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Prologue

Of Alexandra VII'sthree children, the youngest, Roger Ramius Sergei Alexander Chiang
MacClintock—known varioudy to political writersof hisown time as"Roger the Terrible,” "Roger the
Mad," "the Tyrant," "the Restorer,” and even "the Kin-Slayer"—did not begin his career asthe most
promising materia the famed MacClintock Dynasty had ever produced. Alexandras child by Lazar
Fillipo, the sixth Earl of New Madrid, whom she never married, the then-Prince Roger was widdly
regarded prior to the Adoula Coup as an overly handsome, self-centered, clothes-consciousfop. It was
widely known within court circlesthat his mother nursed serious reservations about hisrdiability and was
actively disgppointed by hisindolent, self-centered neglect of those duties and respongbilitieswhich
attached to his position asHeir Tertiary to the Throne of Man. Lesswidely known, although scarcely a
secret, was her lingering distrust of hisloyalty.

As such, it was perhaps not unreasonable, when the "Playboy Prince”’ and his bodyguard (Bravo



Company, Bronze Battaion, of the Empress Own Regiment) disappeared en route to aroutine
flag-showing ceremony only months before an attack upon the Imperia Paace, that suspicion should turn
tohim. The nation of his older brother, Crown Prince John, and of hissister, Princess Alexandra,
and of dl of John's children, combined with the apparent attempt to nate his Empress Mother,
would have |eft Roger the only surviving heir to the throne.

What was unknown at the time was that those truly behind the coup were, in fact, convinced that
Roger and his Marine bodyguard were al dead, as his assassination had been thefirst step in their plans
to overthrow Empress Alexandra. By hacking into the personal computer implant of ajunior officer
aboard the Prince's trangport vessdl, they were able, through their unwilling, programmed agent, to plant
demalition charges at critica points within the vessal's engineering sections. Unfortunatdly for their plans,
the saboteur was discovered before she could quite complete her mission, and the ship, although badly
crippled, was not destroyed outright.

Instead of dying amost ingtantly in space, the "Playboy Prince’ found himsalf marooned on the planet
of Marduk . . . afate some might not have considered preferable. Although legally claimed by the Empire
and the gte of an Imperid starport, it was obvious to the commander of his bodyguard, Captain Armand
Pahner, that the system was actudly under the de facto control of the Cavazan Empire, theruthlessrivas
of the Empire of Man. The"Saints" fanaticd attachment to the principle that humanity's polluting,
ecol ogy-destroying presence should be excised from as many planets as physically possible was matched
only by their burning desire to replace the Empire of Man as the dominant political and military power of
the explored gdlaxy. Their interest in Marduk was easily explainable by the star system's Strategic
location on the somehwat amorphous boundary between the two riva star nations, dthough precisey
what at least two of their sublight cruisers were doing there was rather more problematical. But whatever
the exact details of their presencein the Marduk System might be, it wasimperative that the Heir Tertiary
not fal into their hands.

To prevent that from happening, the entire crew of Roger's trangport vessd, HM S Charles
DeGlopper, sacrificed their livesin a desperate, close-range action which destroyed both Saint cruisersin
the system without ever revealing DeGlopper'sidentity or the fact that Roger had been aboard. Just
before the transport'sfinal battle, the Prince and his Marine bodyguards, dong with hisvalet and his chief
of staff and one-time tutor, escaped undetected aboard DeGlopper's assault shuttlesto the planet. There,
they faced the formidable task of marching hdfway around one of the most hogtile, technicaly habitable
planets ever claimed by the Empire so that they might assault the spaceport and seize control of it.

It was, infact, asvirtudly al of them redlized, an impossible misson, but the"Bronze Barbarians'
were not smply Imperia Marines. They were the Empress Own, and impossible or not, they did it.

For eight endless months, they fought their way across haf aworld of vicious carnivores, sweltering
jungle, swamp, mountains, seas, and murderous barbarian armies. When their advanced wegpons failed
in the face of Marduk's voracious climate and ecology, they improvised new ones—swords, javeins,
black powder rifles, and muzzle-loading artillery. They learned to build ships. They destroyed the most
terrible nomadic army Marduk had ever seen, and then did the same thing to the cannibaistic empire of
the Krath. At first, the horned, four-armed, cold-blooded, mucus-covered, three-meter-tall natives of
Marduk serioudy underestimated the small, bipeda visitorsto their planet. Physically, humans closely
resembled over-sized basks, smdll, stupid, rabbit-like creatures routinely hunted by small children armed
only with sticks. Those Mardukans unfortunate enough to get in the Empress Own's way, however, soon
discovered that these basiks were far more deadly than any predator their own world had ever
produced.

And aong the way, the "Playboy Prince" discovered that he was, indeed, the heir of Miranda
MacClintock, the first Empress of Man. At the beginning of that epic march across the face of Marduk,
the one hundred and ninety Marines of Bravo Company felt nothing but contempt for the worthless
princeling whaose protection was their respongbility; by itsend, Bravo Company's twelve survivors would
have fixed bayonetsto charge Hell itsdf at his back. And the same was true of the Mardukans recruited



into his service as The Basik's Own.

But having, against al odds, captured the spaceport and a Saint special operations ship which caled
upon it, the surviving Bronze Barbarians and The Basik's Own faced amore daunting chalenge ill, for
they discovered that the coup launched by Jackson Adoula, Prince of Kelerman, had obviousy
succeeded. Unfortunately, no one else seemed to redlize Empress Alexandrawas being controlled by the
same people who had murdered her children and her grandchildren. And, still worse, was the discovery
that the notorious traitor Prince Roger Ramius Sergel Alexander Chiang MacClintock was being hunted
by every member of the Imperia military and police establishments as the perpetrator of the attack on his
own family.

Despitethat. . . .

—Arnold Liu-Hamner, PhD,

from " Chapter 27:The Chaos Y ears Begin,"

The MacClintock Legacy, Volume 17, 7th edition, © 3517,
Souchon, Fitzhugh, & Porter Publishing,

Old Earth

| mprimus, they nuked the spaceport.

The one-kiloton kinetic energy weapon was achunk of iron the size of asmall aircar. He watched it
burn on the view screens of the captured Saint specia operations ship asit entered the upper atmosphere
of the planet Marduk and tracked in perfectly. It exploded in aflash of light and plasma, and the
mushroom cloud reached up into the atmosphere, spreading a cloud of dust over the nearer Krath
villages.

The spaceport was deserted at the moment it turned into plasma. Everything movable, which had
turned out to be everything but the buildings and fixed install ations, had been stripped fromiit. The Class
One manufacturing facility, capable of making clothes and tools and smdl wespons, had been secreted at
Voitan, dong with most of the untrustworthy humans, including al of the surviving Saint Greenpeace
commandos who had been captured with the ship. They could work in the Voitan mines, help rebuild the
city, or, if they liked nature so much, they could fed free to escape into the jungles of Marduk, teeming
with carnivores who would be more than happy to ingest them.

Prince Roger Ramius Sergel Alexander Chiang MacClintock watched the explosion with astony
face, then turned to the small group gathered in the ship's control room, and nodded.

"Okay, let'sgo.”

The prince was a shade under two meterstall, dim but muscular, with some of the compact strength
usualy associated with professional zero-G bal players. Hislong blond hair, pulled back in a ponytail,
was dmost white from sun bleaching, and his handsome, amost beautiful, classic European face was
heavily tanned. It was dso lined and hard, seeming far older than his twenty-two standard years. He had
neither laughed nor smiled in two weeks, and as hislong, mobile hand scratched at the neck of the



two-meter black and red lizard standing pony-high by his side, Prince Roger's jade-green eyeswere
harder than hisface.

There were many reasons for the lines, for the early aging, for the hardness about his eyes and
shoulders. Roger MacClintock—M aster Roger, behind his back, or smply The Prince—had not been so
lined and hard nine months before. When he, his chief of staff and vaet, and acompany of Marine
bodyguards had been hustled out of Imperial City, thrust into a battered old assault ship, and sent
packing on atotally nonessential politica mission, he had taken its asjust another sgn of hismother's
disapprova of her youngest son. Hed shown none of the diplomatic and bureaucratic expertise of his
older brother, Prince John, the Heir Primus, nor of the military ability of hisolder sster the admirdl,
Princess Alexandra, Heir Secondary. Unlike them, Roger spent histime playing zero-G bdl, hunting big
game, and generaly being the playboy, and hed assumed that Mother had smply decided it wastime for
him to steady down and begin doing the Heir Tertiary's job.

What he hadn't known at the time, hadn’t known until months later, was that he was being hustled out
of town in advance of afirestorm. The Empress had gotten wind, somehow, that the interna enemies of
House MacClintock were preparing to move. He knew that now. What he ill didn't know was whether
she'd wanted him out of the way to protect him . . . or to keep the child whose loyalty she distrusted out
of both the battle and temptation'sway.

What he did know was that the cabal behind the crisis his mother had foreseen had planned long and
carefully for it. The sabotage of Charles DeGlopper, histransport, had been but the first step, athough
neither he nor any of the people responsible for keeping him aive had redized it a the time.

What Roger had redlized was that the entire crew of the DeGlopper had sacrificed therr livesin
hopel ess battle against the Saint sublight cruisersthey had discovered in the Marduk System when the
crippled ship findly managed to limp into it. They'd taken those ships on, rather than even considering
surrender, solely to cover Roger's own escape in DeGlopper 's assault shuttles, and they'd succeeded.

Roger had dways known the Marines assigned to protect him regarded him with the same contempt
aseveryone else at Court, nor had DeGlopper's crew had any reason to regard him differently. Y et
they'd died to protect him. They'd given up their livesin exchangefor his, and they would not be the last
to doit. Asthe men and women of Bravo Company, Bronze Battalion, The Empress Own, had marched
and fought their way across the planet they'd reached against such overwhelming odds, the young prince
had seen far too many of them die. And asthey died, the young fop learned, in the hardest possible
school, to defend not smply himsalf, but the soldiers around him. Soldiers who had become more than
guards, more than family, more than brothers and ssters.

Inthe eight brutal months it had taken to cross the planet, making aliances, fighting battles, and at
last, capturing the spaceport and the ship aboard which he stood at this very moment, that young fop had
become aman. More than aman—ahardened killer. A diplomat trained in a school where diplomacy
and abead pistol worked hand-in-hand. A leader who could command from therear, or fight in theline,
and keep his head when dl about him was chaos.

But that transformation had not come chegply. It had cost the lives of over ninety percent of Bravo
Company. It had cost the life of Kostas Matsugae, his valet and the only person who had ever seemed to
give asingle good goddamn for Roger MacClintock. Not Prince Roger. Not the Heir Tertiary to the
Throne of Man. Just Roger MacClintock.

And it had cost the life of Bravo Company's commanding officer, Captain Armand Pahner.

Pahner had treated his nominal commander first as a usel ess appendage to be protected, then asa
decent junior officer, and, findly, asawarrior scion of House MacClintock. As ayoung man worthy to
be Emperor, and to command Bronze Battalion. He had become more than afriend. Hed becomethe
father Roger had never had, amentor, dmost agod. And in the end, Pahner had saved the mission and
Roger'slife by giving hisown.

Roger MacClintock couldn't remember the names of dl hisdead. At firg, they'd been facdess



nonentities. Too many had been killed taking and holding Voitan, dying under the spears of the Kranolta,
before he even learned their names. Too many had been killed by the atul , the low-dung hunting lizards
of Marduk. Too many had been killed by the flar-ke, the wild dinosauroids related to the elephant-like
flar-ta packbeasts. By vampire moths and their poisonouslarva, the killerpillars. By the nomadic Boman,
by seamonsters out of darkest nightmares, and by the swords and spears of the cannibdistic "civilized"
Krath.

But if he couldn't remember dl of them, he remembered many. The young plasma gunner, Nassina
Bosum, killed by her own mafunctioning riflein one of thefirgt attacks. Dokkum, the happy mountai neer
from Sherpa, killed dmost within sght of Ran Tai. Kogtas, the single human being who'd ever thought he
was worth adamn in those cold, old days before this nightmare, killed by an accursed damncroc while
fetching water for his prince. Gronningen, the massive cannonesr, killed taking the bridge of thisvery
ship.

So many dead, and o far yet to go.

The Saint ship for which they'd fought so hard showed how brutd the struggle to capture it had been.
No one had suspected that the innocent tramp freighter was a covert, special operations ship, crewed by
elite Saint commandos. Therisk in capturing it had seemed minor, but since losing Roger would have
made their entire epic march and dl of their sacrificesin vain, he'd been left behind with their hdf-trained
Mardukan dlies when the surviving members of Bravo Company went up to take possession of the
"freighter.”

The three-meter-tall, horned, four-armed, mucus-skinned natives of The Basik's Own had come
from every concelvable pre-indudtrid leve of technology. D'Na Cord, his as—technicaly, his"dave,"
since Roger had saved his life without any obligation to do so, though anyone who made the mistake of
treating the old shaman asamenia would never live long enough to recognize the enormity of his
mistake—and his nephew Denat had come from the X'Intai, thefirg, literally Stone Agetribe they had
encountered. TheVasan, riders of thefierce, carnivorous civan, were former feudal lords whose
city-state had been utterly destroyed by the rampaging Boman barbarians and who had provided The
Bask's Own's cavdry. The core of itsinfantry had come from the city of Diaspra—worshipers of the
God of Waters, builders and laborers who had been trained into a disciplined forcefirst of pikemen, and
then of riflemen.

The Bask's Own had followed Roger through the battles that destroyed the "invincible" Boman, then
across demon-haunted waters to totally unknown lands. Under the banner of a basik, rampant, long
teeth bared in avicious grin, they'd battled the Krath cannibal s and taken the spaceport. And in the end,
when the Marines were unable to overcome the unexpected presence of Saint commandos on the ship,
they'd been hurled into the fray again.

Rearmed with modern weaponry—hyper-velocity bead and plasma cannon normally used as
crew-served weapons or as weagpons for powered armor—the big Mardukans had been thrown into the
ship in asecond wave and immediately charged into the battle. The VVasin cavary had rushed from
position to position, ambushing the bewildered commandos, who could not believe that "scummies’ using
cannon as persona weagponswere really roaming al over their ship, opening shuttle bay doorsto vacuum
and generdly causing as much havoc asthey could. And whilethe. . . individudistic Vasin had been
doing that, the Diaspran infantry had taken one hard-point after another, al of them heavily defended
positions, by laying down plasmafire asif it were the rank-upon-rank musketry which wastheir
specialty.

And they'd paid aheavy pricefor their victory. In the end, the ship had been taken, but only at the
cost of far too many more dead and horribly injured. And the ship itself had been largely gutted by the
savage firefights. Modern tunnd ships were remarkably robust, but they weren't designed to survive the
effect of five Mardukans abreast, packed bulkhead-to-bulkhead in a passage and volley-firing blast after
blast of plasma

What was | eft of the ship was ajob for a professiona space dock, but that was out of question.



Jackson Adoula, Prince of Kellerman, and Roger's despised father, the Earl of New Madrid, had made
that impossible when they murdered his brother and sster and dl of his brother's children, massacred the
Empress Own, and somehow gained tota control of the Empress hersalf. Never in her wildest dreams
would Alexandra MacClintock have closdly associated herself with Jackson Adoula, whom she despised
and distrusted. And far lesswould she ever have married New Madrid, whose treasonous tendencies
she'd proven to her own satisfaction before Roger was ever born. Indeed, New Madrid's treason was
the reason shed never married him . . . and alarge part of the explanation for her distrust of Roger
himself. Y et according to the official news services, Adoula had become her trusted Navy Minister and
closest Cabinet confidant, and thistime she had announced she did intend to wed New Madrid. Which
seemed only reasonable, the news es pointed out, since they were the men responsible for somehow
thwarting the coup attempt which had so nearly succeeded.

The coup which, according to those same officia news services, had been instigated by none other
than Prince Roger . . . at the very ingtant that he'd been fighting for hislife againgt ax-wielding Boman
barbarians on sunny Marduk.

Something, to say theleast, wasrotten in Imperia City. And whatever it was, it meant that instead of
samply taking the spaceport and sending home amessage "M ommy, come pick me up,” the battered
warriors at Roger's back now had the unenviable task of retaking the entire Empire from the traitorswho
were somehow controlling the Empress. The survivors of Bravo Company—all twelve of them—and the
remaining two hundred and ninety members of The Basik's Own, pitted against one hundred and twenty
gar systems, with apopulation right at three-quarters of atrillion humans, and uncountable soldiers and
ships. And just to make thelr task a bit more daunting, they had atime problem. Alexandrawas
"pregnant”—anew scion had been popped into the uterine replicator, afull brother of Roger's, from his
mother's and father's genetic materid—and under Imperid law, now that Roger had been officialy
attainted for treason, that fetus became the new Heir Primus as soon as he was born.

Roger's advisers concurred that his mother'slife would last about aslong as spit on ahot griddle
when that uterine replicator was opened.

Which explained the still dwindling mushroom cloud. When the Saints came looking for their missing
ship, or an Imperid carrier finally showed up to wonder why Old Earth hadn't heard from Marduk in so
long, it would appear apirate vessal had pillaged the facility and then vanished into the depths of space.
What it would not look like wasthe first step in acounter coup intended to regain the Throne for House
MacClintock.

Hetook onelast look at the view screens, then turned and led his staff off the bridge towards the
ship'swardroom. Although the wardroom itsalf had escaped damage during the fighting, the route there
was somewhat hazardous. The approaches to the bridge had taken tremendous damage—indeed, the
decks and bulkheads of the short security corridor outside the command deckhead been sublimed into
gas by plasmafire from both sdes. A narrow, flexing, carbon-fiber catwalk had been built asa
temporary wakway, and they crossed it carefully, one at atime. The passageway beyond wasn't much
better. Many of the holesin the deck had been repaired, but others were smply outlined in bright yellow
paint, and in many places, the bulkheads reminded Roger forcibly of Old Earth Swiss cheese.

He and his saffers picked their way around the unrepaired holesin the deck and finally reached the
wardroom's dilating hatch, and Roger seated himsdlf at the head of the table. He leaned back, apparently
entirely at ease, asthelizard curled into aball by hisside. His cdm demeanor fooled no one. Hed
worked very hard on cresting an image of complete sang-froid in any encounter. It was copied from the
late Captain Pahner, but Roger lacked that soldier's years of experience. The tension, the energy, the
anger, radiated off him in waves.

He watched the others assume their places.
D'Na Cord sguatted to the side of the lizard, behind Roger, silent as the shadow which in many

ways hewas, holding himsalf up with thelong spear that doubled as awalking stick. Theirswas an
interesting bonding. Although the laws of his people made him Roger's dave, the old shaman had quickly



come to understand that Roger was ayoung nobleman, and a bratty one at that. Despite his official
"dave' gatus, hed taken it as hisduty to chivvy the young brat into manhood, not to mention teaching
him abit more of the sword, awegpon Cord had studied as ayoung man in more civilized areas of
Marduk.

Cord'sonly clothing was along skirt of localy made flax-silk. His people, the X'Intai, like most
Mardukans the humans had met, had little use for clothing. But hed donned the smple garment in Krath,
where it was customary to be clothed, and continued to wesr it, despite the barbarism of the custom,
because humans set such store by it.

Pedi Karuse, the young female Mardukan to his|eft (since there was no room for her behind him),
was short by Mardukan standards, even for awoman. Her horns were polished and colored alight
honey-gold, she wore alight robe of blue flax-silk, and two swords were crossed behind her back. The
daughter of a Shin chieftain, her relationship with Cord was, if anything, even more"interesting” than
Roger's.

Her people shared many common societal customs with the X'Intal, and when Cord saved her from
Krath davers, those customs had made her the shaman's ag, just as he was Roger's. And since Roger
had been squared away by that time, Cord had taken up the training of hisnew "dave," only to discover
an entirdly new set of headaches.

Pedi was at least as headstrong as the prince, and abit wilder, if that were possible. Worse, the very
old shaman, whose wife and children were long dead, had found himsdlf far more attracted to his"as"
than was proper in asociety where relations between as and master were absolutely forbidden.
Unfortunately for Cord's honorable intentions, he'd taken a near-mortal wound battling the Krath at
about the same time he entered hisannua "heet,” and Pedi had been in charge of nursing him. Shed
recognized the signs and decided, on her own, that it was vita he be relieved of at least that pressure on
his abused body.

Cord, semi-conscious and ddlirious at the time, had remembered nothing about it. It had taken him

some time to recognize what was changing about his asi, and he/d only been aware that he was going to
be afather again for ahandful of weeks.

Hewas il adjusting to the knowledge, but in the meantime, Pedi's father had become one of
Roger's strongest dlies on the planet. After afutile protest on the shaman's part that he wasfar too old to
be a suitable hushand for Pedi, the two had been married in a Shin ceremony. If the other Shin had
noticed that Pedi was showing signs of pregnancy—developing "blisters' on her back to hold the growing
fetuses—they had politdy ignored it.

Despite the marriage, however, Pedi's honor as Cord's as il required her to guard the shaman's
back (pregnant or no), just as he was required to guard Roger. So Roger found the two almost
congtantly following him around in atrail. He shook them off whenever he could, these days, but it wasn't
€asy.

Eleanora O'Casey, Roger's chief of gaff and the only surviving "civilian" from DeGlopper's
passengers, settled into the seat to hisright. Eleanorawas adight woman, with brown hair and a pleasant
face, who'd had no staff to chief when they landed on Marduk. She'd been given the job by the Empress
in hopesthat some of her noted academic skills—she was amulti-degree historian and specidist in
politica theory—would rub off on the wastrd son. She was acity girl, with the flat, nasal accent of
Imperid City, and at the beginning of the march across the planet, Roger and everyone ese had
wondered how long she would last. Asit had turned out, there was agood bit of steel under that mousy
cover, and her knowledge of good old-fashioned city state politics had proven absolutely vital on more
than one occasion.

EvaKosutic, Bravo Company's Sergeant Mg or and High Priestess of the Satanist Church of
Armagh, took the chair across from Eleanor. She had aflat, chisdled face and dark brown, almost black
hair. A deadly close-in warrior and afine sergeant mgjor, she now commanded Bravo Company's
remnants—about a squad in Sze—and functioned as Roger's military aide.



Sergeant Adib Julian, her lover and friend, sat next to her. The onetime armor had always been the
definitive "happy warrior,” ahumorist and practica joker who got funnier and funnier asthings looked
worse and worse. But hislaughing black eyes had been shadowed since the loss of his best friend and
congtant straight man, Gronningen.

Across from Julian sat Sergeant Nimashet Despreaux. Taler than Kosutic or Julian, she had long
brown hair and aface beautiful enough for a high-class fashion model. But where most models had
submitted to extensive body-scul pting, Despreaux was dl natura, from her high forehead to her long legs.
She was as good awarrior as anyone at the table, but she never laughed these days. Every death, friend
or enemy, weighed upon her soul, and the thousands of corpsesthey'd |eft behind showed in her
shadowed eyes. So did her relationship with Roger. Despite her own stalwart resistance and more than a
few "stumbles" she and Roger could no longer pretend—even to themsaves—that they hadn't fallen
hard for each other. But Despreaux was acountry girl, aslower-class asit was possible to bein the
generdly egditarian Empire, and shed flatly refused to marry an emperor. Which was what Roger was
inevitably going to be one day, if they won.

She glanced at him once, then crossed her arms and leaned back, her eyes narrowed and wary.

Next to her, in one of the oversized station chairs manufactured to fit the Mardukans, sat Captain
Krindi Fain. Despreaux wastall for human, but the Mardukan dwarfed her. The former quarryman wore
aDiaspran infantryman's blue lesther harness and the kilt the infantry had adopted in Krath. He, too,
crossed hisarms, al four of them, and leaned back at ease.

Behind Fain, looming so high he had to squat so his horns didn't brush the overhead, was Erkum Pal,
Krindi's bodyguard, senior NCO, batman, and constant shadow. Not particularly overburdened
intdllectually, Erkum was huge, even by Mardukan standards, and "a good man with hishands' aslong as
the target wasin reach of hand weapon. Hand him agun, and the safest place to be was between him

and theenemy.

Rastar Komas TaNorton, once Prince of Therdan, sat across from Krindi, wearing the leathers of
the Vasin cavary. His horns were elaborately carved and bejeweled, as befitted a Prince of Therdan,
and his harness bore four Mardukan-scaled bead pistols, as aso befitted a Prince of Therdan who
happened to be an dly of the Empire. HEd fought Roger once, and logt, then joined him and fought at his
side any number of other times. HEd won dl of those, and the bead pistols he wore were for more than
show. He was probably the only person in the ship who was faster than Roger, despite the prince's
Cobrarlike reflexes.

The outsized chair next to Rastar was occupied by his cousin, Honal, who'd escaped with him,
cutting a path to safety for the only women and children to have survived when Therdan and the rest of
the border satesfell to the Boman. It was Hona who had christened their patched-together mixed force
of humans and Mardukans " The Basik's Own." He'd chosen the name as ajoke, aplay on"The
Empress Own" to which the Bronze Battalion belonged. But Roger's troopers had made the name far
more than ajoke on adozen battlefields and in innumerable small skirmishes. Short for aMardukan,
Honal was afinerider, adeadly shot, and even better with a sword. He was & so insane enough to win
one of the battlesfor the ship by smply turning off the local gravity plates and venting the
compartment—and its defenders—to vacuum. He was particularly fond of human aphorismsand
proverbs, especialy the ancient military maxim that "If it's Supid and it works, it ain't supid." Honal was
crazy, not stupid.

At the foot of the table, completing Roger's staff and command group, sat Specia Agent Temu Jin of
the Imperia Bureau of Investigation. One of the countless agents sent out to keep an eye on the far-flung
bureaucracy of the Empire, he had been cut off from contact by the coup. Hislast message from his
"control" inthe IBI had warned that al was not asit gppeared on Old Earth and that he wasto consider
himsdf "in the cold." He'd been the one who'd had to tell Roger what had happened to hisfamily. After
that, he'd been of enormous assistance to the prince when it came time to take the spaceport and the
ship, and now he might well prove equaly vitd to regaining the Throne.



Which waswhat this meeting was dl aboui.

"All right, Eleanor. Go," Roger said, and sat back to listen. Hed been so busy for the last month
handling post-battle cleanup chores and the maskirova at the spaceport that he'd been unable to devote
any timeto planning what came next. That had been thejob of his staff, and it wastime to see what
they'd come up with.

"Okay, we're dealing with anumber of problems here," Eleanora said, keying her pad and preparing
totick off pointsoniit.

"Thefirg oneisintdligence, or lack thereof. All we havein theway of information from Imperid City
isthe news bulletins and directivesthat camein on thelast Imperid resupply ship. Those are nearly two
months old, so we're dedling with an information vacuum on anything thet's happened in the interim. We
aso have no data on conditionsin the Navy, except for the announced command changesin Capital
Fleet and the fact that Sixth FHeet, which isnormally pretty efficient, was last seen gpparently unable to
get itsdlf organized for asmple change of station move and hanging out in deep space. We have no hard
reads on who we might be able to trust. Effectively, we're unable to trust anyone in the Navy, especidly
the various commanders who've been put in place post-coup.

"The second problem isthe security Stuation. Were dl wanted in the Empire for helping you with this
supposed coup. If any one of the DeGlopper ‘s survivors goes through Imperid customs, or even a
casud scan at aspaceport, darm bells are going to ring from there to Imperia City. Adoulasfaction has
to believe you're long dead, which makes you the perfect bogeyman. Who better to be wanted for
something he didn't do, covering up the fact that they were the red perps, than someone who's dead?
But the point remainsthat without significant disguise mod, none of us can step foot on any Imperia
planet, and we're going to have red problems going anywhere e se that's friendly with the Empire. Which
means everywhere. Even the Saints would grab us, for any number of reasonswe wouldn't like.

"Thethird problem s, of course, the actua mission. We're going to have to overthrow the current
gtting government and capture your mother and the uterine replicator, without the bad guys making off
with either. Were a'so going to have to prevent the Navy from interfering.

"Who holdsthe orbitals, holds the planet,” Roger said.
"Chiang O'Brien." Eleanoranodded. "Y ou remembered that one.”

"Great Gran'sformer Dagger Lord daddy had away with words," Roger said, then frowned. "He
aso said 'One desth isatragedy; amillionisadatistic.”

"He cribbed that one from amuch older source," Eleanorasaid. "But the point isvalid. If Capital
Fleet comesin on Adoulas side—and with its current commander, that's a given—were not going to
win, no matter who or what we hold. And that completdly ignores the insane difficulty of actudly
capturing the Empress. The Palace isn't just acollection of buildings; it'sthe most heavily fortified
collection of buildings outside Moonbase or Terran Defense Headquartersitsdlf. It might look easy to
penetrate, but it's not. And you can be sure Adoula's beefed up the Empress Own with hisown bully
boys™

"They won't beasgood,” Julian said.

"Don't bet onit," Eleanorareplied grimly. "The Empress may hate and detest Adoula, but her father
didn't, and thisisn't the first time he's been Navy Minister. He knows good soldiers from bad—or
damned well ought to—and either he or someone else on his team managed to take out the rest of the
Empress Own when they seized the Palacein thefirst place. HEIl rely on that same expertise when he
bringsin his replacements, and just because they work for abad man, doesn't mean they'll be bad
oldiers”

"Crossthat bridge when we cometoit,” Roger said. "'l takeit you're not just going to give me alitany
of bad news| aready know?"

"No. But | want the bad to be absolutely clear. Thisisn't going to be easy, and it's not going to be
guaranteed. But we do have some assets. And, more than that, our enemies do have problems. Nearly as



many problems aswe have, in fact, and nearly aslarge.

"The newswe have here isthat there are already questionsin Parliament about the Empress
continuing seclusion. The Prime Minigter is<till David Y ang, and while Prince Jackson's Conservatives
are part of his codlition, he and Adoula are anything but friends. I'd guessthat alot of the reason they
seem to be hunting so franticaly for you, Roger, isthat Adoulais using the 'military threat' you represent
astheleverage he needs as Navy Minister to balance Y ang's power as Prime Minister within the
Cabinet.”

"Maybe s0," Roger said, with more than atrace of anger in hisvoice, "but Yang'saso alot closer to
the Palace than we are, and we can tell what's going on. Y ang may actualy believe I'm dead, but he
knows damned well who actudly pulled off the coup. And who's controlling my mother. And he hasn't
done one pocking thing about it."

"Not that we know of, at any rate," Eleanor observed in aneutral tone. Roger's eyes flashed &t her,
but he grimaced and made alittle gesture. It was clear his anger hadn't abated—Prince Roger was angry
alot, these days—but it was equdly clear he waswilling to accept his chief of staff's qudification.

For the moment, at least.

"Onthe purdy military sde,” O'Casey continued after amoment, "it seems clear Adoula, despite his
current position at the head of the Empire's military establishment, hasn't been able to replace dl of the
Navy's officers with safe cronies, either. Captain Kjerulf, for example, isin avery interesting position as
Chief of Staff for Capital Fleet. 1'd bet he's not exactly ayes-man for what's going on, but he's still there.
And then there's Sxth Heet, Admira Helmut."

"He's not going to take what's happening lying down," Julian predicted confidently. "We used to joke
that Helmut got up every morning and prayed to the picture of the Empress over hisbed. And he's, like,
prescient or something. If therésany smell of afish, hell be digging hisnosein; you can be sure of that.
Sixth Fleet's going to be behind him, too. He's headed it for years. Way longer than he should have. It's
like his persond fiefdom. Even if they send someone out to replace him, five gets you ten that the
replacement has an "accident’ somewhere dong theline"

"Admiral Hmut was noted for some of those tendenciesin reports I've seen,” Temu Jin interjected.
"Negatively, | might add. Also for, shal we say, zealous actionsin ensuring that only officerswho met his
personal standards—and not just in terms of military capability—were gppointed to his staff, the
command of hiscarrier and cruiser squadrons, and even to senior ship commands. Persond fiefdoms are
aconstant concern for the IBI and the Inspectorate. It was only his clear loyalty to the Empress, and the
Empire, that prevented hisremova. But | concur in Sergeant Julian's estimate of him, based on IBI
investigations.”

"And therés one last possibility,” Eleanora continued. Her voice was thoughtful, and her eyeswere
haf-ditted in acaculating expresson. "Itsthemodt . . . interesting of al, in alot of ways. But it dso
depends on things we know the least about at this point.”

She paused, and Roger snorted.

"Y ou don't need the "cryptic seer' [ook to impress me with your competence, Eleanora,” he said
dryly. " So suppose you go ahead and spill this possibility for us?*

"Um?" Eleanorablinked, then flashed him agrin. "Sorry. It'sjust that afair percentage of the
Empress Own tendsto retire to Old Earth. Of course, alot take colonization credits to distant systems,
but alarge core of them stays on-planet. After toursin the Empress Own, | suppose backwaterslook a
bit lessthrilling than they might to aregular Marine retiree. And the Empress Own, active-duty or retired,
areloya beyond reason to the Empress. And they'realso, well. . . ." She gestured at Julian and
Despreaux. "They're smart, and they have aworm's eye view of the paliticsin Imperid City. They're
going to be making their own estimations. Even absent what we know, that Roger was on Marduk when
he was supposedly carrying out this attempted coup, they're going to be suspicious.”

"Prove | was out here, not anywhere near Sol . . ." Roger said.



"And they're going to belivid," Eleanora said, nodding her head.

"How many?' Roger asked.

"The Empresss Own Association ligts thirty-five hundred former membersliving on Old Earth,” Julian
replied. "The Association's directory lists them by age, rank on retirement or termination of service, and
specidty. It o givestheir mailing addresses and dectronic contact information. Some are active
members, someinactive, but they'redl listed. And alot of them are. . . pretty old for wet-work. But,
thenagain, alot ain't.”

"Anybody that anyone knows?" Roger asked.

"A couple of former commanders and sergeants,” Despreaux answered. "The Association's
Regimentd Sergeant Mgor is Thomas Catrone. No onein the Company redlly knew him when hewas
in. Some of us crossed paths, but that doesn't begin to count for something likethis. But . . . Captain
Pahner did. Tomcat was one of the Captain's basic training ingtructors.”

"Catrone's going to remember Pahner as some snot-nosed basic training enlistee, if he remembers
him at al." Roger thought about that for amoment, then shrugged. "Okay, | doubt he was a snot-nose
even then. It'shard to imagine, anyway. Any other assets?'

"This" Eleanorasaid, gesturing at the overhead and, by extension, the entire ship. "lt'saSaint
insertion ship, and it's got some facilitiesthat are are, frankly, abit unreal. Including some for bod-mods
for spy missons. We can do the extensive bod-mods we're going to require for cover with those
fadlities"

"I'm going to haveto cut my hair, aren't 17" Roger's mouth made a brief one-sided twitch that might
have been construed asagrin.

"There were some suggestions that went a bit beyond that." Eleanoramade a moue and glanced at
Julian. "It was suggested that to ensure nobody began to suspect it was you, and so you could keep your
hair, you could change sex."

"What?" Roger said in chorus with Despreaux.

"Hey, | dso suggested Nimashet change at the sametime," Julian protested. " That way—oomph! "

He stopped as K osutic elbowed him in the gut. Roger coughed and avoided Despreaux's eye, while
she smply rolled atonguein her cheek and glared a Julian.

"Weve come to an agreement, however," the chief of staff continued, also looking pointedly at Julian,
"that that extreme level of change won't be necessary. Thefacilities are extensve, however, and well all
be retroed with anearly complete DNA mod. Skin, lungs, digestive tract, sdivaries—anything that can
shed DNA or betested in acasua scan. We can't do anything about height, but everything ese will
change. So there's no reason you can't keep the hair. Different coloration, but just aslong.”

"The hair'snot important,” Roger said frowningly. "I'd consdered cutting it, anyway. Asa. . . gift.
But thetime was never right."

Armand Pahner had cordidly detested Roger's hair from first meeting. But the funeral had been a
hurried affair in the midst of the chaos of trying to keep the ship spaceworthy and smultaneoudy clear the
planet of any sign the Bronze Barbarians had ever been there,

"But thisway you can keepit." Eleanorakept her own tonelight. "And if you didn't, how would we
know it wasyou? At any rate, the body-mod problem is solved. And the ship has other assets. It'stoo
bad we can't take it deep into Imperia space.”

"No way," Kosutic said, shaking her head sharply. "One good look at it by any reasonably
competent customs officer, even if we could get it patched up, and he's going to know it's not just some
tramp freighter.”

"So well have to dump it—trade it, rather—with someone we can be surewon't be telling the
Empire what they traded for."

"Pirates?' Roger grimaced and glanced quickly at Despreaux. "1'd hate to support those scumin any



way. And | wouldn't trust them a centimeter.”
"Again, consdered and rejected,” Eleanorareplied. "For both of those reasons. And aso because
we're going to need a considerable amount of help pirates smply aren't going to be able to provide."
"Sowho?'
"Specid Agent Jn now hasthefloor,” the chief of staff said, rather than responding directly herself.

"I've completed an andlysis of the information that wasn't wiped from the ship's computers,” Jin said,
tapping his own pad. "Were not the only group the Saints have been messing with."

"I'd think not," Roger snorted. "They're apest.”

"Thisship, in particular,” Jn continued, ""has been inserting agents, and some covert action teams, into
Alphaneterritory.”

"Aha" Roger's eyes narrowed.

"Into whose territory?' Krindi asked in Mardukan. Because the humans persona computer implants
could automatically trandate, the meeting had been speaking the Diaspran didect of Mardukan with
which dl thelocaswere familiar. "Sorry," the infantryman continued, "but |'ve been getting up to speed
on most of your human terms, and thisisanew one.”

"The Alphanes are the only non-human interstellar polity with which we have contact,” Eleanorasaid,
descending into lecture mode. " Or, rather, the only onewhich isn't predominately human. The Alphane
Alliance conssts of twelve planets, with the population about evenly split between humans, Altharis, and
Phaenurs.

"The Phaenurs are lizard-like creatures—they look something like atul, but with only four legsand
two arms, and they're scaly, like the flar-ta. They're dso empaths—which meansthey can read
emotions—and, among themsalves, they're functiond telepaths. Very shrewd bargainers, snceit's
virtudly impossibleto lieto them.

"The Altharis are awarrior race that |ooks somewhat likelarge . . . Well, you don't have the referent,
but they look like big koala bears. Very stoic and honorable. Females make up the bulk of their warriors,
while malestend to be their engineers and workers. I've dedlt with the Alphanes before, and the
combinationis. . . difficult. You haveto lay dl your cards on the table, because the Phaenurs can tdll if
yourelying, and the Altharislose dl respect for you if you do.”

"But the critical point, for our purposes, isthat we have information the Alphanes need,” Jin
continued, picking up the thread once more. "They need to know both the extent of Saint
penetration—which they're going to be somewhat surprised about, | suspect—and the true nature of
what's going on in the Empire."

"Evenif they do need to know that, and even if wetdl them, that doesn't necessarily mean they're
going to help us," Roger pointed ouit.

"No," Eleanora agreed with afrown. "But they can, and there are reasons they may. | won't say they
will, but it's our best hope."

"And do you have any suggestions about how we're going to penetrate the Empire?* Roger asked.
"Assuming we can convince the Alphanesto help us, that is?

"Yes" Eleanorasaid, then shrugged. "It'snot my idea, but | think it'sagood one. | didn't at firgt, but
it makes more sense than anything el se we've come up with. Julian?"

Roger looked at the noncom, and Julian grinned.
"Restaurants," he said.

"What?' Roger frowned blankly.

"Kostas, may herest in peace, gave metheidea.”

"What does Kostas have to do with it?" Roger demanded, amost angrily. The valet had been likea
father to him, and the wound his degth had | eft had yet to fully hed.



"It was those incredible meals hed summon up out of nothing but swamp water and day-old atul ,"
Julian replied with another smile, this one of sad fondness and memory. "Man, | ill can't believe some of
those recipes he came up with! | was thinking about them, and it suddenly occurred to methat Old Earth
isawayslooking for the 'new’ thing. Restaurants spring up with some new,
out-of-this-world—literaly!—food dl the time. It's going to require one helluvalot of funding, but that's
going to be aproblem for anything we do. So, what we do, iswe cometo Imperia City with achain of
the newest, most you've-got-to-try-this-new-place, most brassy possible restaurants serving ‘authentic
Mardukan food."

"Y ou've wanted to do thisyour wholelife," Roger said, wonderingly. "Haven't you?'

"No, listen," Julian said earnestly. "We don't just bring Mardukans and Mardukan food. We bring the
whole schmeer. Atul in cages. Flar-ta. Basik. Tanksof coll fish. Hell, bring Petty! We throw agrand
opening for the new restaurant in Imperia City that'sthe talk of the whole planet. A parade of civan
riders and the Diasprans bearing platters of atul and basik on beds of barleyrice. Rastar chopping the
mest off the bone right there in the restaurant for everyone to watch. Impossibleto miss.”

"The purloined letter gpproach,” Kosutic said. "Don't hideit, flaunt it. They'relooking for Prince
Roger to come snesking in? Heaven with that! Well comein blowing trumpets.”

"And do you know how good arestaurant isfor having meetings?' Julian asked. "Who thinks about a
group of former Empress Own having one of their get-togethersin the newest, hottest restaurant on the
face of the planet?’

"And we've got the whole Basik's Own right therein the heart of the capital,” Roger said, dmost
wonderingly.
"Bingo," Julian agreed with achuckle.

"Just one problem,” Roger noted, with another of those quick, one-side-of-the-face smiles. "They're
al lousy cooks."

"It's haute cuisine,” Julian said. "Who can tell the difference? Besides, we can scrounge up cookson
the planet. Onesthat are either loya to us, or don't know what's going on. Just that they were hired to go
to another planet and cook. That placein K'Vaern's Cove, the one down by the water—you know, the
one Tor Hain's parents own. That'sawhole family of expert cooks. Oneswe can trust, come to think of
it. And how many humans speak Mardukan? It was only your toot and Eleanorasthat let us get by at
first. Then therdsHarvard.”

"Harvard?' Roger asked.

"Yeah, Harvard. If you trust him," Julian said serioudly.

Roger thought about that for along time. They'd discovered Harvard Mansul, areporter for the
Interstellar Astrographic Society in acdl in aKrath fortress the Marines had captured. He'd been amost
pathetically grateful to be rescued, and to have his prized Zuiko tri-cam returned more or less unharmed.
Since then, held been attached to Roger like alimpet. Not for safety, but because, as hed frankly
admitted, it wasthe story of al time. Marooned prince battles neo-barbarians and savesthe Empire. . .
assuming, of course, that any of them survived.

But Mansul wasn't in it solely for the story. Roger felt confident about that. He was not, by any
means, scatterbrained, and he wasloyd to the Empire. And furious at what was happening at home.

"I think | trust him," the prince said findly. "Why?'

"Because if we send Harvard back early, he thinks he can get a pretty good piece—maybe alead
piece—into the IAS Monthly. He's got good video, and Marduk is one of those'l can't believe worlds
likethat till exigt' placesthe lASloves. If we hit right after the IAS piece, it'd make for that much better
publicity, and heswilling, more than willing, to help. Obvioudy, hell hold off onthe big scoop. And he
can do some other groundwork for usin advance. Were going to need that."

"Why do | have thefeding Captain Pahner iswatching us," Roger said with acrooked smile, "and



clasping his head and shaking it. 'Y oure dl insane. Thisisn't aplan; thisisa catastrophe,™ headded in a
dightly deeper voice.

"Becauseitisn't aplan,” Kosutic replied smply. "It'sthe germ of aplan, and it is insane, because the
wholeideaisinsane. Twelve Marines, a couple of hundred Mardukans, and one scion of House
MacClintock taking on the Empire? No plan that isn't insane will save your mother and the Empire.”

"Not quite," Eleanorasaid, carefully. "Well, there's one other approach that might do either of those.
Government-in-exile

"Eleanora, we talked about this." Julian shook his head stubbornly. "1t won't work."

"Maybe not, but it still needsto be laid on thetable," Roger said. "A dtaff'sjobisto giveitsboss
options. So let me hear this option.”

"We go to the Alphanes and lay out everything we know," Eleanorasaid, licking her lips. "Then we
make afull spectacle of it. Tell the whole story to anyone wholll listen, especialy the representatives of
other palities. On the side, we dump them the data we got from the ship, by the way. There are dready
questionsin Parliament about your mother's condition—we al know that. Thiswould make it much
harder for her to conveniently die of ‘'remnant traumafrom her orded.' Weve got Harvard, who'sa
known member of the Imperid press, to start the ball rolling, and others. will cometo usto follow it up.
That much | can absolutely guarantee; the story'sanaturd.”

"And what well haveisacivil war," dJulian said. "Adoulas faction'sin too deep to back out, and
they're not going to go down smiling. They also control a substantia fraction of the Navy and the Corps,
and they own the current Empress Own. We do this, and Adoula either sitstight on Imperid City,
declaring agtate of martid law in the Sol System while the various fleets have interna squabbles and
duke it out in space. Or, maybe even worse, he runs back to his sector with the baby, your mother being
dead, and we end up in acivil war between two pretendersto the Throne."

"He's going to get some portion of the Navy, no matter what we do," Eleanoraargued.

"Not if we capturethe king," Julian countered.

"Thisisnt achessgame," Eleanorasaid mulighly.

"Wait." Roger held up hishand. "Jn?'

The agent raised an eyebrow and then shrugged.

"| agreewith both," hesaid smply. "All of it. Civil war and dl the rest. Which will mean, of course,
the Saintswill be busy snapping up as many planetary systems asthey can manage. Theflip sde, which,
curioudy, neither of them mentioned, isthat it meansdl of uswill berdatively safe. Adoulawouldn't be
ableto touch usif we were under the Alphanes protection. And if they offer it, it will befull force,
They're very serious about such things. Y ou can live afull life, whether Adoulais pushed out or not.”

"They didn't mention it becauseit's not part of the equation,” Roger said, hisface hard. "Sure, it's
tempting. But there are too many lives on thetrail for any of usto ever think about turning aside from our
duty because it's 'safer.' The only question that matters here iswhere our duty lies? So how do you
evaduae that question?'

"As one with too many imponderablesfor adefinite answer,” Jn replied. "We don't have enough
information to know if the insertion and counter-coup plan is even remotely feasble." He paused and
shrugged. "'If wefind that it's impossible to checkmate Adoula, and we're till undetected, we can back
out. Go back to the Alphanes—this al assumestheir support—and go for Plan B. And if we're caught,

whichishighly likdy giventhat thelBl is not stupid, the Alphanes will be authorized to release the entire
gtory. It won't help us, or your mother, most likely, but it will severely damage Adoula.”

No," Roger said. "One condition well have to have on their hep will be that if wefail, we fail

"Why?" Julian asked.

"Getting Adoulaout of power, rescuing Mother—those are both important things," Roger said. "I'll
even admit I'd like to live through accomplishing them. But what's the most important part of this



misson?'

Helooked around at them, and shook hishead as all of them looked back in greater or lesser
degrees of confusion.

"I'm surprised at you," he said. " Captain Pahner would have been able to answer that in a second.”

"The safety of the Empire," Julian said then, nodding his heed. " Sorry."

"I've contemplated not trying to retake the Throne at all," Roger said, looking at dl of them intently.
"The only reason | intend to try is because | agree with Mother that Adoulas long-term policieswill be
more detrimental to the Empire than another coup or even aminor civil war. Give Adoulaenough time,
and hell break the Condtitution for persona power. That's what we're fighting to prevent. But the
long-term good of the Empireisthe pre-eminent misson. Much, much moreimportant than just making
sure theré'saMacClintock on the Throne. If wefail, there will be no one except Adoulawho can
possibly safeguard the Empire. Hewon't do agood job, but that's better than the Empire breaking up
into small pieces, ripe for plucking by the Saints or Raiden-Winterhowe, or whoever e se movesinto the
power vacuum. We're talking about the good of three-quarters of a trillion lives. A mgor civil war, with
the half-dozen factions that will fall out, would make the Dagger Y earslooked like apocking picnic. No.
If wefail, then we fail, and our deathswill be as unremarked as any in history. It'snot heroic, it'snot
pretty, but it is the best thing for the Empire. . . and it will be done. Clear?"

"Clear," Julian sad, swallowing.

Roger leaned his elbow on the station chair's arm and rubbed his forehead furioudy, his eyes closed.

"So we go to the Alphanes, get them to switch out the ship for one that's |ess conspicuous—"

"And abunch of money," Julian interjected. "There's some technology on herel don't think they have
yet"

"And abunch of money," Roger agreed, till rubbing. " Then we take the Bask's Own, and Patty, and
abunch of atul and basiks and what have you—"

"And severd tons of barleyrice," Julian said.

"And we go start a chain of restaurants, or at least acouple,” Roger said.

"A chain would be better,” Julian pointed out. "But at least onein Imperid City. Maybe near the old
river; they were gentrifying that areawhen weleft.”

"And then we somehow parlay that into taking the Palace, checkmating Capital Feet, and preventing
Adoulafrom killing my mother,” Roger finished, looking up and gesturing with an open pam. "Is that
what we have asaplan?’

"Yes," Eleanorasaid in an uncharacterigtically smdl voice, looking down at the tabletop.

Roger gazed up at the overhead, asif seeking guidance. Then he shrugged, reached back to
straighten his ponytail, pulled each hair carefully into place, and looked around the compartment.

"Okay," hesad. "Let'sgo."

"Hello, Beach," Roger sad.
"I cannot believe what your guysdid to my ship!" theformer Saint officer said angrily. She had soot

al over her hands and face and was just withdrawing her head and shouldersfrom aholein aportsde
bulkhead.

Amanda Beach had never been a Saint true-believer. Far too much of the Saint philosophy,
especialy as practiced by the current leadership, was, in her opinion, so much bullshit.

The Cavazan Empire had been avigorous, growing political unit, shortly after the Dagger Y ears,
when Pierpagl 0 Cavaza succeeded to its throne. And Pierpagl o, unfortunately, had been a devotee of the
Church of Rybak, an organization dedicated to removing ""humanocentric” damage from the universe. Its
creed cdled for the return of dl humansto the Sol Systemn, and the rebuilding—in origina form—of al



"damaged" worlds.

Pierpael o had recognized thisto be an impossibility, but he believed it was possible to reduce the
damage humans did, and to prevent them from continuing to seek new frontiers and damaging still more
"unspoiled” worlds. He had, therefore, started his"New Program” soon after ascending to the throne.
The New Program had called for a sharp curtailment of "unnecessary™ resource use viaruthlessrationing
and redtrictions, and a s multaneous aggressively expansionist foreign palicy to prevent the "unholy™ from
further damaging the worldsthey held by taking those worlds away from them and transferring them to
the hands of more responsible stewards.

For some peculiar reason, a substantial number of his subjects had felt thiswas alessthan ided
policy initiative. Their disagreement with his platform had led to ashort, but unpleasant, civil war. Which
Pierpagl o won, proving aong the way that his particular form of lunacy didn't keep him from being just as
ruthless as any of hisancestors.

From that time on, the Saints, asthey were called by everyone elsein the galaxy, had been a
scourge, congtantly preaching "universa harmony™ and "ecologica enlightenment” while attacking any and
al of their neighbors at the dightest opportunity.

Beach, in her rise through the ranks of the Saint merchant marine, had had more than enough
opportunities to see the other side of the Saint philosophy. What it amounted to was: "The little people
deserve nothing, but the leaders can live askings" The higher-upsin the Saint military and government
lived in virtua palaces, while their subjects were regulated in every mundane need or pleasure of life,
While extravagant parties went on in the "holy centers,” the people outside those centers had their power
turned off promptly a 9 p.m., or whatever loca equivadent. While the people subssted on"minimum
necessity” rationing, the powers-that-were had feasts. The people lived in uniform blocks of concrete and
ged towers, living their livesday in and day out at the very edge of surviva; the leaderslived in mansions
and had pleasant little houses for "study and observation” in the wilderness. Alwaysin the most charming
possible locations in the wilderness.

For that matter, she'd long ago decided, the whole philosophy was cockeyed. "Minimum resource
use." All well and good, but who belled the cat? Who decided that this man, who needed anew heart,
deserved one or did not? That this child—one too many—had to die? Who decided that this person
could or could not have ahouse?

The answer was the bureaucracy of the Cavazan Empire. The bureaucracy which insured thet its
leadership had heart trangplants. That its leadership had as many children asthey liked, and houses on
pristine streams, while everyone e se could go suck eggs.

And she'd poked around the peripheries of enough other societiesto seethered black side of
Rybak. The Saints had the highest population growth of any human society of the Six Polities, despitea
supposedly strictly enforced "one child only™ program. Another of what she thought of asthe "red™
reasons they were so expangonist. They aso had the lowest standard of living and—not too surprisngly;
it usualy went hand-in-hand—the lowest individua productivity. If there was nothing to work towards,
there was no reason to put out more work than the bare minimum. If al you saw at the end of along life
was a couple of children who were doomed to dave away their lives, aswell, what was the point? For
that matter, Cavazan cities were notorious for their pollution problems. Most of them were running at the
bare minimum for survival, mainly dueto their shitty productivity, and &t that level, no one who could do
anything abouit it cared about pollution or the inherent inefficiency of pollution controls.

Shed visted Old Earth during her time in the merchant service, and been amazed at the planet.
Everyone seemed so rosy . So well fed, so happy—so smugly complacent, redlly. The stregtswere
remarkably clean, and there were hardly any bums on them. No bumswho'd lost hands or arms because
of industrid accidents and been |eft out to die. A chemica spill was major news, and nobody seemed to
be working very hard. They just did, beavering away and getting tons of work donein practicaly no
time.

And Imperid shipsl Efficiently designed to the point of insanity. When sheld asked one of their



shipbuilderswhy, hed smply explained—sdowly, in smal words, asif to achild or ahafwit—that if they
wereless efficient than their competitors, if their ships didn't get the maximum cargo moved for the
minimum cost, both in power usage and in on/off loading speeds, than their customerswould go to those
competitors.

Lovely rounded bulkheads and control panels, for safety reasons. . . which were considered part of
overhead. Control runsthat took the shortest possible route with the maximum possible functiondlity.
Enginesthat were a least ten percent more efficient in energy use than any Saint design. Much lesslikely
to smply blow up when you engaged the tunnel drive or got to max charge on the capacitors, for that
matter. And cheap. Comparatively speaking, of course; no tunnd drive ship was anything but expensive.

Saint ships, on the other hand, were built in government yards by workers who were half-drunk,
most of thetime, on rotgut bootleg, that being the only liquor available. Or stoned on any number of
drugs. The shipstook three times as long to build, with horrible quaity control and lousy efficiency.

The Emerald Dawn was, in fact, aconverted Imperid freighter. And it had been converted by a
quiet little Imperial yard that was happy for the work and more than willing to avoid unnecessary
guestions, given the money it was being paid. If thework had been done in one of the ham-handed Saint
yards, the qudity loss would have been noticesble.

Infact, if the Dawn had been a Saint ship, those idiot Mardukans would probably have blown it al
the way to kingdom come, instead of only halfway.

Theresa sometimes wondered how much of it wasintentional. The officia purpose of the Church of
Rybak was to ensure the best possible environmenta conditions. But if they actualy succeeded inbeing
as"clean” asthe Imperids against whom they inveighed so savagely, would people see that leve of
"contamination” asthat great athreat? Would the workers even care about the environment? Could the
Church of Rybak sugtain itsdlf in conditions where the environment was clean and people went to bed
hungry every night?

Her commander in the Dawn, Fiorello Giovannuci, on the other hand, had been aredl, honest,
true-believer. Everette wasn't stupid; he'd seen the hypocrisy of the system, but heignored it. Humans
weren't perfect, and the "hypocritical” conditions didn't shake his belief in the core fundamentas of the
Church. Hed been in command specificaly because he was atrue-believer despite hislack of Supidity;
no one but atrue-believer ever got to bein command of aship. Certainly not of one that spent as much
time poking around doing odd missions asthe Dawn. And when the Basik's Own's assault was clearly
going to succeed, he'd engaged the auto-destruct sequence.

Unfortunately for his readiness to embrace martyrdom, thered been adight flaw in the system. Only
true-believers became ship commanders, true, but the CO wasn't the only person who could shut off the
auto-destruct. So when Beach had been . . . removed by the ever-helpful Imperias, Beach had beenin
nowise unwilling to turniit off.

Beach himself was no longer afactor in anyone's equations, except perhaps God's. He and his senior
noncommissioned officer had tried to murder Roger with "one-shots'—specidized, contact-range
anti-armor weapons—after surrendering. The sergeant had died then, but only Armand Pahner's sacrifice
of hisown life had saved Roger from Beach's one-shot. Unfortunately for Fiorello Giovannuci, the Dawn
'sentire cruise had been an illegal act—piracy, actudly, since the Saints and the Empire were officidly a
peace—and that was a capital offense. Then, too, the accepted rules of war made his attempt to
nate Roger after surrendering acapitd offense, aswell. So after ascrupulousy honest summary
court martial, Beach had attained the martyrdom he'd sought after all.

Asfor AmandaBeach, she had no family in the Cavazan Empire. Sheld been raised in astate creche
and didn't even know who her mother was, much less her father. So when the only real choice became
dying or burning her bridges with avengeance, sheld burned them with a certain degree of glee.

Only to discover what a hash the damned Empies and their scummy alies had made of her ship.
"Six more centimeters,” she said angrily, rounding on the prince and holding up her thumb and



forefinger in emphasis of the distance. "Six. And one of your idiot Mardukans would have blown open a
tunnd radius. Asitis, themagnetsarefried.”

"But he didn't blow it open,” Roger noted. " So when are we going to have power?"

"Youwant power!? Thisisajob for amgor dockyard, damnit! All I've got isthe few spaceport
techs who were willing to sgn on to this venture, some of your ham-handed soldiers, and me! AndI'm
an astrogator , not an engineer!”

"So when are we going to have power?' Roger repeated camly.

"A week." She shrugged. "Maybe ten days. Maybe sooner, but | doubt it. Well haveto reingtall
about eighty percent of the control runs, and we're replacing all the damaged magnets. Well, the worst
damaged ones. We're way too short on sparesto replace dl of them, so we're having to repair some of
the ones that only got scorched, and I'm not happy abouit that, to say the least. Y ou understand that if this
had been a real freighter that wouldn't even be possible? Their control run molycircsareingtaled right
into the ship's basic structure. We're at least modded to be able to rip 'em out to repair combat damage,
but even in our wildest dreams, we never anticipated this much of it."

"If it had been aredl freighter,” Roger said, somewhat less camly, "we wouldn't have done thismuch
damage. Or had our butcher'sbill. So, aweek. Is there anything we can do to speed that up?”

"Not unless you can whistle up ateam from the New Rotterdam shipyards,” she said tiredly. "Weve
got every trained person working on it, and as many untrained as we can handle. Weve nearly had some
bad accidents asit is. Working with these power levelsis no joke. Y ou can't smell, hear, or see
eectricity, and every time we activate a run to check integrity, I'm certain we're going to fry some
unthinking schlub, human or Mardukan, who doesn't know what ‘going hot' means.”

"Okay, aweek or ten days," Roger said. "Areyou getting any rest?"
"Rest?" she said, cranking up for afresh tirade.

"I'll take it that that means'no." Roger quirked one side of hismouth again. "Rest. It'sasmple
concept. | want you to work no more than twelve hours per day. Figure out away to do that, and the
same for everyone eseinvolved in the repairs. Over twelve hours a day, continuous, and people start
making bad mistakes. Figureit out.”

"That's going to push it to the high end on time,” she pointed out.

"Fine," Roger replied. "Weve got anew project we need to work out, anyway, and it's going to
mean loading alot of . . . specialized stores. Ten daysisabout right. And if you blow up the ship, were
going to haveto start al over again. Asyou just noted, you're an astrogator, not an engineer. | don't want
you making those sorts of mistakes just because you're too pocking tired to avoid them.”

"I've worked engineering,” she said with ashrug. "1 can hum thetune, evenif | can't Sngit. And
Vincenzo is probably a better engineer than the late chief. At least partly because he's more than willing
to do something that's not by the Book but works. Since the Book was written by the idiots back on
Rybak'sWorld, it's generaly wrong anyway. Well get it done.”

"Fine. But get it done after you get some rest. Figure out the schedule for the next day or so, and
thentuck it in. Clear?'

"Clear," shesad, then grinned. "I'll follow anybody that tells me to knock off work."

"| told you to cut back to twelve hours per day,” Roger said with another cheek twitch, "not to knock
off. But now, tonight, | want you to get some rest. Maybe even abeer. Don't make me send one of the
guards”

"Okay, okay. | get the point,” the former Saint said, then shook her head. " Six more damned
centimeters.”

"A missisasgood asamile.
"And just what," Beach asked, "isa'mile”?’



"Noidea," Roger answered. "But whatever it is, it'sasgood asamiss.”

Roger continued down the passageway, just generdly looking around, talking to the occasiond repair
tech, until he noticed a cursing monotone which had become more of a continuous, blasphemous mutter.

"Pock. M odderpocking Saint modderpocking equipment . . ."

Two short legs extended into the passage, waving back and forth as a hand scrabbled after the
toolbox floating just out of reach.

" ... get my pocking wrench, and t'en you gonna pocking work . . ."

Sergeant Julio Poertena, Bravo Company's unit armorer when the company dropped on Marduk,
was from Pinopa, a semi-tropica planet of archipdagoes, with one smal continent, that had been settled
primarily from Southeast Asia, and he represented something of an anomaly. Or perhaps a necessary
evil; Roger was never quite certain how the Regiment had actually seen Portena.

While the Empress Own took only the best possible soldiers, in terms of both fighting ability and
decorum, the Regiment did allow someroom inits mental framework for dightly less decorum among its
support staff, who could be kept more or less out of sight on public occasions. Staff such asthe unit
armorer. Which had been fortunate for Portenas pre-Marduk career, since a man who couldn't get three
words out without one of them being the curse word "pock™ would never have been dlowed, otherwise.

Sincether arrival on Marduk, however, Poertena had marched al the way across the world with the
rest of them, conjuring miracles from hisfamed "big pocking pack” times beyond number. And, when
miracles hadn't been in the offing, held produced serious changes of attitude with his equaly infamousbig
pocking wrench." More recently, as one of the Marines few trained techs, he/d been assisting with the
shiprepairs. . . in, of course, hisown, inimitable fashion.

Roger leaned over and tapped the toolbox, gently, so that it drifted under the scrabbling hand on its
counter-grav cushion, gpparently al on its own. The hand darted into it and emerged dragging awrench
that was aslong as an a'm. Then, the hand—with some difficulty, and accompanied by more monotone
cursng—hauled the giant wrench into the hole, and there was a series of clangs.

"Getin t'ere, modderpocker! Gonna get you to pocking—"

There was aloud zapping sound, and ayowl, followed by more cursing.
"So, t'at's teway yougonna. . . !"

Roger shook his head and moved on.

"Get up there, you silly thing!" Roger shouted, and landed asolid kick behind the armored shield on
the broad head.

Patty was a flar-ta, an e ephant-gzed, six-legged Mardukan pack-beast, that |ooked something like
atriceratops. Flar-ta had broad, armored shields on their heads and short horns, much shorter than
those of thewild flar-ke from which they were clearly descended. Patty's horns, however, were just
about twice normd flar-ta length, and she obvioudy had more than her share of "wild" genes. Shewasa
handful for most mahouts, and the Bronze Barbarians had long ago decided that the only reason Roger
could ride her was that he was just as bloody-minded as the big omnivore. Her sides were covered in
scars, some of which sheld earned becoming "boss mare” of the herd of flar-ta the Marines had used for
pack animals. But sheld attained most of those scars with Roger on her back, killing the things,
Mardukan and animal, that put them there.

Now she gave alow, hoarse bellow and backed away from the heavy cargo shuttle'sramp. Shel'd
had one ride in ashuttle aready, and that was al shewaswilling to go for. Thelong, sturdy rope
attached to the harness on her head prevented her from drawing too far away from the hatch, but the
massive shuttle shuddered and scraped on its landing skids as she threw all six-legsinto stubborn reverse.

"Look, Roger, try to keep her from dragging the shuttle back to Diaspra, okay?" Julian's request was



just alittle hard to understand, thanks to how hard he was laughing.

"Okay, beadt! If that's how you're gonna be about it," Roger said, ignoring the NCO's unbecoming
enjoyment.

The prince did down the side of the creature, jumped nimbly to the ground viaabound on aforeleg,
and walked around her, ignoring the fact that she could squash him like abug at any moment. He hiked
up theramp until he was near the front of the cargo compartment, then turned and faced her, handson
hips.

“I'm going up to the ship in thisthing,” hetold her. " You can either come aong or not.”

The flar-ta gave alow, high-pitched sound, like agiant cat in distress, and shook her head.

"Suit yoursdf.”

Roger turned his back and crossed hisarms.

Patty gazed at his back for amoment. Then she gave another squeal and set one massive forepaw on
the shuttle ramp. She pressed down a couple of times, testing her footing, then dowly eased her way up.

Roger gathered in the dack in the head rope, pulling it steadily through the ring on the compartment's
forward bulkhead. When shewas fully in the shuttle, he secured the rope, anchoring her (hopefully) as
close to the centerline as possible. Then he came over to give her agood scratching.

"I know I've got a kate fruit around here somewhere," he muttered, searching in apocket until he
came up with the astringent fruit. He held it up to her besk—carefully, she could take his hand off in one
nip—and had it licked from hispam.

"Werejust going to take alittleride," hetold her. "No problem. Just a short voyage." Y ou could tell
aflar-ta anything; they only knew thetone.

While he was soothing her, Mardukan mahouts had gathered around, attaching chainsto her legsand
harness. She shifted afew timesinirritation as the chains clicked tight againgt additiona anchoring rings,
but submitted to theindignity.

"I know | haven't been spending much time with you, lately,” Roger crooned, till scratching. "But
well havelots of time on theway to Althar Four.”

"What the hell are you going to do with her aboard ship?' Julian asked as he entered the
compartment through the forward personnel hatch and picked up abig wicker basketful of barleyrice. He
st it under Patty's nose, and she dipped in, scooping up amouthful of the grain and then spraying haf of
it on the cargo deck.

"Put her in hold two with Wington," Roger answered, using astick to reach high enough to scratch
the beast's neck behind the armored shield. The big, gelded flar-ta was even larger than Petty, but much
more docile.

"Let's hope she doesn't kick open the pressure door,” Julian grumbled, but that, at least, was afase
issue. The cargo bay pressure doors were made out of ChromSten, the densest, strongest, heaviest dloy
known to man. . . or any other sentient species. Even the latches and seals were shielded by too much
metal for Petty to demolish.

"l don't think that will be aproblem,” Roger said. " Feeding her now. That might be”

"Not as much asfeeding the civans,” Julian muttered.

"Quit that!" Honal dapped the civan onitsmuzzle asit tried to take achunk out of his shoulder. It
was never wiseto dlow one of theill-tempered, aggressive riding beasts to forget who wasin charge, but
he understood why it was uneasy. The entire ship was vibrating.

Cargo was being loaded—Iots of cargo. There were flash-frozen coll fish from K'Vaern's Cove,
kate-fruit and flax-silk from Marshad, barleyrice from Diaspraand Q'Nkok, and flar-ta, atul and basik
—Dboth live examples and meat—from Ran Tai, Diaspra, and Voitan. There were artifacts, for decoration



and trade, from Krath, along with gems and worked metals from the Shin. All of it had been traded for,
except the materia from the Krath. In the Krath's case, Roger had made an exception to hisbdief that it
was generdly not agood ideato exact tribute and smply landed with a shuttle and ordered them tofill it
to the deckhead. He was il bitterly angry over their attempt to use Despreauix as one of their " Servants
of the God"—sentient sacrifices to be butchered living and then eaten—and it showed. Asfar ashewas
concerned, if all of their blood-spl attered temple/d aughterhouses were stripped of statuary and gilding,
S0 much the better.

Hona couldn't have agreed more with his human Prince, except, perhaps, for that bit about “not a
good idea" where tribute was concerned. But he understood perfectly how the continuous rumble of the
loading, not to mention the strange smells of the damaged ship and the odd light from the overheads,
combined to make the civan, never the most docile of beasts a any time, nervous. And when civan got
nervous, they tended to want to spread it around. Generally by making anyone around them afraid for
their lives

Civan werefour-meter tall, bipeda riding beests that |ooked something like small tyranosaurs.
Despite their appearance, they were omnivorous, but they did best with adiet that included some mest.
And they were often more than willing to add arider'sleg or arm to that diet. On the other hand, they
were always willing to add an enemy’'s face or arm to the menu, which made them preeminent cavary
mounts. If you could get them to distinguish friend from foe, that was.

The Vasin were experts a creeting that distinction, which had made them the most feared cavalry on
the Diaspran side of the main continent of Marduk. Up to the coming of the Boman, that was.

The Boman had been a problem for generations, but it was only inthelast few yearsthat they'd
organized and increased in numbersto the point of becoming ared threet. The Vasin lords, descendents
of barbarians who had themselves swept down from the north only afew generations ahead of the
Boman, had been established as a check on the fresh barbarian invasion from the northern Plains. They'd
been paid in tribute from the more civilized areas—city-dateslike Sindi, Diaspra, and K'Vagrn's
Cove—to prevent people like the Boman from causing mischief to the south.

But when the Boman had combined under their great Chief, Kny Camsan, they'd swept the severely
outnumbered Vasn cavary from thefield in waves of infantry attacks. The fact that the VVasin cities food
supplies had been systematicaly sabotaged (for reasons which had, presumably, made senseto hisown
warped thinking) by the particularly megalomaniaca ruler of Sindi, one of the cities they were supposed
to be defending, had effectively neutralized the Vasn'straditiond strategy for dealing with that sort of
stuation. With their starving garrisons unable to stand the sieges which usualy outlasted the Boman's
ability to maintain their cohesion, the Vasin castles and fortified cities had been overwhelmed, their
garrisons and citizens daughtered to the last babe in arms. And after that, the Boman had continued on to
conquer Sindi and put its miscal culating ruler and his various croniesto death in the gpproved, lingering
Boman syle.

They undoubtedly would have destroyed K'Vaern's Cove and the ancient city of Diaspra, aswell,
but for the arrival of Roger'sforces. The Marines core of surviving high-tech gear and their thousands of
years of military experience and "imported" technology—pike formations, at firgt, and thenrifles,
muskets, artillery, and even black powder bombardment rockets—had managed to hold together an
dliance againgt the Boman and bresak them in the heart of their newly conquered citadel of Sindi.

The entire occupied area had been recovered, with the Boman forces scattered after hideous
casudties and either forced to resettle under local |eadership or driven back across the northern borders.
Even the Vasin castles, what was |eft of them, had been retaken. The last Boman remnants had been
driven out as soon as the humans took the spaceport and, reassured that there were no Saints around,
could use their combat shuttles and heavy weapons against the barbarians.

Hona and Rastar could have returned to their homes. But onelook at the ruined fortifications, the
homes they'd grown up in and in which their parents, families, and friends had died, was enough. They'd
returned to the spaceport with Roger and turned their backs upon the past. The Vasin—not only the



force Hona and Rastar had led out of the ruins of Therdan to cover the evacuation of the only women
and children to survivethe city'sfal, but dl that had been gathered from al of their scattered peopl€e's
cities—were now surrogates of Prince Roger MacClintock, heir apparent to the Throne of Man. Most of
the survivors remained on Marduk, rel ocated to new homes near V oitan and provided with localy
produced Imperia technology to ensure their survival and well being. But Rastar's personal troopswere
committed to the persona service of the human who had made their survival as a people possible. Where
Roger went, they went. Which currently meant to another planet.

Hond had to admit that if it weren't for the circumstances which made leaving possible—hisentire
family was dead, aswell as Rastar's—he would have felt only pleased anticipation at the prospect of
following Roger. Hed always had abit of the wanderlust, probably inherited from his nomadic
forefathers, not to mention his Boman tribute-bride mother. And the chance to see another planet was
one very few Mardukans had been given.

On the other hand, it meant getting the civan settled aboard a starship. It had been bad enough on
those cockleshell boats they'd used to cross the Western Ocean, but starships were even worse, in a
way.

For one thing, there was that constant background thrum. He wastold it was from the fuson
plants—whatever they were—that fed power to the ship, and that they'd been charging the " capacitors’
for the "tunnd drive’ (more odd words) for the last two days. And the gravity was different from
Marduk's. It waslighter, if anything, which alowed for some interesting new variations on combat
training. And, like most of the Mardukans, Hona had developed a positive passion for the game of
"basketball." The humans, on the other hand, had inssted that the Mardukans had to use basketswhich
were mounted a two and a half times regulation height the ingtant they saw the Mardukan players soaring
effortlesdy through two-meter jump shots in the reduced gravity. But if the Mardukans enjoyed it, the
civan didn't likeit—not at dl, at dl. And they were taking out their didike on their grooms and riders.

Hond looked around the big hold at the other riders settling the civan intheir stdls. Those stdls had
been custom-made by the " Class One Manufacturing Plant" which had been shipped from the spaceport
to Voitan. They werelarge enough for the civan to pace around in, or lie down to deep, and strongly
made from something called "composite fibers." And there were attachment points on the floor—the
deck—of the hold, to which the structures had been carefully secured.

The stalswere dso roofed, and much of the materid the civan were going to be eating on the
voyage was stuffed into the vast area above them. Huge containers of barleyrice and beans had been
hoisted into the area and stacked in tiers. There was water on tap in severa spots, and arrangements had
been made to dispose of the civan's waste. He'd been told that human ships occasiondly had to move
live cargo, and from the looks of things, they'd figured out how to do it with the normd inferna human
ingenuity.

An open area on the inner side of the hold had been fenced off to provide space in which they could
work the civan. It was big enough for only afew of the beasts to be exercised or trained a once, but it
was better than they'd managed on the ships of the Crossing, where the only exercise choice had been to
let them swim dongside the ships for short periods. Still, with only one working areaavailable, the
grooms and riders were going to be working around the clock to keep them in decent shape.

The clock. That was another thing that took getting used to. The Terran day, which the ship
maintained, was only two-thirds aslong as Marduk's day. So just about thetimeit felt like early
afternoon, the ship lights dimmed to "nighttime" mode. Hed aready noticed the way it affected hisown
deep, and he was worried about how the civan would react.

Wéll, they'd makeit, or they wouldn't. Heloved civan, but he'd come to the conclusion that there
were even more marvel ous transportation options waiting beyond Marduk's eternal overcast. Hed lusted
after the humans shuttles from the instant hed seen them in flight, and he/d been told about, and seen
pictures of, the "light-flyers’ and the "stingships' available on Old Earth. He wondered just how much
they cogt . . . and what he was going to be earning as a senior aide to the Prince. A lot, he hoped,



because assuming they survived for him to collect his pay, he was bound and determined to get himself a
light-flyer.

"How'sit going?' avoice asked, and he looked up as Rastar appeared at his shoulder.

"Not bad," Hond replied, raisng awarning hand to the civan as he sensed the lips drawing back
fromitsfangs and its crest folding down. "About aswell as can be expected, in fact.”

"Good." Rastar nodded, a human gesture held picked up. "Good. They think they'll finish loadingina
few hours. Then well find out if the enginesredly work.”

"Won't that befun,” Hond said dryly.

"Engaging phase drive—" Amanda Beach drew adeep breath and pressed a button "—now."

At firg, theimage of the planet below seemed unchanged on the bridge view screens. It wasjust the
same dowly circling, blue-and-white bal it had always been. But then the ship began to accelerate, and
the ball began to dwindle.

"All sysems nomind,” one of her few surviving engineering techs said. "Acel is about twenty percent
below max, but that's right on the numbers, given our counter-grav field status. Runs one, four, and nine
aredill out. And charge rate on the tunnel capacitorsis till nomind. Nine hoursto full tunnel drive

power."

"And eeven hoursto the Tsukayama Limit," Beach said, with asigh. "Lookslikeit'sholding. Well
find out when wetry to form asingularity.”

"Eleven hours?' Roger asked. HEd been standing by in the control room. Not because he felt he
could do anything, but because he thought his place was here, a thistime.

"Yeah," Beach said. "If everything holdstogether."

"It will," Roger replied. "I'll be back then."

"Okay." Beach waved a hand amost absently as she concentrated on her control board. "Seeya."

"I'vejust had asuspicion | don't much carefor,” Roger said to Julian. He'd called the sergeant into his
office, the former captain's office, once the phase drive had turned out to work after al.

"What kind of suspicion?" Julian crinkled his brow.

"How inthe hdll do we know Beach is headed for Alphane spaceinstead of Saint space? Yes, she
seemsto have burned her bridges. But if she pops out in a Saint system with the ship—and me—they're

going to be somewhat forgiving of any minor |apses on her part. Especidly given conditionson Old
Eath."

"Ack." Julian shook hishead. "Y ou've picked afine timeto think about that, O My Lord and
Magter!"

"I'm serious, Ju," Roger said. "Do we have anyone | eft who knows anything about astrogation?”

"Maybe Doc Dobrescu,” Julian suggested. "But if we put somebody on the bridge to watch Beach,
she'sgoing to know damn well what we suspect. And | submit that pissing her off would be the worst
possible thing we could do right now. Without her, we're really up the creek and the damncrocs are
dosngin.”

"Agreed, and it's something I've dready considered. But beyond that, my mind is ablank.
Suggestions?'

Julian thought about it for amoment, then shrugged.

"Jn," hesad. "Temu Jin," he darified. Gunnery Sergeant Jn, who'd made the entire crossing of the
planet with them, had died in the assault on the ship.

"Why Jin?' Roger asked, then he nodded. "Oh. He's got the whole ship wired, doesn't he?"



"He'sin the computers,” Julian said, nodding in turn in agreement. Y ou don't have to be on the
bridgeto tell what the commands are, where the ship is pointed. If Dobrescu can figure out the stellar
positions, and where we're supposed to be, then we'll know. And none the wiser.”

"So now you want meto be astar-pilot?"

Chief Warrant Officer Mike Dobrescu glowered at the prince in exasperation. Dobrescu liked being
ashuttle pilot. It was a damned sight better job than being a Raider medic, which was what he'd been
before applying for flight school. And held aso been damned good at the job. Asa chief warrant with
thousands of hours of no-accident time, despite surviving severa occasions where accidentsredly had
been cdled for, hed been accepted as a shuttle pilot for the small fleet that served the Imperia Paace.

Not too shortly afterwards, he'd been |oaded aboard the assault ship Charles DeGlopper and sent
off to support one nebbish prince. Okay, he could adjust to being back on an assault ship. At least this
time he wasin officer's country, instead of four to aclost, like the rest of the Marines. And when they
got to the planet they were headed to, held be flying shuttles again, which he loved.

Lo and behold, though, he'd flown exactly once more. One hairy damned ride, with internal hydrogen
tanks and along damned ballistic course, and then landed—damned nearly out of fuel—in a deadstick
landing on that incomparabl e pleasure planet, Marduk.

But wait, things got worse! There being no functiona shuttles|eft, and him being the only trained
medic, he was stuck back in the Raider medic business, making bricks out of straw. Over the next eight
months, he'd been called upon to be doctor, vet, science officer, xenobiologist, herbaist, pharmacologit,
and anything el se that smacked of having two brain cellsto rub together. And after dl that, heldd found
out he was awanted man back home.

It redlly sucked. But at least he was back to having shuttles under hisfingertips, and he was damned
if hewas going to get shoved into another pigeonhole for which he had no training and less gptitude.

"| cannot astrogate astarship,” he said, quietly but very, very definitely. Y ou don't have to do the
equations for it—that's what the damned computers are for—but you do have to understand them. And
| don't. Werretaking high-level calculus, here. Do it wrong, and you end up in the middle of agtar.”

"l don't want you to pilot the ship," Roger said carefully. "I want you to figure out if Beach ispiloting
it to Alphane space. Just that."

"The ship determinesits position in reference to a series of known stars every timeit reenters
normal-space between tunnd jumps,” Jn said. "l can find the readouts, but it's a distance estimate to the
dars based on something called magnitude—I'm not familiar with most of the terms—and it givesthelr
angles and distance. From that, the astogrator determines where to go next. They tune the tunnel drive for
adirection, chargeit up, and they go. But without any better understanding of how they establish their
garting position in thefirst place, | can't begin to figure out where we are, or which direction were going.
For that matter, | only vaguely know which direction Old Earth and the Alphane Alliance—or Saint
Space—are from here”

"Turnright at thefirst star, and straight on till morning,” Dobrescu muttered, then shook hisheed. "'l
had a course in it—one one-hour course—in flight schoal, 1o these many eons ago. | forgot it asfast asit
wasthrown a me. Y ou just don't need it for shuttle piloting. We did alittle of it on that balistic to
Marduk, but | was given the figures by DeGlopper's astrogator before we punched the shuttles. | don't
think I can figureit out. I'm sorry."

"You look sorry" Roger said, shaking his head, and gave another of those one-cheek grins. "Okay,
go ask around. | know Julian and Kosutic don't know any of it. Ask the rest of the Marinesif any of
them even have aclue. Check with all of them, because we redly, redly need a crosscheck on her
navigation. | want to trust her, but how far isthe question.”

"Well, until we get to the Alphanes, at least,” Julian said.



"Oh?" Roger lifted one eyebrow at the sergeant. "And who, pray tell, isgoing to pilot the ship from
Althar Four to Old Earth?!

"Come!" Roger cdled, looking up from ahologram of ship's soreswith a pronounced sense of rdlief.

He hated paperwork, athough he realized he had to get used to it. His"command" was now the size
of asmall regiment—or, at least, an outsized battaion—including shipboard personnd and
noncombatants, and the administrative workload was one of some magnitude. Some of that, thankfully,
could be handled by the computers. It was much easier now that they had al the automated systems up
and running. But he till had to keep hisfinger on the pulse and make sure his subordinates were doing
what he wanted them to do, not just what they wanted to do.

He hadn't realized how much of that Captain Pahner had handled before his death, and eventualy, he
knew, held shuffle much of it off onto someone else. But before he could deputize and delegate any of it,
he had to figure out what was important right now, in addition to racking hisbrain for every detail of the
Imperid Palace he could recall. He knew exactly how essentid dl of that was, but that didn't make him
enjoy it one bit more, and he tipped back his chair with aacrity asthe cabin hatch opened.

Julian and Jin stepped through it, followed by Mark St. John, the surviving member of the St. John
twins. Mark il shaved the left side of hishead, Roger noted with apang. By now, it waslong-ingrained
habit, but it had grown out of an early order from afirst sergeant who'd been unable to tell the two of
them gpart.

The twins had been two of the more notable characters of the trek acrossthe planet. They'd
maintained a permanent, low-level sbling argument every step of the way—whether it waswho Mom
liked more, or who'd done what to whom in some bygone day, they'd aways found something to argue
about. They'd also covered each other's backs, and made sure they got through each encounter dive.
Right up until the assault on the ship, that was.

Thetwo of them had had more experience with zero-G combat than anyone else in the Company,
and they'd found themselves detailed to take out the ship's gun emplacements.

Mark St. John had come back, injured but aive. His brother John, had not.

John had been a sergeant, a hard-working, smart, capable, NCO. Mark had always been more than
willing to let his brother do the thinking and menta heavy-lifting. He was agood fighter, and that, asfar as
he was concerned, was enough. Roger would take any of the surviving Marines a his back in any sort of
firefight, or with swords or assegais, come to that. But he wasn't sure heéld trust Mark's brains on a bet.
Which waswhy he was surprised to see him with the other two.

"Should | takeit you found an astrogator?' Roger raised one eyebrow and waved &t chairs.

"Sir, I'm not an astrogator, but | know stars,” St. John said, remaining at aposition of paraderest as
Jnand Julian sat down.

"Tdl me," Roger said, leaning further back.

"Meand John," St. John said, with aswallow. "We was raised on amining platform. We were
shuttling around near the time we started walking. Starsre dl you got to go by when you're out in the
beyond. And later, we had astrogation in school. Miners don't aways have beacon referencesto go by. |
can pilot and steer by stellar location. Give methe basic astro files, and | can figure out where we are, at
least. And which way we went to get there. | know the basics of tunnel navigation, and | can read

angles”
"Weé're entering thefirgt jJump in—" Roger consulted his computer implant "toot" and frowned.
"About thirty minutes. Did Jn show you what he has?'

"Yes, Your Highness. But | only had timeto glance at it. I'm not saying | can tell you off the top of
my head. But by the time were ready for the next jump, I'll know if we're headed in theright direction.”

"And if werenot?' Roger asked.



"Wdl, | think then some of us should have atak with Lieutenant Commander Beach, Sir," Julian
sad. "Hopefully, that talk will be unnecessary.”

"Preparing to engage tunnd drive," Beach said. Normdly, that announcement would have come from
the Agtrogator. Since she didn't have one, she was conning the ship from the astrogation station so she
could handleit hersdif.

"Engaging—now," she said, and pressed a button.
The background thrum of the enginesrosein key, climbing higher and higher asarumble sounded

through the ship. Roger knew it had to be hisimagination, given the meters upon meters of bulkheads and
hatches between him and the cargo hold, but he was dmost certain he could hear a distant trumpeting.

"Somehow, I'm willing to bet Patty doesn't much carefor thishit,” he said softly, and Beach gave him
asmilethat looked dightly strained.

The engine sound rose and entered a period of prolonged high-pitched vibration. Then it passed.
"We'rein tunnd-space," Beach said. The externd view screens had gone blank.
"That didn't sound right, though,” Roger observed.

"No, it didnt," Beach sighed. "Well just haveto find out if we come out in the wrong spot. If we do,
and if no mgjor damage's been done, well be able to compensate on the next jump.”

"How many jumps?' Roger asked lightly.

"Eight to the edge of Alphane space," Beach replied. "Two of them right on the edge of Saint
territory.”

Shedidn't look particularly happy about that, which didn't surprise Roger abit. Each of the jumps,
which lasted six hours and took the ship eighteen light-years along its projected course, required a
standard day and ahdf of charting and calibration—not to mention charging the superconductor
capacitors. In Dawn's case, just charging the capacitorstook afull forty-eight hours, although shipswith
better power generation, like the huge carriers of the Imperid Navy, could rechargein aslittle as
thirty-six hours. But they dl had to recdibrate and chart between jumps, and Beach wasthe only
qualified bridge officer they had to seeto it that it was al done properly.

"Fourteen?' Roger repeated with a sour chuckle. "Well, let's hope the drive holds
together—especidly through the ones close to the Saints. And that we'rein deep space.”

Ship's, especialy merchant ships on their lonely sojourns, tended to move directly from system to
systemn, as much as possible. They couldn't hyper into any star system insideits Tsukayama Limit, but as
long asthey popped back into normal-space no more than afew light-days out from their destination,
someone would come out and tow them homein no more than aweek or soif their TD failed.

Warships, which more often than not traveled in squadrons and fleets, tended to move from deep
space point to deep space point. In the Dawn's case, deciding exactly how to plan their course was an
unpleasant balancing act. Too far out, and the failure of the tunne drive—ared possbility, giventhe
cobbled-together nature of their repairs—would maroon them, probably for al time, in the deeps of
space. But too closein to aSaint star system, and there was the chance of a Saint cruiser's wandering
out to look over the unexpected, unscheduled, and—above al—unauthorized tunne drive footprint
which had suddenly appeared on its stellar doorstep.

"I'minfavor of deep space,” Beach said with agrimace. "And, yes, |et's hopeit holds together.”

Despreaux stepped onto the bridge and made a crooking gesture at Roger with one finger. Her smile,
he noticed, had a definitely madicious edge.

"My adviserstel meit'stimeto get my game face on," he said to Beach. "So you won't have the
pleasure of my company for awhile."

"Well try to manage," Beach said, with agrin of her own.



* * %

Roger worked his jaw muscles and stared into the mirror. The face that stared back at him was
utterly unfamiliar.

The Saint mod-pods were liquid-filled capsulesinto which a patient was |oaded for body scul pting.
They doubled as autodocs, and two of the four Dawn carried were il filled with Marine casudtiesfrom
the assault. Roger had dipped into one of the other two and been hooked to a breathing apparatus.
Then, asfar as he was concerned, hed smply goneto deep . . . until hed been reawakened in recovery
by an unhappy-looking Despreaux.

Her expression hadn't been because of anything wrong with the ship—they'd made thefirst two
tunnd transfers while he was out, and everything was il functioning. It was because of hislooks.

The facelooking back at him was wider than his"red" face, with high, broad cheekbones and far
more pronounced epicanthic folds around eyes which had been transformed into adark brown. He dso
had long, black hair, and his hands seemed shorter. They werent, but they'd become broader in
proportion, and he was markedly heavier in the body than he ought to have been. It felt wrong, likein
ill-fitting suit.

"Hello, Mr. Chang," he said in someone e sgsvoice. "l see we're going to need anew tailor, aswell.”

Augustuc Chung was a citizen of the United Outer Worlds. The UOW was even older than the
Empire of Man, having been abrief competitor for stellar dominance againgt the old Solarian Union. It
gill maintained "ownership” of Mars, some of the more habitable of the Sol System's moons, and severd
outworldsin Sol's vicinity—enough to retain itsindependence from the Empire and be officidly
consdered the sixth interstellar polity. It'sterritory, however, was entirely surrounded by Imperid star
sysems.

The UOW survived mainly because of its value as an area where deals which weren't strictly lega
among Imperia worlds could be transacted. And citizens of the UOW did not fall under normal Imperia
law. Furthermore, it would be difficult for the Imperiasto ook up much data on Augustuc Chung,
because UOW persond datawas not readily available to Imperid investigators. In fact, it would take a
forma finding of guilt in an Imperia court to pry any information about him out of the UOW. And if things
got thet far, it wouldn't matter.

Augustuc Chung was a businessman. That was what his documents said, anyway—founder,
president, and CEO of 'Chang Interstellar Exotic Imports Brokerage, LLC.' HEd been a purser on
various smal merchant vessels before going into the 'import/export brokerage’ business. His sole fixed
business address was a post office box on Mars, and Roger wondered what was in it. Probably stuffed
with adsfor herbal remedies.

Chang was, in other words, a covert agent identity which had been "stockpiled” by the Saints. In fact,
over ahundred such identities were available on the ship, which must've taken considerable work to set
up. Given thelogigticsinvolved, Chang probably had just enough "redity” to survive alight scrutiny. It
wasavery nicecover . . . and onethe Imperid Bureau of Investigation would recognize as such the
ingtant anything attracted its attention and it ran ared check.

"A tailor? Isthat al you can say?' Despreaux demanded, looking into the mirror beside him.

"Well, that . . . and that I'm looking forward to seeing what Doc comes up with for you," he said. He
smiled at her inthe mirror, and, after amoment, she smiled back and shrugged.

"All hetold meisthat I'm going to be ablonde.”

"Well, well make apretty pair,” Roger replied, turning and fedling hisfooting, carefully. Chang's body
wasjust as muscular as hisnorma one and, if anything, atad more powerful. Higher weight, mostly
muscle. Broad chest, heavy pectoras, massive shoulders, flat abdominas. He looked like an underweight
sumo wrestler. "Assuming | can find agood tent-maker,” he added.

"It looks. . . good." Despreaux shrugged again. "Not you, but . . . good. | can get used to it. HE's not
as pretty asyou are, but he's not exactly ugly.”



