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BOOK ONE

LINE OF BATTLE






CHAPTER ONE
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THE TAHN BATTLE cruiser arced past the dying sun. The final course was set, and in a few hours the ship would settle on the gray-white surface of Fundy—the major planetary body in the Erebus System.


Erebus would seem to be the last place that any being would want to go. Its sun was so near extinction that it cast only a feeble pale yellow light to its few heavily cratered satellites. The minerals left on those barren bodies would barely have supported a single miner. Erebus was a place to give one dreams of death.


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


The situation on Fundy had been neglected too long.


Lady Atago was a tall woman, towering over many of her officers. At casual glance some might think that she was exotically beautiful—long, flowing dark hair, wide black eyes, and sensuous lips. Her body was slender, but there was a hint of lushness to it. At the moment it was particularly well set off in her dress uniform: a dark green cloak, red tunic, and green form-fitting trousers.


At second glance all thoughts of beauty would vanish as a chill crept up the spine. This was Tahn royalty. A nod of her head could determine any one of many fates—all of them unpleasant.


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


“Soon, my lady.”


“I’ll require one squad,” she said.


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


 



The big ship settled to the ice about half a kilometer from the port center. The engines cut off, and the ship was instantly enveloped in gray as sleet slanted in from a stiff wind.


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


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


So distant and so undesirable was Erebus that there was little likelihood that the Eternal Emperor would discover their full-out effort to arm themselves until it was too late. Thousands of ships were being built, or converted, or refitted.


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


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


They wanted as many ships as possible, as cheaply as possible. Any malfunctions, no matter how life-threatening,  would be the problem of the individual crews.


The Tahn were a warrior race with stamped steel spears.


 



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


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


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


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


A sentry barked from a guard booth just outside the main door. She ignored him, brushing past as her squad snapped up their weapons to end any further inquiry. Their bootheels clicked loudly as they marched down the long hallway leading to the admin center.


As they turned a corner, a squat man came half running toward them, hastily arranging his tunic. Lady Atago stopped when she saw that he was wearing the uniform of an admiral. The man’s face was sweating and flushed as he reached them.


“Lady Atago,” he blurted. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you were arriving so soon, and—”


“Admiral Dien?” she said, stopping him in midgobble.


“Yes, my lady?”


“I will require your office,” she said, and she walked on, Dien stumbling after her.
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The Lady Atago sat in silence as she scanned the computer records. Two of her squad stood at the door, weapons ready. The others had placed themselves strategically about the overlush offices of the admiral.


When she had first entered the office she had given it one quick glance. A slight curl of a lip showed what she thought of it: very un-Tahn-tike.


As she scrolled through records, Dien muttered on in an endless stream of half explanations.


“There... there... you can see. The storm. We lost production for a day.


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


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


“Admiral Dien,” she intoned. “In the name of Lord Fehrle and the Tahn High Council, I relieve you of your command.”


A painter or a physicist would have been in awe at the shade of white the man’s face became. As she started out of the room, one of her squad members came forward.


“Wait, my lady. Please,” Dien implored.


She half turned back, one perfect eyebrow lifting slightly. “Yes?”


“Would you at least allow me... Uh, may I keep my sidearm?”


She thought for a moment. “Honor?”


“Yes, my lady. Honor.”


There was another long wait. Then, finally, she replied. “No. I think not.”


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





CHAPTER TWO
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STEN AND LISA HAINES squirmed through the mass confusion of the spaceport. As the main port for Prime World, Soward had always suffered from overcrowding. But this was clotting ridiculous—it was arm to tendril to antenna in beings.

The two became increasingly bewildered and unsettled as they pushed their way to the rented gravcar.

“What the hell is going on?” Sten asked, not really expecting a reply.

“I don’t know,” Lisa said, “but I think I’m already losing my tan, and if we don’t get out of here, I’m gonna be sick.”

“Give me a break,” Sten said. “Homicide detectives don’t get sick. It’s part of the job requirement.”

“Watch me,” Lisa said.

Sten grabbed her by the arm and steered the police captain around a staggering hulk of a young soldier.

