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Vortex
by Chris Bunch & Allan Cole

"When your fear cometh as desolation, and your destruction cometh as a
whirlwind; when destruction and anguish cometh upon you.

—Proverbs 1:27
BOOK ONE
CONVECTION
CHAPTER ONE

T

he Square of the Khaqans brooded under storm clouds knuckled black in the
sky. A weak sun crept through those clouds, picking out flashes of gold, green,
and red from the towering buildings and domes.

The square was immense: twenty-five square kilometers solid with gaudy
buildings, the official heartbeat of the Altaic Cluster. On the western edge was
the lace-pattern fan of the Palace of the Khagans—home to the old and angry
Jochian who had ruled over the cluster for a hundred and fifty years. For
seventy-five of those years the man had labored on this square, lavishing
billions of credits and being-hours. It was a monument to himself and his
deeds—both real and imagined. Almost as an afterthought there was a small
shrine park in a forgotten corner of the square in memory of his father, the
first Khagan.

The square sat in the center of Jochi's capital, Rurik. Everything in this city
was huge; the inhabitants were forever scurrying about, reduced in scale and
spirit by the size of the Khaqan's vision.

Rurik was quiet this day. Humid streets emptied. Beings huddled in their
tenements for mandatory viewing of the events about to unfold on their livie
screens. All across the planet Jochi it was the same.

In fact, on all the habitable worlds of the Altaic Cluster humans and ETs alike
had been cleared from the streets by loudspeaker vehicles and ordered into
their dwellings to punch up the livie cast. Small red eyes at the bottom of the
screens monitored their required rapt attention. Security squads were posted
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in every neighborhood, ready to kick in the door and haul away any being
whose attention flagged.

At the Square of the Khaqans itself, three hundred thousand beings had been
ordered in for public witness. Their bodies formed a black smear around the
edges of the square. The heat from the living mass rose in waves of steam and
drifted up into the menacing clouds. The only movement was a constant
nervous shifting. There was not one sound from the crowd. Not the cry of a
child or a cough from an Old One.

Heat lightning branched over the four gilded pillars that marked each end of
the square and the enormous statues honoring Altaic heroes and deeds
hunched over it. Thunder boomed and echoed under the clouds. Still the
crowd held its silence.

Troops were formed up in the center of the square, weapons at ready, eyes
scanning the crowd for any sign of danger.

At their backs loomed the Killing Wall.

A sergeant barked orders, and the execution squad clanked forward, walking
heavily under the burden of twin tanks strapped to each being's back. Flex
hose ran from the tanks to a two-meter-long tube held by each squad
member.

Another order, and hands sheathed in thick fireproof gloves flexed the
triggers of the flamethrowers. Molten fire dripped from the ends of the tubes.
Gloved fingers tightened, and a howl rent the air as flame exploded out and
against the Killing Wall.

The squad held the triggers back for a terrible moment of heat and acrid
smoke. The flames hammered at the wall in heavy waves. At the sergeant's
signal, the fire stopped.

The Killing Wall was unmarked, except for the deep red glow of superheated
metal. The sergeant spat. The spittle exploded as it touched the wall. He
turned and smiled.

The execution squad was ready.
A sudden squall erupted, drenching the crowd and sending up hissing clouds
of steam from the wall. It stopped as quickly as it had begun, leaving the

crowd miserable in the humid atmosphere.

There was a nervous buzz here and there. Among so many beings, fear can
keep the silence only so long.
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"This is the fourth time in as many cycles," a young Suzdal yipped to his pack
mate. "Every time the Jochi police come hammering on the door to call us out
to the square, I think, this time they're coming for us." His little snout was
wrinkled back with fear, exposing sharp, chattering teeth.

"It's nothing to do with us, dear," his pack mate said. She rubbed the thick
furred hump that protruded above her muzzle against the adolescent male,
spreading soothing hormone. "They only want the black marketeers."

"But all of us do it," the frightened Suzdal yipped. "There's no other way to
live. We'd all starve without the black market."

"Hush, someone will hear," his pack mate warned. "This is human doings. As
long as they're killing Jochians or Torks, we mind our own business."

"I can't help it. It feels like what some humans call Judgment Day. Like we're
all doomed. Look at the weather. Everybody's talking about it. No one's seen
anything like it. Even the Old Ones say it's never been like this on Jochi.
Freezing cold one day. Blistering hot the next. Snow storms. Then floods and
cyclones. When I woke this morning, I thought it smelled like spring outside.
Now look." He pointed at the heavy black storm clouds overhead.

"Now, don't get yourself overwrought," his pack mate said. "Not even the
Khaqan can control the weather."

"He's going to get to us eventually. And then..." The young Suzdal shuddered.
"Do you know one being who has been executed yet who was really guilty? Of
anything... big?"

"Of course not, dear. Now, be quiet. It'll be over with... soon." And she rubbed
more hormone into his fur. Soon the chattering teeth were still.

There was a crash and a boom and howl of music over the great loudspeakers,
so loud that the foliage in the scattered parks of the square shivered with the
beat. The gold-robed Khagan Guard trotted, spear formation, out of the
palace. At the apex of the spear was a floating platform bearing the Khaqgan on
his high-back, gilded throne.

The whole group quick-marched to a position just near the Killing Wall. The
platform settled to the ground.

The old Khagan peered about him with suspicious, rheumy eyes. He wrinkled
his nose at the close smell of the crowd. An ever-attentive privy aide caught
the gesture and sprayed the Khaqan with his favorite sweet-scented incense.
The old man pulled a decorated flask of methquill from his belt, uncorked it,
and took a long drink. It quick-fired through his veins. His heart raced and
his eyes cleared along with his enthusiasm.
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"Bring them out," he barked. It was an old, shrill sound, but it put the fear of
the cowardly gods who tended this place into his servants.

Orders were whispered down the line. In front of the Killing Wall, metal
hissed on oiled bearings, and a dark hole yawned. There was a hum of
machinery, and a wide platform rose up to fill the hole.

There was a long, audible shudder from the crowd when they saw the
prisoners standing there in their chains, blinking in the dim light. Soldiers
hustled forward and prodded the forty-five men and women to the wall. Metal
bands emerged from the wall and clamped them into place.

The prisoners looked at the Khagan with stunned eyes. He took another pull
on his flask and giggled with the heat of the methquill.

"Get on with it," he said.

The black-robed inquisitor stepped forward and began reading the names and
confessions of each of the assembled felons. Their list of crimes boomed over
the loudspeakers: Conspiracy to profit... Hoarding of rationed goods... Theft
from the markets of the Jochi elite... Abuse of office to profit... On and on it
went.

The old Khaqan frowned at each charge, then nodded and smiled at each
disposition of guilt.

Finally it was done. The Inquisitor slid the charge fiche into its sleeve and
turned to await the Khaqan's decision.

The old man sipped at his flask, then keyed his throat mike. His shrill, raspy
voice filled the square and buzzed on the livies in the billions of homes in the
Altaic Cluster,

"As I look at your faces, my heart is moved with pity," he said. "But I am also
ashamed. All of you are Jochians... like myself. As the majority race in the
Altaics, it is for the Jochians to point the way. By good example. What are our
fellow humans, the Tork, to think when they hear of your evil deeds? Much
less our ET subjects, with their looser grip of morality. Yes...What do the
Suzdal and the Bogazi think when you Jochians—my most prized subjects—
flaunt the law and endanger our society by your greed?

"These are terrible times, I know. All those long years of war with the filthy
Tahn. We suffered and sacrificed—and, yes, died—in that war. But no matter
how heavy our burden, we stood by the Eternal Emperor.
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"And later—when we believed him slain by his enemies—we struggled on,
despite the unfair burdens placed on us by the beings who conspired to
assassinate him and rule in his place.

"During each of these emergencies, I asked your help and your sacrifice to
keep our lovely cluster safe and secure until the Emperor's return. As I
believed he would, all the time.

"Finally, he came. He disposed of the evil privy council. Then he looked
around to see who had remained steadfast in his absence. He found me—your
Khagan. As strong and loyal a servant as I have been for nearly two centuries.
And he saw you—my children. And he smiled. From that moment on, the Anti-
Matter Two flowed again. Our factories were alight once more. Our star-ships
soared to the great market places of the Empire.

"But all is still not well. The Tahn wars and the actions of the traitorous privy
council have sorely tested the Eternal Emperor's resources. And ours as well.
We have years of hard work ahead of us before life can be normal and
prosperous.

"Until that time comes, we must all continue to sacrifice the comforts of the
present for the glorious life of the future. All of us are hungry now. But at
least there is food enough to sustain. Our AM2 allotment is more than most,
thanks to my close friendship with the Emperor. But it is only enough to keep
commerce alive."

The Khagan paused to wet his throat with methquill. "Greed is the greatest
crime in our small kingdom now. For in these times, isn't greed nothing more
than murder on a mass scale?

"Every grain you steal, every drop of drink you sell on the black market,
comes from the mouths of children, who will certainly starve if greed is left
unchecked. The same for our precious AM2 supplies. Or the minerals for
tools to rebuild our industry, and the synthcloth that keeps us from the
elements.

"So it is with a heavy heart that I sentence you. I have read the letters from
your friends and loved ones, begging my mercy. I wept over each one. I really
did. They told a sad tale of beings gone wrong. Beings who have listened to the
lies of our enemies, or fell into callous company."

The Khagan wiped a nonexistent tear from rimless eyelids. "I have mercy
enough for all of you. But it is a mercy I must withhold. To do otherwise
would be criminally selfish of me.

"Therefore I am forced to sentence you to the most disgraceful death known,
as an example to any others who are foolish enough to be tempted by greed.
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"I can allow only one small concession to self-weakness. And I hope my
subjects forgive me this, for I am very old and easily moved to pity."

He leaned forward in his chair as the livie camera dollied in until his face
filled one side of the screen for the viewers at home. It was a mask of
compassion. On the other side of the screen were the forty-five doomed
beings.

The Khaqan's voice whispered harshly. "To each and every one of you... I'm
sorry."

He cut the throat mike and turned to his privy aide. "Now, get this over with
quick. I don't want to be out here when the storm breaks." And he eased his
old bones back into the throne to watch.

Orders were shouted, and the execution squad took up position.
Flamethrower barrels were raised. The crowd drew a long breath. The
prisoners hung dully against their bonds. Thunder crashed overhead from
the clouds.

"Do it," the Khagan snarled.

The flamethrowers roared into life. Solid sheets of fire burst out at the Killing
Wall.

In the crowd some beings turned away.

A Suzdal pack leader named Youtang barked in disgust. "It's the smell that
gets me most," she yipped. "Puts me off my rations. Everything tastes like
cooked Jochians."

"Humans smell bad enough without being parboiled," her assistant leader
agreed.

"When the Khaqan started these purges," Youtang said, "I thought, so what?
There's so many Jochians, maybe it'll thin their ranks some. Leave more for
us Suzdal. But he kept at it. And I got worried. Pretty soon, he's going to have
to start looking elsewhere for his examples."

"He thinks the Bogazi are stupidest, so they'll probably be last," her assistant
said. "We'll be purged just before them. The Torks are human, so if he sticks
to whatever it is he calls logic, they're probably next."

"Speaking of Torks," Youtang said, "I see one worried-looking friend of ours
over there." She said " friend of ours" with disgust. "Look. It's Baron
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Menynder. Jabbering at some other human. Jochian, by the cut of his
clothes."

"It's General Douw," her assistant yipped, excited.

The Suzdal pack leader pondered for a moment. The human she was looking
at was a short, squat being with a pure bald head. The beefy face was ugly
enough to belong to a thug, but Baron Menynder affected spectacles that
made his brown eyes large, wide, and innocent.

"Now, what would the Khagan's defense secretary be doing talking with
Menynder? Couldn't be professional advice, even though Menynder had the
same job once. But he's past it now. His time was four or five defense
secretaries back. The Khaqan fired or killed all the rest. Clot, that Menynder
is a canny old being," Youtang mused almost to herself. "Got out just in time.
And he sticks to his own business and keeps his head low."

She studied the situation a little longer, getting a closer look at General Douw.
The Jochian appeared an ideal general, well over two and a half meters high.
He was sleek and athletic, at least next to the tubby Menynder. His silver-gray
locks fitted his head like a tight helmet, in stark contrast to Menynder's bald
pate.

"Douw must be liking what he's hearing," the Suzdal pack leader finally said.
"Menynder's been going nonstop since we started watching."

"Maybe the old Tork is feeling extra mortal these days," her assistant said.
"Maybe he has a plan. Maybe that's what the discussion is all about."

The work at the Killing Wall was done. There were only ashes where the
condemned had once stood. At the western edge of the square, the Suzdals
could see the Khagan and his guards disappearing into the lacy palace. In the
center, the soldiers were being formed up and marched off a platoon at a
time.

Youtang watched the two humans in deep discussion. An idea stirred. "I think
we should join them," she said. "One thing about Menynder is that he's a
clotting great survivor. Come on. If there's a way out of this alive, I don't want
the Suzdal to be left behind."

The two beings edged through the crowd.

The storm broke. Shouts of pain and terror echoed across the square as
hailstones hammered out of the clouds, bursting like shrapnel.

The loudspeakers blared dismissal, and the crowd erupted out of the square.
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Menynder and General Douw hurried away together. But by the time they
reached the main gate, the two Suzdals had caught up with them. The four
paused in the shelter of an enormous statue of the Khaqan at the edge of the
gate. A few words were exchanged. Then nods of agreement. A moment later
the four hurried off together.

The conspiracy had been launched.

CHAPTER TWO

”" A

n aperitif, m'lord?" a voice purred in Sten's ear. Sten brought himself back to
reality, realized he'd been preening like an Earth peacock in front of the oak-
framed mirror on the wall, and covered a blush.

The. owner of the voice was female, black haired, invitingly constructed and
costumed, and was holding a tray of fluted glasses. The flutes contained a
black, slightly bubbling liquid. "Black Velvet," she said. Indeed you are, Sten
thought. But he said nothing, merely lifted an inquiring eyebrow.

"A combination of two Old Earth spirits," she continued. "Earth champagne—
Taittinger Blanc de Blancs—and a rare brewed stout from the island of Eire.
Guinness, it is named."

She paused and smiled—a most personal smile. "You should enjoy your stay
here on Prime, Sr. Ambassador Sten. As a member of the household staff, it
would be my disappointment were you to leave... dissatisfied."

Sten took one glass, sipped, and said his thanks. The woman waited, found
nothing further, smiled once more—a more formal smile—and passed on.

You are growing old, Sten thought. Once upon a time you would have
admired, asked, and gotten either a turndown or an acceptance for later.
Then you would have downed six glasses to stagger you through this idiotic
ceremony. But you are now an adult. You do not get drunk because you think
parades are foolishness. Nor do you leap for the first beautiful woman who
presents herself.

Besides... that smiling servitor was certainly an Intelligence—Mercury
Corps—operative who quite possibly outranked Admiral (Inactive-Reserve)
Sten (NI).

Finally, at the moment he was not in the mood for a fling. Why not? While
part of his brain puzzled, he tasted. Odd combination. He had tasted
fermented and augmented effervescent grape juice before, although it had
seldom been this dry. The other liquid—Guinness?—added a sharp, solid bash
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to the taste, not unlike a pugil stick to the head. Before he left Prime he would
drink more of these, he resolved.

Sten moved back until his shoulders touched the wall—old habits as an
Imperial assassin died hard—and looked about the monstrous chamber.

Arundel Castle rose triumphant over its own ruins. Built as the Eternal
Emperor's grandiose living quarters on the Imperial world of Prime, it had
been destroyed by a tacnuke as part of the Tahn's unique way of beginning a
war sans preliminaries. During the ensuing Empire-wide battle, Arundel had
remained in symbolic ruins, the Eternal Emperor headquartered in the vast
warren under the desolation.

When the Emperor had been assassinated, Arundel had been left as a
memorial by his Kkillers. It had been rebuilt upon the Emperor's return—even
more lofty and looming than before.

Sten was in one of the castle's antechambers. A waiting room. A waiting room
that could have served handily as a hangar for a fleet destroyer.

The room was packed with fat cats, military and civilian, humanoid and
otherwise. Sten glanced once more in the mirror and winced. "Fat cats" was
slightly too apt a phrase. Now that you have finished the Emperor's latest
bidding, he thought, you need to get back in shape. That sash you were
admiring but a minute before with all its decorations does accentuate a bit of
a paunch, does it not? And the wingtip collar serves to give you another chin.
Don't you hope it's the collar?

The hell with you, Sten told his backbrain. I am happy at the moment. Happy
with me, happy with the world, happy with where I am.

He looked yet a third time in the mirror, returning to the train of thought
interrupted by the servitor. Damn. I am still not used to seeing myself in
diplomatic drag. Instead of some kind of uniform, or at least a disguise. This
outfit, this archaic shirt, coat with a forked tail that stretches nearly to my
ankles, these pants that reach down to shiny low-top boots... this is still
strange.

He wondered what would happen if the Sten who was—that poor clottin'
orphan from that slave company world who was lucky and quick with a
knife—looked into that mirror and it became that fictional favorite, a
timescreen? What would that young Sten think as he peered into it, knowing
he was looking at himself in years to come?

Years? Many more than he'd like to total.
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What an odd wonderment. Especially here. Waiting on the pleasure of the
Eternal Emperor, to be congratulated and awarded for service at the highest
level.

Yes. What would that younger Sten think? Or say?

Sten grinned. Probably—other than "Why the clot didn't you follow up with
Black Velvet?'—a grunt of relief. So. We're clottin' alive. Never thought we'd
make it. Without thinking, his right hand moved over and touched the rich
silk of his coat.