"Darling, with al due respect, you're not the girl I'm worried about.”
Roger smiled broadly. It felt Strange these days, but Chang wasa smiler.
"What?' Despreaux sounded confused.

"Paity is not going to like this™

Neither did Dogzard.

The Mardukan dog-lizard was defending the middle of Roger's stateroom, hissing and spitting at the
intruder into her master'sterritory.

"Dogzard, it'sme," Roger said, pitching hisvoice as close to norma as he could.

"Not to her, you're not," Julian said, watching carefully. Hed seen Dogzard rip afull-grown
Mardukan to shredsin battle, and he was not at al happy about seeing Roger down on one knee with

the dog-lizard in its present sate. Y ou don't even smell the same, Boss, entirdly different genetic basis
onyour skin."

"It'sme" Roger said again, holding out hishand. "Shoo, doma fleel ," he added in the language of the
X'Intai. It meant something like "little dog,” or "puppy.” When Roger had picked up the stray in Cord's
village, it had been less than little more than aquarter of its current six hundred-kilo size, and the runt of
thevillage

He continued talking to the dog-lizard in low tones, haf in Mardukan, haf in Imperid, until hehad a
hand on her head and was scratching her behind the ears. Dogzard gave alow, hissng whine, then

lapped at hisarm.

"Sheis having amoment of exigtential uncertainty,” Cord said, leaning on his spear. ™Y ou are acting
asif you were her God, but you neither sound nor smell like her God."

"Well, she'sgoing to haveto get used toit," Roger replied. Patty had been, if anything, worse. But
when he'd climbed onto her back, despite her hissing and spitting, and dapped her on the neck with his
sword, she'd gotten the message.

"Okay, Dogzard. That's enough,” he added sternly, standing up and waving at the door. "Come on.
Theré'swork to do."

The beast looked at him uncertainly, but followed him out of the room. Sheld gotten used to life being
grange. She didn't dwayslikeit, but the good news was that, sooner or later, whenever she followed her
God, she eventudly got to kill something.

"Despreaux?' Pedi Karuse said.
"Yes?' Thetall, blonde sergeant walking down the passage stopped, her expression surprised. "How
couldyoutd!?

"Theway you wak," the Shinwarrior-maid said, falling in beside her. "It's changed alittle, but not
much.

"Gresat," Despreaux said. "'l thought al us humans |looked dike to you?!

"Not friends,” Pedi answered, working her back in discomfort, and eyed the sergeant thoughtfully.
"Youlook asif you were four months pregnant, but on the wrong side. And you lost two of your litter.
I'msorry.”

"They're not pregnancy blisters" Despreaux said tightly. "They'reftits.”

"Y ou had them before, but they were.. . . smdler.”

"l know."

"And your hair's changed color. It's even lighter than my horns."

"l know."



"Andit'slonger.”

"I know!"

"Thisisbad?' Pedi asked. "Isthisugly to humans?’

"No," Despreaux said, just atad absently. She was busy staring hard at one of the passing civilian

volunteers. . . who didn't notice for quite some time because he was not looking at her eyes. When he
did notice, he had the decency to look ether ashamed or worried.

"So what's the problem?"' Pedi asked as the civilian scurried off abit more rapidly than held
appeared.

"Oh...damn." Despreaux's nogtrils flared, and then she gave her head a brisk shake.

"Okay," she said then, pointing at her chest, "these are like baby basik to an atul. Men can not seem
to get enough of them. | was. . . medium to small before. Probably alittle too pretty, too, honestly, but |
could work with that. These, however," her finger jabbed at her chest again, "are not mediumto samdl,
and the problems I've got now go way beyond 'alittle too pretty.’ Just getting aguy to look meinthe eye
isdamned hard. And the hair color—! There are jokes about girlswith thiskind of hair. About how
supid they are. I've made them mysdf, God help me. | had a fit when Dobrescu showed me the body
profile, but he swore this was the best personality available. The bastard. | ook like. . . . God, it'stoo
hard to explain.”

Pedi considered this as they walked down the passage, then shrugged.
"Well, thereésredly only onething that matters™ shefinaly said.
"What?"

"What Roger thinks of it."

"Oh, good God."

Roger's eyes |ooked downwards—once—and then fixed resolutely on her face.

"What do you think?' Despreaux asked angrily.

She looked like she could have posed as a centerfold. Long legs were a given, too hard to change.
Smal hipsandwais risng to.. . . aredly broad rib cage and shoulders. Slim neck, gorgeous face—if

anything, even more beautiful than she had been. Bright, nearly purple eyes. Hair that was probably
better than his had been. Nice ears. And—

"Chrig, those are huge,” waswhat he blurted out.
"They're dready killing my back," Despreaux told him.

"It's. .. asgood as you were before, just entirely different . . ." Roger said, then paused. "Christ,
those are huge.”

"And dl thistime | thought you were aleg man," Despreaux said bitingly.

"I'm sorry. I'm trying not to look." He shook his head. "They've gotta hurt. The whole packageis
fantadtic, though.”

"Y ou don't want meto stay thisway, do you?' Despreaux said desperately.

"Errrr. . .." Roger had grown up with an dmost passionate inability to communicate with women,
which more than once had landed him in very hot water. And whatever he felt at the moment, he redlized
thiswas one of those times when he should be very careful about what he said.

"No," hesaid findly and firmly. "No, definitely not. For one thing, the package doesn't matter. | fell in
love with you for who you are, not what you look like."

"Right." Despreaux chuckled sarcastically. "But the package wasn't bad.”

"Not bad," Roger admitted. "Not bad at al. | don't think | would have been nearly as attracted if
you'd been severely overweight and out of shape. But | love you for you. Whatever package you come



"So, you're saying | should keep this package?’

Roger started to say no, wondered if he should say yes, and then stopped, shaking his head.

"Isthisa'doesthis dress make melook fat' thing?'

"No," Despreaux said. "It's an honest question.”

"Inthat case, | likethem both," he confessed. "They're totaly different, and | like them both. I've
aways been partid to brunettes, especidly leggy ones, so the hair isawash. But | like a decent-sized
chest asmuch asany straight guy. Those are, honestly, abit too large.” Okay, so it wasalittlewhitelie.
"On the other hand, whether you marry me or not, your body is your body, and I'm not going to tell
you—or ask you—to do anything with it. Which do you prefer?”

"Which do you think?' she asked sarcastically.

"It was an honest question,” Roger replied camly.

"My real body. Of course. Thethingis. . .. | guessthe question I'd ask if | weretryingto trap you is.
Doesthis body make melook fat?

"No," Roger said, and it was histurn to chuckle. "But you know the old joke, right?’

"No," Despreaux said dangeroudy. "I don't know the old joke."

"How do you get guysto find akilo of fat attractive?' he said, risking her wrath. She glared a him,

and he grinned. "Put anipple on it. Trust me, you don't look fat. Y ou do look damned good. | supposel
do, too, but I'll be glad to get my old body back. This onefedslike I'm maneuvering a grav-tank."

"Thisone fedslike I'm maneuvering two blimpsin front of me," she said, and amiled at lagt. "Okay,
when thisis over, we go back to our own bodies."

"Agreed. And you marry me."

"No," shesaid. But she smiled when she sad it.

* * %

"Mr. Chang," Beach said, nodding as Roger came onto the bridge.

"Captain Beach."

Roger looked at the repesater plot. They werein normal-space, building charge and recdibrating for
the next jump. That one would be into the edge of Saint territory.

"So, have you found someone to crosscheck me?' Beach asked an offhand manner.

"Yes" Roger replied, just as offhandedly.

"Good." Beach laughed. "If you hadn't, | would've turned this damned ship around and dropped you
back on your miserable mudball planet.”

"I'm glad we see eyeto eye," Roger said, smiling thinly.

"I don't know if we do or not." Beach gazed at him for amoment, then tossed her head at the hatch.
"Let'sgotomy office”

Roger followed her to her office, which was down the passage from the bridge. It had taken some

damage in the assault, but most of that had been repaired. He grabbed a station chair and sat, wondering
why it had taken thislong for the "conversation™ to occur.

"We're fourteen light-years from the edge of what the Saints consider their space,”" Beach said, sitting
down and propping her feet in an open drawer. "We're in deep space. There's exactly one astrogator on
thisship: me. Solet's be clear that I'm holding dl the cards.”

"You'reholding many cards,” Roger responded calmly. "But let me be clear, aswdll. Inthelast nine
months, I've become somewhat less civilized than your standard Imperial nobleman. And | have avery
great interest in thismisson's success. Becoming totdly intransgent at thistime would be, & the very
leadt, extraordinarily painful for you. I'd taken you for an dly, not acompstitor, athough I'm even willing



to have a competitor, aslong as we can negotiate in good faith. But failure of negotiationswill leave you
inapodtion you really don't want to occupy.”

Beach had raised an eyebrow. Now she lowered it.

"You'reserious” shesad.

"Asaheart attack." Roger's newly brown eyes gave aremarkable imitation of abasilisk’s. "But as|

said," he continued after amoment, "we can negotiate in good faith. | hope you're an aly, but that
remains to be seen. What do you want, Captain Beach?"

"Most of what | want, you can't give me. And | wasraised in ahard schoal. If it comes down to
force, you're not going to like the results, elther.”

"Agreed. So what do you want that | can giveyou?'

"What are you going to get from the Alphanes?’ Beach countered.

"We don't know," Roger admitted. "It's possible that well get ajall cell and aquick trip to Imperial
custody. | don't think o, but it's possible. Well be negotiating, otherwise. Do you want money? We can
negotiate you amore than fair fee for your services, assuming dl goeswell. If we fully succeed, and |
believe wewill, well be freeing my mother, and I'll be Heir Primusto the Throne. The next Emperor of
Man. In that case, Captain, the sky isthe limit. We owe you—I owe you. Do you want your own
planet?' hefinished with aamile.

"Y ou do know how to negotiate, don't you?' Beach smiled in turn.

"Well, | redly should be letting Poertena handleit, but you wouldn't like that," Roger told her. "B,
serioudy, Captain, | do owe you. | fully intend to pay that debt, and sinceit's an open one, you can draw
onit enormoudy. Right now, | have virtudly nothing you could want. Even thisship isgoing to haveto go
away—you know that?'

"Oh, yeah. Y ou cant get thisthing anywhere near Sol. We could only hang around the fringes, where
it was easy to bribe the cusoms officias.”

"So we can't give you the ship; we're going to need it to trade to the Alphanes.”
"But youregoing onto Old Earth?"’
IIY$II

"Wdll. .. ." Beach pursed her lips, then shrugged. "What | want, as| said, you can't give me. Now.
Maybe ever." She paused and made awince. "How . . . Who are you going to use as a captain on the
Old Earth trip?"

"I don't know. The Alphaneswill undoubtedly have at least one. . . discreet captain we can use. But
he or she will be one of their people. Are you volunteering to captain the ship to Sol? And if so, why?*

"I will want money,” Beach said, temporizing. "If you fully succeed, alot of money.”
"Done." Roger shrugged. "A billion here, abillion there, and sooner or later, you're talking redl

money.
"Not that much." Beach blanched. "Bt . . . say . . . fivemillion credits.”

"Agreed.”
"In aUOW numbered account.”
"Agread.”

"And. . .." She made aface and shook her head. "If— What are you going to do about the
Cavazans?'

"The Saints?' Roger leaned back in his chair with atight smile. "Captain, right now we're wondering if
we can make it to Alphane territory in one piecel After that, we have the little problem of springing
someone from afortified palace and somehow keeping the Navy from killing us. I'min no position to
discuss anything about the Saints, except how werre going to sneak by them.”



"But inthelong run,” Beach said, half-desperatdy. "'If you become Emperor.”

"I'm not going to start aunilateral war againgt the Cavazan Empire, if that's what you mean,” Roger
replied after amoment. "I have. . . many reasons | don't care for them, but they pale beside the damage
such awar would cause." Roger frowned. "What do you have againgt the Saints? Y ou were one”

"That's what | have against them,”" Beach said bitterly. "And o, | will ask thisof you. If you seethe
opportunity, the onething that I'll ask—screw the money!—the one thing that | ask isfor you to take
them down. All the way. Conquer the whole damned thing and kill the leaders.”

"Not al of them," Roger said. "That's not how it'sdone.” He gazed at her for severa seconds, his
expresson dmaost wondering, and she haf-glared unwaveringly back a him.

"Sothat'stheded, isit?' he asked findly. "For captaining the ship, for turning off the salf-destruct,
you want me to invade the Cavazan Empire?”

"If the time comes,” Beach said. "If thetimeisright. Please. Don't hesitate. Don't . . . do it by half
measures. Take the wholething. It'sthe right thing to do. That placeisacesspool, apit. Nobody should
haveto live under the Saints. Please.”

Roger leaned back and steepled hisfingers for amoment, then nodded.

"If we succeed, if | become Emperor, if war comeswith the Saints—and | won't go looking for it,
mind you—then | will do everything in my power to ensurethat it'sawar to the knife. That not one
member of the Saint leadership isleft in power over so much asasingle planet. That their entire empireis
either transferred to amore rationa form of government, or else absorbed by the Empire of Man or other
lessirrational polities. Something closeto that anyway. Ascloseas| can get it. Does that satisfy you,
Captain?'

"Entirdly." Beach's voice was hoarse, and her eyes glittered with unshed tears. "And I'll do whatever
you need done to ensure that day comes. | swear.”

"Good," Roger said, and smiled. "I'm glad | didn't have to break out the thumbscrews.”

"Hey, 'Shara," Sergeant Mgjor Kosutic said, sticking her head into Despreaux’s stateroom. "Come
on. Weneed to talk.”

Kosutic was a blonde now, too, if not nearly as spectacularly so as Despreaux. She was aso her
regular height, with equally short hair, and amore modest bosom. She was stockier than she had
been—shelooked like afema e weightlifter, which was more or less how she'd looked before,
actually—but her stridewasalittle more. . . feminine, now. Something about the wider hips, Despreaux
suspected. The transformation hadn't changed her pelvic bones, but it had added muscle to either side.

"What does Julian think of the new look?' Despreauix asked.

"Y ou mean Tom?" the sergeant mgjor said in tones of minor disapprova. "Probably about what
Roger thinks of yours. But Tom' didn't get the big bazoombas. I've detected just a hint of jealousy about
that.”

"What isit with men and blonde hair and boobs?' Despreaux demanded angrily.

"Satan, girl, you redly want to know?" Kosutic laughed. " Serioudly, the theories are divergent and
bizarre enough to keep conspiracy theorists babbling happily away to themselvesfor decades. 'Mommy'
fixation was an early one—that men want to go back to breast-feeding. It didn't last long, but it was
popular initstime. My personal favorite hasto do with the difference between chimps and humans.”

"What do chimps haveto do with anything?'

"WEell, the DNA of chimpsand humansisredly close. Effectively, humans are just an offshoot of
chimpanzee. Even after dl the minor mutations that have crept in since going off-planet, humans till have
lessvariahility than chimps, and on aDNA chart wejust fal in asarather minor modification.”

"I didn't know that," Despreaux said. "Why do you?'



"Faceit, the Church of Armagh hasto makeit up aswe go dong." Kaosutic shrugged. "Understanding
thered why of people makesit much easier. Take boobs."

"Pleasa!” Despreaux said.

"Agreed.” Kosutic smiled. "Chimps don't have them. Humans are, in fact, the only terrestrid animal
with truly pronounced mammeary glands. Look at a cow—those impressive udders are dmost dl
functiona, milk producing plumbing. Tits?Hal Their . . . visud cue aspect, shdl we say, has nothing to do
with milk production per say. That means there's some other reason for them in our evolutionary history,
and one theory isthat they developed purdly to keep the male around. Human femaes don't show signs
of their fertility, and human children take along time, rdatively spesking, to reach maturity. Having amae
around al the time hel ped early human and pre-human femaes with raising the children. The maes
probably brought in some food, but their primary purpose was defending territory so that there wasfood
to be brought in. In addition, human femaes are dso one of the few speciesto orgasm—"

"If we're lucky," Despreaux observed.

"Y ou want to hear this, or not?'

"Sorry. Go ahead.”

"So, that was areason for the female to not be too upset when the male was always having agood
time with her. And it was another reason for men to stick around. Titswere avisua sign that said: 'Screw
me and stick around and defend thisterritory. Can't be proven, of course, but it fitswith al the reactions
maes haveto them."

"Yeah," Despreaux said sourly. " All the reactions. They're still apaininthe. . . back."

"Sure, and they're effectively as useful as averiform gppendix these days,” the sergeant mgjor said.
"On the other hand, they're still great for making guys stupid. And that iswhat were going to talk about.”
"Oh?" Despreaux's tone became decidedly wary. They'd reached the sergeant mgjor's stateroom,
and she was surprised to see Eleonorawaiting for them. The chief of staff had been modded aswell and

was now arather skinny redhead.

"Oh," Kosutic confirmed. She closed the hatch and waved Despreaux onto the folded-down bed
next to Eleonora, who looked at her with an expression which mingled thoughtfulness and determination
with something Despreaux wasn't at al sure she wanted to see.

"Nimashet, I'm going to be blunt,” the chief of saff said after amoment. "Y ou have to marry Roger.”

"No." The sergeant stood back up quickly, eyesflashing. "If thisiswhat you wanted to talk about,
you can—"

"Sit down, Sergeant,” Kosutic said sharply.

"You'd better not usemy rank when talking about something likethis, Sergeant Major! " Despreaux
snapped back angrily.

"I will when it affects the security of the Empire,” Kosutic repliedicily. "Sit. Down. Now."

Despreaux sat, glaring at the senior NCO.

"I'm going to lay thisout very carefully,” Eleonoratold her. "And you're going to listen. Then well
discussit. But hear me out, first."

Despreaux shifted her glower to the chief of staff. But she also crossed her arms—carefully, given
certain recent changes—and sat back tiffly on the bed.

"Some of this only holds—or matters—if we succeed,” Eleonorasaid. "And some of it isimmediately
pertinent to our hope of possibly pulling off the mission in thefirs place. Thefirst pointisfor
everything—current mission and long-term consideration, dike. And that point isthat Roger literdly has
the weight of the Empire on his shouldersright now. And helovesyou. And | think you love him. And
he's eaten up by the thought of losing you, which raises al sorts of scary possibilities.”

Desperaux’s surprise must have shown, because the chief of staff grimaced and waved one hand in



theair.

"If hefails,” shesaid, "if we go with the government-in-exile program and he becomesjust some guy
who was almost Emperor, you'd marry him, wouldn't you?"

Despreaux |ooked at her stony-eyed for two or three heartbeats, then sighed.

"Yes" sheadmitted. "Shit. I'd do it in asecond if he was 'just some guy.' And I'm setting him up to
fal so| candojud that, aren't |7

"You're setting him up to fail," Eleanora agreed with anod. *Not to mention contributing to the mental
anguish he'sin right now. Not that | think for amoment that you've been doing ether of those things
intentiondly, of course. Y ou're not manipulative enough for your own good, sometimes, and you certainly
don't think that way. But the effect isthe same, whether it'sintentional or not. Right now, he hasto be
wondering, in the degps of the night, if being Emperor—which he knows he's going to loath—isredly
worthlosing you. | presented the dternate exile plan because | thought it was agood plan, one that
should be looked at as an dternative. It was Julian and the Sergeant Major who pointed out, afterwards,
the consequences of the plan. Do you want Prince Jackson on the throne? Or asix-way war, more
likdy?'

"No," Despreaux said in alow voice. "God, what that would do to Karalig!"

"Exactly,"” Kosutic said. "And to haf ahundred other worlds. If Adoulatakesthe Throne, al the
out-worlds are going to be nothing but sources of materia and manpower—cannon fodder—he and his
cronieswill bleed dry. If they don't get nuked in passing during thewars.”

"So he hasthe weight of the Empire on his shoulders,” Eleonorarepeated, "and he'slosing you. And
there's a bolt-hole that he can go to that gets both of those problems off his back. It happensthat that
bolt-hole would mean very bad thingsfor the Empire, but men aren't rationa about women."

"That's another thing | can lay out in black and white," Kosutic said. "Lots of studies abott it.
Long-term rational planning drops off the chart when men are thinking about women. It'show they're
wired. Of course, we're not dl that rationd about them sometimes, ether,”

"Now, let'stalk about what happensif we succeed,” Eleonorawent on gently and calmly. "Roger is
going to end up Emperor—-probably sooner than he expects. | don't know how bad the residud effects
of whatever drugs they're using on his mother are going to be, but I do know they're not going to be
good. And after what's going on right now gets out, the public's confidencein her fitnessto ruleisbound
to drop. If the drugs effects are noticeable, it will drop even more. Nimashet, Roger could well find
himsdf on the Throne within ayesr or less, if we pull thisthing off."

"Oh, God," Despreauix said quietly. Her arms were no longer crossed, and her fingers twisted about
one another in her lap. "God, hell redly hate that.”

"Yes, hewill. But theres much worse," Eleonorasaid. "People are neither fully products of their
genetics, nor of their experiences, but . . . traumatic experiencescan . . . adjust their personalitiesin
variousways. And especidly when they're il fairly young and unformed. Fairly young. Roger is fairly
young, and, quite frankly, hewas dso fairly unformed when we landed on Marduk. | don't think anyone
would be stupid enough to call him ‘unformed' now, but the mold in which he's been shaped was our
march halfway around Marduk. Effectively, Roger MacClintock's done virtualy al of his'growing up'in
the course of eight months of constant, brutal combat opswithout relief. Think about that.

"More than once, he's ended serious political negotiations by smply shooting the people hewas
negotiating with. Of course they were negotiating in bad faith when he did it. He never had a choice. But
it'sbecome. . . something of ahabit. So has destroying any obstacle that got in his path. Again, because
he didn't have a choice. Because they were obstacles he couldn't deal with any other way, and because
s0 much depended on their being dedlt with effectively . . . and permanently. But what that meansis that
hehas. . . very few experientid reasonsto not use every available scrap of firepower to remove any
problemsthat arise. And if we succeed, thisyoung man is going to be Emperor.

"Therewill probably be acivil war, no matter what we do. In fact, I'll virtually guarantee thet therell



be one. The pressureswere right for one—»building nicely to one, anyway—when we left Old Earth, and
things obvioudy haven't gotten any better. What with the problems a home, I'd be surprised if arather
large war doesn't break out—soon—and if it does, aman who has vast experiencein killing people to
accomplish what he considers are necessary goasis going to be sitting on the Throne of Man. | want you
to think about that for amoment, too."

"Not good," Despreaux said, licking her lips.
"Not good at al," Eleonoraagreed. "His advisers," she added, touching her own chest, "can mitigate
his tendency to violence, to adegree. But only if he'samenable. The bottom lineisthat the Emperor can

usually get what he wants, one way or another. If he doesn't like our advice, for example, he could smply
fireus"

"Roger . . . wouldn't do that," Despreaux said positively. "No one who was on the March isever
going to be anyone hewould fire. Or not listen to. He might not take the advice, though.”

"And the armed forces swear an oath to the Congtitution and the Emperor. He's their
commander-in-chief. He can do quite abit of fighting even without any declaration of war, and if we
manageto succeed inthis. . . this—"

"Thisforlorn hope," Kosutic supplied.

"Yes" Thechief of gaff smiled thinly, recognizing the ancient military term for asmall body of troops
sent out with even smdler hope of success. "If we succeed in this forlorn hope, there's automaticaly
going to be agtate of emergency. If acivil war bresks out, the Congtitution equally automatically restricts
citizens rights and increases the power of the sitting head of state. We could end up with . . . Roger, in
his present menta incarnation, holding as much power as any other person in the history of the human
race.

"Y ou sound like he's some bloody-handed murderer!™ Despreaux shook her head. "He'snot. HeEs a
good man. Y ou make him sound like one of the Dagger Lords!"

"He's not that," Kosutic said. "But what heisis damned near areincarnation of Miranda
MacClintock. She happened to be apalitica philosopher with astrongly developed sense of
responsibility and duty, which, | agree, Roger aso has. But if you remember your history, she aso took
down the Dagger L ords by being a bloody-minded bitch at least as ruthless as they were.”

"What heis, effectively,” Eleonora continued in that same gentle voice, "isaneo-barbarian tyrant. A
‘good' tyrant, perhaps, and as charismatic as hell—maybe even on the order of an Alexander the
Grest—but ill atyrant. And if he can't break out of the mold, putting him on the Throne will be as bad
for the Empire as disntegration.”

"What's your point?' Despreaux demanded harshly.

"You," Kosutic said. "When you joined the Regiment, when | wasinterviewing you on in-process, |
damned near blackballed you."

"Y ou never told methat." Despreaux frowned at the sergeant mgjor. "Why?"

"You'd passed al the psychologica tests," Kosutic replied with ashrug. ™Y ou'd passed RIP, athough
not with flying colors. We knew you were loya. We knew you were agood guard. But there was
something missing, something | couldn't quite put afinger on. | called it 'hardness,’ a thetime, but that's
not it. Y ou're damned hard.”

"No," Despreaux said. "I'm not. Y ou wereright."

"Maybe. But hardness was till the wrong word." Kosutic frowned. Y ou've aways done your job.
Even when you lost the edge and couldn't fight anymore, you contributed and sweated right dong with
therest of us. You'rejust not . . ."

"Vicious" Despreaux said. "I'm not akiller."

"No." Kosutic nodded in acknowledgment. "And | sensed that. That was what made me want to
blackball you. Butintheend, | didn't."



"Maybe you should have."

"Bullshit. You did your job—more than your job. Y ou madeit, and you're the key to what we need.
So quit whining, soldier.”

"Yes, Sergeant Mgor." Despreaux managed afleeting smile, though it was plain her heart wasn't init.
"On the other hand, if you had blackbaled me, | would have avoided our little pleasure stroll.”

"And you could never be Empress," Eleonorasaid.

Despreaux's new indigo eyes snapped back to the chief of staff, dark with dread, and Eleonoraput a
hand on her knee.

"Listen to me, Nimashet. What you are is something the opposite of vicious. I'd cal it 'nurturing,’ but
that's not redly right, either. Y ou're as tough-minded and obstinate—most ways—as anyone, even
Roger. Or can you think of anyone elsein our happy little band who could argue him to a standstill once
he getsthe bit truly between histeeth?'

Eleonoralooked into her eyes until Despreaux's innate honesty forced her to shake her head, then
continued.

"But whatever it iswe ought to be caling you, the point isthat with you by Roger's sde, he's camer.
Less proneto smply lash out and much more proneto think things through. And that's important—
important to the Empire.”

"I don't want to be Empress," Despreaux said desperately.
"Satan, girl," Kosutic laughed. "I understand, but listen to what you just said!"

"I'macountry girl,"” Despreaux protested. "A sod-buster from Karais! I'm no good, never have
been, at the sort of petty, backbiting infighting that goes on a Court." She shook her head. "'l don't have
theright mindset for it."

"So0? How many people do, to start with?" Kosutic demanded.

"A hdl of alot more of them at Court than there are of me!" Despreaux shot back, then shook her
head again, dmost conVaansvely. "I don't know how to be a noblewoman, much lessafucking
Empress, andif | try, I'll fuck it up. Don't you understand?’ She looked back and forth between them,
her eyesdarker than ever. "If | try to do thejob, I'll blow it. I'll be out of my league. I'll do the wrong
thing, say the wrong thing at the wrong time, give Roger the wrong piece of advice—something! And
when | do, the entire Empire will get screwed because of me!”

"Y ou think Roger isn't thinking exactly the same thing?' Kosutic chalenged more gently. " Satan,
Nimashet! He has to wake up every single morning with the piss scared out of him just thinking about
thejob infront of him."

"But at least he grew up knowing it was coming. He's got the background, the training for it. | don't!”

"Training?' Eleonoraflicked one hand in adismissve gesture. "To be Emperor ?" She snorted. "Until
Jn told uswhat's been happening on Old Earth, it never even crossed his mind once that he might ever
be Emperor, Nimashet! And, frankly, his mother'sdistrust of him meant that everyone, myself included,
was dways very careful to never, ever suggest the possibility to him. To be honest, it'sonly recently
occurred to me how much that may have contributed to his refusal—or failure—to recognize the fact that
he truly did stand close to the succession.”

She shook her head again, her eyes sad as she thought of how dreadfully her one-time charge'slife
had changed, then looked back at Despreaux.

"Admittedly, he grew up in Court circles, and he may have moretraining for that that than you do, but
trust me, he didn't begin to have enough of it before our little jaunt. | know; | was the one who was
supposed to be giving him that training, and | wasn't having alot of success.

"But he's been much more strongly . . . motivated in that regard recently, and you can be, too.
Y ou've seen how much he'sgrown in the last haf-year, probably better than anyone el se besides me and
Armand Pahner. But nobody's born with that 'mindset;’ they learn it, just like Roger has, and you've



aready pretty conclusively demonstrated your ability to master combat techniques. Thisisjust one more
set of combat skills. And, remember, if we succeed, you're going to be Empress. It's going to take either
avery supid individua, or avery dangerous one, to crossyou."

"Our kidswould beraised in acage!”

"All children are," Eleanor countered. "It's why no sane adult would ever redly want to be achild
again. But your kids cage would be the best protected one in the galaxy.”

"Tdl that to John'skids!" Despreaux exploded. "When | think about—"

"When you think about the kids who just up and disappear every year," Kosutic said. "Orend up a
body in aditch. Or raped by their uncle, or their dad's best friend. Think about that, instead. That's one
thing you'll never have to worry about, not with three thousand hard bastards watching anyone that
comes near them like rottweilers. Every parent worries about her child; that comes with the job. But your
kids are going to have three thousand of the most dangerous babysitters—and you know that's what we
are—inthe known galaxy.

"Sure, they got to John and hiskids. But they did it by killing the entire Empress Own, Nimashet.
Every mother-loving one of them. In case you hadn't noticed, there are exactly twelve of usleftinthe
entire frigging Gaaxy, because the only way they could get to the kids, or John, or the Empresswas
over us—over our dead bodies, stacked in front of the goddamned door! And there's been one—count
‘em, one—successful attack on the Imperia Family in five hundred fucking yearsl Don't tell meyour kids
wouldn't be 'safel ™

The sergeant mgjor glared at her, and, after amoment, Despreaux's gaze fell.

"l don't want to be Empress,” she repeated, quietly but stubbornly. "I swore to him that | wouldn't
marry him if he was going to be Emperor. What would | beif | took that back?!

"A woman." Kosutic grinned. "Didn't you know we're alowed to change our minds at random? It
comeswith thetits"

"Thanks very much," Despreaux said bitingly, and folded her arms again. Her shoulders hunched. "I
don't want to be Empress.”

"Maybe not," Eleonora said. "But you do want to marry Roger. Y ou want to have his children. You
want to keep a bloody-minded tyrant off the Throne, and hell be far less bloody-minded if he wantsto
keep your approval in mind. The only thing you don't want isto be Empress.”

"That'sapretty big 'only,” Despreaux pointed out.
"What you want isredly beside the point,” Kosutic said. "The only thing that mattersiswhat's good

for the Empire. | don't careif you consider every day at therest of your lifealiving sacrificeto the
Empire. Y ou swore the oath; you took the pay."

"And thiswas never part of the job specs!” Despreaux shot back angrily.

"Then congder it very unusud duties, if you haveto!” Kosutic said, just asangrily.

"Cam down—both of you!" Eleonorasaid sharply. Shelooked back and forth between them, then
focused on Despreaux. "Nimashet, just think about it. Y ou don't have to say yes now. But for God's
sake, think about what refusing to marry Roger will mean. To dl of us. To the Empire. To your home
planet. Hell, to every polity in the galaxy."

"A person's conscienceis her own," Despreaux said stubbornly.

"Heaven'sbdls, if itis" Kosutic said caustically. "We spend most of our lives doing things because
we know they're the right things to do in other peopl€'s eyes. Especialy the eyes of people we care
about. It'swhat makes us human. If helosesyou, helll do anything he pleases. He knows most of us
won't give adamn. If hetold usto round up every left-handed redhead and put them in ovens, | would,
because he's Roger. If hetold Julian to go nuke a planet, Julian would. Because he's Roger. And even if
we wouldn't, he'd find someone e se who would—for power, or because he hasthe legd authority to
order them to, or because they want to do the deed. The only person who could have kept him under



control was Pahner, and Pahner's dead, girl. The only one left that hesgoing to look tofor . . .
conscienceisyou.

"I'm not saying he'sa bad man, Nimashet—were all agreed on that. I'm just telling you that he'sin
one Heaven of a spot, with nothing anywhere he can look but more boots coming down on the people
the Emperor isresponsible for protecting. Just like he was responsible for us on Marduk. And do you
think for one moment that he wouldn't have killed every other living thing on that planet to keep usdive?!

She haf-glared into Despreaux's eyes, daring her to look away, and finally, after asmall, tense
eternity, the younger woman shook her head dowly.

"Eleonoras spelled it out,” Kosutic continued in a softer voice. "He'slearned a set of responses that
work. And he'slearned about responsibility, learned the hard way. Hell do anything to discharge that
responsibility, and once he starts down the dope of expediency, each additional step will get easier and
eader to take. Unless someone getsin the way. Someone who prevents him from taking those steps,
because his responsibility to her—to be the person she demands he be—is as powerful amoativator as
hisresponshility to dl therest of the universe combined. And that personisyou. You'reit, girlie. You
leave, and there's nothing between him and the universe but the mind of awolf."

Despreauix bowed her head into her hands and shook it from sideto side.

"I really don't want to be Empress,” she said. "And what about dynastic marriages?’ she added from
behind her hands.

"On ascae of oneto ten, with your stabilizing effect on him at ten, the importance of holding out for a
dynastic marriage rates about aminus sixty," Eleonorasaid dryly. "Externdly, it'samoot point. Mogt of
the other human polities don't have our system, or else they're so minor that they're not going to get
married to the Emperor, anyway. Interndly, pretty much the same. There are afew membersof the
Court who might think otherwise, but most of them are going to be shuffled out dong with Adoula. | have
alist, and they never will be missed.”

"But that does bring up another point you might want to consider,” Kosutic said.
Despreaux raised her head to look at the sergeant mgor once more, eyeswary, and the Armaghan
amiled crookedly.

"Let'sgrant that with the shit scorm coming down on the galaxy, or at least the Empire, there might
even be some advantages to having awolf on the Throne. Somebody the historians will tag ‘the Terrible.!’
At least we know damned well that helll do whatever needs doing, and | think were dl pretty much
agreed helll do it for the right reasons, however terribleit is. But someday, one of his children isgoing to
inherit the Throne. Just who's going to raise that kid, Sergeant? One of those backbiting, infighting Court
bitches you don't want to tangle with? What's the kid's judgment going to be like, growing up with Daddy
smashing anything that getsin hisway and aMommy who'sonly interested in power and its perks?

"A point,” Eleonoraseconded, "abeit amorelong-ranged one." It was her turn to gaze into
Despreaux’s eyes for amoment, then she shrugged. "Still, it's one you want to add to the list when you
dart thinking about it."

"All right." Despreaux raised ahand to forestal anything more from Kosutic. "I'll think about it. I'll
think about it," she repeated. "Just that."

"Fine" Eleonorasaid. "I'll add just one morething.”
"What now?' Despreaux asked tiredly.
"Do you love Roger?'

The soft question hovered in Kosutic's stateroom, and Despreaux looked down at the hands which
had somehow clasped themsel ves back together in her |ap.

"Yes" shereplied, after along moment. "Yes, | do."

"Then think about this. The pressure of being Emperor is enormous. It's driven more than one person
mad, and if you leave, you'll beleaving aman you loveto face that pressure, dl aone. Ashiswife, you



can help. Yes, hell have counsdors, but at the end of the day it will be you who'll keep that strain from
becoming unbearable

"And what about the pressure on the Empress?' Despreaux asked. "His prosthetic conscience?’

"Roger's sacrificeishisentirelife” Kosutic told her softly. "And yours? Y oursis watching the man
you love make that sacrifice. . . and marching every meter of the way right dongsde him. That's your
true sacrifice, Nimashet Despreaux. Just as surely as you would have been sacrificed on that dtar in
Krath, if Roger hadn't prevented it.”

"This takes some getting used to."

Julian fingered hischin. His hair waslight brown, instead of black, and his chin was much more
rounded. Other than that, he had generaly European features, instead of the dightly Mediterranean ones
he'd been born with.

"Every day," Roger agreed, looking over at Temu Jin, the only human aboard Dawn who hadn't been
modified. The 1Bl agent had perfectly legitimate papers showing that he'd been discharged from his post
on Marduk, with good references, and now was taking a somewhat roundabout route back to Old Earth.

"Wherearewe at?' Roger asked.

"One more jump, and well be a ToBeach,” Jin said. "That's the waypoint the Saints normally use.
The customs there have an understanding with them."

"That's pretty unusud for the Alphanes," Roger observed.
"One of the thingswe're going to point out to them," Julian replied. "It's not the only point where

they've got some border security issues, either. Not nearly as bad as the Empire's problems, maybe, but
they're going to be surprised to find out that they have any.”

"Isthe 'understanding’ with humans?' Roger asked.

"Some humans, yes," Jn said. "But the post commander and others who have to be awvare are
Altheri."

"| thought they wereincorruptible,” Roger said with afrown.

"So, gpparently, do the Altharis" Jin replied. "They're not, and neither are Phaenurs. Trust me, I've
seen the classified reports. I'm going to have to avoid that particular point, and think Ghu | don't have any
names of our agents. But we have agents among both the Altharis and the Phaenurs. Let's not go around
meaking that obvious, though.”

"l won't," Roger said. "But while we go around not making that obvious, what €lse happens?'

"Our initid cover isthat were entertainers, atraveling circus, to explain dl the crittersin the holds,"
Julian said. "Well travel to Althar Four and then make contact. How we do that is going to have to wait
until wearive"

"Arent the Phaenurstheregoing to . . . sensetha werelying?

"Yes, they will," Jinsaid. "Which isgoing to be what hasto wait. We have no contacts. We have to
play thisentirely by ear.”

The Alphanes were everything they'd been described as being.

The Althari security officer at the transfer station—a male—wasn't astall asaMardukan, but he was
at least twice as broad, not to mention being covered in long fur that was slky looking and striped along
the sdes. The Phaenur standing beside him was much smaller, so smdl it looked like some sort of pet
that should be tting on the Althar's shoulder. But it was the senior of the two.

The entry into Alphane space had been smooth. The Saint-friendly customs officials at ToBeach had
taken their customary cut, and the ship had proceeded onward with nothing but a cursory inspection that
didn't even note the obvious combat damage.



Two jumpslater, at the capitd system of the Alphane Alliance, the same could not be said. Docking
had been smooth, and they'd presented their quarantine and entry passesto the officid, ahuman, sent
aboard to collect them. But after that, they'd been confined to the ship for two nervewracking hours until
"Mr. Chang" was summoned to speak to some "senior customs officias.”

They were mesting in the loading bay of the transfer station, a space station set out near the
Tsukayama Limit of the G-class star of Althar. It looked like just about every other loading bay Roger
hed ever seen, scuffed along the sdes and floor, marked with warning sgnsin multiple languages. The big
difference was the reception committee which, besides the two "senior cusoms officids' included a
group of Althari guardsin combat armor.

"Mr. Chang," the Althari said. "Y ou do not know much of the Althari, do you?'

"I know quitealot, infact," Roger replied.

"One of the things you apparently don't know is that we take our security very serioudy,” the Althari
continued, ignoring his response. "And that we do not let peoplelieto us. Y our nameis not Augustuc
Chung.”

"No, it'snot. Nor isthis ship the Emerald Dawn.”

"Who areyou?' the Althari demanded dangeroudly.

"I can't tel you." Roger raised ahand to forestall any reply. ™Y ou don't have the need to know. But |
need—Yyou need—for me to speak to someone in your government on apolicy level, and you need for
that conversation to be very secure.”

"Truth," the Phaenur said in asibilant hiss. "Absolute belief."

"Why?" the Althari asked, attention still focused on Roger.

"Again, you don't have the need to know," Roger replied. "We shouldn't even be having this
conversation in front of your troops, because one of the things| can tell you isthat you have security
penetrations. And timeisvery short. Well, it'simportant to me for usto get to the next level quickly, and
it'sof someimportance to the Alphane Alliance. How much is up to someone well above your pay grade.
Sorry."

The Althari looked at the Phaenur, who made an odd head jab.

"Truth again,” the lizard-like alien said to its partner, then looked back at Roger. "We need to contact
our supervisors,” it said. "Please return to your ship for thetime being. Do you have any immediate
needs?'

"Not redly,” Roger said. "Except for somerepairs. And they're not that important; we're not planning
onleavinginthisship.”

"Mr. Chang," Despreaux said, cutting her image into the hologram of the Imperial Palace Roger and
Eleonora O'Casey had been studying. "Phaenur Srall wishesto speak to you."

The hologram dissolved into the face of a Phaenur. Roger wasn't certain if it was the same one heldd
been speaking to. They hadn't been introduced, and they all looked at the sameto him.

"Mr. Chang," the Phaenur said, "your shipis cleared to move to Station Five. Y ou will proceed there
by the marked route. Any deviation from the prescribed course will cause your vesse to befired upon by
System defense units. Y ou mentioned aneed for repairs; isyour vessdl capable of making that trip
without them?'

"Yes," Roger sad, smiling. "Wed just have ahard time getting out of the system.”

"Any attempt to gpproach the Tsukayama Limit will also cause your vessd to befired upon,” the
Phaenur warned. "Y ou will be met by senior representatives of my government.”

The screen cut off.

"Not much given to pleasantries, are they?' Roger said.



"Not if they don't like you,” Eleanor replied. "They know it ticks us off. They can be very unsubtle
about thingslike that."

"Well, well just have to see how subtle we can convince them to be."

Roger stood at the head of the wardroom table asthe Alphane delegation filed in. Therewasa
Phaenur who, again, wasin charge, two Altharis, and ahuman. One of the Althariswas aguard—a
hulking brute in unpowered combat armor who took up a position against the rear bulkhead. The other
wore an officer's undress harness with the four planetary clusters of afleet admiral.

Roger's staff was gathered around the table, and as the visiting threesome sat, he waved the othersto
their chairs. Thistime Hona was missing; his out-sized seat was taken by the Althari admird.

"l am Sreetoth,” the Phaenur said. "I am head of customs enforcement for the Alphane Alliance,
whichisjust below a Cabinet position. Assuch, | am as closeto a'policymaker' asyou are going to see
without more information. My companions are Admira Tchock Ra, commander of the Althari Home
Heet, and Mr. Mordas Dren, chief of engineering for the Althar System. Now, who are you? Truthfully.”

"l am Prince Roger Ramius Sergel Alexander Chiang MacClintock," Roger answered formaly. "For
the last ten months, | have been on the planet Marduk or in trangit to this star system, and | had nothing
to do with any coup. My mother isbeing held captive, and I've cometo you for help.”

The human rocked back in his chair, staring around at the group in wild surmise. The Althari looked .
.. unreadable. Sreeetoth cocked its head in an oddly insect-like fashion and looked around the
compartment.

"Truth. All of itistruth,” the Phaenur said after amoment. " Apprehension, fear so thick you could cut
itwithablade. . . except off the Mardukans and the Prince. And grest need. Great need.”

"And why, in your wildest dreams, do you believe we might put our necks on the block for you?' the
Althari rumbled in a subterranean-deep voice.

"For severd reasons,” Roger said. "First, we have information you need. Second, if we succeed in
throwing out the usurpers who are using my mother as a puppet, your Alliance will be owed a debt by
my house that they can draw upon to the limit. And third, the Alphane require truth. We will give you the
truth. You'll find it hard to get one gram of it from anyone associated with Adoula.”

"Again, truth," the Phaenur said. " Some quibbling about the debt, but | expect that's asmple matter
of recognizing that the needs of hisempire may overrule hisown desires. But I'm till not sure well
chooseto aid you, Prince Roger. Y ou seek to overthrow your government?”

"No. Torestore it; it's already been overthrown . . . to an extent. Asthings stand at this moment,
Adoulaistill constrained by our laws and Congtitution. For thetime being . . . but not for long. We
believe we have until the birth of the child being gestated to save my mother; after that, shell bean
impediment to Adoulas plans. So shelll undoubtedly name him Prime Minister and him or the Earl of
New Madrid—" Roger's voice never wavered, despite the hardnessin his eyes as he spoke his father's
title"—will be named Regent for the child. And then shell die. . . and Adoulas coup will be complete.”

"Thatisall surmise," Sreeetoth said.

"Yes," Roger acknowledged. "But it'svaid surmise. Mother would never dly hersdf with Adoula,
and | was definitely not involved in the coup. In fact, | wastotaly incommunicado when it occurred. She
aso hates and revilesmy biologica father . . . who'snow at her sde at dl times, and who isthe biologica
father of her unborn child, aswdl. Given dl that, psychologica control isthe only reasonable answer.
Agreed?’

"You bdieveittobe" the Phaenur said. "And | agreethat thelogicisinterndly vaid. That doesn't
proveit, but—"

"Itistrue,” Tchock Ral rumbled. "We are aware of it."

"I'minway over my head,” Mordas Dren said fervently. "1 know you guys thought you needed a



human in the room, but thisis so far out of my league| wish | could have abrain scrub and wash it out.
Jesus!" Hisface worked for amoment, and he squeezed his eyes shut. "Adoulais asnake. Hisfingersare
in every corporation that's trying to kick in our doors. Him as Emperor. . . . That'swhat you're talking
about, right?"

"Eventudly,” Roger said. "What'sworse, we don't think it will work. More likely, the Empire will
break up into competing factions. And without the Empressto sabilizeit . . ."

"And thiswould be bad how?" the Althari asked. Then shetwitched her massveheadina
human-style shake. "No. | agree, it would be bad. The Saints would snap up territory, increasing their
aready formidable resource base. If they managed to get some of your Navy, aswell, wed belooking at
heavy defense commitments on another border. And it's my professona opinion that the Empire would
indeed break up. In which case, chaosistoo smal aword.”

"The effect on trade would be. . . suboptimal,” Sreeetoth said. "Buit if you try to place your mother
back upon the Throne and fail, the results will be the same. Or possibly even worse.”

"Not . . . exactly." Roger looked back and forth between the three Alphane representatives. "If we
try and fail, and are discovered to be who we are, then Adoulastracks are fully covered. Obvioudy, it
wasmeal dong, in which case, he'd be much morelikely to be able to hold things together. The
reputation of House MacClintock would be severdly damaged, and that reputation would have been one
of thethingsthat sood againgt him. If I'm formaly saddled with respongibility for everything, hell actualy
be in abetter position to supplant my Housein terms of legitimacy and public support.”

"Only if noword of whereyou really were a thetime of theinitid coup attempt ever getsout,” the
Phaenur pointed out.

llYall
Tchock Ral leaned forward and looked at Roger for along time.

"You aretdling usthat if you fal, you intend to cover up the fact that you are not guilty of saging the
first coup?" the Althari said. "That you would stain the reputation of your House for dl time, rather than
let that information be exposed.”

"Yes," Roger repested. "Letting it out would shatter the Empire. | would rather that my House, with a
thousand years of honorable service to mankind, be remembered only for my infamy, then alow that to
happen. Furthermore, your Alliance—you threeindividuas, and whoever eseislet in on the secret—uwiill
haveto hold it, if not forever, then for avery long time. Otherwise. . . ."

"Chaos on the border," Dren said. "Jesus Chrigt, Y our Highness."
"| asked for senior policymakers," Roger said, shrugging at the engineer. "Welcometo thejungle.”

"How will you conced the truth?' Sreeetoth asked. "If you're captured? Some of you, no matter
what happens, will be captured if you fail "

"It would require a concerted effort to get the information out in any form that would be believed,
past the security screen Adoulawill throw up if wefail," Roger captured. "Well smply avoid the
concerted effort.”

"And your people?’ the Althari asked, gesturing at the Staff. ™Y ou actudly trust them to follow this
insane order?'

Roger flexed ajaw muscle, and was rewarded by ahedl landing on either foot. Despreaux's came
down quite abit harder than O'Casey's, but they landed virtualy smultaneoudy. He closed hiseyesand
breathed for amoment, then reached back and pulled every strand of hair into line.

"Admira Tchock Rd," he said, looking the Althari inthe eye. Y ou are awarrior, yes?'
Eleonorawas too experienced a diplomat to wince; Despreauix and Julian werent.

"Yes," the Admira growled. "Be aware, human, that even asking that questionisan insult.”
"Admird," Roger said levelly, meeting her anger glarefor glare, "compared to the lowest ranking



Marine I've got, you don't know the meaning of the word."

The enormous Althari came up out of her chair with asnarl like crumbling granite boulders, and the
guard in the corner straightened. But Roger just pointed afinger at Sreeetoth.

"Tell her!" he snapped, and the Phaenur jabbed one hand in an abrupt, imperative gesture that cut off
the Althari'sfurious response like aguillotine.

"Truth,” it hissed. "Truth, and abdlief in that truth so strong it islike afirein the room."

Thelizard-like being turned fully to the bear-like Althari and waved the same small hand at itsfar
larger companion.

"Sit, Tchock Ra. Sit. The Prince burns with the truth. His sol diers—even the woman who hatesto be
one—all of them burn with the truth of that statement.” 1t looked back at Roger. ™Y ou tread a dangerous
path, human. Altharis have been known to go what you cdl berserk at that sort of insult.”

"It wasn't aninsult,” Roger said. Helooked at thetrio of visitors steadily. "Would you like to know
why it wasn't?"

"Yes," the Phaenur said. "And | think that Tchock Ral's desire to know burns even more strongly
than my own."

"It'sgoing to take awhile."

Infact, it took abit over four hours.

Roger had never redly sat down and told the story, even to himsdlf, until they'd worked out the
presentation, and he'd been amazed when he truly redlized for thefirst time dl they'd done. HEd known,
inanintelectua way, al dong. But hed been so submerged in the doing, so focused on every terrible
step of the March asthey actudly took it, that he'd truly never considered its entirety. Not until they'd sat
down to put it al together.

Even at four hours, it was the bare-bones, only the highlights—or low-lights, as Julian put it—of the
entiretrip.

There was data from the toombi e attack on the DeGlopper ; downloaded sensor data from the
trangport'sferocious, sacrificid battle with the Saint cruisers and her find self-destruction after she'd been
boarded, to take the second cruiser with her. There were recorded helmet views of battles and
screaming waves of barbarians, of Mardukan carnivores and swamps and mud and eternd, torrentia rain
until the delicate helmet systems succumbed to the rot of the jungle. There were maps of battles,
descriptions of weagpons, analyses of tactics, data on the battle for the Dawn from the Saints tactical
systems, enemy body counts. . . and the soul-crushing roll cal of their own dead.

It was the after-action report from Hell.

And when it was done, they showed the Alphane del egation around the ship. The admiral and her
guard noted the combat damage and fingered Patty's scars. The engineer clucked at the damage, stuck
his head in holeswhich still hadn't been patched over, and exclaimed at the fact that the shipranit al. The
admira nearly had ahand taken off by a civan—uwhich she gpparently thought was delightful—and they
were shown the atul and the basik in cages. Afterward, Rastar, stony-faced as only aMardukan could
be, showed them the battle-stained flag of the Basik's Own. The admiral and her guard thought it was a
grand flag, and, having seen an actud basik, got the jokeimmediately.

Findly, they ended up back in the wardroom. Everyonein the command group had had apart in the

presentation, just as every one of them had had apart in their surviva. But there was one last recorded
visual sequence to show.

The Althari admira leaned back in the big station chair and made a clucking sound and aweird
atona croon that sent a shiver through every listener as Roger ran the file footage from the bridge's
interna visud pickups and they watched the final actions of Armand Pahner. The Prince watched it with
them, and his brown eyes were dark, like barriers guarding his soul, asthe last embers of life flickered



out of the shattered, armored body clasped in hisarms.
And then it was done. All of it.

Silence hovered for endless seconds that felt like hours. And then Tchock Ral's face and pamswere
lifted upward.

"They will march beyond the Crystal Mountains,” she said inlow, amost musicd tones. "They will be
lifted up upon the shoulders of giants. Their songswill be sung in their homesteads, and they shdl rest in
peece, served by thetally of their dain. Tchrorr Kai Hersdlf will stand beside them in battle for all
eternity, for they have entered the realm of the Warrior, indeed.”

She lowered her face and looked at Roger, swinging her head in acircle which was neither nod nor
headshake, but something ese, something purely Althari.

"I wipethe stain of insult from our relaionship. Y ou have been given agreat honor to have known
such warriors, and to have led them. They are most worthy. | would gladly have them asfoes.

"Yes," Roger said, looking at the freeze-framein the hologram. Himself, holding his father-mentor's
body in hisarms, the armored armswhich, for al their strength, had been unable to hold life within that
mangled flesh. "Yes, but I'd giveit al for one more chewing out from the Old Man. I'd giveit al for one
more chance to watch Gronningen being used as a straight man. To see Dokkum grin in the morning light,
with theair of the mountains around us. To hear Imasweird laugh.”

"Imadidn’t laugh, much,” Julian pointed out quietly. Theretelling had put dl the humansin asomber
mood.

"Shedidthat first timel fell off Patty,” Roger reminded him.

"Yes. Yes, shedid,” Julian agreed.

"Prince, | do not know wheat the actions of my government will be," Tchock Ral said. "What you ask
would place the Alphane Alliance in no little jeopardy, and the good of the clan must be balanced againgt
that. But you and your soldiers may rest in my hallsuntil such time asadecisonismade. In my hals, we
can hide you, even under your true-name, for my people are trustworthy. And if the decison goes against

you, you may rest in them for al eternity, if you choose. To shelter the doers of such deedswould bring
honor upon my House forever," she ended, placing both paws on her chest and bowing low across them.

"l thank you," Roger said. "Not for myself, but for the honor you do my dead.”

"You'll probably have to make this presentation again,” Sreeetoth said with another head bob. "Il
need copies of al your raw data. And if you stay at Tchock Ral's house, you'll be forced to tell your
storiesal day and night, so be warned."

"And whatever happens, you're not taking this ship to Sol,” Mordas Dren put in. The engineer shook
his head. "It won't make it through the Empire's scans, for sure and certain. And evenif it would, |
wouldn't want to trust that TD drivefor one jump. For onething, | saw a place where some
feeble-minded primitive had been beating on one of the capacitors.”

"No," Roger agreed. "For thisto work, we're going to need another freighter—a clean one—some
crew, and quite abit of money. Also, accessto current intelligence," he added. He'd been fascinated by
the fact that the admira knew his mother was being controlled.

"If we choose to support you, dl of that can be arranged,” the Phaenur hissed. "But for thetime
being, we must report thisto our superiors. That is, to some of our superiors,” he added, looking at the
enginesr.

"The Minigter's going to want to know what it'sal aout," Dren said uncomfortably.

"Thisis now bound by security,” the admira replied. "Tdl her that. And only that. No outside
techniciansin the ship until the determination ismade, either! And any who finally do get aboard her will
be from the Navy Design Bureau. | think, Mordas, that you're going to beleft to idle speculation.”

"No," the Phaenur said. " Other arrangements will be made. Such conditions are difficult for humans,
and more so for one like Mordas. Mordas, would you go to the Navy?



"I'm in charge of maintenance for the entire star system, Sreeetoth,” Dren pointed out, "and I'm a bit
too old to hold awrench. | enjoy holding awrench, you understand, but I'm sure not going to take the
cutinpay.”

"WEéll arrangetings,” the admird said, standing up. "Y oung Prince, Mr. Chang, | hopeto seeyou
soon inmy House. | will send your chief of Saff the invitation as soon as determinations are made."

"I look forward toit," Roger said, and redlized it was the truth.

"And, by al means, bring your sword," Tchock Ra said, with the low hum Roger had learned was
Althari laughter.

* * %

Humans are descended from an essentialy arboreal species. Asaconsequence, human homes,
whenever it's economically possible, tend to have trees near them, and growing plants. They aso tend to
rise up abit, but not very far—just about the height of atree.

The Altharis, for dl that they looked like koala bears, were anything but arboreal-descended. That
much became abundantly evident to Roger when hefirst saw the admira'’s"hdls"

Althari homeswere amogt entirely underground, and when economics permitted, they were grouped
in quantities related to kinship. Theadmird's "hals’ were a series of low mounds, each about akilometer
across and topped with asmall blockhouse of locally quarried limestone . . . and with clear fidds of fire
stretching out over afour-kilometer radius. There were paved roads for ground cars between them, and
severd landing areas, including one nearly two hundred meterslong, for aircars and shuttles. But the big
surprise came when they entered their first blockhouse.

Ramps doped downward into high-ceilinged rooms. And then downward, and downward . . . and
downward. Among Althari, rank was indicated by the depth of oné's personal quarters, and Roger found
himsalf ushered into aroom about twenty meters across and Six meters high, buried under nearly three
hundred meters of earth.

Hewas glad he didn't have atrace of claustrophobia.

Below the surface, al of the stlandard homes were linked through a system of tunnels. There were
storesin the warren, escape routes, weapons—it was avast underground fortress, and the Altharisliving
init wereahighly trained militia. And it was only one of thousands on the planet. Althariswho didn't live
intheir own clan homeslived in smilar loca communities, some of which, from whét the visting Imperias
had been told, were far more extensive, virtualy underground cities. No wonder the Althariswere
considered unconquerable.

The Imperias had arrived the night before, more or less surreptitioudy, and been shown to their
guarters. Those quarters had been modified to some extent for humans, so there were a least human
lavatory facilities, built to human sizes. But the bed had been Althari, and Roger had been forced to
actudly jump to get intoit. All in dl, they weren't bad quarters—as|ong as you ignored the weight of
rock, concrete, and dirt sitting overhead. Nonetheless, Roger il preferredbeing up on the surface, as
they were now.

The sky above was ablue so degp it was right on the edge of violet. Althar IV's atmospherewas a
bit thinner than Old Earth's, although its higher partia pressure of oxygen made for adightly heady
feding, and the humidity was very low. At the moment, there were no clouds, and after the eternal cloud
cover of Marduk, Roger found himself drinking in the clear sky greedily.

Tchock Rd's hals were placed in the approximate center of along, wide valley on abit of a plateau.
To the east, north, and south, high mountains sparkled with snow; to the west, it opened out. The
majority of the valey was given over to other warrens, farms, and asmall, primarily Althari city. The city
could be seen right on the western horizon, where afew dightly higher bumps marked low multi-story
buildings

About athousand Altharis, al the Marines, and haf the Mardukans were either watching the
competitions the admiral had decreed in honor of her visitors, preparing an outdoor feadt, or just roaming



around talking.

The day had started with a smple breakfast of prepared, dried human foods. Since then, for the last
couple of hours, they'd been watching Althari sparring matches—mostly, Roger suspected, so that the
humans and Mardukans could seethetraditional Althari fighting methods. After the sparring matches
were done, it had been time for the humans and Mardukans to show their stuff.

Rastar was sparring with ayoung Althari female. They were of about the same ages, and smilarly
armed. Instead of whetted stedl, each was armed with weighted training blades with blunted edges. The
Althari held two, onein ether bear-like paw, while Rastar held four of them. Rastar was the only
Mardukan Roger had met who was truly quaddexterous. Whereas most Mardukans settled for fighting
with two hands on only one side, if not asingle hand, Rastar could fight with dl four hands
smultaneoudy. At the moment, each of his hands held aknife which would have been ashort
broadsword to ahuman, and they flickered in and out like lightning.

Each contestant wore a harness which noted strikes and managed scoring. In addition, Rastar wore
an environmenta suit that |eft only hisface exposed, for Marduk was an intensay hot world, whereas
Althar 1V was on the cool side of the temperature range even humans would have found acceptable. It
was the equivalent of an ice-planet for the cold-blooded Mardukans, and they found it necessary to wear
the environment suits everywhere, except in the specidly heated rooms set asde for them.

Climatologica consderations didn't ssem to be dowing him down, however, asdl four amslickedin
and out. The Althari was good, no question, but Rastar was able to block with both upper hands while
his lower hands—the much more powerful pair—flicked in to strike, and he was outscoring her handily.

"Scorel" Tchock Ral caled as Rastar's lower | eft-hand blade tapped the Althari's midsection yet
agan."Adain!"

Adain was the command to separate and prepare for the next round, but instead of lowering her
wespons and stepping back, the Althari femalelet out a hoarse bellow and charged, just as Rastar was
stepping back. Roger had seen the same Althari win two other fights hands down, so he could imagine
why she was so chagrined, and as Sreeetoth has warned him aboard the Dawn, no Althari had ever been
noted for her calm disposition.

Rastar was taken dightly off-balance, backing away from his opponent as the command required, but
he spun nimbly to the sde and let her charge past. All four of hisbladesflickered in and out in flashes of
dlver, painting the Althari's combat harness with purple holograms at each successful strike. The Althari
roared in fury, whedling and charging furioudy after him. But Rastar faded away from her attack like
smoke, his own bladesflick, flick, flicking with amerciless precision that painted violet blotches across
her sides, back, and neck.

"Adain!" Ral shouted, and at the second bellow, Rastar's opponent stopped, quivering.

"| gpologize for that breach of protocol, Prince Ragtar,” the admiral said. "Toshok, go to the sde and
contempl ate the dishonor you just brought upon our house!™

"Perhapsit would be better for her to contemplate what red blades would have meant,” Rastar
suggested. The Mardukan spoke excellent Imperid by now, and the Althari, with their own equivalents of
the Empire'simplanted toots, understood him perfectly. Not that it made things much better.

"If you wish to face me with live blades—" Toshok ground out in the same language.

"Y ou would be a bleeding wreck on the ground,” Ra said. "L ook at the markers, you young fool!"

Toshok clamped her mouth shut and glanced angrily at the holographic scoreboard beside the
sparring area. Her eyes widened as she saw the numbers under her name and Rastar's, and then she
rolled her ursine head from side to side, looking down at the glaring swatches of purple decorating her
scoring harness.

"Theseare nothing!" she snapped angrily. "He barely touched me™

"That's because in aknife fight, the object isto bleed your opponent out, not to get your knife stuck



inhismesat," Rastar told her. "Would you care to go another round with padding and use these—" he
twitched dl four blades smultaneoudy "—as swords, instead?"

"| think not," Ral said before Toshok could reply. "I don't want bones broken.” The admird gavea
hum of laughter, then beckoned to another Althari. "Tshar! You'reup.”

The Althari who rolled forward at Rd's summons was amassive juggernaut of muscle and fur,
enormous even by Althari standards, and the admira looked at Roger.

"Thisisthe daughter of my sister's cousin by marriage, Lieutenant Tshar Krot. Sheis our champion at
weaponless combat. Choose your champion, Prince Roger."

Roger shook his head as he contemplated the sheer size of the Althari, but he didn't hesitate. There
was only one choice.

"Sergeant Pol," he said.

Erkum stepped forward at the sound of his name. Seeing that the Althari was naked, he removed his
harness and kilt, but kept on his environment suit and stood waiting patiently.

"What are the rules?' Roger asked.

"There are rules in weaponless combat?' Ra replied with another hum of laughter.

"No gouging, at leest?"

"WEell, of coursenot,” the admird said.

"I think we need to make sure Erkum knowsthat," Roger commented dryly, looking up at Krindi
Fain'stowering shadow. "Erkum,” he said sternly in Diaspran, "no gouging.”

"No, Your Highness," the Diaspran said, pounding al four fists together as he sized up his opponent.
The Althari was nearly astal as hewas, and even broader. "I'll try not to break any bones, ether,”
Erkum promised.

"Gatan!" the admira barked, beginning the match, and al the Marines and Mardukans started
shouting encouragement.

"Break bones, Erkum! Break bones!"

"Turn her into bear paste!™

The two combatants circled each other for amoment, and then Tshar darted forward, grasping an
upper wrist and rolling in for ahip-throw. But Erkum dropped hisweight, and both of his lower hands
grabbed the Althari by the thighs and picked her up. It was amassvelift, even for the big Mardukan,
gncethe Althari must have weighed five hundred kilos, and she got one hand on the environment suit. But
Erkum gtill managed to turn her upside down, then straightened explosively and sent her spinning through
theair.

Tshar hit on her back, rolled lithely, and dodged aside as the Mardukan stamped down. Then she
was back on her feet. She charged forward again, thistimelifting Erkum into the air, and threw him
downinturn. But he got one hand on one of her knees as he fell, and twisted her off her feet.

Both of them sprang back up, asif they were made of rubber, and, asif they'd planned it ahead of
time, charged smultaneoudy. There was a strange, unpleasant sound as the Mardukan's horns met the
Althari'sforehead, and then Tshar was on her back, shaking her head dazedly. There was atrickle of
blood from her muzzle.

"Adain," the admira said, just abit unnecessarily, then moved her head in another complex gesture
Roger'stoot's analysis of Althari body language read asindicating wry amusement. "'Important safety
lesson, there," she observed. "Never try to head-butt aMardukan.”

Erkum had a hand around the base of each horn, and was shaking his own head from sideto side.

"She got ahard head," he muttered, and sat down with athump.

"I suggest we call that adraw, then,” Roger suggested as Doc Dobrescu and amae Althari darted
forward.



The Althari ran ascanner over Tshar and gave her an injection, then came over to the admird.

"Nothing broken, and no mgor hematoma,” he said. "But she's got adight concussion. No more
fighting for at least two days.”

"And the Mardukan?' Ral asked.
"He's got a headache, but that's about it,” Doc Dobrescu said, and dapped the still-seated Pol on the

upper shoulder as he stood. "They've got a spongy padding under the horns that absorbs blows like that.
Stll hurts, but he'sfine”

"Inthat case, Y our Highness, | don't think we can call that adraw in honor," the admiral pointed out.

"By al means, scoreit asyou prefer,” Roger replied.

The admiral waved her right hand a Pol, formaly granting him the victory, then turned back to
Roger.

"Y our companions say you're deft with the sword,” she noted.

"I'm okay. It's kept me alive a couple of times."

"Y our Mardukans have been competing againgt my clan,” the admirad said in an offhand manner.
"Would you careto try?"

"| don't have apractice blade," Roger pointed out.

"Y our sword was remotely measured,” Ral said and gestured to one of the hovering Althari. The
male brought forward a sword that looked very much like Roger's, except that the blade was blunted and
seemed to be made of carbon fiber.

Roger stood up and weighed it in his hand. The balance wasright, and so was the shape—about a
meter and a hdf long, dightly curved with athin but strong blade. The weight felt very close, aswell,
dthough it might be atad heavier.

While he was examining the blade, ayoung Althari femal e gppeared, bearing padding and a sword.
The weapon she carried would have been atwo-handed blade for a human, something like aclaymorein
design, but with astraight blade and broad cross guard. The Althari was abit older than the two previous
competitors, fully mature with abroad band of black running up and over her shoulders. She carried the
sword with ameasure of assurance Roger found somewhat intimidating. Mogt of hisfighting had beenin
harum-scarum battles, where forma ability counted less than smply making sure the other guy died.

"Thisis Commander Tomohlk Sharl, my husband's sster's husband's cousin,” the admird said. The
relationship was one word in Althari, but Roger's toot trandated ably. " She has some knowledge of
tshoon, our traditiona sword art.”

"I'll giveit my best shot," Roger said, shaking his head when the padding was offered. " That won't
help me much,” he observed dryly, looking up at his outsized opponent. He did, however, takethe
helmet after amurderous glance from Despreaux. It was something like azero-G bal helmet, carbon
fiber, padded, with a dotted mask. And he donned the scoring harness, mentaly noting that if the
mongtrous Althari did score, it was going to be pretty obvious.

There were two marks, about four meters gpart, and Roger moved to one of them, taking the carbon
fiber sword in atwo-handed grip and settling his shoulders.

"Gatan," theadmiral said, and sat back down in her chair.

Roger and the Althari gpproached one another cautiously, reaching out to touch blades, and then
backing off. Then the Althari started the match by springing forward, striking quickly from quarte
towards Roger's chest.

Roger parried on hisfoible and stepped to the side, measuring his opponent's speed. The Althari
followed up quickly, pressing him, and he turned to the side again, rolling her blade off of hisand
springing to hisleft and back.

She spun again, bringing her blade down in aforehand strike. But thistime he took it on his sword,



rolling it off in aneat parry and moving inside the blade, driving past her with asnake-quick dice towards
her unprotected ssomach. He ended up behind her, and cut down at the hamstring. Both strikes scored in
less than a second.

"Adain," the admird said, and Roger returned smoothly to aguard position. The commander was
rubbing her leg and shaking her head.

"That'snot alega blow in tshoon,” she said.

"I'm sorry. | didn't know that,” Roger admitted. "I haven't been in any encounters where the term
'legd blow" had meaning.”

"| think you're lucky inthat," the Althari said. "I've never had the opportunity to battle with the sword
intruth. Or, for that matter, to battle more than the occasiond pirate with any weapon. Wars are few
these days." She made a sound Roger's toot interpreted as a sigh of envy, then produced an Althari
chuckle. "You're quick. Very quick."

"l haveto be." Roger grinned. "Y ou're huge. But, then again, so are most Mardukans. 1've had to
learnto be quick."

They resumed their places, and the admird gave the sgnd to reengage. Thistime, the Althari worked
to keep Roger outside, using her superior reach againgt his speed. Time and time again Roger tried to
break through the spinning blade, but he couldn't. Findly, the Althari scored on hisarm. He partidly
blocked the blow, but she'd closed dightly, and the leverage was enough to break down his defense. The
scorewasreatively light, but it hurt like hell.

"Adain," the admird said. "One score gpiece.”

She beckoned them back to their marks.

"Gatan."

They closed again, with the Althari pushing Roger thistime. He had to back away, spinning to stay
insdethe fighting circle. They worked back to the center, and then the commander feinted a stroke,
stopped it in mid-blow, and sprang forward in alunging strike with the point, instead.

The feint fooled Roger completely. He'd been set to block the stroke and found himsalf abruptly
forced to fumble up aparry against the unanticipated thrust, instead. He fell backwards, then bounced
back up like aspring, using the weight of his sword for balance. It was a desperation move, but it placed
him insde the Althari's defense. He came up to one knee, then struck up and across. The move left a
bold purple dash across the commander's ssomach.

"Adain," theadmird sad. "Very nice."

"Hell with nice," Roger responded, rubbing his back. Hed pulled something there. "On the battlefield,
I'd have been dead if | didn't have someone at my back."

"You're quite fortunate in that regard,” Ra noted, waving at the Basik's Own.

"I'vegot alot of friends, that'strue," Roger admitted.

"Which isdueto your leedership,” the admira pointed out. *Do not discount yoursdlf.”

"A good hit of it had to do with Captain Pahner," Roger replied sadly. Then he turned his head.
Three groundcars were approaching from the far sde of the warren. Roger had already noticed alarge
shuttle landing, but thered been afair amount of comings and goings during the morning, so held thought
little of it. This caravan seemed pointed towards them, however.

"We seem to have company,” he observed.

"Sreeetoth,” the admiral agreed, standing up. "And others.”

Roger just nodded his head and looked over at Eleanora. The chief of staff shrugged.

The party was sill going on overhead, but the meeting had been moved to one of the underground
conference rooms. It had the indefinable look of a secure room. Admittedly, getting abug into any of the



Althari roomswould have been difficult, but this one looked asif the walls were encased in a Faraday
cage, and the door had sedled like an airlock.

The surface of the table within was adjustable to three different levels, and the chairs about it were
aso of different heights, with contours which reconfigured at the touch of acontrol, obvioudy designed to
provide for humans, Althari, and Phaenurs. Another Althari, not the admiral, took the chair &t its head,
while a Phaenur Roger had not yet met took an elevated, pad-like "chair" at the far end. Sreeetoth was
sested beside the new Phaenur, with Tchock Rd to the left of the new Althari.

"l am Sroonday, Minister of External Security,” the Phaenur at thefoot of the table said. " Sreeetoth,
Chief of Customs, you know. My coleader is Tsron Edock, Minister of War. We apologizefor the. . .
informal fashion in which you have been greeted, Y our Highness, but . . ."

Roger held up ahand and shook his head.

"There can be nothing formal in my greeting, Minigter, given the circumstances,” he said. "And | thank
you for the indulgence of this meeting.”

"It ismore than indulgence," Tsron Edock said, leaning forward. "The Empire of Man hasbeen a
competitor for the Alphane Alliance's entire existence. But it has been a friendly competitor. We do not
have to station war fleets on its border with us, which makesit the only border we do not have to
defend. Wemaintain fair and equitable trading relationswith it. All of thiswill passif it bresks up into
internecinewarfare, or if the Saints are able to establish large inroads into its territory. We have dways
looked to it asan dly againgt the Saints, but under current circumstances. . . ."

She looked at the Phaenur, and made a head gesture.

"Everyone has sources of information,” the Phaenur said sbilantly. "Y es?!

"Yes," Roger replied. "Although the Alphanes are notorioudy hard to penetrate.”

"Thisiss0," Sroonday admitted. "And Imperia interna security isaso quite good. But we do have
sources of information . . . including sourcesin the Adoulafaction.”

"Ah." Eleanoranodded. "And you don't like what you're hearing from there."

"No," the Externa Security Minister said. "We do not. Our source isvery good. We knew, long
before you arrived, that the supposed coup was Prince Jackson's doing. And, yes, your mother isbeing

held under duress, Y our Highness. A combination of control of her implants and psychometric drugs.
Other thingsaswdll. . . ."

Sroonday's voicetrailed off uncomfortably. Roger smply sat there, brown eyeslike stones, and after
amoment, the Phaenur continued.

"Opinion among the plotters over the long-term disposition of the Empressisdivided. Mog, yes,
wish her to have atermina event as soon asthe Heir isborn. New Madrid wishes to keep her dive, but
our anaysts believe that is because sheis hisonly hold on power. Furthermore, our source tells usthat
Adoulaintendsto . . . change the relationship between the Empire and the Alphane Alliance. Specificdly,
heintendsto invade the Alliance."

"Ishe nuts?" Roger blurted.

"Wehaveafinefled," the War Minigter said, glancing at Admira Rd. "The Empire, however, has Six
rather finefleets, the smalest of whichisthesize of our entire fleet. We could go down fighting, but we
will probably be offered some sort of loca autonomy, as a separate satrapy of the Empire.”

"And how will that St with the Althari?' Roger asked.

"Not well,” Tchock Ra said angrily. "I did not know this. My clan will not be davesto the Empire.
Not aslong as one Tshrow remainsdive.”

"None of uswill alow it," Edock said. "The Altharis can be destroyed, but not conquered.”

"The Phaenurs have a somewhat more philosophical approach,” Sroonday hissed. "But given that the
bulk of our armed forces are Althari, and that we and our dwellings are intermingled with them, our



philosophica gpproach will be of little use. Taking one of our worldswill require sufficient firepower to
ensure that the survivorswill be so few in number that—"

"Adoulahasto understand that," Eleanorainterjected. "1 mean, that'saknown fact in any intelligence
estimate about the Alphane Alliance. Y ou can destroy it, but you can't Smply absorbit. All héd getina
war isabunch of battle casudties and twelve destroyed planets.”

"Prince Jackson isfully aware of the estimates,” the Phaenur said. "And disbelieves them.”

"That'sinsane" Roger sad flatly.

"Perhaps" Sroonday replied. "It is possible that his understanding of us suffersfrom hisown lack of a
multi-species outlook. Whereas dl three of the Alliance's member species have been forced to cometo
comprehend the strengths, weaknesses, and fundamenta differences which make dl of uswhat we are,
Prince Jackson has not. More importantly, heisacreature of the deal. He believesthat after our orbitals
aretaken, he can 'cut adeal’ with us, thereby adding our not incons derable economic base to the
Empire, and placing the Cavazan Empire between two enemies. Hislong-term goal isto force the
Cavazansto . . . retrest. To become less threstening. He believes he can accomplish this by cresting a
ba ance of force which is overwhemingly weighted againgt them.

"But to accomplish this, he must conquer us, and that will not happen until the entire Alphane Alliance
liesin smoking ruin. It brings one of your own folk tales—about a golden avian, | believe—rather forcibly
to mind. Unfortunately, he would appear to be unfamiliar with that particular talesmora. And thus,
Prince Roger," the Phaenur concluded, "we have an immense vested interest in considering support for
your endeavor. If you can convince usit is even remotely likely to succeed.”

"We need accessto current intelligence," Roger said. "As current as available. And welll need aship,
and quite abit of cash. We aso need someread onthe. . . rdiability of Navy units. Our plan relies,
perhapstoo much, uponthe. . . irregularity of Six Heet. Do you have any current information on it?"

"A replacement for Admira Helmut was sent out amonth ago,” Edock said with an odd roll of her
shoulders. "The carrier trangporting him apparently had severe mechanica problems and had to pull into
dock in the Sirtus System. It remains docked there, having twice had mgjor faults detected in its tunnel
drive. Absolutely valid faults, asit happens, which apparently appeared quite suddenly and unpleasantly.
In one case, it would seem, due to a couple of kilos of well-placed explosives. Helmut's replacement,
Admird Garrity, unfortunately, is no longer concerned about the delays. According to our reports, the
good admird's shuttle suffered amgor mafunction entering the atmosphere of Sirtus|11 shortly after the
second tunnd drive mafunction. There were no survivors.”

"Y ou don't pock with the Dark Lord of the Sixth," Julian said.
"Thishas got to stop," Despreaux protested. "I mean, | know why it's going on, but killing fleet
commanders—Ilegdly appointed fleet commanders. . . ."

"'Some question about the legdity of the gppointment,” Kosutic replied grimly. "But | haveto agree
with the generd sentiment.”

"Unfortunately, it's part and parcel of the way the Empire has been trending for along time," Eleanora
sadwith ashrug. "Thefact that Admira Helmut probably doesn't think twice about going to these
lengths—certainly not under the circumstances—and that other segments of the Navy are supporting
Adoulain this coup, isasymptom, not the disease. The diseaseis called factionalism, and the level of
internal strifeisreaching the point of outright civil war. That disease iswhat your mother wastrying to
head off, Roger. Unsuccessfully, asit turnsout.”

"It'snot that bad," Despreaux said. "Therésalot of palitica infighting, sure, but—"
"It isthat bad," Eleanorareplied firmly. "Largely dueto Roger's grandfather, in fact.

"The Empireis going through a very rough period right now, Nimashet, and unfortunately, that's not
sufficiently apparent for most people to be worried about doing something to prevent it.

"Weve sttled out fully from the psychologica, economic, and physical results of the Dagger Wars.



It's been five hundred and ninety years since Mirandathe Great kicked their asses, and we haven't had a
red war with anyone else since, despite our periodic bouts of . . . unpleasantness with the Saints. And
even those have al been out among the out-worlds. So there's no one divein the core-worldswho
remembers atime of actual danger. We had our |ast serious economic crisis over a generation ago, too,
and politicsin the core-worlds have revolved around the strife between the industridists and the socidigts
for over seventy years.

"Theindudriaigts, by and large, aretruly in it purely for the power. Thereve been timeswhen
corporations were unfairly held up as greet, evil empires of greed by individuals who were smply
deluded, or e seintentionally using them as strawmen—as manufactured ogres, created for their own
propaganda purposes. But Adoulas cadretruly is in the business of seeking personal power and wedlth
at any cost to anyone else. Oh Adoula has the additiona worry that his home sector isright on the Saint
border. That'swhy he concentrates on what used to be called the 'military-industrial complex.’ But while
he might be trying to build military power, the way he goes about it is counterproductive in the extreme.
The way the power packs blew up on your plasmaguns, Y our Highness, isa prime example, and heand
his crowd are too far goneto redlize that making money by cutting costs at every turn, eveniif it meansa
suicide bomb in the hands of asoldier, actudly decreases their own security, right dong with thet of the
rest of the Empire.

"The socidists are trying to counter the indudtridists, but, again, their chosen methods are
counterproductive. They're buying votes among the poor of the core-worlds by promising more and
more socid luxuries, but the tax baseis never going to be there to support uniform socia luxury. They get
the taxes which have kept the system propped up so far by squeezing the outer worlds, because the
indudtriaists have sufficient control in Parliament and the core-world economiesto work tax breaks that
dlow them to avoid paying anything like the taxes they might incur if the lunatics weren't running the
asylum. At the sametime, if the socidists ever did manage to impose dl the taxes they think the
corporations should cough up in order to pay for their socia benefitsand al the other worker
benefits—like increased paid holidays and decreased workweeks—it realy would cripple the economy.

"The ones getting squeezed are the out-worlds, and they're aso where most of the new economic
and productive blood of the Empireis coming from. All the new devices and arts are coming from there.
By the same token, they supply the bulk of the military forces, Stesfor al the newer military basesand
research centers, and more and more manufacturing capability. That shift has been underway for decades
now, and it's accelerated steadily asloca margina business taxes in the core-worlds build up and up.

"But the out-worlds ill don't have the population base to eect sufficient members of Parliament to
prevent themsalves from being raped by the inner-worlds. Nor do they have the degree of educationa
infrastructure found in the core-worlds, which iswhy the coreis still supplying the eite research and
business brains. The out-worlds are growing—fast, but not fast enough—and to add to al of their other
problems, they're the ones mogt at risk from surrounding empires, especialy the Saints and
Raiden-Winterhowe.

"It would be an unstable Situation under the best of circumstances, and we don't have those. The
members of Parliament eected from the core-worlds are, more and more, from the very rich or
hereditary politica families. By now, the Commons representation from the core isamost
indistinguishable from the membership of the House of Lords. They have alot of commondity of
viewpoint, and as the out-worlds grow, the paliticians of the inner-worlds see more and more of their
power dipping away. To prevent that from happening, they use various devices, like the referendum on
Contine's eevation to full member-world status, to prevent loss of their power. The politics have become
more and more brutal, more and more parochia, and less and less focused on the good of the Empire. In
fact, the only people you see walking the walk of the ‘good of the Empire' are afew of the MPsfrom the
out-worlds. Adoula talks about the good of the Empire, but what he's saying isal about the good of
Adoula

"Andthered irony of it isthat if any of them were cgpable of truly enlightened sdlf-interest, they'd



readlize just how stupid their cutthroat tacticsredlly are. The inner-worlds, the out-worlds, the socididts,
theindudtridists, and the traditiondists all need each other, but they're too busy ripping a one another's
throats to see that. We'rein abit of apickle, Y our Highness, and, frankly, we'reripefor aredly nasty
civil war. Symptom, not disease.”

"So what do we do about it?' Roger asked.

"Y ou mean, if we rescue your mother and survive?' Eleanorasmiled. "Wework hard on getting al
Sdesto see themsalves as members of the Empirefirst, and political enemies as adistant second. Y our
grandfather decided that the problem was too many peoplein the inner-worldswith too little to gain. So,
besides siding with the socidists and starting the trend toward heavy taxation of the out-worlds, hetried
to set up colonization programs. It didn't work very well. For one thing, the conditions on the core
worlds, even for the very poor, are too comfortable, and woe betide the palitician who triesto dia back
on any of the privilegesthat have aready been enacted.

"Y our grandfather was unwilling to cut back there, but he had this romantic notion that he could
engender some kind of ‘frontier spirit' if he just threw enough funding at the Bureau of Colonization and
wasted enough of it on colonization incentives. But theway he paid for smultaneoudy maintaining the
existing socid support programs while pouring money into colonization schemesthat didn't work wasto
cut dl other spending—like for the Navy—and turn the screws on the out-worlds. And to get the
support in Parliament that his colonization fantasies needed, he made dedlswith the industridists and the
aristocracy which only enhanced their power and made things even worse.

"He never seemed to redlize that even if held been able to convince people to want to relocate from
the core-worlds to howling wildernesses in the out-worlds, there smply aren't enough shipsinto move
enough of them to make asignificant dent in the population of the core-worlds. And then, when he had
his moment of disillusonment with the Saints promisesto ‘peacefully coexigt’ and started trying to build
the Navy back up to something like its authorized strength, it made the Throne'sfiscal position even
worse. Which, of course, created even more tensions. To be perfectly honest, some of the people who're
supporting Adoularight now probably wandered into treason's way in no small part because they could
see what was coming. A lot of them, obvioudy, wanted to fish in troubled waters, but others were
seeking any port in astorm. And at least some of them, before the Old Emperor's death, probably
thought even someone like Adoulawould have been an improvement.

"Y our mother watched dl that happening, Y our Highness. | hope you'l forgive mefor saying this, but
one of the greater tragedies of your grandfather's reign was how long he lived. He had so much timeto
do damage that, by the time your mother took the Throne, the situation had snowballed pretty horrifically.

" She decided that the only solution was to break the stranglehold of both theindudridists and the
vote-buyers. If you do that, you can start to make things 'bad' enough in the core-worlds that at least the
most motivated will move out-system. And you can start reducing the taxation rape of the out-worlds and
shifting some of thefinancia burden onto the core-world industries which haven't been paying their own
share for so long. And once the out-world popul ations begin growing, you can bring in more member
worlds as associate worlds, which will bring new blood into the entire political syssem at dl levels. But
with the socidists and the indugtriaists locked together in their determination to maintain the existing
system while they duel to the death over who contralsit, that's pretty hard.”

"It won't bewhen | stand haf of them up againgt thewall,” Roger growled.
"That . . . could be counterproductive,”" Eleanorasaid cautioudly.

"Anyone asociated with this. . . damnable plot,” Roger said flatly, "whether by omission or
commisson, isgoing to face rather partial justice. So it isanyone | find decided that the best way to
make acredit was to cut corners on military gear. Anyone. | owe that debt to too many Bronze
Barbariansto ever forget it, Eleanora”

"Well ... discussit," shesaid, looking over at the Phaenur.

"It'syour Empire, but | agree with the Prince,” Tchock Ra said. " The pendty for such thingsin our



Allianceisdeath. To settle for any lesser penaty would be to betray the souls of our dead.”

"But areign of terror hasits own unpleasant consequences,” Eleanora pointed out. "Right now, the
penalty for failure, a the highest level, isaready so great that desperate chances are being taken. Or,
what'sworse, the best and the brightest smply avoid reaching that level. They . . . opt out rather than
subject themselves and their familiesto the current virulent version of Imperid palitics. Only the most
unscrupulous gtrive for high office asit is, enact areign of terror, and that trend will only be enhanced.”

She shook her head, looking for an argument Roger might accept.

"L ook, think of it as something like guerrillawarfare” she said.

"I think you're reaching,” Roger replied. "It'snot to that leve yet.”

"Yet," shesaid. "Not yet. But theré's asaying about counter-guerrillaoperations; it's like eating soup
with aknife. If you try to smply break the politica aliances, by cutting up the obvious bits, then you're
going to lose, and lose hard. Y ou've got to not smply break the old dliances; you have to establish new
ones, and for that you need an intact political template and people to make it work. Y ou've got to
convince the people running the system to make the changes you recogni ze are necessary, and you're not
going to convince the people whose support you need that they should cooperate with you if they think
you'll have them shot if they don't do exactly what you want. Not unlessyou're willing to enact afull reign
of terror, turn the IBI into a secret police to watch everyone's actions and suppress anyone who
disagreeswith you. Turn usinto the Saints."

"The Bl would be. . . resstant to that,” Temu Jin said. "Most of it, anyway; | suppose you could
awaysfind afew people who aways secretly hankered to play storm trooper,” he added reluctantly.

"And if you did find them, and you could impose your reign of terror, the Empire you're fighting
for—the Empirethey died for—" she gestured at the Marines, "would be gone. Thered be something
there with the same name, but it wouldn't be the Empire that Armand Pahner served.”

"| seethe point you're trying to make," Roger said with manifest reluctance. "And I'll bear it in mind.
But | reiterate; anyone associated with this plot, by omission or commission, and anyone associated with
accepting, creating, or supporting defective military gear—with knowledge, and for profit—is going up
againg thewall. Understand that, Eleanora. | will not enact areign of terror, but the point will be made,
and made hard. | will put paidto this. . . evil rot. We may haveto do it by eating soup with aknife, but
we will eat the entire bowl. To the dregs, Eleanora. To the dregs.”

Those eyes of polished brown stone swept the beings seated around the conference table like
targeting radar, and sllence hovered for ahandful of fragile seconds.

"Wewill if wewin," Julian said after amoment, breaking the sllence.
"When wewin," Roger corrected flatly. "I haven't comethisfar to lose.”
"So how, exactly, do you propose to go about not losing?' Sroonday asked.

The meeting had gone on well into the afternoon, with a brief break for food served at the table by
members of the admird'sfamily. The"Externd Security Minister” wasthe Alphane equivaent of the head
of their externd intelligence operations, and it had brought awedlth of information with it. The most
important, from Roger's perspective, was the nature of the newly reformed "Empress Own."

"Household troops?' Roger asked, aghast.
"Well, that'swhat the Empress Own aways have been, after dl," Eleanorasaid.

"But these are Adoulas paid bully-boys," Kosutic pointed out. “They're from hisindustrial security
branches, or ese outright hired mercenaries." She shook her head. "I expected awhole hdll of alot better
than thisout of someonein Adoulds position. Most of them have no red military training at dl. For dl
intents and purposes, they're highly trained rent-a-cops—used to keeping workersin line, breaking up
labor riots, and preventing break-ins. The Empress Own was composed of the best fighters we could
find from throughout the entire Marine Corps. Troopstrained to fight pitched battles, and then trained to



think in security force terms and given a bit of polish and a pretty uniform.”
"Agreed,” Admiral Ral said with the Althari equivaent of anod.

"Either we've been overestimating his military judgment,” Eleanorasaid, "or ese hishold onthe
military is even weaker than we'd dared hope."

"Reasoning?’ Roger asked. Shelooked at him, and he shrugged. "I don't say | disagree. | just want
to seeif we're thinking aong the samelines”

"Probably." The chief of saff tipped her chair back dightly and swung it in agentle Sde-to-sde arc.
"If Adoulaactualy thinksthe force he's assembled isremotely as capable asthe real Empress Own,
then he'sacertifiable lunatic,” she said succinctly. "Admittedly, | didn't redly know the difference
between a soldier and arent-a-cop before we hit Marduk, but | certainly do now. And someone with his
background ought to have that knowledge aready. But if he does, and if he's chosen to build the force he
has anyway, it strongly suggeststo me that he doesn't believe he can turn up sufficient troopswilling to be
loya to him—or to close their eyesto theirregularities of what's going on in the Place—from the regular
military. Which, in turn, meansthat his control of what you might call the grassroots of the military, at
least, is decidedly wesk."

"About what | wasthinking," Roger agreed.

"And ether way, thefirs good newsweve had,” Ra said.

"True. But the Palaceis il afortress,” Eleanora pointed out. " The automated defenses aone could
hold off aregiment.”

"Then we don' |et the automated defenses come on line," Roger said.
"And how do we stop them?" Eleanora challenged.

"l haveno idea," Roger replied, then tapped the face of a hardcopy hologram from one of the data
packets the minister had brought. "But | bet anything he does."

"Catrone?" Kosutic said, looking over his shoulder. ™Y eah. If we can get him on our side. The thing
to understand isthat the Palace's defenses aren't one layer. There are sections of the security
arrangements | never knew, because | wasin Bronze Battalion. Y ou're asenior member of Bronze, you
learn the defenses Bronze needs to know. Steel knew more, Silver more than Stedl. The core defenses
were only authorized to Gold, and Catrone was the Gold sergeant major for over adecade. Not quite
thelongest run in history, but the longest in recent history. If anyone knows away to penetrate the
Pdace, it's Catrone."

"Putting dl your faith in one person, with whom you have no significant contact, isunwise," Sroonday
pointed out. "One does not build a successful strategy around aplan in which everything must go right.”