“I don’t think I’ve seen so many uniforms,” he said, “since basic training.”

They slid into the gravcar, and Sten checked with local traffic control for clearance. They were told there would be a minimum forty-minute wait. An hour and a half later—after repeated delays blamed on military traffic—they were finally able to lift away.

Things weren’t much better as they cut through the city en route to Lisa’s place. Fowler was in nearly three-dimensional gridlock. The two hardly spoke at all until they finally cleared the outskirts and headed for the enormous forest where Lisa had her houseboat moored. 

“Was it always like this?” Lisa asked. “Or did I just get used to it?”

Commander Sten, formerly of the Eternal Emperor’s Household Guard, didn’t bother answering. The uniforms plus the host of military vehicles and convoys they had spotted made it all pretty obvious.

It almost seemed as if Prime World were bracing for an invasion. That was an impossibility, Sten was sure. But the Emperor sure as clot was mobilizing for a major military undertaking. And, Sten knew, anything that involved shooting was almost certainly going to require that he once again risk his young ass.

“I don’t think I even want to know—yet,” he said. “Besides, we got a few days leave left. Let’s enjoy them.”

Lisa snuggled up to him and began softly stroking the inside of his thigh.

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

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

Lisa’s salary as a cop was hardly overwhelming. So she and a great many other people had taken advantage of a loophole in the Emperor’s Wilderness Act. One couldn’t build in the forest, but the law didn’t say anything about  over the forest.

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

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

A few minutes later, they were sprawled on a couch, the windows opened wide to clear out the musty air.

Sten sipped at his beer, half hoping it would wash away the slight feeling of sadness growing in his belly. He had been in love before, had known his share of women. But he had never been alone with a lady for this long a time, with no other requirement than to enjoy.

Lisa squeezed his hand. “ Too bad it’s almost over,” she said softly.

Sten turned to her.

“Well, it ain’t over yet,” he said. He pulled her into his arms.

 



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

Regardless, they had both been promoted and awarded leaves of several months. Thanks to Sten’s old Mantis chum, Ida, there was more than enough money to enjoy the leave in style.

So the two had bought tickets to a distant world that consisted mostly of vast ocean and thousands of idyllic islands. They had charted an amphib and had spent week after blissful week hopping from island to island or just mooring out in the gentle seas, soaking up the sun and each other.

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

Sten wasn’t too sure how much he was looking forward to his own immediate future. The Emperor had not only promoted him but had heavily advised that he switch services from the army to the Imperial Navy. Advice from the Commander And Chief Of All He Surveys, Sten knew, was the same thing as an order.

So it was with a mixture of dread and some excitement  that Sten contemplated what would come next. Entering the navy, even as a commander, meant that he would have to start all over again. That meant flight school. Sten wondered if he could get his old job back if he washed out. Clot, he’d even be willing to go back to being a nice, dumb, not-a-care-in-the-world private.

Right. And if you believe that, my boy, there’s some prime swamp land available at a dead bargain price on a Tahn prison planet.

 



Sten came slowly awake. He felt to one side and noted Lisa’s absence. She was across the large main room of the houseboat, shuffling through her computer files for mail and phone calls.

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

“Anything for me?” Sten asked lazily. Since he had no home address—nor had he since he was seventeen—he had left word for everything to be forwarded to Lisa’s place.

“Yeah. About fifty bleeping phone calls. All from the same guy.”

Sten sat up, a nasty feeling growing slowly from his stomach to his throat.

“Who?”

“A Captain Hanks.”

Sten walked over to her and bent over her shoulder, tapping the keys to bring up the file. There they were, all right: call after call from a Captain Hanks. And Lisa hadn’t been exaggerating by much—there were nearly fifty of them.

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

“Drakh,” Sten said.

He walked away from the computer and stared out the  open window at the green waving forest, his brain churning. He felt Lisa gentle up behind him, her arms coming softly around his waist.

“I feel like crying,” she said. “Funny. I don’t think I ever have.”

“It’s easy,” Sten said. “You just squint up your eyes and think about almost anything at all.”

Sten did not report immediately as ordered. He and Lisa had a lot of good-byes to say.