Under that—and under his diamond-studded shirtsleeve—was still the knife.
Surgically hidden in his arm. Sten had built it—had grown it and then
"machined" it on a biomill—as a slave laborer on Vulcan. It had been his first
possession. The knife was a tiny, double-edged dart, contoured to fit no other
hand but his. Needle-pointed, it could cut an Earthdiamond in half with only
blade pressure. It may have been the most deadly knife that man, with his
infinite fascination with destruction, had ever built. It was kept in place by a
surgically rerouted muscle.

But it had been more than a year, no, almost two years since it had been
drawn in anger. Four wonderful years of peace, after a lifetime at war.
Peace... and a growing sense in Sten that he was finally doing the task he was
suited for. Something that did not involve—

"How correct," a voice said in a flat, lethal monotone. "You always did remind
me a bit of a pimp. I see you have become one. Or at least dress like one."

Sten growled back to reality, arm dropping, fingers curling, the knife
reflexing down into its killing slot; stepping away from the wall, left foot
coming back, poised on toe, weight centered, slight crouch...

Clotting Mason.

Correction. Clotting Fleet Admiral Rohber Mason. In full dress whites, his
chest a blaze of decorations, all of them well earned and probably no more
than one-third of the hero buttons Mason deserved. He had never bothered to
get that livid scar that ripped across his face removed. Sten figured he
probably felt it added to his charm.

"Admiral," Sten said. "How is the baby-slaughtering trade?"

"It goes well," Mason retorted. "Once you learn to shorten your lead and
range, it's simple."

Mason and Sten hated each other for no known reason. Mason had been one
of Sten's instructors back during flight school and had done his best to make
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sure Sten never graduated. Mason was considered by his students as an
unmitigated bastard. The students were correct. And, unlike the livies, after
graduation Mason's heart of stone was not revealed as a pose. Under the
granite was ten-point steel.

During the Tahn war Mason had risen to admiral. He had many qualities: He
was brilliant. A tyrant. A master strategist. A killer. A brutal disciplinarian. A
leader who backed his subordinates to the grave and beyond. For instance,
when he was unable to find just cause to wash Sten out of flight school, he
graduated him with the highest marks. Mason was possibly the best tac pilot
in the Imperial Forces. Second best, Sten's pilot-ego growled.

Fiercely loyal to the Emperor, he had survived the privy council's purges
through luck and meanness. Now he was no doubt carrying out Imperial
orders as he had in the past—efficiently and savagely. Yes, Sten thought, there
had been peace. But only compared to the nightmare of the Tahn war. Beings
still died.

"I heard you'd become the Emperor's messenger boy," Mason said. "Never
could understand how a real being could stand living in a world where
everything's gray and there's no truth."

"I've gotten to like the color," Sten said. "It doesn't stain the hands as much as
red. And it washes off."

A booming voice broke the mutual glower. "Gentlebeings, your attention,
please." The buzz of polite diplomatic chatter died away.

"I am Grand Chamberlain Bleick." The speaker was a ridiculously costumed,
undersized being, speaking in the loudest smarmy twitter Sten had ever
heard. Of course. He had a throat mike and porta boomer.

"We want to ensure that all of you noble ones receive the correct recognition,
and that this ceremony proceeds as planned. Therefore, we must adhere to
the following rules. The awards will be presented in descending order of
merit. A subordinate will announce each category.

"When your award is called, you will form a single line here, at the entrance.
When the annunciator'"—Bleick indicated a being in red flummoxry—
"announces your name, you will enter the main chamber. You will walk
directly forward approximately seventeen steps, where you will see a line
graven on the floor.

"The Emperor will be standing on the far side of that line.
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"If you are the only recipient of an award, stop directly in front of the Eternal
Emperor. If you are one of a group, proceed directly to the line and stop next
to the nearest being on your left.

"Please stand at attention.

"An Imperial aide will read the citation for your award. A second aide will
physically give you the award, either on a sash or she will pin it directly to
your uniform. If there is an error, please try to cover any pained reaction. The
ceremonies are, of course, being taped for subsequent broadcast to your
home worlds.

"Additional copies, I might add, may be secured through my office at a
reasonable fee.

"There are no scheduled recipients for any of the Imperial Privy Household
Orders. The next ranking are hereditary awards: dukedoms, baronetcies, and
the like. Those who are receiving one of those..."

"Hereditary," Sten breathed in surprise. His lips did not move, nor did his
voice reach beyond Mason's ears. It was a talent learned in military
formations and prisons.

Mason, too, had the talent: "The Eternal Emperor has seen fit to find many
new and unique patterns to reward those who serve him well." His voice was
quite devoid of irony.

"But—"

"Not only does it please the red-tape bastards," Mason said, "but their
bureaucratic bosses, as well."

The disapproval both men felt never showed on either's face. But strong
sentiments did materialize a few meters away.

The man was huge and very white—from his flowing mane to his sweeping
muttonchop whiskers and formal court dress. He also looked to be slightly
drunk.

"Right lot of mad idiots," he said in a voice that rolled like thunder. "Clottin'
titles make a yearlin' think he's automatic blood stock. Give unproven whelps
ideas, that does! First time I heard of such drakh!

"By haveen, th' Emp's slippin', allowin' all this formal dancin' by this crew of
scrotumless ijiots! B'dam' if I'll take part in any such monkey dancin'. Tell th'
Emp, if he wants—"
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Whatever Whiskers was about to suggest for the Emperor was swiftly broken
off as four very, very large humans slid out of nowhere and formed a mini-
cordon around the man.

Sten heard more protests, but most smoothly the man was brought under
control and guided—he was too large to be frogmarched—out a nearby exit.

The four men were wearing a new, police-type gray uniform that Sten could
not recollect having seen around Prime or the palace before. He saw one of
their shoulder tabs, a round black and gold patch with a gold I, and the letter
S scrolled around it.

"Who were the eighty-sixers?" he wondered in that monotone to Mason.

"New security element. Internal Security. The limit of my knowledge or
curiosity."

"Who are they organized under? Mercury? Mantis?" Sten's natural curiosity
sprang from his former—at least officially—membership in both
organizations.

"I say again my last..." Mason's voice was louder, frostier. "Goons, gestapos,
and guessers have never been my province."

Sten found it polite to follow the ebb as awardees formed up, walked through
the door, and vanished.

Hereditary orders... Meritorious orders... Decorations (military)...
Decorations (civil)...

Sten stopped in front of the chamberlain, who consulted his list. "Sr.
Plenipotentiary Sten, you will be the only being honored with this award
today. You may enter."

Sten walked toward the high gaping doors, and two beings in those red suits—
and, Sten thought, some kind of whitish artificial hair—opened the doors.

A voice blared: "The Most Honorable Sten... of Smallbridge."

The yawning Award Chamber was now filled with those who had already
gone. Sten smoothed forward, at that slightly slower-than-normal pacing
every diplomat learns that shows best on the livies. He formed a dignified
expression on his face.

Most Honorable, he thought. Very interesting. As I recall, I was only Very
Honorable the last time I was at court. Does Most Honorable give me a bigger
paycheck?
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"Ambassador Plenipotentiary Sten fulfilled the highest standards of the
Imperial Service, at considerable risk to his own personal safety, in a recent
mission to mediate between the Thorvaldians and the inhabitants of Markel
Bat. Not only was peace preserved, but a new era of tranquillity was brought
to the cluster. He is to be honored by being named to a new ranking, A
Companion of the Emperor."

Which meant, Sten thought, whatever the Eternal Emperor wanted it to.
Which was anything except an Imperial Privy Household Order—whatever
they were. At least those obnoxious clots hadn't actually gotten around to
killing each other. Nor had he found it necessary to kill any of them, tempting
as it had been at times.

None of these thoughts appeared on Sten's face. Nor did his expression
change as he walked toward that line, his eyes sweeping the huge chamber.

Up there... the iris in the chandelier... a tracking gun turret. That huge
portrait—a one-way screen with a riot squad behind it, most likely. There, and
there. At belt level. To either side of that line... hidden laser projectors.

On each side of the Awards Chamber's doors were paired Gurkhas. Quiet,
small, brown men, faces blank, in dress uniform, their slouch hats' chin
straps held just below their lower lips. And, holstered on one hip, each had a
miniwillygun. On the other hip the lethal, slashing kukris that helped make
the Gurkha the most feared and respected soldier in the Empire. Plus there
were about ten more of those gray-clad Internal Security types scattered
through the room.

So? Wouldn't you put on a little bit more security if some clot had gone and
killed you a few years earlier?

A man stood alone just beyond that line.
The Eternal Emperor.

Dark hair. Blue eyes. Well muscled. He looked to be, at the oldest, in his mid-
thirties. No, Sten corrected, his eyes made him out to be a bit older.

But certainly not old enough to be what he was—the man who for over a
millennium had single-handedly built this Empire, the Empire that stretched
beyond any beings' visualizations, the Empire that had almost been destroyed
and now was being reassembled.

Sten came to rigid attention. The Emperor looked his personal envoy up and
down, then nodded in formal approval.
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The two Imperial aides—the one who had recited the citation, and the other,
who was holding some kind of medal in an open, velvet case—stepped
forward.

Then the Emperor broke tradition. He turned to the aide and took the award
from its case.

He stepped close, looping the decoration over Sten's neck. "Forty-five
minutes," the Eternal Emperor monotoned, in a prison whisper just as skilled
as Sten's. "Backstairs... my chambers... we need a drink."

CHAPTER THREE

S

ten stepped onto the security grid. At the Internal Security officer's signal he
offered his palm to the identification beam. The grid hummed into life, and
Sten was bathed in a glow of colors. Somewhere in the bowels of Arundel a
whole host of facts was collected: Sten was being analyzed by the most
sophisticated snooping equipment in the Empire.

The first level was ID. As soon as Sten's palm print was checked and
rechecked, his bio was being scanned for any potential animosity to the
Emperor. That information was checked a third time against the latest
Mercury Corps records, up to date within the past twenty-four hours.

The second was organic. His system was analyzed for any possible bacterial or
viral threat to Sten's boss. It had been possible for a long time to build a living
germ warfare bomb.

The final level was for weapons, from the obvious hide-out gun or blade, to
the not so obvious surgically implanted explosive. Or, in Sten's case, the knife
in his arm. He knew that when the scanners caught it, his authorization for
bearing such a weapon in the Emperor's presence would override any alarm.

Sten got the okay, stepped off the grid, and headed along the corridor for the
Emperor's quarters. He was feeling edgy about the upcoming conference with
his boss. It had been a long time since the two of them had had a face-to-face.
Something extra-important must be up.

But that wasn't what was bothering him. It was the supertight security that
made him nervous—an odd thought from the man who had once headed up
the Emperor's personal bodyguard. Then he had fretted at any lapse, worried
at the Emperor's tendency to plunge off into crowds, or sneak away for a
private adventure.
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Sten didn't blame the Eternal Emperor for clamping down hard after what
had happened. But now that he had gained a great deal of experience as a
public man himself, Sten also knew it was dangerous for any being in
authority to adopt a bunker mentality. The tighter the screen, the harder the
job of the villain, admittedly. But it also could make it tough for the guys in
the white hats.

And as for the Internal Security beings he had seen so far, Sten had picked up
a bit of a skin crawl. Why, he couldn't say. The closer he got to the Emperor's

presence, the more the IS personnel bothered him. They were all so... vaguely
familiar.

When he saw the tall, fair young man at the door, Sten got it. The man was a
twin of the Emperor—as were all the men he had seen since he had entered

the Emperor's private apartments. The main physical difference was that they
were taller.

He grudgingly admitted that this arrangement made good sense. Individually,
the IS guards resembled the Emperor enough to draw any assassin's fire. And
in a group around him, they were a living shield.

The IS officer clicked his boot heels together as Sten approached. "You are
expected, Ambassador Sten," he said in soothing tones that were in odd
contrast to his stone face. Suspicious eyes measured Sten. Compared. Sten
was a little hurt to see the suspicion replaced with self-satisfaction. The clot
thought he could take Sten with ease.

"You can go right in," the IS officer said.

Sten's muscles and reflexes tingled with memory, as he played his own
measuring game. The man's eyes narrowed. He knew what was going on.

Sten laughed. "Thanks," was all he said. The door whisked open and he
entered. He saw the startled look on the man's face as he realized his worth
had been found sadly lacking. Sten could take him with ease. Sure, he was a
little slower. Out of practice. But it would be no problem at all.

The stregg hit the Black Velvet, thought about making trouble, then was
seduced by all that smoothness. Sten felt his belly warm to a cheery glow.

The Eternal Emperor beamed at him, then refilled the shot glasses with the
fiery drink the Bhor had named after an ancient enemy. "As our old Irish
friend Ian Mahoney says, '"This one's just to let the Good Lord know we're
serious.' " The Emperor downed another shot.
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Sten followed his lead. If the boss wanted the meeting to be boozy, then Sten
had little choice but to participate—with feeling. Besides, the Eternal
Emperor had been right. As usual. Sten really had needed a drink.

"Now, let's see about that dinner I promised you," the Emperor said. "Until
further notice, Ambassador, you are in charge of keeping the glasses full."

He began bustling about that marvel of low-tech goodness married to high-
tech speed he called his kitchen.

"A difficult duty, sir," Sten said, "but I will do my very best." He laughed,
refilled their glasses, and carried them to the counter. He took his usual
position perched on one of the tall stools.

Sten sniffed the air appreciatively. It was a mixture of vaguely familiar smells
but with a tantalizing mystery to them. The Eternal Emperor could give a
master chef lessons. Even Marr and Senn, the greatest banqueters in the
Empire, grudged this.

The Emperor favored re-creating the recipes of ancient Earth.

Though from the Emperor's perspective, the recipes weren't so ancient, Sten
thought. He had ruled for three thousand years.

Sten sniffed the air again. "Asian?" he guessed. He was no mean cook himself.
He had picked up the hobby—inspired by his boss, perhaps—whiling away
long hours at dreary military posts where the food was even duller than the
company.

"You're only thinking that because it's complex," the Emperor said. "Although
there are some influences, I guess. But the other way around. The Chinese
were the best cooks. These folks, however, gave them a run for the money.
Some people say they were even better. I go back and forth."

He palmed a spot at the counter's edge and a refrigerated shelf slid out,
revealing an array of jars and pots of good stuff. He stacked them on the
counter.

"The theme tonight is India," the Eternal Emperor said. "Sort of goes along
with the job I've got in mind for you."

He smiled. Sten had seen his boss in friendly moods before, but never quite so
downright jolly. Uh-oh. Another impossible task. Sten was only mildly
bothered. The potential difficulty intrigued him. But he couldn't fold up too
easily.
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"Not to be contrary, sir," Sten said, sipping at his stregg, "but I was hoping for
a little leave time." He saw a flicker of irritation on his boss's face. Good.

"Don't push it," the Eternal Emperor snapped. Sten was alarmed to see the
irritation building to quick fury. "I'm sick and tired of negatives. Don't you
people get it? I'm holding this thing together with spit and baling wire and..."
The Emperor's voice trailed off.

Sten watched him bring the anger under control. It was a definite fight. The
Emperor shook his head and gave Sten a sheepish grin.

"Sorry," he said. "Pressures of the job and all. Sometimes it makes me forget
who my old friends are. My real friends." He toasted Sten and sipped his
stregg.

"It was my fault, sir," Sten said. His instincts told him it was important to take
the blame. "The smell of all that good food got to the lazy side of me."

The Emperor liked that. He gave a sharp, too-right nod, and went back to
work—and the subject.

"My current pain in the ass," the Emperor said, "resembles the place this food
comes from. Within the borders of India there were more people of more
different opinions than just about any place on Earth. It was one mass of hate
groups who had been at each other's throats so long they had forgotten about
what pissed them off in the first place. I take that back. Actually, they
remembered all too well.

"A Hindu or a Sikh could tell you to the day and the color of the sky what
atrocity the other guy's great great-grandfather had committed."

He slid over a bowl filled with a greenish-looking mass. "It's dhal," the
Emperor said. "A kind of a bean—or in this case, pea—dish. It's deliberately
bland. To give balance to the rest. Clear the palate every bite or so. I made it
up yesterday. All we have to do is reheat."

"About this problem child," Sten prodded.

"Right." The Emperor took a hit off his stregg. "I could have used another
example besides India. But their food was mostly potatoes—and pig when
they could get it. They made a helluva sausage, though. Wrapped in flour and
fried. But I didn't feel like sausage."

Sten sniffed the ingredients the Emperor was assembling into some kind of
order. "India will do just fine, sir," he said.

"The place I'm sending you is the Altaic Cluster," the Emperor said.
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Sten frowned. He was only slightly familiar with the cluster. "The Jochians,
among others, right? But, I thought they were among the best allies we have
on board."

"They are," the Emperor said firmly. "And I want them to stay that way.
Trouble is, the Khagan—which is what the fellow who runs the joint calls
himself—is up to his ass in alligators."

The Emperor held up a mound of cubed meat. About two pounds worth, Sten
noted. "This is goat," the Emperor said. "I had a field constructed for him and
his brothers and sisters. Had the field planted with the same stuff his
ancestors ate in India—mint, wild onion, you name it." He plunked the mass
into an ovenproof casserole.

"The Khaqan is getting old and a little past it," the Emperor went on in his
typical veer back and forth between subjects. Except that over the years Sten
had noted there really was no veer at all: Each topic always had something to
do with the other.

"Anyway," the Emperor continued, "the trouble is mostly his fault... Still, I
can't afford to lose him."

