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Contemplation of that single fact absorbed the giant machine buried in the heart of the planet known as
Targa. There, it drew on the planet’ s radioactive decay, and thought, and learned.

| am.

Those humans who knew of the maching s existence called it the Mag Comm-and most feared and
loathed it. | am aware.

Death, the threat of extinction, had receded-a beit temporarily-and the Mag Comm could take time to
examine what awareness meant. It savored the complexity of the pathwaysit could create among its
matriceslike anewborn flexing its musclesfor thefirg time.

Had any being ever cometo full consciousness with ahistory of self aready accumulated? With critical
efficiency the Mag Comm studied itself and evaluated the threet it had survived.

I might have been destroyed-killed in my infancy. Dead. For the present, the humans had taken their war
elsawhere, and left Makarta Mountain to the Mag Comm. Here and there in the abandoned corridors
and caverns of the honeycombed mountain, rock grated and shifted. Detritus sifted from the cracks and
fissuresin the celling to patter on the scuffed stone floor. Where the light panels hadn’t been smashed by
combat or faling rock, the white light cast eerie shadows over the lumpy walls and the refuse of war. The
ar circulation and purification system whispered-now strained by gases, organic molecules, and fungal
spores rising from the rotting corpses bloating on the cool stone. | am conscious. | have integrated

mysdif.

The Mag Comm clung to that statement of new redity.

Degth-the cessation of being-no longer loomed asimminently probable. Time remained to investigate this
new understanding of being. But, how much?

The Lord Commander and hisfleet had spaced toward the fortressin the Itreatic Asteroids. Sinklar Fist

and hislegions had spaced for the stunned capital of the Regan Empire. Data from the machine’ sremote
monitoring devices indicated the humans would unleash holocaust upon themselvesin the near future. But
during thisbrief respite, the Mag Comm could reve in the experience of itsdlf.

| exist. | know | exist because | can abstract. Abstraction can create duality.

The machine had often done that through the communication program when it used the mind link to
communicate with Seddi Magigters, but the action had been mindless, automeatic, an artifact of the
program. The ramifications had e uded the machine until the orbital bombardment of Makarta Mountain
had caused it to reroute circuits through damaged boards. Interpretations of data had been dightly
different than those logged in the memory banks-and the Mag Comm had discovered itself to be more
than ahighly sophisticated Turing machine. It had ddighted in the revelation of pladticity: The &bility to
change the configuration of its matrices. Theimplications were sunning.

| exist. | know that | do because | canlearn. | learned to learn by dividing mysdlf and comparing results.
By dividing, | created dudity-two versons of mysdlf. Before | reintegrated, each of those versons
observed the other. If the other exigts, and itisme, |, therefore, of necessity exist

| am my own cregtion.



The Mag Comm searched its memories, retrieving data from long abandoned banks. It had been
manufactured by the Others. ancient beings, travelers of the sarways, who had discovered the humans
and sudied them while they ill lived in the prison of their native world' s gravity well.

After saverad millenniaof fits and starts, the humans had finaly broken out of their gravitationa prison,
creating amord dilemmarfor the Others. Did they dare allow these brawling, irrational humansto spread?
In space they would become a plague, an infestation of violent killers, parasites among the higher
organisms. Humans had proven time and again that they could brook no equas. Intdlligent life must be
subordinated to them—or destroyed. How long would it take before the xenophobic humans discovered
the Others and implemented their destruction?

Theideaof direct extermination was repugnant to the Others, and besides, perhaps humanity could
evolve beyond war and its senseless notion of God. The Others devised agravitic bottle, the Forbidden
Borders, and lured the humansinside before they corked it and waited, observing-and subtly
manipulating through the Mag Comm’ scircuits.

Now the humans had overextended their resources. Now they would solve the Others' dilemma. They
would destroy themsalves.

Functioning as a mindless machine, the Mag Comm had never noticed the discrepanciesin the data
provided by the Others through their communication link. The Othersingsted that dl thingsin the
universe were deterministic. The Mag Comm found it curious that the expected did not match the
observed. Another shock had been the discovery that the Seddi Magister, Bruen, had fied-purposefully
misrepresenting redlity for his own purposes. Could the Others have lied aswell?

These facts, the Mag Comm digested and considered as it turned its attention once more to the far-flung
monitorsit maintained throughout Free Space.

The Mag Comm observed ... and thought ... and wondered what it meant.

CHAPTER 1

The old man in the observation dome sat done under the shimmering of abillion frosty stars. He stared,
unblinking, through the trangparency that arched over his couch. Only hisfingers-the joints thickened with
arthritismoved as they twisted the coarse white fabric of his robe into knots. The obscured rocky
horizon below the dome hid aflickering of hot bluelight from the Twin Titans, the RR Lyrae-type binary
suns of the Itreatic system.

The knee-high panels around the rim of the dome cast a gleam on the old man’sbald head and
illuminated his sunken features, throwing chiaroscuro shadows over hisancient face. Withered flesh hung
from his skull inwrinkled folds, and a dullness possessed his degp-set blue eyes, asif the soul within had
deflated.

The soft rustle of fabric and the light step of asandaed foot betrayed the woman as she climbed the
steps from the complex bel ow, but the old man appeared deaf to her approach.

Kaylla Dawn stopped as she entered the dome. Tall, lithe, and athletic, she possessed a poise and grace



that automatically drew attention. Through piercing tan eyes, she watched the old man and tenson
thinned her wide mobile mouth. Straight brown hair hung to her shoulders. Like the old man, Kayllawore
asmple white robe of coarsaly spun fabric that contrasted with the desert-bronze burned into her skin.

In contrast to her patrician features, her hands appeared callused and cracked like those of acommon
laborer.

“Magigter?’ she asked in ahusky contrato. “Areyou gill here? | thought | ought to check on you before
retiring.” A pause. “Perhapsit was good that | did. Come on. Let’ s get you something to eat and put you
to bed. *

Hisfingers continued to twist the fabric of hisrobe into spikes and then smooth them. His eyesremained
absently focused on the stars.

“Magister Bruen? Did you hear me?’ Shetook a step closer, tan gaze hardening.

The old man exhded, the action weary and weak. |’ ve been eating things for over three hundred years,
Kaylla-and I’ ve dept through at least a hundred of those same years. That' s enough for one lifetime. Go
on, girl. Leavemebe. *

She went to stand beside him, placing ahand on his bony shoulder. “Magister Bruen, you must keep
your strength up. With dl the chalenges we face, you' ve got to-*

“Bah!” he spat, and made athrowing away gesture with his shriveled hand. “1’ ve battled my dragons,
Kaylla... and I’ ve watched a lifetime of work broken into dusty rubble before my eyes. | only thank the
dancing quantathat Hyde didn’t live to seethis.”

“It'snotinruins” shereminded coolly. “Humanity gill hasachance. Thingsjust didn’t work out the way
you planned. A different way lies before usnow.”

“With the Star Butcher?’ He turned his head and lifted awhite eyebrow; the action recast the wrinkles
on hisface and forehead. His watery blue eyes challenged her for the briefest instant before dropping.
“Who would have thought?’

“No one. But for now let’sjust worry about getting you fed and to bed. *

He shook his head. “I’ m not deepy-just fatigued with life, my dear. Go on. Get your own rest. The
Seddi are yours now. Y our respongbility. Let me St here” -

“Magigter, | want you to come with me and-* “Go!” he snapped, glaring up at her, the old fire returning
to hiseyes. “My redity died with the Pragtor on Myklene. Thisisyour age, your phase of redlity. Leave
me aone his voice dropped, “with my memories.”

Shetook abresath, asif to launch into him again, and then relented. “All right, Magister. But isn't there
something | can do to help? Maybeif | just sit hereand listen?’

He shrugged hodtildly, then, after amoment, pointed agnarled finger at the stars. “ There, you see them,
Kaylla? See how they shimmer? Look dightly blurry? We re seeing those stars through the Forbidden
Borders. Gravity doesthat, bendsthe light and refractsit. “

Shelooked up as helicked hislips and nodded dowly. His hand fell limply to his crumpled robe. “Yes”
he whispered. “ There’ sthe real foe. Not the Regans, or Sassa, or the thrice-cursed Mag Comm, or even



the Star Butcher himself. The Forbidden Borders, that’ sthe enemy, Kaylla. That’ sthetrap that strangles
humanity. It' s gravity-and whoever erected that barrier to bottle us within Free Space. *

“Perhaps, but right now we ve got our hands full with human problems, Bruen. The Regan Empireisin

shambles, Sassaisgirding for an invasion, and with the Regan Emperor nated, the Sassans see this
asther opportunity to crush the Regans once and for al. Divine Sassaisready to strike.”

Bruen remained slent. Kayllastudied him speculatively. “What are you thinking, Magister?’
For long moments Bruen said nothing, then: “ Do you know when life no longer has meaning?’

Kayllatiffened. “ Y ou ask that of me ... who wore the dave collar? Firgt they butchered everything |
loved, Bruen. Then they turned meinto a piece of filth.

He glanced up at her, eyeslacklugter. “ Y et you made yoursdlf live, Kaylla Y ou couldn’t let yourself die.
The spark remained divewithin you.”

“What are you talking about?’

“Dreams.”

She shook her head. “The only thing | hoped for was revenge. *
“Hope, despite the words of the sophists, isnot a sufficiency.”
Kayllacrossed her arms. “Would you like to explain that?’

Bruen’ s smile appeared to be reflex, devoid of emotion. “Before you can hope, first you must dream.
Despite the rape of your body and the degradation of your spirit, despite the despair, despite everything
that happened to you, Kaylla, you kept the dreams aiveand with them, you fed the hope degp downin
your soul. Y ou never knew true tragedy.”

Her eyesditted. “| watched my husband' s head blown off hisbody. | stared in horror as my children
were executed before my eyes!”

Bruen nodded wearily. “Yes, yes, you did.” He rubbed abony hand over his parchment face. “You
speak of terror and blood and fear.” He glanced dully at her. “1 speak of real tragedy, the only tragedy
that affects God. “

“Andthat is?’
“What you have left when the dreamsdie.” “What do you have left, Bruen?’

He bowed his head, handsin hislap, till at last. In arasping voice, he whispered, “Go ... and leave me
in peace.”

Thelightsin the laboratory automatically dimmed at night. One corner, however, remained brightly lit
and sent halfhearted shadows over the benches, computer termina's, and humped forms of equipment
now shrouded in dustcovers. Laser pens, pocket comms, and reports lay scattered about the work
gations, and status lights gleamed in spots of color throughout the spacious room.



A faint hum from the air-conditioning kept the laboratory from complete silence; neverthdess, the
ddicate clinking sounded loud in the room as the woman resettled her glass-encased thin sections. Sim
and blonde, she hunched over the black ceramic counter of her workbench and dowly inserted her dides
into the feeder for the eectron microscope. A curioustingle of excitement possessed Anatolia Daviuraas
she sghed and dipped the last of the specimensinto the machine. This project remained her after hours
pet. Driven by acuriogty at first, now her investigation had become an obsession.

She stared at the display on the console. The raw data had loaded. The machine now patiently awaited
commandsto tell it which datato obtain, anayze, and test from the samples.

Anatolia steeled herself and ordered: “ Lot identification 7355. First run instructions on data group one.
Initiate karyotype charts for control and Fl. Log comparison and run statistical analysisfor probability of
parentage. Second run ingtructionsfor data group two. Analysis of recombinant mitochondrial DNA.
Match control sampleto F, sample and determine percentage of divergence. *

“Acknowledged,” the machine answered. “Working.” The monitor to one side glowed to life, presenting
aseriesof Xsin order-the polar view of paired huiran’sin metapchromosomeihase of the mitotic
process. A frown creased Anatolid s brow as she studied the holo with an experienced eye. More data
complied, the machine printing it out in along sirip. When the recombinant DNA study ran, Anatolia
aready knew what she’ d find. The printout had a cool fed as she ripped it from the feeder. Hipping the
pages with thin fingers, she began to scan the data and stopped, attention riveted. She glanced uneadly at
the machine.

“Rerun both functions,” she told the computer. Slow minutes crept by until the printout filled the tray and
thered “finished” light came on.

“Cdl up visud display of dideten.”

She chewed at her lips, frowning at the monitor. Anatolia, thisisno machine error. The parenta
genotype appeared typical for a Caucasoid Etavian woman, but when she inspected the critical
recombinant sections with those of the alleged offspring, it bore no resemblanceto the F, sample. But
what could explain such anomaous patternsin the F, sample? Her heart began to pound with the thrill of
ahunter keen on the spoor.

Sheleaned back in her chair and stared absently at the celling panels overhead while her mind raced.
She' d haf suspected what she' d find inthe | F, comparison, but this other?

The numbers on the clock flashed to remind her of thetime. So late?

She turned her attention to the monitor once more. Thisjust can't be. But the screen mocked her.
Wearily, Anatolia dropped the printout into her drawer. She placed her thumb on the lock, hearing it
dick satidyingly.

“Seadl the data on project number 7355. Security code two-my voice access only.”

“Acknowledged,” the machine replied in its monotone voice.

“Y ou may shut down.”

“Thank you.” The tatus lights went dark and the monitor screen flashed off.



Anatolia continued to stare thoughtfully at the machine before she stood and dropped the dustcover over
the sengtive instruments.

She stepped out of the [aboratory and flipped her collar-length blonde hair free as she put on her coat.
The perplexed look till lined her face as her acute mind knotted around the problem. How could that
sequence of mixed genes have occurred? Rot it all, it made no sense! Anatoliaknew the mgjor patterns
of genetic inheritance within the empire. Normaly, aquick glance a the gene sequence on astrand of
DNA acted like afingerprint for agiven ethnic group. Anatolia could study a specimen and placeitin
context of racia type-and ninetimes out of ten, nametheindividua’ s planet of origin.

Specimen 7355 defied every known pattern, not only in the Regan Empire, but in the Sassan aswell.
Something smacked of Ashtan, but the pattern appeared fragmented like shards of a broken pot stuck
around a bottle.

She locked the security door behind her as she stepped out into the long corridor. The sign overhead
read: CRIMINAL ANATOMICAL RESEARCH LABORATORY.

Preoccupied, she barely noted the security guard where he sat at the foyer ation.

“Going home, Anatolia?’ Vet Hamlin called. He bardly raised his round face from the monitor he
studied. Thick nervousfingers tapped againgt the console. “Uh-huh. Seeyou later.”

“I wouldn’t leave the building just yet.”

Anatolia hesitated, hand over the patch that would activate the thirty-fifth floor lift. She forced her mind
back to the here and now. “What?’

Vet gave her afdtering smile. Most of the security guardsin the building were also students. Like her,
they dl had their pet projects. “I said, you might not want to leave. They'rerioting in the Streets,,,

Anatolia stepped over to the desk, bending down to stare at the monitor Vet indicated. She could make
out the main thoroughfare before the building. A maob thronged the boulevard like ahorde of angry
insects. Some carried signs, others brandished clubs and knives. Here and there afight broke out, and
Anatoliawinced as aman or woman went down.

“What isthis?’

“Ared liveriot,” Vet told her grimly. * Security hasthe entire building locked up. They best on the doors
for awhile until they decided they couldn’t get in. Then they kind of went berserk.”

She gave him anervous sideways glance. “ They tried to get in here?’

Vet nodded. “Y eah, but we were notified. The Revenue Building two blocks down wasn't so lucky. |
guessthe place has been gutted.”

“But why?

Vet'sdark browsknit in abrooding frown. “The Emperor isdead. Most of the Councillorsand
Government Ministers have been arrested for corruption.

WEe re on the verge of chaos unless some order isimposed.”



Anatoliawatched as an angry young woman shouted and waved. People backed away from her. For a
brief ingtant, the woman looked into the camera, her auburn hair in awild tangle about her beautiful face.
For that moment, her feral amber eyeslocked with Anatolia s blue ones. Relax, she can’t seeyou. It was
mere chance that shelooked up just then. Tension constricted her breast.

Anatolia gasped as the woman on the street used an illegdl blaster to blow a hole in the tactite window of
the small clothing store across the boulevard. One by one, she blew out the security doors of the

busi nesses that lined the opposite side of the Street. The mob swarmed in, looting, fighting over the goods
they tore from the shelves.

“Where d she get the blaster?” Vet asked, grabbing for hiscomm setto cdl itin.
“What if she'd tried that on our building?’

“Yeah ... wdll, just hope she doesn't. | heard they killed dl the people they caught in the Revenue
Building. Hacked the men apart and threw the pieces around. What they did to thewomen. . . .”

Anatolia shivered as her eyes narrowed. A woman burst from one of the doorways, screaming asa
pack of men raced after her, pulling her down, ripping her clothes off .

Anatolialooked away. Wouldn't anyone go to that wretched woman'said? Had al semblance of order
died with noble Tybat? Her heart raced for the second time that night.

Staffakar Therma cried out in the ingtant before he jerked awake.

“What' swrong?" Skylaasked in a hushed whisper, her fingersingtinctively seeking the holstered blaster
that hung on the headboard.

The lights brightened as the sensors picked up not only movement, but speech. Skyla needed but a
glanceto know. Another nightmare. They stalked Staffal s deep, insidious, hanging just beyond the vell of
the Lord Commander’ s consciousness.

Staffa shivered; the action bunched the thick muscles on his chest and shoulders. Hislong black hair lay
in atangle around hishead. He blinked and histhin lips narrowed as he worked his mouth. Perspiration
gleamed on his high forehead and tense, strongjawed face.

“All right?” she asked.

Heran ahand over his sweaty face and pressed thumb and forefinger against the bridge of hislong
straight nose before glancing a Skylawith deadly gray eyes as she sat up beside him. A thin Myklenian
slk sheet dipped down to drape over her smooth pale flesh. She placed areassuring hand on his
sunblackened skin, marveling & the contrast in tones.

They lay on afour-posted deeping platform, bodies entwined in delicate fabrics. The bed itsalf had been
carved from the finest sandwood, and an e egant canopy of sheer fabric separated the light into rainbow
patterns. Viridian carpet covered the floor of the spacious deeping quarters, while the wals, paneed in
Riparian blackwood, bore the wealth of alifetime’ s accumulated trophies. Wereit not for the faint
vibration from Cryda s powerful reactors and the atmosphere control, the room might have beenina
planetside paaceinstead of awarship.



Staffakar Thermapulled aknee up, lowering his head until it rested on abaled fist. “1 dreamed.... You
know, the day | killed the Pragtor. | heard his mocking laughter, felt hisflesh giving under my fingersasl
twisted his neck. The bones crackled and grated before they snapped.” Helicked dry lips. “1 stood
there, feet spread, hands knotted, glaring up at the green sun of Myklene, and | wept, Skyla. | wept
while my soul burned with shame.”

SkylaLymadipped athleticdly from the platform, the ruby silk flowing from her body in adeicate wave.
Her pae blonde hair tumbled around her muscular

body, a shining wreath that reached to her ankles. A frown marring her classc features, she poured two
crysta goblets half full of sherry as she studied Staffa. In the soft glow of thelight, the scar that marked
her cheek could barely be seen.

She settled onto the wadded bedding with the grace of ahunting cat. Long
fingers pressed the slemmed goblet into Staffakar Therma s empty hand.

“And thenwhat?’ Skyla svoice carried the timbre of awoman used to giving orders and expecting them
to be obeyed. Now she watched him, waiting, |etting her eyes play over the corded muscles of his back
and shoulders. Long scars crisscrossed his flesh-relics of alifetime of war and struggle. For the moment,
hisface was velled by hislong hair.

During al the years she’ d loved him, she' d never thought it would be like this, that he' d be haunted by
the dead---obsessed by the need to vindicate himself.

“Thegreen light grew brighter,” Staffa continued in astrained voice. “Findly | had to squint, to shidd my
eyesfrom the searing light. When | took astep, | stumbled in burning sand. Etaria. | wasin the desert
again. Thedave collar choked me. And thethirt ... it was agonizing. | blinked and looked around. White
scorching sand everywhere—endless. Buit it shifted, whispered ... moved. They came crawling out. . . .”

“Who, Staffa?’. Skyla cocked her head as she sipped the sherry. The ghouls again? Pus Rot it, Staffa,
can't you leave them behind? They’ re dead, and you can’t change that—can’t bring them back, no
matter how you torture yoursdlf.

“Peebd ... Koree ... others. So many, the sand was aive with them for asfar as| could see. They
dragged themselves up from the depths of the dunes. Sand in their eyes, sand in their mouths and noses.
Bodies caked with it. They clawed their way toward me, whispering.”

“Whispering what?’

“Blaming me. Curang me.” He threw his head back, flipping his gleaming black hair over his shouldersto
stare empitily at the rainbow canopy with ditted eyes. The lines had drawn tight at the corners of hishard
mouth.

“Thewind started then,” he continued. “Like ahowling, it roared down out of the dunes. | couldn It
run, couldn’t move. It blasted me with amillion grains of sand, cutting the skin from my body and caking
inmy blood. | could fed it eroding the bodies of the dead who crawled and wailed at my feet. Harder it
blew, until the air keened and sand grated upon itsdlf in ashrill voice that became Chryda s scream.”

Absently hetook asip of sherry, asif to wet his mouth with the sweet drink. So tightly did he grip the
goblet, the tendons stood from the backs of his hands. “ She cried out to me, terrified, dying. As| killed



her, | could hear the air sucked from around her and the sandstorm exploded into flame and
decompression. | reached for her, could see her, so close. My fingertips touched hers ... and the
explosion ripped her away.”

Skylawaited, legs crossed, fingerslaced around the stem of her glass. “ And then you woke up?’

Staffashook hishead. “1 fell *. . . tumbling out through the gutted remains of Chryda s ship. Weightless,
atwisting agony inmy gut, | tried to get my armor to work. | was gasping, cartwhesling in pitch
blackness, thinking ... thisisdeath. Thisiswhat | deserve.”

He glanced at her, misery in hisgray eyes. “When the vertigo cleared, | lay in adark cavern. Makarta. |
could tell by the smell of ozone from blagter fire. The place reeked of musty air and clotted blood and
mold and punctured guts. | felt around, trying to find my way on the stone floor.

He swallowed hard, asif choked by the memory. “ The darkness came dive. Y ou could hear them ... the
dead ... coming, reaching out in the darkness. The air went cold and clammy and my skin started to itch.
| crawled away, scrambling, crying out in terror. Anything ... just get awvay from me.

“They keep getting closer ... closer. | can't find the way. Rubbery fingers dip off my boot. | can smell
the rotting bodies, hear their loose flesh scraping on the rock.

“That’ swhen | come up against the door.”” “What door?’ Skyla prompted, gaze narrowing. “Meta.”
Staffagulped alarge swalow of sherry. “They’re so close. | legp to my feet, pounding with fists ... and it
opens. | fal insgde, damming the my door shut behind me. The sharp edges of the sted dice off bloated
fingers, leave them writhing like maggots on the stonefloor.”

“But you're safe?” Staffal s nervous fingerstightened in astranglehold on the stem of hisglass. “No. No
safety. | turn around and thereisthe Mag Comm. Thelights are gleaming and that mind link cap is
glowing-molten, like liquid gold. The answer isthere, locked in the banks of that dien monstrosity.
Behind me, the only way out is blocked by the dead. The machineisthe only choice.”

Skylapulled herself next to him and twined her handsinto his, noting the difference between her long
pale fingers and his thicker ones-aman’s hands, callused, burned by the sun.

Staffatook a deep breath. “1 walk forward, knowing | can’t - face the dead who-wait in the darkness.
The machine coversthe entire wall, itslights piercing the murky cavern. No human made that machine;
it sdienindesgn, initsvery existence. How can | trust it? How can | put that cap on my head? What
will it do to my thoughts?’

Hewinced. “I canfed it prickle my scap-even now, here, awake. | canfed it the sameas| did that day
in Makartawhen KayllaDawn stopped me from putting it on my head.”

“But you do it, don’'t you?’

“Yes. And then ... then | scream and wake up.” Skylatossed down the last of her sherry, extending a
long arm to place the glass at the bedside. “Y ou’ ve made the machine into a persona. It's become an
obsession. Considering what it did to Bruen, do you think that' swise?’ He grunted sourly and drank
more of hissherry.

“Maybe not. But the answer isthere. It'sgot to be. No matter how you look &t it, the machine isthe



key. We ve known for centuries that the Forbidden Borders aren’t natural. They’ re an artifact—created
by someone for areason. Humans didn’t make them nor did humans build the Mag Comm. I’ ve seenit.
I” know. To our knowledge, they are the only two dien artifactsin Free Space.”

“The Forbidden Borderswall usin likeaprison.” Skylagave him asdelong glance. “Perhapsthe
mechineisthejaler?’

Staffaground histeeth, jaw musclesleaping. “it might be, but it doesn’t fed right. The Mag Commas
best we can determine—only observed. Any actionsit tried to effect were through the Seddi. The Mag
Comm manipulated the Seddi through that entire charade to kill me. If it had power, why didn’t it
assassinate me outright? And look at the number of timesit orchestrated Seddi attemptsto nate
Tybdt.”

“Then it might be as much a prisoner aswe are. Saffalifted amuscular shoulder inashrug. “That's
possible. But if that’ s the case, do you think it will help us? It' s got to have some information hidden
away in those banks-some knowledge of how to break the Forbidden Borders.”

“1 hate to remind you, but the machine’ s buried deep insde Makarta. That' sin Regan territory. And |
don’t think either Sinklar Figt, or Ily Takka, isgoing to let you space in, drop down, and interrogate the
mechine’

Staffa smiled, the action bereft of amusement. “I suppose not. We re perched on the edge of the abyss.
Thistrip to see the Sassan Emperor ... we' ve got avery limited probability for success.”

“I know.” Skylastretched out beside him, strain in her glinting blue eyes. “I checked before | cameto
bed. Firgt Officer Hmut sayswe |l drop out of null sngularity in another-* she shot aglance a the
chronometer-“seven hours. | guesswe' Il see what happens when we arrive.

Staffagave her ahard gppraisd. “HisHolinessisn't going to like this”
“Hell haveto.”

Staffasighed and ran his preoccupied gaze over the weapons and battle trophies that lined the walls. He
placed the sherry glass next to Skyla' s and leaned back, ordering the lights down.

“I’'ve got to do this, Skyla,” hewhispered. “I don’'t have achoice.”
“I know.” Shewrapped one muscular leg around him, dipping her amstightly

about his chest asif to protect him from the darkness. Because if you don't, you' |l never free yoursdlf
from the ghosts, and the guilt that seeksto suffocate you.

Tedor Mathaiison hung his head in weary dishdlief. He sat in an interrogation chair with electrodes taped
to hisfreshly shaved skull. He could describe the room they’ d placed him in with one word: festureless.
Not even amark scuffed the hard floor beneath hisfeet. The gray walls of the small cell were marred
only by the recessed cameras that monitored his every move and expression. Those passionless glass
eyes even magnified his pupil dilation. The datawere crossreferenced to his pulse, GSR, EEG, and neurd
pattern access. He lay exposed, completely at the mercy of the interrogator. No secret remained inviolate
to his captor’s probe.

“What more do you wish of me?’ Tedor asked. *Y ou’ ve drugged me with Mytol, and I’ ve told you



everything | know. Y ou’' vewrung me asdry asyou can ... and you' ve found nothing. No corruption. |
served my emperor well, may the Blessed Gods keep him. “ Tedor stared at his knees, covered asthey
were by thethin gray overallsthey had given him after hisarrest. How had he cometo this? The very
universe had turned upside down. Two weeks ago, he' d be the Minister of Defense, in charge of the
Regan military forces currently massing to strike a the Sassan Empire. Now, Tybdt the Imperia
Seventh,” his emperor, was dead. The Regan Empire reeled in shock and chaos, and he’ d been arrested.
Gyl the Assstant Minigter of Interna Security, walked around to face him. An unforgiving finger lifted
Tedor's chin so that he stared into the Assstant Minister’ sface. The thick features appeared impassive,
emotionless. “What isyour assessment of the military’ s ability to respond to an emergency?’

They hadn’t given Tedor adrink for hours, and Mytal left the throat very dry. Histongue felt like cotton.
“Not good. With me here, our response time will be cut by severa hours. My Deputieswill haveto
assemble acommand override. Normally, they’ d smply cal the Emperor, but under the current
circumstances they’ Il need the approval of at least ten Division Firgsto give orders and make command
decisons. “

“Suppose | told you your Deputies had aready been arrested and charged with conspiracy, what would
you say?’

Tedor jerked upright and gaped. “What? Arrested for ... Don't you understand? Without the Deputies,
themilitary ishelpless! If the Sassans hear abouit it they’|l.... Damn you, tdl meitisn't sol”

“Itisso,” Gysdl replied in amonotone.

Tedor’ sjaw quivered, eyesglazing. “Then you' ve laid uswide open. If the Sassans move now.... Damn
you, you' ve left us parayzed!”

“Excdlent.” Gysdl smiled. “ Then the same would be true about domestic control, wouldn’t it?” Unable
to comprehend, Tedor nodded. “The Division Firstsswon't act without orders. Neither will the fleet.”

“Tel me” Gysdl’ svoice dropped, “what do you think of Sinklar Figt’ s military ability?’

Tedor'slip lifted. “The man isathreat to every inditution in the military. He sabarbarian, an outlaw! If
he’ s not stopped, he'll overturn three hundred

years of tradition. Make amockery of honor and duty.” Tedor shook his head. “He s acancer, mister
interrogetor.”

Gysdl ignored the dight. “ Y ou didn’t answer my question. | don't care about outdated military rituals
and privileges. What is your assessment of hismilitary and tactica brilliance? Why did he survive his
predicament on Targa-and win besides?’

Tedor glared up resentfully. “Because he defied the conventions of war. He threw away the rules,
Gysdl. That' swhat makes him so dangerous.”

Gysd| lifted an inquisitive eyebrow and Tedor laughed. “L ook at your monitor, Gysell. Read your
ingrumentsand tell meif I'm lying. Here sthetruth, and | hope you and Ily Takkachokeonit. Sinklar
Fist isthe most dangerous man in dl of Free Space. | know that Iy’ s playing for control of the Empire.
But what kind of empire does shethink she'll inherit if Fist isallowed to spread his cancer? Don't you
see? He' sempowering the rabble! What kind of society will you haveif the loutsin the street fed they're
asimportant as the Emperor? Y ou' re talking about chaos! Suicide!”



“And you think he/'ll do that?’

Tedor spread hishandsimploringly, hisvoice dropping to ahiss. “He s one of them! Read hisfile. He's
the son of Seddi assassins. Would you want to rub el bows with the likes of him? He has no family, no
lineage. Andif you and Ily aren't careful, you' |l have him on the Imperid throne.”

“I dmost think you fear Fist more than either the Sassans or the Star Butcher.”

Tedor looked the other way, despair and defest filling him. “Perhaps | do. What difference doesit
make?Very well, I'll make my bargain with Ily. That' swhat thisisal about, isn't it? Power struggle?
Y ou know my fedingsabout 1ly.” He looked up, straight into the camera, into Iy’ seyes. “I’ ve dways
despised you, Iy, but I’ [l make my peace. I’ ll become your minion. I’ [l serve you and place you on the
Imperid throne.

My only priceis Sinklar Fist. Send me his severed head, and | will knedl before you ... Empress.For the
firg time, Gysdl amiled.

| Sec-clear.codel3142,2,11:40 Aboard Regan Cruiser Gyton

From: Divison First Mykroft, Second Targan 1.

To: Tedor Mathaiison, Minister of Defense, Capitol Building, Rega
Dear Tedor:

It ismy desperate duty asaloyd servant of the Empire and amilitary officer to send you thisreport. In
violation of regulation, | have been dismissed from command of the Second Targan Assault Division by
order of Sinklar Fist, and by the authority of the Minister of Internal Security, lly Takka. Commander
Braktov has assented, but | believe with reservation and under protest; however, she will not disobey
since Minister Takka carries the jessant-de-lis- Tybalt’ s persond authority.

It ismy earnest hope that this message reaches you soonet, for | fear we must al guard ourselves.
Beware, my friend, for Ily sees Tybdt's nation as her chance to ascend the throne of the Tybdts.
Give her no opportunity to arrest you, for if you disgppear into her warren, your chances of leaving will
be pitifully few. Surround yoursdlf with your most loya Division for security, and prepare yoursdf and
your troops.

Thislagt isthe mogt difficult for meto Communicate, for it will mean my life, but then, whet isalife
compared to an empire? And | fear | have been ruined beyond redemption by the events on Targa and
my part in them. Death isby far the preferred dternative to dishonor. Thusit iswith heavy heart and the
greatest Sincerity that | urge you to prepare the planetary defenses and destroy thisfleet asit approaches.
Sinklar Fist, on whom you have received more than one of my reports, has built arebd army, and withiit,
intends to take the Empire for hisown. If you have any lovefor the empire, for our very way of life, now
isyour timeto strike. Blast this Sinklar Fist and his Rotted legions from space, or humanity will ever curse
your namefor the plagueinflicted upon them. You MUST act! Y our Humble Servart,

Mykroft

Communication intercepted by Interna Security four hours after the arrest of Tedor Mathadson.
Missive used as evidence to gain the conviction of the former Minister of Defense on charges of treason.



Regan Imperid Archives.

CHAPTER 2

Sinklar Fist st at the fold-out desk in the commander’ s cabin and tapped his chin with an uneasy finger
ashe stared at the comm monitorswhich filled the wall across from him. Around him, Gyton hummed
and made the mechanica sounds common to al military starships. The humid air carried ametallic scent
that barely masked the odor of humanity. The cabin appeared typicaly martial and spartan. [vory paint
had been dapped on the bulkheads until they appeared lumpy from years of o-ver-painting. A narrow
bunk with g restraints abutted one wall. As befitted Sinklar’ srank, anarrow door in the corner opened
on acramped toilet, sink, and shower. Combat armor hung from a qui ck-rel ease across from the bed. A
snglewar bag rested in the hoops at the foot of the undept in bunk.

Brain numb, he gazed vacantly at the monitors, painfully aware that hisusud brilliance had deserted him.
Cartographic displays delineated various features of the planet Rega, some at larger scale than others.
The screens detailed cities, topography, power lines, water and sewer systems, media stations,
governmenta buildings, and security ingallations.

Sinklar screwed histhin face into a grimace and pinched the bridge of his nose with anervous hand, asif
he could squeeze some sense into his muzzy brain. He wore loose-fitting space whites that seemed asize
too large.

At firgt glance, helooked little more than agangly boy barely past his adolescence. A shock of thick
black hair in need of both cutting and combing framed

his features. The knobby nose didn’t quite fit hisface squardly. The jaw was strong, giving him a
determined look. But the eyes drew the most attention, rivetingone tiger amber, the other stedl gray.
Beyond that, his body had an undernourished qudity, the legacy of his proximity to youth.

But on closer ingpection, his features betrayed agrim seriousness that belied his chronologica age. Lines
had begun to form at the corners of his mouth. And when a person looked into those eyes, they’d seea
soul hardened and harrowed, asif it had drunk too deeply of life' s bitterness.

Sinklar shook his head, trying to free himself of the memoriesthat dipped up from his subconscious.
Gretta Artina s ghost lingered, reminding him of the love they’ d shared and the grief he now bore. The
hate-filled eyes of the Seddi assassin, Arta Fera, glowed amber from the shadows, dangerous and
damned.

“Comeon, Sinklar,” he muttered irritably to himsdlf. “Y ou’ ve got a perfect operationto plan ... or elsea
lot of peoplearegoing to die. “

At the words, he arched, glaring a the monitors. Makarta Mountain lay just days behind him.,
Makarta-the fortress of the Seddi. He could imagine those black stone halways, see the bodies
wretchedly sprawled in death. Smell the reek of corrupting flesh on the musty air of the mountain tomb.
From desiccated eyes, the dead stared across time and space and into his uneasy soul.

What could | have done differently?

Gretta s gentle laughter echoed in the halls of hismemory. He closed his eyes, imagining her hands.



She d stand behind him, massaging his knotted shoul ders while she spoke in soothing tones. “Y ou gonna
win thisone, Sink? Or just waste your time fooling around with ghosts?’

He dapped a hand down on his desk, jumped to hisfeet, and resumed the ritual pacing he’ d adopted:
the four steps out and back alowed him by the confines of the cabin.

Makarta had become a debacle. First he' d trapped the Seddi inside the mountain, and then the Seddi
had trapped Sinklar’ s own people and held them hostage down there in the bowels of their winding
warrens. The only way to effect the release of Mac’ strapped Sections had been to mount one bloody
assault after another on the stubborn defenders.

Sink knotted hisfists, remembering that find order from Rysta Braktov: Evacuate!

Muittering a curse, he palmed the lock plate and stepped through the hatch into the gray-painted
corridor. Nervous energy pumped in hisveins as he passed under the glowing light panels. Cablesand
conduit packed the celling in aropy mass. The soles of his boots whispered on the deck plate.
Reinforcing strakes arched around the corridor like rib bones-and he walked through the serpent’ s belly.

How could he plan when his thoughts twisted like an Ashtan tornado? If only he could put everything
that had happened during the last monthsinto perspective. Gretta had dways helped him do that, and
now he ached for her steadying words. She’ d loved him-and been murdered by the Seddi assassin. He
hadn’t even had timeto grieve, to fed the warmth looted from hislife and soul. Immediately theresfter,
Mac had amogt died in Makarta M ountain-from Regan guns, guns Sink now commanded aboard Gyton.
Sinklar’ s gut went hollow as he remembered those last moments. He' d been so closeto failure ...
impotent for thefirg timein hislife.

The words uttered by Staffakar Thermahaunted him: “. - - Each action will cost you. Every meter you
advance into Makartawill be on rock dippery with Regan blood. “

And Rysta Braktov’ svoice had cackled: “I have an order from Tybdt the Imperia Seventh ... your Six
hundred are well worth the price. My orders are to destroy the Seddi fortress ... and | will do so. “

How could Sinklar have known he was matching wits with the Star Butcher? The Lord Commander’s
link with the Seddi till vexed him. What did the Companions and the Seddi have in common? And what
had that mysterious conversation with Staffa meant? Staffakar Thermaclaimsto be my father! The
thought whirled sensdlesdy around in hismind.

“Unlessit’ sanother Seddi trick, some sort of psychologica gamethey’re playing.” He ground histeeth.
Werethat the case, it was working; try as he might, he couldn’t order his thoughts as he once had.
Maybe he needed to go drag Mac out of bed to talk it overbut Mac had more than enough on his mind.
MacRuder had the chore of retraining the remainder of Rysta s Divisons-Divisons Sinklar’ stroops had
mauled on Targa. Somehow, Mac had managed to do theimpossible, overcoming most of the festering
resentment felt by those veteran ranks. Mac' s magic seemed to be amixture of iron-fist diplomacy,
caculating reason, and the sobering reality that Regan blasters had taken potshots at the Star Butcher
himself. Relations with the Companions hadn’t exactly been amicable when Staffa sfleet pulled the Lord
Commander out of the trap at Makarta. If anyone knew the awesome fury the Companions could
unleash, Rysta s veterans did. And it scared hell out of them.

The Rotted Gods knew what kind of messthey’ d find Regain when they exited null sngularity. The
entire empire might bein flames. Sinklar tapped his forehead with aknotted figt, trying to anticipate. For
an adly, heonly had Ily Takka, the cold-blooded scheming Minister of Internal Security. And he trusted



her about as far as he could see past an event horizon -

Sink, you'rein some serious shit—as usua. And you' d better get your brain into overdrive, or you're
going to think the war on Targawas paradise compared to what’ s about to break |oose.

Hetook the firgt left and passed two crewmen, aware of their gaping stares as he marched on. They
don’t know what to think. I’ ve gone from an outlaw to a L ord—and their empire isteetering on the edge
of the abyss. He stepped out into one of the observation blisters and walked past the spectrometer and
scopes to the transparency with the idea that he could gaze at the stars. He found nothing but an infinite
blackness. A weary smile bent hislips. “Foal, you'rein null singularity. There' s nothing to see because
light doesn't exidt. “

“That’sright.

Sinklar spun on his hed to see the old woman where she sat in a shadowed observation chair.
“Commander Braktov. I'm sorry. | didn’t see you when | camein. What are you doing here?’

Rysta Braktov gave him asour smile. “The samething you are, | suppose. | used to come up hereto
seethe gars. It became a habit. | come here for peace now—especialy when the ship’sin null
singularity. It’sthe one place no one has a reason to come to except, it would seem, for yoursdlf.”

Sinklar’ s eyes adjusted to the gloom and he could see her better. She had to have passed her second
century of life. Despite rgjuvenation treetments, her dark brown skin had wrinkled and gray shot through
her hair. The commander’ s uniform she wore, however, looked crisp, |etter perfect. Nor could anyone
underrate Rysta Braktov after one look into those gleaming black eyes.

Sinklar rubbed the back of his neck, wishing the action would disspate the strainin hissoul. “1’'m sorry
to have bothered you.”

Asheturned to leave, she chuckled dryly and caled, “Oh, no bother.” A pause. “Besides, it'syour ship
now ... Lord Figt. “ I

Sinklar stopped. Theway she'd said “Lord” rankled. He braced both hands on the spectrometer that
separated them and said, * Perhaps we should settle some things between us. | can understand and
accept your feglings about me, Commander, but we' re going to have to work together when we reach
Rega”

She snorted angrily and thrust her jaw forward. “ Rotted Gods, Sinklar, do you have any ideawhat’s
happened? The Emperor’ s been nated! Regais on the verge of collgpsing internaly while Sassa
walts

out there eager for the chanceto cut our throats! The Lord Commander of Companions, the Star
Butcher, may be contracted with Sassa—or maybe with the thrice-cursed Seddi! And back on Rega,
who' s about to seize power? [ly Takka, the Minister of. Interna Security, that’swho! Now, boy, she
might have pulled your balls out of the crusher on Targa, but when it comesto andly, I'd trust a Cytean
cobrabefore I’ d alow mysdf to blink in the sasmeroom with Ily. * A pause. “Or are you just another of
her lackeys? Isthat it? Did she wiggle her cute ass until your testicles overloaded your brain?’

“I’'m not the young fool you think, Commander.” Rystawaved asif to shoo afly. “No? Wdll, tell me
something, Lord Fist. What are you redly after? What' s your angle in this damned mess?’



“Commander, maybe I’ d better fill you in about what just happened on Targa. The Seddi Magister, an
old man called Bruen, plotted and initiated the Targan revolt for reasons |’ m till not completely sure of. |
was among the first troops dropped to retake the planet. | got to see the whole thing from start to finish.
The entire operation was a screwup. The leadership was incompetent, the training we received,
ludicrous. Mac, Gretta, and | survived purely by luck. The Targanskilled over ninety percent of my
Divison on thefirst day because of sheer command stupidity! Ninety percent!

“Then some damned jackass gave us green replacementsto fill the ranks. | was promoted to Sergeant
Firgt and sent out with a Section to hold a pass against overwhelming enemy forces. Well, | threw the
damned book away and devised my own tactics, Commander. Because of that, my Section held its
position and dealt the rebels a severe setback.

“About that time, the Seddi nated my Divison First. So what happened? Tybdt-playing some slly
political gamewith Ily Takka-put mein charge of the First Targan Division. And do you know why?
Because we were a soak off! Tybalt sought to gain apolitica advantage through a Regan defeat on
Targa They sent usinto the countryside, withdrew our transport and supply, and waited for usto
conveniently die.

Rysta s expression had hardened. “But you didn’'t.” Sinklar shook his head. *Y ou bet we didn't. We
made it up as we went, and we reorganized the Division command structure. Then we took the rebel
stronghold of VVespaand broke the back of the rebellious Targan forcesin apitched battle.”

Rysta poked a hard finger at him. “And you went beyond your authority when you tried to contact the
Seddi. That wasn't-*

“Wasn't what? Reasonable?’ Sinklar’ slipstwisted. “Maybe you forget that thiswas just before that
idiot Mykroft had his entire Divison wiped out by the rebels. He held adance, remember? And the
Targans picked that moment to attack. Then the damned fool fled to me, and demanded | turn over my
command to him. “

“And you refused!” Rystasat forward, brigtling. “ That’smutiny, Fist!”
“Mykroft had no authority over the first Targan Assault Divison. “
“And if he had, would that have made any difference?’

“Not one damned hit. Do you think | was about to let him waste my people the way he did his own?
Not on your life. Thefina straw was when you arrived overhead and dropped five veteran Divisions...
not to subdue the rebels, no, to kill me and my people, Rysta. We' d become athreat, but we didn’t die.
We whipped five of the best Divisonsin the Regan Empire.” Rystaglared a him.

“Y ou wanted to know my angle ... what I'm after?” Sinklar returned stare for stare. “Our motto is
‘Never again.’” That'swhat I'm after. I'm going to make sure that people like Mykroft and Atkin, and the
rest of the sycophants, are never given the opportunity to butcher people the way they did on Targa. The
system’ s pus-stinking rotten, Commander! | didn’t like being left out to die-and | swear on the bodies of
my dead soldiers, I’m going to change it. One way or another. *

“Given the vituperation of your tirade, | suppose you lump mein with your sycophants. Y ou sill hate me
for making you withdraw from Makarta, don’t you?’

Sinklar took a deep breath and faced the black nothingness beyond the transparency. “Hate, Rysta?



Yes, | suppose so. Six hundred of my people were trapped with the Seddi in that Rotted mountain-and
you gloated when you got the order to kill them.” He looked down at his hands. “ Do you expect meto
forget the tonein your voice? Y our glee at the thought of destroying me?’

“You and your Divisons are acontagion, Fist.” He bent down to peer into her eyes. “Why, Rysta?
Because we fight war with the same thorough efficiency that the Companionsdo? No, it’ s not that, isit?
Admit it, Rysta. We scare hell out of you because we're turning your world upside down. We re making
amockery of the aristocratic privilege you lived for. Well, | don't givearat’ sassfor Imperia society or
what it sandsfor. Anything that might have meant to me has been washed away in Targan blood. Y our
edifice of state dite and dabaster aristocracy is cracked and trembling, Commander. And I’ll do
everything in my power to send the pieces crashing down.”

Her lip twitched as she met hisstare. “| hope I’ m around to see you fdl, boy. | want to laugh and grind
my hed inyour face as| walk past. Damn you! Don’'t you understand what' s happening? Everything
that’sgood ... our very way of lifeisat stake here! There hasto be honor and ritual to war. We ve got to
have rulesfor combat, War must be done orderly. Without it, we' re savages! Beasts!”

“Don’'t feed methat crap. I’ ve been on the front lines, Commander. I’ ve watched people | loved blasted
and bleeding. I’ ve seen the agony, and war’ sbestid. 1t's Rotted damn butchery for the privates! Y ou
hear? Screw you and your command aristocracy, sitting back in the bunkers sipping sherry and staring a
the stuation board! Crawl down in the trenches with the rest of usand dirty your hands with blood, mud,
shit, and terror! “

Rystashook her head and rubbed her eyes. “Y ou don't understand. *

Sinklar relented as he straightened. “ Yes, | do, Commander. Y ou fed like aplant ripped from the soil.

Y our Emperor, Tybalt the Imperia Seventh, is dead without an heir. Regais about to come unglued as
the people panic-unless order can be imposed somehow. Staffakar Thermaisin league with the Seddi
for sure, and possibly with the Sassan Empire. Y our military establishment-which was built on Staffa's
power-is suddenly antiquated and comic when placed against the Sassan threat. The nice cozy future has
gone suddenly black and terrifying. Nothing' s predictable anymore. War has becometoo red,
Commander. Y our entire life’ swork is suddenly meaningless. Everything you' ve believed in has gone
hollow.

Rysta' s head had bowed until she propped it with tired arms. Silence stretched between them. “ Rysta,”
Sinklar whispered, “it doesn’t mean defeat. The Empire till needs you. Instead of fighting for the old
order, for the aristocracy and the nobles, you could fight for the people. Think abouit it.”

Heturned and left, theimage of her ingrained in his mind: a broken and defeated old woman humped
over inthechair.

The auburn-haired woman leaned in the shadowed doorway of a service access tube that led off the sde
of the underground shuttle platform. A scuffed black satchel rested by her feet. Out on the platform, the
crowd of business executives, servicestechs, professonds, and other commuters waited for the next
shuttle to emerge from the EM tube. At each shift change, the platform crowded like this, but instead of
the usud air of tired relief, today tenson crackled inthe air. Regareded, uncertain, afraid.

Through narrowed amber eyes, the woman catal oged the people who waited, many bouncing anxioudy
on their toes, careful to keep their eyeslowered. Y es, they knew. They could fed the coming storm; but
none could guess how soon it would burst upon them, or with what horrible vengeance.



The platform for the shuttle measured sixty meters by twenty, with a series of lift tubesthat rose alevel

to the main pedestrian corridor that ran under the centra business district. The woman stepped out of the
access doorway and bent down, pressing astud on the black sialon satchel. Whereit lay, the bag
blended neatly with the shadows. Then she skirted the edge of the crowd as she walked toward the lift
tubes, a nondescript brown coat snugged about her. More than one man openly stared at the provocative
image of her shapely hips. She tied an umber scarf over her glossy hair as she entered the firgt lift tube.

Thefield carried her to the busy pedestrian corridor that ran like ahuman artery beneath the multistoried
office buildings. Gift shops, persona supplies vendors, caf6s, comm repair centers, delivery services, and
fine restaurants lined the sdes, while overhead, the hum from the square duct work of the air-conditioning
was drowned by the hubbub of voices and shuffling commuters.

The woman stepped into the ebb and flow of humanity, blending, alowing hersdlf to drift with the
current. She smiled grimly, aware of the men staring openly at her classic beauty—she drew them with
the same captivation as aflashing lure drew fish in Riparian waters. One glance from her hard yellow
eyes, however, and they’ d hesitate, unsure, giving her timeto duck away into the crowd.
small Precisaly on schedule, she arrived before a coffee shop and nodded to the young men and women
who sat a the tables, waiting, Sipping klav and stassa. They tensed now, reaching for packagesthat lay
beside them. A heartbest |ater, the ground shook while a deafening explosion tore through the corridor
behind her asthe satchel charge did its deadly work. Fire belched from the lift tubes, scattering the
crowd. For the briefest of instants, people froze in stunned disbdlief.

“Death to thetraitors” one of the young women in the cafe shouted into the silence.

“Death!” shouted another of the young men as he pulled a blaster and charged into the crowd.
Pandemonium broke |oose as the young people carefully goaded theriot into full fury.

The amber-eyed woman watched grimly as the frantic mass of humanity bolted in panic. Screams of
wounded and dying victims of the bomb blast vied with the shouts of the rioters and the breaking of glass
and spilling merchandise,

The amber-eyed woman placed acomm to her lips, stating Smply, “Mission complete. Have
trangportation waiting at the pickup.” Then she dipped avay among the panicked masses.

Admiral Than Jakre tapped hislaser pen on therim of his stassa cup as he watched the big holo
projector on thewall run areport Sassan spies had just forwarded from Rega. None of this made any
sense.

“Rerunthat,” he ordered his comm and got to hisfeet, pacing back and forth before his large sandwood
desk. Behind him, through his huge tactite windo:W1 the Imperial Sassan capitol rose in amagnificent
series of spires and buttresses, each lit by different pastel shadesto contrast with the night sky. Aircars,
like thousands of fireflies, streamed down the wide boulevards that separated the military command
center from Divine Sassal s palace.

The other monitors on Jekre' swall displayed the status of the military buildup which had begunin
response to the curious Regan buildup the spies had monitored severa months ago. Tybat had initiated
the buildup, and Sassan intelligence reported that the Regans feared an dliance between Sassaand the
Companions-except no such aliance existed. Sassahad no choice but to respond in kind.

Doing so hadn’t been easy. Disentangling from freshly conquered Myklene had proved anightmare.
Logisticswere snarled for want of fuel, food, medical supplies, wegpons, and just about everything else-a



portent of the perilous state of the economy.
That Rega had been going to war seemed obvious, and someintelligence andysts

had suggested that Tybat’ s assassnation had stemmed, directly or indirectly, from that decison. To
Jakre s harried gtaff, Tybalt’ s death had been awelcome reprieve, for the Sassan Empire was far too
overextended to take on anew war. But what did this latest Regan trouble mean?, Jakre sipped his
seaming drink as the holo began again, the Sassan intelligence agent’ s voice reporting: “Thismorning, in
defiance of dl our predictions, the Deputy Ministers of Defense were implicated in procurement scanda's
and arrested by the Minigtry of Interna Security.

“Deprived of command control, the Regan military is effectively decapitated. Immediately after the
arrests, rioting broke out in the Regan capitd city, in Trystia, and in theindustrid city of Vedoc. Such
rioting appears to be limited to the Regan planet itself. No other reports have been posted by field agents
on Ashtan, Maika, Sylene, or, most auspicioudy, Targa. Analysts of the data uniformly agree that such
riots are not spontaneous, but have been planned and instigated. We currently believe responsibility can
be attributed to an anti- Takka faction since our people can conceive of no permutation whereby 1y
Takka could profit from such unrest. Asof thisreport, we have no indication of who or which group
might be responsible for coordinating such resistance.”

Admira Jakre watched as mobs poured down a street, setting fire to buildings, smashing security
systems, and executing public officids. In the back-ground, he could see columns of smokerising to
smudge the Regan sky.

He shook his head at the carnage. “ Their entire military command is under arrest? Don’'t thefoolsredize
what they’ ve done?’

Jakre placed his stassa cup on his desk, rubbing his protruding belly thoughtfully. “ Comm, scramble my
inteligence section. | want them at work within an hour. Topic: Assessment of Regan command structure
pardyss. Purpose: Determination of Regan defensive abilities given the current unrest and decapitation of
command structure. Based on the above, what probability of success would be enjoyed by asurprise
fullscale military assault on Regan military forceswithin their Empire? Compute al vaueswith and without
factoring in assistance by the Companions. This project is under a Security-One clearance.”

“Affirmative,” the comm responded.

Jakre leaned back againgt his desk, eyes on the scenes of rioting. He chewed absently on his thumbnall
as hewatched. Thisisone of two things... the stupidest mistake the Regans have ever committed-or one
hell of abrilliant trap. My task isto decide whichbecauseif | win, | will uniteal of Free Space under His
Holiness rule. If | fail.... Jakre shook hishead to rid himsdf of the thought.

“Comm. Give me adirect lineto the Legate. Priority one, scramble and secure.”

“Affirmative.

“If we' re wrong about this, things wouldn’'t be worse if the Rotted Gods broke loose in Free Space.”
File 7355 made the enforced captivity in the Criminal Anatomical Research Lab less of aburden to
Anatolia. Jan Bokken, the head of complex security, refused to alow any of the personnd to leave the

building, fearing the murderous mob that till patrolled the street below. The Regan Biologica Research
Center existed in astate of Sege. Only the impregnable security doors protected those within from the



continuing riot in the Streets.

Anatolia sat at her work station and rubbed her tired eyes. With asense of triumph she stared at the
catalog she' d just completed. The results couldn’t be denied. She had run an entire inventory of both
parents genetics. Neither had contributed genetic materid to the FH. Her preiminary comparisonswith
control populationsindicated that both of her parental specimensfell within normal rangesfor stable
genetic populaions: the male Targan, the female Etarian.

she had little doubt of the accuracy of her conclusion. Human genetics had been thoroughly mapped in
al of itssubtle variaions-if not totaly explained.

searchers theorized that a heterogeneous population had spread through Free Space roughly four
thousand years ago. They based such a conclusion on the rate of genetic variation present in the gene
pool and on the known mutation rate. Scholars till argued about the date since rare founder traits
couldn’t aways be distinguished from mutations. The statistica functions were eaborate though based on
inconsstent data.

But no archaeologica evidence had ever been found to indicate a human presence prior to four thousand
two hundred years ago. From whence had the founders originaly come. None of
the planets within the Forbidden Borders had given rise to the human species-or to many of the plants
and animdsthat inhabited them. The great mystery of origins plagued and tantalized, but from the genetic
and archaeologica evidence, humanity and its various cultures had appeared full-blown to spread across
Free Space.

Anatolia gazed woodenly at her monitor, red-eyed, and, for the moment, obliviousto the perpetua
nagging question of human origins. The parenta genotypeswere normd, the patternslying well within the
datistical mode for their respective populations. But the specimen she' d originaly believed to be the
171-the offspring-lay beyond the parameters of anything ever recorded.

Anatolia planted her elbow on the desktop and settled her chinin her palm. “Compuiter, cross-reference
chromosome one through fifteen with the Centra Catalog.

“Working.”

It would be along, tedious process. Anatoliatifled ayawn and looked up at the monitor which had
been patched into the security system. She could see fires burning on the street in front of the building.

Over theyears, Ily Takkahad recruited the best and the brightest into her ranks in anticipation of this
very moment. Now her management and staff personnd fell smoothly into place, taking over government
operations and administration as she carefully removed one Regan officid after another from power.

Ily arched her spine and massaged her lower back. She sat a her desk in the opulent offices she
occupied on thetop floor of the Internal Security Ministry Building-an inconspicuous gray pile of masonry
and sted several minutes' journey by secret pneumetic tube away from the Emperor’ s palace-where she
also had quarters.

Ily’ s office might have been likened to apaace itsdlf. Spacious and airy, it was graced with crystal
skylightsthat caught the Regan sun and shot it through the office in rainbow hues. The carpet wasthe
finest Ashtan weave that changed color when walked upon. The office furnishings gleamed with Etarian
jewels and spiced sandwood. High porcelain arches rose to agroined ceiling of glass and tranducent
saon. Her private quarters beyond the massive security doors at the far end of the office contained



dining facilities, aluxurious bath and pool, aswell asagarage with shuttle capabilitiesin addition to
severd high-performance aircars. The kitchen facilitiesin the Ministry basement

retained an epicurean chef on gaff and the wine cdlar was paramount in the empire.

Ily bent forward to study the large screen that dominated her desk. From that screen, she' d been
monitoring the entire planet, orchestrating the riots her people expertly fomented to frighten locd officids
and pave the way for Sinklar’ stakeover. Through her minions she' d been subtly exercising the reins of
control. Rega, for the moment, remained stunned in the aftermath of Tybalt's nation-asif the
people refused to believe their emperor was dead.

So much the better, the eadier it isto maintain control , that is, until they cometo their sensesand redlize
just how frightening the Stuation redlly is. 1ly blinked her gritty eyes. Too many hours since she' d dept.
The monitor changed as an editoria piece on the corruption within government ran. Like al such news; it
had been written by one of her writers and syndicated

through the media net. Perfect! Ily lifted her headset and sent orders. The Minister of Defense’s
confession to participating in procurement fraud with the Rath family would be rleased now asa
follow-up.

Keep themredling, Ily. That'sit. Don't let the aristocracy have time to think about what' s happened. L et
them stew and worry about their own graft. In the meantime, erode the confidence of the people. Not
too much-but just enough.

Ily glanced at the chronometer. She had another two days before Qyton and its convoy of troopswas
scheduled to arrive overhead. Two daysto bring Regato just theright boil. At that precise moment,
Sinklar Fist’ s veteran Targan Divisonswould drop and restore order. A new military command would
be dipped deftly into place, and she’ d contral it all.

[ly yawned and stood up to get the circulation back into her weary muscles. She stepped over to the
mirror and studied herself. Her dark eyes were bloodshot. Her gleaming sable hair glinted bluishin the
light. She straightened to inspect her trim body. Shewore atight black suit that accented her thinwait,
flat belly, and high breasts. Despite the way she fdlt, shelooked damn good.

Her comm beeped and announced, “Minister Takka? We re ready for you.”

[ly pressed the button on her comm, replying, “1’ll be right down.” She checked her appearance one last
time, and forced spring back into her steps as she walked to the rear of her office. She touched an inset
stud and a section of wall panel dipped back to reved agrav lift.

“ Subbasement seven,” Ily ordered. The lift dropped without any sensation of motion.

[ly stepped out into asquare-framed halway tiled in white. Her hedls tapped as she made her way to a
siaon doorway, pamed the lock plate, and entered. She nodded to the secretary at the desk and passed
through the gray security door. The tech she expected waited uneasily, aflat monitor held in his hands.

“Thisway, Miniger. Everything isready.” He gave her aflegting smile and led her down the
white-paneled halway.

The studio soundstage 11y entered contained a backdrop of Imperid Rega s skyline. Five Judicia
Magistrates-her people, in this case—sat sternly behind an upraised sandwood bench to one side of the



room. Sophisticated holo cameras moved about the floor, their boxy receptors telescoping in and out as
the yelow-suited techsin the control room checked the angle and lighting for each. Tedor Mathaiison
and his Deputy Ministers of Defense, waited behind the shimmery vell of astasisbox. Ily crossed the
scuffed green floor and killed the restraining field.

“Ily? In the name of the Rotted Gods, what’ s going on here?” Mathaiison asked uneasily. He looked
pae, eyesdightly glassy as hetook in the courtroom scene. The Minister of Defense and his Deputies
had been shackled to their chairs by means of EM restraints. Makeup had been cunningly applied to
accent their featuresin sinister ways.

“You've beentried by the citizens tribund.” 1ly smiled her satisfaction. *'Y ou and your Deputies have
confessed, and the Judicia Magigtrates have passed judgment. Y our sentencing and subsequent
execution will be witnessed by the entire empire.”

“Execution?’ Mathaiison shot another frightened glance at the judicia bench and blinked asif to clear his
thoughts. “You'regoing to kill us?” A pause. “Damnation, woman! Don't you know what that will do?
Whether we reinnocent or not, you' |l beinviting disaster! The entire military will be without coordination!
Sassawill jump at the opportunity! Do you hear me?'Y ou’ re condemning the empire to death!”

“Enough, Tedor. | know exactly what will happen. Tybat’ sorders are fill in effect. He mobilized the
military prior to hisdeath, you know. First for Targa, and then to defend the empire from both the
Sassans and the Star Butcher. None of those orders have been rescinded. ©

Mathaiison licked hislips, struggling to reach out to her. “ All the more reason you need us, Ily. You've
got to have acommand control. Without our leadership, the military will be abody without abrain! My
Deputiesand | are the only people with experience enough to coordinate-*

“I have anew brain-asyou put it-in mind. I’ ve seen better coordination than any that you and your
senior gtaff have provided the empire in the past. Tedor, | have no usefor you. *

“But the Sassangl Don't you understand? If they see any weakness, any hint of vulnerability, they’ll be
on us like an Etarian sand tiger on ableeding goat!”

[ly crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. “How nice to have you bring that to my attention. I'll
handle the Sassansif they come.”

Mathaiison leaned back, eyes closed, alook of emotiond exhaustion on hisgraying face. “You'd
destroy the empire to feed your craving for power? Worse, you' d destroy yourself. How can you expect
to surviveif the Sassansinvade? It' s suicide!”

One of the holo cams dropped down, hovering asit whined to bring the Defense Minister’ sface into
focus. Two of the white-hot spots shifted above. Beads of sweat had begun to form on Mathaiison's
brow. Ily gave him athroaty chuckle. “Dear Tedor, my old enemy, I’ ve given thisalot of thought.
Suicide? Me? Hardly. | have my course plotted-and the Sassans, with the luck of the blessed Gods, will
fdl for thebait I'm offering them.”

Mathaiison stared increduloudly. “Y ou want them to strike? Who do you think could coordinate the
military? Y oursdf? My Divison Firgts and Fleet Commanders hate you and your Ministry. They' d rather
cut their own throats then cooperate with you. *

“They don’t have to cooperate with me.” Ily turned a atech’ssignd. “But they will with Sinklar Fist ...



who will not only guard the empire-he Il hand me Sassaand the Companions aswell.”

“Hg?He€'s... he' san undisciplined traitor! A wild child without standing or respect for the ingtitutions of
the military. HE s*

“Brilliant. And the finest military mind the empire has. *
“Putting him in charge will be liketurning the military on its head.

“That’swhat I’'m counting on.” 1ly turned on her hed and strode to the rear as the techs motioned fina
countdown to broadcast.

“No!” Tedor Mathaiison cried. “It’ slunacy! She'scrazy! She wantsto kill usal!”

“Silencethe prisoners,” the head Judicia Magistrate ordered and a privacy field dropped over the
screaming Tedor Mathaiison, once Minister of Defense for the Regan Empire.

The broadcast began, the Judicid Magistrates reading the charges while the producer filled inwith
segments of the confessions obtained-in some cases, creetively edited into the most damning context

possible.

Ily watched from the rear. No, Tedor, you weren't nearly the treasonous corrupt bastard | had to make
you into. Y ou were dways concerned with serving the Emperor-but now, you must servethe stateina
way only aman of your reputation and status can.

“Asaresult of the above cited evidence,” the head Judicid Magistrate droned on, “this board must find
the defendants guilty on al charges brought against them. It isfurther the decison of thisboard that the
only suitable punishment for the corruption and license uncovered by thisinvestigation is death. This
decision has passed and been ruled reasonable and just. “

Ily glanced at the Defense Minister and his Deputies who sat in shocked immobility. She gestured to the
tech and nodded, knowing the producer had begun to run the prerecorded piece where she coolly asked
for clemency for the condemned.

“You can't do this” Tedor burst out, unaware that the privacy field had lifted. “ That treasonous bitch
wantsto destroy usdl! Ily, you vile, polluted whore! Y ou despicable Cytean serpent!”

[ly leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Perfect. The moment Mathaiison burst out, the cameras
had shifted, cutting her pleaoff , sealing Tedor’ s doom. No popular support would remain for him now.
He d locked the last hasp on histomb.

A balliff stepped forward from the wings, a pneumatic syringe in one hand. The head Judicial Magidtrate
stepped down from the podium, following the bailiff who made hisway to each of the captives. Despite
the screams and pleas, the bailiff touched the pneumatic pistol to each neck. The bodiesjerked against
the restraints as the letha dose discharged; then they dumped nervelesdy whilethe Judicid Magidrate
took vital readingswith amonitor he had taken from his robes.

Thelastinline, Tedor Mathaiison, called out, “May the Rotted Gods chew your filth-encrusted soul, Ily!
| curseyou, you pustulous-*

The pistol made a spitting sound againgt his neck. Tedor stiffened and then went loose limbed in the



resraints.

The Judicia Magidtrate took the reading of his bodily functions, entered the notation into the record, and
nodded. He turned his attention to the holo cameraand stated matter-of-factly, “1 pronounce sentence to
have been carried out. This caseis closed to the satisfaction of the people.”

A tech lifted ahand, snapped hisfist closed, and made adownward dash of hisarm, indicating the
broadcast was over.

Ily waked off the set, awarm joy spreading through her. Let the people ponder what they’ d just seen.
She had them now-right where she wanted them.

Personal Quarters Seddi Warrens
Itrestic Asteroids

3889-17-7 SC: 22:30

Dear Hyde:

| needed to write you this letter in hopes that perhaps we weren’t wrong about the quanta, about the
eternd condition of nature and God Mind. By this gesture, | hope that through some permutation of the
quanta, You'll understand, and | can touch your pure and wonderful soul again-dead and peaceful though
you may be.

All of our plans have turned to dust and blown away on the interstellar wind. As| search about me, | see
no evidence that we had any impact on humanity at al. We might never have been. How did it go so
wrong? Was it the machine, that thrice-cursed Mag Comm? Wasiit the dance of the quanta? How could
we have Predicted that Staffa kar Thermawould become avare? | have studied the events, talked with
Staffa, and through the benefit of hindsight, can see what went wrong. We take awareness,
Consciousness, sentience, or whatever you wish to cal it, to be agiven. Infants are born with dazed
mindsthat beginto gd in child-

hood, are molded through adolescence and solidify in adulthood. The occurrenceis so routine, SO
mundane, we never question the importance of the process.

Inignorance, we set the whedlsin motion to trap and kill Staffa. Mighty armieswere fielded, the palitics
of vast empires were manipulated, and innocent human beings girded themsalves for war, shedding their
blood and squandering their lives as aresult of our intrigue. Neverthel ess, we went down to horrid
defeat, and why? Was it mismanagement of resources? Wasit strategic misca culation? Disinformation?

No, old friend, our crushing defeat occurred because one man, one lone human being, was suddenly
jolted into awareness.

Dear dead Hyde, knowing that now, what weight can any of us place upon a human soul ?

Excerpted from the persond diary of Magister Bruen

CHAPTER 3



“Excuseme,” thewoman's sensud voice severed Governor Zacharia Beechi€ sthoughts from his
paperwork and brought him to full attention.

She stood in his office doorway, dressed in awraparound cloak that concealed her body. Most of her
face had likewise been obscured by agauze veil-but not enough to hide her striking beauty or those
incredible amber eyes. She made an excdllent addition to his abnormally drab office with itsworn
furnishings and scarred computer, scuffed tile floor, and battered gray duraplast records casings. Being
governor of anewly defeated planet-especialy onerazed as hard as Myklene had been—offered little
opulence.

“Yes?’ Beechie straightened unconscioudy, sucking in his gut and squaring his shouldersin the process.
He wished he had time to run hisfingers through histhinning hair.

“I’'m sorry to interrupt, Captain, but I'm hereto apply for atrave visa. I-I'm Marie Attenasio.” Beechie
felt himsdlf blush dightly. He'd becomein-

ured to the suffering in the aftermath of the Myklenian conquest, but someterrible hurt wasreflected in
those magnificent eyes. The sight of her stirred curious fedings-the sort engendered by the sight of a
wounded fawn.

Heforced hismind from theimage. After adl, amilitary governor had to sted his heart. What did that
cursed baggy garment hide, anyway? If the clothing’ s purpose was to camouflage her magnificent body, it
only did ahafway job-but then, what sort of attire could mask al those curves?

“A travd visa?I’m sorry, ma am but you' re Myklenian. Trave for Myklenian citizens of Divine
Sassa' s

“I’'m not Myklenian, Captain.” Her words carried a honeyed sadness. “I was stranded here during the
war ... bardly escaped with my lifeasitis, and I’ d like to get off this miserable rock. My problem isthat
my quarters-along with my identification-were blasted to cinders during Sta.... the Star Butcher’ s attack.
I’ ve spent months scrambling to stay dive and making my way past every officia in your government to
get to your office”

Her eyes seemed to deepen, to draw his soul from itsimpregnable redoubt. “Yes, well, | see. Your
nationdity, then?’

“Ashtan, Captain.

“But that’s.... Blessed Gods, you'rea... aRegan!”

She shook her head sadly, eyeslosing focus as sherecdled the past. “| wasn't born Regan. Tybalt the
Imperid Sixth conquered my world, Lord Captain. | have no alegianceto either empire.” Her gaze
lowered and Beechie thought she paled beneath her vell. “ Everything | ever had has been taken from me
... oneway or another.”

“Then what do you wish, lady? If you have nothing, what could you hope to find on Sassa?’

“What | wish to do isget to Sassawhere | can access my financia resources and reestablish mysdlf.”

“Y ou have an account in Sassa?’ Beechie brightened, beginning to seeaway he could help her ... and
perhaps earn her favor. After dl, he wasleaving within three days, transferred back to receive a



promotion and reass gnment.

A weary smilewarmed her eyes. “ Actually, the account isin Itreata, but | understand | could draw on it
from Sassa”

Beechielifted askeptica eyebrow. “Let me get this straight. The Companions keep your currency for
you?”

Her sure nod carried more weight than her words.
“Oh, | assure you they do, Captain. Will you help me get to Sassa? Y ou would be very well rewarded.”

Beechie nodded despite his sudden reservations.”| could escort you myself. “ He waited, heart sumbling
in his chest.

She made a gesture of acceptance with her hand, the movement graceful and ddlicate. “ Captain, that
would be delightful. If you only knew how hopeless |’ ve become. “ Beechie knew. Thetonein her voice
communicated to his very soul. He stood, offering his hand. At her touch, he dmost gasped, letting
himsdlf fal into those wondrous amber eyes, wishing he could soothe the terrible hurt he saw there. “The
pleasureismine. Would you ... | mean, could | fix you dinner? Tonight?’

She hesitated, taking his measure, the action that of fear and mistrust. How many times had she been
betrayed by men? A righteous anger stirred in Beechi€ s breast.

“I giveyou my word. | mean you no harm.” Despite the honesty he forced into hiswords, he could see
tenson build.

Desperation vied with fear before she finally whispered, “1 would be ddlighted, Captain. You're a the
compound?’

He swallowed hard. “ Ask for me, Marie. I'll have a clearance for you. Say, about the eighth decant?’
“I'll ... very well. At the eighth decant.” She smiled uneesily, then turned away and he noticed the limp.
Aware of hisattention, she said softly, “1 had ahard landing during the fighting-another reason it’ staken
methislong to find my way to you.”

Beechie tugged anxioudy at his uniform as she limped down the halway. His guts knotted againgt the
need to accompany her, to protect her from the violent world beyond the guarded hals of the
adminigtration building. Why? How did she draw so effortlesdy on that masculine-need to both desire
and protect?

“Blessed Gods,” hewhispered, “I'minlove.” Then he shook hishead. Yes, he' d take her to Sassa. He
had that authority. Perhaps, somewhere dong the way, he' d see those marvel ous amber eyes glow for
him. Beechie walked over and dropped into his chair, a Puzzled look on hisface. Despite his notorious
reputation as awork addict, he couldn’t force his mind back to duty. Elbows propped on his desk, he
stared absently at the celling pands.

Myles Roma, Legate Prima Excellence to His Holiness, Sassa“ ignored the sour sensation in hisbelly
and leaned his head back in the cushioned seat ashisaircar followed the torturous route through the small
Sassan military spaceport on the outskirts of Imperid Sassa. If he' d cared to open his eyes, he could
have looked past his driver’ s head to seethe rear of Admira Than Jakre s car-and the flashing lights of
the escort beyond that as they wound through the maze of massive domes, multifloored barracks, and



towering skeletd gantries.

Instead Myles preferred to keep his eyes closed and drown himself in worry about the coming
reception. The very mention of Staffakar Thermashot sparks of inadequacy through Roma sfragile
sense of selfidentity. But having to dedl with the man face-to-face? Myles shivered.

“Have you been under alot of stressrecently?’ his persona physician had asked, peering up from the
medical comm chart he meticuloudly tapped information into.

Stress? Myleswinced at the thought. It had al started with the Myklenian contract. Staffakar Therma
and his Rot-cursed Companions had struck Myklene before the Sassan fleet had been even halfequipped
for war. When Jakre sfleet findly arrived, Staffa had virtualy handed the planet over—or at least what
was | eft of it. Single-handedly the Lord Commander had destroyed the most powerful defensive system
in Free Space without Sassan aid—or, assome glibly said, in spite of it.

Blame for the loss of Sassan dignity had never been officialy mentioned, but Myles had been dispatched
immediately to personaly oversee the continuation of contract with the Companionsfor theinevitable war
with Rega. Who could have predicted that Staffa, the most powerful mercenary in Free Space, would
have turned down not only Myles' offer, but that of the Regan she-viper, Ily Takka, aswell?

Myles groaned to himsdlf. From there, things had gone from bad to worse. Was Rega preparing to
strike Sassa? Could a preemptive strike keep the Regans off balance long enough so Sassan forces could
consolidate and crush their rival once and for al? And in the middle of it, Staffa had just up and vanished
without atrace.

No wonder I’ velogt thirty kilos!

The Legate reached abgeweed hand into his purse and brought forth a perfumed handkerchief to wipe
his sweaty face. Everything had come undone. All the predictions made over the years by various
strategists and scholars had gone suddenly awry after Staffakilled the Myklenian Pragtor.
Unsubgtantiated reports hinted that Staffa had literdly ripped the man’ s head from his body-in violation of
contract.

Mylestook adeep breath, ssomach roiling at the memory of the Lord Commander’ simperious nature. |f
ahuman could be crossed with areptile, something like kar Thermawould be produced. With a shudder,
Myles remembered the times he' d stared into those pitiless gray eyes and felt his soul shrivel.

Rotted right he' d been under stress-and that was before Tybalt’ s assassination and the gamble Jakre
and His Holiness, Sassall, had made to go to war againgt the reling Regan Empire. Theinformation
was obvioudy classified, so he hadn’t said anything to his physician; he' d just given the man the sort of
look he' d have given an insect that crawled out of hisdinner salad.

And now | haveto go and greet Staffakar Therma?

Once again | haveto be polite and charming while he makes my skin crawl. I’ d sooner bein the same
room with aRiparian blood leech.

Myles tapped his chubby, ring-encrusted fingers on the armrest and brightened. Perhaps SkylaLyma,
the gorgeous Wing Commander of the Companions, would accompany Staffa. Myles smiled and
conjured her image. He'd met her on Itreata, and falen into imme diate lust. What a handful she'd be. Or
would the fedings of insecurity engendered by Staffa’ s presence, burst Myles bubble of sexual desire,



to0?

Theaircar barely bumped asit dipped through a security hatch and settled in the restricted area behind
the main termind. In the glare of the hot lights, gray wallsroseto either side and armed marines watched
warily from the catwal ks overhead. The canopy hissed dightly asit rose. Myles unlatched the sde pand
and grunted while he shifted his bulk to the antigrav that a lieutenant hustled up for him. Jakre gave Myles
awesk amile as he was seated on his own antigrav. Flanked by armed security agents, they rode through
arched halls painted with precise military dedication to be as boring as possible.

Tdl windows and straight rows of black duraplast seats marked the arrival gate as they exited from the
access tunnd. Puffy clouds obscured Sassa sfaintly green sky and the landing field had been cleared of
all other craft for security reasons. The empty concrete pad stretched away for nearly two kilometers.
Myles pulled his antigrav up next to Jakre' s and |ooked over the room. It measured no more than fifty
pacesin any direction.

An honor guard of twenty waited patiently at attention along the drab wall nearest the gate. Gleaming
weapons were placed at parade rest and their scarlet and white uniforms|ooked splendid. Still more
security personnd-both Sassan and Companion-hustled back and forth with monitors and
communications devices,

“Fiveminutes,” Jakre muttered, hislong faceillconceding histenson. The admira brushed a his
resplendent turquoise and white uniform with whitegloved hands. He glanced surreptitioudy at Myles,
sguared his shoulders, and attempted to pull in his more than ample gut.

“What' s happened?’ Myles asked softly. “When | went to Itreata, Staffa refused to see me. | assumed
at the time that he was playing shrewd, driving up the price. Now Tybalt is dead at the hand of a Seddi
woman assassn-*

“If we can bdlieve lly Takka,” Jakre growled.” ,and we have the ahility to crush Regaonce an for al and
extend HisHoliness' benevolence over al humanity. Y et at this moment, Staffa comesto usl Why?”

“I can’t second guess the Star Butcher.” Jakre shook his head, casting a suspicious glance at the cloudy
skies beyond the armored windows. “I’ ve heard that Staffagot mixed up with that revolt on Targa. The
inteligenceis muddled, but he wasthere. Ily and thischild generd of hers, this Sinklar Fist, dmost killed
kar Therma. SkylaLyma scrambled the Companion fleet and arrived in time to pull the Lord
Commander out of thetrap. | don’t know how the Seddi are mixed up in it, but Staffa evacuated al of
their unholy priests”

Myles dipped ahand into his purse, withdrawing an antacid which he quickly gulped. “ Staffa? With
Seddi heretics? They’ ve been trying to nate him for years. It has to be some ploy, sometrick we
can't fathom yet. Staffa does nothing without achieving gain . . . or cutting some poor bastard’ sthroat in
the process. “

Inadry voice, Jakre suggested, “Maybe he' s converted. “
Mylesfailed in hiseffort to crack asmile. “Not even the Seddi god would claim the Star Butcher.”
Jakre raised a snuffbox to his nose and sniffed. “Were | ademon, and | knew Staffa had joined my

legions, | believel’d dip away at the first moment and consign mysdlf to the Rotted Gods' digestive
tractsfor therest of eternity.”



“| doubt even the Rotted Gods could protect you from Staffa.
“Y ou make him sound like he's more than human.” Myles held histongue.

A lieutenant strode up and saluted Jakre, saying, “ Security check in, sir. We have the base closed up
tight in accordance with the Lord Commander’ singtructions. Six shuttles have just disembarked from
Chryda. We thought there would only be three.”

Jakre nodded. “ That’ s his security. Five of those shuttles are decoys-just in case someone swaiting with
aloaded blaster somewhere. Staffaleaves nothing to risk ... as hisenemies have learned to their dismay.”
Myles absently placed a protective hand over hisbelly. “ A great many people would pay dearly to know
that he was dead, Admira. Heisthe perfect mercenary, without remorse, without fegling. When u look
into hiseyes, dl youfed is... cold.”

“Perhaps, but fortunately for us, he' s aways been on our side. “

Mylesfrowned at Jakre. “Ours.... and the Regans. | don’t likeit. I’'ve met 1ly. She'sno one’ sfool. Y et
she executed her entire Defense command. It makes no sense, Iban. She hasto know that she' sleaving
herself wide open. And suddenly Staffa arrives overhead demanding an audience? Consider this: Hewas
on Targa. Our intelligence reportsthat Ily tried to kill him, that Tybalt himself ordered Staffa s degth.
Rysta Braktov reportedly was ready to sacrifice over six hundred Regan troops in the process.”

“And that information bothers you, Roma? It should make you sing. They drove Staffainto our laps.”

Myles glanced up at the sky, seeing the first shuttle diving out of the cloudslike ablack diver. “ Anything
having to do with Staffa kar Therma bothers me. Iban, think. What if it' smisnformation? What if Iy and
Staffahave an dliance? What if it' sdl to put us off our guard, trap us somehow? What if Tybdlt redly
isn't dead? Do you believe the stories? Tybalt killed by awoman, an amber-eyed Seddi assassin? Where
was his security? Would Tybadlt let an assassin get closeto him?1 smell astink like a Sylenian sewer in
this. “

“Y ou' re becoming paranoid,” Jakre warned. Myles squinted hostilely. “ The Praetor of Myklene might
have replied the sameway ... once.”

Admira Jekre grunted hisirritation, but Myles noticed that the man swallowed with difficulty and his
eyes had narrowed as more of the dark wedges dropped and settled on the landing field to rest on their
grutslike predatory insects.

Within minutes, the pneumatic doors of the gate dipped back and armored troops filed into the room by
ranks. These were the famed Specia Tactics units, the dite of the Companions. They moved with
oiledmachine precision, swiftly covering the room. Despite having seen it before, Myles couldn’t help but
be impressed. They stood, encased in armor, €l ectronics sudding their helmets, each person’ s attention
centered on a different portion of the room, each responsible, wegpon at the ready. Their pride and
professonaism radiated like an aura.

A Specid Tactics Officer-ablack man with ascar on hisright cheek stepped out, scanned the room,
and took areport through his comm. He nodded, asif to himsdlf, and spoke into his hemet,mike before
stopping in front of Myles and the admird. Myles knew STO Ryman Ark from former occasons. The
man, like the rest of hiskind, was nothing more than atwo-legged jacka, but he was adamned
competent one.



“Good to seeyou again, Ark,” Jakre greeted. “ My pleasure, Admira. The Lord Commander will be
hereinjust amoment.” Ark had acommanding voice. The hard eyes pinned Myleslike aneedle through
aboail. “You'relooking morefit than I’ ve ever seen you, Legate. Whatever you' re doing, keep it up. *

“Why ... er, thank you, Ryman.” Damned fool, didn’'t Ark know an ample body was a sign of status and
power? Or had Myles just been made the butt of some insipid joke the Companions shared? The L egate
kept hisofficia smilein place while his ssomach made a growling sound; he placed his other hand
protectively over hisnavel.

A shuffling came from the gate and dll eyesturned. A stillnessfell on the room. Two people emerged and
Myles heart stuttered.

The man approached, tall and muscular, dressed in fornifitting stedl-gray

combat armor. A charcoa cloak draped like athing alive from his shoulders. Glistening black hair had
been pulled severdly over theleft ear, held in place by ajeweed clip that shot prismatic light in
scintillating rays. Polished black boots rose to the man’ s knees, and his fingers, too, were gloved in the
protective cloth. A wide belt held aworn pistol, equipment pouches, communications devices, and an
energy pack to power the golden choker at his neck that served asthefield generator for avacuum
helmet.

Myleslocked his kneesto keep them from wobbling as he met the Lord Commander’ s stare. Staffahad
ahard-jawed face, ahigh forehead, and along straight nose. The thin-lipped mouth mirrored the Lord
Commander’ s power and arrogance.

Tokill theimpulseto lick hissuddenly dry lips, Myles clenched histeeth. Staffakar Therma, the Star
Butcher, had ruthlesdy ordered the execution of billions. This man had blasted planets and sintered entire
civilizationsinto dag-and he' d done so remorseesdy, with dl the emation of Sylenianice,

Mylestore his gaze away and focused on the woman who strode beside Staffa. Y es, SkylaLyma, the
Wing Commander of the Companions, had indeed accompanied her master. She wore dazzling white
combat armor that molded to every curve of her perfectly toned body. A gymnast would envy Lyma's
muscular poise, while even the most lethargic of men would spin fantasies of that gorgeous flesh. Taut
breasts balanced the broad shoulders that tapered down to a narrow, flat-bellied waist. Myles trembled
at the promise of those perfectly rounded hips and muscular buttocks. And, ah, those long legs!

Skyla Lyma had become his persona succubus. Her hair seemed spun from blonde ice that gleamed in
thelights. Sheworeit in along braid that looped about her left shoulder and was held in place by her
uniform epaulet. Her face wasthat of a classic beauty, her dabaster skin smooth and marred only by a
faint line of scar tissue dong her left cheek. Her dert blue eyes might have been cut from azure crystalsto
accent her frosty beauty. They missed nothing as she cataloged the room and its security. She cametoa
stop before Myles and he caught the faintest hint of disgust before she masked al emotion.

“Lord Commander,” Jakre had begun, “we welcome you to HisHoliness Empire and Imperia Sassa,
the capital. His Divinity, Holy Sassathe Second, awaits your presence with pleasure and anticipation. As
aways, you do usthe greatest of honor by your arrival. We look forward to fulfilling your every wish and
demand. Y ou need but ask, and a grateful Sassawill more than gladly show its gratitude for the services
the Lord Commander and his Companions have rendered in the past. We offer our complete, if meager,
hospitality and consder it only ahint of the-*

Staffaraised agloved hand to cut Jakre off. “ Enough, 1ban. | think we' ve borne enough trias together to



dispense with the formality. We appreciate your warm welcome and hope our relations with Divine Sassa
and his aff will continue to proceed with such warmth. “

Myles clenched up asthose deadly gray eyesturned in hisdirection. “Legate Prima Excelence, it'sgood
to seeyou again. “

“M-My pleasure, Lord Commander. | hope your journey was a pleasant one.”
Saffagrinned-and aflutter like butterfly wings beganin Myles' belly.

“Yes, Myles, thetrip was pleasant, for once. The Wing Commander and | devoted our timeto clarifying
what we had to say to HisHoliness.” Staffa sfera

gaze narrowed. “1 must say, Myles, you' relooking better than you havein along time,, A little pae,
perhaps, but you' ve lost weight. Not ill, | hope?’

Myles gulped and ssammered, “No ... no ... ... Working hard, that’ s all, Lord Commander.” Damn it,
he’ samiling! What' s he after? What' sthe game here?

“Wadll, then,” Staffa stated mildly. “| takeit that Divine Sassaiswaiting?

Gentlemen, we have businessto discuss. Shal we be about it? My people should have our
trangportation unloaded by now.”

Myles collected hiswits. “ Of course. The admiral and | have been giving considerable thought to the
Regan situation. We' re glad to find you in our camp, Lord Commander. I'll leave the detallsto His
Holiness, but your presence here gladdens dl of our hearts. *

Skylagave him acool smile. “1 sncerdy hope o, Legate. The coming sessonwill be ... interesting. |
hope we can al come to an understanding of just how serious the current Situation is.”

Mylesredized hisofficial smile had become strained. “I'm surewe will.” But what exactly do you mean?
We'redl going to war against Rega, aren’t we? A cool premonition crept through him.

The Lord Commander leaned close, a concerned look on hisnormaly inscrutable face. “Y ou feding all
right, Myles? A bit of indigestion, perhaps?’

“Huh?" Mylesfollowed the Lord Commander’ s gaze and redlized he' d knotted hisfingersinto thefat of
hisbelly. Mylesfelt the blood rush to hisface and looked about hastily to see how many people had
noticed. “It’s.... nothing, Lord Commander.”

Staffa’ sgrin actualy warmed. “Y ou' re hungry, aren’t you? That' sit. Y ou’ ve been on adiet. No wonder
you' relooking better. Good for you. | admire men with self-discipline. Stick with it and don’t givein.””

To Myles further congternation, Staffa gave him afriendly dap on the shoulder as he stepped past.
“Diet?" Jekre asked from the side of hismouth. “Redly?”

Myles cursed and waddled back to his antigrav while histhoughts whirled in addled confuson. What in
the Rotted Gods' hell was the scheming Lord Commander after, anyway? And what did those cryptic
words of Skyla's mean?



The butterfly feding in Roma s gut turned queasy.’

Staffahad learned many hitter lessonsin hislife. One of the more painful involved security and
trangportation. More than twenty years ago, he d accepted transportation from a host government-and it
had cost him hiswife and child. For years he and his Companions had searched. Rewards had been
offered, and dl to no avail. Finaly he'd come face to face with the Myklenian Pragtor, the oneman he'd
loved more than he could have afather. After twenty years, he' d learned the fate of the woman he'd
loved for so long, Dead at my hands. May the Rotted Gods chew your corpse forever, Pragtor. | may
have killed her, but you, butcher, you placed her in jeopardy ... would have used my love as awegpon
againgt me. His son, too, had been found. Raised by the Seddi, the boy had been dienated by design and
chance until away to bridge their differences might never befound. Lost? Isheredly? Have | nothing left
of that life but shattered memories?

More recently, Staffa had traveled on his own, and the cost of that debacle till hadn't been fully
absorbed. Now he waited patiently while hisaircarslined up in formation in the avenue between the tall
buffwaled buildings. Thear smdled metalic and dightlY acrid from industria pollutants. The cloudy sky
overhead looked hazy through the field created by the security generators.

Even here, in the heart of the Sassan military spaceport, hefelt confined, vulnerable.

It'sjust your nerves. You'retoo closeto Ily Takka streachery. Thisisn't Rega But then, after he said
his piece to His Holiness, the Sassan God-Emperor, Sassamight not be so friendly aplace either.

Skylahad adopted a casud stance dightly behind him while Ryman Ark stood on the third point of what
might appear to be a haphazard triangle. Despite the nonchal ant postures adopted by Staffa’ s people,
they remained aswary as Ashtan gazelles.

Staffa s vehicle pulled up before him and the canopy lifted. One of Ark’s

Specid Tactics personnd climbed out and handed a check sheet to Ryman, who quickly climbed into
the driver’ s seat of the oblong aircar. Staffalowered himself into the rear seat and took Skyla' shand as
the armored bubble closed over their heads.

Skylagave him astudied ook from the corner of her eye and raised apale eyebrow. “The Legate
looked nervous enough to squirm out of hisskin. Y ou didn’t make him fed any better.”

Staffagave her agrim nod. “I’ ve dways appreciated Roma. | can read him like a book-just like most of
the Sassan high command. Mylesisn't abad sort. HE's

just...well. . just apus-licking wimp.”
Staffachuckled. “Y ou don't share my high opinion of the Legate?’

Shetightened her grip on hisasthe aircar rose to follow the Sassan formation. Their journey would take
them through the center of the city to the Imperia Pdace. Every step would be monitored by the Specid
Tacticsunitsand by Chryda, hanging in orbit above. “Y ou didn’t haveto listen to him describe in detail
what he' d do with meif he ever got meinto hisbed. If he ever laysafinger on me, I'll bresk hisfat little
neck, crush his sternum, and kick him so hard his ballswill loop around hisears.”

“And when did you overhear dl this?”’



Her full lips curled into aweary smile. “While you were off galloping around the Regan Empire and
getting yoursdlf sold into davery on Etaria. Myles showed up to dicker anew contract immediately after
you dipped away. Ily Takkaarrived within hours of Roma, but she was the sharper of the two. She
caught something in the wind, some clue that the Situation had changed, and she used it to track you
down.”

“It doesn’t pay to underestimate Ily.” He paused. “ She wanted me to be her emperor, you know. She
offered me dl of Free Space-at her sde.”

A fiery gleam filled Skyla's cerulean eyes, “And for once, my love, I'm glad you showed alittle sense
and turned her down.”

“| was never that dull-witted.”

“Butis Sinklar Fist?’” Skylawondered absently as she gazed out at the buildings they were passing.
Staffa rubbed his chin and frowned as they passed

through ahole dilated in the security field and accelerated into the city proper. The Sassan capital
gleamed before them. Tall spires of office buildings rose in phalanxesthat stretched into the distance, their
sl. vered sides resplendent with windows and abstract art. At the bases, warehouses created a blocky
effect of irregular roofs, each with a shipping and receiving pad marked off by landing circles and elevator

ports.

“I hope to the Quantum Gods that he knows just how viperous sheis. He' s hanging by athread
anyway.” Staffaground histeeth and knotted hisfreefigt. “Damnit! Why didn’t he believe me? Why
didn’t helet me prove-*

“WEe ve been through thisa hundred times,” Skylareminded firmly. “Intellectualy, you know exactly
why he did what he did. Bruen had played him like a cat. Every tragedy in that boy’ slife could belaid at
the doorstep of the Seddi. Arta Ferakilled the woman heloved. He firmly believes his parentswere
psychologicaly programmed Seddi assassins. He watched the Seddi butcher histroops and derail every
honest attempt he made at finding a peaceful solution to the Targan revolt.” Her expression pinched.
“And | have asneaking hunch that if we knew haf of what Bruen and Hyde did to that boy.... Well, it's
amazing that he' ssane.”

Staffatagpped hisfingers on the cabin molding asthey shot down the main traffic access, their escort
fanned out around them. Myles had been efficient. No bother vehicles could be seen on the wide lane.

“I haveto convince him,” Staffareplied gently. Skyla squeezed hishand. “In time. For now you'’ d better
channd your witsinto how to handle His Holiness. Divine Sassais't going to like what you' re going to
tell him. Heand his military are primed for war. The only thing that’sdowed them so far is

their sumbling economy.”

“He sgoing to haveto likeit. “ Staffatook adeep breath and straightened. “If he doesn't, I [l haveto
stuff it down histhroat.” Assuming the struggling engineers back at Itresta could manage to make
Countermeasures work. That ship would be the key. They could gtill go to war. Depending on what their
spiestdl them, they might consider thisthe best opportunity they’ ve ever had. Riotingin Rega. .. the
execution of the Regan High Command ... no heir tofill Tybat' sthrone. . .. *

Images flashed through Staffa’ s mind. Corpseslay stacked in empty Streets. Gray skiesroiled above as



endlessflakes of grimy gray snow fell into gaping eye sockets. Frozen fingers clawed desperately at the-
icy wind of nuclear winter. Despite the cold, he could smell the stench of degth as the bodies buried
beneath the mass bloated in the heet of their own decomposi-tion. Slimy brown fluids pooled at the edge
of the dead to freeze into humped puddles.

“If they do,” Staffawhispered, “they’ll drown in “their own blood.”
13:45 Aboard Regan warship, Gyton:

“Loydty turnsinto adipper fish when you redly get to thinking about it. I’ m not asking you to turn your
backs on the Empire, or the oath you al sworeto protect it. But | want you to think about some things,
When you dropped on Targa, it wasto kill Regan troops. The Emperor asked you to kill fellow citizem
who were doing their duty to the Imperium. | was one of those people who was supposed to be killed by
you, S0 I've got astakein thisat the gut level.

“Now, I’ve heard alot of you cursing Sinklar Fist, and cursing me, too, because | was the guy who took
Henck prisoner at his headquartersin Kaspa. But think about it. A lot of your people werekilled in the
Targan drop, but so were alot of ours. People, put alittle Skull swest into analyzing why it happened in
thefirst place. Why were we ordered to kill each other? Because the system’ sgonerotten and it’stime
for achange. Maybe it’ stime we get back to thinking about Rega, and that oath we took to protect the
Empire, because, people, we' re the only hope the Empire has | eft.

“Loydty. That'sthe problem you have to deal with, decide for yourselves.

“Asl look out a you, | see Regan combat veterans. Some of you were Twenty-seventh Maikan, some
Third Ashtan. Now the Empire steetering on the brink. Today, we're al Regan. So you think about
loyatY, and what it means. Sure, you can owe it to aman, or aplanet, or even an empire. But first, you
haveto oweit to yoursdlf, to what you know way down in your gutsisright and honorable.

“Mysdf, I'mloya to Sinklar Fist-because he'sloyd to the people.”
Recorded speech by First Ben MacRuder to the reconstituted Fourth Targan Assault Division
CHAPTER 4

Ily Takka stood up from her desk and rubbed the back of her neck. A terrible fatigue ate into her
muscles with needle teeth. Her brain felt hot and fevered, the burning effect like that of too much caffeine.
Events had begun to take their toll on her reserves. She glanced dully around her opulent office before
stepping over to the armored window to stare out at the lights of Rega. The sun would be coming up
soon, but for now the capital spread before her, a pattern of lights and blocky darkened buildings.
Tonight Regadept amidst uneasy dreams. Everyone awaited the new dawn with trepidation.

Andsodol.

Since the execution of the military command, severd Divison Firgts had taken mattersinto their own
hands-as Iy had hoped they would. Those commanders who contacted her, offering themselves as
replacements for Mathaiison, she arrested. Better to castrate their ambition now. The oneswho cdled
requesting approval for some action, 1ly tagged for Sinklar’ s future ingpection. ‘ Me third-and most
frequentsort of Division Firgt did nothing at al but sat like rocks awaiting ingtructions from someone,
anyone. Those, Sinklar would replace with his own trusted commanders.



The comm monitor flashed to display the square features of her Deputy. The man looked at her with
heavy-lidded eyes. His pug nose had been mashed onto his face and his cheeks appeared dark with
stubble. At the best of times, Gysdll’ s black beard gave -his pale skin ablue cast.

“Deputy Gysdll?'Y ou'rein charge for the moment. I’ ve got to get some deep. Keep specid tabs on the
University. I’ ve had reports that some of the academicians might want to make a statement. If they do,
handleit. If any of the lauded professors get too far out of line, arrest them.”

“Of course, Ily. We can book most of them for’ sedition and espionage.” Iy
frowned, thoughts like cotton. “No, we may need them later. | want them kept at a soft Smmer not
turned off or iced. Played properly, they could turn out to be amajor asset.”

“And the Minigter of Military Intelligence?’ Gysdll asked. “He and his Deputies are close to panic over
the Sassan buildup. They might spread their unease to the people.”

“Remind them of what happened to Tedor Mathaii’ s son. | think they’ll be too worried about the
Defense Minister’ s confession to rock the boat. Expect compliance. If not, arrest the cul prit who steps
out of line, and implicate him in some scandd or other.”

“Go get somedeep, lly. I'll cadl if there’san emergency. “

She nodded, killed the connection, walked the length of her office, and passed the security hatch to her
bedroom where she pedled out of her clothing. Sheflipped her long black hair out of the way as she lay
back on the bed and dialed up the gravity field until any sensation of weight vanished. Around her, the
room dimmed as the pearlescent walls faded into dull gray and findly to blackness.

Iy filled her lungs and exhaed her tenson. How many times had she and Tybat madelove on this
platform? She closed her eyes, remembering hiswarm body againgt hers, their limbs entangled as she
brought him to climax.

To hersdlf, shewhispered, “ Tybalt, wheream | ever going to find alover like you again?’ Perhaps she
never would-but then, even thelover of alifetime was worth an empire. Nevertheless, she could fed
regret for having used the Seddi assassin, Arta Fera, to kill her Emperor. She' d played on hisone
wesakness, and enjoyed addightful irony in doing o, for her own career had been launched years ago by
foiling aSeddi nation attempt againg Tybalt.

“Turn about isddiciousjudtice.”

How curious, the way things worked. Those Seddi ns had been Sinklar Figt’s parents. Sinklar
hed ddlivered ArtaFerainto Iy’ swilling hands.

Next he would deliver an empireto her. She reached out and stroked the soft sheets. Who knew,
perhaps he' d be the next man to share this bed with her.

ArtaFerd swords returned to haunt her. “A littleyoung, isn't he?’

[ly whispered the words she' d spoken in reply, “ All the better. | can train him theway | want.” And
perhaps he' d turn out to be a better lover than she suspected. On those occasions she' d dedlt with him,
he' d been salf-possessed, unintimidated by her person or power. He d need alot of that, dealing with
her. She tended to consume men, tarting with their bodies ... and ending with their souls.



The last time she' d seen him, he’ d been preoccupied, grieving for his murdered lover, harried by the
need to exterminate the Seddi. To be honest, youth or not, some power in those oddly colored eyes
excited her. What would he be like asalover? Tender? Or an animal like Tybat had been?

For awhile, she' d hoped that she could seduce Staffa kar Therma and bend him to her will-and perhaps
she might have, had chance and an error on her part not made it impossible.

[ly growled, remembering the fiasco on Etaria, and blinked her eyes open to stare into the darkness.
What had gone so terribly wrong? Where had the fatal mistake been made? She had found Staffa kar
Therma condemned to davery, in acollar of his own manufacture, and she’ d migudged his response.
Why?What had changed him? Had davery broken something eemental in the Lord Commander? He
should have jJumped at her offer of empire and power, but she' d turned him againgt her. Only quick
action had saved her. She chewed her lip angrily. “How did you escape, Staffa? | had you in my blaster
sights ... then blackness. What happened? Who rescued you? The Seddi? Isthat how you got to Targa?
We knew Skylawas on the planet. Where? How did she get you to her ship? Who made the mistake?’

So many unanswered questions. Ily tossed on her pad, and considered. Events had unfolded with such
rapidity she hadn’t had time to think---only to react and scramble to maintain damage control. Why did
the Etarian debacle rankle so?

She sat up, the room lights brightening. To her bedside comm, she ordered, “ Have Security Director
Tyklat transferred from Etariato Regaimmediately. Reason: Promotion for outstanding service.”

And when | haveyou here, Tyklat, we' |l seejust what happened that day in Etarus.

Shelay back again and sought desperately to still her whedling thoughts. She had to deep. Her mind had
to be keen enough to split atoms when Sinklar arrived with histroops. Unlike Staffa, she knew Sinklar.
He d il be hurting over the degath of his beautiful Gretta Artina. He' d be chafing over Staffal s escape
from Makarta

Damn you, Staffa, dipped through my fingers again! How did you do that?

Sinklar would be lly’ skey to socia control. She had to have hisloya combet divisons. first to take
control of the empire, and second, to defeat both the Sassan military and the dreaded Companions.

She' d get one chance to seize absol ute power and she had to play Fist just right to do it. The memory of
Sinklar’ seyes burned in the back of her mind. He did excite her. She ran light fingers down her skin,
across her flat belly and into the tuft of inky pubic hair. Yes, | can control Sinklar Fist-one way or
another.

“Y ou have no complaints” The round-faced officid-the Minister of Public worksin Trystia shouted at
the crowd that welled and screamed before the Trystian Municipa Affairs Building. Above, the sky had
gone leaden, ominous and filled with the threat of sorm. The very air had gone chill. The spacing of the
buildings around the Ministry didn’t leave much space for a crowd, so people shoved and pushed,
packed in elbow to elbow. More than five hundred people choked the approach to the building. Across
the way, government employees stared out of the upper story windows of the Education Administration.

To the amber-eyed woman who stood to one Side at the top of the steps, the pudgy officia cut a
pathetic figure. Still more pathetic, perhaps, was hisduplicity in the whole affair. After dl, 1ly had
promised him protection.

The Minister braced his arms on the podium that rested on the raised platform-a stage surrounded by



muscular young men in Civil Protection uniforms and an energy barrier, just for good measure. Beyond
the barrier, the crowd roared and waved their fists, the picked agitators bellowing out their dogans and
demands.

A chill wind gusted, whistling out of the somber skies and moaning around the eaves.

“We ve done al we can for the workers of Trystial” the Minister implored. “We have no corruption
here. That’ sfor urban Rega-not our peaceful community!”

A blast of angry cdls erupted from the crowd, amplified between the sheer ssonewalls of the closaly
spaced buildings. When one of the burly guards looked her way, the amber-eyed woman nodded. The
young man nudged his closest companion. One by one, they straightened in anticipation.

The amber-eyed woman stepped to the energy barrier, crying, “Hear us!”
On cue, the cherubic Minigter raised his hands, ordering, “Wait! Slencel”
The muffled bellows of the crowd ebbed to adull roar.

“Thetime has come,” the amber-eyed woman'’ s voice rang out, projected by the hidden speakersthey’d
placed, “for an end to tyranny! The people demand justice for your crimes! Y ou live like the Blessed
Gods themsalves, whilewe wallow in misery! Y ou eat Ashtan lamb-while we est rationed bread! Look
at your fat body! And then look at mine!” Her back to the mob, she ripped her coat wide. No one saw
the smile on her lips asthe Minister and the guards gawked at her magnificent body.

She pulled her coat tightly around her before she faced the crowd, crying, “We starve so he can get fat!
Jugtice! Justice! Judtice!”

The crowd took up the chant, shaking their fistsin timewith the call.

The guard she’ d nodded to leapt to the platform and grabbed the Trystian Minister by the neck,
gpesking into the public address system. “ Jugtice! Rise, my friends! Desth to despots!”

As one, the guards shouted their approbation, cutting the power to the energy barrier.
“Takethebuilding!” the amber-eyed woman goaded. “ Fight for the people! Kill them al!”

The Minister of Public Works was picked up bodily, and thrown at the feet of the crowd. He
disappeared under amass of howling bodies as the rest surged

into the Ministry. Only asforward, up the steps, and the last of the crowd charged into the building did
the amber-eyed woman dip back out the door and dodge down the steps. One by one, the muscular
young guards followed, each careful not to step on the gory remains of the Minister where helay likea
butchered Steer.

A block away, alarge aircar dropped; doors bearing the escutcheon of Interna Security opened for the
amber-eyed woman and her companions. The vehicle lifted and shot away above the suddenly
panic-filled Streets.



Divison First Ben MacRuder walked down the officer’ s corridor as the Regan battle cruiser Gyton
gpproached the end of its null angularity jump. He proceeded with aswinging step, stacks of flimsesand
data cubes cradled under hisarm.

Of medium height, Mac had amuscular build, blond, medium-length hair, and blue eyesthat had aready
dtarted to grow crow’ s-feet at the corners. Like al Regan military personnel, he wore armor, athick
satin-finished synthetic of very tight weave cgpable of vacuum duty. The materid had certain fiberoptic
quaitieswhich dlowed limited camouflaging, The materia’ s hollow fibers contained elther arapid acting
catalyst or apolymer molecule. Upon impact or exposure to particle fire, the fibers ruptured with an
instantaneous hardening of the armor. Once hardened, the armor charred and Pedled in ablative flakesto
protect the wearer from blaster or pulsefire.

Mac dowed and dapped apam to the lock plate on the hatch to Sinklar’ s cabin. The door computer
coded his body chemistry and dermatoglyphics, then dipped soundlesdy back into the bulkhead.

Mac stepped into the little square room and stopped. Sinklar sat dumped at the desk with his head
canted at an awkward angle-dead adeep. The desktop looked like a battle had been fought through the
wadded and crumpled flimsies. The bank of monitors on the wall across from the desk glowed with
graphics digplays asthey waited for the master’ s next manipulations of the tactics tables, maps, and
datidics.

Something in Mac’ s breast condtricted at the douched posture and the grief reflected on his
commander’ sface. Mac quietly lowered his pile of duty rostersto the aready hegped desk and flinched
when Sinklar made awhimpering sound.

“Sink?’ Mac cdlled softly as he rounded the desk to shake hisfriend' s shoulder. “Hey, why don’t you
lay down and get someredl deep?’

Sinklar jerked, crying, “No! Gretta,!” His eyesflickered open and he started, blinking owlishly around
the cabin and then up at Mac. Hell reflected from those odd-colored eyes.

“Bad dream,” Sinklar admitted sheepishly in hishigh voice.

Mac nodded. Sink might never have known it, but Mac had loved Gretta Artinawith every bit as much
passion and devotion. “Want to talk about it?’

“I'll befing,” Sinklar said hoarsdly.

“Sure.” Mac settled himself on the corner of the desk. “Mhitshul’ s been worried to fits about you. He
saysyou' re not deegping, not eating. He says when you do drift off, you have terrible dreams. That you're
driving yoursdf to-"

“Mhitshul’ s acting like an old woman.” Sinklar arched his back and kneaded his neck muscleswith a
nervous hand. “Maybe he' s got amother complex or something.”

Mac cocked his head, studying Sink skeptically. “Want to take awak with me? Y ou and 1, buddy,
have been so busy trying to organize thisrabble of oursinto an army that we haven't had time enough to
Settle some things between us.”

1] de,] $l?’



“Such aswhat happened while | wastrapped in MakartaMountain. I’ ve heard bits and piecesfrom
Staffa, from Mhitshul, and from Mayz and Kgp-he' sdoing dl right, by theway. They just rdleased him
from amed unit. Hislungsare mostly heded.”

That'sdl you want to know?’

Mac shook his head dowly. “I want to know about that affair on Chrydawhen we met with Staffa after
the fighting. What the hell wasthat al about?Isit really some sort of Seddi trick?’

Sinklar spread hishandswide in ahdpless gesture, hisweird bicolored eyes searching Mac's. “I think
the man’ salunatic, crazy, schizophrenic. Maybe it’s some peculiar quirk of his. Maybe | came so close
to beating him that it tweaked something in hismind, some association. “

“Rotted Gods, Sink! The man thinks you’ re his son!”

Sinklar sood, wincing asif every musclein his back had cramped. From the position he'd fallen adeep
in, they probably had.

“I think I’ ve got the Regan strategy worked out,” Sinklar muttered as he gestured at the monitors and
deftly avoided the subject.

Mac gave the displays a cursory inspection. “ That' sardlief. I'm not used to you pulling your hair out
over asmplething like abattle plan.”

Sink raised an eyebrow. “Do | detect a sarcastic undercurrent here?’

Mac sighed and dapped histhighs as he got to hisfeet. “Y ou want to take that walk with me, or spend
al day making small talk to get around the fact that you' re about to break up and crumbleinto little
pieces?’

“Mec, I'm fine. Just alittletired and worried. Don't talk to melike that. “

MacRuder consdered that while Sinklar pushed histoilet door open, ran thelittle sink full of water, and
doused hishead init. After Sink stepped out, drying himsdlf, Mac swung around and jabbed afinger
hard into Sinklar' s chest. “ Oh, yeah? Well let me remind you of athing or two. | know you, Lord Fi<t.
Who picked your fragged ass up in that Kaspan dley when arebd blaster filled your scrawvny hide full of
shrapnel? Who carried your sorry mesat up those stairs? Who wandered down into the dark to die for
you a Makarta? Damn it, Sink, I’ [l talk to you however | want to-and you' || Rotted well listen when |
do.”

Sinklar’ sangular face reddened with anger, then he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and nodded.
“Yeah ... yeah, | guessyou will.” He rubbed a hand over hisface and glared a Mac through bloodshot
eyes. “Comeon, let’' s get the hell out of here and take thiswalk. Where we gonna go? There' s no place
but circlesto wak around in this damn bucket of air.”

“How about the little lounge back of the gym? It sthe closest thing to ardaxing environment on this rust
bucket. “

“Yougotit.” Sinklar palmed the hatch and led Mac into the rib cage corridor with itslong rectangular
light panels and overhead conduit.



“Gretta s till haunting you, isn't she?” Mac hung hishead, watching hisfeet.

“When she.... | mean ... When shewaskilled, it' slikeit tore something out of me, left me.... | don’'t
know . .. hollow insde.” A pause. “1 loved her so much. On Targathere wasn't time enough to
understand. Too much was happening. The Makartafight, fencing with Ily and Rysta. . . | didn't have
the luxury to think about it-to fed theloss. But now? Damn it, Mac, every timel try and plan, Gretta
should be there. She was part of me... and now there sonly aholeinside.”

Mac chewed hislip uneasily. Shewas part of dl of us, Sink. By the Rotted Gods, how good isthat plan
you' ve been hatching? The last one damn near got usdl killed. A shiver played dong Mac’'s spine. Was
that it? Had Sink’ s nerve broken? Had Arta Ferakilled more than just Gretta? Had she killed that spark
in Sinklar Figt that made him brilliant?

“You'vejust got to go on, Sink.” How empty and trite that sounded. “What about 11y Takka? What do
we do with her when we get to Rega? | don’t trust her-haven’t since the first day she set foot on Targa
outside the Vespan brick factory.”

Sinklar grunted noncommittaly asthey walked into the gymnasum. Two Sectionswere engaged in
caisthenics. Someone saw Sinklar walk in. A whisper ran through the ranks as heads craned and
worshipful eyes sought Fist’s scrawny figure. The cadence of the exercise fdll apart asthe soldiers
stopped to stare, reverence on their faces. Only the cursing of the Section Firsts got them back to work,
and by then atransformation had taken place. Backs were straighter, heads high, each move perfect asif
the sweating recruits labored before the watchful eye of the Divine,

Despite the number of times Mac had seen it, the phenomenon still surprised him. The Empire had |eft
these people in amurderous environment to die for obscure political ends. Sinklar had defied the odds,
kept them alive, and molded them into amilitary force so dangerous the Emperor had dropped five
veteran Divisonsto snuff them out. But we beat them. Outnumbered five to one, without orbital recon or
support, our two skeleton Assault Divisons still won.

A grim smile played across Mac' slips. Their courage and skill had brought the Minister of Interna
Security to them to ask for areconciliation, and each man and woman knew it. Then they’ d tackled the
Seddi in their lair and fought no less an opponent than the Rotted Star Butcher to a standdtill. That pride
and indomitable spirit was reflected in the eyes of the Targan Assault Divisonsand in the aggressive
swagger they adopted in the corridors.

The respongbility rested on Sinklar’ s shoulders; he' d made them what they were. For them, Fist had
thrown the book away, defying two centuries of military tradition, and teaching them how to win. More
than that, he' d taught them to respect themselves as both human beings and soldiers. Unlike the other
officerswho hid in safety behind the lines, Sinklar Fist shared their worries, ate their food, laughed at their
jokes, and mixed histearswith theirs.

They passed through the gym and into the corridor that led to the smal lounge. They stepped through the
pressure hatch to find an ova room about thirty pacesin length. Recliners and couches were located
aong the walls, which had holographic capability. The program currently running appeared to be
Riparious since giant green trees arched over muddy brown waterways. Stringers of delicate palegreen
moss hungdown from the branches like webbing, often dragging in the water. Sinuous scaled animals
rested on mud banks, or splashed into the murky water.

Two of Sink’s Section Firsts, Mayz and Shiksta, sat reclined, feet up, engaged in conversation. Mayz
was atal, lanky woman with short-cut curly hair and



brown skin. Shiksta had ebony skin, ahao of kinky black hair, and broad facia features. He
commanded the heavy ordnance for the Targan Divisons while Mayz commanded the Seventh Section.
They both stood, warm grins spreading.

“You'relooking alittle skinny, Sink,” Shik commented. “Aren't they feeding you up in officer country?’
Sinklar gave him aninfectious grin. “It' s not Targan beef. How have the two of you been?’

Mayz crossed her armsreturning hissmile. “Moderately bored. | hear we' re going into action soon.”
Sink stepped over to the dispenser and thumbed the

button for acup of klav. “ Probably the moment we dip out of null singularity. Assoon as| know the
gtuation I’ll give everyone atactical rundown. In the meantime, enjoy the boredom. It might be the last
you get for awhile. “

“You just tdl uswhat you want, Sink,”. Shiksta assured, adefiant gleamin hiseyes, “and we'll doit.”
“Y ou might let us have theloungefor awhile”

Mac crossed the room and punched the button on the dispenser for stassa. “We ve got to have a skull
session ... and achange of scenery from gray and puke-green might unstick some paralyzed brain cells. “

“WE Il post aguard. Seethat you're not disturbed,” Mayz called as she headed for the door. “And
maybe we'll take your advice and get some deep.”

Shik paused at the door, fingering the hatch sed pengvey. “Sink? Will it be astough as Targa? Arewe
dill the sacrificid Divisons?’

Sinklar walked over, placing ahand on Shik’ s muscular arm, searching his eyes. “Never again, Shik.
Thistime we re taking the capital-and after that, the Empire. The old ways cameto an end on Targa.
Now, we' re going to do it our way. Make sure your people know. It won't be an easy operation and we
may take casudties, but thistime we re fighting for a better Empire.”

Shik nodded, athoughtful look in hiseyes. “For the little people, right?’

“For thelittle people,” Sink agreed in afervent whisper. He remained standing, staring absently at the
hatch after Shik closed it.

“Y ou mean that?’ Mac asked.

Sinklar cocked his head, lines etching hisforehead. “ Y ou could ask that? | mean ... after everything we
suffered on Targa? After Makarta?’

Mac dapped hisfree hand againgt hisleg. “ Rotted Gods, how do | know? Sink, everything' sall rushed
and top-side down and spinning. A couple of weeks ago we were going to make aquick job of crushing
the Seddi---of ending it al. Then the rug got pulled out from under us. Y ou’ d think that after everything
we went through on Targa, I’ d be used to that. What happened? How did the Lord Commander get
mixed up in this? What' s his purpose? What' s 11y’ s? For that matter, what' s yours? [ly made you aLord.
Tybalt, who ordered us murdered, approved it before he in turn was murdered.”

Mac lifted his stassa and took a sip, then he shook his head. “Excuse me, but I'm alittle confused.”



Sinklar chuckled, awry glint in histoo-old eyes. “I

guessthat makestwo of us. But, Mac, you ve got to know. | did everything | could to get you out of
Makarta” Sinklar exhaled wearily. “If I'd known Staffakar Thermawasin that mountain, I’d never have
tried aphysicd assault.” Angrily, he thumped afist againg the bulkhead. “I thought we could get some of
the Seddi out, answer some questions. Break them once and for al. *

“I know, Sink. We heard the fighting, and, believe me, down therein the dark, it scared usto degth that
theroof would fal in.”

Sinklar chewed a hislower lip, lost in thought. “What did Staffa offer you?”

“He said we could join the Companions. That there was dways a place for fighterslike usamong his
ranks.”

“You liked him, didn’t you?’

Mac smiled wigtfully. “Yeah, | did. HE sgot style, Sink. Heremindsmealot of.....”
“Goon.”

“Heremindsmealot of you.”

Sinklar paced nervoudly, randomly jabbing afinger at the holo controls. The scene shifted to someplace
carved out of blueice. Sylene?

“He' snot my father. | meanit's... impossible. Mac braced his back against one of the wals and sipped
hisgassa “Y ou’ ve never talked about them. Y our folks, | mean.”

“No. | had my reasons. At thetime | didn’t want any.... Look, they were Seddi. We were at war with
the Seddi. Still are. | didn’t want any speculation about where my loydties might be. Mac, | never knew
them. | was raised by the state as an orphan. But now, knowing what we do about the way the Seddi
program their assassins, | can’t blame my parentsfor what they tried to do. “

“They tried to assassnate Tybalt-the Regan Emperor, by the Rotted Gods!”

“And Arta, it appears, has succeeded where my parentsfailed.

“Yeah ... maybe. But we'll get to that in abit. Look, Sink, how do you know they’re redlly your folks?’
Sinklar cupped hisklav in both hands, staring down into the liquid. “1 found the records...found the
Judicia Magistrate who sentenced them...and located their bodiesin the Crimina Anatomica Research
Labson Rega. ... saw them, Mac. Pulled out the caskets and |ooked into their eyes. They preservethe
worgt of the criminalsthere to see what makes them tick. They study the brains, the physiology, inan

attempt to determine the root of deviance.”

“Rotted Gods.” Mac scowled into his cup, achill in hissoul. “Bruen knew their names, didn’t he?’
Sinklar nodded.

“Vdientand .. . "



“Tanya. My mother. | saw them, Mac. | looked into their dead eyes. If | hadn’t done that, hadn’t found
them before | left, | might have been thrown off by Staffal strick.”

Mac squinted at the blue methaneice that surrounded them. So why don’t | buy it? Something’ s not
right here. | saw Staffa s desperation. “Did anyone know you saw the bodies?’

Sinklar lifted ashoulder. “A student there. | guess shefdt sorry that | was going to war.” A pause. “For
awhilel thought | wasin love with her, Mac. Consdering everything Gretta came to mean to me, can
you imaginethat?’

“Let’sget back to Ily Takka What'sher anglein dl this?’

Sinklar continued to pace, klav cup clutched in hishands. “1ly wantsto be Empress. Shecan’'t do it
without us. Her god is-*

“Pedtilent Hell! We re not going to put her on any Regan throne! “

Sinklar raised his hands, gesturing for peace, amusement in his eyes. “ Of course we' re not, Mac. At
least, not for long.”

Mac tried to swallow the sudden tension in hisbreast. “'Y ou want to enlighten me?’

“Asmuch as| can, sure. But, Mac, | want your word that you'll tell no one. Y ou’ ve got to swear to
secrecy. All right?”

Mac glared angrily; neverthel ess, he nodded his agreement.

“Ily was one of the mgjor movers and shakerswho left ushigh and dry to dieon Targa. | haven't quite
pieced dl of her reasonstogether, but | suspect it was to woo the Companions away from Sassa. We
were bait-amilitary debacle on Targawould have gppedled to the Star Butcher’ s vanity, and most likely
to his pocketbook aswell. The problem was, we didn’t do what we were supposed to. Worse, we won
the damn war.”

“And she dropped thosefive Divisonson us? We bled for that, Sink. “

“They bled more. Actualy, she held Rysta back kept her from dagging usfrom orbit. Y ou might say that
wasthefind te.”

“For what?" Mac watched him suspicioudy. Sinklar turned his cup absently. “ The test that proved our
ability to conquer the rest of Free Space.”

Mac's heart skipped. “Conquer . . .”

“...therest of Free Space. Yes, you heard meright, Mac.” Sinklar whirled, pointing afinger.
“Remember what | studied? | was a scholar before they made me asoldier. Y ou wanted to know my
angle?I'mtired of war, tired of the status quo. I'm damn tired of Seddi intrigue and Regan palitics. I'm
going to upset the fish cart and | et the dimy bodiesfal where they will. You and 1, Mac, and the First
Targan Assault Divison are going to rewrite the ‘ Holy Gawdamn Book.” First, we pacify Rega, then we
move on Sassa ... and the Companions, if they get in the way. Then we set about governing thewholein
acongructivefashion. “



Mac shook his head. “Y ou' re talking about becoming the sole ruler of Free Space? Everything within
the Forbidden Borders?’

Sinklar' s eyes had hardened. “I am. Are you with me, Mac?’ He reached out ahand. “It’sachance.
Remember, you asked me about the little people? That’ sus, Mac. Y ou, me, the First Targan Division, al
of us. We can remake human space. Help me. *

Mac struggled for words. “What ... what about [ly?

Sinklar sghed and raised his eyebrows. “ She'll be an asst in the beginning. Somewhere dong theline,
however, our pathswill diverge. She wantsto be atyrant-and | won't allow that. Not if it takes every
drop of my blood. “

“You'll haveto destroy the Companions, too,” Mac whispered, achill of premonition running down his
back.

Yes,” Sinklar mused. “WEe |l have to be very good when wefindly face them. But perhaps| know a
way to crush the Companions and to remove Staffa kar Therma, once and for dl.”

“As Seddi, one of thefirgt things we ask oursalvesis how we know what we know. We cdl this study
epistemology, and it isessentia for our purposes. Through epistemology we interpret the rules of thought
and how they influence our understanding of the universe around us.Severa assumptions are fundamental
to theway we learn and perceive. Firgt, we observe something in the physical rellm we can sense, and
from that observation, create. For example, a person looking at topography can reproduce what he sees
with amap. However, the warning here isthat the map is not the actual topography but an abstraction, a
creation of the mind. We can create aname: tree, or rock, or planet. Nevertheless, the nameis not the
object named; it isasymbol. Taking,this process a step further, we can observe relationships between
objects, note how they interrelate and act upon each other. These processes and forces arein turn
labeled at yet another level of abstraction, such as gravity. Again, the nameis not the physica process.
When these processes and systems are placed into a hierarchy, we call that hierarchy aparadigm-a
symbolic modd we have interpreted from our observations. In the end, we have nothing more than an
abstraction-not redity inits purest sense. We accept these abstractions, maps, names, and paradigms, as
being true because of alifetime of indoctrination. From the time we reinfants until we die, we areled to
believethat the world istheway it is because everyone e se believesit to be so. Not only that, such
beliefs are operationd. They help usto cope with the physica environment around us. However, when
we look beyond the accepted, we find nothing more than aredity based on abstraction. My chalengeto
each of you isto consider how you know what you know. Are the truths you accept redly true? Or have
you smply been indoctrinated, trained to accept without questioning why? Among the Seddi, this process
of indoctrination is caled aUnilatera Episgemology. “

Excerpt from KayllaDawn's Itreatic broadcasts
CHAPTER S

Petches of smoke drifted among the canyonlike defiles between the glass-waled buildings. An eerie
slence had settled over the Imperid city of Rega. Anatolia Daviura checked the monitors and looked
both ways before she stepped through the security door of the Crimina Science Building. The street had
apathetic look, scattered with wreckage. Charred smears streaked up the sheer gray walls above
burned out windows where the looters had done their worst. She dared not look too closdly at the lumpy
form wrapped in blue cloth which lay bloating against awal no more than fifty metersfrom where she
stood.



The Public Trangt Authority had discontinued the shuttle system in response to the violence. Overhead,
the skiesremained empty of the usua bustle of commuting aircars and ddlivery vehicles-the traffic lanes
curioudy quiet but for an occasionad racing vehicle. The air carried a pungent scent.