CHAPTER THREE
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THE ETERNAL EMPEROR had definite ideas about a picnic.


A soft rain of five or ten minutes that ended just before the guests arrived added a sweetness to the air.


Said rain had been ordered and delivered.


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


Said gentle, shifting winds had also been ordered.


Last of all, the Eternal Emperor thought a barbecue the best form of all picnics, with each dish personally prepared by the host.


The Eternal Emperor scanned the vast picnic grounds of Arundel with growing disappointment as he added a final dash of this and splurt of that to his famous barbecue sauce. Meanwhile, all over the picnic grounds, fifty waldo cooks manning as many outdoor kitchen fires exactly copied his every dash and splurt.


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


It was a simple event he could comfortably fit on a small shaded area of the fifty-five-kilometer grounds of his palace.


Then he had become aware of growing jealousy among the members of his court. Beings were irked because they felt they were not part of a nonexistent inner circle. His solution was to add to the guest list—which created a spreading circle of jealousy as far out as the most distant systems of his empire. The list grew to vast proportions.


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


He had been tempted to end the whole thing. But the barbecue was one of the few social occasions he really enjoyed. The Eternal Emperor did not consider himself a good mixer.


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


He invited only the key people in his empire to Prime World, and he used any potential jealousy of the uninvited to his advantage. As he once told Mahoney, “It’s a helluva way to flush ’em out of the bush.”


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


The original creation was born in a ten-gallon pot. He always made it many days in advance. He said it was to give it time to breathe. Marr and Senn substituted “breed” but the Emperor ignored that. The ten gallons of base sauce was used sort of like soughdough starter—all he had to do was to keep adding as many ingredients as there were beings to eat it.


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


Where were the guests? He was beginning to realize that either some of the beings he had invited were terribly late or they had no intention of coming at all. Already, retainers were putting tarps on tables that would obviously not be used.


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


The secret to the sauce was the scrap meat. It had taken the Emperor years to convince his butchers what he meant by scrap. He did not want slices off the finest fillet. He needed garbage beef, so close to spoiling that the fat was turning yellow and rancid. The fact that he rubbed it well with garlic, rosemary, and salt and pepper did not lessen the smell. “If you’re feeling squeamish,” he always told Mahoney, “sniff the garlic on your hands.”


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


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


Then he—and his echoing waldoes—dumped the meat into the pot, filled it with water, and set it simmering with cloves of garlic and the following spices: three or more bay leaves, a cupped palm and a half of oregano, and a cupped palm of savory to counteract the bitterness of the oregano.


Then the sauce had to simmer a minimum of two hours, sometimes three, depending upon the amount of fat in the meat—the more fat, the longer the simmer. The picnic grounds smelled like a planet with an atmosphere composed mostly of sulfur.


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


The Eternal Emperor had experienced many difficulties in his life—not to mention in his reign—but the Tahn had to be high up there on the lost sleep list.


They were an impossible people from a warrior culture that had been steadily encroaching on his empire. A thousand or two years ago he could have easily solved the problem by launching his fleets in one massive raid. But over time the politics of his commercial empire had made this an impossibility, unless he were provoked—and the provocation would have to be costly. The Eternal Emperor could not strike the first blow.


A few months earlier he’d had the opportunity to begin building a diplomatic solution to his difficulties. But the opportunity had been lost through betrayal and blood.


Who was that young clot who had saved the Emperor’s royal ass? Stregg? No, Sten. Yeah. Sten. The Eternal Emperor prided himself on remembering names and faces. He kept them logged by the hundreds of thousands in his mind. Stregg, he remembered, was a vicious drink that Sten had  introduced him to. It was a good thing to remember the young man by.


While he was waiting for the meat to simmer to completion, he could drink many shots of Stregg and prepare the next part of the sauce at his leisure.


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


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


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


He drank some more Stregg.


Two of his cooks speared an enormous side of beef on a spit and set it rotating over the fire. Meanwhile, a pig’s carcass was being quartered and set turning. It was time to start the barbecue.


By now, the Emperor realized that all the guests who were coming were there. A quick glance at the tables showed that a full two-thirds of his invitation list were busy elsewhere.