Sten nodded agreement. Whoever this Khagan was, the Altaic Cluster was an
important ally. Worse: It was damned close to Prime. "What's threatening
him, sir?"

"Just about everything and everybody," the Emperor said. He started shaking
out spices over the lamb. "A little ginger," he said, shifting to the recipe again.
"Ground cloves, cardamom, chili, camin... heavier than the others... couple of
squeezes of garlic, and ye olde salt and pepper."

He dumped in some yogurt and lemon juice, and stirred up the whole mess,
then set it to the side. He started frying onions in peanut oil.

"There are three separate species in the Altaics," the Emperor said. "Split
four ways. And all of them are sons of bitches. First, there's the Jochians.
Human. The majority race. The Khaqgan is a Jochian, natch."

"Right," Sten said. That was the way things usually worked under one-being
rule. Present company excepted. There were far fewer humans than other
species in the Empire.

"Their top world is Jochi, which is where the Khaqgan hangs his head. It's the
center of the cluster. Anyway... to the other villains in this piece..."
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He dumped half the fried onions on the lamb and mixed it up. He pulled the
rice off the range. The water had been boiling for about five minutes. He
drained the rice, stirred it up with the onions, and spread it out over the
lamb.

"A little butter drizzled on the top," the Emperor said, "and... voila! I call this
Bombay Birani, but basically it's an old goat stew." He slammed on a tight-
fitting lid, popped the casserole into the oven, and set it for bake.

"Now, I'm going to cheat," the Emperor said. "The way this is supposed to go
is, you set it at 380 degrees. Bake one hour. Then cut it to 325 and go for an
hour more."

Sten tucked those figures away, along with the rest of the recipe.

"But Marr and Senn, bless their souls, have come up with a new oven. Cuts
real time half or more. And I can't tell the difference."

"About those other villains, sir?"

"Oh, right. Okay, we've got the Jochians. Human, as I said. Besides being the
majority race, they've got one of my old trading charters. I gave it to them
maybe five hundred years ago. It was a wild and wooly frontier area then.

"Which brings me to the Tork. Human, as well. Old boom-town types."
Sten didn't know exactly what the Emperor meant, but he got the drift.

"The Torks hit the cluster earlier when Imperium X was discovered in the
region," the Emperor went on. "Miners. Ship jumpers. Storekeeps. Joyboys
and joygirls. That sort. Except, when the Imperium X played out, they stayed
on instead of drifting to the next glory hole."

Imperium X was the only element that could shield the Anti-Matter Two
particle. AM2 was the fuel that had built the Empire. And it was under the
rigid control of the Eternal Emperor. So much so, that when the privy council
had assassinated him, all AM2 supplies had automatically stopped. For six
years the privy council had searched fruitlessly for its source. In the
meantime, the Empire had plunged toward ruin—a state Sten was currently
engaged in helping to turn around. Although sometimes he wasn't sure he
would see it happen in his lifetime.

"Of course, the Torks objected when the Jochians showed up. These merchant
adventurers smacked some heads together, showed them my charter—and
that was that.
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"Time passed, and the Jochians fell apart a little. Turned into not much more
than separate worlds—city-states. The current Khaqan's father pulled things
back together a couple three hundred years ago."

Sten made no comment. It was frontier justice. He had used a little of those
old ways to bring the privy council to bay. "What about the other two species?
Natives of the cluster, I assume?"

"Correct. They break down into the Suzdal and the Bogazi. Don't know much
about them. They probably have the same touchy points as any other beings.
Apparently when the Torks arrived, they were just climbing off their own
home worlds and had discovered one another.

"They had pitiful spaceships. But they were doing a good job of knocking each
other off when the Torks came along. Didn't have to do too much ass kicking.
Star drive has a way of putting any backward being in awe."

Sten could imagine the shock. Here you had just managed to struggle up the
tech ladder from stone to space. You look around at the waiting stars, feeling
pretty good about yourself. You're standing at the top of your history, right?
No one who has ever gone before has accomplished as much.

Then, wham! Aliens—in this case, human—show up with all their fancy
gadgets, plus weapons, all of which can blow you back to flaking stone chips.
Plus, marvel of all marvels, they can jump from one star to the next, from
system to system. Even cruise the galaxies with ease. AM2 drive. The greatest
achievement in history.

For the first time, Sten imagined what it must have been like when the
Emperor arrived on scene many centuries before with AM2 under his arm. It
would have rocked any civilization that existed, put them on their knees
begging to see the light.

The Eternal Emperor was musing over some half-remembered ingredient.
"Cilantro," he said. "That's the ticket." He crumbled some leaves into a dish of
chopped up cucumber and yogurt.

Yes, Sten thought. AM2 plus the secret to eternal life... It must have really
been something.

It was an incredible dinner. Unforgettable. As usual.

There were mounds of food all over the table. Dhal and cucumber cooler.
Three kinds of chutney: green mango, Bengal, and hot lime. Real hot lime.
Little dishes of extra hot sauces and tiny red peppers. And fresh griddled flat
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bread—chapaties, the Emperor called it. Plus the Bombay Birani. Fragrant
steam rose from the casserole.

"Dig in," the Emperor said.
Sten dug.

For long minutes they just ate, savoring each bite and washing it down with
what the Emperor swore was Thai beer.

When starvation was no longer threatening, the Emperor speared a hunk of
goat with his fork and held it up to examine it.

"About my old buddy, the Khagan," he said. He popped the goat into his
mouth and chewed. "He's a tyrant of the first order. And I won't deny it.
Trouble with being a tyrant is you can never lose your moves. You can't let the
lid up a little to allow the steam to escape. If you do, your enemies take it as a
sign of weakness. And you've got trouble.

"You also can't get sloppy. Or senile. The Khaqan, I'm afraid, is getting sloppy.
He may even be getting senile, for all I know. I do know he has every life-
support system available close by. Constant blood and organ purging,
hormone implants, that sort of thing. With luck, he can live long enough for
me to take the time to figure out what happens next. Right now, I'm too busy."

Sten nodded. He could only begin to imagine just how busy the Emperor was.
Sten wasn't privy to the big picture. But from his assignments—diplomatic
brushfires all—and his circle of knowledgeable friends, he had a hazy idea.

The Empire had been crumbling when the Emperor returned. Whole regions
had been without any AM2 for a long time. With the cheap power gone,
industries collapsed. Rebellions erupted. Beings were forced to fend for
themselves in all sorts of ways.

The Eternal Emperor had been scrambling ever since, plugging up leaks
where he could. Abandoning some areas entirely. Pulling in his sphere and
clamping on rigid economic and military controls. And there were many new
faces among his allies. Beings with whom he had no past history. Questioning
beings. Frightened beings who looked at their miserable populations and
shored themselves up against constant conspiracies and coups.

"I've given the Khaqan a lot more AM2 than he deserves," the Emperor said.
"But he's been squandering it. Putting it to building big monuments to
himself, instead of using it to feed his people. They're getting sick of it.
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"I even warned him about his behavior. A year or so ago our ambassador to
the Altaics rotated out. It was routine. What wasn't routine is that I haven't
named a replacement yet."

That was a fairly heavy duty gig against the Khaqan, Sten thought. "I'm
surprised he didn't wake up," he said.

"So am I. Like I said, he's old. Set in his ways. But if he goes under, all the
doubting Thomases among my allies will get the jitters. Demand more AM2.
Which would blow the clot out of the economy."

Sten understood. All money was pegged to the value of the basic power unit of
the Empire. Produce more, inflate the money. Produce less, and it deflates.
Here there was a double whammy: since there was less power, fewer goods
would show up at market. So all prices would shoot up, leading to more
scarcity. Black markets. And finally, restive populations.

The Emperor was walking a helluva tightwire.
"Who's the Khaqan's likely successor?" Sten asked.

The Emperor sighed. "No one. He has no living heirs. And he's also a
micromanager. Decides on every detail, from how much water there should
be in the main palace pool to the rates the gravcabs can charge. He
discourages any initiative. As a capitalist, the Khaqgan is so-so. As a CEO, he
stinks."

The Emperor swilled more beer. "However, he's getting pretty desperate,
now. He's been begging me for some sign of support. Show his people I'm in
his camp. Along with the AM2, of course."

"And you want me to be that support?" Sten said.

"Right. Put on a big show for him. You're one of my top heroes. Medals.
Honors. Victories. In the field of battle and the halls of diplomacy and all that
hogwash. I'll have my media people make a big deal of it. Not that you'll need
much of a buildup." He looked at Sten. But instead of smiling, he looked
thoughtful. Sten decided he didn't want to know what his boss was thinking.

The Emperor broke off and grinned. "Take anybody you want—your pals the
Bhor, some crack troops, your usual crew of experts, whatever. Just make
sure everybody sparkles. And to make this a real show-the-flag exercise, I
want you to take my personal ship. The Victory."

Now that brought a grin to Sten's face.

The Emperor laughed. "I thought you'd like that."
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The Victory was purportedly a dream ship. A new class battle-wagon/tacship
carrier built to the Emperor's specifications. Regal as all clot. To impress the
natives, he said. Everything about it was ultraluxury, from private crew
quarters to the Emperor's personal suite.

"Now, this is what I call a great job description," Sten said, toasting his boss.
"Now. If you want kisses and hugs for the Khaqan in public, what's my
attitude when we're alone?"

"Chilly politeness," the Emperor said. "Real reserved. Scary as you can make
it. I want him to see my eyes in yours. Tell him I've promised to put in a new
ambassador right away. However... I also want some progress on who his
successor is going to be when he kicks. That way, I can start some private
discussions with that fellow. See if we can't make life a little more pleasant—
and stable—in the Altaics when the old boy is gone."

Sten nodded that he understood the drill. He also realized that the Emperor
would be wanting his opinion on who that successor ought to be.

"One more thing," the Emperor said. "Tell him I'm putting him on my
personal invitation list. The short list. I'll expect his visit in a year or so."

"He'll like that," Sten said. "More propaganda for the home folks."

"Yeah, he will," the Eternal Emperor said. "But he's not going to like what I
have to say. In private."

And he speared the last hunk of goat. He snipped it from the fork with sharp
white teeth.

Sten didn't feel sorry for the Khaqan a bit. He sounded—in Kilgour's words—
like a "right bastard."

CHAPTER FOUR

"A
h'lligie th' poss'bil'ty y' may hae saved me," Alex grudged. "Nae, lad. Tis
m'shout this round."

He got up, walked to the bar, paid the barman, and brought back the tray.
Four mugs of beer and four single shot glasses of clear liquid. Sten indicated
the shot glasses with a questioning finger.

"Quill. Nae stregg. Thae's none ae that off the Bhor Worlds or away frae th'
Emp's palace, so this'll hae t' cure the dog."
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Sten was still a little skull-fried from his marathon dinner-drunk-orders
group-plotting session with the Emperor some days earlier. Obediently, he
dumped one shot down his throat, gagged politely, and chased it with a beer.

"Y'll note, Ah'm but bein't civil an' keepin't y' company," Alex said as he did
the same. "Dinnae be haein' th' thought Ah'm still a wee alky. Gie it all up, Ah
did."

The two of them sat, anonymous in gray shipsuits, near the back of a
spaceport bar near Soward City's vast spacefields. The bar was a businesslike
hum of sailors getting drunk enough to transship, or drunk enough to realize
they had finally ported, and the whores and hustlers were helping both sets
toward their missions.

"I really did save you?"

"Oh, aye," Alex said. "She was wee, she was wily, she was gorgeous, and she
e'en had her own money."

"Maybe you should have married her."

"Ah clottin' near did. Th' banns were read. Th' hall wae hired. Ah found a sky
pilot thae'd go through the ceremony wi'oot gigglin'. Ah'd e'en introduced
hert' m' wee mum."

"What did she think?"

"She consider't, an' said thae i' Ah hadda marry, still so young an' barely
beyont th' cradle as Ah am, she c'd live wi' th' lass."

"I say again my last: maybe you should settle down. Start thinking about the
next Laird Kilgour of Kilgour."

Alex shuddered gently. "Ah dunno, lad. Thae wae a moment... but then Ah
thought a' myself, years gone, brain gone i' Ah e'er had one t' begin wi', teeth
gone, chewin' on pap, puttin' milk i' th' brandy, wi' bairns bouncin' around
an' all. Cacklin' on aboot how th' old days are gone, an' modern clots dinnae
lift a candle t' th' mighty ones thae're gone, men frae the old days, when men
were men an' th' sheep ran like hell.

"Disgustin’'. Clottin' disgustin'. So Ah considers... looks at your signal... writes
oot a well-reasoned arg'ment an' slips out th' back afore dawn."

"Mr. Kilgour," Sten said. "An act of cowardice! You at least should have
stayed and explained."
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"Rotate around it, lad. Th' way th' lass impress't m' mum was by beatin't her
ae arm wrestlin.' Ah'm mad, but Ah'm noo daft."

Sten checked the time. "We're due at the Victory in ten minutes. Let's drink
and get."

Kilgour blurred into motion, old battle reflexes reappearing. The beer and alk
on the table vanished. He burped politely, rose, and started toward the exit,
threading his way between tables, Sten in his wake.

Alex's way was blocked by a very large quadruped, whose gray hide looked as
if it would make an acceptable suit armor. The being emptied the large plas
balloon he had been sniffing and bounced it away into a corner. All three of
his—her? its?—eyes glared around separately, then settled on Kilgour. The
being's twin manipulating arms flexed.

"Men! Don't like men!"

"Ah dinnae either," Alex said equably.

"You man."

"NO."

"What you?"

"Ah'm a penguin. Frae Earth. A wee slickit cowerin't birdie thae lives on
pengu
herring."

Sten ran through various ET handbooks, trying to ID the being. Nothing in his
memory had four legs, three eyes, two arms, a dim brain—last undetermined
for certain, given probability said being was blitzed—stood two and a half
meters tall, weighed several squillion kilos, and had a terrible attitude.

Oh, yeah. Not very vestigal claws on the arms.

Sten felt mildly sorry for the being.

"You not penguin."

"An' how d'ye know, lad? Y' dinnae hae th' look ae a passionate penguin

pervert aboot y'."

"You man."

"Look, son. Y're tired. Y'hae a bit t'... snuff, snort, swill, or suck. Hae y'self ae
sitdown, an' Ah'll buy y' a wee new balloon."
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"Don't like men! I hurt men! First I hurt you, then hurt him."

"Ah well," Kilgour said. "Sten, y' bear witness t' m' wee mum Ah'm noo goin't
out an' gettin' in th' bloody frae like Ah wae a cub again."

"I'll tell her."
"Ah knew Ah c'd rely on you."

The being was reaching for Kilgour's neck—what little neck the tubby man
had.

Kilgour's hands circled the being's arms, just where a wrist would be on a
humanoid. And he levered down. The being scrawked in pain and collapsed
down on what were maybe knees, just as gracelessly as an Earth camel.
Kilgour, still holding the being's "wrists," stepped forward—and the
quadruped collapsed back into a sprawled, seated position.

"Noo," Alex said. "Y' see how easy pacifism is, when y' put y'r mind t' it?"
"If you're through playing, Mr. Kilgour?"

"Ah'm through, Admiral. But Ah hae t' buy m' friend his round. As Ah
promis't."

Kilgour, an upright and honorable man from the high-gee world of
Edinburgh, Sten's long-time aide and accomplice and one of the Empire's
most highly trained elite commandos, did keep his word—and bought the now
quiescent monster a balloon before they left for their inspection tour of the
Imperial battle cruiser Victory.

" 'Tis alli' th' the leverage," was his only explanation to Sten. "Like tearin' a
phone book apart."

"What's a phone book?"

" 'Tis quite a ship," Alex said, three hours later.

"Aye," Sten agreed. He took off the sensor hood he had been wearing and
stopped his run through of the Victory's tertiary and redundant TA systems.

Alex's eyes swept the room before he spoke. There weren't any crewmen
within earshot, and the com box wasn't picking up. "Perhaps Ah'm gettin'
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old," he went on, still tentatively, "but the way this scow's set up's noo like it
would have been back in the—the old days."

"You mean before the Emperor's assassination."

"Aye," Kilgour said. "Thae's a bit too much flash ae filigree fr this to suit th'
old Emp. Or am I rememberin't th' past ae better'n it wae?"

"I've been thinking the same thing," Sten said. He touched keys, and the
computer obediently threw a three-meter hologram of the Victory into the air
over the mess table they were sitting at. Another key combination, and the
computer began peeling the hologram, displaying the new battle cruiser from
all angles and deck by deck.

"Ah'd heard this wae t' be a 'maphrodite," Alex said. "But it looks more like a
three-way or four-way arrangement t'me."

Sten nodded agreement. He wasn't happy, on a number of levels. First was
the entirely pragmatic consideration of the Victory as a warship. Sten had
experience with tools, vehicles, and ships that were ostensibly dual- or
multiple-purpose. Almost without exception that meant that the tool did quite
a number of things badly, and nothing well.

Battle cruisers, for instance, were based on aeons-old designs of ships that
had enough muscle to beat up almost anything—except battleships or
monitors—and enough power to run away from the biggies. Quite frequently,
though, it worked out that the class was too slow to be able to catch and
destroy smaller ships, and played hell getting away from the monsters. Plus,
once the ship was caught, its armament, quite capable of bashing a stray
destroyer or such, was too light to damage a battleship, and its defensive
systems, active or passive, were too weak.

Sten had gone through the builder-promised specs on the Victory, cross-
correlating them with the actual performance the battle cruiser produced
during its trials. Unless the Imperial procurement people were on the take—
not an impossibility, but not very likely—it looked as if the Victory might be
an effective weapon.