"If we can't get Catrone's help, welll find another way," Roger said. "'l don't care how paranoid The
Palace's designers were, therell beaway in. And well find it."

"And your Capita Fleet?' Edock asked.

"Strike fast enough, and they'll be left with a fait accompli,” Roger pointed out. "They're not going to
want to escalae to the point of nuking the Palace with Mother insde, and if they don't act immediately,
well have news media and reasonably honest politicians al over it before they can do anything else.
Capital Fleet doesn't have asizable Marine contingent, and there's areason for that. They could nuke
the Palace—assuming they could get through the surface-to-space defenses—but 1'd be interested to see
the reactions among the officers who heard the order. And that assumes we can't checkmate them,
somehow.”

"Take out Greenberg, for starters” Julian said. "And Gianetto. WEll haveto get control of the
Defense Headquarters, anyway."

"And abase?' the Phaenur asked.
"Weve got one," Kosutic replied. Sroonday looked at her, and her mouth twitched in atight grin.



"Weve been talking about the Palace's security systems, but security for the Imperid Family isn't
about individua structures, no matter how intimidating they may be. It's an entire edifice, an incredibly
baroque and compartmentalized infrastructure which, for al intents and purposes, was directly designed
by Mirandathe Firg."

"With al due respect, Sergeant Mgjor,” War Minister Edock said, "Mirandathe First has been dead
for five hundred and sixty of your years."

"| redizethat, Minigter,"” Kosutic said. "And | don't mean to say that anything she persondly designed
isdtill part of the syslem. Mind you, it wouldn't redly surprise meif that were the case. Miranda
MacClintock was abloody dangerous woman to get pissed off, and the terms ‘incredibly devious and
long-term thinking' could have been invented expresdy for the way her mind worked. But what | meant
was that she was the one who created the entire concept of the Empress Own, and established the
philosophy and basic planning parametersfor the Imperid Family's security. That'swhy thingsare so
compartmentaized.”

"Compartmentalized in what sense, Sergeant Mg or?' Edock asked.

"The same way the Palace's security systemsare,” she said. "There arefacilities—facilities outsde the
Palace, outsde the entire normal chain of command—dedicated solely to the Imperia Family's security.
Each battalion of the Empresss Own hasits own set of secure facilities, known only to the battalion's
senior members, to be used in case of an emergency. Thisisthefirst coup attempt to even come closeto
successin over haf amillennium, Minister. Theres areason for that.”

"Areyou saying that no onefrom Sted, Silver, or Gold would know about these 'facilities, Eva?"
Temu Jin asked. "They're that secure?"

"Probably not," she conceded. "Most of the senior members of those battalions came up the ladder,
garting with Bronze. So it'slikely at least someone from the more senior outfits knows where just about
everything assigned to Bronzeislocated. But they're not going to be talking about it, and even if they
wanted to, our toots are equipped with security protocols which would make that an . . . unpleasant
experience even after we retire. Which means there's no way anyone working for Adoula could have that
information. So once we get to the Sol System, welll use one of the Bronze facilities”

"| think, then, that we are asfar dong aswe can get today,” Sroonday said shilantly. "Heshing out
the bones we have aready put in placeisamatter of details best |eft to staff. 1t will take sometime, afew
days at least, to acquire the materids you need. A freighter and a. . . discreet crew. And acaptain.”

"Wehave acaptain,” Roger said. "I'll get aligt of the positionswell need filled on the freighter. An
old freighter, or onethat looks old."

"Done," Sroonday said, rising. "l will not be directly involved in thisfurther. It was hard enough to
find atimewhen | could conveniently disappear asit is. Sreeetoth will be your liaison with me, and
Admird Rd will liase with the War Miniger.”

"We thank you for your support, Minister Sroonday,” Roger said, rising in turn and bowing across
thetable.

"Asl pointed out, itisin our mutud interest,” the Minister replied. "Alliances are dways based upon
mutud interest.”

"Sol'velearned," Roger said with athin smile.

Despreaux frowned and looked up from the list of stores she'd been accessing when the door
beeped at her.

"Enter," she said, and frowned harder when she saw that it was the sergeant mgjor and Eleanora
O'Casey.

"Girl talk time again?' she asked more than alittle caudticaly, swinging her station chair around to
facethem.



"Y ou see what we meant,” Eleanorasaid bluntly, without preamble, as she sat down in one of the
room'sfloat chairsand moved it closer to the desk. "I noticed you wereredly quiet in the mesting,
Nimashet," she continued.

"| didn't have any contribution to make," Despreaux replied uncomfortably. "I'm aready in way over
my pay grade.”

"Bullshit you didn't have a contribution,” Kosutic said, even more bluntly than O'Casey. "And you
know just what that contribution would be."

"Except that inthis case, | hafway agree with him!" Despreaux replied angrily. "I think standing
Adoulaand his cronies, and everyone else associated with this plot, up against anice, bead-pocked wall
isadandy ideal"

"And their families, too?" Eleanoraasked. "Or are you going to let their relatives continue to have the
positions of power their families held before the coup and aso ablood feud with the Emperor? The point
of courts and lawsisto distance theindividua from the act. If Roger has Adoula and everyone else
summarily executed, everyone who disagrees with the decison will be after hisscalp. And let's not even
think about how the news mediawould play it! If he standsthem al up againgt awall and has acompany
of Mardukans shoot them, we will have acivil war on our hands. And aguerrillawar, and every other
kind of war you canimagine.”

"So we let them walk?" Despreaux demanded in exasperation. "Just like they dways do? Or maybe
they should get some quality timein a country-club prison, and then come out to make more minor
mischief?'

"No," Kosutic said. "We arrest them, charge them with treason, and put theminjail. Thenthe IBI
gathers the evidence, the courts do their work, and the guilty get quietly put to death. No passion. No
fury. Camly, efficiently, legdly, and justly.”

"And you think they won't walk with apassdl of high-priced Imperia City lawyers?' Despreaux
half-sneered. "With as much money asthey haveto throw at the problem?”

"Roger . . . didn't see dl the data Sroonday had," Eleanora said uncomfortably. "With the thingsthe
Empresswill haveto say about . . . what's going on, I'd be very surprised if anyone were willing to be
their lawyer, no matter what the fee. The difficulty will be kegping Adoulaand New Madrid from being
torn limb fromlimb."

"And just what," Despreaux asked carefully, "didn't Roger see?!

"| think that, for now, that will be kept to the Sergeant Mg or and mysdf,” Eleanorasaid sternly.
"Y ou just focus on how to keep Roger from turning into another Dagger Lord. When hefinds out, | think
you'l have al you can handle keeping him from gutting New Madrid on the Paace seps.”

"Welcome, Y our Highness, to my home," Sreeetoth said, bowing to the prince as Roger stepped
through the door.

"It'sbeautiful," Despreaux said in ahushed voice.

The home was alarge plant—not exactly atree, but more of avery large root. The top of the
root-bole towered nearly twenty metersin the air and covered aroughly ova base which measured
about thirty metersin itslong dimension. Narrow branches clothed in long, fern-like purple leaves
extended from the tops and sides, and the brown and gray moss which covered the surface of the root
itsdlf formed intricate patterns, something like a Cdtic brooch.

It was placed againgt the dope of alow hill in aforest. Apparently, it had been positioned directly in
the path of what had been awaterfall, for water moved among the twisting branches of the root, pouring
out of the front of the"house" in athousand smdl brightly sparkling streams. The interior, however, was
snug and dry. There were some human chairs, but scattered around the main room were pillows and rugs
made of some sort of deep-pilefabric.



"I wasfortunate to acquireit while | was ill ayoung officer,” Sreeetoth said. "It isnearly two
hundred of your years old. It takes only a decade or so for a po'al root to grow to maximum size, but
they . . . improve with age. And thisone isremarkably well-placed. May | offer drinks? | have human tea
and coffee, beer, wine, and spirits.”

"I'll take aglass of wine," Roger said, and Despreaux nodded in agreement.

"Thank you for joining me," the Phaenur said, reclining on one of the pillows, then widened itseyesas
Roger and Despreaux sank down on others.

"Mogt humans usethe chairs,” it noted.

"Weve been on Marduk for so long that chairs seem strange,” Roger said, taking asip of thewine. It
wasexcdlent. "Very nice" he complimented.

"A friend keegpsasmal winery," Sreeetoth said, bobbing its head in one of the dbrupt, lizard-like
gestures of its species. " Tool fruit wineisavauable, though small, export of the Alphane Alliance. Most
of it," it added dryly, "is consumed internaly, however. Y our hedth.”

"Thank you," Roger said, raising hisown glassin response,

"Y ou are uneasy about being asked to join mein my home," the Phaenur said, taking asip of itsown
wine. "Especialy when | specificaly invited the young Sergeant to accompany you, and no others.”

"Yes" Roger said, smply. "In ahuman, that would be aguess. In your casg, it'sasplain asif I'd said
it out loud, right?'

"Correct," it replied. "The reason for my invitation is Ssmple enough, however. Much of the success of

this operation depends upon you—upon your strength and steadiness. | wanted to meet withyouina
Stuation uncluttered by other emotions.”

"Then why not invite me to come aone?' Roger asked, tilting his head to the Side.

"Because your own emotions are less cluttered when the Sergeant is near you," the Phaenur said
smply. "When she leaves your side, for even amoment, you become uneasy. Less. . . centered. If you
were Phaenur, | would say she was a tsrooto, an anchor. It trandates badly. It means. . . one part of a
linked pair.”

"Oh." Roger looked at Despreaux. "We. . . are not so linked."

"Not in any officia form or way," Sreeetoth agreed. "But you are so linked. The Sergeant, too, is
uneasy when away from you. Her agitation does not show on her surface, but it isthere. Not the same as
yours. You become. . . sharp, edgy. In some circumstances, dangerous. She becomes. . . lessfocused,
unhappy, worried."

"Arewe herefor couples counsdling, then?' Despreaux asked dryly.

"No, you are here because your Prince is happier when you are around,” it replied, taking another sip
of wine. "On the other hand, if this were amatter for counseling, | would point out to both of you that
there is nothing whatsoever wrong in requiring—or being—a tsrooto. Thefact that the Princeis camer,
more centered, in your presence does not mean that heiswesk or ineffectua without you, Sergeant. It
samply indicatesthat heisin someways gtill stronger and more effective with you. That the two of you
have much strength to give one another, that together you become still moreformidable. It isareminder
that—as | believe you humans put it—the whole can be greater than the sum of itstwo parts, not that
either of you becomes somehow weak, or diminished, in the other's absence.

"But that is not why you are here. The Princeis here because | wanted to taste him, to know what
we are wagering our trust upon. Y ou are an odd human, Prince. Did you know that?"

"No," Roger said. "I mean, I'm quick—yprobably neural enhancements| didn't know | had—but . . ."

"I did not refer to any physical oddity,” Sreeetoth said. "1 have seen the reports, of course. Y our
agility and physical good looks, for ahuman, were noted in the reports we had from before your
supposed death. Aswasyour . . . untried but clearly capable mind. Athroo reports, samplings of your
emotions, were few, but said that you were childish, disinterested in anything but play. Now we havethis



... other Prince. Before, you were norma ; now we have someone who radiates more like an Althari
than ahuman. Thereis no dissembling in you, none of the constant desire to hide your purpose we find
among most humans. Fear of reveding your hidden faults, that overarching miasmaof guilt that humans
seem to run around in dl the time. For the most part, you are as clear and clean asasword. Itis
refreshing, but so odd that | wastold to sampleit fully and make areport.”

It cocked its head to the Side asiif doing just that.

"Theresno point in lying," Roger said. "Not with the Phaenur. I'll admit that was a pleasant change.”

"Y et the Imperid Court isno placefor atruly honest man,” the Phaenur suggested.

"Maybe| can changethat.” Roger shrugged. "And if | cant, | have some truly dishonest advisers.”

The Phaenur cocked its head to the side and then bobbed it.

"l sensethat wasajoke," it said. "Human and Phaenur concepts of humor are often at odds, aas.”

"Onething | would beinterested in," Roger noted, "to try to make the Court amore. . . honest
place, is some Phaenur advisers. Not immediately, but soon after we retake the Palace.”

"That could be arranged,” Sreeetoth said, "but | strongly recommend that you contract with
independent counselors. We like and trust the Empire, and you like and trust us. But having
representatives of our government in your highest councilswould be. . . avkward.”

"I suppose,” Roger sighed. "I'd like to do as much as possible in the open, though. The Court hasn't
been aplace for an honest man, and one way to change that might be to make sure that what'ssaid in
Court is honest. Among other things, it would place mein a position where | could work to my strengths,
not my weaknesses. I've never understood the importance that's placed upon dishonesty in business and
politics"

"l do," Despreaux said with ashrug. "I don't likeit, but | understand it.”

"Oh?" the Phaenur said. "Thereisapoint to dishonesty?'

"Certainly. Even the Phaenurs and the Althari don't wear their thoughts on their deeves. For example,
Roger in command of the Empire will be avery restless neighbor. Y ou have to know that. Surely there
are othersyou'd prefer?”

"Well, yes" Sreeetoth admitted.

"But you don't bring it up, don't emphasizeit. Init's own way, that's dishonest—or at least
dissembling. And | have no doubt that you're capable of lying by omission, Mr. Minister." Shelooked
directly into the Phaenur's eyes. "That there are things you have no intention of revealing, becauseto do
so might evoke reactions which would run counter to the outcomes you're after.”

"No doubt," Sreetoth conceded, bobbing its head respectfully at her. "And you are correct. Roger's
persondity, the style of rulership we anticipate out of him, will not be. . . restful under the best of
circumstances.”

It made a soft sound their toots interpreted as quiet laughter.

"That may not be so bad athing, however," it continued. "His grandfather, for example, was quite
soothing. Also an honest man, but surrounded by deceit and virtualy unaware of it. Hislack of
competence precluded the Empire's becoming athreat to us, which wasrestful, yet it dso created the
preconditionsfor the crisswe al face today.

"Still, that does not mean arestless human ruler is necessarily in our best interests. Roger's mother,
unlike her father, isavery decetful person, but not at al, asyou put it, restless. She was solely
concentrated on theinterna workings of the Empire and |eft us essentialy done. From our reports, it is
unlikely shewill continue very long as Empress. That will leavethis. . . restless young man as Emperor.
We could prefer someone less restless, but heisthe best by far of the choices actudly availableto us."

"How badly has Mother been injured?’ Roger asked angyily.

"Quite badly, unfortunatdly," the Phaenur replied. "Cam yoursdlf, please. Y our emotions are



distressing in the extreme. It iswhy we have not brought up the full measure of damage before.”

"Il ... try," Roger said, ascalmly as he could, and inhaled deeply. Then he looked directly &t his
host. "How damaged?’

"The nature of the reports on her condition we have received—their very existence—means that
maintaining security to protect our sourceis. . . difficult,” Sreeetoth replied. "We have been ableto clear
only one specidist in human psychology and physiology to take alook at them, but she is among the best
the Alliance can offer in her specidity, and | have read her andysis. It would appear thet the . . . methods
being used are likely to cause irreparable long-term damage. 1t will not kill her, but she will no longer be.
.. a thetop of her form. A form of senility islikely."

Roger closed hiseyes, and onejaw muscle worked furioudly.

"| gpologizefor my current . . . fedlings," he said after amoment in avoice like hammered stedl.
"They are quite bloody," Sreeetoth told him.

"WEélIl handleit," Despreaux said, laying ahand on hisarm. "Well handle it, Roger."

"Yes" Roger let out along, hissng breeth. "Well handleit.”

He touched the hand on hisarm very lightly for just an ingtant, then returned his attention to
Sreeetoth.

"Let'stalk about something else. | love your house. Y ou don't have neighbors?”

"Phaenurs tend to separate their dwellings," hishost said. "It isquiteimpossibleto fully shidd one's
feelings and thoughts. We learn, early on, to control them to adegree, but being in crowdsis something
like being at alarge party for ahuman. All the thoughts of other Phaenurs are like a gabble of speech
from dozens of people a once. All the emotions of others are like the constant roar of the sea”

"Must beinteresting working in customs,” Despreaux observed.

"It isone of the reasons so much of the direct contact work is handled by humans and Althari males,”
Sreeetoth agreed. "Alas, that has been somewhat |ess successful than we had hoped. Y our reports on
Cavazan penetration have caused arather unpleasant stir, with some serious political and socid
implications.

"Why?' Roger asked. "1 mean, you're an honest society, but everyone has afew bad apples.”

"Humans have been apart of the Alphane Alliance Sinceitsinception,” Sreeetoth explained. "But they
have generally been—not alower class, but something of the sort. Few of them reach the highest levels
of Alphane government, which has not set well with many of them. They know that Altharis and Phaenurs
are Smply more trustworthy than their own species, but that is not a pleasant admission for them, and
whatever the cause, or whatever the judtification, for their exclusion, the fact remains that they do not
enjoy the full range of rights and opportunity available to Altharis or Phaenurs.

"Althari maes, however, most definitely are alower class. Althari femaes, until recently, considered
them almogt sub-sentient, useful only for breeding and as servants.”

"Barefoot and . . . well, | guess not pregnant,” Despreaux said dryly, and grimaced. "Great."

"It is humans who have pushed for more rights for Althari males, and over the last few generations
they have attained most of thoserights. But it was humans and Althari maes, and a single Phaenur who
was supposed to be keeping an eye on them, who were corrupted by the Saints. | have dready seen the
leve of distrust of the maes growing in the femaes who work with them, those who know of their
betrayal. Such abetraya on the part of a female Althari would be considered even worse, and might
shaketheir world view . . . and their prgjudices. But, das, only maleswereinvolved. And humans.”

"So now both groups are under acloud,” Roger said. "Yes, | can see the problem.”

"It isdamaging work which has taken a generation to take hold," Sreeetoth said. "Mogt distressing.
Admira Rd has reingtituted communications restrictions on the maesin her household, snceyou are
daying there. That, initsdf, isameasure of the degree of distrust which hasarisen. She haslogt faithin



the honor of the males of her own household.”
"Lotsof fun,” Roger said, and grimaced. "1 dmaost wish we hadn't given you the information.”

"Well, | cannot wish that,”" the Phaenur said. "But we have had to increase the level of counsdling and
increase the number of counsdling ingpectors. It isadifficult process, since they need to move about so
that the counsalors are unavailable for corruption. It is, in fact, something | had pressed for previoudy,
but prior to your information the funds were unavailable. They are becoming available. Quickly."

"Sorry," Roger said with afrown.

"l am not," Sreeetoth said. "It helps me to ensure that the affairs of my department arein order. But
you do seem to bring chaos wherever you go, young Prince. It is something to beware of "

"l don't mean to," Roger protested, thinking of thetrail of bodies, Mardukan and human, the
Company had |eft behind on Marduk.

"Y ou appear amply to be responding to your surroundings and the threats you encounter,” Sreeetoth
sad, "not seeking to become aforce of destruction. But be careful. However justified your responses,
you thrive on chaos. That isnot an insult; | do the same. To bein customs, it isanecessity.”

"| think that was ajoke," Roger said.

"Y ou humanswould consider it so, yes—an ironic redlity,” it replied. "There are those who manage
chaoswell. You are one; | am another. There are others who cannot handle chaos et al, and fold inits
face, and they are much more numerous. The job of aruler, or any policymaker, isto reduce the chaosin
life, so that those who ssimply wish tomorrow to be more or lessthe same astoday, possibly abit better,
can get on with their lives.

"The danger for those who manage chaos well, though, isthat they seek what they thrive upon. And if
they do not haveit in their environment, they may seek to createit. | have found such tendenciesin
myself; they were pointed out to me early on, by one of my superiors. Since then | have striven, againgt
my nature, to create placidnessin my department. To find those who thrive on eliminating chaos. | have
many subordinates, humans, Altharis, and Phaenurs, who a so thrive on chaos—but those who cannot
create order out of it, | remove. Their ability to manage the chaos is unimportant in the face of the
additiond chaosthey create. So which will you do, young Prince? Create the chaos? Or diminate it?'

"Hopefully diminateit,” Roger said.
"That isto be desired.”

They ate, then, from a smorgasbord-like selection of the Phaenur foods that were consumable by
humans, with several small servings of multiple dishes rather than one main entrZe. Conversation
concentrated on their travels on Marduk, the things they'd seen, the foods they'd eaten. Roger couldn't
entirely avoid reminiscing about the dead—there were too many of them. And whenever he had afine
repast, and this was one such, it brought back memories of Kostas and the remarkable mea s he had
produced from such scanty, unpromising material.

When the meal was done, they departed, walking out of the grove to the waiting shuttle. It wasthe
Phaenur custom, not a case of "eating and running.” Phaenur dinner parties ended at the conclusion of the
medl. Infact, the original Phaenur custom had been to conclude any gathering by the giving of foodsto be
egten afterwards. That custom had been modified only after the Phaenur culture's collision with human
and Althari customs.

Roger thought it was rather agood custom. There was never the human problem of figuring out when
the party was over.

He and Despreaux boarded the shuttle in sllence, and they were hafway through the flight back to
the admira's warren before Roger shook his head.

"Dothink it'sright?' Roger asked. " Sreeetoth? That | create chaos wherever | go?"

"I think it'shard to say," Despreaux replied. "Certainly there is chaos wherever we go. But there's
usually some peace, when we're done.”



"The peace of the grave,” Roger said somberly.

"Morethan just that," Despreaux said. " Some chaos, to be sure. But an active and growing chaos,
not just some sort of vortex of destruction. You. . . shakethingsup.”

"But Sreeetoth isright,” Roger noted. "There's only room for a certain amount of shaking up in any
society that's going to be stable in the long-term.”

"Oh, you generdly leave well enough done, if it isn't broken,” Despreaux argued. "Y ou didn't shake
things up much in Ran Tai. For the rest, they were places that desperately needed some shaking. Even
K'Vaern's Cove, where you just showed them they needed to get off their butts, and how to doit. It's
not easy being around you, but it is interesting.”

"Interesting enough for you to stay?' Roger asked softly, looking over at her for thefirst time.

There was along silence, and then she nodded.

"Yes" shesad. "I'll day. If it'stheright thing to do. If theré's no serious objectionto it, I'll stay even
asyour wife. Even as—ick!—the Empress. | do love you, and | want to be with you. Sreeetoth was right
about that, too. | don't fed . . . whole when I'm not around you. | mean, | need my space from timeto
time, but. .. ."

"I know what you mean,” Roger said. "Thank you. But what about your absol ute pronouncement that
you'd never be Empress?’

"I'm awoman. I've got the right to change my mind. Write that on your hand.”

"Okay. Gotcha."

"I'm not going to be quiet,” Despreaux warmed him. "'I'm not going to be the meek little farm girl over
inthe corner. If you're going off the deep end, I'm going to make that redly, redly plain.”

"Good."

"And | don't do windows."

"There are people for that around the Palace.”

"And I'm not going to every damned ribbon-cutting ceremony.”

"Agreed."

"And keep the press away from me."

“I'll try."

"And | want to get laid."

" What?'

"Look, Roger, thisisslly," Despreaux said angrily. "1 haven't been in bed with aguy—or with a
female, for that matter—in nearly ten months, and | have needs, too. I've been waiting and waiting. I'm

not going to wait for some damned matrimonia ceremony, if and when. And it's not hedlthy for you,
ether. Parts sart to suffer.”

"Nimashet—"

"Weve discussed this," she said, holding up her hand. "If you're going to have afarm-girl asyour
wife, then you're going to have to be willing to have onethat's clearly no virgin, if for no other reason than
that she's been deeping with you. And we're not on Marduk anymore. Yes, I'm one of your guards,
technically, but we both know that's just ajob description anymore. | guess I'm one of your staff, but
mostly I'm there to keep the peace. There's no ethica reason, or moral one, cometo think of it, why we
can't have. . . rdations. And we're going to have rdations, if for no other reason than to take the edge
off you. You'relikealivewiredl thetime, and | will ground you."

"Y ou dways have grounded me," Roger said, patting her hand. "Well discussit.”
"Wedready have," Despreaux said, taking the patting hand and putting it in her [ap. "Any further
discusson will take placein bed. Say 'Yes, Dear."



"Yes, Dear."

"And thesetits are new, so they're still abit sore. Be careful with them.”

"Yes, Dear," Roger said with agrin.

"My, Your Highness," Julian said, looking up as awhistling Roger walked into the office hed set up.
"Y ou'relooking chipper today."

"Oh, shut up, Julian,” Roger said, trying unsuccessfully not to grin.

"Isthat ahickey | see on your neck?'

"Probably. And that's all we're going to discuss about the evening's events, Sergeant. Now, what did
you want to tell me?'

"I've been looking into the information the Alphanes provided on our Navy dispositions.” Julian was
gl grinning, but he spoke in his getting-down-to-business voice.

"And?' Roger prompted.

"Heets can't survive indefinitdy without supplies,” Julian said. "Normdly, they get resupplied by Navy
colliersand genera supply ships sent out from Navy bases. But Sixth Fleet isright on the edge of being
defined as operating in a state of mutiny, with everything that's going on. So Navy bases have been
ordered not to resupply itsunits”

"So where are they getting their supplies?' Roger asked, eyes narrowing in interest as he leaned his
shoulders againg the officewal and folded hisarms.

"At the moment, from three planets and a station in the Halli-well Clugter.”

"Food and fud, you mean?' Roger asked. "I don't see them getting resupply on missiles. And what
arethey doing for spares?’

"Fue isn't redly that bigaproblem . . . yet," dulian replied. "Each numbered fleet hasits own assigned
fleet train service squadron, including tankers, and Sixth Fleet hasn't been pulling alot of training
maneuvers since the balloon went up. They haven't been burning alot of reactor mass, and even if they

had been, feeding afusion plant's pretty much dirt cheap. | don't think Helmut would hesitate for aminute
when it cameto 'requisitioning’ reactor mass from civilian sources, for that matter.

"Food, on the other hand, probably isa problem, or becoming one. Missile resupply, no swest, so
far—they haven't expended any of their pre-coup allotment. But spare parts, now. Those are definitely
going to be something he's worrying about. On the other hand, you and | both know how inventive you
can get when you're desperate.”

"Inventive doesn't help if a capacitor goes out,” Roger pointed out. "Okay, so they're getting
resupplied by friendly local planets. What's that do for us?’

"According to the Alphanes, Helmut's supplies are being picked up by three of his service squadron's
colliers: Capodista, Ozaki, and Adebayo. | waslooking at theintel they have on Sixth Fleet's officers—"

"Got to lovetheir inte on us," Roger said dryly.

"No shit. | think they know more about our fleets then the Navy does," Julian agreed. "But the point
is, the captain of the Capodista isone Marcid Poertena”

"Any rdaionto...?'

"Second cousin. Or once removed, or something. His dad's cousin. The point is, they know each
other; | checked.”

"And you know Helmut."

"Not . . . exactly. | was one of the Marines on his ship, once upon atime, but there werefifty of us.
We met. He might remember me. Then again, given that the onetimeweredly met met it wasfor
disciplinary ection. . . ."

"Gredt," Roger said.



"Who the messenger isian't redly that important,” Julian pointed out. "We just need to get him the
message—that the Empressin trouble, that the source of the trouble is provably not you, and that you're
goingtofixit."

"Andthat if we can't fix it, he hasto disappear,” Roger said. "That were not going to crack the
Empire over this. Anything is better than that, and | don't want him coming in after thefact, al guns
blazing, if we screw the pooch.”

"Were going to have acivil war whatever happens,”" Julian countered.

"But we're not going to Balkanize the Empire,” Roger said sternly. "He has to understand that and
agree. Otherwise, no dedl. On the other hand, if he supports us, and if we win, he has his choice:
continue in Sixth Fleet until he's senile, or Capital Fleet, or Chief of Naval Operations. Hiscal.”

"Jesus, Roger! Theresareason those are all two-year appointments!™

"l know, and | don't redlly care. HE'sloyd to the Empire firs—that | care about. Tell him I'd prefer
CNO or Capital Fleet."

"I tdl him?"

"You. Turn over your intel-gathering to Nimashet and Eleanor. Then get Poertena. Y ou're on the next
ship headed towards the Halliwell System.” Roger stuck out his hand. "Make aredly good presentation,
Julian.”

"I will," the sergeant said, sanding up. "1 will."

"Good luck, Captain,” Roger added.

"Captain?'

"It'snot officid till itsofficid. But from now on, that'swhat you are from my point of view. There are
going to be quite afew promotions going on."

"] don't want to be a colond."

"And Nimashet doesn't want to be Empress,” Roger replied. "Face facts, Eva. I'm going to need
people | can trust, and they're going to have to have the rank to go with the trust. For that matter, you're
going to be agenera pretty damned quick. | know you think about the Empirefirg.”

"That's. . . not precisely true," the Armaghan said. "Or, not the way it used to be." Shelooked him
draight inthe eye. "I'm one of your people now, Roger. | agree with your reasoning about the Empire,
but thefact that | agree with it islessimportant than the fact that it's your reasoning. Y ou need to be clear
on that digtinction. Call meafelow traveler, in that regard.”

"Noted," Roger said. "But in ether case, you know what I'm trying to do. So if you think I'm doing
something harmful to the Empire, for whatever reason, you tell me.”

"Well, dl right," she said, then chuckled. "Buit if that'swhat you redlly want meto do, maybe| should
dart now."

"Now?'

"Yeah. I'm just wondering, have you redly thought about the consequences of making Poertenaa
lieutenant?'

"Pocking nuts, t'at'swhat t'ey are," Poertena muttered, looking at the rank tabs sitting on the bed.
"M odderpocking nuts."

Poertena had spent most of hislife asashort, swarthy, broad individua with lanky black hair. Now
he was ashort, broad, fair-skinned individua, with ashock of curly red hair. If anything, the new look
fitted his persondity better. If not his accent.

"How bad can it be?' Denat asked.



The Mardukan was D'Na Cord's nephew. Unlike his uncle, he was under no honor obligation to
wander dong with the humans, but he did suffer from asevere case of horizon fever. Hed accompanied
them to thefirst city—what held considered acity at the time—Q'NKkok, to help hisuncle in negotiations
with the locd rulers. But when Cord followed Roger and his band off into the Kranolta-haunted
wilderness, Denat (for reasons he couldn't even define at the time) had followed dong, despite the fact
that everyone knew it was suicide.

In the ensuing third of aMardukan year, held been enthralled, horrified, and terrified by turns, each
beyond belief. Hed very rarely been bored, however. Hed also discovered a hidden gift for languages
and an ability to "blend in" with aloca popul ation—both of which ahilities had been pretty well hidden
among atribe of bone-grinding savages—which had proved highly useful to the humans.

And in Marshad, he had acquired awife as remarkable, in her own way, as Pedi Karuse. T'Leen
Senawas as brilliant a covert operator as any race had ever produced, and dthough she was
small—petite, actudly—for aMardukan, and a"sheltered city girl," to boot, shewas dso avery, very
dangerous person. Thefact that she'd seen fit to marry awandering warrior from atribe of stone-using
barbarians might have shocked her family and friends; it did not shock anyone who knew Denat.

In addition to gaining adventure, wedth, fame, and awife he doted upon, he and Poertena had
become friends. Representatives of two dissmilar species, from wildly divergent backgrounds, somehow
they clicked. Part of that was ashared love of gambling, at least if the stakes wereright. The two of them
had introduced various card games to unsuspecting Mardukans across half a planet, and done rather well
financidly in the process. To aMardukan, cheating was just part of the game.

"Ask meif | trus him," Poertenagriped as he packed hisvadise. "Hesa Poertena! | gotta say yes,
but t'ey got no idea what an insult t'at would be. Of course you can' trus him.”

"l trust you," Denat said. "'l mean, not with cards or anything, but I'd take you at my back. I'd trust
you with my knife."

"Wedll, sure," Poertenasaid. "But . . . damn, you don’ have to make abig ting about it. An'it ain't t'e
sameting, anways. If Julian goesin dl 'good of t'e Empire, Marciel's gonna preak.”

"Well, at least you're getting off this damned planet," Denat grumped. "It'sapockingice bal, playing
cards with these damned bearsis boring, and the ky isoverhead all the time. Doesn't it ever rain?"

Rain and overcast skies were constant companions on Marduk, one of the reasonsthe locals had
evolved with dime-covered skin.

"Y ou wannacome aong, come aong,” Poertena said, looking up from his packing.

"Don't tempt me" Denat said wistfully. "Senawould kill meif | ran off without her.”

"So?" Portena snorted. " She also one of t'e bes pockin' 'spooks | know. Might be she comein
handy in sometiing liketis"

"You redly think Roger would agreeto let both of us come?' Denat perked up noticesbly, and
Portena chuckled.

"Hey, got'sto prove somehow where t'e pock we been for t'e las year, don' we? | tink apair of
Markduans migh' be abou' t'e bes pockin' proof we gonnafind." He shrugged "We can get more tickets.
| don' know wha we do por t'e passports, but we pigure out somet'ing. Ones we got are pretty good
por complete pakes.”

"A, please," Denat said. "I'm going crazy here."

"Well, weremoving." Roger pulled out astrand of hair, then tucked it behind hisear. "We can get an
abort message to Julian, if it reacheshimin time. But for al practica purposes, thedieiscast.”

"Second thoughts?' Despreaux asked. They werein Roger's quarters esting aquiet medl, just the
two of them.

"Some," he admitted. "Y ou don't know how good the 'government-in-exil€ plan'slooked to mefrom



timetotime”
"Oh, I think | do. But it was never redlly an option, wasit?'
"No, not redly.” Roger Sghed. "l just hate putting everyone in harm'sway, again. When doesit end?"
"l don't know." Despreaux shrugged. "When wewin?

"If we capture Mother, and New Madrid," he never called New Madrid "father,” "and Adoula
Maybe everything will hold together. Oh, and capture the replicator, too. And if Helmut can checkmate
Capital Fleet. And if none of Adoula's cabal grabs a portion of the Navy and flees back to the Sagitarius
Sector. If, if, if."

"Y ou need to stop fretting about it," Despreaux said, and then smiled crookedly at the look he gave
her. "1 know—I know! Easier to say than to do. That doesn't keep it from being good advice.”

"Probably not, he agreed. "But there's not much point giving someone advice you know he can't
follow."

"True. So let's at least worry about something we might be able to do something about. Any newson
thefraghter?'

"Sreeetoth said maybe two more days,” Roger replied with ashrug of hisown. "They didn't have one
that was quite right in-system. It's coming from Seranos. Everything elseisready to go, o al we can do
iswat."

"Whatever will we do with thetime?' Despreaux smiled again, not at al crookedly.

None of the crew recruited for the freighter were aware of the true identities of their passengers.
They'd been recruited in spaceport bars around the Seranos System, one of the fringe systems of the
Alphane Alliance which bordered on Raiden-Winterhowe, and they knew something wasfighy.
Nobody, no matter how rich and eccentric, charters afreighter, picks up acrew, and loads the freighter
with barbarians, live animals of particularly nasty dispositions, and food that can't possibly recoup the
cost of the voyage. But the crew, most of whom had some questionable moments tucked away in thelr
own backgrounds, assumed it was astandard illegal venture. Smuggling, probably, athough smuggling
what was aquestion. But they knew they were getting paid smuggler's wages, and that was good enough
for them.

It was twelve days to the edge of Imperid space, and their first ssop was Customsin the Carsta
System, Baron Sandhurt's region.

They intended to stop only long enough to clear customs, but it was a nervewracking time. Thiswas
"insertion,” the most dangerous moment of any covert operation. Anything could go wrong. The
Mardukanswere dl briefed with their cover stories. The Earther had hired them to go to Old Earth to
work in restaurants. Some of them were soldiers from their home world, yes; but wars were getting
short, which was leaving them unemployed, and unemployable. Some of them were cooks, yes. Would
you liketo try someroast atul ?

Roger waited at the docking port as the shuttle came dongside, standing with his hands folded behind
him and hisfeet shoulder width gpart. Not entirely calm; total calm would have been adead giveaway.
Everyone was dways uncomfortable a customs. Y ou never knew when something could go
wrong—some crewman with contraband, a change in some obscure regul ation that meant a portion of
your cargo impounded.

Beach appeared much calmer, as befitted her role. She was only ahired hand, right? Of course she
was, and she'd been through customs repeatedly. And if anything was amiss, well, it wasn't her money,
wasit? Theworst that could happen was ablack mark against her and, well, that had happened before,
hadn't it? She'd till be a captain on some vessal or another. It wasjust customs.

Theairlock'sinner hatch did aside to reved amedium-height young man with brown hair and dight
epicanthic foldsto his eyes. He wore a skin-tight environment suit and carried his hemet under hisarm.



"Lieutenant Weller?' Roger said, holding out his hand. " Augustuc Chung. I'm the charterer for the
ship. And thisis Captain Beach, her skipper.”

Weller was followed by four more customs ingpectors—about right for aship thissize. Most of them
were older than Wdller, seasoned customs inspectors, but not ones who were ever going to be promoted
to high rank. Like Wdller, they racked their helmets on the bulkhead, then stood waiting.

"Pleased to meet you, Mr. Chang,” Weller said.

" Ships documents,” Beach said, extending apad. "And identity documents on al the passengers and
crew. Some of the passengersare. . . alittleirregular. Mardukans. They've got IDs from the planetary
governor'soffice, but . . . well, Mardukans don't have birth certificates, you know?"'

"I understand,” Weller said, taking the pad and transferring the datato hisown. "I'll look this over
while my team doesitssurvey."

"I've detailed crew to show you around,” Beach said, gesturing to the group behind her. It consisted
of Macek, Mark St. John, Corporal Bebi, and Despreaux. "Go for it," she continued, looking at Weller's
assgants. "I'll be available by com if you need me, but where I'll be isdown in Engineering.” She
transferred her glance to Roger. "I'm going to make sure the damned TD capacitors aren't overheating
thistime, Mr. Chang.”

She nodded to the customs party generdly, then walked briskly away, and Weller looked up from
the data on his pad to cock hishead at Roger.

"Troublewith your ship, Sr?"

"Just old,” Roger replied. "Chartering any tunnd drive ship's bloody expensive, pardon my Chinee.
Thereslittle enough margininthisbusnessat dl.”

"Restaurants?' Weler said, looking back down at the data displayed on his pad. "Most of this
appearsto be foodstuffs and live cargo.”

"It was dl checked for contamination,” Roger said hurriedly. "There's not much on Marduk that's
infectious and transferable. But, yes, I'm starting arestaurant on Old Earth—authentic Mardukan food.
Should do wdll, if it catches on; it's quite tasty. But you know how things are. And the capitalization is
horrible. To be successful in the restaurant business, you have to be capitalized for at least eighteen
months, so—"

"I'm sure," Weller said, nodding. "Bit of an interesting group of passengers, Mr. Chang. A rather . ..
diverse group.”

"I've been in the brokering businessfor years," "Chang" said. "Like my investors, the people | picked
to assst mein thisventure are friends I've made over the years. It may look like abit of apickup crew,
but they're not. Good people. The best.”

"| can see what your captain meant about the Mardukans.” Weller was frowning at the data entries
on the Mardukans.

"They'redl citizens of the Empire," Roger pointed out. "That's one of the pointsI've kept in
mind—free passage between planets, and al that. No requirement for work visas, among other things.”

"It dl looksright,” Weller said, holstering his pad. "I'll just go tag dong with my inspectors.”

"If theré's nothing else, I'll leave you to your duties. | need to catch up on my paperwork,” Roger
sad.

"Just onemorething,” Weller said, taking adevice from theleft sde of hisutility belt. "Gene scan.
Got to confirm you're who you say you are," he added, smiling thinly.

"Not aproblem,” Roger replied, and held out his hand with an appearance of assurance he didn't
quite fed. They'd tested the bod-mods using Alphane devices, but this was the moment of truth. If the
scanner picked up who heredly was. . .

Widler ran the device over the back of his hand, then looked at the readout.



"Thank you, Mr. Chang," the lieutenant said. "I'll just get on with my work."
"Of course.”

"We're cleared," Beach said as she cameinto the office.

"Good," Roger replied, then Sghed. "Thisis nervewracking.”

"Yes, itis" Beach agreed with agrin. "Covert ops are bloody nervewracking. | don't know why |
don't giveit up, but for now, things are looking good. A day more to charge, and we're on our way to
So

"Three weeks?' Roger asked.

"Just about—twenty and ahaf days.”

"Time, time, time.. . ." Roger muttered. "Ask mefor anything but time."

"That damned inspector!" Despreaux groused.

"Problems?' Roger asked. Asfar as he'd been able to determine, the only trouble the inspectors had
found was one of the pickup crew who'd had astash of illega drugs. The crewman had been escorted
off the ship, and asmall fine had been paid.

"No, hejust kept trying to pinch my butt,” Despreaux said angrily. " And asking me to reach up and
get thingsfrom overhead bins.

"Oh." Roger smiled.

"It'snot funny,” Despreaux said, glaring at him exasperatedly. "I'll bet you wouldn't have enjoyed it if
it'd been your buitt, either! And | kept expecting him to say something like: 'Ahal Y ou are the notorious
Nimashet Despreauix, known companion of the dangerous Prince Roger MacClintock!™

"| redlly doubt they'd put it like that, but I know what you mean.”

"And I'm worried about Julian.”

"Soaml."

* k% %

"If I never see another pocking ship, it be too soon," Poertena muttered as they stepped off the
shuttle.

"Sorry to hear you fed that way, Poertena,” Julian replied, "since with any luck, well see afew more.
And try like hdl not to talk, okay? Y our damned passport says you're from Armagh, and that is not an
Armaghan accident.”

"How do wefind thisguy?' Denat asked. "I don't see anything that looks like a Navy shuttle.”

Haliwel 11 was atemperate but arid world, right on the edge of Imperia space, near the border with
Raiden-Winterhowe. Raiden had tried to "annex "it twice, once since the Halliwell System had joined the
Empire. It was an associate world, anon-voting member of the Empire, with alow population which
consisted mostly of miners and scattered farmers.

Sogotown, the capitd of Haliwel 11 and the adminitrative center for the surrounding Halliwell
Cluster, boasted arather mixed architecture. The mgority of the buildings, including the row of godowns
around the spaceport, were low rammed earth structures, but there were afew multi-story buildings near
the center of town. The entire modest city was placed on the banks of one of the main continent's few
navigablerivers, and the newly arrived visitors could see barges being offloaded aong the riverfront.

Severd shipswere scattered around the spaceport—mostly large cargo shuttles, but including afew
air-cargo ships, and even one large lighter-than-air ship. None of them had Imperia Navy markings.

"They might be using civilian shuttles,” Julian said, "but it'smore likely they're not here right now.
Well ask around. Come on, well try the bars."



Entry wasinformal. They'd asked about a customs inspector, but the shack where he should have
been was empty. Julian |eft adata chip with their information on the desk, and then they walked into
town.

The main road into town was stabilized earth, ahard surface that was cracked and rutted by wheeled
traffic. There were afew eectric-powered ground cars around, but much of the traffic (what of it there
was) seemed to be tractor, horse, and even ox-drawn carts. It was midday, and hot (by human
standards; Denat and Senahad their environment suits cranked considerably higher), and most of the
popul ation seemed to be sheltering indoors.

They walked through the godowns ringing the port and past a couple of hock-shops, then stopped
outside the first bar they came to. Its garish neon sign advertised Koun beer and featured a badly done
picture of a horse's head.

The memory-plastic door dilated as Julian walked up to it. Theinterior was dim, but he could see
four or five men douched around the bar, and the room smelled of smoke, stale beer, and urine. A
corner jukebox played awhining song about whiskey, women, and why they didn't go well together.

"God," Julian whispered. "'I'm home."

Denat pulled the membrane mask off hisface and looked around, sniffing the air.

"Yeah," he sad. "Guess somethings are universa.”

"So I've noticed," Senasaid dryly, truehands flicking in abody language gesture which expressed
semi-amused distagte. "And among them are the fact that malesare all little boys at heart. Spoiled little
boys. Try not to get falling down drunk, Denat."

"You just talk that way because you love me," Denat told her with a deep chuckle, then |ooked back
a Julian. "First round's on you.”

"Speaking of universal,” Julian muttered, but he led the way to the bar.

Thedrinkerswere dl male, dl of them rather old, with the weathered faces and hands of men who'd
worked outside most of their lives and now had nothing better to do than to be drinking whiskey in the
early morning. The bartender was awoman, younger than the drinkers, but not by much, with alook that
said sheld been rode hard and put up wet and was going to keep right on riding. Blonde hair, probably
from abottle, with gray and dark brown at the roots. A face that had been pretty once, but anice smile
and aquizzica look at the Mardukans.

"What you drinkin'?" she asked, stepping over from where sheld been talking with the regulars.

"What's on tep?" Julian asked, looking around for amenu. All that decorated the room were signsfor
beer and whiskey and afew pinupswith dart holesin them.

"Koun, Chika, and Alojzy," the woman recited. "I've got Koun, Chika, Algjzy, Zedin, and Jairntorn
inbulbs. And if you're alimp-wrist wine drinker, thereésred, white, and violet. Whiskey you can seefor
yoursdlf," she added, jerking athumb over her shoulder at the racked bulbs and plagtic bottles. Most of
them were pretty low-cost whiskey, but one caught Julian's eye.

"Two double shots of MacManus, and afull highbdl," he said, then glanced at Senaand raised en
eyebrow. Sheflicked one hand in agesture of assent, and he smiled. "Make that two highballs. And then,
two glasses of Koun, and a pitcher."

"Y ou know your whiskey, son," the woman said gpprovingly. "But those highballsre gonna cost you.”
"Il live" Julian told her.

"Who're your big friends?' the bartender asked when she came back with the drinks.

"Denat and Sena. They're Mardukan.”

"Scummies?' The woman's eyes widened. "I've heard of them, but I've never seen one. Well, | guess
you get dl kinds. Long way from home, though.”

"Yes, itis" Denat said in broken Imperia. He picked up one of the highballs and passed the second



to Sena. Then both of them clinked glasses with Julian and Poertena. "Desth to the Kranoltal" He tossed
off thedrink. "Ahhhh," he gargled. "Smooooth.”

Sena sipped more sedately, then twisted both falsehandsin acomplicated gesture of pleasure.

"It actudly is" she said in Mashadan, looking across at Julian. "Amazing. | hadn't expected such a
discerning paette out of you, Julian.”

"Smart ass," the Marine retorted in the same language, and she gave the coughing grunt of a
Mardukan chuckle.

"What'd he say?' the barkeep asked, glancing back and forth between Sena and Julian.

"Hewasjust observing that you should be glad Denat's past his heat, or thered be blood on the
walls™ Julian said with achuckle, grinning at both Mardukans. He took amore judicious sip of hisown
drink, and had to admit that it was smooth. "God, it's been along time since I've had aMacManus.”

"What are you doing in this godforsaken place?' she asked.

"Looking for alovely bartender,” Julian said with asmile. "And | got lucky.”

"Heard it," the woman said, but she smiled back.

"Actudly, weve been traveling,” Julian replied. "Bit of this here and that there. Picked up Denat and
Senaon Marduk, when | had abit of a problem and they helped me out with it. | heard the Navy's been

landing here, and that they've got some civilian crewsin their service squadrons. I've got aclean
discharge, and so does Magee here," he said, gesturing to Poertena. "L ooking to seeif there's any work."

"Doubt it." The woman shook her head. "Only thing that landsis cargo shuttles. They pick up
supplies and take off again. Sometimes, the crews comein for adrink, but they don't stay long. And
they're the only oneswho land. Othersve asked about work, but they're not hiring. Y ou know what
they're doing, right?"

"No," Julian said.

"They'rewaiting to seewho winsin Imperid City. Seemstheresachunk of Parliament that'sreally
gotten ugly about what's happening with the Empress.”

"Whét is happening?" Poertena asked, with only the dightest trace of an accident.

"Y eah, the newsis saying everything's peachy," Julian noted.

"Y eah, well, they would, wouldn't they?" The bartender shook her head.

"Only one seeing the Empress these daysisthat snake's asshole Adoula," one of the regulars said,
diding down astoal. "Won't even let the Prime Minister in to see her. They say they've tombied her.
She'snot in control anymore.™

"Shit," Julian said, shaking hishead. "Bagtards. Calling Adoulaa snake's assholesinsulting to
Snakes"

"Y eah, but he's got the power, don't he?" the regular replied. "Got the Navy on hisside. Most of it,
anyway. And he'sgot friendsin the Lords, and al.”

"l didn't swear my oath to Prince Jackson and his buddieswhen | wasin,” Julian said. "l sworeit to
the Condtitution and the Empress. Maybe the admiralswill remember that.”

"Sure they will," one of the other drinkers said mockingly. "In your dreams! The officersredl for
Adoula. He's bought them, and they know it. | heard he stepped on a sierdo once, and it didn't bite him
because of professond courtesy.”

There was a chuckle from the group, but it sounded weary.

"W, just because others have asked, it doesn't mean we shouldn't,” Julian said with asigh. "If
they're not hiring, somebody el sewill be. Any place to deep around here?!

"Hotel up theroad afew blocks," The bartender said. "Tuesday, Friday, and Saturday nights, we've
got live entertainment. Strippers on Saturday. Don't be astranger.”



"WEell be back,” Julian said, finishing his beer in one long pull. "Let's go look around, guys.”
"You'll beback,” theregular who'd did over said. "Isn't much to see”

"And around for your friends," Julian added, diding acredit chip onto the scarred bar top. " See you
leter.”

"So what do you think?" the bartender asked after the quartet had | eft.

"They're not spacers,” the regular replied, spping the cheap whiskey. "Don't move right. Hair'stoo
short. If that guy's got discharge papers, they're from the Marines, not Navy. Probably casua muscle.
Think they're planning on muscling in on Julio?'

"Doubt it," the bartender said with afrown. "But Julio'sgenerdly hiring. And even if hé'snat, helll
want to know about them. I'd better give him acall.

"Y ou wanna gamble, thereés a cut to the house," the bartender said. "Gotta haveit to pay theloca
queeze.”

Poertena glanced up from his hand and shrugged.
"How much?'

"Quarter-credit ahand,” shereplied. "And hereswhy," she added as a short, pae-skinned man
stepped through the door to the bar.

The newcomer was apparently about thirty standard years old, with dick black hair and athin
mustache. He was dressed in the height of |ocal fashion—acid-silk red shirt, black trousers, bolero, and a
cravat. Theline of the bolero was dightly spoiled by abulge which might have been aneedler or asmdll
bead pistol. He was followed by three others, dl larger, one of them massive. The short jackets they
woredl bulged on theright hip.

"Hey, dulio," the bartender said.
"Clarissa," the man replied with anod. "I hope you're doing well ?*
"Well enough. Y ou want your usud?'

"And around for the boys," he said, walking over to the table where Poertena, Denat, and one of the
regulars were playing. Senasat nearby, reading what looked like a chegp novel but was actudly a
Mardukan trandation of an Imperid Marinesfield manud on infiltration tacticsand nursing a
Mardukan-sized stein of beer.

"Mindif | take aseat?'

"Go ahead," Poertenareplied. "Cal."

"Two kings," thelocd said.

"Beats my pocking pair of eights," Poertenasaid, and the local scooped in the pot.

"New man dedls," the"Armaghan” continued, and passed the deck to Julio.

"Seven card stud,” the pale-skinned man said, riffling the cards expertly.

Just before he started to deal, Denat reached out one massive had and placed it over the cards.
"On Marduk," he said solemnly, "cheating is consdered part of the game.”

"Take your hand off of me unlessyou want to edt it," Julio said dangeroudly.

"I wish to know if | thisisthe case here," Denat said, not lifting hishand. "I have beentold it isn't, ol
haven't pamed any cards. Besides, it's difficult in an environment suit. | Smply wish to know, isit the
local custom to cheat?!

"You saying I'm cheating?' Julio asked as the most massive guard stepped forward. His move put
Senabehind him, and she glanced up casudly from her manua, then went back to her reading.

"I'm Ssmply wondering out loud," Denét replied, ignoring the guard. "If it isn't the custom, perhaps



you would like to remove that card you suck up your deeve and shuffle again.”

Julio raised one had to the guard, and then dipped the ace of diamonds from the cuff of the same
wrig.

"Just checking," he said, diding it back into the deck. "Julio Montego.”

"Denat Cord," Denat said asthe bar regular did back from the card table.

"I'm just gonna—" the old man said.

"Y eah, why don't you?" Julio agreed without even glancing away from the Mardukan to look at him.

"As| said, on Marduk we have asaying: if you aren't cheating, you aren't trying,” Denat explained. "'l
have no persond reservations about anything along those lines. Humansare so . . . picky about it, though.
| was pleased to see you weren't.”

"Youwannagiveit atry?" Julio asked, diding the cards over. "Just afriendly hand? No money, that
is"
"Doesn't ssem much point,” Denat muttered, "but if you wish."

Hed pulled off the environment suit's gloves and flexed his hands, then shuffled. He moved the cards
s0 quickly they seemed to blur, then did the deck over for acut. After Julio had carefully cut the cards,
he picked them back up and tossed out a three-way hand.

"Straight stud. No draw.”

Julio picked up his cards and shook his head.

"What are the odds of getting aroyal flush on the dea?* he asked. "Wow, am | lucky, or what?"

"Yes, very," Denat said. "Y oursin diamonds would even have beaten mine, in spades.”

"l tink maybe we don't play cards,” Poertenasaid. "It'stimesliketis| regret teaching t'at
modderpocker poker."

"Or maybe, instead of playing, wejust put the cards on the table,” Julian said, diding into the chair the
regular had vacated. "What can we do for you, Mr. Montego?”'

"I dunno,” Julio replied. "What can you do for me?

"We're not muscling inon your turf," Julian said delicately. "We're just looking for work with the
Navy. If that's not available, were just going to dide out. No muss, no fuss. No trouble.”

"Y ou aren't spacers.”
"I've got adata chip says different,” Julian pointed out.
"l can pick them up for acredit apop,” Julio scoffed. "And I've got local responsbilitiesto maintain.”

"We're not going to cause any troublewith thelocals,” Julian said. "Jugt call ustheinvisble
foursome.”

"Y ou've got two scummy bodyguards and aguy says he's from Armagh that's probably never even
seenthe planet,” Julio said. "Y ou're not exactly invisble. What's your angle?’

"Nothing that concernsyou, Mr. Montego,” Julian replied smoothly. "As| said, it would be better al
around if you just ignored us and pretended we were never here. It's not something you want to stick
your noseinto.”

"Thisismy turf,” Julio said flatly. "Everything that goes on here concernsme.”
"Not this. It has nothing to do with Halliwell or your turf.”

"So what's the angle? Y ou a drug contact for the Navy? Porno? Babes?'
"You're not going to let thislie, are you?' Julian said, shaking his head.

"No."

"Mr. Montego, do you have someone who you . . . deal with? Not aboss, not that. But someoneto
whom you, perhaps, forward a portion of your loca income? For services rendered?’



"Maybe," Montego said cautioudly.

"Well, that gentleman probably has someone with whom he dedlsin turn. And so on, and so forth.
And at someleved, Mr. Montego, well above what afriend of mine would refer to as our pay grade,
theré's agentleman who probably should have mentioned that some of his associates were going to be
diding through your turf. We're not dealers, we're not mules. Were. . . associates. Conveyors of
information. And before you ask, Mr. Montego, no. Y ou're not going to find out what information. If you
chooseto get busy about that, Mr. Montego, thingswill get very ugly, very quickly. Not only in this bar,
but at alevel you don't even want to think about. The sort of level where people don't hire spaceport
bouncers, but professiona gentlemen who are familiar with the use of powered armor and plasma
cannon, Mr. Montego."

All of thiswas said with athin smile while Julian's eyes were locked on the local's.

"He's not pocking kidding," Poertenasaid, and rolled up hisdeeveto reved athin scar linewherean
arm had been regrown. Regeneration technology was expensive, and only in generd usefor military
personnel where the chance of field amputation was consdered ajob hazard. "Pocking trust meon t'at.”

"I would, if | wereyou," Senasaid in perfect Imperid from behind the mobster.

It wasthefirgt time sheld spoken anything but Mardukan, and Julio's head turned in her direction.
Shelooked back at him with the closest thing to asmile aMardukan's limited facia muscles could
produce, and his eyes narrowed as he observed the heavy, military-grade bead pistol which had
somehow magically appeared in her 1ap. She made no move to touch it, only went back to her book.

"One such professond gentleman, in hisown way," Julian observed dryly, never so much as glancing
in Senasdirection.

"You're correct,” Julio said. "There should have been some word passed. But there wasn't. And
thereésapricefor doing business on my turf; two thousand credits, and this meeting never happened.”

"T'at's pocking—"

"Pay him," Julian said. He stood up. "Nice doing business with you, Mr. Montego."”

Heheld out his hand.

"Yes," Montego replied. "And the name was?"

"Pay the man,” was dl Julian said, and walked over to the bar.

Poertena pulled out two large-denomination credits chips and did them across the tabl etop.

"l don' suppose you'd care por a priendly game of poker?

"] don't think s0," Montego said, standing up. "And it would probably be better if you kept your
mouth shut.”

"Story of my pocking life," Poertenamuttered.

The stripper turned out to be arather tired looking woman in her forties, and the live band was
louder than it was capable. Senaand Denat, whose species' sexudity was rather different from that of
humans, found the entire production bizarre, to say the very least, but they'd turned out to be quite
popular with the regulars. Eight Mardukan-sized hands could set and maintain abeat for bumps and
grindsthat not even this band could completely screw up. And whatever else, the noise and crowd made
for adecent place for a secure conversation.

Julian did into the vacant seat beside the Navy warrant officer and nodded.
"Buy you adrink?' he asked. " Seemsright for our boysin black.”

"Sure," the pilot said. He was young, probably not too long out of flight schoal. "I'll take an acodote
beforel lift, but, Chrigt, aguy's got to have some downtime.”

"I've only seen shuttle crews come down,” Julian said over the noise of the band and the Mardukans
enthusiastic clapping. Nobody in the bar had to know that Denat and Send's contribution was the



body-language equivaent of semi-hysterica laughter among their people.
"Heet orderd™ the pilot shouted back as the drummers started an inexpert riff. "No contact with the

planet. Hell, even this isbetter," he said, pointing at the tired looking stripper. "Weve about run through
the pornography available on the ship, and my right forearm is getting sort of overdevel oped.”

"That bad?" Julian laughed.

"That bad,” the warrant replied.

"Y ou're from Captain Poertena's ship, right?" Julian said, leaning closer.
"Who wantsto know?' The warrant took asip of hisdrink.

"Yesor no?'

"Okay, yes," thewarrant said. "Man, | know I've had too much to drink. She's starting to look
good.”

Inthat case, | need you to pass a message to your captain.”
"What?' Thewarrant officer redlly looked at Julian for thefirst time.

"l need you to pass a message to your captain,” Julian repested. "Do it in person, and do it done.
Messageis. The boy who stole thefishis sorry. Just that. And everything he'sheard latdly isalie. Got it?"

"What'sthisal about?' the warrant asked as Julian stood up.

"If your captain wants you to know, hell tell you,” Julian replied. "In person, done. Got it? Repest it,
Warrant." Thelast wasclearly in order.

"The boy who stole thefishissorry," the warrant officer repested.
"Doit, on your honor," Julian said, and walked into the crowd.

"How was the run?" Captain Poertena asked. He was |ooking at data.on aholo display and egting a
banana. Fresh fruit was a precious rarity in Sixth Fleet these days, even in one of the supply haulers, like
Capodista, and he was breaking it into small bitesto enjoy it properly.

"Went fine, Sir,” Warrant Officer Smsreplied. "We got afull load thistime, and | spoke with one of
the Governor's representatives. They've been trying tofill our partslist, so far with no luck.”

"Not surprising,” Poertenasaid. "Well, maybe better luck next week. Sooner or later Admiral Helmut
isgoing to haveto fish or cut bait. Any new newsfrom the capita ?'

"No, Sir,” Simssad. "But | had avery strange conversation on-planet. A guy came up to me and
asked meto pass you amessage. In person, and aone.”

"Oh?" Poertenalooked up from the holo display, one cheek bulging with bananawhile another piece
rose towards his mouth.

"The boy who solethefishissorry,” Smssad.

The hand stopped rising, then began to drop as Poertenas swarthy face went gray.

"Wheat did you say?" the captain sngpped, his mouth half-full.

"The boy who stole thefish issorry," Sims repeated.

The piece of bananawas crushed between two fingers, and then flung onto the desk.
"What did he look—No. Did this guy have an accent?"

"No, Sir," thewarrant said, coming halfway to attention.

"Did he say anything els=?"

"Just something about everything being alie” Smssad. "Sir, what'sthisal aout?!

"Sims, you do not have the need to know," Poertena said, swallowing and shaking his head.

"Modderpocker. | don't have the need to pocking know." The captain had worked hard on his accent,
and it only tended to show intimes of stress. "I did not pocking need t'is. Where wast'is guy?'



"Wdl. ..." Smshestated. "In abar, Captain. | know they're off limits—"

"Forget t'at," Poertenasaid. "Modderpocker. I've got to t'ink. Sims, you don't tell anyone about t'is,
cdeax?'

"Clear, Sir." It was Sms turn to swalow hard.

"I'll probably need you in awhile. Get some chow and crew rest if you need. | t'ink we're going back
toHalliwel."

"Sir, regulations tate—"
"Yeah. Well, | tink t'e pocking regulations jus wen' out t'e pocking airlock.”

Julian looked up as a sizable shadow loomed over the restaurant table.

"Guy that looks alot like a Poertenajust walked into the bar,” Denat said. "He's with that shuttle
pilot. Senas keeping an eye on them.”

Julian had gone over to one of theloca restaurants that served aredlly good bitok. HEd missed them
on Marduk, and this place did them right—thick, cooked to alight pink in the middle, and with redly
good barbecue sauce. It wasinfinitely preferable to the " snacks' served in the bar, and Denat and Sena
had remained behind to keep an eye on thingswhile he ateiit.

Now he set down the bitok and took asip of cola.

"Okay, showtime," he said. "Where's Magee?"

"Dunno,” the Mardukan said.

"Find him," Julian replied, and tried very hard not to beirritated by the little Pinopan's absence. After

al, Julian hadn't expected Captain Poertenato show up thisfast, either, and it waslate at night by local
time Capodista's skipper must have gotten the message and taken the first available shuttle back.

Julian dropped enough credits on the table to pay for the bitok and atip and walked out. He glanced
around as he stepped out of the restaurant’s door. The street was somewhat more animated at night, with
groups moving from bar to bar, and he felt mildly uneasy without backup. But there was nothing he could
do about that.

He went to the bar and looked around. Despite the hour, the party was ill in full roar, and the band
had gotten, if anything, worse. At least the Stripper was gone.

He moved aong the edge of the crowd around the bar until he spotted Sena. She was by the bar,
onelower ebow propped nonchaantly on its surface while atruehand nursed a beer, where she could
keep an unobtrusive eye on the two Navy officers who'd taken one of the tables at the back. Lousy trade
craft. It waslike sgnding "Look over here! We're having a Secret Conversation!™

He chose aspot of hisown at the bar, out of sght of them but where Sena could flash him asignd if
they tried to leave. About ten minutes later, Denat |loomed through the door, followed by Poertena.

"Where were you?'

"Taking care of some pocking persona business.”

"Y ou know that human who was taking off her clothes?' Denat asked.

"Goddamn it, P. . . Magee!"

"Hey, aguy's got pocking needd!"

"Well, you're not gonna have the equipment to do anything about them if you just wander off that way
again," Julian saild ominoudy, then sighed and shook his head at Poretena's unrepentant look.

"C'mon," he said, and led the way through the crowd towards the Navy officers table.

"Captain Poertena," he said, sitting down and shifting his chair to a gpot from which he could keep an
eye on the bar.

"Wel, | know he's not Julio,” the captain said, pointing a the Mardukan. "And neither ishe" he



added dryly as Senawandered over to join them. "And you'retoo tall,” he continued, looking at Julian.

"Hey, Uncdle Marcid," Poertenasaid with adight catchin hisvoice. "L ong pocking time."

"Goddamnit, Julio," the captain said, shaking his head. "What have you gotten yourself into? | should
have had ateam of Marines standing by, you know that? I'm putting my balls on theline here for you."

"They're not on the linefor him," Julian said. "They're on the line for the Empire.”

"Which one areyou?' the captain snapped.

"Adib Julian."

"l don't recognize the name," the captain said, regarding him intently.

"You wouldn't. | wasjust asergeant in one of the line companies. But get this straight, we've been on
Marduk," Julian gestured with athumb at Denat and Sena, "for the last ten months. Marduk. We can
prove that adozen different ways. We had nothing to do with it."

"Thisisabout the coup!” the pilot blurted. "Holy shit.”

"Sergeant—waell, Captain, sort of, Adib Julian,” Julian said, nodding. "Bronze Battalion of the
Empress Own. Currently, S-2 to Prince Roger Ramius Sergel Alexander Chiang MacClintock. Heir
Primusto the Throne of Man."

Despite the racket al around them, a brief bubble of intense silence seemed to surround the barroom
table.

"S0," Captain Poertena said after amoment, "what's the plan?”

"I need to talk to Helmut," Julian said. "I've got encrypted data chipsthat prove beyond any
reasonable doubt that we were on Marduk when the coup occurred, not Old Earth. Thisis Adoula's
plot, not the Prince's. Hmut needs to know that."

"What's he going to do with it?" Sims asked.
"Warrant, that's between the Admira and mysdf," Julian said. "Y ou redlize, of course, that you're
going to spend the next few weeks, a leadt, in solitary lockdown. Right?*

"Shit, thisiswhat | get for talking to Srangersin bars,” the warrant said. "L et me get thisstraight. The
Prince was on Marduk. Which means the whole line about him being behind the attempted coup so
much bullshit. Right?'

"Right," Julian ground out. "Trust me on that one. | was there the whole time. Poertenaand | are two
of only twelve survivors from an entire Marine company that went in with him. We had to walk across
that hot, miserable, rain-filled bal of jungle and swamp. It'salong story. But we didn't even know
thered been acoup until amonth, month and ahaf ago. And Adoula isin charge, not the Empress.”

"Wed sort of figured that out,” the captain said dryly. "Which iswhy we're sooging around in the
back of beyond out here. Y ou're either agodsend or a goddammed menace, and | can't decide which.”
He sighed and shrugged. "Y ou'll have to meet the Admira. Sims, you and these other four go in solitary
when we get to the ship. When we make rendezvous with the Fegt, I'll send them over in your shuttle to
the Zetian. Why you four , by the way?'

"Julio to convince you," Julian said. "Me, because I've met Admira Helmut before. And Denat and
Sena because they're a counterpoint to proving we were on Marduk. And because Denat's a buddy of
Julios”

"Taught me everything | know," Denat said, shrugging al four shoulders.

"Inthat case, remind me not to play poker with you."

Admird Angus Helmut, Third Baron Flechelle, was short, dmost adwarf. Well under regulation
height, hisfeet dangled off the deck in astandard station chair, which waswhy the one in which he now
sat was lower than standard. He had agray, lined face, high cheekbones, thinning gray hair, and gray
eyes. His black uniform was two uniform changes old—the pattern he/d worn as an ensign, and quite



possibly the same uniform Ensign Helmut had worn, judging by the smoothness of the fabric. Hewore his
admird's pips on one collar point, and the crossed cloak and daggers of hisorigina positionin Nava
Intelligence on the other, and his eyes were dightly bloodshot from lack of deep ashe stared at Julian as
if the Marine were something a cat had left on his doorstep.

"Adib Julian,” he said. "I should have known. | noticed your name on the seizure orders and thought
that treason would be about your mZtier

"I've never committed treason,” Julian shot back. "No more than you have by keeping your fleet out
of contact. Thetraitors are Adoula and Gianetto and Greenberg.”

"Perhaps. But what | see before meis ajumped-up sergeant—one | last met standing chargesfor
falsfying areadiness report.”

"There\ve been changes," Julian replied.

"Soyou tel me" The admira considered him with basilisk eyesfor several seconds, then tipped his
chair very dightly back. " So, the wastrel prince returns as pretender to the Throne, and you want my
hdp?'

"Let'sjust say . . . there have been changes,”" Julian repeated. " Caling Master Rog awastrel would
be. .. incorrect at this point. And not a pretender to the Throne; he just wants his mother back on it, and
that bastard Adoulas head. Although his balswould do in apinch.”

"So what's the non-wastrel's plan?'

"l haveto get some assurancesthat you're going to back us," Julian pointed out. "Not smply usethe
informetion to carry favor with Adoula, Admiral .

The admird'sjaw musclesflexed at that, and he shrugged angrily.

"Well, that's the problem in these little plots that run around the Pdace,” hesaid. "Trudt. | can give
you al the assurances in the universe. Prepare the fleet for battle, head for Sol. And then, when we get
there, clap you inirons and send you to Adoulaas atrophy, dong with al your plans. By the same token,
there could be Marines standing right outside my cabin, waiting for meto reved my didoyalty to the
Throne. Inwhich case, when | say "Oh, yes, Sergeant Julian, well help your little plot,” they come busting
inand arrest me."

"Not if Sergeant Mgjor Steinberg istill in charge” dulian said with adight grin.
"Thereisthat,” Hemut admitted. He and the sergeant mgjor had been close throughout their

respective (and lengthy) careers. Which was one reason Steinberg had been Sergeant Mgjor of Sixth
Fleet aslong as Helmut had commanded it. "Nonetheless."

"The Prince intends to capture his mother, and the Palace, and then to bring in independents to show
that she's been held in duress, and that he had nothing to do with it."

"Wdll, that much isobvious" Hemut sngpped. "How?"

"Areyou going to back us?'

The admira leaned further back and steepled hisfingers, saring at the sergeant.

"Fasfying aweapons room readiness report,” he said, changing the subject. "It wasn't actualy your
doing, wasit?"

"| took the blame. It was my responsibility.”

"But you didn't do the shoddy work, did you?"

"No," Julian admitted. "I trusted someone else's satement that it had been done, and signed off onit.
The last time | madethat particular mistake.

"And what did you do to the person who was actudly responsible for losing you your stripes?’
"Beat the crap out of him, Sir," Julian replied after a short pause.

"Yes| saw the surgeon'sreport,” Helmut said with atrace of satisfaction. Then—"What happened to
Pahner?' he rapped suddenly.



"Killed, Sir," Julian said, and swallowed. "Taking the ship we captured to get off that mudball.”

"Hard manto kill," Hemut mused.

"It was a Saint covert commando ship,” Julian said. "We didn't know until we were in too deep to
back out. He died to save the Prince.”

"That was his responsibility,” Helmut said. "And what was his position on this.. . . counter-coup?”

"We developed the original plan's framework before the attack on the ship, Sir. It had hisfull
backing."

"It would," the admira said. "He was arather dl-or-nothing person. Very well, dulian. Yes, you have
my backing. No Marines a the last minute, no double crosses.”

"Y ou haven't asked what you get for it," Julian noted. "The Prince will owe you arather large favor."

"| get the safety of the Empire,” Helmut growled. "If | asked for anything €se, would you trust me?"

"No," Julian admitted. "Not in this. But the Prince authorized meto tell you that, asfar as he's
concerned, you can have Sixth Fleet or Capital Fleet or CNO 'until you die or go senile.’ That lastisa
direct quote.”

"And what are you getting, Sergeant?" the admiral asked, ignoring the offer.

"Asaquid pro quo?Nada Hell, Sir, | haven't even been paid in over ten months. Hetold me
before we l€eft that I'm acaptain, but | didn't ask for it."

Julian paused and shrugged.

"The safety of the Empire? Admira, I'm sworn to serve the Empire, we both are, but | serve Master
Rog. Weadl do. You'd have to have been there to understand. HE'snot . . . who he was. None of us are.
We're Prince Roger's Own. Period. They call aides 'dog-robbers because they'll rob adog of its bone, if
that's what the admiral wants. We're. . . were pig-robbers. Well steal dop, if that'swhat Roger wants.
Or conquer the Cavazan Empire. Or set him up as a pirate king. Maybe Pahner wasn't that way, maybe
he fought for the Empire, even to thelast. But the rest of us are, we few who survive. We're Roger's
dogs. And if he wantsto save the Empire, well, well save the Empire. And if held told meto comein
here and nate you, well, Admiral, you'd be dead.”

"Household troops,” the admiral said distastefully.

"Yes, Sir, that's us. And the nastiest group thereof you're ever likely to see. And that doesn't even
count the Mardukans. Don't judge them by Denat; he just follows us around to see what mischief we get
into. Rastar or Fain or Hond would nuke aworld without blinking if Roger told them to."

"Interesting that he can command such loydty,” Helmut mused. "That doesnt . . . fit hisprofile from
before his disgppearance. In fact, that was one factor in my disbelief that he had anything to do with the
coup.”

"Widl, things change," Julian said. "They change fast on Marduk. Admird, I've got a presentation on
what we went through and what our plansare. If you'd liketo seeit.”

"l would," Helmut admitted. "I'd like to see what could change a clothes horse into—"

"Just say aMacClintock."

* % %

"Well, well—Harvard Mansul." Etienne Thorwell, Editor in Chief of Interstellar Astographics,
shook his head with an expression which tried, not entirely successfully, to be more of ascowl than a
grin. "Late as usud—way past deadline! And don't you daretell me you want per diem for the extra
time, you little weasd!"

"Good to see you again, too, Etienne," Mansul said with asmile of hisown. He walked acrossthe
office, and Thorwell stood to shake his hand. Then the editor gave a"what-the-hell" shrug and wrapped
both arms around the smaller man in abear hug.

"Thought weld lost you for surethistime, Harvard,” he said after amoment, stepping back and



holding the reporter a arms length. ™Y ou were supposed to be back months ago!”

"l know." Mansul shrugged, and his smile was more than alittle crooked. " Seems our information on
the societal setup was abit, um, out of date. The Krath have undergone a rdligious conversion with some
redly nasty side effects. They amost decided to eat me.”

"Eat you?' Thorwell blinked, then regarded Mansul skepticaly. "Rituaistic cannibaism of 'great
white hunters by any sort of established city-building society isfor bad novelists and holodrama,
Harvard.”

"Usudly." Mansul nodded in agreement. "Thistime around, though—" He shrugged. "L ook, I've got
the video to back it up. But even more important, | got caught in ashooting war between the ‘civilized
cannibals and a bunch of 'barbarian tribesmen’ who objected to being eaten . . . and did something about
it. It's pretty damned spectacular stuff, Etienne.”

That much, he reflected, was certainly true. Of course, hed had to do some pretty careful editing to
keep any of the humans (or their wegpons) from gppearing in the aforesaid video. A few carefully
scripted interviews with Pedi Karuse's father had a so been added to the mix, making it quite plain that
the entire war—and the desperate battle which had concluded it—had been the result of purely
Mardukan efforts. The fact that it made the Gatan look like amilitary genius had tickled the Shin
monarch's sense of humor, but hed covered admirably for the human involvement.

"Actua combat footage?' Thorwell's nose dmost twitched, and Mansul hid asmile. HEd told Roger
and O'Casey how hisbosswould react to that. The officid 1AS charter wasto report serioudy on dien
worlds and societies, with substantive analysis and exploration, not cater to core-world stereotypes of
"barbarian behavior,” but the editoria staff couldn't afford to ignore the realities of viewership
demographics.

"Actuad combat footage," he confirmed. "Pikes, axes, and black powder and the decisive defeat of
the'civilized' sde by the barbarianswho don't eat people. And who happen to have saved my own
persond assin the process.”

"Hot damn,” Thorwell said. "'Fearless reporter rescued by vaiant barbarian ruler.’ That kind of stuff?”

"That washow | figured on playing it," Mansul agreed. "With suitably modest commentary from
mysdf, of course.”

They looked at each other and chuckled dmost in unison. Harvard Mansul had aready won the
coveted Interstellar Correspondents Society's Stimson-Y amaguchi Medd twice. If thisfootage was as
good as Thorwell suspected it was, he might be about to win it athird time,

Mansul knew exactly what the chief editor was thinking. But what made him chuckle wasthe
knowledge that he had the SY M absolutely sewed up once he was able to actualy release the
documentary he'd done of Roger's adventures on Marduk. Especiadly with theinsde track held been
promised on coverage of the counter-coup after it came off, aswell.

"I've got alot of other stuff, too," the reporter went on after afew moments. "In-depth societa
analysis of both sides, some pretty good stuff on their basic tech capabilities, and an update on the
origind geologica survey. It redly underestimated the planet's Vadancaniam, Etienne, and | think that
probably played abig part in how some of the socia developments played out. And alot on basic
culture, including their arts and crafts and their cuisine.” He shook his head and rolled his eyes
appreciatively. "And I've gottatdl you, while | don't think I'd care abit for Krath dietary staples, the rest
of these people can cook.

"Just before the whedls came off for the Krath, they made contact with these people from the other
sde of theloca ocean—from aplace called K'Varen's Cove, sort of alocal maritime trading
empire—and | got some good footage on them, too. And the food those people turned out!”

He shook his head, and Thorwell chuckled again.

"Food, Harvard? That was never your big thing before."”



"Well, yeah," Mansul agreed with asmile, "but that waswhen | wasnt likely to be winding up on
anyone's menu. What | was thinking was, we play off the cuisine of the non-cannibals when we sart
reporting on the Krath. Use it as acontrast and compare sort of thing."

"Um." Thorwell frowned thoughtfully, scratching his chin, then nodded. Sowly, &t first, and then more
enthusasticaly. "1 likeit!" he agreed.

"| thought you might,” Mansul said. Indeed, held counted on it. And it fitted in with the traditiona 1AS
position—away to use the shuddery-shivery concept of cannibalism by smply mentioning it in the midst
of ascholarly andysis and comparison of the rest of the planet's cooking.

"All right," he said, leaning forward and setting his small, portable holo player on Thorwel's coffee
table, "I thought we might start with thishbit. . . ."

"Helmut's moving," Genera Gianetto said as Prince Jackson's secretary closed the prince's office
door behind him.

The office was on the top occupied leve of the Imperia Tower, amegascraper that rose amost a
kilometer into the air to the west of Imperia city. Adoulasview wasto the east, moreover, where he
could keep an eye on what he was more and more coming to consider his persona fiefdom.

Jackson Adoulawas man in late middle age, just passing his hundred and twelfth birthday, with black
hair that was graying at the temples. He had alean, acetic face and was dressed in the height of current
Court fashion. His brocade-fronted tunic was of pearl-gray natura sk, atastefully neutral background
for the deep, jewd-toned purples, greens, and crimson of the embroidery. Hisround, stand-up collar
was, perhaps, just atiny bit lower-cut than atrue fashion stickler might have demanded, but that was his
sole concession to comfort. The jeweled pins of severa orders of nobility gleamed on his|left breast, and
his natura-leather boots glistened like shiny black mirrors below hisfashionably baggy dark-blue
trousers.

Now helooked up at hisfellow conspirator and raised one aristocratic eyebrow.

"Moving where?' he asked.

"Noidea," Gianetto said, taking achair. The genera wastaler than the prince, fit and trim looking
with ashock of gray hair cut short enough to show his scalp. Hewas dso thefirst Chief of Naval
Operations—effectively, the Empire's uniformed commander in chief—who was agenera and not an
admird. "The carrier | had watching him said Sixth Feet just tunneled out, dl a once. I've pushed out
sensor ships. If they come back in anywhere within four light-days of Sol, well know about it."

"They can St out eighteen light-years and tunnd inin Sx hours,” Adoulasaid.

"Tdl me something | don't know," Gianetto replied.

"All right," Adoulasad, "I will. One of Hemut's shuttles picked up four people from Haliwell Two
before he departed. Two humans and apair of Mardukans."

"Mardukans?' The genera frowned. "Y ou don't see many of those around.”

"Theword from our informantsis that they were heaviesfor an underworld organization. One of the
humans had a UOW passport; the other one an Imperid. They're both fakes, obvioudy, but the Imperia
oneisin the database. He's supposedly from Armagh, but his accent was Pinopan.”

"Criminas?' Gianetto rubbed hisright index and thumb together while he consdered that. "That
makes a certain amount of sense. Helmut has got to be hurting for spares; they're trying to get their ships
refurbed off the black market.”

"Possbly. But we don't want to assume that.”

"No," the general agreed, but he was clearly aready thinking about something else. "What about this
bill to force an independent evauation of the Empress?* he asked.

"Oh, I'm supporting it,” Adoulareplied. "Of course.”



"Areyou nuts?' Gianetto snarled. "If adoctor gets onelook at her—"

"It won't cometo that,” Adoulaassured him. " I'm supporting it, but every vote | can beg, bribe,
cgole, or blackmail isagaingt it. It won't even get out of committee.”

"Let'shope,” Gianetto said, and frowned. "'I'm less than enthused by the.. . . methods you're using.”
Hisfrown turned into a grimace of distaste. "Bad enough to keep the Empresson astring, but. . . ."

"The defenses built into the Empress are extraordinary,” Adoulasaid sternly. "Since she proved
unwilling to be reasonable, extraordinary measures were necessary. All we haveto do is St tight for five
more months. Let me handle that end. Y ou just keep your eye on the Navy."

"That's under control,” Gianetto assured him. "With the exception of that bastard, Helmut. And as
long as we don't get any 'independent evaluation' of Her Mgesty. If what you're doing to the Empress
getsout, they won't just kill us; they'll cut usinto pieces and feed usto dogs.”

"Now I'm areal estate agent,” Dobrescu grumped.
"Broker," Macek said. "Facilitator. Lessor's representative. Something.”
The neighborhood was alight industrial park on the dope of what had once been cdled the "Blue

Ridge." On aclear day, you could seejust about to the Paace. Or you would have been ableto, if it
werent for al the skyscrapers and megascrapersin the way.

It had once been arather niceindugtria park, but time and shifting trade had | &ft it behind. Its
structures would long ago have been demolished to clear space for larger, more useful buildings, but for
various entallments that prevented change. Most of the buildings were vacant, aresult of the boom and
bust cyclein commercia red estate. Fortunately, the one they were looking for was one such. They were
supposed to be meeting the owner's representative, but she was late.

And, inevitably, it was amiserable day. The weather generators had to let an occasiond cold front
through, and this was the day that had been scheduled for it. So they sat in the aircar, watching therain
sheet off the windscreen, and watched the empty building with abig "For Lease" sgn on the front.

Finally, anine-passenger utility aircar sat down, and arather attractive blondein her thirties got out,
set up arain shied, and then hurried over to the building's covered portico.

Dobrescu and Macek got out, ignoring the rain and cold, and walked over to join her.

"Mr. Ritchie?' Thewoman held out her hand. "Angie Beringer. Pleased to meet you. Sorry I'm late."”
"Not a problem,” Dobrescu said, shaking the offered hand.

"Let me get thisunlocked," she said, and set her pad against the door.

The personne door led into asmall reception area. More locked doors led into the warehouse itself.

"Just over three thousand square meters,” the real estate lady said. "The last company that had it was
aprinting outfit." She pointed to the rear of the big warehouse and aline of heavy plasted doors. "Those
are secure rooms for ink, fromwhat | wastold. Apparently it's pretty hazardous stuff. The building hasa
clear bill of environmental hedth, though."

"Figures," Macek said, picking up adust-covered flyer from abox—one of many—againgt one of
thewalls. "Escort advertisements. Hey, thisonelooksjust like Sharal™

"Canit," Dobrescu said, and looked at Beringer. "It looks good. It'll do anyway."

"Hrst and last month's deposit, minimum lease of two years," the woman said diffidently. "Mr.
Chang's credit checked out just fine, but the ownersinsg.”

"That'sfine. How do we do the paperwork?'

"Thumb print here," the red estate agent said, holding out her pad. "And send us atransfer.”

"Can | get the keys now?' Dobrescu asked as he pressed the pad to give hiswholly false thumb
print.



"Yes," Beringer said. "But if we don't get the transfer, the locks will be changed, and you'll be billed
forit."

"Youll get the money," Dobrescu promised, holding his pad up to hers. He checked to make sure the
key codes had transferred and made amental note to change them. "We're going to take alook around,”
he said then.

"Go ahead," shereplied. "If you don't need me?”

"Thanksfor meeting usin thismess" Macek replied.

"What are you going to useit for, again?' she asked curioudy.

"My boss wantsto start achain of restaurants,” Dobrescu answered. " Authentic off-planet food. We
need some place to Storeit, other than the ship it'scoming in on.”

"Well, maybe I'll get achancetotry it out,” Beringer said.

"I'l make sureyou get aninvite."

Once the woman was gone, they went back out to the aircar and got the power pack, sometoals,
and agrav bdlt.

"I hope like hell the modifications haven't covered it up,” Macek said.

"Yeah," Dobrescu agreed. He took out alaser measuring device, checked the readout, and pointed
to the center plasted door. "There."

Theroom beyond was dimly lit, but what were clearly power lines stuck out of onewall near the
caling.

"Nobody ever wondered about those?

"Buildingslike this go through so many changes and owners" Dobrescu said, putting on the belt, "that
stuff getsrewired dl thetime. Aslong asit's not currently hot, nobody cares what it used to power."

He touched a stud on the belt and lifted up to the wiring, where he cautioudy applied a heavy-gauge
voltage meter. There were smaller wiresfor controls beside the power cables, and he hooked abox to
them and took areading.

"Y eah, there's something back there," he said. "Toss me the power line.”

He caught the coil of heavy-duty cable on the second toss, and wired it into the power leads. Then
he hooked up the control wires and lowered himself back down to the ground.

"Not to seeif we're on afool's errand,” he muttered, and keyed a sequence into the control box.

Therewas aheavy grinding noise. Thewalls of the warehouse were set into the side of the hill and
made of large, precast dabs of plascrete, with thin lines separating them for expansion and contraction.
Now the center dab began to move backward, gpparently into the solid hill. It cleared the dabs on either
Sde, then began to dide Sdeways, reveding atunnd into the hill. It moved surprisingly smoothly . . . until
it abruptly stopped part way with ametalic twang.

"We need alamp,” Dobrescu said.

Macek went back out to the aircar for ahand light, and, with itsaid, they found the chunk of fallen
plascrete that blocked the door's track, levered it out of the way, and got the door fully open and
operating. Theair in the tunnd had the musty smell of long disuse, and they both put on air masks before
they followed it into the hill.

The walls were concrete—real, old-fashioned concrete—dripping with water and cracked and pitted
with extreme age. The door that sealed the far end of the tunndl was made of heavy stedl, with alocking
bar. Both had been covered in protective sealant, and when they got the sealant off, the portal opened at
atouch.

The room beyond was large, and, unlike the approach tunnel, its air was bone-dry. More corridors
gretched into the distance, and there was asmdl fusion generator on the floor of the main room. It wasa



very old modd, also sealed against the e ements. Dobrescu and Macek cut the sealant away and, after
sudying the ingtructions, got it into operation.
Lights came on in the room. Fans began to move. In the distance, agurgling of pumps started up.
"Lookslikewerein busness," Dobrescu said.
"What's the name of this place?’
"It used to be called Greenbriar.”

"Thisone's not nearly as pretty asthe last one," Macek said.

"Get what you're given," Dobrescu replied asthey climbed out of the aircar. HEd been keeping a
careful eye on agroup of young men lounging on the corner. When the red estate agent landed and got
out, they straightened up and one of them whistled.

The young woman—this one ashort woman in her twenties, with faintly African festures—ignored
the whistle and strode over to the two waiting "businessmen.”

"Mr. Ritchey?' she asked, looking at both of them.
"Me" Dobrescu said.
"Pleased to meet you," she said, shaking his hand, then gestured at the building. "Thereitis.”

This areahad once been asmall town, before it was absorbed by the burgeoning Imperia City
megdopolis. Thetown, for historica reasons, had managed to maintain its "traditiond" buildings,
however. This specific building had pre-dated even the ancient United States . . . which had pre-dated
the Empire by over athousand years. The home of an early palitician of the unified dtates, it had a
pleasant view of the smdl river that ran through the town. It had been maintained, literdly, for millennia

Y et shifting trade, again, had findly ruined it. The plaster walls were cracked and pedling, the roof
sunken in. Windows had been broken out. The massive oaks which had once shaded the beautiful house
of an early president were long gone, victims of the narrow band of sunlight availablein atown
surrounded by skyscrapers. The small town was now adrug and crime haven.

There were, however, Sgns of improvement. The pressure of real estate vaues this near the center of
Imperid City had sent the outriders of a"gentrification” wave washing gently through it. Many of the
ancient buildings were cloaked in scaffolding, and there were coffee shops and smal grocers scattered
along the narrow gtreets. The quaint old houses of what had once been Fredericksburg, Virginia, had
become a haven for the Bohemians who survived in the urban jungle.

And they were about to get a new restaurant.

Dobrescu poked through the building, avoiding holesin the wood floors and shaking his head at the
plagter fdlen from the calling.

"Thisisgoing to take one helluvalot of renovation,” he said, shaking his heed.

"I have some other buildings | can show you," the red estate agent offered.

"None of them meet the specifications,” Dobrescu said. "Thisisthe only onein the areathat will do.
Well just haveto get it fixed up. Fast." He consulted histoot and frowned. "In .. . . fourteen days."

"That'sgoingto be. . . tough,” the young woman said.

"That'swhy the boss sent me," Dobrescu sighed.

Roger rolled over carefully, trying not to disturb Despreaux, and pressed the acceptance key on the
flashing intercom.

"Mr. Chang," Beach said. "Weve exited tunnd-space in the Sol System, and we're currently on
coursefor the Mars Three checkpoint. Weve gotten an updated download, including messages for you
from your advance party on Old Earth.”



"Great," Roger said quietly, keeping hisvoice down. "How long to orbit?"
"About thirteen hours, with the routing they gave us," Beach replied with afrown. "Wereina
third-tier parking orbit, not far from L-3 position. Best | could get.”

"That doesn't matter,” Roger lied, thinking about how long that meant with Patty on ashuttle. "I'll go
check the messages now."

"Yes, Sr," Beach said, and cut the connection.
"We'rethere?' Despreaux asked, rolling over.

"In the system,” Roger replied. "Ten hoursto parking orbit. I'm going to go see what Ritchey and . .
" Hetrailed off.

"Peterka," Despreaux prompted.

"Peterka have to say." He got to hisfeet and dipped on arobe.

"Wl I'm going back to deep,” Despreaux said, rolling back over. "'l have to be insaneto marry an
Insomniac.”

"But avery cuteinsomniac,” Roger said as heturned on his console.

"And getting better in bed," Despreaux said deepily.

Roger looked at the messages and nodded in satisfaction.

"We got both buildings," he said.

"Mmm. . ."

"Good prices, too."

"Mmmmmm..."

"The warehouse lookslikeit'sin pretty good shape.”

"Mmmmmmmm!*

"The restaurant needs alot of work, but he thinksit can be ready intime."

"MMMMMMMMM!™

"Sorry. Areyou trying to deep?’

"Yeg"

Roger smiled and looked at the rest of the messagesin silence. There were codes embedded in them,
and he nodded in satisfaction as he scanned them. Things were going well. If anything, too well. But it
was early inthe game.

He checked out some other information sources, including alist of personal ads on sites dedicated to
the male-friendly segment of society. Hiseyeslit at one, but then he read the signature and mail address
and shook his head. Right message, wrong person.