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


He got out his brush and started sopping the roasting meat with sauce. The fire flared with the rich drippings. A smoky perfume filled the air all over the picnic grounds as the waldo cooks followed his motions. Usually, this was the time when the Emperor would settle back for a lazy basting: a beer for him, a brush of sauce for the meat.


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


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


“Clotting Mahoney,” he said aloud. “Where the hell is he when I need him?”


The voice came from just behind him. “Fetching you a beer, Your Highness.”


It was Major General Ian Mahoney, commanding general, First Guards Division. He clutched two mugs overflowing with foam.


“What the clot are you doing here? You weren’t invited.”


“Arranged some leave, sir. Perks of being your own CG. Thought you wouldn’t mind.”


“Hell, no. If you’re gonna sneak up on a man, I always say, do it with beer.”







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


The Eternal Emperor, who’d barely touched his own plate, was watching him with great interest.


“Well?” he said.


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


The Emperor took a small bite from his own plate, frowning. “Maybe a bit too much cumin this time.”


Mahoney gave a deep belch. He looked at the Emperor inquiringly, and the man passed his nearly full plate over to Mahoney, who shoveled in a mouthful of satisfying proportions.


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


Finally, Mahoney took one more swig of beer, wiped his lips, straightened his tunic, and sat up in near attention in his seat.


“Your Majesty,” he said, “I respectfully request permission to deploy the First Guards in the Fringe Worlds.”


“Really,” the Eternal Emperor said. “The Fringe Worlds? I suppose you’re worrying about the Tahn.”


Mahoney just looked at his boss. By now, he occasionally knew when he was being toyed with.


“Yes, sir. The Tahn.”


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


The Eternal Emperor pointed to one of the flowering bushes.


“You know how many years I worked on those, Mahoney?”


“No, sir”


“Too many. The things love dry climates. Aussie deserts, that kind of drakh.”


“Aussie, Your Majesty?”


“Never mind. Point is, I hate clotting flowers. Can’t eat the SOBs. What’s the damned use of them? I say.”


“Exactly, sir. What’s the use of them?”


The Eternal Emperor plucked a flower from a nearby bush and began stripping it, petal by petal.


“What do you think they’re up to? The Tahn, I mean.”


“With all due respect, Your Majesty, I think they’re getting ready to kick our rosy red behinds.”


“No drakh. What the clot you think I’ve been doing?”


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


“The trouble, Mahoney,” he finally said, “is that I got a clot more to move than the Tanh. Just to hold what I have, I have to double my fleet. For a counterattack, I need another third. For a full assault, twice more.


“A thousand years ago or so, I swore I’d never come to this. Silliness. Too big. Too much to protect.


“My, God, do you know how long it takes to bid out a simple ship contract nowadays?”


Mahoney, wisely, didn’t answer.


“I tried to make up for it,” the Emperor continued, “by creating the best intelligence corps that ever... well, that was ever.


“And what the hell do I get? I get drakh.”


“Yes, sir,” Mahoney said.


“Oh, do I hear a scent of admonishment in that, General? Criticism for your promotion?”


“And transfer, sir.”


“And transfer,” the Emperor said. “Under normal circumstances I would have said that I need a little disapproval in my life. Disapproval, properly put, keeps an Eternal Emperor on his toes.


“That’s the theory, anyway. Can’t really say. Don’t have any other bosses of my type to rely on.”


Mahoney had found the proper moment. “Who can you rely on, sir?”


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


“About my request, sir. First Guards, Fringe Worlds?”


“I need to know more,” the Emperor said. “I need to know enough to buy a great deal of time.”


“Then it’s the First Guards, sir?”


The Emperor pushed his glass aside.


“No. Request refused, General.”


Mahoney almost bit his tongue through, trying to keep  back his logical response. Silence, again, was the wiser course.


“Find out for me, Mahoney, before you tell me I’ve missed a bet,” the Eternal Emperor said.


Mahoney did not ask how.


The Emperor rose, leaving his nearly full glass.


“I guess the barbecue’s over,” he said.


