, and Sten was appalled to see what looked like atear well up in her eye.
Fortunately the image lasted only for amoment, as suddenly the Rom stood, turned, and hoisted her
skirt. What looked like two oversize loafs of bread—ypan point of view—went onscreen.

And the screen blanked.
"Th' lass il dinnae wear knickers,” Alex managed.

Somehow they made the correct noises to the banker and, each clutching afull briefcase that proved,
with full details, that he was richrich, went for the closest bar.

A day or so later, after sobering up, they made the correct noises at each other. Sorry to split up, mate,
but that's the way the service works. Hdll, it'sasmall world. Maybe well get lucky again and get paired.

Sten drank Kilgour aboard the ship headed for the world of Edinburgh and contemplated.

First hewanted a quiet place to figure out where he was going to spend his leave—whatever amount that
WITHHELD figure was giving him before something &l se happened.

Not to mention that planet that he appeared to own. Planet? he thought. Nobody owns aplanet. That's
disgusting. But maybe he did. If so, hewould like to see what hisred estate looked like. Preferably with
afriend.

He headed for acom and called the police,

Specificaly, he called Prime World Homicide and asked for aLisaHaines. Yearsearlier, sheand Sten
had been quite serioudy in love before Sten had been reassigned into the maze that took him into the
Tahn War and captivity. He sort of hoped, just maybe, shewas still solo and remembered him. The
copshop advised that yes, aLisaHaines was still apolice person. And that they would accept a message
for her. But she was unfortunately not available at the moment.

"When do you expect her?"

"That information is not available," the synthesized voice began, and then suddenly the screen blanked,
and a second, human voice came on. A very polite one.

"Thisis Message Center. Y ou were trying to contact Captain LisaHaines. We are prepared to relay a
message. .. however, please stand by. We are experiencing difficulties receiving you. Do not bregk the
transmisson. An operator will be with you in moments when thesigna is corrected.”

Sten, out of sheer habit and training, never stood insde camerarange of any com. He was therefore
unseen when the red receiving light glowed on. Shortly thereafter, he was some meters away, appearing
to bein the middle of abargaining session with a shopkeeper when two heavyset men with
close-cropped hair thundered toward the com booth.

Security thugs, he made them for. He paid for whatever it was he was bargaining for and dipped into the
crowd.

Lisahad been caught up in the war. Obvioudy she was somewhere in the bowels of Intelligence.
Message Center, indeed. Sten grimaced. It looked asif he were about to spend a solitary leave, at least



until he ran across some locd talent. Speaking of which, he headed for alibrary to find out if hisred
edtate included local taent.

It did not—or S0, at least, the various star riches he consulted suggested.

The world's name was Smallbridge. About .87 E-size, commensurate gravity, E-norma atmosphere,
three AU from adying yellow star. Climate tropical to subarctic. Flora/lFauna. ..

The dender report from the Imperiad Survey Mission that said that there was nothing particularly
interesting about the world of Smallbridge—then caled Survey World XM-Y -1134 and many other
numerals and |etters—other than extensive members of the Orchidae family, giant specimens of
Polypodiosida... blur... blur... insect life... blur... blur... nonmaevolent... water potable, with
following blur blur presences... following water-dwelling species found edible, worthy of possible
commercia exploration... fauna... nothing that would try to eat Sten, with the exception of asmall,
rather shy catlike creature that might try to nail him if he were passed out in front of its den—maybe.
Nothing e se of interest—which meant, to the survey crew, that nothing had tried to kill them, no beings
of higher development OBSERVED.

Sten appeared to be owner of an eight-tenths-scale Eden, if one that seemed never to have progressed
vey fa.

Now, what had man done to screw it up after discovery? After al, somebody had given Survey World
Whatever-it-was aname. Sten fed in the fiche from hisown files.

The answer was—nobody. It had been acquired by an entrepreneur who had made his fortune doing
something that nobody had ever thought of and had then decided he had acorner on entrepreneuring. He
had named the world, built himself and, Sten gathered, his paid companionsin joy arather wonderful
mansion, added a state-of -the-art spaceport, and then gone bankrupt trying to make a second, third, and
S0 on fortune.

Once again—an Eden.

Sten swore arather surprised oath in Low Tahn, suggesting that the hearer's mother had private parts
that could accommodate a battalion—and jerked away from the screen, hearing agiggle.

The giggle came from avery young, very tadl, very blond woman stting a the computer table next to him.
"Y ou understood?' he asked.
"l understood.”

Sten, dl too aware that his somewhat limited socid graces probably had not been improved by histime
asaPOW, made himself blush and apol ogized.

The woman, who introduced hersdlf as Kim Lavransdotter, explained. She spoke High, Low, Medium,
and War Tahn.

Shewas aresearcher and historian, doctor of thisin Tahn culture and that in Tahn history, and very
pleased that her studies had been honored by arequest to come to Prime World and work with Imperia
Socid Andyss.

"Maybe| shouldn't tell you this" she said, looking worried. "1 guesswe've got some kind of feed into



Intelligence, even though they never say anything.”
Sten reassured her.

He had dlearances. Right up to and including " Eyes Only—Imperid Staff," athough hedid not tell her
quite that much.

Shewas very beautiful.

And Sten was very londly.
He offered to buy her a caff.
She sayed very beautiful.
Sten bought her dinner.

The next day, he took her with him to look up some old friends—Marr and Senn, in their crystd light
tower.

She charmed them.

She continued to charm Sten.

And she was very beautiful, he noted the next morning as he studied her, lying naked beside him.
Perhaps...

Sten felt very lucky that it happened that Kim waswell overdue for a vacation and thought that going with
him to Smalbridge was perfect. She had never known anyone who owned hisown planet, let donethe
racing yacht that took them there,

He should have redized.
But hedid not.

Perhaps Sten's perceptions were still dulled from the time in prison. Or perhaps it was Kim. Or perhaps
it was Smallbridge itsdif.

Eden... fromitsarctic dopesto thelong sandy beaches on itsidands, with wavesthat curled in perfectly
and endlesdy. Thefruit was ddicious; the mansion was lavish, roboticized, and seemingly equipped with
any liquor or food that could be conceived of.

Even that catlike predator turned out to be moderatdly friendly and more interested in lifeboat emergency
rations than ahuman arm.

Asthey lazed and explored, Sten was learning.

Lavransdotter, he redlized, deserved however many degrees she had and then some. She was an expert
on the Tahn. Even Sten, who thought he had learned, by the whip, everything there was to know about
the warrior culture, learned. And his hatred subsided. He dmost felt sorry for any single Tahn, crippled
by hisor her background and hisor her culture.

Almogt, but not quite.

After thelast Tahn lord had been destroyed and their culture and works lay in ruins, he might be willing to



concede that the Tahn would be digible to join the civilized races.
Almogt, but not quite.

And s0 the leave passed, dreaming days and nights.

Sten should have realized.

But hedid not.

Not until the morning, when aremote from his spaceport buzzed and he came awake. Kim yawned, her
head pillowed on his upper thigh, snorted, and went back to deep.

Sten stretched and flipped a screen on.

Helooked at the huge ship that sat on histarmac, dwarfing the yacht, snarled, and was on hisfeet. He
glowered a Kim as she woke again, stretched, and smiled.

"What's your rank?"

Kim'ssmile stayed in place. "Very good, Sten. Colond.”

"Mercury Corps?'

"Mercury Corps."

The huge ship ditting in the spaceport was the Normandie. The Eternd Emperor's personal yacht.

"Where," Sten wondered aloud, "did | ever get the ideathat somehow, someway, | am so charming and
clottin’ attractive that, Stting in alibrary, the world's most beautiful woman just happens tofal inlove
with me?'

"You sl yoursdf short,” Kim said.
"Thanks. But why you?'

"The Eternd Emperor said to tell you—when or if you figured it out—that the best kind of dictionary is
oneyou deep with."

"Aw... dot!"

"Itisahel of awar," Kim sympathized. "Now... shall we get dressed and report?”
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Sten glowered hisway up the ramp to the Normandie, saluted the OOD, snarled at Kim as shetried to
say good-bye, and stomped off, following, as requested, a snappily uniformed aide.

He bardly noticed the interesting fact that there were eight Gurkhas at the sal ute as he boarded, other
than that they looked inordinately dumb wearing white gloves.

Asthe aideled him into a paneled conference room, the Normandi€'s Y ukawa drive hissed, and the ship
lifted.

Stenwas not al that surprised to find Warrant Officer Alex Kilgour in theroom. Alex was
grunting—loudly.



"Clottin' Emperor. Clottin' hae me, a8 Ah'm supervisin't thae unloadin't ae cargo ae marble f'r my dinin't
chambers. Clottin' lairdswi' nae clottin' understandin't ae naught.

"Clottin' chop m' leave wi'out clottin' sayin't ae word, an' next week wae the openin't ae shootin't
Season!”

He paused in his diatribe long enough to register Sten.

"Boss. Sorry the clottin' pismire scragged you, aewell. Clottin' Emperor. Whae w' needt hereis ae some
sanity an' nae alittle anarchy.”

That wasalittle much. Sten'sfingersflashed in Mantis Sgn language: Shaddup, clot. The room's bugged
!

Kilgour sneered. "Clot him, clot his snoops an aye th' Empire! Ah'll speakit ae Ah wan'. Whaesthe clot't’
do? Send us back twa Heath?"

"That, infact, isvery much what | had in mind."

Thedry voice, of course, came from the Eternal Emperor.

Fleet Marsha lan Mahoney |et the outrage from the babble of paliticians dieinto silence. He walked to
the conference room's window and looked pointedly overhead.

Tweve Imperid superbattleships hung over the capitd city of Gorj, thelr screensringing the ships.
Mahoney turned back to the assembled rulers of Gorj.

"| shall reiterate the Situation. Gorj determined to stand neutra in thiswar. The Emperor respects that
decison.

"However, under the origind treaty signed between the Emperor and Gorj, your world requested our
support and aid if, a any timein the future, Gorj was threatened with attack.
"Y ou agreed in that treaty that Gorj would provide any necessary logistical aid to that support.

"The Empire has determined that Gorj isimminently in danger of being saized by the Tahn. Thisshdl not
be allowed to happen.

"In exchange for our securing your independence, al we are requesting is access to three of your primary
spaceports and the necessary real estate to develop basing for Imperial maintenance crews."”

"And if wedon't willingly let you take over those ports?’

"Thereis," Mahoney went on, "recognized by Imperid law, ether the rights of force mageure or eminent
domain. The Empirewill, of course, make proper restitution.”

"The Tahn have made no sgns of atacking ug!"

"They are very subtle," Mahoney said. He was starting to fedd most diplomatic, even though he had
wanted to start the meeting with: Look, guys. Y ou clowns are sitting here, right on the edges of the Tahn
Empire. Y ou've gotten dl the goodies from staying neutral. Too bad you've got the only populated and
developed worlds handy for usto grab.



"WEell protest thisl" another politician said.

"Y ou have every right. The Imperia Court of Admiralty, | might advise, has a case backload of some
Seventeen years."

"Thisismoraly reprenensble! Well have our military forces mobilized immediatdly.”

Mahoney nodded politely, glanced again at the hovering fleet, and picked up his gold-braided hat from
thetable. Y ou have six hoursto reach adecison. Good day, gentleman.”

The war had gone on long enough for fine mora principles to become quite corroded.

At the moment all the wallscreensin the huge auditorium showed what gppeared to be arather obese
warus doshing in a powered svimming tank.

The"warus' was Rykor, easily the Empires most skilled psychologist.
The auditorium wasfilled with her top advisers and the elite of the Empire's propaganda machine.

Rykor sprayed foam from her whiskers—the speakers around the auditorium squeal ed—and made her
summation. "I am hardly equipped to specificadly tdl any of you gentle-beings how to do the job. All the
various suggestions and proposas you saw onscreen will be made available to you. If you chooseto use
any of them, we would be flattered and honored.

"And, of course, none of the possible gray or black operations can be discussed at this gathering.
"But, overdl, your thrust should be twofold:

"One. Thevictory inthe Durer worldsis the beginning of the end. Those who serve the Empirewell in
hastening victory will bewell rewarded.

"Two. What life under the Tahn means, particularly to anon-Tahn, should be developed. Worlds
recaptured from the Tahn will beingtantly available for visit by any accredited livie crew or journdigt.
Accreditation palicy, | have been advised, shal be most liberd.

"Thank you. In our seminars, we shall attempt to further develop some more cohesive strategies.”

A woman stood in the middle of the audience. "What about the Tahn? What direction will Imperia
propagandatake?’

"Again, | am not discussing gray or black areas. It shall be quite smple. Large 'cast unitswill be
established on the fringes of the Tahn Empire and rel ocated forward as we continue recapturing systems.
Information broadcast to the Tahn shdl consist of exactly what isgoing on."”

"Evenif welose another battle?!
"Even 0. We are attempting to prove to the Tahn citizenry that their own leaders never tell thetruth.”
"What about subversion attempts?’

"Y es. | assume you mean atrocity leaflets, livies showing the corruption of the home front, and so forth. |
have some exact orders from the Eterna Emperor. | might word them alittle more politdly, but... he sad
that we are not in the business of preventing the bum fodder shortage for the Tahn.



"Thank you."

"As| seeit," the young man said, "our race hasasingle problem.”

Sr. Ecu, senior diplomat of the Manabi, floated above the immaculate floor of the deserted factory, his
three-meter-long tail snaking gently below him.

"Ah," he hummed in hismost neutra tone.
"Y ou would understand it, | hope." the young man said.
Ecu'swings waved what might have been taken as dight encouragement.

"We see our race as asingle being. Stretching from the days of stone on a planet known as Earth, when
we ruled by racia right, through the days when a stronger race invaded, defeated, and almost destroyed
us. But for centuries, we endured.

"When we emigrated to our own system, we determined that never again would we be creatures of the
moment. History and our racial memory would provide the answers.

"We determined to take the long-range view.
"That was our first error: We neglected to wonder how this day's bread could be provided.
"Secondarily, we forgot that those who sit upon the fence become targets for both sides.

"The end result? We built factories before the war, and then the war begins. We refuse to build war
materids. And no oneisinterested in anything else.

"Except for those," the young man spit. " Those who wish usto work on speculation. With aninety-ten
gplit. Ninety for them, who are the smokedancers, ten for us, smply because we arewilling to build and
best their drums.

"And then those others, the Tahn, who we have been assured time and again have no quarrel with us,
ingst on being able to port and supply their ships and satisfy the demands of their crewmen to confirm
our neutrality; who levy atax againgt us because they redlize that we wish to support them; and so on and
so forth.

"Such might be livable. We have resources enough to support our workers who have nothing to do. We
have tolerance enough for those who sdll their services and bodies to the Tahn.

"But whet will come after?’

The Manabi were known and used throughout the Empire as diplomats. They were air-floating beings
who were completely neutrd—and were, therefore, ideal for the crafts of state. It was completely
unknown that just after the Tahn War began, Sr. Ecu had declared the Manabi support for the
Empire—not because they thought the Emperor was the epitome of civilization but because they saw the
defest of the Empire as a collapse into barbarism. That support was known to the Manabi collective
intelligence, the Eternd Emperor, and no one e se. To the Tahn, the neutral systems, and the Empire
itsdlf, they remained as they were—the perfect statesbeings.

"What will come &fter,” Sr. Ecu began, "isan unknown. | can only wish that your use of the past and your
belief in racia identity provide you the path. Also, | thank you for your confidences and sympathize with



your problems.

"But the reason | am here has nothing to do with any of them. | was requested by arepresentative of the
Eternd Emperor to deliver the following:

""The Emperor has noted the plight of the Five Nations and is deeply distressed. He will therefore
provide adoubling of the tresty-allocated amount of Anti-Matter Two to your worlds and deeply hopes
that your problemsthereby become dleviated.”

Sr. Ecu was very impressed by the young man, whose expression changed only three times during his
announcement. Possibly, he wondered, after some epochs, humans might become capable.

"What are the strings?’

"Pardon?'

"The attachments. The obligations.”
"None."

"I do not believe that,” the young man said.

"I was so ingtructed that you would not,” Sr. Ecu went on. "l wasfindly instructed that your ports should
preparefor thearriva of six Imperia energy shipswithin six E-days of my arriva in your system.”

Sr. Ecu, having delivered his message and received no answer for the moment, lifted, and his huge black
and red-tinted body floated away toward his ship.

He wondered just how long it would take the Five Nations to renounce their neutraity and declare for
the Empire. It was a pity, he decided, that he did not understand what was called gambling and could not
think of anyone to perform that activity with.

Sr. Ecu thought that he was becoming a bit degenerate—and worried because he was not worried about
it.

Fire Team Leader Heebner was a happy man in what appeared to be a desperate situation.

Sometime earlier he had been very unhappy in everything. Drafted into the Tahn forces and sent into
combat when he would have been much happier pruning in hisfamily's orchards, he had been most
unfortunate/fortunate.

His unit wiped out, he had ssumbled into a stubborn Imperia stronghold—and back out. He had
informed his superiors of that way in—and had not been required to participate in the following bloody
assault.

Instead, he had been promoted and given a nice safe assgnment.

Not, as he had imagined, on something like recruiting duty but, to justify his new and staggering rank, as
noncommissioned officer in charge of an SAA site on the Tahn superfortressworld of Etan. A decorated
soldier, hismissile Site was high atop amountain, apost of honor, where he would be thefirst to engage
any Imperid units stupid enough to attack Etan.

Heebner, dready experienced at being shot at, rapidly and correctly redefined his post of honor.



He was atarget.
And targets got hit.

Heebner was not quite sure what to do about the situation. Nor did he know how to order hissoldiersin
aproper military manner so that he would not be relieved and sent back to a frontline assault unit.

More importantly, he had no ideawhere his own retrest route should lieif hismissile site should be
attacked.

Heebner, once again, was very lucky.

Histroops werefor the most part volunteers from one of the Tahn Troops of Eager Y outh, who were
determined to show their leader, ahero of the Battle of Cavite and the scout who showed the very
heroic, very noble, very decorated, and very dead Assault Captain Santol the way to assault that
Imperia stronghold, that they were worthy of histrust.

The trandation was that they made their own rules, dightly dricter than the brutal Tahn regulations, made
their own living conditions, most Spartan; and made their own schedule. Fire Team Leader Heebner had
only to wander out of his quarters at some appropriate hour, make appropriate remarks, and then go
about hisbusiness.

Heebner was dso lucky that he had no particular interest in luxurious quarters, the perks of rank, or the
indulgences of command. His Troops of Eager Y outh admired his Spartan life. It was, truly, the Way of
the Tahn.

The fact was that Heebner was just too stupid to realize what he could have taken advantage of .

Sinceit seemed that his command was salf-running, Hegbner spent his hours wandering below the crags,
looking for anice safe place to hide when the drakh came down. He was very interested to discover one
day that below hismissile site was what |ooked to be severa long-untenanted hectares of fruit trees.

Heebner's smallish mind flickered interest. He mentioned that there did not seem to be any pruning tools
inthe site¢sarmory. His befuddled assistant decided that somehow, someway, the hero of Cavite was
planning to teach them something, perhapsto think in other categories.

Two shiftslater, Fire Team Leader Heebner was provided with hooks, clips, lifts, and baskets. He
happily disappeared downd ope with them. His Eager Y outh determined that when the time wasright,
they would learn what he was doing.

Another stroke of fortune:

Etan's commanding admiral, one Molk, happened to be interested in the art of fruit. He wondered why a
certain strategically placed missile base had requested what appeared to be farming implements and
decided to place asurprise visit to said base.

The Eager Y outh, dl prostrate in honor, sent Admira Molk down the crags, together with his bodyguard,
to see what their most honored commander was preparing.

Heebner was counting buds, hislips moving slently, trying to determine which branch should be pruned
short and where, when he heard the crash of boothegls coming toward him.

Molk also wasavery lucky Tahn.



Because it was gpproximatdly at that moment that six Imperia fleets hammered Etan.

Impregnable fortresses, like impregnable generds, got lazy, if the enemy would be insane to attack them,
of course only theinsane would attack. And so they rested on their ever-fattening behinds. Spit-scared
attackers, on the other hand, did not.

The Imperia admird in charge of the fleets was most disgppointed that there were no Tahn capitd ships
on Etan. After the disaster of Durer, they had al been withdrawn to Heath for reassignment.

Nevertheless, mgor damage was done in the series of smashing attacks. Fire Team Leader Heebner's
missle Ste was obliterated in thefirgt drike; fortunately for him and for hisfruit trees, anonnuclear missile
was used.

That hardly mattered for his Eager Y outh. There were three survivors. And those, dl terribly burned,
lived for only minutes after the strike.

When the fire, smoke, and earthquake shakes died away, Sx Tahn cruisers, twelve destroyers, and many
auxiliaries and trangports were shattered on their landing grounds.

Etan was dtill impregnable.

But with no significant warships based on the world, and with the Imperiad-forces severing Etan's supply
routes, it did not matter. Etan could do whatever it chose to do until the war came to an end.

Severa hundred other Tahn citadels were isolated, rendered impotent, and ignored in the same
operation.

Not that Fire Team Leader Heebner had nothing to do. He was very busy—instructing Commanding
Admira Molk on the proper way to grow fruit.

It was avery important task. All the Tahn isolated and forgotten on Etan had to est.
After nine months of humbleingtruction, Admira Molk requested that Heebner begin caling him Y uki.

Admira Mason defined diplomacy as aword occurring somewhere in adictionary between dildo and
dissdence. That explained his response when the supposedly neutra convoy complained: " Imperial
units...Imperial units...do not understand your order to stand by for boarding. We are fromthe
Umed systems. Repeat, Umed systems. We are allies of the Empire. Our cargo is necessary energy
supplies. Please respond, over .

Mason, were he polite, could have responded over the com or boarded and delivered the same
informetion.

The Umed systems, dlies of the Empire indeed—on paper—were provided with X quantity of AM2.
According to information received from spies, the systems practiced severe rationing. Nearly twenty
percent of their allocated AM2 was not utilized in any known way. It wasingtead very profitably sold to
the Tahn.

Such would have been the response—from a polite man.

Mason, instead, responded: " Umed ships. All Umed ships. You have seven minutes remaining. Stand
by for boarding. Any resistance will be met with maximum force. All Umed ships. All Umed



crewmen. Prepare to abandon ship. Your ships and their cargo have been seized. Imperial Strike
Force Mason clear .

It was to be hoped that Admiral Mason would not survive the war and thus require that the Emperor dedl
with hisvagaries.

* % %
"Cut it," Haines ordered.

The soldier nodded, touched the button of hisflamer, and seared through the main power cable that led
into the shabby apartment building above them.

"Good. Gol" Haines shouted.

Burdened by astun rod in one hand, awillygun in the other, plus two separate ranks, Maor (Imperia
Forces—Mercury Corps—Reserve—Temporary) and Captain (Imperia
Police—Prime—Homicide—Permanent) LisaHainesled the raid upstairs. Two Security mastodons sent
the door crashing down, neatly timed so that Haines did not miss astep going into the apartment.

The gray-haired old woman sat up in bed, befuddled, grabbing the ruins of what once might have been a
lace nightie around her skinny shoulders.

"Imperid Intelligence,” Hainesintoned, pro forma. "AndreaHayyl. Y ou are under arrest as a suspected
agent of an enemy power. Y ou are advised that you can be detained for aslong as six cycles without
benefit of court or attorney. Y ou are a so advised that you may be subjected to wartime interrogation
techniques authorized by the proper conventions.

"Y ou are dso advised that any cooperation you extend voluntarily will be recorded, and be of extreme
importance as evidence when you are brought to trial."

The thugs, without needing any orders, had the old woman out and down the stairsin seconds.
The search team camein.

As expected, the transmitter was found in seconds, amateurishly hidden in afalse-drawered dresser that
might have been the old woman's prized antique.

That was one more.
Haines | ft the evidence team shooting pictures and went down the sairs.
Six thusfar. Two moreto go.

More than 12,000 raids were made by Imperid Intelligence a nearly the sametime. Y ears had been
spent identifying deep-cover Tahn agents assigned to capita worlds. And then, nearly smultaneoudy,
they were taken.

Haineswas disgusted with hersdf and her job, even more than after the officidly sanctioned
"disappearances’ she had been witnessto after the failure of Hakone's conspiracy, the conspiracy that
had begun thewar.

The agents would be isolated and then given asimple choice: either be doubled or be executed. Wartime
pendtiesfor espionage never changed.



The ploy worked. Almost ingtantly, Tahn Intelligence began recelving completely falseinformation. The
few agents the Empire had missed, who continued to feed correct data, were siberiaed as having been
doubled. Eventudly they were trapped, tried, and executed, aong with those agents who had decided to
remain true patriotsto their cause.

The end result was that the Tahn's own lovingly developed spy network became one of the most letha
wegpons the Empire had.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Chief Warrant Officer Alex Kilgour went into something gpproaching battle shock when he redlized that
not only had he bad-mouthed the Eternal Emperor, his Eternal boss, and been overheard, but he actuadly
was in the presence of said Emperor.

The Emperor dlowed himself awintery smile. "Thank you for your input, Mr. Kilgour. Perhgpsyou
would be interested in stepping into the next chamber, where more information shal be provided.”

Alex numbly saluted and stiff-legged through the indicated hatchway, which hissed open and then shut
behind him.

"Intimeslike these," the Emperor observed, "you tend to dlow yoursdlf cheap little shotsas| just did.
Pour the stregg, my friend.”

Sten, equally obedient, went to a sideboard and decanted two shots of the probably hydrazine-based
Bhor liquor he had introduced the Eternal Emperor to years earlier.

The Emperor wasin an easy chair, hisfeet propped on atabletop, when Sten delivered the drink.
"Chin-chin," he toasted. Sten just mumbled and drank.
"Yes, indeed," the Emperor began, "1 want you two thugs back on Heath."

"Yesdr," Sten sad after the stregg had finished replumbing his plumbing. "However... when | left there
were peoplethat wereredl... interested in me."

"No longer," the Emperor said. "Somebody who must've been taken by the charm of your smile planted
avirusin the Tahn centra computer. Seemsthat neither someone named Sten nor someone called
Firecontrolman Horatio ever existed. No 1D, no prison record, no nada.

"Any ideawho your unknown benefactor could be?’
Sten had less than none.
"Light avotive candle to the patron saint of computer programmers. Whoever that is.

"However. If such circumstances are correct, would you be willing to go back to Heath? That's an honest
question. Y ou've dready figured out, | assume, what your next assignment would beif you tell meto clot
off."

Sten had not so figured. "Uh," he hazarded, "in charge of some garbage scow somewhere.”
"Admirasdon't run drakhbuckets."

"Huh?' wasal Sten could get out.



The Emperor smiled. ™Y ou're most unobservant, Sten. Think. How many of my Gurkhas, looking stupid
and uncomfortable in white gloves, were on the ramp when you boarded?"

Eight, Sten suddenly remembered.

"Exactly," the Emperor said. "Four clotsto pipe you aboard when you're aworking dob. Eight when you
put up your star.”

Sten, uninvited, got up, poured himsalf another shot of stregg, drank it down, and refilled his shot glass
while recovering.

"If you don't go back to Hesath, you'll get adestroyer squadron, and you can go out there and be one
more dashing leader who'll get some nice medals and whom I'll be publicly proud of inthelivies.

"Sten, the one thing | don't have a shortage of is heroes. What | don't have is somebody who knows
what's going on on the bad guys hometurf."

A destroyer squadron, Sten thought. And a star. That was a bit beyond Sten's dreams. Y ears ago, he
had decided to be career military. At the end of theline, he had figured, was, if not a gravestone, some
kind of honorable wound and retirement as colonel—maybe, with his navd training added, commodore.

The Emperor filled hisown glass and Sayed slent.

Sure, Sten's mind went on, | could do some serious ass kicking on the Tahn. | know how what passes
for their mind works. | could turn any Tahn ship or formation under a battle-wagon every which way but
loose. But like the Emperor just said, I'm not the only one who could do that.

"Why?" he asked, hisface and tone as blank asit would have been to any Tahn guard.

"The agents | have on Hesath are button counters. Maybe. The clotting nets| have are low-level and, |
suspect, doubled by the Tahn. That's one problem. Y our tubby cohort can shake them out, if he'swilling
to go back.

"I need someonein place on Heath as my agent. Weve reached, like the man said, if not the beginning of
the end, the end of the beginning. I'm looking for somebody who can be a spy—and who can sit and talk
like heésadiplomat.

"l am not praising you, by the by. Y ou're at least a century too young and severa assignmentstoo gory to
be my dream square peg. Mahoney, back when you first met him on Vulcan—don't jump, | did alittle
refresher course—would beided. But he'salittle long in the tooth and too clottin' good as afleet marshal
to waste on Heath.

"No offense.
"And |I've wasted enough time jacking my jawswhile you think about it. Decision time."

Sten had dready made it. Not only could he probably do more good on Hesth than as a bucko
destroyer leader, but there were certain things there he wanted to deal with persondly. Such asthe
prisonersin Koldyeze.

"Thank you, Admira," the Emperor said without waiting for averbaization. "My intelligence types will
brief you and set up the insertion plan.”

Sten got up. "I think I'd rather use my own way to get in."



"Your option. Like| said, the only bossyou've got thistimeisme. All ordersthat you get will be mine.
How you carry them out—and even if you do or not—isyour option. Y ou're the man in place. Oh, yeah,
before | forget. Mahoney had something that might be of help. He said there was a POW at Koldyeze. |
think his name was Sorensen. Isthat right?

Sten nodded, remembering the big, smiling face of the farmbeing. He and Alex had debated for hours
whether Sorensen was a Mantis battle computer.

"Fine," the Emperor said. "Mahoney said to tell you that Sorensen's code word is'Saider. Whatever
that'sworth.”

If the drakh came down at Koldyeze, it would be worth alot. Sten smiled to himsdlf, but the Emperor
was not through yet.

"Onefavor?"
Sten waited.

"If you decide to overthrow the clottin' government, don't put some anthropoid who likes stregg and can't
speak the same language | doin. Or if you do, let me know first. 'Kay?"

Sten found himsdlf saluting argpidly closing hatchway.

All he had to do was get the detailed briefing, listen to Kilgour tell him why it was agood ideato go back
to Hesath, and then track down Wild and let him know the time for fence-gitting neutral smugglerswas
over.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Volmer, publishing baron and member of the Emperor's privy council, was very proud of his complex
mind.

He could sit, completely invisble, at the far end of aroaring Barbary hell, one of the rowdiest of the
rowdy dock barsin Prime World's port city of Soward, and do some serious thinking, undisturbed by
the noise and unnoticed by the occupants.

Ononelevd, he was contemplating what the evening might provide. Volmer had never heard the
expresson "polymorphoudy perverse” and would have been grandly irked if he had heard it
applied—after, of course, he had looked up the meaning of "polymorphous.”

But that was onelevel of VVolmer. Rich beyond comprehension and ableto pay for safe, clean,
comfortable sex of whatever category, hefound it more interesting to look for it in the gutter. Volmer
found it fully as satisfying to end up jackrolled in agutter, Murphied, or badgered asit was to wake up
next to an incredibly beautiful and insatiable sex object. That was his secret life, which only the top two
percent of his reporters knew and laughed about. He had once heard arumor that the Eternal Emperor
did the same—and canned six journdists for being unableto verify it. But regardless, at least oncea
month VVolmer gave his bodyguards and staff two days off and dipped away, in the appropriate disguise,
through a hidden exit of hismansion to dink, disguised as "one of the people,” onto thewild side.

He thought that he was able to blend seamlesdly into the sexua underworld and that he was accepted as
nothing more than a mysterious man. Actualy, he had been accepted as a sicko mark. But just recently
another rumor had cropped up—arumor that would be acted upon that very night.

The second layer of Volmer's mind was pondering the recent meeting on Earth with Sullamoraand the



others. He had reacted, he thought, perhaps alittle too quickly. Perhaps Sullamora and the others had
considered their future problems more carefully than he had. Perhaps he should have been silent, or
perhaps expressed more interest—if, he suddenly redlized, he had even heard them correctly. Perhaps he
had jumped to some incorrect conclusions. Volmer rewarded himsdf for consdering al possibilities, even
one that might not be the most ego-rewarding.

That kind of thinking, he added, was what had made him as successful and respected amediabaron as
he was.

He never knew that his s&ff referred to him as " Old Ademony-Kademony,” aterm lost in journaism's
prehistory meaning awaffler who can never make up his mind on anything.

But if he was correct in his understanding, he went on, would he be better off informing the Emperor of
his suspicions? Well, not suspicions. Actualy there was not that much to report to the Emperor. Suppose
he had misunderstood what Sullamora and the others were saying. Would he not appear as aprize ass,
some kind of hysteroid, if he did trouble his Emperor with what had gone on?

Perhaps, he concluded, he should do nothing. Perhaps he should regpproach Tanz and let the Situation
develop.

Y es. That wasthe way to behave.

Satisfied that once again he had reached the decision to juggle, he turned his primary focusto the
pleasures of the evening.

He listened with interest to the handsome young man who appeared at the bar beside him, discussing
some dizzying possibilities asto sex partners, not the least of which was the young man himself. Volmer
thought that a possibility—but he was more intrigued with what the young man told him about certain
most unusud events that were occurring among the staff of a certain hospita, centering on that hospitd's
cold room.

The handsome young man was available, indeed. But not as awhore. The young man's services were
available, in fact, a amuch higher price, specificaly to take care of annoyances.

The rumor that had spread recently about the sicko mark was that he was more than what he appeared.
Hewas, in fact, adegp-cover copper. Why e se had some of Soward's more eminent sex hustlers been
arrested, charged, and convicted sansdedl in the last month?

The rumor—no one knew where it came from—made perfect sense.

And for that reason it was|ogicd for the underworld bosses, each of whom thought he was much more
letha and in charge than hein fact was, to put out an open contract on the mark. The handsome young
man proposed to fill that contract.

Two hours later, as Volmer listened drunkenly and fascinatedly to the young man's descriptions of
necro-pleasures, he was skillfully sandbagged below hiseft ear, his pockets ransacked, hisjewdsand
half boots stolen; then the unconscious body was tipped over therailing to thud soddenly down four
levelsto the concrete below.

When the body was discovered and reported two days later, Tanz Sullamora expressed appropriate
shock. He announced that he would, out of pocket, have his shipping security patrols widen their
assgnments beyond the yards themsalves. That terrible incident had no doubt occurred because Volmer,
arespected hands-on newsperson, was conducting his own investigation of the corruption sapping the



war effort. Sullamora even posted areward for the apprehension of the letha muggers who had killed his
friend.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Thefour Tahn officersglowered at . Clair. Eveninthe glitter of their full-dress uniformsthey were
looming, ominous. Without even checking rank tabs, she knew from the cut of their tunics and the
gleaming custom willyguns stirapped to their waists thet they were higher-ups. They dmost filled the small
anteroom with their presence, and . Clair had to wrestle with the urge to bolt. Their faceswere set in
the automatic brutish threat mode that high Tahn officidsworeto get their way.

Instead of running, St. Clar greeted them with her priciest smile.