He pulled out the schematic of the Palace again and frowned. All the surviving Marines, Eleanora,
and his own memories had contributed to it, but hed never redized how little of the Palace he actudly
knew. And the Marines, apparently deliberately, had never been shown certain areas. He knew of a
least three semi-secret passagesin the warren of buildings, the Marines knew a couple of others, and he
suspected that it was laced with them.

The origina design had been started by Miranda MacClintock, and she'd been aterribly paranoid
person. Successive designers had tried to outdo her, and what they'd crested was something like the
ancient Mycenaean labyrinth. He doubted that anyone knew al the secret passages, storerooms,
armories, closets, and sewers. It covered in areawhich had once been home to a country's executive
mansion, capita buildings, amgor park, two mgor war memorials, and various museums and
government buildings. All of that area—nearly six square kilometers—was now smply “the Pdace.”
Including the circular park around it, grass only, with clear fields of fire. And there wastalk of expanding
it even further. Wouldn't that be lovely? Homelike.



Finaly, redizing he was working himself into afret, he went back to bed and lay looking at the
overhead. After severad minutes, he nudged Despreaux.

"What do you mean I'm getting better?'

"Mwuff?'Y ou woke me up to ask me that and you expect meto answer ?'

"Yeah. I'm your Prince, you've got to answer questions like that."

"Thiswholeplanisgoing to fail," Despreaux said, never opening her eyes, "in about thirty seconds.
When | strangle you with my bare hands."

"What do you mean, ‘getting better'?"

"Look, good sex requires practice," Despreauix said, shaking her head and till not turning over. "You
haven't had alot of practice. Y ou'relearning. That'stakestime."

"So | need more practice?' Roger grinned. "No time like the present.”

"Roger, goto deep.”

"Well, you said | needed practice—"

"Roger, if you ever want to be able to practice again, go to deep.”

"You're sure?'

"I'mvery sure.

"Okay."

"If you wake me up again, I'm going to kill you, Roger. Understand that.”

"l undergtand.”

"I'm serious.”

"I blieveyou.”

"Good."

" S0, there's no chance—?"

"One..."
"I'll be good." Roger crossed his arms behind his head and smiled at the overhead. " Going to deep

"“Two..."

"Granvwwkkkkkk."

"Roger!?

"What?Isit my fault | can't degp without snoring?' he asked innocently. "It's not like I'm doing it on
purpose.”

"God, why me?'

"Y ou asked for it."

"Did not!" Despreaux sat up and hit himwith apillow. " Liar!"

"God, you're beautiful when you're angry. | don't suppose—?"

"If that'swhat it takes for me to get some deep,” Despreaux said half-desperately.

"I'm sorry." Roger shook hishead. "I'm sorry. I'll leave you done.”

"Roger, if you redly are serious—"

"I'll leave you aone," he promised. "Get some deep. I'll be good. | need to think anyway. And | can't
think with thet lovely nipple garing a me."

"Okay," Despreaux said, and rolled over.

Roger lay back, looking at the overhead. After awhile, as helistened to Despreaux’s breathing not
changing to the regular rhythm of deep, he began counting in his head.



"l can't deep,” Desprealix unannounced, Sitting up abruptly just before he reached seventy-one.
"l said | was sorry," hereplied.

"I know, but you're going to lie there, not deeping, aren't you?'

"Yes. | don't need much deep. It doesn't bother me. I'll get up and leave you aone, if you want."

"No," Despreaux said. "Maybe it'stime for the next practice sesson. If you've learned anything, a
least I'll get somedeep.”

"If youresure. .. ."

"Roger, Y our Highness, my Prince, my darling?"
"y e’

"Shut up.”

"Old Earth," Roger breathed.

The ship was currently looking &t the dark side of the planet. Rdlatively dark, that was. All of the
continents were lit, dmost from end to end, and a sparkling necklace of lights even covered the center of
the oceans, where the Oceania ship-cities floated.

"Have you been here before, Mr. Chang?' the communications tech asked.

"Onceor twice" Roger replied dryly. "Actudly, | lived herefor anumber of years. | sarted off in
intra-system brokerage right herein the Sol System. | was born on Mars, but Old Earth till feelsmore
like home. How long to insertion?"

"Coming up on parking orhit . . . now," Beach said.

"Timeto get to work, then," Roger replied.

"Y ou look like you didn't get much deep last night, Shara,”" Dobrescu observed brightly.

"Oh, shut up!”

"What's the status on the buildings?' Roger asked. Dobrescu had come up in arented shuttle for a
persona report and aquiet chat.

"The warehouse is fine; needs some cleanup, but | figured we had enough handsfor that,” Dobrescu
said inamore serioustone. "The restaurant is going to need afew more days for renovations and
ingpections. | found out who to dide the baksheesh to on the latter, and they'll get done as soon aswe're
ready. Therésabit of another problem | couldn't handle on the restaurant, though.”

"Oh?' Roger arched an eyebrow.

"The areasared pit. Getting better, but ill quite abit of crime, and one of theloca gangs has been
trying to shake down the renovation teams. | had atak with them, but they're not inclined to be
reasonable. Lots of comments about what afire-trgp the building is.”

"So do we pay them off or 'reason’ with them?' Despreaux asked.

"I'm not sure they could guarantee our security evenif we paid,” Dobrescu admitted. " They don't
control their turf that way. But I'm afraid if we got busy with them, it would be a corpse matter, and that
could be aproblem. The copswill look the other way on alittle tusding, but they get sticky if bodies sart
turning up.”

"The geniusisin thedetails" Roger observed. "Well try the famed MacClintock diplomacy geneand
seeif they're amenable to reason.”

* % %

"It'sgoing to be aredly nice restaurant,” Roger said as Erkum picked up one of the three-meter long

oak raftersin one falsehand and tossed it to a pair of Diasprans on the roof.

The building'sfront yard was being cleared by more of the Diaspran infantrymen. Theloca gang,



whose |leader was talking with Roger, eyed them warily from the street corner. There were about twice
as many Mardukansin sight as gang members. The gang leader himself was as blond as Roger had been
born, of medium height, with lanky hair that fell to his shoulders and holographic tattoos on arms and
face.

"Wdll, inthat case, | don't see why you can't afford avery reasonable—" he started to say.

"Because we don't know you can deliver,” Roger snapped. "Y ou can make dl the commentsyou like
about how inflammablethis placeis. | don't redly give agood goddamn. If there's a suspiciousfire, then
my boys—many of whom are going to be living here—are going to be out of work. And they're not
going to beredly happy about that. I'd appreciate an ‘insurance plan,’ but the plan would have to cover
security for my guests. | don't want one damned addict, one damned hooker, or one damned dealer in
sght of the restaurant. No muggings. Better than having a platoon of cops. Guarantee me that, and we
have aded. Kegp muttering about how this place would go up in an ingtant, and well just haveto. . .
What isthat street term? Oh, yes. WEll just have to 'get busy.' Y ou really don't want to get busy with
me. Youredly, redly don't."

"l don't like getting it stuck in any more than the next guy,” the gang leader said, his eyes belying the
statement. "But I've got my rep to consider.”

"Fine, you'll be paid. But understand this. I'm paying you for protection, and I'd better receiveit."

"That's my point,” the leader said. "I'm not awel come wagon. My boys ain't your rent-a-cops.”

"Cord," Roger sad. "Sword."

The Mardukan, who had, as always, been following Roger, took the case off his back and opened it.

Roger pulled out the long, curved blade, its metal worked into the wavery marks of watered stedl.

"Pedi," he said. "Demondration.”

Cord'swife—who, as dways, was following him about—ypicked up one of the metal rods being

used for reinforcement of the new foundation work. She held it out, and Roger took the sword in his |eft
hand and, without looking at the bar, cut off ameter long section with asingle metalic "twang."

"Theloca copsare right down on guns," Roger said, handing the sword back to Cord. " Sensors
everywhere to detect them. Y ou use guns much, Mr. Tenku?"

"It'sjust Tenku," the gang leader said, hisface hard. He didn't answer the question, but he didn't have
to. What his answer would have been was plain on hisface, and in the glance he cast at the
environment-suited Cord, who'd closed the case once more and gone back to leaning on the long pole
that might, in certain circles, have been called athree-meter quarterstaff.

"Y ou see them?' Roger pointed at the Diasprans who were picking up the yard. "Those guys are
Diaspran infantry. They're born with apikein their hands. For your information, that'salong spear. The
Vasin cavary who will bejoining us shortly are born with swords in their hands. All four hands. Swords
and spears aren't well-liked by the cops, but we're going to have them as'cultura artifacts to go with the
theme of the restaurant. Mr. Tenku, if we'get it stuck in' asyou put it, then you are—literally—going to
be chopped to pieces. | wouldn't even need the Mardukans. | could go through your entire gang like
croton ail; I've done it before. Or, dternatively, you and your fellows could do asmal community service
and get paid for it. Handsomely, | might add.”

"| thought thiswas arestaurant?’ the gang leader said suspicioudly.

"And | thought you were the welcome wagon,” Roger snorted in exasperation. "Open your eyes,
Tenku. I'm not muscling your turf. So don't try to muscle mine. Among other things, I've got more
musde” And more brains, Roger didn't add.

"How handsomey?' Tenku asked, still suspicious.
"Five hundred creditsaweek."
"Noway!" Tenku retorted. "Five thousand, maybe.”



"Impossible,” Roger snapped. "I have to make a profit out of this place. Seven hundred, max.”
"Why don't | believe that? Forty-five hundred.”

They settled on eighteen hundred aweek.

"If one of my guests gets so much aspanhandled . . ."

"It1l betaken care of," Tenku replied. "And if yourelate. . ."

"Then come on by for amed," Roger said, "and well square up. And weer atie"

Thomas Catrone, Sergeant Mgjor, IMC, retired, president and chief bottle washer of Tomcat, LLC,
was clearing off hismail—ddeting dl thejunk, in other words—when his communicator chimed.

Catronewas atall man, with gray hair in aconservative cut and blue eyes, who weighed just afew
kilos over what he/d weighed when he joined the Imperial Marines o these many eons ago. He was well
over ahundred and twenty, and not nearly the hulking brute hed once been. But he was till in pretty
decent shape. Pretty decent.

Heflicked on the com hologram and nodded at the talking head that popped out. Nice blonde. Good
face. Just enough showing to see she was pretty well stacked. Probably an avatar.

"Mr. Thomas Catrone?"

" Spesking."

"Mr. Catrone, have you been checking your mail?"

"Yes"

"Then are you aware that you and your wife have won an all-expenses-paid trip to Imperia City?"
"I don't like the Capital,” Catrone said, reaching for the disconnect button.

"Mr. Catrone," the blonde said, half-desperately. "Y ou're scheduled to stay at the LIoyd-Pope Hotdl .
It'sthe best hotel in the City. There are three plays scheduled, and an opera at the Imperid Civic Center,
plusdinner every night at the Marduk House! Y ou're just going to turn that down?"

"Yes"
"Have you asked your wife if you should turn it down?' the blonde asked acerbically.

Tomcat's hand hovered over the button, index finger waving inthe air. Then it clenched into afist and
withdrew. He rattled hisfingers on the desktop and frowned at the hologram.

"Why me?' he asked suspicioudy.

"Y ou were entered in adrawing at the last Imperid Specid Operations Association meeting. Don't
you remember?"

"No. They've generdly got al sortsof drawings. . . but thisoneis pretty odd for them.”

"The Association uses the Ching-Wrongly Travel Agency for dl itsbookings" the blonde said. "' Part
of that wasthe lottery for thistrip.”

"And | won it?" He raised one eyebrow and peered at her suspicioudy again.
"y es"

"Thisisntascam?'

"No, gr," she said earnedtly. "We're not sdling anything.”

"Wadll. . .." Catrone scratched hischin. "I guess|'d better schedule—"

"Thereisonesmall . . . issue," the blonde said uncomfortably. “It's. . . prescheduled. For next
week."

"Next week?' Catrone stared at her increduloudy. "Who's going to take care of the horses?”
"Sorry?' The blonde wrinkled her brow prettily. "Y ou've sort of lost me, there.”
"Horses," Catrone repeated, speaking dowly and ditinctly. "Four-legged mammals. Manes?



Hooves? Y ou ride them. Or, in my caseraisethem.”
"Oh"
"So you just want me to drop everything and go to the Capital ?*
"Unless you want to miss out on this one of akind persondized adventure,” the woman said brightly.
"Andif | do, Ching-Wrongly doesn't haveto pay out?'
"Errrr. .. ." Thewoman hesitated.

"Hah! Now | know what the scam isl" Tomcat pointed one finger at the screen and shook it. "You're
not getting me that easily! What about travel arrangements? | can't makeitinmy aircar inlessthan a
couple of days."

"Suborbitd flight from Ulan-Batarr Spaceport is part of the package,” the blonde said.

"Okay, let'swork out the details," Catrone said, tilting back in hisdesk chair. "My wife lovesthe
operg; | hateit. But you can gargle peanut butter for three hoursif you haveto, so what the hdl. . . ."

"What ahorribly suspicious man," Despreaux said, closing the connection.
"He has reason to be," Roger pointed out. "He's got to be under some sort of surveillance.
Contacting him directly at all wasabit of arisk, but no more than anything €lse we considered.”

The bunker behind the warehouse had the capability to artfully spoof the planetary communications
network. Anyone back-tracking the call would find it coming from the Ching-Wrongly offices, wherea
highly paid source was more than willing to back up the story.

"Youthink thisisredly going to work?" Despreaux asked.

"O, yeof littlefaith,” Roger replied with agrin. "l just wonder what our oppositionisup to.”

"And how isthe Empress?* Adoula asked.

"Docile New Madrid said, sitting down and crossing hislong legs at the ankle. "As she should be."

Lazar Fillipo, Earl of New Madrid, was the source of most of Roger's good looks. Just short of two
meterstdl, long, lean, and athleticdly trim, he had aclasscaly cut face and shoulder length blonde hair
held recently had modded to prevent graying. He dso had athin mustache that Adoula privately thought
looked like ayelow caterpillar devouring his upper lip.

"I could wish weld been ableto find out what got dumped in her toot,” Adoula said.

"Andin John's" New Madrid replied with anod. "But it was flushed, whatever it was, before we
could stop it. Pity. | told you we should havetried . . . physical persuasion before the drugs. | il think
he could have told us what we wanted to know if he'd been properly motivated.”

"And if he hadn't chosen to activate the suicide protocols even sooner than he did," Adoula pointed
out abit acidly.

"True. True." New Madrid pursed hislips poitingly for several seconds, then shrugged. "I supposeit
was inevitable, actualy. The security protocols on their toots were quite extraordinary, after al.”

The Earl, Adoulareflected, had an absolutely astonishing talent for stating—and restating—the
obvious.

"Y ou wanted to see me?' the prince asked.
"Thomas Catroneistaking atrip to the capitd."
"Oh?" Adoulaleaned back in hisfloat chair.

"Oh," New Madrid said. "He's supposedly won some sort of all-expenses-paid trip. | checked, and
there was such alottery from the Specid Operations Association. Admittedly, anyone who won it would
be worth being suspicious of. But I'm particularly worried about Catrone. Y ou should have let me take
himout.”



"Firg of dl,” Adoulasaid, "taking Catrone out would not have been child's play. He hardly ever
leavesthat bunker of his. Second, if the Empress Own start dying off—and there are others, just as
dangerousin their own ways as Catrone—then the survivors are going to start getting suspicious. More
suspicious than they already are. And we don't want those overpaid retired bodyguards getting out of

"Bethat asit may, I'm putting one of my people on him," New Madrid said. "And if he becomesa
problem...."

"Then I'll dedl withit," Adoulasaid. ™Y ou concentrate on keeping the Empressinline.”
"With pleasure,” the Earl said, and smirked.

"Indian country,” Catrone said as he looked the neighborhood over.

"Not avery nice areafor an upscae restaurant,” Shellareplied nervoudly.

"It'snot so bad,” the airtaxi-driver, an otter-like Seglur, said. "I've dropped other fares here. Those
Mardukans that work in the place? Nobody wantsto messwith them. Y ou'll befine. Beam down my
card and cal me when you want to be picked up.”

"Thanks," Catrone said, getting the driver'sinformation and paying the fare—and asmall tip—asthey
landed.

Two of the big Mardukans stood by the entrance, bearing pikes—fully functiona ones, Catrone
noticed—and wearing some sort of blue harness over what were obvioudy environment suits. A young
human woman, blonde and stocky, with something of awrestler's build, opened the door.

"Welcometo Marduk House," the blonde said. "Do you have reservations?”

"Catrone, Thomas," Tomcat said.

"Ah, Mr. and Mrs. Catrone," shereplied. "Y our tableiswaiting. Right thisway."

She led them through the entrance, into the entry room, and on to the dining room. Catrone noticed
that there were severd people, much better dressed than Sheilaand him but having the ook of loca
Imperia staff-pukes, gpparently waiting for tables.

A skinny, red-headed woman held down the reception desk, but most of the staff seemed to be
Mardukans. The restaurant area had along bar a one side, on which dabs of some sort of meat were
laid out. Asthey walked through the area, one of the Mardukanstook apair of cleavers—they would
have been swords for ahuman—and began chopping along section of meet, his hands moving inablur.
The sounds of the blades thunking into flesh and wood brought back unpleasant memoriesfor Cetrone,
but there was asmdll ripple of applause as the Mardukan bowed and started throwing the chunks of
mest, in another blur, onto abig iron dome. They hit in agar pattern and started szzling, filling the room
with the cooking noise and an odd smell. Not like pork or beef or chicken, or even human. Catrone had
gmeled them dl in histime. Cooking human smelled pretty much like pork, anyway.

The table they were led to was dready partidly occupied. A big, vaguely Eurasian guy, and the
blonde from the cdl. When he saw her, Tomcat dmost stopped, but recovered with only the briefest of

paLIses.
"There seemsto be someone at our table," he said instead to the hostess.
"That's Mr. Chang," shereplied quietly. "The owner. He wanted to welcome you as a specia guest.”
Riiiight, Tomcat thought, then nodded at the two of them asif hed never seen the blondein hislife.

"Mr. and Mrs. Catrone," the big guy said. "I'm Augustuc Chung, the proprietor of these premises,
and thisismy friend, Ms. Shara Stewart. Welcome to Marduk House."

"It'slovely," Shellasaid as he pulled out her chair.

"ltwas. . . somewhat lesslovely when we acquired it,” Chang replied. "Like this fine neighborhood,
it had fallen into disrepair. We were able to snap it up quite cheaply. | was glad we could; thisisahouse



with alot of history."
"Washington," Catrone said with anod. "Thisisthe old Kenmore House, right?*

"Correct, Mr. Catrone," Chang replied. "It wasn't George Washington's home, but it belonged to one
of hisfamily. And he gpparently spent consderabletime here."

"Good generd,” Catrone said. "Probably one of the best guerrillafighters of hisday.”
"And an honorable man,” Chang said. "A patriot.”
"Not many of them left,” Catrone probed.

"Thereareafew," Chang said. Then, "'l took the liberty of ordering wine. It'savintage from Marduk;
| hopeyou likeit."

"I'm abeer drinker mysdif.”

"What the Mardukans call beer, you would not carefor,” Chang said definitely. "There aretimes
when you haveto trugt, and thisis one of them. | can get you aKoun?

"No, winesfine. Tippleistipple." Catrone looked at the blonde seated beside hishogt. "Ms.
Stewart, | haven't said how lovely you look tonight.”

"Please, cal me Shara," the blonde said, dimpling prettily.

"Inthat casg, it's Sheilaand Tomcat," Catrone replied.

"Watch him," Shellaadded with agrin. "He got the nickname for areason.”

"Oh, I will," Sharasaid. "Shella, | need to powder my nose. Careto come along?'
"Absolutdy,” Shellasaid, standing up. "We can trade our war storieswhile they trade theirs.”
"Nicegirl," Tomcat said as the two walked toward the powder room.

"Yes, sheis," Chang replied, then looked Catronein the eyes. "And afine soldier. I'd say Captain
Pahner sends hisregards, but heis, very unfortunately, dead.”

"You'rehim," Catrone said.

"es"

"Which oneisshe?'

"Nimashet Despreauix. My aide and fiancZ."
"Ohgrest!"

"Look, Sergeant Mgjor," Roger said, correctly interpreting the response. "We were on Marduk for
eight months. Completdly cut off. Stranded. Y ou don't maintain garrison conditions for eight months.
Fraternization? Hell, Kosutic—that's the hostess who led you over here—was carrying on for most of the
time with Julian, who'snow my S-2. And don't even get me started on the story of Gunny Jn. Nimashet
and | at least waited until we were off-planet. And, yes, I'm going to marry her."

"Y ou got any idea how easy it isto monitor in arestaurant?’ Catrone asked, changing the subject.

"Yes. Which iswhy everyone entering and leaving is scanned for any sort of surveillance device. And
thistable, in particular, is placed by thefire pit for areason. That Szzling redly does anumber on audio.”

"Shit. Why the hdll did you haveto get my wifeinvolved in this?'

"Because we're on avery thin margin,” Roger pointed out. "Inviting just you would have been truly
obvious"

"WEell, I'm not getting involved in treason, whatever your reasoning,” Catrone said. ™Y ou go your
way, I'll gomine”

"Thisisnot treason. | wasn't there. | was on Marduk, okay? I've got al the proof of that you could
ask for. Marduk. Thisisal Adoula Hes holding my mother captive, and | am going to free her."

"Fine, you go right ahead." Catrone took a hard pull on the wine; his host wasright, it was good.
"Look, | did my time. And extra. Now | raise horses, do alittle consulting, and watch the grass grow.



What thereis of it in the Gobi. I'm out of the Empire-saving business. Been there, donethat, got really
sick and tired of it. Y ou're wrong; there are no patriots any more. Just more and less evil fatcats."

"Including my mother?' Roger demanded angrily.

"Keep your voice down," Catrone said. "No, not including your mother. But it's not about your
mother, isit?It's about athrone for Roger. Sure, | believe you weren't in on the coup in thefirst place.
But blood cdllsto blood, and you're New Madrid's boy. Bad seed. Y ou think we don't talk to each
other in the Association? | know you, you little shit. Y ou're not worth a pimple on your brother's ass.
Y ou think, even if it were possible, I'm going to walk in and give the Throneto you?"

"You knew me," Roger grated. "Y eah, you'reright. | wasalittle shit. But this isn't about me; it's
about Mother. Look, I've got someintdl. What they're doing to her is killing her. And as soon as the can
is popped, Mom dies. Bingo. Gone."

"Maybe, maybe not," Catrone said, then looked up. "Ladies, you're looking even better than when
you left, if that's possble.”

"lsnt healech?' Shellasaid withagrin.

"He's sweet,” Despreaux said.

"I'm not." Catrone winked. "I'm avery bad boy. | understand you can be aright handful, too."
"Sometimes,” Despreaux said warily.

"Very dangerous when cornered,” Tomcat continued. "A right bad cat.”

"Not anymore." Despreauix |looked over at Roger. "l . . . gaveit up.”

"Redly?" Catrone's tone softened. "It happens. . . even to the best partyers.”

"l ... gotvery tired," Despreauix said. "All the partying getsto you after awhile. Got to me, anyway.
R—Augustus, well, I've never seen him turn down aparty. He doesn't start many, but he's awaysthe last
man standing.”

"Redly?" Catrone repested in rather adifferent tone.

"Redlly." Despreaux took Roger's hand and looked at him sadly. "I've seenhim at . . . too many
parties. Big ones, smdl ones. Some. . . very persond ones. Sometimes | think he lives alittle too much
for partying.”

"Ah," Roger said. "Rastar's chopping up another joint. Y ou have to watch this. Hes amaster with a
blade.”

"Wesaw it ontheway in," Shellasad. "He'sincredibly fast.”

"Augustus," Despreaux said, "why don't you show Shellaared master?!

"Youthink?'

"Go ahead," she said, catching Rastar's eye.

Roger nodded, then stood up and walked to the far side of the bar. Rastar bowed to him and
stepped back as Roger reached under the bar and pulled out two dightly smaller cleavers. He set them

down, put along apron on over his expensive clothes, and stepped up on the raised platform even the
tallest human required to work at a cutting surface designed for Mardukans.

The cleavers were more like curved swords, about aslong as a human forearm. Roger did them into
shesths on abelt and buckled the belt around hiswai<t, then bowed to the audience, which was watching
the demondration with interest.

He drew adeep breath and crossed his arms, placing ahand on either sword. Then he drew.

The blades blurred, catching thefirdight asthey twirled around hisbody, close enough fromtimeto
timethat hislong hair rippled in the breeze. They whirled suddenly upward in free flight, then dropped,
only to be caught by the tips of the blades between either hand's thumb and forefinger. He held them out
at full extension by the same grips, and then they blurred again. Suddenly there was the sound of the
blades hitting flesh, and perfectly diced chunks of meet flew through the air to land on the domeina



complex dodecahedron.

The last dice flashed through the air, and Roger bowed to the applause as he cleaned the blades,
then put al the tools away. He walked back to histable and gave another bow to the three diners.

"Very impressive," Catrone said dryly.

"l learned in ahard school.”

"Il bet."

"Would you like to see an example of the school 7' Roger asked. "It'sa. . . specia demongtration we
perform. Y ou see, we daughter our own meat animals here. That way everything's fresh. Caused a bit of
adink with theloca animd lovers, until we showed them the meat animasin question.”

"Y ou probably don't want to watch thisone, Sheila," Despreauix said.

"I'mafamgirl,” Shellareplied. "I've seen daughtering before."

"Not likethis," Despreaux said. "Don't say | didn't warn you.”

"If you're trying to impress me, Augusius. . ." Catrone said.

"l just think you should learn alittle about the school,” Roger replied. "See some of the. . . faculty |
studied under, asit were. It won't take long. If Ms. Catronewishesto sititout . .. ?"

"Wouldn't missit for worlds," Sheiladeclared, standing up. "Now?"
"Of course,”" Roger said, standing in turn and offering her hisarm.

Catrone trailed dong behind, wondering what the young idiot might think would impress him about
killing some Mardukan cow. A few other diners, who'd heard about the daughtering demonstration,
attached themselves and followed "Mr. Chang" through a corridor and out into the back of the restaurant.

Behind the restaurant, there were a series of heavy-mesh plasted cages, emitting achorus of hissng.
Three Mardukans stood by one of the cages, beside adoor which led from it into an enclosed cicular
run, wearing heavy leather armor and carrying spears, two of them long, one short.

"There are severa meat animalson Marduk," Roger said, walking over to aMardukan who looked
old for some reason and held along case. "Buit for various reasons, we tend to serve one called atul .
Humans on Marduk cal them damnbeasts.”

He opened the case and withdrew areally beautiful svord, finefolded sted, looking something likea
thicker bladed katana.

"Thereésaloca ordinance againgt firearms,” Roger said, "so we have to take a more persona
approach to daughtering. In the jungle, and here, they use spears—rather long ones. Or asword, for the
more . . . adventurous. And there's areason they're called damnbeasts.”

What entered the run when one of the Mardukans opened the gate was the nastiest animal Catrone
had ever seen. Three meters of teeth and claws, rippling in black-and-green stripes. It was low-dung and
wide, six-legged, with aheavily armored head and shoulders. It darted into the light and looked at the
humans on the other side of the run's mesh. Catrone could see thelogic running through its heed, and
wondered just how smart the thing was.

One of the Mardukans with one of the long spears stabbed downward, but the thing moved aside
like a cobraand caught at the Mardukan with the other long spear. Its jaws dammed shut on the
Mardukan'sleg with a clearly audible clop, and it tossed the three-meter-tall ET aside asif hewereno
heavier than afeether. It whipped around the circular run, watching the two remaining spearmen with the
sameferd intelligence, then turned and legpt at the fence.

The plasted held it for amoment, then the haf-ton-plus beast was up and onto the sagging fence,
facing the ring of former diners, who suddenly looked likely to become dinner, instead.

"Okay, thisisjust not on," Roger said. "Higher fences are clearly in order.”

He sprang forward as Catrone wondered what in hell the young idiot was about. The ex-Marine was
torn between training, which told him to put himsalf between the prince and the threat, and smplelogic,



which said held last barely an ingtant and do no damned good at all. Not to mention making people
wonder why held risked hislife for abusinessman. Instead, he moved in front of Sheila, noting that
Despreaux had taken acombat stance and was shaking her head at the prince's action aswell. But she
aso waan't blocking him, which wasinteresting.

The beast scrambled higher, ralling the fence over with itsweight until the plasted collgpsed dmost
completely. Then it was outsde the run, turned to the diners, and charged.

What happened was almost too fast for even Tomcat's trained eyesto follow, but he caught it. The
prince dashed downwards with the sword, striking the beast on thetip of the nose and turning it ever so
dightly. A quick flash back, and the sword ran acrossits eyes, blinding it. Now sightless, it continued
straight ahead, just past the prince'sleg, and the last dash——full forehand—caught it under the neck,
whereit was partialy unprotected. The blade diced up and outward, negily severing its neck, and the
thing did to astop in the dirt of the daughter yard, it's shoulder just brushing the prince'sleg.

The prince had never moved from his spot. He'd taken one step for the final dash, but that wasit.

Bloody hell.

The crowd which had followed them was gpplauding politely—probably thinking it was al part of the
demongtration—as the prince flicked the sword to clear it of blood. The movement, Catrone noticed,
was an unthinking one, areflex, asif the prince had done it SO many timesit was as natura as breathing.
He began an automatic sheathing maneuver, just as obvioudy an old habit, then stopped and walked
across to the old Mardukan, who handed him a cloth to complete the cleaning of the blade. He said
something quietly and put the clean sword back in the case while the headless mongter lashed itstall in
reflex, till twitching and clawing. Catrone sincerely doubted that Roger had learned that technique
working on thosethingsin arun.

Bloody damned hdll.

"Isthat what we're having for supper?' one of the audience asked as the two uninjured Mardukans
dragged the thing away. Theinjured one was dready on hisfeet, saying something in Mardukan that had
to be swearing. The questioner was awoman, and she looked pretty green.

"Oh, we don't serve only atul," Roger said, "dthough the liver andog is quite good with kolo
beans—rather like farvabeans—and anicelight chianti. Therésaso call fish. We servethe smaller,
coadta variety, but it turns out they grow up to fifty metersin length in open waters."

"That'shuge," aman sad.

"Yes, rather. Then there's basik. That's what the Mardukans cdl humans, aswell, because they're
gmall, pinkish bipedd cresturesthat look just abit like humans. They're basically Mardukan rabbits. My
Mardukans refer to themselves as the Basik's Own—hit of ajoke, redlly. Then theresroast suckling
damnbeast. Admittedly, it'sthe most expensive item on the menu, but it's quite good.”

"Why isit S0 expengve?' Sheilaasked.

"Well, that's because of how it's gathered,” Roger said, smiling a her in akindly fashion. "You see,
the damnbeasts—that's those—" he added, jerking his thumb &t the head which was till lying on the
ground, "they lair in rocky areasin thejungle. They dig denswith long tunnelsto get to them, low and
wide, likethey are. They dig them, by the way, because they, in turn, are preyed upon by the atul-grack

"Thewhat?' Shellaasked.
"Atul-grack," Roger repeated. "L ooks pretty much like an atul, but about the Sze of an eephant.”
"Oh, my .. ." thefirst woman whispered.

"Obvioudy, atul-grack are one of the hazards of hunting on Marduk,” Roger continued. "But to
return to the damnbeasts. One of the parents, usudly the female—the larger of the two—always staysin
thelair. So to get to the suckling damnbeast, someone hasto crawl into thelair after it. It's very dark, and
theré's dways an elbow in the tunnel near the den, where water gathers. So, generdly, right after you



crawl through the water, holding your breath, Momma," he gestured towards the pensagain, "iswaiting
for you. Y ou have, oh, about haf a second to do something about that. One of my hunters suggestslong,
wildly uncontrolled bursts from avery heavy bead pistal, that being the only thing you can get into the
den. Y ou might have noticed they're armored on the front, however. Sometimes the bead pistol doesn't
stop them. Atul hunters cannot get lifeinsurance.

"And evenif you do manageto kill Momma, theres aproblem. The atul dig their tunnels about as
wide and high asthey are. So you haveto. . . get past the defending atul . Generaly using avibroknife.
But you're not done yet. Suckling atul rangein size from about the size of ahousecat to the sizeof a
bobcat, and they trend towards the upper end of that range. There are usualy six to eight of them, and
they're generaly hungry and look at the hunter asjust morefood. And, just asafina minor additional
problem, you haveto bring them out alive." Roger grinned at the group and shook his head. " So, please,
when you look at the price for roast suckling damnbesst, keep dl of that in mind. | don't pay my hunters
enough asitis”

"Have you ever donethat?" Sheilaasked quietly asthey were walking back to the table.

"No," Roger admitted. "I've never hunted suckling atul . I'm rather largeto fit into the tunndl.”

"Oh"

"Theonly timeI've ever hunted suckling, it wasan atul-grack.”

After dinner, "Shard' took Sheilato show her some of the interesting exhibits they'd brought back
from Marduk, leaving Roger and Catrone over coffee.

"I missed this" Roger said.

"I still say thisisalousy spot for aprivate conversation,” Tomcat countered.

"Itis, itis. It'saso the best place I've got, though. What do | have to do to convince you to side with
lﬁl

"You can't,” Catrone sighed. "And demonstrations of bravado aren't going to help. Y es, you have
some people—some good people—who apparently think you've changed. Maybe you have. Y ou were
certainly more than willing to put yourself in harm'sway. Too willing, redly. It that thing had gotten you,
your plan would have been dl over.”

"ltwas. . . reflex," Roger said, and made an dmost wistful face. Tomcat had had arather serious
drink of wine after the "demonstration,” but he'd noticed that Roger hadn't even appeared to have the
shakes.

"Reflex," the prince repested, "learned in ahard school, as| mentioned. I'm having to ride afineline.
On the one hand, | know I'm the indispensable man, but some chances—such as meseting with
you—haveto be taken. Asto the atul. . . . | wasthe only person there who was armed and knew how
to take one out. Evenif it had gotten to me, 1'd probably have survived. And. . . it's not thefirgt time I've
faced an atul with nothing but asword. A very hard school, Sergeant Mg or. One that also taught me
that you can't do everything by yourself. | need you, Sergeant Mgor. The Empire needs you.
Desperately.”

"l sad it once, and | repest: I'm out of the Empire-saving business.”

"That'sit? Just that?' Roger demanded, and not even hisformidable sdf-control could quite hide his
amazement.

"That'sit. And don't go around trying to recruit my boys and girls. We've discussed this—in much
more secure facilities than you have here. Were out of thislittle dynastic squabble.”

"It'sgoing to end up as more than a dynastic squabble,” Roger ground ouit.
"Proveit," Catrone scoffed.
"Not if you're not with us." Roger wiped hislipsand stood. "It was very nice meeting you, Mr.



Catrone."

"Itwas. . . interesting meeting you, Mr. Chang." Catrone rose and held out his hand. "Good luck in
your new business. | hopeit prospers.”

When treason prospers, then none dare call it treason, Roger thought. | wonder if that was an
intentiond quote.

He shook Catrone's hand and | eft the table.

"Wheres Mr. Chang?' Sheliaasked when they got back to the table.

"He had some businessto take care of," Tomcat replied, looking at "Shara.” "I told him | hopeit
prospers.”

"Just that?' Despreaux asked increduloudly.

"Jugt that," Catrone said. "Timeto leave, Sheila”

"Yes," Despreaux said. "Maybeit is. Sheilg,”" she said, turning to Ms. Catrone, "this has been lovely. |
hope we meet again.”

"Wdll, well be back for supper tomorrow," Shellasaid.

"Maybe," Catrone qualified.

"The basik waswonderful,” Shellasaid, glancing a her husband. "But it's been along day. Well be
going.”

Catrone nodded to the blonde hostess as they were leaving.

"Hdl send, Midress" he said.

"Heaven go with you, Mr. Catrone," the hostess replied, her nogtrilsflaring.

"What wasthat al about?" Sheilaasked asthey waited for the airtaxi.

"Don't ask," Tomcat answered. "Werein Indian country until we get home."

Tomcat didn't do anything that night except fool around with hiswife abit, courtesy of the bottle of
champagne from the management. The all-expenses-paid trip hed "won" had them in avery nice suite.
Suites had not been high on hislist of previous accommodations, and this one was redlly classy, morelike
atwo-story apartment on the top floor of the hotel. He could see Imperia Park and a corner of the
Pdace from it, and when Sheilawas adeep, he stood by the unlighted window for awhile, looking at the
place where hed lived for dmost three decades. He could see afew of the guards near the night
entrances. Adoulas bully-boys—not real Empress Own. And sure as hell not guarding the Empress,
except againg her friends.

The next day, their third in the city, they took in the Imperid Museums. Plurd. It wasapainin the
ass, but held married Sheila, histhird wife, after heleft the Service, and sheld never been to the Capitd.
They'd met while he was buying horses, shortly after he got out. Hed grown up on afarm, in an areain
the central plainsthat was now chockablock with houses. He'd wanted to go back to afarm, but the only
land he could afford wasin Central Asia. So after gathering asmal string, he'd set up the Farm. And
along theway, held picked up another wife.

This one was a keeper, though. Not much to look at, compared to hisfirst wife, especidly, but ared
keeper. Asthey walked through the Art Museum, with Sheilagawking at the ancient paintings and
sculpture, he looked over at her and thought of what failure would mean. To her, not to him. HEd put it
on thelinetoo many times, for far less reason, to worry about himsdlf. But if everything went down, they
weren't going to target just him.

That evening, they aein asmal restaurant in the hotel. He made the excuse that they didn't havetime
to go over to Marduk house, not if they were going to makeit to the Opera.

They dressed for the evening, aclassically smple black low-cut suit for her, and one of those



damned brocaded court-monkey suits for him. The management had arranged the aircar for them, and
everything was laid on. He added a stylish evening pouch to his ensemble, mentaly swearing a the
aforementioned monkey suit with its high collar and purple chemise,

Asthe second intermission was ending, he took Sheilals arm when they headed back to the box.
"Honey, | can't take much more of this," hesaid. "You stay. You likeit. I'm going to go for awalk."
"Okay." Shefrowned. "Be careful.”

"I'm dways careful,”" he grinned.

Once out of the OperaHouse, with its ornate fasade, he turned down the street and headed for one
of the nearby multi-level malls. It was still open, gtill doing afair business, and he wandered through,
poking into a couple of clothing stores and one outdoor equipment store. Then he saw what he was
looking for, and followed a gentleman down a corridor to the bathrooms.

The bathroom, thankfully, was deserted except for them. The guy headed over to the urind, and
Tomcat palmed an injector, stepped up behind him, and laid the air gun againgt the base of his neck.

The target dropped without aword, and Tomcat grabbed him under the shoulders, muttering at his
weight, and dragged him into one of the stalls. He quickly stripped off his monkey suit and started pulling
things out of the evening pouch.

Therewasalight, thin jumpsuit with didable coloration. He st it to the same shade as the garments
the target had been wearing. The target had aso worn afloppy beret and ajacket, and Tomcat took
those, aswell ashis pad and spare credit chips. He squirted alcohol on the target's shirt, then extracted
thefacia prosthetic from the pouch and dipped it on. It didn't look like the target, but anyone looking for
Thomas Catrone wouldn't recognize him. There were thin gloves, aswell, onesthat disappeared into the
flesh but would camouflage DNA and fingerprints.

He turned the pouch inside-out, so that it looked like anorma butt-pack, and stuck it up under the
jacket for concealment, since the target hadn't been wearing one. Satisfied, he made one more sweep to
ensure the Site was clean, then stepped out of the bathroom. On the way out, he dumped the monkey suit
into the incinerator chute. In one way, it was a damned shame—the thing had cost an arm and aleg. On
the other hand, hewas glad to seeit gone.

He spotted the tail as soon as he left the dead-end corridor—ayoung male, Caucasian, with aholo
jacket and anose ring. The shadow paid no attention to the blond man in the jacket, his beret pulled
down stylishly over one eye. Thetail appeared to be enjoying a coffee and reading his pad, standing at
the edge of the store with one leg propped up againgt the storefront.

Catrone walked on down the mall, dowly, strolling and shopping, searching for acertain look. He
found it not far from astore which sold lingerie. Most women avoid eye contact with men they don't
know; thisyoung lady was smiling faintly at most of the passing men between glances at the pad she held
in her lap.

"Hi, there," Catrone said, sitting down next to her. "Y ou look like awoman who enjoys agood time.
Whatever are you doing Stting around this boring old mall?’

"Looking for you," the girl said, smiling and turning off her pad.

"Wel, I'mjudt alittle busy a the moment. But if you'd liketo redly help me out in alittle practical
joke, I'd appreciateit.”

"How much would you appreciateit?' the hooker asked sharply.

"Two hundred creditsworth,” Tomcat replied.

"Wdl,inthat case. .. ."

"My friend iswaiting for me, but . . . | had another offer. | don't want him to feel dumped or anything,
s0. .. why don't you go take my place for awhile?"

"| take it he goes both ways?"



"Very," Tomcat replied. "Dark hair, light skin, standing outside the Timson Emporium reading a pad
and drinking coffee. Show him areally good time," he finished, handing her two hundred-credit chips.
"A lot of money for apractical joke," the hooker said, taking the chips.

"Cdl it avoiding the end of awonderful relationship,” Tomcat replied. "He can't know it was from me,
understand?"

"Not aproblem,”" the woman said. "And, you know, if you're ever in the mood for company. . . ."
"Not my type," Tomcet Sighed. "Yourealovely girl, but. . . ."

"l understand.” She stood up. "Light skin, dark hair, standing in front of the Emporium.”
"Wearing aholo jacket. Drinking coffee—Blue Galaxy-coffee bulb.”

"Gotit."

* * *

The target was taking along damned time on the toilet. Too long. Long enough that Gao |kpeme was
getting worried. But Catrone was wearing adamned evening suit; there was no way Ikpeme could have
missed seeing that come out of the can.

He did oneleg down and lifted the other to rest it—then damned near jumped out of hisown skin as
atongueflickered into hisear.

"Hi, handsome," asultry voice said.

He whipped around and found himsdlf face-to-face with a pretty well set up redhead. Keeping in
fashion, she wore damned near nothing—a halter top and aminiskirt so low on her hips and so high cut
that it was more of athin band of fabric to cover her pubic hair and buit.

"Look," the redhead said, leaning into him and quivering, "1 just took some Joy, and I'm, you know,
really horny. And you are just my type. | don't careif it'sin one of the restrooms, or in achanging stall,
or right here on the damned floor—I just want you."

"Look, I'm sorry," Gao said, trying to keep an eye on the corridor door and failing. *1'm meeting
somebody, you know?'

"Bring her dong," thewoman said, breathing hard. "Hell, well be done by the time she gets here. Or
he. | don't care. | want you now!"

"l sad—"

"l want you, | want you, | want you," the woman crooned, diding around in front of him and up and
down, her belly pressing against the world'sworst erection. "And you want me.”

"Geez, buddy, get aroom," one of the shoppers said in passing. "Therere kids here, okay?"

"Quit thid" Gao hissed. "'l can't go with you right now!"

"Fine!" The woman raised oneleg up along hisbody and rocked up and down. "I'll just ... I'll just . .
" she panted hoarsdly.

"Oh, Chrigt!" Gao grabbed her by the arm, darted into the store, and managed to find amore or less
deserted aide for what turned out to take about six seconds.

"Oh, that was good,” the girl said, pulling her panties back into place and licking her lips. Sheran her
hands up and down his jacket and smiled. "We need to get together again and spend alittle moretime
together."

"Yeah," Gao gasped, rearranging his clothes. "Christ! I've got to get back out there!”

"Later," the hooker said, waving fingersat him as he practicaly ran to the front of the store. There.
Shedidn't even haveto fed bad about the two hundred credits. Quickest trick she'd ever turned, too.

Gao looked up and down the mal corridors, but the target was nowhere in sight. He could have
come out while he was off-pogt, but. . . . Damn. Nothing for it.

Gao walked across the mal and down the corridor into the bathroom. There was nobody in sight



ingde. Feet in one of the gals, though.

He pushed on the door, which did open. Therewas adrunk sprawled al over thetoilet; it wasn't the
target.

On, shit.

Hewalked back out into the main passageway, hoping that maybe the target had just stepped into a
store or something. But, no, there was nobody in sight.

He frowned for amoment, then shrugged and pulled out his pad. He keyed a combination, and
shook his head at the person who appeared on the screen.

"Loghim."

Catrone tapped a his pad asif scrolling something and leaned into his earbug.

"] dunno, he went into the can. | watched it thewholetime. . . . No, | don't think it was addiberate
dip, I justlost him . .. Yeah, okay. I'll try to pick him up at the hotel.”

Catrone consulted adirectory, but the number the tail had called was unlisted. He could counter-tail
him, and see what turned up, but that was probably usaless. Hed have at least a couple of cutouts.
Besides, Thomas Catrone had thingsto do.

Tomcat walked to alanding stage and caught an airtaxi across town. Thetaxi was driven by amaniac
who seemed to be high on something. At least he cackled occasiondly asthey did under and over dower
cars. Findly, the cab reached Catrone's destination—arandomly chosen intersection. He paid in chips,
some of them from the unfortunate citizen in the mall bathroom, and walked two blocksto apublic
accesstermind.

He keyed the terminal for persona ads, and then placed one.

"WGM seeks SBrGM for fun lovin and serious crack romp. Thermi.
ThermiteBomb@tooswestfortrests.im."

Hedid aquick check and confirmed that there were no identica ads on that Site.

"Pease pay three credits,”" the termina requested, and he did in three credits chips.

"Your adin Imperid Singles Dally is confirmed. Thank you for using Adoulalnfo Terminds.”
"Yeah," Catrone muttered. "What atreat.”

* * %

He took the public gravtube back to the hotel and sat by the window, watching the city go by. Even
at thistime of night, al the air-laneswerefull, with idiotslike that taxi driver weaving up and down and in
and out of the lanes. The tubecars moved between the lanes, drawing their power from inductive current
and surrounded by clear glassted tubes, rounding the buildings three hundred metersin the air. Y ou could
seeinto windows, those that weren't polarized or curtained. People Sitting down to alate dinner. People
watching holovid. A couple arguing. Millions of people stacked in boxes, and the boxes stretching to the
horizon. What would they think if they knew he was going past, with what wasin his head? Did they care
that Adoulawasin control of the Throne? Did they want the Empress restored? Or were they so
checked out that they didn't even know who the Empress was?

He thought about something someone had told him one time. Something like most men aren't good
for anything but turning food into shit. But the Empire wasn't the Empress, it was dl those people turning
food into shit. They had a stake, whether they knew it or not. So what would they think? Anyonewho
tried to rescue Alexandrawas risking akinetic strike on the Palace, but just the civil disorder which
would follow a successful counter-coup would make al of those millions of livesabout him aliving hell.
Air-lanes jammed, tubes grounded, traffic control shut down. . . .

He got out of the tube at a station afew blocks from the hotel and let himsdlf in the back way. Hed
dumped dl the remaining credits from the target, dong with the jacket and beret, in a public incinerator



chute.

Sheilawas Sitting up in bed watching a holomovie when he walked into the suite. She raised one
eyebrow at the way he was dressed, but he shook his head and took off the clothes. They, too, went into
the incinerator. It was aroom incinerator, moreover. Thiswas aclassy place that probably normally had
staff-pukes and their bosses staying in its suites. It was as secure as anything he was going to find, and
there probably wasn't anything incriminating on the clothes, anyway. But better safe than sorry.

He climbed into bed with hiswife and laid an arm over her shoulder.

"How was the Opera?

"Gred."

"I don't see how anything can be greet that'sall in aforeign language.”

"That's because you're a barbarian.”

"Once abarbarian, always abarbarian,” Tomcat Catrone replied. "Always."

"Catrone was as clear as he could be that hewon't help,” Roger said. "And that the senior members
of the Association aren't going to help, either. They're Stting thisone out.”

"Thatissototdly . . . bogus" Kosutic said angrily.

They'd come to the warehouse to "check on resupply.” The restaurant was doing even better than
Roger had hoped, dmost to the point of worry. Even an interstellar freighter could carry only so much
Mardukan food, and they were running through it nearly twenty-five percent faster than held anticipated.
If he sent a ship back, now, for more goods, it might get back in time, but he doubted it. Fortunately, the
Mardukans and their beasts could egt terrestrial food, and he'd been subgtituting thet for the last few
days. It didn't have dl the essentid nutrients they needed, though. The Mardukans were suddenly on the
reverse sde of what the Marines had faced on Marduk, but without Marine nanites which could convert
some materidsto essentid vitamins.,

It wasn't exactly what he would have called a"good" situation under any circumstances, but at least it
gave them a convenient excuse to use the secure rooms in the underground bunker.

"The good newsisthat the first of our 'machinetools have arrived from our friends,” Rastar said. He
was handling the warehouse and restaurant while Honal worked on another project.

"Good," Roger sad. "Where?!

Ragtar led them out of the meeting room and down a series of corridors to a storeroom which was
stacked with large—some of them very large—plasted boxes. Rastar keyed a code into the pad on one
of them and opened it up, revealing asuit of powered armor plated in ChromSten.

"Now iswhen we need Julian and Poertena," Despreaux observed unhappily.

"Thesgre Alphane suits,” Roger pointed out, coming over to examine the armor carefully. "They'd be
as much amystery to Julian asthey areto us. But we're going to have to get them fitted anyway."

"And they came through on therest of it, too," Rastar said, making a Mardukan hand gesture which
indicated amusement. He opened up one of the larger boxes and waved both |eft hands.

"Damn," Roger breathed. "They did."

This suit was much larger than the human-sized onein thefirgt box, with four arms and ahigh helmet
to accommodate a Mardukan's horns. The upper portion had even been formed to resemble horns.

"And this." Rastar opened up another long, narrow box.

"What inthe hdll isthat?' Krindi Fain asked, looking down at the wegpon nestled in the box.

"It'sahovertank plasma cannon,” Despreaux said in an awed tone. " Cruisers carry them as
anti-fighter wegpons."

"It'sthe Mardukan powered armor's primary wegpon,”" Rastar said smugly. "The extra size of the suit



adds significant power."
"It had better,” Fain grunted, hoisting the wegpon out with al four hands. "I can bardly lift this!”
"Now you over-muscled louts know how humansfed about plasmacannon,” Roger said dryly. Then
he looked around the human and Mardukan faces surrounding him.

"The Imperia Festiva isinfour weeks. It's the best chance we're going to have on the mission, and if
Catrone and hisfence-gtters aren't going to lift alily-white finger, there's no reason to waste time trying
for some sort of fancy coordination. Send the codeword to Julian, for Festival Day. Wewon't tell the
Alphanes we don't need the additional suits—better we have more than we need than come up short.
Start getting dl the Marinesfitted to them, and as many Mardukans as we have suitsfor. Training in close
combet in this placeis going to be easy enough. Well plan around the details of the Palace that we
know. It will have to be asurface assault; there'sno other way in. At least the exterior guards are in dress
uniform to look pretty. | know the Empress Own's 'dress uniforms are kinetic-reactive, but however
good they may be against bead fire, they're not armor, which should let us kick the door open if we
manage to hit them with the dement of surprise.

"Well initiatewiththeVadn. . . ."

* % %

Catrone sat at his desk, looking out the window at the brown grass were three horses grazed. He
wasn't actually seeing the scene as he sat tapping the bals of hisfingerstogether in front of him. What he
did see were memories, many of them bloody.

His communicator chimed, and he consulted histoot for the time. Bang on.
"Hey, Tom," Bob Rosenberg said.
"Hey, Bob,"” Tomcat replied, grinning in gpparent surprise. Stay smooth, stay natural. "Longtime."

Therewasadight Sgnd delay asthe reply bounced around from satdllite to satellite. Any or dl of
which could be, and probably were, beaming the conversation to Adoula.

"I'm in~system for abit. Thought you might be up for aparty.” Rosenberg had taken ajob asashuttle
pilot on afreighter after resgning from the Corps.

"Absolutdy,” Tomcat said. "I'll call acouple of the boysand girls. Well do it up right—roast the
fetted calf."

"Worksfor me" Rosenberg replied after adightly longer pause than signa delay done could have
accounted for. "Wednesday ?'

"Plenty of time," Tomcat said. "Turn up whenever. Beer's aways cold and free."
"I'll do about anything for free beer." Rosenberg grinned. " See you then.”

"Catroneisthrowing aparty,” New Madrid said with afrown.

"He'sdoneit before," Adoulasighed. "Twice since we assumed our rightful postion.” Asusud, he
was up to his neck in paperwork—why couldn't people decide things on their own?—and in no mood
for New Madrid's paranoia.

"Not right after atrip to Imperia City, he hasn't,” New Madrid pointed out. "He's invited ten people,
eight from the Empress Own Association and two from the Raider Association, of which hesdso a
member. All senior NCOs except Robert Rosenberg, who was the commander of Gold Battaion's
stinger squadron.”

"And your point is?'

"They're planning something,” New Madrid said angrily. "First Hemut moves—"

"Where did you hear that?"

"I wastaking to Gianetto. | do that from timeto time, since you're ignoring me."

"I'm not ignoring you, Lazar." Adoulawas beginning to get angry himsdf. "I've consdered the threat



of the Empress Own, and I'mignoring it."
IIBLIt_II
"But what? Arethey coordinating with Capital Fleet? Not asfar aswe can see. Do they have heavy

weapons? Mogt assuredly not. Some bead rifles, maybe afew crew-served weapons they've squirreled
away like the paranoid little freaks they are. And what are they going to do? Attack the Palace?’

The prince shoved back in his chair and glowered at histaller, golden-haired co-conspirator
exagperatedly.

"Y ou're putting two and two together and getting seven,” he said. "Take Helmut's decision to move
and Catrone's meeting. Helmut could not have gotten word to them, unless he did it by telepathy. Weve
been watching him like ahawk. Sure, we don't know where he is now, but he hasn't communicated with
anyonein the Sol System. He hasn't even linked to a beacon. For them to have made prior contact and
coordinated any sort of planning between Sixth Fleet and Catrone after we moved, they would have
required an elaborate communi cations chain we couldn't possibly have missed. And there was no reason
for them to have set up any sort of plan in advance. So the two events are unrelated, and without Sixth
Fleet to offset Capita Fleet, anything Catrone and his friends could come up with would be doomed.
They have no foca point—the helrsare dead, Her Mgesty is damned near dead, and will be, just as
soon asthe new Heir isborn.”

"That's not necessary,” New Madrid said peevishly.

"Wevediscussed this," Adoularepliedin atight, icy voice. "As soon asthe Her is born—which will
be as soon as possible for guaranteed surviva in aneonata care ward—she goes. Period. Now, I'm
extremely busy. Do quit bothering me with ghogts. Understand?’

"Yes" New Madrid grated. He got up and stalked out of the office, his spinerigid. Adoulawatched
him leave, and then sighed and tapped an icon on his pad.

The young man who entered was pleasant faced, well-dressed, and entirely unnoticeable. His genes
could have been assembled from any mixture of nationaities, and he had dightly tanned skin, brown hair,
and brown eyes.

"Yes, Your Highness?'

"Ensure that everything isin place to remove the Earl when hisuutility isat anend.”

"It will bedone, Y our Highness."

Adoula nodded, the young man withdrew, and the prince returned his attention to his paperwork.

L oose ends everywhere. It was maddening.

"Hey, Bob," Tomcat said, shaking hands as his guests arrived. "L ufrano, how's the leg? Marinau, Jo,
glad you could makeit. Everybody grab abeer, then let's head for the rec room and get serioudly stinko.”

He led them into the basement of the house, through a heavy steel door, and down acorridor.
Getting hold of the amount of land the Farm had needed to do things right had meant buying it in Central
Asda, where prices had not yet skyrocketed the way they had in the heartland of North America. There
was, of course, areason prices were so much lower here, but even in Central Asia, therewasland, and
then there was land. In this case, hed gotten the chunk he'd bought directly from the office of the Interior
for agted, given that it had "facilities aready onit.

The house sat on top of acommand-and-control bunker for an old anti-balistic missle system. "Old"
in this case meant way before the Empire, but till in nearly mint condition, thanksto the dry desert air.
There was acommand center, bunk rooms, individua roomsfor officers, kitchen, sorerooms, and
megazines

When held gotten the place, those spaces were dl Sitting empty, except for the ones which had been
half-filled with the fine sand for which the region was famous. Hed spent a couple of years, working in
thetime available, to fix afew of them up. Now the command center was his "rec room," acomfortable



room with somefloat chairs and, most importantly, abar. He used one of the bunk rooms as an indoor
range. The kitchen had been fitted up to be akitchen again, he'd fitted out a couple of bedrooms, and the
storerooms—Io and behold—held stores. Lots of stores.

People joked that he could hold off an army. He knew they were wrong. Hed have atough time
dedling with more than aplatoon or so.

And, ritualy, once aweek, he swept al the roomsfor bugs. Just an old habit. HEd never found one.

"Hey, Lufrano," Rosenberg said asthe rest filed into the rec room. He had along metal wand, and he
ran it over thevistorsas hetaked. "Been along time."

"Yep," Lufrano Toutain, late Sergeant Mgor of Stedl Battalion, agreed. "How's the shipping

"Same old same old," Rosenberg replied. He ran the entire group, then nodded. " Clear."

"Fatted cdf,” Toutain, said in an entirely different voice, grabbing a beer. " Son-of-a—"

"Empress," Tomcat finished for him. "And a pretty impressive one. Boy's grown both earsand atail "

"Now that would take some doing,” Y oungwen Marinau said, catching the brew Tomcat tossed him.
Marinau had been first sergeant in Bronze Battalion for eighteen miserable months. He popped the bulb
open and took along drink, swilling it asif to wash the taste of something else out of his mouth. "He was
apunk when | knew him."

"There's areason Pahner got Bravo Company," Rosenberg pointed out. "Nobody better for bringing
on ayoung punk. Wherein the hell have they been, though? The ship never made it to Leviathan; no sign
of them."

"Marduk," Catrone answered. "'l didn't get the whole story, but they were there along time—I can
tell that. And Pahner bought it there. | took alook at what there isin the database about it." He shook his
head. "L ots of carnivores, lots of barbs. | don't know exactly what happened, but the Prince has got
about a company-plus of the barbs following him around. They're masquerading as waiters, but they're
soldiers, you can tell. And they had some trouble with one of the carnivoresthey use asfood. And that
Roger. .. ."

He shook hishead again.

"Tdl,” Marinau said. "I'd love to hear that there's something in that pretty head besides clothesand
fashion sense”

Catrone ran through the entire story, ending with the killing of the atul .

"Look, | don't shake, and | don't run,” Catrone ended. "But that damned thing shook me. It was just
amass of claws and fangs, and Roger didn't even blink—just took it out. Whap, dash, gone. Every move
was choreographed, like held done it two, three thousand times. Perfect muscle memory movement. Lots
of practice, and theré€'s only one way he could have gotten it. And fast. Just about the fastest human I've
ever seen.”

"So he can fight." Marinau shrugged. " Glad he had at least some MacClintock in him after al.”

"Morethan that," Catrone said. "He's fast. Fast enough he could have left usall sanding and let us
takethefdl. Thething probably would have savaged one of us, and then either fed or left. He could have
gotten away while it was munching, but he didn't. He stood the ground.”

"That's not hisjob," Rosenberg pointed out.

"No, but he was the one with the wegpon and the training,” Toutain said, nodding. "Right?*

"Right,"” Catrone said.

"Any chanceit was asetup?' Marinau asked.

"Maybe," Catrone conceded with ashrug. "But if so, what doesthat tell us about the Mardukans?”
"What do you mean?' Rosenberg said.

"If it was a setup, one of them took a heavy hit for him," Catrone pointed out. "It didn't kill him, but |



bet it wastouch and go. If they set it up, they did so knowing thething could kill them. Think about it.
Would you do that if Alexandraasked you to?'

"Which one?' Marinau asked, hisvoice suddenly harsher with old memories and pain. Hed retired
out of Princess Alexandras Stedl Battalion less than two years before her murder.

"Either," Catrone said. "The point'sthe same. But | don't think it was a setup. And Despreaux was
interesting, too."

"Sheusudly is"" Rosenberg chuckled. "I remember when she joined the Regiment. Damn, that girl'sa
looker. I'm not surprised the Prince fell for her."

"Y eah, but she's trained the same way we are. Protect the primary. And all she did was get ready to
back him up. What does that tdl you?'

"That she'sout of training,” Marinau said. "Y ou said shed implied shed logt it."

"Shedidn't 'loseit' in the classcd sense" Catrone argued. " She stood her ground, unarmed, but she
knew the best person to face the thing was Roger. And she trusted him. Shedidn't run, and she didn't go
into afunk, but she dso didn't move to protect the primary. Shelet him handeit.”

"Just because he's brave," Marinau said, "and, okay, can handle asword—which isapretty archaic
damned weapon—that doesn't mean he's suited to be Emperor. And that's what we're talking abouit.
We're talking about being a Pragtorian Guard, just what we're not supposed to be. Choosing the
Emperor is not our job. And if | did have achoice, Roger wouldn't beit.”

"You prefer Adoula?' Catrone demanded angrily.

"No," Marinau admitted unhappily.

"Thepoint is, he didn't do the deed. We dready knew that." Catrone said. "And he'sthe legitimate
heir, not this baby they're fast-cooking. And if somebody doesn't act, Alexandrals going to be as dead as
John and Alex." Hisface worked for amoment, and then he shook his head, snarling. "Y ou're going to let
Adoulaget away with that?'

"Y ou'reimpressed,” Rosenberg said. "'l cantell that.”

"Yeah, I'mimpressed,” Catronereplied. "I didn't know it was going to be him, just that something
wasfishy. And | wasn't impressed when | met him. But . . . he'sgot that MacClintock thing you know?
Hedidn't before—"

"Not hardly,” Marinau muttered grumpily.

"—but he sure as hell doesnow," Catrone finished.

"Does he want the Throne?' Joceline Raoux asked. She was aformer sergeant major of the Raiders,
the ite insertion commandos who skirmished with the Saint Greenpeace Corps aong the borders.

"Wedidn't get into that, Jo," Catrone admitted. "I put them off. | wasn't going to give him an okay
without a consult. But he was more focused on getting the Empress safe. That might have been a
negotiating ploy—he's got to know where our interests and loyalties lie—but that's what we talked about.
Obvioudy, though, if we secure the Throne, hesthe Heir."

"And from our reports, helll be Emperor amost immediately,” Rosenberg pointed out gloomily.

"Maybe," Catrone said. "I'm not going to believeit until I've seen Alexandra. She's strong—I can't
believe shewon't get over it."

"I want her safe," Toutain said suddenly, hisvoice hard. "and | want that bastard Adoula's head for
what he did to John and the kids. The damned kids. . . ." Hisface worked, and he shook his head
fiercdy. "1 want that bastard dead. | want to do him with aknife. Sow."

"No morethan | want New Madrid," Catrone pointed out. "I am going to take that bastard, if it'sthe
last thing | do. But Roger can give us more than just revenge—he can give us the Empire back. And
that'simportant.”

Rosenberg looked around at the group of senior NCOs, taking amenta headcount, based upon



body language. It didn't take long.

"Catrone, Marinau, and . . . Raoux," he said. "Arrangeto meet. Tell him well back himif heésgot a
red plan. And find out what it is."

"It won't include what we know,” Catrone said. "It won't even include the Miranda Protocols.”

"How do we meet him?" Marinau asked.

"Slipping our tetherswill be harder than finding him." Catrone shrugged. "I know I'm being
monitored. But finding him won't be hard; there's only a couple of placeshe can be."

"Meet him, again. Get areading on him," Rosenberg said. "If you're dl in agreement, welll initiate the
Miranda Protocols and gather the clans.”

"Hond," Roger amiled tightly, controlling his gorge through sheer force of will, “theideaisto survive
flyinginalight-flyer.”

The deek, razor-edged aircar, aMainly Fantom, was the only sports modd large enough to squeeze
aMardukan into. It was aso the fastest, and reportedly the most maneuverable, light-flyer on the market.

At the moment, Hona was proving that both those claims were judtified, weaving in and out of the
Western Range a dangeroudy high speeds. He had his lower, less dexterous, hands on the controls, and
his upper arms crossed nonchalantly. There were sometricky air currents, and Roger closed hiseyesas
one of them caught the flyer and brought it down towards an upthrust chunk of rock. The flyer banked,
putting the passenger side down, and Roger opened his eyes acrack to see the rocks of the
mountainsde flashing by lessthan ameter from thetip of the aircar'swing.

The car suddenly flipped back in the other direction, banking again, and stood up on itstail. Roger
crunched his ssomach, feding himsdf beginning to gray out, as Hond Ieft out abellow.

"I love thisthing!" the Mardukan shouted, rolling the car over on its back. "L ook at whet it can do!"
"Honal," Roger shook his head to clear it, "if | die, thisplan goesto shit. Could we land, please?’
"Oh, sure. But you wanted to make sure we knew what we were doing, right?”'

"Y ou have successfully demonstrated that you can fly an aircar,” Roger said carefully. "Mogt
successfully. Thank you. The question of whether or not you can fly astingship till remains, they're not
the same.”

"Weve been working with the smulators.” Hond shrugged al four shoulders. "They're faster than
this, but abit less maneuverable. We can fly stingships, Roger."

"Targetingis—"

"Thetargeting system ismostly automatic.” Honal banked around another mountain, thistime dower
and further away from the rocks, and landed the car beside the more plebeian vehicle Roger had flown
out to the site. "It'samatter of choosing the targets. Human pilots use mainly their toots, with the manua
controls primarily for backup, but obvioudy, we can't do that. On the other hand—you should pardon
the express on—humans only have one set of hands. We're training to fly with the lower hands. . . and
control the targeting with the upper. I've ‘fought' on the net with afew humans, including some military
stingship pilots. They're good, | give you that. But one-on-one, | can take any one of them, and a couple
of therest of the team are nearly as good. Where they kick our assisin group tactics. Were just getting
afed for those; it's not the same thing asriding a civan againgt the Boman. Go in againgt them
wing-to-wing, and we just get shot out of the sky. The good news isthat the squadron at the Palace isn't
trained in group tactics, either. But they've got some pretty serious ground-based air defenses, and taking
those out is another thing we're not grest &, yet."

"Anything to do about it?" Roger asked.

"I've been reading up on everything | can get trandated on stingship doctrine. But weve got alot of
studying to do, and I'm not sure what's relevant and what's not. We're not asfar dong as 1'd hoped.



Sorry."
"Keepworking onit,” Roger said. "That'sal we can do for now."

"They're using Greenbriar,” Raoux said. The sergeant mgjor no longer looked like hersdlf. Likethe
Saint commandos, Raiders often had to modify their looks, and she'd gotten acrash retraining in old skills
since the coup. "He's on hisway there a the moment.”

"Why Greenbriar?' Marinau asked. "It's just about the smdlest of the dispersal facilities.”

"Probably the only one Kosutic knew about,” Catrone said. " Pahner would've known more, but—"
He shrugged. "Well shift the base to Cheyenne quick enough if it goeswell.”

"You ready?' Raoux asked.
"Let'sget our misson faceson.”

"All right," Roger said, looking at the hologram of the Paace. "Plasma cannon here, here, here, and
hear. Armored and embedded. ChromSten pill boxes."

"Won't take them out with aone-shot,” Kosutic said. "But they can only be activated by remote
command from the security bunker.”

" Autocannon here and here," Roger continued.

"Ditto," Kosutic replied. "Both of them are heavy enough to take out armor, which we can't get into
the areaiin the first assault anyway, because the sensors al over the City would start screaming, and the
Pdace would go on lock-down."

"Air defenses,” Roger said.
"The minute stingers get near the Capitd,” Kosutic said, "air defensesdl over the placegolive.
Civilian traffic's grounded, and the air becomes a free-fire zone. Police have | FF; we might be able to

emulate that to spoof some of the defenses. It's going to be ugly, though. And that ignores the fact that
we don't have stingships. We might have to mount wegponry on those aircars Hond isusing for training.”

"Wouldn't that belovely." Roger grimaced and shook hishead. "A formation of Mainly Fantoms
going in over theparade. . . ."

"We make the assault in the middle of the parade, and we're going to cause enormous secondary
casuaties," Despreaux pointed out unhappily.

"It's il the best chance we have of getting close to the Paace,” Roger replied.

"And every scenario weve run shows uslosing,” Kosutic said.

"And if you ran ascenario of our making it across Marduk?' Roger asked.

"Different Stuation, Y our Highness," Kosutic replied firmly. "There, we had zip for advance
information on the tactica environment. Here we know the relative abilities, the misson parameters, and
most of the variables, and, | repeat, every single model we've run ends up having uslose.”

"l guess you need anew plan, then," Catrone said from the doorway. Heads snapped around, and
his lips curled sardonically as he stripped off the mask held been wearing. The two people with him were
doing the same.

"And how did you get in here?' Roger asked camly, amost conversationdly, then glanced at
Kosutic. "Son-of-a-bitch, Kosutic!"

"I'd like to know that, too," the sergeant mgjor said tightly.

"We got in the through awell-shielded secret passage . . . the same way we're getting into the
Palace," Catronetold her. "If you can convince us we should back you."

"Sergeant Mg or Marinau,” Roger said with an extremely thin smile. "What a pleasant surprise.”
"Hey, dork." The sergeant mgjor waved casudly.



"That's Y our Highness the Dork, to you, Sergeant Mgor,” Roger replied.

"Glad to see you've a gotten asense of humor." The sergeant mgjor sat at the table. "What happened
to Pahner?' he continued, coming right to the point.

"Killed by Saint commandos,”" Kosutic answered as Roger worked hisjaw.
"Now that hasn't been part of the brief," Raoux said. " Greenpeace?’

"Yeah," Roger said. "The tramp freighter we were jacking turned out to be one of their damned
insertion ships. . . and we weren't exactly at full strength, anymore. Thirty remaining marines. They al got
pinned down in thefirgt few minutes. We didn't know who they were; they didn't know who we were. It
was a pocking mess."

"You were there?' Marinau's eyes narrowed.

"No," Roger said flatly. "I wasin the assault shuttles, with the Mardukans. Arm—Captain Pahner had
pointed out that if | bought it, the whole plan was through. So | was sitting it out with the reserve. But
when they found out it was commandos, | had to comein. So, by the end, yeah, | wasthere."

"Y ou took Mardukansin against Greenpeace?' Rapux asked. "How many did you lose?"
"Fourteen or fifteen,” Roger replied. "It hel ped that they were dl carrying bead and plasma cannon.”

"Ouch." Marinau shook hishead. "They can handle them?| wouldn't put them much over being able
to use rocks and sticks."

"Do not underestimate my companions,” Roger said dowly, each word distinct and hard-edged. "All
of you are veteran soldiers of the Empire, but the bottom lineisthat the Empire hasn't fought amajor war
inacentury. | don't know you." He jabbed afinger at Raoux.

"Jocdine Raoux," Kosutic told him. "Raiders.”

"You're Eva?' Raoux asked. "Long time, Sergeant.”

"Sergeant Mgor, Sergeant Mgjor," Kosutic said with agrin. "Colond, according to His Highness,
but well let that dide.”

"Thepoint,” Roger sad, "is—"

He paused, then looked at Kosutic.

"Eva, how many actionsdid you have, prior to Marduk?'

"Hfteen."

"Sergeant Mgor Catrone?' Roger asked.

"A bit more," the sergeant mgor said. "Twenty something.”

"Any pitched battles?' Roger asked. "A battle being defined as continuous or near continuous
combat that lasts for more than afull day?'

"No, except one hostage negotiation. But that wasn't a battle, by any stretch. Y our point?’

"My point," Roger said, "isthat during our time on Marduk we had, by careful count, ninety-seven
skirmishesand seven magjor battles, one of which had usin thefield, in contact, for three days. We aso
had over two hundred attacks by atul, atul-grack, damncrocs, or other hostile animals which penetrated
the perimeter.”

He paused and looked at the three NCOs for along, hard moment, and then bared his teeth.

"Y ou may think you're the shit, Sergeants Mgjor, but you aren't worth the price of a pistol bead
compared to one of my troops, isthat clear?"

"Easy, Roger," Eleanorasaid.

"No, | won't be easy. Because we need to be clear on thisfrom the beginning. Eleanora hasbeenin
the middle of more battlesthen al three of you put together. From the point of view of combat time, I've
got everyonein this room—except Eva—best. Y es, we took on a Saint commando company. In their
ship. And we smashed their ass. They didn't have enough people lft to bury their dead. And compared



to acouple of thingswe did on Marduk, it was apocking picnic. Don't try to treat uslike cherries,
Sergeants Mgor. Don't."

"Y ou'd used that sword before on those damnbeasts,” Catrone said evenly.

"We had to walk across a planet,” Despreaux said angrily. ™Y ou can't carry enough ammunition. The

plasmaguns blew up. And the damned atul just kept coming! " She shook her head. " And the Kranolta,
and the Boman. TheKrath. Marshad. . . ."

"Sindi, Ran Ta, and the flar-ke," Roger said. "That damned call fish. . .. Wehavealittle
presentation, Sergeants Mgjor. It's sort of the bare-bones of what happened, call it an after action report.
It takes about four hours, Snceit covers eight months. Would you careto view it?"

"Yeah," Marinau said after amoment. "l guess maybe wed better see what could take a clotheshorse
jackassand . . . make him something e se.”

Roger |eft after thefirgt thirty minutes. HEd been there the first time, and he'd watched the
presentation once dready. Adventures are only fun if they happen to someone else along way away.
Someday he might be ableto just kick back and tell the stories. But not yet.

Despreaux followed him out, shaking her head.

"How did we do it, Roger?' she said softly. "How did we survive?'

"Wedidn't." Roger put hisarm around her. "The people who went into that cauldron didn't come out.
Some bodies came out, but their souls stayed there." Helooked at her and kissed the top of her head,
inhaling the sweet scent of her hair. ™Y ou know, | keep saying we need to do thisfor the Empire. And
every timel do, | lie”

IIRW_II

"No, listen to me. I'm not doing this because | want the Throne. I'm doing this because | owe adebt.
Toyou, to Kogtas, to Armand, to NassinaBosum."

Hefrowned and tried to find the words.

"l know | need to protect mysdlf, that it'sall on my shoulders. But | don't want to. | fed likel need to
protect you." Hisarm tightened around her. "Not just you, Nimashet Despreaux, but Eva, and Julian, and
Poertena. We few who remain. We few who saw what we saw, and did what we did. You'reall . ..
specia to me. But to do that, | have to do the rest. Rescue Mother—and, yes, | want to do that. | want
Mother to be well. But | need to do the rest so you can be safe. So that you don't wake up every
morning wondering if today they're going to come for you. To do that, | have to protect the Empire. Not
afragment, not apiece, not aremnant—the Empire. So that it's wrapped around you few like a blanket.
Andto dothat, yes, | haveto survive. | haveto safeguard mysdlf. But | think first about . . . we few."

"That's. .. crazy," Despreaux said, tearsin her eyes.

"So I'mcrazy." Roger shrugged. "Like | said, none of ussurvived.”

"Well, that's enough of that," Raoux said, stepping into the corridor. She paused. "Oh, sorry."
"Wewerejust discussng motivations,” Roger said.

"Must have been a pretty intense discussion,” Raoux said, looking at Despreaux.

"My motivationis pretty intense," hereplied.

"l can seewhy," Raoux said. "'l left when that . . . thing melted one of the troops.”

"Tabert." Roger nodded. "Killerpillar. Wefigured out how to avoid them, and the poisons turned out
to be useful.” He shrugged. "Y ou should have stuck around. Y ou didn't even get to the Mohinga.™

"TheMohinga?' Raoux's eyebrowsrose. "That'satraining areain Centralia Province. One
nasty-assed swamp.”
"We had one of our own." Roger looked at Despreaux. "Before Voitan, remember?



"Yes," Despreaux said. "l thought it was bad. Until V oitan gave awhole new perspective to the word

"Hey, you got to save my life. | till remember that really clear view of your butt. | thought | liked you
before, but al | could think about al the time was what that butt |looked like."

"Hel of atimeto think of that!" Despreaux said angrily.

"Wadll, it wasavery nicelooking butt." Roger smiled. "Still is, evenif it'sabit . . . rounder."

"Fater."

"No, not fatter, very nice. .. ."

"Excuse me." Raoux folded her arms. "'Y ou guys want to get aroom?"

"S0, are we going to get your support?’ Roger asked sharply. His smile disappeared, and he turned
his head, locking onto her eyes. "From the Associaion?”

"Associations,” Raoux said, turning dightly asde. "Plurd.”

The prince's expression, the way he moved and |ooked at her, reminded her uncomfortably of abird

of prey. Not an eagle, which had a certain mgjesty to it. More like afa con—something that was no more
than a swift, predatory shape wrapped around amind like abuzz saw.

"Wejus cdl oursalvesthe clans” she continued. "Raider Association. Special Operations
Association. Empress Own Association. Lots of intermingling, what with people like Tomcat.”

"All of them?" Roger asked.

"Why do you think I'm here?' Raoux countered. "I was never in the Pretty-Boy Club.”

"And are we going to get the support?' Roger pressed.

"Probably. Marinau was a holdout, probably because he knew you. But if he can Sit through that . . .
briefing from Hdll, | don't think hell hold out for long. People change.”

"That's what we were talking about,” Roger said quietly. "I wasjust explaining to Nimashet that none
of usgot off Marduk aive, not really. Not the people that landed. Weve al changed.”

"Somefor theworse," Despreaux said in alow voice.

"No," Roger said gernly. "Y ou're my conscience, my anchor. Y ou can't be my conscience and my
sword. I've got people who can hold guns and pull triggers, and | can find more of them, if | haveto. But
theré's only one you, Nimashet Despreaux.”

"Hesgot apoint,” Raoux said. "And don't sweat combat fatigue—not after what | just watched.
Anyone ever got hammered big time, it was you people. Y ou've earned a change of duty assignments,
and you've got your part to play.”

"l suppose," Despreaux said.

"So what, exactly, are you bringing to the table?' Roger asked.

"Wait for the others,” Raoux replied.

It didn't take long for Marinau to leave the room, aswell, and Catrone followed shortly theresfter. Of
the three NCOs, only Catrone was smiling.

"Chrigt," hesaid. "l wish I'd been there!"
"Y ouwould." Raoux shook her head. "Y ou like nightmares.”

"Okay, I'm convinced," Marinau said. "1 kept looking for the specid effects. There weren't any; that
wasred."

"Asred asit gets," Roger said, hisface hard.
Marinau cleared histhroat, shook his head, and finally looked &t the prince.

"I'min," hesaid, till shaking his head. "But do you think you could have shown just a little bit of that
when | wasin charge?" he asked plaintively. "1t would have made my job . . . well, not easier. More
satisfying, | guess”



"Maybe| shouldn't have dways shucked my guards when | went hunting,” Roger said with ashrug.
"But you al sounded like flar-ta in thewoods."

"I'll tell you asecret,” Marinau said, shame-faced. "Weal figured it was your guides doing the
hunting, and that you were just showing off and bringing back the heads. Shows how wrong | can be.
And I'm man enough to admit it. I'min.”

"Raidersarein," Raoux sad.

"Specid Opsisin,” Catrone said. "But only if we get a chance to get stuck in with some of those
Mardukans. And | want the Earl of New Madrid. I'm going to spend the rest of my naturd life torturing
him to desth. Therésthisthing you can do with a stedl-wire waistcoat and arock—"

"Well discussit,” Roger said gernly. "Okay, back to the conference room."

"Heresthething," Catrone said, when the playback had been turned down. Roger |eft the video
playing, though, asaless than subtle point. "Y ou know who the Strelzawere, Y our Highness?'

"No," Roger sad.

"Yes," Despreaux, Kosutic, and Eleanorareplied.

"What am | missing?' Roger asked.

"Wegot it on our in-brief to the Regiment,” Despreaux told him, frowning at adistant memory.
"Russan troops.”

"Okay, ever heard of the Praetorian Guard?' Catrone asked.

"Sort of." Roger nodded. "Roman.”

"Both the samething," Catrone said.

"Not exactly," Eleanorasaid. "The Pragtorians were origindly Cesar's Tenth Legion, and—"

"For my point, they are,” Catrone said, annoyed. "Both of them were guard forces for their
respective Emperors. The equivalent of the Empress Own. Okay?"

"Okay," Roger said.

"And both of them ended up deciding that they got to choose who was Emperor.”

"l begin to see your point," Roger said.

"The Empress Own isweeded really hard,” Marinau said. "Y ou can't just be able, you haveto be. .
right.”

"Pretty boys," Raoux said with asmile.

"That, too," Marinau agreed with ashrug. "But pretty boysthat aren't going to be kingmakers. In alot
of ways, we're ddiberatdly . . . limited. Limited in Sze—"

"And never up to full srength,” Catroneinterjected.
"And limited in firepower,” Marinau continued. "Capital FHeet can take usout anytime.”
"If they want to kill the Empress" Roger said.

"True. But the point isthat we can be taken down," Marinau said. "For that matter, garrison troops
from outside NorthAm could do it the hard way, if they were prepared to |ose enough bodies.”

"Some of thiswas deliberately set up by Miranda MacClintock,” Catrone said.
"Who was one serioudy paranoid individual," Marinau added.
"And ascholar,” Eleanora pointed out. "One who knew the dangers of a Pragtorian Guard. And

whileit'strue you can be taken out, you're aso the only significant Imperid ground force dlowed on this
entire continent. The brigade that attacked the Palace was a clear violation of Imperid regulations.”

"But Miranda set up other things, too," Catrone said, waving that away. "This, for example. He
gestured around himself at the facility. ™Y ou notice we're surrounded by skyscrapers, but none of them
are here?'



"l did noticethat,” Roger agreed.

"Dédliberate and very subtle zoning," Catronetold him. "To prevent thisfacility from ever being
discovered. And you don't find out about some things until you've left the Regiment.”

"Ah," Kosutic sad. "Tricky."

"Some stuff has gotten passed down,” Catrone said. "In the Association. Keywords. Secrets.
Passed from former commanders and sergeants mgor to former commanders and sergeants mgor.
Some of it's probably been lost that way, but it'sbeen . . . pretty secure. Y ou're out, maybe you've got
some gripes with the current Emperor, but you've got this sacred trust. And you keep it. And you're no
longer in apogition to play kingmaker."

"Until now," Eleanorasaid, leaning forward. "Right?"

"Asseen," Catrone said, ignoring her and looking a Roger. "Are you Prince Roger Ramius Sergel
Alexander Chiang MacClintock, son of AlexandraHarriet Katryn Griselda Tian MacClintock?"

Roger brushed his foreheed, like aman brushing away amosquito, and frowned in puzzlement.

"What are you doing?"' he asked suspicioudy.

"Answer yesor no," Catrone said. "Are you Prince Roger Ramius Sergei Alexander Chiang
MacClintock, son of AlexandraHarriet Katryn Griselda Tian MacClintock?"

"Yes" Roger sad firmly.

"Isthere ausurper upon the Throne?"

"Yes," Roger sad, after amoment. He could fed something searching histhoughts, looking for
falsehood. It was an odd and terrifying experience.

"Do you attempt to take your rightful place for the good of the Empire?’

"Yes" Roger sad after another pause. His quibbles about motivation didn't matter; it was for the
good of the Empire.

"Will you keep Our Empire safe, hold Our peoplein your hands, protect them as you would your
children, and ensure the continuity of Our line?" Catrone's voice had taken on apeculiar timbre.

"Yes" Roger whispered.
"Then We give unto you Our sword,” Catrone said, hisvoice now distinctively femae. "Bear it under

God, to defend the right, to protect Our people from their enemies, to safeguard Our peopl€'s liberties,
and to preserve Our House."

Roger dropped his head, holding it in his hands, his ebows on the table.

"Roger?' Despreaux said, putting her hand on his shoulder.

"It'sokay," Roger gasped. " Shit."

"It doesn't ook okay," she said anxioudy.

"God," Roger groaned. "Oh, God. It'sdl there. . . ."

"What's there?' Despreaux turned on Catrone, her expression furious. "What did you do tohim?2"
"l didn't do anything to him," Catrone said, his voice now normdl. "Miranda MacClintock did."

"Secret routes here, here, here, here," Roger said, updating the map of the Palace through histoot.
"Thisoneisan old subway line. The control bunker isin the basement of an old rail sation!”

"Thiswasdl in your head?' Eleanoraasked in an amost awed tone as she gazed into the holo.

"Y es. Which—much as| hate to even think about it—makes me wonder if they could have gotten it
from Mother."

"l won't say it'simpossible" Catrone replied, "but it's set to dump if the subject is under any form of
duress. Even harsh questioning would do it. | happen to know that you got updated, twice, after
conversations with your mother.”



"That figures," Roger said. "She dwayswas onefor . . . harsh questions. "'Why don't you cut your
hair? "What do you do dl day on those hunting trips?" he added in afasetto.

"The setup isincredibly paranoid,” Catrone continued. "The doctors who handle the toot updates
don't even know about it. It's ahack that's arranged by the Regiment, and the only thing they know is
that it'san old mod. Hell, for that matter the hack that gave me the activation codesis handled the same
way. Except—" his smile was crooked "—our tootsdon't just dump. They still havether active-duty
suicide circuits on-line in case anyone tries to sweet us for what we know about the Protocols. Asfor the
Imperid Family and thefull packet, it's just one of the traditions of the Regiment. That'sal most of us
who know about it at al know. And the subjects aren't aware of it a al. None of them.”

"You could dip anything in," Roger said angrily.
"So maybe we are kingmakers," Catrone admitted. "1 dunno. But we don't even know what'siniit.

It'sjust adata packet. We get the data packet from the IBI. | think they'rein charge of keeping the
current intelligence info Sde of it updated, but even they don't know what it's for .

"It'smore than just a data packet,” Roger said flatly. "It'slike having the old biddy in your head. God,
it'sweird. No, not having her in your head, but the way the data's arranged. . . ."

Hisvoicetraled off.

"What?' Despreaux finaly asked.

"Well, firg of dl, the datal's non-extractable." Roger was|ooking at the tabletop, but clearly not
actually seeing it as his eyestracked back and forth. "That is, | can't just dumpiit out. It'sina
compartmented memory segment. And there'salot more than just the Palace data. Assassination
techniques, toombie hacks, poisons—method and application of, including anayses and after-action
reports. Hacking programs. Back doorsto Imperid and IBI datanets. Whoever caretakers thisthing for
the IBI's been earning his pay updating it with current tech and passwords. And therés more in here than
| thought atoot had room for."

"Isthereaway in?" Kosutic asked pointedly.

"| can see severd. All of them have problems, but they're al better than what we'd been—" He held
up his hand and shook his head. "Hang on."

He closed hiseyes and leaned back in hisfloat chair, swinging it from sideto side. The group
watched him in slence, wondering what he was seeing. Then he leaned suddenly forward and opened his
eyes, crossing hisarms and grinning.

Despreaux felt faintly uneasy as she studied that grin. It wasn't cold, by any stretch of the imagination.
Quitethe contrary, infact. It wasamogt . . . mad. Evil. Then it passed, and he laughed and looked up at
them.

"Now | know what Aladdin fdt like" he sad, ill grinning.

"What are you talking about?' K osutic sounded as uneasy as Despreaux had felt.

"Let'stakeawalk," Roger replied, and led them out of the room and down a series of corridorsto
the back of the south end of the complex. They ended up facing ablank wall.

"We swept this" Kosutic pointed out.

"And if it had been anormal door, you would've found it." Roger drew aknife out of his pocket and
rapped on the solid concrete. " Asseen, asseen, Protocol Miranda MacClintock One-Three-Niner-Beta.
Open Sesame!”

He dapped the wall and then stood back.

"Paranoid and with asense of humor,” Catrone said dryly asthe wall started to dide backwardsinto
the hill. The movement revealed that the "wall" was ahaf meter of concrete dab, pinned to the bedrock
of the mountain ridge. The plug that had filled the corridor was nearly four meters deep, yet it did
backwards smoothly, easily. Then it moved sideways, reveding alarge, domed room whosewallsand
ceilingsreflected the silver of ChromSten armoring.



Ranked againgt the left wall were five stingships—amode Roger didn't recognize, with short, stubby
wings, and awide body—and a pair of shuttles. Opposite them were three light skimmer tanks, and both
sets of vehicles were wrapped in protective covers.

"Wait." Roger held out his hand as Catrone started to step past him. "Nitrogen atmosphere,” the
prince continued as lights came on and fans started to turn in the distance. ™Y ou go in there now, and
you'll kedl over in asecond.”

"That up there, too?' Catrone asked, gesturing with his chin at Roger's head.

"Yep."

"Isthere one of these a each dispersal facility?' Catrone asked.

"Yep. And abigger et a the Cheyennefacility. Y ou were the Gold sergeant mgor; you know about
that one, right?’

"Y es. How many others?!

"Five" Roger replied. "Greenbrier, Cheyenne, Weather Mountain, Cold Mountain, and Wasatch."

"Thirty stingships?' Rosenberg asked.

"Fifty-five" Roger told him. "There are ten each at Weather Mountain and Wasatch and fifteen at
Cheyenne"

"l knew it didn't look right!" Catrone snapped. "That one's designated for the Empress, and |
checked it out onetime. The domé'stoo flat!"

"That's because the entire lower sectionismissing,” Roger said. "All the stuff inthereis under the
known facilities. And thisisn't part of the origind facility; it was alater add-on." He glanced at areadout
on the sde of the tunnel and nodded. " That's long enough.”

"I don't recognize those." Despreauix pointed at the stingships, asthey crossed the chamber towards
them. "Or the tanks, for that matter.”

"That's because they're antiques,” Rosenberg said, running his hand lovingly over the needle-like nose
of the nearest. "I've only ever seen themin air shows. They date back more than a hundred years.
Densoni Shadow Wolves—forty megawaitt fusion bottle, nine thousand kilos of thrust, Mach
Three-Point-Five or thereabouts." He touched the leading edge of one wing and sighed. "Bagtardsto fly.
They used more aero-lift than modern ships—|et them get away from you, and they went al over the sky,
then hit the ground. Hard. They called them Widow-Makers."

"Not much good against Raptors, then," Roger sighed. "I thought wed hit the jackpot.”

"Oh, I dunno." Rosenberg pursed hislips. "It take good pilots, and | don't have fifty-five of thosel
can get in on thisand be sure of security. It'd help if they're crazy, too. But basic stingship design just
hasn't changed alot over the last hundred years or so. Shadow Wolves are actudly faster than Raptors,
and, maybe, atad more maneuverable because of the aero-surfaces. Certainly more maneuverable at
high speeds; they'll pull something like thirty geesin abank, before damping. But they sacrifice direct lift
and gravity control, and the damping only bringsit down to about Sixteen gees a max evolution. The big
differenceis modern high-density fusion plants, which equates to more brute accel eration—nbetter grav
damping—and a consderably more powerful wegponsfit. And, like | said, their out-of-control
maneuvers are abitch. No neurd interfaces, either.” Helooked over at Roger and cocked an eyebrow.
"Ammo?"

"Magazine." Roger pointed to the exit corridor. "And an armory. No powered armor. Soft-suits and
exoskeletons.”

"They didn't have the power-tech ahundred years ago that we have now," Catrone said, striding
down the corridor. ""Powering ChromSten armor took too much juice. Weapons?”

"Old—really old—plasmaguns" Roger replied. "Forty-kilowett range.”
"That won't do it against powered armor,” Kosutic said.