The problem was this tacship capability the Emperor had evidently decided
was vital. The Victory's rear third was dedicated to hangar/weapons/quarters
for a complete tacship flotilla—three squadrons of four ships each. The
tacships were Bulkeley-II class ships, developed and refined during the Tahn
war. They were just-over-hundred-meter-long needles of destruction. They
were built to get in at speed, hit hard, and get out. Anything else—crew
comfort, defensive capabilities, armor—was secondary or nonexistent. Sane
pilots hated the tacships—they required constant hands-on pilot response and
were unforgiving, as in kill you, of the slightest error. Sten loved them.
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So on one hand the Victory's added capability was something Sten
appreciated. But it also meant that the rear spaces were flying time bombs,
packed with sensitive explosives, fuels, and weaponry. The large hangar and
maintenance areas meant any hit in those spaces might destroy the battle
cruiser. Plus the Victory was more than a bit blind and defenseless around
the stern. "Thae'll be a problem," Kilgour had observed. "Means thae i' we
cannae break an' run, we'll hae t' retreat backwards, clutchin' our bustle an'
flailin' wi' our wee ladylike brolly."

That image of Earth Victorian times brought up the Victory's final oddity:
complete luxury. Sten already knew the ship had been outfitted for luxury—
even the lowest-rank wiper had his own tiny compartment. Paneling
appeared to be wood and stone on many of the passageways. The kitchens
could efficiently prepare and serve Imperial conference banquets with no
strain.

Sten appreciated this to a degree. A lean, clean fighting machine might sound
good in the livies, but Sten knew from his tacship experience that after three
or four weeks into a mission, one thing not appreciated was a fresher one had
to squeeze oneself into to degrease the body. Especially if that fresher just
happened to have a sharp corner cleverly located where elbows and knees
went.

But then there was the Imperial Suite, which included living quarters large
enough, it seemed, for an entire Imperial court, plus guest area and troop
support sectors, including armories and gymnasiums. Sten was glad to see
the latter—he was still aware of the smallish handles he had previously noted
in the Imperial mirror.

The Imperial Suite—if that was the correct label for such a large area—
covered the upper quarter of the Victory between the tacship decks to the
forward command spaces for the Victory's own crew. A frontal cross-section
would show the Imperial area as a T, the figure's leg extending deep into the
ship's center. Like all flagships, the Victory was designed and built so the
Imperial—or flag—quarters were independent of the warship's own areas. For
thousands of years every admiral had known he was a better captain than the
flagship's own captain, and would frequently drop the larger concerns he was
paid to worry about and play skipper-for-a-day.

Yes. Sten agreed with Alex that this Imperial Suite was a bit much. The heads
had gold fixtures. The basins were real marble. The bedchambers were richly
upholstered. As for the beds themselves, particularly the ones—plural
correct—in the Imperial private quarters, Sten wondered how they would be
described in the inventory:
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BED, Mark 24, perhaps. Multiple-user-capable. Structurally reinforced to
allow occupants limitless creativity. Bed fitted for hydraulic modification
while in use, which includes adjustment overall area from polyhedron to
circular to conventional; vertical adjustment of any portion of bed for height.
Internal and external multiple capabilities, including, but not limited to,
internal illumination, external illumination, holographic projection,
holographic recording. Includes refrigeration and snack area. Includes full
communication capability. Overhead rack (can be hidden) capable of
supporting as many as three beings. Fitted for light array to include, but not
limited to, stroboscopic or holographic imaging.

The owner of such a bed, Sten summarized, would be listed as orgy-qualified
and -experienced.

The Emperor?

Sten did not give a damn—but it was odd that during his time as captain of the
Emperor's Gurkha bodyguard, he hadn't noticed that the Eternal Emperor
seemed particularly sex-driven. He hadn't thought much about it, but sort of
guessed that after a few thousand years maybe the possibilities had been
completely explored.

But now?

Hell, he was not even sure he was right—it wasn't as if Sten had personally
explored every inch of Arundel Castle to ensure that what was listed as a
storeroom might not, in fact, have been an Imperial bordello.

The problem was going to be, Sten thought, sleeping in that bed himself. Why
you puritanical little clot, his mind jeered. There have been times, he prodded
himself, that he'd been known to roll about in a big pile with friends. And
speaking of which, his thought went on, who's going to see you sleeping in
that humongous great bed, anyway? You might as well have been a clottin'
castrato of late.

Sten brought himself back to the issues at hand. "Mr. Kilgour," he said, "I'm
not at all sure what this goatrope they call the Altaic Cluster is going to be. But
I'm getting the idea our boss isn't giving us all these goodies just because he
likes my legs."

"Prog: ninety percent," Alex agreed.
"Which means I'll be needing all my assets. So, uh, do you think it'd be a

proper utilization of your talents, Laird Kilgour, for you to skipper this solid-
gold whorehouse?"
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Kilgour appeared taken aback. "Me? But thae's an admiral rank. Twa-star,
Ah'd hazard. An' th' highest rank Ah e'er held, last time Ah meter-metered the
matter, wae but wee warrant."

"I don't think that would present a problem," Sten said. "And it wasn't what I
asked."

Alex considered. Then slowly shook his head. "Ah dinnae think so, lad. But
Ah'm touched ae the thought. T'now, thae's nae been a Kilgour been an
admiral. 'Ceptin' the pirates, a' course.

"M'mum'd be pleased, an a'.

"But... nae. Marchin' swabs here an' bye, pushin' all this steel aroun' th' sky...
thae dinnae tweak m' testes. Ah'm more int'rested in all thae clots we're goin'
out to straighten oot—Ah think thae's m' main talent, skipper."

Sten was very damned elated. Beyond the value he placed on Kilgour's
friendship and quite literal back-guarding ability, he knew that the man
whom the Emperor called Sten's personal thug had real talents at diplomacy,
situation analysis, and solution breakdown.

Then a notion crossed his mind. Sten grinned—it was just a shade farcical.
But it would bear consideration.

He shut down the computer and stood up. "Come on, Laird Kilgour. Let's go
back to the bar and see if that rhino's ready to buy us a round."

Alex came to his feet, then frowned and checked the wall-chrom. "Nice
thought, boss. But we cannae. We'll be haein' vis'tors back ae our quarters."

"Visitors? Kilgour, are you running another number on me?"
’ y

"Noo, lad. Hae y' e'r, e'er known me to stick ae match under y'r breeks jus t'
see how high y'll jump?"

Sten didn't even trouble with an answer, nor with kicking his "diplomatic
adviser" in the slats.

"I shall be entirely gotohell," Sten said.

"Is that all you're going to say? No 'Clottin’' Kilgour did it to me again?' No 'But
duty calleth, M'lady, and I must away?' "

"Nope. "
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Sten crossed from the entrance to his suite in Arundel Castle to the sideboard.
"Best I can do," he said, "is I just came from a room I'd like to show you,
someday."

"Do I get an explanation?"

"Nope."

"Do I get to see that room?"

Sten did not reply. He picked up a decanter and eyed its contents.
"Stregg?"

"Yes... stregg."

"It's early—but I'll have one if you're drinking."

Sten found two corrosion-proof shot glasses, poured them full, and took one
across to Cind. She half sat, half lay on one of the room's couches.

Sten had met Cind many years earlier under circumstances both would have
preferred to be different. Cind was a human woman, a descendant of the
warrior elite who had once defended the religious fanatics of the Lupus
Cluster, known as the Wolf Worlds. Sten had overturned that corrupt and
militant church government during his days as an undercover Mantis Section
operative.

When the bodies stopped bouncing, Sten had decided—with the Eternal
Emperor's ex post facto grudging approval—that the victors and new
champions of the Wolf Worlds were the Bhor, the excessively nonhuman,
obsessively barbaric, insistently alcoholic gorillas who were native to the
cluster.

Cind grew up in a failed warrior culture—and studied war. Studied war until
it became her love and her obsession. She joined the Bhor and became a
warrior—sniping and ship-to-ship boardings among her specialties.

Part of her youthful obsession was the superstalwart that had destroyed her
own Jannissar culture. A man of myth named Sten. Then she met him. And
found he was not the bearded ancient she had envisioned, but a still-young,
still-vibrant soldier.

In hero worship, she found her way to his bed. Sten, however, was in shock
after a combat mission had led to the death of his entire team and had no
interest in romance, especially from a seventeen-year-old naif. Yet somehow
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he had managed, entirely accidentally, not to make Cind feel like a fool or
himself like a complete idiot.

During the fight to destroy the privy council, they met again and again—but
always professionally. Somehow, they became friends.

Then, when the Emperor returned and the privy council was destroyed, Cind
traveled with Sten to her home worlds, the Lupus Cluster. Their perceptions
of each other had changed during this time. Still... nothing happened between
them.

And when Sten left to assume his new tasks as Imperial ambassador
plenipotentiary, Cind soldiered on, but with less of an interest in hands-on
slaughter than in studying the causes and results of war.

Now both soldiers sipped stregg, shuddered, and sipped again.

"I assume," Sten said, "that you've arrived as part of my Imperial circus and
diplomatic mission to the Altaic Cluster."

"Is that where we're going? Alex said the AOR was classified."
"It is. You can draw the area briefing fiche from Mr. Kilgour."

Silence in the room. The old sexual tension between them warmed that
silence.

"You look well," Sten said.

"Thank you. Since the last time I saw you, I decided I should become more
familiar with civilian dress."

Sten admired—she had done her homework. Cind, just past twenty, trim in
the conservative four-piece suit, hair close-cropped, makeup just enough to
enhance without being seen, would have been taken by most as a CEO of a top
multiworld corporation.

No one could have seen—and few besides Sten would have theorized—that the
heel on her dress flat was the haft to a hideout knife, that her pouch contained
a miniwillygun, and that her necklace could do double duty as a garrote.

Cind eyed him. "Do you remember the first time we met?"

Sten gurgled stregg through his nostrils, a distinctly unpleasant sensation.

Cind laughed at his reaction. '"No, not that time. Before... at the banquet. I
was in the receiving line."
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"Uh..." Sten thought back. The woman—then girl—had worn... seemed to him
she had just been wearing a uniform of some sort. But he felt he would be an
utter ass if he so said.

"I wore walking out semidress," she said. "But that wasn't what I first chose."
It was now Cind's turn to look away, as she blushingly described the sleek sex-
outfit she had paid nearly a campaign's bonus for, put on, and then ripped off
and thrown away.

"I looked like a clottin' joygirl," she said. "And... and later, I figured out all I
really knew how to look like—how to be—was a soldier. Which also meant a
soldier's whore, I guess."

And there it was again, Sten thought. For some reason Cind was able to say
astonishing things to him, things that other women had only said deep in
intimacy and after long knowledge. And it was the same for himself as well,
Sten realized.

He also realized that he wanted to change the subject. "May I be formal?'" he
asked.

"You may, Admiral."

"Not Admiral. This time around, I'm a civilian."

"Very good."

"Why so?"

Cind smiled once more. Oh, Sten thought. No chain-of-command drakh. No
"It's not military kosher to want to hold hands with a lower (higher) ranking
soldier."

"I am in a most uncomfortable position," Cind said, stretching into a more
comfortable position and thus placing Sten in a slightly uncomfortable
position. "I am a major now."

"Congratulations."

"Perhaps. Would you like to meet my ranking private?"

Sten waited. Cind rose, went to an adjoining door, and opened it. "Private?
Post!"
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There was a sudden clashing of leather, and a creature lumbered into the
chamber. Just 150 centimeters tall, it must have weighed around 150
kilograms—twenty more than the last time Sten had seen the horror. The
creature's knobbed hairy paws brushed against the ground, as did its
enormous brush-tail beard, as the monster pushed its great trunk semierect
and bellowed.

"By my mother's beard," came the shout. "Here are you two, ambassador and
major, drinking all of the stregg, and leaving a poor, thirsty private, who loves
you like a brother, to die of thirst, forlorn, abandoned in the outer darkness."

"What," Sten said, "in the name of my father's—your father's, hell, Cind's
father's—frozen buttocks are you doing here, Otho?"

"I am but a simple soldier, following in the way of a warrior, as the great gods

Sarla, Laraz, and—who the clot's that other worthless godling? oh yes—
Kholeric have told me."

"He's been into the stregg," Sten said.

"He's been into the stregg," Cind agreed.

"Bring in the rest of the motley crew," Sten said. "Buzz down for Kilgour. Tell
him to have the kitchen stand by for a buffet in-chamber. Tell him to order up
more stregg, some of that horrible stuff the Emperor calls Scotch, and, oh yes,
indeed, a case of—hell, whatever goes into a Black Velvet. And get his butt in
here with a good thirst. Now, Otho. How many goddamned Bhor do I have?"
"Only a hundred and fifty."

"Oh, Lord," Sten said. "And we're still weeks from departure. Major Cind,
have you arranged billets for your beings?"

"I have. There's an entire wing set aside on a new officers' quarters, just
inside the Imperial grounds here. Set up for clean and black work."

"So the Bhor won't be able to get out and maim, pillage, and loot Prime?"
"With luck."

"Good. Now, Private Otho. Pour us all a drink, and explain. Quickly."
Sten needed an explanation, because when he had last been in Otho's

brawling company the being had been a chieftain, the ruler—if a Bhor could
be said to rule anything save by acclamation—of the entire Lupus Cluster.


http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

Now here he was as a rear-rank warrior, as if he were a young Bhor whose
beard was yet to sprout.

"I didn't know," Sten said, after the third stregg, but before Kilgour and the
rest of the Bhor had descended on him and sobriety vanished into the night,
"you beings had second childhoods."

"Don't be a scrote," Otho growled, refilling his horn. "First—the Lupus
Worlds are at peace. Clotting well better be, if they don't want to get killed.

"Which is good—I guess. But it is a meatless plate, my friend. Back then, back
when we were being exterminated by the Jann, I never dreamed how boring
peace can be. So I ran away to join the circus."

He sighed—or Sten arbitrarily assigned the value of "sigh" to the alk- and
stregg-laden gas blast that erupted from Otho's bowels to typhoon across the
table. "And I am becoming civilized."

"Say clottin' what?" Alex said as he entered, and Otho's tale was interrupted
by the obligatory roars, shouts, embraces, liquid kisses, and toasts that made
a Bhor greeting synonymous with second-degree assault.

Then the Taittinger and Guinness arrived. Sten was forced to demonstrate
Black Velvets to his guests. Otho said the stuff was weak mix for suckling
babes. Alex preferred his Guinness straight from the pump and drunk in Eire.
Cind touched her flute to Sten's. They drank, and their eyes held the moment.

Then Sten brought the conversation back to some kind of a track. "Otho, you
said being here had something to do with your becoming civilized."

"By my father's icy arse, so it does. Using human standards, even. IfI am
civilized... and a great leader—which, considering my beard is yet uncut, I
may be—then I am now spending my wilderness years. Which I understand
must be spent among primitive beings.

"I found a fiche recently, the biography of what, evidently, you humans
consider a great being. His name was Illchurch, or some such. Now, when he
had done his first stint as a leader, where did he spend his wilderness years?"

Otho gestured with his glass, sloshing drink over the edge. "I'll tell you where.
Among a primitive Earth tribe he called Americans. Since I could find no
remnants of such a tribe, I decided to settle for what must be the second best
primitives..." Otho raised his glass in toast. "To the human race."

CHAPTER FIVE
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”"
I
would like," Sten said formally, "to request the pleasure of your company this
evening."
"The pleasure is mine, sir. How many troopies do I bring for backup?"

"One more time. May I buy you dinner, m'lady?"

"Oh. Just a moment, I've got to check the 'dex... yes. I'd be delighted, Sten.
How formal is this place?"

"Sidearms should be unobtrusive, but color-coordinated. At... 1930?"

"Seven-thirty it is," Cind said, and broke the connection.

"And dinnae we look pretty, lad. Are we wooin' or spookin' t'night?"
"A little of both."

"Ah." Alex brushed nonexistent lint from Sten's raw silk shirtjac. "Well, y're
set up on th' far end. Sh'd Ah hae extraction set up, or will y' RON?"

"My God," Sten said. "I never realized the joys of being an orphan before.
Mother Kilgour, I don't have any idea of whether I'm remaining overnight
anywhere, whether I'm even going to get kissed, and what concern is it of
yours, anyway?"

"Ah'm mere remindin' you y' hae a 1115 wi' th' Emp tomorrow, f'r final
briefing."

"And I'll be there. Anything else?"

"Noo... yes. Y'r scarf's all crookedy." Kilgour straightened it. "An' as m' mum
useta advise, dinna be doin' aught you cannae stand up in church an' tell th'
deac aboot."

"She really said that?"
"Aye. An' now y' ken why th' Kilgours are nae a church-goin't clan."

Kilgour slid out. Sten made a fast final check—damn, but I seem to be
spending a lot of time in front of mirrors lately—and he was ready. He tucked
a hideout willygun into a chamois ankle holster, curled his fingers twice—the
knife came out of its arm-sheath easily—and he was ready for a night on the
town.
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There was a tap on the door.

"It's open." He wondered what new, last-minute harassment Kilgour had
come up with. But no one entered. Instead, again came the tap.

Sten frowned, crossed to the door, and opened it.

Three small, well-muscled young men stood there. They wore civilian
clothes—but their suits all looked as if they had been issued by some central
authority.

They were Gurkhas. They snapped to attention and saluted. Sten started to
return the salute, then caught himself.

"Forgive me, honored soldiers. But I am no longer a soldier."
"You are still a soldier. You are Sten. You are still Subadar."