"Gentlebeings,” she said. "Check your guns and credit at the door.” And with that, she waved them into
the main lounge of the K'ton Klub, the most exclusive and successful gambling hell in the Chaboya
Didtrict of Heeth.

Andit'smine, dl mine, St. Clair gloated as she watched the smooth, muscular hunk she had hired as her
head host go into hislittle bowing and scraping act that diminated dl the sting from what the Tahn officers
would have to go through to enter her members-only club. In amatter of secondstheir rank would be
verified, ability to pay checked, and weapons and cloaks tagged and locked away. Then they would be
putting their fingerprints to amembership contract that would put the K'ton Klub first in line of debtorsif
therewas any hint of financid difficulties. All that was accomplished with smiles and jokes guaranteed to
crack even thethick varnish of gloom that the Tahn seemed to prefer in public.

Moments later, the door leading to the ground-floor casino hushed open and the four laughing Tahn
officerswere plunging into the boisterous throng of marks anxiousto eat, drink, and gamble their souls
away to St. Clair, because the next day they might find themsalves volunteered astargetsfor an Imperia
Cruiser.

Therewas atinkling of old-fashioned mechanica bells, announcing more customers. St. Clair motioned
for her host to take over. From that time of night on, the customerswould mostly consist of regulars that
S. Clair would not have to sus out.

. Clair followed the Tahn into the casino. It was time to check out the action. Not that she had to go
too far to check—thejoint was jumping. By the time the night was over, &. Clair figured, she would
have another record takein thetill.

The K'ton Klub was one of many multistoried casinos that made up the Chaboya Didtrict's gambling

srip. But there were two, no, three, big differences between her club and the others: (1) The percentages
were honest. (2) The percentages were honest. (3) The percentages were honest. From long experience,
S. Clair knew that the rake-in from the house's built-in edge was more than enough profit for any foal.
Every time her competitors skinned amark, they lost that same mark permanently to St. Clair.

It was dishonesty in fact that had brought the K'ton Klub into her hands. The previous owner, like most
of the other casino operatorsin the district, had been unable to swim against the new economic tide
created by the war. As shortages tightened the supply and power screws, the casinos, instead of finding
new ways to keep the customers happy, racked up the gambling machines percentages until it was nearly
impossibleto win, then pulled in their heads, cutting back hours until many of them finaly just shut their
doors and walked away.

If St. Clair had been looking at the Situation purely from abusiness point of view, instead of trying to find
anice comfortable way of hiding out in plain view until sheand L'n were rescued, she ill would have



szed up the Stuation the same.

War brought shortages, true. But looked at another way, the shortages meant that the price of things
samply went up. More importantly, the Sn business dways boomed during war. That was an economic
curve on achart that St. Clair had memorized before she had any curves of her own.

St. Clair had plucked the club off the tree within weeks after she and L'n had made their escape.

They had spent very littletimein the actua escapeitself. St. Clair had abandoned her planto bea
rich-bitch tuber hunter as soon as she had decided that L'n's only chance of surviva was as her escape
partner. She would have to trust to luck and play the Situation by ear. There was no forged ID card that
might fit the number of stuations . Clair and L'n might meet—So she did not carry any.

Bluff would be her calling card.

As soon as they had exited the tunnel, she headed for the nearest gravtrain ation. Acting imperiousasal
hell, she had browbeaten the ticket clerk into salling her an unauthorized first-class seat on atrain heading
directly into the center of town.

"Travel permit? Ration card? My good man, | explained to you that | lost them, didn't 1?1 suppose you
expect meto grove in my carelessness, now, don't you? Very well, then. If that gives you satisfaction, |
am now groveling! See me grovel?' She put her handstogether asif in prayer and gave him adight bow.
"There! | hope that makes you happy! Now sdll me the damned tickets!"

Her nongroveling grovel act scared the holy bejesus out of the clerk. From her clothes, shewas
obvioudy richer than hell. Either that or joygirl to a Tahn officer whose rank he did not even want to
guess at. He sold her the tickets, not even asking why she needed two of them. He supposed it had
something to do with the strange pink little furry creature accompanying her. Maybe rich types dways
bought seatsfor their pets.

S. Clair and L'n were just taking deep, shuddering breaths of relief asthe gravtrain's generators wound
up to ahigh keen, when they heard the station speakers crackleinto life. There was a series of sharp,
barked orders. The keen died down to alow hum. Then they heard heavy footsteps. St. Clair swore she
would not look up as she heard someone in obvious authority grilling the passenger just in front of her.
Shefdt L'n quiver infear. Absently sheran her fingersthrough L'n's smooth fur, trying to calm her, but it
was hopeless.

Authority Figure shouted. Passenger wailed. L'n choked back alow moan. And St. Clair found hersdlf
looking up againgt her will—straight into the eyes of ablack-uniformed Tahn thug.

She would never forget those eyes. They were the color of abottom-feeding fish. They took her in. Then
L'n. Then her again. Fish Eyes dropped the papersinto the passenger's lap and walked straight back
toward her. St. Clair forced out what she hoped was an in-character haughty smile. She prepared to
reach into her jumper suit pockets and fumble for nonexistent papers.

The man stopped in front of her. He leaned forward. Then, surprise of al surprises, he grinned, exposing
ahorrible row of black and yellow stumps.

"Chook-um, chook-um," he said. ""Chook-um, chook-um." And he began stroking and tickling L'n!

"l say! What agreat pet! What isit? Somekind of cat?| love catsl Thewifeand | must own thirty or
forty of thelittle buggers. Hal | should say they own us."

And dl thewhile he kept stroking and tickling L'n. St. Clair burbled something between alaugh and a



sob, thinking dl the while, Purr, clot, you purr, to L'n.
"Yes" shesad. "A cat. A type of one, anyway. Very rare breed..."

At that moment L'n started purring, saving her lifeand St. Clair'sin what was probably the only actua
case of interspecies telepathy ever to occur in the Empiré's history.

And once she started purring, she never stopped. She purred through the entire conversation. St. Clair
lied. Fish Eyesbought. And alittle while later, he waved her down when shetried to look for the papers
that were not there and exited a happy Tahn with agreat story to tell hisnice Tahn wife.

"Y ou can stop purring now,” . Clair findly whispered to L'n.

"Not onyour life" L'n whigpered back. "Thekid plansto keep purring for at least the next fifty-sixty
years. And you will, too, if you know what's good for you."

And S. Clair redlized that L'n did not understand that she had been mistaken for a pet. Oh, well. She
would wait awhile before shelet her furry friend in onit. But, oh, God, was there going to be an
exploson when shefound out.

Later, after S. Clair had explained and then scraped her friend off the ceiling of the compartment, she
just had to ask it. "Did you know how to purr before?!

"No," L'n had said. "I've never even heard of acat, either!”

L'n gave ashrug of afurry pink shoulder. "I don't know. | just reached down insde and... purred,
dammit! Now, will you shut up about it, before | show you what | can do with tegth?"

It wasthe turning point in the life of the once-shy being cdled L'n. And there would be no going back.

As soon asthey reached the center of the city, &t. Clair ingtinctively gravitated toward Chaboya. In any
areawhere sin waslargely ignored and corruption was waist deep, cops tended to ignore most of the
evildoersand their victims. The crackdowns usualy came againgt well-known types who had not
coughed up enough to stay in business. Credits changed hands, and then it was back to busnessasusud.

S. Clair found adive for them to hole up in and then hit the Streets. For the first day or two she fooled
around with afew penny-ante shell gamesjust to get warmed up and increase her stash of credits. Then
she hit the casinos. Unnoticed, she filtered through them one by one, dropping alittle here, picking up a
little there, always keeping alow profile. She found what she was looking for at the K'ton Klub. From
the thin crowds and the pedling plaswalls, she knew it was closeto folding. She played small-time dice
machinesfor awhile, watching the crowds.

Sheidentified the owner right off. He was an older, handsome man who tended to dress a bit too flashily.
She noticed that he spent little time on the floor, appearing only when another obvioudy high-stakesflash
gambler occasondly showed up.

Hewould personally greet him, then they would disappear upstairsto what St. Clair just knew wasa
big-time game. It wastime to Strike. Sheinvested ahealthy chunk of her stake for the flashiest, sexiest
outfit she could find, then reentered the club, looking for dl the world like a bored professiona anxiousto
find some action.

The owner spotted her right off. A littleflirting followed, and teasing remarks were exchanged. Mild



sexua innuendo was used on each side to check out the gambler in the other. Aninvitation was offered.

A littlelater she found herself being ushered into the owner's office. As soon as she entered the room, she
knew she was home. In the center of the table wasthe pot. And it did not cons st of the funny money the
Tahn laughingly caled credits. Instead, there were rare gems and exotic heavy minera baubles. And
there were also stacks of parchmentlike papers that could only be Imperia bonds and real estate deeds.

One week of around-the-clock playing later, she was bowing the owner out of hisown office, holding his
deed to the club. All the objects that made up the pot were a so hers. She expected a bit of astrong-arm
bluff from the man. And she was prepared for it—St. Clair had aminipistol hidden in the voluminous
deeve of her blouse. Oddly enough, the man did not seem to mind all that much. He said he had been
thinking it was time to move on, and the cards that they al worshiped had confirmed that.

There was one other deed on the table that proved to be of far greater value than was obvious at first
glance. It wasfor the seemingly worthless cargo of afreighter—a museum ship stranded by the war in
midtour.

As soon as she and L'n had cracked the rusted hold and entered, St. Clair had smelled money. Inside
was atraveling exhibit of ancient Earth-style casinos. mechanical gambling machines, crap tables, bingo
machines, roulette wheels, decks of real paper playing cards. And vidbooks after stacks of vid-books
on how the old folks had lost their money thousands of years before.

S. Clair stripped the K'ton Klub down to the ground floor, then installed the machines. The lure of
honest percentages and ol d-fashioned gambling drew customerslike beasts to carrion. The marks were
sure they could not be chested because there wasllittle eectronics involved. Things that went
crank-crank, whirr were considered far more trustworthy and ruled by the laws of akind nature than
were computers that talked to one, fooled with one, and toyed with redity livie-style, al the while gulping
away at one's credits.

From the very beginning, St. Clair decided that the place would be as exclusive as possible. Instead of
garish, lighted signs outside, she had only asmal glowing plague on the front door reading "The K'ton
Klub. Membersonly.”

S. Clair congratulated hersdlf as she dinked through the more drably dressed customers who made up
the crowds on the ground floor. She noted the things that were going right and, just asimportantly, what
was going wrong—if anything. The room was ringed with the one-armed bandits she had salvaged off the
museum ship. On thisfloor they were one of the biggest money-makers, second only to the dice tables
and followed by chuck-a-luck and the marathon bingo games that featured a pot that grew each day until
no smpleminded blue-collar type mark could resist laying his credits down.

To keep abit of classand socia strata awe going, the center of the room was occupied by araised,
roped-off platform where there was dways a high-stakes whist game going. To encourage a constant
supply of whist players, St. Clair charged only aminimum fee per chair and took no house percentage at
dl.

Sexily uniformed servers constantly moved through the crowd, offering cocktails, narcotics, and snacks.
In peacetime it would al have been free, but now the marks were so grateful that there was anything
avalableat dl that they gladly paid. There were two ways a customer could go from there. A mark could
ether exit to the street—after passing through a brothel where joyboys and joygirls hustled whatever
credits remained—or he or she could climb the stairs to the next casino, where the price soared along
with the class of theclientee.

The previous owner had had a somewhat smilar setup, with three working casinos on each floor and a



nightclub restaurant on top. However, he had used entrances and el evators to separate the poor marks
from the middle class and the middle class from the rich. One of thefirgt things . Clair did when she
took over was eliminate the elevators and the separate entrances. Everyone had to go the same way to
get to the top, and without exception, money was left on each floor.

S. Clair climbed the stairs, making sure at each level that the bouncers were properly culling the
credit-level chaff from the wheet. The second casino leaned toward roulette and higher-stakes card
games and crap tables. The next floor wasinvitation-only straight card games, mostly poker, whist,
t'rang, bezique, and bridge.

The nightclub was on the top floor. There was no cover, no minimum. It was St. Clair'sidea. The prices
she charged for food, drink, and sex with the entertainers who swung that way were astronomical, even
for those inflationary times. Everything el se about the nightclub wasL'n's.

She had designed it so that the mark and his mate would be overwhelmed as soon asthey entered. It hit
St. Clair even though she had known what to expect.

She was overwhemed by the multicolored lights that dipped, dodged, swirled, and smoked, grabbing the
viewer'smind in asoft glove and delivering him or her into the arms of the entertainers who danced and
sang and cavorted on three stages. The moment L'n had spotted the dusty room jammed with creaky,
high-tech seats, she had known she was on the verge of discovering anew art form, aliving art form that
would cal into play al the powerful talents she had spent so many years developing. She used light
sources of dl types but seemed to get the most out of the more natura effects of resistor-based vacuum
bulbs, and especialy candles and torches whose burning centers she captured on moveable mirrors, split
with prisms, and then re-formed again to be cast any place she chose.

L'n controlled everything from a computer consolein adark corner of the club near the door that led to
their private quarters and offices. At first she had curtained off the console area. But as she grew more
confident, she had the curtain removed. If one looked in her direction, she could be seen playing at the
board with al the flair and drama of aconcert pianist.

St. Clair edged around the room so as not to disturb the audience. Spotting her, L'n toggled afew
switches, spun acontrol whed, then joysticked the lights to a higher crescendo. Then she motioned with
her head to the door.

Someone waswaiting in the office. St. Clair mimed a"who isit?' but L'n merely smiled. It wasdl very
mygerious.

She went through into the hallway and marched to the office door. She did not remember it opening. But
it must have, because standing in the middle of the room was Horatio, an immense grin on hisface. St.
Clair shouted and sobbed and hurled herself across the room into hisarms. And she was kissing his
neck, and hair, and anything else she could find. And Horatio was doing the same until the sudden hest in
her loins brought her back to redlity. Of al the men she had ever met, this guy was way up there on her
hatred list. The dimy so-and-so was probably thereto...

. Clair shoved him roughly away, eyes blazing, finger stabbing into his chest. "Listen here, you son of a
bitch," shesad. "I'm not in your clottin' military, remember? I'm acivilian. And you guys can't touch one
mill of our hard-earned. Got it, buster?'

Sten gaped. What the clot did he care? Besides, he was as confused about what had just happened as
shewas. What was with this woman, anyway?

"Fnewithme" hesad.



"l suppose you think you're hereto rescue me," St. Clan-said. "Wall, think again, bud! I've got
trangponders blaring out a coded SOS, here we are, on half the Tahn freightersin the merchant marine.

"Although | don't know what's taking those clots so long. I've got a swest thing going here. And ahdll of
aded to offer. Why, we've got customers who are generds and admirass, and—"

"I know," Sten said. "We got your message.”
"Say clottin’ what? What are you blabbering about? Who got what message? When?"

Andthen &. Clair got it. Sten smiled, admiring how lovely she gtill looked even with her jaw nearly
brushing the floor in surprise.

"Let'sgtart dl over," hesad. "Firgt off, the introduction. If anyone calls me Horatio, or Horde, or
whatever gartswith an H again, I'll kill them. My nameis Sten. So much for boy meets girl. Now, where
do you want to go from here?"

. Clair sarted to say something terribly biting and terribly clever. She had about six well-tested waysto
emasculate thisinsufferablelittle... Except that was somebody e se, wasn't it? That was—

She bit off the remark. Shejust looked up a Sten, waiting.

It was agood thing the office desk was amuseum relic. Because what happened next had probably
happened to it many times before.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
His name was Chapelle.

Until recently, he had been alanding controller at one of the Empire's busiest spaceports. Like most
controllers, he was very young and very intense. The pressures of his career guaranteed burnout by the
age of forty. Unlike most controllers, his entire life was spaceports. He spent dl of his offshift times
haunting the port. He had walked the hills around the port time and again. He had been through all the
buildings around that port. He boasted—only to himself, snce Chapdlle was aneurotically shy man—that
evenif dl radar, laser ranging, and the port's other artificid GCA systemswent out, he could land aship
by mind and voice. He could visudize "his" spaceport from any angle, under any westher conditions.

Chapell€'s proudest possessions were two holographs. One was of the Imperia yacht Normandie
settling onto "his’ field, and the other was an autographed portrait of the Eternal Emperor. Hisleader,
whom he had brought safely to alanding. Of course, the portrait was machine-autographed and had been
routinely provided by the Emperor'sflack as part of another show-the-flag tour.

Chapelle had known he was being recognized for his abilities when he was unexpectedly promoted and
transferred to the main port on Prime World.

Immediately he began the same sdlf-education program he had used before. Perhaps his superior did not
understand what he was doing. Or perhaps Chapelle's obsess on was becoming worse. It did not matter.
The supervisor had mildly suggested that Chapelle might consider taking some time off, with no lossin
datusat al. But... he seemed so very intense. Perhaps he might consider consulting aspecidist. Chapelle
hed barely kept himsalf from striking the man. Perhaps his supervisor was right—about being too
dedicated. Of course he was not right about Chapelle needing psychologicd help. Y es, he would take
thetime off.

At that point, Tanz Sullamoras agents discovered Chapelles lovdly profile.



Chapelle, fedling rested, was ready to return to work when the fax in his high-stack gpartment complex
delivered anotice, placing Chapelle on extended unpaid leave. Chapelle found the gutsto vid his
department and ask why.

"Thereasonisseded.”

Sedled, Chapelle wondered. Why? Who could do such athing? Who had the right? No one... except...
and hiseyesfound the smiling portrait on the wall.

Why?

He was the Emperor's most dedicated subject. Had he not, after al, saved the Normandie from a
possible crash?

Chapelle sat for hoursin thetiny apartment, staring at that picture. He barely picked at the meager,
wefare-provided rationsthat did out of the dining dot. There had to be something wrong.

He determined to vidit the library. Perhaps he needed to know more about his Emperor.
While hewas away, his gpartment was visited.

Several hours passed after he returned before he noticed. That portrait, the portrait he had aways
thought was smiling benevolently a him, had acruel edgeto it. The twinklein the Emperor's eye was not
that of akindly leader, but that of someone who thought it humorousto play ameaningless practica joke
on hismost loya subject. Y es. Perhaps he was wrong about his Emperor. The histories he had read
suggested that the Emperor was more than die universe's paterfamilias.

He needed to learn more.
And again his gpartment was visited. And again the picture of the Emperor was changed.

It was, Chapelle recognized, the face of all evil. He had been afool. He would have served the Empire
better if he had allowed the Normandie to crash.

That night, the voices began.
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

It should have been aroutine mesting, Kilgour'sthird for the day. All he had to do was be Sitting quietly
in the dispatch clerk’s efficiency gpartment when the man returned. After the man recovered, Kilgour
would gpologize for |etting the man, one of Tahn Counterintelligence's most valued agents, fall out of
contact. But, he would explain, the man's control had been desperately needed in afighting sector, and
unfortunately, therewas abit of disarray. Now he, Senior Specialist Fohch, was reactivating the man.

Nothing would change. He should continue to report any anti-Tahn sentiments at his workplace and,
most importantly, describe exactly how those affected the efficiency of his plant. There wasno more
important part of the war effort than the continued production of Imperium X, which was used for
shielding Anti-Matter Two.

The only change, Kilgour would be delighted to inform the man, was that his superiors had authorized an
increasein the smal retainer paid to the dispatch clerk. And once find victory over the Empire had been
achieved, appropriate medals would be awarded to men and women like him, who performed vita duties
far from the fighting front but were as responsible for that soon-to-arrive victory asthe most decorated
hero.



Et cetera, et cetera, et cetera

Certainly there was no need to confuse the poor man with redlity. If he felt happy being afink for Tahn
Cl on hisfdlow workers, Kilgour would offer nothing but support.

So it was up the emergency dide, pick the window'sfriction catch, and ingde. Perhaps, he hoped, the
man would have abit of ak chilled. Spymasterin't, Kilgour thought, could get thirsty.

Therewas a haf-empty container of something that tasted like soyawine. Kilgour gagged but continued
s pping as he wandered around the gpartment, gloved hands routindy lifting, moving, and checking.

Helifted alamp and tsked sadly. Then he replaced the flask in the reefer and went back out the window,
leaving no trace that he had ever been in the room.

Kilgour wandered back toward the nearest transit dump point, considering possibilities.

Most interestin’, he thought. Thagslittleif any safety here. Anth' puir workers boil out frae th' tubes like
sdmon up awelr.

Pity should awee dispatch clerk who just happens to hae abug in his gpartment which nae should be
there happen to come a gainer in front ae the outgoing.

It was. Hedid.

And Kilgour headed for the next address. Nae two shabby. Thirty agents so far. Five gone, three lost
nerve, and two doubled. Therest were all humming away, happily back in harness, reporting what they
weretold to, to whichever spy service Alex thought appropriate for them to be employed by.

Sten briefly admired hisreflection in the large mirror. He looked rather dashing, he thought, in evening
wear, even if it was a shade too flashy for his personal tastes. But big-time gangsters were never known
for their subtlety. He minutely adjusted a shirt stud, sipped brandy, and leaned back, waiting for Connl to
make the next move.

It appeared to be astraightforward deal. Connl had awarehouse, custom-sedled, full of the high-protein
glop the Tahn military used to augment its ship rations.

Sten wished to purchase said glop.
A graightforward deal—on the black market.
How Connl had come into possession of the glop was not Sten's concern.

Sten had made his offer, caculated to be severd units per kilo above what Connl could get from other
black market commodity dedlers and far above what the Tahn would be willing to pay.

Hewas dso willing to pay in hard Imperid credits.

The details of Durer still were not known. But the entrepreneurs had heard bad things. Plus they were not
particularly thrilled doing dedlsin the dready inflationary and good-faith-based Tahn currency. Evenif the
Tahn managed to win, would Imperia credits be worthless? No one thought that would happen.

Plus Imperid credits were weatherproof. Buried under the gazebo in one's estate, they would be safe
from wear, tear, and rodents. The fact that possession of those credits made the owner subject for the



high jump worried no one. At worst, bribery would be called for.

Connl ran afingertip around his snifter. "Interesting offer you've made. May | ask an intrusive question?"
"Youmay ask."

"There have been some interesting stories about your background.”

"I've heard some of them."

"Connections graight into the Tahn Council itsdlf, I've heard. A man with a private army, somebody told
me. Very, very interesting.”

"Perhaps one or two of them might be factud,” Sten suggested.

"Perhgps.” Connl did not pressit; he had asked merely to gauge Sten's reaction. He had gotten, of
Course, none.

"To return to business. Y ou don't have the reputation of being foolish. So | assume you have an idea of
the actua market value of my hi-pro.”

"I do. Quoted thismorning, for ddivery, of seventy-five units per kiloton."
"Y et you offer eighty. Interesting. If you are not afool, then neither am |. Offer accepted.”

Connl was paid within the hour and went on hisway, somewhat delighted. He had made a huge profit,
and he had never had to put his hands on that dimy hi-pro to makeit. He aso had figured out what
Sten's game was. The man was actually trying to corner the market. Once he had a sufficiency, hewould
turn the screws.

Connl determined to reinvest. His half-mill warehouse of hi-pro was, of course, worth nearly
three-quarters. He would adjust his price accordingly.

The end result of Sten's maneuver: Even less high-protein additive was available to the Tahn at any price.
Plus he had done his bit to destabilize the currency. Those crediits, if not buried, would go back into
circulation and further devauate the Tahn unit.

L'nwas curled up on asilken pillow, looking terminally cute and adeep. Her ear sonared on the
conversation at the table next to her.

The four Tahn officers were playing an incredibly complex game with counters, multiple sets of dice, and
variablerules, agame that could only have been invented, |et alone played to the point of expertise, by
military typestrying to while away long, boring hours on patrol.

Such was the case.

And it made the game a status symbol—anyone who knew the rules, let done how to win, was of course
intelligent, part of the Tahn hierarchy, and probably noble to boot.

The game went on.

And the officerstalked, paying no attention to St. Clair's pet napping beside them.



The conversation was most interesting. Such and so had been relieved through no fault of her own. X
Unit would never be deployed to Y Sector on time, not with the shortage in medium weapons. And did
you hear about poor Admira Whoosis? His new flagship's the Sabac. That'sthefirst of the Amtung
class, y' know. What apile! TA can't pick up more than six targets without going into program reject.
Power room, he told me's got leaks from the drive. Good thing he's a hero sort.

There was laughter, and the game and conversation droned on, L'n filing every bit of the hard intelligence
for transmission to the Empire.

Kilgour dropped from the skylight onto the top crate in the huge stack. He looked around the deserted
warehouse, laid out histactics, and went into motion.

The warehouse was a ration outshipping point. Each crate contained fifty cases of rations. Each case held
one day'srations for ten combatants.

Kilgour had in his overal pockets six cans. Each of them would be inserted into a different ration case,
and the case and crate would be resedled without notice.

The poor sod getting that particular can would not be happy. Not that there was anything letha in the
cans. Each of them contained exactly what it was supposed to and was as edible as military food ever
became. There was, however, asmall addition to each can.

Puir, wee, dikit beadtie, Alex thought sentimentaly.
Not that the cans contained an entire mouse.
Jud itstail.

Kilgour wondered how long the rumor would take to spread asto just what those war profiteerin’ clots
were feeding the poor frontline fighters.

Not long at dl, he knew.

"A pint, cheena?' Sten suggested.

Chetwynd, feding most proud, merdly looked up and smiled. "I'm drinking brandy these days.”
"Life's been good to you?”

"Life's been acceptable,” Chetwynd said neutraly.

The two men stared at each other as the barmaid delivered drinks, was paid, smirked at the two, and
wobbled back to the bar.

"So you madeit," Chetwynd said then.
"So | madeit,” Sten agreed.

"Did my, uh, message get ddivered?’
"It did. At the highest leve."



"Arﬂ?'

Sten answered by diding a case across the table. Chetwynd glanced to either side, snapped the case
open acrack, and then, at light-speed, closed it.

"Someone," hesaid, "out there likesme."

Sten smiled. "We love you, Chetwynd.”

The case was stuffed full of Tahn money.

"And what am | expected to do with this?"

"Whatever you want. An estate in the country, if that's what turnsyou over.”
"Nah. I'velearned.”

Chetwynd had learned. He had spent time reestablishing contacts and making them very happy. He had
achubby finger in aimost anything crooked that went on around Heath's spaceports. He had even begun
making most vague noises about unions. But thistime he was not messing with the longshoremen, having
redlized that someone with aSze twenty-9x neck and asze three hat who got politica might be easly
replaceable. Instead, he was listening with great sympathy to the dispatchers, ramp rats, controllers, and
bookkeepers around the spaceports. Technicians were hard to retrain.

"That'snice" Sten said. "A suggestion. Areyou gill aloyd prison guard?”

"I've thought about—"

"Dont," Sten ordered. "That givesyou anice solid ID. Keeps you from getting sent back to Dru.”
Chetwynd shuddered, then understood. "Y ou want a pipeline into Koldyeze?!

"You have learned.”

"Anything ese. Miger?' Chetwynd spit.

"None. Just keep on keeping on. I'll bein touch every now and then. If you need more gelt, just ask.”
Chetwynd considered. "How deep's your purse?’

"How wideisthe Empire?'

That was a correct answer. Sten was prepared to give Chetwynd, or any other Tahn, alimitless amount
of units—flawlessy counterfeited units that would further inflate the economy. Every five thousandth bill
had its serid number duplicated. When two bills, perfect examples of Tahn currency, showed up at bank
clearinghouses, there would be hell to pay—further lessening the Tahn'swillingnessto trust their own
monetary system.

Sten got up. "Oh. There was one other thing. Don't have metailed. And don't show up a my nice safe
home." He reached across and tweaked Chetwynd's cheek. "'l want you to be my back-street girl. You'd
look clottin' stupid with atag around your toe.”

And Sten was gone.



S. Clair systematicdly laid the markers, scrawled in various stages of desperation and sobriety, across
her desk. The young woman on the settee sobbed convulsively.

"Come, now," St. Clair said. She crossed to the side bar, poured adrink, and waited while the woman
choked it down.

"Areyoudl right?'
Thewoman nodded.

"Let'slook at it from my point of view," St. Clair began. "Of course you didn't know what you were
doing. Mayd, I've gotten mysdlf into the same kind of problem. When | wasyoung.”

There were perhaps no more than three or four years between the two women. But St. Clair knew how
to play the script.

"And you can't pay.

"And if you ask for unitsfrom your family, you'll be out in the cold. Y our father doesn't sound like the
understanding type.

"If thiswerethelivies, | would be twisting my mustaches and—what would | be doing? Suggesting that
you become available, snce you are very young and very attractive, to some of my older guests? Or
maybe stedling the family gems? No. | haveit. Y ou should ddiver dl your family secretsinto my keeping.
Blackmall, that'show theliviesplay it.

"No wonder | haven't seenaliviein years.
"l am certainly aloya Tahn. And would do none of those sillinesses.

"Mayd, | liketo think of you asmy friend. | have always been honored that awoman of your caste
honors my establishment with your presence. The fact that you have had unspeakable luck on the tables
doesn't change that.

"But..." St. Clair Sghed and swept the markersinto apile. "I am dso abusinessvoman. | frankly don't
know what to do.

"| can tear these markers up—" She paused and Mayd looked at her hopefully. "But then | would be
forced to bar you from being allowed here ever again.

"Still worse, | would be forced by my agreement to mention what happened to the Casino Owners
Security Block. That could be embarrassing if you were blacklisted in dl of Heath's establishments.”

St. Clair pretended deep thought. "Wait. | have anidea. | am agambler. Asyou are. But, well, | likean
edge. Asyou did.”

The woman blushed, not wanting to remember the time that she had tried to introduce a set of shaved
diceintoagame.

"Y our father's conglomerate produces rare metals. | have been interested in taking a plunge in business
investments. Maybe you could tell me how your father's businessis doing. Nothing specific, of course.
But strange thingsthat help an investor. For instance, | know that alot of the metas go out-system. But
where?'

Mayd looked at St. Clair's smiling, open face. "That won't work, Michele,” shewailed. "I don't know



anything about business. Y ou just asked about where the metals go. | can't tell you. All I know isthat
Daddy keeps complaining about having to go somewhere caled Aira... Airabus, whereit's nasty and
cold and Daddy saysthey don't treat a nobleman the way he deserves.

"You see?1'd like to cooperate, but | don't know anything.”

Erebus. The long-secret shipyard system of the Tahn. That information was worth, to the Emperor, a
year'sincome.

"Oh, wdl,” &. Clair said. "Wetried. Look. Heré'swhat we'll do. I'll keep these markers. And 'l
persondly guarantee you an open linefor, say, ten thousand more units. Y our luck is due to change—and
maybe next time I'll be asking you for markers. Mayd, thisis on my personal guarantee.

"Do me afavor. One gambler to another? Stop doubling the bet when you're losing. The way to come
out on top isto double up when you're winning."

Mayd behaved asif S. Clair had presented the six lost commandmentsto her. St. Clair knew that it
would not matter; al she had to figure out was how to keep the woman so confused that she never
remembered when she had lost the next ten grand.

It was too good to be true.

"Itstabraw't’ b't true,” Kilgour muttered to himself as he glowered acrossinto the park from his position
under an abandoned gravd ed—abandoned, he was redlizing, because of atota hemorrhageinits
lubrication system asthe oil soaked through hisrather becoming, he thought, suit.

The contact had come most skillfully, Alex admitted.

Oneof hisagents—very trusted, at least until twelve minutes earlie—had asked if Kilgour would be
interested in talking to a certain minor bureaucrat in the Tahn nava payroll department. The man was
upset, the agent said, evidently because he had been passed over for apromotion. He was prepared to
deliver—for hard Imperia credits—the payroll roster for any nava unit anywherein the Tahn Empire.

The meet had been set up twice, and blown twice, supposedly because of the bureaucrat's paranoia.
Third timelucky.

They were to meet in a certain park—which looked, to Alex's country eyes, more like a vacant
lot—minutes before curfew. The money would be passed in exchange for acomplete roster of Tahn
Council operations personnd.

The bureaucrat had said that if anyone e'se wasin the park at the time of the meet, he would vanish once
agan.

Too good, indeed.

Kilgour had shown up hours earlier and cased the park and surrounding buildings. He found it most
interesting that the gpartments surrounding the park appeared to be very interested in livie transmissions,
and al of them could afford new 'cast antennas on their roofs.

He had then rented himself an alky. He had bought the man two bottles of cheap plonk and said there
would be two moreif the man drank them in the park.



Then Kilgour had crawled under the gravded and waited.

An hour before the meet, ahandful of very battered vehicles had settled around the square. They lacked
anodizing or washing but were equipped with very shiny McL ean generators.

Oh, well.

Kilgour wanted to stick around until the bureaucrat showed up, then see about seven zillion Tahn
Counterintelligence thugs siwoop on that poor aky, passed out on his bench, and attempt to grill him.

But thelast act was usudly anticlimactic. Kilgour did—literally—out from under the gravded and then
low-crawled around the corner away from the scene.

Nicetry, lads. But nae Oscar.

Kilgour wondered who clottin' Oscar was, anyway, then headed back to the K'ton Klub and degreasing.

It took three tries before Senior Captain (Intelligence) Lo Prek was received by Lord Wichman.

The first attempt had been rejected after he had scared holy clot out of Wichman. Wichman's
adjutant—s0 he had dubbed his executive secretary—had informed hisboss that acertain cgptainin
Intelligence wished to see thelord.

Wichman, even though honest to the point of caricature, had till turned pae. Intelligence officers, soiit
was sad, could find guilt in their mothersif so required—and make the bones confess on vid.

The captain did not, however, have an officia sanction.
Hisrequest wasignored.

When the second request was made, Wichman ordered his secretary to check into the background of
the officer.

He scanned the fiche with interest, admiring Lo Prek’'s commendations and obvious ability. But he il
saw no reason why he should waste his vauable time.

Thethird time Lo Prek was lucky. Wichman was bored and not interested in viewing the latest industrial
projections—down—or in why thingswould improve shortly.

Lo Prek might have been amonomaniac, but he also knew how to present his case.
Wichman ligened in increasing fascination.

The captain was determined that one man, formerly a POW in Pastour's vacation prison, was on the
loose on Hesth. He had aready committed many depredations before being captured. Depredations,
hdll. Defests.

Perhaps. A bit grandiose, but perhaps. ..

Now that individua—Sten—was |oose and underground in Heeth's society. He would strike again.
Already, Lo Prek said, there were instances of sabotage, espionage, and generally antiwar sentiments
abroad.



Wichman scanned the microfiche that Lo Prek had presented and marveled. Thissingle Tahn officer,
technicdly over leave from his assigned unit, had managed to collect thisamount of datawithout any
resources except what he could borrow.

Fascinating.

Wichman reached a decision. He thought Lo Prek to be aloon. The Imperial, whatever his name was,
either had never existed or had gotten drowned in aditch somewhere. But it could be very useful to have
such a dedicated person around collecting evidence of anything that had gone wrong—what he had once
heard the never-to-be-sufficiently-damned Emperor call astonebucket.

Wichman looked up from the screen and smiled. "Captain, | think that | can definitely use aman of your
cdiber."