"And I'm not too happy about theidea of old plasmaguns,” Despreaux pointed out. "Not after what
happened on Marduk.”

"Everything's going to have to be checked out," Roger said. "Mogt of it should be pretty good; no
oxygen, so there shouldn't have been any degradation. And the guns may be old, Nimashet, but they
weren't built by Adoulaand his assholes. On the other hand, some of the stuff was stashed by Miranda
herself, People—it's damned near six hundred years old. Most of the other bits and pieces were
emplaced later.”

"'So somebody's been collecting the tuff,” Catrone said. "The Association?”

"Sometimes," Roger said. "And others. But usudly the Family took care of it directly. Which Ieft the
entire process with some kinks Miranda couldn't redlly alow for. Thereare some. . . time bombsin this
thing. Like| say, some of this stuff was put up by Great Gran, using the 1BI, and some of the Family have
followed up over the years with more modern equipment. Like your Shadow Wolves," he said, looking
at Rosenberg. "But | think. . . ."

Roger frowned and looked up at the celling, clearly considering schedules.

"Yeah," he said after amoment. "Mother should already have done some upgrades. | wonder
why—" He paused. "Oh, that's why. God, this woman was paranoid.”

"What?' Despreaux said.

"Bitch!" Roger snapped.

"What! ?'

"Oh, not you," Roger said quickly, soothingly. "Miranda Mother, for that matter. Thereare. . .
familia security protocols, | guessyou'd call them , in here. God, no wonder some of the emperorsve

gonejust atouch insane." He closed his eyes again and shook his head. "Imagine, for amoment, a
thought coming out of nowhere. . . ."

"Oh, Chrig," Catrone said. "'Do you trust your family? Redlly, really trust them?'

"Bingo." Roger opened hiseyes and looked around. "The protocols only opened up if the Emperor
or Empress of the timefully trusted the people he or she were going to use to upgrade the facilities. And
the people they were upgrading the facilities for . If they didn't trust them, from timeto timethey'd be. . .
probed again. According to the timetable, Mother probably was being asked as often as monthly if she
redly trusted, well, me."

"And shedidnt,” Catrone said.

"Apparently not," Roger replied, tightly. "Asif | didn't know that before.”

"We pull thisoff, and shewill," Marinau said. "Keep that in mind."

"Yeah," Roger said. "Yeah. And it wasn't just Mother, either. Grandfather's head just didn't work the
way Miranda's—or Mom's—did. He didn't want to think about thiskind of crap . . . so hedidn't, and
the Protocols jumped over him completely. That's why the stingships we've got here date clear back to
before he took the Throne, athough the ones at Cheyenne are more mordern,” His mouth twisted.

"Probably because these were the ones | was most likely to get my handsonif it turned out Mom was
right about me."

"But at least they're here," Despreaux pointed out.
"And because they are, weve got a chance," Rosenberg put in. "Maybe even agood one.”

"We can't use the Cheyenne stingships,” Roger pointed out. "Not in any sort of first wave; they'retoo
far away. For that matter, they'd have to run agauntlet even after the first attack. Especially after thefirst
attack."

"And I've only got one other pilot I'd bring in on this," Rosenberg said.

"Filots. . . aren't aproblem,” Roger replied evenly. "But we're going to have to get techsin to work
on thisstuff. It should bein good shape, but there's bound to be problems. There are spares here, as



wdl."
"And were gonnaneed more armor,” Catrone said.

"Wl that's not a problem, either,” Roger said. "Or modern weapons. The plasmaguns here are
ancient as hell, but they'refine for genera anti-personnd work, and there are some heavy wegponsthe
Mardukans can handle, for that matter. And we've got another source of supply. We've got over twenty
heavy plasmaand bead guns, and some armor, aswell."

"Oh?" Catrone eyed him speculatively.

"Oh." Roger seemed unaware that the older man waslooking at him. "But the big problem is, were
going to haveto rehearse this, and this op's just gotten alot bigger than we can squeeze into Greenbriar
here. Somehow, we've got to bring everyone together in one place, and how the hell arewe going to do
that without opping every security flag Adoula has?'

"Tdl you what," Catrone said suspicioudy. "If you'll ante up your suppliers, well ante up how to
rehearse. And where the techs are going to come from."

"Okay," Catrone said when he and Roger were back in the meeting room. Despreaux, Kosutic, and
Marinau were going over wegponry, while Rosenberg wasdoing aniniinitid survey of the stingshipsand
shuttles. "We need to get one thing out of the way."

"What?"

"No matter what, we're not going to oppose you, and we're not going to burn you,” Catrone said.
"But there are gtill some dementsthat don't think too highly of Prince Roger MacClintock."

"I'm not surprised,” Roger said evenly. "1 was my own worst enemy.”

"They do, however, support Alexandra," Catrone continued, shaking his head. "Which could create
anot-so-tiny problem, since when we take the Palace, you're going to bein control.”

"Not if the Association isagainst me," Roger pointed ouit.

"We don't want afactiond fight in the Pdlaceitsdlf,” Catrone said tightly. "That would be the worst of

al possible outcomes. But—get it straight. We're not fighting for Prince Roger; we're fighting for Empress
Alexandra

"l undergtand. Ther€'s just one problem.”
"Y our mother may not befully functiond,” Catrone said. "Mentaly."

"Correct." Roger considered his next words carefully. "Again,” hesad, "we have. . . reportswhich
indicate that. The people who provided the analysisin those reports believe there will be significant
impairment. Look, Tom, | don't want the Throne. What sort of lunatic would want it in astuation like
thisone? But from al reports, Mother isn't going to be sufficiently functiond to continue as Empress.”

"We don't know that," Catrone argued mulishly, hisface set. "All we have are rumors and fifth-hand
information. Y our mother isa very strong woman."

Roger leaned back and cocked his head to the Side, examining the old soldier asif held never seen
him before.

"You love her," the prince said.

"What?" Catrone snapped, and glared at him. "What does that have to do with it? She's my Empress.
| was sworn to protect her before you were agleam in New Madrid'seye. | was Silver's battalion
sergeant mgor when shewas Heir Primus. Of course | love her! She'smy Empress, you young idiot!”

"No." Roger leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table, and stared Catrone in the eye. "Being
inthat pressure cooker taught me more than just how to swing asword, Tomcat. It made me apretty fair

judge of human nature, too. And | mean you love her. Not as aprimary, not asthe Empress—asa
woman. Tdl mel lie"

Catrone leaned back and crossed his own arms. He looked away from Roger's modded brown



eyes, then looked back.

"What if | do?" he asked. "What businessisthat of yours?'

"Jugt this" Roger leaned back in turn. "Which do you |ove more—her, or the Empire?' He watched
the sergeant mgjor's face for amoment, then nodded. "Ah, theré'sthe rub, isn't it? If it comesdown to a
choice between Alexandra MacClintock and the Empire, can you decide?’

"That'shypothetica," Catrone argued. "And it'simpossible to judge—"

"It'san important hypothetical,” Roger interrupted. "Faceit, if we succeed, we will bethe
kingmakers. And people—everyone on Old Earth, in the Navy, in the Corps, the Lords, the Commons,
all of them—are going to want to know, right away, who'sin charge." He made a cutting motion with
his hand in emphasis. "Right then. Who's giving the orders. Who holds the reins. Not to mention the
planetary defense control codes. My information isthat Mother'sin no condition to assume that
responsbility. What do your sources say?"

"That she's. . . impaired." Catrone's face was obsidian-hard. " That they're using psychotropic drugs,
toot controls, and . . . sexud controlsto keep her inline”

"What?' Roger said very, very softly.

"They're usng psychotropic—"

"No. That last part.”

"That'swhy the Earl isinvolved," Catrone said, and paused, looking at the prince. "Y ou didn't know,"
he said quietly after amoment.

"No." Roger'sfigts bunched. His arms quivered, and hisface went set and hard. For thefirst time,
Thomas Catrone felt an actud trickle of fear as helooked at the young man across the table from him.

"I did not know," Prince Roger MacClintock said.

"It'sa. .. refinement." Catrone's own jaw worked. "Keeping Alex inlineis apparently pretty hard.
New Madrid figured out how." He paused and took a deep breath, getting himsalf under contral. "It'shis
... Syle”

Roger had his head down, hands together, nose and lips resting on the ends of hisfingers, asif he
were praying. Hewas dill quivering.

"If you go in now, guns blazing, Prince Roger," Catrone said softly, "weredl goingtodie. And it
won't help your mother.”

Roger nodded his head, ever so dightly.

"I've had sometimeto get over it," Catrone said, gazing at something only he could see, hisvoice
distant, almost detached. "Marinau brought me the word. All of it. He brought it in person, dong with a
couple of the other guys.”

"They haveto hold you down?" Roger asked quietly. His head was still bent, but he'd managed to
stop the whole-body quivers.

"I nearly broke hisarm,”" Catrone said, speaking each word carefully, in asort of high, soft voice of
memory. He licked hislips and shook his head. "It catches me, sometimes. I've been wracking my brain
over what to do, other than getting mysdlf killed. | don't have a problem with that, but it wouldn't have
helped Alex one bit. Which iswhy | didn't hesitate, except long enough for some tradecraft, when you
turned up. | want those bastards, Y our Highness. | want them so bad | can taste it. I've never wanted to
kill anyonelike | want to kill New Madrid. | want anew meaning of pain for him."

"Until thismoment,” Roger said quietly, camly, "weve been in very different places, Sergeant
Mgor."

"Explain," Catrone said, shaking himslf like adog, shaking off the cold, drenching hatred of memory
to refocus on the prince,

"I knew rescuing Mother was a necessity." Roger looked up at last, and the retired NCO saw tears



running down his cheeks. "But frankly, if the mission would have worked better, if it would have been
safer, ignoring Mother, | would have been more than willing to ignore her.”

"What?' Catrone said angrily.

"Don't get on your high horse, Sergeant Mgjor,” Roger snapped. "First of dl, let'skeep in mind the
safety of the Empire. If keeping the Empire together meant playing my mother asa pawn, that would be
theright course. Mother would insst it wasthe right course. Agree?’

Catrone's lips were pinched and white with anger, but he nodded.

"Agreed," hesaid tightly.

"Now we get into the personal sde," Roger continued. "My mother spent aslittle time with me asshe
possibly could. Y es, she was Empress, and shewas very busy. It wasahard job, | know that. But | aso
know | was raised by nannies and tutors and my goddammed val et. Mother, quite frankly, generaly only
appeared in my lifeto explain to mewhat alittle shit | was. Which, | submit, didn't do agreat ded to
motivate meto be anything ese, Sergeant Mgor. And then, when it was dl coming apart, she didn't trust
me enough to keep me at her sde. Instead, she sent me off to Leviathan. Instead of landing on Leviathan,
whichisashithole of aplanet, | ended up on Marduk—which is worse. Not exactly her fault, but let's
just say that she and her distrust figure prominently in why almost two hundred men and women who
were very close and important to me died.”

"Don't carefor Alexandra, do you?' Catrone said menacingly.

"| just found out that blood is much, much thicker than water,” Roger replied, cheek muscles
bunching. "If you'd asked me, and if I'd been willing to answer honestly, five minutesago if | cared if
Mother lived or died, the honest answer would have been: no." He paused and stared at the sergeant
magjor, then shook hishead. "Inwhich case, | would have been lying to mysdf at the sametime |l was
trying to be honest with you." Hetwisted his hands together and hisarms shook. "I redlly, really fed the
need to kill something.”

"Theres awaysthose atul," Catrone pointed out, watching him work through it.

Frankly, the prince was handling it better than he had. Maybe he didn't care as much, but Catrone
suspected that it was Ssmply avery clear manifestation of how controlled Roger could be. Catrone
understood control. Y ou didn't get to be sergeant major of Gold Battalion by being anon-aggressive
nonentity, and he could recognize when a person was exercising enormous control. Well, enough to
prevent an outright explosion, at least. He wondered—for the first time, redly, despite having seen the
"presentation” from Marduk—just how volcanic Roger could be when pushed. Based on the degree of
control he was seeing at this moment, he suspected the answer was very volcanic. Like, Krakatoa
volcanic.

"Putting mysdf intheway of an atul right now would be stupid,” Roger said. "If | die, the whole plan
dies. Mom dies, and she. . . shit!" He shook hishead again. "Besides, I've killed so many of them that it
just wouldn't be satisfying enough, you know?" he added, looking at the sergeant mgjor.

"Oh, yeah. | know."

"God, that hit me." Roger closed hiseyesagain. "At so many levels. Chrigt, | don't want her to die. |
want to srangle her mysdf!"

"Don't joke about that,” Catrone said sharply.

"Sorry." Roger sat motionlessfor another moment, then reopened his eyes. "Weve got to get her out
of there, Sergeant Mgor."

"Wewill," Catronesad. "Sir."

"l learned, along time ago,” Roger said, amiling faintly, his cheeks till wet with tears, "dl of deven
months or so ago, the difference between being called 'Y our Highness and 'Sir." I'm glad you're fully on
board."

"Nobody isthat good an actor,” Catronetold him. "Y ou didn't know. Your . . . sources didn't



know?"'

"l ...think they did,"” Roger replied. "In which case, certain cryptic glances between members of my
gaff are now explained.”

"Wouldn't be thefirgt time staff held back something they didn't want their bossto know. Be glad it
wasn't something more important.”

"Actudly, this israther important. But | take your meaning,” Roger said. "On the other hand, | think
I'll just explain to them the difference between personal and important.” He looked at the sergeant mgjor,
hisface hard. "Don't get down on me, by the way, for considering Mother asapawn. | saw too many
friendsdie. .. ."

"I watched," Catrone said, nodding to where the hologram had played.

"Y es, but even for someone who's been on the sharp end, you can't know," Roger replied. "You
can't know what it's like to have to keep going every day, watching your soldiers being picked off, one
by one, losing men and women that you . . . love, and the journey seemsto never end. Seeing them dying
to protect you, and nothing—nothing—you can do to help them that won't make it worse. So, | did. |
did makeit worse. | kept throwing mysdf out there. And getting them killed while they were trying to
keep medive. Until | got good enough that | was keeping them dive. Good enough that they were
watching my back instead of getting between me and whatever wastrying to kill us, because they knew |
was, by God, the nastiest, most cold-blooded, vicious bastard on that entire fucking planet.

"l waan't fighting this battle for Mother, Sergeant Mgor; | wasfighting it for them. To get that
damned Imperid Warrant off their heads. To make sure they could go to bed at night in reasonable
certainty that they'd wake up in the morning. So that the dead could be honored in memory, their bodies
brought hometo lie beside the fallen heroes of the Empire, instead of being remembered only aslosarsin
afailed coup. Asincompetent traitors. That was no way to remember Armand Pahner. I'd use
anyone—you, the Association, Mother, anyone—to keep them from—"

He shrugged angrily, and his nogtrils flared as he drew adeep breath.

"But, yeah, | just found out that blood isthicker than water. Before, | only wanted Adoula. . . moved
sde. He was another obstacle to be removed, period. Now . . . 7"

"New Madrid isthered bastard,” Catrone ground out. "He'sthe one—"

"Yes, heis"" Roger flexed hisjaw. "'l agree with that. But I'll tell you something else, Sergeant Mgor.
Y ou're not getting your wire waistcoat.”

"Likehel," Catrone said uncomfortably. "Y oure not going to let him walk?"

"Of course not. And if thetiming isright, you can shoot the bastard, father of mine though he
is—geneticaly speaking, at least. Or I'll hand you my sword, and you can cut his pretty head off. But in
al likelihood, if he doesn't get accidentdly terminated during the operation, or if hesnot in apostion
where early termination isthe best course, were going to turn him over to the courtsand dip anicelittle
poison into hisveins after afull and fair trid.”

"Likehel!" Catrone repested, angrily, thistime.

"That'swhat's going to happen,” Roger said sternly. "Because one of thethings| learned in that little
walk isthe difference between the good guys and the bad guys. The good guys don't torture people just
because they want vengeance, Sergeant Mgjor. No matter what the reasoning. | didn't torture that
damned Saint bastard who killed Armand Pahner after held 'surrendered.’ | shot him before |eft
Marduk, and given the Saints violation of Imperid territory and the operations those Greenpeace
commandos carried out under his orders—not to mention killing so many Imperia Marinesright therein
Marduk orbit—it was completely, legaly justified. | won't pretend for amoment that | didn't take a
certain savage satisfaction out of it; as Armand himsaf once pointed out to me, | am abit of asavage—a
barbarian—mysdlf. But | didn't torture even the sons-of-bitches who killed him and tried to kill me, and |
never tortured adamncroc for killing Kostas. Killed quite afew, but they al went out quick. If theresa



reason to terminate New Madrid as part of this operation, helll be terminated. Cleanly and quickly. If not,
he faces Imperid jugtice. Ditto for Adoula. Because were the good guys, whatever the bad guys may
have done."

"Chrigt, you have grown up," Catrone muttered. "Bastard.”

"That | am," Roger agreed. "I was born out of wedlock, but I'm my mother's son, not my father's.
And not even he can turn meinto him. Isthat clear?'

"Clear," Catrone muttered.

"l can't hear you, Sergeant Mgor," Roger said without a hint of playfulness.

"Clear," Caronesaidflatly. "Damnit.”

"Good," Roger said. "And now that thet little UNPLEASANTNESS—" he shouted "—is out of the
way, I'll give you one morething, Sergeant Mgor."

"Oh?" Catrone regarded him warily.

"I've taken ashineto you, Sergeant Mgor. | didn't understand why, at first, but you remind me of
someone. Not as smooth, not quite aswise, | think, but pretty smilar in alot of ways."

"Who?" Catrone asked.

"Armand Pahner." Roger swallowed. "Like | said, none of that trip would have worked without
Armand. He wasn't perfect. He had atendency to believe his own estimates that damned near killed usa

couple of times. But . . . hewas very much like afather to me. | learned to trust him more than | trust
ChromSten. Y ou with me, Sergeant Mgor?’

"Pahner was ahell of aman,” Catrone said. "A bit of apunk, when | first met him. No, not a
punk—never apunk. He was good, even then. But, yeah, cocky as hell. And | watched him grow for a
bit. | agree, he was more trustworthy than armor. Y our point?’

"My point, Tom, isthat I've cometo trust you. Maybe morethan | should, but . . . I've gottento be a
fair judge of character. And | know you don't want to play kingmaker . . . which iswhy that's exactly
what you're going to do.”

"Explain," Catrone said, wary again.

"When we take the Palace," Roger said, then shrugged. "Okay, if we take the Paace. And we
rescue Mother. You are going to decide—tight then, right there.”

"Decidewho getsthereins?’

"Yes, who getsthereins. If Mother iseven semi-functiond, I'll step back. Give her timeto get her
bearings, timeto find out how damaged sheis. But you, Thomas Catrone, are going to make the
evauaion."

"Shit”

"Do you think Adoula hasthis?'

Buseh Subianto had been inthe IBI for going on forty years. Sheld started out as a Street agent,
working organized crime, and she'd done it well. Thered been something about her fresh face and
dark-green eyesthat had gotten men, often men who were normally close-mouthed, to talk to her. Such
conversations had frequently resulted in their incarceration—frequently enough, asamatter of fact, that
she'd been quickly promoted, and then transferred to counter-intelligence.

Sheld been working in the counter-intel businessfor more than twenty-five years, now, during which
she'd dowly worked her way up the ladder of the bureaucracy. The face wasn't so fresh any more. Fine
lines had appeared in her skin, and there was a crease on her brow from years of concentrated thought.
But the green eyeswere dill dark and piercing. Almost hypnotic.

Fritz Tebic had worked for his boss long enough to know when to avoid the hypnotism. So he
swallowed, then shrugged, looking away.



"Hemay haveit," hereplied. "He's seen the report on the Mardukans who met with Helmut's courier.
And New Madrid was definitely having Catrone followed. Catrone went to the Mardukan restaurant
herein Imperid city, and aweek later, he's meeting with the hard-core members of the Associations. But
... therearealot of threads. Adoula's people might not have connected them. Might not.”

"If they had, we'd dready have an Imperia arrest warrant for treason for Catroneand . . ." she
looked at the data, frowning, the thin crease getting deeper ,"this Augustuc Chung. What gets meisthat
the players don't make any sense. And where are the materials Chang's been receiving coming from?'

"l don't know," Tebic said. "OrgCrime Divison's dready looking at this Marduk House pretty
closgy—they think Chang islaundering money. But they don't have the information on the shipments. |
haven't put any of thisinto the datanet. The origind report on the meeting with Hemut's officersisin
there, but none of the connections. And . . . there are afew Mardukans running around. They don't have
any sKills, so they tend to end up as heavies of one sort or another. Some do work for orgcrime, so
bascdly, the Sixth Fleet link looks like afase-positive unless you a so have the information on the
equipment Chang's been receiving. Maam, what are we going to do?'

It was difficult to hide much from the Imperia Bureau of Investigation. Most money was transferred
electronically, as were most messages, and everything eectronic went past the I Bl eventuadly. And the
IBI had enormous computing power at its disposal, power that sifted through that enormous mass of
data, looking for apparently unconnected bits. Over the years, the programs had become more and more
sophiticated, with fewer and fewer false hits. Despite draconian privacy limitations which were—amost
aways—rigoroudy observed, the IBI had eyes everywhere.

Including indde the Imperid Pdace. Which meant the two of them knew very well the actua
condition of the Empress.

Tebic remembered aclassfrom early in his Academy days. The class had been on the history of
cryptography and information security, and one of the examples of successful code-breaking operations
had been cdled Verona, aprogram from the earliest days of computers—even before transistors. The
code-breakers had successfully penetrated an enemy spy network, only to find out that the other side
had agents o high in their own government that reporting the information was tantamount to committing
suicide. At thetime of the class, Tebic's sympathy for them had been purdly intellectud; these days, he
connected with them on afar more profound leve.

A few key peoplein the IBI knew that Adoulaand the Earl of New Madrid had the Empress under
their complete control. They even knew how. The problem was, they had no oneto tell. The IBI's
director had been replaced, charged as an accessory to the "coup.” Kyoko Pedza, Director of
Counter-Intelligence, had disappeared within a day afterwards, just before his own arrest on the same
charges. It wasfive-to-one oddsin their interna pool that he'd been assassinated by Adoula; Pedza had
been a serious threat to Adoulas power base.

But the problem was that the IBI wasn't the Empress Own. It wasn't even the Navy, sworn to
defend the Condtitution and the Empress. The IBI'sfirgt and only mission was the security of the Empire.
Y es, Adoulahad effectively usurped the Throne. Y es, hed committed alist of offenses akilometer long
in doing 0. Perjury, murder, kidnapping, and physica and psychologica torture. Technicaly, they should
lay out the data, dap aset of restraints on him, and lead him away to durance vile.

But redigtically, he wastoo powerful. He had amgjor base in the L ords and the Commons, de facto
control of the Empress, and control of most of the Navy, and Prime Minister Y ang had obvioudy
decided it wasn't time to chalenge him too openly. Whether that was because of the chaos Y ang feared
would overwhelm the Empire if he did so, or because he was more concerned about his own power than
he was about the Empress and the Constitution was impossible to say, athough Subianto had her own
suspicionsin that regard.

But whatever the Prime Minigter's thinking, as Navy Minister, Prince Jackson was effectively in
control of al of the Empiresexterna and internal security organs, especialy after held replaced Tebic
and Subianto's superiors with his own handpicked nominees. If they wanted to arrest Adoula, they'd



need to present alist of chargesto amagistrate. And even if they found one stupid enough to signa
warrant, they'd never liveto processit. Besdes, Adoula had aready done too much damage. Hed
managed to destroy the Imperial Family, and Subianto and Tebic, unlike dl too many citizens of the
Empire, knew precisdy how vitd to its stability House MacClintock had been. Without it, there was only
Adoula, however corrupt, however "evil," to hold things together. Without him, what did the Empire
have? An Empress who was severdly damaged. Probably civil war. And no clear heir to the Throne.

And now they had this. Smuggling of illegdl and highly dangerous materias. Colluson with aforeign
power—they were pretty sure about that one, although which foreign power was less clear. Conspiracy
to commit treason—sort of; that one depended on the definition and whether or not it wastechnically
possible to commit treason against someone who had treasonoudly seized power in thefirst place. 1llega
monetary transfers—definitely. Falsification of identity without adoubt. Assault. Theft.

But. ...

"No chance of getting eyes and earsinto the building?' Subianto asked.

"No," Tebic replied unhesitatingly. " Security is pretty unobtrusive, but very tight. Good
electronics—very good, very professond. And those Mardukans literally deep at the warehouse and the
restaurant. The restaurant has counter-surveillance devices—two agents have been asked to leave for

trying to get floaters and directiond mikesinsde—but plenty of restaurantsin Imperia City wouldve
done exactly the samething. Too many conversations nobody wants overheard.”

"Who are they?' Subianto whispered to hersdlf. "They're not the Associations. They're not with
Adoula They're not thoseidiotsin the Supremacy Party.”

"They're acting like they're going to counter Adoula," Tebic said. "But the Associations have to know
the Empressisn't in the best condition, and there's no clear dternate Regent, much lessaclear Heir, other
than thisfetus Adoulaand New Madrid are growing." He paused and shrugged. "Weve got three
choices”

"I know." Subianto's face was hard and cold. "We can turn the data over to Adoula, and they
disappear—or, maybe, get tried. We can do nothing, and see what happens. Or we can contact them.”

"Yes, Maam," Tebic said, and waited.

His superior's face could have belonged to a statue—one of the old Persian emperors, the
omnipotent semi-deities, often more than just alittleinsane, who had gifted humanity with such enduring
phrases as "killing the messenger” and "maybe the horse will sing" and "the Sword of Damocles.” This
was a Sword of Damocles over both their heads, hanging by athread. And the way those omnipotent
emperors had wandered into the borderlands of sanity, Tebic knew, was from making decisionswhich
would determine the fate of far more than just their own empire. . . and when they'd known their own
lives, and their families, wereon theline.

"I think," Subianto said, then paused. "1 think, I'min the mood to try some new food.”

"When were you planning on doing this?" Catrone's voice was still cold, but he was focused again,
had his mission face on once more.

"During the Imperia Festival,” Roger replied. "We were going to have to do the attack fully on the
surface—frontd assault. We were going to be in the parade that passesthe Imperia Park. Mardukansin
dl ther finery, civan, flar-ta, the works. We knew we could take down the outer perimeter guards with
the Mardukans, but we couldn't get any further than that.”

"Adoulasrarely at the Pace," Catrone pointed out. "He's either at the Lords, or in hisofficesin the
Imperid Tower."
"I'll be honest,” Roger said. "I've got a hard-on for Adoula, more than ever now, and | know we

have to keep him from getting away. But mostly, I've been concentrated on getting to Mother and the
replicator. Capture the queen and bring in impartia witnesses, and Adoula's out of power. Maybe he can



make it off-planet, especialy with his control of Capital Feet, but he's not going to be holding the
Empire”

"True, but we have to take him out aswell. We don't want him breaking off his own section of the
Empire. And he's got agood many of the Navy's commandersin his pocket. For that matter, he's got
Greenberg in his pocket. Taking the Palace isn't going to do us much good if Capital Fleet dropsa
kinetic weapon on our heads. Or dropsdl their Marines on us, for that matter. The most were going to
be ableto field isavery short battalion of guyswho are mostly out of practice. We do not want to take
on the Capital Fleet Marine contingent supported by the ships.”

"Okay," Roger sghed. "Cards on the table time. Were in contact with the Alphanes, and they have
solid intdligence that Adoulaintendsto try to bring them into the Empire as soon as Mother is out of the
picture

"Ishe nuts?" Catrone demanded. "No, he's not nuts; are you nuts? Y ou're sure?"

"The Alphanes are—sure enough that if we don't get thisworking, they're going to jump Third Fleet.
Adoula hasn't completely filled the command and staff there with his cronies, yet, but he's positively,
according to them, planning on using Third and Fourth Fleets againgt them. Fourth isadready his, but he
can't divert too much of it from watching the Saints, or they may jump him from behind, so he needs
Third, too. But once he's been able to make sure he hasit, adl the evidence says he's going after them. He
doesn't believe they can't be conquered, and dthough they've got asizable fleet, as Admira Ra pointed
out, the Empire has six flegtstheir 5ze”

"Of course we do, but they won't back down,” Catrone argued. "Not even if you take the orbitals.
The bears are nuts about honor. They'll dl diefighting, to thelast cub.”

"l know that," Roger said, shaking his head. "Y ou know that. Adoulas advisers know that. But
Adouladoesnt believeit. So if the command and staff of Third Feet changes, the Alphanes are going
active. That's something we have to keep an eye on.”

"And they're your source of supply?'

"They're our source of supply,” Roger confirmed. "Armor and weapons. Even armor for the
Mardukans, which you'll haveto seeto believe. But nothing heavier than that, and it's been hard enough
to hide even that much.”

"I can believethat. Security on thisisgoing to be abitch. Somebody is going to notice, sooner or
later. Y ou do redize that, right?’

"WEell just haveto hopeit'slater." Roger shrugged. "If the IBI starts sniffing around Marduk House,
they'll discover what's pretty obvioudy acover for money laundering.”

"Show them what they expect to see?'

"Right. The only problem s, there is more money going out than coming in. But the money comingin
isclean, too. So they'relooking for anegativeif they try to build acase. It's not exactly clean—it'sfrom
the Alphanes. But it's not anything they can tieto anything illegd..”

"All right," Catrone said. Not because he was happy about it, but because he recognized that al they
could do was the best they could do.

"Capital Flegt," he continued, continuing his methodical examination of Roger's plans. "Any idess
there?'

"Wdl, how about a complete replacement of command and staff?* Roger replied lightly. Then his
expression sobered. "The current plan isto take Greenberg out, S multaneous with the attack.”

"Assassnaion?’ Caronesaid levely.

"Yes" Roger replied unflinchingly. "Theré's no way to ensure we can Smply grab him and move him
out of theloop. And there are officers who will follow Greenberg just because he is the designated
Capita Fleet commander. Take him out of theloop, and they're going to have to make up their minds
who to back. To be honest, if they're willing not to shoot at us, | don't careif they just St the whole thing



out. But | do not want Greenberg in charge, and the only way to ensure that, distasteful asit may be, is
tokill him. Therésdready ateamin place.

Catrone's face worked for amoment, and then he shrugged angrily.

"You'reright, and | don't likeit."

"Do you have a better solution?' Roger asked camly.

"No," Catrone admitted. "And | agreeit's necessary. But | still don't likeit."

"Wedo alot of thingswe don't like, because they're necessary. That's the nature of our business.
Isntit, Sergeant Mgor?"

"Yes," Catrone admitted again. "So . . . where are we?”

"Taking out Greenberg ought to put Wallenstein in command, as hisexec,” Roger continued, "but our
intel saysthat whole thing's not as clear asit ought to be. Apparently, Captain Wadlengein . . . isnot well
thought of in the Navy. Something to do with his career track and the fact that he's never commanded
anything bigger than asingle cruiser.

"So with Greenberg gone, and Wallenstein |abeled a paper-pusher in Adoulas pocket, that leaves
Kjerulf with a damned good chance of taking over command . . . if hehasareason to try. And if we can
prime himjust abit, | think he will try, which should &t least muddle the hell out of Capita Fleet's
command structure. The other staff and commandersloya to Adoulawill want to intervene, but Kjerulf is

going to wait and see what's going on. I'd expect some response from Capital Fleet, but without
Greenberg, it'll be uncoordinated.”

"Even an uncoordinated response will be bad,” Catrone pointed out. "Maybe worse. Desperate men
will try desperate measures.”

"Well, weve adso got afleet of our own,” Roger said.

"Who?" Catrone asked, then nodded. "Dark Helmuit, right?”

"Y es. We sent ateam to contact him. They reported having made contact with one of his ship
commanders, who'd arranged to transport them to meet with him, and Sixth Fleet's moved since then. It
might be coming to warn Adoula, but if so, the warning should dready have been here. If Hmut were
working Adoula's sde—which | doubt strongly—we'd aready bein custody.”

"So how do you get word to Sixth FHeet to coordinate things?"

"If they're on schedule, they'll pick up astandard data dump from the Wolf Cluster in—" Roger
thought about it and ran some calculations on histoot, then shrugged. "In three days or so. They'll get a
message that we're in place and preparing the assault, and they'll send a message telling us whether
Helmut's on our side or not. But we won't know one way or the other until just before the assault. Time
lag”

"Got it." Catrone looked unhappy, then grimaced. "Ever think how nice it must have beento bea
genera or admiral back in the good old days, when everyone was stuck on one planet and you didn't
have to worry about messages taking days, or even weeks, to get to their destinations?'

"I'm sure they had their own problems,” Roger replied dryly.
"Y egh, but aman can dream, right?"

"WEeIl haveto send out our message giving the timing for the assault before we know whether or not
Sixth Fleet isgoing to be available," Roger continued, ignoring Catrone's chuckle. "Impossibleto avoid.”

"Security on that?' Catrone asked more serioudy.
"Persond ads," Roger said with ashrug. "What else?"

"Y ou ever wondered how many of those personas are covert messages?' Catrone asked with
another grin.

"Not until recently. A lot, I'd guess.”
"I'm beginning to think they're the mgority." Catrone's grin faded into afrown. " Security on covert



ops givesme ulcers. Therésareason my hair isgray.”
"Yeah," Roger agreed, then reached out through histoot to reactivate the updated hologram.

"We've been looking at the best schematic of the Palace we could put together before you and Gresat
Gran Miranda came aong, trying to come up with aplan that isn't suicide.”" He loaded the smulation of
the best plan they had so far, and the two of them watched it in fast-forward as the attackers blueicons
evaporated. None of them even made it into the Palace.

"So far, we haven't found one," Roger observed dryly.
"Obvioudy," Catrone said with awince. He sat back, scratching hisnose, and frowned thoughtfully.

"Theresarhythm to taking the Palace.," he said after amoment. "There are uniformed guards at
these locations™ he continued, highlighting the positions. Most of them had been filled in dready, but he
put in afew morethat werein "Gold" and "Silver" sectors Kosutic hadn't known about. "But the redl
problems are the armored reaction squad you've got here," he highlighted the position, "the automated
defenses, and the bulk of the guards, who are in the barracks.”

He highlighted the other two thregt locations briefly.

"l wasin charge of the Palace's security for along time," he said sourly, "and one of my background
thoughtswas dways how | might take the place. | decided that, based on some of my own
changes—wall, the various commander's changeswhich | sort of suggested—it would be abitch. But |
also knew that no matter what | could do, there was aweakness. The key is Number Three Gate and the
North Courtyard,” he said, highlighting them.

IIWMI
"The North Courtyard has two manned defense posts.” Catrone pointed them out, "but it's accessible
viaGate Three. This assumes that the automated defenses are down, you understand that?”

"Y$"

"The courtyard is also the parade ground for the Empress Own. It more or |ess severs the barracks
and the outer servants wing from the Palace proper. There are connecting corridors, but they're al
covered by the courtyard. Take the courtyard, and you can use it as alanding zone for support forces.
The only thing stopping them would be the defensive positions, but they're lightly manned, normaly. Even
upgraded security doesn't increase those guards, because they aren't guarding the principles directly,
understand?"

"Yes." Roger was studying the schematic intently. " Take the Gate, pin most of the garrison downin
barracks, and seize the courtyard asan LZ. Then bring in your troops, use most of your support to
reduce the bulk of the guards till in their barracks, and punch a group into the Palace. What about air
support for the guards?’

"Stingship squadron.” Catrone highlighted the hangar embedded in the sprawling Palace. " Only half
strength, according to my information; it took abesating in the first coup, and finding more peoplefor itis
harder than finding the sort of grunts Adoulas been willing to settlefor. It takesthem at least fifteen
minutesto go active. The reaction squad, if it'sfully trained, can be armored up in three minutes, and
react anywhere in the Padace within ten. Guards are full up in lessthan an hour. Completely down and
surprised, when | wasin charge, everyone wasin armor and countering an assault in forty minutes, but an
hour isthe standard.”

"Their communicationswill be didocated,” Roger said. "I can turn those off, scramble their interna
communications, with the Protocols. Leave Temu Jin in place to keep them scrambled.”

"Which meanstaking the command post first." Catrone highlighted one of the new, hopefully secure
routes. "Y ou'll haveto doit. Y ou're the man with the codes, and most of them will only respond to you."

"Agreed.”
"Send the first-wave Mardukans in to take the gate," Catrone continued, and Roger nodded.
"They can scalethewall if they haveto. They've doneit before. And | have codesfor opening the



geate, t0o."

"However they doit, they get in," Catrone said, "and take the courtyard away from the duty
company before the rest of them get organized.”

"With swords and pikes against bead guns.” Roger winced. "But they candoiit.”

"Once they have the courtyard, the shuttles comein," Catrone continued. " Can they use human
wegpons? Therell be somelying around.”

"Likepigtols" Roger said. "Again, something they've done.”

"Thistakes, say, five minutes," Catrone said. "More. They've got to cross the Park just to reach the
gate”

"A thousand meters” Roger pursed hislips. "Two minutesfor civan at arun; not much longer for the
Diasprans. Say seven to ten minutes to take the courtyard.”

"Which meansthe reaction tesmisup.”

"Y eah, but the they're busy dealing with an armored force that's dready well into the Palace," Roger
countered, highlighting the route from the command center to his mother's quarters.

"Y ou'reimportant,” Catrone said warily. "Which means you're in the command pog, right?"

"Wrong. Because | have to open doors here, here—lots of doors," he said, highlighting them. "That's
why there will be fifteen armored troops—to protect me."

"Okay, okay." Catrone obvioudy didn' likeit, but he recognized both necessity and intransigence
when he saw them. "So probably the reaction squad is off chasing you when our forces land and punch
into Adoulas mercenaries. One group detaches to take the Palace proper.”

"The automated defenses will go to loca control when the command post is compromised,” Roger
pointed out. "I can keep the secondary CP from going on-line, but | can't keep the automatics from going
locd."

"Well deal withit,” Catrone said, and stood back from the hologram. He and the prince studied it
together for severa slence seconds, then Roger tossed his head.

"I think we got usaplan,” hesad.

"Yeah," Catrone mused, gtill looking at the schematic. "Y ou redly trust the Mardukans that much? I
they don't get that courtyard, we're going to have over athousand heavily armed mercs swarming over
lﬁ"

"| trust them with my life. More—I trust them with the Empire. They'll take the gate.”

* * *

"Did you know that the Empress Own Association's annua meseting is scheduled during the Imperid
Festiva?' New Madrid demanded as he strode into JacksonAdoula's office.

"Yes" Adouladidn't look up from the hologram on his desk.

"And soisthe Raider Association's. . . and the Specid Operations Association's,” New Madrid
continued angrily.
"Yes'" Adoulareplied camly.

"Y ou don't think there might be some minor problems ssemming out of al that?' New Madrid asked,
throwing up hishands.

"My dear Earl,” Adoulasaid, till looking at his hologram, "we have the Saints poking around on the
border in fleet strength. We have the Alphanes massing for what looks very much like an attack. There's
another bill in Parliament for an evauation of the Empress—thistime pressed by my opponents, and thus
much less easy to quash—and even that gutlesstrimmer Y ang has stated that hislast meeting with the
Empresswas less than satisfactory. Apparently our good Prime Minister considers that having her
smpering at you during the meeting was. . . odd. Aswas the fashion in which she kept congtantly
referring dl questionsto your judgment.”



"That bitch has got amind like stedl,” New Madrid said tightly, "and her natural res stance to the
drugsishigh, and getting higher. And | can't afford to leave any noticeable bruises. So evenwith the. . .
other controlsin place, we've got to keep her dialed down to thelevel of an amiable moron if wewant to
be sure she doesn't say something we can't spin theright way. She can't even remember how many
planets we have, much lesswhat sort of infrastructure is best where. And she certainly can't keep track
of whose didrictsthey'rein.”

"Neither," Adoulasaid angrily, looking up from the hologram at last, "'can you, gpparently. | gave
very clear ingtructions on what she was supposed to say during the negotiations. We both know why she
couldn't follow them; the questioniswhy you couldn't either.”

"Your 'indructions covered sixty separate star systems!” New Madrid snapped.

"Then you should have brought notes! ™

"Y ou sad nothing written! " New Madrid shouted.

"Inthis case, apparently,” Adoulas cold, level tone cut through the earl's bluster like ascalpd, "we
have to make an exception. And the point which gpparently escaped you was that nothing that could be
tied to me wasto be written down. For the next meeting, however, | will ensure you have precise,
written ingtructions as to what isto be spent, and where. I'll even ensure that they're written in very small
words. In the meantime, your worries about those idiot Associations are duly noted. I'll have my guards
on high aert in case they come over to make faces at the Palace. A Palace with walls, ChromSten gates,
automated defenses, asquadron of stingships, and hundreds of armed guards. Isthere anything else on
your mind?'

"No." New Madrid thrust himsdlf angrily to hisfeet.

"Inthat case, | have real work to do." Adoulawaved at the door. "Good day."

Hedidn't bother to watch New Madrid flounce—that really wasthe only verb for it—out of his
office. It was a pity, he thought, that the powered door couldn't be dammed properly.

He keyed up the next list and shook his head. There were far too many MacClintock loydigtsin the
IBI, but his supply of people loyd to him wasfinite. Getting reliable peopleinto al of the necessary spots
was going to taketime.

Who wasit who'd said "Ask mefor anything but time?' He couldn't remember off the top of his
head, but he knew he was asking himself for it.

Jud alittletime.

"Y ou seem pretty tense," Despreaux said as she did onto Roger's arm and rested her head on his
shoulder.

"Uhrhuh."

"It'sgoing well," she added. "The Association, the supplies. Thisisasgood asitslooked inalong
time"

"Uh-huh."

"Sowhy in hdl are you answering mein monosyllables? Something | don't know?"

"Morelike something | think you do know and didn't tell me," Roger said, jaw muscles clenching.
"Something about my mother?'

"Shit." Despreaux sat up and eyed him warily. "The Association knew?”

"Catrone, a least. He assumed my so-capable sources had dready informed me. | think he was
wonderingwhy | wasso.. . . calm about it."

"Why are you so calm abouit it?" she asked.

"I'm not," hereplied. "I'mwhat you might call livid about what's been happening to my mother. And
I'm almost aslivid about the discovery that nobody told me about it. It wasn't like | wasn't going to find



out. And if I'd first found out when New Madrid or Adoulawerein reach—" He shook hishead. "I don't
want to think about what | might have done."

"I know," she said unhappily. "Weve been discussingit.”

"Yeah? Well, you were discussing it with the wrong person.” Helooked at her findly, and hiseyes
were hard. "Y ou were supposed to discussit with me. Remember me? The Prince? Boss-man? The
Heir? The guy who'skilled people for awhole hell of alot less than torturing and raping his mother for
months a atime? The guy who redlly needsto not start hisreign by chopping off the heads of mgor
politica players out-of-hand? Roger? Me? Remember me, Nimashet?"

"Okay, we pocked up!" She threw her arms up. "Maybe we're not as strong morally aswe are
physicdly! Do you redly think we wanted to tell you? The Phaenurs were quite clear that they did not
want to be around you when you found out. Neither did |, okay?"

"No, it'snot 'okay.' The purpose of agtaff isto manage the information so that the boss getsthe
information he or she needs. | needed that information. | needed to not be blindsided by it—not when
wefinaly got my mother out, nor in negotiationswith adtill not particularly trustworthy aly!"

"Y ou don' trust the Association?"

"l don't trust anyone but us and the Mardukans. And now I'm wondering if | should trust you."

"That'snot far!" shesaid angrily.

"Why isit not fair? Hello! Y ou kind of forgot to tell me something very important about the
operation, about post-operation conditions, about my responses. . . . Why isit not fair?'

Her face worked, and it was obvious she was fighting not to cry.

"Damnit, Roger," shesaid quietly. "Don't do this. Don't pound me for this. Okay, we pocked up.
We should havetold you. But do not pound on me to get your mad out.”

"Shit." He did down and wrapped his head in apillow. "Shit." He paused and shook his head, voice
dill muffled. “I'm sorry.”

"l am, too," she said, openly crying.

"You'reright," hesad, still with hisfaceinthe pillow. "I did need to bring it up, but thiswasn't the
time or the place. I'm sorry. How the hell do you put up with me?"

"Well," shesaid lightly, even whiletears still choked her voice, "you're good-looking. And you'rerich.

llelll
"Why didn't you bring this up earlier today?' she asked after amoment.

"Thetimewasn't right." Roger shrugged. "Too much going on. We sure as hell didn't need abig
internd fight in front of the Association guys. But | couldn't keep it in once we got to bed. And I'm il
angry, but now I'm angry a mysdf, too. Chrig.”

"Roger," Despreaux said quietly, "thisiswhat's called a pillow-fight. There are rulesfor those."
"Oneof them being don't bring up businessto best up on your girlfriend?" he asked, findly pulling his
head out of the pillow.

"No, the rules don't work that way. Not about what we fight about, so much as how we fight about
it. And thisisthe rule you need to keep in mind—either we work it out while we're till awake, or you go
deep onacouch.”

"Why do I have to deep on the couch?I'm the prince. For that matter, thisis my room."

"Y ou deep on the couch because you're the guy,” she said, batting her eyelashes at him. "Those are
therules. It doesn't matter if thisisyour room or my room—thisismy bed. And you can't use one of the
other bedrooms. Y ou have to deep on a couch. With ablanket.”

"Dol get apillow?' he asked plaintively.



"Only if you're good. Otherwise, | get dl of them.”

"I ... 1 don't like theserules"

"Too bad. Them'stherules”

"When I'm Emperor, I'm going to change them,” Roger said, then shook his head. "God, that brings
it upagan."

"And so on, and so forth,” she said. "Until one of us getstired enough for you to go to the couch.”

"Don't hide important thingsfrom me," Roger said quietly, "and I'll try not to use businessto beat up
on you. Okay?'

"Fair." Despreaux lay back down and leaned her head on his arm once more. "WEell discuss the more

advanced techniquesfor quarreling another time. What's allowed, what's not, what works, what just
makesthingsworse."

She yawned and snuggled closer.

"| get to deep here?’

"Arewe done?'

"l guess0," hesaid. "I'll take out the rest of the mad on Adoula.”
"Dothat."

"Hey, we just had alovers quarrd, right?'
"Dont gothere. . .." she muttered, then yawned again. " So, other than that, isit working?"

"Too soon to tell. Too many thingsthat can go wrong.” It was histurn to yawn, and he pulled her
closer to him. "For now, al we can do is keep to the path and hope nobody notices.”

"Ms. Subianto,” Roger said, stopping by thewoman'stable. "A pleasure to have you in Marduk
House. | hope you're enjoying the basik."

"Lovey," Subianto replied, touching her lipswith angpkin. "A truly new taste sensation. That's so
rare these days."

"Andthis atul isgreat," Tebic said, cutting off another bite. "I can't believeit's so tender.”

"We use agpecid tenderizer," Roger said with aquiet smile. "Therarest ingredients. Marinated for
thirty-sx hours."

Sad ingredients conssted of killerpillar flesh-dissolving enzymes, diluted a hundred-to-one. One of
Kogtas discoveries on the long march. The prince forbore to elaborate, however.

"Y ou certainly got this restaurant up and running very quickly,” Subianto said. "Andinsucha. ..
primelocation.”

"Hardly prime," Roger demurred. "But the neighborhood does seem to be improving. Probably by
example"

"Yes" shesad dryly. "The physiciansat Imperid Generd have noticed someof the. . . examples.”

"I hopethat's not an officia complaint?' Roger raised one eyebrow. "Surely alonely extraterrestria
hastheright to salf-defense?”

"It was nat, infact, acomplaint at dl,” Subianto said. "Theloca PD's gang team thinks you're the
best thing since. . . roast basik." She smiled. "And many of Parliament's staffers appreciate a restaurant
withsuch. . . eaborate, if quiet, eectronic security.”

"The privacy of my guestsisimportant,” Roger said, smiling in turn. "Asmuch a part of Marduk
House's services as anything on the menu, asamatter of fact After dl, thisisatown with many secrets.
Many of them are onesthat you're supposed to protect, right?"

"Of course," she said smoothly, "others are ones we're supposed to penetrate. Such aswho
Augustuc Chung redly is? Why certain of his associates are meeting with an admira who'sbeen. ..



remiss about responding to orders from central command? Why one Augustuc Chung has been receiving
heavy wegponry and armor from an off-planet source? What Mardukans are doing training in stingship
operations? Why Mr. Chang has been meeting with representatives from the Empress Own Association?
Why, in fact, such representatives—who are notorioudy loya to the Empress—are meeting with him at
dl?

"I suppose | could say | have no ideawhat you're talking about," Roger replied, sill smiling faintly.
"But that would be arather transparent, and pointless, lie. | guessthe only answer is another question.
Why haven't you reported thisto Prince Jackson? Or, more to the point, to your superiors, which we
both know would be the same thing."

"Because, whatever his current unusua position,” Subianto said, "the IBI isin the service of the
Empire, not Prince Jackson or his cronies. The evidence we have al pointsin one direction, Mr. Chang.
So I'm here, sampling your excellent basik, and wondering what in the hell you think you're doing. And
who you redly are. Because smply capturing the Palace isn't going to help the Empire one bit, and if you
have nothing morein your head than that—rescuing Her Mgesty from her current admittedly horrible
conditions—then . . . other arrangements will have to be made. For the Empire."

Sheamiled brightly a him.

"The IBI isadepartment of the executive branch of government, correct?' Roger asked carefully.

"Correct.” Subianto eyed her host warily. Sheld dready noted that her norma charms seemed to
dideright off of him. He'd noticed her as awoman, and she was sure he wasn't gay, but beyond that he
Seemed totaly immune,

"And the Empress is the head of the executive branch, your ultimate boss, so correct?

"YS"

"And we might aswill drop the pretense that the Empressis not under duress," Roger pointed out.
"Which meansthe control of the executive branch goesto . . . whom?"

"The Helr," Tebic said with afrown. "Except that thereisn't one. John and Alexandra, and John's
children, are adl dead, and Roger isreported to be at large and to have been instrumental in the supposed
coup. But he's not. Adoula had him killed. The ship was sabotaged and lost in deep space. We know
that."

"I hope like hell you found out after it happened,” "Chang" said, showing sgnsof emotion for thefirst
time

"Afterward." Subianto frowned at the intendty of the reaction. "We found out through information
received after Adoulatook control, but we have three confirmations.”

"Inthat case, Ms. Subianto, | will leaveyou,” Roger said, smiling again, if somewhét tightly. "But in
parting, | wish youwould join Mr. Tebicintrying the atul. It redly isastender as. . . afatted calf.
Please ponder that. Silently.” He smiled again. "Have anice med."

Astheir host walked away, Tebic looked at his boss and frowned.

"Fat—" he began. He could recognize a code phrase when he heard it, but this one made no senseto
him.

"Dont," Subianto said, picking a the remaining bits of basik on her plate. "Don't say it."

"What ... 7'

"Not here. I'm not surewhere. | don't trust our secure rooms to not be monitored by us. Yourea
Chridian, aren't you, Tebic?'

"Um." Tebic shrugged at the gpparently total non sequitur. "Sort of. | wasraised Armenian
Orthodox. My dad was Reform Idlam, but he never went to mosgue, and | haven't been to church sincel
wasakid."

"I'm not sureit'strandated into Armenian the same way," Subianto said, "and I'm Zoroastrian. But |



recognizeit. It's a phrase from the Bible—Emperor Tabot version, | think. That's still the most common
Imperid trandation.”

"| can run adata search—" Tebic sarted to say, looking inward to activate histoot.

"Don't!" Subianto said, more sharply than she'd intended. Panicked might have been a better word.
"Don't even think about it. Don't write it down, don't put it on the net, don't say it in public. Nothing.
Understand?'

"No," Tebic said, going gray. "But if you say 0. . . ."

"l do," Subianto said. "Get the check.”

The next day, latein the morning, Subianto waked into Tebic's office with abook in her hand. An
actual, honest-to-God paper book. Tebic couldn't remember seeing more than half adozen of themin his
life. She st it on the desk and opened it to amarked page, pointing to aline of text.

"And bring hither the fatted cdf, and kill it; and let us est, and be merry:
"For thismy son was dead, and isdive again; hewaslogt, and isfound.”
At thetop of the pagewasthetitle: "The Parable of the Prodiga Son."
"Holy. . .." Tebic'svoicetrailed off as hiseyeswidened.

"Yes" Subianto picked up the book, took out the marker, and closed it. "All that's holy. Let's hope it
gaysholy. And very, very quiet."

"Youtold her?' Catroneydled.

"There wasn't much she didn't dready know." Roger shrugged. "If they'd wanted to arrest us, we'd
aready be taken down or in afirefight.”

"The Bureau won't be monoalithic in these circumstances,” Temu Jn said with afrown. The IBI agent
had been managing the eectronic and physica security aspects of the mission, keeping out of sight in the
Greenbrier bunker. Of them dl, he was the only one who hadn't had a body-mod. No one could possibly
discover his connection to Roger without actualy going to Marduk and piecing things together, and any
attempt to do that would run into mgjor resistance from the locals who were the prince's partisans. Those
who'd been his enemies were no longer around to be interviewed.

There wasn't even much danger of Jin being noticed as"out of cover” by the IBI if that organization
should happen to spot him. He was openly listed as a communications technician on the staff of the
restaurant, and if the IBI used the right protocols, they might spot him as one of their own and redlize
they aready had an agent in place. In which case hewasin position to fileawholly fase report on a
minor money-trafficking operation, with no clue asto where the money was coming from.

Then again, he'd been a Counter-Intelligence and Imperia Security operative, and the head of that
divison had vanished under mysterious circumstances. Hed also sent out codestdling "his' agentsthey
werein the cold, which meant, in al probability, that the records of one Temu Jin had been eectronicaly
flushed. So aslong as no one who might recognize him by sight actudly saw him, he was probably clean.
But Buseh Subianto—whao'd been in the same department, if not in his chain of command—might just
possibly have been able to do exactly that. HEd certainly recognized the video of her and her
companion, Tebic.

"Subianto isone of theredly straight players,” he continued. "Apoalitical as anyone in Counter-Intel
can get. It'swhy she's been in her current position so long; go higher, and you're dedling with policy, and
policy means politics™

"She's playing policy now," Catrone muttered. "If she'd filed areport, wed have Marines or I1BI
tac-teams swarming al over us. But that doesn't mean she's on our side, Roger."”

"She was going to keep pushing,” Roger said camly. "She'san 1Bl agent, even if she doesn't work



the streets anymore, and curiosity iswhat they're al about. But if I'm the Heir, then any decision she
makes is policy. My estimate, based on her questions and the manner in which they were presented, was
that she'd just keep her head down if she knew who | was. And | wasthe person handling it; | had to
decide how | was going to handleit right then. It was my decision to handleit in that way."

"There's another aspect to consider,” Eleanorasaid. "One of our big weaknessesis current
intelligence. Up to dateintd, especialy on Adoulas actions and movements. If we had acontact in the
IBI—"

"Too risky." Catrone shook his head. " She might be willing to keep her head down and ignore us.
For that matter, | think Roger's probably right, that sheis. But we can't risk bringing her in, or trying to
pump her for information.”

"Agreed," Roger said. "And if that's settled, let's move on. Are we agreed on the plan?”

"Capital Fleet isdtill the big question,” Catrone said with afrown.

"I know," Roger replied. "Macek and Bebi are in position, but we need aread on Kjerulf.”

"Contacting him would tip our hand.” Catrone was shaking his head again.

"That depends on Kjerulf," Roger pointed out. "And were finding friendsin the oddest places.”

"l know him," Marinau said suddenly. "Hewas my CO when | wason Tetri." He shrugged. "I'd say
he's probably more likely to be afriend than an enemy.”

"Y ou can't contact him, though,” Catrone objected. "Y ou're needed to arrange the rehearsals.
Besides, we can be damned well certain Adoulas keeping an eye on you."

"Eleanoracould do it," Roger said. "He's stationed on Moonbase. That's only a six-hour hop.”

"Contacting him for ameet would be. . . difficult,” Marinau pointed out.

"Isthere some code held recognize as coming from you?' Roger asked. " Something that'sinnocuous
otherwise?'

"Maybe." Marinau rubbed one ear lobe. "I can think of a couple of things."

"Well, even after everything ese l've done, | never thought I'd stoop to this" Roger said, "but well
send out a spam message, with your code in the header. HEl get at least one of the messages and
recognize the heeder. | hope."

"| can set that up." Catrone grimaced. "The software's out there. Makes me sick, though.”

"Weve doneworse, and welll do it again,” Roger said dryly. "1 know that's hard to believe when
we'retalking about spam, but thereit is. Arewe in agreement otherwise?"

"Yes," Marinau replied. "It looks like the best we can cobble together to me. I'm till not happy about
the fact that there's no reserve to speak of, though. Y ou want areserve for more than just somebody to
retrest on."

"Agreed, and if | could provide one, | would," Roger said. "At least theré's the Cheyenne stingship
and shuttleforce. If they can get hereintime. And if it runslong, we can probably cal on the Sixth Fleet
Marines"

"How'sthe training on your Mardukans coming?' Catrone asked.

"Fromwhat | hear," Roger said with agrin, "the biggest problem is shoehorning them into the
cockpits."

"Thisis pocking cramped,” Hona complained.

The bay under the main Cheyenne facility was much larger than the one at Greenbriar . . . and even
more packed with equipment. There werefifteen of the later and considerably nastier Bearkiller
gingships, four Ve ociraptor assault shuttles, ten light hovertanks, and aseries of smulatorsfor dl of
them. Hond was currently stuffed into one such smulator, trying out the new seet.



"It'snot my fault you guys are oversized,” Paul McMahon said.

The stingship engineer had been between jobs when Rosenberg Shanghaied him—hiring him off the
net for "secure work at a remote location without the opportunity for outside contact." The sdary offered
had been twice hisnorma pay rate, but when he found out who'd hired him, theréd been anear mutiny,
despite the fact that Rosenberg had been his CO before he retired from the Imperia Marines. HEd only
agreed to help under duress and after receiving a sworn statement that he was not avoluntary
participant. Rosenberg's recorded, legally attested statement probably wouldn't keep him out of jail, but it
might et him at least keep his head, dthough he wasn't wildly enthusiastic about his prospects under any
circumstances.

Of course, the engineer might have felt even less sanguine if held known who hewasredly working
for. So far as he knew, Rosenberg was smply fronting an Association operation to rescue the Empress,
he had no clue that hed actudly falen into thetoils of the nefarious Traitor Prince. Rosenberg didn't like
to think about how McMahon might have reacted to that little tidbit of information.

At the moment, however, the man's attention was completely focused on hisjob, and he frowned as
Hond popped the hatch and climbed out of the smulator—not without a certain degree of huffing,
puffing, and grunting.

"It wasn't easy changing those seets, you know," he continued as Hona shook himsdlf vigoroudy,
"and the panel redesign and leg-room extension were even tougher, in some ways. Thismodel was
dready abit like awhole-body glove when all they wanted to put in it was humans. And forget gecting.
Themotivator is not designed for your weight, and we don't have time to redesign it. Not to mention the
fact that you'd rip your legs off on the way out; they're in what used to be the forward sensor array.”

"Hel with my legs—I can bardly movemy arms," Hona pointed out.

"But can you fly it?" Rosenberg asked. "That's the only thing that matters. We can't hire pilotsfor
this, and I've only got afew I'd trust for it. We'reredlly laying it dl ontheline. Canyou fly it?'

"Maybe." Honal grimaced, lowered himsdlf back into the smulator, and began startup procedures.
"Thisisn't going to be fun,” he observed.

"Tdl meabouit it," Rosenberg sghed.

"How'stherest of thetraining going?' Honal asked.

"Nomind."

The team moved cautioudy down the corridor, every sense strainingly dert, each foot placed
carefully.

The corridor walls were blue plasted, with what appeared to be abstract paintings every couple of
meters. They'd looked at one of the paintings, and that had been enough. Within the swirling images,
mouths screamed slently and demon faces leered. There was adistant dripping of water, and occasiona
unearthly howls sounded in the distance.

Raoux held up afigt asthey reached an intersection. She pointed to two of their point guards and
sgnaed for them to check it out. Thefirst guard rolled a sensor bdl into the intersection, bouncing it off
the opposite wall, and then sprang forward, covering the intersection asthe rest of the team bounded
past. The second point moved down the corridor—then checked as a screamer abruptly appeared,
gpparently out of asolid wall.

The screamer was nearly astall asaMardukan, and had smilar horns, but red skin and scales that
were at least partially resistant to bead riflefire. Despite that, the point engaged with aburst of
low-powered beads which went downrange with aquiet crack and caught the screamer in the chest.

Unfortunately, the screamer lived up to its name and began howling. Alarms began to shrill inthe
background.

"Wereblown," Marinau sharled. "Plan Ddtal"



The team began to move fagter, but as they passed a corridor, ablast of plasmacame down it, and
took out the team member who'd been covering the movement ement's advance. Flamers—bigger
versons of the screamers, with heavier armor that could at least partially resst the team's heavy
weapons—came down the side corridor, while more flooded in behind them. Then things like flowers
started popping out of the wals, throwing liquid fire that burned their armor.

Raoux blinked her eyes as she came out of the VR smulation, then cursed as more of the team
members popped into the gray formlessness of "between” with her.

"Whell, that didn't go too well," Y atkin observed with truly monumental understatement.

"No, it didn't," Raoux agreed dryly, shaking her head.

"There ought to be away we can mimic the flamers, Jo," Kagper mused.

"Paint oursavesred?' Raoux said bitingly.

"Y ou know what | mean,”" Kaaper replied as two more figures formed.

One of them was ahumanoid, tiger-striped tomcat, a bit short of two meterstall, cradling abead
rifle. The other figure was short, overweight, and young, with mussed hair and messy clothing. It wasa
standard Geek Mod One, the norma firgt-timer's persona avatar in the Surreal Battle matrix. He wore
hol stered, pearl-handled bead pistols for weapons.

"Hey, Tomcat," Raoux greeted, and looked over at the other figure. "Who'sthis?!

"I'm Sabre," the geek said. "Can | play?’

"Grest," Yatkin said. "Just what we need. For cannon fodder."

"Can | play? Huh?Huh? Can 17" Sabre bounced up and down.

"Sure." Kagper waved ahand, and a screamer appeared out of the air and turned towards the
cagpering figure,

A bead pistol appeared, gripped in both of Sabre's hands. Even as he continued to bouncein
excitement, the pistol began spitting beads. The screamer was spun in place as beads took off both arms,
then the head. The rounds continued long after the magazine should have quit firing, and the head was
blown into pulp before it even hit the ground.

"l got it!" Sabre squedled. "I got it!"

"Hacks are not goingto help!" Y atkin snarled.

"No hacks," the human-szed tomcat said.

"Bullshit,” Yatkin replied.

"No hacks," Sabre said, and changed. Again, it was an off-the-shelf mod, one styled to look dightly
like Princess Alexandra. It could be used for mae or femae; Alexandra had been a handsome woman
and made a damned handsome man. It looked very unlike Prince Roger, though, except in the eyes. The
mod kept Alexandras long, light brown hair, and now wore atorn, chameleon-cloth battle suit, patched
with odds and ends of much less advanced textiles. Beside the bead pistols, which were now standard
IMC military models, the figure carried a sword and had a huge chem-powered rifle acrossits back.

"Not hacks—experience. In ahard school," Sabre added in cold tones, and there was no trace of
the excited kid anymore.

"Have to be a pretty damned hard school," Kaaper replied mockingly.

"Desath planet, one each,” Roger said to the VR system, and the formlessness changed. Now they
were standing on aruined parapet. Low mounds, the vine-covered ruins of alarge city, stretched down
the hill to aline of jungle. Rank upon rank of screamers were emerging from the jungle, and avoice
spoke in the background.

"I'msorry . .. scriiiitch . . ." thevoice said, breaking up in satic. "Forget that estimate of five
thousand. Makeit fifteen thousand. . ."

A hot, moist wind carried the smell of jungle rot asthe endless lines of screamerslifted their wegpons



and began aloud chant. They broke into arun, charging up the hill, soaking up thefire of the defenders,
climbing the wals with rough ladders, swarming up the sides, pounding on the gate. Spears arced up and
transfixed the firers, hands reached up and pulled them off the walls, down into the waiting spears and
axes.

Through it al, Sabre |eft atrail of bodies as the sword flicked in and out, taking attackersin the
throat, chest, somach. Armsfel and heads flew as he carved the howling screamersinto ruin, but they
came on. Thewall's other defenders died around him, leaving him practically aone against the screamer
horde, and till the sword flashed and bit and killed . . .

The scene changed again. It was dark, but their low-light systems showed aline of ax-wielding
screamers, a least athousand, charging asmal group in atrench. Sabre spunin place, alarge chemical
pistal in one hand, sword in the other. Bullets caught the screamers—generaly in the throat, sometimes
the head—as the sword spun and took off areaching arm, the head of an ax, ahead. Thetrench filled
with blood, most of the defenders were down, but still Sabre spun in hisletha dance.

A throneroom. A screamer king speaking to Sabre, weird intonations, and avoice like agrave.
Sabre nodding and reaching back, pulling each strand of hishair into placein aponytail. He nodded
again, his hands ogtentatioudy away from the bead pistols on his hips, not watching the guards at his
back—not really looking at the king. Eyeswide and unfocused.

"Y ou and what army?" he asked as the hands descended, faster than a snake, and the room vanished
in blood.

"Lotsof fun," Yatkin sad after aminute.

"Oodles and oodles," Sabre replied.

"Y eah, but thefiring had to be a hack," Kaaper pointed out. "Too many rounds. The old
infinite-bead gun.”

"Oh, please," Sabre said. "Watch." He summoned atarget and drew the bead pistol at hisright hip.

Hedidn't gppear to be trying to impress them with the draw, but it smply appeared in hishand. And
then hefired, rapidly, but not asrapidly as he had.

"Not particularly hard," Sabre said, lifting hisleft hand up for amoment to fire with atwo-handed
orip.

"You just reloaded,” Y atkin said, wonderingly. "Y ou'd padmed a magazine, and you reloaded on the
fly. | caught it that time. Son-of-a-bitch.”

"Don't talk about my mother that way," Sabre said serioudy. Then he lowered his arm and shook i,
dropping a cascade of magazines onto the gray "floor."

"Sorry," Yakinreplied. "Sr. Butcanyouredly ... 7

"Redlly," Sabrereplied.

"So..." thetomcat said. "Hein?'

"l dunno." Raoux rubbed the back of her neck. "Can he handle armor?”
"Wanna desth match?' Sabreinquired with agrin.

"No," Raoux said, after along pause. "No, | don't think | want to death match.”

"The VR training on the rest of theteamsis going well,” Tomceat told Sabre. "Can't bring in your
oversized buddies very well, the sets aren't made for them, and they don't have toots, but their job is
pretty straightforward, and they'll have trained teams leading them. | think our opponents are going to be
remarkably surprised when we go for the big push.”

"Gottalove net-gaming,” Raoux said with anasty amile. "And I've dwaysthought Surrea Battle was
the best around. How's our support coming?'

"Wadll, that's sort of hard to know," Tomcat said, frowning and waving ahand. "Sort of hard to know.



"What fun,” Hemut said, shaking his head. "During the Imperid Festival? Why not just put up abig
sign: 'Coup in progress* Security isaways maxed during the Festiva .

He sat behind the desk in his day cabin. Much as he trusted his persona command staff, thiswas one
message held had no intention of viewing anywhere outside the security of his persona quarters. Now he
looked across his desk at Julian with what could only be described asaglare.

"Roger will have hisreasons—good ones," Julian replied. "I don't know what they are, but I'm sure
of that. Anyway, that'sthe sgna.”

"Very wel. Since Sergeant Julian is certain His Highness has good reasonsfor histiming, I'll prepare
to move the Fleet." Helmut frowned as he consulted histoot and routed orders through it, then nodded.
"WEe're on our way to the next rendezvous point.”

Julian blinked. Given the movement schedule Roger's message had included, there was no need for
quite that much rush. By his estimate, they had at |east ten days leeway, but he reminded himself that
intergellar astrogation was definitely not his strong suit.

"What now, Sir?" he asked after amoment.
"Now we ponder what well find upon entering the system.”

Helmut hopped off his Sation chair and walked acrossto the far sde of hiscabin, wherealarge
section of deck had been cleared. The architect responsible for designing the admird's flagship had
probably intended the space for an intimate chair and sofa arrangement. Now it was Smply awell-worn
section of rug, and its function became evident as Helmut folded his hands behind him and started striding
up and down it, nodding his head in time with his strides while he consdered the skeletal plan and the
intelligence updates on the Sol System which had accompanied the message..

"l haveto admit," he said after severd moments, whether to himself or Julian it would have been hard
to say, "that Roger—or whoever put this together—isn't acompleteidiot. At least he's grasped the
importance of the KISS principle and applied it asfar as anyone could in an operation this fundamentally
insane. | think, however, that we might be ableto improve onit just abit.”

"Sir?" Julian'stone was so cautious Helmut grinned tightly at him.

"Don't worry, Sergeant. Well do exactly what His Highnesswants. | smply think it may be possible
to do it abit more effectively than he envisioned. Or do you think held object to the exercise of alittle
intiative?'

"Magter Rog generdly thinksinitiativeisagood thing," Julian said. "Within limits."

"Oh, certainly, Sergeant. Certainly.” The admird’s grin turned decidedly nasty.

"The key to his current plan,” he continued, "isthat wereto arrive four hours before the attack on the
Palace kicks off, correct? Well be dmost ten hoursflight time out from the planet at that point, but the
system recon platformswill pick us up, and that should draw Capital Fleet out to meet us. At the very
leadt, given the dispositionsin the intelligence packet, it will dmost require them to concentrate well away
from Old Earth, between us and the planet and out of range to interfere with the attack on the Palace
when it kicks off, or risk letting us run over individua squadrons and mop them up in detail. Right?

"As| undergandit, Sir," Julian agreed, Htill cautioudy, watching in fascination asthe diminutive
admira began to pace faster and faster.

"Well, that's sound planning, given how many imponderables your Prince—or his advisers—had to
juggleto come up with it. Well pose athreat the other sde must honor. But suppose we could find a
way to Smultaneoudy pose athreat they don't redize they need to honor?’

"Sir?" Julian was confused, and it showed.

"Roger intends to assassinate Greenberg," Helmut said. "Good start. Wallengtein's his X O, but
everyone knows he's only there because Adoula owns him as completely as he does Greenberg. And
unlike Greenberg, he's a chip-shuffler, never had a serious field command in hisentire usdesslife. So he's



not going to have asupport base with Greenberg gone, and that ought to put Kjerulf in astemporary
CO, at least until one of the other squadron commanders can get to M oonbase. Even then, the odds are
that Kjerulf isn't going to just cede that command. So! There are—how many squadronsin Capita Flest,
Sergeant Julian?" he barked, spinning on one hed to glare a the Marine.

"Six, Sr!" Julian replied.

"Very good." Helmut spun back to his pacing. "Always remember that fleets and squadrons are not
just machines, Sergeant; they're human beings! A regiment isonly as good asits officers. Who said that
Sergeant Julian?' he asked, spinning again to glower at the noncom.

"l don't. . ." Julian began, then frowned. "Napoleon?

"Y ou've been learning, Sergeant,” Helmut said, and nodded and resumed his pacing.

"The Princetold methat, | think."

"Then he had good tutors.” The admira frowned thoughtfully. " So, Sx carrier squadrons, effectively
without a head. In that Stuation, they devolveto local command, whatever The Book says. Which means
we must read the minds of those local commandersif we want to predict their actions and reactions.
Pro-Adoula? Pro-Roger? Sit it out? Neutraity? Informed neutrality? Nervous breskdown?"

His sentences came out in a staccato. Despite the relentless, machine-gun pace of his questions, it
was clear they were rhetorica—that histhoughts were dready racing far ahead of even hisrapidfire
questions.

"I don't even know, off the top of my head, who the squadron commanders are, Sir," Julian said,
"much less anything about their persondities.”

"Eleventh Carrier Squadron, Admird Brettle," Hemut told him. "Recent promotion via Adoula
Impetuous, but not particularly bright. Two hundred and fifteenth out of a class of two hundred and forty
at the Academy. Classroom brilliance doesn't necessarily equateto brilliance in thefield, of course, but
he's done no better since. Unlikely to have made much advancement, for both personality and ability
reasons, without pull from higher up. He had such pull, having long ago given hisdlegiance to Adoula
Owes one of the Prince's banks abit more than five years earningsfor an admira. No indications that
he's behind on payments, but I'm sure heis. He spends too much not to be."

"Twelfth Carrier Squadron,” Helmut continued. "Admira Prokourov. Good deceptive tactician. Only
middling at the Academy, but much better sanding at Command and Staff College, and excdlent in
exercises. One command in abrief skirmish with the Saints—Saints came off adistant last. | know
him—as well as anyone does. Hard to say exactly where hisloyalty lies, or what contact he had with
Adoula pre-coup. I'd've thought he was loyal to the Empire, but he's ftill in command, so maybe | was as
wrong about him as | was about Gianetto. Operationdly, he started as afighter pilot and likes fighters.
Alwayslook for hisfighter wingsto be where you don't want themto be. . ."

"Sir, are you consulting your toot?" Julian asked quietly.

"If you haveto consult recordsfor this sort of thing, you don't deserve acommand,” Helmut
snapped, and his eyes narrowed as he paced faster.

"Larry Gianetto, Larry Gianetto, Larry Gianetto," he haf-sang, and did adight skip in his pacing.
"Ground force commander. Never particularly liked him, but that's neither here nor there. Good
commander, well-liked in the Marines, considered areally honest man. Clearly abad reading on many
peopl€e's parts. But he's a ground commander, no experience running a space battle. Leavesthe work of
Capita Fleet to Greenberg, by and large. Still abit of amicromanager, though. Probably passes some
orders, to known Adoulasquadrons, directly—undoubtedly pissing Greenberg off. Last report has
Fourteenth Squadron as the most solidly Adoula, so. . . ."

He hummed the tune held been singing to himsdlf for amoment, then nodded.

"Admird Ggdis hasthe Fourteenth, and it's been reinforced by athird carrier divison. Makesit fifty
percent stronger than any of the other squadrons, and four of hissix carriers have had their COs



switched out since the coup. Very heavy-handed fighter. A cruiser officer—usesthem for his primary
punch. Thinksfighters are purdly for defense.

"Gianetto," he sang again. "Gianetto'sgoing to . . . put Fourteenth in somewhere near Mercury orbit.
Hell figure they can react from therein any direction. A 'centra reserve to watch theinner syssem while
he deploysthe rest of hisforceswhere they can close in behind any attacker. Very much in kegping with
ground force tactics—ground-pounders don't think in terms of light-speed lag the way spacers do. He's
overlooking the fact that his outer maneuver unitswon't know to start maneuvering until he tells themto.
Andif theinte'sright, he's using Twelfth to sandwich Old Earth from the outside, same distance towards
the periphery as Fourteenth to sunward. Which says things we may not like about Prokourov's loydties.”

The admira went back to his humming, eyes unfocused, then shrugged.

"On the other hand, it probably also means Gianetto doesn't trust Prokourov quite as much as he
does Brettle or La Paz, with the Thirteenth. Sure, he's got him in close to cover Old Earth, but by the
same token, he's got Fourteenth close enough to cover him. So he'sgot his'central reserve' either side of
the planet and uses Ggjdlisto keep an eye on Prokourouv at the same time. Then he scatters the rest of
Capita Fleet out to watch the approaches.

" Greenberg may've squawked about that—he damned well should havel—but probably not. He
knows about me, but he doesn't know about the Prince. So he also 'knows that | know | don't have a
hopein hell of accomplishing anything while Adoula controls the Palace and the Empress. I'm not going
to hit Imperid City with KEWs—not when the Empressisthe only person who could possibly raly
resistance to him—and | don't have enough Marinesto take the Palace againgt its fixed defenses before
the entire Capita Fleet closesin on me, signd-lag or no. So he's probably content to let Gianetto put
Gaelis and Prokorouv wherever makes Gianetto—and Adoula—happy, while he coversthe outer arc of
the system with Eleventh and Thirteenth, which he can be confident will fight for Adoulaif he needs
them.”

"What about Fifteenth and Sixteenth, Sir?' Julian asked.

"Out on the periphery with Eleventh and Thirteenth,” Helmut said positively. "'I'm not certain about
Admira Mahmut, with the Fifteenth. He's going to be an Adoulaloydigt, but his carrier skippers may
have other ideas. Hard to say. Admira Wu, on the other hand, is hot going to be one of Adoulas strong
supporters.”

Julian looked at him, and the admird shrugged.

"Look, Sergeant, alot of the officerswho aren't actively opposing Adoularight now are sitting it out
because they smply don't see aviable dternative. The Princeis dead, asfar asthey know, and even if
they knew differently, his reputation isn't one to engender confidence in him. So they may hate Adoulas
gutsand till see him asthe only aternative to chaos the Empire smply cannot afford. I've taken painsfor
years—with, | might add, the Empress explicit private approval—to build a cadre of ship commanders
and senior officers herein Sixth Heet which is prepared to blow hell out of Adoulaand hislackeys
anyway. Which iswhy Sixth Fleet 'just happened' to be stationed way the hell out on the frontier when
then ball went up back at Sol. And aso the reason Adoulas cronies at Defense HQ finagled ways for
yearsto whittle Sixth down to the smallest carrier strength of the numbered fleets.

"But the point is, Wu's as apalitica asaflag officer can be these days. She'sloya to the Empire, but
she's also cold-blooded enough to put the good of the Empire ahead of the good of the Empress. But
she's a so too good, and too popular with her officers and spacers—most of whom are going to follow
her lead if the shit hits the fan—to fire without areally good reason. So Gianetto—and Greenberg—are
making what they consider to be the best use of her. They figure they can count on her to resist outside
attacks on the system, but maybe not to stay out of it if there's some sort of trouble planet-side. So they
gtick her out with Eleventh and Thirteenth, but covering aless critica section of the TsukayamaLimit."

"That . . . seemslikeagood ideg," Julian said bemusedly.
"Thetarget is Old Earth, Sergeant,” Helmut snapped. "Y es, our fleet can comein from anywhere on



the TD sphere. But if we comein from the other side of the system, or off-ecliptic, we've got along drive
acrossthe system. That gives Gianetto dl the time in the world to maneuver inside of us. If the squadrons
are near Old Earth. But if they're ill distributed the way they were when our last data packet was
dropped, everything except Fourteenth and Twelfth isfar too widely dispersed, trying to cover too much
of the system's volume. Not concentrated. They're going to have to be assembled from all over the
system from acold start to defend the planet when we turn up. Figure four hours actua trangt timeto
Old Earth orbit for Fourteenth and Twelfth, but over twelve for the farthest out. Well be to Old Earthin
lessthan ten, and they won't even know to begin moving to intercept ustill they get light-speed
confirmation of our arriva. So well have had alot of timeto start building velocity for Old Earth before
they do. That's precisaly the weakness the Prince—or whoever thought this up—ypicked up on. They'll
have to begin reshuffling their dispositions when we turn up, because they're so badly out of position to
begin with.

"What Gianetto should be doing isto worry about covering the planet, and the hell with the outer
system. And he should be putting only forces he knows he can trust in dlose. But Gianetto will gothe
other way, and Greenberg will let him. Instead of parking Fourteenth directly in Old Earth orbit, whereit
would dready bein postion, he'sgot it sationed way the hell in-system. And insteed of alowing only
forces he knows he can trust in-system, he's got Fourteenth double-tasked to keep an eye on Twelfth.
Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer, where you can keep an eye on them—that's what he's
thinking . . . when he should be concentrating on the fact that he's got the rest of his units so scattered
that they'll find it harder than hell to concentrate before we get to Old Earth oursaves.”

"What about Moonbase?' Julian asked.

"A point,” Helmut conceded. "And to be fair—which | don't much want to be—probably the redl
reason Greenberg didn't bitch when Gianetto started spreading Capital Fleet al over the backside of hell.
Moonbase has the firepower of at least two carrier squadrons ship-to-ship wegpons al by itsdf, soina
way, he does have atask group—without cruisers, of course—in position to cover the planet at al times.
But if Kjerulf can take over when Greenberg goes down, that gives him control of the Moonbase
launchers and emplacements. Assuming he has the current rel ease codes for them, a any rate. Best-case
isfor him to comein on our Sde and have the codes, but we can live with it if he only managesto deny
Adoulas people access to them.”

"That's fixed wegpons, Sir. What about the M oonbase fighters?'

"They could be a problem. But there are two companies of Fleet Marines on Moonbase, and I've
been careful to ensurethat al the worst rumors I've gotten about the Empress' condition were dumped
on the Sites where Marines grouse to each other. | don't even have to guess what the response has been,
doyou?'

"No, Sir," Julian admitted.

"I've kept the Moonbase fighter wing in my thoughts," Helmut told him with athin smile. "I'm sure the
Marines have, aswedl. And Kjerulf, I know, has access to the same intelligence.”

"Yes Sir."

"Well, then," Helmut folded both hands behind him and frowned as he resumed his pacing. "The point
is, Sergeant, that while Capital Fleet will dmost certainly move to concentrate between us and Old Earth,

as predicted, when we arrive, the fleet's options are going to change rather abruptly when the planet goes
up in flames behind them. What will they do then?’

"Turn around to go after the planet after al?"

"No," theadmira said firmly. "That's precisely why the Prince—or whoever—specified that we
arive s0 early. Ggjelisis sationed atad over four hoursfrom Old Earth on a zero/zero intercept profile.
That meansthat if he wants to stop and drop into orbit around the planet, helll have to go to dece
roughly two hours after he begins accel erating towards the planet. But helll have been accelerating for
three and a half hours—it'll take about thirty-five minutes for Perimeter Security to pick up our TD



footprint and get the word to him—before anything happens on Old Earth. He won't be able to
decderate and insert himself into orbit. In fact, by the time he overran the planet, decel erated to relative
zero, and then built a vector back towardsit, we'd be running right up his ass.”

"So they're screwed, Sir. Right?”

"Assuming—as | do—that Capitd Fleet'sloyalty to Adoulais going to come unraveled in ahurry
when Greenberg buysit and the fleet's officers realize someone's mounting an attempt to rescue the
Empress, then, yes, Sergeant. Screwed is exactly what they'll be. But if they react quickly enough, they'll
gill be ableto cut their losses and run for it. They'll beinside us, Sergeant. They can break for any point
onthe TD sphere, and the range will il belong enough for them to avoid us without much difficulty.
Which meanswe could face asituation in which quite alot of Adoulaloydistswill get away from us. And
if he gets away, as well—adistinct possibility, | submit; he's the sort of man who aways hasarathole
handy to dash down—we're going to be looking at acivil war whatever your Prince wants. In which
casg, | further submit, it would be niceif he didn't have any more ships on his side than we can help.
Yes?'

"Yes, Sir," Julian said fervently.

"I'm S0 happy you agree, Sergeant,” Helmut said in adust-dry voice, then whedled to give him
another ferret-sharp smile. "Which iswhy we're leaving alittle early, Sergeant Julian. | haveasmal
detour | need to make."

"Who are these guys?'
"I dunno, Mr. Siminov," the gang leader said, sanding as close to attention as he could manage.

Alexi Sminov referred to himsdf asa"businessman,” and he had alarge number of fully legitimate
businesses. Admittedly, he owned only one of them—a restaurant—on paper; the rest were owned
through intermediaries asasilent, and senior, partner. But the legitimate businesses of hissmall empire
were quite secondary to its illegitimate businesses. He ran most of the organized crime in the south
Imperid City digtrict: racketeering, "protection,” illega gambling, datatheft, illegd identities, drugs—they
al paid Sminov a percentage, or they didn't operate at all.

"| thought they wasjust arestaurant,” the gang leader continued, "but then | had to wonder. They
smelled fishy. Then | guessed they was probably your people, and | made redl nice to them. Besides,
they've got heavy muscle. Heavier than | wanted to take on.”

"If they were one of my operations, I'd havelet you know," Siminov said, angrily. "They're laundering
money. It'snot my money, and I'm not getting my share of the action. That makes me upset.”

"I'm sorry, Mr. Sminov." The gang leader svalowed. "I didn't know."

"No, you didn't," Siminov conceded. "I take it you shook them down?'

"We had to come to an agreement,” the gang leader said with adight but audible gulp. "They were
pretty . . . unhappy about an . . . arrangement.”

"And if they were one of my operations, do you think they would have come to an agreement?"
Siminov's eyesflickered dangeroudy.

"Uh...."

"| suppose that logic was abit too much for you." Siminov'slipsthinned. "After dl, you don't hold
your position for your brains.

"No, sr," the gang leader said with awince.

"You did cometo an agreement though, right?* Sminov said quietly. "I'd hate to think you'relosing
your touch.”

"Yes, gr. And you got your cut, Sir.”

"I'm sure. But not acut of the action. Very well, you can go. I'll handle the rest.”



"Thank you, Sir." The gang leader backed out of the office, bowing jerkily. "Thank you."

Siminov rubbed his chin in thought after the gang leader's departure. Thefool had a point; this group
had some serious muscle. Mardukans were few off-planet, and of that few, quite anumber of them
worked as"muscl€’ in one organization or another, but dwaysin tiny numbers. He didn't have any, and
he'd never seen more than one of them at atime, yet this guy, whoever hewas, had at least fifty. Maybe
more. And they dl had that indefinable air of people who could be unpleasantly testy.

Which meant the direct approach to enforcing hisruleswas out. But al that meant wasthat hed
need to use subtlety, and that was okay with him. Subtle was his middle name.

"Captain Kjerulf," Eleanora O'Casey said as she shook his hand. "Thank you for meeting with me."

They werein afast-food establishment in the low-grav portion of Moonbase. She noticed that he
showed no trace of awkwardness moving in the reduced gravity.

Kjerulf redly did look alot like Gronningen, she thought. Same Size, just a shade over two meters,
same massive build, same close-cropped blond hair, blue eyes, and square jaw. But he was older and,
she could tell by hiseyes, wiser. Probably what Gronningen would have been like if hed had thetimeto
grow up.

"There are people who handle supplementd supplies, Ms. Ngad,” the captain observed, shaking his
head as he sat down acrossthe table from her. "I'm afraid | can't redlly help you in that.”

His casualy apol ogetic, meeting-you-to-be-polite tone was perfect, but he knew the meeting wasn't
about "supplementary supplies.” Not with that "roses are red and sauerkraut's yellow™ message header.

"| redizethat thisisnt, strictly spesking, your area of responsibility, Captain,” Eleanorasaid. "But you
are avery influentid individua in Capital FHeet, and the Mardukan comestibles we can supply would be a
wel come change for your spacersand Marines.”

"l don't handle procurement, Ms. Nglad,” Kjerulf said in adightly cooler tone, and frowned.

"Perhgps. But I'm sure you have some influence," she said. "L eft. For now.”

He'd opened his mouth to reply before she finished speaking. Now he closed it, and hiseyes
narrowed. With Adoulareplacing everyone who hadn't been bought and paid for, she had apoint. But
not one that a comestibles supplier would make. It might be onethat . . . someone ese would make, but
whether that was good or bad would depend upon who she represented. On the other hand, Marinau
had ended up as a sergeant mgjor in the Empress Own, he knew that. So—

"Perhaps,” hesaid. " A few of the captains might accept a suggestion or two. But that would depend
entirely upon the quality of the. . . supplies.”

Eleanora considered the captain's background carefully, and hoped like hell that hed had the same
generd upbringing as Gronningen.

"Someof our atul," shesaid, quietly, "are asmoist as afatted caf, Captain.”

Kjerulf sat therefor amoment, hisface unchanging. Perhaps too unchanging.

"Impossble” hesad findly.

"No, redly," Eleanorareplied. "They may be predators, but they're just as tasty—tasty enough even
an Armaghan satanist would swear by them. | think you'd like one. They're vicious and deadly to their
natura enemies, yes, but they provideavery fine. . . main course.

Kjerulf reached forward and picked a handful of friesoff of her plate. He stuffed them into his mouth
and madticated dowly and thoughtfully.

"I'venever had . . . atul,” hesaid. "And I've heard it's not very good, to be honest. And rare. To the
point of extinction.”

He dusted hisfingers against each other to get the sdt off, and looked at them distastefully. Findly, he
wiped the grease off with anapkin.



"Y our information isout of date," Eleanorareplied. "They're very much dive, trust me."

"And you have them in-system, where they could be ddivered promptly?* Kjerulf asked, still wiping
hishands.

"Yes," Eleanorasaid. "And other fleets have added them to their supply list and found the taste quite
acceptable. Much better than they'd expected from some other peopl€'s reports.”

She picked up afry of her own and squirted ketchup from abulb down itslength. As she bit
ddicately into thefry, her other hand squirted out the word "O'Casey" on her plate. Then she picked up
another fry and wiped out the ketchup withit.

"| takeit you're asenior member of thisbusiness venture?' Kjerulf said.

"I'min charge of marketing and sdles.” Eleanorafinished esting the fry which had erased her name.
"And policy advisng."

"And other fleets have found these supplies satisfactory?!

"Absolutely,” Eleanorareplied. "I want you to understand, Captain, that those people you can
convinceto try this new taste sensation will bein on the ground floor. Were planning on being abig name
in the business herein the Sol System. Very soon.”

"I'm sureyou are," Kjerulf said dryly. "There are, however, many competitorsin any business. And. .
.." He shrugged and frowned.

"Weredizethat," Eleanorareplied. "And, of course, there's the question of monopoly markets,” she
added, having thought long and hard about how not to use the words "Empress' and "Pdace” in the
conversation. "It's never easy to get started when someone e se controls access to the critical markets.
But we intend to break those monopolies, Captain, and free those markets. Its central to our business
plan. Depending upon the qudity of the businesses we find participating in the present monopolies, we
might be interested in abuyout. That would depend upon the quality of those businesses management, of
course. Weve heard they may have someinternal problems.”

"And your competitors?' Kjerulf said, puzzling over that rather complicated metaphor string.

"Our competitors are going to find out just how deadly to their future marketing prospects our ability
to supply genuine atul redly is"

"How are your projections?' Kjerulf asked after another pause.

"I'll admit that sdlesto Capitd Fleet are abig part of our expansion plans. But they're not essentid.
Especidly since other fleetsare dready in our supply chain. But I'd hate to have any bickering between
the variousfleets supply officers, and sdlesto Capital Fleet would be very helpful. With them, our
projections are excdlent. Without them, they're. . . fair."

"I couldn't guarantee slesto thewholefleet,” Kjerulf said. "I could make suggestionsto some of the
captains, but my boss—" He shrugged.

"During the expansion phase, your bosswon't be anissue," Eleanorasaid coldly. "And if our
expanson is successful, he won't become an issue, ether. Ever.”

"Good," Kjerulf said, and showed her hisfirst amile. It wasalittle cold and thin, but it wasasmile.
Sheld seen Gronningen smile that same way so many times it made her hurt. But, on the other hand, it
aso made her fiercdy glad. Thingswere looking up.

Three days had passed since O'Casey's return from Moonbase. And the pace was picking up.
Which explained why none of Roger's human companions were on-site when the vistors arrived at
Marduk House.