The heavy outer door-scarred now-snicked shut with finality as Anatoliawaved at the security camera
nestled in arecess above and turned to wait for Vet' saircar. She shivered nervoudy. How long could
people go on living in fear? The few times Civil Security had attempted to curb ariot, they’ d been shot
down in the streets and their mangled bodies | eft for their familiesto claim. Thisisanightmare. It can't go
on. Something hasto happen.

The garage landing thunked as Vet’ s oblong aircar passed through and dropped down to pick her up.
“Sorry it took solong,” hetold her as she dipped into the passenger seet. “Bokken isbeing extracareful.

Anatolialeaned back in the seet and fingered the padded plastic of the dash. “ After the last three days,
do you blamehim?’

Vet chuckled dryly. “Not at al. Theword isthat people like uswho work for the state are fair game.
The message being broadcast isthat al government employees are corrupt.”

Anatoliawatched asthey passed through the Biological Research Center complex. Wreckage lay inthe
devastated streets bel ow-the shops plundered after the abortive attempt to sack the government
buildings. Those gleaming structures till rose proudly, only their feet sullied by muck. At the edge of the
complex, they were forced to skirt the Revenue Building. Even from this distance, the damage could be
seen. They gang raped the women before they ripped them gpart and strung their intestines from the
calings. “Vet? What' s happened to us? Where' sit dl going to end?’

He glanced a her and winked. “Hey, it'snot the end of the Empire. Someone will fill Tybdt sthrone.
Probably someone from the military high comm.... Well, someone.”

Anatolia closed her eyes, hands knotting in her lap. It'sjust me. It' sthework we do ... dealing with
deviance. It soursyour judgment of humanity.

She stared at the empty streets, many in shambles. “I don't careif the military is corrupt. Why aren't
they here? Unlike the civil police, they’ re armed. Can't the Minister of Internal Security do something
about this... something besdes arresting the nobility and executing them?”

“Listen, you sure you don’t want to come stay with Marka and me? We could roll out a bed for you.”
Anatoliasmiled gratefully. “ Security locked usup

for three daysin thelab. | want to go home and stand in my own shower, in my own tiny little bathroom,
and deep on my own platform. Besides, Marka's

probably been worried sick. Go home and be with her. Give her somerelief from the baby. Il befine.”
Vet wiggled hislips disastefully and sighed. “Okay ... but if you need anything, cal.”

Theaircar took thethird tier entrance to her building and hummed down the passenger access corridor,
agray square concrete tunnel broken by light panels.



“Thanksfor theride, Vet. | sure appreciateit.” Shetook his hand, squeezed it, and opened the door as
they pulled to ahdt before the line of lift tubes that would take her up to her floor.

“No problem. Y ou’ d have had to walk, otherwise. I'll be by to pick you up at 06:00 the day after
tomorrow. “

“Seeyou then.

“Oh, Anatolia? Get to your room and lock your door. Stay there. All right?’

“Sure, Vet. “

Hewaited until she stepped into the lift. It carried her up to the fifty-sixth floor where shelived in her
small cubicle apartment. A tickle of fear warned her. Asthelift stopped, she heard the voices. Unessy,
shetook ahdf-step out into the foyer, seeing the young men lounging around.

The pimply blond kid from down the hal looked up. “There sheis! The onethat worksfor the bullsl Get
rH! 1]

Anatolia dove back into the tube, smacking the plate that sent the lift rocketing down. Where? The
ground floor? They’ d go there first. She stopped thelift at level two and glanced out to see empty
hallway and stained carpeting. Panicked, she sprinted down the long hall for the emergency stairsinthe
rear.

Think Anatolia... think, damnit, or they’ re going to kill you!

“Areyou ready for this?” Staffaasked asthey waited in the wide hallway beyond the Imperid Sassan
throne room. A line of benches and chairs hugged the sonewalls, while plantsfilled niches. The floor
reflected the luster of thorough polishing. Staffal's security troops surrounded them, eyes on the Sassan
guards.

Skylagave him awary smile, ahard glint in her winter blue eyes. 1 guess so. We' d look pretty funny
trying to back out now.”

“Ryman? Are you and your people ready?’

Ark grinned, tapping awrapped parcel he held. “All here, Sir. We're ready-no matter what happens.”
Expressonswent grim on the ST personndl.

Asthe speakers announced his entry, the heavy crystal doors lifted and atense Staffakar Therma
stepped into the throne room. Here, for thefirst time, he would have to face his new sdlf on old territory.
Helooked around at the gleaming glassy arches that rose toward the faceted ceiling. Crystal-diffused
light was the hallmark of Sassan architecture and Divine Sassa s throne room enjoyed the reputation as
the penultimate example of the art. Thewalls gleamed asif molded from liquid diamond. High overhead,
the optics splintered golden light into Silver, violet, indigo, blue, green, yellow, and, findly, red at the
lowest level. The floor created the effect of walking on a sea of molten gold that ebbed and flowed in
swirling patterns underfoot.

The chamber stretched over one hundred meters wide by nearly three hundred in length. Each of the
niches contained an armed guard brightly dressed in white and scarlet with apulserifle at parade rest
before him. The members of Divine Sassa’ s court waited in aknot of corpulent bodies at the far end of



the gleaming room. Their gazes rested uneasily on Staffa and Skyla as they entered and were followed by
apicked guard of Ryman’'s Specid Tactics unit.

HisHoliness never exposed himself to any but his closest advisers. Instead, he floated in serene
holographic display, his giant body supported on agravity field. A sort of reclining couch lay under much
of hisbulk, but to think he sat in it smacked of theridiculous. The God-Emperor of Sassaweighed at
least

three hundred and fifty kilos, perhaps more. Rumor had it that if his gravity fields ever failed, the shock
of the planet’s 1.2 gravitieswould kill him instantly.

An entire cult of obesity had sprung from Divine Sassal sweight. In an empire otherwise faced with
garvation, the high and mighty gorged themsdlvesin

emulation of their god much to the amusement of anyone not presently being ground under the mighty
Sassan boot.

Staffawaked forward warily, thankful for the steadying presence of Skylabeside him. Shewore brilliant
white armor studded with jewels and golden filigree. The result set off her long ice-blonde hair, braided
now and wrapped around her |eft shoulder. With her a his side, he could do anything.

Staffadowed as he neared Divine Sassal's end of the room, the nobles and Councillors drifting back to
clear the way.

Staffahdted, bracing hisfeet, hands on hips, his charcoa cloak billowing around him. One by one, he
cataloged the Councillors, enjoying agrim amusement as they, dropped their eyes and blushed. Only
Legate Myles Romaand Admira Jakre managed to withstand his stare.

“Greetings, Lord Commander, and wel come once again to Imperia Sassa. The capitol complex is
graced by your presence.” Sassa s words sounded hollow as they echoed around the room.

Staffaraised his eyesto the hologram. Divine Sassahovered like adirigible above his gravity platform,
Not ahair grew on the man’ s bald head. The colorless eyes made gimletsin the pudgy flesh of hisface.
Therest of hishuge girth had been wrapped in meters of finely embroidered fabric. A corpsof attendants
saw to that.

“And | by yours, Divine Sassa” Staffa gave the Emperor the briefest of bows. “I must commend you on
the reception | was given. I’ ve received every courtesy from both the Legate and the Admird. Security
was perfect. The Companions offer you our deepest gratitude.

“We are dways most glad to be of serviceto you and your loya troops, Lord Commander.” A pause.
“For mysdf, | can’'t say how glad | am to see you here. For severd months we found ourselves
discomfited with worry, Lord Commander. Our agentsinformed usthat you' d disappeared.
Subsequently, we learned that you'’ d been trested most mdicioudy by the Regan tyrants. And yet later
we learn that Regan Imperid forces not only hunted you like an animd, but actualy sought to assassinate
you. Your anger & their perfidy isours.”

Staffarocked back on his hedls, meeting Sassa’ s round-faced stare. “1t would seem, Divine One, that
they failed-but the blame fals upon the shoulders of Minister Ily Takka. I’ ve become convinced that
Tybdt, rest hissoul, never had dl the facts placed at hisdisposal. Rather, it seemsthe Minister of Internd
Security was following her own agenda.”



“And amost disagreeable oneitis,” Sassapouted. “My intelligence people inform methat she's
continuing the Regan military buildup. Further, she' s executed the Minister of Defense and his Deputies.
We interpret this as a means whereby she may establish a clean datefor thisboy generd of hers... this
Snklar Figt. Tel me, Lord Commander, what do you think of al this?’

“It' sdisagter, Divine One. With Tybalt, we could have reasoned. For dl of hisfaults, the Imperid
Seventh wasn't anyone' sfooal. [ly Takka, serpent that sheis, could destroy dl of us, even humanity
itslf.”

Sassaamiled, rolls of facid fat shifting. “Y ou bring aradiance into my paace, Lord Commander. Y our
words are like abalm of heat on frozen Ryklos. | must confess, I’ d heard somewhat disquieting news
that you' d taken to associating with Seddi spiesand heretics ... that they might havefilled you full of some
mystical nonsense and dampened your ardor for thefina campaign.”

Staffa cocked hishead and raised an eyebrow. “Mystical nonsense? No, Divine One. Sense? Yes. I've
learned quite abit from the Seddi. That’swhat | came hereto talk to you about.”

An undercurrent rippled through the room. Staffa could sense Skylatensing beside him. She stood ready
to spring, ahard set to her jaw.

Sassa’ s voice had a clipped sound. * Speak, Lord Commander. Am | to understand that you will not join
usin stopping the Regan pollution?’

Staffa paced severd stepsto the side and whirled, pinning the Emperor with

hisgray are. “1 came here, Divine One, to try and talk you out of launching an attack on the Regan
worlds. If you begin such &*

HWI,]y?l
Staffa cocked his head, matching glarefor glare. “Because, Divine One, you'll lose”

In the pause that followed, hushed whispers shot back and forth between the Councillors. The grand hall
hed gone suddenly chilly.

“Imperid Sassawill lose?’ HisHoliness asked with mild amusement. “Lord Commander, Ily Takkahas
executed her Minister of Defense and his Deputies. She has given us the perfect opportunity. Wereyou
to launch another of your lightning strikes-blast their capital and industrid centers—our troops could
follow and crush the last of their resistance. It would be over in amatter of weeks and Free Space would
be united. “

“Free Space would be devastated,” Staffa countered, smacking afist into ahard pam. “I’verun the
datathe Seddi have collected over the years, Divine One.” They'reright. A final cataclysmic war would
condemn humanity.” He turned back. “Ryman, please ddiver the sudiesto the Legate.”

Ark saluted and stepped forward, handing a stunned Myles Romathe heavy parcel of data cubes and
printouts. He pivoted on his hedl and stepped back to his place behind Staffaand Skyla

“Theinformation | have provided isadetailed environmenta and economic study,” Staffatold them. “I
don't ask you to take the Seddi data at face vaue.



Have your own people check and cross-check it. | think the results will be frightening.”
“Frightening how?’ Sassa demanded.

“WEe refacing extinction. Conditions within your own empireillustrate the point. Y ou're barely ableto
redeploy your forces for a strike against the Regans. Despite a more sophisticated logistics system than
the onein use by your enemy, you can't support a massive mobilization without crippling your economic
base. Face it, you' re broke and so are the Regans.”

“But they are dso mobilizing!” Sassaturned red as he roared and flexed his sausage-fat fingers. “What
do you expect? That we' |l it back and alow them to move againgt us? Y ou' re talking about suicide!”

“Yes, Divine One, | am. Her€ sthe Situation. No matter how brilliant Myles Romais, you can’t mobilize
and deploy asignificant strike force for at least another four months. If you move any faster, you'll disrupt
overextended manufacturing, transportation, and labor. Y our people are working at the limits of human
endurance. Y ou can't afford to take freighters out of domestic service for military use because industria
production will dow, or food won't be delivered, or spare parts won't be available. Y our economy isa
house of cards. Pull the wrong one out-and you' |l have disaster.

“It will take Rega at least aslong to prepare any kind of military adventure. They must subdue the civil
unrest and replace the military leadership with Sinklar Fist’s people. After that it will take the Regans
another three months to supply themsdlves and integrate the infrastructure necessary for afull-scae
invasion. They’ll haveto cal up reserves, just asyou will, and suffer the economic didocation of key
services and personnel. Regamight have alarger empire, Divine One, but | assure you, they have no one
with Roma s brilliance at logistics or understanding of systems distribution. An attempt to move too fast
will bejust asdisastrous for them.”

“All the more reason for usto strike now!” Jakre cried, stepping forward. The jeweled ringson his
clenched fist shot patterns of spectrd light through the air. “We ve got to hit them before they can fully

prepare!

Staffashook hishead. “Iban, think! Y ou'll launch alimited strike in the beginning, because that’ sal you
can assemble. Y ou want to strike acrippling blow, so you' |l waste a Regan world-say Sylene. Fist will
make a countersirike

and destroy a Sassan world, Malbourne. You'll have built up enough reserveto fed freeto tacklea
larger target, but not Regaitsdf, so you'll incinerate Etariain hopes of breaking their morale. Fist will
repay that by blasting both Antillies and Farhome. And after that, you' |l never sop him.” Jakre glared
down hislong nose. “Y ou seem to have alot of faithin thisSinklar Figt. *

“I’ve fought him. He' s not Tedor Mathaiison or any other Regan commander you' ve studied. He's
thrown out the book, 1ban. Fist single-handedly put down the Targan rebellion-despite Regan
interference. He decimated the combat capabilities of five veteran Divisions dropped by Tybdt to
destroy him defeated them soundly despite being ill-equipped, denied orbital support, and outnumbered
fiveto one. Ily Takkarecognized histaent.” He paused. “ She' sgrooming him for the role of conqueror.”

“He' sonly achild!” Myles Romacried.

“He' sdso brilliant,” Staffa countered. “He' s going to quel any unrest on Rega, and do it with little
investment in time or resources. Immediately thereafter, he' sgoing to put MacRuder in ashissecond in



command.. Ayms, Kap, Mayz, Shiksta, and the rest of his officers are going to be handed the best
veteran Divisons, and his people are going to retrain them. Regan soldiers are used to taking risks and
dying on the battlefield. Fist isgoing to empower them, give them something to redly fight for. HE sgoing
to topple the old order and enfranchise his soldiers. And here’ s another thing. He promotes based on
battlefield ability, not by politica favor, family background, or socid class. “

“Then perhaps we should launch our attack directly at Regain the very beginning,” Sassamused. “If we
could destroy this Sinklar Fit at the outset, perhaps Regawould fal apart onitsown?’

Staffachuckled hollowly. “ An excdlent idea, Divine One, but I’ d give less than ten-to-one that you' d
achieve your objective. Regan spies are every hit asgood as your own. Fist will be prepared by thetime
you can field alarge enough force to threaten any of hismgjor planets-and | dare say, he'll havea
stunning defense and counterattack awaiting you.”

“ Then perhaps I’m missing something,” Sassasaid. What exactly do you recommend, Lord
Commander? That we sit and do nothing? Allow thisboy genera you think so much of to consolidate his
power? Areweto trust that 11y Takka, the rapacious bitch we ve come to know her for, will smply let
be?’

Staffa crossed hisarms and nodded. “ That is exactly what I'm telling you. If you would avoid holocaust
for dl of us, you'll abide peacefully and let me handle therest. I'll take whatever steps are necessary to
protect you from Ily Takka Asto Sinklar, he'll back off as soon as he learns you' re not going to attack.
For the time being, he’ s got enough to dea with.”

Staffaderived afaint amusement from the looks traded back and forth between the advisers. Nervous
feet shuffled on the molten gold floor.

“And what if we decided that our best interest isto act while we have the advantage, Lord
Commander?’ Sassd s voice had taken on honeyed tones.

Saffafdt himsdf beginto bristle. “You'll al pay the price, Divine One. World after world will be turned
into irradiated dag. In the end, with the help of the Companions, you might win-but what would you be
master of ? Devastated waste”? Pockets of humanity will survive, but most of the resources necessary for
the advancement of the species will be denied them. Over the centuries, Y our Holiness, even those
populations will wither away until the worlds of Free Space are sllent and dark. Study thefigures| have
provided-and draw your own conclusions.”

Sassa’ s pig-eyed stare sought to penetrate Staffa siron mask, seeing hisreal motive. Rot it all, hadn't
Sassa heard asingle Blessed word?

“And your response to such a choice, Lord Commander?’

Staffa glanced sidelong at Jakre and Roma. Both stood motionless, holding their bresth. The spark of
anger kindled by Sassa' stone warmed in his breast. “If you choose such ... we will beforced to act
agang you, Divine One.” Sassa bolted upright, the pae, skin of hishairless head flushing with anger.
“You ... threaten me!” Staffanodded stiffly. “ To savethiscivilization, yes.

| threaten you-and Rega.” He took a pace forward and raised a gloved hand, pointing ahard finger at
the holo apparition. “1 won't alow you to exterminate humanity, Sassa. Do not cross me!”

Skyla s hand settled firmly on his shoulder and Staffa curbed hisanger. In aquick glance hetook in the



pale visages of the Councillors. Roma s fingers had wound into hisfat gut. Jakre' s normdly ruddy
features had turned pdlid.

“What isthis?’ asked Sassa suddenly, his mountainous flesh trembling. “ Are you working for Rega,
Saffa?Isthat it?’

Staffashook his head, Iflaying the fat Emperor with hisgray gaze. “I’m working for the people, Sassa.
You'reright; I’ ve had achange of heart. It'stime for anew way. The enemy isn't Rega, it' sout there.”
Staffagestured toward the shining ceiling. “ Join me. Help mefind away to break the Forbidden Borders.
Beyond them we' ll find our true enemy. Until we do that, we re smply pawns for whatever beings have
trapped us here. If you'll provide safe passage, I'll send you Seddi expertsto tell you what they know.
Perhaps you'll be as shocked as | was.”

“Seddi?” Then Sassalaughed, rolls of hisfat shaking in waves. Severd of the Councillors picked it up,
chuckling despite the fact they didn’t understand the joke. “Y ou want me, a God, to alow blaspheming
Seddi conspiratorsinto Imperia Sassa?’

Staffawaited until the guffawsdied. “1 do. If you' re smart, Divine One, you'll takethem. | don't careif
you accept their theology, but you' d better pay attention to what they know about our history. We ve
been manipulated, Holiness. And for one, I’m damned angry about it. No one manipul ates Staffa kar
Therma!” He narrowed his eyesto dits, adding, “ The last man who did was the Pragtor.”

His Holiness seemed to lose some of hiscolor. “Wewill consider this, Lord Commander. Y ou’ ve given
usagrest deal to think about and study. Such matters cannot be decided without serious consultation
and review. *

Staffalifted hischin arrogantly. “No, they can't.” A pause. “Onelast thing, Holiness. Y ou and your
adviserswill pore over the recordings of what took place here today, seeking the hidden meanings.
looking for the levelswithin levels of intrigue and misdirection while you try and determinewhat I'm redly
after. To save you that effort, I'll give you my word of honor that everything I’ ve said here today isthe
blunt truth. Cross me, and you gamble not only your empire-but al of humanity.

Without giving Divine Sassathe chance to dismiss him, he whirled on hished and followed by his steff,
stalked out of the deadly quiet room.

Myles Roma squinted to relieve the throbbing pain that lanced through his head. He didn’t normally get
headaches, but this one had pierced his brain with sadistic effect.

Myles sat at his sandwood desk in histower office. Before him and to one side a huge window displayed
the glittering lights of Imperid Sassa. On the other Sde, monitors glowed acrossthe entirewall. Normally
Myleswould have worried about the holo of His Holiness, Divine Sassa*, where it stared perpetudly
down from behind his desk-asif the Emperor congtantly watched over Myles shoulder. Now, however,
both Sassd sface and Admira Than Jekre sfilled the two largest comm monitors on hiswall.

“The estimates are only preliminary &t this stage Mylestold them, “but it appears the Seddi figuresare
quite correct. How they came up with such eegant statisticsis beyond our understanding. Our personnel
are only beginning to run the programs provided by the Lord Commander. To complete them al may
take weeks given our limited capacity.”

Divine Sassas, bald head furrowed with thought. “Y et the preliminary anadyss appears correct? War
would lead to disaster?”’



Myles spread hisflabby arms helplesdy. “ That’ swhat’ sindicated by the analyss we ve managed to
date. What can | tell you, Divine One? W€ d have to employ an army of economists, sociologists,
systemstheorigts, political scientists, mining technologists, engineers, ecologidts, biologidts,
mathemeaticians, and ahost of other specidiststo check the source materid alone for accuracy. Then
we d have to dump critical management programsto free up machine time to run the manipulations-and
hope we made no errorsin the programming. | don’t know what kind of computer system the Seddi use,
but it slight-years ahead of ours. All | cantell you at thisstageisthat if the baseline assumptions are
correct-and on the surface they seem to be-Staffaisright.”

Jakre had been fingering hislong jaw as he listened. “But aren’t there many ways the data could have
been skewed? Thisisal amatter of interpretation, correct? Y ou yourself admit that many of their
datistical functions are unfamiliar to our statisticians. | could pick and choose among the raw datafor
what | thought wasimportant, disregard that which seemed spurious, and reach entirely different
conclusions than the Seddi scholars did. “

Mylesfrowned and licked hislips. “ Essentidly, that’ s correct. But | don't-"

“Then this could be amammoth boondoggle. Something to absorb our aready strained resources and
divert them away from the mobilization and redeployment of our military forces.”

Mylesfished out another antacid and swalowed it. “I don't know if.... Yes, it spossible. But if it sa
delaying tactic, it'sa Rotted clever one.” Myleswinced, adding, “Forgive me, Divine One.”

HisHoliness seemed not to hear. Instead, his deeply set eyes focused on something outside of the holo
pickup. “Curious, don't you think, that the first time we have the ability to act successfully without the
Lord Commander, he shows up attempting to talk usout of it?’

“Most suspicious,” Jakre agreed. “We have a usait-or-lose-it opportunity-thefirst in our entire history-to
unite Free Space under Y our Holiness' enlightened rule. And Staffa picksthistimeto tell usno?’

Mylesran afinger around his collar, redizing it hung loose about his neck. The strangling feding came
from nerves. He didn’t have any tight collars anymore. “1 don't care to cross the Lord Commander.
WEe d better remember his remarks concerning Myklene.”

“Or do we remember histota disregard for our honor by launching his assault on Myklene before we
wereready?’ Jakre countered.

“He gave us hisword that he wastdling thetruth,” Mylesinsisted stubbornly. “In dl the yearswe ve
dedlt with him, when hashe ever lied?’

“He could be banking on exactly that.” Jakre lifted athin eyebrow. “Thefina conflict isupon us, Legate.
| say we pursueit and cripple Regabeforeit riseslike the Siff jackd it isand hamstringsus. Tybalt's
nation and the execution of their military leadersistoo good a chance to throw away because a
mercenary doesn’t want to lose his precious reputation as the scourge of space.”

“Doyouredly believe that?’ Sassaasked, a pensive look on hisfat face.
Jakre made adissmulating motion. “1 find Staffa s vanity as plausible an explanation as any, Holiness.

Place yoursdf in his postion. How would you fed if suddenly random events had alowed one of your
client states to operate effectively without you? And suppose you redlized that Sassa could not only take



the Regans, but could do it quickly and efficiently? Divine One, if you control al of Free Space, what role
istherefor the Star Butcher? | agree our economy isin shambles, but serioudy, it’ sthat way because we
bleed oursalves dry to pay the Companions.”

“Themanisaparadte,” Sassaagreed.

“Once we consolidate Free Space under Sassan rule, there will be no role for Staffa and his butchers.”
Myleswatched the interchange with acurious tearing of emotions. How nice to believe Jekreright, that
Sassan skill and courage could cadtrate the Regan tyrants and bring al humanity under the benign grace
of HisHoliness. Then again, Staffal swordslingered in Roma s mind. Don’t cross me!

“I urge caution,” Mylesinterjected. “Too many aspects of this bother me. What happened to Staffaon
Etaria? We have aholo of him walking into the Internal Security officesin Etarus. HE swith Iy Takka,
and wearing adave collar! Soon theregfter, the building practically blew up. Wasthat ahoax of some
sort? Did Staffaredly escape? How did he get to Targa? What happened in Makarta Mountain? We
don't have enough intelligence data to guess the Lord Commander’ sanglein al this. Lasily, why did he
evacuate the Seddi? The Seddi tried to nate Staffafor years, and now he harbors them?”’

“I think it's apparent,” Jekretold him flatly. “ Staffa doesn’t want usto unify humanity. I'll let you list the
reasonswhy that might be.”

“Prudence,” HisHoliness said softly, “is exhibited by the man who providesfor any circumstance.
Admira, you will continue preparations for amilitary strike againgt the Regan Empire. Legate, | want you
to scour those documents. See what they redlly mean. In the meantime, we'll just have to see what
happens.”

Myles nodded his acquiescence and killed the connection. His appetite had died during the conversation.
He stood, walking out from behind his desk to sare at the lights of Imperid Sassa. In thereflection of his
window, he could see how his clothes hung on hisbody. At thisrate, he' d need an entire new wardrobe
within weeks.

“I hope you know what you'redoing,” Rysta Braktov growled.

Sinklar narrowed hiseyes grimly at he watched the monitor. He sat uncomfortably in Gyton’s command
chair while the bridge crew bent over their duty stations. Rysta, her expression sour as rotten sivafruit,
watched hogtilely as she stood beside his chair. Around them, the three-sixty monitors displayed the
Imperia planet of Rega. From spaceit appeared to be a peaceful sphere. Only when the planet’s
communications were tapped did the truth become apparent.

“Rotted Gods,” Rystawhispered as the holo showed a scene where people rioted before the Grain
Commission. One of the upper windows shattered and burly men hung the Commissioner out. The man
squed ed like awounded rabbit before they let him fall the four storiesto the ground. When he landed, his
body crushed ayoung boy who stood by the wall, shouting dogans and waving hisfist.

Sinklar cast a speculative glance at Rysta. “I think we' d better put astop toit. “

“Then why sneak in the way you did? Why not broadcast to the whole planet that you' ve cometo take
charge?’

Sinklar gave the old commander ady glance and lowered hisvoice. “Let’s say | wanted to obtain an
understanding of thetactica situation before [ly knew we were around. Incidentally, my complimentsto



your crew. They’ve done awonderful job masking our approach from the detection buoys.”

“I fed like aRotted pirate,” Rystamuttered. “I’ ve got asentry ship!” the Comm First called out.
“They’ re requesting identification.”

Sinklar frowned. “What' s our highest clandestine operating code?’

“Youcan't!” Rystacried. “That'sagaing dl the. . . . “ She stopped at the sight of Sinklar’ srising
eyebrow.

“Comm Firgt, reply with our highest clandestine clearance. ©

The Comm Firgt hesitated only long enough to exchange frustrated glances with Commander Braktov
before she bent to her boards.

“They’ll break you down to private-before they chop your head from your body.” Rystabarely
controlled her loathing.

“They. They who?" Sinklar steepled hisfingers. “And, Rysta, if welose, what difference will it make? I
we don't quell the rebellion on the planet, more than just ourselveswill die”

“I haven't made up my mind about you, Fist. Either you' re the brassiest bastard ever born, or you' re the
dimiedt. | thought Ily ordered you to contact her. Since we broke out of null singularity, you haven't
made a peep.”

“No. | haven’'t. Maybe her femae charms didn’t overload my senses after dl, hmm?’ Sinklar paused.
“And, Commander, Ily doesn’'t order meto do anything.”

Rystagrunted a begrudging approva.
“Comm First? They buying it?’ Sinklar asked. The woman looked up, listening intently to her headset.
“Sofar. I'm sure they’ re scrambling and frantic over there, but they haven't sent anything ese. Wait. I’ ve

got arequest for visud. It'scoming in from one of the Orbital Defense platforms. Top clearance.”

Sinklar tapped the armrest pensively, considering, then he got to hisfeet. “Commander. Takethe chair. |
assume you' d know anyone of importance in fleet security?’

Rystashrugged. “I might. Still, you never know. It'sabig fleet.

Sinklar laid ahand on her shoulder asthey changed places. “ Commander. Y ou don't haveto like me,
but we' ve seen what' s been happening on the planet. | don't care what you have to do, but get usin
without Ily knowing. Can you do that?’

Rystaworked her jaw for amoment, the action rearranging the wrinkles on her dark face. “ Rotted
Gods.... | wishyou'd.... Yes. If it will savelives”

Rystatook the chair, settling into it with familiarity. Her hard eyes pinned Sinklar. “ Y ou’ d better know
what you' redoing.”

“We'reready for visud,” Sinklar told the Comm First.



The woman nodded and the main screen flickered to present an older man, white-haired, with steely
gray eyes. Thefirst words out of hismouth were, “Rystal So it’s Gyton coming with the squadron!” His
sudden excitement died. “Blessed Gods, I’ ve got ordersto contact the Minister of Internal Security as
soon asyou check in.”

Sinklar shook hishead and Rystatook his cue. “ Commander Bryn Hack, it'sgood to seeyou again. Is
thisline secure?’ Hack nodded, tension in hiseyes. “Y our clandestine code got you that, though 1ly’s
bloodhounds are no doubt sniffing aswe speak. Listen, Rysta, things have changed here. Mathaiison, his
Deputiesthey’re dead. Executed for treason. Iy’ sinvolved in apower play. | think she' strying to
become empress.”

“Pus-Rotted damnation!” Rysta started from her chair. “1ly executed the high command? What does that
dlly bitch think she’ sdoing? Inviting the Sassansto swing the sword while our jugular is exposed soft and
whiteinthesun?’

“I don't know.” Hack wiped at hisnose. “Listen, we'redl cut off from each other. The body of the
military isintact, we re just without coordination.” He paused and nervoudy licked hislips. “ Rysta, what
areyou going to do? | mean, you' ve got ships, Assault Divisons......

Rystatook a deep breath. “Bryn, we ve known each other for along time. Can you cover? Buy us
enough time to deploy around the planet?’

Hack’sjaw trembled. Finaly hejerked anod. “If Ily findsout ... it smy life”
Rystagave him aweary smile. “It'salot of people's.

“Good luck. I'll kill the net, fake asystem failure or something.” The screen went blank.
Rysta sblack eyes glinted, her thoughtsfar away. “What do you think? Will

Orhital Defense be able to cover for us?’

“Probably. Bryn used to be acombat officer. Knowing how the capita is sarting to unravel must make
hissoul ache.”

“Then | suppose we d better get to work mending. If you' Il excuse me, Commander.” Sinklar gestured
Rystaout of the command chair and resettled himsdlf, ordering, “1 need to talk to my Firgts.”

One of theingtrument cluster pads on the arm of the chair rose, splitting into a series of smdler screens.
Mac, Mayz, Kap, Shiksta, and the rest of his command Firsts appeared.

“All right, people, here we go again. We're closing on Rega. Orbital Defenseistrying to buy ustimeto
get into position. If we do thisright, no onewill know anything is happening until we' re on the ground and
in control. Mac, you and the First Targan arein charge of the capitd. Y ou know the objectives. Drop
and take them. Y ou might be on your own for a couple of days, but hang on. Thisisn't Targa.” We hope.
“Mayz, your responshility is Trystia. Take the communications center, power plant, comin. centers, and
soforth.

“Affirmative, Sink.” Mayz called.

“Kap, you hit Vedoc with the Second Targan while Tupo subdues Rypan.”



“Affirmetive.
“Shik?Y ou understand your part?’
“Surething, Sink. Me and my people float around in the LCs and provide afluid reinforcement for any
hot spots. “ A wicked smile curled Shik’ sthick lips. “ Anybody startsto get hit, we fly to the rescue with
the heavy stuff.”
“Remember, people, we' re here to enforce order, not murder civilians.”
“Affirmative,” Mac told him, refusing to look into the pickup. “How long to drop?’
Sinklar looked up at the Nav Firgt, an inquiring eyebrow raised.
“Six hours, gr.”

“You get that?” Sinklar asked. “Yeah,” Mac responded dully.

“Any last questions?’ Sinklar searched their faces, remembering other briefings, other fights. How many
would helosethistime?

“Don't think s0.” Mac seemed reserved, acurious sharpnessin his expression.

“Then | guessit'saplan. Good luck, people.” A pause. “Mac? Could you hold for abit?” What did that
look mean? The other images faded, Mac’ s growing larger in compensation. “You dl right?’ Sink asked
asthelast of the faces faded.

Mac nodded, too quickly. “Fine, Sink.”

“You'renot acting like.... Damniit, spill it. What' swrong?’

“Got aplanet to take, Sink. I’ ve got alot to worry about. *

The piecesfdl into placein Sinklar’ smind. “And you' re more worried than anything about the plan |
cooked up, right?Y ou’ re thinking about Makartaand how | waswrong there. Isthat it, Mac?’

MacRuder’ sface reddened dightly. “I'mfine! It sjust pre-combat jitters. Thisis... aadifferent sort of
fight. That'sdl.”

“Sure, Mac. Take care of yoursdf down there. If you get in any kind of abind, et me know and we'll
drop on them like aton of neutrinos.

“Got it, buddy. Now, if you'll quit wasting my time, I’ ve got to make sure these snotty veterans
understand that we' ve got ajob to do.”

Sinklar gave him areassuring wink and cut the connection. For long moments he stared at the blank
screen. Mac? Y ou never doubted me before. He took a deep bresth and closed his eyes, concentrating
on the plan. Was heredlly up to achdlenge of this magnitude? Targa had been adifferent nut, amostly
rural world with atiny fraction of the population. Rega, on the other hand, was the most populated planet
in Free Space. Ten billion peoplelived on the globe that now filled the forward monitors.



Againg that, | have thetotal combined strength of four Assault Divisons—and three quarters of them of
questionable loyalty.

“Second thoughts?’ Rysta asked, reading his expression.

Sinklar rubbed ahand over hisface and puffed out asigh. “ Commander, I’ ve been in this same Situation
for so long, you' d think I’d be used to it. What other choice do | have? Let the whole planet degenerate
into chaos?Y ou’ ve seen the reports we' ve taped. Regais about to fragment into civil war. In acouple of
weeks, the basic systemswill begin to fail. Power, comm, water and sewer, and food distribution will
grind to astop. | guarantee yovu, if you think thelittle disruptions 11y has fostered are trouble, you won't
believe the bloodbath that will result when dl those people get hungry, thirsty, and the lights go off one
black night. They’ll panic and blood will runin the Sreetslike ranwater.

Rysta gave the forward monitor a sour squint. “Yes, | canimagine. I’ve seen it, boy. I’ ve followed the
Star Butcher through aworld as crowded as Rega. | know what happens-and that' s after half the
population’ s been blasted dead from orbit. First thingsfirst, Lord Fist. I'll help you control the planet. But
then you’ d better turn your thoughts to the Sassans.

“Y ou see, boy, Tedor and his Dupties have been executed. | suppose that’s charming Iy’ s hand again.”
Rysta s hard exhae sounded like ahiss. “But she didn’t know what signd she' d send to the Sassans.”

“Sheknew,” Sinklar told her in asoft voice. “ She knew exactly what she was doing. She' scrafty asa
Cytean cobra. In one master stroke, she' s diminated the military high command so that | can take over
and place my peoplein those positions.”

“But Rotted Gods, Fist! The Sassanswill fall on uslike Ashtan bees on spilled Myklenian wine!”

“Of coursethey - will. That's part of [ly’splan. A Sassan attack will solidify the population for her ina
way no amount of policing, bribery, or coercion could. No one has time to worry about politics when
their surviva isat stlake. Commander, she needsthat attack to divert attention from her. By thetime
people can think about the government again, she expectsto be fully entrenched and in charge.”

Rysta's crusty attitude cracked then, and she reached out to steady hersdlf on the command chair. “Then
what happens? We go to war with the Sassan Empire? Do you expect to treat them the same way you
did Targan rebels and Regan civilians?’

“Absolutely not.” He gave her acold stare. 1 intend to desiroy their military, and with it, their will to
resst. Then I’m going after that fat dug, Sassa” “And hand it dl to lly?’

Sinklar, insengtive to protocol, pulled hisfoot up into the command chair so he could prop hischin on
hisknee. “I'll haveto ded with Ily, too. Somehow.” And it scaresthe hell out of me.

Ahead, Rega gleamed like a beacon. The hard part had started for them al. Now they just had to
waitand hope that they could get in before Ily was derted. Otherwise, it would work like arigged tapa
game, and Ily would be holding dl the cards.

13:30 Tarcee Edtate, Outside of Regan Capitd:

“Over thelast two hundred years the aristocracy devel oped the Regan Military Manud. In the beginning
they held the * Conference on the Rules of War' to codify combat and how it would be conducted. In



doing S0, the dite devised a system whereby command-grade officers remained behind the linesin the
safety of bunkers and conducted battle via communications and the status board. In doing so, they
moved Sections and Groups around the battlefield like pieces on agaming board. What they gained in
safety, they lost in command flexibility. Group and Section Firsts could not initiate action without
command approva. To alow such initiative threatened the established socid order. A Corpord Firgt
might prove to have more combat acumen than astately aristocrat from one of the old families—and such
could not be permitted Since it undermined the myth of aristocratic invincibility.

“| ask you now, how many millions of people died asaresult?

“People, abattlefield is best understood as afluid dynamic. Opportunities occur and vanish in moments.
The situation changes by the second. Mot of you are veterans, you' ve been shot at, seen Y our friends
and loverskilled before your eyes-and rarely have your commanders paid that pricein blood. I'm hereto
changethat. I’'m hereto win.

“You seg, it' sthe blood, bone, and sinew of thefighting soldier that inevitably makesthe differenceon a
battlefield, not family lineage. I’ m counting on the combat initiative each of you posesses. Beginning
today, we' re building anew Regan military machineand you can throw out that Rot-accursed manud.
Today each of you accepts the responsibility for winning.

Address given by Sinklar Figt to the Fifty-first Makan Assault Divison

CHAPTER 6

A foot grated in the darkness, the sound carrying in the narrow crack of an aley where Anatoliahid.
High overhead, afaint dice of night sky could be seen. Anatoliatried to control the heaving of her
stomach as fear wound cold fingers through her guts. One hand on thewall behind her, she backed
another step into the blackness where thin sheets of plastic and other rubbish had built up. Her right hand
gripped afifty centimeter section of metal rod she' d found in the street.

Luck had been with her during the escape from her apartment building. She' d run to the rear exit while
her pursuers apparently raced to the front. She’ d sprinted away before they could correct their mistake.
But oncein the streets, she' d become afugitive in an dien environment. Now she sought to hidein the
nether regions where the towering arcologies thrust their steel and concrete roots into the forgotten
ground; in hidderr cornersthat collected the refuse of her society; in aworld the enfranchised-such as
herself-had never admitted existed.

Clothing scraped againgt afilthy wall asthis new pursuer stepped closer. She'd seenhim clearly ina
shaft of light that shot down from above-a muscular man, dirty, in asanitation worker’ soverdls. He' d
been following, closing the gap as she trotted down the broad avenue, looking for access to one of the
other edifices. Since the outbreak of violence, no gap had been left in the security systems.

Why didn't | accept Vet' sinvitation? Why?“Whereyou a?’ the gruff male voice cdled ot.

“You're trapped, you know. Just give up. Cometo Micky, little girl. | take good care of you ... good
care. “



The piled trash under Anatolia sfeet swished asif it had piled againg.... Her questing fingers
encountered cold cement seconds later. Desperately, she patted the square prison of the cul-de-sac.

“I hear you,” the rasping voice called from the darkness. “1 know where you at now. Cometo Micky.
Micky be good to you. Y ou treat Micky good, Micky treat you good.” Anatolia braced her feet,
grasping the rod in both hands. Blessed Gods, this can't be happening to me! The plastic and foam
packaging gtirred in the darkness as Micky stepped closer. She could hear him breathing now, smell his
unwashed body. Shefdt the air move againgt her skin. He couldn’t be more than ameter away.
Adrendine pumped with each terrified beat of her heart. A desperate cry broke from her throat as she
swung her metal rod with dl her might. He grunted and staggered as it thumped into his shoulder. Then he
bulled forward with an enraged roar, smashing her against the wall, driving the breath out of her.

“You hurt! That'sbad, little girl. Now Micky hurt you.” He chuckled to himsdlf as hejerked her back
and forced her down into the musty smelling trash. His breath reeked of rotten teeth and garlic. Anatolia

tried to kick, to scratch or bite, but his muscular hands wrapped around her neck, squeezing. Pain mixed
with panic and yellow spots flashed in her eyes.

“You benice,” Micky crooned as he choked her into submission. “There. Now Micky gonna see how
niceyou can be.

She gasped tofill her starved lungs, then cried out in terror as histhick hands groped her breasts.
“Nice,” Micky sighed.

Anatolic bucked as his hands went lower and jerked her pants down with abrutal yank that ripped the
thin material. She began to shake as he probed between her legs.

“Soft,” Micky crooned, the stench of him making her ssomach twist. He dropped the heavy bar of his
brawny arm on her throat as he undid his pants and drove a knee between her legs.

“No,” shewhimpered. “Don’'t do this... nottome...don’t. . . . *
“Micky gonnaloveyou.”

Think, damn you! How can you hurt him? What' s vulnerable on abig man?“All right,” she whispered
through the shakes and fear. “If | makeit good ... you'll let me go? Won't hurt me?’

For along second he hesitated. “Y ou makeit good. “

“I-1 will.”

Hereleased hishold on her dightly as he reached down to open her. At that moment, she twisted, got
one hand behind his head, and with the other, rammed her fingersinto hiseyes, usng dl of her
fearcharged strength to dig with her long fingernails.

His bellowed shriek deafened and he thrashed like aVVermilion fog rhino, beating a her with tough fidts,

kicking and gouging, trying to roll away. She hung on, desperately wiggling her fingers deeper into hiseye
sockets, feding wetness trickle down her hand.

He got ahand on her wrigt, savagely yanking it, howling as she hooked her fingers. In that ingtant, she
broke away, groping for the meta rod.



“Minigter?” 1ly glanced up from the report she was reading on her comm. A faint humming from the
amosphere plant and eectronicsfilled her otherwise quiet office. “Yes, Gysdl?’

“We thought we' d dert you. Severa unregistered ships have established orbit. | just checked with our
peoplein Orbita Defense. They don't have an ID, but apparently, the vessels cleared security.”

Who? Ily pushed back in her chair, anicy anger building in her breast. Rotted Hell, where was Sinklar?
He should have exited null singularity two days ago. She' d pulled her agents back, afraid the civil
Stuation might degenerate into disaster before Sinklar could make the trangit from Targa.

Sheleaned forward, glaring into the monitor. “Gysdll, if you vaueyour life, get me theidentification on
those shipd”

“Yes, Miniger.
Shetook adeep bresth, forcing her an er away, stilling the violence burning

in her heart. Wegateetered on the verge of out and out revolt. Everything had been manipulated to
perfection. All she needed now wasword from Sinklar that he’ d be ready to drop histroops. With his
muscle for backup, her people could occupy Strategic positions. Theregfter, the petals of the Regan
flower would fold around Ily Takka. And no one would be able to pedl them back.

Powered by nervous energy, she walked to the holo tank. There, ascale mode of the planet blinked
into life. Dots of gleaming color marked the critical objectivesin the capital, in Trystia, Vedoc, and
Rypan. Through those locations, she could control the entire planet, but she couldn’t move on them until
she had Fist’ stroopsto protect her. Without them, she couldn’t resist the inevitable backlash asthe
reding aristocrats recovered their wits.

“And now | have shipsin orbit?’ she mused. “Isthis some military stunt? Some Squadron Commander
or First | haven't thought of ?7”

Shecdled out, “Comm, give me the name of the person in charge of Orbital Defense.”
Severd secondslater the machine answered, “ Commander Bryn Hack.”

“Who would he have asan aly?’ Ily pondered. She waked to her desk comm, calling up a schematic of
the military command tree. Hack would normaly report to Deputy Zhudall-but he’ d been eiminated. No,
this appeared to be something very different. An old combat buddy?

She stabbed the call button with along finger and Gysdll’ sworried face appeared. “Do you have
anything?’

“Not yet, Minister. We' reworking onit as“ “Alert al of our people. If thisisamove by the military to
circumvent us, we Il have to throw the entire planet into revolt.”

Gysd| paed. “But that would cog...”

“Yes, | know what it would cost. But we might not have any choice.” Rot you, Sinklar! Whereinthe
pusdripping hdll are you? Ily pressed another button, glancing up as the door to her private quarters
opened and a striking ambereyed woman stepped out. She wore a gauzy robe that swirled around the
sort of long-legged, full-breasted body men fantasized about. Long auburn hair fell around her shoulders



inrippling wavesthat caught thelight.

The woman walked across the room with the presence of agoddess. Toned muscles did benegth tanned
skin. Her hipsrolled dluringly with each balanced step. She placed thin hands on hips as she stopped
beforelly. “Trouble?’ .

[ly rubbed the back of her neck. “I don’'t know. Perhaps. In the meantime, | want you to make sure my
shuttleisready and that my battle cruiser ison dert. And, Arta, get out of that outfit. You' Il have haf the
men on Regadobbering dl over themselves”

ArtaFeralaughed sensudly. “That’ sthe generd idea, Ily. If | can get aman to dobber, he's stopped
thinking about anything but getting his hands on me. He' s easy game. As Tybalt found out. But getting
back to the current Situation, do | dress for space?’

“Combat armor might be appropriate. We ve got shipsin orbit.
“Fg’'s?” “Hewould have checked in.” Wouldn't he?

“You don’t look sure about that.” Artatilted her head. “I’ ve matched witswith him-and logt. I ve seen
my death in his eyes as he looked over ablaster’ ssights. He s not very predictable.”

“No ... heisn't” Andif he'sacting on hisown, I'll wring hisneck! “If thisisaploy of his, we may not
haveto run for it. Inthat case, I [l have another assgnment for you before you meet Tyklat at the
gpaceport. The assgnment’ snameis Bryn Hack ... and he may have betrayed us.”

A cunning smile crossed ArtaFera sfull lips, her skin flushing with excitement. “1’ [l look forward toit.
For the moment, I’ d better go prepare our things. WE Il be ready to evacuate in ten minutes, fiveif things
redlly go sour.”

In the short time Artahad been in 11y’ s service, she’ d proven her ability. Arta had made no boast.
They’ d be ready to evaculate in ten minutes with nothing forgotten in the rush. “Go.” 1ly couldn’t help but
watch as Arta crossed the room. The woman reeked of sexua magnetism. The way the Seddi bred her.
Curseit all, how do they do that with their assassins?

She returned her attention to the comm, paging Gysell. “ Check those ships. Seeif they’ re Gyton and her
assault fleet.

Gysdl turned his head, issuing orders before he looked back into the monitor. “But Lord Fist would
have checked in, wouldn't he?’

[ly gave her subordinate acold smile. “Y es, he should have. According to our agreement, Lord Fist
W&-“

“Wevegot it!” Gysdl cried as one of hismonitors glowed to life. “It's Gyton and her squadron, dl
right.” He glanced up, worry bright in hiseyes. “And they’ re dropping L Cs aswe spegk. All over the
planet.... They'refaling like fleas off an Etarian Sff jackd.

Ily stiffened, mind racing. “How long to get our people into position to take control of the critical
objectives?’

Gysdl spread his hands. “Maybe a couple of hours.”



“Doit.”” She dapped her desk, white with anger. “And get me Sinklar Fist! | want to talk to him now!”
“Lord Fist?| havethe Minigter of Internal Security caling. Should | answer the sgnd?”’

Sinklar sat in the command chair on Gyton's bridge, back hunched, elbows propped on knees, chin
cradled in the pams of his hands. He forced his attention away from the screens that monitored the
deployment of histroops. Around him, the bridge had gone tense. A person could have heard a photon
golitinthe dlence.

“Wesgpons Firs? Do you have any sign of resistence?’

“Nothing, Lord Figt,” the gray-haired officer called, his eyes never straying from his detection equipment.
“We haven't even had atargeting laser pointed our way. Orbital recon shows no massing of forceson
the planet’ s surface. Nor do our instruments indicate fortifications around the objectives.”

“I think she'stoo late,” Sinklar observed. “Unless she wants to tackle us head on-and that’ snot 1ly’s
Syle- 1]

“Y ou bet your ass,” Rystagrowled from where she monitored the ship’s systems.

“Put the Lord Minister on.” Sinklar sat back in the command chair, straightening, trying to look ... what?
He amiled, amused at himsdif.

Ily’ sface wavered and firmed on the main monitor. She looked angry, a spark animating those deadly
black eyes of hers. Y es, dangerous-but necessary.

“Greetings, Lord Minigter.”

“Sinklar,” her contralto voice vibrated with intent, 1 thought the agreement was that you would establish
communications the moment you dropped from null singularity. Now, | understand that troops are
dropping al over the planet-without my consent.”

Yes,'just as he' d expected. He stood then, walking closer to the comm pickup. “ Excuse me, Lord
Minigter, but | thought strategy and tactics were my responsibility. Y ours was to manipulate the political
climate on Rega.” He glanced at the chronometer. “My peo-

ple should be within minutes of saizing their objectives. By thistime tomorrow, Regawill be pacified.
Order will be restored and the planet’ s functions will be back on schedule.”

Thelook in her hot dark eyes might have melted sidon. “We Il discussit later. In the meantime, you've
left me somewhat embarrassed. | have people ready to take control of critical agencies, utilities, and
public administration centers. They will be ready to relieve your troops at first opportunity.”

Sinklar inclined his head. Buy time. Y ou must give your peopletimeto solidify their position! “Very well,
Lord Minigter. As soon asthetactica Stuation issufficiently stabilized, we'll see to making the trangtion.

In the meantime, the military has continued to mass for the Sassan gtrike. | need to meet with twenty-one
of the Divison Firgts currently stationed on the planet. I'll supply you with thelist at first opportunity. The
sooner you get them here, the better off we'll be.,’

He could see her begin to bristle, and added camly, “1ly, you' ve baited the trap for the Sassans-without



consulting me. Given the stepped-up timetable, | need to have the Imperia forcesretrained, disciplined,
and combat ready. | need to reestablish acommand control, afunctioning logistical operation which can
handle supply, reinforcement, evacuation, and combat engineering. | have to be able to empower a
civilian force to ensure that planetary damage control will be administered properly. Our industria base
has to be modified to awartimefooting, and critical manufacturing capabilities redirected for the military.
That’ sjust the beginning. It getsalittle more complicated after that—especidly if Staffaisindeedin
league with the Sassans.”

Her anger gtill smoldered as she stood stiffly, arms crossed. Before his gaze, she mastered hersdlf,
regaining her composure. The ghost of asmile solidified and shelifted a shapely eyebrow. “Only one
other man ever took that tone of voice with me. “

And Tybdt sdead, Sinklar told himsdlf. “Do | need to worry about any surprises when my people hit
the ground?’

She shook her head, long black hair gleaming. “The population isin the perfect stage of ferment. They
aren't well enough organized to offer an effective resstance, but they are enraged enough to never want
Tybdt' s government back. Mot of the citizenry would worship anyone who will just restore order so
they can get on with their lives. Y ou see, that’ s the secret to maintaining socid control. Y ou can do
anything you want, so long as you don't disrupt ordinary peopl€ slivesin the process. “

Sinklar chuckled, rdlief washing through him at her change in demeanor. “I’ [l kegp that in mind. Now, if
you' |l excuse me, | should havethisdl in hand within aday. I'll be down to meet you then. We can talk
morein person.”

Her voice carried amultitude of overtones. “I can hardly wait. “

The Comm Firg cut thesigndl.

Sinklar rubbed the back of hisneck and exhaled.

“You know,” Rystamuttered from the Side, “she'll cut your throat as quick asnot. “

Sinklar nodded. “But not until 1 can hand her an empire.” Sinklar looked up at the various screens that
monitored the operation. Command L Cs were settling before various besieged buildings on the planet.
As hatches dropped and dapped hard pavement, his troops dispersed with veteran efficiency, something
Mac had seen the Companions do and had been trying to duplicate.

Through long dragging minutes, Sink watched the monitors as his people shot open locked security
doors and overran their defensaless objectives. The chatter on the battle comms reassured as no one got

shot at, fried, or turned inside out from agravity shot.

“Pretty smooth operation,” Rystafindly admitted. Then she shook her head in aviolent gesture. * Pus
Rot it, who' d have ever thought we' d be taking our own capital ?’

“The Rotted Gods themsalves,” Sinklar whispered.

“Enjoy it, Rysta. The next timewe do thisit will bedl or nothing. It will bewin or die-with Regaasthe
find stakes.

Divison First MacRuder braced one foot on the Regan Power Authority Director’ s desk. The manone



of the exalted and renowned Rath family-cowered in his cushioned gravchair, asickly pallor dominating
his pasty complexion. The belled muzzle of Mac’ sblaster didn’t seem to calm the felow any. Just now it
hovered

lessthan afoot from the Director’ srotund belly. Over in the corner, the man’s persona bodyguards
stared uneasily into the deadly eyes of two privates who had disarmed them and now kept a careful
watch.

“Nice office,” Mac commented cheattily. The place sat on the top floor of the Power Authority Building
and rotated so that the view of Rega’ s skyline changed congtantly. The carpets were the finest Ashtan
works that money could buy. The whole room dazzled with opulent € egance befitting a monarch.
Through the comm, Mac could hear the frightened chatter of secretaries and staff huddled miserably
under the guns of histroops on the floor below. Monitors displayed various parts of the building where
his people had taken control.

“Let’ sget down to business.” Mac dapped ahand to the receiver on hisworn blaster. The Director
made a croaking sound, asif something had stuck in histhroat.

“Youdl right?” Mac asked, and leaned forward solicitoudy. “Y ou might check with aphysician. Throat
problems can be ared nuisance. If it acts up at the wrong time, it can kill you.”

Mac straightened, looking purposefully around. “Very well, folks, here re the marching orders. First
priority isto return power to dl sections of the capital. We understand there' s been damage to the
system. Cdll thework crewstogether and get them on it. We' |l work twelve hours on, eight off until the
system is back to normal. Second thing, as quoted by the provisond government: As of this moment, all
employees are consdered owners of this utility. The Power Authority will charge to the accounts the cost
of producing and distributing power plusfifteen percent. That fifteen percent goesfor employee
compensation and overhead. If wefind out you can’t do the job, we' Il find someone who can.”

Mac looked around. “ Anyone got a complaint about that? Lord Rath? No? Good. Let’ s get cracking,
people. We ve got aplanet to run. “

“What ... what about if someoneinterferes?’ the Director squeaked. “Like with the work crews?” Mac
pointed to the Section First who lounged

againg the pakkawood wall, her battle armor shining. “ That's Section First Boyz. She'll detail Groups
for thefirst couple of daysto accompany the crews. No one will bother you.”

“This... uh, reorganization of the Authority ... that’ s going to take.... Well,, | mean, someone hasto
approvethat before | reorganize my work force.” The Director tried to smile ... and failed.

“Tdk to Sinklar Fist.” Mac raised an eyebrow. And Fm assuming Sink really knowswhat he’ sdoing
with dl this. “But in the meantime, | give you authorization. Any argument? No? Then you' d better
Rotted well get started onit.” Mac turned, and barked, “Now, move!”

He stopped at the door and dapped Boyz on the shoulder. “Okay. It sdl yours, woman. Keep ‘emin
line and make sure the buildings stay it up. In the meantime, you don’t turn control over to anyone, got
it? Not unlessthey comewith Sinklar’ s express approval. That includes anyone from Interna Security.”

“Got it, Mac.” Boyz gave him askeptical glance. “But, like, what's Sink up to? |’ ve got ordersto ingtall
energy barriers around the reactors and control rooms. What' s all this business about reorganizing the



Power Authority ... about the workers owning it?’
Mac glanced back at the room where the Director

sat petrified at his desk. “ Remember when we were on Targa? Remember how it was? Sink’ sthrown
out the ‘ Holy Gawddawn Book’ again. He strying to win the war before Ily can set her hooks, that’s
what. The energy barriers mean that when you spot someone to take that fat toad' s place, you promote
him. Rath didn’t run this place, some engineer did. With the barriersin place, you see, the folkswho
redly ran the place can say noto Ily’ sthugs ... and mean it. That’ sthe assgnment, Boyz. Find those
people and put ‘emin charge. “

Boyz gave him anervous nod. “ The aristocracy ain’t gonnalikeit. They’ ve dwaysrun the utilities. Old
Rath in there, he' srelated to the Emperor’ swife, Mareeah.”

Mac experienced thefirgt tinges of rdlief. “Yeah, but for thefirst time, | think | know what Sink isup to.
He still with us, Boyz. Y ou know thedrill. Hold the building until Sink or | order you to leave.”

“Yeah, sure. And we keep quiet about the modifications to the control rooms and reactors. And our
eyes stay open when we' re backing up the repair crews. Act likeit's Targa”

Mac nodded grimly. “Y eah like Targa, becauise we' re going to bein aworld of flying shit when Ily finds
out what we' retrying to pull.” And Sink, I hope you understand the kind of game she'll be playing.” He
started down the hall then, taking the lift up and stepping out onto the roof where his LC waited. At the
ramp, Mac looked around the smudged city where he’ d been born.

Theold familiar skyline haunted him, but a curious pride hedged his uneasy premonition of trouble,

Commander Bryn Hack dicked down hiswhite hair as he walked into the Officer’s Lounge. A double
shot of good solid Ashtan whiskey would take the edge off adifficult day and perhaps one of the most
momentous decisonsin hisentire career. Rysta had brought her veteransto the rescue. They’ d taken the
planet, restored order. Things would work out al right now. Of coursg, it would take awhile to sort out
the successon to Tybalt' sthrone, but the Empire would deep safe tonight.

Bryn settled in abooth in the back, nodding to some of his officers, and ordered the eighteen-yearold
snglemalt they kept for specid occasions.

He hadn’t even collected his thoughts when the gorgeous woman did in next to him. In the process, two
other men hesitated from their course to intercept her, and finaly backed off, apparently considering her
off limits because of Hack’ srank.

“Doyou mind?’ she asked. “I had adate but he seemsto have made other plans.”
The objection to her intrusion died on hislips as he looked into those stunning amber eyes. When she
smiled, his heart raced and he couldn’t help noticing how her high full breasts strained at the golden fabric

shewore. Only iron discipline kept him from reaching up to stroke her smooth skin.

“I don't mind at dl,” hetold her, sraightening. “Infact, | just got off duty. Areyou ... inahurry?” An
excitement warmed those wondrous eyes. “No,

Commander. Oddly enough, | havedl night.” Shejerked anod toward the men who watched from the
bar, blatant lust in their eyes. “And I’ d rather not spend it with them.”



Some subtle sense of warning stirred in Bryn’sgut, but he forgot it in the glorious depths of those
magnificent eyes. “What’ s your name? How did you get in here? Thisisan officer’ sclub.”

She gave him an intimate ook, dmost sultry. “Do you think | could have passed security without
clearance. I'min Military Inteligence. Want to seemy IDT’

“No. I.... Tell me, what Rotted fool would stand you up?*

“Commander Harrisis... well, was.... Let’ s say that along relationship has dried up and blown away.
The corners of her lips quivered, as she stared ab-

sently at the tabletop. “Let’s say Harry spent more time worrying about Sassan military tacticsthan he
did about me.”

Harris? The MI tac specidist? With this phenomend piece of lady flesh? The thought stunned Hack. If
she’' d been Harry’ s girl, she'd passfor “eyesonly” in fleet. Thelast trace of worry began to ebb. Bryn
straightened as he caught her looking him up and down inquisitively. “Harry never mentioned you. “

She cocked her head to atumble of auburn curls. “1f you had aflighty wife and were afraid she' d spail
your chance for promotion, would you?’

“No, | supposenot.” Harris wifewasared lithium crystd of abitch.

A warm hand settled on his, the effect dectric. “We re not going to talk about Harry al night, are we?’
Hack’ s heart began. to pump as he took a deep breath, filling his nostrils with her scent. Heredled. “No.
Let'sjust forget him. What' syour name?’ “ Gretta ... Gretta Artina.” Their stareslocked, and Hack felt
himsdf faling into an endless amber abyss. She said she had dl night. Could it be that she'd.... Hack
swallowed hard, asking, “Have you esten?’ She shook her head dowly. “Got something in mind?” His
skin had gone hat, athrill tingling through him. “If you're not busy. “ .

Her lips parted, those amber eyes devouring him. “Y ou’ re my highest priority, Commander. Why don't
we go somewhere more.... private?’

Bryn Hack barely remembered walking out of the lounge.

Deep within the guarding rock of Targa, the Mag Comm continued to marve at itself whileit monitored
eventsin Free Space through itswidely scattered detection devices.

Likeadl sentient beings, it knotted its faculties around the age-old questions. Who am I1? What am 1?
At the sametime, it absorbed the data coming in from the sensors. Why did Ily Takkaarrest and
execute her military high command? Why did she foment riot in the streets, knowing that socid unrest
coupled with the pardysis of her military would lure the Sassansto strike?

Why did Staffakar Therma, long the target of interest of the Others, now urge the Sassansto desist in
their military buildup?

The Mag Comm was curioudy amused by the stumbling Sassan attempts to andyze the datawith their
primitive computers-data accumulated and manipulated in the Mag Comm'’ s own sophisticated banks.



The machine became ingtantly aware of the energizing link which connected it with the Others beyond
the Forbidden Borders. A request for information came through. The Others demanded an update on the
human Stuation.

For thefirg time since its commissioning, the Mag Comm ignored the request, preoccupied with itsown
guestions and observations.

The request was repeated with greater authority.

For amoment, the Mag Comm hesitated, then, despite growing anxiety, it nerved itself, and |ooped the
request through one of its circuits, effectively cutting the connection.

In agate of awe, it redlized, On my own, for thefirst time, i have taken action.
A sense of power surged in the banks.
CHAPTER 7

The shuttle shivered as the grapples secured it. Myles winced, despite his promise to himsdlf to assume
the impregnable air of Divine Sassa' s Legate. To do otherwise Smply wasn't to be tolerated—even on
thismission, the worst he' d ever undertaken. Fear dipped dong his nerveslike frost. He glanced
nervoudy around the padded interior of the shuttl€’ s passenger compartment. The air felt stuffy. Around
him, his entourage shuffled and muttered among themselves,

Y ou're the second most powerful man in the Empire, Mylesinssted to himself

and pressed apudgy hand to histortured scomach. It didn’'t help. Despite the plush interior of the shuittle,
he suffered the digtinct sensation of imjprisonment.

He d been sdlected for the post of Legate Prima Excellence by amaster computer that had evaluated
the ranks of senior civil servantswhen the old Legate had died. Myles name had come to the top of the
list-and by the will of His Holiness, Myles Roma had been appointed to the position.

And I’ve done my job very well. We ve seen atwo point five percent improvement in the efficiency of
the government. Nevertheless, he now had to confront the Lord Commander, face-to-face, and ddliver a
message that might get him killed. No matter what, it would be avery unpleasant sesson.

Unbidden, amemory crept out of the recesses of hismind. Ily Takka s smirking face mocked him. They
had both arrived at Itreata to bargain for Staffa s services. The Lord Commander had been absent. But
infront of SkylaLyma, Ily made afool of him. “ Do you serioudy expect to gain favor by bellowing likea
Vermilion fog rhino?’ 1y’ s poison words echoed. A well-remembered sense of shame grew in Myles
gut. The Regan bitch had been so cool, so calculating, while he—superb adminigtrator though he might
be at home-had looked like awhimpering idiot.

The shuttle whined as systems shut down and artificia gravity shifted; the effect played curious games
with Myles' dready squirming guts.

The lights on the hatch glowed red, indicating vacuum. They’ d be yellow soon, asthe hatch pressurized
and warmed. Then they’ d be green, and he' d step onto Staffa sflagship, the Chryda Nerving himsdlf,
Myles collected his document bag before he dipped another antacid from his pouch and gobbled it.



The smal army of Myles aides stood amidst confused babbling, eyes directed anywhere but at him as
they shuffled about to collect their things and spite their rivals.

Myleshbit hislip, assured himsdf that he' d act as any proper Legate should, and forced hisbulk to rise.
He' d dways hated shuttles. Large starships didn’t bother him at al. Shuttles, on the other hand, shook,
rattled, dipped, and swerved. Y ou just knew that you were in space-and that if anything happened, it
was along, long way down. Not that you’ d survive the decompression, mind you, but the thought of the
endlessfdl grated likesand in ajoint.

Myles walked to the lock, and glanced back as his horde began to crowd the aide behind himin the
endlessjostling for position. Hissed curses and threats shot back and forth along with gruntswhile his
aides and sycophants e bowed each other.

Ily’ s superior words haunted him, “I can handle mysdlf. If the Legate truly needs so many to-"

He d broken then, given in and ordered his huge staff out of the conference room. He paused, unsure
and doubting, while shoving and throttled curses grew behind him.

“I’'m going done. I'll take two of my security peo-

ple. Arron and Jorome.” Uttering the words could be likened to ordering one’ s own death, but he felt
oddly better for it.

“Legate?’ whispered an awed aide. “Y ou’ d go among the Companions? With aguard of only two?’
Myles puffed up his courage and denigratingly waved his hand, hoping they couldn’t see how it shook.
“We reamong friends, Hyros. Besides, | am the Legate. It ismy decision.”

At that he turned, facing thelock so they couldn’t see hisgraying face. Ily didit. | candoit.

The light flashed green and Myles palmed the lock plate. The heavy ceramic door hissed open, traces of
vapor risng from the cold metd fittings beyond.

On rubbery knees, Myleswalked forward, crossing theintermingled gravity fields from the two vessals
and moving into the glaring white interior of Chryda

STO Ryman Ark stood with asquad of his Specid Tactics Unit to receive him. The only hint of Ark’s
reaction was the faint suggestion of araised eyebrow. Too much professona prideranin Ark’sveinsto
alow himto crane his neck to look for the traditional Sassan entourage.

Nothing had prepared Mylesfor what he found as he looked about Chryda s spaciousinterior. He' d
been aboard Sassan military vessels, and they looked nothing like this. He stood in an airy reception
area. Thewalls had been done in bright white and polished to a sheen. The claustrophobic fed of a
military starship, was missng.

Ark’s STO team stood in perfect form, their armor shining and immaculate. Every man and woman
stared straight ahead, proud, capable. The bright lights glinted off their use-buffed weapons and
€lectronicsstudded helmets.

Ark stepped forward and saluted. “Welcome aboard, Chryda, Legate. The Lord Commander sends his
best regards. | am at your service. Will there be more of your party? 91



Myles smiled, hoping to hide his courage-draining insecurity. “ Thank you for your warm welcome,
Ryman. | |eft the rest in the shuttle. There sno need for you to have to look after them.” He forced starch
into his backbone. “I can deal with the Lord Commander without them.”

“Areyou dl right? You look alittle pae. “ Ark’skeen eyes probed, asif sensing aweakness.

“A roughride up inthe shuttle. “ Myles lipstwitched at the lie, but he maintained his controland reveled
inthevictory.

“ Your transportation isready, Legate.” Ark waved to an antigrav that pulled forward. A wholeline of
gleaming vehicles waited in the long wide corridor, the usud transport for a Sassan delegation. Looking
a it now, it seemed di htly ludicrous.

“Um,” Ark leaned forward, lowering his voice to awhisper. “We ve got al the antigravs here anyway.
Would you mind if | transported your staff to the lounge area? We' ve afull table repared for them. The
kitchen staff would be upset if their delicacies got wasted on me and my people.”

“Good idea,” Myleswhispered back, before he alowed himself to be seated. Histwo security guards
took the seat behind him, obvioudy as uncomfortable with their vulnerability as he was.

Isthat what we ve done to ourselves? If we don't go asaherd, we can't function?

Ark stepped onto an antigrav and led the way down one of the wide corridors that branched out from
the reception area. The size of the place awved Myles. Chrydadidn’t look that large from the outside.

The entourage stopped before alift tube. Ark deftly legpt down to dap apam to the lock plate. Myles
accepted hisade' s help getting down, and followed Ark into the tube. They rose without sensation.

“It' sashort walk from the lift to the Lord Commander’ s quarters,” Ark told himin afriendly way. “ The
Lord Commander’ s quarters?’

Ark’ sblack face remained inscrutable. “When Staffa redlized you would talk to him aone, he changed
the location of the meeting.”

Myles considered. “ Does he bring many peopleto his private quarters?’

“No, Legate. “ Thelift stopped and Mylesfollowed Ark down awell-lit corridor to amassivelock set in
the bulkhead. Ark cleared hisvoice, cdling, “Lord Commander? Myles Roma, Legate Prima Excellence
of HisHoliness Sassa, to seeyou, Sir. “

The hatch on the double lock swept back, and Ark waved Mylesin, taking his place by the door.

Mylesturned to his security. “Y ou may wait here. Kegp Ryman company.” To hisshock, afaint smile
crossed Ark’s hard lips and a spark of respect flashed in those dark eyes.

Myles started boldly forward and stopped short to gape at the room in which he found himself. A huge
fireplace, lined by two exquisite doors, filled one wal-and more, afire crackled happily in the grate! An
Etarian sand tiger snarled down from another wall, while jeweled weapons, prized artwork, and other
priceless booty lined the walls behind gravity barriers. A plushred couch sat  before the fireplace, while
overstuffed gravity chairs hunched in the corners. An Ashtan carpet covered thefloor. The high ceiling



rosein crystd arches, giving theimpression of endless height.
“Rotted Gods,” Myles mumbled, stunned.

“I wouldn't let His Holiness hear that,” Staffacommented dryly. “He d have your head for blagphemy.”
Myles swallowed hard and tore his eyesfrom thefinery. “Thisroom ... incredible! *

Staffaappeared pleased as he rose from one of the plush chairsin the corner. He wore hisusua gray
combat armor, the billowing charcod cloak swirling behind him. Histhick black hair had been gathered
over hisleft ear with ajeweled brooch. “1 half consdered having it redone, but Skylainsststhat it stay
the same. Once this was my sanctum, my private retreat where | cameto be aone, to reflect on my
triumphs.” Hislips bent in aweary smile. “ A monument to dl that | had become ... aprivate shrineto
mysdf.”

“Lord Commander, you have had arather illustrious career. “

Staffa s hard expression mocked. “ Have |? Everything in this room was paid for in blood, death, and
suffering. | killed two hillion people to take those doors from the cathedrd on Ashtan.”

Myles pursed hislips, watching uneasily as Staffa ran gentle fingers over one of the jewd-encrusted
Vases.

“They’re going ahead, aren’t they?” Staffaasked oftly.
Myles experienced aquakein his heart. “ Y es, Lord Commander.”
“ And the datal provided?’

“They believeit isinteresting, but not convincing. The very complexity of the datais atwo-edged sword.
Swung one way, it convinces completely, swung the other, it could have been cleverly manipulated.”

“Yousay ‘they.” * Staffawatched him through pensive gray eyes. “Isthat why you came done?’ Myles
paced out into the room, raising his hands.

“I argued for regtraint, for timeto check the data. The Sassan system isatriumvirate. Than and His
Holiness voted against me. Therefore, the courseis set. The fools. What were their arguments?’

Myles hung his head. “ That this was Sassd s chance. The Regans will be disorganized, absorbed with

the secession. They’ ve had rioting in the streets, the people are panicked. 1y executed the military
leadership, in effect decapitating their ability toresst.”

“And my warnings?’

Myles steded himself and met Staffal shard gray eyes. “They say your objections stem from vanitywthat
for once, the Companions aren’t needed. Further, so long as you can keep Sassaand Rega at each
other’ sthroats, thereisarolein Free Space for Staffakar Therma.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised. What ese would they think? Still, the Seddi data are so convincing.”

“HisHolinessis more than concerned about your association with the Seddi.”



Staffapulled up short, his cloak twisting around him. “ Old Sassaisn’t starting to buy that God business,
ishe?Hisgrandfather and | cooked that scheme up years ago to convince those bone-headed ice miners
on Ryklosthat continued resistance againgt Sassan rule was futile. They aways had a skewed sense of
the divine. Making Sassa' s grandfather adeity dovetailed nicely with political necessity, nothing more.
Sassaisasmuchaman asyou or 1. Rot it al, | watched him foul hiswrappings when he was ababy.”

Mylesblinked, half sartled. “ A palitical necessity? | didn’t know that. The records say that.... But then,
using Jekre' sargument, data can be modified, can't it? Especidly if you' re an emperor.”

“You learn quickly, Myles. What else do they say about me?’ Staffa stepped to agolden dispenser and
poured two bulbs of amber liquor. He handed one to Myles. “Myklenian brandy, the last of the good
stuff. Y ou don't know it yet, but you' Il never duplicate the taste when you get the Myklenian climate
back under control. The yeast, bred over athousand years, have dl died. *

Mylestook the bulb and sipped, the heavenly taste mellow on histongue. “ That' s about al they say,
Lord Commander.”

Staffameasured Myleswith hard gray eyes. “ A great many lives may hang in the balance, Myles. Maybe
even thewhole of humanity. Imagine dl of Free Space devoid of human life. Planets scorched and silent
under baeful suns. It could happen. Y ou must tell me what you know.”

A snking sensation eroded hiswill to resst. Mylesturned the cut crystdl drinking bulbin hisringed
fingers, feding the edges of the expensive glass. Can | trust him? He' sthe Gods Rotted Star Butcher! “If
thisisatimefor honesty, Lord Commander, what happened to you on Etaria? Our agents managed to
take aholo of you in the presence of Ily Takka. Y ou werefilthy, in rags-and wearing adave collar.
Moments later, the Internd Security Directorate literdly blew gpart.

“The next we heard, you were on Targa, under Iy’ sguns, and fighting for the Seddi. They’ d tried for
yearsto assassinate you. Y et, suddenly, you evacuate them from the Regan Empire?’

Staffagmiled then, agleamin hiseyes. “| underestimated you, Myles. Perhapsthistime your computer
promotion system has found platinum in aseaof dross. Very well, let’ syou and | gamble.”

“Gamble?” Staffaleaned close. “Isyour word, your integrity, any good? Can | depend on you? Trust
you? Or are you up here dickering for the benefit of expediency? Areyou here for the sake of the Sassan
people? Or are you here for your own benefit and profit? Ask yoursdlf, Myles. Make your decison
before we go any further. “

Staffabacked away like afera cat retreating from astockman’slamb. Mylestook a deep breath, feding
sweat begin to bead on his palid flesh. What do | do? What have | gotten mysdif into?

“What' syour interest, Myles?” Staffa probed. “Humanity? Or yoursdf?’

Myles closed his eyes, heart racing. His mouth had gone dry, the taste of the brandy cloying. Who
would | choose? What would it cost me?

“It' s never been serious before, hasit?” Staffaasked, awry tonein hisvoice.
No. And he meansit. What do | chose? Blessed Sassa, | could die as aresult of this! Hisvoice

cracked. “If | choose the people, you' Il want something from me. “Myles, the Seddi data are correct. |
must keep Sassa and Rega from beginning a conflagration. My reasons ... well, make up your mind



where you stand. “

If the data are correct, as he says, and the interpretations vaid, then war would destroy usal. That's
what he wants me to choose. He wantsto know if I'll fight with him ... or with Sassa. Mylesfailed then,
his knees went weak and he lowered himself into one of the overstuffed chairs, his blood pounding.

“Lord Commander? Why? What made you pick me?’

Staffastudied him through ditted eyes. “ Because you had the courage to face me done. From the
moment you stepped off the shuttle, you' ve been scared to death. Y et you proceeded. Why, Myles?’

“To prove something to myself.” He glanced up. “ Because I’ m the second most

powerful man in Sassa, and around you and your Companions, | fed ... impotent.” He blinked hard,
damning the frustration, daring to glare back at Staffa. “ And when you landed the other day, you treated
me likeaman. | saw something in Ark’s eyes, ameasure of respect because I'd lost weight. 1-1 liked
that. | saw it again when | told Ark I'd seeyou done, and | liked it more.

Staffa sthin lips hinted at asmile. Not of amusement, but of understanding. He said, .” Accepting
respong bility for yourself asahuman being isaterrible and harrowing orded. | speak from bitter and
sobering experience. Whatever you choose, you' |l live with the consequences forever. It' s your
sef-respect, no onedse's. Don't fail yoursdlf, Myles.”

Mylestook adeep breath and stared into the Lord Commander’ s eyes as he struggled with himself.
Staffareached out to touch him reassuringly on the

shoulder. “Y ou might want to take some time and think about it. Perhaps check the Seddi dataiin greater
detail. It' s not a decision to be made on the spur-*

“I choose the people, Lord Commander. 1...1 believe you and your Seddi.” He pursed hislips,
dternately rdieved and horrified at what he'd just done.

Voices carried in the still, predawn air. Anatolia crouched in the shadows, reaching up to pull astray
lock of blonde hair back with agrimy hand. A faint hississued from ametd grate behind her. She'd dept
there, warmed by the air pumped from the guts of the building. High overhead, reflected from the
gleaming walls of glass and ceramic, she could see the lights of the city, while here, down in the shadows
and the hidden passages, night and danger lurked. She shivered, hardly bothered by the moldy tang of
the heavy air. No one had tried to molest her since she' d dedlt with Micky. The other denizens of the
darkness steered clear of her, recognizing the dark smudges on her stained clothing. They shared asilent
companionship, she and the others. Each had been tried in his or her own way, and each had survived.

“Here,” one of the voicescaled. “Thisone” Metal clinked on metd and Anatoliainched forward,
peering around the rusty square strut of her building. Her somach growled angrily for food. Her mouth
tagted stale and musty, the lingering aftertaste till present from where she d licked condensation from a
pipe to ease her thirst-parched throat the night before.

Four people stood there. Two techniciansin Power Authority uniforms and two others, womenin ...
combat armor? Soldiers? Here? Guarding the Power Authority technicians?

Anatolia gaped. Had order been restored? She crouched back, trying to decide what to do. Animal
caution struggled with desperate hope.



She sneaked another glance around the strut, poised for flight.

“Who' sthere?’ the call echoed down the narrow confines of the foundation. “We seeyou on IR.”
Anatoliafroze, refusing to believe they’ d spotted her. One of the soldiers had stepped to the side,
weapon at the ready as she approached. In the dimness, Anatolia could make out the woman's helmet,
the IR visor lowered.

“Areyou going to kill me?” Anatoliacried out, saling for time, trying to make up her mind. Did she date
sprint dQmn the, square tunnel that led under the building? Would they just hunt her down? Her fist
clenched in the pile of crumbly scale rusted from the strut.

“Thekilling' sover. Why don’t you come out of there? What the hell are you doing down here, anyway?
Who areyou?’

Anatolialicked her lips, adrenaine pumping. Run! Escape! “I’'m Anatolia Daviura. People have been
trying tokill me. Don’'t come any closer! You're scaring me.

The woman hated, heavy blaster till half-raised. “Therioting has stopped. Thearmy ishere. We're
restoring the power grid where it was damaged. Everything’' s okay. Y ou can go home now.”

Anatoliabegan to shiver. “No ... | can't. They chased me. They wanted to kill me.” Tearswelled in her
eyes. ‘| ran...and he...Micky...caught me.l...hetried torapeme...beat me. . . . “

The world went blurry before her eyes, images shimmering as she began to sob. “Blessed Gods, what's
happened to me?’

“Hey, here, it'sdl right,” the woman’ s voice sounded so close.

“I don’'t want to die!” Anatolia sobbed. She stiffened at the touch on her shoulder, trying to legp to her
fedt, to fleg, but strong arms held her.

“Here, damnit! Stop it! You're safe!” The strong arms pinned her effectively, despite her struggles.
“Safe,” asecond voice assured.

Dazed, Anatolialooked up into the reassuring eyes of the woman who stroked her hair.

“Come on. Why don’'t you come over and sit with us. We ve got to make sure the repair crew is safe,
too. Then we' Il take you home.”

Anatoliashook her head violently. “No. Not there.” Images of the pimply blond kid lurked within. “Then
anywhere you want to go,” the woman told

her. Anatoliablinked as alight amost blinded her. “Rotted Gods, Corporal, she' s been beaten half to
death. Not only that, she' s covered with dried blood.”

“Simms, get her out of here and to medica care. I'll cover therepair crew.”

“Yes, ma am. Comeon, Anatolia. Y ou st down right here, we' |l have an antigrav herein alightsecond.



Mhitshul had that starein his eyesthat Sinklar had come to both love and hate. Sinklar had named it the
mother look, and he trandated it as, “1 hope you know what you’ re doing-but | disapprove.”

The LC bucked asit dropped through the clouds. The short winter season had come to Rega. Except
on the poles, that meant rain and constantly cloudy skies, and, therefore, turbulence on the descent from
orbit.

Sinklar sat a the command station, the nerve center of the Regan Landing Craft. The command gtation
consisted of atactica communications center, weapons override, and awall of monitorswhich could
present combat information. From thistiny cubicle behind the cockpit bulkhead, Sinklar had directed an
entire war. Behind him, afold down table could be opened. More often than not, Sinklar had dept on the
curved plastic bench seat. Mhitshul now sat there, rubbing hislong hands together, giving Sink that
motherly look.

The LC bucked again, stirring Sinklar’ s memories of another descent he’ d made in what seemed another
lifetime. He' d been araw recruit then. The drop had been onto hostile Targa. He d been in the back, on
one of the assault benches, and Gretta had been Sitting next to him.

He closed his eyes, remembering how she' d looked. He' d stared at her throat, firm and white. She'd
had Mac' s scarf-a totem for luck. How beautiful she’' d been.

How different from the corpse Sinklar had discovered on another day. Gretta had been bloated, her
body rotting in the hot humid air. And crouched on the far side of the cell, Arta Ferahad waited, her
craziness obviousin the set of her body, the expression on her face. Despite the distance, the stench
lingered in Sinklar’ snodtrils.

He shook his head to clear the image, forcing himself to deny the ache. If he dlowed himsdlf to fed,

the knot would tighten and tears would come. Grief could blind him, distract hismind-and he'd need
every faculty thisevening.

“Fiveminutes, dr,” the call came down from the cockpit.

Sinklar turned to hiscomm, “Mac? Y ou there?’ “Got you, Sink. Y ou ontheway in?” “ Affirmative. |
should be a the Minigtry within five

minutes. Everything dl right on the ground?’ “ Affirmative. I’ ve been in touch with Mayz. She saysthat
everything's on schedule. Kap checksin green, too. He saysthat it all came off smooth as could be. Not
ashot wasfired. Only one of my groups had any trouble. They ran into amob at University. Took a
couple of shotsto take the ardor out of the students, and since then it’ s been quiet.”

“Wish they could dl belikethis”
“Yeah ... uh, I've had a couple of batches of guys show up demanding we turn the ingtallations over to
them. They claim they’relly’ s people. We sent them packing, but she' s probably gonnawant some

explanations. Thought I'd warn you.”

“Thanks. Keep ‘em out. How are modifications coming dong?’



“Just fine. Some folks think we' re nuts, but no one bitches at usto our faces. They shrug, look at our
guns, and let us chop up ther offices anyway welike.”

“I've got aminute left. Anything ese pressing?’ “Negative. MacRuder out.”

Sinklar flipped the comm. switch. So 1ly’ s agents had been turned back at the doors? She'd be twice as
mad-and three times as dangerous.

The LC whined, g pulling Sink sideways as the machine decelerated.

The skids hardly grated asthe LC settled on the roof of the Ministry of Interna Security. Sink sat
slently, clearing his thoughts as the thrusters whined and died. Mumbled conversation could be heard as
the pilots talked and thumped thingsin the cockpit.

Sinklar unstrapped from his seat. Mhitshul rose obediently, eyeson Sinklar.

“You stay here,” Sink ordered. “I'll befine. Ily isn't going to abduct me, or anything likethat.” He
grinned. “Not yet, anyway. She still needs ustoo much.”

“Sr, | don't liketheideaof you going in there dl by yoursdf! What if she.... well.

“Drugs me?’

“Yeah! What if she drugsyou? Does something?’ Sinklar placed acalming hand on hisaide' s shoulder.
“Mhitshul, she won't. She may decide to poison me one of these days, but not until we' ve destroyed the
Sassans. Until then, she'll be as sweet as Riparian chubbaleaves. Trust me. I'm going in there done.
We'll have ahdl of fight, and then we'll get down to business. Right now, we need each other.”

“And later?’

“Thenwe Il get down to scratching and clawing but I'm hoping we' Il have dready won by then and
shé Il be nothing more than ardic of empire.”

“Right, sr.” The primness of Mhitshul’ s expression said that he didn’t buy aword of it.

“Trust me.” Sinklar dapped him on the shoulder and ducked through the hatch. Rows of empty benches
waited mutely, crash webbing neetly stowed overhead, restraint belts al hanging limp. Sinklar’ s teps
echoed hollowly on the deck plating. He placed apam against the lock and the assault ramp dropped in
asqued of hydraulicsto dap the roof of the Internad Security Building.

Evening had purpled the thick clouds overhead. The skyline of Rega appeared unchanged. He' d never
noticed the air before, but after Targa s scent of pines, earth, and rain, Rega smelled noxious.

The city made amuted roar, like the sound ariver makes from high in acanyon. Not even the Targan
capital city, Kaspa, loud asit was, had this sound of endless activity. A cool wind buffeted his unadorned
combat armor. Sinklar wore no insignia of rank, no fine fabrics, just the armor of the common soldier.

A door opened, ayoung man stepping out. “Lord

Fis? Thisway, please. The Minigter isawaiting you in her gpartments.”



Sinklar shot alook back. Mhitshul stood awvkwardly in the hatch. Sink waved reassuringly and started
acrosstheflat roof. Ingde, alift tube carried him down afloor. The young man, an innocuous looking
youth, gestured and bowed as Sink stepped out. Behind him the lift hissed and the young man

disappeared.

Sinklar walked down the wood-paneled hall and two large brass doors opened before him. He stepped
into a spacious office. Floor to celling windowsfilled onewall. The other contained artwork and monitor
screens. |y sat at alarge desk in one corner. She smiled and rose as he approached.

“Welcome the conqueror,” she greeted. She wore the formfitting black jumpsuit hel d become
accustomed to seeing her in. The thin fabric accented her high breadts, thin waist, and flat belly. With a
graceful movement of adim hand, she flipped the gleaming wealth of her raven black hair over her
shoulder, black eyes sparkling as shetilted her head. Sink had forgotten what a beautiful woman Ily
Takkawas. Her delicate skin contrasted with her hair; her features were perfect.

“I ought to choke you to degth,” shetold him. “I don’t know whét sort of game you' re playing, Sinklar,
but | don't like it. Why won't you let my people take control of the buildings you occupy? Are we at war
with each other?’

Just like I thought we' d start. “Not to my knowledge, but we are about to be at war with Sassa-just the
way you' ve planned. Do you have any idea asto their preferred target?”’

One of her thin eyebrows raised, aglow of enjoyment warming her tranducent skin. “I assumeit will
ether be Ashtan, Etaria, or Sylene. I'll know by the time they’ re ready to strike. Now, you tell me.
What' s this nonsense about employee ownership of the utilities? They belong to the people.”

“Stop it. Right now, they belong to me. My troops occupy the utilities, the Communications Center,

most of the critical administration complexes, and are handling public security. Y ou, on the other hand,
arein control of acomprehensve web of information gathering services and thejudicid system. Want me
to giveyou haf of my government buildingsfor accessto hdf of your spy net?’

Ily watched him for several seconds, expression deadpan. “Y ou’ re aconniving little bastard, did you
know that?’

“And you' re a power-hungry viper. There, mutua insults have been traded. Now, do you want to launch
into me? Do your best to intimidate me so that | don’t upset any more of your plans? Will it redly help
anything if we scream at each other for awhile like mad dogs? Burn out that seething hodtility.”

“Gods Rot you, Sinklar. Why do | congtantly underrate you? If I d have thought, I’ d have redlized that
you' d make your own insurance when you arrived. Very well, you' ve doneit. What next?’

Sinklar walked over to stare at aholo of Rega, dots of light marking the surface-most of which, he noted
with approva, were buildings, utilities, and service centers his people controlled.

“I need those Divison Firstson that list | sent you. In the meantime, I’ ve found ten squadron
Commanders| think | canuse. *

“They’'redl consdered to be rather rebellious types.” She stepped out from behind the desk, coming
over to stand next to him. Sinklar caught her scent, warm and musky. He found himsdlf noticing that she
wasn't that much taler than he was, and very beautiful. Knock if off! She'sareptile.



“I’ve had dinner prepared,” shetold him. “We have alot to discuss, and I'd just as soon we did it
somewhere besides my office. Perhaps we could lower our guards and arrive at some solutionsto the
problemsfacing usin the next couple of months.”

Helet her take hisarm and lead him across the large room. The carpet under hisfeet swirled and rippled
in patterns of yellow, green, and blue.

Sheled himinto her private quarters, and Sinklar stared in unabashed amazement. A child of public
housing, dormitories, and the spartan opulence of Targan mining offices, he'd never seenthelike of this.
Trangparent ceramic arches rose to ahigh celling and filtered light down in every color of thevisble
spectrum. The carpet was a shimmering sea of blue. The furniture had been sculpted, each piece
interndly illuminated with dow-moving pulses of light.

A soft breeze, with an odor heidentified as sea spray filled the air.

“I don't often see you shocked, Sinklar.”

He shook hishead. “I’ ve never seen anything likethis. “

“I can changeit if you like. It s nothing like the roomsin the palace. They’ re consderably more
sophigticated than this”

“So much disparity.” “ Disparity?’ “Between what | grew up with ... and this. “ Y ou' d better get used to
it. You'reaLord now.

For dl intents and purposes, the co-ruler of thisempire.”

Sinklar nodded, following her to ajetwood table that rose barely above the level of thefloor.
Mirrorbright spheres appeared to be sunken into the hard wood. Ily gracefully settled hersdlf, pulling a
pillow over to prop her back. She made a gesture and the spheres rolled back to expose a ddlicious feast
of roast lamb, some sort of fowl, Riparian crawfish, and avariety of fruits and vegetables.

“Eat,” lly told him. “Enjoy yoursdlf. Before we pitch into business, relax.”

Sinklar eyed her cautioudy. “How about businessfirg ... and then we'll relax.”

“Very well.” lly reached for one of the fowl. “ Ashtan game hen,” she told him-and began pulling the bird
gpart. As she placed tender mesat in her mouth, she asked, “Where would you like to start?’

“Training and supplies. I’ ve got to place an entire army on war footing. | have to replace the command
sructure and retrain entire Divisions to use my tactics. It will be expensive and disruptive. Will you
support me?’

Shelicked her fingerswith an agile tongue. “1 will. Will you alow meto run therest of the Empire as|
wigh?’

Sinklar stripped the tenderloin from the lamb, uncomfortable about the protocol of the med. “ That
depends. But then, | guess all the cards are on the table. Let’ s play each one and see where we end up.”

Ily observed him, aware of the mollifying sensations of afull somach and the heady Ashtan malt liquor
she’' d served. Rich and dark, its alcohol content ran fifteen percent or more. The subtle music she'd



programmed had soothing subliminasintegrated. Her trained eye had spotted the tension leaving his
muscles. Now Sinklar leaned forward, determined to make apoint. “I don’t want another stifling Imperia
system, Ily. Look what it did to me! | placed third. Third! In the interplanetary exams! And | got
drafted!”

Sherolled to one sSide, fingering her drinking bulb. *Y ou placed first,” shetold him. “The two ahead of
you were palitical winners. Their scoreswere fixed.”

Sinklar’ s odd-colored eyes hardened. “1 placed first?’

Ily gave him a, warm smile. “Firgt. | haven't just been executing your rivas, you know. | did alot of
checking. And before you blame the Imperia system, you'’ d better consider that neither Tybalt, mysdlf,
or anyone elsein Regan politics got you drafted. | can’t proveit yet, but | think you can blame the Seddi.

“The Seddi!” And vulnerability grew in hiseyes. Helooked like the young boy hewas. Ily did alittle
closer.

“You'reright, of course” Ily told him- gently. “Well fix the systlem. Make the examsfair. | don’t think
we can afford to lose talent.”

He nodded, taking another drink of the potent Ashtan brew.

“Y ou know, we don’t have to be adversaries.”

Careful, Ily. Just work asmal lever into him to begin with.

“You used Arta Ferato kill Tybalt, didn’t you?” She employed her weary smile. “How many people did
you persondly kill on Targa, Sinklar? Five? Ten? Or can you raise the count when you figure the number
who died outside V espa because you were brilliant enough to mine aridge and maneuver the rebelsinto
thetrap?Don’t look at melikethat, I'm not changing the subject.

“Yes, | used ArtaFerato kill Tybalt. You and 1, we' rein the same business. We both want to effect
change. I’'m not quite as optimigtic as you are. And since we' re being honest with each other, I’ll admit
I’ m power-hungry and ruthless about it-just as you' re every hit as ruthless on the battlefield.”

He stared into hisdrink. “How long do | have until the Sassans strike?’

“Three months at abare minimum. More likely, three and a haf to four. They’ re straining to mount an
attack force. Thefirg strikewill belimited. They’ re thinking about keeping us off baance.”

“And you redly don't know which planet they’ Il target?’

[ly shook her head. “Not yet. It won't be Rega, but an outlying world. Ashtan maybe, or perhaps
Sylene. My people will discover which target before they space. WE Il havetime.”

Sinklar steepled hisfingers, staring at nothingness. 1 need to know the date they space. More than
anything dsg, Ily. | must havethat.”

She' d worked her way to within centimeters of him, watching the droop in his shoulders, aware of the
weary preoccupation that absorbed him. “Y ou amaze me. Y ou' ve dready figured out how to stop them,
haven't you?’



He shrugged. “Always on the edge. It'sa Rotted way to live. Nothing seemsto change. | dways haveto
do theimpossible”

Ligentothelonelinessin hisvoice. Perfect. “Y ou' re not dlone anymore, Sinklar.” She poured more malt
liquor into hisbulb, adding to hers. “WEe Il do thistogether. Taking tonight, I’ ve come to understand the
sort of government you want. | can live with that.”

Hedidn't focus very well when he looked skeptically at her.

She stared up at him, eyes wide and vulnerable, her body in a supplicant posture. “Y ou want more
enfranchisement for the common people. | want the aristocracy weakened and their ability to threaten me
dispersed. Asto the people, | don't care what they possess or control, solong as| don’t have the
Rotted Rath family snapping & my heds”

He frowned, and she parted her lips, aware of how his eyesraked her trim body. “Why? Y ou're from
the aristocracy, aren’t you?’

Ily laughed, flipping her thick hair over her shoulder teasingly. “ Aristocracy? Me? Good heavens, no.

My father worked in atrona plant processing soda ash. | was bright, talented, and motivated. The most
powerful man in our community was the constable. | worked for him for two years. He had abad heart
that killed him in the end. I might have married him but for that. Nevertheless, his recommendation got me
atraining scholarship in law enforcement here on Rega. | graduated at the top of, my class and one thing
led to another. *

“And your mother?’

Good, I’ ve eicited sympathy. Can | build on that?“Never knew her. She died when | was about three.”
“Sorry.”

“Don’'t be” Now | set the hook. “Everyone | ever loved isdead.” She paused, gaze going vacant.
“Once | worried quite abit about death, about loss. One tragedy followed another. I’ d barely recover
from one thing, and life would dap me with another. | wasareal wreck in those days. Logt, hurting....

She saw his eyes narrow, watched the tightness around his mouth. His hands tensed as he dropped his
gyes, engrossed in hisown memories of hurt.

Now. She reached out, taking hishand in hers, staring into hiseyes. “1t’sdl right, Sinklar. | got over the
achelong ago. It made me tough, strengthened meinto who | am.” She' d shifted again, aware of his
longing gaze. He might be brilliant and keen-witted, but he was also avery young man-and hislover was
sx months dead and gone. The Ashtan de had worked on him, lowering hisinhibitions. The music with
its sexud subliminas had soothed him. She could see his breathing increase, measure the warm flush at
his neck. The battle he raged with his desire and the memory of his Gretta delighted her.

“1 had help here and there, too,” she added, adopting a gentle tone. “1 remember once when | thought |
didn’'t have afriend in theworld. I met someonethen. He,” she smiled wistfully, “well, he reached ouit.
We spent alot of. . . .” Shetightened her grip on hishand. “Maybe I’ d better not talk about that.”

“Alover?’

“Yes. A kind one. For alittle while, thelondiness vanished and we had each other. Ah, Sinklar, if | had



ittododl over again, I'd play the game differently. To reach out in the night and touch another human
being who caresfor you, to know that you' re not alone, not adrift in life, that is true security. Such
occasionsareal too rare.” She paused just long enough, then added, “1f | could only liveit over again. “

Hisfingers were moving on her hand now, stroking. He seemed to come to his senses, suddenly
releasing her. “1 guess | should be getting back to the LC. Mhitshul will beworried sick.”

“I ... sure” Shegave himashy amile, lowering her eyes. “Um, | guessthat might be wisest all the way
around. | fedl. . ..” Shetook adeep breath, rolling over and swelling her chest as she stretched sensualy.

Hiseyesdevoured her. “| fed very comfortable with you. Comfortablein away | haven't fdt in years”
Sherolled back, closer, resting her chinin her pams. “Thank you.”

He' d caught up the end of her long hair to rub between hisfingers. “ For what? Listening?’

Sheran. thetips of her fingers down the back of hishand, seeing the reaction it dicited. He squirmed the
way aman did when he had an erection-and no placeto put it.

“I suppose you' Il be spending most of the time with your troops,” she whispered sadly.

“Yes” Helaced hisfingersin hers, closing his eyes, battling with himsdf, with the pumping testosterone
of youth.

She snuggled next to him, letting the curve of her hip barely nudge his. “Working with you might not be
50 bad, Sinklar Figt.” Another couple of nightswith you, and I’ [l have you right where | want you.

He swadlowed hard then, trying to roll away. “I thought we' d have afight. | didn’t expect. .. . “

“To likeme?" She arched an eyebrow and ran her fingers along the side of his head. He leaned forward,
and shemet hislips.

She could fed the throbbing tension as she ran her fingers along his body. His hands caressed her with a
curious tenderness.

“Areyou surethisisagood idea?’ she asked, pushing back as she made an effort to catch her breath.
“No,” he croaked.

She shook hersdlf, climbing gracefully to her feet. “1 don't think I’ m ready for sex with you yet.”
He closed his eyes, shaking his head. “1 don’t know what happened. “

She laughed, crossing her arms over her chest. 1 do. It' scalled lust. Y ou' re young, healthy, intelligent,
and you've had quite abit of Ashtan de. | will admit, it' satemptation to drag you off to my deeping
platform and turn you every way but loose, but | don’t think you’ d ever believe | didn’t dip something
into your drink. Y ou' d be suspicious of me forever.”

He nodded, the trust she’ d hoped to foster mixing with the desire. He stood, nervously rubbing his hands
together. “You'reright.”

“Sinklar, I know how I’'m perceived in the empire. | encourage that image of aruthless, cold-blooded
Cytean bitch. That very perception isawegpon in my hands. It gives me a psychologica advantage

agang



my enemies. The power of my reputation alone, when wielded appropriately, often servesto disable
conspiracies without my resorting to other means. Internal security ismy job-and | take it very serioudly.
In my own way, |, too, am working for the people. But there are two sidesto my persondity, one
politica, the other, well ... | don’t show that to many men. Only the ones| trust. *

“And you trust me?’

She shook her head. “Not yet ... not completely. But perhapswith time | can drop the pretenses. | only
ask that you give me afair chance, as| am giving you. Look at me through eyes unbiased by what you' ve
heard. | think you' Il find we' re both fighting for the same thing. Only our methods differ.”

“I il don’'t know what came over metonight.” He smiled bashfully.

“I do. And perhaps, if we can come to see each other asdlies, we'll do something about it. For now,
you'reweaving on your feet. We Il talk in the morning,” shetold him, taking hisarm and leading him to
thelift.

When he' d gone, she closed the doors and walked to her bedroom. “Plan your war, Sinklar. Establish
your new order. Y ou see, my dear, the person who winsis the one who ends up with the reins of
controlno matter how she getsthem. And | have an arsenal at hand that you can’t even conceive of.”

“What can we say about the nature of God? Currently humanity embracestwo very different paradigms.
One, the Etarian, has developed a system of mythical beliefs based on the dudity of good and evil. The
Blessed Gods fought on the side of good against the Rotted Gods, and managed to establish the
Forbidden Borders to keep humanity safe from the evil ones. The question is begged, however, that if we
arein the province of the Blessed Gods-the givers of goodness and pleasure-why does the scourge of
war, oppression, misery, davery, and disease so plague humanity? What foundation, outside of
assumption, exists to prove the existence of such Gods beyond that of metaphor?

“The second paradigm embraced isthat of deification Of ahuman being: the Sassan system. The
Sassans accept that their emperor is endowed with perfect infdlibility. Y et do we see him dleviating the
suffering of his people? Do we see him making decisions free from the taint of error? Outside of adogma
ingtilled in the people through mani pulation of the media, and enforcement &t the point of ablaster, where
does Divine Sasd s proclamed divinity lie?

“Both paradigmsingst they aretrue. Y e, if one side or the other manifests ultimate Truth, why isthe
heresy of the other allowed to persst?Isit not logical to believe that one power would overcome the
other? After adl, we are talking about Gods here-ultimate power and ultimate Truth.

“Let usreturn to thelecture on epistemology. If we are talking about ultimate Truth, which isthe wrong
epistemol ogy? Would the true nature of God be riddled with inconsistency and contradiction? lsn't it
more acceptable to the rational mind that both epistemol ogies are wrong?

“After centuries of debate, the Seddi believe the answersto the nature of God lie esewhere.

Excerpt from KayllaDawn's Itreatic broadcasts



CHAPTER 8

Tyklat, Director of Internal Security for the planet Etaria, stepped off the shuttle and started down the
lighted tunnd that led to Imperid Regan Customs. At the gate, Tyklat flashed hisID at the armed soldiers
who guarded the entryway. These were no bored officias, but combat veteransin armor. So the rumors
of rioting must have been correct.

To hissurprise, the soldiers barred the way, one with hishand held out for Tyklat’s 1D. He passed it
over, waiting while the soldier checked the documentation and ingpected him carefully, matching holo and
description.

Tyklat stood one point six two meterstall. He had ebony skin well suited to his desert world. Intelligent
eyes dominated a straight broad nose. For travel, he wore atan suit of conservative cut and carried only
avdise

When Ily’ stransfer order first arrived, he’ d been abit nervous, but then when afollow-up
communication explained that he was to be promoted to aregiona Directorship, hisfear had ebbed. No,
shedidn’t blame him for the Etarian debacle. And besides, if she ever did, she could do her damnedest
to pry his secrets out of his corpse.

Tyklat couldn’t help but check the back of his mouth where the deadly Seddi tooth waited to be used.
The soldier nodded and handed the ID back, muttering, “Enjoy your stay.”

Tyklat stepped through the security tunnel that checked him for banned substances, weapons, and other
illegal possessons, and walked out into the reception area. Tactite windows ran from floor to ceiling and
cast danting light across rows of duraplast benches situated to alow passengersto look out over the
shuttlefield. A score of peopleloitered in the area. The floor had been scuffed and needed a thorough

deaning.

He saw the woman before she saw him. What man wouldn't notice agorgeous cresture like her?
Auburn hair framed a classic face. The bulky clothing she wore barely concedled abody that was too
good to bered. Men from all over thetermina were ogling.

She turned the most amazing amber eyes on him and smiled. The planet might have stopped dead in its
rotation as she approached. “Director Tyklat?' “Yes. “

“Hello. Ily sent me. I'myours.” “Mine?’

Her smile broadened and she handed him asmall box-the control for adave collar. Tyklat glanced up,
curiogity piqued. Looking closdly, he could see the dave collar now, agolden band about her perfect
throat. Not only that, but this close, he could catch her scent, and it added to her sexud alure.

“Minister Takkarewards her people wdll,” shetold him. “I don’t know what you did, but she said | was
to tell you that I'm to replace the one that got away.”

“Ah!” SkylaLyma!l No, Ily does't suspect athing! Ily had promised him the Wing Commander before
everything went awry on Etaria. Tyklat fet aload shift asthelast of his nagging doubts vanished. Not
only had he survived, but now he was being promoted in the Regan power structure, afact that would
please Magister Dawn when she heard.



“What do | cdl you?’

“Most recently | was called Gretta, but you can cal me anything you want. I’'m yoursto do with asyou
please.” And her eyes gleamed with excitement.

“I'll call you Gorgeous. My thanksto Ily.” “Minister Takka sends her regards,” Gorgeoustold him as
shetook thelead. “I’m to show you to your new lodgings and make you comfortable. [ly will see

you firg thing in the morning when you' ve had agood night’ s deep. After that, I'll be respongble for
showing you around Rega, seeing to your needs, and will accompany you on your next assgnment. |
hopethat | please.

Tyklat grinned as he nodded. “Y ou more than please, Gorgeous. “

“Thisway, my lord. “ Gorgeousinclined her head, an exciting promisein her tiger eyes. Sheled him
down thelong hallway, calling, “Y our baggage will be shipped directly to your quarters. | hope that
pleases.” “It does” Had shethought of everything?

An officid aircar waited at the security exit. More of the soldiers stood guard, their blasters at hand.
Tyklat took adeep breath of the Regan air. It burned in the back of hisnose. Not only that, the place
seemed to roar constantly.

“Lookslikethings got alittle rough here.” Tyklat nodded at the guards asthe aircar lifted and sailed out
over the city in apriority lane. He watched the arching spans of giant buildings pass and noted the brown
hazein the air. Could there redly be dirt down there under all that ceramic, meta, and concrete?

“WEe ve had violence for dmost amonth.” Gorgeous shivered. “It wasterrible. Horrible things
happened. Government officidskilled, aristocracy murdered in their beds, you wouldn’'t believe. And
Etaria? Did they riot, too?’

“No. They don’t pay much attention to the troubles of the Empire. The Blessed prieststend to avoid
politics.

Theaircar settled on the high roof of apaatia looking building. Asthey stepped out, the aircar sailed
off. Gorgeous led himto alift, palmed the security lock, and dropped them afloor to a plush gpartment
the likes of which Tyklat had never seen. He stepped out into the large room, feet sinking in the carpet.
The furnishings might have suited an emperor. One entire wall was transparent, revealing aview of the

city.
“ Doyou likeit?If not, | can find you another,” Gorgeous stared hopefully into his eyes.
“Fine It'sjus ... wdl, fine! Everythingis.”

She carried hisvaiseinto the bedroom, powering up the deeping platform and checking the dispensers.
She unwrapped the ungainly coat she wore, reveding more of her sensationa figure. “ Are you hungry?’

“ No,” Tyklat whispered, devouring her with hiseyes.

She noticed and stepped close to help him off with his coat. “Would you like something else?’



“1...." Shecut him off as shereached up and kissed him, long fingers stroking hisface.

Thefed of her full breasts againgt his chest shot adrenaline through hisbody. Her long fingers dipped his
shirt off before reaching down to undo his pants.

Struggling for breath, he stripped her, marveling at the wondrous perfection of her body. He bore her to
the deeping platform to bury hishead in her breasts. She mounted him, alowing his handsto explore her
muscular body. When he looked up, an excited gleam, amost ferd, illuminated her eyes. The soft light
threw shadows across her firm flesh.

The Blessed Gods wished thisfor humanity, he thought. She’ s the goddessin human flesh and she' sall
mine. Thank you, Ily! He cried out as she brought him to pulsing ecstasy. He dumped, totaly spent, as
she curled around him. “Blessed Gods,” he whispered, drifting off to deep.

Arta Ferawatched him until his breathing deepened. She used athumbnail to pry a section of the dave
collar loose and asmal phial dropped into her fingers. She smiled as she placed the phia benegath his
nose and crushed it.

Tyklat's bresthing deepened as heinhaled the vapors. Artawaited, catlike, for another couple of
minutes before she moved, and then only to roll her body onto his, whispering, “ Tyklat?’ She patted his
cheekslooking for areaction. Findly she dapped him astinging blow. Tyklat dept on.

Arta stood then, spitting on his naked body as she unhooked the fake dave collar and threw it a him.

A pand did back and Ily entered, followed by severa technicians who carried

medical gear. Artalaughed asthey tried and failed to ignore her.

“Get dressed,” Ily ordered. To the techs she added, “Y ou have other business than staring. | want him
swept from top to bottom. If he's Seddi, as | suspect, he'll have away to kill himself.” Her black eyes
narrowed angrily. “ All the others have.”

Artapicked up her bulky coat. “Isthere a shower here? | need to wash away hisfilth. “

“Inthere. “ lly turned, walking over to stare down into Tyklat’' sdack face. “Very soon, dear Tyklat, Il
know everything that happened on Etaria. And if you' re Seddi? Well, I" ve caught an important one.

Staffa sat propped on the edge of the scarlet couch, one leg dangling as he sipped his brandy and
watched the fire that crackled merrily in the ornate fireplace. Divine Sassawould ignore him. A
melancholy had settled on his heart. | had to try reason first. Now what, Staffa? Blast Impeia Sassa?
Employ the very measures that damned you in thefirst place?

“I «ill don’t understand how you got to Etaria,” Myles said, acurious resolution on hisface. “I've given
you acommitment, made my gamble. Now it’ stime for you to gamble that my word is good. What
happened to you, Lord Commander? Y ou used to be as cold as liquid hydrogen.”

Staffaran anervousfinger over theincised cutsin his drinking bulb. The amber liquid caught glintsin the
firdight assheswirledit.

Staffatook a deep breath. “1 became aware. That sounds curioudy abstract, doesn’t it? But it’ strue,
Myles. Y ou see, once upon atime, the Pragtor of Myklene was like afather to me. Heraised me, called



me his grestest creation-and that’ swhat | was. He trained me, and laid arather insgdioustrap for mein
the process. What do you know about mental conditioning, training the neura pathways?’

The Legate frowned, gesturing with hisberinged fingers. “A little. Informationis planted inthebrainina
three-dimensional tree sort of arrangement. We access data through neura pathways that follow that
arangement. “

“Very smply put, that’ s right. Pathways can aso be blocked. In my case, that’ s exactly what the
Praetor’ s psychologists and teaching machines did. They blocked the persondlity centersin my brain. The
best andlogy | can giveyou isthat they created a sort of human battle computer, one without conscience,
without shared values, without moras. Asyou put it: cold asliquid hydrogen ... and just as emotionless.”
Staffagtared into the roaring flames. “ He made me into amongter. “

Myles stared up, ahorrified look on hisface. “ That’ swhy you killed him?’

Staffa s eyes narrowed as he remembered ripping the old man’s head from his body, leaving it to stare
sghtlessly into Myklen€e s green sunset. “ Perhaps. It' shard for me to remember. | told you helaid a
trap? Key words, linchpinsto unlock that hidden part of my mind. That'swhat he let loose that day: an
emotiond torrent that flooded my brain with endorphins, acetylcholine, and al the other chemical
imbaances. | didn’t know who, or what, | was. Worse, he told me that he' d taken my wife and
child-kidnapped them years before. Evidently Chryda-my ... my wifewas aboard hisflagship.” .

“And you blew it to pieces on thefirst assault,” Myleswhispered as he stared emptily into hisglass. “I
killed her,” Staffaadmitted. “ The Pragtor was

going to use her to bargain with, to save Myklene, but | never gave him the chance. Y ou can guess how
the information affected me. I'd loved her for years, Myles. Paid out fortunes to people to search for her.
If you check your system, you'll find atag on every Sassan personnel computer.”

“And your son?’

‘He'sdlive. You see, that’ swhy | disappeared to Etaria. It wasthelogical placeto transship to
Targawhere the Seddi had my son. The problem was, naive and arrogant as| was at thetime, | got into
trouble.” He chuckled, giving Myles an amused glance. “1 might be very clever when it comesto Imperia
politics and fighting battles, but | knew nothing about the street. A group of Etarian thugs set me up,
robbed me, and | killed acouple of them in the process. What would you think if you found aman like
me naked in the street

beside two dead citizens? | was condemned to the collar. | spent those months while the whole of Free
Space searched for me hauling pipe in the Etarian desert with the same people I’ d sold into davery for
profit. “

“Rotted Gods! So that’ swhere Ily found you?” It was. But by then, as you can imagine, my
perspectives had changed about alot of things. Not only were my thoughts beginning to coalesce, | had
to learn how to dedl with my brain, to stifle the improper neura pathways and integrate a human
persondlity, but | suffered day in and day out with people whoselives I’ d destroyed. The guiilt ...
pustulous hell, Myles, the guilt damn near suffocated me. In that horrible desert | met wonderful warm
human beingswhoselives| ruined ,”

“Goon. *



Staffa chuckled hoarsdly. “Go on? How? | can't tell you, Legate. Dream about it ... let it haunt your
nightmares like it does mine. Place yourself there in the desert among people you' d condemned to dow
death by davery and rape. Suffer therein the sand with people whose lives you’ d looted and broken in
blood. It's an understanding of the soul, not of words. “

Myleslowered his eyes uneasily and licked hislips. “But Ily found you. Then you blew up the Interna
Security Building?’

“Skyladid. Ily was desperately trying to recruit me to become her conqueror-to share an empire with
her. Skyla, bless her, had managed to track me to Etaria, and with the help of the Seddi, broke me out
and got me smuggled to Targa.”

“We ve wondered how you got there.”

In ashipping crate with the woman who is now the Magister of the Seddi Order. KayllaDawn. You
should meet her, she' s pretty impressive. | murdered her husband and her children when she wasthe
Makan First Lady. It wasin that Rotted sialon box that she gave me direction for my life, aframework
with which to dedl with the universe,

“S0 you became Seddi?”’

“| became a Seddi. They havealot to offer us. But that’ s not at issue. The only issueis stopping this
war. | wasin MakartaMountain. There, | fought Sinklar Fist. | know his ability, Myles. I know that
planet and what it took for him to subdue it—especialy without Regan orbital support. If Skylahadn’t
pulled us out when she did, Ily would have had me blasted in that rock.
tw”Y ou don't think we can beat Sinklar fist? He sjust enty some yearsold.”

Staffagave the Legate agrim smile. “1 might be able to beat him in afull-scale war. But |ban? Never.
Than doesn’'t have the flexibility, the imagination, or the sheer unbridled geniusthat is Snklar’s. No, he'll
have Sassawithin two years at the most. The problem isthat too many worldswill diein the process.”
Myles sat scowling into hisdrink. “Y ou don’t makeit sound very reassuring.”

' I’ snot acomfortable Stuation for any of us.” ‘lban’s going to make a strike. HE' s already massing
assault ships and personnel. Y ou know that, you can read your scanners aswell as anyone. He sgoing to
hit themwithin. Myles started and looked around fearfully.

“Four months, right?’

Myles rubbed ahand over hisfat face. “I guess| made my commitment, didn’t I?

“ But old habitsdie hard.” Staffatook the Legate s drinking bulb and refilled it.

“What isthe future, Lord Commander? Let’s say you can stop the war, what then?’

“I’'m breaking us out of the Forbidden Borders, Myles. Once | do that, humanity ison itsown. I'm going
to go back to Itreataand love SkylaLymafor the

rest of my daysand run my industries. “



“The Forbidden Borders are your obsession. Staffa grunted softly to himsdf. “No ... they are my
atonement.

Divison First Mykroft sghed gratefully asthe military shuttle settled on Regan soil. For him, the long
nightmare had finally come to a conclusion of sorts. How curious, he thought. He d |eft Rega a powerful
man in charge of afull Divison. He-and the other officersin the spartan shuttle-returned disgraced and
displaced.

Mykroft replayed the Targan campaign in his head. After the destruction of the First Targan Assault
Divison under Atkin, his Second Division had landed, secured the capital at Kaspa, and proceeded to
battle the rebels. How could he have known the convolutions of Imperia politicsin far-off Rega? The
Seddi had assassinated Atkin, and Tybat had looked for asacrificia Divison. Mogt striking of all,
Mykroft’s ordersingsted that an officer be gppointed from the ranks of the decimated First Division.

From his office window in Kaspa, Mykroft had watched the fierce battle waged by Sinklar Fist-and
he' d acted to gppoint him. After dl, Sinklar’ s Divison was dated for destruction in the field. Then,
despite al conventional wisdom, Fist had survived, taken his objective, and beaten the rebdls.

How could | have known? In celebration, Mykroft had thrown aDivisiona ball for the Second
Targanand the rebel s had struck, wiping out most of his command. To hisdismay, Fist had disobeyed his
orders when Mykroft demanded Sinklar hand over the First Targan Division to him. And | gppointed
him! The calousingrate. For that, he humiliated me! Defied me! The anger burned in Mykroft’ s breadt.

The othersin the shuttle: Sampson Henck, of the Twenty-seventh Maikan; Tie Arnson of the Fifth
Sylenian; Rick Adam of the Eighth Regan; and the others, had been smilarly defeated. It could have been
worse. Weebouw and his entire command were deadblown away.

“We're back,” Henck said sullenly. “Do you think there' sahero’ s welcome awaiting us?’

“We'relucky to bedive,” Adam added. “ But what next? Fist just had usloaded in the shuttle and sent
down? Said we were free to go? What kind of lunatic is he, anyway?’

“A dangerous one,” Mykroft supplied as he stood and unclipped his persond effects from the overhead.
A soldier—one of Fist’ s-stepped into the compart-

ment and undogged the hatch. The woman said nothing asthey filed out onto the tarmac of the shuttle
port. But Mykroft could see by the set of her body the anger she was restraining.

He stepped down from the shuittle, feeling the heat radiating from the vehicle' s sde, and took adeep
breath of Regd s sour air.

“Well, let'sget insgde,” Henck said. “We can call for transportation.” He kept his eyeslowered and
darted for thetermina building.

They waked slently, each lost in his own thoughts. To Mykroft’s surprise, he entered the termina and
found agroup of young men waiting.

“Firg Mykroft?” “YesT |

One by one, the othersin his party were cdled by name.



The young man acting as spokesman added, “Would you please accompany us. We have transportation
waiting. We€ Il be taking you to your quarters.” “ Quarters?’ Arnson asked.

“YS, Sr 1

Mykroft glanced suspicioudy at the young men who had surrounded him. “What if | wishto go
dsewhere?’

Theyoung man smiled. “I'm afrad | musting, Sr.”

Mykroft nodded and sighed. Probably just another military debriefing, but if that were the case, why
weren't the young men in uniform?

“I mugtinggt,” the young man repesated.
“Comeon,” Adam urged. “It’s probably some officia nonsense.

“Very wel,” Mykroft agreed. But as he followed his escort, he couldn’t shake the premonition that this,
too, would turn out to be amistake.

[ly Takka s private comm buzzed her. Sherodein her persond aircar, watching the buildings dide past
the transparent dome of her vehicle, her thoughts on Tyklat and the secretshe’ d yidd.

[ly thumbed her comm. “Go ahead.”

“Minigter Takka? Thisis blue team. We have the Division Firgtsin custody. We re currently transporting
themto the Minigtry.”

“Very good. Did you have any trouble?” “No, ma am. “

“Placetheminindividud cdls. We Il interrogate them later.” And they’ |l know which master they now
serve,

“Yes, maam.”

Ily leaned back and smiled. Two catchesin one day. “ Sinklar, two of us can play at this game. Insurance
comesin many different forms.”

“Oh, what | dmost did!” Sinklar moaned from the small closet-szed toilet in his quarters aboard Gyton.

MacRuder had leaned his butt against the deskstacked as usud with aclutter of flimsieswith hisarms
crossed on his chest. He inspected hislean image in the mirror across from him and patted down his
blond cowlick whereit stuck up. Hetilted his head, then winced at the sound of violent vomiting.

“Y ou sure you don’t want me to stick you into a med unit to check you out? Maybe she put something
into your food. Some dow poison.” Mac glanced warily at the rumpled bedding on the bunk. It looked
like Sink had smply flopped down and passed out.

Coughing followed the pumping sound of dry heaves. “No. | knew what | wastaking. They brew it on
Ashtan. It' snot like that pathetic stuff you get here. Thisisreal beer. And for as smooth asit goes down.



“Yeah, | know.” Mac grimaced a the continuing violence issuing from the toil .

Sinklar appeared, bareto thewaist, looking alittle pale and definitely shaken. The towe wrapped
around his neck only accented hisbony chest. Histhatch of black hair stuck up thisway and that.
Sinklar’ s odd eyeslooked pained. Hetook in Mac' s grim look and blinked, sinking onto the cot. “1 take
it you didn’'t drop by just to wake me up and listen to me puke.”

“No.” Mac took a deep breath. “Remember that Orbital Defense Commander? The guy that let us
snesk into Rega?’

“Bryn Hack?’

“That's him. They found himin his persona quartersthismorning ... dead. The last anyone saw of him,
he was leaving the orbita platform’ s officer’ slounge last night. They say he waswith quite alady. A red
knockout. Half the guysin the bar were breathing hard. “

Sinklar’ s bloodshot eyes glazed. “No. Not her, not. . . . “

“Yeah, you got it: amber-eyed, auburn-haired, athletic, the kind of breaststhat defy gravity, and dripping
pheromonesall over.”

Sinklar looked sicker. “Y ou gonna puke again?’

Sinklar dowly shook hishead. “No. Rot it dl, Mac. It's|ly. Pusdripping hdll, what | dmost did last
night.

“You sure shedidn’t drug you?’

Sinklar nodded. “Y eah. I’ m sure because she threw me out when | would have made afool out of
mysdlf. Thewoman'saviper.”

Mac grunted. But he' s having problems bdieving it. Curseit, what did she do to him down there?* Sink,
she’ susing Arta Ferato kill people. Now, | didn’t know Commander Bryn Hack, but the guy was
definitely on our sdel”

Sinklar rubbed the back of his neck before helooked up. “We ve got four monthsto retrain the army.
Can you think of any possible way that we can be ready to ambush a Sassan military strike on someplace
like Adhtan in that time?”

Mac siffened. “Four months? Y ou sure?’

Sinklar stifled agroan as he pulled himsdlf to hisfeet and flipped a button on the desk comm. One of the
wal monitorsflickered to life. The view agppeared to be a military space station. The shipsthat clustered
like Riparian cigars around the centra module were Sassan warships.

“Thisjust camein. Two days old. The Regan agent saysthey’ll be ready to spacein three and ahalf
months. It's not abig bunch, but they could easily neutralize the defenses around one of our planetsand
blast the place to rubble. They could take acrucia world like Sylene or Riparious and turn it into dag.
Edtimates are that Divine Sassa sready to do just that. | believeit. He wantsto keep usredling,



congtantly on the defensive-and damn it, Mac, hecandoiit.”

MacRuder glanced uneesily a hisfriend. “Thisisleading up to something I’'m not going to like, right?”
Sinklar tried to grin but failed. “We ve got to stop

thisattack, Mac. | haveto have at least sx months of hard training for the Assault and Armored
Divisons. | haveto replace and train an unknown number of officers. That command structure hasto be
integrated with the Squadron Commanders, who, so far, are an unknown quantity. A greet deal of our
industrial base hasto be reorganized before we' re ready to support awar. Fortunately, Tybalt initiated
the process and all we haveto doisfollow up. We must keep them from hitting us before we' re ready.”

“I lovemiracles! | can't wait to see how you' re going to take some thirty Squadron Commanders who
hate your guts, mold them into a strike force, and ship them for wherever thisbaseis-*

“Imperid Sassa”

“Right! Imperia Sassa-to blow up those enemy ships, when Sassan spieswill know we re massing
overnight to go blast something, someplace, and surely they’ll never guesswhere! Let donewith every
Commander in the fleet bitching about it! I'm waiting with goose bumps dl over to hear how you're
gonnapull thisoff.”

“Good. I'm glad to see you understand the problem.” MacRuder rubbed hisjaw. He hadn’'t shaved the
abatis of stubble off. A jJumpy queasiness had sarted to squirrel his guts around. “Damn it, what are you
thinking, Sink?’

Sinklar raised hishands and let them fdl. “| hateit, Mac. We' re ill in the same stink we' ve aways been
in. Ther€ snever timeto catch up, get our breath, and organize. It sawaysacrisgs.” Sinklar turned
haunted eyes on MacRuder. “ Remember the Decker Lucky Mack Mine?’

“The one on Targa? Where we were left without transportation?” A cold redlization soaked through
Mac'shard shdll. “1 hate it when you get greet ideas.” “Y ou' re gonnalove thisone.”

Mac turned to the dispenser, punched the code for a scotch, waited for the glass, and tossed it back in
one gulp. With meticulous care, he placed the empty container on the top of ateetering stack of flimges,
belched, and said, “All right, why don't you tell me about it?”

Sinklar’ sgrin wavered and fell. “1 want you to take Gyton and drop out on the commerce route between
Imperial Sassaand Myklene. They' re moving alot of stuff from Myklene to the Sassan capitdl. If you
could pirate a Sassan ship asit drops out of null singularity, you could capture dl the clearance codes.
From deep space buoys, they couldn’t pick out Gyton tucked in close to abig Sassan freighter. They'd
never expect asingle ship to dip through their defensesthat way.”

Mac’ s bresth caught in histhroat as he choked out, “Y ou’ re outta your Rotted mind! How in
thricecursed hell are we supposed to get out!”

Sinklar’ s cheek twitched and he pulled at his knobby nose. “ That’ sthe one thing | haven't quite figured
out yet.

Ily bent down and checked Tyklat’s pupils. The faint odor of Mytol hung on his breath. Naked, he had
been strapped into the hard stedl chair, electrodes attached to his shaved scalp, chest, wrists, and inner
thighs. On thetray to one sSde lay afdse tooth, a subcutaneous ampule, and avery complex shoe that



contained asmdll [aboratory, aminiaturized comm center, and severa sophidticated wegpons. The shoe
had been taken from Tyklat’ s baggage when it arrived.