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Admira Mason's destroyer squadron made a full-power bounce on an entire planet. The planet wasthe
Tahn home-world of Heath. The ships noses were already heat-glowing from the atmaosphere by thetime
thefirst darmswent off.

Antiaircraft crewswho were more accustomed to ceremonia posturings and polishing brassfittings
scrambled for battle gations trying to remember red-world target acquisition and launch procedures.
Severd crewslost minutes tracking down the officer with the input code for the armed missle loaders.

Civilian block wardens dug into dresser drawersfor their arm bands and hard hats, fumbling through their
time-passed briefings to find out what exactly they were supposed to do.

Theinvasion dert hammered out on athousand channels, then rescinded, then rescreamed. Heath's
workers shegp-panicked to the shelters that had never been anything more than the subject of jokes,
following drillsthat were consdered one more way to get in trouble with the policeif one did not ingtantly

obey.

The three interceptor squadrons around the capita, more familiar with providing ceremonid escort to
VIP ships, took fifteen full minutesto get into the air.

By thetimethefirst missile came out of itstube and the first gun opened fire, the destroyers were
outatmosphere and under full emergency AM2 drive.

Theraid was acarefully designed one-time affair. Mason'sflotilla, equipped with every known ECM and
spoofer, bulging with additional supply containers, and using Tahn codes broken after the debacle around
Durer, took weeksto dither through the Tahn Empire.

The Eternd Emperor was making two statements.
The first was made by Mason's DD, the Burke, asit launched alovingly tailored monster missile.

The misslewasadim needle, set with offset finsfront and rear. Its AM2 drive unit had come from aKali
shipkiller and nearly-ingtantaneoudy flashed the missile to full speed. The warhead, many tons of
nonnuclear explosive, was buried far behind the nose cone, which was a solid mass of Imperium X.

Six separate guidance systems, using everything from inertid navigation to aprewar street map of the
capita, made sure the missile would not miss.

It did not, impacting squarely in the center of the Tahn Council chambers. And nothing much happened.



The watch commander in charge of the palace's guards had time to pick himsdlf up from the ground
wheretheinitia shock had dropped him, recover, and grin to his second.

"Clottin' Imperids. All that trouble to drop adud that—"
That went off.

The missile had driven nearly 300 meters underground, its Imperium X nose cone crumpling, before the
detonator went off.

The explosion, far underground, created a cavern.

The origina design was eons old and had been set aside as a peculiar footnote when the age of nuclear
overkill had arrived. Itsorigina designer, one BarnesWallis, had originally described it as an "earthquake
bomb," anincorrect if impressive label. More exactly, the bomb was intended to "camouflet”—to dive
deep below the earth without breaking the surface. And then to detonate.

A more exact description was a"hangman's drop.”
That isexactly what happened. The entire Tahn Council palacefdl through the"galowstrap.”

All that remained was a stinking hole whose perimeter was littered with the stone ruins of the Tahn's
proudest symbol of power.

The gtrike had been ordered for the early hours of the morning, and so only ahandful of Than noblemen
died, and those low-ranking. Not only was the palace communication system destroyed, but the standby
relay stations below the palace vanished.

The Emperor had not intended the strike to kill the Tahn Council. He preferred them dive, worried, and
having to explain to the Tahn just how the unthinkable—an Imperid strike on Heeth itself—could not
only have been thought but carried out. Also, he wanted them dive to consider that he had proved he
could kill them any time hefdt likeit. Even fanaticslike those who ruled the Tahn Empire might think
about that.

The second statement was made by the rest of Mason's destroyers as they contour-flew over the city,
launch bays spewing thousands of tiny incendiaries.

Carpet bombing.

The Emperor might have told Sullamora he would try not to win by mass daughter. But hishistrionic
speech one cycle after the war had begun might have been more accurate, when he promised the Tahn
that eventudly their own skieswould be flame.

The heart of Heath exploded in afirestorm. The city center—and everything in it—melted. People
outside—who probably were aready doomed from the radiation generated by the missile's
impact—disappeared. The pavement ran like liquid. Oxygen was sucked out of even thefiltered shelters.
Ponds, fountains, and one lake boiled dry in an ingtant. The firestorm, reaching thousands of metersinto
the sky, crested atornado nearly akilometer in diameter, swirling carnage and rubble at speeds over 200
kph.

Fire departments, disaster agencies, and hospitals were buried in atidal wave of catastrophe—those
which survived thefireitsdlf.

The city center of Hesth burned for nearly aweek.



Half amillion people were dead.

The Emperor's second statement was self-evident.

CHAPTER FORTY

Pastour felt dirty, smelly, and just plain angry as he and his bodyguards exited the shelter. From the
distance, he could hear the dying wall of al-clear Srens. Another clotting false darm. In the three days
since the bombing raid, at least two dozen fase darms had sent him, his bodyguards, and hisentire
household staff scurrying into the cramped bomb shelter about twenty meters under his garden. Hewas
sck of feding like asmal rodent that bolted for a hole at even the hint of a predator's shadow. It was
especialy humiliating when the shadow turned out to be that of something innocuous, like apoor flying
berry-eating cregture.

He stopped just outside the steel door that covered the tunnel entrance to the shelter. Most of his staff
headed straight for the comforts of the square-built structure he called home. As aman who had grown
up in the greasy squalor that the Tahn called factories and had then fought hisway to the executive suite,
Pastour treasured his privacy over amogt al ese. He had constructed his home many years before on the
edge of theindustrial dum near the outskirts of Heath. Despite the grimness of the surroundings, Pastour
believed it wasimportant not to lose touch with hisroots. That was definitely un-Tahnlike but was aso
probably the secret to hisimmense success.

A former factory dave himsdlf, Pastour liked to believe that he knew how to get the most out of his
workers. Hisindustrial competitors used only the stick. Pastour had accepted that necessity. It had
always been done that way. But he had also reinvented the carrot.

In aPastour factory, the worker was treated with a comparative measure of respect, with healthy
bonuses for the most ingenious or the hardest workers. It was not out of kindness. It was pure
caculation—like his plan to put POWSsto work for the Tahn cause a Koldyeze. Hisfactorieswere far
from being Utopias. In most other systems the conditions would have been considered barbaric. Even
Prime World capitaists would have been shamed into shutting them down. On other worlds the workers
themsdlves would have gone after them with bombs and guns. Still, if there ever was going to be a Tahn
future history, Pastour would someday be judged "enlightened.”

Therefore, the house had been built, in hiswords, "right among 'em.” Still, he had aneed for privacy. So
he had his architect design amultistoried home that presented four blank wallsto its neighbors. It was
congtructed around a sprawling courtyard, complete with paths, fountains, and, right in the center, a
small-domed structure containing his garden.

He had dmost |ost the garden when he had become afull member of the High Council. A minus side of
the perks and influence he had gained was the insistence that each council member "shall causeto be
congtructed or personaly congtruct afacility which shal be capable of withstanding..."
mumblemumblemumble and other legal jargon that bottom-lined out that he had to tear out his garden
and put in abomb shelter capable of standing up to anearly direct nuke hit.

Pastour had actually been toying with telling Lord Fehrle where he could put the great honor he was
about to bestow upon his proud Tahn brow, when he came up with asolution.

Armed with his pet architect, agreat wad of credits, and alot of heavy string pulling, Pastour had
weasdled the military out of its heaviest-duty laser cutters and grayjacks. It still took months of cutting
and burrowing to lift out the entire courtyard, ground and al. Then the shelter was constructed to the
meanest standards possible—Pastour had no intention of wasting any credits on such foolishness. And



the courtyard and his treasured greenhouse were lowered over it and sedled in place.

He glanced around, till noting the accomplishment with abit of pride. True, there were afew flaws.
Drainage had proved to be a problem, but he had tacked together a barely adequate system that dumped
into the neighborhood sawer system. There was atendency for it to flood the street, but Pastour did not
mind taking on the burden of the pumping and the cleanups that followed a heavy storm.

He acknowledged the salute from his chief guard, who reported that the shelter had been secured and
that they were ready to escort him inside the house. Pastour impatiently waved them away. Over the past
three days of scares, the situation had become routine—something that did nothing to make it easier on
Pastour. They would ingst that he go insde while they doubled-checked with Security Central—a
processthat could take hours. Pastour would refuse, sending them dl reluctantly away while heinstead
retired to the solitude of his greenhouse. There were purposely no means of communication onceinside,
and Pastour sometimes spent many hours roaming the aides of hydroponic pans, wheredl he had to
listen to was the soft hum of the recycling pumps and the buzz of the sunlamps.

That day was no different. The exchange had dmost become formal. Once again Pastour won, and once
again the guards went sullenly away, and once again Pastour ssormed through the door of his greenhouse
and peace.

But once insde, the scowl faded and the wrinkles of anger softened into the permanent grin lines that
wreathed Pastour's face. Today, however, it was quieter than usua inside. He shrugged. It was probably
because his machines did not have to work nearly so hard to maintain the false aimosphere insde. The
same bombs that had killed and maimed so many of hisfellow Tahn had aso briefly |eft behind amore
accommodating world for hisbeloved plants.

Hemoved aong arow of legume vines, picking off dead |leaves, replacing flailing tendrils on their support
nets, and generdly taking note of the small differencesthat only acareful gardener saw in his progeny.

Pastour was just turning the far corner of the center aide when heredlized that it was not the hum of
pumps that he was missing. It was the whine of the supersensitive pollen-carrying insects that he had
imported across vast distances at no small expense.

The insects darted for cover the moment they sensed an dien presence. They knew Pastour; he was no
longer considered athreat. Ergo... someoneese...

"Bevery careful, Colond," the man said. "Y ou would be advised to rethink anything you're planning to
do next."

It was better than good advice. Because as soon as Pastour saw Sten and the deadly weapon aimed at
hisgut, hisfirg reaction wasto throw himsalf on the man, pummeling and shrieking for help as hard and
asloud as he could. He rethought. After murder, kidnapping seemed the next most obvious fate. Pastour
relaxed. If kidnapping was the intent, then talk and negotiations must follow. Pastour was good at both.
Therefore, outward cam wasin order.

Sten watched the thinking process carefully. A moment before Pastour knew that he had reached a
decision, Sten dlowed the wegpon to droop. He leaned against atool bench and motioned for Pastour to
perch on agardening dedge. Pastour obeyed. He looked about curioudy, wondering how Sten could
possibly have penetrated his el aborate human and eectronic security system. Then he spotted the grate
lying beside the hafmeter-wide mouth of the greenhouse main drain. Pastour could not help laughing.

"I knew that clottin' bomb shelter was arotten idea,”" he chortled.



Sten did not see what was so funny, but Pastour just said never mind. It would take too long to explain.

"How do you plan getting us both out of here?* he asked instead. "I'm much too old to crawl through that
thing." He pointed at thedrain.

"Don't worry,” Sten said. "Y ou're saying right here."

Pestour frowned. Wasit nation, after al? Wasthe man amaniac? Did he plan to toy with him first
and then kill him? No. There was nothing maniacal about the young man.

"So what do you havein mind?"
"Tak. That'sdl. It was my bosssidea."
Pastour raised an eyebrow. Boss?

"Y ou know him asthe Eternal Emperor. Anyway, he suggested we chat. Seeif we can cometo some
sort of understanding.”

Pastour was beginning to doubt himsdlf. Maybe the man was nuts. How to handle this? He warned
himself that whatever he said next, he must be sure not to condescend. Before he could form histhoughts
into words, Sten casually reached into atunic pocket, pulled something out, and tossed it on the floor
next to Pastour. The Tahn picked it up, glanced at it, and was jolted back. It bore the Emperor's
persond sedl! Pastour did not need to haveit checked to know the seal was genuine.

Sten was exactly who he had said he was, an emissary of the Eterna Emperor. Questions flooded into
Pastour's mind. Then one huge, glaring one wiped the others away: Why me? And he became very, very
angry. Did the Eternad Emperor see some supposed flaw in his character? Did the man think hewas a
traitor?

"All my bosswants" Sten said, asif sensng what was going on in Pastour's mind, "isto let you know that
heisaware of you. He said to consider this nothing more than the opening of adiaogue.”

"And just what does he expect meto do or say?' The words were etched in heavy frost.
"Nothing right now," Sten said.

"Isanyone ese being contacted?' By "anyone ese' he meant other members of the High Council.
"Jugt you."

Sten alowed along silenceto follow. He wanted Pastour firm in his anger. He wanted hatred to build.
Because when the shift came, confusion would follow. And then he set the hook.

"How did you like the little party my boss threw the other night?"

Pastour squirmed, knowing that Sten was referring to the bombing raid. To him theraid had been asign
that the Emperor could strike at will. And Sten's presence in his private garden only underscored that
fact. Sill...

"If the Emperor believes his cowardly attack on innocent people will in any way weaken our resolve..."

"Y ou're sounding like apalitician, Colond," Sten said. "I hope that's not what you redlly think. Because if
itis, you might aswell kissalot more of your innocents good-bye."



"You didn't answer my first question,” Pastour came back. "Or, if you were, you were just being glib. |
don't like glib. Once again, what does he expect from me?"

"If you think my boss wants you to turn traitor,” Sten said, "you're dead wrong. If you were atraitor,
youdbenousetohimat al."

"And what use does he seein me?'

"At some point intime,” Sten went on, "you people are going to redize that thisthing isover. That you've
lost. And when that happens, the Emperor would like to have someone sensible to dedl with."

Pastour knew that Sten was talking about surrender. How odd, he thought. The word doesn't make me
angry. Thelack of fedling disturbed him. What kind of a Tahn was he? Surrender? It should have been
unthinkable. Instead, it seemed... inevitable. "Go on," he said.

And by those two words, Sten knew he had struck pay dirt.

"There's not that much more. Except to say that agreat dedl of grief can be avoided if some sort of Tahn
government survives. The Emperor isbetting that it will beyou.”

Pastour nodded. Surviva was something he knew a great deal about—unlike most of his brothers and
Ssterson the council.

"What els=?'

Sten hesitated. What he was going to say next had nothing to do with hisingtructions. Then he plunged
headfirst. "Koldyeze."

"What about it?" Pastour was puzzled.

"The Emperor isworried about the prisonersthere," he said, lying, lying, lying. "He hopes that no matter
what happens, they'll be treated humanely. And since the place was your ideato start with..."

Now it made sense to Pastour. He had heard that the Eternal Emperor had some strange ideas about the
treatment of the lower classes. Even prisoners of war. Why the man bothered with the plight of cowards,
he had noidea. Still, what would it cost him?

"Tdl your Emperor that he need not concern himself about their fates. I'll do my best for them. Aslong as
he doesn't interpret this as some kind of concession. Or acknowledgment from me that anything but his
find defeat and humiliationis—"

Sten laughed and raised awesk hand, calling for surrender. Pastour could not help laughing with him.
There he was, sounding like a politico again. Sten straightened up and headed for the mouth of the drain.

"Areyou just going to leave me here?' Pastour asked. "How do you know | won't ingtantly cdl the
guard?'

"Therésalot morelives at stake herethan mine' wasdl Sten said. And then he dropped out of sight.

Pastour only had to think about that for a second. The man was right. He kicked the grate back in place
and returned to tending his garden.

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

A higtoricd atlasfiche, equipped with atimetick, would show the Imperia assault on the Tahn Empire as



if the war were aliquid projector. The red—or whatever col or—representing the Tahn conquests would
ebb back asthe color assigned to the Empire and its dlies flowed smoothly forward, excepting, of
course, those blotches representing fortress worlds like Etan that had been isolated and I eft to rot.

That would suggest that the average Imperid grunt aso had an idea of how the war was going.
He, she, or whatever did not.

The sailorsloaded supplies and ammunition, boarded ship, and trangited in minor fear and mgjor
boredom to a certain point, where they off-loaded supplies on aramp and offloaded ammunition through
launching tubes.

The soldierstrained, boarded ship, transited in mgor fear to adrop or landing point, and attacked. When
thelast Tahn lay dead, they returned to their base or were moved to a new location where they built a
new base, trained, and tried to find ways to burn off the sickening redlization that the only end to it al was
death, wounding, madness, or victory.

Seeing the next sunrise became the only mgjor victory.

It took twenty years, fortunately, for a statistician to come up with the cheery news that during the war
againgt the Tahn, acombat troop could expect to survive no more than thirty personal daysin battle.

Also fortunately, very few Imperials experienced those thirty days back to back.
But there were exceptions, just as, contrary to what that "liquid projector” showed, there were disasters.

One wasthelanding on Pdl/e.

The Pel/e systems were priority one to the Emperor's strategists. They were at the midpoint of agaactic
arm that was alongtime part of the Tahn Empire. Once the systems were taken, the Empire would have a
base, adtriking point to search and find the long-sought secret Tahn shipbuilding system.

The dways hard-luck Eighth Guards were chosen for the "honor"” of the assault. After two weeks of prior
bombardment, the Imperia Navy advised that dl Tahn resistance was battered bloody. The assault
transports went in. Thefirst wave was shattered in-atmosphere. The second madeit to the ground—and
then the Tahn opened fire.

Imperia strategists and psychologists had blundered. Because the Tahn used arigid military and socid
structure, it was assumed that once the command elements were destroyed or out of contact, the soldiers
themsdves would stop fighting, commit suicide, or a the worst fight ineffectualy.

Theignored gatigtic, known to the Empire before the war began, was that the Tahn used far fewer
officers and noncoms per serving soldier than did any of the regular Imperid units. And so the Tahn
regrouped, by squads, by fire teams, by pickup combat € ements, and fought back.

Conquering the Pel/e systems was supposed to have taken two E-months and required only the Eighth
Guardsto accomplish. Find victory took two E-years before the last Tahn dement waskilled. Six
divisonswere used in the process, and it became SOP for anew division to spend time on one of the
Pdl/eworlds getting find live-fire training before being committed to a frontd assaullt.

The Eighth Guards was shattered. Two commanding generds were rdieved, and the unit took
eighty-three percent casualties before being pulled from combat. Its colors were cased, the guardsmen



were reassigned to other units, and the unit was rebuilt from scratch.

That was disaster enough. What made it worse was that the assaults on Pel/e were made before St. Clair
discovered that the secret shipyards were in the Erebus System—hdf an empire awvay from Pel/e.

Seventy-five thousand Imperid deaths. One and a quarter million Tahn corpses. In acompletely
meaningless battle.

Six battlefleets hit Erebus under the flag of Fleet Marshal 1an Mahoney.

So-called panacea targets—hit here and the war's gonna come to an end the day before
yesterday—were normaly ajoke, ussful only when a space force was arguing for larger appropriations
that would probably bankrupt every other service if made.

Also, those glamour targets usualy got hit once and once only. If the factory was trashed, they would not
have to worry about it ever, ever, ever producing nasty widgets anymore.

The fact was dwaysignored that after awar, when the bean counterswent in to figure out how effective
the bombs had been, they learned that said factory probably was not trashed that badly and that
concerted effort brought it back online within afew months.

Erebus looked to be such a panaceatarget.

Mahoney, coming from amore redlistic background than most of the skyjocks serving under him,
approached things differently.

The Erebus System was a bastard target, defended by every onworld weapon and heavily armed
Spacecraft the Tahn could afford to divert from mainline combat. And the pilots and missile crews fought
to the desth.

Mahoney made sureit was area death.

Hisfirst strike took thirty percent casudties. There were splintered destroyers and tacships broken on the
ground of Fundy, the Erebus System's main world, and more hulks spewing debris out in space.

He sent hisshipsin again the next day.
Twenty-eight percent casudties.

There were ship crews who broke and refused the attack order. Mahoney calmly ordered their
courts-martial and relieved any skipper who hesitated at his orders.

Then he threw hisguts up in his cabin, washed his face, and sent more men and women to their degths.
After 9x days of hammering, the Tahn had nothing left to fight back with.
Mahoney sent in his battleships, monitors, and cruisars.

Three battlewagons and two of the ponderous cruisers went down—>but the Erebus shipworks appeared
to be permanently out of business.

Mahoney ordered the strike repeated the next day.



He had to relieve afleet admiral for objecting.

But the attack shipswent in again. And gtill athird time.

The worlds of Erebus |ooked to be suitable parking lots.

But just to make sure, againgt dl conventions of war, Mahoney had the worlds dusted.

Thefactories of Erebus might go back to work—~but every worker assgned to them would glow in the
dark.

The First Guards, Mahoney's old command—now led by Mgor Genera Galkin—spearheaded the
landing on Naha

By that point they knew how to fight the Tahn:

Don't shoot at the civilians—they've got their own set of problems. Get them to therear. Don't believe
that anything isn't booby-trapped, from the ceremonia flag to the ugly plas casting of Lord Fehrle that'd
make a great souvenir.

A Tahn can be anywhere. In acrater beside the road. Tied into atree. Sited in awesapons position in the
base of agtatue. Waiting for daysinside a burnt-out track, waiting for the chanceto kill any Imperid
within range, whether fighting man or woman, clerk, or civilian. And very competent a hisor her trade of
daughter.

Eventudly, Nahafel, in spite of the fact that the find days of the resistance were personally commanded
by Lady Atago. The casualty rate was twice what had been expected, and the battle lasted three times
longer than expected—expected that was, by staff people. The line grunts thought themselves damn
lucky and damn good to have gotten off that lightly.

Naha gave the Empire the long-needed mgjor base inside the Tahn worlds.

Now the real hammering would begin.
CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Even an experienced Tahn watcher might have drawn some wrong conclusionsif he had observed the
meeting between Lord Fehrle and the leaders of the two mgjor factions on the High Council, Wichman
and Pagtour. If ahidden camera had captured them ditting at ease in Fehrle€'s darkened study, the Tahn
watcher would have been most interested in who was not present. Meaning Lady Atago, Fehrlesheir
gpparent. The expert would make the ingtant assumption that new aliances were being struck and that
Atago was on the way out, obviously because Fehrle perceived her new hero status as athrest.

The expert would have been wrong on both counts. Y es, it was true that Fehrle had thought of her when
he had issued the invitation to Wichman and Pastour. It was because of her "white knight" image that he
pointedly ignored her.

He did not want what he was about to propose to tarnish her imagein any way. If hefell, he wanted her
to be able to pick up his sword wearing armor that was mirror-bright. Fehrle was about to suggest aplan
that assumed and depended upon the corruption and didoyalty of his own people. Atago would be
enraged at his even suggesting that such athing existed. It was afact that Atago's smple soldier's mind
could not accept.



Wichman would argue, it wastrue, but he could eventualy be convinced. With the help of Pastour, the
redigt, Fehrlewould have no difficulty at dl.

Lord Fehrle served his guests with his own hands, helping them with their choice of delicacies on the tray
and building them drinks. And asthey ate and drank, he talked, setting the background: There were
traitors everywhere, spiesa every level, and foolswho leaked vitd information to enemy agents. To
make his point, he vastly overdated the Stuation.

As expected, Wichman was shocked and immediately called for a heroic medicine-style purge to remove
the poisons of didoyalty. What he had not expected was Pastour's reaction. The man sat in sllence, his
face growing bleaker with every word. Had Fehrle misguessed? Instead of support, would Pastour take
on therole of an Atago and back Wichman's call for abloodletting? If so, Fehrle would have to do some
fast reandysis of the Situation or his plan would never get off the ground.

What he did not redlize was that Pastour was suffering from anearly terminal case of guilty conscience.
Did Fehrle sugpect him? Were there guards waiting with drawn gunsjust behind the door? If so, why did
the man keep looking over at him, asif he werelooking for help? Gradually, he redlized that was exactly
what Fehrle wanted. But help doing what? What the clot! He dready had his genitdiaon thetable.
Maybe it wastime to dare the knife.

"Forgiveme, my lord,” he said. "Along with you, and my Lord Wichman, | certainly deplore the Situation
you are outlining. We should take dragtic action. But..."

"Goon," Fehrlesaid alittle sharply, trying to prod the man into giving him an opening.
"But... perhapsthereis someway we can make use of some of these peoplefirst.”
Wichman almost exploded at that. He came hafway to hisfeet. "How dare—"
"Exactly my thinking," Fehrlesaid.

Wichman mumped back down. "What? Oh, yeah! Good idea. Uh... right!" Then the poor bewildered
man could not help himself any longer. "Clot! What am | saying? What's agood idea?'

Fehrle and Pastour laughed, and Wichman, after amoment, had the good grace to laugh with them. They
had more drinkswhile Fehrlelaid it out for them.

Hedid have away of making use of the leskers, but in a contorted way that even the Eternal Emperor
would have admired. In fact, he had taken the whole plan right out of the Emperor's book.

Fehrle planned to pull hope out of the ashes of the ruins of the High Council's palace. They had dl been
puzzled at the Emperor's behavior after they had launched their own sneek attack on hisheadquartersin
the opening blow of the war. The Emperor had immediately flooded the airways with an endless series of
propaganda portraits showing him shaking hisfist a the Tahn in defiance. At first it had seemed like
empty gesturing. What did that accomplish? Immediately after that, they were surprised at how many of
his straying alies returned to the Emperor's camp. There was nothing empty about the campaign at all. It
brought in badly needed ships and troopsin aswell of public opinion.

Fehrle was proposing the same thing, but on amuch larger scale. He wanted to launch agrand tour of
twenty-two systemsin which hewould persondly appear with the leaders of said systems, giving the
Emperor the finger at every opportunity.

Thelonely Tahn, fighting on despite the odds against the warmongering running dog Imperidist giant.
Vowing towin againg dl odds. That sort of thing. Privately, he would use aheavy cudgel to stiffen the



spine of their alies. Hewould convince them dl to dig into the trenches and fight to the last being. If it
worked, any victory the Emperor hoped for would come at an exceedingly high price that Fehrle
doubted he would be willing to pay.

Wichman loved it. Pastour, grudgingly, admitted there might be somewisdom init. Still, he remembered
the bloodbath of the bombing raid on the city and the strange appearance of Sten in his heavily guarded
domain. If the Emperor could do dl that at will...

"| fear for your life, my lord," hefinally said. "What isto prevent the Emperor from learning of your plan
and then attacking when you least expect it? If you were nated, I'm not sure how the people
would behave."

"l want the Emperor to learn about it," Fehrle said.

Once again, Wichman was surprised. Pastour, however, got it right away. Fehrle would have his saff
plan two itineraries. The first would show the tour commencing on Arbroath. On the surface, that would
seem likealogica choice, sncethe Arbroath weretotdly loyd to the Tahn. They would grove at
Fehrles knees and praise him, making for wonderful propaganda. That itinerary would be lesked. In
redlity, Arbroath was a rotten jumping-off point. The people were so supidly and blindly loya that they
would fight on anyway until they were dl dead.

The red stepping-off point would be Cormarthen. Pastour saw the wisdom in that right off. The people
there were wild rebels—a semi-Cdtic splinter cult whose sole motivation for aiding the Tahn wastheir
unreasoning hatred of the Empire. When the war was over—assuming the Tahn won—they were sureto
ingtantly turn on their dlies. In fact, after the string of recent defeats they were dready wavering. Fehrle
planned to put a stop to that immediately. On day one of the twenty-two system tour he would be able to
present his people with adiplomatic victory.

The rest of the tour would be plotted the same way. False clues would be planted with the Imperialists
while Fehrle maddeningly popped up at the least expected placesto flip off the Eterna Emperor.

Pastour and Wichman pledged enthusiastic support. They would work on their own people aswell as
lobby the other factions. Fehrle was guaranteed unanimous acceptance when the proposal was formally
presented to the High Council.

While Fehrle and Wichman were congratul ating each other on the yet-to-be success, Pastour
remembered Sten. And Koldyeze. He had thought about the young man's odd request. He had recently
seen away not only to make good his promise but to bump the value of the pot 1,000 percent.

During the course of the conflict the Tahn had taken millions of prisoners of al kinds. But avery few of
those prisoners presented specid difficulties.

They were theimportant diplomats, politicians, and high-ranking officerswho had fdlen into Tahn hands.
Even theingtinctive Tahn disdain for prisonersdid not allow them to treat those beings with anything other
than kid gloves—re atively speaking. The problem had been finding the proper guards with at least a
modicum of paliticd redlity.

At the moment, that was impossible. The prisoners were spread out in camps all over the Tahn Empire.

What Pastour wanted to do was to solve that problem at one stroke. He would place them all at
Koldyeze. Then hewould personaly oversee their trestment through his emissaries. Therewas dso an
even greater advantagein putting al hisrocksin one stonebucket. If and when the Tahn were defeated,
Pastour would have heavy-duty trading stock to strike his bargain for peace with the Emperor.



Obvioudy he could not word any of that exactly the same way if he wanted to bring Fehrle and Wichman
to hisside. Instead, he appeded to their blood lust.

"If we had them dl in one place," he said as he cameto the end of his explanation, "we'd only need one
gun to hold againg their heads."

"And if the Emperor refusesus," Wichman brokein, "wekill themdl. I likeit!"
Fehrle also added his support.

When Pastour went home sometime later, alittle warm and tiddly from the drink and the companionship,
he thought fondly about how well the Tahn system of government worked. A few well-chosen
words—out of hearing from the squabble of conflicting viewpoints of the public—and the correct
measures were taken to ensure the future of the race. It made him fedl proud and patriotic.

The next day, when he was sober, he would plan his next moves at Koldyeze.
CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Sten wasfairly disgusted with the Tahn. What, after dl, was an evil empire without an internal conspiracy
or Sx? The Tahn were short on dissdents. Those few enemies of the regime seemed to have gotten
policed up years earlier/and their dissidence was mainly made up of the idea that maybe the Tahn Council
ought to say please before conquering somebody. From the limited leaks he had been able to get from
Tahn Cl, the current treason seemed to consist of street gossips or poor sods who complained about
having to work adouble shift without getting afood break.

Sneakiness abhorred avacuum, and so Sten and Kilgour went to work, building themselves agood list of
traitorous swine. They decided, just to keep thingsinteresting, that it would be amilitary conspiracy.

There were three requirements.

1. The conspiring officer had to have complained about how the war was going. Even arecorded mutter
into ashaving mirror made the officer digible. So, in that manner, Admira Whoosis on the Sabac made
the grade.

2. The congpiring officer had to be highly respected.

3. The conspiring officer had to have served in combat, on afrontline world, or, during peacetime, ona
world where there was an Imperial presence.

It was not necessary that the eager conspirator actualy be anything other than arabid believer in the
Tahn right to grab anything around from anyone wesker. Asamatter of fact, Sten did not want anyone
like that. People with red politics made him nervous—even if he had been ableto find any.

Once Sten and Kilgour had the ligt, they put it up on acomputer screen and started cross-connecting the
congpiracy. The officers chosen for links needed no particular quaifications, except that their absence
would not improve Tahn efficiency. That was, for instance, how the third assstant paymaster generd, the
Tahn Counterintelligence number two, and the chief of the chaplain's acolyte division became dangerous
thregts.

OnceKilgour had thelist al neat and tidy, it went out on aburst transmission to the Imperia base station
located somewhere they never knew for appropriate usage.

Most of the congpiracy list was handled by Alex. Sten had another problem: Lord Fehrl€'s "show the



flag" tour. It did not make any sense. Not that the tour made no sense—but everybody seemed to know
about it. Either Tahn Security was composed of numbwits—which Sten did not dare et himself
believe—or & se everyone connected with the tour was suffering from termina ord diarrhea

He sent through the reports of when Fehrle was going, where Fehrle was going from the Arbroath worlds
onward, what he would eat and drink, where he would be banqueted, and whom he would meet straight
on to the Empire. All graded Category Two or lower, ranging from reliable source, persondly received,
down to outhouse rumor. But none of it was Category One: accepted by this station astruth.

Then one afternoon Chetwynd sent word, through the cutouts, that he wanted a meet.

They fenced recreationdly for a couple of drinks. Wasnt it about time that Chetwynd's credit allowance
was increased? Couldn't he be more helpful to the cause if Sten gave him someidea asto what was
happening next? Had he heard anything about anew offensve failing? Then he got downtoiit.

"One d my longtime cheenas hit on somethin' you might find interesting. HeE's one of my best agents, y'
know."

"A thief, in other words."

Chetwynd looked ponderoudly injured. "Clot, Sten, don't be so suspicious. The clot's ahard-core
freedom fighter.”

"| stand corrected. A good thief."

"Hewas out last night. Around the 23Y XL areaof the port. Y' know, that's where most of the bonded
warehouses are. He was looking for good intelligence and—" Chetwynd chuckled and drank.
"—anything e se that wasnt riveted down.

"Came on this warehouse. Security up the yahoo. Which was interestin’. He got up on the rooftop and
snaked in. All of asudden couple Tahn plainclothes come out from behind avent. Damn near popped
him.

"He come off that roof and said the place was crawlin' with rozzers. Funny—he said he knew a couple of
‘em. Cl, they was.

"Dunno what'sin that warehouse. But thought you might want to be tipped the wink."

Chetwynd waited. Sten dug out awad of credits and passed them across. They were not given with any
pretense on either side that they were intended for Chetwynd's organization. Maybe Chetwynd's tier
ranger, if he wasindeed alongtime cheena, might seealittle of it. But probably not.

Kilgour swept the warehouse with apalm-size set of available-light binocs and hissed through histeeth.
"Thae tub's wae bein't conservative. Thag's more screws around yon warehouse thae a Campbell hae
flees"

There were other interesting things happening. A ship had landed about half akilometer beyond the
warehouse. Sten IDd it as being a standard armed transport—but with very non-standard security
around it. The ship sat on an absolutely bare stretch of tarmac. There were three, no, four rings of guards
around it, uniformed soldiery, each bashing his beat in amilitary manner. Between the rings, searchlights
mounted on portable towers on the field's edges swept the darkness.



"The ship'sbein't loaded," Kilgour whispered. "An' by abraw crew ae stevedores.”
He passed the binocs to Sten, who looked and nodded.
"Theonly civilian thing about themisthey ain't in Sep.”

Fascinating. Not only did the warehouse obvioudy hold something enormoudy va uable—which madeit
enormoudy interesting for Imperid Intelligence—it was being loaded by soldiersin the dead of night.
Sten rather wanted to pry open one or another of those unmarked crates. They were being |oaded very
carefully, he noted, asif they contained ddlicate merchandise.

Kilgour, mumbling, had atiny multifunction computer dug out of his boot and was tapping keysand
garing intently at the ship. Sten concentrated on the warehouse and put his Mantis joint-casing skillsto
work.

Can we sneak in? Not unless somebody happens to come up with an invishility suit. Canwego in over
the roof? We've got to be sneakier than Chetwynd's boyo. Unlikely. Under? No time to play caver—at
the rate they're moving, the ship will be loaded by dawn. What about a smple walk-up? Pretending to be
some kind of warehouse ingpector? A superior officer? Negative on both. Not that we can't get out if
we're blown—>but | have thisfegling I'm not going to want anybody to know we were here. Join the
loading party? Nope. Ten-man teams. Even the Tahn noncoms would notice if there were more
Spear-carriers than the number of fingers on each hand.

"Ahthink w' kin doit, boss," Kilgour brokein. "Ah've been runnin't atimer on thae guards. There are
lapses. An' thae searchlights dinnae cross-sweep like thae should.”