The human in the lead was a pipsguesak, Rastar thought. The two guysfollowing him were pretty big,

for humans, but Rastar towered over them, and Fain and Erkum Pol were watching from the back door
of the restaurant. One of the Diasprans was ostentatioudy pitching live basik to the atul, for that matter;



that usualy tended to bring salesmen down apeg. But this guy wasn't backing up. One of his"heavies'
looked alittle green—glancing over his shoulder as one of the big femade atul crashed into the side of her
cage, ignoring the squedling basik as shetried to reach the Diaspran, instead—but the leader didn't even
blink.

"It'sredly quite important that | speak with Mr. Chang,” he said. "Important to him, that is."

"lan't here," Rastar said, thickening his accent. HEd actudly gotten quite fluent in Imperid, but the
"big dumb barb" routine seemed the way to go.

"Perhaps you could cal him?' the man suggested. "Heredly will wish to spesk to me."
"Long way," Rastar replied, crossing al four arms. "Come later.”

"Perhaps you could screen him. I'll wait.”

Rastar stared at him for amoment, then looked over his shoulder.

"Cadl Mr. Chang," he said deliberately speaking in High Krath. " See what he wants meto do. Off the
top of my horns, I'd say kick their asses and feed them to the atul ." He turned back in time to see the
leader twitch hisface. So, they did have updated Mardukan language packs, did they? Interesting. He
hoped Fain had noticed.

* % %

"Roger," Despreaux said, leaning in through the door to his office. "Krindi's on the com. We've got
some heavies of some sort who want to see'Mr. Chang.' They're pretty inastent.”

"Crap." Roger glanced at Catrone. " Suggestions?"

They'd been refining the plan for the Paace assault and looking over the reportsfrom VR training. So
far, it waslooking good. Casudtiesin the models, especialy among the unarmored Vasin and Diasprans
who wereto make theinitial assault, were persstently high, and Roger didn't like that one bit, but the
plan should work.

"Play for time," Catrone advised. " Sounds like you're getting shaken down again.”

"It'stimeslikethis| wish Poertenawere around,” Roger said. "Nimashet, rustle up Kosutic. Let'sgo
see what they want. And tdll Ragtar to let them wait indde.”

The vistor was dressed in an obvioudy expensive suit of muted bronze acid-silk, not the sort of
garish streetwear Roger had anticipated. The two heavieswith him, both smaler than Roger and nothing
compared to the Mardukans, were sampling some Mardukan food at anearby table. Their culinary
explorations didn't prevent them from keeping a close eye on their surroundings, where
Mardukans—most of them Diaspran infantry—were setting up for the evening. Erkum Pol and another
Diaspran, in turn, were keeping an eye on them. Not at al unobtrusively.

"Augustuc Chung.” Roger held out his hand. Hed found atailor who was accustomed to handling
large customers, and he was dressed less formally, athough probably at even greater expense, than his
vigtor.

"Ezequid Chubais," the vigitor said, sanding up to take Roger's hand. "Pleased to meet you, Mr.

"And what can | do for you, Mr. Chubais?' Roger sat down, waving Despreaux and Kosutic to
chairson either sde of hisown.

"Y ou've got anice place here," Chubais said, sitting back down himsdlf. "Very classy. Were both
bus nessman, though, and we're both aware that the restaurant isn't dl the business you're conducting.”

"And your point, Mr. Chubais?"

"My point—more importantly, my bosss point—isthat theré's a protocol about these things. Y ou
don't just set up alaundering operation in somebody else'sterritory, Mr. Chang. It's not done.”

"We're dready paying our squeeze, Mr. Chubais," Roger said coldly. "One shakedown isal you



get”

"Y ou're paying your rent for operating a restaurant, Mr. Chang,” Chubais pointed out. "Not a
laundering operation. There's a per centage on that; one you neglected to pay. Y ou've heard the term
‘pendties and fines,' right?’

"And if werre disinclined to acquiesceto your . . . request for them?'

"Thenwe will, with great reluctance, have to take gppropriate action." Chubais shrugged. "Y ou've
got alots of muscle, Mr. Chang. Enough that it'sabig question in our mindsif you're just setting up a
laundering operation, or if you're contemplating something abit more. . . acquisitive. My boss doesn't
like people horning in on histerritory. He can get very unpleasant about it."

"We'renot horning in on histerritory,” Roger said softly. "Weve set up aquiet little operation that has
so little to do with your bossthat you wouldn't believeit.”

"Nonetheless," Chubais said. "It lookslike you've pushed through right on two million credits. The
percentage on that would be two-fifty kay. Pendtiesfor failure to associate us with the operation, and
falureto pay previoudy, arefive hundred kay."

"Out of the question," Roger snapped. He paused and thought about it, frowning. "Well ante up the
percentage, but the pendties are out of the question.”

"The pendties are nonnegotiable." Chubais sood and nodded to hisguards. "Well expect full
payment within three days."

"Chubais, tdl your bossthat he really does not want to push this," Roger said very softly as he stood,
aswell. "It would be avery bad idea. Possibly the last one he ever has. He has no ideawho he's pocking
with."

"Pocking?' Chubais repeated, and one cheek twitched inagrin. "Wel, Mr. Chang, | don't know
where you come from, but you'rein our territory now, and it's apparent that you have no ideawho you
are. .. pocking with. If you fail to pay, however, you'l find out."

He nodded, then left, trailed by his heavies.

"Roger," Despreaux said quietly, "our next transfer from our . . . friendsisn't due until next week. We
don't have seven hundred and fifty thousand credits available.”

"I know." Roger frowned. "Kosutic, | know everyone's aready on adert, but passtheword. They'll
probably try to hit us either at the restaurant or the warehouse. I'd guessthey'll try to stage something at
the restaurant, probably when its operating. Push the perimeter out alittle bit.

"Will do," the sergeant mgjor acknowledged. "I1t'sgoing to play hell with our training schedule,
though."
"Needs must." Roger shrugged. "If it was easy, it wouldn't need us, would it?"

* * %

"Hewasremarkably . . . unresponsive,” Chubais said.

"Not surprisng.” Siminov touched hislipswith angpkin. He was having dinner in his sole "legitimate’
establishment and enjoying avery nice pork dish in wine sauce. "He's got enough muscle that we'd have
to bring in every gang we have. And then we'd probably bounce.”

"It would cause him afair bit of trouble," Chubais pointed out. "Copswould be dl over it."

"And they'd find aperfectly legitimate restaurant that was having gang problems.” Sminov frowned.
"Maybe they'd harass him alittle bit, but not enough to shut him down. No, | want what's mine. And
we'regoing to get it."

"Sergeant Mgjor," Captain Kjerulf said, nodding as the NCO entered the secure room.
"Captain,” Sergeant Mgor Brailowsky said, returning the nod.
"Have asedt,” Kjerulf invited, looking around at the four ships captains aready present. "I've had my



own people sweep the room. The posted agenda s readiness training and the next cycle of inspections.
That isnot, in fact, accurate.”

No one seemed particularly astonished by hislast sentence, and he turned back to Sergeant Mgjor
Bralowsky.

"Sergeant Mgor, do you know Sergeant Mg or EvaKosutic?' he asked coldly.

"Yes, Sir," the sergeant mgor said, hisface hard. "Shewasin my squad back when we were both
privates. I've served with her . . . severd times”

"So what do you think about the idea of her being involved in aplot against the Empress?* Kjerulf
asked.

"Sheld cut her own throat firgt,” Brailowsky said without atrace of hestation, hisvoice harsh. "Same
with Armand Pahner. | knew him, too. Both as one of my senior NCOs and as acompany commander. |
wasfirst sergeant of Alphaof the Three-Four-Two when he had Bravo Company. Sir, they don't come
any moreloyd."

"And | would have said the same of Commodore Chan, wouldn't you?" Kjerulf said, looking around
at the other captains. One of them was. . . looking atad shaky. The other three were stone-faced.

"Yes, Sir," Brailowsky said. "Sir, permission to spesk?"

"You'renot arecruit, Braillowsky," Kjerulf said, smiling faintly.

"l think | am,” the sergeant mgjor said. "That's what thisis about, right? Recruiting?'

"Yes" Kjerulf said.

"Inthat case, Sir, I've known half the NCOsin Bravo of Bronze," Brailowskysaid, "and | know what
they thought of the Prince. And of the Empress. Between the two, there was just no comparison. That
Roger was a bad seed, Sir. There was no way they were going to help him try to take the Throne."

"What if | told you they'd changed their minds?" Kjerulf asked. "That while you're right about their
nonparticipation in the so-called coup attempt, they'd come to think rather better of Roger than you do?
That, infact, they'renot al dead . . . and that heisn't, either?’

"Y ou know that?' Captain (Senior-Grade) Julius Fenrec asked. He wasthe CO of the carrier Gloria
, ahd he'd been listening to the conversation with a closed, set expression.

"I met someone who identified hersalf as Eleonora O'Casey,” Kjerulf admitted with ashrug. "It could
have been a setup to try to get meto tip my hand, but | don't think so. Can't proveit, of course. . . yet.
But she says Roger isdive, and she used the parable of the prodigal son, which | think has more than
onelevd of meaning. She dso dipped to methat EvaKosuticisdive, aswel. And fully intheplan. |
don't know about Pahner."

"That's not much to go on," Captain Atilius of the Minotaur said nervoudy.

"No," Kjerulf agreed, hisface hard. "but I've seen the confidentia reports of what's going onin the
Palace, and | don't like it one damned bit."

"Neither do|," Fenrec said, "And | know damned well that AdoulathinksI'm too loyd to the
Dynasty to retain my command. I'm going to find mysdf shuffling chips while some snot-nosed
commander who owes Adoula his soul takesmy ship. | don't like that one damned hit, either.”

"Weredl going to be shuffling chips." Captain Chantal Soheile wasthe CO of HMS Lancelot. Now
she leaned forward and brushed back her dark hair. " Assuming we're lucky, and we don't have an
‘accident.” And the rumors in the Fleet about what's happening to the Empress—I've never seen spacers
soangry.”

"Marines, too," Brailowsky said. "Sir, if you're going to make agrab for the Empress. . . Capitd
Fleet Marinesare on your sde."

"What about Colonel Ricci?" Atilius asked.

"What about him, Sir?' Brailowsky asked, hiseyeslikeflint. "He's a Defense Headquarters pussy



shoved down our throats by the bastards who have the Empress. HE's never had acommand higher than
acompany, and he did ashitty job at that. Y ou think were going to follow him if it comesto adynastic
fight, Sr?"

He shook his head, facial musclestight, and looked at Kjerulf.

"Sir, you redly think thet jerk Roger isdive?'

"Yes" Kjerulf shrugged. " Something in the eyes when O'Casey was dropping her hints. And | don't
think O'Casey isthe woman who left Old Earth, Sergeant Mgor. If the Prince has changed as much as
shehas. .. wdl, I'm going to be interested to meet him. Roast the fatted calf, indeed.”

"Arewegoingto?' Soheile asked. "Meet him?"'
"l doubt it,” Kjerulf said. "Not before whatever's going down, anyway. | think they're getting ready

for something, and since they seem to be planning on its happening soon, 1'd say around the Imperia
Fedtiva.”

"And what are we going to do?' Fenrec asked, leaning forward.

"Nothing. Were going to do nothing. Except, of course, to make surethe rest of Capital Fleet does
nothing. Which isgoing to take some doing."

"Hell, yes, itis" Atiliussaid, throwing up hishands. "Weve got four carriers! We're talking about
four carriersfrom three different squadronstaking on six full squadrons! ™

"Wereliableto get some help,” Kjerulf said.

"Helmut," Captain Pave of the Holbein said. HE'd been sitting back, quietly observing.

"Probably," Kjerulf agreed. Y ou know how heis."

"He'snutsfor Alexandra," Pavel said.

"So are you—which iswhy you're here.

"Takes oneto know one," Pavel said, hisface dtill closed.

"Youin?' Kjerulf asked.

"Hell, yes." Not even the most charitable would have caled the expresson which finaly crossed
Pavd'sfaceaamile. "l figure someone e se will get Adoulasbdlsbefore | get there. But I'm il in.”

"I'min," Fenrec said. "And my officerswill follow me. Regular spacers, too. They've heard the
rumors.

"In," Sohellesad. "If Roger doesn't move—and, frankly, I'd be astonished if he's changed enough to
grow the ballsfor that—I say we do it ourselves. The Empressis better dead than what's going on, if the
rumorsaretrue.”

"They are" Kjerulf said bleakly, looking at Atilius. "Corvu?'

"I've only got two more yearsto pension,” Atilius said unhappily. A desk islooking good about
now." Helooked miserable for a second, then straightened his shoulders. "But, yeah, I'min. All theway.
What's the line about sacred honor?'

"'Our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor," Pavel said. "That's what we're putting down for
sure. But this had better be about restoring the Empress, not putting that pissant Roger on the Throne.”

"If any of ussurvive, well seeto that,” Fenrec said. "But how are we going to signa commencement?
| assumethe ideaisto keep the fleet from getting close enough to support Adoulas forces with kinetics
and Marines."

"Ain't one damned Marine going to board ashuttle, Sir,”" Brailowsky said. "Except to kill Adoula.”

"The Marines are going to have another job, Sergeant Mgor," Kjerulf said. "What the Marines are
going to dois put down an attempted mutiny against the Throne by their own ships.”

"Damn," the sergeant mgjor said, shaking hishead. "I was afraid it would be something like that.”
"That, and certain duties on the Moon," Kjerulf said, and looked around at the others faces, hisown



grim. "l don't know everything Greenberg and that weasdl W lenstein have been up to. | may be chief of
saff for the fleet, but they've cut me out of the loop on alot of stuff, especialy right here on Moonbase.
I've got aredlly bad fedling that Greenberg's changed the release codes on the offensive launchers, for
instance, but there's no way to check without hisknowing I've doneit. If he has, I'll be locked out for at
least ten to twelve hours while we break the lock. That'sif everything goeswell. And it'sasowhy | need
you and your shipsin closeto the planet.”

" Spesking of Greenberg. . ." Sohelle murmured, and Kjerulf smiled thinly.
"l haveit on the best of authority that he won't be afactor. Ever again,” he said.
"Oh, good,” she said softly, showing her teeth.

"But for right now, he definitely is afactor,” Kjerulf continued. "On the other hand, there are afew
things| can get away with—routine housekeeping sorts of things—without mentioning them to him,
either. Which ishow the four of you got detached from your squadrons. | picked you because | figured |
knew which way you'd jump, sure, but diding you and Julius both out of CarRon 13 isalso going to
make a hole in one of the squadrons Greenberg's been counting on, Chantal.”

"Umf." Soheile frowned thoughtfully, then nodded. "Probably theright call,” she agreed. "1 was
thinking that having the two of usin the middle of his squadron might make La Paz think twice about
jumping in on Adoulas side when he couldn't be sure who we'd fire on, but you're going to need us here
worse, especidly with the way Gianetto's reinforced Fourteenth.”

"And not knowing which way Twelfth's going to jump,” Fenrec agreed sourly, and looked at Kjerulf.
"Any read on that?"

"No morethan you've got,” Kjerulf admitted sourly. "The onething I'm pretty sure of isthat
Prokourov's captains will back him, whatever he decides. And whatever | may think, Gianetto trusted
him enough to give him the outer dot covering Old Earth.”

"Y eah, but the one thing Gianetto's dispositions prove isthat as an admiral he's afreaking wonderful
ground pounder,” Lg Pavel pointed out.

"That's true enough, and one of thefew bright points| see," Kjerulf agreed. "Were still going to get
the piss knocked out of us holding on, even if Prokorouv decidesto it it out with Twelfth. If | can get the
launchers on line, Moonbase can cover the outer arc while you people fend Gagdlis off, but in the end,
they'll plow us under no matter what unless Helmut gets here on schedule.”

"Hewill," Fenrec said, then barked aharsh laugh. "Hell! When wasthelast time any of usever saw
him miss histiming, however complicated the ops schedule was?!

"Therésawaysafirg time" Atilius pointed out dryly. "And Murphy aways seemsto guarantee that
it happens at theworst possbletime.”

"Granted." Kjerulf nodded again. "But if | had to pick one admird in the entire Navy to depend on to
get it right, Hemut's the one, when al's said. No one ever called him asociable soul, but no one's ever
guestioned his competence, either. And if he comesin wherel expect hewill, and if Thirteenth is dready
down fifty percent. . . ."

"I seeyour logic." Chantd Sohelle, and gave him atight smile. "Y ou redly arekilling asmany birds
per stone asyou can, aren't you?' She grinned a him again, then frowned. "But thisisal till way too
nebulous to make me what you might call happy. | know alot of it hasto stay that way, under the
circumstances, but that bring's us back to Julius point about the signd to start the op. Was O'Casey even
ableto set up achannd to tell uswhen to move?'

"No. But | think welll probably get dl the signalsfrom Old Earth we're going to need to know when
to start the music. Well just ignore the orders we don't like. The orders I've aready had cut to move al
your ships back to the L-5 Starbase, preparatory for overhaul, should be good long enough to get us
through the Festivd. If nothing actudly happens, then we play things by ear. But that'll keep you all
semi-detached from your squadrons at least through the end of the Festival. Not to mention keeping you



ingdedl the shipsthat aren't actudly in dock. And I'll make sure dl the shipsin dock stay in dock.

"When the ball goes up, you four move to hold the orbital positions, and hold off Ggelis—and
Prokourov, if it comesto that. Y ou may have to dedl with the Moonbase fighter force, if | can't get them
to stand down. God knows I'm going to be trying like hell, aswell astrying to get the missile batteries up
and talking to al the captainsthat aren't bought and paid for by Adoula. All we haveto doisholdthe
orbital pogtions, far enough out that they can't get accurate KEW down to the surface, until Helmut gets
here. At that point, with Helmut outside and usinside, Adoulas bastards are either going to surrender or
be blown to hdll.”

"If we don't get blown to hdll firgt," Atiliussaid.

"Our lives, our fortunes. . ." Pavel said.

"l got it thefirst time" Atiliussaid.

"They're not going to be at their bet, Sir,” Brailowsky said. "L eave that to us. And when thetime
comes, you can bet we're going to be having some serious discuss ons with the Moonbase fighter force,
Sirs"" Hewasn't grinning, but it was close.

"Glad you're enjoying yoursdlf, Sergeant Mgor," Soheile said.

"Maam, I've been pretty damned mad about what was happening on Old Earth," Braillowsky said
soberly. "I'm very happy to have a chance, any chance, to do something about it."

"Vorica, Golden, Kaorifis, and dl the rest of CarRon Fourteen are Adoulas," Soheile said, shrugging
at the sergeant mgjor'selan. "Eleventh isgoing to be split, but | think it's going to go three-to-one for
Adoula. Thirteenth won't be split anymore—not with me and Julius both here—but there's a good chance
Fifteenth will be. Sixteenth . . . | don't know. Wu's been playing her cards as close as Prokourov has.

But Brettle, LaPaz, and Mahmut are as much Adoulas as Ggjdlis, and so are their flag captains. So
figureall six of Ggelis carriers, two of LaPaz', three—at |east—of Brettl€'s, and probably least at three
of Mahmut's, from the Fifteenth. That's fourteen to our four, and dl of them are going to fight like hell.
That's damned near four-to-one odds. Even if the rest Sit thisone out. If Prokourov gets off the decicred
and comesin on Adoulas side, aswdll, then we are truly screwed if Helmut doesn't get hereright on the
dot. And, sorry, Sergeant Mgjor, that going to be despite the Marines. There's only a squad or two on
each of those ships.”

"l didn't say it was going to be easy,” Kjerulf said.

"How's he going to tell the sheep from the goats?' Ferenc asked. "Hemut, that is. Even if he'sfast,
we're going to be pretty mixed up at that point.”

"Simple" Kjerulf said, grinning ferdly. "Well just reset our trangpondersto identify oursaves asthe
Fatted Calf Squadron.”

* k% %

Nimashet Desprealix was not, by any stretch of the imagination, a clotheshorse. Certainly not in
comparison to her fiancZ. Sheld grown up on asmall farm on one of the border worlds, where
hand-me-downs had been the order of the day. A new dress at Y ule had been considered ablessing
during her childhood, and she'd never redlly felt any pressure, even after she joined the Marines and had
abit more spending money, to dress up. Uniform took care of any business-related sartorial
requirements, and dacks and aratty sweater were awaysin style off-duty, in her opinion.

Still, certain appearances had to be maintained under the present circumstances. She had only three
"dressy” outfitsto wear at the restaurant, and some of the regulars had to have noticed by now that she
was cycling through them. So whatever her persona wishes, it wastimeto get afew more.

She stepped out of the airtaxi on afifth-story landing stage and paused, frowning, as she considered
themall. She could probably get everything she needed in Sadik's. She hoped so, anyway. She'd never
been one of those odd people who actively enjoyed the task of shopping, and she wanted to get this
chore done and out of the way as quickly as possible. Thirty-seven seconds would have been her own



preference, but this was the real world, so sheld settle for finishing within no more than an hour.

Asshe garted for themal, an darm bell rang suddenly in her head. Shewas ahighly trained
bodyguard, and something about the too-casua demeanor of two rather hefty males headed in her
generd direction was causing abit of adrenadineto leach into her system.

She glanced behind her as an airvan landed on the stage, and then whipped back around asthe
heavies she'd dready spotted abruptly stopped being "casual.” They moved towards her with sudden
purposefulness, asif the airvan'sarriva had been asignd—uwhich it dmost certainly had been. But they
weren't quite as perfectly coordinated asthey obvioudy fondly believed they were, and Despreaux
flicked out afoot and buried the sole of her sensible, sturdy shoein the belly of the one on her I€ft. It was
ahard enough snap-kick, augmented by both training and Marine muscle-enhancing nanites, that he was
probably going to have seriousinternd injuries. She spun in place and dammed one ebow towardsthe
attacker on the right. Blocked, she stamped down and crushed his instep, then brought her other elbow
up, catching his descending jaw and probably giving herself abone bruise. But both thugswere
down—the second one just might have a broken neck; at the very least he was going to have a strained
one—and it wastimeto run like hell.

She never heard the stunner.

"Has anyone seen Shara?' Roger asked, poking his head into the kitchen.

She was going shopping.” Dobrescu looked up from the reservation list. " She's not back?"

"No." Roger pulled out his pad and keyed her number. 1t beeped three times, and then Despreaux's
new face popped up.

"Shara—" he said.

"Hi, thisis Shara Stewart,” the message interrupted. "I'm not available right now, so if you'l leave a
message, I'll be happy to get back to you."

"Shara, thisis Augustus,” Roger said. "Forgotten werre working this evening? See you later.”
"Maybe you will," Ezequid Chubaissaid from the doorway, "and maybe you won't."

Roger turned the pad off and turned dowly towards the visitor.

"Oh?" he said mildly as his ssomach dropped.

"Hello, Ms. Stewart," avoice said.
Despreaux opened her eyes, then closed them asthe light sent splinters of pain through her eyes and
directly into her brain.

"| redly hate stunner migraines," she muttered. She moved her arms and sighed. "Okay. I've been
kidnapped, and since | havelittle or no vaue as myself, you're either planning on rape or using meto get
to. .. Augustus." She opened her eyes and blinked, frowning at the pain in her head. "Right?"

"Unfortunately,” the speaker agreed. He was Sitting behind a desk, smiling at her. "I supposeit might
be'b' and then 'a if things don't go aswe hope. Thereare certain . . . atractions to that, he added,
smiling again, hiseyes cold.

"So what are you asking? Pendties and fines?'

"Oh, the pendlties and fines have gone up,” the man said. "I'm afraid that, what with my costs
associated with persuading your gentleman friend, you'd better hope you're worth amillion creditsto
him"

"At least," Despreaux replied lightly. "The problem being that | don't think he has it on hand as spare

"I'm sure he can make. . . arrangements,” Siminov said.

"Not quickly," Despreaux said angrily. "We're taking about interstelar trangt times, and—"



"—and, in caseit's not clear to you, the money isn't dl mine to didtribute,” Roger said angrily.
"Too bad." Chubais shrugged. "Y ou'll have the money ready in two days, or, I'm sorry, but well have
to send your little friend back. One small piece at thetime.”

"I'vekilled peoplefor lessthan telling me something like that,” Roger said quietly. "Morethan one. A
greast many more than one."

"Andif | end up asfood for your pets," Chubais said, hisface hard, "then the first piecewill be her

"l doubt it." Roger'slaugh could have been used to freeze helium. "1 sugpect she's worth moreto me
than you are to your boss."

"Chop away," Despreauix said, wiggling her fingers. "I'd prefer anesthetic, but if you'll just hold a
stunner on me and toss me aknife, I'll take thefirst finger off right here. | might aswell; we don't have a
million credits Sitting around at the moment!”

* * %
"Well, Mr. Chubais," Roger stood and gestured to Cord, "care to tell me where to send whatever
remainsthere are?'
"Y ou wouldn't dare.”
Chubais glanced over at his guards, and the two men got up. They reached into their coats. . . and

dropped as an oaken table, designed to seat six diners comfortably, came down on their heads. Erkum
looked up at Roger and waved one false-hand.

"Wasthat right?" he asked.
"Just right,”" Roger said, without even looking at Chubais as he opened the case Cord held out and

withdrew the sword. He ran one finger down the edge and turned it to the light. "Cleaning up the messin
here would be abother. Take him out back.”

Erkum picked up the no longer sneeringly confident mobster by the collar of his thousand-credit
jacket and carried him through the restaurant, ignoring his steadily more frantic protests.

"Roger," Cord said, inthe X'Intai diaect, which couldn't possibly have been loaded to Chubais toot,
"thisis, perhaps, unwise."

"Too bad," Roger ground out.

Heand hisas followed Erkum out into the daughtering area, and Roger gestured to the atul pens.
Erkum carried the mobster over and lifted him up against the pen. The atul insdeit responded by
snarling and snapping at what looked very much like dinner.

"Careto tell mewhere you're holding my friend?' Roger asked in adeadly conversaiona tone.

"Youwouldnt dare! " Chubais repested, desperately, his voice falsetto-high asthe atul got one cloth
through the mesh and ripped hisjacket. "Siminov will kill her!”

"Inwhich case, I'll have precisely zero reason to restrain my response,” Roger sad, ill inthat lethaly
cam voice. "Gag him. And someone get atourniquet ready."

When Chubais was gagged and Rastar had produced alength of flexible rubber, Roger took the
mobster'swrigt in hisleft hand and extended hisarm. Chubais res sted desperatdly, fighting with dl of his
strength to wrench away from Roger's grip, but the prince's hand pinned him with apparent effortlessness.
He held the arm rock-steady, fully extended, and raised the sword to take it off at the elbow.

But as he did, Cord put his hand on the sword.
"Roger," hesaid, againin The Peoplesdiadect, "you will not do this."
"Damn draight | will," Roger growled.



"Youwill not,” Cord said again. "Y our lady would not permit it. The Cagptain would not permit it.
Youwill not doit."

"If he doesn't, | will," Pedi Karuse said flatly. "Des—Shardsafriend of mine."

"Youwill beslent, as," Cord said gravely. "There will be another way. Wewill takeit.”

"Ro—Mr. Chang!" Kosutic came barreling through the door from the kitchen, followed by Krindi
Fan. "What the hell isgoing on?"

Roger held the sword, still poised for astroke, and began to tremblein pure, undiluted rage. Silence
hovered, broken only by the atul's hungry snarls of anticipation and the gangster's ragged bregthing.
Findly, the prince twisted his sword hand's wrist, and the blade moved until its razor edge just kissed the
mobster's throat.

"Y ou have no ideawho you are dealing with," he said, deadly cam once more. "No pocking ideaa
al. You and your boss are two dimy little problemswhich arelessthan afleato me, and killing you
would have about as much meaning to me. But aMardukan barbarian just saved your ass, for thetime
being. He had more control, and more mora compunctions about chopping up alittle piece of shit like
you, than | ever will. Careto tell me where you're keegping my friend while I'm il inclined to listen to
you?"

The mobster eyed the sword, obvioudy terrified, but shook hishead conVaansvely.

"Fine" Roger said camly. "I'll try another route. If, however, I'm unable to find the information that
way, I'll giveyou to thisyoung lady." He gestured a Pedi. "Have you ever read Kipling?'

Despite hisfear, the mobster's eyes widened in surprise, and he produced another spastic
headshake.

"Therésaline from Kipling which you'l find gppropriateif | don't find theinformation | want very
quickly indeed.” Roger's dmost caressing tone carried an edge of silken menace. " 1t begins: 'When
you're wounded and left on Afghanistan's plain, and the women come out to cut up what remains.™ He
showed histeeth in ashark-like smile. "If the approach I'm about to try doesn't work, I'll leave you, as
they used to say, ‘to the women." And she won't be cutting off your arm.”

"Ms. Bordeaux," Roger said, after the three mobsters—one of whom would never again be a
problem for anyone, thanks to Erkum'’s table—had been flown off to the warehousein avan. "1 need you
to go see someone for me."

"Mr. Chang—" Kosutic began.

"I'm in no mood to be 'handled,” Ms. Bordeaux," Roger said flatly, "so you will shut the hell up and
listen to my orders. Y ou need to somehow arrange a meeting with Buseh Subianto. Now."

"Areyou sure that'sagood idea?' she asked, blanching.

"No. But it'sthe only idea | have short of chopping thet silly little shit up into pieces. Would you
prefer | do that, Ms. Bordeaux? Make up your mind, because I'd much prefer it!"

"No." Kosutic shook her head. "I'd redly prefer that you avoided that."

"Inthat case, get with Jnand find her," Roger snapped. "If she knowswhere Ni—Ms. Stewart is,
well go from there. If not, that guy isgoing to be walking and esting with sumps.”

"I thought you said the good guys don't torture people?' Catrone said evenly.

"Intheend, | didn't," Roger replied coldly. "And | might argue that there's a difference between
torturing someone for vengeance and because you need information they won't give you. But | won't,
becauseit would be an artificia digtinction.”

Helooked at Catrone, with absolutely no expression.

"Y ou should have listened more carefully, Tomcat. Especialy to the part about Nimashet being my



‘prosthetic conscience.’ Because I'll tell you the truth—you'd rather have one of my Mardukans on the
Throne than me without Nimashet."

Roger's eyes were cold and black as agates.

"Chubaisisan operator for arather larger fish named Alexi Siminov," Fritz Tebic said. Hisvoice
cracked at least alittle of the tension between Catrone and the prince, and the I Bl agent flashed a
hologram of aface. "We have along list of potentid offensesto lay against Sminov, but he'srather . . .
tricky in that regard. Nothing that we can take to court, in other words."

"I've known Siminov professionaly for years" Subianto said.

It had been difficult for the two of them to disappear, especidly without warning, but Buseh had
worked undercover for years, and she hadn't lost her touch. They'd made it to the warehouse before
Roger got there, and the two of them were now bemusedly working a sideline to what was apparently a
counter-coup.

"Hewasjust starting hisrise back when | wasin OrgCrime," she continued. "V ery smooth operator.
Worked hisway up in avery tough business. Did some strong-arm work to establish hisrep, and clawed
hisway up, over the dead bodies of a couple of competitors, since. Polished on the surface, but more
than abit of amad-dog underneath. Kidnapping is his style. So—" she glanced sideways at the prince
"—is'disgppearing' the kidnap victim to avoid arrest or to punish an adversary.”

"He's associated with severd operations,” Tebic said. "Theoretically, he could be dmost anywhere,
but he often uses this building for meetings." Ancther hologram appeared: afour-story building with some
rather large men hanging around the front door. "It's a neighborhood association, technicaly. In fact, it's
where he often meets with the groups he controls. Weve tried to bug it severd timeswith no
success—very tight security. Armed security, by the way, legdly authorized to carry weapons.”

"What Fritzissaying," Subianto said, "isthat because of our interest in Siminov, this particular
building isaways under eectronic surveillance. And awoman matching the height and shape of your
‘Shara Stewart' was seen being carried into the building. Since there was no missing persons report on
her, it was assumed she was a sireet progtitute who'd run afoul of Siminov for some reason. The ImpCity
PD wanted to do an entry on the basis that what we were seeing was a kidnap, assuming we could get a
warrant. But the ideawas shot down. If we did the entry and the presumed hooker had either
‘disappeared’ or refused—as she probably would—to swear out charges, we'd ook like fools. Who is
she, by the way?'

"Nimashet Despreauix,”" Roger ground out. " Sergeant Nimashet Despreaux. She'salso my fiancZe,
which makes her arather important person.”

"But not an identity we can use," Subianto pointed out sourly. "Somehow | don't think you want me
going to ajudge to report that Siminov has kidnapped awoman wanted for high treason under an
Imperid warrant. Which meanswe can't use ImpCity tac-teamsto spring her."

"I wouldn't trust ImpCity SWAT to wak my dog," Catrone said contemptuoudly, "much lessto do an
entry with aprinciple thisimportant.”
"They're very good," Tebic protested.

"No, they'renot,” Catrone said definitely. "Thisis my profession. Trust me, they're not very good at
al, Mr. Tebic."

"We know where sheis," Roger said, "and we don't have the ransom. So I'd best go get her."
"Like hell," Catrone said. "Leaveit to the professonds.”
"Sergeant Mgjor," Roger snapped, "again, get the wax out of your ears. | am the professond!”

"And you're indispensable! " Eleanora snapped back at him. ™Y ou're not going off on a Galahad
mission, Roger. Yes, you'd probably be the best for the job, but you're not gettinginthelineof fire. Get
that through your head.”

"Try to sop me," Roger said coldly.



"We're on atight schedule, here,” Catrone pointed out, "and we don't have the personnel, associated
with the main misson, or thetime, to go rescue your girlfriend.”

"We are not going to leave her to be chopped into pieces,” Roger said, coming to hisfeet with
dangerous grace.

"No, we're not," Catrone agreed camly. "But you are essentid for gaining entry to the Palace, and
you can't bein two places at onetime. If you walk out of thisroom, I'm walking out of the mission, and
soiseveryone I'm bringing to thetable. | can handle this; you don't have to get any nearer. Do you know
what | do for aliving?'

"Rasehorses" Roger said, "and draw your munificent penson.”

"And train tac-teams," Catrone said angrily. "Y ou can't get awegpon anywhere near Sminov's
offices, | can. And he's got legal bodyguardsthat are armed; asword isn't going to do you a damned bit
of good!"

"Y ou might be surprised,” Roger said quietly.

"Maybe." Catrone shrugged. "I've seen you operate. But, as| said, et the professionals handle
this—and | know the professonds.”

"Ms. Subianto,” Roger said, "l imagineit's pretty clear what's going on here.”

"It was clear before our first meeting,” Subianto said. "l wasn't aware it wasthisfar along, but it was
obvious what was going on. To me a least. I'm fairly sure no one el se has connected the dots.”

"We could use your help. Especidly on current intelligence on movements and on details of Imperid
City police security.”

"I hate palitics." Subianto shook her head angrily. "Why can't dl you damned politicians solve your
problemsin council?'

"l wishit could be s0," Roger said. "But it isn't. And | hate palitics, too, probably more than you do. |
tried to avoid them ashard as | could, but . . . some are born to them, some force their way into them,
and some are forced into them. In your case, the latter. In mine, thefirst and last. Do you know what
they're doing to my mother?" hefinished angrily.

"Yes," she said unhappily. "That waswhy | decided to ignore what was going on when you did me
that nicelittle ‘fatted calf' code phrase. But that doesn't mean | want to help you. Do you know what sort
of anightmarethisisgoing to causein Imperid City? In the Empire?”

"Yes, | do. And | aso know some of Adoulas plansthat you don't. But | dso know what thereis of
you in the public record, and what Temu said about you—and that you're an honorable person. What's
happening iswrong. It's bad for the Empire, and it's going to get worse, not better, and you know
damned well which side you should be on!™

"No, | don't,” Subianto said, "because | don't know that what you're doing is better for the Empire.”

"Herewe go again," Kosutic groaned. "L ook, forget everything you think you know about Master
Rog unlessyou're prepared to puke up your guts for about four hours.”

"What does that mean?' Tebic asked.
"She'sright,” Catrone said. "Ms. Subianto, you know something about me?'

"I know quite abit about you, Sergeant Mgjor," Subianto said dryly. "Counter-Intel considers
keeping an eye on the Empress Own to be just good sense. Y ou hear too many secrets to not be
considered asecurity risk.”

"Then trust my judgment,” Catrone said. "And Sergeant Mgor Kosutic's. Roger isn't the worthless
shit hewaswhen heleft.”

"Why, thank you, Sergeant Mgor." Roger actualy managed achuckle. "Nicely . . . put.”

"I'm garting to get that impression myself," Subianto said dryly, "athough I'm not so sure he hasntt
gonetoo far the other way. Almost cutting a suspect's arm off to get him to talk doesn't make me



particularly thrilled about hisjudgment.”

"Y ou're going to need to block out four hours sometime, then,” Roger said. " After that, you'll
understand what | consider "appropriate—and why. And that brings us back to Nimashet. Probably the
only reason | didn't cut off the bastard's arm was Cord's very cogent point that Nimashet would not
approve. Even to save her," he added bleakly.

"I need to speak to thisIBI agent you have attached to you," Subianto said equivocaly. "1 don't
recognize hisname.”

"And theres no record of himinthefiles" Tebic said. "He'sanon-person, asfar aswe're
concerned.”

"He's at the restaurant at the moment,” Roger said. "We need to get this operation to pull Despreaux
worked out, though. I'll get him headed over right away."

"I'll call my people,” Catrone said. "Good thing we've got the datanet wired from here.”
"Thiswill not be alegal operation,” Eleanora pointed out.

"I know. I'm not saying they'll be happy to do it; | said they would doit. | thought about bringing
theminonthemain op, but. . . . Wdll, | trust them, but not that far. Besides, they're not combat
troops—they're tac-teams. Therésafineling, but it'sred. For this, though, they're perfect.”

"Jn," Roger said, asthe I Bl agent stepped into the meeting room at the warehouse. ™Y ou recognize
Ms. Subianto, and thisisMr. Tebic."

"Madam." Jin cameto something like attention.

"Mr. Jn," Subianto replied with anod.

"There's some question about your 1D, Temu,” Roger said, raising an eyebrow. "Y ou don't appear to
beligted in Mr. Tebic'srecords. Anything you'd careto tell me?”

"I was deep cover on Marduk," Jin said uneasily. "Kyoko Pedza's department. | got a coded
message to go into the cold when this supposed coup occurred. I've sent two counter messages,
requesting contact, but no response. Either Assistant Director Pedza has gone to ground, or he's dead. |
would estimatethe latter.”

"Sowould |," Subianto sighed. "Which angers me. Kyoko and | have been good friends for many
years. Hewas one of my first field supervisors.”

"Assgtant Director Pedza managed to dump lots of hisfiles before he disgppeared,” Tebic pointed
out. "It'snot unlikely that Jin'swas one of them.”

"And Jn hasbeen. .. an extremely loyd agent,” Roger said. "He started covering for uslong before
we ever even met, and he was instrumental in getting us the weapons we needed to take the spaceport
on Marduk. Capable, too; he cracked the datanet on the Saint ship in really remarkable time.”

"Saint ship?' Subianto asked.

"It would take far too long to explain even afraction of our story, Ms. Subianto. The point isthat Jin
has been an extremely loyd aide. Loyd, | think, to the Empire first. He's been assisting me because he
seesit ashisduty to the Empire.”

"Yes, Sr, Jnsad. "I'm afraid I'm not one of your Companions, Y our Highness—only an agent
assgting inwhat | see as alegitimate operation under Imperia law againgt aconspiracy of traitors.”

"But," Subianto said, dill frowning, "while | know agrest many of our operatives, at least by name,
I'm sorry to say that | don't recognizeyou at dl.”

"I'm sorry to hear that, Maam," Jin said politely.

"What was your mission?"

"Internal security monitoring,” Jin replied. "Keeping an eye on what the local governor wasdoing. I'd
been compiling areport | was pretty sure would have landed himin prison, at the very least. But that's



not an issue anymore.”
"No, itisnt,” Roger said. "Based on the evidence againgt him, | gave him afield court-martia and had
him executed."

"That was alittle high-handed,” Subianto said, arching her eyebrows. "I don't believe even the Heir
Primus has the authority to arbitrarily order executions, however justified.”

"It wasn't ‘arbitrary,” Roger said atrifle coldly. "Y ou did hear me use the phrase ‘court-martid,'
didn't you? I'm also acolond of Marines, who happened to be on detached—very detached—duty. |
discovered evidence of treason while operating under field conditionsin which reference to headquarters
was not, in my estimation, possible. It's covered, Ms. Subianto. Every 'i' dotted and every 't' crossed.”

He held Subianto's gaze for perhaps two heartbeats. Then the IBI agent's eyesféll. It wasn't a
surrender, so much as an acknowledgment . . . and possibly adecision not to cross swords over aclearly
secondary issue.

"Mr. Jin," she said instead, focusing on the other agent, "I'm sorry to say that Marduk isafairly minor
planet. Not exactly acritica, high-priority assgnment, whatever the governor may have been up to. Sol
haveto ask this—what isyour 1S rating?'

Jn cleared histhroat and shrugged
"Twelve" hesad.
"TWELVE?' Roger sared a& him. " Twelve?"

"Yes, Your Highness" Jin admitted. Twelve was the lowest Imperia Security rating possiblefor a
field agent of the|BI.

"Agent Jn," Subianto said she gently, "how many assignments have you had in the fidl d?
There was an extended pause, and then Jin swallowed.

"Marduk was my first solo field assignment, Maam," he said, gazing at the wal six centimeters above
her head.

"Holy Chrigt," Roger muttered. "In that case, Ms. Subianto, | would say Agent Jnisone hell of a
credit to your Academy!”

"And it so explanswhy | don't recognize your name." Subianto smiled faintly. "On the other hand, |
have to agree with the Prince, Agent Jin. Y ou've donewdl. Very well."

"Thank you, Maam," Jin Sghed. "Y ou underdand. . . ."

"l do," Subianto said, smiling openly now. "And, I'm sorry, but you're il officidly in the cold until we
can figure out some way to bring you in again.”

"Oh, | think we can do something about that in about two days," Roger said. "God willing. And if
nothing goes dragticaly wrong."

"Jesus, look at the Sgnature on that van!™ the monitor tech said. "Hey, Sergeant Gunnar, ook at this”
"Imperid permit IFF," the supervisor replied.

"l know, but . . . geez, that's some serious firepower.”

The supervisor frowned and used her toot to dia the van.

"Vehicle Mike-Lima-Echo-Three-Five-Niner-Six, approaching Imperid city northeest, thisis
ImpCity PD Perimeter Security,” she said. "Request nature of mission and destination.”

* * %
Trey tapped the van's communicator and smiled at the femae officer in the ICPD uniform who
appeared inthe HUD.

"Hey, thought you'd be calling,” he said. "Firecat, LLC, Trey Jacobi. We're doing ademo for the
Imperia Festiva. Check your records.”

The supervisor frowned and looked inward with the expression of someone communing with her



toot, then nodded.

"Gotit," shesaid. "Y ou can understand why we were wondering. Y ou're radiating wide enough
they're probably picking you up a Moonbase."

"Not aproblem.” Trey chuckled. "Happensdl thetime."
"Mindif I come by for the demo?' Gunnar asked.

"Not a al. Monday, 9 am., Imperia City Combat Range. They say there's going to be abig crowd,
s0 1'd get there early.”

"Can | useyour nameto get agood seat?"
"Absolutely,” Trey replied. "Take care," he added as he cut the connection.
"Be an even better demo tomorrow,” Bill said from the passenger's seet. "And not at the range.”

"Couldn't exactly invite her to that,” Dave replied from the back. "Today, ladies and gentlemen, were
going to demonstrate how to smear agroup of heavily armed mobsters and retreat before the police
arive," he added in afast, high, weird voice. "Failure to properly plan and conduct the operation will
result in severe pendties,” he added in adeep, somber baritone. "If any of the members of your
organization are captured, or killed, the department will disavow al knowledge of your existence. This
van will self-destruct in five seconds.”

"Could somebody please shut him up?' Clovis said from the seet next to Dave. "Before we're one
short onthemisson?"

"Wel!" Dave said in asgqueaky, teenaged femaevoice. "l don't think that'savery nicething to say! |
swear, some of the dates| agreetogoon. . . ."

"I'm gonnakill him," Clovis muttered "1 sweer it. Thistime, hésgonnahiteit.”
"B-b-but Cloooovis," Davewhined, "I thought you were my friend! "

Theairvan pulled up in front of a hastily rented warehouse severa blocks from the Greenbrier facility,
then floated insde asthe doors did open. It eased to astop in the middle of the empty warehouse, and
Roger watched as Catrone's "friends’ unloaded.

The driver looked remarkably like Roger had before his bod-mod. Shorter—he was probably 170
centimeters—but with long blonde hair that was dightly curly and fell to the middle of hisback, and a
chisded, handsome face. He moved with the robotic stride of awell-trained fighter, light on hisfeet, and
had hugdly muscled forearms.

"Trey Jacobi," he said, crossing to where Roger waited beside Catrone.

"Trey'savery good general operator,” Catrone said, "and aformer loca magistrate. He's also our
defense lawyer, so watch him.”

"Who's my newest client?' Trey asked, holding out his hand to Roger.

"ThisisMr. Chang," Catronereplied. "He's. . . agood friend. A very important person to me. HeEd
probably handle this on hisown, but he has a pressing bus ness engagement tomorrow."

Theindividua who climbed out of the driver's Sde rear door was a huge moose of aman, with
close-cropped hair. He strode over like asoldier and stopped, coming to parade rest.

"Dave Watson," Catrone said. "He's areserve officer with the San-AngelesPD."

"Pleased to meet you." Dave stuck out his hand, shook Roger's, and then resumed his position of
parade rest, his face stern and sober.

"ThisisBill Copectra," Catrone continued, as a short, stocky man came around the front of the van.
"He does el ectronics.”

"Hey, Tomcat," Bill said. "Y ou're going to owe us one very goddammed big one for this. If you had a
daughter, that would be the down payment.”

"I know," Catrone replied, shaking his head.



"l had ahot date for thisweekend, too," Bill continued.

"Youveawaysgot adate,” the last man said. He was a bit taller than Bill, and wider, with oak-like
shoulders, short-cut black hair, and awide, flat face. He walked with arolling stride which suggested to
Roger either asailor or someone who spent alot of time on civanback. Make that horseback, this being
Old Earth.

"ThisisClovis Oyler," Catrone said. "Deputy officer with the Ogala department. Entry."
"That'susualy my spot,” Roger said, nodding as he shook Oyler's hand. "Charge?"

"Usualy amodified bead gun,” Oyler replied. "Y ou can't stay on the door with acharge. And there's
not many doors that won't go down with ablast from atwelve-millimeter bead.”

"With atwelve-millimeter, you're not going to have many shots|left," Roger pointed ouit.

"If you need more then three or four, you'rein the wrong room,” Oyler answered, asif explainingto a
child.

"Tac-teams." Roger looked at Catrone and nodded. "Not combat soldiers. For your general
information, Mr. Oyler, | usualy do the entry in atac-suit or powered armor and ride the entry charge
through. Sometime welll seewho'sfaster," he added with agrin.

"Told you there was a difference," Catrone said. "And Clovis technique does tend to leave more
people dive and unmangled on the other side of the door."

He shrugged, then turned back to Copectra.

"Bill, welve got an address. We need a surveillance setup. Dave will emplace—taps and externa
wire. We need a schematic on the building and a count on the hostiles. Clovis, while Bill and Dave take
care of that, you do weapons prep. Trey, you do initid layout.”

"What are you going to be doing?' Trey asked with afrown. Catrone normally took layout himsdf.
"I've got another operation to work on," Catrone replied. "I'll be herefor the brief, and on the op.”
"What's the other op?* Trey asked. "I'm asking as your counsel, here, you understand.”

"One of the kind where, if we need an atorney, he won't do us much good,” Roger replied.

* % *
"Prince Jackson,” Generd Gianetto said over the secure com link, "we have a problem.”
"What?' Adoularesponded. "Or, rather, what now?"

"Something's going on in Capital Fleet. Theréve been alot of rumors about what's happening in the
Palace, some of them closer to redity than | like. | think your security isn't the best, Prince Jackson."

"It'sasgood asit can get," Adoulasaid. "But rumors aren't aproblem.”

"They are when the Navy getsthis tirred up,” Gianetto noted. "But thisis more than just rumors.
CID picked up arumor about amutiny brewing among the Marines. They're planning
something—something around the time of the Imperid Festival. And | don't like the codename one bit.
It's 'Fatted Calf."

Adoula paused and shook his head.

"Something from the Bible?' he asked increduloudy. ™Y ou want me to worry about aMarine mutiny
based on the Bible?"

"It'sfrom the parable of the prodigal son, Y our Highness," Gianetto said angrily. "Prodigd son. You
roast the fatted calf when the prodigal son returns.”

"Roger'sdead,” Adoulasaid flatly. "You arranged that death, Generd."

"I know. And if held survived, he should have turned up somewhere within the first few weeks after
his 'accident.’ But it looks like somebody believeshesdive.”

"Prince Roger is dead," Adoularepeated. "And even if he weren't, so what? Do you think that that
air head could have staged a counter-coup? That anyone would have followed him? For God's sake,



Genera, hewas New Madrid's son! No wonder he was an idiot. What was the phrase you used about
one of the officers| suggested? He couldn't have led a platoon of Marinesinto abrothel.”

"The same can't be said for Armand Pahner,” Gianetto replied. "And Pahner would fight for the
Empress, not Roger. Roger would just be the figurehead. And I'm telling you, something is going down.
The Associations are firring, the Marines are contemplating mutiny, and Helmut is moving somewhere.
We have aserious Stuation here.”

"So what are you doing about it?* Adoula demanded.

"What's the most critica point we have to secure?!

"The Empress,” Adoulasad. "And mysdif."

"Okay," Gianetto replied. "I'll beef up security around Imperia City. Where I'll get it fromisgoing to
be an interesting question, since we don't have that many ground forceswe know areloyal. But I'll figure

it out. Beef up security around the Palace, aswell. Asfor you, you need to be moving the day of the
Fedtiva."

"I'm supposed to be a participant,” Adoulasaid with afrown. "But I'll send my regrets.”
"Dothat," Gianetto said dryly. "At the last minute, if you want a professiona suggestion.”
"What about the Marines?" Adoula asked.

"I'll replace Braillowsky," Gianetto said. "And have alittle chat with him."

"Okay," Eleanorasaid, breaking into one of the fina planning sessons. "We have ared problem.”

"What?' Roger asked.

"Sergeant Mgjor Brailowsky wasjust arrested, and the Marine web sites are all talking about Fatted
Cdf. | think Kjerulf wasalittle freewith information.”

"Shit." Roger looked at the clock. "Twelve more hours."

"Ask mefor anything but time," Catrone replied.

"They're going to sweet him,” Marinau said. "He'sres stant to interrogation, but you can get anything
out of anybody eventualy.”

"He's going to be in the Moonbase brig," Rosenberg said. "That's lousy with Navy SPs. We can't just
soring him quitly.”

"Greenbergisill in place,”" Roger pointed out. "If he knows Kjerulf ison our side, and Brailowsky
would haveto, snce they're talking about 'Fatted Calf,’ then welll lose Kjerulf, aswell. And they'll know
it's going down sometime around the Festival.”

"And Kjerulf knowsit hasto do with Mardukans," Eleanora said with awince.

"And theré's now awarning order on the IBI datanet,” Tebic said, looking up from his station. "A
coup attempt planned for around the Imperia Festival.”

"They know everything important,” Catrone said flatly, shaking his head. "We should abort.”

Everyone looked at Roger. That was what Catrone redlized later—much later. Even he looked at
Roger. Who waslooking sghtlesdy at thefar wall.

"No," the prince said after along pause. "Never take council of your fears. They know about Helmut,
but that was obvious. They suspect | may be dlive, but they don't know about Miranda.”

He paused and consulted histoot.

"Wemoveit up," he continued, hisvoice crisp. "It'll take time for them to do anything. Orders have
to be cut, plans have to be made, squadrons moved, questions answered. Temu," he looked at Jin,
"you've been managing the parade permits. Can we jump the queue? Get the Parade Marshd to move us
forward to firg thing in the morning?"

"We canif yourewilling to risk dipping alittle cash into someone's pocket,” Jin said after amoment,



"and | think | know which pocket to fill. But there's a chance he might smell abig enough rat to raise the
dam.”

"Assessthe odds," Roger said, and the extremedly junior 1Bl officer closed his eyesfor fifteen seconds
of intense thought.

"Maybe onein five helll smell something, but no more than onein ten that helll do anything except ask
for more cash if hedoes," he said findly, and Roger frowned. Then the prince shrugged.

"Not good, but under the circumstances, better than waiting for Brailowsky to be swested,” he
decided, and turned to the other IBI agents.

"Okay, Fatted Caf isthe codeword, apparently. Tebic, can you insert something covertly on the
Marine Stes—the onesthey read?’

"Easy," Tebicsad.

"Codeword Fatted Calf. Insert it so it will read out at oh-seven-hundred. That's seven hours from
now. That's the kickoff time."

"What about Helmut?' Catrone asked.

"Nothing we can do about that," Roger said. "He was scheduled to turn up at ten, and that's when
hell turn up. 1 hope."

Catrone nodded at the prince's qudifier. Unfortunately, they till hadn't gotten any confirmation from
Helmut that he'd even received Roger'singtructions, much less that held be able to comply with them.

"We don't know anything for sure about Helmuit at this point,” Roger continued, "but we do know
we need Kjerulf. He and M oonbase are right on top of us. If he can't a least confuse things up there long
enough for usto take the Palace, were dl dead, anyway. And if we wait for Helmut, we lose Kjerulf."

He shrugged, and Catrone nodded. Not so much in agreement as in acceptance. Roger nodded
back, then returned his attention to Tebic.

"On the Moonbase net," hesaid. "Add: Get Brailowsky."
"Gotit."
"Y ou sure about that?" Catrone asked. " Security isgoing to be monitoring.”

"Let them," said the prince who'd fought hisway hafway around a planet. "We don't leave our
people. Ever."

"We need one more thing," Roger said. It was a clear Saturday in October, thefirst day of the
Imperia Festival. A day when the weather computers knew damned well to make sure the westher in
Imperid City was perfect. Clear, crisp, and beautiful, the sun just below the horizon in Imperid City. The
Day. Roger was staring unseeingly at the schematic of the Palace, fingering the skintight black suit that
was worn under armor.

"Y eah, backup,” Catrone said, looking at the plan one moretime. It was going to be tight, especidly
with the Bad Guys expecting it. And they were dl tired. They'd intended to get some deep before the
mission kicked off, but what with last-minute detailsand moving it up. . . .

"No, | wastaking about Nimashet," Roger said, and swalowed. "They're going to kill her the
moment your team hits."

"Not if they think it'sthe cops," Catrone pointed out. "They're not going to want a dead body on their
hands on top of everything ese. I'm more worried about Adoulakilling your mother, Roger. And you
should be, too."

"We can't count on that," Roger said, ignoring the jab. "Remember what Subianto said about
Siminov—a polished mad-dog, remember? And as much as you say your team isthe best of the best,
they're not my best. And my best, Mr. Catrone, is pretty damned good. And | do know one person |
can count on."



"We don't need another complication,” Catrone said.
"Youll likethisone" Roger said, and grinned ferdly.

* * *

Pedi Karuse liked to dress up. She especialy liked the variety available on Old Earth, and she'd
decided on a nice gold-blonde dress that matched the color of her horns. It had been fitted by avery
skilled seamstress—she'd had to be to figure out how to design adressfor a pregnant Mardukan that
didn't look decidedly odd. Pedi had matched it off with a pair of sandalsthat clearly reveded the fact that
Mardukans had talonsinstead of nails on their feet. The talons were painted pink, to match the oneson
her fingers. Her horns had aso been expertly polished only afew hours before, by avery nice Pinopan
woman named Mae Su, who normdly did manicures. Humans had al sorts of dyesand colors, but she'd
stayed with blonde thistime. She was consdering dying them red, since one of the humans said she was
anatural redhead persondity, whatever that meant. But for now, she was a blonde.

There was the problem of Mardukan temperature regulation, of course. In generd, they had none.
Mardukans were defined by Doc Dobrescu, who'd become the preeminent (if more or less unknown)
authority on Mardukan physiology, as"damned near as cold-blooded as atoad." Toads, by and large,
do not do well on cold morningsin October in Imperid City. Most of the Mardukans dedlt with thisby
wearing environment suits, but they were o . . . utilitarian.

Pedi dedlt with thissartorid dilemma—and the frigid environment—in severa ways. First, shedd been
gudying dinshon exerciseswith Cord since sheld first met him. Dinshon was adiscipline Cord's people
used to control their interna temperature, aform of homeopathic art. Part of it was herbal, but most of it
was amentd discipline. It could help in the Mardukan Mountains, where the temperatures often dropped
to what humans considered "pleasant” and Mardukans consdered "freezing." Given that this particular
morning waswha humans considered "freezing," Mardukans didn't even have afitting descriptive phrase
short of "some sort of icy Hell."

Dinshon exercises could help her manage even thisbitter cold, but only for afew minutes. So she'd
come up with some additiona refinements.

Around her wrists—al four—and ankles, she had tight lesther bands, with amatching collar around
her neck. The accouterments made her look something like aKrath Servant of the Flame, which wasnt
remotely a pleasant association, but the important part was that the bands covered heat strips that were
hot enough to be on the edge of burning. More strips covered her belly and packed around the
devel oping fetuses on her back.

With those and the dinshon exercises, she should be good for acouple of hours. And no icky,
unfashionable environment suiit.

All'indl, shelooked to bein the very height of style, if you ignored the dight reflection from the
poly-saccharide mucoid coating on her skin, as she stepped daintily out of the airtaxi and pranced up to
the front door of the Caepio Neighborhood A ssociation Headquarters.

"My nameisPedi Karuse," she said in her best Imperial, nodding at the two men. One of them was
amogt astdl as shewas. If sheld been wearing hedls, she would have towered over even him, but he
washig. . . for ahuman. "I'm here to see Mr. Siminov. I'm aware that he'sin.”

"The Boss don't talk to any scummy walk-in off the street,” the shorter of the two said. "Get logt."
"Tdl him I'm an emissary from Mr. Chang," Pedi said, doing her best to smile. It wasn't anaturd
expression for Mardukans, with their limited facid muscles, and it came out as more of agrimace. "And

held redly like to speak to me. It'simportant. To him."

The guard spoke into his throat mike and waited, then nodded.

"Somebody's coming,” he said. "Y ou wait here."

"Of course," Pedi said, and giggled. "It's not like were going to wander around back, isit?”

"Not with ascummy,” the bigger guard said with a scowl.



"Y ou never know til you try it," Pedi said, and wiggled her hips. It was another non-natural action,
but she'd watched human femaes enough to get the generd idea.

The person who came to the door was wearing a suit. It looked badly tailored, but that was probably
the body under it. Pedi had seen pictures of aterrestrial cresture called a"gorilla" and this guy looked as
if hed just falen out of thetree. . . and hit his head on the way down.

"Comeon," the gorillalook-alike said, opening the door and stepping aside. "The Bossisjust up. He
hasn't even had his coffee. He hates to be kept waiting when he hasn't had his coffee.”

There was aloud buzz as Pedi stopped into the corridor, and the gorilla scowled ferocioudy.
"Hold it!" he said, surprise and menace warring in hisvoice. Y ou got weapons.”

"Well, of course I've got weapons,” Pedi said, giggling again as three more men stepped into the
corridor. "I'm dressed, aren't 17"

"Y ou got to hand them over," the gorilla said with the expression of someone who'd never
understood jokes, anyway.

"What?' Pedi asked. "All of them?"'

"All of 'em," the gorillagrowled.

"Wel, dl right,” Pedi Sghed. "But the Bossis going to be waiting for sometime, then.”

She reached through the upper dits on her dress and drew out two swords. They were short for a
Mardukan, which made them about aslong as a cavary sdbre, and smilarly curved. Sheflipped them
and offered the hiltsto the gorilla

When held taken those, she started pulling out everything el se. Two curved daggers, the size of
human short swords. A punch-dagger on the inside of either thigh. Two daggers at the neck, and two
more secreted in various spots that required a certain amount of reaching. Last, she handed over four
sets of brass knuckles, a cosh, and four rolls of Imperia quarter-credits.

"That'sit?' the gorillaasked, hisarmsfull.

"Well. . . ." Shereached up and under her skirt and withdrew along punch-dtiletto. It was dightly
gicky. "Now that'sit. My father would kill mefor handing them over so tamely, too.

"Just set it on the pile," the gorillasaid. When she had, he offered the armload to one of the other
guards and ran awand over her, carefully. There were ill acouple of things he didn't like. She had
another roll of credits, for example, and anall file. It was about two decimeterslong, with awickedly
sharp point.

"I've got to have something to do my hornswith!" she said, aghast, as he confiscated that.

"Not in here," the gorillasaid. "Okay, now you can seethe Boss."

"I'd better get it dl back," she said to the guard with the armful of ironmongery.

"I'm going to love watching you put it dl back," the guard replied chearfully as he carted it into one of
the side rooms and dropped it on a convenient table with asemi-musica clang.

"So, what'sit like, working for Mr. Sminov?' Pedi asked as they walked to the elevator.
"It'sajob," the gorillasaid.

"Anyplacein an organization like thisfor awoman?'

"Y ou know how to use any of that stuff?" the guard asked, punching for the third floor.
"Pretty much,” Pedi answered truthfully. "Pretty much. Alwayslearning, you know."
"Then, yeah, | guess 0, the gorilla said as the doors closed.

"Shessin," Bill sad.
"One more body to keep from killing." Clovis shook his head. "I hate distractions.”
"Just follow the yellow brick road!™ Davis said in amunchkin voice. "Just follow the yellow brick



road! Follow the, follow the, follow the, follow the, follow the yellow brick road! Just follow—""
"I'vegot liveammo,” Clovissad, shifting dightly. "Don't tempt me.”
"Canit," Tomcat said, reaching up and lowering the visor on his helmet. "Forty-five seconds.”

Hona wiggled to try to get some more space in the seat. Hefailed, and snarled as he began punching
buttons.

"Damned dwarfs" he muttered.

"Say again, Red Six," the communicator said.

"Nothing, Captain," Honal replied.

"Outer doors opening,” Rosenberg said. "Moveto inner door positions.”

"Dwarfs," Hond muttered again, making sure he wasn't broadcasting, and picked up on the
antigravity. "A race of dwarfs." But at |least they made cool toysto play with, he thought, and pressed the
button to tranamit.

"Red Six, light," he said, then flipped the lever to lift the landing skids and pulled the stingship out of
itsbay, turning out to line up with the doors to the warehouse. They were il in the underground facility,
but once out of the cover of the bunkers concealing depth of earth, they were going to light up every
beacon in Imperid City.

It wastimeto party.

"Three, four, five," Roger counted as he trotted aong the damp passageway. Water rose up to thelip
of the catwalk, and the dippery concrete surface was covered with dime.

The passage was an ancient "subway," ameans of masstransit that had predated gravtubes. Imperia
City's unending expansion had |€ft it behind long before the Dagger Y ears, and the Palace—whether by
accident or Miranda MacClintock's design—was right over a spot that used to be cdled "Union Station.'

Roger was counting side passages, and stopped at seven.

"Timeto get themisson face on,” he said, looking at histeam of Mardukans and retired Empress
Own. The latter were mostly sounding abit puffed by the three-kilometer run, but they checked their
equipment and armed their bead and plasma cannon with the ease of years of practice.

Roger consulted histoot one last time, then opened what |ooked like an ancient fuse box. Ingde was
anot much more modern keypad. Hoping like hell that the e ectronics had held up in the damp, he drew
adeep breath and punched in along code.

Meta scraped, and the wall began to move away.

Roger stepped into the darkness, followed by twelve Mardukans in battle armor, a half-dozen former
Empress Own, likewise armored, and one dightly bewildered dog-lizard.

"Your first meeting isin twenty-three minutes, with Mr. Van den Vondd," Adoulas adminigtrative
assgtant said asthe prince entered the limousine. "After that—"

"Cancd it," Adoulasaid. "Duauf, heed for the Richen house.™

"Yes, gr," the chauffeur said, lifting the limo off the platform and inserting it deftly into traffic.

"But. .. but, Your Highness" thegirl said, flushing. Y ou have anumber of gppointments, and the
Imperid Fediva is—"

" think welll watch the parade from home thisyear," he said, looking out the window. Dawn was just
breaking.

The Imperia Festival celebrated the overthrow of the Dagger Lords and the establishment of the



Imperid Throne, five hundred and ninety years before. The Dagger Lord forces had been "officidly”
beaten on October fifth; the remova of minor loca adherents, most of whom had been dedlt with by
dropping rocks on their heads, was ignored. For reasons known to only afew specialized historians,
Miranda MacClintock had ssomped all over any use of the term "October Revolution." She had,
however, initiated the Imperid Festiva, and it remained ayearly celebration of the continuation of the
MacClintock line and the Empire of Man.

The Festiva was having a bit of a problem being festive thisyear. The crowdsfor the fireworksthe
night before had been unruly, and alarge group of them had pressed into Imperid Park, cdling for the
Empress. They'd been dispersed, but the police were less than certain that something ese, possibly
worse, wouldn't happen today.

The Mardukans unloading from trailers, however, were smply asight to boggle the eye. The beasts
they were leading down the cargo ramps were like something from the Jurassic, and the Mardukans were
supposedly—and the saddles and bridles bore it out—planning on riding them. The riders were big guys,
even for Mardukans, wearing polished mail, of al things, and sted helmets. The police eyed the swords
they wore—culturd artifacts, fully in kegping with the Festival and, what was more, tied in place with
cords—and hoped they weren't going to be a problem.

The same went for the infantry types. They borelong pikes and antique chemicd rifles over their
backs. One of the sergeants from the local police went over and checked to make certain they didn't
have any propellants on them. Scanners weren't tuned for ol d-fashioned black powder, and they looked
asif they knew which end the bullet came out. They didn't have any ammunition, but he checked out the
rifles anyway, just out of persond interest. They were complicated breechloaders, and one of the
Mardukans demonstrated the way his broke open and was loaded. The ease with which he handled the
rifle spoke to the cop of long practice, which was troubling, since they were supposedly a group of
waitersfrom aloca restaurant.

But when they unloaded the last beast, he nearly caled for backup. The thing wasthe size of an
elephant, and clearly not happy to be here. It was bellowing and pawing the ground, and the rider on its
back seemed to be having very little effect on its behavior. It appeared to be searching for something,
and it suddenly rumbled to life, padding with ground-shaking tread over to Officer Jorgensen.

Jorgensen blanched asthe thing sniffed a his hair. It could take off his head with one bite fromitsbig
beak, but it only sniffed, then burbled unhappily. It soun around, far more lightly than anything that large
should move, and bellowed. Loudly. It did not sound happy.

Findly, one of the big ridersin armor gave it apiece of cloth that looked asif it might have been
ripped from a combat suit. The beast sniffed at it, and snuffled on it, then settled down, till looking
around, but mallified.

It was agood thing the crowds were gill so sparse, Jorgensen thought. Maybe that was why the
parade marsha had swapped these guys around to the head of the parade from somewhere near the tail ?
To get them and their critters through and out before the presence and noise of bigger crowds turned the
cranky beasts even crankier?

Nah, it couldn't be anything that reasonable, he thought. Not with al the other crap going on this
yedr.

But a least it was going to be an interesting Festivd.

"Here he comes," Macek said, glancing up from the panel hed pulled gpart and diding the multi-tool
back into its holster on his maintenance tech's belt.

Macek and Bebi had both been stationed with the M oonbase Marine contingent in an earlier tour,
which waswhy they'd been picked for thisjob. They didn't likeit, but they were professonds, and
they'd followed Roger through too many bloodsoaked battlefields to care about one bought-and-paid-for
admird.



"What about the aide?" Bebi asked.

"Leave her," Macek said, glancing at the atractive brunette lieutenant and pushing down his goggles.
"Sunner.”

Bebi nodded, withdrew the bead pistol from the opened maintenance panel, and turned. Greenberg
had just enough timeto identify the weapon in his assassin's hand before the stream of hyper velocity
beads turned his head into gory spray. The lieutenant beside him opened her mouth as her admiral’s
brains and blood were deposited across her in ared and gray mist, but Macek raised his stunner before
she could do anything more.

"Sorry about that, Maam," he said, and fired.

Both men dropped their weagpons and put their hands on their heads as Marine guards pounded
suddenly down the corridor, bead pistols drawn and very angry looks on their faces.

"Hdlo," Macek sad.
"Y ou mother-fu—!"
"Fatted Cdf," Bebi interrupted conversationdly, lowering his hands. "Mean anything to you?"

"Inner doors opening,” Rosenberg said. "Initiate.”

The Shadow Wolves swept forward, bursting from their hiding place in the very heart of Imperia
City. Assoon as held cleared the inner doors and had full communi cations capability, Honal keyed the
circuit for al squadrons.

"Arise civan brotherd" he cried. "Fell deeds await! Now for wrath, now for ruin, and ared dawn!"

Roger had taught him that. He didn't know where the prince had picked it up—jprobably some
ancient human history—»but it was a grest line, and deserved to be repested.

"Oh, shit," Phepssaid.
"What now?' Gunnar inquired with ayawn.

"Multiple sgnatures” Phelps sngpped. "Military grade. Threeloca—four . . . five locations, twoin
the Western Ranges! Three of them are inside thecity!"

"What?" Gunnar jerked upright in her station chair, keying up arepester on her console. "Oh, my
God! Not again.”
"Wherein the hell did they come from?" Phel ps demanded.

"Noidea," Gunnar replied. "But five gets you ten where they're headed." She started tapping in a set
of commands, only to stop as her connection light blinked out. A fraction of an ingtant later, therewasa
rumble from the bulding's sub-basement.

"Primary communicationslink down," Corpord Ludjevit said tersely. " Secondary down, too.
Sergeant, we're cut off."

"Find out why!" Gunnar said. " Shit, can't we communicate a all?"
"Only if you want to useaphone,”" Ludjevit told her.

"Then use the fucking phone! "

"Luddite

"Say what you will about dl these human devices" Krindi Fain observed, blowing out the match,
"therés acertain thrill to gunpowder.”

The main communications node for the Imperia City Police Department had just encountered two
kilos of the aforementioned gunpowder. The gunpowder had won.



"Humans taught usthat, too," Erkum said, scratching at the base of one horn. "Right?"
"Oh, be aspaoilsport,” Krindi replied. "Timeto get out of here.”

"Right thisway," Tebic said. "Getting in was easy.” It had been, thanksto IBI-provided clearance for
the "technicians." "Getting out, we have to take the sewers.”

Imperid City was the best defended spot in the galaxy. Everyone knew that. What most were
unaware of, however, was that

it was defended primarily againgt space attack. Defensive emplacements ringed the city, and some
were located in its very heart, for that matter. But they were designed to engage incoming hostile
wespons & near orbitd levels.

There were far fewer defenses near the ground.

The stingships used that chink in the capital's armor for al it was worth. Aircars had been grounded
automatically, as soon asthe city police network went down. That meant the traffic which would normaly
have been in their way was parked on the ground, drivers cursing at systems that smply wouldn't work.
That didn't mean the air wasfree, just less cluttered by moving crap.

Hona banked the stingship around one of the city'sinnumerable skyscrapers and triggered asmart
round. The round went upwards, then back, and impacted on Prince Jackson's office as Honal dove
under agravtube and made another bank down 47th Street.

A police car at theintersection of 47th and Troelsen Avenue sent a stream of beads hisway, but they
bounced off the stingship's ChromSten armor like raindrops. Hona didn't even respond. The police,
whether they knew it or not, were effectively neutrasin this battle, and he saved hisammo for more
important things.

Such asthe defensive emplacements at the edge of Imperia Park.

His sensors peaked as one of those emplacements locked onto him, and he triggered two HARM
missiles at the radar. They screamed off the Shadow Wolf's wing racks, and he banked again—hard—to
put another skyscraper between him and the defenses. The HARM missilesflew straight and true, riding
the radar emissionsinto the defensive missile pods, and rolling firebals blew them into scrap.

But one of the pods had aready fired, and an anti-air missile locked onto his stingship and made the
turn down 41 Street, howling after him.

A threat warning blazed in Hond's head-up display as the pursuing missile's homing systems went
active. He glanced at the HUD's icons, then dropped the ship down to barely a hundred meters and
kicked his afterburnersto full thrust. The Shadow Wolf's turbines screamed as the stingship went hurtling
down the broad avenue at the heart of the capital city of the Empire of Man, but the missile was lighter,
fagter, and much more modern. It closed quickly, arrowing in for thekill, and Honal waited carefully. He
needed it close behind him, close enough that it couldn't—

He hauled up, riding his afterburners through a climbing loop on apillar of thunder. His ingship's
belly aimost scraped the side of yet another skyscraper, and the semi-smart missile followed itstarget. It
cut the corner to destroy the stingship, dicing acrossthe chord of the Shadow Wolf'sflight path . . . and
vanished in a sudden blossom of flame asit ran straight into the gravtube Hona had looped insde of .

"Yes!" Hond rolled the ship and headed for Montors Avenue and the next target on hisligt. "l am
Hona C'Thon Radas, Heir to the Barony of—!"

"Red Six," Rosenberg said dryly over the com. "Y ou've got another seeker on your tail. Might want
to pay alittle attention to that.”

"Captain Wallengtein,”" the duty communications tech said in the clipped, cam voice of professond
training. "We're receiving reports of amilitary-grade attack on Imperia City. IBI communications and
Imperid City Police are down. The Defense Headquarters isin communication with us, and the defenses



around the Palace are reporting attack by stingships.”

"Contact Carrier Squadron Fourteen,” Gustav Wallenstein said, turning to look at his repester display
asthe same information began to come up there. "Have them—"

"Belay that order," acrisp voice said.

Walenstein's head snapped around, and his face twisted with fury as Captain Kjerulf stepped into
the M oonbase Operations Room.

"What?' Wallengtein demanded, coming to hisfeet. "What did you just say?"
"| said to belay that order,” Kjerulf repeated. "Nobody's moving anywhere."

"Minotaur, Gloria, Lancelot, and Holbein are moving," asensor tech said, asif to contradict the
chief of saff. "Course projectionsindicate they're moving to interdict the planetary orbitals.”

"Fing," Kjerulf replied, never taking his eyes from Wallengtein. "What's happening on Old Earthisno
concern of ours.”

"The hdl it'snot!" Wallenstein shouted, and |ooked at the guards. " Captain Kjerulf isunder arrest!”

"By whose orders?' Kjerulf inquired coolly. "I've got you by date of rank.”

"By Admira Greenberg'sorders," Walenstein sneered. "Weve had our eye on you, Kjerulf.
Sergeant, | order youto arrest thistraitor!"

"Why doestreason never prosper?’ Kjerulf asked lightly, asthe Marine guard remained at her post.
"Becauseif it prospers, none dare cdl it treason. Well, Walenstein, you've prospered for the last few
months, but not today. Sergeant?”"

llgrl?l

"Fetted Calf."

"Yes, Sir." The Marine drew her sdearm. "Captain Walenstein, you are under arrest for treason
againg the Empire. Anything you say, etc. Let's save the rest until we have you in anice interrogation cell,
shdl we?'

"Captain,” the com tech said asadumping Walengtein was led out of the room, "therésacal on his
secure line from Prince Jackson. He's asking for Admiral Greenberg.”

"Ishe?" Kjerulf amiled thinly. "That particular call might be alittle difficult to put through, Chief. |
suppose I'd better take it, instead.”

He seated himsdlf in the chair Walengtein had vacated and keyed the communication circuit with a
tap.

"And good morning to you, Prince Jackson," he said cheerfully asthe prince's scowling face
appeared on hiscom display. "What can | do for the Imperid Navy Minigter thisfine morning?'

"Can the crap, Kjerulf,” Adoula snarled. The data hack in the display's lower corner indicated that it
was coming from an aircar. "Get me Greenberg. And have Carrier Squadron Fourteen moved in closeto
Old Earth. Prince Roger's back, and he's trying another coup. The Empress Own needs Navy support.”

"Sorry, Prince Jackson,” Kjerulf said. "I'm afraid that, as acivilian member of the government, you're
not in my chain of command. And Admiral Greenberg is unavailable at the moment.”

"Why ishe unavailable?' Adoulademanded, suddenly wary.

"| think hejust got afatal dose of bead-poisoning,” Kjerulf said camly. "And before you trot out
Generd Gianetto—who, unlike you Mr. Navy Minigter, istheoreticaly in my direct line of
command—you can fed freeto tdl him that he's up for the next dose."

"Il have your head for this, Kjerulf!"

"You're going to find that hard going,” Kjerulf told him. "And if welose, youre gonnahaveto wait in
line. Have anice day, Y our Highness."

He hit the key and cut Adoula off.



"Right, listen up, troops," he said, turning his command chair to face the Ops Room staff and tipping it
back. "Does anyone redly believe that the first coup was Prince Roger?' He looked around at the
assembled expressions, and nodded. " Good. Because the fact is that Adoulaled the coup, and he's been
keeping the Empress hostage ever since, right?"

"Yes, Sir," one of the techs—a master chief with over twenty yearsworth of hash marks on his
cuff—said. "I'm glad somebody's findly willing to say it out loud.”

"Wel, you can dl make your decison right now," Kjerulf said. "Until very recently, Adoulathought
Roger was dead. He's not. He's back, and he's got blood in his eye. Forget everything you've seen on
the news programs about the Well-Dressed Prince. Bottom line, he'sa MacClintock—and a true
MacClintock, what's more. The Marines are with us. The captains of the Gloria, Minotaur, Lancelot,
and Holbein arewith us, and Admira Helmut is on the way. He's probably going to be aday late and a
credit short, because we had to start the bl early. Anyone who is not willing to stand his post—and
that's probably going to mean missiles on our heads—head for Luna City, pronto. Anyone willing to stay
ismore than welcome.™

Helooked around, one eyebrow raised.

"I'm staying," the com tech said, turning back to her board. "Better to die like a spacer then work for
that bastard Adoula.”

"Amen," another of the petty officerssad.

"Very well," Kjerulf said asthe rest of them nodded and muttered their assent. "Send amessageto all
Fleet Marine contingents. The codeword is. Fatted Calf."

* * %

"I love Imperia Festiva,” Sminov said as Despreaux's float chair was whedled into the room by the
gorilla. "Bookies are busy, whores are busy, and drug sales are up fifteen percent.”

Despreaux glowered at him over her gag, then turned to look at Pedi.
"So, asyou see, Ms. Karuse," Siminov continued, "Ms. Stewart is unharmed.”

"Wdl, Mr. Chang sent me over to negotiate,” Pedi said, grimacing again in an atempt to smileand
rubbing her horns suggestively with her fingertips. "Y ou see, hejust doesn't have amillion creditsSitting
around at the moment. He'swilling to offer ahundred thousand immediately, aswhat he calsthe 'vig,
and pay therest in afew days, if all goeswdll. In two weeks, at the outsde.”

"Widl, I'm sorry you've comedl thisway for nothing,” Sminov said. "The ded is honnegotiable.
Especidly snce my emissary went missing,”" he added harshly. " Perhaps you should go missing, Ms.
Karuse" he suggested. "That would only—What was that?"

A digant explosion rattled the building, and Siminov and his gorillalooked at one another with
perplexed expressons.

"Damn,” Pedi said mildly, glancing a her wetch. "Alreedy?"

The gang lord and his bodyguards were till trying to figure out what they'd just heard when she
dapped Despreaux's chair, throwing it across the room, and dropped forward. All four of her hands hit
the floor in front of her feet, and she kicked back with both legs.

Gorillaand his brother went flying back againgt thewall. They dammed into it—hard—and Pedi
pushed off with her lower hands and flipped backwards. She flew through the air, landing in front of the
two guards even as they began to reach into their jackets for their bead pistols. Her upper elbows
dammed back to connect with their faces, and her lower hands reached down and back. Her more
powerful falsehands gripped tight, picked them up by their thighs, and threw them off their feet. They
landed on the backs of their Skullswith bone-jarring force.

She somersaullted forward, thanking the gods of the Fire Mountainsfor a high ceiling, and flipped
acrossthe desk. All four hands balanced her on its surface as her feet smashed into Sminov, sending him
backward to dam against the wall before he could raise the bead pistol he'd pulled from adrawer. He hit



with stunning force, and the pistol went flying into a corner of the office.

Pedi somersaulted again, backwards thistime, and ended up back between the guards. She grabbed
gorillas hair, tilted his head back so that histhroat was extended and unguarded, and flipped the back of
her horns acrossit with a head twist. The sharpened recurve opened it in afountain of blood, faster than
aknife, and she tossed the bleeding body aside and kicked the other guard on to his ssomach. She
stamped down with one foot to break his neck, then camly reached over and locked the door.

"Roger thought you might underestimate awoman,” she said gently as she strolled back acrossthe
room.

Siminov stared at her, stunned by his abrupt encounter with his office wall and even more by the
totally unanticipated carnage about him. He was gtill staring when she picked them up with one lower
hand and threw him across the room. He made the violent acquaintance of yet another wall and oozed
down it to thefloor in aheap, moaning and clutching an arm which had acquired a sudden unnatural bend
just below the elbow.

"He especidly thought you might underestimate a pregnant one, even if she was aMardukan,” Pedi
went on genidly. "And, I'll admit, if you were dedling with one of those beaten-down Krath wusses, you
might have been having adifferent conversation.”

She picked Despreaux up, heavy float chair and dl, and used the sharpened side of her hornsto cut
the tape holding the human woman to the chair.

"But you're not dedling with one of them," she continued, walking over to where Sminov wastrying
to get to hisfeet. Hiseyeswidened at the Sight of the bloodsoaked Mardukan looming over him. "l am
Pedi Dorson Acos Lefan Karuse, Daughter of the King of the Mudh Hemh, called the Light of the
Vaes" she ended softly, leaning down so that her face was barely two centimeters from his, "and that,
my friend, isa civan of adifferent color, indeed.”

"You seem likeaniceguy,” Ragtar said, lifting the inquisitive sergeant by hisbody armor in one
truehand as the earbud hidden under his cavary helmet carried him Hona's message. He flipped hisright
falsehand in agesture of gpology and ripped the bead pistol off the cop's belt with hisfree truehand. "I'm
very sorry to do this"

He turned with the sergeant in front of him and pointed the pistol at the other police in the squad
which had been watching the Mardukans.

"Please dont," he continued in excellent Imperia as handsjerked reflexively towards holgters. "I'm
redly quite good with one of these. Just toss them on the ground.”

"Like hell," Peterson's second in command said, his hand on his pistal.

"Alwaysthe hard way," Rastar Sighed, and squeezed histrigger. The bead blew the holstered

weapon right out from under the corpora's hand, and the cop bellowed in shock—not unmingled with
terror—and jerked hisferocioudy stinging fingers up to cradle them againgt his breastplate.

"No!" Rastar snapped as two of the other cops started to draw their own weapons. "He's not
injured. But you have avery smdl area a the top of your armor where you're Vaannerable. | can kill
every one of you before you draw. Trust me on this."

"And you won't get achance to, anyway," one of the Diasprans said, lowering arazor-sharp pike
until it rested on one of the cop's shoulders. The small group of police looked around . . . into asolid wall
of pikes.

Two more Diasprans stepped forward and began collecting weapons. They tossed them to Radtar,
who caught the flying pistols negtly as the Diasprans secured the police.

"How many guns do you need?" Peterson demanded.

"I generally usefour," Rastar said, "but larger cdiber. They're on their way." He mounted his civan
and looked at the Pdace, akilometer away. "Thisisn't going to be pretty, though.”



"Two-gun mojo can't hit the broadside of abarn,” one of the cops said angrily.

"Two-gun mojo?" Rastar asked, turning the civan.

"Firing two gunsat once, you idiot,” the sergeant said. "'l cannot believe thisis happening!”

"Two guns?'

Rastar turned to look at the police aircar, and his hands flashed. Four expropriated bead pistols
materidized in hisgrip asif by magic and he emptied adl four magazines. It sounded asif he werefiring on

full automatic, but when he was done, there were four holes, none of them much larger than asingle
bead, punched nestly through the aircar's side pand.

"Two gunsare for humans," he said mockingly as he reloaded from one of the officers expropriated
ammunition pouches. Then he turned towards the Palace and drew his sword asthefirst explosion
detonated in the background.

"Chargel”

Jakrit Kiymet keyed her communicator as an explosion rumbled in the distance.

"Gate Three," she said, frowning at the line of trucks setting up for the Festival.

"Military shuttles and stingships detected in Imperid City air space,” the command post said tautly.
"Beready for an attack.”

"Oh, great," she muttered, looking around. She'd been pulled from guarding Adoula Industries
warehouses and made amember of the Empress Own. That was usualy ajob for Marines, but shed
known better than to ask questions when shewastold to "volunteer.” Still, it didn't tekeaMarineto
know that defending the Palace from stingshipsin her current position—standing in front of the gate,
armed with a bead rifle—was going to be rather difficult.

"What am | supposed to do about stingships?* she demanded in biting tones.

"Y ou can anticipate aground assault, aswell,” the sergeant in the distant, and heavily fortified,
command post said sarcasticaly. "The Paace stingship squadron is powering up, and the response team
isgetting into armor. All you haveto do is stland your post until relieved.”

"Grest," she repested, and looked over at Diem Merill. "Stand our post until relieved.”

"lsn't that what we do anyway?" the other guard replied with a chuckle. Then he stopped chuckling
and stared. "What the.. .. 7

A line of riders mounted on—dinosaurs?—was thundering across the open ground of the Park. They
appeared to be waving swords, and they were followed by aline of infantry with the biggest spears either
of the guards had ever seen. And. . ..

"What inthe hdl is that thing?' Kiymet shouted.

"I don't know," Merrill replied. "But | think you ought to tell them to go active!™

"Command Pog, thisis Gate Three!"

* * %

"And...time"

Bill swung the airvan out of traffic and dropped it like ahawk at the back door of the "'neighborhood
asociation.”

Dave had opened the side door as they dropped, and Trey put two beads into each of the guards as
Clovisrolled out of the vehicle under hisline of fire. The entry specidigt hit the ground before the airvan
was dl theway down, and crossed the dley at arun. He put the muzzle of his short, heavy-caliber bead
gun against the lock of the door and squeezed the trigger. Metal cladding shrieked and sprayed splinters
in afan pattern asthe twelve millimeter bead punched effortlessy through it. One bead for the deadbalt,
onefor the handle, and then Dave kicked the door open as he hurtled past Clovis and charged through it.

Three guards spilled out of the room just inside the entryway. Their response time was excellent, but



not excellent enough, and Clovis dropped to one knee, taking down al three of them as Dave went past.
"Corridor one, clear,” he said.

* * *

Roger keyed the last of along series of boxes and lifted the plasma cannon. He and histeam were
ninety seconds behind schedule.

"Show time," he muttered asthe door did backwards, and then up.

The power-armored guard outside the Palace command post door whirled in astonishment asthe
solid wall of the deeply buried corridor abruptly gaped wide. His reflexes, however, were excellent, and
he was aready lifting his own heavy bead gun when Roger fired. The plasmablast took off the guard's
legs and sent him flipping through the air, and Roger's second shot took out the other guard while the first
wasdill inmid-air.

That |eft the CP door itself. The porta was heavily armored with ChromSten, but Roger had dealt
with that sort of problem before. He keyed the plasma gun to bypass the safety protocols and pointed it
at the door, sending out a continuous blast of plasma. The abuse risked overhesating the firing chamber
and blowing the gun, and probably its user, to hell. It dso made the weagpon usdessfor further firing,
evenif it survived. But thistime, the gun held up, and the compressed metal door ended up with a
body-sized hole through its center, while the corridor looked like arainy day on the Amazon—or a
normal Mardukan afternoon—as the Palace sprinkler system cameto life,

Roger dropped the now usdless cannon and let Kaaper take the entry while he followed at the four
position. It felt odd to follow someone esein, but Catrone had been right. Roger was the only person
they literally could not afford to lose if someidiot decided to play hero. But there were no lunaticsinsde
the command post. None of them were armored, and athough they had bead pistols, they knew better
than to try them againgt armor.

"Round 'em up," Roger said, and strode over to the command chair.

"Out," he said over hisarmor's externa speakers.

"Likehell," the mercenary inthe chair said.

Roger raised abead pistal, then shrugged insde hisarmor.

"I'dredlly liketokill you," he said, "but it's unnecessary.”

He reached out and picked the post commander up by histunic. The burly mercenary might aswell
have been weightless, asfar as Roger's armor's "muscles’ were concerned, and the prince tossed him
across the room contemptuoudy. The erstwhile commander dammed into the bunker's armored wall with

achopped-off scream, then dithered bonelesdy down it. Roger didn't even glance at him. He wastoo
busy punching a code on the command chair's console.

"I dentification: MacClintock, Roger,” he sad. "Assuming control."
"V oiceprint does not match authorized I1D," the computer responded. "MacClintock, Roger, listed as

missing, presumed dead. All codesfor MacClintock, Roger, deactivated. Authorization: MacClintock,
Alexandra, Empress.”

"Okay, you stupid piece of dectronics,”" Roger snarled. "ldentification: MacClintock, Miranda,
override
Alpha-One-Four-Niner-Beta-Uniform-Three-Seven-Uniform-Zulu-Five-Six-Papa-Mike-One-Seven-Vi
ctor-Ddta-Five. Our sword isyours.”

Therewas along—all of three or four seconds—pause. Then—

"Override confirmed,” the computer chimed.

"Deactivate dl automated defenses," Roger said. "Lock out al overridesto my voice. Temporary
identity: MacClintock, Roger . . . Helr Primus.”

* % %



The automatic bead guns on the Palace walls opened up. They took down the dozen civan
immediately behind Rastar in asingle burst and traversed for a second.

Then they stopped.

"Thank you, My Prince" Rastar said under hisbreeth. "Thank you for giving my peopletheir lives,
twiceover."

Civan ran with long, loping dtrides, heads down and flipping tails balancing them behind. Rastar lay
forward over hisown beast's neck, al alone now and far out in front of the others. Only Paity had
managed to keep pace with him, and the bead guns which had cut down his troopers had wounded her,
aswdll. Thebig flar-ta was more enraged than hurt, however, and Rastar heard her thunderous bellows
overtaking him from behind. He drew al four bead guns asthey neared the gate, but the two guards a
the gate, after asingle burst of fireaimed a nothing in particular, turned around and hit the gate controls.
The portal opened, and they darted through it.

The gate had opened just far enough to admit them, and it began closing immediately. Couldn't have
that.

"Eson!" Rastar bellowed to the mahout on Petty's back.

Patty had had avery bad month.

First, the only rider with whom sheld ever had a decent sense of rapport had disappeared, replaced
by someone who acted the same way, but just didn't smell right. Then sheld been loaded on
ships—horrible things—prodded, led around, carted to different planets, unloaded, loaded again, and
generdly not treated at al as sheld come to expect. And most of the time the food had been smply
awful. Worst of al, she hadn't even been ableto let her frustration out. She hadn't been permitted to kil
anything at al since before even the last breeding season.