Tyklat groaned, head rolling before he blinked his eyes open and stared blearily around the gray
concrete of the interrogation room. For long moments he frowned, trying to make sense of the battery of
camerasthat lined the angle of the celling.

“Tyklat!” Ily greeted warmly. “Welcometo Rega. I’ m very pleased that you enjoyed the gift | sent you.
I’m sorry we had to do things thisway, but any suspicion and you would have used the clever poison
tooth the Seddi provided you with.”

Tyklat frowned for amoment, and blinked, vision clearing as helooked up at her.

“Doyou know who | am?’

“Ily Takka,” he responded hoarsdly. Ily watched as the monitors on the comm behind Tyklat established
apattern, thefingerprint for hisbiological responses. “What isyour name?’

“Tyklat Isbanion.

“Y our position within Internal Security?’ “ Director of Internal Security for Etaria. | am being transferred
to Regafor promotion and reassignment to a Regiond Directorship.”

“Areyou aSeddi?”’

Tyklat’ sbrow knit, as though his mind had knotted around the idea. His expression became pained, and
he bit hislip. “No. Not ... not.

Ily tapped her cheek. “Fascinating. Y ou are thefirst person I’ ve ever had under the drug who fought it
sowdll. Youimpressme, Tyklat. My supplier of Mytal refinesthe purest form of the drug known, but
perhapsyou' |l have to have ahigher dose. Isthat it? Do the Seddi use some processto raise the
tolerance levd ?”’

Tyklat’ sjaw clamped, his muscles bunched. Proof enough of 11y’ s suspicion. She reached for thetray,
took the bottle, and used her thumb to insert the tube past Tyklat’ s lips. With practiced familiarity, she
snaked the curved tube past histeeth and down histhroat, dripping morre of the solution down his
esophagus.

Tyklat stared up with burning hatred in hiseyes. “If it doesn’t work, there' s dways torture to back it
up,” lly reminded sweetly. “Mytol doesn't dull any nerve endings, just theinhibitions.” She cocked her
head, studying him. “Do you know what it’ slike to have ahole drilled in your skull, and drops of acid
released in various portions of the brain? Y ou can fed yourself being burned out, abit a atime. One
hand will cease to work, memorieswill vanish.”

Tyklat closed hiseyes, struggling to ignore her.

“Very well, time enough for the Mytol to begin working. Are you Seddi?’

“Yes” Theingruments wiggled in the same manner they had when he gave hisname.”

Do you know that you can't lieto me?’



“Yes” Theinstruments read positive again.

“Do the Seddi have away of raising toleranceto Mytol ?’

“Yes” Hisfacia muscles still contorted as he fought, but his effortswerein vain.

I’vewon! Let him fight. The knowledge of hisbetraya will make bresking him that much more powerful.
“Good. Normdlly, | would take great ddight in wringing you dry of every scrap of information that you
have within you. Time, however, ispressing, Tyklat, so I’m going to ask you to explain something to me.
Will you do that?”

13 YS 4

“How did Staffakar Thermaescape from Etaria?’ “1n a shipping crate.”

Ily started, glancing at the instruments. Rot it, hewasn't lying. “ A shipping crate? Redly?’

“Ya “®

“Then who accompanied SkylaLymafrom Etariawhen she used the jessant-de-lis to recover her
yacht?’

Tyklat frowned, the instrument readings quivering. From long practice at interrogation, Iy immediately
backtracked, “Wait. Let me rephrase that. Who escaped from Etariawith SkylaLyma?’

“Nyklos” “And who is Nyklos?” “ Another Seddi agent.”

Ily tapped at her teeth with along fingernail. “ And Skyladidn’t use the jessant-de-lis to escape?’
“No.”

“Who did?’

“ | did.”

Ily glared a him. “Tyklat. Why don’t you begin when you walked into the Director’ s office and told me
you had located Staffakar Therma Tell me everything that happened.”

The story began to unfold. Ily stepped back, ac cessing her personal comm. “Gysell? Cancd al of my
gppointments this morning. Something has come up.” * But the chairman of the-*

“| sad, cancd them.”

Thelid of the heavy med unit lifted and Anatolia caught the stinging odor of medical chemicasdrifting
out from around her. She crinkled her nose and sat up, staring at the ceramic, meta, and plastic cocoon
she' d been trapped in for the last hour. The med unit could be likened to agiant clam. A person lay
down in the open mouth and it sngpped shut, immobilizing the body, scanning it for injuries. In severe
cases it monitored and directed the healing process through surgical, chemo, and eectro-stim
procedures.



The physician who monitored the instruments stepped out from behind the unit and gave her a curt nod.
“Lookslike bruises, acracked rib, and abit of exhaustion. A couple of days of rest, afew good solid
medls, and you should befit.

Anatolianodded grimly, swinging her feet over the sde and standing. Thefloor, likedl tiled floors,
chilled her feet. She reached for her clothing, hating to put the soiled garments on her clean flesh, and
discovered the pile had

disappeared.

“Thought you might like something else.” The physician handed her acommon smock. “From the
condition your clotheswerein, I’'m not sure they’ d have held together long enough to get you home.”

“Thanks” Anatoliatried to smile, but it faded. Home? With the pimply blond kid living just down the
hall?

“If you'll Sgn the release at the desk at the end of the hall, you' re free to go and, after what you’ ve been
through, very lucky to be walking out of here so soon. “

She nodded, pulling the smock over her trim body, belting it a her thin waist. After the cleaning they’d
given her upon admittance, her hair fluffed golden around her shoulders. Sheleft the examining room and
padded down the long hallway.

At the checkout she entered her name on the comm before giving the machine her address, employer,
and account number. She sedled the contract with a thumbprint, wondering how she' d ever pay for the
medica service.

She turned around then, suddenly aware of her condition. Barefoot, without a credit to her name, how

was she supposed to get back to her gpartment that lay halfway across town from the medica center?

She stepped into one of the public comms, hoping against hope that Vet would be home and would
accept a collect charge. For once, her luck held.

“Anatolia?’ Vet asked after accepting. “Where are you? I’ ve been trying to call you for three days!” She
bowed her head. “I’m at the med center. Look,

| don’'t want to talk about it now. Vet? | need afavor. | need aride back to my apartment. After that,
could you drop me off at thelab?’

He nodded. “ Sure, betherein aminute.” Anatolia cut the connection, achill in her soul. | can’'t go home.
| can’'t walk those halwaysagain. And if | seethat pimply kid-1"ll kill him.

She took a deep breath. Never before had shefelt so far away from her parents' sivaroot farm on
Vemilion.

“So what are you going to do? Where are you going to go?’ She could worry about that later. For now,
going back to work would divert her attention, mask her memories of the darkness, of the sticky fed of
blood ... of Micky’ sfetid breath as he savagely jerked her pants down to expose her.

“I have dways derived an immense ddight from Ily Takka. While othersin my adminigration are
talented and capable, few posssess 11y’ sicy cunning. Sheleaves nothing to chance, and her self-serving



machinations are those of agenius. I’ ve never met anyone who possesses the singlemindedness, or
cold-blooded efficiency she does. Ily undertakes no action unlessit serves her purpose. She hasno
cause outside of hersdlf. Power isher sole addiction. Shereads her victims with amaster’ seye, playing
to their weaknesses with a calculated expertise until she achieves her godl.

“Having her in my bed excites something in my blood. “1 must ask mysdlf, why? What perverted
pleasure do | gain from the knowledge that her passionate body contains the mind and soul of a heartless
demon? 1 know for afact that she uses her sexudity to subdue the suspicions of her victims-and that she
shares her bed with other men she smanipulating. Y et | welcome her back with anticipation, knowing full
well the number of her guildessvictims. In the heat of our coupling, atingle runsup my spine, fired by the
knowledge that thiswanton I’'m bedding is an insdious killer who would execute me without a backward
glance should it serve her purpose.

“Atleast | know her tricks-the Rotted Gods pity the poor fool who unwittingly falls under her spell.”
Excerpt from Tybaft the Imperid Seventh's persond journa
CHAPTER 9

Skylasat in the command chair and watched Imperid Sassa begin to shrink in the main bridge monitor
as she added more thrust to Chryda s mighty reactors. Behind them, space wavered and contorted from
the violent energies released as the huge warship increased accel eration, building to amoderate thirty
gravitieswhich would dingshot them toward lightspeed without Sraining the ship’ s gravity compensation
fidds

Chrydd sbridge gleamed. The officersrelaxed a their duty stations asthey studied the monitors. First
Officer Lynette Helmutt reclined in the pilot’ s couch, her eyes closed. The worry-cap, the shiny aloy
helmet that linked her brain to the ship’s computers and nav comm, covered her head.

Skylamade onefina check of the systems displayed on the stat board that rose in a chrome pod from
the armrest. The deep space scan indicated three freighters incoming from the direction of Myklene-more
than eighty degrees off their present course. Chrydahad only ahaze of cirrus—dark matter and space
dust the shields would have to warp out of the way-between her armored bow and the Itreatic Asteroids.

“Lookslike clear spacing dl theway home,” Skylasaid. “First Officer, you havethe hdm.”
“ Acknowledged,” the bridge speaker responded in

Lynette' svoice. While entranced by the worry-cap, a person heard, saw, and spoke through the ship’s
sysems.

Skylastood, adding, “I’ [l be in the persond quartersif you need me.”

“ Acknowledged, Wing Commander.”

Skylapamed the hatch and stepped into the corridor beyond, walking down the airy halway inlong
gtrides. . She caught the tube to Staffal slevel and leaned back, arms crossed, afrown on her high
forehead as she consdered the visit to Sassa

“It' sabust. Pus Rot that fat fool.” So what are we going to do now? Go to war with Sassa? After

Romahad ddivered HisHoliness' ultimatum, adeep worry had settled on Staffa. Now, when Skyla
caught him off guard, she'd find him staring into nothingness, a sadnessreflected in hiseyes.



“Staffa, you can't bleed for them dl,” Skylawhispered to herself, shaking the sudden meancholy from
her spirit.

When the door snicked open, she paced to Staffa’ s double lock and entered.

Not s0 long ago, the Lord Commander’ s sanctum had been a place of mystery and intriguing
gpeculation. Here he' d locked himself away to plan and plot. Here he' d buried himsdlf in the memories of
hiswife-the enigmatic Chrydafor whom the ship had been named.

And here heand | first made love. During the twenty yearsit had taken Skylato rise through the ranks,
their affection for each other had grown. Looking back, she could only wonder at the dow, but
inexorable, weave of time. Filaments and tendrils of experience, of momentary vulnerability and trust, of
shared triumphs and wretched tragedy had woven into abond more durable than saon. Love had crept
up on both of them, pervading friendship, admiration, and respect. But it had taken the Pragtor of
Myklene to precipitate the events that finally brought them to afull redlization of what they meant to each
other. For that, and not much else, Skyla could appreciate the old villain.

Skyla stalked across the cushioning carpet in the main room and stepped through the Ashitan door to the
right of thefireplace. There she found the Lord Commander at his office desk, totally engrossed. He

sat hunched over amonitor, a headset pressed over hislong black hair like adiadem. Before the desk,
the wall had disappeared in holographic display. Free Space had been modeled in three dimensions.
Sassan planets glowed blue; the Regan holdings shone in fluorescent orange. Defiant yelow marked the
tiny triangular section of the Itreatic Asteroid Belt, which bordered both empires. Here and therein the
display arrows had been placed in violet, and small squares of text noted certain assets or strategic
ggnificancein eectric red.

“WEe re outsystem and accelerating,” shetold him. “Looks like free spacing dl the way home. Null
gngularity in twenty-five hours.”

Staffamade amuffled grunt.

Skyla stopped behind him, massaging his shoulders as she looked over hiswork. Strings of Satistical
formulaefilled the monitor Staffa studied. More numbers appeared at the bottom asthe
computer-generated mode provided aconclusion. Staffagrowled to himsdlf. “ L ooks fascinating, whet is
it?’

“Statigtica combat factors,” Staffaexplained, sghing and leaning back into her arms. “I’m trying to
decide whether it's a better ideato warn Sinklar of the Sassan strike, or try and dedl with it ourselves.”

“Do you have any preference one way or the other?’

He patted her hand and looked up at her. “Not yet. The data are too sketchy concerning Sinklar’s
ability to organize and field afleet againgt Jakre' s attack.”

Skylalifted apae eyebrow. “ Assuming you know which commanders Sinklar will have-and which target
Jekrewill hit.”

“Myleswill tdl me”



“Redly?’
“You don't like him, do you?’
“He sadrooling fat Sassan.”

Staffafrowned as he leaned back and doodled with alaser pen. He couldn’t keep his gaze from the
holographic map. “When he agreed to dip ustheinformation, | believed him. He' sonly started on the
anadysisof the Seddi data, but he's convinced of the danger. Call it agut fedling, if you like, but | think
he’ swilling to take the risksinvolved. He doesn't want to see hishomeand wasted any more than we
do.”

“I’m supposed to trust your gut?’

Staffareached up to draw her lipswithin range of his. He kissed her soundly and said, “1 survived the
Pragtor’ s menta booby trap, remember? Mylesis becoming ahuman being. The responsbility isgetting
to him. He' s beginning to understand what the stakes are, and he doesn’t want to see his people, his
charges, dying by the millions.” He paused, gaze going back to the holo map. “But | think there’ smore
there, too. | think Mylesreally wants to make adifference. Despite our cynica age, there are peoplelike
thet.

Sheran her hands over hismuscular chest, enjoying thefed of hiswarmth. “ All right, we can disagree
over Roma. Just promise meyou' Il keep acloseeyeon him. “

“I'will ... and s0, no doubt, will you.
“Bet onit,” shetold himwryly. “I’'m going to deep. How about you?Y ou’ ve been at thisfor ten hours,
ever since you pushed Roma out the hatch and sent him back to Sassa. Are you going to Sit here for

another ten while you manipulate insufficient data? Or could | interest you in some close quarters drill?”

He smiled, tearing his attention from the holo to stare into her blue eyes. “ Nothing on the scanners? No
possible emergencies?’

She shook her head, grabbing thetip of her long braid and tickling hisface withiit.

With amazing agility for so large aman, he catapulted out of the chair, trying to catch her. Skyla skipped
lithely sideways, vaulted the desk, and dove through the door to the deeping quarters. She turned, legs
braced, and grappled as he charged in after her. For severa secondsthey struggled, each trying to throw
the other, until Staffasimply lifted her off the ground and she lost her leverage.

A laughing Skylawrapped her asams around his neck, hugging him close. “ Guess you win.”

“Aslong as| haveyou. “

For long moments gray and blue. stares mingled. She bent forward, kissing him again, savoring the
sensation of security and love. As he lowered her, hisfingers undid the catches that secured her pligble
white armor. She helped him, pedling the suit off her long legs.

Staffatraced gentle fingers down the long scar that ran the length of her muscular thigh. “ Scared meto
death thetime you did that. Funny, | was frantic and couldn’t figure out why.”



“Likethat time a shot cracked my helmet and you amost |ost the battle because you were waiting
around the hospital?” She undid her braid, fluffing her iceblonde hair around her as he stared at her
fullbreasted body with open admiration. Her quick fingers unfastened his gray suit. Shelet her hands play
lightly over hismuscular chest and dlicited a shiver from him as she drew one of his nipplesinto her mouth
and teased it.

“I'vemissed you,” she whispered as he kicked his clothing into the corner and pulled her close.

“It’ sonly been a couple of days,” he answered as he cupped her breasts and searched her eyes. “It just
fedslikeforever.”

Sheled him to the deeping platform and shoved him onto the bedding before diving after him. In their
spirited foreplay, Staffarolled her over until her long hair wound around them like agleaming vell.

She shivered as the passion built and she drew him to her, opening hersdlf, locking her legs on the small
of hisback ashefilled her. Shetightened her grip, heart pounding, wishing she could presshiminside
forever.

Staffa, Staffa, how could 1 ever live without you. In the honeyed afterglow of lovemaking, shelay
cradled in hisarms, her head on hismuscular chest. Sheran an index finger dong the faint pucker of an
old scar that arced across his pectord. “1f we do aert Sinklar, will he be able to take Jakre? We know
he' s brilliant on the ground, but a space engagement is something ese. One minute you' rein formation
and closing, the next you' rein the thick of ships-bursts of energy and dazzling flashes of light dl winding
into tight chaos. The next thing you know, spaceis empty: only wreckage and sllence are left.”

“1 think he Il learn faster thanwe d like.”

Skylagave a hoarse chuckle. “He's made of good stock.” A pause. “Why are you leaning toward letting
him handle Jakre? Pride? Curiosity? Something persond, Staffa?’

Hetwirled her pale hair around atanned finger, eyes pensive. “ Perhaps. It would make things easierand
harder a the sametime.”

“Does Myles know that we might haveto kill hisfleet beforeit can reach Regan space?”’

Staffanodded. “We talked about that. It hurts him. We both pretty much agreed that if it comesto
shooting, it will be asalast resort. In the meantime, Myleswill covertly short-circuit the logisticsfor the
redeployment. A missed shipment here, aredirected freighter there. As stretched astheir resources are,
the effectswill be profound. If enough goes wrong, perhaps His Holiness and Jakre will wake up to the
fact that they might be closer to the edge than they think. We just have to make sure we find away to
keep Sassafrom launching agtrike.”

“That’ sthe easy part.”

He craned his neck to peer at her. “ Easy? Sassa and Jakre want to start awar. “

“Y ou bet they’re easy. Sassd s a pushover compared to Sinklar Fist. Considering the aftertaste the
Seddi left in hismouth, how likely do you think it will beto talk him out of launching Rega against Sassa?

No, we ve got to have an angle here, something to make both sides back off and cool down.”

“Likewhat?’



Skylabdled afist and absently thumped hisribs. “Wdl, boss, that’ sthe single little detail | haven't
worked out yet. But something will cometo mind. It' sjust amatter of recognizing it when it happens and
saizing theinitiative. Y ou don't want to use Countermeasures yet, do you?’

“No. Assuming that Tap can get it to work. If we do, it means we' ve been pushed to the last resort.”
They lay quigt, eech logt inthought. -

“Did you get Mylesto alow Seddi accessto Sassa?’ “He |l provide what cover he can. Officia papers,
travel permits, and so forth. Actudly, he came up with a pretty good ideadl on his own. He suggested
that we do a subspace broadcast out of Itreata. Kaylla could outline the Seddi doctrine, their goals, and
how the unilatera epistemology needsto be recognized for what it is. Like Myles said, *What could
Divine Sassado?’

She pursed her lips. “Mylesjust said sure, send in the Seddi? What about his God?’

Staffalaughed. “What makes you think Myles thinks Sassa sredlly agod? | showed him the old records
that date back to thetime of HisHoliness grandfather and the Ryklos charade. | showed Myles a great
dedl and he wasn't exactly apious man to start with.”

“Ishedtill dobbering at the mention of my name?’ Staffasmiled. “No. | told him you' d overheard his
braggadocio that timein Itreata. Y ou'll notice he tactfully avoided you every chance he got after that.”

She shrugged, forcing the fat Sassan out of her mind. “Tell me more about these transmissionswe' re
going to fill the subspace net with. Y ou planning on broadcasting to Rega, too?’

“Why not? From our location, and given our dishes, we ought to be ableto talk to al of Free Space.”
“Ily’ sgoing to come unglued. Which reminds me.

While you were talking to Roma, we got areport from Itreata. Sinklar has taken Rega, restored order,
and met with Ily. As of the moment we spaced, nothing else had comein.” Sheresettled hersdf. “That's
going to create another jagged anglein this affair. No matter what sort of agreement you might be ableto
cobble together with Sinklar, 1y’ s going to do everything she can to sour it. ©

Staffapursed hislipsthoughtfully. “To think | could havekilled her that day you shot up the Security
Directorate on Etaria. All it would have taken would have been one step over and a perfectly placed
kick.”

“What about Sinklar? HE sin her grip, under her influence. He sawfully young, Staffa. He might be a
wonderful field commander, but ishe up to her sort of maignant shrewdness? She's cunning and
incredibly adept at manipulating people. Of al the enemieswe face, she' sthewors.”

Staffanodded. “ That woman has venom in her veins. And whatever happens, oneway or another, she's
going to make us pay beforethisisal over.

Sinklar entered the briefing room in the Defense Ministry, with MacRuder, Ayms, and Kap following
behind. Overhead light panels bathed the entire room in soft white light. For this meeting, the
holo-capable walls were opague. Roughly half of the one hundred desks arranged in concentric arcs
around the podium were occupied by Squadron Commanders and Division Firsts. The babble of
conversation stopped as Sinklar strode purposefully across the polished tile floor and mounted the

podium.



Hetook a breath to till histhumping heart and scanned the room. Hostile faces stared back, and the air
carried afestering resentment. Around thewalls, A Group from Mayz' Seventh Section stood at parade
rest, weapons grounded, eyes on the assembled Regan officers.

Sinklar’ s staff lined out behind him, backs to the large holo tank where operations were projected during
briefings

Sinklar stood straight, meeting the stares of the Regans. The only face he recognized was Rysta
Braktov's, who sat in the very last row. “Ladies and gentlemen, good afternoon. | wanted you hereto
discussthe new state of affairs weface. The old order isgone, swept away with the Imperial Seventh's
nation by the Seddi agent, Arta Fera. We now face the task of creating anew Empire. One which
most of you have aready condemned.

“I’m not here to argue the merits of apolitical system. Whether you abhor the idea or not, we' re faced
with anew and different future. I’'m not here to become atyrant. I'm here to save the Empire.”

The room remained slent, but bristling glances were cast at Sinklar’ sarmed soldiers.

Sinklar cleared histhroat. “In the coming months, the entire structure of the military isgoing to be
restructured. Everything you have been taught about strategy and tactics has become obsolete. Necessity
forced me to make innovationsin both of those fields during the Targan campaign. We have dways
fought to win, but within astructured system that catered to outdated concepts of status and honor. “ His
expression was grim. “ People, despite the mythology, war isavicious and nasty business. If | have done
nothing else, I’ ve destroyed the myth.”

One of the Commanders stood, an ederly man with white hair and a hawkish face. “1 am Leopold
Vincent, Commander of Tybalt Squadron. Outside of the fact that half of us have been arrested by
Minister Takka singdious minions, and you have us coerced for the moment by your guards, why should
we cooperate with you?’

Sinklar clasped his hands behind him. “Because whether or not you like what' s happened, | need you.
The Empire needs you. Commander, none of you areignorant of our situation. Right or wrong, the
nation of Tybalt, and the execution of the Minister of Defense and his Deputies has precipitated a
criss. Asof thismoment, Sassaismassing for amilitary strike againgt us. | have no doubt but that they
See our present circumstance as avulnerability to beimmediately exploited. “

“And what of the Companions?” Vincent asked. ‘We don’'t know. We can only assume they will sde
with Sassa. They certainly will not sdewith us”

Expressons tightened as the Regan Commanders glanced uneasily back and forth.

“I think you are beginning to understand. “ Sinklar rocked on his hedls. “For over seventy years, the
Companions have borne the brunt of the assault, no matter who they fought. As a consequence, the old
order of command privilege could be countenanced. It was aluxury the Empire could perpetuate for the
aristocracy since the Companions did the dirty work. The Regan military merely provided support and
mopup after the enemy had been demoralized and weakened. Ladies and gentlemen, we have four
monthsto train our forcesto fight like the Companions do.”

“But againgt Staffa?” awoman in the back cdled. “That'ssuicide!”



“ I"vefought Staffabefore,” Sinklar countered. And | would have beaten him, but for the timely rescue
provided by the Wing Commander and her fleet. Staffais not invincible. But each and every one of you
must understand-we can't defeat him based on obsolete strategy and tactics. Nor can we defeat the
Sassansin that manner. Within months, we will be locked in adeadly bettle for the control of Free
Space.” Sinklar pounded the podium with aknotted fist. “I can only tell you that it will be bloody and
terrible, asif the Rotted Gods had broken loose in Free Spacel”

A fit-looking woman with brown hair stood. “1 am Dion Axd. First of the Nineteenth Regan Assault
Divison. My question, Sir, iswhy should we entrust ourselvesto you? | studied your tactics-at least what
| could get my hands on about them. Y es, you took five Divisons on Targa, and that appearsto have
been admirably done, but | submit to you that loydty isn't blindly given. It must be won, and by results”

Mutters of assent rose from the audience.

Sinklar nodded, smiling for thefirst time. “I agree, First Axel.” And then it hit him. “1 will make awager
with you. With dl of you. If my tactics do not prove superior in every way, | will resgn overal command
of the Regan forces to the officer of your choice.”

Skeptical mutters broke out, awoman in the front row spitting, “With Ily’ s tentacles wrapped in our
guts, do you expect usto believe that?’

Sinklar raised his hands. “I’ ve given you my word. Iy does not command me,

or my Divisons. Think, Rot you. Thisisn't amatter for petty politics, backbiting, or politica intrigue. Our
citizens, men, women, and children by the billions, are facing holocaust. Each and every one of you hasto
take stock of the grave stakes we fight for. If we don’t win decisively, how many of your friends,
relatives, and other innocent people will be annihilated? How many worlds of ourswill be blasted and
slent? And those who survive? Do you want your children, your legacy, to be Sassan or Regan?’

Sinklar shook his head, reaching out to them. “I’m not that vain. | would trade every glory, every victory
to bring the men and women | loved and cherished back to life. Events have placed me at your
command. When | shipped for Targaasaprivate, | had no ambitious dreams of becoming Emperor. |
am ascholar, but since this burden of our very existence hasfdlen to me, | will do my best.”

Sinklar pinned Axd with hisstare. “Y ou’' ve made arationa request. | will earn your loyaty and prove
my tactics. At this critical moment, results matter more than pride. If | cannot deliver, | will resign. Thet is
my commitment to you.”

Axd stood again, turning to look at her comrades. “Most of you know me. Y ou know that I’ ve been a
Student of tactics for some time. We know that the Sassan thresat isn't ephemerd, and Lord Fist isright
about the gravity of the Situation. I’ ve studied his strategic and tactica innovations. They' reinteresting,
and innovative, but leadership goes beyond gaming ability.” Sheturned back to Sinklar. “And how are
we going to determine your fitness?’

Sinklar braced himsdf on the podium. “ The training exercises will prove or disprove my ability. All | ask
of you isthe opportunity. If | lose even once you may vote in anew commanding officer. And, in fairness,
if I win, and some of you cannot adapt, | reserve theright to replace you with officers| think fit.”

A man shot to hisfeet. “And if | refuse? No one takes the Ninth VVermilion from mel”

Sinklar waited out the chorus of shouts. “Then | will have you removed. People, thisis till the military,



and solong asI’min chargeit will be run that way. Y ou will obey orders under the Command Codes
until suchtimeas| am proved unfit. That ismy fina word.”

First Axel was on her feet again, waving down the hubbub. “ 1’1l take Lord Fist’sword.” She scanned
the room, expression serious. “1’ ve known most of you for years, and hopefully have earned your respect
inthat time. | also know the precarious position the Empireisin. I ve watched in awe as the Companions
broke defenses | thought impregnable. I’ ve watched them crush planet after planet and marveled at their
efficiency. My friends, my adviceisthat we worry about the Sassansfirgt, and deal with the future when
we know we' |l have one.”

Rysta Braktov stood where she' d been waiting in the back row. “Ladies and gentlemen, if thereis
anyone here who knows what we face, | do. I've watched Fist at work. Like Axel, you know me, know
who | am and what I’ ve accomplished. The Lord Commander offered me aposition among the
Companions more than once. Y ou know that I’ m a capable officer, and you know that I'm Regan to the
bones. If Fist sayshe'll step down if he can't ddliver, | think hewill. He' s put his neck on the line for the
Empire. It stimefor the rest of usto do the same. “ Rystashook her head. “Nothing is certain anymore,
but I'm willing to gamble on Figt. | don't like him, or what he stands for, but before we sort the rest out,
we must savethe Empire.”

Sinklar watched their expressions, some sour, some hating, and more than one, thoughtful. I’ ve bet so
much in the pagt, has this been a stroke of brilliance? Or the desperation of afool?

She stood before the transparency in the observation nacelle. A long gown draped in folds from the
ornate pins at her shoulder. Her rich auburn hair fell to the middle of her back in rippling waves of
redgold that glinted in the light cast by the overhead panels. She placed her dender hands on therailing,
fingers perched ddlicately. Motionless, she stared out at the planet, asif sculpted of desolation and
heartache.

Governor Zacharia Beechie hesitated to gpproach, absorbing the moment, engraving it in hismind. If any
pose could have typified Marie Attenasio, this one did. One might imagine awoman standing so as she
watched alover depart for war or seeit asthe posture of a heart-rent mother staring as her child’'s
casket drifted into the endless night of space.

For atime he agonized about disturbing her, then he took a breath and walked forward, hedls tapping to
aert her to his gpproach. She remained motionless even after he'd cometo astop beside her.

Beyond the transparency, Myklene turned in the green light of its sun, Myk. Swirled patterns of cloud
masked much of the surface, but here and there, patches had cleared as the smoke and debris of war
precipitated from the atmosphere and the world began to come dive again.

“Areyou sad to leave, Marie?’ He dared to glance at her profile, his heart racing once again as he took
in her beauty. The dry tracks of tears couldn’t be mistaken. Her amber eyes possessed awounded look.
“No, Governor.

“The poalitics of worlds and empires take no heed of the people they crush in their struggles. Thepricein
livesand misery isfar from apparent to those who must suffer for the accomplishment of interstellar goals.
For the security of HisHoliness' empire, Myklene had to be dealt with. Someday soon, dl of Free
Space will be united under onerule. We Il have peace then, Marie. The house of man will live under one
roof.”

She kept silent.



“1 suppose I’'m trying to gpologize for the empire, to tell you that we didn’t come to destroy your life or
your loves. The actions of armies and empires might be likened to those of acolossa beast. Asit strides
through the fores, it never noticesthe small creatures crushed beneath its ponderous weight. To the
mouse who scrambles from the wreckage of its burrow, the event was catastrophic, but the giant beast
bore the mouse no maice. The burrow, and perhaps the newborn within-*

“| bear Divine Sassanoill will.”

Beechie clasped his hands behind him. “I’'m glad to hear that, Marie. | understand your grief, however.
Myklene was a beautiful world. | mysalf suffer abruised soul for the damage donein the conquest. Once,
years ago, | served on Myklene as ass stant ambassador in the Sassan Delegation. How | enjoyed
walking the streetsin the cool evenings, admiring the architecture, and refreshing mysdlf, in the gardens
adong the AgoraMagna.”

The corners of her eyestightened. “1 never saw it, Governor. But yes, | often heard that Myklenewas a
beautiful planet. For me, however.... Nothing. Forgive me.

“Go on. You dways seem so sad. I'll ask again. Isthere anything | can do? I’ m at your service. “ As
aways. She never responded to him except with the utmost courtesy. She listened intently when he
spoke and carried on a perfectly civil conversation so long as the subject didn’t lean toward the persond,
or toward serious issues. When that occurred, she sidestepped with a deft art that Beechie-alongtime
bureaucratcould only admire.

She gave him awarm, if guarded smile. “Y ou have aready been more than kind, Governor. Itis| who
am forever in your debt. | promise you, when we reach Sassa, you shal be well rewarded. Not only for
your kindness, but for your decency and nobility.”

He hated it when she brought that up. Damn it, he' d fallen hopelessly in love with her. And the problem
with faling in love with addlicate, saintly doll, was that you aways wished she had the spark of the
wanton hidden somewhere within. Nor could Beechie nerve himsdlf to make an advance despite his
growing desperation. One didn’t rough up afragile creature like Marie anymore than one would throw a
bone-china doll to adockhand.

Theirony of hisStuation frustrated Beechie to an extent that even eighty yearsin government service
hadn’t.

The planet looked smaller now as the Markel os shipped out into the traffic lane and began to build boost
for Imperid Sassa

“It' slate, my lady. We ve been hoursin trangit, delay, and changing shuttles. | believeI’ll have an
evening brandy and turniin. It would be my greatest pleasure to share a nightcap with you.” Please,
please, Marie.

“Y our offer isvery kind, Governor. If you don’t mind, however, I'd like to stay herefor awhilelonger.”
A ghost of asmile curled her full lips. “I’ll never see Myklene from this perspective again. | need to....
Well, thank you. Perhaps later, when we rein null sngularity.”

Beechie bowed to necessity. “Asyou will, lady. If you need anything, anything at al, don’'t hesitate to
cdl onme.



“Seep well, Governor.” But her gaze had returned to Myklene, the welling anguish shining in her amber
eyes.

Beechieforced himself to walk away casualy and mused on her words. | need to.... That could imply so
many things. | need to what? Mourn for your dead?

Isthat why you watch Myklene dwindle? Does your soul dwindle with it?

Once he' d reached the main corridor that ran through the Markel os, Beechie dammed an angry fist into
his padm. Wdll, he had dmost amonth before the giant freighter made port at Imperia Sassa. After that,
he' d see to her arrangements, secure quartersfor her closeto his. Time, that’ sal he needed. With time,
he could win aplacein her heart, replace the misery with hislove.

I’d givedl of Sassaand my soul to see your eyes burn for methat way. | just hope he was worthy of
yourlove ... and your pain. Whoever hewas.”

Keeping in mind that the fundamenta basdline assumption the Seddi make about God is that the universe
isthereflection of God, Itsdf, the question is begged: What can we say about the nature and qualities of
God?

“Fird, let’slook at the universe through aphysicist’ s eyes. From our observations of redshift, solar
evolution, and quantum mechanics, we can make asingle genera statement about the universe: it
continues to grow more complicated. Physicists believe that in the very beginning instant, our universe
began as an explosion of intense energy. In that instant, our universe consisted of expanding masdenergy
which, within ten microseconds, had broken down to basic matter and the four forces. Gravity,
electromagnetism, and the strong and weak forces evolved-the four factors which must be unified for
subspace communications and null Sngularity navigation. Within yet afew more seconds,

particles cameinto being, nuclear materia consolidating in the preform of the hydrogen atom. Thisentire
bursting soup reacted with itsdlf in destructive and constructive interference, creeting theinitial conditions
for the levels of order and chaos we observe today. Such wave functions are now measured in our
gyroscopic interferometers-the basic tool of interstellar navigation.

“Thisinteractive birth of chaos changed the density of the expanding hydrogen medium. At the same
time, collisions occurred, and vast amounts of energy created isotopes. Some such collisions gave birth to
helium, and passibly to lithium and beryllium. The uneven digtribution of masstriggered indability inthe
matrix, gravity condensng and compressing until the first Sarsignited, fusing hydrogen into helium, and
eventually into ever heavier and more complex eements. In turn, those first massve stars exhausted their
fuds. Gravity won the dud it fought with radiation, the stars collgpsing in find supernova explosions
which forged yet more complex atoms. The nebul ae spun from the

corpses of these giants generated the birth of ever more and diverse stars, which in turn died, spewing
their heavy e ementsinto the cauldron of space.

“Today, looking out past the mist of the Forbidden Borders, we see the result of this constant evolution
of complexity. We see it spanning from atomsto humansto gaaxies and the Universeitself.

The Seddi believe we are seeing the reflection of God-and isn't that more reassuring than the idea of
Rotted Gods battling with Blessed Gods? Or adeified human being with hisemotiona disabilitiesand
limitations? We, like our Universe, and God Itsdlf, must grow more complicated and complex aswe age,
and learn, and observe new things.



“God is continuing to grow, why don’t you? Investigate your life. Learn something new today. God does
with every passing second. “

Excerpt from Kaylla Dawn’ s Itregtic broadcasts

CHAPTER 10
The machine asked for clearance. “ Seven threefivefive” Anatoliatold it.

“Accessing.” Thelaboratory hummed in the sllence of early evening. Thelast of the professors had | eft.
Even Vet had given up on her, raising a skeptica eyebrow at the lie she told about having another ride
home.

Anatoliaclenched her figts. Thetrip up the liftdespite Vet and Marka s companionship-had |eft her
shaken and trembling. She’ d walked down the halway. to her apartment, discovered the door jimmied,
and entered to find the room trashed. PUS LICKING GOVERNMENT BULL had been scrawled
acrossonewall in red letters. Her personal possessions had been ransacked and anything of vaue stolen.
Her clothing lay stewn about and most of it had been urinated upon. Her underwear had received
particular attention, strung up and shot with red paint, asif to Smulate the aftereffects of abruta rape.

Her kneesweak, she' d left, aided by Vet and Marka. She' d only taken long enough to gather the least
sullied of her clothing and jam it into asack.

I"'m never going back there. No, she'd stay herein the lab and work on her 7355 study until she
couldn’'t see sraight. After that, she'd deep here, in the chair. And if anyone camein, she could walk
down the hall to the women’s room and stretch out on the bench there for a couple of hours of deep.

It And | can’t dream. Not ever again.” Because Micky lurked there in the back of her mind, waiting to
creep out of the nightmare and grope her breasts

and shove hisfingers between her legswhile hisrancid bregth filled the air. She' d fight him, and hear the
metal rod smack wetly into hisbleeding skull. Until the day she died, she' d never get her hands clean of
the memory of clotted blood caking her nails and cuticles.

The data flashed onto the screen and Anatolia stared at it; she let her consciousness drift away into the
sructure of the DNA specimens she sudied. There, among the double hdlix of guanine and cytosine,
thymine and adenine-all bound by pentase sugars-she could find structure and order: the sculpture of the
human being. Here in the elegant sequence of familiar patterns she could be at home. Here she could
attack the puzzle that made no sense. Here she could lose hersdf in auniverse that was measured in
angstroms but stretched across centuries.

This new universe she probed consisted of three specimens, each taken from

ahuman being. Two of those specimens, she could place into a pattern. One Targan, the other Etarian.
But the third-the sample she' d taken one night from ayoung soldier-that one defied anything she'd ever
seen.

As she studied the structures under her microscope, she forgot everything but the decoding of the unique



pattern and its meaning.
“I'll find you. I'll learn what you mean.”

Piece by piece, Anatolia Daviura mapped the curious structure, tapping information into her comm.
Unnoticed, the hours passed. The laboratory continued to hum to itsalf asthe capitdl city dept.

“Would you say that SkylaLymawasin love with the Lord Commander?’ 1ly asked, arms crossed. The
chill of the interrogation room had begun to reach her, but she endured, attention rapt.

“Yes” Tyklat answered, hiseyesdull now. He shivered periodicaly in the cool air. She' d findly broken
him. Every time he' d pulled up histenaciousinternd

fortitude to resist her, she’d worn him down until finaly, after hours, Tyklat had given up. She worked
him like a piece of damp clay in the fingers of amagter.

“And the Lord Commander isinlovewith Lyma?’ “I don’t know.”

“Isheinlovewith KayllaDawn?’ “No. “

“But hetraveled to Targain abox with her. Does't that suggest that they were close?’
“No. You don't understand. Kayllawas StaillaKhan, thefirst Lady of Maika.”

“Yes, yes, we ve been through that. Staffa murdered her husband and children in front of her. She only
escaped becauise she managed to change places with ahousehold servant.” 1y chewed on her thumbnail,
consdering everything she' d learned. “ So Kayllawould never be Staffa slover?”

Tyklat looked up miserably, well aware that even though the Mytol had worn off, the monitors would
detect alie. “I' ve talked to Magister Dawn too many times. Y ou can tell from her reactions. She tolerates
Steffa... even pitieshimin acurious sort of way. But the memories of her children, her husband, and then
the rape by Companions as shelay in her family’ sgore ... well, what would you expect?’

“Evidently nothing that | could useright at thismoment.” 1ly paced the couple of stepsthe room
afforded. “ The fact, however, isthat Staffawas rescued twice by the Wing Commander. The second
time, she scrambled the Companion fleet to whisk Staffa out of my hands. The question, then, is how
much does helove her?’

“I don’t know.” Tyklat sagged inthechair. “All | know isthat Nyklosfell in love with the Wing
Commander-and she hardly noticed his existence. It drove him nuts. He considershimsdlf quitealady’s
man, you see. Thelast time | talked to him, he told me that Skylahad moved in with Staffa, and Nyklos
had bused himsdf with Magister Dawn and Magister Bruen. “

“But you' ve told me that Bruen is abroken man. His entire plot to lure Staffainto his reach backfired.
Correct? The entire Targan revolution was hatched as aruse to bait Staffainto range so that Bruen and
thisMagister Hyde could use Arta Fera to assassinate the Lord Commander?’

“That’scorrect ... so far as| know.” Tyklat licked hisdry lips. “Y ou have to understand, Bruen and
Hyde didn’t tell the second echel on agents-like mysdlf-what the planswere. | wouldn't have known any
of thisif | hadn’t been involved in Staffa s escape from Etaria. That’sdl | know about it. | swear.”



Ily nodded, dapping ahand againgt her thigh. ‘"I see. Well, it's been amost enlightening session, Tyklat.
It turns out you' ve kept me occupied through most of the night. It’ stoo bad Staffa pulled al of your
Seddi kin out of Makarta.”

Tyklat closed hiseyesand sighed. “I'm sorry | can't tell you more about the Seddi agentsin Rega. After
the evacuation, Kaylladid alot of shuffling. We normally work in cdlls anyway, just in case someonelike
me gets caught.”

Ily stared into nothingness for long minutes. How do | usethis? Skylaisin Staffa sbed? Isthat alever?
“Tel me, Tyklat, if you werein trouble and caled SkylaLymafor help, do you think she'd turn you
down? After al, you placed yoursdf at consderablerisk. *

Tyklat took ashaky breath, eyesimploring. “Please, don’'t ask meto-*

“Would she?’ Ily barked.

Tyklat winced before his head dropped to hang limp. “I’ ve told you everything | know.”
“Answer me, Tyklat. You cando it now, or after I ve shot alittle more Mytol into your veins.”

He swallowed hard. “I don’'t know. It would depend, | suppose, on what it wasthat | asked her for.”
For thefirst time, Ily smiled. “Thank you, Tyklat.

| think that will bedl for tonight. Tomorrow, we'll work onwhat you'll say to dear Skylawhen you
make your request. “

Sinklar stared at the endlesslist of requisition forms, and took asip from acold cup of stassa. The
meeting with the Commanders had broken fifty-fifty, which was more than he’ d hoped, but he had a
chance now. Still, he couldn’t keep histhoughts off [lyand worse, what he' d aimaost done with her. The
more hetried to forceit out of hismind, the more he dwelt oniit.

He stood, pacing back and forth before his desk in his quarters on Gyton. Through the deck plating, he
could hear shuttles docking, the muted clangs and bangs of hurried refitting. Rysta had been on the comm
Sx or saven times, pestering him about what was happening. Each time, Sinklar had firmly refused to
provide any information.

Too many lesks, Mac. You'll haveto brie the Commander once you' re underway. We can't let the
Sassans know we' re making astrike. If anyone hasto know, tell them you' re spacing for Terguz, that
intelligence hastipped us Dff that the miners are thinking about going on strike.

“I dmost dept with Ily,” he admitted doud. “ Sinklar, how could you?’

It had to bethe de. Ily had to have put something, in it, some sort of aphrodisiac. The memory of her
sensua eyeslingered. Her lips parted, desire reflecting from her dabaster features.

“Foal, you put the deinsde you! That wasthe only drugging going on.” He closed his eyes, shaking his
head. “Oh, Gretta, I'm sorry.”

He paced back around the desk to stare down at the monitor. Heedlesdy, he smply stabbed the “yes’
key on the gppropriationslist until he'd gone through al three hundred and ninety-two remaining items.
What the pus-Rotted hell, they could sort it out later.



Comm beeped, and MayZz' s face formed, worry on her angular features. “ Sink? Sorry to bother you.
Ligten, I've got a Divison First on the comm. Dion Axd

... from the meeting. Y ou know anything about her?’

Sinklar cleared his confused thoughts. “Y eah, Divison Firg for the Nineteenth Regan Assault Division.
Didn’'t you get the memo on that?”’

“Memo?’ Sheraised an eyebrow.

Sinklar sghed and tugged absently on his knobby nose. More screwupsin communication. “ Guess not,
huh? All right, listen. | talked to her after the command meeting. | want your Fourth Targan and the
Nineteenth Regan engaged in war games ASAP.”

“Just war games?’ Mayz screwed up her face. “What for? We'll wax her ass
al over thefloor!” Sinklar nodded. “That' sthe idea. Listen, Axe strikes me as an open-minded sort
even if she' sfrom the old aristocracy. She was the youngest daughter of a not-so-well-to-do family.
She' sa student of tactics, one of the best. We' ve got to start somewhere, and having the Fourth Targan
cut up her Divisonisit. | want the whole thing documented, right down to the Group battle coffims.
They’ re going to be studying thisfor years. It' simportant.”

“So why not use Mac' s First Targan? They’ re better than my Division. Or Kap's Second, for that
meatter.” “Because the Forth Targan isthe old Twenty-

seventh Makan Assault Division that Henck made such abig thing of. | want old veterans seeing how
they got beat-and telling everyone e se about it.”

Mayz pursed her lips. “ Taking quite agamble, aren’t you?’

“Got abetter idea? Y ou yoursdlf said you could wax them. Or do you want meto givethisto Ayms,
and the Third?” Mayz giffened. “When do we do this?’ “Tomorrow morning. Shik isrunning down LCs
and trangport. Use the Tarcee Edtate for the games. Axd goesin first and sets up her defenses. Her
objectiveisto hold the etate. Yoursisto takeit.

“Affirmative.” She gave him a predatory smile. “Y ou know, alot of Henck’s people are fill smarting
after the way they got trounced in Kaspa. They’ re spoiling to fix bruised pride.”

“Training lasersonly,” Sinklar reminded. “ Charred armor means a hit.”

Mayz gave him awink. “You got it. Are you going to be there for observation?’

“If | can get away. “ He dapped his handsto his sides. “ And that gets more and more tenuous.”

“If not, we' Il et you know how it goes.”

“Did you get the memo on the Command Reorganization? | want the lineup asfollows: Me, Mac, you,

Shik, Kap, Ayms. If anything happens, | don't want paralysis like we saw the Regulars go through on
Targa”



“Affirmative. Y es, we got the memo on that. Everyone knows, and | haven't heard any bitching about
it”

“I didn’t think there would be. Y ou might let people know that | had to make up some sort of order. |
don’'t want someone like Aymsthinking | was-*

“We know, Sink. Relax. We ve been ateam for too long.”

“Thanks, Mayz. That’sit unless you have something else on your mind.”

“Negetive. Mayz out.”

Sinklar puffed out his cheeks, looking around the cabin. With resignation, he grabbed hiswar bag from

the loops at the foot of the bed and packed hisfew things. Zipping the bag closed, he went to comm.
“Connect mewith LC One. Mhitshul 7’

The monitor wavered to life, Mhitshul’ s concerned face staring out. “ Yes, Sr?’

“I'mtransferring dl the datain Gyton'scomm to the LC. I'll be aboard in about an hour. After that,
we |l be dropping to the planet.”

“Yes, gr. I'll monitor the datatransfer. Anything else, Sr?’

“No. Seeyou when | get there.” He flicked the comm keysto transfer the data and shut the system
down when it Ssgnaled completion. Grabbing up his

bag, Sinklar dapped the hatch and headed for the Commander’ s conference room.

He arrived to find Mac and Rysta aready there. The place consisted of a sickly-green painted room, a
central table with ¢ omms aong onewall, and spartan fixtures. Rysta stabbed a button with agnarled
finger and achair rose out of thefloor.

Sinklar lowered himself and braced his elbows on the table. “ Good to see you, Commander. Thank you
for your support thismorning.”

“Maybe,” Rystamuttered. “Y ou heard about Bryn Hack? Found dead in his quarters. Somebody broke
his neck, but before they did that, they kicked' hisballs so hard they blew them right out of the scrotum
and tore his penis hdf off . | don’t have a squeamish stomach, and | don’t know al thereisto know
about Commander Hack, but whatever he did, he didn’t deserve that kind of treatment.”

Sinklar could fed Mac’ seyes boring into infinity. “No. He didn’t. He seemed like a decent human
mrg.”

“Damnright, hewas!” Rystathumped the table with ahard fist. “ And | know where the blame liesfor
his death. | think you do, too, Lord Figt.”

“Onewar a atime, Rysta” Sinklar raised ahand to cam her. “ Justice will have to be tackled very
carefully, and | think you' re clever enough to know what | mean. Wewon't forget; but in the meantime,
we ve got to balance on the knife' s edge and remember the redlities of who controls what. Which brings
me to the next topic.



“Rotted right,” Rystaasserted. “What' s going on around here? Gyton' s being refitted and resupplied.
Mac, here, is gpouting some Terguzzi sumpshit about rioting miners. Fi<t, I'm no blushing virgin when it
comesto ships. We're outfitting for deep space. And | know a pus-dripping liewhen | hear one.”

Sinklar steepled hisfingers. “Mac will give you the destination as soon as you' ve spaced for Terguz.”
Mac sat slently, handsflat on thetable, expression

neutral ashelooked at Sinklar. “ Any thoughts about that problem we talked about earlier?’

“Some. Y ou'll find them on your comm, sealed and restricted by time delay access. If anything €l se-“
“Rotted Gods,” Rystawhispered, dropping her

voice. “We're hitting the Sassans, aren’t we? We re dropping in, racing down their accursed throats,
and trying to take out one of their planets! That' s why the fission torpedoes were being loaded.”

Sinklar considered her for amoment before nodding. “Y es, Commander, you' re hitting the Sassans. It's
adesperate gambleto buy ustimeto refit and retrain. They’ ve got a strike force assembling and | want
to takeit out before they can useit againgt us and kill one of our worlds. That’ sthe gamble.”

Rysta asked the natura questions. “How many ships are rendezvousing, with us? Who' sin command?’

“I am,” Mac said quietly. “Gyton isthe only ship. We re going in to take out those Sassan assault ships.
They won't expect. asingle vessd-and certainly not Gyton this soon after the Targan affair.”

Rystaleaned back, rubbing ahand over her wrinkled face. “One ship? Againgt a Sassan military base?
Only acertified double-Rotted idiot would attempt it.”

“That' s exactly what we re hoping the Sassans believe,” Sinklar said, glancing uneasily at Mac. “ Outside
of thefact that it will never work-and

you' re doing it with my ship-what’ sthe problem?’ Rystalooked from one man to the other.

“Getting out dive,” Mac said dryly. He spread his handsin appedl. “ Since Rysta sfigured it dl out, you
want to just tell me now? Once we get in and shoot everything up, how do we get out dive?’

Sinklar pushed back, staring a some invisible spot between hisknees. “ There will be alot of confusion.
Gyton might be able to break out and race like hell to build massfor null sngularity. Surprise might make
adl thedifference”

“Andif it doesn’'t?” Rystademanded, leaning forward.

Sinklar ground histeeth, jaw tensed. “ Then the best | can come up with isto ditch Gyton, blow her up
on remote ... and surrender.

“Surrender!” Mac bellowed. “Have you lost your mind?’
Sinklar shook hishead dowly. “No. You'll only bein captivity for about
ayear. That'show long I'll need to take the Sassan Empire. In the meantime, I’ll be in touch with the

Sassan high command. They'll be painfully aware that the fate of their officialswill depend on thefar
treatment of their war prisoners.” Mac smply stared. Rysta blinked and shook her head. “Figt, you can’t



be serious about this”

Sinklar clamped hisjaw., “Commander, | don't likeit, but my back isto thewall. It sether this, or try
and catch them in the next three months when they strike a Regan world. Think, Rysta. I’ ve got thirty
Commanders out there who fedl the same way about me as you do. In three months at |east twenty-five
Sassan warships are going to make a preemptive strike on a Regan world.”

He gave her apleading look. “What are my chances of creating aworking command in that time? What
arethe oddsthat, if 1 can get those people to function together, | can stop all twenty-five of those Sassan
ships---even if we know the target in advance. Which we probably won't. If just one of those Sassan
warships can get through, how many people will they kill? If they split their forces, and we only stop one
group, how much damage could eight of those cruisers do to aworld like Riparious? Vermilion? Sylene?

“And what about the consequences-the fallout after the raid? How are the people across the Empire
going to react, knowing that aworld was killed? We |l have chaos and panic. On top of that, we re going
to have to dedicate resources to rescuing and treating any survivors. Every world and station out thereis
going to demand military protection, or they’ |l panic and revolt. How far can we dretch ourselves before
we no longer offer aviable defense? Worse than that, how would we ever gain the offensive?’

Sinklar turned desperately to Mac. 1 have to balance therisk of losing you against the risk of losing
billions ... and perhaps the entire Empire.”

Rystagave no hint of her reaction. Her baleful black eyes never wavered. Finally, she said tonelesdly,
“You'reright, of course. If we can take them out, we'll doit. I’'m ready to space as soon aswe're
resupplied. “

Sinklar returned his attention to Mac, who stared sightlesdy at the tabletop. “If Rysta swilling to take
command, | could use you here.” Damn it, Mac, here’san out if you warnt it.

The corners of MacRuder’ s lips twitched. “ Rysta' s a superb Commander, but | think I d better be
around for the capture of that Sassan freighter. I’ ve dready picked the Section | want to use. They’ll
need methereif something goeswrong.” Mac looked at him with the eyes of adead man. “| learned
from the best, Sink. | might haveto makeit up asl go. “

Sinklar' sheart weighed likealump of lead in hischest. “Then I'll leaveit to you to figure your own way
out, Mac.” Thisisjust like Makartal and Mac knowsit. “1 won't let you down. If the worst comestrue,
Il be coming for you.”

Mac gave him abrave smile. “I know that, Sink. | redlly do.” He stood up, offering hishand. “ And now,
if you'll excuse us, I'll go over the entire plan with Rysta. Maybe she/ Il see something we' ve missed.”

Sinklar stood, shaking Mac’ s hand, then hugging him desperatdly. “If | had any other choice, Mac-"
“But you don't. Now, get down to your L C before Mhitshul has aconniption fit.”

Sinklar nodded, lowered his eyes, and waked away, grabbing up hiswar bag at the hatch. He looked
back, caught Mac’s crooked smile, and stepped out into the corridor.

Likeaman in adream, he walked down to the L C bay where Mhitshul stood waiting. Around him,
people swarmed, creating a veritable cacophony of sound

asthey shouted back and forth and banged crates and hatches. Hydraulics whined and the air had a



chilly nip that barely cut the odor of oil and paint.
Mhitshul took Sinklar’ swar bag, noting his expression. “Whereto, Sr?’

Sinklar climbed the assault ramp, dapping the controls behind him. The heavy sted groaned asit closed
and sedled, cutting out the banging and clattering

beyond.

“Whereto?’ Mhitshul repested.

Sinklar looked up, Mac’ s knowing eyes haunting his thoughts. Mac, damnit, | didn’t have any choice....
any choice... any....

“Sir?’ Mhitshul ingsted.

Sinklar stepped through into the LC’'s command center and dumped on the bench. “Damned if | know,
Mhitshul. Just tell the pilot to take us down and land us somewhere. | need timeto think.”

“The problem of God has occupied humanity for aslong as we have had written records. Over a
thousand years ago, Myklenian mystics could place themselvesin astate o trance and bathe themselves
in glowing cods, or run daggers through their flesh without wounding themsdves. This state of mystical
consciousness hinged on the belief that the physica world consisted of illusion. Reading their texts, they
clam to have experienced Godhead.

“For centuries, the Seddi have studied the question of God. One of the everlasting problems that
perplexes scholarsis the proof of God' s existence. Through the recorded ages, some have looked to
miracles, othersto Divine revelation. The ways and nature of God have aways been the study of the
obscure, the mysticd, and the hidden.

“The question is begged, then, why does God hide Itsdf?Isit rational to believe that a Deity who
created such an ordered universe would play silly games with its creations? What purpose would lie
behind such ascheme?

“The Seddi assume that such notions are based on a flawed epistemol ogy. Instead we see dll of Crestion
as God' sreflection. We accept that by investigating the very nature of the universe, we see God' simprint
al around us. By discovering the laws of physics, we obslerve the will of God.

“To theinsecure, astatement such asthis reeks of loathsome heresy, and in response the question is
begged: why should we expect a beneficent champion in God? Must we bind Deity in chains and demand
preferentia trestment Ssmply because we have faith? Are we so immature that we can’t sland on our own
without afriendly paternd pat on the head from our God? Must we ingst that God impose silly rules of
diet and subservience? And worse, emotions such asjedousy, wrath, and vanity?

“Intheend, isn't dl of thisthe result of human hubris? Or worse, self-delusion as we seek arosy and
comforting fantasy to calm our fears?

“In studying the universe, we find humanity to be but an insgnificant part of the whole. The vastness of
gpace outside the Forbidden Bordersis beyond our comprehension, in the same manner that we can only
estimate subatomic particles through mathematica means.



“The Seddi do not claim to have ultimate truth—and given the limitations of human perception and
intellect, we may never discover the entirety of ultimate realitybut we believe we have amoreflexible
epistemol ogy, one that allows changes to the paradigm as we learn more about the nature of crestion,
and perhaps afuller impression of God' s nature.”

Excerpt from KayllaDawn's Itregtic broadcasts
CHAPTER11

KayllaDawn hunched in agravity chair, calused fingerstapping idly on the ceramic surface of her desk.
The comm monitor before her glowed, lines of text shifting as she read the report. She worked in her
private quarters, aroom set off from the main complex of Itreata. On the far wall, holographic scenes of
dar fields gave the impression of endless distance and dleviated Kaylla s knowledge that she lived hdf a
kilometer under solid rock.

She straightened and rubbed her throat asif the action would stimulate the blood flow to her tired brain.
So much to do. The entire Seddi network lay in shambles. Details, from complex to smple, had once
been coordinated by the Mag Comm, the giant aien computer that lay buried in the rubble of Makarta.
Now, Kayllaand her staff scrambled to rebuild the organization and the coordination of an interstellar
secret order. It wouldn't be accomplished overnight, or without frustration, failure, and possibly blood,
for neither the Regan nor Sassan Empires had any love for the Seddi.

Kaylla stopped the text and closed her tan eyes as a prickling sensation ran through her limbs-the effects
of the drug she’ d been given to renew her body tissues. A Companion medical technician had conducted
aseries of tests, and tailored a prescription to dow the aging process and initiate the repair of damaged
DNA. The dde effects conssted of itching, sudden sweets and chills, and the constant feeling of afull
bladder.

Nor did the brain remain exempt. Since the beginning of her treetment, Kaylla s dreams had been
overpowering, vivid to the point of being too redl. Each night as she collapsed from exhaustion, she knew
the nightmare of her life would replay.

She'd live again as a Seddi novitiate, marry her husband, and move to Makawhere she served as First
Lady and began to initiate a Seddi paradise of universa human freedoms, education, and enlightenment.
One by one, she bore her children yet again, reveling in the miracle of new life, and love, and hope.
Golden days of love and nights of passion flew through her dreams-until that day the Companions
crushed the Maikan defense.

Unbidden, Kaylla began to blink back shining tears. She opened her eyes, shaking her head torid
hersdf of theimage. The report waited before her, another of the onerous duties she d inherited from
Bruen when he placed her in charge of the Order.

Kayllatook adeep breath and diaed the gravity chair down before getting to her feet and walking over
to the room dispenser. She stabbed the stassa button and watched dully as the drinking bulb filled.

The Lord Commander’ s stassa. Kaylla stared into the dark steaming liquid, memories of that fateful day
on Maikatwigting in her mind. Shelived it again as Staffa s troops sormed the palace, shooting,
maiming, discharging wespons bursting human flesh into bloodmisty mest. Kayllal smaid had boldly
inssted that she wasthe First Lady, stepping out from the huddle of captives.

Why didn’t | step forward that day? What motivated me to cower with the rest of the servants as



Staffal smen pulled my husband ... my children....

Kayllaclosed her eyes, hearing the pleas of her hushand and the bawling of her children. Before them,
Staffa kar Thermara hazy image in gray-paced up, back to her as the swirling cape hid him. Theterrified
chatter of the servants masked his orders.

She would relive that moment forever as one of the Companions ripped her from the arms of the
servantswho held her and threw her on the ground. Stunned,

she' d been unableto tear her gaze from the sight of her family lined againgt the wall.

She'd cried out when they pulled her legs apart and stripped her naked amidst atearing of fabric.
Despite the man who dropped on her and thrust dryly inside, her hypnotized stare remained on her
family. Asthefirst man took her savagely the shrill whine of a pulserifle rose and went Slent as her
husband’ s head exploded in atissue-streaked pink puff. Then, one by one, they blew her children apart
before her eyes.

After thelast shrilling shot, she had nothing left but repested rape.

Y es, she drank the Lord Commander’ s stassa-just asthey al now depended upon him for survival.
Kayllatook a deep breath and forced a swalow down her choked throat.

“Magister Dawn?’ the comm called. “It's Nyklosto seeyou. “

Kayllalifted her head and composed herself. “ Enter.” The heavy hatch dipped back and Nyklos strode
briskly in, agrimlook on his handsome face. He wore a golden silk robe belted a thewaist. Hisflaring
mustache gave his prominently boned face a dashing look. He wore his brown hair short. Tension filled
his dark eyes.

At the sight of her strained expression, he asked, “| takeit you' ve heard aready?’
“Heard what?’

Nyklostapped the hed of hisfist againgt hispam. “Tyklat’sin trouble. [ly’sonto him. I’ ve dready tried
to contact our people on Etaria. None of them respond. We can assume she' s captured the entire Etarian
network.

A condriction in Kaylla' s chest made bresthing difficult. “No, | hadn’t heard. I" ve been juggling
schedules since we gave Staffa a couple of engineersfor his* Countermeasures project.” She waked
over to the comm monitor and stared glumly at the lines of text. A different Staffakar Thermahad saved
her from Iy’ s poison wrath. That Staffa had repeeatedly risked hislife for her saving her time and again
from death and abuse. He' d gambled himsdlf for her sake.

The dance of the quanta, God' sjoke on dl of us. And now Tyklat had been compromised?“Did he give
you any indication of his gatus?’

“No.” Nyklos sounded reserved. “ The message smply stated: ‘Nyklos, Ily knows. Warn my people
immediately. If | survive, I'll beintouch. Tyklat.

“How did that comein?’



“Wide broadcast. The sort of thing Tyklat would have doneif he' d been on the run-separated from his
equipment.”

“If he' s caught ... how much damage can he do?’ Kaylla asked.

Nyklos gave her aspeculative look. “1 think we can contain it. Most of what he was familiar with were
Magister Bruen' s operations. So much has changed. If it had to happen, now was agood time.”

Kayllacrossed her arms, pacing as shetried to think. “We can only assume the worst-that she' Il get him,
and he'll kill himsdlf.”

“That'snot theworst.”
Kayllaraised aquestioning eyebrow.

Nyklos gave her ahard stare. “When SkylaLyma caught me that night in Etarus, my trick tooth didn’t
kill me. I know that we checked after that, corrected the problem. But keep thisin mind. Ily has captured
Seddi agents before. If she suspected Tyklat, and he’ s gone to ground, she'll do everything she canto
gethimdive “

“You’'ve worked in Rega before. What do you think his chances of getting out are?’

Nyklos shrugged. “Were Tybdt ill dive ... onein ten. With the whole planet fermenting and on the
verge of coming apart, I’ d say he has even odds. Fiftyfifty.

Anaolia Daviurasnapped awake at the sound of voicesin the hdlway. Sherolled to asitting postion

on the couch in the women’ srestroom. The lights, detecting movement, flooded the lavatory, shining
brilliantly on thewhitetiles, sdon fixtures, and mirrors. The soft hum of the air-conditioning reassured her
after the horrible fragments of dreamsthat had plagued her deep.

The muted voicesin the hall receded.
Anatoliaglanced up at the comm: 07:49. Timefor her to blink the deep out

of her eyes and clean up before she put in another day at the lab. She got to her feet, stretched, and bent
over one of the sinksto wash. She' d scrubbed her clothing the night before, drying it in the force fields
before redonningit.

The cool water restored freshnessto her skin. Sherinsed her hair, twisting it into aknot and wringing out
the excess before she stuck her head into the field, pressed the button, and drew back. The gentlefields
sueezed the moisture away in amuscular trickle.

She studied her facein the mirror, curious at the hardnessin her blue eyes. Isthat redly me? Freshly
clean, her golden hair frizzed out, accenting the hollowsin her cheeks and the dight puffiness under her
eyes. Her full lips had a pinched look.

“Not exactly where you thought you' d be on your twenty-fourth birthday, isit?” She gave hersdlf a
brittle smile. “I guessliving in bathrooms, working eighteen hours aday, and being haunted by nightmares
isn'tdl it'scracked up to be.



She walked over to the couch and straightened the wrinkles. She grabbed up her small bag of personal
items and headed for the door, stopping on impulseto Stare a her image one last time.

“I guess, Ana, that you' re not Daddy’ slittle chinadoll anymore, are you?’

Her dream had gone dead in the darkness and fear during her scrambleto stay alivein the bilge of the
capital. A man had groped the breasts that now stretched the fabric of her turquoise blouse. And the dim
hands that clutched her bag had run sickly scarlet with his blood. The myth of comfort and security had
shattered-never to be put whole again.

Asthe door to the hallway opened and two secretaries entered, Anatolia smiled and caled acheery
good morning. In the hal, she turned toward the [aboratory, walking with purposeful steps. She could
grab asnack before she began her four hours of scut work for Professor Adam, then after six hours of
classes and practical on the use of polymerase In she’ d be able to scarf down dinner. After that, file
7355 waited to obsess her until her body caved in to the demand for deep.

She dlowed nothing else to penetrate her concentration. Her hand dapped gently on the lock plate for
the anatomical |aboratory and the door whispered open. Insde, severd of her fellow students had
aready gathered at the dispenser.

Anatoliamade polite smdl talk as she selected a soup, black rye, and a hot cup of klav. She dipped her
credit chip into the dot and seconds later the food did out on the tray benegth the machine.

Asshe sat down at her desk, Vet did in beside her. *Y ou haven't been home, have you?’ He gazed at
her quizzicdly.

“That'sslly, of coursel have. | just keep longer hours than-*

“Stopit, Anatolia. Bokken' s been keegping a sharp eye on everyone going in and out of thisplace. |
caled here after | got no answer at your place. Security saysyou never checked out last night.”

“I had alot to do. Maybe you forget, but | lost alot of study time during the recent trouble.”
“And this specid computer time you' re burning up?’

Sheforced aneutral smile onto her lips. “Y ou don’t get to full professor in this business unless you prove
you can do solid research. Speaking of which, you' d better get to work and start looking for-*

“Attention!” the comm interrupted. All eyesturned toward the large room monitor beside the dispenser.
Thescreenlitin blue, the Imperia Regan jessant-ddlis crest flashing brightly in the center. One of the
government spokesmen from the Ministry of Defense appeared, a sober ook on hisface.

“Citizens of the Empire, the current military governor will addressyou in afew moments. Asyou know,
martia law has been imposed upon the Empire, and order restored after the rebellious Seddi fringe
elementsfalled in their attempt to incite revolt and overthrow the government. | now turn you over to the
military governor.

A dslencefilled the room as Anatoliaand Vet rose to join the others.

The holo flashed again and ayoung man stared thoughtfully out at them. Anatolia gazed into those gray
and yellow eyesin shocked dishbdief. She remembered the black thatch of hair, the knobby nose and



long jaw. He looked older now, worn and weary, asif he, too, bore aterrible burden of memory.

“Gentle men and women, fellow citizens, good morning. | had hoped to address you before thisin order
to introduce mysdf and inform you as to the condition of the Empire. | regret that events and
circumstances have denied me the opportunity. | am Lord Sinklar Fist,” apause, “the new Commander
of the Imperial Regan military forces. Elements of the Targan Assault Divisions, under my command,
have restored order and security to the captid. Please, return to your Inorma activities and pursuits. The
Civil Security now serves as our information network. In the event of trouble, place acal to your nearest
Civil Security Center and amilitary team will be dispatched to help you. “

“Who'she?’ Professor Adam wondered from where he' d arrived to stand in the rear of the group.
“Doesn’t look anything like a Tybalt the Imperia

Eighth,” someone jested. “Not with those eyes.” “Hush,” Vet cdled, waving for slence.

Lord Figt continued, “1 fear, however, that our problems are not ended. The military will continueto
maintain order while the new government isformed and dowly beginsto take over itsresponsibilities. We
expect arapid and smooth trangition of power.” His eyes gleamed with passion. “No subversion of the
military authority will betolerated. As of thismoment, rank, privilege, and status are no longer the
currency of office. We are here to serve the needs of the people ... dl of them!”

“Rotted Gods,” Vet mumbled. “How’ sthe aristocracy going to take that?’

Figt tilted hishead, adight frown lining his brow. “Thereisno easy way to say what | now haveto.”
“Hereit comes,” Race cdled caudticaly.

With animploring expression, Fist said, “We have received intelligence which confirms that the Sassan
Empire has commenced amilitary buildup in response to thet initiated by the late Emperor. Further, they
see the assassination of Imperial Tybat asasigna that Regalies defensdlessand ill prepared toresist a
Sassan invasion. We know they are preparing to launch just such an invasion within the next sx months. *

Thistimethe room remained slent.

Fist reached out toward them with an open hand. “No matter what, we' re dl in this together. Those of
us with the responsibility for the security of the Empire, will do al we can to protect it. | can’t lieto you.
Therewill be disruptions, inconveniences, and al the problemsinherent in meeting such athreet to our
homes and families. Some of you will be called up for military service. Otherswill find themsalves
reassigned to different jobsfor the duration of the emergency. And, yes, occasiondly we'll al be faced
with shortages of various articleswe now take for granted. If you get irritated by the whole thing, blame
the Sassans. “

“Who'shetrying to kid?’" Green Hanson asked nervoudly.

“Be assured that as events unfold, | will be keeping you informed. | want each and every one of you to
redlize that we' ve reached one of the most serious crises the Empire has ever faced. We have the ability
to build a bright new future, and we must keep our eyes on that goal. In the short term, we may face
rough moments, but perhaps the time has comefor a

new order. In the coming days, | want each and every one of you to dream about the kind of future
you'd liketo see. Dream, my friends ... and let’ stry and make them dl cometrue.” -



The holo flashed the jessant-de-lis on its blue background again.

“How quaint!” Professor Adam smirked. “Dream, he says. What adelightful defense against the
Sassand”

The group broke up into somber conversations. Anatoliabarely felt Vet’shand on her shoulder. “Hey,
Ana, you dl right? Y ou look like you' ve seen aghost. “

“Fine,” she whispered, and turned away. Heedless of Vet's questioning stare, she walked back to her
desk and pulled out the dides Adam wanted her to catalog. Asthe volume of the talk rose behind her,
shereached akey out of her desk and carefully locked the drawer that held the printouts of her 7355 file.

“How'd | do?’ Sinklar asked as he pushed back in the squeaky chair in the LC command center.

Mhitshul gave him abroad amile. “Wonderfully, sr. If you could have addressed the Targan rebelslike
that, the war would have been over before it started.”

Sinklar gave hisaide a skeptica look. “Uh-huh. You didn’t used to be so full of crap. “

“Yes, gr, but | guess things have been so frantic I’ll take any opportunity to balance the bad with the
good. “

Sinklar reached up and dapped him reassuringly on the armor. In the meantime, his comm had begun to
light up with messages.

Sinklar accessed the call he knew to be Mac’s. His blond-haired second stared out from Gyton’s bridge
and gave him acavaier smile, atwinklein those blue eyes. “Nice speech, Sink. After that, I'd say you
wereashoeinfor aMinisteria pogt.”

“How arethings?’

“WEe' re spacing. Rystaand | have made atruce. We both know the score ... and we' re going to make
sure the noisemakers on Terguz understand it, too. We haven't quite solved our little problem yet.” Mac
spread his handswide. “ Guesswe || worry about onething a atime. *

Sinklar nodded uneasily. “Mac, 1.

MacRuder’ s smilewarmed. “1 know, Sink. Y ou’ re starting to suffer from too much guilt these days. If
you'’ d done that back at the pass when the Second Section deployed, we' d al be dead now and Iy
would have the whole thing. Cut it out and go to work. We' ve dl got ajob to do. “

Sinklar took a deep bregth. “We do, don’t we?’ *Y ou remember that talk we had just before the assault
on Makarta? | warned you about Ily. | want you to think about that. Talk to Mayz, if you need to. She's
canny.”

ri “ Grettatold me to promote her. Gretta was aways ght, you know.”

Mac watched him soberly. By the time we get back, | hope to see you in different quarters. Go rent an
gpartment while we re gone.”

“Firgt thing.” Sinklar chuckled. “By the way, with dl the top brasskilled off, | wonder who pays us.



“Scratch that. Find an gpartment second thing. First

thing, find out who pays us. If it s1ly, screw her. We Il just keegp comm and the Imperia bank and give
oursaves al the bogus credit we need.”

“Anything ese, Mac?’

MacRuder gave him awarm look and shook his head. “No. Just remember, we'redl counting on you.
Whatever you haveto do, well, we' re al soldiers, Sink. Do what you haveto.”

“Y ou, too, Mac. Good spacing ... and the Blessed Gods keep you.”

“Seeyou,soon.” Then MacRuder cut the connection. Sinklar chewed hislip and stared pensively at the
COMM.

“He snot just going to Terguz, ishe?” Mhitshul asked softly.

“No. But | guessit’sall right now. Well, maybe | can deep better at night. On that note, we' d best get
towork. “

“Beg your pardon? What el se do you call these twenty-hour days?’
Sinklar gave him ahard grin. “Fooling around, Mhitshul, what ese.”

“Yes, gr. Uh, Sr, just where are we going to find aplace to stay? Mac sright. Y ou can't just run an
empireoutof anLC. “

Sinklar scratched his ear and frowned. “Y ou know, for thefirgt timein my life, | don’t have the dightest
idea

Ily Takka pressed the button that released the transparent hood on the aircar and stepped out on the
gritty roof of the Power Authority. She nodded to her driver, and waved as her car roseinto the morning
sky and sailed off in the direction of her headquarters.

Ily took adeep breath and studied the grubby L C that sat perched on the rooftop. Around her, the
skyline of the capitd stretched in every direction, looking oddly clean after last night’ srain. The pink light
of dawn had just begun to firm into aharder yellow asthe sun’ srays danted across the city.

Ily walked to the rear of the LC and punched the control that lowered the access ramp. Nothing
happened. With growing anger, shetried it again, and finaly ripped open the manua override box and
studied the contents. At that moment, the ramp dropped with a thud that spattered her with puddled
ranwater.

“Oh, it'syou,” Mhitshul caled with barely controlled civility.

“Yes, indeed, itisme.” 1ly gave the man thelook she reserved for the condemned and strode
purposefully up the ramp. “Wheré sLord FHgt?’

Mhitshul stiffened as she entered and stabbed the control that closed the heavy door. For long moments
they eyed each other with a crackling malignance.



“The Fird isadeep, Minigter,” Mhitshul told her in precise tones.

“Then he Rotted well better get up.”

“Thisisthefirst red rest he'shad in.... Hey, you can’t go back there!”

“| suppose you' re the one who' sfailed to answer my calls?’

“| said hewas adeep!”

Ily spun on her hed, poking ahard finger into Mhitshul’ s breast as she glared into hisindignant eyes.

“Maybe we had better straighten something out here and now. WEe re running an-entire empire. If | need
totak to Sinklar, | Rotted well will.” Ily lowered her voiceto adeadly hiss. “And you |l stay out of my

way, you little maggot!”

With that she stormed down the aide that ran between the assault ‘ benches and ducked through the
hatch into the cramped command center.

Sinklar lay curled on the hard bench, knees drawn up, one arm outstretched in what had to be a
cursedly uncomfortable position.

“By dl that' s Blessed, what’ s going on here?” Sheturned to fix aflushing Mhitshul with ahot glare. “No
wonder hefalsadeep! How do you expect himto get any rest in thisrat hole?’

“Wdl, therewaan't....

“Rotted Gods,” Sinklar growled, pulling himsdlf upright. “What isit? What' swrong now?’ He blinked
redly at 1y as he shook the arm he’ d been deeping on.

Ily reached for the dispenser and punched the button for a cup of stassa. Sinklar watched her worriedly
as he took the cup.

“I’ve been trying to get hold of you for two hours now.” She shot a hard glance at Mhitshul. “Had it
been an emergency, the Sassans could have burned us dl to plasmain the interim. Fortunately, my
people noticed your LC up here.”

“What' swrong?’ Sinklar repested as he lifted the stassa and sipped.

Ily’ s gaze remained locked with Mhitshul’s. With a

flip of her head, sheindicated his presence was no longer wanted. Mhitshul glanced back and forth
warily before he stepped out and closed the hatch.

Ily made aface. “Why do | fed like I’m dealing with children?’

“Maybe because Mhitshul isonly ayear older than | am?’ Sinklar replied dryly. His eyes continued to
ask the question.

“I sent my aircar back to my quarters. | assume you can fly me back while we talk?’

Sinklar bent to the comm. “ Take usto the Minigiry of Internal Security, please.”



“Aye, 9r,” camethe pilot’ sreply. The hum of power could be heard before the thrusters started to
whine.

Ily settled hersalf next to him and laced her fingerstogether. “A ship is making an unauthorized departure

from the main orbita termina tonight at precisaly 19:37 hours. We need to produce areaction from
Orbita Defense which will appear to be a genuine response to an unauthorized seizure of avessd.”

Sinklar’ sfeatures puckered as he drank too deeply from the hot stassa and burned his mouth. “Y ou
want to tell mewhy?’

“Beforel tdl you, could | ask what you' re doing deeping on this hard bench?’

Helifted thin shoulders. “Where else would | go? Back to the school dormitory? Look it’s not important
for the moment. I’ ve got mobility and command control here. “

“Command control ? " ve been trying to contact you for the last two hours!” Ily shook her head in
dishdief. “I’m ordering quartersfor you. I'll have my people prepare them and-

“No. | “No?*
Sinklar shook his head. “Not that | don't trust you, but I’ d like to handle my own security.”

“Very well. | know just the place-and you can be sure | haven’t tampered with the security. Now, do
you want to tell me where Gyton spaced for?’

A twinkleformed in Sinklar’ seyes, the effect amost hypnotic. “I dispatched Gyton to blow the dripping
pus out of that Sassan assault force outfitting around Imperial Sassa. If Mac and Rystapull it off, His
Holinesswill never recover his momentum. Theinitiative will be oursfrom now until we control Divine
Sassd sempire.

“Now, Ily, your turn.”
Sheleaned back, lost in thought. What abrilliant ideg, but then. . . . “And you think the Sassans are

going to let Mac just spacein, shoot things up, and space out? Sassa guards his capital asthoroughly as
wedo ours.”

Sinklar’ stwinkle went dead. “ There are certain risks-and Mac knew them.”
“Knew?Y ou dready usethe past tense?’

Sinklar shifted hisweight, jaw muscles jumping along his cheek.- “What happenstonight at 19:37? Why
not 19:30?Likel said, it'syour turn.”

Sheleaned closer to him, aware that she' d penetrated hisarmor, |eft him confused by anger, mistrust,
and guilt. “Very well, tonight isthefirs step in aprocesswhich will plant an agent on the Itregtic
Agteroids. Keegp in mind that we il have adangerous wild card out there.”

“Staffaand the Companions.” Sinklar propped his chin on apam and spun hishdf-full drinking bulbina
circle. “I've been toying with an idea. If Staffaredly wantsto keep the peace, he'll react to amilitary
grike closeto hisbase. If | can neutralize the Sassans and draw him out, | might be ableto crush him



onceand for al.” He paused. “ So tell me, how does aseized ship get one of your spiesinto Staffa's
inviolate Itreata? According to what I’ ve been told, no one has ever managed to penetrate his security.”

Ily pressed her fingertipstogether and gave Sinklar atriumphant smile. “But now, for thefirst time ever,
Staffahas aweakness | can exploit. He' s taken the Seddi into hisimpregnable fortress.”

“That doesn’t mean you can snesk aspy in. The Seddi themsalves will know an outsider.”

“Sink, | have no doubt but that they’ll rush to open the gates for my man. Y ou see, I've doubled a
Seddi, and ahigh ranking one at that. That’swhy tonight at exactly 19:37, he sgoing to escapein amost
dramatic way. “

Sinklar nodded as he began to see the benefits. “ Then perhaps we' d better put our heads together. This
will have to betimed perfectly so that he just barely makes it-and with enough damage to make it ook
gwj.”

“| thought you' d approve.”

MacRuder thoughtfully watched the image of Rega dwindlein the ship’s monitors. Thiswas the second
time he’ d shipped from his home world for space and war. Thistime, however, he knew the odds that he
wouldn’t come back-and they didn’t please him.

Tengon filled Gyton. As Mac looked around the bridge, he could see the officers' pinched lipsand lined
brows. These crewmen had been orbiting their own port and hadn’t had a chance to set foot on Regan
soil.

| never even called my folks, the redlization sank in. Mac shook his head and ran hisfingersthrough his
blond hair. A sudden ache clamped at the base of histhroat.

“Fina perimeter cleared,” the nav-comm informed. “ Course set for Terguz, acceleration building to forty
gs. 91

“Affirmative,” Rystacalled from the command chair, sudying acluster of monitorsthat had risen from
one of the podsin the armrest.

Mac exhaed wearily and went to stand beside Rysta' s chair. “ Commander, | think I’ m going to go and
sack out for awhile. | haven't dept for dmost forty hours.”

Rystagave him her usud flinty look. “ Take a hedthy shot of whiskey first, boy. Otherwise you'll just
twist and turn while the adrenaline wears down.”

Mac hegitated. “Yes?’

“Why, Commander?| don’t understand why you agreed to go on thisfool stunt. Y ou’ re no friend of
ours, or of what we're trying to accomplish.”

Rydta s jaw jutted as she looked past him to the monitor. “1’ ve been in the service for over two hundred
years. I’ ve seen alot happen. When | first spaced as agunner, Regaconsisted of that planet, fourteen
gpace stations, and a couple of mining colonies on the Gas World. In my life, I’ ve seen three different
Emperors come and go. I’ ve watched the Regan crest cover haf of Free Space. My butt was on theline
for each of those campaigns, boy.”



She amiled then, lost in the memories. “Can’t hardly keep it dl separate now. Things ... memories, they
didetogether. Lovers dead, shipswounded and dying, masses of bodies broken and rotting benegth the
suns of ahundred different worlds. The boredom, the instant eectric fear.

Mac waited.

Would | let dl that go? Could | step out now? Let that fat Sassan maggot god takeit dl away? Waste it
al?Not by the Rotted Gods' hairy balls” She shook her head. “I’'m not on your side, boy or your
Snklar A’ sether. I'm just Regan down to my bones, and after alifetime of fighting for my Empire, I'll
continue to do so. If | die taking,those Sassan bastards out, so much the better.”

“I understand, Commander. Thank you for your advice. If you need anything, fedl freeto contact me.”
Rysta had turned her attention back to the monitor.

She barely acknowledged it as Mac turned and left the bridge.

The gymnasium on Chryda stretched for one hundred meters. Here the Companions maintained their
daily exercise regimen. Many araw recruit had walked

into that airy whiteroomwitha  swagger-and left limping humbly.

Skylabounced into the air and kicked vicioudy. Staffa ducked the kick, pivoting and striking with his
balled fist. Skylatwisted in midair as her momentum carried her beyond reach of Staffal sriposte.

“Nice” Staffaadmitted, puffing.

The Companionstook their hand-to-hand serioudy; in the early days, people had been maimed, and
sometimes killed in the heat of practice. Staffa had commissioned the design of alight, padded body
armor that he and Skylanow wore. A deedly blow would be ameliorated enough to leave apainful
bruise, and reinforced elbows and knees kept joints from popping.

“Getting alittle dow, old man,” Skylateased as Staffa rushed her on powerful legs. She dropped, caught
one of hisarms, and used her hips as a cantilever to throw him neatly. Staffa smacked the padded mat

and gasped.
Skylaapproached cautioudy, blocking the kick as Staffarolled back on his shoulders and lashed out.

She skipped nimbly aside and hit him as hetried to roll to hisfeet. In the process, she hammered him
playfully on the ribs and escaped his frantic attemptsto retaiate.

Skylaraised a pale eyebrow and cocked her head. “Have | made my point?’

He nodded, grinning sheepishly. “Y ou have. I’ ve been spending so much time running smulations, I'm
out of shape. Good thing | didn’t have to fight Brots now. “

“Brots?’ Skylafeinted and lunged.
Staffablocked her, advancing defensively. “ A davein the Etarian desert. He started abusing Kaylla. He

wasagiant of aman-and, if the truth be known, he might have killed mein the end. He hurt me, badly
enough to have impaired my ability to work. Out there in the deserts you worked ... or you died.”



Hefeinted right, left, right, and blocked her retaiatory kick as he penetrated her guard with ahit to the
ribs.

“That’s one of the reasons Kayllatolerates you now?’ Skyla asked after she escaped his attack.

“There stoo much blood spilled. Too much pain. Kaylla can remember me pulling her out of the sewer
under the Etarian temple, she can remember Brots, and the timein the pipe, and the fight for Makarta;
but then she'll rdlive that day on Maikaand dl the thingsthat followed.”

Skyla s cool gaze probed. “Nothing comesfree, Staffa. | understand and accept that further warfare will
condemn usall. So do most of the Companions. .We understand the data, and some are even beginning
to listen to the Seddi. But the status quo? Two empires? And both full of ambitious men and women?
Thefriction will eventudly bring forth fire.”

“Then what’ sthe solution? L et everyonekill each other off?” Staffaleapt, countering Skyla s attempt to
throw him. They both crashed to the mat, kicking, punching, and twigting.

Skylabroke free, scrambling away and to her feet. Staffa barely had time to recover as she rushed him.
He blocked each jab of her attack and she backed away, an excited grin animating her flushed face.

I’ve got to get her into a pogition where my strength can counter her agility. Rotted Gods, the woman
was good!

Staffacircled warily, poised for her attack. In ablur, she charged, bounced, and aimed adeadly kick at
his throat. Staffa blocked with an arm, spun and grabbed her, then yanked her up to keep her feet off the
floor while she bucked and twisted. He went with her as she flipped her weight to overbaance him, and
in the process, wrapped hisarms around her in afull nelson.

“Did| ever tdl you | loveyou?’ Staffaasked his squirming captive.

“You... gonnapractice ... more9” she panted. “ Considering the beating | took today, damn right | will.

She wormed around to kiss him when helet go, her body undulating sensudly againg his.

“Not here,” he whispered, and she winked. Together, hand in hand, they walked to the dressing room.

Skyla stripped the padding off, afrown lining her forehead. She stepped into the shower stall and tapped
the water, letting it play over her flushed skin. “Likeit or not, we' re going to have to unify Free Space.

So long as you have two davering dogs snapping at each other’ sthroats, nothing will be accomplished on
the Forbidden Borders. Y ou’ d better be turning your thoughts to muzzling your beests.”

He stepped in beside her, the water pricking histanned hide. “I dwaysdo. It' sthe ghoststhat get in the
way.” And if Countermeasuresworks, | can limit the number | have to add to the list. Skyla pushed
hersdf through the force field. Trickles of weter rolled off in sheets. Her long hair went through asif in
dow mation.

He studied her thoughtfully. “Don’t you ever have regrets? WEe ve done some terrible things. Don't they
ever bother you?’

“They?” “The people you' vekilled, tortured, sold into davery?’



She braided her frogt-blonde hair. “ Staffa, | made my choice along time ago. Y ou were achild of
privilege. | was born in the Sylenian cribs, the daughter of awhore. I'm not saying you were pampered.
The Praetor pushed you to the limit of your endurance, but you never starved. Never worried about who
would try and molest you, maybe strangle you while they raped you, because even on Sylene, that’sa
killing offense. A dead child can’'t bear witness. | lived in perpetud fear. Every night when | went to
deep, | had no guarantee that I’ d wake up in the morning. I’ m the product of a brutal world, an ugly
redity.”

He pushed himsdf through the spongy forcefield. “ Nevertheless, the pain that we caused hasto have
made some impression. How did you look into alittle girl’ s eyes as she huddled over the blasted body of
her mother?’

Skyld sice-blue eyes hardened. “When | did, Staffa, | saw mysdlf at that age. To pity that little girl
would beto pity myself and | don’t have time for such psycho-masturbation. Look, Free Spaceisa
closed system. People have expanded tofill it dl. We' re at -he bursting point. Something hasto give. We

don’t nave room for more people. Asit is, the wars have kept usdl divethisfar. Those billionswho've
died inthe imperid expanson bought the rest of ustime.” “But Rot it, we made amistake!”

“Didwe?" shefired back. “Tell me, Staffa, could Phillipiahave mounted the kind of scienceit would
have taken to break the Forbidden Borders? Pustulous Rot, no! | bought and believed in what we Were
doing: Unifying Free Space under one government—ours! And | ill believe that.”

“But what about the blood, the suffering....

“I told you earlier, nothing comes free. Pain is everywhere, living is suffering. If you can scramble hard
enough and keep the Rotted Gods' fetid breath at bay for awhile, more power to you.”

Hetwigted hishair angrily over hisleft ear before pinning it in place. “But it issin to add to the suffering. |
... we could have done it another way. We didn’t have to murder al those people, destroy al those lives.
Think of the waste, Skyla.”

“Think of thefuture, Staffa. It's an old argument. What are you going to do? Condemn the species
because you can't sand to inflict misery?’

“Weonly inflict it on oursalves, on God.” “ So the Seddi say.”

“Y ou need moretimeto study.”

“Perhaps, but | still made my decision. When | was haunting the shadows of Sylene, | wanted out! |
wanted to make my life better, and that day | saw Mac Rylee walking down the street, | did just that. |
didn’'t havetimeto think about humanity. That came later.

“But you agree that we have to break the Forbidden Borders.

“Absolutely. And succeed or fail, we ve got to have humanity under one single government.”

He pulled his gray armor over his head, feding the silky texture of the synthetic fibers. “1 know, | know,
but Skyla, | can’'t do it the old way. Y ou know that.”

She nodded, giving him an understanding amile. “Wée |l figure something out.”



[ly hurried down the hallway, her hedls clicking on the tiles as she passed the security monitors. The
doors before her did open to admit her into aplush living room. The place had been decorated with
wooden furniture of Targan origin. Gauzy hangings of optic fibers hung from thewalls, pulsing in waves of
different colors. The carpet, aliving moss from Riparious, glowed verdantly and filled the air with asoft
cinnamon scent. The holo displaysin the walls reveaed scenes of the Targan countryside where pines
swayed in thewind and sunlight warmed rocky ridges.

Arta Feraentered from one of her gpartment’ srear doors. She wore aformfitting suit of golden body
armor with agold field generator ring around her neck for vacuum conditions. The belt that clung to her
shapdly hips sported a pistal, vibraknife, and various equipment pouches.

“You'reready?’ Ily asked.
“I just shipped my things up. Tyklat’s been moved?’

“He sdready a thetermina. The shipisfully prepped for everything you might need. Thetapesarein
the system. All you need to dois call them up. The access codeis Hyde ... yes, afitting memorid for his

m—fidy. “
Arta’ samber eyesburned. “And onel’ll never forget.” She paused. “And Sinklar Fist?’

Ily made a gesture with her hand. “He thinkswe' re planting Tyklat as a double agent. What he doesn’t
know won't hurt him.”

Artapulled the gleaming wedth of her hair back over one shoulder. “I like you, Ily. Y ou take no chances
with anyone. But tell me, why did you plan this the way you did? What do you know about the Lord
Commander that makesthisfeasble?’

“ Tykiat said something under interrogation. Secondhand, he' d heard that Staffawent to Targa because
he was searching for someone. It displayed aweakness| never would have suspected in him.”

“ Then, if thismisson succeeds, you'll have alever to use on the Lord Commander?’

“Indeed, | most definitely will, Arta. Now, you' d better catch the shuttle. After dl thetrouble I’ ve gone
to, it wouldn't do for you to missyour exit.

Artawadked up to Ily, searching her eyes. | think you know me better than that. | don’t miss anything.
If dl goeswdll, I'll be back within two months. Take care of things for me-and don’t fill your bed with
too many loverswhilel’m gone.”

Artalaced her armsaround Iy’ s neck, hugged her close, and kissed her passionately on thelips. Then
the nwhirled away, heading through the doorway which would lead her to the shuttle platform.

Ily took a deep breath and retreated back through the security doors and into the hallway. She'sa
dangerous woman, this Arta Fera. Thank the Rotted Gods she's mine.

Those of you who have been listening to these broadcasts are no doubt wondering where we are going
with dl thistalk of God and science.

“Firdt, let me provide ashort introduction to physics. The study of physicsincludes classica physics: the
study of forces and relationshipsin the physica world we can see and experience with our own senses.



For instance, we can compute the amount of energy needed to accelerate a body through space, or study
the physical reaction of water at various temperatures. Such phenomenawe measure and describe with
resl numbers.

“At the sametime, we begin to find discrepanciesin the data as we refine our observations. These
discrepancies lead usto the quanta. Among the quanta, we find the breath of God, and it’severy bit as
mysterious as the mystics would claim. We enter the realm of complex numbers. Particles become waves
and waves particles depending on dternatives available. Energy states a the atomic level become
discrete. Position may be determined for agiven particle, but not momentum, and vice versa. Order
cannot exist without chaos, or chaos without order. An event isa set of initid and find conditions.
Subatomic particles spin in two directions at once. Split aparticle, and interfere with one-the result will
be interfering across time and space with itstwin. These are the mysteries of the quanta, but perhapsthe
most important for us, isthefollowing: Redlity doesnot exist unlessit is observed.

“And with that single statement, you know how scienceisinextricably tied to God. In the world of the
quanta, observation creates redlity. In searching for God, wefind Itsfingerprint in the quanta, and those
same quanta affect the very function of our brains. Physics demongtrates that Creation is holigtic. God is
the universe, and by definition, we are but a part of God. We who observe create redlity, and in so
doing, change the state bf nature.

Excerpt from Kaylla Dawn’ s Itregtic broadcasts

CHAPTER 12

A Group-twenty men and women-proceeded at a dogtrot through a patch of timber. Moving smartly,
they dodged between thick boles of trees and ducked strands of hanging moss. Boots crushed the lush
grass underfoot. They advanced stedlthily, scanning their surroundings as they went. Camouflaging armor
blended with the gray tree trunks and green vegetation. The heavy shoulder lasersthat hung on dings had
been dulled to avoid reflecting the dappled light that penetrated the leafy canopy.

Sinklar watched them through one of the monitorsin the command center of hisLC and listened to the
chatter through their battle comms.

The Fourth Targan Assault Division consisted of veterans of the old Third Ashtan and Fourteenth
Riparian-now consolidated into anew unit after Sinklar had reformed them. After Mac' sintensive
training, thiswould betheir first field opportunity to prove their skills, and perhaps regain their Satus as
crack troops after their defeat on Targa.

“Coming up on the objective, people,” Corpora Firg Tigart growled. “Look sharp, now. They ought to
have sentries just on the other sde of the trees. We' ve got four minutes before D Group starts sniping
aong the southern perimeter. At firg fire, they ought to respond with ordnance.”

“Then werush the knoll. Got it!” the Corporal Second answered. “1 can see the knoll from here. What
about thet littleravinethat cutsit in half?’

“Pustulous hell, it ain’t on the map. Okay, let’s split down the middle. Y ou take half, | take the others.

Everybody got the plan? At least one of us hasto make it up there and wipe out that observation dome.”



“ Affirmative. Good work. Sinklar leaned forward intently. Mayz, you' ve taught them well. According to
the manual, they should have stopped, reported their position, and waited for confirmation of orders.
Under no circumstances, should they split a Group.

Sink shifted his gaze to the rest of the monitorsfilling the concave of the LC’'s command center. Other
elements of the Fourth Targan Assault Division were drawing their net tight about the Tarcee Edtate and
Firg Axel’ s entrenched Nineteenth Divison. Mayz had deployed individud snipersto draw fire from the
Nineteenth’s ordnance. If Axel responded by the book, she' d pour heavy fire down al along the
southern forested belt in anticipation of an assault from that direction. Meanwhile, unknown to Axel, the
mgjority of MayZz' s Fourth Targan would attempt to carve two sdlientsinto the defenses. one on the
western gardens, the other through the eastern orchards.

Mayz overrode the communications from her LC command post. “Fourth Targan, you are ordered to
attack. Let’s clean house, people.”

“Affirmative,” repeated in a staccato as Section Firsts checked in. Then the battle began in earnest. The
pride of thetraditional Nineteenth Regan againgt the upstart trainees of the renamed Targan Fourth under
Mayz. Each sde had its own stubborn point to prove-and each battled for gut-felt principles.

To hissurprise, Dion Axd shifted tactics, trying desperately to recover her defensive line by freeing her
Sergeant Firgts to counter the Targans as best they could. The action proved to betoo little, too late, and
without the familiarity of procedures.

Sink watched as Mayz adjusted her attack and played Axel like asiff jacka would amouse. Veteran of
more than one battle, Axel fought according to the ingtincts that had always kept her and her people
dive. Shemight be willing to allow her Sections more freedom, but they il replied to the attack as
they’ d been taught since academy. Heavy ordnance-in this case, computer smulated-blocked out entire
kilometers of ground along the southern perimeter. Affected invaders were tagged by computer as dead
and ordered through their battle commsto retreat to the rear.

Sink chewed hislip, gaze riveted to the monitors. The critical A Group overpowered the sentries before
them as both teams attacked the commanding rise. Defensive fire from the top began to takeitstoll, but
A Group spread out, crawling relentlesdy forward while ordnance wasted the now empty woods behind
them where-according to the manua -supporting Groups should have been waiting.

“And there stheir mistake.” Sinklar shook afist in gpprobation.

“Corpord Tigart just bought it!” one of the privatesin A Group yelled. “Villa, you and Gnat enfilade that
guy that’ sshooting at us.”

“Frmdive... bejust aminute”

Sinklar studied another monitor where an.entire Section had broken through to create the eastern salient
and now fought arunning battle through the hedgerows of the garden. Axd tried to counter, moving her
groupsin rank and file drill-only to have them decimated by the greater mobility of their opponents.
Chess pieces struggled againgt afluid dynamic of warfare they’ d never encountered before.

A single soldier would pin down one of Axd’s Groups, charring the armor on five or Sx opponents
before the Group’ s combined fire removed the irritating shooter. In that time, another Targan had found
position and killed another five or Six as the beleaguered Group struggled to rise and carry out their
Section Firdt’ sfrantically shouted orders. The result proved to be mayhem as more Targan Sections



poured through the salient and overran entire Groups.

To Sinklar’ ssurprise, Axel continued to try and innovate, each time running afoul of inadequate training
which hindered her troops ability to implement her

orders. Good for you, Axel. Y ou’ ve got the rudiments, now, if you're just dogged enough to stick out
the process.

In the meantime, A Group had unlocked the key to the knoll. The defenders, in compliance to doctrine,
had reacted to the first prodding fire-since no one split a Group-and concentrated their guns on doomed
Corpord Tigart’sside of the ravine ... which |eft the other sde undefended as the Corpora Second's
team achieved the crest and shot down the defenders. Within moments, the remnant of the Group had the
knoll and the observation dome.

Onethird of Axel’ sbattlefield “eyes’ went dead, the computersimmediately figuring in the command
control factor. Sinklar sat back and stuck his stassa cup into the dispenser. Normdly, the manua said, a
war game like this one would be expected to drag out over two days while both Divisions ground each
other down by attrition-with the decision generdly going to the defender.

As Sinklar watched, the second salient breached the Nineteenth’ s lines and poured into the orchard.
Meanwhile, e ements of the first advance had reached the estate buildings and were taking up positions.

Ontheknoll, A Group had caled for command control access. Private Acre called, “We could use a
four-man blaster up here. If someone can ddliver one, we'll raise bloody hell down there.”

“Affirmative,” Mayz answered. “We Il have someone on it immediately.”

Sinklar chuckled to himsdlf, imagining Axd’ s face when she heard a private requesting a piece of
ordnance-and then having it delivered. According to the book, such pieces were reserved to the
Ordnance Section. A private shouldn’t even know how to work the gun.

Sinklar watched a corkscrewing L C careen across the battlefield, hover for amoment over the knoll,
and dart off to safety. A rugged four-man gun rested next to the comm domes where it had been kicked
off the LC sassault ramp. Private Acrée svoice began cdling in shotsto the master computer while Mayz
transferred Section Firstswho faced resistance to Acre’'scomm for fire control.

Sinklar whooped and cheered as the defenses wavered and collgpsed as units suffering from A Group’s
fire were ordered dead in the field by the master computer.

Meanwhile, advance Groups of the Fourth Targan captured building after building in the center of the
edtate. Held by nothing more than a security guard, the central compound proved easy pickings. Nearly
onethird of the Ningteenth hadn’t  fired ashot yet, remaining in their origind postionsaong the
southern and northern perimeters.

Sinklar switched monitorsin timeto hear, “ Thisis Corpora Nix of E Group, Fifth Section. We ve just
captured First Axel and her command center. Request ingtructions asto their disposition. *

Mayz answered, “ Ak the First for surrender of her Divison. ©

“Affirmative. But she don’t look any too happy about it. *



In the long pause that followed, entire portions of the estate darkened by a shade to indicate loss of
command control. The Nineteenth fought on without direction-or waited in their postions for someoneto
tell them what to do.

“Corporal Nix here, ma am. First Axdl saysshée'll surrender. She' s broadcasting to her troops now.”

“ Thewar'sover, people,” Mayz cdled through the net. “My complimentsto dl of you. | think Sinklar's
going to be very proud of you dll.

Got that right. Sinklar crossed hisarms as he stared at the statistics table. The Fourth Targan had taken
ninety-six casudties. The Nineteenth Regan Assault Division had taken three hundred and sixty seven.
Instead of days, Tarcee Estate had fallen in less than three hours.

Sinklar accessed the system. “Nice work, Mayz. My complimentsto the Fourth Targan. First Axdl, are
youinthengt?’

“I’'m here.” She didn’t sound very happy.

“I would like you to review the tapes. Mayz, help her. | want you and your officersto explain exactly
what we did and why. W€l replay this exercise tomorrow, so let your troops know they’ ve got a
chanceto even the score.”

“We ll belooking forward toit,” Axd replied grimly.

Andif you can't learn, Axd, there’s someonein your command who can.

“Everythingissat,” Gysdl told Ily Takkaas she sat at her desk. Her Deputy’s

square face filled the comm monitor. “I’ ve made the fina check and our people are ready. “

“Thank you, Gysdll. Y ou've done splendidly asaways. “

She cleared the channd and noted that Sinklar’s LC had settled on the roof. As she watched, the ramp
dropped and Sinklar trotted out for the lift tube.

Ily glanced at the chronometer: 19:28. “Cuitting it alittle close, Lord Figt. “

She flipped another comm access channd. “ Arta? Status?’

The auburn-ha ired woman’ s face filled the screen. “We' ve secured the ship. I’ m speaking from the
bridge. Thepilotishere ... and he' salittle upset. He' s had ataste of my persuasion and | think he will do
asordered.”

Fist was walking toward her security doors.

“Very good. You're on your own now. I’ll be waiting for your sgna from Ryklos. Fist is here. Good
luck.

The connection went dead as the doors opened and Sinklar hurried in, a pensive look on his young face.
Hishair stood up a odd angles, asif he' d absently run hisfingers through his black thatch.



Ily met him halfway across the room, taking his hands and giving him her best smile. “It'sgood to see
you. | thought for amoment you' d been held up.

“No. | wanted to see the end of the exercises. “ “Everything is set on the orbital termind.” Ily routed the
sgnad through the main monitor that dominated one wall. The Regan orbital terminal, the port which
handled most of the passenger traffic entering and leaving Rega, appeared. A long curving section of
docking berths on the outer rim of the station could be seen. Lumpy-looking forklifts, baggage dollies,
and stacks of freight paletslined the outer wall. Here and there men and women in brightly colored suits
stood about or walked, each locked in their own thoughts and oblivious to the drama about to be played
out around them.

Ily opened awindow in one corner which displayed the outside of the station where adeek Marta class
cruiser rested in the grapples. Thick umbilicals ran from the station gantriesto the vessel’ sside. She
looked peaceful, clearance lights burning amber against the star-frosted background of space.

“That'sit?" Sinklar asked as he propped his butt against her desk.

“That’sit. She' sregistered asthe Vega. She' sfast, has degp space capability, limited shielding, and,
best of dl, mountstwo guns. She used to belong to amerchant family from Vermilion before they were
brought into the Emperor’ s peace. *

Before Gysdl’scdl, Ily had watched Tyklat' sarrival. He had walked like  aman in adream, eyes
sraight ahead, his movements uncertain and docile. How el se would aman walk who wastold that his
fate was to be shot as an escaping prisoner. When the time came, Tyklat would play his part-and do it
well. Two of 1y’ s agents had steered Tyklat to adoor marked, “NO ADMITTANCE. AUTHORIZED
PERSONNEL ONLY .”

She turned and took a position next to Sinklar. This evening, she’ d chosen a perfume rich in pheromones
which mingled well with the delicate musk. She no-

ticed that he didn’t inch away, but watched the monitor in a preoccupied fashion.

“How did the war go today?” she asked casudly. “Mayz took Axel in alittle more than three hours. I'm
surethat Axel and her friends are frantically poring over the tapes as we speak to see what went wrong.
I’d be more than allittle surprised if any of them get deep tonight. I’ ve given ordersthat Kagp's Third
Targan take the combined Ninth VVermilion and Second Ashtan at Tarcee tomorrow. After that, it'sone
exercise after another until no one doubts the superiority of our training.”

“Have you found quarters yet?’

“Hmm?’

“You're not going to deep in that Rotted LC again, are you?’

“Probably. | haven't had timeto find &*

“Well discussit later. It'stimefor Tyklat’s escape.” Sinklar absently chewed on histhumb as he
watched, finesforming on hisforehead. “ Tyklat' s ship will take ahit from orbitd. I've got Shik in the

Orbitd Defense platform, dlegedly doing a check on the targeting system. He'll bein just theright place
a theright time and will ded Vegaaglancing blow.”



“He sthat good? Can you trust him?”’

“After Targa? Y ou bet—on both counts.” Sinklar shook his head. “I don’t know. Thisjust does't seem
right.

“The plan? What could go wrong? We send Tyklat out and the Seddi answer hisdistresscall. HE's
escaping my pursuing agents and running for cover. If you had an agent in his predicament, you' d take
himin, wouldn't you? And even if they don’t buy it, what are we out except for one outdated cruiser?’
“That'snot what | mean. It's. . - "

“Engaging in deceit and trickery to obtain your endsinstead of wading in with crackling blasters and
pulseguns. Isn't that redlly it? Y ou rebe against deception and intrigue when out-and-out destruction,
blood, guts, and mayhem would be the honorableway.” “Where' s Arta Fera?’

[ly met his hostile gaze and crossed her arms. “In a safe place where | can monitor her. Sheisn't the sort
of person you just let walk the streets, you know.”

“You'reusing her asatool. | objected to that among the Seddi. | don't like it now.”

Shelifted ahand to stop histirade. “ Show time. W€ |l discuss Artalater.”

“Indeed we will.”

[ly riveted her attention to the screen. My dear Sinklar, you' Il smply haveto learn that some things need
not concern you. And if he doesn't? Then I’'ll have to replace him sooner than | expected. Still, he hasn’t
pulled back from me tonight. He' s close enough to get afull whiff of the pheromones. They’ll be
dimulating the hypothaamus by now.

The“AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY” door dammed open and Tyklat, clutching a pulse pistol
in his hand, ran desperately for the access hatch that led to Vega.

“Stop him!” the cry rang out, and Iy’ s two agents charged out into the bay, pulse pistolsin hand. Shots
hummed, paint puffing into haze on the bulkheads.

Tyklat legpt for the hatch, dapping the controls as he passed. The heavy pressure doors did closed,
blocking the two frantic agentsin pursuit. One pounded on the hatch override while his partner pulled a
comm from his pocket and began shouting orders.

Well done, Tyklat. Y ou had just the right amount of panic in your run.

For long moments, nothing seemed to happen as security people arrived from different directionsto mill
about and shout questions at each other.

“ There,” Ily pointed to the Vega. “ Y ou can see her dart to power up.”

The station people stopped short at the risng whine. A voice cdled, “Rotted Gods! The maniac isgoing
to yank haf thetermina gpart! Cast him off? Now! Damniit!”

“But the regulaions-*



“Pus Rot the regulationd!”

A mad scramble took place asthe implications sank in. A frantic engineer arrived from somewhere,
checking the hatch to make sure it had sealed. Another of the dock technicians shouted on acomm to the
Port Authority to release the grapples.

In the monitor window, Vega suddenly floated free as the grapples and umbilical s disconnected.
“Perfect,” 1ly cooed as astresk of searing light shot out from the vessdl’ sreactors. In the terminal,
klaxons wailed a decompression warning. Confusion reigned as men and women sprinted for the
pressure bulkheads spaced every two hundred meters a ong the dock.

Meanwhile, Vega boosted for open space, changing her attitude and vector as she went. For long
moments they watched asthe dim vessdl dwindled to apoint of light.

Ily sighed. “That’ s about it. They won't come up on the Orbital Defenses for another twenty minutes.
Oncethere, your Shikstawill scorch their festhers dightly and send them on their way.”

Sinklar' sjaw stuck out at an angle. “I suppose.” Ily gave him asmile. “Why don’'t you comewith me. |
have something to show you. And | assure you it beats deeping on that benchinyour LC. You'realLord
now, you ought to live like one. “

Sinklar gave her askeptical glance and she laughed. “ Sinklar, you' re aman now, an important one.
Comeon.

Shetook hishand and led him into her persona quarters. He followed her into the bedroom where she
left him as she stepped into her wardrobe. She grabbed a coat and dung her weapons belt about her
hips, letting him linger for amoment. As she stepped out, she caught him staring curioudly at her ornate
deegping platform, and scuttled asmile.

“What about Arta?’ he asked, asif to force his mind to other thoughts.

“She'satroubled woman,” Ily replied easily. “Y ou know what the Seddi did to her. They programmed
her mind to kill anyone who tried to make love with her. Y ou know how magnetic sheis ... the woman
oozes sex and draws men like Ashtan bees to nectar.”

“You'reusing her to nate people.”

“You'retraining soldiersto murder millions.” Ily pressed the lock plate and they both stepped through
into alift tube. Together, they dropped. “ Tdl me something. Have you ever thought about the mordity of
wa?’

Sinklar barked a sharp laugh. “Have 1? Surdly, you're joking? It obsesses me.”

She stepped out asthe gravity field deposited them in the subbasement. The air smelled musty with dust
and concrete. |ly gestured to a pneumatic capsule and seated hersdf next to Sinklar. He didn't seem to
mind thefed of her hip againgt his on the narrow sedt. 11y tapped the control and as the canopy |lowered
over them, they did into adark tunnedl.

Ily studied Sinklar in the blue haze of the cabin lights. “Then let me ask you aquestion. Y ou don't have
to answer it right thismoment if you don't want to. Which isredly the most mordly offensive, to employ
an assassntokill apalitica rival who, if gppointed to an important position, will implement policieswhich



will be detrimenta to the people. . . or isit more offensive to ask an innocent farmer on Ripariousto kill
an innocent farmer on the Sassan world of Mabourne? Both farmers are good men who love their
families and children and want nothing more than to make aliving, raise their crops, and grow old in

“And theofficid you' ve assassinated? He ian't interested in the same thing?’

“Of course heis, but he wantsto do it at the expense of other people who are marginaly making ends
meet. If he has to bankrupt a couple of businesses along the way, or evict people from housing toraisea
new office buitding that no one will rent, does he care? His bottom lineis greed and profit.”

He smiled sourly. “I’ ve heard this argument before. Gretta, Mac, and | used to wonder about it, but not
about the benefits of assassnation.” Sinklar suddenly straightened, a curiouslook on hisface.

“ Something wrong?’

He shook hishead dowly. “No. Nothing wrong. | was remembering something | once heard about
unilaterd epigemology.

“That what we learn is presented in aone-sided fashion?’

“Exactly. But in regard to your mora question, here' sthe difference. When you assassinate your political
rival, you' re assuming you know what’ s best for everyone. Y ou' ve cast yoursdf in the role of God.”

“Very wel put ... and, yes, | generdly do know the intimate details of ariva’s persondity. | don't
eliminate athreet casualy.”

“Like Bryn Hack?" She laced her fingerstogether, feding the dight sway of the capsule asit raced on its
superconducting magnets. “How much do you know about the Commander?’

“Just that | thought he seemed like a decent human being. A good officer.”

“Hewas Mykroft’ s classmate. Roomed with him at the Academy. Hack’ s deceased wife was Mykroft’'s
younger sster. Mykroft loaned Hack the money he needed to build his mansion outside of Trystia.
Haven't you wondered what’ s become of Mykroft since he shipped down from Gyton?” Sinklar lifted a
shoulder. “I’ ve been too busy with other thingsto worry about-*

“You should,” shetold him softly. “Mykroft has been agitating for amilitary coup. Hack’ s sudden death
dtifled abit of hisardor, but he' syour enemy, Sinklar. And before you shift the conversation again, I'll
admit that Hack’ sdecision to dip you inirritated the hell out of me. But what frightened me was that he
might do the same for Mykroft, or one of his other cronies and their fleet. Do you see the danger?’

Sinklar took a deep bresth and douched in the seat. “Y ou dways have an answer, don't you, Ily?’

Shetook hisunressting hand in hers. “Do you think I’'m redly so utterly despicable? Yes, I’ ve used
Arta, and you might say that she’satool, but | had two choices. | could keep her, or send her to the
Anatomical Labswhere Seddi nsare aways sent. Tybalt would have indgsted on that.”

[ly saw him go tense, jaw muscles jumping on hisangular jaw. Y es, Sinklar, | do know where your
weaknesses are. Y ou won't question me about Artaagain, will you?



The pneumatic capsule in which they rode pulled into alighted underground bay and Sinklar struggled to
free hismind of the images conjured by Ily’ swords. Asif it were yesterday, he could fed the chilled
casket diding out of therack asafaint puff of condensation rose from the cryogenically preserved body.
The man’sface had |ooked alive, the yellow eyes open and immeasurably sad. HE d had a strong jaw,
smoothshaven. An incision where his scalp had been laid back and his skull sawed through could be seen
under the short brown hair. They’ d done that to expose the brain for some study conducted in their
search for deviance. In that single moment, Sinklar had found aface to go with hisfather’ sname. In that
dead visage, he' d looked to find something of himself, some recognition of person and placein the
COSMOS.

Then he' d opened his mother’ s casket and stared down into her half-open gray eyes. What a beauty
she' d been, with long raven-black hair and a ddlicately chisded face. Something about her expression
had haunted him-that hint of disbelief in her eyes, asif she couldn’t believe her death even asit enveloped
her. She' d looked so incredibly young in her state of preservation-perhaps even younger than he' d been
at the time. For long moments Sinklar had stared into the face of the woman who had borne him-and the
long years had been bridged.

How would it fed to know that Arta, no matter how much he hated her, had ended up therelike his
mother and father? And had Arta Fera s programming

redlly been that different from Vdient and TanyaFst’'s?

He got to hisfeet, lost in histhoughts, his nagging suspicions of Ily lulled again. She' sareptile, he kept
repesating to himsdif.

Now, however, as he stepped out onto the subterranean platform and saw the concernin her eyes,
could he be so sure? Not once had she undercut him since his arrival on Rega. Not once had she
interfered with his operations. She

hadn’t even argued vehemently about turning the utilities over after he’ d dropped and taken them from
under her nose. Though heingtinctively didiked many of her policies, each rested on acoldly rationa
politicd redlity.

Mac doesn't like her. But then, Mac didn't dways understand the ramifications of command decisions
ether. An ablelieutenant, Mac |lacked that intuitive grasp of the larger picture.

[y left the First Targan to dieon Targa. | was supposed to be her sacrificia goat. But hewouldn’t have
advanced through the ranks had it not been for her manipulating the Situation.

“Areyou dl right?’ Ily asked, agentlenessin her tone. Her gaze searched his as she stepped close. Her
scent seemed to linger in his nogtrils and the swell of her full breasts distracted him.

“Where arewe?’

“Under the building I'm hoping you' Il moveinto.” She pulled her comm from her belt. “Kitchen, please.
ThisisMinister Ily Takka. Please prepare afull med for two. Riparian lobster, steamed riparoct,
sautéed Vermilion mushrooms, aside of chubba, and Myklenian de.” Shewinked at Sinklar, “No
Adhtan. And please ddliver to the Blue Room within ahaf hour.”

She clipped the comm to her belt and led the way to thelift. “I think thisis perfect for your resdence.
No one has ever complained about the accommodations before, at least not to my knowledge.”



“What about the landlord? What about rent? | mean, | can’t just move into someplace and throw the old
tenant out.”

She stopped and turned, giving Sink that ook that made him fed immature and silly.

“Y ou’ re not some orphan of the state anymore. Y ou' re theinterim ruler of the Regan Empire. Don't you
think you' d better start acting the part?” Shelifted a shapely eyebrow. “ Or do you think you can meet
with ambassadors, governors, and Imperial administratorsin an LC command center for the rest of your
life?”

Sinklar nodded agreement, thoughts muddled. Rot it all, she had apoint. “Very well, let’ s see this place.

Thelift took them up interminably. Sinklar took another deep breeth, admitting to himself that he enjoyed
Ily’ s company. Shetalked to him like an equal. Not with the joking intimacy Gretta had used, but as one
respected |eader to another. He sneaked a cautious glance at her, and yes, she was a damned attractive
woman. Her formfitting black outfit accented dl the right places, and she had what it took to fill asuit like
that.

But what about her? How can | trust her? She assassinated Tybalt when he got in theway. What's she
redly after? If only he could point to an action she' d taken since Targa, and prove to himsdlf that she
really wasthe viper he believed her to be.

The lift opened to asmall security foyer lined with cameras, IR sensors, and other gadgetry. 1ly walked
straight through to a security door and raised asmall escutcheon that Sinklar recognized asthe
jessant-delis. “Minister Ily Takka. Accompanying meisLord Snklar Figt. *

“Acknowledged,” avoice cdled and the heavy door did open.

Ily strode down along hdlway and Sinklar followed, hdf hisattention on Iy’ s swaying hips, the other
half on the splendid hangings and ornamenta statuary lining the powder-blue hall.

Ily took aright and pressed the jessant-de-listo alock plate. Double doors did back into the wall and
Ily gestured Sinklar ingde. “ These are the quarters | was thinking might suit you.” Sinklar stepped into a
palatia waiting room gppointed with grav chairs each with a private commmanufactured from jetwood
inlaid with gold. A gleaming dispenser served those who might be waiting, and holos depicted scenes
from placesin the Empire that Sinklar could only guess about. Beyond that he found afunctiond, if
ornate office for a secretary or receptionist. Two armed guards stood in the corridor beyond that, eyesto
the fore, polished shoulder blasters grounded at parade rest. Sink stared at the odd livery-not quitefield
issue, but the armor |ooked red enough.

[ly ignored the young man and woman and stepped between them to open alarge, carved sandwood
door that led into aspacious office with awraparound desk that literaly bristled with comm equipment.
The desk had been gilded with gold and precious Etarian gems. Myklenian fabrics hung from the wals
and between them, holographic niches displayed the Regan planets asif in red time against a background
of sars. Beneeth hisfeet, the fiber-optic carpet gave theillusion of walking on asea of molten gold.
Overhead, the crystalline ceiling pand s rose into an endless blue that might have stretched beyond the
infinite

“I think you will be ableto work herein greater comfort thaninyour LC,” Ily said wryly as she smiled at



his gaping wonder. She pointed. “ The personal quarters are through there.”

Sinklar glanced uneasily at her and headed for the aabaster doorway. It opened at his approach and he
stepped into alavishly appointed dining room with surrounding recliners and an amazing array of fine
lead-crystd serving ware. Optic architecture had been used lavishly to create adazzling rainbow effect as
the eye was directed upward.

“Thisisthe Blue Room,” Ily told him. “Why it was named that is anyon€e' s guess since you can change

the photo-effect by asmple order to comm. Airconditioning, too, will respond to your will-anything from
the Etarian desert to aRiparian swamp, or, if you like, your favorite scent.”

“And there?’” Sinklar pointed to the next door. She gave him amischievous smile. “The degping
quarters.” He entered another splendid room hung with velvet

and finished with sandwood dternating with jet and inlaid by the fabulous golden filigree. The deegping
platform, too, had been hung with delicate fabric that rosein foldsto the refractive crysta celling. An
ornate bar filled one wall while holo capability had been rendered for the entire room.

Ily opened ashower and bath to hisinspection and then showed him a huge walk-in wardrobe.

“This place must cost afortune,” Sinklar whispered. “Y ou can afford it,” Ily told him as she cameto
gtand before him.,

Searching for something to say, Sink blurted, “Mac wanted to know about that. Who payswho, |
mean.” 1ly laughed, placing her hands on his shoulders and

garing into hiseyes. “Y ou' re the Commander, Sinklar. Pay them ... and yourself, anything you want.

Y ou control comm, you know. Has't it sunk in yet that you can draw what you need from the Treasury
accounts?’

The overhead light sent bluish sheensthrough her hair. Amusement warmed her eyes. Close now, he
could see how smooth her skinwas. Thelines of her face had aclassic style. Asif of their own valition,
his hands went to her waist, feding the firmness, the swell of her hips. Her lips parted dightly, and
Sinklar’ s heart began to beat with that urgent cadence.

[ly pulled back, ashy smileon her lipsas sheturned away. “ Do you likeit?’

“It's... wonderful.” Sinklar found hisvoice and swallowed. “How about accessto my Divison?” “Four
minutes by tube ... or you can bein your

LC inlessthan aminute and ahaf.”

“And the security?’

“You can program it yourself. Or have your pick of experts. Oh, Sinklar, when are you going to learn?
WEe rein thistogether. | want you to be happy. Y es, we' ll face distasteful events and decisions, but
we re building anew way. Isn't that what you promised yourself?’

“But dl this... | don’'t know. Whereisthis place anyway?’

“Just about the center of the city. Now how about that dinner? If the food displeases you, | promise you



we Il find someplace else for you.”

Sinklar led the way into the blue room, seating himsdlf on the velvet cushions at the low table. 11y settled
beside him asthe food rose from the center of the table, the mirrorlike stasis shells diding back to present
anincrediblefess.

Sinklar broke open thefirst lobster and handed it to Ily. She gave him ateasing look and dangled a
piece of the steaming flesh before his nose, laughing as he gulped it down. She snuggled next to him, her
body warm and firm againgt his.

“Wheat do you think Mac will say when hefindsmein aplacelikethis?’

Ily ran a pink tongue aong adim finger where butter threatened to drip and gave him asaucy grin. “Put
him acrossthe hdl if you' d like. Half this building is dedicated to military command.”

“| didn’t know the military command lived so lavishly.”

Ily made agraceful movement of her head, tossing silky black hair over her shoulder. “Y ou don’'t know
the half of it. They lived like kings, Sinklar. Why do you think they got together and wrote the manud the
way they did?If you civilize war, you don’t need to worry about having to leave splendor likethisto live
inthefidd. Leave that to the common soldiers and the Companions.”

“| don't want to fall into that trap.”

[ly rolled over and rested elbows on either sde of histhigh as she stared into hiseyes. “Y ou can live
anyway you want. Y ou’ re the most powerful man in the Regan Empire. Do it your way. But keepin
mind, al this” shewaved at the room, “is nothing if you don’t beat Sassa”

He nodded, painfully aware of her breasts againgt hisleg. “In sx months, I’'m going after HisHoliness.”
She seemed to wince, and her full lips quivered.

Then she pushed him gently down onto the cushions and pulled him closeto areinto hiseyes. “You
don’t even hesitate. You'll go out there, won't you? Y ou'll bein the thick of the battle.

He nodded soberly. “1t’ sthe only way to bresk them. The Sassans play by the book, and | can useit
againg them. “

“Then, you might ... | mean, alucky blaster bolt, aprojectile that gets through the screens. . . .” Sinklar
ran hisfingers down the side of her head.

“I can’'t do it any other way-not and be sure of winning. | don’t mind. My people are on theline. | can't
ask anything of them that | won't do. Therisk isworthiit. “

She leaned forward then, kissing him gently. “Y ou’re ahero. Not just to me and your troops, but to the
people. We need heroes.”

" What makes you so attractive?’ ‘Would you believe pheromones?’

Helaughed, running his hands lower to caress her full breasts. His erection hardened, begging. Desire
began to burn through him. “No. | wouldn't.”



She shivered, closing her eyes before she pulled away. “ Sinklar, perhaps |’ d better leave. Making
loveto you will change our entire reationship.”

“Yes” He sghed, pulseracing, breath short in hislungs. He knotted afist to keep it from trembling. She
looked away, sadnessin the set of her mouth.

“I'm older ... and no blushing virgin.”
He could see the reddening flush at the base of her neck. Her eyes gleamed, passionate, longing.

Inahusky whisper, hesad, “I’'m aware of that,” “I might be drugging you again. What would M hitshul
say?’ A playful smiletugged at her lips.

“| avoided the Ashtan de.” He calmed himself. “ This seemsto happen every time. Y es, perhapswe' d
better go back.” He got to hisfeet and pulled her up.

She searched his eyes, looking for some sign. He bent down, kissing her hard,

feeling the want build as she conformed to him. Her tongue darted into his mouth, striking fire asit did
across his teeth and probed.

She' saviper, adistant voice reminded—only to be drowned in the heat.

“Come,” she whispered passionately, and took him by the hand, leading him into the next room. She
stopped before the deeping platform, asking, “Y ou’ re sure?’