Sten ared at the completely bare expanse between the building they crouched next to and the ship and
gulped in acowardly manner. " Choreograph it, Mr. Kilgour."

Fveminutes|aer:

"On thee count. .. be following man twinkli't toes... three... two... now!"

And the two black-clad men trotted out toward the ship.

"Sixteen... seventeen... down, boss! One, two, three, four, five... up. Twenty paces... down!"
They became part of the tarmac as the searchlight beam passed very close to them.

"Eleven, twelve, now! Three, four, five... sx and freezel"

The only music they "danced" to asthey crossed the field was their own hoarse breathing.

"The skid, boss. Straight for it an' look like ashock absorber. Two, one, on th' way, lad!"

Sten flattened himsdf next to the huge, grease-stained landing skid, wondering if he actualy did look like
an oleo strut.

"Na" Alex growled in hisear, "if Ah'm right, well be doublin't up thae gangplank shortly. Y' ken thae
ramp watch is posted behin' an' under thae ramp. Lookit like he nae like thae glare when the beams hit
him. So be goin't up softly, wee Sten. W' dinnae want thae thunder ae y' hooves dertin' him.”

"And if therésawatch insde the ship?"

"Well say we're solicitin' frae the home f'r wayward banshee bairns an' scoot wi' asmile. Three... two...



hitit!"
Running on tiptoe up aramp—even acleated ramp—was interesting. Pointe, uphill, was sraining.
They made it through the port. Kilgour was lucky—there was no interior boarding watch posted.

Sten extended his hands, pam up. Well ? Kilgour shrugged, then spotted an order board and grabbed it.
Assuming aworried expression, he waved them forward into the heart of the ship.

Actually, it was more of a private joke—nobody ever interfered with aman who looked upset and was
carrying aclipboard—than a practica disguise. Both of them knew full well that no sailor worthy of his
hangover would board until three blasts after the fina call. The passageways were deserted. There was
clattering from what probably was a gdley and some drunken snores from a berthing compartment, but
nothing dse.

Sten noted that the ship was very, very clean—freshly re-finished. Either it was run by abully captain, or
high-level passengers were expected.

They found the hatchway's leading down to the hold and did down the [adders. The hold was alittle over
haf-full. The loadmaster and his assistants were bellowing ingtructions to the laden soldiers asto what
went where and why the clot was doing it wrong.

Sten and Kilgour found apile of not yet secured crates near the forward area of the hold, and Sten
deployed apry bar quietly.

Thefirs crate held dinnerware—expensve dinnerware with the Tahn Council crest embossed onit. Sten
thoughtfully opened more crates.

The sixth was the tip-off. It contained ceremonial robes made of amaterial that no Tahn would have seen
for yearsand years. And each robe's left breast areawas embroidered in gold and silver with asmall
three-headed dragon. Kilgour's eyes widened, and he applauded silently.

The crate'stop was replaced, and Sten and Alex went back the way they came, dancing a pas de deux
past the searchlights and guards.

Neither of them needed a short course in heraddry to know what that triple-headed dragon was. The
natives of Cormarthen weretoo well known for carrying that emblem wherever their intransigence led
them and for putting that emblem on everything, including, some theorized, their toilet paper.

So, as Sten had predicted, Fehrle was not going anywhere near Arbroath or the other supposed systems.
But he—or some other muckety on the council—was making agrand tour. And Sten thought the
Emperor might be vagudly interested in knowing what Fehrle's real itinerary appeared to be.

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
The eternd emperor was interested.

Hejust was not quite sure what to do about having the facts on Lord Fehrles wanderings. Actualy, he
corrected himsdlf, he knew quite well what to do about it. The problem was how to do it.

Damn, but he missed Mahoney. If the flaky Mick were still head of his Intelligence—Mercury
Corps—the Emperor would merely have had to hint heavily. But his current intelligence chief happened
to be atolerably straightforward man.



Which meant too moral to be agood spy. Clot, he swore. Why'd | promote Mahoney?

The Eternal Emperor's fingers were on the decanter of stregg. They hesitated, then went to the
concoction he caled Scotch. He needed a bit of brainpower, not blind ingtinct.

Icing afelow ruler was acceptable only in fiction—historicd fiction. And even then it had better be hand
to hand, the Emperor thought glumly. If Hank Doo had personally clunked Beckett with the nearest mace
ingtead of sniveling about thingsto his clotpole court, he might have gotten a better press.

It was not that any politician found assassination morally abhorrent. But it made them nervousto think
that the fellow acrossthe negotiating table might actudly take things persondly. Killing millions of citizens
was one thing—but wasting one of his own class? The boss class? Shameful, indeed.

After thought, the Emperor put the operation in motion. It never had aname nor any permanent fiche,
even inthemos classfied filesof thewar.

The Emperor requested the specifications, to include the signature in al ranges from visua to output
drive, of the most current Tahn battleships. Since Fehrle's profile showed that he liked to travel in style,
he would use the newest, most modern class avallable—regardless of whether that ship would be better
deployed in combat instead of being used for transportation.

Intelligence showed that the Tahn were building three new superbattleships. One was—?2—in
commission, one wasin shakedown, and the third was nearing completion.

Mercury Corps technicians were given ingructions to prepare a detonator that would explode the charge
only when the active signature of that particular class of ship waswithin range. They had only daysto
build that detonator—L ord Fehrl€e's tour was dmost ready to begin.

There was no problem. The techni cians were—sdal f-described—s0 used to doing the impossible with the
improbable under circumstances that were preposterous that they felt capable of doing everything with
nothing.

Explosive charges were prepared. Sixteen of them. The requirement was to provide a cased,
nondeteriorating, small amount of explosive with the given classfied detonator, capable of destroying a
large object, such as a Tahn battleship, when it came within close range.

Sixteen was hot an arbitrary choice. Cormarthen's capita port had sixteen pilot ships.
Mantis operatives were given those sixteen charges and inserted on Cormarthen.

All the pilot boats were booby-trapped, and the Mantis people withdrew without contact. They would
have felt shamed if anything el se had happened. They expressed no curiosity asto what wasin the casing
or what it was supposed to do and to whom at what date. They would find out—if the operation
worked—in the privacy of their own bars or barracks. Very conceivably not until after the war ended.

The entire amount of "paperwork” on the operation against the ruler of the Tahn occupied onefiche. That
fiche was hand ddlivered to the Eterna Emperor and destroyed. He then sent his Mercury computer
experts back through the system, ensuring that there were no backup, ghost, or FY'| copies of thefiche.

Satisfied, he poured himself astregg and waited.

Lord Fehrle's battleship, the Conemaugh, cut AM2 drive power and, under Y ukawadrive, closed on



Cormarthen. The ship'scommander felt proud that his navigators had been able to pinpoint within 0.10
AU. Six shipswere reported coming out-atmosphere: the pilot boat and appropriate escorts.

The commander so notified Lord Fehrle, who wasin his cabin making find adjustments on one of the
dragon-breasted robes he would wear.

While Fehrle's saff diplomats were on the com with the escort ships, the pilot craft closed to aforward
lock without ceremony. On contact, the bomb went off.

Mercury demolition experts had planned for the blast to remove the entire nose section of the Tahn
battleship. But because the Conemaugh was new, itsfire-control circuits were still under test. Backup
systems were not what they should have been. And so the blast ravened through the hull and then down
into the drive system.

The AM2 fud detonated.

The Conemaugh no longer existed—nor did the pilot boat, two of the gpproaching Cormarthen ships,
and six of the Tahn warships escorting Lord Fehrle.

The Emperor, as he had promised some years earlier, was getting very persona about things.

BOOK FOUR
ZANSHIN

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

It was the Rangers versus the Blues in what every sports commentator in the Empire agreed wasthe
gravball match of the decade. One hundred thousand beings were packed defecating organ to elbow in
Lovett Arenato seeif the homeplanet Rangers would revenge themselves on the dreaded Blues, who
had whipped the Rangers for the gravball championship three E-yearsin arow. Despite the war, billions
upon billions more—including, it was said, the Eternd Emperor himsalf—were watching the match on
their homelivie screens.

So far, the game had lived up to expectations. At the bottom of the fifth and fina period, the score was
fifty-three dl after a series of seesaw duelsthat had marked the four hours of play. In the last period,
Naismith, the big red-uniformed Ranger center, had fought hisway four times through and around the
Blues heavy-gravity hotspots until he was within scoring distance. And each time the Blues had rallied,
blocking the light-gravity lanes and driving the Rangers back onto their own territory. The game had been
so fiercely contested that every hotspot on either side had been racked up to afull pendty three gees.

Rabbgj, the Blues center, took the ball. Forwards veed out from him, hunting for aweaknessin the
Rangers defense. Blue guards took up position near the light-grav lanesin their own territory. Then it
was Rabbg! Shooting past his own forwards, feinting left at a hotspot, then driving through aholein the
line. Then hewasin the clear. An undefended light-grav lane just ahead! And beyond that, the tantalizing
gplash of red that marked the Rangers god line! The home crowd groaned. They werelooking into the
maw of afourth humiliating defeat. A heartbeat, and Rabbg wasinto the light-grav lane and jumping...
jumping.... jumping—

Tanz Sullamora palmed the switch that chopped the sound and blacked out the big windows that
overlooked the playing field. He shook an angry finger a his colleagues on the privy council.

"I'm the onetaking al therisks," he said, hisvoice shaking in fury. "Weall vote VVolmer hasto go. Fine.



But then I'm the one who hasto do it. We al agree on the plan. Wonderful. Except once again, it'sgood
old Tanz who sticks his neck out with Chapelle.”

"Weredl behind you, my friend," Mdperin murmured. "I don't seewhat the problemis. If you fal, we dl
fal. We agreed on that, didn't we?'

"Sure," one of the Kraatwins soothed. "Me'n' my sister been with you from the sart, Tanz. All theway
inor not a al isour motto."

Sullamora snorted at this. There were few bus nessbeings who were more notorious than the Kraas when
it came to backstabbing. He looked over at Kyesfor support, but the silvery eminence did not seem to
be paying attention. Instead, he waslalling in one of the huge, ornate overstuffed armchairs, staring at the
blank window asif hewere still watching the in-progress gravbal match. Sullamoradumped downin
frustration and choked back afat drink. The other members of the council were slent, staring around the
owner's suite in pretended curiosity at the baroque-upon-baroque setting.

One of Lovett's more eccentric ancestors had built the enormous al-weather arena. It had no equa on
Prime World. It could be converted within afew daysto play host to any event from agricultura fairsto
high-speed boat races. The seating was designed so that even the poorest fan could see the action. And
looming over dl of it was the imposing dome that was the owner's suite. Several hundred "close friends'
could easily be entertained in that suite, dthough the multitude of garish paintings, stuffed anima heads,
rickety statuary, and oddly formed furniture tended to make even two people fed claustrophobic. It
produced the kind of atmaosphere that would bring out the violence in even the most committed pacifist.

Perhaps that was what was making Sullamora behave so out of character, allowing his anger to be seen
by his peers. Or maybe it was because he was suddenly fedling very vulnerable. The way things stood, if
the plan failed, only Sullamorawould take the blame. The others were clean. Nothing could be traced to
them. Adding to the pressure was that this was most certainly the last time the memberswould be gble to
meet out of public view without arousing suspicion. The match between the Rangers and the Blues was
likely to bether last excuse.

It was Kyes who findly broke the silence. He went right for the bottom line. "What do you require of us,
Tanz?'

Sullamora acknowledged him with anod and fished six cards out of his pocket. He skimmed them across
thetable like adealer, one for each being at the table and one for himself. The cards were made of
indestructible plas. Kyeswasthefird to dide his card into the viewing dot in front of him. A small port
opened in front of him, and words it up on atiny screen. The others did the same with their cards.

WE, THE MEMBERS OF THE PRIVY COUNCIL, AFTER DUE CONSIDERATION, HAVE
COME TO THE RELUCTANT CONCLUSION THAT THE ETERNAL EMPEROR HAS
BECOME INCREASINGLY AND DANGEROUSLY UNSTABLE. THEREFORE, WE HAVE
DETERMINED TO TAKE THE FOLLOWING ACTIONS...

It wasthe preambleto nation. And at the bottom were six placesfor the signature prints of each
being at the table. Once the marks were made, there would be no turning back. And each conspirator
would be equaly culpable.

There was along moment. Once again it was Kyes who went first. He smiled and made his mark. One



by one the others did the same.
Chapelle would be activated.

Out on the playing field, the home crowd happily rioted. The defeated Blue team was retreating behind a
phaanx of armored cops. Naismith was being hoisted on histeammates shoulders. And the celebrating
fans poured out of the stadium for aglorious night of rapine, looting, drinking, and generd head busting.

Honor had been restored.

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

"Got aquestion. Sir," Fleet Marshal Mahoney growled. "And arequest. Sir."

"GA," the Eternd Emperor said.

"Hrst. What'sthe official Imperid policy on torture?”

"Bad thing. Don't get caught doing it.”

Mahoney nodded. "Y oumind if | brainburn this clot alittle bit? Slow? Promise not to get caught doing it."
"Tsk. And she appearsto have such abright future.”

"Future," Mahoney snarled. "Ligento thisdrakh."

He read aoud from the news dispatch on the video display. "'Suddenly the smile vanished, and | was
reminded that this man isthe Empiresfiercest fighter, aleader who sends millions of men and thousands
of shipsinto battle, astrategist whose very presence in asector has caused the Tahn to surrender in
droves!’

"Droves," Mahoney said. "I got more POW interrogators than | do POWS."
"Yeah," the Emperor agreed. "'l would've said hordes. Better word."

Mahoney went on. " 'Now were preparing for the grand offensive,’ " Fleet Marshd Mahoney saidina
gedy voice. " 'Agains the Fringe Worlds. | got thrown the hell out of there and didn't likeit. | promised
that one day | would return.

" 'Now we're going back.

" 'We have the Tahn reding in dl sectors. This should be the death blow. It will be along and ahard
sruggle. But thiswill put uswithin sight of theend.'

"Drakh, drakh, drakh, charming wife, Spartan but well-chosen quarters, idolized by aides, men hold him
in awe, dedicated to the welfare of his grunts. Drakh.

"The hack that wrote that deservestorture.”
"Por que?' the Emperor asked.

Mahoney started to snap, then caught himsdlf. Okay. The Emperor's getting cute. Getting up, he went to
the sdeboard and reached for the Scotch. He changed his mind in midreach and poured a blast of stregg.

"Okay, boss" he said, reseating himself. "I'm the straight man. Y ou aren't upset that thiswriter seemsto
have bashed security in talking about where we're gonna strike next.



"And thisisthefirg time I've heard about this generd offensive. Ignorethat. Let's get into the small stuff.
Like | never met thishack in my life. And whered that charming wife come from?”

Mahoney cogitated—then swore. "Boss, you're not redly gonnado thisto me, are you?'

"Suream," the Emperor said. "We need ared hero-type genera, and your name came out of the hopper.
By the way, you think that story's bad, you ought to see what the real credit-dreadfuls are doing. How
about the fact that you're ared fighting leader—you till carry a hand weapon everywhere. And the story
about when you were ayoung lieutenant in charge of some outpost somewhere and the ration ship was
delayed and for six months you fed your troops out of your own pocket? Red admirable. Especidly
congdering you came from a poor but honest family.”

Mahoney's father and grandfather before him had first been fairly high ranking officers and then made
comfortable second and third careersin civilian megacorporations.

"l say agan my last. Why?"

"Maybethetwinklein your Irish eyes," the Emperor suggested. " Or maybe because I've got the Tahnina
reective Stuation and am grinding it in.

"By the way. That wasn't abreach of security. We—or rather you—are going againgt the Fringe Worlds.
With every ship and troopie | can strip out of other sectors. And | want the Tahn to know about it.

"Their prestige isn't doing too good these days, what with Lord Fehrle happening to have gotten dead
and their legions getting obliterated.

"The Tahn believein symbols. I'm giving them one.

"Every clottin' ‘cast that goes out is talking about how important those clottin' Fringe Worlds are to the
Empire and to me persondly. Thereis no way those imbeciles aren't going to take the bait.”

The Emperor, having made one of hislonger private statements, found it necessary to have adrink or
two.

"So I'm part of the symbol 7"

"Yep. Youll notice, if you do any reading besides Op orders, that | went and stole colorful bitsfrom at
least three old-time generds. And the hypeis going to get worse.

"Y ou see, Mahoney, we're going to win. Soon.

"Which brings up the question of what we're going to do with al these clottin’ Tahn worlds. Rykor had a
suggestion. Seems there's some types who respect the clot out of somebody who beats hell out of them.”

Mahoney shook his head. "Don't understand that, Sir. My dad aways said the only people who fight and
make up are tinkers and Englishmen. Whatever they are.”

"Yeah. That'sthe way I've dways operated, too,” the Emperor agreed. "But we aren't Tahn.

"So you're going out to the Fringe Worlds. The Tahn are going to throw everything at you they can, and
you're going to be my little Imperia meset grinder.

"Couple of sde notesthat might help you. Well use Naha as aforward strike base into the Tahn worlds.
So you'll be able to access agood left hook if you need it.



"Anather thing. Seemstherésthisterrible congpiracy going onin the Tahn worlds."
Mahoney looked interested, if disbdieving.

"Said congpiracy is composed of awhole cluster of Tahn officers who maybe have been recorded as not
being happy with the way the war's not being run.

"We can thank our friend Sten for discovering al these quote traitors endquote.”
Both men grinned—unpleasantly.

"He built me a conspiracy and sent it forward. Now, some of my—ypardon, the Tahn's—mogt trusted
agents are leaking that conspiracy back. Category Oneintelligence and all that.

"Where were we?

"Oh, yeah. Y ou'vejust finished daughtering every Tahn that shows up in the Fringe Worldswith achip
on her shoulder. So next, when we make the find assault into the Tahn worlds themsdlves, you'll bein
charge.

"Don't plan on any long vacations after the war's over, ether. Because I'm going to put you in as—hell,
maybe I'll cal it governor-generad—for their whole stinkin' ex-empire. At which point you'll have ten
years or so trying to teach the Tahn how to pretend they're human.”

Mahoney meditated. Findly, he laughed. "Great stew, boss. Now al we have to do is catch the rabbit.”

"Exactly," the Emperor agreed. "Do me afavor, lan. Don't get your butt whipped out there in the Fringe
Worlds. | don't want to have to start planning from day one dl over.”

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

The members of the Tahn High Council gloomed their way to order. The elder secretary drowned
through thefinal draft of Lord Fehrles officid obituary. When hefinished, thefirst order of business
would be the vote for approval and then scheduling it for broadcast.

The second order of business would be the vote for Fehrle's successor. What would happen next was
anybody's guess.

Theking isdead, Pastour thought sourly. Long live theking.

Helooked at thetight, guarded faces of histwenty-six colleagues. They were al holding their cards
nipple-closeto their chests. But Pastour aready knew the outcome. He had counted the votes.
Wichman's faction of nine was backing Atago. No surprise there. Wichman wasin love with the
trappings of war. And even among the military-minded Tahn, no single being shone more asa soldier
than the Lady Atago.

The second faction—of equal size—favored atroika composed of various candidates but with Atago,
Wichman, and Pastour mentioned most often. That |eft Pastour and his faction: another nine votes, nine
swing votesto be played any way he chose. But there was no question in Pastour's mind on how to play
the hand. All he had to do was wait through the endless droning of the late Lord Fehrl€'s
accomplishments.

Sten had visited him again in his garden afew nights after Fehrl€'s death. Pastour did not know how he
had gotten in—Sten had not used the drain again. The clot just seemed to appear out of the shadows of



one of Pastour's most prized trees. As soon as he had spotted him, Pastour's Tahn emotions had jumped
like acrown fire from frightened surprise to pure hating anger over Fehrle's nation.

"Don't be stupid, Colond," Sten had warned him. "The last thing your people need right now isastupid
man for aleader. A dead stupid man.”

Pastour had pulled himsalf back. "What do you want thistime?'

Sten had relaxed then. He had tucked his wegpon away and hoisted himself up on hisperch. It wasa
casud action, but Pastour redlized that it was carefully caculated to eiminate any hint of threet from his

body language.
"First of dl, | heard about the changes at Koldyeze. | wanted to thank you for that.”

Pastour shrugged. " There's nothing to thank me for. Nothing you said influenced me. It wasthelogica
course.”

"If that's how you want to think abouit it, Colond, fine. We were just worried about some friends.
Doesn't matter how they were taken care of. Just aslong asit was done.

"Although | did notice some refinements from our discussion. A lot of new faces. Important new faces. |
assume you're planning to use them asahole card. If so, I've got to warn you. It won't work."

Pastour could not help showing his curiogity. "Areyou tdling methat if we held agun to their heads, we
couldn't win some concessions from your Emperor?

"It'1l just make him hit you harder,” Sten said. "Bdlieve me. | speak from long and very persond
experience. The only thing you get out of the Emperor if you thresten himisalot of bloody stumps.”

Pastour understood. That was aso the way of the Tahn. Perhaps that was where they had gone wrong
years before. The public image of the Emperor was kindly, concerned, that of avigorous and handsome
young uncle with wisdom well beyond hisvisible age. But that was obvioudy afadsehood. Perhgpsthe
Emperor was more Tahnlike than the Tahn themsdlves.

Pastour wondered how bloody the Emperor's vengeance would beif the prisoners—especidly the
important prisoners—of Koldyeze came to harm. Pastour shuddered for his people. He knew what he
would do if hewere in the Emperor's place.

He pulled himsdf back. Sten was studying him asif he were seeing Pastour's thoughts form and dissolve
and re-form.

"Koldyezeisnot why you're here," Pastour said flatly.
"No. That'sonly part of it."

Sten did off his perch and started pacing up and down the aide, casudly peering a the plantsin their
hydroponic trays. "The Emperor is concerned about what's going to happen to you people next. Now
that Fehrleis dead. Who's going to take over? Who will he have to ded with?"

"l imagine he would be," Pastour said, not bothering to hide his sarcasm. "I suppose he thinkswe're just
going to roll over and play dead. Likethose old livies. Thewarrior chieftain iskilled. Thetribelosesits
heart to fight. Another war won and over."

"If you think that," Sten said, "then you redly don't know my boss. | imaginewhat'sredly on hismind is



how many more of you hell haveto kill before you peoplefindly redize you've log.
"Y ou do know you've logt, don't you?"

The question caught Pastour by surprises—mainly because he had been dodging it in his own mind for
sometime. And now he had to answer it. It was asif agreat black storm cloud had been ripped open
and he was standing under its emotiona deluge. Defeat. Surrender. Humiliation. But, yes. They had logt.
It was over, but there was nothing Pastour could do to stop the insanity. He could not bring himsdlf to
speak and only nodded.

"Then al you can do now isfight for what happens after the surrender,” Sten said. "Peace with honor and
all that diplomatic double-talk. What your people need very badly isatrue leader who can dedl with the
Emperor and gtill guard the honor of the Tahn."

"And the Emperor thinks that person isme? Not achance. | haven't the votes—assuming | waswilling,
of course.”

"Assuming you were willing," Sten agreed. Both men redlized that Pastour had just stepped over theline
with that hedging phrase.

"Here's how the Emperor seesit,” Sten continued. "The only clear leader anyone can hang areputation
onisLady Atago. But she hastoo many enemies on the council to win the vote.

"Second isfor there to be some kind of patched-together leadership group of compromise candidates.
Say, Atago and one each from the mgjor factions. | imagine your name would be on any such list.”

Pastour knew it would. "And third?"

"Thereisno third," Sten said. "Only those two choices. And frankly, theway | personally seeit, nothing
ever came of group leadership. It tendsto lead to costly blunders. No oneis ever willing to take the
blame, so nothing isever done. Or you end up with politica civil war, with no onein charge.”

"| agree," Pastour said.
"Thentheonly logicd choice” Sten said, "is Lady Atago.”

Pastour could not believe what he was hearing. Sten wasright, of course, but why would the Emperor
back someone who had to be his greatest and most fervent enemy among the Tahn? Lady Atago was so
sngle-minded that... And then he got it. That wasjust the quaity—or weakness, depending on one's
point of view—the Emperor needed.

It was like isolating a cancer that then could be smply and easily removed. Atago would lead the Tahn to
fina defeat. Someone €lse would hand over the sword. And the Eternal Emperor was betting that
someone else would be Pastour.

"He must understand that | am no traitor,” Pastour ingsted, striking the bargain. ™Y ou must impress that
onhim.”

" will," Sten promised.

Then he turned away, moving toward the shadows. But just before he ducked out of sight, Sten turned
back.

"Oh, I dmost forgot. How's your hedth?"



"Excdlent,” Pastour said, wondering what the clot Sten was talking abouit.

"I wouldn't betoo sure of that," Sten said. "'If | were you, after the vote, I'd devel op something lingering
and nasty enough to warrant along, well-deserved rest. Out of theline of fire."

Pastour had till been reacting to that mysterious bit of advice when he had redlized that Sten was gone.

The elder secretary had finished reading and was calling for the first order of business. Atago and
Wichman were glaring around at the other members of the council, sure they had a bitter fight on their
hands. Pastour knew that dl the private overtures they had made had been rebuffed and that they were
resigned to arare around-the-table battle. Pastour had carefully kept his people quietly neutral. The word
was that they would vote for whoever the clear winner was. But there could be no clear winner. As soon
as Atago lost the vote, the troika proposal would carry the day.

At least that was the conventional wisdom of the bean counters. The count began on Atago's Sde of the
table. It would move through Pastour and his group, then the troikafaction. Thefirst nine "affirms’ went
swiftly. Then it wastime for Pastour'svote.

"Abgan," the dder secretary said automaticaly. "Next?'
"Excuseme,”" Pastour said. "l haven't spoken yet.”

The elder secretary peered a him, wondering what was going on.
"l don't want to abstain,” Pastour said. "1 want to vote affirmative.”

Hiswords were met by instant shock—and then excitement, as everyone realized what had just
happened. There was a babble of voices and apleafor order, and then the vote flashed the rest of the
way around the table.

In amoment it was unanimous, and Lady Atago was affirmed asthe new leader of the Tahn High
Council. Thevictory came so swiftly and so surprisingly that the gloom dropped from everyone's
shoulders. Fehrle was forgotten, and the council members were pounding each other on the shoulders
and generdly congratulating themselves for their political wisdom.

They had aleader. It wastime to face the enemy again.

"One quegtion, my lady," one member of the council brokein. "The Imperid newsreports arefilled with
stories about Imperid Fleet Marsha 1an Mahoney. He's sworn to return to the Fringe Worlds. Retake
Cavite. How do you plan to deal with him? Or isit too early to say?'

Atago roseto her full, substantia height. Leadership glowed from her like amythica aura—the stuff
heroes were made of.

"l welcome himto try," Atago said. "I've beaten him before. Badly. Infact | took Cavite and the Fringe
Worlds over hisblasted and bleeding body. And thistime I'd be glad to finish the job."

There were cheersal around, with one exception: Pastour. He poked up afinger for recognition. Atago
could not help giving him a hate-edged glance. She did not know why he had backed her, but she
expected that the price would be high. Then she caught herself, and the expression changed to agrim
amile

"Yes, Colond?'



"Why isthe Emperor putting So much importance on the Fringe Worlds? To methey no longer ssemto
be aparticularly strategic target. Arewe sureit's not just aploy? To force usto commit?

"Of courseitis" Lady Atago said. "They're making it ssem important so that any victory they win there
will appear to take on greater meaning than it in fact would have.”

"Then, if wereact," Pastour sad, "aren't wein danger of turning fiction into redlity?'

"Only if they beat us," Atago said. "And | promise you that can't happen. I've proved it once, and I'll do it
again. And well turn the Emperor's sword back on himself."

With that promise, Lady Atago double-thought her way into taking the Emperor's bait. And Pastour fully
understood the Emperor's strategy. The only thing still puzzling him was Sten's odd comment about his
hedith.

"Now for the next order of business," Lady Atago went on. "l have herealist. A very important lit. It
was stolen by our agents from Imperid files™

The council memberslooked at the printout she was holding in her hand. Shewaswaving it a them like
some kind of accusation.

"On it are seventy-two names. Tahn names. Traitors. And | ask full authority to purge them from our
midst. And that's only the start. | want to follow their trail to wherever it might lead. No matter how high
thetraitor, no matter how..."

Pastour tried an experimental first cough.
CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

The cafeteria had severd advantages, but they were not visibleto norma citizens. To them, thelarge
converted storage building stank of grease and the unwashed, and it was up aside street in avery bad
part of the port city of Soward. It looked like avery good place to get either ptomaine or ashank
inserted between the third and fourth ribs.

That was an accurate summeation.

But it did have very definite advantages: It was not automated. Insteed, it was run by living beingswho
really did not care what happened so long as the blood was mopped up afterward. Caff wasa
tenth-credit, and ak a half-credit. The alk, of course, had never seen an Imperia tax stamp.

Anyone was welcome to hang out aslong as he, she, or it wanted. A cup of caff could be nursed for half
aday, and no onewould object. It was an excellent place to make aniillega drug dedl, plan ajob, or just
hang out, as an dternative to Stting in one's gpartment, letting the four walsclosein.

To Chapelle, the cafeteriahad gtill other advantages.

He could stare for hours at the blank concrete building across the street and listen to the voices. Every
day helearned of anew iniquity and injustice caused by the Emperor.

Sullamoras operating team had removed the subaudible projectors weeks earlier. Chapelle listened to
voices of hisown making, and the stories they told were fascinating.

A few days earlier, he had redlized that he had to do something. Just what, he was not sure. The only
possibility he could think of was the cafeterias other advantage—its proximity to the Democratic



Education Center.

Any war, no matter how "just,” had opponents. Opposition ranged from true pacifism, through a quite
logical reluctance to get one's ass shot off for any reason whatsoever, and on into less savory areas.

It was a congtant battle for the Emperor to keep hisintelligence organizations somewhat under control.
Someone who merdly thought—or even said—that the Eternal Emperor was full of drakh was not a
danger to society, the Emperor had to remind his Cl types.

It was anicetheory. At present, however, it was not widely practiced. Freedom of speech, like many
other civil liberties, was not encouraged at that time. There were many thousand dissenters, who had
merely mildly suggested that the Eternal Emperor did not have dl the answers, and were spending the
war in internment centers.

The Democratic Education Center was something e se entirely. Its philosophy was very smple: that the
Empire had overreacted to the Tahn and that more peaceful means could have been used. Before the
war the center had |obbied for Imperia funding to establish other centers within the Tahn Empire. The
good people of the society believed that truth would win out—once a Tahn, no matter what his class,
was shown that his society was inhumane, that society would be changed. Fortunately, funding was not
granted, and none of the theorists ended up as missionary stew.

The Tahn being what they were, they had loudly welcomed the existence of the Democratic Education
Centersaslong asthey were al located on Imperia worlds. And they had promptly used the
organization asafront.

All the active agents had been rounded up at that point, of course. But the center continued to exist—at
the Emperor's teeth-gritted acceptance. The organization provided an excellent means of locating future
dissdents and was riddled with Imperia Intelligence operatives. Imperid Inteligence did not redize that if
it were not for their own agents, the center would have gone bankrupt years earlier. Even afront
organization required regular dues paying, and very few of the center's members were considered
politicaly employable a anything above the janitorid leve.

Chapdle had known of the center for some time. How he had learned abouit it, he was not sure. The
information, of course, had been planted in an early subaudible broadcast.

Not that Sullamoraactualy wanted Chapelle to join the organization. But once the man had reached that
decigon, the fourth stage of his education could begin.

The problem was that Chapelle appeared to be somewnhat brighter than Sullamoras profile would have
suggested. Even though Chapelle was anéif, he had somehow thought that the evil Emperor's agents
might have penetrated the center. Hiswalking through that door, Chapelle knew, would be his death. The
Emperor would use that as an excuse to grab and torture Chapelle and then put him into aletha

chamber, just as the voices had told him had happened to millions of others.

But there appeared to be no dternative, Chapelle brooded.

Redlizing were was somebody standing beside histable, Chapelle brought himsalf back and cowered.
Not that he had ever been threstened in the cafeteria—the other patrons realized that it was very unlikely
that Chapelle had anything worth stedling. Plus there was a certain sheen in his eye that suggested that
even pushing the man around for sport could produce unpleasant ramifications.

The man did not belong in this dive, Chapelle thought; in fact, he belonged even less than Chapelle did.
Hewas older. Gray-haired. Soberly and expensively dressed. Chapelle wondered why the man had not



been ingtantly jackrolled, then eyed the bulging muscles and the barely visible scar on the man's neck.
No. The man was not an easy target.

The man looked sternly a Chapelle. "Y ou don't belong here" he said flatly.
Chapd le sammered—and the man suddenly smiled.

"| don', either. But | seem to have aproblem.”

Somehow, unasked, he was sitting across from Chapelle.

"My problemisthat I'm lost.” He laughed—arich bass laugh that showed aman who had learned the
vagaries of theworld and gppreciated them. "I thought that just because | till had that built-in compass|
could find my way around acity. Wrong again, Colonel Generd Suvorov.”

Chapelle gaped. "Y ou're a general ?'

"Forty years. Pioneer Development Corps. Retired. Guessit's a courtesy title now. At least the clottin’
Empire hasn't figured out away to take that away from me, too. Or at least not yet.

"At any rate, I'm new here on Prime World. Thought | knew my way around. Got lost. Looked for
somebody who might be ableto help. Everybody | saw |ooked like the only help they'd give meisinto a
dark dley.

"Except you."
Chapelle was embarrassed.

"I'd be grateful," the man who caled himsdf Suvorov said, "if | could get a guide back to the nearest
pneumostation and out of thisdum.”

Chapelewas only too grateful to volunteer.

At the station Suvorov checked the schedule and muttered. "Typicd. Very typical." He elaborated—the
first pneumosubway run out to where he had rented quarters was an hour away. "Tak about your
bureaucracies. Makes sense not to schedule runs out to where people who can pay live. But not when
you've blocked dl the gravcabs out of business.

"Wartime contingencies.

"You know, Sr. Chapelle, and | probably shouldn't be saying thisto astranger, but thisis sure agood
example of theway the Emperor thinks."

Chapelle nodded eagerly.

"Although," Suvorov went on, "you'd have to have been out on some of the Pioneer Sectors to see what
it'sredly like. Out where there aren't any laws. Except the kind one person makes.

"And out there, you better not talk too loudly about things like thét.

"Guess | waslucky. All that happened to mewas | got requested to resign. And then the agrofarm I'd
built up got requisitioned by the Imperid Quartermaster Corps.

"Why I'm here on Prime. Hoping I'd be able to get my toady rep to do something. Should've known
better. He's been bought and sold so many times, he ought to have his soul infor arebuild.



"Sorry. Man doesn't respect somebody whining.”

During the wait, it was very natura for Suvorov to buy Chapelleamed at avery expensve
restaurant—and express amazement when he found out that Chapelle was an ex-landing controller.

"Did alot of things. Have to, when you're out on the frontiers. But | could never handle dl the things you
people have to keep in your mind." He paused. "Not prying... but what the hell are you doing stuck
down therein that dum? Y ou don't have to answer."