“I suppose so, sir.”


“Funny. All those no-shows. I imagine most of my alleged allies are thinking deeply about what kind of a deal to make with the Tahn. In case I lose.”


The Eternal Emperor was wrong about that. The time for  thinking was long past.





CHAPTER FIVE
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PHASE ONE OF Imperial Flight Training was on the vacation world of Salishan. Sten and his fellow pilots-to-be motlied together at a reception center, broken down into thirty-being companies, and were told to stand by for shipment to the base itself.

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

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

As they waited for the gravsled, there was excited speculation—because they were on a rec-world, this should be  easy duty. They should be able to get passes into paradise on a regular basis. Even the base itself would be palatial.

Sten kept a straight face and looked away.

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

Sten eyed the man. He looked like every commando officer’s image of the perfect soldier: tall, rangy, battle-scarred. His uniform was the splotched brown of a Guards unit, and he wore three rows of decorations and a Planetary Assault Badge. He was a hard man who had seen his war. But he sure as hell was not the idea most people had of a pilot. Sten wondered what strings the man had pulled to get into training.

A gravsled grounded, and a dignified-looking chief got out, holding a clipboard.

“All right,” the chief said. “If you people will form a line, we’ll check you off and take you out to join the rest of the class.”

Five minutes later, after the sled had lifted and cleared the beautiful city, the chief’s next command was phrased differently. “You candidates knock off the chatter! This isn’t a sewing circle!”

A basic rule of the military: Your superior’s politeness is directly proportional to the proximity and number of potentially shocked civilians.

Sten, who had been through, he sometimes thought, almost all of the Empire’s military schools from basic, Mantis, environmental, medical, weapons, et cetera ad ennui, also wasn’t surprised that the landscape below them had become pine barrens.

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

He was slightly surprised that the base, at least from the air, didn’t look that bad. Most of it looked to be a standard naval base, with hangars, repair facilities, and various landing fields and hardstands.

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

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

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

The instructors would illustrate this by instantly zapping some poor standout slob on arrival.

And Sten was a potential standout.

Hastily, he unbuttoned his tunic and unpinned his ribbon bar. The decorations were all real, even though a good percentage of them had been awarded for some highly classified Mantis operations, and the citation itself was a tissue. But there were too many of them for any young commander to deserve.

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


“Out, out, out! What are you slime doing just sitting there! I want to see nothing but asses and elbows!”

New blood grabbed duffel bags and dived over the sides of the sled, and the mate kept screaming.

“You! Yes, you! You, too, come to think! Hit that ground! Do push-ups! Do many, many push-ups!”

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

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

Not for the first time, Sten was grateful that he was slight, but not so small as to qualify for the feather merchant squad.

Eventually the master’s mate got tired of screaming and physical training. Sten thought he was doing all right—in the chaos, he had only had to turn out some fifty knee bends. There were too many other and more obvious victims for the mate to pick on.

“Class... ten-hup! Right hace! For’d harch.”

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

They were marched into the central quadrangle, brought to a halt in front of a reviewing stand, and turned to face it.

On cue, a tall, thin man came out of one building and paced briskly to the stand. He looked typecast for what he was: a one-star admiral and the school commandant. No doubt a longtime pilot who’d flown every ship the Empire fielded in every circumstance known. Unfortunately, his voice didn’t match the part. It would have been more suited to an operatic tenor.

Sten waited until the commandant introduced himself—Admiral Navarre—and then put most of his mind on other topics.

This was The Speech, given to every student at every military course by every commandant, and said the same things:

Welcome. This will be an intense period of training. You may not like how we do things, but we have learned what works. Those of you who learn to adjust to the system will have no troubles, the others... We have strict discipline here, but if any of you feels treated unfairly, my office is always open.

Ratcheta, ratcheta, ratcheta.

Phase One of flight training was Selection. The object of this phase was to determine absolutely that every candidate was in fact qualified to fly.

It was already famous throughout the Imperial military as a washout special.

Admiral Navarre informed them that, due to the unfortunate political situation, Phase One would be accelerated. Clotting wonderful, Sten thought.