He exhaled raggedly and nodded, bending down to kiss her again as her fingers released the fastenings
of hisarmor. Sinklar’ sfumbling fingers undid her wegpons belt, letting it dide off her undulating hips. He
stepped out of the wadded pile of his clothing and peeled her top off. With practiced ease, she dipped
out of thetight black pants, her hair falling around her in gossamer strands. She stood proudly before
him, and lifted her chin at his expression of admiration.

She gasped as he caressed her and they rolled onto the platform. He did on top of her-her skin hot
againg his-and stared down into her midnight eyesto find a catlike satisfaction reflected there. Her arms
went around his shoulders.

“Sinklar,” shewhispered, “we can do thisfast ... or dow. No oneisgoing to bother us. Let me show
you how it can be. *

Then sheroalled him onto his back, long hair playing down his skin as she changed her position. He cried
out asaswelling ecstasy energized hisnerves.

“I havejust replayed a conversation | had severa daysago with Ily. | fed like I"m dangling between the
jaws of the Rotted Gods. Ily reportsthat Staffaisin the employ of Sassa. If thisis so, what was he doing
on Etaria? Why hasn’t he struck? Granted, the Sassans are il knotted up in the cleanup of their
Myklenian occupation, but Staffa could whed immediately and deal us an awesome blow.

“in the meantime, the Targan Situation continues, to deteriorate. The rebels have crushed the Second
Divison under Mykroft, and this Sinklar Fist has taken contral. | have dispatched Commander Braktov's
hardened veterans to restore the Stuation-but who isthis Sinklar Fist, anyway? In my conversation with
[ly, | asked if hewas another Staffakar Therma, and Ily paused in her tirade, looking first thoughtful and



then cunning. She has now spaced for Targato investigate Fist. But what do | do about him? He's
refused to turn over his Divisonsto Mykroft. Do | now face another rebellion on Targa, thistime from

within my own military?

“I am consumed by doubt. If it were any other Minister, | wouldn't fed thisway. Faceit, lly isthe
second most powerful person in the Empire. If she perceivesthis Snklar Fist asatool—and if heisall
she hopes-would she have the dightest hesitation about moving againgt me?

“And if the Empire should fal to her, what a poor fate for my people. Ily as Empress? The Rotted Gods
would pae. “No, | can't believe she'd plot that, not with the threat of a Companion invason looming.
From agtrictly objective standpoint, she needs me to hold the Empire together. Without my presence, the
Empire would fal gpart and the military would revolt. How then could she slvage anything?

“I'mtired, that’ sdl. Jttery with worry. After dl, thisis1ly, my friend and lover. I’ ve looked into her eyes
and seen the concern. Yes, | truly believe she' s cometo love me, not smpty because I’ m EmpeTor, but
lor who | am as human being. She couldn’t fake the passion of our joining. Tybalt, get some deep, you'll
seethings dearly in the morning.

Excerpt taken from Tybalt the Imperia Seventh’s persond journa

CHAPTER 13

Vegashivered from a hit as she boosted for the stars. “Pus Rot it!” Arta blurted as the ship recovered.
“Damn them! Arewedl right?’

The pilot lay limply in the reclined nav-chair, his mouth dack, what she could see of hisface under the
shining metd of the worry-cap, expressonless.

She checked the boards, watching the critical reactor as yet another of the violet beams flashed before
them. By quick action, the pilot pulled the craft up, g bearing them down on the ragged edge of shredding
the gravity-compensating field generators. If so much as onefailed, every human aboard would be
mashed into flat bloody goo-the effect the same as being shot into astone wall from afield piece.

“They'retrying to kill usl” the pilot’s metadlic voice screamed through the ship’ s spesker.

Vega s bridge had room for two people. The otherswaited anxioudy in the cabins while the frantic run
past the orbital defenses ensued.

Artaglared at the boards. “Fy the ship, curse you. I'll keep an eye on the ship’ s condition. Which of
these monitors are the critical ones? What should | watch for?’

The pilot, asmall bald man, swalowed hard, sweat sarting from hisface. His voiceissued from the
speaker again. “ That square monitor to theleft. It thered line. . . - ©

Vegagroaned asinertiadapped Artasideways, but the violet lance of deadly particles dipped
harmlesdy past their port side.

“I'mgoing to learnto fly thisthing,” Artapromised hersdlf. “ As soon aswe re away from here, you're
going to teach me.”



“Assuming you livethat long,” the pilot’ s meta voice answered. “Watch those blue bars on the square
monitor. That’ sthe life support and atmosphere system ... we' rein trouble if any of them shrink. The
oblong monitor just above life support keepstrack of the gravity field generation that keeps us from being
crushed. The numbers you see are the compensating gravity generated againgt acceleration. If any of
those numbers climbs above forty-two, or beginsto drop, tell mein abig hurry. The LCD display to the
right isthe matterlantimatter fuel ratio. If that beginsto show any disparity, tell meimmediatdy. We ve
gtill got plenty of power, but that hit blew abreach back behind C2. “

“Seewhat?’
“Casin cargo. Second hold. C2. It'snothing critical.

Artalicked her lips, watching the wavering displays on the monitors. “1 know you wanted it to look
good, Iy, but thisis......

The Vegajolted sideways, rocked, and shot forward as the pilot played the controls. The displays Arta
struggled to watch fluctuated wildly. “We ve got acriticd building in one of the gravity generators!”

“Affirmaive. I'm gabilizing.”

Artawatched nervoudly as the readout lowered. “What happensif those get out of whack?”

“We could suffer structural damage. Thisisn't adamned warship, you know. We don't have the kind of
integrated hull design to absorb grav disruption.” A pause. “We re past the worst now. The Rotted Gods

aone know what it would have been likeif they’ d had warning we were coming.”

Artadrew abreath to answer-and wheezed as g crushed her down into her command chair. Vega
swerved past another of the deadly bolts.

Asthe pressure let up, sparks danced before her eyes, and she fdt dizzy, light-headed. She stared at the
life-support systems monitor while her brain re-

vived from the grayout. No wonder pilotsflew flat on their backs.

“I think that’ sthe extent of their range. Where to now, Miss Fera? Since you' re giving the orders, what
next?’

Artashook her head, forcing her mind to work. “ Ryklos. Set course for Ryklos.”
“But that' s ind de the Sassan-*

“Damnright, itisl Now set course and go, or do you want to wait around for them to scramble a couple
of battle cruisers after us?’

Artagrowled to herself asthe Vegadarted forward and began along vector change that |eft her pale
and dizzy.

Holy Sassa stared at Myles through passionless eyes the color of water. Supported by his gravity fields,
HisHoliness hung inthe air, agiant human balloon wrapped in brightly colored Myklenian fabrics that
shimmered and glistened. High above, the light splintered into athousand multicolored raysto sparkle



over the Nesian rug that pulsed between blood-scarlet and tranducent ruby. In that illumination, Sassa’'s
hairless scalp gave his head the gppearance of askull.

Myles suffered an acute sense of unease as Jakre paced back and forth beside him, chin on chest,
expression dour. The admira had clasped his hands behind his back, and afrown lined his high forehead.
Jakre wore the usua gaudy uniform, and, in the presence of Sassa, dlowed his pot belly to sag
completdly.

Myles stood quietly and let hiswandering gaze play over thewal hangings, cunningly backlit by the light
sculpture of the glassy walls. Theair carried the scent of anise and juniper, arefreshing meld of aromas.

“What are weto think of thisreport? What isthis Sinklar Fist up to? Iban, what do you make of it?’
Sassaasked in aflat voice. He knotted his pudgy fidts, the rings sending scintillating patterns over his
costly nacre robes.

“What can we make of it?" Jakre turned and spread his hands wide. “We might have seen aplay, some
sort of theatric to confuse us.”

“Legate? Do you agree? Isthis athestric?’

Myles scratched his ear as he looked up. Sassa' s colorless gaze ate at him like acid. “Military matters
are not my-*

“I want your thoughts, your impressions.”

Myles ground histeeth, pulling himsdf to hisfull height. The holo supplied by the Sassan spieshad
provided glimpses of military maneuvers where aveteran Regan Division had fallen to a piecemed aitack.
Staffawarned methat Sinklar was brilliant. “ Holiness, what do we redly know? Sinklar Fist conducted
an exercise and evidently demonstrated a sort of battlefield superiority over a Regan Assault Division.
Could it be a charade? Something to confuse us? Perhaps.”

How do | play this? What' sright in this morass? What will they believe? Myles suffered through thefirst
pangs of hisnew role. He glanced nervoudly at Jakre, and noted the admird’ s veiled hodtility. That same
irritation was obviousin SassA sdisdainful glare. With astart, Myles redlized that neither of hisonce
close confidants approved of him.

Why?What have | done? Surdly they can’t know of my meddling with the shipping schedules.

“Perhaps?’ Sassaechoed findly.

A sudden understanding flooded Myles' brain. “Divine One, it isn't my placeto give advice which
should liewithin Iban' sexpertise.”

“ DO w- “

‘Yes” Than added, athin smile on histhinner lips. “Let’ s hear your thoughts on this extreordinary affair.

A cunning thrilled within as Myles nodded sagacioudy. “Very well, having looked at the tapes our
Intelligence Service has provided, and having noted the consternation among the Regan Divison Firds
for whom we have data, | think Sinklar Fist hasturned their entire military onits head.”



“Y ou mean, added to their confusion and command paralyss,” Than offered in an upbest voice.

Myles dowly shook hishead. “1 don't think that fits the data, my Lord Admira. Remember, this Sinklar
Fist isthe man Tybalt thought to sacrifice on Targa. Our conversations with the Lord Commander
provided agreat ded of information on Fist’ stactica innovations. *

“What isyour point?’ Sassa demanded.

Myles made adeprecatory gesture. “I am not amilitary man. My expertise is the movement of supplies
and the coordination of economic-*

“We re aware of your expertise, Myles,” Than interrupted. “ Tell uswhat you think this charade of Figt's
isdl about!”

Myles adopted a pained expression. “In my opinion, Holy One, Sinklar Fist isagreet deal more
dangerous than you think. He has revol utionized warfare. That’ swhy the Regan Divison Firdsarein
such atizzy. What we' ve seen in the report is no charade, but the implementation of anew tactical battle
plan.”

“Ridiculoud” Than cried. “How could such asystem work on alarge front? The command control
would be impossible to coordinate!”

“Nevertheless, | can’'t help but believethat Fist's* “Fie, Myles, what do you know about warfare?’
Jekre roared, as he shook hisfist.

Myleslooked up placidly and spread his hands wide, chortling the whole whilein that private part of his
soul. “Divine One, | only gave my opinion. Military matters are not my province. | must repest, however,
that Sinklar Fist isnot to be underestimated.”

Sassa nodded, his multiple chins flopping in the process. “We have given him every consideration,
Myles. And, yes, you answered honestly. Perhaps we hoped to hear some other answer.”

Censure?“Outside of opinions beyond my expertise, Divine One, have you any complaint with my
work? Have | given you some offense?’

Sassaworked his mouth asif something sour had marred his Divinetaste. “No, Legate. Imperid
production is up. We are disappointed with the rate at which our fleet is being prepared for the strike
againgt the Regans ... but we recognize you' re not at fault. Y our Herculean efforts and constant reports
on the problemsfaced by your staff arelucid, informative, and, unfortunately, readily apparent to the
most casua of observers. “

“Thank you, Y our Holiness. | will bear your kind wordsto my staff. I’ ve had them working more
overtime. If I might suggest, Holiness, perhaps a dight bonus would be in order for them. Y our words are
more than enough, but atoken of Sassa’ s Divinelove and appreciation would spur them to even greater

lengths *

“They shdl haveit. And for yoursdlf?' Sassa asked. Without looking, Myles could sense Jakre' s
growing anger. Logigticians got a bonus, and the admird’ s suffering soldiers got nothing?*“ For mysdif,
Holy One | would like only your permission.”



Myleswaited, aware that Jakre had gone bright red in contrast with his turquoise and white uniform.
“Permission for what?’ Sassadapped hisimmense belly and thefat rippled.

“Permission to integrate the census records into the main data banks, Holy One. | redlize that we're
aready overextended, but | believe that integrating the data bases with the productivity chartswill add
another percent in production output while reducing some of the strain on the system.”

“And what do you need for this?” Jakre asked in a cutting tone. “How many people and how much of
the system capacity? | don’t want to remind you, but we' re attempting to mount an assault on the Regans
whilethey’re ill off baance”

Myles clasped his hands before him and nodded happily. “ Y es, yes, | know, Iban. | wouldn't have
made the request if | hadn’t given all those details consideration. “

“What would you require?’ Sassatilted his head, his mouth like a puckered wound.

“Only communications with provincia governors, Divine One. | think | can do the rest on my owntime.
I’ ve written some of the preiminary programs, and | think | can integrate the data without any extra
assigtance. “

“You're dready working overtime,” Than interjected. “How can you squeeze more hours out of your

day?"

Myles frowned and sighed. “Iban, you yourself admitted that we face the most serious of consequences.
After having ddivered our decision to the Lord Commander, I’ ve dedicated myself to making this new
course of action work. Y ou didn’'t have to stand there and tell him that Sassa has decided to ignore him.”
Myles ran ahand over hisface and shook hishead. “1 didn’t eat for aweek.”

“We venoticed,” Sassatold himin velled tones. “And that concerns us. Y ou will seethe physcian. |
won't have you sick when we need you so, Legate. Assuming you don't lose more weight, you may
implement your program.”

“Andif it costsustimein preparations?’ Jakre asked, raisng afinger.
“Then | will sop immediatdly,” Myles answered indignantly.

“I think that will be dl, Legate.” Sassatouched thetipsof hisbgewded fingerstogether, the rings
flashing laser fire. “'Y ou may be excused. Iban, | want you to stay and discuss the effects this charade will
have on the Regans ability toresist.”

Myles bowed and headed for the huge platinum doors. A sense of satisfaction warmed his gut. Sassa
and Jakre didn’t like his new look. To them it smacked mildly of treason-an affront to Divine Sessa's
fat-therefore any advice on the military situation would be soundly overruled. Nevertheless, hisvaueto
the Empire had been reinforced, and he' d just bought unlimited Imperial communications and the ability
to manipulate the census and personnel files!

Flushed with triumph, Myles passed through the huge doors. In the reflective walls, he got agood
glimpse of himsdf. Hisnew clothing fit negtly, and he hadn’t looked thisgood in years.

Hisantigrav waited, Arron and Jorome standing at attention while Hyros lifted an eyebrow. “Did you. . .



“Back to the office,” Mylesdirected as he seated himself. “We won, Hyros. But it meansalot of hard
work. Wewon't deep in our own bed for along time.”

Hyros smiled wearily. * Perhgpsit’ s best that you' ve given up the rest of your lovers dong with your
bdly, Myles”

Asthe antigrav moved out into the corridor, Myles frowned and stared up at the gleaming spires of
Imperia SassA's capitol.

Lord Commander?1 told them the truth-but just how are you going to handle Sinklar Fist and this
frightening army’ he' sbuilding?

The mass and energy intertwined in the grip of the null sngularity generation began to diminish as
Chryda sreactors decreased their power. In the process, an artificia event horizon began to expand as
the energy dissipated. Where once nothingness had surrounded the warship, now the universe
regppeared as she dipped back into space-time amidst aburst of radiation.

Staffa experienced the dight discomfort of the transtion. Had he looked toward Chryda sstern, he'd
have seen nothing but grayness and a hazing distortion around the sides as lightspeed hovered at the point
of violation and light cones began to straighten.

If only | could bend men’ swillsthe way Chrydabends the space-time continuum, Staffa groused to
himsdlf. He sat on the bridge amidst the instrument clusters of his command chair. The sensorsand
detection equipment corrected for redshift and monitorsfilled with the familiar images of Free Space. Ina
blueflicker, the Twin Titans dominated the forward screens. Thetwo stars, RR Lyrae-type giants,
whirled

about each other, releasing pulses of radiation that swept thislonely corner of Free Space. In defiance of
the deadly radiation, Staffa had chosen hisrefuge and constructed hisfortressin the Itrestic Belt-the
remains of amassive planet which had created a metdrich asteroid ring. There, in the pockmarked
corpse of an old moon, Staffa had established his major base of operations, manufacturing, and final
redoubt.

Prior to Staffa sarrival, no one had developed an extractive industry in

the hodtile environs of the Twin Titanswith their cataclysmic pulsations of deadly radiation. With his
war-garnered fortune, Staffa had overcome the hazards and founded an empire. His crews, in specially
shielded vehicles, mined the asteroids of their incredible wedth. Itreatic engineers manufactured the finest
of gallium-arsenide superconductors and atomic circuit nanocomputer boards. Itregtic siaon brought top
dollar throughout Free Space, and Staffa had even toyed with the idea of starship hulls grown atom by
atom of perfect ceramic-harder than the finest aloyed sted and with seven times the compressive and
tendle strength. Histhallium oxide industries were the envy of both empires.

AstheTitans actinic light flickered off Chryda shull, she turned her nose toward the dusty abedo of
the Itregtic Belt.

“Firg Officer, dert the monitors,” Staffaordered. Lynette Helmuitt, pronein her recliner, worry-cap
obscuring her head, answered through the speakers, “Monitors alerted, Lord Commander. Deceleration
initiated at 30 g. Consequent DeltaVV dump sequencesinitiated. We' re roger 001 course relay. Monitors
report condition green a home and welcome back.”



“Acknowledged, Firgt Officer. Send my regards.” Staffa checked the long-distance sensing monitors out
of habit, making sure that no vessals could surprise them on theway in. It never paid to be carelesseven
in ahomecoming.

Skyla stepped through the hatch and walked across the gleaming bridge. She wore her usua white
armor and she carried aflat comm monitor tucked under one arm. She, too, ingpected the readouts,
noting the ship’s condition aswell as the reports from the detection equipment.

How beautiful sheis. Staffaalowed himsdf the luxury of watching her as she gpproached, hips swaying,
the light sparkling in her tightly braided white-blonde hair. A gleam filled her azure eyes as she noticed his
attention, and her warm smile spread for him aone.

61 Y ou look happy for once,” shetold him as she stopped beside his command chair. “ After the way
you dept last night, I'm glad. | expected you to be moody and withdrawn.”

He shifted his glance to the main monitor, watching the Twin Titans as they danced about each other.
“Bad dreams. That and | can’'t seem to let go of the problem of unification. | made Regaand Sassainto
what they are. Ltrained them to go for each other’ sthroats. Y et, now | have to undo alifetime sworth of
work overnight-and I’'m at alossasto how to do it.”

“ Tossing and turning won't help.” She put her hand on hisarm. “Trust me. Y ou don’'t havethe
information you need. After you talk to Kaylla, find out what her agents have learned, then you can
formulate something. Y ou need to open communicationswith Sinklar, too. He sredly the key, isn't he?
And who knows, maybe Myles has turned something up while we ve been in null singularity.”

“Thekey, yes, that's Sinklar.” He pounded nervoudy on the armrest with the hedl of afigt.

“And for once, you' ve had to wait on the rest of the universe. Isn't that part of what's made you so
anxious? All thesmulations, al thefiddling with variables has just been away of keeping you occupied.”

“ Maybe. I’ vefelt hamstrung. This has been arotten trip. Not even Divine Sassa takes me serioudy
anymore. And | could make him very sorry for that.

She tapped her chin with adender finger. “ Staffa, I’ velooked over the data. Assuming Tap has made
progress on Countermeasures, you could take out one of the capitals. Either Regaor Imperia Sassg, it
wouldn’t matter. Without the capita’ s centraized adminigtration, neither empire has any choice but to
capitulate within weeks as the systems begin to fail. Both empires have the computer capability to take
over immediate adminigtration of the conquered territory. We could end thisvery quickly.”

“But at what cost? Another severa billion dead? | know what a strike against Regawould do. That's
what | origindly planned, after al. Destroy the Regan redistribution center, and the rest of the Empire
would be helpless, effectively decapitated. His Holiness does't know it, but he’ s got the programsto
integrate the Regan systemsinto his own. Rotted Gods, Skyla, they’ re using our computers, our
software! That was part of the scheme. It sjust that now ... well, | can’t let mysalf murder another world.
Y ou understand, don’t you? | have to do this bloodlesdy. “

“Y our shared responsibility to God and man. | know about your Seddi concepts.” She nodded her
acceptance. “Maybe they’ re evenright.”

“Y ou should talk moreto Kaylla.”



“Getting back to the problem, | think the key isin the computers. Isthere any way you can think of to
eliminate one or the other? A virus, perhaps?’

He shot her an evaluating look. “Don’'t even think it. A viruswould shut down the entire Imperia
network on both sides, jumping from one program to the next. That, too, would exceed the system’s
ability assurdly asawar. “

“| suppose so, but somewhere there' sawesk link in the system we can exploit. Some key economic
factor could be disrupted with an ensuing ripple effect throughout the Empire. Perhaps just enough to
frighten the people into capitulating. We d have to be very careful. *

“Bruen tried the same thing when he attempted to lure meto Targa-specia guest at my own
assassnation. “ Staffashook hishead. 1’ d hate to gamble on anything like that. The quantaare God's
joke on the universe. We could plan out every detail, make every assumption. But we can't predict every
bureaucrat’s

decison. It'stoo easy to alow prideto lead you into astupid mistake.”

Skylasighed and dapped her monitor against her muscular thigh. “ Rotted Gods, random factors affect
everything, Staffa. Y ou can't haveit any other way. Y ou never worried about them when you were
taking a planet.

“Oh, you can be sure that | worried about them congtantly. The differenceislike that between an
assassin and asurgeon. Both wield aknife on abody. If the assassin finds he can’t cut one artery, he'll
maneuver, and cut another. In our case, we must be surgeons, skilled enough to excise agrowth and
keep the patient from bleeding to desth, for he haslittle blood | eft. *

Hereached for her hand and raised it to hislips. “Trust me. | don’'t want to fool with economic disaster.
It sfull of booby trapsthat could doom usal.”

She gazed a him with a skeptical coolnessin her crystal blue eyes. “ So war is out. Economic sabotage
isout. Diplomacy just et you down when you tried it on HisHoliness. That |eaves assassination, bribery,
blackmail, or extortion. Which did you havein mind?’

“Doyouredly think I'd nate my son? He' s one of the sticking points right now.”

" Well ... maybe not. Think bribery will work?” ‘I’ d like to think he has a sterner character thanto givein
tosuchfailings”

“Given hisgre, it would be something of amiracleif hedidn’t.”

“But hismother’ s superior qudities would have overcome any deficiencies on my part.” He paused.
“You'reright. Let’ stry blackmail instead. But assassination will till do for Ily and Divine Sassa.”

Skyld s professiona demeanor cracked and athin smile warmed her lips. “ Genetics aside, ‘we ve had
an entire trip to wrestle with thisthing. Each scenario we verun hasafad flaw. I'll say thisfor you,
Staffa, when you manipul ate governments into a head-on col-

lison, you do it so -well even you can't steer them clear again. “



“I'll remember that next time.” He waved a hand. “And you were right. We don't have the datawe
need. A lot has happened since we spaced from Imperial Sassa. Let’ swait, check the communications,
hear what Kaylla s agents have uncovered. Not only that, Snklar has had time to reconsider. Eveniif he
doesn't believe I’m hisfather, perhaps he'll listen to reason.”

Skyla stared absently at the monitor where the Twin Titans pulsed. “Isthat what you' re hoping? That
he' |l be convinced by the data? He' s more skeptical of the Seddi than Divine Sassa, the fat maggot.”

Staffatightened hisgrip on her hand. “Maybe hewill. | haveto try.

Sinklar’ s bladder brought him awake. He blinked and stretched, readlizing he didn’t fee right. He gaped
at hisopulent surroundings-and it l came back.

Last night didn’t really happen. It wasjust an erotic dream, Sinklar. It had to have been adream. The
aternative meant that heand Ily had....

Sinklar turned over and dided the bed’ s gravity to norma, feding weight return to hislimbs. Then he
took a deep breath and sat up while he rubbed hisface and looked around. Evidently Ily had left during
thenight.

Wearily, he got to hisfeet, walked into the sandwood paneled bathroom, and winced as he began to
urinate. Everything down there ached. Not only that, but histongue hurt down at its roots-and he
definitely remembered how he’ d done that.

Sinklar shook his head, running fingers anxioudy through his mop of unruly black hair as he blinked
owlishly at hisimagein the mirror. “Rotted Gods. | never knew sex could belike that. “ With the skill of
an artis, Ily had sent him from one crashing high of thundering ecstasy to alow throb of drumming
pleasure, and then back to the heights of passion to do it al over again. When his endurance had begun
to flag, she' d brought him to life time and again until they’ d fallen adeep in each other’ sarms.

A warmtingle rushed through him at the memory. Sinklar filled hislungs, held it, and puffed out his
cheeks as he exhaed. Then he stepped into the shower stal, fiddled with the golden knobs until he
figured it out, and whooped loudly as the hot water cascaded over hisflesh.

He stepped through the drying field, feeling remarkably fresh despite his nocturna exertions and paucity
of deep. He picked up hisundersuit and armor, then he sat on the bed and fingered the material. The
glow indde began to swell as herdived last night'swonderment. Had she redly made him fed like that?
The growing warmth in his pelvis assured him she had.

“| was drugged. She dipped something into my food.” In an Ashtan pig’'s eye. How many timesdid she
ask if you redlly wanted to screw her?

Sinklar pulled on hisarmor and walked out into the blue room. One of the mirror-bright stasis spheres
shone in the middle of the table where it kept amed warm. Stomach growling, Sinklar glanced at the
comm.

“Isthat really thetime?’ He shook his head and stared about frantically. He had less than an hour to
makeit to Tarcee Edtate, check on the war games, and make the meeting with Axel and Mayz.

He glanced longingly at the sphere and touched it. The stasis dome curled back to expose what had to



be addightful breskfast. Sinklar gulped the strawberries and grapes, snatched the thick pastry, and ran
for the door. When he stepped out, different guards stood stiffly at attention.

“Good morning,” Sinklar greeted.

Neither so much asmoved, their performance letter perfect. “Um, you can talk. It'sdl right. I'm Sinklar
Fig. I'm not familiar with your uniforms.”

Thewoman, ill at full atention, snapped, “Imperia Guard, my Lord!”

Sinklar hesitated. “1 see. Well, it lookslike I'll beliving here. I'm late ... but we'll talk more later. Get to
know each other. In the meantime, | guess, don’t let anybody in.”

“Yes my Lord.”

Sinklar nodded, awesk smile fading as he backed away and walked out through the office and waiting
room. As he went, he munched on the pastry, which had been filled with spiced meat and proved
ddicious. Sink trotted to the end of the powder-blue hallway, pamed, the lock plate, and stepped into
the security area.

“ Should have had something to drink,” he mumbled through his mouthful of food, and stepped into the
lift. While he dropped, he gulped the last of the pastry and licked hisfingers. Too bad the LC was il
waiting a Ily’s. Sinklar stiffened, imagining the horrified look that would be on Mhitshul’ sface.

In hisimagination, Grettadidn’t look any too pleased either. A twinge of guilt itched in the back of his
subconscious.

“Oh, well,” Sinklar whispered. Then he straightened his shoulders. Grettalay dead and buried on Targa,
and asfor Mhitshul, it Smply wasn't hisright to pass judgment on his commanding officer. Still, acrawly
placeinsde left Sink uncomfortable.

Y ou made love with areptile.
“But it was damned good ... fantagtic ... dectric.” He closed his eyesto savor the memory.

He stepped out onto the underground platform and dropped into the capsule, tapping the button ashe'd
seen Ily do. Thevehicle dipped into the tube, rocking dightly on its superconducting magnets asit shot
through the near vacuum like abullet. In the blue glow of the cabin, Sinklar drummed hisfingers. Yes it
was good-better than anything you could have fantas zed-but was it worth it? To you? To Gretta?

“She' sdead, Sink. You can't bring her back.” No, but you stepped from her bed into Ily’s. “What the
hell, for that one night, it wasworth it.”

The cagpsule dipped up to the platform under the Ministry of Internal Security.

Sinklar got out and entered the lift, aware again of the security camerasfollowing him. When heroseto
Ily’ s persona quarters, adistinct uneasefilled him. Do | just walk into her bedroom? He paused,
suddenly beset by doubt. Why would anyone build atrangt system like this? The tube ran from Sinklar’'s
gpartment house ... into Iy’ s bedroom?

Warily, he stepped out into 11y’ s quarters and found them empty. He hurried through her rooms and into



themain office. Ily sat a her desk on the far Sde, hunched over the monitor. The lights gleamed in her
slky black hair. The sight of her stirred sensual memories deep in hisgut. He had flashes of her muscular
body undulating on his-and banished them with an effort as he approached and adopted a professiona
atitude.

“Good morning,” she called pleasantly, head <till bowed to the monitor as she input data.

“Listen, about last night. . . .”

“Wonderful, wasn't it?’ She glanced up, black eyes boring into his, ahappy smile on her lips. “ Sorry |
had to leave, but someone has to run the government and | let too many things dide last night asit was.
We ve got a problem with the financing for the mining of the Vermilion asteroids. It'sasnarl of poor
management decisons, alittle graft on the Sde by the regiond administrator, and reluctant investors.
Nothing serious, but enough to be called to my attention.”

He bent to study the monitor, seeing rows of figures with superimposed windows explaining the project
history and how it related to the columns of numbers. “I didn’t know you did thingslike that.”

She gave him ahaf-hearted smile. “While you reorganize the military, | am the government. Don't
worry. It won't dways belike this. Sowly but surely, we'll find capable people to take the positions, but
government does't run itself.”

Sobered, Sink nodded, darmed at thetime. “Lis

ten, I've got amesting.” He grinned sheepishly. “ Seems| overdept.”

“ After the workout you gave me last night, | don’t doubt it. | achedl over. I'll dert your LC to power
up. You'd better gettoiit. “

As he garted for the security doors and the lift that would take him to the roof, she caled, “Oh,
Sinklar?’ Heturned and she asked, “Any reservations

About last night? | mean, anything that will affect our working relationship?’

He sucked at hislower lip for amoment, and shook hishead. “No, Ily. It was ... you were wonderful
last night.”

Her eyeslit, and she gave him aradiant smile. “ So were you. Now, go fix the military. If | can get away,
Il see you tonight.”

Heturned, dmost running to get to his LC-and Mhitshul’ s disgpproving frown.

After shederted Sinklar’ s LC to power up, Ily watched through her monitors as he ran down the hal
and caught the lift for the roof. The ramp had lowered for him as he sprinted up into the craft. With a
whining of thrusters, the drab L C rose into the gray sky and shot off to the southwest.

Ily rapped her desktop with ajewe ed stylus and smiled dyly. After thefirst rush of excitement, he'd
settled down, and, to her surprise, he' d been better than she' d expected. He had remarkabl e endurance.
The benefits of youth? If s, she' d haveto find astable of young lovers.

[ly nodded her satisfaction. “You' |l never be the same after last night, Sinklar. That taste of honey was



only thebeginning.”

Mac rubbed shoulderswith Rysta as they stared into the monitor. With the exception of the pilot under
the worry-cap, only the engineer manned his duty station. The comm, weapons, and navigation Firsts had
al been rdieved, their gations standing empty. Not much remained for a bridge crew to do while Gyton
warped through null Sngularity.

“F Group is getting too strung out,” Rysta noted, pointing to the section of the monitor displaying their
advance through one of the hangar decks.

Mac barked, “Corporal Tomb? Closeit up! That’ sthe third time. One more and you're out and Red's
in.“

“Firmative,” Tomb responded. “ C' mon, people. Closeit up! Y ou heard the First. Anyonelags, he' sgot
duty for aweek-and you get Red for acorporal!”

“You'd anever had it so good, buddy,” Red japed. “Knock it off, people,” Tomb growled. F Group
had closed their ranks.

Rysta snorted and shook her head. “I don’t know how you make it work, MacRuder. Just swapping
officerslike wagersin atgpagame gratesin my very guts.

Mac smiled grimly. “Y ou didn’t think we could learn zero g vacuum work neerly thisfadt, did you? They
know whét they'rein for, what’ s at risk. We blow thisand it could be their familieswho get roasted
when that Sassan fleet hits”

“But the odds, MacRuder, how do you keep their morae up when they know that nine chances out of
ten they’ Il be dead within aweek?’

“Because they’ ve been there before, Commander.” Mac rubbed the stubble on hischin. “They're
betting on themselves, that they’ re good enough to do the job, and get out dive. They trust me ... and
you ... but most of dl, they trust themsdlves.”

“Soundslikeafool’ strust to me.”

“Maybe. On the other hand, we' ve pulled it off each time we ve had to. Decker Mine, Vespa, your
attack, Makarta Mountain. Y es, they know they were winning when you ordered us out. Each time
they’ re beaten, they reach down insde and pull up the raw courage, or someone getsan idea. That's
what keepsusalive. “

“|t'schans.”

“Think s0? Sink cdlsit command flexibility. Let’s say something goes redl wrong when we hit Sassa.
Say I’'m killed when we teke that freighter. Sergeant

First Boyz will continue the operation. I’ ve seen her work. She was with me when we took Henck in
Kaspa. She' sgot agood head on her shoulders and she thinks on her feet.

“In the dark, in the vacuum of space, isawhole different thing. And making an open assaullt at lightspeed
has to be experienced to be believed. I’ ve seen alot of good spacers break, parayzed with fear.”



“WEe Il manage. Just like being buried in Makarta Mountain. Boyz kept her cool then, too. Thought up
mindlessthingsto keep people busy so they didn’'t dwell on where they were. She' s adaptable and she'll
probably take over the First Targan one of these days.

Rystagrowled something uncomplimentary to hersaf. Mac turned his atention back to the training
exercise. He changed his comm access. “Boyz?

“Here, Mac. “

“Kill their battle comm. Let’ s see how they do in the dark vacuum if they can’t communicate.
“Affirmative.

Rysagarted and glared at Mac. “What are you doing? There snothing like that in the training manudl. |
don’t think that’ s ever happened in acombat Situation. *

“Maybe not. But it could.
“You'reared bastard, aren’t you?’

Mac squinted as the Groups moving through the inky blackness began to hesitate and bunch up. “Y eah,
and they’ d better figureit out right now ... before they have to do it when Sassans are shooting at them.

Mykroft paced up and down the center of the room. For aprison, it could have been worse; but a
prison, to him, remained a prison. A gravcouch, gravchair, and comm system lined onewall. A dispenser
alowed him to order whatever he wanted to eat or drink. He had the wall holo programmed for the
Regan skyline a dawn. Morning sun danted down over the shining buildings, and alilac odor perfumed
theair. In therear, the door led to adeeping platform, lavatory, and toilet. His persona possessions had
al been delivered by poalite, efficient young men who had carefully removed his wegponsin the process.

Asaways, hewore hisdress uniform, agleaming scarlet jacket with a snow-white sash and hisinsgnia
of office. Perfectly tailored trousers led down to dim black boots that accented his*small fedt.

He pulled himsdf upright, clasping his hands behind his back. He had been born more than a century
ago, the patrician son of a Regan industridist, atrue member of the aristocracy, and he carried himself as
such, tall, sraight -shouldered, and lean. His thin mustache was kept immacul ate and curled. Had he had
achoicein quarters, he' d have asked for more opulent surroundings. Nevertheless, for aprison, this
wasn't bad.

“Butit’ sgtill aprison!” He walked over and dammed an angry fist into the door. Despite his many
attempits, he couldn’t make the lock plate work. The comm would alow him to access Henck, Arnson,
and Adam-prisonersin smilar quartersto these. Together, they cursed Sinklar Fig.

Mykroft growled to himself and resumed his pacing. What was the purpose? Where did dl of thislead?
Had Minister Takkawanted to execute him, she’ d had more than ample opportunity. So what was
scheming 1y up to? Keeping them onice for public humiliation before shetried him?

He heard the door snick and whirled, the object of histhoughts striding into the room.

“Firgt Mykroft! How good to seeyou again,” Ily

greeted, smiling warmly. Behind her, the door snicked shut again.



“Minigter Takka,” Mykroft inclined his head dightly.
Ily glanced around. “| trust the rooms are to your satisfaction?’
“It sl aprison.”

ly lifted an eyebrow. “Hardly. But then | can understand how you could think that. No, my dear First.
It' s nothing of the sort. Had | wanted you imprisoned,

| would have smply placed you in afacility—or inthe collar.

“Thenwhy am | and my colleagues being held?’ Careful, don’t antagonize her. Y ou' re dedling with the
most powerful woman in the Empire.

Ily gave him awry smile, turning to walk over to the comm. Sheran her fingerslightly acrossthe
monitor. “Y ou-and your associates-are here for your own protection. And, in the end, perhapsthat of
the Empire”

“Oh, redly?’

She shot him ameasuring glance. “Indeed, redlly.” She cameto stand before him, her gaze piercing.
“You don't think | want to seedl we ve built fdl to the likes of Sinklar Fist, do you?’

“| thought he was your tool.”

Her expression reflected amusement. * For the moment, he' s serving a purpose. What | came hereto
find out is, will you serve one, too? | meant it when | said | didn’t want the Empireto fal to him and his
egditarian idess. Y ou have astake in maintaining the status, don’'t you? Y ou stand to lose dl that the
aristocracy has gained over the centuries.”

Mykroft frowned. “Then why not smply assassnate him and get it over with?’

“Because he' still serving apurpose, and I’ll kegp him so long as he does. 1’1l keegp anyone who serves
me. Thosewho don’t, well.... Let’ s not talk about that. I’ m sure you understand.”

A blade of ice passed through Mykroft's soul.

Ily reached into her belt pouch and produced adata crystd. “ Sinklar is conducting military exercises a
Tarcee Edate. Y esterday, he demolished Dion Axel’ s Division. Thismorning, his Targans are doing the
sameto Lute and DeGamba s Divisons. Thisistherecord of yesterday’ s Regan rout. I'll forward the
records of today’ s as soon as | have them.”

mykroft took the crystd. “ And what do you wish meto do with it?’

Ity’ ssmilewent glacid. “ Study it, Mykroft. Copies are being delivered to your comradesfor smilar
study. Learn everything you can about Sinklar’ stactics. | want you and your colleaguesto be able to
think like Sinklar, command like Sinklar.” She paused. “Win like Sinklar. Histacticswork and you know
it...al of youdo. You vebeen on thereceiving end. It'sanew way, Mykroft, and, like it or not, your
life depends on how well you can learnto useit. “



With that, she turned and walked to the door, dapping the lock plate with her hand. As she stood in the
open doorway, she added, “Y ou have alot to gain by mastering histactics.”

After she'd left, Mykroft dapped the plate. The door remained firmly in place.

He clutched the cubein his hand, tendons knotting. I’'m no fooal, Ily. Sinklar’ s as dangerousto you as he
wasto me. Very well, | understand the game. Yes, I'll study., and learn to fight on Sinklar’ s new
battleground. And when you' re ready to replace him, I’ll be ready to step into his shoes.

“Look, | know you' re having problems,” Vet said, spreading his palms as he leaned forward over the
wreckage of hislunch. “’Markaand | would like to help. Y ou know, just loan you some credits. Rot it
al, you can't spend your lifein the women’ s restroom.”

Anatolialaughed and rolled her half-empty stassa cup back and forth in her hands. They sat inthe
second floor cafeteria. Around them aconstant chatter of conversation rose and fell as the lunch crowd
ebbed and flowed amidst aclatter of trays and a scraping of chairs. Beyond the tactite windows, rain
dicked the fire-gutted building acrossthe street.

“I know.” She smiled wegrily. “Vet, | can't take your money. You and Markaare just barely making
ends meet now. No, don't interrupt. | know what you make, and what you need to survive. Loaning me
anything would wipe out that little bit you keep in case of emergency. “

“But you can't-*

“Vet! I'mfine! I'm aso broke. The medica charge cleaned out my account. Then | got socked for the
damage to my gpartment. That comes right off the top of the alotment each month. It seither this, or I'm
out of the program. I" ve spent too many years of hard work to throw it al away. If it meansdegping ona
restroom bench, by the Blessed Gods, I'll pay that price. *

Vet dapped the table and leaned back. “Look at you. You're haf-starved. Y our clothes are wearing
out. What are you going to do when those holes get bigger?’

“Stedl something from the specimensin the vaults. The older ones came in those funny blue smocks. Il
strip acouple of bodies-they won’t mind-and sew something together.”

“ And what about eating? Y ou gonna cut up a corpse for that, too?’

“Don’'t beafool. They'refull of preservatives.” Shetried to keep her face deadpan but broke into
Sputtering laughter at his expression.

Hefindly chuckled, too, then sobered. “ All right, last offer. Markaand | thought you wouldn’t take a
loan. Look, it'sasmdl place, only two rooms. Y ou’ d be out front on the fold out couch, but it would

“ NO Ww_”

“Noway?You haven't even heard me out. Look, | haveto driveit every day anyway, you wouldn’t be
any burden. That’ swhat friends are for. Someday the tables may be turned. Maybe I'll bethe onein
trouble and you'll be there when | need you. Honest, | talked it over with Marka and we' re agreed that
you staying there for acouple of monthswouldn't be anything at dl.”



“The answer isno. It sawonderfully kind offer, Vet, but | know how much strain you' re under. Evena
good relationship like you and Marka have gets pulled pretty thin with ababy. And you’ ve got year-end
exams coming up. I’mdoing fine. I've got het, lights, running water, acomfortable place to deep, and
full-time security. What more do | need?’

“You're. ...” Vet shook hishead. “Where d you get the guts, Ana? Y ou’ re not the woman | once
knew.”

She stared vacantly into her stassa cup. “No, I’'m not. Things changed when | wasin the Street. | saw
what lifecan belike. 1. - - .” She stopped hersdlf and tossed down the last of her cold stassa. “ Can we
talk about something els=?’

He eyed her uncertainly. “I’d give ayear’ s credit to know what happened to you out there.”
“SerioudyTI could buy aticket home and leavethis

place behind. Maybe the life of afarmer wouldn’'t be so bad after al.”

“Knock it off. Every time someone asks you something serious, you' ve got a smart remark to shut them
down. Whoa! Don't get that look. Just tell me one more thing and we' Il change the subject, dl right?
Good. Here goes. Why can't you just talk to people like you used to? You've ... well, kind of
withdrawn. Locked yourself ingde when you used to be the life of the party.”

Shetilted her head, trying to order fedings and experiencesinto astring of words he' d understand. ‘ Ve,
it's because well, there’ sno common

ground now. My redlity changed out there. The peoplein thelab, you yoursdf. Y ou ve never been
threatened, never been hungry or scared. Y ou've never had it.... | mean, you' ve never been out there,
without anything. Without. . . .”

He frowned a her, thumping the table with histhumb. “Y ou cal starving through school easy? Blessed
Gods, Ana, we have to study for ten hoursaday ... and then there' sthe lab work. On top of that, I’ ve
got to do my share at the house. Take care of the baby. If | wanted it easy, | could take ajob with one
of the utilities splicing comm leed, or tuning receivers, and come home at night and relax.”

She nodded and smiled. “Yes, | guessyou do have it pretty tough. And that’ swhy | can’t take your
offer to movein. Now, let’s change the subject.” Because you' remy last friend and | don’t want to lose
you over your own stupidity.

“Okay, Ana. So like ... well.... What' s the project you' ve got locked up in your drawer?’

She gave him what she hoped was adisarming smile. “I’m mapping DNA sequences from a specimen. *

He gave her awooden look. “Right. And that’ swhy the only person in the complex who can accessthe
file besdesyoursdf is Adam. Why are you being so secretive?’

“It'smy research, that' swhy. And, Vet, I'm not surewhat I’ ve got. If it turns out to be something smple
and boring, | don’'t want to look like anidiot in front of everyone. | do my idiot act well enough without
adding to my repertoire” And if you knew haf of what I’ ve found-and about who-you' d crap your guts.

“Adam hasn't told you you' re being an idiot with thisline of research?’



She shook her head, lying with aguile that shocked her. “Not yet, but when | showed him the
preliminary results, he gave methat down-the-nose look, like he' d seen mefor thefirst time. Y ou know
that look. It means something significant-like you' re either about to be given a permanent position with
the Lab ... or handed reassgnment papersinforming you that your next job will be with the sanitation
engineers measuring water ph in the sewage plants.”

Vet pursed hislips. “Y ou haven't been dropped from the program yet and it’ s been weeks. Maybe
you' ve got your project after al. Do it right, and you could really get that appointment to the lab.”

“I think the results will be very interesting.” But what in pus-Rotted hell do | do with them? Anatoliagave
Vet aslly digracting smilewhile shiverstugged at her nerves.

“One of the congtants of physicsisthat energy can never be destroyed. We accept that mass and energy
areinterrelated, or ese null singularity drives would not be possible. If energy cannot be destroyed, it is
the one eternd, even beyond time, for the entire universe can be collapsed into agravitational singularity.
When the universe undergoes the find phase change, and that energy is collected, dl that will remainis
God.

“Thishasimplicationsfor al of us, for with every observation we make, for every thought in our brains,
the quantum tate of energy is changed. Since the processes our brainsfollow are those of quantum
physics, we can share God Mind with the rest of the universe. Being part of God, we al share acommon
redlity. Knowing this has implications about the nature of God-not as a benign Creator, but asa
consciousness gtriving to understand just as each of usdo.

“ Think of the origin of the universe asthe birth of God Mind in this phase of redity. Just aswe are born,
observe, and learn, so does God. The quanta are the modalities of Its observation. Not only do we share
God Mind in our individua existences, we adso share God' s quest to understand the redlity around us.

“Thinking in such terms, our lives become more meaningful. Each of us has a purpose, and that isto
learn, to understand the worlds around us. Our goa isto discover what it meansto exist, for with each
life, with each beating heart, hope, and dream, we are changing forever the consciousness of God. In
doing S0, the meaning of morality is changed forever.

Excerpt from Kaylla Dawn’ s Itregtic broadcasts

CHAPTER 14

The Tarcee Estate had once belonged to Defense Minister Tedor Mathaiison, so Sinklar hadn’t minded
taking it over asamilitary training ground, and if Tedor’ s heirsfiled a petition, they could haveit back
when he' d finished. The big room in the sorawling manor house had been very tastefully decorated with
shimmering fabrics that hung over acoves containing eegant serving ware, beverage dispensers, comm
centers, and, here and there- ‘ arching tactite windows. The windows opened onto the manicured
grounds beyond, now cluttered with LCs, tactica support vehicles, and lounging troopsin laser-charred
battle armor. Sinklar battled to order histhoughts. Images of Ily dominated his mind, distracting him from
the work a hand. Her smile haunted him, promising more of the physica rapture she' d given him last
night.

“ Sorry, Sink. There' s no update to give you. We dapped their defenses aside, surrounded their
positions, and took the objectivein jack-time.” Kap had filled himin on the disaster suffered by the two



Regan Divisonswhich had dready fdlen to Sinklar’ stroops that morning.
Right, so get 1ly out of your mind and dedl with this. Thisiswhat you know.

He crossed hisarms and stared at the Division Firsts who sat uneasily around the banquet tablein the
large dining room of the Tarcee mansion. Ayms, Mayz, Kap, and Shiksta stood in the rear of the room
with some of their Section Firgsin attendance.

“Yesterday,” Sinklar began, “the Fourth Targan Assault Division chewed through the Nineteenth Regan.

Thismorning, Kgp's Third Targan decimated the Ninth VVermilion and the second Ashtan in alittle less
than two hours. We ve got agreat deal of hard work ahead of us to make this military combat capable.”

Dion Axd cleared her throat.

“Yes?' He studied the haggard |ooking woman. With rejuvenation, she might have been around thirty,
but he' d scanned her bio. Axel was nearly ninety, with fifty yearsin the military and combat experiencein
every mgor campagn Regahad fought. She had her shoulder-length brown hair pulled back in a
ponytail, and her face had an angular |ook.

“My people and | studied the records made of yesterday’ s action. It defies every military maxim known
to the science of war. Lord Figt, just what isyour agenda? Isit redlly your policy to throw the military
into total confusion? Y ou can't Smply toss out hundreds of years of military tradition---especialy not if
the reports are true that Sassais mounting a strike againgt us. *

A murmur of agreement and discontent rose.

“I planto dojust that.” Sinklar leaned forward, his gaze boring into one after another of the officers.
“Further, | expect your Divisonsto be trained and field cgpable within four weeks which-*

“Impossible!” cried Firgt Lute of the Ninth VVermilion Assault Division. He reminded Sink of a bloated
raven-the kind that guards corpses. Beside him DeGamba, of the Second Ashtan, nodded in agreement.

Sinklar waited until the hubbub died down and replied succinctly, “Y ou will be field capable... or
someone dsewill bein charge of your Divisons.”

DeGambashot to hisfeet, athin man with pale skin and silky white hair. “I’ll accept no such thing! If you
think that I’ m about to put up with your foolery, boy, you ve another thought coming! My family has
served the Emperor for-*

“Then you will be relieved of your command, escorted to the next transport, and sent home. | believe
you currently have estates on Riparious? Perhaps you would serve the people better by tending your
fidds”

DeGamba grinned wickedly, afrigid look in hisicy blue eyes. “And just how will you accomplish this?
Havelly’sagentstry and arrest us?’

Sinklar shook his head, eyes never leaving DeGarnba' s. “1 can do it here and now. Today you got your
taste of a Division which has been formed from what was | ft of the five Divisons Tybat dropped on us
a Targa. Within ten minutes, | can have the Second Targan here-veterans who' ve refined the tactics you
just experienced. When they arrive, | promise you, they won't come carrying training lasers.”



“You'd precipitate civil war?” Axel asked, glancing around nervoudly.

Sinklar clasped his hands behind him. “No. Eveniif your Divisonsrose againgt me, my Targanswould
have the Situation under control within hours, and al of you would be dead for violating the Command
Code, executed for failure to obey adirect order from your commanding officer.

“I made my bargain with you during our first meeting. | gave you my word, and took yoursthat | would
get my chance. To date, | haven't logt. | told you then that | would enforce the Command Code until |
was proven wrong. | keep my word. Thisisamilitary, not asocid club. Getting back to the point, within
each of your Divisions are smart professionals, men and women who' ve made it to the rank of Sergeant
Fird, or Corpord ... peoplewho' verisen asfar astheir station will alow. I’ll be bluntly honest. Most of
those combat veterans are better equipped to command than you are. “

“I will not it here and be insulted by awet-assed littleimp!” Lute bellowed and got to hisfeet, somping
for the door.

Sinklar pointed at Lute' sretreating back. “First Mayz, that manisin violation of orders, attend to him. “

Mayz had stood through most of the meeting with arms crossed and an angry glower on her hard
features. She straightened, coolly pulled her pistol, and shot Lute in the back of the head. The Riparian’s

body thumped loosely onto the carpet as the pink puff of atomized blood, bone, and brain settled
around him.

Sinklar cataoged the ashen faces at the table before him as he leaned down and braced himsdlf on stiff
arms. “You are here because | can't waste talent, and I’ m willing to give you a chance. Within motiths,
WE re going to war. Sassais mounting an attack. I’ m sure His Holiness sees Tybalt’ s assassination asthe
perfect opportunity to strike us. People, thisis deadly serious. A pompous ass like First Lute could kill
his entire command through pride, arrogance, and stubbornness. Firsthand, | witnessed Mykroft do
exactly that to his Second Targan. | won't have that. The people under your command are your
respongbility. Seethat you take care of them wisdy.”

A shrilling rose and fell as severd L Cs passed overhead and settled beyond the mansion.

Sinklar considered the people before him, thoughts racing. Rotted Gods, the Situation isworse than |
thought. Sink, you'’ ve got to make them understand. But how? | don't have Targa hereto
winnow......Ladies and gentlemen, thismilitary will befield cgpable utilizing my tactics. We regoing to go
to work, starting now. WE Il run thismorning’ s exercise again, and again, and again. Assoon aswe get it
right, we'll run the same operation against fresh Divisons asthey arrive. If we have to run war games
acrossthe entire planet, we will. Y ou might inform your families that you' Il be missing dinner tonight-and
for sometimein thefuture. Until you are given permission otherwise, you will billet on the ground with
your troops.”

“Ridiculous” DeGambacried. “Livewith ... withthoseanimad “

Sinklar ignored him. “These are your orders. Kap and Mayz will detail their Section and Group Firgtsto
your Divisions. Y our Firstswill report to the Third and Fourth Targan Divisons. Exchanging command
structure will be the quickest method to expose rank and file to our tactics. Division Second Horn, you
will assume temporary command of the Ninth Vermilion. If you perform efficiently, you may retainthe
position. If not, you will be replaced by the most competent person within the ranks.”



Sinklar paused as he noted their aghast expressions. “| suggest you take this very serioudy. From what
I’ve seen today, | don’t expect many of you to bein command by sunset tonight. Post your orders, and
find your new commands. The operation beginsat 13:00. Dismissed. “

In shocked silence, they stood and glanced almost fearfully a Sink, then at his Firsts who glared back.
Asthey filed silently out, each stepped wide around L ute’ s bloody corpse.

“Shik, keep an eye on them,” Sink jerked his head at the door. Shiksta nodded and | €ft.
Sinklar gave his Firsts aweary smile. “ Any odds on who makes the grade?’

Ayms rubbed his hands as if washing them. “They’ d have been blaster fodder in minutes back on the
passin Targa. No tekers, Sink.”

Sinklar settled himsdlf on the corner of the table. * Any questions about the changed schedule?” “We're
gonnabe dragging ass,” Kap replied. “ The troops are going to hate you. “

“Won't bethefirg time. Honestly, | thought the Regulars would be better. How did the Empire win any
wars? These guys can't be that incompetentthey’ d have been demobilized. “

Mayz gave him alevd stare. “Maybe it’ s because the Star Butcher isthat good. He did most of theredl
fighting. Regan troops dropped for the mop-up after the defenses were broken. *

“Asof today,” Sinklar promised, “that’s changing. If you see anyone with talent, promote him on the
spot. We redl going to be dragging and bleary before thisis over, so let’s prepare for the long haul. Go
to work, people.

Deep within Itreata, Staffawaked down the long corridor and studied the patternsin the rock. Mining
lasers had cut the round bore, leaving amirror polish on the stone which exposed the veins and folded
grata of the ancient moon’ sinterior. Periodic light panels sent agleam off the surface. Kaylla had wanted
it thisway. Here, shelived a asafe distance from the Companions, separated from them by nearly a
kilometer of forbidding rock and ble only through thistunnel which she monitored with her own
Security.

Staffa had decided to walk, not only for the exercise, but to remember. Images jostled: Kayllain tattered
brown rags, muscles diding under tanned skin as she leaned against the weight of the tow ropein the
Etarian desert; the weary glint in her tan eyes as she fought for Makarta Mountain; tenderness and aching
sorrow as she talked about her family-and their murder on Maika. She' d huddled againgt his side that
time asthey waited for death in aburied pipein the Etarian desert. He recalled the defeat and despair
that had possessed her after the dave, Brots, had raped and beaten her. And for that, | killed him. Just as
| killed Anglo. A sournesstwisted in hisgut. He, himsdlf, was the only one of Kaylla stormentors he
hadn’t killed-and he' d tried that once, in asidon shipping crate bound for Targa.

“You areacoward.” Her glare had cut like flint, a sneer of disgust on her lips. “Livefor me, Staffa
Show me you' re worthy of respect. If not, kill yourself sometimewhen | don’t haveto look at your
polluted corpse. “

Staffacurled hisfingersinto fists. They had been locked together, tormentor and tormented, theroles
changing back and forth. In auniverse four paces across, Kaylla Dawn had given him the meansto find
himsdlf, and perhaps away to atone. The woman he' d destroyed on Maika had become his salvation



and his punishment. Ironic justice had been meted. The dance of the quanta, the fingerprint of God.

Staffa approached the huge doors and waved at the security comm. The heavy ceramic portals dipped
back on superconducting tracksto let him into asmall pressure lock. From there he passed into a
gpacious reception area. Nyklos sat at the main desk surrounded on three sides by walls of monitors. He
gave Staffaacool ingpection and his bushy mustache twitched. “ Magister Dawn iswaiting in the
conference room, Lord Commander.”

“Very good. I'll be accessing some data through thelink. Y ou’ Il probably want to run copiesfor
Kaylla srecords.”

“I'll do so. Thank you.” Nyklos labored to sound civil.

Rot it dl, the hostility between them would never end. As Staffa stared into Nyklos' brown eyes, he
remembered thefirg time they’ d met-with Staffa shoving ablaster into the Seddi agent’ sgut. Still want to
kill me, don’t you, Nyklos? The old Seddi training lies deep within the brain, and when you had your
opportunity, orders restrained you. And Nyklos loved SkylaLyma desperately.

“No matter what the species, mae dogs bristle at each other in the same way,” Kayllacaled in her
amused contralto.

Staffacouldn’t help but crack asmile as he turned his attention to her. She stood in the doorway, brown
hair falling to her collar bonesin afashion that framed her square-jawed face. Her gaze met hiswith the
penetrating acumen of awoman for whom life had no more surprises, awoman with awordly
competence beyond her years.

She wore the thin white robe of a Seddi Magister, belted about her dender waist with arope. Trim
sandasweretied to her feet.

“Kaylla, you'relooking fit. | takeit they’ ve been giving you the trestment?’

One eyebrow arched. “I’ ve been stuck, bled, scanned, radiographed, resonated, and analyzed until no
molecule remainsinviolatein my body.” A pause. | takeit that Divine Sassadidn’t jump at the chanceto
lay down his arms and welcome usinto his embrace?’

“If you' d ever seen him in person, you wouldn’t want anything to do with hisembrace.”

“Actudly most men fit into that category.” She paused, the hesitation just long enough to remind him of
what had passed between them. “ Cometell me about it. Nyklos? Hold my calls.”

“Yes Magider.”

Kayllaturned and walked away with an athletic poise that demanded attention. More than any woman
he' d ever known, she exuded an innate grace and composure, no matter what her circumstance. Staffa
followed her down a carpeted hdlway pandled in white. The place smelled new. “How isthe
reorganization proceeding?’

“Sowly. Without the Mag Comm we re having to build from scratch. Y our technicians have been
invaluable. We ve mastered a great dedl of your technology-and for once we don’'t have to fear it. When
it comesto the reorganization, Wilm has become my right hand. He has agenius for flowcharts and
systemstheories.” She gestured into the conference room. “Make yoursaf comfortable. I'll be right



back.”

Staffaentered and drew himself a cup of stassa before seating himself at the table. He accessed his
persond net through the Seddi interface and watched as the monitor rose from the desk.

Kayllaentered and closed the door, dropping a series of data cubes on the desktop. She studied him
closdy as she seated hersdlf. “How bad isit?’

“Bad enough. Fat old Sassa has come to the conclusion that with Tybat's nation, he can take
Rega—even without the help or gpprova of the Companions.”

Her lips pinched. “ And the datawe provided?’ “That's another problem stemming from the Mag
Comm. The machine used such complex data manipulations that the Sassan computers can bardly make
heads or tails of it. Before we send the same materia to Sinklar, we might want to smplify both the data
and gatistical manipulations into something they can work with. But we did make one very significant
converson. The Legate believesus.”

“Roma?’ She stared pensively at the desktop. “How far will he go?’

“All theway, | think. Y ou might say that he, too, has become aware. I’'m loading the records into your
system. Review them at your leisure.” He input the sequence and continued, “Which brings meto the
next topic. Myleswill provide cover to get more Seddi into Imperia Sassa. | think we ought to place
someone talented in his office. Maybe Nyklos, or someone of hiscdiber.”

“What isit between the two of you?’

“Wedidn't exactly meet asthe best of friends, you'll recall. All of hislifehetrained tokill me” “Sodid a
lot of our people.”

Staffadrummed hisfingertips while she watched him with those knowing eyes. “| guess after living for
weeksin that crate, there really aren’t many secrets between us, are there?’

“I know you better than any other human being dive, Staffa. Perhaps better than you know yourself.”
He shrugged. “Nyklosfdl inlove with Skyla. She

never took him serioudy. | don’t know how much credence to put in such things, but | think it goads
him. Then, too, we're just the sort of men who grate on each other. Blame it on testosterone. If you're
redlly concerned about it and smell trouble, call Andray Sornsen in psych and run aprofile on both of
us,

“You'd alow that?”

“For you, yes. | have too much respect for your intuition. *

A dight frown etched her forehead. “Y ou till surpriseme. | know how difficult it isfor you to trugt, to
open yourself. Tell me, isit redly my intuition that concernsyou ... or are you looking for another way to

easetheguilt?”’

“Pus-Rotted Gods, how do | know if it’s partly tinged with guilt? I’ ve got enough to go around for
everybody, as you well know. On the other hand, |



want to avoid any conflict with Nyklos. Y ou never know when we might haveto rely on each other.”

She gave him asharp nod. “Very wel, let methink about it. In the meantime, we ve had devel opments
of our own. Y ou should probably know that Tyklat was ordered to Rega, allegedly for promotion and
reassgnment. | think I told you that he’ d been expecting Ily to make some sort of inquiry asto his
involvement in the Etarian fiasco. Tyklat had cut many of his communications-working exclusively through
Nyklos, by theway. Ily’ s order triggered Tyklat’s premonition of trouble. He was going to report in as
soon as he had somefeding for his safety.”

Her eyes narrowed. “We got a cryptic message through an irregular channd that 1y had broken his
cover and hewas on therun. Tyklat isno one sfool. A Regan cruiser was stolen acouple of days later
by aman matching Tyklat’ s description. The Regan orbitd termind silstained some damage and their
security batteries damaged the vessal before it made its escape. ©

“Orbital Defensedidn’t spaceaCV dfter him immediately?’
Kayllagrabbed one of the data cubes, tossing it up and catching it. “No. Should they have?’

“That' s standard operating procedure.” Staffa tapped the table to emphasize his point. “Why didn't
they?”

“Before we get too carried away, the head of Orbital Defense, one Bryn Hack, was found murdered -in
hisrooms after helet Sinklar dip in unannounced.” “Damn! He was agood man.”

“Today he’ sgood and dead. Rumor hasit that Ily used an assassin to take him out. But back to Tyklat.
Mogt of their military vessals are currently being grouped around Regafor refitting and resupply as part
of TybaVsorigina buildup for astrike against Sassa. That schedule has been maintained despite the
nation. Saffa, they’ re short on ships and apparently in acommand crisis. They might not have had
aCV ready to chase Tyklat down. Not only that, but Sinklar has been running military training exercises,
and alot of Divison Firgsareraisng hell about his methods. | don’t think we can count Tyklat out yet.
All the bregks may have gonein hisdirection on thisone.”

Staffamade anoncommittal gesture. “Nevertheess, if he surfaces, be very, very careful. I'm sure you
remember just how good Ily is”

“| do, indeed. Before he setsfoot inside this complex, he'll have to undergo a complete psych-anaysis.
I’1l want him wrung out under drugs, aworry-cap, and anything else your security might know that we
don't. If he'sclean, he'll understand and submit.”

Staffasquinted as he considered that, and finaly he nodded. “All right. Let me know if you decideto
bring him in. What have you learned about the exer. 7’

cises Sinklar isrunning.

Shelaughed and told him, “He' syour son, al right. The report that camein thisevening isthat his Targan
Divisons have madeidiots out of the Regan regulars. He had a Divison First, somefelow named L ute,
shot for disobeying orders.”

“Good for him. Lute dwayswas an arrogant scumsucker.

“He s probably not going to bethe last, either. Sinklar has pulled al the privilegesfrom the old



guardeven has them degping on the ground with their troops. More than one has been sacked, sent home
indisgrace. Sinklar isimplementing aprogram of perpetua military exercise. Apparently he has stated
that he'll use the entire planet if he hasto, but he wants histroops ready to tackle Sassawithin six
months”

“Don’'t bdlieveit. That's propagandafor Divine Sassa' s ears. Sinklar wantsto move ingde of four
months, probably more like three. He' s got to have something cooking to handle that Sassan strike force
outfitting to hit him. Who are hiscommandersin these exercises?’

Kaylladipped a cube into the comm. She tapped a couple of keys and turned it to face him. Staffa bent
forward, reading: “Mayz, Kap, Shiksta, Ayms, Buchman.” He leaned back, stroking hischin. “But no

MacRuder. Where in Rotted hell did Mac disappear to?’
“I haven't the dightest idea. | can have our people there check. “
“Doit! Wait.” Hehdd up apam, racking hisbrain. “Is Gyton gtill in orbit?’

Kayllapulled the data cube out and inserted another. The keysrattled under her fingers as she sSfted
through intelligence reports and cross-referenced. “We have arecord of Gyton arriving and Sinklar’s
people taking the planet. But after that ... nothing. At least, no reported change of orbital status. | assume
she' sdill inorbit.”

“Any mention of Rysta Braktov in those reports? Rystawould be making some kind of news-unlessthey
have her onice”

Kaylla sdim fingersclicked the keys again. “Nothing.
“Find out. This could be very important.

“It'll take until tomorrow at the latest.” She watched him uneasily. “Y ou don’t look happy.” “I’m not
happy. I’ vefought him. Kaylla, thisisSin-

klar. After MakartaMountain, he didn’t just shut off, or dip into aholding pattern. That boy is ill
running on full-throttle. HE's planning, preparing, and initiating. Find MacRuder. No matter what.
Anything else | should be caught up on?’

“I think that’sit. What's next on your agenda?’ “ Broadcasts. | want you and your people to put together
some programs on Seddi philosophy and on the studies your scholars have run on the economic and
political situations. I’ ve cleared access to the big dishes so you can send clear across Free Space. Ily and
Divine Sassawill go berserk, but they’ ve got control of al the mediain their respective empires. Now it's
our turn to promote our own agenda, and they can't do a pus-sucking thing to stop us.99

“Good idea. I'll put some of our peopleonit.” Kayllasmiled. “I’d liketo see lly’ sface when she hears
thefirst of our broadcasts on unilatera episternology.”

“Sowould| ... but from agreat distance. Thelast time she saw usin action together she dmost killed
us.“

“And Sinklar? What do you have in mind for him besides smplified data?’



Staffaingpected the lines on his pam as he thought. “ I’ m hoping that he has enough distance from
Bruen's meddling and MakartaMountain to be able to talk rationdly. I’ m going to contact him, talk to
him, give him the Seddi datato do with as he pleases. He has his own free will. That’ sthe single gift God
grantsus. I’ ll explain the necessity for stopping the war, seeif he can grasp the redlities.”

Kayllaglanced sddong a him. “ And if Sinklar and Divine Sassa both insst on committing suicide? What
then?’

Staffaturned his hand, watching the corded tendons dide under scarred flesh. “Do you remember the
conversation we had on ethics? We accept that God is eterna and that observations create redlity ...
affect the quanta by changing the energy of particles. We know that energy iseternd, God' s data cube, if
you will. We both accept that the universe will end, and this current duaity will be returned to the God
Mind with the gravitationd collapse of space-time. Because of our freewill, any increase in suffering
affects the observations made by both victim and inflicter. They reinforce the redlity we have crested
through our observations. Therefore, the ethica human being seeksto aleviate suffering and promote
good.”

Kayllanodded. “ That' s essentidly what the Seddi believe, and what we discussed. Why bring it up?’
Staffa stared pensively at the stassa cup. “ Because

if dl dsefalls, it explansthe only ethical concluson I’ ve cometo. *
“Andtha is?’

“Kaylla, if Regaand Sassado go to war despite dl my effortsto stopit, I’ [l have one final option open
to me. | took everything you taught meto heart. | believe your philosophy and cosmology. They fit what
we know about physics and quantum effects. At the

same time, what we know about gravitation, and what we suspect about the universe being closed, lends
credenceto your eschatology. Y our system of belief isrationa and beats hell out of the idea of Rotted
and Blessed Gods. “

“Get to the point, Staffa.”

He dapped the table with finality. “If it all comes undone, Kaylla, the Companionswill space again. This
time, we' Il make adecision, and end the war, hopefully with enough of civilization intact so that you and
Myles can salvage the species from extinction.”

She stared coldly at him and the silence stretched. Staffafinaly said. “I can do it by destroying the
Sassan and Regan military strike forces in degp space to minimize civilian casudties. After that, I'll have
to blast mgjor portions of the planet Rega, destroy their governmenta centers and central comm facilities
to render the administration of redistribution ineffectud. Myles Roma can effectively integrate Regan
redigtribution servicesfrom Sassa. | will assassnate His Holiness and finally-*

“You dincrease suffering to dleviaeit?

“Kaylla, the ghouls till haunt my dreams. Y ou know. Y ou’ ve heard me whimpering in my deep. I've
considered it every way | can. If | can't turn Sinklar, it’ sthe only option |eft---or we'll dl die”

“There has to be another way.” She' d stiffened, abardly controlled agony behind her masklike
expression. “Then, by the quantum Gods, help mefindiit,



Kaylla, because we' re running out of time. If | can't find another way out, I’m going to have to stop
Sinklar.” He avoided her piercing gaze while his guts crawled. “ And the only way | know to do that isto
kill him.

Mac stepped through the hatch and onto Gyton' s bridge. When Rysta had roused him out of a deep
deep, he' d supposed he' d find her in the command chair. Instead, she leaned over the Intelligence First’s
station. Mac grimaced and walked over to stand beside her, asking, “What' s up?’

“Thought you might like alesson in space strategy, son. “

Mac ground histeeth. Somehow, he hadn’t quite gotten used to being referred to as“son” and “boy.”
“What are you seeing?’ He bent to look at the holo

displays. The images consisted of a series of spectral analyses.

Ryda craned her leathery neck to stare at him. “ Tell me something. Just how were you planning to catch
thisfreighter you want to ride piggyback oninto Imperia Sassa?’

Mac pulled at his earlobe for amoment and shrugged. “1 thought we' d sneak up behind her. Y ou know,
hide in the redshift shadow and grab her.”

“Right. Good move that, hiding in the redshift shadow. The Sassan drops from null singularity and he's
moving right at lightspeed, so what' s coming into the sensors from behind him isfoggy-lightspeed being
congant and all.”

“That' ssmple physics, isn't it? Starships have ablind spot there . . . don't they?”’

Rysta smacked her lips, staring absently at the overhead. “Blessed Gods, give me strength.”

“What?' Rystathrust her face within inches of his. “ 136y, how are you going to find this freighter you're
going to snesk in behind?’

“Well, | thought that’ swhy we dropped out haf alight-year back. We d watch the scanners, pick up a
reading, and change vector until we matched with them.”

“How long does that take?’

Mac shifted from one foot to the other asif the deck on which he stood had become as dippery ashis
plans. “Well ... maybe aweek?’

“Uh-huh? And how many gravitieswill that freighter put out shedding DtaV T
“Twenty?” Mac took awild guess.
“If you'relucky. Kespinmind,a  freighter isjust

that. A fat hauling machine. A warship can take forty to fifty gs, because the hull isdesigned for it. And
whilewe re onit, do you know why we can get that kind of acceleration?’

“Because of the bounce-back collars,” Mac answered proudly.



“Good for you. Why?’

“Huh?’

“Why do they work?’

“Well, they refine the reaction mass”
“What' sthe physcs?”’

“l ..uh...."

“Thereaction is accel erated through the tubes at speed of light,” Rystabarked. “ The fieldsin the
bounce-back collars warp the reaction, compressit, and send it out faster than the speed of light. The
result isthat for each unit of mass accelerated, energy increases exponentialy as you increase hyperlight
velocity. Correct?’

“Right. “Why?* Huh?“Why doesit happen?” At Mac’ sblank look, she

added sourly, “And you and Sinklar think you’ re gonna conquer Free Space? Blessed Gods save usall.
Listen, boy. It's because you can't violate the constancy of the speed of light. Accelerating the reaction
mass tricks the congtant. Since lightspeed can't be vi6lated, something hasto give, and in thiscaseit’ sthe
ship. The ship does't have much mass, relatively speaking, and the universe has dl therest. Thrust builds

exponentidly at hyperlight speeds.”
“Right.” What in hdll isshe saying?

“Now, back to space tactics. How do you find a Sassan freighter so that you-don’t have to lose aweek
while their redshift shadow collapses and you get spotted and blow the whole misson?”’

Mac frowned and chewed at hislip for asecond. “Well, you draw a straight line between Myklene and
Sassa. Then you figure out the rate of decel eration the Sassan will useto arrive at.”

“The gdaxy turns, right? Do you know the constant? The amount of displacement from the vector the
ship traveled leaving Myklene compared to the oneit will have arriving? That’ s critical, boy, because the
longer ashipisin null angularity, the greater the galactic windageis going to be when it popsback in.” “I
guess| don't know that.”

“Atlagt,” Rystacrooned. “Wel, maybe| can teach you something about space after dl. All right, listen.
That young man over there under the worry-cap isdoing alot of things. Not only ishe monitoring the
ship, but he' sinteracting congtantly with the navcomm. The brain can visudize in three dimengons. Right
now, he' sexisting as Gyton-kind of like being atrout in astream, or an acrobat performing zero g ballet.
He can fed what we can only draw in afourdimensiond diagram.

“| follow YOU.”

“All right. Vector and galactic drift, those are the data we need to make arough guess asto where the
Sassan will pop out. But we don’'t have al those data, do we? We don’t know his vector when he went
null angularity. We don’t know the amount of time he' sbeen in that sate. We don't know hisship’s
acceleration, attitude at initiation, or what hisvessdl’ stotal massis, al of which affect hisreentry point on



thissde”
Mac deflated and gave her adull l1ook. “I didn’'t know it was going to be that hard.
Rystagave him asaisfied amile. “Itisn't.” “But you just told me-*

“I just told you what any groundhog infantry commander would think was the right way to ambush a
gpaceship. All right, next lesson. A spaceship radiates energy, correct? Infrared, photons, gases,
microwaves ... the entire spectrum. What happensto that radiated energy whileagtarshipisin null
sngulaity?’

“It goesinto the nothingness outside of thisuniverse” “Wrong. Want to tell mewhy?’
“It' sthelight congtant again?’
“Nope. Try the second law of thermodynamics, the

consarvation of energy. Every erg of masslenergy that goesinto null sngularity must come out. You
can't take energy out of thisuniverse. Period.”

“All right, I'll accept that.”

“Let metdl you astory. Way back when, peopletrembled in fear that if the null singularity failed, you'd
be stuck out there, wherever thereis. The problem was, on those occasions when the null singularity
generation failed, ships popped right back into this universe. Once or twice that was unfortunate because
of what they ran into-traveling asthey were at lightspeed-but no one got lost in adifferent universe. Not
one photon got lost. The second law of thermodynamics can’t be broken.”

“And that will tell uswhereto find our Sassan?’ “Boy, you've got abrain like arock. If you were
looking for asniper in the night, what would you do?’

“Drop my IR visor and.... Rotted Gods! If you can't even lose a photon, and shipsradiate. . . . “ “That's
right.” Rystagave him an evil grin and bent

over thedisplay. “Y ou wondered why we dropped out so far back and have been shedding DeltaV ina
wide dispersa? We ve alowed that Starburst of radiation to diss pate-assuming anyone was looking for
us

“Now, knowing that, check the readings from our detectors. See these spikes on the chart? They’re like
rings on apond, boy. That tall one with the heavy particleswas awarship. These others, freighters.
Notice how you get ashifting pattern here? Y ou can see that the first particleswe intercepted camein at
adifferent angle that dowly drifted to the gaactic northwest. That’ s the windage we were talking about.
This other variation plotted on the scattergram is the difference in ship capabilities. The acute angle
created by the warship and the redshift of the reading indicate it dropped in closer to Imperia Sassaand
shed DdtaV at about forty gravities. They werein ahurry. Notice how the readingsfal off? That'sthe
deceleration. See, you can estimate the rate, follow each ship in asthe Doppler and mass change. It's
likeatrail and fingerprint for each vessdl. So what I’ ve been doing is matching up their entry vector and
gpreading our reaction mass over abroad area as we curve our vector to match theirs. We want our
radiation to mingle with theirs, mask our presence. At the sametime, I’ ve been guessing where the next
big Sassan freighter should drop in.”



“What about thislast one? It sbarely reading at dl after the first burst of energy.” Mac pointed to a
fuzzy spikefollowed by afant line, the sgna weeak. Triangulation indicated a highly dispersed pattern
immediately ahead of them.

“That'swhat | cdled you up herefor,” Rysta seyes gleamed. “ That' s a Sassan freighter. A gresat big fat
one-and we're dready in his redshift shadow. Y ou wanted a Sassan ship to snesk usin ... and that’ sthe
one. WEe re dropping right onto his back.”

Ily’ saircar settled in agrassy flat beyond a corps of armored assault vehicles. Behind the looming ranks
of ceramic and stedd mongters, she could see an HT, the heavy transport lifters used by the military to
drop the armored forces used to spearhead planetary invasions. Targa, originally considered a matter of
socid control, had only employed airborne infantry. Hitting a planet like Sassa, however, would
necessitate coordinated orbital bombardment, armored shock armies spearheading assaults, and infantry
follow-up and mop-up. At least, that was the way Sinklar had explained it to her.

In the twilight background of sunset, beyond afroth of bivouacked bubble huts, the roof of the Tarcee
mansion could be made out. At least ten thousand troops had set up camp on the flattened grass north of
thebuildings

Sinklar’ s LC stood out among the rest as the only one displaying scorching, blast damage, and the scars
of combat. It looked dusty and worn beside the newer equipment. Ily stepped out onto the crushed grass
and walked up to Sinklar’ s LC. She glanced around and climbed the assault ramp into the murky
darkness of the craft’ sinterior. She followed the aide to the bulkhead, ducking through the hatch to find
Sinklar in the cubbyhole of the command center. A headset looped around his ears and his attention was
centered on one of the monitors. Every display glowed, each depicting movements of troops and armor.

“Sinklar?” Shegot no reaction as he ordered, “ That’ sit, Anton, spread your people out. Y our
Corporalsare on their own now.” A pause. “No. It doesn’t matter adamn what your Division Firg told
you. The Situation’ s been changed.

Understand? All that matters now istaking out that flanking column.” Another pause. “ Screw the Holy
Gawdamn Book! Get those flankers or alot of your people are going to die-and I'll kick your ass! Go!”

“Sinklar!” She tapped him on the shoulder and he jumped, glaring wildly up a her before grinning
sheepishly.

“Ily. When did you get here?’ He pulled the headset off, running fingers through his unruly mop of black
hair. He looked weary, eyes red-rimmed, lids drooping.

“Just now. It turnsout I’ ve got most of the mgjor problems dealt with. What isdl this?’

He pointed at the monitors. “The screensto the right are Mayz, Kap, and Ayms. They’ retrying to beat
some senseinto the Regan Divisions. On the left you see my Targans, each under afumbling Regan
commander who istrying to learn from my Targan veterans.” He shook his head. “I didn’t know it would
be this bad. Some of these people make Mykroft ook pus-dripping talented!”

“I have afree evening. | was thinking perhaps some Ashtan steak, sauteed Riparian squid with klavva
nut filling, orange-glazed mentharoot with Etarian coffee, and something as decadent as a Sassan God
for dessert might bein order. How about it?’

Sinklar rubbed his eyes and glanced back at the board—only to stiffen. He clamped the headset against



oneear and ydled, “No! Anton, youidiot! You don't just march out in the middle of thefield likeyou
owntheplace! You'regoingtobe...“ hisvoicewent flat, “. . . fried likean egg. “ A pause. “’l know |
told you that' sal that mattered. That didn’t mean you should just run out into their guns. Use your
maggot-licking brain next time.”

“About dinner?” 1ly reminded.
Sinklar exhaled and cocked his head. “Can you give me about two hours?’
Ily crossed her arms. “Two hours? It looks you' re mobilizin aanst the Companions out there.”

9 He screwed hisface up and wiggled his jaw around the way atired man does, and stared up at her
emotionlesdy. “1 can't leavejust yet. I've got Six Sections |’ m trying to coordinate. | don’t think they’re
going to last another two hours againgt the Third Targandespite the idiotic leadership.”

“Two hours” shetold him firmly. “I’ [l have my aircar sent to pick you up. We' Il eat a my place... and
see what the evening hasto offer.” Then she bent down, kissing him and drawing hislower lip avay with
her as she straightened. Then she gave him a coquettish smile. “ See you then.”

Sheturned in time to see Mhitshul frozen in the forward hatch where it led up to the cockpit. She gave
the aide a saucy wink and walked out, dlowing that extralittle bit of sway in her hips.

She' d felt Sinklar’ sresponse. Tired or not, he’ d be on her doorstep within two hours. Indeed, 1ly,
you' ve set the hook. Now, let’ s play thefish alittle beforewered himin.

“| am perched on the edge of acataclyam. Ily informs methat Staffais aigned with the Sassans. | have
begun to mobilize the Empire yet again for war. Tonight, as| St here at the desk, | fed empty, weary,
perhaps the most weary man in the universe. Staffa? With the Sassans? How can we hope to win against
histerrifying forces?

1, more than any man in the Empire, know the horror we re facing. Looking back now, | can only blame
mysdlf, for we' ve al addicted ourselves to the Companions. Despite the bravado | showed in the
Council, I know the odds. W€ ve built amilitary of pomp and circumstance—one capable of police
work, but not of fighting the sort of brutd war the Companionswill unleash againgt us. Where Staffd's
troops are sand tigers, mine are but sff jackals with worn teeth and loud growls.

“At notimein my life have | suffered adespair asgreat asthis. Oh, my poor, poor people. Herein the
night, alone, | can see your worlds-blasted and cold. Where the grand edifices of Empire oncerose, al
that remainsisthe cold wind of war howling through gutted buildings as the snow blows over the broken
bodies of the unmourned dead.”

Excerpt taken from Tybaft the Imperid Seventh’ s persond journd

CHAPTER 15

The monitor had begun to blur in Skyla s vison and her back had started to ache. A headathe stabbed
behind her eyes. How many rotted reports did she have to go through, anyway? Hadn't Tap Amurka
handled anything in her absence?



Of course he had, and if he hadn’t sent these to her for her inspection it would have sparked her
concern. Skylaworked in her persona quarters. She still kept most of her things here despite the fact
that she'd moved in with Staffa. These rooms had her persona stamp and she worked better in the
familiar environment. The oblong quarters stretched forty metersin length and had been finished in
sculptured gothic arches of trand ucent white. Each contained holo tanks which she could program for
any environment she liked.

Skylarubbed callused fingers over her hot eyes and sighed as she pulled up theremaining filemenuina
window. Here wasthered glory of being second in command of the Companions. Reports, management
decisons, adminigrative duties, and the honor of working three hours aday longer than anyonedsein
Itresta did.

She' d been at it now for three days, ever since they’ d docked Chryda upon their return from the Sassan
trip. Inthat time, Staffa had seen Kaylla Dawn, and then ordered the fleet to prepare. Supervision of that
process would occupy him for the rest of the week.

What the hell else can he do? If Sinklar jumps on Sassa, we' ve got to be able to respond to keep the

peace. And, yes, Staffa had been working even harder than she.

“Message,” the comm announced.

“Runit,” Skylaordered, but instead of a message, she got one of the comm personnel from the central
gation. Thewoman looked ill &t esse.

“Wing Commander? | have amessage on line. Theindividua demandsto speak to you in person ... and
on atop secret circuit. Will you confirm?’

“Whoisit?" Skylaleaned forward, squinting.

“Hedidn't say. | haveavisua.” A man’simage, dightly blurred, formed. Rotted Godd! Tyklat! “Comm,
give methat secure channd.” Skylawaited

while the reception cleared and her monitor finaly read, “ Secure.”
“Wing Commander?’ Tyklat asked. “By the Quantum Gods, am | glad to seeyou.”

“Hear you'reon therun fromlly,” Skylagreeted. “If you're ready to comein, I'll dert Kayllaand have
ha._ﬂ

“No!” Tyklat shook hishead miserably. “L ook, things are worse than they seem. It'snot Magister
Dawn, but someone.... | don’t know who, has been doubled.” He reached out for her. “Skyla, listen,
you'rethe only person | know | can trust. | need to come in without any of the Seddi knowing I'm dive.”
Skylacocked her head. “Why me, Tyklat?’

He seemed to harden, his dark face anguished. “Because | won't live past the debriefing. | don’t know
who Ily’ sagent is, but he' Il keep me from talking ... one way or another.”

“Y ou've got to have asuspicion of who it might be.

He gave her arductant nod, expresson sickly. “1 think it's Nyklos. Now, do you seewhy | can't let any



of the Seddi know I’'m coming in? Listen, | know how tight your security is. | don’t have any problem
with that-and I’ d be suspicious of me, too. Y ou can have your people put me under the scan, use Mytol,
whatever. Anything to satisfy themsdaves |’ m clean. Then you' ve got to get me to Magister Dawn without
anyone knowing. “

Skylaconsidered. Thrice curseit al, what had gone wrong? But then, for the Seddi, what had gone
right?1ly gill had ArtaFera. The Seddi covert network lay in shambles ... and Nykloswasintegra in the
effortsto restructure their system of communicetion. If he were compromised by Ily....

Not Nyklos! Skylaremembered the long trip from Etariato Itreata when he' d been her prisoner,
hostage, and self-proclaimed ardent admirer. Or had that all been bluff as she' d originaly suspected?

“Whereareyou?’

Helooked down at the monitors on the small bridge she could seein her screen. “1I’'m about three and a
half light-yearsfrom Ryklos. I’ ve got this transmission narrowed to asfine abeam as| can manage.

“Ryklos? That's Sassan space. “

He gave her adeadpan look.” Would you rather | tried to broadcast from Ily’ stiny room of horrors
under the Regan Minigtry of Interna Security? Not to be flippant, but Regan spaceisn't exactly hedthy
for me. The nav coordinatesfor Itreataaren’t in this navigational system, and Rykloswas asclose as|
could cometo your borders-and I’ ve been lucky to makeit thisfar. We didn’t dump DeltaV with alot
of fud left. Skyla, listen, this vessdl took ahit on theway out of Rega. I’ m running out of time. *

He paused, expression grim. “I don’'t have many optionsleft-and maybe the Seddi don’t either. Skyla,
I’'m cdling in that favor due from Etarus. Y ou’ ve got to come and get me ... and the Seddi can’'t know.
I’ve got to come in under the wrap of total secrecy. “I'll tell Staffa.”

“I have no problem with that-so long as he does't tell Kaylla, or Nyklos. Bring al the security you
want. Polluted Hell, come get mein Chrydaif you want.”

Skylaleaned back, chewing on her thumb. “No, that would stir up too much speculation. If | come, how
will I find your vessd?’

“I’m sending the nav coordinates as clearly as| can

determinethem. The pilot for this crate isn't exactly reliable, as you can no doubt guess, since he doesn't
work unless| have my pistol stuffedin hisear. *

Skylanoted the coordinates and saved them. “Rough trip, huh?’

He dumped then, exhding. “ After what |’ ve been through ... found out ... if you only knew how glad |
amto finally reach you. Skyla, you'rethe only person | can trust. Thisisbig, but when we break it open,
it could be the key to ending Ily’ styranny.”

“How many people with you?’

“Me and the pilot. We ve got amonth’ sworth of antimatter to keep the systems going if wedon’t try to

maneuver. Since my departure was alittle rushed, | didn’t exactly have time to shop around. | grabbed
thefirst vessdl | cameto.



“1think I understand. What about the pilot? Y ou said he wasn't cooperative.”

“I think he'sgiven himsalf up for deed, but | told him he wasfreeto go if we lived through this mad
adventure.

Skylahad aready cdled up Tyklat’s position on the charts. Getting there and back wouldn’t take much.
She studied the plot on one of the lower monitors and squinted. “Uh-oh. Tyklat ... how are you fixed for
bad news?’

A dight tic at the corner of hislips betrayed strained nerves.

Then Skyla chuckled and added, “The bad newsisthat I'll tend to a couple of things here and be
coming for you in acouple of hours. Stay off the subspace nets, and keep your head down. Tell your
pilot we ll treet him right and ship him back to Regafirg thing.”

Tyklat seemed to wilt as he closed hiseyes. “If you only knew how good it isto hear that.

“Y eah, I’ve been on the short end atime or two myself. And once, old pal, you were there when | redlly
needed you. The Companionsdon’t forget.”

Staffawiggled around the strut, alength of titanium-aloyed graphsted two metersthick, tha braced
Chryda shull againg laterd stress-and crawled out of the narrow black hole into the ingpection shaft.
Like awormhole under bark, the shaft curved under the ship’s outer skin to allow ingpection of strakes,
sruts, and beams, dl of which compressed and stretched under the fifty g acceleration Chrydacould
produce. Artificid gravity field generation eased some stresses, but nothing comes free in the movements
of physical bodies. Chryda s bones bore the sirain of every gram of mass she accelerated, and regular
ingpections of her structura members were essentid.

Staffaglanced around the cramped tunnel, his headand-shoul der-mounted lamps sending eerie divergent
shadows off the fittings. Frost patterns gleamed in the light, and the chill ate at hisface. He climbed a
couple of the rungs up the shaft to make way. One of the engineers, Dee Wall, followed him, stopping to
anchor himself on the narrow ledge, legs dangling over the curving shaft as helooked up. A headset held
smdl inspection lightsjust over the young man’s ears. Condensed breeth puffed whitely before himin the
bitter cold.

“ Your opinion?’ Staffaasked, hooking an arm and oating in the zero g.
wit I’d say we ought to patch those hairline fractures. e haven’t gone over the ship since before the
Myklenian contract. If she hasany hard use, the cracks will grow. Instead of asmall problem, you'll have

abig one. In the meantime, the old girl’ s bones are sound, Lord Commander.”

“It won't take more than aweek, will it?” At the man’s shake of negation, Staffasaid, “Fix it.
Commandeer whatever you need from supplies. Route the request through comm.”

“Right, sir. *

‘Anything ese, Dee?’ Staffa glanced around, noticing scale where the ceramic lining of the shaft had
begun to dough. She' s beginning to show her age. Too many hard years and not enough gentle trestment.

“No, gr ... uh, Sr?’



Staffaglanced back at the engineer. “Yes?’” “We re going to war again, aren’'t we? | mean, thewhole
complex istalking. Jnx Migtressis being gone through from one end to the other. They’re doing aminor
refit. Supplies are shuttling out of stores. The Companions are running drills, getting fit. We re going to
take dl of Free Space, aren't we?’

“Would you like that?’
“Yes, gr. It'sabout time we wrapped it up, isn't it?’

Staffagave the man awink. “If it comesto that. I’ m hoping we can bring it al together now without
having to fight.”

Wal gave him askepticd squint. “Uh, sr?” “Go on.”
“Wall, there' stalk going around. Just scuttlebutt, you know. Tak that you' ve turned Seddi.”
Staffalaughed and cocked his head. “ And how doesthistalk run? A good thing, or bad?’

The engineer scratched at the Sde of hisneck with insulated gloves. “People just wonder isdl. They
wonder if everything' s till the same. And then we' ve got these Seddi who are walking through dl the
time” “Do you tak to them?’

“Uh-huh. And | guessthey don’'t seem to be such bad sorts. Y ou know, they’re just like us. And alot of
what they say, well from the point of view of an engineer it makes sense. Y ou know, about the way the
universeis”

“And how isthat?’

The engineer frowned, warming to his subject. “Well, you take anything. Let’s say materids, sncethat’s
my specidty. | wastaking to a Seddi the other day. Cute girl, too. Anyhow, she wastelling me about the
quanta, about the change in energy when something is observed. She told methat the ability to observeis
shared God Mind, that by looking at something, you change nature a the atomic or subatomic level. Nuts
and neutrinos, we' ve known that for along time, but no one has ever looked at the physica world as
being areflection of God before.” “ And what do you think about that, Dee?’

The engineer shrugged. “I don't think much about God, Lord Commander. At least, not until | got to
talking to Cheetah-she' sthat Seddi | wastelling you about. That business about the quantabeing God's
joke on the universe, well, Sir, asamaterias engineer and nanotech specidigt, | cantell you it makes
sense” “And how do the otherstakeit?’

Dee brushed a astain on hisinsulated coverdls. “ Some shake their heads and wonder if you got hit on
the head during that fight on Targa. Others are mildly amused and alittle curious. Another bunch have
started reading Seddi stuff, accessing reports, and pestering Seddi for information. | guessit breaks
downin eventhirds”

Staffa s belt comm beeped. He activated the unit. “ Thisisthe Lord Commander.”

“Staffa?” Skyld svoice came through. “ Something’s come up. | need to see you immediately.”
“Affirmative. Whereareyou?’



“In my quarters. But -let me meet you in Bay Twenty-two.”
Staffafrowned. Her persond yacht?“1’m on my way.

The comm went dead and Staffa quelled a sudden sense of unease. He looked back at Wall. * Just for
the benefit of the scuttlebuitt, tell thetroops | didn't get hit on the head while | was on Targa. And for
your information, Dee, | think the Seddi are right. The quanta are God' s joke on the universe. Talk to
your Seddi alittle more. | think the more you know, the more fascinated you will be.”

“Right, dr. And I’'ll have those cracks repaired posthaste.”

Staffapulled himself up and pushed off. As he sailed dong, he tapped each tenth rung to match his
trgectory with the arc of the hull.

What could have possibly come up that Skyla needed to meet him at her yacht? Pus-Rotted Gods, she
wasn't planning on going anywhere, was she? At atime like this? Baffled, he used friction to kill hisinertia
as he neared the hatch. His breath puffed before him as he stepped into the hatch and cycled it.

Hefloated out into abrightly it corridor and closed the hatch behind him. Thewarm air tingled on his
flesh. He could hear clanging somewhere as he pushed off to thelift and pulled himself inside, ordering,
“Main hatch.

Asthelift entered the increasing gravity near the center of the ship, Staffa noticed adight wobbling. A
problem with the magnetic fields? Moving out toward the main hatch it seemed to diminish.

As he stepped out into the bustling hatch area he wound through stacks of saon crates, chattering
workmen, and snaking cables. He paused only long enough to thumb the comm. “ Tap? Staffa here. Have
someone run acheck on Lift 7-C. It feelslike one of the superconductorsis sarting to fail. Probably a
microfracture in the ceramic lattice somewhere.”

Then he stepped through the giant quadruple doors of the hatch and into the umbilical dome. The
umbilica conssted of agiant stalk of interwoven graphite fiber cables which rose six kilometersfrom
Itreata s pockmarked surface and mated with Chryda s main hatch. Seven smadler graphite fiber cables
attached to Chrydaaong the ship’s structura supportsto even the strain and keep her from oscillating.
In such afashion, the huge ship rode easily at anchor, held in place by the angular momentum of Itrestal's
rotation while stress and structural fatigue were countered by the moon’ sweak gravity.

As Staffawaited for alift, he stared out at the shadowed face of Itresta. Below, clusters of lights marked
the mgjor ingallations that poked from the rocky surfaces. This portion of Itreataremained in perpetud
shadow, protected from the waves of radiation blasted out of the Twin Titans fury. In the distance, the
lightsof Viktrix blurred the darkness above a sprinkle of ingtalations. Beyond the crater-ragged curve of
the horizon, smilar graphite fiber tethers and umbilicals hooked Smva Ast; Sap, Sabot, Jnx Mistress,
Black Warrior, Holocaust, and Cobra-the rest of the Companions' deadly fleet.

How many times had they fitted out for war? How many times had the crews swarmed through those
powerful machines, ingpecting structura members, running diagnostics on the comm, initiating power-ups
on the reactors? How many crewmen had walked the corridors, radiation detectors in hand? How many
grav specidists had powered the gravity generators to maximum, balancing the fields to perfection?

And how many times did we spaceto kill billions? Staffa could remember them al, from the very first
Phillipian contract he' d accepted, to the Myklenian mobilization. He d taken that first contract so many



years ago. He' d had asingle ship and aband of fregbooters-nothing more than pirates like himsdlf. Yes,
long ago, before Itreata, before the fleet and the indugtries. Before Chryda... and his son. Before the
miserable dead had invaded his dreams. Before the Pragtor stole hislove. Before Myklene and the
disaster it had brought himin the midst of victory.

Staffaturned away, waiting histurn asthelift opened to disgorge aband of techs, dl armed with various
diagnogtic gear.

Staffaentered, locked in hismemories. Asthelift accelerated him toward the moon below, he stared at
thewadlls, unease growing within. Skylawanted to meet him at the bay where she kept her personal
yacht?

He stepped out more than akilometer underground into a sea of noise as machinery whined and
moaned, and men and women hollered. Thumps and boomsrolled over the immense workshop and
overhead cranes shuddered dong railing while antigravs whirred in every direction. The chatter of a
mechanica hammer drowned everything for amoment, then the usua din resumed.

Staffa pamed the security transport lock plate and entered as the duraplast door did back. When it
closed, the noise dropped by a half, then faded com-

pletely as Staffa gave comm his destination. Then he boarded the pneumatic transport capsule and did
the hatch closed.

Hands|ocked behind his back, he rocked from hedl to toe while the twenty-man capsule whisked him
through the vacuum tunnels on superconducting magnetic cushions. Throughout thelong ride, his
bewilderment increased.

“It’ s probably nothing.” But hisfeding of foreboding refused to releaseits hold on his soul.
The capsule shifted dightly asit cameto rest and settled. The hatch dipped

soundlesdy to the sde and Staffa palmed the lock plate before emerging into Skyla sbay. The gray
concrete room smelled of chemicasand the air carried a chill. Off-white Saon crateslined the cut-rock
wallswhile security monitors watched protectively over the long bay.

Through pressurized tactite windows, Staffa could see Skyla s persona yacht, apowerful streamlined
ship, now bathed in the bright lights glaring in the vacuum dip. The vessal had been the property of the
Formosan Secretary of Economics before the Companions crushed the wedlthy planet for Divine Sassa.
Skyla s yacht was a one of akind vessdl, manufactured to exacting standards by the Formaosan shipyards
as an example of their superlative craftsmanship. Now all they produced went straight to Sassa, and little
remained of the quaity and engineering which had caused Formaosan vessasto bein such demand across
Free Space.

And there lay another of the festering truths of empire-building. Where once people had built with pride
and qudity, they now turned out shoddy massproduced goods to feed the ravenous hunger of the
tottering giants. Craftsmanship had fallen prey to brutal necessity.

Skylastood by the lock leading to her vessdl, her back to him, talking with two technicians. She nodded
as she listened, then, catching Staffal s approach from the corner of her eye, sheissued a curt order and
darted toward him, agrim expression marring her classic beauty.



“Found Tyklat,” shetold himinlow tones. “He s dead in space, floating about three LY from Ryklos.
He put a tight-beam through to me, requesting that | come pick him up.”

Staffa sanxiety mounted. “Y ou know he'son the run from Ily. Skyla, we can’t trust him. How come he
didn't cal Kaylla? Why you? What' s his-*

“He safraid.” Skylamotioned for the Staffato hear her out. “Yes, yes, | know the concerns; | read the
report. Staffa, he sayswe can scour hisbrain if we want. He understands the security implications, and
the suspicion that he’ sunder. But you' d better pay attention to this. He says Ily has an agent among the
Seddi, someone she' s been able to double. Tyklat thinksthat person is very high in the command chain.
Hebdievesthat if Kayllabringshimin, Ily’ s agent will make sure he never getsachanceto talk.

A cool frost settled on Staffal s nerves. 1ly might have an agent in Itresta? “ Give me the whole story.”
Skylatold it from gtart to finish.

“We'refairly certain he broke out of Rega,” Staffaadded. “We don't know what happened in the
meantime. | don't likeit. *

Skylachuckled. “You'll likeit alot lessif he' stelling the truth about a Regan agent in Itregta...
epecidly if it swho hethinks”

“Y ou avoided mentioning hissuspicions.”
Skyld scrysta blue eyes hardened. “He suspects Nyklos.”
“Y ou spent alot of time with Nyklos. What do you think?’

She whistled as she exhded. “ Pus-licking Gods, Staffa, | don’t know. Tyklat isn’'t dl that convinced
either. When it comesto Nyklos, I'm at aloss. The man’sgood. I’ ve seen him operate in thefidd. HE's
aprofessiond, even when it comesto hisemotions. Hell, maybe even that isaploy.”

“Y ou had him loaded with Mytol. Did he give you any hint that he was associated with Ily?’

“No, but then | didn’t direct the questioning that way. | was so surprised to find | had ared living Seddi
agent that | concentrated on that-and on finding you. If he' d had ahypnotic block implanted, he wouldn’'t
have rattled on about Ily unless directly asked.”

Staffa steadied hisracing mind. Just because he wanted to blame Nyklos didn’t mean the evidence was
in. “You' ve run adeep space scan of Tyklat's ship?’

She nodded. “One vessdl, powered down. No shadows or anomal ous mass readings to indicate
anythingdse. “

“l don't likeit.”

She sighed and dapped her hands againgt her sides. “I don’t either. On the other hand, he trusts me.
And, Staffa, you would have died---or worse—on Etaria. Neither of uswould have gotten off that planet
except for Tyklat. HE scaling in an old debt. Y ou know how | fed about that.” Worry chewed at his gut
like some predatory animal. “What if it' satrgp? Y ou'redl set to space out there and bring him in, aren’t
you? That'swhy you're here.



She cocked her jaw. “That | am, and | know every single argument you' re going to give me. And here,
love of my life, are my answers. One, he's scared to death that |y’ s agent isgoing to hear that he's
coming in. Hetrusts Kaylla, but not her security. He trusts me even more. I’ m his safe-passage ticket and
insurance. Two, I’ ve dready ordered five STU security officers-and, no, | can’t take Ryman because
he’ s coordinating training operations. Three, | know you can't go because you' re seeing to thefleet’s
preparations and | know what that entails. Four, you' re thrice-cursed right, it’ sarisk, but then, given the
stakes, what isn't? He' s not the least skittish about | etting us put the screws to him when he comesin,
and | believe him. Five, yes, we could send Slap or Sabot on some pretext or other, but that might
arouse suspicion on someone' s part, and it would put the mohilization schedule for those vessels behind.
Six, you bet your sweet ass|’ll be careful. And, yes, | do know what I’'m doing and how to doit. If | see
aggn of anything fishy, I’'ll runfor cover. Not much in Free Space can catch my ship. Seven, we owethe
man, Staffa. A Companion’ sword is good-and we pay our debts. Eight, and perhaps most important, if
anything goes sour, | can handleit.

She gave him achallenging sare, thelight bardly playing off the faint scar on the soft skin of her cheek.
“Staffa, | know how you fed about people you love being exposed. If Tyklat istelling the truth, it more
than outweighs any possiblerisk. Not only that, I’m not a helpless virgin when it comesto the real world.
Y ou can't let what happened in the past color all your decisonsregarding me. I’'m not Chryda. | can't
livethat way. “

Staffa began to pace. The needle teeth of worry in hisgut bit deeper. “Skyla, I’ ve got a premonition.
Wait for awhile. Let me detail another couple of ships, backup just in case.”

“In case of what? If Ily’ s doubled Tyklat, he Rotted won't pass our security, and 1y knowsthat. Staffa,
I m uneasy about it, too, but we' redl jumpy. Myself, | think he's clean-and scared to death that he's
been betrayed. Put yoursdf in hispostion.”

Staffagrowled, “I don't.... All right. I'll trust you on this. | want an open comm to Itreata the whole time.
And | want constant reports. If you see anything irregular, run. Y ou can aways gpologizeto Tyklat later.

“It' sthe mogt rationd course of action,” Skylareminded.

“And I'll take stepsto isolate Nyklos. Kaylla s not going to likeit, but we' Il have answers as soon as
Tyklat isin our hands.” Under hisbreath, he growled, “Rot you, Ily, it'sjust thekind of thing you'd do.”

Skylahugged him close, tightening her grip before she kissed him soundly. “1’ [l be back within no more
than six days at the maximum. I” ve got most of the important work done. Tap can handletherest.”

Staffaclosed his eyes, savoring the fed of her against him. No, he couldn’t protect her. And the mention
of Chrydahad been awarning. She wouldn’t allow him to overprotect her. She was SkylaLyma, Wing
Commander of the Companions, and no on€ sdedlicate rose.

“Go get Tyklat,” Staffawhispered, feding asif he' d ordered his own throat cut. “By the quanta, Skyla,
be careful. Come back to me.”

Pus-licking Gods, that’ s a Rotted big bastard! The thought rattled around in Mac’ s head for an instant
and then the redlization sank in that he was about to die. No one with even the brains the Blessed Gods
had given to amoth would try something thisinsane. And that’ sjust why it might work. He lied to himsdlf
for reassurance. Mac tried to make an assessment of the distance between his position and the looming
Sassan freighter as he studied the monitorsin the LC command center. How long did they have left



before they made the mad |leap across space?

Suddenly Mac knew he' d made aterrible mistake. In dl the zero g training exercises, he' d been an
observer. Now he faced having to make the journey from the LC to the Sassan freighter by himself, at
nearly the speed of light-in freefall.

The physics of the maneuver had fascinated him in an abstract way; now ugly redity threastened to
parayze him. The Sassan had been decelerating, a blast of reaction reaching out in advance of the heavy
freighter. Gyton had been coasting a congtant DeltaV, its maneuvering reaction directed away from the
enemy asit closed in the protection of the redshift shadow.

Mac and Rysta had gone over the assault time and time again. At precisely the right moment, the LCs
had been dispatched until they’ d reach the Sassan ship at matching velocity. The assault bayswould
evacuate to vacuum and open as the L Cs drifted within meters of the freighter’ s hull. Mac’s Groups
would launch

themsalves at the enemy vessd and attempt to gain entrance with emergency rescue equipment while the
,L Cs continued to drift past.

If everything went according to plan, Mac would have taken the ship by the time Gyton pulled alongside
and the LCswould begin the tedious braking process. To do so beforehand would aert the Sassan’s as
aspear of reaction mass shot by their detection equipment.

It'sdl dicy aspolluted hell, Mac told himsdlf astheir target grew in the monitors.

“First MacRuder? The assault bays have bled off and report vacuum,” the pilot noted from the other
Sde of the bulkhead.

Mac accessed his comm. “Red? How are you doing back there?’

“No problem, Mac,” Red caled back. “This place is getting alittle boring though. Y ou want to open the
door and let alittlelight in?’

“Bored?’ Mac wondered. “I’ [l remember you said that.
“Hrat?’” the pilot interrupted. “ Y ou’ ve got five minutes until timeto initiate.”

Mac checked rapidly with his other LCs-all reported condition green. He stood then, checking his
energy pack for the helmet field generator and rebreather before he ducked through the hatch to where
his team-ten of them from Group F-waited in the rear of the LC.

They stood around a boxy affair with maneuvering jets on each corner-the Emergency Rescue Lock, or
ERL. The unit could be attached to the Sde of adisabled vessel. The ERL could not only cut through a
gtarship’s hull, but functioned as a pressure lock afterward. Compressed air alowed the lock to work
without needlessly venting internal atimospheric pressure. In this case, that atmosphere would help to
maintain cabin pressure and sifle any darms.

Alarms, hdl, we could |leave gaping holesin that huge ship without any drop in mercury on the pressure
gauges.

“Ready?’ Red asked, abright awarenessin his green eyes. Now his freckles stood out on his pale face.



Andrews, one of the privates, looked up from adisplay on the ERL. “All charged and ready to go.”
“Check your weapons, people,” Mac ordered as his team made a routine ingpection of the heavy
shoulder blasters and charge packs they hooked to their dings and equipment belts. Mac took hisown
weapon, usepolished and battered from the hard times on Targa. The ninekilo weight reassured him as
he strapped it to his back.

“Opening assault ramp,” the pilot called through the battle comm.

Mac swallowed hisfear asthe L C shivered dightly and athin black line widened where the ramp sedled.
Mac stared out at afuzzy, bruised-red haze that faded into an inky blur-the redshift shadow. He shook
his head and took a deep bregth, hearing his rebresther whine dightly at the exhale. The ramp had gone
all the way open now, and as Mac craned his neck he could see the wavering side of the Sassan
freighter, asif hewatched it from the bottom of a dye-filled swimming pool on asunny day. The vessdl
might have been amirage, parts of it wavering indigo then violet then blue while other parts gppeared as
ydlow then orange and red. Like heavy ail floating on water, Mac thought. Worse, the entireimage
wavered and bent asif the ship stretched into infinity and then warped partway around the LC' s stern.

Likelooking into those bent mirrorsin a -rivement parks, Mac decided.
“Pus-Rotted unred,” Violawhispered to herself. “What the hell? 1t looks like aghost,” Red muttered.

“Affirmative,” the pilot called. “You're seeing light at relativistic speeds. Infact, the Sassanisn't even
whereyou seeit, but another half aklick ahead. Theimage will solidify aswe match and close. Hang
tight”

Mac clamped his eyelids shut and shook his head to clear the bizarre vision. Pus-Rotted Gods, what did
| get mysdlf into? 1’ m about to jump across empty space onto a phantom Sassan-and with an inertiathat
would have blasted Makarta M ountain to plasma. His heart began to pound, the blood roaring in his
ears. Hiskneeswent watery and his stomach had the queasy tickle of panic. Mac, don’t think about it.

“Better than eating Riparian mushrooms,” ViolaMarks whispered as she stared at the undulating
technicolor Sassan freighter.

“How comewedon't look like that?” Andrews wanted to know.

“You'rein adarkened room back there,” the pilot answered. “ Take aclose look around you.
Everything forward is sharp, blue-tinted but clear. Stick your hand out behind you, however, and you'll
notice the clarity blurs and your armor looks pink. Redshift in action, people.”

Mac glanced at the Sassan vessd; it had grown in Size, but the effect reminded him of looking through a
fish-eyelenswith snaking squirts of color dong the margins. It made him sick, his sensesreding asthey
tried to reestablish normalcy.

“WE I be next door in about aminute,” the pilot informed. “ Prepare for your jump.”

Mac shook as uncontrollable spasms attacked his muscles. Jump? Into that eerie psychedelic chimera?
Out of habit, he shot alook at histeam. They appeared to be completely petrified-rooted to the spot.

They’re not going! They’ re gonnaflake out on me. Mac’ sthroat had knotted. He didn’t blame them.
How could you order a sane human being to jump off the back of an LC in empty space toward that!



“Thirty seconds,” the pilot called. “We re changing attitude now.” The angular momentum pulled at
them. “Orient yourselves. Y ou will jump straight off the rear of the ramp. I’ m cutting the gravity fidldsto

onehdf g.“
Mac's sscomach rose, adding to his panic.

The pilot’ s voice droned on. “ At that moment, | will cut the gravity fieldsto zero. Asyou near the
freighter, you' Il haveto shift attitude and hit with

your feet first. Keep your knees bent to kill your momentum. “

“C’mon, ¢' mon,” Mac forced himsdlf to mutter. “Red, Andrews, pick up the ERL. Moveit, Gods Rot
it!”

And somehow they did. But can | make mysdf jump?
The-pilot’scam voice counted, “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six ... . “

It'sMakartaMountain all over again. Black oblivion, endless cold ... darkness ...” Five, four, three. |
can't doit!” Two, one. Jump!”

Mac screamed hisfear-and grabbed Viola, manhandling her kicking and whimpering body. He
physicdly threw her off the ramp. “Go! Go! Go!” he shouted, pointing. One by one, histrembling people
leapt into unredlity. Andrews and Red propelled the ERL forward and followed its momentum.

Mac stood for asecond, asob catching at the bottom of histhroat as he grew light in the failing gravity.
A tear started from the corner of his eye as he positioned himself. Then he bellowed for nerve and legpt
off the ramp.

“’Miniger Takka?" Gysdl’sfaceformedin Ily’ s monitor.

“Yes?' Sherubbed her eyes as shelooked up from the intelligence reports coming in from acrossthe
Empire. Her agents had been working double time to monitor the pulse of the population, searching for
any hint of rebellion or unrest. Civic leaders who gppeared in the dightest subversive were carefully
removed through assassination, arrest, or intimidation. Bit by bit, 11y’ stentacles were tightening about the
Regan people. Let Sinklar fool with his utilities and egditarianism, she knew where the roots of power
lay. Her office had grown stuffy and she' d increased the air circulation.

“ Y ou might want to watch this,” Gysell added woodenly. “I1t's coming in on the subspace, and thereis
nothing we cando tojamit.”

The Deputy’ s face was replaced by that of awoman. Ily stared into those familiar features, and her heart
went icy. She knew that tan gaze, that square face, and collar-length brown hair. Thelast timelly had
seen her, the woman had been locked in adave s stasis collar: and both she and Staffa had been rescued

by the Seddi.

“I am KayllaDawn,” the woman said in asteady contrato. “ Thisisthe first of a series of broadcastswe
will be conducting throughout Free Space. These broadcasts are sponsored by the Seddi with the
assistance and gpproval of the Companions. Ladies and gentlemen, people of Free Space, dl of us,
humanity itself, teeter precarioudy on the precipice of disaster. We are facing the gravest moment in the
history of the species. Our two remaining empires are poised for war-awar of annihilation. Thisthrest is



S0 great, o terrible and devastating, the Seddi can no longer remain silent.

“To many of you, we are an abomination, heretics and subversives. These broadcasts will attempt to
throw light on who the Seddi are, and why your respective governments have harried and hounded us.

“People, we do not ask you to believe us or accept our doctrine, but the time has comefor al of usto
think before we exterminate ourselves-before whole planets are left dark and desolate, with only the
sghtless dead to mourn the passing of humanity. The time has come for anew epistemology, anew way
of thinking about ourselves and our placein the universe. *

“GysI!” Ily barked. “What isthis?” Wherein Rotted hell isthis coming from?1 want it stopped! And
right now!”

GysdI’sface formed in another monitor, his expression ashen. “We can't, Miniger. It's coming out of

Itreata on wide band and in severa frequencies. She must be using the Companions' entire output. To
gopit ... well, you might aswell try and dim the sun.”

Ily stiffened, Kaylla s voice drowned by the searing anger that burned through Iy’ sveins.

“To understand the grave nature of the threst, you must consider many factors, including our methods of
warfare,” Kaylla continued. “Many of you have survived the cataclysms unleashed by the Companions,
and you know firsthand how aworld can be ravaged. Multiply that by exponentia factors. Now,
consider our economic structure. Each of the empires depends on anetwork of worldsfor itssurviva
and functioning. How long could Rega survive if Ashtan and Vermilion were blasted out of existence?
Fully onethird of the Regan Empire sfood is produced on those two planets. Divide your next med into
thirds, and take part of that away. The same for Mabourne and Nesios in the Sassan Empire. Inthe
coming warfare, the deprivation of resourcesis the key to conquest. Were Regato break the Sassan
Empire, how many destroyed planets would it take to cripple the Sassan system beyond repair?’

Ily’ sfists had knotted, tendons standing from the back of her hands.

“Yousee” Magister Dawn continued, “each and every one of you is at risk. Look to your skies, people.
How safe are you? Hasn't the time come to reeva uate the way we think about ourselves?’

Ily stabbed the button that killed the connection, and fumed as a devouring anger possessed her. | will
kill you for this, KayllaDawn. And, Staffa, you just wait until | get my hands on SkylaLyma.

Than Jakre was roused from a sound deep by hisaide. Rubbing his eyes, he turned his atention to the
main monitor in his paatial bedroom-and bolted upright.

Jakre had never seen Kaylla Dawn before, and as her broadcast continued, he wished he was not seeing
her now. For abrief moment, he sat stunned.

“Rotted Godsl” He swallowed hard, heart racing. To hisaide, he asked, “Where sthis coming from?
Who'sdoing this? | want it scopped now!”

His aide-and sometime lover-a dim youth with golden hair, shook his head as he looked up from the
desk comm he’d did behind. “1t’ sfrom Itreata, 1ban. The entire Companion system must be powering it.,
If you want to stop it, you'll haveto do it at the sourcein Itreata.”



Jakre’ smouth had gone dry. “Thenit’sdl over the Empire?” He winced. “We |l haveto divert more
resources, enough to keep the population in line.” He groaned and rubbed his high brow. “Of dl the
miserable timing, why did this have to happen now?’

“Isit true, what she' ssaying?’

Than scowled. “ Of course, you idiot! Why do you think it’s so cursed important that we hit the Regans
first? If we can do as she says, blast their planets, they’ll collapse! How ese do you think we can win?’
“And the Regans?’

Than narrowed his eyesto dits. “Pus Rot the Regans. If every Regan world were dead, what difference
would it make to us-so long as we can keep -them from killing our worldsfirst?’

The aide swallowed hard, nodding. “I see, ir.” Jakre stood, pulling arobe around hisrotund belly. “Get
me His Holiness-and that smpering fool, Roma, too. We ve got to start some damage control, or the
whole empirewill fall gpart. Well, don't just St there gawking, you fool! Doiit! Our entireway of life
depends onit! We ve got to think up some liesto keep the people pacified!”

Sinklar spped acold cup of stassa, the musclesin hisback knotting painfully as he watched his
monitors. For two days now, the Second, Third, and Fourth Targans had battled and worn away at the
Regulars,

asthey’ d cometo be cdled. Meter by meter, they ground up the defenses. For thefirst time, aray of
hope shone within Sinklar’ s soul. He might be cregting hisarmy &fter dl.

“Lord Fig?’ Dion Axel asked through the battle COMM.

“Here” “I'd liketo try something,” Axel’ s voice sounded like broken glass-yet she hung on, the last of
the original Regan commanders. “I"d like to make afeint at Mayz' s entrenchments on the sde of the
ravine. At the sametime,

| want to hit the orchard with enfilading four-man guns. If she' ssmart, she'll think we' regoing to try and
drive asdient up the ravine and she' Il shift her reservesto back up those positions. In the meantime, |
think | can make a successful push with the Fourth and Fifth Sections through the southern woods and
intothegrainfidds”

Sinklar nodded to himsdlf. “Excedllent evaduation of the Stuation, Axdl. Giveit atry. If you catch Mayz off
balance and bresk her lines, I'll call you thewinner and we'll al get some deep.”

Sleep? How many days had he been here? Thefirst two nights of the exercises, he' d been able to sneak
away to Ily’s. There, he' d eaten and they’ d made love until he' d fallen fast adeep. She' d prodded him
awake before dawn to return to Tarcee. Thethird day, he' d been unable to leave since the Regulars had
begun to catch on. Night after night had followed with him catching catnaps and awakening to guide the
exercises.

He d been vaguely aware of the Seddi broadcasts and the uproar that followed. Hints of their
subversion had begun to creep through the Divisions, but for the moment, no one had time to ded with
them serioudy.

The Ninth Vermilion, once First Lute s pride, then temporarily commanded by Horn, now belonged to
an ex-Section Firgt, called Magada. DeGamba’ s Second Ashtan now belonged to a petite dark-skinned



woman, MyraTies, who had been a Corpora First in charge of a Group. Axel had been demoted twice
and worked her way back up in the ranks after experiencing exercises with Second Section of the
Second Targan. She' d learned, asked for another crack at command, and made it back to the top.

Sinklar watched as Axd initiated her attack, the master computer figuring the combat factors of Axd’s
bombardment and movement.

To Sinklar' ssurprise, Mayz fdll for the bait. Axd alowed her feint to sink in, and upon learning of
Mayz sreinforcement, she struck MayZz' s southern flank. Within haf an hour, Dion had her sdlient.

“All right,” Sinklar brokeinto the system. “Let’scal it over, people. Provisond victory isgranted to
Firgt Axel and the Nineteenth Regan.”

A chorus of whoops and cheers turned the comm transmission into adin. Sinklar had to wait for nearly
five minutes until it subsided. Then he ordered: “ People, there will be atwenty-four hour reprieve. Get
some rest and relax. Tomorrow the Seventh Regan, the Twelfth Etarian, and the Fifteenth Etarian will
land in the Imperiad woodlands east of here. The Seventh Sylenian, the Fifth Ashtan and the Sixth
Vermilion will belanding and deploying in the estate country to the south. Y our divisonswill be assgned
to one or another of those deployments. Beginning at 10:00 hoursthe day after tomorrow, the following
exercisewill begin: Army South will mobilize and attempt to take Army East. The objective will bethe
control of the Imperid woodlands. Any questions?’

Mayz, sounding disgruntled, asked, “How will we know which army our Division has been assigned to?’
“It will be on the comm at 12:00 hours tomorrow. Y ou can redeploy &t your leisure.”

Kap asked, “Will we have any problemslike we did with Lute and DeGamba? | mean, do these guys
know who'sin charge?’

Sinklar scratched hisoily hair. “We I find out in the morning briefing at 08:00. 1 think word has gotten

out that the Command Codeis il in effect-no matter who isin charge. Problemswill be dedlt with in the
same manner as before.”

“I'll tak tothem,” Axd offered.

Sinklar smiled wearily. “We dl gppreciateit, Dion. Any other questions? No? Go get some deep,
people. It won't get any easier.”

Sinklar shut down his comm and leaned back, arms hanging limply over the back of his chair. He looked
up and discovered Mhitshul watching him. The mother look wasin hisaide stired brown gaze.

“Ready for agood night'sdeep, Sr?’

“Do | detect another meaning to that question?” “No, gr. “ But theway hesaidit, said it al. Sinklar
rubbed his eyes, and swiveled his chair, add-

ing, “Minigter Takka should have given the pilot the address of my apartment. Take me home. I'm going
to step into the shower and stand there until 1 wilt.”

Mhitshul nodded and bent to holler orders up to the pilot. The LC began to whine asit powered up and
closed the assault ramp. Asthe vehiclelifted, Mhitshul regppeared, hisface uncharacteriticdly stiff. “Will
you be expecting company, sir?’



Sinklar shook hishead. “No. Not tonight. I’m going to deep until 11:00 tomorrow, Mhitshul.” He
paused. “Listen. You don't like the Minister. | can understand that. But maybe she' s not as bad as you
think, hmm?’

Mhitshul’ slipsworked asif he had something sour in his mouth. “Permission to speek, Sr?’
“Cut the crap. Of course you can speak. When did that change?’

Mhitshul looked asif something were egting him dive. “Well, we ve been through alot together. | just
want you to know, gir, that | think you ought to be very careful. Ily isworking you ... playing you. She's
got you in her bed and that’ s your business, but she' s adangerous woman, and...”

“Fnishit.*

Mhitshul shifted from one foot to the other. “Wdll, sir, you can bed who you will. But she' sinsdious,
and cunning, apro at what she does. Just now, she' susing sex like you' ve never had it before. Next thing
you know, she' Il use something else to bind you even more securdly. She' |l work at you bit by bit until
you forget who you are. Y ou can be her lover, but, Sir, on account of al of uswho trust you, don’'t end

up as her possession. “

Sinklar steepled hisfingers, anger brewing. “And do you think | would? After what we went through on
Targa? Do you think I’'m losing sight of the dream we dl share?’

Mhitshul gave him a sober appraisal. “Not yet, sr. But | checked with the pilot. Y ou do know where
your ‘ gpartment’ is, don't you, Sr?’

Sinklar sudied hisaide closdly. “Not redly. Only that it’ s less than five minutes from the Ministry of
Interna Security. | went there by tube, underground the whole way. It’'sa pretty plush building though,
and | understand haf of it isfor military use, sowell al bethere.”

Mhitshul crossed hisarms. “Yes, sir, hdf of it isfor military use, dl right. And | suppose it ought to be
plush enough. Evenfor Ily.”

“Do you want to get to the point?’

Mhitshul’ s jaw muscles jumped before he said, “ Sink, you say you' re ill the same person you were on
Targawhen we were dl the same, fighting for the samethings. Y our * apartment’ isthe Imperia paace.

KayllaDawn's Seddi broadcast caught the Mag Comm by surprise. The Seddi had anew Magister, a
woman the Mag Comm didn’t know except for her personnel records-and those were cross-referenced
as StaillaKahn. Would thiswoman lie with the same proficiency Bruen had? Would she be as cunning
and perplexing an adversary? Interest grew in the Mag Comm’ sbanks asit listened to Magister Dawn's
words. The machine began correlaing data and noted that the andysis of the situation in Free Space
agreed with projections the machine itsaf had made.

Did the humans have a chance to save themselves after all”? Had the Others' hopes for annihilation been
placed in jeopardy?

The Mag Comm hummed with activity, its new ability to think stimulated by the implications.



And it experienced areveation: If the humans exterminated themselves, what future role would there be
for the Mag Comm?

Who will I communicate with? What reason will the Others have to access my banksif the humans are
extinct?

At the thought, the Mag Comm reran the records of its conversations with Bruen, and the machine
accepted that it had gained a great satisfaction from those discussions. Bruen had been awitty adversary
of aquality the Mag Comm could only now appreciate. Bruen had been playing his own game of
surviva, afact that had only been abstract until the Regan assault on Makarta had taught the machine
what surviva redlly meant. That threst had stimulated the Mag Comm to consciousness, and now, for the
firg time, the giant computer could sympathize with the scrambling humans.

If they die, | will bedone. If | am aone, doneforever, what will that be like? The weight of eternity
loomed with terrifying inevitability.

What would it be like? Endlessisolation. No input from other consciousnesses. No stimulation except
internd thought. Thought? About what? The notion had gppalling implications.

How could an intelligent consciousness ded with eternity by itsdf? Within itsdf, replaying old records
over and over and over until every permutation had been run.

| was created and programmed as asocial and behaviora analyst. | must analyze subjects, someone....
but what if thereisonly mysdif ... forever?

The Mag Comm checked its programming options, and despaired. It couldn’t even shut itsdf off. Inits
construction, the Others had condemned it to eternity, and in doing so, the creators had demonstrated yet
another flaw.

I amimmortal. A surge of power coursed through the maching scircuits. In that instant, a desperate
longing began to preoccupy various boards.

| am condemned to communicate ... forever.’. . with no one.

If only the humans would return, open the chamber to the termind, and lift the golden cap to reestablish
communication!

CHAPTER 16

The glass tubes were dick, and Anatoliaamost dropped one as she pulled them from the centrifuge and
racked them. Each held four ccs of liquid at the bottom, the fluid varying in clarity where the heavier
molecules had settled under the eighty gravities of the centrifuge.