Chapdledid, of course.

Suvorov was aghast. "Guess you fed sorry for yoursdlf for not having shoestill you run across the man
with prosthetics” hesaid. "Y ou redlly got the shaft.”

He ordered a second bottle of wine.
Chapelle, being a near-teetotaer even when he had credits, got alittle drunk. And so did Suvorov.

"Y ou know, Chapelle," he said over dessert. "Onething I'm sorry | never had was ason. Nothing left
behind once I'm gone.

"Clotting Emperor—sorry for the language—is going to make sure of that.”
They had brandies, and he called for the bill.

Outside the restaurant, Suvorov looked at Chapelle and apologized. He had gotten his guide and new
friend drunk. It sure as hell would not be safe for the young man to go down those mean Streetsin his
condition.

Chapelle should come stay with him. Hell, that clotting mansion he was leasing had room for awhole
recon force.

Chapelle, somach and mind full, found it easy to agree.

He also found it easy to agree the next day when Suvorov suggested that Chapelle might consider staying
on. "Guess we both know | need a guide around this clotting planet. Besides, you're easy to talk to, son.

"I redly like what you've been telling me about the Emperor. Learning alot, | am.”

Six weeks later Suvorov presented Chapelle with awilly-gun—and showed him the previoudy seded
shooting gdlery below the mangion.

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Lady Atago's headquarters’home was as Spartan and single-purpose as her mind. The furnishingswere
sparse and deliberately uncomfortable. It was not a place for lounging but for quick decison making.
Aides camewith their reports, sat on hard nervous edges for her decision or comments, and then were
quickly gone, to be replaced by others.

The only thing on her desk wasasmall, framed fading fax print of the Eternal Emperor. She kept it there
to focus herself congtantly on her enemy. Atago would have been mildly surprised to learn that her
opponent had done something similar; her picture had recently gone up in place of Lord Fehrle€sin the
Eternal Emperor'soffice.

On the far black-glass wall was a congtantly changing map of the disputed areas. The Imperia positions



werein red, the Tahn in green. The green areas had been swiftly dwindling of late, pinching in from the
sdes, with ared spearhead driving toward the Fringe Worlds. Even Erebus, that distant system Lady
Atago had single-handedly turned into one of the great war factories of history, wasfirmly in Imperia
control.

In any age Lady Atago would have been considered amilitary genius. And since Fehrle's death she had
been poring over the battle map, desperately searching for an unexpected blow that would reverse the
tide.

Although she had never heard of the man, Atago would have known and approved of Napoleon's
decison to land 35,000 troopsin Egypt, seemingly far from the main contest. And she would have been
dismayed at hisfailed attemptsto flank Britain in Ireland. The reasoning was sound; it was only the
gpplication that had gone wrong. And, as happened to many great generds, it wasthe detailsthat were
overwhelming her. The only thing that was clear to her was that whatever the target, she had to set the
stage first. She needed avictory, and she needed it badly.

The only place she could see such avictory coming wasin the Fringe Worlds. The most frustrating thing
about that was that she had to wait for the Emperor to play the card before she could attempt to trump
him. And Lady Atago wastoo much of a Tahn to be good at playing awaiting game.

Adding to that frusiration was the constant barking of her aides, caling her atention to this, bemoaning
that, and continualy demanding that she concentrate on the bottom line. Early that morning, for example,
her financial advisers had descended, warning her of the empty treasury and waving demands for
paymentsfrom aliesand neutrasdike.

"Tdl them towait," she had said angrily. "1 haven't heard of any Imperia bankers dunning the Emperor.
And thiswar hasto be costing him five or Sx timeswhat it's costing us."

"That's different," one adviser had said. "The Emperor has afinancia history. We don't. Besides, he's
fighting on borrowed funds at three percent interest. Were fighting at upwards of fifty percent.”

Lady Atago did not know whether to scream for the adviser'sinstant execution or to cry, athough crying
was something no Tahn did easly. It wounded her soldier's soul theat this conflict could boil down to
something so filthy as money. But the advisers assured her that al wasnot logt.

After the Fringe Worlds battle—assuming victory—they would be able to bargain for much better terms,
and the money tap would be turned on again. But for the time being, the only thing she could do was
order the saizure, stripping, and selling of everything of value.

Her advisersdid not dare tdll her that there was dmost nothing left. Even the plasinner wallsand
insulation in the meanest of Tahn dwellings had dready been carried away by the tax collectors and sold
for scrap.

And s0, blocked from action at every corner, Lady Atago turned inward. If she could not yet fight, she
would put the Tahn house in order. At the top of her agendawas the leaked list of seventy-two traitors.
She attacked the problem with cold glee. The Tahn military police were dready sweeping them up.

Along with the seventy-two they were arresting anyone connected with those foul beings. Not only that,
but more and more names were surfacing daily. Lady Atago redized that some of the victims were
innocent—their names appeared merely because they had made the wrong enemies. But that was afact
shewaswilling to live with. Besides, she had alist of those who were providing the names. Shewas
dready ordering police visitsto those homes. Filling thejalls and military tribunalswith suspects was
providing an outlet for her frustrations. It was anew and different kind of body count, and she pursued it



withrdish.

And o it was aflushed and glowing Lady Atago who ushered Wichman into her office. If only thelivies
could capture this, he had thought as she greeted him. She was beautiful and sensuous and
deadly—every millimeter of her tall, flowing form was that of agreat Tahn hero. To see her, to be near
her, wasto redize that the current difficulties were momentary, that victory must eventudly fdl to the
righteous.

The purpose of Lord Wichman'svisit wasto aid Atago in ferreting out wrong-thinkers. He came armed
with Lo Prek's steadily mounting evidence of crimindity and corruption on Hesth.

Lo Prek had examined thousands of police and intelligence log entries and had sifted out evidence that
Heath wasin the grip of awave of crime and dissidence. Moreover, he had tracked many of the crimes
that appeared to be minor hooliganisms back to the bureaucracies and officids responsible. That many of
the tarnished were in fact blameless did not matter, because Lo Prek had uncovered a pattern that led to
the flawless conclusion that an Imperia conspiracy was behind the crime wave.

Lo Prek was correct in every detail, including the fact that Sten was not only behind that conspiracy but
directing it. That wasthe only point that Wichman disbeieved and for the moment withheld from Lady
Atago. When Lo Prek had haltingly spelled out hisfindings, Wichman had only buried asmile at the
man's obsession.

If the carrot of the mythical Sten produced such results, Wichman would only encourage him. Just
because Lo Prek wasinsane, it did not necessarily follow that he was stupid.

AsLady Atago leafed through the printout with growing enthusiasm, Wichman congratulated himsdlf on
hisforesight in roping Lo Prek into his organization.

"Thisisexactly what we need, my lord," Atago said. "I admire your dedication. If only afew others... |
must confess, some of the members of the High Council are disgppointing me.

"They only do what is absolutely necessary. They take nothing upon themsalves. No extra effort.
Sometimes | wonder if they expect meto fight thiswhole thing done.”

Wichman preened but quickly made hafhearted noises of support for his colleagues. Lady Atago waved
him down.

"Take Pastour, for example," she said. "He's practically gone into retirement. | know he'sill, but...Oh,
well. | suppose we should be grateful for his support. And at least he's continuing hiswork at Koldyeze.
An amazingly successful program. Persondly, | never held out much for it. Expecting
prisoners—cowards and mal contents all—to perform that well. In fact, according to the latest data, dl
previous performance records have been broken.”

The data she was referring to had al come from Sten and Virunga's Golden Worm. Mickied figureswere
hiding what wasin redity adisma performance that had only worsened as the Tahn shipped captured
dignitariesto Koldyeze.

The thought of Koldyeze darkened Wichman's mood. It did not hel p that the people he had placed there
grudgingly supported the datathat so impressed Lady Atago. Still, hefirmly believed that if hewerein
control at Koldyeze, he would be ableto find far better usesfor the prisoners. Especidly now that it
housed the best and the brightest of the Imperia prisoners. Sometimes he was awakened by dreams of
what he would do to them. He never remembered the details of the dreams, only that they were
pleasurable.



Lady Atago brought him back to his good mood and the business at hand. "1 wonder if | could impose
mysdf onyou, my lord?'

Wichman made sdlf-deprecating sounds. Atago ignored him. She tapped the report compiled by Lo
Prek.

"I would like you to assume command of this program,” she said. "I've not been pleased with the results
of the sweeps so far. So many seem to be dipping through the net.

"I have been finding mysdlf distrugting the officids respongble for carrying out my ams. And from the
information you have gathered here, | may have good reason. There may be more than lazinessand
inefficiency behind their lack of performance.”

Wichman did not know what to say. He was too overcome by emotion. To think that his efforts met
favor with ahero the like of Lady Atago! He gladly accepted the new responsibilities. Also, not too far in
the back of his mind was the redlization of just how much power had been handed him.

Just as he was regaining his composure and was about to thank her, Atago broke in with a new thought.

"There seemsto be one thing missing, however," she said as shefolded up Lo Prek's study. "Thereisa
clearly indicated trail here. But it seemsto stop short. It's asif something, or someone, has been left out.”

Lady Atago wasright. The only part of the report Wichman had excised was the man Lo Prek believed
responsible for the congpiracy: Sten. Wichman took a deep breath and then plunged in. He explained
about Lo Prek and about the little being's belief that the person behind it all was also the being
responsible for the murder of his brother. Lady Atago nodded as he talked. Lo Prek was clearly mad,
but as a Tahn she could understand his obsession for revenge.

"Whoisthisman?' shefindly asked.
Wichman told her.
Lady Atago frowned. The namewas familiar. "Sten?" she asked. "Would that be a Commander Sten?”

Wichman said it was but wondered how she knew therank. But he did not ask, because her face had
suddenly goneblank. Asif she was remembering something.

The Forez was vomiting fire. Firing everything—anything—to stop the Swampscott. Lady Atago
leaned over Admiral Deska, gaping in amazement at the damage the enemy ship was taking.
There seemed to be little left, and even as she watched, huge hunks of the Swampscott were being
hurled away into space as Deska's guns and missiles hammered, hammered, hammered. But still,
the Swampscott's chainguns kept firing. Wild communications, monitored by her probes, told her
that Commander Sten was the ship's CO. Over and over, Deska killed the ship, but it kept coming
in.

Then she heard the strangest voice mocking her. "Ah hoey' noo, lass." She would never know
that the voice was that of Sen's second in command, Alex Kilgour. And then the chortle became
two Vydals spearing out from the oddness that was the Swampscott. The Forez was racked by the
explosion. The blast tore a wall chart from a bulkhead and sent it spinning into Admiral Deska.
His eviscerated corpse slammed into her, and she was falling back—back, back, into darkness.
Later, when she had resumed consciousness, she had fought off her nurses and sent a boarding
party to the Swampscott. She wanted the names of everyone aboard the ship—Iiving or dead.

Atago personally checked through the ID discs until she found the correct one. Sen. And then she



carefully wiped the blood away to make sure.
"Theman'sinsane, dl right," Lady Atago findly said to Wichman. "Sten isdeed. | killed him mysdlf."
Then she remembered something else.

"Twice." Theword was awhisper.

"Pardon, my lady?'

"Twice. | killed him once before. And then he came back. And | killed him again." She shuddered,
pushing away the ghosts.

A moment later, Wichman found himself being ushered gently out the door. He left, hisardor for his
heroine un-cooled. Still, he could not help wondering at the demons, or demon, who troubled Lady

Atago's deep.
CHAPTER FIFTY

Sten forced his body to fit the dight depression that was the only cover for 100 meters on either side of
him. The prison searchlight siwept across the barren landscape, methodically exploding deep shadows
into light. To Sten, it seemed to hesitate a beat just before it crossed over hiscurled form. It was asif a
living mind, rather than acompuiter, controlled it. Sten felt himsdlf tense asinsane thoughts flashed through
hismind: Did someone know hewasthere? A gloating someone who was toying with him? Had there
been atip-off? Would the light suddenly stop on him, and then a dozen laughing Tahn guards jump out of
the darknessto drag him into Koldyeze for afew years of solitary confinement, periodic torture, and then
execution? Sten ran an old Mantis Section mantrathrough his mind and felt his pulse dow to normal and
his breathing ease.

Thelight passed over him without incident.

Sten lifted his head and peered into the darkness. He pushed his senses up the series of gradua rises and
then the steep hill that led to the rear of Koldyeze and his own private back entrance. Nothing.

Stll, he could fed hishacklesrise a the thought of pulling aside the camouflage that covered the entrance
and reentering the tunndl. Then he would crawl into the catacombs benesth Koldyeze. And findly he
would be back in prison!

Alex had protested when Sten announced his plan to personaly touch base with Virunga. Therewas
nothing to worry about, Sten had reassured hisfriend. He would be in and out before dawn.

"Y'r dir-crazy a me, lad," Alex had said. "Ah nae hae kenned th" hae wee symptoms. When Ah wae but
kilt-hem high, m" mum gie methree warnings: Nae play & cardswi' ae bonny lass—"At that he had shot
S. Clair agrin full of Kilgour charm. "—nae eat ae aplace called Campbd's, and nae go intaaroom wi'
brawny bars aeits door!"

Clot! Sten thought. Kilgour's mum was right! What was he thinking of ? His body temperature dropped to
zero a even the prospect of another long stretch of forced confinement. It was at that point, as he
hesitated between going on and caling the whole thing off, that he heard footsteps. And then humming. It
was a Tahn sentry. Freezing was no trouble at al.

Sten hugged the depression, turning his head just dightly to the side so that he could see—a cautious
hunter's peep he had learned in Mantisbasic. Y ou never tested your quarry'singtincts by looking directly
ahim.



Only to the sides of him, young Sten, he warned himsdlf, and then only for atick a atime. He saw that
the sentry's path would bisect his hiding place only ahaf meter or so from hishead. The sentry's steps
weredow, ambling.

He or shewas badly trained, lazy, or just plain vanillastupid. Asthe sentry approached, the humming
grew louder. Sten, recognizing it as apopular Tahn war-crossed lover's ballad dwaysin demand from
the lower-class crowds at St. Clair's club, chose acombination of al three.

Then he felt aheavy boothed crush hisfingers and resisted the temptation to snatch his outstretched hand
away. The sentry paused, and agony smashed up Sten'sarm as the Tahn turned dightly to the
sde—qgrinding Sten'sfingers even further—and stopped.

Therewasthe fumbling of a heavy grestcoat and then blinding pain asthe sentry shifted most of the
weight to the foot, jamming Sten's hand into the ground. Sudden relief flooded in asthe Tahn stepped
away, gill fumbling with clothing, then more pain as the blood forced itself through crushed capillariesand
vens

Sten sensed that the sentry's back was turned to him. His head rose dightly, and he saw something large
and pale peering a him. It was the sentry's naked behind.

From the splashing sounds on the ground, it was pretty obvious what she was doing. As sherose from
the squatting position, adjusting her uniform, Sten curled hisfingers, and his knife dropped from the
aurgicd sheath in hisarm. Itsdim coldnessin his pam comforted him.

Then he sensed startled motion. He had been discovered! Sten shot up like agreat sea beast with a head
full of glittering fangsrising above the surface of the water.

Numb fingers of one hand reached for her throat, and his knife hand drove at her abdomen. For one brief
flash, Sten saw the sentry'sface. She was young, no more than sixteen. And dender—no, skinny. So
skinny that she looked like apoor, scrawny bird with flapping greatcoat wings. The eyesthat widened
just before death were filled with innocence and terror. A child, but achild who was about to diejust the
same.

It was prudence, not pity, that saved the girl'slife. It was because there was no time to hide the body that
Sten held back just before the knife plunged its needle length into her. Instead, he took a chance that his
numbed fingers would work before she could scream.

He pinched the artery that cut off the flow of blood to her brain and then caught her in hisarms as she
collapsed. He lowered her carefully to the ground, fished in his pocket for a bester grenade, pulled the
pin, covered, and blanked her memory.

There would be hel to pay when her sergeant found her on his next rounds. She would be cuddied up
softly on the ground, deeping the deep of the blessed. The beating the sergeant would administer for
deeping on duty would be awful. But what were afew cracked ribs compared to apile of pae guts
gligening inthe garlight?

Sten made sure the young sentry was comfortable, then dithered on up the hill, the ghost of her song
humming softly in hisheed.

The chair groaned in protest as Virungas 300-kilo-plus body rocked in mirth. Sten was catching him up
on thewar news. Although he tried not to paint atoo-glowing picture of things, he could not help



pumping up amorsel into asoufflé here and there for the hope-starved N'Ranya.

There was dso agreat dedl of information about Sten's current activities on Heath that he was forced to
censor on a need-to-know basis. And so, when he had the opportunity to embellish, he did, knowing that
Virungawould do some censoring of hisown when hefilled in the others on Sten'svisit. At the moment
Stenwastelling hisold CO about St. Clair and L'n's adventures, exaggerating only abit.

"... and so, there they were, Generd Lunga, histwo aides, and at least a dozen joys of both sexes, and a
couplein between, when they get the call.

"Priority One. Earsonly. And dl that rot. So the general shoos the whole shebang out. Punchesin a
supersecure line on his porta-com, and half abelch later he's on adirect to some muckitymuck aideto
Atago hersdf.

"The aide double-checks. Is everything A-okay? No keen little ears hiding in acloset? The general |ooks
around, then givesthe guy an al-clear. The generd gets his orders. He's to get his big-brass Tahn butt to
the Fringe Worlds not yesterday but the day before yesterday. Big things are coming down.

"The generd doesalittle lightweight protesting. Already heavy duties and that sort of thing. Meaning
brass or no, he expectsto get his previoudy reported butt shot off out there.

"Theresabig long discussion. Pros and cons of ship and troop movements. A smal shouting match. The
generd loses and storms out, histwo boot shinersin tow.

"Of course, what he doesn't redlize isthat we've taken the whole thing down. Heard every word!"
"The... room... bugged," Virungasad flatly, knowledgeably.

"Not achance" Sten said. "That room is permanently leased for the genera’s pleasures. His peoplerun a
sweep through before he comes and after he leaves.”

"So how—"

"L'n," Sten said. " She heard the whole thing. The entire time the general wastaking, shewascurled upin
the corner. Right in plain sight. Y ou see, the genera thinks she'sjust apet. A largish, pinkish, cattish-type
pet.”

Virungalaughed again. But then the laughter cut off in midchortle. "Are... you pogtiveadl... thisisgood
for... her?L'niss0..." Hiswordstrailed off not out of linguistic patterns but because of alack of
vocabulary for what L'n had to be witnessing daily.

"Innocent? Sheltered? Sengtive?' Stenfilled it in for him. Virunga nodded.

"Not anymore,” Sten said. ™Y ou wouldn't believe the change. She made the jump from Koldyezeto
freedom and landed on dl four of her pretty little feet. Even Michde—I mean, St. Clair—is surprised
how she's blossomed. She sounds like a dockworker now. Or apro thief. It's cheena, and sus, and a
pretty good use of drakh and clot when she needs them.”

Virungamarveled a that. He was soaking up everything Sten said asif he were persondly living each
word. After hisown years as aprisoner of war, Sten understood that, just as he knew that in afew days
the euphoriawould die and be replaced by deep depression. And the great walls of Koldyeze would
pressin even more. Then Virunga—a ong with the others whom he choseto tell about Sten—would start
doubting if he would ever live to be free again. And the chances were, Sten thought, that the doubters
would be right. He knew the war would end soon, but he could offer no guarantees on the fate of the



Koldyeze prisonersin the melee that was sure to precede the Tahn's last fighting gasp.

But Sten had a plan—a plan that would do more than just relieve alittle of the depression. It wasaplan
designed not only to save as many prisoners lives as possible but dso to hand any Imperid invasion
forceasmall edgein the battle for Heath. It would not be afifth ace. No, not that good. But it just might
be afifth face card of somekind. And there was aglimmer that it might even fill an ingde straight.

Y ou gottaquit thinking like Michee, Sten told himsdf. | mean, St. Clair. Like animp, her lush form
popped into hismind. Soft fingers. Even softer lips. Tingling whispersin hisear. Knock it off,
Commander. Uh, Admira, that is. Kegp your mind on business. Remember, you're a high-ranking officer
now.

Stll, Admira Sten had to bury agrin and cross one leg over the other. Thankfully, Virungainterrupted his
thoughts.

"What... was... nameof... Michdes—I mean... St. Clair's... casno agan?'

Sten looked closer at Virunga. Had he guessed? The blank expression on the big, beetle-browed face
gaveno clue.

"TheK'ton Klub," Sten said. "Why?'
"Oh... I judt... didn't know... the young woman had... knowledge of... music.”
"I didn't know you did, either,” Sten said, mildly surprised.

"Yes... Oh... yes. | do. Although I... cannot... enjoy any longer." He tapped hisears.
"Tone-desf...now. Anald... atillerybeing's... complaint. The guns... deadened... the ears. But when...
| was... young. | very much... enjoyed the... music. | even... played..." Hefingered an imaginary
instrument. "A little... The saxophone. Not... the synth-sax... But... withthe... reed. A redl... reed. It
sounded... s0... Ah. | cannot... describe."

There was slence as Battery Commander (Lieutenant Colonel) Virungabriefly recalled atime before he
gave up thewail of the saxophone for the thunder of guns.

More clottin' music, Sten thought. There must have been something catching at Koldyeze. Something in
thear.

In away hewas correct. There was something in the air a Koldyeze. A great dea had happened since

his chat with Pastour. To begin with, the prison was quickly becoming jammed with prisoners—of every
variety, from high-ranking officers, to diplomats, to even afew captured provincid governors. The Tahn
were heaping dl their golden eggsin one big stonewalled basket.

And Pastour had heeded Sten's words about their trestment. Along with the prisoners, he had filtered in
asmall contingent of hisown loyd officids. All of them had been placed in key positions. A stern warning
went out that al inter-Empire lawsinvolving prisoners of war must be adhered to down to the finest
point. The clampdown was so severe that even Avrenti and Genrikh—especialy Genrikh—were afraid
to move.

Pastour had also set up apersond office ingde Koldyeze. And he had made a habit of unannounced
vigtsin which shaking transgressors would be lined up outside his office and called in one by oneto be
dedt with persondly.

Ontop of dl that, the awful losses the Tahn had suffered madeit increasingly difficult for Derzhin to keep



the prisoner-guard ratio a any kind of rationd level. He was down to recruiting the very young or the
very old. Supply shortages had also undermined the guards morale. At home, and even on the job, their
rationswere at starvation level. And the treasure trove of foodstuffs and other materials that Cristata and
Sten had discovered in the catacombs not only kept the prisoners from suffering equaly but left them
plenty for generous bribes.

It was so bewildering to many of those untrained Tahn that they seemed puzzled about whose side they
wereredly on. If there were two sidesto atroubling incident, the new breed of guardsingtinctively sided
with the prisoners. The prisoners fed them, didn't they? They even gavethem alittle for their families,
didn't they?

Besides, even Lady Atago's thought police could not squash the rumors that the war would end
soon—and not in the Tahn'sfavor. Like Chetwynd, many of the new guards had decided to copper their
bets and look out for their own hides.

There was something in thewind, al right, but Sten was hoping it would not dl turn to flying drakh when
the Tahn hit the fan. And that was why Sten had dipped back into Koldyeze. He wanted to give Virunga
something to throw back.

He had told Virungathat Sorensen was Mantis and a battle computer, plus given Virunga Sorensen's
activating code word. Now Gaaronk would be a backup computer. Asfor what Sorensen could be used
for:

"Do you ever get up on the wallsto snoop around?”

"Afew... times Itis... difficult... withmy... injuries” Virungagripped his canetighter.
"When you look at the city, what do you see?"

Virungalaughed."... Latdy... somehig... holesin... ground. Our bombers... did... wel!"

"Tooright," Sten agreed. "But that's not what | meant. | mean asan old artillerybeing. What do you see
when you seethe city?*

Virungas giant brows furrowed, his eyes nearly bushing out of sght. Then he gave another laugh—more
likeabark, redly.

"Koldyeze... isthe highest... point,” hesaid. "If...  had my... guns..." Helapsed into abrief dream of
shelsfdling on Heath. His shdlls. Then he sngpped into aertness.

Sten could see coordinates flashing across his eyes. There were many targets of opportunity. He stirred
in excitement, remembering the stored wegpons hidden in the catacombs.

"l... canget... theguns” hesad. "They're... much out of ... date. But... | can... fix them.”
He blinked out of his planning and stared a Sten. There were no if's or hows or butsin his next question.
"When? Jud... tl me... when?"

Sten cameto his feet and walked over to the N'Ranya. He gave the big dab of furry muscle and bone
that Virunga caled ashoulder ahard squeeze. "'I'll get word to you," he said. "Y ou just be ready.”

Virungamerely nodded. But Sten could tell that in hismind, Virunga was a battery commander again,
and hewas dready moving up hisguns.



CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Sten dipped out of Koldyeze just before dawn. As planned, he hid in the rubble surrounding the ancient
monastery and waited for the lines of deepy workersto stagger out of the dums and join the long labor
linesthat were marched off to the factories each day. Sten skipped the first two formations.

He was much too clean-cut for the ragged bands of obvious textile dye workers. The third group was a
little cleaner, alittle better dressed. From the conversations he big-eared after hejoined them, most of
those Tahn workerstoiled at pharmaceutical vats or were janitoria crewsfor the munitionsworks.

By the time anyone woke up enough to wonder who the new guy might be, they were already in the
center of the city, and Sten broke off to mingle with amarketing crowd. He bought a string bag and a
greasy blob of somekind of anima protein and ebowed hisway into alane of Tahn who were vaguely
pressing toward the direction of Chaboya and the K'ton Klub. Two more turns, adive down an dley,
and he would be home with anice cold brew.

Therewas adtirring in the crowd ahead of him, then puzzled muttering. Before Sten had a chanceto
figure out what was going on, the crowd moved around the corner—to be greeted by along line of
green-uniformed Tahn cops spread out across the street, blocking the way. Sten's heart jumped orbit,
and he whirled, crashing toes and ignoring protests. And as he whirled, another long green line snaked
across the street, barring the back door. He was trapped in a Tahn sweep!

The beefy cops pressed in, their stun rods held at port arms, their black faceshields jutting forward. The
crowd was strangel y—Sten thought—silent, the muttering turning to a puzzled lowing with afew barks of
pain as someone ran afoul of astun rod.

Then phaanxes broke off from the main cop lines and speared through the crowd. Sten noticed from the
rank tabsthat the pha anxes were composed entirely of sergeants. Their eyes had purposeful hunters
looks as they scanned facesin the crowd, picking individuals out with ashout. "You! You! You!" Before
any of the unfortunates had a hope of reacting, they were muscled into the wedge and swept away.

Sten wastrying to back off, to dip closeto awall and then tunnd out through the mass of Tahn around
him. Just as his elbow dug back, expecting more soft flesh but finding the hardness of awall, an
enormous sergeant spotted him. The cop thrust his stun rod out like abludgeon, screaming, ™Y ou!”

And before he knew it, Sten was being strong-armed into the wedge and carried off to clot knew where.

More than amillion bodies were crammed into Heath's gigantic central square. The late-morning sun was
turning hotter, and the crowd was packed so densdly that the stink from their sweating bodies rose like
fog from aprimordia swamp.

Vidscreens many stories high had been set up on three sdes. On the fourth was a towering porta-stage,
behind it the blackened hole and rains of dl that was|eft of the Tahn High Council's paace after the
Imperia bombing raid.

Sten's group was trotted around the edges of the crowd to its front, and huge placards were thrust into
their hands. Still waiting for the ax to fall, Sten glanced at the sgn he held. "Down With Imperidist
Hegemony!" it screamed in thick, blood-red | etters.

A big sergeant threatened with astun rod. "Wave the sign!" he screamed like abasic-training drill
indructor.

"Oh. Okay," Sten said. And he waved the sign.



"Cheer for victory!" the sergeant advised him at the top of hislungs.
"Sure" Sten said.

And he began cheering for victory. Taking aclue from the others, he pumped his sign up and down
vigoroudy. To begin with, he confined himsdf to bellows about nothing. Then, asthe crowd's voice grew
into an incomprehensible roar, Sten sarted relaxing. Hewas not in trouble at dl. All he had to do was
stand there and demongtrate for the Tahn livie camera crews, hear whatever speech he was supposed to
listen to, and then go home when it was over. No problem. So he would be a couple of hours|ate.

Then he remembered the peculiar habit dl totalitarian speakers had of railing on for half the day, and
corrected that to maybe five or six hourslate. It would be wearying, but he had undergone far worse on
many other cesspools—such asthe Lupus Cluster, where the phrase "papa bull" took on new meaning.
S0 he decided to enjoy himself alittle and mixed in afew obscenities with his bellows.

Five hourslater Sten redlized he had yet to cure himself of optimism. The crowd was il
screaming—even louder than before—and any sign of weariness was quickly prodded out of them by
roving cops with stun rods set on blister. And on the stage there was till no sign of activity.

Then from the distance he heard ahowling sound that triggered his old infantryman'singtincts, and he
hunched his shoulders and pulled his neck in just before ablack tacship squadron popped up over the
horizon behind the ruined palace and thundered over the crowd so low that it gave thelie to the fact that
there were no nervesin bone marrow.

It wasdl Sten could do to keep from flinging himsdlf to the ground as that squadron was followed by
another and then another, and then the whole sky became black as athick fleet of battlewagons came
between the sun and the ground in an awesome display of Tahn military might.

Even Sten wasimpressed &t first, but then he began noticing things. There was something visibly and
obvioudy out of kilter if one picked any single ship out of the mass. They were dl creaky, battered, and
old, with Sgns of hasty repairs, leaking fud lines, and thick armor plate watted over gaping battle scars.
But apparently only Sten noticed that, because the tone of the crowd changed from enforced duty to
thrill.

A moment later, the sky cleared and Sten found his professiona cynicism washing away, to be replaced
by cold fear as he saw three of the biggest and most awesome battleships ever built parade into view.
Their hullswere deek and asblack asanull star. The many artistically crafted ports hinted at firepower
that would make the editors of Jane's weep in frustration at not having a picture and breakdown for their
new fiche. Sten was only beginning to guess what those ports hid when the ships rumbled overhead and
then passed from view.

The crowd's voice was momentarily stilled by pride and awe. Even the cops were quiet, their eyes glazed
with patriotic fervor. It was like areligious experience, Sten thought. The Tahn's Great Spirit obvioudy
loved things that went bang. Sten wondered wryly what Lay Reader Cristatawould make of it.

A low hum broke off histhoughts, and Sten found himself craning back around aong with the rest of the
crowd to find its source. It came from the ashes of the paace.

He gtared in fascination as something blazing white lifted from the ruins. It was shaped like an enormous
spoked whed, and it hovered just above the ruinsfor afew minutes, asif waiting for the last of the ashes
to be repelled by the purity of the white and shower to the ground. Findly, it rose about half a kilometer
above the ruins, then smoothly moved toward the stage.



Sten's head stalked back aong with amillion-plus others as a huge port did open and alarge black
capsule gppeared. The capsule broke away and settled silently down until it nearly touched the stage.
There was a series of sharp cracks, and then red pods shot out and the capsule grounded, its legstaking
up theweight.

Silence. Not amutter or awhisper from the crowd. Then martiad music trumpeted from giant vidscreen
speakers. A portion of the capsule's smooth skin broke away, reveding ayawning arced doorway.
Uniformed Tahn guardsmen marched swiftly out, their boots reaching knee level and then damming down
in unison.

They took positions around the stage. Sten noted swiftly that their weapons were not ceremonia and
were kept at edgy ready. He saw officers among them—yprobably Intelligence—scanning the ground,
looking for any hint of trouble. There was none. The crowd wasfirmly in the arms of itsleaders. Music
swelled louder, and first one and then another member of the Tahn High Council appeared.

Asthey spread out on stage, Sten automatically checked their positions againg his smal menta library of
vidpics of the council, making what he could of who wasin favor and who was not by where they stood.

Except for the absence of Pastour and Lord Wichman's spot directly to the right of the empty center
place of honor, he could detect no difference. He quit trying as soon as he saw thefirst of the
combeat-clad Tahn soldierswhed out of the doorway: The man towered well above the others on the
stage. He was joined by another and then another, al equaly tall. The squad formed up, and as Sten
remembered where he had seen those troopers before, Lady Atago stepped out behind them. Her
personal guardsmen were probably among the few Tahn in the empire who were tadler than Atago.

The crowd erupted into ahowl of greeting as the guardsmen marched her to the place of honor, then
withdrew. But not very far, Sten saw. They were hovering right behind and on either Sde, ready to throw
themsealves around her asliving shiddsif necessary.

Lady Atago stretched both arms over her head, and the cheers of the crowd became even louder—so
loud that they echoplexed and howled as the vidscreen speakers picked up the reverb. For amoment,
athough he was surrounded by many times more than amillion beings, Sten felt completely aone.

He remembered the last time he had seen Lady Atago. It had been back on Cavitein the early days of
the war. She had worn ared cloak and green tunic, just as she did now. And she stood barely 150
meters away. He remembered that brief moment when he had shifted the willygun until the green tunic
was centered in the cross hairs. He had inhaled, let out half that breath, and taken up the dack on the
trigger. Inamoment an AM2 round would blow afist-szed hole in that tunic. And then Atago's
bodyguards were moving like acorps de balet, closing around their charge—and al Sten could seewas
the white of their uniformsingtead of the red and the green.

To thisday, Sten was not sure whether he had missed the shot out of cowardice or lost an opportunity.
As hewatched her, he cursed himsdlf for both. It did not matter which sde of the coin came down. Both
werelosers. And he could not help wondering what would have happened if he had succeeded. Who
would be standing on the stage now? Wichman? Pastour? Anyone at al?

On the stage, Lady Atago had lowered her arms and | et the cheers wash over her. Then she raised them
again, asking for silence. Shegot it.

"Thank you, my fellow Tahn," she began, "for joining usin this celebration.”

Sten saw not aflicker among the rapt faces around him. To the crowd there was no incongruity in the
fact that they had not joined anything voluntarily. And what was there to celebrate?



"These aretrying timesfor us, my people," Atago continued. "Our resolveis being tested morethan in
any other eraafter the Great Shame. And it isthis resolve of ours—this dedication to victory basic to our
Tahn way of life—that we celebrate today .

"But thereismore than just resolve that makes up the Tahn genetic code. Thereis aso the absolute
willingnessto sacrifice dl to preserve—"

She waited, and then the find word snapped out of the speakers like a meta-tipped whip.
"Honor!"
"Honor!" the crowd screamed back. " Honor !I"

"Yes, honor," Lady Atago said. "Let no outlander mistake the meaning of thisword to the Tahn. To usit
isnot just a phrase requiring sacrifice for the future of our children and their children's children. Because
wewould sacrifice al for honor. And we are willing to dieto the last Tahn lest our honor be fouled.”

Again she held the moment, bowing her head.

"For without honor there can be no future,” she went on. "Without honor the Tahn are extinct asarace.
And if weadl dieto fulfill thisunique and holy vision of ourselves, what doesit matter? We may dl be
gone, but we till will have left our mark on history.