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

Ho, ho. Sten had a fairly good idea of some of the other titles: clot, drakh, bastard, and many, many other terms expressly forbidden under Imperial regulations.

That was about all that was worthy of note.

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

In fact, not even an officer.

Think recruit, young Sten. Maybe you can make it that way.

Sten was sort of neutral about becoming a pilot. He was here only because of personal and private suggestions from the Emperor himself. The Emperor had told him that the next stage in Sten’s career should be a transfer to the navy —accomplished—and flight school.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Good day, beings.” The man’s voice was a husky drawl. “My name is Ferrari. You will call me Mr. Ferrari or sir, or you shall surely perish.

“I am your chief instructor pilot.

“During this period, I shall do my best to convince you that becoming a pilot is the least desirable, most miserable manner a being could spend its existence.

“Like our honorable commandant, my door, too, is always open.

“But only for one purpose.

“For you to resign.

“During the long reaches of the days and nights that will follow, I sincerely want each and every one of you to consider just how easy it would be for this torment to stop.

“One visit to my office, or even a word to any of the other IPs, and you can be on your way to what I am sure would be a far superior assignment.

“By the way. We instructors here in Phase One personally feel that Sheol itself would be more favorable.

“Those of you from different cultures who don’t know what Sheol is can ask a fellow student. But I am quite sure our program will also explain.

“Those of you who are still on your hands may stand. Those of you who collapsed should begin crawling. I would like you, while still on your stomachs, to crawl on line to the edge of this exercise yard.

“Crawl twice around it, please.

“This is not an exercise in sadism, by the way. I seem to have dropped a quarter-credit piece sometime today, and would be infinitely grateful if one of you would recover it.”

Sten, seeing the weak-armed slither past him, hoped that none of them would get cute, take a coin from his or her own pocket, and give it to Ferrari in hopes that the long crawl would be ended. Ferrari would certainly examine the coin, declare with sorrow that there must be some mistake  since the date proved the coin not his, and pull that candidate’s toenails.

Ferrari stepped to one side.

Now comes the hands-on thug.

This man also wore a blank flight suit, but one that was tailored and razor-creased. A long scar seamed his face, and the man limped slightly. His voice had the attractive rasp of a wood file on metal.

“My name is Mason.

“I can’t use words like Mr. Ferrari does, so I’ll keep it short.

“I’ve looked at all of your files.

“Drakh. All of you.

“There is not one of you qualified to fly a combat car.

“If we screw up, and let any one of you onto a flight deck, you will end up killing someone.”

He tapped the scar.

“That’s how I got this. They let somebody—somebody just like one of you clowns—into my tacnight.

“Midair collision.

“Eighteen dead.

“My job now is easy. All I have to do is keep one of you from killing anyone but himself.

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

“Wrong, clots.

“I personally hate each and every one of you.”

He looked up and down the formation. Sten chilled a little. He had, indeed, heard variations on that speech from DIs.

But Sten had the feeling that Mason really meant it.

“I’ve got one peculiarity,” Mason added. “I’m going to make sure that every one of you washes out, like I said.

“But every selection course, there’s one person that, for some reason, I hate more than most of you trash.

“And I pick him out early.

“And he never makes it.”

Again, Mason looked up and down the class.

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

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




CHAPTER SIX
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BY THE TIME Ferrari and Mason had finished the torment they called “muscle toning,” it was late afternoon. The master’s mate—and Sten would never learn his name—took over the formation, doubled the trainees back to the barracks they were assigned to, and dismissed them.

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

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

They were very wrong.

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

One of them stepped forward.

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

He waved them through sliding doors into a large wood-paneled room twenty-five meters on a side. At one end was a large stone fireplace. Along the walls were drink and food dispensers and, between them, computer terminals and  game machines. Above them hung abstract paintings.

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

Sten’s alertness went to condition red! He saw one candidate gape an expression accentuated by the double rings of white fur around his eyes. The candidate scrubbed a small black hand over his gray-furred chest in excitement.

“Beer! They have a beer machine!” He started forward.

“Maybe you don’t want to be doing that.”

Sten, also about to say something, saw that the caution came from that scarred infantry sergeant.