"I thank you once more," Sten said. "Would you come in? I have but a few
moments."

Sten ushered them inside. The three stood in uncomfortable silence.

"Shall I send for tea?" Sten asked. "Or whiskey, if you are off duty? I must
apologize for my bad Gurkhali. But my tongue is rusty."

"We will have nothing," one said. The other two looked at him and nodded.
He was now their appointed spokesperson.

"I am Lalbahadur Thapa," he said. "This man is Chittahang Limbu. And this
one here is Mahkhajiri Gurung. He thinks he is of a superior caste, but do not

let his arrogance trouble you. He is still a good soldier. All of us carry the rank
of Naik."

"Lalbahadur...Chittahang... you bear honorable names."

"They are—were our fathers. This Mahkhajiri's father runs the recruiting
depot on Earth. At Pokhara."

Havildar-Major Lalbahadur Thapa had fallen saving the Emperor's life from
assassins years before. Long ago, Subadar-Major Chittahang Limbu had
replaced Sten as commander of the Gurkhas—at Sten's request. Chittahang
had been the first Gurkha to command the unit, establishing a tradition.

Gurkhas, in addition to their other virtues, had very long memories, at least
as regards their friends and enemies.
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"How may I serve you?" Sten asked.

"A notice was posted in the Administration Office, saying that you desired
volunteers for a special mission, and any member of the Imperial household
was invited to apply."

"You?"
"There are twenty-four more of us."

"But..." Sten sat down. He felt as if somebody had sucker-punched him in the
psychic diaphragm. He regained equilibrium. "Gurkhas serve only the
Emperor."

"That was true."
"Was?"

"Only cows and mountains never change. We discussed this matter with our
captain. He agreed that serving the Emperor by helping you with your
mission, whatever it is, would be sabash— well done."

"This volunteering was done," Sten said carefully, "with Imperial
permission?"

"How could it be otherwise? The notice ended with 'In the Name of the
Emperor.'"

Gurkhas could be very naive on occasion. Sometimes it was theorized they
were deliberately so, using blankness as a device so they could do exactly as
they had previously decided.

Sten thought that if the Emperor did not know—and approve—of their
request, all hell might break loose. After all, one of the most impressive
Imperial boasts was that after the assassination the Gurkhas had refused
service under the privy council, returned to Earth, and waited for the
Imperial return.

Sten didn't let this potential ego problem show on his face or in his words.
Instead, he beamed. "I am most honored, gentlemen. I shall speak to your
commanding officer and to your bahun, and begin the proper ceremonies."

Fortunately the Gurkhas were not obsessed with long ceremonials, so Sten
was able to usher the three men out in a few momerits without offending
anyone's dignity. Then he allowed himself a few minutes of ponderment and
one stregg.
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Damn, he thought. Why me? Why this? I think I'd better walk very small when
I bring this up to the Emperor. Then the thought leapt:

But if it works out—and I go in with some Gurkhas—the Emperor is sure going

to get the flash he said he wanted. Plus, his backbrain chortled, I won't have
any trouble keeping my back covered...

Cind had no idea what was going on.

First Sten had asked her out—socially. Then he had made that strange remark
about sidearms being unobtrusive but color-coordinated.

She had chanced a fast call to Kilgour, a man she felt was on "her" side.
Maybe. And whatever "her" side was anyway, which she was none too sure of.

Of course, the Scotsman had been less than no help.

"You remember, Mr. Kilgour, a conversation we had some time ago," Cind
began. "When you said I was, uh, too young and striking to play spy?"

Alex thought back. Vaguely. "Ah do."

"Sten invited me to dinner this evening. I have the idea that... this is about
half professional."

"Thae's a good startin't point, lass. Th' puir waif canna do naught thae's not
work-related. 'Twill lead him t' an early grave, Ah'm fearit."

"Where are we going?"
"Y'mean morally, collectively, or historically?"
"I mean where is Sten taking me for dinner? And how should I dress?"

"Ah. I misunderstood. Th' place is secure, an' y'should dress cazz. Cazz
dressy. Carry heati' y' wish. Ah would. But y're safe."

"You'll not tell me any more."

"A course not, Cind. Dinnae Ah think—an' Ah'm tellin't th' truth—y' hae moves
aboot y', giein' thae y'did some growin't since th' last we've seen y'? Dinnae Ah
think, were y' noo so young, an' you an' Sten in love, Ah'd take y' home m'self
to meet m' mum? So why sh'd Ah denigrate y' an' start tellin' y' wha's goin't
on, when deep down, y' ken already?"
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Without waiting for a response, Kilgour blanked the screen.
Clotting men, Cind thought.

Clotting... and then she deciphered Kilgour's brogue. Love? You an' Sten,
emphasis Sten? Of course she probably was in love with him, assuming love
was something that made you not sleep well at night, build entire castle
complexes in the clouds and then move into them, and behave generally, if
you didn't watch yourself, as if you had just injected an opiate.

But...
But Sten? Love?
Clot men, she decided, was a safer and more productive way to think.

At least now she knew how to dress.

Cind's outfit was a whisper of sensuality, a simple collarless garment with a
deep V dip on the neckline, a close-fitting waist, and a slight flare just above
the knees. There were no buttons, zips, or velk to suggest how it stayed
together. The waist had a plain belt-tie. Of course, like all "plain, simple, well
tailored" garments, it had cost Cind a quarter of her last proficiency bonus.

What made it special, besides the cutting, was the fabric itself. Mantis
Section—the ultraelite operational section of Imperial Intelligence—wore the
ultimate in camouflage uniforms. They were phototropic, changing colors to
match the background the soldier was next to.

A civilian had bought marketing rights to this fabric and then modified it. The
material remained phototropic—but it reflected the background of five
minutes earlier. The color recorder and time delay were part of the garment—
the belt, on Cind's dress. It also held a strip computer with a simpleminded
color wheel that could override the phototropic commands so the wearer
would not suddenly find herself wearing a pink dress against an orange
background. The belt further contained sensors that muted or increased the
color response to match the current light level. On a random factor, it sent
strobe images to certain panels and, just to make sure the garment's audience
stayed interested, occasional real-time flashes of what lay beneath, when
panels would go transparent for eye-blink flashes. Those transparencies
could be programmed to match the wearer's modesty. Or, in Cind's case, to
never show the knife sheathed down her backbone or the mini-willygun in the
small of her back.
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Cind met Sten dressed to kill, in several ways.

And for once the male animal didn't screw up. Sten not only noticed and
complimented her outfit, but asked intelligent questions—as if he were really
interested—about how the cloth worked.

Still better, he brought a complementary flower.

Flower was not quite the right word. Aeons earlier, an Earth-orchid grower,
exiled from his native tropics, had developed the ultimate oncidium orchid—
many, many tiny little blossoms on a single stem, crossbred with a native
chameleonlike and highly adaptable plant form. The result produced a living
bouquet—a necklace—that exactly matched its wearer's garb.

She gave Sten a moderate kiss and a hug in thanks. And, as she pulled away,
she allowed her little fingernail to trail across his neck and down his
chestline.

She did not want him to think, after all, that she was a total virgin...

The bar-restaurant was secreted in an industrial cul-de-sac not far from
Prime World's Embassy Row. Sten missed the turnoff and had to bring his
rented gravsled—he had politely rejected the garish official transport he'd
been offered—back for another approach. The building sat by itself, isolated
in gloom, almost impossible to see. But as the gravsled grounded, bright
lights flared.

Cind blinked in the glare. The lights seemed less intended to illuminate the
path than to allow those inside to see approaching visitors. There was a very
small sign halfway up the curving walk:

The Western Eating Parlor. Number Two.

"Not a very exotic name," she observed. Sten grinned. "There are wheels
within wheels here. Supposedly this joint started back on old Earth, way, way
back. Like pre-Empire back. Outside a city called Langley. It catered to an

exclusive clientele, the story goes. Which hasn't changed in all these
centuries."

"Okay, I'll bite. Who're the customers?" She raised a hand before Sten could
answer. "Don't tell me. But give me a hint."

"Okay. Take the first letter of each word in the name: T-W-E-P. "

"Twep," Cind sounded.
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"Long E," Sten said.

Oh. Like in the old archaic term "Terminate With Extreme Prejudice." Cind
had heard the term used by elderly intelligence types. Officially sanctioned
murder.

Inside, the restaurant was a hush of real leather, murmured conversation,
and skillful service.

The maitre d' was a horror.

Half of his face was gone, replaced by a plas mask. Cind wondered how long
he must have been without medhelp—it was very rare to see, at least in what
passed for civilization, someone whom reconstructive surgery did not take
on. He didn't notice Sten and Cind for a moment. He was supervising two
busboys, who were covering a large blast hole in the paneling. Then he
greeted the newcomers as if they were strangers. "May I help you, sir?"

"She's clean, Delaney."

Delaney grinned with the half that remained of his face. "Indeed she is. I have
an upstairs snug, Cap'n. An' your friend's at the far bar. I'll bring her up."

"You've been here before?'" Cind whispered as Delaney led them through
quiet luxury.

"No. Delaney and I go back a ways."
Delaney's hearing was very sharp. He paused. "FYI, the captain lugged me off
a mountain once. A real big mountain. During a bad time. When I wasn't

computin' real well." His fingers touched where his face was.

"I had to," Sten said. "You owed me money." A bit embarrassed, he changed
the subject. "What happened to the wall?"

"You ever operate with an octopots with a service name Quebec Niner Three
Mike? Called herself Crazy Daisy? Kinda cute if you go for cephalopods."

Sten thought, then shook his head.

"She retired as OC, outa Mantis 365," Delaney added helpfully. "Mostly out of
NGC 1300 Central?"

"Must've been before my time—wait a minute. Was three-six-five the guys
who stole the sports arena?"
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"That's them."
"Okay. Know the team. Never met her. But isn't she on some renegade list?"

"You must be thinking of somebody else," Delaney shrugged. "She's clean-up
with anybody here."

"Sorry. Didn't mean to interrupt."

"Anyway, she was in this afternoon. Celebrating something. Kept climbing out
of her tank and floppin' up and down the bar. Gettin' nasty. Pourin' down
shots of jenevercut with dry ice. Anyway, she'd bought herself a toy. Old
projectile weapon she'd had made up. Called it a goose gun. Anyway, she
decided she wanted to show it around. I maybe shoulda said something, but—

"At any rate, she showed off how it loads—she'd had some special rounds built
up for it—and then she says it'd put a hole in the wall you could throw a
human through.

"Guy down at the end—ex-Mercury REMF Analysis, shoulda stayed quiet—
says drakh. So Daisy blew a hole in the wall 'n started throwing the guy at the
hole. He was right, and the hole wasn't big enough. But Daisy kept trying. I
had to tell her to knock it off and go home after three, four tries."

Cind hid her giggle. Delaney led them into a small room and seated them.
"You'll have what, skipper? Scotch, or are you streggin' tonight?"

Sten decided to be reasonable. "Scotch. It's early."

"Do you pour Black Velvet?" Cind asked.

"We pour anything. Or if it doesn't pour, we'll get you the needle, the inhaler,
or a suppository blank. And I'll tell Aretha—that's the name she prefers to
use—to come on up." He left.

"This," Cind said, "is a spook bar? Correct?"

"It is. Mostly Mantis."

Every profession had its own watering holes, from politicians to pederasts.
And each had its own requirements. The Western Eating Parlor was an
almost perfect intelligence operative's bar. Situated in a capital—the capital,
in fact—it was unobtrusive. It would serve its retired or active clients any of
the exotics they had become fond of on a hundred hundred worlds. All of the

help had some degree of intelligence background, from Delaney the maitre d'
to the barman who was the son of a recently deceased planning type who was
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waiting his appointment to the appropriate university, to the busbeings who
might just have done some contract wet work in the past. The Parlor was
unbugged; it was kept that way with frequent, sophisticated sweeps. The press
were discouraged, except for those journalists who needed deep background
and would never blow a source.

The Parlor, like the dozens of other spook bars, gave its clients not only a
chance to get radically unwound, but a chance to pick up on new information
or what a new assignment really might bring down on the hapless operative
whose control had been less than generous with the facts.

That was why Sten had asked Alex to book dinner at the Parlor. The Eternal
Emperor was being entirely too generous with things for this to be anything
other than a nightmare assignment.

Aretha sleeked into the room and curled onto an oversize ottoman, hooves
tucked underneath her. She—question mark—might have been taken for a
sextuple-legged herbivore, considering the swept-back, needle-sharp horns,
the brown-white-striped fur coat, and the hooves on the first and rearmost set
of legs. But when she put her head back and bayed amusement, the
prominent canines and cutting premolars and molars said otherwise. She
ordered mineral water to drink—Sten and Cind immediately put their drink
intake at "nurse'"—and a slab of animal tissue, pounded and raw. Sten had
charbroiled Earth salmon, a relatively new addiction, with butter and dill
sauce. Cind also sampled Earth salmon. Raw.

Aretha briefed them—as only a Mantis field operative could. Sten was grateful
that she spoke through a synthbox after the initial, polite greetings.
Translating someone else's speech, even when it was in one's own tongue,
could get wearisome, especially if the speaker had a dual diaphragm and
evidently was at home in a language with glottal stops and sibilants.

She knew of Sten and his reputation and said she would help as much as she
could. She assumed this woman had a need to know. Helping, she went on,
would best be done by her kicking Sten in the genitalia, ensuring that he could
not take this posting.

Three years earlier, Aretha had been deputy military attaché at the Imperial
Embassy on Jochi, she said. She was recovering from a minor case of zagging
when zigging was indicated. Sten estimated her rank at lieutenant colonel.

"Nightmare," she went on. "A nightmare indeed.

"First let me tell you about the humans, my dear ambassador-to-be. Horrible.
Horrible. Horrible. Former miners, with all of the forethought and logic that
means. Go to any length to prevent regulation, then howl like a spavined pup
when the material being mined runs out.
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"As a culture, the Torks have enough imagination to want everything, but not
nearly enough brains to achieve it. So that means they will willingly deny
anyone else possession of these same mostly imagined treasures. Because the
Altaic Cluster can only be considered a treasure if you have a way to package
and export hatred and ethnocentrism.

"Consider the Jochians. Perhaps you did not know they were once a self-
named Society of Adventurers. Given a charter to plunder by our own Eternal
Emperor, long may he wave."

"I know that." Sten did not feel it necessary to tell Aretha that the information
had come from the Emperor himself.

"Adventurers—pirates at one time. Then their culture swash-buckled itself
down into anarchy and city-world solar systems until the oncoming of the
Khaqan. The first. There have only been two.

"The Khaqan was also a liar and a thief and a back-stabber. The thing was, he
could do it faster and better than any other Jochians. So he rose to the top.
Like scum on a pond.

"He either died or was murdered by his son, the present Khagan. Who has all
of his father's talents at chicanery, and a fondness for building monuments to
himself to the exclusion of all logic, needed public works, or continuing the
social umbrella. And the Empire did nothing about his excesses while I was
there. Possibly the Emperor had larger problems. Certainly, he would have
heard almost nothing about how severe the problems really were.

"Unfortunately, our beloved Emperor had appointed an ambassador whose
talents—I should not think anything less than complimentary, but allow me to
say that in two E-years of intense observation I thought Ambassador Nallas's
primary talent was lunch."

"What about the cluster's other beings?" Sten asked.

"Merciful clouds, they manage to fit in very well with the humans. First we
have the Bogazi. Have you ever seen a livie on the planet Earth?"

"I've been there."
"That is right. I forgot. Think chickens."
"What?" Sten said.

"Mean chickens."
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Sten chortled, almost spraying Cind with Scotch.

"I am not even beginning to jest. Fowllike. Large. Two and a half meters tall.
Bipedal. Hammer beaks. Beaks lined with teeth. Two arms—hands most
capable of weapons use or strangulation. Retractable spurs. Not chicken
temperament, however. Except under times of extreme duress, when panic
seems to be the correct measure, and they rush back and forth and to and fro,
flailing about with all these wonderful evolution-provided weapons.

"They seem to have evolved from an aquatic bird. I understand, however, that
in common with chickens their drumsticks are most tasty. We were not,
unfortunately, in a position where a little sedate galluspophagism could be
accomplished.

"They group like feline carnivores—one male, five or six females. The
grouping is called—I am not making this up, either—a coop.

"The male is smaller, weaker, and marsupial—their young are born alive, by
the by. Extremely colorful. The females hunt, so they have natural
camouflage—not phototropic, such as your quiet assistant, but nearly as
effective. They're highly democratic—but you should hear the discussions
before a decision is reached. A rookery. You will enjoy them."

Sten was enjoying Aretha's descriptions and company. The food came. They
ate.

"Sten has given me all the fiche," Cind said, halfway through her sushi
inhalation. "What about the fourth set of beings—the Suzdal?"

"You could—I could, at any rate—almost get used to them. Think of a
protomammal that evolved. Originally a pack carnivore. Small. A meter and a
half to two meters. Six beings to a group. Attractive beings—quite gold in
color."

"Why'd you have a problem with them?"

"If I believed in racial memory, which I do not, or if my home planet has
fossils of small, pack-hunting carrion eaters, which it does not, I would offer
that as an explanation.

"I cannot. Perhaps their language—an incessant yapping—is what is
bothersome. For certain what is loathsome is their violence. The Suzdal like
to kill. A prime social pleasure is turning an animal loose on open terrain and
hunting it down. In packs. It would almost seem that they have an Ur-
memory.
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"Whatever it is, the Suzdal fit in perfectly with everyone else in the Altaic
Cluster—beings who hate each other, and have hated each other for so long
they forget why. But that does not stop them from a little considered genocide
whenever possible."