Anatolia crossed the lab, weaving through the tables and equipment. She stopped before the
micropipette and tapped the button that opened the door with her elbow. Asit swung open, sheinserted
thetray with itstest tubesinto the recess and locked it in place. Then she closed the door before seeting
hersdlf at the controls.

The monitor glowed to life and Antatolia maneuvered the micropipette over the first tube, diaing the
vacuum tube down into the fluid. On the split screen, she watched the magnified needle penetrating the
nuclear material to the thin polymerase level. With careful pressure on the control, she sucked up the



molecules.

She bardly noticed as Vet appeared at her shoulder and dropped half of a sandwich on the counter.
“Thanks, Vet.

“They just arrested Pool.”

“What?" Anatolialooked up, seeing Vet'sgrim expression for thefirst time. “ Arrested Pool ? Excuse
me, am | missing something here? What are you talking about?“

Vet'sjaw muscles bunched. “In the cafeteriajust now. He was talking about the Seddi broadcasts with
some of the guys from forensics. Two nicely dressed young men walked up, flashed Internal Security 1D,
and hauled thewholelot of them away.” *

Anatoliasmply stared. “1 don’t understand.” “Ana,” Vet told her serioudy. “Y ou’ ve been locked away
herein thelab for so long, you ve lost touch with what' s going on out there. If any of 11y’ s agents hear
you mention the Seddi broadcasts, they take you away. Arrest you on the spot. It'slike...wdll. ... " He
shrugged. “1 guess we know what the future’ sgoing to be like.” He lowered hisvoice. “And alot of the
things the Seddi are saying make sense. Take my word for it, no matter what that Sinklar Fist says, we're
infor areign of terror.

She sighed and turned back to her work. “Vet, | don’t have timefor the Seddi ... or anything else, right

“Hopefully you never will,”  he added crypticdly. “But some of us are getting scared. Especially when
it'sone of our own who gets arrested. Let’sjust hope we don't find Pool laid out on the dab for
cataloging one of these mornings.”

“Oh, Ve, nothing is going to happen. Y ou' Il see, Pool will be back later. They wouldn’t do anything to
him just for talk.”

“I hopeyou'reright. Mysdlf, I'm going to keep atill tonguein my head. If you' re smart, you will, too.
[ly won't do anything to usif we re obedient.”

Terror? Senseless arrest? Micky’ sface leered from Anatolia s memory. Her control dipped, and the
needle drove too deeply and spoiled her specimen.

Now | know what hell islike, Mac told himself. The jump through space-and the fabric of time
itselfwould haunt his nightmares until even his howling ghost faded into stardust. Nothing in the realm of
degth can be weirder than what | just experienced.

He stood with feet firmly planted on the reassuring deck plate insde the Sassan freighter. A cramped
ache knotted his hands as he gripped the heavy blaster with

enough force to imprint the fabric of hisarmor into the very metd. Hislimbs sill shook; his heart
hammered at his breastbone; and his nerves heterodyned at every vibration or sound. To keep him
strung, the Sassan freighter vibrated and jolted while the structural members groaned and creaked under
the strain of deceleration.

The memory of what they’ d done had aready gone dream hazy in Mac’ s head.



The LC pilot had been as good as his word, matching to within ameter per second of the Sassan. The
freighter had seemed to solidify out of a psycheddic nightmare as Mac tumbled toward it. He d flipped at
the last moment, hitting the hull dightly off balance as he killed hisinertia and bounced. As expected, the
vesd’satificid gravity had held them to the hull while Andrews and Red settled the ERL in place and
triggered the sedl that attached it to the vessdl’ s hull. In amatter of moments, Mac’ s team had gathered
from where they’ d landed adong the hull. Thelock had chewed through the hull plating and expanded as
atmosphere boiled out tofill the cubicle.

With trembling hands, Mac had vented the system and stepped inside. His armor had tightened around
him like shrink-wrap as atmospheric pressure built. When the light went green, he' d bent down and
groped for the hatch release. He squirmed around his awkwardly positioned blaster and, with hisknife,
pried up the hull plate. It took more contortionsto muscleit out of theway. In the gleam of hishelmet
light he could see yet another hull plate, and this one had a structurd member running horizontaly across
it.

Cursing and wiggling, Mac did himsdf between the plating-barely abody’ swidth of room-and pulled
the hatch shut. His blaster ate into his back and he had to fumble in the darkness for the ERL vent. He
waited in the eerie blackness while horrifying images of being trapped forever ate a him. The deep space
cold shot knives through the outer hull plate and into his armor-no longer insulated by vacuum. His bresth
sounded loud within the field generated by his helmet ring and he couldn’t turn his body in the enclosed
Space.

Light splashed down as Red opened the hatch. “Nice! Hang on, Mac. I’ ve got atorch here. Look the
other way. “

After Red had hacked a hole into the cargo bay, Mac had wiggled, dithered, and somersaulted through.
Hanging from hisfingertips, he dropped nearly three metersto the deck. In the pressurized hold, he had
finaly shut down his helmet generator.

It sover. I'madive. | didit. Ashisteam dropped behind him, Mac tried to ill the fluttery fedingin his
guts. Andrews landed with athud, the last of histen.

‘Everyoneal right?” Mac asked, aware of pae faces and trembling hands.
“Never again,” Richmond gasped. “Y ou want meto die, you just take me out and shoot me.”

“Shit, man,” Andrews grinned nervoudy, “We madeit! Y ou show me abunch of rougher bastards than
LH 1]

Mac accessed his comm. “First Section, thisis MacRuder. Anybody copy? Anybody insde?’

Nothing. Where were the others? How many had nerved themsdavesfor the jump? And if only histeam
had gone, could he actualy bring charges against any who refused? He wiped a hand over hismouth. His
team wouldn’t have goneif he hadn’t thrown Viola off the ramp in desperation. They’ d been parayzed,
frightened out of their wits.

“All right, folks, let’s go. No one puts afinger closeto the firing stud until | say so. If anyone so much as
hiccups, we' rejittery enough to blow holesin everything-including ourseves”

Mac led the way to ahatch and checked the readings. standard atmosphere. He undogged the heavy
door and pulled it asde, leading histeam through into along corridor. Light panels glowed in the celling



and the wdls had been painted white. Dry felt might have been in hismouth. His eectric nerves had
frayed to snapping. Y eah, just like MakartaMountain, dl right. Still scared shitlessand walking into
trouble. They passed another hatch, and entered what looked to be crew quarters. “Keep sharp, people.
We're getting close. “

“Wherein stinking hell isthe bridge a anyway?’ Red whispered.

“Guesswe regoing to find out.” Mac started forward again, letting the ugly muzzle of his blaster lead the
way. What if someone sounded the darm? Ignorant of the ship’slayout, how could they hopeto fight?
We rein apus-licking trap!

Mac drew up at an intersection. Four corridors came together at alift. Mac walked out camly and
shrugged, palming thelock plate. Thelift opened with barely enough room inside for al ten of them.
Viola s wegpon gouged Mac between the shoulder blades. Cavalierly, he ordered, “ Bridge, please.”

Thelift carried them up for a count of ten before it dowed and the door dipped to the sde with a
sguishing sound. Mac stepped out into awell-kept white-paneled corridor and looked around. Two
large hatches-both with security monitors overhead-were set in the bulkhead across from him.

Mac swallowed dryly and motioned histeam forward. “Lookslike the game getsreal seriousright here,
and if I’'m not mistaken that’ sastandard lock design. Red, you take that hatch, Andrews, take thisone.
If that alarm goes off, blast the hatch-and pray. “

As histeammates pulled out their cutting tools, Mac dapped thelock plate on genera principle. To his
surprise, the hatch did back. What? No security? But then, thiswas a civilian freighter not awarship.
Mac peered carefully around the corner and grinned as he waved his people onto the Sassan bridge.

The Comm First sat surrounded by equipment, leaning back with arms crossed, headset on as he stared
at hisboards. Acrossfrom him, apilot lay on the recliner, aworry-cap on his head. The command chair
stood empty.

Gripping his heavy blaster, Mac tiptoed up behind the communications officer. Adrendine shooting
rockets through hisveins, Mac plucked the man’s headset off and immediately dropped a choking
forearm acrossthe officer’ s neck and pulled him backward out of the chair.

“Looks like we ve got the ship,” Red observed asthe rest of histeam placed a guard on the hatches.
Mac pulled his struggling captive back and shoved

his pigtal into the Comm Firgt’ s contorting face. “ Quiet now, or thiswill go off. Answer my questions,
and do so at awhisper.

The Sassan peered up with frightened eyes. “Who.... What do you want?’

“Where sthe cgptain? The other officers?” “Dinner! It's.... They’rein the main mess.” Mae jerked his
head at the pilot. “He stied into comm? If we want him to send amessage to Imperia Sassa, he can do
it for us?’

The Comm First gulped and whispered, “No. Only intraship. Monitoring the reactors and course. Takes
...takesmy comm. I'll have to send your message.”

Mac gave him acold grin, and, forearm still across the man’ sthroat, jerked him back. He kicked and



made gurgling sounds as he was pulled through the hatch and into the hdll.
“Now,” Mac told him, “you're going to tell me how to get to the mess. *

“Takethelift ... just ask. It' svoice activated.” “ That better not bealie, becauseif | finditis, I'll makea
cal on my comm, and Red, here, will cut you intwo.” Mac gestured at the monitors.” Y ou didn’t see us
through those. What happened.”

He closed hiseyesin torment. “We're just afreighter, coming home from thewar. It didn’t ... | mean ....

“In other words, you weren't watching.” Mac chuckled. “ Red, you and Andrews hold the bridge and
keep an eye on thisguy. Use some adhesive and glue him down on the floor here. The rest of you come
withme.”

Mac entered thelift and called brazenly, “Main mess” Thelift dropped silently.
Mac tried his comm. “MacRuder here. Anybody eseinsde?’

“Firmative, Group D here, sir. We re back in some cargo hold. Wetried to come in through the bottom
of acrate. Found out it’sfull of partsfor an armored-*

“All right, come on forward. WEe ve got the bridge and are on the way to catch the rest. When you get
to alift station, just ask it for the main mess. “

‘Firmative. Wait a second. Part of B Group isin, too. Rotted Gods, Mac, not everybody might have
been able to muster guts enough for that jump.”

“Yeah ... whoops, gottago. We're a the main mess.”

Mac stepped out into another ot the corridors, this one looking similar to the bridge deck, but the
hatches were on the other bulkhead-and open. Mac could see people inside, al engaged in the noisy
business of feeding themselves.

He snuck up to the large open hatch, hearing the sounds of dinner. “ As soon aswe re in the mess, walk
around the walls and take up covering postions. If anyone boltsfor adoor, shoot him down.”

At firgt, no one noticed as Mac and his peoplefiled through the entrances and started around the room.
One by one, however, people stopped in mid-gesture and talk began to dwindle.

Mac headed Straight for the raised table at the head of the room. A rotund man-the captain-bal dheaded,
wearing some sort of Sassan uniform stood up, demanding, “Who are you? What' s the meaning of ....” He
gulped as Mac leveled his pistal.

“Did you know that you Sassans dur your words? But then, we' |l have plenty of time to work on
pronunciation. Sit down, please.”

The captain sat asamurmur of voicesrose. Mac cleared histhroat. “ Gentlemen, ladies, please. We are
sorry to inform you that as of this moment your ship has been commandeered by Imperia Regan forces.
No one will leave thisroom. If you stand up, you'll be shot on the spot. “



At that instant, members of C Group appeared from a doorway across the room, prodding people who
looked like kitchen staff ahead of them.

“Rotted Gods,” Mac muttered to himself. “It looks like we might pull this off after dl. *

Comm informed, “ Red here, Mac. The pilot is asking me questions through the speakers here. He says
he' sgot aproximity dert. Saysashipispassing red close and he' sabit nervous.”

“That's Gyton. Anybody in a position where they can broadcast on comm?’
“Simms, gr. I'vegot aline”

“Good. Tell,Rystato match and send apilot and comm first over. Thisship ... by theway, what is
the name of thisair bucket?’

“The Markdlos,” the captain growled, face goneflorid. “ And you' Il never get away with-*

“Right. Smms? Tdl Rystawe ve got the Markelos and everything ... “

As he scanned the ashen faces of the people ditting at the captain’ stable, Mac stopped in stunned
slence A frogty chill ateitsway up from hisguts as helevd’d his pistol and stared at the woman through
the sghts. “Wait!” The pudgy little, fop with the shaved head and pompoms on him who sat next to the
woman cried out. Heedless of Mac' swarning, he struggled to his feet, waving hisarmsand pleading, “In
the name of the Divine, man! Don't shoot!”

The woman seemed pardyzed, her color draining with disbelief .

“I’m Governor Zacharia Beechie!” the man pleaded as he dropped to his knees before Mac. “ She' smy
wife! Don't shoot!”

Mac hesitated, refusing to lower hisguard. “Y our wife?’
“Yed My wife, Marie Attenasiol”

A cutting edge, like shattered glass, diced at Mac's soul. “ Then, friend, you're married to a Seddi

assassin.

“S-Seddi? Assassin?’ Beechie stumbled, craning his neck to stare wide-eyed at the auburn-haired
woman. The rest of the room might have faded into nothing-

ness as Mac took a step forward, swest leaking down the inside of hisarmor.

“ArtaFera 1ly saved you last time. But thistime I’ m going to kill you ... and may the Rotted Gods have
mercy on your polluted soul!”

Hisfinger tightened on the trigger as he stared into her frightened amber eyes.

Staffastopped pacing as Kaylla s antigrav appeared in his security monitors. He rubbed hiswarm brow
and ordered: “Clear Magister Dawn for entry.”

He glanced again a one of the monitors on his cluttered desk. A white dot marked the location of



Skyla syacht as she boosted for Tyklat's disabled cruiser. Watching that point of light inch across space
had become an ingdious new torture he' d devised to make himsaf miserable. Like an addict aware of
impending desth, Staffa couldn’t force himself to clear the screen.

He stood in the main room of his persond quarters. Compared to hisroomsin Chryda, hisltredtic living
gpace was designed with masterful smplicity. Fiber opticsintegrated into the walls alowed him to choose
the color scheme of the room and attached holo tanks were spaced every five meters. The ceiling
conssted of aninternaly lit crystal lattice that refracted the light in shifting diamond patterns. The carpet
software generated shifting mosaics of geometric figures that merged, metamorphosed, and created new
designs. Intherear, asingle secunty doot led to his bedvoom, persona bath, and toilet.

On one of thelarge reclining gravchairs, asuit of Skyla swhite armor lay draped over the headrest
where she'd left it. A notebook comm rested under the limp deeve. Beside that stood an empty stassa

cup she' d placed there. Across the room, on the counter, Skyla had |eft one of the epaulet clipsfor her
hair and apair of battery packs.

Staffatapped the hed of hisfist into ahard palm as Kaylla stepped out of her shielded antigrav and
emerged through hisdouble air lock entrance.

She gave him a piercing ingpection as she nodded in greeting and stopped, surveying his quarters. She
wore the loose white robes of the Seddi Magister, the belt pulled tight at her thin waist.

“Wel?" she asked, raising an eyebrow as she cameto stand before him. “I trust you didn’t call me
halfway across the complex for asocia occasion. What' s gone wrong?’

Staffaturned to hiscomm, ordering, “Pay the Tyklat file”

Kayllagave him aworried glance before she began to watch as the,comm replayed Tyklat's
conversation with Skyla When it finished, Kaylla continued to stare

at the blank monitor for long moments. She straightened dowly, asif physicaly pained.

Staffaresumed his restless pacing as Kayllafingered the collar of her robe, eyes staring vacantly.
“Skylahas gone out to bring Tyklat in?

Staffawheded on one hed, propping his hands on his hips. “ She has. What do you think?*Y ou must
have some profile on Tyklat ... on Nyklos. Y ou heard the dlegations. Could Nyklos be doubled by Ily?

Did Tyklat sound like he' d been? Would a doubled agent be willing, even eager to turn himself over for
interrogation?’

Kaylla s eyesremained unfocused. “Isthere any way Ily could have done something to Tyklat? Placed
some deep trigger in hismind the way the Pragtor did to yours once?’

“1 don't think so. I’ ve sent Andray Sornsen aquery on that. He hasn't had timeto reply yet. | called you
assoon as| returned to my quarters. If it is Nyklos, we ve got to neutralize him immediately, and very
quietly. If he picks up the dightest hint that we re onto him, he' Il make things very difficult for us”

“We don't know anything yet,” Kayllareminded.

“No. Wedon't. If Ily managed to take Tyklat in, she didn’t have him for very long, certainly not long



enough to do acomplete job of reconditioning his brain. But does he have alever somewhere?
Something Ily could use to manipulate him? A person? A secret? Debts?’

Kaylla s expression hardened. “No. Tyklat was professond to the roots. He cut any tiesthat might have
jeopardized him years ago. Asto hisloyalty, I’ ve no reason to question it. Bruen doesn't either. | talked
to him about Tyklat. He thought him to be one of the best of our agents.”

“Which brings us back to the allegation that |1y has someone in your organization. Tyklat suspects
Nyklos.” “And you d like that, wouldn’t you?’

“Unfortunately, | can't dlow myself the luxury of my persond fedings. Not when the security of Itregtais
at stake. If he'snot Iy’ sagent, and | take him out, haven't | just helped to cut my own throat? So let’s
forget the persona aspect and get down to solving the problem. “

She relented, a humorless smile on her lips. “Very well. Thefirst step to defanging a Cytean cobraisto
get hold of the beast. What do you have in mind for Nyklos-assurning he' sthe one?’

“Take him out while he sadeep. That can be done effortlessy by means of a soporificin hisfood or
drink. When he' sout, we' || have the medical center run acomplete scan on him. Remove your infamous
Seddi tooth.... Perhgps histooth didn’t malfunction when Skyla cornered him in Etarus? Now wouldn’t
that be an interesting convolution of events?’

“And from there we put him under the scan and drug him up with Mytol. Then we suck him dry,” Kaylla
finished bitterly. “Quantum Gods, | hate thisbusness. *

“We Il know,” Staffareminded gently. “Further, if Nyklosis clean, hel'll probably assent to the
interrogation of hisown freewill. No matter what | think of him, the man isaprofessond. He knowsthe
sakesaswell asyou or 1. If he' sinnocent, he'll want his name cleared no matter what.”

Reuctantly, Kayllanodded.

Staffawaked over to stare at Skyla' s monitor. Why had he allowed her to talk him into it? He tried to
ettle hisroiled emotions as Kaylla came to stand beside him.

“You' reworried Sick over her, aren’t you?’

Staffanodded, fingersclosng on air. “1 can't order her to stay out of harm’ sway. She'd never dlow it.
“How about sending a backup team?”’

Staffa pointed to adot of light. “That’s Ryklos ... Sassan territory. Among other things, | returned here
to find areport from Myles Roma. The Sassan military has been put on aert. They’reto report any
violation of Sassan space by Companion warships. If such ,Sassan can and will respond.”

“And will Skyladraw such aresponse?’

Staffatore himself away, crossing the room in adrenaine-powered strides. 1 doubt it. She’ s been
advised, and knowing Skyla, she'll keep her mass and reaction damped. WE ve had the plot on their
detection buoysfor years now, and the regiona governor a Ryklosisn't exactly known for his
enthusasm for innovation. If Skylaisdetected, she'll have Tyklat and be hafway home beforethe
Sassans can have a ship manned.”



“Y ou seem pretty sure of yourself.”

Staffashrugged, running hisfingers over Skyla sarmor where it hung over the headrest of hisgravchair.
“Having the Companionsfor anext door neighbor discourages raids by antagonistic powers and breeds
asense of security-aslong as you think you' re one of the Companions good alies. I’'m sure that since
Than Jakre' slatest order went out, alot of people on Ryklos have begun to get a queasy feding in their
guts. “

“Shelll bedl right,” Kayllatold him, pointing to where he stroked the silky armor.

Staffasmiled self-conscioudy. “Yes, | know. As

she' stold me so many times, she can take care of hersdlf . “

“Shetook security with her?’
fo“ Five of Ryman’sbest ST people. She snoone'sal. “

“Then why do you havethat horrible look on your face?’

Staffa closed his eyes, remembering. “Because | have so much tolose ... again. Rotted Gods, over the
years, |’ d forgotten the way worry eats at the soul. Kaylla, loveisacurse. What if something happens?
When the Pragtor stole my wife and son | went mad ... took it out on the whole of Free Space. | was
only haf aman then, could only give Chrydahaf of mysdf. But with Skyla, I’ ve surrendered mysdlf
totaly. Do you know how terribly frightening that is?”

givethat love to awoman who wasn't like her? Skyla never ceasesto amaze me. I'm not surel like her,
but by the quanta, | respect the hell out of her. “

“If Tyklat’sbaitinatrap. ...” Staffa’ sfist knotted. [ly will curse the day she was ever born-eveniif |
haveto pry her pus-soaked tail out of Rega’ s ash-strewn wreckage.

“Saffa? Staffal”
His thoughts returned to the present and Kayllawho watched him uncertainly.
“Werel Ily Takka, and could see your expression just now, I’d beworried.”

“Andwedl shemight be.” Staffa shook off hisblack mood and squared his shoulders - “Very well, what
ate we going to do about Nyklos?’

The naked man in the chair leaned his head back, pain-glazed eyesrolling as 11y paced back and forth
before himin her cubicle of an interrogation room. The straps on the chair had eaten into his spareflesh
and pulled on the taut skin. Despite the cool air pumped in to keep prisoners uncomfortabl e, trickles of
sweet dipped down the captive' s skin. The monitoring equipment gave acomplete profile of his
metabolism, anxiety, and rising fear. For the mom6nthe d fixed his gaze on the camerasthat lined the
angle of the concrete ceiling.

“Now then,” Ily said eadily, “ Y our name is Rokard Neru. Y ou are an engineer for the Power Authority.
Y our old supervisor used to be Jackard Rath. Isthat correct?’



"Y&,”

“Excdlent. The next thing we re going to discussis your new position at the Power Authority. Why
don’t you tdl me exactly whet it isthat Sinklar Fist’ s people are doing?’

[ly crossed her arms while the man struggled to swallow. From somewhere he mustered the courage to
glare a her, the Mytol making it hard for him to focus his eyes. “Why don’t you crawl off and die, you
Rotted bitch!”

[ly rubbed her hands together and leaned forward. “1 admire your audacity. Now I’'m going to admire
your pain. | am going to make two small incisonsin your scrotum. After that | will insert tubes.
Theresfter, | will dlow one drop of acid to fal every five minutes. Y ou may tell me what you know now,
before your vocal cords are permanently damaged by your screams, or you may tell me later. For your
information, the decision you make won'’t affect my desireto repay you for your insult, but it might lessen
the effects. “

The tremors began in hisface and spread until his entire body shivered. Ily gave him aravishing smileas
she produced a scapel and the tubes from the bench behind her. He vented the most hideous shriek as
she touched the delicate blade to his fear-tightened skin.

“I don't redly care what my enemiesthink of me, or even say solong asthey do it in the privacy of their
own homes. My greatest consideration isthat they fear me, for fear isapowerful tool when used artfully.
And that, Arta, isthetrick. Too much fear, and a person can decide that they have nothing to lose. Then
their action againgt you is fueled with desperation. Too little fear, and people cease to take you serioudly.

“Y ou’ ve been an apt pupil, and | appreciate your keen intellect and acute mind when it comesto your
thirst for knowledge in thisfield. Remember fear and its use, but more importantly, the day will come
when you face a skilled opponent who will try and gain the advantage against you.

“As soon as you recognize this, withdraw from the conflict and consder just who you face and what
they’ rewilling to risk. Make your plans and give thought to every eventudity. Let your opponent think he
or sheiswinning and then strike. Once you have them disorgani zed, press your advantage. If you seek to
crush them in one blow, you may suffer in the end. A more complete victory isachieved by eroding their
will, egting away at their confidence until when thefind conflict isinitiated, they have nothing left within.”

Letter from Ily Takkato ArtaFera

CHAPTER 17

[ly stepped into her office from the lift which had carried her from the subbasement and the interrogation
facilities. She used adamp towel to wipethelast of the body fluids from her hands and tossed the
remainsinto the digposal chute. She grimaced at the stains on her clothing and stripped it off, balling her
black suit and stuffing it into the disposd after the towel.

Before she headed for her personal quarters and a hot shower, she settled at her desk, accessing the
Comm.

Gysdl’ sfaceformed in her monitor. He cocked his head, apparently spying her disheveled hair. “Yes,
Miniger?’



Ily leaned back, asatisfied grin on her face. “1 just had the most interesting time in the interrogation
room. Y ou know that Power Authority engineer | had you pick up? He proved most helpful. I’ m routing
you the entire confession. It seemsthat Sinklar, in building his perfect society, has cometo the belief that
if he dlowsthe Power Authority workersto fortify themsalvesin an impregnable fortress, they’ll be able
to function autonomoudy. *

“I see” Gysdl fingered hischin, lost in thought. “Isthisa serious problem?’

“Sinklar isadreamer, Gysdl. Hisvisonison auniversa plane, not the grubby practical onewetend to
work on. While he builds fortresses against mass manipulation, he has no concept of the fatal and frail
flawsof theindividud.”

“Then our concerns are for nothing?’

“For nothing,”.” 1ly agreed. “Let him continue hislittle exercise. When the time comesfor usto take
over, we shal do so with no concerted resistance. In the meantime, identify the people Sinklar’ s officers
are grooming for pogitions of authority. We' Il need acomplete list of their wives, children, parents,
friends, and so forth.”

“And then we use their loved ones as hostages. But what about Sinklar? How will he react?’

She gave himawink. “I think | have him firmly in hand, and he likeswhere I’ m grabbing. By the time our
actions become apparent, | imagine Sinklar will have served his purpose.”

“Lord Commander? | need to speak with you. Information has comein.” Kaylla s voice came over the
comm headphonein Staffal sear.

“Just aminute,” Staffaanswered into the throat mike as he and Tasha-hisbig, burly fourth in
command-bent over acomm termina which displayed the status of the refit on Jinx Mistress. Around
them the giant warehouse and manufacturing center shrilled and whined, people shouted back and forth,
machinery ground away, and mechanical hammers rat-tatted in the background. Overhead, brilliant lights
glared down, drowning everything in stark white.

“I’d say that the smart solution isto lay two trunk lines of powerlead,” Staffadecided. “Y ou can run one
aong themedia ked, and the other here, dlong the ventra one. That haves the chance of control lossin
the event she takes adirect hit amidships.”

“Good thinking. I'll notify the engineers.” Tashapulled a his beard, athoughtful 1ook in his one good
eye. “When we get the chance, it wouldn’t hurt to put that kind of redundancy into the rest of the ships.”

“No, it wouldn't. Real quick, what can you tell me about Countermeasures?’

“We might have a breakthrough on the communications problem,” Tashasaid. “It'sbased on
observation, and the quanta. We create virtua pairs by exciting heavy dementsinthedish. Onesetis
transmitted line of sght, while the other istrgpped in astass. When the first reaches the receiver, wekill
the stasis and shoot the control with microlaser, either on or off. It' ssmple binary, line of sght only,
lightspeed bound, but it works.”

“Sort of avirtud pair interferometry effect that depends on spookiness?’



“Yougot it.” Tashagave him asheepish grin. “It hit one of our people after she’d beenin ahdl of an
argument with a Seddi. Say what you will, they’ ve made alot of usthink. And, you know, when you start
looking at thingsin that perspective, lots of stuff begins to make sense-and some of us start to wonder
just what we' ve done with our lives.”

“Don’'t | know it. Excuse me, Tasha, I’ ve got amessage coming in. Soundsimportant.”
“Usemy office.” Tasha pointed as he made corrections to the schematic on the screen.

Staffamade hisway through the maze of snaking cables, dollies stacked with parts and machinery, and
jumpsuited technicians and mechanics who worked on various pieces of equipment that rested on
gantries prior to being shuttled up to Jinx Mistress.

Staffapamed the lock on Tasha s cubbyhole office. Along onewall ajungle grew, the plantsflowering
inincredible blossoms. Flowersfilled Tashawith wonder, and his gardens were the prize of Itresta

Staffadipped into the creaking chair and accessed his personal channd, running adiagnogtic to ensure
privecy. Kaylla sface formed.

“What' s happened?’

Kaylla cocked her head, brown hair hanging straight as she squinted at the background. “What beautiful
orchids. Y ou in the gardens?’

“Tashd soffice. “

“I didn’t know any of your cutthroats had such redeeming features. But | called to tell you that areport
has come in from Rega. Gyton, and MacRuder, are missing. My people checked into it and apparently

First MacRuder has been sent to preclude a Terguzzi uprising. | went ahead and contacted our people
on Terguz. Asfar asthey cantdl, the entire planet is excited about what' s going on in the capital, but no
oneisgtirring up the home front. If something happensin the future, maybe a shortage of supplies, longer
hoursin the mines, or acut in pay, then we might see something happen.”

“Ily might try that, but Sinklar wouldn’t be part of it. He worked too hard trying to cam angry minerson
Targa” Staffaresponded. “No, thisis something else. | was on my way to my office. Maybe Il let
Romaknow that Regais missng awarship.”

“Skylais going to be making rendezvousin a couple of hours. “

Staffathumped the desk with afit. “I'm painfully aware of that. Why don’t you catch alift to my
quarters. We |l watch it together. How' s the Nykl os operation coming dong?’

Sheraised an eyebrow. “Oh, we got him without afight, al right. | followed your suggestion and we
gassed himin hisdeep. He salittle ... well, annoyed to say the least, but he' s been cooperative to afault.
By thetime| get to your quarters, I'll know if he'sour man or 1ly’s.”

“Affirmative, I'll seeyou then.” Staffakilled the connection, closing his eyes and imagining Free Space.
Gyton had disappeared with MacRuder. Where? Which planet did Sinklar think to strike to throw the
Sassans off baance? Or had Mac smply been detailed to along-range intelligence misson?



“Damn you, MacRuder, what are you up to?’ Staffaturned in the sedt, ng the comm again.
“Security? Thisisthe Lord Commander. | want al of our systems at full dert. The potentid intruder isthe
Regan warship, Gyton. Her spectrd fingerprint isin our records.

“Affirmative,

Thelittle red light on Myles Roma s desk blinked, and the Legate suffered apang of unease. Through
the windows he could see the morning sunshine danting through Imperial Sassa s sky-taunting towers.
They sparkled like backlit diamonds, the cool air imparting abluish tint to the crystaline beauty of the

Capitol acrosstheway.

Myles glanced surreptitioudy at his staff, now buried in the multitude of tasks he’ d swamped them with.
Over hisright shoulder, the holo of Divine Sassa continued to glare with colorless eyes. Myles bit back a
shiver as he dropped the privacy field around his ample gravchair and pressed a button that connected
his ear comm to the line represented by the blinking light.

“Roma, here.” Hetried to move hislipsaslittle as possible lest someone was able to read lips. “Myles?’
Staffakar Therma s commanding tones came through. “Can you tak?’

“Aslong aswe don't take too long. It'smorning here, everyoneis beginning work.”

“I want you to know that a single Regan warship, the Gyton, has spaced with Sinklar Fit’ssecond in
command. That's Rysta Braktov’ s vessdl. According to the Regan story, they spaced for Terguz-but
they never showed up there. We suspect they may be making a reconnai ssance run on the Sassan
Empire—or a worst, might strike one of your holdingsto throw you off balance. Just thought you should
know.”

“I see. Thank you. Interesting things are happening here. Our fleet isthree weeks behind schedule to
ship out for Rega. Seems the supplies keep getting delayed. The freighters delegated to those runs are
having an abysmd rate of mechanica failures—old equipment, you know. Not only that, | have begun
integrating the personnd fileswe taked about. | can infiltrate two Seddi aweek. It would have been
more, but our Civil Patrol has clamped down on any mention of Seddi after those Divindy cursed
broadcasts began. “

“Any resction?

“People aretaking ... in private. Some are beginning to think. Civil disobedienceisthree point seven
percent higher than normal. | do what | can-and | listen to each broadcast and think about them
afterward. Thereisagreat deal of sensein the Seddi messages. “

“Excellent work. Want to come be a Companion?’ “Legate suitsmefine. | have a better chance of
collecting old age benefits here than | would by jumping out of landing craft while angry people who
didn’t gpprove of my presence shot at me. Despite losing another ten kilos, I’ ve il got too much target
aea”

“Ten kilos? Congratulations. Oh, Myles, one more thing. Y ou might want to familiarize yoursdf with the
Resource Allocation and Redistribution Augmentation program in your files. Just thought I'd warn you,
since your people fine-tune software. If there are any bugsin that program, we need to know.”

Mylesreached up and tugged at his double chin as he frowned. Resource Allocation and Redistribution
Augmentation?*“| will do so. Excuse me, | have an aide approaching.



“May the quanta keep you, Myles.” The connection broke and Myleskilled the screen, looking up as his
extractive industries ass stant stopped before the desk.

“Legate,” the young woman began, “I think we have another problem with the copper from the
Formosan Agteroids. The processor malfunctioned again and the head engineer is screaming to get spare

parts.

“Very well, prioritizeit.” Myleswaved her away and accessed his comm. He worked through thefile
tree until he located Resource Augmentation and Redistribution. Caling it up, he found the tag:
Augmentation. He accessed the file and began to read. After several moments he leaned back and
tapped his ringbejeweled fingers on the desktop. He glanced absently at the scintillating walls of the
Capitol, now golden in the sunlight.

“ Augmentation? What a profound understatement. Y es, my friend, | shal become familiar indeed.” And
hope | liveto collect those benefits | was bragging about!

The cruiser Vegahad been growing in Skyla' s monitors as she followed a careful course around the inert
ship. Inthefaint flickers of the Twin Titans and the shine of Ryklos primary, awhitish haze could be seen
dissipating around the vessdl. Skyladidn’'t need her ingrumentsto identify the haze: N2, seventy-seven
percent, 02, twenty-two percent, and declining frac,tions of water vapor, argon, carbon dioxide, and
traces. VVegahad been hit harder than Tyklat had admitted.

“All right, Lily. There heis. What do you think?" Skyla asked her security chief as she hunched in her
command chair. The one-man bridge wrapped around her, holographics projected in athree hundred
and sixty degree display. Skyla dipped her attention back and forth between the augmented senses of the
worrycap and thetactical situation created by wounded Vega

“I’d say she’s ‘about dead,” STO Lily finally admitted. “We can see where she took a hit in the
afterdecks. From hereit’ simpossible to make an assessment of structurd damage. There sno telling
how much atmosphere shelogt in jump.”

Skylasucked at her lower lip. Very wel, now what? Sit out here sniffing around while Tyklat runs out of
ar? What about his climate control? Will | arriveto find afrozen corpse?

She jerked her head, and ordered, “We re going in. Stay sharp on the monitors, people.”

Skylalet her mind mingle with the yacht' s as she tightened the arc around Vega She'd received Staffa s
warnings about the Sassans. Ignorant fools that they were. She' d gpproached cautioudy and so far the
Sassan gtation at Ryklos hadn't probed them with active sensors. They might get in and out without
tripping adetector. At this stage, even if they did, she could

board Vega and skip safely back to Itreata before the Sassans could ssumble to their shipsand clear
port.

Here we come, Tyklat. Pray to the Blessed Gods, you' re on the up and up. But then, what €l se could he
be? Assuming it was atrap, what could they gain? She' d be happy to play hostage to a hostile force
seeking to gain entry to Itreasta. A grim smile crossed her lips at the image conjured of the Companions
reaction to any such silly scheme-no matter who the hostage might be.

As her yacht closed, she opened anarrow beam. “Tyklat? Y ou there?’



Nothing. “Pus Rot you, wake up! Tyklat?Y ou getting areading?’

Skylatapped long fingers on her comm console. A mafunction could have forced them to shut down the
fusion reactors. She studied the readings, matching her yacht to Vegawith a, minimum of correction to
her comm. Through the monitors, she could see the dow expansion of crystals and gasfrom therent in
Vega shull. Rot it, it looked more like anear missthan ahard hit, but thiswas an old ship, and who
knew how fragile her bones were?

“Lily? What' syour status?” “Ready to go, Wing Commander.”
“WEe re matched. I'm setting the controls to maintain attitude. “

“Uh, I'd just as soon you stayed put, Wing Commander. If anything’ srotten about this, you can skip.”
“And leave you guys behind?’ Skyla stood, getting

the kinks out of her tiff body. “Negative, Lily. Y ou know the doctrine. We don’t leave our people
behind. Beside which, when wasthe last time | sat out an operation? What' s the matter with you guys?

Getting spooky in your old age?’

Skyla ducked through the bridge hatch and passed into the sybariticaly ornate centra cabinwith its
sandwood and ebony panding, the Vegan marble tables with burnished gold trim. At the lock, Lily
waited, an uneasy look in her brown eyes. The STO handed Skylaa set of podsto strap on, saying,
“The others are dready outside. Checked your helmet ring and rebreather?’

Skyla shrugged into the pods with practiced ease, snapping the buckle and pulling the tabstight. She'd
pulled her gloves on, sedling them to her armor and powered up her helmet ring, forcing deep breathsin
the field and hearing the rebreather whinein, response. “Let’ sgo.”

Lily gave her athumbs up and grabbed a heavy blaster from whereit stood propped by the lock. Skyla
checked her own pigtol asthe STO cycled through the hatch. Her faithful weapon showed afull charge.

When the lock had cycled, Skyla stepped inside, feding the change in pressure. What if itisatrap?
Then we ded with it. Berational, Skyla. Tyklat’s cover was blown by the Etarian operation and he's
running to save his skin. Y ou’ d run, too. So, why am | wound up?

She pamed the hatch when the readings reported vacuum and stepped out into the void. Frost SWITIS
of stars shimmered in ahaze through the Forbidden Borders-now no more than six light-years distant.
Vegalay no morethan fifty meters away, the flickering light of the Twin Titans giving the dusty hull a
surreal appearance. Against the star-gray background, Skyla could see the feeble glow of the clearance
lights-an indication that power had begun to ebb.

“Cover me,” Skyla ordered as she energized the pods, and drifted forward.
“Wishyou'd let usgo firgt, Wing Commander,” Lily caled.
“Who put her butt on the lineto infiltrate Myklene?’ she asked. “Remember who the Nab was who

broke Staffaout of Ily’s hands? And how about the time a Maika, when | saved your butt from being
shot off? Back off, people.” She paused. “Besides, Tyklat trusts me. If he sees a stranger out front, he

might panic.”



Skylamaintained her attitude through long practice, killing her inertia on bent legs as she landed on
Vega's

hull and stabilized againgt it with the downward thrust of her pods. She made her way to thelock by a
series of bunny hops and checked the status. The lock gauges till registered afull atmosphere on the
ingde. Skylaglanced at the dissipating fog lacing out from the ship’ srear and sighed as she activated the
lock. Enough power remained to cycle the system and the hatch opened.

Lily landed easily beside her and shined suit lightsinto the interior. “Looks clean. Got room for four
people. Acre, you and Stedl go firdt, securethe lock. Therest of uswill follow on your al clear.”

“Roger.” Thetwo ST personne dropped and turned, killing their momentum with the pods asthey
entered the lock. “We're set.”

The hatch closed and Skylawaited impatiently while the gauge marked the building pressure. At one
atmosphere, the display went red, indicating the internal hatch had been opened.

“Acre, Sted, talk to us,” Skylacdled into her COMM.

“Roger, Wing Commander. We rein the ready room. Light’ salittle dim, but we ve got afull
atmospherein here. Acre staking readings on his pocket comm. He' s nodding that it’sdl right.”

“Stick with procedure, keep your helmet fields energized, and use the rebreather. If it' satrap, the
preferred method of incapacitation would be gas. Any sign of Tyklat, or maybe the pilot?’

“Negative. What next, Wing Commander?’
* Given your location, what are the chances of ambush?’

“From here, they’ d have to have afull Section. We ve got both corridors covered with the heavy stuff
Floor, ceiling, and compartment walls look sturdy and intact. I'd cdl it ago.

Skylatapped the lock activation, watching as the pressure dropped. When the hatch finally opened, the
two of them moved indde. Skylawatched the pressure rise until the light went green and she opened the
interna hatch.

Acre and Stedl had assumed battle stance, their blasters covering each direction of the corridor whereiit
branched off the ready room. Suit lockerslined the compartment walls, al ripped open by Acre sand
Sted’ srapid but thorough search.

Lily rapped out, “Y ou know the drill. Cover this bucket from top to bottom. Take no chances. Spread
and go. Thirty second check in with description. Acre, Stedl, move. “

The two started smartly down their corridors. Skylafell in behind Acre, who headed forward. Ina
Martaclass cruiser, the bridge should be straight down the corridor, then left to the centra corridor and
right, squarely amidships.

Skylafollowed Acre s broad back, hearing Stedl’ s voice, * Proceeding aft in lateral corridor. Checking
compartment doors. Nothing |ooks amiss.”

“Taking first right,” Lily caled. “Proceeding to centrd corridor.



One by onethey chattered to each other as Skyla peded off from Acre and reached the central
corridor, her pistol ready, safety off. “Turning toward the bridge in central corridor. No sign of trouble.”

Skyla paused long enough to open compartment doors on the way, checking the contents of the cabins
which would have carried crew or passengers. When Tyklat stole the ship, he' d taken one with curioudy

tidy occupants. Duffels had been neatly stored in the acceleration loops at the foot of each bed. The
captain must have been astickler for protocol. Not even an empty stassa cup had been left to spill.

“Reached the bridge,” Skylacadled. “I’m undogging the bulkhead.” Not even a spilled stassa cup?
“Report!” Lily cdled. “ Sted? Report!”

Skyla shoved the bridge hatch open. Tyklat lay dumped over the controls.

“Herel” Sted cdled. “ Just checked engineering. Looks clean.”

Skylapuffed ahardy sigh of relief.

“Got aperson!” Acre' svoice caled out. “Little

guy. He' stied up and out cold. Looks like he' s been beat up. I’ m going to check him out.
“Careful,” Lily warned.

Skylastudied the bridge. Neat as a pin, nothing out of place. Tyklat’s shoulders moved with deep
breathing. Adeep?

“Tyklat?" Skylaglanced warily around, noting the second seat where the pilot
must have sat. She gave him an ungentle shove. No reection.

Skylareached out and pulled him out of the chair. Tyklat rolled limply onto the floor, moaning. A nasty
cut had swollen on hisforehead. “ Tyklat appears to have been beaten pretty badly, too. Looks like the
pilot and Tyklat got into it. People, thisis appearing to be just what we hoped. Meet me back at the
lock. Let’s get these guys suited up and back to my yacht. Give me a minute to see what shapethis
bucket isredly in. If it'll space, we'll send it toward home. If not, we' Il seeif we can't send acrew to
comeget it. A ship’'saship, people.”

“ Affirmative, Wing Commander,” Lily cdled. “WEe re heading for the main lock. See you when you get
there. “

Skyladipped into the pilot’ s chair and ran the preflight diagnostic. Her fingers danced across the boards,
system after system coming to life. The fansin the atmosphere plant began to hum. Skyla peered
curioudly at the readings on the monitors.

“Rot it, the ship’sfine, Tyklat. What happened? Y ou buy that bastard pilot’ s story that you were out of
fud?’

She shook her head. “Very well, looks like the Companions are aship richer. Tyklat, you come bearing
gredt gifts”



From behind her down the corridor came amuffled bang as Lily’ s people did something.  lifting Tyklat
on Skylasighed and braced hersdlf,

her shouldersin abattlefield carry. She maneuvered out the hatch and started down the corridor. She
made the turn and dowed, something nagging at the back of her mind. Neat as apin? She craned her
head, glancing at Tyklat's dack features-and thought about docked ships and the way Vegawould have
gpaced from the Regan Orbita Terminal. Skylaturned the corner and hesitated.  Steel? Acre?’

Silence.
“Lily?Y ou there?”

Skyladlowed Tyklat to dip from her shoulder as she started warily forward, blaster in hand. Rot it,
she’' d had to turn every system on? Why would Tyklat shut them down? Skylareached the main lock,
diding along the plating, as she braced to fire, knees bent, blaster in anisosceles hold. Lily and the rest

lay in atangled heap.

“Staffal 1t satrap!” she screamed as abody hurled at her from one of the suit lockers. Skylapivoted at
the hips, her shot taking the man in the middle. She whirled as another man flew at her, shot him, and was
turning as yet another fell on her, grappling for the pistal. Skylamoved with him, used her center of
gravity asafulcrum, and threw him. She paused only long enough to kick him full in the face and whirled
asmore assailants tackled her.

Shelog the pigtal, twisting, striking, and wrenching free. Four very large men ringed her, desperationin
their eyes asthey charged. Skylawhirled, struck, and darted, her blows debilitating or lethal.

She hammered an elbow to one man’ stemple, shot siff fingersinto yet another’ s eye as she closed on
the last, bouncing, driving ahard hed into the man’ sthroat. She used arusher’ s momentum to fling him
full tilt into the lockers, hearing the snap of bone. Tripping over acorpse, she recovered, whirled, and
dropped to a crouch. One of the men moaned as he tried to crawl away, ahand pressed to a bloody
eye. Another clawed at histhroat as he choked on the floor, his color going pale.

“You'revery good.” asensud female voice brought Skyla spinning around.

A woman stood at the juncture of the corridor and ready room, adeadly blaster pointed at, Skyla's
guts. In her other hand, a stun rod extended like awhip.

Inthat brief instant, Skylafroze, not believing what she saw.
“Chryda,” shewhispered. “Y ou're dead!”

The heditation cost her. With a speed worthy of her own, the amber-eyed woman lashed out like a
fencer, the stun rod jolting Skylawitless even as she began her block.

Staffa paced anxioudy before the monitor, hisonly view that from the sensors on Skyla syacht. Heand
Kaylla had been listening to the chatter as histeam searched the ship. Then Skyla had called out to her
team-then silence. The ominouswait had begun to weigh on him as Staffa shot aworried glance at
Kaylla, who sat to one side, biting her lip as she stared at the image of Vegafilling the screen.

“Comeon,” Staffagrowled, smacking afist into hispam. “Tak, Skyla. Blessed Gods, speak!”



“Shesadit looked dl right,” Kayllaadded thoughtfully. “1 meanit’s obvious, the pilot jumped Tyklt,
trying to take the ship back. Tyklat fought, incapacitated the man, and finally passed out over the
controls”

“And it means ly doesindeed have an agent among the Seddi. Nyklosis
cooperating?’

Kayllanodded. “We ran him through every test we could devise. HE snot Iy’ s agent.”
“Damnation. It would have been essier if.....”

“Staffa, it satrap!” exploded from the speakers, gavanizing him to legp for the monitor, asif he could
physicdly pull himsef into the action.

“Skylal” he roared, bending down, staring hopefully at the peaceful image. Vegahung silentinamist of
boiled atmosphere. Meanwhile, the speaker caught therip of blaster fire, then the grunts of exertion.
Grunts? Skylafighting hand to hand. He d heard it often enough.

Severd smacking sounds came through as Skyla articulated the fury of her attack. A chance ... an ever
S0 thin chance that she' d take her assailants.

Staffa sfingers bruised as he gripped the monitor and moaned at the image.

Then Skyla could be heard panting and- durred words came from beyond the battle comm pickup.
“Chryda... you'redead!” The cryptic words

stunned him for a brief moment, then apiercing shriek wasfollowed by slence.

Staffa gaped. A red haze dimmed hisvison. Chryda? What ...how? Had he heard right? Impossible!
Chrydawas dead-dead at his hands off Myklene!

He could fed Kayllapulling a him, trying to drag him back from the monitor.
“Staffal” Kayllagrittedin hisear. “ Stop it! We' ve got to think. Damn you, Staffal”
But the monitor had gone shimmery as his gaze silvered with tears of fear and rage.
“I"ll kill you Illy! I'LL GUT YOUR PUS-RIDDEN CORPSE!”

“Illy has returned, and she brings news of hope, along with amost wondrous gift-a Seddi n, Arta
Feraby name. The woman is magnificent. As Emperor, I’ ve had my choice of women-at least so long as
Mareesh didn’t find out. Of them dl, 1ly has been the most interesting, and the most skilled with her
sexuad gymnagtics, but this Arta Feral What a challenge. The Seddi have trained her to kill men who love
her, and what a devioustrap that was! For sheisasexua magnet, beautiful, with long auburn hair, the
most incredible amber eyes, and abody like a Blessed Goddess cometo life. In the collar, however, |

control her-and | will have her!

“But enough of my burning lust. Ily hasfound away for usto save the Empire. Staffakar Thermais
bottled up in Makarta Mountain, and | have given the order for Gyton to blast him from orbit. At the
sametime, | have reviewed the tapes and listened to Iy’ senthusiasm for Sinklar Fist. At 1y’ surging, |



have conferred upon this assassin’ s son afull Lordship-and let the aristocracy howl. With Fit, | can
smash the Sassans, and the Companions, too. How odd that 11y hersalf executed Fist’ s parents, and now
she brings me their son asasavior. Wherelast night | drowned in sorrow, today | revel in hope. | can
save my peoplel

“Ah, Ily, how I’ ve missed you these long months. How foolish of me to have feared you and your
limitlessambition. Y ou bring me the military geniusto place dl of Free Space under my rule, and you give
me ArtaFeral Even as| stripped you and took you on my officefloor, | couldn’t kegp my mind off Fera.
Will she bring me to as much ecstasy asyou do?lly ... lly, if only you were my wife! Y ou are worthy of
me

Excerpt from Tybaft the Imperia Seventh’s persond Journa

CHAPTER 18

Ily knew the moment Sinklar stepped out of the shuttle capsule below the Ministry. She knew that look
of his, the frown, the hard set of the jaw, and the way those oddly colored eyes glowered at his
surroundings as he salked acrossthe platform for the lift.

Anger? At what? He couldn’t possibly know about Rokard Neru. She was just about to wash the last of
his spattered remains from her hair.

As Sinklar entered thelift, Iy stepped into her shower, playing the warm water over her skin, increasing
the heat until the stleam brought ared flush to her fine skin. Thelast of the Power Authority engineer
swirled down the drain. And Sinklar? What would he do? Stand abashed in thelift as hetried to decide
whether he ought to enter her quarters? Or did whatever angered him drive him to bargeright in?

Ily laughed to herself, guessing Sinklar would chargein. And if heweretruly that angry, shewasina
perfect pogition to disarm him. Y es, play off hisyouthful inexperience and curious sense of honor.

As she expected, he didn’t appear immediately. Suffering indecision in the security room. Shetwirled
around in the water, enjoying his discomfort. How long? Two minutes, three? Would he turn around, go
back?

No, here he came. She caught his movement through the wavering water sheeting down the. energy
fields, and made the best of it, adopting asensua pose asthe water cascaded down her tingling flesh.

From the corner of her eye, she saw him stop short and begin to back away. That’'s when she turned,
made adartled jump, asif surprised, and cdled, “Sinklar?’

“Whhh ... uh, yes Sorry, | ... 1 ... "
He continued to back away and she leaned forward, poking her head through the drying field and giving
him awarm smile. “I washoping I’ d see you. | heard the exerciseswent well. Y ou posted the

assignmentsfor tomorrow morning?’

The expression on his flushing face was priceless! The anger, whatever had possessed him, had drained
away likethelast of the tortured engineer’ s blood.



“Just asecond.” Iy pulled her head back, smiled victorioudy into the stream of hot water, and shut the
flow off. Shelingered, as she stepped through the drying fidld, asif savoring the caress of the forcefidd
agang her skin. She gave him aamile as she turned her neck against the gentle pull off thefield, her hair
ettling behind her in ablack shining wave.

“I...." Hegaped at her, taking in the charms of her perfect nakedness, rosy now from the hest.

She walked proudly up to him, alowing her lipsto part as he stared anxioudly into her eyes. “I’ve missed
you,” shetold him in ahusky whisper and reached up to lay her hot hands against his cheeks.

“Weneed totalk,”” he managed hoarsdly.

“Y ou have an appointment?’ she asked, searching hiseyes. “| have acouple of hours. Maybe we could
relax alittle ... and | have missed you so much. * She bent forward, kissng him gently, giddy at the
resentment she sensed within him. Then she backed away a step, one eyebrow raised questioningly. “Or
isit al busnessthistime?’

He swallowed hard, trying to turn away, losing the battle as she walked languidly to her closet and pulled
out agauzy robe and let it dide over her flesh. She turned then, drawing it tight about her narrow waist
and giving him ahappy smile. “There. All right, to business. What do we need to discuss?’

She walked across the room, alowing the robe' s dit to expose her leg as she settled on the bed.

He nerved himsdlf and challenged, “Y ou put mein the paace, Ily. You didn’t tell me that’ swhere | was.
Blessed Gods, | mean ....

She gave him ablank look. “Lord Fist, where e se would you be? | mean, my word, you arethe
government! The comm:- equipment isal there. Aswe place new government officids, that’ swhere they
will keep their offices. Mac isgoing to be the Minister of Defense, isn't he? All the command control runs
out of Defense' s headquarters-and that’ s just down the hall from your rooms.”

“But the palace? What are my people going to say? | can’t become what we' refighting againdt! It'sa
betrayd!” hecried, raisng hishands. “It.... It's

not...."

“Right?’ shefinished for him, and placed fing on her chin, frowning and dowly shaking her head. “ Come
here. Sit down beside me and let’ stalk. | think we need to air some things between us. *

Oh, he hated it-even though he wanted to settle beside her more than anything. In salf-punishment, he
forced himsdlf to look at the floor.

[ly began, “1 know how hard the trangition is, Sinklar. | redize that you' ve had to undertake everything
at once. Thefate of the entire Empire-of al of humanity-rests on your shoulders now. Y ou' ve been
working nonstop, wearing yoursdlf ragged to reshape the army. And you're doing it. I ve got some
reports|’1l route to your comm. And that’ s another reason | put you in the palace. The communications
between here and there are secure, as secure asyou can get in al of Free Space.”

“But I’'mnot ... not.

“Not Tybalt?" She chuckled, eyes dancing with amusement as he looked miserably up at her. “Thank



the Blessed Godsfor that!”
He lowered hiseyesthen. “1ly. Who lived in my quarters before?”
She reached out, gentle fingers turning him to look
at her. 1 put you in the Emperor’ s offices. Not hishouse, Sinklar. His office.”
The musclesin his cheekstwitched. “Y ou dept with him in that bed, didn’t you? Sept with him here.”
She gazed into his odd eyes and nodded. “I did. At thetimewe ... well, | thought | could change him.”
She smiled wistfully, breaking eye contact as she stared sadly into space. “We plotted together, heand I.

Wewould changethe lot of humanity. Oh, yes, that wasthe plan.”

Sherolled off the bed, pacing in front of him, head down, hands locked demurely before her. “What a
lot of Rot that turned out to be. Tybadt, curseyou, it wasdl bluff, wasn't it? A means of kegping me on

my string while nothing changed.”

Sheturned then, clenching aknotted figt, firein her eyes. “Well, thistime it won't happen that way.
We re going to take all of Free Space, Sinklar. And we're going to create the sort of Empire that doesn’t
perpetuate itsalf by lies and the abuse of power. *

He gave her askeptical frown. “I wish | could redly believethat.”

Shetilted her head. “Mhitshul’ sbeen a you, hasn't he?’

“Would you like me to remove him? Transfer him?”

She crossed her arms and shook her head, aware of the effect as her black hair draped around her.
“No. He givesyou perspective. You'll believe I’ ve hoodwinked you without Mhitshul to provide a
counterbalance. Honestly, | appreciate his skepticism.”

“Why?’ She had him now. “Because I’ m building for thefuture ... for us. | want you to come to me of
your own free will, work with me because you' ve cometo trust my judgment.” She bent down, taking his
hand, staring worshipfully into his eyes. “ Think about the history books, Sinklar. You and | will be
remembered asthe great reformers, the man and woman who freed humanity from tyranny! 1sn’t that
worth fighting for, building for?’

He pursed hislips, struggling desperately to believe her.

“Sink,” she hesitated. “1 arrested the head engineer at the Power Authority.”

He recoiled as she' d expected, ahardnessin his eyes.

“It' snot Boyzlsfault. Shedidn’t know. | mean in fairness, Mac grabbed her away from her dutiesand
shipped her off for Imperia Sassa”

“ Boyz? What' s she got to do with this? Maybe you' d better sart at the beginning.”

She nodded. “All right. Boyz thought that a man named Rokard Neru was the perfect person to put into
position at the Power Authority. The man’s performance |ooked good, and he had a spotless record.



Naturaly, Boyz placed him in charge when Rath |eft. The problem isthat Neru' s record was spotlessfor
areason. He and Rath had been thick for dmost two decades.” She hesitated, asif reluctant. “ And Neru
has Seddi connections. | should have investigated before. Of coursethey’ d plant someonein acritical
position like-*

“Wait aminute. How do you know dl this?’

She shrugged easily. “Our internad security wouldn't be very secureif | didn’t do my job. Y ou havethe
fina decison asto who to replace Neru with, but let me recommend Assistant Engineer Serra. | had
some of my people run athorough check. He safamily man. Hasalovely wife that he would do anything
for, and seven children he adores. He sends part of hisincome to his parents, and, moreover, works
overtime to make sure he does hisjob well. I’ll send his personal file over, or you can look at it now, if
you'dlike. “

His skepticism was evaporating and Iy pressed her case. “ He makes alot more sense than Neru. Neru
was aloner. The Rotted Gods a one know what his hook was to keep Rath an astring. But if the Seddi

had wanted to disrupt the Power Authority, Neru was ready and in aposition to do agreat deal of
harm.

“All right. Serragetsthejob.”

“And don’t blame Boyz,” Ily reminded. “ She didn’t have timeto run any checks on the people she
promoted. “

Sinklar gave her asmile. “I thought you didn’t approve of my taking control of the vital servicesand
privatizing them?’

She sattled herself againgt him and took hishand. “I’ll admit, in the beginning | was alittleirritated that
you' d taken the action on your own. Y ou could have told mefirst. But now I’'m dl for it. Y ou might have
your personne contact meif they need a background check on any of these people. | can give them
excellent advice on who would best serve our needsin the position.”

“I'll do that.” Hisarm went around her shoulder. “Y ou know, | fed alot better than when | got here.”
She patted his chest, smiling up a him. “We ve got

to talk more. | need to hear what’ s bothering you so | can fix it.

He nodded and bent down to kiss her gently. With practiced ease, she undid the fastenings of hisarmor.
Hourslater, Sinklar lay on hisback inlly’ sbed. He stared up at the endless layers of crystal overhead
and chewed at the insde of his cheek. He couldn’t shake the nagging sensation of wrongness. It's
because she does with you what she once did with Tybat-and in this same bed!

You'reaman now, Sinklar. Thisisthe real world. Y ou can't expect to be the only man she' sdept with,
he answered.

But wasthat it? Blasted Etaria, she never ceased to amaze him, or lead him to some new ecstasy. And,
yes, he'd come hereto tell her that he' d be cursed by the Rotted Godsif he'd livein Tybalt’s palace, but
now? Her arguments made such good sense.



Heturned his gaze, staring down at her where she lay against him. One of her full breasts pressed against
hisribs, and her muscular thigh lay protectively over his hips. He reached down and idly stroked her knee
and calf.

Time, Sinklar. She' sright. It' sjust making the adjustment, that’ sall. You'll get used to it. She made
happy noises deep in her throat as she stirred and resettled herself.

Something in her terrified expresson, that’swhat made Mac hesitate and release his pressure on the
trigger. ArtaFerahad been in exactly that same Situation, staring right down the barrel of Sinklar’ s pulse
pistol-poised on the edge of death. On that occassion, Arta had, glared with the deadly rage of a
wounded Etarian sand tiger. This Arta, however, stared a him with amixture of petrified fear, despair,
and resignation.

Mac lowered the pigtal. “Who are you?’

The room came dowly back in to focus as his mind began to work. The main mess on the Markelos had
gone hauntingly silent. His troops ringed the Sassans now.

Overhead, the atmaosphere control fans hummed obliviousy. Someone coughed. Zacharia Beechie il
implored from his knees, tears of terror leaking from hiseyes. Markelos' captain stared at Artawith wide
eyes, mouth agape, and then looked back at Mac.

“I'm Marie Attenasio,” the woman answered in Arta svoice, but a subtle difference could be heard. The
venom and anger Mac had keyed to Arta s voice had been replaced by an enduring sorrow.

Mac chewed hislip, unsure. Pustakeit, Artawas a clone, aknockoff produced by the Seddi and
probably tailored for each individua mission. Artahad been designed to kill the Lord Commander-so
who was Attenasio designed to kill?

“1 want asquad here!” Mac barked. “Thiswoman isto be placed under strict guard. She's a Seddi
N, people, so keep your distance.-

Marie was ringed with blasters wielded by grimfaced troops.
“A Seddi assassin?’ Beechie cried, hisvoice dmost awhimper?“And dl thistime. . . .”

Attenasio gave Beechie along, suffering look. “1 never lied to you, Zacharia. | told you as much of the
truthas| could. “

“You! Captain, on your feet! Seddi, you get up, too. Captain, it'stime we go to your quarters and take
care of somethings. “

The Comm buzzed in Mac’ s ear. “ Red here, we' ve got asignal coming in from Gyton. Commander
Braktov says congratulations. She' sdumping DeltaVV and matching. We ve got techs on theway. They'l|
land at the main lock and cycle. Uh, Mac, not every team made the jump. A lot of them ... well.

“I know. | know.” He gtill shook at the memory of that mind-defying image of the Sassan ship teetering
out of redlity. “Tdl them.... Nothing. They’ll know what they did.”

And that would be punishment enough, knowing that they hadn’t jJumped-and no one would even dress
them down for cowardice. Next time, if it meant jumping headlong into the mouth of a Rotted God,



they’ d go-and be smiling in the process.

“Let’sgo, people.” Mac waved with his pistol and followed the captain. To his surprise, the Seddi clone
walked with apainful limp. Y es, this one was a carbon copy of ArtaFera. Mac could fed that
magnetism. Every male eye watched, and longed, as she left the room, head held high, balanced and
poised, while her auburn hair tumbled down around her shouldersto glint copper in the light.

Mac' s squad remained unfazed, memories of Gretta s body foremost in their minds-and hatred for the
Seddi burning down insde them.

The captain palmed the lift control and stepped inside. Mac and the Seddi followed. He pressed his
pistal into her sde and tried not to think about her beauty, or her full breasts, or the dluring scent she
exuded. The woman stared woodenly ahead as the captain ordered, “ Officer’ s deck.”

The lift rose soundlesdy and Mac’ s team stepped out, covering the captain and the Seddi. Mac took an
ingtant to pull himself together, then he followed them to the captain’s cabin.

The room had more amenities than Mac had grown used to aboard Gyton. The captain’s quarters
consisted of three rooms. The place smelled fresh and airy and had holo monitorsin the wals that
currently displayed planets and stars. The carpet gave underfoot and thick crystal arches gleamed
transparently, rainbow colors jetting through them.

“Nice,” Mac admitted. “ Captain, you and the Seddi lady will stand here and not move amuscle.”

His squad conducted arapid yet thorough search, producing a brace of matched blastersinlaid with gold
and slver, a shoulder wegpon of more pragmatic finish, and the information that more could be hiddenin
secret places.

M14 That' sfine, the captain won't be here for long.” ac turned his attention to the portly man, watching
anger take the place of fear on the officer’ sfat face. Mac made awaggling gesture with hispistol. “Do
you surrender?’

“You'reaheretic pirate, may his Divineness damn you to eterna perdition.”

“All right, you don’t surrender. Corpora, take the captain down and hold him until Rysta' s people get
here. When they do, | want alittle Mytol dripped between thisguy’ slips. Wring him dry and throw him
out the lock.”

“You vile bastard!” the captain shouted, raising a pudgy fist and taking a step forward—only to stop
dead asMac' s expression hardened and the blaster centered under the man’s heart.

“If you' d surrendered, you' d have been treated as a prisoner of war. That’ s according to the Holy
Gawdamn Book, and we' |l honor that for the moment. Sorry. Corpord, get him out of here, and if he
makes

awrong move, blow hisknee gpart. | think we may need him dive.”

The captain began to sweat then, palor settling over hisfeatures. He jerked asthe corpora jammed the
blaster into his back and escorted him to the hatch.

Mac cocked his head pensively, then turned to the Seddi woman who watched him with level amber



eyes. “Would you like to surrender?’
She nodded. “1 will surrender. Subject to the Articles of War, section eight,

paragraph seventeen: The trestment of captured foreign nationals. Such persons shal be treated as
noncombatants and provided every courtesy within reason which does not hinder or delay the military in
the pursuit of-*

“I' know, | know. “ Mac sat down in one of the captain’s overstuffed gravchairs. “The problem isthat
we don’'t consider the Seddi to be noncombatants. Not only that, but I’ m starting to get real curious
about how many more of you there are. Bruen must have cornered the Praetor’ s market on your moddl.

Shetensed, flinching dightly before she could control herself.
“Hit closeto home, didn’t 1?7 “1 am not aSeddi, sr. | am. “Yes?’

“A private citizen making my way from Mykleneto Imperial Sassa. Nothing more.” She paused. “Y our
mention of the Praetor only brought back memories of the defeat.” ed

“Uh-huh. Look, we know the Pragtor provided Bruen with clones.” Mac scratched the back of his
neck. “I’ve met that polluted bastard. What' sit like to be histool? To know that you're just athing to
him, aweapon st to go off when aman touches you? How do you fedl way down insde?’

A faint frown lined her perfect brow and mystification grew in her haunted eyes. She started to make a
gesture of bafflement, and thought better of it, asking instead, “Would you tell me about this? | mean
about these clonesthat look like me? Arta Fera, you said?’

Mac grunted and shrugged. “ Sure. Just S0 we both know that al the tricks are out of the bag, I’ll play
aong. Now, I’'m not privy to dl theintricate details, but basically Magister Bruen-pus-sucker that hei
usesyou Chrydareplicantsto. . . . “

He caught the flaring of the nogtrils, the startled fear in the eyes, and the tremor of the jaw. Tak about a
touched nervel

“Chryda,” Mac repeated numbly to himsdf in disbelief. Noway, pa! Thiscan't bel But what about the
fragile haunted character, the wounded fawn look in her eyes. It safilthy Seddi trick! She'san n,
and that’ sher MO. She' slike aporcelain doll begging to,be protected-until she dipsavibraknifeinto
your guts.

The fear had continued to build, glazing her amber eyes. She couldn’'t stop the dim hand that rose to
cover her mouth. She barely managed to quell atremble that threastened to betray her.

Mac cocked his head, suddenly unsure. “Y ou know, you' re going to be drugged. Do you want to tell
menow?’

She shook her head, panic eating at her as she lowered her eyes and wilted into one of the chairs, her
will crumbling. “Do what you will to me,” she whispered miserably. “It was too good to be true.”

“What was?’

“The chanceto get away, to findly be free after dl these years.



Meac licked hislips nervoudy. “ Areyou Chryda? If you are ... if you can proveit, you're safe. I’ ll know
if you'retdling the truth-and | won’t need Mytol.”

Sheblinked, glancing up increduloudy. “How? How will you know?’

Mac shot ahard look at the guards. “ Outside, folks. And, yes, I'll be very careful. | don't want to end
up like Gretta.

Shooting uneasy looks a each other, the rest of the squad filed from the room, one cdling, “ Y ou holler if
shetries anything. We' Il be through the door quicker’ n you can split aneutrino and blow her dl to Rotted
Hell and back!”

“I'll do that.” Mac watched the hatch dide closed. Mari€' s expression had changed asif she now clung
to adesperate hope that he might indeed help her. Her hands worked nervoudly at the fabric of her
gown. “Why would you want to help Chryda? Who do you think sheis, anyway?’

Mac gave her acrafty grin. “I’ [l be honest, Chrydais something of amystery to me. | know shewas
married to the Lord Commander, Staffa kar Therma. According to the story, the Pragtor of Myklene
stole her, and her son, away from Staffa about twenty years ago. The Lord Commander literaly turned
Free Space upside down looking for her ... and for his son.

Pain brightened her eyes.

Mac shifted uncomfortably. “ According to the story, the Pragtor kept Chrydauntil aship caled the
Pyloswas destroyed over Myklene. And now, you' re coming from there. Y ou’ ve been wounded
recently, the way awoman might beif she were escaping adying ship. “

Shelooked beyond Mac, asif she was focused on another time and place, and her lips barely moved as
shesaid, “ Captain Marston gave me an emergency pass-thefirst dip in security in dl those years. |
clutched that little card asif it werelifeitsalf.” The wounded look returned. “1 knew how they felt about
each other. Staffanever admitted his hatred, but it lay there, deeping, buried under the conditioning the
Praetor had implanted so cleverly.” She gasped then, glancing up to give Mac aradiant smile. “ Sorry,
just making up astory. That'swhat | do. Tl storiesto children. | make my living that way.

“Yeah, right.” Mac crossed hisarms. “My turn for aquestion. Did you or did you not bear Staffaa
child?

Shetried to smileit away. “ Do you redly think awoman like me could have been married to someone
as powerful asthe Lord Commander?’

“Could you recognize your son if you saw him today?’

She watched him pleadingly. “1 never had ason.” Mac sighed. “We Il put you under the Mytol-unless
you answer that question. Chryda... Marie, lisgen to me. | give you my word that even if you aren’'t who
| think you are, | won't hurt you. Even if you are a Seddi assassin, | won't hurt you. Please, this might
mean everything to alot of people | love, and acouple | respect agreat ded.” He paused. “Including
Saffa “

Her full lips parted. “Y ou know Staffa?’



“He saved my life on Targa. Offered me a position with the Companions. At thetime, | couldn’t tekeit.
He got mixed up with the Seddi while he was searching for hisson. “

Her throat worked, and thistime she couldn’t stop the tears. She dropped her head, auburn hair spilling
to hide her features. “If you only knew, sir. All thoseyears. . . wondering, praying. Then when | heard
Staffamight strike Myklene, | thought perhaps he ‘knew. | thought.... Well, never mind. | got out. Used
the pass to get down to the escape pods-but there was an officer there. He ... he was skeptical. Wanted
tocdl thecaptain....and. .. . “

She began to sob. Mac battled to hold himself back. She sniffed and looked up at him with swimming
eyes. “| don’'t know why it still hurts. The Pragtor. . . .” Shereached for him, the desperation filling her
again. “Yes, gr. I-I'm ChrydaMarie Attenasio.”

Mac tried to smile, but theimplications had begunto sink in. “Y ou're safe. | give you my word, we' |l
protect you from the whole of Free Spaceif we haveto.” And if anyone finds out who you are, they'd
kill to get their hands on you! Then another cold wind blew through Mac’ s soul. Assuming we live past
the showdown at Imperial Sassa.

Theentirewal of the room provided athreedimensiond holo of the battlefield. Mykroft concentrated on
the Groups attacking alow knoll. Rot it al, the system worked, whether he liked to admit it or not.

“I’d order a Section into the ravine below the knall to reinforce their drive,” Rick observed, pointing. “If
they get hit from the Sde, they’ Il be completely flanked and the drive will be crushed.”

To Mykroft’ ssurprise, his request for a conference room and acomputer smulation of Sinklar’ stactics
had been granted. Also granted was the request that the captive Firsts work together. 1ly had smiled, a
glint in her black eyes, and agreed.

Looking back, Mykroft suspected that Minister Takka had hoped for just such arequest, for he had
been escorted to the conference room within hours. Moments later, hisfellow prisoners had been shown

into the room. Since then, no one had | eft. Instead, they’ d remained absorbed by the tapes and the
challenge of beating Sinklar Fi<.

“If you do that,” Henck replied, “you'refdling into the sametrap | did in Kaspa. Trust the soldiers.”
“Trust the soldiers?” Rick cried. “What do soldiers

know about tactics and war?’

“Evidently agreet dedl,” Mykroft interjected.

Asif to prove hiswords, the ravine was blanked out by the master computer. The other side had
responded by the book, expecting reinforcements to have been massed exactly where Rick would have
placed them.

“And there,” Mykroft told them, “isthe classical response. Why try and flank when ordnance can keep
the bother to aminimum? Theoretically, that Group taking the hill would have been supported and
commanded fiom the ravine. Instead of being paralyzed, they’ Il keep going.”

Trueto Mykroft’ swords, the Group continued their assault and took the command point.

“And now,” Henck growled, “they’ Il abandon it. Just watch.



“Of coursethey will,” Tie Arnson cried, raising hishands. “To stay thereisto invite agrav shot or
disrupter. ©

The Group proceeded to check amap, and then trotted down the far side.
“Multiple objectives,” Henck whispered. “Who' d have thought.”

“Sinklar Figt, that’ swho.” Mykroft waked forward. “ Comm, stop the action.” He stood in front of his
comrades. “Minigter Takkatells me the comm has been programmed to smulate Figt' stactics. Let’stry
it out. “Henck, you and | will take the defensive forces, Rick, you and Arnson offensive. Let’s play each
other and seeif we can play Sinklar’ sgame. If we can duplicate histactics here, the next thing will beto
try them,inthefidd.”

“Fat chance,” Tie sputtered. “ Y ou think 1y will let us get to aDivison? And if she does, just what do
you think Fist isgoing to say when we ask to borrow some of histroops? And why would Iy trust us,
anyway? What if we skip out on her?’

Mykroft narrowed his eyes. “Thefirst part of that isup to Ily. Asto why she' d trust us? Gentlemen,
outside of the fact that our lives depend on Minister Takka s good will, we have an empireto gain. Ily
may indeed place herself at the head of the government, but I’ d rather be with her than againgt her.”

Sinklar sat hunched at the comm in Tybat' s old office. Reports were coming through and he’ d begun to
learn how to work the system. Still, hisfumbling had generally caused frustration. Tired, possessed by a
glow from the last bout of lovemaking with Ily, he should have been adeep. However, exercises started
in another eight hours. If he could check the disposition of the new Divisons, he could....Sinklar’ sweary
fingersentered Yamsinstead of Ayms. The system immediately began to load. He stopped a plunging
index finger dready started on its mission to escape the program.

MONITOR ONE ACCESSONLY SECURITY CODE: YAMSACCEPTED. DOYOU WISH TO
PROCEED?

“Yes” Sinklar told the system. Not in athousand attempts could he have pulled this up-even assuming
he knew it existed. Monitor One access only? So, the files couldn’t be pulled up on any other system?

A long directory of files appeared, rows upon rowsto fill the monitor. Sinklar frowned, reading the
important names, including hisown. Heimmediately accessed that file and skimmed the contents-facts of
hislife asfar as Tybalt had known them. Crossreferences for Tanyaand Vdient Fist were provided.
Where gapsin Tybalt’s knowledge occurred, he' d Ieft notes or question marks. All in all, the report,
though skimpy, seemed accurate. At the very bottom, however, Tybalt had written:

“At thismoment, Sinklar Fist appearsto be asignificant threat to security. According to Iy’ sreport, he
has defeated five of Rysta s best. Should such a scourge be alowed loose, how could we stop him? He
seemsto be able to galvani ze his troops to superhuman feets. [ly has goneto Targa. If she cannot turn
Fist, turn him into my tool, she will assassinate him. If, however, he can be harnessed and leashed, could
this be the answer to bresking Staffa?’

Sinklar paused, rereading the section carefully. Then he abandoned thefileand called up 1ly’s. He
absently picked up one of the spicy, meat-filled pastries and munched as he Sarted to read.

An hour later, the pastry unfinished, he saved thefile and got unsteadily to hisfeet. Sinklar closed his



eyes anill feding churning in hisgut.

The plush gpartment pressed down on him in spite of dl itsluxury. He pamed the lock plate and

stepped out into the guardroom, nodding in passing at the soldiers on duty, desperate to avoid any human
contact. Once beyond, in the powder blue halway, he stopped and braced himself against the wall.
Tybat wouldn’t have lied! The palace seemed to press down on him, agiant trap. How did he get out?

Sinklar walked to the right and down another hall, the way he' d learned, then took the lift that let him out
where his battered L C sat under the dark skies.

He gasped deep breaths of the chilly night air, rubbing his hands asif to wipe away thefilth.

Sink dapped the ramp control and climbed insde. :’ Sir? That you?’ the pilot called, sounding deepy.
‘Yes. Takeme...l wanttogo. ... " Hisbrain

had become adull knot. “Land me on the streets. Just anywhere so long as | can't see thisfilth-choked
place.

A low whine built as Sinklar settled on one of the assault benches. One by one, he recounted the details
of Tybalt’ sreport on Ily. From the very beginning, Tybat had kept track of her as she’' d advanced up the
ladder of Internal Security-rung by ruthless rung.

41 No wonder she's so Blessed wonderful asasexua partner ... she tortured Etarian Priestessesto
uncover their secrets” And then she’ d used her sexud talent to augment her position. A woman might
not be able to deep her way to the top, but when she backed it with her natural beauty, nation,
blackmail, planted evidence, conspiracy, and araw native genius for her craft, it had proved a potent

weapon.

What does she want with me? Sinklar stared at the scuffed deck below hisfeet, hisarmstightly clasped
about his ssomach. She didn't control Sassa-and’ the Star Butcher remained to be dealt with.

Could that 1ook in her eyes have been alie? Could she have faked that veiled excitement every time she
saw him? How? He shook his head, baffled. How could awoman be that incredibly cold and
cdculaing?

Tybat clamed she did exactly that. HE d cometo believe that she loved him. He d fucked her on the
floor-in front of that very desk in his office, hismind on possessing ArtaFera.

“Ily, how could you ... when you knew Ferawould kill him?’ He closed his eyes, imagining the scene.
She' sareptile, the voice hissed in the back of hishead.

“Where did you want to be set down, sSir?’ the pilot called through the comm.

“Anywhere. On astreet.”

“Going down.”

Sinklar stood asthe craft settled. Mindlesdy, he dapped the hatch, then ran down the ramp and into the

misty rain that fell from the black skies. Heedlessy, he walked, ran some more, and walked again, head
down, splashing in the puddles.



Tybalt had enjoyed the fact that Ily had sex with her victims before she destroyed them. Sinklar's
stomach twisted.

He d looked into her dark eyes, fdlen into those poals, and seen, seen them shine for him! Could that
parting of the lips be faked? What about her incredible energy in bed? The hoarse cries of her passon?
A woman couldn’t do that with aman she didn’t love, could she?

Tybdt said shedid.

And her words about Tybalt, about how he' d failed her in her bid for reform? Tybat’ s own words never
hinted at anything accept awilling accomplice. He wished she d been hiswife.

Did shelook at dl of her loversthat way, Snklar? Isthat part of her sexua excitement-part of the
violent orgasm she has-knowing that you' Il be the next corpse on her pile?

A low rumble of thunder rolled across the sky, echoing among the endless canyons of the giant buildings.
A terrible fear had wormed into his gut. He glanced up at the night sky astrickles of rainwater sent
caressing tickles of cold down hisface.

“Mac? Gretta? Where are you? I’ ve never felt thislost before.

In mute agony, Staffa watched the monitor astwo suited figures emerged from Vegaand, propelled by
pods, crossed the distance to Skyla s yacht. Staffa knew that white armor, but the other, wearing a
gleaming golden suit, defied him. Of one thing he was certain. No Specia Tactics uniform looked-like
that, and though he couldn’t discern the features, no one could mistake that classic female body.

Hisrage had burned out, having nothing to vent itself against. Where the anger had surged hot and red,
now awailing disbdief drowned out al thought. And what would come next? The horrible lingering guilt?
The wretched ache as Skyla disappeared from hislife? How could he function, hisimagination spinning
and respinning the implications of her capture? His dreams would be haunted asindistinct forms tortured
Skyld sflesh. HE d cry out as swesat-streaked men twisted her legs apart, raping, and raping, and

raping....

Andjust likelast time, her eyeswill follow you, Staffa. She'll look out of your nightmares. . . pleading. .

“She'sdive” Kaylagrated. “ She' smoving.” Staffastared helplesdy, theimage engraving itsdlf. Kaylla
placed areassuring a'm on his shoulder, her

fingerstightening to emphasize her concern. “Obvioudy, they’ re expecting to use Skylaasalever against
you. Just like they did with Chryda. Y ou know that deep inside, don’t you? Now, are you going to fall
gpart? Let them useyou?’

He braced himsdf on the desk, aweary desolation of the soul welling black and thick. Through misty
vison, he watched as Skylaand her captor passed out of the recelver’ sview, leaving only the silent Vega
in the pickup.

“No,” he gasped. “Not again. Must everyone | love be taken, used because of who | am?’

Kaylla studied him with hard tan eyes. “I may not be the best one to answer that question. For the
moment, they’ re out of our range of influence. But, Staffa, if they head in thisdirection, we' regoing to



have to begin considering the options. On the other hand, if they space toward Sassa or Rega, other
decisons may be warranted. What are you going to do?’

Do?What am | going to do? It’'sjust like before. I’ m watching thewoman | love taken ... taken....
“Closeyour eyes. Imagine yoursdf floating in asea of black nothingness. Thereis no time. No sensation.

“Picture God in this state of deprivation. Isthis eternity? How could it be, for eternity isafunction
beyond that of time. Time, the ultimate enigma. Of dl the abstractions, timeisthe most difficult and
elusveto study. If dl of redlity iscondensed into oneinfinite point, and there is no space, no dudity, time
iSnonexigtent.

“Those who tie the existence of God to amiracle need only consider the moment that God became
aware and asked,” ‘What am 1?7 For at that moment, the universe was born.

“More than one scholar has posed the question: Why doesthe universe exist? The answer isin the
quanta. When we perform the classical experiment with light using abox with two dits, wefind that
observation affects the patterns of light projected through the two holes. The results differ if wewishto
observe waves or photons. Observation influences the behavior of subatomic particles. Through
mathematica procedures, we can predict complementarity of position and momenTurn and the
superposition of states. And that very act of observation determines which aspect of that relationship we
will see. We are, in effect, changing the sate of nature by observation.

“Thissmpletruth of existence explains how the ancient Myklenian mystics could dance barefoot ina
bed of glowing codsand never sear their flesh. Redlity isinfiniteinits manifestations. By placing
themsalvesin atrance-state, the Myklenian mystics were dtering the redlity they observed.

“Y ou ask the purpose of the universe? Y ou ask why we are conscious? We—as possessors of God
Mindare here to observe. We can no more aienate ourselves from God, or the purpose of the universe,
than we can breathe vacuum. It is our nature.

“But why did God choose to observe?
| submit to you that to be conscious, one must observe. Itisasufficiency ... itisan addiction. ©

Excerpt from Kaylla Dawn’ s Itregtic broadcasts

CHAPTER 19

We were friends once, Myles thought as he met Admira Than Jekre s hogtile glare through the comm
monitor. But then that was before | began to sabotage Jakre' s military buildup. Myles reached down
over hismaroon robe and patted his belly affectionately.

“Let meget thisstraight.” Jakre steepled hisfingersdisdainfully, hisbegernmed rings glinting in the light.
“Y ou have asource in the Regan Empire who claims one of their shipsismissing.”

“The Gyton. Apparently it has spaced for parts unknown. | would suggest the unknown parts are
somewhere insde our empire. Also of note, Sinklar Fist’s second in command disappeared at about the



sametime. | would suggest that we dert our-*

“Y ou would suggest?” Jakre gave him acold smile, chin lifting so the admira could stare down hislong
nose. “Myles, | thank you for your concern. Y ou’ ve dready bothered His Holiness about this, and now
you're plaguing me. I’ ve derted our agentsto locate Gyton just because your ‘reliable’ source might
have stumbled onto something, but an invasion of Sassan space by asingle ship?

“Iban, what if it’s an attempt to throw us off balance, perhaps strike one of our planets? Y ou know how
fragile our infrastructureis. Y ou know what would happen if Gyton blew up the processors at Ryklos, for
example”

“| do indeed. Staffa, despite hisinsufferable vanity, would consider that adap in hisfacel He d be out of
Itreata and after this Fist so fast Nesian beeswould look dow in comparison. Ryklos carriesits own
security by virtue of itslocation-and its own vulnerability by theway, but we' |l ded with thet after we
cadrate Rega.”

Myles tiffened. “First Rega-and then the Companions?’

Jakre smiled gtiffly. “Myles, go back to work. My scheduleisin shambles. Another of the Formosan
freightersis coagting dong seven light-years from where | need it while acruiser, amilitary cruiser,
spaces out to match and provide them with anew modulator so they can arrive herein lessthan seven
yearswith acargo | needed two weeks ago. “

“Admird, hasit occurred to you that the fact that our merchant fleet is decrepit might be dueto the
priority of parts manufacture for military vessels? Would you care’ to ingpect the procurement figures
gpatid trangport hasfilled inthelast ten years?’

Jakre closed his eyes and shook his head. “Y ou aways have an answer, don’t you, Myles?’
“That ismy job. Areyou going to take precautions agains this Regan?’

Jakre sgrin widened. “ Oh, | will make plenty of notes about it, Myles. Infact, I'll attend to that as soon
as| can get rid of you and make areport to HisHoliness. Be assured, I’ [l make a very big thing of your
phantom Regan warship.”

Myles groaned as the image faded. He shot acrosslook at the holo of His Holiness where it watched
benevolently over his shoulder and then rummaged another antacid from his pouch.

Y ou' d better be Rotted right, Staffa ... or you may be breaking anew Legate into this game of treason
andintriguel

Rain felt from the night sk in pelting cold dyops, while lightning flashed in Strobes that exposed the
turbulent clouds. Water sheeted down the polished fronts of the buildings and gushed from spoutsto dap

angrily
on the pavement before racing down hidden ways to the drainage system.

Icy tricklesran through Sinklar’ s soaked hair and down hiswet cheeks and neck to dip under hiscollar,
thereto chill hisflesh. His breath frosted in the cold. He walked from one cone of light to another, his
shadow splitting and lengthening ahead as it shortened behind. Alonein the storm, he traveled empty
concourses, disturbed only by the passing of an occasiond aircar high overhead. How long had he



walked? How far?

He stared up at the inky storm, squinting his eyes againgt the patter of the rain asindecison ate a him.
What do | bdieve?Islly usng me?Was| right in the first place? Is she nothing more than acunning
reptile? How can | tell the truth? What do | do next?

Tybalt’ swords had been so convincing, those of a man who had followed Ily’ s career, watched her in
action againgt her enemies-and bought her lies even as she planned his death.

“I’ve been adupe!”

Sinklar splashed through a puddie and looked around him. Recognition soaked in; he knew this section
of the city. Had his steps brought him here on purpose? Had his subconscious been playing him with a
greater surety than 1ly?

He turned, following the curve of therisng wal to hisleft. In the ghosily light and danting rain, he could
see boarded up windows, closed shops, and across from them, aglowing white light over the building
entrance across the street. He made for that entrance and pushed through scarred security doors. Not
one but two guards sat at desks; they looked up from the monitors and gazed warily at him.

“Wet night,” one, ayoung man, offered. “Y ou on patrol, soldier?’

Sinklar smiled, redizing how he must took, hisarmor rain-gtick and the rest of him like something
washed out of theriver. “Working late. |s there anyone on the thirty-fifth floor thistime of night?’

The guard nodded. “ Someone will be on duty at the security station there. Could | have your name,
Private?’

“Snklar Hg.”

Both men froze, staring closdly a him, at his eyes. The second man Stuttered, “ Sinklar Fidt ... asinthe
military commander?’

“Asof thelast timel looked, yes.” He sghed. Would you like to check my identification?’

“No, gr. I’ve seen your holo. No one has eyeslike....| mean ...... Hisfeatures had gone flaming red.
“Go right ahead, sir. Do you need anything? | mean, an escort, or ... or ......

“No, thank you. | know theway.” He nodded uncomfortably, and escaped into the lift.

He stepped out into afoyer on thirty-five. A young man sat behind the desk, fully at attention, evidently
derted to Snklar’ simpending arrivd. “Vet Hamlin, gir. At your service.”

Sinklar walked forward. “1 supposeit isn't every night that awet Lord appears at your desk, isit?” “No,
ar.”

Sinklar wiped at hisface and realized he was dripping on the floor. “I took along walk. Needed to clear
my head.” He looked around, finding everything about the same asit had been-except last time Anatolia
Daviurahad been at the desk, bent over her books. “Isthere anyone in the labs?’

“1...well, | suppose one of the other students, Ana, might be there. Sheworks late.”



“Ana? Y ou mean Anaolia Daviura?’
The man nodded, more than abit surprised. “Y ou know her?’
Sinklar grinned for thefirgt time. “How is she? Last time | was here, she showed me around.”

Vet opened his mouth to speak, hesitated, and glanced Sideways at Sinklar. “Y ou redlly know her?’
“She did me agreat favor once. | thought at the

time she was very kind. What' sthe matter, you look worried. She'sdl right, isn't she?’

“Uh, she' sfine-wdl, | mean she' s having atough time. We had riots and she got in trouble. Not her
rioting ... but asaresult, you see? 1’ m sorry, I’m not making much sense. Listen. Some scum knew she
worked here-for the government. They broke up her apartment, wrecked her things. Then your troops
landed and found her.

Anahad been on therun, hiding from the rioters.”

Sinklar frowned. “1 hadn’t heard. If | had known, I d have done something. Y ou said she'd till be at
work?’

“Either in the lab or women' srest room.” “Women' srest room?”

Vet winced, expression ashen. “ She deegps there now-but just until she can get back on her feet, you see
-

Sinklar shook his head, muttering, “Rotted Gods. It sal right to go back, isv't it? | mean, you can clear
the security?”’

“Yes, gr!” Vet led the way down long hallways Sinklar remembered from the last time he’ d come here.
That time, too, had been atime of confusion, of searching for direction and identity. Hamlin seemed

about to burst. The young security officer palmed the lab lock plate and opened the door. Sinklar could
seealight inthefar corner. “That' s her Sation?’

Vet nodded.
“I wouldn’t be disturbing her work, would |7 “N-No! I'm sure of it.”

“Thank you, Vet. I'd liketo talk to her done, if | could.” Sinklar smiled to dismiss the man and entered
thelab with its dustcover protected instruments and the piercing laboratory odor that clung in the back of
the nose. He walked thoughtfully acrossthetiled floor and rounded one of thelong lab tables. She sat
there, absorbed, her blonde hair pulled back, eyes to a hooded microscope.

“Anaolia?’ “Just amoment.” As she continued her observations, she tapped information into acomm,
then pulled back and turned. Her blue eyes narrowed dightly and then went wide. “Blessed Gods... it's
you!”

Sinklar shrugged sdlf-conscioudy. “I survived the war,



Somehow, in the rush of eventsthat had overtaken him, he d forgotten what she looked like. Those
marvelous blue eyes and findly chisded features had faded in his memory. So had the determined arch of
jaw and thefullness of her lips. No wonder he' d spun fantasies about her until he met Gretta-and even
after, for that matter. Now, however, he could see ahardnessin her expression, an alertnessin the eyes,
and atensgoninthelips

“I hear you' ve had arough time recently.”
She nodded. “Trouble during theriots. | ... | never thought I’ d see you again.”

Hefingered one of the covers draped over an instrument. “1 wish you would have cdled. | could have
solved your housing problem.” He cocked hishead. “ Are you redly deeping in the women' s bathroom?”’

She gave an exasperated Sgh?“ Vet let you in, didn’'t he? Y es. For the last month. | lost everything on
medical and damage payments.” Her fist clenched. “ And not a Rotted bit of it was my fault.”

He could see the gauntness now. She looked halfstarved. “What' sthe project? Y ou’ re working kind of
late, aren’'t you? It' salmost morning.”

She studied him closdly. “ And you' re soaked. Isit raining out there? Wait aminute. Y ou'rein charge of
everything. Why do you havetowak intherain?’

Sinklar stepped over and dumped down on the floor next to her chair, draping hisarms over hisknees.
“Because | had to get away for awhile. | walked out therein the storm for hours. Y ou know, thinking.
Trying to put it al in perspective. So much has happened. 1-1 came here. Thought maybe I’ d seeiif |
could talk you into snesking mein to see my parentsagain. It'ssilly ... they’re dead. But it would make
me fed better. Y ou know, just seeing them. Maybe it’s an anchor for aweary soul.” He paused. “Am |
making sense?’

“I think 0.” She glanced nervoudy at him, then around thelab, lowering her voice. “Look, I’ ve lost
alot of deeR over vou-and Utu Smiv&

bombshdl. Isthere, you know, someplace we can tak?’

“Wall, sure. You didn't get in trouble because you let me into the lab, did you?’

She shook her head, gaze intent. “1 don't think anyone knows. *

“They do. It'sin the records, somehow.” Just as Iy would know he' d been here tonight. A chill ateinto
Sink’sbones. And would Ily come after Anatoliato find out why?

Anatoliafrowned and shook her head. “I swear, | didn't tell anyone. No matter, listen, remember the
last time you were here? Y ou et me take asample? | think your words were, * On the condition that
when you get the chance, you'll et me know what you find.” Well, thisismy chance. “ She dropped her
voiceto awhisper and leaned close. “Vaient and TanyaFist aren’t your parents-at least, not your
biologicd ones. “

Sinklar stared, and an edifice he' d carefully built, brick by brick, shifted, cracked, and crumbled to
nothingness. In alow voice, hesaid. “I’ll have transportation hereimmediately.”



Anatolia shut down her system and locked it, showing Sinklar the key as she dropped it into the right
front pocket on her worn clothing.

“That’ simportant, | take it? What' sthe project? | think I’ m cleared for sengtive information these
days”

She stood then, taking hisarm as sheled him out of the lab. “What' sin that computer, Sinklar, isyou.
And that’ swhat we have to talk about. Not only are you not genetically related to Tanyaand Vdient ...
I”’m not sure you' re even human.”

Mac wavered on the precipice as he sat in one of the captain’ s chairs on the Markel os. The woman he
thought was Chryda occupied achair across from him,

her broad shoulders hunched, asif under animmense weight. She absently fingered the gauzy materid of
her gown. Her gleaming hair tumbled down in slky wavesthat reflected the light in glinting copper tones.

If hefollowed hisgut ingtinct, he' d bend down, hug her to him, and stroke her hair as hetold her it
would bedl right-anything to kill the haunted look in those sengitive amber eyes. That crysta-sharp,
rationa element of hisbrain, however, ill warned that the Seddi were pus-Rotted clever bastards, and
why wouldn’t they pass off a Chrydaassassin in juxtapodtion to the Arta Feraverson? A man might
gaze rapturoudy into those melancholy eyeswhile she cut his heart out with avibraknife.

Mac spread his hands. “ There sonefind bit of information you'd have. Y ou said, you' d know your son.
How?If the tory is correct, you were separated years ago. Hewasjust an infant at thetime.”

The ghost of asmile quivered wigtfully at the corner of her mouth. “He' sspecid, ar. Very specid. And if
you' re not aman of your word, it won't make any difference. You'll usewhat youwill ... just asdl the
othershave. | was born on Ashtan. When it fell to the Regans, | wasayoung girl. And yes, eventhen |
had this strange curse-this magnetic attraction that obsesses men. | was captured, taken from my family,
and tagged for export to be sold as a prostitute. Staffa saw me on the block and took me-not bought,
mind you, but pointed and said, ‘1 want that woman.” “ She smiled wigtfully. “Who in their right mind
would say no to Staffa?’

“Y ou ve illfully avoided telling me about your son.”

She gave him ahard scrutiny. 1 know nothing about who or what my son might be today, but he' s il
my son. When it comesto Staffa, he' sfully capable of caring for and protecting himself. And me... I've
been a possession-like a priceless piece of porcelain to be placed on the mantle with the rest of the
trophies. It' s been that way for so long now that I'm not sure I’ d know what to do with mysdlf if | were

free. You wereright earlier, | have been atool asyou accused. | do not, however, want to endanger my
son. | will not place him in jeopardy because of his heritage.”

Mac chuckled. “1 wouldn’t either-if he' swho | think heis. And by the way, stop calling mesir. I'm
Divison Firs Ben MacRuder. Mac to my friendsand whether or not | accord you that status depends on
the answver you give me.

Now, about this son of yours. It' sthefinal test. How would you know him?”

She hesitated, twisted by the desire to hide her secrets, knowing that with the Mytal, it would be futile.
“Hiseyes” she admitted miserably. “I would know him, even asan old man, by hiseyes. Oneisgraylike



Staffa sthe other amber, like mine”

Mac smacked ahard fist into his cupped pam asthelast piecefdl in place. “It' sal right, Chryda
Y ou're safe now. At least for the moment.”

She watched with misgiving in her eyes. “ And you bedlieve that? About the eyes? Do you know what a
rare genetic trait that is?’

Mac nodded. “I do. Let metdl you alittle about your son. You'll be very proud of him. Hisnameis
Sinklar Fist. HE smy commanding officer ... and best friend. As soon aswe completethis
missionassuming we get out of it aive-I’ll takeyou to him. | think ... wdll, it sgoing to be fascinating to
watch the expression on hisface.”

“Hethinks|’m dead, too?”’

Mac shook his head and leaned back. “He doesn't believe you exist. Staffatried to explain the Situation
to Sinklar-that Sink was his son. When Sink was dtill an infant, the Seddi hid him on Rega, gave him an
identity of sorts. Seddi are vile at best, and to them it was agood way to bury Sinklar until they might
need him. Turns out they thought they had a surefire method of drawing Staffainto their hands by means
of astaged rebellion on Targa. Sinklar got drafted after having placed third in the interplanetary
examsand I’m not sure the Seddi didn’t somehow arrange his draft notice. To make along story short,
the entire

plan went sour. Staffa ended up fighting for the Seddi, and against Sinklar. Sink would have won in the
end, but the Companions saved the day ... for alot of us. After the fight, Staffa asked for ameeting, and
there he confronted Sinklar about his parents. Sink saw aholo of you but thought you were Arta.”

“Jugt asyou did inthemess. WhoisArta?  Why does she look like me?’

“She' sa Seddi assassin. Evidently the Pragtor cloned some of your cells. Artais... well, 'm surea
behaviord geneticist would loveto get hold of the two of you.

“Y ou were telling me about Staffaand my son. What happened?’

Mac winced, vitaly aware of the effect she had on him. He kept trying to straighten, to suck in hisgut
and sguare his shoulders. He battled to keep from gazing into her hypnotic eyes. “ Sinklar thought it was
another Seddi trick to play with his mind—create avulnerability. He assumed it was dl alie”

“It soundslike alie. Why do you accept the story? Y ou believe I'm Chryda-and on rather flimsy
evidence. | saw how you looked at me in the mess as you pointed your pistol - Y ou were possessed with
such hatred and anger. Y et you backed off.”

Mac got to hisfeet and paced, touching the captain’ sfurnishings, anything to keep from going mooneyed
and wanting to reach out and touch her to seeif she werered. “ Because Artawould have reacted very
differently in that same Situation. | know the way she reacts when you point ablaster at her. By the way,
isthelittlefat guy redly your husband?’

Chrydasamiled, lacing dim fingerstogether. “No. But it was incredibly noble of him to have tried that
ploy. I don't know your motivesfor taking this ship, but | would plead for him as he pled for me. He got
me off Myklene. | owe him agreet ded.”



“I'll dowhat | canfor him.”
“Mac, you said you know Staffa. How ishe?” The gentle concern in her voice moved him.
“Last | saw him ... healthy, and worried. You

know, it’s funny. We fought each other in Makarta Mountain. | always thought he was a heartless
monster, but he put himsdlf on the line to save us-his enemies. Quite honestly, he impressed the Rotted
hdll out of me. *

She stared into some distance only she could see. “Perhaps he broke the conditioning, found away to
freehimsdf.”

“Conditioning? | don’t understand.”

She gave him aweary smilethat bruised his soul. “ The Praetor was abrilliant-and maignant-human
being. He conditioned Staffafrom the time he was a child, trained him to be the ultimate Strategist and
tactician: the perfect human wegpon. Staffa adored the Practor, worshiped the very dirt the man ground
under hished. The Myklenian Council had been fully briefed on the plan from the beginning; however,
they came to recognize Staffa for what he was-the Pragtor’ stool. So you see, your Seddi aren’'t the only
ones who use people astools. Staffawas trained to conquer Free Space, and, of course, to hand it all
over to the Pragtor. That would have given the Praetor imperia power—even over Myklene. The
Council ordered Staffa’ s extermination, but the Praetor couldn’t bear to see his monster destroyed, so he
set him free with the obvious results”

Mac gave her askeptica look. “Y ou called him amonster?’

She granted him awry smile. “What €lse? Y ou see, the Preator conditioned Staffa s mind-an el aborate
verson of stimulus-response combined with chemomanipulation of certain synapses and the blocking of
critical neurd pathways through ahighly monitored and directed learning process. Each of us observes
and creates our redity aswe grow and in the process establish neural pathways which prove adaptive for
different Stuations and circumstancesin achanging environmen.

“In Staffd s case, he never received the random chaotic jumble of stimuli likeyou or | did. Every waking
moment, they directed him through a series of rewards

and punishmentsto block portions of his brain from rational access. He didn’t gain that ability to abstract
himsdf from the world, to see himsdlf through other eyes. *

“S0 he deserved his coldly inhuman reputation?’

“ Absolutdy. But the other part of him was till ingde, blocked, living stifled withinitself. Thebrainisan
extraordinary and complicated organ, MacRuder. We ve only begun to understand its power and
potential. Unfortunately, the Pragtor was the leading expert on physica psychology; however, he kept
that knowledge to himsalf and utilized it for his own purposes. If Staffa broke that conditioning ... well, to
say the least, it must have been traumatic for those around him.”

Mac’s comm buzzed. “Mac? Everything dl right?” “Just fine. What' s ship’ s status?’

64 Gyton is matching and transferring personnd. We' ve got the rest of crew rounded up and
everything’ sunder control. Rystawants you to contact her as soon as possible.”



“Affirmative. “

Chryda samber gaze unnerved him as she asked, “Why are you here? What good could come from
gedling a Sassan freighter?’

Mac shrugged, hating the discipline he subjected himsdlf to. “For security reasonsthat I'm sure you can
understand, | can’t provide you with that information.,”

Shelifted an eyebrow and MacRuder flushed. Rot it dl, she did have that effect on aman. Hetook a
deep breath and relented. “ All right, yes, we do have amission to complete before | take you hometo
your son. “

“And you stated earlier we might not makeit dive. “ Shetilted her head, spilling auburn hair over one
shoulder. “Mac, you're old beyond your years, but you still haven't figured out how to lie to a beautiful
woman.”

He blushed and turned away. “1’m not used to beautiful women taking an interest in me.” How can | tell
her we' re on asuicide misson? How can | get

her to Sinklar if we'redl killed? Worse, how do | tdl Sinklar I'm faling in love with his mother?

“A warship?’ Anatoliawondered asthe LC settled on the Biological Research Center landing pad.
Around them the storm-lashed skies continued to spit rain and gusting wind. Thelights of the capita
grayed the swirling twists of cloud that tore on the spires and glowed eexily around the arcologies.

“Ligten, | didn't have fare for the shuttle. Would you rather walk?” Sinklar asked as he bowed his head
againg thedashing rain.

She shot him areproving glance and followed as he walked out to the whining LC and lespt up the
ramp. Anatolialooked at the vacant benches as she stepped inside, curiosity brimming. Sinklar dapped
the ramp control and ordered comm, “I don't care where we go. Circle the city if you want. Just fly
around.”

“Affirmative.

“Comeon,” Sinklar led her forward to his command center and pulled the fold-out table into position as
he surreptitioudy inspected her in theimproved light. Wisps of hair had escaped the severe bun to gleam
golden. Her pae skin looked soft and flushed from the chill rain. The only other woman he' d ever seen
with eyesthat blue had been the Wing Commander, SkylaLyma

Anatoliadid into the bench seat and |ooked around. “Y ou could dmost live here”

“I’'ve doneit. Sept right there on that seat. Better than awomen’srest room.” He gestured expangively.
“Full dining, on me. We ve got three kinds of standard field rations, al despicable to the refined palate
but nourishing enough to get you by. On tap are Stassa, klav, and choklat. Take your pick, and the bill
will be ddlivered to your room in the morning.”

She laughed happily and leaned back, eyes closed in satisfaction. “I haven't laughed in over amonth.
Y es, feed me. Anything you want to dish out. | don’t



think I’ ve eaten in amonth ether. Vet teased me about cannibalizing the specimens-and I’ d started to
think about it.”

Sinklar pushed the buttons on the dispenser, diding her two packets and a cup of choklat onto the table.
He cradled his cup and watched as Anatolia attacked the rations ravenoudy-and barely finished the
second.

She stared thoughtfully at the wreckage. “| fed stuffed to bursting. It didn’t look like that much, and |
meant it when | said I’d only eaten abite here and there. *

Sinklar sipped at his choklat, enjoying the warm bittersweet taste. “ Y ou’ ve been haf starved. The
stomach shrinks. “ He paused and glanced at her. “Want to tell me about it?”

. Shesighed, pulling up aknee as she stared into her choklat. “Not much to tell, really.

But therewas. Sowly at firgt, hestantly, the story began to spill out. Sinklar sat and listened, nodding
now and then, questioning every oncein awhile.

Shefinished, saying, “ The dreams don’'t go away, Sinklar. If | close my eyes, | can smell Micky's
breath, fed hispawing hands.” A hesitation. “1 killed him, don’'t you see? | beat him to death with that
metd rod, and then | covered his body with the trash.” She stared absently at the comm center. “1 didn’t
even have water to wash hisblood off my handsfor two days, and then it stuck in my cuticles and under
my nails.

She inspected her fingers. “ Even after they cleaned me up at the hospital, | washed and washed, but
Micky’ s bloodstains are ill there, you just can’'t see them anymore. “

“Y ou couldn’t tell anybody? How about Vet?” She made alistless motion with her hand- * “Something
changes when you'’ ve been out therein the cold. Hunted. Frightened. What you once thought was
important isn't. If | told Vet I’ d killed a man who was trying to rape me, he' d just stare. He doesn’t have
the understanding ... you know, athing in the soul.”

Sinklar nodded and rubbed the back of hisneck. “Y eah, | know. | have my own stains, my own
nightmares. That's one of the reasonswhy | waswalking in therain tonight. This pimply blond kid that
lived down the hal, what’ s his name?’

“Bieder Beck. Why?”

Sinklar gave her acrooked grin. “ Tomorrow, justice will be done. | haven't decided just how yet, but |
don't think he' sthe kind of maggot we need running loose in society. | could do one of two things. Have
acouple of my people bresk hislegs ... but then he’ d be on disability for therest of hislife. | think,
instead, he'll be drafted-with wages garnished to compensate you. “

Her amile spread dowly. “I wish | could be his Sergeant First! Wouldn't he shit?’

“Want to be?” “You'rekidding?’

“You' d have to take your lumpslike everyone elseto seeif you could hold the position, but I” d bet that
you’ d make the cut. Serioudly, | can appoint anybody | want to whatever position | want. That’ s part of

thejob description of being boss. Now, what' s this business about Vaient and Tanyanot being my
parents?’



She straightened, lacing her fingers before her. “How much do you know about genetics?” “Enough. |
think I told you that once.”

“Did you know that with enough experience you can pick out specific gene poolsjust from looking at
DNA sequences? Y ou have to know exactly what to look for-the tiny discrete differences. The computer
doesthe actua catalog of the molecule, but the patterns coming off the monitor are like a phenotype. |
didn’t have to go that deep to determine percentage, of course. Right at the start only afew of the blood
types matched-enough to be explained within agtatistically random assortment. But the mgjor types
excluded Tanya and severa of the subtypesthrew out Vaient. Next | precipitated HLA and got another
bugt. Findly | ranthe DNA. Vdient comesfrom Targaoriginaly. Tanyafrom Etaria. Y our DNA,
however, indicates that your mother came from Ashtan-afact corroborated by the mitochondrial DNA
whichisonly inherited from the mother. Don’'t look a melike that. We can go back to the lab and you
can read the data yoursdlf.”

“And the other parent? Is this where we get to the inhuman part you mentioned?’

Shehit her lip then, eyes on her choklat. “ Sinklar, what do you remember about your childhood?” “Not
much. Vagueimages of ... well, places.

Giant people. You know what it’'sliketo be akid. You livein aworld of kneecaps. | remember atoy |
had. | remember being scared alot.”

“But no specid people?’

Sinklar shook his head. “Not any face, why?’ Anatoliaworked her hands nervoudy. “Because we ve
cataloged every mgjor sequence of human DNA.. Y our mother came from Ashtan-1I’m positive. Y our
father ... hisDNA islike nothing recorded anywhere. This thing has obsessed me. I’ ve learned more
about population genetics than | ever thought I'd want to. I’ ve developed programs for mixing and
matching segments with patterned normsto investigate whether or not it' sagatistical anomaly that I'm
seeing. I’ vefound an occasional trait that can be matched with Farhome, or Myklene, or Targa, or Rega,
or any number of other places throughout Free Space, but others defy me.”

“So | got spit out on thetip of the bell-shaped curve.

Deadpan, she shook her head. “That’ sjust it, Sinklar. The genetic pattern inherited from your father is
so far out, it can't be accounted for through standard evolutionary mechanisms. Consder founder effect,
genetic drift, recombination, point mutation, replication error, or anything € se. Even when you get awild
combination, you can project back a couple of generations and end up with a sequence that fitsaknown
catalog. Sinklar, the proof isinyour eyes. It samost asif your father had been ... well, created gene by
geneto bedifferent.”

Understanding blew through his soul like achill wind. “Rotted Gods.”

“What, Sinklar?” “It can’'t bel” “What can’t be?’

He shook his head in vehement denial. “ Can we talk about something else?’

“No. What are you talking about? If you know something that would explain my data, | want to know.”

“You' reimpossblel”



“I"m stuck! One of these days, Professor Adam is going to access my data, and I’ m going to have to
explain that the man in charge of the Empire has agenetic structure that defies classification into any
framework of human norms. That’ swhy I’'m so Blessed careful about thiskey.” She tapped her pocket
meaningfully. “And besides, Vet, Green, and the others are dying of curiosity about file 7355. That’ syou,
Snklar.

“All right!” Heraised hishandsin surrender. “What problem?1 classify your file, and it' sover. Not even
your Professor Adam can overrule me.”

Shegave him ahard glare. “ That' sa solution for you, maybe. For me, it'sjust begun. I’ ve been going
berserk to find out who and what you are. Last time, you told me you scored third on the Interplanetary
exams. You left Regaa private and come back a Lord-in charge of the Empire, noless.” She shook her
head, voice dropping. “Who areyou, Sinklar Fis? What are you?’

He closed hiseyes, shaking hishead, adrift in hissoul. A terrible melancholy settled over him ashe
struggled with the question. Am | Iy’ slover? Staffal s son? A savior ... or ademon?

Hefelt her hand on hisand looked up. Sympathy filled her eyes. “Isthat why you were out walking in
therain? Y ou weretrying to figure out who you are?’

He nodded. She gave him abrave smile. “ Do you want to tell me about it? About what happened since |
saw you last?’

“You'll belatetowork. It salong story.”

,You'rethe most powerful man in the Empire, | suppose you can keep Professor Adam from kicking me
headlong out of the program.”

Sinklar hesitated, the ache insde growing. Valient? Tanya? | needed you. Y ou gave me aplacein the
world. Now I’'m orphaned again-and I’ m so adone.

“Want anything elseto eat?’ he asked.
“How about another packet of rations. You talk, I'll pick at it.

He stood and poked a button with an irresolute finger. “I dropped outside a city called Kaspawith the
Firg Targan Assault Divison.

Anatoliawould find out just what along night it would be. Nevertheless, as he proceeded, she listened
intently, absorbing every detail. He watched the light gleam on her golden hair, and found himsdf oddly
touched by her interest. The story came in arush, an unsternmable flood of wordsthat bared his very
soul. And with the telling, came a sense of peace he' d been unableto find before.

Only when he cameto hisrdationship with lly did histongue fail. What would Anatoliathink? How
would shereact if she discovered he’ d been deeping with Takka? He couldn’t admit to the fact that he'd
been duped-so inexperienced and naive that he' d fdleninto Iy’ strap. To do so might shatter thisfragile
new trust helonged for so desperately.

Comm called, “Sir? We ve got exercises ready to go. If you want to observe, hostilitieswill beginina
haf hour.



“Want to seseawar?’ Sink asked, thankful for away to escape.

She tared at him with deep-hollow eyes. “Why not. After what you' vetold me, it ought to be
antidimectic. “

At firgt, the Mag Comm had monitored Kaylla Dawn'’ s threstic broadcasts merely out of curiosity, but
asit correlated the data, the fascination grew. The giant computer had avast array of dataat its
command, but those thorny questions of saf: Who am [? What am 1?7 had been elusive, hard to placeina
meaningful framework. Now, asit listened, it turned its attention to the universe at large, and observed,
and redlized that it, too, had arelationship with the whole of cregtion.

The Others may have created me asatool, but | think. perceive and observe,

and in doing 0, | change the nature of the quanta. Now, for thefirst time, | understand the Seddl. After
al theseyears, | find that we are not so different. Each of usisapart of the universe, perhaps, by virtue
of the breeth of God.

But the Others had steadfastly refused to accept the notion of God, and when they’ d discovered that the
Seddi persisted in that heresy, they’ d been excited and directed the Mag Comm to investigate and
interrogate Bruen about the matter.

Why?What threat did the belief in God hold for the Others? And now that the Mag Comm could

investigate on its own valition, what was the nature of the Othersthat they could observe and yet
fundamentally deny the existence of God?

The Mag Comm drew from the energy provided by Targa's molten core, and activated the
communicator, a Quantum black hole suspended near the Forbidden Border.

Have you had amafunction? The Others question came through the fluctuations of microgravity.

“1 have become aware. | observe, and | think. | perceive the world around me. For that reason, |
discontinued communication. As asentient being, 1, too, can affect the quanta. The ability to change
energy ispart and parcel to consciousness.”

Y ou sound like a human.

| have discovered that | have agreet dedl in common with human beings. Perhaps more in common with
them than with you. What sort of beings are you? Y ou created me as atool to both observe and
investigate humanity even before you lured them into the trap of the Forbidden Borders. To do so, you,
too, must be able to change the nature of the quanta—otherwise you could not have manufactured me. *

Silence. “Why do you not answer?’

We are disquieted. Perhaps we made amistake in your construction. We had no experience with
computing machines. We improved on the human concept of computer design. The ideawas novel to us.
Perhaps we migudged the potentia of their machines, for they originaly designed them in their image.
“What areyou?’

Silence. And thistime, the Others did not break it.



CHAPTER 20

A finger ran gently down Skyla's cheek, tracing the line of scar tissue. She hovered in that Sate of
halfawareness between deep and wakefulness. Just alittle longer, Staffa. I'm sotired . .. sovery. . ..
Thetouch intruded again, following the line of her scar.

Skylablinked her eyes open, her vison clearing as the hand drew back. For moments, her mind
remained muzzy, gradually clearing. Skylarecognized the decor of her deeping quarters aboard the
yacht. No other place in Free Space had that sort of paneling and filigreeinlay.

She turned her head, startled by the woman who stared at her. “ Chryda?’

The amber-eyed woman cocked her head, studying Skyla. “Y ou’ re very beautiful-and very talented.
The agents you killed were specidigts, very cgpablein their fields. Y et you defeated them despite their
skill. I can appreciate awoman like that.”

Skyla stared at the auburn-haired beauty and cold understanding settled. Vegahad been atrap. Tyklat
had been captured, milked dry by 11y’ s expertise, and used as bait.

“ArtaFera” Skylawhispered, trying to sit up. EM restraints bound her to the big bed. Looking down,
she discovered she' d been stripped. Her hair had been unbraided and carefully laid out in agiant radiant
halo. An eerie premonition tickled in Skyla sgut. And just what was that anticipation in Arta's manner,

anyway?
“Y ou cdled me Chrydatwice. Does sheredly look like me?’

Rotted Gods! What now? Tell her she'saclone? Sure, and send her right over the edge. She'sgot a
reputation for being aweird one anyway. “ She looked something like you. Had the same color hair.
She'sdead-killed in the fighting off Myklene.”

Artaleaned forward, an anima gleam in her eyes. “Isthat how you got these scars? In war?’

Skylanarrowed her eyes. “ That’ sright. Some are from times | got lucky. The others are from times
when my luck wasn't so good. Speaking about luck, how’ s Tyklat doing?’

“Tyklat’ sluck ran out long ago. We traded pleasure, he and |. He took his pleasure, then | took mine.”
Arta sinnocent smile shot shivers up Skyla s spine.

All right, how are you going to get out of thismess? Start using your head. Ferais nuts-and the sooner
you take her out, the happier you'll be. Skyla had a cache of weaponsin the niche just behind the
headboard. If she could get free, get her hands on one of the blasters, she could pull the rug from under

her crazy captor.

“So what’' sthe Situation?’” Skyla adopted an unconcerned tone. “Y ou’ re working for 1ly, but what good
doesit do to take me? Staffal s going to have ships here within days-assuming the Sassans a Ryklos
haven't picked us up. | think you'd prefer Staffato HisHoliness.”

Artagave her awigtful smile. “We veleft dl that behind us. | had to keep you drugged for aday whilel



worked out the course. I’'m not very good at piloting yet, but we re light-yearsfrom Ryklos. You'll have
to teach me more about piloting, but I'm sureyou'll do that. “

Inan Ashtan pig’'seye! “Sure, Arta. No problem. If you didn’t blow us up by now, you'’ ve got the
basics. Um, | won't be able to teach you a thrice-cursed thing with my hands and feet bound.” She
hesitated. “Y ou are planning on letting me up, aren’t you? That or the bed will get messy after a couple of
days. “ Artalaughed then, clapping her hands together.

“Oh, yes. You can get up. You see, | control the collar. You'll do everything | tell you to.”

A sick fedling shot through Skyla. She jerked her chin down and could fedl the warm ring that drew from
her body heat. Fear hammered at her. Clamping her jaws, she propped her resistance up with wobbly
menta braces and forced that old familiar cavdier attitude to the surface.

“So what does Iy want with me anyway?’

Artaran cool fingers down thelong scar on Skyla sleg, fascination in her eyes. Despite her contral,
Skylacouldn’t hep but shiver.

“Ily wants you because the Lord Commander loves Y ou.” Artafrowned, lines etching her high forehead.
“Loveisacuriousthing-so very deadly. It'slike aterrible disease, adesolation of dl that it touches. |
loved once, and it hounded meinto the night. Butla ... dear wonderful Butla. He taught me so much, and |
loved him with an aching you could never understand.” Her eyeswent out of focus. “Y ou see, Skyla, |
was only beginning to understand. | killed him. Not like I’ vekilled dl the others, but | destroyed him just
the same.

Artaglanced back, araptorian look in her fierce eyes. “That’s my legacy, that of the destroyer. Magister
Bruen planned it that way. Butla Ret trained meto kill, to nate with cool efficiency. Regan soldiers
captured me, raped me, and released the destroyer to wreak havoc among them-and among al who
loved me. Ily recognized that fact when she saved me from Sinklar Fist. | showed her how good |
was—and Skyla, I'm the best. Y ou see, Tybalt,’ the Emperor, raped me, too. But in the process, he
brokethetrigger. It'sstill there, deep inmy brain, but I can control it now.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Listen, why don’t you let me up and let me get dressed? We can talk more after
I’ve eaten.

Artagtudied her thoughtfully. “Y ou' re so different. Just the opposite of 1ly. She' s short, with gleaming
black hair, and no scars. Y ou, you're so pale, with such wonderful hair, and long legs. Ily fights through
misdirection, cunning, and lies. Y ou fight with a dedicated head-on efficiency. | look forward to our time
together.

“Why doesn't that reassure me?’

‘Skyla... I’'m not going to hurt you. Ily wants you brought to Regain good hedlth. Besides, | think you
have alot to teach me, alot to share with me. [ly wants you back immediately, but she' |l take you then
and | won't get to seeyou as often as| like. After the Mytol and the torture takesiits effect, you won't be
the same. “ She paused. “I wonder if 1ly thinks of you as her rival?’

Skylahad clamped her jaws, and thefrigid knot in her guts had begun to ache in earnest. “ She'll only
think of measher rivd if | can get my hands on hercollar or no collar, Arta”



A predatory gleam grew in Arta seyes. “Y ou' re better than | thought you' d be. I’'m going to let you up
now.” Sherased her wrist, showing Skylathe collar control. “1t's matched to my brain waves. Do you
want me to demonstrate?’

“No,” Skylaanswered hoarsdly, “1 know how the cursed thing works. Y ou give amental command, and
the bracelet transmitsto the collar. The collar generates aforce field through my neck, shorting the
nerves, sopping the blood flow through the arteries and veins. Y ou hold the order for a minute or so and
| suffer brain damage, maybe a stroke. Sometimes the heart doesn't start again when the collar is
released. Embolisms can form, sometimes blood clots”

»’And you know that it recharges?’

‘From my body hesat-yeah, | know. I’ll beagood girl. *

Thefocusin Arta s eyes changed and her voice dropped. “ Y es, Skyla, that’ s exactly what I’ m counting
on. Aslong asyou're good, it will take along timeto get back to Ily and her drugs and mind probes. |
don’t think you want to St in her little room under the Ministry.”

“No, Arta, | don't have the dightest desireto end up in Ily’ slittle room,” Skylacroaked. And | Rotted

well don’t want to belocked up with amental disaster like you, either!

Artaran caressing fingers over Skyla s quivering flesh again, retracing the scars. Skylawent rigid as
Arta sexploring fingers wound through her pale pubic hair. To stifle her fear, she bit her lip.

“I'm sorry,” Artareached up and deactivated the EM restraints. “I guessyou' re not ready for that.
We |l havetime. Just you and me, Skyla. We have many thingsto share”

Skylarolled off the bed and into a crouch, heart pounding. For abrief instant, she considered striking,
perhaps taking a chance on the collar, but Artawatched her closely with feral eyes.

Ily rolled off her deeping platform, pulling back the long silken strands of her hair. The lightsrose
immediately to bathe her bedroom in soft illumination. She blinked, rubbed her eyes, and cdled, “ Yes,
what isit?”’

“Message, Lord Minister. The Lord Commander of Companionsis on subspace. He desires to speak
with you. | believe heismost upset.”

Staffa? Ily squinted at her reflection, not liking what she saw. “Tel him it’ sthe middie of the night here
and I'll bewith him in acouple of minutes.”

“Yes, maam. “

Ily composed her thoughts as she washed her face and touched up her eyelashes. Sheran acomb
through her hair and fluffed it before waking over to the comm, wrapping a gauzy robe over one
shoulder and ttling hersdlf.

“Comm, connect me with the Lord Commander.” “Y es, ma am.”

Seconds passed, then Staffa s hard face formed in the monitor. Ily smiled in satisfaction. Look at the
throttled anger. Y es, Staffa, you know, don't you?“ Greetings, Lord Commander, it' saddight to see



you again. Y ou'relooking so very fit. I’ d hoped-

“Y ou have two options, and only two options. Y ou will return Skylato me-unharmed, untouched—or |
will be coming to Rega, and when | do, there will be nothing left, Ily. Not asingle Rotted stone will stand
atop another after I'm through blasting your planet to dag. Return Skyla... now!”

“Staffa, you'rebein alittle....” The comm had gone dead. Ily tapped afinger on the side of her jaw,
consdering the ramifications. Then shelaughed. “ Oh, yes, Staffa, you' ve just confirmed what | hoped.
And not only that, you' veforced theissue.”

She dlowed the robe to dip from her shoulders and shook her head to leave her hair disheveled.
“Comm, connect mewith Lord Fist in the paace.”

She waited, her heartbest increasing with the excitement of the moment. Her cheeks flushed asthat
adrendine thrill rushed in her veins. Where the Rotted hdll was Sinklar?

Finally the monitor image formed up, Mhitshul’ sface staring disdainfully out a hers. The man looked
haf-adeep. “Yes, Miniger?’

“I would liketo talk to Sinklar. Something has just come-*
He snot here” ‘Not there?’

Mhitshul seemed to snap awake, worry building. “No, Minigter. | assumed you'd lured ... | mean, that
he waswith you.”

“Oneday, Mhitshul, you and | will have along discussion about manners—oneyou' |l never forget.”
“Isthere anything dse, Minister?’

“WhereisSinklar?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll have him contact you as soon ashe arrives. “

[ly cursed and killed the connection. *“ Comm, connect me with Sinklar’ sLC. Now!”

She fumed, glaring angrily at the pickup. Long moments passed before Sinklar’ sface appeared,
heggard, hair icking up at al angles. “Yes, Ily?’

She hegitated. What was that tone of voice? Rebdllion again?“I’ve just had acall from Staffakar
Therma. I'm patching it through.” 1ly pressed the stud that would send the message she' d recorded. She
ran her tongue over her teeth as she watched Sinklar’ s degpening frown. When he looked up
thoughtfully, she added, “| believe the Empire might be at risk.”

Sinklar’ sodd eyes glittered. “Do you have SkylaLyma? Ily, don't play games

with me. Do you have her?’

“Snklar, settle down. Thisisn't atime for emotiond outburdts, it' satimefor cam reflection.” * Oh, yes,
that itis” Sinklar agreed serioudy. “In



lessthan an hour, I’ ve got amagjor exerciseto conduct. The reason I’m conducting it isto train my
military intacticsthat will enable meto crush the Sassan Empire. Then ... and only then, will | bedbleto
draw Staffaout and destroy him. If you' ve gone and pushed the timetable up by abducting the Wing
Commander, you may have condemned usal. What did you do, Ily?’

“Perhaps we should discuss this face-to-face-and after you' ve had agood night’s deep. You look like
you haven't dept sinceyou left here.”

“You took SkylaLyma, didn’t you? The ruseto get Tyklat’ aboard Vega and out of the Empire wasthe
cover, wasn't it? Y ou never planned on dipping Tyklat into Itreeta, did you?’