“Why not?”

“Oh, maybe because they told us they were gonna be testing us for physical dexterity and like that, and a hangover doesn’t speed up your reaction time.

“Or maybe they’re watching that machine, and anybody who uses it gets down-carded for lack of moral fiber.”

“That doesn’t make sense.” That came from a very small, very exquisite woman. “Every pilot I’ve ever known swills alk like it was mother’s milk.”

“No drakh,” the sergeant agreed. “But that’s after they get their wings. And maybe Selection is what makes ’em drink that way.”

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

 



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

Sten had the idea that Ferrari’s muscle toning would continue throughout Selection.

Unpacking took only moments—Sten, as a professional, had learned to travel light. The only extraneous gear he had in his duffel was the fiches he’d collected over the years, now micro/microfiched, and his miniholoprocessor that, in off-duty hours, he used to recreate working miniatures of industrial plants.

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

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

Sten went out into the corridor, intending to see if his cross-hall neighbor had a diploid plug that would work, and also to check the terrain.

He tapped at the door, a tentative tap meant to tell whoever was inside that this was not an IP, so he/she didn’t have to conceal whatever he/she might have been doing.

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

Sten told the box what he wanted.

“Orbit a beat, brother, and I’ll be with you.”

Then the door opened, and Sten dropped into horror.

Sten was not a lot of things:

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

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

He also was not what his contemporaries called a shapist. He did not care what a fellow being looked or smelled like.

He thought.

However, when a door is opened and someone is confronted by a two-meter-tall hairy spider, all bets are off.

Sten was—later—a little proud that his only reaction was his jaw elevatoring down past his belt line.

“Oh dear,” the spider observed. “I’m most sorry to have surprised you.”

Sten really felt like drakh.

The situation called for some sort of apology. But even his century had not yet developed a satisfactory social grace for a terminal embarrassment. Sten was very pleased that the spider understood.

“Can I help you with something?”

“Uh... yeah,” Sten improvised. “Wanted to see if you knew what time we mess.”

“About one hour,” the spider said after curling up one leg that, incongruously, had an expensive wrist-timer on it.

“Oh, hell. I’m sorry. My name’s Sten.”

And he stuck out a hand.

The spider eyed Sten’s hand, then his face, then extended a second leg, a pedipalp, laying its slightly clawed tip in Sten’s palm.

The leg was warm, and the hair was like silk. Sten felt the horror seep away.

“I am Sh’aarl’t. Would you care to come in?”

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

There was no bed, but instead, near the high ceiling, a barred rack. The desk took up that unoccupied space, since the desk chair was actually a large round settee.

“What do you think—so far?”

“I think,” the lovely voice said, “that I should have my carapace examined for cracks for ever wanting to be a pilot.”

“If you figure out why, let me know.”

The social lubricant was starting to flow, although Sten still had to repress a shudder as Sh’aarl’t waved a leg toward the settee. He sat.

“I involved myself in this madness because my family has a history of spinning the highest webs our world has. If you don’t mind a personal question, why are you here?”

Sten knew that if he told Sh’aarl’t that the Eternal Emperor himself had punted him into this mess, he’d be ascribed either a total liar or someone with too much clout to be friendly with.

“It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“Perhaps I might ask—what is your real rank?”

“Commander.”

Sh’aarl’t exuded air from her lungs. Of course she was female—even huge Araneida seem to follow the biological  traditions. “Should I stand at attention? I am but a lowly spaceman second.”

Sten found himself able to laugh. “Actually, I’d like to see it. How does somebody with eight legs stand at attention?”

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

“At full attention,” Sh’aarl’t went on, “I also extend my fangs in a most martial attitude. Would you like to see them?”

“Uh... not right now.”

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

“I guess you had no trouble with the push-ups today.”

Again the clap.

“How serious do you think these beings are?” Sh’aarl’t asked, changing the subject.

“I dunno about Ferrari,” Sten said. “But that Mason scares the clot out of me.”

“I also. But perhaps if some of us hang on and survive until others are washed out... Certainly they can’t throw everyone away—given what the Tahn are preparing. Am I right ?”