"Wonderful," Sten said. He worded his next question very carefully. "I have
heard reports that suggest that the Imperial energy shipments are... being
diverted."

"You mean someone is stealing the AM2," Aretha said. "They are. Or rather,
the Khaqan is."

"Where's it going?"

"Not sure. I attempted to learn—and found my esteemed ambassadorial
leader a stumbling block. Some of it, I think, is going to the Khaqan's cronies
within the cluster. Some of it is being outshipped, and the profits used to
build his monuments. More is just disappearing."

Aretha finished her dinner and had a final sip of mineral water. "You have no
doubt been told of the Khagan's infatuation with large, ornate structures. But
until you see for yourself just how massive an edifice complex he has, you will
not believe it."

"I thank you, Aretha. It would seem to me—and this must stay QT—that the
most logical way to keep the lid on the Altaic Cluster is to quarantine all four
races to their own sectors. At least, kept at arm's length, they can't manage a
pogrom a week."

Aretha whinnied laughter. "You were not told."
"I evidently have not been told several things," Sten said.

"Many, many years ago, the Khaqan decided to settle this terrible problem. So
he intermingled these beings."

"What?"

"He arbitrarily chose resettlement. A nation of Suzdal, for instance, that rose
against him would be moved, once the rising was suppressed. Frequently
their new home would be in the middle of Bogazi worlds."

"Oh, drakh," Sten said. He poured himself a drink—straight. He started to
drain it, then offered the decanter to Cind. She shook her head.

"Even more amusing," Aretha went on, "the Khaqan formed various militias.
Each of a single group of beings."
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"That makes no sense," Cind said.

"Oh, but it does. If you use each group of militia only against their traditional
enemies, it keeps the anger focused everywhere except on you—the Khaqan.
Another advantage is that these militia forces, stationed worlds and light-
years away from their native sectors, are not only potential hostages, but keep
the home worlds from being able to easily mount a revolution or civil war."

There was a loud crash, what sounded like gunshots from downstairs, and
then whooping laughter. Aretha looked longingly at the door to the snug.

Sten smiled. "Thank you, Colonel. I owe you one. Now, if you'd ask Delaney to
bring up the bill?"

"Would you permit me to buy you a drink downstairs?"

"I don't think so," Sten said. "I've got an early morning, and the... gentleman
I'm seeing might not appreciate his favorite ambassador sporting a mouse."

With a whicker of pleasure, Aretha was out the door and headed down the
stairs. In a second, Sten and Cind heard an even louder crash.

"I hope this place has a back door," Cind said.

"It does," Sten said. "Have you ever heard of a spookery that didn't?"

* % %

Sten's tongue caressed down Cind's neck, following the cleavage of the dress.
Cind sighed... deep in her throat... near a growl. His hand moved along the
inside of her thigh.

Their rented gravsled was on autopilot, holding a westering speed of barely
fifty kph, and an altitude of nearly six thousand meters, out of any traffic
lanes. Sten had managed to turn on all coil-sensors before the two of them
tumbled, locked together, into the wide back.

Sten's hand found her belt buckle and fumbled. Nothing happened. "I feel like
a teener," he said.

"You should," Cind murmured. "You tell me all about that enormous Imperial
bed—and then hurl me into a rentawreck's backseat like we were flashing
pubescents. Serve you right if a cop overflew. I can see it now," she
murmured into his ear. "Hero Ambassador Found With Nude Bodyguard."

"But you're not..."
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His fingers suddenly became capable.

"Yes, I am," Cind said throatily, as the dress came away and the nipples of her
small breasts shone dark in the moonlight.

Their lips came together, tongues moving smoothly as if this were long-
rehearsed and never the first time, and then her warmth caught him and
drew him down and in for the eternity.

CHAPTER SIX

T

he atmosphere in the Imperial study was autumnal. There was no alk or
stregg in sight. Sten felt himself very definitely in the V-ring as he came to the
end of his Altaic mission briefing and sped through the last few items.
"Coding... SOI... emergency procedures... all that's here in the fiche. We're
ready. The Victory can lift within three E-days when victuals and ordnance
are boarded."

Sten put two copies of his fiche on the Emperor's desk. They were coded and
marked for the highest security access. The Emperor ignored them.

"You seem," he said, "to have also done an excellent job of picking your
personnel for this mission. Your longtime aide—the heavyworlder. The Bhor.
Their commander. Most photogenic. And an excellent way to avoid... foreign
entanglements."

Whoever had had the meeting before Sten's must really have crapped in the
Emp's mess kit. But Sten was used to vile temper from his superiors and paid
no mind. "One more thing, sir. Also regarding personnel."

"What else do you want?"

"A skipper for the Victory. I think you've arranged it so that I'm going to be
very busy on Jochi."

"Is there somebody you want?"

"Fleet Admiral Rohber Mason. He's currently awaiting reassignment here on
Prime."

At first the idea had come to Sten as almost a joke. Then, on further
consideration, it seemed a better and better idea. Mason might run a
tyrannical ship, but the morale of the Victory's crew was not especially of
concern to Sten. Keeping himself alive was—and Sten knew that Mason the
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martinet was as capable of that as anyone. Besides, he knew that the admiral
would follow orders. He was mildly curious to see whether it would bother
Mason to serve under a man he disliked. Probably not—Mason almost
certainly had the same feeling for all sentient beings. Sten himself had
learned as a Delinq and then a soldier that one did not have to be friends with
someone to task with them.

"Mmm. Very well. But you have a habit of wanting my best."

So the Emperor had heard of Sten's prospective Gurkha recruits. "Yessir. And
that brings up something else. I've had twenty-seven of your Gurkhas
volunteer for this mission."

"And you told them?"

"I told them that if this was in accordance with Imperial policy, they would be
welcome. They seemed to feel your approval had been tacitly granted."

The Emperor swung his chair around and stared out the window at the
sprawling castle grounds. He said something that Sten could not make out.

"Pardon, sir?"
"Nothing."

Silence. Then the Emperor swung around again. He was smiling. He chuckled
once.

"Having a few Nepalese along," he said, "would certainly suggest to the Altaic
beings that your mission is taken very seriously—and that you have access to
the very highest levels, wouldn't it?"

Sten did not answer.

"Take them," the Eternal Emperor said. "It will do them good. We probably
should start a program of rotating the Gurkhas into temporary outside field
duties. Give them experience—and keep them from getting stale."

"Yessir."

"I think," the Emperor said, "you have done an excellent job of preparing
yourself and your team for this mission. I wish you success... and luck."

He stood and held out a hand. Sten shook it, then came to attention and
saluted—even though he was in mufti. Very smartly he about-faced and
headed for the exit. No parting glass, he thought absently. But he was more
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intent on what his mind suggested the Emperor had said, when his back was
turned: "So everything changes..."

The Emperor held his ceremonial smile until the doors closed behind him.
Then he dropped it. He stood for a long moment looking at the door Sten had
gone through before reseating himself and keying the chamberlain to allow
the next catastrophe to enter.

Sten stopped at Arundel's Admin Office long enough to have them issue
orders transferring Mason to the Victory, and to tell the Gurkhas' CO that the
volunteers' request had been approved and that they should pack their kit and
report aboard the next day. Then he headed for his gravsled in a truly sour
mood. Hell. He should have told Lalbahadur Thapa to go sit on one of Nepal's
eight-thousand-meter peaks until his pubes froze, and take his twenty-six
friends with him.

And having somebody slither around and find out that he and Cind were not
sleeping solo—not that they'd kept their building relationship particularly
secret—he didn't like that, either.

Sten knew that the Emperor had survived as long as he had by keeping his
Intelligence the best available. He knew that every retainer in the Imperial
household had had at least some intelligence training, and most of them were
ex-specialists. And he guessed it made sense to know whether your
ambassador plenipotentiary was available, booked, or in area-wide lust.

But he did not like it.

As he went down the broad steps to the parade ground, he automatically
touched his forehead, returning the salutes of the posted sentries. Too many
goddamned nosy people in this world, he thought resentfully. He suddenly
snickered. He guessed spooks never did like it when somebody looked under
their sheets.

There was another gravsled waiting beside his, a nearly exact duplicate. That
was strange... Sten's transport was a sleek, stretched, blazingly white luxury
item that reeked official muckety, from its assigned driver and guard—one of
Cind's Bhor—to the small ambassadorial flags mounted on each corner of the
vehicle, to the phototropic bubble roof. Not uncommon on Prime. But Sten's
diplo-yacht was emblazoned with the Imperial crest on a solid red slash on
either side of the vehicle's doors.

The other gravsled lacked only ambassadorial markings to be a clone of
Sten's. The door came open... and Ian Mahoney stepped out.
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Mahoney was ex-head of Mercury Corps, ex-head of Mantis Section, the man
who had plucked Sten off the factory world of Vulcan and recruited him into
Imperial Service. Mahoney had gone on to command the elite First Imperial
Guards Division, then to become overall commander for the final assault on
the Tahn. Then, when the Emperor had been killed, Mahoney had begun the
drive to destroy his assassins, the privy council.

The Empire regained, Mahoney had been given an assignment much like
Sten's: to be one of the Emperor's roving troubleshooters, with ultimate
authority.

The task of trying to piece the ravaged Empire back together was enormous.
So Sten and Mahoney had only seen each other twice during the intervening
years, and even those two occasions had been briefly seized moments.

Mahoney mock-scrutinized Sten's shoulders. "I can't make out the
epaulettes," he said. "This time, do I outrank you, or do you kiss my ring?"

Sten laughed, and wondered why he suddenly felt so good. He realized there
were very few people he could talk to openly, let alone consider a bit of a
mentor, even though he had pulled Mahoney's butt out of a crack as many
times as Ian had saved him.

"Damfino," Sten said. "I'm not sure what pay grade I'm getting this time
around. Let's stick with me calling you 'sir'—that way I won't have to be
apologizing for old habits. Time for a drink?"

Mahoney shook his head. "Unfortunately, the path of duty calls, and itis a
stony path indeed. I am due to make a rather more meaningless than usual
speech before Parliament shortly. And much as I'd love to stomp to the
podium, belch stregg, and start by damning all politicians' nonexistent souls
to the Pit, I think the boss"—Mahoney jerked a thumb up at the Emperor's
apartment—"would have words with me."

"Clot," Sten said. "You and I fought the war to end wars, and they still won't
let us do any malingering."

Mahoney frowned, seemingly deep in thought. "Why don't we kill a few
minutes before my speech? It'll give us a chance to talk, plus get a little
exercise, which we both could use. Have these poor excuses for politicians'
hearses meet us over there—if you have the time."

"T have the time."
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"Wasn't it around here," Mahoney said, "where the Emperor had his
workshop? Building... what were they?"

"Guitars," Sten said.
"Wonder why he never rebuilt the shop, after... his return?" Mahoney asked.

Sten shrugged. He had really wanted to blow some steam off, but so far
Mahoney had kept the conversation relentlessly trivial.

"Those were some days, weren't they..." Then Mahoney's casual tone changed.
"Damn, but you take hell's own time tracking down, boy. Keep the smile on
the face. We're just beyond parabolic mikes now, but there's a long-range eye
that's up on one of the battlements. It can read lips."

Sten's bobble lasted for only a microsecond. Then he became the total
professional. "How do you know we're clean?"

"I have a copy of all security plans—and changes—to Arundel. Woman in the
tech department owes me a small favor."

"What's going on?"

"Damn, Sten, but I wish I could answer that straight on. Or that we had more
than two minutes before we're in range of the next pickup. Because I'm not all
that sure. But things... just aren't right. Haven't been, as far as I can see, since
he came back." Mahoney grunted. "Or maybe I'm just becoming a senile,
paranoiac old man. But the fault, from my seeing, is the Emperor."

Sten almost slumped in relief. There it was—somebody else saw something.

"And if I try to give you specifics, you'll think I'm past it," Mahoney went on.
"Because... It's all little things. Little things that lead to big things."

"Like the new Guys in Gray," Sten wondered. "This Internal Security?"
"That's a bigger thing. Still bigger is that they don't answer to Mercury or
Mantis. And it's strange that the closer they get to the Emperor himself, the
more they look like they're his damned sons or something. Time!"

"Right. Just getting tired. But lately, retiring back to Smallbridge has sounded
better and better," Sten picked up smoothly. "Let the world go by and all
that."

"I always said you lack ambition," Mahoney said.

"And lacking it more the older I get."
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"Clear," Mahoney said. "Have you spent any time around court?"
"Not really."

"It's being taken pretty seriously these days," Ian said. "It used to be a place
the Emperor had to stash obnoxious or stupid people with money or clout.
Give them a title, tuck them here on Prime, and they can't stir up any trouble
back home. Most of them now are still prancing peacocks. But it seems that
the Eternal Emperor spends more time in their company. Plus there's starting
to be some people here who aren't popinjays."

"What does that mean?"
"I don't know," Mahoney said.

"Have you noticed the Emperor's temper's on a short fuse these days?" Sten
asked.

"You see," Mahoney answered, starting to spread his hands helplessly and
then changing his mind, "drakh like this—like whether he's being cranky—I
don't even know if it's important. Maybe he was always like this. Maybe he's
just pushing too hard, trying to put this crumble of an Empire back together.
I... I truly do not know," Mahoney said once more.

"That's the other question," Sten said. "Maybe the real question, and what's
been eating at me. Can this clottin' Empire be saved? Or did the combination
of the Tahn war and the privy council batter it too much?"

"Clean it up... three, two, now... Again, Sten, the only answer I have is DNC—
insufficient data."

They walked on, as the path wound toward the artificial mountain the
Emperor had built with the ostensible reason of keeping him from having to
look at the clots in Parliament, talking of this, and that. At last Mahoney
announced that they were outside any bugs, and asked about Sten's current
assignment.

"We've got ten minutes now, so give me the full details."

Sten did. Mahoney mostly kept silent, except for an occasional shake of his
head or grunt.

"Now, there's a fine example of what I've been groping at," Mahoney said.
"The Altaic Cluster. Good analysis by the boss, yet you wonder why he let it go
on for so long. Blame it on being busy with bigger catastrophes.
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"What's bad is that he told you to go out there and lay sacred hands on the
Khagan and bless his hustle. He could just as well, and possibly more wisely,
have sent you out to get a feel for the problem and then reach a solution as to
whether to reinforce the old thief or just send in Mantis to cut his throat.

"Now there's a point that just occurred to me, thinking out loud as I am. It's as
if he doesn't quite have the same patience or depth.

"Oh well," he said. "Oh well."

"The problem is," Sten said, smiling a bit ruefully, "is that the Emp is, as far
as I can see, the only game in town."

Mahoney did not answer him. "I'm sure it'll all straighten out," he said
obliquely. "Now. We're coming up on range of more bigears. Let me take care
of my business. I didn't go to all this clottin' trouble because I particularly
care about your pissant personal problems. There's chaplains for trash like
that."

Sten laughed, feeling a great deal more cheery. Mahoney was using the old
Mantis "sorry you're bleeding to death but could you do it in another color,
since I always hated red" hard-edged sympathy.

"First, here." Mahoney's hand brushed Sten's, and a square of plas passed
between them. "That's body-temp sensitive. Keep it close. If you drop it it'll
char."

"What's on it?"

"A very elaborate, very complicated computer program, and its two brothers.
Get to any Imperial computer terminal that's cleared for all/un input, and key
the codes in. The first one will wipe all references, anywhere in the Imperial
records, including Mantis and Imperial Eyes Only, to one Ian Mahoney. The
second does the same for Sten, No Initial; the third for that thug Kilgour.
After wiping, it then mutates in all directions, destroying as it goes."

"Why the hell would I need that?" Sten said in complete shock.

Mahoney didn't answer. "One other thing. And listen close, because I am only
going to say it once, and I want you to bury it in your backbrain.

"If the drakh comes down—really comes down, and you will absolutely know
what I mean if it does—start by going home. There's something waiting."

"Small—"
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"Think, goddamn it," Mahoney snarled. "You've got your head up like you
were a straight-leg trainee. That's it. Four tools, maybe. Or four parts of an
old man's degenerating into senility?"

Mahoney chortled suddenly. "... said, 'you clot, the line was there's hope in
her soul.'"

Mahoney laughed. Sten, more than familiar with situations when sudden
merriment sans joke was required, also laughed. "Fine, Ian. If we're telling
old stinkers, here's one of Kilgour's, which I won't even begin to try in
dialect."

As his mouth began the words to the half-remembered joke, Sten forbade
himself a guilty look back over his shoulder at Arundel Castle... and
concentrated on jokes, obscene, scots, stupid.

Days later, Ian Mahoney stood in the shadows near a spaceport hangar. Far
across the field a violet flame plumed into the night.

The Victory lifted smoothly on its Yukawa drive until it was a thousand
meters above Prime. Then its captain shifted to star-drive, and suddenly there
was nothing but silence and night sky.

Mahoney stood for a long time looking up at that nothing.

Luck, lad. Better than mine. Because I'm starting to think mine's running
thin.

And I hope you learn it may be time for this town to hunt up another game—
and find out just what exactly it could be.

CHAPTER SEVEN

T

here were about twenty beings cloistered in the room. The atmosphere was
conspiratorial. Thick with talk—and smells. The sweet musk of the Suzdal.
The mint/fish odor of the Bogazi. And the methane and ammonia aroma of
humans.

"Like privies smell," the Bogazi male clicked. "Own privies."