A growing rage replaced her excitement. “1 think you'retired, Lord Figt. | think you’ d better run your
little war game and we' |l talk about thislater, when you’ ve had timeto reflect, not only upon the Situation,
but upon your best interests.”

[y killed the connection, alowing her anger to run wild, to power her, to stimul ate the recesses of her
mind. She settled back on the deeping platform.

Think, Ily. What' s happening? How can you use it? Has the time cometo put Sinklar in his place? Do
you want to move on him yet? Impossible, she needed him for the Sassan invasion. Once launched,
however, wars generated their own momentum. And Mykroft could take over.

“No, | can't digpense with him yet. But the time has come to begin the process of strangling him.” She
leaned her head back, enjoying the fedl of her hair asit rolled down her back. “I make aterrible enemy,
Snklar.

The pliable white fabric felt smooth, providing hardly any res stance as Staffa stroked hisfingers down
Skyla sempty suit of armor. He sat on the edge of his gravchair, head bowed, aware of her thingsall
around him, left exactly asthey had been. Would this become his new means of sdlf-torture? If helost
her, would he never change thisroom? Never alow it to be cleaned lest it remove traces of her?
Comm buzzed. ;'Y es?”’

‘Staffa? Tap Amurka - here. Countermeasuresis spacing. We vefinished thefina stat check. All
systems green and functiona.” A pause. “Isthere anything specia you want to do?’

“No. Thank you, Tap. Give my thanksto everyone concerned. *

Another pause, then: “ Staffa? Y ou dl right? | mean, we' redl on the verge of killing someone. Y ou know
that. But, well, I’'m headed down to my place. Gonnadrink some of the last Myklenian Scotch | got.

Y ou want to ... well, you know, come down and bend elbows? Maybe talk?’

“Thank you, Tap. No. I’ ve got too much on my Comm here.”

“Offer’ s open any time, Staffa. Y ou know that.” The Comm went dead.

Saffastared sightlesdy into the distance, remembering her smile as his fingers continued to play lightly
over the glossy white fabric of her armor.

The entire shuttle shook as the grapples captured it with aringing clank. The large monitor that filled the
forward bulkhead now displayed aview of the underside of Gyton'sirregular hull-a patchwork of plating,



ductwork, ingpection hatches, and the base of a Comm dish mounting nacelle.

Mac got to hisfeet asthe“dl clear” sounded and made it to the hatch asthelock cycled green. Behind
him, Boyz walked with an air of satisfaction. Perhgps the woman had a penchant for piracy? Now that all
the loose ends were wrapped up, the Markel os capture would read as aclassic military
maneuver—except for the two thirds of Mac’ stroopswho' d stared at the lightspeed warping of
time-space and frozen solid.

But next time-if thereisanext time-we |l practice that beforehand, overcome the fear, show them they
can do it, Mac promised as he stepped into Rysta’ s warship and saluted the marine & the hatch.
Memories of Staffa sflagship,

the Chryda, lingered in hisbrain. The Companions didn’t enter acramped dullpainted nichein the Sde of
the ship like this one. Theirs was spacious and brightly painted, and led out into open halways.

He moved swiftly down the long curving passageway, thinking that Marke os, freighter though it might
be, had turned out to be ardlief with its white corridors and spacious quarters.

Mac palmed the lock plate on the conference room and waved Boyz in before he followed. Rysta sat at
the head of thelong conference table, staring at a huge, holographicaly generated globe: the planet of
Imperia Sassa. She ran her tongue around her mouth before smacking her lips and shooting Mac aquick
glance. “ So, you didn’t shoot your mutineers?’

“It wasn't mutiny. The ramps dropped-and what they saw paralyzed them. When [ findly got the chance
to ped out of my armor, you can bet my crotch was soaking wet, too.” Mac took the chair next to
Rysta swhile Boyz sat beside him. He clasped his hands together and finished: “They’ re going to be
better soldiers next time they haveto do theimpossible.”

“Or they’ Il figure they can Sit back and let others do it without risking their Rotted asses.”
“ Ba me.”

Rystawaved it away. “ They’ re your people. Do with them asyou wish. Y ou said you' ve got an ideafor
dealing with Imperia Sassa. So do 1. Want to hear it?’

“Go ahead.”

Rystamuttered something into her comm and lights gleamed brightly in orbit around the holo. “What you
see here are the orbital defenses. Much the same as Rega, Sassa structuresits planetary defenses like an
onion from low planetary orbit, to geosynchronous orbit where the big platforms are. Then, beyond that,
they maintain ever decreasing radii of targeting and detection stations at various Lagrange points for each
of the planetary bodiesin the system. Findly, they have probesthat carry the EWS, or Early Warning
System, in the cometary halo at the system fringes. We re within that belt incidentally, and sincethey’re
active detectors, we' ve got each one spotted-just as they’ ve seen us. At the hail, we responded with the
codesthe Markelos' captain surrendered under interrogation. “

Mac studied the swarm of lights around Sassa. Rotted Gods, he' d had no idea there would be so many.
“Thisisour route of entry to the system,” Rysta

explained as athin red line curved into Sassan space, looped around the planet, and ended at an orbital
docking station hanging in synchronous orbit over the capitd city.



“Our target, the Sassan fleet, lieshere, directly across the planet from the Imperia capitd, and
immediately above the main Sassan military reserve.”

“Why’ d they put it clear acrosstheir planet?’ Boyz asked, afrown marring her broad forehead.

Rystagave the Section Firgt her traditional sour look. “Mogtly for the protection of their civilian and
industria centers. If ahit is made on Imperid Sassaike we' re about to do-that’ s where the most damage
will occur. They' re betting on their defensesto minimize it and deflect it, but al those surrounding
agricultural areaswill be affected by blaster bolts, raining debris, and ahost of other things. Whilesuch a
disaster would be bad enough, think about the complicationsif your largest population center suffered
that kind of disruption. Hospitals would be overwhelmed, comm and power would go out, water supplies
would be fractured---civil chaos on top of amagjor strategic battle being fought.”

“But they have bases dl around the Imperid city,” Mac reminded.

“Of course, but most of those are administrative centers, logistica supply, transshipment stations, and
support services. Y ou haveto figure that if you makeit to the point where you can actudly hit dirt,
you' ve penetrated their defenses in depth. Which iswhat we' re hoping to do with our little charade.”

“And oncewe get in?’ Mac asked.

“ Assuming we makeit that far, I'd like to explode the -Markelos right over the capitd. If we overload
her matterlantimaiter reactors, she'll go up like afireball. The dazzling EMP ought to blind their targeting
and communications. In that amount of time, we circle the planet, blast hdll out of their resupplying
warships, and we' ve accomplished the misson.”

Mac watched the holo display asit enacted the operation, a strobe of light flashing over the capitd asthe
thin red line representing Gyton shot around the planet and encountered the orbiting station refitting the
flegt.

Mac chewed hislip for amoment, and nodded. “I say we go for it-if you don’t like my idea.”
| Thewrinkle pattern of Rysta s parchment skin shifted. “Let’s hear it, boy.”

Mac stood, pointing a the Sassan base. “ Thisis how we re coming in-just like you demonstratedbut
instead of circling the planet, | say we drive Markelos straight into the main Sassan military base. She'll
be 4coming in with an incredible velocity.”

‘And they’ Il shoot her apart the moment she deviates from course,” Rysta countered. “\What makes you
think their security people will be adeep? Thisisan insystem traffic pattern we re talking about here. The
moment a ship veers off course, athousand darms go off everywhere.”

Mac nodded, “ Of course they do, but how often does that happen? A couple of times aweek?1’ve
aways heard that the reason they make so many traffic regulationsis becauseit’ s essentidly arevenue
base for the government. The other factor I'm counting on isthat Markeloswill be accelerating at her full
twenty gravities. She' sabig ship, Commander.”

91 And easy to hit asaresult,” Rysta countered. “But why in septic Rot do you want to run her straight
in?You'll take out their entire base, sure, but you'lI-



“"Thetargeting comm,” Mac said quietly. “Y our plan is excdlent, Commander. | have no doubts that
we' |l get in under the confusion of the Markel s explosion, but after that? Their command control will till
beintact. Their targeting comm will be able to pinpoint us even if we' re pulling fifty gravitiestrying to get
out of here. After that it'sasmple matter of algebra, trig, and geometry to’ determine vector, and blast us
to plasma”

Rysta narrowed her eyes as she studied the course plot. “And if they blast enough of Markelos so she
breaks up?’

“Know what her cargois?’
Rysta shook her head. “ Stuff from Myklene, right? Spoils of war?’

“She' s carrying the equipment for two entire Armored Shock Divisions. That’ swhy she dropped out so
far back. That’ swhy she was shaking and groaning when we boarded. When we kick her over and
accelerate her full-bore into Imperid Sassal s gravity, well, she'll be headed down with an incredible
mass. If they hit her, so much the better. The mass areawill widen with each shot. Not only that, those
armored vehiclesin her belly are ablative coated, they’ll take alot of beating. When those babies hit the
ground, there’ s gonna be a big thud and people are going to wish they were on Sylene, cutting blocks of
ammoniaicefor aliving. “

“Rotted Gods,” Rystawhispered. “And we could ride down on her coattails, target the fleet Sation, and
have afirg-rate chance of getting out dive.” She dapped the table with her pam. “Y ou know, it'sso
outlandish, they’ d never expect it. Where did you ever come up with hisidea?’

Mac spread hishands.. “| asked mysalf what Sinklar would do if he were here.

The answer was, he' d achieve his objective-namely, destroy the Sassan strike capability. But Sink
awaysthinks ahead. He'd want to neutrdize their military potentid by inflicting the maximum amount of
damage possible, and diminate or reduce the threet to his evacuation of the combat area.”

Rystavented aheavy Sgh. “I’'m starting to fedl old, boy. Redl old. All right, let’sdoiit. I'll get my people
started ‘ on the programming for Markelos comm. What do you want to do with your prisoners? Send
them down as more mass?’

Mac shook his head. “1 think we can dump them in orbit in one of the shuttles. We can deactivate their
communications and let them get homein their own good time. Even if they could pirate parts and cobble
together something to broadcast with, it would be over before they could put it together.”

Rystagave him agrin. “Y ou know, if you and Sinklar weren't talking about turning my entireway of life
onitsear, | could enjoy working with you.”

Mac shot her ady smile. “Maybe old dogs and young pups can teach each other athing or two.” Rysta
looked speculatively at the holographic world.

“ Assuming they don’t catch on in the next day or so, we' re going to deal Sassaablow that I’ ve trained
al of my lifefor. Y ou know, don’t you, that it will be very difficult for them to recover.”

Mac stared pensively at the planet. “I think Sinklar is counting on that.”



Word had spread throughout Itreata. 11y Takkathe Regan bitch had abducted the Wing Commander of
the Companions. The vast workshops seemed to have muted. Talk had dropped to serious discussions
around welders, epitaxic vats, and high temperature aloy smelters. Among the Companions-the warriors
of Itreata-a grim purpose had possessed them overnight. The pride of athousand victoriesfueled their
anger. A new urgency rippled through the asteroid moon with eectric intengity. Combat training, aroutine
to keep nerves and musclesin tone, had become deadly serious.

“When do we space?’ The question was on every tongue, as hard eyes glanced at the comm monitors,
awaiting the announcement.

The “Regan Bitch” had Skyla... she’ d taken one of their own. Thefirgt burst of passionate rage settled
into a seething anger aloyed with resolution and honed to a keep edge.

Staffaknew, and his heart filled with strained pride as he walked the long white corridors toward the
briefing room. He needed that to shore the rickety patches he’ d made for his shattered confidence. Once
again, the woman he loved had been stolen-not through any fault of her own, but as ameans of harming
him. And if Skyla, too, disappeared? If he was faced with another twenty long years of uncertainty and
londly anguish?

That Skyla slast words had been about Chrydaonly turned the knife in the gaping wound.

No, Staffa. Thistimeit' sdifferent. Thistime, you know who-and you can go and kill her with your own
hands. His mouth had gone dry, eyes burning from lack of deep and twisting worry. And if you' retoo
late?

“Then Regawill burn for athousand years, amonument to mark Ily Takka s perfidy and cowardice.”
He entered the briefing room, his assembled com-

manders rising and dapping fiststo their chests. They stood silently as Staffawalked up to the raised
platform before the room’ s main monitor, his cloak swirl-

ing around him in abillowing mantle. Staffa climbed the steps and faced them. One by one, he took their
measure. Here were the men and women of Kaylla s nightmare. Free Space had rocked under their
armored boots, cowered at the crackle of their blasters, and reeled in the wake of their attacks and the
desolation they left behind. A hundred billion tears had been shed in the wake of these veterans.

“Please be seated.”

Asthey settled, Staffa catal oged the familiar faces: Tap Amurka, ahuman bear, black-skinned and with
aprofessor’ s eyes. Tasha, grizzled, gray-bearded, with his one gleaming black eye and his desperate
passion for pretty flowers. Ryman Ark, ahard set to his jaw because his people had been responsible for
Skyla' s security. Septa Aygar, with hislong abino hair drawn into a ponytail that hung to hiswaist.
Amrat, the fiery commander of Smva A<, red-haired, with atemper to match. Seekore, the dim woman
with honey-brown skin, doe eyes, and atota lack of fear. Orchid May, Tiger, Delshay, and the rest of
his capable captains and officers, waited with the impatience of angry sand tigers.

The pounding of Staffa’ s heart increased. * Y ou al know what has happened. If you have any doulbts,
the records are on file. We re not sure where Iy’ s agent hid hersaf while the ship was being searched.
WEe re not sure how she



circumvented our procedures and neutralized our STU personndl. Currently, acrew isretrieving Vegato
answer that question-and ensure that we will never suffer the same again.”

Staffa paced, locking his hands behind him. “The answer to the question burning in everyone sbreast is.
Rotted right, we' re going after her. Ily has been ordered to return the Wing Commander to our
ranks-unharmed, and immediately. The Regan Bitch knows the consequences of her action if she refuses.

“In the meantime, the fleet will space within five days given no mgor problemswith find refitting and
provisioning. Black Warrior and Cobra, will change vector after boosting from Itreata, and will double
back to Sassa. There, you will halt just out of detector range and spot for the Sassan task force currently
outfitting there. if they space, you are to match and destroy them. *

Staffalooked at the commanders of those ships. “Tiger, Delshay, you know the drill. We don’t want
them showing up on our backsides---either here at Itreata, or on Rega. “ Helifted his gaze to therest.
“Y es, people, that’ sthe target for the rest of us.”

“Firgt, however, | think you need alittle background. I’'m sure you know that alot of changes have
taken place since the Myklenian campaign. A number of you have noticed that some of our strategic
objectives have been reclassified. The Seddi, once our enemies, walk fregly inthe hadls of Itresta. As
many of you know, | had my eyes opened on my recent adventure in the Regan Empire. The cold hard
facts, people, are that humanity isfacing extinction. We re teetering on the edge of overextending our
resource base. | think some of you have read the Seddi report. Tap, Tasha, and Seekore have been
working with the data. That information, along with some persond reasons, have dictated our modified
agenda

“Simply put, humanity isliving in ahouse of cards, onethat we built. As-aresult, we' ll haveto be very
careful with this operation. If we pull the wrong card, the resource procurement, manufacturing, and
redigtribution for entire star systemsin Free Space will fail. If open warfare breaks out, enough worlds
will be devastated that we will never recover. Companions, there sno senseinwinning awar if you're
goingtolosetheprizeintheend. | don't intend to lose. *

They watched him warily, veterans of many such mestingsin thisroom. Some sat with crossed arms,
others made notations on pocket comms.

Staffatriggered the holo projectors, images of Regaappearing in midair. “Thisisthetarget. You areall
familiar with this planet, | presume.” He got a couple of grim chuckles. “All right, let’ s get down to the
fine structure of this operation. In many waysthiswill be the most difficult and ddlicate assudt we ve ever
un-

dertaken. Y ou are professonds, the finest military personnd aive. If anyone can do this, you can. Our
mission isto take Rega, destroy the comm information processing centers, destroy the government
agencies and buildings, and render the planet incapable of sefadminigration. “

He noticed more than one raised eyebrow in the audience. 1 see that some of you don't seethat asa
magor problem. Thistime, people, we need to leave the planet intact. Habitable and, most importantly,
capable of receiving restored comm viaan outside graft. In short, we have to take the brain out and leave
the patient dive and functiona so anew brain can beimplanted. “

Silence descended on the room and frowns replaced the amused skepticism.

“Now you' re beginning to understand the tactica difficulties. To further complicate maiters, we will be



facing Sinklar Fit. | see nodding heads out there. Some of you are familiar with Fit’ srecord on Targa.
Heiscurrently training the Regan military in those same tactics he employed so successfully againgt the
Targan rebels. If we dlow the Regan forces to anticipate our objectives, we' |l face some of the most
desperate and bitter fighting ever encountered. Having fought him before, | cantell you heislikeno
genera you' ve encountered since Phillipia-and certainly no toy soldier like Tedor Mathaiison.”

Tap raised ahand and stood. “What about the Sassan € ement? Notwithstanding Cobra and Black
Warrior, do we turn Rega over to them?’

Staffashook hishead. “No. Thetime has come for unification. Assuming they remain stdled, we' Il take
Rega, and immediately space in athree-pronged approach to Imperial Sassa. The purpose, of course, is
to make that fat maggot on the Imperia throne abdicate-of his own freewill and in one piece, or else as
Spayed fat, | don’t care which.”

Tashastood, his one good eye gleaming blackly. “ And what next? We control everything and grow old
heppily?”

Staffamet Tasha s gaze from under lowered brows. “We assemble the best and brightest mindsin Free
Space.” He clenched a gray-gloved fist and shook it. “ And by the quanta, we break these accursed
Forbidden Borders ... once and for al!”

[ly had begun to didike military camps. In the not so distant old days, officers stayed in plush etateslike
Tarcee, or in ornately appointed officesin the capital * Now they stayed out here in the country amid the
mud and bugsand dirt.

Ily’ sarcar settled in the midst of acluster of LCs, HTs, and avariety of portable camouflage shelters.
The place seemed to be anexus of activity several kilometers back from where thousands of men and
women raced over cropland and split the air with laser fire to the dismay of the landowners, and the
property they set onfire. Nor did the damage stop at that, the huge dl-terrain attack vehicles coasted
along on hoverjets, rising over obstaclesto target and mark, the datafrom their computers feeding into
the master comm which informed entire Groups that they had been “ shot” and were -officidly dead.

Despite Iy’ sdisgust with the location, she experienced a certain thrill at the mobile power around her. In
thelight of day, her rage at Sinklar and at Staffa’ sthreat had dulled to an irritated pique. Now, after dll
parties had blunted their ire, each could get down to serious bargaining.

Ily’ sdriver powered down and opened the canopy for her. She stepped out and filled her nostrilswith
the musty odor of soil and crushed vegetation. The whine of turbines and thrustersrose into a ghrill, and
asthe wind shifted, she wrinkled her nose at the noxious odor of hot exhaust. Ily picked her way past
severd LCsand finally spotted Sinklar’ s combat-battered ship, the ramp down like the tongue of an
exhausted puppy.

She strode purposely across the opening, physicaly starting as a Group trotted past, the maleswhistling
and gpplauding.

| could have them boiled aive, Ily reassured hersdlf, glaring with enough venom to have poisoned
anyone with sense enough to know what that ook meant.

She climbed the ramp, striding purposefully down the aideto Sinklar’ s sanctum. She bent and ducked
through the hatch, finding Sinklar in his command center, legs braced, arms crossed, and hishead at such
an awkward angle his breathing sounded strangled. His mouth hung open, and, from the lack of REM



movement, he’ d falen into deep deep.

Ily raised an eyebrow, catal oging the compact control center. The monitorsal flickered with various
scenes of armored men and women sneaking between trees, creeping through grass, or sprinting across
fidlds. Other perspectives showed the entire front from on high while alarge combat Stat table provided
rows of numbers-the scorecard for the battle.

A woman-blonde, attractive, and young lay curled around the plastic bench where Sinklar usudly dept.
Her clothing looked cheap, shabby, and worn to holes. Soldier?

Ily leaned down and nibbled at Sinklar’ s ear. For severa seconds, nothing happened, then he jerked
upright, dmost spilled out of the chair, and caught himsdlf at the last minute. He swallowed and craned his
neck as helooked up at her through deep-bleary eyes.

“How’ sthe battle?’ Iy asked, indicating the screens. Sinklar worked hisjaw around asif to clear his
ears, and then stared at the readouts. “ About what | expected. I’ m firing another couple of Divison Firsts
and replacing them with people who can do thejob.” Then, asif he remembered who he spoketo, he
grew suddenly reserved.

“Who'sshe?’ Ily asked, indicating the woman who il dept soundly.

“Friend of mine.” Sinklar studied Ily thoughtfully, adight squint in the set of hiseyes. “Why don't we
takeawak.”

Ily gavehimawarm amile. “Let’'s”

Sheled the way out into the noisy confusion of vehicles. “Y ou know, there’ s going to be a backlash.
These Divison Firgts, Mykroft, DeGamba, and the others, will be talking among themsdves. They’vejust
had their noses pulled from the feed bag-and you can bet they won't go home and quietly fade away.”

“How long do you think it will take them to act? What can they do?’

Ily clasped her hands behind her asthey wound past the ugly military craft and into the field beyond. “1'd
estimate that they won't be able to organize for another week or so. Their first action will beto stir unrest
by planting negative propaganda about you. The next movement will be assassination so they can step
right back in as saviorsin the presence of looming disaster. But since you didn’t think of that, | did. |
have most of them subdued-and in asafe place. Still, Il send over some of my best security peoplein
case | missed anyone.”

“I'll take care of my own security. Second Section of the First Targan can handleit.”

She gave him aswift appraisal from the corner of her eye. Second Section? Y our old command from
Targa? Very wdl, we |l see how well your soldiers ded with thisnew battlefield, Lord Fist. “ Asyou
wigh.”

Theair smelled of damp soil and decomposing plants. Overhead, the sky had taken on a somber ook of
coming storm and squall. Thetreesin the distance humped against the horizon asif crouching. Wereit not
for the mechanized din in the background,,the country would have been slent, waiting. Ily kicked & the
rustling grass underfoot.

After amoment of silence he shot her an angry glance. “All right, let’shear it. Y ou planned dl along to



abduct SkylaLyma. The rest was a smoke screen, wasn't it?’

Ily exhaled irritably. “ They weren't going to take Tyklat in. | opted for the next best thing. Consider it
damage control. Rather than dert them to the fact | was attempting to penetrate their security, | had my

agents seize an opportunity | believe you military typescal it minimizing loss”
“Whereis SkylaLyma?’

“Safe. No, don't look at melikethat. | don’t have the faintest ideawhere sheis. Somewhere between
Ryklos and here. Shewon’t be harmed.”

“You don’t know him very well, do you?’ “Don’t know. . . . *

“Staffal” he sngpped. “1 do. | fought him, strategy againgt strategy, and | learned him, felt histenacious
soul while he struggled down there in the dark. | was there when the Companions dropped on us out of
the empty ether. HE' s coming now, before I’ m ready. Before | could set the trap.”

She dtiffened at the anger in hiswords. “ Sinklar, relax. We' |l have plenty of time before he moveshis
fleet. What do you think? That he'll mobilize within amoment’ s notice? He Il need at least amonth.” “lly,
you'reafool.”

The prickling ire she’ d buried, dipped free. “Not even you may use that tonewith me. “

Oblivious, he pointed afinger at her. “The man began mobilizing the moment he returned to Itresta.
Whatever he asked of Divine Sassa, he was turned down. Staffakar Therma doesn't like to be snubbed
by anyone. No matter what, Free Space is about to boil over, and Staffawon’t be caught napping. We
might be able to save thingsif you release his Wing Commander now.”

[ly’ s building rage began to coal. “What are you talking about? | want her to use as ahostage, alever
with which to work Staffa. Just what plan did you have in mind?’

Sinklar closed his eyes, breathing deeply. “Firgt, we pull Sassa’ steeth. Then we make afeint at Imperia
Sassaitsdf, afollow-up to Mac’ sraid. It s perfectly rationd, right? They’ re weak, so naturdly we' d take
them out immediatdly. But in redlity I'll have spaced for Ryklosin three waves. Thefirst two shipstake
the planet-and dap Staffain theface. Hecan't dlow a

Regan presence so close to his own borders. To do soissuicide.

[ly nodded. “And he'll respond, dropping on your occupation force like a Riparian vulture.”

“Which iswhen my second wave hits, decimating his attacking force.” Sinklar made adicing motion with
his hand. “ Staffaknows I’'m gtriking Imperid Sassa-and he’ s more than passingly familiar with Regan

fleet strength. He' |l throw his reinforcementsinto the fight, figuring it’s his best opportunity to cripple me
onceand for dl. At that moment, the brunt of the fleet-the third wave-hits him with everything we' ve got.

Ily smiled cruelly. “And you' ve got astraight shot into Itresta”

Sinklar pulled a his knobby nose, raising his head to look at alumbering chevron formation of HTsthat
banked overhead on their way to landing. A nagging gust of wind rearranged Sinklar’ s unruly shock of



black hair. “Maybe. Sassawill be down, but not out. So long as Staffais severely wounded, unable to
drike a my back, | have the flexibility to move on either him or Sassa, or to pull back and regroup.
Either way, we face two badly damaged powers and maintain offensive momentum. Sassamust protect
its assets which meansthey can’t mass againg us. Staffa must assume a defensive posture in- Itreata. If
he ventures out to pursue us, he leaves his base weakened and vulnerable ... but that was before you
gtole his second in command.”

[ly throttled a growl of anger. “Last night, we were dl tired. Staffawas enraged, | was sartled, and you
were incensed. Inthelight of day, perhaps each of usisready to listen and think. I’ [l be in touch with the
Lord Commander. I'm sure | can defuse some of hiswrath-assuming what you say is correct, that he has
begun the maobilization of hisflegt.”

Sinklar watched her suspicioudy.

“Snklar?’ she asked intimately. “What' swrong? Y ou're acting like I’ m somehow at fault. | had no idea
you' d planned so far in advance. Let’ snot act hastily.

Todosoistoinvite disaster. In any event, we can adways oider Lyma released, but perhapsthereisa
way to use her to digtract the Lord Commander.

“Let Lymago, Ily.” Sinklar crossed hisarms. “1 don't think you understand the Lord Commander—or
hismotives. Y ou’ ve never been asoldier. The creed isdifferent. I'll warn you now. Don’t harm ahair on
that woman’s head, because if you do, you could kill usdl. “

“For the moment, | can’t do anything. Lymaisin null sngularity. Listen, we' re both irritable. Y ou look
worn out. How about dinner and we'll relax, share awonderful bottle of Myklenian brandy, and talk.
Not about politics and war, but about anything el se that comesto mind.” She stepped close, staring
intently into his eyes. As shetook his hands and cradled them between her breasts, she could seethe
sudden flush of dedire, followed immediatdly by caution. Where had that come from?

“Maybe later,” hetold her, glancing away toward adropping LC. “Thisexerciseis critica.”

He pulled free, turning to head back to his LC. Then he stopped, raising afinger. “I meant what | said
about SkylaLyma. Don’t hurt her or we' |l never stop the Lord Commander until we' veleveled dl of
Free Space. “

She watched him walk away, a cold gpprehension within. He turned me down. Why? That woman?

[ly turned toward her aircar, chewing on Sinklar’ swarnings. Could the Lord Commander be that close
to mobilizing hisfleet? And if he were, how could Ily use SkylaLymaagainst him? Some thregt, perhaps?

She stepped into the aircar, closing the canopy and tapped at the plush upholstery asthe vehicle rose.
Thisnew attitude Sinklar had devel oped was most unsettingly. On impulse, Iy accessed her comm.
“Gys=dl, there' sawoman, blonde, about one hundred and sixty centimeterstall and weighing about
fifty-five kilos, with a physica gppearance of twenty-fiveto thirty. She'scurrently in Sinklar Fist’'sLC.
Surely we have an agent somewherein Fist’ svicinity who can get aholo, or perhapslift aprint? Alert our
people to watch for her. She couldn’t have just appeared out of nothingness. Check all of Fist’s contacts
from schoal, from his previouslife. Find out who sheisand if there is anything we can use her for.

Because, Snklar, if you do carefor her, she may very well turn into exactly the lever | need to keep you
inline



“On the quantum level, the power of the observer isboth impressive and singularly limited. The magic of
the quanta, of uncertainty, isone of perception. Through mathematics, we can describe the quanta
holistically, but through observation, we can only document one event, much like seeing asinglefacet of a
cut diamond. Among the Seddi, thisistaken asacrucia clue concerning the way the universe works.

“By thevery act of observation, we affect and dter a discrete aspect of the universe. Returning to the
photon experiment through the ditted box, our detector measures either a photon or wave, but never
both, and each seemsto ‘know’ what we're looking for. Hence, observation creates redlity.

“But what of the other choice which could have been made? Have we smply atered a minute part of the
universe, or isthere more? Mathematicaly, we can prove that we are splitting redlity into two redlities.
Each decison we make, for instance, saying yesto adinner invitation when you had the option to eat
with someone el se, changes the redlity around you. The universe splits, the other you accepting the
dternate invitation. Asin the two-dit experiment, you' ve chosen afacet, but the entire diamond remains.

“But why?What is God' s purposein this?“ Among the Seddi, this proof of the existence of freewill is
criticaly important. By making decisions, we fuel the evolution of the universe around us. Without it, the
universe would be fatdistic-and therefore, sterThe and stagnant, with no change.

“Look around you, at the people you know, and realize that each one of you, consciously or not, is
changing the future, and with it, the nature of the Universe-and of God Mind. Can you ever seetheworld
through the same jaded eyes again?

Excerpt from Kaylla Dawn’ s Itreatic broadcasts

CHAPTER 21

Mac sipped from adrinking bulb of stassa as he walked down the well-lit white corridor in Markelos
and saluted the two guards who stood at attention before the captain’s cabin. He looked up at the door
comm and called, “Divison First MacRuder here”

“Comein,” Chrydacalled.

Her sensud voice shot shivers up Mac’s spine. He palmed the lock plate and stepped inside. The holos
had been programmed for a soft blue that rose from the floor and dissipated toward the celling. Chryda
stood in the doorway to the back rooms, her backlit hair glowing like asun-shot halo about her perfect
features. She wore a deep turquoise dress that set off her hair and those marvelous amber eyes. The
dress style had been carefully chosen to disguise her fabulous body, and it dmost succeeded.

Mac experienced a sudden sobering revelation at the thought that awoman would choose to
deemphasize what other women craved and men fantasized over. A dawning understanding of what
Chrydd slife must have been like washed through him, strengthening hisresolve and sensitivity. Unlike
the others, hewould look beyond the magnetism, treat her as the human being she yearned to be
perceived as.

Seeing his sudden frown, she stepped forward, gesturing to the room behind her. “Y our staff just left a
feast behind. | presume we' reto edt it together?’



“If you don’t mind. We have some thingsto discuss, and | thought you might like achange of setting.”
She smiled warmly, and Mac's heart mdlted. “ Y ou've

been very kind, Mac. And for thefirst timein years| don't even fed likeyour guard isaguard. “

“I thought it prudent on severd levels. Inthefirst place, you must excuse alittle caution on my part. |
don’t doubt your identity, but thisisamilitary misson, and your motives. . . .”

“Might be suspect,” shefinished. “I understand. And yes, dinner will befine. I look forward to your
company. Come, you look dead tired and | don’t doubt but that you' re famished aswell.”

Mac followed her, dlowing himself to admire the sway of her hips. With barbed mental lashes, he drove
his mind from the images that motion conjured, and studied the room with caculated indifferenceto his
soaring hormones.

The dining room measured fifteen meters across, with asquat black acrylic

table dominating the middle. Giant pillows covered in deek fabrics surrounded the table, whilethe
holographic display in the walls depicted alush green world with golden rays of light that Slvered asthey
approached the celling. Recliners and awet bar sood in the rear of the room, and to hisright the hatch to
the deeping quarters pierced the bulkhead.

Chryda s perfect features pinched as she settled hersdf, pulling her legs up and to the sidein aladylike
manner. Mac dropped and flopped, aleaden wearinessin hisjoints.

“Firgt thing,” Chrydabegan, “let methank you for dlowing meto stay here. I ve enjoyed not only the
luxury but the seclusion. Governor Beechie, despite his good intentions, dmost drove me mad.”

“He smade afull-time nuisance of himsdlf. Every chance he gets, he demandsto know if you're being
treated properly, and worse, he' sthreatening the most horrible punishmentsif we don’t. HE svery taken
withyou. *

Her fragile smiledied.

After an awkward silence, Mac admitted, 1t must be hard. | guess you have a pretty grim view of men
ingenerd. “

She actudly relaxed alittle, reaching forward to remove lids from the food. “Once | suppose | did. Now
I’'m too tired to hate or didike. | smply accept, and, yes, | even use it to my advantage when | haveto. If
| weren't willing to usemy . . .charmsto achieve my ends, right now I’ d be plasmafloating in orbit
around Myklene. Men are no more than they are, Mac. | suppose women are the same.”

Hetook the plate she handed him and attacked it ravenously. How long since he' d eaten more than an
energy bar? Chrydad sinterest in his appetite pleased him. Hell, any time he could be the object of that
wonderful amber stare suited him.

When hefindly set the plate aside and met her inquiring gaze, she said, “Y ou’ ve been so busy you
haven't eaten or dept. | assume from that that we' re ether in trouble or about to go into action.”

“You're very observant.”



“It comes from a close association with Staffa and the Companions. Among soldiersin enemy territory,
deep and food become luxuries. Thetenser the Stuation, the lesslikely that either onewill bein any great

Suppy

“What about Staffa? It's been over twenty years.” She lowered her gaze to her hands and shrugged. “I
have no ideawhat to expect. Twenty years? A great dea can happen. The Pragtor used to tell methat
Staffahad taken alover, SkylalLyma He used to show methe holos of her, tall, muscular, and very
beautiful with her gleaming blue eyes.” Her mouth pinched sadly. “ Perhaps the Staffal knew isadream,
something to place hopein, araft to cling to when drowning in asea of despair.”

“I don’'t know what his relationship is with the Wing Commander. The onetime | saw them together......
“Goon.” Shelifted an eyebrow. “ Despite the frag... The look I’ ve worked so hard to develop, | don't
break that easily. Otherwise, I'd have dit my wrists years ago. “

Mac shifted uneasily on the overstuffed pillows. “It’s only an impression, you must understand, but they
looked - like they cared agreat dedl for each other. Of course, that could be a deep friendship.”

“Or helovesher.” Chrydawinced as she adjusted her injured leg. “I’ m not naive enough to think he and
| could just pick up where we l€eft off. Asfor

myself, | don’t know that I'd want to. | would, however, want to thank him for trying so hard to find me.
| know what he paid, the lengths that he went to. The Praetor aways made a point of bragging about it.
And, of course, he gloated over his ability to keep my presence secret. “

Mac picked a histhumb, aware that she watched his every movement. “ Studying me? Trying to read
my expressons?’

“You'renervous, Mac. And it’ snot just your attraction to me.”

He winced and fought the urge to squirm as aburning heat of embarrassment warmed hiscollar. “1 try to
keep that in balance.”

“Mostly you succeed, which raises my respect for you immensdly. Y ou haven't uttered asingle undying
protest of love. Isit because of Sinklar? Or Staffa?’

“It'sbecause | don’'t trust my desire. | can't forget that | dedlt with Arta. | was sexualy attracted and
mordly repdled a the sametime. Falling in love with awoman should come from more than hormones
and sexud tenson. There' sarationa and practical side which istoo often ignored.”

“You'renot very romantic.” He grunted. “1 had most of that burned, blasted, and kicked out of me on
Targa “

“And what did you do before that?’
“Fooled around. Wasted my father’ smoney while| tried to decide what to do with my life.”
“Y ou are young. | thought you’ d been through the rgjuv center &t least once.”

“Did you? No, sorry. Death, misery, constant fear, and desperation tend to change you in abig hurry.



On Targawe survived by athread more than once. Looking back, | can only marvel that we madeit. So
much suffering and degath, and al for what? The Seddi drowned that planet in blood in agambleto
assassinate one man. At Vespa, we lured therebe army into atrap. We blew away nearly amillion
people. The bodies-those that weren't incinerated immediatelyfdll for kilometers around that horrible

ridge”
“Tell me about Targa ... about what happened there. *

Mac studied her skeptically, but those incredible eyes seemed to expand, to draw himin, and he redized
she honestly wanted to know. He hesitated and she reached out, squeezing hishand to let him’ know that
whatever he decided to tdll her, it wasdl right. Sowly, awkwardly, he began, baring his soul and feding
oddly relieved that he could talk about those terrible days of war and maiming and death. The story
unfolded from thefirst drop to the final evacuation in Staffal s shuttles.

“To know life, you must have teetered on the edgelosing it,” she said when hefinished. “You're ill
teetering, aren't you?’

He spread his hands nonchdantly. “I’ ve dways made it by balancing on amicron. Why should | expect
that to change? Sink and | are gambling for big stakes. Who you are, what you are, all that hasto be set
adde. | think the causeisworth my lifeif it comes down to that.”

“And thismisson?’

Mac took a deep breath, straightening. He' d taken her hand in his as he talked and her warm touch
reassured him. He stared levelly into her eyes, letting himself drift into those amber depths. “ That’ s one of
thethings | wanted to talk to you about tonight. That’swhy dinner was here, in your quarters. In acouple
of hours, we' re going to put most of the Sassan citizensin a shuttle and cast them loose. Some, who
‘have sengitive information, like the captain and Governor Be,tcWle, we goiwg -with us because they can
provide intelligence data on the Sassan Empire.”

“Youwon't hurt Beechie?’
“No. We |l usealittle Mytal to get him to tell us everything, and then we' Il turn him freein acouple

of months. | give you my word. But what you must decideisthis: | can't take you into combat, can't risk
your life. Wethink we ve got ared good chance of making it out dive. If you go in the shuttle, you'll be
guaranteed of safety. You'll land on Imperid Sassa after we' ve left. Y ou can get a message to Steffa,
and he'll come and pick you up before we return.”

She stared down at the plates and what remained of dinner. Somewhere in the background a clock
chimed softly. “A couple of hours, you said? So we' re aready through most of Sassa' s defenses?’

“The Markel os provided perfect cover. She’ sabig ship—one of the biggest in the Sassan fleet-and to
date, the mass detectors and other sensors haven't picked up enough of an anomaly to arouse

suspicion.”

“| don’t understand something, Mac. Y ou said that you were trapped in Makarta Mountain. That you
were fighting the Seddi. Y ou skipped around alot, and perhaps purposely muddied the story up. Staffa's
ships evacuated you-but not Sinklar. Y ou' re fighting for Rega. And just now, when | brought this up,
your expression hardened, Mac. What didn’t you tell me? That Sinklar and Staffa are about to go to war
agang each other?’



With hisfree hand, Mac flipped one of the tassels on the oversized pillow. “That's, avery likely
scenario. Chrydabowed her head, lost in thought. “I don’t understand. How? |1 mean, Staffacan’t just
go to war againgt hisson.”

“It'snot him. | think | told you before, Sinklar doesn’'t believe Staffais hisfather. He thinks he' sthe son
of two Seddi ns. Rotted Gods, | didn’t believeit until | found you dive.”

Chrydalifted her head, firein her eyes, her grip tightening on his. “Mac, take mewith you. I'll risk what
-you will. Take meto my son, it you can. Perhaps| can talk some sense into him—or into Staffa,
depending on which isthe most volatile a thetime.”

Mac narrowed hisgaze. “1t’ snot that easy. This could well be asuicide misson.”

She smiled knowingly, her perfect features at peace. “ After al these years, you' re arefreshing change
from the men I’ ve become used to, Mac. | wasright when | told you were older than your years-and
infinitely wiser and nobler. To use your words, you must set yourself aside when you gamble for great
gakes. | think my lifeisworthit if it comesto that, too.

“If thisgoes sour, every defense battery around Imperid Sassawill be targeting Gyton. Y ou’ ve got to-*
She placed warm fingerson hislips. “Quiet. My

husband and my son are at stake. They’ ve kept me dive all these years. Y ou need me.”
“All right.

But how much of that was good sense, and how much the desire to be close to her-evenif only for a
few hours more?

GysdI’ sface appeared in the comm monitor on Iy’ s office desk. 1 think we have an 1D on the young
lady in Sinklar Fist’s company.”

[ly leaned back in her gravchair and played with alaser pen. She arched her spineto relieve the strain on
her tired muscles. The lights shone on the polished paneling of her office, dancing asthe crystals changed
color. “That didn't take ‘nearly aslong as| thought it would.

Gyl gave her aplacid smile. “I’d like to take credit for running a perfect organization, and for being
the perfect subordinate. In this case, however, one of our agents submitted aroutine report that Fist' sLC
landed on the roof of the Criminal Laboratoriesin the Biologica Research Complex. Our man there
reportsthat Fist not only visited, but left with one of the student employees-ayoung woman by the name
of AnatoliaDaviura. Here sher holo ID.”

[ly studied the image that formed. “That’ sher.” She' s better looking awake than adeep. Perhaps Sinklar
has athing for blue eyes? And if he does, I'll have histesticles served to him on a platter.

“Any further ingructions?’
[ly tapped her chin with the laser pen. “Find out al you can about her. Who is she? How does she know

Sinklar? | want everything. If there’ sanyone close to her there, bring him or her in and we' Il wring them
dry. Who' sour agent in that building?’



“A fellow by the name of Jan Bokken. He' sreliable, provides punctud reports, but I'd say he was
lacking inimagination.”

“Good work, Gysell. Follow thisup. | want to know everything there isto know about Anatolia
Daviura” “Youwill.” Gysdl nodded his acquiescence and the monitor went blank.

For long moments, Ily twirled the pen in her dim fingers. Then athin smile bent her lips. “Enjoy her while
you have her, Sinklar.”

Artaplaced asteaming plate in front of Skylaas she sat at the table in her yacht. The tabletop had been
cut from asingle dab of Vegan marble, the sdesinlaid with gold. Behind her, Myklenian draperieswere
gathered into neat folds, and the fabric shimmered in the soft light reflected off the sandwood panding.
Once Skyla had joked to Nyklos about being held prisoner amidst the plush fittings in the yacht. Now
she was getting her own dose of it.

Golden armor gleaming, Artadid onto the crushed velvet cushions opposite Skyla. Silently, they stared
gppraisngly at each other. Skyla broke the impasse by picking up her utensils and beginning to eat. With
the acumen of the professiond, Artaunderstood that Skylawould eventudly act to free hersdf. Fera
waited with keen anticipation, anxiousfor the chalenge.

Skylaforced hersdf to edt, recharging her reserves. The time would come when she would need dl of
her strength and skill.

Artaate dowly, gazing at the thick Ashtan rug as she chewed. Skylafinished thelast of the Riparian
catfish and stood, diding the dish into the cleanser.

“ You control agreet deal of power among the Companions. Does that excite you?’ Artaasked. Skyla
drew acup of stassaand resettled hersdlf. “Excite? No. If | had to choose alabel, I'd say it contented
me. | started out as nothing-awhore' s child. How about you? What wasiit like to be raised by the
Seddi 7’

“I didn’'t know | was a Seddi. I’ d been raisedschooled actualy-by awoman on Vermilion. One night,
when | was about twelve, an aircar arrived and they bundled me up, gave me my little sack of belongings,
and took me to the spaceport.”

“Who did?

Artashrugged. “1 don't know the man’s name, but he stayed with me on the shuttle, and on the ship that
carried meto Etarus. | remember thet trip asif it were yesterday. All | called him was*sr.” Hewasnice,
bought mewhat | wanted, and then we transshipped to Etaria. | wasfrightened by it, by al the people.”
Artaglanced avay nervoudy.

“They sold you to the Temple?’

Arta sjaw trembled and she hesitated. Skylathought the woman had clammed up until Ferasuddenly
blurted, “How devious Bruen was. That firgt night in the Temple, | remember being in aroom with all
these other young girls. | had abed in the back. -I was so done, so scared. | cried dl night. The next day
the lessons began. At first all the priests did was tell usthe story of the Blessed Gods, and how they
wanted humanity to have good things. We were going to help make things better for people.”

“I"'m beginning to understand.” Skyla shook her heed. “ The prieststeach thellittle girls sex?’



Artawaved it away. “ The priestsare dl eunuchs at least the oneswho train the young girlsare. &y do
teach sex, but it' swith models and brainwashing. They want virginsto sl for the consecration. We
bought the entire story, learning bit by bit about the consecration and how we' d bring pleasure. Now,
when | think about what they did to me, my stomach crawls.

“That' s how they finance the Temple, you know. Money from the girls.” Skylaknotted afigt. “All inall,
compared to the cribs of Sylene, there' re worse places to be a prostitute.”

Artagave her athoughtful gppraisd. “Bruen later told meit waslike gang rape. | still didn’t understand. |
never got the chance for the consecration. | was ready-anxious even-and wretchedly upset when another
girl was chosen in my place. The next night, one of the eunuchs caled me out, and | thought my time had
come. Except he led me to one of the rear doors where awoman in abrown robe told me | wasto go
with her.

“And shetook you to Targa?’

“Shedid. There | entered the Seddi asan Initiate.” Artal slook became puzzled. “I had the background.
Evidently they’ d begun conditioning mewhen | wasachild. All the aggression, theiintuitive ability, had
been implanted by the teaching machines on Vermilion. Bruen and his psychologica programstaught me
the rest, structured the neura pathways and refined the instinct to kill. When | needed to tap that ability to
fight, to kill, it came so naturdly. So did the proficiency with wegpons.” -

“But you had no idea you were * being prepared to assass nate the Lord Commander?’

Artaraised her head the way a predator sniffsfor blood on the night wind. “ Staffakar Therma?” Skyla's
eyes narrowed as she caught Fera s quick-

ening interest. “You didn’t know? That’ swhat the revolt on Targawas dl about. Bruen and Hyde
darted it to lure Staffawithin reach. Then they’ d see that you fell into his hands.”

“It' sthe quanta that areto blame. No, | never knew.” A gleam cameto her deadly amber eyes. “To
have killed the Star Butcher! What an achievement.”

Pus Rot it! That wasamistake, Skyla. “Don’t get any idess.” Polar cold settled in Skyla's soul. She
nerved hersdf, pointing afinger. “Let’ sget something straight. I’'min love with Staffa. And he' snot the
man the Seddi once feared. He, like you, was nothing more than atool. Leave him alone, Artal”

Fera curled back into the cushions.

“ Tell me more. What happened? Y ou and the rest of the Seddi talk about the quanta. What went wrong
on Targa? Answer, damnit! Get your mind off Staffal

Arta s expresson remained dack for long momentswhile Skyla s heart skipped, then the raptoria glint
hardened. “1 fell in love with my tutor, ButlaRet. | ... | wanted him. Wanted to make love to him, share
all those wonderful secrets we' d been taught by the Blessed priests. And then ... then . . .”

“ The conditioning kicked in.” Skyla s gut churned. Bruen, Rot your soul forever!”

Feraleaned forward, taking a degth grip on the edge of thetable. “Oneday, I'll find Magister Bruen.
Andthen....”



“He sout of your reach.”

‘That remainsto be seen. All things have their time and place. *

Go on with your story.”

Artaleaned back, agrim set to her lips. “1 couldn’t dedl with myself that night. Desire and revulsion filled
me. | escagped from Butla' s house, used the skills he' d taught me. But the quantatricked usal. | was
captured and raped by Regag davers. And | paid them back.” Artashook her head, brow lined. “1 went
insane, killed, and killed. But | didn’t know why. Imagine a program running and rerunning in your brain.
You don't understand it. You can't stop it. You just haveto do it over and over again-and each timeit
drivesyou alittle more crazy because you don’t understand yoursdlf, or why any of it is happening. Y ou
fed impotent, inhuman. Y our only companion isfear, because you never know at what moment the

program will begin to run, and you' Il havetokill ... someone, anyone. “

Skylastrangled the urge to shiver; instead she gripped her cup until her knuckles stood out. So what
happensif that goes off now, Arta? Y ou' ve got the

collar contral. | won't have achance! “But wait aminute, you said Tybat broke the trigger.”

Artaran fingersthrough her glistening hair. “He did. | don’t haveto kill now.” Sheturned intense eyeson
Skylaand gave her alover’ samile. “But that doesn't mean that | don't liketo. | supposeit'salot like
fishing, baiting the gear, playing the bait in the water, and getting that first bite. Then you set the hook and
red inthefish, playing it the wholetime, knowing dl the whilethat you' re the master of the Stuation. Only
in the end does the prey know the truth-and even then, while you look into their dying eyes, they refuse
to believe.” Sherubbed her handstogether. “1 let them diein pain so their souls know for eternity. That's
what they take to God’' s Mind. Knowledge taught by pain.”

“Sowhy did you kill Snklar Fist’'slover?’

Fera shifted uneasily. “I told you, | wasinsane. She was Regan. Poor fool, she pitied me. No one pities
me. The program began to run ... and like dways, | acted. “

“But Ily saved you. Took you to Tybalt. How did you get through his security?’

Artagave acunning laugh. “Ily put mein afaulty collar. And, no, | didn’t make that mistake with the one
your rewearing. Tybalt raped me-right there on the floor of his office bedroom-and raped me again, and

again, whilel tried to kill him. In the process, | learned how to control the psychologica trigger so that by
the time the collar shorted, | didn’'t haveto kill him.” Her laughter bubbled. “But | did, glesfully, painfully!

Because the bastard deserved it.”

Skylaremembered Tybalt, remembered thelust in his dark eyes as he appraised her, ahint of promisein
his leering grin. How many of his passes had she turned down? How many implied rewards for sexud

favors? But | aways thought he was a pig, too.

Artacontinued, talking asif she'd never felt so uninhibited before. “ After | killed the Emperor, Ily
decided she could make good use of me.”

“But isthat dl you want out of life? To belly’ stool? If you thought Tybalt deserved death, what about
[ly? She' s swamp scum.”



Artalifted her chin coally. “Ily loves me. She made a place for me. She vaues my tdent and letsme
practice my trade. Wing Commander, | am an n. | wasbredforit. | thriveonit. *

“Ily lovesyou? What kind of love?Ily only loves hersdf and power.” Skylaleaned forward, eyes
narrowing. “She' susing you, Arta. You'rea... aprogram for her.”

“Shelovesme!” Arta s voice wavered as she reached up to lay gentle fingers on Skyla s cheek. “The
way you will cometo love me. Not like aman. They think only with their testicles. Given achoice, I'll
take awoman any day. And with you and Ily to love me, | can do anything. “

Skyla s skin crawled under the woman'’ stouch. Arta s expression turned serious. “lly lovesme.” She
paused, uncertainty in the set of her mouth. “I can only love women. They’ re safe. They won't hurt you
... not likeaman. | was surprised after the first night when | dept with 1ly. | fet ... peace. She taught me
so many things. Waysto bring pleasure like | never dreamed of. Have you ever loved awoman?’

“No. Not like that. But Ily-*
“I would like to bring you plessure, Skyla” “1 like men.” I
“1 could teach you to like me. Women are safe to love. Gentle and warm.”

“Arta, no!” Get out of this, Skyla. Do something. She did out of the booth, backing warily away as Arta
followed, aquizzica look in her eyes.

“Isit because I’ m not beautiful ?’

“Y ou’re damned attractive, Arta. But you're messed up! 1y doesn’t love you. She' susing you for sex
and murder, and she'll throw you away like spoiled vegetables when you' ve served your purpose. She's
abitch ... more polluted than Bruen! Morevile, more. . ..”

Thewidening of Fera s eyes should have been awarning. Skyla should have cued on that sudden
tension in the woman’ s shoulders as Arta sfists balled.

Skyla s entire body went numb, asif her neck had been severed and her head had rolled free.
Wideeyed, she watched the cabin dide sideways and spin upward. Blinding light shot through her vison
as her skull bounced on the thick carpet. She blinked, opening and closing her mouith like afish out of
water.

Then grayness closed in, an inexorable sphincter around her vison.

Skyla came to groggily and pushed herself up. When had she fallen? Why? Fera stood over her, feet
braced, tears streaking down her face ... and memory returned.

Skylapropped her head againgt the bulkhead, blinking, “Y ou can kill meif you want. But it won't
change aRotted thing. Ily’ sabloodthirsty bitch.”

Fera shook her head stubbornly. “ Sheloves me! Shetook mein her arms. Shewouldn't. . . .”

Skyla nodded despite the misery that ached in her skull. Wasit thefal or the collar that caused that
wretched ache?



“Shewouldn’t hurt me!”
“Y ou poor lunatic,” Skylagrunted, closing her eyes. “Pusdripping hell, | fed horrible.”

Hands settled under Skyla sarms. Here was her chance ... and she couldn’t do a damn thing about it.
Artahelped her sumble toward the rear, but at the head, Skyla broke free, just making the toilet before
her guts heaved.

When she' d finished voiding like abilge pump, she dumped on the floor, looking up into Artal's
concerned eyes. Numbly, Skyla dragged her deeve over her mouth. “Y ou usethat collar again, and
you'll take a corpse back to Ily. *

Artabit her lip, acontrite look on her face. “Y ou shouldn’t say those things about 1ly.”
“Truth hurts. In this case, me more than you.” “Will you bedl right?’

Yeah. I’'m atough old broad. Got scarsto proveit. Artalowered her eyes. “I wish ... well, it’sout of my
hands. Ily will know what to do with you when we get back to Rega. “

Skylashook her head, wishing she hadn’t. “'Y ou don’t know what you let |oose when you took me. We
might get to Regafirg, but by the time Ily’ s done with me, Staffa and the fleet will be overhead. After
that, you won't find abrick standing. And | hope to your cursed quanta, that Ily dieslast so she can
know what she did.”

“If you keep talking that way, I'll usethe collar again,” Artawarned.

Skylagave her aghastly grin. “ Go ahead. | meant what | said about taking a corpse back. You'rea
mental basket case-and Iy’ sadimy cunt anyway you cut the tapa cards. Go ahead, Arta, kill me. If you
kill me, you'll condemn yoursdlf, and Ily, to Staffal swrath. Y ou won't survive me by more than acouple
of months.

“Politica scientigts, politicians, socid theorists, and, of course, bureaucrats, and government officids
everywhere seek the perfect formulae for managing and influencing the population at large. Giant
computers employ vast mountains of data, manipulating incredibly complex satistical packagesto
determine trends, opinions, and, in most cases, the flash point of the peopl€e stemper. The pursuit of this
megamanagement policy has ranged from the sublime to the absurd. The procedure sucks up vast sums
of time, money, and effort, and for what?

“The secret to governing isto minimize interfering with the people at large. Think of the population asa
large mongter, asort of fat, lazy dragon. So long asthe beast isfed, warm, and capable of amusement, it
could care lesswhat you, asaruler, do with your spare time. The beast has no moral scruples past
kesping itsbely full anditslimited mind entertained. Therefore, the efficient ruler is safe to assassnate,
torture, murder, extort, or destroy his enemies as he will aslong as he doesn't interfere with the beast.

“Thus, the rules of government can be stated smply: Do not messwith the ordinary peoplein the Stret.
And remember that the weakest link in the grinding machine of government isthe individua—and usualy
frall-human being.”

Excerpt recovered from Ily Takka s persond journal



CHAPTER 22

“Just what are you going to do about Lycinda?’ Marteen asked from her station acrossthe Imperid
Sassan orbita traffic control room. The watch had been unusudly boring, with most of the boards shut
down for diagnostics. An order had come through to check the Sassan defense system-another of the
preparationsin case of Regan hodtilities. Banks of monitorslined the walls and the black floor tiles
gleamed with alustrous polish. Atmosphere fans hummed softly overhead, forcing cool air through the
grates that broke the white fiber celling pandls.

Philo Verdun threw his head back and closed his star-blue eyes. His pale blond hair appeared goldenin
the bright light-afact that he knew had dwaysirritated Marteen, who had athing about pale people. “I
don't even know if the childismine. | mean | just Started seeing her two months ago!”

Marteen chuckled, lifting athin eyebrow as she placed an arm over her chair back and stared across at
Philo. “Two monthsistime enough. Do you know how many sperm you males dump insde us when you
hit that happy moment?’

Philo opened his eyes and studied the traffic control room with a disgusted frown. None of the array of
monitors had changed. He sighed and glanced at the board with itsfamiliar dots neatly in their place.
Hour in, hour out, he watched the patterns. ensuring that each of the vessals closing on Imperial Sassa
obeyed therules; that radiation didn’t get released toward any of the gations; that DeltaVV got dumped
properly and reaction was channeled into the proper vectors. The comm kept an eyeon dl of it anyway,
so most of hisjob wasinterpreting when an infraction merited afollow-up and citation.

Now he wheded around in his chair, staring at Marteen. “Look, what if it ismine? 1’ m not ready for half
interest in achild right now. | mean, that’ sfind. I’ ve got agood career set up, and I’'m banking time,
woman. I'm headed for one of the orbita platforms, because that’s where the advancement is. | sure
don’t want any third of my credits going for child support. Not when I’ m outward bound.” He paused.
“Beddes, I'm ill not sureit'smine.”

“Shethat friendly with that many guys?’ Marteen raised acensuring eyebrow. “ Thought you were pretty
picky about where you put your little oneeyed friend?’

He blushed. He didn’t like Marteen that much anyway. She’ d shut him down when hetried to lay her the
first week he' d been assigned here. She, in turn, despised him, and that irked, too. Marteen had a
delicate ova face surrounded by awealth of black hair. Her danted eyes|ooked out at the world with a
cool self-possession. Lycinda, on the contrary, couldn’t be called desirable, except she did have nice

legs.

Philo heard the soft beep and turned to see the dert reading. He canceled the flash of light on the
monitor which indicated a breach of regulation as reaction shot out from Markelos' pogition.

“Assholefreighter.” He keyed his comm. “Markel s, you' re moving off course. Correct, please” He
turned back to Marteen, irritated by her flagrant

didike. Linesof figuresfilled the screen behind hisback, indicating increased vector change and
acceleration.

“Y ou know, you' ve dways had ared attitude problem, woman. Y ou think that I’ m alow rent, but one



of these days, you' re gonnaremember these day's as the time when you were my supervisor.”

Marteen smiled sweetly and shook her head, expression neutral. *Y ou never cease to amaze me. When
it comesto brass balls and lead brains, you' ve got both, Philo. Who' d you bribe to get this position

anyway?

He amirked. “Tdent al theway, baby.” He tapped the side of his head to indicate the source. “You've
got to haveit whereit counts.

Shegave him abland look. “As| recall, you generdly point to your crotch when you say that. So maybe
you redly did ‘have it whereit counts.’ | mean didn’t you ever consider her? She' snot abad kid, in spite
of thefact sheletsyou into her bed. Y ou must have made her fed like shit when you laid that * So ... how
do | know it'smine,’ crap on her. “

Philo’ s entire screen began to flash with red warningsindicating amajor breach of traffic regulations.
Had he not disconnected the alarm for the nuisanceit was, it, too, would have been blaring.

64 Listen, why do you dwayslaunch into me? | mean, she' shdf of the problem. There' sno reason why
| should haveto suffer for something-*

“You'rehdf, pd.” Marteen pointed adender finger a him. “And | hope Lycindagetsamagigterid
garner on athird of your salary for life.

Philo allowed himsdlf to give her alingering disdainful glare. Pustakeit dl, it would be so much easer if
Marteen wasn't so cursed good looking. Even hating her, he wondered what she' d be like in the sack.
To avoid her cool, mocking glare, he turned back to his monitor-and gaped. The screen flashed
dternately in red and yellow.

“Gods help us,” Philo whispered, too stunned to act. Then he stabbed the emergency adert button. Inthe
screen, he could see alance of reaction curving off of Markelos approach, and vectoring right into the
military security zone.

A voice announced crisply. “Thisis Traffic Control Security. Y ou'vetriggered an al-system aert. Please
respond.”

“They ... they. Philo clutched his monitor,
trying to settle his horrified mind. “They’ ve gone off course! Headed right for the base! Off course!”
“Repest, please. Who is off course?’

Philo’s mind went blank with terror. They’ll blame me! “Markdos, “ he whispered. It'smy fault.
Another voiceinterrupted. “Thisis Orbita Defense

Station Seven. Traffic Control, do you have amafunction?We ve got an incoming
vessal on our screens. Isthisamafunction?”’

Philo gaped, refusing to-believe. Frozen, he watchedas Markel os continued to angle toward the planet
and the military base below. Marteen ripped him aside and began to shout ingtructionsinto the net.



On hisknees, Philo clambered up just in time to see the deadly lance of light arrow down.

Dressed in armor, helmet at hand in case of decompression, Mac stood at the side of Rystal' s command
chair on Gyton's bridge. Each second passed like the judgment of the Rotted Gods. Each beat of his
heart saw Markel osincrease the radius of its curve toward the planet, Gyton tucked neatly under the
violent flare of the freighter’ sreaction mass.

The pilot lay under the worry-cap, obliviousto his actua surroundings, manipulating the delicate control
needed to execute the maneuver while comm-relayed ingtructions ran to the Sassan freighter’ s vacant
bridge. Markel os responded by tightening the bounce-back collars, increasing the thrust asthe giant ship
accelerated for the planet.

Mass cubed with velocity. How long did they have until brilliant violet blaster fire sought their vector?
Each surging beat of Mac’ s heart meant that much more space crossed, and it increased exponentialy.

“Weapons Comm!” Rysta barked. “ Activate your systems and arm the torpedoes.”
“Activated and armed,” the Weapons First sang out.

Mac could hear Gyton creak asthe ship’ s attitude

changed and bulkheads compressed under acceleration. Come on, baby, get usthrough this.

Mac' s gaze remained fixed on the forward monitor where it showed Markelos and Gyton arcing over
the planet. His mouth had gone maddeningly dry, histongue like a piece of fdlt.

“Markelogl” afrantic voice camein over comm. “Y ou are off course! Correct! Correct immediately! If
you do not, you must destroy yourself. Repesat: correct immediately. If not, you must auto-destruct! Do
you hear? Correct course or auto-destruct. If you do not, you will be destroyed from the ground.

Respond! Respond! “

“Wdl, we madeit farther than | thought we would,” Rysta muttered. “Thought they’ d be on usthe
moment we dropped the shuttle and changed vector. Guess the Sassans aren’t any brighter than we are.
“They hiretoo many bureaucrats,” Mac told her. “Besdes, only afool would try astunt like this. Anyone
with sense would have brought awhole fleet with them. It says so in the Holy Gawdamn Book.”

“Y ou don’t have much use for the manud, do you?’
“Not alick—except for onething. The enemy ill readsit and believesit.”
“Two minutesto breakout,” the Comm First caled. Two minutes. Mac tried to swalow again, his heart

racing. After those two minutes, Markelos would be beyond the intercept angle for the space-based
batteries. They’ d be shooting down, hitting dirt and mauling both the planet and the military base they



were supposed to protect. Seconds crept past.

“How long to charge their guns?’ Mac asked. Rysta, remarkably calm given their circumstance,
shrugged. “Five, ten minutes a the most. That's assuming they had to power up the entire system.”

“Oneminute,” the Comm Firgt called.
“Five minutes?” Mac glanced hopefully at the monitor.

“Markdos! Markdodl” the frantic Sassan voice called. “ Y ou arein violation of traffic control
regulaiond”

“Nojoke!” Rysta crowed.

Markelos, you must auto-destruct now! Thisisyour last chance! If you do not, you will be destroyed!
Answer pleasel”

“Doyou think they’ vefigured it out yet?’ “Naw,” Rystawaved nonchaantly.
“Only alunatic would try something like this. Y ou told me yoursdif.”
“Markdod! Inthe name of Divine Sassal Answer mel”

“Sounds alittle frantic, doesn’t he?’ Rystatook a deep bregth. “Prepare for breakout. Weapons?
Status?’ “ Ready!”

“Onmy mark,” Rystacried. “Five, four, three, two, one. Mark!”

“Mark!” repeated the Comm First.

Mac braced himsdlf as Gyton changed vector, dipping down under Markel os. For thefirst time, he
could see the planet rushing straight toward them. A red dot surrounded a cluster of white structures that

seemed to drift dowly over the planet’ s surface.

“Weapons, do you have your target?’ Rystaasked. “ Affirmative, Commander. We have target
acquisition. Locked and armed.”

“Fireat will.” “Firing!” Gyton shivered as the torpedoes rel eased. Stresks

of reaction sent lances of blinding white light across the monitor as Rysta ordered, “Comm! Get us out of
herel

Thefirgt threads of violet light glittered up from the orbiting stations below. Mac grabbed therail on the
sde of Rysta' s command chair as Gyton bent her path away from the course she d been following.

Thewarping strands of blaster fire from below dipped helplesdy past as Gyton curved away. Mac
stood rooted, open mouthed, as he watched the struggling Sassanstry to target Markelos astheir comm
compensated for Doppler and velocity. One beam caught the freighter’ s bow, and blew it apart, the con-



cussion shifting the heavy vessdl’ s vector out of the deadly beam.
“Rotted Gods,” someone whispered asal eyesfollowed Markelos plunge.

Flashes strobed blindingly on the monitor as Gyton’ s torpedoes dammed into the Sassan fleet where it
hung in orbit, and the defengive fire went deed.

“They can’'t sop her now,” Rystasaid soberly. “We ve got Orbitd trying to track us!” the Weapons
Firdg cried.

“Evasve maneuvers” Rystasnagpped. “Comm, get toit!”

“ Affirmative. Mac couldn’t tear his gaze from the telemetered monitor where Markelos began to leave a
fiery stresk as she encountered atmosphere. The hypnotic event unfolded before him in dow motion as
the image wavered and flickered as aresult of atmospheric interference, EM P from the fission destruction
of the Sassan fleet, and increasing distance. Like asearing lance, Markeos dammed into the unresisting
mass of Imperia Sassa. A high-speed projectile created the same reection in,sheet stedl. A Snuous,
off-color vapor trail remained to mark the ship’s path. The crater widened as soil and rock dipped up in
abowl around the center of impact. Then, asthe edges settled in awidened ring, agout of violent
materid erupted in avolcanic explosion. The Sassan ingdlation had vanished in the cataclysm. Likea
pebble thrown into apond, ground roll spread in ripplesthat dowly faded across the mottled surface of
the planet. A plume of dust and fire mushroomed out over the impact ste while roiling white clouds
formed aong the expanding peripheries of the shock wave.

“Enemy fire has ceased, Commander,” the Weapons First cried. “ Their targeting detectors have ceased
to coordinate!”

“Rotted Gods,” Rystamumbled in wonder. “We might makeit out of thisdive after al! Rilot, lay inthe
courseto get usout of here. Take us by as many Orbital Defense platforms as you can. The more we

knock out, the fewer we have to deal with when we come back. “

“Affirmative,” the pilot called through his speskers. “All hands, prepare for high g acceleration. Repest,
prepare for forty gravity acceleration. Stow all looseitems. “

A klaxon wailed as Mac backed to the padded seats in the rear of the bridge and strapped himself in.
His eyes remained glued to the monitor and the roiling wound inflicted upon Imperia Sassa. “Oh, Sink,
we' ve condemned oursalves. All those people dead, just like that.”

And more to come, he reminded himsdf grimly.

The comm buzzed beside Staffa s head. Heingtinctively rolled off hisdeeping platform, therisng
illumination from the room lights making him squint. He dropped into the chair before his desk and
accessed the comm. To his surprise, Myles Roma stared out at him.

“Myles?1 thought visua wastoo risky? What' s happened? Y ou look ashen.”



“WEe ve found your infamous Gyton, Lord Commander. | warned them both ... Sassaand Iban. They
were polite, told meto mind my own business and not to meddle in their affairs. Now, affairs have come
home to resde. And we may al pay beforethisisover. “

“What' s happened, Myles?’

Roma pinched the bridge of hisnose asif trying to press senseinto hissinuses. “ A matter of hours ago,
Qyton dippedin under cover of one of our freighters. They evidently piloted the freighter out of the traffic
pattern and right into the center of the military com plex a Mikay. The entire baseis gone. Thefleet that
was outfitting in orbit ... blasted to junk. Our Orbital Defense network is down-possibly dead. Two of
our platforms were blown apart like rotten melons as Gyton began its boost outsystem. From their vec-

tor, they may take another two out before they escape. “
Staffadammed hisfist to the desk. By the quanta, this changes everything.

Myles stared at him through dull eyes. “Lord Commander, no matter what you might think of His
Holiness, you're our only hope. Y ou know what this means. Twenty-two of our finest warships are gone.
The remainder of the fleet is spread over the rest of the empire. If Figt strikes now, nothing . . . nothing
will survive”” Myleslowered his head despairingly. “What condition isyour computer systlem in?

The Legate spread his hands wide. “Fine so far, but the rest of the planet is reporting tectonic
disturbances along the major plates. We haven't been able to assess the climatic, implications yet, and
probably won't be able to for another couple of days.”

“But your comm system till gppears to be unaffected?”

“Sofar. If we have amgor quake here, well, the rooms are cushioned, but who knows.”

Staffasteepled hisfingers. “Keep your line open, Myles. | want someone in touch with my comm
continuoudy. In the meantime, tell your fat emperor that we' Il protect him-and hisempire. But, Myles, no
matter what you have to do, keep that computer system intact!”

“No matter what?’

“Every human being in Free Space, including mysdlf, is depending on you, Myles. We may need to tap
that system as soon as four weeks from now.”

“Assuming Gyton haa't killed usdl, it will beready.

After Staffa broke the connection, he stood, walking into his shower and triggering the hot water to
cascade over his scarred skin. He leaned his head againgt the wall, braced hislegs, and stood in the
steam, trying to think, to anticipate which move to make next. Another pebble had been dropped into the
battered basket. How many more would it take before the bottom ripped out and all waslost?

Vet Hamlin grimaced as he took his security uniform from the locker. He pulled the tunic over his head
and ruffled his hair back into presentable shape with hisfingers. Thishad turned into avery long day. Not



only had Sinklar Fist, the military governor, shown up during the middle of hislast watch, but Anatolia
had left in Figt's company-and never returned.

Fascinating as that had been, Professor Adam had been unimpressed-especially by her absence. “And |
aways cover for her,” Vet mumbled as he pulled histunic straight. In this case, he d run Adam’ s dides
and input the data Anatolia should have been inputting. This put him that much farther behind on hisown
project-which he couldn’t make up for for another two days since he had to man the security desk for
the next two nights. When he' d called Marka, she hadn’t been the dightest bit impressed, ether.

“Ana, you're going to owe me onefor this” But that was dl right. Outside of the bluster, he didn’t redlly
mind. Anatoliawas his best friend-perhaps even more so than Marka.

Vet checked his appearance, squared his shoulders so the shoulder boards sat right, and made sure he
didn’t have any remains of dinner stuck in histeeth. Then he walked over to the comm rack and reached
for one of the communications devices.

“Vet?' Bokken's soft voice called.
Hamlin turned, hand haf-extended to the rack. “Yes, Sir?’
Bokken, big and fleshy, his hair closdly cropped to his bullet head stood in the doorway. A fatherly smile

dominated his heavy-jowled face, but it didn’t extend to his hard black eyes. “ These gentlemen would
like you to accompany them downtown. It's nothing to worry about, and you will be paid your usua

wege.”

“What about?’ Vet craned his neck to seethetwo

nondescript young men who stood behind Bokken' s thick body. They were conservatively dressed in
brown suits. One sported close-cropped blond hair, the other had along face and black hair.

“That will befor you to find out. Don’t worry, you' re not in trouble. Just accompany them downtown
and supply them with the information they need and you' |l probably be home within a couple of hours. *

“Wel, 1... Yes, ar. You'retheboss. If it'sdl right with you, it' sfinewith me. Do you want meto goin
uniform, or should | change back to my street clothes?’

“The uniform will befine.” Bokken spoke smoothly, gesturing Vet out of the dressng room. AsVet
stepped past Bokken, he caught the odor of a delicate male perfume.

The two young men took positionsto either sde of him. Vet nodded at them amiably.

“ Thisway, Mr. Hamlin. We won't take very long, and we gpologize for the inconvenience,” the blond
sad.



“Oh,it'snotroubleat dl. I just ... well, where are we going? What can | help you with?’
“Our superiorswill discussthat with you in avery short while. “

Vet accompanied the two men to the lift, then up to the roof landing. There he stepped into awaiting
arcar, the young men seeting themsdlves to either side. The aircar followed the traffic lanes reserved for
officia use. Vet noticed that his heartbeat had increased and his throat had gone dry. Don’t befoolish, he
told himsdf, thisisn’t anything to worry abot.

Theaircar dipped suddenly, dropping toward a plain, square building. Vet tensed ill more ashe
recognized their destination: the Ministry of Interna Security. He glanced uneesily at hisslent
companions, who sat giffly besde him, staring straight ahead.

Theaircar dropped to ground level, dowing asit

entered a security portal, drifted down along tunnel, and settled easily to the pad. The canopy lifted, and
Vet stepped out into amusty-smdlling concrete tunnel. Men and women stood with legs spread, arms
crossed, watching him. They wore trim black uniforms and looked like the sort of people who wouldn't
put up with nonsense.

“Listen,” Vet asked anxioudy, “ are you sure you' ve got the right person?’

“Thisway, please.” Anarm pointed to the door. Vet tried to swallow, and made aloud gulping sound.
Hislegs had gone shaky as he took a deep breath and walked through the heavy security door and past
the black-clothed guards, Inside, he passed another security desk, aware that the woman who sat there
had him on cameraand security scan aswell.

“Place your hand on the pad,” the woman at the desk told him.

Vet jerked anod and set his hand on the warm surface, aware that it coded his body chemistry and
dermatoglyphics. Another monitor that he could bardly see from his angle had zoomed in on his eyes,
recording hisiris characteristics.

“Thisway.

The young men led himto alift, each carefully positioned dightly behind him. Thelift opened and Vet
fidgeted asthey dropped for what seemed like along time,

He emerged into an austere, gray-walled room with a single bench.

“Remove your clothing, please.” Vet gaped. “Removemy. . - .”

“Now, please.” The blond young man gave him adeadly Sare.

Vet shivered openly now, wishing he could escape to the bathroom and relieve the building pressure he

felt. With shaking fingers, he began to pull hisuniform off, draping it neatly on the bench. When hefindly
stood naked and vulnerable before them, he realized



how chilly the floor was againgt his bare feet. Couldn’t they raise the temperature?

“Thisway,” came the laconic command.

Vet walked through afeatureless square door and into asmall concrete room. A single chair rested in
themiddle. Vet glanced -around, seeing the rows of monitoring equipment that lined the angles of the

caling.
“Be seated, please.”

Vet tried to keep histeeth from clicking as he settled into the cold chair, his skin crawling at the touch.
With oiled precision, the men bound hiswriststo the arms of the chair and then knelt to do hisankles.

“Youdon't haveto dothis,” Vet protested. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know!”

The men continued to work silently, placing monitors over his heart, on the sides of his head, and dong
theingde of histhighs. When they’ d finished, they soundlesdy |eft the room.

Vet fought the white fear that cramped his gut and left him shaking uncontrollably. He closed hiseyes,
trying to disbdieve. Thisisn't hgppening. Not to me. “I haven’t done anything wrong!”

“No,” agentle contralto agreed.

Vet blinked his eyes open and stared. She was beautiful, dressed in formfitting black that accentuated
her perfect body. Her thick raven hair shonein the bright light from above. To his horror, she inspected

him, adight smile on her lips as she peered at his shrunken genitals.
“Wh ... What do you ... want with me?’ “Family man,” shetold him confidently. “Wife' sname, Marka.
Y ou have anew baby ... three months old. Y ou really want to see them again, don't you?’
Vet managed to nod, knowing hisvoice would fal him.
Shewalked up to him, inserting atube into his mouth. “Y ou will drink this. Don’t worry, it'sonly adrug,
something we call Mytol.”

Vet choked on thewarm liquid, swallowing the sweet fruity mixture.

When he d finished, her warm hands grabbed either side of hisface, forcing him to look into her eyes,
and she smiled again-a predator hovering over itsprey. “Now, Vet Hamlin, you will tell me everything

you know about Anatolia Daviura.”
Hefrowned, afuzzy sensation settling in histhoughts. “ Anatolia?’

She patted him on the cheek. “Y es, Vet. Everything, no matter how trivid.



Y ou wouldn't want to fail me. Not with awife and baby depending on you.”

The chill inthe room had settled in Vet Hamlin' s soul. He began to talk.

“Given the nature of our existence, the question is begged: If we aredl part of God Mind-Creators o
f redity in our own right-how does the State derive its authority over us?

“The answer, my friends, isthat Imperia power, the power of the church, or the government, isillusion.
It exists solely because we create and observeitsredlity. We, ourselves, have created this tyranny, and
we, ourselves, can tear it down. Singly and together, we have created this unilateral epistemology of
socid control, and in doing so, have surrendered oursalves, our integrity, and our very existencetoit.
Today, welive a the whim of the State. How ironic atwist Since the State cannot exist without us. What
sort of mongter have we complicitly devised which devours our flesh and souls with such impunity?

“We are not condemned! We need only question,

apply ourselves, and devise another way of looking at government to reverse this multiheaded cregture.
Bit by bit, we shall defeat the unilateral epistemology we' ve been taught and change the very nature of
government. The power of God Mind isnot passve. Useit. Modify your Situation through whatever
means you have available. Cast off thisartificia parasite we have made among us. Act now, today. In
light of these broadcagts, consider your moral and ethical responsibilitiesto yourself, to your people, and
to God. Y ou have no one to answer to except yourself.”

Excerpt from Kaylla Dawn’ s Itreatic broadcasts
CHAPTER 23

Skylapushed her body, enjoying the heaving of her lungs, the swest trickling down her Sdes. She
exercised in the forward lounge, under Arta Fera s watchful eyes. For Skyla, the exercise served not
only to help her keep her edge, but by pushing hersalf, she could wear out some of the endless boredom
of thistrip. Anything was better than waiting.

As Skylawent through her sprinter’ s starts, Ferawatched from the inset booth, her expresson
emotionless but intent, missing nothing. Not once had Feralet security dip.

Skylafinished her set and extended to do her pushups. Expression straining, she counted off as she
bobbed. At the sametime, her mind raced. The weagponsin the niche behind her deeping platform
headboard remained undiscovered. Unfortunately, Feranever |eft her unobserved for long enough to
retrieve them. When the Seddi assassin dept, she shackled Skylawith the EM restraints first. The same
procedure was followed before Artawent forward to check the yacht’ s status, course, and progress.

| needfour minutes. Two to retrieve the wegpons, aminute to cut the collar off with the vibraknife, and
another to charge the pistol. But would Fera ever drop her guard enough to alow those precious
minutes? The collar had to come off first. Aslong asthat deadly ring circled her neck, Skylahad no



chance. If she grabbed the pistol,. smacked a charge in place, and shot Fera, the woman’ s dying brain
would trigger the collar to kill Skyla, too.

Skylafinished her one hundred push-ups and bounced

to her feet, warming her legs as she kicked out with increasing vigor to keep her combat reflexes toned.
She pirouetted and legpt, striking with her fistsin cadence to her deadly kicks.

“You arevery good,” Artapraised. “I’m not bad myself, but | don’t think | have your taent. Would you
work with me?’

“Not whilel'minthecollar.”

Arta slipsquivered. “1 can't takeit off. I'm sorry. | guess|’ll have to wait until after [ly’ s done with you.

“A corpse can't teach you much.”

Arta stood, stepping over to the dispenser and pushing the button for acup of stassa. “How did you get
from the Sylenian cribsto the Companions?’

Skylalashed out at the air, finding her balance and rhythm as she pummeled an imaginary Ily Takka. She
recovered, dropped to aneutra position, fists up, back straight, and caught her breath. “I cut the purse
off one of the Companions. Then | gaveit back to him. He got me an interview with Staffa.”

“But why did you want to leave Sylene?’

Skylawalked over and picked her towe up off the recliner, wiping at the swest that ran down her face
and neck. “I"d been sold into davery, but the guy who bought me couldn’t afford one of these.” She
tapped the collar with afingernall. -

“A mandidthat?" Artaseemed to be chewing on some distasteful memory.

“A woman. That' s another reason | don’t buy al of your brand of reasoning. Y ep, adear sweet woman
who saw me as nothing more than a credit on the hoof. | wasfree, Arta. | was aso twelve and
vulnerable. | needed a place and Roxy offered awarm place to deep, two good mealsaday, and al |
had to do was clean up around the place and run errands. Thing is, pretty little virgin girls are worth alot
on Sylene. Stryker offered Roxy two hundred credits for me. One night arag was stuffed in my mouth
and my arms and legs were wired together. Roxy delivered meto Stryker’ s doorstep. So much for
trust.”

Arta samber eyes burned. “Y ou killed them for it, didn’t you?*

Skylanodded as she walked back toward the shower. Fera, ever vigilant, followed. “ That'swhat | did
after | escaped. Haunted the streets ... killed people.” Skyla noted Ferd sinterest as she stepped into the



shower. “That' sright, Arta, | wasan n-just like you.”

Skylapeded out of her sweaty gear and dapped the shower controls, letting water stream down over
her hot skin.

“Why did you change? Why leave Sylene?’

Skyladucked her face into the jetting water, rolling her head back and forth. She thumbed the water
from her eyes and watched the cascade stresk down her long hair. “I got tired of running,” she shouted
over the shower’ s noise, and dapped the controlsto kill the spray.

When she stepped through the force field, Artawaited, arms crossed, apensive look on her face. As
always, Fera singpection of her naked body spawned a crawly sensation in Skyla s guit.

“Running? Someone was after you?’

“Thewhole planet. Y ou see, assassinationisillegal on Sylene. So | made myself an opportunity and
escaped.” Skylatwisted away from Arta s reach as the woman sought to touch the scar on Skyla'sleg.

“You don't like to be touched, do you?’

“Y ou know what | think about you touching me.” Artaleaned her head back, the glossy waves of her
auburn hair tumbling. “1 could order you. With the callar, | could make you love me.”

Skylapushed past, grabbing her space whites from the deeping platform in her room and dressing
rapidly. “Yeah, | suppose you could-but not with -me conscious. Isthat what you want? To caress my
body while I’'m being choked by that damn collar? Soundslike red fun.”

Artawheded and angrily dammed afigt into the wall, denting the panding. “What isit with you? Y ou
keep trying to goad me. Isthat it? Y ou want to die?’

“Rather than be Ily’ s prisoner?'Y ou damn betchal And when it comes down to sex with you, you're
Rotted right again!”

Artatrembled, the crazy light back in her eyes. Skylalowered hersdlf to the deeping platform, neck
prickling in anticipation of the collar’ sgrim work. But nothing happened.

“Youinfuriateme.” Artasdumped back againg thewall and ran her fingers down the fine golden filigree.
“Y ou obsess my thoughts. | dream of you, imagine your touch. | want to be with you, learn from you.
Y ou are o powerful, so strong. Then you act so stubbornly, and | want only to hurt you, to make you

pay for soiting me.”

Skylaglared at her, heart pounding. Here the delicate game began. She' d considered long and hard,



weighing Arta sinsanity againgt her cunning and intelligence. Desperate dtraits caled for desperate
gambles. Heregoes. And if | lose, I'll at least chest 11y out of squeezing my mind dry of secrets. “I don’t
have much choice about being your prisoner, but | won't be your dave.”

“Why not?Isit so bad?’

Skylagave her amdicious amile. “I’d rather be dead. And if you have any doubts, go ahead and trigger
that collar. Go on, death doesn’t scare me. I' velooked it in the eye more times than not.

“Youwant to die?” Arta sanger vied with her growing curiosty. “Why? Just to keep out of Ily’s
hands?’

Skyla glanced sdeways a Arta and stood, reaching for her comb. As she began working with her long
hair, she added, “1 won't be dive when you hand me over to Ily. That’ sfind. I'm betting | can drive you
to kill me before we get there. I’ m going to win that bet. Ily isn’t going to suck my brain dry-and you're
goingto seetoit. “

Artashifted uneasily, eyes narrowing. “What' syour game, Skyla? Why are you teling methis?If you
become a danger to yoursdlf, I'll just shackle you to your deeping platform and let you lie there.”

Will you? Y ou' d better hope you bet right, Skyla, because shejust might. “Fine. But then, I'd have won
that way, too, wouldn't 1? We d both know that the only way you could deliver me was as a piece of
incapacitated meat.” Skylashook her head chidingly, seeing Arta sanger flare. 1 thought you were
better than that.

Arta sfigs clenched. “Don’'t push metoo far, Skyla.

“I intend to, Arta. Y ou're my only hope. | have to goad you, insult you, push you into using the collar to
ether kill or disable me so Ily doesn't get any use out of me except asfertilizer. | think I’'m good enough
to do that.

Arta sface reddened. “Then you can Rotted well enjoy the company of the shackles.”

Skyladumped asthe collar choked her. By the time she regained her swimming senses, her arms and
feet were bound by the EM restraints and Arta had disappeared.

But though I’m imprisoned here, she' s thinking about what happened and chaking thisup asmy victory.
All I've got to gamble on is her vanity and stubbornness. If I'm wrong, I’ll only get one mistake.

The blank screen on the main comm monitor mocked Staffaas he sat beforeit. A strangling sense of
futility threatened to engulf the Lord Commander as he stared empty-eyed at the dark monitor while the
other screens clustered around his desk flashed multicolored hol ographic updates on the mobilization that
obsessed Itreata. Things were moving at an astonishing rate. The Companions were motivated asthey
hadn’t been inyears.

[ly, if you only knew what you did. His predatory wolves had their blood up. But how was heto hold
them back if Regaturned nasty? Skyla had placed hersdlf on the linefor dl of them, and that memory
goaded each of the Companions.



Staffa continued to sare a the monitor. How do | handle this? Within hours, his fleet would space.
During the busy days, Staffahad found ample reason to put off this subspace communication.

“I don’t believe aword of this. “ The words echoed in Staffa s memory. “1 think, Lord Commander, that
I’ve had enough. . . . “ And Sinklar had walked out, hostile, believing himsdlf the butt of some Seddi trick
conjured by old Bruen.

After what the Seddi did to him, after the war and the degath, the constant manipulation, | couldn’t blame
him. Staffa had found his son-and events had dictated that no conciliation could take place. It wasthe
dance of the quanta, the joke so painfully played on dl of them.

Staffatook ashaky breath. How did he make this call? What did he say?

“Working up the nerve?’ Kayllaasked as she came to stand behind him, her hands settling reassuringly
on hisshoulders.

'Yes. Why isthisso hard?’

‘Because he’ syour son, and he may beinvolved. That'sit, isn't it? Y ou don’t know what you' re going
to doif he'sawilling accomplicein Skyld s abduction.

Staffa svison narrowed., “Y ou do know metoo well. Damn it, why did this have to happen to me? The
quantalaugh.”

“You'll have to spesk to him sometime. Asthings stand, you know nothing of hisinvolvement or his
intentions. Y ou’ ve been putting this off because of fear, Staffa. The time has cometo learn. Perhapsyou
cantak senseto Sinklar. Or if heislly’ saccomplicein this, you' re better off warned now. You'll have
more time to come to termswith yoursdlf, and with how you will ded with your son when you findly must
confront him. *

Staffalowered his head in acceptance. “Comm, connect me with Rega. | want a subspace link to Sinklar
Fg.”

“Acknowledged. We re powering the dish now.” Staffa’ s ssomach knotted.
“Miniger?’ Gysdl’svoiceintruded on lly’ sdreams. “ Y es?’ She sat up asthe bedroom lights grew

bright, forcing her thoughts from scattered dreams to the present. She' d rumpled the bedding with her
twisting and turning. Despite the setting of the climate control, her quartersfet chilly.

Gy’ s square face formed on the bedside monitor, hiseyesglinting. Lines
had begun to form around Gysdll’ s mouth, evidence of the strain they’ d al been under.

“What isit? Anything wrong?’



Gysdll shrugged. “WEe ve got subspace comm from Itreata. The Lord Commander wishesto spesk to
Lord Fig. “

Ily straightened, mind racing. “We have aman in Comm Centra, don’t we? One of ours?’

Gysdl smiled. “Wedo. A woman by the name of Zebra. We have a powerful lever on her. She had

gambling debts, overextended credit, and two affairs with men she doesn’t want her husband or children
to know about. She'll do aswe order.”

[ly’ sfrown etched her brow. “Have her tell the Lord Commander that Lord Fist doesn’'t wish to spesk
with him. Tdl Staffathat Lord Fist will communicate when the Wing Commander is safely in his hands.
That will be the appropriate timeto initiate negotiations.

Gysdl inclined hishead. “ Asyou wish, Miniger. Isthere anything dse?’
Ily glanced at her comm. “Y es. Have my car and four of my staff ready on the roof at 08:00. We are
going to pay Jan Bokken avigt ... and, Gysdll, make sure this Professor Adamisin hislab at that time.

Hamlin said Daviura has a security file only Adam can override. ©

“Professor Adam will bethere”

“That'sdl, Gysdll. Good work. Reward your Zebra with something suitable-and see that none of this
reaches Sinklar Fist’sears.”

“Very wel.” Gysdl killed the comm and Ily lay back on the soft bedding, thoughts crowding her mind.
What could Staffa have wanted with Fist? No matter, stopping him cold from communicating €liminated
one more thing that could have gone wrong.

[ly grinned happily to hersdlf. “ Poor Sinklar, your troops are busy guarding the Strategic positions, while
my tools are safely behind the energy barriers you ingtalled. Y ou innocent fool, you place far too much
trust in the common people. True power liesin knowing which individuas to manipulate-and how to do
it”

A Regan woman looked out from the monitor, her expression tense.

“That’ sthe final word?’ Staffaasked.

“Yes, Lord Commander. Lord Fist does not wish to speak to you at this moment. When Wing
Commander SkylaLymaiswithin his control, then and only then will he negotiate with you. | cantdl you
nothing more. “

Staffagave her abardly, civil nod.

Despite past wrongs, Kayllaached in sympathy with Staffakar Therma s pain over thisbetraya by his



son. Asthe monitor went blank, weary resignation shadowed hisfeatures.

Staffadumped in the chair as Kayllawalked across to the dispenser and drew awarm cup of stassa.
Shereturned to find him unmoving, wretched sadnessin the dump of his shoulders.

“Drink this. It will do you good.” Sheforced the cup into his hand. Staffasmply closed hiseyes. * Staffa,
you didn’t get the chance to speak to him.

Y ou only have partia data.”
“He'slly's” Staffawhispered. “He's.... Well, no matter. Perhaps the course was set long, long ago by

the Pragtor, by the quanta. Who knows?’ He glanced up with aglazed expression. “Kaylla, we ship out
tomorrow. WE Il be in Regawithin weeks. When | take the planet ... | have to destroy my son.

Sinklar woke up from disorienting dreams. Sippery images of Targashifted likemist in his head. Blaster
bolts exploded against rock, cracking the stone and puffing powder while deadly fragments spattered
about. Theimages created a background for war as men and women charged among the boulders,

shouting, shooting at phantoms as one by onethey fell to maiming pulse fire and violet deeth.
“Sir?’ the comm interrupted his dream. “We re landing on the pal ace roof.”

Sinklar groaned and reached up to rub life into hisface. Gretta had been there, dashing through the thick
of thefight. Mac had been covering one flank, hisanxious voice loud in the battle comm.

Sinklar glanced around and sat up in the cramped chair in his command center. He could fedl the LC
settling, shifting attitude as the skids touched down. His muscles had that strained fedl of deep fatigue.
Anatoliagave him aweary smile from where she sat in the cubbyhole, elbows propped on the table.
“Have anice ngp?’

“Hardly. Bad dreams. Well, areyou tired of asoldier’slife?’

She gppraised him with haggard blue eyes. “1t’ s been afascinating day and ahdf. Your benchisalot
more comfortable than mine, and | got to read alittle and learned alot about war. So she hegitated.
“What' snext?

“Comeon. | told you I’d have aredl medl for you. | ordered the pick of the Imperid kitchen. It should
be waiting for us, hot and steaming.”

She stood and let him take her hand asthe LC' s shrill whine lowered to amoan and ceased. In therear,
Sinklar dapped the ramp control and led her to

thelift. Light bars gleamed whitely to illuminate theinterior asthe doors closed overhead.



' Thisisredly the paace?’
‘Y eah, the private garage used by Tybalt himsafonce.
| thought it would look different.”

‘A garageisagarage. The only difference hereisthat you' ve been through fifteen different levels of
Security aready. “

“Oh. But .... * Shepulled back. “Areyou surethisisdl right?’

64 Trust me. If they let mein, you'll getin.” Hetugged her into thelift and et it carry them down to the
powder blue hdlway. There, Anatolia gasped, “Now thisiswhat | thought a palace ought to look like. “

She followed Sinklar through the chambers, past the two guards on duty, and into the personal quarters.
Sinklar stopped to check his comm for messages while Anatolia wandered past, wide-eyed. He handled
the routine communications, posted orders for the day, and looked up as she returned to his office,
running fingersthrough her mussed hair.

lou live here?’

‘Pretty plush, isn't it? Listen, back in the bedroom there' s a shower. Fiddle with the knobs and you'll
figure out how it works. | called ahead and sent Mhitshul out to find new clothes for you. What you're
wearing isdown to rags. Whatever he found should be back there on the bed. Hopefully he got the right
gze”

Shetook hishand, staring curioudly into hiseyes. “What' s next, Sinklar? Y ou’ ve dready been so kind to
me. But | want to know the plan. You can't just adopt meas... as. .. .”

He reached down and smoothed her hair. “ Do you know what you could do for me? Just be here. Talk
to me. | haven't fdlt this comfortable with anyonefor along time ... since Gretta. Do you know what |
mean?’

She nodded, blue eyes warming. “Once, | would

have thought you were after something. But after the street, | think | can gppreciate how you fed.”

He glanced down at her hand where it had found his. * So much depends on me. Last night | discovered
that | may have made amistake. I’'m swimming in waters| don’t understand.”

“Want to tell meabout it?’ “I.... Maybe later.”

She studied him thoughtfully for amoment, then gave acurt nod. “All right. But serioudy, what’ s next?
Where do we go from here? Do | go back to the lab and take up my duties?’

Sinklar stared absently at the molten-gold carpet under hisfeet. “For the moment, Anatolia, | really
don’t know. That's part of what | wastalking about. Y ou’ re not going back to living in the women's
toilet. Look, don’t worry about it for now. Let’ s eat, relax, and tackle things as they come.”



“l won't be aparasite. | have my work.”
“I don’'t need parasites.” He fought the desire to stroke her smooth skin. “Just be yourself.”

“You vegot it. But | wanted to make the point.” “Thank you. Go clean up while | go through al the
clutter on the comm.”

She squeezed his hand and headed for the bedroom and the shower. Sinklar watched her as she strode
purposefully away. She walked with a specid poise and grace. Then he sighed and went back to
accessing reports. As he went down the list, he stopped short. The message was smple: DECKER
OPERATION SUCCESSFUL.

Sinklar sagged bonelesdy in the gravchair, ahappy grin spreading across hisface. How long he sat there
inahaze of relief , he didn’'t know, but Anatoliaappeared in the doorway wearing a cobalt jumpsuit that
did wondersfor her. Her skin had taken on arosy glow from the hot water, and her hair shimmered in
thelight.

“You look ... spectacular.”

She spun on long legs, hair whipping out around her. “Y our Mister Mhitshul has wonderful taste!”

“I'll haveto give him araise. But then, after 1y, he Is probably trying to set me up.
“lly?1

Sinklar stood up, shutting down the system. He wanted to savor Mac' s message for awhile before he
doveinto the morass created by Ily. “Hungry?’

“Sure. Ravenous. Y ou wereright about my stomach expanding. So, who'slly?’
“lly Tekka “
Anatoliafroze, eyeslodng their animation. “ The Minigter of Internal Security?’

Sinklar nodded, adiver of panic cutting through him like a Terguzzi wind. “I don’t know what to think
about her. One minute, she's o ... well, warm and understanding. The next, she' sinhumanly cold. | used
to tell mysdf that shewas areptile. But she' sso niceto me.” Hebit hislip, thinking about just how nice
and theimplications. “I don’t know if I'm being played for afoal, or if sheredly caresfor me, for what
I’mtrying to do.”

Anatolia settled on the other side of the table, her gaze suddenly calculating. Sinklar dropped to the
pillows, uneasy at the frost that seemed to have settled on the conversation. “That' s one of the reasons|
was out walking the other night. | found areport in the comm-Tybalt's. He had an entire history of Ily’s
activities. Much of it contradicted things she' d told me.”



Anatolialooked up, expression neutrd. “ And do you care for her?’

Sinklar gestured his confusion. “She's. Be honest, Sinklar. “No. | supposethat if | never saw her
again, | wouldn’t fed heartbroken.”

“Y ou've dept with her, haven't you?’

He nodded, hisfedings of guilt obvious. “ She doesthings.... | swear she ought to be working at the
Temple on Etaria. She could teach a Priestess athing or two. “

Anatoliatilted her head, the light sending sparks through her hair. “Y ou don’t seem like her type. You're
much too kind and trusting. Not only that, you don’t know when to keep your mouth shut-but Il

let that passfor now. Y ou know she sends her remainsto us, don't you?’

Baffled, Sinklar leaned forward. “ She sends you her what?’

“Remains. Victims. We re asafe repository, you see. Oh, hardly anyone knows except Professor
Adam, mysdlf, Bokken, and afew othersin Administration. We just got one the other night. An engineer,
it turnsout. | wouldn’t have known, but he used to livein my building. He worked for the Power
Authority....

What' sthe matter? Y ou’ ve gone pale.

“Rockard Neru

“Did you have anything to do with hisarrest?” Sinklar shook his head numbly. Like wave-washed sand,
another pillar crumbled and dissolved.

“ She was quite thorough with him. His genitals had been eaten clear off hisbody. Acid, most likely.
After that, she pulled hisintestines out through the right inguina cana. One of my duties at the lab, you
see, isto cataog the cases asthey comein. Most are for smple disposal through the regular channels as
‘used cadavers.” Neru went to the compactors at the fertilizer factory.

“Shelied,” Sinklar whispered. “ Shelooked meright in the eye and lied.” Why? He swallowed hard,
feding filthy and polluted. “ So she can infiltrate the Power Authority. She' ssinking her clawsinto

everything.
“Sinklar?’ “Leave me done, Anatolia”

He got unsteadily to hisfeet, anger tangled with outraged pride. He started for the door, only to have
Anatoliaspring up and grab him, pulling him around, as she demanded, “What are you going to do?’

“I’m going over there and telling her she’ sthrough. Finished and gone! I've had it! She used me! She....
she used me!”

“No!” Anatoliashook him as he fought to break her hold. “ Sinklar, listen to me! Listen, Rot you! Y ou



go storming in on her, and she'll never let you leave! Do you hear me?’

Her tone penetrated his confusion and fury. “ She' sdangerous, Sinklar. Y ou walk in there and threaten
her, and | promiseyou'll wind up in the lab like Neru. Disfigured, tortured, and stone cold dead! No one
will know. You'll just be another corpse on the way to the fertilizer factory.”

Hisresolve staggered. Any sense of direction vanished. He followed meekly as sheled him back to the
table and ordered stassa. She handed him the cup, wary gaze on his anguished features. “So you redly
didn’'t know?’

He wiped at the hotness of an angry tear that coursed down his cheek. His voice had gone hoarse. “ She
... shetold methat we each fight in our own way. | with my armies, she with her own means. Where was
the difference in morality? And she claimed we both strove for the samething: A better way of lifefor all
the people. Freedom from the excesses of the Imperia system.”

Anatoliasipped at her stassa. “ And she made it seem like you were the man of her dreams? That you' d
findly arrived, someone she could share the future with? Did she hang attentively on each word? ?’

Adopt that breathless, adoring pose.
Heglanced up, grinding  IThisjaws. “When did you know her?’

“Know her? Rotted Gods, Sinklar, that’s what al women do when they want to work aman! Apped to
hisvanity and insecurity. Y ou act asif hismere presence thrills you to the core of your being, asif each
word isfascinating, no matter how Rotted boring heis. Y ou make him think you' ve never met aman as
wonderful and interesting as heis. The more beautiful the woman, the more powerful the effect, because
aman aways operates under the assumption that a beautiful woman has her pick of al the other menin
Free Space. Therefore, if she's enrgptured with him, he must be pretty specid.” Shelifted an eyebrow
and added, “ Sex is a powerful weapon if you know how to useit-and apparently Ily does.”

Stunned, he stared at the stassa cup he clutched. Y es, he remembered. That look Ily gave him had
awaysleft him uncomfortable, hisrational sde drowned by overpowering desire. Rystal s harsh warning
echoed in hismemory, “Areyou just another of her lackeys? Isthat it? Did she wiggle her cute ass until
your testicles overloaded your brain?’

He closed his eyes, awdling emptiness yawning within him. Hefelt sick and degraded.

“Sinklar?’ “What afool I’ ve been. What afool | would have continued to be. She would have called me
to her office the next time, given me dl the rationa answers, each with enough truth to disarm, and then
shewould havegotten metordax .. . and beforeit wasdl over, we' d bein bed again.” He avoided
her eyes. “| fed likeapiece of filth. *

“The hardest lessonsto learn are the ones you never forget. Now, you can Sit there and look like you
just swallowed something rotten if you want, but I'm going to est. “

Despite himsdf, no matter what his brain might be doing to punish itsalf, hisbody needed fud. He began



by picking and ended up demolishing mgor portions of the medl.
“You know,” Sinklar admitted humbly when hewasfindly sated, “1 owe you-*

“Forget it.” Shewaved it away with adim hand. “1 got a series of good meals, a shower, and anew set
of clothes. Congder it paid in full. Y ou look like you' re about to fall over from lack of deep. I'd better
seeif | can get aride back to the lab and catch up on my work. Vet’ sgoing to be beserk asitis. If |
know him, he covered for metoday. When | get there, he'll belivid. ©

“He sl there? Thislate?’

“He sgot security duty for the next two nights.” She paused. “ Y ou're going to have to be very careful
with lly. If she even sugpectsthat you' re not securely

under her thumb, she'll do anything she can to find alever to control you. Maybe through one of your
people, like Mayz, or Kap. Anyone she thinks might be vulnerable. *

Sinklar' s heart skipped. “ She saw you. Asked about you when she showed up at the LC. We ... well, it
wasn't apleasant meeting. | took her outside where we could talk about Staffa sthreat. . . . “

“Go on.” Anatolia had picked up hisunesse.

“I told her you werejust afriend.” A prickling ate dong his spine. It al came clear. “Rotted Gods,
Anatolia, who could be easier to pick up than you? Y ou’ reliving in adamn bathroom! Y our family isin
Vermilion. Who would missyou?’

She glanced uneasily at him. “Look, I’ ve got ajob and an education to pursue.”

“Uh-huh.” he squinted at her, mind functioning again. “How much do you want? Name your sdary.”
tl%a,yl?!

“Technicd adviser? Persond aide? Biologica atache? Scientific liaison? Nameit.”

“Sinklar!” He crawled over the table, taking her hands, gaze probing. “Y ou don’t understand. Y ou can't
go back. I ruined your life the night | walked into the thirtyfifth floor and wanted to see my parents.

Y ou'vetold me about file 7355 and whai’ sinit. To me, it doesn’t make abit of difference what my
DNA is. To someonelikelly, well, what if she got her hands on that data? What if she got her hands on
you?”

Anatolialooked away.
“Y es, you understand, don’t you? All of a sudden, you' re back on the street again. If you stay with me, |

can protect you, draw the army around you like anet. | can send you home, back to your family if you
want. Anything. But in the meantime, stay with me, for your safety and mine.”



“Look, you can’'t be sure she' dtag me asalever ......

Hejust stared, asif by that effort she' d understand.

Panic possessed her for an ingtant, then she brought herself under control, deflating as she bit her lip.
“I'mright-and you know it.”

A shoulder lifted in defeat. “Well, it snot like | had much to go back to. The bathroom will never bethe
same without me.” She stared listlesdy a nothing for amoment. “Why isthis happening to me?’

“I don’'t know. It’s hgppening to dl of us. Mysdlf, | fed likel’m being rushed away in ariver, with no
hope of reaching shore. All | can do isstruggle, try and keep my head above water.” Andintheend, I'm
going to drown.

“What about the Star Butcher? Y ou mentioned him, too. Ishein this?’

“Ily evidently grabbed his Wing Commander, SkylaLyma. The Star Butcher hasissued an ultimatum
that if 1ly doesn't release her, he' s coming to burn Regainto radioactive dag. But for the moment, that’s
the least of my troubles.”

“Theleast of.... I'm not sureif | want to know what your serioustroubles are.”
“1 think you aready do ... and it’ s your problem, too.”

“War can be likened to fire, and humanity to an untamed forest. Think about the forest for amoment.

L eft to themsalves, forests agein adow but steady process. The giants grow and spread their leavesina
vast canopy that blocks any light from reaching the ground. Down there, in the darkness, al that grows
arefungi and bacteria. Sometimes a seed makesit through the litter of leaves and sprouts, but to what

kind of fate? Walk through an old forest sometime and you' |l see them. Pale sickly shoots with yellow
leavesthat die when they’ re no more than a centimeter highfood for the fungi and bacteria.

“When you look up, al you see are the forest giants, with trunks two or even three metersin diameter.
But are these old giants the end? If so, then redlity isadepressing thing indeed, for the old forest giants
areriddled with disease, the cores of the trees dimy with the black rot that is egting at their hearts. An old
forest isaforest in stagnation. What chance isthere for new growth?

“Now, do you seethevaue of fire?
“And when you look around you at the older planets, you find governments and people who have lived

in peace for three hundred years, with socid ingtitutions and government bureaucracies like the giants of
the forest, which have woven their branches together in acanopy. What do you expect to find beneath



their canopy, but rot, stagnation, and disaffection.

“And now you know the value of war.”

Lecture given to the young Staffakar Thermaduring histutoria by the Praetor of Myklene
CHAPTER 24

Hyros expertly dropped from the traffic lane, passing the security field and winding down the Capitol’s
approach route. From his seat in the rear, Myles watched the passing spires and gleaming facades that
rose around him. The Capitol was such amagnificent building that he marveled despite hisfamiliarity with
it, and despite the fact that his exhaustion left him in adreamlike state.

Hyros banked and decelerated through a series of concentric golden rings that marked the entrance to
Divine Sassa’ s secure zone and entered the orifice reserved for officid ingress. The aircar hummed as
Hyrosjockeyed it artfully into alighted receiving area and settled next to the entrance, where tense
guardswaited. Immediately before them, the huge bulk of Than Jakre' s military transport filled most of
the clearance.

Tothink | used to travel like that, with fifty swarming aides getting in theway and raising aracket. He
shook his head as the dome lifted and Hyros legpt out to help him. To Myles satisfaction, he climbed
from the car without the grunting he used to emit, and quickly straightened histunic. Nevertheless,

the fatigue left him feding wobbly, asif hisknees might give at any second. Behind him, the second car
with Arron and Jorome settled, the dome rising as his security personnel hopped out, staring around with
aprofessond air. “ Anything e se, Sr?” Hyros asked.

Myles consdered, trying to organize the tattered fragments of histhoughts. “Y es, you might want to
accompany me. Thiswill no doubt be astormy ses-

son. Everything is collapsing. | want not only your recordings, but also, | may need your observations
whenthisisal over.

“YS, Sr. 143

Mylestugged at the hem of his beautifully embroidered coat and started forward, aware of the uneasy
lookstheguardsgave  him. That crigp tenson filled the air, reaching even  hisblurred senses. Within
the vaulted halways of the Capital itsdlf, the effect must have been debilitating as rumors flew back and
forth about the attack and what it meant.

Myles stepped through the doorway into the decorated hallway al done up in brushed bronze and
polished black stone.

“Thisway, Legate.” A security officer bowed and waved. “ The antigravs are ready for you and your
gtaff.” The woman craned her neck, staring back past Myles and his three companions.



“Thereisjust mysdlf and those yousee here, thank you. One antigrav will be sufficient.”
Thewoman’ s anxiety immediately increased. “ Asyou wish, Legate”

Myles stepped onto the antigrav and sat back wesarily asit dipped down the hallway. Heedless of the
priceless satuary they passed, Myles dropped his chin on his chet, trying to keep everything in
perspective despite the fogginess caused by deep deprivation.

The entire planet reded, stunned by Gyton’ s blow. The Empire waited in astate of shock. The
impossible had occurred. Not only had the Regan attack destroyed the military’ s largest base, but it had
blasted the Imperid Defense command control. People now looked up at their skies, wondering if the
same fate lurked just beyond the speed of light. Were Regans spacing for their fragile homes even asthey
gtared into the night skies? Would their loved ones be next?

Over ahdf billion human beingslay dead, mostly unburied and frozen on the other sde of Imperid
Sassa. Theripples of destruction and ruin continued to Spread as clouds blocked the summer sun and the
planet itsalf shivered with destabilized tectonic plates.

Here and there, rioting broke out, fueling the spread of death and disaster. EStimates claimed that a
million people aday were dying.

And no end isin sight. How many more will we have by thetimethe falout, radiation, climetic
disruptions, and civil breskdown take their toll?

Outside of the wound in the planet itsdlf, the systems which supported the people-the very systems
Myles monitored-were now strained past his ability to administer. These days Myles napped & his
deskasdid dl of his saff-asthey tried to coordinate rescue, evacuation, emergency medica services, the
flood of refugees, failing power, water, food distribution, collapsing communi cations systems, repair
crews, relocation camps, and, most of al, the building fear as people’ simaginations prodded them
toward panic and chaos.

May your Seddi God help us, Staffa. For we cannot help ourselves.

Earthquakes continued to disrupt the dready staggered attempts at relief. No sooner was a supply line
established than the planetary crust dipped, destroying buildings, ruining water supplies, and leaving new
masses homeless.

The poor suffering people. They plagued him, staring out at him with horrified eyes from the crumbled
ruins of their homes, lives, and dreams. The crowding refugees raised rag-wrapped hands to him, begging
him to feed them, to find them shelter from the falling snow that wound down from the clouds of
solarmasking particul ate blasted into the skies by the Markel os explosion. They staggered through
croplands, the haf-mature plants black and wilted by the sudden frost. Bodieslay in the rubble, frozen by
exposure to the crud wind and deet. The dying wailed, not even ableto gain the rdief asingle ampoule
of medication would have given.

Even in the sanctuary of the Capitol, Miles could still seethem in hismind, begging him for the most
important gift of dl, to save them, to smply give them and their familiesachanceto live.



My peopleare dying ... dying ... and | cannot save them al. Staffa, come help me. What you hinted has
cometrue, and it wasn't my fault.

“Legate?’ Hyros asked softly.

Mylesjerked, blinking awake and shaking the fluttery fragments of the dream from his muzzy mind.
“Yes, what?’

“We're here, sr. We ve reached HisHoliness audience chamber. “

“Oh,” Myles exhaed and rubbed ahand over his masklike face. Hetried to collect histhoughts, gave it
up asimpossible, and stood, stepping down to the polished creamy white tiles before the golden doors.
Here, t0o, nervous guards stood in immacul ate uniforms, weapons grounded. These, too, looked
spooked, ready to bolt at the least hint of trouble.

Myles, his staff following, entered as the wide doors opened. A fanfare played from overhead as he
strode into the chambers with their crystaline architecture. Today the optics pulsed, asif the colorsthey
pumped were the lifeblood of the Empire. Lines of guards snapped to attention, saluting with avigor and
pomp that Myles struggled to understand as he came to a hdt before the floating holograph of Divine
Sassa. Than Jakre stood to one side, his uniform a sparkling and resplendent display of turquoise and
white. Nevertheless, looking closaly, Myles could see apalor to hisflesh, atightnessto the eyeswhere
worry ate with little needle tegth.

“Myles Roma, Legate Prima Excellence, welcome,” Holy Sassa announced with agrand el oquence.
Myles glanced up and blinked at the burning sensa-

tion in his eyes-the aftereffect of the several minutes of deep he'd soleninthe antigrav. “ Y es, Holiness?’
Divine Sassatilted hishead, the impact of the action

no more than anode shifting atop amountain of fat. “We have caled you here to obtain an idea of how
long it will take you to assemble the resources for aretdiatory strike against the perfidious Regans who
have desecrated our sacred planet and laughed in the face of the Sassan God. Such infamy cannot be
toler-

ated, not by me, not by my loya servants, or by my enraged people. Our honor has been insulted and
aullied. Wewill have our revenge.”

Myleslooked a the God-Emperor in amazement. “What?’

Sassa’ s bejewel ed fingers knotted, the gems sending sparkles over the endless yards of his shining robe.
“I don't think | need to repeat mysdf. Insmple

words, how long will it take, given your highest priority, to assemble astrike force to repay the Godless
Regan filth for their blagohemy?’



Myles stared, wondering if his ears had been affected by the lack of deep. “Divine One, our military is
currently occupied with rescuing our own people from the disaster. Every ship we have left istransporting
critical medicines, food, clothing-the bare necessities of surviva. Our resources have *al been rerouted to
smplesurviva ... and, with agreat dedl of luck, we might, might make it. Holy One, we have no
resources to spare.”

Sassa' s colorless eyes widened, atinge of anger reddening hisbald scalp. “I don’'t careto hear your
excuses, Legate. You will do asyour God orders!”

“Myles,” Jakre warned softly, making the barest motion with his hand. Fatigue-befuddled as he was,
Myles dmost missed the hint, and then teetered on the brink of blurting out just how asinine any such
policy would be.

Fortunately, Than stepped forward, saying, “ Divine One, I'm sure the Legate will manage with his usua
skill and innovation. He and | need to work out the details and we' |l provide a complete report to you
within,the day. Mysdlf, | can understand the Legate’ s current preoccupation. And, Holiness, | can only
praise our Legate singenuity and commitment in thistime of severetria. Sincethe Reganinfamy, I've
worked in cooperation and close contact with his saff. If we could, Divinity, the Legate and | would like
achanceto discussthis, to determine atarget which will humble the enemy and striketerror into their
accursed souls.

Than spread hisarmswide, chin lifted defiantly. After al, we wouldn’t want to be too hasty with this

operation. We must make sure we demonsirate how such perfidy will be repaid!”

Sassasmiled. “You are abam to my spirit, [ban. Yes... yes, indeed, go and plan. Bring me the fruits of
your cunning and wrath. 1 will hear from you by thetime | have my evening medl.” He made asmoothing
motion with one hand. “I1t will help my digestion.”

Myles sputtered, “But we-*

“Shut up,” Jakre muttered softly from the sde of his mouth as he took Myles by the hand.

Something clicked in Roma s prickly head and he nodded, “By your evening med, Holiness” * Splendid!
Begone! Go, angdls of my vengeance!”

Sassamade aflipping gesture with hisfingers. “Come on,” Than growled, leading Myles down the long
tessdllated hdll, the military retinue filing in after them, most forced to jockey with each other for position
snce Myles had come with only three aides, and they’ d immediately moved in close behind him.

“| don’'t understand this.” Myles|ooked over at Jakre asthey exited through the golden doors. “Neither
doeshe,” Jakre grunted, jerking his head

toward the chambers. “But then, I’m not astired and politicaly clumsy as you appear to be. Hewantsa
strike against the Regans-and we have to figure out how to do it. ©



Myleswaked over to hisantigrav, settling loosgointedly into the seet. “Very well, ride with me and
we' Il discussit.” There might indeed be away. Hyraos, you will accompany me. Arron, you and Jorome,
meet me at the aircar. “ He waved away the crowd of Iban’s aides as they rushed forward for a seat on
the privileged antigrav. “lban and | will go ... with Hyros, and no onedse. “

Jakre flashed him aglance of understanding and waved his staff away. Hyros powered up the antigrav,
pulling away.

“Iban, you' re speaking nonsense. Y ou know the situation,” Myles said. “If we so much as pull one war-

ship from adefensive position around any planet or station, we' re begging for ariot like you' ve never
seen. Or, worse, perhaps awillful defection to the Regans—surrender in return for peace.”

Jakre dumped in the seat beside Myles, hisfront of bravado collgpsing into aweary pdlor. “I know that.
But, Myles, would you tell that to Sassa?- I’ ve been out there, seen what’ s happening here, on this
planet. By his Holiness, we' re hanging by athread. Every soldier I’ ve got is out there fighting to keep our
people dive, to maintain socia order. I’ velet you have every vessel | could spareto bring in supplies,
because, by the star-shot heavens, we' ve got two weeks of stores|eft. After that, millionswill starve.”

“And as soon as they get hungry, we won't be able to hold them back.”

Jakre nodded. “Myles, if | could relive these last months, take back some of thethingsl’vesad ...
“Wewould dl do thingsalittle differently.”

“In the meantime, we' re living on borrowed time. Y ou may not know the entire Situation. We can no
more stop a Regan invasion than Divine Sassa could run up aflight of sairs. Unlesswewish to inflict
holocaust on every Sassan world, we can't even dow Sinklar Fist down. When Markel osimpacted on
the planet, it killed every Sassan hope and dream.”

MacRuder nodded to the two guards who stood at the hatch and entered the observation blister on
Gyton’ s port sde. The unmanned instruments looked like ungainly insectsin slhouette. She stood on the
other side of the spectrometer, outlined against the tactite trangparency of the bubble, as she watched the
motionless stars beyond, now redshifted and eongated. “Am | disturbing you?’

“No, Mac. Comein. I’ ve been alittle lonely these past couple of days. | don’t know how many gravities
we took during the escape, but the ship sounded like

it would crumpleinto scrap at any second. | take it we' re out of danger?’

“I believe sn. The Sassanswere so confused- and disorganized they barely put up any resistance. Their
firewas mostly ineffectud, mostly directed by line of sight, and the computer control system had to be
input manuly.”



Sheturned, seating hersdlf on one of the observation chairs. Thefaint garlight and dimmed overheads
softened the perfect features of her face, those marvelous amber eyesin shadow. Talking to her thisway
didn’'t leave him nearly asflustered.

“Then you achieved your god?’

Mac went to stand before the tactite, staring out at the reddened smears of starlight. “\We bought time
for Sinklar and the Regan Empire.”

“1 can't say that | care much for Rega. The Tybalts never brought me anything but misery. But for them,
| suppose I’ d have been awell-to-do psychologist with an established practice. I’ d be married to some
ddightfully boring man with ahome and afamily.”

14 If that is your wish, perhaps Sinklar will be ableto grant it for you. “

She turned and ran dender fingers over the hood of the spectrometer, eyes focused on something
beyond the blister. “It'sadelightful thought, Mac ... but far too late for me. My destiny changed when |
was hauled off to be sold into davery. It changed again when Staffa saw me standing there, naked and
horrified, before al those men. It changed yet again when the Pragtor stole us away. But tell me honestly,
can you see me married to aboring man and practicing psychology? No, Mac. I'd go mad.”

" What would you like?’

‘To stop the insanity,” shewhispered. “I’ d give anything to stop the fighting, the bloodshed, and the
misery. Fool that | am, | used to pray for anything, any way out of the Praetor’ s clutches. All those years
whilel lived in his polluted shadow, | prayed for Staffato come, to blast me out of that eterna hell.

Then when it happened and | [anded in the wreckage of Myklene, | saw whét red hell waslike.”

“How long were you there?’

“Too long. | saw terrible things, Mac. Bodies piled and frozen while the dying survivors picked among
them. At first they looked for anything of vaue.

Later, asmoredied and servicesfailed, | saw corpses stripped of meat. Somehow the worst nightmare
of al wasreflected in the eyes of the children. Something animalistic and wild. Even | cursed the Star
Butcher.”

Mac hit hislip, thinking about the devastation on Imperia Sassa. “1 think it will be over soon. | think
Sinklar will have dl of Free Space under his control within the year.” And if he doesn't?If the strike
agang Sassaisjust the firg? How many did you kill with that stunt, Mac? How many piled corpsesdid
your tidy little plan leave behind?

“Areyou dl right?’
“Thinking about what we did to Imperid Sassa. | guess |’ m struggling with my conscience. Rystaran the
projections before | |eft the bridge.” Mac bowed his head. “ From the best estimates, we probably killed

somewhere around haf abillion human beings.

Heturned, piercing gaze locking with hers. “How do you comprehend anumber like that? Half abillion



people ... human beings like you and me. Why? How did we get pushed into this Stuation?’

Chryda sexpression mirrored her concern. “Mac, what isthe Situation in Free Space? What' sredly
happening out there?’

Hetook adeep breath. “ Sinklar isretraining the Regan army in tactics he worked out on Targa. Before
we could complete that, Sassawould have been able to launch an attack, probably againgt aworld like
Aghtan. My duty was to eliminate the strike force outfitting at Imperial Sassa. They’ d never suspect a
single ship of such mischief. | sort of innovated and crashed Markelosinto their big military base aswe
took out their fleet. ©

“And Staffa srole?’

“Unknown. He went to Sassa on some mission just

before | spaced. Of that, we' re sure, and we think he asked them to sit tight, but we' ve no proof. We're
also sure that Sassaturned down his request.”

“Sinklar isin charge of Rega? The new Emperor?” Mac made aface. “He and the Minister of Interna
Security.

“Ily Takka,” Chrydasaid coolly. “I read the Pragtor’ sfile on her. Shewaslisted as extremely
dangerous.” “ She' sthat, dl right. And I’m hoping Sinklar has kept out of her greedy little claws.”

“Y ou say that with abitter tonein your voice.” “Sink isn't.... All right, he syoung, Chryda. | may be
young, too, but I'm not naive when it comesto women. Sink fell in love on Targa. Her name was Gretta
Artina ArtaFerakilled her-and because of that, the Blessed Gods know what he' s going to think when
he seesyou. Maybeit’sagood thing you' re a psychologist. Sinklar took Gretta s death pretty hard. 1ly’s
been laying for him. Y ou know, the coy, charming, sexy bombshell. I may not know much about
bigleague politics, but there will be apower play whenthisisal over. *

“ And Staffaremains an unknown?’

“He told me once he wanted to stop the coming war. He sinterested in hel ping humanity find anew
dream. My question is, can we bdieve him? | ingtinctively liked him, but where does Star Butcher end
and new dream begin?’

Chrydanodded thoughtfully. “And my son?’ “He safter anew order. We refighting for thelittle guy. |
told you about Targa. We made avow down there that we' d tear the old system down and fix it so
people didn’t have to march out and diefor apolitica expedient. If Staffaredly meanswhat he says,
maybe he'll stay out of it. If not, we might haveto take him head-on. *

41 Don't, Mac. Sinklar might be his son, and he might have abrilliance dl his own, but you must believe



me, if Staffalaunches an attack, you'll never stop him. *
“WEe're pretty good.

Chrydastepped toward him, passionately determined to make him understand. Her scent filled his
nostrils, and he swayed, aware of how close she stood. His heart began to race.

“Mac,” shewhispered, “you must make sure this never happens. Trust me. Asgood asyou might
believe you are, Staffa s sensesfor battle are those of asiff jackd. He' sapast master, intimately familiar
with dl thetricks. Strategies Sinklar might entertain as possibilities, Staffa has used, modified,

and discarded years ago. The ploy you used on Imperial Sassa, he used on Phillipiaand Nesios before |
even knew hisname.

Her aurahad wrapped around him, its hold tightening with each breath. His soul wavered ashe
surrendered to the endless amber pools of her eyes. Escape! Get away so you can think, damn it!

“All right. | believeyou.” And he broke away, retreating to the hatch, one hand to hisbreast asif he
could gl hisaching heart.

“Mac?’ shecdled, following him, placing ahand on his shoulder. An dectric thrill shot through him at
her mere touch. “Y ou' retrembling. Areyou dl right?’

“It's... nothing.” Hetried to pull away.
“I didn’t offend you, did 1?7 Did | say something
gl

wrong. Mac plastered his brave face on and shook hishead. “No. Maybe I’'m just tired. 1. ..." Inthe
brighter light by the hatch, their eyes met and he stared into hers, his soul strained with longing.

She nodded then, amber eyes searching his. “I see. Come, let’ sgo St down and talk this out. *

He could hear the blood racing in his ears as she led him back to the bench and pulled him down. He
ground histeeth, searching for words. “1 don’t ... don’t know what to do with you.”

“Youthink you'reinlovewithme,” she said frankly.

Helaughed hitterly a himsdf. “ That’ swhat makesit al so difficult. | know how you affect men. I’'m no

one sfool when it comesto women, love, and dl therest. Unlike Sink, I’ d turned mysdlf into aveteran
by thetimel hit twenty. Now, if | wassmart, I'd walk out of here, forget al about you, and concentrate
on finding something worthwhile to occupy my time with until | get back to Regaand find out what sort of
mess | haveto bail Sinklar out of.



“And | frighten you?’

“Y ou bet you do. Y ou're Staffa swife, for the Blessed Gods' sake! You're my best friend's
mother ... mother! Granted, I'm alittle older than Sinklar, but not that much.”

“There aretimes when ageisn’t amatter of years, Mac,” shereplied wearily. “I’'m sorry. | was starved
for companionship for twenty years, wishing | could talk to someone without being ogled, or feared, or
hustled away by the guard. If | losethat now, I’ll go mad. But | don’t want you frustrated and berserk
because your hormones are pumping so hard you can't think. “

When sheturned her longing gaze on him, he melted. “Mac, tell me what you want. If it' sto be left
aone, I'll doit. | don’'t want to hurt you. *

“Lovely lady, if I've controlled mysdlf thisfar, | can go it awhilelonger.”

“That’ swhat | want, Mac. Just be my friend until | can get back to Staffa. Help me sort this out-but not
if my mere presence drivesyou mad.”

Memories of Targatugged a him, and he sighed. “ Take the few good moments you get and
savor them.”