Sten realized that she was desperately looking for reassurance, and so modified his answer from “I think these people can do anything they want” to, “Nope. There’s got to be a couple of survivors. Speaking of which—why don’t we go downstairs. See if this—” Sten almost said spider-web “—tender trap they’ve put us in also feeds the fatted lamb.”

“Excellent idea, Commander.”

“Wrong. Candidate. Or Sten. Or you clot.”

Again the clap.

“Then shall we descend for dining, Sten? Arm in arm in arm in arm...”

Laughing, the two went out of the room, looking for food.

 



Later that night, there was a finger tap at Sten’s door.

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

After apologies for disturbing Sten, the man introduced himself as Pelham. He would be Sten’s valet until Sten completed Phase One.

“Complete or get flunked, you mean.”

“Oh, no, sir.” Pelham appeared shocked. “I took the liberty, sir, of looking at your file. And I must say... perhaps this is speaking out of school... my fellow staff members and myself have a pool on which of the candidates is most likely to graduate. I assure you, sir, that I am not being sycophantic when I say that I put my credits down on you with complete confidence.”

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

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

“Mr. Sten, I notice your decorations aren’t on your uniform.”

“Yeah. They’re in the pocket.”

“Oh. I assume you’ll want—”

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

Pelham looked at him most curiously. “As you desire. But these uniforms are desperately in need of a spot of refurbishment.” ”

“Yeah. They’ve been at the bottom of a duffel bag for a couple of months.”

Pelham collected an armload of uniforms and started for the door. “Will there be anything else required? You know that I’m on call twenty-four hours.”

“Not right now, Pelham. Wait a moment. I have a question.” ”

“If I may help?”

“If I asked you who Rykor was, what’d be your reaction?”

Pelham was very damned good—the only response to Sten’s mention of the walruslike being who happened to be the Empire’s most talented psychologist was a rapidly hidden eye flicker.

“None, sir. Would you explain?”

“I’ll try it another way. What would you say if I suggested that you, and all the other people in this barracks, all of you who’re so helpful and such great servants, were actually part of Selection?”

“Of course we are, sir. We realize that the candidates desperately need study time and relaxation time, and we try to help by taking care of the minor—”

“Not what I meant, Pelham. One more time. What would be your reaction if I said I thought that all of you are trained psychs, and this whole barracks, relaxed and gentle, is a good way to get us off guard and find out what we’re really like?”

“You are joking, sir.”

“Am I?”

“If you are not, I must say I am very honored. To think that I have the talents to be a doctor.” Pelham chuckled. “No, sir. I am just what I appear.”

“You did answer my question. Thank you, Pelham. Good night.”

“Good night, sir.”

Dr. W. Grenville Pelham, holder of seven degrees in various areas of psychology, applied psychology, human stress analysis, and military psychology, closed the door and padded down the hall. Some meters away from Sten’s room, he allowed himself the luxury of low laughter.






CHAPTER SEVEN
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THE FIRST WEEKS of Selection were quite simple—the IPs bashed the trainees’ brains out in the morning, at noon, and in the evening. There were also unexpected alerts in the middle of the night, although the callouts were always handled by the staff. The IPs never entered the barracks.


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


Sten was not impressed.


He had the idea that this duplication wouldn’t have happened before the Emergency began. There must have been better, if slower, ways to test for the same abilities.


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


Sten’s belief that the testing was catch-as-catch-can turned from theory into certainty the day he was shuttled into a tiny room that had nothing more in it than a large chair and a livie helmet. His instructions were to seat himself, put the helmet on, and wait for further developments.


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


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


When Sten had gone through the experience before, the livie tape had been that of some not very bright but very  heroic guardsman who got himself slaughtered trying to kill a tank. It had made Sten nearly throw up and had, by his reaction, disqualified him for normal infantry, but made him an ideal candidate for the essentially lone-wolf Mantis Section.


Before he sat down, he went behind the chair and checked the tape in the feed. Various codes appeared, then the title: SHAVALA. GUARDSMAN JAIME, COMBAT/DEATH, ASSAULT ON DEMETER.
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