"And athousand years from now—and athousand after that—beings will read of usand marve at the
standard for honor we set. And they will curse themselvesfor their weaknesses and damn themsdlves as
cowards because no living thing will ever achieve that mark again. But they al died, their children may
protest. And their parentswill nod, yes. But they died for... honor!

It took a half hour for the crowd to calm down before Lady Atago could go on. They shouted and wept
and hugged one another and passed children from shoulder to shoulder so they could reach out and
touch history.

Lady Atago kept very still during that time, letting the wave of sound wash over her, ssemingly
unaffected. Her face was stern—and waiting.

"And so, my fellow Tahn," she continued when the time wasright. "1 have called you hereto celebrate.
To celebrate and to rededicate oursel ves to honor.

"It will not be easy. Weface aformidable foe. A foe who will not be satisfied until the last of us has been
ground up for his bread and meat. We have won greet victories againgt thisfoe, and we have suffered
great |osses.

"But it does not matter. | welcomethisfoe. Asyou al should. Because we arefortunate to livein atime
of our ultimate test. Thisfoe has forced usto confront our own wesaknesses. And when it is over, we will
be strong and pure and good. Or al of uswill be dead...

"... for honor." The last words came softly, like aprayer. The crowd was silent, asif sensang what wasto
come.

Lady Atago dowly raised her handsto the clear Tahn skies. The odd thought crossed Sten's mind that
not once had Lady Atago mentioned the Eternal Emperor by name. It was a peechmaking tactic that he
immediately mentally wrote down in hislittle Mantis book of propagandatricks.

"| pledgeto you this, my fellow Tahn. | will hurl at our foe every bolt you build me. I will track himto the



Fringe Worlds. I will hunt him out of hiscoward'slair in Cavite. And then | will follow him wherever he
fleesto.

"I pledge you battle, my fellow Tahn. | pledge you victory. Swift and sweet. But | may not be up to your
messure. Some wesknessin me may make my aim go astray.

"Ands0... ifintheend | fail you... If | cannot give you the victory you deserve..."
Therewasalong, last wait...
"| pledge you honor!"

Sten barely noticed the tumult around him. The crowd was insane, but that did not matter. Because he
was witnessing arare thing: aleader who was addressing her people—and believing every word she
sad.

Since Sten had set off for Koldyeze, the K'ton Klub had closed, reopened, and then closed again. Ina
few hoursit would reopen once more, and Alex and St. Clair and L'n were waiting anxioudly at atablein
the empty nightclub.

To cover their anxiety, they were doing what soldiers have been doing ever since beings had picked up a
rock and learned to throw it a others. In short, they were grousing and wondering what foolishness they
would be asked to do next.

"Look, | don't mean to complain,” St. Clair was saying. "Businessis great, and I'm a so enjoying besting
the snake-snot out of the Tahn. But I'm abottom-line kind of a person.”

"True" L'nsaid. Shesad it alittle too quickly but presented a guildess pink furry faceto St. Clair's quick
questioning look.

"Whae bey'r wee problem, lass?" Alex asked.

"Lately | don't fed like we're getting anywhere. We're wrecking their money. Fine and good. We're
fouling up production. Messing with their morde. Steding their secrets. And being agenerd paininthe
tush. Thisisgreat. Asit should be. Were hurting them bad.”

"l don't see what your problemis,” L'n said. "What more do you want?'

"I want to hear them ydl ouch,” . Clair said. "I mean, how bad are we really hurting them?”
"Aye" Alex sad, tapping the table thoughtfully. "Ah ken whae y' mean.”

"Y ou do?" asked the unsuspecting L'n, who still had afew innocent bitsleft in her.

Alex nodded wisdly. " Tisae old maady," hesad. "How much hurt hurts. Aye. Anold tale, lass. Let
Kilgour tell y* how old."

And Alex settled back to tell asuspicious S. Clair and anintrigued L'n his story.

"Aegran'sre ae minewae trappin't. Ae Eart'. Blegkit an’ cold an' a. Been oot ae th' wilderness aye
weeks an' months.

"An' one day, thae was awee town. Nage, no €en atown. A village. Thae see't thae great pourit ae snow
comin't toward them. An' thaethinki't a€'s abear or someat.



"M' granddire, ‘twere.
"Lookint f'r ae dentist.

"Turns oot, thag's adiploma-mill quack aethae village. An'm’ gran'sire sitsdoon ae th' chair, an' thae
dentist lookit ae' histeeth an’ say, 'Aye, thag's got to coom oot. But ae nae hae anesthesia.'

"M’ grandsire say, 'Dinnae fash. Pull it

"An S0, wi' great gruntin' ae groanin't, thae dentist yankit thae tooth. An' he's swegtin', an m' grandsire's
Swetint.

"An' thae quack say't, 'Dinnae thae be th' greatest pain y've ever felt?
"M’ grandsire says, '‘Nae. Thae's naught.'
"Wi' considerable astonishment, thae dentist say, 'Whae'sworse?

"M' grandsire, explain't. 'Last week, Ah come down wi' th' runs. S bad, Ah canne mak't oot m' cabin't'
thae backhouse. So, Ah drap m' trews ae th' snowbank, right outside m' door. An' Ah forget Ah was
cleanin't m' bear traps before thae snow fell, an' Ah left awee trap set right where't Ah be crouchin't.

" 'Which Ah'm remindit aboot when thae trap closit.

" 'Snapit clost on m' bals!

" 'Good Lord," thae dentist sae. "Y'r right. Thag'sth’ biggest pain ae dl.

" 'Nae, nag, lad,’ m' grandsire say. 'Th' biggest pain ae all wae when Ah cometo the end aeth’ chain..."”

His punch line was greeted by the usua cold, stony silence. But only from St. Clair. L'n was on the floor
with laughter. Alex gave her ahuge, fond smile.

"l don't getit,” . Clair said flatly.

"Y ou—you don't?" L'n gasped through laughter. "Why not? It's—so smple that it's—" She broke off to
compose hersdlf. "Look. A bear trgp hasthisbig long chain.”

"I know that," . Clair said, alittle miffed.

"And one end of the chain is staked to the ground. And on the other end is—well, the bear trap. And,
see, when the jaws snapped shut, they caught Alex's great-great-whatever-grand-father by the scrotum.”

She erupted into laughter again. St. Clair just glared at her. Alex thought she was absolutely wonderful.
"But—see, that still wasn't what redly hurt the most,” L'n went on. "Whét redlly hurt was—"
"l don't want to hear it again,” . Clair said. "Please!”

Alex got to hisfeet and strode around the table to L'n. He patted her fondly on the shoulder. Shewasa
being after his own heart. Kilgour had found himsalf aduck.

"Do you know any morelikethat?' L'n asked hopefully.

"A few, lass. Just afew. D'ya €er ken thae one aboot th' spotted snake?”



"Nooo... | don't think so. Why don't you—"

"Don't get him gtarted, L'n,” Sten's voice boomed from across the room. "Or you'll wish you were back
in aKoldyeze cooler."

The three turned to see their wandering boy. Poor Sten. Hishair waswild, his eyes were glazed, and his
clothes drooped from him like wet gunnysack materid. And as he waked toward them, he moved with a
footsorelimp.

"What the clot happened?' St. Clair asked.

Sten sighed and shook his head. He dumped into a seat and made desperate pointing gestures at a
gaping mouth. Alex handed him athroat-soothing brew. Sten gulped it straight down in less than four
swdlows. He dammed the mug on thetable. Alex refilled it. Sten chugged only about half of it. Then he
bel ched and took atentative sip.

"Wel?' S. Clair prompted.
"For awhilethere" Sten said, "I thought | was for the high jump. I got picked up in a Tahn sweep.”
Histhree companions started. Sten waved them back down again.

"They just needed some clean-cut typesto stand in front of a demongtration to wave signsat alivie crew.
Weadl stood there in the sun for five hours or so, and then Lady Atago came out to make generd nice
and urged usto commit suicide. We dl thought this over for abit and said that was okay, but can we go
home now?

"No such luck. Atago said stick around there's gonna be a show. And we were treated to e even more
hours of traitors confessing their sins on the big screen and then getting themselves geeked for our
pleasure.”

"Any traitorsin particular? L'n asked.
"The ones we made up. Toward the end there, | dmogt felt sorry for them.”
"Thaell no be blamein pity, young Sten,” Alex said, "so long d y' dinnae make a habit aeit.”

Sten did not comment. Instead he did alittle gentle whining for food, and while he ate, hefilled theminon
hismisson to Koldyeze.

"What do we do next?' St. Clair asked.

"Right now there's not much more we can do. We keep our agent network nit and tiddy. Feed the
corruption meter whenever the flag pops up. And make genera low-profile pains of ourselves.”

"Clottin' borrring,” L'n said. "Wherés dl the romance and pul se throbbing you promised? Intrigue!
Danger! Clandestine action! | didn't sign on to be bored, cheenal™

Everybody laughed.

"I'm afraid that'swhat'sin the cards for alittlewhile," Sten said. "We've done al we can to this point.
Now we have to wait for eventsto catch up to us. Big events. That we have no control over. Likein the
Fringe Worlds. And Cavite."

He got up and refilled everyone's glass with brew.



"Although | hate to confessthis, it's sortalike Alex'sstory,” he went on. "Weve got the Tahn by the
scrotum in thejaws of abig sted trap. But they till don't know they're hurting yet.

"So we gottawait until they reach the end of the chain.”
CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
The empire had learned—at |east dightly—from the daughter in the Pel/e systems.

Fleet Marsha 1an Mahoney looked at the preinvasion bombardment plans for the Fringe Worlds and
snarled, "Doubleit.”" '

"Doublewhat, Sr?"
"Everything."

His gtaff looked at the overheads and followed orders. Twice the conceivable amount of ordnance was
scheduled for delivery on the Fringe Worlds, and then, once more, Mahoney told them to double that.

He doubted that it would work—but then, Mahoney had never been convinced that putting aman where
abomb or abullet might go necessarily worked.

But he would do the best he could.

Hewould have liked to have leveled the worl ds as he had done to the Erebus System—but there were
civilians resdent. Mahoney wondered how many of them had survived not just the Tahn conquest but the
subsequent occupation.

Had he his druthers—but he did not.

Findly there came a day when there was no return fire taken on any of the Fringe Worlds selected for
invagon.

Mahoney ordered the assaullt.

He acted knowing that the Tahn defenders would come out of the rubble asif all the firepower expended
had been so many fireworks.

He was quite correct—which was why Mahoney chose to disobey orders.

According to the Eternal Emperor and his psych staff, Mahoney's return to the Fringe Worlds was what
the Emperor ingsted on calling, using jargon unknown to anyone around him, a " photo opportunity.”
Whatever the clot a photo was did not matter—his propagandists went into motion.

Before Mahoney's battlewagon lifted with the fleets toward the Fringe Worlds, severa chaingun galleries
had been stripped of weaponry and converted into press suites. Asmany livie crews and journdists as
could fit were packed in.

The battleship was supposed to land on Cavite, center of the Fringe Worlds, in the fourth wave.
Assumption: First wave gets daughtered, second wave takes casudties but holds, third wave
consolidates, and we can land some camerabeingsin the fourth wave. Bangswill ill be banging, but
nobody's going to get killed.

Least of dl 1an Mahoney as he strode nobly down the ramps of his battleship and made anoble
statement that he had returned or declared thisworld open or whatever noble statement he chose. Noble



statement-type propagandists were assigned to his staff.
Unfortunately, on L-Day, H-hour, Mahoney was nowhere near his command ship.

He was strapped into a troop capsule on an assault trangport next to the First Guards command sergeant
ma or, anoncom whose body, guardsmen thought, had been replaced sixteen times, bit by bit over the
decades, but whose brain had never been modified after the CSM had been declared clinically dead a
century or so before.

Mahoney had forgotten how much it hurt when the transport, just in-atmaosphere, blew its twenty assault
capsules down toward the surface below. He had dso forgotten just how many times"down™ changed
places as the capsule dived toward the robot homer below.

Just before impact, he and the sergeant major forced grins at each other: See, we're used to this drakh.
Neither of them redlized how much his own smile resembled the rictus of a corpse or thought about it as
the capsule dammed down in the usua semicontrolled crash. Semicontrolled was defined asless than
fifteen percent incgpacitating injuries on landing.

The minicharges exploded and the capsules walls blew off. The straps came free, and Mahoney grabbed
hiswillygun and sumbled out into the rubble of Cavite.

There were various reports as to what noble pronunciations on the order of "I have returned” or "
Lafayette nous arrivons' Mahoney made as his boots crashed down. They were dl tissues of lies.

Hisfirgt observation: "'l forgot how much this clottin' armpit world sméllslike an open—incoming!”

And Mahoney chewed gravel asthe missile smashed down bare meters away.

The First Guards had been singled out for the "honor" of being thefirgt to land on Cavite by Mahoney.
Y ears before, the division had been wiped out holding Cavite in the opening of the Tahn War. Only a
handful of noncoms, officers, and technicians had been evacked during the retregt at the Eternal
Emperor's persona orders. They had been used as a cadre to reform the unit with fresh blood and then
sent back into combat.

Mahoney thought they deserved the "privilege' of revenge. He might have been alittle battle-happy in his
thinking. There were no more than a dozen guardsmen who had been on Cavite—the grinding down of
the Tahn had ground the division, aswell. In addition, they gtill had not finished training the replacements
after the Naha

The "honor" that al the combat-experienced troops would have liked was areturn to Prime, anice
parade, and the next haf century spent garrisoning some R& R world. Two beats after thefirst
Wheep-Crack past hisor her ear, even the most gung-ho replacement agreed with that idea.

But the Guards pushed on, day by bloody day, across the planet and into Cavite City. The battlewas a
reversa of their bitter defeat—now they had complete air and space superiority and an unlimited amount
of wegponry and ammunition.

Not that the Tahn defenders surrendered. K'akomit'r, in their language, meant both "'l give up” and "'l do
not exig."

Most of them chose just that—fighting to the last round, then suiciding with agrenade or charging armor
with an improvised spear. Mahoney saw one stubby Tahn private, surrounded, tap-arm a grenade on the



ground and then tuck it under his combat helmet. By that time he and the other battered guardsmen
around him thought the subsequent explosion the best joke of the day.

Lessthan an hour later, one of Mahoney's aides, one who had landed on the battleship, found the fleet
marshal and handed him amessage,

EYESONLY, from the Eternal Emperor. The message wasin an old Mantis code that Mahoney could
decipher blindfolded and in atyphoon. It read:

QUIT PLAYING GAMESAND GET BACK TO WORK.

Mahoney growled, stripped his combat vest of grenades and magazines, threw them to a nearby
guardsman, and headed back to maps, computers, and projections.

Lady Atago fulfilled her vow.

Every Tahn fleet that was combatworthy was grouped and launched at the Fringe Worlds. Sheruthlesdy
stripped reserve and home defense squadrons of al warships and sent them into battle.

The dogans were chanted, and the livies were ominous with takeoff after takeoff.
The Empire's defeat was certain.

It was very uncertain to a nameless Tahn supply officer who sat in the cramped cubicle of his obsolete
battle cruiser. Findly he shut off the com that was still broadcasting inspirationd messages from the
council and stared at his screens.

He keyed to the bottom line of al of them.

CREW: 50% of mandated personnd. 11% rated "Trained.” 4% " Station-trained.”
SUPPLIES: 71% required for mission accomplishment including return to base.
ARMAMENT: 11% bunker capacity chainguns, 34% tube capacity missiles.
SYSTEMS: 61% functiondl.

Ashewatched, the"sixty-one percent” hesitated, then changed to "fifty-eight percent” as, somewherein
the guts of the ship, another wegpons system succumbed to cumulative wear.

The liviesthat showed the Tahn going off into the final battle were supposedly broadcast live. Atago, no
fool, was not about to alow that.

Accidents, after dl, could happen. And accidents were most demoraizing even to the thoroughly
conditioned Tahn popul ace—which was why the livies showing the takeoff of those three brand new
superbattleships that had chilled Sten were never seen.

One of them—the replacement for Atago's obsolescent and battered Forez—was not scheduled for the
assault.

But the other two were.



One, the Panipat, lifted up to twenty meters away from its massve docking cradle before losing two

Y ukawadrive units and amost crashing. Only skillful pilotage brought it back down, seemingly
undamaged. Immediate system analysis showed, however, that not only were the two drive units out, but
all other unitswould be failure-prone. Also, the AM2 drive would produce no more than fifty percent

capacity.

There were no explanations—except that al three ships had been dammed together, even more hagtily
built than were the usual Tahn warships. Plus, in atimewhen al strategic materidswerein critical
shortage, compromises had been made.

The new Forez-class ships might have looked awesome. But there was not alot of them there.

Thethird ship, the Gogra, lifted successfully. Out-atmosphere from Heath, the ship's commander
ordered the ship and itsfour escorting cruisersinto AM2 drive.

Someone blundered.

The Gogra and one cruiser managed to collide. Collisions, in the macrodistances of space, never
happened.

Thisonedid.

Therewere no survivors from either ship, so no explanations asto exactly what had gone wrong were
ever available,

Just beyond detection range of the Fringe Worlds, the Tahn fleets three-pronged for the assault,
becoming thefirst, second, and third attack forces. The formations, timing, and deployment would have
produced, from any prewar Tahn admird, relief of at least half of the ships captains and probably atenth
reminded of their "honor" and given one projectile round.

But there were not very many prewar Tahn admirals, let alone ship captains, left. Their bodies were
desiccated in space, filmed across the bulkheads of shattered ships, or were smply ano-longer-visible
contribution to entropy.

But war was the fine art of making do with what one had.
Plusthe Tahn knew that destiny was on their side.
Dedtiny, of course, was generdly on the same side as God.

And so the Tahn fleets attacked the big battalions.

The Tahn second attack force never made it to the Fringe Worlds.

Admira Mason, commanding six destroyer squadrons from the bridge of abrand-new cruiser, was
waiting. His shipswere lying doggo, barely within detector range of each other, asthe Tahn camein. The
first DD making contact linked up, and Mason sent dl in shipsin carefully and endlessy rehearsed attack
formations.

They broke the Tahn on the first sweep, then went independent. Mason's skippers might have been
drilled to the point of brainburn, but secretly each of them was proud to serve under akiller like



Mason—even if hewas acomplete clot, he fill put them "in harm'sway.”

The Tahn battleship that was flagship for the second force center was killed by at least three launches
from three separate ships, and al command of the ragtag fleets was gone.

At that point Mason grudgingly reported to his superior—and ninefull Imperid fleetscameintofinish the
job.

One Tahn cruiser, eeven destroyers, and ahandful of auxiliaries, al damaged, survived to bresk off and
limp back to Hegth.

Admira Mason had to admit that his ships had performed adequately.

A full sector away, FHeet Admird Ferrari fought his battle almost perfectly.

He had had more than enough time, since Intelligence had derted him that the Tahn fleets had launched,
to prepare himself.

He had run endless progs on severa screens asto what exactly the oncoming first attack force would do.
He even had an Imperid Intelligence strategic/tactical bio-fiche on the Tahn admira in command. Some
clot named Hsi, Ferrari thought, who's been piloting a bureaucracy for most of the war. Now, what did
he do to get himself beached? He consulted another bio-fiche—one that, although Ferrari never knew it,
had come from Sten and St. Clair'sintelligence.

"The gentleman,” Ferrari thought aloud, "appears to have managed to lurk up on four Imperia flestsway
back when and make them unhappy. That should not mean that... mmh. Perhaps he has well-connected
friends? No. Ah. Hereisthe tiny malfeasance. Appearsto havelost control of his units during the
midpoint of the battle. Incurred casudties. Mercy."

Ferrari amiled to himself. So the clot did not know his midgame.

Ferrari blanked all the progs. They were dl incorrect. He knew where Hs would attack.

Admira Hs had planned to use the "clutter” of the Sulu systemsto mask his gpproach on the Cdtor
System and Caviteitself. There was no way that even the sophisticated Imperia detectors could pick up
hisfleets before they attacked.

Hs had not calculated that the reverse was a so true—the Tahn detectors showed the Sulu systems asa
blur of asteroids.

They did not pick out Ferrari'swaiting fleets until the last few seconds. Ferrari was dightly disappointed;
he had hoped that the Tahn would come in even closer before he began the battle.

But it was enough—and he ordered action.

Looked at from "above," two-dimensiondly, Ferrari's fleets came latera ly across the spearhead of the
Tahn force—what had been known as "crossing thetee." All Imperial wegpons could acquire targets, but
the Tahn weapons systems were "masked" by their own formation.

Ferrari hammered in on them. The battle, at that point, went from chessto the greater subtlety of
battle-axes at one meter asthe Imperid fleets daughtered Hs.



Hs ordered hisforce to break off battle, retire, and regroup.

Ferrari sent his units after them, and the battle continued, a blind meleein the emptiness between systems.
Ferrari won, quite handily. Again, only afew Tahn ships survived.

But he had made one mistake.

When he had decided to go after H9, he had neglected to inform Mahoney, who wastrying to
coordinate the battle from Cavite, of hisdecison. He had |eft alarge, undefended hole in the perimeter
around the Fringe Worlds. And through that hole, three E-days later, poured the Tahn'sthird attack
force.

Therewere no Imperial combat fleets between it and Cavite.

Someone once said that most heroes could be explained Smply as sane people deciding to do something
that was completely insane.

William Bishop the Forty-third would have defined the action that won him the Gaactic Crossand his
second star as something that only anut who had managed to convince himsdlf he was not anut would
have even begun.

So far, Bishop had not had that bad awar.

He had origindly been aguardsman, an infantry sergeant who had gotten his share of gongsfor ducking
at the appropriate moment in the gppropriate place. Redlizing that if he went into places where people
were shooting a him, eventualy they were going to connect, he had volunteered for flight training.

Hisintentions were to graduate and then push big ugly clot transports around the sky until histime came
up, then work quietly on his own abstruse mathematica figures. The only other medd he wanted was
some kind of long service without getting caught doing anything too terrible award.

Hewasanaturd pilot.

When he had graduated as part of Sten'sflight training class, he had gotten the assgnment he had
wanted.

But things had caught up with him.

Perhapsit was that no one could believe that a man with that many medals, who looked like that much of
acommando, had no interest in seeing any more combat. Or perhaps someone with a sense of history
had looked up who William Bishop the First was.

But in any event, Bishop not only had been forcibly transferred from his REMF supply wagon to an
assault trangport but had been given more and more promotions.

Currently he was aone-star admira in charge of two divisions of assault craft. Worse yet, he had been
hand sdlected to be in charge of the Cavite landings.

A man could get dead doing thingslike that, he had thought. Going in.

But so far, not much had happened—not much, at least to Bishop's mind. The air-to-space missiles, the
Tahn tacships, and the occasiona suicide attack had been discounted.



Bishop was determined that it was not that bad awar. Survivethis, he thought, and al | have to make it
throughisthefind landing on Heseth.

That produced awince and another train of thought. It was more important to wonder whether Fermat
was not right, after al. In the meantime, his assault shipswent in on Cavite, their support trangports
cross-loaded, and the handful of combat craft kept the Tahn mosguitoes away.

At that point, the darms shrilled.

Bishop found himself on the bridge of his assault command ship, looking at the incoming reports that input
and then blanked as the oncoming Tahn third attack force camein.

Bishop then redlized that he was a psychopath.
His orders were mogt clear. "Com... close beam to Com-Escort. Commander, stand by for orders.”
"Admird, were getting—"

"We're getting hit by the whole clottin' Tafin spaceforce. | know. | noticed. Orders, | said. | want your
shipsout of orbit and headed out. Now."

"Toward what?'
Bishop groaned to himsalf. "Do you have abreskdown on theincoming Tahn?"

"Uh... that's an affirm. We have seven BBs, severd tac-ship launchers, twenty-eight cruisers... you want
more, Billy?'

"Negative. That's about what | show. Orders..." He motioned to his nav officer. "Stand by for relay.
Contact orbit will befor the third—no, fourth battleshipinline. Relay—"

His paling navigator nodded.

"—on transmit. Activate on aten-second tick—from now."

"Further orders. Sir?"

Bishop stared into the screen at his escort commander. "Hell, no. Y ou need any more?"
"Guess not. Y ou know any good prayers, Billy?"

Bishop shook his head.

And the attack began.

One armored assault command ship. One cruiser. Twelve destroyers. Eleven escort ships. And
seventeen tacships.

Attacking four Tahn combat fleets.

It wasinsane.

It was insane.



The Tahn admird in charge of the third attack force saw the handful of shipsincoming on acollision orbit
and realized that he had falen into atrap.

No onewould attack like that. Not unless, behind those absurd attackers, was the full force of the
Empire

The admira admired the temerity of the attackers. They could, truly, be Tahn. To bewilling to die merdy
to pin down the Tahn fleets for afew moments, moments enough for the yet-to-be-detected Imperid
battleshipsto strike.

The admird issued astring of orders.

Bresk contact and re-form. Go back, beyond the Sulu systems. We shdll |et the Empire strike against
emptiness, then comein again from the flank.

Four Tahn fleets fled back into emptiness. For the most logica of reasons.

The admird in question never had a chance to redize what had happened and what had not happened,
because his reassembly point happened to be only light-minutes from the orbital path of Ferrari'sfleets,
returning from the destruction of Hs. There were no surviving Tahn ships.

Bishop looked at the receding Tahn fleets, retracted dl those last words he had been muttering, and,
reflexively, looked over hisshoulder.

Therewas nothing "over his shoulder" or "behind” him on the screens.

William Bishop the Forty-third, not believing in bluffs, in what had happened, or, more importantly, in
what had not happened, returned to his orbit off Cavite, serioudy thinking about the virtues of early
retirement and then perhapsjoining an intensely religious monagtery.

Lady Atago stood in the litter of disaster and read the onscreen message, sent en clair from Genera
Lungas command post on Cavite:

Imperid units have broken through. Contact lost with fighting elements. Last reports say dl positions
ressting to last man. This post now three combatants, no remaining ammunition. Will atack. Repeat. Will
attack. My apologiesto the council and to my racefor failure,

Lunga

Atago turned away. She had her own honor—and her own pledge—to fulfill.
CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Without ceremony, the new Forez hurtled into space.

Lady Atago might have been the ultimate Tahn, but she had been more than grudgingly acquiescent to the
Tahn'sculturd love of ceremonies.

There wereritudsfor warriors choosing to go into battle, seeking thefina victory of death: the touching
of the home-world's earth to onestemple. A last Sip of pure water. An oath over one's persona
weapon, preferably one that had been in the family for generations. Exact instructions asto how the



memory of the about-to-fall hero(ine) was to be honored.
Lady Atago choseto diein her own fashion.

The livie crews could cobble together some kind of scene from stock footage. In fact, sheimagined, they
probably were already hard at work doing just that.

Atago did not care.

After lift, the Forez's second officer had turned to her, eyes glistening, and slammered something about it
al being adream. The old and the new, culminating in amoment of history.

Atago puzzled at him for asecond. Old and new? Oh. Y es. She remembered. The officer had been
something or other on the old Forez, which was now probably being cut apart and recast into something
or other. Atago did not know or care. A ship, like aweapon, was atool and nothing more.

But she managed afrosty smile and anod of agreement to the officer. If those were the thoughts he
chose to carry into emptiness, so beit.

Atago was busy with her final plans—such asthey were.

Any culture that managed to admire the daughter of other beings aso lionized the fighter who went to
war in ahopeless cause. But to quaify for legend, that fighter also had to accomplish something by his
death, even if it was nothing more than keeping the bad guys out of apass for an hour or so.

That had been true even on ancient Earth. For instance, before Roland was an acceptable hero, his
pigheadedness at Roncesvalles had to be changed from aminor ambush by irked Basquesto agrand last
stand againgt severa million Saracens. Custer and his people had to be doing something worthwhile
instead of what they actualy wereto get to Little Big Horn—drunk, untrained, ignoring intelligence, and
having less than no idea of what they would do when they got wherever they were going.

There was an exception: the kamikazes—Second Globa War—who went out to die with only the
forlornillogic that somehow their desths would work magic and change history. Other cultures had tried
to explain by claming they were psycho cases, drunk, or using drugs. Only their home culture had made
them into heroes.

The Tahn would have understood the kamikazes quite thoroughly.

Lady Atago's "battle plan” wasto drive directly for Cavite. Somehow the Forez would battle through the
surrounding Imperia fleets and somehow attack Caviteitself. Of coursethey would al die.

But somehow that would turn the war.
The crew believed. Perhagps abit of Lady Atago's own emotions did aswell.

But more important to Atago was her honor and her expiation of failure. She had done something—and
had no ideawhat—wrong. The war should have been over aready. And the Tahn victorious. To
consder anything elsewasimpossible,

"Impossible” was aso theword for her plan.

The never-to-lift-again Panipat was stripped of its missiles, armaments, supplies, and the few crew
members who were properly trained.

But even s0, the Forez launched with only eighty percent of full complement. They had, however, dmost



175 percent more than the specified systems basic load for al weapons systems—weapons systems that
had seen, at best, asingle test firing during the ship'strid passage from shipyard to Heath.

A battleship was normaly escorted by afairly largish flest—cruisers, destroyers, ECM ships, tacship
cariers, and half ahorde of auxiliaries.

The Forez attacked the Empire with one cruiser and seventeen destroyers.

Ensgn Gilmer thought himsdlf adever man.

He came from afamily that had served in the Empire's military for generations. Such service was
obligatory for any Gilmer'sfirst career. Ensign Gilmer had groaned into adulthood with the knowledge
that he was sooner or later going to have to go out there and play with people who probably had evil
intentions. But it was elther that or disnheritance, afar worsefate.

He had hoped, without success, that at the very least the war with the clotting Tahn would end before his
tender pink body saw its mgjority. No luck.

Gilmer joined up.

But he had a plan that would not only make his somewhat suspicious eldersrealize that Gilmer wastrue
to the tradition but keep said pink body unscathed.

He volunteered for picket ships.

Hisfelow graduates at the academy were in awe—they had never expected the flaky Gilmer to become
afirebrand. Picket ships, after al. Out in front of the rest of the fleet. Waiting for the enemy to come at
them, in force.

Picket ships were even more suicidal than tacships.
A being could get killed doing thét.

Gilmer took their admiration badly—the same way he had handled their earlier polite contempt—and
gloated to himsdf.

Gilmer had been sent to hack oneday in hisfirst year at the academy and spent it doing some interesting
research: looking for afuture home. He discovered that picket shipsindeed were in front of everyone.
But unlike the tacships, intended to shoot and scoot, picket shipsjust scooted. Heran astat analysison
their casudties, all the way back to the Mueller Wars. Most interesting: less than two percent. Lower,
even, than atransport. So much for cadet wisdom. And most of the losses, he discovered by wading
through endless fiches on accident boards, had been due to inept pilotage.

Gilmer was a superb spacepilot. Everyone agreed on that.
And so he went off to war.

His picket ship was not a happy one. The twelve beingsin his crew hated Gilmer's guts—not that there
was anything concrete they could didike him for. The ship was tautly run. Promotions and punishments
were handed down promptly and according to regs. But there was something wrong.

Gilmer had not been pleased when his picket ship had been attached to aflotillaassigned to the Pioneer
Sectorsinvasion. But thusfar he had kept well out of danger. He had flashed first contact reports, in fact,



on saverd Tahn shipstrying lone-wolf runs againgt the Empire, which should have gotten him a
respectable gong or two to take into civilian life and his planned new career asalivie producer.

And he could see that the Empire was winning.

A few more weeks, and then it would be over. He planned for his ship to need amassive quarterly that
would keep it out of thefinal baitle against Hesth.

Therefore, Gilmer, that clever man, was not pleased when ascreen lit, showing asingle incoming blip at
full drive

He enlarged the scope, cutting to a sensor he had planted severa light-years away, and then gurgled as
the monstrous bulk of the Forez swam at him. It was, a second screen told him, not anilluson. The
Forezs orbit, indeed, would pass less than one light-minute away!

His com team was dready yammering its close-beam report back to the fleet. Gilmer dammed full
power, programmed a random evasion pattern, and looked for something elseto do. Frantically he
ordered awegpons pand up and then blind-launched two missiles.

The four missiles with which the picket boat was armed were about as useless as awegpon could be.
They were single-lobe homers|ess than ameter long. In theory, they were to be used to stop an enemy
picket boat or maybe even atacship from sucking up a defenseless ship. In fact, they were intended to
givethe picket boat crewmen something to do before death if they were ingpt enough to be caught.

Gilmer gnawed hisknuckles, waiting to supidly fulfill one of the family's other traditions: death in battle.
But nothing happened.
None of the Tahn ships bothered to launch againgt his ship, let done go in pursuit.

Gilmer then knew he was not only a superb pilot but a master tactician aswell. For amoment he even
considered staying on in the military after thewar. No, he caught himself. Don't be arrogant. Take the big
meda they're going to give you and be content.

Hedid &t least recelve the medd. And it was avery large one.

The picket boat survived for one reason: Lady Atago wanted the Empire to know she was
attacking—and to come out to face her. Perhapsthat picket boat had given the dert alittle earlier than
she would have liked, but no battle was ever fought exactly to plan.

She did not even notice when one of the picket ship's missiles actudly hit the Forez.

A junior damage-control officer saw ascreen report a hit somewhere near the ship's sem. Damage was
through the outer skin of the ship, and an unknown object had lodged in the baffling just next to the
second skin before exploding. The damage-control officer tapped keys, dumping fire retardant into the
baffling area, ordered the evacuation of the storeroom next to the impact area, and also filled that
compartment with retardant.

He wondered what had hit them, then concentrated on other screens.

Mahoney paced his command center.



Hewasangry.

Again, helooked at the screen. Grest, he thought. So some Tahn clot in some kind of new battlewagon
wants to count coup before we put him away. Real noble, he thought. Nobody ever told him, Mahoney's
thoughtsran, that ain't the way modern war getsfought. All that happensisthey wait for you to ride out
and then open up with the machine guns.

Pity some people who don't want to be heroes generdly get killed in the process. Clotting clot, he
thought, as his mouth routined moving entire fleets out against the doomed ship. Maybe part of hisanger,
he thought with aflicker of humor, was that way down deep he thought counting coup was a better way
of making war than machine daughter.

A tech shouted at him, and Mahoney whirled.

"Who the hdll trained you to report like—"

And Mahoney gaped, staring at the screen the tech sat in front of.

Onit was Lady Atago.

"Whet the hell isthat?"

"Broadcast on dl channdls from that incoming Tahn ship. It'sadtill. No audio, no other vid."
"Holy Kee-rigt," Mahoney swore. "Com link. Immediate. Sealed beam to Prime. X-ray code."
That code would put the cast Straight through to the Eternd Emperor.

Not only had his carefully planned trap of the Fringe Worlds attack nailed the kits, but now the mother
direwolf was on her way.

Two tacship flotillas made the firg attack. Thefirst bored in, Straight on, hoping that their angle of attack
would, roughly, keep some of the weaponry masked. Their orders were smple: Kill the battleship.

That was incorrect—the Forezs target acquisition systems had been designed to pick up attackersfrom
any angle, and the wegpons systems to have the same launch capabilities.