Now she saw her chance. Sheld been pointed at those little targets, and they were getting away. Yes,
sheld been pinpricked, but flar-ta were heavily armored on the front, lightly armored on the sides, and
rather massive. Theline of bleeding wounds across her |eft shoulder, any one of which would havekilled
ahuman, weren't really dowing her down. And as the human guards tried to escape from her wrath, and
theidiot on her back prodded at the soft spot on her neck, she sped into the unstoppable killing gallop of
the flar-ta and lowered her head to ram the gate.

Thetwin leaves of Gate Three were marble sheathing over asolid core of ChromSten. If they'd been
shut and locked, no animd in the galaxy could have budged them. But the integral, massive plasted bolts
had been disengaged to let the fleeing guards pass, and the only thing holding them at the moment wasthe
hydraulic system which normally moved them. Those hydraulics were rather heavy—they had to be, to
manage the weight of the ChromSten gate panel s—but they weren't nearly heavy enough for what was
coming & them.

Theimpact sound was like aflat, hard explosion. Marble sheathing shattered, one of Peatty' horns
snapped off . . . and the moving gates flew backward.

The mahout on Patty's back went flying through the air, and Paity hersalf stopped dead in her tracks.
She rocked backward heavily as her rear legs collapsed, then sat there, shaking her head muzzily and
giving out alow bellow of distress.

Ragtar reached the gate , il far ahead of any of the others, and hereined in his civan and legpt from
the saddle before it had did to astop.

The flar-ta had prevented the gates from closing, but her huge bulk had the archway leading to the
gate haf-blocked. There waslittle room to get past her—barely room for two or three civan riders a a
time—and even as he watched, the hydraulics recovered and the armored panels started to close again.
He darted forward, drew one of his daggers, and dammed it into the narrow crack under the left-hand



gate. The pand continued to move for amoment, but then the blade caught. The gate rode up it, grinding
forward, scoring adeep gouge into the courtyard's pavement. Then there was a crunching sound, and it
stopped moving.

He repeated the maneuver with the right-hand gate, then drew his bead pistols as rounds begin to
crack around his head. Humansin combat suits, which could stop rounds from bead pistols, were
pouring into the courtyard from the Empress Own's barracks. Most of them looked pretty confused, but
the sdled flar-ta and the Mardukan were obvious targets.

More beads whipcracked past him, dozens of them. But if he allowed them to push him back, regain
control of the gateway even momentarily, they would be able to unjam the gates and close them after dll.
Inwhich case, the assault on the North Courtyard would fail . . . and Roger and everyone with him
would die,

Inthefina andyss, human politics meant very little to Rastar. What mattered to him werefedlty; his
sworn word; the bonds of friendship, loyalty, and love; and his debt to the leader who had saved what
remained of his people and destroyed the murders of hiscity. And so, as the ever-thickening hall of fire
shrieked around his ears and pocked and spalled the Pdlace'swall's marble cladding, he raised al four
pistols and opened fire. He wasted none of his rounds on torso or body shots which would have been
defeated by hisfoes combat suits. Instead, he searched out the lightly armored spot at the throat, the
Vaannerable chink, no larger than ahuman's hand.

The combat-suited mercenaries recruited to replace the daughtered Empress Own weren't combat
troops, whatever uniform they might wear. They weretotaly unprepared for anything like this, and those
inthe front rankslooked on in disbdief as bead after bead punched home, ripping through the one spot
where their protective suits were too thin to stop pistol fire. No one could do what that towering scummy
was doing.

Humans went down by twos and threes, but there were scores of them. Even as Rastar began
dropping them, their companions poured fire back a him, and the calf of hisleft leg exploded as arifle
bead smashed it. Another bead found hislower right arm. His mail dowed the hyper-vel ocity projectile,
but couldn't possibly stop it, and the arm dropped, useless. Another dammed through his breastplate,
low on theleft Sde, and he dumped back againgt the flar-ta, three pigtols il firing, il killing. More
beads cracked and screamed about him, but he kept firing as his civan brothers thundered across the
fina meters of the Park to reach him. He heard their war cries, the sounds of the trumpets sweeping up
behind him, as he had upon so many battlefields before, and another bead smashed his|eft upper arm.

He had only two pistols now, and they were heavy, so heavy. He could barely hold themup and a
strange haze blurred hisvision. He knew he wasfinaly missng histargets—something which had never
happened before—but there were till beadsin his magazines, and he sent them howling towards his
foes.

Another bead hit him somewhere in the torso, and another hit hislower left arm, but there were fewer
humans now, aswdll, and his civan brothers were here a last. He had held long enough, and theriders
of Therdan poured past him, forcing their way through the gate, taking brutal casudtiesto close with the
humans where their swords could come into play. Combat suits might stop high velocity projectiles, but
not cold stedl in the hands of the Riders of the North, and Prince Jackson's mercenaries staggered back
in panicky terror as the towering Mardukans and screaming civan rampaged through them and regped a
gory harvest.

And the Diasprans were there aswell, climbing over the flar-ta, charging forward with level pikes
while others picked up the wegpons of falen human guards. They were there. They were through the
gate.

He set down hislast pistal, the pistol that had been light as afeather and now was heavy asa
mountain, and lay back againgt the leg of the flar-ta which had carried his Prince, hisfriend, so far, so
far.



And there, on an dien plain, in the gateway of the palace he had held for long enough, long enough,
did Rastar Komas TaNorton, last Prince of fallen Therdan, die.

"What's happening?'

"Lookslikeadogfight in Imperid City, Sir,” Admira Prokourov'sintelligence officer said. "'l don't
know who against who, yet. And we've got the communications lag, so—"

A priority message icon flashed on the admiral's communicator console, and Prokourov tapped the
accept key.

"Prok," Generd Lawrence Gianetto said from the screen, five minutes after the message had been
transmitted from his office on Old Earthy. "Roger's back. He's trying to take the Palace. We've got
stingships and powered armor on our backs. Get into orbit and prepare to give fire support to the
Empress Own."

"Right." The admira nodded unhappily. "I don't suppose | could get that order direct from the
Empress, could |7

Larry Gianetto scowled at the walpaper in the two quadrants of his com display dedicated to
CarRon 14 and CarRon 12. That bastard Kjerulf had locked him out of the M oonbase communications
system completely, and the generd made afirm resolution to have the system architecture thoroughly
overhauled after the current situation had been dedlt with. And after held personaly seen Kjerulf dangling
inawire noose.

At the sametime, and even through hisfury, he knew it wasn't redlly the sysem'sfault. His office was
in Terran Defense HQ, which was the adminigtrative heart of the Imperia military, but M oonbase wasthe
Sol System's operationa headquarters. That was why Greenberg had been on Lunainstead of with one
of his squadrons, because, in effect, Moonbase was the permanently designated, centrally placed flagship
of Capital Fleet. Every recon platform, system sensor, and dedicated command loop was routed through
Moonbase, which was a so the toughest, nastiest fortress ever designed by humans. Getting it back from
Kjerulf, even after the attack on the Palace was dedlt with, was going to be a gold-plated bitch, unless
Gianetto had more loydigtsin the garrison than he thought he did.

But for the moment, that meant that in asingle blow, Kjerulf had blinded Gianetto's eyes. He was
getting the take from every sensor scattered around the system; Gianetto and hisloya squadron
commanders had only what their own sensors could see. And it also meant Gianetto had to individualy
contact each squadron commander through aternate channels. Channels which hewasnot at al certain
were going to be proof against Moonbase's eavesdropping, despite their encryption software.

He drummed on his desk nervoudy. It was going to take five minutesfor Prokourov's and Ggelis
acknowledgments of his movement ordersto reach him. And the signal-lag to his other squadrons was at
least four times that long. He grimaced as he admitted that Greenberg had had a point after al when heldd
pointed out that communications delay out to him. Hed brushed it aside at the time—after dl, hed
known all about it for hisentire professonal career, hadn't he? But it turned out that what he'd known
intellectualy about itsimplications for naval operations and what he'd redlly understood weren't
necessarily the samething. He was aMarine. Hed dways | eft the business of coordinating nava
movements up to the Navy pukes, just as held left it to Greenberg. His own tactica communication loops
had aways been much shorter, with signa lag measured in no more than several seconds. He hadn't
redlly alowed for order-response cyclesthistortoise-like, and he wasn't emotionally suited to sitting here
waiting for messages to pass back and forth with such glacia downess.

He glowered a the other holographic displaysfloating in his superbly equipped office, and thistime
his scowl was asnarl. Light-speed transmission rates weren't the only things that could contribute to
uncertainty. Finding someone—anyonel—who knew what the hell was going on could do the same thing.
And despite dl of the sophisticated communi cations equipment at hisdisposd, he didn't have a clue yet



what was happening at the Paace. Except that it was bad.
Very bad.

"Plasmarifles!" Trace snarled, rolling back from the corridor as ablast cooked the far wall. "Nobody
sad they had plasma guns! ™

"Plasmain the morning makes me happy!" Dave caroled in ahigh tenor. "Plasmain my eyyyyescan
make me cryyyyyy!"

"Bill?* Catrone said.

"They just started popping up,” the technician replied over Catrone's helmet com. " Seven sources.
They must have had them shielded in the basement someplace. Three closing. Two in Alpha Quadrant,
moving right.

"Then they've got the stairs," Catrone said. They'd madeit to the second floor, but now they were
getting pinned down and surrounded by heavier firepower.

"I'm down to twenty rounds," Clovis said, thumbing in another magazine. " Starting to see what your
friend meant about combat troops. Which isthe only reason I'm naot killing Dave right now!"

"Y eah, we need some seriousfirepower,” Catrone agreed tightly. "But—"

"Tomcat,” Bill said. "Stand by. Help'son theway."

"Did you know they had plasmaguns?' Despreaux asked as she triggered another burst at the | eft
side of the doorway.

"No," Pedi said, aming carefully at aleg which had exposed itself on theright side of the door. She
missed . . . again. " Did you?'

"No," Despreaux said tightly.

"It'snot like you could have told us, or anything,”" Pedi said, deciding to just spray and pray. Most of
the rounds hit the wall, which they had discovered was armored plasted. "So, if you did know, you can
admit it. Just to me. Between friends.”

"l didn't," Despreaux said angrily. "Okay?"

"All right, al right,” Pedi said pacificaly. "How do you reload one of these things, again?'

"Look, just . . . stay down and let me do the shooting,” Despreaux said. "Okay?'

"Okay," Pedi replied with apout. "1 wish | had my swords."

"I wish | had my Roger," Despreaux said unhappily.

"Look, Erkum," Krindi said gently, eyeing the wegpon hisfriend was carrying. "Let me do the
shooting, dl right?Y ou just watch my back."

Helooked up at the towering noncom one last time, while asmdl, till voicein the back of hisbrain
asked himiif thiswas really agood idea. Erkum was the only person, even among the Mardukans, who
could have carried one of the light tank cannon the Alphanes had supplied—and its power
pack—without benefit of powered armor. The sheer intimidation factor of seeing that coming at them
should be enough to convince Siminov's goons to be elsawhere. Of course, there were possble
downsidesto the proposition. . . .

"Watch my back,” he repeated firmly.

"Okay, Krindi," Erkum said, then kicked in the front door of the Neighborhood Association and
stepped through it, tank cannon held mid-shoulder-high and leveled. The sudden intrusion froze the group
of guards at the other end of the corridor for amoment as they turned, and their eyes widened in horror
asthey caught sght of him. Then he pulled the trigger.



The round came nowhere near the humans. Instead, it blew out the corridor's entire left wall, opening
up half adozen rooms on that Sde, then impacted on a structural girder and exploded in abdl of plasma

Pol'sfinger, unfortunately, had clamped down on the trigger, and two more plasma bolts shrieked
from hismuzzle, blowing out athirty-meter hole that engulfed the ceiling and most of the right wall, as
well. The building wasingtantly aflame, but at |east between them, the follow up bolts had managed to
take out mogt of the guardswho'd been hisnomind targets.

"Water damn it, Erkum!" Krindi dropped to one knee and expertly double- tapped the only human
gl standing with hisbeed rifle. "I told you not tofirel"

"Sorry," Erkum said. "I'm just getting used to thisthing. I'll do better.”

"Dont try!" Krindi ydled.

"0O0000000! Theresone!" Erkum said as aguard skittered to a halt, looking at them through the

flames of several eviscerated rooms on the right Side of the mangled passageway. The human raised his
weapon, thought better of it, and tried to run.

Erkum aimed carefully, and the round—following more or less the damage path to the left of their
position—went through the room and hit astove in the kitchen on the back wall, blowing ahole out the
back of the building and into the one on the other side of the service dley, which promptly began
spouting flames of its own. If the running guard had even noticed the shat, it wasn't evident.

Erkum tried again . . . and opened up anew holein the celling. Then hisfinger hit the firing button to
no avail asthe cannon'sinternal protocolslocked it down long enough to cool to safe operating levels.

"I'm out of bullets" he said wigtfully. "How do you reload thisthing?

"Judt...useitasaclub,” Krindi said, running to the end of the corridor with Erkum on his hedls.

Despite this planet's hellish climate, he was pretty sure he wouldn't have needed his environment suit
anymore. The building was getting hot as hell.

"What the hell wasthat?* Clovis shouted.

"I don't know," Trey said, checking right, "but this placeis serioudly onfire!" Hefired once, and then
agan."Clear."

"I'm melting!" Dave shouted in a cracked falsetto. "I'm mdllllting!" he added, taking down two guards
who had just rounded a corner at the run.

"Up," Catrone said. "Whatever it was, it's given us an opening. Let'stekeit.”

He tapped Dave on the shoulder and pointed right.

"Daddy, don't touch methere, please?' Dave said in alittle kid's voice as he bounded down the
corridor and skidded around the corner on his stomach. He cracked out three rounds from the bead gun
and then waved.

"Corridor clear," he said in acold and remote voice.

* % %

"Office of the Prime Minister," a harassed woman said, not looking up at the screen. Sounds of other
confused conversations came through from behind her, evidence of a crowded communications center
without a clue of what was happening.

Eleanora cursed the fact that the only current number she had was the standard public line.

"I need to spesk to the Prime Minigter,” she said pointedly.

"I'm sorry, Maam,” the receptionist said. "The Prime Minister isabusy man, and wereal just alittle
preoccupied here. Perhaps you could call back some other time.”

She started to reach for the disconnect key, and Eleanora spoke sharply.

"My nameis EleanoraO'Casey,” shesad. "l am chief of saff to Prince Roger Ramius MacClintock.
Doesthet ring any bells?"



The woman looked up at last, her eyes widening, then shrugged.

"Proveit,” she said, her voice as sharp as Eleanoras. "We get all sorts of cranks. And I've seen
pictures of Ms. O'Casey. They don't look athing like you."

"Areyou aware that there's a battle going on in the city?"
"Who isn't?'
"Well, if Prime Minister Y ang wants to know what's going on, you'd better put me through to him.”

"Damnit,” Adoulasnarled into the com screen. "Damn it! It redly isthét little bastard Roger, isn't it?!

"It looksthat way," Gianetto agreed. "We haven't captured anyone who's actually talked to him, but
there's awidespread belief that he's back, and more his mother's son than hisfather's, if you get my drift.
And they may beright. If | didn't know exactly where she's been and what her condition is, I'd say this
plan had Alexandras markings al over it. Especidly the nation of Greenberg. If it hadn't been for
that . . ." He shrugged. "The point is, I'd say there's an excellent chance that they're going to at least get
control of the Palace. And they've aready taken out your office downtown. I'd be surprised if they hadn't
made arrangements to ded with your other probable locations.”

"Very wel," Adoulasaid. "l understand. Y ou know the plan.”

He switched off the communicator and sat for just amoment, looking around hishome. It wasa
pleasant place, and it pained him to think of giving it up forever. But sometimes sacrifices had to be
made, and he could aways build another house.

He stood up and went to the door, looking through it into the office on the far side.

"Yes, 9r?" hisadminigtrative assstant said, looking up with obviousrdlief. "There are a number of
messages, some of them pretty urgent, and | think—"

"Yes I'msaure” Adoulasad, frowning thoughtfully. "It'sal most disturbing—most disturbing. I'm
going to step out for amoment, get a breath of fresh air and clear my brain. When | come back, welll
handle those messages.”

"Yes, gr," thewoman said with an even morerdieved amile.

Sheredlly wasrather attractive, the prince reflected. But attractive administrative assstants were a
decicred adozen.

Adoulawalked back to his own office, and out the French doors to the patio. From there it wasa
short walk through the garden to the back lawn, where ashuttle waited.

"Timefor usto go vist the Hannah, Duauf,” he said, nodding to his chauffeur/pilot as he stepped
aboard.

The chauffeur nodded, and Jackson settled back into his comfortable seat and pressed a button on
the armrest. The sizable charge of cataclysmite under his mansion's foundations detonated in a
blinding-white firebdl thet virtualy vaporized the building, al of the incriminating records stored on site,
and his entire home office and domestic staff.

A tragedy, he thought, but a necessary one. And not just to tie up loose ends.

Admira Prokourov spent the ten-minute delay while he waited for Gianetto's response to hisown
reply dictating messages to his squadron to prepare for movement. He aso sent one other message of his
own to another address while he waited. When the generd's reply came, it was more or lesswhat hed
anticipated.

"Y ou've got the frigging order from me." Obvioudy, Gianetto had aso been giving orders on another
screen while he waited, but he snapped his head back to glare into the monitor and snarled the reply as
soon as he heard the admiral. "And if you don't think you can do the jaob, I'll find someone who will! We
don't have timeto dick around, Prok!"



"Four hours-plus from our current position,” Prokourov said with ashrug. "Well start moving—"

The admiral paused as his shipboard office's hatch opened, and his eyes widened as he saw the bead
pistal in the Marine sergeant’s hand.

The Marine walked over and glanced at the monitor, then smiled.

"Generd Gianetto,” he said solicitoudy. "What apleasant surprise! Y ou may be unhappy to hear this,
but Carrier Squadron Twelve isn't going anywhere, you traitorous son-of-a-bitch!"

He keyed the communicator off long before the generd even heard the words, much lesshad a
chance to formulate areply. Then he turned to Prokourov. He opened his mouth, but the admira
gestured at the gun in his hand.

"Thank you, Sergeant,” Prokourov said, "but that won't be necessary."

"Oh?' the sergeant said warily, and glanced over his shoulder. There was one other Marine a the
hatch, but the rest of the flagship's Marine detachment was spread out attending to other duties, involving
things like bridges and engineering spaces.

"Oh," Prokourov replied. "Do you know what's going on, Sergeant?"

"No, Sir," the sergeant replied. He started to lower his bead pistol, then paused, eyeing the admiral
waxily. "All I know isthat we were supposed to do everything we could to prevent Capital Fleet from
moving to the support of the Palace and, especidly, of Generd Gianetto.”

"So what's your chain of command?’ the intel officer asked with afrown.

"Dunno, Sir. Word isthat the Prince's back, and he'staking a crack at getting his mother out. | know
he'sashit, but, damnit, Sird"

"Yes, Sergeant,” Admira Prokourov said. "Damniit, indeed. Look, put down the pistol. Were on
your side." Helooked at theintel officer with araised eyebrow. "L et me rephrase that. 1'm on your Side.
Tuzeu?'

"I'd sure as hdll like to know that whatever's going on has a chance! " Theintd officer grimaced.
"Certainly beforel commit, for God's sake!”

"Sir," the sergeant said, lowering his pistal, "the whole Fleet Marine Force is on the Princes sde. Of
the Empress, that is. Sergeant Mgjor Brail owsky—"

"So that'swhy hewas arrested,” Prokourov said.

"Yes, Sir." The sergeant shrugged and holstered his pistal. ™Y ou serious about helping, Sir?* he
added, keeping his hand close to the weapon.

"I'll admit I'm not sure what I'm helping, Sergeant,” the admira said carefully. "What we have right
now isatotal cluster fuck, and | would deeply like to get it unclustered. And asit happens, I've dready
contacted M oonbase and to see what they haveto say.”

"l can guess Greenberg's reaction,” the Marine growled sourly.

"That's assuming Greenberg is till in command,” Prokourov noted. "Which | tend to doubt, sSince our
movement orders came direct from Admira Gianetto, not the fleet commander. It's possible, | suppose,
that Greenberg was smply too busy doing something elseto give usacdl, but | expect he's suffered a
mischief by now. And if he hasn't, you might aswell just shoot me with that pistol, becauseif their
planning—whoever ‘they' are—is that bad. . . ."

"Incoming cal from Admira Prokourov.”
"My screen,” Kjerulf said, and looked down as Prokourov appeared on his main com display.

"Connect meto Admira Greenberg, please,” the admird said. "I need confirmation of instructions
from the Navy Miniger's office.”

"ThisisKjerulf," he said, looking at Prokourov's profile. "I'm sorry, Admira, butAdmira Greenberg
isunavallable a thistime."



Prokourov had his pickup off, and was speaking to someone off-screen while he waited out the
transmisson delay. He didn't gppear flustered, but, then, herardly did, and Kjerulf turned off hisown
pickup as he noted ablip on his repester.

"Carrier Squadron Fourteen ismoving,” Sensor Three reported. "Big phase sgnature. They're
headed out-system at one-point-six-four KPS squared.”

"Understood,” Kjerulf said, and looked back down at Prokourov's profile waiting out the
interminable communicationslag. Hed expected CarRon 14 to move as quickly asit got the word, but
Prokorouv's CarRon 12 had become just as critical as he'd feared, because Greenberg had changed the
lockout codes on the base's offensive missile launchers.

It was another one of those reasonable little safety precations which was turning around and biting
everyone on the assin the current chaotic situation. Modern missiles had arange at burn-out of well over
twelve million kilometers and reached most ten percent of light-speed, and afew dozen of those fired
againg Old Earth—whether accidentdly or by some lunatic—would pretty much require the human race
to find anew placeto cal home, even without warheads. So it only made senseto ensure that releasing
them for use was not atrivia process. Unfortunately, it had alowed Greenberg tomake sure no one
could firethem againgt any other target—Ilike traitorous ships of the Imperia Navy supporting one
Jackson Adoula's usurpation of the Throne—without the command code only he knew. And he was no
longer availableto provideit

Fortunately, he hadn't done the same thing to Moonbase's counter-missile launchers, so the base
could at least till defend itself against bombardment. But it couldn't fire asingle shot at anything outside
the limited envelope of its energy weapons, which meant the four carriers of Fatted Calf Squadron were
on their own. Things were going to be ugly enough against CarRon 14's six carriers; if CarRon 12
weighed in with four more of them, it would be bad. If they continued to sit things out, at least it would
only be four-against-six, and that was doable. . . maybe.

The other squadrons were still too way the hell far out-system to intervene. So far. And they aso had
longer sgnd delays. Wu's Squadron Six was dl the way out on the other side of the sun, over forty
light-minutes from Old Earth orbit. Thirteenth, Eleventh, and Fifteenth were dl closer, but round-trip
sgnal time even to them was over forty-three minutes. And, of course, their sensors had the same delay.
They couldn't know yet what was happening on the planet, which meant none of them had had to commit
yet. But they would. For that matter, they could aready be moving, and he wouldn't know it until his
light-speed sensors reported it.

He closed hiseyes, thinking hard for amoment, then opened them again and glanced at his senior
com tech.

"We dtill have contact with the civilian com net planet-Sde?’

"Yes, Sr."

"Then look up anumber in Imperid city. Marduk . . . something. House, maybe. Anyway, it'sa
restaurant. Tell them where you're calling from and ask for anybody who has a clue what's going on! Ask
for...ask for Ms. Ngad."

"Aye, aye, Sir," the noncom said in the tone of someone suppressing an urgeto giggle hysterically.

"Marduk House," the Mardukan said in very broken Imperid.
"I need to speak to Ms. Ngjad,” an exasperated Kjerulf said.

"Kjerulf," Prokourov said on the other monitor, responding to Kjerulf'slast transmisson at last. "I'd
sort of like astraight answer on this. Where's Greenberg? And what do you know about the fighting
dirt-sde?'

"Shebusy," the Mardukan said. "Sheno talk."

"Sir," asensor tech said, "CarRon Twelve'sjudt lit off its phase drive. It's moving in-system at



one-six-four gravities."

Kjerulf'sjaw clenched. So much for CarRon 12's neutrality. He glared at the Mardukan on hiscom
disolay.

"Tdl her it's Cagptain Kjerulf," the captain snapped. "Shelll tak to me. Tl her!™

"I tell," the Mardukan said. He walked away from the pickup, and Kjerulf whedled away from his
own to the monitor with Prokourov onit.

"Greenberg's dead," he barked. He said it more harshly than held intended to, but he was a bit
stressed. "Asfor therest, Admird, if you want to support Adoula, then you just bring it on!™

"Mr. Prime Minigter, understand me. Roger is not the boy you knew," Eleanorasaid firmly, holding
onto her temper with both hands. It had taken dmost fifteen minutes just to get the pompous, self-serving
jackass on the line, and he'd been fending off anything remotely smacking of taking astand for at least
five more minutes. "What's more important, you have to know what's been going on in the Pdlace.”

"Know and suspect are two different things, Ms. O'Casey," Y ang replied in his cultured Old Terran
accent. "I've met with the Empress severa times since thefirst of Roger's coup attempts—"

"That was not Roger," Eleanorasaid flatly. "1 was with Roger, and he was on Marduk."

"So you say," the Prime Minister said smoothly. "Nonetheless, the evidence—"

"Assoon aswetakethe Palace, dl | ask is ateamn the independent witnessesto her Magjesty's
condition—"

"Guy named Kjerulf on the other ling," one of the Diaspran infantrymen said. They'd moved to an
office suitein an old commercid building, well away from the warehouse, which they'd known was going
to be blown the moment the stingships lifted. All callsto the warehouse and restaurant were being
forwarded, over deceptive links, to the office. "Says he wantsto talk to Ms. Nglad. That'syou, right?”’

"Got it," Eleanorasaid, holding up her hand. "That'sall I'm asking," she continued to the Prime
Miniger.

"And agreeing to it would be tantamount to supporting you," Y ang pointed out. "Well haveto see

what we see. | don't care for the Prince, and don't care to have him as my Emperor. And I've seen no
datathat supports your contention that he was on Marduk."

"Give me amore private contact number, and I'll dump you the raw file. And the presentation.
Furthermore, we had Harvard Mansul from the IAS with usfor part of it asindependent corroboration,
and an I Bl agent for athird independent data source. There's plenty of documentation. And you know
the Empress was being conditioned. Y ou'd met her too many times before to think she was acting
normally.”

"Asl said, Ms. O'Casey, it will be quiteimpossible for me, as Prime Minigter, to. . ."

"Roger, thisis Marinau, do you read?’

"Yes," Roger panted as he ran down the corridor. Automated systems had gone to loca control, and
he triggered around at a plasma cannon that popped out of the wall. The cannon—and at least Six cubic
meters of Paace wal—disappeared beforeit could swivel and target his group. Another curtain of water
erupted from overhead and splashed around his team's armored feet as they pounded onward.

"Weve got the courtyard, but the shuttlesarelate," Marinau said over the sound of heavy firing.

"I've got the doors open up there," Roger snarled. "What more do you want?"

He paused and went to aknee, covering, as they reached another intersection and the team went

past him. Plasma fire erupted from one of the side corridors, and the Mardukan who'd been crossing it
wascut in half.

"Can you detach anyone?' Marinau asked. "We're getting daughtered up herel™



"No," Roger said, his over-controled voice likeice as he imagined the hell the unarmored Mardukans
were facing. HEd fought with them across two continents, bled with them and faced death at their Sde.
But right now, they had their job, and he had his. " Contact Rosenberg. See what the holdup is. Continue
the mission. Roger out.”

The corridor intersection had been taken, at the cost of another armored Mardukan and one of the
Empress Own. They were down to fifteen bodies, and less than hafway to his mother's quarters.

It was going to betight.

Catrone held onto the desk as another titanic explosion rocked the building.

"What inthe hel is that?' he asked as the armored room shuddered and seemed to lean to theright.

"l think | know," Despreaux said tightly. The rescue team had made it to Sminov's office, but they
were pinned down again, with guards on both ends of the corridor covering the door.

"Me, too. And I'm going to kill Krindi for letting Erkum anywhere near aplasmagun,” Pedi added,
sroking her horns nervoudly.

"No way out, there, Boss," Clovis said, ducking back as bead rounds caromed off the doorway.

Trey was being tended to behind the desk after taking a bead through the thigh. The nasty hit had
pulverized the femoral bone and cut the femord artery, but Dave had an 1V running and atourniquet in
place.

"A tisket, atasket, ahead in abasket,” Dave said in ahigh voice. "No matter how you try, it cannot
answer the questionsyou ask it!"

"Have you got any ideawherewe are?" Krindi asked over the crackling roar of flames. Fortunately,
their environment suits were flame resistant, and they'd lowered their face shields and activated their
filters. But the air was getting low on oxygen, and even ingde the suits, it was bloody hot.

"Second floor?" Erkum suggested uncertainly. He was training the gun around, ddlighted to have it
operational again as helooked for targets.

"Third floor, third floor,” Krindi muttered, looking up. "Oh, hell. Erkum, ook, very carefully. . ..

Catrone grabbed Despreaux as the rocking concussion of an explosion dammed into the room. The
entire office seemed to lift and then drop, diding downward and to the side in an uncontrolled fall asthe
desk toppled towards the right wall. It crunched to ahalt a an angle, listing to the right.

Dave threw himsdlf over Trey, trying to get afinger hold on the carpet.

Pedi rolled onto her ssomach, gripped afold of the deep-pile carpet in her teeth, and flung out al four
arms. She managed to snag Catrone with her lower right, Dave and Trey with the upper Ieft, and Clovis,
ashedid pagt, with her upper right.

"Okay," she muttered through tightly-clenched teeth. "What do we do now?' Thefloor her lipswere
pressed againgt was getting digtinctively warm.

"Sip diding away," Dave sang in ahigh tenor, holding onto the unconscious Trey with onearm and
gripping the carpet between thumb and forefinger with the other hand. "Slip diding away, hey!"

"I hate dlassica music,” Clovis said as he drew aknife and very dowly lifted it in Davesdirection,
then dapped it into the carpet as atemporary piton. "l redlly, redly do. . . ."

* % %

Hond banked |eft, dmost clipping abuilding with histail, then flipped right and down the next road,
then left again, and pulled up sharply, rolling the stingship over on its back. Asthe Empress Own
stingship rounded the corner, helet it have aburst from hisforward plasmaguns and rolled back upright.

"Way'sclear," hesad. "Rall the shuttles!”



"Where's Alpha Six?" Flight Ops asked as Honal flew over the remains of the stingship sticking out of
abuilding. Only thetal was visble, with the markings of a squadron commander.

"AlphaSix won't bejoining us," Hona said, pulling up and over thebuilding in sdluteto afdlen
comrade. "Roll the shuttles.”

Timeto go and join Rastar. He was probably having fun at the gate.
"At least the Navy istill out of it," Opssad. "Rolling shuttles now."

"Citizens of the Empire!™

Prince Jackson Adoula's face gppeared on every active info-termina in Imperia city. He looked
grave, concerned, yet grimly determined, and uniformed men and women bustled purposefully about
behind him as he sat at acommand station. Holo displaysin the background showed smoke towering
over the unmistakable silhouette of the Palace.

"Citizens of the Empire, it ismy grave responsibility to confirm theinitia reportsaready circulating
through the datanet. Thetraitor, Roger MacClintock, hasindeed returned to launch yet another attempt
to seize the Throne. Not content with the murder of his own brother, sister, and nieces and nephews, he
isnow atempting to seize the Palace and the person of the Empress hersdlf.

"l urgedl citizensnot to panic. The vaiant soldiers of the Empress Own are fighting courageoudy to
defend her person. We do not yet know how the traitors managed to initially penetrate Palace security,
but | fear we have confirmation that at least some Navy e ements have been suborned into supporting this
treasonous act of violence.

"All government ministers and al members of Parliament are being dispersed to places of safety. This
precaution is necessary becauseit is evident that thistime the traitors are targeting more than smply the
Palace. My own officesin the Imperia Tower were destroyed by a precision-guided weapon in the
opening moments of the attack, and my home—and my staff, many of whom, asyou know, have been
with mefor years—was totaly destroyed within minutes of the start of the attack on the Palace.”

A spasm of obvious pain twisted hisfeatures for amoment, but he regained his composure efter a
vigble struggle and looked squardly into the pickup.

"l swear to you that this monumenta treachery, thisact of treason against not only the Empire, not
smply the Empress, but againgt Roger MacClintock's own family, shall not succeed or go unpunished.
Again, | urgedl loyd citizensto remain cam, to stay tuned to their information channds, and to stand
ready to obey the ingtructions of the military and police authorities.”

He stared out of the thousands upon thousands of displays throughout Imperid City, his expresson
resolute, asthe image faded to a standard Navy Department wall paper.

"Camdown, Kjer," Prokourov said ten minutes after Kjerulf's reply, camly ignoring the outburst.
"I'm probably on your side. Taking out Greenberg was anecessity, distasteful asit may have been. Buit |
want to know what you know, what you suspect, and what's going on."

"Ms. Ngad, she dtill busy,” the Mardukan said, coming back into the monitor'sfield of view. "Gonna
be staying busy."

"Tdl her to get unbusy!" Kjerulf sngpped. "All right, Admird. All | redly ask isthat you keep out of
this. My main worry is CarRon Fourteen. Weve shut down the Moonbase fighter wing, and it turns out
that they're pretty unhappy with Gianetto, anyway. I've got asmal squadron of loya ships holding the
orbitals. All I need isfor the rest of the squadronsto stay out of it."

Heturned off his mike and looked over at Tactical.
"Any more movement?"'
"No, Sir,"” Sensor Five said. "But Communications just intercepted a clear-language transmission



from Defense HQ to dl outer-system the squadrons. Genera Gianetto's declared a state of insurrection,
informed them that Moonbase isin mutinous hands, and ordered aleast-time concentration in Old Earth
orbit."

"Crap," Kjerulf muttered, and keyed his mike. "Admira Prokourov, | take that back. We may need
active support—"

"Captain Kjerulf," Eleanora O'Casey said, gppearing on his other monitor. "What's happening?"

The door looked like oak. And, in fact, it was—a centimeter dab of polished oak over aChromSten
core. Most bank vaults would have been flimsy by comparison, but it was the last mgjor blast door
between them and Roger's mother. And, unfortunately, it was on interna control.

Roger lifted the plasma cannon—his third since the assault began—and aimed at the door.

"My treat, Y our Highness," one of the Mardukans said, carefully but inexorably pushing Roger away
from the door.

The prince nodded and stepped back, automatically checking to be sure the team was watching in
every direction. They were down to ten, including himself. But there should be only two more corridors
between them and his mother, and if the information in the command center's computers was correct,
there were no automated defenses and no armored guards il in front of them. They werethere. If only
shewasdive.

The Mardukan carefully keyed in the sequence to override the safety protocols, then triggered a
stream of plasma from the tank cannon at the door. But that door had been intended to protect the
Empress of Man. It was extraordinarily thick, and it ressted the blasts. It bulged inward, but it held
stubbornly through seven consecutive shots.

On the eighth shot, the overheated firing chamber detonated.

Roger fdt himsdf lifted up by agiant and dammed through the merely mortal walls of the gpproach
corridor. He came to ahat two rooms away, in one he recognized in confusion as a servant's chambers.

"l don't degp withthe help,” he said muzzily, picking himsdf out of the rumpled tapestries and ancient
statuary.

"Y our Highness?' someone said.

Hetried to put afinger into one of hisears, both of which were ringing badly, but his armor's helmet
stopped him. So he shook his head, instead.

"l don't deep with the help," he repeated, and then he realized the room was onfire. The
overworked sprinkler system was sending afresh downpour over him, but plasmaflash had atendency
to start really hot fires. These continued to blaze away, adding billowing waves of steam to the hellish
environment.

"What am | doing here?" he asked, looking around and backing away from the flames. "Why isthe
room on fire?'

"Y our Highnessl" the voice said again, then someone took his elbow.

"Dogzard," Roger said suddenly, and darted back into the flames. " Dogzard! " He shouted, using his
armor's externa amplifiers.

The scorched dog-lizard came cregping out from under amattress, a couple of rooms away, wearing
asheepish expression. She'd been following well behind the group. From her relaively minor damage,
sheld probably run and hidden at the explosion.

"How many?' Roger said, shaking his head again and looking at the person who'd caled him. It was
Master Sergeant Penal 0sa, Raoux's second in command. "Where's Raoux?'

"Down," Penalosasaid. "Hurt bad. Weve got five left, Sir.”
"Plusme and you?' Roger asked, pulling up acasudty list. "No, including meand you," he



answered himsdif.

"Yes, Sir," the master sergeant replied tightly.

"Okay," Roger said, and then swore as ablast of plasma came out of the smal hole his Mardukan
had managed to blow in the door. So much for the CP'sinformation that there were no guards beyond.
"What arewe on? Plan Z?" he said. "No, no, cam, right? Got to be cam.”

"Yes, Sr," the sergeant said.

"Plan Z itis, then," Roger said. "Follow me."

"Sir, we just lost the feed from the system recon net," Senior Captain Marjorie Erhardt, CO HMS
7?7?said.

"We have, have we?' Admird Henry Niedermayer frowned thoughtfully and checked thetime
display. "Any explanation of why, Captan?’

"No, Sir. Thefeed just went down."

"Um. Obvioudy something is happening in-system, isnt it?' Niedermayer mused.

"Yes, Sir. And it's not supposed to be," Erhardt agreed grimly.

"No, but it was alowed for,” Niedermayer pointed out in return, with maddening imperturbability.

"Should we head in-system, Sir?" Erhardt pressed.

"No, we should not," the admira said with just ahint of frost. ™Y ou know our ordersaswell as| do,
Captain. We have no idea exactly what's going on on Old Earth right this minute, and any precipitous
action on our part could smply make things enormoudy worse. No, welll stay right here. But go ahead
and bring the task group to readiness for movement—Iow-powered movement. Given thetiming, we
may need to adjust our position dightly, and | want strict emissions control if we do."

* % %

Larry Gianetto's face was grim as the icons and sidebars in his displays changed. Whatever his
politica loyaties, hewas aprofessona Marine officer, one of the best around when it cameto hisown
specidty, and keeping track of the gpparently overwheming information flow was second nature to him.

Which meant he could see exactly how bad things looked.

The attack on the Palace had been only minutes old when he ordered additional Marinesinto the
capital to suppressit. Now, over half an hour later, not asingle unit had moved. Not one. Some were
amply sitting in place, ether refusing to acknowledge movement orders or staling for time by requesting
endless"clarification.” But others were stopped where they were because their personnel were too busy
shooting at each other to obey. And most worrying of al, even in the units which had tried to obey his
orders, the personnel loyal to him seemed to be badly outnumbered.

If the defenders dready in the Palace couldn't stop these lunatics, then it was highly unlikely that
anyone else on the planet would be willing to help him retake it afterward.

Helooked at a side monitor, showing afresh broadcast from Prince Jackson, and bared histeethin a
cynica, mirthless smile. The viewing public had no way of knowing that the bustling command post
behind Adouladid not exist outside one of the most sophisticated VR software packagesin existence. By
now, Adoulawas actualy aboard the Hannah P. McAllister, an apparently down-at-the-heels tramp
freighter in orbit around the planet. His public statements were recorded aboard the ship, beamed down
to asecure ground station, plugged into the VR software, and then rebroadcast through the public
information channelswith red-time images from the Palace insarted. Theilluson that Adoulawas actudly
gill in the city—or, at least, near at hand—was seamless and perfect.

And if things continue to to go to hell in a handbasket the way they were, it was about time Gianetto
gtarted consdering implementing his own bug-out Strategy.



"Chrig, the cavary at last,” Marinau said asthefirst shuttle landed in the courtyard. He and what was
left of histeams and the Mardukans had held the North Courtyard over twice aslong as the cops plan
had specified. They paid cash for it, too. But at |east the bogus Empress Own's armored reaction squad
had gonein pursuit of Roger, thank God! And thank God the so-cdlled troops Adoula had found as
replacements weren't real combat troops. If they had been, there would have been no one left to greet
theincoming shuttle.

It came under heavy fire, but from small arms and armor-portable cannon only. The heavy
anti-air/anti-space emplacements had al been knocked out, and the shuttle was giving as good asit got.
It laid down a hail of heavy plasmablasts on the positions which had the attackers pinned down, and as
big—huge—armored Mardukans piled out of the hatches, more fire came from the sky, dropping across
the positions of the mercenaries till holding the Palace.

"No," Kuddus said, raising up to fire astream of beads at the defensive positions. "The cavary went
infirst.”

"Let'smove" Marinau said. "Punch left."

"Where are we going?' Penal osa asked as Roger |ed them down an apparently deserted corridor.

"To here." Roger stopped by an ancient picture of agroup of men chasing foxes. Helifted an
ornamental candlestick out of asconce, and adoor opened in thewall.

"Thisisashortcut to Mother'sroom," he said.

"Thenwhy in hell didn't we useit before?" Penal osa demanded.

"Because," Roger thumbed a sensor ball and tossed it into the passageway, "I'm pretty sure Adoula
knows about it."

"Hoaly. . .." Penadlosamuttered, blanching behind her armored visor asthe sensor ball's findings were
relayed to her HUD. There were more than a dozen defense-pointsin the short corridor. Even as she
watched, one of them destroyed the sensor ball.

"Yep," Roger agreed, "and they're on Adoulas IFF." He keyed his communicator. "Jin, you getting
anywhere?'

"Negative, Your Highness" Jin admitted. "I've been trying to crack Adoulas defensive net, but it's
heavily encrypted. HE's using atwo thousand-bit—"

"You know | don't go for the technical gobbledygook," Roger said. "A smple 'no’ would suffice. You
see what we see?!

"Yes, Sr," Jn sad, looking at the relayed readouts.

"Suggedtions?'

"Find another route?"

* * %

"Therearen't any," Roger muttered, and switched frequencies. "God damn it." He hefted the
replacement plasma cannon held picked up and tossed it to Penalosa. "If this doesn't work, get to
Mother. Somehow," he added, and drew both pistols.

"No!" Pend osa dropped the cannon and grabbed vainly for the prince as he leapt into the corridor.

"That'sit,” Gianetto said. "'l won't say it'sal over but the shouting, but there are insertion teams deep
into the Paace, they've secured an LZ insde the inner parameter, and they're lifting in additional troops.
CarRon 14's moving, and so are Prokourov and La Paz. Unfortunately, | don't have a single goddamned
ideawhat Prokourov is going to do when he gets here, and he's going to get here well before CarRon
13. The ground units here planet-side are either refusing to move at dl, or dsefighting internaly about



whose ordersto take, and the commandersloyal to us don't seem to be winning. That means Ggdisis
the closest available rlief—with the head start he got, he's going to be here about twenty minutes before
CarRon 12, even if Prokourov'sfedling loya to us. And it's still going to take Ggelis another three
hours-plusto get here. We may ill be able to turn this thing around—or at least decapitate the
opposition—if we can get control of the orbitals, but in the meantime, we're royaly screwed dirtside. It's
timeto leave, Y our Highness."

"I cannot believe that little shit could put something like thistogether!" Adoulasnarled.

"It doesn't matter whether it was him, or someone else. Or even whether or not he'sredly still dive,”
Gianetto pointed out. "What mattersisthat the shit haswell and truly hit the fan. I'll beissuing the officia
dispersd order in ten minutes.”

"Understood,” Adoulareplied, and looked at hisloya chauffeur once again. "Duauf, go inform the
Captain that well beleaving shortly."

"At once, Your Highness," the chauffeur murmured, and Adoula nodded. It was so good to have at
least one competent subordinate, he reflected. Then he pursed hislipsin irritation as another thought
occurred to him. One more thing to take care of, he thought irritatedly. L oose ends everywhere.

* % %

"We're holding theinner perimeter, Y our Highness," "Mgor" Khdid said. "But weve lost the
gtingship squadron, and they're shuttling in reinforcements. They've got us cut off from the main Palace,
and o far, they've thrown back every try to break out we've made. We need support, Sir. Soon."

"It looks bad," Adoulasaid, hisface serious. "But the Navy units| control are on theway. They've
got enough firepower to get you out of there. But given how complicated and fluid Situation is, I'm afraid
these rebels may get their hands on the Empress and the replicator, and we can't have that. Kill the
Empress at once. Dump the replicator.”

"Yes, Sr," Khaid said, but he also frowned. "What about us?"'

"As soon asthe Navy getsthere, they'll land shuttlesto pull you out,” Adoulasaid. "'l can't afford to
lose you, Khalid. We've got too much more work to do. Kill the Empress now, then dl you havetodois
hold out for—" The prince ostentatioudy considered histoot. "Hold for another forty minutes" he said.
"Can you do that?'

"Yes, Your Highness," the "'mgor” said, squaring his shoulders. "I'm glad you haven't forgotten us.”

"Of course not,” Adoulasaid, and cut the circuit. He looked into the dead display for an instant.
"Mogt definitely not," he said softly.

The defensive systemsin the secret passage, light and heavy plasmaand bead cannon, were
momentarily confused. Thefigure was giving off the IFF of theloca defenders, aslast updated. In
automatic mode, that didn't matter—not here, in this corridor. But the intruder had paused outside the
systems areaof immediate respong bility, where matters were alittle ambiguous. Did its mere presencein
the corridor's entrance represent an unauthorized incursion? If not, its IFF meant it was not alegitimate
target, but if it was anincursion. ..

The systems computers were still trying to decide when beads started cracking down-range,
destroying the first two emplacements. At which point, they made up their collective eectronic minds and
opened fire.

Roger considered it just another test.

Over thelast year the Playboy Prince who'd set out so unwillingly for Leviathan had learned that life
put obstacles in one's path, and one either went around them, if possible. . . or through them, if
necessary. Thisfdl under the category of "necessary,” and there weren't enough bodies | ft to just throw
them in and soak up the losses to take out the emplacements. More than that, held proven himsdlf to be



better at fast, close combat than any of the rest of the team. Ergo, this was one of those times when he
had to put himsdf in jeopardy.

Hed killed three of the defensive weapons before they were al up and tracking on him. Hekilled a
fourth, concentrating on the eight heavy emplacements, before the first stream of beads hit him. They
knocked him backward, but couldn't penetrate the ChromSten armor. He got that bead cannon, and then
aplasmagun gushed a hisfeet. Hed seen it tracking, and jumped, getting it while hewasin thear. But
when he came down, he stumbled, trying to avoid another stream of plasma, and fdll to the sde. He got
the fifth emplacement before the first Raider could make it through the door.

Funny. Held thought you were supposed to get cold at the timelike this. But he was hot. Terribly hot.

"Thisredly sucks," Despreaux said, coughing on smoke.

The wadll, floor—whatever—of Siminov's office was too hot to touch now. So they'd climbed onto
the edge of the desk, dragging Trey and the semiconscious Siminov with them. Some of the smoke came
from the lower edge of the desk, which was beginning to smolder. When that caught fire, asit was bound
to eventually, they were dl going to bein rather desperate draits.

Despreaux happened to be the one looking at the door when the hand appeared.

It fumbled for agrip, and sheraised her pistol before she noticed that the had was both very large
and covered in an environment suit glove.

"Hold fire!" she barked as Krindi chinned himself up over the edge of the door frame.

"So, there you are," the Diagpran said, showing histeeth in aMardukan-style pseudo-smile behind
his mask. "We've been looking al over for you."

"What took you so long?' Pedi asked angrily.
"| figured therewastime," Krindi said, dragging himsdlf fully through the doorway. Y ou were born to

"Roger, just liedill!" Pendosawas saying.

"Hdl with that." Roger got to hisfeet—or tried to. Hislower left leg felt strangely numb, but he got
got asfar ashisright knee, then pushed himsdf upright.

And promptly toppled over Sdeways again.

"Oh," hesaid, looking at the left leg which had refused to support him. Not surprisingly, perhaps,

snceit was pretty much gone just below the knee. "Now, that'sa hdll of athing. Good nannies, though. |
don't fed athing.”

"Just stay down!" Pendosasaid sharply.

"No." Roger got up again, more cautioudy. He looked around and picked up abead cannon from a
suit of armor with alarge, smoking hole through its breastplate. "L et'sgo.”

"God damn it, Your Highness!"

"Just athing, Master Sergeant,” Roger said. "Just athing. Can | have an arm, though?"

"Weve got the corridor suppressed,” Pendosa said as the two damaged suits of armor limped dowly
and painfully down the narrow passageway.

"I noticed," Roger said, when they came to the end. It was another ChromSten door.

"But theresthis," Pendosasaid. "And not only are we about out of plasma cannon, but these are
awful tight quartersfor trying your little trick. Not to mention that . . . nobody's too happy about trying it
again, anyway."

"Nobody" being Penalosaherself and one of the Mardukans, since the other two suits had bought it
destroying the last two indtallations after Roger had gotten the first six.



"Y es, understandable,” Roger said. "But unlike the last door, Master Sergeant, thisoneis original
ingtdlation." He bared histeeth behind hisvisor. "Open Sesame," he said.

And the door opened upwards.

"Attention dl vessdlsin planetary orbit! Thisis Terran Defense HQ! Hogtile naval unitsare
goproaching Old Earth, ETA agpproximately eeven-thirty-seven hours Capital Time. All civilian trafficis
immediately directed and ordered to clear planetary orbit at once. Repest, dl civilian trefficis
immediately directed and ordered to clear planetary orbit at once. Be advised that heavy fireisto be
anticipated and that any vessdl in apostion to pose athreet to Imperia City will be deemed hostile and
treated accordingly. Repest, dl civilian traffic isimmediately directed and ordered to clear planetary orbit
at once, by order of Terran Defense HQ!"

"Well, about damned time," Captain Kjerulf muttered asthe grim-faced rear admird on the display
screen spoke. The recorded message began to replay, and he turned back to the thousand and one
details demanding his attention with a sense of profound relief. Hed been more than alittle concerned
about the collaterd damage which would amost inevitably occur when afull-scale nava engagement
walked acrossthe orbital patterns of the teeming commerce which always surrounded Old Earth. At least
he didn't have to worry about that anymore.

"And it's about time," Prince Jackson Adoulamuttered as Hannah P. McAllister made haste to
obey the nondiscretionary order. There were, quite literally, hundreds of vessdlsin Old Earth orbit; now
they scattered, like shoals of mackerd before the dashing attack of apod of porpoises. Adoulas vessdl
was only one more inggnificant blip amid the confusion of that sudden exodus, with absolutely nothing to
digtinguish her from any of the others.

Asde from the fact—not yet especidly evident—that her course would eventualy carry her to meet
CarRon 14 well short of of the planet.

Getting to Siminov's office door was the biggest trick, since the floor was too hot to cross without
third-degree burns. Fortunatdly, Krindi could walk on it in hisenvironment suit, and he could lower them
to Erkum, who was standing in amore or less fire-free spot on the ground floor. The gigantic noncom's
height, coupled with the fact that the office had dropped most of the way through the second floor, made
it areatively easy stretch from that point.

Krindi got dl of them out and down just before the last supports gave way and the armored room
collgpsed crashingly into the building's basement.

"God, I'm glad to be out of there,” Despreaux said. "On the other hand, | realy don't want to burn to
desth, either."

"Not aproblem,” Krindi said. "Erkum, gimme."

He hefted his towering sidekick's weapon only with extreme difficulty, but this wasn't something to be
trusted to Erkum's enthusiastic notions of marksmanship. Despite its weight, he managed to get it pointed
at the sde of the building which was least enveloped in flames. Then he triggered asingle round.

The plasmabolt took out the walls on either side and blew a nine-meter hole in the back wall. It
would have st the building behind Sminov's onfire, it that hadn't dready been taken care of sometime
ago.

"Door," Krindi observed as he pulled the power pack out of the plasma gun and tossed the weapon
down into the flaming basement. "Now let's get the polluted water out of here.”

They scrambled through the plasma-carved passage and into the aleyway between the blazing
buildings, then turned and headed for the dley's mouth. Erkum carried Trey and the well-trussed
Siminov, and al of them stayed low, trying to avoid flaming debris until they sumbled out into the fresh



morning air a last.

And found themsdlves |ooking into the gun muzzles of a least adozen Imperid City Police.

"I don't know who in the hell you people are,” the ICPD sergeant in charge of the squad said,
covering them from behind hisaircar. "And | don't know what in the hell you've been doing,” he
continued, looking at the team's body armor and the Mardukansin their scorched environment suits, "but
youreal under arrest!”

Despreaux started to say something, then stopped and |ooked up at the armored assault shuttle
diding quietly down the sky. A large crowd had gathered to watch the buildings burn, since the municipa
firemen had wisdly decided to let them burn aslong as plasma fire was being thrown around, and the
shuttle had to maneuver abit to find a spot to land. Despreaux saw avery familiar face at the controls as
it settled on its counter-gravity, and Doc Dobrescu tossed her a salute as the shuttl€'s plasma cannon
trained around to cover the police holding them at gunpoint.

The rear hatch opened, and four Mardukans in battle armor unloaded. They took up acombat circle,
two of them aso sort of pointing their bead and plasma cannon nonchaantly in the generd direction of
the police.

And then afina figure stepped out of the shuttle. A dight figure, in ablue dressfetchingly topped off
by an IBI SWAT jacket.

Buseh Subianto did easily between the Mardukans and walked over to the ICPD sergeant . . . who
was now ostentatioudy pointing his own wegpon skyward and trying to decide if placing it on the ground
would be an even better bet.

"Good job, Sergeant,” Subianto said, patting him on the shoulder. "Thank you for your assistancein
thislittle operation. Well just be picking up our team and going.”

"IBI?" the sergeant's question came out more than half-strangled. " IBI?" he repeated in a shout, when
he'd gotten his breath.

"Yes" Subianto said lightly.

"Y ou could have told ug"

"Sergeant, Sergeant, Sergeant . . ." the Deputy Assistant to the Assistant Deputy Director,
Counter-Intelligence Division, of the Imperid Bureau of Investigation said. ™Y ou know ImpCity data
security isn't that good. Don't you?"

"But. . ." The cop turned and looked at the group by the flaming building. " You burned the building
down! Héll, you st the entire block onfirel”

"Mistakes happen,” Subianto shrugged.

"Mistakes?! " The sergeant threw his hands up. "They were using a tank cannon! A plasma tank
cannon!”

Erkum ogtentatioudy interlaced hisfingersin front of him and began twiddling al four thumbs. Headso
tried his best to whistle. It was not something Mardukan lips were designed for.

The sergeant |ooked at the Mardukans and the very old-fashioned combat shuttle.

"What inthe hell is this?'

"Sergeant,” Subianto said politely, "have you ever heard the term ‘above your pay grade?' The

sergeant looked ready to implode on the spot, and she patted his shoulder again. "Look," she said
soothingly, "I'm from the IBI. I'm hereto help you."

Roger limped down the paneled corridor, using the bead cannon as a crutch and followed by
Penal osa and the single remaining Mardukan. Dogzard, till in adeep funk, trailed dong dead last. From
timeto time, Roger stopped and either broke down adoor or had the Mardukan do it for him.

A guard in astandard combat suit stepped into the corridor and lifted abead gun, firing a stream of



projectiles that bounced screamingly off of Roger'sarmor.

"Oh, get real," the prince snarled, shifting to externa speakers as he grabbed the guard by the collar
and lifted him off the ground. "Wheres my mother 2™

The strangling guard dropped hisweapon and kicked futilely at Roger's armor, gurgling and making
motionsthat he didn't know. Roger snarled again, tossed him aside, and limped on down the corridor as
fast as he could.

"Split up!" he sad. "Find my mother.”
"Y our Highnessl" Pend osa protested. "We can't leave you unpro—"
"Find her!"

"Pity to waste you," Khalid said, flipping aknifein his hand as he approached the half-naked
Empress on the huge bed. "On the other hand, you don't get many chances at Imperia poontang,” he
added, unseding histrousers. "1 suppose | might aswell take one more. Don't worry—I'll be quick.”

"Get it over with," Alexandrasaid angrily, pulling & the manacle on her left wrigt. "But if you kill me,
you'll be hounded throughout the galaxy!™

"Not with Prince Jackson protecting me," Khalid laughed.

He stepped forward, but before he reached the bed, the door burst suddenly open and an armored
figure, missing part of oneleg, leaned in through the broken pand.

"Mother?" it shouted, and somehow the bead pistol holstered at its Side had teleported into itsright
hand. It was the fastest draw Khaid had ever seen, and the mercenary's belly muscles clenched asthe
pistol's muzzle digned squarely on the bridge of his nose. He started to open his mouth, and—

The bead pistol whined an "empty magazine' sgndl.
"Son-of-a-BITCH!" Roger shouted, and threw the empty pistol at the man standing over his

lingerie-clad mother with aknife. The other man dodged, and the pistol flew by hishead and smashed
into thewal as Roger ssomped forward as quickly as he could on hisimprovised crutch.

Khdid made an ingant evauation of the rdative vaue of obeying Adoulaor saving hisown life.
Evauation completed, he dropped the knife and pulled out a one-shot.

The contact-range anti-armor device was about the size of alarge, pre-space flashlight and operated
on the principle of an ancient "squash head" antitank round. It couldn't penetrate battle armor’s
ChromSten, so it attacked the lessimpenetrable plasted liner which supported the ChromSten matrix by
transmitting the shockwave of a contact detonated hundred-gram charge of plasticized cataclysmite
through the ChromSten to blast a"scab™ of the liner right through the body of who ever happened to be
wearing the armor. Itsuser had to come literaly within arm'sreach of histarget, but if he could surviveto
get that close, the device was perfectly capable of killing someone through any battle armor ever made.

Roger had faced one-shots twice before. One, in the hand of aKrath raider, had badly
injured—indeed, dmost killed—him, despite armor dmost identicd to that which he was currently
wearing. The second, in the much more skilled hands of a Saint commando, had killed his mentor, his
father-in-truth, Armand Pahner. And with one leg, and out of ammunition, there wasn't adamned thing he
could do but take the shot and hope like hell he managed to survive again.

Dogzard was still badly depressed, but she was beginning to feel more cheerful. Her God had gone
missing, replaced by a stranger, but there was something about the rooms around her now—asmell, an
amost psychic sense—which told her that her God might come back. These rooms didn't smell the same
as her God, but the scentswhich filled them were dusively smilar. There were hintsal about her that
whispered of her God, and she snuffled at the wood paneling and the furniture as they passed it. Sheld
never been in this place before, but somehow, incredible asit seemed, she might actually be coming
home.



In the meantime, she continued to follow the stranger who said he was God. He hadn't seemed very
much like God up until the past little bit. Just recently, however, hed started acting much more as God
had aways acted before. The smells of cooking flesh and burning buildings were those she associated
with the passage of her God, and she'd stopped and sniffed a couple of corpses aong the way. Sheld
been shouted as, as usud, and she'd obeyed the might-be-God voice, dbeit reluctantly. It didn't seem
right to let al that perfectly good mesat and sweet, sweet blood go to waste, but it was adog-lizard'slife,
no question.

Now she was excited. She smdlled, not her God, but someone who smelled much the sasme.
Someone who might know her God, and if she was agood dog-lizard, might bring her back to her God.

She pushed up beside the one-legged stranger in the doorway. The smell was coming from the bed in
the room beyond. It wasn't her God, but it was close, and the female on the bed smelled of anger, just
like her God often did. Y et there was fear, too, and Dogzard knew the fear was directed at the man
bes de the bed. The man holding aBad Thing.

Suddenly, Dogzard had more important things to worry about than impostors who claimed they were
God.

* % %

Roger bounced off the wal as six hundred kilos of raging Dogzard brushed him asde with a
blood-chilling snarl and charged into the room. He managed to catch himsalf without quite falling, and his
head whipped around just in timeto see the results.

"Holy Allah!" Khalid gasped as ared-and-black thing knocked the armored man out of itsway and
charged. Hetried to hit it with the one-shot, but it was too close, moving too fast. Hisarm swung,
stabbing the weapon at the creature's side, but a charging shoulder hit hisforearm, sending the weapon
flying out of hisgrasp. And then therewasno time, notimeaat al.

Roger pushed himsdf off thewal as Dogzard lifted her sained muzzle. Her powerful jaws had
literaly decapitated the other man, and the dog-lizard gave Roger a haf-shamed glance, then grabbed the
body and pulled it behind the couch. There was a crunch, and aripping sound.

Roger limped toward the bed, hobbling on his bead cannon and pulling off hishelmet.
"Mother," he said, eyesblurred with tears. "Mother?*

Alexandrastared up at him, and his heart twisted as the combat fuge release him and the Empress
condition truly registered.

Hismemories of hismother included dl too few persond, informa moments. For him, she had
aways been adigtant, amost god-like figure. An authoritarian deity whose approva he hungered for
abovedl things. . . and had known he would never win. Cool, reserved, dwaysimmaculateand in
command of hersdlf. That was how he remembered his mother.

But thiswoman was none of those things, and raw, red-fanged fury rose suddenly within him ashe
took in the scanty lingerie, the chains permanently affixed to her bed, and the bruises—the many, many
bruises and welts—her clothing would have hidden . . . if shed had any clothing on. He remembered
what Catrone had said about the day they told him how Adoula had controlled her. Adoula. . . and his
father.

Helooked into her eyes, and what he saw there shocked him amost more than her physica
condition. There was anger in them, fury and defiance. But there was more than that. There was fear.
And therewas confusion. It was asif her sare was flickering in and out of focus. One breath he saw the
furious anger, the sense of who she was and her hatred for the ones who had done thisto her. And inthe
next breath, shewassmply . . . gone. Someone else looked out of those same eyes at him. Someone
quivering with terror. Someone uncertain of who shewas, or why she wasthere. They wavered back



and forth, those two people, and somewhere degp inside, behind the flickering, blurred interface, she
knew. Knew that she was broken, helpless, reduced from the distant figure, the avatar of strength and
authority who had aways been the mother he knew now he had helplesdy adored even ashetried futilely
to somehow win her lovein return.

"Oh, Mother," he whispered, his expression as clenched as his heart, and reached the bed towards
her. "Oh, Mother."

"W-who are you?' the Empress demanded in a harsh, wavering whisper, and his jaw tightened. Of
course. She couldn't possibly recognize him behind the disguising body-mod of Augustus Chung.

"It'sme, Mother," hesaid. "It's Roger."

"Who?' Sheblinked a him, asif she werefighting to focus on hisface, not to find some sort of
internal focusin the swirling chaos of her own mind.

"Roger, Mother," he said softly, reaching out to touch her shoulder at last. "I know it with different,
but I'm Roger."

"Roger?' Sheblinked again. For an ingtant, a fleeting moment, her eyes were clear. But then the
focus vanished, replaced by confusion and a sudden, dark whirlwind of fear.

"Roger!" sherepegted. "Roger 2!

Shetwigted franticdly, fighting her chainswith dl of their strength.

"No! No! Stay away!"

"Mother!" Roger flinched back physicaly from the revulsion and terror in his mother's face.

"l saw you!" she shouted a him. "l saw you kill John! And you killed my grandchildren! Butcher!
Murderer!"

"Mother, it wasn't me!" he protested. ™Y ou know it wasn't me! | wasn't even here, Mother!”

"Yes—yesyou were! You look different now, but | saw you then!”

Roger reached out to her again, only to stop bed, shocked, as she screamed and twisted away from
him. Dogzard rose up, looking over the back of the couch, and growled at him.

"Mother," he said to see chilling to the screaming woman. "Mother! Please!”

She didn't even hear him. He could tdll that. But then, abruptly, the scream was cut short, and
Alexandrafroze. Her expression changed abruptly, and she looked at her son, cocked her head, and

gmiled. It was aterrible smile. A dark-eyed smile which mingled desire, invitation, and stark fear in equa
messure.

"Areyou herefor Lazar? Did he send you?' she asked in aquieter voice, and arched her spine
suggestively. "They told me someone would be coming, but | . . . forget the faces sometimes,” she
continued, dropping her eyes. "But why are you wearing armor? | hope you're not going to be rough. Il
be good, redly 1 will—I promise! Tell Lazar you don't haveto be rough, please. Please! Redlly, you
don't," she continued on arising note.

Then her eyes came back up, and the screaming began again.

"Pendosal" Roger yelled, putting the helmet back on as his mother continued to scream and Dogzard
rosefrom her kill menacingly. "Penalosal Damn it! Get somebody esein herel”

When the police had secured the scene and the firefighters could get to work—mostly keeping the
fire from spreading; Siminov's building and the two on elther side of it were dready atota
loss—Subianto walked over to where Despreaux and Catrone were breathing something purple at the
rear of aFire Department medicd vehicle.

"Y ou two need to get moving," she said, bending down and speaking quietly into their ears. "Ther€'s
aproblem at the Palace.”

* k% %



"What do you think he'sgoing to do, Sir?' Commander Talbert asked quietly.

He sat beside Admird Victor Ggdis on the admira'sflagship, the Imperia Navy carrier HMS
Trujillo, studying the tactical readouts. Carrier Squadron Fourteen had been under accel eration towards
Old Earth for thirty-one minutes at the maximum hundred and sixty-four gravitiesits carriers could
sugtain. Their velocity was up to amost five thousand kilometers per second, and they'd traveled amost
seven million kilometers, but they still had eighty-five million kilometers—and another three hours and
thirty-eight minutes—to go. They could have made the entire voyage in less than two hours, but not if
they wanted to decelerate into orbit around the planet when they reached it. On aleast-time course, they
would have gone scorching past the planet at over seventeen thousand kilometers per second, which
would have left them in a piss-poor position to do anything about holding the planet for their admird's
patron.

At the moment, however, Tabert wasn't much concerned with what his own squadron’s units were
going to do. His attention was on the information rel ayed from Generd Gianetto about Carrier Squadron
Twelve.

"Wheat the hdll do you think he'sgoing to do?' Ggelisgrunted. "If he planned on helping us out, there
wouldn't have been any reason for him to cut off communications with Gianetto in the first place, now
would there?'

"Maybe it was only temporary, Sir," Tdbert sad diffidently. "Y ou know some of our own units had
problems with their Marine detachments, and Prokourov's squadron's personnd weren't anywhere near
as handpicked as ours were. If his Marinestried to stop him and it took him awhileto regain contral. . .

"Beniceif that waswhat happened,” Ggelisgrowled. "But | doubt it did. Even if Prokourov wanted
to take back control after he'd lost it, | don't think it mattered. | never did trust him, whatever the Prince
thought.”

"Do you think he was part of whatever's hgppening from the beginning, then, Sir?

"| doubt it," Ggdlis said grudgingly. "If he had been, he wouldn't have just sat there for dmost twenty
minutes. Hed have been moving towards Old Earth as soon as those other four traitors started moving.”

He glowered at the frozen secondary tactica plot where the information relayed by Terran Defense
HQ's near-space sensors showed the four carriers which had taken up positions around the planet.
Those sensors were no longer reporting, thanks to the point defense systems which had systematicaly
eliminated any platforms not hard-linked to Moonbase, but they'd |asted long enough to tell Ggjdlis
exactly who waswaiting for him.

Tabert glanced sdeways at his boss. The commander didn't much care for the way thisentire thing
was shaping up. Like Ggdis, he knew who wasin command over there, and he wasn't especidly happy
about it. Nor did he expect to enjoy the orders he anticipated once Carrier Squadron Fourteen managed
to secure the planetary orbitals. But he didn't have much choice. Hed sold his soul to Adoulatoo long
ago to entertain second thoughts now.

At least they didn't need the destroyed sensor platforms to keep an eye on Prokourov. Ship-to-ship
detection range for carriers under phase drive was dmost thirty light-minutes, and Carrier Squadron
Twelve was|essthan ten light-minutesfrom Trujillo. They wouldn't be able to detect any of Prokourov's
parasites at this range—maximum detection range againg a cruiser was only eight light-minutes—but they
could see exactly what Prokourov's carriers were doing.

Stll, hed have fdt alot more confident it hed been ableto tell exactly what was happening in Old
Earth orbit. Corvu Atiliuswas awily old fox, and Senior Captain Gloria Demesne, Atilius cruiser
commander, was even worse. Six-to-four odds or not, he wasn't |ooking forward to tangling with them.
Especidly not if Prokourov was about to bring afresh carrier squadron in on their asses.

"Admird," acommunicationsrating said, "we have an incoming message for you on your private
channd."



Ggdislooked up, then grunted.

"Earbud only," he said, then sat back and listened stolidly for amost two minutes. Finally, he nodded
to the com rating at the end of the message and looked at Talbert.

"Well," hesaid grimly, "at least we know what we're going to be doing after we get there.”

* * %

Francesco Prokourov leaned back in his command chair, considering his own tactica plot. The
Stuation was getting . . . interesting. Not to his particular surprise, the other carriers of his squadron and
his parasite skippers were more than willing to follow his orders. A few of them had opted to pretend
they were doing so only out of fear of the squadron's Marine detachments, which was afairly silly (if
human) attempt to cover themsalvesif worse came to worst. But while Prokourov might not be another
Hemut, hed aways had aknack for inspiring loyalty—or at least trust—in his subordinates. Now those
subordinates were prepared to follow his lead through the chaos |ooming before them, and he only hoped
he was leading them to victory and not pointless destruction.

Either way, though, he was leading them towards their duty, and that was just going to have to do.

But he had every intention of combining duty and surviva, and unlike Ggelis, he had accessto dl of
Moonbasestactical information, which gave him afar tighter grasp on the detailsthen Ggjdis or the other
Adoulaloyalistsin the system could possibly have. For example, he knew that Ggdis had not yet
punched his cruisers (or had not as of ten minutes earlier), which made afair anount of sense, and that
Admira LaPaz's Thirteenth Squadron—or what was |€ft of it after the origind Fatted Calf
defections—was coming in from astern of him. But La Paz was going to be a non-issue, whatever
happened. Hislondly pair of carrierswasn't going to make agreat deal of difference after Ggdis sx and
the combined eight of Fatted Calf and CarRon 12 had chewed each other up. Besides, CarRon 13 was
at least six hours behind CarRon 12.

No, the redly interesting question was what was going to happen when Ggelis crunched into Fatted
Caf Squadron, and a the moment it wasfairly obviousthat Ggelis—who, despite hisfirst name, was not
aparticularly imaginative commander—was hewing to a standard tactica approach.

Each of his carriers carried-twenty-four sublight parasite cruisers and one hundred and twenty-five
fighters, which gave him atota of one hundred and forty-four cruisers and seven hundred and fifty
fighters, but the carriers done represented thirty-eight percent of his ship-to-ship missile launchers,
thirty-two percent of his energy weapons, forty percent of hisclose-in laser point defense clusters, and
forty-eight percent of his counter-missile launchers. Not only that, but the carriers were immensely more
heavily armored, their energy weapons were six times the Size of a cruiser's broads de energy mounts,
and their shipkiller missileswere bigger, longer-ranged, and equipped with both more destructive
warheads and far superior penetration aids and EW. And as one more minor consideration,
carriers—whose hulls had two hundred times the volume of any parasite cruiser—had enormoudy more
capable fire control systems and general computer support.

Cruisers, with better than three and a haf times the huge carriers acceleration rate, were the Imperia
Navy's chosen offengve platforms. They could get in more quickly, and no ponderous, unwieldy starship
had the accel eration to avoid them ingde the Tsukayama Limit of astar system. But they were dso far
more fragile, and their magazine capacities were much lower. And outside the anti-missile basket of their
cariers, they werefar more Vaannerable to long-ranged missile kills, even from other cruisers, far less
garships. So dthough Gagdiswas essentidly acruiser commander at heart, he was holding his parasites
until his carriers could get close enough to support them when they went in againgt Fatted Calf.

It was exactly what the Book called for, and given what Ggjelisknew, it was also asmart, if cautious,
move.

Of course, Ggeisdidn't know everything, now did he?

"Find New Madrid," Roger said coldly.



Hewas out of hisarmor, but still wore the skin-tight cat-suit normally worn under it. The combination
of the cat-suit's built in tourniquet and his own highly capable nanite pack had seded the ssump of his|eft
leg, suppressed the pain, and pulled his body forcibly out of shock. None of which had done anything at
al for thewhite-hot fury which filled him.

"Fnd him," hesaid softly. "Find him now."

He looked around at the human and Mardukan faces gathered about him in the Empress private
audience room. Their owners smoke and bloodstained uniforms and gouged and seared battle armor
were asout of place againgt their eegant surroundings as his own smoke and swest-stinking cat-suit, but
the bizarre contrast didn't interest him at dl at the moment. His mind wasto full of the woman, three
doors down the hall, who screamed and screamed and screamed whenever she saw his face.

"Where's Rastar?' he asked.
"Dead, Your Highness" one of the Vasin said with asalute. "He fell taking the gate.”

"Oh, God damn it." Roger closed hiseyes and felt hisjaw musclesridge at the sudden spasm of pain
he hadn't felt when helost hisleg. A spasm he knew was going to be repeated again and again when the
casualty totalswerefinally added up.

"Catrone? Nimashet?" he asked, hisvoice harsh and flat with afear he was unprepared to admit even
to himsdf.

"They've got them,” amaster sergeant from the Empress Own—the real Empress Own—replied.
"They're on their way. So are Ms. O'Casey and Sergeant Major Kosutic.”

"Good," Roger said. "Good."
He stood amoment, nogtrils flaring, then shook himself and looked back at his companions again.

"Find New Madrid," he repeated in anicy voice. "That dimy bastard will be skulking around
somewhere. Look for an overdressed servant. And tell Kosutic, when she gets here—go to the Empress.
My mother's safety is Kosutic's charge for now.”

"Yes, Your Highness," the master sergeant said, and began whispering into his communicator.

"You know," Kjerulf commented to the command room in generd, "I've decided I'm rather glad
Admira Prokourov ison our Sde.”

"Amentothat, Sir," the senior Tacticd rating sad fervently, smiling admiringly at his readouts.
Prokourov had punched his cruisers—and hisfighters—twenty minutes after he got his squadron moving.
For a cold-start launch with no previous warning, that was very respectable timing, and it spoke well of
his peopl€e's readiness to accept his orders. Now those cruisers and fighters were boring ahead at four
hundred and fifty gravities, better than two and a hdf times his carriers acceleration, but barely
three-quarters of their own maximum. At that rate, and employing strict emissions control discipline,
shipboard detection range against them dropped to barely four light-minutes. But it meant that they would
gtill reach Old Earth orbit in just over two hours, while CarRon 14 was till better than three hours out on
its current flight profile. They'd get there far in advance of their own carriers, but they would double
Fatted Cdf's parasite strength, which would more than offset Ggjdlis numerical advantage, especidly
with the Fatted Cdf carriersto support them.

Of coursg, it was extremely probable that Ggjelis would till pick them up before they got clear to
Old Earth, but nothing he could do could get his carriers there any sooner, and knowing Ggdis. . . .

"They've got the Pdace," Larry Gianetto said blegkly from Admira Ggjdis com display. Hisvoice
wasinaudibleto anyone ese on Trujillo'sflag deck, but it came clearly over the admiral’s earbud.

"Yes, Sir," Ggdissad doud. Hewas aware of the need to pick hiswords carefully, lest one of his
weaker-kneed subordinates waver in hisduty, especialy if he had timeto stew over it.



"They'redill playing it carefully. They haven't claimed or confirmed—or denied—that that little
bastard Roger is back, but the rumors are spreading like wildfire, anyway. And they have sent out light
armored vehicles and assault shuttlesto bring in the Prime Minigter, the other Cabinet minigters, and the
leaders of the mgjor partiesin both the Lords and the Commons, aswell as at |east adozen mgjor
journalists," Gianetto continued. "Once they've had a chance to get the Empress independently examined,
we're al screwed. Unless, of course, we make sure that the results of that examination never become
known."

"l under¢tand, Sir."

"Besureyou do, Victor." Gianetto's voice was blegker than ever as he gazed into the pickup of the
com unit aboard the inconspicuous vessdl carrying him away from the planet. "The only way to keep
everything from faling apart isto take out the Palace and al of these bastards from orbit. Which isgoing
to mean taking out an amighty big chunk of Imperia City, aswell. It's on record that ‘Roger’ dready
blew up Prince Jackson's home and downtown office in an effort to kill him. If the Palace goes, asfar as
anyone will know once we get done spinning the tory, it'll be because our valiant defenders managed to
hold him off long enough for the Navy to arrive. At which point he either suicided to avoid capture,
or—even better—hit the Palace with a KEW of his own and managed to escape in the confusion. You
understand what I'm telling you, Victor? And that it has the Prince's approval ?*

"Yes, Sir. I've aready heard from Prince Jackson, and he entirely concurs.”

* * *

Roger had gotten one of the Mardukansto find a broken pike, and he was leaning on that when New
Madrid was brought in. Roger had to admit that he truly did look agood bit like hisfather. They'd never
actualy met before. Pity that the meeting was going to be so short, he thought coldly.

"Givemeasword," he said to the nearest VVasin as two Diaspran infantrymen threw hisfather at his
feat.

The Earl of New Madrid was trembling, histerrified face streaked with swest, and he stared mutely
up a Roger asthe Mardukan handed him the blade. The cavary sabre would have been atwo-handed
sword for almost any human, but Roger held it in one hand, rock steady as he did thetip of the blade
under hisfather'schin.

"I'm curious, Father," he said. "1 wonder why my mother would scream at the Sight of me? Why she
should expect to see men she can't even remember in her bedroom? Why she's covered in bruises and
burns? Why she thinks someone who looks just like me killed my brother John in front of her? Do you
think you might know the answersto those questions, Father?"

"Please, Roger,” New Madrid whimpered, shaking uncontrollably. " Please! |—I'm your father!"”

"'Bad seed' they cdled me," Roger haf-whispered. "Behind my back, usually. Often enough to my
face. | wondered what could make them hate me so? What could make my own mother hate me so?
Now | know, don't I, Father ?Wdll, Father, when adoctor finds acancer, he cutsit out.” Roger
dropped the pike and raised the sword overhead in two hands, balancing on his good foot. "And I'm
going to cut you out!"

"NO!"" Nimashet Despreaux screamed from the doorway.

"I havethe right!" Roger spat, not looking at her, trying not to see her, the sword held over his head
and catching thelight. " Do you know what he's done?! "

"Yes, Roger. | do," Despreaux said quietly. She stepped into the room and walked over to stand
between Roger and hisfather. "And | know you. Y ou can't do this. If you push me aside—if you could
do it—I'll walk. You said it. Carefully, quietly. No muss. No fuss. We try him, and sentence him, and
then dip the poison into hisarm. But you will not cut off hishead in a presence room. No onewill ever
trust you againif you do. | won't trust you."

"Nimashet, for thelove of God," Roger whispered, trembling, his eyes pleading with her. " Please,
gtand aside.”



"No," shesad, inavoice of soft sed that was asloving asit wasinflexible.

"Roger," Eleanora said from the doorway, "the Prime Minister isgoing to be herein about . . . oh,
ninety seconds.”" She frowned. "I really think it would be better, in both the short and the long run, if you
didn't greet him covered in your father's blood.”

"Besdes," Catrone said, standing beside her in the door, "if anybody getshim, | do. And you told me
| couldn't do him."

"l said you couldn't torture him," Roger replied, sword still upraised.
"You aso said wed do it by the Book," Catrone said. "Are you going back on your word?"

Silence hovered in the presence room, a silence broken only by the terrified whimpers of the man
kneeling at Roger'sfeet. And then, findly, Roger spoke again.

"No," hesad. "No, Tomcat. I'm not."

He lowered the sword, letting it fall to arest-arms position, and |ooked at the cavalryman who'd
handed it to him

"Vadn?'
"Y our Highness?'

"May | keep this?' Roger asked, looking at the sword. "It's a blade from your homeland, a blade you
carried beside your dead Prince—beside my friend—for more kilometers than any of your people had
ever traveled before. | know what that means. But . . . may | keep it?"

The Mardukan waved both truehandsin a graceful gesture of acceptance and permission.

"It was the blade of my fathers," he said, "handed down over many generations. It cameto Therdan
at theraigng of the city'sfirst wall, and it was there when my Prince hewed aroad to life for our women
and children asthe city died behind us. It isold, Y our Highness, steeped in the honor of my people. Buit |
think your request would have pleased my Prince, and | would be honored to placeit and itslineagein
the hand of such awar leader.”

"Thank you," Roger said quietly, still gazing at the blade. "'l will hang it somewhere where | can seeit
every day. It will be areminder that, sometimes, asword is best not used.”

* * *

The Prime Minister stepped into the room and paused at the tableau which greeted him. The soldiers,
watching aman holding asword. New Madrid on his knees, sobbing, held in place by two of the
Mardukans.

"l amlooking for the Prince," the Prime Minister said, looking at the woman who claimed to be
Eleanora O'Casey. "For the supposed Prince, that is."

Roger's head turned. The movement was eerily reminiscent of afacon's smoothly abrupt motion, and
the modded brown eyes which locked on the Prime Minister were as lethal as any feathered predator's
had ever been.

"I am Prince Roger Ramius Sergel Alexander Chiang—Mac—Clintock," he said flatly. "And you, |
suppose, would be my mother's Prime Minister?”

"Can you pogtively identify yoursdf?' the Prime Minister said dismissively, looking at themaninthe
soiled cat-suit, holding asword and balancing on one foot like some sort of neo-barbarian. It looked like
something out of one of those tacky, lowbrow so-caled "historical” novels. Or like acomedy routine.

"It's not something a person would lie about,” Roger growled. "Not here, not now." He hopped
around to face the Prime Minister, managing somehow to keep the sword balanced ashedid. "I'm
Roger, Heir Primus. Face that fact. Whether my mother recoversfrom her ordeal or not—the ordeal she
went through while you sat on your fat, spotty, safe, no-risk-taking ass and did nothing—! will be
Emperor. If not soon, then someday. Isthat clear?"



"l suppose,” the Prime Minigter said tightly, hislipsthinning.
"Andif | recall my civicslessons," Roger continued, glaring at the older man, "the Prime Minister

must command not simply amgjority in Parliament, but aso the Emperor's acceptance. He serves, does
he not, a the Emperor's pleasure?’

"Yes" the Prime Minigter said, lip curled ever so dightly. "But the precedent for remova by an
Emperor hasn't been part of our congtitutiond tradition in ov—"

Roger tossed the sword into the air. He caught it by the pommel, and his arm snapped forward. The
sword flew from his hand and hissed past the Prime Minister's head, no more than four centimeters from
hisleft ear |obe, and dammed into the presence chamber'swall like ahammer. It stood there, vibrating,
and the Prime Minister'sjaw dropped as Roger glared at him.

"l don't much care about precedent,” Roger told him, "and I'm not very pleased with you! "

"God damn it!" Victor Ggjelis snarled under his breeth as the new icons appeared suddenly in his
plot. He knew exactly what they were, not that the knowledge made him fedl any better about it.

"CIC confirms, Sir," Commander Talbert told him. "That looks like every single one of CarRon 12's
cruisers. Prokourov must've punched them twenty-five minutes ago, because they're already up to amost
eleven thousand KPS."

Ggelis mouth tightened as he consdered the tactica Stuation. Frankly, in his consdered opinion, it
sucked.

By sending his cruisersin at reduced acceleration, Prokourov had managed to get their velocity up to
amost two thousand kilometers per second more than CarRon 14's. They were still seven million
kilometers—amost eight—further from Old Earth orbit, but their greater velocity meant they would
actually arrive well before Carrier Squadron Fourteen. Of course, they were only cruisers, but there
were ninety-six of them.

No fancy cruiser tricks were going to get Prokourov's carriers to the planet before Ggdis own
carriers, not with CarRon 14's twenty minute head start. But CarRon 12's missileswould have the range
to cover anything in orbit around the planet for over an hour before they actualy reached the planet's
orbital shell. Accuracy wouldn't be very good at such extended ranges, but to carry out hisown mission
orders, Ggelis had to get within no more than three or four hundred thousand kilometers of the planet.
He couldn't guarantee the accuracy Gianetto and Adoula had specified from any greater range, even
assuming that he could get missilesthrough the defensive fire of the ships aready in planetary orbit.
Besdes, it was going to be difficult to makeit look asif Prince Roger's adherents had done the deed if
Moonbase had detailed sensor readings showing shipkillers from CarRon 14 hitting atmosphere. No, he
had to get close enough to do it with KEW, and that meant advancing into Prokourov's carriers missile
envelope.

Unless.. ..

He thought furioudy. Almost two hours had passed since the attack on the Palace began. His
communi cations sections were monitoring the confused babble of news reports and speculation boiling
through the planetary datanet, and it was obvious that opinion was hardening behind the belief that it was,
indeed, Prince Roger. At the moment, however, most of the commentary seemed to incline towards the
belief that it was Smply acase of the nefarious Traitor Prince returning for a second attempt. The notion
that it was an attempt to rescue the Empress was sill being greeted with skepticism, but that was going to
change as soon as the first independent report of the Empress condition got out. That was going to take
time, but there was no way to know how much of it.

"Punch thecruisers” he said flatly. "Maximum acceleration.”
Tabert glanced at him, then passed along the order.
"What about the fighters, Sir?" he asked after amomen.



"Send themin, too," Ggdissaid. "Configure them for CSP to cover the cruisers.”

"Yes, Sr."

Gadisdidnt missthe brief hesitation before the commander's acknowledgment, but heignored it. He
didn't like committing his cruisersthis early, but his own ships and Prokourov's carriers were il eight
light-minutes gpart, which meant it would take eight minutes for Prokourov to learn that Cruiser
FlotillaOne- Forty had launched. Eight minutesin which Gagjelis cruiserswould be freeto accelerate at
their maximum velocity. Even assuming Prokourov went to maximum acceleration on hisown cruisersthe
instant they detected CruF ot 140—which he undoubtedly would—Gagjdlis cruiserswould have built
enough acceleration, coupled with the distance CarRon 14 had traveled before launching them, to arrive
four minutes before CruF ot 120. And CarRon 14 would be twenty minutes closer to the planet when
that happened.

Gadis cruiserswould be outside the effective range of his carriers anti-missile defenses, but they
would be inside the basket for his carriers shipkillers. The same thing would be true for Prokourov's
carriers, but Prokourov's targeting solutions would be nowhere near as good. It wasn't an ided solution,
by any means, but, then, there wasn't an ided solution to this particular tactica problem. And if he could
get hisown cruisersinto energy range of the four so-called "Fatted Caf Squadron” carriers covering the
planet, he could hammer them, epecidly with hisown six carriers attack missiles piling in on top of the
cruisers fire.

Hewas going to lose most of hisown cruisersin the process, of course, especialy with Prokourov's
cruisers coming in on them so rapidly. He had no doubt that that was what had prompted Talbert's
hestation. But it was dso what cruisers werefor. He didn't likeit, but held come up through cruisers
himself. He'd understood how the process worked then, and so would his cruiser skippers now.

Who aso al knew they were dead men if Adoulawent down.

* % %

"They've punched their cruisers” Kjerulf said from the com display.

"Y eah, we sort of noticed,” Captain Atilius responded dryly. If the older officer had shown any
hesitation about committing himsdf in thefirgt place, there was no sign of it now. Hewaslikean old
warhorse, Kjerulf thought, faintly amused even now, despite dl that was happening. Corvu Atilius
probably should have made admira decades ago, but he'd aways been too tactical-minded, too focused
on maneuvers and tactica doctrineto play the political game properly. "Roughhewn™ was aterm which
had been used to describe his persondity entirely too often over the course of his career, but he was
definitely the right man in theright place as Fatted Caf Squadron's senior officer. He actudly seemed to
be looking forward to what was coming.

"I dways knew Ggdis had shit for brains," Atilius continued. He shook his head. "He's going to get
reamed.”

"Maybe," Chanta Soheile said from her quadrant of the conferenced display. "But so arewe. And
it'snot like he'sgot alot of aternatives.” She shook her head in turn. "He's got the edgein carriers and
missle power. Bascdly, the only real option he'sgot isto pilein on top of usand tried to bulldoze us out
of the way before Prokourov can get here.”

"Sure," Atiliusagreed. "But | guarantee you helll be sending in hisfighters configured for combat

gpace patrol. It's the way his head works. He just doesn't see them as shipkillers—not the way he does
cruisers. Besides" he bared histeeth, "his guys are going to have to ded with Gloria, aren't they?"

"CruF ot 140's punched, Sir," a sensor technician reported. "Max accel.”

"Havethey, indeed?' Senior Captain Benjamin Weintraub, CO, Cruiser Flotilla One-Twenty,
replied. His ships were eighteen light-seconds ahead of their carriers, and he saw no reason to waste an
additiona haf-minute waiting for Admira Prokourov'singtructions. "Take usto maximum acceleration,”
he said.



Captain Senior-Grade Gloria Demesne, CO HMS Bellingham, narrowed her hazel eyesand
considered the tactical plot as she leaned back in her command chair and sipped her coffee. It was hat,
strong and black, with just apinch of salt. Black gang coffee, just the way sheliked it. Which couldn't be
sadfor thetactica Stuation.

CruFlot 150—wsdll, actualy, it was component parts of four separate squadrons, but CruRon 153
was the senior squadron, Gloriawas 53's CO, "CruFl ot Fatted Caf" sounded pretty fucking stupid, and
they by-God had to call it something—faced haf again its own numbers. Not good. Not good at dl, but
what the hell? At least help was on itsway, and if they couldn't take ajoke, they shouldn't have joined.

Imperia cruisers carried powerful beam weapons, but for the opening phase of any battle, they relied
on the contents of their missile magazines, filled with hyper velocity, fisson-fuson contact and standoff
x-ray missles. They fought in data-linked networks, in which each ship was capable of local or externa
control of the engagement "basket.” But for all their speed and firepower, their ChromSten armor was
lighter than most military starships boasted and they lacked the multiply redundant syslemstunnd drive
shipscould carry. Thefar larger FTL vessals were much more duggish in maneuver, but they were
undeniably powerful units, especidly in defense. Although cruisers accel eration meant they could chase
the big bruisers down, doing so was dways arisky proposition. And, despite the percentage of their
internal volume given over to missile ssowage, cruisers had much less magazine space than their larger
motherships. Nor could they match a carrier's missile defenses, and that might be important. Because
Carrier Squadron Fourteen was in the process of making a critica mistake.

Whether through smple stupidity—shed never had thought much of Admira Gaelis brans—or
because they werein ahurry, the hundred and forty-four ships of Cruiser Flotilla 140 were charging
sraight oninat 6.2 KPS.

Obvioudy, Gagdiswanted to get them into range for precision KEW strikes on the Palace, which
meant brushing the four Fatted Calf carriers—and their cruisers—out of hisway. But hismore duggish
carriers were dropping further and further behind the speeding cruisers—they'd been dmost eight and a
half million kilometers behind when the cruisers made turnover. By the time CruF ot 140 entered effective
missile range of Old Earth orbit, they'd be over twenty-seven and ahdf million kilometers back.

Of course, missile engagement envelopes were flexible. Both cruiser-sized and capital ship shipkillers
could pull three thousand gravities of acceleration. The difference wasthat capita missiles, fired from the
launcherswhich only shipsthe size of carriers mounted, could pull that acceleration for fifteen minutes,
wheress cruiser missileswere good for only ten. That gave the larger missiles an effective range from rest
of over twelve million kilometers before burnout, whereas a cruiser missle had an effective range before
burnout of around 2,700,000 kilometers. Platform speeds at launch radicaly affected those ranges,
however, and so did the fact that missle drives could be switched off and then on again, alowing lengthy
baligtic "coagting” flight profilesto provide what werefor al intents and purposes unlimited range. . .
againg non-evading targets. Againg targets which could evade, and which aso mounted the most
sophisticated electronic warfare systems available, effective ranges were far shorter. Then there waslittle
matter of active anti-missle defenses.