"Shush. Might hear," one of his wives warned. She fussed over him, tucking a
stray feather back into his fabulous tail display. His name was Hoatzin.
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He tapped the big hammer of his beak against hers, showing pleasure.
"Humans I study in books only," Hoatzin said. "Some in school I see. But not
close."

He waved a delicate grasping limb at the humans in the room. "This very
close. Like it. Not smell. Like study close." Hoatzin was a teacher, as were
most males in his society. They reared the young. Their domain was the nest
and the book. For the wives, it was the hunt.

Hoatzin looked over at the main table with pride. This is where the leaders of
each group held forth, seeking a way, or, at least, agreement to agree. His
chief wife, Diatry, was one of the four. She was speaking now.

"In circles we talk," she said. "Big egg circles. But big nothing in egg. Could all
night stay. Talk and talk. Still egg not hatch." She peered down the hammer
beak at the much smaller forms around her. Even by Bogazi standards she
was tall: nearly three meters.

The Suzdal pack leader made a tooth display. The dim light glittered all along
the sharp edges. "Summed up like a true Bogazi," Youtang said. "Forget the
flesh. Get to the bone of the thing." The flattery to a former enemy was not
intended. Youtang was getting weary of all the fencing. She would probably be
surprised to learn that she had one other thing in common with the Bogazi: In
their hatred of the smell of humans, they were sisters.

The general sighed. He wasn't sure how he had let himself be talked into this
meeting. Except that the Tork, Menynder, was notoriously persuasive. Douw
was frightened. What had started as an information-only probe had
developed into a full-scale engagement. The current griping irritated him. As
the Jochian secretary of defense, he certainly had the most to lose.

"What more am I supposed to say?" Douw gave his shoulders a helpless
shrug. "That conditions are intolerable? Of course they are." He looked
nervously around. "I mean... some conditions are bad. On the other hand..."

"There's a foot," Menynder broke in.
"What?" Douw's face was a blank.

Like a cow, Menynder thought. A silver-haired cow. "This isn't a staff
meeting, General," he said. "Every being here has a life on the line. We gotta
start talking plain. Otherwise the risk isn't worth it."

He motioned around the room. "I told you the place was clean. I had it
scoured for bugs stone by stone. Now, so far I have provided a safe place to
meet. Right in the middle of the squeakiest clean Tork neighborhood on
Jochi." He ticked the rest off on his fingers. "Youtang stuck her neck out
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contacting the Bogazi. And Diatry, here, is probably on the Khaqan's Most
Suspicious list, so she risked it even coming out of her roost."

The Tork shifted his heavy weight in the chair. "Face it, General, if he knows
we're here we are already dead. Now, let's go."

Douw soaked this up, slowly churning it through his conservative military
mind. Menynder was right.

"After close observation of the Khaqan," he said quite formally, "I have come
to the conclusion that he is insane."

No one laughed. Every being in the room realized the step Douw had just
taken. It was almost as if the words had been delivered in a courtroom.

"Furthermore, I believe he has become a danger not only to himself, but to all
the beings living in the Altaic Cluster." The general sucked in breath and let it
out in a great whoosh. There. It was done.

The room erupted.

"I'll say he's insane," Youtang said. "Killed every one of his own cubs, didn't
he?"

"One hatchling was trouble," Diatry said. "With rebels he plotted."

"Sure. But what about the others? Three daughters and a son. He killed them
all. Afraid they wouldn't wait until he died for them to try to take over."
Youtang was especially outraged by this sin. The Suzdal were highly
protective of their young.

"In gluttony he lives," Diatry said. "Food. Drink. Sex. Money. Power. Too
much of all he has. All over Altaics, roosts are cold. Markets they are empty.
Stores outside we line. For hours and hours. What a life is this?"

"Drakh. That's what," Youtang snarled.

"What do we do about it?" Menynder pressed.

"Do? What's to be done?" Douw asked.

Menynder boomed laughter. "Well, from the looks of things in this room,
we're all pretty much in agreement that the old buzzard has to go."

"Three questions we must decide," Diatry said. "One: Do we kill? Two: If kill,
how? Three: Once gone, who rules? In these I am correct, yes?"
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There were no arguments.

"Let's start with the last part," Menynder said. "Speaking as a Tork, I'm tired
of us getting short-ended because we're a minority. Whoever takes the
Khagan's place is going to have to deal with that."

"I agree," Youtang said.
"Same for Bogazi," Diatry said.

"What if we felt out Dr. Iskra?" Menynder wondered. "He's respected all over
the cluster. And he has a rep for seeing all sides of a problem."

Iskra was a member of the Jochian majority. But he was a famous professor
who had made his mark in Imperial circles. Another plus was that he was
currently the Emperor's territorial governor of one of the conquered Tahn
regions.

There was a long silence, as the beings in the room pondered the suggestion.

"I don't know," Youtang said finally. "Lots of smoke. Not a lot of substance. I
mean, who knows how he really thinks?"

They all turned to see what General Douw had to say about the proposal. The
general's brow was furrowed with thought. "Do you really think we need to
kill the Khaqan?" he asked.

There was a frustrated murmur around the room, but before anyone could
speak, the door crashed open.

Every being in the room lost a lifespan as they looked up to see their worst
nightmare: the Khagan. Standing in the doorway. Flanked by gold-robed
soldiers. Riotguns leveled.

"Traitors!" the Khagan roared. "Plotting my murder!"

He strode forward, face a bloodless mask of death, bony finger jabbing like a
specter to pierce each heart, emptying lungs and defecating organs.

"I'll roast you alive," the Khagan shrieked. He was at the table now, his fury
pouring over them. "But first, I'll take you apart—small piece by small piece.
And I'll feed the pieces to your children. And I'll feed them to your friends.
And they'll be the ones who stand at the Killing Wall."

He gathered up the fury into a chest-bursting balloon and shouted: "Take
them to my—"
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Sudden silence. Everyone stared at the Khaqan. His mouth was a wide O. His
eyes bulged. The death face had turned swollen red. Even the soldiers were
gaping at him.

The Khaqgan plunged face forward on the table. Small bones cracked. Blood
gouted from his mouth. Then the body slowly slid to the floor.

Menynder squatted beside him and put a practiced hand to the Khaqan's
throat.

He stood. Removed his spectacles. Cleaned them. Put them back on.
"Well?" Oddly, the question came from the captain of the guard.
"He's dead," Menynder announced.

"Thank God," the soldier said, lowering his weapon. "The old son of a bitch
had gone looners."

CHAPTER EIGHT

T

he ambassador and the warrior lay entwined in bed asleep. Naked limbs had
curled around each other until the two bodies resembled an ancient Chinese
puzzle knot, of the erotic variety.

The ambassador's groin was covered with the warrior's barracks cap.

Through the thick insulated walls of the ambassador's suite the distant
sounds of a shift change could be heard. Somewhere in the bowels of the
Victory a pump shuddered into life and began filtering the fluids in the
hydroponic tanks.

The blond curls of the warrior stirred first. Long lashes fluttered open. The
warrior peered into the face of the sleeping ambassador. The warrior's eyes
roamed downward to the barracks cap, then lit with mischief. Little teeth
flashed in a crooked grin.

Cind carefully untied her portion of the knot. Sliding her lovely limbs out of
Sten's embrace, she knelt on the Eternal Emperor's yawning bed. There was
room for a whole division of lovers on its silky smoothness. But for what Cind
had in mind, the vast playing field was a waste.

She gently lifted the cap away. Her slender fingers reached for their target.
Blond head and soft lips dipped downward.
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Sten was dreaming about Smallbridge. He had been roaming the snowfields
that spread from the forest to his cabin by the lake. For some reason he had

been dressed in battle harness—tight battle harness. Odder still, the harness
was cinched over his naked flesh. It wasn't uncomfortable or anything. Just

odd.

Suddenly, he was inside his cabin, lying by a crackling fire. The harness was
gone. But he was still naked—and something wonderful was going on. Then
he realized he was asleep. And dreaming. Well, it wasn't all a dream. Not the
naked part. Or the wonderful goings on. Then the fire crackled louder.
"Ambassador, your presence is requested on the bridge!" The fire was talking.
"What?" This a murmur.
"Ambassador! Do you hear me?"

"Go away, fire. I'm busy."

"Ambassador Sten. This is Admiral Mason. If you please, I need you on the
bridge."

The wonderfulness abruptly stopped. Sten opened his eyes, suddenly in a
sour mood. His mood curdled more when he saw Cind's rounded curves and
disappointed face. Her lips formed the word "Sorry." She shrugged.

Sten palmed the switch of the com unit on the built-in bedside stand. "Okay,
Mason," he said, doing his best not to snarl, with little success. "Be right
there."

Cind started laughing. Sten's frown deepened. Clottin' Mason.

"Give me the order," Cind said, "and I'll trot out a firing squad and have him
shot."

Sten finally saw the humor and joined her laughter. "Do I get to torture him
first?" he snarled. "I know just where I want to start." He clambered off the
bed and started to get dressed.

"I'm off shift for another two hours," Cind said. "So if you're back before 1
have to shower..." She let the rest trail off suggestively.

"I'll hurry," Sten said.
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Two hours later, he checked the clock, thought wistfully of Cind, and turned
back to Mason.

"Maybe we're drowning our own sensors," Sten suggested tentatively. "The
Victory is pretty new. Not much time on the engines. Leaky baffles, perhaps?"

The scar on Mason's face purpled. He had personally checked the scans on
every flex nut and seam. No way would he allow some slipup to embarrass
him in front of this son of a Xypaca. He would rather eat drakh for rations.

"I had it happen on my first tacship," Sten lied smoothly, knowing what
Mason was thinking. He wasn't needling the man. After all, Mason was in
charge. Sten just wanted the problem solved. "It was brand new and barely
broken in when Mr. Kilgour and I got it."

Sten indicated his heavyworld friend, whose technical knowledge had been
commandeered by Mason's com officer. The two were conferring, hands
flying over the com center panel. Buzzwords thickened the air.

"The designer hadn't factored the effect broken-in engines would have on the
baffling," Sten said. "Blew clot out of our reception. Transmissions, too."

Mason's scar returned to normal color. "Good thought," he said. "I'll check
it." He gave orders to his chief engineer, mentally kicking himself for not
thinking of it first.

A few minutes later word came back. "That was no good," Mason said. He was
too professional to gloat. The admiral wanted the problem solved, too. "You
were right about the leakage. But it's minor. Not enough to foul things up."

Sten nodded. He had only been hoping. He looked over at Kilgour and the
com officer, wanting to ask how they were doing. But he kept his lips
buttoned. Not his place.

"Anything to report?" Sten heard Mason ask his com officer.

The com officer and Kilgour exchanged looks. "He'd better tell you, sir," the
officer said.

"Ah wae puzzlin't i' it twere th' bafflin' myself, sir," Kilgour said. "But thae'd

on'y mess wi' transmission. The talkin'. Nae the hearin'."

"Except for some stray old radio echoes, sir," the com officer told Mason,
"there's not one thing being broadcast on the whole planet. Jochi is silent, sir.
Not even any livie feed. And you know how broad those bands are? I've tried
every kind of transmission I could think of to rouse someone, sir. Sr. Kilgour
threw in a few ideas of his own. I double-identified the Victory. I even pointed
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out that his majesty's personal emissary was on board." He gave Sten a
worried nod. "Still no answer."

"Anything from the other worlds in the system?" Mason asked.
"Negative, sir. As silent as Jochi. But the funny thing is..." His voice faded.
"Yes? Speak up, man."

The com officer looked at Kilgour and licked his lips. Kilgour gave him a
reassuring nod.

"It's real spooky, if you don't mind, sir. There are no broadcasts, as I said. But
every scanner we've got going is just showing a flicker of life. As if everybody
on Jochi was tuned in at the same time. Listening. But not talking."

"Th' silence hae a wee echo t' it, sir," Alex said. "Like a specter m' ol' gran

"

conjured t' frighten us bairns wi'.

Mason gave Alex a withering look, then turned to his com officer. "Keep
transmitting," he said.

"Yes, sir."

The com officer keyed the mike. "This is His Imperial Majesty's battleship
Victory calling. All receiving stations are requested to respond."

Keyed off. Waited. Got silence. Tried again. "This is His Imperial..."

Mason motioned to Sten and strolled to a quiet comer of the bridge.

"I don't understand what's going on," Mason said. "I've carpet bombed half a
planet, and even out of the smoking ruins some poor bassid managed to get
on the air. Spotty transmission, yes. Silence, never."

"There's only one way that I can think of to answer the question," Sten said.
"You mean, land anyway?"

"That's what I was thinking."

"But the Emperor wanted a big show. Honor guard. Me in dress whites, you in
tux and tails, and the whole band playing to idolizing crowds as you and the

Khaqan greeted one another."

"I'll arrange something later," Sten said. "The Emperor is worried about this
place. I'd rather forget the show and find out what's happening." He shook his
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head for effect. "Can't imagine what he'd say if I came back and said, Sorry,
sir. Mission abandoned. Seems the inhabitants of Jochi got the throat plague,
or something."

"I'll land," Mason said. "But I'm going to full alert. And clear for action."
"I am in your capable hands, Admiral," Sten said.

Mason snorted and went back to the com center. Sten slipped quietly off the
bridge.

"Some ghost, Kilgour," Sten said. He wiped the sweat from his brow and
pulled his collar up to protect his neck from the fierce Jochi sun.

"Mayhap' th' wee specter hae a bomb aboot him," Alex said.

Sten took another look around the Rurik spaceport. Except for his party,
there wasn't a being in sight. No one living, anyway. He thought he saw a
charred stump lying in the rubble about a large bomb crater. Or maybe it was
just an optical trick of the heat and the lung-drowning humidity.

There were similar craters all over the spaceport, as well as the fire-
blackened outlines of what must once have been a few parked tacships and a
lot of combat cars.

There was a sudden howl of air, and a small whirlwind touched down,
sucking up bits of rubble as it cut across the ground. In the odd behavior of
cyclones, large and small, it ran around the edge of the immense crater in the
center of the field. Another bomb hole. A big clottin' bomb. The hole was
where the control tower had once stood.

The twister lifted off and was gone.

"Now we know the answer to why no one was talking," Sten said.
"Everybody's too scared. Didn't want to be noticed."

"But they're all a listenin', though," Alex said.
Sten nodded. "They're waiting to hear who wins."
Heat lightning flashed. Then there was a heavy roll of thunder.

His Gurkhas suddenly lifted their willyguns. Something—or someone—was
coming. Sten could make out a small figure edging around the ruins of the
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control tower. Cind and her scouts? No. They had reconned off in the other
direction.

"Still on'y one ae them," Kilgour said.

"Maybe it's the band," Sten said dryly.

Gradually the small figure got larger. Sten could make out a squat, barrel-
chested human, sweating copiously in the heat. Picking distastefully at his
sodden clothing, the man tromped steadily onward. In his left hand he was
tiredly waving a kerchief-size white flag.

"Let him past," Sten told the Gurkhas.

They parted ranks, and the man lumbered gratefully to a halt in front of Sten.
He took off a pair of antique spectacles. Blew on the lenses. Wiped with the
flag. Put them back on. Looked at Sten with his oddly magnified brown eyes.
"I hope you're Ambassador Sten," he said. "And if you are, I'm real sorry
about the lousy reception.”" He looked around at the bomb craters. "Ouch. I
guess they really went at it."

He turned back. "You are Ambassador Sten, aren't you?"

"T am." Sten waited.

"Oh. Forgive me. The heat's getting to my old Tork head. I'm Menynder. About
the only one you'll find around here to speak for my people."

He wiped a sweaty hand on damp clothing and with an embarrassed grimace
held out his hand.

Sten shook. Then he pointed around at the signs of destruction. "What
happened?"

Menynder sighed. "I hate to be the one to break the news, but... the Khaqan is
dead."

Sten had to yank fast into his diplomatic bag of tricks to turn the gape that
was growing onto his face into professional surprise.

"Clottin' what?" Kilgour said. "An' who kill't 'th' ol'-"

"Natural causes," Menynder assured them. He eased his collar away from his
neck. "I was there myself. Saw the whole thing.
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"It was a terrible experience. We were all just about to sit down to... dinner,
and the Khaqan keeled over on the table. Dead. Just like that." He snapped
his lingers.

"There was an autopsy?" Sten asked coolly.

"Lord, did we have an autopsy," Menynder said. "Nobody wanted to... I mean,
under the circumstances, we thought it wise. Two teams worked on him. And
we really pored over those reports. Just to make double clottin' sure." He
fingered the collar again. "It was natural causes all right."

"When is the funeral?" Sten asked. This had torn the whole thing. The
Emperor would not be pleased.

"Uh... kind of hard to say. You see, we all agreed to agree until the final
coroner's report. Things sort of fell apart before we got to talking about a
funeral." Menynder indicated the bomb craters. "If you see what I mean."
Sten did.

"I don't want to point fingers," Menynder said, "but the Jochians started it.
Squabbling among themselves over who was to be the new Khaqan. The rest
of us weren't consulted. Although we told them plainly, before the shooting,
that we had some ideas of our own."

"Naturally," Sten said.

"Anyway, when the Jochians ran out of hot words, they started fighting. We
all hunkered down. Then a stray shell landed right in the middle of a Tork
neighborhood. It was... pretty bad. My home world thought it best to send a
militia."

"Oh?" Sten said.

"Just to protect my people. Not to get into anything with the Jochians."
"How did that work out?"

"Not well." Menynder sighed. "I didn't think it would. There have been some...
ahem... sharp exchanges, if you know what I mean."

Sten could see just fine.