The tacships should have been obliterated light-years beyond even the screening destroyers.

The ships were hit—and hard. Five out of twenty-five survived the battle. But they were not obliterated,
and it took awhile for the twenty to go ouit.

Thefirst disaster should have been anasty little surprise. For thefirst time, the Tahn had built a battleship
fitted with four internd hangars, housing sixteen tacships.

Ports did open, and the tacships struck.

But thewar had been hard on Tahn pilots; it had been especidly lethd for the young beingswho choseto
srap themsdvesinto the semiguided missiles called tacships. The sixteen pilots had, combined, lessthan
8,000 red E-hours experience. Before the war, that would have quaified a Tahn as graduate trainee and
nothing more.

The Tahn tacship pilots scorned such niceties as evasive tactics and spoofs—not that they would have



been capable of running them, especidly againgt the highly experienced Imperid officersthey faced, al of
whom had thousand-thousand-mission stares and sted! teeth.

The tacships|lived for only seconds before ceasing to exist. They made only one hit—and that was on
one of their own destroyers. But the clutter of missilesfired served nicdly to fragment the aready nearly
chaotic Tahn battle formation.

Atago, standing on the bridge, kept her face immobile. She had not expected much from the
tacships—but thiswas absurd. But it was. Sheissued further orders.

The chief weapons officer had aready decided on the system. He ordered amassive Nach'kal
launch—sdf-homing ship-to-ship missles, medium range.

The second disaster was the inept, un- or undertrained Tahn weaponeers. Computer smulation did not
equal combet redlity.

Acquisition techs misreported targets, and amers"lost” aim points or, worse, missiles themselves after
launch. Gunners fumbled through firing sequences that should have been genetically imprinted by then.
L oaders hit the wrong buttons and sent missiles back into storage bays or made them jam haf-loaded.

Thethird disaster was the new untried weapons systems themselves. The Nach'ka launch should have
been 100 percent. In fact, less than seventy-one percent of the tubesfired.

Others refused to admit that they had been loaded or had acquirable targets or smply sat there. One
entire bank of launchers went on automatic—but did not order the missiles drive systemsto activate after
launch. Several dozen Nach'’kals were jettisoned into space before avolunteer short-circuited the bank's
computer—el ectrocuting himsdlf in the process.

But the tacships took hits even asthey launched their Kai shipkillers.

One hit the Forez, exploding in anow-empty tacship hangar bay. Damage-control crews fought their
way into the roaring fire and managed to damp the flamesin minutes.

And then thefirg flotillawastrying to get out.

Five madeit.

But the Tahn's attention was taken up by the second flatilla. Their orderswereto kill the escorts.
They modtly did.

The Tahn destroyers maneuvered franticaly under individua control. After the disaster of the Nach'’kal
launch, the Forez's wegpons officer was rel uctant to give them support.

Nine destroyers incandesced before the officer ordered the launch.
Twenty operator-guided long-range shipkillers spit out from the Forez and went looking for targets.

Theflotilla, under tight control, spewed Fox countermissiles and Goblins keyed to home on thelarge
Tahn shipkilling missiles. The operators, confused, lost targets and control. The missiles, told they were
no longer in contact, obediently self-destructed.

The Imperid tacships camein again. Four of them struck for the cruiser.
Three of them hit the old ship, and it shuddered and broke in half. The haves, orbiting aimlesdy but il



moving at their initid velocity, were next Sghted three E-years|ater by asurvey ship. By then, it was of
course far too late for the handful of Tahn who had survived theinitid explosion.

The tacships broke once more and headed for home.
They had done enough.

Waiting in the wings were the heavies.

Atago ordered thefirgt launch againgt theincoming Imperid ships at extreme long range.

Twelve sdlf-guiding mongters floated out of their ports, and then their AM2 drives cut in. Each of them
had multiple guided warheads with enough KT to kill acity the Sze of Heath's cgpitd. The missles, so
new that they had not even been given acode name by Imperia Intelligence, worked superbly.

They ignored, as per last-minute ingtructions, any of the destroyers screening the larger Imperia ships,
homed, and exploded. Their warheads had been instructed to not split on find acquistion. They
disobeyed.

But the effect was il grim enough:

Two Imperial battleships destroyed.

One put out of action and later scrapped.

One cruiser destroyed.

One cruiser badly damaged.

Four cruisersforced out of battle.

Mahoney had been correct in anticipating the damage potentia of the berserker.
Seconds later, in-range, the Imperid ships launched.

More than 30 Kalis, each operator-guided, homed on the Forez.

It was a confusion—Kalis were homed on each other, were operator-lost, and were even lost in
sympathetic explosions after nearby missileswent off.

But the huge area of space occupied by the Forez and its escortswas ahell of explosions.
The remaining Tahn destroyers were dead or smashed out of battle.
The Forez itsdlf took two hits.

But it was il coming in, till under full drive—and till firing.

The weapons officer was dightly pleased.

Recognizing the incompetence of hisweapons crews, he had come up with aplan. The Nach'’kd missiles
were amed for the incoming Imperid ships, but with little expectation of success. Also, they were set on



rapidfire.

More effective were the close-range wegpons. the ballisticaly aimed Don rockets and the volley-fired
Mirkas. Even the chainguns were yammering at the Kaiswhen they got in range. The explosonswere
wresking havoc with his e ectronics and sensors—but hisship was till dive,

The three hits were acceptable. One had taken out a combat information center near the stern—>but there
was a secondary center. Another had blasted the Nach'ka's main computer. No lossthere. The third
shattered the crew living spaces. No one should have been in them, anyway. Thefireswould soon be
brought under control, he assumed. Besides, that was atask for damage control.

The fourth Kdi, from the Imperia second launch, smashed into the Forez at that moment. A quarter of
the Leviathan died in seconds as the nuclear blast ravened.

The bridge'slights died. Atago heard a suppressed shriek in the blackness. Then the secondary lights
went on. She scanned faces. Who was the weakling?

Therewasno clue.
"Admiral," she sngpped to the Forezs CO. "Damage?’

It took along moment. Half the bridge's screens were out or blinking nonsense. But eventually she had
her information:

Engine Room: Capable of fifty percent drive. Y ukawa drive units defunct.

Weagpons: Percentages... percentages... Atago scanned on. Not good. The long-range missile system
was dead. But she till had most of the shipkillers and even some of the Nach'’kal systemsleft. The
close-range systems had about twenty percent capability.

Caaudlties... Atago turned away. That was meaningless. She could till fight.
Another screen showed that the Forez would be within the heart of the Imperid fleet in minutes.

Atago's honor would be redeemed.

One of the more pointlessand trivid pastimes military historians aways had was trying to discover the
gpecific person who got credit/blamefor killing agreat warrior/tyrant. Arguments as to whether von
Richtofen was shot down by aféellow in-atmosphere pilot named Brown or potted out of the Sky by a
nameess Audrdian grunt were endlesdy boring. Another Earth example: Which atmo-pilot had actudly
assassinated an admiral named Y amamoto—L anphier or Barber?

More recently: Was Mordechi, battle |eader of the Mudller, redlly killed in hand-to-hand combat by the
mortaly wounded Colond Meinertzhagen, or did hein fact ssumble on top of an antipersonnel mine?

So it waswith Lady Atago and the Forez.
Thereweretwo man clamants.

Onewas adestroyer wegpons officer named Bryennius. She had launched her Kali and then let it go
"dead" in space, directly in the orbitd trgectory she had calculated for the oncoming Forez. At theright
second she brought the missile dive and amed it a the heart of the Tahn battleship.



The other was a particularly skilled tacship commander named Alexis. He had decided to fight his
mosquito battle at the same time as the big boys and had tracked the Forez. When he assumed that the
Tahn had other things on their minds, such asthe recent three hits, he had launched his own Kdi. He had
screened it againgt the close-range rocket and chaingun fire by punting al eight of his Goblin X11 missiles
infront of the shipkiller.

Neither one of them was the hero, even though both Kaliswere hits.
The higorians, not for thefirst time, were wrong.

Lady Atago and the Forez werekilled by Ensgn Gilmer.

Or maybe the Forez killed hersdf.

Thetiny hit onthe Forez, hours before the battle had begun, had come from the tiny missile launched
from Gilmer's picket ship.

It had, as the damage control computer said, only punctured the ship's outer skin. But it had not just
lodged in the baffling. A small rip was made in the inner skin.

The compartment having been evacuated, no one noticed.

It was also not noticed thet:

Thefire retardant system between the ship's skinsfailed to operate.

The storage compartment's retardant system had never been filled.

Thefireadarm itsalf was out of circuit, aswasthe darm system for that entire subsector.
And therewas afire.

It was quite asmdll one, glowing, barely a spark. If the hole in the center skin had been larger, thefire
would have gone out in the resultant vacuum. But the ship's atmosphere system kept pumping air into the
compartment.

That was enough to feed the spark.
The spark grew. Flickered.

The compartment walls should have been treated with retardant. They were not. They were also made of
ardatively low-temp synthetic. The compartment itsalf had nonmanifested crates of wasterags.

The compartment walls melted—but not into the other corridor, where the fire could have been seen.
Instead, it spread down the ship's Side, toward the stern.

The damage-control computer gill reported that nothing was wrong.

Findly thefire ravened, gutting through compartments. Crew members died before they could scream.
Maybe, at that point, one of the computers made areport. If so, it went unnoticed in the heet of battle.

Eventudly the blaze hit afirebreak. Two huge chambers ringed the ship, one above and one below the
AM2 fuel storage. The chambers not only werefilled with acompletely inert and nonflammable materia



but were given multiple antiblast, antiradiation, antianything drop shidlds.
They did not drop when the outer wall went down.
Nor was the nonflammabl e substance perfection.

The Forez exploded microseconds before the two Kali's struck what had once been matter and now
wasenergy.

Lady Atago might not have been that disappointed with her desth. She had not reached the heart of the
enemy, but she was firmly in command of her ship and about to issue an order—till in complete control.

But nearly ingantaneoudy, she ceased to exigt.
Along with more than 5,000 other crew members.
There were worse waysto diein awar.

Lady Atago had been responsible for many millions of people discovering amost al of them.
CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Lady Atago died with her honor intact. Theliving paid with their own. Her symbolic act of heroism
backblasted al down the line, exploding every joint in the pipe of authority. Leadership collapsed in
shame and despair, and the mob took to the streets, looking for someone to blame. The mob declared
the season open on anyone wearing auniform or even the lowliest badge of officiadom.

Sailors were dragged out of port bars and beaten to death. Thousands upon thousands gathered outside
military poststo wail and grieve and tear their hair and then hurl themselves againgt the wire until they
broke through. The soldiersfired on them, but only halfheartedly. Hundreds died, but till the crowds
kept attacking. Many soldiers stripped off their uniforms and joined the mobs, leading the hunt for their
officers. Police sations were set on fire, and the fleeing cops were pursued and hammered into gdl with
fistsand feet. Postal workers were stoned to desth on their rounds. Conductors were hauled out of their
trains and hanged from light stanchions, then their bodies set ablaze to scream and struggle asliving
effigies. Many members of the Tahn High Council hid in their homes, begting their breastsin sdf-blame
and remorse, not lifting afinger or even considering caling for help asther furiousfdlow citizenskilled
firg their guards, then their servants, then their families, and findly them.

When the mob could find no one in authority left to daughter, they turned on the merchants—most of
whom had used their capitdist good sense to flee—looting the stores and shops, smashing open
warehouses, and destroying everything they could not carry away. Huge columns of smoke and angry
flames erupted across Heath, asif the planet had been thrown back in time to the vol canic age.

Only Chaboya—and the K'ton Klub—was |eft strangely done. Sten and Alex had planned well. Each
time amob was tempted to invade the sin digtrict, their agents steered the crowd away with shouted
promises of softer and more deserving victims. Backed up by St. Clair and L'n, the two of them
monitored the rioting from the rooftop nightclub. The big com unit they had smuggled into the club was
alive with the back-and-forth chatter of their agents asfirst one target and then another fell. Heath was
being prepped for invasion.

Therioting had raged for two weeks before Mahoney finally breached the last of the Tahn defenses. Sten
and Alex got theword a midday. Suddenly al the radio chatter was swept away under the weight of



Mahoney's wide-banded broadcast. He and Sten had decided before that there would be no time for a
series of scrambled hide-and-seek broadcadts.

Mahoney figured that a big planetwide bellow was sufficient cover.

"At that point,” hehad said, "I couldn't give aclot who knows I'm coming. And if | yell loud enough, the
Tahn should have enough drakh in their shorts that they won't have the foggiest ideawho I'm talking to.
So. Soon as | say the word, you trigger the operation.”

"What'll we cal it?" Sten asked.
"Oh, | dunno. How about Operation Black Cat?"
"lsn't that supposed to be bad luck?’

Mahoney had given him awolfish grin. "I wasthinkin' more of the dead kind. That you drag acrossa
grave

Sten did not have to ask whose grave Mahoney had in mind.

Alex and Sten had tumbled to their feet as soon asthe com unit fll slent. They waited for agonizing
seconds. Then the message came through. "Ingtitute Black Cat. Repest. Ingtitute Operation Black Cat.
Areyaligenin', lad? Repest. Indtitute Black..."

Sten bleated afast "1 hear you," and the signal cutoff in midmessage. He turned to his staff of three. They
stood there, gaping, not believing that after al that time the end wasfindly there. They weredl staring a
him—even Alex—waiting for him to speak. Sten searched for something historical-sounding, something
that an admiral would say. And right then and there Sten decided he would not be that kind of admird.
Clot history!

"Y ou know what to do, people” was dl he said. And his staff of three jumped into motion.

. Clair and L'n would immediately put the word out to their key agents. Alex would notify Chetwynd to
get hishig crook's behind to Koldyeze and stand by.

Sten would take care of Pastour himself. He dided in the code, toggled the broadcaster timer to peep
and out, peep and out, and then punched the button that would send the message to Pastour.

The chief bodyguard, Lemay, found Pastour working peacefully in his garden. The man's hands were
shaking as he handed his superior the coded message. Lemay had no ideawhat it said, but he had been
told to keep a twenty-four-hour watch on the basement com. Anything that came acrosswas to be
brought ingtantly to Pastour's attention. The man had failed in his duty. Lemay was the most loyal member
of Pastour's persona staff and had spent the last two weeks in terror for his boss. Oddly, the mob never
came to Pastour's door, so the terror was for nothing. Still, it had exhausted him, and he had fallen adeep
on shift. The message came and went unnoticed, for how long, he did not know. For that dipup he firmly
believed he should have died if Pastour choseit. That the message wasfinaly brought to his attention by
anew member of the guard made his crime seem even worse. For that he should have died twice. The
fact that the new guard wasin Lemay's professiona opinion aweasd and aworm did not help the
metter.

He anxioudy explained dl that to Pastour, making no excuses and fully expecting the ultimate punishment.
Then heredlized that his colone was not paying attention. Pastour read the message for the fourth time,
Hisface was pae, hisbody cold. All the mental bracing for that moment was no help. Pastour wasto
make hisway to Koldyeze as quickly as possible. There he and the most trusted members of his staff



wereto hold in position. They were to make sure that no prisoner was harmed as they waited for the
Imperiasto land. And then Pastour wasto surrender for his people. For amoment Pastour thought he
would prefer death over what was to come. Then he remembered Lady Atago and what her desth had
brought on. The moment passed, and Pastour gave Lemay his orders.

Sergeant Mgor Schour had the honor of being the first member of the Imperid invasion force to address
a Tahn peasant. Schour's transport was part of the rear perimeter of the First Guards landing fleet that
touched down just outside Hesth.

Her lieutenant had chosen a nice soft green field. Sergeant Mgor Schour was the first trooper off. She
lumbered down the ramp on short, muscular legs, willy gun at the ready, eyes searching for some sign of

enemy activity.
"Get out of my tuberdl" avoice rasped out.

The sergeant magor spun, fingerstightening on her trigger. Then her mouth fell open. Standing in front of
her wasasmadll, brawny figure dressed in the rough pale green and brown of a Tahn peasant. Pink
tendrilswriggled angrily from what Schour imagined was the being's nose. The peasant in question was
heatedly waving ahoe at the bewildered non-com. Schour noticed that the being was fur-bearing and
had enormous forearms that ended in strong, stubby claws.

"What the clot did you say?" was al Schour could get ouit.
"Don't swear in my presence,” Lay Reader Cristatasaid. "The Great One does not tolerate swearing!™
"I'm ss-sorry,” Schour stuttered. "But whati—"

She broke off in bewilderment as more "peasants’ appeared. Three of them, all wearing the same pae
green and brown, were obvioudy Imperias. The otherswere Tahn. Peaceful Tahn. Sten would have
been at first massively surprised and then equally massively amused that everything had gone according to
plan for Crigtata. Thelay reader not only had successfully escaped but had converted an entire Tahn

peasant village.

"Are you going to remove yourself from our tubers, or are you going to force me to complain to your
superiors?’ Cridtata asked.

All the amazed Schour could do was blurt, "Don't you know therésawar on?"

Crigtata sniffed, unconcerned. "War—Ilike governments—isfor thelower orders,” he said. "Both are
forbidden. We who bask in the glory of the Grest One do not participate in these mundane matters.”

The other peasants muttered in agreement, waving their hoes for emphasis. All Schour could do was
gape and swesat and stutter. Cristata took pity on her. He put down his hoe and walked to Schour's side.

"You look very tired," he sympathized. " Perhaps this humble follower of the Great One could help you lift
this burden from your spirit."

And Cristata set about adding Sergeant Mgor Schour of the First Imperia Guardsto hisflock of
converts.

* k%



Wichman had always been suspicious of Pastour's sudden illness and decision to reduce his public duties.
The reports of Pastour'sincreased profile a Koldyeze had only added to his suspicions. And so, when
the young, fresh-faced guard he had planted on Pastour's staff came to him with the news of the
mysterious message and the sudden saddling up of the colondl and his S&ff to head for the monagtery, it
did not test his reasoning powersto add one and one and get the obvious two: Pastour was planning to
protect the prisoners of Koldyeze. But for what purpose? What did Pastour expect to gain?

Asthe next piece of the puzzlefdl into place, Wichman wasfilled with loathing. Pastour was atraitor.
And he intended to use the prisoners as trading stock to assure his future as atoady for the Emperor.

But what could he, Wichman, do about it? Lady Atago, thelast Tahn hero, had falen. At that moment
Wichman imagined Atago beckoning to him. And in hismind, the hero's mantle was passed on. Wichman
would pick up her sword. And he pledged that before he died, there would not be one prisoner Ieft alive
a Koldyeze.

Senior Captain (Intelligence) Lo Prek ducked into the ruined tenement that lay just below the gpproach
to Koldyeze. He had an assault rifle dung over his shoulder. At hisbelt was arationpak. He tugged with
al hispuny strength at the door that hung from sprung hinges, jamming the entrance to the stairway that
led up to the second floor. It finaly gave way with aloud shriek that a most stopped his heart.

Lo Prek waited for amoment, breathing in deeply, until his heartbeat returned to norma and the fear was
gone. Then he padded up the tairs. On the top floor, he found a gaping hole in the wall where awindow
once had been. From there he had a clear view of the front entrance of Koldyeze and the narrow
cobblestone street that wound up the hill to the old cathedral.

Lo Prek cleared a space and settled in to wait.

That it was probably going to be along wait did not trouble him at all. 1t was patience that had dlowed
him to track his brother's murderer across many years and millions of miles, and now hewas sure his
moment was near. Lo Prek had added one more factor to Wichman'slogic. If there wasto be afind
fight for Koldyeze, Sten was sureto be there.

Lo Prek would be waiting.
He loaded his weapon and made final adjustmentsto the sghts.
CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

The surviva of Koldyeze—and the lives of the many hundreds of VIP internees and POWsinsdethe
walls—was perhaps attributable to the fact that Lieutenant Colonel Virunga had been abit more of a
musician than he had admitted to Sten.

When the young Virunga had become fascinated with reed instruments, to the point that his parents
grudgingly paid for the astronomica cost of importing—from Earth—an archaic instrument called the
saxophone, he had become part of arebellion. The N'ranyas music a the time wasformaized into a
thirty-nine-tone structure, with each musical composition in two parts. Part one began with acertain
number of notes, which were then repeated in varying patterns, with the section ending in adifferent key.
Part two rang changes on those notes to finish eventualy in the beginning key.

The N'ranya delighted in descending from their trees, gathering in greet glades, and listening to those
pieces. Virungas generation found that boring, boring, boring and created other forms of music—music
inwhich not only might akey never be repested but each musician was permitted endlessindividua
variations as he or she saw fit. They called it y'zz and gathered secretly in smal clearingsto perform the



banned music.

Virunga, loving improvisation, wasin no trouble when Sten's sonata in the key of freedom, for
unaccompanied soloists, went badly awry.

Thefirst movement opened in the cellars below Koldyeze. Combat-experienced prisoners unsealed the
long-forgotten weaponsin the crypts and trained those who were gtill sane and hedlthy enough to use
them.

Grudgingly, Virungalet Kraulshavn and Sorensen prepare azimuth cards and range sketchesfor his
soon-to-be-used artillery. He himsalf spent hours closeted with Derzhin and Avrenti, discussing what was
inevitably going to happen—and what must occur. Avrenti, ever the professiond, had no trouble reaizing
that he dmogt certainly would be serving new mastersin short order. And Lord Pastour'sincreasing
presence insde the prison made it easy for Derzhin to give in. The problem was Genrikh and the handful
of uncorrupted Tahn guards he had asfollowers. But it was still not aproblem, Virungathought. His
armed prisoners, plus Chetwynd's now-enlightened—trandation: corrupted or scared—guards, would be
capable of dedling with them.

The first movement closed, as expected, as Imperid ships blasted overhead. The landing was under way.
Minutes later, Srens shrilled for an emergency formation and to open the second movement. The
prisonersformed up dowly in spite of the screams of the guards. Virungatook the count. Hisformation
leaders reported all prisoners accounted for. An aert Tahn was about to bellow in anger at the huge gaps
inthe formation. Insteed, he found himsdlf trying to shout through the ruins of awindpipe and then

collapsed.

Thekilling had been done by Sorensen. Mahoney's giving Sten Sorensen's code word had done more
than merely grant accessto his mental battle computer—it aso freed Sorensen to exercise some of his
other Mantis Team sKills.

Police Mgor Genrikh was standing at the head of the guards formation, facing the prisoners, when he
saw that guard die. He could see other prisoners—armed prisoners—suddenly appearing on battlements
and on balconies. He was shouting acommand, gun coming up and aiming across the courtyard a
Sorensen when Chetwynd moved. Initidly, Chetwynd had growled at Sten's orders. By rights, he should
have been out on the streets running his teams. He considered further. Suppose things did not go exactly
right in the beginning? A being could get killed being thefirst to fight. Koldyeze seemed afairly good
place to wait until the Empire stabilized things. And there was something e se to take care of.

The something € se was Genrikh—Genrikh and dl the clotting Tahn guards and cops who had bashed
Chetwynd around from the time he had first jackrolled adrunk sailor to the present day.

Genrikh took aim—and two anchor cables smashed around him. Then hewaskicking, lifted into the air
in Chetwynd's bear hug. His shout became a gurgle of blood as Chetwynd's arms tightened, smashing
ribs and caving Genrikh'schest in.

Chetwynd pitched Genrikh's body aside and went for the other "loyal" guards. He dived for the
cobblestones as projectile weapons cracked and men went down. The POW marksmen practiced some
restraint, killing the rest of Genrikh's bullies no more than two or three times apiece.

Virungastood motionless, waiting for the daughter to end. Then he turned his attention to Derzhin and
Avrenti. The remainder of the guards fingered their weapons, unsure of what to do.

"It... begun. Lay down... arms. Return to quarters. Wait further orders. Follow orders... no one
harmed.”



And s0, when Lord Pastour and his escorts arrived, Koldyeze was aready in Imperia hands. Hewas
greeted politely and shown to very safe quarters deep in the castle cdllars.

That was the end of the second movement.

The third movement should have been nearly pastord. Imperid ex-prisoners manned Koldyeze's gun
towers, the guns turned outward.

All the prisoners had to do was wait ingde their prison for eventuad relief by the Empire. Any dill-fighting
Tahn should have been easily discouraged by afew accurate rounds and convinced to go elsewhereto
find more meaningful death.

Instead, the third movement opened with the grating of tracks asfour heavy tanks rumbled up the
cobblestone street toward Koldyeze.

Lord Wichman. And friends.

Those friends consisted of the squadron of heavy tracks, one squadron of recon tracks, a scout company
of gravdeds, and nearly abattaion of soldiers. The prisoners of Koldyeze could be very grateful that
Wichman had not been able to acquire any tacnukes.

A prisoner team manning one of the watchtowersran aburst from its chaingun across the bow of the lead
track—and the tank’s cannon blew the watchtower apart.

The new arrivalswere not there for acasua investigation.
Virungagot on the com to Sten.

The rest of the symphony would bey'zz.

Sten, even though he had gone through the long, drawn-out defeat in the Fringe Worlds, still had not
realized there were so many ways of being told he was clotted.

He stood in the middle of what had formerly been the K'ton Klub's main lounge and was now his com
center. Koldyeze was up againgt it. There was no way that Virungaand the rest of the POWSs could hold
out against an armored attack. And there appeared to be nothing that could be done. Hislink with the
Imperiad Forces around Heath told him their attacks were staled. They had three days minimum until they
broke through. Negative on tacair. There were till enough AA missiles sSited to make any air support run
nearly suicidal. And Wichman's units were too close to hazard even an operator-guided missile attack.

He glanced out awindow and winced. He did not need aweatherman to tell him that a storm front was
closing in. He saw drizzle and fog. Acrass the room, Kilgour was dready at a computer termind. A
wallscreen cleared, and amap appeared. The map showed Hesth's capital with five-meter contour lines.
The map shifted, and Koldyeze was suddenly at the map's center.

Sten crossed to the map and studied it. The contour lines grouped very close together around Koldyeze,
and Sten'sleg muscles memory-ached, remembering the number of times he had groaned up that steep
cobblestone street when he was a prisoner. Oh-ho.

"Turn that sucker and animateit," he ordered.

The map changed, and Sten was Staring at alateral projection of Koldyeze showing that outlined, ruined



cathedra atop therise.

"Alex," hewondered aoud, "you got any read on what kinda crunchies Wichman's got?'
"Negative, boss. But Ahll bet it's nae th’ Tahn'sfinest.”

Probably not, Sten thought. " Spin it again.”

Once more Sten stared "straight down" at Koldyeze.

He had an idea—of sorts. But he needed one thing.

He asked Kilgour.

"Ah lack exact whaey' need, but Ah hae awee ersatz.”

"Nobody's looted it?"

"Ah gie m' word, wee Sten. Nae €en adesperate Tahn'd go near it."
"Y ou got two gravdeds running?'

"Ah hae"

And Kilgour was out the door.

Sten, who had planned to spend the last few days of the war Sitting in hisweb being big daddy spider,
grabbed the waiting combat harness from thewall and tugged it on.

Helooked acrossthe room at St. Clair. She shook her head in disbelief, and he shrugged, then went
downthegairs.

Kilgour, dready infighting gear, was waiting outside at the controls of the gravded. Behind him were two
of Chetwynd's agents at the controls of acargo ded. Both vehicleswere battered and battle-damaged
but till lift-capable. Sten clambered in, and Alex took off.

"How do you know the stuff's till there?”

"D'yeken," Alex went on, "thae quadrped we noted, aye back th' day we arrived ae Heath?"
Sten thought back—and recalled that four-legged creature ridden by aTahn officer. "A hearse?"
"Close, lad. At any rate, dinnae'y' wonder whae happens to horses when they die?’

Sten had not.

"Theterm isrenderin't. An' ginkit. Th' recyclin't center's ill there an’ reekin't. Well hae our socid
lubricant."

Kilgour did not have an order of battle for Wichman's assault unit, but his guess had been correct.

The recon squadron was arecently activated reserve unit made up of soldiers previoudy invaided out of
combat; the gravded unit had been formed by cadets from one of the Tahn military secondary schoals;
and the infantrymen had been grabbed from the walking wounded, replacement centers, and transport



depots.

The heavy tracks were factory-fresh and intended to be driven directly to the front lines and sent into
combat. They were so new that they lacked even acoat of camouflage anodizing. Their crewswere
civilian—fina line inspectors who had been grabbed and given orders by Wichman's people. Only one
inspector had objected—and been promptly shot by H'nrich, Wichman's chief of security. The othersdid
what they weretold.

They attacked Koldyeze.
Thefirst tank made Sten's plan possible.

The first watchtower destroyed, the tank ground into motion up the cobbled street, its cannon finger
probing for anew target. The gunner's sights swept across the second watch-tower on the other side of
Koldyeze's gates. There was no sign of motion. The gunner looked for a better target.

Very dowly, the chaingun in that second watchtower swiveled. The skinny man crouching in the gunner's
seet turned to the equally emaciated man knedling beside him. "Isit loaded?"

"| think s0. Y ou figure out how to shoot it?"

"Hel if | know."

"Y ou know that popgun ain't gonna punch through that tin can down there, don't you?”
"Shaddup. | liveacleanlife

The ex-POW |oading the chaingun would have been correct—under norma circumstances. The
antipersonnd roundsin the chaingun should have spattered off the heavy tank like raindrops. But the
tank's designers had assumed that no clotting driver would ever be dumb enough to take that track over
apile of rubble and expose its belly and extremey vulnerable escape hatch.

The scared civilian behind the tank’s control s was that dumb.
And the Imperid soldier behind the chaingun's triggers was avery good shot.

Ten rounds blew the hatch off itslocks—into the tank's crew compartment—and then ricocheted.
Heavy armor could keep thingsin aswell asout.

There were two survivors, and they were shot down by riflemen asthey scrambled out the rear hatch for
sfety.

"Not bad," the loader said.
"Not bad at dl," the gunner said.

Ten seconds later smoke wisped out of the tank's atmosphere exhausts, and the track "brewed up” in
flames.

The easy way to take Koldyeze had been cut.
Virungawondered what his still-unknown attacker would try next.

Probably an infantry assault.



That indeed was what Wichman had in mind. But his cobbled-together assault unit was il getting itself
organized, and most of the improvised platoons were nowhere near the line of departure when whistles
dhilled.

About acompany of grunts started up the hill. They were quickly shot down or into shelter. Therewas
no second wave. Instead, they started building barricades across the streets and creating fighting
positionsingde the tenements.

Perfectly fine, Virungathought. We have no intention of counterattacking, and if they turn thisinto asiege,
perhaps we can hold on until the Imperia Forcesarrive.

Perhaps. He went to prepare what he was trying to convince himsdlf was his artillery.

At twilight, Sten and Alex were crouched on the roof of one of the tenements, looking for away in.

Below them, hidden in wreckage, was the larger gravded, its cargo dooping and stinking, just as Kilgour
had promised.

Sten saw an opportunity to create some chaos.

The cadets manning the gravd eds were evidently trying to attack Koldyeze asif they were Scythians
bashing out a Roman legion. Their deds darted back and forth and up and down, the deds gunners
occasiondly blasting off aburst or two. Good shots. They hit Koldyeze dmost every other time.

Sten waited until dark, then flipped on the light-enhancing sights of his sniper rifle. It was afairly nasty
weapon that fired atiny, shielded AM2 round that on impact would blow aholein aman's chest that a
gravded could be driven through. But unlike the issue willygun, the heavy sniper rifle used amodified
linear accelerator to propd the round. The scope was used not merely to give a precise range and fix on
the target but could be turned if the target happened to go behind awall. On firing, the accel erator would
spin the round at the appropriate time—and the gun was quite capable of shooting around a corner.

Sten did not need that much trickery.

He put the scope's cross hairs on agravded pilot and blew him out of his seat. When the gunner jumped
for the controls, he died, too.

A few seconds later, five gravdeds were orbiting around the ruined streets below Koldyeze aimlesdy.
That would provide the necessary chaos.

Kilgour and Sten dropped down the shattered tenement steps and into their own ded and moved dowly
forward. Their advance went seemingly unobserved—at least none of the rounds that dammed into the
ground nearby seemed particularly aimed.

They reached the still-smoldering tank, and Kilgour steered the ded around it. He turned, free hand
guestionmarked, then pointed down. Here? Sten signed: Ten meters more. Kilgour obeyed and then
grounded the gravded.

And they amost got themselveskilled.

In spite of Virunga's bellows and protests about |osing his battle computer and fifty percent of Gaaronk's



operators, Sorensen put together an ambush team. He was—at |east asfar as he knew—the only Mantis
operativeinsde Koldyeze. But there were POWs from other hands-on letha units who wanted a bit of
close-in revenge. They did out of the cathedral toward the destroyed track.

Sorensen knew that Wichman's forces had to remove that hulk before they could send in more armor.
Figuring that combat engineers were few and far between those days, he intended to kill afew recovery
specidids.

He saw the gravded ground and crept toward the two Tahn—he thought—getting out of it. Eyes away,

he reminded himsdlf. His backup men flanked him. Sorensen readied the long ceremonia knife he was
carrying. Hewould take the heavier onefirst. Then—

A flare bloomed on the horizon, and dl five men became bushes. The flare sank down, and Sorensen's
two targets were aive once more. The smaller man's hands moved to one side, then together, asif
holding a package. Patrol sign language, Sorensen redlized. Had the Tahn stolen that from the Imperids?
He decided to take a chance and hissed sihilantly.

The two men crouch-spun, weapons coming up. But they did not fire.
"ID," Sorensen whispered.

Sten redlized that the whisper was not in Tahn. He assumed that the ambushers must have come out of
Koldyeze.

"Imperids”
"Oneforward."
Kilgour rumbled toward Sorensen.

Sorensen's night vison was dmost gone—the vitamin-lousy diet the Tahn had fed them ensured that.
Even with the added rations from the discovered stores, he till was looking at ablur when Alex
recognized him.

"Wee Sorensen,” he whispered.
The accent was enough.

Sorensen waved histeam forward and hand question-marked. Need help? Sten nodded ostentatioudly,
then indicated. Two out as security. The re—start pouring.

Sten lifted the gravded's nose dightly, and the semiliquid cargo doshed out. As Sten shoveled glop out
onto the cobblestones, hewondered if it was alum. Kilgour was dways closing letters with some
nonsense phrase about somebody's lum reeking. And dead hearse—horse, he corrected—did reek.
Kilgour had been quite correct—no one had looted the rendering works. And the liquefied fat from the
vats should work very well.

They finished and regrouped. Sten had planned on reentering Koldyeze with Alex through the
gtill-undiscovered tunnel. But obvioudy Sorensen had a better way.

Sten sent the gravded, at full power, back down the street. It ricocheted away, caroming off buildings
and providing an excellent diversion. Then everyone doubled back toward K oldyeze. Sten had ordered
Sorensen's run aborted; he figured that the demolished track would not be recovered by specidists.
Wichman's people were more adept at brute force—and Sorensen would be more than alittle



outgunned.

Sten went through the half-opened main gate, hoping that Koldyeze'swater supply was ill turned on.
Hesmdled. Smelled like... adead horse.

A very dead horse.