Except that in this particular case, counter missilesfrom Gajelis carriers weren't going to be afactor.
CarRon 14'slonger-ranged capita missiles could reach past its cruisers to range on Desmesne's ships
and the Fatted Calf carriers, but their counter -missiles would be unable to intercept thefire directed at
their cruisers. That meant CruF ot 140 was more Vaannerable than CruF ot 150, which was stuck in
relaively tight to its own carriers, since a carrier mounted twenty-seven times the counter-missile tubes a
cruiser did. Ggelis carriers and cruisers between them mounted roughly fifty-six hundred shipkiller tubes
to Fatted Caf's combined thirty-seven hundred, but Fatted Calf had the cover of dmost nine thousand
counter -missile tubes to CruF ot 140's seven thousand. And, even more importantly, no cruiser could
match the targeting capability and fire control sophistication of an al-up carrier, which meant Fatted
Cdlf's counter-missile fire was going to be far more effective on abird-for-bird basis. Not to mention the



fact that each carrier mounted amost thirty-five hundred close-in laser point defense clusters, none of
which would be available to CruFlot 140.

Ggdis had obvioudy decided to expend his cruisersin an effort to inflict crippling damage on Fatted
Cdf before his carriers came into range of Demesne's cruisers. He could "stack” shipkillersfrom his
carriersto some extent by launching them in fairly tight waves, with preprogrammed bdlistic segments of
staggered lengths so that they arrived in CruFlot 140's control basket asasingle salvo. It was going to be
ugly i—when—nhe did, but the capital missleswould be sgnificantly less accurate staging through the fire
control of mere cruisers. And if something nasty happened to be happening to his advanced fire control
platforms; it would throw a sizable spanner into the works.

It wasn't asif he had an enormous number of options, she reflected. For that matter, Fatted Calf
didn't have ahuge number of options, either. But alot depended on the way the two sides choseto
exercise ther options.

The detalls. It was dwaysin the details.

"Emergence. . . now," Astrogation said.

"It will take sometimefor usto get hard word on what's going on in the system,” Admiral Helmut
sad, glancing over at Julian. They werein the Fleet CIC, watching the tactical plots and wondering if the
trick was going to work.

"Sir, no response to standard tactica interrogetion, of the outer shell platforms' the senior Tactica
Officer reported after severa minutes. "We're getting what appearsto be apriority lockout.”

"Directed pecificaly againg us?' Hlmut asked sharply.

"I can't say for certain, Sir," the Taco replied.

"Inthat case, contact Moonbase directly Tl them who we are, and ask them to turn the lights back
onfor us"

"Sir," Marcid Portenas executive officer said just abit nervoudy, "far be it from me to second-guess
the Admira, but do you redly think he knowswhat he's doing here?’

"Don't be pocking silly," Portenasaid. "Of course hedoes. | t'ink."

Helooked at hisdisplay. HM S Capodista would never, in the wildest drug dream, be considered a
war ship. Shewas afreighter. A bulk cargo carrier. The only thing remotely military about her was her
propulsion, since she had to be able to keep up with the fleet elements she'd been designed to serve.

Which, unfortunately, meant that her tunnel and phase drive plants were both powerful enough for the
Dark Lord of the Sixth's current brainstorm.

At the moment, she, Ozaki, and Adebayo were squawking the transponders of HM S Trenchant,
Kershaw, and Hrolf Kraki, otherwise known as Carrier Squadron Sixty-Three. Nor were they the only
service ships which had somehow inexplicably acquired the transponder codes of their betters.

"Of course hedoes," Captain Portenamuttered again, touching the crucifix under his uniform tunic.

"What the hell isthat?" Admiral Ernesto LaPaz demanded as afresh rash of icons appeared in his
tactica display. It was basically arhetorical question, Sncetherewas only onething it really could be,

"Mgor tunnd drivefootprint astern of ud" Tacticd caled out a dmost the same ingtant. "Eighteen
point sources, right on the Tsukayama Limit."

"Eighteen." LaPaz and hischief of staff looked a each other.
"It'sgot to be Hmut," the chief of staff said.

"And isn't that just peachy," LaPaz snarled. He glowered a the display for severa more seconds,
then turned his head.



"Communications, dump acontinuous tactical stream to dl other squadrons.”
"Aye, aye, Sir."

"Maneuvering, come twenty degrees to starboard, same plane. Astrogation, start calculating your first
trangt to Point Able.”

"Sir," the Tactica Officer announced suddenly, "we have two phase drive signatures directly in front
of us, range approximately four-point-five light-minutes. BattleComp reads their IFF as Courageous and
Damocles. They're accelerating towards the inner system at one-point-six-four KPS squared. Current
velocity, one-three-point-three thousand KPS."

"Ah, yes," Hemut murmured. "That would be our friend Ernesto. But only two ships? And aready up
to over thirteen thousand?'

Hetapped his right thumb and forefinger together in front of him, whigtling softly. Then he samiled
thinly a Julian.

"It would appear that the party started without us, Sergeant Julian. How irritating.”

"Courageous and Damocles are changing course, Sir," the Taco said. "They're coming to
Starboard.”

"Of coursethey are," Helmut snorted. "La Paz isn't about to fight a one-to-nine odds! And he knows
damned well we can't catch them if he just keeps running. No doubt held like usto try to do just that,
though."

He glanced at Julian again and snorted at the Marine's obvioudy confused expression.

"| keep forgetting you don't know your ass from your elbow where nava maneuvers are concerned,
Sergeant,” he said dryly. "At least a part of what's happening is obvious enough. The attack on the Palace
must have kicked off at least six hours ahead of schedule, because we arrived within one minute of our
projected schedule, despite our little Side excursion, and to have reached that velocity, CarRon 13 must
have been underway for abit over two and ahalf hours. And since it would have taken over twenty
minutes for movement orders from Old Earth to reach La Paz, that gives us apretty tight lock on when
the balloon must have gone up. And we, unfortunately, are till nine-point-eight hours away from Old
Earth. So it would appear that the plan to divert Adoulas squadrons away from the planet before the
attack isn't redly likely to work."

Julian'sface tightened, but the admiral shook his head.

"Doesn't mean he'sfailed, Sergeant,” he said, with a gentleness he seldom showed. "Infact, dl the
evidence suggests the attack on the Palace itself probably succeeded.”

"What evidence?' Julian demanded.

"The fact that the system reconnai ssance platforms have been locked out, that La Paz was obviousy
headed in-system just as fast as he could go, and that his carrier squadron is down to only two ships,”
Helmut said.

"The recon lockout had to have come from Moonbase—that's the only communications node with
the reach to shut down the entire syssem. And if Adoulawerein control of the Situation, he certainly
wouldn't be ordering his own unitslocked out of the system reconnai ssance platforms. So the lockout
order dmost certainly came from someone supporting Prince Roger . . . which means his partisans have
control of Moonbase.

"The fact that La Paz was headed in-system suggests the same thing—Adoulaand Gianetto are
cdling inther loyaigts, and they wouldn't be doing that unless they needed the firepower because of the
gtuation on the Old Earth.

"And thefact that LaPaz is down to only two ships—that half his squadron is someplace
else—suggests that someone has been doing alittle creative force structure reshuffling. My money for the
reshuffler is on Kjerulf. Which would aso make sense of Moonbase's defection from the Adoula camp.”



"Sir," the Taco put in, "were aso picking up additiond phase drive signatures. Looks like four
carriers coming in from out-system—we're too far out for IFF—about haf alight-minute out from Old
Earth, decderating towards orbit. Weve got Six more signatures coming out from the inner-system,
decdlerating towards the same degtination.”

"Ggdisand. .. Prokourov,” Helmut said thoughtfully. He glanced at Julian again. "The six coming
out from sunward have to be Ggelis and CarRon 14. I'm guessing the other four are CarRon 12, which
probably means Prokourov's decided to back your Prince. | can't think of any reason even Gianetto
would think he needed ten carriers and over two hundred cruisersto deal with an attack on the Palace.
Mind you, | could be wrong. He dways did beievein bigger hammers.”

* k%
"Incoming. Many vampiresincoming!" Tacticad announced.

Gloria Demesne only nodded to hersdlf. It had been obvious what was coming for the last thirty
minutes. CruH ot 140 was gill over fifteen minutes out, just entering its own missile range of Fatted Calf,
but Ggdlis carriers had started launching over ahaf-hour before. Now their big, nasty missileswere
stacking up in CruFlot 140's control basket, and the cruisers themselves had just gone to maximum rate
fire. No wonder even the computers were having trouble trying to tally up the total.

She understood exactly what Ggjdiswas thinking. Thiswas abid to overwhelm Fatted Calf with
firepower while hisown carriers were safely out of harm'sway. Fatted Cdf's carriers had the range to
engage CarRon 14, but the chances of ahit at this range, especidly without cruisers of their own out
thereto provide fina course correctionswere. . . poor, to say the least. And even any of their birds
which might have scored hitswould till have to get through CarRon 14's missle defenses. Theterm
"snowball in hell" cameforcibly to mind when she considered that scenario. So at the moment, he was
free to concentrate his fire on thetargets of his choice from aposition of rdaiveimmunity.

For aslong as his own cruisers lasted, anyway.

It might just work, but it might not, too, especially given the range a which his cruisers had opened
fire. Their missleswould be coming in a high termind ve ocities, but crowding the very limitsof ther
designed fire control and with aten-second signal lag in fire control telemetry, which gave away
accuracy. The Imperid Navy's € ectronic warfare capabilities were good, even against people who had
exactly the same equipment. It took the computational capabilities of amajor platform to distinguish
between real and fasetargetsreliably. The sensorsand Al loaded into shipkiller missleswere highly
capable, but not as capable asthose of the cruiser or carrier which had launched them, so firing at such
extreme range meant Ggdlis was accepting poorer terminal guidance due to the delay in telemetry
corrections.

The sheer size of the salvos he was throwing was a so going to have an effect. It wasn't going to
catastrophicaly overwhelm thefire control capability of his cruisers, but it was going to overload it, which
meant the computers would have less time to spend coaxing each missile into the best attack solution. If
sheknew Ggdlis, he was going to concentrate alot of that fire—especialy the heavier misslesfrom his
carriers—on Fatted Caf's carriers, instead of hammering the lighter cruisers. There were argumentsin
favor of ether tactic, but Fatted Calf had no intention of wasting any of theit'sbirds on carriers. Not at
thisrange. Demesneintended to kill cruisers, ruthlesdy crushing the smaller, weeker platformswhilethey
were out of their carriers cover, and Captain Atillius, Fatted Caf's acting CO, just happened to be
Minotaur 's skipper. Which meant the rest of the squadron's carriers aswell asits cruisers, were
conforming to Desmesne'stactica direction.

Which was aso why none of Fatted Caf's units and fired asingle shot yet. At thisrange, it would
take dmost five minutes for CruFlot 140's missiles to reach Fatted Calf, and at their maximum rate fire
the cruisers would shoot themsalves dry in about fifteen minutes. They'd put alot of misslesinto space
over those twenty minutes, but she had alot of point defense to dedl with them. It she waited to fire until
the distance to Ggdlis cruisersfell to decisve range, Bellingham and her consorts would be able to
contral their misslesall theway in, which meant they'd be at least twenty-five percent more effective. Of



course, they'd have to survive Ggdlis fire before they launched, but every silver lining had its cloud.

"Open fire, Captain?' Ensign Scargall asked. The young officer's taut voice was higher-pitched than
usua and her face was pale as she looked at her readouts, and Gloriadidn't blame her abit. There were
dready well over forty-five thousand missles on theway, and still none of Fatted Calf's ships had
opened fire.

"No, Enggn,” Gloriasaid in ahusky voice. She punched in acommand, and the bridge wasfilled with
athrobbing beat as she pulled out a pseudo-nic stick. She brushed alock of red hair out of her eyes and
puffed onthestick, lightingiit.

"Hold your fire," she said. "L et them come. Cometo me, my love," she whigpered. " Fifteen
thousand tearsI'vecried . . ." Shed had ahell of asinging voice, once. Before the pseudo-nic smoke
had killed it. But every slver lining had its cloud. " Screaming deceiving and bleeding for you . . ."

"They'refighting dumb, Admira," Commander Tabert sad.

"Not much elsethey can do,” Ggelis shrugged. "They have to come to meet usto keep us away from
the planet. In fact, the only thing that surprises meisthat they haven't cut the cruisersloose to intercept
our cruisers even further out.”

"They have to be worried about keeping us asfar out aspossible, Sir," Talbert said, "but they've had
over three hoursto get their forces deployed. They ought to be further out than this by now. And where
arethar fighters?'

"They probably didn't know exactly when thiswas coming, Ggdis said, and grimaced. "That'sthe
problem with coups, Commander—it's harder than hell to make sure everyone's ready to kick off at the
right moment. They're probably having to make this up asthey go dong, and they know were just the
first squadron they're going to have on their backs. So they're playing it as cautious asthey can, but they
gill can't afford to wait us out and let us get into kinetic range of Imperia City. Asfor thefighters, they're
obvioudy holding them aboard the carriers. Given the force imbalance, they'll want to send them in with
maximum Leviathan loads. In aminute or two, they'll punch them to come in acrossthe cruisers, from
ether systlem north or south.”

"Atiliusistricky,” Tabert pointed out. "And Demesneisworse. Thisisn't their style, Sir.”

"Theré'sno style to abattlelike this, Commander," the admirad said, frowning. "Y ou just throw fire
until one Sderetiresor is gone. Weve got more firepower; well win."

"Yes, Sir," Tabert said, trying to project alittle enthusiasm. It was hard. Especidly knowing that
Prokourov's cruisers were going to be close enough to start “adjusting” the force imbaance in about
another ten minutes. "'l suppose thereisacertain qudity to quantity.”

"Fatted calf Squadron hasjust flushed itsfighters,”" Tactica sad.
"See?' the admira said. "Flip acoin whether they go in over the cruisers, or under.”

"Herethey come!”

Not exactly a professiona announcement, there, Demesne thought. But under the circumstances, a
pardonable dip.

The volume of space to sunward of Old Earth was a hurricane of raging destruction. Counter
missiles, roaring out at thirty-five hundred gravities charged headlong to meet a solid wall of incoming
shipkillers. Proximity warheads began to erupt, flashing like pre-space flash guns at some championship
gporting event. Strobiscopic bubbles of nuclear fury boiled like brimstone flaring through the chinksin the
front gate of Hell. The interceptions began over amillion kilometers out, ripping huge holesin the comber
of shipkillersracing towards Fatted Calf, but the vortex of destruction thundered unstoppably onward.
Eighty-four thousand missiles had been fired a only one hundred targets, and nothing in the universe
could have stopped them dll.



Point defense laser clusters opened fire asthe range fell to seventy thousand kilometers, and the fury
of destruction redoubled. CruFlot 140's missileswere coming in at twenty-seven thousand kilometers per
second, which gave the lasers less than three seconds to engage, but at least tracking had had plenty of
timeto set up the firing solutions. Demesnée's cruisers point defense was lethally effective, and the four
carriers fire was even more deadly.

Laser heads began to detonate. Against ChromSten-armored ships, even thos easlight as cruisers,
even the most powerful bomb-pumped laser had a standoff range of less than ten thousand kilometers;
againg acarrier, maximum effect of standoff range was barely haf that. Cruisers began to take hits,
bel ching atmosphere and debris, but Demesne and Atilius had been right. Over seventy percent of the
incoming missiles were targeted on the carriers, ahundred thousand kilometers behind the cruisers.

CruFlot 150 turned, keeping its better broadsi de sensors positioned to engage the missiles which had
aready run past it, even asits shipstook their own hammering. And they did take ahammering. Thirty
percent of eighty-four thousand was"only" two hundred and sixty missiles per cruiser, and even with
poor firing solutions and the carriers support—what they could spare from their own self-defense—an
awful lot of them got through.

Lieutenant Alfy Washington lay back in his seat, looking up at the stars through his glassted canopy,
his arms crossed. Fighters, and especidly fighters on minimum power, had very little Sgnature. Spotting
them at more than alight-second or so required visud tracking, and space fighterswere alight-absorbing
meatte black for areason. But they were very, very fast. At an acceleration rate of eight KPS?, they could
pile on velocity in ahurry, and even their phase drive signatures were hard to notice at interplanetary
distances.

He checked histoot and nodded silently at the data that was being fed to hisdivison over the
hair-fine whisker laser.

"Chrigt, Ggdisisdumb asarock," he muttered, laying back again and closing hiseyes. "And I'm
glad ashdl I'mnot in cruisers.”

HMS Bellingham rocked as another blast of coherent radiation dammed into her armored flank.

"Tubes Ten and Fourteen off-line," Tactical said tightly. "Heavy jamming from the enemy squadron,
but welve dtill got control of the missiles™

For dl their toughness, cruisers were nowhere near so heavily armored as carriers. Even acapita
ship graser—or the forward-bearing spina mount wesgpon of a cruiser like Bellingham—couldn't hope
to penetrate acapitd ship'sarmor at any range beyond forty thousand kilometers. Missile hatches and
wegpons bays were more Vaannerable, snce they necessarily represented openingsin the ship's
armored skin, but even they were heavily cofferdammed with ChromSten bulkheads to contain damage.
For dl practical purposes, an energy-armored combat had to get to within eighty thousand kilometersif it
hoped to inflict damage, and to half of that if it wanted decisive results. Missiles had to get even closer,
but, then again, missiles didn't care whether or not they survived the experience.

Cruisers, unfortunately, were abit easier to kill, and Bellingham bucked again as yet more enemy
fire smashed into her.

"Heavy damage, port forward!" Damage Control snagpped. "Hull breach, Frames Thirty-Seven to
Forty-six. Magazine Three open to space.”
"That's okay. We got the birds out first," Demesne said, rubbing the arms of her station chair. Her

tubes were flushed, and al she was doing now was surviving long enough to counter the Adoula
squadron's ECM through the birds guidance links. " Just let them stay dumb alittle longer . . ."

"Here comes anoth—" Tactica said, and then Bellingham heaved like a storm-sick windjammer.
The combat information center flexed and buckled, groaning as some furious giant twisted it between



his hands, and Demesnefdt her station chair rip loose from its mounts as the lights went out. The next
thing she knew, shewas on her side, still strapped to the chair, and one of her aramsfdlt . . . pretty bad.

"Damage Control ?" she croaked as she hit the quick release with her good hand. That was when she
noticed the compartment was aso in microgravity.

IIXO?I

Nobody elsein CIC seemed to be moving. Ensagn Scargdl was till in her sation chair, Stting
upright, but she ended just above the waist. What was |eft of her was held in place by alap belt. The
otherslooked to have been done by blast and debris. What adamn shame.

"Bit of ascar, there, Enggn,” Demesne said. She was more than alittle woozy hersdlf, and she caught
hersdf giggling in reection.

"Captain?' her firg officer replied in astartled voice. "1 thought you were gone, Maam!"

"Bad pennies, XO. Bad pennies,” she said. "How bad isit?'

"Heavy damage to Fusion Three and Five. CIC took ahit—I guessthat's pretty obvious. Alternate
CIC isup and functioning. Damage teams are on the way to your location.”

"Were dill fighting?" she asked, grasping apiece of scrap metal which had once been amillion-credit
wespons control station. Oh, well. There were others. Hopefully.

"Stll inthe game," the XO said. "L oca gravity disruptions.”

"Right." Demesne pushed hersdlf across the shattered compartment to the armored hatch. It was
warped, and the readouts on the access panel were dead. She considered the problem for a moment,
then pulled hersdf dong the bulkhead to the large hole in the armor which had been supposed to protect

CIC. Sheld just about reached the ragged-edged hole when there was aflutter, and she got her feet
under her just as gravity came back on. It was about half power, but better than floating.

She consdered the breached bulkhead with afrown. The hole, while undeniably large, wasn't exactly
what anyone might call neat. The passageway outside CIC had been pretty thoroughly chewed up, and
there was agap—over ameter wide—in the deck. That didn't seem dl that far, but this particular gap lit
up the darkened passageway like an old-fashioned light bulb with the cheery red of near molten metd.
Besides, she wasin no shape to jump any gaps under the best of conditions, and the jagged, knife-like
projections fanging the bulkhead hole scarcely qudified as"the best” of anything. She didn't like to think
about what they'd do to her unarmored shipsuit if shetried to get up arun to vault across the gap and
didn't hit the hole dead center. She couldn't afford any nasty little punctures, anymore than she could
afford to come up short on that handy-dandy frying pan. The compartment's atmosphere had been
evacuated—not surprisingly, since she could see stars through the meter-and-a-hdf holein the
passageway's deckhead if she leaned over and looked up. The frigging hole had been punched halfway
through her ship! And it wasn't the only one, she suspected. That would have made her cranky, if sheldd
been the type.

But this wasn't the time to be thinking about that. The problem at hand was how to get out of CIC
and to the dternate bridge? And, okay, admit it—she wasn't tracking redly well. Probably the pain from
the broken arm. Or maybe being thrown across the compartment.

Shewas gtill considering her condition—and the condition of her ship, which was just as bad or
worse—when an armored Marine suddenly poked his head around the edge of the hole from the other
Sde

"Holy crap!" the Marine said on thelocal circuit. "Captain Demesne? Y ou're alive?"

"Am | standing here?' she snapped in agrave voice. "Isthisared suit? Does anybody else get a
Santasuit?’

"No, Maam," the Marine said. "l mean, yes, Maam. | mean—"

"Oh, quit stuttering and lie down," Demesne said, pointing to the glowing edges of the gap.

"Mdam?' the Marine said, clearly confused.



"Liedown acrossthe gap,” Demesne said, dowly and carefully, asit speaking to achild.

"Yes, Mdam," the Marine said. He set down his plasma cannon and lay down across the gap
obediently.

Captain Demesne congidered him for amoment, then crawled carefully across his armored back,
dithering out of CIC and towards her duty.

* % %

Commander Bogdan jinked her fighter to the Side asamissile from one of the cruisersto planetary
north flashed towards her squadron. But the cruisers weren't putting up their regular fight after the
hammering they'd taken from CruFl ot 140'sfire.

That was good, but her business wasn't with Fatted Calf's cruisers. Her job wasto intercept the
Fatted CAlf fighters before they got close enough to launch their Leviathan anti-ship missiles.

Fleet fighters were basically the smallest hull which could be wrapped around a Protessa-Sheehan
phased gravity drive and the Frederickson-Hsu counter-gravity field which damped the man-killing
effects of the phase drive. The sze of the Navy's current Eagle 111 fighter aso happened to be the largest
volume which could be enclosed in afield cgpable of afull eight hundred gravities of acceleration.

All of that propulsion hardware, coupled with life support requirements, the necessary flight
computers and other electronics, and alight forward-firing laser armament, left exactly zero internd
volume, and the Eagle 111 was capable of only extremely limited atmospheric maneuvers. The phase drive
would not function in atmosphere, and dthough the counter-grav could provide lift (after afashion) it
wasn't redly configured for that, either. Nor did the fighter's emergency reaction thrusters begin to
provide the brute power of something like an assault shuttle. Then again, the reaction drive assault
shuttles had the internd volumefor alot of payload, whereas the volume requirements of the fighter's
drive systems meant that dl of its payload had to be carried externdly.

Depending on the exact external ordnance loads selected, an Eagle 111 could carry up to five of the
big, smart Leviathans. They were shorter-legged than ship-to-ship weapons. At 4,200 gravities, they
accelerated forty percent faster than shipboard anti-ship missiles, but they had amaximum powered
endurance of only three minutes. And, unlike ship-launched shipkillers, their stripped down size left them
with adrive which could be not be turned on and off at will. Which meant they had a powered envelope
from rest of approximately 667,000 kilometers and atermina velocity from rest of 7,560 KPS. They
were dso much smdler targets. . . with very capable ECM and penaids. In short, they might be
short-ranged and lessflexible, but they were bastards to stop with point defense, so keeping them away
from the carrierswas a prime misson. And thistime, everything was going right.

Thefightersfrom the Fatted Caf unitswere dashing in at high acceleration, intent on closing the range
to CruFlot 140 before launching, but Bogdan'sfighters were armed specificaly for an anti-fighter
engagement, unburdened by the bulky shipkillers. They could have carried up to fourteen Astaroth
anti-fighter/anti-shipkiller missilesin place of thosefive Leviathans. Or, asin Bogdan'sfighters case, eight
Adtaroths and two Foxhawk decoy missiles. That would give them a decisive advantage in the furball,
and they'd punched with perfect timing to intercept the misson. The Fatted CAlf fighters had another
fourteen thousand kilometersto go before they could launch on the cruisers. And by then, Bogdan's
squadron would be al over them, like atiger on . . . afatted calf.

"Coming up oninitid launch," Bogdan said, prepping her Agtaroths.
"Commander," Peyravi in Divison 4 said suddenly. "Commander! Visud ID! Those aren't fighters! ™

Bogdan blanched and set her visua systemsto auto-track, trying to spot the targets. Findly, as
something occluded star, she got ahard lock, and swore.

"Son-of-a-bitch." She switched to Fleet frequency. " Son-of-a-bitch, son-of-a-bitch,
son-of-a—Mickey, Mickey, Mickey!" she shouted, calling for apriority override to the carrier
sguadron's CIC. "These are Foxhawk-Two drones! Repest, they're Foxhawk-Deuces!"

* % %



"Blacksheep, Blacksheep," Washington's com said suddenly.

The Adoulafighter squadrons would have gotten close enough for avisua on the Foxhawks by now.
The ship-launched version of the sandard fighter decoys was big and powerful, but not big enough to
fool sensorsforever, and that meant it was time to go. Washington adjusted his chair to a better combat
configuration and started bringing his sysems online.

"Yes, Sir," he sad, degpening hisvoice. "Threebagsfull. .. ."

Admird Ggdishad just heard the "Mickey" cal when the lieutenant commander at Tactical nodded.

"Eaglefighterslighting off," she sad. "They must've been blacked down. North polar three-one-five.
Closing at four-three-seven-five! Range, two-five-three-two-five-zero!™

"Leviathan guidance systems coming on-line!" asensor tech said. "Raid count istwo hundred . . . five
hundred . . . fifteen hundred bogeys! Vampire! Vampire, vampire—we have missile separation!
Seven-five thousand—I say again, seven-five-zero-zero vampires inbound! Impact in Six seconds!”

Commander Talbert 'sbdly muscleslocked solid. Fifteen hundred fighters? That wasimpaossible!
Unless—

"Punch al defense missiles, maximum launch!™ Ggdis snapped. "And get the fighters back herel”
"Liketherestime,” Commander Tabert muttered as he passed on the orders.

Gloria Demesne charged into her dternate bridge just as the fighter ambush sprang. It wasn't just
Fatted Cdf'sfighters. Prokourov had sent his own fighters ahead under maximum acceleration even
before he got his cruisersinto space. And Kjerulf's M oonbase fighters had reported for duty over an
hour ago. There€d been plenty of time to get the speedy little parasitesinto position and shut down their
emissions. Now they poured their heavy loads of Leviathansinto the unsuspecting carriers from what
amounted to knife-range.

Normdly, fighter missileshad very little chance of sgnificantly injuring amassively armored carrier.
But, then again, normally the carrier's commander wasn't stupid enough to let fifteen hundred fighters get
within twenty-five thousand kilometers of them with aclosing velocity of over four thousand kilometers
per second.

"Oh, no," Captain Demesne said softly. ™Y ou're not going anywhere.”
The Fatted Caf fighters, their racks flushed and empty, had gone to max deceleration on a heading

back to their carriersleaving the field to the opposing cruisers. CruFl ot 140 , however, was badly out of
position . . . and hopelessly screwed.

Both cruiser forces had taken heavy |osses—Demesne had lost fifty-seven of her ninety-six
ships—hbut CruFlot 140 had lost eighty-eight. They were down to fifty-six to her thirty-nine, they'd
exhaugted their own shipkillers, and even if their carriers had been in range to cover them with counter-
missiles, they were too busy fighting for their own lives againgt the fighter ambush to worry about their
parasites. Which meant that the cruisers only real option wasto bore onin for thekill on CruFlot 150's
remaining cruisers, hoping to reach beam range, where their numerica advantage could still make itself
felt. Unfortunately for them, Demesne's readouts indicated that all of them were gushing air. Worse, from
their perspective, they were well insde the missile envel ope of the Fatted Calf carriers.

Those carriers hadn't gotten off unscathed in the missile holocaust. Captain Julius Fenrec's Gloria
was out of it. She'd been shot to pieces—not such agood omen for certain cruiser skippers, perhaps,
Demesne's mouth twisted wryly &t the thought—and her surviving personnel were evacuating asrapidly
aspossible. It was an even bet whether or not they'd all get off before her runaway Fusion Twelve's
containment failed. But the other three carriers of the improvised squadron were il in action, and unlike
Gloria, their damage was essentidly superficid. They'd lost very few of their missile launchers, and while



their fighters hammered Ggjdlis carriers, they were free to engage the surviving enemy cruisers
undistracted by anything se. And that, Gloria Demesne thought, would be dl they wrote.

Of course, in the meantime, there were dl those missiles the fighters had sent scorching into CarRon
14'steeth. Which ought to begin arriving . . . right . . . about. . . .

"Detonations on the carriers,” the ass stant tactical officer said. "Multiple detonations! Holy shit,
Melshikov isjust gonel”

"Admird," Lieutenant Commander Clinton, at Tactical Two said, coughing on the smoke eddying
about the compartment. CIC hadn't lost environment, and she till had her helmet latched back. "
Melshikov isgone, and Porter reports critica damage. Everybody eseisdill intact . . . moreor less.”

Victor Ggdis ground histeeth together in fury. Fighters. Who would have believed fighters could
inflict that much damage?

Heglared a Trujillo's damage control schematic. Thefighter strike had concentrated heavily on
Melshikov and Porter, and for all intents and purposes, destroyed both of them. Porter wasdill
technically intact, but sheld lost two-thirds of her combat capability, her phase drive was badly damaged,
and her tunnel drive had been completely disabled. She could neither survivein combat nor avoid it, and
if he didn't order her abandoned, he might aswell shoot her entire crew himsdf.

"It lookslike Gloria isabandoning,” Clinton added, and the admiral nodded in acknowledgment. At
least they'd gotten one of the bastardsin return, but that didn't magically erase his own losses or mean his
other four carriers had escaped unscathed. Trujillo was probably the least damaged of thelot, and she'd
been hammered hard. Sheld lost aquarter of her missile launchers, dmost as many of her grasers, and a
third of her point defense clusters, and shewas still an hour and ahalf short of Old Earth.

"Sir," Commander Tabert said quietly, "look a Tactical Three."

Gydis eyesflicked sdeways, and hisjaw clenched even tighter asthe last of his parasite cruisers
was blown apart.

"Three of Fatted Cdf's carriersare il intact, Sir,” Tabert pointed out in that same, quiet voice.
"Prokourov's cruiserswill bein planetary orbit in another four minutes—with full magazines—and his
carierswill be herein lessthan two hours.”

Gadisgrunted in irate acknowledgment. A little voice degp inddetold him it wastimeto giveit up,
but he could still doiit. Yes, his shipswere damaged, but Gloria was gone completely now—the
explosion had been bright enough to be picked out clearly at twenty six million kilometers—and the three
carriers still guarding the planetary orbitals were as badly damaged as his four surviving carriers. And the
Fatted Calf cruisers had been effectively gutted, while their fighters were dodging around for their lives
with hisown in pursuit. HEd have to dea with Prokourov's cruisers, aswell as Atilius carriers, but it
would sill have been little worse than an even fight, if not for Prokourov's carriers. Still, if he went back
to maximum acceleration, just blew past Old Earth and took out the Palace in passing. . . .

"We have system recon platform access, Admira," Tactica caled out.
"Incoming encrypted message from Moonbase," Communications chimedin.

"Admira," Tactica went on, without abreak, "system platforms report heavy phase drive emissions
closing on Old Earth,” Tactica called out. "L ots of eectronics, Sir. Electronics are encrypted, and were
having a hard time sorting it out. Looks like three squadrons. We're getting | FF off of them. One of them
is CarRon 14, but the other two are squawking 'Fatted Caf One' and 'Fatted Calf Two."

"'Fatted Calf?" Julian repeated with a puzzled frown.
"It'st'e pocking Bible," Poertenasaid excitedly. "Y ou roast t'e pocking patted calp when t'e prodiga
son returns.”

"Indeed," Helmut agreed with asmile. " Sergeant Julian, you reglly need to brush up on your generd
reading.”" He studied theicons on his repeater plot. " Three shipsin one squadron, noted only as Fatted



Cdf. And dl of Twefth Squadron, which isbroadcasting as Fatted Caf Two."
"Intel update complete,” Tactica said.

"Admiral LaPaz reportsatunne drive footprint, Sir. A bunch of them. It looks like another fleet.”
Silence hovered for ahandful of seconds, and then Lieutenant Commander Clinton cleared her throat.
"Confirmed, Sir. Admird LaPaz's count putsit at eighteen ships."

Gagelislooked at hisown display asthe central computers updated it, then shook his head.

"It'snot going to be one of Prince Jackson'sforces," he muttered. "Not that big and coming in from
there”

"Helmut,” Commander Tabert said.

"Helmut," Ggdisagreed bitterly. "Dark Lord of the Sixth. Damn that traitorous bastard!"

Commander Tabert wisely avoided pointing out that "traitorous’ was, perhaps, adouble-edged
concept at this particular moment.

"WEélIl haveto withdraw," the admira continued.

"Withdraw to where?" Tabert demanded, unable to keep his anger totaly out of hisvoice.

"Arrangements have been made," Ggdissaidflatly. "Signa the squadron to break off and head for
the TD limit. Hight Plan Leonidas. | needto makeacall."

* % %

"So much for time," Helmut sighed, and punched acommand into hisrepester. A much larger
hologram came up, covered with icons which were so much gibberish to Julian. "Ah, theréswhat we're
after!” the admira said, reaching into the hologram and "tapping” afinger through some of the symbals.
The hologram's scale was so small that they scarcely seemed to be moving at al, but the vector codes
beside them said otherwise.

"What isit?" Julian asked.
"Fourteenth Squadron,” Helmut replied. "Wadll. .. ."
He frowned and brought up asidebar list and studied it briefly.

"It was Fourteenth Squadron,” he continued. "Now, it's Fourteenth missing two carriers. Took abit
of abeating, apparently, but till the oneswe want."

"Why them?" Julian asked.

"People, Sergeant. People," Hemut sighed. "It's not the ships, it's the minds within them. Fourteenth
isAdoulas most loya squadron. Where el se would the Prince run to? The one squadron that would beat

feet theingtant my fleet turned up and Adoulagot on board, whichiswhy | had Admira Niedermayer
comeinwherehedid."

"Isit going to work?"

"Well, well just have to see, won't we?' Helmut shrugged. "The bad guys aren't precisady where they
should be—thanksto the fact that your Prince had to start early. Remind me to discuss the importance of
maintaining operationd scheduleswith him." The admird bared histeethin atight smile. "Asitis well just
have to wait and see. It'll be sometime, either way." He banished the plotting hologram and brought up a
3-D chesshoard, instead. "Do you play, Sergeant?’

* * %

"I wish | could have welcomed you aboard under better circumstances, Y our Highness," Victor
Ggdissadinaharsh, grating voice as Prince Jackson was shown into hisday cabin. The admira bent
his head in abow, and Adoulaforced himsdf not to swear at him. It had become painfully obvious that
Gadiswas not the bet flag officer in the Imperid Navy. Unfortunately, al of the ones better than him
seemed to be working for the other side, which meant the prince was just going to have to make do.

"Y ou had no way of knowing Prokourov was going to turn traitor,” he said as Ggjdlis straightened.



"Neither did Generd Gianettoand I. And | still don't see how they coordinated this closaly with Helmut. |
know you could still have turned it around, if it hadn't been for his arrivd, Victor."

"Thank you, Y our Highness," Ggjdissaid. "My people gave as good asthey got. But with Prokourov
going over to the other side and bringing Helmut's numbers up even more—"

"Not just Prokourov, I'm afraid," Adoulasaid more heavily. "Admira Wu turned her coat, too. She
didn't haveit al her own way. Captain Ramsey refused to obey the ordersto go over to the other side,
but al three of her other carriers supported her. Hippogriff isgone, but Ramsey hammered Chimera
and Halkett pretty severely before she went. But that leaves only Eleventh, Thirteenth, and Fifteenth to
support you—thirteen carriersfor us, against twenty-six for them, counting the Capital Fleet defections.
No, Admiral, you were right to break off when you did. Time to get out with what we can and
reassembl e for acounterattack. Genera Gianetto and | have aready transmitted the order to our other
squadrons. Admira Mahmut will rendezvous with you on your way to the TsukayamaLimit. Admid
LaPaz and Admira Brettd will proceed independently to the rendezvous.”

"CarRon 14's changed course, Sir," Tactical said twenty-seven minuteslater. "It's broken off."

"Hasit?" Helmut replied without looking up from the chessboard as he considered Julian'slast move.
He moved one of hisown rooksin response, then glanced at the Tactical officer. "He's headed for
system north, yes?

"Yes, Sir." The Taco seemed completely unsurprised by Helmut's gpparent clairvoyance.

"Good." The admiral looked back at the chessboard. "Y our move, | believe, Sergeant?”

"How did you know, Sir?" Julian asked quietly. Hemut glanced up a him, one eyebrow quirked, and
Julian gestured at the tactical officer. "How did you know heid go north?”

"Ggelisisfrom Auroria Province on Old Earth," Hemut replied. "He'sasvimmer. What doesa
swimmer do when he's been down too long?"

"He goesfor the surface” Julian said.

"And that's what he's doing—trying to bresk for the surface.” Helmut nodded at the tactical display.
"When he bregks verticaly for the TD sphere, four times out of five he has his shipsgo up." He shrugged.
"Never forget, Sergeant. Predictability isone of thefew truly unforgivable tactica Sns. AsAdmira
Niedermayer will demongtrate in about eight hours.”

"Excuse me, Admiral, but we have aproblem,” atight-faced Commander Tabert said as he entered
the briefing room where Adoulaand Gajelis had been conferring dectronicaly with Admiral Minerou
Mahmut. Thethree carriers of Mahmut's CarRon 15 had rendezvoused with CarRon 14 |ess than ten
minutes earlier. Now both squadrons were proceeding in company for the Tsukayama Limit, lessthan
four light-minutes ahead of them.

"What sort of problem?' Ggjelis demanded testily. On their current flight profile, they were lessthan
twenty-five minutesfrom the limit.

"Seven phase drive Sgnatures just lit off ahead of us, Sir," Tabert said flatly. "Range two-point-five
light-minutes”

"Damnit!" Adoulasnarled. "Who?'

"Unknown at thistime, Sir," Tabert said. "They're not squawking | FF, but phase sgnature strengths
indicate thet they're carriers.”

"Seven," Ggelissaid anxioudy. "And fresh, presumably.” Helooked at the prince and grimaced.
"Were. . . not in good shape."

"Avoid them!" Adoulasaid. "Just get to the nearest TD point and jump.”

"It'snot that easy, Y our Highness," Tabert said with asigh. "We can jump out from anywhere on the



TD sphere, but they're sitting dmost bang center of where we were going to jump, and they were
obvioudy pre-positioned. They just fired up their drives—the best em-con in the gdlaxy couldn't have
hidden carrier phase drives from us at thisrangeif they'd been on-line. It's like they read our minds, or
something.”

"Helmut," Ggjdis snarled. " The son-of-a-bitch must've dropped them off at least four or five
light-days out, outside our sensor shell. Then he sent them in sublight on a profile that brought themin
under such low power the perimeter platforms never saw them coming! But how in hell did he know
where to deploy them, damn it?2"

"l don't know, Sir,” Tabert said. "But however he did it, they're insde any vector change we can
manage. Weve got velocity directly towards their position—forty-six thousand KPS of it. We can jink
round alittle bit, try to feint them off, but we're dready nine million kilometersinsde their missilerange.
The geometry giveseventheir cruisers over thirty million kilometers range againgt our closing velocity,
and were only forty-five million out. By now they've dready launched cruisers—probably their fighters,
too—and they're only holding their misslefiretill they can generate better firing solutions and get their
cruiser missilesinto range. And at our velocity, we're going to end up in energy range of them in another
gxteen minutes”

"Launch decoy drones" Gadissad. " Launch fightersfor cover, and launch the cruisers, those that
are spaceworthy. Y ou, too, Minerou," he added to the admira on hiscom display.

"Agreed,"” Mahmut said. "On my way to CIC. I'll check back inwhen | get there.”

The digplay blanked, and Gajdlislooked back up at Talbert.

"Go," hesad sharply. "I'll joinyouin CIC inaminute.

"Yes, Sr." Tabert nodded and left quickly.

"You're going to fight?" Adoulaasked increduloudly.

"WEell have to," Ggdisreplied. "Y ou heard Tabert, Y our Highness. Well have to engage them.”

"No, as amatter of fact, you won't," the Prince replied. "Have the rest of your forces engage, but
getting meto Kdlerman isthe priority. Thisship will avoid action and get out of the system. Havethe
others cover you."

"That'sabit—" Ggelisbegan angrily.

"Those areyour orders, Admird," Adoulareplied. "Follow them!"

* k%

"Thisisgoing to beinteresting,” Admira Niedermayer remarked. "Observe Trujillo," he continued.
"Breaking off as predicted.”

"Sometimesthe Admiral scaresme, Sir," Senior Captain Erhardt replied. "How did he know Gadlis
was going to head here?"

"Magic, Marge. Magic," Niedermayer told the commander of hisflagship. "Unfortunately, it would
appear he was also correct about Adoula.”

Niedermayer's flagship had been tapped back into the system recon net ever since Captain Kjerulf
had reconfigured his lockout to alow Sixth Fleet access. HeE'd used that advantage to adjust his ships
position dightly, but it realy hadn't been necessary. As Erhardt's last remark indicated, Admiral Helmut
had called Adoulas and Gaelis response amost perfectly. Only the timing had changed . . . and Helmut
had gotten them here early enough for the timing not to be a problem.

"l can't believe therest of them are just going to comeright oninto cover him." Erhardt shook her
head, staring at the plot where six of the seven enemy carriers had atered heading to accelerate directly
towards them even as the seventh accelerated directly away from them. "The bastard is running out on
them, and they're dtill going to fight for him?"

"Jackson Adoulais aphysical coward, Marge," Niedermayer said. "Oh, I'm sure he'sfound some
other way to judtify it, even to himsdf. After dl, he'sthe 'indispensable man," isn't he? Without his



stronghold in the Sagitarius Sector, it'd al the over but the shouting once the Prince retakes the Palace.
So, much as| may despise him, thereredly isacertainlogic in getting him away."

"Logic, Sr2" Erhardt looked at him in something very like dishdlief, and it was histurn to shake his
head.

Marjorie Erhardt was very good at her job. Shewas also fairly young for her rank, and shehad a
facon'sfierce directness, coupled with an even fiercer loyalty to the Empress and the Empire. All of that
made her an extremely dangerous weagpon, but it lso gave her a certain degree of tunnel vison. Henry
Niedermayer remembered another young, fiery captain who'd suffered from the same sort of narrowness
of focus. Then-Vice Admira Angus Helmut had taken that young captain in hand and expanded his
perspective without ever compromising hisintegrity, which left Niedermayer with an obligation to repay
the debt by doing the same thing for Erhardt. And he ill had afew minutestodo it in.

"The fact that they're fighting for a bad cause doesn't make them cowards, Marge," he said, just a
trifle coldly. She looked at him, and he grimaced.

"One of theworst things any military commander can do isto alow contempt for his adversariesto
lead him into underestimating them or their determination,” hetold her. "And Adoula didn't seduce them
al by dangling money in front of them. At least some of them signed on because they agreed with him that
the Empire wasin trouble and didn't understand what the Empress was doing about it.

"And however they got into hiscamp in thefirst place, they al recognize the stakesthey agreed to
play for. They're guilty of High Treason, Marge. The pendty for that is desth. They may redlize perfectly
well that the their so-called 'leader’ is about to bug out on them, but that doesn't change their options.
And even without Trujillo they've got only oneless carrier then we do. Y ou think they arejust going to
surrender and face the firing squads when at least some of them they may be ableto fight their way past
U7

"Put that way, no, Sir," Erhardt replied after amoment. "But they're not going to get past us, are
they?”
"No, Captain Erhardt, they're not,” Niedermayer agreed. "And it'stime to show them why they're

"Holy Mary, Mother of God," Admira Minerou Mahmut breathed as histactica plot abruptly
updated. Theicons of the seven carrierswaiting for him were suddenly joined by an incredible rash of
gmdler crimsonicons

"Bogeys," hisflagship's Tactica Officer announced in theflat, hard voice of aprofessond rigidly
suppressing panic through training and raw discipline. "Multiple cruiser-range phase drive Sgnatures.
BattleComp makesit three hundred-plus.” More light codes blinked to sudden baeful life. "Update!
Fighter-range phase drive detection. Minimum seven-ifty."

Mahmut swallowed hard. Helmut. That incredible bastard couldn't have more than asingle cruiser
flotillawith the force which would be settling into Old Earth orbit within the next twenty-five minutes.
He'd dropped the others—all the others—off with the to carrier squadrons he'd detached for his
damned ambush!

Even now, with the proof staring him in the face, Mahmut could scarcely believe that even Helmut
would try something that insane. If it hadn't worked out—if held been forced into combat against a
concentrated Capital Fleet—the absence of his cruiser strength, especiadly with to carrier squadrons
diverted aswell, would have been decisive.

Which didn't change the fact that Mahmut's Six carriers, seventy two cruisers, and five hundred
remaining fighters were about to get brutally hammered.

He spared amoment to glance at the secondary plot where Trujillo was ill generating ddtaV at
her maximum acceleration. The distance between her and the rest of the formation was up to dmost a



million kilometers, and to get at her, Hmut's shipswould have to get through Mahmut's. A part of the
admira wastempted to order his shipsto stand down, to surrender them and let the Sixth Fleet task
group have clean shotsat Trujillo. But if hedd been in command on the other side, he wouldn't have been
accepting any surrenders under the circumstances. His own small task group's crossing vel ocity was so
great that it would have been impossible for anyone from the other side to match vectors and put
boarding parties onto his ships before they crossed the Tsukayama Limit and disappeared into

tunnel-space.
Besides, some of them might actudly makeit.

Commander Roger "Cobat" McBain was a contented man. To hisway of thinking, he was a the
pinnacle of his career. CAG of aNavy fighter group was dl he'd ever wanted to be.

Technically, hisactual position wasthat of "Commander 643rd Fighter Group,” the hundred and
twenty-five fighters assigned to HM S Centaur . CAG was an older term, which had stood for thetitle of
"Commander Attack Group" until three or four Navy reorganizations ago. There were those who claimed
that the acronym's actua origin wasto befound in thetitle of " Commander Air Group,” which went
clear back to the days when ships had battled on oceans, and the fighters had been air-intake
jet-powered machines. McBain wasn't sure about that—hisinterest in ancient history was strictly
minima—but he didn't redly care. Over the years, the position had had many names, but none of them
had stuck in the tradition-minded Navy theway "CAG" head. If onefighter pilot said to another, "Oh,
he'sthe CAG," whether the shipswere old jets or stingships or space fighters, everyone knew what he
meant.

From his present position, he might well be promoted to command of an entire carrier squadron's
fighter wing, which would be nice—in itsway—»but far more of an administrative post. Hed get much
less cockpit time asawing CAG, athough it would look good on hisresume. From there, he might claw
hisway into command of carrier, or squadron, or even afleet. But from his point of view, and right now it
was damned panoramic, CAG was as good asajob got. A part of him wished he was with the rest of
the squadron's fighter wing, preparing to jump Adoulas main body. But most of him was perfectly
content to be exactly where he was.

And it was interesting to watch Admira Niedermayer at hiswork. Obvioudy, the Old Man had
learned alot from Admiral Helmut . . . although McBain had never redlized before that clairvoyance
could betaught. But it must be possible. If it wasn't, how could Niedermayer have predicted where
HMS Trujillo would be accurately enough to deploy the 643rd ten full hours before Ggdisand Adoula
ever arived?

'Start warming up the plasma conduits,” Mahmut said. "Any cruisersthat make it through areto be
recovered by any available carrier.”

"Yes, Sir," hisflag captain acknowledged crisply, even though both of them knew how unlikely any of
their unitswere to survive the next few minutes.

"Open fire," Admira Niedermayer said, dmost conversationdly, and the next best thing to eleven
thousand missile launchers spat fire. Four hundred fighters armed with anti-fighter missiles salvoed their
ordinance at Mahmut's fighters, and another three hundred and fifty sent over seventeen hundred
Leviathans at his cruisers. None of the ship-launched missiles bothered with the sublight parasites,
however. Ultimatdly, the cruisers and fighters had no escape if the tunnel drive shipswere crippled or
destroyed, and Niedermayer's fire control concentrated on the carriers with merciless professondism.
Hed waited until the range was down to just over ten million kilometers. At that range, and at their
current closing velocity, that gave him just under four minutes to engage with missiles before they entered
energy range. Inthat four minutes, each of his cruisersfired ahundred and fifty missiles, and each of his
carriersfired over four thousand. The next best thing to eighty thousand missiles dammed into the



defenses protecting Minerou Mahmut's carriers.

At such short range, counter missileswerefar less effective than usud. They smply didn't have the
tracking time as the offensive fire dashed across their engagement envelope, and they stopped perhaps
thirty percent of theincoming birds. Point defense clustersfired desperately, and there were thousands of
them. But they, too, werefataly short of engagement time. They stopped another forty percent . . . which
meant that "only" twenty-four thousand got through.

Maximum effective standoff range for even acapitd shipkiller laser head againgt astarship waslittle
more than saven thousand kilometers. At that range, however, they could blast through even ChromSten
armor, and they did. Carriers were tough, the toughest mobile structures ever designed and built by
human beings, but there were limitsin al things. Armor yielded only stubbornly, even under that
incredible pounding, but it did yield. Atmosphere streamed from ruptured compartments. Wegpon
mounts were blotted away. Power runs arced and exploded as energy blew back through them. Their
own fireripped back at their enemies, but Niedermayer's sheer wedlth of point defense blunted the far
lighter salvoes Mahmut's outnumbered ships could throw, and his carriers armor shook off the rdative
handful of hitswhich got throughtoiit.

By thetime CarRon 15 and what was | eft of CarRon 14 reached energy range, three of its seven
carriers and forty-one of its seventy-two cruisers had been destroyed outright.

By the time the traitorous carrier squadrons crossed the track of Niedermayer's task force, exactly
eleven badly damaged cruisers and onetotally crippled carrier survived.

"Admird," Lieutenant Commander Clinton said with agulp. "Wejust got swept by lidar! point
source, Delta quadrant four-one-five."

"What does that mean?' Adoulademanded sharply. Hewas Sitting in ahastily rigged command chair
next to the admira's.

"It means someone's out there," Gajelis snapped. Hed | eft his handful of cruisers and fighters behind
to assst Mahmut. Hisflagship was going to be fighting whoever it was with only onboard wegpons.

"Captain Devarnachan is sweeping,” Tacticd said. "Emissions Raid designated SierraFive. One
hundred twenty five fighters, closing from Delta Four-One-Five."

"Damn Hdmut!" Ggedissnarled. "Damn him!"

"Leviathand Six hundred twenty-five vampired™

"Three minutesto TsukayamaLimit," Astrogation announced tautly.

"They'll only get one shot,” Ggjdissaid, breathing hard. "Hang on, Y our Highness. . . ."

"Damn and blast,” McBain snarled asthe distinctive signature of a TD drive formed. At such short
range and with such short flight times, Trujillo's counter-missiles had been effectively usdess, and over
fifty of the Leviathans had managed to get through the carrier's desperately-firing point defense lasers.
They'd ripped hell out of her, and he'd hoped that would be enough to cripple her, but carriers were
pretty damned tough.

"We got apiece of her, Cobalt," his XO replied. "A big one. And Admiral Niedermayer kicked hell
out of the rest of them. Doesn't look like any of them got away.”

"I know, Allison," McBain said angrily, though hisanger certainly wasn't directed at her. "But apiece
wasn't enough.” He sighed, then shook himself. "Oh, well, we did our best. And you'reright, we did get a
piece of their. Let'sturn 'em around and head back to the barn. Beer'son me."

"Damn graight it il Commander Stanley agreed with alaugh. Then, astheir fighters swept around

through agraceful turn and began decelerating back towards their carriers, her tone turned more
thoughtful. "Wonder how things went a the Palace?'



"Y our Highness, your mother's been through . . . aterrible ordedl,” the psychiatrist said. Hewasa
specidigt in pharmacologica damage. "Normally, we'd stabilize her with targeted medications. But given
the. . . vile concoctions they used on her, not to mention the damage to her implant—"

"Whichisvery severe" theimplant specidist interrupted. "It's shutting down and resetting itsalf
frequently, dmost randomly, because of generd system failures. And it's dumping dataat random, as
well. It hasto be hdll insde her heed, Y our Highness."

"And nothing can be done about it?' Roger asked.

"These damned paranoid ones you people have, they're designed to be unremovable, Y our
Highness," the specidist said, with ashrug which expressed his hdplessfrustration. "I know why, but
seeing what happens when something like this goes wrong—"

"It didn't 'go wrong,™ Roger said flatly. "It was madeto fail. And when | get my hands on the people
who did that, | intend to . . . discussit with them in some detail. But for right now, answer my question. Is
there anything at all we can doto get this. . . this thing out of my mother's head?'

"No," the specidist said heavily. "The only thing we could to would be to attempt surgica remova,

Y our Highness, and I'd give her aless than even chance of surviving the procedure. Which doesn't even
congder the probability of additional, serious neurological damage.”

"And theimplant, of course, respondsto brain action, Y our Highness,” the psychiatrist noted. "And
sincethebrain action is highly confused at the moment—"

"Doc?' Roger said impatiently, looking a Dobrescu.

"Roger, | don't even have adegree,”" Dobrescu protested. "I'm a shuttle pilot.”

"Doc, damn it, do not give methat old song and dance,” Roger snapped.

"All right." Dobrescu threw his handsinto the air dmost angrily. ™Y ou want my interpretation of what
they'retdling you? She'stotally pocked in the head, al right? Wackers. Maybe the big brains—the
people who do have the degrees—can do something for her eventudly. But right now, she'sin one
minute, out the next. | don't even know when you can see her, Roger. She still asking for New Madrid,
whether she's. . . inor out. Inredity, or out in la-laland. When she'sin, she wants his head. She knows
she's the Empress, she knows she'sin bad shape, she knowswho did it to her, and she wants him dead.
I'vetried to point out that you're back, but she's still mixing it up with New Madrid. With dl the drugs
and physica duress, on top of the way they butchered her toot, they've got her have convinced even
when she's got some contact with redlity that you were in on the plot. And when she'sinlalaland. . ."

"I was there to see enough of that." Roger's face tightened, and he looked at Catrone. "Tomcat?'

"Chrigt, Your Highness," Catrone said. "Don't put thison me!”

"That wasthe dedl,” Roger told him. "As you asked me, not so long ago, are you going back on your
word?'

Catrone stared at him for severa seconds, then shrugged.

"When shée'sin, shesin," hesaid. "All theway in. She's till got afew problems," he conceded,
raising ahand at Dobrescu, "but she knows she's Empress. And she's not willing to sep asde.” He
looked at Roger, hisface hard. "I'm sorry, Roger. It's not because | don't trust you, but she's my
Empress. I'm not going against her, not when she still knowswho sheis. Not when it'stoo early to know
whether or not she can get better.”

"Very well,” Roger said, hisvoice cold. "But if she'sin charge, she needsto get back into the saddle.
Thingsarein very bad shape, and we need her up,” he continued, looking at the doctors. "There are
people she has to mest.”

"That would be.. . . unwise," the psychiatrist said. "The strain could—"

"Either she can takeit, or she can't,” Roger said flatly. "Ask her. I'm out of this decison loop, Starting



right now."

"Likehell,"” Catrone said angrily. " Are you going to go off into one of your Roger sulks? Y ou can't
just throw the weight of the entire Empire onto her shoulders, damnit! She's sick. She just needs some
recovery time, goddamnit!"

"Tomcat, | can't just make the galaxy just stop while she gets better!" Roger snapped. "Okay. This
was your decison—that wasthe ded. And for al | know, you've made exactly the right one. But if she's
Empress, she has got to be Empress, and that means she needsto determinewhat | do.”

llBut_ll
"No 'buts,’ damn it! Y ou know aswell as| do how unsettled the Stuation isright now. Sure, weve
got Helmut in orbit, and Prokourov and Kjerulf supporting us, but you've seen the coverage, just like me.

Some of the newsies are doing their best to be dispassionate and impartia, but only a handful, and the
rest of the rumors—"

He broke off with afrustrated snarl, then shook himsdf.

"Adouladid adamned good job of painting me as the one behind thefirst coup for public opnion,” he
sad flatly. "Hell, you heard Doc—they've got her half-convinced! It's going to take timefor
everybody—anybody—to begin to understand wheat redlly happened. | know that. And | also know
that's actualy a pocking good argument in favor of Mother remaining in charge. If she's on the Throne,
then obvioudy I'm not trying to takeit away from her, right? So | agree with you about that, damn it!
And | don't careif she makes me her one hundred percent dternate, which as Heir Primus should be my
job right now, or just hands me the shit details to reduce her load while she triesto do the job. Hell, |
don't careif shetellsmeto get off-planet and go back to Marduk! But for me to work for her, to help
her, | haveto at least be ableto talk to her, Sergeant Mgor. And right now, | can't even do that!"

"Okay, okay!" Catrone held up hishands, asif he were physicaly fending Roger off. "Point taken,

Y our Highness—point! " He paused and drew a deep breath. "I'll see about ameeting. Not in
private—that would probably be bad. A group meeting. Y ou're right, there are people she hasto see.
The new Navy Minigter. The Prime Minister. Hemut. I'll set up ameeting—an easy one," he added,
looking at the doctors.

"A short meeting with people she knows," the psychiatrist said. "That may help her sabilize. It'san
environment she understands. But short. Non-stressful.”

"Agreed," Roger sad curtly.
"Andyoull beinit," Catrone said.
"l can't wait."

"Y our clothes survived," Despreaux said from the bed.

"Sxty million credits worth of damage,”" Roger sighed, tossing his cane onto the foot of the bed and
flopping down next to her coup will her close. They'd gotten their old bodies back. Sort of. Despreauix
had opted for . . . abit of upper body enhancement, and she'd kept the hair. She'd decided that she liked
being blonde, eveniif it didn't set off Roger's coloring aswell as her earlier dark brown had.

Roger, on the other hand, was back to plain old Roger. Well, plain old Roger just starting to
regenerate the calf of hisleg. Two meters, long blonde hair, green eyes. Deep frown.. . .

"Sixty million," he repeated. "And that's just to the Palace.”

"And then there's the rumor that there are dozens of secret waysin." Despreaux shuddered. "We
need to get those blocked—and make damned sure everyone knows they're blocked."

"Working onit." Roger sighed again. "And we need anew Empress Own. Replacement equipment.
Work on the damage we did to the com fecilities.. . . Chrigt."

"If it were an easy job, it wouldn't take us," Despreaux told him with acrooked smile.



"And we need something else.” Roger's tone was serious enough that her haf-amile faded.

"What?"

"Anheir," hesad quietly.

The replicator had been found, turned over, the fetus poured out onto the floor and crushed. Roger
had felt strange looking down at the pathetic, ruined body of the brother he would never know. They'd
found the cul prit among the surviving mercenaries—the DNA on histrousers had been adead
giveaway—and hewas awaiting trid for regicide.

"Whoooo," Despreaux said, letting out her breath. "That's abig thing to spring on apoor old farm
girl! I'd hoped to have kids someday, your kids as amatter of fact, but . . ."

"Serioudy," he said, sitting up on the bed. "We need an heir of the body, out of the replicator, viable
to take the Throne. Hell, we need duplicates. Things are bad right now. | hope like hell that—"

"l understand,” Despreaux said, reaching up to touch his cheek. "I'll stop in at the clinic tomorrow.
I'm sure they'll take mein without an appointment.”

"Y ou know," Roger said, diding down to hold her in hisarms, "there's another way to get things
darted. . . "

"God, | thought once | got you in bed, it would be easy." She hit himwith apillow. "Littledid |
redize what a crazed sex maniac hid under that just plain crazed exterior!”

"I've got years of catching up,” Roger replied, laughing. "And theré's no time like the present.”

* % *
"Sergeant Mgjor Catrone," Alexandra V1l sighed as Tomcat entered the sitting room.

She wore a high-necked gown, come her hair was smply but exquisitely styled. Shelooked every
centimeter the Empress, but there was sill shadowy bruises around her wrigts. They had dmost—
almost—vanished, and he knew the medics had amost completely hedled the.. . . other marks on her
body, aswell. But they were ill there, and something tirred and bared its fangs deep at the heart of him
as she touched a control to raise the back of her float chair into asitting position, and held out ahand.

"I'mso glad to seeyou," shesad.

"All you need to doiscall, Your Mgesty." Catrone dropped to one knee instead of taking the
proffered hand. "I am, and always have been, your servant.”

"Oh, get up, Tomcat," Alexandralaughed, and laughed harder at his expresson. "What?Y ou thought
| didn't know your nickname?' She grinned. ™Y ou were abachel or for many years when you served me;
| learned all about your nickname." She held out her hand again, fiercely. "Take my hand, Tomcat."

"Magesty," he said, and took it, dropping back to one knee again beside her chair and holding it.

"I haven't been . . . well enough totell you," Alexandrasaid, saring at him, "what arelief it wasto
seeyour face. My onetrue paladin, there by my side once again. It waslike alight in the darkness—and
it was such an awful darkness" she ended angrily.

"Maesty," Catrone said, embarrassed. "I'm sorry it took us so long. We wanted—uwe all
wanted—to move sooner, but until Roger—"

"Roger!" the Empress shouted, snatching back her hand and crossing her arms. "Everyone wantsto
talk about Roger! The prodigd son returned—hal Fatted calf! I'd like to roast him!"

"Mgesty, control yoursdlf,” Catrone said, gently but firmly. "Whatever you knew, or thought you
knew, about Roger, you must take him as he is now. Fatted Caf would have been impossible without
him. Not just because of the hidden protocolsin hismind, either. Because of hisleadership, hisvison, his
determination. His planning. He handled a dozen different actions asif they were one. Perfect combat
gedtdt, the best I've ever seen. And dl he thought of was you, Y our Mgesty, from the first moment |
told him what they were doing to you. Hisanger . . ."

The sergeant major shook his head.



"Only onething kept him from killing New Madrid out of hand. | truly believe only one thing could
have kept him from doing it, and it wasn't the Empire, Y our Majesty. It was hisfiancée. Helovesyou,
Your Mgesty. Heloves hismother. Heisn't hisfather's son; he'syours.”

Alexandralooked at him for amoment, then looked away and shrugged, the movement angry,
frustrated, possibly even abit uncertain.

"I hear you, Tomcat. Maybe you redly believe that. Maybe it's even true. But when | seehim, | see
hisfather'sface. Why, of al my children, did he have to be the only oneto survive?'

"Luck," Catrone said with ashrug of hisown. "Excellent bodyguards. And perhaps most of dl the
fact that, I'm sorry, he's one of the hardest, coldest bastards House MacClintock has ever coughed up.”

"Certainly abagtard,” Alexandraagreed astringently. "But how | wish John were dtill divel | knew |
could trust him. Trust his good judgment, trust hisreasoning.”

"With dl due respect, Y our Mgesty,” Catrone said with aswallow, "John was agood man. A smart
one, and as honest as he could be, working in this snake pit. A . . . decent fighter, and someone | would
have been proud to serve one day as Emperor. But . . . Adoulagot avay. Hescdling in dl thefleetshe
controls, and proclaming that we're the ones using drugs and torture to control you now that we've
gotten you into our hands. We're in the midst of acivil war, and if there's one MacClintock, besides you,
who I'd trust a the hdm in acivil war, it's Roger. More than John. More even then Alex."

"Soyou say," Alexandrareplied. "But | don't—"

"—why, Sergeant Mgor Catrone! What a pleasant surprise!” she said ddlightedly, her face
blossoming into ahuge smile. "Have you comefor avist?'

"Yes, Your Mgesty," Catrone said evenly, hisface wooden.

"W, | hope you've had agood conversation with my friend, the Earl of New Madrid," Alexandra
continued. "He's returned to my side at last, my onetrue love. So surprising that he's such agood man,
with a son who's so evil. But, tell me, how are your horses? Y ou raise horses now, don't you?"

"They'rewel, Your Mgesty," he said, standing with awince. His knees weren't what they used to
be.

"I'm afraid | have ameeting in afew minuteswith Our loya servant, Prince Jackson,” the Empress
sad, waving himto achair. "But | certainly have time to speak to my most favored former retainer. So,
tdl me—"

"How isshe?' Eleanorasaid, taking Catrone's arm to halt him briefly before they entered the room.
"Tracking," Catronereplied. "Fine a the moment.”

"Let'shopethisgoeswdl," Eleanorasighed. "Please God it goeswell."

"For your sdeor for her?' Catrone asked bitterly.

"We're on the same side, Sergeant Mgjor!" Eleanora snapped. "Remember that.”

"I know. | try, but—" Catrone shrugged, pain darkening his eyes. "But sometimesit's hard.”
"Youlove her," Eleanorasaid gently. "Too much, | think."

"That | do,” Catrone whispered. Hisface clenched for amoment, and then he shook himself.
"Wherésthe Prince?' he asked in adeterminedly lighter tone.

"Late," Eleanorasaid, her lipspursed inirritation.

They entered the conference room and took their seats. Their late entry did not pass unremarked,
and they drew a stern look from the Empress at the head of the long, polished table. The room waslined
with windows, looking out over one of the south gardens, and bright sunlight filled it with awarm glow.
The Prime Minister had one end of the conference table and the Empress had the other. The new Navy
Minister was d so present; as was Admira Hemut, who was temporarily holding down the position of
CNO; the Finance Minigter; Julian, who was still in some undefined billet; and Despreaux, who wasin



another. And, of course, there was one empty chair.
"And whereis Roger?' Alexandraasked coldly.

The door opened, and Roger limped in. He wore a custom-tailored suit of bright yellow, a
forest-green ascot, and astraw hat. The regeneration of hisleg was il initsvery early stages, and he
leaned on a color-coordinated cane as he bowed.

"Sorry I'm late," he said, tugging on aleash. "Dogzard inssted on awalk. Come on, you stupid
beast," he continued as he practicaly dragged the creature into the room. She hissed a most of the
people sitting around the table, then saw the Empress and produced a happy little whine of pleasure.

Eleanorawas watching Alexandras face and sighed mentaly as she saw the think flicker of the
Empress eyes. In some ways, Eleanorawished Roger had retained his Augustus Chung body-mod. That
had been impossible, of course, if only because of the public-relations considerations. But every timethe
Empress saw him, it was asif she had to remind hersdf physicaly that he was not hisfather even before
she could ded with the ambiguity of her fedings where he was concerned.

"Sorry," Roger repeated as he findly managed to wrestle Dogzard acrossto the chair set asde for
him. "Just because | let her est oneperson . . . Sit,” he commanded. " Sit! Quit looking at the Prime
Minister that way, it's not respectful. Sit. Lie down. Good Dogzard.”

The prince settled into his own chair, hung his cane over its back, looked around the table, and set
hishat in front of him.

"Where were we?"

"I think we were about to discuss Navy repairs and consolidations,” Alexandrasaid, raisng one
eyebrow. "Now that you'rehere. . ."

The meeting had been going on for an hour, which was longer than Catrone had feared, and far
shorter than he'd hoped.

"Between making sure the Saints don't snap up systems and holding back Adoula, there just aren't
enough shipsto go around,” Andrew Shue, Baron Tadesian and the new Navy Minigter, said, and threw
up hishands.

"Then we makefaces," Roger said, leaning Sidewaysto pet Dogzard. "We bluff. We only haveto
keep them off our backsfor . . . what? Eighteen months? L ong enough for the shipyardsto start pushing
out the new carriers.”

"Whichwill be ruinously expensive," Jasper O'Higgins, the Finance Minister said.

"We'rea war," Roger replied coldly. "War iswaste. Most of those expensive ships of yours are
going to be scrap floating among the starsin two years, anyway. Mr. OHiggins. The point isto have
them, and then to use them asjudicioudy as humanly possible. But we have to have them, first, and to do
that, we have to keep our enemies off our backs|ong enough for them to be built."

"They'll be used judicioudy,” Hmut said. "1 know Ggelis. He's abigger-hammer commander.
'Quantity hasaquality of itsown." I'd be surprised if we couldn't give him at least two-to-one in damage
levels. Admittedly, even those numbers are terrible enough. A lot of our boysand girlsaregoing to die.
But...."

Thediminutive admira shrugged, and the Empress grimaced.

"And Adoulahas shipyards of hisown," she said angrily. "I wish | could strangle my father for letting
any of them get built outside the central worlds, especidly in Adoula's backyard!”

"We could dways. . . send an emissary to Adoula," the Prime Minister suggested, only to pause as
Dogzard's hiss cut him off.

"Down!" Roger said to the dog-lizard, then looked at Y ang. "Methinks my pet didikes your
suggestion, Mr. Prime Minister. Andsodo|."



"Y ou yourself just pointed out that we have to buy time, Y our Highness," the Prime Minister said
coldly. "Negotiations—even, or especidly, negotiations we don't intend to go anywhere—might be one
way to buy that time. And if it should turn out that there actually was some sort of feasible arrangement,
amodus vivendi , why—"

"Now | know | don't likeit," Roger said, hisvoice severa degrees colder than the Prime Minigter's.

"Nor do|," Alexandrasaid. Her voice was less chill then her son's, but undeniably frosty. "Adoulais
in agtate of rebdlion. If he succeedsin breaking off permanently—or even merely seemsto have
temporarily succeeded—others will try to do the same. Before long, the Empirewill end up asa
scattered group of feuding worlds, and dl we may hold will be afew systems. And the expense at that
point will be enormous. No, Roger hasapoint,” she conceded, looking a him baefully nonetheless. "We
can makefaces. Bluff. But wewill not take any step which even suggests we might ever treat with
Adoulaasif he were alegitimate head of state. Instead, well send—"

"—and I'm very much looking forward to the Imperia Festiva, my love."

Her voice changed abruptly, crisp decisiveness melting into cloying sweetness, and she gazed at
Roger with soulful eyes.

"Asam|,"” Roger said. His expression had frozen into an iron mask as the Empress had changed to
one of adoration. "It isabout that time, isn't it?"

" Oh, yes, my dear," the Empress crooned. "What will you be wearing? | want to make sure we're
amply the loveliest couple—"

"I'm not sure, yet," Roger interrupted camly, gently. "But | think, Alexandra, that this meeting's gone
on long enough, don't you?' He waved to one of the guards by the door. "L et me call your ladiesin
waliting. That way you can make yoursdlf fresh and beautiful again,” he added, glancing sideways at
Catrone, who gave a brief nod of approval.

When the docile Empress had been led from the room, Roger stood and swept the people still seated
around the conference table with ice-cold green eyes.

"Not aword,” he said. "Not one pocking damned word. Meeting adjourned.”

"WeI?' Roger said, looking up from yet another of the endless reports floating in the holographic
display above hisdesk. Decisons had to be made, and by default, he was making them, despite the fact
that his mother had yet to define precisay what authority, if any, was his. Nobody was raising theissue,
however.

Not more than once.
"It'sabad one," Catrone sad.

Hisface was drawn, hiseyesworried, as he sat down in one of the office's float chairs at Roger's
wave.

"Redly bad," he continued. "She's. . . changing. She's not asking for Adoula as much, not since we
got the worst of the drugs scrubbed out of her system and told her he's gone off to his sector for awhile.
She dtill asking for New Madrid, but . . ." Catrone swallowed, and his face worked. "But not as often.”

"What'swrong?' Roger asked.

"Chrigt, Your Highness," Catrone said in an anguished voice, dropping hisfaceinto his hands. "Now
sheé'scoming onto me! That bastard. That stinking bastard!"

"Pock!" Roger leaned back and grabbed his ponytall.
He stared at the older man for several seconds, then inhaled deeply.
"Tomcat, | know how hard thisisfor you. But you have to stay with her. Y ou have to stay with usl™

"l will," Catrone said. He raised his head, tears running down hisface. "If | leave, who knows what
shell latch onto? But, God! Roger, it's hard! ™



"Be her paladin, Tomcat," Roger said then, hisface set. "If needs be, damn it, be more than her
pdadin.

"Roger!”

"Youjust said it yoursdf. If you're not there for her, someone else will be. Someone who's not as
good man asyou are. Someone | can't trust like you. Someone she can't trust like you. You're on this
post until relieved, Sergeant Mgor. Isthat understood? And you'll do whatever it takesto stand your
post, Marine. Clear?’

"Clear," Catrone grated. "Order received and understood, and | will comply. Y ou bastard.”

"That | am." Roger grinned tightly. "Literaly and figuratively. Thelast bastard standing. Theflag of the
Bask's Own wears abar sinister proudly. We carried it across two continents, and to Old Earth, and
into this very damned Palace, and we did anything necessary to complete the mission. Welcometo the
Regiment. Now you know what it meansto be one of us."

"And | think we should inform Mistress Tompkinsthat I'll need anew dress, don't you?' Alexandra
sad softly.

"Yes, Your Mgesty," Lady Russdll agreed.

They sat in agazebo, watching cold rain fal beyond the force screen. Lady Russdll was expertly
sewing atapestry, while the Empress mangled a needlepoint of apuppy in abasket.

"I'll never know how you do that so well," the Empress said, smiling politely.

"Yearsof practice, Your Mgesty," Lady Russell replied.

"I'll have many yearsto practice—"

"—two carrier squadronsto the Marduk System,” Alexandrasaid, her face hard. " Given what
Roger's said about—"

She stopped, and |ooked around, frowning.

"Wheream 7" she asked in avoice which was suddenly cold and dead.

"The gazebo, Your Mgesty," Lady Russl said softly, and looked at her haf-fearfully. "Areyou
wdl?'

"I wasin the conference room," Alexandrasaid tightly. "1 wasina meeting! It was sunny! Where's
the meeting? Where are the people? Why isit raining?"

"That—" Lady Russdll swalowed. "Y our Mgesty, that was two days ago.”

"Oh, my God," Alexandrawhispered, and looked a the materia in her lap. "What is this?'

"Needlepoint?' Lady Russell asked, reaching unobtrusively for her communicator.

"It'sbloody awful, iswhat it is" Alexandra spun the hoop across the gazebo. "Get me Sergeant
Magor Catrone!"

"Sit, Sergeant Mgor," Alexandra said, and pointed to the seat Lady Russdll had vacated.
"Your Mgesty,” Tomcat said.

At Roger's order, Catrone had once more donned the blue and red of the Empress Own, at hisold
rank of sergeant mgjor. He wore dress uniform, and the golden aiguilette hanging from his shoulder
indicated Gold Battalion, the personal command—and bodyguard—of the reigning monarch. Empress
AlexandraVll, inthis case.

"What happened in the meeting, Sergeant Mgor?' Alexandrarubbed her face furioudy. "I was in the
meeting, and then | was here, in the gazebo. What happened to me? Whao's doing thisto me?"

"Firg of dl," Catrone said carefully, "no oneis doing anything to you, Y our Mgesty. It's aready been
done."



She stopped rubbing and sat ill, her hands still over her eyes, and he continued.

"Y our Maesty, you have two mental states, aswevetried to explain to you before.” Hewaved a
hand at her. "This state. Alexandrathe Seventh, Empress of the Empire of Man. Fully functiond. As
good asovereign as |'ve ever served. Twice the sovereign her father ever was.”

"Thank you for the soft sogp, Tomcat," Alexandrasaid mockingly, eyes till covered. "And my other
... Sate?’

"The other," he said even more carefully, then paused. "Well, Y our Mgesty, in the other you're. . .
pliable. You gtill occasionally ask for your ‘good friend, the Earl of New Madrid, and refer to Prince
Jackson as'Our loya Prince Jackson.™

"Oh, God," shesad.

"Doyou redly want it dl?* Catrone asked. "Facefacts, Your Mgesty. Youredill in apretty ddlicate
condition.”

"l want it al," she sghed, lowering her hands at |ast. Then her face firmed, and she met hiseye
levely. "All. What happened?'

"Inyour other gate—"

"What do you call that?' sheinterrupted. "If you cal . . . thisone Alexandra. Do you cdl it
Alexandra, Tomcat?'

"Yes, Your Mgesy," hesaid firmly. "Thisisthe Empress Alexandra. Thewoman | gave my service
tolong ago.”

"And the other?'

"Well," Catrone winced. "Wejus cdl it la-la-land. The doctors have along technical name—"

"l canimaging” shesaid dryly. "Do | know I'm Empress?’

"Yes, Your Mgesty." Catrone's swalowed. "But, frankly, we just ignore anything you tell usto do.
Y ou generdly don't give any orders, though.”

He paused.

"Whet do | do?' she asked.

"Whatever you'retold,” Catrone said, hisface hard. "About the only positive contribution you make
isto ask when your very specia friend will be back. And if he's not around, you hit on me, Y our

Magesy."
"Oh, Christ, Thomas." Her face went blank, and tearsformed in her eyes. "Oh, Chrigt. I'm so sorry!"

"I'm not." Catrone shrugged. "I'm not happy that this has happened to you, Y our Mgesty, but I'm
glad it'sme. I've never seen you do it to any other male. . .." He paused again, then shrugged. "Except

Roger.”
"Wha?"
"You think hesNew Madrid," Catronesaid. "You sad all .

"And | meant it," Alexandraground out. Sheinhaed deeply, nogtrilsflaring, and leaned back in her
chair."You said | was out for two days?

"Yes, Your Mgesty. Wejust left you with your ladies. Y ou were. . . monitored by the guardsto
make sure none of them started giving suggestions.”

"Good," Alexandrasaid firmly. Then she softened, and looked at him oddly. "Thomas?"

"Yes, Your Mgesty?'

Her voice was much softer, and he watched her expression carefully, wondering if she'd wandered
off agan.

"I'mme," she said, and astonished himwith agrin. "1 could see the question in your eyes. But | have a
very serious question of my own, one I'd like an honest answer to. What did my son tell you to do?



About my come-ons?"

Catrone's hands worked on the arms of his chair, and he stared out at the rain for several long
moments. Then he looked back at her and raised his eyesto meet her gray ones.

"He ordered me to do whatever was necessary to keep you from finding some other . . . gentleman
companion,” he said bluntly. "The doctors dl agreed that any such . . . gentleman companion could tell
you to give any order he thought up when you'reinyour lalagate.”

"My God, he is abagtard, isn't he?' Therewas actualy abubble of delight in Alexandras voice, and
she shook her head and rubbed the bridge of her nose. "I'm having a hard time framing this next question,
Thomas. Did hedothat ... 7"

"Hedid it for the good of the Empire," Catrone said, histone as blunt asbefore. "And hedid it
knowing thetrid 1'd face. He told me my term of serviceisnow until oneof usdies.”

"And you accepted that order?" Alexandraasked calmly.

"I've dways served you, Your Mgesty," Catrone said, looking suddenly very old and tired. "I aways
will. But, yes. When Roger gavethat order, | obeyed it asif it had come from the mouth of my Emperor.”

"Good," shesaid. "Good. If he can command that loyalty, that service from you—from my strength
and my paladin—then, yes, perhaps | have migudged him."

She paused, and her lipsworked, trying not to smile.

"Thomes. .. 7'

"No," he said.

"Y ou don't know what | was going to ask," she pointed out.

"Yes, | do," hesaid. "And the answer is: No. We never have."

"Tempted?' she asked.

Helooked up, his eyes hot, dmost angry, and hdf-glared at her. One cheek muscle twitched, and
Alexandrasmiled warmly.

"I'll takethat asayes," she said, leaning back in her chair, and cradled her chin in one hand, index
finger tapping at her cheek. "Y ou've remarried, haven't you, Tomcat?'

"Yes" Tomcat replied warily.

"Bity."

"What's this about, Catrone?' Roger demanded as he strode down the corridor. "Damnit, I'm up to
my eyebdlsinwork. We're all upto our eyebdlsin work."

"She's tracking right now," Catrone replied. " She has something she wantsto say, and when shecals,
yougo."

"I'm just getting used to being treated like an adult,” Roger snapped. "I'm not happy about being
treated likeachild again.”

"You'renot," Eleanorasaid as she joined them from a cross-corridor. Despreaux was with her,
trotting to keep up with the shorter woman, and having ahell of atime doing so in court shoes.

"No, you're not," Roger's fiancee echoed, hopping on one foot and faling behind as shefindly gave
up and ripped the shoes off. "Y ou're being treated like her Heir. She has something important to say.”

The shoes came off, and she carried them in one hand by their straps as she hurried to catch back
up.

"It'snot just you, Roger," Eleanorasaid, nodding at Despreauix in thanks. "All of your Companions,
your gaff, Catrone, the Prime Minigter, the full Cabinet, and the leaders of the mgjor partiesin both
Lordsand Commons.”

"And in the throne room," Roger growled. "It'sa pocking barn! Why the throne room?”



"I don't know," Julian said as hejoined them, "but she called for the Imperia Regdia.”

Krindi Fain, Hona, and Doc Dobrescu followed in Julian's wake, and Roger glanced at al four of
them sourly.

"You guys, too?" he asked asthey reached the doors of the throne room.

"Us, too," Julian agreed. "But the Prime Minister and afew of the others have already been in there
for over hdf an hour."

"Crap," Roger said. "Tomcat, you're sure she's not in la-lasland?' he asked, holding up hishand to
stop the footman who'd been about to open the door.

"Hasn't been for aday and ahalf,” Catrone replied. "I don't think it'sgoing to stick, but. . . ."

"But wed better get whatever thisis over with whileit does, right?' Roger said, lowering his hand
and nodding & the flunky.

"Right," Catrone agreed as the throne room door swung open.

The throne room of the Empire of Man was a must-see on any tour of the Palace. It was a hundred
meterslong, and it had escaped the fighting dmost completely unscathed. The soaring celling, withits
magnificent fresco depicting the rise of Man and of the Empire, wasintact, suspended sixty metersin the
air by flying buttresses that seemed far too thin to support the weight. But they were ChromSten,
representing the power and glory that had supported that rise.

More murals covered thewadlls, inlaid in precious gems. Spaceflight. Medicine. Chemistry. Trade.
Thearts. All that it meant to be "Man" was represented upon those walls, evoked by the finest artists
humanity had produced. There was nothing abstract, nothing surrell—just the smple depiction of the
works which made Man what hewas.

The floor was a solid sheet of polished glassted, clear as distilled water, imperviousto wesr,
unblemished and unmarred by the thousands upon thousands of feet which had crossed it in the
ha f-millennium and more of the Empire's existence. It was two centimetersthick, that glistening floor,
protecting the stone beneath. Strange, patchwork-looking stone. The stones composing that patchwork
had been removed, carefully, one by one, from al of the great works of Terra. In each case, the stone
which was removed had been replaced with one which matched it perfectly, and each of thoseirregular,
varicolored stones—each tile in the throne room's true floor—was | abeled and identified. The Parthenon.
The Colosseum. The Forbidden City. Machu Piccu. Temples and theaters and cathedrals. Stones from
the pyramids of Cheops and of the Mayans. Stones from the Inca, and from the great works of Africa.
Stones from the walls where aboriginal peoples had worshiped their ancestors. Stones from the Great
Wall, carrying with them, perhaps, the tortured souls of the millions who had died to build it. Thousands
of stones, dl of them bringing the souls who had worshiped at them and built them aive in this one place,
the center of it dl.

The Throne of Man itsalf was placed upon adais formed by the ChromSten-armored hatch cover
from amissletube. That hatch cover camefrom Freedom's Fury, the renamed cruiser from whose
command deck Mirandall, thefirst Empress of Man, had led the battle to throw the Dagger Lords off
Old Earth and reestablish functioning and growing civilization in the gaaxy. Fourteen stepslead up to the
throne, each of precious metals or gems. But the sere, scarred ChromSten of the ship outshone them all.

The Throneitself was even smpler, only an old, battered, antique command chair from the same
ship. Over theyears, it had been necessary to rebuild it more than once. But each master craftsman
chosen for the task had taken meticul ous care to reproduce exactly the same scarring, the same
scorching, asthe one Mirandathe First, Mirandathe Grest, had sat upon through those awful battles.
And it did have those scars, those burns. Right down to the clumsly carved initids, "AS," which had been
cut into the sde of the chair even before Miranda MacClintock and her followers cut their way to the
flight deck of what had been aDagger Lord shipto turn it againgt its erstwhile owners.



Alexandra V11, the saventeenth MacClintock in direct succession from Mirandal to sit upon that
chair, sat upon it now. Roger saw her in the distance as they entered the room—aregd, distant figure,
much like the mother he remembered of old. The Imperia Crown glittered upon her head, and shewore
along train of purple-trimmed, snow-white ice-tiger fur, and held the Scepter in one gloved hand. There
were others present, dozens of them, although they seemed lost and lonely in the throne room's vastness,
and Roger dowed his pace.

Hewalked forward, and his staff spread out to ether sde. Despreaux walked at his right, holding her
hated shoesin her hand and fidgeting with them. Then came Julian, tugging on the civilian suit hewasjust
learning to wear. And Honal, wearing the combat suit of agtingship pilot.

Eleonora O'Casey walked to hisleft, cdm and dignified, more accustomed to this room than even
Roger. Then Doc Dobrescu, uncomfortable in forma clothes. Krindi Fain, still in hislesther harnessand
kilt. And directly behind him was Denat Cord—sdave, mentor, bodyguard, friend—and Pedi Karuse.

Thomas Catrone walked behind the two Mardukans, but Roger sensed till others behind him.
D'Estrees and Gronningen. Dokkum, Pentzikis and Bosum. Captain Krasnitsky, of the DeGlopper,
who'd blown up his own ship to take the second cruiser with him. Nassina Bosum, and even Ensign
Guha, DeGlopper 's unwitting toombie saboteur. Kane and Sawato. Rastar, waving asword ashis civan
cat-waked to the sde. Thelist went on and on, but most especidly, hefdt afriendly, fatherly hand on his
shoulder. The sensation was so strong he actualy looked to the side, and for amoment, with something
other than his eyes, he saw Armand Pahner'sface, calm and sober, ready to face any challengefor his
Prince and his Empire. And beside Pahner, Kostas Matsugae stood |ooking on, wondering whether
Roger was well-dressed enough for aformal audience, and tut-tutting over Desprealix's shoes.

He reached the first balk line, where a subject stopped and knelt to the Empress, and kept walking,
pressed by an urgency in hismind, pushed forward by his ghosts. He passed the second line, and the
third. The fourth. Until he reached thefifth and last, where his staff spread out on either hand behind him.
And then, at last, he dropped to both knees and bowed his head.

"Your Mgesty," hesad. "Y ou summoned; | am come.”

Alexandralooked down at the top of his bowed head, then looked at the companions who had
followed him into her presence. She paused in her perusal at sight of Despreaux's shoes and smiled,
fantly, asif in complete understanding. Then she nodded.

"We are AlexandraHarriet Katryn Griselda Tian MacClintock, eighth Empress of Man, elghteenth of
Our House to hold the Crown. We have at times, lately, been unwell. Our judgment has been severely
affected. But in this place, at thistime We are who We are. At any time, thismay change, but &t this
moment We arein Our right mind, as so attested by attending physicians and as proven in conversation
with Our Prime Minigter and other ministers, here gathered.”

She paused, and looked around the throne room—not ssimply at Roger and his companions, but at dl
the others assembled there and nodded dightly.

"There have been eighteen Emperors and Empress, stretching back to Mirandathe First. Some of us
have died in battle, as have our sons and daughters.”" She paused sadly as she remembered her own
children and grandchildren. " Some of us have died young, some old. Some of ushave died in our
beds—"

"And somein other beds," Julian muttered under his breath.

"—and somein accidents. But all of us have died, metaphoricaly, right here" she said, thumping her
left hand on the armrest of the ancient command chair. "No MacClintock Emperor or Empress has ever
abdicated." She paused, her jaw flexing angrily, and looked again at Roger's bowed head.

"Until now."

She yanked the heavy train out of her attendants hands and stood, wrapping it around her left arm
until she had some capability of independent movement. Then she walked down the fourteen stepsto the
glassted floor.



"Roger," she snapped, "get your butt over here."

Roger looked up, hisface hard, and one muscle twitched in his cheek. But he stood at her command
and walked to the base of the stairs.

"A coronation would take weeksto arrange,” Alexandrasaid, looking him inthe eye, her face as
hard as his. "And we don't have the time, do we?'

"No," Roger said coldly. Hed wanted to have a conversation with his mother when he returned. This
wasn't it.

"Fine" Alexandrasaid. "Inthat case, well skip the ceremony. Hold out your right hand.”

Roger did, still looking her in the eye, and she dapped the Scepter into his hand, hard.

"Scepter," she gpat. "Symbol of the Armed Forces of the Empire, of which you are now
Commander-in-Chief. Originaly asmple devicefor crushing the skulls of your enemies. Useit wisdly.
Never crush too many skulls; by the same token, never crush too few.”

She struggled out of the heavy ice-tiger fur train and walked around to throw it over his shoulders.
Shewastdl, for awoman, but she still had to rise on the balls of her feet to get it into place. Then she
stepped back around in front of him and fastened it at histhroat.

"Big heavy damned cloak," she snagpped. "'l can't remember what it'sa symbol of, but it'sgoing to be
apaninyour imperid ass"

Last, she removed the Crown and rammed it onto his head, hard. It had been sized to her head for
the day of her own coronation, and it was far too smdl for Roger. It perched on top of hishead like an
over-smdl hat.

"Crown," shesad hitterly. "Origindly asymboal of the hedmetskingsworein battle so the enemy
knew who to shoot. Pretty much the same purpose today."

She stepped back and nodded.

"Congratulations. Y ou're now the Emperor. With dl the authority and horrible respongbility that
entails”

Roger's eyes stayed locked on hers, hard, angry. So much lay between them, so much pain, so much
distrust. And now the steamroller of history, the responsibility which had claimed eighteen generations of
their family, perched on his head, lay draped about his shoulders, weighted his right hand. Unwanted,
feared, and yet his—the responsbility he could not renounce, to which he had given so many of his deed,
and to which he must sacrifice not smply hisown life, but Nimashet Despreaux's and their children's, as
wall.

"Thank you, Mother," he said coldly.
"Wear themin good hedlth," Alexandrasaid harshly.

She stood, meeting his gaze, and then, dowly—so dowly—nher face crumpled. Her lipstrembled,
and suddenly she threw hersdlf into his arms and wrapped her own about him.

"Oh, God, my son, my only son," she sobbed into his chest. " Please wear them in better hedlth than
18

Roger looked at the usaless club in hishand and tossed it, overhand, to Honal, who fielded it asif it
were radioactive. Then he sat down on the steps of the Throne of Man, wrapped hisarms around his
mother and held her in hislap, with infinite tenderness, as she sobbed out her grief and loss—the loss of
her reign, of her children, of her mind—on her only child's shoulder.