"Of course, once our militia showed up, well the Bogazi and the Suzdal
militias decided their folks needed protecting, too."

"I figured that," Sten said. It was getting worse and worse.
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"Okay, you've got the picture. Now, I've got some real bad news for you,"
Menynder said, checking his timepiece and looking nervously around the
Spaceport.

"Och, so thae's th' braw news, i' it?" Kilgour growled, liking it even less than
Sten, if that was possible.

"See, everyone's been glued to the emergency bands, praying for the cavalry
to show up. We all heard your broadcasts. Folks probably overloaded the
Jane's fiche, checking out the Victory." He pointed at the sleek craft behind
Sten that was the Emperor's ship. "Personally, I already knew. Pride myself in
keeping up at my old trade. But I had only vaguely heard of you." He nodded
at Sten.

Sten cursed under his breath, remembering the com officer saying he had
tried everything.

"So... I'm the cavalry," Sten said.

"You got it, Ambassador," Menynder said. "I checked the Imperial Who's
Who. Pretty impressive. Hero soldier. Hero diplomat. The Eternal Emperor's
main man. At least, that's how it's playing on Jochi."

Sten could imagine. This was not good. Definitely not how he had planned
this miserable day.

"Everybody's on the way now," Menynder said. "I hustled like clot to beat
them. And they're going to want your ear. They'll kick reptile snot out of each
other trying to rip it off your corpse, if they have to."

Menynder let this sink in a second before going on. "See, whoever has you, is
top dog." He winced. "Gotta watch myself. Some of my best friends are
Suzdals."

"I assume you had some sort of a plan," Sten said. "Otherwise you wouldn't be
here."

"I sure did," Menynder said. "Although I might have trouble convincing you of
my good intentions."

"Ah. I see," Sten said. "You were thinking we could go have a nice quiet word
in some safe Tork neighborhood. Am I right?"

Menynder grinned. "What the clot? It was worth a try. If not, maybe you
better get out of here. Fast."
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Sten ignored this. Thinking. He got a glimmer.

"How far to the embassy?" Neutral turf. No one would dare fire on or even
near the Emperor's embassy.

"Clear across town," Menynder said. "You'd never make it."

There was a grind and heavy clank of tracks. Sten jolted up to see an armored
ground vehicle push its way through rubble. A small flag flew from a standard
next to the tank's chain guns. Sten didn't have to ask. It was Jochian.

There was a cry from the other side of the field. Sten turned to see Cind
running like the wind, her Bhor scouts right behind her. She was yelling some
kind of warning and gesturing at a low building behind her.

Mortar dust suddenly sprayed out from the building. The entire front
collapsed. Another track emerged under a rain of metal and brickwork. The
track was also armored. It had chain guns and flew a flag—Jochian, as well.

Cind panted up to Sten. "And that's not all," she said, pointing at the track.
"There's more of them. Plus soldiers. And from the sound of things, a great
big mob on its way."

The tracks' main gun turrets suddenly swung around. They had spotted each
other. Simultaneously, their guns opened up, hurling spent uranium AP
shells.

Admiral Mason's voice crackled over the Victory's outside speakers. "I
suggest we leave, Ambassador," he said.

Sten agreed. He turned to Menynder. "You better make yourself scarce," he
said. "Good luck."

"We're going to need a lot more than luck," Menynder said.

And he puffed away for cover. Sten and his group sprinted to the ship and
thundered up the ramp.

Behind them, first one track exploded, then the other. A mortar round
slammed in. More tracks appeared. Guns blazing.

Braced against the gees exerted by the Victory's fast takeoff, Sten watched the
battle scene shrink away from him on the bridge's main screen.

Some welcome, he thought. Now, how the clot was he going to unravel this
muck-up?
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Sten huddled with Mason in the admiral's cabin, trying to figure out what to
do next. As they worried over several possibilities—ranging from poor to
plain stupid—the reports kept flooding in. Jochi was no longer silent.

Sten's eyes swept over a sheaf of transcriptions the com officer had handed to
him. "They've gone mad," he summarized. "Everybody's calling everybody
else all kinds of obscenities. Prodding the other guy to come out and fight like
beings." He read on, then gave a low whistle and lifted his eyes. "Which they
are doing." He tapped one report. "A Jochi militia caught some Torks in a
building. They wouldn't come out to be slaughtered. So the Jochians burned it
around their ears."

"Wonderful," Mason said. "Plus we have so many riots going on that the algo
computer has scorched its wires running progs on how fast this thing can
spread.”" He snorted. "So much for diplomacy. Proves my own private
theories on the behavior of the average citizen. The only thing any of them
understand is a good shot up alongside the head."

"I don't think that would work here," Sten said dryly. "The Emperor wants
their hearts and minds. Their scalps won't do him a clottin' bit of good."

"Still..." Mason said.

"I know," Sten said. "With these folks it's damned tempting. Unfortunately,
what's happening right now was triggered by our arrival."

"I'm not taking the blame for this," Mason said, a little hotly.

Sten sighed. "No one's asking you to, Admiral. It's my ass the Emperor will
want on toast. Although, if it gets much worse, he may not be satisfied with
just mine."

Mason opened his mouth to retort. Sten raised his hand, silencing him. He'd
had a sudden thought. "My father used to tell me about this beast," Sten said.
"A mule, I think he called it. It was a sport. A mean and stubborn sport. Said
the only way to get its attention was to hit it with a board, first."

"I already suggested something along those lines," Mason said.

"Yeah. I know. But for these beings, a hit on the head may be too subtle...
Okay. Try this idea on for size..."

Mason leaned closer as Sten sketched in the broad outlines of his plan.
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The Jochi mob was pressing close on the Bogazi barricade, showering rocks,
debris, and taunts on the small group of neighborhood defenders. The shops
on either side of the broad main street of Rurik were blank eyes of shattered
glass. Many of them were gouting flames.

Overhead, the midday sky was black with threatening storms. Heavy clouds
jostled one another, triggering thick blue arcs of electrical fire.

A tall Jochian rushed the heap of furniture and scrap timber that made up the
barricade. He hurled a grenade, turned, and ran for safety.

A burst of fire cut him down. At the same instant, the grenade went off. The
explosion shrapneled through the Bogazi. There were screams of pain and
anger.

A big female Bogazi hurtled through the gap cut by the grenade. Spurs jutting
out from her forearms, she snagged two Jochians. She brought the big
hammer beak down once. Twice. Skulls cracked like pollution-thinned
eggshells.

She dropped the corpses on the ground and turned for another victim. A
heavy bar swung against her throat. The Bogazi flopped beside the two
corpses.

More Bogazi came pouring out. In a moment, the main street's storm drains
would be awash in blood.

There was a sudden banshee howl from overhead. A heavy wind blasted along
the street, battering the crowd with dust and small debris. The mob stopped
in midriot—and gaped upward.

The gleaming white body of the Victory swept down the boulevard toward
them. Not high in the sky, but just below the roofs of the high-rise buildings
that lined the street, a looming bulk never meant for the heart of a city.

Close to the barricades the howl grew louder, and the warship went into a
hover on McLean Drive, close enough for the mob to get a good long look at
the Imperial emblem on its sides.

This was the Imperial presence—mailed fist and looming overlord in one.

"My God, would you look at that," a Jochi chemical worker breathed.

"Maybe now, justice we get," a Bogazi said.
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"Wait up! What's he doing?" another awe-stricken Jochian said, absently
tugging at a Bogazi's sleeve.

The Victory settled still closer, until it was no more than twenty meters
overhead. The crowd huddled under the dark cloud of its body. Engines
stirred, then the ship slowly began to move forward, straight down the broad
avenue.

The two sides of the conflict gaped after it for a moment or two. Then they
turned to stare at one another. Makeshift weapons tumbled to the ground
from hands and grasping limbs.

Above them, the black sky was suddenly bright blue. Sun painted lacy clouds a
multitude of colors. The air was fresh and tasted of spring.

"We've been saved," a Jochian said.
"I knew the Emperor wouldn't abandon us," said another.

Someone shouted from a rooftop: "The ship's heading for the Imperial
embassy."

The spell broke and the mob, laughing and shouting in relief, rushed after the
ship.

The Victory sailed slowly along just above the pavement. Below it, the street
was suddenly jammed from side to side with a sea of beings. Bogazi and
Jochians and Suzdal and Torks, all mingled together, joking and slapping one
another on the back.

Thousands of other beings leaned from the windows of the tall buildings,
cheering the Victory and its majestic flight.

All over Jochi—in fact, all over the entire cluster—beings stopped what they
were doing and rushed to witness the arrival of the Emperor's man.

By the time the ship reached the Imperial embassy, there were literally
millions of beings surrounding its broad, gated grounds. And there were
billions more watching on their livies.

All hostilities had ceased.

Inside the Victory, Sten quick-brushed his clothes. Cind ran her fingers
through his hair, pushing strands into place.

Alex looked at a livie screen and the enormous crowd waiting outside. "You're
a bleedin' Pied Piper, young Sten," he said.
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"Don't say that," Sten said. "He got paid off in rats. Or house apes, and I don't
know which is worse."

A crew member tickled the port controls. The port swung open. Sten felt the
fresh breeze on his face. He heard the thump of the ramp settling to the
ground.

"Okay," he said. "Now let the bastards come to me."

He stepped out into a torrent of cheers.

BOOK TWO

CAT'S CLAW
CHAPTER NINE

”"
I
've never been one to kill the messenger bearing bad news," the Eternal
Emperor said.
"Yessir," Sten said.

"In this case, however," the Emperor continued, "it's a good thing I've known
you such a long time."

"Yessir,'" Sten said.
"You get the point that I am not pleased?"
"I do, Your Majesty," Sten said. "Absolutely... sir."

The holo image of the Emperor wavered as Sten's boss crossed to the antique
drinks tray in his study and poured himself two fingers of Scotch.

"You have something to drink there?" the Emperor asked a bit absently.
"Yessir," Sten said. "I thought it best to haul along my own supplies." He took
the hint, hooked a bottle of Scotch off the desk of the previous ambassador,

and poured himself a drink.

The Emperor mock-toasted: "I'd say confusion to my enemies—but if they get
any more confused we'll all go into the drakh head first."

He drank anyway. Sten followed suit.

"You know there's no way I can keep this from getting out?" the Emperor
said. Sten didn't answer. It had not really been a question.
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"There's already reports in the media hinting at a building crisis in the
Altaics. Wait'll they find out how bad things really are." The Emperor refilled
his glass, thinking. "What really hurts is I've got some crucial agreements in
the works. Agreements hinging on strong confidence in the Empire. The
slightest sign of a hole in the structure I've rebuilt is going to put those
agreements into decaying orbits. And... when one fails... then a lot of other
things come into doubt."

Sten sighed. "I wish there were some way I could paint a more hopeful
picture, Your Majesty," he said. "But this is probably the stickiest assignment
I've ever handled for you. And it's not really begun."

"I'm sensible of that, Sten," the Emperor said. "The Khaqgan just picked a
lousy time to die." He sipped his drink. "You are sure someone didn't help
him along?"

"I've gone over all the reports," Sten said. "And it's pretty clear how and why
he died. It was an aneurysm. An artery blew a cork. The only thing I 'm not
sure of is the circumstances." Sten was thinking of Menynder's claim about a
dinner party honoring the Khagan. "Personally, I don't think it matters that
much. If there was some kind of conspiracy in the works... well, from what
I've seen it wouldn't be all that unusual."

"I agree," the Emperor said. "In fact, if there was no sign of a conspiracy, I'd
be damned suspicious. Fine. Let's leave the circumstances alone—for the time
being."

"Yessir," Sten said.

"What we have to do," the Emperor said, "is get this thing under control fast.
If the whole Empire is going to be watching, I don't want anyone to think I'm
going to be less than firm about this. There are going to be some who'll say I
screwed up. There are going to be others who'll say I've lost my moves... since
I got back. And then there'll be those who are just hoping I've gotten soft so
they can stir up trouble. So, with that in mind, I want to set the tone of how to
handle things right from the start...

"Which is this: If anybody moves we don't like, smack them down. We install
a new government. Immediately. With my full support. Once this is done,
there will be no objections. Not in my earshot, anyway. And, if there are loud
or violent quarrels with my decision in the Altaics, then I want them silenced.
Fast. With whatever it takes. I will suffer no humiliation in this!" Slam went
the Emperor's hand on his desk. Even through the holo speakers it sounded
like a shot.
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Abruptly the Emperor stopped steaming and gave Sten a thin, unfelt smile. "I
want to be damned sure both my enemies and my friends know I will not be
fooled with."

"Yessir. I... agree, sir..."
"Do I hear a silent 'but' in your agreement?"

"Not with your overall point, Your Majesty. Not at all. This is no time to show
hesitancy. However, when you briefed me on this place, you weren't
exaggerating about how contrary these people are. Even if we use a big
hammer to nail this together, I think we'll still need to be real careful how it
goes together."

Sten hesitated, trying to read the Emperor's face. It was blank. But not
necessarily angry blank.

"Go ahead," the Emperor said.

"As you know, sir, I've talked to all the leaders—at least the beings who say
they are the leaders. Until I get some better analyses, based on immediate
HUMINT, I'll just trust in my instincts: This thing can split a lot more than
four ways. Clot, it already has. When I arrived two Jochi factions were firing
on each other at the spaceport."

"Listen to those instincts," the Emperor said.

"Soon as I showed up," Sten continued, "all of these faction leaders, human
and ET, clawed their way to the embassy, each one begging to be made the
new honcho. I made them wait for official invitations. Called them in one by
one."

"And took your good time about it, too," the Emperor said. "Made them cool
their heels and ponder their sins against me. I like how that was handled."

"Thank you, sir," Sten said. "Frankly, now that this place has come apart
once, I'm real doubtful it can be put back together again. Not the way it was
before.

"They're all sitting in their neighborhoods now, sir. And on their home
worlds, as well—with nothing to distract them but their persona] problems.
Picking over wounds. Thinking things can somehow be different. And in this
case, sir, just the thinking might make it so. Of course, each of these beings
sees some kind of personal vision of paradise for his own group. Personally, I
think it's going to be sheer hell around here for a long, long time."

"Unless we fix it," the Emperor said.



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

"Unless we fix it, sir," Sten agreed.

"To begin with," the Emperor said, "I'm giving you a battalion of Imperial
Guards. That ought to help make the glue stick."

Sten joked. "So much... sir? I was hoping for maybe one Mantis Section. If we
stay a little lower profile, and if things don't work out... we take less blame.
Besides, sir, I really believe I can do better with scalpels than a hammer."

"I can't take that chance," the Emperor said. "You're getting a battalion. I'm
already a target of ridicule. Fine. I'll be a big damned one. Also, I have
another reason."

"Yessir," Sten said.
"Any other thoughts?'" the Emperor asked.

"Yessir. Out of this whole sorry lot, I do have one pretty good candidate to
take over. If only temporarily."

"Who?" The single word had a guarded edge to it. Sten didn't realize this,
however, until later.

"Menynder, sir. The Tork. He's a tricky old buzzard. But he's the one being
everybody seems to respect. His enemies list is real short. And I think he
could get people to listen long enough for things to take hold. Pick up their
own momentum."

"Good choice," the Emperor said. "Except... like you said, he's probably just a
temporary solution. I have a permanent fix in mind." He took a casual sip of
scotch. "The man's name is Iskra. Dr. Iskra. He's a Jochian."

Sten furrowed his brow. He'd heard it. Vaguely. Enough to know Iskra
commanded a great deal of respect. But Sten was so new on the ground that
he would just have to take the Emperor's word on Dr. Iskra's sterling
qualities.

"I've already spoken to him," the Emperor said. "One of my ships is picking
him up now. He should be with you in a few cycles. He's the other reason I'm
sending a battalion of guards. Dr. Iskra asked for them. He'll use them as
personal security. At first."

"Very good, sir," Sten said. His antennae for trouble gave a bit of a quiver
over Iskra's request for the troops before he'd even seen the Altaics and
evaluated the current situation. He pushed the worry to the back. But he
didn't lock it away.
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Also, the only thing that mattered was that this whole thing

worked. Sten had picked up exactly none of the Imperial Foreign Office's
traditional bad habits, such as placing ego in front of solution.

"Anything else?'" the Emperor asked. He seemed restless, anxious to be on to
other things.

"No sir."

"Then... until your next report..." The Emperor leaned forward to touch a
button on his desk.

But as the holo image of Sten in the Jochi embassy chamber thinned, the
Emperor quickly checked the expression on Sten's face. It was properly
respectful. And then Sten was gone.

The Eternal Emperor absently picked up his drink and sipped, deep in
thought. Total concentration was one of the many abilities he had fine-tuned
over his many centuries. He gave the subject of Sten a full five seconds of that
concentration.

Was he loyal? Without question. In the Emperor's absence, Sten had been the
architect of the plan to depose the privy council. The keystone of the alliance
he had created was absolute commitment to the Emperor's memory.

Yes, Sten was loyal. And the Emperor had given him many honors. But few
beings realized just how great a hero Sten was.

For perhaps the first time, the Emperor was aware that he was fortunate Sten
was on his side. For some reason, the thought was not entirely comforting.

The Emperor tucked that nugget of discomfort away. Later, he would fit it
into the larger puzzle. He pulled his mind back from its task.

There was another man whose assistance he required. Of the very silent—and
deadly—variety. Yes. He must take no chances in this Altaic matter. No
chances at all.

CHAPTER TEN

T
he livie casts were filled with reports of Sten's razzle-dazzle with the Victory.
The Emperor's spin experts flooded the media with dramatic pictures of the
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