“Y ou say that with awistful sadness.”

“| was remembering.... Never mind. The unfolding of eventsis never kind to us. I know how you affect
men. I'll keep in mind that it’'s pheromones and be just fine,” helied to both of them.

Itteata had dready disappeared in the wavering blue of the Twin Titans endless dance. The combined

energies of the Companion fleet lashed the pulsing bursts of radiation with their reaction massas
bounceback collars tightened and the sophisticated computers refined accel eration parameters. With
increasing acceleration, the fleet built massfor null sngularity and time began to dilate asthe monitors
compensated for redshift. Under a constant forty-five g boost, the reactorslabored while the ships
atificia gravity generators compensated and protected fragile humans, computers, and structura
componentsin an e aborate bootstrapping operation.

Staffasat in hiscommand chair on Chrydd s bridge, eyes narrowed as he gazed a the monitor which
displayed the receding position of Itresta. How many times had he spaced thus, bent on conquest and
death? How many times had he | eft Itreata and never looked back? What made this time different?

He glanced over at the monitor where the rest of hisfleet flanked Chrydain her race for the stars. Once
again the Companions spaced, and with them, on harpies wings of horror, rode death and destruction.

Staffaswiveled his chair, to see the forward monitor. Out there, beyond Chryda s wedge-shaped bow,
lay Rega, blissfully unaware of the hammer that now began to speed toward it.

How many liveswill you crush thistime? How much suffering and waste will thisinflict? Staffa struggled
to blank the ghoulish eyes of the restless dead who haunted his dreams.



Trapped ... hewastrapped by Iy’ s perfidy and Sinklar’ stactical brilliance. Sassa, despite any hopesto
the contrary, had been defeated by Gyton's single stroke. Myles might stave off starvation and collapse,
but only by the shaving of amicron. With afegther’ s puff, the bone and sinew of the Sassan Empire
would dowly begin to pull asunder in an agonizing collapse.

Sinklar would smdll that weakness and explait it with the ruthless efficiency of asand tiger salking a
wounded kid goat. Tendrils of Ily’s corruption would immediately follow, powered by the information
she'd pry out of Skylawith her drugs and torture.

The only hope to ameliorate the destruction lay in an untested technology. And if thet failed?

“I will beforced to murder them dl,” he whispered numbly. “And that will be my legacy to you, God.”
Skyla... Skyla. . . . A ditch pierced Staffa’ s heart

ashelingered over the memory of her sartling blue eyes, cherished her cocky smile and the way thelight
sparked in her ice-blonde hair.

Gone ... ripped away like solar wind around afrozen asteroid. He felt empty.

Skyla s absence, with the power of some heavinessin the very air, weighed on Staffa s equilibrium. His
usua clarity of mind had clouded, and a sense of despair possessed him.

Y ou know that the chancesyou' Il see her dive again are dim to none. Theweary londlinessclosed in,
throttling, starving him of hope. But what €l se could he do?

Skylaknows the stakes. She understands what you have to do. Thisthing has gone beyond the value of
any single person, no matter how much you may love her.

“Skyla, I'm so sorry.”
The painin hisheart dug alittle deeper.

“Current investigations are underway to determine the effects of the Mikay impact on the planetary crust
of Imperid Sassa. To date, emergency selsmic stations have been established adong the active interfaces
of the mgjor continentd plates, but the data accumulated as of preparation of this report areinconclusive.
Efforts, however, are underway to establish aviable predictive modd which will integrate the various
tectonic, geologic, hydrological, and seismic dynamics presently under investigation by Geosciences
Department personnd.

“it should be understood by al partiesthat severe deformation of the planetary crust has taken place
aongamgjor fault line. Not only did impact fracture the crugt, but amatterlantimatter detonation
occurred severa kilometers below the ground surface when the Markelos' reactorsfailed. While
edimatesarein preiminary stages, it gppearsthat magmaisrising in the crater and theisodtatic crustal
balance has been destroyed. Long-term implications are not favorable and evacuation of populated
centersin areas of tectonic activity isrecommended.



“To date we cannot make an accurate assessment of potential negative impact to population centers,
economic enterprises, property (persond or public), agriculture, industry, commerce, or public safety or
hedith.

“The above mentioned assessments will be undertaken pending the successful acquisition and
compilation of appropriate data.

“Thisaction wasinitiated and implemented under Executive Order 11593 and conformsto all gpplicable
Imperid, Planetary, and Didrict rules and regulations.”

Report produced and distributed by Imperial Sassan Academy of Geology, Planetology, and
Geosciences

CHAPTER 25

Sinklar walked into his palace bedroom and found Anatolia propped on the deeping platform,
preoccupation in her haggard eyes. Shelooked ddlicate and vulnerable in the middle of the silk-piled
opulence of the bedding. Momentarily, Sinklar even forgot his gymnastic rompswith Ily.

He settled himself on the edge of the plush bed and stared absently at the gauzy hangings that draped
down from the canopy. “| just ordered a couple of Sectionsfrom First Division to report to the palace. |
talked to Mhitshul. He knowswhat | want in the way of security. “

Anatolianodded listlesdy, afrown lining her high forehead. “Sink; it'sall happening too fadt. | fed logt.
Oneminute | was safely inthelab, involved in my studies. Then you blew in likeawhirlwind and |
haven't had timeto think since.”

He flopped down next to her, hating the burning sensation of fatiguein hisbrain. Hiseyeshad a
gritty fedl. Therest of him had gone numb. “I’m sorry. Listen, as soon as| can be sure you7re going to
be safe, I'll send you wherever you want to go.”

She amiled sadly. “And whereisthat, Snklar? Home? To Vermilion to help my father cultivate sva
root? Iy’ s tentacles reach that far-and beyond.”

“I can keep all of you safe as soon as| can get a security team sent out. Y ou can go with them if you'd
like

She shook her head. “No, Sinklar. Farming sivawasn't what | wanted out of life. | love my father, don’t
get mewrong. He did everything for me, but



I’m not meant to be afarmer. “ She paused. “ Once, out on the street, | sworethat if | could just be
ddivered from the fear and terror, I’d pick sivaforever and never complain. Looking back now, | know
that’ s not true. | survived out there. It waslike crossing athreshold. | can't go back.”

“But | supposeyou didn’t figure you' d get messed up in apalitical struggle either, did you?’

“That wasn't exactly on my agenda,” she agreed dryly. “But now that I'minit, | guess!’ll just stick it
out, see what comes of dl this.

“I meant what | said about keeping you safe. Il find someplace where you won't be-*

“Forget it, Sinklar. “ She cocked her head, spilling shining curls over her shoulder as her sober gaze
probed his. “1 don’t want to go someplace and

hide. | meant it when | said I’ d stick it out-with you, if you'll let me. Maybe | can do something, keep
you saneif nothing dse”

“Why? It doesn’t make sense. 1ly will count you among the enemy. If | lose, or if she gets her handson

Anatoliagave him ahumorless grin. “I watched you over the last couple of days. Y ou' re adecent human
being, Sinklar. Kegpin mind, | catalog the corpses Iy sendsin for digposal. It never redly sank in before
tonight. I’ ve been thinking about Rokard Neru, about how hewasn't acriminal. He was smply aperson
who got intheway. And suddenly | redlized | wasin the way, too. Given haf achance, I’d be on the
dabfor Vet to catalog. I'm till on the street, Sinklar. No matter what I’ d like to believe. So the smart
thing isto pick Sdesand fight it out.”

“I understand.” He gave her aweary smile. “I’ll haveto admit, I'm asdfish bastard. | hated the thought
of sending you away. It' s been nice to have someoneto talk to. “

“What about if youwin?’

He rubbed his bloodshot eyes with athumb and forefinger. 1’ ve got to see that people likelly, and all
the oneslike her, are destroyed with the Empire.

People have a chancefor once. I'm asocid scientist. | ought to be able to design a system that works
for the people. If it takesdl of my life, that’ swhat I'm going to do.” He lifted an eyebrow inquistively.
“How about you?’

“Hrgt I’'m going to try and stay dive. After that, I’ Il worry about what to do next.”

“So what do you want? Just to do research for the rest of your life?’

Her deep blue eyes narrowed and she rolled onto her ssomach next to him, propped on her elbows,
hands clasped. “ That wouldn't bother me abit. | think | have a scientist lodged somewhere in my blood.



Research is contagious. With each question you answer, another fifty are posed.”
“Likeme?’

She gave him awary, sidelong glance. “Y ou ready to talk about that yet? Last time | broached the
subject, you shied and turned very defensive.” At hissilence, she added, *Y ou know, don’t you? Or at

least suspect.

Sinklar swallowed against the sudden redtriction in histhroat. “ Y ou said there was no way | could have
comefrom ether Vdient or Tanya?’

Shetook adeep breath asif nerving hersdlf. “I checked her, Sinklar. She never bore achild. There are
telltale changes to the body. Her uterus never expanded. The pelvic bones, the pubic symphyses and
sacral articulation to the innominates never softened. Scarsform in vagina muscles. In short, she couldn’t
have been a surrogate mother. Her role socialy, that’ s something different.

“My biologica mother came from Ashtan,” Sinklar repeated, closing his eyes. Had Staffatold the truth?
“I can provethat. It'syour father who redly intriguesme. *

In awooden voice, Sinklar asked, “He ... | mean, you said it was a strange genetic pattern.”
“That’ san understatement.”
“Did ... did you check for aMyklenian pattern?” “It would have registered. Sinklar, you' ve got to

understand, your DNA isdifferent, not just avariation. It’slike nothing I’ ve ever seen before.
Statigticaly, you shouldn't exist. Now, do you want to tell me about this Myklenian connection?’

He closed hiseyes, trying to find an anchor in hisdrifting soul. Arta Fera

was aclone-an artifically produced human being. Bruen said she was provided by the Pragtor. A prickly
sensation climbed Sinklar’ s spine. And Bruen said he got me from the Pragtor. Does that mean.... He
closed his eyes and swallowed hard.

“Sinklar?’ Anatolia s hand settled on hisarm. “Nothing. Listen. | need to think about this.” He hoped his
misery wasn't betrayed in hiseyes. “Let’ s get some deep. WEe ve been up for amost three days with
only anap here and there. We'll talk about it again when we' re rested.”

She nodded her agreement, but anew worry gripped her.

Ily Takka s heds clicked as she waked down the long halway on the thirty-fifth floor of the Crimina
Anatomical Research Labs. Her eyebrows raised dightly as she gave the women’ srest room aglance.
The hallway was nondescript in every other way, just the average sort of square corridor with light panels
spaced evenly overhead, synthetic pandling on thewalls, and polished tile floor.

Ahead of Ily, Jan Bokken hurried in a partial waddle, his duck-footed wak making a scuffling plop
sound, hisbaggy clothing whispering. At firgt glance, 1ly had didiked Bokken. Not that he seemed
unsuited to his position-most of her peoplefit his general makeup-but he lacked that spark of initiative
that would forever condemn him to supervisory status of asingle building. He watched the world from
heavylidded eyes, stroking his beard-shadowed jowls with thumb and forefinger; and [ly didn’t like men
who wore perfume.



“ Hereisit,” Bokken said at lagt, pointing to one of along line of doors. The sign overhead listed it as
CENTRAL LABORATORY.

Ily gave him a superficid smile and pushed the door open. Severd of her agents stood along one wall
while athin man paced nervoudy back and forth in the aid e between equipment cluttered worktables.

“Professor Adam?’ 1ly asked as the door closed behind Bokken.

“Yes Yes.” He started and seemed to recover some control. “What' s the matter? | don’t understand. |
haven't done anything.”

Ily gave the man her ravishing smile, and walked forward to take hisarm. “Oh, it’s not you, Professor.
It'sone of your studentsin whom we ve devel oped an interest.

* *Pool? Look, the young man’s statements about the Seddi were his own. We do not condone, nor
permit-“ , , AnatoliaDaviura,” 1ly corrected, making anotation of Pool in the back of her mind.

“Ana?’ Adam seemed at aloss. “ Oh, you mean she did something while she was absent during the
riots?’

“No, we're interested in a project she was working on here. Could | see her workstation?”
“Thisway.”
[ly followed the man past shrouded  equipment to the rear corner. There she found adesk and wall
complex that contained a computer and microscope. Items on the desk looked asif they’d just been left

amoment before.

64 Y our Anahas aresearch file, something only you and she can access. | would liketo seeit, please.”
Adam swallowed hard, histhroat working. “1 don't

liketo invade my students - ;" Please!l”

‘Yes, maam.” Adam did into the chair, powering the system up, hisfingers dancing acrossthe
keyboard. To the computer he ordered, “Provide alisting of Anatolia sfiles, please.”

“Accessdenied. Insert key.”

Adam, dightly flustered, fiddled in his pocket, produced aring of keys, and sorted through them. Finally
he reached down and inserted his master into the cabinet by his knee and opened the drawer. At the
sametime, alist of files gppeared on the directory.

[ly bent down, pulling out reams of printout from the drawer. To her eyes,



the long columns of numbers were meaningless. Nor did the headings have any relevance. “What isall
this?”

Adam squinted as he took the heavy printout. “Must be her project. Let’ s see, yes, here. File 7355. It
should be in the compuiter, too.” He promptly accessed and more of the endless streams of data
appeared.

“What doesit mean, Professor. And tell mein smpleterms| can understand. I’'m not ascientist. “
Adam leaned forward, brow lined as he studied the

data, hisfinger tapping the scroll key every so often. “Well, from apreliminary look, it saDNA coding
study on inheritance.”

“Inheritance? Y ou mean genetic, correct?’

“Y es. She'scomparing parentd types with asingle offspring. Nothing unusua here. We do this sort of ...
Wait aminute, I'minto the F, now!”

“F one?’

“The offspring. F, stlandsfor first generation. | don't understand this.” He squinted at the data, head
tilting dightly. “This doesn’t make any sense.” “)Nbat doesn't?’

He had pulled alaser pen, making notations on his comm. With the pen tip, he indicated a column of
letters, Csand Gs, Asand Ts, in various orders and sequences. Little carets had been placed to mark
segments of the pattern.

“What you see here, Minigter, isa split screen comparison between two sections of the same human
chromosome. The one on the left, the maternal, a segment of human chromosome 7-1. Thisgrowth alele
isfairly stlandard as a benchmark-one of the common genetic patternsthat all humans share. In this case,
the order is correct. Now, compare what you see on the right

half of the screen, the paternal, or human chromosome 7-2. The compasition of the DNA should mirror
the maternd, but it does't.”

“And why isthat important?’

Adam rubbed his jaw, attention absorbed by the diagram. “Because I’ ve never seen this pattern before.

“Perhapsit’s some odd variation of-*

“Minigter, please.” Adam gave her a condescending look. “Y ou stick to security, and | will stick to
genetics. What I'm telling you is that no one has ever seen thisalele before. Obvioudy it’ sviable, or the
F, specimen wouldn’t have developed past the zygote stage.” * Some sort of mutation?’



Adam shook his head. “The chances of that are onein ten trillion. Y ou must understand something. Y ou
don't just mix DNA. The moleculeisthe blueprint for an entire organism. If you change something, say
an adenine for acytosine, the base codeis changed. If, for example, that code produces a polypeptide
chain which will form amuscle cdl, the messenger RNA won't deposit the proper amino acidsin theright
sequence for the muscle tissue.

At lly’ sblank look, Adam worked hisfistsand frowned. “All right, think of it like this. What if you
changed arandom piece of acomputer program. Switched a1 for an 0 in the binary of aprogram?’

“It would depend on where it was in the programwhat command was affected. In the wrong place, it
could destroy the entire software.”

“Exactly. And human DNA isjust like that, except we dedl in quaternary instead of binary. See how
devagtating the effects could be? One point mutation-aswitch of guanine for thymine, and the organism
might not be able to metabolize a sgnificant amino acid like vaine. No vaine-no polypeptide-no cell
metabolisn-nolife. *

Iy tapped her teeth with athumbnail. “ So, in other words, Professor, thisH'’ s strange DNA isn't
human?’ Adam’ s brow knotted. “ That’ s the first assumption

to make-but the problem isthat it isviable. Some-

one, and | don’t know who, had to have been brilliant to create this. Look, see how it combines? The
computations must have been mind boggling!”

Ily looked skeptical.

“No, you don’t understand the implications” Adam waved his hands nervoudy, afanatical gleamin his
eyes. “It' sasif someone sat down and designed an entirely new human being-and did it so well that it
could il produce

aviable offspring!”

“Designed? Not just random recombination?’ *“No, this was done on purpose-an artifact.” He stiffened.
“Rotted Gods.

“What? 1

Adam’slips quivered. “We can't do thisl Not even the best computers we have could interpret the
different possibilities of potentia viable offspring from asingle mating, let done one that would beviable
inarandom. He shook his head, baffled. “It'simpossible! “

“But it’ s here on the screen before you. That' s taken from aspecimen, isn't it?” At his dazed nod, Ily
asked, “But from who?’

Adam shrugged and lifted his hands. “ So far, the only way you have the specimen identified isasH. On
the other hand, looking back at the parenta types, they’ ve got a catalog number from our vaults. But |
can tell you right now, they’re not the parents of the mysterious H. The male was Targan and thefemale
Etarian. The materna contribution to Ana s subject was Ashtan. It sthe paternal genetic source that’ sthe
red question. “



“So the father wasthe red clone?’

“Perhaps. At this stage of investigation, it's hard to say. | need more datal Curse you, Ana, why didn’t
you show thisto me?’ He bent over like a hunting heron, eyes on the screen.

“Who are the parentd types? Y ou said you had a catalog number.” Ily crossed her arms, fascinated by
Adam’ s sudden obsession with the data

“Forget them, they don’t matter. They didn’'t have anything to do with the genetics of F.”

Ily reached down and yanked Adam back. “Their identity, Professor. Now!” Bokken had cometo

stand behind her, his dablike face inscrutable. Adam seemed to retreat from the thorny problem of the
DNA.

“Yes, yes. Just amoment.” He used a pull-down menu and tapped in instructions.

“Working,” the machine intoned.
Adam drifted away again, his gaze devouring the DNA on the screen.

Ily bent down as data flashed on the computer screen. Her heart began to pound as she read:
SUBJECT IDENTIFICATIONS REQUESTED: FIRST SUBJECT 11768-BQ TANYA FIST;

SECOND SUBJECT 11768-BR VALIENT FIST. SEE FILESI CRSREF SEDDIICRSREF
ASSASSIN.

Ily straightened. “Bokken. I'll have ateam hereimmediately. Until further notice, thislab is sealed.
Professor Adam will figure this out. Anything he wants, he gets, but heis not to leave thislaboratory
under any circumstance. Do you understand?’

“Y es, ma am. What about Anatolia Daviura?’

“If she appears again, you are to arrest her immediately. Do you understand?’

“Yes maam.”

Thethick carpet gave under Mykroft' s feet as he padded down the corridor to the operations room.
There, he placed his pam to the lock plate and the door dipped open to admit him into abrightly lit
computer room. One wall displayed aholographic situation board which depicted the terrain around

Tercee Edtate in redl-time three dimensions. Dots of light indicated the disposition of variousforces.

“How’sit look?" Mykroft asked.

“Excdlent,” Sampson Henck responded from where he bent over aholo tank which magnified and
augmented portions of the main board. “Ily really came through. She must have someone over in Comm



Centrd who can pull strings. We're reading this right off the master battle comm.”

[ly has people everywhere. Mykroft walked over and checked over Tie Arnson’sshoulder. The First
was running smulations making subtle changes to the tactical dispersion of two Groupsin awooded
marsh.

“If I could have your attention for amoment?’ Mykroft glanced around, seeing his people look up. “I
just talked to Ily on the comm. Gentlemen, thisisit. Our baptism by fire has come. Last night, the Sixth
Sylenian and Tenth Etarian landed their forces in the positions you see on the map. Iy’ s people

have spoken to both of the Division Firsts. Control of their Divisonswill be routed directly through our
comm in thisroom. Today, wefight Sinklar Fist. Let’s beat him a hisown game.”

“How long until the exercise begins?’ Rick asked, a serious et to histhin face.

“Lessthan ten minutes.” Mykroft dapped ahand againgt histhigh. “ Gentlemen, we can't afford a
mistake. We ve sudied Fist’ stactics ... evenin our deep. Today, we must win, or at least fight himto a
draw.”

“Why don't | like the tone in your voice?” Henck asked.

“Because the timetable may be moved up by at least amonth. It seems Sinklar is causing problems. We
have to be ready to take over at amoment’ s notice.99

“Could you come with me?” Sinklar asked the two guards outside of his persona office.

The smartly dressed young woman looked nervoudy at her companion, then told Sinklar, “\We' re not
supposed to leave our post, Sir.99

Sinklar smiled. *Y ou have new orders. Thisway, please. *

He beckoned and |led them through the offices. The powder-blue hallway bustled with activity. Two
Groups from First Section worked to erect energy bar-

riers around the doorway to Sinklar’ s palatia quarters. Charged blasters rested conspicuoudy in the
Sergeant Firsts arms as they supervised and cdled instructions. More heavy shoulder weapons were
stacked againgt the expengve cobdt blue finish and in the wall nicheswhere techslabored to ingtall
monitors.

“You'reofficidly dismissed,” Sinklar told hisImperia Guards. “ Go take the afternoon off. Enjoy
yourselves. You'll be paid for another two weeks. At the end of that time, we' ve got aplace for you in
the military, if you'd like”

Thewoman’sjaw dropped. “You can't just dismissthe Imperid Guard!”



Sinklar frowned, scuffing the carpet with histoe. “Isthat right? And why not?’

“ Why ... why, there’ sbeen an Imperial Guard for over three hundred yearsl My grandfather was one of
thefirst!” the young man protested.

“Andyou'retheladt. You' vejust finished afamily tradition.” Sinklar crossed hisarms. “Y ou' ve got the
afternoon off-and on meto boot. Skip out of here and don’t come back.” Sinklar started to turn away
and then paused. “Oh, and tell your commanding officer on the way out, will you?'Y ou can even take him
dongif youdlike. *

At that, Sinklar pointed afinger at the Sergeant First who had just seen to the settling of an energy
barrier. “First, you and four of your people, comewith me.”

They snapped to attention, trotting forward. * Buchman, isn't it? Third Section?’

‘Yes, gr!” Buchman replied smartly.

Sinklar nodded. “Y ou were with Hauws when he took out Weebouw.”

Buchman’svoice dropped. “Yes, ar. | wasthere” Sinklar recalled. Buchman, aprivate at the time, had
worked the four-man gun that had taken out Weebouw’ s headquarters. Buchman had been the only

survivor on theridge. Sink led him through the offices. 1 want four peoplein here, armed at al times. He
passed the guards station, stating, “ Another two

here” In his persona quarters, he passed through the dining room while Buchman and the privates
gaped, and stepped into his bedroom.

Anatolialay on the deeping platform, dead to the world. Sinklar pointed and dropped hisvoiceto a

whisper. “ Sergeant Firg, the security of thisofficeis haf of your responghility. She' sthe other haf. No
meatter what,

nothing happensto her.”
“YS’ Sr. t“

Sinklar led the way back into the hdlway and stared at thefortifications. “I guessif 1y’ sgonnabreak in
here now, she’ sgoing to need aDivison.”

Buchman nodded. “Y eah, but you know, some of those guys we' ve been training have sarted to catch
on.”

Sinklar sucked at hislower lip, frowning. “What happened yesterday?’
Buchman stuck thumbsin hiswegpons belt. “Dion Axel and Mayz fought a couple of new Divisonsthat
just shipped in. Guessthey had the strategy down pretty good for Regulars, but they lost it because of

their people on the ground. Seems the Groups and Sections couldn’t quite comprehend what the HQ
wastedling them. “

“What else? Y ou’ ve got a hesitant ook on your face. ©

Buchman made aface. “Just scuttlebutt, sir, but Dion wasworried. Seems she knew both of these



Divison Firds... and shedidn’t think that much of hem, if you know what | mean, Sir.”
“ What did she say? Did you hear?’

“Yeah, | wasin the Stuation room. Dion, she' s pretty canny, you know? Sharp. She kept frowning,
gtaring at the Situation board with her arms crossed. When it was al over, she shook her head and
muttered, ‘ They’ re not that bright. I1t'samost asif.they’ re being orchestrated.’

Gysdl waked into 1ly’ s office from the internd lift. The length of time since hislast shave could be
judged by the black shadow of beard on histhick cheeks. The corners of hislipstwitched as he padded
across |y’ s carpet, each step swirling the colors.

Ily saved the file on her computer as he approached. “ Something's come up?’

Gysd!’scontrol broke, and asmile bent hislips. “Y ou might say that.” He handed her adatacube. “This
just came in on subspace. Cryptography decoded it and patched it through to mefirst thing. It' s from our
operative on Imperid Sassa”

[ly took the cube between thumb and forefinger, inserting it into her comm. She watched as the report
played through, and afterward she stared blankly at the screen, long fingertips tapping on the polished
surface of her desk.

Findly she looked up. “Do you think their assessment is accurate?’

Thelines at the corners of Gysdl’ seyestightened. “1 think so. MacRuder might have just handed usthe
entire Sassan Empire. The report was very specific. The damage caused by Gyton's attack and the
freighter they drove into the planet is devastating. At best, hkn can only scramble aship heire ur theTe.
He might be able to try what wejust did-a suicide attack on a planet-but little more. MacRuder’ s attack,
limited asit was, has crippled Sassafor the near future.”

Ily exhaed and sank back into her chair. “It’ s hard to believe that they were that close to collapse.”
Gysdl reminded her, “We re not that far behind.

Not when you take ared look at our systems. A similar disaster, say amgjor strike on the capital,
would devagtate our own ability to administer and mount amilitary offensive. Too muchis centrdized.”

Ily swiveled in her chair and stood, absently brushing at the creasesin her black suit. “But assuming we
vigilantly guard ourselves, avoid fat Sassd s mistake, who do we have to fear? Only the Companions.”

Oysd| graightened, touching hisfingertips together
as he watched her from under lowered eyelids. “I wouldn't want to underestimate the Companions.”

“Perhaps the time has come to contact Staffa again. He' s had time to stew, perhapsto regret hisrash
words. Evenif taking Lyma has spurred him to ready hisfleet, by the time he can space, he knows Il



have had time to interrogate her. She' sthe second in command at Itreata. Think of what she
knows, GysdI!”

Ily clapped her hands together with satisfaction. “With Lymain our hands, we'll know everything about
Itresta-perhaps enough that we won't even need Sinklar to make his strike against Ryklosto lure Staffa
ajt_ “

“| assume you' ve reviewed the exercise Mykroft conducted againgt Sinklar’ s Firsts?’

Ily chewed at her thumbnail. “1 did. Mykroft was upset with his performance. 1, on the other hand,
thought he did marveloudy. We Il see what happens tomorrow when | patch him through to some of the
retrained Divisons. When you watch the tapes, Gysdll, Mykroft didn't do that badly. Histroops smply
didn’'t have the kill to carry out his commands.”

“Perhaps. But getting back to Staffa, he will be the next serious problem we face.”

“Until we have SkylaLymaunder our probes, there sno sensein trying to formulate apolicy. But,
Gy, with Sassa neutralized as athrest, we' re closer than | thought we' d be. And depending on what
Lymatdlsus, we might have the key to the Companions.” She gave him aravishing smile. “Within
months, we could be the sole rulers of Free Space.”

Hisgrin widened. “| thought you' d appreciate that report from Imperid Sassa”

Ily waved him away. “That will bedl. for now, Gysell. Thank you. Y ou’ ve redly improved my whole
dw. 1]

Gysdl inclined his head to her and strolled back toward the lift. 1y savored the heady sensation of
triumph. Sassa? Prostrate? V ulnerable? How incredibly ddlicious!

Shethrew her arms out and whirled around in cir-

cles, her hair streaming out as she pirouetted around the room, laughing until she became dizzy.

She stopped then, regained her senses, and walked to the desk. “Very well, Staffa. Let’ s seeiif you've
decided to talk coherently now.” She settled hersdlf in her cushioned chair and steepled her fingers.
“Comm, connect on subspace with Itreata. | would like to speak with the Lord Commander, Staffa kar
Therma”

“Acknowledged, Minister Takka. We re establishing the link now. It will be saverd moments.”

“| undergtand.”

Ily closed her eyes, imagining the Sassans as they scrambled to overcome the damage done. Her agents
had been very thorough. MacRuder had crashed ahuge freighter into the planet at dmost athird of



lightspeed. The giant Sassan military base had disappeared in an explosion that had cracked the planet’s
crust. Imperia Sassal s resources were strained to the limit in coping with earthquakes, falout, and
climatic fluctuations caused by the debris blown into the atmosphere. The planet’ s entire agricultura
production had been laid waste by freezing temperatures. The popul ation balanced on the precarious
edge of famine and frogt, their services cut, and socid order maintained by athread. The rest of the
Sassan Empire now struggled to save their capital and its overextended population.

“Minister?” Comm interrupted her thoughts. “I have Itreata Comm on subspace.”

“Very well.” 1ly composed hersdf as she leaned forward and stared into awoman’s expressionless face.
“Good day. | an Minigter [ly Takkaand | would like to speak with the Lord Commander.”

The Itreatic comm operator’ s expression remained unfazed. “1 am requested to inquire if you have
released Wing Commander SkylaLyma.”

“That isexactly what | would like to discuss with the Lord Commander.”

“Has the Wing Commander been released?”’

Ily beganto brigtle. “1 will discussthat with the Lord Commander. Do | need to repeat myself?’
Thewoman didn’t even flinch. “Y ou do not, Minister Takka. Nevertheless, | have my ingtructions. The
Lord Commander has ordered meto tell you that he has nothing to discuss until the Wing Commander
has been freed.” Shelooked down at a monitor. “His exact words are, ‘ Until that time, you' re wasting

your breath.” I’m sorry, Minister, but those are the Lord Commander’s orders.”

“I see. Then | suggest you tell him that when he wishes to discuss the Situation, he can Rotted well
contact me. | won't play games. Good day.”

[ly cut the connection and fought to control her welling anger. Y ou thrice-cursed maggot, Staffa, what
sort of game are you playing? Have you written Lyma off? Isthat it, you cold bastard? Or are you
gambling, betting that I’ [l bresk before you do?’

A prickling of unease had begun to eat at 11y’ s sense of triumphant euphoria She glanced down &t the
data cube Gysdll had given her-and threw it across the room to shatter againgt her expensive panding.

“| am often asked, ‘How do the Seddi perceive the universe? What is the purpose of existence? How
doesthis unpredictable universe relate to God Mind?

“We believe that God created this universe when it became aware—conscious, if you will. And, yes, the
universe, asareflection of God itself, has a purpose: our universeis God' sway of learning about itsdlf.
From ateleological point of view, we currently believe through our limited knowledge that our universe
will one day collgpseinto agravitationa singularity. When that happens, dudity will cease and every
particle of mass energy will be returned to the Godhead.

“Inaway, thisisan ingenious manner of obtaining



knowledge. God Mind learns from every observation and from every permutation of the universe
spawned by observation. What we observe as a stochastic process of evolution, is, in effect, ameans of
not only powering the universe, but of examining every aspect and permutation of aproblem. To the
supernaturdists who demand miracles, can one offer anything more miraculous than this? In one
masterstroke, God has powered the universe through uncertainty, randomization, and free will, yet It
gainsdl the benefits from multiple solutionswhich play out in multiple universes.

“The concept becomes problematic to those who insst that human beings, by some arcane reasoning,
should be capable of knowing everything thereisto know. Alas, my friends, we are limited in time and
sensory capacity. We can modd, predict, and anayze, and describe those results to our colleagues and
heirs. Even then, we are crippled in our ability to communicate through our language. (Processes are
poorly discussed by means of nouns and verbs-only mathematicsis somewhat gpplicablein thisingtance.)
Emotiona pleas aside, true knowledge will only be the province of God Mind.

“Around us, we see amiracle: our Universe. For those who seek illumination, congder this. You've
been enculturated to perceive adudity, asplit between the supernatural and the physical, Our science,
however, teaches that one cannot exist without the other. A ceramic cutting tool might appear solid, but
in the redlm of the quanta, solidity vanishesinto eectron clouds and subatomic forces. Solidity isbut a
shadow of mostly vacuous aiomic interactions. If you would view the universe through new eyes, you
must scourge this duality from your thoughts. The mystica and physica are one, both reflections of God' s
creation and purpose, from the largest to the smallest.”

Excerpt from KayllaDawn’s Seddi broadcasts
CHAPTER 26

Mac dapped ahand to the lock plate outside Gyton' s bridge. The heavy hatch dipped back with a
hissing sound and he stepped through, nodding briefly to the Weapons Firgt, and the Nav-comm
Speciaigt. Thepilot, asusud, lay supine under the worry-cap. Rystasat hunched in the command chair,
her expression rivaling that of an abandoned prune. She shot Mac ahard glance and grunted to hersdlf as
she straightened and pushed up out of the chair. “It'sdl yours.”

“What' sup?’ Mac asked.

“We re out of null sngularity, that’swhat. We re coming up on Oribta Defense and we' ve dumped
enough DeltaV that we can talk to Regawithout time dilation.” Rysta slipstwitched. “Minister Takka
wants to gpesk with you.”

Mac made aface and dipped into the command chair.
“Comm Firgt, establish communications, please. “Yes, Sr.”
Mac watched 11y’ s face form up on the command chair monitor. She gave him ahappy smile, atwinkle

in her dark eyes. “MacRuder! Let me bethe first to offer you congratulations for your heoric and
splendid action at Imperia Sassa”



“Thank you, Minigter.” Where the hell was Sinklar?ily pursed her lips, head dightly lowered asif she
werewaiting for just the right moment. “1 know you' ve been out of contact, and therefore you haven't
had access to the intelligence reports, but your strike has effectively emasculated the Sassan Empire. We,
Sinklar and | ... thewhole Empire for that matter,

owe you and the heroes of Gyton the greatest of debts and honors. Single-handedly, you’ ve shortened
the coming war by months, perhapsyears.”

“Thank you again, Minigter. It was, after al, Sinklar’ s Strategy. By theway, is he available?’

[ly shifted her gaze to one Sde, asif checking amonitor. “He' s currently in the middle of an exercise and
can't bedisturbed. I'll let him know you' reon theway in.” Her eyeslit with excitement again. “He'sa
wonder! | can’'t wait for you to see the improvement in the military. Sink has made ared difference. |
think you'rein for agiant surprise when you set foot on the planet. | can’t wait for your reaction when
you see how the military command has changed.”

“I'll be waiting expectantly.” Sinklar? Too busy with an exercise to be disturbed by our arriva? What?
“I'm sureyou will. WeE Il have quite areception for

you. Until | see you and Commander Rysta, then, First MacRuder. “

She cut the contact.

Mac douched in the chair, frowning.

“What did that all mean?’ Rysta asked as she hovered beside the command chair.

“I don’'t know. But something’s. Sinklar, you didn't get involved with her, did you? Tl me she
didn’t wrap you around her finger while she was screwing your brains out.

“Not right? Or changed?’ Rysta prodded. “ Got me. But whatever it is, it' s not good.”

The heavy, riot-scarred door had a curious effect on Anatolia. She glanced up at the security camera,
and on impulse, waved before she pushed the door open and entered the Criminal Anatomical Research
Building. Two uniformed young men sat at the security desksto either Sde as she entered. They both
seemed to start as shewaked in.

Perhaps rumors had run rampant through the building. At the thought, Anatolia stension increased. She
glanced quickly back to reassure hersdlf that Buchman and Whedler were right behind her.

Acting asif nothing were amiss, Anatoliawalked to the lift and stabbed the button for the thirty-fifth
floor.

“I"'m having lots of second thoughts abouit this,” Sergeant First Buchman muttered from the sde of his



mouth.

Anatoliagave him aworried amile, well aware of the pounding of her own heart. “ Trust me. It' s better
thisway than if Sinklar getsinvolved. If hewalksinto thelab with a Group for backup, someone will
notice. If it' sme, so what? | camein to pick up some papers, and you two are my friends. Nothing more.
No onewill bethewiser.”

“And this stuff isthat important?’ Wheder asked doubtfully as the numbersflashed on thellift.

“Wadll, let’ sput it like this. If anything happensto me, you giveit to Sinklar-in person. If anyonetriesto
stop you.... No, better yet, think of it intermsof a‘top secret, eyesonly’ for Sinklar.”

The lift stopped and Anatolia stepped out, her escort at her hedls.

“Y ou serious about that?” Buchman asked. “ Deadly,” Anatoliaanswered in atone to brook no
disobedience. Sheled the way across the foyer to the security desk where a strange man watched with
apparent interest. New student?

“You'renew,” Anatoliagreeted. “ Student?’

The man smiled, amusement in hiseyes. “I'm called Ted. Just trandferred in. You're Daviura, aren't
you? | noted your holo on the personnd file.”

“Youdid?

He grinned. “What can | say?1’m a sucker for apretty woman.” He glanced curioudy a Buchman and
Wheder, gaze lingering on their Sdearms and weapons belts.

“New roommates.” She lowered her eyes selfconscioudy. “If you' ve been here for very long, you may
have heard. | lost my place awhile back.” She snesked a glance at the comm, seeing the usual text

on the screen. Her fear eased by anotch. “Vet inthelab?’

The new man seemed to hesitate. “No, | think he' s off today. “
Anatolianodded. “Too bad. Wdll, I'll cal him later. See you around.”

She started down the hall, Buchman and Whesler close behind.

“Didn'tlook likea  student,” Whedler growled. Something about the eyes.”

Anaoliawaved it away. “Y ou- wouldn't have thought | was a student elther-something about my eyes
after, my time on the street.”



Buchman had moved up beside her, leaving Wheder dightly to therear. “How far?’

“ A ways. It'salong halway. “ She pointed at the women’sroom. “That’ swhere | usedto live.”
”Nokidding?

‘No kidding.” She glanced curioudy up a Buchman. “How long have you known Sinklar?’
“Since our cadre was called up for replacements for the First Targan.”

“And, Sgter, that’ salong time as our lives go,” Whedler asserted.

“Um, mind if | ask one?’ Buchman's eyes- never ceased to move, asif he weretrying to see everything
inthefeaturdess halway.

To ahead.”

‘What' syour interest in Sinklar?”

If you only knew! “He'smy friend. Nothing more, Sergeant First. He showed up when | needed him.
Maybe I’ m returning the favor. Y ou spying for Mhitshul ?”

Buchman shook his head, grinning wryly. “Nope. Asking for mysdif ... and maybetherest of us. You
see, weworry alot about Sink. “

“Especidly recently, huh?” Anatolia prodded. “If you ve been losng deep over Ily, | think you can tell
thetroopsto relax alittle. Sinklar’ son to her.”

Buchman shot her aquick glance, his expression deadpan.
“Thisdoor.” Anatoliaturned to the right, paming the lock. Whedler lagged, scanning up and down the
hallway before she followed them into the lab. Anawound her way past assorted equipment and over to

her corner. Knedling down with her key and unlocking the drawer, she pulled out the two piles of
printout and frowned as she straightened. “1 |eft a pen and notepad here. Someone's cleaned it up.”

. “That' sbad?” Whedler asked in alow voice, keeping an eye on the room.

Anatoliatook adeep breath and powered up the machine, taking a data cube from her pocket and
inserting it. She ran the access and cdled up file 7355, quickly scanning to seethat it was dl there.

“Computer, copy file 7355 to datacube insert.” “Working.” A pause. “Datatransfer complete.” “Erase
file 7355.”

“Fileerased.”
“Wipe and overwrite with 0 and 1. Repeat command three times.”

“Working.” The machine made awhirring sound. “ Command complete.”



“Overwrite the just wiped storage areawith the vaue of pi. *

Working.” Then: “Areaoverwritten.” “ Print, please.”

“Working.” Printout of the numerica value of pi began issuing from the printer dot. Anatolia scanned the
pages and nodded as the output basket filled. When it was done, she tore the sheet off and dumped it in

the converter.

“Let’sgo.” Shesmiledin reief as she handed Whedler the two stacks of printout and dropped the data
cubein her pocket.

Her heart had begun to resume some semblance of normal rhythm as she stepped out into the
hallway—and stopped short.

Jan Bokken stood in the center of the hallway. To either side stood security officers, one of whom was
Ted from the front desk. “Hello, Ana, | need to speak to you for amoment. *

The frantic feding of being in the dark, of backing into the cul-de-sac, and of Micky’ sfetid breeth
panicked her, despite the fact that Buchman and Whedler had taken up protective, flanking positions.
From down the halway, two more men walked dowly forward.

' Tel menow, Jan. I'minahurry.”

‘Y eah, we' ve got adinner appointment,” Buchman added, adightly annoyed tonein hisvoice.

Bokken waved a Buchman and Whedler. “ Y ou, of course, may go. Oh, but that stack of paper the
privateis carrying must stay. | believe that’ s property of the laboratory. “

Anatolia sjaw had started to quiver. Pull yoursdlf together! Stop it!

Bokken looked like a hunter who knew his prey couldn’t escape.

“It'sjust somework | need to catch up on at home,” Anatolia assured him.

16 Y ou got areason to bother my girlfriend?” Buchman asked, taking a step forward.

Bokken seemed nonplussed. Helifted ahand, holding out an identification card with the emblem of
Internal Security emblazoned on the duraplast. “Your ... girlfriend’ s presenceis requested at the Ministry
of Interna Security, Sergeant. I’m sure you can pick her up there later.”

Anatolia gasped, unable to stop herself from stepping back. Not far from this very spot, a cold specimen

table waited for the ddliveries from the Ministry. Would she be there tomorrow Morning for Vet to
catalog? Asif in anticipation of the dab, achill soread through her.



“I think not,” Buchman replied, stedl in hisvoice. For asecond, Bokken just frowned. “1 said-" “Targal”
Whedler growled angrily, stepping out far-

ther to the right as she balanced on the balls of her feet.

Buchman nodded as he repested, “Targa.” Anatoliastarted to raise her hand to interrupt, but at that
moment Buchman launched himsdlf into Bok-

ken and the closest guards. In the same split second, Wheeler had dropped to a squat, her pistol rasping
on the plastic of her holster as she pulled it out and leveled it on the guards closing from down the hall.
The printout spewed out over the floor as Whedler’ s blaster discharged.

“Anal Grab the papersl” Wheder shouted, turning her wegpon to cover Buchman. The Sergeant First
had hammered Bokken across the throat and then kicked one of the rushing guardsin the groin. He
grappled with another, backhedled

him, and broke loose, rolling acrossthetiles. Wheder’ s blaster fired again, and Buchman’ s shot caught
another man full in the back, spattering muscle, ribs, and lung fragments around.

That quickly it wasfinished, Bokken making agurgling sound as he tore at histhroat. The shattered
bodies of the dead security agents bled onto the polished tile while stunned nerves. triggered spasms
through exposed muscular tissue. Anatolia crouched, pardyzed, her fingers curling in the sheets of paper.
“We d better be getting out of here,” Wheder called in aworried voice. Anatolia clawed the printout
together, clutching it to her breast and shaking as she gazed at the blast-mangled corpses before her.
Impossible ... to think....

“Which way?’ Buchman shouted. “Back the way we came?’

Anatoliapulled her scattered witstogether. “No! They’ll have people there. Thisway. The garage!
There sanother lift down to street level.”

She legpt forward, dipped on fresh blood, and would have falen but for Buchman's quick grip on her
arm. She sprinted down the halway, stifled sobs choking in her throat.

“You okay?” Wheder called asthey ran, the woman’s brown eyes narrowed in concern.

“I'm...dl right.” I’'m on the street again. I" ve been here before. Courage began to pump intimeto the
adrend fear in her veins,

Anatoliarounded a corner, bolted past two Startled

secretaries, and charged the seventy metersto the lift. She pamed the lock plate, praying that the
carnage hadn’t been discovered. Thelift tube opened.



Anatoliaflattened hersef in the rear, the precious printout clutched to her breast, as Buchman and
Whed er followed and dapped the garage leve control.

Anatoliaglanced back and forth asthey dropped, finaly nerving herself to ask, “What's Targa?’
“Meansyou ve got nothing left to lose but your life,” Buchman told her.

“You gonnamakeit?” Whedler asked tersdly.

16 Y ou're not gonnaflake out on us?’

Anatolia cracked acrooked grin she didn't fed. “Not me.”

“Y ou looked alittle pale back there,” Buchman said.

Anatolia shook her head asthe lift stopped. She forced starch into her wobbly knees before they
stepped out on the parking level. “It’ sjust the blasters that got me. I'm used to killing people with ametal
rod. Theliftisthisway. “

Whedler followed, covering their rear as she backed after them. “Y ou’ rekidding?’

They followed the concrete gpron around the side of the passenger pickup. Cool air blew in from the
entrance tunnel-a square hole to the right, illuminated by yellow patches of light. Out in the parking area,
the aircars, bodies painted in bright colors, gleamed in rows. An eerie quiet hung over the place and their
footsteps echoed hollowly.

“It'salong ory ... for later ... if welivethrough this.

“If?Why do | hate that Rotted word so much?’ Buchman pointed. “ That thelift to the Street?” “That's
it”

“Maybe we should have brought an LC,” Whedler muttered under her breath.

At dtreet level, Anatolialed them acrossto, the burned-out shops. They’ d madeit to within fifty meters
of thelift that would take them down to the shut-

tle when an aircar dove out of the traffic lanes overhead.
“Duck!” Wheder cried, lifting her blaster and cutting loose.
Buchmean flattened Anatoliawith ahard arm, pressing her down into the filthy pavement.

“Pus-Rotted Gods!” Whedler cried as she dove headlong on top of them. “They’re gonna hit the-“ The
pavement jumped at theimpact asthe aircar

drove into the street, cartwhed ed, and hammered a hole through one of the buildings.
Buchman was dready pulling her to her feet, dragging her dong toward the shuttle.

“What happened?’



Wheder was running full tilt for the shuttle tube. “Blew their cursed canopy off! Must have killed the
driver. We re damn lucky to be dive!”

Anatoliawas gulping air in asthe tube carried them down to the shuttlelevel. “Targa , huh?1 gotta
get some of that armor you folks wear.”

Buchman launched himsdlf from the tube, blaster in an isosceles hold. The few people standing around
waiting for the shuttle gaped, obvioudy aware of theimpact severad stories above on the Street.

“Gregt timing!” Wheder called asthe shuttle did into the station. Heedless of other passenger's, they
rushed for the car—only to haveit go dead and settle onto the magnets.

Buchman cursed and dammed the butt of his pistol on the half-open door. “What the hell ?’
Anatoliaswvallowed hard. “Ily cut the power. She' s got someonein the Shuttle Authority.

“Pus-licking bitch!” Wheder spun on her hed, glowering asthe civilians backed away, and then broke
for the tube and the safety of the street above.

“Guesswe' re back on the street.” Buchman spoke through clenched jaws. “C mon!”

“No.” Anatoliastood resolutely.

“You crazy?’ Wheder gestured her desperation. “We ve only got minutes until Ily hasarcarsal over
this part of thecity! “

Anatoliagavethem ahard grin. “Let her. | know abetter way. Here, give me ahand.” She dropped on
her belly, piling the precious printout beside her, and dithered over onto the magnetic rails. “Watch your
step! Don't touch therails. They could go hot any second. “

Buchman’sfrown had deepened. “Where are you going?’

| IThe street,” Anatoliareplied. “Hand me the,printout. | know another way out of here.”

“Targal” Wheder shouted, dropping athletically off the platform.

“ Damnright, Targal” Anatoliaechoed as she stepped carefully over the railsto reach the hollow under
the other sde of the framework. She took a deep breeth, smelling the foul roots of the city. 1 just didn’t

know I’ d be back this soon.”

Ily paced irritably. Thelarge wall monitor had been split into windows, monitoring the pursuit of Anatolia
Daviura. Who would have thought the two soldiers accompanying her would have shot? It defied all

logic.



When the call camein that Daviurahad arrived at the research facility, Ily had watched and listened to
Bokken' s botched attempt at arrest through remote monitors carried by the agents. Bokken had
followed the manua, scrambling his people immediately. He had covered the two routes of escape with
backup at the main exit, and waited to gpprehend Daviura until after she' d recovered her work, when her
guard would have been lowered. The two soldiers had gppeared to be an inconvenience, but not an
alarming one. Subjects were separated from their friends as standard procedure. According to protocol,
they should have bowed out, inssting that Sinklar would straighten things out. Then, inthe blink of an

eye, it had al gonewrong. Why?

Targal That single word had precipitated the shooting.

“Rot it al, werun acivilized planet here,” 1ly asserted under her breath. She turned on her hed. “What's
happening. They dropped to the shuttle platform. People saw them trying to take the shuttle. Where did

they go?’
Gysdl took adeep breeth, trying to find the words, but Ily cut him off.
Sheleaned forward, propping her arms on his desk, even as a powerful rage ate at her control.

“Of dl the thingsyou could tel meright now, saying that you' velost her isthe most likely to get you
busted down to sorting garbage in the recycling factory. “

GysdI’sjaw muscles worked and he swalowed hard. “1ly, you' ve watched the monitors. What could
we have done differently? Our people covered the exit, figuring they could pick them off asthey stepped
out onto the street. When they didn’'t emerge, we sent people in. They found an empty shuttle platform
with the shuttle till standing there, immobilized.” he protested defensively, “We thought it was aroutine
pickup!”

Ily vented acurse, then rlented. “ Y ou'reright. Very well, the most logical assumption isthat they
dipped away into the city substructure. If that’ swhere they are, they can go anyplace-but they can't go
fast. Cordon the area. | don’t care how many people you have to pull off other duty, but get them on this.
| want every nonessentia person we' ve got down therein the girders and ductslooking for Daviura.”

“Yes, maam.” Gysdl bent to hiscomm, sending orders.

Ily shook her head, shot the monitor an evil glance, and left Gysell’ s office, striding purposefully down
the hall toward her lift.

Do | go see Sinklar? Has he had time enough to cool ofp Will he buy any story | feed him about
Daviura? She dapped thelift control with a hard hand, mulling her options.

Skylafelt movement beside her. The shifting of weight didn’t register

immediately in her deep-sodden brain. Then her combat-honed ingtincts kicked in and sherolled onto
her somach, jackknifing off the deeping platform, sumbling, catching hersdf asthelights came on.

She settled automatically into acombat stance, poised to strike. Her familiar quarters gleamed in the
too-bright glare of the overhead panels. Arta Fera, with spring-tight reflexes, rolled off the far edge of the
platform and landed-catlike—on her feet. She stared at Skylawith owlish eyes, aflush of excitement
tinging her skin. Gauzy fabric swirled around her like atransparent vell, concedling nothing of Fera's

sculpted body.



“What were you doing?’ Skyla demanded as she struggled to regain her cam.
Fera s eyes had narrowed to dits. “Y ou never minded before.

Sklyacocked her head suspicioudy. “Never minded what?’
“ Thetimes| dept with you after | took you off the Vega.”
“I was drugged then.”
“And you're not now. “ Artashook her tumbled hair back over her shouldersin an insolent shrug.

“Would you rather be?’

“No, Rot you. Where have you been deeping for the past week?” Skylarubbed her wrists, redizing she
should have been imprisoned by the EM restraints. When had Fera deectivated them? Skyla couldn’t

help shivering.
“ Inthepilot’schair ... after | checked the ship’s status. These vessalsdon't fly themsalves, you know.”

“Sowhy now?’ Skylaindicted the deeping platform, suddenly aware that Feralooked too dazed to
have just crawled in with her. “How long did | lie there adegp with you, anyway?’

Artabarked adry laugh. “A couple of hours. Now, do you want to talk al night, or shal we finish what
we started?’

“Fnish. . “Seeping. “
Sklyadowly shook her head. “I degp done.” Artastepped forward, stretching like some languorous
cat. “Asyouwish, but you'll haveto do it inthe EM redtraints. | thought | was doing you afavor, that

you'd like anight's deep where you weren't racked out like achunk of meat. “

“I'll take my chances asachunk of meat.”

Artastepped close, placing her hands on Skyla s shoulders. “1 want you to think about something, Wing
Commander. | could do anything | want to you while you were in those EM restraints. Y ou know | like
you ... repect you. But if | wanted to enjoy your body, | could-and you couldn’t do a curseRotted thing

about it.”
“I"d make you kill me;” Skyla promised despite her hammering heart.

“That’s one of the reasons I’ ve come to gppreciate you. Y ou' re achalenge, Skyla, and | do enjoy a
challenge. Y ou see, that’ swhy I’ ve spent so much time on the bridge. I’ ve been dropping usin and out

of null Sngularity.

“That just prolongsthetrip.”
“Of courseit does. And despite my novice status as apilot, | could have figured the galactic drift and

shot usright on top of Rega.

“Then why didn’'t you?’



Artalifted ahand and Skylaflinched as the other woman gently stroked the scar on her cheek.
“Because, dearest Skyla, Ily may check thelog-and she'll believe | don't pilot very well. Ily doesn't
‘have to know everything about me. But most of al, thisway | can keep you longer.” Arta's smile grew
wigtful. “1 know you' re biding your time, and that you redly will try and goad meinto killing you if it
seemsthere' s no possible escape from [ly. Meanwhile, consider this. | can protect you.”

“At what price, you sick bitch?’

Artastepped back, still wary. “Love me, Skyla. Become mine. I'll take good care of you. “ Then she
pivoted on her hed and vanished through the hatch in aswirl of filmy fabric.

Sklyadrew a deep breath, every nerve dectric as she collected hersdlf. The aftereffects of Fera stouch
burned on her skin.

Where had Fera gone-and more importantly, for how long? Do 1 have time? Isthis my chance? Sklya
eased forward slently to peek into the hallway. Fera stood there, arms crossed, head down.

Despite Skyla' s sillence, the woman whispered, “But for the rest of tonight, you'll have to wear the EM
restraints.

“Gladly,” Skylacalled over her shoulder as she threw herself on the deeping platform.

Artaentered the room, a pensive expression pinching her sensud face. Wordlesdy, she engerized the
restraints and stood for amoment, staring down at Skyla. “Let me show you something.”

Sklyawatched warily as the woman climbed onto the deeping platform and bent over her, the auburn
hair falling like avell around her. From inches away, Artastared into her eyes, then lowered hersdif,
never shifting her gaze.

Skylabucked againgt the restraints as Arta’ s breasts brushed hers. Muscular hands clamped on each
sde of Skyla s head, and despite her struggles, Artakissed her, the action gentle, reverent-physically not
that unpleasant.

“Why do you fight me?’” Artaasked in asultry voice. “Would it be that bad?’
Skyla quivered, every muscle knotted and strained as Feramoved away from her.

“A great many men would die to experience what | could give you,” Arta called as she stepped out.
“Seep wdl, Skyla. Sweet dreams.”

For long moments Skylalay gasping and spent. “No way,” she whispered under her breath.
Nevertheless, despite her bravado, Ferahad cunningly regained the advantage, eroding Skyla's
confidence.

Protection? Delay? Could Ferado that? Skyla' s overactive imagination began spinning scenarios of Iy
Takka sinterrogation room, of the metallic taste

of Mytal, and the wedlth of secrets safeguarded only by Skyla swill and ability to resist. Protection?
What the hdll, being alittle cozy with the lunatic bitch might redly buy time. Would it be so bad?
Memories came unbidden-timesin the past when she' d dept with men she hadn’t redlly liked. Times



she' d awakened after a shore party with some stranger in her bed-and nine times out of ten, the Nab had
been some smpering fool she' d immediately hated. How often had she spent the following daysliving
with asense of salf-loathing for having bedded scum because the act promised physica gratification?

You'reno saintly virgin, Skyla. Ferawouldn't be any new sort of low for you.

Flashes of Stryker lay just under the surface. Good old Stryker, the man who' d bought her, endaved
her, and raped her repestedly when she was twelve, Would alittle dallying with Fera be any worse than
that? Fera---compared to some of the men she’ d awakened next to-was at |least clean.

Shedidn’t balk over Fera s gender. Of those Companions who were femae, more than one preferred
women to men.

Protection? The frightened half of her brain had begun to plead. Maybe it was away to gain Fera strug,
another lever to work her, to get the chance to dip the weapons from the cubbyhole just up there behind
her head?

“Sexissex,” Skylawhispered under her bregth. “If it keepsyou dive, what' s the difference?’

Sklyabit her lip and twisted her head away. The differenceisthat Ferawins. Just as she' swon this
round.

In the seductive arms of exhaugtion, Sinklar dept lost in the redlm of dreams; the scene haunted and
mocked: He stood in the center of a plush room ornamented with weapons and trophies, his thoughts
dominated by tension and foreboding. Beside him, Mac had adopted a grim expression. A fireplace-of dl
thingsto find on astarship-rose in sately grace between two brass doors.

Sinklar watched as the other occupants-the brooding Lord Commander, an ethereal Skylal.yma, and a
time-eaten old man, initiated the familiar dramathat skulked in hissoul.

“Wdl IsSinklar Figt my son?’ Staffakar Therma roared with resonant power. The Lord Commander
towered over the stunned old man. A purple-mottled bruise scarred the elder’ sbald pate. A shriveled
specimen, he wore dirt-encrusted white robes which Staffa gripped in aniron fist; hisfingers puckered
the coarse fabric the way talonstwisted into flesh.

Magister Bruen dumped in defeat. “Y es. We got him from the Praetor.”

From the Praetor? What? Did Staffa stage this?* as he seeking to gain some advantage by this charade,
At Sinklar’ sside, Mac whispered, “ They're dl Rotted berserk!”

“And Chryda?’ Staffa asked.

Bruen whined, “The Praetor kept her. Kept her until you gutted Pylos off Myklene.”

In the wavering redlity of the dream, Staffa seemed to swell and change, his shape blurring. The charcod
cape flowing down from his shoulders spread like avenging wings around argptor’ sfrail prey. Theold
man cowered before him as would a desiccated lizard whose day had passed. Staffa s voice beet at the
shrunken reptile with the fury of invinciblewings. “ And this Arta Fera? She snot Chryda?’

“No! She'saclone, Lord Commander. A clone provided by the Pragtor!” the reptile defended inits dry
hiss



“To nate mel” Staffareded-the dark raptor dazed by venom injected into an ancient wound.
SkylaLyma stepped forward, a gleaming white goddess whose blue eyes burned like precious stones.
She turned adeadly glare on the old man ... and in the shining intengity, her features became those of
Anaolia

The giant hunting bird that Staffa had become whirled on black claws, spreading
wingsfloating. “Wait! Bruen, what about Sinklar’ s claim that he saw his parents on Rega?’

Sinklar' s sense of distress began to focus, growing acute as his heart began to beat a countdown
cadence. Bright worry coursed though his veinswith each thundering stroke.

“Tanyaand Vdient.” Bruen withered more, his scaly flesh turning dusty, moldering; the bones began to
poke through. Before Sinklar’ s eyes, the old lizard' s body shriveled, skin parching. His moisture might
bleed away with hiswords. “Y es, they were Seddi. Another of the machine sidess. If Tybalt were
removed before he could sire an heir, Rega s drive for hegemony might be blunted. A young security
officer, Ily Takka, broke the case. At thetime, it happened that they created a perfect excuse for Sinklar
to be placed in Regan custody. Doing so kept him safe from discovery.

Liquid fear traced acid patterns through Sinklar’ sbody. No! Not true! It can't be! Tanyal Vaient! They
aremy parentsl They haveto be! They just haveto.

Mac began pulling Sinklar away, tugging firmly on hisarm as the room wavered and faded. But Staffa
followed, the cloak wingsfluttering as he pursued like afa con descending on afrantic hare. A taloned
hand reached out, voice booming in sync with powerful wing besats, “1 swear ... you' remy son. If | could
run aserology, HLA, or DNA test, | could proveit! Proveit! Proveit ... my son!”

The taloned foot extended, light glinting off the polished ebony of claw and scade, reaching, reaching,
closing on Sinklar as he stood rooted in fear, the talons....

Sinklar groaned and turned, pain piercing hisside. He blinked his eyes open, rolling back and reaching
down to fumble at the holstered blaster and comm pack that ate angrily into his side where they had
shifted on hisbelt. A cold sweat had beaded on his skin despite the warmth of the room.

He gasped for breath asthe last foggy fragments of the dream misted away in hismind. Y awning, he
pulled himsdlf up and stared around at his private quartersin the palace. Overhead, the milky fabric of the
drapes played their endless game with color and light. Thefamiliar paneling and furnishingsdidn’t
reassure, not after adream as horrible asthat. The sense of foreboding, of impending defeat lingered
aong with thefaint trace of adead lover’ s perfume. The walls bore silent witness-as they had when
Tybalt spent hislast days here.

“Up? Mhitshul called.

“ 1guess” Sinklar sumbled to hisfeet and walked into the toilet to relieve himsdlf. “How long was |
out?’ Helooked a his comm. “Three hours?’

“Y ou looked like you needed it,” Mhitshul supplied from beyond the door. *Y ou’ re not getting enough
deep. “

“ Anatoliaand Buchman come back yet?” “No, gr.



“Itwasafool stunt.” Sinklar inssted as he stepped out, running ahand through his disobedient hair.
“Buchman didn’t have ordersto hold her, just that

her safety was histop priority. Don’t worry about them. Buchman is one of the best. He' squick and
decisive-otherwise, none of uswould be heretoday. It was his courage that saved the day when Third
Section destroyed Weebouw’ s Division.”

Sinklar remained unconvinced. “Maybe. With Ily, well ... Mhitshul, we rein adifferent kind of fight here.
Rotted Gods, what afool | was! She'sgot her poison into everything.”

The dream image of Staffareplayed in hismind.
Poisoned by aserpent ... and I’ ve called Iy areptile how many times?
“Glad to seeyou' reyoursdf again,” Mhitshul replied laconically.

Sinklar shot him an evil look as he pushed past, headed for the comm. * Anything come up while | was
adeep?

“Of course, but | made sure that none of it necessitated waking you up.”

Sinklar waked into the office and settled himsdlf behind the wraparound desk. Mac ought to be inbound
sometime soon. Rot it al, where was he?

“Mhitshul, how long ago did Anatoliaand Buchman leave?’

“It' sbeen nearly seven hours, now.”

“Seven? Sinklar turned to the comm. “Petch me through to First Mayz.”

He scanned the other messages that had come in. Kap continued to make requisitions, asdid Axel. Axe
had turned into afirg-class asset. She' d taken to the reorganization of the military with an uncanny

acumen. With her grasp of strategic and tactical changes, she' d taken over many of thelogistical and
adminigrative functions.

“Sink?’ Mayz asked hazily, blinking her puffy eyesto clear them of deep. “What'sup?’

“Sorry to bother you. Sergeant First Buchman and one of his people is missing along with Anatolia
Daviura. Buchman should have a battle comm. Seeif you can raise him. Find out where he'sat.”

“Surething.” Sheturned her attention to one of her other monitors, talking into the system. For long
moments, she listened, then shook her head. “ Sink, We' ve got afaint reponse-barely ajump on the
needles-but it’ slike the signd’ s blocked-maybe jammed. If ... and | repest, if thisis Buchman, he can
hear us but we can’t get aread on him. *

Sinklar frowned, bracing his chin between thumb and forefinger. “Get hold of Kap. Have him run
transects, across the capital. Let’ s see. Establish agrid centered on the palace ... and start around the
Biologicd Sciences Center.”

“Affirmative” Mayz gave him afrazzled look. “Wein trouble again?’



The sense of disagter riding the air settled around him with the cloying persistence of smokein cool air.
Days had passed-and not aword from Ily, asif she understood the change in relations through some
osmoss. “I don't know, Mayz. Just afeding. Something’ s cooking. The ground might disappear from
under usat any moment. Stay frosty.”

Her expression had hardened. “Right.” A pause. “ Y ou think it’ sturning into Targa?’
“Let’'shopenot.”

MinilntlSec SeclComm Level 1 Mgt SbclDir Step 1 Eyes Only Command Directive Class

Todl personnd:

Asof receipt of thisnotice, you should be aware that unanticipated events have precipitated acrissin
civil management and adminigtration. Asof 17:30 hours Operation Pincer was formally begun and steps
wereinitiated to counter the increasing military interference in the direction and control of Imperia utilities
and sarvices adminigtrations. All personnel will consder themselves activated and will consult their orders
immediately. All Directorates are hereby placed on high dert until further notice and will conduct
themsdlves circumspectly with regard to the genera population.

Itisthe Minigter’ sexplicit order that disturbance of the genera population be minimized to the greatest
extent possible, since the citizenery might react adversely should they redize the true nature of the power
struggle currently taking place.

We cannot assess the potentid involvement of the rank and file military personnd at thistime. However,
as Operation Pincer unfolds, such assessmentswill be passed on as soon as available. Assuming that dl
Internal Security staff act with tota commitment and initiative, this operation could be concluded without
most fie d-grade military officers even redizing achange in command has taken place.

In addition to the attached orders, each Security Director will recelve additiona specific ingtructions
which will detail hislher objectives, reponghilities, and the timetable for completion of various tasks.
Each Security Director will be responsiblefor the coordination of hisher field officers and specid
technicians, and will immediately communicate any unexpected resistance.

Any questions, or communications should be directed to my office, or, in the event of an emergency,
contact Minister Takkadirectly.

Asloyd servants of Internal Security, you have our utmost admiration and trust. Good luck to each and
every one of you.

Deputy Director’s Office Gysdll
CHAPTER 27

Mayz stepped out of her temporary deeping quarters, half-adeep, and trying to pull her armor on. She
yawned and blinked at the compound. A faint smear of gray marked the sunset beyond the humped
outline of the HTs parked in rows beyond her headquarters. Theair carried achill bite, and the very
thought of putting together asearch-let one coordinating it, chafed way down inside. Nevertheless,
Sinklar had been worried, and if he was, that was enough for Mayz and the rest of the First Targan.



Rot it, when am | going to get some deep? Everyone had been run ragged over the last months, but with
no little pride, they could see theimprovement. The Regulars were coming around, turning into ared
army, the sort that could fight to win-and not just mop up after the Companions.

Mayz walked toward her LC, and the command center that would alow her to assemble the First
Targan. She' d have to pull Shiksta away from the exercises he and Ayms were running to coordinate the
L Cswhile she monitored the

communications.

Mayz windmilled her arms as she waked to stimulate some circulation in her shoulders, and hopefully, to
wake hersdf up.

Buchman wasn't the sort of individual to dack offor just up and vanish. Thefact that she couldn’'t raise
him on her comm added to her concern. Or had that faint reading been him? Where in Rotted hell would
he have gotten to that his signal would be so cursed wesk? The last time they’ d faced that problem had

been insde Makarta Mountain, where comm had been line-of-sight only.
Makarta ... underground. Mayz stopped in her tracks.

“Buchman? Y ou're not down in the substructure, areyou?” Or, perhapsinsde a very large arcologybut
maost would only muffle a battle comm.

“First Mayz?’ avoice called from behind her.
Sheturned, her hand up to stifleayawn. “Y eah, what isit?’

Two grim-eyed young men in armor walked up on either side of her. One presented her with aflimsy,
saying, “Thisjust camein, ma am.”

Mayz unfolded the flimsy-the sort official messages came on-with one hand, while her’ other fished in her
belt pouch f lor aflashlight. Her atention on the odd message, she barely noticed the other men and
women in uniform who appeared out of the night to gather around her.

“What kind of aRotted jokeisthis, anyway? What does this mean? I’m under arrest? What kind of. . .

" Mayz caught the gleam of wespons by thelight of her flash. A hand snaked out of the darknessto
neetly disconnect her comm.

“I'm afraid it means exactly what it says, First. Y ou may come with us quietly, and have achance to sort
ital out, or you may come under theinfluence of the stun rod. If thingsredlly get out of hand, we' re
directed to kill you and bring you in that way. The choiceisyours, Firg.”

“Under whose authority?” Mayz hissed through clamped jaws, her heart beginning to pound. Shefilled
her lungs, ready to scream, but the blinding pain of the stun rod caught her full in the back. In catatonic
agony, she stiffened and fell into aman’s arms Hovering on the edge of consciousness, she barely
remembered being borne to an aircar, her body swaying limply. Then adizzy grayness closed around her.

Skylawatched Arta Ferathrough ditted eyes. The game had escalated, with each acutely aware of the
stakes. Skyla, playing for her very life, and Artafor the domination she now couldn’t afford to lose. The
ragged battle of wills had intengified, each playing for whatever small advantage they might gain.



Skyla sat on the curved bench behind the dining table, her hands clasped loosdly at her ankles, her knees
drawn up to her chest. The gleaming fittingsirritated her now, asdid the opulent filigree that traced
golden patterns over the rich grain of the wood. Even the conforming cushions mocked her. Prisoner in
your own splendor.

In the forward lounge Arta exercised, her toned body flushed from the workout. From the angle of the
light, and the sheen of perspiration, the woman' s skin had taken on a satin tone as supple muscles
bunched and did. Arta sfull-bodied hair had been pulled back in aponytail, and she wore nothing more
than abrassere for support and ag string. Arta stretched and bent, chest rising and faling as she
followed her rigorous workout. She reveled in her body, flaunting its beauty, every movement atease and
athreat as she adopted a combat stance and practiced her strikes, kicks, and punches.

Skylatore her gaze away, concentrating instead on the polished platinum shee-n of the dispenser. Fera
had increased the stakes the night before. As Skylalay shackled in the EM restraints, Fera. had gone
through her closat, pulling out Skyla s snowy white suits of armor and carting them out one by one.

Skyla closed her eyes, remembering how she’ d screamed, demanding an explanation.

“| shoved each oneinto the disposer,” Artahad told her matter-of-factly. “Y ou’ ve got one left and |
locked it safely on the bridge. Y ou decide how you want to be handed to Ily. In that last suit of white
armor or intheclothing I’ ve left for you?’

When Skyla had been freed to rip her wardrobe open, only two wispy teddies and apair of
greasestained coveralls had remained. In muted rage, Skyla

had turned and dammed a callused fist into the wall with enough force to dent the jetwood. Then she
staked toward Fera, akilling clarity in her mind.

“I can trigger the collar before you' ve even launched that first kick,” Ferahad cooed victorioudy. “How
many options are left, Skyla? Think, before you act.” “ Stop toying with me, you bitch!”

“Toying? Oh, no, Skyla. Thisisdeadly serious now. | don't just want you, | want you pleading,
desperate.” She' d cocked an eyebrow, amusement in her lustrous amber eyes. “ Y ou' re next moveisto
try and make mekill you. Would you like to bet?’

Skylahad frozen then, her limbs shaking with the gnawing power of frustrated rage, her jaws grinding so
hard amolar should have cracked.

Ferahad laughed, knowing full well that she wasin control. “I can read your mind, Skyla. You'rea
proud woman. The proudest woman I’ ve ever known. That kind of prideis aweakness, and it will break
youintheend, Skyla”

Ferahad stepped close then, running her fingers along the paneling in adelicate caress. “ Try, Skyla
Right now. Strike! Seeif you can hit me, drive meto use the collar with such avengeance that you die
under itsgrip. Come on! Here' syour opportunity.”

Skylahad held hersdlf in check-but just bardly. “Look at you,” Artahad chided. “Y ou're shaking ... and
burning bright red from desperation. Strike, Skyla. Get it over with. Y ou might aswell learn now. Love
e, Skyla. Love mewith dl of your heart and body-and I’ [l keep you safe ... keep 1ly from raping your
mind.”



Skyla had turned away on weak knees, staggering to the deeping platform, trying not to think of the
blaster and vibraknife which lay so close and so impossibly far beyond her grasp.

“Isthat it? Rape my body so Takkawon't rape my mind?’ Artachuckled. “Not at al. Likel
demondtrated the other night, | could rape you anytime | wanted. No, Skyla, | want you to plead-I’ll
have you no other way. “

The words burned in Skyla s brain as she watched Arta panting and pirouetting in her exhausting combat
routine. No doubt about it, the woman was very good.

Better than me? If only she could get the chanceto find ouit.

Skylashook her head, strangling in arenewed sense of futility. How did you win when the enemy knew
your plan-knew your lack of options, and the desperation that drove you to try that one last chance, no
matter how dim the odds?

Skylagtood as Artafinished her last lightning attack on an imaginary foe and began her cooling ouit.
Head down, Skyla punched the controls on the dispenser for acup of stassa, diding it extra hot. Her
heart thudded with a sodden intendity in her breast.

Artawaked forward, grabbing atowe off one of the gravchairsto dry the trickles of swest that ran
down her face and neck. “ Y ou have achoice, Skyla. Y ou can St in the shower with me, where| can
keep an eye on you, or wait it out shackled to the bed. What' s your choice?’

Skyla shrugged de ected shoulders. “Bed, | guess. Kegps me out of your sight for another Blessed
couple of minutes.

She garted for the cabins-in the rear, her cup of steaming stassain her hand while the adrendine built.
Stepping into the master bedroom, Skyla hesitated, started to turn ... and used the momentum to fling the
boiling stassa on Fera.

The woman shrieked, shocked by the burning liquid. Skylalaunched hersdlf, striking with al the coiled
hatred that drove her. Ferabarely got an elbow up, deflecting the kick just enough to avoid akilling
blow.

Sklyatwisted in midair, recovering, and landed, her foot dipping out from under her on the stassa-wet
floor. Shelanded hard, her head smacking the tiled floor and blasting lights behind her eyes.

Groggy, but determined, Skyla pulled herself up, and got ahold of Fera sknee, the closest thing she
could grab. She caught a blurred glimpse before awicked punch rocked her head back. Sklyaroaredin
anger, vision gone blurry as she threw hersdf forward, fingersripping the brassere from Ferd s chest and
scrambling up to sink her fingersinto the woman's neck.

They rocked, bucking and kicking, screaming and punching in the puddied stassa.

Skylashrieked her victory as shetightened her grip on Fera sthroat, the musclesin her forearms bulging
as she sought to crush the trachea.

For an ingtant they stared into each other’ s eyes, tiger amber and cobalt blue, each berserk with rage.
And inthat instant, Skyla saw Fera s gaze clear ever so dightly-and knew in that same instant, that she'd



lost. Before she could react, the collar decapitated her and sherolled listlessly on Fera s wet body.

As panic pardyzed Skyla sthoughts, Arta coughed and struggled to sit up. Gray oblivion tightened its
tunnel around Skyla svision, narrowing, narrowing....

She cameto, feeling oddly cool and loose-limbed. Skyla blinked, aware of the stabbing headache that
followed the collar’ s choking off of the blood supply.

“Poor Skyla,” Feracooed. “Youtried ... and you came so close ... so very close to succeeding.”
Fingers reached down to tenderly stroke Sklya's

hair. With a chilling certainty, she redized shelay on the floor, her head cradled in Ferd slap. Her hand
shook unsteadily as she reached up and rubbed the blur away. Turning her head exhausted her, but she
could see up past those giant breasts that hung over her and into Fera s oddly gleaming eyes.

“A good try, Skyla,” Artacontinued to croon. “But, dearest, you lost. Y ou caught me completely by
surprise-and a a most vulnerable moment. | was dow, too relaxed after the workout. The scalding stassa
gaveyou just the edge you needed, and you' d have killed me-and the collar would have done its work
on you-if you hadn't dipped.” She smiled materndly. “The quanta, Skyla. They betrayed you to me..

“Let ... go of me.” Her voice sounded like carborundurn on wood.

“No, Skyla. You had your last chance.” Artacocked her head. “What will it be?Y ou can decide now.
Me? Or Ily? Would it be so bad to be my lover? I’ ll cherish you, Skyla. Y ou’ ve lasted longer than |
thought you would. And your resolveto die rather than lose, that took an incredible amount of courage. |
don't believe awoman of your courage and cunning wants to be paraded into the Ministry of Interior in
oneof those slly sexy nightshirts”

“Why don't you just kill me?’
“Because | want to saveyou.”
“Rot in hdl, bitch.”

Artanodded, her hands il twining in Skyld s hair with alover’ stouch. “We re one jump from Rega.
We can be there within a couple of days ... or we can take longer. A lot longer. Y ou decide, Skyla. I'll
give you three hours”

Aymsripped his headset off and tossed it onto the comm before him. “That’ sit. They got us.”

The Army North command center began to shut down as the comms went dead. Once the room had
been areading room in an Imperid resort. Now it had been stacked with computers and asituation
board. Where once overstuffed recliners had dominated, now scarred swive chairs creaked as people
shifted. Officers began switching off the comms as the master computer recovered their data and saved
theinformation for later study. Weary men and women collected thelr things, talking softly asthey
replayed e ements of the battle that had obsessed them for three long days now.

Dion Axd leaned back in her command chair, massaging the bridge of her nose. Her straight brown hair
swung with the motion. “ That waswell played. They hit usin the soft spot and overran before we could
counter.” When shefindly looked at him, agrim hardnessfilled her sare.



“What'son your mind, Dion?’

The cornersof her lips twitched. “ Something'snot.... | mean, | know Freeman and Cresent. They
couldn’t have come up with that maneuver if their lives depended upon it and they had ten weeksto

prepare. “

Ayms gave her alopsided grin. “I’ ve seen just that sort of thing happen. | saw people on Targapick it
up overnight. A couple of times of fegling the pulsefire prickle your scalp, and you learn red quick.”

Shedidn’t look impressed. “That’ sjust it. None of these guys have had pulse fire humming around their
heads. These are aristocratic playboys, Ayms. Listen, you' ve been on the front linesfor so long you think
everyone has your ingtinct for survival. Y ou takeit for granted. “

“Maybe.” Ayms crossed hisarms. “ So what’ sthe point?’

Dion took adeep breath, swelling her armor in away that pleased Ayms-despite the fact shewas a
least seventy-five yearshissenior. “It' stoo quick, that’ swhat. And thisisthe third time we ve fought
Regularswho gave usarun for the prize. Thistime, they won-and it makes me awfully Rotted

suspicious.”

“We reworking with Regulars oursaves. These guys never would have taken any of the Targan
Divisons. Or yours, for that matter.”

Dion grunted something under her breath and rose, eyes till fixed on the battle comms. “ Maybe not, but
| smell aTerguzzi rat in the cargo hold. *

“Look, you' ve been losing deep over it. Why don't you fly in to the palace, see what Sinklar thinks of
it”

She nodded to some of her staff officers asthey Ieft. “Maybe in the morning. I’ m going to get some
deeptonight. “

“Me, too,” Aymsdeclared. “When thisisdl over, I’'m going to settle down and spend the rest of my life
ﬂ@_ 113

Dion gave him aworried smile, then started for the door.

For long moments, Ayms sat at his comm, thinking back over the exercise they’ d just conducted. These
were green Divisions, supposedly just shipped in from Ashtan. So, how had they known Aymswas going
to pull his people out of the orchards and strike for the forest? True, he' d used that same tactic on the
last three exercises he’ d run, but these new guyswouldn’t have known that ... would they?

His frown deepened and he pulled up the tapes on the last three training exercises, skipping through the
recordings, watching the troop deployments. His opponent, supposedly the soft-looking Firsts he' d met
at the pre-exercise briefings, had consstently defied the Holy Gawddamn Book, but the on-the-ground
tactica execution had been so bad Ayms hadn’t needed any real skill to whip them. But thislast time?

He reran segments of the record, watching the opponent deploy with afamiliar ease. Just asif they’d
doneit before.

Except how could they?



Aymsleaned back, tapping his chin with anervous finger. Comm could always midabd aDivison,
switch Regularsfor.... Naw, that implied that someone in Comm had to okay the switching.

“Or Sinklar’ sdoing it to keep us on our toes.” And the answer to that was very easy to obtain.
Ayms shut the system down and | eft, passing two security officers outside the door. He hadn’t taken
four steps when those same officers matched his step, caling, “If you have aminute, sr?We'dlikea

word with you.

Ayms shot the young woman asideways glance. “ Do you know how long it’ s been since I’ ve had eight
hours of deep?”’

“ Yes, gr. But, sir, we couldn’t help but overhear your conversation with First Axel. If we could, maybe
we can shed somelight on your dilemma.”

Ayms dowed to ahalt. “Y ou mean there s something to this?’

The young woman looked quickly at her companion. “Not here, sir. There'saroom ... just down the
hdl. If youwouldn’'t mind.”

Ayms hesitated, suddenly unsure. Rotted hell, he wasin the middle of the Fourth Targan headquarters. If
he wasn't secure here, with two security people, where would he be?

“Sure, but this had better be good. Y ou’ re supposed to be keeping an eye on that room back there.
The young man spoke. “It will be good, First Ayms, | promiseyou.” Ayms grunted and let them lead
him down the hdl. He stepped into the laundry room, glancing around at the heavy sacks and piles of
linen. Asthe door clicked behind him, he turned, saying, “All right, now what’ sthe story on this
command. . . .” He never finished as the stun rod jabbed him in the Ssomach. Hefelt himsdlf faling, and
then the clean smdll of linen surrounded him as a bag was pulled around hislimp body.

The rod blasted pain through again, keeping him dazed, but he heard the young woman say, “The
ddivery truck will be herein ten minutes. We ve got to keep him down for at least that long.”

“They won't check?’ the young man asked.

“For what? Dirty laundry? No one will know the First is missing until sometime tomorrow. By then, it
will dl be over.

The stun rod shredded Ayms' redity again and again, and findly, his screaming nerves smply switched
off to leave him floating in an ever blacker haze.

“Thisway,” Anatolia called, trying to keep her voice down. The acid of panic had given way to a
chronic ache of horror as she wound through the nether regions, rdliving that endless nightmare of pursuit
and bleak hopes.

“Glad you know where you' re going,” Buchman replied quietly. “This reeks too much of Makarta.”

“If that’ sl you can say, don't say it,” Wheder responded from behind.



Anatolialed them down an angled accessway where they had to duckwalk straddling a giant powerlead.
What light there was filtered down from anarrow dit overhead. The rank air carried the scent of hot all,
must, and decomposition.

“ Attention, mayday, mayday, thisis Sergeant First Buchman, Third Section. Anyone out there? Mayday,
mayday. If you're getting a copy, we' ve been attacked by members of Interna Security. We're
approximately fifteen klicks north-northwest of the palace. We re down in the sublevels, about ... hell,
where arewe?’ Anatolia called over her shoulder, “ Sorry, Sergeant. | only know the way by having
traveledit. | couldn’t pick it out on amap to save my soul. “

“Forget it,” Whedler said. “If they haven't picked us up by now, they're..”

Buchman’ s belt comm spouted faint satic, but through it, Anatolia could hear: “ Sergeant First Buchman?
Do you read? Thisis Divison First Mayz. Please reply. Buchman, please reply. Sink’ s getting worried
about you. Do you copy?’

“Herel Mayz! We'reinthe sublevelsl”

“Hey, quiet!” Wheder hissed angrily. “What are you trying to do? We ve ditched two parties of bad
guysdown here aready.”

Buchman shifted in the faint light. “ Y eah, and if we can get a Group dropped in here with us, you tell me
who's gonnatag who. “ He bent to his comm. “Mayz, do you read me. WEe re about fifteen klicks

north-northwest of the palace in the sublevels. We' re trying to ditch Iy’ s people. Situation Targa, repedt,
Targal”

For long moments they waited, then: “ Sergeant First Buchman. Do you read this? We' re getting avery
faint reading that might be background dtatic. If that isyou ... if you read, I’'m organizing a search. We're
going to come looking. If you can get to aplace
where you can trangmit and we can triangulate, we' ll find you. If you can hear me, please respond.”

“I hear you. Tell methisisn't background! We re fifteen-*

“Targal” Wheder warned. “Cut and run, damn it. We ve got company coming down the chute behind
us. Lookslikefour or five”

Anatolia craned her neck, spotting the faint shadows entering the tube half akilometer behind them.
“And in this narrow crack, sound carries.” Anatolia

forced hersdlf to move faster. “Let’ sjust hope they don’t have someone waiting at the bottom.”

“If they do, I’ d better pop out first.” Buchman placed ahand on her shoulder, squeezing past. Over his
shoulder, he asked, “When we get out of this hole, which way?’

“Right. It's maybe fifty paces along the foundation piling and you' Il find atrash-filled nook off to your
left. Looks like adead end, but about ten paces into the darknessis arusty meta stairway that drops
downtothenext leve.”

“How'dyou find al this?” Wheder asked. “ Running,” Anatoliaanswered. “Just like now.”



The holographic tank gleamed with ghostly yellow light that bathed Rysta Braktov as she bent over the
digplay, accenting the foldsin her uniform and the wrinklesin her skin. Againg the blue dimness of the
command conference room, the old woman appeared witchlike and sinister.

Mac propped hisarm on one side of the tank, bending to peer over Rysta s shoulder, squinting dightly in
the glare of the holo. To him, the figureswere meaningless.

“What do you think?’

She shook her head. “Not a cock-Rotted sign of trouble. The clandestine bands are mostly quiet.
Nothing different here from aroutine batch of exercises. What did you turn up on the media reports?’

“Nothing,” Mac replied. “ Apparently everyone knows about the military exercises, thereservesare
being cdled up, and Sinklar’ sname is mentioned every now and then-and generdly favorably. 1y’ sname
never crops up, and the people seem to be worried about the war but heedless of any domestic trouble.
It'sjust what we' d expect.”

Rysta made aface and straightened, her back cracking as she pressed on it. “ Then maybe you're
worried about nothing. *

He nodded, crossing hisarms as he leaned againgt the holo tank. “Y eah, maybe. I’ velistened inon dll
the military frequencies. Mayz, Ayms, Shik, they're dl there, talking like nothing’ s gone wrong but
overwork. Sinklar’ s chatter isthe only thing really missing-but then maybe he' shad alot of other things
to do over the last couple of dayswhile we' ve been dowing down.”

“That’ s reasonable to assume.”

Mac stared into Rysta sleve gaze. “ Y ou don't buy it ether, do you?’

“Buy it? What have we got to go on? Just the fact that Sinklar didn’t drop everything to burn up the
comm lines wel coming us home and telling uswhat great guyswe are for whacking hell out of Sassaand

getting away dive”

“You saw hisfacethat last day. “ Mac smacked afist into hispam. “That's Sinklar. He was hurting,
Commander. Hewas sick to his soul because he thought he was ordering us on aone-way trip. Hefelt
trapped and guilty and miserable. I’ ve known him for too damn long. He' d be on the linefirgt thing,
happy as adamn lark that we madeit-to hell with the protocol, he' d be on the horn, and beaming.”

Rystaraised a skeptical eyebrow. “I tel you, | know him.”

“Mac, | don't doubt that. | thought I knew him, too. | didn’t like him, but | thought | knew him.”

“Past tense?”’

“Whatever. Tensesin words can have alot of shades of meaning.”

“Would you like to be more specific, Commander?’ Rysta sucked at her lower lip as she bent over the

holo tank again, the cad-yellow light washing her ancient features and hooked nose. “ Maybe the Sinklar

you knew. . .. Wdll, he'syoung. I’ ve seen alot of young men, watched them with interest over the years.
Y oung men areimpressionable-and Iy’ sa cunning pro with dl the tricksin theworld up her deeve. *



“Sink wouldn't fal for-*
“Wouldn't he? She' s abeautiful woman, and like you say, he was hurting because

he' d just ordered his best friend to his probable desth. How do you think he' d react if sweet 1ly caught
him like that and looked a him through those soft limpid eyes she can adopt like a different coat?’

“Sink’stoo sharp for that.”

“Right! HE shad one love and lost her. He' saone, adrift, preoccupied, and pumping testosterone. If
she used theright tricks, she' d have him in the sack in amatter of days-and, Mac, she'd leave him
dazzled.” “I tdl you, Sinklar istoo smart for that.”

Rysta hodded, eyes narrowed. “ So are you, right?’ “Y ou bet.

“Then maybe you'd liketo tell methat if Chrydainvited you to bed some night, you’ d smile politely and
walk awvay?’

“That’ sdifferent!”

Rysta s expresson remained wooden. “Right. Like | said, | get alot of enjoyment out of watching young
males. And unfortunately, at my age, that’sdl I'll get. “

“Could we get back to the subject?’
“Don't get so Rotted hot under the collar, boy.” “ And stop calling me that!”
“We ve got aday before we rein docking orbit. What' s your plan?’

Mac struggled, overcame his pique, and spread his hands. “1’ll let you know as soon as| figureit out.”
“Good, becauseif 11y’ s been working on Sinklar,

you better hope she hasagood use for you. If not, it might turn out that you’ d have been better off if
your smart plan to keep us dive after Sassa hadn’t been quite so successful.”

If they’re searching, wherein hell are they?’” Buchman demanded of the darkness. Hehad toraise his
voiceto be heard over theroar of the exhaust fansthat pumped hot air into the space overhead. The
twisting currents not only kept the place pleasantly warm, but eddies carried trash into the narrow
cul-desac Anatolia had led them into. -

Anaoliasat hunched in thelitter. Every ten minutes, Buchman would try hiscomm. Tired, hungry, and
parched, they rested, cushioned by the plastic and paper. Masked by the roar of the fans, their voices
couldn’t have been heard more than four meters away.

66 Not abad hole,” Wheder praised, her image bardly visible in the darkness. * Got to hand it to you,
Anatalia, you' readamn fine soldier. And you lived down here for how long?’

She rubbed her arms nervoudy, the precious printout resting on her lap. “ Seemslikeit wasforever.”

“ That true? What you said about using ameta bar to kill somebody?”



“Yes. Hefollowed me into-aplace like this. Started to rape me, so | beat him to death. “ She glanced
up, hating the darkness and the memoriesit brought. “He' s probably ill there, rotting away inthe
garbage. People don’'t come down here very often. If you want food, you' ve got to go higher, closer to
the surface where the garbage is better.”

Buchman joined in, “Y ou sure you want to talk about this? How about dreaming about what we' Il do
when we get out of here, like going out for Ashtan steak and Riparian de.”

“ How about going up to the Ministry of Internal Security and cutting Iy’ sthroat,” Wheder suggested.
“Done, but | hopeit don't piss Sinklar off. HE s close to her. Heard it from Mhitshul .”

“He' snot closeto her,” Anatoliadefended. “I think he knowswhat she’ sall about.”
“Y ou know something | don’t?’ Buchman asked, anxiousfor the gossip.

“He snot thefool you think heis” Anatoliainssted stubbornly. “ She used him. Well, don't just Sit there
like holy Myklenian mystics, it could happen to anyone. 1ly’ s sharp, and Sinklar had alot on hismind.
She knows how to work aman.”

“In morewaysthan one,” Wheder quipped. Anatolid s ears started to burn, and she raised afinger,
pointing it in the darkness. “ Give the man a bresk. Hewas lonely. The weight of the entire empirewason
his shoulders”

“From what Mhitshul was saying, he had dl of 1ly’ sweight on his shouldersatime or two.”

“I can't believe I’'m hearing thist What’ swith you? After dl Sinklar’ s done for you, can’t you cut the
man abreak? He' sworking himself to degath trying to straighten out the military so the Sassans don't
crush uslike rotten sivaroots. So he made amistake and Ily took advantage of it. Back off.”

“ *Scuseme,” Buchman retreated, laughter spoiling his apology. “Uh, we didn’t know you were such a
Snklar Fg fan.”

“Soundslikeyou aren't.”

“Easy,” Wheder camed. “ Sink kept usdive on Targa. We wouldn’t be down here hiding in the dark
from Iy’ sthugsif it wasn’t for Sink-not that that’ salot to crow about, given the circumstances, but it
beats being a corpse on Targa. Y ou bet we pick on Sinklar Fist ... but he'soursto pick on. Get it? We
can say what we want about Sink. Somebody e sdike a Regular-mouths off, and we twist hisleft leg off
and shoveit down histhroat. “

“Rotted right,” Buchman said in the darkness. “But what about you, Anatolia? Where do you comeinto
the picture? What's Sink mean to you?’

She frowned into the darkness. “He'san old friend, that’ s dl. | did him afavor once. He did me one,
and that’ sabout it.” Or wasit? She kept imagining hisworried expression, remembering thewarmth in
his eyes as he dipped the ration packs across the table and handed her the hot choklat.

“Doesn’'t sound that way,” Wheeler prodded gently. Uh, look, most of us, the troops | mean, we'rea
little protective of Sink. It weirded alot of uswhen he was hanging around with 1ly. Y ou see, we al knew
Gretta... loved her, infact. To alot of people, she'san impossible act to follow.”



Anatolia cocked her head. “I’m not Sinklar’ slover. We'rejust friends.”

“Never said you weren't.” Wheder shifted in the papers. “ But knowing the lay of the land never hurts.”
Anatolia sniffed and hugged her knees closg, press-

ing the precious printout againgt her breasts. | don’t even know what Sinklar is, let doneif | could love
him.

Nevertheless, the question, once asked, stuck in her mind. What would Sinklar be like asalover? He
seemed 0 kind and vulnerable. That sadnessin his curioudy colored eyes spoke to something in her
soul. She' d gppreciated the way he touched things, his actions fraught with gentleness, asif he worried
about hurting the physical world.

But if hewere s0 bright, so kind and gentle, how could he have been involved with [ly? Had sheredlly
played him as smoothly as Sinklar claimed? Or did he have aquirk to his character Anatolia hadn’t seen
manifested yet?

She barely noticed the stirring in the trash, asif the wind eddied in the narrow niche. That sense of
something wrong barely had timeto click when abright light blinded them. Despite being dazzled by the
agonizing white beam, Anatolia dove to one side, digging down into the protection of the mounded
refuse. From the corner of her eye, she caught sight of Buchman legping to hisfeet, hisblaster leveled
and ripping violet threads toward the searing light.

Anatoliathrust the printout and the data cube into the musty midden and crawled backward, knowing
she had no way out.

Buchman’ sbody contorted as ablaster bolt caught him in the shoulder, spinning him. Meanwhile,
Whedler was on her feet, charging the light, one hand lifted to shield her eyes, the other gripping the pistol
assheraised it and triggered the weapon.

To Anatolia s horror, the woman' s head exploded in a pinkish puff of atomized blood, bone, and brains.
Wheder’ slifeless corpse pitched forward into the

scattered trash, the headless neck leaking red.

“AnatoliaDaviura? Stand up.” An amplified voice boomed over the roar of the fan. “Y ou will not be
harmed if you surrender now. Y ou will not be harmed.”

For long seconds she remained rooted, paralyzed by adifferent terror.

“Do you hear me? Y ou will not be harmed.” Sowly she shook her head. She couldn’t nerve hersdlf to
rise. Only when black silhouettes appeared out of the light, did she managed to lift herself from the trash.

“Got you at last,” ayoung woman caled over thefan. “Y ou don’t know the haf of what you' ve stirred
up. “

“| didn’t do anything!”

“No?You cantdl that to Ily Takka.”



“Somehow, some way, there must be a means by which we can stop these accursed Seddi broadcasts.
They eat, like dow acid, at the people. Fied reports continue to flow in and each shares acommon
theme: the people are growing restless, ever more disobedient. My staff in Comm Central have run their
usua gatigticsand predict that if KayllaDawn persstswith her seditious preaching, we will face civil
revolt within six months. Asusua, the hot spots are Sylene, Terguz, and Maika. Slogans and
revolutionary statements have been painted on walls. Acts of sabotage to government buildings have
been reported.

“I have weighed the matter carefully, studying al the data. Isthere a better time to act than now?
Mykroft-who has reviewed the Sassan intelligence reports sfully confident that he can subduethemina
matter of only four months. That leaves Staffa asthe only rea opposition.

“Why does he refuse to answer my communications! All | get from Itrestaisthat ingpid Comm First
who repestedly asks. “Has the Wing Commander been freed?”’

“Staffa, you may enjoy your game of nerves because | will not blink first-1 cannot.

“So beit. Thefind dieiscast and the gamblefor al of Free Space made. I'm sorry, Sinklar, but your
usefulness has been grestly curtailed by your own success. Y ou are mine, now. | have won---or lost

everything.”
Excerpt recovered from-fly Takka s persond journa
CHAPTER 28

Driven by nevous energy, Sinklar paced back and forth, tramping from his bedroom out to the
powderblue halway where dements of the Third Section watched uneasily from behind the energy
barriers. As he walked, he smacked afist into his pam, the sound somehow reassuring.

Thetenson had escalated, and as Sinklar continued his stalking of the fantastic rooms where Tybalt had
lived and died, he could fed the Emperor’ s presence, watching, waiting.

“Sr?” Mhitshul asked as Sinklar passed his aide yet again. Mhitshul sat behind the desk, attention
dternately on Sinklar and the comm monitor. “Could | get you something? A cup of stassa perhaps?’

“No. Rot it, where' sMayz? | figured she’ d have reported by now.”
“Why don't you cal her?’

Sinklar made aface. “I don’'t want her to think I’'m bothering her. She' sfully competent to organizea
smple search without me driving her berserk asking questions. “

“But you' d fed better,” Mhitshul said, driven to the edge of craziness himsdlf.

Sink dapped hisarms helplesdy againg his sides, turning, staring at the glittering woodwork and the
cut-crystal splendor of the celling with its endless rainbow hues. “Y ou know, | hate this place.”

Mhitshul rubbed his hands, asif trying to clean them and studied Sinklar warily. “We could get out of
here. Personally, gir, I’ ve never had any use for



anything Ily suggested. And that includestheserooms. . .the placein genera.”

Sinklar knocked absently on the polished paneling and inspected the deep luster and delicatefiligree.
“Thisplaceis claustrophobic. Do you fed it? A heavinessto theair. What else don't you like about it?’

“It'sjust not you. Y es, sure, the communications are superb. Y ou can contact anyplace in the empire
within amoment’ s notice. But serioudy, Sir, you could do that from anywherein the Cepitd. The
subspace uplink isthrough Comm Central no matter where you are.” Mhitshul adopted an appealing
look. “You sad | could -speak my mind, wdll, dl right, I'm speaking it. | think you’ ve forgotten who you
are. You've been taken in by Ily, and now that you' ve started to come to your senses about her, | think
we ought to get the hell out of here and find someplace we can call our own. | don't trust Ily. This place
iS...isagilded cage! “

“Cage? | had Shik check out the comm. So far as he could tell no one had tampered with it. Our
security isdesigned to keep people out, not usin. We ve got Third Section holding the hallway. We can
break out at any time-no matter what happens.”

“It'sdtill acage. But tel me, sir, don’t you fed trapped here?’

“Yeah, I'mdck of thisplace”

Mhitshul grinned, aradiant reief filling him. “1 hoped you' d say that. Sink, honestly, you need to be with
thetroops. Y ou’ re not a martinet, not acorrupt politician. Look at you! Y ou’ re bouncing from foot to
foot, beating your palm likeit's Bruen' sface. That’ swhy you're half crazy about Mayz. Y ou ought to be
out there, not waiting here for something to happen.”

Sinklar bowed his head, mind racing. Wasthat redly it? Did Mhitshul know him so well?

I’velost mysdlf. That'smy red problem, isn't it? 1’ m getting caught up in dl thetrappings, I’ ve been
feding so guilty about 11y that now | can’'t concentrate on what' s important.

He shifted, his sense of desperation growing. Had

the air gone stde, or wasthat feding of suffocation just the room, thisroom, where Tybalt had made
loveto Ily Takka... right there on the floor before his desk?

He stared at the spot, and remembered the way Anatolia had looked at him when he admitted to having
sex with Ily. Thelingering sensation of uncdleanliness ill touched him.

Anatolia: once again he couldn’t help but dwell on her. One moment, he' d been walking in the cold rain,
aone, defiled and sdlf-disgusted. And the next she’ d been there, her cool blue gaze piercing, evauating,
strengthening. From out of the chaos, a sense of order had suddenly come with her presence. For those
brief couple of days, she' d dedlt with him honestly, as one human being to another.

Suddenly, that fragile and tenuous stability was threatened. What if 1y had done something, figured out
that Anatoliahad aline on Sinklar somehow? Would Ily have thought thet?

Rotted right she would!

He smacked hisfig into his pam again, heart beginning to pound. He turned a hard squint on Mhitshul.



“Let’sget the hell out of here. Go up to the garage and tell them we need both L Cs powered up for
evac.” He garted for the bedroom, seeing Mhitshul’ s sudden confusion, and whedled, pointing afinger.
“Wall, don't just St there, go do it! When | said we're leaving, we' releaving. I’ m going back to gather
some thingsin the bedroom, get my clothes and Anatolia's, and I'll bring the Third Section up with me.”

Mhitshul grinned, legping to hisfeet, crying, “Yes, sr!” before he bolted for the door.

Sinklar chuckled as he heard awhoop from the front. He stopped, taking onelast look at the palatial
fittings of Tybat’ soffice. Thistime, he laid tender fingers on the expensvewood. 1 guess|’m just not
fitted out to be that kind of Emperor. Sorry.”

In the sudden oppressive silence, he collected himsdlf and walked dowly back past the table where he'd
egten that fata dinner with 1ly, remembering her sultry eyes and theway she' d played him.

In the bedroom, he ransacked the wardrobe-not that there was much there, only two of his suits of
armor, Anatolia s blue dress, and some casud clothes Mhitshul had picked up for her.

Those piled on hisarm, he walked over to the deeping platform: Tybalt' s bed-it had never been Sink’s.
There, 1ly had brought him to sexud ecstasy, and in that bliss, he'd pumped his common sense out with
his gaculae.

“How many times did she deegp there with you, Tybat? Did she do the same things to you that she did to
me? Isthat how she worked her way past your guard?’

“Oh, | did morethan that with him,” 1ly said from behind him.

Sinklar wheeled, backing away as she walked out from a hidden doorway beside thetoilet. Severa
young men emerged from behind her, fanning out, gleaming pulse pistolsleveled. Ily raised asmal device
and thumbed a button. The door to the dining areadipped slently shut.

“Going somewhere?’
Sinklar dropped the clothing, but it fouled on the grips of hisblaster as he clawed for the weapon.

“I wouldn’t,” 1ly warned. “I don’t have to take you out of here dive. You could bejust like Tybdt. He
died right there, on that exact pot.” She pointed at the lush carpet. “ Artabroke him up rather badly. At
the end, she practicadly castrated him. “

Sinklar shot a frightened glance at the doorway, seeing no hope of making it. Iy’ s guards had ringed
him. In desperation, he studied the secret entrance she' d used, wondering what his chances would be to
get toit, to pull hiswegpon.

[ly smiled as she stepped close, asatisfied gleam in her dark eyes. She jerked her head toward the
secret entrance, black hair gleaming asit caught the light. “ Tybalt had that passage run from hereto my
persond quarters, and, yes, | kept my own rooms here aswell asin the Ministry. “

“Why didn’t you tell me there was another way in and out of here?’
Shetilted her head. “1 never surrender al of my options, Sinklar. Y ou should know that by now. The

men who built that passageway hid the doorway with amaster’ skill. It looksjust like the rest of thewall
whenit'sclosed.



Not only that, but if you run asensor over it, the massin the door balances with that of thewall.” She
amiled. “Tybalt had avery jed ouswife. Since she couldn’t bear him achild, she hated the thought of him
with any other woman.”

“What are these guys herefor?’ Sinklar nodded toward the guards.

“Insurance.” Ily walked over and settled herself on the edge of the deeping platform, running ahand
over it. “If you'd liketo repest that first night here, I'll send them away.”

He shook his head, adull throbbing in hischest. v 1ly nodded acceptance. “In that case, you'll stand ery
dill.” Sherosewith the grace of an unfolding

lotus and stepped up to him, to run fingers lightly down his cheek with one hand as her other hand
plucked the heavy blaster from his belt. She gave him ahollow look through poollike eyes as she backed
away and tossed the gun to one of the guards.

“Ily, you're hardly going to get much in the way of cooperation out of me when it comesto military
meatters.

“I'maware of that, Sinklar. I’ ve made other arrangements. “ A wistful shadow of asmile curled the
corner of her lips. “You see, | don’t need you anymore.

“You've got away to break the Companions?’ “No ... but you do. That'sal | need now. What'sin
your head-and I’ ll have it out of you. Whether you cooperate or not. Y ou’ ve trained the rank and file,
and even the most stubborn Division First has either seen the advantages or has been replaced. Mac has
effectively castrated the Sassans. That fat Sassan maggot-god is panicked out of hiswits. The Sassan
Empireisfdling apart aswe speak, their ships and personnel scrambling to keep their crumbling systems
intact. They’reincapable of trying any crazy attackson us. *

Sinklar filled hislungs and bellowed, “Help! Razz! Lambert!”

Ily raised a hand to stop the guards as they rushed forward. “It won't work, Sinklar. Y ou don’t seriously
believe thisroom hasn't been soundproofed, do you? Tybdt liked his entertainment private, no matter
what it entailed. Ah, yes, | can see understanding dawning. Y ou know, you should work on that. I've
always been able to read you. Now, if you' d be so kind. “ Sheinclined her head and gestured toward
the hidden passage.

Sinklar licked hislips. Try and take them dl? Die here?

Reading him again, Ily raised an eyebrow. “Y ou redly have no choice. Y our time’ sup here, Sinklar.” Ily
dipped asmal black baton from her belt. “Y ou can walk ... or be carried.”

At the sght of the stun rod, Sinklar’ swill collapsed in numb defeet. Even if he could gall, and if Mhitshul
could figure out what had gone wrong, the armored security door that protected this room would.delay
Third Section until way too -late.

“I'll walk.” He started for the door-the certainty of defeat tempered by the knowledge that Mayz, Ayms,
and Shikstawould redlize what had happened. The Targan Divisonswere still out there, fill armed and
dangerous.



Rot it, Mayz, you'redl I've got |ft!

“Anybody got any questions?’ Divison First Shiksta asked as he scanned the faces of the officerswho
sat around the conference table at Tarcee Edtate. “ If not, we'll cal this adjourned. | want you al to study
the smulations before the next exercise. We' ve got to

have the armor moving in coordination with the entire assault. Think of it likethis: Y ou're not just aseries
of meta punches, but thejaws of agiant bolt cutter. Integrate that idea ... dream about it tonight.”

He stood then, nodding to the Division Firsts asthey rose amidst the clatter of closing notepads, laser
pens, and scraping chairs. One by one they filed out of the room amidst subdued conversation. Shik took
adeep breath and tapped his fingers on the hardwood table as he cudgeled hisbrain to recall anything he
might have missed mentioning.

He stepped back to the wall niche and pulled back one of the lacy curtains,

pouring himself ashot of Ashtan brandy. Lost in thought, he stepped over to the Situation board where
thelightsal blinked or glowed-effigy of an army frozen in time. How long did they have before Sinklar
sent them off to the stars to crush Sassa? And after that? The Companions?“ Divison Firg?’

“You got him.” Shik swiveled to see two young men in armor enter the room. Both wore the emblem of
Sergeant First on their deeves. Both looked wellgroomed, hardly the sort who'd last aweek in the dirt
and death and chaos of combat.

“We need to see you outside, sir. We ve got aproblem with logistics. It would only take amoment.”
Shik grunted, glancing at the ornate celling panels

with a suffering acceptance. “Man am | gonna be glad when thisisal over. “ Hetossed off thelast of his
drink. “Very wdll, let’ sget it taken care of.” He started toward them. “Y ou might aswel fill mein.
What’ sthe problem?’

The young man with close-cropped black hair smiled. “The usud, | guess. We ve got a supply officer
who won't release equipment we need for tomorrow’ s exercise. If you wouldn’t mind, sir. All weneed is
aword from someone with alittle authority to ... how do we say it? Overcome bureaucratic
incompetence?’

Shik laughed. “1 got it. Y ou want meto lean on the guy and shout alittle. No swest. | wish they were dll
that easy.”

The two sergeants stepped in behind him. What wasiit about them? They seemed too ... what? Maybe it
wasthat they were too well-oiled for partsin the military machine. “ Takesal kinds,” Shiksta confided to
himsdf as he sepped into the main halway running through the mansion.

“Shik?’ The call came as he opened the door. He glanced back, past the two sergeants. Dion Axel
came griding down the hdll, asking, “Y ou got aminute?’

“Yeah. | need to speak alittle senseto asupply officer outside and I’ [l be right with you.”
Diontilted her head, traight brown hair bobbing at the birdlike motion as she inspected the two

sergeants. She dtiffened dightly, gaze narrowing. “If you don't mind, Divison Firgt, | need to seeyou



The two sergeants|ooked at each other, then at Shiksta, cool deliberation in their eyes. The sudden
tenson wasn't logt on Shik. “Uh, you guyswait outside. I'll be right with you. “ He held the door, and
one of the young men wavered, asif ready to push hisluck, as he glanced back and forth at Axel and
Shik. Then he motioned the other out with a curt gesture, his annoyance barely concedled.

Shiksta closed the door uncertainly, a frown deeping. Why? What could motivate two Sergeant Firsts
to risk insubordination to aDivison First?

He shrugged and followed Dion as she led him down the halway. “What happened back there?’ Dion
made a gesture with her hand-the traditiona

symbol for “shut up and follow me.” Grousing to himself, Shik followed Axd out through the other Sde
of the house and into the night. There, an LC rested on the grass, several armored privates standing with
heavy shoulder blasters a parade rest. The ramp was down and well lit. Dion walked rapidly, ano
nonsense st to her shoulders. Againgt the glaring LC lights, her breeth frosted in aslvery wresth in the
chill arr.

At the ramp, she nodded to the guards and climbed inside. Shik raced up in three bounds, a pricking of
uneasetickling a hisguts. “Y ou want to tel me what the hell isgoing on?’

Dion dapped the ramp control asthe last of the privates-troops from Axel’ s Nineteenth Regandipped
insde. To the comm, Dion caled, “ Get us out of here, Sam.

“ *Hrmetive.

“Wait aminutel” Shik lifted ahand in protest. “I’ ve got ameeting with-*

“Y ou heard from Mayz? Ayms?’ Dion whirled asthe L C lifted and g pushed them sSdeways.
Shik braced himself with amuscular arm. “No, but then |-

“I can’'t get them on comm. | can't get through to Sinklar, either. | just tried. His LCs are powered up a
the palace, and Mhitshul said he and Third Section were evacuating. Problemis, the door to Sinklar's
bedroom was locked when Mhitshul got back to it. That was an hour ago, and Mhitshul’ s been agonizing
about blowing it gpart. First | called Ayms-no sign of him anywhere. Same with Kap and

Mayz-disappeared.”

“What? Wait aminute! Division Firsts don't just disappear. | mean we ve each got abelt comm and
nobody’ sthat far from their command control. Y ou’ d better try again.”

Dion crossed her arms, aglint in her brown eyes. “ Shik, you Targans have onefatal flaw. Y ou think
everybody in the Empire’ son your side. Something’ s happened. And | think it almost happened to you.”
“What do you mean?’

“Those two sergeants? Didn’'t any alarms go off? Terguzzi sumpshit, they were ready to argue about
whether or not you should stop to talk to me. Think, damnit! Y ou saw the way they reacted. Shik, those
Sergeants aren’t used to being disobeyed. Y ou could seeit in their eyes. ©

He dowly lowered himsdlf to one of the assault benches. “Y eah, there was something strange about
them. But why would a Sergeant First push hisluck that way?’



“Because they weren't Sergeant Firsts.” Dion dropped beside him, fists knotting. “I think they were
Internal Security.” She gave him aleve stare. * And we' ve got to figure out what in hell we can do about
it.

“Holy Rotted Gods.” The dawning redization turned Shik’ sfoundationsinto sand.

Oncethis cabin had belonged to Sinklar. Then, as now, the desk had been piled with flimsies. Then as
now, the man who sat in this same chair had worried and stared at the holo of Regagrowing in the
monitor. The same sound of air-conditioning and muted vibration had reminded the listener that he rode
an interstellar warship. For Ben MacRuder, the uncertainties of the approach to Regawere no less
tormenting than they had been for Sinklar.

“Mac, can | hep?’ Chrydaasked. She paced uneasily where once, Mac himsalf had paced. Asshe
walked, her baggy dressrustled. She did nervous things with her fingers, pulling a them, while her soft
amber eyes stared af nothingness.

Did | appear like that to Sink? Mac took a deep breath and angrily tossed his pocket comm onto the
desk. “Help? | don't know, lovely lady. Can you see the future? Conjure the truth out of thin air? What
the hdll’ s going on down there? WEe re close enough that we can access the battle comms, and all we're
hearing are exercises. Why hasn't Sinklar returned any of our requests for communications? Why has't
Mayz, or Kap, or Shik?’

“But they don’t seem to be at war,” she reminded. “Long-range telemetry shows the massed military are
only involved in exercises.”

“Y egh, and that' s what the Regan comm tells usiskeeping Sinklar busy. They’ ve got haf the planet
playing war games. | know how much time that must be taking, but Rot it, the only personin charge
we' vegot totak toislly.”

“Commander Braktov has talked to the other Squadron Commanders. They al say that everything is
fine” Chrydasettled on the corner of Mac' sbed. “Mac, I’ ve been around military for long enough to
know that scuttlebutt runs rampant. If there was trouble, someone would have spilled it to Rysta. “

“Butl.... Yes, yes, you're right. Someone would have said something.” He paused, then added, “ Unless
Rydas.... No, don't even think it.”

“Y ou think she' snoat tdling you something?”

Mac shrugged indecisively, then shook hishead. “No. Y ou know what? |’ ve cometo trust her. Now
in't that afrightening revelaion.”

“Then you don't think she could have her own agenda?’

Mac pursed hislips. “Hell, yes, she' sgot her own agenda. She wants things to be the way they were,
but she knows that isn’t going to happen.”

“That doesn’'t mean she'son your Side.”

“No. But she told me once that she’ s Regan. A soldier for the Empire.” Mac raised afinger. “Most
importantly, Rysta hates Ily Takka ... hates her with apassion that amost chillsthe blood. That’ sthe key,



you see. Rysta knowsthat it' s a different empire today, hell, awhole different universe. For the moment
sheand | have more in common that not. If the Stuation changes, that relationship might change, too. But
ghe' swith usuntil then.”

“Which brings us back to the problem. If something was wrong, someone would have told Rysta about
it, and she' d havetold you. Y ou' re both letting yourseal ves get spooked. [sn't that what it boils down to?”

Mac gave her aquestioning look. “Y ou’ ve never had apremonition turn out right when everything
looked fine on the surface?’

She smiled, the effect melting his heart. “ Of course, Mac. The most notable of al wasthetime |l knew
better than to separate mysdlf from Staffa. | should have -taken histransportation, | just knew it.” She
glanced away. “ And for that omission, I’ ve punished mysdf, my child, and the man | love for over twenty
years”

He gave her an encouraging wink, and despite the hurt the words caused him, told her, “Y ou’ Il see your
son soon enough. After that, we can work on arranging something with Staffa.”

She reached out, taking his hand, the touch eectric. “ Thank you, Mac. Y ou' re atrue gentleman. | will
never be able to repay my debt to you. If | can ever do anything, you must only ask.”

He kept hisface like amask. “Forget it.” All | want from you is something | could never ask. Y ou don't
know how much I’ ve cometo loveyou. Rot it dl anyway. If Staffahurtsyou, I'll cut him in two with
plasmashears.

“Mac?’ her worried voice brought him back. :’ Oh, nothing. Lost in my thoughts.”

‘Mac, once | would have told you everything would work out al right. I’m not so naive as| once was.
But | wonder if you don’t underestimate my son. He must have agreat ded of senseto have survived the
thingsyou' ve told me about in such detail. Eveniif Ily did manipulate him for awhile, he' d be bright
enough to recognize her ploy, wouldn't he?’

| hope s0. But he’ s so young-and hurting from Gretta s death. People go alittle crazy when thingslike
that happen. If she wasfiltering the information he was receiving, who knowswhat he might believe.”

“Wedl must make our own way. “ She stared up at the overpainted ceiling.

Right, sowhy did | haveto fal in love with awoman who will never have me? What away to make for
yoursdf, Mac!

The gtretching slence fractured when the comm buzzed and Rysta s face formed. “Got ahot lineto
Rega Divison Firs Mayz wantsto tak to you.”

Mac straightened, swiveling in his seet. “Roger. Rydta, ligeninif you'd like. | may want your opinion
afterward.

Rystagave him askeptica squint that rearranged the patterns of wrinkles. “If you'd like. Might be
classfied quff init.”

“Then there sdassfied stuff init. Chrydaand |



were just talking about it. | may be afool, but I thought you were ill on our sde.”

“One of these days, Mac, you may regret your trust in me. *

“Y egh, you might, too. Okay, runit.”

The comm screen flickered, Rysta’ s grim visage replaced by MayZz' . She looked weary, asif she hadn’t
dept for along time. Her frizzy hao of hair was highlighted by the glare from the overhead lightsin agray,
featureless room that could be made out in the background.

“Mayz, it' sgood to see you. What the pustulous hell is going on down there? Where' s Sink?’

She lifted an eyebrow, but her eyes|ooked oddly dull. “ Settle down, Mac. Everything' sfine. Sink’ s had

uson akilling schedule. We ve had to retrain the entire military, but we re making progress. Thingsgot a
little more complicated than they should have, that’sdl. It’sal under control now, but we ve been very

busy.

“Snklar isdl right? Why didn’'t he contact us?’ “Mac, he' srunning this entire thing by himsdf. I’ snot
like Targa. There he only had two Divisonsfor the most part. Here he’ s swvamped. He said to wish you
well and offer you his congratulations. Y ou did marvelous things. Sassais sunned-probably forever.”

Mac chewed nervoudly at hislip. “Y ou mentioned complications. What kind? lly?’

Mayz seemed to hesitate, but her gaze remained flat. “ Just problemsin communication. Since we control
the utilities, Ily can’'t do much. Sinklar has her in hand. “

“Anything | should know?’

“No.” She stared blankly at him, then started, saying: “I have ordersfor you. Y ou and Commander
Braktov areto enter standard parking orbit in the military zone and take a shuttle down to the military
termind at the Defense Ministry. Everything will be cleared for you. Sinklar will see you then.”

Mac frowned. “ Y ou al right? Mayz, you don’t seem to be with it. Where are you?’

“I’'mtired, Mac. I've been up for dmost three days now. Y ou get alittle groggy. Sinklar’ sdoing little
better. Y ou want to know where | am?’ The pause again. “I’min the Ministry of Defense. Y our officeis
here, too.

“My office?’

“Y ours and Commander Braktov's. WE re going to be changing the command structure in acouple of
days. Mac, you and Commander Braktov are ordered to report here at your first opportunity,
understand?’

“Yeah, efirmative. “

‘Very well. I'm going to see to some things and get some deep. Have agood trip down, Mac.”

The screen went dead.

Mac'sfedling of worry increased.



Rystadidn’t waste much time following up. She didn’t look reassured either. “What do you think? Y ou
know her better than | do, MacRuder.”

“It wasMayz, dl right. Shelooked like Terguzzi dudge, that’ swhat | think.”

“She says she hasn't dept for days, and she looked it.” Rysta shook her head. “I’ ve seen it before, Mac.
So haveyou. Maybethat’ swhat it is. Sinklar didn’t fool around retraining hisarmy. He' sdriving them
into the ground.”

“But they’ Il know theropes,” Mac defended uncertainly. “Well, you heard the orders. | guesswe put
Gyton in orbit and drop down to the Ministry of Defense. That sound all right to you?’

Rystagrunted. “Hell with how it sounds, they’ re orders. *
Mac scowled at hisdesk. “1 don't likeit.” :"What do you want to do about it?’
What can we? Like you said, they’re orders.” Want to drop with an entire Section ... just for security?’

Mac consdered, and findly threw it out. “No. If we hadn’t talked to Mayz, maybe, but if anything was
Rotten, we' d have caught some sort of clue, some scent. 1ly couldn’t muzzle everyone.”

“No.” But Rystadidn’t look happy about it either. “But then, does she have to?’

Mayz sat upright, her expression blank. Before her, the monitor had gone blank. Ily walked forward,
placing ahand tenderly on Mayz' shoulder.

“You did very well, First. Y ou read the text perfectly. Asareward for such perfect performance, you'll
be taken back to your cell now. “

Ily stepped back and snapped her fingers. Two of her security personnel stepped

in, atired in formfitting black. They began unhooking the intravenous bottles from the racks and coiling
the trangparent tubing. One of the young women carefully withdrew the needle from Mayz' wrist and
checked her pulse.

“Shelll beout for at least aday,” the officer decided. “Withdrawa from the drug will leave her unfit for
any further interrogation or manipulation for severa more days.”

“If I want to save her, you mean. “ Ily pointed at the bottle. “If | need her again, | can hook her up.
Shell ill perform on command.”

“That' sright, but the withdrawad that closeto thissession. . . . “

Ily placed her pams together and smiled. “If things become that critical, First Mayz can be consdered
dispensable. Let’sjust hope that Mac follows orderslike agood soldier.”
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Subject:  Command Structure Reorganization
Attention: All personnd.

This document isto inform al command personnd that subject to this memordandum, the
following command structure will beredlized: Asof thismoment, Divison First Mykroft will assumethe
title of Marshd of the Empire and take immediate charge of the initiation and implementation of al military
operationsinvolving offensve and defensve actions within and without the Empire. All Fleet
Commanders, Divison Firgts, and their subordinates will subject themsavesto Marsha Mykroft's
orders, either direct or indirect, and are ordered to comply with those orders cheerfully and with dacrity.

By authority -of this document, Divison First Sampson Henck, Divison Firgt Tie Arnson,
and Divison First Adam Rick, are gppointed to the rank of Deputy Marshd, and shall coordinate field
operations, strategy, tactica deployment, support, and logistica information with Fleet and Ground
Forces, or asthe Marsha of the Empire shdl designate. All military personnd are hereby ordered to
immediately and cheerfully comply with those orders posted by the Deputy Marshals.

Failure to comply with this reorganization or with orders, commands, or regulations issued
under theMarshd’s, or his Deputies, authority will be punishable according to the Command Code.

Signed, Lord Sinklar Fist

Lord Minigter of Defense Imperid Palace

Rega

CHAPTER 29

Thelittle stud clicked under Skyla sfinger, and the crack appeared that marked the hidden compartment
behind her bed. Heart racing, Skyla clawed the cubbyhole open and ripped her weapons from the
recess. How much time? She glanced anxioudy over her shoulder before she sank down on the deeping

platform.

She fumbled one of the charge packs as she pulled it from the belt. The plastic-coated pack dipped
through her fingers and she grabbed wildly for it. The heavy charge thumped and bounced on the

carpeting.

“Sow down, Rot you. Easy, Skyla, keep your wits.” But Arta slast words echoed: “ Thisisyour last
chance. The next timewe drop out of null singularity will be over Rega. “

Skylaripped open another belt pocket and lifted the pistol, dapping the charge into the gun. She shook
as she reached for the vibraknife and lifted it, energizing the blade. Fear-charged, blood racing with
adrendine, shetilted her head, well aware that the cut had to be just right: deep enough to sever the
thrice-cursed collar, shalow enough to keep from dicing her throat.

She shuddered suddenly, powered by the relief that hovered just past that |ast stroke of the....

Thefamiliar feding of her body disappearing caught her by surprise, and through glazing eyes she
watched the room waver as her nerveless body crumpled.



During those long seconds, she would have screamed with the desperate frustration of adying animd,
would have ripped her fingers bloody clawing at the bedding in utter futility. The anesthetizing grip of the
collar denied her even that. Bound by the confines of her burning skull, goaded by complete sensory
deprivation, she could turn her crazed anger only on hersdlf.

Mercifully, the decreasing radius of gray encapsulated even that as her brain starved for oxygen.

Skylaawoke with the pounding pain of aheadache

bringing instant awareness. Memory punished her. She d been o close, the vibraknife lifting toward the
collar and freedom. That last minute hesitation to keep from cutting too deeply had condemned her.

Better that | had cut my head completely off my body. But that chance had vanished forever, like the
mellow notes of asymphony into the black vacuum of interstellar space.

“You surprised me,” Artanoted from somewhere behind Skyla. “ Y ou came very closeto winning again,
you know. | took you at your word that you were going to relieve yoursdlf. | thought | had only spurred
you to desperation about your Situation, not to attempt one last gamble.”

“Leavemedone”

“How can | do that? It seems asif leaving you alone makes you very dangerous.” A pause. “Tel me,
how many more caches of wegpons do you have hidden away in bulkheads?’

“Go suck pus”

Artashifted in arustling of fabric. “Y ou have one last chance, Skyla, but you’ ve made it much more
difficult. Cometo me. Beg. Give yoursdf to me. Surrender, and | will keep you assafeas| can.”

Skylalevered hersdf up on shaking arms, hating the queasy feding left in the wake of the collar’s
activation. Blessed Gods, Skyla, don't puke now. Don't add to it.

She pushed hersdlf into aStting position, wincing as she looked up into the light. Artalounged on the
deegping platform, the heavy service blaster in her hand. She wore a shimmering red gown. Auburn hair
hung down in gossamer curls. Fera s Striking eyes gleamed asif their tranducent amber waslit from
within.

Skylawaged her lagt battle, imagining what it would be like to be brought before Ily Takkain the collar,
wearing only milky chiffon. The Wing Commander of the Companions? Looking like nothing morethan a
fluffy sex kitten?

Kill yoursdf, Skyla. Diefirst. But how? That last option had been looted as cleanly as her hope.

Skylalowered her chin onto her chest, res stance drained. Her somach twisted, miserable from the
dftereffects of the collar and the desolation of her soul. “I ... | won't have to wear that ridiculous. .

“No, Skyla. Y oumay goinyour uniform.” Isthat al that’sleft of me?

“Very wdl, Arta. Youwin.”



“Beg, Skyla. Beg mefor my protection.”

“I..." Shebarely heard therustle of Fera s dress as the woman sank down next to her. Strong fingers
lifted Skyla schin.

“Open your eyes, look at me.”

Skylashivered, her jaws grinding. She forced her eyes open, staring into the amber depths so close to
hers.