Sten was correct. The ruined track was bulldozed out of the Street and through atenement wall early in
the morning by a second heavy tank. Sorensen'sritual butcher knife would not have done much good.

Wichman attacked, predictably at dawn.
And Virungaunmasked hisatillery.

It was not much.

The crypt had held four cannon. Real cannon, not lasers or masers. put shell and propellant in one end
and yank ahandle, and it works—maybe. Virungathought the cannon were probably intended for some
kind of ceremonid use, dthough that did not explain why they had sights, and ordered the barrels
wire-wrapped for reinforcement. Virunga had marveled at the sights. They were primitive. It had been
years since he had seen alaser ranging cannon, and then only in amuseum.

Working parties had managed to hoist the cannon onto the battlements, and firing apertures had been
bashed through the walls and then concedled. Virungawas pretty sure that the recoil mechanism of the
cannon was rusted solid. Regardless, he did not plan on taking chances and had ringbolts spot-welded to
the cannon and bolted to the cathedra walls themsalves. Cableslinked the gunsto the wall bolts and,
hopefully, would prevent the cannon from recoiling straight off the battlements when they werefired.

Virunga had found and trained cannoneers, then dubbed hisfour popguns "Battery A."

"Battery B" was eight multiple-tube rocket launchers, firing solid heads, powered by propellant picked
from the projectile rounds stores in the crypts and then hard-packed into containers. At least there was
more than enough propdllant.

Aiming congsted of squinting through aV-sight atop the tubes until the target was more or lessdigned
and then getting the hell out of the way while someone hit an eectricd firing connection. The launchers
were crewed and then sited atop other battlements.

"Battery C" was even worse.

Observing that the cagtle's plumbing seemed built for dl eternity, Virunga had ordered sections of pipeto
be cut into meter-and-a-half sections and wire-reinforced. He was making mortars. Very, very big
mortars.

Micrometers, smal inspection telescopes, bubble levels, gears, and knobs had been stolen from the
various workshops that the POWSs dave-labored for and had been cobbled together to make sights for
the mortars.

Virungadiscovered that the propellant used in the rifle rounds could be liquefied and cast without harm.
He decided to use that powder, cast into round increments, to fire his mortar rounds. The rounds



themsdaves were smaller sections of pipe built up again with wire to gpproximate the interior dimensions
of the mortar tubes. They were handgrooved so the pipe would shrapnel on impact, but not deeply
enough that the round would explode on firing.

Maybe.

The rounds were packed with more propellant. Nitric acid, ak, and mercury were gingerly mixed by
sdf-taught POW chemigts to make the horribly dangerous mercury fulminate that would be used to
detonate the rounds on impact.

Maybe.

Virunga readied firing positionsin the courtyard for the mortars, with high-stacked stone around themin
case the bad guys had mortars of their own.

Thetiny com unitsthat had been brought to Heath by Sten and smuggled into Koldyeze by Chetwynd
were the only modern items Virunga had. They linked the observersto the batteries. In spite of the
risk—the observers were located anywhere the streets around K oldyeze could be seen from—there was
no shortage of volunteers.

Thirty seconds after the first tank popped into open, Virunga opened fire.
"Battery A. Armor in the open. Acquire targets visudly. Fireon individud control.”

The gun commander of the first cannon had one of the recon tracksin hissights. He held his breasth and
yanked thefiring lever. The cannon cracked and dammed back againgt the cable restraints. The
commander stared down at the streets below. The round dammed into awall about five meters from the
recon track.

"Come on down alittle bit and right askosh,”" the commander advised the gunner. He was not, needless
to say, atrained atillerybeing.

Thethird round ventilated the thinly armored recon track, and its crew bailed out.
Virungasmiled in plessure.
His other three gunswere dso firing and hitting.

Down below, the three heavy tracks ground up the street toward the cathedral. One of them took a
direct hit from a cannon, but the solid round ricocheted off the track's armor plating.

Sten peered through a battlement's machicolations and swore. He had hoped that somehow Virungas
cannon would have enough power to punch holesin the heavy tracks. The only thing that could stop
them, he redlized, was his deceased horses.

Thetank clattered dowly up the cobblestones toward Koldyeze, infantry moving forward inits shelter.
Then the track hit the grease. Its tracks spun usalessy on the cobblestones. The huge tank did sdeways
and back down the hill, damming into the first hulk.

And then the defenders of Koldyeze got lucky.

Not, of course, that luck was ever mentioned by either Sergeant Mg or Isby, observing for Battery C, or
by the mortar crew. Isby, even though he was a supply specidist, had been given infantry training, which
at onetime had included artillery/mortar observation. He remembered hislessons quite well.



"Charlie Two," he broadcast. "Thisis Obsarver Six. Fire Misson. Azimuth 5250 down 30. Distance
3200. Tanks and infantry in the open. Will adjust.”

The sghts of the mortar were adjusted, and two till-brawny women, VIP hostages, fitted firing charges
onto the mortar bomb and hoisted it up over the mortar's mouth, let go, and ducked away.

The mortar thudded. Sten saw the wobbling pipe climb high into the sky, then turn and drop downward.
Thefirst round hit the staled track directly on top of its engine exhaust plates and exploded. The tank
itself blew up, sending itsturrets cartwheding away into the infantry around it.

Once again, the way was blocked.

Isby and the mortar crew, of course, said that the first-round hit proved how good they were. They
bragged accordingly. They did not think it worthy of note to mention that they hit nothing else for the rest
of that day.

And then the infantry began its assaullt.

They camein cautioudy, keeping to the cover of the tenements and rubble. But they still had to comeinto
the open eventudly.

Sten methodicdly sniped down an entire squad of grunts who were hiding behind what they thought was
solid stone. Other marksbeings, now familiar with the projectile sporter wespons they were equipped
with, decimated the infantry.

But the Sege of Koldyeze was till being lost by the ex-prisoners.
Sowly the ring of Wichman'stroops closed on Koldyeze. There was just too many of them.

The single chaingun that survived atop the second watch-tower was smashed by three accurate rounds
from another heavy tank firing over the corpse of its brother. Tahn soldiers countersniped from positions
on the roofs of tenements.

Sten saw a POW lying on the battlement not far from him dump, the top of her head suddenly missing.

"Dinnaey' hope, young Sten," Alex observed, "thae our wee Guardsmen aren't takin't long mess
bresks?'

Sten hoped that very desperately.

Chief Warrant Officer Rinddi Hernandes had wondered what would happen if he survived imprisonment
long enough to get aweagpon in his hands. Could he kill—even beings who had been responsible for his
grandchild's death?

He could.

Somewhere Hernandes had found an enormous rifle—nearly aslong as he was—that single-fired around
the size of the cheroots he missed desperately. It was an ancient rifle fitted with amuseum-qudlity optical
Sght.

But it was avery effective antique.

Hernandes held his sights on the target—a Tahn in the gunner's seat of agravded. He breathed in deeply.



Then helet out half the breath and held. Hisfinger pulled the forward trigger, then moved back to the set
trigger. It touched the meta, and the rifle dammed him.

Kilgour had taken onelook at Hernandes's weapon and dubbed it a"dinosaur gun.”
"Becauseit'd kill adinosaur,” Sten straight-manned.
"Na, clot. Because it takit adinosaur to fire the beast.”

It damn near did. Therifle kicked—hard. Hernandes was pretty sure that his shoulder wasif not broken
at least cracked alot.

But it wasfar worse on the arrival end.

The gunner in the gravded had time enough to notice that he lacked a pelvis before he died.
Hernandes carefully scratched amark on the stone next to him. That made twenty-seven.
Helooked for another target.

Downdope, a Tahn sergeant spotted the movement, sighted, and touched atrigger.

The three-round burst blew Hernandes's abdomen apart.

The decimation went on.

Virungareflexively ducked when the explosion went off, the blast echoing seemingly endlesdy around the
courtyard walls.

And then the screams started.

Thefirg of the mortars had exploded. Thirty-one people were dead or maimed around the shattered
metd. Medics scurried to help.

Virungakept his expresson untroubled. At least the blast walls had provided an unexpected side benefit
and kept the damage moderate. But Virungaknew that the three remaining mortars would be shot on a
duck-and-fire principle. Koldyeze, he estimated, could hold no more than another day, at best. And that
night Wichman'sforces mined thewall.

Wichman gave precise orders. Even though he was inexperienced at combat, he waslearning rapidly.

| could have served better, he redlized with resentment. | should have resigned my post for acombat
command when thiswar began. Perhaps...

But he was not egotigtic enough to think he could have changed things.

But thiswould be enough: afind revenge againg thetraitors and afind drike againg the Imperias.
Koldyeze wasto be completely illuminated, both by flares and from six mobile searchlights that one of his
aldes had scrounged. Chainguns on the recon tracks were to sweep thewalls. Any Imperia prisoner who
stuck his head up would be daughtered.

His plan worked.
When he was satisfied that all fire from the cathedra had been suppressed, he sent in the troops with



demopacks. Nearly ten tons of high explosive was arranged at the foot of thewall. His next assaullt,
which would occur an hour before dawn, was certain to succeed.

Unfortunately, Lord Wichman did not survive to see whether histactics were successful.

Sten, outranking Sorensen, pulled the plug on the young man's commando operations. Virungawas
right—they could not stand to lose him. Especidly not now, with Virungas cannon firing by caculation,
ca culation made possible only by Sorensen's mind functioning as a battle computer.

But those orders did not hold true for Sten.

After dusk, he and Alex went out looking for trouble. They went through the Tahn perimeter easlly, dl
the old Mantis moves returning. Beyond the front lines, they split up and began their head-hunting.

Sten carried aminiwillygun with asingle magazine of ammunition. If he was blown, he knew better than to
imagine he would be able to shoot hisway out. He carried four Mantis demolition packs with him, along
with two grenades and a Gurkhakukri he had brought back to Hesth.

The demopacks were the first to go. With avariable time set on the fuses, they were deposited, one on
the deck of arecon track, onein the middle of four parked gravdeds, the third on one of the searchlight's
generators, and thefinal one under what Sten thought was acom trailer.

Large cablesled from that trailer into awell-guarded building. Sten found that interesting. He dipped into
that building's neighbor and found an appropriate-length section of metal stair banister. On the roof, he
positioned the banister across to the guarded building and hand-over-handed hisway onto itsroof, the
rusty metal bending dightly as he went. He crept down the stairs, keeping low and closeto thewall.

Lousy blackout, he thought, seeing a gleam of light from the curtained doorway of aroom on the second
floor. Then he saw the bulk next to it.

H'nrich might have been an excdlent bodyguard against norma intruders.
Sten was not normal.
H'nrich'e eye registered aflash in the dimness as the kukri came up from below. That wasall.

Sten yanked the kukri out of H'nrich's neck—he had pulled the dash so he would not have to worry
about a head bouncing around the hallway—caught the sagging, blood-spouting body, and eased it
down. He sheathed the kukri, wiped stickiness from hisface, and took three deep bresths.

The question was not what was going to happen next but what would happen next next. Specificdly,
would Sten have timeto get out with hisvital Sgnsvita before the reaction.

Possibly.

Hetook the two grenades from his webbing and rolled the timer until the X was under hisfingers. Ten
seconds.

Come on, son. Don't get cowardly now.
His hand blurred the pistol from its holster, and Sten went through the blackout curtain.

There were seven beingsin the room. One of them, Sten's mind registered, was wearing a dress uniform,
and then he ID'd Lord Wichman as hisfinger pulled the trigger to its stop and the AM 2 rounds spit
around the room.



Four rounds tore Wichman's body apart. Sten's free hand lobbed the grenades at the com console, and
then hewas gone.

There were screams and shouts and somebody outside shooting at something.

Sten was back up the steps, three at atime, dmost faling through abroken lift, then on the roof and
across. Running. He hit the far edge, eyestelling him he could make the jump, mind saying you ain't no
Kilgour, and then hewasin theair.

Helanded at least a meter on the other side of that third building's parapet. Getting cowardly, he thought
once more, and then melted into the night toward Koldyeze.

Sten came back to awaiting catastrophe.

He had seen the searchlights blinding on the walls of Koldyeze, redized that he could not return the way
he had come out, and went once more through the tunnd.

Virunga brought him quickly up to speed; they had heard, and seen, the demalition chargesbeing
planted. When the Tahn had pulled back, four brave men and women had tried to get to the charges.
Their bodieslay only afew meters beyond the gate.

Not, Sten thought privately, that they could have accomplished much. He assumed that the demo charges
were not only separately det-timed but booby-trapped aswell. The romantic days of putting the fuse
seconds before the bang banged were as ancient as Hernandessrifle.

"Ordered,” Virungasaid, "dal troops back from wall. If Koldyeze doesn't fal on our heads... will retake
fighting pogitions after blast.

"Better suggestion?" he asked Sten hopefully.
Sten had none. Neither did Kilgour when he returned an hour later.
They looked for abig rock to hide behind.

Wichman might have been dead, but histroops soldiered on.
The blast went off—on schedule.

The shock wave blew down five entire rows of already-shattered tenements. The ground
earthquake-shook, and in their till-separate battle two kilometers away, Imperia guardsmen ducked,
sure that somebody had set off anuke. The blast cloud rose more than three kilometersinto the clouds
despitethe continuing drizzle.

The entire front wall of the cruciform-shaped cathedra crumbled, and did down the hill.
But only sx POWsdied. Koldyeze had indeed been built to withstand dmost anything.
The Tahn mounted what wasto be thefinad attack—and ran ingtantly into trouble.

The ruins of that front wall made an excellent tank trap—far superior even to Sten's grease. Even the
heavies could not grind through the building-high boulders.



Only the gravdeds could provide support for the infantry.

Somewhat surprised that they were till dive, the Imperid defenders boiled out of their holes and found
fighting postions

Gravded pilots were hit, and the gravdeds orbited out of the battle. The first wave of the Tahn infantry
was obliterated.

But the second wave found forward positions and laid down a base of fire.
The third wave attacked, and the gravd eds were able to movein.
The prisoners pulled back. Back and down.

Into the crypts.

"Clottin' convenient placeto die," Kilgour observed, sourly looking around the cdllar. "Thagll be naneed
todigaweegrave.

Virunga herded the last of the hostages down more stone steps degper into the subbasements and limped
back toward Sten.

Sten had hastily reorganized the surviving fightersinto five-man squads and given each one aposition to
hold: agtairwell, alanding, a portion of the huge basement he himsalf wasin. Anything bullet-resistant had
been dragged up as a barricade.

He had not needed to tell his squads they were to hold till the last—none of the Imperia prisonerswere
stupid enough to believe the Tahn were interested in recapturing them.

Kilgour, three-gee muscles training, had lifted astone dtar into position for hisand Sten's persona last
stand. He spread out hisremaining grenades and ammunition in front of him.

Sten followed suiit.

"Y" know, wee Sten," Kilgour observed. "If thae clottin' Tahn hae brain one, thagll just filter gasdown
the steps an' be done wi' us. Thae's nae afiltermask't’ be had.”

At leadt, Sten thought, that would be rdatively painless.

"Or praps,” Kilgour went on relentlesdy, "thagll just sedl usup dive. Thaell be no bonesf'r m' mum't'
mourn over. An me aclaustrophobe, too."

Sten showed histeeth in what he redlized probably did not much resemble a smile and settled down to
wait for deeth.

It was, surprisgngly, afarly long wait.

They dimly heard the sound of firing from above. Sten wondered. Had the Tahn found some other way
down to them? The firing suddenly roseto adull storm and died away. There wasthe crack of single
shotsthen.



Sten looked at Kilgour.
"Na" Alex suggested. "Thag's too convenient.”

But both of them replaced their grenades and ammo into their harnesses and moved dowly up the steps
toward the courtyard. A burst of fire shattered down at them, and they ducked behind theturnin the
darwel.

"Clot," Alex swore. "Ah wasright. Too convenient.”

Sten waited for the requisite grenade to roll down on them. But instead there came ashout in very bad
Tahn.

"Surrender. Weapons no. Hands air in."

Sten and Alex grinned. And Sten shouted back in Imperidl.
"Friends. Imperid. Kissto be kissed.”

"Oneup,” camethe shout, in Imperid but still suspicious.

Sten shucked his combat harness and, moving very dowly, handsin plain sight, climbed the steps until he
saw two battered guardsmen, their red, exhausted eyes glaring through filthy faces. And he kissed them
both.

Out of common courtesy, the one with the beard got the first one.

They were rescued.

Therdief force was commanded by aone-star generd. Imperia forces had mounted amassive armor
assault and driven awedge through the Tahn lines.

They had not stopped to widen that perimeter but had kept on moving, their tracks damming at full speed
through the city of Heath. Gravd eds hovered above them. Gunners opened fire on any movement without
checking to see whether the target was a scared civilian or a Tahn soldier. They had hit the remnants of
Wichman'sforcesin the rear and scattered them.

Sten and Alex stood in the courtyard, listening to the genera. He was very proud of himsdf and his men.

Why not? Sten thought in stupid fatigue. After | deep for about sx months, I'll buy him a beer, too.
Cometo think, I'll buy anybody in this unit as much ak asthey can pour down. Or whatever else they
take, he amended. He was turning to Kilgour to suggest they find somewhere to collapse—and suddenly
the Scotsman's rifle was snapping to his shoulder.

Senior Captain Lo Prek was aiming very carefully. He had followed the assault wave into Koldyeze, and
no one had bothered asking who the hell he was.

He had found a position insde Koldyeze itself and waited. Perhaps Sten was outside the walls, or
perhapsingde. But he knew that he would have his chance.

He ignored the destruction of Wichman's soldiers and the victorious Imperials. That was not a part of his



war.
And at that point he was rewarded, seeing below him the man who had murdered his brother.

Ashissightsfound Sten, his heart thundered and he aimed, knowing he would get only asingle shot.

Sten and the Guards general went down as Kilgour fired along, chattered snap-burst that blew apart the
cathedral window above them.

Kilgour lowered therifle.

"What was—" Sten managed, and Alex waved the barrel.

A body dumped forward out of the window and hung, motionless.
"Clottin' sniper,” Kilgour said.

Sten picked himsdlf up. That wasit. For him, the war was over.

The body of Senior Captain Lo Prek was eventudly picked up by a press gang of Tahn civilians under
the direction of an Imperia sanitation expert, loaded onto agravded, and taken outsde the city. It was
cremated, dong with severa thousand other, equally nameless bodies.

And the war was over.
CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

The surrender document was asmall off-white sheet of parchment. There were very few words penned
on the document itsalf, because there were no terms. The surrender was unconditional.

From the moment the document was signed and then countersigned, the Tahn would have to depend on
the charity and mercy of the Eternd Emperor.

The document sat upon asmall linen-covered table. Behind the table sat lan Mahoney, the Emperor's
representative and newly appointed governor-genera of what had once been the Tahn Empire. Thetable
and chair were the only furnishingsin the yawning main banquet room of the Normandie.

It wasin that room that the incident that had triggered the war had taken place. On that day it had been
crammed with tables laden with delicacies to be enjoyed by the cream of Tahn diplomacy. It wasthere
that an entirely different sort of document was to have been signed: a declaration of peace.

And the Emperor himself had presided. But the incident had ended in murder and the betraya of both
camps.

Now the Emperor was nowhere in sight. His deliberate absence was a calculated act to add to the
Tahn'shumiliation. Instead, there was Mahoney, histwo chief aides standing at full attention on either sde
of him, and, lined up aong the walls of the room, the top officers of the Emperor'sfleetsand armies.

Onthefar sde of the room, partidly hidden by a hastily hung curtain, was alivie crew filming the event
for Empire-wide broadcast.



The main porta hissed open, and Colond Pastour stepped in. He was the sole surviving member of the
Tahn High Council. In amoment he would be just citizen Pastour. The Emperor had decreed that once
the surrender had been signed, there would be no ranks or titles permitted in the lands of the Tahn.

As Pastour started the long, dow march toward the table, two other Tahn trailed behind him. Onewas
dressed in the ragged uniform of acustoms officer. The other wore that of aposta officid. They werethe
highest Tahn officids anyone could find. Pastour himsdlf, at the demand of the Emperor, wore civilian
clothes.

Pastour cameto astop just in front of the table. The only movement in the room was Mahoney's head as
it lifted. Two eyesbelow bushy, forbidding eyebrows bored into him. Pastour hesitated, unsure what to
do next. He thought of his people watching on the public-square screens that the Imperials had erected in
every mgor city. Heknew it was his duty to abase himself for them. But how much humiliation would be
required?

Mahoney did the document toward him.
"Sign!" wasdl hesad.

Pastour fumbled for apen and scratched his name. Mahoney flipped the document over and signed his
name beneath Pastour's. He handed it to one of hisaides. Then helooked up at Pastour, his eyesfilled
with hate. Oddly, the hate was comforting. That Pastour understood.

"That'sal," Mahoney siid.

And intota silence, citizen Pastour turned and stumbled away.

Admira Sten paced back and forth in the passageway. A commentator's voice crackled from speskers
mounted on ether end of the corridor, analyzing the events that were unfolding for hisaudience. As Sten
paced, he kept glancing at the door that led to the Emperor's stateroom. And any moment, he would be
caled into his commander in chief's presence. Sten was one of the few people who were aware that the
Eternd Emperor was aboard the Normandie.

"He said it was his damned show,” Mahoney had explained, "and he planned to have aringside sedt,
evenif he couldn't allow himsdf to be therein person.”

Sten understood thet, just as he admired the Emperor's will power in staying away from the ceremony
itsdlf. If it were Sten, protocol be damned, he would want to see his enemy squirm close up. But that was
not what he was thinking as he paced nervoudly.

His head was buzzing with questions, which mostly boiled down to, What did the boss want of him next?
Sten was sick of anything vagudy involving officid violence. Hewas sick of killing. Sick of manipulations,
Sick of giving ordersand sick of seeing hisfellow beings dying carrying them out. Hewaswearing his
new admira's uniform for thefirst time, and he was dready sick of that, aswell. Sten wasfuzzily
imagining somekind of life that had nothing to do with the military. He was not sure what he would do
withiit, but hefet good just wondering.

K. Clair and L'n werein the process of sdlling the K'ton Club. Maybe he would join them in whatever
venture they had in mind. Clot, after the bundle Ida had made for him, he could bankroll streets and
dtreets of nightclubs. Sten in show biz? Nah. Wouldn't wash. Maybe he should talk to Kilgour. Maybe
they could team up and do alittle poking around some frontier systems. See what the Indians were up to.



He was casudly consdering the prospector's life and wondering if St. Clair or Haines might fit in, when
the door whooshed open and a Gurkha beckoned him inside.

The Eternd Emperor palmed the switch that cut the vidscreen off as Sten entered and cameto full
attention.

"Knock it off, Admird," the Emperor said impatiently, "I've had it with ceremony. And | hope it doesn't
offend your military sengbilitieswhen | inform you that soldiering of any kind isgtarting to give meapain
inmy roya behind."

Sten laughed, not offended at al, and dumped into a chair. The Emperor got up, fetched a bottle of
stregg and two shot glasses, and filled them both to the brim.

"Weve got time for one of these and then one more before | chase you out of here," the Emperor said.
"Soon as those clottin’ Tahn clear the Normandie, I'm taking off."

"Going home, Sir?" Sten asked.

"No such luck,” the Emperor said. "I've got alot of fence mending to do. Y ou know the drill: shake
hands, kiss babies, have my picture taken with people I've alowed to think are important, thank my alies
for missang every time they tried to stab me in the back, and generaly pump up my popularity polls.

"Hdl, | won't see Prime World insde of six months. And I'm aready fed up with the whole thing. Shows
what arotten attitude I've got."

Heraised hisglassin toast. "Heresto rotten attitudes.”

Sten chinked his glass with his boss's, and the two of them choked back the raw stregg. The Emperor
refilled the glasses. One more shot to go, and Sten'stime was up. And hewes. .. free?

"Look. When | get back iswhen the real work starts,” the Emperor said, "and I'm gonna need some
hdp."

Sten saw hisfreedom vanishing.

"I've had to rebuild this whol e shebang more than once,” the Emperor said, "but | don't think things have
ever been thisbad. Don't get mewrong. | know what to do. But after thiswar I'm short of talent to help
out.

"Sullamoraand his boyos won't do much more than get in my way. All they can seeis bottom-line profits.
Funny about those types. They have some minor money-making abilities—if you cal pirating busness
savvy. Thething that bothers meisthat they don't seem to have any fun doing it.

"Bunch of gloomy clots. And they don't help my mood at al. All right. Forget them. | bring in some
young, spirited typeslike yoursaf. We bust our scrotumsfor just fifty or sixty years, and maybe we end
up with something looking kind of nice. Something we can be proud of .

If Sten had been uneasy before, when the "we" crept into the conversation, he redlly started getting
worried.

"Excuseme, gr," hebrokein, "but I'm not surehow | canfitinto dl this"

The Emperor waved that away. "Y ou're not to worry about it," he said. "I've got some pretty good
idess.”



"It'snot that,” Sten said. "And | don't mean to sound ungrateful. But..." He hesitated, then took the
plunge. "Y ou see, I've got some pretty severe doubts about where | want to be in those next fifty or sixty
years. And right now, the military doesn't fed likeit. Likeyou said, it feelslikeapanin the
behind—athough mineisn't royd."

The Emperor laughed. " So, what are you thinking?”

"I'm not sure," Sten said. "I've got leave coming to me. Probably a couple of years worth if | totted it all
up. | thought maybe I'd just kick back and see what happens.”

The Emperor gave Sten amesasuring look. Then he smiled and shook his head. Hetilted hisglass at Sten
inadlent toast. The audience was over. Sten drained his glass and got up. He set down the glass and
gave the Emperor what he hoped would be hislast sdlute. The Emperor returned it, very formal.

"Within six months," he predicted, "you'll be bored out of your skull. I should be back home by then.
Look meup.”

Bdlieving that the Emperor waswrong on al counts, Sten wheeled and was out the door.
CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

The Eterna Emperor clumped down the ramp of the Normandie, his Gurkha bodyguards pressed tightly
around him. He paused at the bottom, then breathed a silent sigh of relief. As per his orders, there were
no welcoming crowds at Soward, Prime World's main spaceport. Instead, a short distance away, there
was only his personal gravcar and its escort to take him back to his dreary makeshift quarters beneath
the ruinsof Arundd.

Hewould have to do something about that, he reminded himsdlf. Timeto give the rebuilding program a
boot in the butt. 1t was not the image of pomp and splendor he missed but the carefully built-in comforts
and, abovedl, privacy. Just to be donefor alittle while with one of hisnutbal projects—like reinventing
the varnish used on a Strad violin—would be an immense reief.

At the moment hefdlt that if one more being asked him for adecision or brought sometroubleto his
attention, he would break down and sob. The problem was that emperors who sobbed publicly were
never eternd. Still, that was exactly what hefelt like doing. Just ashisfacefdt asif it wasgoing to fal off
from smiling at vidcameras, and his ringers were bleeding from shaking the hands of so many grateful
subjects. They were dl anxiousto tell him what ahero he was.

He thought of another hero and winced, with asmal smile. After adecisive battle, one of the man's aides
had told him what a great hero he had become. Sure, the new hero had observed. But if | had logt, |
would be the greatest villain in our nation's history. What was the guy's name? Who knows. Probably
something Prussian. So much for clottin' heroes.

The Eterna Emperor pulled himsdlf together and headed for hisgravcar. A few years earlier hewould
have dept the clock around three or four times, then donned his Raschid identity and gone on along
drunk at the Covenanter, with maybe atumble with Janiz for old time's sake. But the Covenanter was
gone because of treachery. Aswas Janiz. Both gone, and it was hisfault, dammit! He had let it get away
from him somehow.

The magter of doublethink. Bah! Maybe that's your problem, Engineer Raschid. Y ou overclottin'
complicate every clottin’ thing. Keep it stupid, ample, and awholelot of folks might ill be
breething—instead of dead or, worse, on their knees, praising your name.



The Eternal Emperor wasfeding every year of his 3,000-plus span as he reached the car. Then he saw
Tanz Sullamora's smiling face, and he groaned and dmost groaned again as Tanz stuck out ahand to be
shook. Instead, he took it—gingerly.

"Welcome back, Your Mgesty,” Sullamoragushed. "Wered| very proud.”

Sureyou are, the Raschid side of him thought. Y ou just can't wait to figure out how to intrigue me out of
afew more warehouses full of credits. But the Eterna Emperor side of him made him merely smile and
mutter apolite thanks.

"l have one smdl request,” Sullamorasaid. "1 know you're anxious to get home, but..."

The Emperor raised an eyebrow. He was about to be put out. He was too tired to speak, so he just
motioned for Sullamorato continue.

"It's the spaceport employees,” Sullamorasaid. "They've been waiting for hoursand...”

He glanced over where Sullamorawas pointing and saw a smdl mixed-uniform crowd near the main
gate. Oh, no! More smiling. More hand shaking. More... Ahhh...

"l can't handleit, Tanz," the Emperor said. "Get Mahoney to do it. He's back on the Normandie taking
care of some last-minute business. Helll be out in asec.” He stepped to the door of his gravear.

"It won't bethe same, Sir," Sullamoraingisted. "It's you they want to see. | know these beings aren't real
fightersand dl. But they have done their best in their own ways. So, won't you please..."

The Eterna Emperor resigned himself and changed direction for the gate. He wanted to get it over with,
s0 he picked up speed until he had his Gurkhas trotting on their sumpy legsto keep up.

Thelittle crowd broke into cheers as he approached them, and the Emperor, who was too professional

to disgppoint under such circumstances, painted on hismost Imperia smile and started shaking hands. He
made sure he asked each being's name as he took the outstretched hand with his right and clasped the
elbow with hisleft. It was a handshake guaranteed to generate warm feelings, and at the sametime he
could use the elbow hold to move them gently to the side as he pulled back his shaking hand and stepped
to the side to take another.

He was about athird of the way down the line when he came to the man with the pale face and
too-bright eyes. The Emperor asked the man's name and went into his hand shaking act. He could not
make out the nervous mutter he got back so that he could repest it, so he just grinned more widdly and
started to withdraw his hand and pass on.

The hands stayed clasped.

The Eternal Emperor had only a heartbest to puzzle a what was going wrong, and then he saw the pistol
coming up in the man's other hand. And he was fdling back, trying to get away, but he could not let go as
the pistol went crack-crack-crack-crack and he knew he was hit but could not fedl athing except
maybe that his ssomach was bruised and—

The Gurkhas were on Chapelle, dashing with their deadly kukris, and the man was dead even ashis
trigger finger kept pulling in reflex and the gun was clicking empty. It happened so fast that only then the
crowd began to get the ideathat something awful was occurring. The first screams began.

Tanz Sullamora stood there for afrozen moment, shaken at being so closeto violence, even though it
was of his own making. Then he turned and started to drop to one knee before the Emperor's body.



Therewas only asmall bloody splotch on the Emperor's dress uniform to mark where the bullets had
penetrated, and for amoment Sullamorawas not sure if he had even been hurt.

A minute later, the worry was over. The Eternal Emperor was dead.
Then the privy council turned up thejoker in the Emperor's deck.

The bomb implanted in his body exploded. The size of the blast had been determined thousands of years
before. Sullamoradied. And the Gurkhas. And the sobbing crowd. And anyone and anything within a
precise one-eighth of akilometer.

Odd things happened in dl explosions, and that one was no exception. A week later, atech fromthe
pathology lab found Chapellesface. That was adl—just hisface. There was not ablemish or amark onit.

Chapdlesface was amiling.
CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

Mahoney pressed his thumb against the print sensor, and the door to the Eternal Emperor's study hissed
open. He hesitated before he entered. Thiswould probably be hislast time. Therewere only avery few
beings the sensor would pass, and for an hour or two more Mahoney was one of them.

After that, the memory would be wiped and anew order of permitted presences would be installed.
Mahoney knew there was no way his name would be on that exalted li<, just as he had known there was
something very wrong amost as soon as he had scattered his handful of dirt on the Eternad Emperor's
coffin and stepped back to let the others pay their last respects.

Thefive surviving members of the privy council stood dightly gpart from the other mournerson asmall
grassy knoll, just beyond the screen of rosebushes the gardeners had hastily planted to fulfill the
Emperor's burid wishes,

But there was only one rose blossom on the entire span of bushes. It had no hidden meaning, but
Mahoney found it Strangely apt, and asit drew his atention, he made note of the presence of the Council
of Fve.

They stood together, but at an apparent measured distance, asif they were afraid to be too close. Not a
word was whispered between them, and their faces were stony and guarded. It was asif they had
something to fed guilty about, Mahoney thought; then he wiped away the thought as a product of Mick
romanticism.

But the image nagged a him, and when he saw the news feed that night, he marked the announcement

that an emergency session of Parliament had been called. Now, what could be odd about that, my
friend? Mahoney thought. Thisisan emergency, isn't it?

Sureitis, lan, but bless your sweet dumb Irish behind, don't you seeit? The session was cdled by the
privy council. Mahoney did not have to be alegd scholar to realize that such an action was well beyond
their congtitutiond authority. All right. So why didn't any member of the Parliament complain? Or, better
yet, refuse? Simple. Because it was wired, dear 1an, dear lan, wired.

The Emperor had been murdered, and Mahoney knew who had doneit, and it was not the poor mad
fool the livieswere going on about in their endlesdy recycled analysis. It was not Chapelle.

Sure, Chapelle had pulled the trigger. But the redl guilt rested with the five lone figures on the grassy
knoll. And there was not a thing Mahoney could do about it because, even if he wanted to, he would not



be part of the new order. Just as he knew that the hero of Cavite had better get on his horse and haul
butt out of town before they cameto really thank him.

Mahoney stepped into the clutter of the Eternal Emperor's study for the last time. He was not sure why
he had come, except for the mad hope that there would be some clue about what to do next.

He was s0 used to his old boss having every base covered that it had not quite sunk in yet that thiswas
one contingency that had been impossible to plan for.

Mahoney looked in dismay at the many scattered books on the shelves, some lying open just asthe
Emperor had |eft them as he searched for some arcane fact or other.

The study wasjammed with the idiosyncrasies of hisold boss: from ancient windup toysthat clattered
about with no purpose but to amuse to experimental cooking tools, plas bags of spices he was
consdering, scattered notes and scrawls, and even music sheets crammed with marginadia. An entire
divison could not have found acluetherein haf athousand years.

So Mahoney decided to have adrink. What else could he do?

He walked to the Emperor's desk and did out the drawer where the boss kept his Scotch. He noted that
the seal on the bottle was unbroken. That was strange. The Emperor never put an unsesled bottlein his
desk. He dwaystook a snort first. Mahoney shrugged, pulled out a shot glass, and reached for the
bottle.

As he picked it up, something smal and white came unstuck from the bottom and fluttered to the floor.
Mahoney stooped over to seewhat it was. When he saw the scrawling on it, he dmost |et it drop from
hisfingersin shock.

Mahoney dropped heavily into achair. He held the piece of paper before his disbelieving eyes. Hisface
was flushed, swest legpt from hisforehead, and his pulse rate jumped into triple time.

The message was for him. From the Eternal Emperor. And thiswasall it said:
"Stick around, lan. I'll beright back.”
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