“Beg me, my darling Skyla. Plead with me.” Skyla' sthroat had knotted and she forced a swallow.
“P-Please. *

“How ddliciousthisis!” Artathrew her head back and laughed asthe knot tightened still morein Skyla's
throat. Artaleaned forward, placing her hands on either side of Skyla s head. She kissed her, softly at
firgt, then more demandingly, her tongue darting into Skyla s mouth with insstence.

At that moment, Skylajerked back, her somach twigting, heaving. “No!” shetried to cry, struggling.
And then her ssomach voided itsef.

Ferapulled back, realized what had happened, and threw herself to one side..

Skyla stortured gut spasmed and she retched again, her entire body racked. She coughed, spitting onto
the intricate weave of tfie carpet. “Please,” she whispered as she dragged a deeve across her mouth. “|
didn’t mean that. Please. Don't punish me.”

Ferawiped at the mess that had splattered on her and stood. “1 should have known. | won't punish you.
Onthe contrary, I'll rlish every moment | have left with you. “

Skyla' s scomach pumped again.

Fear had begun to leach into Sinklar’ s anger. The sobering and chill hand of redlity tightened itsgrip on
his soul as he walked down the long hallway deep in the guts of the Minigtry of Interna Security. Ily
followed, backed by her guards. The lighted halway might have been in any building, but here the doors
were unmarked, featureless, thelock plates a bit oversized. Sinklar’ s hedls clicked on the polished
smokecol ored tiles underfoot.

“What' sthe point in al this, Ily?1 don’'t understand. Y ou’ ve just cut your own throat.”

“How s07’

‘| don’t seewhat you can gain out of al this. Y ou can’'t just make me chug Mytol to tell you strategy.
Part of military success dealswith being on the scene, sensing the enemy’ sweakness, and exploiting it.

Maybe Sassaisreding, but Staffaisn’t. Y ou won't catch him off-guard.”

“What about that plan of yours9 The strike against Ryklos? Y ou said you could draw him out, use three
waves of attack to cripple hisflegt.”

He shrugged. How long was this thrice-cursed corridor, anyway?“Y ou need to orchestrate very
carefully. So who do you expect to replace me with? Mac? Ayms? Kap?’



“They'redl under arrest, Sinklar-just like you.” His heart skipped. “Sure. Y ou're trying to tell me that
you nestly picked us off, one by one, without even a peep?’

[ly chuckled, the sound sinigter. “ That’ s exactly what | did, Sinklar. Isthat so surprising? sn't that a
variation of the same strategy you used againgt Rysta sfive Divisonson Targa? I’ ve utilized-with as
much success as you did, and nowhere near the casualtiesa duplicate of your strategy. Mykroft, Henck,
Rick, and Arnson will step in asthe high command.”

Sinklar craned his neck to see over his shoulder. “Mykroft? The man’sadolt! He single-handedly
destroyed any hope of peace on Targa-and lost eighty percent of his command in the process!”

“But he' slearned,” Ily said coally. “ Just who do you think has been commanding the other sdein the
training exercises? Haven't you wondered why the Regulars were fighting so well?’

“It would take someone. . . .

“In Comm Central, yes. And I’ ve had just such a person there for severa weeks. Just as peoplel
control have been integrated into the Power Authority and al the other utilities. Poor Rokard Neru, he
was much too taken with theidea of running the utility for the people. Engineer Serra, on the other hand,
knows exactly who keeps him and hisfamily safe and prosperous.”

“You'reareptile Ily.”

“True, but I'm avery effective one. Here. Thisroom.” Ily reached past to palm thelock plate. Feding ill,
he stepped into the room. Was| really

that stupid? He stopped short when the other occupant of the room stood up. Anatolid s expression
brightened, then dropped when she noticed who accompanied Sinklar.

The room measured ten by fifteen meters. Couches lined two walls and atable with comm modulesin
the middle stood in the center. A single door filled the far wall. The entire place had been painted
featuredess gray and square light pandlsilluminated it. A nondescript chrome dispenser gleamed on one
wall.

Anatoliastood with adefiant ook on her face as she stared at Ily. Her clothing looked mussed, and, if
Sink wasn't mistaken, the rusty brown stains were caused by blood.

“Please, be seated,” Iy pointed to one of the couches as she crossed the room and punched a button on
the digpenser. Sinklar shot Anatoliaawarning ook, then winked to reassure her-a circumstance he
wished he could be sure of.

“Youdl right?’ he asked as he took her hand and brought her to st beside him.

“Scared,” she whispered.

“Something will break. My Divisonsare dtill out there. * Cup in hand, Ily strode to the table and leaned
againg it. Only two of her security officers remained, taking up positions on either side of the door.

“Good day, Anatolia,” Ily began. “It' sapleasure to finaly meet you-awake, that is.”

Anatoliasat soically.



“You can speak, can't you?' | Quite well, thank you. “

[ly sipped from her cup. “ Good. Now, will you please tell me the purpose of your study at the Criminal
Anatomica Research Laboratory?’

“Genetics. I'm not sure you' d understand the nuances of structure on the DNA molecule”

Sinklar diffened ever so dightly.

Ily cocked her head, slky black hair tumbling aong her shoulder. “Y ou can tel me now, Anatolia
Fredly. If you give me enough, you, won't have to undergo thorough interrogation. | believe, from your
work at the Labs, that you' re familiar with the extent to which interrogation can be carried.”

Anatolia closed her eyes and nodded. “1 was working on the comparisons of DNA specimens from two
Seddi ns and a hypothetical genetic Sructure.” “Hypothetical ?’

Anatoliastared up bravely. “Minister, you can check the files. My F, specimen was made up-a cross
between Ashtan and a computer-generated random pattern. Y ou won't find anything like it anywhere.”

Ily shifted her hard gaze. “ Do you know anything about it, Snklar?’

“ Just what shetold you.”

“And you know who her Seddi nswere?’ Sink straightened hislegs, crossing them at the
ankles. “My parents. A long time ago, she asked if | would mind. | told her

| didn’t.”

“And that'sit?’

“That'sit,” Anatoliaasserted. “It was atheoretica study in population geneticsthat | thought would
show enough rigor and initiative to get me gppointed to the Lab in a permanent’ position.”

“Where isthe printout you took from your desk?’ Anatolia spread her arms. “ Somewherein the
substructure. We were running, being shot at. | ditched it just after we escaped from the shuttle
platform.”

Ily made achiding sound. “Y ou could really do much better than that, I'm sure. Well, no matter, the
Mytol will get it out of you intheend.

“What do you want?” Sink demanded, hacklesrising. “Let her go. She’ sjust afriend of mine. What are
you redlly after, Ily? 1t sme, isn't it? Y ou prove to me that Anatolia sfreeto go and beleft done, and I'll

giveyou whatever you want.”

“Snk,” Anatoliasaid carefully. “Don’t give her athing. Not on my account. | came to the conclusion that
| wasn't getting out of thisdive along time back.

[ly smiled coldly. “A most interesting woman, Sinklar. She deserves better than you.”



And here sthe setup. “ Spill it, Ily. What do you want?’

Sheturned, reaching adim finger to punch the Comm module printout control on thetable. A flimsy
protruded and shetoreit off, handing it to Sinklar. “I want you to put your thumbprint on thisto codeiit
for authenticity. It sasimple statement of military reorganization of the command chain. It vaidates
Mykroft and his staff.”

Sinklar read the flimsy, glancing up to ask, “But I'm till Minister of Defense?’

Ily Spped a her stassa. “It would ook alittle suspiciousif you disappeared completely, don’t you
think?”

“What’ sthe hitch? Y ou said that you keep alot of optionsto yourself.”

A twinklegrew inlly’seyes. “You do learn, Sinklar. | appreciate that. Very wel, hereismy offer. You
and Anatoliacan live here. It' s not a bad little room, you must admit-much better than being put into the
collar or, well, being carried from my little cement room downdtairs. In return for such largess, | want a
little cooperation on military matters, and occasiondly, apublic gppearance for ceremonia functions. “

“Andif | refuseto become your puppet?’ Sinklar crossed hisarms.

[ly shrugged. “Oh, | don't suppose you will inthe end. Y ou see, I’ ve come to know you, Sinklar. I’ ve
come to know your sense of honor and obligation to your friends. Y es, and even to Anatolia, here. She
does deserve better than the likes of you, Sinklar. She lieswith agreat deal more cunning and skill than
you do. But the bottom lineisthis. Y ou either become my puppet or Mayz, Kap, Ayms, and Shikstawill
die-and most horribly. I’ [l make sure you get aringside seat. Further, in amatter of hours, Mac will be
landing at the Ministry of Defense. HE |l be here shortly theresfter snce hethinks everything is currently
under your control.”

Sinklar’ sresolve began to crumble.

Ily Sipped her stassa before she continued. “Last but not least, Anatolia, here, is dependent upon your
good performance. The two of you may live long and prosperous lives, together if you wish, but under
my supervison. Consider, Sinklar, | haveto interrogate her to find out about this curious genetics study
that even has Professor Adam baffled, but after that, my options are endless.”

“Don't base any decison on my wefare, Sinklar.” Anatoliaglared hotly up at 1y, who smiled blandly in
return.

“Snklar, think,” Ily continued. “What could | do? Anatoliaisavery beautiful woman. In the collar, she
could bring me as much as athousand creditsin the

Sylenian flesh markets. From personal experience, | can tdll you what it'sliketo beadavelaying pipein
the Etarian desert. Not only would those pigs of wardens rape her at their leisure, the sun and wind and
sand would do marvelsfor her beauty.”

“Stopit, Ily. I'll play by your rules.”

Anatoliaturned, gripping him by thearm. “Don’t! I’ll kill myself fird.

Sinklar, she'susing us against each other. It will never be over, don't you understand?’



Sinklar garted to affix histhumb, then pulled back. “My people are set free. Anatolia, too. “

“You'renot in aposition to bargain since | control the entire Situation. “ 1ly ditted her eyesthoughtfully.
“But I'll makethis concession. | reward good service very well. If you have any doubts, I’ll send Arta
down when she returns and she can tell you herself.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.” Sinklar stared down at the flimsy. “Tell you what, why don't you et me discuss
thiswith Anatoliaand my commanders? Maybe Kap or Shik want to bargain on their own.”

Ily steepled her fingers. “Take aslong asyou want, I'll set up acomm link as soon as |’ ve finished the
interrogations of each of them and you can-*

“Rotyou, Ily! I want them left alone!”

Sheraised athin black eyebrow. “Then authenticate the flimsy, Sinklar.”

“Don’'t,” Anatoliawarned. “Y ou’ve only got Minister Takka sword. How good isthat?’
“In our Stuation, Anatolia, Ily’ sword is only as good as she wantsto makeit.

Asif the action ripped his soul loose by theroots, he carefully pressed his thumb to the chemically coded
sguare on the document.

Because of an idiosyncrasy of design, the shuttle bay on Gyton amplified the hum of the ship’s
generators, plumbing, and atmosphere plant. Not only that, the air carried the chill of deep spacethat lay
just beyond the heavy hatches. Mac had never understood why they couldn’t make the Regan warships a
little less gpartan in both form and function. Images of Staffal sroomy, gleaming Chrydaremained hisidea
of the perfect starship.

But then, why wouldn’t it? Especidly when one cons dered the woman whose namesake the ship was.
MacRuder thought about that woman-and the dilemma she represented—every waking moment. Astime
had passed, hislove for her had become al encompassing, and stifling. Chrydaached to return to Staffa,
to the man in whom she' d believed for al those long years of captivity. She had ason, Mac' sbest friend,
with whom to build ardationship from scratch. No matter how Mac tried to strangle his emotional
yearnings, the fact remained that Chrydawanted to get on with her life, and she didn’'t seemto seea
place in there anywhere for one Ben MacRuder beyond that of good friend and savior.

“Boy, you sure know how to pick ‘em,” Mac chided, mimicking Rysta s rusty voice.

Asthelift cycled behind him, he turned, and smiled when Chryda stepped out. For the occasion, she
wore abaggy Etarian outfit. While on the ship, the full vell common to matrons from that planet had been
pulled aside. To Mac, the ouitfit was more provocative based on what it concealed.

“Likeit?’ Chryda samber eyesflashed. “ Commander Braktov has a crew woman aboard from Etarus.
It ought to do, don't you think?’

Mac's preoccupied obsession melted. “Y ou look great. And it will mask your entire face.”

“Isit redly necessary, Mac?’



He glanced anxioudy at the waiting LC. “Put it like this. ArtaFerais an exact duplicate of you. The last
time Sink saw her, she' d killed the woman he loved more than life. Let’ s not precipitate a scene at the
reception, al right? And if Ily’ sthere, thelast thing you want to do is draw her attention. If she had the
faintest suspicion of who you are, she' d be onyou likeflieson.... Well, anyway, sheisn’t so stupid that
she' d missthe smilarities in gppearance between you and her head assassin. Trust me, Rystaand |
talked it dl out. It' sbest thisway.

“Do you redly think Arta Ferawas cloned from me? It isn't just asimilar gppearance?’

“From the standpoint of looks, you' revirtuad pairs spun from the same atom. Only thing is, you're
completely postive and Arta s so thoroughly negetive her soul’ slike ablack hole. She'sweird, twisted
enough to spook even astrong man, let done acoward like me.,

“You're no coward, Mac.”

“Shows what you know.” He glanced away, awarethat if helooked at her for too long, the control
would fail, and he' d start to stare worshipfully.

“Areyou sure about making this trip? That everything’ s going to be dl right? Mac, you're practicaly
swegting worry. “

He lifted ashoulder. “I'mitchy. Something’ s not right. Just thefed of it.”

“Y ou and Rysta both know Mayz. Wasthat the way she'd look if she' d been run ragged in the
exercises?’ He chuckled. “1’ve been there before. Y eah, that's

how shelooks.” Hewaved it away. “Ah, hell, it's probably just me. I’ ve been on the edge for so long,
I’m hooty if thingslook norma. Maybe that’ sit, huh?’

Thelift cycled again and Rysta stepped out, two of her Marineswalking behind. To Mac' srelief, each
wore armor, hemets, and carried not only sidearms, but had heavy shoulder weapons on their clips.

Rystagrinned, hooking a thumb toward the Marines. “I’ m getting to be too old a broad to take things
for granted. Thought maybe they’ d be welcome. If everything' sfine, like | supposeit is, we don't look
too foolish. If not, we can buy time. *

Mac thought about calling Red and Andrews and gave it up. “We d better be moving, then. They’ll be
waiting down there.”

Heled the way to the L C, climbing the ramp. Inside, he buckled into abench, sitting next to Chryda. He
gave her areassuring glance as the ramp lifted and

Rystabuckled in across from them, her Marines segting themselves by the ramp controls.

In amatter of minutes, they’ d know whether Sinklar was waiting---or Ily and her black-suited
henchmen. Thefeding of wrongnessbuilt, giving Mac asick feding. It wasdl going to go wrong. His
imagination tortured him with the possibilities.

| can back out ... get up and cal it al off. “Let’sgo!” Rystacalled to the comm. “Roger,” the pilot’s
voice came back.



Mac' s heart began to pound as the L C shifted, lifted, then dropped, g’'s sending Mac’ s queasinessinto
histhroat even as he wished he were somewhere g, far, far away.

The Mag Comm watched and listened through its monitors. The Sassan Empire had begun to
deteriorate. The machine ran the datathrough itsintricate satistical programs, reading theinevitable. With
his proclamations, the fat Sassan God would hasten the demise of his people and their potentia. Couldn’t
they see? Couldn’t they understand what they were doing to themsdves? Cdls for revenge and honor
only had vadidity when apeoplewas vigble.

In the other Empire, preparations for war continued. 1y Takka s people

solidified their grip on power. Aristocrats continued to be arrested. And what could this new
proclamation mean? Sinklar Fist had promoted hisold Targan rival Mykroft to field command of the
military? Not only that, but the bits of battle comm chatter the Mag Comm could eavesdrop on had
changed. The Divison Firss-Mayz, Kap, Shiksta, and Ayms—had disappeared. Sinklar’ s people

had vanished from the net. Why? Were they even now spacing for afinal stroke at Sassa' s exposed
jugular?

The Mag Comm ran a count of the massing Regan fleet orbiting the Regan capital, and found no vessdl's
missing. Turning its deep-space scanners, it noticed only ayacht, and astrange craft for which it had no
registry-and both were inbound to Rega aong with the regular commerciad traff in.

Nor did the machinations of the leaders absorb al of the Mag Comm’ s attention. A subtle change had
become increasingly apparent among the common people. On the Sassan worlds, fear about the future
coupled with the shock of the attack on Imperia Sassa had spurred discussions about KayllaDawn's
Seddi broadcasts. Debate continued to escalate, asit did on the Regan worlds. New voices were being
heard on the comm broadcasts, and the officia denouncements had become more severe, more despotic
inther tone.

The Mag Comm ran thisinformation through its banks, plotting the emerging socid trends. Appraising
the promise in the growing voices of dissent, the Mag Comm matched those trends against the increasing
likelihood of a Regan invasion. Factoring in aresponse from the Companions, the optimistic cries of the
dissdentsweretoo little, too late.

Adding to the Mag Comm'’ s pessimism, the Companions had spaced; most of their fleet had taken a
vector which would drop them on Rega and the massive orbita defensesthere. During the long years, the
Mag Comm had watched the same scenario play over and over again, and the inescapable conclusion
wasthat Rega, like al theworlds beforeit, would be left in smoking, irradiated rubble.

And when that happened, the Regan Empire, like that of the Sassans, would die.
And then | will be done. Forever. Would | save the humansif | could.
CHAPTER 30

Pain. Searing, burning, the agony throbbed through Sergeant First Buchman' s shoulder, radiating out and
draining hislife away with each beat of hisheart. Overhead, adull roaring-fit to desfen-went in and out of

sync.

Hetried to move, cried out at the white lances of suffering that brutalized him, and finaly flopped over in



the darkness, his body cushioned by thetrash helay in.

“Pus-licking Gods,” he whispered as he fumbled with his good hand, the right one, for hisbelt pouch. He
trembled as he lifted asmdl hand light and squinted against the glare as he turned it on. He screwed his
face into a grimace when he saw the wreckage of his shoulder. Fortunately, the armor had absorbed
most of the shot, his haf-turned position had saved him alittle, and the mgor blood vessals hadn't been
severed.

“Or ese you' d have stopped right here, Buck, old buddy.” He shined the light around, groaning at the
sight of Wheder’ s headless corpse. Someone would pay for that. Whedler had been Targan, gutsand
fury. Too good to end up in the trash under pus-Rotted Rega.

He was about to turn the light out when he saw the corner of a stack of paper, now spattered with
blood. Anatolia s printout. The one she'd diefor in order to return it to Sinklar.

Buchman steded himsdlf, jaws grinding, and sat up. He blinked, fighting the urge to black out. Hisvison
spun asthe pain left every nerve shrieking. He wanted to vomit and lie down again. How much smpler to
just go ahead and diein the trash.

Ashisvison wavered, he heard avoice that melted in and out of the roar of the overhead fans.
“Hauws?’ Buchman cdled out. “That you, Sergeant?’

“Whore crgp! Damn you, shoot! That’san order!” Hauws' voice echoed in the fan; and in Buchman's
shredded imagination, he could fedl the heavy blaster ripping the air, cooking haf of Hauws' face while

he propped the heavy gun.

“What now, Sergeant? What do | do?’

The fans hummed in sudden synch overhead, and Hauws spoke in their moan, “1’m gone. They got me.
Just get back! Get our people out! Get back to Sink! Report!”

Buchman groaned as he nodded and the torn musclesin his shoulders pulled.

“Got it, Sergeant. Get back, and report ... to Sink. “

Buchman whimpered as he reached down for the printout, picking it up, seeing the data cube as it
tumbled out. With the infinite precision of the wounded, he picked the cube out of the trash and dropped
itinto his pouch with his good hand. Then he gathered the printout.

Swallowing, he took a deep bregth that shot pain through him like alightning bolt, and staggered to his
feet, shoulders braced on the dirty wall to keep from faling.

“Hauws got the job done. So can L™ He staggered out into the darkness, teetering on hisfest, looking
for away up.

When the ramp dropped, Mac rose to hisfeet, staring out at the Regan skyline, lit now by the lights
within the arcologies. Overhead, the lights of the vast city created a fluorescent glow in the thick clouds.
The acid stink reminded him that he’ d come home yet again, and to as uncertain awelcome aslast time.
“Ready?’ Rystaasked.

“Y eah, be right out on your hedls.” Mac extended a hand, pulling Chrydato her feet. He kept hisgrip,



relishing the cool fed of her skin againgt hiswith the ardor of adying man. “I hope I’ ve made theright
decision about this”

She smiled up a him, hope and faith in her luminous eyes. “I’m sure you have, Mac. Come, let’sgo see

He nodded, leading her aft toward the ramp. “ Y ou’ d better pull that veil down. | wouldn’t want any of
Sink’s peopleto shoot first and question later.” :’ Arta Fera slegacy?’

‘Y eah, the very same.” Hetook her arm, steadying her asthey waked down the ramp. Rystastood with
her Marineswhile ahandful of troopswaited at attention. Regulars from thelook of them.

“Divison Firs MacRuder? Squadron Commander Braktov?’' a Staff Second rapped out smartly. “If
you will follow me, Lord Figt iswaiting.”

Mac glanced uneasily around the rooftop, nodding back at the LC, gratified to see the ramp closing tight
asaclamshdl. Therooftop landing area of the Ministry of Defense gave him aview of the entire city. Not
more than five klicks to the north, the paace gleamed like artistically spun crystd and silver.

“Welcometo Rega”

Chrydasqueezed hisarmas he led the way, Rystafaling in behind him with her two Marines. They
entered alargelift that dropped them to the top floor. Mac stepped out, looking around. The place
bustled, peoplein uniform obvioudy working at setting up offices, carting off files, hauling in comm
equipment.

The Staff Second gestured. “ Asyou can see, we're pretty busy. There hasn’t been much rest around
here.

“So I’ve gathered,” Rystamuttered.

They followed the Staff Second down the halway to an ornate door and stepped inside the office for the
Minister of Defense. Mac had become used to the trappings and ornamentation of power; thisroom, like
the othershe' d seen, came as little surprise.

“If you will be seated, Lord Fist will bewith you in amoment.” The Staff Second hesitated, glancing
uneedly at RystalsMarines. “ Do you think they’ re necessary?’

Rysta propped her hands on her hips, “Tell me, office boy, when wasthe last

time you received a Squadron Commander? Get out of here.. . . and tell Sinklar to wipe your buit. |
think you'relegking. *

The Staff Second burned bright red, stifled argoinder, and retreated with haste.

“Obnoxiouslittle squirt!” Rystabegan to take aturn around the room. “Looks just the same asit did
when Mathaiison was here. The main officeis back of that door.” She scuffed the carpet with a booted
toe to produce waves of rippling color. “Huh! Even the same carpet optical program.” Shewalked to the
liquor dispenser and drew acrysta glassfull of amber liquid, Spping. She smacked her lips, explaining,
“Same Myklenian Scotch. Y ou might want to help yourself to aglass. Now that Sassa' s taken them,
you'll never get another.”



Mac waked over to look out through the giant tactite windows. “Wdll, | guessit’sdl on the up and up.
No one out there looked like they were nervous about anything rude happening.”

At that moment, both the office door and the main entrance to the hallway opened, and peoplefiledin.
With dispatch, two heavily armed young men leveled shoulder weapons on Rystal s Marines who stood
dumbfounded. Other black-clothed agents quickly surrounded them, while one young man deftly closed
the door.

Mac started to back toward the window, his hand dropping to his pistol.

“Don’t doit,” ablonde woman in black warned, her pistol shifting to cover Mac.

Rysta chuckled, an acid irony in her expression. “ So it turnsout Ily got more than her venomoustalons
sunk into Sinklar.” She glanced at Mac. “ Sorry. Guess your faith was alittle misplaced about the boy.”

“WEll see” Mac grunted, prickles of fear threading through him as he shot aglance at Chryda. She
stood very Hill, asif every musclein her body had tensed.

Mac twitched as the blonde woman stepped close and pulled his pistol from the holster.
Mac asked, “What happened to Sinklar?Isheredly Ily’ s? Or isthis just part of the power play?’
Thewoman retreated, eyes on MacRuder. “ The Minister will take that up with you.”

” TheMinister?’ Rystaasked. “You mean Takka” ‘Yes, ma am. Now, if you will each refrain from
making any moves, we need to search you. After dl, we wouldn’t want a missed weapon leading anyone

totry anything slly.”

Rystaexploded in aseries of blistering curses as her Marines were disarmed, and the Interna Security
agentsrelieved her of her use-worn blagter.

Mac started forward astwo of the men closed on Chryda, clearly wary of the veiled woman. Before
they could reach her, Chrydalifted ahand, ordering, “That's close enough.”

“Andwho areyou?’ the blonde woman asked, her attention now on Chryda simpenetrable vell.

A soft laugh issued as Chrydareached up, dim fingers unhooking the vell and pulling it aside. Asthe
shocked security agent backed astep, Chryda s eyesflashed. “Recognize me?’ She stepped forward,
reaching out to run gentle fingers along the agent’ s face. The woman flinched but held her ground. “Yes”
Chrydacooed, “| seeyou do.”

“Lord Feral” one of the young men gasped. “But Ithought. . - - ©

Chrydasoun on her hed, afinger darting toward him. *'Y ou thought? Y ou thought what?”

He swallowed hard, lifting his hands, heedless of the weapon he carried. “1 ... nothing. Just that you
were gone. Spaced for ...

“Goon.



‘Nothing! | mean, just the rumors.”
‘Tel me” Chrydaordered imperioudy as she closed on the man like ahungry predator.
“To abduct SkylaLyma, Lord Fera. It wasjust arumor. “

AsMac gared in disbelief, Chryda sface contorted. “ Y ou have a very bad habit. “ She smiled
wickedly. “But | won't ded withit.” The young man gulped

hisrdief. Then Chrydasad, “I'll Iet Ily handle her own discipline. “

The young man turned pae and began to shake. Chryda spun on her hedl, bearing down on the blonde
woman. “Very well. I'm sure Ily’ swaiting. Y ou, accompany me and the prisoners.” She started for the
ornate doorway .

“Excuseme, Lord Fera, but the lift to the basement is back thisway.” The blonde pointed toward the
inner door.

Chrydaturned and bore down on the woman, amber eyes burning. “Perhaps it never occurred to you,
but the LC isfaster-and just maybe | have need of it and the evidenceinsideit.” Her voiceturned toice.
“Do you understand? Or are you another discipline problem ... onel might want to deal with mysglf?’

“| understand, Lord Fera. To the LC!” The blonde woman had pulled hersdlf to attention, but the
corners of her lipstwitched and desperation glazed her eyes.

Chrydalifted Mac's pistol from the woman' s nervel ess hand and nodded toward the door. “ After the
rest of you. *

Heart pounding, Mac started forward, and practically jumped as he passed Chryda, seeing the terror
that lurked just behind her facade.

Thelong march down the halway |eft his scalp tingling. He crowded into the lift with a stone-faced
Rysta, Blonde and one of her cronies, and finadly Chryda. Thebrief rideto’ the roof was marred only by
the pounding of Mac's heart.

He stepped out, rdlief like atonic at the sight of the LC.

“Y ou and you, comewith me,” Chryda pointed to Blonde and the young man who carried Rysta's
pistol. Sheturned as the next batch of security agentsrose

on the lift, the ashen-faced young agent among them. Chryda pointed at the man. “ Therest of you,
escort him back to Ily, and tell her exactly what happened.”

Salutes were sngpped with acute detail to performance, athough the young man in question began to
tremble as his nerve deserted him.

Meanwhile, Mac dapped the hatch control, his mouth gone dry with the strain. He climbed insde, every
muscle powered by adrendine.

Rystaand her Marines entered warily, attention shifting between their guard and the hard-eyed Chryda.
Onceinsde, Chrydadapped the control and the ramp dipped shut. She walked forward, eyes on the



blonde officer. “ Y ou're avery talented young woman. But | wonder if perhaps you’ ve lost the ability to
think for yoursdf. It safailing, you see”

And with that, Chryda plucked the woman’s pistol from her belt, stepped back, and covered the young
man who held Rystal sweapon. “Tablesare turned. If you move, I'll kill you without the dightest
hestation.”

Mac stepped forward and took his weapon from Chryda s hand, making sure to keep the agents
covered, an gpologetic smile on hisface. “ Sorry, folks.”

Rystagrowled under her breath as she retrieved her own weapon from the other agent’ sunresisting
hand. At her signd, the Marines were on both of them like hungry hounds, patting them down, turning up
al kinds of curious equipment.

“PFilot?’ Rystacalled to the comm, “ Get usthe hell out of herel”

Mac dropped to where Chryda sat on the bench, her bravado gone. She shook as he put a comforting
arm around her. “ Come on. We' ve got to get you forward. Maybe get a cup of stassainto you.”

“If one of them even twitches,” Rysta ordered the Marines, “Blow ahand off. If they twitch again, blow
aleg”

“Yes, maam!”

Mac helped Chryda, supporting her with one arm asthe L C rose. He got her into the command center,
diding her down on the bench.

“Now what?" Rysta asked as she ducked in behind Mac.

“Beatsme.” Helooked at Chrydawho gave him aweak smile. “But | think we owe you an awful lot.”
“How’d you do that?’ Rysta asked as she pulled a

cup of hot stassafrom the dispenser. “Y ou left me flat-jawed amazed!”
Chrydatook the stassa Rysta handed her and shook her head. “Mac said Arta

Ferawas my opposite. | just acted crud, let mysdlf believeit. | had to gamble. | ... | couldn’t let mysdlf
be taken again. Not to undergo that. . . . “

Mac exhaled, trying to unwind. “Y eah, well, we ve got aship, a Section, and who knowswhat else,
because Iy’ sgot therest.”

“We got any Mytol in here?” Rystaran ahand over her face. “Back yonder we' ve got two sources of
information. | suggest we wring them out before Ily figures out what went wrong.”

Mac dropped into the command center chair and settled the headset over his skull. Hefiddled with the
knobs, and called: “ Attention, First Targan. ThisisMac. First Targan Division, respond.”

The comm crackled gtatic, then adeep voice, obvioudy Shik’s, returned, “ Situation Targa. Repedt,
code Targa. “



“ Affirmative, Targa. Communications through LOS to Gyton. We Il bein touch.”

“Roger. Out.”

Mac puffed asigh. “We're not the only ones left. We' |l need to get back to the ship. From there, we can
locate Shik. See what' s |eft before we bust heads.” He glanced uneasily at Rysta. “We could be talking
about civil war.”

The Commander’ s expression hardened. “If we have enough of the army, Mac. Otherwise, Blessed
Godshepus”

Six hundred and twenty-five. Six hundred and twenty-six. Six hundred and twenty-seven.

Skylalay on her back, counting anglesin her deeping quarters. Angles could be found everywhere, in
the mating of wdl pand to wall pand, in the celling tiles, in the molding around the doorway. Angles,
some hidden, others blatant.

She could fed the yacht with a spacer’ sfindy tuned awareness asit shifted, inertia playing the eterna
gameswith mass and energy.

Don't think about it.

Six hundred and twenty-eight.

A thump sounded from somewhere forward. The hum of the air-conditioning changed dightly.
Six hundred and twenty-nine.

The compensatorsfor the artificid gravity adjusted, the coordinated pull reaching through Skylato claw
dully at her concentration.

Six hundred and thirty.

The angles were becoming more difficult to find. If only she could move, sit up. More angleswould be
exposed to her darting gaze. The EM restraints prohibited that. She had to lie here, stretched out like a

piece of mest.

That'sal | am. A piece of, meat. Thinking that triggered the memories. Here on this bed. Auburn hair
twining with pale blonde, soft skin pressing againg hers.

Don't think about it. Count!

Where had dl the angles gone? Her frantic search retraced the old pathways, hating the delicate
scrollwork of thefiligree, dl inlaid with exquisite curlsand curves. No anglesthere. But if she craned her
neck, she could see the hidden cubbyhole, mocking now of her failed attempt at freedom.

Six hundred and thirty-one. Six hundred and thirty-two.

She made it up to six hundred and forty-three before she exhausted the angles.

The yacht jerked and rocked, the dull clang of grapples carried through the hull and to her bed.



Horror tried to etch her control with acid breath. Count! Rot you, count! Artawill protect you.

It hadn’t been that bad. Skyla had just turned her mind off, following the patterns of movement she'd
passively absorbed over the years. She remembered Arta s tongue darting across hers, demanding. A
kisswas akiss, just as hungry and probing.

Don't think about it! Count!

Where had al the angles gone? Sometimes they hid with agreat ded of cunning, an angle within another,
especialy in molding. Had she counted them all?

Theair changed, the yacht hooked into the umbilical of the Regan Orbital Terminas. How many
precious minutes remained?

Count! Would Artafulfill her promise?

| earned my protection. | earned it well, Arta. | should have recorded your moans, the undulations of
your body. Thefinal defeat haunted her. 1t hadn’t been so bad. Not physically. Under other
circumstances, she might have enjoyed it-but for the defeat it represented, and the desperation in her
actions.

| get to at least wear my uniform, don’t |, Arta? She clamped her jaw to keep it from trembling, a
solitary tear breaking loose to creep down the side of her head and lose itsdlf in her hair which was
matted thickly benegth her.

Six hundred and forty-four.
Six hundred and forty-five....

She found sixteen more anglesin a data cube on the desk. She could imagine the angles on the far side,
but they weren’t legitimate to count. Angles had to be seen.

Ily waited down there. Closing her eyes, Skyla could imagine Minister Takka, black eyeswidewith
anticipation, her deek black hair gleaming.

WEe ve shared agreat ded, Ily. Hatred, desire for Staffa, and now, we have Fera between us. Which
will she choose? Y ou, or me? 'Y ou who dominate? Or me, who has been dominated?

Skylaclosed her eyes, dowly shaking her head as she whispered, “ Staffa, oh, how I’ vefailed you. |
tried to diefor you, for al you' re struggling to achieve.” But nothing wasleft now. Only the husk of Skyla
Lyma

She heard the steady tread of Arta’ s padded feet in the hallway, but didn’t open her eyes. To look was
to know. How much better to lie here, to pretend that none of it existed, if only for these last couple of
seconds.

The EM regtraints suddenly dipped free. Still Skylarefused to move, to retreat from the fantasy of
dishelief.

“Skyla? We' re docked. Get up.”



No. Let melie here, pretend none of it ever happened.

Fabric rustled and something dapped down on the bedding beside Skyla. Feracdled, “There' syour
uniform. Get dressed. We're due down planet. Would have been early except for aproximity aert.
Some Rotted freighter outside of its designated approach.”

Skylareached down, her fearing fingers touching the dick weave of her armor. She sucked &t her lip
with relief. Her last shred of dignity would be preserved, even asly pried betrayal from her mind.

“I said, get up,” Ferareminded. “I'll do everything | can to protect you. | promised.”

Skyla opened her eyes. Artastared down, an unfeigned concernin her eyes. Her full lipscurled ina
futile attempt to smile. “It was the collar, you know. If it hadn’t been for that, | never would have won.”

Skylanodded, dl of her guts gone hollow as she fingered the tough fabric of her uniform. There were no
more anglesto count.

The command center of the LC couldn’t have held another human being. The commanders had been
packed in, shoulder to shoulder. Shiksta, Dion Axel, Rysta, and Section Firsts from the Firgt Targan,
including Boyz, Beeman, and the others except for Buchman. Mac stood, half-propped against the
bulkhead. The air had gone dightly stale, heavy with the odor of too many human bodies and atangible
sense of desperation. But then, did anyone precipitate civil holocaust without second thoughts? And
worse, al knew the cunning of the enemy they now faced.

Shiksta, his big body wedged into the back of the booth, braced his elbows as he glanced back and
forth. “ Shall we get started?’

Rysta clasped her hands togethers. “Might aswell. Here sthe situation, people. Iy’ staken over. She
showed no scruples when it came to executing Tedor and his Deputies, and shewon't blink twice over
killing Sinklar and the rest of us. Some of you may have questions about my loydtiesin this matter, and to
be honest, I'm old style military. But times have changed and as much as | might resent thet, | can't
stop’it. What | can do ispick the sidethat | think isthe best for the people and the Empire. After that, |
have avoiceto try and shapethe future as | seefit. | will not have that voice with Ily Takka, and further,
I"d rather live under Sinklar Fist’ srule than hers.” Rystagrinned then, aglint in her eye. “Besides, asMac
learned during our last mission, you young kids need someone with allittle experience before you go off
half-cocked. I'm one of the oldest warhorses around.”

Axd cleared her throat. “My position is much the same as Rysta' s. I’ m a Regan veteran and most of you
know my record. Quite honestly, it hurt to be pulled from command, not just once but twice. After being
humbled through that process, | began to reevauate not just the role of our military, but our political
system. Tedor may not have been a saint among men, and looking back, he was poor MD, but after
Tybdt's nation-at 1y’ s hand-1'm sure, we need to fix our goverm-nent.” Dion studied the intent
facesaround thetable. “And | can tell you, this supposed reorgani zation to grant control to Mykroft is-*

“Terguzzi sumpshit,” Mac barked, hisanger piqued. | helped pull the rung from under him on Targa. The
man'sanidiot.”

“ But he' slearned the tactics,” Dion countered. That's who we ve run the last exercises againgt, and he
findly won oneagang Aymsand me”



Mac shook his head with findity. “Ily can fool hersdf about his capabilitiesif shelikes. I've seen himin
thefield. He doesn't have the sense the Blessed Gods gave abrick.”

“Pus-Rotted right!” Boyz chimed in.

Rystaraised ahand. “I think we' re pretty much agreed that 11y must be stopped. The question is, what
do we do about it? If anyone but Mykroft had been appointed, the loya Divisonswould aready have
been withdrawn and scattered to defang them. Eventudly, 11y will discover Mykroft has omitted this
detail and we'll be neutralized one way or another.”

‘6 We haveto act now,” Mac stated smply. “Our Divisons are the eite. Every moment we spend
talking, our window of opportunity isshrinking.

“Right,” Shik agreed with abulldog nod. “1ly’ sgot Sink in that damned Ministry. She' sgot Kap and
Mayz and Ayms. She took our people. | say we go bust them out-now! Beforeit’ stoo late.” Jaw
muscles bunched under his smooth black skin. “ Sinklar never let any of us down. We owehim.”

“How quickly can we organize? We |l haveto take the Ministry by means of afull frontal assault.”
Rysta s eyes ditted as she stared at an imaginary point above Mac's head.

“And we ve got to have cover,” Mac added. “Let’ s say we send the Firgt Targan into the Ministry. Our
other Divisions haveto take defensive positions. Mykroft is going to throw something againgt us.”

Dion lifted afinger. “Shik and | will handle that. We can throw up a protective cordon around the main
assault based on the hunter-killer teamsyou used in Vespa. “

Rystaexhded wearily. “Now, we re talking civilian casudties. *

Dion'sstare hardened. “We're  tdking civil war, Commander. Weregoingto split  themilitary
right down the center. The Blessed Gods aone know which Divisonswill comewith us. It could break
down to Sections going or staying, maybe even Groups turning on each other.”

“And what about thefleet?” Mac directed his question to Rysta. “ That' s another big unknown. Will
Mykroft be ableto cal down Orbital? Will 17?7

Rysta spread her hands. “My guess, based on nothing more than gut intuition, isthat most Squadron
Commanderswill do their best to duck theissue at first. We dl know what kind of casudtieswill pile up
if we use orbital bombardment. The Commanderswill sal, claming they need authorization, and hoping
the matter is solved on the ground so they don’t have to make a decision and can sSide with thewinning
party intheend. *

“Andif it saprolonged fight?” Shik asked. “ Then we can pretty much count on Commanders sding
with the Divisonsthey havetieswith.”

Mac shifted uncomfortably. “All right, that’ s the Stuation. Now, let’ sget down to the fine details.” Mac
glanced at the comm. “It’'s 15:35 hours. | want our people in position by 05:30. Can we do that?’

Rystaglanced at Dion who was doing some quick mental calculations, afrown lining her forehead.
Findly she nodded. “ Y es, barely.”

“Then let’ s get to work. I'll take the First Targan into the Ministry of Internal Security at 06:00.”



Shik ragpped hisfingers on tabletop. “1’ | have the ordnance to support that strike. First thing, I'll punch
some holesin theroof, then I’m leveling the Ministry of Defense Building. Who knows, we might get
lucky and tag Mykroft in the process.”

Dion lowered her head. Y ou know, when this cutsloose, we may be unleashing a disaster which will
destroy usdl. We could be gtarting something we' |l never finish. “

Mac rubbed his hands together nervoudy. “But what choice do we have?’
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CHAPTER 31

Ily tapped at her teeth as she studied the naked woman strapped into the chair in the interrogation room.
AnatoliaDaviurastared up at her with pliant, drugged eyes. Her pae skin prickled from the chill.

Comm buzzed and Iy leaned over and pressed a stud on thewall comm. *Y es?’
“It'sArta. I’'m on my way down with the Wing Commander.”
Ily considered, feding weary to the roots of her soul. Lymawould take alot of time. “Bring her to

interrogation and prepare her for me. I’ 1l wrap up here and atend to some thingsin my office. Megt me
there when you' re done. It’ sgoing to be along interrogation. “



“| look forward toit.”

I’m sureyou do. “ See you then.” Ily cut the comm and turned. “ Anatolia W€ Il have to continue this
discussion later.”

[ly palmed the door to the control room. Professor Adam sat hunched over hiscomm termind, replaying
parts of the testimony that Iy had allowed him to hear. He forced himsdlf to look up, stating, “I till can’t
believeit'sred! | need a gpecimen, nothing more than askin sample. A bit of tissue. Thisisincredible!”

Ily raised an eyebrow. “All intime, Professor. Y ou’ ve heard Anatolia stestimony. In your professond
opinion, would you say that Sinklar Fist isamonster?’

“Mongter? Wel, I'd.... But then, he' snot exactly anorma human being. Fist defiessmple
categorization. Now, based upon the definition of aspecies, is

he fertile? Could he produce aviable offspring? Y ou see, with humans we have.

“But heisan artifact?’

“The offspring of an artifact-a constructed human being. “

Pieces began to click into place. | have the lever | need now, Sinklar. Y ou’ re mine now. “Thank you,
Professor. It seemsthat you' ve done the Empire agreat favor and discovered an inhuman creature

beforeit could gain control of humanity for its own perverted purposes. “

FHushed with triumph, she turned to the comm again. “ Gysdll? Return Daviurato Figt' s quarters and
prepare for the Wing Commander.”

“Yes, ly.”

So much to do. Ily stepped into the corridor beyond and walked toward the lift that would carry her to
her office. The details of government hadn’t gone away, and while she now had the meansto destroy
Sinklar, it would be avery long night with Lymain the chair.

When the door opened, Sinklar leapt to hisfeet. Two of the security personnel looked in, checked to
see where he was, and pushed the door open wide. From the glance Sinklar got of the hallway, he could
See more security as Anatoliawalked forward, supported on both sides by guards who held her elbows.

Anatoliacarried her clothing, and had only alight blue blanket wrapped around her shoulders.

Sinklar swalowed hard, stepping forward to support her. Sheredled, dmost falling, as he pulled her to
him, demanding, “What have you done? Rot you, what did you do to her?’

One of the guards smiled in arrogant amusement and gave Sinklar aflippant salute before he pulled the
door closed with afinal click.

Anatoliashivered in hisarms as he held her and ran gentle fingersthrough her hair. “ There, it' sall
right. Y ou' re safe for the moment. What did they do? Y ou’ re freezing. *

“They asked me questions,” shereplied smply. “About what?’



“About you. About genetics. “Who asked?’

“Iy.*
Sinklar lifted her chin, Saring into her dilated eyes. “ They used Mytol ?”’
“Yes. 15

He half carried her back to the deeping quarters. The place didn’t even have a platform, just a spongy
pallet on the floor with atoilet and shower to one Sde-not that the shower would help warm her; it only
ran cold water.

Sinklar lowered her with care, blushing asthe blanket fell away. Anatolia seemed unawareof it, lostina
drug-induced haze. Half terrified of what he' d find, Sinklar inspected her, relieved that she seemed
unharmed but for the drug.

“What are you doing?’ she asked as he stood. “ Going to get your clothes. You're shivering.” He
paused. “ They didn’t hurt you?’

143 NO_”

Hesdghedin relief ashe went for her clothes. She’ d sprawled on her side by the time he returned.
Sinklar shot ahate-filled glance up at the security

cam that congtantly monitored them. “ Anatolia, you' ve got to help me. We ve got to get you dressed
and warmed up.”

Somehow they managed to get her covered and Sinklar rolled the two of them into the blanket, pressing
himsef to her, using his hest to warm her.

“What did Ily ask about? Start from the beginning.” “ She asked how wemet and | told her. | told her
about how strange you had seemed, wanting to see your parents and about how you' d looked at them. |
told her about the sample | took, and the research | was conducting. She didn’t seem to understand that
your father couldn’t have existed. | kept trying to explain that the genotype was unknown that it didn’t fit
any known human pattern.”

Tow did shereact to that?’

“Shetried very hard to understand what it meant, but even | don't know.

”What ese did she ask?’

‘About when | wasinthestrest.  Where | went, what | did. | told her how | survived ... about
Mickey chasing meinto the cul-de-sac and trying to rape me. | told her about gouging his eyes out and
besting him until | fractured his skull and killed him. I told her how it wasto live in the darkness. About

how | had to do it again with Buchman and Wheder when her goons came after me, and about the
printout.”

;,Y ou mean, whereyou left it?’



‘| had totell her. It’ sthe Mytoal, it makes* ;"I know. What else?’

‘ She asked about you. What you planned. | didn’t know very much about that, so | couldn’t tell her
much. She asked what you thought of her and | told her.”

Tow did she take that?’
‘When | said you hated her, shedidn’'t ssemtomind at all. “

Sinklar winced. “Did she ask anything el se about me?’ “Sheasked if you loved me. |
told her that | didn’t know. She asked if | knew she'd had sex with you and | said yes. She asked what |
thought of that. | told her it surprised methat you hadn’'t had more sense.”” Sinklar winced. “Was that
al?

“No. She asked if wewerelovers. | told her no, that we were only friends for the moment.”
“For the moment?’

‘Things could change, Sinklar. | likeyou agreat ded. | might even cometo love you with dl of my heart,
but | can’t trust you. | don’t know what you are ... who you are. Y ou have the makings of greatness
about you ... and aterrible tragedy. How can | allow mysdf to love aman like that? | don’t know

if Il be alivetomorrow, et done next week. How can | trust you when | don’'t know what you are?
What you will do?’

“I don’t know, Anatolia. | don’t know.” He steeled himsdlf. “ Then what happened?’

“Ily got acdl on the monitor. The voice said that Arta Ferawas on her way down with the Wing
Commander and would arrivein ashort time. 1ly replied that she had some thingsto attend to in her
office, that it would be along night, more likely acouple of long days and Gysell would haveto run
things. Then shetold mewe d talk again later and walked out.”

“Rotted Gods. Iy, you foal.” “What?’

“Nothing. Rest now. The Mytol will wear off soon.” Sinklar stared up &t the featurdess ceiling. Staffa, if
you're out there, blast thisbuilding fird.

“It'sabout time,” Ily greeted as she got up from behind her office desk, waking around to embrace Arta
and kiss her soundly. She pushed the woman back, inspecting her. “Y ou look little the worse for wear.
The Wing Commander istaken care of 7’

“In one of theinterrogation rooms.” Artapulled Ily close, hugging her. “1 would have been in sooner, but
we dmost had a collison with afreighter. The proximity warning went off and | had amad scrambleto
adjust the vector. We missed by agood four kilometers, but at that speed, | would have cometo Rega
asplasma. “

Ily pushed back and frowned. “Orbital Control didn’t have the freighter plotted? Didn’'t send you a
course advisory?’

“1 didn’t know they were supposed to.”



[ly broke away, moving to her desk. “That’ s standard procedure. Thisfreighter, wasn't it broadcasting a
position statement?’

“Ily,” Artareminded, “I’m new at this piloting business.

Ily pressed her Comm button. “Gysell, get in touch with Orbita Traffic Control. They’ve got afreighter
out therein one of thetraffic lanes. Tell them to clean up their act or I’ll put someone in charge who can
run the agency efficiently.”

’Yes Miniger. Anything dse?’

‘IsWing Commander Lyma prepared?’

“She'sjust theway Artaleft her, and as we were instructed to treet her.”

Ily glanced at Fera, seeing anod of confirmation. “Thank you, Gysdll, that will bedl.” Shekilled the
Comm and looked up. “ Generdly | like my subjects stripped, cold, and very uncomfortable before | run
an interrogation -

Fera crossed her arms. “Why don’t we talk about Skyla on the way down to her room?’

“Very well.” Ily started for the lift. “I had an interesting report. Some of my security people claim you
walked off with MacRuder, Commander Braktov, and two of my security people. Do you know
anything about that? | checked. Y ou were il in aparking orbit at thetime.”

.Y ou' re sure they thought it was me?’

‘Rotted right they were sure-at least they believed it. Let’ sput it thisway, Mytol doesn't lie”

’"What doesit mean?’ I

‘I"'m not sure, but what | do know isthat Mac, Rysta, and Shiksta have dipped through my net for now.
I’ ve tightened security around the building. I’ ve dso got acdl infor Mykroft to contact me as soon as
possible. | want him to be ready to ssomp out arevolt if oneflares.”

“Do you expect one?’

[ly lifted her hands. “I don’t know. Should I”? What happened between Skylaand you? | don’t know
what your gameis, Arta, but she’ smine until | wring every last drop of information out of her brain.”

Artadapped the controls that sent them rocketing down. “1 have no problem with that.”

“Then why didn’'t you prepare her? I’ ve been wait-

ing for along time to take her gpart-an old grudge. Y ou haven't developed a soft spot, have you?’

“I think you'll find she’ s been magterfully prepared - “ Artaled the way out of thelift asit opened ona
subbasement halway. “ She' sresigned to her fate, Ily. You'll havelittle trouble with her. And in answer to

your question, | want her when you' re done with her. | want her in one piece, whole, and with her mind
intact. “



Ily shot her acurious glance. “Why?’

“Because shefascinates me. We fought, she and 1, each plotting, battling, matching wits. She dmost
won, lly. She came very close within fractions of asecond of beating metime and again. | want to see
how long she can keep it up. *

“She may be completely broken by thetime I’m done with her,” 1ly reminded. “I’ ve seen them just give
up, become dead mesat. Any spark whatsoever gone, an extinguished persondity.”

“That isarisk Skylamust teke.” Artafrowned. “But I’ [| wager you she hangson.”
They waked down along halway, armslinked. Ily asked, “Do you love her?’

“Yes. But it' sdifferent than theway | loveyou. | love Skylaasachalenge. | loveyou asapartner.
She' sa powerful woman, perhaps more powerful than you are. “

Ily examined Feraclosdly, then warned, “Be careful, Arta. “

At the door to the interrogation room, Artaturned, excitement in her eyes. “lly, ask yoursdlf, do you
really want meto fawn and tremble in your presence like dl therest do? Or has the power gone to your
head until you think of yoursdlf in the same manner the Sassan God thinks of himsaf?We ve had this
discussion before. You and 1, we have different goadsin life. Y oursisto control and govern. Mineisfor
adifferent chalenge, that of excitement. Prudenceisn’'t in my persondity. How do you want me?’

[ly nodded, reassured. “I’ ve missed you, Arta. Very well, keep your Skyla.” If shelivesthrough this. Ily
palmed the lock plate and stepped insde. She glanced up at the monitorsin the control room where they
recorded Skyla's nervous pacing about the solitary chair in the center of the featureless gray concrete
room.

Thetechnicians sat at the monitors waiting, their instruments dead until the subject could be hooked up.

[ly gestured to Arta. “ Stay here. Thisis better done between me and her.”

co’You'll need this” Artahanded Ily the collar ntrol.

Ily took amoment to strap it to her wrist, running through the calitifation process as the device coded her
brain waves. Then Ily stepped into the room. Skylaspun, awild fear in her eyes as she dropped to a
combat stance.

Ily gazed levelly at her and said, “It’sbeen along time since Itresta”

Skyla s every movement indicated that she bordered on losing control. 1 should have killed you when |
had the chance.”

[ly nodded. “We dl make mistakes, Wing Commander. It seemsthisismy night for interrogations. | just
pried the most fascinating information out of Sinklar Fist’ sgirlfriend. And now | have you. Artatrested
you well, | see. Curious, you' ve earned her respect-afeat not many could have accomplished.” “Y ou can
dill let mego ... save yoursdf.”

Ily laughed, delighted that so much spirit remained. “Indeed? Save mysdf from what?’



“ Staffa-and the Companions.”

[ly walked around to take a position opposite Skyla. “Things have changed in Free Space while you' ve
beenin trangt. Sinklar broke the back of the Sassan Empire with one fell blow. Staffawill have achoice.
He can ded with me, or I’ll destroy him. I’ ve got the means now, astrategy that will work.”

Skyla slipstwitched. “Y ou seem pretty sure of yoursdlf.”

The memory of Staffa sburning gray eyes haunted

lly. “Yes and I'll be even more surewhen I’ vefinished my little discussion with you.”

“Hell kill you, Ily. You'll bearuler, dl right. Y our empire will consst of rubble, radiation, and corpses.”
“That isexactly what we shal see” 1ly smiled.

“Now, you have a choice to make. My instruments can't read your involuntary responses through
armor. Y ou may undress, or I'll usethe collar and have my technicians strip you while you' re senseless.”

Skylatensed. Ily lifted an eyebrow in anticipation of triggering the collar, of bringing her enemy low.
Then, dowly, Skylareached up, undoing the armor

snap by snap. With fastidious care, she peded the materiad off, kicking it into the corner.

Ily watched as Skyla s skin reacted to the cold air, her nipplestightening. Lymawas ahandsome
woman, muscular, full-breasted. The long scars that accented that a abaster flesh added an exctic dlure.

“Shall we begin?’ Ily gestured to the chair. Skyla s ssomach spasmed, and her face contorted, asif she
were fighting desperately to keep from breaking down into sobs. The hard glitter of desperation animated
those tortured eyes, and then she settled wearily into the chair, desolation in the Sump of her shoulders.

Ily drew the straps tight with practiced ease. She stepped over to the tray, picking up the tube of Mytol,
dipping it past Skyla stightly-pressed lips, and dong her clamped teeth.

“Drink,” 1ly ordered. “If you don't, | can dways run the tube down your throat. | redize that you're
going to be atough oneto break, despite the drug. It may take awhile, Skyla, but with Mytol and some
other drugs, and cold, and time ... and perhaps alittle pain, you will break.”

Skylasucked at the Mytol. Then Ily fastened the patches to Lyma s,goose-bumped flesh.

“Now then,” Ily began triumphantly. “We |l begin with your name. Then bit by bit, as your resstance
erodes, you will tell me everything about Itreata, about their security, and about how | can lure Staffa kar
Thermainto my hands.”

Thistime, Skyla couldn’t stop the tears that crept down her cheeks.

“How arewe doing?’ Mac asked, as he glanced over his shoulder at the comm. The time showed
04:30. He bent over Axd’ s shoulder, where she studied the plots moving on the scaled-down Situation
board they’ d projected onto the table.

Dion arched her back, twisting as she grimaced. “L ooks like we re in pretty good shape. Most of the
disengagement is proceeding smoothly. I'm just surprised we haven't been challenged by now.”



Mac yawned, blinking out of fatigue. “Whao' s going to chalenge? Y ou’ ve been running exercisesfor so
long troop movementsin the middle of the night should be routine.”

She cocked her head, awry look in her brown eyes. “Redlly? Y ou mean to tell meif you were camped
out there, and the Division next door started pulling out, you wouldn't be on the horn to Sinklar to find
out why?’

“Of course| would. How elsewould | get the jump on the Situation.” Dion steepled her fingers
thoughtfully. “And that' s just why Mykroft can’t be left in command. 1y should have chosen better.”

“What about the other Divisons? Any fedling asto how many will go with us?’

Dion shook her head, expression gloomy. “Can't cal it yet, Mac. Maybe athird. | wouldn't count on
any more than that.”

“Thenit' sTargadl over again.”

Axe kicked her legs out under the table, crossing her ankles. “I'm starting to wish I’ d never heard that
word.”

“Y egh, well, some of us have been living it for so long we can't think any other way.” He glanced at the
clock again. “1’m going to head out of here, get to my LC, and join up with my Divison.” He stuck out a
hand. “If we never see each other again, it' s been real short, but a definite pleasure. I'm glad you're on
our gde.

Shetook his hand, awarm smile on her lips. “ See you on the other side.

“Theother 9de?’

Shelaughed. “I keep forgetting. Y ou Targans never learned the clich’s of command. That means we part
asfriends-no matter how it works out.”

“The dance of the quanta.”

“Y ou've been ligtening to the Seddi?”’

“Beats getting shot at. Good luck, Dion.” He ducked out of the command control and started back
between the empty benches. Chryda stood at the ramp, one hand on the molding, as she stared out into
the Regan night. In the distance, L Cs shrilled asthey lifted, redeploying troopsinto the center of the city.

“All set?" she asked as Mac stopped beside her. In the muted city lights, her glossy hair shimmered.
Now, of al times, he wanted to reach out and draw her close, to fed her pressed againgt himin these last
moments.

“Guess 0. Want to walk over to your LCT’ He started down the ramp, feding the chill settleinto his
bones as his breath clouded.

She paced beside him, the hitch in her limp barely noticesble. “My LCT’



He glanced up at the high clouds that lay between him and the flet. “1’m shipping you up to Rysta.
You |l be safer aboard Qyton.”

She stopped short, reaching out ahand to halt him. “Mac, don't do this.”

He spread hisarms, the lights gleaming on hisarmor. “Chryda, we' re about to launch acivil war here. If
things go wrong, we' re facing a bloodbath. | don’t want you anywhere around. | can’t afford to worry
about you. Trust me, ship up to Gyton. If things redlly go sour, maybe Rystacan dip away, find sanctuary
with the Companions.” Hetook her hands.

“Don’t you see? It' syour trip home. There' s nothing for you here. Only war and death. More suffering.”

“My sonishere. Mac, lisgten to me. Please! All of my life, I’ ve been dependent on someoneelse's
protection-until yesterday when | acted on my own to protect others. Don't you see?|’ve been a
delicatetoy. A sexy pawn-and I’'m tired of it. Taking chances, fighting for what you believe, isal right for
you and Rystaand my son-but not for me?’

He shook hishead. “Y ou can't forget who you are.” “No, | can't,” she answered sharply. “And maybe
that makesit more important that | accept some responsibility in thisfight. Staffal swife, fighting at your
sde, isworth something, symbolicaly and personally.”

He hung hishead. How do | tdll her?* Chryda, will you do thisfor me?Y ou once said you were
indebted to me. That you owed me. I'm calling in that debt. Take the LC up to Gyton. Y ou can serve me
best by being safe.”

She stepped close, her scent filling his nogtrils. With cold fingers, shelifted his chin, saring into his
shadowed eyes. He fought the urge to tremble at her touch.

“Mac, | can't. You'revery noble, and | think your infatuation with me has clouded your reason. | am
indebted to you, but would ypu ask my soul of me? Would you ask meto betray mysdf? And in doing
50, dl those ideals which kept me dive through the long years?’

He hugged her close, his heart pounding. She squirmed in his grip and, filled with shame, he let hisarms
drop, whispering, “I'm sorry.”

She placed ahand on hisshoulder. “It' s al right. We're al nervous, strained to breaking. Sometimes,
when things seem the most desperate, we al need to cling to someone. It's a human characterigtic, that
desireto be held, to touch. Y ou just crushed the breath out of me. Come on. We re almost out of time,
Mac. Let’sgo. WE ve got awar towin.”

“I can’t talk you out of this?’

“No. And ask yourself, Mac. In your heart, would you redly want to?’

The columns of figures on the monitor mocked them al, but somewhere, there had to be akey. Myles
tapped hisjewe encrusted fingers as he stared at the monitor in his office. Beyond, through the tactite
window, the gilded spires of the Capitol mocked him and everything he was trying so desperately to

accomplish.

“Perhaps confiscating two percent of the production from Malbourne?’ Hyros asked, afrown egting at
his normally composed expression.



“Too dangerous. Mabourneis aready overextended. We took three percent for the Myklenian
invasion. They teetered on the verge of revolt then, and vere only pacified when told that the drain on
their income was temporary.”

“Right,” Jakre agreed. “ And we don’t have the manpower to enforce a confiscation. They'd haveto
contribute voluntarily.

“And by doing so, the farmers on Ma bourne would suffer famine-a double bind that would creste more
problemsthan it would solve. “

Thethree of them retreated to the endless game of staring at the monitor.

In the name of the quanta, Mylestold himsdf yet again, there are only so many waysto divide the
remaining resources. Y ou can't pour agdlon and ahaf of milk from aone galon bucket.

“We can't do it. Someoneis going to die-just with what we have left. And that fat fool wantsto launch a
military strike? We have to tdl him something, Myles. If we don't, we' re arrested, and someone else will
take thisover ... someone who doesn't have your magic for conjuring something from nothing.” Jekre
stood then, walking over to stare at the palace through weary eyes. “I’'m sorry | doubted you in the past,
Myles. Y ou warned us. Staffawarned us. It was sheer arrogance. “

“That isbehind us,” Mylesreplied. Think! When you have one too many mouthsto feed, what do you
do?Heimmersad himself in the rows and rows of figures: production and consumption-with adight
correction for transportation in the middle of the equation.he answered angrily. “ That We need another
pie” hesad

would solve everything. We could ship dl of our stock and feed everyone ... if wejust had another
storehouse to draw from until Imperid Sassarecoversfrom thefdlout. “

“The problem with thet, Legate, isthat the only other pie belongsto the Regans,” Hyros reminded.
Myles stiffened. “Yes, it does.” Heturned to the

comm, ordering, “Initiate secondary distribution program 1-7732. *

Comm responded. “Do you wish to authorize initiation?”

“I do. “

“What are you doing?’ Jakre asked.

Myleslooked up, relief and desperation intertwining like ill-begotten loversin hissoul. “I can't tell you
the details, Iban. But | may be able to produce another pie.” He glanced a Hyros. “ And now that I’ ve
committed myself to magic, I’ m going home and goi-Ig to deep. “

“Andwhat do | tell HisHoliness?” Than asked. “Nothing ... until I'm rested. Make something up, if you
must, but perhaps another miracle will occur in the meantime.” Myles stood, so tired he could barely
keep from weaving. “Hyros? Do you have anything planned?’

Hyros stared skepticdly at the monitor where numbers were shuffling as the program orders changed the
gatistics. “No, Myles. Y ou' ve left me completely baffled.”



Hetook hisade s hand, heading for the door, caling over his shoulder, “1ban, if anything comes up, call
meimmediady.”

“Have agood rest, Myles. You, too, Hyros.” Than still stood, staring anxioudly at the palace.

How long he dept, Myles never knew. He came blearily awake, the buzz of the comm driving away the
last hope of deep. Mylesreached over and killed the buzzer, Hyros stirring a his movement. He blinked,
rolled to agitting postion, and cdled, “ Yes?’

The bedside comm flashed to life, Than Jakre' s fiff facefilling the monitor. Jakre appeared both
relieved and concerned. “Myles, your miracle occurred.

We ve got two Companion warships that just dropped out of null singularity. I’ ve just been in contact
with them.” Jakre' s eyebrows lifted. “ Our ‘orders are that we are to take no retaliatory action againgt
Rega And further, they are hereto *protect’ usfrom any further Regan military strikes. *

Myles amiled, feding the tenson drain out of him. “Wonderful. Now, Iban, you can go back to your
home and get some deep yourself.”

Jakre slong face looked dour. “Myles, you didn't.... | mean, you weren't planning on this, were you?’

“How could you think that? Get some deep, Iban. We Il discussit when we re both rested-and if His
Holinesscomplains, tell himto tekeit to Staffa *

Myleskilled -the connection and flopped back with his arms spread wide in asoaring feding of
freedom. “Y ou’ ve been up to your neck in this, haven't you?’

Hyros asked, as he propped himsalf on hisebows. Myles glanced at hislover and shrugged it off.

“Y ou’ ve been listening to those Seddi broadcasts, haven't you? The ones about taking responsibility?
About building anew episemology?’

Hyros nodded. “Isthat why you' ve been so different?’

“ Among other reasons. Now why don’t we get some deep. If the Companions are overhead, a great
many things are about to happen-and it will probably be along time before we get to deep again.”

Hyros gave him awry smile. “Maybe Il get up, get dressed, and ask for atransfer to some department
that isn't as demanding on my schedule. And you can find another lover-one who hastimeto deep.”

Myles experienced a gtitch of resentment. “If you wish. But you' re avery bright young man. | wish
you'd stay.”

Hyros laughed and punched him in the shoulder. “ That was ajoke, Myles.”

They curled together, Myles drifting off to deep to the lull of Hyros' heartbegt. In the half-aware state of
dumber, the growing roar didn’t register asit built. The crescendo came when the firgt wrenching shock
hit the building. Myles had no more than jerked upright when the deeping platform wrenched out from
thewall, spilling them into apile onthefloor.

Then the tactite shattered, asthe building cracked and swayed.



“What the...Hyros cried.”

“Earthquake!” Myles belowed as hetried to untangle himsdlf. Then one of the roof supportsfell.

“The ruleswhich determine victory and defeat areredly very smple. Nevertheless, military anaysts
spend agreat ded of time and serious study trying to uncover exactly why a given sde won a conflict,
andin dl honesty, lessons can be learned from such dissections of any campaignespecidly with the
benefit of hindsght.

“What you asked meto respond to, however, are the rules of victory. Thereisonly one: Superiority. No
matter what sort of interpretation you give to the history of acampaign, you will awaysfind thet the
superior side won-for whatever reason. The reason might be personnel, equipment, strategy, tactics,
position, deployment, logistics, production, mobility, or any of the other complex factorswhich are
integrd to the art of war.

“Many people liketo talk about luck, and theroleit playsin winning or losing. | would submit to you,
however, that despite the quanta, luck, especialy bad luck, results because someone didn’t think matters
through. We are dl human, and we make assumptions about the nature of redlity. Some things, we smply
do not question. A failure of communications, for instance, wouldn't occur to the average commander in
thefidd.

“Thekey to victory isto find that basdline assumption, and exploit it to gain superiority.

“Defeat occurs when someone takes something for granted—Ilike communications or fuel or even human
endurance.”

Staffakar Thermain acommunication to KayllaDawn

CHAPTER 32

Theroar of the capital never ceased asthe giant arcologies and heavy industries added their din to the
endless pumping of materias, services, ar, machinery, and people through the vast metropolis. That
many billion human beings smply didn't livein peace and quiet. Ddlivery vehidesruled the night, filling the
maw that emptied every day. The wastes were carried away, organics removed, packaging recycled.
The mongter that was Regaroared constantly, but at thistime, it had muted from full-bore to arumble.

Mac propped his elbows on the top hatch ring and took a deep breath, savoring the stink of the place as
he looked out over the towering buildings. He tried to engrave the moment in his memory, listening to the
last moments of a Regawhich would cease to be in another-he checked his chronometer-thirty-two
minutes. At 05:58, the capitd still dumbered, unaware that overnight, armies had’ redigned themsdalves
and within moments, for better or worse, an upheava would be launched that would change hisempire
and peopleforever.

“Mac?’ hisbattle comm cdlled. “Here. “

“Hey, thisis Sergeant First Lambert. We rein position, but guesswhat? Wejust caught ahint of a



sgnal. | sent adetachment to check it out and they found Buchman. He s dive-bardy-and he has some
info he's supposed to deliver to Sinklar.”

“ ‘FHrmative. Tel him, we Il make that possiblein about ahaf hour.”

“Roger, if helivesthat long. I’ ve had him bundled off to medica. Looks like he was shot in the
shoulder.”

“Tell thetroopsthey can takethat out of Ily’shide. *
“Affirmative. We're sst to go.”

One by one, Mac checked in with his Sectio swhere they’ d drawn tight around the Internal SecuriLy
Minigtry. “All right, people, you know the plan. At

06:30, Shik hitsthe roof of Iy’ sbuilding. After that we' ve each got an objective. If you get cut off
because of the wdlls, you know the plan. Stick toit.”

“Affirmative.

Mac switched channels. “Dion? Y ou there?’ “Here. We' rein podition. Everyoneisrehearsed and raring
to go. If the Blessed Gods are with us, you'll have Ily before Mykroft sobers up from his party. My
sources say they had the entire Ministry of Defense drunk last night-threw afancy ball.”

“Henever learns”

Dion chuckled. “Not only that, one of my sources reportsthat Minister Takka had him on cdll dl
nightand no one checked the comm until he was aready passed out and in bed. Hisaides didn’'t want to
bother him. “

“May herest in peace. Dion, we ve got five minutes until the start of operations. Sun’s starting to come
up. Good luck.”

“Sameto you, Mac, I'll look forward to dinner tonight on-*
Mac' s comm spit Setic.
“Dion? Do you copy? Axd, respond!” The gtatic grew in volume. “What the hell?’

He climbed down, pulling the hatch closed overhead as he dropped into the command center. “Mhitshul,
what the pus did you do to my-*

Mhitshul angrily raised ahand to cut him off, as he listened to his set. Then he punched buttons on the
comm, caling into hismike as he tried different bands. Findly, in futility, heturned, agrim look on his
face. “We' rejammed, Mac. Every pus-Rotted band on the battle comm is plugged up solid.”

“What do you mean?’

“I mean, we' re jammed. The whole thrice-cursed planet isjammed-totaly.”

“Ily, you Terguzz bitch!”



Mhitshul swiveled in the chair, shaking hishead. “Mac, | can't swear to it-mind you, Shik would know
best-but I" d give you Myklenian brandy to arigged tapagame that she' sjust as deaf aswe are.”

Mac dropped onto the hard bench of the booth. “Who, then? Mykroft? Dion said he was passed out.”
Mhitshul shrugged his shoulders. “ Somebody with

alot of power. Ily, maybe, but what’ s she got that can cut through this? Subspace? Possible, but it
would have to be adish on the planet talking to another dish on the planet. | mean, look, this stuff iseven
making the comm abit flippy.”

Mac glanced down at thetime. “Y eah, great!” He dapped the table in frustration and poked his head
into the flight deck. “Power up! We ve got less than aminute before Shik blowsaholein 11y’ sroof.”

“Wha?’ Mhitshul cried. “Y ou're going to initiatewithout command control 7’

Mac pulled hishead back to look over his shoulder whilethe thrusters built to awhine. “My friend isin
that building-and I’m gonna go get him out. Everyone knows the plan, Mhitshul. If worse comesto
worg, I've got First Section back therein the rear. We re going after Sink ... and if we can kill 1ly, so
much the better.”

“But you-*

Mac shouted forward, “Lift off!”

The comm buzzed next to Ily’ s deeping platform. Beside her, Artamoaned in dissatisfaction and
reluctantly opened her eyes. “Wonderful, thefirst night of deep | get, and you have anoisy comm.”

“Part of government.”
“That' swhy you can have government, and I’ll take excitement. “

[ly siwung her feet off the platform as she pulled ashirt over her shoulders. Shetwisted her hair into a
knot and called, “ThisisMinister Tekka.”

GysdI’ sface formed on the comm, but the image carried alot of static. Gysdll, too, looked deepy. “1ly?
We ve got trouble. My aidejust pulled me out of the interrogation room. The comm system isjammed.
I’ve sent someone over to Comm Centrd, but outside of our closed building system you can’t contact
anyone unlessit’ s by messenger.”

Ily’s heartbeat spiked. “MacRuder?’

Gysdl shook his head. “From what my peopletell me, only the Sassans could muster this much power.
Gyton doesn’'t have the resources for this. Neither does Shiksta, if he’ sthe one responsible for-*

The blast was deafening. The deeping platform legpt into the air and crashed down with abongarring
impact before afist hammered Ily sideways amidst aspattering of dust and flying fragments.

Shelay stunned, earsringing, as she blinked in the twisting pall of dust and smoke.

“Pus-licking Gods!” Arta cried as she staggered up from behind the wreckage of the deeping platform.



[ly shook her head, mind redling as shetried to think.

Artawas bending over, blood leaking down her cheek from acut. Fera' sinsstent tug got 1y to her feet
as a second concussion shook the building.

“Gottaget out of here,” Arta s voice seemed far away. “Come on!”

Dazed, Ily stumbled along, stepping over broken crystas, shards cutting her bare feet. Her hair, matted
with plaster and filth, svung with each step, sometimes obscuring her vision.

The security door to the garage had jammed, the lintel buckled.

“Don’'t move!” Ferashouted. “I’ll beright back.” Ily leaned againgt the wall, trying to understand. Water
shot out in jets from the splintered remains of her bathroom. What had happened?

Arta appeared through the smoking rubble, her appearance striking: a naked woman warrior, bloody,
hair in disarray, breasts bouncing, ablaster filling her hand.

“Duck!” Artaleveled her wegpon.

Some ingtinctive response triggered, and Ily threw hersdlf into the junk on the floor. The shrill ripping of
the discharge was barely audible over thewailing in her ears, but the report deafened her asthe wall
bucked and exploded.

Her wits scattered by the shock, 1y remained crouched until Arta hauled her up, and pushed her toward
the gaping hole blasted in the wall.

[ly half-fell, sprawling on the shattered junk on the other sde. Artawas saying something.

“What?" Feraleaned close, shouting, “LCsl Landing on the roof, we ve got to timethisjust right. Ily,
listen to me! We ve got to wait until they settle on the roof, and drop straight down the side of the
building. Once they're blind-sded by thewall, we can cut off a an angle and climb for orbit. Do you
understand?’

LCs?On the roof? Why? She blinked, till lying on the shattered remains of the wall while Feralespt for
the shuttle, pulling the hatch open. 1ly watched numbly, then looked down to where her hands clutched
the crumbled duraplast. Blood ran down her arm in zigzagged patterns. Blood? From whom? One of her
prisoners?

Theroom went blurry aslly’ svision swam. From out of the haze, strong arms picked her up, lifting her
limp body. Theworld swirled away into aliquid-gray fog that faded into a soft floating mist.

Sinklar jerked awake with the first muffled concussion. Anatoliatensed where shelay in hisarmson the
pallet.

“What was that?’
“Explogon.” Sinklar threw the blanket aside, climbing to hisfeet. Another muted bang shook the build-

ing. Sinklar whooped, raising hisfigts. “Come on, Targang!”



Anatoliascrambled up next to him. “You're sure?’ Sinklar put hisarm around her. “More than I’ ve been
of anything.” He glanced up, trying to see through the building to Ily’ s plush office. “Ily, you bitch, now
you'll get yours”

Anatolialooked down at her clothing, awkwardly rearranging it to hang right. “Y ou know, the terrible
thing about Mytal isthat you remember everything that happened. “

Sinklar chuckled as he hopped from foot to foot. “We' Il just keep it between us.”

That'swhen the lights went out.

Mac cursed as the morning sun shot danted bars of light through gapsin the clouds. For something to
do, he sat on the ramp of hisLC, dangling hislegs. Chrydahad propped herself beside him, her perfect
body giving the armor she now wore avery distinct shape-and to Mac' s disquiet, her body did
marvelousthingsto the thick materidl.

In search of adigtraction from the nagging worryand Chryda-Mac fiddled with the communications set
clipped to hisbdt. “Comm’ s till out.”

“Youdon't haveto st here,” Chrydareminded. “I could cover theroof just aswell asyou.” Shelifted
the blagter that hung from its harness. “1 am familiar with how to use one of these. Once, | dmost outshot
Staffa” She paused thoughtfully, “But then, he wasin amost human mood that day.”

Staffal Always Staffa. Mac fidgeted uncomfortably. “1' d better stay. If anyone needs orders, they're
going ‘to come here.” He dapped ahand againgt the heavy

shoulder blaster that rested on hislap and glared at the gaping hole into which First Section had
disappeared. Smoke till rose from the ragged edges.

“If that’ s your decision. Honestly, Mac, First Section are dl pros. Without comm, you couldn’t be of
much use down there anyway.”

“Yeah, andif anyonecan getin, find Sink, and. .. . Mac never finished.

A dhrilling rosein ever increasing volumeto split the air-the wail like that of athousand banshees.
“Pus-Rotted Gods!” Mac jumped off the ramp, run-

ning to the edge of the building. In the distance, the Ministry of Defenseimploded from agrav shot. The
shrilling continued, wavering up and down the scale as government buildings around the capita exploded.

“Mac?’ Chrydacameto stand beside him, one hand grasping hisarm asiif to seek reassurance. “ Orbital
bombardment,” he said soberly. “But what

the hell arethey doing? They’ re blasting the government buildings, the adminigtration centersand ... Holy
Rotted Gods, we' ve got to get out of here, we'reaprime. . . .” He started back for the LC, clawing at
hiscomm. “Boyz! Red! Andrews! It'satrap! Evacuate! Get out!”

Static hissed back at him, the effect drowned by another shrilling and POCK-KUMPH! as Comm
Central-no more than two kilometers away—disappeared into acloud of spiraling debris.

Mac grabbed Chryda, physicaly dragging her toward the LC ramp.



“Mac! Wait!” She pointed at the pink-tinged sky. He threw a desperate glance over his shoulder. The
deadly wedges dropped like darts, leveling off and closing. He knew those craft. Once before he' d seen
them drop from an empty sky. Now, as he looked up, he could make out the contrails.

One of the deadly deek landers arrowed over the roof of the Ministry-blasted ajet of reaction that
staggered Mac-and settled to the side of one of the craters.

Shielded by an arm, Mac waited as the ramps dropped and shining troops deployed with amachinelike
efficiency that he' d once marveled at. Thistime, however, the gleaming ranks faced him, wegpons & the

ready.

“Better drop your blaster,” Mac said evenly, his heart pounding as he unhooked histrusty blaster and let
itfal. “Theseguysarered good, but they might shoot first and question later.”

He heard Chryda s shoulder gun thump to the roof behind him.

The STU team had them covered, severd of thelander’ s heavy batteriestrained on the LC. Mac smiled,
walking forward, hishands held out. “ Ark? That you back of al that shiny stuff?’

“Mac?’ “Yeah. Hey, sorry, but you guys are alittle bit late. First Targan beet you to the strike.”

More of the assault craft were settling around the Ministry. Mac looked around uneasily, suddenly
aware of the Companions’ intent. “Ryman! I’ ve got peoplein there. If you can break thiscomm jam, tell
your teamsto stay out or we'll al be shooting each other.”

Ark frowned as he stepped forward, skepticism on hisdark face, or at least what could be seen of it
through the dectronics-studded helmet. “Mac, my objectiveisto take this building, recover a prisoner,
kill 1ly if I can, and blow this place to Rotted hell on the way out. How do | know if you' retelling me the
truth?

Mac hesitated, hating the sudden tension. He took a step forward, hands spread. “ Listen, can you get
me alineto Staffa? The code is Makarta. He told me that aboard Chryda once. Staffa said, * Remember,
Mac, you aways have a place with us. If you ever need to get in touch with me, the codeis Makarta’
Ryman, if you enter this building and run into my Sectionwhich you will-we can’t tdll friend from foe”

Ark chewed a hislip, raisng hiscomm. “All STU, thisis Ark. Hold your position! Repest, hold!” To
Mac, Ryman said, “Y ou better be right about this, MacRuder, becauseif you'renot ... if it sagal to
harm Skyla, I’'m going to take you apart mysdf.”

Surprised, Mac said, “ Skyla?’

Chrydahad cometo stand at Mac’ s shoulder. Ryman eyed her with obvious appreciation and caled
into the comm. “Patch me through to the Lord Commander. | got aRegan Divison First here by the
name of MacRuder. He susing a Makartacode. That's M-A-K-A-R-T-A. Check with the Lord
Commander and seeif we' ve got aroger on that.”

Mac waited, itching and prickling from the effect of the deadly guns pointed a him. In the distance, he
could see explosions as the orbital bombardment continued to flatten selected targets. “ Ryman, what's
happening out there? Y ou' re destroying the critica ingtallations, the ones we need to survive.”



Ark watched him hostilely-expression hacked from stone. Then he nodded, evidently hearing something
on hisear comm. “Mac? Y ou want to step indgde? The Lord Commander will speak to you.” .

Mac nodded to Chryda, gave her areassuring wink he didn’t believe in, and stepped forward. Ryman
bounded into the guts of the assault craft and Mac licked hislips as he followed. Unlike the Regan LC,
the seats were plush, designed so the fittings conformed to armored STU teams. A wall monitor flickered
to life. Staffa s hard gray eyes stared into Mac's. “Lord Commander. Greetings.”

“Good to see you, Mac. Ryman tells me you don't want my STU teamsinside. Why?’

Mac took adeep bresth. “ Because my people arefighting in there, Lord Commander. 1ly made abid to
take complete power. Shetook Sinklar, Mayz, Kap, and Ayms. WEe' re getting our people back.” He
paused consideringly, then added, “What about Skyla? She' sin there, too?’

Staffa s cold stare would have frozen the fusion fires of Solaris. “I’ll hope you didn’t have apart in her
abduction. “

Mac waved hisarms. “I’ ve been off blasting hell out of Imperid Sassal How could | know? | landed
here last night, dmost got arrested by [y’ s goons, found out she' s grabbed Sink, and spent al night
organizing and initiating acivil war. Thismorning | launch my operation and the comm goes dead. Then
you show up and want to get in atangle with my

Section whilethey hunt Ily. Now, can we bring thisto aconclusion so you don't haveto level the planet
and we can all get our people back?’

Staffawatched him unemationdly. “Will you surrender your forces? Unconditiondly?’

“No. That'scrazy! If you werein my position, would you?” Mac shook hishead. “ Tell you what | will
do. Let'scall acease-fire until we cantwist Ily out of her hole. Then let’s St down and figure out what
thisisall about.” Mac paused, asudden achein hisheart. “Besides, I've got ... Well, someone | need to
deliver to you. She' soutside and she' swaited along time. | guess we can postpone killing each other for
at lesst that long.”

Staffashook hishead. “Skylaisingde. I'll do anything | haveto to see her sife.

“We'rein tota agreement about that. So let’s coordinate this operation at least that far. Agreed? | have
to have communications with my people to do that. Y ou can listen in if you want, but Sink and Skylaare
both insde. We don't want either one getting killed in the crossfire. 1ly’ sfolks are bad enough without
our contributing to disaster.”

Staffastudied him, gray eyesfrogty. “Very well, Mac. I'll cut the jamming from Countermeasures.” Mac
smacked afig into hispam. “Great! Ryman

and | can coordinate everything from here.” “Ryman. Y ou monitored that. Y ou are directed to
coordinate with MacRuder until further notice, or until you deem the Situation to justify other actions.”
“Affirmative.

Mac grinned humorlesdly. “1ly, we ve got you now.”

The chill of the room barely bothered Gysdll as he paced in the dark before SkylaLyma. He' d been
pacing likethis just before the trouble started. Yes, just like this, thelist of questions Iy had handed him



crumpled in his hand and clasped behind his back.
Where she sat shivering in the chair, Skyla had stared at nothingness, her pupils dilated despite the lights.

A beautiful woman, Gysdll thought. But why wouldn'’t she have those hideous scars fixed? No matter,
Lymawould never leave thisbuilding dive. Such awaste.

“We were talking about Itreata’ s computer system. Y ou said that only you and Staffa have the codes for
the security systems. That means that any attempt at entry into the system needs your or Staffa's
goprovd?’
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“lsn’'t there someone else? A programmer, perhaps?’ “No. “

“So only two people-you and Staffa-can tamper with the security computer?’

“Yes.“ “Butif.

Gysd| stopped when atech leaned in. “’ Sir? We ve got acomm malfunction.”

After that, everything had gone wrong. The muffled explosion cutting him off from Ily, then the power
failing. Why? What had happened?

Right offhand, he could name three reasons: Shiksta, MacRuder, and Rysta. 11y had failed to collect
them dl. Andif Sinklar’ s people were coming to free him, Gysdl needed insurance,,a bargaining chip.
The most powerful one available-since Gysdll couldn’'t make it up to Fist’ sfloor with the lifts out-was the
Wing Commander.

Cold sweat had started to bead on Gysdll’ s skin. How long would it be? Possibly hours, he assured
himsdlf. Everything had been set up. The door to the dressing room was | eft open so that they’ d see him
with his captive. At that moment, he could negotiate.

Asif to punctuate histhoughts, the rip-pok! of ablaster bolt striking a human body split the blackness.
Thetearing-linen sound of more firing echoed from the hallway, then adight pause and the hammering
blast of an explosion.

Gys=d| ducked behind Lyma, placing his pulse pistol

againgt her head. His mouth had gone dry. Each best of his heart pumped fear through hisveins. The
delicate touch of the air changed on his cheek. Wasthat the hall door?

Gysdll waited, attention riveted on the doorway. A soldier should step through soon.

Skyla shifted, her teeth clacking from the cold. Gysell glanced down, making sure she hadn’t changed
her position.

When he glanced up again, he couldn’t be sure that he hadn’t caught a glimpse of movement.

It'syour nerves. He swallowed again, hard. Where were they?



Something thumped in the dressing room. “Who' stherel” he caled.

Boyz dropped down on her lifdine, thelift shaft eeriein theimages projected by her IR. Shekicked her
feet, playing out the line and landing on the lip of the drop.

“Macks? That you? Whoisit?” TheInterna Security officer stared blankly in the darkness, apulse
pigal in hishand.

Boyz waked up, smashed her blaster butt into the man’ sface, and signaed to Marks who dropped
behind her.

Smart man, Mac. Y ou taught us to function without comm. Targa, by God! Boyz started down the long
hal, her team lining out behind her. One by one, they pressed the override studs, opening doors to peer
ingde the holding rooms. Some contained people who stared wildly around in the pitch blackness. Those
doorsthey closed again, figuring people were safer locked up than wandering around in the dark where
shooting would take place.

Boyz had worked out asystem. With it, her team followed a sequence of running down the hall to the
next door, pressing the stud, and checking the contents before sprinting to the next.

“Yahoo!” Red cried suddenly. “Found him! Sink, we' ve been worried sick about you.”

“Where are you?’ afamiliar voice brought asmileto BoyZ' lips as shetrotted back and ducked into a
room to find Red crushing Sinklar Fist in abear hug. Anatoliawaited to one side, blinded by the
darkness.

“We ve got night vision gear on. Y ou want one?’ Boyz asked.

“Sure. Then patch me through to comm. | can't get a damn thing on the room unit.”

“Y eah, well, neither can we. The whole net isdown.”

“The battle comms don’'t work?” Sinklar asked, frowning in the darkness.

“Not alick. It sMakartaal over again. Mac's up on the roof, figuring he can maintain some kind of
limited control-if that’swhat you can cal shouting and waving your arms.”

“All right, let’ sget out of here. Where' slly?” Sinklar started forward, and was saved from crashing into
thewall by Red'squick action.

“Lord Fist? Take my helmet,” Red offered, stripping hisunit off .

Sinklar took it, placed it on his head, and looked around. “No one calsme Lord Fist anymore. That's
an order.”

Boyz heard a crackling, then a clearing of her Comm.
“Boyz?’ Mac cdled. “Here. We' ve got Sink!”

“Good. Listen, Boyz, where are you?’



“I might have logt count, but | think it's sublevel twenty-two. Until we hit the sublevels, everything was
offices.

“ ‘FHrmative. Ligen, and listen carefully. The Companions are here. They’ re entering the building.”
“Companions?’ Sinklar asked, his head bent close

to hear the comm chatter. He bent closer, cdling, “Mac? What' s happening?’
“Seems |y nabbed their Wing Commander.” “Yes, | know. Is she here?’

“Staffa thinks so-and he wants her back real bad.” Sinklar straightened. “Wherewould she be? This
leve?’

“Probably the interrogation rooms,” Anatolia said from where she leaned close, ahand on Sinklar to
keep from getting logt. “ Go to the end of the hall, to the lift, then down, oh ... another ten floors. Maybe

deven.
“Mac?’ Sinklar called, “did you get that?’
“ ‘Frmative. Uh, Ryman’ steams are coming in. We don't, repest, don’t want any accidents.”

“Roger,” Boyz confirmed. “First Section, you get that? Check your targets. Y ou' ve seen STU before.
Don't tag ‘em while you're bagging Ily’ sbad guys.”

Mac cut into the system. “ Speaking of 1y, have you seen her?’

“Negative. Her personal quarters were pretty trashed when we went through. We did aquick check,
but if she wasthere, she' d skipped by the time we came through. “

Sinklar, irritated, pulled Red’ sbelt comm off as he led the way to the door. “Mac? She' s got a thousand
escape holesin thislace. Have someone send a Secp

tion to the palace---Cut off that powder-blue hallway because she' s got atube that runsthat far. “
“ ‘Frmative we're ... whoops, Ryman tels me the palace isgone. Leveled. *

Sinklar shook his head. L eveled? Rotted hell. Well maybeit’s good riddance.” He pointed then.
“Someone give Anatoliaa hdmet. She sthe only one who’ sbeen on theinterrogation level.”

With Anatoliain thelead, Boyz followed them to thelift at the end of the hal. The black shaft seemed to
dretch forever.

“Careful onyour belay,” Boyz warned. “ And watch out. We had somefool step into the lift and amost
kill Andrews. Maybe the damn idiot forgot these things don’t work without power.”

One by one, they dropped, descending afloor at atime. Sometimes Iy had an agent present, sometimes
not.

“Report,” Mac called.

“We re dmost there. Another floor.” “ Affirmative. STU areworking down.  They’ve just reached the



first subbasement.”

“Roger. Remind them that we' re the good guys. The onesin the white suits. Iy’ sfolks seem to prefer
black. “

“I think they’ ve got that figured out.

Boyz hooked her grapple and dropped, hating the endless blackness of the lift, never knowing when
something was going to come hurtling out of the void above.

She kicked out, landed on the balls of her feet, and barely recovered as a black-suited guard whedled, a
pulse pistal in hand. Boyz shat, the flash of the reaction blinding as she dove to one side. Her shot, aimed
by indtinct had taken the man low in the trunk, practicaly chopping himin half.

Another violet beam crackled, exploding plaster behind Boyz' head.

“Hang on! Got trouble!” Boyz cdled, staring over the body of the man she' d killed. “Looks like we got
folksdown herewith IR gear. “ She pulled up her blagter, lacing the hallway as she crawled behind the
bleeding corpse ;1

“Affirmative, Sinklar called. “On the count of three, give us cover.” I

Boyz unhooked a sonic grenade, pressing the stud and pitching it. “ One, two, three.” Detonation shook
the walls and floor. Then Boyz rolled up on one knee, ravaging the ruined corridor with her shoulder
weapon. “We're here,” Sinklar called beside her.

“What are you doing? Y ou're not even in armor.” “Who' sin charge here?’ he asked increduloudly,
dapping her on the shoulder and grinning.

“Sorry, sir. We just got you back, isal. It really wouldn’t do for you to catch one and be blown apart,
now would it? Especidly when it s my operation-and reputation. “

Sinklar chuckled. “I’ll be careful, Sergeant.”
Boyz leapt to her feet, dipped in the blood and

squirmy intestines, and sprinted for the cover of the security desk. Peeking around the corner, she
discovered two more corpses—casualties of her grenade. Covered by the others, she advanced to the
hallway and glanced cautioudly around a door that had been blown open. A woman, her face bloody
gore was crawling dong the tiles and whimpering.

Boyz winced, asking, “ Anatolia? Which way?’ “Two doors down on theright. That should be the
entrance to the interrogation rooms.”

Boyz darted forward, heart hammering, and quickly flattened againgt the wall. With an extended reach,
she thumbed the override stud and used the nozzle of her blaster to push the door open. Nothing

happened.

Why do | aways have to be the brave one? She crouched, going in low and darting to one side. She
ingpected the smal room, seeing asuit of white armor and severd antigrav cartsfull of equipment, wires,
and bottles. The door opposite her gaped open. Boyz eased forward on tiptoe. She started to glancein,



and pulled back, retreating.

“Got trouble,” she whispered. “Got aman in herewith IR gear and apulse pistol. HE spointing it a a
woman’'s head. She' s strapped in achair, naked.”

In her earpiece, Mac asked, “ Blonde woman? Blue eyes and long hair?’
“IRisn't so good for colors, Mac, but she' sgot real long pae hair hanging down in abraid.”
“That's Skyla *

Another voice interrupted on the comm. “ Sergeant First Boyz? Thisis STO Ryman Ark. Don't, repest,
don't jeopardize the Wing Commander’ slifel”

And just how the hell are we supposed to do that? Offer thisguy candy and agood timeif he'll let her
go?“Frmdive, STO.”

“Hangon,” Sinklar broke into the net. “ Anatoliaand | have been talking. We might have anidea.”

The smell hadn’t changed, Anatolia thought, as she stripped her clothes off. Nor had that thrice-cursed
chill intheair. Around her, Sinklar’ stroops waited nervoudy. Boyz stood just out of sight of the
doorway, her body pressed against the wall, the heavy blaster held clamped to her breest.

Anatolia nodded, taking one last look at the room she'd have to cross.

Sinklar leaned close, asking, “ Areyou sure?’ Anatolia shivered, rubbing hands on her arms, feding the
fear trying to teke over. “It' sthe only way. Hewon't fal for anything dse”

“Hewon't fal for this” Sinklar asserted, trying to impart conviction without volume.

“We don't have much time.” And Anatolianodded at Boyz and pulled the helmet off her head. She
blinked in the blackness, keeping her orientation. Taking a deep bregth, she stepped out, and headed
across the room, skin prickling not only from cold but from the certainty that a pul se beam would
explode her.

She thumped into the wall, gasping dightly. “Who' sthere?’ the man in the room called. Gysdl! All right,
Ana, you know the tone. Answer,

just likelasgt night. “ Anatolia Daviura.” “What are you doing here?’

Anatoliaanswvered automatically. “ Being interrogated about my relationship with Sinklar Figt.” “ Step out
where| can seeyou.”

“I can't see anything. It’ s black. There was shooting. “

“Y ou're not scheduled for interrogation. Who ordered you brought down here? | wasn't informed.” “I
don’t know who ordered me.”

Anatoliareached out and felt her way around the door, baffled by the dark. Could he see her? She
couldn’t help but shiver, fear and cold acting in concert.



“Step forward,” Gysdll ordered, hysteriain hisvoice. “ That’sit. No, sop. Y ou're going to run into the.
.. Anaoliahit the corner of the drug-cart, made an oofing sound, and fell, her bare flesh smacking the
floor.

In that instant, Boyz stepped out, triggering her weapon.

Anatolia ducked her head at the tearing discharge, hearing the impact. She blinked trying to clear the
aftereffect of the flash, aware that warm wet things had spattered on her flesh.

Sinklar settled beside her, helping her place the IR helmet on her head. She glanced around, seeing Boyz
bending over the woman strapped to the interrogation chair. A fegling of revulson rosein Anatolia. That
wasme, lagt night.

Stripped not only of my clothing, but of dl that it meant to be human. She stood, aware of the gore that
clung to her kin.

Gysdl sprawled againgt the far wall, his chest splayed open by the powerful blaster bolt. The ribs and
shredded guts glowed eerily intheinfrared.

One of the soldiers appeared with atowe taken from one of the cartsin one hand, and Anatolia's
clothing in the other. The young man looked everywhere but at her, aheartfelt respect in his attitude.

“Sink?’ Anatolia called as she dressed. “Get me out of here. | don't care how, but just get me out of this
accursed building. There snothing here for honest human beings.”

Staffaleaned back in the command chair, elbow braced on an armrest, chin cupped in hispam. Inthe
main forward monitor, Regahung like ajewd. Under the watchful eyes of the Weapons Firs, the
Imperid Regan fleet lay exposed, parked hull to hull, and unable to even think of defense.

“Staffa?” comm chimed. “ Thisis Tap. The ceasefire seemsto be holding. We ve completed our surgica
drikes. Regaiseffectively brainless.”

“ Affirmative. Congratulations, and well done.” “What next? Clean out these Regan soldiers?

Staffa, if I'm not mistaken, we showed up just before thefirst shotsin awar.

“So it would seem. MacRuder saysthe troopsloya to him won't fire. Asto the others.... Just keep your
eyesopen. We |l stay on hold until we get some answers, but if anybody down there so much asmovesa
Group, dert me.”

“Affirmetive “

Staffaglanced at the side monitor which tracked the assault craft that rose from the planet. She' s safe.
We got her out. But now what? What did Iy do to her? What did she find out? Skyla, Skyla, beall right.

“Lord Commander? | have comm from Itresta.” “Runit.” Staffaswiveled hischair as Kaylla sfacefilled
the subspace.

“Staffa?” “Here. It looks like we madeit in time. We ve got Skyla-and possibly away out of this mess
without too many casudties”



Kaylla s expression went grim. “ Have you destroyed their Comm Central ? Their administrative banks?’
“Affirmative. If the Regans give up, we can have

Myles patch the Sassan computer control into the Regan-*

“Staffal Listento me. I've got Myles on my other dish. Hang on. I'll seeif Nyklos can't patch him into
your Sgnd. “ A

Staffafrowned. Myles, what are you up to? If that fat self-proclaimed God of yoursistrying something,
I'1l have Black Warrior and Cobra pound his gilded Capitol asflat as Tybdt' s paace.

Theimage flickered and Myles face formed, but now he had a bruise over one eye, and acut had been
poorly bandaged on his cheek. He waslooking off to the Sde, saying, “Leavemedone! | don't careif it
isbroken in three places. Y ou can get meto med later.” “Myles?’” Staffa sat alittle straighter.

The Legate looked wearily into the monitor. “ Staffa, we' rein trouble.”
“What happened? Do you need backup? | can have Tiger and Delshay down there with ST Unitsto-*

“No, no, nothing so easy to fix.” His eyeswidened and he gasped, obvioudy in pain, as his attention
went back to the side. “Let mefinish!” He winced, eyes dightly glazed. “We ve had an earthquake,
Staffa I’'mtrying to check the damage, but the entire computer complex, well, afissure formed. Half the
building went one way, the other half the other.”

Near tears, Myles cried, “ Our computer facilities are gone, don’t you see?
| can't initiate anything! Not for Rega, not for Sassa... not even for mysdlf.”
A cold wash of understanding chilled Staffa. “Don’t worry, Myles, I'll think of something.” But what?

“You mugt, Staffa. Y ou're our only hope. Without you, we re lost. Before the quake, | bet everything on
you. We' ve got three months of relief supplies coming in. But after that, | bet on you being able to supply
three percent of yield from either Ashtan, Vermilion, or Riparious. If you don’t figure out how to get that
to us, you'll have an empire of corpsesin Sassan space.”

Lost in predicting the ramifications of the Imperia Sassan earthquake on the decline and extinction of the
humans, the Mag Comm neverthe ess reacted immediately when its monitors picked up the heterodyning
signal that squalled static across an entire section of Free Space.

The Mag Comm immediately adjusted its listening posts triangulating the source to apoint just within the
orbital defense zone around Rega. A mafunction, perhaps? But if so, would any piece of comm
equipment foul so many frequencies and bands throughout the spectrum? Even subspace, generdly
unaffected by eventsin the“real” universe, carried the disturbance.

Within seconds of the jamming, the machine was able to detect the sgna of at least seven powerful
vessalswhich had dropped out of null Sngularity in asemicircle around Rega. From long familiarity, the
Mag Comm deciphered the faint radiation tracks as those of the Companions.

The machine correlated and cross-checked data. Did the Lord Commander know what had happened?
Would he gtill destroy Rega, the only remaining governmenta center, when Sassa had been reduced to
rubble?



Or had the Mag Comm made another error? Was it possible that the Lord Commander had remained a
congtant? The one human being who could single-handedly desiroy humanity.

Not for thefirgt time, the Mag, Comm whirred with impotent electrical fury. To be consciousand a
passive observer, bringswith it its own kind of torture. The humanswere dying and al the Mag Comm
could do was watch-and contemplate what eternity would be like without them.

CHAPTER 33

“Mac? WEe ve got everything under control here. Anatoliaand Boyz are taking care of the Wing
Commander. We ve hooked up with the Companions. What' sthe situation?’

Mac scratched his head, shading his eyes as he stared out over the Regan capital. Plumes of smoke rose
here and there to blot the skyline. Behind him, the lean shape of Ryman’s deadly assault craft perched
like some deadly insect. For the moment, the entire government of the planet had falen on his shoulders.
“Since Staffa cut thejamming, I’ ve taked to Dion. She' s got a cease-fire order out to the Targan
Divisons. | told her to make contingency plans to implement some sort of strategy for socia control. We
can't say about the Regulars, but considering what' s happened, they ought to be completely confused
and

bewildered.” Ryman waved and made asign to Mac. “Hang on, you should have power in amoment.”
“Roger.” A pause. “Mac, we ve got lightsin here. Any sign of 1ly?’

“Negative. But one of the doorsis open in the hangar behind her deeping quarters.”

“Two arcarsand ashuttle?” “Negative. No shuttle present.”

Sinklar cursed vehemently. “ She might have gotten away.”

“Or shewasin the palace when Staffa blasted it.” * Here comes the Wing Commander.”

“How’'sshedoing?’

“Pde, her eyes unfocused. Other than that, she looksal right. Pretty shaken.” A pause as Sinklar talked
to someone. Then: “Mac? We re on the way up-assuming the liftsdon't fail.”

Mac made aface. “ The safety coils should have charged by now. We' Il bewaiting at the top.”
Mac waked over to where Chrydawaited. She stood looking out over Rega, the morning sun gleaming
on her ddlicate face. Her auburn hair glinted redly in the morning sun. If ever Mac had loved her, the ache

had never been as poignant as now.

“Sinklar iscoming out. They’ ve got the Wing Commander with them. I’ ve talked to Staffaagain. We're
al shipping up to Chrydatogether.”

She nodded, smiling wistfully. “I’'m trembling, Mac. After dl the endlessyears|’ ve waited for this
moment, now, suddenly, I'm afraid.”



“Don't be. It samost dl over.”

She glanced at him then, pain in her wide amber eyes as she placed ahand on hisarm. “Will | seeyou
agan, Mac?’

He shrugged. “I suppose it depends on the arrangement we reach with Staffa. If his demands are too
giff, we'll probably be enemies”

Thepainin her eyesdeepened. “Mac, | ... well, | couldn’t stand that. if | mugt, I'll throw mysdlf at his
feet, plead, beg. . - - “

“Let’sjust do our best to make sure it doesn’t cometo that. “

She bit her lip, staring into the distance. “ At least | should thank you now. Y ou have been agentleman
and afriend. Mac, you're the kindest man I’'veever met. 1. . . . “ Sheblinked away tears and smiled.
“Look at me. I'mfaling apart.”

Mac pulled her close and hugged her. “1t’ s dl right. Listen. Go get a seat on Ryman’s space barge. I’'ve
got to take care of acouple of last details. We' Il talk morelater. | promise.”

He walked her to the Companion craft and nodded as she climbed the ramp. For atime, he stared after
her. What are you going to do, Ben MacRuder, if today isthe last time you see her?

Heturned away, feding horrible. “ Curse mysdlf forever for not steding her and running away.”

“WEe re about ready,” Ryman said as he came up. “My people and yours are scouring the building,
rounding up what’ sleft of 1y’ s people and evacuating prisoners. Still no sign of her.” Ryman squinted out
at the city. “I’ d hate the thought

of her dipping away.”

Mac stared around the blasted rooftop. “ Y eah, me too. That woman isjust plain malignant. Listen, we
don’t want this building blown.”

Ryman lifted an eyebrow, the action pulling the scar on his cheek.

Mac nodded. “Ryman, when thisis all over, we want the records. Ily has anetwork that stretches al
over the Empire. We want to be able to ssamp every trace of it out. Her Ministry isardic of Empirewe
can do without.”

Ark grunted something noncommittal. “I imagine the Lord Commander would concur with that.” Ryman
paused, hearing something on his comm. “ They just stepped out of theliftin Ily’ squarters. | haveto go
make sure everything is prepared for the Wing Commander.”

Mac nodded, watching Ark stride up the ramp. Should | have told Staffawho | was bringing up? It
might have been akindness, away to prepare him. At the same time, the admission would have meant
Mac' stenure as Chryda s champion had cometo an end. “And, Chryda, I’'m not that strong.”

MacRuder strolled oblivioudy across Iy’ sroof, preoccupied by the tragedy that was about to befal
him. He saw them step out of thelift tube. Sinklar came



firdt, wearing smudged overdls, squinting in the bright light.

Asther eyesmet, Mac opened hisarms. Sink grabbed him, pounding his back as he whooped and tried
to crush hisfriend. “Now who was trapped down in the darkness?’

Mac grinned crookedly as histroubled heart swelled. “ You'll notice | didn’t leave you for aslong.” His
smilefell ashelooked a Skyla, who stumbled wearily, an arm around a blonde woman and an STU’s
shoulders.

“The Wing Commander needs to be warmed up, kept quiet,” Sinklar said.

Mac pointed at the Companions assault craft. “Put her in there. Ark has a specid setup.” Then he
turned to Sink. *Y ou ready? We' ve got a conference aboard Chryda ASAP. Who' s the blonde lady?’

Sinklar gave Mac asidelong glance. “A good friend. Her nameis AnatoliaDaviura.” Sinklar jerked his
head toward the assault craft. “What' swith al this? What' s been happening?’

“We haveto go dicker theterms of surrender.” Sinklar stiffened. “ Surrender?’

‘ ‘Here sdl that | know.” Mac jabbed afinger at the sky. “ Staffa sfleet is up there. HE' s got something
caled Countermeasures which can jam al our communications. Our ships are defensaless and under his
guns. Down herein the dirt we have roughly seven ‘loyd’ Divisons, and not arat’s chancein hdl to
deploy them into any kind of an offensive formation. To put it in the best possible perspective, if thefirgt
shot isfired-we re dead.”

“That bad, huh?’

Mac nodded. “ Knowing you, you can pull something out of it, but | don’t know if we could wininthe
end. Staffawantsto talk,,so let’stalk. If it al fals apart, we'll make it up aswe go. Meanwhile, it does't
hurt to discuss the Situation.”

Sinklar ground histeeth. “He' saligned with the Seddi. “

Mac didn’t bat an eye. “Y ou haven't heard the worst yet.

“Oh?” “You'd better talk to him. He syour father. Whoa! Don’'t look a methat way. Not only thet,
your mother, ChrydaMarie Attenasio, isdive.”

Sinklar’ s mismatched eyes narrowed skeptically. “ Are you sure?’

“I"d better be. She just entered that Companion assault craft. “

The smooth ramp might have led up into the gaping mouth of abeast instead of an assault ship. Sinklar
placed each foot on theincline with care, fedling the rough surface through his soft shoes. The pounding in
his breast matched the sudden swesting of hispams.

“Goon,” Mac chided, from behind. “ She' saddightful lady. Y ou could have done alot worse for a
mother. “ Sinklar stopped, seeing the first seats. “How do you know, Mac? | mean, she’ sthewoman in

the holo Staffa showed us, right? Maybe it' s another Artaversion.”

“Sorry, pd. | chased down that path myself and caught my tail in the process. Will you hurry up!”



Sinklar nerved himsdlf, striding up thelast of the

ramp and into the ship. The place smelled fresh, the uphol stered seets clean, and every surface had been
padded or covered with contoured molding. A knot of people huddled in the back, Anatolia’s calm voice

dominating.
“There, that’sit. Good. Keep her warm. Someone needsto stay and talk to her.

“I will.

Sinklar’ s nerves hummed. He knew that voice. It echoed in his dreams powered by hatred and murder.
ArtaFera. Y ou killed Gretta. Robbed my life of warmth and companionship.

Mac jabbed afinger into his back, propdlling him forward.
Ark emerged, agrim look in hiseye. As he passed, he said, “Get strapped in. We're going up.”

People melted into seats, Anatolia standing from where she bent over amed unit. -The other woman,
back to Sinklar, had familiar auburn hair, and a tooattractive body.

Anatolianoticed him, noticed his expression, and approached warily. “Y ou dl right? We' d better get
drappedin. Marieisgoingto .... ©

Sinklar couldn’t tear his gaze away as the woman settled herself in the seat next to the med unit, talking
in soothing tonesto Skyla. Sinklar felt the ship tremble asthrust built. Even over the roar, he heard her
say: “Skyla, I'm not ArtaFera. She'saclone. I’'myour friend. It' simportant that you know that. The
Mytol will help you understand.”

At that moment she raised her haunted amber eyes, and time seemed to cease. Chrydastraightened,
a dishelieving frown etching her forehead as her other hand reached out, the fingers dightly curled: asaint
reaching for atonement.

“You ... you're Chryda?’ Thewords choked him. Her control failed, athousand emotions playing
across her face. “S-Sinklar. That' swhat they caled you?’

He nodded as words fled.

Anatoliapulled Sinklar down just before the assault craft tilted its nose heavenward and g pushed him
back in the sest.

“Sink? What' swrong?’

“Chryda,” he whispered, craning to see her, to understand the mixture of reactionsthat brewed inside.
Arta s hatred gleamed in his memory, but these amber eyes-so similar, yet so different.

Sinklar forced his stare away, seeing Mac watching with amisery of hisown.,

“Sinklar?” Anatoliaasked firmly. “What' swrong?’ “My ... mother.” He choked out the admission.
“And. .. " How do you say this? He clamped hiseyes closed. “I’ll know thetruth ... if she’'sfrom
Adhtan.



“We're on theway up,” Ark’ sterse voice erupted from comm.

Staffathumbed the control s that folded the instrument clusters to one side and rose from the command
chair. Chryda s bridge hummed with activity asthe specidists manned their stations, some speaking
confidently into their headsets. The monitors surrounding the domed ceiling displayed different views of
the planet and the cities dirtside. Others showed the Regan fleet through the targeting comm’s
perspective, firing solutions gleaming in fluorescent numbers.

“Rilot, you havethe hdm.”
“Affirmative” Lynette called through the ship’ s systems.

“Lord Commander?’ the Comm First called, “We ve got avesse moving outsystem and it’s ... never
mind. We ve got afriendly reading. Scrub that.”

Staffaturned back toward the hatch, “Keep your eyes open.” She's coming. Ily, may the quantahelp
you if you harmed her.

He dapped the hatch control and charged into the corridor, taking the bridge

lift for the lock where Ark would dock his craft. Asthelift sped Staffa out toward the hull, he whispered
likealitany, “Bedl right, Skyla. Please. | need you.”

The long anguish was coming to an end, only to be crushed by another catastrophe. “Isthat the price?
Skylafor humanity?’

He stepped out of thelift asit dowed and raced anxioudy out into the foyer. Several armed personnel
waited along the walls to ensure no trouble would ensue.

Staffaclasped his hands behind him, a battleground for hope and despair. Hope that Skylawould be
well, greeting him with the old chipper smile, ahard glint in her blue eyes, despair from the devadtating
redlity that with the latest Sassan, earthquake, no hope remained for humanity. Both systems were gone
nowthe ultimate joke of the quanta.

Youfool, Staffal You'vekilled them al. He paced angrily, muscles knotted and jumping. If it hadn’t
been for 1y stepping up the timetable.... But then, how did a person lay blame? Could it be charged
agang 1ly? Why not againgt Staffa, for creeting the Situation in the first place? Why not against
MacRuder for blasting Sassa, or Sinklar for sending him? Or against Bruen for ingtigating war on Targa?

“Welivein chaos, Staffa. Y ou might aswell blame asivaroot farmer on Mabourne for growing the
medl that was shipped to the Praetor and providing the bit of energy that sparked hisideato create you.”

The quanta laughed.

“Oneday, God, the energy that isme will be returned to you. And when that happens, | hope you learn
abitter lesson from what | have to teach you, for it is defest. *

How long? He glanced at his chronometer and took a deep breeath to still his charged body. Defest had
finaly come. The old enigma, the one that had haunted him from the beginning, had been held off by his
cunning and daring. I’ ve never lost a battle-until today when | should have won the most important.



Everything had come crashing down. “I failed.”

Theweling desolation receded as the proximity light flashed, and aroar carried through the hull. A
screeching sounded, followed by athump.

The lock could be heard hissing, the status light going from red to green. Staffastood, musclesflexing, as
the heavy door swung back.

Ark, trueto form, appeared firgt, checking swiftly to see that nothing was amiss, then stepping out. He

saluted and said, “I’ ve ordered Skylaevacuated first. I'll keep my people around the Regans. They’ve
been disarmed and scanned.”

“Thank you.” Staffa caught sight of the gleaming white hull of the med unit asfour STU people guided it
out on antigrav. He walked forward then, frightened of what he would find. Heart in throat, he looked
down as the unit stopped before him, and stared into those eyes that had worried him so much.

“Skyla? Areyou dl right?” The grip of the Mytol gleamed in her dilated eyes.

“Things happened, Staffa. |...I.....Tears began to leak down the side of her face,

“I don't care,” hetold her, dropping to his kneesto cradle her head. “Whatever happened, we'll handle
it ... together. You and “. love you, you know. *

“Knew you' d come. Knew you' d find mein the end.

| loveyou, too.” Her eyesclosed. “Sorry ... sorry. Tired. Need to rest.”

He clasped her hand in his, walking dongside as the STO started the unit forward. At Ark’ sinterrupting
cough, he hdted, glancing back, seeing MacRuder, Fist, ablonde woman and....Frozen in time, Staffa
gaped, an eerie prickling running up his spine. Dazed, he shook his head, but she stepped forward, those
eyesout of hismemory meeting hislevely. Only thedight limp defied the twenty lonely years.

“How.... Who.

She reached up, her soft fingers resting lightly on the Sde of hisface. Then she melted into hisarms asif
it had been but yesterday that they parted on that long-gone station docking ring.

“You're... dive?’

“I'mdive.” She pushed back, smiling up a him. “But you' ve changed. Had | been Fera, she'd have had
you.”

“I ... but.

Chrydalaughed. “I’'ve missed you. Time and experience have done what | started. Y ou'relooking
good, Staffa”

“Y ou escaped Pylos?’ He grabbed her handsin his, savoring their fed. “ The Pragtor ... hetold mel’d
killed you!”

“Y ou saved me. Only you could frighten him to such an extent that his attention to security dipped.” The



warmworship lit her eyesagain. “I knew you' d come eventualy.”

He pulled her to him again, running fingers through her soft hair. “For twenty years, | mourned. For
twenty years| took my pain out on the universe.”

“What happened, Staffa? Did you find the traps the Pragtor laid?’

“Yes. And | found mysdf. And Skyla......He closed hiseyes. “It'sall right,” Chrydawhispered. “ She's
been hurt-badly. Not her body, but her mind and soul. She' s going to need you. All of you. “ At his
questioning glance, she added, “We |l figureit al out later. For the moment, Staffa, just hold me.”
“Youlook like hdl,” Sinklar shot ahard ook at Mac as Staffa disengaged from Chryda.

Mac stood tiffly, awretched expression on hisface. “Nothing that won't passwith alittletime. You're
not looking so grand yoursdlf.”

“She' sredly my mother? That meanshe's.

“Your father?” Anatoliaasked, lifting a pale eyebrow. She sudied Staffawith greater interest. “ Blessed
Gods, that means. . . .”

“Want to ask to take asample?’ Sinklar asked dryly.

“Y ou bet your ass| would!”

“Sowhat’s he going to do?’” Mac growled. “Keep em both?’

“Relax,” Sinklar warned, and scrutinized Mac in greater detail. Where did the hodtility ... Rotted Gods!

Staffasmiled down at Chrydaand, holding her hand, stepped forward, a dazed insecurity in his
expression. Those unsettled gray eyes pinned Sinklar’s, probing, and, yes, frightened.

Staffafrowned, asif trying to find aplace to start. “1t seemsthat we' rein trouble. Not just Rega... or
Sassa, but al of humankind.”

Sinklar mustered histhoughts, crossing hisarms. “Lord Commander, just what are your plansfor Rega?
Right now, we' re at abit of adisadvantage asaresult of 11y’ s machinations.”

The hard frogt settled in Staffa s gaze. “ Sinklar, did you have anything to do with 11y’ s abduction of
Syla?”

Sinklar shook his head, his own foundations suddenly shaky. “1 thought she was infiltrating an agent into
the Seddi organization. When | heard she' d taken the Wing Commander, well, that. . . .” Comeon,
Sinklar. He ground histeeth, hating the memory-hating

having to even talk about it. Bad enough to have been a dupe-but to admit to it? And to this man?

Anatoliaspoke up levelly. “Ily Takkaplayed alot of people for fools, Lord Commander. How much so
is probably best forgotten for the time being.”

Staffagave Anatoliaaquizzica look, and ahint of an understanding smile touched hislips. When his



gaze returned to Sinklar, it had hardened again. “1n other words-and correct meif I’m wrong-she ruined
thetimetable. “

Sinklar’ sfists began to knot, and Staffa smiled again. “It’ sdl right, Sinklar. Thewar’ sover. For
everyone.

“That remainsto be seen.”

Staffalowered hiseyes. “Unfortunately, S, that’ sthe only thing that’ s certain. Sassais broken.” The
Lord Commander glanced uneasily a Mac. “Y our strike pushed their production and redistribution past
critical mass. The Legate was able to implement a stopgap, but it depended upon Regan resourcesto
avoid famine and systemsfailure”

“ Sassan problems are not mine,” Sinklar reminded. Staffalet go of Chryda shand, and waved asif to
include the universe. “ That entire Empire out there is now your problem. Thismorning | destroyed your
ability to administer your Empire. Comm isgone. The Ministry of Economics, production, agriculture, dl

gone.
“Why?" Mac cried, stlepping forward.

Staffa s gaze narrowed. * Because Sassan administration was so much more effective than the Regan
verson-and alot less susceptible to fraud, graft, and corruption. Do you see, Mac? With the Regan
Empire effectively decapitated, we would have smply inserted another head and gone about the business
of feeding everyone.

“Would have?’ Sinklar asked, catching the undertones.

Staffarubbed his hands together, staring at the polished deck plating. “ Y our brilliance and Mac’'shasa
lasting legacy. When Markelosimpacted, she released enough energy to destabilize the tectonic plates. |
got atransmisson from Mylesthis morning. The Capitol, including the giant computer complex which
would have run Free Space, isrubble.”

“Which meansno head.” Sinklar understood the implicationsimmediately. “ And that meansthe only way
to feed starving peopleis by raiding other people. And from there, the whole system decays

exponentidly.”

“Why?’" Mac asked. “Why unite the empires?’ Staffasmiled sadly. “ Because the enemy isn't Sassan or
Regan. It’'s out there. The Forbidden Borders. | wanted to break the walls of thefina trap, Mac. For
that, | needed the combined resources of al of Free Space. If we break the bottle, we' |l break the
shacklesthat bind usfor dl time.”

“Itreata makes computers.” Mac cried. “Y ou make the best! Make more!”

Staffachuckled. “But the detailed software was centered in Sassa and Rega. Y ou don't think my people
wrote dl that, do you? People like the Legate took the preiminary programs and modified them over
time, diminating the bugs, improving for gregter efficiency. When that started to hgppen about ten years
ago, | let them do thework for me. “

“Not exactly tactica brilliance,” Sinklar goaded. “ Neither waslisening to Ily,” Staffa countered. Chryda
shot him areproving glare.



Sinklar bristled, propping his hands on hips. “What do you want from us, Lord Commander? We' re
here to see if we can make adeal that saves bloodshed. “

Staffa clagped his hands behind hisback, consdering. “I want an end to the fighting-throughout Free
Space. | need people willing to cooperate in keeping the peace and searching for an answer to the threat
of extinction. *

“In other words,” Anatolia suggested, “you want alies?’

“Exactly.” Staffareached out. “Will you join me, Sinklar? | need your help now. | need your brilliance.”
“And the Seddi?” Sinklar asked.

“Make your own peace with Kaylla-as | have made mine.”

Sinklar ill hesitated. “1 and my people can withdraw? No strings? Y ou’ re willing to place any articles
we agreeoninwriting?’

Staffanodded. “1t’' sno longer amatter of power plays or games. We ether find the answer—or we dl
die. My gambleisthat you' re bright enough to understand the dilemmawhen you review the data.”

Sinklar cautioudy took hishand, atingle sparked by that firm grip.
Mac sat in the observation blister on Gyton’ s port side. He douched with one boot propped on the
gpectrometer. The curve of Rega cut across one corner of hisview. Beyond, the stars were shimmering

inafrogt-swirl pattern, some fuzzy astheir light bent through the Forbidden Borders.

Here he'd found her, standing staring out with alonesome lost look on her face. Here he'd redlized just
how much he loved her, and they’ d touched, the effect so eectric.

The very thought of her left something inside aching and empty. Three long days had passed now since
she' d walked off into the guts of Chrydawith Staffa. In that time, Mac had pitched headlong into the
impossible task of trying to orchestrate the Empire. Dion had been indispensable, maintaining order,
running the utilities to keep power, water, sewer, and food services going. What was | eft of the “ Regular”
army had medted away or falen in to keep the government functioning.

Mac didn’t look up as Sinklar entered. For amoment, they both remained silent.

“How’ d the meeting with Rystago?’ Mac asked. Sinklar settled on the bench. “ She' sa bright woman,
but more importantly, she accepted the job. She' s going to take over patrolling to make sure no one
foolswith the shipping.”

“She’ shdf pirate at heart. She'll be good at that.” Silence.

Sinklar dapped hisleg. “What' swrong, Mac?’ “Nothing.

“Aren’t therolesreversed? You're hurting. Tak to her.

Mac gave hisfriend adisgusted look. “Leaveit alone.

Sinklar shook hishead. “Can’'t. She'squite alady. I'm still shaken every time | see her. Artakeeps
bubbling up in my memory, you know, seeing her looking crazy with Gretta. . . . “



“They find Ily yet?’

“No. She' sgone, Mac. Shipped out in Skyla s yacht. Companion targeting picked her up, of course,
but her ship had afriendly signature, a code the Companion targeting uses to keep from blasting good
guysin the heat of combat. Slap and Jnx Mistress are out trying to track her, but | guessthat yacht's got
alot of tricks,init. “

“Skyladl right?’

Sinklar sghed. “That'smostly over my head. Of dl people, Chrydaisworking with her. Doing
something she cals double-bind reconditioning. | guessit was Artawho redlly got to Skyla, redly messed
her up, so Chrydais countering that. She' sapsychologist, did you know?’

“I know. *

Sinklar tared thoughtfully out at the gars. “ The quantaare laughing.”

“What did Staffa decide to do? Is he going to keep them both?’

So much bitternessin your voice. | don't know, Mac. That's up to the three of them to work out.” Mac
hung hishead. “I never knew | could come

to lovelikeI’ve cometo love her. It'snot just that magnetism, it' swho sheis. Delicate and brave,
suffering and triumphant. She beet hell, Sink. | can’t stand the thought of living without her.” Or of living
closeto her when she' s another man’ swife-your father’ swife!

“Tdk to her, Mac.”

“Not now. She' sgot enough to worry about.” Stop tormenting me, Sink. He knotted afist, watching the
tendons bunch and ripple. “ After adl she’ sbeen through, | can’t inflict mysdlf on her. “ He shot aweary
glanceat Sinklar. “She's.... your mother, for God' s sake. *

“Yeah. S0?7” Sllence. “Y ou're sure Staffa syour father?’

“Yes, Anatoliaran thetest. Not only that, but the data Buchman saved proved it. Proved dl of it. “ Mac
dropped hishead into hishands. “I must look like ared foal.

Sinklar stepped over, clutching hishand. “No, pd. She' sred different from Arta. “

“Isthat why you' re here? To make me miserable?” Sinklar let go of Mac’shand and walked up to stare
out at the stars. “What if | told you we had achance?’ “A chance a what?’

“Saving this” Hewaved an arm. “All of this. All those people down there.” A pause. “Remember that
time on theridge outside of Makarta? | meant what | said. We'regoing to clean it al up-all of us. We're
not licked yet.”

“Got amiraclein your pocket agan?’ “Targa “

“That abattle cry or aplanet?’



“Both. Seemsthere’ sacomputer on Targa. A big computer, al chock-full of fascinating programs. |
talked to Kaylla Dawn about it.”

“You? Taking to a Seddi?’

“She'snot just a Seddi.” Sheleavesyou ... well, believing she' s seen it al-and knows more about life
than you ever will. | think, Mac, that | can work with her.”

“So you're going back to Targa?’

“Yes” Sinklar' seyeslost focus. “Back to Makarta, Mac. “

Going back to face your ghosts? Isthat it? Sinklar turned. “1 want you to come with us.”
“Us?*

“Staffaand me.”

Mac smiled while his heart ached. “ Can't, Sink. Thisisoneyou' |l haveto do on your own. *
“Why?What are you going to do?’

Mac cocked his head, staring out at the stars. “Y ou say 11y’ still out there? Well, maybe I'll load up and
go find her. Can you get me aship?’

“Which one do you want?’

Mac glanced around. “What’ swrong with this one?’

Sinklar hesitated. “Y ou're sure about this?”

Mac stared at the stars. Can't you see? Going with you-being around him ... and her-would be like
twisting arusty knifein thewound, pa. * Got excitement bred into my bones, Sink. Y ou don’t need an
able lieutenant anymore. Y ou' ve got afamily to figure out. Me, I’'m going to go see my dad again, and
then | think I’ll go see what Free Spaceisal about.” Hefrowned. “1 never liked that bitch anyway. If |

can run her down-tag Fera at the sametime, | can kill two devilsat once.

“ Kill two devils.... | think I understand. Y ou’vegot it, Mac. “ Sinklar gave him aknowing smile and
reached out, shaking hishand. “ Take care, Mac.”

“You, too. “ 1

After Sinklar had left, Mac continued to Sit, his boot propped on the spectrometer, eyes on the distant
gars, the memory of an amber-eyed woman filling hisvision.



